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Foreword: Should We Talk About the End of Israel?


The road from a state on the brink to its demise can be short. The title of this book is likely to alarm many, although some would be pleased to hear it. But I’m not here to spread fear or make prophecies about the future. I want to help start a conversation about Israel and Palestine that is both realistic and optimistic.


I do not take lightly the process that can lead to the end of a state I am a citizen of and in which millions of people live. States in fact do not easily end and maybe the noun ‘end’ is too final in this respect; in most cases they change and sometimes change dramatically – and this is what we are discussing here. We do have a few examples of states that not only disintegrated or collapsed but disappeared, for instance Yugoslavia and South Vietnam, to name the two most famous examples in recent history.


The end of a state can also mean the end of a regime, and here the examples are abundant: South Africa, Chile, Argentina, Iraq and so on; the examples are too many to list. So, a potential fall of Israel could either be like the end of South Vietnam, the total erasure of a state, or like South Africa, the fall of a particular ideological regime and its replacement by another. I believe that, in the case of Israel, elements of both scenarios will unfold sooner than many of us can apprehend or prepare for.


Why Raise the Question Now?


I am not the one who raised this question. The eventful period that began with Hamas’s assault on Israel on 7 October 2023 raised serious doubts about the future of the Jewish state. Some are posing these questions out of great animosity to the state and what it represents, others discuss them out of concern for Israel’s future. But it seems that in 2023 a certain consensus emerged, among friends and foes alike, that never before has Israel’s existence looked so precarious. This apprehension appeared before Hamas’s devastating attack on 7 October. It emerged in the wake of the social implosion from within Israeli society that erupted when the most right-wing government in Israel’s history was elected in November 2022.


Many people ask, and some pundits have started to answer the question, will Israel survive as a Jewish state in the future? When Palestinians and those who support their struggle answer this question negatively, it is with great hope that indeed Israel will end and be replaced by a free Palestine. When Israelis ponder the end of their state, they regard it as a doomsday scenario for themselves and for Jews all around the world. These two clear-cut emotional responses towards a very likely scenario tend to overlook the complexities and complications that await us before it transpires. Whether one is looking forward to the end of the state or dreads the idea, we should all be aware that, based on historical precedents, such processes have been marked by brutal violence. And if this is going to be the case in Palestine it would be the Palestinians who will pay the higher price in such an eventuality. This is not inevitable. If we engage in a more nuanced analysis of such a trajectory then different non-violent or less violent paths are also possible, leading to a better future for all those who live in Israel and Palestine today and those expelled from there since 1948.


Although I support the one democratic state vision for Israel and Palestine, this is not a call for the end of Israel. As a historian, I am pointing out that the end of Israel appears to have already begun. And the demise of a state or the collapse of a geopolitical outfit creates a vacuum. So the discussion on the reasons for the end of the state or the circumstances in which it occurs will be followed by an inquiry into who and what could and should fill the inevitable void. The sooner the void is filled the less violent the process of disintegration will be, if I’m right in my assessment.


Equally important, there is a need for a more nuanced view on these questions so as to judge properly the implications of such future developments on the region as a whole. Israel and Palestine are not the only states or countries that face an uncertain future. Syria has already disintegrated as a state, Lebanon recently fell into the category of failed states and the unrest in places such as Iraq and further afield, in Yemen, Sudan and Libya, indicate that cataclysmic shifts are not limited to Israel and Palestine.


Additional questions posed by such a future scenario concern the role of the international community, the Palestinian refugee communities as well as the Jewish communities around the world. And we should consider the positions of the more hidden powers behind the scenes, such as multinational corporations, arms dealers and the security industry.


It is easy to author a book with a doomsday scenario for a place like Israel and Palestine. Evangelical Christians in America and messianic Jews have produced such literature for more than a century, hoping, of course, that the events in Israel and Palestine will precipitate the end of time and prepare the way for the return of either the Christian or the Jewish Messiah. No wonder the war that erupted in 2023 between Israel and Hamas is seen by some of them as a prelude to Armageddon.


But it is possible to offer more than just a doomsday vision and instead provide a more hopeful assessment and outcome that might emerge from what seems to be an inevitable, chaotic and violent disintegration of the Jewish state. This book is written with the conviction that any contribution to this discussion must be underpinned by a hope for a better future for all those living in historical Palestine.


The Importance of Optimism/Hope


Two impulses led me to write this short book. The first was an observation of discrete processes that had been unfolding in front of my eyes that led me, as an academic, not as a political activist or a visionary, to conclude that we are witnessing the beginning of the end of the state of Israel, or at least the Zionist project as we know it.


These processes are prompted by actions of individuals and organisations but are now in such a state that their momentum is unstoppable and will lead to a fundamental, indeed seismic, change on the ground in what today is Israel and the occupied West Bank and the destroyed Gaza Strip.


