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ABSTRACT

The period under discussion begins in 1915 during

Re.inh.old Niebuhr's last year of postgraduate work and ends

with his emergence into the public eye. Niebuhr at the
I

beginning was the child of nineteenth century liberalism and
!

gradually came under the pervading influence of Marxism by

the middle nineteenth-thirties. The transition that took

place during this twenty year period was to have a profound

effect upon Niebuhr's work during the transition and his

later work. The transitional period can be understood more

clearly if one identifies and investigates the philosophers

Niebuhr encountered during this twenty year period* and

studies these factors in conjunction with the relevant

theological and historical factors of the period.

Niebuhr did not at any time during his many encounters

with a variety of thinkers ever abandon his own principles

completely for another man's set of principles. Niebuhr

attempted throughout his early work to understand reality

in terms of the immediate struggle of man.

Niebuhr's liberal period roughly corresponded to the

twelve years Vie spent as the pastor of a Detroit church.

Niebuhr's first interest, one that began in University, was

centered around metaphysical speculation, which brought him

into contact with William James. Jamesian thought was to

have a continuing impact upon Niebuhr's developing thought.

After the Great War Niebuhr came into contact with the ideals

of pacifism and the social Gospel. Niebuhr was struggling

to understand the post-War liberal world; he consequently

turned to several philosophers. Niebuhr turned to Max Weber



2

for guidance when investigating the economic presuppositions
*

of capitalism. Niebuhr found Oswald Spengler helpful when
° 0 <

he became interested in the degeneration of liberal culture.
C

Niebuhr also utilized A.N. Whitehead's insights when he

examined liberal religion.

Niebuhr left his Detroit parish in 1928 when he was

offered a place at Union Theological Seminary in New York.

This was not the only change taking place in the later half

of the nineteen-twenties. Niebuhr had become deeply

concerned about the plight of the worker particularly the

workers of H. Ford. The years leading up to the Stock

Market crash of 1929 and the years following the crash found

Niebuhr struggling with the implications of the Marxist

assumptions, which he had previously encountered in Weber's

work and elsewhere. Niebuhr became increasingly interested

in the plight of the urban proletariat. By 1931 Niebuhr's

involvement with Marxism had reached a new intensity.

Niebuhr began to make use of certain basic Marxist assump¬

tions .

The outcome of the 1928 to 1932 transitional phase was

a reversal in Niebuhr's approach to revolutionary Marxism

and the abandonment of certain liberal thinkers. However,

Niebuhr had again turned to thinkers for guidance when

investigating liberal society. The end of this transitional

period in 1932 was marked by the publication of the book

Moral Man and Immoral Society, which was not only the first

major work produced while under the influence of Marxism, but

also the beginning of Niebuhr's public recognition.
%

The three year period from 1933 to 1935 contained Nicbuhr'



most intense phase of Marxist involvement. Niebuhr seemed

to be casting off the last remnant of liberalism when he

abandoned pacifism. In 193'+ Niebuhr wrote Reflections on

the End of an Era the most powerful product of his Marxist

encounter. However, by 1935 the intensity of Niebuhr's

Marxist involvement was on the wane. The year 1935 marks

the beginning of Niobuhr's search for a new theological

and ethical framework.

Niebuhr throughout his early works plunged into one set

of ideas only to draw back and examine them more closely.

Niebuhr retained certain ideas from each encounter and

j
discarded the rest; he seemed to gain something from every

encounter from V. James and K. Marx and the insights gained

were to have a lasting effect.
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biographical 6Ketch

Keihhold Niebuhr was born in Wright City, Missouri on June
O "

21, 1892j the son'ofrGustav and Lydia Niebuhr, who had emigrated

from Germany to the United States at an early age. Gustav Niebuhr
1

was a minister of the Evangelical Synod of North America. Niebuhr

went to Iilmhurst a small denominational college,^ from which he
3

graduated in 1910, which was followed by three years spent at
4

Eden Theological Seminary. In 1913 Niebuhr's father fell ill and

shortly thereafter died,"' and by 1915 Niebuhr had completed his

theological education at Yale first receiving a Bachelor of

Divinity degree in 1914 and completing his Master of Arts degree
6

in 1915» Niebuhr in his "Intellectual Autobiography" related the

reasons for abandoning his graduate training at Yale, and becoming

ordained by the Evangelical Synod in 1915*

family needs (my father died just before my entrance
into Yale) and my boredom with epistemology prompted me to
foresv/ear graduate study and the academic career to which
it pointed and to accept a parish of my denomination in
Detroit. According to the rules of our denomination, a
young ordinand was at the disposal of the Home Mission
Board for two years after ordination. The Board picked a

1. Encyclopaedia Britannica 15th ed. under "Niebuhr, Neinhold"
V. 13, p. ?2-, hereafter cited as EB.

2. June Bingham, Courage to Change an Introduction to the Life
and Thought of Neinhold Niebuhr (uew York 1961) p. 82, hereafter
cited as CC.

3. EB p. 74.

4. EB p. 74.

5. CC p. 79.

6. EB p. 74.
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newly organized parish for me in Detroit.

During the thirteen year period that Niebuhr served as the

pastor of the Bethel Evangelical Church in Detroit, i.e. from

1915 to 1928, the city of Detroit grew threefold? while Bethel

Evangelical Church during the same period increased tenfold, the
8

congregation increased from a total of 65 to 656. In 1923

Niebuhr joined one of Sherwood Eddy's travelling seminars which

was indicative of his involvement with the pacifist movement that
9

was present in the early twenties.

During these early years in Detroit Niebuhr was exposed to

American industrialism; he v/as specifically exposed to the auto¬

mobile industry before the laborer was protected by unions and
10

social legislation. Niebuhr when recalling this period remarked

that:

My first interest v/as not so much to challenge the
reigning laissez-faire philosophy of the community as to
"debunk" the moral pretensions of Henry Ford, v/hose five-
dollar-a-day wage gave him a world-wide reputation for
generosity. I happened to know that some of his workers
had an inadequate annual wage, whatever the pretensions of
the daily wage may have been. Many of them lost their
homes in the enforced vacations, which became longer and
longer until the popular demand for the old Model T
suddenly subsided, and, forced a layoff of almost a year
for 'retooling' .1-L
In 1927 Niebuhr published his first book Does Civilization

Need Religion? which is an excellent indication of Niebuhr's

7. Reinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" in Reinhold Niebuhr
His Religious, Social and Political Thought ed. by Charles W. Kegley
and Robert W. Bretall (Hereafter cited as K.&B) (New York, 1956) P* ^
hereafter cited as IA.

8. CC pp. 101-102.

9. CC pp. 107-111. '

10. EB p. 7k.

11. IA p, 5.
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growing intellectual interest and the only full length work that

Niebuhr produced as a working pastor. In the following year

Niebuhr was offered a teaching post at Union Theological Seminary

in New York City by Henry Sloane Coffin president of the Seminary,
12

which he accepted. Niebuhr's recollection of these events as

found in his "Intellectual Autobiography" was that:

I became a member of the faculty of Union Theological
Seminary in 1928, largely at the instigation of my friend
Sherwood Eddy, who persuaded the Seminary faculty to call
me to a Chair of Christian Ethics. This was a hazardous
venture, since my reading in the parish had been rather
undisciplined and I had no scholarly competence in my
field, not to speak of the total field of Christian theology.
My practical interest and the devoting of every weekend to
college preaching prevented any rapid acquisition of
competence in my ostensible speciality. It was therefore a
full decade before I could stand before a class and answer
the searching cmestions of the students at the end of a
lecture without the sense of being a fraud who pretended to
a larger and more comprehensive knowledge than I possessed.-1-^

In 1929 Leaves fron the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic was published

which was a selection of entries from Niebuhr's diary written while
IE

he was still a working pastor in Detroit.

1930 found Niebuhr involved in the foundation of the fellow-

shin of Socialist Christians as well as giving the Forbes Lectures

which were published in 1932 and was entitled The Contribution of

Nciit-uon to Cocial Work. Also in 1932 Niebuhr wrote and had
15

published a book entitled Moral Man and Immoral Society. John S.

Bennett writes about the work Moral Man and Immoral Society:

This book was a landmark. It was the first major attack
from within the ranks of liberal Christianity upon the
optimistic idealism of the liberalism of that period and
upon the dominant faith among intellectuals, especially
among social scientists in a coming rational control of
history. 1.6

12. CC pp. 138-139.'

13. IA pp. 8-9.

IE. E3 p. 7E.

15. cc pp. 157-160.



In 1932 as well as in 1936 idebuhr actively supported the
17 .

Socialist party. The years of Niebuhr's socialist convictions,

i.e. the 1930's found Niebuhr not surprisingly involved with the
18 '

theories of Marxism. In 193^ niebuhr published deflections on

the End of an Era a work in which he contemplated a world which for

him existed under the shadow of Marxist catastrophism. In the

middle 1930's Niebuhr was instrumental in the formation of the
19

Fellowship of Southern Christians and the journal Kadical Keli-vion.

As the 1930's came to a close, controversial events occurred

such as the trial in 1937 of dadek, Platakov and other leading

Communists for treason, which was followed by their public grovelling

and inevitable execution. Niebuhr had begun to recognize the need

of Keeping democratic forms in any change involving socialism.

The Hitler-Stalin non-agression paict, which jarred the world in

1939. was followed by Hitler's march on Poland. The subsequent

invasion of Hussia by Hitler two years later caused the Communist

party in the United States to "flip-flop" from one extreme to

another in a relatively short time. This series of events contri-
20

buted to Niebuhr's strong criticism of the Communist party.

During the same period i.e. the later part of the thirties one

finds Niebuhr beginning to attack the isolationism of America,

16. John C. Bennett "The Contribution of Reinhold Niebuhr" Union
Seminary Quarterly Heview Pall, 1966, v. 24, p. 6, hereafter cited
as USC.

1?.*CC p. 163.

18. EB p. 74.

19* CC pp. 206-210".

20. CC pp. 214-216.
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although he was in a state of collapse from exhaustion and deep

depresssion. The last years of the 1930's was a period in which
21

Niebuhr worked for the idea of intervention by the United States.

In 1939 Niebuhr was invited to lecture at the University of

Edinburgh. Niebuhr remarked that:

V/hen I was invited to give the Gifford Lectures in 1939
at the University of Edinburgh, I chose the only subject
which I could have chosen, because the other fields of
Christian thought were beyond my competence. I lectured on
"The Nature and Destiny of Nan", comparing Biblical with
classical and modern conceptions of human nature and
destiny.22

These lectures were revised and expanded, and they appeared several

years later in tv/o volumes the first in 1941 and the second in 1943

which made up the two volume work The Nature and Destiny of Man.2-^
This work is considered by many to be Niebuhr's salient theological

24 25
v/ork and his greatest book.

John C. Bennett commenting about the thirties and forties

observed that:

So critical was Niebuhr of the American economic system in
the thirties that he rejected Roosevelt's New Deal because
he saw it as an attempt to prop up capitalism. He reversed
himself on this issue in the 1940's. He gradually moved
away from a dogmatic socialism to become one of the most
powerful critics of Communism, in spite of his early Marxist
tendencies..... Late in the thirties, he began to shift his
interest from domestic economic issues to international
affairs and especially to the threat of Hitlerism to human
freedom.26

In 1937 Niebuhr assailed Roosevelt's naval program as "sinister"

21. CC pp. 247-248.

22. IA p. 9*

23. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. "Reinhold Niebuhr's Role in Political
Thought" K&B p. 145 .hereafter cited as RPT.

24. £B p. 74.

25. USQ p. 8.

26. USQ p. 12.
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and in 1938 as "mad military expansion" something worse than Nazi

rearmament. By 1940 Niebuhr was prepared to admit that he had

been gravely mistaken and praised Roosevelt for having anticipated
. ...

the coming peril. The years of the war saw Niebuhr identifying

himself with the resistence to Hitler and during the later stages
28

of the Second World War opposing the idea of a vindictive peace.

