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CHAPTER I 

Buber's philosophy, whether in the realm of the inter­

personal or the political sphere, exemplifies his belief 

that human beings can enter into dialogue with one another. 

The realm of the "between" represents one cornerstone of 

1 

Buber's philosophy . Genuine between-ness begins at the moment 

in which two persons become aware of the uniqueness of the 

other. This awareness depends on mutuality and an ability to 

accept the other person as a unique creation of God . The in­

dividual's challenge is to channe l thi s awareness into a con­

crete relationship. Therein the between-ness becomes concreti zed 

by a mutual, reciprocal encounter involving two individua ls. 

This meeting empowers a person towards r esponsibi lity , that is, 
1 

the ability to respond to another person as a unique ind ividual. 

Such a dialogical relationship can blossom between two persons 

and as Buber insists, between two communities. In this opening 

sec tion we seek an understanding of Buber's concept of dialogue. 

His dialogical message affected his political philosophy, 

especia lly in relation to the Jewi sh-Arab question. The 

possibi lity that two peoples can respond and live with the other 

is not a dream. It is the r eality of Buber' s political beliefs, 

expressed by Maurice Fri edman in thi s manner: 

"Nor can it (dialogue) be genuinely founded if 
it thinks in terms of the dialogue between s tate 
rather than between peoples, between the repre­
sen tatives of states rather than between the 
responsible and tested leaders of genuine 
cornrnuni ti es."2 



Buber sought the actualization of a dialogue between 

Arab j s and Jews. His ideas were formulated i n th e form of 

2 

an abstract na tional theory , which he conc reti zed fo r the 

Jewish nation of the fut ure . In 1921 , he advocated an organic 

Zionist commun ity, attuned to the economic and social co -

operation of Ar abs and J ews . Before we investigate hi s 

politica l attitudes , we will uncover his basic philosophy . 

For Buber, someone who sought to meet his fellow man 

throughout hi s life, the metaphor of the eclipse of God is 

vital. In an ecl ipse of the s un, the moon passes between 

the earth and the sun; similarly, the ec lipse of God mean s that 

something has blocked the relation between man and God. However 

s imple the metaphor of s ight: "w~ make the tremendous assumption 

that we can gl ance up to our God with our 'mind' s eye ' or 
3 

rather being's eye, as with our bodily eye to the s un." Sight, 

the most sensi tive and di scriminating of our senses , becomes a 

me taphor of t he mind' s per ceiving God. The emphasis in Buber 's 

idea is on the "being's eye , " the being or essence of man. 

Ce rtainl y Buber never intended to have the metaphor of sight 

misconstrued by tho se who might think that man could l iterally 

see God. Rather, he meant to place i t s ful l force on the dark-

ne ss of the image , for that i s the r esult of an eclipse. Man 

is left i n darkness; the betweenness of man and Gold has been 

ent ered by " something," and it casts a shadow. The essential 

question posed by the eclipse, then, is--what has entered be ­

tween mand and God ? 

The between is found in relation; and relation i s the key 

word in unders tanding Buber's though, because for him , if man 



can enter into relation with another being, the eclipse may 

eventually vanish. Relation, as Buber fully appreciates, is 

an ambiguous and probably mi sleading word because in modern 

usage, it usually refers to relating to "something;" the 

seomthing that blocks r eal relation, in the basically re ­

ligious sense in which Buber understands it. Relation in 

3 

this real sense occurs when man ' s being is involved with 

another: being with nature, with man, and with God. Of course, 

by just defining relation one already objectifies it, and there ­

fore one gives it qualities and characteristics , thus dis -

tinguishing t hem as objects. Nevertheless, relation, as we 

describe it, must include such ideas as reciprocity, between­

ness, addressing, and wholeness. These are the intellectual 

components of the idea, but even if we can fit them together 

in life, this does not necessarily give us real relation, as 

Buber has l ived it and believes all men may live it. No matter 

how profound phi losophical thought may be, Buber contends, it 

does not yield relation. The baby, who has only a limited 

awareness of the world, lives in relation, in the I -Thou, but 

as he grows older, enters adol escence, and matures, he in-

creasingly realizes that he lives in a world, the sum of every­

thing, an~ only rarely enters into the I-Thou. Man ' s relations 

are manifold, his attitude two-fold: I-It, I-Thou. Within the 

latter, man enters into relation with God. 

But how does man enter into the relation which Buber 

calls the absolute and perfect one? "The relation to a human 
4 

being is the proper metaphor for the relation to God.'' Here 



again we find another metaphor, a way to God. Metaphor, in 

the Greek, means "to carry across:" thus in the I -Thou of 

two men, the relation is carried over into the Eternal Thou. 

4 

If God has become eclipsed , it is because man's proper relation 

to man has also been eclipsed. Buber, unlike theologians whose 

conception of relation i s limited to man-God, has based his 

idea of God on man-to-man relationships. Man's way must begin 

with listening, not merely hearing, but concentrating one's 

whole being on another person ("being" in German means ,"essence" 

as well). When a man understands a person as a whole being, as 

a "wesen," and listens to hi s address with all his being, re -

lation is possible. Buber calls the occurence "meet ing , or 

encounter," and for him, real meeting is in the present. Perhaps 

the most powerful words of Buber are "all real living is 
5 6 

meeting;" or "toute -vie veritable est rencontre." It is 

man's turning away from this "real living" which makes relation 

nearly impossib le . Man next to man is empty; between man and 

man is meaningful. 

Man has become myopic in many ways , Buber believes, for 

he sees only what is directly in front of him, the object, and 

is blind when he looks beyond. Although Buber uses the metaphor 

of sight to describe hi s ideas, the essential sense in a true 

r e lation is acoustical. Man must address and listen to his 

fe llow man; so too with nature and with God. 

Most religions, like that of the Greeks , conce ived their 
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gods visually. The Greek word "eido," to know, also means 

"to see." The Hebrews, on the other hand, "did not visualize 

their God and express ly forbade attempts to make of him an 
7 

object. He was to be heard and listened to." Herein, Buber 

maintains, lies the distinction between philosophy and re­

ligion, a vital difference if one is to understand his con-

ception of the eclipse of God. "Philosophy and philosophizing 

(for Buber the former means the latter), ... begins ever anew 

with one's definitely looking away from his concrete si tuation, 
8 

hence with the primary act of abstraction." Abstract, tha~ 

which "draws off" ideas from the concrete, the present, and 

turns them into objects, is the preoccupation of the philosopher. 

The pre-eminent sense of the philosopher is sight; he examines 

an idea in hi s mind and turn s it over and over, abstracting 

the logic of it, and in so doing, he sees an ' ' it". Under­

standably, the "noetical" act is the act originating in the 

mind or apprehended by reason. 

Buber's description of philosophy is not intended to 

degrade philosophy for he too is a philosopher, as well as 

a poet and a religious man. Moreover, the dichotomy between 

philosophy and religion is not irreconcilable. Buber insists 

that "I may not try to escape the paradox. I have to live re-

legating the two irreconcilable positions to two separate 

realms ... ! must take it upon myself to live both in one and 
9 

lived both are one." 

By insisting on the possibility of r econciliation of 

philosophy and religion, Buber recognizes that whether re-
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conciliation occurs is man's decision; God did not create 

the division. Furthermore, the idea of unity pervades Buber's 

thought. In his essay "Judaism and Mankind," Buber reiterates 
10 

that "one thing above all is needed." Man must strive for 

''one thing," that is, unity in his life. Man cannot live in 

this dualistic world and yet hope to turn to God, unless he 

reconciles the inner self with the world of relation. Buber 

contrasts the duality in the attitude of the ethical man with 

the unified life of religious one, who has turned to God. The 

man who makes this change must choose to do so; it is his true 

test. As Buber speaks: 

"In the unconditionality of his deed 
man experiences his communion with 
God . . . . for the one who chooses, who 
decides, who is aflame with his goal, 
who is unconditioned, God is the 
closest, the most familiar Being, 
whom man, through his action, realizes 
ever anew, experiencing thereby the 
mystery of mysteries . " 11 

The magnitude of that reconciliation is staggering, yet a 

philosophical anthropologist could not divorce himself from 

his fellow man, nor his ideas, and st ill be a whole person. 

The pre-eminent sense of religion is hearing, the 

accoustical sense; its complement is speaking, the faculty 

of langua :;e . As Buber wrote: "the duality of the I and Thou 

finds fulfillment in the religious relationship; the duality 

of subject and object sustains philosophy while it is carried 
12 

on." Although in modern times religion and the religious 

relationship have become practically eclipsed from one another , 

for Buber their identity is essential, if there is to be true 
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religion. Religjon generically means to ''bind back;" for 

Buber it means "the act of holding fa s t to God ... holding fas t 
13 

to the existing God." Man must bind himself to God , and 

do so intentionally . Thi s holding fast to God is a continuous 

struggl e , because man cannot always be in relation to God. To 

hold fast to God one mus t hold fast to man. The religious re­

lations hip is that o f mee ting , of r ec iproc ity , of addressing 

one ' s f ellow man. Moreover, "the religious essence in ever y 

religion can be found in its highest certainty . That is the 

certainty that the meaning of existence is open and accessible 

in the actual lived concrete, not above the s truggle of reality 
14 

but in it . " The s truggle, the confrontation with the meaning 

of religion and the meaning of life , l eads man to the realization 

that s uch a struggle is part of leadin g a religious l ife. I f 

man sees the world a s "of obj ects," but li s t ens to the words 

of relation, then he may begin to find hi s way. 

* * * 
Man mus t turn himself, so that he may speak to God , but 

what are the forms of man' s speech ? In one of hi s s ubl i me 

metaphors, Buber indicates that man' s relation to nature lies 

on the threshold of speech, his r e l ation to man is unde r the 

"seuil" of speech (grounded in speech), and hi s encounter with 

God hover s above the door of s peech. Man s peaks to God, but 

his speech often is in the form of si lence; the spoken word 

being a hindrance because it is only a refraction of man' s 

thought. The address to God i s made with one ' s whole being; 

it is man' s turn i ng to God. Turnin g may t ake the form of: 

praye r, of pouring one's whole soul into the spoken word; but 
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there is something lacking in prayer; as Buber says: "all 

religious expression is only an intimation of its attainment ••• 

The meaning is to be found through the engagement of one's 

own per son . "15 Prayer is only an intimation, but not the 

paradigm of the way. Perhaps Buber de-emphasizes prayer 

because it has become so misused , preferring to stress 

silent relation. For Buber, prayer is timeless, wordless , 

and speechless if it is man's real address to God. He 

also recognized, however, that prayer can become narcissis-

tic and introverted . The word "address" always reappears 

in Buber's discussion of r eligiou s expressi on because i f 

man speaks his prayers , making it an address to God , then 

the prayer will be filled with meaning. Though man may 

find his greatest comfort in prayer during times of suffer­

ing , he can also find meaning in prayer every day, if the 

prayer becomes l ived speech. Man frequently criticizes 

prayer as meaningless, for where is one to find God 

in reciting prayers? Rather man should ask, where may I 

discover in my whole being the way of speaking to Q:>d? 

Searching within oneself reveals that prayer is only 

meani~gful if man makes it so . 

For Buber, l anguage does not reside in man but we 

stand in language a nd speak out of it. 16 The message 

conveyed in one ' s language is often corrupted. Buber's 

dialogical message requires t hat dialogue lead to action. 

Individual dialogue does not lead to mysticism, but an 

involvement in public life. Building a strong relation-

ship between communities is one way of r einfor cing one's 

relation to God. 
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Buber seeks to restore the sanctuary of the between, 

so that man may return to God. If man c hooses his way through 

prayer, then prayer means living. Living in r e lation to man, 

hallowing the wonders of the ever yday. As W. Kaufmann noted 

in hi s preface to I and Thou: "the central commandment of 
17 

the I-Thou relations hip is to make the secular sacred." 

Man l ives , but man rarely lives in r elation. The man who 
18 

addresses God has nothing, but he s tands in relation. 

No thingness , in Buber's sense, can be fullness; for if man 

possesses no object then he addresses the You, the essential 

being o f God, which leads him to God . For Buber, man's 

response to the Eternal You is pr e -linguis tic. 

The doors of relation are open, but mutuality doe s not 

always come to pass. If one addresses the Ete rnal Thou and 

r eceives God' s answer, he receives the unfathomable s tre ngth 

of life's meaning. "Man receives the inexpr ess ible confirma -
19 

tion of meaning ... nothing henceforth can be meaningless." 

