
Research on Palestinian and Arab genocides 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Some questions were raised with PSC about the accuracy of a figure of 510 000 Palestinians 
killed by Israel. These figures appeared in an Israel Apartheid Week (IAW) poster. I agreed to 
do some research around this issue as part of a review of that part of the pamphlet.  
 
The research has brought forth the validity and importance of using the concept of 
‘avoidable deaths’ in conjunction with the concept of ‘incremental genocide’ in relation to 
Israel’s policies and intentions towards the Palestinian people. 
 
The terms ‘avoidable death’ underlies calculation of dead in the Jewish holocaust by the 
scholar Raul Hilberg. The terms ‘incremental genocide’ is consistent with the UN 1948 
description and definition of the crime of genocide. 
 
More research is required but at this stage it seems that there were considerably more than 
51 000 Palestinians who died avoidable deaths between 1950 and 2005 (period of UNICEF 
data). When one adds in the earlier period of 1936 (the Arab Revolt) to 1950, as well as the 
period from 2006 (commencement of the siege of Gaza) this expanded number is likely to be 
even higher. 
 
Due to time constraints I was unable to do research to clarify the numbers of Palestinians 
directly killed by Israeli forces between 1936 and 2015.  There is a need to research further 
for independent sources about the number of Palestinians estimated to have been directly 
killed by Israeli forces since 1936.  
 
 
Recommendations 
 

• Reference 677 000 avoidable deaths in the OPTs (i.e. Gaza and West Bank) to 
Gideon Polya at http://globalbodycount.blogspot.co.za/2012/01/chapter-2-tables-26-212-

summary.html. These deaths were avoidable in the sense that they arose from the 
conditions of life imposed by the occupation.  

• Reference a significantly higher figure of avoidable deaths with respect to 
Palestinians living in other Middle Eastern countries that have experienced reduced 
quality of life due to wars and economic underdevelopment consequent on Western 
and US Imperialism – according to site 
https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/ the figure could be almost three 
times higher (i.e. 1,9 million) 

• Contextualise these avoidable deaths within a historical context of incremental 
genocide; use the term incremental genocide rather than simply genocide 
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Detailed Analysis 
 
Following the points raised in an e-mail chat about the figures quoted in the IAW pamphlet, 
namely “over 510 000 Palestinians have been murdered by the Israeli regime since 1948”, I 
volunteered to do some extra research on the source of this information.  
 
The reason was that the source was not quoted in the pamphlet, and it was unclear from 
where the data had been sourced, and how this data had been constructed.  
 
Terry questioned the accuracy of these figures. I questioned the fact that the pamphlet did 
not explicitly name its source.  This reflects on the veracity of these figures, and lays us open 
to the charge of using ‘alternative facts’ or ‘false news’. So it is important to determine the 
objective accuracy of these figures. This requires going to the sources and also 
understanding and assessing the methodology used to construct the figures – demographic 
statistics are typically constructed and are not simply given as ready-made data, so the 
method of construction needs to be understood.  
 
One of the ways of assessing information is to look at its internal coherence, i.e. do the 
authors contradict themselves with conflicting data about the same events at different 
points in their discourse? Another is to trace their claims back to the original data source 
and take a view on the likely veracity of that source. I used both criteria in this assessment. 
 
I approached the figures under three categories. First, the accuracy of the data. Second the 
category of direct and indirect (avoidable killings); and, third the question of whether these 
killings form part of a practice of genocide. 
 
Accuracy of the data: 
 
The source for the pamphlet figure of the 510 000 Palestinian deaths is 
https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/ A bit further down the same page the 
authors (unknown) refer to 100 000 Palestinians directly killed through combat and war-
inflicted violence since 1936 and also 1,9 million killed indirectly (i.e. as a result of conditions 
imposed on them through displacement, ethnic cleansing, deportation, lack of resources, 
etc.). A link takes one to a site (https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/2015-
update) which says that 500 Palestinians are directly killed per annum and that 2700 under 
five Palestinian children under the age of five die avoidable deaths each year. It is unclear 
what period this refers to -  if the 1936 to 2015 period this equals 39 500 direct deaths and 
213 300 avoidable under five year old deaths.  
 
The linear presentation of this information means that it is not immediately clear which 
discrete categories of killing/death are referred to, which time periods are referred to and 
how they all stack up to a total. It is not clear whether the 510 000 number referred to 
includes both direct killings and indirect deaths attributable to occupation and domination 
by other forces, and whether it refers to a definite and limited time period. If I was the 
author of this information I would have laid out the data in a table with sources that made 
all this clear, but they didn’t. 
 