In 1944 Niebuhr in the West foundation lectures at Standford

was still wrestling with his previous commitment to Marxism. The

lectures were later published and entitled The Children of i~ hr.

and the Children of uarkness. following the Second World War

Niebuhr came into contact with the United States'" State Depart¬

ment and had some influence with the policy planners in the State

Department. Niebuhr was sent by the United States' State Depart¬

ment to Paris as one of the delegates to the UNESCO conference in

1949. chiebuhr strongly supported the Cold War resistence to Russian
rt

, 30
expansion in Europe during its initial stages. This period was

marked by Niebuhr's continuous work and his inability to relax
31

because of his many commitments. Niabuhr was able to accomplish

a great deal during this period. Niebuhr wrote:

.... I incorporated studies undertaken for the Lyman Beecher
Lectures at Yale, the warrack Lectures at the Scottish
Universites, and a lectureship at the University of Uppsala
in Sweden, in a volume entitled faith and History.32

27. RP1 p. 144.

48. EB p. 74.

29. KPT p. 144.

30. EB p. 74.

31. cc pp. 287-291'.

32. IA p. 9.
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During this hectic period Niebuhr helped establish such new

organizations as The Committee for Cultural Freedom. Niebuhr
33

spent a large amount of time travelling to and fro from Europe.

Niebuhr in 19^7 became a leading figure in the organization

Americans for Democratic Action, which became his primary political

outlet. By 1949 he" was willing to accept the logic of the prag-
3^

matic attitude and the pragmatic approach. This general position

can be detected in the work The Irony of American History which was

published in 1952.

The year 1952 saw a radical change brought about in the

hectic pace of Niebuhr's life. Niebuhr in 1952 suffered several

small attacks which caused"partial paralysis and an inability to

speak. The Self and Dramas of History was a product of Niebuhr's

illness and the lengthy convalescence that followed. Niebuhr's
35

stroke caused him to curtail his public activities and he again
36

concentrated on teaching and writing.

During the McCarthy era in the U.S., Niebuhr was accused of

being a communist, however this was easily disproved. Niebuhr

contributed to the fight against the House Un-American Activities
37

Committee, but was not heavily involved probably because of his

illness.

In 1958 Niebuhr was invited to spend a year at the Institute

for Advanced Studies at Princeton. The result of this sojourn to
38

Princeton was The Structure of Nations and Empires. The 1960's

33. cc p. 292.

34. RPT p. 147.

35. cc pp. 317-320.

36. S3 p. 74.

37. CC p. 373. „

38. cc p. 377.



8
39

found Niebuhr opposing the war in Vietnam and calling for the
40

recognition of mainland China. In i960 Niebuhr partially retired

from Union Theolgical Seminary and shortly thereafter a Chair of
41

Ethics was established in his honor.

Niebuhr during his life was an editor of The World 'Tomorrow

a religious, pacifist and Socialist journal. Niebuhr also edited

'the biweekly Christianity and Crisis as well as the discontinued

Christianity and Society which was formerly entitled Radical

'Religion.

Niebuhr's last work was Man's Nature and Kis Communities

which disclosed a milder Niebuhr who saw man as having despite the

dangers of pride a need for a healthy self-regard. "It was to be

the final major revision of his endlessly changing dialectic with
42

the world, though his topical essays continued to the end."-

Niebuhr was married to Ursula M. Keppel-Compton in 1931 with whom

he worked closely for many years. Niebuhr died on June 1, 1971
43

at Stockbridge, Massachusetts.

Introduction

The area to be investigated will cover Niebuhr's early work

from 1915 to 1935» i.e. the period covering his time in Detroit and

ending at the height of his involvement with Marxism. The objective

39. USQ p. 15.

40. £B p. 75.

41. Ralph Eugene Wise, Irrational Man and the Modern Dilemma (Un-
piblished thesis, 19^3) p. 121 hereafter cited as Wise.

42."Reinhold Niebuhr, 1892-1971» Newsweek June 14, 1971 p. 61.

43. EB p. 75.
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of this work will' be'-to attempt to identify and trace the

important philosophical influences in Niebuhr's developing

thought. The aim will be to trace the sources of niebuhr's

concepts and ideas that stemmed from his contact with the •

thought of various philosophers.

The identification of the differing philosophical sources

is difficult for a variety of reasons. The differing sources may

originate for instance in many diverse and different areas. It

must be noted that it is an impossible task to accurately trace the

varying sources of ideas that Niebuhr made use of throughout the

early stages of his career. Tor example the ideas that may have

sprung from casual conversations and other such obscure sources and

the effect of these casual events are of course impossible to trace.

June Bingham recognized the difficulties of tracing the sources of

Niebuhr's ideas:

Nor is Niebuhr today one bit more interested than he ever
was in tracing the ideas he uses back to their source.
His mind is not a sorting-machine but a great meat grinder
into which chunks of fact and idea are constantly being
fed, and the result is his own inimitable mixture. One
of his friends jokingly says he would not dream of divulging
an original idea to Niebuhr lest it appear, elaborated and
improved, in Niebuhr's next articlewith its author totally
oblivious of having appropriated it.^

With these difficulties in mind the purpose of this paper will be

to determine the philosophical sources and philosophical origins

of some of Niebuhr's ideas that had an effect upon his work and

to determine the use made of these ideas during his formative years.

The writings of Niebuhr that originated during the later half

of the second decade of the twentieth century contained very few

definite indications of Niebuhr's particular philosophical sources.

NT. JO p. Jos.
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Niebuhr's basic philosophical and theological assumptions were

rooted in the main currents of nineteenth century liberalism.

The liberalism of the young Niebuhr contained the temper or

spirit of nineteenth century liberalism more than the actual

creed. Niebuhr did not present himself as a disciple of John

Fiske or Herbert Spencer. Niebuhr's very early writings not

unexpectedly embraced the spirit and outlook of the time, but

gave few clues to the sources from which these ideas originated.

The Sarly Years (1915-1919)

The earliest evidence of Niebuhr's involvement with a

philosopher that was to be of importance later in his life is

found in a letter to one of his teachers at Yale Divinity School

Professor Press, which v/as written in 1913* Among the books that

the young Niebuhr v/as reading were James' v/orks The Varieties of
46

Religious Experience and The Will to Believe.

An early indication of the philosophical origins of some of

Niebuhr's ideas is discovered when one investigates Niebuhr's

1915 Master of Arts thesis entitled "The Contribution of Chris¬

tianity to the Doctrine of Immortality". This thesis shows

to what degree the young Niebuhr was involved with early twentieth

century liberal theological thinking. The purpose of the thesis

v/as to put forth the idea that the concept of immortality could

be maintained even though the Christian claims about the physical

resurrection of Jesus v/ere to be abandoned. Niebuhr considered

45. E.A. Gaede, Reinhold Niebuhr and the Relationship of Politics
and Ethics (unpublished thesis, 19o6) pp. 19-20.

46. CC hop. 84-85.
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the. Christian claim of physical resurrection to be a product of

historical development, which was not credible to modern man.

Niebuhr's debt to liberalism is apparent in his conclusions

about immortality.

A source that can be identified as a philosophical one is

revealed when Niebuhr justifies the doctrine of immortality by

applying William James' assumptions about "the will to believe"
47

as well as insisting upon the rights of personality. The only

definite philosophical source that can be pinpointed in this the

earliest of Niebuhr's writings is William James who was to be a

continual source of inspiration for Niebuhr. Niebuhr in his

thesis also followed William James' lead when he reasoned that

it was not improper to believe that a strong demand such as the

immortality of the soul could be considered to be true if there

was no contradictory evidence. In 1898 James had argued for

the legitimacy of the belief in human immortality in Human
49

Immortality.

Niebuhr's thesis "The Contribution of Christianity to the

Doctrine of Immortality" is of importance for several reasons.

The thesis aids in giving a clearer understanding of Niebuhr

acceptance of the historical-critical method and underlines the

fact that Niebuhr did not follow necessarily the more conservative

Biblical critics. The thesis illustrates that Niebuhr as a

young man undoubtedly shared the liberal temper that was pre¬

valent during this"period and rejected traditional Christian

47. Ronald Henry Stone, Keinhoid Niebuhr's Perspective in U.S.
Foreign Policy (unpublished thesis, 1968) p, 9 hereafter cited as
Stone.

48. Stone, p. 9.

49. Ralph Barton Perry, The Thought and Character of William James
(London, 1937) v. II p. 355.
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claims on the basis of their increditability to the sophisticated

mind of his day. It revealed Niebuhr's positive evaluation of
50

religious optimism. Niebuhr, moreover, freely partook of the

ideas and concepts that were a part of liberalism.

The early works of Niebuhr contained very few identifiable

sources, but tended to incorporate within them the ideas that

were to be found in the liberal thinking of the time. In 1916
51

Niebuhr published his first article in the Atlantic Monthly.

The article was entitled "The Failure of German-Americanism" and

was a rejection of "the idea of the hyphen", but the rejection

came not from a fear of anti-German feeling, but 'from Niebuhr's

idealism. Niebuhr's involvement with idealism and perfectionism

is clearly illustrated in the article. Niebuhr in his first

article stated that: "The prohibition movement has come to
52

express the most enlightened conscience of the American people."

An observation that illustrates Niebuhr's early involvement with

the social and religious perfectionism that was prevalent in this

period. The second article which was published in 1916 centered

oil the theme of individual interest as opposed to community

interest. The article was entitled "The Nation's Crime Against

the Individual" which was also published in the Atlantic Monthly

and it pinpoints several specific areas in which Niebuhr v/as

thinking. In this article one already discovers Niebuhr setting

forth the dichotomy of the man of individual conscience as

opposed to society, in this case the nation at war. This article

50. Stone, p. 10.

51. CC p. 114.

52. Reinhold Niebuhr, "Failure of German-Americanism" Atlantic
Monthly July, 1915, p. 1?.
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Is not only of interest because of its anticipation of a famous
53

theme, i.e. moral man and immoral society, but also because it

reveals Niebuhr's nascent interest and awareness of the fact that
54

"economic issues underlie practically all national animosities."

In 1917 America entered the war and in Detroit Ford began

to organize the gigantic production of materials for the American

and Allied armies. The war years saw the beginning of great

power for the Protestant clergy; a period of cooperation be-
55

tween the American community and organized Protestantism. In

his diary in an entry for 1917 one finds that Niebuhr was still

being strongly effected by the actions of fellow liberals and

not unexpectedly he was a liberal war supporter as were a great
56

many others.

In an 1918 entry in his diary Leaves From the Notebook of a

Tamed Cynic Niebuhr described a trip through a war training

camp which throws light upon Niebuhr's liberalism. Niebuhr

v/rote that: "If we must have war I'll certainly feel better on

S7
the side of Wilson than on the side of the Kaiser."-^

The year 1919 saw the triumph of the Prohibition movement

which could be construed .. as a triumph for organized Protest¬

antism over those elements in the American community that had

53» Donald 3. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Realsim
1919-1941 (Los Angeles, I960) pp. 218-219 hereafter cited as PSPR.

59-, Reinhold Niebuhr, "The Nation's Crime Against the Individual"
Atiantic Monthly (Nov. 1916).

55• Paul Charles Merkley Keinhold Niebuhr: The Decisive Years
(1916-1941) (unpublished thesis, 1966) p. 74 hereafter cited as MR.

56. PSPR p. 219. .

57• Reinhold Niebuhr Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic
(Chicago, 1929) pp. 14-15 hereafter cited as LNTC.
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not believed as they believed. However, while Protestantism

was celebrating its short lived victory Niebuhr was watching

the idealism of Wilson being frustrated by Lloyd George and
58

Clemeceau. In a 1919 entry in his diary Neibuhr remarked with

characteristic idealism that the picture of Wilson, Lloyd

George, and Clemenceau, who were settling the fate of the world,

was a dreary one and that "Wilson is evidently losing the
59

battle." Niebuhr again revealed his idealistic leanings when

he wrote that "Realities are always defeating ideals, but ideals

have a way of taking vengeance upon the facts which momentarily
60 . •

imprison them." Another example of Niebuhr's continuing

involvement with liberalism in 1919 is his decision to join the

fellowship of Recounciliation. Niebuhr like other liberals had

already begun to drift away from the position that he had held
61

during the war,

The Beginning of the Search (1920-1925)

1920 was a significant year both from the organized church'

standpoint and from the standpoint of international relations.

