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settler mimicry

not free from inner contradictions, and the reduction of its phenom-
ena to a single logic yields a partial description.

Wolfe’s adherence to Marxist structuralism prevents him from 
developing a more complex description of settler colonialism with 
its ambiguities, contradictions, and inconsistencies. This framework 
also undergirds his distinction between exploitation and settler colo-
nialisms, which, despite its usefulness, runs the risk of simplifying 
the relationship between the two projects. Settler colonialism operates 
both in concert and in conflict with (and within) complex imperial 
networks, in which, as Penslar argues, projects of exploitation, settle-
ment, and penal colonialisms intermingle with one another.49 Instead 
of seeing the difference between the two colonial projects as a clear-cut 
division, I propose to replace Wolfe’s materialistic underpinning and 
distinguish the two in terms of propensity and orientation. Whereas 
what I prefer to call imperial colonialism organizes itself in relation to 
the mother country (and hence one of its central goals is exploitation), 
settler colonialism is moving in the opposite direction. The term “im-
perial colonialism” implies that the two projects are interconnected, 
and that settler colonialism functions within imperialist networks 
and sometimes also resists and defines itself vis-à-vis their centers.  
If Wolfe suspects the term imperialism for its “imprecision” and its  
interchangeability with other concepts such as “hegemony, depen-
dency, or globalization,”50 I prefer it precisely for its alleged vagueness. 
Rather than forming a cohesive framework with a singular organizing 
principle, the discourses of both imperial and settler colonialism are 
ambivalent and multifurcated.

settler mimicry and its ambivalence

One of the instances in which the ambiguity of imperial colonial-
ism’s discourse comes to the fore is mimicry, which serves, according 
to Bhabha, as an “ironic compromise” between conflicting demands  
described by Said through the structuralist categories of diachrony and 
synchrony: the expectation that colonial subjects will remain the same, 
frozen in their otherness, and, at the same time, the attempt to trans-
form and civilize them.51 Colonial mimicry articulates a formula that 
ensures that the justification facilitated by the civilizing discourse will 
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palestine/israel review

never be exhausted: the colonized can become “[a]lmost the same but 
not white”52 Accordingly, mimicry also has a pervasive potentiality for 
undermining the colonial discourse by revealing the insecurity and the 
indeterminacies at its authoritative heart.

Settler mimicry is the mirror image of this procedure. Instead of 
the colonial expectation that the colonized will imitate the colonizer, 
the settler is the one who imitates the native.53 In a manner similar 
to colonial mimicry, however, the settler must stop short before going 
“completely” native in order to maintain a colonial difference that en-
sures domination and superiority. If settler mimicry is a compromise 
between the local and the imperial poles that threaten the settler’s po-
sition, however, it engenders its own ambiguity. The imitation of the 
native, as the following examples will show, emphasizes the presence 
of the native that the settler endeavors to conceal.

Houses in Tel Aviv, by Reuven Rubin (1893–1974), demonstrates a 
visual strategy of elimination (Figure 1). The painting shows “a group 
of small new houses scattered on the dunes near the sea . . . [and] mir-
rors the myth of Tel Aviv as the city that had emerged from the sand.”54 
The framing of the painting isolates Tel Aviv from Jaffa and renders it 
as surrounded by wilderness and not as located on the outskirts of a 
flourishing Palestinian city with its ancient port and historical build-
ings. In this manner, it endorses the myth of empty land and the set-
tler’s logic of elimination by ideological means.

This visual rendering of the founding Zionist myth of making 
the desert bloom, however, was not prevalent.55 Instead, early Israeli 
artists were more fascinated with the Palestinian Other and erected 
their artistic projects of emplacement through the figure of the native. 
Ephraim Moses Lilien (1874–1925) and Ze’ev Raban (1890–1970) por-
trayed biblical protagonists as Arab figures, rendering them in a highly 
romanticized fashion as stagnant and frozen in time (Figure 2). Sim-
ilarly, Israel Paldi (1892–1979) and Nachum Gutmann (1898–1980) 
exoticized (and sometimes eroticized) Arab farmers and prostitutes, 
but also offered diachronic representations while depicting them as 
contemporary dwellers in Palestine.

