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Abstract: This article offers a critique of the Wolfe-an model, which has become so
dominant within contemporary Settler Colonial Studies (SCS). It focuses particularly on
the central claim made by Patrick Wolfe, and others after him, that settler colonialism is
categorically differentiated from other forms of colonialism by its drive to “eliminate the
native”, instead of exploiting them. This paper builds on the literature that shows how
settler colonies have used elimination as well as exploitation in their relations with
indigenous peoples—even transitioning from one to the other. Instead, the paper
argues that focusing on accumulation by dispossession allows for an analysis of the
specificity of settler social relations to emerge. It highlights the specific ways in which
settlers collectively expropriate indigenous peoples and struggle amongst different set-
tler classes over the distribution of the colonial loot.

Keywords: settler colonialism, labour, accumulation, dispossession, primitive accumu-
lation, Zionism, Palestine

It has become customary to start discussions of settler colonialism—those colonial
processes organised around the “presence of a settler population intent on mak-
ing a territory their permanent home while continuing to enjoy metropolitan liv-
ing standards and political privileges” (Elkins and Pedersen 2005:2)—by engaging
with Patrick Wolfe, whose work has defined much of the emergence of Settler
Colonial Studies (SCS) as a separate academic field. Wolfe and others after him,
primarily Lorenzo Veracini, his self-styled intellectual successor, analysed settler
colonialism as structural, eliminatory, and land based, which—they argued—dis-
tinguish it from franchise colonialism, which is based on the exploitation of the
native population instead.

Yet this approach, as a number of authors have discussed (see for example Kel-
ley 2017; Speed 2017), in its efforts to analyse the specificities of settler colonial-
ism, has ended up limiting its scope unduly. Numerous settler societies were built
on the exploitation of indigenous peoples, and therefore on their social reproduc-
tion, particularly in the South American and African continents. By assuming that
exploitation, by definition, lays outside the realm of its field of study, SCS has
privileged the analysis of the Anglo-settler world—primarily North America and
Oceania. These privileged case studies have further reinforced Wolfe-an assump-
tions given these settler states’ primary focus on eliminatory practices.
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In an attempt to contribute to the broadening of the field and challenging
some of its limiting assumptions, this paper proposes to move away from the
stark counter-posing of elimination and exploitation in the study of settler soci-
eties. Instead, it turns towards a study of the specificities of social relations in set-
tler societies as a way to understand how policies of exploitation and/or
elimination are selected and imposed on indigenous populations. Furthermore, it
attempts to show that a closer look at these social relations also helps make sense
of the way in which settler labour movements actively participate in, and profit
from, the processes of indigenous dispossession.

In the first section (“The Wolfe-an Model”), this paper will start by discussing
the intellectual contribution made by Wolfe and built upon by Veracini, before
raising concerns with its focus on the logic of elimination being a defining charac-
teristic of the settler colonial form. The paper will show how this focus on elimina-
tion alone in the Wolfe-an model has limited the scope of SCS by focusing chiefly
on North American and Oceanic Anglo-Saxon settlements. Engaging with existing
critiques of the Wolfe-an model in the second section (“An Alternative Reading:
Settler Colonies and the Exploitation of the Native”), the paper will emphasise the
relevance of exploitation of indigenous labour in other settler contexts, chiefly on
the African and South American continents.

The article will then move on, in the third section (“Accumulation by Disposses-
sion, Settler Colonialism, and the Capitalist Transition”), to propose an alternative
reading of settler colonialism by mobilising the concept of accumulation by dis-
possession, as developed by David Harvey (2003). It will argue that what makes
settler colonialism, whether eliminatory or not, different from other colonial or
capitalist societies, are its specific social relations, and especially its distribution of
colonial loot amongst all settler classes.

Indeed, as the fourth section (“Settler Accumulation and Settler Quietism”)
will show, in settler colonial societies, internal settler class struggle is fought not
only over the distribution of wealth extracted from settler labour, but also over
the distribution of the loot accumulated through the dispossession of the indige-
nous population. The outcome of settler class struggle, fought between settler
classes and against indigenous peoples, plays an important role in shaping the
specific nature of the settler colonial regime—through elimination and/or
exploitation. This process is a conscious one and ties settler labour movements
to the settler colonial state. It also helps explain their centrality in campaigns for
greater exclusion of indigenous workers in different settler colonial contexts,
such as South Africa and Palestine. This paper will then illustrate this process
with two brief case studies about the Zionist movement in Palestine, in the fifth
section (“Case Studies”).

Through his approach the paper makes a direct contribution to the growing
body of literature that engages both with settler colonialism and SCS, by offering
a framework for the analysis of settler social relations. This in turn lays the founda-
tion for a potential de-centring of the Anglo-Saxon settler colonial experience as
well as for a greater engagement with the ways in which settler colonialism inter-
acts with colonialism and capitalism more generally.
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Finally, a last word is necessary about the absence in this paper of a detailed
engagement with indigenous resistance to the process of dispossession, especially
given the important concerns raised by scholars about the disappearing place of
Indigenous agency in SCS (see for example Bhandar and Ziadah 2016). This is a
matter of space and focus on the limitations of the Wolfe-an concept of elimina-
tion, rather than an epistemological choice. It will be necessary in the future, and
in longer publications, to include indigenous resistance as central in continuously
limiting, redirecting, and frustrating settler attempts to dispossess, exploit, and/or
eliminate.

