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CULTURAL ORIGINS
AND HISTORICAL PARALLELS

A. Zionist Apologetics and the White Man’s Burden

ABDELWAHAB M. ELMESSIRI

European settler colonialism was predicated on certain racist assump-
tions concerning the genetic and cultural superiority of western civiliza-
tion and the white man. It was these assumptions, in turn, which be-
stowed legitimacy in the eyes of the colonists on the mtroducuon of an
alien western demographic element onthe continents of Africa and Asia.
In other words, assumption of superiority went hand in hand with col-
onialism and formed a more or less organic part of it. Lord Balfour, an ac-
tor in the South African as well as the Palestinian context, described the
process of settler colonialism as being an expression of the “great rights
and privileges” of the races of Europe, and he considered the inequality of
the races “to be the plain historic truth of the situation.”*

European settler colonialism, according to Crossman, was launched in
terms of the white man’s right to bring civilization to the “less civilized
‘natives’ * of Asia and Africa by physically occupying the two continents
even at the cost of “wiping out the aboriginal population,” a curious way
of civilizing a people by exterminating them.? Even before his espousal of
Zionism, in keeping with his racist colonialist outlook, Max Nordau sug-
gested the settlement of unemployed European workers, with the Euro-
pean emigrants taking “the place of the ‘lower races’ who were not surviv-
ing in the struggle of evolution.”?

The Nazi theoretician Rosenberg, to prove his innocence or at least
normality during his trial at Nuremberg, advanced a similar argument,
underscoring for his judges the organic relationship between racism and
colonialism. He pointed out that he had tumbled on the terms “‘super-
man’’ and “super race” in a book on the life of Lord Kitchener, a man
who “had conquered the world.” He also claimed that he had come across
these lines in the writings of the American ethnologist Madison Grant,

*From the author’s forthcoming book, The Land of Promise: A Critique of
Political Zionism.
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Zionist Apologetics and

of the French ethnologist Lapouge. He underlined his remark
by asserting that this kind of western ethnology was but a “biological (11‘8-
overy which was the COHCIU&:SIOI'I of 400 years of Europea_n research.
5 It seems that with the growing need for markets and territories, and the
intensification of Europe’g economic and dc?rnographic crises‘,‘racist theo-
ries gained in depth and intensity. T:he writer o_f the_entry_ Race Rela-
tions” in the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences indicates that
«the era of race relations can be said to have begun with the overseas ex-
pansion of the major European powers from the. ﬁf.teent.h century on-
ward.”® Gentile Zionism and Christian restorationist views began to
flourish at that time. It is no coincidence either that the modern pseudo-
messianic movements in Judaism also became more frequent from that
time on. The most dangerous of all the false messiahs, Shabettai Zvi, came
from a mercantile background and his father worked for a British overseas
trading company.

But all of these myths and ideologies were ‘'mere adumbrations for the
fullfledged global imperialism and racism of the late nineteenth century.
The author of the entry on “Race” in The New Encyclopedia Britannica
finds it “no accident that racism flourished at the second great wave of
European colonial expansion and the scramble for Africa.” He then adds
that the ideology of colonialism and the white man’s burden was “often
expressed in racist terms.”®

The fraudulent messiah of the age of imperialism and scramble for
Africa was Zionism, and it was in the late nineteenth century imperialist-
racist frame of reference that the Zionist theoreticians conceived of their
project and implemented it. In order to take advantage of the colonialist
formula and to share the privilege and right of shouldering that most
onerous burden of civilizing the non-white races and of engaging in the
noble mission civilisatrice of Europe, one had to be a white man. There was
indeed no alternative for the Zionists, they simply had to think in these
terms, for they were, after all, the product of their historical background,
and one does not expect them to be either angels transcending common
historical failures or devils sinking far below them.

