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  Background Information


  Martin Buber was one of the great religious thinkers of the 20th century. He was born in Vienna, Austria in 1878, but sent at the age of three to live with his grandfather in Lvov, Galicia, because of his parents' failing marriage. Buber ended up spending his entire childhood in Lvov, and was greatly influenced by the towering figure of his caregiver, Solomon Buber. Solomon Buber was a successful banker, a scholar of Jewish law, and one of the last great thinkers of the Jewish Enlightenment or Haskalah. He was also a deeply religious man who prayed three times daily, shaking with fervor. Solomon Buber exposed his grandson to two of the three obsessions that would guide the younger Buber's thought: the mystical Jewish movement of Hasidism which tries to imbue the ordinary routines of daily life with a divine joy rooted in communal living, and the more intellectual movement of the Haskalah which tries to link the humanist values of the secular Enlightenment to the tenets of Jewish belief.


  From 1896 until 1900, Buber studied philosophy and art history at the University of Vienna. There he discovered the intellectualism of philosophers such as Kant, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, as well as the Christian mysticism of Jakob Bohme, Meister Eckehart, and Nicholas of Cusa. It was probably while eagerly reading these works, and relating them to the spiritual childhood he had known in Lvov, that Buber began to formulate the questions that would lead him on his lifelong search for religious meaning: he began to ponder the sense of alienation (from fellow man, from the world, even from oneself) which overcomes every human being from time to time. He wondered whether this temporary alienation is an essential aspect of the human condition and whether it might indicate a deep-seated yearning for something necessary to human life, that is, for a true unity with the world and with God.


  As an adolescent, Buber began his search for religious meaning by separating himself from the Jewish community. He ceased to observe the myriad strict Jewish laws and immersed himself in his own questions. He described himself as living "in a world of confusion." In 1897, early in his university career, Buber returned to the Jewish community, drawn by what would become the third fundamental influence in his life: modern political Zionism. Zionism sought to redefine Judaism as a nationality rather than simply a religion, with Hebrew as the Jewish language and Israel as the Jewish homeland. Buber quickly became active in the movement, particularly in its cultural and religious aspects. In 1901 he was appointed editor of the Zionist periodical "Die Welt", and in 1902, after leaving "Die Welt", he founded the publishing house of Judische Verlag.


  By late 1902 Buber began to break away from Zionism and to rediscover Hasidism. He searched out the early literature of the Hasidic movement, and he became convinced that in its earliest incarnation, in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, it embodied the ideal religious stance: a relationship between god and man that is based in dialogue. He examined other religions as well, studying their history and thought, and developed his conception of this divine relationship in greater detail. In 1923 he published the result of two decades of thought in his greatest work, I and Thou.


  In 1924, having finished and published I and Thou, Buber began to study the Hebrew Bible, and claimed to find in it the prototype of his ideal dialogical community. While continuing to collect Hasidic legends and to develop his theories of religion, he also began to translate the Hebrew Bible into German. In 1930 he was appointed professor of Jewish religion and ethics at the University of Frankfurt at Mainz. In 1933, when Hitler rose to power, Buber was forced to leave his university post and began to teach in the Jewish ghettos. He spent this period strengthening the religious and spiritual resources of German Jewry in the face of the overwhelming dangers they faced, primarily through adult education.


  In 1938 Buber fled Germany for Palestine where he became professor of the sociology of religion at Hebrew University in Jerusalem. As he had been in Germany, Buber quickly became an active community leader in Palestine. He directed the Yihud movement, together with Y.L. Magnes, which sought to bridge Arab-Jewish understanding and to create a binational state. He also served as the first president of the Isreali Academy of Science and Humanities. In his later years, Buber began to apply his unique conception of man's relationship to the world to diverse fields. He developed a theory of psychotherapy based on the dialogical relationship and a theory of social philosophy intended as an alternative to Marxism.


  Historical Context


  Though Buber's philosophy has influenced thinkers in all religious traditions, he was first and foremost a Jewish thinker, and his intellectual development is best viewed in that historical context. Buber lived through a time of radical transition in the Jewish community: he saw the secular enlightenment seducing Jews away from their religious convictions, he witnessed the subsequent marshalling of orthodox forces in response to this secular threat, and he was an active part in the birth of modern political Zionism, which arose as an alternative to both the secularism and orthodoxy. All three of these trends affected Buber's life in tangible ways, and all three fed into his conception of the ideal relationship between man and world. As a Jew living through the age of secular seduction, Buber was exposed to the Western philosophical cannon that he reacted to and eventually joined; from his associations with Zionism and orthodox Judaism and Hasidism he obtained a unique understanding of the role that community should play in religious life.


  Though Buber lived through a tumultuous period of Jewish history, the period that most influenced his thought actually took place a hundred years before his birth, in the late 18th century. It was then, in the wake of mass slaughters and staggering poverty, that the mystical movement of Hasidism first arose. It appealed to the working masses who felt alienated from traditional Judaism. As preached by the rabbis at that time, the essence of Judaism was thought to be the intellectually demanding and time consuming study of Jewish law, and the only way to be holy was to be a scholar. In practice this meant that only a small elite, who had both the money and the intelligence necessary to spend their days immersed in learning, could really consider themselves good Jews. The vast majority of Jews, impoverished and intimidated by anti-Semitism, felt that they did not even have their religion to turn to in their time of need.


  Hasidism first arose in response to this need, expounded by the religious healer the Baal Shem Tov (meaning Master of the Good Name). Hasidism offered a new understanding of Judaism, one that could reach out to all members of the community. In this new view of Judaism, prayer, not study, was considered the most important religious activity. Ecstatic song and dance replaced solemn piety. Hasidism asserted that since all men can pray, and love God, and take joy in fulfilling God's rituals, all men can be equally holy. The movement had wide appeal among the lower classes, and it spread quickly throughout the Jewish communities of Eastern Europe. Traditional rabbis were unhappy with its rapid spread and tried to outlaw Hasidism. Within a few decades, however, these two branches of Judaism were forced to unite against the common enemy of secularism.


  By the 19th century, Europe was involved in a mass political enlightenment which was a direct result of the 18th century Enlightenment movement in philosophy. Societies began to recognize the equality of all men and to value a man for his actions rather than his birth. This change offered an exciting opportunity for individual Jews, who seized the chance to shed their cultural background and enter the mainstream (which, until then, had made it clear that Jews were not welcome). As a result, this enlightenment was cataclysmic for the Jewish community as a whole, which saw its numbers dwindling rapidly. Jewish community leaders were alarmed and sought methods of stemming the destructive influence, in particular by instituting stricter laws against secular study. In the fight against secularism, the rift between traditional Jews and Hasidic Jews became untenable; the rabbis needed to unite. As a result, Hasidism obtained the official stamp of approval from traditional rabbis and became even more popular than it had been before. By the 1920's, when Buber wrote I and Thou, fully half of the Jewish communities of Eastern Europe were Hasidic communities.


  Buber's grandfather, Solomon Buber, was both a devout Jew with Hasidic leanings and a great thinker of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment. Buber, therefore, was exposed to both the rationality of the Enlightenment and the reactive strictures of the rabbinic leaders. He learned, in other words, both how to reason like a philosopher, and how to believe like a Hassid.


  As Buber reached maturity, a new reaction to secularism was emerging: political Zionism. As championed by Theodor Herzl and Chaim Weizman, political Zionsim sought to revive a Jewish national spirit, focusing on Hebrew (rather than Yiddish) as the Jewish language, and on Palestine as the Jewish homeland. Buber became actively involved in this movement. He was particularly attracted by the Zionist idea that community can afford a special sort of spiritual education. Zionist ideas led him to ask certain questions about the essence of Judaism and the role that community plays in that essence.


  Soon after discovering Zionism, Buber became more familiar with Hasidism. He was impressed with the mystical community's focus on the individual's relationship to God and with the fact that the grounding of that individual relationship lay in community. Hasidic community, at least as Buber understood it, was the embodiment of the individual relationship to God, and through participation in the community all mundane acts became sacred.


  Philosophical Context


  As a part of the Western philosophical cannon, Buber's thought is best understood as a reaction to two previous attitudes toward the question of religious meaning. The first, which can be loosely termed "enlightenment theology", tried to carve out a place for God within the new, modern, rational understanding of the world. The second group, which were atheistic philosophers, attempted instead to deny religion any legitimate place at all within human experience. On the surface, Buber's ideas seem to have more in common with the first group, since he does, after all, believe that there is a place for God in the world. But Buber was deeply influenced by atheistic philosophers, particularly by Friederich Nietzsche, and his theory bears strong resemblance to their thought.


  In trying to forge a place for God within the rational world, enlightenment theologians often reduced the deity to a rational principle. Instead of the personal God familiar from traditional religions, these philosophers viewed God as something abstract and fundamentally rational. These philosophers used God as a basis for enlightenment values, for ethics, for tolerance, and for rationality itself. But in their view, God had almost no other qualities or capabilities. In a way it was only a small step for the 19th and 20th century atheists, such as Karl Marx, Freiderich Nietzsche, and Siegmund Freud, to claim that there was, in fact, no divine being. Enlightenment theologians had made God into an abstract principle, with no anthropomorphic features; the atheists simply took the next step and made God into a myth.


  According to the atheistic philosphers, the human notion of God is nothing but a sign of weakness or distress. Religion, in fact, prevents us from addressing the most fundamental problems of humanity by creating an opiate which dulls human suffering without actually healing the problem. According to Karl Marx, for example, religious desire is a symptom of social conditions that are not providing people with the proper environment for their flourishing. He sees religion as a drug which helps soothe the pain caused by the improper conditions, without doing anything to actually improve the situation. For Nietzsche, religion is a crutch that is used by the weak to avoid facing life in its full power and unpredictability. For Freud, religion is an obsessional neurosis that keeps us from reconciling ourselves to the burden of culture.


  Buber partly directed his thought towards answering these atheist philosophers. He wanted to prove, first and foremost, that religious experience is not deceptive: it is not a mask that hides deep human problems. Instead, it is a true experience of communion with a higher power, an experience that has tangible and wholly desirable results. But Buber was also unsatisfied with the religious thought of the enlightenment thinkers. He saw that the God they envisioned was merely a tool for human reasoning, a principle that they used rather than a being with whom we can relate. Nietzsche, then, Buber claims, was absolutely correct when he argued that such a God is dead; such a God, in fact, could not possibly be alive.


  While the enlightenment theologians tried to carve out a space for God within the realm of reason, and the atheists tried remove God completely from the picture of human life, Buber takes a third path: he removes God from the realm of reason, but does not therefore discard Him. Buber claims that there are two modes of engaging with the world. There is the mode of experience, in which we gather data, analyze, and theorize; and there is also the mode of encounter, in which we simply relate. The first mode is that of science and reason. When we experience something in this mode, we treat it as an object, a thing, an It. If God existed in this realm, as the enlightenment theologians believed that he did, then He would have to be a thing, something we use, such as an opiate, a crutch, or an obsessional neurosis. But religious experience is not a part of this realm, Buber claims; religious experience can only be achieved through the second mode, encounter. Through encounter we relate to another as a You, not as an object to be used, but as an other with whom we must relate.