The spring of 1920 was dominated by two stories, the Versailles

Treaty and how Wilson and his "irreconcables did it in together,

and the end of the "Interchurch World Movement", which was the

58. Stone, p. 13.

59. LNTC p. 22.

60. LNTC p. 23.

61. Robert Crocker Good, The Contribution of Reinhold Niebuhr to
The Theory of International Relations (unpublished thesis, 1956)
hereafter cited as Good.

62. MR p. 74.
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first sign of the coming decline of the power of organized

Protestantism. Niebuhr had during the last half of the second

decade and the first half of the third decade of the twentieth,

century been a thoroughgoing democrat; however his allegiance to

democratic forms was held within the larger faith of the liberal

culture. The liberal faith contained two primary postulates
O .

which were a confidence in human and historical progress and a

belief in the efficiency of the appeal to reason and conscience.

The whole affair for Niebuhr was set in the context of a vigorous

pacifism which came after the horrendous experience of the Great

War, which shaped both the strategy and philosophy of many

liberals. for Niebuhr pacifism v/as to linger on long after the

very basis of his liberal faith had been abandoned.°3 The

democratic and liberal orientation of Niebuhr was in evidence as

well as his application of some of the classical themes of the

"social Gospel".

In a 19GO entry in Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic

Niebuhr commented that when he was criticised for speaking on

political matters he had remarked that "every religious problem

had ethical implications and every ethical problem had some

. . . 64
political and economic aspects." The best example of Niebuhr's

early thinking about the political role of the Protestant church

can be found in an article that v/as published in ly20 entitled

"The Church and the Industrial Crisis". This article v/as

6s
addressed to the so-called progressive or "social Gospel" clergy,

v/no read the oi "o.l ica 1 ./ or Id in which it appetired. The theme of

63. Good p. 32.

64. LNTC p. 29•

63. N, E. David Comparative Study of the Social Ethics of Walter
Naus'nenbusch and Keinhold Niebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1956) cited
in itr. p. 69.
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the article is the preservation of democracy against the selfish

designs of the class holding power, which is a typical "social

Gospel" description of industrial society. Since the Protestant

clergy felt that they commanded the attention of the possessing

classes in 1910 the task for the clergy was to "sensitize" the
66

middle-class conscience. the alternative to the conversion o.f

the middle-class was even in 1920 considered to be class warfare
... 6?

by hieounr.

Niebuhr as early as the year 1910 had already begun to wrestle

with the ideas of Marx, and had begun to examine Marx's approach,

although Marx can not be considered to be influential during

this period. Niebuhr commented that the "class hatred of the

proletarian movement which the church justly regards as in¬

compatible with the Gospel is predicated upon a cynical contempt

for the power of altruism in human nature..." Niebuhr commenting

on this theme added that "one ca.nnot deny that there is much in
6 3

history to justify the cynicism." Marxism in Niebuhr's

opinion was very selective about its cynicism, i.e. about the

middle-class but not about the worker. Niebuhr criticised the

worker for being materialistic, and as selfish as the worst

banxer. Niebuhr, however, in his criticism did not take into

account that the selfishness of the worker was for the Marxist

a virtue, i.e. the proletariat possessed pure force'which is

utter, material interest. Niebuhr in 1910 rejected the Marxist

pattern of contempt as nothing more than "cynicism".

66. Mn pp. kk-24.

67. Miv p. 42.
O

66. rfeinhold Niebuhr "i'he Church and the industrial Crisis" I'he
wlhlical world (uov. ly^O) p. 590.

69. Mn pp. 45-46.
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Protestant leaders in the early twenties were beginning to

rapidly lose their hold over the thoughts and actions of their

congregations.^0 Niebuhr continued to ponder the "cynicism" of

the proletariat and became more and more convinced that the

Gospel was the force to be used in transforming the oppressor;

after this period one is able to recognize that Niebuhr's

belief in perfectionism was waning. Niebuhr in the article

"The Church and the Middle Class" which was published just before

Christmas, 1922 expressed the belief, which was rather cynical,

that it was difficult for ministers to be effective champions of

social justice when the victims of this injustice' were not mem-
71

bers of their congregations v/hich paid the churches' bills.

NiebuKr's growing cynicism was illustrated quite starkly by his

observations about the difference in feeling between the congre¬

gation's beliefs and the "social Gospel" beliefs of the clergy:

"The leaders of the Protestant church are moving steadily in the
72direction of an intelligent application of Gospel principles..,'

Niebuhr also cynically remarked after his statement about the

Protestant clergy: "But the rank and file of the church is not

in step with its leaders and frequently betrays its middle-

class prejudices when it assays the task of industrial pacific-
73

ation..." ° \
C

c

Niebuhr's growing doubts about idealism is vividly depicted

70. MK p. 86.

71. CC p. 137.

72. Keinhold Niebuhr "The Church and the Middle-Class" 'The
Christian Century "(Dec. i, 1922) cited in MK p. 56.

73• Ibid. p. 56.
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in a letter that he sent to the New Kepublic in 1922. Niebuhr

when writing about the editorial "War and Christian Ethics"

clearly demonstrated his growing dissatisfaction with liberalism.

Niebuhr v/rote that: "The Wilsonian liberalism, the Mew Republic

brand of idealism, and the principles of that not inconsiderable

body of Christian opinion which did not take its guidance from

official propaganda or popular hysteria, were of no avail when

the fruits of war were to be garned." Niebuhr revealed his

emerging distrust of the liberal stance and his nascent search

for the causes of this distrust when he stated: "And most of

us are beginning to feel that our failure was due' to more funda¬

mental causes than the personal weaknesses of our representatives
74

(the singular would be better here) at Paris."

In 1923 the perfectionist and the cynical observer were

struggling within Niebuhr. Niebuhr turned his investigation to
75

the social teachings of the church in 1923t thus setting the

scene for the withering away of the "indefinite source", i.e.

liberalism and the consequent emergents of certain definite

sources of ideas. In 1923 there was a period of involvement with

pacifism that reached its peak when Niebuhr joined Sherwood Eddy's

travelling seminar which included Kirby Page. Pacifism which

was to be the longest lasting ideal that came from Niebuhr's

involvement with liberalism was at its peak in the early part of

the twenties. Sherwood Eddy was the moving spirit behind the

Fellowship for a Christian Social Order and the secretary of the

international Y.M.C.A.; Kirby Page was another moving spirit of

the F.C.S.O. as well as being a pacifist pamphleteer and "social

74. Reinhold Niebuhr "Letter in reply to editorial rWar and
Christian Ethics'" New Republic (Feb. 27, 1922).

75* Stone p. 14.
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Gospel" adherent. Niebuhr along with the rest of the seminar

visited the Ruhr and Essen for several weeks during the period

that the French had sealed off the Ruhr as a form of retribu-
76

tion. This trip was an excellent source of material for Niebuhr

and as a result Niebuhr wrote several articles as well as writing

several interesting entries in his diary that later appeared in
77

Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic. The effect.of the

trip on Niebuhr*s thinking was threefold. The first was to

strengthen his pacifism which was not directly attributable to

the members of the seminar but to Niebuhr's own observations of

the French treatment of the defenseless Germans in the Ruhr.

The second effect of the trip to Europe on Niebuhr's thinking was

to heighten his awareness of certain unpleasant facts that were

part of the political and social scene. The European trip was

the beginning of Niebuhr's long voyage toward social realism.

This trip brought Niebuhr face to face for the first time with

the facts and stark reality of class hatred as a dynamic political

factor. The third effect of this sojourn on Niebuhr came from

Niebuhr's stop in Britain where he observed that the people in

Britain possessed a greater degree of social responsibility than

elsewhere. Niebuhr foresaw within Britain the possibility of a

Christian approach to politics. Niebuhr believed that in

Britain's Labor Party he had found a true approach to Christian
ry O

politics." Niebuhr was more aware of social injustice because of

the events of this journey. The issue of pacifism which just a

few short years before seemed to have been forgotten was again

?6. CC pp. 107-108.

77. MK p. 110.

78. MK pp. 110-115.
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79
brought to the fore. the trip to burope was a turning point

in the thinking of the young paistor from Detroit.

Although Wiebuhr was becoming more aware of social realism

in 1923 Niebuhr still rejected the tenets of Marxism. In the

article entitled "Protestantism in Germany" Niebuhr analyzed

German Protestantism and examined the reasons for the manual

laborer's rejection of the church. This was an early example

of Niebuhr's ever growing concern with the fate of the manual

laborer a concern that was to bring him into ever increasing

contact with Marx. niebuhr harshly made the judgement in 19^3

that the manual worker had renounced his Christian principles

to "espouse Marxian socialism and displayed the same bitterness
80

toward the church as toward the capitalist state."' Niebuhr

understood the cynicism of the worker and his materialistic

philosophy and even sympathised with these attitudes of the

worker, but he warned against their rebellious mood. Niebuhr
w-J

agreed that the worker had cause for complaint; the beginning

of Niebuhr's involvement with Marx can be traced to this article.

The seeds of another philosopher's thought can also be found be¬

side that of marx. One finds the earliest hint of Max Weber's

thought in the article "Protestantism in Germany". An underlying

assumption of 'Weber is met within the statement of Niebuhr that

"Calvinism is now frequently accused of having blessed modern

capitalism."^
In 1924 Npebuhr participated in what might be called his

C

political apprenticeship in Detroit. Niebuhr was persuaded by

79. Litre p. 47.

00. xeinhold niebuhr "Protestantism in Germany" The Christian
Century (October 4, 1923) p. 1253.
31. Ibid. p. 125".
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Jane Addams to serve as the Detroit chairman of the La Pollette

campaign. This was Niebuhr's first experience with politics at

the national level something that he was never to withdraw from
8-3

thereafter. The motivation for this action can be found in the

article "Christianity and Contemporary Politics" that was pub-
84

lished in the Christian Century. The article demonstrates that

Niebuhr still embraced the spirit and general ideas of liberalism.

Niebuhr was still convinced that the Protestant clergy could

command the attention of the middle-class. Niebuhr considered

the hope of reform to lie in the fact that the middle-class may

be enlisted through its ideas once they have seen the need for a

thoroughgoing political and economic reconstruction. The basic

assumption Niebuhr made was that there was a possibility of

educating the middle-class, and thereby bringing about social
85

progress. Niebuhr at this juncture is vaguely under the spell

of what might be labeled the liberal stance, i.e. the John

Dewey-"social Gospel" amalgam, that he will shortly and violently

reject. It is not surprising that Niebuhr would support the aims

of the La Follette Campaign which sought to bring about social
86

justice in a more or less liberal way.

Lvqn though Niebuhr was still under the influence of the

so-called Dewey-"social Gospel" amalgam, one can detect that Nie-
C

buhr was already becoming cynical about liberalism. Niebuhr

82. Ibid. p. 1258.

83. CC p. 113.

84. MK. p. 26.

85. MK. pp. 26-27.

86. P3PK p. 180.
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commented in a 1924 entry in his diary that he "poked fun at

them (a group of liberal people) a little for enjoying their

theological liberalism so much in this part of the country, while

they were afraid of even the mildest economic and political here-
8?

sy." Niebuhr in the same entry bemoaned the separation of
88

theological and economic thinking. Niebuhr was beginning to
. 89

recognize the need for change in the industry of Detroit.

Niebuhr had begun to wrestle with the question of idealism and
90

its accompanying illusions.

In the article "Is Protestantism Self-Deceived?" Niebuhr

revealed his ever growing dissatisfaction with the ideals of

liberalism. Niebuhr carefully examined the bigotry of the liberal

Protestants as opposed to the Orthodox Catholics and found little

difference in the two forms of bigotry. Niebuhr criticised the

liberals since: "they were probably carrying as many fagots for

the flames of religious bigotry as their more orthodox brethern,

for the tolerance which they preached was rooted in spiritual

pride and nurtured the arrogance which is the cause of our present
91

animosities. Niebuhr continued with his criticism of liberal¬

ism by pointing out that "The Protestant insistence on liberty

has had some equally interesting and sometimes fatal consequences

87. LNTC p. 62.

88. LNTC p. 62.

89. LNTC pp. ?2-73.

90. LNTC p. 70.

91. Heinhold Niebuhr "Is Protestantism Self-Deceived?" The Chris-
Century (Dec. 2-5. 1'924) p. l66l hereafter cited as IP.

