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“tragic history” and not on their 
historic ties to the Land of Isra-
el. Obama’s choice of words and 
his decision to mention only the 
Holocaust as a reason for the cre-
ation of the State of Israel “gave 
fodder to the many in the Arab 
world who argue against the legit-
imacy of Israel,” Foxman said.

Researchers believe that view-
ing the Holocaust as the sole rea-
son for the creation of the State 
of Israel and the subsequent Nak-
ba — what the Palestinians call  
their “catastrophe” — date back 
to the years after Israel’s 1948 
independence. As those views 
have become more prevalent, 
there also has been a shift in the 
Arab world, from “hard” Holo-
caust denial (totally denying the 
systematic murder of Jews, as 
done by Iran’s president, Mah-
moud Ahmadinejad) to a “soft” 
denial that questions facts about 
the Holocaust and argues that the 
Jews are cynically using its mem-
ory to justify the occupation of 
Palestinian land.

“Historically, this is not true,” 
said Israeli historian and jour-
nalist Tom Segev, who has writ-
ten extensively on the issue. “The 
State of Israel would have come 
to being even without the Holo-
caust. It was a result of 30 years 
of intensive work by the Zionist 
movement.”
Still, Segev believes that Isra-

el shares some blame for per-
petuating the myth of a state 
that “rose from the ashes of the 
Holocaust.”
Holocaust scholar Michael 

Berenbaum argues that the nar-
rative of tying the creation of Isra-
el to the Holocaust has “certain 
plausibility,” since internation-
al support for the Jewish home-
land increased after the end of 
World War II. But Berenbaum 
agrees with Segev that Israelis 
themselves bear some responsi-
bility for helping this notion take 
root.
“How do they want Obama 

to deny this narrative when the 
Israelis have done it themselves?” 
Berenbaum asked. “The Israelis 
send warplanes from Jerusalem 

to fly over Auschwitz, and then 
they claim there is no relationship 
between the two?”

The assertion of a causal rela-
tionship between the murder of 
Europe’s Jews and the creation 
of the Jewish state has sparked 
a renewed debate in Israel, as 
well.

“In the heat of debate with Holo-
caust deniers, sometimes this mis-
take is repeated,” wrote Eli Eyal, 
editor of the World Zionist Orga-
nization’s Kivunim Chadashim 
(Hebrew for “New Directions”), 
a magazine on Zionism and Juda-
ism. He argued that David Ben-
Gurion understood the problems 
that could rise from linking the 
Jewish national revival to the 
Holocaust and deliberately chose 
not to mention the link in Israel’s 
Declaration of Independence.

Obama’s speech alone did not 
spark this debate; there has been 
growing international aware-
ness that the Arab world is the 
last enclave in which Holocaust 
denial is on the rise.

A recent poll conducted by Hai-
fa University found that 40% of 

Israeli Arabs believe the Holo-
caust never happened. This is a 
dramatic increase compared with 
28% two years ago, and especial-
ly notable, since those surveyed 
were educated in the Israeli sys-
tem, which puts great emphasis 
on Shoah studies. “My explana-
tion is that it is completely a polit-
ical issue,” said Webman, who 
is also a research fellow at the 
Moshe Dayan Center for Mid-
dle Eastern and African Stud-
ies. “What stands behind this 
approach is an attempt to under-
mine Israel’s legitimacy.”

Obama’s remarks on Holocaust 
denial — he called it “baseless, 
ignorant, and hateful” — were 
widely criticized in Arab blogs. 
As’ad AbuKhalil, a visiting pro-
fessor at University of California, 
Berkley, wrote in his blog, Angry 
Arab: “What is his point here: 
That because of Nazi crimes, 
the Palestinians need to accom-
modate Zionist crimes on their 
land?”

The argument that Palestinians 
are “paying the price” for Jew-
ish suffering during the Holo-

caust also has been echoed in 
statements by left-wing groups 
throughout Europe; some Ger-
mans have argued that their 
nation now carries a moral bur-
den of taking care of the Pales-
tinians, since their suffering has 
derived from the Nazi-era crimes 
against Jews.