  Summary


  I and Thou is written as a series of long and shorter aphorisms, divided into three sections. The aphorisms within each section are arranged without any linear progression; that is, they are not supposed to be read as subsequent steps in an argument, but as related reflections. Each of the three sections taken as a whole comprises a stage in Buber's larger argument. The first part of the book examines the human condition by exploring the psychology of individual man. Here Buber establishes his crucial first premise: that man has two distinct ways of engaging the world, one of which the modern age entirely ignores. In the second part of the book, Buber examines human life on the societal level. He investigates both society itself and man as he exists within society. In this section, Buber claims that modern society leaves man unfulfilled and alienated because it acknowledges only one of our modes for engaging the world. The third part of the book deals with the subject of religion. Building on the conclusions of the first two sections—that man has two ways of engaging the world, and that modern society leaves man alienated by valuing only the first of these—Buber tells us how to go about building a fulfilling, meaningful society (a true community) by making proper use of the neglected second mode of engaging the world, and by using this mode to relate to God.


  The fundamental concept underlying the entire work is the distinction drawn in the first section between the two modes of engaging the world. The first of these, which Buber calls "experience" (the mode of 'I–it'), will be familiar to any reader, since it is the mode that modern man almost exclusively uses. In Experience, man collects data, analyzes it, classifies it, and theorizes about it. The object of experience (the It) is viewed as a thing to be utilized, a thing to be known or put to some purpose. In experience we see our object as a collection of qualities and quantities, as a particular point in space and time. There is a necessary distance between the experiencing I and the experienced It: the one is subject, and the other object. Also, the experiencing I is an objective observer rather than an active participant in this mode of engaging the world.


  In addition to this familiar mode of engaging the world, there is also another mode available to us, one which we must necessarily make use of in order to be truly human. In this mode, which he calls "encounter" (the mode of I–You), we enter into a relationship with the object encountered, we participate in something with that object, and both the I and the You are transformed by the relation between them. The You we encounter is encountered in its entirety, not as a sum of its qualities. The You is not encountered as a point in space and time, but, instead, it is encountered as if it were the entire universe, or rather, as if the entire universe somehow existed through the You. We can enter into encounter with any of the objects that we experience; with inanimate objects, with animals, and with man. With man the phenomena of encounter is best described as love. We can also, however, enter into encounter with a being that cannot be the object of experience: God. This type of encounter is the subject of the third section of the book.


  In part two, Buber takes the conclusions that he has drawn about man's fundamental psychology—the identification of man's two equally important means of engaging the world—and puts these conclusions to work in sociological reasoning. He looks at modern society and notes how it is entirely built up based on the mode of I–It. Politics, economics, public institutions, even much of personal life, are all fundamentally grounded in the fact that we view every other being as an It, rather than as a You. Modern man has come to feel alienated fundamentally because modern society is exclusively an It-world. Existential angst, worries of meaninglessness, and the sense of impending doom that most modern human beings feel at some point in their life (often in the dead of night, when they cannot sleep) are all the result of our strict reliance on experience to the exclusion of encounter.


  In the third section, Buber gives us his solution to modern man's woes. He has already made it clear in the previous two sections that this solution will involve opening ourselves up to encounter and building a society based on relation to You's rather than experience of It's. In section three, he reveals how we should go about doing this. All encounters, he begins by telling us, are fleeting; it is only a matter of time before any You dissolves into an It again and as soon as we begin to reflect on the You it becomes an It. Love, then, is a constant oscillation between encounter and experience, and it does not wholly fulfill our yearning for relation. In every human encounter that we undergo, we feel that there could be something more, something more lasting and more fulfilling. This "more" is encounter with God, or absolute relation. We cannot seek our encounter with God, but can only ready ourselves for it by concentrating both aspects of our self (the I of experience and the I of encounter) in our souls. If we ready ourselves for encounter it will definitely occur, and the proof that it has taken place will be in the transformation that we undergo; after absolute encounter we come to see every other being (nature, animals, people) as a You. We come to feel affection for everyone and everything, and to have a sense of loving responsibility for the whole course of the world. This transformation, Buber tells us, is divine revelation. It is salvation. Filled with loving responsibility, given the ability to say "You" to the world, man is no longer alienated, and does not worry about the meaninglessness of life. He is fulfilled and complete, and will help others to reach this goal as well. He will help to build an ideal society, a real community, which must be made up of people who have also gone through absolute relation, and are therefore willing to say "You" to the entire world.


  Important Terms


  
    Dialogical - In calling man's relationship to God "dialogical" Buber simply means to claim that man's relationship to God is based on dialogue or conversation. Like a dialogue, this relationship takes place between two parties and involves an address and a response. The address consists in our saying "you" to God; the response consists in God's revelation to us, in the form of our transformed soul.

  


  
    Duty - A duty is a moral, legal, or religious requirement to either follow some course of action or to avoid it. Buber believes that duty dissolves after revelation, being replaced instead with responsibility. See also obligation.

  


  
    Ego - "Ego" is Buber's term for the "I" of the "I-It" pair. See also person.

  


  
    Encounter - According to Buber, encounter is the neglected human mode of engaging with the world. In encounter one relates to the whole being of the object encountered, and is transformed by the relation. The lack of encounter in modern society has led to many social and psychological ills. See also experience.

  


  
    Existential - Existential means having to do with existence.

  


  
    Existentialism - A movement of philosophy, founded by Søren Kierkegaard, which stresses the irreducibility of the personal, subjective dimension of human life. Famous existentialists since Kierkegaard include Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre. Buber is sometimes considered an existentialist.

  


  
    Experience - "Experience" is the name which Buber gives to modern man's primary mode of engaging the world. In experience one confronts one's object as something to be used and known, rather than as something with which to relate. Collecting sensory data, analyzing, and categorizing are the activities of experience. See also encounter.

  


  
    Enlightenment - The Enlightenment was a philosophical movement of the 18th century that sought to examine all doctrines and traditions using the faculty of reason. Strong emphasis was placed on ideals of tolerance. As Enlightenment ideals spread into state policy (primarily in the 19th century) many humanitarian reforms resulted.

  


  
    Hasidism - Hasidism is a mystical movement within the religion of Judaism, which emphasizes prayer over study and joy in God over stern piety. First preached by the Baal Shem Tov in the late 18th century, Hasidism quickly swept through Eastern Europe, appealing primarily to the poorer members of the Jewish community. By the time of World War II half of the Jewish communities in Eastern Europe were Hasidic communities.

  


  
    Haskalah - "Haskalah" is the name given to the Jewish movement of the 19th century that sought to blend together secular Enlightenment values with traditional Jewish beliefs.

  


  
    Obligation - An obligation is a moral, legal, or religious requirement to either follow some course of action or to avoid it. Buber believes that obligation dissolves after revelation, being replaced instead with responsibility. See also duty.

  


  
    Person - "Person" is Buber's term for the "I" of the "I-You" pair. See also ego.

  


  
    Responsibility - After revelation, duty and obligation are replaced with responsibility. For Buber, responsibility is a requirement that comes out of loving desire rather than out of any external legal, moral, or religious tenets.

  


  
    Revelation - The moment wherein a person has an encounter with God.

  


  
    Theomaniac - Buber terms a "theomaniac" a man who is obsessed with his own personal relationship to God. In contrast to the theomaniac, Buber believes that the truly pious person focuses his energies on bringing God into the world through loving acts, rather than on cultivating his own private relationship to God.

  


  
    Zionism - Zionism has had many incarnations, but the common theme among all of these is the focus on Judaism as a nationality rather than simply as a religion. Most forms of Zionism have been concerned with the idea of creating a Jewish homeland.

  


  Philosophical Themes, Arguments, Ideas


  I–It and I–You


  The basic tenet underlying all of Buber's philosophy is the contention that man has two modes available to him through which he can engage the world. The first mode (the mode of I–It) is the mode of experience. In experience, we engaging the world as an objective observer rather than as a participant, and we gather data through the senses and organize that data in such a way that it can be utilized by reason. Experience is the mode of science and philosophy, the mode through which we come to know things intellectually, and to put things to use for us. Western culture, Buber claims, has generally come to think that this is the only mode available to human beings for engaging the world. We tend to ignore the other mode, which is more vital to our existence as human beings.


  This second mode that we often ignore is what he calls the mode of "encounter". In encounter (the mode of I–You), we participate in a relationship with the object encountered. Both the encountering I and the encountered You are transformed by the relation between them. Whereas experience is entered into with only part of one's self (the data-collecting, analyzing, theorizing part), one enters encounter with one's whole self. Whereas experience involves distance between the I and the It (i.e. the distance between subject and object) relation involves no such distance. And whereas the I of experience views the It only as a collection of qualities and quantities, the I of encounter sees the You as much more than that; the I of encounter sees the entire world through the You for as long as the encounter lasts.


  Most encounters, unfortunately, cannot last very long. Encounters with inanimate objects of nature, with animals, and with other human beings are necessarily fleeting. Eventually we come to reflect on the You, to see it for its various qualities, to analyze it. Once we do this, the You dissolves into an It, and we are back in the realm of experience. It is only encounter with the eternal You, God, that is lasting and ultimately fulfilling.


  Though Buber's aim is to get us to recognize that the mode of encounter is available to us and to help us open ourselves up to it, he does not believe that we should ignore the mode of experience. The mode of experience is necessary to our survival. It is through experience that we come to see an order in the world which we then use to obtain the necessary elements of survival. The realm of science cannot be discarded; but it is also not sufficient for our existence as human beings.


  Argument from Child Development


  Our need for encounter, or relation, Buber claims, can be traced back to our prenatal state. When we are inside our mother's womb we are in a state of pure natural relation. There is perfect reciprocity between the womb and the baby, a flowing in and out of vital elements. Further, the womb is the entire universe for the fetus. Once we are thrust outside of the womb, we immediately begin to yearn for another such relation—not necessarily for a relation just like the one in the womb, but a relation similarly immediate and all-encompassing. Instead of a pure natural association (a physical one) we yearn for a pure spiritual association. This yearning, present in us from birth, is what Buber calls the innate or inborn You. It is a desire to enter into relation, to say "You" to someone or something.


  We can actually observe this inborn You, Buber tells us, by watching a developing child. A newborn baby is clearly only interested in relating, rather than in experiencing. The baby reaches his hands out even when he does not want anything such as food or comfort, he stares hard, he "talks" when no one is around to listen. These gestures cannot possibly be attempts to acquire, or to possess, since they do not aim at acquiring or possessing anything. Instead, they are attempts to relate. Encounter, then, the mode that we currently all but ignore, is actually the primary human state. Experience only comes later.


  The progression from a state of pure relation, to one of experience goes as follows: First the baby only relates. The baby is so immersed in relation that he does not even have any awareness of an I separate from a You. There is only the relation for him. Slowly, though, he begins to get the sense of an I, some constant that is present through all relations. Once he has developed I–consciousness, the baby can begin to experience the world. From the notion that there is an I he forms the notion that this I can be separated from things, and thus forms the notion of It, something separate, divided, something that can be utilized and analyzed and known.