C
C
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y £
in the realm of economics." i'he realm of economics was to

spearhead the major criticism of liberalism by niebuhr. hiebuhr

had deduced that the middle-class with its belief in liberty had

not realised that the industrial civilization that they had

built in the last century "was throwing men closer and closer to¬

gether so that the problem of modern life is not how free men

can be, but how equitably their powers and privileges may be co-

93 . ...

orainated and distributed." Niebuhr continued with his crit¬

icism of liberal Protestantism by comparing the social and

economic records of Catholicism and Protestantism. "both the

Catholic and Anglican churches have better records for courage

on social ana economic issues than congregationally organized

communions in which the individual prophet is frequently at the

mercy of a congregation which may contain many men who do not
94 . ,

want religion to 'interfere with the business ..." . meouhr

clearly has begun his search for methods of understanding and

correcting the false postulates of liberalism and will begin to

turn to various philosophical thinkers to criticise the methods

and assumptions of liberalism.

As had been mentioned there are traces of Weberian thinking

that are suggested by certain ideas expressed by hiebuhr. itax

Weber was a German social philosopher who proposed that the

origins of the ideas of capitalism which he had labeled the

"spirit of capitalism" could be found in the religious ideas of

the reformation. Phis concept's possible validity was recognized

by and commented upon by bucKle, xs.eats and others who had ack-

92. IP p. 1661.

93- iP p. lool.

94. IP p. 1662.
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nowledged the affinity between Protestantism and the development

of certain commerical ideas, Weber had realised that the Pro¬

testant aptitude for commerce and industry had become in

certain instances a part of secular policy. Weber had investi¬

gated these ideas in the volume entitled the Protestant cthic and

the Spirit of Capitalism and he had concluded that these ideas

were paradoxical i.e. intense religiosity and intense economic

activity involved for him mutually incompatible tendencies. Weber

had discovered that the explanation for this phenomena lay in an

analysis of the theological doctrines of the deformation. Weber

set out to show that the secular, ethical concepts of the

reformation period were related to theological doctrines from +he

same period and hence verified that the new orientation which was

now operating in the world, i.e. capitalism, was related to the
95

ideas of the deformation.

There are some statements in "is Protestantism Self-Deceived?"

that suggest that diebuhr's thinking was drifting towards the

ideas that had been expressed by Weber. diebuhr in this article

wrote that "modern industry and commerce simply became too

complex for ancient laws which were meant to hold their greedy
96

impulses in check... before the advent of the deformation."

Kiebuhr following this line of weberian reasoning extends his

argument by noting that: "Protestantism did give moral sanction

to the idea of an economic life without moral sanction. The
0

. c 9?
result is everywhere the religion of the commercial classes..."

95- deinhard Scndix max »,eber an intellectual Portrait (juondon
1959) pp. 55-5o.

9o. IP p. Pool.

97. IP p. look.



Niebuhr further revealed the Weberian drift in his thinking

when in "European Reform and American Reform How They Differ"

an article in the Christian Century he opined that the "critics

who suggest that Calvinism is the basis of our present capitalist
98

order of society have something to say for themselves."

Niebuhr had obviously concluded that there was a connection be¬

tween the ideas of the Reformation and the ideas of capitalism.

Niebuhr had by this time recognised the validity of Weber's

basic idea, but had not mentioned 'Weber as being the source of

these ideas.

In 1924 one still finds Niebuhr joining battle with the ideas

of Marx. In the article "Christianity and Contemporary Politics"

there is a fairly comprehensive denunciation of Marxism. This

article illustrates the quality of Niebuhr's socialism at the

time, which was pro-Pabian but anti-Marxist. Niebuhr had con¬

cluded that Marxism was a source of distrust, one of the many

sources of the tendency for men to distrust one another, and to

turn only to force. Niebuhr condemned Marism since "distrust

inevitably breeds hatred, and when hatred has conceived, it
99

brings forth war." It is ironical and at the same time re¬

vealing that Niebuhr rejected Marxism because of his pacifism and

later he was to reject pacifism because of his Marxist convict¬

ions. Although Niebuhr was interested in the ideas of the social¬

ist he was convinced that Marxism only strove to bring about race

98. Reinhold Niebuhr "European Reform and American Reform: How
They Differ" The Christian Century (Aug. 28, 1924) p. 1110.

99> Reinhold Niebuhr "Christianity and Contemporary Politics" The
Christian Century (April 1?, 1924) p. 498.
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friction and class hatred."!"0^ Niebuhr on the other hand praised

the outlook and work of the British Labor Party and approved of

the parties belief "in a thoroughgoing and fundamental change

in our social and political order, in order that competitive

strife may be discouraged, unequal economic and social privilege

divided and unjust economic authority destroyed. Niebuhr

continued in his praise of the Labor Party of Britain by com¬

menting thaf'It knows very well that the crux of the problem of

civilization is economic rather than political, but it also

knows that every economic problem has profound moral implica-
102

tions." Niebuhr alined himself with the ideas .of the more

moderate socialist and in his criticism of the class struggle

as outlined by Marx noted that "even among moderate socialists

the Marxist dogma of the class struggle has built up walls of

mutual distrust between the classes which is making orderly
10 3

parliamentary government almost impossible." Niebuhr dis¬

trusted the ideas of Marx even though they were being applied to

a certain extent by the moderate socialist of which he approved.

Niebuhr's approval of the Fabians is starkly revealed and his

opposition to the Marxist is also revealed in his comment that

"the Fabians have contributed to the development of a 'sane

radicalism'. The Fabians have revealed the economic unsoundness

of unalloyed Marxism and thus prevented its spread from the con-

„i0^
tment.

—

C
C

100. Ibid. p. 498.

101. Ibid. p. 499.

102. Ibid. p. 499.

103. Ibid. p. 499.

104. Ibid. p. 500.
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1924 found Niebuhr drifting av/ay from the use of liberalism

as a source and turning to other sources for his economic ana

social assumptions. Niebuhr had become more involved with econo¬

mic issues in 1924 and the ideas of Weber and Marx. Both of these

men's ideas were to have a profound effect on Niebuhr's thinking

as the depression came closer and closer.

In 1925 Niebuhr spoke to a group of students in Evanston,

Illinois warning them that the church had as an institution

knuckled under to nationalism. Niebuhr in 1925 became more and

more convinced that the church had been entirely won over to the

middle-class from which it drew the majority of i-ts members, and

the Gospel of the church was only a variation on middle-class

morality. In 1925 it is easily ascertainable that Niebuhr had

begun to deride the liberal church about its failure to contribute
105

to moral reform.

In 1925 an increasing amount of evidence pointed to Wiebuhr's

increasing debt to Weberian thinking. The drift to Weberian

assumptions was detected in 1924, but the first direct confirma¬

tion of this involvement appears in 1925* The essay Per Protest-

antische ur.d, der C-elst des Lanitalisrous by Weber first appeared

as an article and was reprinted in 1920 in the first volume of

the work entitled Gesammelte Aufsatze aur Heligionscosiolorrie.

Weber's main thesis as put forth in these works was that Calvin¬

ism played a preponderant part in the creation of the moral and

political conditions that were favorable to the growth of

capitalism.^ Niebuhr and his brother H. Richard Niebuhr were

105. MK p. 28.

106. R.H. Tawney Keli.mion and the Rise of Capitalism (London,
1926) pp. 319-320.



probably among the first Americans to refer to Weber's ideas
, 10?

and make use of the concepts weber introduced.

in the article "capitalism; A Protestant Offspring" one finds

Weberian thinking. Aiebuhr was aware that the "thesis that the

rise of commercialism is intimately associated with the in¬

dividualism which may be regarded as a fruit of the Protestant
108

Reformation is not a new thought." fhe importance of Weber's

thinking to Niebuhr was demonstrated when he argued that it had

remained for leax Weber "to prove Protestantism and capitalism in

an intimate and organic relationship far beyond individualism
%

which was the spiritual fruit of the one and the moral basis of
109

the other." hiebuhr believed that Weber's work would be of use

in any analysis of the United otates since "Weber finds in our

American life every final argument for the validity of his

thesis that Protestantism and capitalism are organically united."'

The high regard that niebuhr had for Weber's methods and ideas

is evident in Niebuhr's summation of Weber's works "His general¬

izations are boldly and imaginatively conceived but he essays

• the difficult task of validating them with a pedantic patience

which heaps evidence upon evidence and explores every field how¬

ever remote, if it promises to throw light upon his problem.

10 7. ii-c p. 30.

108. Aeinhold Niebuhr "Capitalism; A Protestant Offspring" the
Christian Century (May ?, 1925)•

109. ibid. p. 600.

110. Ibid. p. o00.

111. Ibid. p. oOO.'
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Niebuhr briefly summarised Weber's thesis as being "that

Protestantism is the root of the 'capitalistic spirit' as dis¬

tinguished from the 'traditional soirit' of classical antiquity
112

and the middle ages." Niebuhr wrote that what "Vv'eber means

by the capitalistic spirit is the distinctive attitude of the
113

modern man toward profit making and profit seeking." Niebuhr

recognised the importance of Weber's conception that the motiv¬

ation of modern man, i.e. the need for material possessions and

the satisfaction he obtains from acquiring them, was based on

the assumption that the 'sanctity of all work' was valid. "Thus

Protestantism sanctified secular activity and manual toil in a
114

way totally unknown to the middle ages." Niebuhr agreed with

the Weberian thesis that Calvinism was more inspirational for
115

capitalism than Lutheranism.

Nie'buhr recognised Weber'3 contributions to the analysis of
O

America. Weber regarded the tremendous material prosperity of

America as only partially due to the resources of the American

continent. "To a great extent he believed it to be due to the

fact that of all nations of the world the sects of Puritanism

grew most powerful upon our shores. vVeber contributed the

enthusiasm of the American people in grappling with the problems

of industry to the prevailing Puritanism and Calvinism of America.

112. Ibid. p. 600.

113. Ibid. p. 600.

114. Ibid. p. 600.

115. Ibid. p. 601 s>

116. Ibid. p. 601.
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Niebuhr credited Weber with rhe insight that "the very nature of

Calvinism" is "to find moral satisfaction in virtues which en¬

able the individual with a high survival value to be comparatively

indifferent to the social virtues which help him to live on some

117
unselfish basis with his fellows..."

Niebuhr summarized the thesis of Weber thus: "Protestantism

is presented as a frustrated and perverted idealism.There

is little question after reading Niebuhr's review of Weber's

thesis of the high regard in which Niebuhr held Weber. Weber's

influence on Niebuhr's thinking was to last for several years

and to be of importance.

Yet another source of philosophical ideas can be identified

from Niebuhr's writings in 1925» In the article "Can Christianity

Survive?" Niebuhr confronted Bertrand Russell and to a certain

extent made use of the analysis of Russell. In this article

Niebuhr challenged the liberal's faith in man's benevolence and

reasonableness which Niebuhr felt was belied by the facts of
119

experience and the data gathered by the social sciences." In

his analysis of religion's future in the modern world Niebuhr

turned to Russell. Russell in the work Prosrects of Industrial

Civilization was of the opinion that the future of civilization

contained no place for religion which for Russell was becoming

extinct, a desirable and inevitable end_in his opinion. Russell

had predicted that the industrial worker would become increasingly

naturalistic and regard the Christian ethic as a fraud and

117. Ibid. p. 601.

118. Ibid. p. 601.

119. Good, p. 38.
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religious faith as an illusion. Russell based his prophecy

of the decline of religion upon the fact that the industrial

worker unlike the peasant was no longer in contact with nature,

and not "dependent upon the weather or the seasons except in a

very minor degrees" the causes "which make his prosperity or

misfortune seem to him, in the main, to be purely human and easily
121

ascertainable." Niebuhr disagreed with this analysis and

reasoned that Russell failed;

to take into account that religion is as much the product
of man's conflict with himself as of his battle with nature;
nor does he consider that even an urban civilization in
which no man is divorced from the soil and freed from the
caprice of the elements cannot finally eliminate the grim
hostility of the natural world to everything which man
holds dearest and which will try inevitably to save from
nature's last and implacable servant-Death.1^^
Niebuhr enlisted the aid of Russell's analysis and admitted

that "in the main, much may be said for Mr. Russell's analysis
123

and prophecy..." Niebuhr was willing to concede that religion

was not a vital factor in civilization 'at present*. In fact

Niebuhr saw in the American situation a confirmation of Mr.

