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Praise

‘The great strength of Avineri’s immensely readable biography is to deliver Herzl in all his tortured complexity and – something not always given its due – the philosophical clarity of his diagnosis of what had befallen the Jews in the modern age and what might be done about their predicament. He had the beard of a poet but a brain for realpolitik. As one might expect from Avineri, who is first and foremost a powerful historian of political thought, this is the most chewily cogent account yet of Herzl the political thinker and doer’

Simon Schama, Financial Times

‘How Herzl conjured up the idea of a Jewish state out of the air is the subject of this book. It is a political biography; of Herzl’s family life, his loves and his hatreds we learn little. With almost nothing but his will, he wrote, cajoled, talked and organised Zionism into existence . . . These unlikely peregrinations are captured perfectly by Avineri’

David Aaronovitch, The Times

‘What . . . Shlomo Avineri, a professor of political sciences at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, offers is a different perspective on Herzl’s life. Professor Avineri largely relies on Herzl’s own writings, especially his obsessively written diary, rather than so much on secondary sources as many other books do. This device has the advantage of explaining Herzl’s thoughts, as well as his actions’    Alistair Dawber, Independent

‘It was Austrian politics, not a French miscarriage of justice [the Dreyfus case], which moved Herzl towards Jewish separatism, Avineri explains, with a rather more complex story than the one the professor tells us is taught to Israeli schoolchildren’

Jad Adams, Sunday Telegraph

‘What Avineri gives us is a fine-grained and tender portrait of the Hungarian-born Herzl as a feverish romantic, dodgy dramatist, prolific writer and political organizer, a vibrant man whose energy and devotion to finding a national solution for a Jewish state were palpable and exhausting’   Duncan Kelly, Times Literary Supplement

‘Magnificent’   Daniel Johnson, Standpoint

‘In this book Avineri has reclaimed Herzl from the propagandists’

Colin Shindler, History Today

‘An excellent biography . . . long overdue’    Lord Mitchell, The House

‘Avineri rightly sums up Herzl’s work as a ‘glorious failure that produced impressive results’. It is Avineri’s understanding of the exigencies and difficulties of politics for a mere private individual, without money or official status that makes this book well worth reading’

Anglo-Israel Association

‘Turning the idea of Jewish nationhood into an organised movement was Herzl’s work of genius, which is expounded by Avineri with scholarship, sensitivity and wisdom’   Oliver Kamm, JC.COM


 

 

 

[image: images]

Theodor Herzl
and the Foundation of the Jewish State

SHLOMO AVINERI

[image: images]


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONTENTS

Praise

Title Page

List of Illustrations

Epigraph

Preface

Chapter One: Jeruscholajim

Chapter Two: Emancipation and its Discontents

Chapter Three: Budapest – Vienna – Paris

Chapter Four: Between Political Fiction and Political Action

Chapter Five: From the Jewish Question to The Jewish State: The Revival of Jewish Public Space

Chapter Six: The Constituent Assembly: The Basel Congress

Chapter Seven: Altneuland – a Plan, not a Fantasy

Chapter Eight: El-Arish – Kishinev – Uganda: From Desert Mirage to Harsh Realities

Chapter Nine: Toward the End: Rome and Jerusalem

Bibliographical Note



By Shlomo Avineri

About the Author

Illustrations

Copyright


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Plaque on the site of the house in Budapest where Herzl was born (Ian Pitchford)

Herzl as a young man (Central Zionist Archives)

The title pages of eight different translations of The Jewish State (Reproduced with permission from Inyan ha-Yehudim (The Jewish Cause): Diaries 1895–1904, published by The Bialik Institute and the World Zionist Organization, 1997)

Herzl and Zionist delegation en route to Palestine, 1898 (Central Zionist Archives)

Herzl and Zionist delegation in Jerusalem, 1898 (Central Zionist Archives)

Kaiser Wilhelm II in Jerusalem, 1898 (akg-images/Imagno)

Herzl at the Second Zionist Congress in Basel, 1898 (Central Zionist Archives)

Joseph Chamberlain (Illustrated London News/Mary Evans)

Vyacheslav von Plehve (Topfoto)

Pope Pius X (akg-images)

King Victor Emmanuel III (Alinari/Topfoto)

Herzl’s funeral in Vienna, 1904 (Central Zionist Archives)

Herzl Street, Tel Aviv, c.1914 (Courtesy of Kedem Auctions, Jerusalem)

The Haganah ship Theodor Herzl in Haifa harbour, 1947 (Associated Press)

Herzl’s coffin arriving at Lod airport, Israel, 1949 (National Photo Collection, Government Press Office, State of Israel)

Coat of arms of the city of Herzliya (Coyote sprit/Wikimedia Commons)

Herzl’s tomb at Mount Herzl, Jerusalem (Djampa/Wikimedia Commons)


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EPIGRAPH

It is impossible, I think, to name

All the countries where I’ve been.

The only one for which I yearn

I never find: my homeland.

RICHARD WAGNER, The Flying Dutchman

No one has ever thought to look for the

Promised Land where it actually is, and it

is so near – within ourselves.

