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Ilan Pappe’s The Biggest Prison on Earth exposes Isracli violations in Palestine
against its indigenous people. The Israeli historian reveals Isracl’s ugly crimes
against humanity over the years, using clear-cut evidence that indicts the
settler colonial entity. Pappe comprehensively analyzes Zionist objectives in
occupied Palestine, and the ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians in different
historical epochs.

The Israeli historian’s latest work earned the “2017 Book of Palestine
Award,” and it was recently translated into Arabic by the Nawfal/Hachette
Antoine Lebanese publishing house.

This new work par-excellence dealing with the history of the Palestinian
occupied territories unmasks Zionist projects and violations of Palestinians’
rights since the ethnic cleansing of Palestine began in 1948. Pappe dedicates
his book to the children of Palestine who endured killing, injury, and bullying
because they live in the biggest prison on earth.

The book includes a forward, introduction, and twelve chapters that make
up 357 pages, in addition to references and several maps in the appendix. The
study looks in detail at the transformation of Palestine into an immense
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prison that was built not only to maintain the occupation, but also as
a practical response to the ideological requirements of Zionism, and the need
to compromise historical Palestine and create an enduring Jewish majority.
According to Pappe, these overlying objectives were what led to the ethnic
cleansing of Palestine in 1948, and guided to the motives behind the war of
1967, and still permeate all Israeli practices today.

The importance of the book does not only lie in providing an accurate
political historical narrative of what happened, and what is happening, in
Palestine at the hands of the Zionists, but the strong argument of the study
lies in bringing to light documents from Israeli archives containing resolu-
tions of government meetings during key historical moments, in addition to
relying on related documents and archives of the United Nations, which were
first published for public view in this book.

The historical narrative in the book focuses on the West Bank and Gaza
since 1967, yet the methodology adopted by Pappe cannot be considered as
a comprehensive history of the West Bank and Gaza. Rather, he focuses on
key historical moments in the region. Contrary to the accepted version of
events, the author deals with them as being premeditated steps to create
a “huge prison,” whereas Israel portrays them as natural developments of
political outcomes and events happening on the ground. According to the
author, none of the events that occurred in June 1967 and thereafter has
succeeded in limiting the extreme excesses of the Israeli authorities, in locking
down the inhabitants of the West Bank and Gaza inside a big prison, and
simultaneously resisting any international pressure to stop its criminal poli-
cies. Israel would not care if the Palestinians leave what remains of their
homeland and never return. However, if they insist on staying on the land
and refuse to join the millions of refugees presently scattered throughout the
Middle East, then their only option is to live an incarcerated life.

Pappe’s book is more of a history of the occupying force rather than a history
of the people under occupation. In this way it aims to analyze the mechanisms
used to control millions of Palestinians, rather than depicting periods of their
history. Although the Palestinians figure in the book, yet the book itself is
a narrative of the oppression which they have been subjected to rather than an
examination of their aspirations, their social structure, cultural products, and
other aspects of their lives worthy of mention and which should be part of the
historical record. The author hopes that one day this history will be written,
because the resistance and resilience of the Palestinians are worthy of being

researched and evoked for the record for future generations.
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The Biggest Prison on Earth gives special importance to the political
background that prevailed in 1967, as a result of the strategies adopted by
Zionism since 1882, and especially in 1948. The study, in essence, is a survey
of the period between 1948 and 1967, in relation to Israeli policies adopted
thereafter. It is the story of the Isracli inexorable desire to occupy the West
Bank, and to a lesser extent the Gaza Strip, which was not fulfilled due to the
absence of adequate opportunities rather than due to strategic reluctance. It
focuses on the stages of Isracli policies pursued in an ongoing colonialist
project which aims at the total Judaization of Palestine after stripping it
entirely of its Arab identity.

The book reveals the implementation of resolutions adopted in 1967
and starts by describing how the geographic and demographic borders of
this immense prison were drawn, followed by a clear strategy to implement
a juridical infrastructure, which intended to organize the bureaucracy of
containment in the occupied territories. In the first stage, the Isracli gov-
ernment determined the settlement locations for Jews in wedges driven
inside the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Afterwards, it endorsed a clear
resolution regarding the judicial system that would be enforced to manage
the affairs of the Palestinian inhabitants in the occupied territories; how-
ever, it left the issue of determining their legal status intentionally
ambiguous.

