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For some time now I have been pondering the closely knit relationship be-

tween democracy and colonialism. Notwithstanding the widespread concep-
tion among democracy theorists that there is a contradiction between the 
two,2 in this paper I contend that colonialism has served as a crucial compo-
nent in the historical processes through which modern democracies were cre-
ated and sustained.3 Focusing on the production of “the people”—namely, 
those who are acknowledged as citizens and consequently have been 
granted the right to participate in political decisions—I maintain that colonial-
ism has been deployed by democracy as a force that unifies, limits, and stabi-
lizes the people within the metropole by employing violent forms of exclusion. 
And yet, unlike other forms of exclusion which have been deemed accidents 
or aberrations and regarded as symptoms of democracy’s evolutionary devel-
opment,4 political scientists have often assumed that colonialism is totally 
alien to democracy and indeed antithetical to the two basic democratic princi-
ples: sovereignty of the people and equality.

I, by contrast, follow post-colonial theorists to argue that colonialism is a 
strategy employed by democracies (and, of course, other regimes) as a way 
of achieving not only geopolitical and economic goals, but also as a way of 
accomplishing social and political objectives within the metropole.5 Colonial-
ism, in other words, also has a strategic role at home and the different forms 
of power that manifest themselves in the colony can be readily traced back to 
the democratic metropole. Moreover, the series of exclusions that colonialism 
produces are, I claim, part of democracy’s very logic and can operate in tan-
dem with democracy’s basic principles. Insofar as this is the case, the 
democracy/colonial relationship can teach us something important about de-
mocracy for it reveals, using Michael Mann’s phrase, one of the dark sides of 
the so-called best possible regime. It underscores, for example, how democ-
racy’s universalist and inclusionary claims are always bound up in colonial 
exclusionary practices that are implemented through the deployment of vio-
lence. My objective in this paper, however, is to further complicate this rela-
tionship by suggesting that the colonial practices and mechanisms deployed 
by democracies to limit and stabilize the people tend to return to haunt the 
democratic colonizers. Colonialism ends up engendering processes that de-
stabilize the notion of the people and, consequently, produces a double 
movement that both contracts and extends democracy. What begins as a pro-
ject of subjugation, may, at times, acquire an unexpected edge of inclusion.

Israel and Colonialism
The peculiar or, more precisely, bewildering relationship between democracy 
and colonialism is exceptionally urgent for me because I live in Israel. To be 
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sure, according to the dominant worldview the Jewish state is the only proper 
democracy in the Middle East. Former President George W. Bush said as 
much when he appeared before the Israeli Knesset in 2008: “We believe that 
democracy is the only way to ensure human rights. So we consider it a source 
of shame that the United Nations routinely passes more human rights resolu-
tions against the freest democracy in the Middle East than any other nation in 
the world.” 6 President Barack Obama made a similar point when he spoke to 
AIPAC: “Our job is to rebuild the road to real peace and lasting security 
throughout the region. That effort begins with a clear and strong commitment 
to the security of Israel, our strongest ally in the region and its only estab-
lished democracy.”7

The notion that Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East is informed 
by the production of “the people” and the formation of the nation. Although 
one cannot conflate the people with the nation (after all, in Israel 20 percent of 
the citizens are Palestinians and accordingly not part of the nation), taking the 
nation into account is also, no doubt, crucial for understanding the connection 
between democracy and colonialism. Indeed, it is through the demarcation of 
the people and the careful configuration of the nation that Israel can be at one 
and the same time both a democracy and a colonizing state.8

There are numerous ways to conceptualize Israel’s colonial project depend-
ing on one’s historical and political perspective, but here I will discuss only the 
1967 occupation and disregard the colonization project that took place before 
Israel’s establishment and the ethnic cleansing of 1948/49.9 Israel, which 
celebrated its sixty-first anniversary last May, has occupied the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem for over forty-two years.10 Israel’s sovereignty currently 
extends throughout the area between the Jordan Valley and the Mediterra-
nean Sea. Within this region approximately 5.6 million Jews and close to 5.2 
million Palestinians currently reside.11 Out of this population, three and a half 
million Palestinians and almost half a million Jews live in the areas Israel oc-
cupied in 1967 (excluding the Golan Heights), and yet while these two groups 
live in the same area, they are subjected to totally different legal systems. The 
Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories are still stateless and lack the 
most basic human rights. By sharp contrast, all Jews—whether they live in the 
Occupied Territories or within the pre-67 borders—are citizens of the State of 
Israel and enjoy basic human rights.12