Activists on the right also point 
frequently to Palestinian leader 
Mahmoud Abbas as one of those 
responsible for spreading Holo-
caust denial in the Arab world. 
Abbas, in a 1984 research paper 
written at the Moscow Oriental 
College, questioned the existence 
of gas chambers and suggested 
that the number of Jews mur-
dered was not more than 1 mil-
lion. After Israel and the Palestine 
Liberation Organization engaged 
in negotiations, however, Abbas 
said, “Today I would not have 
made such remarks.” In a 2003 
interview with the Israeli daily 
Haaretz, he added, “The Holo-
caust was a terrible thing and 
nobody can claim I denied it.”
Another contentious issue is 

equating Jewish suffering dur-

ing the Holocaust with current 
Palestinian suffering under Israeli 
occupation. In his Cairo speech, 
Obama spoke emphatically about 
the need to recognize Nazi crimes 
against Jews and to fight anti-Jew-
ish stereotypes used in the Arab 
world. “On the other hand,” he 
added, “it is also undeniable that 
the Palestinian people — Muslims 
and Christians — have suffered 
in pursuit of a homeland.” The 
term “on the other hand” drew 
criticism from supporters of Isra-
el, who saw it as equating the 
Holocaust with the occupation. 
“How dare Obama compare Arab 
refugee suffering to the 6 million 
Jews murdered in the Holocaust?” 
Israeli right-wing lawmaker Aryeh 
Eldad asked after the speech.
Berenbaum argues that while 

the debate over “who suffered 
more” is legitimate, it is not help-
ful. “What makes suffering suf-
fering is that it is personal,” he 
said. “Everyone feels his suffer-
ing is the worst.”

Contact Nathan Guttman at gutt-
man@forward.com

Obama’s Cairo Address Renews Debate Over Link Between Holocaust and Israel’s Founding
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available, which documents the 
2006–07 tax year. The accompa-
nying data chart includes only 
base salaries and excludes exec-
utive benefit packages, which 
can be substantial but can vary 
widely in category and kind, 
making comparisons difficult.
The information on employ-

ment numbers, layoffs and sala-
ry reductions was gathered from 
the organizations themselves, or, 
when the organizations declined 
to provide the information, from 
published reports. Layoff num-
bers date to the beginning of 
June 2008.

(In the interest of full disclo-
sure, the Forward Association, 
which publishes this newspa-
per, has laid off one full-time and 
two part-time employees over 
the past year, leaving 39 full-
time and four part-time staff-
ers. Top earners at the Forward 
are taking pay cuts of 10% of all 
earnings in excess of $80,000. 
In 2007, the Forward’s publish-
er, Sam Norich, earned $211,046 
in base pay.)
In the private sector, execu-

tive compensation has become 
a hot-button political issue, as 
CEOs have been excoriated for 
earning eight-figure salaries and 
more while leading their compa-
nies into ruin. Executive salaries 
at not-for-profits never reached 
such heights, but with dollars 
for Jewish causes scarce, they 
are now an obvious target for 
scrutiny. They are also readily 
available in published tax forms, 
making them one of the most 
tangible expenses that critics can 
point to as signs of excess.

Thus, a number of executives 
described cuts to their own sal-
aries as a way to send a signal 
to their organizations, and to 
donors, that they are fully tak-
ing part in the pain of the eco-
nomic downturn.
“We have subscribed to the 

philosophy that we all have skin 
in this game,” said William Ber-
nstein, president and CEO of the 
Jewish Federation of South Palm 
Beach County. Bernstein, whose 
donors were hard-hit by the Ber-
nard Madoff scandal, laid off 32 
out of 160 staff members and 
slashed his organization’s oper-
ating budget by 25%. He said 
that he had taken a reduction in 
his salary, which in 2006–07 was 
$418,511, but declined to specify 
the amount. “If the agencies we 
support had to take significant 
cuts, if the people who are our 
recipients were seeing cutbacks 
in service and our donors them-
selves were having significant 
problems in their lives manag-
ing their own personal financ-
es, it seemed hard for us, even 
those of us who had contracts, to 
feel that we could continue to be 
compensated at levels that were 
decided upon pre-recession.”
In other cases, the pay cuts 

were part of a more targeted 
financial strategy. The Union 
for Reform Judaism laid off 60 

Organization Chief Executive Current 
employees

layoffs
(since  
June 2008)

Chief exec 
compensation  
(from 2007  
990 Tax Form)

Pay Reduction to date
for Chief Executive

Yeshiva University Richard Joel 3500 60 $676,004 None

United Jewish Communities Howard Rieger 176 31 $555,000 None

Anti-Defamation League Abraham Foxman 285 18 $532,379 Yes, did not specify amount

Jewish United Fund/ 
Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Chicago

