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Zionism as Colonialism:  
A Comparative View of Diluted  
Colonialism in Asia and Africa

Introduction: The Reputation of Colonialism

​Ever since historiography was professionalized 
as a scientific discipline, historians have consid-
ered the motives for mass human geographical 
relocations. In the twentieth century, this quest 
focused on the colonialist settler projects that 
moved hundreds of thousands of people from 
Europe into America, Asia, and Africa in the pre-
ceding centuries. The various explanations for 
this human transit have changed considerably 
in recent times, and this transformation is the 
departure point for this essay.
	 The early explanations for human relocations 
were empiricist and positivist; they assumed that 
every human action has a concrete explanation 
best found in the evidence left by those who per-
formed the action. The practitioners of social his-
tory were particularly interested in the question, 
and when their field of inquiry was impacted 
by trends in philosophy and linguistics, their 
conclusion differed from that of the previous 
generation.
	 The research on Zionism should be seen in 
light of these historiographical developments. 
Until recently, in the Israeli historiography, the 
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612  Ilan Pappé

dominant explanation for the movement of Jews from Europe to Palestine 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was—and, in many ways, still 
is—positivist and empiricist.1 Researchers analyzed the motives of the first 
group of settlers who arrived on Palestine’s shores in 1882 according to 
the testimonies in their diaries and other documents. The Palestinian his-
toriography, also in adherence with a positivist and empiricist approach, 
found ample historical evidence to show that this group of people had a 
very different set of motives from the one attributed by the Israeli histo-
riography. According to the Israeli interpretation, Zionism was a national 
liberation movement with a strong socialist past and more recent liberal 
tendencies that entered its ancient homeland, derelict and empty since the 
exile of the Jews in Roman time, waiting to be resettled. According to the 
Palestinian explanation, Zionism was a colonialist movement that pene-
trated the Palestinian homeland by force, with the wish to colonize the 
country and with possible expansionist ambitions to penetrate the heart of 
the Arab world.
	 What we learn from the updated historiographical debates is that the 
narratives provided by both sides of the divide in Palestine serve the ideo-
logical needs of the present more than they satisfy a scholarly interest in 
the past. As long as the conflict in the land of Palestine rages on, it may be 
impossible to find a way out of the present agendas. What is offered here is 
a fresh look at the historical case of Zionism through a comparative analy-
sis of the movement. Zionism is contextualized here historically and the-
matically as an unconventional colonialism, diluted by strong nationalist 
characteristics.
	 I will argue that Zionist settlers—indeed, Zionist thought and praxis—
were motivated by a national impulse but acted as pure colonialists. Such 
an argument has not been easily accepted until today in the United States 
and Israel.2 The immigration of Jews from (mainly eastern) Europe to the 
heart of the Arab Middle East is still depicted today in those places as a 
pure nationalist enterprise, and any attempt to attribute colonialist features 
to it is rejected out of hand. This is a bewildering phenomenon in the age 
of professional historiography. Zionism was not, after all, the only case in 
history in which a colonialist project was pursued in the name of national 
or otherwise noncolonialist ideals. Zionists relocated to Palestine at the 
end of a century in which Europeans controlled much of Africa, the Carib-
bean, and other places in the name of “progress” or idealism not unfamiliar 
to the Zionist movement. It happened in a century when French settlers 
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Zionism as Colonialism  613

colonized Algeria, claiming an atavist and emotional link to the Algerian 
soil no less profound than the one professed by the early Zionists with 
regard to Eretz Yisrael. Similarly, the cynical reassurances of the Zionist 
settlers to the native population were heard before by British settlers in 
Africa and Asia. Like the Zionists, the colonies built by Europeans in these 
continents were allegedly for the benefit of the local people. As it turned 
out, the colonies became imperialist communities serving only the strate-
gic interests of European powers and the settlers themselves. In the period 
of the white man’s penetration into Africa and Asia, the Jews “returned” to 
their “homeland.”
	 Israeli historians hesitate to compare early Zionism with colonialism—
although they are at least willing in some cases to apply the comparison to 
the Israeli colonization of the Palestinian areas occupied in 1967—for two 
principal reasons. First, they wish not to deviate from the empiricist and 
positivist approach that analyzes the nature of an ideological and human 
movement according to its declared goals. This is a methodological pref-
erence of the Israeli historiography to see the documents written by the 
forefathers of Zionism prior to the act of settlement as the exclusive his-
torical explanation for the act. With its missionary and socialist overtones, 
the national discourse of the early Zionists does not include, as a rule, overt 
colonialist intentions, and thus, the movement cannot be branded as colo-
nialist. The second reason is due to the bad reputation of colonialism in 
our times. Although, as I argue elsewhere, the worst crimes committed 
by Zionism against the local Palestinians were national in character and 
not colonialist, it is difficult to convince Palestinian historians that labeling 
Zionism as nationalist or national does not absolve it from the accusations 
of dispossession and occupation.
	 In the 1990s, a more critical Israeli historiography challenged the estab-
lished narrative and offered a less patriotic deconstruction of the texts of 
such thinkers as Arthur Rubin, Menachem Ussishkin, and Otto Warburg. 
They were introduced in the new works as conventional examples of Euro-
pean colonialists who came to settle in Palestine’s “terra nullius” and fight 
against mosquitoes, swamps, and the indigenous population. Baruch Kim-
merling and Gershon Shafir led the thinking in a new direction. Kimmer-
ling saw Zionism as a mixture of territorial nationalism with colonialism, 
and Shafir depicted early Zionism as a clear variant of colonialism.3 Against 
them, the more established historians continue to argue that Zionism is 
a pure nationalist movement with no colonialist features. Israeli histori-
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614  Ilan Pappé

ans such as Anita Shapira, Ran Aaronson, and others have examined the 
mechanism of settlement in the Palestinian land and labor markets and 
concluded that it was motivated and enacted as a national project, innocent 
of any colonialist impulse.4
	 In this essay, I try to understand the interplay of nationalism and colo-
nialism by comparing Zionism to nineteenth-century European colonial-
ism in order to find out how unique, or how conventional, Zionism was as 
a colonialist project.