The meaning re s ide s i n one ' s own life , not in some distant 

world but in this world. Man receives meaning in this world, 

a s Buber call s it, he receives "the whole abundance of actual 
20 

reciprocity, of being admitted, of being associated ." But 

if man only r eceives, thi s relation to God will be one-sided . 

Rather, he mus t g ive of himse l f , he mus t act. "Man must put 

the Presence in action, not let it reside in thought---this 
21 

is not what we ought to do- --we cannot do otherwise ." 

In Buber's mind, the man who enters into relation with the 

Eternal Thou has , in effect, made the decisive choice of his 
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life: one must act now. 

Every person faces this monumental choice; it is the 

eternal test of the individual. The next test begins when a 

person stands ready for a dialogical relation to the community. 

The realization of a personal dialogical life must be extended 

to the community. This concept of the We-Thou, the group's 

relation to God, and within it the individual's relation to 

the group, is of paramount importance in this thesi s . The 

matrix of dialogical relations is lived in the communal arena, 

and it is here that Buber developed his ideas on politics. The 

political community must be responsive to both the individual 

and communal needs. 

While Buber's philosophical rubrics stress God's willing-

ness to meet man , albeit at times more latent than actual, he 

al s o demands a personal and communal response to Him . This 

action entails a responsibility to act i n the community, and 

testify to God's presence in Israel's history. The fulfil lment 

of the I-Thou, translated into the life of politics, centers 

around two foci: the locus of personal relations and communal 

dialogue. Faith in dialogue is perhaps one of the only anti-

dotes to a de-humanized society, a society that Ernst Simon 

characterizes a s a diseased nationalism. For Buber, a genuine 

community comprised a social and spiritual reality . We cannot 

talk with God if we have abandoned the world, the community 

demands that we act towards the realization of our political 
22 

goals. Those goals, which he defended at the Zionist Congress 
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in 1921, crystallized in two patterns. The goal of a Jewish 

community, or nation responsive to the spi ritual needs of its 

people, and a nation whose dialogical relation to the Eretz 

Yisrael implied a responsiveness and cooperation with the Arab 
23 

people s . As Simon points out, Buber never advocated a with -

drawal into a private, mystical life. Rather, the goal of 

political action must be the creation of a sp iritual -political 

community living in concert with its neighbors. 

Although Buber's ideas on community seem quite utopian, 

his concern was with the politics of the here and now. He did 

not advocate a utopia in I srael but a s low organic development 

of Israel, in congruence with the needs of a Zionist nation. 

He believed in building now, that, "We cannot prepare the 
24 

messianic world, we can only prepare for it." The world and 

the se l f are un ifiable , to th is end, Buber s tressed the co ­

working of Community and God in a program of r e ligious sociali sm. 

The mature expression of Buber's concern with a community 

responsive to God is his religious socialism, which he developed 
25 

after World War I. Our Western culture, Buber wrote, has 

moved into a "Gesellschaft" society, wherein the mechanical 

living has replaced the organic community life. Friedman, in 

his analysis of Buber's political model, emphasizes that "true 

participation in community demands no less power of the soul 
27 

than participation in a parliament or s tate politics." The 

political goals of the community must be pursued within the 

community. Thus Buber's community is grounded in religious 

sociali sm , and includes an attachment to God's spirit as 
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manifested in our history. Buber's religious socialism is 

built on a "closeness to the land, on the meaningfulness of 

work and mutual help, on the leadership of those men who can 

take responsibility for individual lives, on a commun ity built 

out of direct relationship between men and groups of men ... and 
28 

above all on the reign of God . " Buber's socialism is no sub-

stitute for utopianism; it demands the community ' s 'power of 

the spirit' to build a li fe-style of total community, responsible 

to individual and communal needs. This community is possible, 

but not because of God's grace . It can be established through 

man's will which is responsible to God's presence. Buber saw 

the failures of both the socialist and the capitalist societies , 

and thus his religious socialism is grounded in a dialogical 

community. In this religious socialism, Buber's ca ll for the 

actualization of God on earth and his concern for the relations 

between man and man have merged into a whole--the message of 
29 

true community. 

The spirit of this new community is based on the leader's 

belief in a community responsible for all its inhabitants and 
30 

one that is devoted to the working of the land. This 

community emerges from Buber's idea of 'humanitas.' It is the 

true humanism of a life lived in dialogue; it includes not only 

intellectual growth but a regeneration of the uniqueness of 

human l ife. That individual uniqueness can be transposed to 

the political realm; a nation encompasses a unique national 

purpose and spirit, which advances the people towards a res-
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ponsiveness to its ne ighbors. This is one of the primary goal s 

of Buber' s nationalism. Thi s idea repre sent s the goal of 

Jewish nationalism Buber propounded in 1921 which was sub­

sequent l y rejected by the Twelfth Zionist Congr ess . Eight 

years later , at the 1929 Congress, Buber reiterated the dan ger 

faced by the Jews: the nation cannot become a nat ional i dol. 

The nat ion must recognize that God s tands above the entire 

community . The community ' s humanity i s "the un i t y of human 
31 

life under one divine direction." Maintain ing the community 

necessitates compromises : Buber del i neate s two essential 

fac tors . Firs t , the people' s 'will to power' cannot interfere 

wi th the community' s relation to God. Second, ther e s hould 

exist a constant communal r esponsib i lity to we i gh exactly "how 

much i s necessary to preserve the community. "32 This conscious-

ness wi ll allow I srae l a life o f national humani s m that nourishes 

the spi r it of nat ional cooperation, and attachment to the land, 

and a spir itual conce rn that are consi tent with Buber's idea 

of a Zionist nat ion. 
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CHAPTER Il 

The understanding of Buber's politics begins with certain 

universal concepts that underlie his notion of a people and a 

nation. The universal operative political concepts are 

grounded in his notion of "mythos", a form of abstract beliefs 

or experiences that are fundamental to any people. A mythos, 

or myth, as described in Ernst Simon ' s last chapter on Buber, 

"The Tangible and the Abstract in Buber's Politics", often re­

mains undefined. Buber often concentrates on the concrete 

myths of the Jewish people without explaining the idea of 

"mythos" in general. A myth in its broadest sense, is a 

fundamental way of organizing reality, which we might add, 

tends to become more abstract in Western civilization. Every 

people has a myth, and every nation includes a national myth 

that justifies its continued political existence. Myth, 

translated into political terms, yields an ideology. The 

Torah and the experiences therein constitute the myth of the 

Jewish people, but we can only examine these myths after 

analyzing Buber's views on peoplehood, nationalism, and the 

spirit. 

Maurice Friedman provides a useful definition of myth 

that elucidates Buber's idea , especially in light of Buber's 

concern for Jewish relations with Arabs: "myth is the expres­

sion of a world in which the divine and the human live next 
1 

to and in one another." Thus a myth is the concretization 

of a dialogical relation. In one of Buber's early speeches 
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on Judaism (1913), he spoke of myth in general t e rms, in-

sisting that "every person can de t ermi ne the de s tiny of God 

through his own life , therefore every person is deeply rooted 
2 

in the mythos of life." This early s tatement, which becomes 

c learer upon examination of Buber's notion of sp irit, implies 

that the myth not only direc ts the life of a people , but also 

affects the individual. Living i n accordance with this my thos 

necessitat es an actualization of the spiri tual element of 

living . 

Buber's notion of a people encompasses cert ain univer sal 

characteristics. The sina ~u~non of a people's origin is ---
threefold : the element of fate, the spiritual factor, and a 

communa l self -consciousness. The concept 'peopl e ' implies a 
3 

unity of fa t e . This presupposes a gigantic moldin g of a group 

based on common experiences and fate, a fate which can be 

fu rther explained as the encounter between a group of people 

and a Thou or transcendent being. The transmis s ion of this 

encounter to future generations relies on the propagation of 

the species and the development of a body of literature that 

explains this unity of fate. Buber denotes th is human-divine 

meeting as the "sp iritual factor " of a people . This spiritual 

facto r manifests itself in the organic, potential, common 

memory of a peop le and i s authenticated to future generations 

through a pat t ern of expe r iences , as a language of existence 
4 

or way of life. In Buber ' s thinking, the unity of fate and 

the spiritual factor (expressed in common memory and language) 



are the cornerstones of any people. This idea of people 

also implies that a pe r son i s born into it and accepts the 

physical and spi ritual goals that are sui generi s to the 

people. Once this peopl e i s establi s hed, Buber can define 

hi s notion of a nation . Only through the progression of a 

people to a nation can we under s tand Buber• s nat iona li sm . 

The term .. nation" s igni f ie s the unit people from the per­

spective that a people becomes aware of its distinctiveness 

from any other nation . That i s, a people becomes a nation 

when it develops a consciousness of a unique identity. The 

manifestation of this na tional self-conscious ness leads in-

exorably to an awareness of modern nat i onali sm. Buber ex-

pressed thi s change thusly: .. A nation is produced when its 

acquired s tatus undergoes a decisive inner change which i s 
s 

accepted as s uch in the people' s self -conscious ness . .. 

Buber likens this awareness of national uniqueness t o 

a person who has an awareness of hi s ' s ee ing ability' and 

unders tand s the function of hi s visual capacity. But if a 

peopl e becomes obsessed with it s vision, with its national 

capacities, this leads to an overextended awareness. Such 

extreme s of national awareness are in Buber' s mind, s i gns of 

unhealthy nationalis m. If we r e turn to the model of the 

18 

dialogical re lations, we see that a healthy nationalism 

compares to the fullness of the encounter between two persons 

or groups of people. There i s a recognition of the divine 

presence in every dialogical r elation. But when that aware-

ness i s l ost, the partners are no longer ends in themselves, 
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rather they try to manipulate each other as means to an end. 

Dialogue fails. Likewise in the history of a nation, the 

national self-awareness propels the nation towards a national 

program, which i n Buber's mind, can be twisted into a national 

myopia, an obsession with the nation as a god unto itself. 

This is the disease of nationalism. Such nationalism cannot 

channel the communal power of relation into its national pro­

gram, nor will it utili ze the spiritual component of the 

people, the common fate and memory that binds a people into a 

nation. In Buber's eyes, nationalism can only be effective if 

it recognize s the power that transcends the nation. The 

reality of God is the ultimate power who overarches any 

national consciousness. The nation in Buber's eyes, is not 

self-sufficient, but it is completely aware of its existence 

quo nation. If the nation's identity becomes distorted, 

this signal s the onset of a diseased nationalism . 

"He who regards the nation as the supreme 
principle, as the ultimate reality, as the 
fi nal judge and does not recognize that over 
and above all the countless and varied peoples 
there is an authority named or unnamed to 
which communities as well as individuals must 
inwardly render an account of themselves, 
could not possib ly know how to draw thi s 
di stinction .... "(between two t ypes of 
nationalism) 

7 

Although Buber initially defines nationalism in negative 

terms, he also discusses the idea of positive nationalism. 
( 

The Hebrew term ..,111'/IJIJ(. I in contr adistinction to .J'!)H'"f repre-

sents Buber's concept of healthy nationalism, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter. As opposed to a disembodied 



nationalism that separates a people from the driving 

sp iritual forc e of its national myth, Buber views Jewish 

na t ionalism as distinctive because of his belief i n organic 

nationalism and the peopl e ' s association with the land of 

I srael . 
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The original kernel of nationalism inspires a people to 

struggle for what they lack, in order to achieve their "droits 
8 

de la nation." A problem inevitably arises in national - hood 

deve lopment that spells the inner des truc tion of a people, 

namely that the nation wins its rights but loses sight of its 

binding myth which gives it purpose. This is what Buber calls 

._11lj~t~. This nationalism lacks a spiritual component and 

regards the nation as primus inter pares. The be s t example 

of thi s nationali sm remains the Third Reich. Essen tially , 

the Buberian concept of healthy nationali sm implies a spi ritual 

factor and ability to work with other nations: "It (the 

nation) does not feel superior to others, but considers its 

task incomparably sublime, not because this task is greater 
9 

than another, but because it is creation and mission." The 

people are God's creation, the nation unfolds from an aware-

ness of communal uniqueness , and the miss ion means working in 

cooperation with other nations. 