THEODOR HERZL, Diaries


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PREFACE

THEODOR HERZL was not the first to call for the establishment of a Jewish nation-state. He was preceded, most notably, by the socialist Moses Hess in his Rome and Jerusalem (1862) and by the Russian intellectual and physician Leo Pinsker in his Auto-Emancipation (1882); and the Odessa-based Hovevei Zion (‘Lovers of Zion’) movement had been instrumental since the early 1880s in helping to set up Jewish villages in Palestine. But Herzl’s activity was crucial in creating the institutional and organizational structure which helped to bring the idea of a Jewish state to the attention of world leaders and international public opinion. This process eventually made possible the establishment of Israel in 1948.

There is no dearth of detailed biographies of Herzl, some adulatory and others more critical. Some mistakenly focus on the Dreyfus trial as the trigger that caused Herzl to despair of the promise of Jewish emancipation in Europe: as I will try to show, it was developments in the Austro-Hungarian Empire that led him to the search for a Jewish homeland. On another level, many accounts of Herzl’s vision fail to mention his insistence that in the future Jewish commonwealth, the Arab population of Palestine should enjoy equal rights and participate in the political life of the country. It is not easy to present an adequate picture of his intellectual development and to transform the canonical image of a larger-than-life person – the ‘Visionary of the State’ in common Israeli parlance – into a real, living human being and thus extricate him from the mythological qualities connected with his name. This is basically the aim of this book.

Herzl was a relatively young man of 35 when he entered public life, promoting what he called ‘the Jewish cause’ (die Judensache). Being a private person with no organizational tools at his disposal, he could easily have failed, and his name would have been relegated to obscurity. Yet within less than nine years he had transformed Jewish public discourse and made the idea of a Return to Zion into a reality, albeit still a weak one, in world politics. But it was not inevitable that Herzl’s project would succeed, that it would not become just another of history’s lost causes.

This volume tries to focus mainly on Herzl’s intellectual and spiritual odyssey and to bring out his own doubts, false starts, and wrong turns, as well as his evident achievements. It is this route that turned Herzl from a private and marginal individual into a Jewish political leader, and transformed Zionism from an esoteric, if not cranky, idea into a player on the international scene. For Herzl, this was also a process of self-discovery and self-education.

It is for this reason that Herzl’s diaries serve as a major source for this book’s narrative. With some notable exceptions, their entries, covering 1,500 pages, have been underutilized in describing how complex, and far from pre-determined, were Herzl’s efforts. As in any other case of reverting to the diaries of a public figure who is also a gifted writer, one should obviously take the diary entries with a grain of salt: but they provide a fascinating picture of the incredible social network Herzl succeeded in weaving among various strands of fin de siècle European society. And because in many cases they describe Herzl’s own internal turbulence and failures, they can be seen as a credible reflection of how unsure he was of what he was trying to achieve and how he learned from his mistakes. The diaries are his true ‘novel of formation’ (Bildungsroman), and it is this inner development, coupled with his unceasing activity against all odds, which I try to describe in this book.

I owe my interest in Herzl’s intellectual development to the editors of the full Hebrew translation of Herzl’s Diaries – Josef Wenkert and the late Michael Heymann of the Central Zionist Archive in Jerusalem. Without their invitation to write the historical Introduction to the three-volume edition they were preparing, this book could not have been written. It was then that I realized that my own acquaintance with Herzl had actually been quite limited and inadequate, based as it was mainly on his published canonical writings – The Jewish State and Altneuland. I thus found myself plowing through the hundreds of pages of Herzl’s entries, which vividly described his contacts and meetings with hundreds of people, Jews and non-Jews – a true tableau of Europe’s Yesterday’s World (Die Welt von Gestern). Yet unlike Stefan Zweig’s memorable book, Herzl’s entries were written in what we would now call real time, and not in retrospect: so they are free not only from hindsight, but also from the kind of understandable nostalgia which sometimes mars Zweig’s evocation of a lost world. Reading the diaries from cover to cover – which I dare say even some of Herzl’s biographers did not really do – presented to me the incredibly wide scope of Herzl’s tireless efforts as set against the tremendous odds facing him.

I would like to thank Zvi Yekutiel, Director of the Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History in Jerusalem, who suggested I write an intellectual biography of Herzl to be included in their series of Jewish Thinkers. I am indebted to Yehiel Leket, Chairman of the Jewish National Fund History Institute, for research support. I learned a lot from my translator, Haim Watzman, a gifted writer in his own right, who was of great help in making my text more accessible to the general reader not versed in Jewish history. I owe a special gratitude to my research assistant, Eyal Tsur, for locating and identifying the quotes in the various English translations of Herzl’s writings, including the Diaries. Cathie Arrington, Lucinda McNeile as well as Anat Banin and Rochelle Rubinstein from the CZA helped with identifying and locating the pictures for the photographic section.

As always, my wife Dvora served as my most critical reader, and my thanks to her can only give a glimpse of how much I owe her for her patience and wisdom.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this volume to my grandchildren, Eynat, Noa and Ido, living proof that Herzl’s vision was not a dream.
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