Methodology

In the search for comparative cases, the natural choice would have been 
national colonialism of the kind that produced the nation-states of Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, and those in North and South America. But in these 
cases, British, Spanish, and Portuguese nationals were sent by a mother 
country and then rebelled against it. I seek a movement that had no clear 
mother country and went across the world in order to fulfill a vision of a 
return to an ancient homeland, as if it were a national movement but in 
reality had to dispossess other people and, therefore, essentially became a 
colonialist project.
	 At first, these impulses to move had little to do with the wish to colonize 
but rather indicated a strong desire to build an ideal life. The territorializa-
tion, mainly the choice of Palestine, transformed Zionism from a national 
project into a colonialist one. I found two cases that fitted this paradigm: 
the pre-Zionist Christian colonization of Palestine (referred to here as the 
“peaceful crusade”) and the Basel Mission’s colonization of West Africa. 
The former began in the 1850s and ended just before the Zionists arrived 
in Palestine, and the latter commenced in 1820 and lasted until 1950.
	 I will compare these historical cases in three dimensions: self-image, dis-
course, and praxis on the ground. These three aspects are examined in rela-
tion not only to the local population but also to an adopted mother coun-
try that served temporarily as a metropole. In these cases, as in Zionism, 
regardless of the motivations or intentions, alleged or otherwise, the three 
dimensions appear to be clearly colonialist. It means that the isms in this 
essay, such as colonialism, socialism, and nationalism, are treated not only 
as ideologies but as settlers’ interpretations of the reality that is manifested 
in their self-images, discourses, and action. The features of the settlers’ 
world vary in nature: they can be the colonies themselves, the textbooks 
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Zionism as Colonialism  615

of the settlers’ educational system, the economic praxis, and so on. They 
are established according to nationalist impulse in the case of Zionism and 
missionary zeal in the case of the Christian colonization of Palestine and 
the Basel Mission’s West African colonization, but they all become pure 
colonialist tools when actually implemented. Thus, for instance, a kibbutz 
symbolized a wish to lead a collective life, but in the way it was constructed 
in the early twentieth century, it broadcast a wish to defend an aggres-
sive settlement against a local population and a wish to utilize that space 
economically.

The “Peaceful Crusade” and Its Impact

The pre-Zionist European attempts to settle in Ottoman Palestine warrant 
a comparison to Zionism if only due to similar territorial and chronological 
frameworks. Moreover, as they preceded Zionism and there is no known 
challenge to their depiction as colonialism, they may have also influenced, 
as a colonialist phenomenon, Zionism.
	 The German settler Hermann Guthe described them as friedlichen Kreuz-
zuges (“peaceful crusade”), and they were motivated by the wish to return 
the Holy Land to Christian hands but not in the brutal manner of the Cru-
sades.5 The peaceful “redemption” seemed to Catholics and Protestants—
as fitting the divine apocalyptic scheme that would include also the return 
of the Jews to Palestine—similar to their conversion to Christianity that 
would in turn precipitate the second coming of the Messiah. This mille-
narianist idea aided, and disguised, the economic interests and strategic 
ambitions of European powers in the area. The main drive was to have as 
many strongholds as possible in the heart of the disintegrating Ottoman 
Empire.
	 This crusade began by pilgrimages and joint journeys to the Holy Land 
and ended in the attempt to establish colonies. Among the first who tried 
to settle in Palestine was Victor Guérin, a famous French explorer of the 
land. In his writings, he predicted the creation of Christian colonies, and 
to that end he toiled over mapping the land and meticulously studying its 
history and ethnography. His coveted aspirations were almost identical to 
those expressed by Ussishkin, one of the leading early Zionists, who like 
Guérin was a studious explorer of the land and its history. Guérin wished to 
revive the crusaders’ kingdoms, while Ussishkin dreamed of resurrecting 
the biblical empire of King David.6
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616  Ilan Pappé

	 Both the peaceful crusaders and the Zionists were primarily, and ini-
tially, troubled by the question of acquiring land; here the projects became 
colonialist. The Promised Land, in national or religious terms, had to be 
bought or forcefully taken from the local population. The Christian and 
Zionist colonialists were approaching the problem in similar ways. Pur-
chase of land itself was described by both groups as “redemption.” In 1948, 
when the Zionist movement took over most of the land of historical Pales-
tine by force, it was still referred to as “redemption” of the land. However, 
in the nineteenth century, the settlers of both movements bought the land 
and did not expel anyone directly from it. This was due more to the lack 
of ample means to carry out such a forceful eviction and less because of 
any moral considerations. Ussishkin’s words echo the feelings of the peace-
ful crusaders regarding this question: “The whole of Palestine, or at least 
most of it, must belong to the Jewish people. . . . this can be achieved by 
three means: by force, but we do not have it, governmental coercion or 
purchase.”7 Out of the three, only purchasing the land was possible in the 
late nineteenth century. Possessing the land was a national or religious 
mission, but the means were colonialist.
	 Always lurking, of course, was the issue of the fate of the local popula-
tion, once the land had been successfully obtained. At the outset this was 
not supposed to be a question of great significance. Seen from the perspec-
tive of the initial impulse to settle in Palestine, the missionaries and the 
Zionists regarded the native population as marginal. The locals were hardly 
there in the early visions of the future, as apparent in the utopian novel writ-
ten by the founder of Zionism, Theodor Herzl. For Guérin, too, the locals 
were to disappear into oblivion once progress and modernity impressed 
themselves on the newfound land of Palestine. Whatever would happen 
to them paled in comparison to the advantage of the peaceful crusade or 
Zionism, the forces that would make the arid land blossom and transform 
the country into a civilized European entity.
	 But there was no way of ignoring the Palestinians. They were needed 
for their knowledge of the land, and they had to be considered when they 
forcefully rejected any attempt to take over their homeland. In view of the 
reality, and not the vision, the German colonialists advocated exploitation 
of the locals for the benefit of the enterprise and not expulsion. Heilige 
Land, a German journal, promised its readers that the peasants in Palestine 
would be happy to sell their lands in return for bread and protection.8 This 
was condoned more crudely by Claude Conder, the head of the Palestine 
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Zionism as Colonialism  617