Whether one is elated by this process or fears it, it is impossible to ignore it, and yet in the mainstream media and politics in the West, it is utterly ignored.


The second impulse was to offer a hopeful, positive angle on the events that have unfolded since 7 October 2023 and led to carnage and destruction in the Gaza Strip on an unimaginable scale, and to high civilian and military casualties among the Israelis and the inhabitants of the West Bank and South Lebanon. This was also accompanied by the unprecedented systematic violation of the rights of the Palestinian citizens of Israel. Not to mention that 2024 ended with the looming prospect of a regional war.


All these developments understandably produced a climate of despair, a sensation not unknown to people involved with the question of Palestine from very early on in the previous century.


This is familiar ground for me, as someone who frequently talks to audiences, alone or on a panel on Israel and Palestine. The idea for writing a more hopeful book emerged even before 7 October. I noticed that whenever I, or my colleagues, talk about how bad the situation is and how much worse it is going to get, we receive standing ovations.


This disconcerting, albeit understandable, reaction led me to think that we lack conversations and events that push forward a hopeful discourse, even if it revolves around the end of a state.


Like so many of my Palestinian friends, I too refer to the end of Israel as a process of decolonisation. As a historian I am aware of the instances in the past in which decolonisation has unfolded as a violent and brutal transformation. History, the best teacher we have, also offers up far too many examples in which decolonisation and liberation struggles resulted in new systems of injustice being erected, to put it mildly.


Realistically, it would be very naïve to imagine an end to the Zionist project or the state of Israel as a happy and swift transformation from a reality of occupation, oppression and, lately, genocide, into a country where freedoms are guaranteed for everyone, and justice is restored for all those who were wronged in the past.


But it is important to aspire to and work for a transition which is as peaceful and constructive as possible, and promises a better future for as many people as possible. First and foremost, for the victims of oppression and bloodshed, but also for those who are now fearful that losing their positions of privilege and superiority will turn them into victims from their lofty heights as victimisers.


To sum up these points so far: the Zionist project is crumbling and with it the state of Israel as a Jewish state. This is not a matter of wishful thinking or a worst-case scenario. It is inevitable, not because I adopt a determinist view on history or because I possess a crystal ball, but because it is already happening, even if it is not reported.


There are such wide cracks in the foundation of Zionist Israel that no maintenance work can fix them. The question of the collapse of the building is not about if, but when. And I do not pretend to know the when.


Imagining a Future


But regardless of when it will happen, I would like to suggest a number of questions that need to be addressed now, so as to help to ensure that such a collapse does not leave a chaotic void behind it but clears the space for building something better, which houses all those who live there now and those who were expelled from it, underpinned by a foundation of equality and justice.


I am aware that some of the points discussed here have been examined in some excellent works written by competent contributors. But I believe the events of 7 October 2023 gave a different impetus to our understanding of the reality in Israel and Palestine. Every action and reaction now to the so-called Israel/Palestine question seems to be intensified to unprecedented levels – be it a show of solidarity with Palestine by civil society, fears of antisemitism among Jewish societies, apprehension of new forms of Western imperialism and the rise of fundamentalism. Here I also include my bewilderment at the lack of impact of such a monumental event – a genocide that is broadcast daily to the world, with war crimes put on live stream by the perpetrators themselves, that remains ignored by Western governments. Israel still receives immunity from any meaningful repercussions, to an unheard of degree.


This is a moment of reckoning that demands recognition of the failure of anachronistic positions towards Israel, Zionism, the Palestinian resistance, the chances for peace in the Arab world in general. It demands new strategic decisions from all the Palestinian groups, wherever they are, including the Palestinian citizens of Israel, as well as from the Jewish society in Israel and in the world. Various Christian groups who stand by Israel on theological grounds will need to recalculate, and even cynical actors – such as the military-industrial complex and multinational financial institutions – will not be able to carry on as if nothing has changed.


In a modest way, through the number of issues and questions that have to be addressed and were ignored, one might at least come to understand what has to be decided upon, without preaching to anyone what they should decide. But the message is clear: no one has the luxury of indecision.


To sum up, the collapse of Israel is not a political position – something one can accept or reject. It is an objective process that has already started. Its probability should be discussed as the main topic in the long-term conversation about the future of Israel and Palestine, rather than focusing as we do on the future of the Palestinians. The fate of the Palestinians in the next few years is justifiably our biggest concern, but regarding the long-term solution it is the fate of the Jews in historical Palestine that would become the question to resolve.


A century-long attempt by the West, led by Britain, to impose a Jewish state on an Arab country, seems about to come to an end. It was successful enough to create an organic society of millions of settlers, many of them second and third generation by now, but their fate still depends – as it did when they arrived – on their ability to impose their will, by violent force, on millions of indigenous Palestinians who have never given up their right to self-determination and freedom in their own homeland. The only hope for Jewish Israelis in the future is to show willingness to live as equal citizens in a liberated and decolonised Palestine. I believe many of them will do that.


