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Abstract

:

Martin Buber’s writings on technology are scarce and seemingly subordinated to what he described in I and Thou as the “tyranny of the It”. But a closer look at his writings reveals, in fact, a life-long reflection on the dialogical potentiality of things—whether artworks, buildings, or machines—that echoed broader discourses on technology at the time. Beginning with Julius Goldstein’s Die Technik (1912), which Buber edited for his series Die Gesellschaft, and concluding with Buber’s reception and critique of Heidegger, especially during the 1950s, we can see that Buber critically engaged with the question of technology with respect to labor and community, art and artisanship, and the ethics of thinghood. The essay contextualizes Buber’s repeated call to “humanize technology” in early 20th-century debates on technology and in the post-1945 crisis of humanism. What it argues is that Buber framed technology not only through its aesthetic potential, as Werk, but also as another form of solidarity and care without which community and respect for our environment would not be possible.
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1. A Dispirited Kibbutz


In April 1961, at the age of 83, Martin Buber hosted a series of conversations with Kibbutz members at his Jerusalem home. Questions of work, labor, and production emerged repeatedly, and the fact that farming machines had begun to replace the intimate interaction with nature seemed of great concern to some leaders in the cooperative. “Work is no longer physical”, one member lamented, “and our immediate contact with nature and animals has been lost. Our only contact happens through the machine”.1 The supposedly uplifting value of toiling in nature, the liberating, even self-redemptive, aspects of work which A. D. Gordon, the pioneer of Labor Zionism, had celebrated half a century earlier, seemed displaced by the technological revolution and the urgent need for production during the first decades of the modern Jewish state.2 For the members of the Kibbutz the proliferation of everyday technology meant the loss not only of their founding ideals but also of the basic relationship between worker and work. And it would only have been natural to expect a sympathetic ear from Buber, who had written so eloquently over the course of a long life against the reduction of the interpersonal world to a thing, or to a soulless “It”. But Buber took a surprisingly pragmatic, down-to-earth approach: Presenting himself as a “realist”, who knew nothing of “ideas” but only of “concrete, real things”, he insisted that one must not renounce the achievements of technical engineering. What was needed was not the demonization, but the “humanization of technology”. In fact, it was precisely within technology, he suggested, “that true interhuman relations would occur”. (Buber 1985, p. 310). To illustrate his point, Buber recalled a longer conversation with the Indian philosopher Rabindranath Tagore, who had once encouraged the modern Jews to “discard all their machines and canons into the sea” and to resist the “soulless technology of the Occidental nations”. Like Tagore, Buber considered the Jews an “Oriental” people. But unlike the Indian philosopher, he refused to condemn “Western” technology, comparing it instead to a “ponderous symbol” we are destined to carry on our backs: “We cannot throw it off, and our difficult task and responsibility remains to carry the human and humane values into technology itself”.3



To the disheartened members of the Kibbutz, Buber’s answer may not have offered much relief and appeared, perhaps, as an ideal too lofty and removed from the real world of manual labor and unstoppable industrialization. But as a philosopher, who claimed to know nothing of ideal worlds and always insisted on the rooted reality of his thought, Buber traveled along a “narrow rocky ridge”, as he often put it, that refused itself to clear-cut moral distinctions and conceptual dichotomies. Neither his signature duality of the basic words I-You and I-It, which informed his dialogical philosophy since the publication of I and Thou in 1923, nor the quotidian distinction of good and evil, nor, for that matter, the classical polarity of theory and practice represented, for Buber, true opposites or, as we would say in today’s computational jargon, “binaries” of thought. Against all moral “Manicheism” and ethical principledness Buber repeatedly postulated a “holy insecurity”, a state of paradox and perplexity that could answer only to the unique and unforeseeable demands of the moment.4 “The situations have a word to speak!” Buber wrote in 1963. “And the real, the biographically or historically real, situations are not simple and plain like principles; they bear the contradiction in themselves, they lift it to our faces, and we may not ignore it, for the reality stands in contradiction”.5



Such sense of contradiction or, as one could argue, constructive ambivalence, also shaped Buber’s understanding of technology. Very little has been written on this subject by comparison, at least, to the rapidly growing field of philosophical ecology and environmental thought which has been able to draw on Buber’s Hasidic writings and his accounts of dialogical intimacy with horses, cats, and several species of trees, and which appears to be far more becoming to our contemporary yearning for “You-ness” than the cold world of inanimate things and machines.6 Indeed, Buber never developed a robust theory of technics and technology, let alone a theory of the kind of trans/post-humanist turn that has defined, with good reason, the most recent decades of discourses on cybernetics, artificial intelligence, and the regime of information.7 If we can locate in Buber’s oeuvre reflections on the thing-world and on the role of technology in modern society, then they remain scattered instances frequently attached to what Buber, in I and Thou, called the “tyranny of the proliferating It”, or to what, in 1945, he characterized as the “great crisis”. “The world of machines”, he wrote then, “which once was intended by its inventors to be a faithful slave to our communal will, exhibits today, as it is driven by an anti-communal will, the same satanic autonomy as the magic broom in the Sorcerer’s Apprentice”.8 Yet, as his response to the Kibbutz members suggests, Buber thought of technology not only as a necessary “evil”, but as something that could indeed be “humanized”, as an actual space in which human relationships could manifest themselves. Did Buber, then, envision the possibility of genuine dialogue not only with horses and trees, but also with thing-works and machines? And what would the implications be of such a “dialogue”?



The following essay is an attempt to reconstruct Buber’s understanding of technology from the few references we find present throughout his work. Let it be clear that the understanding of technology at this time was still predominantly “analogue” and would at best elicit a nostalgic smile from our present generation.9 The spirit of this essay, therefore, can only be strictly historical, and it is left to the reader to judge its relevance for our day. What I will argue is that Buber’s writings reflect a life-long occupation with the dialogical potentiality of things—whether artworks, tools, or machines—that echoed broader discourses on technology at his time while resisting the popular sentiment of techno-pessimism as well as the mythic glorification of technology during the interwar period which would become a hallmark of what Jeffrey Herf has termed “reactionary modernism”.10 More specifically, I will suggest that Buber’s references to technology did not function as a mere rhetorical counterpoint to an idealized, let alone supreme, world of dialogue but, in fact, constituted his own rudimentary thinking about things, which anticipated and, in later years, resembled Martin Heidegger’s post-war reflections on technology and technical thinghood.11



To develop my argument, I will ask the reader to navigate with me two parallel contexts: First, the intellectual historical context of technology debates before and immediately after 1945. Second, the conceptual context of Buber’s philosophy of dialogue as a systematic Leitmotiv connecting his earlier philosophy of religion and his later philosophical anthropology, which encompassed also his social and political thought and, however fragmentary, his aesthetics. The question of technology remained largely unarticulated in these dialogical works. But every so often it became an explicit instance of Buber’s phenomenology—and anthropology—of the “It-World” which, in his youthful Daniel (1913), he called the “world of orientation”, and which, in I and Thou, manifested itself as the world of causality (Ursächlichkeit) and experience (Erfahrung): “Man goes over the surfaces of things and experiences them. He brings back from them some knowledge of their condition—an experience. He experiences what there is to things”.12 That epistemic world of It, however, still remained tethered to Buber’s insistence on the redeemability, on the “hallowing” of the mundane, which emerged as a prominent theme and critique of secular modernity, especially in his Hasidic writings. Hasidic “pansacramentalism”, as Buber put it in an essay of 1935, should be viewed as a response to the crisis ushered in by the separation of sacred and fundamentally “non-holy” spheres, by the expansion of the “a-sacramental” or, put differently, by the process of secularization itself. Not that Hasidic pansacramentalism perceived the world enchanted. “The man of sacramental existence”, writes Buber, “is no magician…, he exercises no power but a service, the service”.13 Hasidic pansacramentalism was no act of romantic re-enchantment, for Buber, but an act of care for an irrevocably disenchanted world.