In his study The Jews Today, Arthur Ruppin sides with a certain von
Luschau, one of the many Zionist theoreticians of the “Jewish race,”
whom he credits with the discovery of the physical resemblance between
the Jews and the races of Asia Minor, especially the Armenian. Ruppin
prefers to see the Jews as members of “the white race,” 7 and lauds such
theoretical efforts that strike a “blow at the Semitic theory.” The racial
difference between Jews and Europeans, according to him, is “not great
enough to warrant an unfavorable prognostic as to the fruits of a mixed
marriage.”®

There is a whole strain in Zionist thought which confines the term
“Jew” to.European Jews, the Ashkenazim. Ruppin talks of how “the
Zionist movement has already stirred the Jewish consciousness of many a
Western Jew,”® with the obvious omission of Sephardic (Oriental) Jews.
Accordingly, Zionist settlement efforts aimed till 1948 at recruiting Euro-
pean Jews only, and rarely tried to recruit Oriental Jews, despite the fact
that it would have been “a far easier task to settle Oriental Jews (Jews

and those
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from Yemen, Morocco, Aleppo and the Caucasus) in agricultural ggf
onies.” Ruppin even saw them as “already drifting toward Palestine”
sumably without conscious Zionist efforts. This Oriental drift did ng
please him, however, because “the spiritual and intellectual status. of
these Jews is so low that an immigration en masse would lower the gen
cultural standard of the [Ashkenazi] Jews in Palestine and would be
from several points of view”**—words which Abba Eban echoed half g
century later in his Voice of Israel. "

Only pragmatic considerations, however, made a dent in the Zionig
white supremacist outlook. Oriental Jews, provided they come “in small
numbers, might be extremely useful by virtue of their knowledge g
Oriental conditions, their small needs,”* but above all their capacity foj
“competing in wages with the Arab agricultural laborer.” The problen
with the [white] east European Jew is that he “cannot possibly live of
such [low] wages” as those given to Arabs. Moreover, the European Jew
given the fact that he lives “in Palestine only by work which makes de
mands on his intelligence and reliability,” employs Arabs “for purely
manual labor.”** This would have been an acceptable arrangement had
not been imperative from the Zionist standpoint to segregate the *“Jewish
economic system in order to achieve ‘separate development’ through he
pure Hebrew labor of the Zionist settlers.” The hiring of an Arab would
represent a “breach” of the Zionist closed system and therefore it had tg
be “bridged by the Oriental Jew who can do the rough work at the san
price as the Arab.”?

In other words, the Zionist myth of rights, according to Ruppin’s view.
applies only to the Ashkenazi; as for the Sephardim, they were to be ad:
mitted into the enclave out of dire economic necessity and pragmatic cons
sideration.

The language of Ruppin’s analysis might sound terribly immoral and
racist, and excessively utilitarian, for he speaks of the Sephardic Jews as
very useful creatures with very small needs, an instrumentum vocale, but
such was the language common to Europe at the time. To the extent that
Zionism functioned within that framework the universal ethical values of
Judaism could not inhibit the accomplishment of its goal.

In point of fact, and in fairness to Ruppin, it should be indicated that he
proved far more generous, far more sensitive and concrete, than his
abstract theories. When he went to Palestine to supervise Zionist colonial
activities there, he developed an awareness of the specificity of the sit
tion far more complex and tragic than his questionable theory of the whité
Jew’s burden. '

Theodor Herzl was also part of that colonial culture and he fully re:
alized that his Zionist efforts had to be coordinated with similar projects
so that different “white” rights would not come into conflict with eachi
other. Before meeting “Joe” Chamberlain, as Herzl affectionately called
the British colonialist, he wrote in his diary that he had to show the Col
onial Secretary “a spot in the English possessions where there were no
white people as yet” before they “could talk about that™¢ Zionist project
for settlement.

Throughout all of the discussions involving the Zionist proposals fof
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white penetration into Africa and Asia, it was assumed that the white peo-
ple of the Occident have these rights and privileges because of their high
jevel of civilization. Herzl, in the manner of nineteenth century im-
perialist thinkers, spoke of_ imperialism as a noble activity destmegl to
bring civilization to the benighted members of the other “races.”** View-
ing the Jewish state with these occidental white binoculars, he wrote in
1896 a letter to the Grand Duke of Baden assuring him that when the
Jews return to their “historic fatherland,” they will do so as “representa-
tives of Western civilization” who will bring ““cleanliness, order and the
well-established customs of the Occident to this plague-ridden, blighted
corner of the Orient.”’® The Zionists, as fervent advocates of European
progress, will “build railroads into Asia—the highway of the civilized
peoples.”*” Herzl, operating within the myth of the white Jew, asserts that
the Jewish state was designed to “form a part of a wall of defense for
Europe in Asia, an outpost of civilization against barbarism.”*®

The defense of the Jews as a white, occidental race sounds somewhat
ironic, especially after the holocaust, but it was quite natural to the age and
almost universal among the Zionists. In a language clearly smacking of
the colonial racism of Europe, Jabotinsky, no “‘great admirer of Oriental
culture,” described the “Jews as Europeans” who have nothing in com-
mon with the Orient where “everything” as he claimed, was ‘“doomed.”*®

The perception of the Jews not merely as a separate racial entity, but as
members of the white race and western civilization, underlies many of the
statements of the Zionists and their image of themselves.