Organisation of the Book


This book is divided into three parts. The first part examines two issues: the failure of the so-called peace process so far to offer a solution and the indicators that show that the beginning of the end of Israel is already present.


The second part of the book presents seven cognitive and political mini-revolutions that will have to take place so that the transformation, from a collapse of one state to the emergence of a new one, will be as successful as possible. They are presented here as questions that must be answered, and I provide answers based on what I hear and read from a younger Palestinian generation that I hope will lead all of us towards a better future. I claim that many of the answers have already been given and, for those that remain unanswered, we are fortunate to have a generation of activists who can answer them. These answers will be the bricks with which the new edifice will be built, based on the principles of equality and justice.


The last part of the book is the eighth mini-revolution needed. It is the need to imagine a different reality. I thought the best approach was to offer a fictional piece. As an Israeli Jew and someone who has committed all his adult life to the Palestinian cause, I do not believe it is enough to observe, as an academic, the process of disintegration or devise my own recipes for institutional change, as others have. It is incumbent on us to visualise and help others to conjure life after decolonisation as a dream come true rather than an unknown and ominous future.


If all of us living in Israel and Palestine, and those wishing to return and live there are to turn more than a century of ethnic cleansing, occupation and now genocide into a new century of hope and reconciliation, we have to imagine what this new reality will look like.


I present to you, in the last section of this book, the new post-Israel Palestine in 2048, through a fictional diary that includes entries from our time up to 2048. There is no real future for humanity without imagining a better life, hoping for it and, most importantly, working for it.















Part One


The Collapse















1


The Demise of the Peace Orthodoxy1



I believe the status quo in Israel cannot persist because, from its inception, the ‘peace process’ has failed to deliver any kind of resolution. Most people date the beginning of the Israel–Palestine conflict to the Arab–Israeli War in 1948. But the conflict was brewing for much longer. In the middle of the First World War, the British government made the notorious Balfour Declaration, committing to facilitate ‘the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people’ in anticipation of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. However, as the victorious powers carved up the territories of the empire between themselves, they made a great many promises about granting peoples the right to self-determination, once they were ready for it. When Britain was granted a League of Nations mandate in Palestine, the mandate stipulated a responsibility to safeguard ‘the civil and religious rights of all the inhabitants of Palestine, irrespective of race and religion’ and to encourage local autonomy. From 1918 to 1948, successive British governments tied themselves in knots attempting to fulfil both promises at once: to create a Jewish ‘national home’ while promoting self-government for Palestine’s existing inhabitants, many of whom were reluctant to cede parts of their territory to a Zionist project – a commitment Britain had made without ever asking what the Palestinians thought.


Naturally, all these attempts were abject failures. Britain never managed to propose a solution that was acceptable to both sides of the dispute and, more often than not, it presented solutions acceptable to no one. In a White Paper in May 1939, one of Britain’s last efforts to do this before the Second World War, the government declared it had already created a national home for Jewish people, as over 450,000 Jews were now settled in Palestine. Ergo, Jewish immigration and land purchases should be limited for the next five years and Palestine should become an independent state in ten. For Zionists, this was a betrayal of the Balfour Declaration. For Palestinians, this was an attempt to impose a Jewish national home in Palestine on the sly.


Given the two competing commitments, there weren’t many solutions to choose from. Fundamentally the question was whether Palestine would remain one state, for native inhabitants and Jewish immigrants alike, or would be divided into two states. The United Nations (UN), assuming responsibility for solving the conflict in the aftermath of the Second World War, chose the latter: a partition of Palestinian territory in which a new Jewish state would occupy just over 56% of the land, despite the Palestinian Arab population being nearly double the Jewish population. The Zionist movement accepted this; in fact it worked closely with the UN Special Committee devising the plan. Even if the ultimate aim of many Zionists was to acquire the entirety of historical Palestine, they understood the strategic utility of international recognition of a Jewish state. And they also understood that the partition plan all but guaranteed a war. Who, after all, would willingly give up half of their homeland to an outside movement?


The partition was adopted as a solution by the UN General Assembly on 29 November 1947, with thirty-three votes in favour and thirteen against. Notably, Britain abstained. It was rejected by the Palestinians and the neighbouring Arab states. This gave the Zionist leadership the excuse they needed to prepare for a war, and they did. In this war, they would take over as much of historical Palestine as they could, and expel as many Palestinians from their territory as possible. In February 1948, Zionist armed forces began the ethnic cleansing of Palestine, initially entering almost totally defenceless villages and expelling their inhabitants entirely, as in Qisarya on 15 February 1948.2 They then moved on to more ambitious targets.