Accordingly, Buber understood service, Avodah, or work, or prayer, as an act of re-sacralization, an elution of “holy sparks” from their material shells that required a total “giving of oneself”, an undivided devotion to a world in need of repair. But repair, to Buber, was not merely “fixing”, as in today’s threadbare mantra of Tikkun Olam. Rather, it required the ennoblement of the everyday and its everyday objects and events. “Around each man”, Buber writes in the introduction to his Baal-Shem, “…is laid a natural circle of things which, before all, he is called to set free…his animals and his walls, his gardens and his meadow, his tools and his food. In so far as he cultivates and enjoys them in holiness, he frees their souls”. And it is for this reason, as Buber quotes from the Baal-Shem, that “a man should always have mercy on his tools and all his possessions”.14



If we succeed in reconstructing a fragmentary theory of technology from Buber’s system of thought, then it will need to rest on his fundamental premise that the material world, even the inanimate world of artifacts and things, is not beyond the dialogical. It will need to acknowledge that a thing, no matter how mundane, possesses a dignity of its own, and that ethics, having finally expanded the spheres of compassion and rights from the human person to animals and nature, cannot, therefore, ignore the “rights” of things. Thus, our task cannot only be historical. It must also gesture towards what the late Vilém Flusser, in his phenomenology of Things and Non-Things, called the “de-vulgarization (perhaps sacralization?) of the vulgar”.15




2. Herzl’s Faith in Machines


But let us first return to the historical context. Martin Buber’s 1961 conversations with the Kibbutz members from Yotvata, Ein Gedi, and Afikim echoed an earlier reflection on technology he had published in the liberal Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz in May 1940 occasioned by what would have been Theodor Herzl’s 80ieth birthday. The essay “If Herzl Were Still Alive” was an effort to imagine how the author of The Jewish State would have perceived progress in the Yishuv. For Buber, who viewed himself as a religious liberal, it was an occasion to contrast Herzl’s political liberalism with the necessarily “non-liberal idea” of a Jewish State.16 “States can grow and flourish in liberal hands”, writes Buber, “but no state, to my knowledge, has ever been founded on liberal intentions”.17 Unbeknownst to its founder, the very idea of a Jewish polity could not be fully harmonized with the ideals of liberalism which, by definition, included ideals of universalism, individualism, and uninhibited progress, but not the principal idea of return and national rebirth. This, for Buber, was the inner contradiction of political Zionism and, perhaps, its tragedy. Oblivious to that contradiction, Herzl held fast to the liberal illusion of progress falling prey, thereby, to another illusion of his time: “He believed in technology…And this faith in technology would also rule his Zionism”.18 Technology was the “magic” of his age, and with every technological advancement Herzl believed the Zionist movement had come a step closer to national rebirth, to the “delightful renaissance” he had predicted in The Jewish State.19 But this liberal confidence, Buber insisted, did not come to fruition: “The formation of the social question did not advance, or only seemingly advance, with the development of technical means, and one may suspect that every technological progress to follow will only complicate the social question and make its solution increasingly difficult”. (Buber 2019c, p. 40). The “apparatus of life” (Lebensapparat) had devoured the substance of life (Lebenssubstanz). The “making” of things had buried the “true” sources of our humanity. “Human life”, writes Buber, “begins only where the certainty of making ends and where we become attentive to what cannot be made”. (Buber 2019c, p. 40).



Jürgen Habermas would later call attention to the fundamental difference of the “grown” and the “made”, between what is manufactured and what has come to be by nature.20 For Habermas, the challenge of modern technology—of biotechnology and eugenics, to be precise—consists in the increasing dedifferentiation of nature and the manufactured, a challenge neither Herzl nor Buber could have experienced with the same urgency.21 Yet Buber was keenly aware that the “certainty of making”, upon which all faith on technology must rest, belonged to a different order than the unreliable, unpredictable, unsurveyable world of what cannot be made, nor utilized, but that can only be “received”. In I and Thou, Buber calls this world a world that “lacks density, for everything in it permeates everything else”, and one that “lacks duration, for it comes even when not called and vanishes when you cling to it”.22 This world, of course, is the world of “You-moments”, of “queer lyric-dramatic episodes”, uncanny, unstructured, and “shaking up our security”. (Buber 1995, p. 84). It is a world starkly opposed to the world of continuity and planned objectives. But it is the world—the only world, in fact—allowing us to become truly human. “Man becomes an I through a You”, was Buber’s famous formula, and it implied that without a You the individual lacks the decisive force of selfhood: The power of being transformed, of becoming another, or as he wrote in Daniel: “Transformed he carries out with the movement of his being the secret movement of the world”. (Buber 2001, p. 229; Cf. also Buber 1995, p. 80). The purpose of the state, by contrast, much like the purpose of technology itself, is to eradicate the risk of instability and transformation. States, like machines, seek permanence and perpetuity.



Had Herzl been alive today, Buber writes, he would surely have recognized that modern technology with its promise of perfection and stability had lost sight of the purpose and “becoming” of man. He would have recognized that being human can only be an infinite “task” and that the regeneration of a people, the creation of true community, cannot be planned and engineered, as Herzl’s utopian novel Altneuland (1902) had envisioned, but only grow through the awakening of the “spirit”: “Spirit is not something that can be made, nor something that simply exists. It must be called upon, and what is more, it must be called to life”. (Buber 2019c, p. 41). If Herzl had come to this realization, his “Zionist soul”, as Buber firmly believes, would have finally “defeated his inner liberalism”.23




3. Mechanical Society and Organic Community


Buber’s critique of Herzl’s liberalism engaged several well-known tropes of early twentieth-century Kulturkritik:24 It implicitly aligned the state with a mechanistic apparatus of stability frequently described in his work as Getriebe (literally gearbox, but also that which drives us); it viewed the faith in technology as a fault of liberalism; and it sharply distinguished between organically “grown” communities and artificially “made” societies. Indeed, as Paul Mendes-Flohr has shown in his magisterial study from Mysticism to Dialogue, Buber embraced already in his earliest writings the concept of community (Gemeinschaft) so favored by fin-de-siècle intellectuals as a critique of civilization and organized society (Gesellschaft).25 Thus, in a lecture delivered in June 1900 at the Neue Gemeinschaft circle that had formed around the slightly dubious brothers Heinrich and Julius Hart in Berlin, Buber passionately identified community with inner vitality, whereas society appeared to him as an external form of association: “Only when the cheerful rhythm of life will have triumphed over rules, only when instead of dead conventions the eternally flowing, eternally transforming inner law of life will come to power, only then will humanity be free from the dictates of emptiness and untruth”.26 The “new community”, Buber announced, would liberate us from the “yoke of utility”, from society’s Nutzgetriebe, and from the “throngs of the city” to return to “virginal soil” and to the “free love of grown nature”. In a later essay, Buber explicitly referenced Ferdinand Tönnies’ influential treatise on Community and Society (1887) to contrast the “organic togetherness” of community with the “mechanical type” and “ordered separateness” of society.27 Like Tönnies, Buber lamented the decline of small communal orders, such as village or church communities, into “state-like machineries” and complex societies of mere functionality: “Society today is an organism of dying cells, a frightening fact that is obscured by the reliable functioning of a pseudo-organic mechanism created from high-performance parts, called the state”.28 And like Tönnies, Buber saw no immediate way to return to the innocence of authentic communal life. No constituted state, not even a socialist one, could recreate that bygone past. “To be sure”, writes Buber, “we cannot go back behind mechanized society”. But he also believed that “we can go beyond it, towards a new organic one”.29



Where Tönnies had seen “scattered seeds” of communal spirit that would germinate underground to break forth in the future, Buber found holy sparks of community engendered in Hasidic teaching, sparks that could be harnessed to revive not only local communities but, ultimately, the “community of humankind” altogether or, as Gustav Landauer had written, the “oldest and most universal community: the community with humanity and with the universe”. (Buber 2019b, p. 169; Also Landauer 1901, p. 48). Here, Buber differed from Tönnies, whose vision of the “common man” was a strictly “secular” and economic one that did not yet have to grapple with the trauma of the Great War. But he shared with Tönnies a deep distrust in “manufactured”, rather than “created” associations. “[W]e speak of mechanical work…referring to forging plans, machinations, weaving intrigues, or fabrications”, wrote Tönnies, “which are directed to bringing forth the means…to our desired ends”.30 Applied to society, these purpose-oriented and fraudulent means, as Tönnies feared, would also affect human feeling and thinking. Technology, thus, was not only a symptom of modern society. It had also become a way of being.



