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On May 2, 1919, the German-Jewish anarchist Gustav Landauer was beaten to death in Munich by troops of the Freikorps, a right-wing paramilitary group working with the Social Democratic Party to put down revolutionary uprisings across Germany. Landauer’s friend Martin Buber, who was the executor of his estate and who edited several posthumous volumes of his letters and writings, later recalled having visited Landauer in Munich just three months before he was killed, at the height of the period’s revolutionary fervor. “I was with him and several other revolutionary leaders in a hall of the Diet building in Munich”:

Landauer chose the topic. It was the terror…the discussion was conducted for the most part between me and a Spartacus leader, who later became well known in the second communist revolutionary government in Munich that replaced the first, socialist government of Landauer and his comrades. The man walked with clanking spurs through the room; he had been a German officer in the war. I declined to do what many apparently had expected of me—to talk of the moral problem; but I set forth what I thought about the relation between end and means. I documented my view from historical and contemporary experience. The Spartacus leader did not go into that matter. He, too, sought to document his apology for the terror by examples. ‘Dzertshinsky,’ he said, ‘the head of the Cheka, could sign a hundred death sentences a day, but with an entirely clean soul.’ ‘That is, in fact, just the worst of all,’ I answered. ‘This “clean” soul you do not allow any splashes of blood to fall on! It is not a question of “souls” but of responsibility.’ My opponent regarded me with unperturbed superiority. Landauer, who sat next to me, laid his hand on mine. His whole arm trembled.

This anecdote can serve as a microcosm for many of the points I would like to make today about the relationship between the political stance of Martin Buber and that of a thinker to whom he is rarely compared, Carl Schmitt. While there has been no shortage of attention paid to Schmitt’s relationships, personal and theoretical, to Jewish thinkers, Buber has remained largely an exception to this trend. There are several good reasons for this, including the apparent lack of any correspondence between the two men, but another major reason may be that Buber is not usually considered a political thinker. Our anecdote indicates that even in 1919, in a city in the grip of a revolution, whilst present at a revolutionary council as the invited guest of a revolutionary leader, Buber’s interlocutors expected him to deal with something called “the moral problem.” Yet we also learn that he declined to do so, preferring to discuss “the relation between end and means” as it applies to the question of revolutionary political conduct. 


I think we can gain some context for this anecdote if we consider two other thinkers who were also present in Munich in 1919, and who also took the question of ends and means to be the central political question. The first is Max Weber, whose famous lecture “Politics as a Vocation” was delivered in that year to an audience containing many revolutionary Bavarian students, and the second is Carl Schmitt, who was working in the local censorship office of the martial law administration at the time, and who may have attended some of Weber’s public appearances.

“Politics as a Vocation” famously argues that the use of one particular means, namely violence, defines an activity as political, and that the state emerges when one group seizes the monopoly on the legitimate use of this means. In a less well-known corollary to this claim, Weber states that “If there existed only social formations in which violence was unknown as a means, then the concept of the ‘state’ would have disappeared; then that condition would have arisen which one would define, in this particular sense of the word, as ‘anarchy’.”
 The achievement of such a condition was, of course, Gustav Landauer’s life’s work—a fact of which Martin Buber was keenly aware, and which raised a serious question for him about Weber’s definition of the political, since by that definition it would have to be said that Landauer’s murderers were engaged in political activity, while their victim, targeted as a representative of the short-lived Bavarian Council Republic, was simply an “unpolitical” anarchist romantic. 
I cannot go into more detail about Weber here, but Weber provides the intellectual context and Munich 1919 the political context for the following comparison of the political theology of Carl Schmitt and the theopolitics of Martin Buber. Buber rarely mentions Schmitt explicitly. He occasionally refers to him implicitly, as “a teacher of the law…obedient to the trait of the times,” whose doctrines of exception and friend-enemy distinction perfectly exemplify everything that is wrong with the modern state and with power politics (1). The intellectual historian Christoph Schmidt of the Hebrew University has recently devoted an essay to Buber’s polemic against Schmitt in his 1936 “The Question to the Single One,” arguing that Buber’s use of the term “theopolitical” is intended to serve as an Erledigung, or “closure,” of political theology, similar to Erik Peterson’s attempt to do the same thing from the vantage point of Catholicism (2). In what follows, I expand on this initial move towards the establishment of theopolitics as yet another example of a growing list of what Heinrich Meier has called “symmetrical counterconcepts” to political theology—from political philosophy to liberal legal thought. For Christoph Schmidt, Buber uses “theopolitics” only to define the proper relationship of the religious to the political, while “political theology” describes what theopolitics becomes if it betrays its proper task (3). My goal today is to expand this insight, keeping in mind Buber’s relationships to Weber and Landauer, in order to demonstrate that Buber achieves a thorough inversion of political theology at every stop along the way of his entire political oeuvre. It is not necessarily that he starts out with this aim in mind, but rather that once we see that Buber takes Schmitt to be exemplary of modern power-politics, a remarkable number of his political writings can be counterposed to Schmitt’s own, along a startling number of axes. Leo Strauss once noted that for Schmitt, “the ultimate quarrel occurs not between bellicosity and pacifism (or nationalism and internationalism) but between the “authoritarian and anarchistic theories.”
 I argue that if this is so, and if Schmitt takes up the authoritarian position, Martin Buber might just be the contemporary of Schmitt’s who most radically assumes the anarchist position.

