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stM..OCK PND PROSPEOO: 
ANTI-SEMITISM. ZIONISM AND SOUTH AFRICAN IDEOLOGY 

by 

EDWARD I . STEINHART 

When war broke out in the Middle East in October, 1973 
for the fourth time in a quarter of a century, it signaled the 
nadir of Israel's deteriorating popularity in black Africa and 
the Third World. The struggle of the Jewish state, composed 
of the outcasts of European intolerance, against the forces of 
a hostile desert and more hostile neighbors, had earlier in
spired support and admiration from a wide range of new Afri
can nations confronted with similar problems of state building 
and economic obstacles . But whatever residual sympathies may 
have existed for the hardy pioneers of Israel dissipated in 
the growing consciousness of Third World solidarity and Israel's 
dependence upon those powers which appeared opposed to Third 
World security and prosperity. The process of withdrawal of 
African diplomatic support for Israel, which began well before 
the 1973 war,l was climaxed by a round of diplomatic breaks 
which left only five African nations with ties to Israel by 
the end of 1973.2 

Among those nations who continue to support Israel, the 
strangest by far is the Republic of South Africa. Indeed, 
South Africa's support for Israel .has grown beyond mere diplo
matic relations towards a new, and to many Africans, an unholy 
a 11 iance. During the Yom Kippur War. the South African 11i ni
ster of Defense, ~lr. P. W. Botha, said that "South Africa would 
give moral support to Israel in the Middle East war, and that 
he did not doubt that ways and means of showing the Republic's 
sympathy in a pr><U:tiaaZ way short of war would be found." He 
went on to explain that "(T)here existed a deep feeling of sym
pathy in South Africa with Israel in its strug~le against 
forces supported by 'militaris tic Conmunism' ." Such means 
were found when exchange controls were relaxed to allow South 
African Jews and others to send $30 million worth of support 
to Israel in the wake of the conflict . 4 

What makes the South Africa-Israel alliance and the sym
pathy underlying it so strange and paradoxical is the strong 
tradition of anti-semitism among South Africa's rulers.S The 
current Nationalist Party leadership and every South African 
Prime Minister since the establishment of Israel in 1948 was, 
prior to that watershed date, an outright supporter of Nazi 
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Germany and of fascist racial policy as regards Jews.6 None
theless, recent leaders have emerged over the past twenty-f ive 
years as among Israel's most reliable friends. It ls poss1ble 
to explain the shift in policy by the Afrikaner leadership in 
terms of changing strategic and foreign policy considerations; 
i.e., a marriage of convenience. But , we cannot hope to ex
plain the development of 'a deep feeling of sympathy' in these 
terms. And there is little doubt that many South African 
whites, both Afrikans and English speakers, feel a deep and 
keen sympathy with the Jewish state and the Zionist cause. An 
examination of some of the ideological bases of South African 
policy is required if we are to resolve the dilemma of the 
transformation of South African anti-semitism into active, 
affective pro-Zionism. 

Ant i-semitism: Shylock in South Africa 

Anti-semitism in South Africa followed closely the develop
ment of modern anti-semitism in European society. 7 Until the 
closing decades of the nineteenth century, we can observe a 
phenomenon which can best be described as Christian anti-semi
tism. This is the result of the stigma attached to Jews not 
primari ly as a race or nat ion but rather as non-believers. 
The Jew is not despised as a Jew, but as a misbeliever. The 
result of this may be difficult to distinguish in terms of the 
resulting social and political discrimination from the more 
virulent form of modern anti-semitism which seeks not so much 
to exclude but to ext irpate the Jew from society as incarnate 
evil . Prior to thi s century the Jew was hated because of what 
he did or believed, but since the rise of post-national anti 
semitism he has come to be hated for being a Jew. Even those 
traits acclaimed as virtues in others were condemned as 'Jewish 
in the Jew.8 

In South Afri ca, thi s development can be observed in the 
transition from the early treatment of Je1~s, first by the Dutch 
Company and settlers and later by the independent Afrikaner 
republics. There were no practicing Jews during the first cen
tury and a half of white occupation in South Africa. The rules 
of the Dutch East India Company forbade the employment of any 
but Protestant Christ ians by the Company or as settlers. This 
reflects the attitudes of the classic kind of Christian anti
semitism. The same restrictions which applied to Jews applied 
in equal force to Catholics, and even Lutheran Protestants had 
difficulties in acquiring permission to bui ld churches due to 
their departure from the Company's Dutch Reformed and Calvinist 
orthodoxy. Thus. South Afri ca's first Jews were recorded as 
Jews only after the fact of conversion and baptism. Despite a 
high regard for the Ol d Testament Jew of the Book, the flesh 
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and blood Jews of early South Africa were severely discrimi
nated against and disallowed from participation in society.9 

But the Jewish problem as such does not begin in South 
Africa until after British occupation of the Cape; indeed, not 
really until the arrival of Eastern European, especially Lithu
anian Jews in the 1880s and after. Then the problem begins to 
take on the classic configurations of twentieth century anti
semitism. Jews are reviled as alien and unassimilable as a 
group and attempts to restrict Jewish immigration to South 
Africa begin in earnest. The South African Republic under 
Paul Kruger, continuing the older policy of Christian anti
semitism, added restrictions on Uitlanders in general to the 
list of disabilities already suffered by Jewish and Catholic 
misbelievers under the Republic's laws.lO More interesting 
is the fact that the Afrikaner Bond in the Cape Colony took 
up the cry for keeping the Jews out of South Africa, favorably 
pointing to the South African Republic's example of restric
tions. Thus, the first organ of Afrikaner nationalism responded 
to the darker appeal of anti-semitism. 