Exploration Fund, who proposed to turn the locals into carvers of wood and 
fetchers of water.9
	 However, there were others who talked about dispossession. Some lead-
ing members of the German missionaries advocated transferring the indige-
nous population. For instance, during the tenth convention of the Catholic 
societies in Germany, in 1855, most participants spoke of a “missed oppor-
tunity” when referring to a failure to uproot the local population in Pales-
tine during the Crimean War, thereby paving the way for the creation of a 
pure Christian state there.10 Peaceful crusaders such as Scottish philanthro-
pist Lord Laurence Oliphant also advocated expulsion. Oliphant wanted to 
establish a sort of a colony in Balqa in Transjordan and suggested impris-
oning the local nomads in reservations, such as ones prepared for Native 
Americans, so that law and order could be guaranteed for the settlers. Oli-
phant would have a considerable influence on the Zionist movement. Some 
of his ideas for the colonization of the land would become Zionist projects, 
such as drying out Hula Lake to make it suitable for European settlement 
and driving away the seminomads who lived around it. These proved to be 
successful capitalist projects but ecological disasters.11
	 As mentioned, the leaders of the Zionist movement spoke more openly 
about dispossessing and exiling the locals. Isaac Rolf, a leading German 
Zionist rabbi, called for the expulsion of the locals from the land:

For the time being we only talk on settlement and only on settlement 
and this is indeed our near aim. We talk only on that. But it must 
be clear as “England is only for the English, Egypt for the Egyptians, 
Judea is for the Jews.” In our land there is only room for us. We will 
say to the Arabs: move, and if they disagree, if they resist by force—we 
will force them to move, we will hit them on their heads and force 
them to move.12

Every articulation of dispossession can be juxtaposed with one of exploita-
tion. Exploitation was always presented as a wish to advance modernization 
in the native local population. Ussishkin can be found advocating both. 
This ambiguity between the wish to expel and exploit as part of a desire to 
modernize produced in both cases concepts such as temporary exploitation. 
The Zionist movement wished to take over the labor and land markets but 
could not yet do it, so exploitation had to be temporary. Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, 
the second president of Israel, and David Ben-Gurion, one of the leaders of 
the early Zionist settlers, explained it well when developing the concept of 
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618  Ilan Pappé

avoda ivrit, “Hebrew labor.” According to Ben-Zvi, “My hope is that in due 
course we will grasp the decisive place in the Palestine economy and in its 
collective and social life.”13 It is obvious who was to occupy the marginal 
role in the economy: the Palestinians who formed the vast majority of the 
population at the time. Ben-Zvi was a leading member of Hapoel Hazair, 
which formed the nucleus for the future labor movement. His colleagues’ 
written legacies are far more colonialist than his. One of these colleagues, 
Yaakov Rabinowitz, saw no contradiction in heading a seemingly socialist 
movement such as Hapoel Hazair and arguing for a segregated, colonialist 
labor market: “The Zionist establishment should defend the Jewish workers 
against the Arab one, as the French government protects the French colo-
nialists in Algeria against the natives.”14 But the impurity of his colonialism 
and his colonialist discourse appear in this statement: “And as other gov-
ernments defend their workers against Chinese cheap laborers.”15
	 Ben-Zvi talked about temporary exploitation; when not contemplating 
expulsion, Ussishkin desired a superior role that would be recognized by 
the Semites of the east because of the racial similarities between the Jews 
and the Arabs. This would make Zionism a positive kind of colonialism:

I have seen the colonies of the English in Egypt. The English intro-
duced there their own administration and Capitalism. . . . but if you 
ask the Arabs, do they want to live under England’s rule, you will get 
a negative answer since the English are only looking for their own 
good and not that of the local people. Our role should be entirely 
different. With this old world, the world of the East, we should unite. 
We should bring them, our brethren to the race, a real culture, a cul-
ture of existence not a fictional one. We should solve the problem of 
the East.16

In a similarly self-praising fashion, principal spokespersons of the Basel 
Mission asserted that they had brought a fair and attractive gospel for the 
locals in comparison to those of other colonialists. Conrad Schick, for 
instance, the German demographer, who was mainly busy preparing a mas-
ter plan for the Christian colonization of the country—namely, a massive 
transfer of European immigrants to the land—believed that his schemes 
were the only way to improve the agricultural conditions of the country for 
the benefit of all its inhabitants.17
	 Among the peaceful crusaders, one group deserves particular atten-
tion—the Templers, who operated in Palestine from 1868 until the arrival 
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Zionism as Colonialism  619