Israel, I maintain, is considered a democracy only because one third of the 
people residing within the borders it controls are not regarded as part of “the 
people.” So even if one adopts a foreshortened historical perspective, one 
that begins in 1967, it is fairly obvious that the so-called “only democracy in 
the Middle East” is simultaneously a colonizing state. All of which raises the 
question of the relationship between the colonial presence and the democratic 
state.13



It seems obvious that the democratic colonial project engenders and rein-
forces the distinction between legitimate national citizens and precarious 
colonized subjects. It can do so because in democracies “the people” is al-
ways an unstable signifier that is periodically redefined through the deploy-
ment of mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion. Colonialism provides democ-
racy a series of mechanisms which generate a twofold process: colonialism 
helps produce, demarcate and stabilize the national subject of democracy, 
while the nation then restricts or almost totally restricts citizenship to those 
who are deemed legitimate members. Israel’s colonial project, in other words, 
assists the state in molding an otherwise disparate people who immigrated to 
Israel from numerous countries across the globe over a period of more than 
one hundred years into one unified national ethnic group (i.e., Jews).14 This 
act of molding is dependent on daily practices of exclusion that manifest 
themselves through the domination of Palestinians as well as on inverse de-
pictions of the self and other; the Jewish self is portrayed as progressive, civi-
lized and civilizing and as having a rich history, while the Palestinian other is 
depicted as backward, uncivilized and lacking history. The Palestinians are 
also portrayed as extremely violent and incapable of real democracy.15

Because there has always been a sacrosanct relationship between nation-
ality and citizenship, the colonial project then assists in the justification and 
legitimization of the uneven distribution of citizenship. The national subject re-
ceives citizenship automatically and is incorporated as part of the people, 
while the colonized subject is either totally or partially excluded. Etienne Bali-
bar adds that the “dangerous classes” were allowed access to citizenship only 
on condition that they transform themselves into constituent parts of “the 
body” of the nation, and therefore into (real or imaginary) foremen of imperial-
ist domination.16 In other words, the inclusion of certain groups into the people 
was contingent on their willingness to participate in the domination of colo-
nized populations. In Israel, some of the most marginalized groups—Mizrahi 
Jews, new immigrants and Druze—comprise the majority of the people mak-
ing up the border police brigade, which is responsible for much of the ethnic 
policing in the Occupied Territories. Scholars have shown that the integration 
of these groups within the military has facilitated their upward mobility in Is-
raeli society.17

The Israeli case helps clarify that the colonial project is not merely the other 
of democracy. On the one hand, Israel’s colonial project is deployed to limit 
and unify the people and in this way helps manage democracy’s precarious 
and unruly elements. On the other hand, Israel’s truncated racialized democ-
racy serves to preserve its colonial project since as indicated by the quotes of 
US leaders, democracy is incessantly utilized to extend, hide and legitimate a 
colonial regime based on violent domination. Democracy, we see, has de-
ployed colonialism to circumscribe itself (i.e., by demarcating and stabilizing 
the people); colonialism has needed democracy to produce its legitimization.



