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The United States Government recognizes the Provisional Government
as the de facto authority of the new State of Israel.

— President Harry S. Truman, May 14, 1948

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

T he world that emerged from the throes of the Second World War

bore little resemblance to the one that existed on the eve of that

terrible conflict.

Perhaps the most significant shift involved the world powers. The

Western European nations, especially the once-great British Empire, lost

their domination of the world stage. Asian and African nations were able

to achieve independence from colonial rule.At war’s end, the United States

and the Soviet Union emerged as the major political entities, or “super-

powers.”The U.S. became the backer of the Western European nations and

helped rebuild them, while the U.S.S.R. dominated the Eastern European

nations. Differences in political and social ideology led to rivalry between

the two superpowers. For almost fifty years, they vied for influence in the

Near East, Southeast Asia, and Latin America, waging a “Cold War.”

This unstable world situation was an important factor in Jewish history.

The creation of the state of Israel, for example, was originally approved by

both superpowers. In time, however, Israel closely allied itself with the U.S.

Since its establishment, Israel has managed to survive five full-scale

wars with its Arab neighbors, including the War of Independence (1948),

the Suez Campaign (1956), the Six Day War (1967), the Yom Kippur War

(1973), and the Lebanon War (1982). Each of these wars has left its mark on

Israeli society. The Six Day War, which brought hundreds of thousands of

Palestinians under Israeli rule, was a turning point for both Israelis and

Palestinians. The debate within Israel over how best to achieve peace

intensified. The two main camps—those in favor of giving up land for

peace and those determined to keep control of the captured territories—

became more and more polarized. At the same time, the Palestinian resist-

ance movement increasingly turned to violent acts of terrorism. In late

1987, unrest in the West Bank erupted into a prolonged period of street-

fighting known as the Intifada. International pressure on Israeli and Arab

leaders to negotiate an end to the conflict has grown. A series of peace

agreements negotiated in the 1990s led to hope that lasting peace was on

the horizon, but there have since been many setbacks to the peace process.

Meanwhile, Israeli society has continued to evolve. Since its inception,

it has absorbed many waves of immigration.The most recent influxes have

been from Ethiopia and the former Soviet Union. The schism between

“hawks” and “doves” has been accompanied by mounting tensions

between religious and secular Jews and between Ashkenazim and

Sephardim. In 1995, the assassination of Prime Minister Yizhak Rabin by

a right-wing extremist who opposed his government’s negotiated peace

settlement with the Palestinians threw Israel into turmoil.

American Jewish life has also changed greatly since the Second

World War.The destruction of former centers of Jewish life in Europe left

American Jewry the largest Jewish community in the world. Having

ardently participated in the fight against Hitler— America’s and Jewry’s

common foe—most American Jews were now confident that they were

entitled to full participation in American society. The younger generation

was willing to leave traditional Jewish enclaves in cities and settle in the

suburbs or new urban centers, such as Miami and Los Angeles. Many took

advantage of postwar prosperity and a decline in prejudice to work in new

areas in the economy.

At the beginning of the 21st century, Jews around the world continue to

grapple with what it means to be a Jew in the modern world. Although

there has never been an easy answer to the question, “Who is a Jew?,” the

issue of identity seems especially complex in an era of great diversity in

Jewish life. In Israel, some wonder: Is being Israeli synonymous with being

Jewish? If so, how is Jewishness more than a national identity?  In America,

some Jews are trying to imbue Jewish ritual and theology with a new

emphasis on spirituality. Others, seeking to define for themselves a secu-

lar Jewish identity, are turning to the experiences and culture of their

immigrant grandparents for inspiration.

ACTIVITIES

THE WORLD JEWISH COMMUNITY

Refer to the population on the Student Worksheet for this unit. Students

are asked to draw a pie chart. It should look something like this:
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HERITAGE:
CIVILIZATION AND THE JEWS

UNITED STATES
5.8 million
41.4%

ISRAEL
4.6 million
32.8%

RUSSIA
550,000
3.9%

CANADA
360,000
2.6%

OTHER
1.7 MILLION
12.2%

UKRAINE
400,000
2.8%

FRANCE
600,000
4.3%
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USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STATE OF ISRAEL

This activity focuses on the declaration establishing the State of Israel.

(See Student Worksheet.) Before studying it, students should be familiar

with the major events that preceded its passage. The following sum-

mary is provided for background:

For most of the 2,000 years prior to 1948, Jewish history took place in

what the Jews have viewed as exile from their historical homeland. In 1897,

Theodor Herzl summoned the first Zionist Congress in Basle, Switzerland,

to take steps towards “the establishment for the Jewish people of a publicly

and legally assured home in Palestine.” Even before that historic meeting,

however, groups of pioneers had begun returning to Palestine, which was

then under Turkish rule. By the outbreak of World War I, some 85,000 Jews

were already there.

On November 2, 1917, the British government issued the Balfour

Declaration, which stated: His Majesty’s Government view with favor the

establishment of a national home for the Jewish people [...] After World

War I, the League of Nations gave Great Britain a mandate to establish a

government in Palestine. In 1947, the General Assembly of the United

Nations partitioned Palestine into a Jewish state and an Arab state. On May

14, 1948, Great Britain gave up her mandate and the State of Israel was pro-

claimed. Chaim Weizmann was its first president and David Ben-Gurion its

prime minister.

The students have been asked to list each reason in the declaration that

justifies the establishment of the state. Ask for student responses and dis-

cuss each reason. Possible answers appear below. One idea is to rank them

with the strongest first, etc. The teacher might ask, “Which are the most

important: the spiritual, historical, or political justifications? What are the

political and social ramifications of selecting any one of these justifica-

tions? For instance, what does it mean to justify the State of Israel on the

basis of the Bible? Or on the United Nations resolution?”

