
POLITICAL SCIENCE HISTORY

A Critical Analysis of Ilan Pappe’s Revisionist History: 
Palestine from the Ottoman Era to the 21st Century
Published: August 1, 2025  |  Index ID: #721

The study of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is often viewed through the lens of competing national narratives, where 

historical events are interpreted to bolster claims of sovereignty and indigeneity. Within this academic landscape, 

Ilan Pappe’s seminal work, A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two Peoples , serves as a cornerstone of

the "New Historians" movement. This movement seeks to challenge traditional Zionist historiography by utilizing

declassified documents and marginalized accounts to re-examine the origins of the state of Israel and the

displacement of the Palestinian people. To understand the complexities of the region, it is essential to analyze the

historical transition from the Ottoman administration to the British Mandate, and finally to the contemporary era of

conflict and negotiation.

The Historiographical Framework of Revisionism

In the context of Middle Eastern studies, historiographical revisionism refers to the critical re-evaluation of 

established historical facts. For decades, the dominant narrative surrounding the 1948 Arab-Israeli War 

emphasized the vulnerability of the emerging Jewish state against an overwhelming Arab force. However, Pappe 

and his contemporaries have introduced a different analytical framework. This framework focuses on the 

asymmetry of power, the intentionality of population displacement (the Nakba), and the socio-economic

transformations that preceded the political declarations of the 20th century.

Pappe’s methodology is rooted in the belief that history must be salvaged and rewritten to liberate both Israelis and

Palestinians from the "slaves of memory." By documenting the history of the land as inhabited by two peoples with

overlapping and often conflicting national identities, the work aims to provide a humanistic view of the shared space

rather than a purely military or diplomatic one.

Core Theoretical Components

•  The Paradigm of Settler Colonialism: Analyzing the arrival of early Zionists not merely as a national liberation 

movement but as a settler-colonial project that sought to establish a new society over an existing indigenous 

population.

•  Subaltern History: Giving voice to the marginalized segments of society, including the Palestinian peasantry 

(fellahin) and the urban working class, whose experiences are often erased in state-centric histories.

•  Deconstruction of Myths: Systematically addressing the myths of "a land without a people" and the notion that 

the Palestinian exodus of 1948 was entirely voluntary.

The Ottoman Legacy: Social Stratification and the Land

The history of modern Palestine does not begin in 1948 or even 1917; it begins in the late Ottoman period (18th 

and 19th centuries). During this time, the region was organized into several administrative districts (Sanjaks) under 

the Ottoman Empire. The social structure was predominantly agrarian, but a distinct urban elite, the Ayan, began to

emerge. This class of notables served as intermediaries between the central Ottoman government in Istanbul and

the local population.

Technical analysis of land ownership during this period reveals the implementation of the Ottoman Land Code of 



1858. This code was intended to increase tax revenue and centralize control by requiring land registration. 

However, it had the unintended consequence of allowing wealthy urban families to register communal lands 

(musha) in their own names, effectively dispossessing the peasants who had farmed the land for generations. This 

shift in property rights laid the groundwork for future land sales to the Jewish National Fund (JNF)at the turn of

the century.

Comparison Matrix: Ottoman vs. British Administrative Structures



Feature Ottoman Administration (Pre-1917) British Mandate Administration 
(1917-1948)

Legal Framework Ottoman Land Code and Sharia Law Common Law and Emergency 
Regulations

Demographic Focus Religious Communal Autonomy (Millet 
System)

National Dualism (Jewish and Arab 
sectors)

Economic Objective Tax Extraction and Imperial Stability Strategic Transit and Balfour 
Declaration Implementation

Land Policy Centralized Registration (Tapu) Surveying and Title Finalization 
(Musha Abolition)

The British Mandate: Institutionalizing the Conflict

The transition from Ottoman rule to the British Mandate following World War I represented a fundamental shift in 

the region's trajectory. The Mandate was not a neutral administrative period; it was the era in which the institutions 

of the future state of Israel were built, and the Palestinian national movement was systematically marginalized. The 

British authorities operated under the Balfour Declaration, which committed to the establishment of a "national

home for the Jewish people" in Palestine.

This period saw the development of Parallel Societies. While the Jewish community (the Yishuv) developed 

autonomous educational, medical, and military structures (such as the Haganah), the Palestinian leadership 

remained fractured and lacked the same level of institutional support from the Mandate government. The British 

policy of "Divide and Rule" exacerbated tensions between the two communities, leading to the Great Arab Revolt 

(1936-1939), a mass uprising against British imperialism and Zionist expansion.

Technical Breakdown of Mandate-Era Immigration Dynamics

The demographic shift during the Mandate was driven by successive waves of Jewish immigration (Aliyah). The

following factors were critical to this transformation:

1.  Capital Inflow: The arrival of European Jewish capital allowed for the purchase of large tracts of land from 

absentee landlords.

2.  Labor Exclusion: The Zionist policy of "Hebrew Labor" (Avodat Ivrit) sought to build an exclusively Jewish 

economy, preventing the integration of Palestinian workers.

3.  Security Infrastructure: The British trained Jewish paramilitary units to help suppress the Arab Revolt, 

providing the Yishuv with essential military experience.