The Israeli curator and art historian Dalia Manor emphasizes 
this fascination of Eretz Yisrael artists with the figures and the land-
scape of the Palestinians. This enchantment was so pervasive that she 
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settler mimicry

wonders—without giving a satisfying answer—why Eretz Yisrael art-
ists preferred to portray Palestinian villages and cities instead of de-
picting “images of modern life in the country” or “pioneers ‘making 
the desert bloom.’”56 From the perspective of the settler colonialism 
paradigm, however, this artistic fascination with the natives and their 

FIGURE 1 .  Reuven Rubin, Houses in Tel Aviv, c. 1923.

FIGURE 2. Ephraim Moses Lilien,  
Joshua, 1908.
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palestine/israel review

landscape is rather unsurprising. The local imagery, although appro-
priated, enabled Zionist artists to visualize their homecoming and con-
struct a perceptible identity.

Raban’s 1929 poster Come to Palestine demonstrates this strategy 
vividly (Figure 3). It was designed for the Society for the Promotion 
of Travel in the Holy Land, a Zionist organization that, like the poster 
itself, encouraged Jewish immigration to Israel under the pretext of 
promoting tourism. Raban depicts the Sea of Galilee and its surround-
ings as a pastoral setting. The palm tree in the foreground, the Islamic 
design of Tiberias’s buildings, and the Arab shepherd with his beloved 
and the lamb in her lap picture Palestine as an idyllic Oriental des-
tination. Through this mimicry, the attire of the Arab shepherd, the 
palm trees, and the architecture of the Tiberian Al-Zidani Mosque were 
appropriated as Zionist symbols, but they also emphasize, despite the 
explicit romanticization, the undermining presence of the native.

FIGURE 3. Ze’ev Raban, Come to  

Palestine, 1929.
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Seven years later Franz Krausz (1905–1998) designed another 
poster for the same society that strongly resembles Raban’s print (Visit 
Palestine, Figure 4). Illustrating the view of The Dome of the Rock and 
West Jerusalem from The Mount of Olives, its mimicry has a dual 
function. On one hand, it transformed the Islamic edifice into a Zionist 
symbol, and, on the other, it serves as camouflage. While the poster was 
easily deciphered by Jews in exile, it could pass unnoticed by the British 
bureaucrats precisely because its iconography was borrowed. In this 
sense, Visit Palestine resonates with Come to Palestine, but it introduces 
some changes that are not merely stylistic. It replaces the dual mean-
ing of Raban’s title with a less suggestive slogan and mitigates its orien-
talism. Instead of the pastoral view of Galilee in Raban’s poster, Krausz 
depicted the Dome of the Rock along with the old city of Jerusalem  
and portrayed them as surrounded by sand. This transformation might 

FIGURE 4. Franz Krausz, Visit 

Palestine, 1936.
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be indicative of the changing relations between Jews and Arabs after 
the 1929 Palestine riots and during the Great Palestinian Revolt (1936–
1939), and between Ha-Yishuv and the British Mandate due to the in-
creasing Jewish immigration of the Fifth Aliya. Be it as it may, Krausz’s 
poster integrates elements of mimicry and elimination, and thus sub-
dues the tension between the two settler apparatuses. It acknowledges 
Palestinian presence but reproduces the Zionist myth that apart from a 
few ancient sites Palestine was deserted.

