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In Soumchi, a children’s book published in 1978, Amos Oz returns to his early 
days in Mandatory Jerusalem, to that magical summer of first love, and to his 
fantasy of traveling from the Holy City to Africa. Time and again, the eleven-
year old boy, nicknamed Soumchi, imagines how he would set off on his new 
bicycle, »via Bethlehem, Hebron and Beersheva, via the Negev and Sinai de-
serts, towards the heart of Africa and the source of the river Zambezi, there to 
brave alone a mob of bloodthirsty savages.«1 Later, after exchanging the bike 
for a toy-train, Soumchi’s daydream becomes even more elaborate; like the 
great entrepreneur Cecil Rhodes – straddling over Africa in the famous Punch 
cartoon (1892), one foot planted in the Cape, the other in Cairo2 – Soumchi 
now envisions a train-track cutting across a miniaturized African landscape 
that seems to extend from his own back yard:  

I would dig a winding river, I thought, and fill it with water and make the railway 
cross it on a bridge. I’d raise hills and scoop out valleys, run a tunnel beneath the 
hanging roots of the fig tree and from there my new railway would erupt into the 
wilderness itself, into the barren Sahara and beyond, up to the source of the river 
Zambezi in the land of Obangi-Shari, through deserts and impenetrable forests 
where no white man had ever set foot.  

And elsewhere he adds, »where no white man had ever set foot, and to which 
my heart goes out.«3 

To be sure, Soumchi never makes it to Obangi-Shari. Instead, he reaches 
another place to which his heart goes out – the room of his beloved classmate 
Esti. A girl’s room, Oz writes, »feels like a foreign country, utterly other and 
strange, its inhabitants not like us in any way«.4 Freud had famously declared 
that the woman’s psyche is the Dark Continent; and as the colorful elephants 
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on Esti’s pajamas suggest, her room is an appropriate (though perhaps tempo-
rary) substitute for the jungles in which Soumchi has yet to set his white foot. 

Soumchi may dream of a wild and exotic Africa, but in other texts by Oz, 
Africa is often associated with horror, madness, even death. Jacqueline Rose, 
who has traced these sporadic references, has written that South Africa appears 
in Oz’s novels »as the unlived life of Israel: mundanely, almost contingently, 
as the place where the Israeli might have chosen to go; more troublingly, as the 
sign wherever it appears – hysteria, fanaticism, apocalypse – of the barely 
imaginable, barely acknowledgeable, political unconscious of the nation.«5 
Rose makes no mention of Soumchi, but there seems to be an uncanny affinity 
between the guilty anxieties that permeate Oz’s adult texts and Soumchi’s 
colorful, uninhibited, African fantasy; that is, between the colonial desire and 
the post-colonial guilt. Africa, for Oz, is a »foreign country, utterly other and 
strange«, but also conspicuously familiar; a magnificent daydream, but also a 
nightmare; a sin, but also a punishment.  

Amos Oz is not the only Israeli Jew to daydream about Africa. Ehud Ba-
rak’s assertion that Israel is a »modern and prosperous villa in the middle of 
the jungle« – »No hope for those who cannot defend themselves«, he warned, 
»and no mercy for the weak« – demonstrates that even today, images of Africa 
are still central to Zionism’s self-fashioning.6 Ironically, Barak’s »villa in the 
jungle« parable came just three months after the assassination of Prime Minis-
ter Rabin, an event which seemed to call into question Israel’s smug image as 
the last outpost of civilization in the Middle East: as her husband was prepar-
ing for the large peace rally in Tel-Aviv, 4 November 1995, Lea Rabin won-
dered why the security officials begged him to put on a bulletproof vest. 
»What, are we in Africa?« she asked: »What sort of idea is this?«7  

Africa, then, remains a space in which personal and national fantasies can 
be acted out, made explicit: it is precisely the broadness and complexity of 
»Africa« that makes the metaphor so ubiquitous in Zionist cultural history – 
and so flexible. Thus, while the analogy between Israel and Apartheid South-
Africa has become increasingly prevalent in recent years among Israel’s crit-
ics, it is often forgotten that in the 1950s Israel made zealous attempts to dis-
tance itself from the Apartheid regime by offering assistance to – and identify-
ing with – the emerging Black nations in Africa. As Golda Meir has written in 
her autobiography, although it is certainly true that Israel was hoping to im-
prove its diplomatic status, »The main reason for our African ›adventure‹ was 
that we had something we wanted to pass on to nations that were even younger 
and less experienced than ourselves […] We went into Africa to teach, and 
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what we taught was learned.«8 Yet, it is indicative of Israel’s ambiguous posi-
tion, historically and ideologically, that Daniel Malan, the leader of the South-
African Nationalist Party who became Prime Minister in 1948, was the first 
foreign head of state to visit the young Israel; and that thirty years earlier, Jan 
Smuts, the legendary South-African statesman, became the hero of the young 
Jewish Yishuv in Palestine thanks to his contribution to the issue of the Bal-
four Declaration.9 »We are not Rhodesians«, Menachem Begin proclaimed in 
the Knesset in November 1970;10 but it was Begin himself, as Prime Minister, 
who would initiate the massive building of Jewish settlements in the West 
Bank: by the end of the 1990s, the combination of militarized colonial out-
posts, road blockades, and highways for Jews only would bring Israel closer 
than ever before to Cecil Rhodes’s African visions.  