Russell's arguments. Russell foresaw a continuation of religion

among the capitalists, but among the poor it would last only for
124

a short time. Niebuhr agreed with Russell that "religion may

long continue in the life of those classes which benefit, or at

120. Reinhold Niebuhr "Can Christianity Survive?" Atlantic Month1v
(Jan., 1925) p. 44 hereafte cited as CCS.

121. Bertrand Russell The Prosnects of Industrial Civilization
(London, 1923) pp. 46-46 cited as PIC.

122. CCS pp. 84-85.

123. CCS p, 85.

124. PIC p. 46.
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least do not suffer, from the limitations of our industrial
125

civilization." Niebuhr also considered this process to be

true in America and foresaw as did Russell the poor and humble"

folks of the world becoming more and more hostile to religion.

Niebuhr employed Russell's predictions about the future role of

religion in civilization in his disagreement with the optimism
O "

of Christian liberalism. Niebuhr concluded that liberalism

"deludes itself in the belief that the monstrous sins which lurk

in our economic and political traditions may be overcome by a

few well-meaning church resolutions...""^0 Russell had reasoned

that science was the underlying reason for the decay of religion.

Russell wrote that; "The lessened vitality of religion which has

made it unable to survive new conditions is in the main attribut-

127
able to science." Niebuhr appreciated that Russell's argument

was a valuable insight and stated that religion "must be able to

deal with the problems of economic and political life in the

spirit of scientific realism and offer their solution to the
12Q

dynamic of. faith that is incurably romantic."

The use of Russell's thought is an excellent example of the

way Niebuhr employed the reflections of philosphers. .Niebuhr was

not in agreement with Russell and had fundamental differences

with nussell. Nevertheless, Niebuhr applied certain ideas of

Russell with v/hich he agreed and incorporated these concepts into

his arguments against liberalism. Niebuhr was able to utilize

125. CCS p. 85.

126. CCS p. 88.

127. PIC p. 48.

128. CCS p. 88.



the concepts of philosophers that were hostile to Christianity

as well as philosophers that were sympathetic to Christianity,

using both to understand and to correct some of the faults that

were to be found in liberal religion, by selecting only certain

concepts from each thinker and discarding the rest.

An excellent example of Niebuhr's harsh rejection and disagree¬

ment with some of Russell's ideas is starkly revealed in the

article entitled "Can Schweitzer Save Us from Russell?". This

article finds Niebuhr making use of Russell's ideas in a negative

way. In the article Niebuhr compared the ideas of Russell that

are in his work What 1 Believe and the ideas of Schweitzer which

are in his work Civilization and Ethics. Niebuhr condemned the

concepts of Russell and used the invalidity of these ideas as a

spring board to underline the strengths of Schweitzer's ideas,

niebuhr remarked that Russell is "sure that the universe reveals

no purpose and encourages none of the hope with which men have
129

been wont to beguile their life." Niebuhr's total condemnation

of Russell's ideas as presented in What I Believe as well as his

condemnation of Russell's methodology is revealed v/hen Niebuhr

avered that "It would not be difficult to find fault in Mr.

Russell's relentless logic for absolute consistency is always

betrayed into absurdity and the consistent mechanistic philosophy
130

of Bertrand Russell is absurd at more than one point." However,

Niebuhr aid not consider the detection of these flaws to be of

any consequence when confronted by the chilling influence of

Russell's opinions. Niebuhr recognised the pessimism of Russell

129. Reinhold Niebuhr, "Can Schweitzer Save Us from Russell?"
The Christian Century p. 1093 hereafter cited as CS3R.

130. C33R, p. 1093.



to be a reaction against the easy optimism in which religion

as a whole had moved into ever since Greek philosophy v/as ab¬

sorbed by Christianity, and concluded that such philosophers

as Hegel and Koyce had created the pessimism that was harvested

in the form of Russell's thought. Using Russell's ideas as a

spring board and an illustration of some of the dangers of

religion Niebuhr turned to Schweitzer's idea that "the universe

is not as sympathetic to the human spirit as traditional religion

has assumed and when ethics is rooted in this assumption it must
131

finally suffer shipwreck. Schweitzer had rejected the use of

metaphysical systems since they were prompted by 'the problems of

epistemology and not by the problems of ethics and religion.

Niebuhr called for a return to naive dualism as had Schweitzer.

This dualism was made up of the conflict between the divine and

human personality with that of nature. Niebuhr using Russell's

negative approach highlighted Schweitzer's assessment, which Nie¬

buhr agreed with and thought to be a practical approach to the

problems of religion.

Niebuhr called for a practical solution to the problems that

confronted religion by calling for the use of a middle path be¬

tween the extremes of absolute pessimism and absolute optimism

into which many metaphysicians had fallen. James would have

approved of Niebuhr's abhorance of the extremes of pessimism and

optimism. James had rejected both pessimism and optimism and
132

chosen the middle path as well.

Another philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, that will later

131. C3Sk

132. C3SR

p. 1093.

pp. 109^-1095*
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be of great importance can be detected in the article "Gan

Schweitzer Save Us from Kussell?", or, at least areas of agree¬

ment detected. In this article Niebuhr's reconciliation of

the fact of evil with the goodness of God is reminiscent of

Whitehead. Both men argued that if God is totally responsible
133

for the universe, his perfect goodness is denied. Whitehead

had stated that "the temporal world is to be construed in terms

of additional formative elements which are not definable in the

134
terms which are applicable to God." Niebuhr in the same vein

wrote when confronting the same problem of God's goodness that

"The universe is simply too blind to the needs of- men and too

ruthless v/ith personal and spiritual values to warrant the theory
135

that a good God is in essential control of all forces." One has

no direct evidence at this stage of Niebuhr's development that

he was involved with or even familiar with the worn of Whitehead,

but the stage has been set and the possibility of Niebuhr turn¬

ing to Whitehead for support and ideas has become feasible.

During 1925 one raee"ts with Niebuhr attempting to find an

alternative to both liberalism and orthodoxy. Niebuhr's dis¬

satisfaction with both alternatives is apparent from his state¬

ment that one must steer a course "between fundamentalism and

modernism, avoiding arbitrary dogmatism on the one hand and coni-
■j Q /

vance with nationalism on the other." Niebuhr was concerned

133• David Griffin Whitehead and Niebuhr on God, Man and the World"
The Journal of Kelj,q;ion (April, 1973) P» 170 hereafter cited as WN.

134. Alfred North Whitehead Religion in the Making (Cambridge, 1930)
p. 80 hereafter cited as KM.

135» CS3K p. 1094.

136. Keinhold Niebuhr "Shall We Proclaim the Truth or Search for It?"
The Cnristian Century (March 12, 1925) p. 345 hereafter cited as SWP.
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with finding an alternative to the ideas of liberalism and the

dogmatism of orthodoxy. hiebuhr's main preoccupation was with

a critical analysis of liberalism. hiebuhr rejected the "efforts

of lioeralism to preserve peace between warring classes and

nations by pitting self-interest against self-interest.." which
137

in his opinion was "oound to fail". hiebuhr's apparent

disillusionment with liberalism also appeared when he invoked

the concept of realism although its shape remained far from

clear. oNiebuhr's use of Weber in his growing criticism of
O

liberalism appeared in the article "Can Christianity Survive?"

when niebuhr wrote that: "fhe complete secularization of society

is a fairly recent historical development. The Protestant defor¬

mation contributed to it immensely when it centered the moral

dynamic of religion upon the drama of the inner life and removed
138

every spiritual restraint upon social groups." hiebuhr utilized

weberian assumptions to pinpoint the causes behind the failure

of liberalism.

the other area in which hiebuhr was involved to a great ex¬

tent during this period was an overriding concern with the concept

of personality in religious thought. James had written that:

"ueligious thought is carried on in terms of personality, this being,
139

in the world of religion, the one fundamental fact." One can

hear the echo of this thinking when Wiebuhr in "Shall We Proclaim

the truth or Search for It?" advocated the worth of the idea of per-

137 • CCo p. 67.

138. CCs p. 00.

139» William James the varieties of deligious experience (new
York, 190k) p. h91.
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sonality in re3igion. "religion is the advocate of personality
, 140

in a seemingly impersonal universe.

Already in 1925 Aiebuhr's philosophical sources are playing

an important part in his developing thought. Aiebuhr makes use

of philosophical sources in his criticism of liberalism and one

finds him beginning xo rely upon these sources in his growing

criticism of liberalism. Niebuhr was heavily involved with

James's idea of the fundamental part played by personality in

religion, which illustrates Niebuhr*s continuing reversion to the

thought of James.

An interesting development that was later to bear fruit was

Niebuhr's concern with the industrial worker. The influence of

niebuhr's environment and in particular that of henry lord was

to later play a part in niebuhr's turn to marxism.

In 1925 Niebuhr visited an automobile factory and observed

that- the life within was artificial and consequently became

cognizant of the harsh realities within. Niebuhr commented about

the toil that the industry exacted in order to produce cars in his

diary that:"we are all responsible. We all want the things which

the' factory produced and none of us is sensitive enough to

care how much human values the efficiency of the modern factory
141

costs." niejcuhr realised that the church had failed and re-
C "

marked that "fhe church is undoubtedly cultivating graces and

preserving spiritual amenities in the more protected areas of

society. but it isn't changing the essential facts of modern
142

industrial civilization by a hair's breadth."

140. d,<P p. 345.

141. LNI'C p. 73-79*

142. LA10 p. 79,



D.H. Davis considered the influence of Henry ford to be

significant in the "making of a Christian revolutionary out of

Niebuhr."1 ^ Davis adhered to the view that Niebuhr's Christian

revolutionary stance was a "by-product" of Ford's motor: manu¬

facturing. Davis goes so far as to state that Niebuhr "through
144

his contact with the Ford workers, both inside and outside",

changed his attitude to social problems. Davis saw Niebuhr

learning about the suffering of the Ford workers through his

contact with them and also learning about "the penetration of •

idealism by the corrupting elements of self-interest; the in¬

evitability of self-deception in the best intentions; the under-
145

lying cruelty and brutality in every class culture. D.H.
O r '

Davis is fairly extreme in his estimation of Ford's affect on

the outlook and thinking of Niebuhr in comparison with other com-
146

mentators, but one must recognise that Ford had an influence

on the thinking of Niebuhr. Ford may have been instrumental in

Niebuhr's subsequent turn to Marxist convictions. This period

certainly contains clues to Niebuhr's later Marxist involvement.

The Final Years in Detroit (1926-27)

Early in the summer of 192o James Myers of the Federal Council

of Churches submitted a list of labor speakers to the executive

secretary of the Detroit Council of Churches in preparation for

the October convention of the American Federation of Labor. Hein-

143. D.H. Davis Heinhold Niebuhr: Prophet from America (London) p. 22.

144. Davis, p. 24.

145. Davis, p. 24.

146. CC p. 111.
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hold Niebuhr was chairman of the Industrial Relations Commission

of the Detroit Council and reported that there was general inter¬

est in having labor speakers. However, only two churches in the
14?

council actually had speakers; one of which was Niebuhr's church.

There are indications in Niebuhr's diary that the affair caused

him to lower his estimation of all concerned, he was displeased

with the capitalist who "threw their weight around; the clergy

who allowed them to do so; and the would be leaders of labor who

did not make good use of the few pulpits that were opened to

them because of their inability to let go of the primitive ideals
148

of the "village banker ". Niebuhr's criticism .of Ford and the

cult that surrounded Ford was deepening. Niebuhr began to ask

why there was so much adulation, which was uncritical, of Ford
149

and in fact indulgence.