of Zionism in 1882. They were a typical product of the Protestant Pietist 
movement that appeared in the seventeenth-century German state of 
Württemberg. This movement sought to arrest the modernization of reli-
gion, cut short the way to doomsday, and prepare the believers for the sec-
ond coming of the Messiah. It also regarded the Industrial Revolution as 
heresy and a threat. These beliefs were commonly accepted by the more 
traditional sections of the German-speaking Protestant society. It was par-
ticularly popular in Württemberg, which was a predominately rural state 
without many progressive urban centers. In Württemberg, Pietism bred 
the Templers’ movement.
	 The Templers’ first mission was to buy land, which was possible until the 
second half of the nineteenth century. In the mid-nineteenth century, land 
was privatized in the Ottoman Empire. What had been state land (quite 
often leased rather than directly owned) was transferred to the local elite. 
Much of the land coveted by foreigners in Palestine belonged to absentee 
landlords in neighboring countries who were quite eager to sell the land to 
Germans and Jews. This was done regardless of the nearly ownership posi-
tion of their tenants, who had been living there for centuries.
	 There were other common features with Zionism. The attitude and 
depiction of the locals as almost absent or marginal and a great belief in 
agricultural innovations (one that benefited mainly the settlers and not the 
local population) were the two salient similarities. Also similar was a dis-
course of “return” to a holy land that was “theirs” by divine right and had 
been “empty” for two millennia.18

The Basel Mission

Diluted, or “exceptional,” colonialism was not particular to the Zionist 
movement or limited to Palestine itself. It can be found in the missionary 
Protestant colonization in Asia and Africa. Protestant missionary work in 
general, be it British or German, is worthy of comparison with Zionism for 
two main reasons. First, such missionary work was often colonialist in out-
look. In fact, it was realized through massive settlement colonies, whereas 
Catholic missionary work tended to entrust proselytizing to a chosen few. 
Protestant missions brought whole families along and employed laypeople 
as heads of its operations. At the headquarters of the Protestant missions 
on both sides of the Atlantic, secular leaders were often deeply involved in 
policy making and execution. Second, it is a valid historical comparison 
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because of the special role Britain played in the effort to allow the “return” 
of the Jews to their homeland and bring Christianity to Asia and Africa. 
This is particularly relevant to Africa, where the two principal colonialist 
powers, Germany and Britain, used the missionaries to expand their influ-
ence. It seems that Britain was exploiting Zionism in a similar way in Pales-
tine as part of the overall drive to take over the Ottoman possessions in the 
eastern part of the Middle East.
	 The utilization was mutual. The British Empire needed the missionary 
network to penetrate Africa, and the missionaries were unable to exist 
initially without the imperial infrastructure supporting them. This inter-
dependence served Zionism well too. Thus, for a while, Britain was the 
“mother country” of these two colonialist movements. Eventually, the two 
movements turned against Britain, but Britain was there for them in the 
crucial and formative years. For the purposes of this essay, the most rele-
vant of all the missionary groups was the Basel Mission. Before comparing 
the discourse, symbols, and location within a more conventional definition 
of colonialism (namely, their relationship to a mother country) of the Basel 
Mission and Zionism, I will compare the similar historical context in which 
both movements operated.

The Historical Context

The Basel Mission was founded in 1730 in Basel and simultaneously in 
some cities in Germany. The founders were Pietists like the Templers who 
were determined to salvage their society from the perils of industrializa-
tion. With a particular religious fervor and a strong collectivist, almost 
protosocialist enthusiasm, the Basel Mission aspired to produce agricul-
tural collectivism that was to stimulate what it called Christian agricul-
turalism, a mode of life that signified the purest form of devotion, as it 
demanded the harshest personal sacrifices from the believer, given the task 
at hand. As with other Pietists at the time, such positions were unaccept-
able to the established church, and the missionaries were forced to leave. 
They were deported first to the Caucasus and then to Africa.19
	 The movement of the missionaries to the Caucasus and then to Africa 
and the arrival of the first Zionists in Palestine were triggered by similar 
socioeconomic processes. Both in Württemberg and in eastern Europe, the 
traditional rural areas were badly damaged by industrialization, and the 
wrath of the local peasants was easily directed toward those sections of 
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Zionism as Colonialism  621

society that were different due to their religious convictions and ways of 
life. The inability to survive economically and religiously was a powerful 
factor in both cases.20
	 This movement out of Europe was not associated with any particular 
European colonialism or metropolitan state. In all its years of existence, the 
Basel Mission vacillated among Danish, German, and British colonialism, 
always preferring London’s umbrella to that of the others. The main reason 
was that its particular brand of agricultural mission work suited the strate-
gic understanding of British colonialism in West Africa. But it was not an 
ideological affinity. Those working directly for the British Empire pursued 
policies of modernization abhorred by the missionaries. Members of the 
Basel Mission saw themselves as the religious victims of rapid urbaniza-
tion and industrialization advanced by Britain and Germany. Britain had 
very little interest in or patience with the socialist or Marxist message the 
Zionists were allegedly bringing to Palestine (although some pious British 
politicians such as Lloyd George did share the dream of a return to the Holy 
Land). But the collectivist settlement helped Britain to deepen and expand 
initial footholds in Palestine and West Africa.
	 Agricultural collectivism played a major role in both cases. Long before 
a non-European territory was clearly targeted as an object for colonization, 
both the Zionists and Basel Mission members tried to live collectively in 
Europe—the Zionists in the name of socialism and the missionaries in 
the name of Christ. But the collectives were very similar in structure and 
ethos. When the pressure to leave grew, due to prosecution and economic 
hardship, the archetypical models were imported to Palestine and West 
Africa. Basel Mission members called colonies in West Africa “model vil-
lages,” which broadcast an interpretation of Christianity as a combination 
of family values and commonsensical ecological exploitation of the natural 
resources. When established in Africa, the villages became typical colonial-
ist communities—similar to today’s gated communities.
	 After their arrival in Africa, the missionary collectivists appealed to the 
Danish government that had begun to explore West Africa’s Gold Coast 
(what is now Ghana) in the early 1820s. Under Danish auspices, the first 
Basel colonies were established in that part of the continent. The Basel 
Mission created a collective settlement of Europeans that aspired both to 
exploit its new native environment and to serve as a model for it. It was 
born in a similar cultural context as Zionism—a messianic monotheis-
tic justification of return (which in the case of Zionism was carried out 
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622  Ilan Pappé

