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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn
In 1945 the Jewish people seemed to have hit rock bottom. Six million Jews had been killed by Nazi
Germany in the Holocaust, during which country after country refused to offer refuge from persecu-
tion. Hundreds of thousands of European Jews who had survived could not go home again, as much of
the continent was destroyed by war and the specter of past and present antisemitism was ever-present.

But three years later Jews around the world celebrated the establishment of an independent state of
Israel whose very existence was threatened within hours of its creation. The late 1940s, then, were
something of a roller-coaster for the Jewish people, with tragedy and struggle; delight and danger;
fear and victory. This instant lesson uncovers the fascinating history of this emotional time for the
Jewish people.

By 1945 modern Zionists had been struggling for a Jewish state for more than sixty years. But the
Holocaust made the need for a Jewish homeland more obvious than ever before, in two ways. First, the
Jews who survived the ghettos and the camps needed a place to settle. More importantly, the Holocaust
was allowed to happen precisely because there was no refuge for millions of persecuted Jews.

Still, the task of creating of a Jewish state faced two huge obstacles. First, Palestine was then con-
trolled by Britain, which had severely limited Jewish immigration since the late 1930s. Second,
Palestine was surrounded by Arab countries hostile to the idea of a non-Arab, non-Muslim state in
their midst.
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A demonstration on the occasion of the
anniversary of the 1943 British White

Paper that banned immigration of Jews
into Palestine. UPI/Corbis-Bettmann

Do you think the

fact that the

Holocaust

occurred in and

of itself made the

creation of the

State of Israel

necessary and

justified? 

Jot down your
thoughts here:
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The campaign for a Jewish state took place on several fronts. The combination of
illegal immigration, underground activity, and diplomacy made the State of Israel
a reality.

Illegal Immigration
DPs: The Zionists of Palestine placed a high priority on bringing the quarter mil-
lion Jews known as “displaced persons” or DPs from Europe to Eretz Yisrael. This
was important because a larger Jewish population in Palestine made a stronger
case for a Jewish state, and because life for these Jews was quite hard, living in “DP
camps” without permanent homes or jobs or communities.

The DP problem was distressing to the United States as well, and President Harry S
Truman urged the British to allow 100,000 Jews to enter Palestine. The British
Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, was reluctant to do anything that would antago-
nize the Arab population of Palestine, but he did agree to an Anglo-American
Committee of Enquiry in which a group of six Americans and six British would
explore various options for solving the refugee problem. On May 1, 1946, the com-
mittee unanimously proposed that 100,000 Jews be allowed into Palestine. Since
this was contrary to Bevin’s preferences, the proposal was dead on arrival.

ALIYAH BET: Since the British and Americans were unable to arrange for legal immigration of the displaced
persons, the leadership of the yishuv (the Jewish community in Palestine) turned to illegal immigration. The
official quasi-government of the yishuv (the Jewish Agency) and its main military arm (the Haganah) worked
together to smuggle Jews out of the DP camps, onto trucks, and then onto boats to take them to Palestine.

Because of its “alternative” status this approach was known as “Aliyah Bet.” In 1946 more than one thousand
refugees a month were smuggled into Palestine. When the British became aware of the operation they block-
aded the Palestine coast and put the would-be immigrants into camps in Cyprus, in the Mediterranean Sea.
The inability of shiploads of Holocaust survivors to reach their homeland (most famously those on the ship
The Exodus) was terrible PR for the British, who looked harsh and cruel in the eyes of much of the world. The
ensuing sympathy for the Jewish plight was, of course, exactly what the Jewish Agency wanted.

Underground Activity
Illegal immigration was hardly the only way the Jews of the yishuv resisted British rule in Palestine. Several
underground Jewish movements sought to make Palestine ungovernable and therefore to force the British to
make way for a Jewish state.

For example, in June, 1946, the Haganah blew up almost every bridge connecting Palestine with surrounding
nations, which paralyzed British transportation and communication needs. Most of the Haganah’s energy,
however, was focused on arranging for illegal immigration.

That wasn’t true of other, smaller, more extreme groups within Palestine. The Stern Gang assassinated dozens
of important British diplomats and soldiers in the late 1940s, and the Irgun, under its leader Menachem
Begin, set off a bomb in the British headquarters in Jerusalem’s King David Hotel, killing ninety-one people.
These groups also attacked British vehicles, blew up railroad tracks, and broke their fellow activists out of
British prisons.

The
members of
the Irgun
and the
Stern Gang
have been
called
terrorists. Is
that a fair
description
for them?
How do you
feel about
Jewish
terrorists?
Jot down
your
thoughts
here:

7/21/1947-Haifa, Palestine: Innocent victims of Britain's refusal
to allow Jewish immigration into Palestine, these Jewish chil-
dren seem unaware of the seriousness of the tragic plight facing
their elders after leaving the illegal immigrant ship, Exodus of
1947, at Haifa. The ship, jammed with 4,700 homeless Jews,
seeking a new life in Palestine, was seized by British naval units
after a battle off the Palestine coast. UPI/Corbis-Bettmann
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Diplomacy
UNITED NATIONS SPECIAL COMMISSION ON PALESTINE: While much of the yishuv focused on resist-
ing and subverting British rule, some of its top leadership hoped for a peaceful diplomatic solution. This
option appeared more realistic when in February, 1947, the British decided to turn the fate of Palestine over
to the new United Nations.

When the UN first discussed the question of Palestine in April, 1947, they decided to appoint a Special
Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP) made up of eleven neutral nations such as Canada, India, Peru, and
Sweden to investigate the situation and propose solutions.