  Alienation and Meaninglessness in the It-world


  In the second part of the book, Buber turns from the individual human psyche to modern society. Modern society, he tells us, is an It-world. All of our institutions—our governments, our economic systems, our schools, often even our marriages and other personal relations, our very feelings—are built up out of I–It rather than I–You relationships. In politics, for instance, the leaders see their constituents as Its to be utilized, as things with certain desires and needs and with certain things to offer. Similarly, the constituents see their leaders as Its who can offer them possible services. As the current system stands, neither can possibly see the other as a You; it would, in fact, destroy the system. The same could be said for our economic system, and most of our other institutions.


  It is because our world is an It-world, Buber tells us, that modern man suffers from so much existential angst. Trapped in this It-world, man feels that life is meaningless. He feels that he is eternally caught in the gears of forces beyond his control, in the vast, uncaring, inexorable mechanisms of history, psychology, sociology, and physics. Even though man enters the realm of experience in order to master objects, nature, and other people, when man is caught exclusively in an It-world, he comes to feel helpless and lost (though these unsettling sentiments, Buber is quick to add, often only come bubbling up in weak moments, perhaps late at night in the grip of sleeplessness).


  The Eternal You


  The cure for our modern affliction of alienation and meaninglessness would be to open ourselves up to encounter, in particular to open ourselves up for encounter with the eternal You, God. We glimpse the possibility of encountering God through all of our other encounters which are fleeting and do not satisfy our desire for relation. In each of these fleeting encounters, we glimpse that there is something more possible, an absolute relation that is not transient. This permanent relation is that with God.


  In order to encounter God, one must ready one's soul. Once the soul is ready for this encounter, it will inevitably occur. The way to get ready for encounter with God is primarily to want with all of one's being to encounter God. In addition, one must 'concentrate one's soul.' In concentrating the soul, man brings together all of his contradictory parts of his personality and existence and holds them together as a unity. He holds together, for example, the I of experience and the I of encounter.


  This process of readying oneself is obviously not passive, but requires an active decision: you must decide that you want to encounter God and you must actively take steps to concentrate your soul. Buber calls this decision 'man's decisive moment.' The decision to enter the absolute relation is not an easy one. To leave behind the world of experience is terrifying because the world of experience is predictable, understandable, and easily manipulated, while the world of encounter is none of these things. In order to ready oneself for encounter, then, one must also shed one's drive toward self-affirmation, the drive toward self-protection and the need to feel that you are in complete control of yourself and the world around you.


  Community as Revelation


  The only way to know that encounter with the eternal You has occurred is through the results of this encounter. The encounter transforms you, turning you into someone who sees every other being as a You. Man comes out of the absolute relation feeling a sense of loving responsibility for the entire course of the world. He cares about everyone and everything, because he loves everyone and everything. The entire world is a You to him. This transformation is divine revelation.


  Ideal society, community, is formed by a group of people who are in relation with the eternal You (the relation to the eternal You never really ceases, it continues to exist forever in the form of the actions which it caused). These people can all say "You" to the entire world. Their community is based on the common relationship they all hold to the eternal You, the relationship that has transformed them into people who live their lives by encountering. It is through the building of such a community that religion is actualized, and God brought down into the world. In such a community, everyday life is holy.


  Summary and Analysis


  Book I, aphorisms 1–8: Basic Words and the Mode of Experience


  Summary


  Buber is extremely conscious of the role that language plays in forming our experience, and therefore begins I and Thou by identifying what he calls the two "basic words" of human language. These basic words are, in fact, word pairs rather than single words. The first basic word is "I–It," while the second is "I–You" (the "I and Thou" of the book's title). In calling these words basic, Buber means to claim that their very utterance establishes a mode of existence; when label someone or something as "It," we become a certain kind of I, which exists in a certain way; when we label something as "You," we become a different sort of I, and exist in a different sort of way. The claim that there are these two modes of engaging with the world around us is the cornerstone of Buber's project. The rest of the work is an attempt to elucidate these two modes of engaging with the world, show us that we have been ignoring the mode of I–You with grave consequences, and instruct us in how to improve our human condition by opening ourselves up to this neglected mode of engaging the world.


  The first mode, the mode of I–It, is the mode that will be familiar to all modern readers. Buber calls this mode of engaging the world "experience". In experience, the I acts as objective observer toward the It rather than as active participant in any relationship with the It. The activities of experience are the activities that we associate with thought, both scientific and everyday: observing, cataloguing, calculating, analyzing, describing. The I views the It as an object to be known, manipulated, and utilized. The It appears to the I as the sum of its qualities, as a point in space and time.


  Experience is crucial to our survival as human beings. By experiencing the world we come to grasp the order, stability, laws, processes, and systems which we then use for our various purposes. It is through experience that we can come to know the truth, and it is through experience that we acquire a sense of authority and agency in the world. Experience allows us to master the world around us.


  As important as experience is, it is not as important as modern man seems to believe. Experience may be necessary for human survival, but it is not sufficient. Modern man acts as if experience were the only means available to him for engaging the world, but there is also the mode of I–You, the mode of encounter. A human being is not fully human, Buber warns, unless he also opens himself up to the mode of I–You, and begins to relate with, rather than master, the world around him.


  Analysis


  Reading Buber can sometimes be a frustrating experience because his style of writing is purposely vague and obscure. In an attempt to steer us away from the analytic thought processes of experience, Buber writes in poetic, mystical, aphoristic language. Happily, Buber's obscure assertions can usually understood with a little bit of patience (though sometime says outright that his statements are obscure because the notion he is trying to convey cannot be truly captured in words).


  When trying to understand the notion of basic words, it is important to realize that when Buber claims that what we "say" determines our mode of engaging with the world, he does not literally mean that the sounds which come out of our mouth determine our mode of engaging with the world. You could make the sound "you" to someone or something and still be experiencing, rather than encountering, that object. What is relevant is not what you say with your mouth, but what you say with your "being"; that is, how you approach your object, how you view it. You can say "you" all you want, but if you are viewing your object as the sum of their qualities, then you are experiencing him or her.


  The really puzzling thing about Buber's basic words is that they do not seem to be words at all, but, rather, sentence fragments. "I" is a word, "It" is a word, but "I–It does not sound like a word. Consider another possible word, "cat-fat". We have a word "cat" because there are objects out in the world that we conveniently group together under that heading. We have a word "fat" because there are other objects that we conveniently group together with that adjective. We do not have a word "cat-fat" because we do not need one. We can put together the word "cat" with the word "fat", and thus pick out all fat cats. Similarly, you might think, we do not need a word "I–It" because we have the word "I" and we have the word "It" and all we need to do in order to pick out the mode of "I–It" is to put these words together. "I–It" does not even seem like a word, then, much less like of the two most basic words of all language.


  Once you see why this is odd, you have gone a long way toward understanding Buber's fundamental claim. Buber's point here is precisely that "I–It" and "I–You" are not formed by putting together the single words "I", "It" and "You"; in fact, there is no word "I" at all (as Buber puts it, "there is no I as such"); there is only the I that is part of "I–It" and the I that is part of "I–You". This is why these basic words are so basic: they determine our very way of existing. We cannot exist, cannot be an "I", outside of one of the modes which are picked out by these words.


  Turning now from basic words to the mode of experience, it is important to remember that experience does not only refer to what we might call "scientific reasoning". Inner emotions can be the object of experience just as well as sensory observations can, and we can have experience with regard to mysterious or supernatural subjects just as easily as we can have experience of the laws of physics. What makes something experience is not the content (e.g. personal emotion vs. natural phenomena; angels vs. plutonium), but the attitude. As long as the goal is to get information, to know the It, or to see what use the It can be used for, what is taking place is experience.


  Part I, aphorisms 9–19: Relation


  Summary


  The mode of I–You is the mode of encounter or relation. We can enter into encounter with nature (both plant and animal), with other human beings, and with spiritual beings (such as God). Since this mode is not quite as simple to grasp as experience, it is best to break it down into its component characteristics, and to treat each separately: The most important aspect of encounter is that it requires us to be active participants rather than objective observers. We must enter into encounter with our entire being, and allow ourselves to be changed by it. Encounter, Buber tells us, is a moment of reciprocity, in which both the I and the You are transformed. This is why he calls relation dialogical, or conversational: much like a conversation or dialogue, encounter takes place between the two participants rather than inside one or the other, and it involves calling out toward a You and expecting a response. Experience, on the other hand, takes place entirely inside the I. The I observes, the I analyzes, all inside its own head. When the I of experience says "It", it is not seeking an answer from its object.


  The notion of mutual transformation between the I and the You in the moment of encounter is most easily understood when we consider an encounter between an artist and his or her creation (Buber considers this a paradigm example of encounter). It is easy to see how both the art and the artist are changed by the creative process: the art acquires form and comes into being; the artist goes through various psychological, emotional, and mental transformations as a result of the process.


  The second key feature of encounter is that, whereas in experience the I sees the It merely as the sum of its qualities, in encounter the I sees the You as much more than that sum. One encounters the whole You in the full manifold of its existence. Instead of viewing the You as a point in space and time, the I of encounter views all of space and time, the entire universe, through the You. In a sense, then, the You becomes the Universe for the encountering I.


  Part of what enables the I to approach the You in this way (i.e. in its entirety of being) is the fact that relation is immediate or unmediated. We enter encounter without any relevant concepts, any prior knowledge, any greed, desires, or anticipation of what the You will be like. There us nothing mental separating the I from the You.


  Encounter is also what Buber calls "pure present". Encounter is where the present takes place, whereas experience deals only with past. Presumably, this is because in encounter both the You and the I are removed from space and time. Seen apart from the flow of time, the You becomes enduring, eternal, and our relation with the You can occupy the present without continually falling into the past. In experience, on the other hand, we see the object as a point in time, and since every moment in time is always ending, we are never really in the present so long as we are in the realm of experience.


  Nevertheless, though encounter is pure present, it is always necessarily fleeting. Any You, except the eternal You (God), will inevitably degenerate back into an It as soon as we become aware of the encounter, and begin to reflect on it.


  Analysis


  Buber finds a place for religion outside of rationality in the mode of encounter. He believes that throughout the scientific age the critics of religion have shown correctly that God cannot really fit within the world so long as we are trying to get at the world in the typical way. That is, he recognizes that science and reason can never get us to God, because "it is not as if God could be inferred from anything" (III.4).


  God cannot be inferred from anything because the world is causally closed: we never have to appeal to anything outside of the physical world in order to explain a physical phenomenon. All explanations for physical events and states can be given in the form of other physical events and states. Thus, we can never find God through experience, for within the realm of experience we come to know things only by gathering sensory data, and analyzing this data with our reason.