by secular Jews). The mission expanded its activities beyond Ghana into 
today’s Cameroon and Nigeria.
	 The “model village” was presented as a means of preserving core African 
values, but in practice it became a tool for European control and supremacy 
through agricultural modernization. The declared wish to preserve tradi-
tional agricultural values was never even attempted. When the settlements 
expanded, they became such a powerful factor in the local economy that 
they turned into a principal employer in the colony. Their arrival thus gener-
ated the process of semi-proletarianization in rural Ghana and, to a certain 
extent, in Cameroon.21 Similar processes were created by the agricultural 
and land policies of the Zionist movement. In Palestine, the process until 
1948 was caused by British development policies and Zionist land pur-
chases that rendered agriculture an unsatisfactory source of living. After 
1948, the Palestinian minority in Israel and the Palestinians in the occupied 
territories would undergo similar processes of semi-proletarianization.22
	 In Africa, the local population responded ambivalently. Some heads of 
tribes cooperated and some resisted. As a whole, the environment was 
hostile. The Ashanti, the strongest tribe in the area, managed to resist the 
colonialist missionary until 1850. The mission had to wait patiently for 
British forces to defeat the Ashanti (as the Zionist movement had to wait 
for Edmund Allenby’s victory in the battle for Palestine in World War I). 
After the missionary colonialist movement was linked with British colo-
nialism, a network of villages was established. In 1850, Britain “bought” 
Ghana from Denmark and became the law and order in the land.
	 With this new wind at its back, the mission became more intent on 
taking over land from the Ashanti. Before they were finally defeated by the 
British, the Ashanti fought a bitter war. The mission had to wait for the first 
comprehensive military confrontation between Britain and the kingdom, 
which raged off and on for thirty-six years (1860–1896). It ended when 
British troops occupied Kumasi, the kingdom’s capital. Kumasi became the 
mission’s principal station. It was completely destroyed when missionaries 
entered it as a result of the war. The mission also trailed in a similar way 
behind British successes in Cameroon and Nigeria.
	 The connection with Britain further weakened the mission’s associa-
tion with Germany and Switzerland. Although its European headquarters 
remained in Berlin for most of the nineteenth century, the mission belonged 
to Britain politically. After World War I and the German defeat, the mission 
moved its headquarters from Berlin to Scotland. Coincidentally, a similar 
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Zionism as Colonialism  623

change in location took place in the Zionist movement, which moved from 
Berlin to London. The reasons and the motivations were quite the same.
	 Finally, on this note of comparative historical contexts, it is worth men-
tioning an important difference between the two. The Basel Mission per-
ceived itself as a tool for building an African Protestant Christianity. For 
this purpose, it hoped to lead the way for forming new national religions in 
the emerging colonies in West Africa. It wished to nationalize Christianity 
for the sake of the local national movements, and in this respect it was very 
different from Zionism. For Zionism, nationalism meant total alienation 
from the local people, which eventually led to violent confrontations with 
them.
	 However, when viewed through their discourses, symbols, and relation-
ships with Britain, it becomes clear that we are examining two very similar 
versions of metacolonialist concepts and perceptions.

Discursive and Symbolic Practices

In both movements, discursive attributions to the Bible and agriculture 
were prominent. The holy book and the plough appear literally and visually 
in the speeches of the leading members and indirectly in the daily discourse 
of the grassroots members:23 West African and Palestinian colonization in 
the name of religion (the Bible), supported by the force of the “sword” (colo-
nial weaponry). The difference is that in Zionism the land was depicted as 
a desert made to bloom by Zionism (reincarnating the fertile land of the 
Bible), while the missionaries effected the wise and ecological cultivation 
of a very fertile land.
	 “Return” also occupies a central place in the two movements’ discourses. 
Zionism referred constantly to the return to the Promised Land, while the 
Basel Mission stressed a return to the “pure” land (almost in a Rousseauian 
sense of going back to predecadent civilization or, in this case, a predeca-
dent industrialization). Common to both was the idea that God endowed 
Africa with natural resources, but only his true believers, or those who 
were about to become true believers, knew how to properly exploit such 
resources. This rings very familiar to Ben-Gurion’s utterances on the same 
subject:

The land is waiting for a cultural, industrious people. Enriched by 
material and spiritual resources; armed with the weapon of Science 
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and Technology. The country craves for this people to come and settle 
in it, bloom its arid mountains, fertilize its uncultivated land, forest its 
sands and the deserted country would become heaven. . . . The Jews, 
as can already be seen in their agricultural colonies, will introduce to 
the land improved tools, updated agricultural methods and develop 
the land’s drainage and transportation systems.24