At the end of the British Mandate, on 15 May 1948, now celebrated as Israel’s Independence Day and mourned as the anniversary of the Nakba in Palestine, a quarter of a million Palestinians were already refugees as a result of the Zionist ethnic cleansing operations.


The international community knew this was happening: Zionist military forces acted in full view of British army and international observers. For a short while, this provoked doubts about the wisdom of the partition plan altogether. On 19 March 1948, the American delegate to the UN Security Council, Warren Austin, called for the suspension of the partition plan and for an international trusteeship to be established in Palestine until a more sustainable solution, agreed by all sides, could be found.3 The pro-Zionist lobby in the US went into overdrive at this perceived U-turn and exerted all the pressure they could until President Harry Truman changed the policy, reiterating his support for partition and a Jewish state. The US duly became the first state officially to recognise Israel, at midnight on 14 May 1948. The next day, the Arab–Israeli War broke out, a last-ditch effort by Palestinians and their supporters in Arab states to stop the complete conquest of historical Palestine. It was in vain. At the end of the hostilities in July 1949, Israel had gained control of roughly 77% of the former mandate territory, while the West Bank and Jerusalem fell under Jordanian control and the Gaza Strip was occupied by Egypt. Around 750,000 Palestinian Arabs were ethnically cleansed, approximately half of its pre-war population.4


Following the armistice agreements in 1949, the UN took up the mantle of being the main peace broker between Israel and the Palestinians up until 1952, when the UN Conciliation Commission for Palestine informed the UN General Assembly that it could no longer fulfil its duties. As you can guess from this, its efforts bore no fruit. The UN stipulated that refugees had a right to return to their homes and that Jerusalem should be internationalised. Israel, in a jubilant mood, had no desire to make any concessions. What it had won by force, Israel felt, was its to keep. Its leaders were comfortable with the presence of the Jordanians and the Egyptians in the remainder of the country. The Palestinians themselves were ignored. Their future lay in the hands of other powers.


Pax Americana, 1967 until Today


The June 1967 war fundamentally transformed the ‘peace process’. Within six days Israel occupied the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, as well as Syria’s Golan Heights. The entirety of historical Palestine was now under Israeli control, as were more than one million Palestinians.5


This led to two conflicting ways forward, one pursued within Israel and one pursued by the US. Almost everyone within the Israeli political system, with very few exceptions, believed Israel could govern the West Bank and the Gaza Strip in the immediate aftermath of war, pending a complex system of indirect rule – through agreement with Jordan and Egypt – in the distant future. Needless to say this did not mean extending any civic rights to Palestinians in the Occupied Territories.


In practice such a policy meant imposing military rule on the Palestinian population in these territories and, moreover, building Jewish settlements within them. In the process, East Jerusalem was officially annexed to Israel, but its Palestinian inhabitants were not given full Israeli citizenship.


The United States, on the other hand, wanted to leverage Israeli withdrawal from the Occupied Territories to obtain peace agreements, initially with Jordan and Egypt and, from the 1990s onwards, with the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO).


This was an exclusive American venture. The various administrations from 1967 onwards, with the full approval of the State Department and under the watchful eye of a pro-Israel Congress, pushed aside anyone else in the region or in the world who wished to play the mediator in the conflict.


Historians still debate to this day what prompted the US to adopt such a singular and, retrospectively, disastrous role. Were successive governments really so naïve as to think the US could be the world’s policeman, especially in the Middle East? What role did calculations of Cold War realpolitik play, and to what extent did pro-Israel lobbying affect the decisions made? I can’t offer definitive answers to these questions, but the upshot is that the US has dominated the ‘peace process’ since 1967.


The intellectual framework of the peace process failed to recognise reality from the start – such a recognition was deemed counterproductive. The cream of the Ivy League, graduates in political science, law and business schools, entered the State Department with little understanding of the world around them, but nevertheless did a great deal of blue-sky thinking.


The first principle of this ‘process’ was that each time it was reinitiated, the peace brokers should treat it as a fresh start. It should not be treated as an opportunity to relitigate previous disputes, and so the longer history of the conflict should be seen as irrelevant to the negotiations. It sought to import business management strategies into a geopolitical conflict – in which no asymmetry of power between the Israelis or Palestinians was acknowledged.


This only benefited the Israelis. It turned their settlement projects in the West Bank and Gaza Strip into a fait accompli. It meant that any discussion of the 1948 ethnic cleansing, the failure of Israelis to honour refugees’ right of return, the annexation of East Jerusalem in defiance of UN resolutions, and the rights of Palestinians within Israel was automatically excluded from the ‘peace’ agenda.


Every time the Americans reopened negotiations in the decades following 1967, they never demanded that Israel dismantle its existing settlements. They only requested that Israel limit or stop building new settlements. This demand from Washington never carried much weight, even when it was stated in strong terms, as it was under Jimmy Carter, George Bush Sr and Barack Obama.