Considering the numerous references to Africa in Zionist culture and his-
tory, it is perhaps not surprising that the first Zionist fantasy on the Dark Con-
tinent surfaced shortly after the formal creation of the Zionist movement. I 
refer, of course, to the Uganda Proposal of 1903, when Theodore Herzl was 
offered by the British Government a chance to establish a Jewish colony in 
British East-Africa, in the Guash Ngishu plateau, not far from Nairobi. The 
Uganda affair is very often presented either as an embarrassment for Herzl or 
as a marginal episode in Zionist history. Isaiah Friedman, for example, has 
insisted that Herzl never intended to implement the plan: »For him, it was 
merely a ploy to obtain recognition of the Zionist movement, recognition of 
Jews as a people, and to gradually bring Britain to the conclusion that only in 
Palestine would the Jewish problem be solved.«11  

Even if Friedman is correct in his assessment of Herzl’s tactics, what his 
analysis fails to consider is the significant role played by Africa in Herzl’s 
work – Africa as a place, an idea, an imaginary. As this essay will demon-
strate, to trace these recurring images of what Golda Meir had called the »Af-
rican ›adventure‹« – as well as other imperial-type escapades, like the desert-
island fantasy – is to highlight desires and anxieties that are emblematic of 
Herzl’s Zionist project and its legacy: racial fantasies, colonial visions, but 
also, on a more fundamental level, that unadulterated sense of pleasure de-
scribed so skillfully in Amos Oz’s Soumchi. My objective is not to offer a 
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systematic analysis of the colonial dimensions of Herzl’s Zionist ideology;12 
rather, I illustrate how various imperial plots, tropes, and insignias, typical of 
the fin-de-siécle, have shaped Herzl’s imagination – and through it, twentieth-
century Zionist culture.  

I. A man’s book 

An array of travel narratives, ethnographical studies, and cartographical ac-
counts published throughout the nineteenth century constructed the image of 
Africa in popular European culture. Like Marlow, the narrator of Joseph Con-
rad’s Heart of Darkness (1902), numerous European boys must have gazed at 
the huge maps of Africa and said to themselves, »When I grow up I will go 
there.« By the time they had become men, the scramble for Africa, underway 
since the 1880s, was already reshaping the image of the continent: »It had 
ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery – a white patch for a boy to 
dream gloriously over,« says Marlow: »It had become a place of darkness.«13 
Nevertheless, a range of popular novels – imperial romances like Henry Rider 
Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885), dedicated »to all the big and little 
boys who read it«14 – presented this »darkness« as an ideal site for adventure, 
the stuff that imperial dreams are made of.15 No wonder, then, that one of the 
most disturbing nightmares recorded by Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams 
was triggered by Rider Haggard’s She (1886).  

It seems that for Herzl, too, this kind of »boys’ literature« – »an adventur-
ous journey to an undiscovered country«, Freud wrote, »a place almost untrod-
den by the foot of man«16 – fed into the making of a dream: the Zionist dream. 
In June 1895, when Herzl told his friend, the author Alphonse Daudet, that he 
wished to write a book »for and about the Jews«, Daudet asked: »A novel?« 
He was thinking about something along the lines of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. »No«, 
replied Herzl, »preferably a man’s book!«17  
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What, we might ask, is »a man’s book?« One answer to this question can be 
found in the first page of the remarkable diary Herzl began writing in June 
1895, as he was formulating his first Zionist ideas: »For some time past I have 
been occupied with a work of infinite grandeur. At the moment I do not know 
whether I shall carry it through. It looks like a mighty dream. But for days and 
weeks it has possessed me beyond the limits of consciousness […]. Title: The 
Promised Land!« Herzl then goes on to make a fascinating analogy: »Stanley 
interested the world with his little travel book How I Found Livingstone. And 
when he made his way across the Dark Continent, the world was enthralled – the 
entire civilized world. Yet how petty are such exploits when compared to mine. 
Today I must still say: compared to my dream«. And a few days later, envision-
ing the first Jewish pioneers who would arrive at the new Jewish State, he 
adds, »For the future legend, have a distinctive cap designed, à la Stanley.«18  

Henry Morton Stanley, author of Through the Dark Continent (1878) and In 
Darkest Africa (1890), was a journalist like Herzl, but it is nevertheless strik-
ing that the first analogy that springs to Herzl’s mind is one between finding a 
solution to the Jewish question and finding Livingstone at the heart of Africa.19 
This reference, it is important to note, was not marginal or eccentric. In 1895, 
for example, weighing his Zionist scheme against Baron Hirsch’s projects, 
Herzl claimed that »This exodus is to the earlier one as the present-day scien-
tific exploration of the Witwatersrand gold fields is to the adventurous explora-
tion of Bret Harte’s Californians.«20 Indeed, throughout his career, Herzl 
seemed to have been fascinated by colonial-style expeditions sent out to survey 
foreign and exotic terrains. We see this in his diary in the close attention he 
paid to the work of the Zionist commission sent to explore El-Arish in 1903, 
and in his insistence, later that year, to send a scientific expedition to survey 
East Africa. There was even a peculiar exchange of letters in the Anglo-Jewish 
press about the question of a pilgrimage to Palestine organized by the Macca-
beans club (and its leaders, Israel Zangwill and Herbert Bentwich), which was 
scheduled for spring 1897. In a letter read at a public Zionist rally in East Lon-
don in January 1897, Herzl described the Maccabeans’ voyage as a national 
scientific expedition. Bentwich, in response, complained in a letter to the Jew-
ish World that »those who are taking part in the Pilgrimage […] have no such 
far-reaching scheme on foot as Dr. Herzl’s fervid imagination would attribute 
to them […] The Pilgrimage is what its name denotes, and not an ›Expedition‹ 
nor an ›Investigation Commission,‹ as Dr. Herzl suggests.«21  

