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Ilan Pappé’s scholarship has provided convincing documentation about 
the ethnic cleansing committed by the Zionist movement from its very 

outset (The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, 2006), challenged the ideologies 
used to support the existence of Israel as an exclusively Jewish state (Ten 
Myths About Israel, 2017), and provided historical grounding for the rights 
of Palestinians to full coexistence in the “land between the river and the 
sea” (A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two Peoples, 2003). Pappé 
is universally acknowledged to be an invaluable teacher and ally of 
progressive Palestinians and Jews everywhere. 

Pappé was born in Haifa, Israel, in 1954. At the age of 18, he was drafted 
into the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) and served in the Golan Heights 
during the so-called Yom Kippur War of 1973. He was subsequently 
educated at Hebrew University of Jerusalem and then at the University of 
Oxford, where he earned a doctoral degree in history and political science. 
For twenty-two years, Pappé taught at the University of Haifa. Due to his 
outspoken anti-Zionist views and scholarship, he was eventually forced out 
of the university. He subsequently joined the University of Exeter as a 
professor of history and director of the European Centre for Palestinian 
Studies. 

Pappé’s most recent book, Israel on the Brink, argues that Israel now has 
serious entrenched vulnerabilities that imperil its continued existence as a Zionist state. These vulnerabilities make 
possible the emergence of a single, truly democratic state encompassing both Palestinians and Jews in all of historic 
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Palestine. But if such a transformation happens, it will certainly not be painless—and it could be exceedingly violent. 
Nevertheless, such a revolution could lead to a political future that is substantially better for both Palestinians and Jews. 

Israel on the Brink has three related parts. The first explains why the U.S.-led “peace process” was a total failure, and 
details seven cracks in the Zionist project that are likely to cause the ultimate collapse of Israel. The second part 
discusses seven initiatives that, if pursued effectively, could eventually result in a unified democratic state in all of 
historic Palestine. The third and final part is a fictional account of a process by which a democratic state for Palestinians 
and Jews might arise by 2048. 

The so-called “peace process” between Palestine/Israel was not only a failure, it was a ludicrous, and often a 
mendacious farce. The alleged neutral arbiter of the peace process, the United States, was hardly neutral but rather a 
committed ally and enabler of Israel. U.S. arbitration involved soliciting Israel’s best offer, always less than Palestinian’s 
minimal requirements, and rendering this the targeted outcome of the mediation process. Even when Palestinian leaders 
could be browbeaten into accepting this prejudicial conclusion, the result was not peace, but continued conflict, usually 
on terms far more favorable to Israel. 

Internal discord is the first of Pappé’s seven disabling (and possibly fatal) defects in the Zionist venture. The discord is 
between the collectivity of orthodox Jews, which Pappe names the “State of Judea,” and the enclave of secular Jews, 
which Pappé labels the “State of Israel.” This bitter dissonance is difficult, if not impossible, to resolve because the two 
Zionist collectivities are about equal in size, have almost nothing in common, hold radically different visions for the 
future of Israel, and fiercely despise each other. The State of Judea hopes to create a rigidly theocratic society throughout 
historic Palestine, expel (or murder) all non-Jews, and convert all secular Jews to orthodox Judaism. The secular State of 
Israel is not less racist than its opponent. It favours a strict ethnocracy in which the Jews of Israel live by liberal 
democratic norms while Palestinians are systematically excluded—by violent means if necessary. The two Zionist 
collectivities or “states” cannot tolerate each other. They are temporarily reconciled by believing that the continued 
existence of Israel is perpetually menaced. Should this sense of existential peril ever abate, the internal unity of Israel 
would rapidly fall into cultural and political shambles. 

The second major crack in the Zionist project is the rapidly increasing international support for the Palestinian cause, 
and the concomitant understanding of Israel as an illegitimate pariah state. This cognitive transformation could constrain 
Israel’s access to global markets, especially hampering its economically vital defence industry. Escalating global Jewish 
indifference to Zionism is the third significant flaw that Pappé identifies in the political foundation of Israel. The fourth 
liability is economic: Israel is endangered by an “inevitable” economic slump precipitated by enormous wealth 
inequality, dependence on investment by multinational corporations, and a debilitating military expense burden. The 
fifth crack in the Zionist endeavour is a military one. The Israeli army, despite its formidable reputation, is not 
invulnerable. It is the air force that is Israel’s main offensive weapon. The IDF infantry, by contrast, is hardly accustomed 
to combatting an enemy that actually fights back. It is essentially trained for policing, rather than bold, aggressive action. 