Distrust in “mechanical” societies and the world of technology at large was, of course, no novel sentiment in Tönnies’ times. The metaphoric distinction between “organic” and “mechanical” societies and the polemic against the state as a “political machine” (Hobbes) had been a common trope since at least Rousseau.31 In the German tradition, the machine metaphor was especially popularized by J. G. Herder, who favored states constituted by culture and education to those founded upon “mechanical statecraft”. Accordingly, despotism, for Herder, would turn men into machines.32 Likewise, J. G. Fichte, who had a profound influence on Jewish thinkers as disparate as Hermann Cohen and the early Zionists, derided the state as “societal machine-craft” in which “all lifeless things were conjoined”, calling it a “merely mechanical institution”, or an “idle work of gears”.33 Eduard Gans, the leading liberal interpreter of Hegel’s political thought who, in 1827, predicted that the monarchic traditions would soon be “dead” (erstorben) and Europe governed according to the American Constitution, warned that the state should neither be a “mechanism” nor a “mechanical work of art”.34 In 1849, Thoreau, who found much admiration in Buber, spoke of the “machinery of society”.35 The German-American philosopher Ernst Kapp concluded his pioneering Philosophy of Technology of 1877 with a warning against a solely mechanical state: “The state, no matter how imperfect or perfect, remains an organism and can never be a machine”.36 And, writing in 1911, the Jewish publicist Nathan Birnbaum, whose spiritual journey led him from radical secularism to Jewish Orthodoxy, expanded this critique to the “mechanical nationalism” of the political Zionists: “I have long come past the sin of my youth, which was the mechanistic idea of territory and statehood”. (Birnbaum 1913, p. 241). By the time, then, that Buber launched his campaign against “mechanized society”, this notion had been a long-standing concern, if not established itself as a ubiquitous cliché.




4. Weimar Machine-Wreckers


As to be expected, the correlation between state and machine went in tandem with a critique of technology itself. While the age of rationalism frequently turned to automatons and well-tempered machines to explain the human body and the universe—think of Leibniz’s clockwork-creator or Julien Offray de la Mettrie’s L’homme machine—the early nineteenth century became increasingly disenchanted with the effects of scientism on everyday life and commerce. Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, for instance, already included dark reflections on the advancement of the technological age. “The rampant rise of machine-life tortures and frightens me”, says the owner of a spinning mill. “It rolls towards us like thunder, slowly, slowly, yet with sure direction: It will come, and it will hit us”.37 This notwithstanding, Victorian confidence in the redemptive power of machines seemed unassailable when Thomas Baker, in 1845, published his ode to The Steam Engine, whose ninth canto sported a “Vision of the World Regenerated by the Gospel and the Power of Steam” and the “Great Messiah’s reign”: “The chariots here, in gorgeous train, /Sped swift in pageant tours; /And vessels on the rolling main/Moved by these Mighty Powers”.38 Matthew Arnold, on the other hand, writing in 1869, called the same “faith in machinery” our “besetting danger”, for it forced human culture to be modeled in a mechanistic image.39 By 1872, when Samuel Butler published his satirically dystopian novel Erewhon, the faith in the gospel of machines had already been profoundly shattered: “How many men at this hour are living in a state of bondage to the machines? How many spend their whole lives, from the cradle to the grave, in tending them by night and day? Is it not plain that the machines are gaining ground upon us, when we reflect on the increasing number of those who are bound down to them as slaves, and of those who devote their whole souls to the advancement of the mechanical kingdom?” (Butler 1880, chp. 24, p. 200). In 1909, E. M. Forster published another dark satire, “The Machine Stops”, in which a giant, globally wired machine—omnipotent and seemingly perpetual—gradually forces humanity into dependence and complacency. When it finally stops on its own accord, a great repair is needed. “But humanity”, writes Forster with uncanny foresight, “in its desire for comfort, had over-reached itself. It had exploited the riches of nature too far. Quietly and complacently, it was sinking into decadence, and Progress had come to mean the Progress of the Machine”. (Forster 2009, p. 31).



Decadence was a common and problematic sentiment among fin-de-siècle intellectuals, especially those under the spell of Nietzsche, including the young Buber himself.40 But it was during the final gasps of World War I, which sometimes came to be perceived as a “war of engineers”, that decadence, decline, and crisis led to unprecedented cultural pessimism.41 Castigating the ailing Western culture of disenchantment (Vernüchterung) the educator and philosopher Theodor Lessing called for resistance to the “relentless machine of culture” and deplored the “mechanical socialization” (mechanische Vergesellschaftung) of communities: “We are no culture, we serve it…The machine has grown above our heads”.42 Ernst Toller, the left-leaning playwright and participant in the short-lived Bavarian Soviet Republic of 1919, wrote a play by the title of Machine-Wreckers—Die Maschinenstürmer (1922) that opens with the ratification of a bill against the assault on machines and ends with workers going to war against their factory equipment: “To war against the tyrant Steam! Destroy the Machine!” (Toller 1922, p. 40). Ludwig Klages, a German philosopher and psychologist of rather right-leaning persuasion, deplored the “self-dissolution of humanity” with men becoming “machine-like” “slaves of their professions” and “murderous technology” being the product of “Judeo-Christian morality”.43 And in Oswald Spengler’s notorious and widely popular Decline of the West (1918–22), a chapter on “The Machine” marks the final act of this monument to pessimism, which at once shaped and mirrored the spirit of the time. “The machine”, writes Spengler, “works and forces man to be its collaborator”. Thus, he continues in a tone by now familiar, the worker and the entrepreneur are “both slaves, not masters, of the machine, which now fully unfolds its nefarious power”. (Spengler 1980, pp. 1188, 1191). Less than a decade later, Spengler, returned to the “fate of machine-technology” and what he called the “fifth act” of the human tragedy: “Creation rises against its creator…the master of the universe is rendered slave to the machine. It forces him, it forces all of us without exception, whether or not we know it, into the path of its purpose. The toppled victor is dragged to death by a furious chariot”.44



What these few examples illustrate is the gradual emergence of an intellectual tradition with fixed tropes over the course of but a century that has lost little of its original appeal in many circles of our day. What it also illustrates, however, is the political and ideological adaptability of techno-pessimism: It could come from the far left or the far right, or from anywhere in between. It spoke to reactionaries, spiritualists, humanists, anarchists. And it created a vocabulary that could be resumed, almost seamlessly, in post-1945 discourses on the atomic and “technotronic” age, which involved virtually every philosopher of name, including Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Jacques Ellul, and the once widely revered Lewis Mumford, who coined the language not only of the “new megamachine” but also of the “megatechnic wasteland”.45




5. In Defense of a Mechanized World


For every instance of verbal “machine-wrecking” there existed, of course, outspoken defenders of technology and progress. Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Apologie der Technik of 1922 can be seen as a direct response to authors such as Theodor Lessing or Ludwig Klages, both of whom, like numerous intellectuals at the time, including, once again, Buber himself, believed that Europe’s salvation would come not from within but from a non-technologized, unadulterated East. Building upon a more optimistic view of technology that could be found in Marx, the controversial utopist Edward Bellamy, the no less controversial Viennese inventor and social reformer Joseph Popper-Lynkeus or, as we have seen, Theodor Herzl (whom he greatly admired), Coudenhove-Kalergi promoted Europe’s “technological world mission” as a distinct form of liberation and radical liberalism: “Europe is a function of technology”, he declares, and it was “technology that awakened Europe from its Asian sleeping-beauty slumber of the Middle Ages”. (Coudenhove-Kalergi 1922, pp. 22–23). In fact, Coudenhove-Kalergi, who was born to a Japanese mother and an Austro-Hungarian diplomat in Tokyo and was raised in a Buddhist-Catholic household, warned against Asia’s “mysticism” and “passivism” threatening Europe’s ”masculine activism”, “heroism”, and “rationalism”: “Buddhism would choke technology—and with it the spirit of Europe”.46 The “neo-Buddhists” of his time, Coudenhove-Kalergi accused of “cultural treason” (Kulturfrevel) and “cultural suicide”. Technology itself he celebrated as the liberator of the working classes and the poor, as well as the emancipator of women.47 “The machine”, he writes, “is the liberator of man from the yoke of slavery”. (Coudenhove-Kalergi 1922, p. 39). Its cultural goal (Kulturziel) is to free us from bondage and to afford equity to all by equally distributing wealth, power and leisure: “Not proletarization of humanity, but aristocratization!” exclaims the scion of an old aristocratic family (Coudenhove-Kalergi 1922, p. 43).