The Wolfe-an Model
SCS (re)emerged with the publication of Wolfe’s (1999) Settler Colonialism and the
Transformation of Anthropology. (Re)emerged because while it framed the study of
settler colonialism as a new academic approach, it is important to note that the
study of settler colonialism (rather than the academic field of SCS) has a much
longer genealogy. For example, the understanding of Palestinian dispossession
and colonisation by the Zionist movement and the Israeli state as settler colonial
was well established in the publications of the Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) decades ago (see for example Jabbour 1970; Sayegh 2012), as well as in
the academic output of Palestinian thinkers such as Edward Said (1979). In fact,
“the logic of elimination”, as Rana Barakat (2018) points out, was already theo-
rised in the 1970s by Rosemary Sayigh’s (2007) The Palestinians: From Peasants to
Revolutionaries.

In his book, Wolfe (1999:3) explained that settler colonies “were (are) premised
on the elimination of the native societies. The split tensing reflects a determinate
feature of settler colonisation. The colonizers come to stay—invasion is a structure
not an event”. Wolfe (2006:393) re-iterated his approach in a seminal essay, “Set-
tler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native”: “settler colonialism is an inclu-
sive, land-centred project that coordinates a comprehensive range of agencies,
from the metropolitan centre to the frontier encampment, with a view to elimi-
nating Indigenous societies”. These lines, subsequently quoted ad nauseam by
other authors, served as a foundational definition in the emergence of SCS as a
distinct academic discipline. Wolfe’s definitions captured three key aspects of the
(re)emerging field: because settler colonialism is about the control of land, it is
ongoing, eliminatory, and structural.

First, settler colonialism is an ongoing reality. Against the view that sees the
process of settlement ending with the closing of the frontier, Wolfe identified set-
tler colonialism as un-finished. The policies of United States, Canadian, or Aus-
tralian governments, for example, towards indigenous populations, and the
regular militarised clashes over access to natural resources on and in treaty land,
are some of the contemporary forms of expansion and elimination on which set-
tler colonialism is premised.

Elimination is the second tenant of this model. Settler colonies differ from fran-
chise colonies through the fact that settlers “come to stay”, making the competi-
tion for land, for living space, and for resources a key aspect of the settler colonial
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process. Furthermore, the presence of indigenous populations constitutes a direct
challenge to recurrent settler claims of indigeneity, of having found the land
empty (the terra nullius paradigm), or of Divine Ordination. This drives settlers,
argues Wolfe, to eliminate the natives through a series of practices ranging from
genocide to miscegenation.

It is important to point out here also, that the very categories of “settler” and
“indigenous” should not be understood as pre-existing and immutable realties,
nor should they be understood as universal or stable across time and place.
Instead, these are political categories, created, institutionalised and policed always
anew. Indeed, as Mamdani (2015:2–3) points out, the “native is the creation of
the colonial state: colonised, the native is pinned down, localized, thrown out of
civilization as an outcast, confined to custom, and then defined as its product”. It
is therefore through the process of dispossession, displacement, exploitation and/
or elimination that the indigenous and the settler are made and reproduced—the
former as its target and the latter as its beneficiary.

Mamdani (2015:3–4) observes: “When does a settler become a native? ... [N]
ever. The only emancipation possible for settler and native is for both to cease to
exist as political identities”. It is a similar insight that leads Yellowknives Dene
scholar Glen Coulthard (2014), discussed further below, to point out the perpet-
ual need for settler societies to define themselves in opposition to indigenous
populations, despite simultaneous attempts to eliminate their collective claim over
the land.

To this should be added other populations that do not fit easily within either
category. This is most strikingly true, as discussed by Byrd (2011), Vimalassery
et al. (2016) or Kelley (2017), in the case of enslaved African populations in the
Americas, which are neither settlers afforded the right to exploit, expropriate and/
or eliminate the indigenous populations, nor part of the indigenous population
whose claim over the land is to be undone. While Kelley’s (2017) insistence on
their indigeneity in Africa as the original factor making enslavement possible is
crucial, it is also true that the regimes of racialisation, exploitation, and/or elimina-
tion that these populations face are always different from, if related to, that of
indigenous populations in the lands in which they are enslaved (on this later
point, see for example Kauanui 2017; Lowe 2015).

Third, Wolfe’s definition posits settler colonialism as a holistic structure rather
than a series of discreet events, which leads him, and SCS after him, to develop a
global analysis of settler colonialism. This approach challenges the vision of settler
colonial expansion as a series of discrete (or even accidental) encounters between
settlers and indigenous populations, which lead—through disease, mutual rejec-
tion, or misunderstanding—to the eventual disappearance of the natives.

These characteristics are held as defining an absolute division between settler
and franchise colonialism. Wolfe (1999:1–2) writes: “In contrast to the kind of
colonial formation that Cabral or Fanon confronted settler colonies were not pri-
marily established to extract surplus value from indigenous labour. Rather, they
are premised on displacing indigenes from (or replacing them on) the land”. Here
a contradiction already emerges, to which this chapter will return below: Fanon
was writing from the Algerian context—a French settler colony, which—as Wolfe
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rightly points out, despite missing the implications of his observation—depended
on the exploitation of indigenous labour.

In his theoretical overview of SCS, Veracini (2010:34) echoes Wolfe when he
writes that “while the suppression of indigenous and exogenous alterities charac-
terises both colonial and settler colonial formations, the former can be sum-
marised as domination for the purpose of exploitation, the latter as domination
for the purpose of transfer”. Five years later, he states as one of his four funda-
mental principles of settler colonialism that “settler colonialism is not colonialism”

(Veracini 2015:6, 27, 40). Despite this categorical separation, in seemingly contra-
dictory statements, Veracini (2015:26, 27, 40) acknowledges that “[c]olonial and
settler colonial forms are also intertwined in any actual situation, and a determina-
tion to exploit indigenous ‘Others’ is always mixed with a will to displace them”.
He then returns to his original premise that “the analytical distinction between
colonial and settler colonial forms should be emphasised, because in the case of
colonialism what is reproduced is a relationship, a fundamentally unequal one,
while in the case of settler colonialism, what is reproduced is a biopolitical entity”
and, even more emphatically, “colonialism and settler colonialism should be inter-
preted as antithetical modes of domination, even if they always interact and over-
lap in complex and fluid ways in the real world”.