The sixth flaw that Pappé identifies concerns the functioning of the Israeli state. Civil service appointments are rarely 
given for administrative competence. They are typically rewards for political loyalty. The result is a state unprepared for 
the logistical challenges that accompany perpetual warfare. Israeli citizens, Pappé contends, will not long tolerate a state 
that can neither win nor terminate a burdensome war. Israel’s seventh and final vulnerability is the growing strength of 
the Palestinian liberation movement. This flourishing movement is youthful (71 percent of Palestinians are 29 or 
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younger), more unified than ever, and clear about its vision for the future of historical Palestine: a single unified and 
democratic state with equal rights for Palestinians and Jews. 

Pappé maintains that these seven cracks in the supports of Zionism will collectively push Israel to the brink of collapse, 
and could subsequently lead to decolonisation and coexistence between Palestinians and Jews (that is, the termination of 
the Zionist historical project). The second part of Israel on the Brink discusses seven transformations (Pappé calls them 
mini-revolutions) that must happen if the collapse of Israel is to have a reasonably benign outcome. 

The first requirement is a new strategy for the Palestinian national movement. That movement is currently in disarray. A 
successful national movement must overcome the paralysing split between Hamas and Fatah, as well as the strategic 
division about the effectiveness of armed struggle. Palestinian society is one of the youngest on earth, and Palestinian 
youth must be the driving force and leadership of a revitalised Palestinian national movement. Palestinian resistance is a 
form of anticolonial struggle, but it should accommodate a variety of political perspectives. Despite this inevitable 
political diversity, a viable Palestinian national movement must aim for a unified, egalitarian, and democratic state 
throughout historic Palestine (the land “from the river to the sea”). An effective new strategy for the Palestinian national 
movement, Pappé contends, is likely to start or become manifestly socialist. 

The path forward in Palestine must implement two forms of justice: transitional and restorative. Transitional justice 
“involves using judicial processes to address systematic human rights violations as part of a process of regime change” 
(65). Restorative justice entails perpetrators acknowledging their crimes, hearing how these crimes affected victims, and 
then jointly devising practical ways of mitigating egregious harm. Justice, Pappé maintains, has three principal 
components: acknowledgment, accountability, and acceptance. To build a better future, Israel must acknowledge the 
major crimes it has committed against the Palestinians. Israel must end Nakba denial and acknowledge the Nakba 
process that has been ongoing since 1948. Of course, Israel must also acknowledge the current Gaza genocide, and the 
main architects of this heinous crime must be tried and punished. 

Accountability means accepting responsibility for the crimes committed against the Palestinian people. It can take a 
number of different forms, including financial compensation, land redistribution, and water reallocation. These 
accountability adjustments would, among other things, help reintegrate the expected large number of returning 
Palestinian refugees. Israel is not the only country guilty of colonising and oppressing the Palestinians. Both the United 
Kingdom and the United States have been major perpetrators of Palestinian colonisation, and they must be major 
participants in the accountability process if it is to be successful. 

For Palestinians, acceptance will mean the acceptance of a large Jewish population in historic Palestine. For Israelis, 
acceptance will mean willingness to live as a minority population in the land between the river and the sea. All 
participants, Pappé emphasises, must bear in mind that the purpose of restorative justice is “healing, not retribution.” A 
good, or even a tolerable, future for Palestine can only happen if the requirements of justice are reasonably satisfied. 

The third required transformation is implementing the right of return for the roughly six million Palestinian refugees. This 
is surely the core problem in establishing a viable post-Zionist society in Palestine. It is also the most difficult required 
change for at least two reasons. First, implementing the right of return would almost certainly mean that Jews would no 
longer be the majority population in Palestine, something which has been the foremost objective of the Zionist 
movement since its very origins. Second, providing suitable restitution for the enormous property losses suffered by 
Palestinian refugees would entail a formidable economic burden for any post-Zionist society. Moreover, Pappé argues 
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that a workable refugee return process would entail repossession of lost property wherever feasible or, if not possible, 
acquisition of property near that which was lost. Such massive property reallocations would be socially, economically, 
and politically traumatic. 

Pappé considers two general approaches to refugee return. The first approach is based on the claim that much of the land 
property belonging to refugees remains either unoccupied or only lightly occupied by Israelis. Thus, repossession of such 
territory by returning Palestinian refugees would not be unduly traumatic for Jews of Israel. Pappé appreciates the 
motivation behind this approach but questions the validity of the premise on which it is based. The second approach is 
based on extensive restitution for property that Palestinians have lost. Pappé’s discussion establishes both the justice of 
such restitution and its absolute necessity for the creation of a sustainable post-Zionist society. However, he does not 
show what would motivate Israelis to undertake such a revolutionary alteration and, in practical terms, how it could be 
accomplished. In place of such analysis, Pappé sketches a number of countries in which refugee return has been 
accomplished with varying degrees of success: Rwanda, Cyprus, Bosnia, and Kosovo. 