Whereas “return” in the case of the Basel Mission did not include total dis-
possession of the local people, in the case of Zionism it was more ambigu-
ous. Ben-Gurion’s words refer to Zionism as the harbinger of progress in 
Palestine for the sake of everyone living there. As he puts it: “Our renais-
sance in Palestine would be the renaissance of the land; namely that of the 
Arabs in it.”25 A few years later, this sentiment would die, and the major 
desire of Ben-Gurion and his colleagues was to ethnically cleanse Palestine 
of its Arab population. This transformation indicated that it was impos-
sible to reconcile the two images of “return” in Zionism: “returning” to the 
homeland for the sake of progress and enlightenment for the indigenous 
population, on the one hand, and returning to the land in order to create a 
pure supremacist state for the newcomers, on the other.26
	 The various forms of agricultural collectives built by the Zionist settle-
ment (kibbutz, moshava, and moshav) and the “model villages” erected by 
the missionaries had much in common. Both outfits were meant at first to 
serve as an ideal for the world or at least for the closest reference group, 
Christians or Jews. Then the collectives were seen to serve solely and exclu-
sively the needs of the settlers in a hostile environment. The settlers and 
missionaries were so overwhelmed by local antagonism and hostility, on 
one hand, and developed racist attitudes toward indigenous peoples, on the 
other, that the collectiveness was no more a universal dream but a means of 
survival for the settlers and missionaries.
	 Using the collectives as paragons was stressed while the model habita-
tions were experimented with in Europe. For the Zionist models, this con-
tinued to be emphasized, as long as the true identity of the Promised Land 
was unclear. (Uganda, Azerbaijan, and Argentina were three out of many 
possible destinations, as were several “empty” spaces in the United States.) 
A group of Jewish settlers also moved by national feeling were building a 
model village in America. This was the Am Olam (the people of the world) 
movement, which strove to erect a model agricultural collective in Louisi-
ana. This collective inspired the first model village, Gedera, of the early 
Zionist settlers (the Biluim).27

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/107/4/611/470173/SAQ

107-04-01PappeFpp.pdf by guest on 23 N
ovem

ber 2025



Zionism as Colonialism  625

	 There were, of course, stark differences in the ways in which the colo-
nies were run as collective agricultural units. The Basel Mission’s recipe for 
ideal life was agriculture based on the extended family, a limited degree of 
mechanization, and a Presbyterian way of life. For the Zionists, the Marxist 
world of sharing means of production, possession, and privilege meant a 
strong antifamily and, indeed, an antitradition bias. But as in the case of 
Zionism, missionary collectivism was not just an ideology but was actually 
the best way to survive in Africa. Living in the early Zionist colonies in 
Palestine and in the “model villages” of the mission was a colonialist praxis, 
informed by a colonialist—and not a Christian or a socialist—interpreta-
tion of reality. Moreover, for the local people, both Zionism and the Basel 
Mission were perceived as pure colonialist and the colonies as the principal 
manifestation of oppression and occupation.
	 Discursively and symbolically, the two movements were equally troubled 
by money and the way to deal with its corrupting potential. Anyone wish-
ing to find a connection in the colonialist era between cynical economic 
considerations and an alleged ethic altruism will benefit from the com-
parison here. The missionaries were very troubled by their external and 
internal images, given the obvious affluence of their settlements. The 
“model villages” proved to be very profitable. However, at first, the Basel 
Mission claimed that the financial dealings were not for profit but were for 
self-sufficiency and simple existence. In its early years, the mission, like 
the Zionist movement, relied mainly on donations from philanthropists 
abroad and then on the agricultural production of the model villages. But 
this was soon expanded to other areas, and the mission developed its own 
banking and commercial systems and established a trade company. When 
it proved it had the financial ability to maintain its economic independence, 
it became a sought-after investing market for former missionary groups.28
	 Actual and symbolic Zionist dealings with finance developed in very 
similar ways, as can been seen from the thorough research carried out by 
the Israeli economic historian Nahum Gross. In a 1990 article, he called 
for another look at the relations between capitalist profit considerations 
and “Zionist considerations.” Gross described the complex relationship 
among external philanthropy, Zionist and non-Zionist investors, and the 
political leadership in Palestine. He concluded that the establishment of 
cooperative unions—the backbone of the agricultural Zionist settlement 
in rural areas—was a convenient economic substitute for capitalist corpo-
rations and not as the Israeli historiography would have it, even today, the 
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fruit of socialist ideology.29 This echoes points made by both Ernest Gelner 
and Gershon Shafir regarding the early Zionist socialism as a tactical way to 
survive in a hostile environment rather than a means of fulfilling utopian 
socialist dreams.30
	 The realm of education is another intriguing field of comparison, both 
in its actual structure and its symbolic content. For the Zionists, education 
was of the highest priority. Since the British allowed the Zionists to estab-
lish an autonomous educational system, while the Palestinian majority was 
subjected to a typical colonialist educational system, the Jewish community 
was given a crucial advantage over the local Palestinians. The Zionists then 
wanted to make education the backbone of the fledgling state.
	 The impulse in the case of the Basel Mission was different. It also estab-
lished its own educational system, independent of the colonialist one in 
West Africa. But it was driven by a fear of the growing power of Islam as an 
educating force. This anti-Islamic attitude was inherited from the Christian 
Missionary Society (CMS), which had been working in West Africa before 
the Basel Mission arrived. A British society, the CMS concocted the ethos 
of an anticolonialist missionary aimed at salvaging Africa. For the Basel 
Mission, education was to continue the propagation of trade for the sake 
of Africa, education for the sake of African nationalism, and agricultural 
reform for the sake of African peasants, provided all these efforts would be 
Christian, not Muslim or pagan.
	 In the Zionist community, education did not have an overt anti-Islamic 
tone, but the discourse about and images of Muslims were very much the 
same as those of the Basel Mission. At the height of the anti-Islamic efforts 
of the CMS and the Basel Mission, during World War I, the language used 
would be familiar to anyone looking at educational products in the early 
years of statehood in Israel in the 1950s. The image and perceptions of Islam 
and Muslims relied, in both cases, on scholarly Western Orientalism.
	 In the late nineteenth century, the CMS funded anthropological research 
into West African society. The research concluded that without converting 
to Christianity the Africans would be unable to integrate in CMS’s devel-
opment efforts: “Christianity and Civilization have to go hand in hand in 
Africa, if both wish to progress.”31 In the wake of this slogan, black churches 
in Canada seriously considered “homecoming.”32 The black community in 
Canada was excited by the idea that bringing Christianity to Africa was a 
modernizing mission, which the community wanted to spearhead. A simi-
lar understanding of the link between the colonization of Palestine and a 
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correct and progressive practice of Judaism can be found in several of the 
national religious parties that formed a crucial part of the Zionist move-
ment as a whole and that are an essential part of the political scene of Israel 
today.
	 The CMS had a lot in common with the pre-Zionist colonization in Pales-
tine. In a way, it preceded the Basel Mission, as did the peaceful crusaders 
and the Templers’ Zionism. These groups also tried to create self-sufficient 
colonies. “Rich Africa was not properly exploited until we arrived,” they 
declared. They began to grow cotton, which could not handle the tough 
climate. The Basel missionaries were more successful. They grew cacao and 
palms and, as result of their success, moved from self-sufficient agriculture 
to an industrial model. The profits were invested in the creation of new 
colonies and furthering the mission’s influence in Ghana and Cameroon. 
At a certain point, the mission became the principal political force in those 
countries. “We preach the gospel of Jesus, Coffee, Coca, Cotton and Labor,” 
the missionaries declared.33
	 Such successes eroded the movements’ original ideals and pure visions. 
The Basel Mission expanded in Nigeria with the help of agricultural 
projects and employed thousands of local workers.34 Preachers who them-
selves used to work in the plants became supervisors and then owners of 
the businesses; Jewish laborers took a similar path. In both cases, it tran-
spired that the colonization would be much more successful and efficient 
if collectivism were to be substituted with commerce and industry. Both 
movements came to bring labor from the outside that was similar in origin 
to the native groups but ideologically acceptable to the settlers’ world. In 
1827, the mission brought men and women to Ghana from the West Indies 
to help with proselytizing, and in the twentieth century, with the locals, 
they became part of the main labor force in this region of Africa. The Euro-
pean Jews gradually preferred the Arab Jews to the Palestinians and added 
them to the demographic makeup of the land.