  It is not irreligious to claim that the physical world is causally closed (after all, this is certainly the most perfect sort of order that God could have imposed on the world) but if we cannot get at God the way we get at everything else (through reasoning from the data), where can the justification for believing in God's existence possibly come from? Buber says that it comes through encounter. In this mode of engaging we do not gather sense data to be analyzed with reason, rather we simply enter into a relationship with the whole being of whatever it is we are relating to.


  This key concept of encounter is one of those notions which Buber tells us can never be made entirely explicit through language. The whole point of encounter is that it cannot be analyzed, described, or reduced down to qualities in space and time. Naturally, this makes it very difficult for Buber to convey the subtleties of the concept to his readers. What does it mean, for instance, to say that the I views the You as more than the sum of its qualities, or in its full being? What specifically is this "more" that we are seeing? Buber cannot tell us, because any aspect of the You that could be described would have to be those qualities that we latch onto in experience. The "something more", by its very nature, cannot be described or analyzed.


  The same trouble arises for other aspects of the account: what does it mean to say that in encounter we view the entire Universe through the You? Again, we cannot have more than a vague sense of what this might mean, because Buber cannot really describe encounter to us; we must go through it ourselves in order to know what it is like.


  But these difficulties should not make us despair of coming to an understanding of the mode of encounter. As we will see in the next section, much can be gained by comparing encounter to the state of being in love, and other questions can be answered with a little patience and guesswork. For instance, Buber says that we are changed by encounter, and this naturally leads to questions about the nature of this change. Are we changed permanently or only so long as the encounter lasts? Are we spiritually changed, or emotionally, or physically, or mentally? In the case of transformation as a result of divine revelation, Buber is clear about the nature of this change: the change is permanent, and it involves our very ability to encounter. We are transformed in such a way that we can say "You" to the entire world; we suddenly feel a loving responsibility toward everyone and everything.


  Encounters with human beings, at least, seem to have very similar consequences as the encounter with God. When describing the relation of man to man Buber says, "now one can act, help, heal, educate, raise, redeem" (I.19). The transformation in the case of relation to man, it seems clear, is also the growth of a loving responsibility, but only toward the You of the relation, rather than toward the whole world.


  But what about the relation to nature? Unfortunately, here we hit the old frustrating wall of indescribability. Buber suggests that we let this type of transformation "remain mysterious" (I.19). Presumably, this means that encounter with nature does not result in the same sort of transformation (i.e. we do not develop a loving responsibility toward the cat or the tree), but rather in a different sort of transformation which cannot be easily put into words. The claim that encounter is unmediated is best understood if we draw an analogy between the two modes of engaging the world and two different ways of listening. There are two ways that someone can listen to another human being: first, the listener can approach the conversation armed with background knowledge about the speaker and expectations about what the speaker will say. If you approach a conversation in this way, you will hear only what makes sense to you given your knowledge and expectations. The other way to listen is to clear oneself of all prior knowledge and expectations, and simply open oneself up to the words being spoken. It is only if you listen in this way, that you enable yourself to truly hear everything that the other person is saying. This second way of listening is like unmediated relation. By approaching the encounter unmediated, we open ourselves up to come into contact with anything that the You has to offer, with the fullness of the You's being.


  Part I, aphorisms 19–22: Love and the Dialogical


  Summary


  Encounter between human beings, Buber tells us in the nineteenth aphorism, is best described as love. But only love as he understands it, not as most people do. This is because most people misunderstand love: They believe that love is a feeling, when really it is more like a cosmic force. Feelings are something that we have, something that inside he who is the feeling. Love, on the other hand, is something between two people, something that we dwell in rather than something that dwells in us. We do not have love, but live inside of it. And, of course, we are transformed by it. It is only love understood in this way that captures relation between two people.


  When we love someone we see that person as wholly unique, and without any qualities. The person is purely present, and not separated from us by anything. Even in love, though, the You must inevitably fade periodically into an It. As soon as we see your beloved as beautiful, kind, brown-haired, blue-eyed, sweet- smelling, noisy, the beloved has ceased to be a You. This does not mean that love cannot endure, but only that it constantly oscillates between actuality and potentiality. (This fleeting nature of encounter between human beings is very important because it leads us to yearn for God, the eternal You.) So long as we have been in encounter with someone and know that we have the potential to do so again at any moment, we can say that we love that person. If, on the other hand, we have never encountered someone (or if we no longer have the potential to do so) then we do not really love that person.


  To love someone, Buber tells us further, is to feel a responsibility for that person, to want to do everything one can to help that person. Unlike feelings, which can be greater or lesser, all love is equal, and all who love are equal as lovers: someone who loves just one human being and suffers nothing for his love is no lesser than someone who loves all human beings and suffers greatly for his love.


  Before moving on from the topic of love, Buber considers a possible objection to his claim that relation between men can be described as love: what about hatred? Is hatred not also a relation that can obtain between men? The answer, he says adamantly, is "no". Relation, by its very definition, can only be directed toward a whole being. But hatred, by its very nature, cannot be directed toward a whole being. We cannot hate a whole person, only a part of a person. Hatred, he tells us, not love, is blind. Still, he admits, whoever hates directly is closer to being in relation than someone who neither loves nor hates at all.


  Analysis


  Though the notion of encounter is vague and difficult to grasp fully, thinking about encounter as the more familiar experience of being in love can be extremely enlightening. Take, for instance, one of the unanswered questions from the last section: what does Buber mean when he says that during encounter we view the entire Universe through the You? Though it remains difficult to analyze this statement in any precise way, thinking about encounter as love certainly makes the idea easier to grasp. When we are in love our entire perception of the world becomes colored by the beloved, and we view everything in relation to the beloved: locations become good or bad depending on how close they are to the beloved; people become important or unimportant depending on their relation to the beloved; a song, a scent, or a word can become precious just because it serves as a reminder of the beloved. In this sense, the lover views the entire universe through the beloved.


  Thinking about encounter as love also helps us understand why Buber believes that encounter is so terrifying. When you truly allow yourself to love someone you become incredibly vulnerable. First of all, you suffer the risk of rejection and loss. In addition, if you love in the way that Buber requires, so that the pain and happiness of the beloved are even more important to you than your own, then you are taking on an even graver risk. Suddenly, you are multiplying your potential for grief (though perhaps also your potential for joy).


  The identification of love as relation between people also brings along some new worries. For instance, it raises the problem of unrequited love. Relation must be mutual, because it is reciprocal and involves mutual transformation. It seems strange to claim that you cannot love someone if they do not return your love, but this is what Buber will have to claim: you cannot dwell in the cosmic force unless the beloved dwells in the force with you. Buber does admit in the Afterword that no relation can be entirely mutual, and that some relations, such as that between student and teacher, between therapist and patient, and between spiritual leader and congregant, should not even strive for complete mutuality, but he seems to clearly believe that entirely unrequited love cannot be love at all.


  Part I, aphorisms 23–29: Arguments for the Primacy of Relation


  Summary


  After defining the modes of experience and encounter, Buber turns his energies toward tracing the emergence of the desire for encounter. He claims that it is primary, in the sense that it emerges first in the human psyche. His proof for this claim rests on his two analyses of language emergence: first, he traces the cultural development of man from primitive times to modern, showing that early languages focus on relations rather than on distinctions, and then he analyzes the phenomenology of the human mind as it develops from fetus to adult, showing that we enter the world yearning for relation, and only much later develop an interest in experience.


  He begins by looking at the language of primitive peoples, and notes that their words generally refer to relations rather than to isolated objects. For instance, where we say "far away" the Zulu say "Where one cries, 'mother, I am lost'". There is no separation in this language between the object and the subject: place cannot be defined without reference to man's relation to that place. Primitive people, he concludes, do not analyze the world into component parts, but rather experience it in its original unity. They view the world as a unified relationship rather than as a conglomerate of distinct objects.


  Buber claims that we see the same early emphasis on relationship in child development. An infant comes into the world yearning to relate. He reaches out his hand even when he wants nothing in return, he stares at walls for long periods on end, and he "talks" when no one else is present. All of these behaviors, Buber claims, are proof that the baby has an overpowering desire to relate. It is not that he sees objects and people and wants to relate to them, but something even stronger: he is longing to relate to anything and everything, and is constantly searching out partners. The newborn has a drive to turn everything into a You. In its initial stage this drive aims exclusively toward tactile contact, then later in widens its scope to include optical contact, and finally it aims at true reciprocity, asking for a response in the form of tenderness.


  At this point, the child knows only relation; it does not even have the concept of an I distinct from the "I–You". Only later, as the child realizes that there is a constant in all of its relationships, does the concept of the I emerge. We only receive our idea of the I, then, on this view, through a You; we get our sense of self through relation. Once the child develops the concept of an I, he can begin to experience the world. Once he is conscious of an I he can also become conscious of objects as separate from the I. He can place things in their spatio-temporal context, begin to understand causality, to coordinate, to manipulate, and to know. The need to relate, however, persists.


  Buber appeals to child development not only to establish the primacy of relation, but also to trace its origins. Our need to relate, he theorizes, results from the manner in which we enter the world. Prenatal life is a life of ultimate encounter; the womb is the universe for the fetus, and there is a natural reciprocity between fetus and mother. When we emerge into the world from this state of pure relation, we immediately yearn for something to take its place. Instead of a natural association, though, we begin to want a spiritual one. This inner desire is what Buber calls our "innate You" and the "secret image of a wish".


  Analysis


  When viewed as analytic arguments, the discussions of human development and of primitive language raise several major worries. Looking first at the argument for the claim that we do in fact have the mode of encounter available to us, a severe flaw is apparent immediately. As an analytic piece of reasoning, the argument would look like this: (1)Human beings have the desire for a spiritual relationship that mirrors the physical relationship of the fetus to its mother. (2) Therefore, human beings can enter into such a relationship.


  Obviously (2) does not follow from (1). As any human being learns early on, just because we want something, that does not mean that we can have it. Consider an analogous argument: (1) Human beings desire the power to predict the future. (2) Therefore, human beings can predict the future. Anyone can see that this is not a good argument.


  Giving Buber the benefit of the doubt, we can probably conclude that he had no intention of putting forward such an obviously flawed piece of reasoning. Instead, he must have had something else in mind. But what could this have been? There are several possible alternatives. First, he might have wanted the wording of (1) to be much stronger; instead of "want", perhaps he would have substituted "need" so that the premise reads like this: (1') Human beings have a need for a spiritual relationship. Then, he might have added another premise: (2) The construction of the human psyche cannot be flawed. In other words, if we have a basic psychological need, then we must have the means to satisfy that need. Only then would he conclude, (3) Therefore, human beings can enter into such a relationship.


  But why believe that the construction of the human psyche cannot be flawed? There are a few plausible reasons that Buber might have felt justified in believing this. It is likely that he based this belief on his belief in God: God would not have created us with a need that we could not satisfy. Of course, then Buber would need a proof for the existence and nature of God to back up his claim. However, this is not Buber's main object and as such he does not provide such a proof.