Let’s look at Buber’s treatment of the ancient Israelite theopolity in his 1932 work Königtum Gottes, or Kingship of God. Schmitt, throughout his near-obsession with anarchism (4), always figures it as atheistic and as committed to an irrevocably optimistic anthropology. In Kingship of God, however, Buber provides a detailed account of what we might call an anarcho-theocracy, a theopolitical situation in which the “dangerousness” of man plays a crucial role (5). According to Buber, the early Israelites understood YHVH as their direct melekh, first in the sense of the leader-god of the wanderers, and then in the sense of their political ruler. No human institution would be permitted to usurp His sovereignty. Most of the scholarly attention paid to Kingship of God focuses on the first chapter, where Buber attempts to establish the historicity of the Gideon passage, in which Gideon refuses the offer of kingship with the words “I will not rule over you, nor shall my sons rule over you, only YHVH will rule over you.” And indeed, this passage is crucial to Buber’s argument, and he devotes much effort to showing that it could have actually originated from the time it attempts to report about, and is not necessarily a later retrojection from a post-monarchic period onto an idealized past. Less attention has been paid, however, to the fascinating way in which Buber links the tensions of the anarcho-theocracy to the internal pressures of idolatry and the external pressures of war. It is in these links that theopolitics opposes political theology most radically. 
Buber divides the direct theocracy into two stages. The first stage is the one in which a charismatic leader is present. The people recognize that the divine spirit has temporarily moved through some particular individual, who has been assigned to some particular task—the Exodus for Moses, the conquest for Joshua. Such leaders never attain to unlimited sovereignty, nor do they establish dynasties; once their tasks are completed, they retire. Moses transfers the charisma to Joshua, but this is the only case of such transfer in the whole Bible—normally, the retirement of a charismatic leader leads to the second stage of the direct theocracy, the one more properly called anarcho-theocracy, in which the people simply wait for another leader to assume a task. The tribes attend to their own business, confident that the true King of Israel still rules, even when he declines to issue any orders. Internally, the people feel themselves to be under an invisible government, but externally, there appears to be no government at all.
Military conflict, with the Philistines for example, introduces powerful crises into this situation. The people split into factions. One faction urges the continual, faithful waiting on YHVH to defend his people and to produce the leader they need. The other faction can’t handle the anxiety of the need to formulate ad hoc responses to conflict, and demands an enduring monarchy, with a standing army, like all the other nations have, so they can feel secure. Ultimately, this is the faction that wins out, and Buber sees its influence in everything from the redaction of the Book of Judges, wherein what were originally two competing polemics, an anti-monarchical and a pro-monarchical, become glued together in such a way that the book assumes a pro-monarchical bias, to the inception of messianism in Israel, when the eventual failure and loss of the monarchy give rise to the dream of its restoration. 
But war is not the only threat to the kingship of God over Israel. The unity of Israel is also threatened from within, by idolatry. For Buber, idolatry comes in two main forms, one of which is more political and more dangerous than the other. The first, less political form he calls Baalization: the tendency to associate YHVH, the mobile leader-god of the tribe, with the baalim, the stationery fertility gods of the land. In The Prophetic Faith Buber describes the way in which Elijah combats this tendency by demonstrating once and for all that YHVH is not only the God of the heavens but also of the earth, and that the people do not need to placate any other powers to achieve agricultural success. Far more insidious than Baalization, however, is the second idolatry, which Buber calls Molechization. The people understand that the king is responsible for the increase of the tribe’s numbers and for its political success, and that the proper gratitude for this is the dedication of the first-born. YHVH, through the dramatic story of the Akedah and through the institution of the semikha, both of which substitute an animal for a human sacrifice, indicates that he is willing to substitute the intention to sacrifice oneself and one’s children for the sacrifice itself. Some, however, precisely out of their zeal to serve their King with the service they deem proper to him, make the mistake of going too far; they pass their children through the fire, when YHVH had never commanded any such abomination.

