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Introduction
The questions began a few years ago – we started to ask: What is our nation’s dream? What is its vision?
What is its mission? We gathered every month in Ramat Efal – the BINA family, teachers of Israeli
culture, educators, and scholars of the social sciences, the sciences, and the humanities – and attempted
to ask questions about Israeli society. We asked if the time had come to create a new dream of some
sort, a renewed vision or sense of mission for Israeli culture and for the State of Israel. We felt that the
State of Israel was approaching many decisive junctures for major policy questions – political, social,
economic – that all stem from one principal question: What is the State of Israel’s vision?
How are these type of questions asked so many years after the society’s preeminent visions were
formulated? How are they asked in a society that is fearful that such a dialogue will tear asunder the
stitches holding its patches together?
After a full year of discussions, we understood that we must rise to action and that the correct way is to
make use of the only canonic text of Israeli culture: the Declaration of Independence. This is not the first
time that the declaration is being used in recent years: since the State of Israel lacks a constitution, the
Supreme Court tries to rely on the declaration to serve as a constitution of sorts at times, motivated by
the understanding that it is the sole canonic text and the only text that the majority of the State of Israel’s
Jewish residents accepted at some point. That said, our approach was different and asked a classic Jewish
question: If the declaration is a canonic text, what are the cultural and spiritual echelons it is based upon
and composed of and how can we develop them?
We decided to use the declaration, whose Hebrew name literally means “scroll of independence,” as if
it were another book of the Tanakh, with all the implications that entails. We decided to look upon the
Declaration of Independence as the sixth scroll (megila) of the Tanakh, both from the perspective of
its cultural status and from the perspective of the tools that we would use to help us investigate it: the
interpretative and homiletic tools of Jewish culture. Just as the Babylonian Talmud and the Jerusalem
Talmud relate to the text of the generation that preceded them, the time had come for us to open the
Scroll of Independence at as many levels as possible – interpretative, homiletic, Jewish religious law,
and inspirational.
We live in a time when Israeli society must redefine its values, its way, and its mission. It is our
responsibility to create a new dialogue on our dreams and visions, but we must do this as we always to
have – as Jews always have. A new reading of the Declaration of Independence can enable Israeli society,
in all its variations and ways, to create for itself a new identity, a sense of mission, and an understanding
of a vision that suits its evolving needs.
We hope that a renewed reading of the Declaration of Independence is the beginning of a long, fascinating
journey that will transform the Declaration of Independence into the base and foundation for open,
sincere dialogue in Israeli society. The reading of the declaration may be critical or reconciliatory, loving
or angry, however, as long as there is a common base for discussion, the Jewish culture does not fear
disagreement. And this common base always was the words, the great words with which the Declaration
of Independence was formulated as well as other books that are important to us.
With the help of ractate Independence that will be published in full in the coming years, we hope to create
many reverberations that will arouse new scholarship and new challenges based on the declaration. We
thus hope to bring the public closer to the profound pluralistic and democratic values that are found in
Judaism and Zionism and impressively expressed in the Declaration of Independence and also perhaps to
better understand the challenges that stand before us. We seek to change the discussion of the Declaration
of Independence, via open, wide-ranging creative exegesis, to a profound Jewish-Israeli dialogue that
relies on the basic fundamentals of the culture of Israel.

Dov Elbaum
On behalf of the Steering Committee of the We Declare Program and BINA’s
Center for Jewish Thought
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The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel
It was in the Land of Israel that the Jewish people arose, their spiritual,
religious and political identity was shaped, they enjoyed a life of national
sovereignty, they created cultural treasures of national and universal
significance, and they gave to the world the eternal Book of Books.
After being forcibly exiled from their land, the people kept faith with it,
from all the lands to which they were dispersed, and never ceased to
pray and hope for their return to their land and to renew their political
freedom in it.
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 and pioneers,
clandestine immigrants, and defenders made deserts bloom, revived
the Hebrew language, built villages and towns, and created a thriving
community in control of its own economy and culture, loving peace but
knowing how to defend itself, bringing the blessings of progress to all the
land's inhabitants, and aspiring towards independent nationhood.
In the year 5657 (1897), at the summons of the spiritual father of the
Jewish state, Theodor Herzl, the First Zionist Congress convened and
proclaimed the right of the Jewish people to national rebirth in its own
land.
This right was recognized in the Balfour Declaration of November 2,
1917, and reaffirmed in the Mandate of the League of Nations which, in
particular, gave international sanction to the historic connection between
the Jewish people and the Land of Israel and to the right of the Jewish
people to rebuild its national home.
The Holocaust which recently befell the people of Israel – the massacre
of millions of Jews in Europe – was another clear demonstration of the
urgency of solving the problem of the Jewish people's lack of a homeland
and independence by re-establishing, in the Land of 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.

>

The last remnant that survived the Nazi slaughter in Europe, as well
as Jews from other parts of the world, did not stop immigrating to the
Land of 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 World War II, the Hebrew community in the land 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 that founded
the United Nations.
On November 29, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly passed a
resolution for the establishment of a Jewish state in the Land of Israel;
the General Assembly required the inhabitants of the Land of 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.
It 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
Hebrew community in the Land of Israel and of the Zionist Movement,
are here assembled on the day of the termination of the British Mandate
in the Land of Israel and, by virtue of our natural and historic right and| 8 |
on the strength of the resolution of the United Nations General Assembly,

hereby declare the establishment of a Jewish state in the Land of Israel,
to be known as the State of Israel.
We declare that, from the moment of the termination of the Mandate
tonight, the eve of Sabbath, 6 Iyar 5708, May 15, 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 October 1, 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 the principles of
freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will
ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all its citizens
irrespective of religion, race or gender; 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 November 29, 1947, and will take steps to bring
about the economic union of the whole of the Land of Israel.
We appeal to the United Nations to assist the Jewish people in the
building-up of its state and to accept the State of Israel into the
community 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 Hebrew 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 local community 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 Rock of Israel, 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 day, Sabbath eve, 5
Iyar 5708, May 14, 1948.
David Ben-Gurion
Daniel Auster, Mordekhai Bentov, Yitzchak Ben Zvi, Eliyahu Berligne,
Fritz Bernstein, Rabbi Wolf Gold, Meir Grabovsky, Yitzchak Gruenbaum,
Dr. Abraham Granovsky, Eliyahu Dobkin, Meir Wilner-Kovner, Zerach
Wahrhaftig, Herzl Vardi, Rachel Cohen, Rabbi Kalman Kahana, Saadia
Kobashi, Rabbi Yitzchak Meir Levin, Meir David Loewenstein, Zvi Luria,
Golda Myerson, Nachum Nir, Zvi Segal, Rabbi Yehuda Leib Hacohen
Fishman, David Zvi Pinkas, Aharon Zisling Moshe Kolodny, Eliezer
Kaplan, Abraham Katznelson, Felix Rosenblueth, David Remez, Berl
Repetur, Mordekhai Shattner, Ben Zion Sternberg, Bekhor Shitreet,
Moshe Shapira, Moshe Shertok
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The Cry of the Declaration
| Haim Gouri |
Now, in my twilight years, I often ponder the problem

