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Introduction

Diplomatic relations between the State of Israel and the Republic of Korea (South
Korea) were established in 1962. Most people consider this year the starting
point of South Korean—Israeli relations. However, history tells a different story.
Although it is not widely known, substantive ties between the two countries began
a dozen years earlier. The outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 brought about
a great change in the direction of Israeli foreign policy. The non-identification

policy was abandoned and replaced with a new approach, which located Israel on
the side of the US as well as the UN in the midst of the Cold War confrontation.'

In the same context, Israel was busy considering what action it could take to
support South Korea. Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion even suggested that IDF
soldiers be dispatched. Instead, the Israeli government ultimately decided to send
medical supplies and food items worth some $100,000. This was very valuable and
meaningful help to the South Korean people. It was an enormous burden to the
Israeli people as well, because it was only two years after the birth of the state,
following an exhausting war for independence, and the country was in a period
of austerity.

In the international community, and in the UN in particular, the Israeli delegation
was playing an increasingly important role in dealing with Korean War issues.
Israeli diplomats brought in new ideas on how to end the conflict. Encouraged by
then-UN Secretary-General Trygve Lie, the Israeli delegation played a leading
role in formulating and passing a statement of principles’ and a resolution® based
on these ideas.” They were adopted in the First Committee of the UN General
Assembly in January 1951, though Israel had to renounce its authorship and
another delegation received the credit for it.° In fact, this constituted the first
substantial resolution the Israeli delegation initiated in the UN.
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The bond that was forged between South Korea and Israel throughout the Korean
War would serve as the pillar of future friendship between the two states.

The Korean War and the Transformation of Israeli Foreign Policy

The Korean War erupted on June 25, 1950. It was a dramatic development in
the Cold War between the Eastern and Western blocs.® Only a week later, on
July 2, a special cabinet meeting was held at President Chaim Weizmann’s house
in Rehovot, in the presence of Weizmann and Ben-Gurion. They discussed the
implication of the Korean War on Israel’s foreign policy. Until then, the nascent
state of Israel had maintained a non-identification policy, carefully maintaining
balance between the East and the West.

There were two elements to consider in the process of determining the new policy
direction —the role of the UN and the request from the US. Israeli policy makers
believed that the UN should keep its role as the guarantor of world peace by
protecting any country from foreign aggression. Israel had already experienced
such aggression only two years earlier, and understood that this could happen
again at any time in the future. If the North Korean attack was not punished by
the UN, Israelis worried that it could become a precedent in the case of another
attack on Israel.” At the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee meeting on July
3, 1950, then-Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett worried about the possibility of
other future acts of aggressions against Israel and emphasized the necessity of the
UN Security Council intervention.®

In his memoir, Gideon Rafael, an Israeli diplomat at the UN Mission, also
noted that “Israel, itself still a recent victim of aggression... had good reason to
strengthen the capacity of the United Nations, and its most powerful member,
the United States, to resist it...” Thus, as long as the UN played its appropriate
role in keeping international peace and security, Israeli leaders thought the UN
would serve the Israeli national interest.'” In the same vein, Israel announced
its support for the resolutions previously adopted by the UN and continued to
support subsequent ones.!!

As for the second element mentioned above, the US was investing much effort
in mobilizing international support to save South Korea. Israel was not immune
to these efforts. It seemed almost impossible for the Israeli leaders to avoid
heeding the American request.”? According to some witnesses, Americans utilized
all channels in Washington, New York and elsewhere.'” The American Jewish
community was also involved. After lending its utmost support to establishing the
Jewish state, American Jews were expecting reciprocal actions from Israel on the
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Korean War issue. American Ambassador to Israel James McDonald received
the message from Sharett that Israel would stand with the US."

The Israelis realized that a change of policy was also determined by cold facts:
Israel desperately needed capital and material assistance in absorbing new
immigrants. These could only come from the US and from American Jewry. Ben-
Gurion attributed the new policy to Israel’s “sympathy for America” and President
Harry S. Truman'’s wishes.!