Steven Nasatir 356 10 $472,000* 10%

Jewish Community Federation of Cleveland Stephen Hoffman 119 25 $460,000 10%

American Jewish Committee David Harris 224 25 $454,435 10%

Jewish Federation of Greater Philadelphia Ira Schwartz 98 5 $434,000 None

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee Steven Schwager 766 60 $430,258 None

UJA-Federation of New York John Ruskay 427 53 $419,000 None

Jewish Federation of South Palm Beach William Bernstein 128 32 $418,511 Yes, did not specify amount

Metropolitan Council on Jewish Poverty William Rapfogel 270 11 $331,158 None

Jewish Federation of Palm Beach County Jeffrey Klein 80 11 $327,751 Declined to disclose

Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston Barry Shrage 113 9 $306,390 7%

Hadassah Morlie Levin** 240 80 $285,847 Declined to disclose

Allied Jewish Federation of Colorado (Denver) Doug Seserman 32 10 $279,441 5%

Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus Life Wayne Firestone 80 11 $275,000 3.5%

Jewish Federation of Greater Atlanta Steve Rakitt      56 14 $260,484 Declined to disclose

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society Gideon Aronoff 70 4 $250,000 None

American Jewish Congress Matthew Horn
13 12

$150,000 None
Marc Stern $130,000 None

Union for Reform Judaism Eric Yoffie 173 60 Not disclosed*** 10%

Jewish Theological Seminary Arnold Eisen 196 25 Not disclosed*** None

Amid Layoffs, 
Not All CEOs 
Are Sharing 
The Sacrifice

* Figure given by organization — base salary for ’06–’07
** Left Hadassah in May 2009
*** As religious organizations, not required to file public financial documents

employees — roughly a quarter 
of its staff — as part of a restruc-
turing and cost-saving measure. 
At the same time, the top-paid 
10% of staffers took pay cuts of 
7% to 10% to help pay for rais-
es to the lowest-earning employ-
ees, designed to offset a rise in 
insurance premiums.

“It’s an ethical issue,” said Rab-
bi Daniel Freelander, the URJ’s 
senior vice president and chief 
operating officer, explaining that 
the organization decided that the 
top earners could better afford 
the cost of higher premiums than 
the lowest-paid staff.

URJ disclosed its executive sal-
ary cuts in percentage terms in 
response to a Forward query. 
But as a religious organization, 
it does not have to publish its 
financial information and does 
not disclose the salaries of top 
executives.
Executive salaries are not, 

of course, solely at the discre-
tion of the chief executive. Sala-
ries are set by an organization’s 
board, often in negotiation with 
the chief executive. But several 
executives who had taken cuts 
said they had voluntarily gone to 
their boards to tell them that they 
would take salary reductions.

Still, the salaries of a plurality, 
and perhaps even a majority, of 
executives have remained intact. 
A number of executives have 
taken pay freezes — meaning 
no raises — but not pay cuts.

Not all executives agreed that it 
is a good thing for executives to 
take pay cuts as a way of send-
ing a message.
“I think sometimes people 

are making those decisions for 
not the right reason, because 
it appears to be the right thing 
to do from a political perspec-

tive,” said Howard Rieger, pres-
ident and CEO of United Jewish 
Communities, the national 
umbrella organization of feder-
ations. Rieger made $555,000 in 
the 2006–07 tax year, and also 
received $150,000 in expenses 
to offset the high cost of living 
in New York. His organization 
has cut 31 staff positions over 
the past year. Rieger, who moved 
to New York from Pittsburgh in 
2004 to take his job, added that 
in a competitive marketplace 
for management talent, not-
for-profits needed to weigh the 

Some execs say pay 
cuts aren’t the only 
way to contribute.

urge to cut salaries for the sake 
of appearances against the need 
to pay enough to retain top-flight 
employees.

A UJC official told the Forward 
that Rieger, who has taken a sal-
ary freeze, was considering tak-
ing a pay reduction but had not 
yet done so. Rieger will step 
down from his UJC position at 
the end of August.
The UJA-Federation of New 

York laid off 12.5% of it staff 
— 52 employees — March 11, 
leaving it with a total of 427 
staffers. But the senior execu-
tives, including executive vice 
president and CEO John Ruskay, 
maintained their salaries at the 
previous year’s level. When the 
Forward inquired about this, 
board chair Jerry Levin respond-
ed that senior executives “are 
working harder than ever, due to 

reduction in force. It would not 
be appropriate for them to have 
any sort of salary reduction.”