1948: The Nakba and the Displacement Mechanism

The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 is known to Palestinians as the Nakba (Catastrophe). Pappe’s 

analysis of this period focuses on the deliberate nature of the displacement. He argues that the flight of 

approximately 750,000 Palestinians was not a byproduct of war but the result of a calculated plan for ethnic 

cleansing. This is often referred to in historical circles as Plan Dalet (Plan D).

Plan Dalet was a military strategy executed by the Haganah in the spring of 1948. Its stated goal was to secure the 

borders of the proposed Jewish state, but its implementation involved the systematic destruction of Palestinian 

villages and the expulsion of their inhabitants. Pappe's research into the ethnic cleansing of cities and villages



provides a granular look at how urban centers like Jaffa, Haifa, and Lydda were depopulated.

Socio-Technical Analysis of Village Deconstruction

The process of depopulation typically followed a three-step procedural execution:

•  Intimidation: Psychological warfare and localized attacks to induce panic within the civilian population.

•  Encirclement: Cutting off supply lines and escape routes, leaving only one exit toward neighboring Arab 

countries.

•  Destruction/Re-purposing: Demolishing structures to prevent the return of refugees or renaming the locations 

to erase the Arab historical identity.

The Post-1967 Era and the Failure of the Peace Process

The 1967 Six-Day War resulted in the Israeli occupation of the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem. This 

initiated a new phase of the conflict characterized by the settlement enterprise. Pappe details how the 

demographic engineering that began in 1948 was extended into the occupied territories. The integration of the 

Palestinian economy into Israel’s as a source of cheap labor, combined with the restriction of movement, created a 

state of permanent dependency.

The 1990s brought a brief period of optimism with the Oslo Accords. However, from Pappe's perspective, the Oslo

process was flawed from its inception. It failed to address the core issues of the 1948 refugees and the status of

Jerusalem. Instead, it created a "Palestinian Authority" that acted as a sub-contractor for Israeli security while

settlement expansion continued unabated.

The Second Intifada and Radicalization

The collapse of the Camp David summit in 2000 led to the Second Intifada. Unlike the first uprising, which was 

largely characterized by civil disobedience, the second was highly militarized. The technical response from Israel 

involved the construction of the Separation Walland the implementation of a sophisticated surveillance regime.

This period marked the end of the "peace camp" in Israel and the rise of more militant factions on both sides.

Comparative Perspectives on Historical Narratives



Historical Event Traditional Zionist Narrative Revisionist (Pappe) Narrative

1948 Exodus Voluntary flight encouraged by Arab 
leaders.

Systematic ethnic cleansing via Plan 
Dalet.

Land Purchase Redemption of desolate land through 
fair purchase.

Exploitation of colonial legal 
frameworks to dispossess peasants.

The 1967 War A preemptive strike for survival 
against annihilation.

An opportunity to complete the 
territorial goals of 1948.

Oslo Accords A generous offer for peace rejected 
by Arafat.

A neo-colonial arrangement to 
maintain control with less friction.

Field Guide: Analyzing Modern Middle Eastern Historiography

For students and researchers attempting to navigate the conflicting accounts of modern Palestine, a rigorous

analytical approach is required. The following steps provide a framework for critical evaluation:

1. Source Criticism and Provenance

Always identify the source of the data. Is the account based on state archives, military logs, or oral histories? 

Pappe heavily utilizes the IDF archivesto corroborate Palestinian oral traditions, creating a multi-vocal history that

is harder to dismiss.

2. Semantic Analysis

Pay close attention to the terminology used. The choice between "War of Independence" and "Nakba" is not just

linguistic; it reflects a fundamental ideological position. Analyze how terms like "security," "terrorism," "liberation,"

and "settlement" are deployed to frame the narrative.

3. Quantitative vs. Qualitative Data

While military history focuses on troop movements and casualty counts (quantitative), social history focuses on the 

transformation of daily life and cultural identity (qualitative). A comprehensive understanding requires a synthesis of 

both. For instance, the number of villages destroyed is a statistic; the loss of the dialect and agricultural traditions

 of those villages is a historical reality that statistics cannot fully capture.

The Role of Memory in Modern Geopolitics

The persistence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is as much about the past as it is about the future. Pappe’s work 

emphasizes that without a shared acknowledgement of historical facts—specifically the events of 1948—a 

sustainable political solution is unlikely. The concept of Transitional Justicesuggests that peace requires truth-

telling and reparations. In the case of Palestine, this would involve recognizing the rights of refugees and the

historical injustices of the Mandate and post-Mandate periods.

As the region moves further into the 21st century, the "One Land, Two Peoples" reality becomes increasingly

undeniable. Whether through a two-state solution or a single democratic state, the historical data suggests that the

destinies of these two groups are inextricably linked. The struggle today is between those who seek to maintain an

exclusionary narrative and those who, like Pappe, argue for a history that includes the experiences and identities of

all inhabitants of the land.



The study of modern Palestine, therefore, is not merely an academic exercise. It is an essential component of any

effort to resolve one of the most enduring conflicts of the modern era. By deconstructing the myths of the past and

acknowledging the complexities of the present, researchers and policymakers can begin to envision a future where

the history of the land is no longer a weapon, but a bridge to understanding.

Ultimately, A History of Modern Palestinechallenges us to look beyond the headlines of war and diplomacy. It

forces a confrontation with the human cost of state-building and the enduring power of national identity. In a region

where every stone and every olive tree has a story, the work of revisionist historians ensures that those stories are

not forgotten, but are integrated into a broader, more inclusive understanding of human history.
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