In Rebirth and Destiny, Ben Gurion draws a number of analogies bet-
ween the Zionists and other colonists which reveal his strong white orien-
tation. In 1917, in an essay entitled “Judea and Galilee,” he saw the
Zionist settlers in the Land of Israel ““as not just working”™ but rather as
“conquering, conquering a land. We were a company of conquistadores.”
Even though the analogy with a white settler colonialist enterprise is
clear, the conquest in this essay is narrowed down to the land, not peo-
ple.2®

In another piece entitled “Earning a Homeland,” Ben Gurion, extend-
ing the conquest to include the people as well, compares the Zionist settle-
ment to the American settlement in the New World, conjuring up the im-
age of the ““fierce fights” the American colonists fought against **wild
nature and wilder redskins.”*! It is significant, from the standpoint of the
present argument, how the Zionist leader identifies the natives of Ameri-
ca by color; but more significant was his reduction of the Indians to the
level of nature, even lower than it, for they are “wilder.”” This process of
abstracting man, reducing him to mere natural cycles, which is an exten-
sion of the Darwinian ethics and outlook, renders extermination quite a
palatable act and depopulation of an area an act of survival. The Nazis
later on made full use of that logic on a more massive and more systematic
and “‘scientific” scale. They declared it their duty ““to depopulate,” as part
of their mission of preserving the German population. “If nature is
cruel, ... we too must be cruel.”’*?

Although frequently at odds with Ben Gurion on tactics, Weizmann in
Trial and Error preferred to use the image of the French colonsin Tunisia®
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and British settlers in Canada and Australia as models, while demonstrats
ing marked sympathy for the settlers in South Africa.* of
In a note sent by him to President Truman, on November 27,1947, we

note the colonial tendency to draw a sharp line of demarcation between g nel

technologically advanced “European” community and backward nativesié 1t
Describing the Zionist community in Palestine, Weizmann said that i
consisted mainly of “an educated peasantry and a skilled industrial class
living on high standards.” To this bright image he contrasted the bleak
one of “illiterate and impoverished communities bearing no resemblance
to the Zionist community.”? Weizmann of course did not bother to exs
plain to the American president the reason for this state of affairs, and
why, after fifty years of British and Zionist colonialism and enlighten:
ment, the light of civilization had not yet dawned.
Given the white racist colonial myth of rights, the Balfour Declaration
| did not hesitate to refer to the Arab Moslems and Christians of Palesting;
who made up over 90 percent of the population, as the “non-Jewish coms
munities.” In other words, the indigenous majority was already being
ruthlessly relegated to the status of a minority in the name of the superior
rights of Europe’s forthcoming surplus. Balfour himself once wrote, “in!
Palestine we do not propose ever t0 g0 through the form of consulting the:
wishes of the present inhabitants of the country, though the American
[King-Crane] Commission has been going through the form of asking
what they are.””?® As for those public proclamations and liberal safeguard
clauses, they were to be dumped: “The Powers have made no declaration
of policy which, at least in the letter, they have not always intended to
violate.”?” The dominant colonial powers took the decision, and the
Zionist settler colonialists took full advantage of the international power:
structure.

The “civilizing mission enjoyed by Gentiles can [from that point on]
be emulated by Jews,”?® as indicated by an Israeli writer or, to put it more
simply, the white Jews should have the rights and privileges of other
white settlers in Africa and Asia.

After the establishment of Israel, the same white orientation of the
state persisted with the atten dant tension between an Ashkenazi myth of
rights pitted against the exigencies of multi-racial Jewish immigration and
Middle East geo-politics. The tension is quite manifest in Ben Gurion’s
claim that Israel is only geographically in the Middle East but not of it,®
and in his declaration that he would like to see more Western Jews set-
tling in the Zionist state to stop Israel from becoming a Levantine state.®®

Moshe Dayan, Israel’s national military hero, chose South Africa to ex-
plore his own fears of Oriental Jews. In 1974, at the annual conference of
the South African Zionist Federation, he described the fact that “QOriental
Jewish immigrants outnumbered immigrants of European origin” as
“Israel’s biggest problem.” He appealed to his audience to help solve
Israel’s demographic problem by immigrating there.! !