The Favored Stepchildren of the Mother Country

Finally, the British role cemented the argument made here about the excep-
tional colonialism that characterized both Zionism and the Basel Mission’s 
work. For all intents and purposes, Britain owned the lands in which the 
Zionists and the Basel Mission operated. As such, the two groups were 
not proper colonies of a mother country, Britain, but satellite movements. 
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These satellite movements were typified by a temporary association with 
colonialism, quite often in the name of noncolonialist ideologies, and this 
is why the satellite movement originally assisted by European colonialism 
eventually turned against it. The Creoles of North and South America, as 
they appear in Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities, were such a 
satellite group; Anderson accords them a very formative role in the emer-
gence of modern nationalism.35
	 The Basel Mission’s relationship with Britain was at first very tense. In 
their recollections, the missionaries reported a lofty attitude and a constant 
friction between British government officials and the settlers. In due course, 
mutual respect developed, but finally the mission made a connection with 
the West African liberation movement that struggled against the empire. 
However, this was not a straightforward policy. Some of the missionaries 
served the government of British Ghana. Some were behind significant 
reforms in the way British colonies were run in Nigeria, Ghana, and Cam-
eroon. The mission’s official narrative also accords the organization a deci-
sive role in abolishing slavery in West Africa. None of these characteristics 
are similar to the Zionist movement, but what is similar is the framework 
of existing as a satellite movement relying on the British Empire. The rela-
tionship between Zionism and the British developed differently, but at the 
core was a similar ambivalence. Above all, it was British military might that 
enabled the “return” of the Jews to Palestine and of the Basel Mission to 
“the pure land of God.”
	 One of the main arguments against any attempt to examine Zionism as 
a colonialist phenomenon is that Zionism cannot be colonialist because 
there is no recognized mother country or metropole. The same is true 
for the Basel Mission, as we have seen. Indeed, the particularism of both, 
namely, their satellite status compared with ordinary colonies, is in the 
complex way their relationship developed with Britain. The Jewish national 
homeland was built and survived due to British imperial support. Had Lon-
don wished otherwise, the Jewish state would have been a fait accompli 
in 1917—or it would not have come into being at all. The strategy finally 
adopted by Britain was to endorse the slow construction of a Jewish com-
munity in Palestine, with the hope that it could be integrated into a new 
Anglo-Arab Middle Eastern political system. The British attitude toward 
the Basel Mission was quite similar.
	 The complex relationship was manifested in the preferential economic 
treatment granted by the mandatory government to the Jewish community. 
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It enjoyed concessions that the Palestinians could only have dreamed of. The 
British government encouraged the heads of the Zionist project to be self-
sufficient economically and entrusted to them the natural resources of the 
land. In this way, the Zionist economy was segregated from the Palestinian 
one, as was the land and labor market, and a Jewish economic enclave was 
created. The British had a similar attitude to the Basel Mission economy. 
Both Zionism and the Basel Mission were stepchildren, but unlike in the 
world of “Cinderella,” they did not suffer from any discrimination; on the 
contrary, they were always chosen over the legitimate children of the family 
(namely, those who were properly the “colonized” people). The economic 
enclave was protected by the empire, which acted as a classical colonialist 
mother country. The natural resources of Palestine and West Africa were 
not exploited by any rival colonialist empire, and the same applied to the 
finance and real estate markets, which were defended against greedy profi-
teers from the outside. Britain was busy pursuing a protectionist policy that 
enabled both the Basel and Zionist economies to grow and develop at the 
expense of the local economy and interests.
	 The British allowed the Zionist movement to establish not only an eco-
nomic enclave but also a separate administrative infrastructure for a future 
state. This is a unique feature in the conventional British colonialist praxis. 
Officials in London and Jerusalem did not have time to examine the Zionist 
settlement as part of the British colonialist world. The Zionist settlements 
were not made up of a typical group of natives that could easily be exploited 
for the empire’s sake in the name of “the white man’s burden.” The usual 
lofty and condescending imperial attitude did not work here. Moreover, with 
time the Zionist movement, very much like the Basel Mission, behaved as a 
rival colonialist force. But it could not be engaged in a way similar to com-
peting European powers: there was no room for negotiation over strategic 
interests or territories elsewhere as part of the imperial game of quid pro 
quo. It could not be bought by money alone, as it was generally not moti-
vated by profit considerations. However we define national motivation, it 
operated powerfully behind the Zionist policy vis-à-vis Britain and more 
fatally against the Palestinians, ending in their dispossession.
	 Barbara Smith offers another intriguing explanation for the British will-
ingness to allow such economic independence during the British Mandate. 
Most of the Jewish immigrants who came from Eastern Europe expected a 
certain level of services in the new country. The British were willing to pro-
vide only the minimal level necessary to prevent the colony from becoming 
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an economic burden. The absence of modern services furnished by the gov-
ernment forced the Jewish community to supply them itself.36
	 Whatever the reason, the economic enclave allowed the Jewish minority 
to establish a state while the Palestinian leadership was dormant and naive 
and relied on British governmental policies and false promises of protec-
tion and progress. British officials ran the Palestinian systems of life, and as 
happened throughout the empire, this was maintained at a very limited and 
low level of modernization and development. Economic thriftiness sup-
pressed the native population in western and southern Africa, as it did in 
Palestine.
	 As with the Basel Mission, the Zionists’ positive connection to Brit-
ain was eventually replaced with confrontation. But whereas only some 
of the missionaries joined the African liberation movement while others 
remained with the British administration, the national component in Zion-
ism did not enable such a diversity. In this respect, Zionism more closely 
resembles white colonies in America and the Far East. The Zionist war of 
liberation against the empire, which lasted for three years, 1945–1948, was 
one that was fought also by the American, Australian, and New Zealander 
settlers against their mother country (and recently by Ian Smith in Rhode-
sia). These are all examples of European colonialism that bred local territo-
rial nationalism.