Coudenhove-Kalergi’s little known manifesto on technology must be viewed in the context of his life-long efforts to combat sentimental nationalism and establish a pan-European union based on reason, law, and “technological heroism”. In his apologia, he not only defended technology as a democratizing tool—much like social media today is occasionally, and perhaps naively, credited with enabling the globalization of democracy—but also as the overcoming of state and labor. No other revolution than ethics and technology would obviate the “tyranny of the state” and the “tyranny of labor”. Just as the mission of the state should be to make itself “superfluous” and be fulfilled in “cultural anarchy” (Kulturanarchie), so the mission of labor is to make itself superfluous and enable, through technology, a universal state of “cultural leisure” (Kulturmuße) (Coudenhove-Kalergi 1922, pp. 12–13). The mechanization of the state, then, would lead to its eventual self-negation.



Others, such as Walther Rathenau, who was trained an engineer before becoming Foreign Minister of the Weimar Republic, were less radical in their defense of technology but still believed in the salutary function of science. Rathenau’s Mechanik des Geistes (1913) and his earlier Kritik der Zeit (1912), which included a long and level-headed discussion of the “mechanization of the world”, promoted a rational society unencumbered by the powers of religious superstition and the same political frenzy that would, ultimately, lead to his assassination in 1922.48 In 1924, the sociologist Helmuth Plessner, an early proponent of philosophical anthropology, a discipline later adopted by Martin Buber, published a short essay on “Utopia in the Machine”, in which he criticized both, the naïve faith in progress and the romantic yearning for Gemeinschaft that had produced the very anti-modern Dekadenzphilosophie associated with Spengler. The answer, for Plessner, was not the “grandiose destruction of machines” but the development of “qualitatively higher types of machines” that would liberate more and more people from the ills of manual labor while giving others a dignified environment to operate them. Like Coudenhove-Kalergi, whose work he approvingly cites, Plessner expects a “self-negation” of the factory through the “evolution of the apparatuses”. In the end, he foresees the “beginning of an age of planetary solidarity supported by the logic of machines”.49




6. Technology as Continuation of Creation


The perhaps best known defense of technology at the time came from Friedrich Dessauer, a pioneer of X-ray technology and leading Technikphilosoph at the University of Frankfurt. In 1927 Dessauer published Philosophie der Technik in an effort to reconcile the opposing sides of the debate and to offer a balanced understanding of technology itself. A deeply religious (Catholic) man, who was forced into temporary exile by the Nazi regime on account of his Jewish descent and political opposition, Dessauer viewed the processes of inventing, engineering, and making as participation in, and augmentation of, divine creation: “It is a momentous destiny to be actively participating in creation, in such a manner that the things we create continue to work with unimaginable autonomy in the visible world”. (Dessauer 1928, p. 66). Technology, thus, was not the displacement of creation, as its critics often feared, but its continuation—Weiterschöpfung—and Dessauer went as far as to consider technology “an encounter with God”: “Through the work of technology the spirit of creation enters our age, which is the tomorrow of humanity”. (Dessauer 1928, p. 68). As such, however, the human activity of technical engineering and the works it produced were both endowed with the same ethical responsibilities and inherent rights all works of creation share. Like the work of art, the product of engineering “faces its author as an autonomous work”. But unlike the work of art which, once created, exists in its own sphere, the work of engineering continues to work (wirken) among its contemporaries (Mitwelt) and into the world of their descendants (Nachwelt) who continue to use it. By the same token, argues Dessauer, technical things, like all works of creation, point back to their creator: “A breeze of humanity meets their beholder—technical engineers and laborers have expended their lives to create them for me, for the fellow human being, to maintain and elevate my life, to save me, to give me happiness”. (Dessauer 1928, p. 26). The work itself belongs to what Dessauer calls the Fourth Realm, the realm of the Ding-an-sich, which Kant had surmised, but not yet discovered. It belongs to the “second world of things”, to a “Metakosmos” which, unlike the natural world we live in, is intimately familiar to us. I cannot arrive at the Ding-an-sich of a tree; but I can, Dessauer believes, arrive at the Ding-an-sich of an engineered object, of a machine, because I will recognize in it not only the potential of my own imagination, but also my own, shared humanity.50



That inventors and engineers were no villains but “servants” to humanity was of existential significance to Dessauer, whose long research on the medical applications of X-rays had left him grossly disfigured and ailing with cancer. That technology came with cosmic responsibility was equally apparent to him, and it was for this reason that he insisted inventors and engineers should be public figures in a public discourse. Thus, in 1927, Dessauer already spoke of the dire need for clean energy, as we understand it today. Likewise, he was well aware of the fateful opposition between technology’s aspired humanitarianism and economy’s inherent “egotism”, between the work of science and the product of the marketplace, between actual need and imagined demand. And finally, he set out to rehabilitate the “thing” itself—whether tool, machine, or any other object of use. A thing, for Dessauer, was never a merely a thing, no matter how mundane, but a work ultimately made by human hands and reflecting the humanity of its maker.



Things and artifacts, then, belong to the realm of culture, which Ernst Cassirer would later define as “cooperative doing” (gemeinsames Tun) and therefore command our respect for their inventors and crafters.51 Thus, Cassirer, whose entire philosophical system was dedicated to the inseparability of culture’s realms, described the spiritual task of technology as “resisting the mere fatality of things and their effects”.52 An object (Gegenstand) is always a thing to know (Erkennen) and, at the same time, a thing to acknowledge (An-Erkennen).53 It may be used as a tool that can always be abandoned to the realm of letting-be (Stehen-Lassen). But when we treat it as a work, then a sense of presence and solidarity emerges. “This feeling of solidarity”, writes Cassirer, “distinguishes the true artisan: The specific, individual work that emerges from his hands no longer appears as a thing to him, but he recognizes in it himself and his own, most personal deed”. (Cassirer 1985, pp. 59, 76). The artisan, like the engineer, can say to his or her work: “I have found you”. (Cassirer 1985, p. 82; Dessauer 1928, p. 42). Here, for Cassirer, lay the origin of “another kingdom of ends”, for the “ethicization of technology” and the recognition that machines and things cannot have a purpose of their own, that any work, therefore, must be derived from, and point towards, the “ethico-teleology” of the human being. Here emerges, for Cassirer, a new “solidarity of labor” and a new Schicksalsgemeinschaft, “a community of fate connecting all those who are active on its work”.54 And here, finally, we are prepared to return to the philosophy of Martin Buber.




7. Technology and Die Gesellschaft


There is little evidence that Buber engaged in earnest with any of the authors cited above. But he did recognize that the question of technology, which would be asked again in 1954 by Martin Heidegger, was a question not only about science but of culture and society. Thus, Buber solicited a volume on Die Technik for his acclaimed series of “social-psychological” monographs Die Gesellschaft, which he edited between 1906 and 1912 (See Mendes-Flohr 1978, pp. 111–30). Die Technik was, in fact, the final volume to appear in 1912 before the series faltered. Its author was the Darmstadt based physicist and philosopher Julius Goldstein, editor of the German Jewish bimonthly Der Morgen, and a prolific lecturer and writer on Jewish matters as well as on the culture of technology.55 Together with his wife, Margarete (Neumann), who was active in the Frauenhilfe and later, after emigrating to England, became a leading figure in liberal Judaism, Goldstein lived as a socially and Jewishly engaged thinker, whose approach to technology was sociological, ethical and, like Dessauer’s, deeply religious. In 1909, he published an essay on the “Sociology of Technology”; in 1911, he wrote on technology’s ethical problems and on the social rights and duties of the technical engineer (Goldstein 1909, 1911). It was this attention to technology’s moral and religious questions and to the technical engineer’s role as a “social mediator” (soziales Vermittleramt) that might have inspired Buber to commission Goldstein to contribute a monograph. And it was through Goldstein’s monograph that Buber, presumably, became most intimately acquainted with technology as a question of culture and social psychology.