Underl ying Buber's nationalism is the concept of "spirit" 

as the fundamental ground of a nation. The problem with the 

term spi rit, or spiritual force resides in its multiplicity 

of meanings. Buber refers to the spirit of nationalism, the 

prophet's spirit, and the spirit of the land (i.e., land of 



Zion). Here it is necessary to remember that ' spirit' en­

compasses many nuances, but at an elemental level, spirit 

refers to the infusion of God's presence (past or present) 

in any task, whether personal or political. The spirit of 

21 

nationali sm as we have just explored, blossoms in the nation's 

ideology, but this ideology can only be fruitful if it does 

not make the nation an end in itself. Hence a national aware -
10 

ness of God must color a healthy ideology. That spiritual 

presence infuses Jewish nationalism with a special task--to 

create a nation answerable to God and morally responsible 

towards other nations, such as the Arabs. 

Buber also speaks of spirit in terms of the spiritual 

history of the Zion concept. The spiritual component of Zion 

rest s with God: "the basis of joining land and people was 

not from an artificial process, but based on God and his re-
11 

lation to the Jews." (In thi s sense Buber consider s Zion 

unlike any other nation, but views the Jewish nation as a 

"people interpreting it s historical experiences as the actions 
1 2 

of its God.") But his idea of Zion does not undermine 

Buber's idea of nation, rather it impels his conceptualization 

of a state based on the interplay of spirit and politics. 

The spiritual history of the people of Israel is not based 

on a singl e event, rather it is an ongoing reality that 

directs the progress of the Jewish nation. In his preface 

to On Zion, Buber expressed the concreteness of Jewish spirit 

in this way: The political enterprise reflects the spiritual 

history of a faith, and thus ''a s long as such a spiritual 



reality lives, history should be responsible to it rather 
13 

than that is should be responsible to history." The 

nation can only become a spiritual force if it overcomes 

certain dualisms. Spiritual force means in concrete terms, 

the s ubstitution fer war by (a) community, "the practice of 
14 

22 

a religion of communal living." Religion , if lived in this 

way, can prevent the nation from becoming an end in itself. 

This is the task of our religion. That spiritual force re­

presents the paradigm of a Jewish nat ion, it enables the 

nation to overcome the dualism of truth and reality, idea 

and fact, morals and politics. 

In his introduction to On Zion, Na hum Glatzer indicates 
15 

that the idea of spirit pervades Buber's prophetic view. 

Spirit is "the prophetic teacher of faithfulness and renewal" 

and the prophet 's task demands that he be "Faithful to the 
16 

task of r ealization of genuine community." The spirit 

represents the regenerative fountai n from which the prophet 

drinks, it is a "guardian of social dynamics out of which 
17 

all ins titutions must renew themselves." This is spirit 

in its most abstract form. How does the spirit function in 

the individual chosen by God? This spirit, or spiritual 

force is not a possession belonging only to the prophet, 

but rather it is a tangib l e message transmitted by God. 

Without this spirit the prophet has no power. Power is 

given to the prophet in order that he might discharge 
18 

God ' s duties . Spir it does not exist i ndependent of the 

prophet's being, it is not a timeless ideal of Platonic 



form. The spirit manifests itself through the prophet's 

words and actions. This is the core of Buber's essay on 

"Plato and I sa iah" in which he claims that the prophet 

"does not, like Plato , believe that he possesses an ab­

s tract, general, or timeless concept of truth. He always 
19 

receives only one mes sage from one si tuation." 

The desideratum of the prophet rests not in a power 

that he possesses sui generis, rather hi s power stems from 

his relation to God's spiritual power. The man of spi rit 

is the one whom the spi rit invade s and seizes, whom the 
20 

spi rit uses as its garment, not one who houses the spi rit. 

With thi s understanding of th~ prophetic spirit, we 

now turn to Jeremiah, who Ernst Simon portrays as a para -

di gm of this spiritual force. We have noted the multipli-

ci t y of meanings attached to the term 'spirit.' God's 

spirit has a multifaceted e ffect on the prophet. The 

prophet is part of a people, and by extension, the sp irit 

determines the pattern of a healthy national growth. The 

nation must live in accord with its spi ritual power. The 

essential fusin g of land and people, which created Jewish 

nationalism, was not an artificial process, but was grounded 

on God ' s relation to the Jews. 

Simon delineates the prophetic task most clearly in 

comparing Jeremiah to Buber. The prophet must first concern 

himself with the spi ritual existence of I s rael before at-
21 

tend i ng to her physical existence. Similarly, Buber 

devoted himsel f to the task of national identity in Ge rmany 

23 



22 
by developing a program of adult education . Without this 

sp iritual basis there could be no Jewish people in the 

Reich's s hadow. Buber' s caveat to the German Jewish 

24 

community paralleled Jeremiah's warnings to the Jerusalemites. 

Jeremiah had wa rned that Jerusalem would fall , maintaining 

that the l eaders were incapable of ruling a theo-political 

s tate. But Jeremiah never accepted the blandishment s of 

Nebuchadnezzar ' s chief guard, he remained faithful to hi s 
23 

people, and s tood by hi s basic posi tion. Simon's inter -

pretation mirrors the Bibl ical passage: (Jeremiah 40: 2-4) 

"The Lord your God threatened thi s place 
with thi s disaster; and now the Lord ha s 
brought it about. He has acted as He 
threatened, because you sinned against 
the Lord and did not obey Him. Thi s i s 
why this has happened to you. Now I 
release you this day from the letters 
which were on your hands . If you would 
like to go with me to Babylon, come, and 
I will look after you . •. . See, the whole 
land is before you: go wherever seems 
good and right to you.'' 

Jeremiah's sp iritual force s ummoned him to rema i n wi th 

hi s peopl e. _, Yet hi s spirit also compelled him to decry 
24 

the spiritAmalaise of hi s people. 

The prophetic task begins as a corrective to the peop l e's 

spirit. Buber also found himself in this position, vis-~­

vis hi s position with the Arabs. Tn Germany, Buber had advo ­

cated a tribal attachment to Judaism; he transformed t his 

goal i nto a national goal in Pales tine. But he did not 



abaondon the goal of spiritual nationalism in Palestine. 

He espoused a humanis tic living together wi th the Arabs , 

reminding the Yishuv settle r s that this was their obligation. 

The alternative was a zeal ous secular nationalism. Such 

a position was difficult to maintain in a time of extr eme 
25 

nationa l awareness: 

Jll 'l LJ!l.;') -.Al'~ ''f]p~ _pl< f''lr 1' ~ -:,f J'' 3 ,'7)' \. ..Jl'j/U'ili'> IJ!l ~/( 
.':/?~ 'JJ';J'';)_.Pf!.J·) ~ J~11:y.r1':> ~'f:;,p;:.-111()1)1!.A~i> 

In l a ter years , Buber echoed these words of national 

respons ibility in a speech delivered on Apri l 30 , 1958 in 

which he spoke of the nationa l obligation to the s pirit . 

"But he who will truly serve the spirit 
must seek to make good all that which was 
once mi ssed : he must seek to free once 
again the blocked path to an unders t anding 
wi th the Arab peoples. " l.4 
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CHAPTER III 

Now that we have defined Buber ' s fundamental universal 

co~cepts , namely, a people, its growth into a nation, and 

the subsequent development of a national spirit , we can 

turn to the distinctive qualities of Jewish nationalism. Just 

as nationalism cannot flourish without a healthy spirit , so 

too Jewish nationalism necessitates a tie to a particular 

land, namely Israel. This is an apodictic factor of Jewish 

nationalism. Before explaining this idea, which Buber 

defines in 2!!_ Zion, we must first understand the components 

of Jewish nationalism. 

Authentic Jewish nationalism, in its highest form en-

compasses both a practical program and ideological aspira 

tions. The practical program , as lived in the land of 

Zion , we call Zionism, but we have to first understand its 

ideological foundation . In Buber's mind, Jewish national­

ism is known as,...J7f 1 /V/~[a term signifying a healthy national-

ism . This nationalism is the paradigm of organic national-

ism that Buber builds for the nation Israel. In our early 

discussion of nationalism, -fil'~IJtJ is opposed to the incom­

plete nationalism of .Jlf.Jrl/Jt> this is a nation that becomes 

a god unto itself. 1 Simon adumbrates the characteristics 

of organic nationalism: its legitimacy is based on the 

cooperation of a nation with its neighbors, the nation has 

a common fate or destiny, the nation achieves a cormnon 

experience in his tory, and it has an attachment to the 

spiritual power that transcends it. Finally organic Jewish 
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nationalism includes a basic link to the land called •zion.•2 

Simon explains in the opening pases of his Line of Demarcation 

the agreement of two peoples working towards a cooperative 

society parallels the measured sounds of a symphony orches­

tra, producing a cooperative society. 3 JYl'Jt/~ J'Nl Ji'''il ~A. ,Jq_y.t 

Such an organic nationalism derive~ from the spiritual 

relation of God and the people, as well as . from the real­

ization of the deficiencies of other national movements. 

In Jewish nationalism the two distinctive elements are one, 

the spiritual basis of the nation and its relation to God. 

Secondly, the key element is the historical tie to Zion, 

the land of Israel. 

Not only are these distinctive qualities necessary 

for Jewish nationalism, bu~ Buber contends that from a 

new society a new man will emerge. As this new man emerges, 

molded by a unique national self-consciousness, the entire 

nation will be transformed into a \HIJ. 4 Such a nation 

exemplifies a national ideology, and this ideology symbo-

lizes that the nation considers itself distinct £rom other 

nations: . ~/'/flt. ~trjf. p'i'[ "'"'t.h 'J>?..)!) 'tt.tJJt1iJ.!P ~~ ',/tl1J(J:, tt_)i) 

This national feeling is the legitimate accompanying 

phenomenon of a people JYwhich becomes an ~fl//«. 5 The 

other significant element in the transformation of the 

people into an organic Jewish nation is the recognition of 

the spiritual element: 

';)~P ~IO' 1>1..J~t f.p,,,1 'jt}lk. ;n:lj k.I~ •. . 'e/jj":) :110'':'> 

~, .. ()7}_,li)J 'i)~tf) (Jt)Jl'tJ_j:J ( Z)j)'~) ht~") 



"The spiritual element in this formulation is the common 

organic memory in potential, a foundation which reveals 

itself in a structur~l way[that is, in its actual manifesta-

tion], in the experiences, language, and in its way of 

l . f .. 6 i e. 

There exists, in Buber's words, a mysterious element 

among the chain of people, spirit, and land. Be called 

this a living matrimony, a "challenge to make of it(God ' s 

giving the land) what Be intended to have made of it . 7 

There remains a living, acting partnership between land 

and people, expressed in the dialogical: the land needed 

the people and the people neede« the land. 

A particular land is essential to Buber's belief in 

Jewish nationalism, for the basis of joining land and 

people was not an artificial process, but based on God' s 

relation to the Jewish people. The people did not choose 

a land to justify their national claims. Rathe r that land 

was given them in an ongoing historical event. This is one 

of the unique elements of Jewish nationalism. Buber calls 

this mutual relationship a mystery, but his Zionist critics 

tried to dissolve this mystery. In Buber' s schema, Zion-

ism aims at the creation of a just and genuine conununity, 

tied to a specific land. The land is as important to God 

as is the relationship between the people and God. This 

is an integral part of Buber's Jewish national belief. 

Yet his critics abhorred the mysterious basis of a God- land 
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relationship. The mystery resides in the relation of the 

people, God, and Zion. Only on this particular land can 

Buber's dream of organic nationalism be fulfilled. The 

people's tie to the land involves the peoples's relation 

to God. Buber explains it this way in his essay on Herzl: 

' l• 

"Why can Zion be built only in Palestine? Because 
it is the structure hidden in the material of this 
land if it allows itself to be perfected by it: 
Zion means a destiny of mutual perfecting •••• Israel 
would lose its own self if it replaced Palestine 
by another land and it would lose its own self if 
it replaced Zion by Palestine."8 

The danger for Jewish nationalism is that it will be-

come like other nationalisms: it should shun political 

self-aggrandizement. 9 To Buber a Jewish nationalism 

that is based on a formal theory devoid of a spiritual 

basis will fail. As Simon enunciates, That which shatters 

the covenant between faith and a people endangers the 

root of its existence of the two participants."10 

Buber's Zionism is the actualization of a theory of 

organic nationalism which can only be worked out in the 

land of Israel. His Zionism charted a paradoxical demand, 

to live up to the idea of a "chosen people" complete with 

the dangc=s and hopes · that copfront a 'diaspora' 

people, while living that chosenness in a normal state, 

the state of Israel. Simon never defines Buber's Zionism 

in strict political terms. Rather he talks about about a slow 

development of the state, a natural organic proces s that 
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no nationalism could attain in a few years. Simon explains 

" Buber's ideas by examini"g his Judaism. Judaism is more 

than a religious entity , it is a faith in a people 

responding to God. If it were simply a r eligion, Judaism 

ld h d h . f 1 Ch . . . ll wou never ave ~xerte sue an in uence on ristianity. 