of our national identity in the Land of Israel, in the State of Israel.
The problem of identity continues to confound us, even after 66 years
of independence.
My parents were Jews who spoke beautiful Hebrew and made aliyah
in December 1919 on the ship Ruslan, which launched the third
aliyah. They sailed from Odessa and anchored in Jaffa. I was born in
Tel Aviv. In one of my autobiographical poems, I write,
“Between me and my father
– the sea.” However, I owe
my local identity as a native
Israeli to generations of Jews
from all times – I come from
them too and they continue
in me. That said, I felt that I
was a Hebrew and later, to
this day, Israeli.
Upon the Declaration of
Independence and the establishment of the State of
Israel on the 5th of Iyyar
in 5708, the term “Israeli”
superseded the term “Hebrew.” We became “Israelis.” At least the secular part of the nation saw itself as “Israeli.” All
the different religious types have remained “Jews” to this day. It is
a pity that our Declaration of Independence is not learned by heart
since we encounter both the term Jew and Hebrew in it. And how
beautiful it is that the Hebrew and the Jew meet in this declaration,
in which Israel, which was born in blood and fire, extends a hand in
peace to its Arab enemies and promises them peace between nations
and equal rights.

Years have passed and our nation continues to bleed from all the wars
since then, a continuation of the War of Independence. The nation is
utterly torn and divided over the fundamental issues in the incurable
dispute between the nations of the land and the question of how to
end it. Without an agreement, for the foreseeable future, there will
not be a lack of those who go and complain among the descendants
of Isaac and Ishmael, two brothers. Unfortunately, the war between
the two national movements
became a religious war in the
land and the region and even
extended throughout the
world. Phenomena such as
hatred, ostracism, and threats
of boycott among some of the
cultured nations that see Israel as guilty also were added
to this.
From the height of my 90
years, as a son of this land,
I am a witness to unbelievable sights and voices, however, most of all, I hear the
Declaration of Independence
crying out and its voice is not
heard or is lost in boredom
and apathy.
The Israeli nation, torn by an increasingly severe dispute, is finding it
difficult to make war and difficult to make peace. We would do well
to act within the bounds of reality and not outside them. That was
the way of Zionism from the beginning of the return to Zion. We
would do well to go back and read the Declaration of Independence.
I hear its cry.

In one of my autobiographical
poems, I write, “Between me
and my father – the sea.” However, I owe my local identity as
a native Israeli to generations
of Jews from all times – I come
from them too and they continue in me.

Haim Gouri is an Israeli poet, novelist, and journalist.

Golda Meir signing the Declaration of Independence, Beno Rothenberg collection
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Eliezer Kaplan signing the Declaration of Independence, Moshe Sharett (on right) and David Ben-Gurion (on left), 1948, Zoltan Kluger/GPO

Opening the Declaration
| Muki Tsur |
The Declaration of Independence’s strength also

lies in the fact that it expresses concepts that were not completely clear to its signatories. The contradictions it contains create
opportunities for new and varied interpretations.
The principle of the state’s Zionism is expressed in the worldview that every Jew can come here in the future – his fears are
sufficient even if they have no basis in reality – and that it is a
dialectical land of immigration – instead of scattered migration,
here there is coordinated aliyah, an aliyah that creates a concentration of Jews who hail from different parts of the Diaspora.
The Declaration of Independence, with its later and earlier
tensions and contradictions, served and serves an Israeli society
that is very different from the society that existed when it was
signed. Indeed, the US Declaration of Independence also does
not reflect the American society that developed from it: it did
not foresee Barack Obama’s election as president though it
mentions equality and did not foresee the atomic bomb though
Benjamin Franklin was a great inventor. That said, it does invite
its future to participate in the legislative process. The Israeli
Declaration of Independence also includes such an invitation
– to the Palestinian Arabs.
Even though the Arab community in the land did not agree to
the Declaration of Independence, we must give all those who
do not recognize Zionist ideology the opportunity to read the
declaration. This offer stems from the fact that the Arabs are
citizens of the state. They can reject the offer, but they need to
know that the Jewish state, as the declaration outlines it, speaks
to them no less than it speaks to the Jew in Brooklyn or the
ultra-Orthodox Jew in Israel or even the soldier that defends
the state for them.

We do not know how things will develop. What is the future of
the French society that announced in 1905 that it is a secular and
democratic state and already is arguing today over the Muslim
veil and the African mosque? The story of documents develops
and one must trust in this development, which is so rich.
We have a responsibility to try to promote the reading of the
declaration since that is both a foundation of and an opening
for new interpretations. This path has many risks, but also
many possibilities. We have the privilege of asking this document about the place of women, the place of the exemplary
society, and about murder within a family without seeing this
document as a restrictive final statement. We must take responsibility for the ethical implications that stem from it and
refashion it. We must be alert and argue about manipulation
in the developing interpretations and thus protect the document’s ability to advance us to social justice and peace, which
we still are far away from.
We must discover not only the historic circumstances that limit
the imagination, but also the yearning that existed then to be
part of the family of responsible nations. We know that the
family of nations does not always display the responsibility that
a sane family should and thus in every declaration of ours that
the family of nations is a family we actually intend to strengthen
the responsibility and the solidarity that the family pretends to
grant its children.
Muki Tsur is a senior educator at the BINA Center for Jewish
Identity and Hebrew Culture and one of the founders of the
Secular Yeshiva in Tel Aviv.
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On Passover Eve at Twilight

The Declaration of Independence as a Speech Act
| Assaf Inbari |

The Declaration of Independence is a declaration,

not a book or scroll. “Book” is a textual term and a “declaration” is
not writing – it is an act that is executed in the real world. A declaration does not describe reality – it creates reality. Therefore, the most
important words in the Declaration of Independence are, “We …
hereby declare.” The actual act of declaration is the main statement,
surpassing all of its contents.
Recognition that human language does not only describe reality
via declarative sentences, but also – and actually mainly – executes
different actions, might be the most important discovery of the philosophers who played a role
in what is considered a major turning point in the philosophy of language in the
mid-twentieth century.1
The Declaration of Independence is a speech act
and only can be understood
as an act. This requires understanding who the actors
are, upon whom they seek to
act, the goal of the act, and
its historic timing. In this
context, the phrase, “We …
hereby declare,” arouses not
only questions about the
declaration’s content, but
also the question of who
“we” are and when and where
they are – what are the here and now of those declaring “hereby?”
In contrast to the general, timeless character of scientific and philosophical statements that demand universal validity for themselves
that is not rooted in a subjective viewpoint of any “we” positioned
“hereby” and in contrast to the scientist or philosopher who does not
speak from a place, the speech act of the Declaration of Independence
emphasizes the subjective, deictic status of daily speech.2