Goldstein’s Die Technik anticipated and prepared much of the later literature we have already surveyed. Its moderate critique of technology could at once appreciate the “virtue of Sachlichkeit” (objectivity) and the dangers of “ideal-less realism”; it acknowledged the advantages of “self-regulating machines” and alerted to the loss of human responsibility and accountability in the process of automatization; it credited technology with the liberation of women and warned against technology’s impact on the “souls of the workers”; and it clearly articulated that economic demand, or the insatiability of product-desire, would send culture into a new state of dependence and that technological progress did not necessarily mean the advancement of human reason. What Goldstein advocated throughout his slim monograph was a conscious correlation between machine culture and human culture: “The advancement of technology requires for its own sustainability an ever greater moral personality”. (Goldstein 1912, p. 12). Accordingly, the problem of technology was primarily a problem of education, a Bildungsproblem of the technical engineer. Technical students, he argued, should learn history, ethics, philosophy, and realize that their duty would be not merely to invent but to enable a “social communion” (Gemeingefühl) that would bridge the gap between the working classes and the class of entrepreneurs and industrialists. Ultimately, Goldstein believed, the mechanization of society would transcend its own rationality and unleash new religious forces, leading to an act of collective introspection and an “inner renewal of life”. “Thus, the moral question that technical culture poses to us with new urgency pushes towards religion. Not the religion of the mystical gaze, but the religion that will strengthen man in his spiritual abilities, so that he can become master again over the powers he has created”. (Goldstein 1912, p. 73).




8. The Presence of Things


By the time Goldstein published Die Technik, Buber had already shifted away from his earlier mystical temper still prevalent in his Ecstatic Confessions of 1909. Not that his temper had resembled “new age” mysticism in the first place. Buber, like Fritz Mauthner or Gustav Landauer, who translated the works of Meister Eckhart, turned to mysticism not as a path to self-fulfillment, nor as escapism from worldly misfortune, but as an alternate epistemology—as a critique of language and knowing.56 The silence of the mystic appeared to Buber as a skeptical abstinence from positive knowledge, from the possession of Etwas (something), and thus as a “symbolon against the gods and angels of the Getriebe”.57 The mystic seeks unity, yet language and perception enforce the division of world and I: The Getriebe allows us to “have” things, but it is only through the surrender to a world-thing, through the complete immersion in it, which, in turn, must immerse itself in the surrendering subject, that “unity” can be experienced. (Buber 2012, pp. 50–51). But this unity produces no specific knowledge. In his Daniel, Buber resumed his quest for unity, developing a more nuanced approach to mysticism and offering a poetic epistemology that encompassed the relation to things. “It is as if we violate the meaning of things”, muses Daniel in the first dialogue, and we soon learn that the “gates to the One” are opened not above the things, nor in between them, but in every thing that stands before us (Buber 2001, pp. 184, 186).



Buber’s Daniel distinguished between realization (Verwirklichung) and orientation as two modes of confronting the world. Orientation belongs to the “security” of knowing; it is a simulacrum of pre-conceived images, a “dead light”, an “economy that saves but does not renew”. (Buber 2001, p. 196). It belongs to the world of means (Mittelwelt) and to those among us who “do and make things”, who only achieve something (Leistende) (Buber 2001, p. 199). Realization, by contrast, is an always renewed risk; it accomplishes nothing and lives far from the world of products and concrete “outcomes” so cherished by us today. It is a form of “deed”, but does nothing to the thing it confronts. It accepts, rather, the pure givenness of the other. “Receive the tree with your directed force”, exclaims Daniel, “surrender yourself!”58 In this moment of surrender, which differs from ecstatic self-dissolution and, therefore, abandons the classic idea of unio mystica, the individual becomes a “truly present human being”. (Buber 2001, p. 229).



In I and Thou, Buber will elevate presence (Gegenwart) to a way of being that appears, at first blush, diametrically opposed to the world of objects (Gegenstand). But already in his Daniel he rejects the notion that actualization and orientation, Gegenwart and Gegenstand, would correspond to two separate types of humanity. Rather, they exist “side by side” in each of us. Buber will later call them our “basic dispositions”.59 Living in the mode of actualization alone would render us “somnambulants” in the real world, while the mode of orientation awakens us to the “duality of all things”. (Cf. Buber 2001, p. 214). All culture, for Buber, must live in this polarity: “There is no I but the I of tension”. (Buber 2001, p. 244). But it is the same polarity that allows us to function in the world of things and to honor the practice and works of science and technology as means of orientation, without succumbing to “orientation’s supremacy”. (Buber 2001, pp. 194, 200). Or in the language of I and Thou: “Without It a human being cannot live. But whoever lives only with that is not human”. (Buber 1995, p. 85; German: Buber 2019a, p. 58).



The conceptual characteristics of the It-world which, for Buber, does exist not in and of itself, but is constituted by the basic word I-It, are by now sufficiently known: It is the world of concepts and objects, the world of perception (Wahrnehmung), of security (Sicherheit), of the everlasting (Bestand, not to be confused with the eternal); it belongs to the temporality of the past and to the logic of causality and continuity; it is reliable organization (Einrichtung) in time and space; it is experience (Erfahrung) and utilization (Gebrauchen). It is no “evil” world, as Buber explains in I and Thou, no more than matter itself could be called evil; but it still is a world of “life-long dying” (dauerndes Sterben).60 It is the world, then, of necessary fate to which all You must necessarily return.61 If left to itself, “untouched and unthawed by the emergence of any You”, the It-world will become “alienated into a demon” and the isolated It a “Golem”. (Cf. Buber 1995, p. 111; German: Buber 2019a, p. 74).



But just as the It-world is constituted by the I-It disposition, so it can also be reconstituted in another mode of being: “Whatever has thus been changed into It and frozen into a thing among things is still endowed with the meaning and destiny (Bestimmung) to change back ever again (entwandeln)”. (Buber 1995, p. 90; German: Buber 2019a, p. 60). “Man has a great desire to come into personal relation with things and to imprint this relation on them”, Buber writes in a later text.62 While technology makes the thing at once “autonomous” and “available”, the human desire to add, for instance, ornament releases it from its purely technical purpose. But when the ornament no longer is accessory to the tool but becomes its own autonomous image-work (Gebild), then the relation between thing and human being has found a new shape of the “between”—the tool has become a work of art. It no longer stands in the past of its use and utility, but in the immediacy of our gaze (Schauen). “The object”, we read in I and Thou, “shall be enflamed to become present”.63



Becoming present was the primary theme of Buber’s 1922 lectures on Religion as Presence, where he first articulated his mature dialogical thought. The meaning of religion, for Buber, was nothing less and nothing more than an “absolute present that can never become past and must, therefore, become present and be present at all times and for every time”.64 At the climactic moment of his lectures, Buber introduces the concept of an “absolute Thou” that cannot be but present and must, therefore, serve as the “inviolable core of a continuous Thou-word”.65 Can one reach this “absolute Thou” by saying “you” to individual things? a listener in the audience wants to know. Can one see in all things a “You”? (Buber 2017, p. 141). Buber cautions his audience that there exists, surely, a difference between the innocent “You” of a child and the intentional “You” breaking through the It-mode of orientation. While the former is undifferentiated and derives from primal connectedness, the latter presents us with a “task” that presupposes a differentiated subject.66 It is the task, the imperative of the I seeking presence: “I mean the present, actual human being who says ‘I’ to himself and ‘Thou’ to another, whether this other is a human being or a part of nature, a being or a thing, a work or a deed”. (Buber 2017, p. 127; English: Horwitz 1988, p. 76). At this moment, all thing-like falls away and nothing remains except a “worldlike You”. Here, a thing no longer is known, but actualized. “It is the mandate of a thing that strives to come into being”. (Buber 2017, p. 97; English: Horwitz 1988, p. 32).