Wolfe and Veracini draw a sharp analytical separation, between settler colonies
as eliminatory formations and franchise colonies as exploitative ones. Yet it is diffi-
cult to see how this approach reflects the realities of franchise and settler colonial
formation. Not only is elimination a continuous reality across the colonial world
(see, amongst many others, Davis 2002; Newsinger 2010), it also raises the ques-
tion of how a body of work that understands the exploitation of indigenous
labour as antithetical to the settler colonial experience accounts for such varied
cases as South Africa, Algeria, Bolivia or Mexico where the settler colonial econ-
omy developed primarily upon the exploitation of indigenous labour.1

Despite its insights, it appears that the Wolfe-an model is based on the theorisa-
tion of an abstracted “pure” settler colonial model—understood as those settler
colonies which aimed at eliminating the indigenous population and replacing it
with settlers. It is not clear, however, that this process of abstraction is acknowl-
edged as such. It is instead presented as a material fact, a solid division between
franchise and settler colonial realities.

There are however moments when this un-avowed abstraction comes to the
fore. For example, Wolfe, in Land, Labor, and Difference: Elementary Structures of
Race, after discussing the limited use of indigenous labour in Tasmania and the
Torres Straight Islands immediately qualifies it by explaining that:

Although these and other variations are significant and need to be acknowledged,
they do not alter the primacy of the dominant pattern, manifest most clearly in the
south and east of the continent, where settler colonialism practically approximated its
pure or theoretical form. (Wolfe 2001:871, emphasis added)

This insistence can lead to odd formulations within SCS. For example, Veracini’s
(2015) attempt to divide Israeli control over Palestine between settler colonialism
in the lands occupied in 1948 and franchise colonialism in the lands occupied in
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1967, on the grounds that whereas Palestinians in the former territories where
mainly displaced and dispossessed, those in the latter generally remained inside
the occupied Palestinian territories (oPt) and were increasingly exploited in Israeli
industry. This analysis fails to understand, as Barakat (2018) shows, the continu-
ities between the two phases of Israeli expansion, as well as the shared history
of displacement, expropriation, as well as exploitation of Palestinians who were
brought under Israeli control in either 1948 or 1967. The expansion of settle-
ments across the oPt following the 1967 occupation of the whole of historic
Palestine, as well as the ongoing transfer of settlers from inside the Green Line
to these settlements, should further underscore the shortcoming of this
approach.

Wolfe (2001) similarly attempted to save the model of sharp differentiation
between franchise and settler colonialism by arguing that 20th century settler
colonial formations should be considered as separate from their predecessors
because of their reliance on indigenous labour—which, as we have seen, he theo-
rised as antithetical to the settler colonial paradigm, despite the presence of
exploitative processes of indigenous populations by settlers well before the 20th

century across, for example, the Americas (see below).
These theoretical moves, however, appear more as attempts to salvage an

abstracted model, rather than analytical categories capable of offering satisfactory
readings of reality.

An Alternative Reading: Settler Colonies and the
Exploitation of the Native
By focusing on an ideal form of settler colonialism, SCS directs much of its analyti-
cal focus to the Anglo-Saxon settler colonial world, in particular, to North America
and Australia. There are important exceptions, including for example, the excel-
lent collection edited by Elkins and Pedersen (2005), Saranillio’s (2013) focus on
Asian settler colonisation, or the 2018 special issue of Settler Colonial Studies on
Algeria (Barclay et al. 2018), but these remain outliers. The near absence of stud-
ies of South American or African settler colonies is striking, as has been remarked
on by a host of different scholars including Kelley (2017), Vimalassery et al.
(2016) and Speed (2017). These authors also make the connection between these
silences and the identification of elimination as the specific characteristic of settler
colonial regimes.

Kelley (2017:269) points out that the African encounter with settler colonial-
ism was primarily marked by exploitative processes. He demonstrates this not
only through the case of enslaved African population, discussed above, but also
through the centrality of exploitation in the case of settler colonialism in South
Africa. He shows convincingly how, in the construction of white settler social
relations in the country, “the expropriation of the native from the land was a
fundamental objective, but so was proletarianization. They wanted the land and
the labour, but not the people—that is to say, they sought to eliminate stable
communities and their cultures of resistance”. The attempted elimination of
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collective peoplehood, Kelley shows, is here a political goal pursued through
exploitation, unsettling the sharp division theorised by Wolfe and Veracini.

Following a similar critique with a focus on South American settler regimes,
Speed (2017:784) argues they have remained largely outside of the framework of
SCS precisely because Spanish settlers did not either exploit or eliminate but did
both, in different ways, depending on time and place. The issue of labour along-
side that of land defines much of these experiences, as does indigenous labour
resistance: “In places like Mexico and Central America, such labour regimes ...

were often the very mechanisms that dispossessed indigenous peoples of their
lands, forcing them to labour in extractive undertakings on the very land that had
been taken from them”.

As these cases show, here are settler colonies that were deeply dependent on
the labour of the indigenous population and although displacement and expropri-
ation were definitely a central part of their modus vivendi, as was the undermining
of collective indigenous claims over the land, so was the exploitation of their
labour. Furthermore, as O’Brien (2017) points out, even within SCS’ favoured set-
tings, such as North America, the overemphasis on elimination as foundational
can have complicated consequences. She points out—alongside others discussed
above—that an important distinction should be made between “logics” of politi-
cal elimination and actual elimination. Failing to do so can overstate the power of
settler regimes and fail to capture the ongoing importance of indigenous resis-
tance. O’Brien (2017:254) instead argues that “Indigenous resistance to colonial
power ... continues to override the logic of elimination”.