From this picture we can draw contrasts to Schmitt’s positions on any number of major issues, including: 1) States of emergency; 2) Secularization; 3) Representation and charisma (anointing); 4) technicity and vitality; 5) the relationship between politics and war as expressed in the friend/enemy criterion. 

Schmitt sees the decision on the state of emergency as the act that irrevocably locates sovereignty. Whoever decides that this is the moment that the laws are suspended reveals the ultimate dependence of law on his own authority. Schmitt analogizes the state of exception to the miracle in theology, conceived as a radical interruption of the ordinary course of things. In Buber’s picture, however, interruption occurs in the ordinary course of things itself. The injunction to wait reflects a very real dependence on God as the actual sovereign. The Philistines are attacking, and God’s response—to send a savior or to allow the attack to proceed—will decide whether a state of emergency really exists or not. The human desire to institute a monarchy for the purposes of defense already reflects the decision, having been made by the people, that a state of emergency in fact exists. They have mistaken the anarchy of interregnum, which is theocracy, for the anarchy of emergency, which is chaos. The people have usurped the sovereignty, taking the decision away from God. Already in 1918, in “The Holy Way,” which he dedicated to Landauer upon publication a year later, Buber called this moment “the true turning point of Jewish history.”

In this sense, Buber sees the moment of the institution of the monarchy not as a moment of increased “theocratization,” as Weber had it, but in fact as a dramatic secularization of the theopolity. It is the moment in which the fearsome terror of war causes the people to lose faith in the task for which they were elected. Unlike Schmitt, who sees secularization as beginning in modernity with the seventeenth-century transformation of theological concepts into political concepts, Buber sees it as taking place in the ancient past, when the people of Israel first abandoned their true divine King for the comfort of human rule. And unlike Schmitt, who sees secularization as an irreversible process, Buber sees it as potentially reversible at any time, if the people simply heed the prophetic call to turn, to return. The movement between the two possibilities he calls the Reichsdialektik. (6)
Another important difference between Buber and Schmitt is reflected in their opposing views on political representation and its relationship to that old Weberian trope, “technicity.” Schmitt argues in Roman Catholicism and Political Form, as well as in Political Theology, that Marxist socialism, anarchist syndicalism, and American capitalism all line up on the side of the increasing de-politicization of the world that comes with increased rationalization of industry. “There must no longer be political problems, only organizational-technical and economic-sociological tasks.”
 The early Weimar-era Schmitt claims that if these ideologies continue to spread, the Roman church will be the last bastion of political “form” on Earth, because only there will the true idea of representation find a home. The Pope is the Vicar of Christ, and as such infallible and sovereign; his decisions carry weight because of his representative function. Schmitt opposes the direct-democratic tendency that he sees informing all the forces descending from the French Revolution, in which representation is really no more than delegation, a task being handed out to a representative to be performed. This, however, is exactly the role of Buber’s charismatic leader, who is given a task by God and retreats into the background once he carries it out (7). In this Buber was perhaps inspired by his friend Landauer, and the instance of the Bavarian Council Republic. [The Auftrag is given to the Volksbeauftragter.] Schmitt may have overstated when he saw the presence of this direct-democratic tendency in Marxist socialism and American capitalism, but he would have been dead on to see it as part and parcel of the anarchist ideal. For Buber, the monarchic faction betrays divine representation when they set up their “anointed one,” whose dynasty continues from generation to generation through the ritual of the anointing (8). The human king is given the task of representing the divine will, but he almost always betrays it, the true task then falling to the succession of prophets who decry the monarchic depredations. 