We can only speculate what brought Herzl’s »fervid imagination« to evoke 
Stanley’s journey to find Livingstone in the first page of his diary. It may have 
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been the image of an old problem, finally solved. Or maybe it was the frantic 
sense of excitement that Herzl was experiencing in summer 1895, similar to 
the thrill one might feel during an exotic journey in the jungle. But it is equally 
significant that the Zionist scheme was associated, in Herzl’s mind, with a 
manly, masculine, mission to Africa, an expedition into the Dark Continent 
which would make the white body appear even whiter. Much has been written 
about Herzl’s tendency to internalize the anti-Semitic image of the Jew as 
feminine, physically inferior, sexually deviant, even – as Sander Gilman has 
shown – the Jew as black.22 Indeed, Herzl’s Zionism was also an attempt to 
transform the defective Jewish body of the Diaspora: as Daniel Boyarin has 
argued, it was precisely by transforming them into colonists that Herzl hoped 
to convert the physically-inferior Jews into virile white men.23 Read against 
this racial and sexual fantasy, no wonder that the Zionist manifesto must also 
be a »man’s book.«  

It is difficult to assess whether The Jewish State, the book that Herzl even-
tually wrote after his conversation with Daudet, was indeed the »man’s book« 
he had in mind.24 Altneuland, on the other hand, clearly displays some of the 
themes and images that one associates with Stanley’s escapades: the book is 
indebted not only to the utopian literature prevalent in the fin-de-siécle25 – 
works like Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888), William Morris’s 
News from Nowhere (1890) or H. G. Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) 
– but also to the imperial romances and juvenile adventure-stories written by 
authors like Stevenson, Haggard, Henty, or Verne. The book describes two 
visits to Palestine – the first in 1902, the latter in 1923. What is often over-
looked is the fact that the twenty years in between are spent by the two friends, 
Kingscourt and Loewenberg, on a desert island in the South Seas. This is how 
Kingscourt – a tall German nobleman, broad-shouldered and manly – describes 
his isle: 
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Life on the yacht is freedom, but no real solitude. You must have a crew about you, 
you have to put into a harbor occasionally for coal […] But I know an island in the 
South Seas where one is really alone. It is a rocky little nest in Cook’s Archipelago. 
I bought it, and had men come over from Raratonga to build me a comfortable 
home. It is so well hidden by the cliffs that it cannot be spied on any side from the 
sea. Besides, ships rarely come that way. My island still looks uninhabited […]. I 
live there with two servants, a dumb Negro whom I had in America, and a Tahitan 
whom I pulled out of the water at Avarua harbor when he tried to drown himself 
over an unhappy love affair. Now I have come to Europe for a last visit to buy what-
ever I shall need for the rest of my life over there – books, apparatus for physics, and 
weapons.26  

Reading this, one is naturally reminded of that great ancestor of the late nine-
teenth-century imperial romance, a novel which presents a seminal myth of the 
colonial adventure: Robinson Crusoe. Many of the elements that make up 
Defoe’s »man’s book« are present in this passage: the fantasy of being all 
alone, master-of-all-I-survey; the comfortable abode, hidden in such a way that 
the island still appears uninhabited; a world with no women; and, last but not 
least, the presence of a faithful native whom the white man had saved from 
death. In fact, the native here has been split into two – a mute African and a 
Tahitan, who seems more articulate, or at least has more of a history.  

This was not the first time that Herzl evoked Robinson Crusoe in the con-
text of his political vision. In July 1898, in an interview he gave to the Young 
Israel journal (a juvenile paper published in London), Herzl observed that »At 
the present time our movement has to cut its way through the brushwood« – 
not unlike Stanley in the jungle, of course. Describing the Colonial bank he 
was struggling to establish, Herzl continues: »all the instruments that we re-
quire we must make for ourselves, like Robinson Crusoe on his island – your 
readers will appreciate that allusion. In time to come, the development of Zion-
ism will read like a wonderful romance«.27 

What is interesting about Altneuland is that whereas the Jew is certainly not 
Friday, nor is he Robinson Crusoe. Friedrich Loewenberg, the young, melan-
cholic, effeminate Jew who joins Kingscourt in the desert island, is situated in 
the middle of this racial spectrum, between the white manly European and the 
helpless, toiling natives. As Michael Gluzman has shown, the twenty years 
spent on the island have transformed Friedrich’s body:28 »What a green, hol-
low-chested Jewboy you were when I took you away«, says Kingscourt: »Now 
you are like an oak.«29 Gluzman’s analysis demonstrates the affinity between 
masculinity and the Zionist project: life in the island may have strengthened 
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his body, but it is only in Palestine that Friedrich can forgo his homoerotic 
relationship with Kingscourt and attain a truly heterosexual identity. It is tell-
ing, however, that Loewenberg’s transformation is mirrored, in the novel, in 
the change undergone by David Littwak, the poor, meager Oestjuden boy who 
becomes, in Palestine, a »tall, vigorous man […] whose sunburnt face was 
framed in a short black beard.«30 What Friedrich achieves in his South-Seas 
hideout, Littwak is able to achieve in the Holy Land. The »development of 
Zionism will read like a wonderful romance« because Palestine – just like 
Robinson Crusoe’s desert island, or the Stanley-type African expedition – is 
where the Jew can finally become a man (and, we should perhaps add, a white 
man, whose fair face is sunburnt).  