  Perhaps, however, Buber was not trying to make a rigorous argument and his purpose in tracing the origin of our basic need for relation was not to prove that we have this mode available to us. Perhaps it was simply to trace the origin for the sake of tracing the origin. That would leave Buber without any proof for the claim that we actually do have this mode available to us, but that is not necessarily a problem for him: instead of providing us with an a analytic, philosophical proof, he might want us to engage in our own, introspective proof. To see that we have this mode available to us, he might say, we should just try to use it.


  Turning now to the two arguments for the claim that relation is primary, a few more worries arise. Buber seems correct in his claim that both primitive languages and the language of early children seem to reveal a more heavily relational aspect. The separation between subject and object is not as clearly demarcated. The question is whether these aspects of language have the drastic implications that Buber believes they do. It seems plausible that the worldview behind these relation-heavy languages is more relational than the worldview behind our distinction-heavy language, but is it really as purely relational as Buber claims? This question cannot be answered by reasoning alone; it requires more observational evidence.


  The same can be said for Buber's analysis of infant behavior. Perhaps he is right to claim that infants are yearning for relation when they reach out their hands, stare at walls, and gurgle to no one in particular, but he offers no truly compelling reasons to trust him on this. There are numerous alternative explanations available for these patterns of behavior, all of them equally or more plausible than Buber's explanation. For instance, the infants might simply be exercising their newly-forming faculties. Again, Buber never gives his claims the rigorous proof that is required to accept them without further experience.


  Part II, aphorisms 1–6: The It-World


  With Part II, Buber turns from the individual man to society as a whole. He sums up the source of our current sociological ills in one sentence at the tail end of the meandering first aphorism: "the improvement of the ability to experience and use generally involves a decrease in man's power to relate - that power which alone can enable man to live in the spirit". Human culture, of course, has been engaged since its inception in a steady progression toward better and better experiencing. The previous century (the 19th) had seen this ability increase exponentially, with the industrial revolution, the birth of the germ theory of disease, and Darwin's insight into the mechanics of life, among other accomplishments. Though Buber sees much good in scientific progress, he is also acutely aware of its unhappy effects: our staggering advances have managed to set us squarely within a one-sided It-world, a world in which we have completely lost the ability to say "You" to anyone or anything. And by trapping us within this It-world, our advances have managed to leave us feeling alienated, oppressed, and doomed, rather than powerful.


  In the sixth aphorism of part two, Buber provides a wonderfully evocative metaphor for the modern, It-obsessed world. He paints the It-world as a stagnant swamp, rotting, festering, and poisonous to its inhabitants. The only way to make this world livable, he tells us, is to irrigated and fertilize the lifeless muck with the fresh, flowing streams of the You-world.


  Aphorisms three through sixth, break down the construction of modern society and reveal how it depends entirely on I–It rather than I–You relationships. As It-dwellers, Buber tells us, we divide up our life into two spheres: the It-sphere and the I-sphere. The It sphere is comprised of institutions, such as school, work, marriage, and place of worship. The I-sphere is what is inside of us, our feelings. We work extremely hard to keep these spheres separate, even when it seems more natural to meld them (such as in the very personal institution of marriage).


  Many people, Buber tells us, are aware that our institutions have ceased to fulfill us and leave us alienated. Their solution is to insert more feelings into the institutions, or rather, to build up societies based on feelings. But this is fundamentally misguided: our feelings are just as lifeless as our institutions, because they too are tied merely to experience and not to relation. These feelings are not between an I and a You, but, rather, they are had by an I toward an It. It is only encounter, the cosmic force of love between human beings, that can save the structures of our society, by allowing us to forge a community based on shared loving responsibility.


  Buber, therefore, next asks whether such a restructured society is even feasible. Would politics and economics be able to withstand a switch from seeing others as centers of services and aspirations, to seeing others in the whole uniqueness of their existence? How could such a society be a rational machine, working as a precision instrument? Well, Buber points out, it is not as if modern government or economy is working very well as things stand. Both are heading toward disaster and this is because they entirely lack relation. There is nothing wrong or evil, he tells us, about the desire to make money or to obtain power, but these motivations need to be fundamentally connected to the will toward relation if they are going to result in a healthy community.


  Analysis


  Buber's analysis of the problems of modern society is both fascinating and prescient. Writing in 1923, we can almost see him as a prophet of the end of the century: scientific advances have made Buber's diagnoses even more true today than they were back then. Many modern thinkers have tried to draw correlations between the drastically rising rates of depression and the isolating tendencies that began to show up in late 20th century America (such as the use of the internet to conduct nearly all transactions, and the ever-increasing levels of ambition that lead us to place less emphasis on personal relationships). Appealing to Buber, one might say that what is happening in our age is an increasing extent to which we rely solely on experience, and exclude encounter from our lives; we see everything and everyone as an object to be understood intellectually, and used practically to further our own success or happiness. The rise in rates of depression, then, might be an indication of the deep-seated human need for the other mode of relating to the world, the mode which is reciprocal and participatory, in which we view others as You rather than It.


  There is, however, a basic problem with Buber's sociological analysis and that is his failure to explain how the newly restructured society might work on a practical level. How does one tie the will to profit and the will to power to the will to relate? How does one run a society based on loving responsibility? These sound like very appealing ideas but in the absence of any indication otherwise, it is hard not to conclude that they are more like slogans than practical blueprints.


  In addition to the mere vagueness of his proposal, there also seem at first glance to be several specific counts against it. First of all, in modern society we must interact with many people with whom we have no close ties. Presumably, we have never had encounter with these people because we have never even met most of them. A politician has never encountered most of his constituents, and a businessman has never encountered most of the people whom his decisions effect. How will the ability of these men to encounter really effect society?


  In addition, there is an even graver, related worry: Imagine that we did all develop the ability to encounter those around us, and we developed a loving responsibility for those people. Then we might become heavily biased towards the interests of those closest to us, and perhaps even behave unjustly toward those whom we did not yet know. Wars might become more frequent, national politics might degenerate into quarrels between local interests. When we think of instances of groups among whom the sense of the responsibility between members is particularly strong, we find that these groups are often associated with gross crimes against non-members. Take for example, the case of Nazi Germany, which believed strongly in national ties, or of the mafia, which believes strongly in the sanctity of family ties. An overwhelming sense of love or responsibility toward certain persons is not necessarily a good basis on which to build national and international governance. Objective rationality—i.e. viewing each person as an equal life, none with any more importance than the other—is much more conducive to fostering justice. Buber, though, has a solution to these worries. In the community he envisions, human beings do not simply have a loving responsibility toward members of the group, but toward all human beings, even human beings they have never met and will likely never meet. This becomes possible only after one encounters God. Given that in such a society human beings love everyone, the two worries just mentioned disappear. The vagueness of the account, though, is still troubling. It is hard to envision how this community would work. Buber claims, for instance, that the will to profit could still exist, but would such a desire exist in a world based wholly on loving responsibility toward all other people? Would such a society be capitalist or socialist? How would the distribution of goods among the nations of the world work? Who would rule whom? This is not to say that Buber's proposal is not a feasible one, but only that it is difficult to determine whether it is feasible or not without more specifics about its operation.


  Part II, aphorisms 6–8


  In these aphorisms, Buber discusses the real destructive power of the It-World: its effect on man's psychology. In such a society, Buber tells us, man feels oppressed by causality. Man feels that he is a cog caught in the inexorable machine of various causal systems—biological, social, historical, cultural, and psychological. It seems to him that he has no freedom, but rather that his entire life is determined by the powerful laws of these various systems. Once he sees himself in this light, he becomes alienated from the world, and concludes that life is meaningless. Therefore, though experience is supposed to be the realm in which man feels his mastery and agency, a man stuck permanently in the real of I–It feels lost and powerless instead (even if he does not often admit this to himself).


  The man who is not limited to the It-world, on the other hand, does not feel hounded by causal necessity. Instead, he feels that he is in the safe sway of wise, masterful, caring fate. With fate as the vehicle of necessity, rather than impersonal causal laws as this vehicle, man feels free instead of trapped. He views fate as his completion rather than as his limit, and embraces it as destiny rather than doom.


  The It-obsessed sickness of our age, Buber tells us, is particularly dire. We are not only trapped in an It-world, but have actually developed a culture that puts total faith in doom. We have come to believe wholeheartedly that we are at the mercy of various forces of nature. To explain our world we have developed elaborate systems of laws, bound tightly by causal connections. It is this total faith in our scientific and philosophical systems that keeps us from seeking out a means of escape. We do not believe that there is anything outside of these systems, anything like relation or encounter, and so we do not attempt to enter these states. Therefore, we have very little hope of saving ourselves from the sense of doom that we have created.


  Analysis


  The most important thing to bear in mind about this discussion is that Buber is not drawing a picture of two parallel worlds, one ruled by divine fate and the other by impersonal laws of causal necessity. Instead, Buber presents to us two ways of viewing the same world. We can view our world as one ruled by strict but relatively random causal laws (since the natural world is, of course, governed by certain causal laws which we can discover through experience) or we can view the world as one ruled by fate (since God does, according to Buber at least, take an intimate interest in the course of the world and of each human life, as we can discover through encounter). Believing in fate would not require a man to give up his belief in the rules of causality, nor would it require him to abandon the mode of experience and simply encounter everything. In fact, a man who did either of these two things would fail to survive through a single day. We need to believe in causality to survive in the world; we need to know, for instance, that putting our hand in fire causes us to get burned, that putting food in fire causes it to be easier to digest, and that getting too near to someone sick can make us sick. But in order to prevent the feeling of doom and alienation, we need to believe in fate. However, why is fate more attractive than causal necessity—in particular, why is causal necessity seen as a threat to man's freedom whereas fate is seen as entirely conducive to this freedom? On the surface of it, both fate and causal necessity seem to take away man's freedom in the same sense: both claim that man's life is subject to forces beyond his control. It seems that if a man's choices are determined by God he has no more freedom than if his choices are causally determined.


  However, a man who views his destiny as fate can understand the forces controlling him. He sees a meaning behind his destiny, rather than an arbitrary luck of the draw. This is probably what Buber means when he compares the meaningful law of heaven to the meaningless power of the moving planets; if God is in control then we feel that our life has meaning, whereas if the forces of physics, chemistry, and biology are in control then we see no such meaning in our life. Feeling that we have meaning in our life makes man feel freer only in the sense that he does not feel oppressed by meaninglessness; he does not feel trapped by his fate, but liberated by it, ensured that his life has meaning and that it will not be wasted or arbitrarily ruined.


  It is in this same sense of "free" that the last aspect of fate makes men free. Fate is controlled by a caring God rather than impersonal forces of nature, and so man can feel secure in the knowledge that his fate is in his best interest. He is thus able to embrace his fate happily. Of course, as with the idea of meaningfulness, a personal God does not make man any more potent in terms of controlling his fate, but it does make that fate seem more like a blessing than a curse.


  Part II, aphorisms 9–13


  In these aphorisms, Buber next launches into a meditation on the two different "I"s—the I of I–You and the I of I–It. The I of I–It he calls "ego". This I sees itself as a subject, fundamentally separate from other egos. The I of I–You he calls "person". Person sees itself as subjectivity, and conceives of itself in relation to other persons. Consciousness of person is a consciousness of the whole self, while consciousness of ego focuses only on what the self is like; the ego is obsessed with the idea of "my": my race, my nationality, my talent. Person, Buber tells us, participates in actuality, while ego does not.