Niebuhr's heightened concern with economics and politics

can be met with when studying his conflict with Henry Ford which

is clearly and expressively illustrated by the article "How

Philanthropic is Henry Ford?". Within the article "How Philan¬

thropic is Henry Ford?" Niebuhr attacked Ford's policies in sev¬

eral different ways. The first weakness in Ford's policies

according to Niebuhr was Ford's belief that high wages obviated

the need for philanthropy. Niebuhr wrote: "The trouble is that

the facts do not bear out Mr. Ford's contention that his wage

obviates the necessity for philanthropy."^50 Niebuhr was of the

147. P3PK p. 83.

146. LNTC pp. 111-113.

149. MR pp. 36-38.

150. Reinhold Niebuhr "How Philanthropic is Henry Ford?" The
Christian Century (Dec. 9, 19H6) p. 1516.



opinion that the worker received a good deal less than the amount

advertised by Ford except in the case of the highly skilled work¬

er. Niebuhr considered the so-called high wages to bp non-

existant and further reduced by the implementation of the five-

day week. Niebuhr called into question Ford's policy of removing

boys off the streets (those between 16 and 20 years of age) to

stop them from causing mischief. Niebuhr asserted that the policy

was being implemented when the majority of full time men were

being laid off and in fact many were being discharged. Niebuhr

charged that "the net result is that Ford is substituting young
1 51

men for old men." Niebuhr was concerned and disturbed not only

by the myth that surrounded Ford but also about the worker. Nie¬

buhr understood Ford to be a symbol of an America whose faults

were inherent in its economic system. Niebuhr summarised by

writing that: "If Ford is the symbol of an America with its com¬

bination of sentimentality and shrewdness, he is also the symbol

of" an. America which has risen almost in a generation from an

agrarian to an industrial economic order and now applies the

social intelligence of a country village to the most complex
,.152

industrial life the world has known.

1926 finds Niebuhr extending his attack upon the assumptions

of modernism with the weapons given to him by an expanding

number of thinkers. An interesting article that illustrates

Niebuhr's use of new philosophical sources is "Our Secularised

Society" which throws light upon Niebuhr's deteriorating liberal-

151. Ibid. p. 151?.

152. Ibid. p. I51/.*
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i <3
ism." In this article Niebuhr attacked the assumptions of

t

modernism and incorporated within this attack the ideas of other

thinkers; a tactic that he repeatedly has used throughout his

early works. in the article "Our Secularised Society" Niebuhr

turned to two new philosophical sources. 'The two new sources

were George Santayana and Alfred North Whitehead; the latter

having already been detected but not confirmed in Niebuhr's

writings before 1926.

Professor Santayana was a Spanish-American philosopher that

Niebuhr would continue to make use of in a slight way for the

next few years. Niebuhr in criticising the pantheistic tendency

in modernism turned to Santayana for support since he had drawn

a distinction betv/een the two instincts within religion. The two

instincts as defined by Santanyana were the instinct of piety and

the instinct of spirituality, "the one seeking to hallow the

necessary limitations of life and the other seeking to overcome

154
them." In speaking of modernism's tendency to take refuge in

pantheism Niebuhr utilised this distinction of Santayana: "Panth¬

eism inevitably strengthens those forces in religion which tend
15 5

to sanctify the real rather than to inspire the ideal."

The other new source of ideas is of far greater importance

than Santayanae. The other philospher that Niebuhr turned to,
c

Alfred North Whitehead, in his critical evaluation of modernism

in "Our Secularised Society" was to have a continual influence on

153• 'William Allen Greenlaw Peinhold Njebuhr as Theologian: A New
Interpretation (unpublished thesis) p. 32 hereafter cited as Green¬
law.

154. Neinhold Niebuhr "Our Secularised Society" The Christian
Century (Apeil 22, 1926) p. 509 hereafter cited as OSS.

155' 033 p. 509.
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Niebuhr's developing thought. After criticising the liberal

Protestants for their patheistic tendencies Niebuhr turned to

the other extreme i.e. the traditional Protestants which exhibited

for Niebuhr the quality of quietism which for Niebuhr did not

meet the moral problems presented by a socially complex age.

Niebuhr referred to Professor Whitehead's work Science and the

modern 'World when he criticises the errors that v/ere to be found

within quietism. Whitehead called for the Regeneration of

Religions old power so that it could face change and continued by

observing that "its principles may be eternal, but the expression
'

* 1 ^ *
of those principles requires continual development." Whitehead

had concluded that the soul cried out for change and that this

change should be found in art as well as science and that this lack

•of change is preserved in religion. Whitehead was of the opinion

that all thought "concerned with social organization expressed

itself in terms of material things and capital. Ultimate values

were excluded. They 'were politely bowed to, and then handed

over to the clergy to be kept for Sunday." Whitehead maintained

that "a creed of competitive business morality was evolved, in

some respects curiously high; but devoid of consideration for the
157

value of human life." Niebuhr appreciated the wisdom of these

stinging remarks and applied them: "Protestantism... has no

understanding of the social factors which impinge on and con¬

dition human personality." Niebuhr as did Whitehead before him

criticised religion for not helping men to discover the sins

155. Alfred North Whitehead Science and the Modern world (Cam¬
bridge 1926) p. 270, hereafter cited as SMw.

157. SMW pp. 291-292.



43
1 ^ Q

lurking in their social systems and moral traditions. Niebuhr

as did Whitehead considered the interplay between the soul and

the environment to be of importance. Whitehead has asserted that

the soul became claustrophobic because of the static facts of
159

existence. Niebuhr wrotes"Protestantism believed that right¬

eousness can be produced in a vacuum. It produces no sense of

tension between the soul and its environment."^°^ Whitehead fore¬

saw religion in Europe becoming more and more decadent and more
1^1

'

ana more powerless.x Niebuhr concurred with Whitehead's belief
• and stated that "No religion is more ineffective than Protestant¬

ism against the major social sins i of our day, economic greed
X 2

and race hatred." Niebuhr's agreement with Whitehead is exten¬

sive. Niebuhr obviously found 'Whitehead an agreeable source as

well as an excellent support for his ideas.

Niebuhr had become dissatisfied with the two extremes, i.e.

the liberal and the traditional approach to religion. Niebuhr

had become more conscious of the over all problem that confronted

religion as a whole. The general questions that Niebuhr faced

and the critical conclusions that he had drawn cause him to turn

to thinkers who also had confronted the general problems of

religion. Niebuhr's use of Whitehead and Santayana was an indic-

cation of this trend. The most important indication of Niebuhr's

turn to the general problems of religion is Niebuhr's heavy

158. OSS p. 509.

159. SMW p. 290.

160. oss p. 509.

161. SMW pp. 269-270.

162. 033 p. 509.
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reliance upon Whitehead. Niebuhr in the article "Does Religion

Quiet or Disquiet?" confirmed his respect for Whitehead's

general opinions about religion. Niebuhr agreed with Professor

Whitehead's idea that religion was not transcendently good but

transcendently important. Another example of the agreement of

Niebuhr with the opinions of Whitehead on a general question is

found in Niebuhr's belief that the influence of religion could

either be good or evil, but like Whitehead he realised that

religion no matter whether it was good or"evil always had an

appreciable influence.

Niebuhr in 1926 also turned to Weber and continued his

dialogue with the ideas presented by Weber which were later to

be repeated and underlined by Tawney. In Leaves from the Note¬

book of a famed Cynic Niebuhr commented that "You can't rush

into a congregation which has been fed from its infancy on the

individualistic ethic of Protestantism and which is part of the

civilization where ethical individualism runs riot, and expect
l64

them to develop a social conscience in two weeks." Niebuhr

easily incorporated the ideas of Weber in this cynical and

pessimistic statement which illustrates to what degree he had

become involved with the assumptions of Weber and particularly

with the assumptions having to do with the development of the

Protestant idea of individualism.

In the article "Puritanism and Prosperity" Niebuhr revealed

to what degree he had become immersed in the ideas of Weber. Nie¬

buhr avered that many economic determinist had insisted that all

. 163. Reinhold Niebuhr "Does neligion Quiet or Disquiet?" The World
tomorrow (Nov., 1926) p. 220.

164. LNTC p. 107.
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cultural and religious life could be explained in terms of

economic circumstances without a thorough study being made of

religious life as a possible source of economic phenomena.

Niebuhr held that Weber was the "only one" that had made such a

detailed study of the religious sources of economic phenomena.

Niebuhr as did Weber concluded that "Protestantism is the main

root of the modern capitalistic spirit... Niebuhr agreed

with Weber's analysis of puritanism with its rejection of all

sensuous and emotional elements in culture which produced pes¬

simistically inclined individuals,"1"^ which Niebuhr considered
167

to be the fruits of puritanism in America. Nie-buhr referred

to the Weberian observation that the Hugenots were a source of

superiority "of the Prench and Dutch economic culture from which
p68

these communities sprang..." Niebuhr also noted the large

part that the hugenots had played in trade. One should also

note the fact that Niebuhr was already immersed in the assumption

that there is a connection between individualism and capitalism

which was introduced by 'Weber long before he started to make use

of Tawney's analysis of individualism. Weberian concepts

figured prominently in Niebuhr's examination of America:

America is the only nation of the Western world that
developed the new attitude toward business totally un¬
hampered by religious and moral traditions which date
back to mediaeval and classical antiquity. Completely

165. Neinhola Niebuhr "Puritanism and Prosperity" Atlantic Monthly
(June, 194bJ p• hereafter cited as PP.

166. Max Weber "The Protestant Sthic" (London, 1930) P» 105
hereafter cited as PL.

167. PP p. 722.

168. PS p. 43.
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emancipated from these ancient scruples against business
enterprise, we nave been able to give ourselves to com¬
mercial and industrial tasxs with a passion unknown to
Europe. That is the real secret to our phenomenal success,'
i?he year of 1927 was a momentous one for Niebuhr in many ways,

in that it was his last full year in the parish and the year in

which he published his first book, which was entitled Joes Civil¬

isation need religion? There were signs that the intellectual

interest of the young pastor was beginning to expand beyond the
170

confines of a single parish. it was during this period that

Eherwood ii'ddy a continuing source of help and guidance for niebuhr

persuaded him and the congregation of bethel to retain an assis¬

tant minister to carry the bulk of parish duties; for which Eddy
171

paid for from his own pocket.

Joes Civilisation need keligion? gives the student an oppor¬

tunity to study in detail the trend of Jiebuhr's thinking as well

as the philosophical sources that he utilized. it is clear that

hiebuhr has not completely gotten away from the "social Gospel" -

John Jewey amalgam. The emphasis that dominated this first book

was that modern industry was destructive to human values. Jiebuhr

in true "social Gospel" fashion attacked the ford factory not

because of the hypocrisies of wages and hours as he had previously

done, but because he considered the ford factory to dq a place
172

unfit for human life.
»

In 19E? there was the advent of ford's retooling period which

was the period when rord discontinued the Model T and closed the

factories in preparation for the coming of the Model A. This

cause sixty thousand men to loose their jobs and when finally

169. PP p. 724.

170. JJ p. 138.

171. Mrs. pp. 49-50.



rehired to be treated as new employees. The effect of these

events were reflected in Niebuhr's writings.

There was a lack of focus in Niebuhr's political outlook that

oscillated between a moderate confidence in preaching the word

and a pessimistic foreboding that preaching was for naught.

Niebuhr felt that the proof of the incompetence of the American

mind and conscience when facing industrial civilization was in

the celebration of Ford as an exponent and perpetuator of humane

industrial ideals. Niebuhr at the same time reasoned that there

was a reserve of idealism in the American culture and he believed

that this reservior of idealism could be tapped for the purposes

173
of social action, another indication of the influence of the

"social Gospel". However, one must also recognise that the book

Does Civilization Need. Religion? was' an attack upon liberalism;

one of the many works of Niebuhr to be critical of liberalism.