It is worthwhile noting that the desert-island fantasy – a typical colonial va-
riation on the »African adventure« theme – continued to shape Zionist culture 
long after Herzl’s death: in these daydreams, Palestine becomes an uninhab-
ited, detached piece of land, floating independently of any geographical affilia-
tion, a space which the Zionist recluse can develop, civilize, and rule. A typical 
example is Zvi Lieberman’s Oded Hanoded (»Oded the Wanderer«), a chil-
dren’s book published in 1932 (and filmed the following year, the first Israeli 
children’s movie).31 Oded, a young Sabra from a new Zionist settlement em-
barks with his school-friends on a long journey »to the great and wild moun-
tains in the East«. But when he strays away from the others (to record his im-
pressions of the landscape in peace), the thoughtful Oded suddenly finds him-
self all alone in the wilderness. Surveying the area, building a comfortable 
abode in a cave, working diligently and reading the Bible, this miniature Crou-
se wonders whether he is doomed to »grow savagely and become a savage« 
like »those savages in Africa«: »What a horrible thought!« But, needless to 
say, Oded’s mission is to bring civilization, not to go native: stunned, after a 
week, to discover a sign of human habitation (not a footprint but a distant fire), 
Oded reaches an Arab village, where the »filthy« inhabitants stare at him with 
amazement, »never having seen a man wearing European clothes«. Teaching 
the thankful savages to read and to write (in Arabic!), Oded eventually selects 
a local Friday, and together they return to the Zionist outpost.  

A more subtle desert-island fantasy figures in the opening sentence of one 
of the most influential Israeli novels, Moshe Shamir’s With His Own Hands 
(1951):  

 
Elik was born of the sea.  
That’s the way father used to tell it when we would be sitting down to supper on the 
veranda of our little house on summer evenings. All around lay empty sandy lots, 
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and on the walls and ceiling the little lizards would be scurrying away from the light 
[…].  
Father used to say: »We found you in a barrel that the sea washed ashore.«32  
 

The ambiguous meaning of Elik’s sea-birth has generated much debate among 
critics: does it embody the Zionist desire for a fresh start, free from the dias-
poric Jewish past, from the burden of history and culture? Or is it, on the con-
trary, suggesting an intimate return to the Mediterranean culture that forged the 
Judaic civilization in the first place? What is illuminating for our present dis-
cussion, however, is the remarkable image of being washed ashore, to the 
empty sand dunes – no unlike the survivor of a shipwreck who must begin a 
new life. Interestingly, this mythical birth merges in the opening paragraphs of 
the novel with another Zionist fantasy, more typical of the 1940s and 1950s: 
»›We turned you up inside a cauliflower, a big one.‹ I also remember the ver-
sion: ›Actually we found you among the Bedouins in the desert,‹ which smar-
ted worst of all.«33 Here, Crusoe-Elik is re-imagined as a native: first as a 
product of the indigenous soil, then as a local Friday, one of those savages 
Oded had set out to educate.  

In recent years, the desert-island fantasy has attained a more subversive ex-
pression: the growing rift within Israeli society has meant that, since the 1980s, 
the seacoast city of Tel-Aviv (the name was famously borrowed from the title 
of Sokolow’s translation of Altneuland) has increasingly become a cultural, 
social, and political island, drifting away from the rest of Israel. To disassoci-
ate itself from the rest of the Holy Land, Alona Nitzan-Shiftan has written, is 
›to split the national body itself‹ – to detach the dream from its authentication, 
the ›neuland‹ from its ›altland‹, the utopia from the settlement«. Artists-
architects Ganit Mayslits Kasif and Ehud Kasif have taken this fantasy ad 
absurdum by constructing »Neuland«: exhibited in the ninth Venice Biennale 
for Architecture (2004), the work offers a duplicated mirror image of Tel-
Aviv, an island which is placed, in the sea, opposite the real city as a provoca-
tive (or inspiring) alternative. »Released from the internal conflicted landscape 
of utopia and oppression, Neuland suggests an ironic, speculative and utterly 
impossible escape«, writes Nitzan-Shiftan: »In Neuland, the state that was 
envisioned by Herzl […] could finally find its appropriate setting – on land 
which is the result of cartographic manipulation, the genetic/graphic cloning of 
a vision without the nastiness of its implementation«.34 It is indicative of 
Herzl’s imaginative vigor that this island fantasy is already present in Altneu-
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land, sandwiched in between the Alt and the Neu: the post-Zionist subversion 
is merely prefigured in the authoritative Zionist text. 