Thus who is speaking, when are they speaking, and where are they
speaking in the Declaration of Independence? What is the deixis of
the declarative act? In order to clarify that, we must approach the
Declaration of Independence just as Martin Buber approaches the
Bible: with recognition that the biblical verse is not a philosophical
(general, timeless) text, but speech that was spoken in a specific situation. “Prophecy,” Buber writes, “is the speech of a man speaking as
one who was sent to speak to a group of people at a certain time, in a
certain situation, whose results depend to a certain extent on the decision that will be decided – or not decided – by this same super-foundational group speech at this
hour; it is actually in this, in
the breath that still feels as if
it were from the moment of
decision, that the secret of the
eternal validity of the speaker of the message is buried.”3
This definition applies precisely to the Declaration of
Independence as a speech act.
In theory, the deictic structure
of “We … hereby declare” is
simple and completely clear:
“we are speaking here and
now.” However, if we look
closely at the three components of the deixis – the body,
the time, and the place – it
becomes clear that none of
them is simple and clear.
First of all, who are the speakers? On one level, the speakers define
themselves as “Jews.” The opening sentence states, “It was in the Land
of Israel that the Jewish people arose,” and the entire Declaration of
Independence repeatedly refers to “the Jewish people,” “the Jewish
state,” and “the Jews,” whoever and wherever they may be. On another
level, they speak repeatedly in the name of “the Hebrew community”
and even in the name of “the Hebrew people” (in the sixteenth paragraph). On yet another level, they speak in the name of the “people
of Israel” (in the sixth paragraph) and this self definition as “Israeli”
(that also peeks out from expression such as “prophets of Israel” and
“Rock of Israel” and the repeated references to the “Land of Israel”)
determines that the state is named the “State of Israel.” The reading
of the name occurs at the boldest moment in the Declaration of
Independence: the moment in which the speech act recreates the

A declaration does not describe reality – it creates reality. Therefore, the most
important words in the Declaration of Independence are,
“We hereby declare.” The actual act of declaration is the
main statement, surpassing
all of its contents.

1. In his book, Philosophical Investigations (1953), Ludwig Wittgenstein points to the existence of
countless “language-games” – “countless different kinds of use of what we call ‘symbols,' ‘words,'
‘sentences;'” we use language to order, amuse, request, thank, curse, bless, pray, and so on. John Austin
develops this understanding in his book, How to Do Things with Words (1955), in which he coins the
term “performative utterance” to define acts that are executed via language. However, it seems that
the most successful term is John Searle's proposal, “speech acts,” as his 1969 book is titled.
2. The Greek term deixis indicates the network of axes that determines the subjective viewpoint
from which every statement springs, such as, “yesterday I returned from Athens:” a network of axes
of body, time, and place. “Yesterday” indicates relative time and it only has significance in relation
to the moment of the statement, which is not the same as indicating a date, which indicates an
objective, absolute time. For example, in the sentence, “On March 9, I returned from Athens,” the
words “I returned” place the speaker in a space in relation to Athens and testifies that he is not a
resident of the city.

3. Translated from Martin Buber, Study Points for Bible Groups (1936, Hebrew), which Yehoshua
Amir translated from German into Hebrew in The Way of the Bible, Jerusalem, 1964, p. 363-364.
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speech act of the man of God announcing to the father of the nation,
“‘Your name shall not longer be Jacob, but Israel” (Genesis 32:29).
So who is speaking here: Jews, Hebrews, or Israelis? The difference
between these identifications is, as is known, the fundamental source
of tension for Zionism, which vacillates between “the old Jew” and
“the new Hebrew,” and between those two and “the Israeli,” in the
civic sense, which also includes the Israeli who is not Jewish. So a
confused definition of self is found behind the decisive “we” of those
who “hereby declare.”
Second, where are they speaking? “[O]n the soil of the homeland, in
the city of Tel Aviv. ” That is a paradoxical and oxymoronic definition
of place. That would not be the case had the declaration been made
“on the soil of the homeland, in the city of Jerusalem.” However, the
declaration could not be made in besieged Jerusalem (the blockade
prevented the Jerusalem residents who were members of the provisional council of state from participating in the declaration ceremony and signing it that day) and so it was made in Tel Aviv, which
is the opposite of Jerusalem in all that is related to the connection
to “homeland.” Tel Aviv does not carry the mythical and historic
baggage of the biblical “homeland” and is not the subject of longing
from exile. It is not in Tel Aviv, but in Jerusalem, that the people’s
“spiritual, religious and political identity was shaped” and where the
“eternal Book of Books” was written. The people that “kept faith”
with their land “and never ceased to pray and hope for their return to
their land” prayed to Zion, that is Jerusalem (as the national anthem
also indicates in the longing it expresses for “the land of Zion and
Jerusalem.”) The “historic and traditional attachment,” due to which
“Jews strove in every successive generation to re-establish themselves
in their ancient homeland,” is, as the declaration states, the heritage
that Tel Aviv was built in order to be freed from and thus position
it as a modernist, secular, western, liberal replacement. So where are
the feet of those who make this declaration planted: in “the soil of
the homeland” or in “the city of Tel Aviv?”
Third, when are they speaking? “[O]n this day, Sabbath eve, 5 Iyar
5708, May 14, 1948.” On one level, the present is defined as a date
on the common historic timeline that is calculated based on the
Christian year: “May 14, 1948.” On another level, the present is
defined by the Hebrew calendar date, which is national and particularist: “ 5 Iyar 5708.” Furthermore, the very first definition of the
present is “Sabbath eve,” which is not a chronological time, but a ritual
time, with all the religious significance of the Sabbath in general and
the eve of the Sabbath in particular, whose twilight is considered a
propitious time. The declaration ceremony took place on a Friday
afternoon, before the Sabbath began, amidst the enormous tension
over the greatness of the hour and the greatness of the danger, in an
atmosphere of sanctification and silent prayer for heavenly assistance,
that is, “at a time of mercy, twilight,” like in Hayyim Nachman Bialik’s famous poem. The Declaration of Independence was timed for
this same hour as a declaration of the miracle of the establishment
of the state or in expectation of the miracle it would need in the war
for its independence. “The same day was the eve of the Sabbath and
the midpoint of the twentieth century. Even though they represent