This is because the peace process consistently treated the reality Israel had created on the ground since the last effort as immutable. Israel hence felt no incentive to conform to these demands. When keeping up appearances, it made the concession of claiming its new settlements, built adjacent to the existing ones, were expansions, not brand new. If the US administration was frustrated at Israel’s obstinacy, it lacked any means to sanction it. The US Congress has been near universally pro-Israel across both parties for over half a century, and does not countenance any meaningful disciplinary measures.6


American peace brokers were also guided by another precept: namely that their job was to get the best offer from any given Israeli government, and then impose it upon the Palestinians. The maximum an Israeli government would offer never came close to the minimum demands of the Palestinians, or indeed, Israel’s obligations according to UN resolutions. This did not trouble the consciences of generations of American diplomats mediating in the ‘process’. The ‘process’ for many was not a way to end the conflict, but to keep it at a low level indefinitely. It was engineered to prevent outright war, but not to guarantee peace.


Finally, as Madeleine Albright, the former Secretary of State, argued in interviews, a solution had to be based on what is divisible: land, demography and resources. Questions of justice and moral obligations, intrinsically unquantifiable, could not inform the process.


We begin to see what the US recipe for peace amounted to: a measure of autonomy in a small portion of historical Palestine – not even sovereignty – whose borders will be determined and controlled by Israel, and hence effectively limited by the facts Israel has established on the ground. These principles mean that whenever negotiations for a two-state solution open up, the offer to the Palestinians has always shrunk in the meantime.


The lesson American negotiators seem to want to teach Palestinians is that if you reject a peace proposal, you will be punished with a worse offer the next time. The fact of the matter is that there is no diplomatic mechanism by which Palestinians can extract meaningful concessions from Israel in this framework because what is presented to Palestinian negotiators is Israel’s ‘best offer’. US mediators will not push Israel past this point.


Even the most conciliatory Palestinian leaders, even in times of total disempowerment and isolation, could never seriously consider any of the peace proposals made since 1967. To sign off on a Bantustan in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, with no concessions offered regarding the Jewish settlement blocs in the West Bank, the right of refugees to return or a meaningfully sovereign Palestinian state, retaining its historic capital in Jerusalem, would be political suicide. These were the baseline aspirations of the overwhelming majority of Palestinians, but they were not even treated as issues to discuss.


When Norway briefly took the lead in the process, during the Oslo Accord negotiations (1993–2000), they adhered to the same principles, with the same disastrous consequences. The Norwegian initiative, much like the American ones, raised hopes among the Palestinians that their oppression and occupation would soon be over, then wasted no time in shattering them. These peace processes devolved into farce. Israel effectively used them to normalise the occupation – speaking of peace while buying time to build more settlements and entrench themselves in the territories.


Despair and total loss of confidence in diplomacy pushed the Palestinians into a largely non-violent uprising in 1987, which ultimately culminated in the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993. The Second Intifada, much more ferocious, followed in 2000, after the breakdown of that round of peace talks. Israel retaliated brutally, killing over three thousand Palestinians. The lack of progress obtained by the Palestinian political leadership and secular resistance movements led many Palestinians to seek alternative strategies, namely those of armed Islamist groups, who seemed committed to achieving liberation.


As the twenty-first century dawned, the US lost interest in the question of Palestine, and in the peace process. The horror of 9/11 shook America’s notion of its own invincibility. It responded by doubling down on a ‘war on terror’ in Iraq and Afghanistan, at devastating cost. During the presidency of Barack Obama, as the 2008 recession wreaked havoc on ordinary Americans’ lives, US society became much more polarised. After the election of Donald Trump in 2016 and the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, the Israel–Palestine conflict dropped precipitously down the US agenda.


The fact that the US stepped back and took few initiatives in the first two decades of the twenty-first century allowed successive Israeli governments to pursue the Judaisation of the West Bank and Greater Jerusalem unencumbered by the need to worry about appearances. Resistance to these policies within Israeli society was minimal: a dramatic shift to the right had taken place. The political right in Israel is not defined by its economic policy, but by its attitude to Palestinians. Settlers vigorously advocate expanding settlements, while even liberals do not put up much of a fight against it.


What took place in the twenty-first century was the intensive colonisation of the West Bank and the isolation of the Gaza Strip from the rest of Palestine. There are now 700,000 Israeli settlers living illegally in the West Bank, and Israel even intends to double the settler population in the occupied Syrian territory of Golan Heights.7 In effect, the US continued to make half-hearted and hollow attempts to salvage a peace process on the basis of a two-state solution, while Israel did everything it could to make such a solution impossible by creating new facts on the ground.