In Buber's words, Judaism is an i)_jtNK. an "emunah", rather 

than a religion{PJ] This faith inextricably binds itself 

to a people and its destiny. Thus anything that shatters 

the tie between the faith and the people(an organic, 

developing people) endangers the existence of both. 

One of Zionism's problems centers on the general condition 

of a normal state: Buber calls the average state a 

"disembodied faith." 12 This condition is precisely the 

recipient of Buber's strongest attack; the Zionist nation 

can only survive if it is grounded in the spirit, that is, 

a responsiveness to God's words. Buber reiterates this 

idea in a late essay, "Israel and the Conunand of the Spirit:" 
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"By means of the spirit alone the Zionist movement established 

its position in Palestine and wrested for itself the 

first legal title of a political nature." 13 

In the first chapter of On Zion , Buber speaks of the 

relationship between the land and God. The giving of 

he first fruits represents an acknowledgment of the 

covenant between God and Israel. It also symbolizes 



the continual re-giving of this sacred space. Bringing 

the first fruits symbolized the reciprocity between 

God and the individual members of the land . "The whole 
14 land has been bestowed by God on His People," and the 

first- fruits are a tangible sign of this mutual rela-

tion . Thus t he land cannot lie fal l ow , it must be c u ltivated 

and it is an integral key to Buber's organic nationalism. 

The land must flourish, not by the toil of one people , 

but through the physical cooperation of two peoples, 

Jews and Arabs, who could foster that necessary symphonic 

cooperation. 

In Simon's interpretation of Buber , he stresses 

the mythic elements of both the Jewish land and the 

Jewish people. For Buber the fruits of nature are as 

important as the blessings of history. Bot h blessings need 

a real land and a real people, but in Simon ' s mind, the 

people stands above the land.(Here we are not sure 

if Simon is representing Buber accurately). The land 

was never just the property of the people Israel , it was 

always a kind of demand for the acting out of God ' s 

commandments. This kernel of Buber ' s religious ideology 

jolts t~1e mind of any Zionist theory that the land 

is gratuitously given to Israel . Yet fulfilling Buber's 

dialogical balance, Simon insists that the people fulfill 

their spiritual respGRsibilities . The land is given 
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contingent on Israel's will to restore it and build 

a new society. But a new society must build on its spirit , 

S . t 15 as J..mon no es : , .J'l_J/1~>1·) ../If,}))!{;. ;-Vt>~/ }f;.!A iJ.> ';J»f> 

. 3JI 1 ft J'~/1.1) J K /"', J!>r> "'.::> i..J =>t.'JJA .l'K f ' 
"Such a secular society will be swallowed and strangled 
in a whirlpool. Only if it will act by its spiri­
tual strength, will it strengthen its stance." 

The land is God- given , but a Zionist return demands 

an internal self- renewal of the people, a renewal of the 

heart, as Ahad Ha'am termed it. Buber believed in the 

obligation of the people to express itself in social 
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and political deeds: this is their national responsibility . 16 

The joining of land and people was the prerequisite 

of Buber's Zionist state. But the danger of this Zionist 

nation lurks in the possible detachment of the people 

from its spirit . The people can create a nation that 

is an idol . or the people can build its nation based 

on Buber ' s principles of national humanism. The choice 

remains clear because Israel is a unique nation. She 

owes allegience to God and in Buber ' s words: " . •• • is 

the only people in the world which, from its earliest 

beginnings , has been both a nation and a religious conununity." 17 

As a nation it possesses a spiritual-political tie to 

one land, as a religious cormnunity it is bound by a sacred 

responsibility to God. Buber ' s idea of a return to 



Zion is paradoxical: can a people become a nation without 

losing spiritual identity? 

This attachment to the land epitomizes one of the 

singular characteristics of Jewish nationalism. From 

his earliest theorizing Buber faced the dilenuna of 

creating an organic nationalism that does not build 

the land at the expense of its neighbors. Zionist 

theory demands a cooperative nation that is responsive 

to its neighbors as well. Because there is a spiritual 

component , you must consider your neighbors. 

Zionism , should not be an artificial melding of a 

people to a land, but an ongoing belief in the people's 

responsiveness to that land. Transferred to the ideological 

realm , this means that the antion has to realize its 

organic national program. Simon's analysis of Buber's 

Zionist ideas are as much a study of Buber's Judaism 

as it is his political views . If nationalism represents 

the universal and Zionism its particular application, 

then how should the state of Israel reflect the theory 

of a unique nation? 

In his chapter on "Zionism and Judaism, " Simon 

notes the ten&ion between the abstract idea and the tangible 

realization in all of Buber's thought. Buber insisted 

that the pure idea is connected to the tangible via that 

which is created, namely the nation. 18 The Zionist purpose 

cannot solely rest on a community of faith that builds 
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the land, rather it must create a new society that will 

authenticate a response to the land and the spirit. 

In this vein, Buber rejects Plato's idea of a "just 

state" because the hand of the spirit cannot realize 

Plato's state. That polity remains a philosophical 

abstraction that can never be concretized. But the spirit, 

in Buber's language, serves as a this-worldly guide to 

bring forth something greater than just one more state 

among states. 19 As Simon points out, Buber fears both 

an "alienated faith" Jl''/Vi!I" ~1t1}( and the tendency to a 

secular-national approach: 

"We have also not touched upon the second 
possibility, to transform the life of our faith 
into an abstract philosophical structure . 
But many, perhaps even the majority of us , lean 
towards collective assimilation, in the fonn 
of a secular-nationalist approach, that is, 
"we should be l~fie all the other nations." 
(I Samuel 8:20) 

When Israel becames a nation like all othe.rs, it will 

err in the direction of collective assimilation. Simon's 

point is twofold: the Jewish people can never exist as 
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a Church, nor can they afford to build a totally secularized 

s tate. 

In spite of his insistence on a faith-full nation, 

Buber recognized the necess ity of political compromise, 

and explained this issue via prophetic examples. 21 

(.'~ 1l.' Jf ".IN r jJll'/.)O ~I ~'''la:, .Jt!jl'J[_ ... ?)Ir }~ .ift,/)(J':} 
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Buber's agreement to political compromise, does not mitigate 

his doubts about the weaknesses of the new state. 

Rather, Buber showed his understanding of this paradox. 

Spiritual nationalism does not mean being above politics. 

It is part of the political process. He quotes this 

prophetic example: Samuel's willingness to anoint Saul 

as king is only partial. He crowns a king but instructs 

the people that their ruler will be responsible to 

God, for a king can only fulfill the superficial desire 

of the people. 22 J'f.X ,...A1Jt11n.Jt'Z} i1:) -~ ?>O-> ';,/ g:>!J) G 
. ,. ~' {"" - !J" 'i)? :> hNk "k '~c11),, · :,{c,:, J1a1K 

\ l 

In a similar way, the necessary political compromises 

of Buber's Zionism are informed by his tenacious adherence 

to Judaism. Again Simon quotes Buber as a paradigm of 

the theo-political conflicts of the state. The ruler 

must be responsive to the needs of the people, but if 

they reject him, the prophets' words ring true: "Hearken 

to the voice of the people in all that they say to thee, 

for they have not rejected you, but have rejected God." 

(I Samuel 8 :7) In a modern nation, nationalism and the 

spirit can be r ealized just as theocracy and real-politik 

were joined in Samuel ' s time. 

The elemental problem with which Buber wrestled 

for forty years focused on the direction and motivation 



that would color the Zionist experience. Zionism ought 

to engender a genuine community, but there were inherent 

tensions in Zionism: 23 ....flt,flJ_p/f/':> Jl!J!llKJ /'~l ~ .Jtfl[IW? 

• i.:J 1 l pr.1t1J,,,f ~>"11J1':'> ''Jlf)' ':'J~"f> -li~'tf Jll/1~1' •) 'i'f't'NCJ '>I ~'lf·) M)~ 

We can summarize these tensions in this way: the tension 
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between the actuality and the ideal state, and the dilemma :-

of building a self-limiting state that will not oppress 

others~ If the Jewish nation is to satisfactorily reflect 

the theory of a state, it must grapple with these tensions. 

The nation should not embrace a nationalism that denies 

the spirit of the people. In Simon's analysis of the 

Zionist state, he expresses the essential problem of 

J . h . t . th " f h " 24 ewis exis ence in is as ion: 

"The real dilemma of the Jewish existence is on the 
one hand that we are required to lessen our relation­
ship to what is concrete, by means of the limitation 
that derives from our essence. Therefore we must 
not place a god made in our own national image 
in place of a God who stands over against us. 
We must guard this relationship to the concrete 
in its organic and folk character, so that the 
living God will not evaporate from our midst, 
and will not only be an exalted ideal." 

Here Simon succirc·tly captures the Buberian paradox: 

how to maintain a Zionism without, on the one hand, 

succumbing to secular nationalism, and, on the other 

hand, allowing the people's faith to become so vague 

that it forfeits its power in the here-and-now. The 



people and its community of faith are inseparable; this 

is the model he gets from Buber's vision. 

He actualization of Buber's Zionism raises both 

internal and external problems for the Zionist thinker. 

The internal problems have just been discussed. The 

test of Buber's ideal remains: what does Zionism do with 
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another people? If Israel is to be a "light to the 

nations," as Buber paraphrases Isaiah, Israel must be 

self- critical, especially in relation to its Arab neighbors. 

Before we deal specifically with Buber's proposals on 

the Arabs, we want to summarize his justifications 

for the Zionist settlements in Palestine. 

Buber believed that the settlements were justifiable 

f or three reasons; first, the Jews possessed an eternal 

link to the land, which is not the same as an historical 

right to the land . 25 This link reflects the covenantal 

nature of the God-Israel relation. Secondly, regarding 

the Jewish right to the land, the Jews took a desolate 

land and made it flourish. Finally, the Jews have 

created a community of new collective settlements. 

The physical protection of these settlements by armed 

men caused Buber much anguish. He distinguished between 

two kinds of armies , the one designed to protect Jewish 

settlers and the other, a conquering army. He criticized 



those who used violence against the Arabs, saying that 

the Jewish hero must be defined as different from the 

man of war: 26 ..... ~111t')>1'.J JtU"'' .n".k ICJ':) !J'JY 

His concern is for the spirit and against violence. In 

1920 Buber wrote that Palestine would be the homeland of 

the Jews, if it did not undermine the rights of the 

Arabs: 27 .--"'>'))'·> ~'01b1~.")-" 1'l:>J i1 'ltt:af 'J;v( 

The creation of this new land demanded a revival in the 

heart, a building of the land through hand labor, 

and a political rebuilding. In other words, redemption 

of the folk is not purely political. Yet the political 

rebuilding could not rely soley on diploma';Y: 28 

. f;.,t I,., ../I~ ~J '1<111;.1 /'., ft: Jrl1t.tf #}f)/;)1' J'K 
I 
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Again Buber infuses his Zionist dream with a spiritual 

dimension. Simon notes that Buber's statements on the 

Arabs were never well-recieved, especially one made in 

1942: the Jewish task is not to live next to the Arabs, 

but to live with the Arabs. 29 J'J f'''>f-J' ':'> f'.N't :Jl ft !J :))'t' 

.~ ,,. =>J f~;.'e'f ;>'~ ~J~,Plf. .~ ~' -~~ ,...N>" 1,v"'~1< 
Simon explains Buber's continual dilemma as the conflict 

between spirit and r eality. It is the dream of a Jewish 

state in a time of burdgeoning Arab nationalism. This 

tension was, in its crystal form , delineated in the early 

i ssues of Buber's Der Jude. In it he "fought for issues of 

(Zionist) principle : on its positive, although complex 



relationship to the essence of Judaism as a religious 

' weltanschauung,' on its organic relationship to the 

Jewish people ••• on its progressive communal and political 

character, both anti- reactionary and anti- chauvinistic, 

on its appropriate setting within the geo-political 

sphere of the Arab nations which were arising from a 

. l " t . t f . " 30 nationa is poin o view. 