two very different ways to measure time, there is no possibility, in
the current situation, to live in one measurement and to ignore the
other,” Harold Fisch warns. “To bear the combination of both of these
conceptions of time and to stand opposite them is a paradoxical and
painful matter; and that is what the signatories of the Declaration
or Independence undertook.”4
All three axes of the deixis of the Declaration of Independence thus
reveal uncertainty. It is not clear who is speaking, where, or when and
this deictic uncertainty is perhaps the main problem that the Declaration of Independence is intended to address. This is why the Israeli
Declaration of Independence is so impressive and touching: it performs the bold speech act of declaring independence not by denying
the deictic uncertainty, but by emphasizing it. However, there is even
more to the speech act of the Declaration of Independence than this.
A complex, multi-channeled speech act has been performed here, one
that was required since the Declaration of Independence addresses, as
is declared in it, several audiences simultaneously: the United Nations;
the British Mandate authorities; the Hebrew community in the Land
of Israel; the World Zionist Organization; Diaspora Jews who are
not Zionists; “the Arab inhabitants of the State of Israel;” and “all
neighbouring states and their peoples.” The rhetorical complexity
here is dizzying, threatening to torpedo all coherent analyses of the
speech act. However, it really is addressing two main audiences (into
which the other audiences are incorporated): the domestic audience,
which is Jewish-Israeli; and the international audience, which the UN
represents. These are the two parallel channels of communication in
the Declaration of Independence: the speech is simultaneously aimed
inward to the nation and aimed outward to the world. Each channel
employs different texts within the Declaration of Independence as
sources of authority and sources of inspiration. Some of them are
obvious, while others are less so.
The Passover Haggadah is found at the hidden layer of the Declaration of Independence and the revelation of this hidden text is vital
to understanding its writers’ profound motives. However, let us begin
with the obvious layer and the most obvious textual hints: the UN
decision of November 29, 1947. The most-quoted, most-extolled
paragraph in the Declaration of Independence (the thirteenth paragraph), which has won near-constitutional status in Israeli discourse,
is nothing more than a submissive, almost-word-for-word repetition
of the UN demand for the protection of equal rights and basic freedoms regardless of race, religion, language, or gender, including the
protection of sites that are holy to all the religions. The drafters of
the constitution did not hide this; to the contrary, the paragraph with
this vision concludes with another reference to the UN decision of
November 29.
The only significant difference between the demand for equal rights
as stated by the UN and the ratification of this demand in the Declaration of Independence is the poetic addition that was inserted here:
“as envisaged by the prophets of Israel.” This is an important addition
due to both its impact on the Jewish audience (it enables the drafters
4. Harold Fisch, Landmarks of Zionism, (Hebrew), Zmora-Bitan Publishers, Tel Aviv, 1982, p. 13.
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of the declaration to convert the demand that the UN presented to
them and represent it as a homemade component of the Jewish value
system) and the protesting national pride that it expresses to the UN
(camouflaging that it actual is capitulating to the UN’s demand).
Indeed, this addition has succeeded to delude generations of Israelis
into thinking that the paragraph of the vision in the Declaration of
Independence expresses the original, distinctive vision of the State of
Israel as a Jewish and democratic state that is intended to somehow
realize the visions of the prophets of Israel, even though the vision
outlined in this paragraph is, as mentioned above, the exact same
vision that the UN decision outlines.
Less obvious than the hinting at the UN decision, but no less significant, is the connection between the Israeli Declaration of Independence and the American Declaration of Independence. First of all,
both of these declarations declare independence from the same ruler,
the British empire. The American Declaration of Independence freed
it from the rule of King George III, while the Israeli Declaration of
Independence freed it from the rule of King George VI. Their shared
historic father can be seen in both declarations.
The phrase (that appears twice) about the “natural right” of the Jewish
people also testifies to the connection between the Israeli and American declarations. The concept “natural right” finds expression in the
American Declaration of Independence, which opens by identifying
“Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” in accordance with the best
of the deistic philosophy of the enlightenment movement and by
determining that the rights that the drafters of the declaration are
demanding stem from natural, universal truths that are self evident.
If they were not relying on this heritage of “natural right” from the
American Declaration of Independence, the drafters of the Israeli
Declaration of Independence would certainly have sufficed with noting the “historic right,” which does not require additional justification.
Moreover, the paragraph that discusses the “natural right” of the
Jewish people to its own state – the eleventh paragraph that opens
with the words, “Accordingly we, members of the People’s Council,
representatives of the Hebrew community in the Land of Israel and
of the Zionist Movement, are here assembled” – also is the most
“American” paragraph in the Israeli Declaration of Independence
in that it paraphrases the concluding paragraph of the American
Declaration of Independence, which opens with the words, “We,
therefore, the Representatives of the United States of America, in
General Congress, Assembled.” If that were not enough, even the final
sentence of the Israeli Declaration of Independence, which opens
with the words, “Placing our trust in the Rock of Israel,” is an almost
exact translation of the final sentence of the American Declaration
of Independence, which expresses, “a firm reliance on the protection
of Divine Providence.”
The rhetoric of both the implicit and the explicit references to the
UN decision and the American Declaration of Independence was
intended for western, liberal ears. It intended to anchor the Israeli
Declaration of Independence in the discourse on democratic rights
and thus to reinforce its legitimacy. It intended to win the hearts
of the nations of the world (of the west mainly) so that they would

agree “to accept the State of Israel into the community of nations,”
as it implores them in the fourteenth paragraph.
The speech act in the obvious layer of the Declaration of Independence is therefore merely a diplomatic tactic. It is intended for
external needs, while the speech act that is truly important is intended for internal needs – the act of self definition at the profound
level of a covenant of faith and a covenant of mission. This brings
us to the concealed text in the Declaration of Independence: the
Passover Haggadah.
After the destruction of the Second Temple and before the Bar Kokhba Revolt, Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah,
Rabbi Akiva, and Rabbi Tarfon sit down in Bnei Brak and spend
a night discussing the story of the Exodus from Egypt in order to
obtain the spiritual strength to cope with the historic rupture of the
people of Israel after the Temple’s destruction. The Declaration of
Independence was composed in the same atmosphere. It was composed after the historic rupture of the Holocaust and amid the fear
that prevailed on the eve of the Arab armies’ invasion and therefore
gave rise to a renewed understanding of the story of the Exodus
from Egypt: “This promise has sustained our fathers and us. For not
merely one enemy has risen against us to annihilate us, but they rise
against us in every generation. But the Holy One, Blessed be He,
saves us from their hand.”
Mordechai Beham wrote the first draft of the Declaration of Independence on Friday, April 23, 1948. This date seemingly has no
significance beyond the circumstantial-diplomatic constraints: the
mission was assigned to Beham exactly three weeks before the British were scheduled to leave the land on May 15. However, April 23,
1948, was not merely any day. It was Passover eve. The first draft of
the Declaration of Independence was written on the eve of Passover.
Beham sat down to write it with the Passover Haggadah and the
American Declaration of Independence, which relates the exodus
from subjugation to the British Pharaoh, placed before him.
“And tell your children” – Does this apply from the beginning of the
month? The Talmud says: “On that day.” If “on that day,” can it be
another day? The Talmud says: “For this.” “For this,” I did not say,
but at the hour that matzah and bitter herbs are placed before you.
Dr. Assaf Inbari is an author, literary researcher, and member of
BINA's Center for Jewish Thought.

Itamar Wechsler, Field Independence,
First published in Assaf David's blog, 'Oneg Shabbat'
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Clandestine immigrants deported
by the British to the island of
Mauritius arriving at the Haifa
Port on the Franconia ship, Zoltan
Kluger/GPO, 1945.
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The American Declaration of Independence’s
Influence on the Israeli Declaration of Independence
| Yoram Shachar |
When efforts to write the Declaration of Independence began, Mordechai Beham sought sources of inspira-

tion, turning mainly to the American Declaration of Independence.
This was appropriate in light of the historic similarities between the
creation of Israel and the US: the establishment of a new state at the
termination of British rule
by immigrants building a
nation upon biblical concepts, among other ideals.
Furthermore, documents
declaring statehood are
rare; not many states have
such a constitutive document and there definitely
were not many texts of that
type in Rabbi Harry Davidowitz’s personal library,
where Beham commenced
his work.
Beham began by copying
several paragraphs from
the American declaration
verbatim. The drafters and
editors of the Israeli declaration then adapted them extensively. Beham actually only copied two and a half of the 32 paragraphs of the
American declaration: the beginning and the end. These paragraphs
express the universal values that the American declaration is based
on: the individual’s right to equality, life, liberty, and happiness as
well as that the citizens’ consent is the source of the government’s
power. Beham also adopted from it the basic structure of the two
opening paragraphs, which remained in the declaration until the final
version: the paragraph with the actual declaration (“Accordingly we,
... are here assembled … by virtue of our natural and historic right ...

hereby declare”) and the concluding paragraph (“Placing our trust
in the Rock of Israel, we affix our signatures...”). The many paragraphs that Beham initially omitted detail a long list of abuses that
the king of England committed against the American people and
are the basis for justifying severing ties with that king. By omitting
them, Beham fashioned an
important characteristic of
the Israeli declaration: it is
presented as an act of primal independence and not
a rebellion against an existing ruler.
In a memorandum that Beham submitted to the legal
department with his first
draft, he wrote, “The last
paragraph of the introduction, as well as the body of
the declaration, draw mainly upon the American Declaration of Independence,
and give legal expression to
the unique qualities of the
independence of an independent state.”
The Israeli Declaration of Independence’s American roots have not
been mentioned in any document or documented discussion until
recent research. Apparently Beham’s “conversion” of the sections
that he used went over well and thus he created a Hebrew, Jewish,
and Israeli work that contains the universal parts of the American
Declaration of Independence as if that were a natural part of it.