II. The white Jew’s burden 

The geographical dimensions of the colonial adventure are inseparable from its 
racial implications. If the island episode in Altneuland evokes the desire of 
transforming the Jewish body, it is later in the novel that this racial fantasy is 
played out much more explicitly: one of the chapters describes a visit to the 
laboratory of the celebrated bacteriologist Professor Steineck who, having 
cured Palestine of its malaria, now prepares to do the same for Africa. »That 
country can be opened up to civilization only after malaria has been subdued«, 
explains the visionary scientist: »Only then will enormous areas become avail-
able for the surplus populations of Europe. And only then will the proletarian 
masses find a healthy outlet«. The visitors, somewhat baffled, ask whether the 
aim is »to cart off the whites to the black continent«: 

Not only the whites!« replied Steineck gravely. »The blacks as well. There is still 
one problem of racial misfortune unsolved. The depths of that problem, in all their 
horror, only a Jew can fathom. I mean the Negro problem. Don’t laugh, Mr. 
Kingscourt. Think of the hair-raising horrors of the slave trade. Human beings, be-
cause their skins are black,35 are stolen, carried off, and sold. Their descendents 
grow up in alien surroundings despised and hated because their skin is differently 
pigmented. I am not ashamed to say, though I be thought ridiculous, now that I have 
lived to see the restoration of the Jews, I should like to pave the way for the restora-
tion of the Negroes.36 

Herzl stresses the affinity between Jewish and African histories – centuries of 
persecution and subjugation – but he is also careful to position the Jews and 
the blacks on opposite sides of the racial spectrum (which is undoubtedly why 
Golda Meir quoted this episode from Altneuland in her autobiography37). The 
Jew is cast here as the civilized colonist whose sacred duty is to bring civiliza-
tion, first to the desolate plains of Palestine, then to the darkness of Africa. 
Activists in the Pan-African movement that began to crystallize in the 1890s 
have often acknowledged their debt to Zionist ideology:38 it is telling, for ex-
ample, that the first Pan-African Congress convened in London in July 1900, 
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just three weeks before the third Zionist Congress was held in the same city.39 
Seen from Herzl’s perspective, however, this Jewish-African bond always 
preserves the desire of maintaining a strict binary opposition between the two 
races.  

On the one hand, Steineck’s vision clearly evokes Rudyard Kipling’s well-
know poem ›The White Man’s Burden‹ (1899). Written during the Philippine-
American War, the poem has come to represent the imperial frame of mind:  

 
Take up the White Man’s burden –  
Send forth the best ye breed –   
Go, bind your sons to exile  
To serve your captives’ need;  
To wait, in heavy harness,  
On fluttered folk and wild –   
Your new-caught sullen peoples,  
Half devil and half child.40 
 

At the same time, it is typical of the ambivalent status of the Jew – part Cru-
soe, part Friday – that the nature of his burden is more complex than Kipling 
allows. In a speech delivered (in English) in London, June 1899, Herzl pre-
sented the Zionist scheme as an imperial venture that would benefit Britain: 
»We shall carry culture to the East, and Europe in turn will profit from this 
work of ours. We will create new trade routes, and none will be more inter-
ested in this than Great Britain with its Asiatic possessions. The shortest route 
to India lies through Palestine«. Herzl’s conclusion, however, struck a less 
celebratory note: 

I do not believe that our people have borne their yoke so long under such sad cir-
cumstances merely to bring a new method of trade back to their home. The suffer-
ings of our much-tried people must have another meaning – a yearning after justice, 
after humanitarianism must be in us and we must satisfy it. One is perhaps not in the 
most elegant company, when one strives for a goal in the company of »beggars and 
starvelings,« but I do not speak from the pulpit of a synagogue, and so I may be 
permitted to say that we Zionists do not shrink from joining beggars and starvelings 
when the end is righteousness. (Cheers.) Perchance by this means we will discover 
the possibilities of social improvement, and by realizing this ideal, thus aid other 
much-burdened nations. Then shall we be true Israelites.41 

While Herzl’s attitude towards his brethren is captured in that twice repeated 
phrase, »beggars and starvelings,« what is remarkable here is his usage of 
»burden«: this is no longer the colonial burden of bringing salvation to the 
Fridays of the world, but rather the more obvious, less ostentatious, burden of 
being an oppressed and suffering people. The real wretched of the earth – and 
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not the white man – are those who carry a burden that must be relieved by the 
Jews.  

It is ironic that Ahad Ha’am, in his acidic critique of Altneuland, refuses to 
acknowledge this humanistic aspect of Herzl’s work:  

 
Here the bacteriologist Steineck grieves for the fate of the blacks and devotes his 
power to remove the obstacles hindering them from returning to their land, and all in 
the name of Zionism. From this we can draw to ourselves a »black movement,« 
headed by the leader of the Zionists, who writes »Altneuland« to depict for us […] 
the realization of the »black« ideal after twenty years – and therefore we ask: how 
would the black Altneuland differ, then, from the Zionist one? 
And I think I would not be exaggerating I if say that few and slight are the changes 
that the author would have been compelled to make in his book in order to make it 
»black.«42 
 

By suggesting that Altneuland could well be presenting the Black, not Jewish, 
regeneration, Ahad Ha’am was merely subverting and ridiculing Herzl’s 
blueprint: as we have seen, it is precisely to render the Jews less black that 
Herzl turned his vision to Africa. At the same time, so keen is Ahad Ha’am 
to condemn Herzl’s »ape-like mimicry« of the West,43 that he fails to appre-
ciate the truly altruistic basis of Herzl’s black Zionism. As a result, whereas 
Herzl exhibits a much more ambiguous moral and racial stand towards the 
Africans (and, we should perhaps add, towards his East-European brethren), it 
is Ahad Ha’am who emerges from this feud as the (European, imperialistic, 
racist) bigot. 

