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Moses Hess: The Holy History of Mankind and Other Writings
edited and translated by Shlomo Avineri. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004, xliv + 148 pgs.

This book would probably never have been translated and published at 
this time were it not for its being written by Moses Hess (1812–1875) 
and meticulously translated and edited, as well as astutely introduced, 
by Shlomo Avineri. When originally published, it was widely ignored. 
Subsequently, Isaiah Berlin called the book a “pretentious, tedious, badly 
written metaphysics of history, full of Hegelian clichés [and]… virtu-
ally unreadable.”1 Avineri himself, in his biography of Hess, called it “a 
strangely written tract, full of paradoxes, composed in a nebulous lan-
guage.”2 It is a strange book by a strange author. As for the character and 
philosophy of the author himself, accounts differ. Berlin and others view 
Hess as erratic and highly inconsistent. Shulamit Volkov, for example, 
writes that the corpus of his work is “full of inconsistencies and… irra-
tional.” His “personal struggle with the meaning of his faith… lies at the 
root of his vacillations between Judaism and Christianity, cosmopolitan-
ism and nationalism, determinism and moralism.”� In contrast, Avineri 
and others see him as manifesting basic continuity and growth.� However 
one views him, this book, his initial work, does have value to those inter-
ested in the life and work of significant historical figures.
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Hess was not the only prominent figure in “the making of modern 
Zionism” for whom there was a dissonance between his ideological in-
volvements and the socialization of his children. As this review is being 
written, two of Theodor Herzl’s three children, all of whom suffered from 
mental problems, are being buried near their father, on Mount Herzl, in 
Jerusalem, as per his wish. One of the factors that delayed their reinter-
ment for so long, strange as it may seem for a child of the founder of the 
Zionist Organization, was the apostasy of Herzl’s son, Hans.

After the publication of his work The Jewish State (1896), which can 
be said to have given birth to the Zionist movement, Herzl became aware 
of a book published in 1862 by Moses Hess, The Revival of Israel: Rome 
and Jerusalem, and declared, “everything that we have tried is already 
in his book…. Since Spinoza, Jewry has brought forth no greater spir-
it than Moses Hess.”5 Herzl also shared with Hess the view of Spinoza 
(16�2–1677) as a great “Jewish spirit,” and the dissonance mentioned 
above. In some respects, Hess’ Jewish identity was even more disjointed 
than Herzl’s.

Moses Hess was one of the most complex and fascinating Jewish 
thinkers of the nineteenth century. Born into an Orthodox Jewish family 
in Bonn—his paternal great-grandfather was a rabbi in Mannheim, and 
his maternal grandfather was a rabbi near Frankfurt—Hess was a secular 
Jew who in his youth became estranged from Jews and Judaism; married 
a non-Jewish woman; was one of the radical “young Hegelians”; and was 
an editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, as a result of which he met another 
of its editors, Karl Marx, with whom he maintained a cordial relationship 
despite Marx’s disparaging comments about him. His early socialist col-
leagues called him the “communist rabbi,” while most today view him as 
the first secular Zionist or proto-Zionist thinker. His best-known book, 
especially among Jewish readers, is Rome and Jerusalem, published in 
1862. There Hess took a major step, atypical of the universalist socialists, 
boldly asserting that Jews are a national entity and staunchly advocating 
the establishment of a Jewish national home in eretz Yisrael.

Hess’ first book, The Holy History of Mankind, was published in 18�7. 
He did not sign his name to it; it was published anonymously, “by a young 
disciple of Spinoza.” Spinoza is apparently Hess’ hero, primarily because 
of his rationalist biblical history, but the book also owes much to commu-
nism, Hegel’s notion of the dialectic—thesis, antithesis, synthesis—and 
Protestant theology. Hess’ holy history is composed of three eras, repre-
senting different stages in the knowledge of God.
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The first, that of “God the Father” and initiated by Adam, is essential-
ly a survey of biblical history from creation to the period of the Second 
temple. As Hess put it, it is “the history of the revelation of God the 
Father—or the knowledge of God in the images of fantasy, which had 
ruled the earth until then, but progressed until it became the holy root 
among the Jewish nation…” (p. 21).

during the second period, the Christian, that of “God the Son” and 
initiated by Jesus and which lasts until the late-medieval era, there is a 
turning inward. This period is characterized by “knowledge of God in the 
feelings of the soul” (ibid.). It was a period during which “the quarrel over 
the meaning of the old law ceased, because they had recognized God in 
man. And according to the eternal law of love, the Christians had to share 
their knowledge of God with the whole world” (p. 22). However, that 
knowledge was universalized through the Church, because “Christianity 
had to appear as separate from the state, because truth had not yet tri-
umphed, as the way of the lord had still to wander in the desert” (p. 2�). 
Nevertheless, as organizations and institutions are wont to do, the Church 
took on a life of its own; the process of “goal displacement”6 took place. 
As the Church grew and became more powerful, the Christians’ “meek-
ness turned into arrogance, their love into selfishness…” (p. 2�). 