The diary of Niebuhr Leaves from the Notebook of a Turned

Cynic contains entries that are informative as well as revealing,

and gives us an insight into Niebuhr's thinking in this last year

of his Detroit ministry. There are repeated references to the

problems of the capitalistic system and one can identify a growin

sense of discontentment within Niebuhr with the whole of the

capitalistic system. Niebuhr pessimistically observed that:

Perhaps there is no better illustration of the official
impotence of the modern church than its failure to deal
with the evils and the ethical problems of stock man¬
ipulation, millions in property values are created by pure
legerdemain. Stock dividends, watered stock and excessive
rise in stock values, due to the productivity of the
modern machine, are accepted by the church without a murmur

172. CC p. 131.

173« P3PN pp. 2h~25.



if only a slight return is made by the beneficiaries
through church philanthropies .-1"' ,l
The dissatisfaction that Niebuhr felt when viewing the

effect of the .-capitalistic system was evident in his dissatis-
C

0

faction with the policies of Henry ford. Niebuhr was upset by

the loss of wages caused by the closing of the Ford factory and

the suffering that was caused, which drove him to observe in his

diary:

What a civilization this isl Naive gentlemen with a genius
for mechanics suddenly become the arbiters over the lives
and fortunes of hundreds of thousands. Their moral pre¬
tensions are creduously accepted at full value. No one
bothers to ask whether an industry which can maintain a
cash reserve of a quarter of ar billion ought -not make some
provision for its unemployed.^^5
niebuhr's diary also gives the first indication of Niebuhr's

interest in the ideas of Oswald Spengler. Niebuhr had been

attracted before to the idea of world decay and particularly the

decay of civilization which was presented by Nussell. Niebuhr was

again attracted to the idea of the destruction of civilization

as presented by Oswald Spengler:

I am profoundly impressed by the Spenglerian thesis that
culture is destroyed by the spirit of sophistication and
I am beginning to suspect that I belong to the forces of
decadence in which this sophistication is at work. I have
my eye too much upon the limitations of contemporary rel¬
igious life and institutions; I always see the absurdities
ana irrationalities in which narrow types of religion
issue. That wouldn't be so bad if I did not use the in¬
struments of intellectualism rather than those of a higher
spirituality for the critical task. ^

The thesis of Spengler about the destructive power of sophistication.

174. LNTC p. 123.

175. LNTC pp. 154-155.

176. LNTC p. 133.



had a rather large impact upon Niebuhr and caused him to question

some of his own ideas. This is an excellent indication.of what

has happened in the past. One would expect to find Niebuhr

making use of Spongier in later works, and not surprisingly he

does so.

As the diary of Niebuhr has shown Niebuhr was dissatisfied

with the ideas and practices of ford which was vividly illustrated

by his article "Ford's five-Day Week Shrinks". This article

underlined Niebuhr's growing sympathy with the plight of the

worker. There is a feeling of condemnation when Niebuhr reviews

the practices within lord's factories. In the first place Niebuhr

condemned Ford's reasons for bringing about a five-day week as-

hypocritical. "It is now quite apparent that the five-day week

was largely a device for concealing or for effecting the lower
1?

production which the decreased demand for Ford cars necessitated."
0

,

Niebuhr condemned as well Ford's idea that an "adequate wage
C

would give the worker the security both against unemployment and
173

against old ttge which workers so greatly covet." Niebuhr had

come to realise that unemployed Ford workers were the heaviest

burden that the Detroit Charities had to bear. Niebuhr began to

foresee the possibility of discontent among the workers in the

Ford factories and also began to sympathize v/ith the grievances that

the workers had toward the policies of Ford. Niebuhr condemned Ford

because the workers found "it impossible to reach any one with

real authority," and because the "dismissals of the old men aire

l??. Keinhold niebuhr "Ford's Five-Day Week Shrinks" The Christian
^ en-cur.7 (.June y, lyky) p. 713.

173. Ibid. p. 713.
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multiplying."

Although there is no conclusive proof or even direct evid¬

ence that the situation as created by Ford was the underlying

cause of Wiebuhr's later turn to Marxism, one can deduce that

Ford's activities did cause Niebuhr to recognise that there was

some validity in the approach favored by the Marxist. "It is

rather significant that the rising tide of resentment among the

F'ord workers has no avenue of expression except through the
x. 80

communistic weekly sheet, The Ford worker". Niebuhr went on

further and noted that "The paper is crude enough in its temper

but fills its pages with specific instances of injustice rather
181

than with the usual communistic propaganda. Niebuhr had

obviously set forth upon the path that was to lead to his in¬

volvement with Marxist principles. Niebuhr had come to realise

that although he was suspicious of Communism that it was to be

counted as more valuable than the regular agencies of organised

labor, who had despaired of organising the Ford workers. Niebuh

anguish about the condition of the worker. 'The effect that

industry was having upon the condition of the worker and the

effect that industry was having upon the worker is apparent when

he wrote: "The fact that an industry which develops distressing

social consequences should nevertheless still be heralded as a

model of humane industrial strategy speaks volumes for the
,182

incompetence of the social conscience of our age.

179. Ibid. p. 714.

180. Ibid. p. 718.

181. Ibid. p. 718.
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At the close of lyA? there appeared the article "Why I am

hot a Christian" in which Niebuhr summed up his pacifistic position,

lie revealed later that when he wrote this article he had come to
"I O O

regard himself as a Marxist. 1 After Niebuhr had stated that

he was a pacifist 'ne asked a question that he was only able to

answer later. "But how can you maintain physical standards of

living except by physical force?" Niebuhr even further reveals

his doubt about his pacifistic position when he asks the question:

"would I be a good pacifist if I belonged to an unsatisfied nation
.184

rather than to a satisfied one?" There is a suggestion of

cynicism and a faint echo of Marx in some of these questions.

As one investigates the involvement of Niebuhr with Marxism one

comes to realise that an excellent indication of his commitment

to Marxism is signalled by an increase in doubt about the validity

of the pacifistic position, particularly when Niebuhr begins to

analyse pacifism with the tools given to him by Marx. One should

also recognise the fact that the growing doubt about pacifism

not only was an indication of Niebuhr's increasing involvement

with Marxism, but also represented the termination of Niebuhr's

reliance upon this the last remnant of liberalism. One should note

that in 194? Niebuhr's doubts are in their nascent stages. One

finds these doubts being expressed in the article "A Critique

of Pacifism", niebuhr finds pacifism still a servicable vehicle

for his cynicism and notes that it is necessary to maintain an

cirmy to "preserve a higher standard of living than the rest of
185the world..." However, in the article "A Critique of Pacifism

183. Good p. 53.

184. itemhold niebuhr "Thy 1 am not a Christian" The Christian
Century (Dec. 15, lyf?) p. 1483. " " ~~



Niebuhr has already begun to question certain specific peac'e

proposals.

The volume Does Civilization Need Religion? was the product

of a working clergyman v/ho was encountering the experiences of
»

people in the church and trying to come to terms with these

experiences. This caused Niebuhr to press throughout the work

the question; is religion relevant to the world's needs? Nie-

buhr directed this question both towards ideal religion as well

as towards religion as practised by the people of the time. The

work is an excellent opportunity to examine to what degree Nie-

buhr as a pastor had already become influenced by certain phil¬

osophers .

The v/ork Does Civilization Need Keligion? reveals that Niebuhr

utilised and drew support from the same philosophical sources that he

had turned to in his earlier works. Does Civilisation Need Rel¬

igion? illustrates the consistency of Niebuhr's philosophical

sources both those to which he turned for inspiration and those

to which he turned to for specific ideas. In Does Civilization

Weed religion? Niebuhr as before turned to various thinkers for

support and weapons in his continuing struggle with the fa,lse

assumptions of liberalism and an alternative to these assumptions.

Not only was he acting as a prophet in that he was trying to

predict the eventual outcome of the liberal approach to religion,

but also trying to predict the fate of liberal civilisation.

Niebuhr in his examination of liberal religion turned to

certain philosophers for specific ideas with which to combat the

erroaing affect of liberalism. As has been previously noted Nie-

I85. Keinhold Niebuhr "A Critique of Pacifism" Atlantic Monthly
(May, 192?) p. 641.



buhr was interested in certain of Bertrand'Russell's ideas

although he was in violent disagreement with a great many of

Russell's conclusions. Niebuhr had become aware of the validity

of some of Russell's criticisms concerning the church. Niebuhr

again makes use of certain of Russell's criticisms about the

church in particular the fact that the church got in the way of

social reform. Niebuhr gave credance to and quoted Russell's

statement that: "emancipation from the churches is still as

essential condition of improvement, particularly in American
JL 5o

where churches have more influence than in Europe..." One

should be aware of the fact that Niebuhr turned to Russell only

for specific ideas but was in the main wary of Russell.

Niebuhr utilized the ideas of other philosophers in his

investigation of religion particularly liberal religion. In

Does Civilization Need Religion? Niebuhr refers to Whitehead as

he has in the rpast when confronting general questions about

religion. In his earlier references to Whitehead Niebuhr made

use of Whitehead's work Science and the Modern world which he

continued to use in roes Civilization Need Religion?, however,

Niebuhr also relies upon another of Whitehead's works Religion

in xhe Raking. Niebuhr had obviously become more deeply involved

with the thought of Alfred North Whitehead. Niebuhr refers to

Whitehead not only when commenting upon general subjects but also

when commentirg upon specific issues. An excellent example of

Niebuhr's familiarity with Whitehead's thought and his use of

Whitehead in confronting general questions is when he commented

about the bulk of knowledge having in the past destroyed the

136. PIC p. 213.
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authority of any unifying perspective, that was presented by

philosophy, which was particularly true of absolute determin¬

ism. Niebuhr refers to Whitehead in order to support this con¬

tention and consequently points out that Whitehead believed that

an anti-mechanistic trend of philosophical thought would achieve
1 87

mastery over modern science. However, Niebuhr also turned to

Whitehead on the specific issue of the over-simplification of

morals that was present in certain denominations specifically the

Methodists ana Baptists. Niebuhr accused these denominations of

over-simplification in the field of morals which was a term

favored by Whitehead, and one that Niebuhr employed throughout

subsequent works. This term simply implies a tendency to judge

men, in spite of the intricacies of their life and the complex¬
ity

ities of their social relations, as being good or bad.

Another area in which Niebuhr referred to 'Whitehead was when

. . . 189
discussing dualism and its presence m religious symbolism.

Niebuhr referred to Whitehead's definition of God as that "reality

which is not concrete but the principle of every concrete act-
190

uality. ' Whitehead had stated that "An epochal occasion is a

concretion. It is a mode in which diverse elements come together

into a real unity. Whitehead had believed that apart from con¬

cretion that these elements stood in actual isolation, and that

an actual entity is the outcome of a creative synthesis. White-

18?. Reinhold Niebuhr, "Does Civilization Need Kp.Iinion?" (New
York, 1929) p. 11 hereafter cited as DCNH.

188. DCNrc pp. 108-109.

189» DCNR p. 210. •

190. DCNR p. 212.

191. RM p. 80.



55

head concluded that "The various elements which are thus brought
192

into unity are the other creatures and the ideal forms and God." 7

Whitehead in the light of these assumptions defined God as that

"nontemporal actuality which has to be taken into account of in
193 ~

every phase." Niebuhr is aware that the world is not totally

consistent or coherent, however he does not reject the world's

conherence in an ultimate sense since for Niebuhr the world has

a basic coherence in an ultimate sense. Niebuhr realised that

the temporal world was not totally consistent with its ground,

which is the eternal character and purpose of God, since if one

confirmed this consistency in this sense the world would be totally

good or evil and would be attributable to God. However, Niebuhr

cites 'Whitehead's affirmation of God's "unchangeableness" and
194

transcendence m the sense that God's nature remains self-

consistent in relation to ail change which did not justify the

deterministic conclusion that there was "complete self-consis-

tsncy of the temporal world." Thus "the reality of God and the
195

reality of evil as a positive force are thus both accepted."

Whitehead and Niebuhr had noted that the temporal world was

essentially incomplete. Whitehead had asservated in his disc¬

ussion of the nature of God that "He is exempt from transition

into something else, must mean that his nature remains self-
196consistent in relation to all change." Niebuhr and Whitehead

favored this dualistic approach in order to make the reality of

192. HM p. 80.

193• NM p. 81.

194. WN p. 171.

195. dcnr pp. 212-213.

195. KM p. 86.
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God and the reality of evil both acceptable. whitehead in

K e .1 i c ion in the Ma k i n y stated this:

The temporal world exhibits two sides of itself. On
one side it exhibits an order in matter of fact, and a
self-contrast with ideals, which show that its creative
passage is subject to the immance of an unchanging actual
entity. On the other side its incompletion, and its evil,
show that the temporal world is to be construed in terms
of additional formative elements which are., not definable
in the terms which are applicable to God.-97

Niebuhr in reconciling the fact of evil with the goodness of God

turns to whitehead for support.