What is the proper basis of Zionism ' s healthy co­

existence with the Arabs? This is the test of faith 

we will analyze in the next chapter . 
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CHAPTER IV 

Just as the question of Jewish existence became for the 

Christians their testing- stone, so, according to Ernst Simon, 

the existence of the Arab question marked the centra l focus 
1 
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of Jewish conce rn. In Simon's analysis, this question gener -

ates an internal moral question for the Jews: namel y , how do 

we treat a neighbor, as well a s an external dilemma, how will 

the Jews deal with the burdgeoning Arab nationali sm? As we 

have noted, the great potential failure of Zioni sm r emains 

in Buber' s mind, the danger that Israel will become like any 

other nation, and thus deny its spi ritual power. The necessary 

s teps for the bringing forth a new nation depend on the indivi­

dual as we ll as the seeds of a people: p¥~(Y'l · These s t eps 

are threefold: a revival in the heart, a building of the land 

through hand labo r, and a political development, as Simon in­

s i s t s , demands diplomatic intervention. Buber feared such 

diplomatic i nterference because it might s ubvert I s rael' s 

place in the Middle Eas t. As Simon quotes Buber: ' 'The face 

of Zionist diplomacy is directed almost always towards the 

West, and the que s tion of our r e lations to the people dwelling 

here, the Arabs , remains without a proper perspective, and 
2 

wi thout a longtime program. 

To understand the se issues, Simon focuses at length on 

Buber ' s address to the Zionist Congress in 1921. This is the 

crux of Buber's Zion i s t stance, and the ensuing response by 

the Congress reflects the disparity between Buber's program 
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and the s ecular Zionists. This chasm eventually led to Buber ' s 

break from the Zionist movement in 1929 . Before we examine 

Buber's speech to the Congress , we will examine the political 

conditions in Palestine from 1920-21. 

The Twelfth Zionist Congress of September 1921 reacted 

in many ways to the Arab-Jewis h violence of the previous 

months in the Yishuv. Since Simon does not elucidate thi s 

problem, we will rely on Nei l Caplan's work, Pales tine Jewry 

and the Arab Question: 1917 -25 . Prior to the Congress , Winston 

Churchill visited Palestine in March to 'tidy up ' various 
3 

pressing gr i evances against the Britis h control of the Yishuv . 

Churchill bolstered Jewish confidences and congratulated the 

Jewish achievement, admitting that they had changed "desolat e 

places into smiling orchards and initiated progress instead of 
4 

stagnation .' ' The Yishuv's greatest victory lay in Churchill' s 

response to an Arab call for the r epudiation of the Balfour 

Declaration. He t old the Arabs that the creation of a Jewi s h 
5 

national home was manifestly r ight. Neverthe l ess, the British 

leader insisted on "the establishment in Palestine of 'a' 

Na tional Home , and not the makin g of Pales tine into 'the' 
6 

Nat i onal Home. 

The Jewish communi t y was elated by Churchill' s reassurances, 

and his strong words for the Arabs . St ill the build-up of 

internecine tensions in the Yishuv during April-May 1921 l ed 
7 

to seve r e rioting in Jaffa. The tone of Churchill's affir-

mations contra Arab national determination s eems to have anta-
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onized the Arabs. Moreover, the Arab propaganda press, coupled 

with the 'near riot' of March 29, left the Arab populace with 
8 

a profound sense of frustration. On May 1, 1921, clashes 

erupted which eventually left forty Jews dead, 131 wounded, 

and thirteen Arab dead.9 A massive Arab attack on Petah Tikvah 

was narrowly averterl by the arrival of Indian calvary. Aside 

from the human disaster and political frustration, a growing 

sense of Jewish self-protection surface. Moreover, the Jewish 

leadership was singularly disturbed by Herbert Samuel's an-

nouncement of a temporary stoppage on Jewish immigration, 

following the May riots. The Jewish leaders were also provok~d 

by the High Commissioner's failure to criticize the Arab rioters. 

Tensions remained high throughout the summer. The Hagana had 

to be rebuilt because of persis tent Jewish insecurity after 
11 

the May debacle. 

This brief sketch indicates the tensions in the Yishuv. 

After the summer 1921, the Zionist political focus shifted 

from Palestine to Europe. The Congress responded to Samuel 

with a strongly worded resolution: 

" ... The hostile attitude of the Arab population, 
incited by unscrupulous elements to commit deeds of 
violence, can neither weaken our resolve for the 
establishment of the Jewish National Home nor our 
determination to live with the Arab people on terms 
of concord and mutual respect ... 

The Congress calls upon the Executive to redouble 
its efforts to secure an honourable entente with 
the Arab people .. . in accordance with the Balfour 
Declaration . The Congress emphatically declares 
that the progress of Jewish colonization will not 
affect the rights and needs of the working Arab 
nation." 12 

10 



Herbert Samuel responded by impressing on the Jews the 

need for two things: 1) immediate constructive activity to 

prove to the Arabs that the success of Zionism would be to 

their benefit, and 2) an official Zionist declaration to re-
13 

assure the Arabs on this matter. As Caplan indicates, the 
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paramount concern at Carlsbad was the need for Yishuv security. 

This idea outweighed the idea of mutual cooperation with the 

Arabs. This point is not mentioned by Ernst Simon. His focus 

is on Buber's call for joint cooperation with the Arabs. Ac-

cording to Caplan, this 'home rule' resolution was considered 

historic, for it insisted on an entente with the Arabs but 

also resolved to live by the rights guaranteed in the Balfour 

Declaration. 

The resolution also called for the Palestine Administra-

tion to guarantee complete security of life and property and 

afford the Jewish inhabitants the possibility of physical 
14 

protection. Basically, the Jewish security issue was of 

paramount importance at the conference. Moreover, the fourth 

resolution of the Congress protested the stoppage of Jewish 

immigration. The Congress insisted that: "The free immigra­

tion to Eretz Israel is an incontestable right of the Jewish 
14-. 

people of which in no circumstances it can be deprived." 

With this background to the Congress, let us now examine 

Buber's proposal to the Zionist leaders. 

The following is Buber's speech of September, 1921. 

''In this hour, in which we meet again, after eight years 
of separation, representatives of the Jewish world, who are 
men of national consciousness, we return and declare in the 
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ears of the peoples of the West and East, that we have 
definitely decided that with our healthy nuc leus of the 
people Is rael, to return to our original homeland and to 
renew life in it, that i s based on sel f -work. For it s 
life will develop and las t forever only a s the organic 
basis of a new people. This decision, f or which generations 
of pioneers "gave reality in their lives and deaths , there 
is no power that can object to thi s,.- All acts of violence 
that were done against us in the ~J1t are a seal of blood 
in the unfolding of our national will. 

This national will is not directed against a ny other 
people. The peoole Israel that existed for thousands of 
years as a persecuted minority in all other nations, at the 
hour tha t it again enters, as the carrier of i t s own fate 
into the realm of world history, pushes away with abhorrence 
the na tionali s t method of self-determination. For a long 
time I s rael was the sacrifice of this dominant nationali sm. 
It is ne ither in order to oppress another people nor to rule 
over them, that we yearn to return to the land which we are 
tied via lis torical and cultural ties that cannot be cut, 
and whose soi l, on which today onl~ a few Jews live as a 
scattered people; there is a place for us and the tribes that 
dwell th ere who have adopted meas ures of intensive and 
sys t ema tic cult ivation. 

Our settling on the land of I s rael, will come in a great 
aliyah and will continue . It does not come to take by force 
the ri gh t of others. [In it we see k] a l egit i mate covenant 
with the Arab people. In our desire to turn the place of 
our for efathers into a cooperative community that will blossom 
economical l y and culturally, [we seek an] unde r standing that 
will bring to everyone s elf-development without bothering any­
one . The settlements [are dedicated] to her [the l and' s ] suc­
cess and revival. They do not come in the name of capitalist 
exploitat ion or in the name of imperi alism. The importance 
of th is creative work of free people on the land, comes from 
its s hared possession [o f these two peoples.] This social is t 
c harac t er of our national ideal, [within i t] i s an ordered 
security for our protection that will grow between us and the 
Arabs . They who work in r eal deep solidarity of their 
inte res t s , in the end will overcome their opposition [to us.] 
Among these binding feelings, that wi ll be born i n the hearts 
of two peopl es , there will be feelings of respect and mutual 
good will , and they will work in both the communal life and 
the private life. Only then will the two nations mee t in a 
new historic meeting of grea t s plendor." 15 

Buber ' s speech is notable not only for its religious so­

cialism but for its adherence to the or gani c nationalism he 

espoused. He stresses the need for self-determination which is 

accorded to al l nations, but he also insists that such nation-
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alism cannot oppress the political rights of those living in 

Palestine . Buber reiterates the pillars of economic and so­

cial cooperation that form the basi s of his nationali sm. This 

is evident in his call for a cooperative community grounded in 

the belief that two communities can live in a political dia­

logue with one another. The sharing of common goals, i .e ., 

building the land will engender a spirit of social cooperation 

between Arabs and Jews . Ultimately the Jews are tied to this 

specific land, but they can s hare the land, and in so doing, 

they will build a dialogue among individuals as well as com-

munities. 

The Zionist Congress' position reveals prominent differ ­

ences in their view towards the Arabs. Buber accepted the 

Congress ' compromises, despite serious reservations. Let us 

examine the Congress' decision and compare the two documents . 

The Congress declared that despite previous acts of violence, 

the Jewish will aimed at building a national Jewish home and 

living with the Arabs in mutual respect, was never diminished. 

"The Congress requests the Jews work towards a com­
plete agreement with the Arabs , without undermining 
the Balfour Declaration. The Congress insists that 
the work of Jewish settlement not oppress the rights 
of Arabs in any way." 17 

Thi s i s the substance of the Congress ' political posi tion. 

16 

Ac Ernst Simon explains, s uch suggestions constitute 

serious differences from Buber's plan . Buber' s address touched 

on three ideas. First, the renewal of Jewish life in Israel, 

based on se lf-work.J'ffl'Jr l)1v-¥ would be the organic basis of a new 

people. The second idea was the st r engthening of a national 

will which is not directed against the Arabs . Thirdly, whatever 
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historical ties Jews hold to the land, both Jews and Arabs 

can live there through intensive cultivation of the land. 

These thr ee ideas mirror Buber's belief in a communal di-

a logical commitment to organic nationalism. 

The Congress' decision reflects a different attitude 

toward the Arabs. Rather than emphasizing the positive as­

pect of Jewish-Arab cooperation, the Congress ended in a 

negative fashion: .1~/'li) 'r"'J'l";}JO'A k JYit'J:>)Jll(!>;,J.I'> J . "We 
18 

will not deny the rights of the existing Arab people." That 

is, the Congress would accept those Arabs on the land, pro­

viding they did not interfere with Jewish settlements. But 

neither would the Congress condone greater Arab nationali s tic 

expans ion. The Congress dismissed Buber's idea of an organic 

basis for a new state. Simon further notes that the Congress 

omitted any cri ticism of national methods that rely on domi­

nant and oppressive national rul e / 9-"'"'~J./'~/Jt,,...,{t..)\/'/t//th.}l('t 
Perhaps the r ea l caesura in the Congress' statement is the 

non-acknowledgement of Arab se lf-development. Simon refers 

to this idea as 'autonomy.' In an age of growing nationalism, 

the Congress promised ·~ational development without inter-
20 

ference," a notion far removed from autonomy. The Congress 

rejected any idea of an Arab state in Palestine. Moreover, 

they were not partial to a bi- national state in 1921. 

The Congress' statement also omitted Buber's references 

to capitalism and imperialism, while at the same time omitting 

Buber's sociali st ideal. The idea of s ocial cooperation was 

unimportant to the Congress. Buber's notion o f a "promise 

of rea l solidarity between peoples" was replaced by the idea, 



"[We seek] to continue in many ways the effort to reach 
21 

an agreement." 