Fear of loss of property to Jewish business became a key 
anti-semitic argument. A leader of the Bond put it thus: "If 
foreigners make an inroad into the country, they would take 
the farmers' property and would outvote the Afrikaner party 
at the polls ."ll To the Afrikaner conmunity, the loss of the 
soil to these alien, ruthless and cosmopolitan businessmen 
would be a tragedy of the highest order: a violation of a 
sacred vow to the motherland. The Afrikaner appears to fit 
Jean Paul Sartre's description: "The anti-semite can conceive 
only of a type of primitive ownership of land based on a veri
table magical rapport, in which the thing possessed and its 
possessor are united by a bond of mystical participation ."l2 
The mystical bases of Afrikaner voZk and the rising national 
consciousness which began during the late nineteenth centuryl3 
found a ready ally in the anti-semitic 'passion' of Europe in 
the grips of a similar nationalist revival. 

While some Jews did successfully enter agriculture. espe
cially in the Outdshoorn ostrich ranching region of the Cape, 
and some displayed a remarkably capitall~t attitude towards 
the resources and products of the soil, the bulk of the new 
Jewish immigrants arrived poor and remained poor. Itinerant 
trade on a small scale was a much more typical occupation of 
the rural Jew and the vast majority of 'cosmopolitan' Jews 
were in fact metropolitan in th~i r orientation . As early as 
1904, 88 percent of the Jews living in the Transvaal were in 
the Rand-Pretoria urban centers . l5 The concentration of Jews 
in the urban areas, their predominance in commercial and finan
cial operations and especially their notable successes in the 
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highly capitalist mining i ndustries16 contributed to the emer
ging image of the South African Jew as a modern Shylock. We 
need not rehearse the list of outstanding Jewish magnates which 
begins with Barney Barnato and Alfred Beit and persists to 
today in the person of Harry Oppenheimer (despite the conver
sion of the Oppenheimers to Anglican religion). What needs 
mention is that from early in the Jewish experience in South 
Africa, Jews engaged in those occupations (ranging from pet ty 
traders, middlemen and lenders through to bankers, financiers 
and 'cosmpolitan capitalists' in the mining industry17) which 
struck the Afrikaner nationalist as particularly 'Jewish'. To 
the 1 andl ess b ijuoner and the wea 1 thy farmer of the pZattleland 
as well as to the rapidly urbanizing 'poor white' and the as
piring middle class Afrikaner, the Jewishness of these occupa
tions added to their reputation as part of the pernicious and 
unwholesome life which the twentieth century was thrusting on 
the simple, pure and idyllic Afrikaner volk. 18 

It should come as no surprise then that poli ti cians inter
ested in mobilizing the Afrikaner nation and its electoral 
power, l ike the 'demagogic' politicians of the European1 ~ight, should find in anti-senitism a sharp and useful weapon . 
That this weapon should be brought to bear by the Nationalists 
under Hertzog during their first bid for power after the Rand 
Revolt of 1922 is perfeclly natural. If anti-semitism in South 
Africa is not an aberration of Afrikaner character any more 
than it was an aberration of German character, its political . 
application by Nationalists in South Africa must be understood 
as a general symptom of the same crisis which saw the rise of 
Fascist anti -semitism in the heartland of European culture. 
The steady rise to power of Afrikaner racist Nationalism from 
the 1920s to 1948 is both parallel and intimately tied to the 
rise in vocal and virulent anti -semitism in Western society at 
1 arge. 

The first form this modern anti - semitism took was a renewal 
of the call for the exclusion of Jews from South Africa by the 
tightening of immigration legislation . In the wake of the Red 
Revolt on the Witwatersrand in 192220 an agitation began for 
the exclusion of Jews as potential radical aliens, especial ly 
Bolsheviks, who would contaminate the laboring men of all 
races and bring turmoil to South African industrial life. That 
this shoul d be the cry of the Nationalists and Labour and not 
of the magnates and the South African Party of General J. 'C. 
Smuts, who was so often accused of being a tool of the mining 
concerns, is only superficially contradictory. The very fact 
that the attempt to restrict immigration was made by t rying 
to have the Jews included under those laws which effectively 
prohibited the immigration of Asians indicates the fundamentall. 
racist, rather than simply capitalist purpose of the agitation. 
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Jews were to be considered along with Indians as an unassimil
able alien minority which should be excluded and if possible 
expelled. 21 