The poster would have probably been forgotten were it not for the 
Oslo Agreement and the designer David Tartakover (b. 1944), who dis-
covered Krausz’s print in 1995 and reproduced it. The Oslo Agreement 
and the partial recognition of the Palestinians’ claim to the territory 
made the use of the word “Palestine” permissible in Israeli discourse. 
Consequently, the poster became a popular Palestinian image and even 
now is available in shops such as palestineonlinestore.com. This Pales-
tinian reappropriation, which was possible precisely due to the Zionist 
mimicry of the original poster, serves Palestinians as a camouflag-
ing strategy. Under the disguise of promoting tourism, the Palestin-
ians invite outsiders to witness the atrocities of the Israeli occupation 
first-hand. In this manner, the Palestinian mimicry exposes the Zionist 
ambiguity. If Visit Palestine endeavors to reconcile the apparatuses of 
mimicry and elimination, palestineonlinestore.com uses this poster to 
question Zionist claims:

A Zionist-published poster (1936) that effectively debunks their  
[Israelis’] three core myths; that Palestine was a land without peo-
ple, that Palestine was a barren desert, and that there never was any 
such thing as Palestine.57

a decolonial genealogy of the nation-state

Hinging settler colonialism on the logic of elimination, Wolfe pres-
ents a radical condemnation against states such as Canada, the United 
States, and Australia that were not in the spotlight of postcolonial criti-
cism. Seen through the prism of settler colonialism, the more “obvious” 
colonial sites such as India are at the receiving end of a “milder” colo-
nial violence that is directed toward exploitation but not elimination.  
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This account unfolds disturbing aspects of settler colonialism, but it 
understates, as discussed above, the conflicted position of the settler, 
and hinders the possibility of decolonization. A multifaceted descrip-
tion of settler colonialism may thus produce a more nuanced analysis 
and clear the way for decolonization. In the following, I will explore 
Water Mignolo’s notion of decolonization in the Israeli–Palestinian 
context, in order to show how a decolonized mimicry may contribute 
to this process.

Speaking of the formation of the settler state in North America, 
Mignolo points toward its biformity and emphasizes two simultaneous 
processes, modern and colonial. The settler state facilitated liberation 
for a “postcolonial elite” by enabling “the Anglo-Creoles to delink from 
the British monarchy,” while “depriving of freedom and dispossessing 
millions of Native Americans.”58 In a similar manner, Mignolo presents 
Zionism as a two-fold project: “[T]he paradox of the Zionist State is that 
the return to the land of their historical birth implied the dispossession 
of communities that have not conquered that land by dispossession.”59 
The entanglement of Zionism with colonialism, however, did not be-
gin in the nineteenth century. One of the contributions of Mignolo’s 
collective to the study of colonialism is the examination of the colonial 
matrix of power not only through its French and British manifesta-
tions but also through the Spanish and Portuguese. Accordingly, the 
colonization of the Americas and the expulsion of Jews and Muslims 
from the Iberian Peninsula are seen by Mignolo as part of the same 
historical process that enabled “Christians . . . to classify and make 
their classifications valid for centuries to come: Jews, Muslims, ‘Indi-
ans,’ and ‘Blacks’ formed the initial racial tetragon that has survived, 
with mutation and additions, to the present day.”60 This historical mo-
ment shaped the European racial mindset and laid the foundation for 
the modern nation-state that “communities of faith by communities of 
birth and purity of blood by skin color.”61 European Jews had a distinct 
position within the colonial matrix of power: “While Muslims became 
the external imperial enemy . . . and ‘Indians’ and ‘Blacks’ became the 
external colonial subject, Jews who remained in the lands of Western 
Christians . . . became the internal colonial subject.”62

Seen on this broad canvas, Zionism can also be regarded as a decolo-
nial movement. Its blindness and in the worst instances disregard toward 
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the Palestinian dispossession are what metamorphose it into a colonial 
project. This indifference, however, is not accidental but structural, ac-
cording to Mignolo, as it represents the modern framework in which the 
Zionist movement was and still is operating. The language and practice 
that were available for Jewish liberation came in the form of nationalism 
and the nation-state. Thus, decolonization necessitates not only a politi-
cal change but also a reconsideration of the way the political domain is 
addressed. If, for Busbridge, settler colonialism’s inability to consider the 
nationalistic aspects of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict hinders the possi-
bility of decolonization, for Mignolo it is rather the Zionist incapacity to 
transcend the modern order of the nation-state.

