
Reading notes for Pappe` The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine 

This book is destined to become the standard work on a largely forgotten and denied crime 

against humanity, the forced eviction of half of the indigenous Palestinian population in 

1947/8, committed as a necessary part of the creation of the State of Israel as a master race or 

`herrenvolk’ `democratic’ State. It is a modern historical classic. 

A content warning 

These reading notes must come with a content warning, in that the text makes challenging 

reading. As the account of ethnic cleansing passes over the districts of the small country of 

historical Palestine, we are told over & over again of massacres, murders, rapes, arson, house 

demolition and the booby trapping of ruins. It is enough to make you weep. But this narrative 

is necessary to marshal the evidence of how this crime against humanity unfolded, for history 

is a story of process, of how things come to be. Nevertheless every AFOPA activist needs to 

fully brief themselves on this matter to be able to sustain discussion on the conflict between 

Israel & Palestine today, for any just & effective resolution of this dispute must address the 

legacy of 1948. Knowing about the Nakba is a prime way of breaking up the conventional 

narrative of the conflict between Israelis & Palestinians. It is one important reason why there 

cannot be peace & security in the region without justice. 

Distinguishing genocide & ethnic cleansing as crimes against humanity 

Firstly the concepts of genocide & crimes against humanity must be specified, before going 

on to clarify the late 20
th

 century concept of ethnic cleansing from which the book takes its 

title. These terms are precise designations with their own histories, not pejorative terms. The 

concept of genocide or race slaughter was framed by the United Nations in the wake of 

World War II as a result of the barbaric Holocaust of European Jewry. The Shoa was a crime 

against humanity. So was the ethnic cleansing of Palestine, despite its not being an act of 

genocide but `only’ an act of State terrorism, by means of planned military violence, against 

an overwhelmingly unarmed civilian population. Again, the term `ethnic cleansing’ was 

taken over by the United Nations after it repopularised in propaganda as a euphemism during 

the late 20
th

 century Balkan Wars. It is well worth rehearsing here this definition in some 

detail if activists are to use it productively in conversation. For clear understanding makes for 

effective communication. 

 

Drazen Petrovic, one of the prime theorists of the crime against humanity of ethnic cleansing, 

defines it as  

 

`a well defined policy of a particular group of persons to systematically eliminate 

another group from a given territory on the basis of religious, ethnic or national 

origin. Such a policy involves violence and is very often connected with military 

operations. It is achieved by all possible means, from discrimination to extermination, 



and entails violations of human rights and international humanitarian law… Most 

ethnic cleansing methods are grave breaches of the 1949 Geneva Conventions and 

1977 Additional Protocols (Cited by Pappe` op cit p1 from European Journal of 

International Law 1994) 

 

Pappe` comments: 

 

The particular way some of the Serbian generals and politicians were using the 

term…reminded scholars they had heard it before. It was used in the Second World 

War by the Nazis and their allies, such as the Croat militias in Yugoslavia. The roots 

of collective dispossession are, of course, more ancient: foreign invaders have used 

the term (or its equivalents) and practised the concept regularly against indigenous 

populations. The Hutchinson encyclopedia defines ethnic cleansing as expulsion by 

force in order to homogenise the ethnically mixed population of a particular region or 

territory. The purpose of expulsion is to cause the evacuation of as many residences as 

possible, by all means at the expeller’s disposal, including non-violent ones, as 

happened with the Muslims in Croatia, expelled after the Dayton agreement of 

November 1995. This definition is also accepted by the US State Department. Its 

experts add that part of the essence of ethnic cleansing is the eradication…of a 

region’s history. The most common method is that of depopulation within an 

`atmosphere that legitimises acts of retribution and revenge’. The end result of such 

acts [which include sporadic massacres to speed things up in a manner requiring 

advanced planning] is the creation of a refugee problem. [As defined by the UNHCR 

in 1993, ethnic cleansing includes] `separation of men from women, detention of men, 

explosion of houses’ and subsequent repopulation of the remaining houses with 

another ethnic group…where resistance is stubborn, expulsion [entails] massacres. 

Israel’s 1948 Plan Dalet…contains a repertoire of cleansing methods that one by one 

fit the means the UN describes in its definition of ethnic cleansing, and sets the 

background for the massacres that accompanied the massive 

expulsion…Petrovic…associates ethnic cleansing with nationalism, the making of 

new nation states, and national struggle. From this perspective he exposes the close 

connection between politicians and the army in the perpetration of the crime…the 

political leadership delegates the implementation of ethnic cleansing to the military 

level…with no doubt as to the overall objective. (Pappe` op cit p1-3) 

 

For details of Plan Dalet [Plan D] see Chapters 4 & 5, which shade into description of the 

earliest phases of the Nakba in 1947. Chapters 7-10 detail the Catastrophe proper. Chapter 11 

is devoted to `Nakba Denial & the Peace Process’, & is followed by an Epilogue. Dr David 
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