American Scripture Project”™—Adapted
Israel’s Declaration of Independence

Framing:

Shortly after the United Nations voted on November 29, 1947 to partition the land of Israel/Palestine
into two countries, the British government announced an intention to withdraw from Mandatory
Palestine in six months. Immediately, significant violence broke out between Jewish and Palestinian
organized groups in the land. By May of 1948, a major war was clearly on the horizon. Just before
Shabbat on May 14, leaders of the Jewish settlement gathered in Tel Aviv to announce independence of
the State of Israel. The first draft of the declaration was written by legal advisor to the Histadrut (the
main trade union), Zvi Berenson. Two subsequent committee meetings revised the draft, and it was
approved by the Provisional State Council at 3:00 PM on May 14, one hour before the Declaration
ceremony. The main arguments during the drafting process concerned whether or not to specify
borders along the lines of the UN Partition plan (the final draft does not), and whether or not to mention
God.

Excerpt 1:

ERETZ-ISRAEL (the Land of Israel) was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here their spiritual,
religious and political identity was shaped. Here they first attained to statehood, created cultural
values of national and universal significance and gave to the world the eternal Book of Books.

After being forcibly exiled from their land, the people kept faith with it throughout their Dispersion
and never ceased to pray and hope for their return to it and for the restoration in it of their political
freedom.

Impelled by this historic and traditional attachment, Jews strove in every successive generation to re-
establish themselves in their ancient homeland. In recent decades they returned in their masses.
Pioneers, ma'pilim (immigrants coming to Eretz-Israel in defiance of restrictive legislation) and
defenders, they made deserts bloom, revived the Hebrew language, built villages and towns, and
created a thriving community controlling its own economy and culture, loving peace but knowing
how to defend itself, bringing the blessings of progress to all the country's inhabitants, and aspiring
towards independent nationhood.

In the year 5657 (1897), at the summons of the spiritual father of the Jewish State, Theodore Herzl,
the First Zionist Congress convened and proclaimed the right of the Jewish people to national rebirth
in its own country.

*In 2018, Northern Virginia Hebrew Congregation’s Rebuilding Democracy Project began experimenting with ways
to deepen our understanding of citizenship. To interrogate core narratives of American identity, we began studying
a foundational document from the country’s history on Shabbat morning, using the habits of traditional Torah
study. The program has been dubbed American Scripture Project and we launched a national pilot in 2023. This
study guide has been adapted from that model.




Main Narrative Issue:

Unlike the American Declaration, which begins with a philosophical declaration of universal human
rights, the Israeli version starts with Jewish history and spiritual connection to the land. The narrative of
at-homeness is essential to the document’s moral assertion.

The Jewish return to the land is presented without mention of competing claims by Arab residents, and
barely references ongoing friction between the two populations (“knowing how to defend itself” being
the only indication of violence). This creates a somewhat simplified fact pattern: Jews had been forced
out and desired peaceful return.

Questions:

e What does it do to a state’s identity to found its moral claim with an ethnic group’s particular

history?
e What is the social and spiritual impact of near silence about the competing claims of Palestinian
people?
Excerpt 2:

The catastrophe which recently befell the Jewish people — the massacre of millions of Jews in
Europe — was another clear demonstration of the urgency of solving the problem of its homelessness
by re-establishing in Eretz-Israel the Jewish State, which would open the gates of the homeland wide
to every Jew and confer upon the Jewish people the status of a fully privileged member of the
community of nations.

Survivors of the Nazi holocaust in Europe, as well as Jews from other parts of the world, continued
to migrate to Eretz-Isracl, undaunted by difficulties, restrictions and dangers, and never ceased to
assert their right to a life of dignity, freedom and honest toil in their national homeland.

In the Second World War, the Jewish community of this country contributed its full share to the
struggle of the freedom- and peace-loving nations against the forces of Nazi wickedness and, by the
blood of its soldiers and its war effort, gained the right to be reckoned among the peoples who
founded the United Nations.

Main Narrative Issue:

One of the most important functions of a state is military power, something often glorified in national
art, storytelling, anthems, and pride, although sometimes intentionally muted as in post-War Germany,
or a country like Costa Rica which proudly dissolved its military. The Israeli Declaration elevates Jewish
physical vulnerability prominently and connects military protection with the right of Jewish immigration.
The participation of Jews in the fight against Nazi Germany adds another moral layer to the narrative of
military power. Thus the document combines the Jewish statehood claim with Jewish power, safe haven,
and participation in the international fight against evil.

Questions:




e  For you, how much does the Jewish moral claim for statehood rest upon the facts of the
Holocaust?

e |nall of the justifications for statehood, how important to you is Jewish military power?

e At the time the world’s experience of Nazi evil was immediate. Today, the Nazi’s have become a
paradigm and symbol. Does the Jewish participation in World War Il on the side of the Allies still
carry the same moral weight?

Excerpt 3:

THE STATE OF ISRAEL will be open for Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering of the Exiles;
it will foster the development of the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on
freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of [srael; it will ensure complete equality of
social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it will guarantee
freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will safeguard the Holy Places of
all religions; and it will be faithful to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

Main Narrative Issue:

This excerpt moves from Jewish claims to universal principals of human rights incorporating
Enlightenment liberalism into the narrative of Jewish statehood. However, the first sentence—
preferential immigration status for Jews—tips the obligations of liberalism in favor of the Jewish people.
In other words, although the document asserts that Israel will provide universal human rights, Jews can
more easily claim those rights.

Questions:

e How well do you see this paragraph upholding civil rights for all citizens of the state—Jewish and
non-Jewish?

e Can aforthrightly ethnic state also provide universal human rights to all of its citizens, or will
some citizens by definition be second-class? How?