Mignolo’s decolonial procedure of delinking enables him to render 
Zionism as a complex and even paradoxical project instead of reducing 
it to one organizing principle. His proposition of “decolonising Zion-
ism” and of “uncoupl[ing] Zionism from the State of Israel,” replaces 
the demand to reject Zionism as a prerequisite for decolonization. 
The title of Elian Weizman’s article, for instance, expresses a common 
post-Zionist sentiment.63 For Mignolo, however, “Jewish Zionism was 
the necessary response to, on the one hand, the long history of Jewish 
diaspora and, on the other hand, the transformation and subsequent 
persecution that Jews have endured in Europe.”64 By delinking Zion-
ism from the rationality of the nation-state “in which one state cor-
responds to one nation,” one may salvage the liberatory elements of 
Zionism and dispense with its colonial aspects.

Clearly, this is more easily said than done, and one may rightly 
wonder if Zionism can be dissected from its nationalist logic. Thus, 
to redirect the course of Zionism, a more fundamental transformation 
is probably needed. Mignolo explores the possibility of decolonizing  
Zionism while reading the texts of Theodor Herzl (1860–1904), who  
envisions Zionism primarily as a political movement (political Zionism).  
To decolonize Zionism, à la Mignolo, is to render it a liberation  
movement. This proposal, however, addresses what Mignolo calls co-
loniality of power, and not the coloniality of knowledge and being that 
sustain its operation. Accordingly, to neutralize the impact of coloniality 
on politics, a parallel move has to be advanced in the domains of knowl-
edge and culture. In the following, I will probe the concept of mimicry 
in the context of cultural Zionism, which saw Zionism as a vehicle for  
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the rejuvenation of Jewish and Hebraic culture. My argument is that 
mimicry can be used to undermine the colonial/modern framework 
that warrants the settler’s superiority and domination. Since Zionist 
mimicry also emerged from the need to resist the impact of coloniality 
of knowledge and being, it has the potential to facilitate a meaningful 
dialogue between the settler and the native. In the following, I will ex-
plore this possibility in Ahad Ha’am’s texts and later in the paintings of 
Siona Tagger (1900–1988).

zionist mimicry and decolonization: ahad 
ha’am’s eastern spirit

One of the weaknesses of Bhabha’s Lacanian reading of colonial mim-
icry is his indifference to its literal stratum.65 As a camouflaging strat-
egy that resembles rather than creates “harmonization of repression of 
difference,”66 mimicry challenges the colonial discourse’s supposedly 
stable distribution of identities and differences, by revealing its “farce,” 
“indeterminacy,” and “ambivalence” (122).67 But if cultural differences 
are not rooted in dissected presences but in the durée of traditions, 
imitation may hinder their continuation. Elsewhere, I argued, follow-
ing Hans-Georg Gadamer and Judith Butler that the existence and en-
durance of cultures depend on interpretative repetition.68 Being in a 
culture is not an expression of an inner essence but the fact of being 
shaped by specific social structures. The survival of these worlds is at 
peril when agents no longer perform according to their practices but 
imitate other modes of behavior.

Bhabha borrows some of his examples from Anderson’s Imagined 
Communities, but his catalogue is rather selective. When he emphasizes 
the mockery of the colonial proposal to establish “a class of persons Indian 
in blood and colour, but English in tastes,”69 he omits, perhaps not acciden-
tally, the rest of Anderson’s citation from the “Minute” of the British pol-
itician Thomas Babington Macaulay (1835): “No Hindu who has received 
an English education ever remains sincerely attached to his religion . . .  
if our plans of education are followed up, there will not be a single idolater 
among the respectable classes in Bengal thirty years hence.”70 From a de-
colonial perspective and quite unambiguously, in short, mimicry plays a 
central role in the violence of coloniality of knowledge and being.
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If colonial mimicry has also to be taken at face value, so can settler 
mimicry, as long as its political stakes and entanglement with power 
are acknowledged. Mimicry then should be read as located at the in-
tersection of a complex web of factors, needs, and interests, and as 
capable of being transformed into a decolonial practice. Focusing on 
political Zionism, as noted above, Mignolo foregrounds the possibility 
of decolonization by untangling its emancipatory dimensions from the 
rationale of the nation-state. While this procedure is directed toward 
decoloniality of power, mimicry, understood in the wide sense of the 
shifting of the settler’s epistemic attention from the empire to the col-
ony, has the potential of facilitating the decoloniality of knowledge and 
being.