Herzl’s ambivalence towards the Africans can also be traced in his repre-
sentation of Oriental natives. On the one hand, during a visit to Egypt in March 
1903, Herzl vowed that Zionism would also secure the future of those poor 
peasants. Describing a drive to the pyramids, he writes, »The misery of the 
fellahin by the road in indescribable. I resolve to think of the fellahin too, once 
I have the power.«44 And yet, when he envisions the Jewish State, Herzl has no 
difficulty imagining how natives would clear the snakes and fight malaria for 
the Jewish colonists: »If we move into a region where there are wild animals to 
which the Jews are accustomed – big snakes, etc.,« he wrote in June 1895, »I 
shall use the natives, prior to giving them employment in the transit countries, 
for the extermination of these animals. High premiums for snake skins, etc., as 
well as their spawn.«.45 Similarly, during his visit to Palestine in 1898, Herzl 
explained that to drain the swamps, »Such Arabs as are immune to the fever 
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might be used for the work.«46 Admiring Prof. Steineck’s vision of curing 
malaria, we should not forget who, in fact, would be doing the dirty work. 

My point is that all these different allusions to African adventures or colo-
nial romances hinge on an ambivalent image of the Jew: white, but not quite, 
as Homi K. Bhabha has written in a somewhat different context.47 A remark-
able demonstration of this ambiguous position can be found in a dream Herzl 
had in January 1904, just a few months before his death. »Dreamt of the Ger-
man Kaiser last night,« he wrote in his diary: »He and I were alone on a bark 
at sea.«48 Just like the yacht that carries Kingscourt and Loewenberg to the 
South Sea, Herzl’s dream evokes, yet again, the image of a manly German and 
the sickly, self-hating Jew who will one day become a man, perhaps, once he 
reaches his Robinson-Crusoe island. But in the meanwhile, he is still floating 
somewhere in the ocean, very far from his final destination.  

III. A miniature England in reverse 

Until now we have examined some of the African day-dreams and imperial 
adventures that can be traced in Herzl’s writing up to 1903. The Uganda pro-
posal, made to Herzl several months after the publication of Altneuland, of-
fered a unique chance to realize, politically, some of these racial and colonial 
desires: after all, defined against the indigenous East-African savages, the 
Jews’ paleness would shine afar. Even the British settlers in East Africa, who 
fiercely resisted Chamberlain’s vision of an African Zion, even they had to 
admit that the Jew was the »lowest possible class of white men.«49 Not quite, 
but still white. 

Paradoxically, the proposal emerged just as the Royal Commission on Alien 
immigration, set up in April 1902 – Herzl himself was invited to give evidence 
in July – submitted its Report, in which it recommended to limit, considerably, 
the Jewish immigration into Britain.50 Chamberlain acknowledged openly that 
the British made the African offer because they were keen to divert the flood 
of East-European Jews who were migrating to London’s East End: »the best 
solution of this question«, Chamberlain explained in a speech in 1904, »was to 
find some country in this vast world of ours where these poor exiles can dwell 
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in safety without interfering with the subsistence of others.«51 The Jews, in 
other words, were too black to be admitted to the metropolitan centre, but 
white enough to colonize the empire for His Majesty’s government.  

This racial indeterminacy is echoed in Herzl’s defense of the Uganda Plan, 
when he explained that the Jewish colony would function as a »miniature Eng-
land in reverse.«52 Herzl meant that whereas the British metropolitan center 
established colonies overseas, the Jewish colonies overseas would eventually 
establish a metropolitan centre in Palestine itself. Still, just like other witnesses 
to the Royal Commission on Alien Immigration, who were complaining that 
Jews were both the epitome of difference and so alarmingly alike, Herzl’s 
phrase – a »miniature England in reverse« – preserves the imperfect colonial 
mimicry that stood at the heart of Herzl’s Zionist project, and which was ex-
posed so explicitly in the Uganda affair and in his decision to align himself 
with the British Empire.  

Mimicry is a key term in Herzl’s thought. As Jay Geller has noted, before 
arriving at Zionism, Herzl offered a number of answers to the Jewish question; 
in addition to mass conversion, he also proposed a Darwinian mimicry: Anti-
Semitism »represents the education of a group [namely, the Jews] by the mas-
ses, and will perhaps lead to its being absorbed. Education is accomplished 
only through hard knocks. Darwinian mimicry will set in. The Jews will adapt 
themselves.«53 And although Herzl soon dropped this version of ultra-radical 
assimilation, mimicry continued to inform his work (as Ahad Ha’am was quick 
to note when he ridiculed Herzl’s »ape-like mimicry« in Altneuland).  