This critique is not only important in terms of understanding different forms of
settler colonial regimes, but also in reflecting on processes of de-colonisation. It is
striking, for example, that settler colonies based primarily on the exploitation of
the indigenous population more often achieved their independence from both
the settler state and the metropolis. Acknowledging this, Mamdani (2015:596)
notes that “[f]or students of settler colonialism in the modern era, Africa and
America represent two polar opposites. Africa is the continent where settler colo-
nialism has been defeated; America is where settler colonialism triumphed”. While
taking seriously the unfinished nature of this triumph, pointed out above, and the
ongoing nature of indigenous resistance, the difference in outcomes so far can be
accounted for through the different treatment by the settler colonial regimes of
the indigenous populations.

It was the very dependence of settler colonial regimes in Africa on native
labour, which laid the foundation for their destruction. It was the ability of indige-
nous resistance movements in Algeria and Southern Africa to shut down the set-
tler economy as well as challenge the colonial states militarily that made
decolonisation possible.2 This is also a reality that settlers themselves understood.
As Lockman (2012) argues, it was, in part, the example of resistance by indige-
nous labour in other settler colonial settings, in particular in South Africa, that
convinced Labour Zionists in Palestine to reject a model based on the exploitation
of the indigenous population and opt for its exclusion instead (see below).

In fact, some scholars, such as Fieldhouse (1982) in hisThe Colonial Empires,
made the existing variety of labour regimes central to the study of settler
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colonialism. He took the presence of settlers, and the establishment of European
societies within the colonial territories, as the determining characteristics of “colo-
nies of settlements” as opposed to “colonies of occupation”. Fieldhouse then
divided settler colonies in three categories: “pure”, “mixed”, and “plantation” set-
tlements, which denote, respectively, settler societies based on imported settler
labour, those constructed around a significant but minoritarian settler population
where indigenous labour continued to play a central role, and those where
imported enslaved populations worked on plantations for small settler minorities.

Importantly, Fieldhouse’s approach (and that of others after him, such as Shafir
1996) demonstrates the danger of supposing a hermetic separation between dif-
ferent models. Instead, settler colonies have a variety of different strategies at their
disposal, which can include exploitation, elimination, or both. One strategy can
morph into another through such processes as the development of new strategic
necessities for the colonial powers, interactions with indigenous resistance, or
changing economic relations with the metropolis. Fieldhouse (1982:181) shows
how the French colonisation of Algeria started as a colony of occupation in the
North of the country. It was only in response to the 1834 Algerian revolt that
France annexed more of the country and established French settlements in an
attempt to pacify the indigenous peoples. In South Africa, Fieldhouse (1982:188–
189) argues that the interaction between Boer and British colonisation, indige-
nous resistance, and the discovery of precious metal and diamonds in the second
half of the 19th century, changed the nature of the settler colonial enterprise from
pure to mixed.

The question of labour (and therefore exploitation) is then a crucial aspect in
the organisation of settler colonialism. This is true both in terms of the relation-
ship between the settler colonial power and the native populations, but also in
terms of social relations within the settler colonial polity. In fact, the labour move-
ment within settler colonies has often been at the forefront of the imposition of
racial segregation through colour bars, limits on racialised migration, and
“whites-only” policies. The reasons behind this tendency will be discussed in
greater detail below, but for now it will suffice to point out that from the late-
19th century onwards, white working class movements across the settler colonial
world organised over the question of limiting, excluding, or containing the use of
indigenous and/or racialised workers. They furthermore rebelled against the settler
states, or united with indigenous workers for collective improvement to their
labour rights.

In the United States, white workers organised against the competition of African
American workers in the aftermath of emancipation, as well as the barring of Chi-
nese migration to California, which successfully passed into law in the late 19th

century (see Day 2016; Karuka 2019). Similar campaigns where waged in both
South Africa and Australia against the immigration of Asian workers in the early
20th century. In fact, the formation of the Australian Labour Party took place on
the basis of taking the “white Australia” campaign into parliament (Hyslop 1999;
Shafir 1996). Perhaps the most emblematic example of these labour campaigns
for the exclusion of racialised workers is that for the colour bar in South Africa
(and later for the imposition of Apartheid) by the white workers’ movement. In a
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strange mixture of internationalist rhetoric and settler colonial racism the white
miners in 1922 raised the slogan: “Workers of the World, Unite and Fight for a
White South Africa” (Reddy 2016:101).

In the case of the Zionist colonisation of Palestine, the labour movement even
became the social actor behind which the entire settler polity united. As Shafir
(1996) has shown, Zionist colonial strategy in Palestine transformed, under the
leadership of the Labour Zionist movement in the early decades of the 20th cen-
tury, from a settler colonial project based primarily on exploited Palestinian labour
to one which emphasised their exclusion and reliance on “Hebrew labour”
instead. The change was brought about by the campaigns led by the settler
labour movement, colonial responses to Palestinian resistance, and the material
problems faced by the Zionist movement in attempting to attract new settlers to
Palestine.

More will be said about this in the fifth section of this paper. For now it will suf-
fice to point out that the Labour Zionist movement fought for this form of settler
organisation against Palestinian workers as well as against settler bosses and their
project for a settler economy based on the exploitation—not the elimination—of
the natives. The guiding principle of this movement was that to make settlement
effective Jewish workers needed to be granted higher wages and living standards,
while indigenous workers needed to be excluded from the labour market all
together. It is this logic of full separation, that Sayegh (2012:214), described as
lying at the root of the Zionist project in Palestine: “[R]acial self-segregation, racial
exclusiveness and racial supremacy”.