9. Substantia Rerum and Substantia Humana


We think, naturally, of the artist who, as Buber puts it, “confronts his work as a Thou, as his Thou, in such a manner that he knows nothing of earlier works that may already surround him in the It-world”. (Buber 2017, p. 12; English: Horwitz 1988, p. 75). In Man and His Image-Work, which Buber delivered as a lecture in Munich in 1954, it is indeed the artist who is endowed with a unique “gaze” (Werkschau) that contemplates nature as a world of works waiting to be actualized. Whereas the scientist in the “heroic age of physics”, which Buber calls the “age of heroic resignation”, must orient herself in a world that has now become unimaginable, the artist foresees a secret surplus of meaning in everything confronting us.67 In an uncanny (unheimlich), unfamiliar (unheimhaft) world, art comes into being through “elementary renunciation” of instrumentality, through a narrowing of the world-thing into the sphere of exclusivity beyond the structure of utility and reward. The artist’s relationship to the uncanny is one of fundamental affirmation: The artist can address the by now positively exhausted linden tree with the Goethean formula “So it is you”.68 And the same holds true for the block of marble, the lump of clay, or the simple tool. There is, of course, no “dialogue” in the colloquial sense, because full mutuality still remains at a threshold, at a Vorschwelle. Yet there is an experience of being “addressed” by an otherwise mute member of the world in much the same way a work of art, or a book, or a beloved object can “speak” to us, for we can relate to it. “Art”, Buber writes, “is the work and witness of the relation between the substantia humana and the substantia rerum, it is the realm of the ‘between’ which has become a form”.69 The artist, then, is concerned not with “making” a thing but with “shaping” (Gestalten) a presence, and this figuration is no representation of sensual things, but a letting-happen of the between. Thus, Gestalt is a “mélange of You and It”.70



Martin Heidegger, whose lectures on “The Question Concerning Technology” and “The Thing” were likewise delivered in Munich in 1953 and 1950, respectively, defined the substantia rerum, the Latin res, as “that which concerns us” (Angang) and which gradually assumes the meaning of ens, as “that which is present” (Anwesende).71 Accordingly, he refused the reduction of the everyday thing—such as a pottery jug—to its function and “use”. The simple jug, for Heidegger, was at once the work (Gebild) of a potter, the walling of emptiness, the gift of pouring, the sanctification of an earthly spring, and a sacrifice for the gods—it was nothing less than a conjoining of heaven and earth: “The thing gathers together”.72 Thus, the thing as thing must be approached “sparingly” and met with a certain “wakefulness”. And the first step towards this wakefulness, writes Heidegger, “is the step away from the merely apperceptive, i.e., explanatory thinking into devotional thinking”.73 But can such devotional thinking, which seems to belong to the artist’s gaze more than to our common experience, help us approach the thing of technical machination?



Heidegger seemed to think so and included in his catalogue of thingness not only hand-made jugs but also the footbridge, the book, the crown, the cross, and the plow. It was art, or rather the poetic element underlying all art, which would pose the question of technology anew. Through art, technology could reflect on itself and come to its senses (Besinnung); because art and technology, while fundamentally different, are still close relatives.74 Thus art would remind technology that “what is decisive in techne does not lie at all in making or manipulating nor in the use of means, but rather in…revealing”. (Heidegger 1977, p. 13; German: Heidegger 1978, p. 17). Like art, technology is a way of revealing (Entbergung); it is a way of bringing forth (Her-vor-bringen); it is a poetic pursuit of truth. Modern technology, however, has forgotten its poetic challenge and replaced it with what Heidegger calls the Ge-stell, the “Enframing” that belongs to the human “mode of ordering” and “standing-reserve” (Bestand).75 This, for Heidegger, is technology’s true “danger” and “destining” (Geschick): “Man stands so decisively in attendance on the challenging-forth of Enframing that he does not apprehend Enframing as a claim, that he fails to see himself as the one spoken to, and hence also fails in every way to hear in what respect he ek-sists…”76 What technology, then, lacks, and what art can restore to it, is the ability to see oneself as the one spoken to, as Angesprochenen. What the modern age forgets is that technology takes part in the poetic process of revealing and that it “needs and uses man” so that he may “share” in it (Cf. Heidegger 1977, p. 32; German: Heidegger 1978, p. 37). Unlike the work and the thing that is not merely Zeug but gathers all dimensions of human culture, the Ge-stell is oblivious to our human participation.




10. Work and Werk


“Where there is no participation”, Buber wrote in I and Thou, “there is no actuality”. (Buber 1995, p. 113; German: Buber 2019a, p. 75). What Buber calls Verwirklichung has participatory character. It needs to pass through the world of It. Against Heidegger, whose work he forcefully rejected on both philosophical and moral-political grounds, Buber argued that dialogical realization had nothing in common with Fürsorge and Mitsein, that it was no compassion or sympathy, but a genuinely new form of affection, or attention (Zuwendung) that required, and acknowledged, a shared agency in letting the “between” manifest itself: “Beyond the subjective, and on this side of the objective, on this narrow ridge where I and You meet, lies the realm of the between”.77 That this realm of the between was not limited to the interpersonal but could emerge also between an I and a thing commonly perceived as It, that it could transfigure the It to a You and the I to another self, we have already seen. That no factory and no office was entirely “devoid of creation” (schöpfungsverlassen) and that indeed a “worker can experience his relationship to a machine as dialogical”, this remarkable claim Buber articulated in his “libellus cordis mei”, in Zwiesprache, first published in 1932.78



It would certainly seem patronizing, even cynical, today for a philosopher of comfortable standing to assign dialogical meaning to a stomping machine on a greasy factory floor and to suggest that laborers earning less than minimum wage can enjoy intimacy with their tools. But there existed, in Buber’s time, a long intellectual debate on Arbeitsfreude (joy in labor) tying together ideals of the Werkbund movement, labor Socialism, and religious ethics before, sadly, inspiring the vanguards of National Socialism.79 Buber himself relied on Hendrik de Man’s 1927 case study of industrial workers “enjoying” their labor and frequently invoked the romantic concept of Werkgemeinschaft (community of work) so popular in upper-class German salons at the time.80 “A community of faith”, Buber wrote in 1931, “can be true to itself only of it is a Werkgemeinschaft”.81 When queried later by the American theologian Paul Pfuetze as to how his I-Thou theory would fare in “great industrial aggregates”, such as Detroit, New York, or Essen, Buber invoked the model of the Kibbutz as a possible experiment to test out his theory of comradeship and neighborliness in industrial communities (Cf. Rome and Rome 1964, pp. 39, 75). But on a more philosophical level, he also spoke of how the two aspects of “It” and “You” would not only coexist but, in fact, “co-operate in the human construction and reconstruction of a ‘world’ accessible to human thought”. (Rome and Rome 1964, p. 57). The bifurcation of It and You, then, which was rooted in the polarity of the basic words I-You and I-It, had to be understood as one of mutual aid and inter-participation, as an ontological Werkgemeinschaft in its own right. In practice, Buber pointed to Kropotkin’s model of concrete labor solidarity as a counter-model to the division of labor distorting the authentic ideal of Werkgemeinschaft: “He [Kropotkin] sketches the picture of a village based on field and factory alike, where the same people work in the one as in the other alternately without this in any way entailing a technological regress, rather in close association with technical developments and yet in such a way that man enters into his rights as a human being”. (Buber 1958b, p. 45).



Here, then, Buber found inspiration for a Werkgemeinschaft that could at once engender the romantic ideal of medieval guilds, the Zionist ideal of working the land, and the modern ideal of technological production. The unfortunate objectification of labor lay not in the type of work or in its tools (such as nature standing in for “You” and factories for “It”) but in its division: In the division of labor among workers and between social classes, as well as in the division of labor between workers and their tools. And we can now begin to make sense also of Buber’s “dialogue” with machines: A machine becomes “human” not by assuming human qualities or by doing human work, but by inviting our participation and by participating in the creation of a distinct “between”. The most obvious examples of such machines would be musical instruments, which remain lifeless things without their master and yet participate in producing a “between” no virtuoso could produce alone. No musician would think of a violin as merely a tool, or a piano as merely a mechanical or electronic device, unless it was a self-playing Pianola. Nor would a violin or piano come to life were they regarded merely as decorative works of craftsmanship. Their thing-self, as it were, lies not in their function, nor in their form, nor even in their purpose but, literally, in their intimate participation—in shared labor. Instruments neither work for us nor on our behalf; they work with us.82 And with us work also the countless hands of their co-creators, a long chain of unacknowledged collaborators, who are present in every sound as an invisible Werkgemeinschaft. Thus, each sound emerging from an instrument is itself a symbol of culture as participatory cooperation. It is a symbol of humanity. And an artist working with an instrument will draw this “lifeless thing”, as Buber puts it, “into the longing for dialogue”, thus “giving it a soul and rights”.83