Full Text of Israel’s Declaration of Independence

ERETZ-ISRAEL (the Land of Israel) was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here their spiritual,
religious and political identity was shaped. Here they first attained to statehood, created cultural
values of national and universal significance and gave to the world the eternal Book of Books.

After being forcibly exiled from their land, the people kept faith with it throughout their Dispersion
and never ceased to pray and hope for their return to it and for the restoration in it of their political
freedom.

Impelled by this historic and traditional attachment, Jews strove in every successive generation to re-
establish themselves in their ancient homeland. In recent decades they returned in their masses.
Pioneers, ma'pilim (immigrants coming to Eretz-Israel in defiance of restrictive legislation) and
defenders, they made deserts bloom, revived the Hebrew language, built villages and towns, and




created a thriving community controlling its own economy and culture, loving peace but knowing
how to defend itself, bringing the blessings of progress to all the country's inhabitants, and aspiring
towards independent nationhood.

In the year 5657 (1897), at the summons of the spiritual father of the Jewish State, Theodore Herzl,
the First Zionist Congress convened and proclaimed the right of the Jewish people to national rebirth
in its own country.

This right was recognized in the Balfour Declaration of the 2nd November, 1917, and re-affirmed in
the Mandate of the League of Nations which, in particular, gave international sanction to the historic
connection between the Jewish people and Eretz-Israel and to the right of the Jewish people to
rebuild its National Home.

The catastrophe which recently befell the Jewish people — the massacre of millions of Jews in
Europe — was another clear demonstration of the urgency of solving the problem of its homelessness
by re-establishing in Eretz-Israel the Jewish State, which would open the gates of the homeland wide
to every Jew and confer upon the Jewish people the status of a fully privileged member of the
community of nations.

Survivors of the Nazi holocaust in Europe, as well as Jews from other parts of the world, continued
to migrate to Eretz-Israel, undaunted by difficulties, restrictions and dangers, and never ceased to
assert their right to a life of dignity, freedom and honest toil in their national homeland.

In the Second World War, the Jewish community of this country contributed its full share to the
struggle of the freedom- and peace-loving nations against the forces of Nazi wickedness and, by the
blood of its soldiers and its war effort, gained the right to be reckoned among the peoples who
founded the United Nations.

On the 29th November, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly passed a resolution calling for
the establishment of a Jewish State in Eretz-Israel; the General Assembly required the inhabitants of
Eretz-Israel to take such steps as were necessary on their part for the implementation of that
resolution. This recognition by the United Nations of the right of the Jewish people to establish their
State is irrevocable.

This right is the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other
nations, in their own sovereign State.

ACCORDINGLY WE, MEMBERS OF THE PEOPLE'S COUNCIL, REPRESENTATIVES OF
THE JEWISH COMMUNITY OF ERETZ-ISRAEL AND OF THE ZIONIST MOVEMENT, ARE
HERE ASSEMBLED ON THE DAY OF THE TERMINATION OF THE BRITISH MANDATE
OVER ERETZ-ISRAEL AND, BY VIRTUE OF OUR NATURAL AND HISTORIC RIGHT AND
ON THE STRENGTH OF THE RESOLUTION OF THE UNITED NATIONS GENERAL
ASSEMBLY, HEREBY DECLARE THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A JEWISH STATE IN ERETZ-
ISRAEL, TO BE KNOWN AS THE STATE OF ISRAEL.

WE DECLARE that, with effect from the moment of the termination of the Mandate being tonight,
the eve of Sabbath, the 6th Iyar, 5708 (15th May, 1948), until the establishment of the elected,
regular authorities of the State in accordance with the Constitution which shall be adopted by the
Elected Constituent Assembly not later than the 1st October 1948, the People's Council shall act as a
Provisional Council of State, and its executive organ, the People's Administration, shall be the
Provisional Government of the Jewish State, to be called "Israel".

THE STATE OF ISRAEL will be open for Jewish immigration and for the Ingathering of the Exiles;
it will foster the development of the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on



freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of
social and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it will guarantee
freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will safeguard the Holy Places of
all religions; and it will be faithful to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

THE STATE OF ISRAEL is prepared to cooperate with the agencies and representatives of the
United Nations in implementing the resolution of the General Assembly of the 29th November, 1947,
and will take steps to bring about the economic union of the whole of Eretz-Israel.

WE APPEAL to the United Nations to assist the Jewish people in the building-up of its State and to
receive the State of Israel into the comity of nations.

WE APPEAL — in the very midst of the onslaught launched against us now for months — to the
Arab inhabitants of the State of Israel to preserve peace and participate in the upbuilding of the State
on the basis of full and equal citizenship and due representation in all its provisional and permanent
institutions.

WE EXTEND our hand to all neighbouring states and their peoples in an offer of peace and good
neighbourliness, and appeal to them to establish bonds of cooperation and mutual help with the
sovereign Jewish people settled in its own land. The State of Israel is prepared to do its share in a
common effort for the advancement of the entire Middle East.

WE APPEAL to the Jewish people throughout the Diaspora to rally round the Jews of Eretz-Israel in
the tasks of immigration and upbuilding and to stand by them in the great struggle for the realization
of the age-old dream — the redemption of Israel.

PLACING OUR TRUST IN THE ALMIGHTY, WE AFFIX OUR SIGNATURES TO THIS
PROCLAMATION AT THIS SESSION OF THE PROVISIONAL COUNCIL OF STATE, ON THE
SOIL OF THE HOMELAND, IN THE CITY OF TEL-AVIV, ON THIS SABBATH EVE

THE 5TH DAY OF IYAR, 5708 - 14TH MAY,1948.
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