There appears to be a dearth of good will in the 

Congress' decision, as well as an unwillingness to accept 

future Arab self-determination. In his evaluation of the 

two s peeches, Simon notes that any compromise would take 
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a long time to reach fruition. Buber accepted the Congress' 

decision on the Arabs, but his acceptance foreshadowed his 

fu ture sp lit with the European Zionist movement. In an 

essay originally published in 1958, Simon characterized 

Buber's view on the Arab movement in hi s fashion: 

"It is a paradoxical claim: that the Jews rebuild 
their historic tie to the land, in effect remaining 
a 'chosen people,' but at the same time achieving 
normal relations with the Arabs: he (Buber) claimed 
that the Arabic nations were in the midst of a process 
of unification similar to that of the Zionist movement 
which was itself, an exemplar of the process. We can­
not halt it, but we may be able to direct it, either 
for or against us." 22 

Buber incurred much wrath from his fellow Zionists for 

espousi ng the normali za tion of Arab-Jewish relations . More-

over, as Simon notes , tje di s integration of Britain's power 

meant the re-evaluation of British policy towards the Arabs 

and the Jews. Buber opposed the view that if not for the 

Jewish involvement in Palestine, there would be no Arab 

nationalist movement. Rathe r Arab nationali sm was the natural 
23 

product of the nationalism sweeping the Middle East. Buber 

believed in the inevitability of the movement, and despite 

the tensions , he thought that the Jewish nationalism would 

continue its efflorescence. 
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In his analysis Simon maintains that BubeT's thinking 

on Arab nationalism was prophetic. One could not dismiss 

Arab nationalism. The only way to mitigate tensions was 

via a cooperative effort towards socia l and cultural dialogue. 

This dialogue would develop in a part of the land if 
2. .. 

not i n the whole land 
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Ultimately , Buber's greatest disappointment lay i n the 

Congress' negative attitude towards the Arabs. The Congress' 

refusal to accept an organic nationalism based on God's pre-

sence led to his withdrawal from the political mainstream. 

For Buber's organic nationalism included a spiritual approach 

to Zionist problems. Whereas the secular- folk approach in­

sisted on a purely political so lutions. It is important to 

note that this spir itual approach remained in the forefront 

of Buber' s thinking well after the creation of Israel. 

Despite his setbacks in the political arena, particularly 

in the Zionists' rejection of his organic nationalism, Buber 

remained on his course . In 1929 his views on Jewish-Arab co-

operation were again rejected by the Zionist Congress. The 

riots o i 1929 affect ed this Zionist change in attitude. As 

Walter Laquer notes, 1929 brought a radical change, when the 

problem [Arab question] took on a far greater urgency than 
24a 

before, yet prospects for r econciliation seemed remote . 

The Zionists refused to believe that the Arabs had developed 

a national consciousness. Moreover, the riots were described 
24b 

as acts of the criminal element. After the blood bath of 



of August 1929, the secular Zionists would never listen to 

Buber' s reconciliation plans . The riots marked a turning 

point in Arab-Jewish relations. 
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Buber returned to his role of education and developed 

the Leherhaus model for adult education in Germany . Although 

his educational programs in Nazi Germany met with s hort sue-

cess, he remained committed to the German pedagogic movement. 

According to Simon's interpretation of Buber, the purpose of 

Diaspora education is determined from the outside, whereas in 
l-'­Pales tine the Jews determine their own educational purpose. 

Even though Buber ' s influence waned vis-a-vis the Zionist 

settler of the 1920's, he believed that he must continue 

educating German refugees . They in turn would take their 

humanism and transform it into the spiritual Zioni~m necessary 

for a new nation. Simon explains that Jews were the most 

vulnerable people in Germany , yet Buber insisted on educating 

despite their impending destruction. In Buber's words: "The 

purpose of education can be only one of the goals of independ-
260-

ence." tjk j1J'f)':) _J\')G" . '") ~ •;, .. 'JlltKI' it':>' f ...1111'11 -A">'.3' I'' ft ... 
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That is, the future freedom of a Zionist nation depended on 

education as well as national cooperation. 

25 

In 1938 , Buber fled Germany for Palestine, there begin~ 

ning anew, while immediately attacking the problems of the 

Yishuv. Name l y, what wa s the Jewish relationship to the Arabs? 
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At the time of his introductory lecture at Hebrew University, 

entitled "Plato and Isaiah," Buber spoke on the subject of 

national education, like a prophet uttering reproachful words: 

"For the real destiny of a nation is not decided in the act of 
27 

national liberation, but only after that liheration." 

Buber sustained his position, criticizing German Jewry for 

its false assimilation and rebuking the 'halutzim' for their 

fai lure towards the Arabs . Simon likens Buber's early position 

in Palestine to Jeremiah. The prophet never alters his stance, 

despite the blandishments of King Nebuchadnezzar. Buber, who 

in Germany advocated, "An understanding of the tribal attach-
28 

ment and trustworthiness of the Jewish people, '' Q ~ 

._/\ l, C"1Ji°r r ....A'"Jf-"'YHtlC{ _1>(-;,1 [-:, _,,.tf,;) ':'J -:,7•11>< '> ~ ,,11 _pe l''J~ . 
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stood his ground in Palestine while criticizing the "burning 

and zealous nationalistic atmosphere which had awakened extreme 
29 

political goals." He reminded the Jews of their responsi-
30 

bil ities towards their nei ghbors and not just towards Jews: 

**** 

In 1939, Buber helped establish a cooperative group of 

differing classes, whose purpose was to support the goa l of 

Arab- Jewish 

Jewish -Arab 

understandi ng. The league was called: 

'r')) - ' ? 1:>' tJr 1eft-./lt~)f.Ji:[1J~f:, a league for 
31 

rapprochement. The l eague was championed by 

Judah Magnes and Buber, yet Simon explains that the league 

never became a party . It remained a coalition of Sociali s t 
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and Kibbutz groups whose purpose was dual. First the leaders 

criticized the Mandate government and at the same time, they 

worked for the realization of Arab-Jewish political cooperation. 

The League continued to wave the flag of political equality 

in the mid-1940's despite its progressive loss of support. 

According to the League, political equality could be 

attained in three areas. First, in the actual division of the 

land for its cultivation, second, the division of the popula­

tions in the land. Finally, equality meant the establishment 

of a parliamentary democracy for a future Arab-Jewish govern-
32 

ment. In 1945-46 the League still advocated the numerical 

equalization of the two populations. That is, the Jews should 

equal the number of Arabs in Palestine. In 1946 Judah Magnes, 

who shared Buber's vision of a state based on spiritual ful­

fillment, demanded before a joint American-English audience 

that America accept 100,000 Jews from European camps. We 

s hould note in analyzing the league' s position that its basis 

meshed with Buber's idea of Jewish organic nationalism. 

Let us briefly examine the platform espoused by the 

League 's representative. The League comprise the following 

political groups, the Ichud, headed by Judah Magnes, the 

HaShomer HaZair, and other Socialist groups in the cities, 

known as the _,,•Co·~~) :,e{>. Magnes was instrumental in the 

fo rmation of its platform. Simon outlines the League's plat­

form along four themes. 

1) The League s tands on the basic recognition that the 

building of Eretz Israel as a joint homeland of Jews and Arabs 

will be based on the reciprocal, eternal understanding between 

the two peoples. 
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2) The principle of the Jewish return to their historic 

homel and to build a national life is one of the fi r s t [non­

debatabl e) principl es. In the area of defining t he rights of 

Jews , we also i nclude the right of the Arabs to self-determina­

tion and their connections with the r est of the Arab peopl es. 

3) The work of the League will be carried out with the 

consciousness of Jewish rights to make aliyah in consonance 

with the ' absorptive capacity ' 'VG'fr":) f)I.) of the land • . The de­

ve l opment of the Yishuv will be geared to the economic , social, 

cultural, and poli t ical life of the land, al l this i n coopera­

t ion with the Arab people. 

4) On the basic principles of aliyah , as outlined in #2, 

it is possib l e to fix aliyah quotas for a given period of year s : 

While agreein,t o an aliyah-quota, the League opposes a ny plan 

to make the Jews a minority in Palestine. [This is the c r itical 
33 

point in the platformJ 
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As Simon notes , this very important document is character-

ized by the Buberian idea that the political principle stands 

last. Fi rst the peopl e must build an organic nation, based on 

economic , social, and cultural grounds . Only then can it define 

its political direction . The platform is also unique because 

its authors did not demand a Jewish majority in Palestine . 

Rather they insisted on an equality of numbers. For Buber , thi s 

was a hard concession because he believed in unlimited aliyah: 



_,,f?tt!~~9,ft . But Simon argues that later realized that un­

limited Jewish immigration was a severe stumbling block for 

the nascent nation. 
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The fourth plank of the platform proved a major political 

stumbling block. The Ichud and Magnes agreed with the plan for 

aliyah quotas. The HaShomer HaZair disagreed. This was a 

fores hadowing of future political problems in newly created 
34 

I srael. Buber preferred and fought for unlimited Jewish im-

migration, but he lost the battle. In the fifth paragraph of 

the platform, the League r ecapitulated specific political aims. 

Fi r st, it r eiterated the non-rule of one people over another, 

and dema nded a dual Constitution and a bi-national state or 

federa tion with neighboring Arabs. This point was particularly 
35 

c lose to Buber's heart • 
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The final paragraph of the League ' s statement detailed 

the practical tasks of the nations. First there exi s ted the 

problem of authent ic political rapproachement, for as Simon 

adds, it wa s one matter for Buber to endorse a platform) it was 

another for the Zioni s ts to engage in political dialogue with 

Arabs . The second major task consisted of a crystallization 

of the economic implementation of the plan. As noted, the 

platform s tressed the social and cultural problems far above 

political so lutions . As Simon note s , the League splintered 
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apart by the mid-1940's. The political compromise on the 

aliyah issue proved a major obstacle. For Buber's group, 

whi l e not rejecting the idea of a Jewish majority, could 

never espouse the principle of Jewish rule over Arabs . This 

would subvert the spirit of an organic Jewish nation. Thus 

Buber's belief in a bi-national state was not warmly received 

by the League. However, Simon does not discuss this problem 

at length. Simon does mention Buber's activities in a jour-

nal that he collaborated in with Buber, entitled: 

[started in 1944). In this magazine Buber stressed the prin­

ciple of truth, namely his belief in the rightness of the 
36 

Zionist-socialist principles he had espoused in 1921. 
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Buber never approved of a divided land, despite his ad-

vocacy of the political principles of his 1921 speech. His 

concept of a bi-national state implied that two peoples could 

live together in one land. He abhorred the partition plan 

but when it occurred, he did not stand idle. As he spoke in 

1958 in his essay "Israel and the Command of the Spirit," he 

accepted the necessity of war: "I am no radical pacifist; 

I do not believe that one must always answer violence with 

non-violence. I know what tragedy implies; when there is 
37 

war, it must be fought. In effect, Buber's words ten years 

earlier rang a prophetic note . "Two people together necessi­

tated political equality, or else a second-class citizenry 
38 

would evolve." 



To understand Buber's support of the League, and in 

particular his belief that political changes would follow 

the cultural and economic cooperation, we must look at 

his bi-national program. This idea is not fu lly developed 

by Simon . Rather, the clearest definition of Buber's bi -

nationalism is expounded in the work, Towards Union in 
39 

Palestine: Essays on Zionism and Jewish-Arab Cooperation. 

The League's platform, promoting the idea of economic, 

social, and political development, directed its efforts 

towards future Jewish-Arab cooperation. The political 

principle should remain last because, as Buber explain s , 

the hypertrophy of political factors has negatively in­

fluenced the economic and cultural structure of the new 

state. Buber regarded the political principle thusly: 

"Politics [should be] ••• the facade of the economic 
and cultural structure. This facade has only to 
represent the economic and cultural structure, and 
not to exercise an influence impairing it ••• Hence 
when essentially economic clashes of i nterest occur 
between two nations, it is not the actual extent of 
the divergencies which determines the struggl e , but 
the exaggerated and overemphasized political aspect 
of these divergencies ." 40 

In this passage, Buber r efers to the clashes over the use 

of Jewish labor versus Arab labor . Buber, in his bi-national 

s tance, does not limit the nature of Jewish settlements. 

59 
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That is, he advocated free acquisition of land~the right 

of Jewish self-determination, but he opposed the use of 

Arab labor. Economic self-development would lead to 

eventual intra-national cooperation. That is, Jews and 

Arabs developing the same land was an integral part of 

Buber's plan . An Arab-Jewish agreement could not be 

imposed as a political deus ex machina; rather it must 
41 

begin with economic cooperation. This Arab-Jewish 

cooperation, Buber wrote, "though necessarily star ting 

out from economic premises, will allow development in ac-

cordance with an all-embracing cultural perspective and 

on the basis of a feeling of at-oneness, tending to re -
42 

sult in a new form of society . " 

Buber's stance is clear. He insists on economics over 

politics, and secondly, he advocates the intra-national 

principle over the international one. The international 

principle he labeled the fictitious political program of 
43 

the Biltmore Program. Politics is not evil per se , its 

evil lies in its hypertrophy . Buber rejects the prevalent 

Zionist policy that international agreement must precede 

any Jewish - Arab detente. For Buber the organic nationalist 

imperative is the reverse . The intra-national principle 

is more constructive because it fosters direct political 

60 
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dialogue. From such intra -national agreements would emerge 

the bases for "joint economic action, and cemented inwardly 

by the singleness of purpose in the cultural and social 
44 

domains . " This ~olding of interes ts will yield new 

social structures, agreeing with the international princi -

ples that Buber's opponents so desperately sought. 