Israel has made only one notable withdrawal this century: from the Gaza Strip, in the summer of 2005. All Israeli settlers either left or were evicted. Israel swiftly imposed controls on trade and border crossings, further isolating Gaza from the West Bank, and causing widespread poverty. In the January 2006 elections for the Palestinian Legislative Council, Hamas won decisively and took control of the Gaza Strip, while fighting with the other main Palestinian party, Fatah.


Israel reacted by imposing a siege on the strip: blockading it by air, sea and land. Gaza, more than ever before, resembled an open-air prison. Hamas used it as a staging point to launch rockets into Israel. When the provocation was too much, Israel proceeded with large-scale aerial bombardments, leading to thousands of dead and wounded among the Palestinians. Even at times where there was ‘peace’, those living in Gaza endured conditions condemned by the UN as ‘a denial of basic human rights in contravention of international law’ that ‘amounts to collective punishment’.8


Looking at the peace process from 1967 until today, one can see the reality this process has helped facilitate: virtually all of historical Palestine has come under Israeli rule, whether directly or through a siege, as in the Gaza Strip. Israel’s participation in the ‘peace process’ gave it international immunity as it turned its occupation into a permanent reality. In the meantime, Palestinian citizens of Israel, as well as ‘permanent residents’ of East Jerusalem, suffer under a host of discriminatory laws and structural injustices – what some have described as de facto segregation. By this point there are multiple generations of settlers in illegally Occupied Territories. Even if no new settlers arrive in the West Bank, the natural growth of the population means that any dismantlement of the settlements would require large-scale population transfers.


These Jewish settlements could not have been built without violence. They required expropriation of large swathes of Palestinian land. A group of vigilantes known as ‘the Hilltop Youth’ (Noar Hagvaot in Hebrew) constantly intimidated their Palestinian neighbours, setting fire to their property and fields, uprooting olive trees and clashing with farmers who were cultivating their lands. Often this was done with the tacit acceptance of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF).9


In two regions within the West Bank, the Jordan Valley and the area south of Mount Hebron, these vigilantes succeeded in driving Palestinians out of their villages. Moreover, they turned the heart of the city of Hebron into a no man’s land – a desolate space with a very few brave Palestinian families showing steadfastness in the face of recurrent attempts to force them out of the city.


The Hilltop Youth became a vanguard of the Religious Zionist movement, a new mass movement that swelled into a political force to be reckoned with in Israel. Religious Zionists don’t just want to colonise the West Bank; they want to turn Israel into a Jewish theocracy.


While Israel has moved rightwards at an alarming pace, life for Palestinians both inside Israel and in the Occupied Territories has only become worse. Pax Americana has been an unambiguous failure for them. Between 1972 and 1989, Palestinian residents could largely move freely between Gaza, the West Bank and Israel – over a hundred thousand Gazan workers took up employment in Israel. Now, after several decades of a ‘peace process’, Palestinians have been left with fewer rights than they had before.10


These failures are not entirely down to active complicity on the part of the US. There were many people in the State Department, and occasionally in the White House itself, who voiced frustration about the intransigence of Israel and its unwillingness to make even small concessions. But they seemed to persuade themselves that Israel’s consistent violations of Palestinians’ civil and human rights were temporary and would immediately end as soon as the US could successfully broker a peace agreement.


The American view of the Israel–Palestine conflict can be summarised as ‘peace is just around the corner’. Some presidents – such as Carter, Clinton and Obama – were more involved than their predecessors or successors in such peace endeavours. Out of office, Carter and Obama became much more forthright in criticising Israel’s reluctance to compromise, while complaining that their hands were tied due to the outsized role played by the pro-Israel lobby on the Hill. In office, however, even these supposedly progressive presidents did little but talk the talk – demanding an end to Israeli violations of international law and human rights. Walking the walk – imposing real sanctions on Israel – was beyond them.


As we reflect on the first two decades of the twenty-first century, we can see that the more unsustainable things have become for the Palestinians, the more the US impetus for peace has dwindled. By the 2010s, as long as there was no risk of outright war, the US was content for the Occupied Territories to remain occupied indefinitely. Had it not been for Hamas’s attack on 7 October 2023 and the ensuing war, it is likely America would have persisted in its growing indifference. Now Israel has forced America’s hand: not to be involved in a peace process, but in a regional war.


However, the US was not alone in ignoring reality in Israel Palestine. Governments across the world largely gave up trying to find a solution – restating a rhetorical commitment to two states, at best. Even Arab states began the process of normalising relations with Israel.


From our vantage point of 2025, it’s easy to see why the US-led approach did not – and could not – work. It overlooked history, refused to confront the profound power asymmetry, lacked a critique of the role of Zionism and could not meaningfully respond to developments on the ground. As a result, it has not just failed to bring peace. It has actively destroyed any prospect of a viable two-state solution.