Both the possibility of delinking Zionism from the nation-state and 
that of adopting mimicry as a decolonizing strategy are to be found in the  
writings Asher Zvi Hirsch Ginsberg, better known as Ahad Ha’am, the 
founder of cultural Zionism. Ahad Ha’am’s worldview was obviously 
informed by nationalism, Eurocentrism, and Orientalism, but his texts 
offer several keys to delink the Zionist pursuit for particularity from its 
colonial manifestations. Much has been written about Ahad Ha’am’s 
unique approach to Zionism and the alternative Zionism that his  
figure prompted (Reinharz 146).71 He was more attentive to the so-called 
“Arab problem”72 and “advocated in 1920 a Jewish-Arab confederation 
to succeed the British Mandate.”73 Moreover, while “the negation of ex-
ile” was one of the main features of Zionism (Raz-Karkotzkin),74 “Ahad 
Ha-’Am was favorably inclined toward the continuity of Jewish life in 
exile.”75 All these features make his doctrine attractive for anyone who 
wishes to think Zionism otherwise than its current manifestations. My 
point, however, is neither to present him as a liberal Zionist76 nor to 
identify him as a “nationalist with a difference,”77 but to stress the de-
colonial potentiality of his mimicry. If the alliances with the metropolis 
preserve the settlers’ superiority, I suggest, bonding with the colony is 
the first step toward decolonization.

Ahad Ha’am’s critique of political Zionism’s functionalism and lack 
of attention to the spiritual dimensions of the national revival led him 
to question the feasibility of the establishment of a Jewish state. Two of 
his major concerns are squarely related to the current discussion: the 
Arab resistance to the Jewish intrusion and the inability of Palestine to 

07_Anzi.indd   2007_Anzi.indd   20 27-03-2024   09:30:5827-03-2024   09:30:58

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://scholarlypublishingcollective.org/psup/pir/article-pdf/doi/10.5325/pir.1.1.0007/2075848/pir.1.1.0007.pdf by guest on 11 April 2024



settler mimicry

accommodate the entire Jewish population. Bearing these concerns in 
mind, Ahad Ha’am deviates from mainstream nationalism and conceives  
Palestine as a spiritual Jewish center rather than a nationalist polity.

By emphasizing this departure from the nation-state, I do not wish 
to obscure Ahad Ha’am’s nationalistic views. I easily accept that he was 
a nationalist through and through, but mainly because nationalism 
was the only language available to him to undermine the impact of 
coloniality and assert his particularism. Although he speaks of a deep 
nationalistic feeling, his other two options were (at least according to 
his understanding) orthodox Judaism or assimilation. He writes, “Even 
while the new Jew bows to the European culture and looks up to its 
fruits of wisdom and [its] other virtues with the utmost respect, when 
it comes to the question of Judaism’s existence, he [sic] looks for and 
always finds, even if with difficulties, some kind of ‘logical reason,’ for 
which Judaism ‘still’ has to exist and why its [Judaism’s] sons must re-
main loyal to its treaty.”78

Unlike many of his peers, Ahad Ha’am did not see the Arabs sim-
ply as passive observers or barbarians, and despite romanticizing the 
“East,” he emphasizes the role that it can play in overcoming Western 
cultural domination. In a letter to the Turkish Jewish community aim-
ing to appease their inner ideological fissures, Ahad Ha’am has this to 
say about Western culture and the contribution of the “Eastern Spirit” 
to what now may be called decolonization.