In Buber' s thinking, the slow development of a new eco· 

nomic - s ocial order could not be truncated by out s ide politi­

cal blueprints . That is the reason he fought agains t an 

internationally imposed settlements on the Jewish question. 

This social-economic belief derived from Buber' s unique 

spiritual thrust to his Zionism. Becoming a nation implied 

more than the international creation of borders or con-

s titutions, it meant that the nation must develop in con-

sonance with the spiritual guidance that stems from I s rael's 

relation to God . 

Now let us consider the consequences of such a spiritual 

state. Could it function in a secular society? How would 

it relate to the Arabs? While the term 'spirit' is not an 

integral part of the League's platform, Buber's clear vision 

of economic, social, and cultural cooperation implied the 

existence of a spiritual dimension to the state. When Buber 

speaks about social cooperation he is in fact, referring to 

the earlier notion outlined by Simon . A new social order 
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will produce a new man. From the physical-spiritual unity 
45 

of a people with its land, would emerge a 'new man,'/""J'''~· 

This new man, or s peaking on the communal level, this new 

people, must build working relationshipswith its neighbors. 

Such was Buber's vision which was embodied in the League's 

political goals, viz. waving the flag of political equality, 

dividing the land equally between Jews and Arabs, and imple-

menting a parliamentary government. Despite these ideal s , 

Buber was not a pacifist. When the war of independence 
46 

erupted, he espoused fighting as the means of survival. 

He would not allow his people to fall into exile, nor did 

his political idealism . undermine his belief that I srael, 

the land and the nation must survive . 

How was thi s Jewish s urvival to be effectuated? Only if 

we (the Jews) form a cooperative alliance with the Arabs can 

the ne w s tate survive, according to Buber . Simon outlines 

the pr ob lem in this fashion: the Jews cannot build a politi­

cal cons tellation and be blind to their neighbors. Buber's 

vitriolic criticisms of 1938 -39 were directed against all 

Zionist~, including tho se who advocated restraint vis-a-vis 

the Arabs. He reasserted the Jewish political failures, 

cha s ti sed the Zionists for a lack of spiritual dirction, and 

criticized the deeds of the "Samsons," asking: "How have we 



"This is the history of the matter: When we returned 
to our land after many hundreds of years, we acted as 
if it were empty of inhabitants---no, worse than this-­
as if the populace which we saw did not affect us, as 
if we did not need to deal with it, that is to say, as 
if it does not see us, But the populace did see us • • • 
and as is the way of nature, with growing clarity year 
after year • •• we paid no attention to this, we did not 
say to ourselves that there is only one way to deal 
with the results of the increasing sight: to seriously 
make an alliance with this populace, to join it to us 
seriously in our endeavor in the Land, in our work and 
its results." 

Simon does not dwell on Buber' s activities during the 

year s 1941-46, except in relation to his work with the 
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League. Buber s tood on the margin of political activities, 

at a time when Arab-Jewish relations had descended to its 

nadir. 

In the final section of his work, Sjmon devotes his 

analysis to the Buber-Scholem debate. The author notes that 

Buber leveled much c riticism at the nascent Israeli govern-

ment. The exi stence of a government does not automatically 

justify its policies. He opposed the military control of 
48 

Arab border areas. More importantly, he questioned the 

moral right of the nation' s survival. Simon describes this 

intellectual battle in the chapter , "The Moral Justification 

for the State of Israel .'' In 1951, Buber began debating 
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Scholem on the moral structure of a Zionist s tate. Buber, 

recogn izing the imperative of Israel's existence, questioned 

the direction of a theo-political nation, which s trays from 

its spiritual path. 

Scholem responded directly to Buber: does the state have 

the moral right to s urvive, even if the government is unsati s­

fac tory? Buber's answer mirrors his political realism: "Even 

in times of a crisis of the spirit, we must support the State, 

just to maintain the state i s good, for there is a seeming 
49 

protection for the Jews in the s tate." In Buber's mind, 

the problem remained that Zionism did not develop out of a 

s low organic nationalism. It was now perceived as a robber 

nation. As Simon points out Buber's words: 

"Instead of a society which builds its life in 
partnership with Near Eastern peoples , the s tate 
arose out of s uccessful battles with all its 
neighbors, appearing then and now in their eyes 
as a robber-nation." 50 

There followed a lon g public debate between Scholem and 

Buber on the future of a secular Zionist nation. Simon 

devotes much space to this argument, explaining that Buber's 

position vis-a-vis the Arabs remained singularly unpopular. 

In short , Scholem views Buber a s a political romantic, 

who cannot deal with the pragmatic demands of real his torical 

development . But Buber did not despair despite his lack of 

political influence . As Simon explains , a s oc ial thinker mus t 
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not despair if his ideas are not realized, nor must he stop 

working. Perhaps a first step will be taken in the right 
Sl(a) 

direction . During this public debate, Simon urged Scholem 

to publish a letter severely critical of Buber. In essence 

Scholem complained that Buber was praiseworthy, but that 

he had no influence in political thinking. In this response 

to Buber, Scholem concluded with the phrase: "Happy are 
52 

those who sow and do not reap." His words implied that 

Buber's idea might eventually germinate, but he would neve~ 

live to see the fruition of his work. 

Buber, stung by this attack, defended his political 

principles by saying that although one's influence may be 

small, one does not stop acting! In eschatogical fa s hion, 

Buber emphasized the two basic forms of history: the obvious, 

daily history, and a history whose meaning is hidden. Its 

day might not arrive until the next world, but we must pre­

pare for it now. Thus he countered Schol em ' s acerbic quo­

tation with the following metaphor: 

"The influence of the spirit on history is con­
voluted, its seed crumbles in the ground, and 
from it~ rotting remains sprouts a new plant. 
Men of spirit, though their portion is tragic, 
and though their spirit is filled with toil and 
sorrow, at tre end of their trials they bring 
to victory what is concealed from the eye." 53 

In short, the i nfluence of such spiritual men is indirect 

yet powerful. Isolated and without allies , they approach 
53a 

their work, for their influence is "round-about." 



Nevertheless, as Simon continues, their seed will grow . 

There is an eventual coming together of the spirit's moral 

requirements and the practical development of a nation. 

This coal escence is the sprouting of the new seed that 

penetrate Buber's political thinking. Buber concluded hi s 

answer to Scholem by reminding him of the l ast phrase to 
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the poet's ver se , reiterating that the spiritual task stands 

equal to any task. 

"Happy are those who sow but do not reap, for they will go 
54 

far." 

In the middle of this debate, Buber insisted that modern 

Zionism had only three options: fi r st , to cont inue the status 

quo in Israel, secondly to forge t the purity of the struggle 

and devote oneself to the attainment of practical goa l s in 

a t ime of crisis, or third, to work towards a reciprocal under ­

standing between the two nations . In this statement, as in­

terpreced by Simon, we see Buber's political program, even 

in the midst of the future of Israel's political efflor escence . 

Buber insisted that there could be no state unless two peoples 

talked to one another. Such a minimization of Arab-Jewish 

distrust and t he concomitant political solution (based on 



economic and social cooperation) was Buber's goal. That 

is by extension, Buber's reasoning behind the belief in 

spirit. The work of a spiritual man is replete with pit­

fa ll s , but the seeds of the spirit regenerate yielding 

victory. Buber called this final goal the "good news" 
SS 

of the spirit, its ':>_f>-,1e">. It is interes ting to note 

that in the Buber-Scholem debate, Ernst Simon does not 

develop the practical basis of Buber's politics. Rather 

he concentrates only on the abstract . He remains within 

the abstract realm at the book's conclusion, but entitles 

this section: "The abs tract and the tangible in Buber's 
56 

po litical theory ." In the context of this debate, Buber 

must ultimately defend his notion of a " just state ." He 

had severely critic ized Israel in 1951-52, vis-~-vis its 

political direction, and Scholem had at the same time re­

buked him for his criticism. Buber reasserted that the 

s tate has the moral right of existence. First, it was 

founded on the ashes of the Holocaust . Secondly, though 

the state is not the result of a s low organic growth, it 

contains a .'>n1jtf/'1', a "direction of the spirit" that is 
57 

essent ia l for its existence. Buber, criticizing the 

67 

spiritual deficiences of a new nation, defends the nation's 

existence, and thus justifies the philosopher's role in 

the state ' s evanescence. The philosopher must combine ab-



s tract thinking with poli t ical action. Furthermore, t he 

man of spirit must act consistent l y , he must direct his 
58 

heart towa rd s the world and politics. 
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Buber, the man of spirit , understood Aristotle's man 

of politics . Neve rtheless, being a Zioni s t meant living 

a pol itical life attuned to the spiritual demands of a 

modern nation. That is, a li fe devoted to intra -national 

cooperat ion . Knowing the exigencies of the political realm, 

Buber was impelled to transpose his abstract belief i n the 

mythos (ideology) of Jewish history into a workabl e po litical 

program . In the face of Scholem's criticisms , directed at 

Buber's abst r actions, Buber countered with this s tatement: 
59 

"We must respond to God ' s signs in a fitting manner . " To 

be sure , the r eligious man must participate in a Zionist 

na tion , and he cannot descend into mystical wanderings. Just 

as Buber criticized the mys t ical way in hi s essay "Dialogue, " 

( 1929) he reiterates his criticismsof the potential mystical 

f l ight from politics (circa 1950) : 

"\~e cannot talk to God if we have abandoned the 
world; We l ive in a politica l world wherein we 
direct our thoughts to God , but we must direct 
our actions as well as our moral criticisms 
towards the political realm." 60 



In this way, Buber stresses the need for political action 

as well as the necessity of moral criticism of the state. 

In his thinking, political redemption can only be realized 
61 

by working in this world, and on this specific land. 

This is the essence of Simon's analysis of Buber's "faith 

in the midst of politics," as he points out in the text: 
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"Israel's faith in the redemption of the world does 
not mean that this world will be transformed into 
another world, it is the faith in a new world "on 
this land," ••• Its meaning is that we cannot talk 
to God if we abandon the world to itself." 62 
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While not directly explaining hi s political defense of Buber, 

it is clear that Simon jtA:ifies Buber' s politics in the face 

of thos e who claimed that he was a 'mystic.' Thus he argues 

that Buber railled against a -Af'N!};J":> rx ';)ri);t. the "mystical 

flight to inwardness." Separation from public life would not 

yield truth, it would only lead to a weakening of the nation. 

Buber advocated a working social cooperation based on daily 

Arab-Jewi sh interaction. This was the crux of the human en-

counter, and extended, it reflects the divine-human encounter: 

"Unle s s we bring the (God's) truth and righteousness into the 

depths of every matter, to everything we do, we cannot begin 

• 
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63 
to talk to God." As Simon insists, it is not true that in 

God's eyes every political act is equal. Carrying God ' s 

truth into every matter was the c rux of the Arab-Israeli 

question. God' s signs are readily accessible; these are 

the mitzvot of God's Torah, which in Buberian terms means 

the commands to God's people to live in a just way with 

all others. These mitzvot tell Jews how to live with their 

Arab neighbors, but as Buber insists" "It is the Zionists ' 

responsibility (and all people's) to respond to these sign~ 
64 

appropriately." 