The classical Israeli expression of this tension is in Abba Eban’s Voice
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Jsrael, where the author, “fith his customary eloquence, defined his.
concept of the ideal relationship that shou!d exist ]Jetweep Israel and her
neighbors. “The idea shuuldl not be one 01'° mtegratlon.. Quite the contrary:
integration is rather something to be_avoxded.” Tur{lmg to _the subject of
the Oriental Jews, Eban, a South African Ashkenazi Jew himself, speaks
of “the great apprehensions which afflict” the Western-born Israt?lis,
stemming from their feeling of “the danger lest the predominance of im-
migrants of Oriental origin force Israel to equalize its cultural level with
that of the neighboring world,”*2 e, Asia and Africa. He then goes on to
say that “far from regarding our immigrants from oriental countries as a
bridge toward our integration with the Arabic-speaking world, our objec-
tive should be to infuse them with Occidental spirit, rather than to allow
them to draw us into an unnatural orientalism, »33

If Ben Gurion evoked the image of the conguistadores and Weizmann
that of the colons, Eban evokes that of the Yankee in Latin America;
Israel, he said, should work toward establishing a relationship akin to that
which obtains between the United States and the Latin American conti-
nent.?

The South African settlers saw themselves in more or less the same
terms as members of a superior white civilization, cast themselves in the
same missionary role as carriers of that civilization, and, in the name of
that cultural and racial superiority, tried to depopulate their promised land
from the aborigine to carve out another Western democracy in the middle
of the jungle. The white Supremacist logic used by some Zionist theoreti-
cians, is central to the apologetics of apartheid, for both ideologies grew

Jewish Board of Deputies, Smuts spoke of the Jews as a “‘little people”
having “a civilizing mission” in the world. He cited the language of the
Old Testament as the basis of *““our white culture” and “your Jewish
culture.”* When Smuts drew the analogy, it was probably greeted with

however, brushed the whole thing aside, decrying those embarrassed
Zionists who want to set up a distinction between Israel’s “policy of separ-
ate development™ on the basis of religion and South Africa’s comparable
policies on a racial basis,
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This viewing of the Jew as a white man is quite manifest in
South African government acts and regulations. When a literacy te
read and write “in the characters of a European language” (designg
exclude Asiatics) was adopted, Yiddish, a language written in (
Hebrew characters, was nevertheless accorded official recognition
acceptable language in the Cape immigration law of 1906 as well as iny
basic Immigration Act of 1913.%7 i

This labeling of the Jew as “white” accounts for the fact that
African Jewry views itself as an “integral part of the white popul
fecls that its destiny is “bound up with the rest of the white
munity,”® and “leans as heavily as the rest on the Government whj
can and is providing order and security.”3® i

The idea of the white man’s burden, be he a gentile ora Jew,isat
that both Zionism and the philosophy of apartheid have in commao;
much as mankind is rigidly divided along racial lines, separate econ
development and segregated political structures become only logica
even desirable. It was in the name of this racial separateness
superiority, that waves of European immigrants, Europe’s demogr;
surplus, flooded South Africa and Palestine, expropriating the nal
then expelling them. In view of these common cultural and his
roofs, it is quite natural that the two states, in the face of mounting histg
cal pressures, close their ranks and solidify their relationships.
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. Settler Colonialism and Herrenvolk Democracy

SAMIH FARSOUNT

[The text printed below is an abridged part of a paper titled “South Africa and
Jsrael: A Special Relationship” submitted to the Conference on Socio-Economic
Trends and Policies in Southemn Africa, which, under the aegis of the United Na-
tions African Institute for Economic Development and Planning, Dakar, took
place in Dar-es-Salaam between November 29 and December 12, 1975. Some of
the details and illustrations, contained in the original, had to be left out. ]

The nature of South African settler colonialism historically and con-
temporaneously has been amply studied from varied perspectives. Less 50
Rhodesia. And, perhaps because of traditional Western bias, Israel even
less. But, since June, 1967, and the emergence of the ‘new left’ interna-
tionally, Israel has been analyzed directly in those terms.!

*From Third World Magazine (Bonn, Germany). Special issue, “Israel—South
Africa: Cooperatior of Imperialistic Outposts,” 1976.
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