Pappe’s historical focus on the end of the June 1967 war sheds light on
Isracl’s land-grabbing operations in the Palestinian territories which tripled
compared with the previous period, bringing a further one million Palesti-
nians under its control in addition to the 300,000 who were already living
in the territories occupied in 1948. This number is equivalent to the sum of
Palestinians who were expelled by Isracl from their land in 1948. Over the
years the count steadily increased. The Israeli government discussed the fate
of these Palestinians and the land upon which they lived in June 1967. The
final resolution endorsed by the government of the time, before the end of
that month, stated that the West Bank and Gaza should be exempt from any
peace negotiations in the future. The aim was to sanction a unilateral deci-
sion regarding the occupied territories, and to seck international support for
this new policy no matter what. This resolution is the cornerstone upon
which Pappe bases his account.

The book describes, from page 1 till the end, the intentions of the Zionist
movement, which was founded on the principle of ethnic cleansing and

genocide, and explains how the movement sought, in various ways, at the

148 CONTEMPORARY ARAB AFFAIRS  SEPTEMBER 2021



end of the nineteenth century until 1948, to implement its plans. These
plans are now in their third phase, which began in 1967. According to Pappe,
only time will tell if this will be the last stage, especially as the resistance of the
Palestinians and their resilience, in addition to the support they receive from
international civil society organizations, have prevented the fulfillment of
Isracl’s overreaching plans so far. Notwithstanding this, The Biggest Prison
on Earth is a record of the Zionist and Israeli project to the present time, with
a special focus on the planning stage that started with Israeli government
meetings in 1967.

The book ends by revealing the Isracli decision to reimpose the second
maximum security control upon the West Bank and Gaza Strip this cen-
tury. According to some observers, a new version of this open prison was
adopted in 2006, but only in the West Bank, whereas in the same year the
Gaza Strip was subjected to an extreme version of the maximum-security
prison.

The author cites some details of what happened after the end of the 1967
war, as the thirteenth Israeli government met daily to discuss the fate of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip and the future of the Palestinian people. The
author focuses on key discussions and their most important secrets, and how
they were concluded by a list of resolutions which imposed what was in effect
a life sentence inside the biggest prison in contemporary history. The Pales-
tinians were convicted for crimes they never committed. As the book was
being written, Pappe states that there was a third generation of prisoners who
were about to start their lives inside this prison.

Isracli official agencies wavered at times in relation to their impossible
ambitions, whether nationalist or colonialist since 1967. Two models of the
prison were envisioned by the Israeli government for the residents of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip. The first model is an open “Panopticon,”" while
the second was a maximum-security prison. If the Palestinians could not
accept the first option, then they would be subjected to the second. The
open prison allowed a certain level of autonomy under direct and indirect
Israeli control, while the maximum-security prison stripped the Palestinians
of any autonomy and imposed on them a severe policy of sanctions and, in
the worst case, fear of execution.

1. Originally conceived by Jeremy Bentham, the term refers to a control mechanism that enables
monitoring the maximum number of prisoners with the fewest possible guards. Michel Foucault
expanded the panopticon into a symbol of social control that extends beyond those in prisons into
everyday life for all citizens.
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Pappe unveils how the open prison became Israel’s “peace plan,” which
was endorsed by the United States and Europe. It became the cornerstone of
all diplomatic efforts and of the peace process. And as there was a need
for euphemistic wording and a cosmetic whitewashing on the part of the
West and Israel, notions such as autonomy, self-determination, and finally
independence were extensively used to depict a version of the open prison
that the Israclis created for the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip.

The Biggest Prison on Earth sheds doubt on the possibility of applying
meaning to the term “occupation,” especially in light of developments at the
present time. Dubious vocabulary and labeling allowed Israel to elude any
serious international criticism or indictment. Pappe does not like to use the
term “occupation.” He has reservations for two reasons, despite his admit-
tance that it is a widespread term to denote the reality of life in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip.

The first reservation has to do with the fact that using the term
“occupation” implies that there is an illusionary separation between Israel
and the occupied territories, which indirectly legitimizes the Isracli presence
in all other regions, which was known as Palestine under the British Man-
date. In addition, it fosters an unacceptable division between “democratic
Israel” and the “undemocratic occupied territories.” The second reservation is
related to the political and legal outcomes which are, most of the time, linked
to the term “occupation.” Occupation is usually considered as a temporary
measure to secure land after a military conflict or war. Usually there is
a beginning and end to an occupation, and it is subject to international
regulations and principles stemming from the temporary nature of most
occupations.

Pappe explains the reality in the West Bank and Gaza and analyzes the
difference from these two core dimensions. The first is that the occupation is
not temporary. For the authorities that support the occupying power, they
accept that the occupation, in reality, will last for years to come. By 1987, this
occupation was already the longest military occupation in history. Another
difference between Israel’s “occupation” and other known military occupa-
tions lies in the fact that the occupying power exerts full control of the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. This type of absolute control is usually evident in the
first days of military occupations. However, it does not last long, unless the
occupation is part of a systematic process of ethnic cleansing and genocide.