In this sense, perhaps without intending to do so, Buber presents a very different answer to Schmitt from the one Leo Strauss gave on the question of whether Hobbes’ most important political word is “Jesus is the Christ.” Schmitt claimed that this minimalist formula was sufficient lip service to religion for the newly-created Leviathan to maintain the absolute authority of Christ himself, and that Spinoza, in his Jewish liberal hatred of authority, undid the great serpent by denying it the right to this formula in the name of freedom of religion. Strauss countered by insisting upon the wholly secular nature of the Hobbesian serpent-state, seeing Hobbes and Spinoza not as rivals but as collaborators in the construction of the modern secular polity. In this, Buber would agree with Strauss, but with a twist: the secularization began the second the Israelite nation had the first thought of a moshiach/Christos, a human king who could step in and assume the sovereign functions due to God alone. Buber retains the imagery of the serpent, however, configuring it in his letters to Gandhi as representative of the spiraling complexity of the theologico-political predicament as a whole, and later of the thorny problematics of the Zionist-Arab situation in particular (9).
While Buber actually shares Schmitt’s worries about technicity and its attendant draining of the vitality from human life, he does not locate this danger in the increase of administration and the decrease of politics. He asserts rather the precise opposite: that the share of qualitative “humanity” in life increases as the share of “politics” decreases (10). “Politics,” as an independent sphere with its own rules, is nothing but a rebellion against God and as such a denial of human nature; “there is no political realm outside the theopolitical.” (11) The creation of politics as a separate sphere can only occur as a result of a sophisticated version of Molechization. Of course the people still pay lip service to God; they say that the king is God’s anointed and that his will is God’s will. But when they sacrifice their children to form his fifties and his hundreds, when they allow him to set up altars to the gods of neighboring peoples, they have only deluded themselves into thinking they serve YHVH rather than their human idol. (“Intangible shielding of autocracy.”) In this sense, theopolitics declares political theology itself to be idolatry; anarcho-theocracy declares human authority itself to be usurpation.

An interesting result of these differences is their effect on Schmitt’s criterion of the political, the notorious friend/enemy distinction. There was always some element of paradox to this, insofar as Schmitt sees the political itself as having many enemies, who do not accept the friend/enemy distinction but nonetheless engage in political activity by declaring themselves opposed to politics, or by declaring war on war. It cannot be said that Buber’s picture of the ancient Israelite theopolity, and the implications he draws from it, are terribly pacific. In fact, they are radically tension-filled, far more than we might expect from a thinker so heavily associated with the idea of “dialogue.” Buber sees a division not merely within the ancient Israelite theopolity, between the faithful theopoliticians and the idolatrous political theologians, but a division that continues throughout the whole history of Judaism, and in fact that breaks out within every people. (12) But it would be impossible to make this conflict the criterion of a dedicated, independent “political sphere.” Instead, this division, which Buber calls “the true front,” divides every individual against himself and every people against itself, and the struggle on this front, which contra Schmitt and Weber can never become violent, is the only true theopolitical fight:
So long as God contends against the idols there prevails for the people a clear demarcation: one’s own and that which is alien stand in opposition to one another. It is a matter of withstanding the allurements of the alien and to keep one’s vows to one’s own. But where God rises against the idolization of Himself the demarcation is clouded and complicated. No longer do two camps stretch out opposite to one another: here JHWH, there Astarte!, but on every little spot of ground the truth is mixed with the lie. The struggle of exclusiveness is directed toward unmixing, and this is a hard, an awesome work (112).

This exact sentiment had already been expressed, albeit in a more explicitly “political” and modern context, in Buber’s eulogy for Landauer, when he wrote that “the true front runs through the heart of the soldier; the true front runs through the heart of the revolutionary.” (13) Here Buber, like Landauer, is more anarchistic even than most anarchists, denying them the battle against the State as an external force, permitting them only the battle against the State in ourselves. He seeks to disarm that State of one of its greatest weapons: the idolatrous language of religious legitimation, or political theology.
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