  There are no pure egos or pure persons, Buber explains, but people tend to be more inclined toward one or the other. He points us to three examples of very strong persons: Socrates was a strong person with an incredible capacity to say "You" to men, to converse with them; Goethe had a similar capacity to say "You" to nature; and Jesus could say "You" to God, the eternal You. Buber next gives us an example of a nearly pure ego, Napoleon Bonaparte. Napoleon, he claims, was so preoccupied with his a cause that even his self became an It. Though he was a You to many people (since he was seen as a great savior) he was utterly incapable of saying You to anyone.


  Buber ends part two with a frighteningly vivid picture of a man in the grips of alienation. This imagined existential crisis occurs in the dead of night, during an insomniac episode. With his protective guard down, the man in our scenario is able to admit to himself, with horror, that his I is empty, and that he has completely ceased to live. He has the sense that he can still get to life, but he has no idea how to do so. He calls on thought to help him, because he is conditioned to rely on experience. Thought paints two pictures for him. In the first, man is represented as simply a part of the fabric of the world, so that there is no I at all. The world cannot be a threat to him since he is simply an indistinct part of it, so this picture calms him. Thought also presents another calming picture to the perturbed man. In this picture everything is a part of the I, everything is feeling and sensation. Again, there is no world distinct from the I on this picture, so the world cannot harm him. This picture soothes the man as well. Eventually, however, Buber tells us, the man will see both of these pictures at once and will become even more horrified than before.


  Analysis


  Buber claims that man participates in actuality only insofar as he is person, and not insofar as he is ego. This is a puzzling because it seems that an ego is every bit as real or actual as a person. When Buber attempts to explain this claim, it becomes more confusing: only a person is actual because to be actual means to "participate in a being that is neither merely a part of him nor merely outside him". But this sounds like the very definition of what it is to be in a relation. So it sounds as if he is saying that the person is actual because person is the I of relation. Why should this be? The likeliest explanation is that Buber thinks that to be actual means to be an active participant in the world. A person needs to be engaged with the world, rather than an objective observer of it, on order to be actualized within the world. In the absence of relation, man is not any less real, he simply is not actualized within the world, because he has remained outside the world as an observer.


  Perhaps even more puzzling than the discussion of actuality, is the two pictures of the universe that Buber presents at the very end of part two. What are these supposed to represent? In order to understand the significance of these two pictures it is necessary to look at the history of philosophy immediately preceding Buber's time. In response to the horror of realizing that a human being is a powerless individual and is at the mercy of the world, there are two standard responses. The first is to claim that man is not really anything separate from the world, because everything, including man, is actually just a part of God. Since man is not separate from the world, he has nothing to fear from it. This pantheistic response, most closely associated with the 17th century philosopher Baruch Spinoza and therefore often called "Spinozism", became wildly popular during the late 18th and early 19th centuries (long after Spinoza's death). German Romantics, such as Schopenhauer and Goethe, adopted this pantheistic worldview as their own, and took as their slogan the phrase "One and all". (Spinozism was actually a hallmark of the Romantics and one of the main points of contention between this group and the earlier generation of Enlightenment thinkers who found Spinoza's world view absurd.)


  The other response to the horrific realization of man's vulnerability also seeks to make man identical with nature by claiming that the entire world is somehow dependent on, and nothing separate from, human thought. The world, in some subtle and complex sense, is entirely in the human head. Again, then, nature cannot harm man because it is not separate from man. Philosophers who might subscribe to this worldview include Kant, Fichte, and perhaps Schopenhauer.


  What does Buber think is wrong with these two responses? Why are they not adequate to calm our fears and alienation? He phrases his indictment like this: "But the moment will come Ö when man Ö looks up and in a flash sees both pictures at once. And he is seized by a deeper horror". This passage seems to claim that the problem with these two pictures is that they are incompatible, and so man will realize, when he sees both, that neither one is correct. Clearly Buber is right in claiming that they are incompatible, but this should not rule out either one individually. Any theory, true or false, will necessarily be incompatible with numerous other theories. Presumably anyone (except possibly Schopenhauer) would believe only in one of these pictures or the other. So what, then, is really wrong with them? The real reason that they are inadequate seems to lie earlier in the aphorism when Buber says, "he summons thought in which he places Ö much confidence: thought is supposed to fix everything." The problem with these responses, it seems, is that they are purely philosophical responses. They try to solve man's concerns by supplying him with a theoretical way of interpreting the world. But this theoretical picture can only go so far. One must constantly remind oneself of it and try to deflect any objections to it. When objections and doubts do creep in, for instance when one is confronted with a plausible and incompatible alternative theoretical picture, the theoretical solution loses its power to soothe.


  What is really needed, as Buber will demonstrate in the next section of the book, is an active solution rather than a philosophical one. Man must enter into a relationship with God.


  Part III, aphorisms 1–4: Encountering the Eternal You


  In the third part of I and Thou Buber finally brings God into the picture. He has already told us that the solution to man's psychological and social ills is going to involve building a new sort of community, one built on encounter. Now he tells us more specifically how we are to go about putting this solution to work. What we need to do, first of all, is move from encountering human beings and nature, to encountering the eternal You, God.


  The need to encounter God, Buber tells us, is evident through all of our human encounters. As each human encounter inevitably peters out into experience, we sense, in our disappointment, that there is something more that we want. In this way, we come to realize that we are longing for absolute encounter: that is, for encounter with God, the eternal You that can never degenerate into an It. Once we realize that we want an encounter with God, we must simply ready ourselves for it and it will take place.


  Readying ourselves for encounter with God is one of those mysterious processes that Buber claims is indescribable. However, he does indicate three necessary ingredients in the process. First and foremost, in order to encounter God we must truly want to encounter God. Second, in order to truly want to encounter God we must get rid of the drive toward self-affirmation (i.e. the drive toward justifying our actions and the drive toward seeing ourselves as in control) because this drive leaves us clinging desperately to the predictable and understandable mode of experience. Finally, we must hold together all of the irreconcilable parts of our self (such as the I of I–It and the I of I–Thou) in a state of paradoxical harmony, a concentration of the soul. Once we are ready for absolute encounter, we can only wait for God to meet us. And he inevitably will. No matter what one's conception of God—if one thinks of God as Buddha, as Christ, or as the God of Israel—if one addresses God with their whole being, and are ready for absolute encounter, they will encounter God.


  Buber calls the moment of readiness for divine encounter, "man's decisive moment". Encounter, he tells us, is both active and passive. It is supremely active, on the one hand, because we must will it to occur with our whole being. On the other hand, it is passive because it is not enough to prepare ourselves to meet God, we must also be met. Absolute encounter (encounter with God) involves both choosing and being chosen.


  In absolute encounter, God fills the universe for us in a similar way that the other person does in interpersonal encounter. But the way that God fills the universe is different: when we enter into relationship to God we are also entering into relationship with everything else in the world, because encountering God involves encountering everything belonging to God, that is, the world. In absolute relation, we do not ignore the rest of the world, but relate to it through relating to God. We comprehend the world while comprehending God, though not in the sense that we believe (falsely) that the world just is God, or God just the world. Instead, we simply understand the universe as it stands in relation to God. Because of this, the absolute encounter is both exclusive and inclusive. It is exclusive, much like other encounter, because we relate to the You as if it were all that mattered for us, and see the rest of the universe through its light. It is inclusive because it is not just the divine being but also His entire universe with whom we are relating in this way.


  Analysis


  Buber thinks that we reach God through encounter with human beings or with nature. In every fleeting You we get a glimpse of the eternal You and sense the possibility of absolute encounter. We know that there is the possibility of absolute encounter, in other words, in the same way that we know there is the possibility of encounter at all: because we sense that it is the only means for fulfilling a basic human need. Once again, the same objection can be posed, namely, assuming we even have this need, why believe that it can be satisfied? Again, Buber does not seem to be making an argument for the existence of absolute encounter, but merely describing how it is that we happen to become aware of the possibility of absolute encounter. Again, this leaves Buber with no argument at all for one of his central claims, but there is the possibility that this is how he wanted it. Perhaps the proof for the existence of divine encounter is supposed to lie in our active attempts to reach this encounter. If we reach it, we have proof that it exists. If not, we have no such proof. Since Buber's goal is not simply to intellectually convince that he is speaking truth, but to actually make us put his words into action, this sort of proof might suit his purposes well.


  Allowing, then, that there is a need for divine encounter and that in some sense this need will prove that divine encounter is possible (either through an argument, or by our putting this need to the test) we can now ask why divine encounter satisfies us in a way that interpersonal encounters do not. Why, in other words, is God an eternal You, a You that we can latch onto and need never let go of? There are two levels on which to answer this question. First, although our relationship with God can lapse back and forth between latency and actuality (just like our love with human beings), God can never degenerate into an It. Even in the periods of latency God is still a You, and is present for us. The reason that God can never become an It, presumably, is because God has no qualities that can be apprehended in the It world and because the concept of God is anathema to reason. All attempts to find God in the It world have reduced the idea of God to something which could not possibly be the omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient creator of the universe. For most modern thinkers, God is a principle or a delusion, not the personal God of Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. Buber thinks that God is neither a principle nor a crutch, but, for the same reason that God cannot be apprehended through the mode of experience, it is impossible to describe or think about God. He has no qualities in space and time, and thus cannot be put into the language that we have developed for describing the realm of experience. Since God cannot be gotten at through the mode of experience, he can never become an It, and must always be a You.


  There is also another reason why the relation to God is eternal. Because divine encounter is both inclusive and exclusive, it does not turn us only toward God, but toward the whole world. Buber elucidates this concept in the next few sections. After achieving divine encounter we try to actualize God in the world, and through this actualization our encounter with God becomes eternal.


  Part III, aphorisms 5–14: What Religion is Not


  After describing absolute encounter to the best of his ability (again, encounter cannot really be described), Buber then goes on to tell us what absolute encounter does not involve. Relation with God, first of all, cannot be reduced down to a feeling of dependency. To say merely that we depend on God, as many religious conceptions do, does not capture absolute encounter. Encounter with God is accompanied by such feelings but is not itself that feeling. Any 'feeling' exists only in the I, and encounter exists between the You and the I. One dwells in the encounter, the encounter does not dwell in one. Further, while encounter with God does involve a feeling of complete dependence, but it also involves the opposite of that feeling: a feeling of complete creative power. In encounter we are partners with God, engaged in a conversation with Him. To claim that the relation is one of dependence is to ignore this fact, to make the conversation one-sided. God needs us as much as we need God. Prayer and sacrifice both acknowledge the mutual nature of this relationship. In true prayer we do not ask for anything, but merely commune with God, knowing that we are utterly dependent on Him, and, incomprehensibly, that He is dependent on us: knowing, in other words, that He wants to converse with us. In sacrifice the acknowledgement is acted out in a naïve but admirable way; when people sacrifice, they offer God not only conversation but actual earthly goods.