To see this mimicry in action, we can turn to the Israeli painter Nahum 
Gutman, who joined the British Army in 1917, enlisted in the special Jewish 
Battalion. In his memoirs, Gutman recalled how the awkward attempts made 
by the Jewish Tommies to adopt the manners and mannerisms of British sol-
diers merely infuriated their British commander: »Is this an army or isn’t it?«, 
he hollered at them: »Please go down to the brothels in Jaffa. Do some sport, 
write letters home and that’s it. Be soldiers, for heaven’s sake, like all his Maj-
esty’s soldiers.«54 Mimicry, writes Homi Bhabha, »is at once resemblance and 
menace«;55 the Zionist attempt to imitate the British soldier merely produces 
miniature British soldiers in reverse. Indeed, as Gutman himself testified, 
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»most of the Jewish soldiers were very short. A special application had to be 
made to obtain little pith helmets that would fit their skulls«.56 The Stanley-
type caps that Herzl was planning for his pioneers attain, in Gutman’s narra-
tive, an almost Lilliputian essence. 

This mimicry, which is parodic, flawed, demonstrates the limited extent to 
which Zionism could take on, or adapt, colonial features. To claim, like Ed-
ward Said, that »one Semite went the way of Orientalism, the other, the Arab, 
was forced to go the way of the Oriental,«57 would be to ignore the hybridity 
of »the Jew« and the ambivalence that characterizes the Jew’s interaction with 
the British Empire on the one hand, and the dark continent on the other.58 By 
transforming them into colonists, Herzl may have hoped to convert the effemi-
nate Jews into white virile men: but this process, by definition, was doomed to 
fail. Even in Africa, there was always someone whiter.  

Herzl’s phrase, »a miniature England in reverse,« then, encapsulates the hy-
bridized racial position of the (miniature, reversed) Jew, but it also reflects an 
explicit, straightforward, identification with the British colonial project. In the 
speech he delivered in London in June 1899, Herzl asked,  

What can I, a poor barbarian from the Continent, say about [industry and progress] 
to the inhabitants of England? […] You are far ahead of us in all technical indus-
tries, just as the great politicians of your country were the first to see the necessity 
for extending your Colonial possessions. This is the reason why the flag of Greater 
Britain waves over every sea, and, to my mind, this is why the Zionist idea, which is 
a colonising plan, should be easily and quickly grasped in England.59 

Herzl was fascinated by that great metropolitan capital, the heart of the British 
Empire. In March 1901, following Prof. Kellner’s proposal that he should 
move to London, Herzl wrote in his diary: »The suggestion continued working 
in me all night. I could already see everything in London: my house in Re-
gent’s park, my parents’ apartment nearby, the Congress Office, the office of 
the two editions of the Welt, my communication with the East End in weekly 
articles in the Yiddish edition (letters to the East End: »My Dear East End 
[…]. Your friend Th. H.«), my visits of inspection to the Colonial Trust which 
will flourish because of my presence – a whole full life«.60 Herzl was well 
known for the swiftness with which he could visualize »a whole full life.« But 
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there are enough hints suggesting that England, in particular, held a special 
charm for him.61 

The afternoon spent with the poet laureate Alfred Austin and his wife in 
April 1898 offered, as Amos Elon has noted, some of the most pleasurable 
hours Herzl was to spend in the last few years of his life.62 And this pleasure is 
related, in Herzl’s diary, to the quintessential Englishness of it all: »A quiet 
park, a delicious garden, silence all around the venerable manor. […] What 
charming jingoists these two are, proud of their beautiful England, which they 
call the first, foremost, finest power in the world. Mon avis! […] These are the 
people, this is the milieu that I need for my well-being. Comme je les com-
prends, les Juifs assimilés de l’Angleterre! If I lived in England, I might be a 
jingo«.63 On the one hand, the Austins embody all those values that Herzl 
admired: aristocracy, order, beauty. At the same time, one wonders whether 
Herzl’s sympathy was not rooted in the fact that the British poet, too, was a 
miniaturized England. »With all my liking for the laureate,« Herzl writes, »a 
few comic touches did not escape my notice. He is a guerrier en chambre, a 
conqueror of colonies in his quiet flower garden. Mrs. Austin is taller by three 
heads than he is; he likes to put his hand on her shoulder, just as he patted 
mine reaching up from below.«64 

Some of Herzl’s opponents were hardly amused by his over-identification 
with the British Empire. Ahad Ha’am complained that the only aspect of the 
educational system in the new Jewish state described in Altneuland is the fact 
that the children’s bodies are made physically fit by encouraging »competitive 
games – cricket, football, rowing – like the English.«65 But Ahad Ha’am, of all 
people, should have recognized at least some of the benefits of an English 
education: for Ahad Ha’am was residing in Hampstead at the time, enjoying 
the imperial metropolis and working as a head-clerk at the Wissotzsky Tea 
Company – that most archetypal of colonial commodities. Years later, after 
moving to the Hebrew Utopia that was Tel-Aviv, Herzl’s old adversary would 
find himself yearning for London, »simply for London. For its streets and 
stores more numerous than its inhabitants, for the dark ›City‹ where I spent 
many years without either light or air, for the suffocating fog […].«66 

                          
61  Cf. Steven Beller: Herzl’s Anglophilia. In: Robertson/Timms (Ed.), Theodor Herzl 

(note 11), 54–61. 
62  Elon, Herzl (note 52), 320. 
63  Herzl, Diaries (note 17), iii.937–938. 
64  Ibid., iii.939. 
65  Herzl, Altneuland (note 26), 80; Ahad Ha’am, Altneuland (note 42), 317. 
66  Letter to Dubnow, March 1913, quoted in Zipperstein, Elusive Prophet (note 43), 

321. 