The Pact Government, which included the Nationalists, came 
to power in 1924 and the agitation declined. But, it wasn't 
until 1930 that effective anti-semitic legislation could be 
put into effect . In this regard, South Africa was a step 
ahead of the German Reich. But it was not possible due to the 
constitutional limitations imposed by Britain at the time of 
Union against expZicitZy racist legislation to write the law 
actually mentioning Jews. Nonetheless, the Immigration Quota 
Act of 1930 succeeded de facto in reducing the number of Jew
ish immigrants to South Africa.~2 Its author, the then Minis
ter of Interior, Daniel F. Malan, years later frankly stated 
"that that had in fact been its objective."23 

But anti-semitic agitation aimed at restricting Jewish immi
gration was just beginning. With Hitler's rise to power in 
1933 and the beginnings of Nazi persecution of German Jews, 
the 1930 Act proved insufficient to prevent a wave of Jewish 
refugees from spilling over onto South Africa's shores. Agi
tation reached unprecedented heights in 1936 and 1937 when 
marches of black shirted South African Fascists took place in 
major cities across South Africa. The Nationalist Party per
sistently called for an end to Jewish inmigration. The goven
mental response was to pass a law further restricting Jewish 
entry into the country. The Aliens Act passed by the Smuts
Hertzog Fusion Government in late 1936 did not satisfy the 
'purified' National ists, who were led by D. F. Malan, the 
author of the first restrictive irrrnigration act. "The Nationa
list Party . .. regarded this Act as 'ineffective' and inces
santly2demanded the total cessation of further Jewish immigra
tion." 4 

It was during this period of the late 1930s that the ideo
logues of Afrikaner Nationalism incorporated anti - semitism 
more fully into the Party's program. Anti-semitism went well 
beyond mere attempts to restrict immigration. South African 
right wing politicians and intellectuals of the Nationalist 
movement were discovering that South Africa as well as Europe 
had 'a Jewish problem" . The poor white problem which had led 
to a militant economic nationalist program of "Buy Afrikaans, 
Save Afrikaans" was now traced to the evil influence not just 
of capitalism but of 'British-Jewish capitalism'. The Shylock 
figure of Christian anti - semitism was transformed in South Africa 
to the image c.f a "Hoggenheimer," a Jewish-capitalist glutton 
grown fat on the efforts of the poor, Christian and Nationalist 
Afrikaner voZk. Again we can hear echoes of European anti
semitism especially that of the lower middle classes . The 
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hatred of the fully integrated members of society was aroused 
against those who they viewed as alien, anti-social and ex
ploitative. Nor was the Jews' alienation a question of in
tention, profession or design but of nature and race.25 The 
anti-semitic agitation can be seen as an attempt to create a 
crisis in which the Jew could be repaid for his perfidy and 
the natural ascendancy of the voZk , the primitive community 
of native and true Afrikaners, could be re-established.26 
Thus, the anti-semitic 'passion' and political program of the 
Afrikaner Nationalists was intimately related to the specifi 
cally nationalist ideas of a nation in crisis. Anti -semitism 
was another element in the core ideas of reactionary national 
ism which inspired the outward riturals and symbols of the 
more purely Afrikaner national consciousness such as Dingaan's 
Day, the Woortrekker Monument and the celebrations of national 
heroism in the two "Boer" Wars. 

At the core of the new anti-semitism was the recognition 
that South Africa had 'a Jewish problem' as well as a 'Native' 
problem; that Jews, despite their obvious success in accommo
dating the demands of the modern sector of the South African 
economy, were viewed as unassimilable by the majority of white 
society. This kind of Jewish question could not be regulated; 
it had to be extirpated. Even the educated and traveled, like 
the publisher and editor-in-chief of the new Afrikanns language 
newspaper, Die TransvaaZer~ Hendrik Verwoerd,27 seemed inordi 
nately concerned about Jewish immigration and citizenship. 
Verwoerd, who is best known as the author of South Africa's 
apartheid policies of 'separate development' , felt that the 
probl em of South African Jews deserved the very first editoria 
statement of Die TranavaaZer in October, 1937 In "The Jewish 
Question from the Nationalist Point of View,'•28 Verwoerd, al 
ready identified with the agitation against Jewish immigration 
which led to the Aliens Act, complained that South Africa's 
Jews did not join in that agitation against what he saw as 
harmful further immigration and chastised them for not support· 
ing and identifying with the Afrikaner majority and their Na
tionalist political parties. This accusation of disloyalty 
came after a cataloguing of the anti-semitic gospel of Jewish 
alien and unassimilable character, unChristian business method~ 
and general un-Afrikaans-ness. Thus, the leading architect of 
Afrikanerdom's racist policies vis-a-vis the African majority 
sharpened his ideological claws on the relatively easy prey of 
the Jewish minority. A campaign sympathetic to Blackshirts 
and hosti le to Jews and Communists was carried out in the 
pages of Die TransvaaZer . Verwoerd was joined in t his press 
campaign ~ J. G. Strijdom, another future South African Prime 
Minister. 