[In the Ottoman empire] a land was found which was the cradle 
of Judaism and is the provenance of our people’s spirit, where the 
Eastern spirit, which is closer to our people’s spirit than the western 
spirit, will govern, where our people always lived in peace and pre-
served our spiritual inheritance faithfully and innocently, and where 
there is no longer a big and enormous culture like in Europe and 
America that swallows who so ever come closer to it like a jackal.79

What should be appreciated here is not only the impact of colonial-
ity on Ahad Ha’am’s thinking, but also his insistence on delinking 
from it. Although the letter is saturated with colonial presumptions,  
it lends itself to a decolonial reading. The enormity of Western culture 
may be seen as a reflection of the rhetoric of modernity and its ability to 
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swallow other cultures as a result of its universalizing mechanism. Simi-
larly, while Ahad Ha’am’s admiration of the “Eastern Spirit” has obvious 
Orientalist undertones, it may also represent a quest for other epistemo-
logical and cultural possibilities that exist beyond the pale of Western 
modernity.

on the shore of jaffa: siona tagger

Unlike Ahad Ha’am, who settled in Israel toward the end of his life, 
Siona Tagger was born to a Sephardi family in Jaffa in 1900. Her  
father emigrated from Bulgaria in 1879 and was one of the founders of 
Ahuzat Bayit, the first neighborhood of Tel Aviv. In a manner similar 
to other artists of the Eretz Yisrael school, Tagger was fascinated with 
the Palestinian milieu. She painted Arab sellers, laborers, and cafe cus-
tomers, as well as the cityscapes of Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Tiberias. Her 
contribution to the Zionist appropriation of native imagery notwith-
standing, her mimicry has distinctive features that reflect a unique 
cultural position. Like other members of the Sephardi community in 
Palestine, she spoke Arabic,80 and she describes good and neighborly 
relations with the Arab residents of Jaffa. This perception of coexis-
tence was common in the narratives of Sephardi Jews and Arabs alike 
at the turn of the previous century,81 for example in the memoir of 
Yosef Eliyahu Chelouche, one of the leaders of the Sephardi commu-
nity in Jaffa.82 These good relations were soured, according to some of 
these accounts, by Jewish immigration from Europe and in the wake of 
British colonialism.83 “[T]he Sephardim,” as Abigail Jacobson suggests, 
“were closely linked to the Ottoman identity, while the Ashkenazim 
were legally connected to the European powers, which were perceived 
by the Ottomans as colonialist powers.”84 These diverse affiliations 
informed their approach to Zionism as “the Sephardim combined 
Ottomanism with Jewish nationalism, whereas the Ashkenazim com-
bined Jewish nationalism with European influences.”85 This “Middle 
Eastern Jewish memory” of coexistence, as Michelle Campos argues, 
was suppressed by Zionist historiography, which established a more 
rigid dichotomy between Jews and Arabs,86 and the “Sephardi natives,” 
as Yuval Evri and Hagar Kotef suggest, were absorbed into the settler 
community.87
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Tagger’s mimicry, in other words, not only was shaped as a settler 
practice, but also sprang from a cultural tendency to integrate, to vary-
ing degrees, into the local landscape. Her mother, for example, used 
to dress up as an Arab woman with a veil covering her face, and her 
father wore a tarboosh. This attention to trifles is not entirely out of 
place, considering the attraction of Eretz Yisrael artists to “oriental” 
attire. Thus, when Tagger painted Arab figures such as the Tamarind 
Seller (1944) and An Arab in a Coffeeshop (1977), she was not portraying 
characters who were alien to her culture. This cultural affinity comes 
to the fore in the painting of her grandfather, Yeshaya Bachar Schmuel, 
who was a member of the Council of the Sephardic Community in  
Jerusalem. The grandfather is sitting on a mattress with round cushions,  
and the blue interior is framed with a pointed arch, a compositional 
strategy that the artist employs when depicting Palestinian spaces, as 
in Alley in the Old City (1930), Alcove in the Old City of Jerusalem (1969), 
and An Arab Café in Jaffa (?).88