Ruskay, who earned $419,000 
in 2007, declined to comment.

Rieger and Ruskay are not the 
only high earners who have not 
taken a pay cut. Yeshiva Univer-
sity’s president, Richard Joel, 
who earned $676,004 in 2006–
07, has taken a pay freeze but 
no cut, while the school laid off 
60 staffers over the past year. 
Through a university representa-
tive, he declined to comment.
Ira Schwartz, president and 

CEO of the Jewish Federation of 
Greater Philadelphia, explained 
that a recent layoff of five people 
came as part of a broader, multi-
year effort to streamline the fed-
eration, rather than in response 
to the economic downturn. 
Schwartz, who made $434,000 
in 2006–07, has, like all other 
staff members at his organiza-
tion, taken a salary freeze but 
no pay cut.

In other cases, top executives 
have simply viewed their own 
salaries as one of many expenses 
that the organization could con-
sider cutting — and not neces-
sarily the first option.
“We considered all of the 

approaches and decided that 
the best way to do it — to leave 
things as much as possible the 
way they were before the eco-
nomic downturn — was this 
scalpel-like cutting,” said Gide-
on Aronoff, president and CEO 
of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Society. Aronoff, who earned 
$250,000 in 2007, laid off four 
of his organization’s 70 employ-
ees, in addition to implementing 
various other cuts in expenses.
Aronoff added that salary 

reductions for himself and oth-

er senior managers were “on the 
table” when the final budget 
numbers came in, but that the 
numbers worked out in a way 
that made salary cuts unnec-
essary. Aronoff did participate 
in an organization-wide give-
back of four vacation days for 
all employees.
Some executives said they 

have found ways other than sal-
ary reductions to contribute to 
their organizations in difficult 
times. After the Metropolitan 
Council on Jewish Poverty laid 
off 21 employees last summer 
in a round of cuts, senior exec-
utives decided to donate mon-
ey to a fundraising drive started 
by the board to raise money for 
the organization. In all, eight 
staffers contributed a total of 
around $70,000, and as a result 
of the effort, the organization 
was able to rehire 10 of the dis-
missed employees.

At the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee, execu-
tive vice president and CEO Ste-
ven Schwager likewise pointed 
to an ongoing fundraising drive 
among senior staff at the orga-
nization, which last year raised 
$107,000, as an example of the 
way that he and other top execu-
tives give back to JDC. Schwager, 
who earned $430,258 in 2007, 
and who laid off 60 employees 
last summer, did not take a pay 
cut.
In other cases, layoffs have 

come amid broader organization-
al turmoil. The American Jew-
ish Congress saw almost 90% 
of its endowment wiped out in 
the Madoff scandal. The organi-
zation promptly laid off 12 of its 
25 employees. Those doing the 
layoffs, Marc Stern and Matthew 
Horn, had been named co-exec-

utive directors of the organiza-
tion just two months prior to the 
Madoff scandal breaking, while 
continuing to carry out their pre-
vious jobs of general counsel 
($130,000) and national policy 
director ($150,000), respective-
ly, without raises. They did not 
take pay cuts.
Meanwhile, a few groups 

implemented broad salary cuts 
not to set a symbolic example in 
the face of layoffs, but as a strat-
egy for avoiding layoffs altogeth-
er. American Jewish University 
in Los Angeles implemented sal-
ary cuts across the entire staff 
to avoid having to lay off any-
one in response to the econom-
ic turmoil.

 But Doug Seserman, president 
and CEO of the Allied Jewish 
Federation of Colorado, warned 
against seeing broad salary cuts 
as a panacea, especially when 
some layoffs are inevitable. “At 
times like this, it’s hard enough 
to lay people off, but the people 
who are remaining, you’re ask-
ing them in many cases to work 
harder, work longer,” he said. 
“The last thing I want to do is 
pay them less for the hard work 
that they’re doing.” Yet Seser-
man himself, who laid off near-
ly a quarter of his federation staff, 
took a 5% cut in his salary, which 
had been $279,411 in 2006–07.

Ultimately, executives noted, 
there is only so much that one 
can do for morale in a time of 
financial catastrophe.
“I think for the people who 

were laid off, nothing helps 
the pain,” Shrage said. “You 
have families to feed, and it’s 
horrible.”

Contact Anthony Weiss at 
weiss@forward.com
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