The Historical Context
Israel, it is important to note, is a unique case only insofar as the democratic 
project and the colonial project coexist within a contiguous space.18 Histori-
cally, the two projects have frequently co-existed, but within separate spaces, 
thus suggesting that space is very important since the non-contiguous spatial 
relation has helped conceal the intricate democratic colonial connection.19 
Even today one could point to Spain’s relation towards Ceuta and Melilla in 
Morocco and Britain’s relation towards Gibraltar. Wendy Brown notes that 
“liberal democracies in the First World have always required other peoples to 
pay—politically, socially, and economically—for what these societies have en-
joyed, that is, there has always been a colonially and imperially inflected gap 
between what has been valued in the core and what has been required from 
the periphery.”20 Alice Conklin adds:
Any historian in the field of modern European or American history sooner or later must con-
front one of the fundamental paradoxes of the last century: the acquisition and rule by force 
of colonies by the most advanced democracies, the United States, France, and Great Brit-
ain. Whatever the official claims, Western colonization during this period was in large part 
an act of state-sanctioned violence. On the crudest level, liberal regimes forcibly ‘pacified’ 
native peoples who resisted colonization. On a more subtle level, their rule rested on a set 
of coercive practices that violated their own democratic values.21

One way to clarify the first part of my inquiry is by asking whether Conklin’s 
historical depictions do indeed illustrate a fundamental paradox, as she 
claims, or whether the colonization projects carried out by these democracies 
were part of the very exclusionary logic of modern and ancient democracy. 
We can say, with considerable confidence, that democracies were always in-
vested in violent exclusionary practices deployed to limit and stabilize the 
people. There is, ironically, not much new about this claim. Discussing citizen-
ship, for example, Balibar mentions the “permanence of a rule of closure ... 
where fellow citizens and foreigners are clearly distinguished in terms of rights 
and obligations.” He adds that the “move from ancient to modern citizenship is 
marked by a continuity, that of the principle of exclusion, without which there 
would be no community and thus no politics....”22 Hence, exclusion appears to 
be the condition of possibility of any community. Democratic communities are 
no exception, which leads me to suggest that exclusion is actually part of the 
democratic logic and not antithetical to it, and that colonialism is one of its 
pronounced manifestations.

The Double Movement
The historical relationship between democracy and colonialism raises a series 
of questions. One cluster of questions which post-colonial theorists have ex-
amined focuses on comparative research such as how the exclusionary prac-
tices employed within democratic colonial projects differ from other exclusion-
ary practices operating in democracies like exclusions based on race, gender 
and class. Along similar lines, scholars have asked how democratic colonial 



projects (e.g., France and Britain) differ from fascist or authoritarian colonial 
projects (e.g., Japan and Portugal). Caroline Elkins and Susan Pederson 
show, for example, that:
settler power and settler privilege coincided most intensely in territories under the authority 
of liberal or republican metropoles: in such instances—as with the pieds noirs, or Southern 
Rhodesia’s secessionist farmers, or indeed the American founding fathers—democratic or 
republican ideology clearly served less as a restraint on the exploitation of indigenous peo-
ples than as an important resource for settlers seeking to enhance their autonomy and 
privilege. By contrast, while authoritarian or antidemocratic regimes (those of Japan, Ger-
many, and Italy in the 1930s, and of Portugal) often treated indigenous populations with un-
rivaled brutality (as in Ethiopia or indeed Poland), in some instances that very state authori-
tarianism could act, paradoxically, to attenuate formal settler power.23

In other words, settlers often exploited freedoms and civil rights which were 
conferred on them as citizens of their democratic state of origin in order to 
subjugate and oppress the indigenous population in ways that settlers origi-
nating from authoritarian regimes could not. The numerous reports dealing 
with settler violence suggest that this has also been the case in Israel.24

Another cluster of questions analyzes the closely knit relationship between 
democracy and colonialism, and ponders what this relationship teaches us 
about democracy. At what stage, for example, does a democratic colonial pro-
ject end up undoing democracy itself, rendering it, as it were, a non-
democratic regime? Perhaps more pointedly, does the colonial presence 
within democracies call upon us to rethink our immediate and—what has be-
come—intuitive perception that democracy is the best possible regime? Fi-
nally, a third cluster focuses on how exactly democracy deploys colonialism in 
order to stabilize and limit the people, what the colonial mechanisms and 
practices of exclusion aim to achieve, and what their actual effect is. While I 
cannot address these questions here, I would like to explore, if only very 
briefly, one aspect of the latter cluster, examining one of the ways democratic 
colonial projects help shape our conception of the people. My claim is that 
these projects create a double movement—characterized by contraction and 
extension—which often yields unruly consequences.

