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Herzl is a neocon
Conservative thinker Yoram Hazony's take on the 'prophet of the Jewish 
state' sticks to myths and recycles arguments. His new book is an example 
of appropriating the past to suit today's political and ideological purposes

The figure of Theodor Herzl, dominating the landscape of the Israeli coastal city named for him. Tomer Appelbaum
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I
n his new book, “A Jewish State: 
Herzl and the Promise of National­
ism” (Hebrew), conservative phi­
losopher Yoram Hazony sets out to 
present Theodor Herzl as an important 

thinker at odds with the author of “The 
Social Contract,” the 18th-century 
philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
Though Hazony’s interpretation is ex­
tremely problematic, to put it mildly, it 
offers an opportunity to reexamine in 
its light the fascinating figure of Herzl 
and the use that’s made of him for po­
litical purposes.

Herzl, who was born in 1860, was a 
pretty good playwright whose works 
reflect vividly his private life and the 
events of that period. For example, his 
play “The New Ghetto” (1894) gave 
expression to his growing interest in 
problems relating to the fate of the 
Jews in Europe. The characters he cre­
ated were very familiar to him from the 
Jewish community of Vienna (where he 
lived for years) and resemble him and 
his family. As a playwright who ranged 
between the personal and the political, 
Herzl was adept at depicting nuances of 
human behavior and at characterizing

both the local politics and the geopolitics 
of the period. However, his truly great 
drama began when he was in his 30s, 
when he became a “producer” of Jewish 
politics and made the world a stage.

In 1897, inspired by French politics 
and its subtleties, to which he had been 
exposed as a journalist covering the po­
litical scene in Paris, Herzl produced a 
play about a state-in-the-making whose 
leaders meet at the First Zionist Con­
gress, in the auditorium of a casino in 
Basel, Switzerland. With wisdom and

In Hazony’s simplistic, 
dichotomous world, if 
Rousseau draws on a 
universal assumption and 
Herzl argues with him, 
presupposing that there 
is a nation that precedes 
government - then Herzl 
must object to liberal- 
universal ideas.

no little audacity, Herzl worked on the 
assumption that these political games 
would take on flesh and bring about the 
establishment of a state in practice.

Herzl’s production skills in his final 
years fused imagination and an effort 
to shape reality, stir amazement, even 
admiration. However, none of this made 
him an important political thinker. It 
would be a mistake to say that Herzl 
was a philosopher, and it’s difficult to 
discern a uniform, systematic doctrine 
in his writings and his diaries. For the 
most part, with the exception of his 1896 
manifesto “The Jewish State,” his letters 
and his diaries, he put forward ideas 
through stories and plays in which the 
characters express positions - in some 
cases more fully developed, in others 
less so - by means of dialogues.

In other writings and in his conduct 
in the political arena, Herzl took a scat­
tershot approach, adopting the right 
pragmatic approach for the time and 
the place. For example, it would be dif­
ficult to situate him on an imaginary 
scale at one end of which is Jewish 
particularism and at the other, broad 
universality. Even during the last third 
of his life, when he was immersed in
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