Tagger’s alternative approach to mimicry can also be discerned in 
her landscapes and cityscapes. Although some of them, particularly her 
earlier works, tend toward a mythical and timeless representation— 
such as Ein Karem (1926) and Lifta View (1926), which bring to mind 
the canvases of Rubin and Paldi—her paintings usually appear as 
images of concrete places, such as her 1930 renderings of Tiberias. 
Painted a year after Raban’s Come to Palestine, Tagger does not idealize 
Tiberias and its surroundings, but represents them in a plain and un-
pretentious manner, without overstating their otherness. In one paint-
ing, she depicts carriages parking on the roadside, and in another, an 
automobile passing in front of a minaret. The automobile is in fact a 
recurring motif in her oeuvre, which, unlike orientalist paintings, does 
not occlude history.89 In a similar manner, the pendulum clock on the 
blue wall behind her grandfather’s portrait from 1950 suggests that 
time does not stand still in his synagogue (Grandfather in Prayer).

A similar straightforwardness characterizes Tagger’s depiction 
of the Dome of the Rock from 1932 (Umar Mosque—Jerusalem). The 
shrine emerges from a dense cluster of houses on a background of yel-
lowish hills. The dark dome presides over the adjoining buildings, but 
its appearance resonates with their ordinariness. The uneven brush-
strokes add to the painting’s mundanity, as well as the bright light that 
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floods the scene. If Visit Palestine distinguishes the Dome of the Rock 
from its surroundings by lightening the background and darkening 
the dome, Tagger renders the shrine as part of the day-to-day life of the 
old city.

In another painting of the Dome of the Rock, Tagger’s approach is 
conspicuously different (Temple Mount, 1979). The Dome of the Rock 
is positioned in the foreground, and the roundness and verticality of its 
dome contrast with the rectangularity and horizontalness of the sur-
rounding buildings. The chimeric aura of the painting, however, does 
not strike as orientalist, perhaps due to its augmented abstraction. The 
pictorial organization recalls medieval cityscapes or pious renderings 
of holy places, and the desert that facilitates ideological elimination in 
Visit Palestine is absent. Instead, Tagger bends the rules of Albertian 
perspective to highlight the circular presence of the wall that enfolds 
the sacred city.

In a manner similar to that of Raban, Tagger draws the Dome of 
the Rock from the prism of East Jerusalem, but by 1979 this perspec-
tive was politically charged and associated with the Other’s geography. 
The adaptation of this vantage point, however, is a two-edged sword. 
It can represent an identification with the natives or an appropriation 
of their milieu. Perhaps this can be said of other instances of settler 
mimicry, whose significance depends not only on the context in which 
they are produced but also on the way in which they are decoded.90 
Thus, although Tagger’s oeuvre reflects a vision of Jewish and Arab 
coexistence, it was hitched to the project of Zionist settler colonialism. 
Similarly, but in reverse, her imagery can be decoded in a manner that 
undercuts its colonial reception and contributes to decolonization of 
Palestine–Israel.

Zreik argues persuasively that decolonization is possible only after  
the settlers renounce their privileges.91 But these entitlements  
are facilitated by a complex web of presuppositions, which can only 
be disentangled by transforming the settler’s cultural and epistemo-
logical horizons. Here, settler mimicry can be put to decolonial use, 
provided that it is cured from its diplopia of seeing simultaneously a 
settlement and a homeland, an imperial outpost and a common terri-
tory. These two possibilities present themselves in Jaffa Port (1926), 
one of Tagger’s most iconic paintings. The small fishing port with 
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its boats and overlooking balconies is quiet but not deserted. A few  
figures are watching from one of the rooftops, and a boatman stands in 
the water in the lower right corner of the canvas. Curiously, unlike her 
other maritime paintings, the viewpoint is not from the land to the sea 
but from the sea to the land. Manor suggests that this view was “the 
first impression of the town one would have when arriving by boat. The 
newcomers . . . would be seated in the little boats that regularly carried 
to shore both people and goods from ships anchored outside the shal-
low harbour.”92 Tagger, however, was born in Jaffa, and this scene was 
surely not her first encounter with the city. Accordingly, the painting 
may denote the viewpoint of one of “[t]he muscular boatmen whose 
job it was to ferry in” goods and newcomers,93 or of any other local to 
whom the little port gave a sense of home. The painting, indeed, does 
not connote a mysterious and eerie mood, as in artworks depicting  
colonial encounters with new lands (Robert Cleveley, Botany Bay, 1789; 
John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus, 1847). Rather, the city seems to 
embrace the Mediterranean water, and the arches of its gates resonate 
with the shapes of the boats and the waves.