A Villa in the Jungle: Herzl, Zionist Culture, and the Great African Adventure 17 

IV. Heart of darkness 

The most disturbing manifestation of Herzl’s infatuation with British imperial-
ism can be found in his ardent determination to meet Cecil Rhodes.67 On Janu-
ary 11, 1902 he writes,  

 
In fact, all things considered, you are the only man who can help me now. Of course, 
I am not concealing from myself the fact that you are not likely to do so. The prob-
ability is perhaps one in a million, if this can be expressed in figures at all. 
But it is a big – some say, too big – thing. To me it does not seem too big for Cecil 
Rhodes. This sounds like flattery; however, it does not reside in the words, but in the 
offer. […] 
You are being invited to help make history. That cannot frighten you, nor will you 
laugh at it. It is not in your accustomed line; it doesn’t involve Africa, but a piece of 
Asia Minor, not Englishmen, but Jews.  
But had this been on your path, you would have done it yourself by now. 
How, then, do I happen to turn to you, since this is an out-of-the-way matter for 
you? How indeed? Because it is something colonial, and because it presupposes un-
derstanding of a development which will take twenty or thirty years. There are vi-
sionaries who look past greater spaces of time, but they lack a practical sense. Then 
again there are practical people, like the trust magnates in America, but they lack po-
litical imagination. But you, Mr. Rhodes, are a visionary politician or a practical vi-
sionary. You have already demonstrated this. And what I want you to do is not to 
give me or lend me a few guineas, but to put the stamp of your authority on the Zi-
onist plan and to make the following declaration to a few people who swear by you: 
I, Rhodes, have examined this plan and found it correct and practicable. It is a plan 
full of culture, excellent for the group of people for whom it is directly designed, nor 
detrimental to the general progress of mankind, and quite good for England, for 
Greater Britain. […]  
What is the plan? To settle Palestine with the homecoming Jewish people.68  
 

I have quoted from the letter in some length because it suggests how Herzl is 
able to move from admiration to mimicry, even to the point of mimicking the 
voice of Rhodes himself, of taking up his persona: »I, Rhodes, have examined 
[…]« (It is telling that when Chamberlain was discussing the El-Arish plan 
with Herzl, he made him promise not to perform another Jameson Raid from 
Sinai to Palestine – as if Herzl was in fact impersonating Rhodes.69) For critics 
of Zionism, Herzl’s letter to Rhodes could be said to anticipate the unholy 
alliance between Israel and South Africa that was gradually building up in the 
1970s. These critics would probably point to Herzl’s desperate attempts to 
obtain other territories in Africa. In May 1903 he described how he »started 
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out from Chamberlain’s Uganda suggestion – and hit upon Mozambique.«70 
Two months later Herzl decided it was time to meet King Leopold to secure a 
Charter in Congo. In a letter to Franz Philipson he wrote, »The Congo State 
has land enough which we can use for our settlement. We can take over part of 
the responsibilities, that is, pay an annual tax […] to the Congo State, in return 
for which we naturally lay claim to self-government and a not too oppressive 
vassalage to the Congo State.«71 What started as a romantic gesture to 
Stanley’s journey – an exciting African romance, a sort of »Dr. Herzl, I pre-
sume« – now attains a more sinister aspect, a Zionist version of Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness.  

The letter to Rhodes was never sent, and one can only speculate what Rho-
des would have been able to do for the Zionist cause. What would have hap-
pened, had an African Zion been established? Could we imagine »the horror« 
of it all? This specter of an alternative Zionist history and its disturbing affinity 
with history as we know it brings us back, full circle, to Soumchi’s Rhodes-
like projects and to Amos Oz’s novels, in which Africa occasionally flickers as 
the unlived life of Israel, »as the sign of the barely imaginable, barely ac-
knowledgeable, political unconscious of the nation.«72 

But it is equally significant that while Herzl dreamt about being Rhodes, his 
unique position as carrying both burdens – the white and the black – also al-
lowed him to see what Rhodes and the British could not. In March 1903, at-
tending a lecture on irrigation in Cairo, Herzl turned from the boring lecture to 
gaze at the  

 
striking number of intelligent-looking young Egyptians who packed the hall.  
They are the coming masters. It is a wonder that the English don’t see this. They 
think they are going to deal with the fellahin for ever.  
Today their 18,000 troops suffice for the big country. But how much longer? 
[…] This [English] boldness makes them magnificent merchant adventurers; but it 
also always makes them lose their colonies later.  
What the English are doing is splendid. They are cleaning up the Orient, letting light 
and air into the filthy corners, breaking old tyrannies, and destroying abuses. But 
along with freedom and progress they are also teaching the fellahin how to revolt.  
I believe that the English example in the colonies will either destroy England’s co-
lonial empire – or lay the foundation for England’s world dominion. 
One of the most interesting alternatives of our time.  
It makes one feel like coming back in fifty years to see how it has turned out.73  
 

Celebrated for his vision of the Jewish State, Herzl here offers a sober, almost 
chilling analysis of decolonization, of the long and violent process in which the 
European colonial powers would gradually lose their grip over other lands and 
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peoples. But this should come as no surprise: Herzl would have been the first 
to recognize that journeys that begin with the gusto of an African expedition 
can sometimes end with a melancholic dream about a German Robinson Cru-
soe and his Jewish Friday, floating together in a small boat somewhere in the 
middle of the ocean, very far from the promised island of their dreams. 