A series of important points emerge from this alternative view of settler colonial-
ism. Firstly, the exclusive Wolfe-an focus on elimination of the native as opposed
to exploitation, although of central importance within some periods and locales of
settler colonialism, does not allow one to develop an effective general axiomatic
analysis of the settler colonial form and its social relations. Secondly, the racial
organisation of labour—whether settler, enslaved, or indigenous—and the strug-
gle over its organisation between settlers and indigenous populations, as well as
between settlers themselves, are a crucial aspect of settler colonialism, both in its
eliminatory and/or exploitative forms (on which more below). Thirdly, the partici-
pation of settler labour movements in the colonial project, particularly in the pro-
cess of control and/or expulsion of racialised, enslaved, and/or indigenous
population appears as a key characteristic across the settler colonial world.

The task, then, is to account for the specificities of colonial projects that devel-
oped around the creation of settler societies without falling into the twin trap of
privileging a specific settler colonial strategy, nor building arbitrary analytical walls
between different colonial projects. Moreover, if different strategies of control and
accumulation are available to settler colonial regimes, a further question arises
over the way in which the decision is made to pursue one over the other. In order
to address these issues, this paper turns to the concept of accumulation by dis-
possession. It argues that the specificities of settler colonial social relations emerge
from the dispossession of indigenous populations by settlers and the struggle
between settler classes over its distribution amongst themselves.
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Accumulation by Dispossession, Settler Colonialism,
and the Capitalist Transition
In the first volume of Capital, Marx (1887) discusses the centrality of colonialism,
slavery, and violence (at home and abroad) to the birth of capitalism. He
famously wrote:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entomb-
ment in mines of the aboriginal population, the beginning of the conquest and loot-
ing of the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting
of black-skins, signalled the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic
proceedings are the chief moments of primitive accumulation. On their heels treads
the commercial war of the European nations, with the globe for a theatre.

What Marx was stressing was that the emergence of the rule of capital was a vio-
lent and international affair in which new areas, peoples, and resources were
forcefully brought under its control or eliminated. Marx highlighted the connec-
tion between colonial expansion, racial violence, and capitalist development. A
similar observation is made by Byrd (2011:xxiii) more recently when she writes
that “[r]acialisation and colonisation have worked simultaneously to other and
abject entire peoples so they can be enslaved, excluded, removed, and killed in
the name of progress and capitalism”.

Central to this process was the simultaneous establishment of private property
and the separation of workers from their own means of production and reproduc-
tion the world over. This process, Marx discusses as “so-called primitive accumula-
tion”—a concept he borrowed from the classical political economists. The
example Marx uses to illustrate this process is the clearing of the commons in
England, whereby land, forests, and natural resources, which were previously held
to be the common property of all, were privatised. The inhabitants were forced
off the land and into the growing urban workshops to sell their labour power (this
same process later pushed them towards the settler colonies). Marx showed that
far from relying on “silent compulsion”, capitalist production needs violent coer-
cion to function, by making any alternative form of subsistence outside of the
market unavailable to the working classes.

Building on these insights, David Harvey has pointed out that this process takes
place continuously under capitalism, preferring therefore to describe it as “accu-
mulation by dispossession” in order to undermine the idea that it was temporally
limited to the origins of capitalism. Harvey (2007:34–35) identifies a series of pro-
cesses through which this takes place today.

These include: (1) the commodification and privatisation of land and the forceful
expulsion of peasant populations (as in Mexico and India in recent times); (2) conver-
sion of various forms of property rights (common, collective, state, etc.) into exclu-
sively private property rights; (3) suppression of rights to the commons; (4)
commodification of labour power and the suppression of alternative (indigenous)
forms of production and consumption; (5) colonial, neocolonial, and imperial pro-
cesses of appropriation of assets (including natural resources); (6) monetisation of
exchange and taxation, particularly of land; (7) the slave trade (which continues,
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particularly in the sex industry); and (8) usury, the national debt, and, most devastat-
ing of all, the use of the credit system as radical means of primitive accumulation.

This is not to equate the privatisation of the NHS in the UK and the imposition of
a pipeline through indigenous land at Standing Rock as identical. Neither should
this lead to the conclusion that neoliberalism “indigenises us all” (Veracini
2015:93). It is however developing an analytical framework through which both
processes can be understood as taking place within the logics of capital.

A growing number of authors have made the link between settler colonialism
and primitive accumulation (for example, Coulthard 2014; Harris 2004; Nichols
2017; Simpson 2014). Most important here is Coulthard, already discussed
above, who, in his Red Skins, White Masks, has emphasised the centrality of primi-
tive accumulation to the settler colonial world and its specific expression in that
context. He showed convincingly that in North America primitive accumulation
had taken place by eliminating the indigenous population and replacing it with a
new—settler—population, which would in turn be submitted to the tyranny of
the market in its stead.

It was this attention to settler accumulation that led Coulthard (2014:125) to
identify settler colonialism as “territorially acquisitive in perpetuity”, thereby com-
plicating, as already pointed out in the first section, the concept of elimination as
an outcome rather than a strategy. He further writes:

In the specific context of Canadian settler-colonialism, although the means by which
the colonial state has sought to eliminate Indigenous peoples in order to gain access
to our lands and resources have modified over the last two centuries ... the ends have
always remained the same: to shore up continued access to Indigenous peoples’ terri-
tories for the purposes of state formation, settlement, and capitalist development.
(Coulthard 2014:125)

This approach, by focusing on the aims of settler colonial regimes rather than
fetishising its methods, further leaves open an analysis, developed in this paper,
of the multiplicity of settler strategies within an overall strategy of accumulation.
This can include, as Harris (2004:172) shows within the late 19th century Cana-
dian context, incorporation of indigenous populations into the workforce. If Cana-
dian settler colonialism has pursued “state formation, settlement, and capitalist
development” primarily through elimination, other settler states in different con-
texts could pursue similar goals by different means. It is this point that Kelley
(2017) made in relation to South Africa (see above), where settler colonial dispos-
session removed indigenous populations from the land and forced them into the
colonial labour market.