  The other major idea of religious experience that is not a part of divine encounter is the idea of immersion, or of union between ourselves and God. There are two basic ways of seeing this union. One can claim that in the religious moment one strips oneself of all I-hood and merges with God or that we are never separate from God to begin with. Both conceptions make relation impossible, because they take away the possibility of an I confronting a separate You. Contrary to immersion views, Buber thinks we must retain our individual selves in the religious moment. In order to encounter we must not lose any of our selfhood, but lose only the aforementioned drive toward self-affirmation. Instead, we actually engage in the concentration of the soul, holding all parts of ourselves together. We enter encounter as more whole than ever, rather than as stripped down.


  Absolute encounter is not logically coherent. Philosophers like Kant tried to escape the paradoxes of religious life (such as the conflict between freedom and necessity) by separating the world in two, into a world of appearances and a world of being. Absolute encounter, however, essentially involves logical conflicts. It involves paradoxes, and requires you to live these in these paradoxes.


  Finally, religious relation is not idol worship of the right idol. Modern philosophers often claim that earthly "idols" such as the pursuit of knowledge, of power, of artistic beauty, of erotic love, have taken the place of God. If we would just turn away from these finite goods, they say, and turn this same attention toward God, then we would find salvation. But to claim that salvation is simply a matter of substitution, as if we could treat God just as we treat these idols and thereby enter into a religious moment, Buber contends, is ridiculous. We treat these finite goods as It's to be used, not as You's with which to relate. In fact, if we do treat any of these finite goods as You's then we are on our way to divine encounter. If in erotic love, for instance, our partner becomes the Universe to us then erotic love allows us to glimpse God. If, on the other hand, we pursue erotic love for the mere conquest and the physical pleasure associated with it, then turning the same energies toward God cannot get us any closer to the religious moment. In other words, is not the object of our attention that determines whether it is religious or profane, rather it is the nature of our attention.


  Analysis


  In this section of I and Thou, Buber responds to his predecessors. In the discussion of dependence, for instance, Buber addresses not only strands of mainstream Judeo-Christian thought, but also critics of religion, such as Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud. Religion, Buber here tells us, is not a crutch for the weak, something to which the passive can latch on. Instead, it requires incredible strength and willpower. It requires us to embrace the fact that we cannot predict, control, or understand the world in order to embrace also our full freedom and our full creative powers. In encounter we face the whole universe in all of its possibilities, and we are limited by nothing. This is clearly not a picture that the faint of heart would embrace. Limitless possibility, and unpredictability—this is a far cry from the calming, deluded religious world that Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud imagined.


  In the discussion of immersion theories, Buber argues against some of his closer allies, such as the mystical Jewish sect of Hasidism. According to Hasidism, man does merge with God in the religious moment and does form a unity. This Buber, claims, is incompatible with encounter, which is supposed to be a dialogical relationship between two separate beings. We also receive a further indication of why Buber rejected the two pictures of the universe which he portrayed at the end of part II (the one in which man is not a separate individual but simply a part of nature and God, and the other in which man is not separate from nature because nature is somehow dependent on man's mind). These worldviews are pernicious because they assert that there is a union between man and God, making a relationship impossible.


  Finally, in the discussion of the inherently paradoxical nature of religion, Buber makes an explicit break with Enlightenment philosophers, who sought to make religion wholly rational. Instead he embraces a view that is extremely close to that of Søren Kierkegaard, the father of existentialism, who also asserted that paradox is an essential component of the religious moment. For this reason, Buber is sometimes placed within the existentialist philosophical tradition.


  Part III, aphorisms 15–17: Revelation through Action


  Summary


  Buber does not believe that reaching absolute encounter is the end of our religious journey. Instead, it is the center which grounds religious life. The actual moment of encounter is nothing worth noting; all that we experience from absolute encounter is the effects: we know that we have been met by God because of how we have been changed by that meeting. We come out of encounter able to say "You" to the entire world.


  This transformation that we undergo is God's revelation to us. It is God's answer in our dialogue, his part of the conversation. When we say "You" to human beings, they respond with words; when we say "You" to God He responds by transforming us. (Relation with man is seen as the portal into relation with God and as the proper metaphor for this relation because response is crucially important in the religious moment. Only in relation to man, and not in relation to nature, do we expect a response.)


  Once we are transformed in this way, we lose all duty and obligation. Duty and obligation are things one has to do according to morality, secular law, or religious law. These categories become unimportant for us after absolute encounter because we find ourselves filled with a loving responsibility for the whole course of the world. We do all that we can to help everyone and everything, not because we have to, but because we want to. We also move beyond ethical judgments: we no longer deem any man evil, but simply deem him in greater need of love, and as more of a responsibility.


  Based on our loving responsibility for the whole world, we are then to build a new community peopled by others who are also capable of saying "You" to the entire world. The community is based on two kinds of relation: the relation between each of the members of the community and the relation of each of the members to God. The building of this community is the actualization of God on earth. Through building a community based on loving responsibility, we hallow the mundane. The truly religious man, then, is not a theomaniac who only contemplates his own personal relationship to the divine. Instead, the religious man turns toward the world, and builds community.


  Buber believes that such communities have existed in history. In fact, he is quite sure that all great cultures began as these sorts of communities. Each of these communities, though, slowly became degraded by the human need for continuity in space and time. The self-affirming desire for continuity in time led man to arrive at faith. Faith originally appeared to fill the temporal gaps between moments of encounter (to fill the latency periods, in other words). Eventually, though, it became a substitute for these moments. Instead of relating to God as a You, the community slowly began to simply trust in Him as an It. God was turned from a being into an abstract assurance that nothing can go wrong. The human desire for continuity in space, on the other hand, led man to turn God into a cult object, thereby supplanting the individual relationship to God by communal activities, and the essential religious deeds of loving responsibility (which admit of no hard and fast rules) with simple laws and rituals. The cult too, originated as a way to supplement moments of encounter, but eventually ended up pushing aside these moments. In order to ensure that community does not once again degrade, we must realize that both spatial and temporal continuity can be achieved through divine encounter only once divine encounter is involved in every act of daily life. The need for temporal continuity would thus be satisfied because each of our acts would become a part of divine encounter; the need for spatial continuity would be satisfied because the members of the community would all be connected through their common relation to God.


  Analysis


  Buber's vision of a religion grounded in loving human relations is certainly attractive. But what makes it superior as a conception of religion per se (rather than as just, say, a nice way the world could be), and what makes Buber believe that his theory of religious meaning is any better than all those he has rejected? Buber seems to believe that his view of religion superior to all others because in his conception, everyday life becomes holy. Under his conception of religion, the religious man actualizes God in the world and thereby transforms the entire world for the better. By contrast, the views that he discards claim that either man must leave the everyday world in order to reach God, or else that God simply is the everyday.


  Under some other religious conceptions, entire parts of life are not touched by religion. Traditional Christianity and Judaism often separate everyday life, such as business transactions, from praise of God. Also, in mystical movements that claim that man merges with God in the religious moment, man must separate from God once the moment is over. He must return from the holy to the mundane, which can only be a terrible disappointment. Even if he himself is somehow better off for having been unified with God (for instance, we can probably assume that a man who has merged with God no longer feels alienated or oppressed by the meaninglessness of life), he is left with no way to translate his benefits into a cure for societal ills and no way to bring all of his actions into relation with his religious experience. The conception of religion as a feeling of ultimate dependence is similarly limited. We might feel better off believing that there is an ultimate caretaker who will love and support us, but we cannot really translate this relief into a healthier society or into a belief that all our actions are essentially religious in nature. Only Buber's vision, a vision of religion that brings the holy into everyday life through the building of community, allows man to save both himself and his society though a relationship with God.


  Important Quotations


  
    
      The world is twofold for man in accordance with his twofold attitude.

    


    This statement is the basic foundation on which Buber's entire project is built. His aim is to get his readers to recognize the two modes available to man for engaging the world. Modern society, he claims, only recognizes one of these modes, the mode of experience, through which man treats the world (including his fellow men) as an object to be analyzed and utilized. Modern man ignores the second mode, the mode of encounter, through which man enters into relation with the world, engaging as active participant rather than as objective observer. It is only by opening ourselves up to this second mode of engaging the world, Buber thinks, that we can escape the ills of the modern human condition.

  


  
    
      Nothing can doom man but the belief in doom, for this prevents the movement of return.

    


    In this claim, Buber sums up his diagnosis of modern man's ills. The reason that modern man feels alienated from the world, that life is meaningless, and that he is oppressed by inescapable laws of nature, is because modern man no longer recognizes the second mode of engaging the world, the mode of encounter. Modern man believes that the It-world, the world of strict causal laws, of using and being used, is all that exists. It is only this belief that dooms him to feel alienated. If he could only open himself up to the possibility of encounter, he would find salvation.

  


  
    
      Extended, the lines of relationship intersect in the eternal You.

    


    Until Buber opens the third part of the book with his statement, his work looks like a more of a theory of psychology and sociology than of religion. In this claim, however, Buber ties his psychological and sociological observations to the notion of God. Most encounters, he tells us, are fleeting; they last for only a moment and then fade, leaving us unfulfilled. In these fleeting encounters, and in the sense of disappointment that we suffer as they fade, we glimpse the fact that there is a higher sort of encounter, one that will not be fleeting, and will fulfill our inner yearning for relation. This is the absolute relation, the encounter with the eternal You, or God. Every encounter then, leads us toward encounter with God, because every encounter shows us that there is something higher for which we are yearning.

  


  
    
      The encounter with God does not come to man in order that he many henceforth attend to God, but in order that he may prove its meaning in action in the world.

    


    Just as every encounter with nature and with man leads us to the encounter with God, Buber here tells us that the purpose of our encounter with God is to lead us back to encounter with all the world. The man who has encountered God does not go on to spend all his time contemplating the mysteries of divinity like some monk or holy hermit. Rather, the holy man, the man who has encountered God, lives out that encounter by loving the entire world, and feeling a responsibility for everyone and everything in the world. The holy man is a man of action and is fully engaged in the world.

  


  
    
      What has to be given up is not the I but that false drive for self-affirmation, which impels man to flee from the unreliable, unsolid, unlasting, unpredictable, dangerous world of relation into the having of things.

    


    In this statement, Buber argues against critics of religion who claim that religious experience is nothing but a crutch for the weak. Buber asserts that opening oneself up to encounter is an act of incredible bravery. It requires us to leave behind the realm of experience, which is the realm we can understand and predict and master. To enter the realm of encounter is to enter an unknowable, unpredictable world that we cannot manipulate. In order to do this, we must give up our inner drive for self-protection and our greed for power and possessions. We must not, however, give up our entire selves, as some mystics advise, because there is no possibility of relationship if there is no self there to do the relating.
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    Subjects Covered · I and Thou covers a remarkable range of topics. The first part deals with psychology, the second with sociology, and all three parts deal with religion. Thinkers in fields as wide-ranging as psychoanalysis and education have found that the book speaks directly to their subjects as well.