conclusion

Imitation is not merely the outcome of the colonial interaction but one 
of the modes through which it is enacted. As such, it shapes rather than 
merely reflects the relations between the colonizer and the colonized. 
Since simulating may be not only a display of appearances, but also a 
way of exploring the world of the Other through one’s own being, it can 
be used to enhance colonial hierarchies, but also to undo them. This 
article explored these two aspects of mimicry, underlining its complic-
ity with settler colonialism, but also its decolonial potentiality.

Mimicry is usually conceived as an act that is oriented from bottom 
to top, conceivably due to the hierarchy between the “original” and the 
copy in modern Western culture. Even Bhabha, who had shown that 
mimicry has a subversive effect of undermining the authority of the 
“original,” focuses on instances in which the colonized imitates or is 
required to imitate the colonizer. Settler mimicry reverses this conven-
tional structure, not only because the colonizer is imitating the col-
onized, but also because this imitation strengthens the power of the 
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imitator. Whereas empires make efforts to prevent their agents from 
“going native,” settler (partial) imitation is a strategy for annexation and 
expansionism.

Settler mimicry was explored in research on Israeli culture, albeit 
under different headings. By adopting the term settler mimicry to ana-
lyze this phenomenon, this article not only emphasizes its central role 
in Israeli culture, but also probes it as a settler strategy and in juxtapo-
sition to other settler projects. Accordingly, instead of seeing Zionism 
as an exception to colonialism, this article maintains that in some mea-
sure it is a demonstrative case. Since the presence of the natives still 
poses a feasible threat to the stability of the Israeli state, the cultural 
practices of elimination and mimicry operate in full swing.

The study of mimicry expands the understanding of the settler/
native dynamics and complements the theory of Wolfe, who focuses, 
almost exclusively, on the operation of elimination. Whereas mim-
icry was understated in Wolfe’s work, its analysis has the potential to 
mitigate his paradigm’s structuralist reductionism. The attention to 
instances of imitation renders settler colonialism a complex and am-
biguous project and calls for its reevaluation through other theoretical 
frameworks.

Accordingly, throughout the article, the settler colonialism par-
adigm was put in dialogue with two other critiques of colonialism: 
postcolonial theory and decoloniality. By allowing a wider range of 
motivations and determinants, postcolonial theory, particularly in the 
deconstructionist version that Povinelli presents, enables the contra-
dictions and indeterminacies of settler colonialism to come to the fore. 
In a similar vein, decoloniality facilitates new trajectories for thinking 
not only about settler societies but also about their decolonization. De-
colonization, however, is a long and tedious procedure, and this article 
does not claim to offer a readymade solution. Moreover, while point-
ing toward the decolonizing potentiality of settler mimicry, I am also 
aware of the perils entailed by this expropriating strategy. Thus, with-
out losing sight of its dangers, this article proposes to decolonize mim-
icry by reconfiguring its structure. In order to function as a colonial 
strategy, settler mimicry must limit its own operation. Settlers may go 
native but not entirely; otherwise, they would lose their colonial differ-
ence. The proposal of decolonizing settler mimicry is thus predicated 
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on reversing this condition. If imitation is allowed to operate freely/ 
unrestrictedly, it may transform the settlers’ horizon and their attitude 
toward the natives.

Achia Anzi is an associate professor of visual arts and the BFA program 
director at the Jindal School of Liberal Arts and Humanities, OP Jindal 
Global University, Sonipat, India.
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