11. Towards an Ethics of Things


Giving rights and a soul to lifeless things may not be intuitive to readers attuned to the language of Verdinglichung, or objectification, and rightly anxious about our indisputable addiction to shiny things and gadgets. It also may raise concerns about a radical ethics of “equal consideration” that no longer acknowledges human-specific dignity and the priority of personhood.84 But dialogue, to Buber, meant precisely the unusual possibility of Entdinglichung, or de-objectification, that would elevate not only the dignity of things but also the dignity of their “users”. An object, as we have seen, can indeed become present. It can begin to “mean” something to us, and this meaning, or lack thereof, establishes the ground for what Silvia Benso, drawing on Heidegger and Levinas, has poetically explored as the ethics of things, which, as all ethics, must be an ethics of relation. “Things possess a reality in themselves that cannot be postponed or dislocated”, writes Benso, “…a thing is richer than the sound, the taste, the smell of it the I may—does indeed—enjoy. It contains memories of an unreachable past, of the ancestral dance of the earth and the elements, of the eternal play of light and darkness, of being, but always as beyond-being”.85 Here emerges an “imperative” of things and a “touching mode of tenderness”, the possibility to face a thing without desire for possession. Here, Benso argues, a thing is left to “presencing”. It ceases to be Gegenstand to be touched, and cared for, into Gegenwart. “The reality of things”, Alphonso Lingis writes in a similar vein, “is not given in our perception, but orders it as an imperative”. (Lingis 1998, p. 63). We do not stand before things but are “continually implicated” in them.



Heidegger’s early reflections on things as pragmata of our “concernful dealings” (besorgender Umgang) opened the space for relational thinghood and for the rehabilitation of what he described, in Sein und Zeit, as Zeug (equipment) (Heidegger 2001, p. 68; English: Heidegger 1962a, p. 96). To be sure, equipment first appears as a purposeful thing, as a thing of service, as a Werkzeug, and therefore as an It in Buber’s sense. But it also points to the meaning of Werk itself, to the making and materiality always referencing a world of nature and world of human historicity. The work, Heidegger writes, is cut to the figure of the person who is to use, to handle, or to wear it. Indeed, the human being is there along with the work as it emerges. “Thus”, continues Heidegger, “along with the work, we encounter not only entities ready-to-hand, but also entities with Dasein’s kind of Being…and together with these we encounter the world in which wearers and users live, which is at the same time ours”. (Cf. Heidegger 1962a, p. 100; German: Heidegger 2001, pp. 70–71). In every thing, then, is disclosed the very solidarity of labor and community of fate that we have seen in Cassirer and Dessauer, and which formed Goldstein’s understanding of technology as a form of social communion. But this disclosure must be brought forth, it must be revealed in praxis, in our relation to things. It must be actualized, verwirklicht. A thing is never just a thing but, as the Hebrew term davar suggests, a word, an act of speech, an event, a story. And like any word it needs a listener and one to respond.



And here may also lie the deeper meaning of Buber’s pragmatic answer to the distraught members of the Kibbutz: A Kibbutz must not function like a mechanical city but as a cooperative Werkgemeinschaft encompassing the human, the natural, the thing-world, and the “spiritual” alike. This fourfold solidarity, or attentiveness, which echoes Heidegger’s fourfold situatedness of things, defined Buber’s little explored understanding of “work”, which was central to his Zionism and his critique of Herzl’s technocracy. Herzl wanted to turn machines into the new “slave-workers” of humanity; Buber wanted to “humanize” them into partners in a working community. For Buber, as for Cassirer, technology had to become integral to human culture as gemeinsames Tun. “It is possible”, Buber tells the Kibbutz members, “to impart on the worker a relationship to the work or to the workshop as a whole, to what he does and to what his colleague does”.86 Max Brod’s distinction between mechanical labor and “work at one’s own work” could have reflected Buber’s own position: For the “worker working on his own work”, Brod writes, “work and soul have become one. The work expands into indefinite meaning and, as it participates in the infinite, enters the sphere of the religious”.87 “Mere labor does nothing of the like”, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy once wrote. “Participant labor (Mitarbeit) does magic; we purchase a piece of ubiquity and a small stretch of eternity”.88 For Buber, as for A. D. Gordon, all work should strive to be realization—Verwirklichung, or Avodah, whose twin connotations of service and prayer suggested a striving also for sacralization. And if an instrument, a tool, or a machine was needed for this striving, then it should be seen, like the Baal Shem’s household things, not as mere Zeug, but as participant in redemption. This, one could argue, was Buber’s version of techno-optimism.89



To treat a thing with respect, to care for things and let them be, to give them rights, such as the right to be maintained, to be repaired, or to be saved from preordained obsolescence is no trivial expansion of “dialogue”. It may be an ecological necessity. Of Rabbi Menahem Mendel of Kotzk it is said that he kept his old worn clothes, commenting: “A coat that once honored man should not be treated with contempt once it is no longer being used… If it beautified you when it was new, why would you reward it with evil?”90 We cannot care about nature without caring about things. And we cannot care about things without caring about the people producing them, and without seeing products as works designed by human minds and made—no matter how much machine may be involved—by, and for, human hands. To preserve this “manuality” of things and stem the wave of unnecessary, often frivolous, automatization where man would be but an “external limb of the machine”, belonged to Buber’s program of humanizing technology.91 Erich Fromm would later speak of a “trans-utilitarian” approach to technology which he derived from his interpretation of Marx: “In practice I can only relate myself in a human way to a thing when the thing is related in a human way to man”.92 In the afterword to I and Thou, written in 1958, Buber reiterated that the ability of saying-you (Dusagen) exists towards both the lifeless and quick, because this ability is, in truth, a conscious disposition, a way of conduct (Haltung), a readiness to meet humanity in everything around us (Buber 2019a, p. 246). To allow this attitude to flourish and to ensure that the leisure of saying-you, the privilege and imperative of dialogue (and dialogue is a privilege as much as an imperative), was a right afforded to every “I”—this, for Buber, was the task of creating a humanized environment of work or, as Erich Fromm put it, a “humanist industrial society”.93



The humanization of technology Buber demanded from the members of the Kibbutz was rooted in this task and in his belief that things can participate, and must allow us to participate, in the unfinished project of creation. This project, as Dessauer had intimated long before and as Hans Jonas would later write, called for a “cosmic responsibility” and a new “interhuman solidarity”. (Jonas 1987, p. 47). “Solidarity of all factions in the burning struggle for humanity”, Buber noted in 1953, is our “highest earthly duty”.94 The greatest challenge for humanity at this historical hour came from technology itself. It was “man’s voluntary enslavement into the service of nuclear fission”.95 Its greatest adventure was the age of space travel. Neither of them seems to be of particular concern to us today (although they probably should). But both were global challenges at their time that required a global response and could not be satisfied by factory reforms or You-moments with machines. At this junction of technology’s unprecedented reach and destructive potential, humanity, Buber believed, would have to finally “show itself”. It would have to decide what kind of homo faber it wanted to be and whether the things we make would illuminate our world or burn it. And when this happened, we would get to know anew not only a de-familiarized world around us but also, and more importantly, ourselves.96 And then, perhaps, we would come to know what Buber’s younger contemporary, the philosopher Günther Anders, suspected long ago: That “man is smaller than himself” (Anders 1968, p. 264).
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Buber’s exchange with the Kibbutz members was recorded by Abraham Shapira and originally published in his Kibbutz journal Shdemot. A German transcript, which is quoted here, appeared in (Buber 1985, pp. 300–12; for the quote see p. 310). All translations, unless noted otherwise, are by the author.






	
2

	

Indeed, A. D. Gordon, who significantly influenced Buber’s own understanding of Zionism, envisioned a spiritual and national rebirth of the Jewish people through labor; but what he had in mind was dignified, self-motivated manual labor—“labor not by force, but the work through which the human being can feel organically and naturally connected, and which allows the people to be in harmony with its culture rooted in labor and soil”. (Gordon 1929, p. 65). On Buber and Gordon see (Schweid 1983, pp. 270–88) and, more recently, (Lahav 2014). Gordon’s essays are now available in a new Hebrew edition (Gordon 2020). See also the treatment of Gordon along with other anarchist and “green” aspects of the Kibbutz movement in (Horrox 2009).






