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Buber, Dialogue and Politics

(Excerpt from P. Mendes-Flohr, Introduction to the Centennial

edition of I and Thou)

A polymath, Buber proudly regarded himself to be an “atypical”

thinker,” who could not be easily cast as a “philosopher or theologian or

something else.” His method of exposition in I and Thou is also atypical.1

Written in an evocative poetic voice, its structure may be viewed as akin

to a symphonic musical score with three movements, some sixty

aphoristic paragraphs-cum-measures, and the recurrence and

elaborative reconfiguration of thematic motifs, it culminates with a

grand crescendo in which the motifs are gathered to resound its

overarching message. As a philosophical poem, unfolding with

progressive cadence, I and Thou eschews the given discursive method

of philosophy of apodeixis, rational demonstration and argumentation.

1 Buber, “Replies to my Critics.” The Philosophy of Martin Buber, ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp and Maurice S. Freidman
(LaSalle, Ill: Open Court, 1967), 689.



Rather he employed the poetic voice of deixis, pointing, for he deemed

cognition to be in the first instance recognition:

I have no teaching. I only point to something. I point to reality,

point to something in reality that had not or had too little been

seen. I take him who listens to me by the hand and lead him to the

window. I open the window and point to what is outside. I have no

teaching, but I carry on a conversation.2

And the conversation initiated with the publication of Ich und Du

in1923 continues. One need but note that the concept of dialogue,

which hitherto had denoted a narrative technique (for developing a

conversational exchange in a theater play, literature, and cinema), as

nurtured by the I-Thou ethos, now also denotes an existential and

ethical intersubjective encounter. Inspired by Buber, we thus speak of

interfaith dialogue, intercultural dialogue, and even political dialogue

(as opposed to mere negotiations).

2 Buber, “Replies to My Critics,” 693. Cf. “The readers for whom I hope are those who see may way as one, parallel
to their own way towards to true existence.” Pointing the Way, x.



Intent in nominating Buber for a Nobel Prize in literature, Dag

Hammarskjöld, the General Secretary of the United Nations, undertook

to translate Ich und Du into Swedish. In 1958 he met with Buber in

Jerusalem and subsequently twice more followed by an extensive

correspondence to address the question posed by the Swedish

diplomat whether “we could save true dialogue in an age of mistrust.”

Borne by a nigh-apocalyptic urgency, Hammarskjöld sought Buber’s

counsel how to surmount the “Wall of Mistrust” between the Soviet

Union and the Western superpowers; their saber-rattling armed with

nuclear warheads, exacerbated by the Cold War machinery of

propaganda and mutual incrimination.3

On a United Nations peace mission in East Africa in 1961, the

plane carrying Hammarskjold crashed with no survivors. Scattered amid

the wreckage of the aircraft was a copy of Ich und Du and its English

translation by Smith. The General Secretary was still working on the

3 Meyer Levin, “The Sage Who inspired Hammerskjöld.” New York Times. December 3. 1961, p. 4. See also: Lou
Marin, “Can we save true dialogue in an Age of Mistrust?” The encounter of Dag Hammarskjöld and Martin Buber.”
Critical Currents, Publication of the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation Uppsala, Sweden no.8 (January 2010).



Swedish translation which, alas, he had yet to complete, nor did he

realize his hope of nominating Buber for a Nobel Prize. Ever more4

tragically is the mistrust that continues to mangle the fabric of

international relations.

[…]

The dialogically created “between” of a shared lifeworld (Lebenswelt), engendering an

intersubjective consciousness that binds each partner of the I-Thou meeting in mutual

existential claims on the other and sense of responsibility for each other. Thus each of the5

individuals in dialogue “becomes narratively involved in each other’s stories,” borne by a6

“reciprocal interpenetration” the life-experiences, perspectives, fears, vulnerabilities,

aspirations. Each has become a palpitating presence in the life of the other. Love is emblematic

of the existential community - Heimat – created in the dialogical realm of the Between. The

intersubjective space of love, however, is not defined by feelings, but is rather enlarges one’s

cognitive and ethical horizons beyond one’s solitary self – transcending “one’s My” as well as

that of one’s political and social community: “Feelings accompany the metaphysical and7

metapsychical fact of love, but they do not constitute it. […] Feelings are ‘entertained’: love

7 Buber, I and Thou, Smith translation, 64.

6 Jürgen Habermas, A Philosophy of Dialogue (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 2013),
110.

5 Buber, “Autobiographical Fragments.” The Philosophy of Marin Buber,26.

4 On the basis of Dag Hammerskjöld’s drafts, Margie and Curt Norell completed the Swedish translation of Ich und
Du, published in Stockholm in 1962, and duly dedicated to the memory of Hammerskjöld.



comes to pass. Feelings dwell in man; but man dwells in love. That is not a metaphor, but an

actual truth. Love does not cling to the I in such a way as to have love only for its ‘content,’ its

object, but love is between the I and Thou. […] Love is responsibility of an I and for a Thou,” a

loving, attentive response – an existential attunement – to the presence to the dialogical other.8

****

Buber began to write I and Thou in the immediate aftermath of World War One, a global

conflagration that with raw brutally exposed humanity’s “fragile finitude,” betraying the9

promise of the modern ethos to secure human dignity. As he later put it, “the contract”

between man and a rationally governed universe was “dissolved” and man now “finds himself a

stranger and solitary in the world.” The world had ceased to be a “home.” I and Thou10 11

addresses humanity’s “homelessness” (Hauslosigkeit) in which existential mistrust abounds. It

is erroneous to assume it could be overcome by a withdrawal into the sanctuary of the self;

sequestered in the inner sanctum of the soul could not but deepened one’s isolation and

vulnerability. Nor could the “growth of universal mistrust which characterizes our time” be12

overcome and a home be found by embracing a collective identity. For “the fundamental fact of

human existence is neither the individual as such nor the aggregate as such. […] The individual

is a fact of existence in so far as he steps into a living relation with other individuals.” The

12 Pointing the Way, 224f.

11 Ibid., 150.

10 Between Man and Man, 151.

9 Slavoj  Žižek, Less than Nothing. Hegel in the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism (London/New York: Verso, 2012).
994.

8 Ibid., 14-15.

https://www.versobooks.com/authors/2-slavoj-zizek


collective can provide a home – a hearth sustaining the bonds of mutual trust – “only if it is built

up of living units of human relations.” The home that has been lost with the dawn of13

modernity can only be restored in the realm of the Between. “There is no salvation save

through the renewal of the dialogical relation, and this means, above all, through the

overcoming of [the] existential mistrust” that ever-increasingly blights the human family.14

14 Pointing the Way, 225.

13 Between Man and Man, 240.