More recently, Nichols (2015, 2017), echoing Harvey and Coulthard, has dis-
cussed the importance of considering the relationship between primitive accumu-
lation in the original formation of capitalism and in its later reproduction and
spread across the globe, with a specific focus on settler colonial contexts. He
argues that the incorporation of indigenous people into the workforce is not a
necessity for settler regimes because the colonial process is incorporating their
land into an existing global capitalist system, which has already generated surplus
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labour in other places. As such labour could be extracted from indigenous people
or from settler populations proletarianised in different locales. This approach then
also underlines the diversity of strategies available to settler regimes, including
exploitation and/or elimination of the natives.

This analysis of accumulation by dispossession, lays the theoretical foundations
to approaching contemporary settler colonialism as a process within a broader
framework of capitalist accumulation. This can both open up reflections about its
specific characteristics as well as its continuities with broader logics of exploitation
and/or dispossession.

Settler Accumulation and Settler Quietism
In order to reflect on the particular nature of accumulation by dispossession
within a settler colonial context, another issue should be raised: that of the inter-
nal social relations within settler colonial societies. Indeed, the most striking
aspect of settler colonial societies is the development of a colonial polity in which
settlers live, produce, and reproduce themselves socially. They do so on the back
of the dispossession of indigenous populations through which they acquire land,
resources, and, depending on the context, labour. This—perhaps obvious—char-
acteristic leads to the development of internal class relations and conflicts, along-
side confrontations between settlers and indigenous peoples.

The history of settler colonialism underscores the conspicuous absence of
involvement by settler working classes (as opposed to individuals or limited net-
works) in mass, sustained challenges against the process of settlement and indige-
nous dispossession.3 In fact, more often than not, settler labour movements
fought for the intensification of settler expansion and racial segregation (see “An
Alternative Reading: Settler Colonies and the Exploitation of the Native” above),
through colour bars, boycott campaigns and demands for expulsion. In the pro-
cess, bitter confrontations emerged between settler labour and capital, when the
latter attempted to increase its profit margins through the exploitation of indige-
nous labour—for example in the context of the white labour movements in Aus-
tralia and South Africa.4 Yet these conflicts can be resolved, especially while the
settler colony continues to expand, by intensifying the dispossession of indige-
nous populations in order to improve the material conditions of settler workers
(see “Case Studies” below).

Here, the question of accumulation by dispossession returns to the fore. If set-
tler workers are exploited as workers within the settler colony, they remain set-
tlers. As such they participate in the processes of accumulation by dispossession
through the occupation of lands, the elimination or exploitation of indigenous
peoples, and the extraction of expropriated resources. For example, at a very
basic level, their houses, workplaces, and basic infrastructure such as roads, rail-
ways, etc., are all premised on the capture and control of indigenous land. Settler
workers are both exploited by settler bosses and their co-conspirators in the dis-
possession of indigenous peoples. As such, class struggle within a settler society
has a dual character: it is waged over the distribution of wealth extracted from
their labour as well as over the colonial booty.
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In the case of Zionism in Palestine, the current associated with the publication
Matzpen (“Compass”) developed a class analysis of Israeli society. They came to
the conclusion that because the Israeli economy was heavily subsidised from the
outside (first primarily by Britain, then by the US) and that this subsidy was not
simply going into private hands but was used by the Labour Zionist bureaucracy
to organise the development of the Israeli economy and infrastructure, class
antagonisms were diverted within its society. Hangebi et al. (2012:83) wrote:

The Jewish worker in Israel does not receive his share in cash, but he gets it in terms
of new and relatively inexpensive housing, which could not have been constructed by
raising capital locally; he gets it in industrial employment, which could not have been
started or kept going without external subsidies; and he gets it in terms of a general
standard of living, which does not correspond to the output of that society ... In this
way the struggle between the Israeli working class and its employers, both bureaucrats
and capitalists, is fought not only over the surplus value produced by the worker but
also over the share each group receives from this external source of subsidies.

If this analysis was essentially correct, it underplayed, however, the consequences
of an important aspect of Israeli wealth creation (which Matzpen otherwise recog-
nised): the Israeli state, its infrastructure, and its economy were made possible by
colonial expansion, land confiscation, the expulsion of Palestinians and the expro-
priation of their wealth and property.

Affordable housing, for example, an issue discussed further below, was not only
possible because of the subsidies the Israeli state received from abroad. It was
possible because the land on which new houses were built, as well as existing
Palestinian houses, had been confiscated by the Israeli army, Palestinians had
been expelled in their hundreds of thousands, and the spoils were re-distributed
amongst settlers. It was—and remains—the collective dispossession of the indige-
nous population by the Israeli population as a whole, which ties the settler com-
munity together, despite internal class, ethnic, and political divisions.

The settler class struggle is fought over the distribution of wealth extracted
from settler labour power as well as over the share each group receives from the
process of accumulation by dispossession. This dual class and colonial relationship
helps explain the relative absence of settler workers’ resistance against settler colo-
nial expansion or alliances with Indigenous peoples.5 This tendency can be under-
stood as “settler quietism”: even if working-class settlers are exploited by their
ruling classes, overthrowing the settler state would mean overthrowing a system
in which they share, however unequally, in the distribution of the colonial loot.
Participating in the process of dispossession and fighting for a greater share of
the pie leads to more important and immediate material gains.