The next transformation considered by Pappé concerns decolonisation of the West Bank and the fate of Jewish 
settlements in that area. Pappé endorses a combination of “repopulation, renaming, and compensation.” The purpose of 
these actions is to re-arabise the West Bank. Hopefully, this process would create a decolonized and sustainable 
community of Palestinians and Jews in the West Bank, including many returning Palestinian refugees. But the fanatical 
outposts of the settler community that have engaged in criminal activities would be fully dismantled and its occupants 
prosecuted. Decolonisation also requires major architectural changes. Some Zionist buildings (often constructed with 
Palestinian labor) can be reclaimed and reoriented. Others must be destroyed in order to re-arabise the West Bank, with 
such decisions being made by the Palestinian national movement. 

Jewish settlements in the West Bank will inevitably face many forced evictions. Yet, compulsory evictions of Jewish 
settlements have had a prominent place in the history of Israel. Such evictions occurred during the post-1979 retreat 
from the Sinai (after the peace treaty with Egypt) and in the 2005 withdrawal from the interior of Gaza (which rendered 
Gaza a militarily vulnerable open-air prison for Palestinians). Pappé is also keen on repairing Israel’s ecological crimes. 
He is especially dedicated to eliminating the foreign pine trees planted on the ruins of ethnically cleansed Palestinian 
villages. These alien impositions are, in any case, dying and being steadily replaced by native vegetation. 

The fifth progressive transformation advocated by Pappé involves reintegrating the entire eastern Mediterranean region 
(called the Mashreq) by moving beyond the nation-state framework imposed by Britain and France after the First World 
War. Under the Ottoman Empire, the various regions of the Mashreq were linked by longstanding cultural, social, 
economic, and ideological ties. People, commerce, information, and kinship relations moved easily from one region to 
another, and the entire area was sometimes considered a single political unit called “Greater Syria.” Loyalty to the 
empire was expected, but within this quite permissive, if nondemocratic, structure, different ethnic and religious 
communities coexisted with minimal conflict. 

The imposed nation-state framework, which was based on the Western political experience, changed all of this. Ethnic 
and religious differences were hardened by the new political boundaries. These differences consequently became more 
conflictual and difficult to resolve. Zionism, with its racist contempt for everything Arab, exacerbated these latent 
political conflicts. The historical trajectory of the nation-state framework in the Mashreq is truly dismal. After a decade of 
brutal civil war, the Syrian state is in total collapse. Lebanon and Iraq are perpetually unstable. The nation-state system in 
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Libya and Yemen appears to be disintegrating, and stable democracy has been achieved nowhere in the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

Pappé suggests that decolonizing Palestine may require moving beyond the imposed nation-state model and finding 
ways to reintegrate the entire Mashreq. Without idealising the Ottoman Empire, important things can be learned from its 
more favorable aspects. Pappé considers (without fully endorsing) the ecumenical model proposed by Usama Makdisi in 
his book, The Age of Coexistence. Makdisi combines an ecumenical structure with a variety of communal identities 
(religious, cultural, ideological, etc.) and a supranational political entity: “You are a citizen of both your ecumenical 
frame…and of a supranational political entity. You have the same rights as all citizens of this political body, while also 
having particular obligations and rights within the group you choose to affiliate with” (117). 

Whether such a system would resolve intercommunal conflicts and be truly democratic remains uncertain. Yet, the 
outcome could hardly be worse than that of the current nation-state framework. Of course, it is also uncertain whether 
reintegrating the Mashreq politically is necessary for decolonizing Palestine. 

The penultimate transformation anticipated by Pappé concerns the redefinition of the Jewish collective that would 
emerge in the new state after the putative collapse of Zionist Israel. This redefinition would have three essential 
components. The first component entails de-Zionising global Judaism. This means removing loyalty to Israel from the 
definition of being Jewish. Associated with such conceptual estrangement is understanding Judaism as a religion or 
culture and not as a nation. The claim that Jews are a nation has been a critical ingredient of classical antisemitism. It 
makes the Jewish population an alien and possibly disloyal presence in other nations. The alternative (non-national) 
conception, by contrast, comprehends U.S. Jews to be Americans that happen to be Jewish. Pappé uses the organisation 
Jewish Voice for Peace as an exemplar of the consciousness that he hopes will emerge among Jews in the United States 
and elsewhere. 

The second component in the redefinition of the Jewish collective concerns what happens within the reborn Palestine. 
Jews therein must get accustomed to being a political and cultural minority. Palestinians must learn to accept the 
presence of a large group of their former enemies as free and equal citizens. Pappé is realistic about future relations 
between Palestinians and Jews. While a single democratic state is the best possible outcome of Israeli collapse, a long 
century of bitter conflict prevents Palestinian-Jewish relations from being a “marriage made in heaven,” at least for the 
foreseeable future. 