Somewhere in the text it becomes clear that the authors have sourced their baseline data 
from Gideon Polya, who has made a science of researching and determining avoidable 
deaths. His aim in doing this is to demonstrate that imposing negative conditions on the 
quality of life of a population, through war, occupation and the denial of adequate 
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opportunities and resources, is a causative factor in the extra mortality over the likely 
mortality had that population had access to all the opportunities and resources that would 
prevail in a ‘normal’ situation. He uses indicators of quality of life (i.e. mortality rates, infant 
mortality rates, etc) of the OECD countries (including Israel, but not the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories [OPTs]) as the ‘norm’.  Polya also refers to the avoidable deaths imposed under 
conditions of Western (as well as other) imperialist domination, amounting to 100s of 
millions of Africans and Arabs (his demographic data covers the entire globe and not just the 
OPTs) as a form of genocide.  
 
So I went to Polya as source and tried to work my back to the claims about Palestinian 
genocide in the two links above. I decided to start with him and work back in order not to 
get lost on the chaotic representation of the facts by these authors. 
 
Polya’s source data is UNICEF 2003. I looked at the UNICEF site and was unable to find the 
base data, not because I am suggesting that it wasn’t there but because it could have 
involved hours of searching which I didn’t have the time for. I also have assumed that he is 
drawing accurately because his references are detailed and he would open himself up to 
criticism if it was found that he was misquoting. I googled his name and on the first three 
pages of the search engine did not find anything beyond one or two comments about him 
being an anti-semite, but nothing about seriously questioning his scientific credentials. His 
reports cover the entire globe and when one unpacks his population figures nothing 
anomalous jumps out at one. I was therefore comfortable in assuming that he really has 
based his analysis on UNICEF figures. However, I am no specialist in demographic analysis, 
least of all mortality rates on a global scale, and it would be useful to consult someone who 
is. I am happy to do this if you can point me to someone – I just don’t know anyone offhand. 
In the absence of this I think we can cover ourselves by referencing data to Gideon Polya at 
the websites that I have identified on the attached spread-sheet. This way we indicate our 
source reference and that we are comfortable quoting him.  
 
Direct killings and avoidable deaths 
 
Polya identifies 677 000 avoidable deaths in the OPTs between 1950 and 2005 (a 55 year 
period). The details of this are contained in the attached spread-sheet, as are a similar 
profile of avoidable deaths in the overall Arab North Africa and Middle East. Interestingly 
avoidable deaths as a percentage of overall deaths is almost equal for the same relation for 
North Africa and the Middle East: 64 and 66 per cent respectively, showing that the majority 
of deaths are attributable to a context of abnormality, defined by Polya as reflecting mainly 
Western colonial and imperialist domination of these areas and its impact on the physical 
and spiritual quality of life. Another interesting point made by Polya is the relatively high 
literacy rate and per capita income ion the OPTs that might contribute to longevity (average 
life expectancy). There is also a significantly lower infant mortality rate per population than 
in the case of the North Africa and Middle East Area. Polya suggests that high literacy (found 
amongst Palestinians) and ‘moderate income’ are partially determinant of this. 
 
I also note that these figures reflect a period ending in 2005, i.e. about one year before the 
start of the Gaza blockade. Now the imposition of hardship on the civilian population of 
Gaza that has resulted from this blockage, coupled with the destruction of civilian 
infrastructure through the three wars waged on Gaza, has surely increased the ‘avoidable’ 
death rate there. So it would be useful to check whether Polya has updated his UNICEF-
based analysis for the period after 2005.  
 



But these claims of avoidable deaths go further in both websites 
https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/ and 
https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/2015-update. They use the 677 000 
avoidable deaths for 3 800 000 Palestinians in Gaza and West bank, and assume the same 
rate of excess mortality to come to a total avoidable mortality figure of 1 900 000 
Palestinians worldwide. They seem to take the excess mortality rate of Palestinians in the 
OPTs and apply that to all Palestinians (i.e. including those living in Israel and elsewhere in 
the world (the latter would cover those in refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan, Syria and 
elsewhere and presumably living in places like the US, Europe, Iraq and Saudi Arabia). Their 
formula is  

“0.677 million x 5.7 million (all Palestinians still within Palestine)/4.1 million1 
(Occupied Palestinians) = 940,000. However we must also include Palestinians 
outside Palestine and forbidden to return (roughly 2 times those within Palestine) 
and thus the estimate of post-1950 Palestinian avoidable deaths from imposed 
deprivation =  0.94 million x 2 = 1.88 million = 1.9 million.” 