Every iteration of the peace process raised hopes among Palestinians that a change was imminent, and each time they were swiftly disillusioned. The failure of diplomacy naturally encouraged the flourishing of groups advocating armed resistance, and even terror attacks on civilian populations. Moreover, the collapse of trust in Israel and in the international community has made Palestinians more averse to the much-touted two-state solution. In December 2022, polling suggested only 33% of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza supported two states, a figure almost identical to the proportion of Israeli Jews – just 34% – who were in favour.11 And it seems that Palestinians elsewhere, in particular in the diaspora, lost faith in this solution a long time ago.


In real terms, the two-state solution is a stinking corpse, outstaying its welcome in the morgue. The international community has simply avoided carrying out a post-mortem so it can be buried.


In Israeli Jewish society, a certain consensus has emerged: the status quo – unliveable for Palestinians – is the best deal on the table for Israel. This amounts to a tamed Palestinian minority in Israel, with very little political influence, two small Palestinian Bantustans in the West Bank and Gaza (one administered by the Palestinian Authority on behalf of Israel and the other controlled by siege and military deterrence) and a world that does not care. In the Israeli mind, as Nathan Thrall eloquently put it, ‘the deal’s cost is much higher than the cost of making no deal’.12 The peace process has largely subsidised the cost of the ongoing stalemate, while making the concessions necessary for peace would provoke a tremendous political upheaval in an increasingly divided, and hardline, society.


This may explain why the future of the Palestinian territories and the Palestinians themselves did not feature very prominently in the platforms of Jewish Israeli political parties during the twenty-first century. For most Israeli Jews, the ‘conflict’ was over. The skirmishes with Hamas in Gaza after the Israeli withdrawal weren’t seen as a new manifestation of Palestinian resistance to Israeli occupation but part of a war against ‘Islamic terrorism’ in which Israel, alongside the rest of the ‘civilised world’, was on the side of the righteous.


Every now and then, Israel has been offered a reality check. From the Second Intifada in 2000 to the mass protests in East Jerusalem and Gaza in 2021, and ultimately Hamas’s successful invasion of southern Israel on 7 October 2023, it was obvious that the status quo could not hold. Israel was much more vulnerable than it appeared.


However, Israel didn’t see these challenges to its authority as signs of a crisis, but as isolated threats to its security. Its complaint of victimhood helped to create a sense of unity in a society more divided between theocrats and liberals than it ever has been. In the near future, these divides in Israeli Jewish society will not be papered over by diverting attention to an external enemy or threat. Before 7 October, Israel had been in acute political crisis, with five snap elections in three years. Tens of thousands of Israelis came out to protest on an almost weekly basis in the months before the 7 October attacks against sweeping judicial reforms. It’s no exaggeration to say Israel may well have been on the brink of a civil war. The only thing Israelis agreed on was the continued subordination of Palestinians.


In the twenty-first century, the consensus in Israel regarding Palestine is this: the present reality is the final settlement. Ideally Palestinians ought to agree to it, but if they object, Israel will maintain it by force. This was articulated in new legislation passed by a huge majority in the Knesset in summer 2018: ‘Israel as the Nation State of the Jewish People’. According to this law: ‘The land of Israel is the historical homeland of the Jewish people…. The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish people.’ In other words, the only nation that exists in historical Palestine is the Jewish nation.


This makes both a two-state solution and a binational state impossible. It rules out a democratic state with equal rights for both Israelis and Palestinians, as even right-wing figures like Benny Begin have argued.13 This law led human rights organisations such as Human Rights Watch, B’Tselem and Amnesty International to define Israel as an apartheid state. These human rights reports were unprecedented. For the first time, Israel as a whole, not just its occupation regime in the West Bank and Gaza, was condemned as an apartheid state.


Until October 2023, the reality of Israel’s rule over Palestinians, whether within its legal pre-1967 borders or in Gaza and the West Bank, sparked little concern among political elites across the world, nor did it make headlines except when violence flared up. However, from the grassroots up, activists across the globe mobilised to protest Israel’s actions in Palestine, prompting initiatives like Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS, founded in 2005).


These initiatives had limited impact on the reality on the ground, however, even as more and more people became aware of the Palestinian cause. Until October 2023, there was always something more important on the international agenda.


At the time of writing, Palestine is at the centre of global attention. It is difficult to know how long such concern will last. However, what’s at stake this time is not just the future for Palestine and Palestinians. The events of October 2023 exposed cracks in Israel’s foundations. These cracks are widening all the time, threatening the very stability of Israel. A question mark has opened over Israel’s future. What will happen to the Zionist project in the coming decades remains to be seen, but it is clear it can’t go on as it is.












2


Fatal Cracks and the Collapse of Zionism




Cracks in the foundation itself, particularly if they are wide or extensive, are clear indicators of structural problems.