“The last paragraph of the introduction, as well as the body
of the declaration, draw mainly
upon the American Declaration
of Independence, and give legal
expression to the unique qualities of the independence of an
independent state.”

Yoram Shachar is a professor of law at the Interdisciplinary Center
Herzliya.
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“The Zionist Declaration”
or “The Democratic
Declaration”
Two Souls in One Body
| Orit Kamir |
The text known as “The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel” actually includes two declarations that can be separated and labeled, “The Zionist Declaration” and “The Democratic Declaration.”

“The Zionist Declaration”
“The Zionist Declaration” was written for internal use, that is, for the Jewish community in the Land of
Israel. It establishes a secular Zionist state in its image and likeness, based on its ideological worldview.
This declaration presents Jewish history, from biblical times to the present, through the lens of the Zionist
narrative. It explains the Zionist rationale and its justification and celebrates the realization of the Zionist project in the declaration of the establishment of the State of Israel. It also calls on Jews around the
world to join the Zionist state and guarantee its success. The use of the word “we” in the final paragraphs
enables this declaration to establish the new Israeli collective and to make the voice of the civil society
of the Zionist State of Israel heard for the first time. The calls of this collective to its neighbors and the
nations of the world characterizes it, first and foremost, for itself, as a proponent of peace and regional
and international cooperation.
Most sentences in the first parts of the Zionist declaration relate the historic story that shows Zionism’s
utopian face: when the Jewish people lived as an independent nation in their ancient homeland, they
created the outstanding universal work that is the cultural foundation for the entire world, that is, the
Bible. Despite being violently separated from their land, the people of this nation constantly did all they
could to return to their homeland and renew their independent national and political life in the form of
Zionism, which is just, fair, necessary, and appropriate in every way. The sentences that deal with life in
the Diaspora and the Holocaust express Zionism’s catastrophic face. In this worldview, when the Jews
were forced to live outside their homeland and deprived of political and national independence, they
suffered from persecution and destruction and their lives were bitter. Therefore, the renewal of political
and national life is the sole and necessary solution to the horror of Diaspora life.
This historic narrative, which the declaration presents as an absolute, is full of Zionist ideological positions
that most of the Jewish world and the nations of the world do not share. For example, according to this
narrative, the Jews are a people, not a religious community, and therefore must have political and national
independence; their cultural glory derives mainly from the creation of the Bible in ancient times in the
Land of Israel, not the creation of the Babylonian Talmud, the yeshivah world, the Shulkhan Arukh, or
Chassidic Judaism; and a Zionist state is the sole and unavoidable solution to European anti-Semitism.
The declaration also expresses concepts that became known as “the empty land” (from other, non-Jewish
cultures) and “the negation of the Diaspora.” These issues and many more were a source of profound
controversy when the declaration was written; however, the Zionist declaration presents them decisively
and resolutely, as if they are no objections to them.
While Zionist positions are presented decisively, central Jewish motifs are completely missing from the
Zionist declaration. There is no mention of the biblical promise of the land of Canaan to Abraham and
his descendants, the binding of Isaac at Mount Moriah, Jacob’s dream, the giving of the Torah, or the
Temple in Jerusalem. The Bible is not identified as the “holy book” but as the “eternal Book of Books.”
God is mentioned only indirectly in the vague term, “Rock of Israel” (and not as its savior).
The narrative of the Zionist declaration is clearly nationalist-Zionist and not Jewish-religious. The Zionist
declaration does not forge any connection between the incipient state and the Jewish religion. The “Jewish
state” in the declaration is Zionist; it is Jewish only in the cultural and national sense, not the religious sense.
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Ben-Gurion at a conference marking the Jewish Agency’s 28th anniversary, 1947, Zoltan Kluger/GPO

“The Democratic Declaration”
The UN General Assembly decision on November 29, 1947, in favor of the partition plan permits the
establishment of two states in the territory of Palestine-the Land of Israel: the first is to be “Arab democratic,” that is, a democratic state of the Arab population that lives in this territory; and the second is
to be “Jewish democratic,” that is, a democratic state of the Jewish population that lives in this territory.
The partition decision determines that the Jewish state is to arise alongside the Arab state as part of the
arrangement for “partition with economic union” in the territory of the British Mandate of Palestine. It
details how the authorities of each of these new states is to be established and how they are to operate
and requires each of them to elect a constitutional congress in order to draft a constitution.
The partition decision requires the provisional governments of “the Jewish state” and “the Arab state” to
declare that the new states will abide by democratic principles and cooperate with the UN to implement
the partition plan; such a declaration is a condition for UN recognition of each of these new states. “The
Democratic Declaration” is the declaration that the UN required from the provisional government of the
Jewish state and it explicitly includes most of the points to which the partition plan demands the new
state commit. The declaration explicitly and formally promises that the new state will protect the holy sites
of all religions and the rights of both Arab and Jewish citizens and of both Hebrew speakers and Arabic
speakers. Even though all this is mentioned succinctly, the intention was, as Zeev Sherf has testified, for
the same declaration to include all the content of the November 29 decision.
In contrast to “The Zionist Declaration,” which turns inward, to the Hebrew community of the Land of
Israel, and speaks to it in its language, “The Democratic Declaration” turns outward, to the UN General
Assembly, and establishes, in its language and worldview, a democratic state with a Jewish majority. It
fulfills the demands of the partition decision of November 29, 1947, and requests (and receives) international recognition on the basis of that decision. This declaration makes a commitment before the nations
of the world that the new state will respect human rights – including the rights of the Arab minority, will
establish representative governmental institutions, and will cooperation with the UN, its agreements, and
its decisions, including the decision to establish two states side by side in peace and economic cooperation
in Palestine-the Land of Israel.