That is why, according to Pappe, the extent of practices of control and

150 CONTEMPORARY ARAB AFFAIRS  SEPTEMBER 2021



subjugation in the occupied territories forces the search for a better definition
of what is going on. This is a logical point of view that entails a review the
various terms.

The author’s approach looks in detail at Zionist ideology and focuses on
two cornerstones of this ideology, which Israeli politicians fully adopted since
1967, as did their predecessors. According to Pappe, the survival of the
“Jewish State” mainly depends on its full control of all the lands of historical
Palestine, and on its capacity to shrink the number of Palestinians living in
this land.

In 1948, there was an opportunity to achieve both Zionist objectives,
which are to control as much territory as possible and decrease the number
of Palestinians in this territory. Many factors combined enabling the Zionist
movement to perform genocidal acts against the Palestinians at the time: the
British decision to withdraw from Palestine after its thirty-year Mandate; the
impact of the Holocaust on Western public opinion; the extreme chaos in
the Arab world, and Palestine in particular; and finally the tough and decisive
Zionist leadership. As a result of all the above, Pappe points out that half the
indigenous population was expelled, half of the Palestinian villages and towns
were destroyed, and eighty percent of Palestine under the Mandate was
transformed into the “Jewish Israeli State.”

The theft of land was thoroughly examined by the international commu-
nity and the West, but they were not willing to help. The author notes that
the message from the United States and Europe was clear: What is happening
in Palestine is the final chapter of World War II. This step had to be
undertaken so that Europe could make amends for its crimes committed
on its land against the Jewish people. Hence, there was a need for a funda-
mental process to strip the Palestinians from their land, so that the West
could move on to a phase of peace and reconciliation after the war. Of course,
the situation in Palestine had nothing to do with the population transfers in
Europe after World War II. What happened was not the result of war in
Europe, but of Zionist colonialism in Palestine which started at the end of
the nineteenth century.

What happened then was the final chapter of the plan to establish a Jewish
colonial state, at the very time when the international community started to
reject colonialism, considering it a problematic legacy of the past. Still, this
did not apply to Palestine, for the message of the “enlightened” world was
clear, which was that the dispossession of Palestinians by the Israelis was

acceptable and legitimate.

Book Review: The Biggest Prison on Earth 151



Pappe asserts that in 1948, when the Zionist movement took over
seventy-eight percent of Palestine, the Zionists were aware that the interna-
tional community would allow them to take more unilateral steps, which
they did in 1967 occupying the remaining twenty-two percent of the land.
Pappe points out that in 1948, Zionist crimes remained unpunished, and
there was no reason to expect any censure or new obstacles regarding similar
ethnic cleansing policies after June 1967. Yet, there was a big difference
between 1948 and 1967. In 1948, decisions regarding the Palestinians were
taken before the war, while in 1967, resolutions were endorsed after the war.

The idea of ethnic cleansing was, to a large extent, disdainful. Nevertheless,
the prevailing atmosphere in government meeting halls was that the inter-
national community would never act against Israel’s territorial expansion, not
from the perspective of supporting expansionism as much as from the
absence of a will to oppose it. There was only one principal hidden under-
standing. Annexation of land could never be legal, but rather a fait accompli,
for two reasons. The first reason was that under international law the West
Bank and Gaza Strip are considered occupied territories, as only the territo-
ries occupied in 1948 were recognized by the United Nations as Israeli
territories. The second reason was that if expelling the Palestinian population
were unacceptable, integrating it into the Jewish state and making the Pales-
tinians fully fledged citizens was also unacceptable due to their numbers and
potential demographic increase, which would threaten the existing Jewish
majority in Israel.

At the present time, as in the past, there is Isracli unanimity and an
undented ambition to keep the West Bank and Gaza Strip forever. This is
evident in the way the Zionists deal with them, characterized by the oppres-
sion and brutality imposed on the West Bank and the savage wars waged on
Gaza. On the other hand, Pappe states that there is an admittance of two
facts: there is a desire not to annex these territories officially; and there is, at
the same time, no possibility of mass expulsion of the Palestinian population.
In fact, keeping these territories along with their Palestinian population
seems to be as vital as maintaining a Jewish majority in the Jewish state no
matter what.

Finally, according to Pappe, the big prison that Israel established in 19677
is now over fifty years old. This prison is getting older, while a third gener-
ation of Palestinian prisoners are waiting for the world to acknowledge their
suffering and unrelenting oppression. This oppression makes it impossible to
deal with the general oppression in other parts of the Middle East in
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a constructive way. The immunity of the Zionist occupiers during the past
fifty years encourages others, whether they are regimes or opposition move-
ments, to disregard human and civil rights in the entire region. The author
concludes that dismantling this big prison will convey a different message,
a more optimistic one for all those who live in this troubled part of the
world.
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