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Nanoscience and nanotechnology (NST)
is all about ultrasmall devices – a nanometer
is just one-millionth the diameter of a
human hair – with potentially ultra-big
payoffs. That is why the U.S. Government’s
National Nanotechnology Initiative pumped
$270 million into the area in 2000, and
$500 million in 2002. Other foreign

nanotechnology investments soared from $316 million
in 1997 to $835 million in 2001. How is Israeli academia
doing in this area? Surprisingly well, albeit on a much smaller
scale.

Israeli scientists were quick to recognize the importance
and potential of nanoscience and technology (NST). For
example, the scanning tunneling microscope, STM, a basic
NST tool, was invented only in 1982, leading to a Nobel
Prize in 1986. But by 1989, with the help of the Israel
Science Foundation (ISF), Prof. E. Gileadi already had one!
By the time he had his first results, two years later, Profs.
Y. Manassen and D. Mandler already had ISF-funded STM
and electrochemical microscope research grants

(respectively); and Prof. G. Haase had his first STM-related ISF grant by 1994. Similarly, Prof. I. Willner’s and A. Shanzer’s pioneering
ISF-sponsored work on biosensors and molecular switches also dates back over a decade. In fact, Willner and other early NST-
related scientists (such as Profs. Uri Banin and Ron Tenne) have received multiple ISF-related research project and/or equipment
awards over the past decade. That is, although the ISF is a completely “open” grants competition, which never identified NST as
a priority area, it provided the crucial framework and support which enabled Israeli researchers to “self-assemble” a world-
class community of scientists doing basic research in this area.

According to a recent study of ISF nanotechnology projects, conducted by Dr. I. M. Asher, a science policy advisor at the
Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, the ISF has, over the last five years alone (1997-2001), funded 30 clearly NST-
related individual research projects at a total cost of about $3 million. A roughly equivalent amount was spent on NST-
related ISF Centers of Excellence; and over $2 million, on major NST-related equipment systems. This $8-9 million of ISF
funding helped build and maintain a growing, and constantly evolving, cadre of highly competitive NST researchers. The
most recent five years has seen considerably more sophisticated and device-relevant research. However, given the ISF
mandate, they still represent comparatively basic advances of comparatively wide and long-term impact (see accompanying
Research Notes article). All 30 projects represent established excellence, as determined by external peer review
(rather than emerging new startups).

Surprisingly, over half of the ISF’s new NST grantees
for 1997-2001 were found to be located in
Chemistry depar tments; Materials
Science came in a distant second.
That is, Israel, quite appropriately,
seems to be using its world-class

Martin Buber was born in Vienna in 1878. After
studying at the universities of  Vienna, Leipzig, Zurich
and Berlin, he joined the Zionist movement in 1898.
In 1901 he founded the Juedischer Verlag which
published, in German, Jewish books of high literary
quality. All this before, at age 26, he discovered
Chassidism, whose religious philosophy and message
for modern society he probed in many subsequent
publications. In 1923 he published I and Thou , his
highly influential view of religion as a direct, mutually
involving dialogue and relationship with the Divine.
Although agreeing with Kant that man cannot
intellectually know ultimate reality, Buber held that
man can, nonetheless, have meaningful direct contact
with a Divine entity which he can never know in
Itself.

Finally forced out of Germany by the Nazis, Buber moved to Palestine in 1938, serving as a Professor of
Social Philosophy at the Hebrew University until his retirement in 1951. While there, he published two books
on Biblical faith: Torat Ha-Neviim (in Hebrew) and Moses. In 1961 he completed his translation of the Bible,
started in 1925 with Franz Rosenzweig, based on the principle that the Bible does not seek to be read
but to be listened to, as if its voice were being spoken today.  He was also a founder and the first President
of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities (1960-62), before his passing in 1965. His impact on both
Jewish and non-Jewish modern religious philosophy continues to command respect.

The papers in this stimulating volume, edited by Paul Mendes-Flohr, examine various aspects of Buber’s
multifaceted life and thought. They were first presented at a conference, in Buber’s memory, sponsored by
the Israel Academy. Addressing the gathering, the late Nathan Rosenstreich emphasized the unusually wide
spectrum of Buber’s interests and his prescient anticipation of today’s interdisciplinary discourse. Shmuel
Eisenstadt, once Buber’s doctoral student, depicted Buber, despite his academic appointment, as a basically
extramural, postmodern intellectual with a decided ambivalence towards the prevailing academic barriers
and conventions of his time.

Taking him on his own terms, Karl-John Illman, Dan Avnon and Michael Fishbane examined Buber’s Biblical
scholarship and affirmation of Divine immanence. The late Gillian Rose, however, decried Buber’s religious
anarchism  which she asserted prevented his developing an adequate account of the modern political state.
Taking a middle ground, Remi Brague suggested that Buber misread or omitted several key texts, but that
he still offered many seminal insights into the nature of religious faith.

Guy Stroumsa asserted that Buber made a significant contribution to the scientific study of comparative
religion, and that I and Thou was basically an introduction to religious phenomenology. In response to Stroumsa’s
question of why, therefore, Buber’s impact on religious scholarship per se was limited, R. J. Zwi Werblowsky
responded that Buber was never a historian of religion, although his literary output dealt largely with great
religious documents and spiritual traditions. In his view, Buber was not as interested in rigorous classical
scholarship as in the direct spiritual encounter with reality that animates Chassidism and much Eastern religion.

Dan Laor, drawing on rich archival materials, recounted the fate of Buber’s monumental Corpus Hasidicum,
a comprehensive collection of Chassidic tales written in collaboration with S. Y. Agnon. The nearly completed
manuscript was burned in the 1924 fire that gutted Agnon’s apartment in Bad Homburg (Germany) and,
despite repeated efforts, the project was never finished. The details of their two-decade collaboration, however,
help illuminate Buber’s approach to the study of religion.

This long-awaited volume of perceptive articles has just been published by the Israel Academy, in collaboration
with Syracuse University Press.
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