• It was the birthplace of the Jewish people.There they attained statehood.

• The spiritual, religious, and political identities of the Jewish people were

shaped in Israel.

• It was there that the Jewish people created important cultural values 

and gave the world the Hebrew Bible.

• Throughout the years of their dispersion, the Jewish people continued 

to hope and pray for their ultimate return to their own land.

• The General Assembly of the United Nations called for the re-establishment

of a Jewish state there.

• It is the natural right of the Jewish people to have their own sovereign 

nation, be masters of their own fate, and be like all other sovereign 

nations in the world.

• The Jewish people have a natural and historic right to the Land of Israel.

• The British mandate was over.

AN AMERICAN JEWISH PASSOVER SPEECH

The Student Worksheet for this unit includes a Passover speech written in

the 1960s by the well-known Social Realist artist Moses Soyer (1899-1974)

for his grandchildren. It provides a glimpse of how one American Jewish

family synthesized liberalism with American patriotism and pride in

Jewish history.

The teacher might want to use this document as the basis for a learn-

ing activity aimed at demonstrating the use of artifacts and individual

family experience in the study of history.Ask students to provide examples

of the ways in which their own family stories represent aspects of

American and world history. Are there ways in which their family stories

concur with historical generalizations? Contradict them? Point out to stu-

dents that Moses Soyer’s humble little speech, folded up and preserved by

accident inside a family Haggadah, is a bona fide historical document. Ask

them to bring in similar artifacts from home (e.g., letters, photographs,

diplomas) and to analyze them as historical documents.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.What attitudes towards Israel and the United States are expressed in this

speech? How does Moses Soyer draw analogies between American and

Jewish history?

2. How does this speech express optimism about the future of Jews in 

America and in the world?

3. How does Soyer attempt to make the story of Passover relevant and 

understandable to his grandchildren? Can you think of other examples

of holiday celebrations or ethnic customs that have been updated to 

harmonize with contemporary American life?

RESEARCH PROJECTS

• Report on the illegal Jewish immigration to Palestine after World War II.

Why did Great Britain oppose Jewish settlement in Palestine?

• Describe briefly the Arab-Israeli wars of 1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, and 1982.

What was the position of the superpowers in each? Make a series of 

maps showing the territorial changes.

• Where, when, and why was the Arab refugee/exile problem born? What

solutions can you suggest for this problem?

• Describe Israel’s current relations with its Arab neighbors, the 

Palestinians, the superpowers, and with Jews in other countries.
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PREVIEW QUESTIONS

Answer these questions as you watch Into the Future or as you explore the

accompanying multimedia presentations, historical documents, and maps.

1.Why did many Holocaust survivors feel that there was no longer any future

for them in Europe?

2.Why did Great Britain restrict Jewish immigration to Palestine before, during,

and after World War II? How did Jews there react?

3. Describe some of the events leading to the establishment of the state of 

Israel. How did the Arab nations react?

4. What role has Israel played for world Jewry since its establishment?

5.Why did Jewish consciousness revive in the Soviet Union after World War II?

What led to the intensification of anti-Semitism there?

6. What political events in the 1990s led to optimism about the possibility of

achieving a lasting peace between Israel, the Arab nations, and the 

Palestinians?

THE WORLD JEWISH COMMUNITY

Using the data in this table, draw a pie chart on a separate sheet of paper,

showing the distribution of Jews in the world today. On each wedge, write the

name of the country, the number of Jews living there, and the percentage of

the world’s Jews living in that country.

WORLD JEWISH POPULATION

Source: Jewish Communities of the World, World Jewish Congress 
and Lerner Publications Company, 1998.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

Your teacher will help you understand the following documents.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STATE OF ISRAEL

In 1948, Israel proclaimed itself an independent nation. A part of the procla-

mation is reproduced here. Make a list of the reasons it uses to justify estab-

lishing the state.
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United States

Israel

Russia

Ukraine

France

Canada

Other

Total

5,800,000

4,600,000

550,000

400,000

600,000

360,000

1,709,000

14,019,000

ERETZ-ISRAEL [The Land of Israel] was the birthplace of the Jewish peo-

ple. 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 [. . . ]

On the 29th of November, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly

passed a resolution calling for the establishment of a Jewish State in

Eretz-Israel [ . . . ]

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 [ . . . ] HEREBY DECLARE THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A

JEWISH STATE IN ERETZ-ISRAEL, TO BE KNOWN AS THE STATE OF

ISRAEL [ . . . ]

14TH MAY, 1948

AN AMERICAN JEWISH PASSOVER SPEECH

The artist Moses Soyer (1899-1974), who had emigrated as a child from

Russia to America, read this speech to his grandchildren before a Passover

seder in New York City in the 1960s:

This is the holiday of Passover. We are Americans and we are free. We

are also Jewish. Therefore we are Jewish Americans. There are Irish

Americans, French Americans, Negroes, and other kinds of Americans.

But we are all Americans, and we are all free.

Many, many years ago the Jewish people were not free. They were

slaves of a country called Egypt. They were persecuted and treated

badly. But a great man arose among them. His name was Moses. I am

called after him. He was sad because his people were slaves. So he

decided to set them free. So like our George Washington he made a

revolution, fought the Egyptians, conquered them and led the Jewish

people, his people from Egypt to Israel, where many of them are today.

Some later went to America and became Americans like we. But there

is a great country called Israel and Moses is their George Washington.

And this is the Holiday of Passover when Jewish people all over the

world light candles and sit on pillows, feel happy and eat good foods

and drink wine and sing songs to celebrate their freedom.

— Courtesy of Daniel Soyer
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