The third period, that of “God the Holy Spirit,” was initiated by 
Spinoza and is a synthesis in which knowledge of God is universal, nei-
ther Jewish nor Christian, and is attained intellectually. In this period, the 
unity of state and religion, which was cardinal in Judaism and ruptured 
by Christianity, will be restored. It has to be restored, because “All state 
constitutions which are not founded on the principle of the knowledge of 
God must collapse; because all fallacy must finally perish, and only truth 
endures eternally. Only where there is truth is there life; where it is sup-
pressed, where lies rule, there is death” (p. 9�). The failure of Christianity 
will not, however, mean a return to Judaism. Judaism, to Hess, is “an 
ethereal fog… spirit without body,” much as the Chinese are “a rigid ca-
daver… body without spirit” (p. 9�).

In no small measure, much of The Holy History is quite similar to the 
work of Marx, which is not all that surprising, as he and Hess did know 
each other and share similar interests. Perhaps it is not too far afield to 
suggest that Marx is Hess sans theology and spirituality. They were both 
conflict theorists who saw inequality as the source of omnipresent human 
conflict. They both assert that “in the beginning” communism prevailed. 
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As Hess puts it, “the first human beings lived a life of unity, because they 
were still free and equal; therefore they were good and happy and loved 
each other, and shared joy with the joyful and mourned with the mourn-
ful” (p. 7). Further on in the book, he makes the bold assertion that “the 
[Mosaic] law originally divided all goods equally among the people and 
saw to it that equality… would be maintained” (p. 61). Where he finds 
such equality, other than perhaps in the Garden of eden, he does not in-
dicate, probably because he couldn’t. Be that as it may, he suggests that 
as the number of human beings grew, so did their desires, and that led 
to inequality, strife, and depravity. 

Hess sees inheritance as a major source of inequality. “Through her-
itability all that is one-sided in mankind, has arisen,” and, he avers, it 
violates the “old holy covenant,” which “stipulated that all property should 
revert after fifty years to its original owner…. Because the divine legis-
lator considered all land as the property of the invisible national God” 
(p. 7�). He correctly cites leviticus 25:2� to support his arguments about 
the Jubilee year. However, he completely avoids dealing with those verses 
in the same “old holy covenant” that explicitly support heritability.

Both Hess and Marx also shared a utopian vision of the future. In the 
end, peace and serenity will once again be restored, they assert. Hess nei-
ther predicts nor calls for a revolution, as did Marx, but for both, private 
property is dysfunctional and will ultimately be replaced by communism. 
Hess asserts that “the community of property… is the goal of social life,” 
and, though that goal is still far off, “just as our body developed over time 
and will eventually perish, so all inequality which emerged over time—
including social inequality—will disappear in time” (p. 65).

Hess’ traditional Jewish background is evident in many places in the 
book, and Avineri studiously points out most of them. One that is not 
explicitly mentioned is Hess’ assertion that “Man’s freedom consists not 
in his arbitrary will but in conscious obedience to the divine law” (p. 56). 
This profound statement is both highly traditional and very modern. 
It sounds very similar to the statement in the talmud by R. Yehoshua 
ben levi, “there is no free person other than the one who is engaged in 
torah” (Avot 6:2). At the same time, it is very modern in that Hess sees 
obedience as conscious, something that humans choose, which is, as Peter 
Berger elucidates, heretical. As Berger points out, “[t]he english word 
‘heresy’ comes from the Greek verb hairein, which means to choose. 
A hairesis originally meant, quite simply, the taking of choice.” 7 From 
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major perspectives of religious orthodoxy, including Jewish, one has no 
choice.8 

In fact, the very notion that knowledge of God is the highest level, which 
Hess attributes to Spinoza, is actually a very traditional Jewish notion. 
For example, Maimonides, who was born about five hundred years before 
Spinoza (11�5 rather than 16�2), considered the attainment of knowledge 
of God to be the supreme form of human perfection. As he put it: 

The fourth species is the true human perfection; it consists in the 
acquisition of the rational virtues—I refer to the conception of in-
telligibles, which teach true opinions concerning the divine things. 
This is in true reality the ultimate end; this is what gives the indi-
vidual true perfection, a perfection belonging to him alone; and it 
gives him permanent perdurance; through it man is man.9 

For Spinoza, however, God is impersonal, and he equated God with 
nature. Hess adopts Spinoza’s pantheism:

The old bond was the kernel of social life; the fruit was to be the new 
bond of mankind. Jehovah, insofar as he was the God or the unity of 
the nation, had to yield to the God of humanity; so monotheism that 
visualizes God in images has to yield to ideal pantheism. (p. 62)

Although Hess in this book writes more as a philosopher and “theo-
logian” than explicitly as a political theorist, there is much in his writing 
to interest those concerned with modern incarnations of the Hebraic 
political tradition. In the process of showing Hess’ intellectual develop-
ment from young Hegelian to major Zionist theorist, Avineri’s collection 
points to the possibility of a continuing Hegelian component in subse-
quent Zionist thought and allows one to see more clearly the complexity 
of the individual even if it does not put an end to the debate over the 
nature of his development.

Chaim I. Waxman, Rutgers university (emeritus)
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