  


  
    Style · I and Thou is not written in regular prose form, and is certainly not written in the typical logically rigorous style of philosophy. The text reads more like poetry, or a mystical hymn. The writing is purposely obscure, and set out as a series of short reflections.

  


  
    Philosophical Movement · It is difficult to place Buber strictly within a philosophical movement, though many view him as closely allied with existentialist thought.

  


  
    Goal of the Book · Buber's goal is to get us to recognize that we have been ignoring one of the two modes available to us for engaging the world, and to open ourselves up to this mode of encounter.

  


  
    Philosophical Movements Opposed · Buber opposes all movements, philosophical and otherwise, which attempt to understand our relationship with God as anything other than a conversation between two active participants. Most fervently, however, he opposes the Enlightenment philosophers who seek to turn God into an abstract principle, the Romantic philosophers who sought to turn God into nature, and the 19th century atheists, such as Nietzsche and Marx, who sought to prove that God is nothing but a sad delusion.

  


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Why does Buber adopt a non-philosophical literary style? Why might he think that this is the best way to present his ideas?
      


      Buber actually borrows his aphoristic style from his philosophical hero, Friedrich Nietzsche. Like Nietzsche, his motivation in abandoning the usual philosophical style—in not laying out premises and drawing conclusions from these, but rather writing in bits and pieces seemingly put together in a haphazard order—is to try to get us to appreciate something that is opposed to philosophy, something that is opposed to logic and reason. Like Nietzsche, Buber tries to move us away from strict argumentation, as it represents the very way of thinking he criticizes. (Though unlike Nietzsche he does not want us to discard this way of thinking entirely, only to recognize that it is not the only method available.)


      Buber's goal in I and Thou is to make us recognize that we are ignoring one of the two modes available to us for engaging the world. He wants us to realize that the mode of experience does not exhaust the possibilities. We can do more than gather data through our senses, and analyze, classify, and theorize about this data. We also need the mode of encounter. The usual philosophical style is the style of experience. In that style the emphasis is on analysis, categorization, reasoning from data. By writing instead, in a poetic, somewhat mysterious way, Buber hopes to awaken in us the inherent desire for another kind of engagement with the world, for the unpredictable, unanalyzable mode of encounter.

    


    
      
        According to Buber, what is the connection between relationships among human beings and the relationship between human beings and God?
      


      Religion, for Buber, is tied essentially to human relations. The link between human-human association and divine-human association takes place on three levels: First, the relation between human beings is seen as a model for the relation to God. Second, we only arrive at the encounter with God through our encounters with human beings. And third, our encounter with God improves our relations with human beings.


      First, Buber sees the model for our relation to God in human relations. The religious moment is an encounter with the eternal You, with the entire universe, with the infinite. However, the model for the religious moment is in our encounters with particular human You's. Though we can have encounters with animals or even inanimate objects, the human encounter serves as model for the divine encounter because the human You can respond to our address. The human encounter, in other words, is dialogical, or exists in the form of the dialogue, much like the divine encounter. (God's answer in the dialogue is in the form of his revelation).


      Second, we find our way to a relation with God through human relations. At first, we satisfy our need for encounter by encountering earthly You's, in particular the human You's with whom we enter into the relation of love. These encounters prepare us for the divine encounter because they teach us what it is like to exist in a relation that is larger than ourselves, to dwell in a force that transforms us. Further, these encounters actually lead us to the divine encounter. Because they are fleeting they do not satisfy us, and through this transient nature we become aware that there is a higher sort of encounter that is possible. Once we realize this, we open ourselves up to it, and thus enter into an encounter with God.


      Finally, once we have encountered God, we develop a sense of loving responsibility for our fellow human beings. After the encounter we are not supposed to attend to God, but, rather, we are supposed to prove the meaning of revelation though action in the world. Revelation does not consist of any knowledge that we can impart, but, rather, we become intimate with the whole universe, and love every person. We cease to feel duty or obligation toward our fellow human beings, and instead feel the need to do everything we can for them out of love. Revelation, in this view, is a humanitarian calling. Community is the place where the I–You relationship is realized.

    


    
      
        What is love according to Buber, and what role does it play in the pursuit of a relation to God?
      


      According to Buber, we can encounter all sorts of things: nature, animals, God, and other human beings. Encounter with human beings, he tells us, is best described as love. Love, according to Buber, is not a feeling. A feeling is something that one has, whereas love is something that one can dwell inside of, and a feeling exists inside one person, whereas love exists between two people. Love, he tells us, is a cosmic force: we can dwell in love, and if we do so we are transformed by it. In the moment of love, the You is everything, it is the whole, and by standing in relation to it, you stand in relation to the entire universe. The experience of loving another person, therefore, prepares us for the divine encounter because it allows us to live in a relationship that is larger than ourselves.

    

  


  
    Suggested Essay Topics


    
      Explain what Buber means when he says that there is no I independent of the basic word pairs.
    


    
      In the second part of the book, Buber brings forth Napoleon as a prime historical example of a particular type of man. What type of man is this?
    


    
      Buber argues for his two modes of engaging the world by appealing to both primitive people and to developing children. What are his arguments?
    


    
      According to Buber, why does modern man feel alienated from the world?
    


    
      At the end of part two of I and Thou, Buber presents two bizarre pictures of the world that he claims can temporarily calm man, but will ultimately horrify him. What do you think these pictures are meant to represent? Why would they ultimately horrify the one imagining them? Do you think that this passage has anything to do with Buber's discussion of the "doctrines of immersion" in part three (aphorism six)?
    


    
      Explain how Buber views prayer and sacrifice. How are they different from magic?
    


    
      What need does Buber identify as the origin of faith? How can faith lead us astray?
    

  


  
    Quiz


    
      1. Which of the following best characterizes Buber's writing style?


      
        A. Poetic

        B. Aphoristic

        C. Analytic

        D. Scientific

      

    


    
      2. According to Buber, which of the following does modern man ignore to his detriment?


      
        A. Experience

        B. His intellect

        C. His conscience

        D. Relation

      

    


    
      3. Which of the following does not accurately describe the mode of experience?


      
        A. Pure present

        B. Distance

        C. Analytic

        D. Scientific

      

    


    
      4. Which of the following can man not encounter?


      
        A. God

        B. His aunt

        C. A rose

        D. None of the above

      

    


    
      5. What is a You according to Buber?


      
        A. Something that you encounter

        B. Something that you experience

        C. Something that you have faith in

        D. Something that you fear

      

    


    
      6. According to Buber, what are the most basic words?


      
        A. I and Thou

        B. I and It

        C. It and You

        D. I–It and I–You

      

    


    
      7. According to Buber, what indelible psychological trait does a human being receive from his time in the womb?


      
        A. The neurotic desire to mate with his mother

        B. A need for physical tenderness

        C. A yearning for relation

        D. A dislike of enclosed spaces

      

    


    
      8. What is the "innate You"?


      
        A. The inherent yearning that we all have to relate to another human being

        B. The inner source of self-completion

        C. An obstacle that must be overcome

        D. God

      

    


    
      9. What comes first in human development, the I–You or the I–It?


      
        A. The I–It

        B. The I–You

        C. They both come simultaneously

        D. It depends on the depth of attachment between mother and child.

      

    


    
      10. Aside from developing children, Buber looks at one other group to confirm his theory of relation. What is that group?


      
        A. The ancient Isrealites

        B. The mystical Hasidic sect

        C. Primitive peoples

        D. Famous lonely philosophers

      

    


    
      11. Which would Buber consider the most accurate metaphor for encounter?


      
        A. A conversation

        B. Meditation

        C. Prayer

        D. Sacrifice

      

    


    
      12. Which of the following statements about spirit would Buber not agree with?


      
        A. Spirit is word

        B. Modern society needs more spirit

        C. Spirit is like the blood circulating in man's veins

        D. Man lives in spirit when he is able to respond to his You

      

    


    
      13. What is a theomaniac according to Buber?


      
        A. A man who believes he is God

        B. A man who cannot open himself up to divine encounter

        C. A man who is only concerned with his personal connection to God

        D. A man who is so obsessed with finding God, that he is unable to do so

      

    


    
      14. Which of the following famous historical figures does Buber not bring forward as an example of almost pure person?


      
        A. Socrates

        B. Goethe

        C. Jesus

        D. Napoleon

      

    


    
      15. What is ego according to Buber?


      
        A. An inflated sense of self

        B. The I of I–It

        C. The I of I–You

        D. The I of the theomaniac

      

    


    
      16. Which of the following is not oppressive to modern man, according to Buber?


      
        A. The psychological idea that innate drives constitute the entire human soul

        B. The belief in fate

        C. The historical notion that history follows certain set and inexorable patterns

        D. The biological theory that life is a universal struggle

      

    


    
      17. Which of the following would Buber think most accurately describes the religious moment?


      
        A. Man becomes wholly dependent on God

        B. Man and God become one

        C. God becomes the entire Universe

        D. Man relates to God and, through Him, to the entire Universe

      

    


    
      18. What does Buber mean when he says that man must "concentrate his soul" in order to prepare for an encounter with God?


      
        A. That man must strip away all superfluous aspects of himself, leaving only the purest desire to commune with God

        B. That man must hold together all contradictory aspects of himself

        C. That man must let go of his ego

        D. That man must let go of the I

      

    


    
      19. Which of the following would not be an accurate description of revelation according to Buber?


      
        A. Revelation involves a special kind of knowledge

        B. Revelation comes to exist through action

        C. Revelation crucially involves love for one's fellow creatures

        D. Revelation cannot be communicated through words

      

    


    
      20. Which of the following does one not lose after encounter with God?


      
        A. Duty

        B. Obligation

        C. Responsibility

        D. Ethical judgements

      

    


    
      21. What is the true site of religion according to Buber?


      
        A. The soul

        B. Nature

        C. The synagogue

        D. Community

      

    


    
      22. What transformation does a man undergo when he has encountered God?


      
        A. He is able to understand the meaning of the world order

        B. He is able to say "You" to the entire world

        C. He loses interest in the trivialities of human life, and focuses all of his attention on God

        D. He becomes unable to bear the weight of human suffering and will ultimately go mad

      

    


    
      23. What need does faith come in to fill?


      
        A. The need for continuity

        B. The need for a personal relationship to God

        C. The need for a replacement of the mother's womb

        D. The need for community

      

    


    
      24. What is the holy man's mission?


      
        A. To spread the word of God

        B. To punish wrongdoers

        C. To record his experiences for posterity

        D. To actualize God in the world through loving responsibility

      

    


    
      25. Why are we not satisfied with human encounters?


      
        A. Because they are necessarily fleeting

        B. Because they are not entered into with the whole self

        C. Because they do not involve a response

        D. Because they are tainted by impure love

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: B; 2: D; 3: A; 4: D; 5: A; 6: D; 7: C; 8: A; 9: B; 10: C; 11: A; 12: C; 13: C; 14: D; 15: B; 16: B; 17: D; 18: B; 19: A; 20: C; 21: D; 22: B; 23: A; 24: D; 25: A
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