***

Each of these declarations has its own separate system of values and effects its readers in different ways.
One is nationalist and particularist; the other is international and universalist. That said, the declarations
are not located in separate parts of the text, but beat in all of its words and sentences, like two souls that
live in one body. They are inextricably bound together and interwoven. They together establish a state that
is Jewish – Zionist and nationalist – and democratic, as the November 29 decision stated.
Thus the document that establishes the State of Israel has a Zionist-nationalist face and a democratic-universal face. Every generation must know where it came from and also discuss, ponder, and deliberate
where its face is turned to. It must know the basis for the State of Israel’s existence and not be idle, but
continue the work of fashioning the state so that it suits its population and the population’s worldview
in each period. The present can and must be fashioned through intelligent, creative dialogue with the
constitutive text that declared statehood.
Orit Kamir is the cofounder and codirector of the Israeli Center for Human Dignity and has served as a
visiting professor of law at Israeli and American universities.
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Group of young immigrants,
Hans Pinn, 1947

| 19 |

Canon, Source of Inspiration, and Moral Obligation
| Moshe Halbertal |

What is the Declaration of Independence? Is it

simply a statement of the intentions of the State of Israel’s founding fathers or is it a composition to chart a path and serve as a
source of inspiration? Or perhaps it is a sort of bill of rights, a
statement of defense that hides its polemical orientation in clear,
promising language?
Despite various efforts in the past and present, the wording of the
Declaration of Independence has not been granted
binding legal status; how,
in that case, should it and
its validity be understood?
Canonic compositions
such as sacred texts are supposed to serve as a source
of obligation and authority
towards the communities
and societies that organize
their lives around them;
does the Declaration of Independence have any sort
of canonic status since it is
a composition that creates
obligation and what, if at
all, is the source of this obligation?
The Declaration of Independence has two parts.
The first part anchors the
Jewish people’s national rights to sovereignty in the Land of Israel.
It refers to the nation’s continuous affinity for its land throughout
history, the diaspora that was forced upon the Jews and distanced
them from their homeland, the yearning of generations to return to
the homeland, the repeated attempts to settle in the homeland, and
the Jewish people’s terrible vulnerability in foreign lands which ended
with the destruction of European Jewry in the Holocaust. To all this
is added, as the declaration emphasizes, the nations of the world’s
recognition of this right, which the Balfour Declaration expresses
and UN decisions reiterate. The first part concludes in a clear, direct
manner: “It is the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of
their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign state.”
After anchoring the Jewish people’s right to national self determination in its own land, the declaration turns to the second part, which
is describing the future characteristics of the state and its substance:
“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 the principles

of freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israel;
it will ensure complete equality of social and political rights to all its
citizens irrespective of religion, race or gender; it will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture.” This is
not a utopian, poetic declaration of intentions, but a moral obligation
that the State of Israel’s founders undertook in the name of the citizens of Israel, an obligation that is much more than a constitution or
basic law. This obligation is
not unrelated to the declaration’s first part justifying
the right to national self
determination since without strict protection of the
rights of minorities who
are not members of the
Jewish people in the Land
of Israel, and without the
commitment to freedom of
religion and conscience for
all citizens of the state, the
Jewish national state is liable to become a nationalistic state and thus undercut
the basis of its right to exist.
The obligation expressed
in the declaration’s second
part is not addressed to the
nations of the world in order to obtain their consent;
it is addressed to Israel’s citizens and obligates the State of Israel to
future generations. The declaration’s power and authority, as well as
its canonic status, are not derived solely from the founding fathers’s
approval and commitments, but also from the fact that this obligation
is a profound expression of the moral stance that maintains that the
supreme test of a just national state is how it relates to the ethnic and
religious minorities living in it. The proximity of the declaration’s two
parts creates not only the balance between the State of Israel’s national components and democratic aspects, but also the fundamental
moral dependence between them. The Declaration of Independence
is a canonic text of the State of Israel in that it contains the most
significant moral kernel for the state’s existence while also presenting
the most shining formulation of the State of Israel’s obligations as a
Jewish, democratic state.

After anchoring the Jewish
people’s right to national self
determination in its own land,
the declaration turns to the
second part, which is describing
the future characteristics of
the state and its substance.
This is not a utopian, poetic
declaration of intentions, but a
moral obligation.

Moshe Halbertal is a professor of Jewish philosophy at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem and at Columbia University, New York.
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The last remnant that survived
the Nazi slaughter in Europe,
as well as Jews from other
parts of the world, did not
stop immigrating to the
Land of 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.
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The Stranger
and Human Rights
| Rabbi Samson
Raphael Hirsch |

“You shall not wrong a
stranger or oppress him,
for you were strangers
in the land of Egypt”
(Exodus 22:20)
“You shall not wrong
a stranger” etc. – This
verse emphasizes the
major principle that the
Torah repeats a number
of times: The dignity
and human rights of a
person do not depend
on his origin, nationality, or material possessions and are not
dependent upon any
external or incidental
factor that is not the
main internal essence of
the person, but depend
solely on the spiritual
and moral values of the
person’s humanity.
And the special logical
basis for this – “For you
were strangers in the
land of Egypt” – comes
to prevent any transgressions of this principle… your whole misfortune in Egypt was
that you were “strangers” there and as such,
according to the views
of other nations, were
not entitled to land, to a
homeland, and to exist
and it was permissible
to do what they wished
to you. As strangers,
you were without any
rights in Egypt and
this was the root of
your slavery and the
hardship that was imposed upon you. Therefore beware – this is the
language of a warning
– do not make human
rights in your own state
conditional on anything
other than on pure humanity, which dwells in
every human heart by
virtue of being human.
All suppression of these
human rights will open

Because of or Despite
the Holocaust?

kia. I met “my unknown brother,” the survivor and the
remnant, the bereaved and the orphan. This encounter
changed my life. I came to be with the sole survivors
of entire families, with the members of the Zionist
Haim Gouri
youth movements who still were alive. I was with them
on their journeys, at training camps, at displaced perThe Declaration of Insons camps, while
dependence opens with
sneaking over bora recounting of the hisders on the way to the
tory of the people from
shores of the Medithe dawn of its existerranean, and on the
tence, its yearning for
boats carrying clanredemption, and the
destine immigrants
story of its return to
to the Land of Israel.
that survived the Nazi slaughter in Europe
the land of its forefaThe significance of all
thers. The happenings
this, like a weary purof the Holocaust reIn modern times, and even more so
suer, influenced what
ceive a substantial secwas happening more
after the Zionist movement began
tion in this description:
than once. I wan“The Holocaust which
to operate, the interpretation of
dered on the lands
recently befell the
the Hebrew phrase she’erit hapletah
of other nations with
people of Israel – the
the remnants of my
(“last surviving”) changed to genmassacre of millions of
brothers. I listened
Jews in Europe – was
erally mean the nation’s remaining
to a language that
another clear demonspiritual strength and fortitude,
most speakers of are
stration of the urgency
gone and no more.
despite the spiritual deterioration
of solving the problem
I asked myself what
of the Jewish people’s
that Zionist philosophers and writthe words that want
lack of a homeland
ers referred to in the wake of many
someone to voice
and independence by
them do.
years of exile. However, in the years
re-establishing, in the
This topic has not
leading up to World War II, this tenLand of Israel, the
loosened its grip on
Jewish state.” And here
dency changed again and “last surme since.
the flow of the story of
On May 8, 1945,
viving” was connected again to the
the return to Zion over
Nazi German finalphysical existence of the nation and
the ages and the estably was defeated. On
lishment of the Jewish
the menace that had begun to occur
November 29, 1947,
community in this land
in Europe. It was Hayyim Nachman
the General Assemhalts and a horror story
bly of the United
Bialik who began to use this phrase
begins.
Nations voted to
As someone who was
partition the Land of
born in Tel Aviv, “the
Israel into two states, one Hebrew and one Arab. This
first Hebrew city,” on the 29th of the Hebrew month
was preceded by the political and even violent strugof Tishrei in 5684 (October 9, 1923), the story of the
gle of the Hebrew community in the land against the
declaration is, among other things, the story of my life.
British White Paper, a struggle that led to a historic
However, when I read this story, I struggle with the
decision. The Arabs rejected the decision and opened
connection between some aspects. Was it Nazi Gerfire. We burst out into a joy that we had never known
many’s “final solution to the Jewish question” that led
before. Happiness rang in our streets, going on and
to the resurrection of Israel in its land? Does the fact
on; there was singing and dancing without pause. The
that the State of Israel arose two and a half years after
last celebrants met the first casualties at sunrise. Many
the mass murder of innumerable European Jews mean
nations have won political independence between
that the state actually arose because of the Holocaust?
then and today without the majority of their people
In May 1947, as a Palmach member, I was sent to Eubeing destroyed beforehand in shooting pits and gas
rope in a Haganah delegation. My companions and I
chambers and all sorts of other unnatural deaths.
travelled through Hungary, Austria, and Czechoslova-