— StablWall





Zionism was a multigenerational project, requiring many decades of work before Israel was even founded. It wasn’t built in a day and won’t collapse in a day. But you don’t need to be clairvoyant to see the signs of the end when cracks appear in the edifice’s foundations.


I cannot tell you what such a collapse would look like, or give a time frame. But if you have any concern for the millions living in Israel and Palestine today, you need to be able to contemplate the demise of the Zionist project as a real possibility. Its ramifications could well change the course of world history in this century.


As a historian, all I can do is examine the cracks and analyse their causes. I believe their causes can’t be addressed by Israel as it is. And so the cracks are destined to multiply and deepen, until the structure can no longer remain standing.





The First Crack: The State of Israel vs the State of Judea


Zionism today is different from the Zionism of figures like Theodor Herzl, its founding father, or even David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister. In the illegal Jewish settlements built in the West Bank and formerly the Gaza Strip, a new form of Zionism has taken root. It can be best understood as the State of Judea, as distinct from the State of Israel, a fusion of Religious Zionism and Orthodox Judaism. In the past, Orthodox Judaism was anti-Zionist, but Orthodox Jews of Arab descent (the Mizrahis) slowly became fervent supporters of Zionism.


The State of Judea also included small communities of American and South African Jews inspired by the American Jewish Defense League and its guru, Rabbi Meir Kahane, and a smaller number of Russian Jews.


What bound all these groups together was a vision of a more religious, and theocratic, Israel, guided by a racist and supremacist version of Zionism, demanding the creation of a greater Israel stretching all over historical Palestine. Should it succeed in becoming the hegemonic power in Israel, its victims would not be limited to Palestinians. Jewish citizens who want to live in a liberal, democratic and pluralist state would also suffer.


The State of Judea won the November 2022 national elections in Israel and did very well in the February 2024 municipal elections, despite anger at the governing parties for failing to defend Israel from the 7 October attacks.


It’s hard to estimate accurately the numbers of these Israeli Jews. In most reports by the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, Israeli Jews above the age of twenty are divided almost equally between religious and secular Jews.1 This does not shed much light because not all of those who identify as religious or traditional subscribe to the ideology termed here ‘the State of Judea’, while not all secular Jews object to the vision of the State of Judea.


But political power is not a numbers game. Israel, after all, was founded by a minority against the will of a majority of inhabitants of historical Palestine. The danger is the increasing prominence of messianic Zionism in mainstream Israeli politics. If sufficient numbers achieve positions of political leadership, they will be able to realise their vision and impose their idea of Judaism upon the rest of society.


The ideological core of the State of Judea is made up of the religious settlers of the West Bank. They are mainly disciples of a father–son duo, the Rabbis Kook.


The father, Avraham Yitzchak Kook (1865–1935), was born in Latvia in the Russian Empire and became the father of Religious Zionism. He arrived in Palestine in 1904 and became the most important rabbinical authority who challenged the Orthodox Jewish view (still held today by many Orthodox Jews) that Zionism is a secular attempt to interfere with God’s will and cannot be supported by observant Jews. As a chief rabbi of the Zionist community in mandatory Palestine, he gave his blessing to the Zionist project.


From this authoritative position, he preached that the right of the Jewish people to Palestine is God’s will. Rabbis, he argued, should do all they can to convince Jews to migrate to and colonise Palestine.


In the 1920s, he was active in demanding the expansion of the space for Jewish worshippers near the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem by evicting the Muslim inhabitants. At the time, at least, he tempered this by recommending compensating the Muslims for their troubles. Israel’s laws do not permit Arab families to reclaim their lost property in Jerusalem and other Occupied Territories.


However, Kook’s main legacy was a place of learning called Mercaz HaRav, ‘the Rabbi’s Centre’. This institution became a hotbed for the most extreme version of Zionism: a fusion of messianic ideas with unashamed racism towards the Palestinians and contempt for secular and Reform Judaism.


His son, Tzvi Yehuda HaKohen Kook (1891–1982) was the true ideological father of the messianic movement, Gush Emunim, that Judaised the occupied West Bank and the Gaza Strip after 1967. As the years went by, this movement moved from the margins of the Israeli political system to its centre. After the 2013 elections, liberal Zionist newspaper Haaretz described Netanyahu’s government as a ‘settler government’. But even before that, Gush Emunim-influenced settlers had occupied important positions in successive governments.


Until his death, Kook the son was far more committed than his father to the colonisation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip as a religious imperative in order to hasten the redemption of the Jewish people. His voice was somewhat drowned out while Labour was in power (1967–77) as the government itself expanded the Judaisation, in particular in less densely populated Palestinian areas. Disciples of Kook were not satisfied by these efforts: they wanted to settle in the West Bank’s biblical towns, then densely populated by Palestinians.
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