***** 

How does one justify the 'realpolitik' of the Zionist 

nation? This was the most difficult question to which Buber 

addressed himself. Can a man separate politics and ethics 

from questions of actual li fe? For Buber, life does not occur 

in a societal or historical vacuum, thus we must respond to 

history's necessities: namely the cooperation of Arabs and 
65 

Jews. Buber defended this testing-stone of Jewish-Arab 

cooperation throug hout his politcal writings. In 1946 he 

wrote that there must be "a genuine agreement between Jews 
66 

and Arabs and its international sanctioning, " and he re-

iterated this belief in 1965 to Ernst Simon . In one of their 
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las t discuss ions, Simon raised the question of bi-nationalism, 

and Buber replied: " Even though this method (bi-national 

state) had failed from the time we began advocating it forty 

year s earlier, it is better than the present Arab-Israeli 

conditions: if the Canadiens, French, and English cannot 

order their life in Quebec, and if the Catholics and Protestants 

of Ireland fi nd thems elves in a blood- bath civil war, what 
67 

will become of us? While Buber admitted the pragmatic 

impossibility of a bi-national s tate, he s till advoca ted a 

r eciprocal understanding and agreement with the Arabs . Bube r 

answered Scho l em's criticism of this idea in a wonderful 

manner: 

"The matter of bi-nationalism, even fo r me, i s only 
a step to a wider purpose; to a Jewis h-Arab confeder­
ation in the area, or in a part of the area : it is 
possible tha t we now must arrive fir s t of all at a 
treat y ~'"'-A')'?I through a relative separat ion of their 
places of res iden ce ." 68 

Herein lies Buber the idealist, who having fought for 

forty years , s tands on the margin of th e political spectrum 

even in the early 19s o·s , and reaffirms that a nation must 

talk with its neighbors in order to co- exist with them. 

What is the myth or ideology that motivates Buber's idea 

of a cooperative relationsh ip among peopl es? Buber' s mythos 
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never accedes to the ideology of secular Zionism, rather 

his mythos is grounded i n the prophetic spirit , which draws 

i t s spiritual s trength from God ' s words . In an extremely 

dense s ummary , Simon interprets Buber ' s mythos as Torah 

and God's presence in the world. This is the ongoing mythos 
69 

of Jewish ex i s tence . 

Buber's national ideology compel s his r esponsiveness 

to God' s presence in Jewish hi s tory. The mos t complete 

formu lation of that presence is found in Torah. Thus we 

must inte rpret Torah as God ' s working through history , for 

it is given to each man. Here Buber stresses the "primal 

man" who will be the prototype for all persons, who fu lfills 

God ' s di r ect ives i n building a new political order. To 

understand thi s new political schema, a nd the nature of "adam 

kadmon" Buber again refe r s to the prophet as the l eader of 

this societ y . The prophet is not a phi losopher, he acts in 

cons onance with God ' s demands; he i s the man of spirit and 

action: " The one in whom the spi r it i nvades and seizes , whom 

the s pi ri t uses as it s ga rment ••• spirit is an event, it is 
70 

somethi ng which happens to man." The proof of this spiritual 

power is not found in philosophy. Buber claims that proof 

for the mythos of Torah is not philosophically validated, but 
71 

is only exp licable via mythical language . Thus religious 



experience has its own language, namely, the language of 

mythical experience. This is neither defined nor provable 

via philosophical inquiry. 
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"God's presence in the world (as expounded in Tor3h) 
lies in the realm of myth, and it is possible to ex­
plain these words as a form of "ontological proof" 
for the existence of a transcendant Being, which can 
only be explained in the language of Myth." 72 
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The importance of this mythos cannot be mitigated. While 

Simon does emphasize the mythos as it affected Buber's 

Zionism, he does mention the problem of myth and its relation 

to mystical religious forms, i.e . Hasidism . But this subject 

does not illuminate our discussion of Buber's politics. 

Suffice it to say that Buber considered this problem a ser-

ious one, since he could not live hi s life without an attach-
73 

ment to the spirit of life. 

As we seeiS1imon ' s final chapter, Buber never doubts the 

existence of God, but he removes his idea of God from the 

realm OL metaphysical inquiry. God can be encountered, but 

he cannot be proven. God is the a priori of a dialogical 

life; moreover it is the ground of being for the Jewish response 

to a religious myth that affects its ongoing historical situa­

tion . Scholem could not agree with Buber's r e-interpretation 
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of the mythical realm, for he believed that Buber's rejection 

of an ontological proof for God meant that any person could 

actualize a religious experience for himself, wi thout any 

philosophical proof for the matter. Hence he argued that for 

Buber the reality of Jewish mythos is redefined in a new 

(Buberian) ontologica l framework, which was unacceptable to 

Scholem. Mythos mus t remain on the religious level, it was 

not rationally verifiable, but it could be rendered authent ic 

on a communal (or personal) level. 

Buber clung to the idea of mythos because it informed 

his attitude towards political cooperation. Since he is not 

a rationalist, he never viewed rationalism, like Scholem , as 

a means of speaking to the real s ituation of people. Buber 

could not live without the mythos of Torah, and this myth, 

or national-religious ideology , compelled him to create a 

po litical order responsive to the needs of Jews and Arabs. 

This order meant a return to one unique land, wherein a new 

soc ial fabric would arise in concert with the Arabs . 

In our conclusions we will examine Buber's ideas on this 

new poli~ical order , as he expressed it i n the spiritual­

po litical life of the nation . 
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CONCLUSION 

As Simon notes early in his work, the Jewish relation 

to the Arabs was the testing-stone for the Zionist nation. 

Beneath that test case, which became the central focus 

of Buber's political speeches from 192i to the early 

19SO's, remains the tension between the abstract political 

idea and the tangible realpolitik in the Jewish state. 

As we outlined in our first two chapters, Buber's abstract 

thinking begins with two foci: the first centers on the 

general theory of states and nationalism. The second 

focus of Buber's thinking revolves around his general 

theory of the Jewish state and Jewish nationalism, that 

is, the particular manifestation of an abstract concept. 

We know that Buber's abstraction contains a fundamental 

ideology, or mythos, and we have ascertained that this 

ideology includes ;certain mythical elements, or ideas, 

based on Buber's reading of the Torah. He believes that 

God's presence must and does infuse Jewish political 

history. Moreover the Jewish nation must include and 

adherence to this spirit, for the seeds of God's spirit 

will grow and blossom again. 

Just as a political abstraction needs concrete living 

to test its authenticity, so too Buber's theories are 

defined by Simon in tangible ways. The first tangible 

we have discussed is the actual operation of a Jewish 
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state. !JJhat is, how is the Jewish state to be governed? 

How will the nation incorporate the principles of spiritual 

Zionism? The second tangible component res ts on the 

specific operation of the Jewish state vis-~-vis its 

Arab neighbors. This is the ultimate best of Zionist 

theory. Once the Jews achieve power, how are they 

going to treat the Arabs? The real basis for Buber's 

tangible position is that spirit and politics are in-

extricabl y intertwined. If not, the nation becomes 

god unto itself. As Dr. Eugene Borowitz noted in this 

thesis: "it is fair to say that Buber's spiritual approach 

to nationalism hives him a horizon and vision which the 

purely organizational/folk approach to nationalism does 

not render. And Buber's approach has its immediate 

political effects.• 1 

Perhaps Simon swmned up Buber' s abstract dilemma 

most s uccinctly in the pages on "Nationalism and Zionism,w 

where he wrotes: 

"The real problem of Jewish existence, is that on 
the one hand we are required to lessen our rela­
tionship to what is concrete, by means of the 
limitation that derives from our essence •••• 
~but] We must guard this relation to the concrete 
in its organic and folk character, so tha~ the 
living God will not be an exalted ideal." 

This quote reflects Buber's dilemma; on the one 

hand we cannot allow the state to become a god, and 

thus lose our faith in God, and on the other hand the 
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Jewish people while building a nation must adhere to 

her spiritual goals. For if the Jews do not grasp the concrete 

character of their Zionist task, the spiritual component 

might become so vague as to be rendered ineffectual. 

For Buber, we cannot live only in the abstract world, 

we must live out our theories in the political arena. 

This consistent attachment to spiritual nationalism 

is probably the most clearly defined section of Simon's book . 

Even in his discussion of Buber's binational idea, Simon 

notes that Buber never lessened his belief in Arab-

Jewish cooperation. His understanding of Buber's basic 

political theory is accurate after having studied the 

secondary material. Perhaps the most difficult section of 

Simon ' s work is his rendering of the Buber-Scholem 

debate . Since he was a student of both, Simon tends 

to defend both sides of the debate. Moreover this con-

troversy can only be strictly evaluated if we had access 

to the German texts cited in the footnotes. 

The greatest weakness in Simon's text surfaces in 

his discussion of Buber's address to the Zionist Congress 

of 1921. While this s peech stood as Buber's paradigmatic 
did not 

position on the Arabs, his wordsAhave a profound effect 

on the political results in the Congress. From Neil 

3 Caplan ' s account of the Congress it is clear that 



Buber's position did not strongly influence any other 

resolutions adopted by that Congress. In discussing 

Buber's political compromises, Simon fails to explain 

the relative significance of Buber's words. The 

Zionists could not accept Buber's notion of cultural and 

economic cooperation because they did not understand the 

reality of a nascent 'Arab nationalism growing in the 

early 1920 's. 
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Even in Buber's early writing on the dialogical life, 

we see his belief in spiritual nationalism. For 

dialogue between nations required not only a conscious 

effort of national will, but also required the nation's 

willingness to accept self-criticism. As Simon notes, 

Buber always insisted that there is plenty of room(in 
4 Israel) for both of us. Moreover the power of the 

spirit infuses Buber's political task, and it still 

prevails. We see today a modern Israel shackled by 

secular Zionist thinking yet crying out for the ability 

to live in peace with its neighbors. 

In his most abs tract discussion on the 'moral 

justification for the state's existence; Simon remains a 

faithful correspondent of Buber's views. Buber is 

justified in his critique of the nascent state , for the 

tangible plan must build its foundation on a spiritual 
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Zionst nation. Cooperation with the Arabs is of penultimate 

importance. Herein we find Buber's prescience as well 

as the remarkable consistency of his ideas. As Dr. 

Borowitz points out, Buber's schema, stermning from his 

I and Thou and the essay of the 1920's, forms a consistent 

backbone to his politics in the days of 1948 and beyond. 

This consistency reflects his basic notion of a life of 

dialogue, and the necessity of one people relating to 

another as equals. Simon explains these sentiments 

thusly: 

"In the stipulated myth of 'A People and its Land' 
the Arab question returns to its appropriate place: 
to the center of Jewish resurrection of itself, 
[i.e. the people Israel~ and [the Arabs} will 
also be tested therein-" 

His genuine renewal begins not only within the 

Jewish conununity, as Buber explained in his essay 

"Dialogue" 6 but also between communities. The imperative 

of personal responsibility transposed into community 

action implies that one cannot live fully, in Buber's 

langugage as a spiritual Zionist, unless one fights for 

corrmunal inter-responsibility. Building bridges nurtures 

the spi r itual Zionist goal. For Buber the Jew cannot 

live abstractly be must live a responsible political life. 

ommunity happens when Jews, living in freedom, respond 

to this notion of personal responsibility. As Buber 

succinctly stated sixty years ago, "community is where 
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community happens."7 

Such is the paradox of mo.dern Zionism: how can a 

state be spiritual? But how can that spirit manifest 

itself in the political world, if we do not live according 

to it? Buber answe red his own call for a community response 

by advocating economic and political cooperation with 

the Arabs. His stance remained firm throughout the 

1950's, two generations after his initial call to the 

1921 Zionist Congress • ••• He insisted that the spirit had 

preserved the Jewish national destiny for 3000 years , and 

it must continue. Buber reiterated this words during 

his association with Magnes and t he League in the 1940' s . 

Hi s belief in a special land, tied to a unique people, 

who are responsible to God, reverberates in his address 

of 1957: 

"The command to serve the spirit is to be fulfilled 
by us today in this state , s tarting from it. But 
he who will truly serve the spirit mus t seek to 
make good all that was once missed: he must seek 
to free once again the blocked path to an under­
standing with the Arab peoples •••• There can be 
no peace between Jews and Arabs that is only a 
cessation of war; there can only be a peace of 
aggravated circumstances, the command of the 
spirit is still to8prepare the way for the coop­
ativn of peoples ." 

The renewal of the Jewish people, and its future 

s uccess rests on this test of the spirit. Only if the 

spirit infuses the nati on' s political task can it survive. 



Endnotes : Conclusion 

1Eugene B. Borowitz, unpublished notes. 

2Ernst Simon , Line of Demarc ation, p . 14. 
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3Neil Caplan , Palestine Jewry and the Arab Question, p.102-118. 

4op. cit., p . 24. 

51bid., p. 55. 

6Martin Buber, Between Man and Man, p. 30- 32. 

7 1bid. , p. 31. 

8~artin Buber , Israel and the World, p. 257 . 
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