The Last
Remnant

the gates to the brazen
mistreatment of other
human beings – this is
the root of the Egyptian
abomination.

Last Surviving
Remnant in Real Life
| Hayyim Nachman Bialik |

There is idolatrous
Christianity even today.
There are new idols – the
theory of race, politics in
its current form, nationalism in the wild form of
a hungry beast – what are
these if not new idols?
However, now too the
world will be forced to
accept parts of Judaism
in its new form, its socialist form. And you will
see that this Hitler and
the Hitlers throughout
the world will be forced,
like the most ancient idol
worshippers in history, to
accept parts of the socialist theory. However, this
“gift” will come to you
wrapped in mighty hatred of Judaism, which
forced the principles of
this theory on them. And
this hatred will be more
bitter and cruel than the
previous hatred since it
will be armed with science, comprehensiveness,
technique, and organizational power. And for
such a time, we have one
way: to concentrate our
lives, to rescue the last
surviving remnant, to
rescue those fleeing the
upheaval, to give them
the opportunity to connect once again to the
Jewish mind, the Jewish
experience, the Jewish
instinct, and the Jewish
feeling of real concrete
creation in order to serve
as an example not only in
words, in declarations of
ideas, but also in real life.
[Hayyim Nachman Bialik, ‘At this
Hour”, Conversation at a press
conference at the university, 15
Iyar 5693 (1933)]
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ist, and journalist.]
treat migrant workers with special sensitivity – “You
[Hayyim Nachman Bialik,
O
“ n Nation and Language,”
shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were
Address at the first
strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exodus 22:20) – and
conference of the Lovers
of the Hebrew Language
it repeats this in one way or another 35 more times.
(Culture) in Moscow, Iyar
During the days of the Talmud, Jewish culture began
5677 (1916)]
Dov Elbaum
to despise strangers in general, even those who actually
wished to join the Jewish people. “Proselytes are as
One of the cornerstones of Israeli culture is how to
hard for Israel [to endure] as a sore” (Babylonian Talrelate to the stranger and the foreigner who come to
mud, Yebamot Tractate 47b) is the well-known phrase
live among us. The ger of the Bible is not, of course,
that sets the tone in the Talmud for the entire issue of
the ger of modern Hebrew today, that is the convert,
conversion to Judaism. It is not entirely clear why: is
who wants to join the Jewish religion and its principle
this because the competing religion, Christianity, had
beliefs. In the Bible, the word “ger” means a migrant
championed loving the stranger or simply because the
worker who wanders from place to place in order to
sages of the Talmud were sick and tired of assimilating
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the Patriarch identified himself to the people of HeHayyim Nachman
culture today has difficulty accepting newly religious
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Bialik
Jews to the extent that they needed to establish their
alien,” that is, a migrant worker. Not only he, but all our
own educational institutions? In any case, the sages
There still are destroyed cities
other forefathers and foremothers also were migrant
dispersed in the Diaspora
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In which our old candle
stream of converts:

We Do Not Have the Freedom to
Not Love the Stranger

The
Yeshiva
Student

still secretly burns

God still left behind

the great surviving remnant
A whispering ember
in the heap of ashes

Last Surviving
Remnants and Communities of Jews in the
East
| David Ben-Gurion |

Today the Jewish people
faces the urgent need to
move to the Land of Israel in the near future some
1,200,000 Jews – the last
surviving remnants of European Jewry and of the
Jewish communities in the
lands of the east. There is
enough room in the Land
of Israel for these Jews, and
even for a larger number,
without infringing upon the
existing population – the
Jewish or the Arab population.
(David Ben-Gurion, ‘The Solution to
the Problem of the Land of Israel”,
broadcast on radio in New York on
February 6, 1947, and published in
the Davar newspaper on February
21, 1947)

All of Us Now Constitute a Remnant
| David Ben-Gurion |

Now, more than ever before,
we need a strong and devoted pioneering force. The
desert area of our land is
calling us, and the destruction of our people is crying
out to us. In order to save
the remnant – and all of us
now constitute a remnant,
including our own communities here in the land
of Israel – our work must
proceed at forced draft. The
tasks that lie ahead will require pioneering efforts the
likes of which we have never
known, for we must conquer and fructify the waste
places (in the mountains of
Galilee, the plains of the
Negev, the valley of the Jordan, the sand dunes of the
seashore, and the mountains of Judea) and we must
prepare the way for new
immigrants from Yemen,
Persia, Turkey, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Romania, Greece,
France, and Belgium – in
short, from every country
in which some remnant is
still alive. We must look
toward immigration from
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England, America, and
North and South Africa,
too, and we are not giving up the hope that even
the Jews of Soviet Russia
will eventually join this
stream.
(David Ben-Gurion, T
“ he Imperatives of the Jewish Revolution,”
in The Zionist Idea, ed. Arthur
Hertzberg, New York, 1959, p. 617)

To Return to the
Home and the
Homeland

| Hayyim Nachman Bialik |

After the absolute destruction of the greatest
of the eastern Jewish
strongholds, in Russia,
comes the declaration
of annihilation of sixty
ten-thousands of German Jews – the main
source of strength of
western Jewry. All reliance and trust in the Diaspora now ends. God
has hidden his face from
it. The Israeli spirit’s contact with the non-Jewish spirit has reached
the point of explosion
– and the package split
apart. There is no escape
or refuge other than to
gather the last surviving
remnants – if there are
any – and to return to the
home and the homeland.