It also follows, as many anti-colonial thinkers and activists, not least among
them Fanon (2001) in the Wretched of the Earth, have argued that indigenous
people face the settler population as a whole in their struggle for de-colonisation.
This is not to say that individual settlers or specific settler organisations cannot or
have not supported struggles for decolonisation. It is however to point out that
this is not the case for the majority of the settler working class, while it continues
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to depend on the continued dispossession of the natives for the quality of its liv-
ing standards.

Whether the settler colony is organised on the basis of an eliminatory or an
exploitative model, what remains constant is that the entirety of the settler polity
will participate in the process of accumulation by dispossession, and that the dif-
ferent settler classes will struggle both against the natives to impose and maintain
this dispossession, as well as amongst themselves in order to determine the nature
of its internal distribution. More than that, the specific structural forms of settler
rule over the indigenous population is best understood as the outcome of strug-
gle, both between settler classes and between settlers and indigenous popula-
tions. This paper now turns to two brief case studies demonstrating this process
in the context of Zionism in Palestine.

Case Studies
The specificity of Zionism in the history of settler colonialism, its lack of a colonial
metropolis, had real consequences for the Zionists in Palestine. Firstly, it could not
impose—at first—its control over the land through military force. Secondly it
could not organise the transfer of populations to the colony in the same way a
state could. In the words of Shafir (1996:155): “Zionism, then, was a colonisation
movement which simultaneously had to secure land for its settlers and settlers for
its land”. The dual need for land and labour was at the heart of many political
developments in the Yishuv.

If the question of land was resolved first through acquisition from largely absen-
tee land owners and then (and most extensively) through military violence, the
question of immigration came close several times to bringing the whole colonial
project to its knees, as the European Jewish population tended to reject Zionism
as a political response to the poverty and discrimination they faced. Two distinct
political responses emerged within the early settler population. On the one hand,
the Jewish farmers and their sponsors hoped to develop a cash crop producing
agricultural sector focused on export to Europe and the exploitation of cheap
Palestinian workers. This vision was based, as demonstrated by Shafir (1996), on
the model of other European projects—especially the French settler colonies of
North Africa.

On the other hand, the nascent Labour Zionist movement demanded better
wages and working conditions for Jewish workers in Palestine, which they argued
would be the only way to attract and retain new settlers. This, they claimed,
necessitated full separation between the Jewish and Palestinian sectors, removing
thereby the “unfair competition” of the cheaper indigenous labour force. This led
to the development of a series of new Labour Zionist institutions to organise this
“Conquest of Hebrew Labour”, by organising strikes, pickets, and boycotts of Jew-
ish owned businesses that employed Palestinian workers or sold products made
by them.

The Kibbutzim, the Histadrut,6 and the early Zionist militias were all born out of
the process of organising this campaign (Lockman 1996). For example, the His-
tadrut’s constitution, passed at its founding congress, made clear that it was a
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Zionist body committed to the project of settlement through the development of
an exclusively Jewish society. It stated that the Histadrut’s goal was to:

... unite all the workers and labourers in the country who live by their own labour
without exploiting the labour of others, in order to arrange for all settlement, eco-
nomic and also cultural affairs of all the workers in the country, so as to build a society
of Jewish labour in Eretz Yisra’el. (quoted in Lockman 1996:68)

The similarity between the logic of this statement and that of the white South
African strikers mentioned above is remarkable.

This struggle—waged against Palestinian workers and Jewish farmers—led to a
partial victory for the Labour Zionist movement (Lockman 2012). Key industries,
such as construction and agriculture, were taken over by Labour Zionist institu-
tions such as Solal Boneh and the Kibbutzim. At the same time, Jewish representa-
tion in colonial institutions was increased through collaboration with the British
Mandate authorities especially in the context of crushing the Arab Revolt of 1936-
1939. The Labour Zionists took over the Yishuv’s political leadership and created
a dominant Jewish sector, without however being able to establish a fully segre-
gated one. It did set in motion the logic of separation as well as laying the infras-
tructure for a Jewish state, which would be made a reality by its militias’ military
violence and mass expulsion of Palestinians during the Nakba.

This case study shows that the Labour Zionist movement developed on the
basis of opposing Jewish farmers as well as Palestinian workers, a political focus
that also shaped its key institutions. The campaign for Hebrew Labour also
demonstrates that the “elimination of the native” in the settler colonial context is
not a given, as in the Wolfe-an framework, but the outcome of a specific set of
struggles that pit both the indigenous population against the settlers, as well as
different settler classes against one another.

This approach is not only applicable to historical processes but also contemporary
ones. In 2011, an Israeli social movement emerged from a small activist encampment
protesting the cost of housing in Tel Aviv into a two and a half month long protest
in which hundreds of thousands of people joined demonstrations and square occu-
pations all over the country. The movement was supported by a large majority of
Israelis, regardless of political persuasion or ethnic background (Perugorria et al.
2016), as well as by key institutions of the historic Labour Zionist movement, includ-
ing the Histadrut and the national students’ union.

It was an expression of class struggle within the settler population, where the vic-
tims of neoliberal economic reforms fought for greater redistribution of wealth. This
process was self-consciously an internal one: the movement actively presented itself
as made up of loyal, serving, citizens—an impression that was reinforced by the
organisations that supported it—while keeping Palestinians and their demands at
arm’s length. The Palestinian question remained taboo (Honig-Parnass 2011).