Turning once again to the Israeli case, one finds that many on the political 
left currently claim that the two-state solution is passé.25 In other words, the 
solution whereby Israel withdraws to the pre-1967 borders and a Palestinian 
state is created in the West Bank, Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem cannot be 
implemented due to Israel’s project of settler colonialism that has led to the 
intricate interweaving of the two people—so much so that they cannot be 
separated. In Meron Benvenisti words you simply “cannot unscramble that 
egg.”26

The claim, then, is that the only possible way to undo Israeli colonialism is 
through the one-state solution. There are, of course, two very different possi-
bilities for this one-state solution. The one that currently exists is an apartheid 
regime, which will only become more manifest in the next decade as the Pal-



estinian population becomes a majority within the territory Israel controls. The 
other is the bi-national democratic state, which entails the full incorporation of 
all Palestinians into the citizen body (including those from the Diaspora who 
wish to return), some form of power sharing on the federal level between Pal-
estinians and Jews and the adoption of a parity of esteem – the idea that 
each side will respect the other side’s identity, language, culture, and religion. 
In the context of our discussion, the bi-national one-state solution constitutes 
a radical extension of democracy by the dramatic broadening of the concep-
tion of the people.

It is unclear how events will unfold or how the situation will develop. One 
does know, however, that the bi-national one-state solution is gaining consid-
erable grounds, so much so, that the NYT recently published an op-ed about 
it.27 Furthermore, the bi-national one-state solution has become one of the 
possible solutions to the conflict only because Israel’s colonial project has 
been so successful; over the past two decades, the Jewish settlers have 
penetrated so deeply into the Occupied Territories that in order to undo the 
colonization, Israel might indeed need to incorporate the colonized people.28 
From a different perspective, the official Israeli government line considers the 
bi-national one-state solution an existential threat because it will destroy the 
existing conception of the people, and, consequently, may put an end to the 
current formation and conception of the nation.29

All of this is not totally unique, since one can readily draw parallels between 
the Israeli case and other colonial projects carried out by modern democra-
cies. Fredrick Cooper and Ann Stoler point out that “By the 1940s, the very 
idea of ‘citizenship’ was being extended to French subjects and the ‘union 
Française,’ not the French nation, was the supreme political entity.”30 The 
French and British colonial projects, we now know, are not over and done 
with. The once colonized people often return to haunt these modern democ-
racies, demanding, as it were, to be incorporated into the citizen body and 
treated as equals. The specter of colonialism comes back to haunt the pre-
vailing national model and by so doing problematizes the notion of what con-
stitutes civilization, history, and citizenship. This, in turn, leads to the double 
movement I referred to earlier. On the one hand, the demands of the colo-
nized people helps generate a xenophobic and reactionary mobilization that 
aims to further contract the democratic sphere through a variety of mecha-
nisms whose objective, among other things, is to prolong and sustain the cir-
cumscription of the people. On the other hand, colonial democracies some-
times end up, amid great internal resistance mounted by the citizens of old, 
expanding both the nation and the people and in this way broadening certain 
democratic and national horizons. If one agrees with Balibar that all societies 
today are postcolonial, then this double movement likely appears in one form 
or another in every democracy.31



Surely, many questions still need to be addressed concerning the different 
global forms of post- and neo-colonial projects, and how exactly the specters 
of colonialism extend democracy as well as what regressive forces they 
awaken and confront. But I would like to conclude by asking, once again, 
what the paradox between democracy and colonialism is. Conklin suggests 
that a “fundamental paradox” is derived from the fact that democracies have 
colonial projects, whereas I have argued that colonialism is not antithetical to 
the exclusionary logic that informs all democracies. In my opinion the 
democracy/colonial paradox emerges not when democracies embark on co-
lonial projects, but when they desire to end them. For while they begin as a 
form of domination and violent exclusion, colonial projects often return to 
haunt democracies. And when this occurs, the return and its haunting effects 
can lead to the expansion of both the people and of freedom.
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