The economic aspect was also considered in Israel’s mulling over a new foreign
policy in other areas as well. At that time, Israel was pursuing a deal to purchase
petroleum from Western oil fields and also sought a loan from an American
financial institution.'s

On the other hand, Israel needed to give attention to the position of China.
According to Gabriel Sheffer’s biography of Moshe Sharett, just before the Korean
War, the Chinese government asked the Israeli government to open a mission in
China. Sheffer maintained that “this Chinese approach... was intended to preempt
Israeli support for the West in this conflict.”” Yet, the Israeli government finally
decided to side with the US and the UN. In his personal letter to the editor of
the Haaretz daily, Prime Minister Ben-Gurion wrote that since the foundation of
the State of Israel, he had been against the principle of neutrality. In the same
context, he reiterated his opposition to neutrality in the case of the Korean War
as well."® The proposal to support the UN and its actions after the outbreak of
the Korean War was adopted in a meeting of the Israeli cabinet. By this, Israel’s
non-identification policy was transformed into its policy of alignment with the
Western bloc.” Since then, this new policy has become the most powerful driving
force in Israel’s foreign policy.?

As mentioned above, during the Korean War, the Cold War required that Israel
choose a side. It was not an easy task.”! There was bitter criticism of the new foreign
policy decision. This issue was hotly debated in the Knesset on July 4, 1950. Two
left-wing parties, Mapam and the Communist Maki, were opposed to the new
policy direction, claiming it as a “contradiction to the principle of independence of
Israel.”” They believed that neutrality should be maintained —that Israel should
not take sides. Some radicals even called for Israel to support North Korea. These
opposition views stemmed from the characteristics of those two political parties as
well as Israel’s appreciation for the Soviet role in bringing an end to Nazi Germany
and in so doing, rescuing the remnants of European Jewry during World War I1.%
The Ben-Gurion government faced a series of no-confidence motions following its
abandonment of the neutrality principle, but ultimately the government was able

to survive.*
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Israel’s Support for South Korea through the UN

Israel’s decision to align with the UN and the US was followed by concrete actions.
On the very day the Korean War began, June 25, 1950, the UN Security Council
was convened at the request of the US. A resolution was adopted that called for
“the immediate cessation of hostilities and calls upon North Korea to withdraw
their armed forces to the 38" parallel.””

On June 27, 1950, in another resolution, the UN Security Council called upon
member states to provide South Korea with assistance to counter the North
Korean attack.” Based on that resolution, on June 29, 1950, Secretary-General
Lie asked member states to inform him of their intentions regarding assistance.”
On July 14, 1950, he again called for assistance to South Korea from member
governments.”

The Israeli government sought to respond to the UN initiatives. At the cabinet
meeting at President Weizmann’s home on July 2, 1950, Ben-Gurion suggested
sending Israeli soldiers to South Korea to join the UN forces. Ben-Gurion
explained the logic behind his suggestion as follows: “If we are really serious in
saying this is aggression, we should send troops.”” However, strong opposition to
this 1dea was expressed. The majority of cabinet members believed that military
assistance might be too much for the newborn Israeli IDF, as well as contrary to
Israel’s new foreign policy direction.®® There was also an ongoing debate on the
issue within the IDF itself. Finally, on August 3, 1950, instead of sending soldiers,
the Israeli government decided to send medical supplies worth $63,000 to South
Korea through the UN.?!

However, during the course of the Korean War, the US continuously asked Israel
tosend troops. Pinhas Eliav, second secretary at the Israeli embassy in Washington,
sent a report to Jerusalem after his meeting with Mr. Hickerson, assistant to the
US secretary of state. According to this report, the US requested that Israel send
troops, and even indicated the scope of the expected Israeli participation as a

“battalion” rather than a “regiment.”*

On December 1, 1950, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution calling for
the establishment the UN Korean Reconstruction Agency (UNKRA) in order to
conduct relief and rehabilitation programs in South Korea.® Once again, the Israeli

government responded positively to the new resolution. It decided to provide
South Korea with food supplies worth $36,000 as part of UNKRA program.*

The Israeli assistance was greatly valued by the South Koreans, who were suffering

from injury and hunger. The total aid package of about $100,000 was quite a
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considerable sum in today’s values. Taking into account Israel’s difficult situation
at home, and its rehabilitation needs after its own war, the amount was enormous.
However, even the medical and food assistance was not accepted by consensus at
the beginning of discussions. Extra efforts were needed in Israeli domestic politics
to persuade Mapam and Maki to agree to the humanitarian program.®

Israel’s Role in the UN

Israeli diplomats were able to play an active role in the international arena by virtue
of their superior education and qualifications. The Korean War also presented
Israel with many opportunities to display this acuity.® This was demonstrated in
the following cases: The permanent members of the Security Council recognized
a serious defect in the mechanism of veto power. Even threats to international
security and breach of peace could not be fairly addressed if five permanent
members did not agree on a course of action. To overcome this problem, member
states of the UN began discussing the possibility of dealing with security crises
within the General Assembly. A resolution called “Uniting for Peace” was
floated at the UN General Assembly in late 1950.5 However, the resolution was
controversial because of the potential for differing interpretations of the relevant
clauses of the UN Charter. This is where Ambassador Abba Eban made a valuable
contribution to the completion of the resolution by providing a legal basis and
a political rationale.® The resolution provided for the establishment of a Peace
Observation Commission with fourteen member states, including Israel.* Gideon
Rafael was nominated as the Commission’s rapporteur.