Conclusion

The story of the Basel Mission stretches over 130 years, and it is not easy to 
conclude whether it was a success or a failure. It is noteworthy that a sizable 
part of the population in the three countries in which it operated is today 
Protestant. The three countries have a large number of African churches. 
Yet, Christianity is not the state religion, and the Protestants do not consti-
tute a majority (although, in these countries, there is no religious majority). 
What is clear is that turning West Africa into a Christian haven is no longer 
on anyone’s agenda.
	 In the comparison here, between Zionism and the Basel Mission, suc-
cess or failure is not the point; it is rather how we evaluate the historical 
chapter today. If the verdict offered here is tenable, then the enterprises 
compared here in Palestine and in Africa, of Jews and Christians, were a far 
cry from the way they were portrayed and perceived by those who initiated 
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and maintained them. In the case of Israel, the comparisons here are a far 
cry from the way they are still narrated today by the established historiog-
raphy. This is why the comparison was utilized—to understand Zionism as 
a historical phenomenon. The argument put forward here—that Zionism 
is a form of colonialism—is still rejected out of hand by the pro-Zionist 
scholarly community in the United States and of course in Israel.
	 But it does seem that when compared to Catholic and Protestant colonial-
ism in Palestine and Africa, Zionism appears to be a similar colonialist ven-
ture. In this essay, the similarity was found in the way land was taken over, 
the way the colonialist praxis was disguised with the similar discourses of 
modernization and religious morality, and later on even by the adoption of 
an anticolonialist self-image. As such these cases were quite exceptional in 
the colonial scene not only because the one was nationalist and the other 
missionary, but because the pure colonialist examples were mainly moti-
vated by the economic considerations of loss and profit and were wholly 
dependent on the metropole.
	 Yet the comparison did not weaken the impact and role of nationalism in 
Zionism. While the Palestinian historiography depicts the phenomenon of 
Zionism as a pure colonialist case, that national ideology diluted the pure 
colonialist nature of Zionism. As colonialism is not just an objective but 
also a pattern of behavior, it is important to ask whether it was colonialism 
or nationalism that turned the Zionist movement into a moment of dispos-
session (of the native Palestinians), a political force committed to the ethnic 
cleansing of Palestine. What justifications were used for the dispossession 
of the local people?
	 It seems that a pure colonialist movement would not seek the physical 
dispossession of the native and would remain steadfast in its self-image of 
bringing progress to the country. Only in its first stages did Zionism fit this 
pattern. Later on, its perception of the native population was drawn from 
the romantic nationalist world of discourses and images. It was a world in 
which the natural rights of one people totally negated those of another—
even when the others had lived in the place for more than a millennium.
	 But this only happened in 1948, and until that moment in history, the 
tools employed by the Zionists were colonialist and would be used once 
more toward the Palestinians in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. It is thus 
a nationalist movement that employed, and still does employ, colonialist 
tools to implement its strategy and vision.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/south-atlantic-quarterly/article-pdf/107/4/611/470173/SAQ

107-04-01PappeFpp.pdf by guest on 23 N
ovem

ber 2025



632  Ilan Pappé

	 Only a universal methodology, neutral terminology, and a comparative 
perspective can allow for a serious analysis of the uniqueness of the Zionist 
phenomenon on the spectrum between colonialism and nationalism. Both 
are relevant terms: none of them in the final analysis promises anything 
positive and promising for the original people of Palestine.
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