The Netanyahu government’s response to the movement’s demands was to
deepen settler dispossession. The question of unaffordable housing could be
resolved easily, so the argument went, by expanding settlements. MK Arye Eldad
argued that “[t]ens of thousands of Israelis can live in Judea, Samaria [the West
Bank] and Jerusalem” (quoted in Harkov 2011). Similar proposals were a
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significant current among Israeli politicians. In August 2011, a group of 41 MKs
(out of 120), including representatives from the Labour Zionist camp, called on
Netanyahu to expand settlement construction in response to the demonstrators’
demands. Indeed, governmental initiatives have since focused on developing
housing in East Jerusalem on the one hand, and in the Israeli periphery—more
specifically within areas with high Palestinian populations, such as the Naqab in
the south—on the other.

An interesting episode in the summer of 2015 highlighted this approach. The
government was in the process of negotiating a new agreement with the Chinese
state over permits for up to 20,000 Chinese construction workers to come to
Israel. When criticised, Netanyahu defended the deal on the basis that “the ability
to build many apartments, thereby increasing supply, will, in the end, allow us to
change price trends” (quoted in Reed 2015). Moshe Kahlon, the then finance
minister, also explained that “the plan to bring thousands of Chinese workers into
the country is intended to speed up construction work to solve the housing prob-
lem and bring down prices” (MEMO 2015). The government’s response to the
demonstrations has been to provide affordable housing to the settler working
class while simultaneously increasing its control over Palestinian land.

A “settler colonial fix” is available to the Israeli elites, through which they can
soften the blow of internal inequality through colonial expansion. The state’s
response to the 2011 social movement’s demand for affordable housing through
the intensification of indigenous dispossession, and the silent acceptance of this
solution by a movement that had gathered such considerable public support, fur-
ther underscores the claims made by this paper. Settler class struggle is waged
over both the distribution of wealth within the settler population, but also over
the distribution of the settler colonial loot.

The participation of the settler workers’ movement in the process of accumula-
tion by dispossession, through capturing land, resources, and labour, or through
the expulsion of the indigenous population is a specific characteristic of settler
colonial regimes. Indeed, whereas the theoreticians of accumulation by disposses-
sion, discussed above, understood it as a process directed against workers and
peasants, we see here settler workers actively participating in the process and
enjoying its spoils. Furthermore, the discussion of this process within the frame-
work of Zionism in Palestine, shows that this struggle takes place both within
exploitative (first case study) and eliminatory (second case study) contexts. It is in
part through this internal struggle over the distribution of the settler colonial loot,
alongside the struggle against the indigenous population, that the nature of the
settler colonial regime is determined, as discussed in the first case study, which
described the shift in the process of settler accumulation from exploiting the
indigenous population to attempting to eliminate it.

Conclusion
Two observations emerge from this paper. Firstly, a number of different strategies
of control and wealth extraction are available for settler colonial regimes. These
cannot be accurately or helpfully described as being based on the elimination of
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the natives alone, as done by Wolfe and those ascribing to his paradigm. Indeed,
this paper has built on existing literature that shows how many settler colonies—
notably in Africa and Latin America—were built on the exploitation of indigenous
populations. It is also important to note, as a number of authors have done, and
the first case studies above have illustrated, that the particular regime adopted by
a settler colony is neither static nor predetermined. Instead, it is the outcome of
struggle and can, therefore, change over time.

Secondly, this paper focused both on thinking through what links settler colo-
nial regimes to broader political and economic structures as well as what sepa-
rates them as distinct social formations. In this light, it highlighted the processes
of accumulation by dispossession, which occurs across capitalist economies, while
also taking on a specific character in the settler colonial context.

The paper has argued that accumulation by dispossession in a settler context is
specific because it is carried out by all classes of settlers, including by workers
who are traditionally understood as its victims. It further points out that this also
leads to specific social relations in settler colonial contexts, in which settler labour
movements fight simultaneously over the distribution of wealth generated
through their labour and the distribution of the colonial loot accumulated
through the dispossession of the indigenous population. This leads to a greater
identification of settler labour with the settler colonial project and state, as it is
dependent on the latter for its participation in the redistributive process. Both
points were then demonstrated through two case studies taken from the history
of Zionism in Palestine.

This paper has built on existing literature that shows that although the elimina-
tion of the native is key to some settler colonial regimes, in certain periods, it does
not accurately define the overall logic of settler colonialism, as claimed by Wolfe. In
fact settler colonial states and movements have and continue to mobilise a wide
variety of policies towards indigenous peoples, including exploitation, which the
Wolfe-an model positions outside of the realm of settler colonial relations. This
paper instead proposes another analytic approach, which highlights the specificity
of social relations within settler colonial contexts in which settler workers partici-
pate in the process of accumulation by dispossession. This in turn, the paper has
shown, shapes both the internal class struggle within settler societies, as well as
the collective assault by the settler polity against the indigenous populations it
colonises and dispossesses.
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Endnotes
1 See, for example, Fieldhouse’s (1982) classic study of colonialism for a detailed discussion
of the different forms of settler colonial economies; Emmanuel (1972) for a comparison of
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settler societies across Africa; and Eduardo Galeano (2009) for an overview of Spanish and
Portuguese colonial empires in Latin America.
2 Even though the depth of decolonisation can—and should—remain an issue of concern;
see, for example, in the South African case, Bond (2000) or Clarno (2017).
3 It is important to underline here once more, the understanding of settlers as those who
are integrated into the settler state and have access to its extractive functions. This does
not include, for example, enslaved populations. I am grateful to anonymous reviewer 3 for
encouraging this clarification.
4 See Jonathan Hyslop (1999) for a discussion of the relationships between these move-
ments.
5 There are some notable exceptions, often emerging from communist or syndicalist tradi-
tions, but these have remained very limited in scale and were continuously outflanked by
their segregationist and exclusionary counterparts. In the case of Palestine, see Budeiri
(2010) and Lockman (1996); in the case of South Africa, see Van Der Walt (2007).
6 The Histadrut was and still is Israel’s main trade union federation.
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