The third redefinition component concerns Arab Jews, most of whom have become de-arabised through living in Israel. 
Pappé hopes that this population will reestablish its connection with Arab history and culture (that is, become re-
arabised). Such a process would mitigate the inevitable tensions between Palestinians and Jews, and would also help the 
reborn Palestine reintegrate within the larger Middle East. 

The final transformation required (or at least advocated for) by Pappé concerns politics itself. He hopes for the 
emergence of a genuine left in the United States and elsewhere that has actual political clout. Such a left would be 
socialist, strongly anti-imperialist, multiracial, allied with and attentive to the needs of the Global South, and keenly 
critical of settler colonialism, particularly Zionism. Pappé argues that the Palestinian issue, because of its complex 
embedding within global politics, can help create such a left within the United Kingdom, the United States, and even 
Israel. Israel may collapse even without the emergence of such a left, but the outcome for Palestine and the entire Middle 
East would be far more favorable if such a left exists. 
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The final part of Israel on the Brink is a fictional diary purportedly kept by Pappé between years 2027 and 2048 (at 
which time he would be 94 years old). The fictional diary is intended to illustrate how the collapse of Israel might 
happen with a reasonably hopeful outcome for both Palestinians and Jews. While not a literary masterpiece, the fictional 
diary is a creditable effort. It establishes that the transformations Pappé hopes for are indeed imaginable, but does not 
minimise the barriers and conflicts that must scar the path. 

The fictional diary takes place mainly in Haifa, the place where Pappé was born and worked for many years. It combines 
personal experiences with political events, and ends exactly one century after the foundation of Israel. The political 
outcome is a unified democratic state in all of Palestine, albeit one that rests on shaky foundations. The political forces 
generating this transformation are these: (1) desperation among Israeli Jews about the prospect of continual warfare; (2) 
Palestinian rejection of both the Palestinian Authority’s feckless collaboration with Zionism and the paralysing conflict 
between Fatah and Hamas; (3) the election of a female U.S. president who is sympathetic to the Palestinians; (4) 
departure from Israel of many secular Jews with citizenship or residency privileges elsewhere; and (5) sanctions against 
the apartheid regime in Israel by a large number of countries, including the United States. 

In the fictional history laid out by the diary, these political forces lead to the creation of a new Palestinian Liberation 
Organization (PLO) with new, youthful leadership. The new PLO favours a unified democratic state and accepts the 
presence of a large Jewish population that is not a majority. The Israeli parliament agrees to dismember the Zionist state 
in exchange for a secure Jewish presence in the new political structure. The new PLO becomes the dominant force in the 
new de-Zionised political structure. The Palestinian right of return is implemented, resulting in the return of several 
million exiled Palestinians (or their descendants). Under the newborn democratic political system, much oppressive 
Zionist architecture is demolished, and the Zionist effort to Europeanise Palestinian forestry is overcome by the 
resurgence of indigenous vegetation. Whether the new egalitarian and democratic political system will prevail and for 
how long remains an open question when the diary ends in 2048. 

Israel on the Brink is intended by its author to be an optimistic book countering the prevailing pessimism about the 
future of Palestine/Israel and the entire region. Anti-Zionists of all political stripes will be grateful to Pappé for delineating 
a path by which the Palestinian-Israeli conflict might be ended. The book is indeed optimistic, but any attentive reader 
will question its political, economic, and political realism. The account given in Israel on the Brink establishes, perhaps 
involuntarily, just how difficult the path to ending the Zionist/imperialist historical project would be. 

It is not evident that the seven cracks that Pappé identifies in the Zionist structure are nearly as disabling as he suggests. 
That they individually or even collectively could lead to the collapse of Zionist Israel in the foreseeable future seems 
extremely doubtful. For example, the conflict between secular and orthodox Israelis (between the “State of Israel” and 
the “State of Judea”) is certainly real, but it seems unlikely that it will threaten the viability of the Zionist state. 
International support for Palestinians and indifference to Zionism among American Jews are both on the rise, but without 
a drastic policy reversal by Washington neither can really undermine the government of Israel. 

The mini-revolutions that Pappé discusses often seem difficult to accomplish and hence unlikely to occur. What would 
induce Zionist fanatics to allow the right of return? How could the imperialist-imposed nation-state framework of the 
eastern Mediterranean region be overcome? Is it possible that a genuine left with political clout could emerge in the 
United States in the foreseeable future? Every one of Pappé’s seven mini-revolutions seems improbable at best. Yet history 
is full of surprises, which is why history is not an unrelenting narrative of calamities. I am reminded of Antonio Gramsci’s 
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contrast between the pessimism of the intellect and the optimism of the will. We should congratulate Pappé for 
providing what amounts to a rational foundation for the optimism of the will regarding Palestine-Israel. 
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