The Jewish Agency met with UNSCOP and asked for a Jewish state from the Jordan river to the Mediterranean
Sea. The Arabs of Palestine, however, boycotted the UNSCOP and insisted that no Jewish state was acceptable.

THE PARTITION PLAN: In August, 1947, UNSCOP unanimously recommended that Palestine become inde-
pendent of Britain. A majority of the commission also proposed that Palestine be partitioned, or divided, into
an Arab state and a Jewish state, with Jerusalem to remain internationalized.

Although the Jewish state suggested by this partition plan was significantly less than the Jewish Agency want-
ed (it denied them cities such as Akko, Beersheva, Hebron, and, of course, Jerusalem), and although the pro-
posed borders hardly seemed secure, the Jewish Agency welcomed UNSCOP’s report and its support of Jewish
independence and continued immigration. The Arabs, however, rejected the report completely.

On November 29, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly, in which every country has one seat, voted 33-
13 (with ten abstentions) to support the partition of Palestine into an Arab state and a Jewish state.

1948-1949
THE BRITISH MANDATE: The decision by the United Nations to
create a Jewish state began the first phase of Israel’s War of
Independence. Palestinian Arabs attacked Jewish settlements
throughout Palestine, and over the next six months Palestinian Jews
and Palestinian Arabs fought a civil war. In this conflict the British
(still technically in power) consistently took actions that favored the
Arab side. The weapons of the Haganah were confiscated while
Britain sold arms to the Arabs.

Because the Jewish State faced such threats even before it was creat-
ed, the leaders of the yishuv stepped up their efforts to organize polit-
ically, economically, and militarily. The head of the Jewish Agency,
David Ben-Gurion, flew to the United States to raise money for the
effort. In addition, every effort was made to continue helping Jewish
refugees from Europe to enter Palestine by any means necessary.

THE WAR OF INDEPENDENCE: On May 14, 1948, the British com-
pleted their withdrawal from Palestine, and Ben-Gurion proclaimed
the State of Israel in a Tel Aviv museum while standing under a por-
trait of Theodor Herzl, who had written of his dreams of such a day
a half-century earlier.

The next day five Arab armies invaded the infant state—Egypt
from the west, Lebanon and Syria from the north, Jordan and Iraq
from the east.

1948- Jaffa, Israel:
He used to be No.
80620 in the
notorious Auschwitz
concentration camp.
The number is
indelibly stamped in
his forearm for the
world to see. But
now he is a free
man, and he has a
gun to defend his
freedom. He is
Aaron Stern, fighter
with Israel's
Haganah, who is
shown on guard at
Jaffa's Manshiem
Quarter. Hundreds of
other ex-numbers
fight in Haganah for
the precious thing
whose value they
learned behind
barbed wire.
UPI/Corbis-Bettman
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The heart of the war was the battle
for Jerusalem. The Arab countries
wanted Jerusalem because after
Mecca and Medina it is the third
holiest city in Islam. For the Jews, of
course, Jerusalem has had a special
status going back to the days of
King David. In addition, Jerusalem’s
strategic location in the hills above
the coastal plain where much of the
Jewish population lived gave a deci-
sive advantage to the side that could
capture and defend the Holy City.

Despite heavy fighting, Israel was
unable to win the battle for
Jerusalem’s Old City. Still, when
fighting ceased at the end of 1948,
Israel controlled the newer areas
outside the Old City as well as
much of the Galilee and the Negev.
Despite being outnumbered, Israel’s
armies were better trained,
equipped, and commanded. Israel’s
borders at the end of the War for
Independence were much more
secure than those proposed by
UNSCOP. While Israel celebrated its
military victories, it mourned the
loss of the six thousand Jews who
were killed during the war and ago-
nized over its inability to unify the
city to which the Jewish people felt
the most attached.
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DDeeccllaarraattiioonn  ooff  IInnddeeppeennddeennccee  ooff  tthhee  SSttaattee  ooff  IIssrraaeell
Eretz Yisrael 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 politi-
cal freedom....

[The] 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
Yisrael and of the Zionist movement, are here assembled on the day of the termination of the
British Mandate over Eretz Yisrael 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 establish-
ment of a Jewish State in Eretz Yisrael, to be known as the State of 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 inhabitants; it will be based on free-
dom, 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....

We appeal to the Jewish people throughout the diaspora to rally round the Jews of Eretz Yisrael in
the tasks of immigration and upbuilding and to stand by them in the great struggle for the real-
ization of the age-old dream—the redemption of Israel.

Imagine you were one of the people who heard David Ben-Gurion read the Declaration
of Independence of the State of Israel. Decide whether you are:

a. A Holocaust survivor who entered Palestine just six months earlier after years in DP camps;

b. A sabra (Jew born in Eretz Yisrael) who grew up on a kibbutz and serves in the Haganah;

c. An American Jewish Zionist traveling in Palestine to help the cause of a Jewish state; or 

d. A Jewish teacher born in Russia who has two sons fighting for the Jewish State—one in the

Haganah and the other in the Irgun.

Then read the following excerpt from the Declaration of Independence and write a diary entry

from the night of May 14, 1948, about how you feel about what you heard.

Start your diary entry here:

7/28/1946- Jerusalem, Palestine: A view of the King David Hotel after it had been partially destroyed by a bomb blast July 22nd. Two huge explo-
sions from mines planted in the basement by terrorists demolished the whole west wing of the hotel with a death toll of 80.  UPI/Corbis-Bettmann
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