 
The problem with applying formulae is that they gloss over real differences in mortality rates 
between the US and Europe and places like Iraq and Syria. However, given that the excess 
mortality as a percentage of total mortality is very similar between the OPT and North 
Africa/Middle East as a whole, this methodology indicates that the figure is likely to be 
considerably higher than 677 000, almost three times as high. But it is necessary to identify 
the regions where the major clusters of Palestinians are concentrated, and based on the 
population numbers per region to do the calculation of excess mortality by the excess 
mortality rates as a percentage of overall mortality per region. Those living in so-called 
normal regions (e.g. the US, Europe, etc.) would have to be excluded from the calculation.  
 
There is also the question of the accuracy of 100 000 Palestinians killed directly through war 
and combat (including civilians) since 1936. I was unable to identify Polya’s estimate in this 
regard – he might have made it somewhere but I would have missed it due to time 
constraints.  So I have simply gone to Wikipaedia and this reveals about 75 000 Palestinians 
killed since 1936 (see data in attached spreadsheet). This number includes people killed 
during internecine fights between Fatah and Hamas; but the Wikipaedia table also has gaps 
in the numbers killed during the Lebanese Civil War and the 1982 Lebanese War – so there 
might be underestimates here. It would be useful to research people like Robert Fisk who 
has specialised in investigative journalism on the Middle East as well as Israel/Palestine, to 
get a critical but independent source. Maybe some of our colleagues have these figures 
already? 
 
Characterising the killings as genocidal. 
 
The text on https://sites.google.com/site/palestiniangenocide/ uses the 1948 UN Genocide 
Convention to define genocide as “any of the following acts committed with intent to 
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, as such:  
a) Killing members of the group;  
b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  
c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part;  
d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; and,  
e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group”. 

 
1 Polya’s 2005 data put this population at 3,8 million. Maybe the population expanded to 4,1 million 
by 2015 when this projection was made......  
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My understanding is that Illan Pappe’s use of the term “incremental genocide” uses the 
above UN definition.  
 
This contrasts with other approaches which define genocide as a once off event that directly 
kills a huge number of people on the basis of their belonging to an identified racial, cultural, 
linguistic and/or religious group. The Jewish holocaust, for certain historical ideological 
reasons has assumed gargantuan proportions as the go-to example of this type of genocide, 
a type that dominates mainstream narratives as the only type of genocide. Other examples 
include in this type are the Armenian, Rwanda, Cambodian, Stalin’s expulsions of Chechens, 
Tartars and Jews from the USSR, and at Srebrenica at Bosnia-Herzegovenia.  
 
So there is an existing international legal framework that broadens the definition of 
genocide to include only partial killing of an identified group, the intent to eliminate this 
group and also the elimination of this group through measures other than direct killing. And 
this definition has been applied to the policies and strategies of Zionism as a movement and 
successive Israeli governments. For further information about this see 
https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2016/08/Background%20on%20the%20term
%20genocide%20in%20Israel%20Palestine%20Context.pdf, and 
http://mondoweiss.net/2017/02/palestinian-incremental-ehrenreich/ and  
https://www.greenleft.org.au/content/ilan-pappe-israels-incremental-genocide. 
 
Polya’s analysis is applied within this international legal framework. It focuses specifically on 
avoidable deaths. Polya applies this critique not to just to avoidable deaths in Palestine but 
also more widely to other areas of the Middle East where avoidable deaths have mounted 
under the hegemony of US Imperialism, the impact of its military activities and its socio-
economic policies. 
 
It is interesting to note that Polya is following in the tradition of Raul Hilberg, the 
acknowledged scholar on the Jewish Holocaust (“The Destruction of European Jewry”) when 
he includes avoidable deaths of Palestinians as part of the Genocide of the Palestinians as a 
people. Incidentally, he applies the same analysis to the genocide of the Iraqi, and other 
Arab peoples in the Middle East under the hegemony of US imperialism. Hilberg estimated 
at least one million of the five million Jewish deaths under the Third Reich as having been 
caused indirectly in concentration camps and through living in unhygienic conditions 
inaccessible for medical attention and quality of life support and services. This was an 
important refutation of the arguments by holocaust deniers that because most Jews 
(allegedly) succumbed to poor living conditions there was no planned genocide.  The 
concept of ‘avoidable deaths’ fits well with the concept ‘incremental genocide’. 
 
Paul Hendler, 
Stellenbosch, 
March 2017. 
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