	
3

	

(Buber 1985, p. 312). A different version of the story appears in (Buber 1967, p. 184): “I climb upward, in fact, just in order to erect this sign up above. I hold it, and it holds me”. And Buber continues that the human spirit “may not cast off the burden of its civilization; for in it a higher value is hidden that will only shine forth when from the sphere of inner conflict it attains the pure summit air of justice and peace”.






	
4

	

Cf. (Rome and Rome 1964, p. 58). Here, Buber also speaks of the “narrow rocky ridge”. In Daniel, Buber already argued for the overcoming of the “duality of all things” that would require a descent into the abyss of uncertainty (“ewig neu angelobt der heiligen Unsicherheit”). Cf. Martin Buber, “Daniel: Gespräche von der Verwirklichung”, in (Buber 2001, p. 216).






	
5

	

Martin Buber, “Replies to my Critics”, in (Schilpp and Friedman 1967, p. 722). Buber’s response first appeared as a “philosophische Rechenschaft” in the Neue Rundschau in 1961. See: (Buber 2017, p. 501). Buber also introduced here the line of demarcation.
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For a discussion of Buber’s “ecological thinking” see (Breslauer 2019, esp. pp. 156–70); also (Tirosh-Samuelson 2017a, pp. 179–93). To date, one of the most thoughtful studies addressing Buber’s views on technology and the It-World remains (Balogh 1969). An instructive chapter on Buber and technology appears in (Oldemeyer 2007, pp. 67–82). See also the helpful essay by (Muth 2020, pp. 99–106) and the excellent discussion by (Nelson 2014).






	
7

	

For the “transhumanist” turn see (More and Vita-More 2013) as well as (Tirosh-Samuelson 2012) and (Tirosh-Samuelson 2017b).






	
8

	

Martin Buber, “Ich und Du”, in (Buber 2019a, p. 66). See also Buber’s 1945 radio lecture “Über die große Krise”, reprinted in (Buber 2019c, p. 81).






	
9

	

This essay does not attempt a definition of technology, though it accepts, for historical purposes alone, Werner Sombart’s basic definition of Technik and, by extension, technology as “alle Verfahrensweisen, alle Mittel, alle Komplexe, alle Systeme von Mitteln zur Erreichung eines bestimmten Zweckes” and his distinction between Instrumentaltechnik and Produktionstechnik. Cf. (Sombart 1911, pp. 63–64). That said, Sombart’s thinly veiled antisemitic interpretation of technology must not be ignored. See (Herf 1986, esp. pp. 133–38). For a wide-ranging summary of definitions of technology up 1956, which covers the historical period of this essay, see (Dessauer 1956, pp. 230–35). For more recent definitions see (Mitcham 1994) who relies heavily on Dessauer. See also the chapter on Dessauer therein, pp. 29–33.
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(Herf 1986, esp. pp. 18–48). Herf speaks of “reactionary modernism” in paradoxical terms describing it as a peculiar juxtaposition of “great enthusiasm for modern technology” and the simultaneous “rejection of the Enlightenment and the values and institutions of liberal democracy”. Herf, in fact, documents not only the conservative glorification of technology (which also characterized the affinities between Futurism and Fascism), but the conservative ambivalence towards technology and its pessimism. See also (Herf 1981, esp. pp. 806–7).
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Buber indeed insisted not to speak of a “general supremacy of the life of dialogue”. Cf. (Rome and Rome 1964, p. 40).
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(Buber 1995, p. 55). German: (Buber 2019a, p. 40). Buber plays here with erfahren (experience) and befahren (touching the surface) to stress the distance and superficiality of the I-It.






	
13

	

Cf. (Buber 1960, pp. 170–71). Also idem, “Sinnbildliche und sakramentale Existenz im Judentum” (1935), now in (Buber 2017, p. 171). See also (Bloch 1968, esp. p. 30), where Bloch discusses Buber’s concept of “sakrale Handlung” and “Sakramentgeschehen”.
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Cf. “Mein Liberalismus”, in (Buber 2018b, pp. 382–83).
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“Wenn Herzl noch lebte”, in (Buber 2019c, p. 38).
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(Buber 2019c, p. 39). For the larger context see also (Penslar 1991).
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(Herzl 1934, p. 24). Herzl considered machines “Arbeitssklaven von unerhörter Kraft”.
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Cf. (Braun 1992, pp. 172–206). The sense of technological war (and gruesome victory of technology) was perhaps most dramatically, and prophetically expressed in Georg Kaiser’s stage trilogy Die Koralle (1917), Gas 1 (1918), and Gas 2 (1920). See the discussion in (Stern 1965) and the brief reflection on Kaiser’s influence on Thea von Harbour and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis in (Gittleman 1979).
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58
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Martin Buber, “Man and His Image-Work”, in (Buber 1965, p. 165). German as “Der Mensch und sein Gebild”, in (Buber 2017, p. 463).
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77
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Cf. (Buber 2019a, p. 146): “…ein lebloses Ding, ihm Seele und Rechte verleihend…” The question of “rights” for things has been on ethicist’s minds for a while. See, for instance (Singer and Sagan 2016, pp. 291–94).
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(Benso 2000, p. 137). A different approach to thing-ethics appears in (Flusser 1993, p. 82). Flusser criticizes, in fact, the “bürgerliche Dingmoral” of “Erzeugung, Speicherung und Verbrauch von Dingen” for its loss of “value” attached to things, value not in the economic sense, but of what we value in a thing. An early phenomenology of things that anticipated today’s attention to material culture appears in Oskar Bie’s discussion of furniture as a form of Gegenwart and persönliches Verhältnis. Cf. (Bie 1908, pp. 10–15).
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(Buber 1985, p. 311). Werk, in German, can mean the product of work (or work of art), but also workshop or factory. In fact, Buber cites a recent visit to the Olivetti factories in Italy where the working conditions had been improved without any loss of productivity. Similar observations of working Partnerschaft appeared in (Michel 1960, esp. pp. 267–74). Michel, who dedicated the original edition of his book (1947) to Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy and was deeply influenced by Buber, called for an “echtes Miteinander in der Wirtschafts- und Betriebsgestaltung” on the basis of “echter Begegnung” (p. 269).
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(Brod 1920, p. 43). See also (Arendt 1998, esp. pp. 79–84), where Arendt discusses the distinction between labor (ponos) and work (ergon). Interestingly, Arendt draws also on Karl Bücher (p. 145) and Hendrik de Man (p. 140).
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(Rosenstock-Huessy 1955, p. 175). Like Buber, and drawing on Ernst Michel, Rosenstock-Huessy argued for a new sense of partnership and “fraternity” in factory and office. “Der Partner ist also hier eine Mehrzahl von Menschenkindern. Erst dank ihrer Eingliederung in einen Arbeitsgang werden sie fähig, zum Partner des Unternehmens sich zu verbrüdern” (p. 140). Thus, the concept of Mitarbeit involved a sense of co-creatorship. A co-worker, like a citizen, is one who could rebuild the factory, or the city, after its destruction (pp. 190–99).
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For the moral importance and imperative of optimism see (Cohen 1929, pp. 20–21) and (Jonas 1987, p. 75).
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Quoted in: (Lederberg and Gerstenfeld 2002, n. p.). I thank Yemima Hadad for this reference.
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Cf. Martin Buber, “Gemeinschaft und Umwelt. Aufzeichnung für das Vorwort zu E. A. Gutkind, Community and Environment”, in (Buber 1966, p. 82). The phrase “Außenglied einer Maschine” is, actually, Gutkind’s. Buber’s interest in architecture is also documented in his preface to Bruno Zevi’s Saper Vedere l’Architettura (1948), which has been analyzed by (Loach and Rapoport 2000).
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(Fromm 1968, p. 69). Fromm quotes here from Marx’s Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts, which he edited. See (Fromm 1961, p. 132).
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(Fromm 1968, p. 89). This included the transformation from “passive consumer to participant society” (p. 114).
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Martin Buber, “Das echte Gespräch und die Möglichkeiten des Friedens”, in (Buber 1966, p. 222).






	
95

	

(Buber 1966, p. 119). Buber invokes Étienne de La Boétie, Von der freiwilligen Knechtschaft des Menschen (1574), which Gustav Landauer had translated into German.
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Cf. Martin Buber, “Weltraumfahrt. Antwort auf eine Rundfrage” (1957), in (Buber 1966, p. 252).
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