First, they created an especially high standard for conone of the justifications for its existence and therefore
it has an obligation to treat refugees of all sorts – miversion. In order for potential righteous strangers to
grant workers and righteous strangers – in the most
become proselytes and enjoy the same privileges and
obligations as any other Jews, they had to to be tested
loving way possible. True, there are those among them
on all of Jewish religious law relating to daily life and
that take advantage of our good-heartedness. True,
to commit to observing these laws from that point onthey frighten people in south Tel Aviv. All this is true.
ward. Secondly, they determined that the biblical ger,
However, we cannot behave differently. It is in our
who we are commandDNA. We need to love
ed to love, is not simply
the stranger even when
The
Declaration
of
Independence’s
a migrant worker, but a
it is not at all convereliance on the argument of last
ger tzedek, a proselyte.
nient for us. This is the
The result of combinmost profound biblical
surviving raises the question: must
ing these two ideas is
message and we must
not
this
state
relate
to
refugees
in
a
that from the outset,
not renounce it even if
very special way?
it takes a heavy toll on
no migrant worker has
any chance of becoming
us. The people of Israel
a convert at any point
does not have the libWhat is the appropriate way to rein the future. For when
erty to not resist enlate
to
the
stranger,
the
migrant,
he is a migrant workslavement. We do not
and the refugee from a moral, Jewer, they will abuse him
have the privilege to
and reject him so that
choose not to love the
ish, and Zionist perspective?
he will leave and if they
stranger. Without love
reject him, then he defiof the stranger, Israel is
nitely will have no chance of meeting the stringent
not worthy of being called Israel – we are not deserving
demands placed on converts. In practice, despite the
of our name.
Talmudic sages’ affinity for Hillel the Elder, they set
[Dov Elbaum is a writer, philosopher, and creator in
the laws of conversion in accordance with the approach
the realms of Jewish renewal. He is one of the founders
of the irascible Shammai, who really did reject the
of BINA’s Secular Yeshiva and leads BINA’s Center
person who came to him and asked to convert.
for Jewish Thought, which is spearheading the We
That said, the State of Israel is a state of refugees by
Declare program.]
definition. The refugee status of Holocaust survivors is

[Hayyim Nachman Bialik, Speech
at the opening of the writers
conference in Tel Aviv, Sivan
5693 (1933)]

The Burden of the
Wilderness
To the Hebrew community in the land!
… the great Holocaust
that befell our people,
unlike anything that has
occurred since the day of
our exile from our lands,
is a decree that we must
make a supreme national
effort to give pasture in
our land to the last surviving remnants of the
people of Israel.

[David Ben-Gurion, T
“ he Burden
of the Wilderness,” Speech at the
V
“ oice of the Land” conference,
Jerusalem, 12 Tishrei 5706 (1945)]

Forgotten
We Have Not
Begin
Menachem
Menachem Begin
(Likud): Mr. Speaker
of the Knesset,
my teachers and
rabbis, the Knesset
members, assuming
that the Knesset will
express confidence
in the government
tonight, I would
like to announce
that on behalf of
the members of
government and with,
I am confident, the
consent of Knesset
members regardless
of faction, or almost
regardless of faction, I
will announce that my
first action tomorrow
as the prime minister
will be to order to
grant the Vietnamese
refugees refuge in
our land. We all
remember the ships
of Jewish refugees
in the 1930s that
wandered for seven
days and sought to
enter a certain land
or many lands and
were met with refusal.
Today the Jewish
state exists. We have
not forgotten. We will
behave humanely.
We will bring these
miserable people,
refugees who our
ships rescued from
drowning in the
depths of the sea,
to our land. We will
give them refuge
and asylum. And
now, Mr. Speaker, the
discussion.
Arie Eliav (Left Camp
of Israel): Knesset
Member Begin, as
the captain of ships
for clandestine
immigrants, I bless
you.

Assembly of the elected representatives, 1944, Zultan Kluger/GPO

(Knesset archive, 4
Tammuz 5737 [June
20, 1977], government
appearance before the
Knesset, discussion and
the prime minister’s
response)
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“We Declare”

About “We Declare”

About BINA

Democracy in Israel can be seen to be in a state of crisis. Israeli
democracy has been facing increasing threats and challenges, which
are political, social, religious and educational. Most concerning to
us is the fact that many Israelis, and especially many young Israelis, are alienated from the basic Jewish and democratic values upon
which the State was founded. Israeli society is fragmented and gaps
between sectors are increasing. Independence Day has increasingly
become devoid of meaningful content and social solidarity is at an
all-time low. The vision and mission of Israel and the Jewish people
have not been redefined for this generation, and many feel the lack
of a common narrative, which can unify our disparate society. The
Declaration of Independence is perhaps the only consensual text
to which all sectors of Israeli society can relate to some degree or
another. Although the document is a source of ongoing dispute and
debate among many segments of society, it is still the singular text
at the core of Israel’s existence as a sovereign state. However, many
Israelis lack basic familiarity, appreciation and understanding of the
Israeli Declaration of Independence and fail to see its relevance to
their lives and the importance of the document as a formative text
for this generation.

In 1996, BINA was established as a response to the breakdown in
public trust and unity in the aftermath of the assassination of Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin.
Over the years, BINA has grown and changed in response to changes
in Israeli society, yet our vision of a just and pluralistic Israel and our
commitment to Jewish study and action have remained steadfast.
BINA was founded at a time of great rifts in Israeli society, where
democratic (and non-democratic) dissent had reached a new peak,
and when so many Israelis felt alienated and distanced or simply
ignorant of Judaism and their own Jewishness. BINA has aimed
to fill that gap by helping secular Israelis to reconnect with and to
redefine their Judaism. Today many Israelis are distanced not only
from Judaism but also from the democratic principles upon which the
State was founded. It is said that we reside in a “Jewish Democratic
State,” but what exactly are the values that define the “Jewishness”
and “Democratic” nature of the state, and will serve to define the
future of Israel? Through “We Declare” we wish to bring Israelis –
and especially young Israelis – to reconnect with and to redefine the
Jewish, democratic and Jewish-democratic values upon which the
State of Israel depends.

“We Declare” aims to restore democracy and democratic values to the
forefront of Israeli discourse by establishing the Israeli Declaration of
Independence as a principal formative inspirational text. Through the
“We Declare” project we wish to engage Israeli leaders, scholars, artists, educators, students and the general public in a common discourse
on the nature and future of Israeli democracy inspired by and based
upon the Israeli Declaration of Independence. Similar to the way
the Midrash reinterpreted the Bible and the Talmud reinterpreted
the Mishna as a way to renew the vision and mission of the Jewish
people in times of crisis, we are applying the traditional methods of
exegesis in Jewish culture towards reinterpreting the Declaration of
Independence, thus generating dialogue with the past as a way to
develop the narrative of the Jewish People into the future.
This process will establish Megilat Ha’atzmaut-Yom Ha’atzmaut as
the sixth Megila-holiday pair in the series of biblical scrolls associated
with holidays in our tradition.

Through “We Declare” we would like to take the discourse of pluralism and democracy that we have begun to cultivate in our Beit
Midrash, Secular Yeshiva, “BINA in the Neighbourhood,” and Educational Seminars and to apply it across Israel on a broad scale. We
wish to take our practice of creative Midrash and open negotiation
with Jewish and Israeli texts and apply it to the Declaration of Independence thus transforming it into a canonical text which is a
continued inspiration for us and generations to come. We wish to
bring the value of democracy to the forefront of public and educational spheres of Israeli society as a whole.

Through this program we envision an Israel in which the Jewish and
democratic values of the Declaration of Independence are alive and
revered, and part of the identity of every Israeli.
Eran Baruch
Executive Director, BINA
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