An opportunity for the Israeli delegation to play a greater role in the discussions
on the Korean War came unexpectedly. In December 1950, Sharett was visiting
UN headquarters. He was invited to a dinner hosted by Lie in honor of the
Chinese (PRC) delegation. It should be noted that Israel was among the first
non-Communist nations that recognized the People’s Republic of China (as early
as January 1950), and talks were underway in Moscow to explore possibilities of
diplomatic relations between Israel and China.

Over dinner, Sharett spoke with a Chinese delegate and outlined a seven-point
plan® on how to end the Korean War:

¢ an immediate ceasefire;

e withdrawal of foreign troops;

¢ elections under the UN'’s supervision;
¢ China’s participation in UN activities;
e rehabilitation programs;

85



Lorael Journal of Foreign Affairs IV : 5 (2010)

¢ independence of Korea guaranteed by the UN and China; and
e UN-China discussions on outstanding issues.

These ideas were met with interest by the Chinese delegation. The secretary-
general was excited by the Chinese response. He asked the Israeli delegation to
“discuss it with... like-minded delegates and then circulate it in the form of a draft
resolution.”* With his encouragement, the Israeli delegation assisted the Ceasefire
Committee in drafting a Statement of Principles based on Israel’s original seven-
point plan. With a draft resolution of his own,* Ambassador Eban proposed these
ideas to the First Committee, which initially received positive reactions from many
other delegations.* However, according to witnesses, some delegations, which
were at odds with Israel, challenged Israel’s authorship of the resolution. The diary
of then-Canadian Foreign Minister Lester B. Pearson contained the following
observation: “The difficulty arose over the fact that the resolution sponsoring the
statement and referring it to Peking ‘for their observations” has been sponsored by

Israel. This was enough to arouse the ire and opposition....” #

In the face of such hurdles, some core members of the resolution sought a creative
way out.” They finally agreed that the Statement of Principles” would be initially
put to a vote at the First Committee. Then the Norwegian delegation would
present a resolution® calling on the UN secretary-general to convey the Statement
of Principles to the Chinese government. As agreed, these procedures were
carried out,” and the Israeli delegation gave up its authorship of the resolution.*
Nonetheless, its substance remained intact. The original version of the Israeli
resolution was composed of two parts. The first was designed to “approve” the
Statement of Principles (UN Document A/C.1/645). The other part was a call
to “transmit these principles to the Central People’s Government of the People’s

Republic of China and invite it to send its observations...."!

“No change in substance,” encouraged Abba Eban to show his flexibility. At
the session in the First Committee of the UN General Assembly on January 13,
1951, at which this issue was hotly debated, Eban said: “The first part of the Israeli
draft resolution (A/C.1/647) did not have to be voted upon because its purpose
had been fulfilled.”* After the Norwegian delegation made a counter-proposal to
replace the Israeli resolution, Eban “supported the Norwegian proposal, which
he thought did not differ substantially from his own.”*® Although Israel’s name
did not appear in the final resolution, the whole process, as mentioned above, was
initiated and orchestrated by the Israeli delegation. The Israeli initiative became
the basis for the ensuing negotiation for an Armistice Agreement of the Korean

War.
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Conclusion

The Korean War brought the newly born governments of Israel and South
Korea closer. At the outbreak of the Korean War, Israel’s foreign policy of
non-identification was transformed into a policy of alignment with the US and the
UN. Israel’s precious assistance in the form of medical supplies and food helped
relieve the Korean people’s pain and suffering. The relationship began during a
most difficult time for South Korea and also during a very tough period for Israel,
which was recovering from the aftermath of its own war of independence.

As has been noted, Israeli diplomats made constructive and creative contributions
to the discussion on how to end the Korean War. Israel’s seven-point initiative and
the Israeli resolution served as the valuable basis for the Korean War armistice
negotiations. This early engagement between Korea and Israel should not be
forgotten and can only enhance the relations between the two peoples.
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