Niebuhr further on in his discussion of dualism again refer¬

red to Whitehead to support his oft' repeated preference for

empirical adequacy as opposed to rational self-consistency. Nie¬

buhr makes use of Whitehead's distinction between Oriental monism

and practical dualism. Professor Whitehead succinctly stated

that "Christianity has always been a religion seeking a metaphysics

in contrast to Buddhism which is a metaphysics generating a

religion... The defect of a metaphysical system is the very fact

that it is a neat little system which thereby oversimplifies its

expression of the world.whitehead's support is apparent when

he concluded that "in respect to its treatment of evil, Christian¬

ity is therefore less clear In its metaphysical idea but more
. r. 199

inclusive of the facts." Niebuhr depended upon Whitehead at this
o - '

juncture of his wofk when dealing with the problem of dualism

and draws support from whitehead's understanding cind solutions to

197. Nn p. 66.

196. DC Nit p. 19S.

199. DUNK p. 196.
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the problems of dualism.

In Niebuhr's discussion of dualism one also discovers Nie-

buhr referring to James' worK on pluralism, Niebuhr commented

that "the pluralism of William James, which has been criticised

as scientifically inaccurate and metaphysically inconsistent,

seems both to have scientific and metaphysical virtues.

James like Whitehead considered monism to be inferior and James

criticised monism for insisting that "when you come down to

reality as such, to the reality of realities everything is

present of everything else in one vast instantaneous complicated

completeness..." James considered pluralism to be superior since

it only needed to admit "that the constitution of reality is

what we ourselves find empirically realised in every minimum of
201

finite life. Niebuhr approved of James' simple approach and

believed dualism to be simpler than monism. Niebuhr concluded

that "there is good reason to accept at least a qualified dualism

not* only because it is morally more potent than traditional monism,
202

but because it is metaphysically acceptable."

Niebuhr regarded Christianity's tendencies towards dualism to

be more incluse of the facts of existence than the monistic

approach to existence. In the volume Does Civilization Need

rteligion? Niebuhr entered into an exhaustive metaphysical ana¬

lysis of dualism and he identified himself to a certain extent

with William James' pluralistic approach and whitehead's'

thesis of dualism as well as his doctrine of continuity and the

concept that concretion was a justification for religious belief.

200. DCNN p. 213.

201. William James h Pluralistic universe (New York, 1909) pp. 321-
322.

202. DCNR p. 213.
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Niebuhr felt an affinity with the robust God of theism and was
%

suspicious of the all knowing absolute of monistic philosophy

that were for him an attempt to solve the epistemological prob¬

lems and not to represent the actuality, for Niebuhr God was

active in the structure of the world and suffered at the hands

of the world; a viewpoint with which Whitehead would have had

sympathy. Niebuhr had come to regard dualism as metaphysically

sound as well as something close to the naive religious faith in

the Bible, i.e. close to what Schweitzer stood for. Niebuhr as

did James regarded the absolute as destructive of any practical
203

effort to reform the world. In dealing with the problem of

monism as opposed to dualism Niebuhr again used familiar philos¬

ophers to support his contentions.

Another familiar source is called forth to give specific

support to Niebuhr's contentions about another general religious

problem that of pantheism. Niebuhr refers to George Santayana

when discussing the evils of pantheism which had crept int.o the

thinking of the early church when it had to make intellectual

concessions to Hellenistic philosophers. Niebuhr turned to

Santayana's work the Life of Heason for critical ideas about

pantheism. Santayana condemned pantheism for turning the

"natural world, man's stamping ground and system of opportunities,

into a self-justifying and sacred life; it endows the blameless

giant with an inhuman soul and then worships the monstrous div-
. . 204
inity it has fabricated." Santayana as did Niebuhr after him

203. Stone, pp. 20-21,

204. George Santayana the Life of rteason : Reason in Keligion
(London, 1905) p. 176 hereafter cited as RK,
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realised that St. Augustine's combination of the dialectic •

achievements of the Greek philosophers with the simplifications

of the Gospel was the basis for the elaborate theological struc¬

ture in which God had become "at the same time the guarantee of
%

the reality of the ideal and the actual cause of every concrete

realitySantayana had considered this to be the source of

pantheism within Christianity. Santayana noted as did Niebuhr

that both Luther and Calvin followed in the foot steps of St.

Augustine and emphasised the fanatical side of St. Augustine

which was the "very predistination and absolutist doctrine which
106

he had prevailed on himself to accept. Santayana had traced

the pantheistic ideas to the idealists in Germany and remarked

that an "absolutism which thus encourages and sanctions the natural

will is stoical ana pantheistic,... pantheism subordinates
207

morally what it finds to be dependent in existence,..." • The

echo of this concept is heard when Niebuhr stated that "a rigor¬

ous determinism as well as an unqualified pantheism destroyed

moral vigor because it either makes the attainment of the ideal
203

too certain or idealises the real beyond all evidence."

Niebuhr not only turned to philosophical sources when con¬

fronted by general religious questions he also turned to philos¬

ophical sources when discussing the fate of society and civiliza¬

tion in general. Niebuhr had sympathy with the notion that

civilization was on the path of destruction a notion which was not

205. DCNR p. 202.

206. rid p. 171.

207. RR p. 173.

208. DCNR p. 203.
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only favored by Russell but also be Oswald Spengler. Niebuhr

had sympathy with the inference that the foundation of an ethical

life could be found within a continuing attitude of despair, how¬

ever, Niebuhr considered Russell's own bitterness to be an

example of how corrupting this type of belief could become when

applied to moral idealism, in investigating the phenomenon of

an ethical idealism unsupported by religion Niebuhr referred to

certain of Oswald Spengler's conclusions which were presented in

his work fhe Decline of the West. Niebuhr became involved with

Spengler in the same year that he wrote Does Civilization Need

Religion? which has already been noted when reviewing the 1927

entries in his diary. One can easily recognise the attraction of

Spengler since Niebuhr was already interested in the idea of the

coming destruction of civilization and in particular liberal

civilization. Spengler would have also disagreed with Russell

since he like Niebuhr considered that a moral idealism that had

sacrificed its hopes with its illusions would become enervated.

Niebuhr found support in Spengler's observation that "religion

without; God" was "the unvarying symptom of a dying civilization.""0^"
Niebuhr apparently had discovered in Spengler's approach, e.g.

his "morphology of civilization", some points for agreement. The

main reason for Niebuhr turning to Spengler was to criticise

liberalism in this case one aspect, liberal society, since in

Niebuhr's opinion as well as Spengler's opinion it was dying.
o

0

Niebuhr had been attracted to Russell's ideas about the destruction
C

of civilization in his earlier works and he was again attracted

by Spengler's pessimistic ideas in 1927. Niebuhr, however, was

209. DCNR p. 56.
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more in sympathy with the opengelerian approach ana was to return

again and again to Spengler's concepts.

Another philosopher Niebuhr had encountered in the past and had

used to examine liberal society was Max Weber. The ideation of

Weber had been of interest to Niebuhr for a long time by 192?,

but there is no indication that Niebuhr's interest was flagging

and in fact there seems to be an increase in Niebuhr's use of

certain Weberian concepts. Niebuhr not only referred to Weber

but also to fawney who was a disciple in some ways of Weber and

certainly agreed with Weber's basic ideas. Niebuhr through his

increased involvement with the Weberian thesis not only revealed

the continuity of his thought, but also the desire to thoroughly

investigate the ramifications of Weber's thesis when applied to

liberalism. it has been evident that in the past Niebuhr had

faith in the theory of Weber that the origin of the ideas of

capitalism could be traced to the Reformation. Niebuhr not only

showed familiarity with this concept in Does Civilization Need

Religion?, but also with other concepts that were presented in the

work Die Protestantische Ethik under Geist des Rapitalismus.

Early in Does Civilization Need Religion? Niebuhr referred to the

fact that; "It might be better to say therefore that the commercial

middle-class appropriated as much as they prompted the revision

of Protestant theology and religion."2"^ Another important thesis

of Weber was that the "most consistent basis for the idea of

calling as well as Protestant asceticism was to be found in

Calvinism.Although Niebuhr disagreed with the assumption

210. DCNR p. 3D*
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that Calvinism was the basis of Protestant asceticism, he was

in agreement with the Weberian thesis that Protestantism con¬

tained an element of asceticism which was an important factor in

the birth of capitalism. Niebuhr also recognised the validity

of the Weberian thesis that there was a relation between

puritanism and capitalism. Niebuhr referred the reader to Weber's

work which illustrated his deep respect for the work of Max

Weber. Niebuhr like Weber was aware that there was a great deal

of impetus given to capitalism by the ideas of Protestantism.

Niebuhr noted that "the religious sanction of material gain was

a new thing in history and undoubtedly helped to fashion the

moral temper of modern society in which diligence is the great
212

virtue of and greed the besetting vice." Niebuhr's references

to Weber's work reveals that his interest in Weber was deepening

since Niebuhr also refers to the larger work in his analysis of

the commercial and industrial superiority of Protestant nations

that appeared in the work Cssnmmelt hufsetste Zur Neligions-

Soc ioloa-ia.

another thinker that Niebuhr turned to was R.H. lawney who

followed the general thesis of Weber and underlined the effect

of the idea of individualism which according to Weber and Tawney

originated in the Reformation and subsequently was brought into

the capitalistic system. Tawney's major work is entitled

Religion and the Kise of Capitalism. In 1927 Niebuhr not only

referred to the work of Weber but also to the work of Tawney in

his.investigations of the origins of capitalism. Tawney puts forth

the idea that the "growing complexity of commercial transactions

212. DCNR p. 103.
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invalidated the old cannonical laws designed to enforce ethical

standards in business and thus made the secularization of

213
economics inevitable even before the Reformat ion." J Niebuhr

using 'lawney for support presents the idea that the Reformation

was not the only reason for the rise of capitalism, but fawney

as well as Wiebuhr underlined the fact that Protestantism was

a major factor in the birth of capitalism. Niebuhr as he had

with Weber utilised Tawney's support when discussing the idea of

the importance of the idea of a "calling" in Protestantism and

capitalism.

Niebuhr considered the work of both Weber and- fawney

particularly their investigation of the phenomenon of the rise

of capitalism to be of great value and he made extensive use of

the central thesis that the Reformation was instrumental in the

birth of capitalism. Niebuhr, however, had stated that "The

emancipation of economic relations from all ethical restraints

was more or less in concomitant with the Reformation movements,

but it is a question of how much it was casually and how much
214

c©incidentally related." Niebuhr, even though he was in agree¬

ment with V/eber and lawney and greatly admired their work, was

still not completely committed to the thesis that the origin of

capitalism was to be found in the Reformation, which Tawney and

V/eber themselves had realised could be questioned. .

The last thinker to be investigated will be Karl Marx. It

has been one of the main purposes of this paper to investigate

Niebuhr's changing relationship with Marx. It is still evident

213'. 2CNR p. 95.

214. DCNR pp. 92-93•
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at this stage of hiebuhr's development that he rejected the

ideas of Marx although he was already becoming familiar with some

of the central theses of Marx. Niebuhr remarked that "The

Marxian idea of the unification of the world upon the. basis of

the common interests of the proletarian class must be relegated
215

to the category of millenial dreams." The unification of the

world on the basis of the interests of the proletariat was to

later be considered to be valid by Niebuhr. Although Niebuhr still

was unconvinced by the approach of the Marxist he was aware that

the ideas of Marx had force. Niebuhr, nevertheless, stated in

Does Civilisation i\eed Religion? "The real history of Western

society is being written by Nietzchian and Marxian cynics who

have subdued every scruple which might qualify their contest for

power.

In Doe? Civlization Need Religion? one new thinker emerges;

this was R.H. Tawney a not unexpected source. Niebuhr as he had

in the past turned to certain philosophers for help in his analysis

of civilization such as Spengler and Weber and to others to

examine the general questions of religion such as Whitehead. Nie¬

buhr seemed to be deeply involved with two of these philosophers

one being Whitehead and his approach to general religious questions

and the other jbeing Weber with his approach to the question of
*

C

the origin of capitalism.

brief Summary

Niebuhr commented later in life that while at University he

was concerned not with moral usefulness but v/ith the metaphysical

215. DCNR p. 14?.
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validity of religious convictions.. However, Niebuhr admitted

that his interest shifted from the field of philosophy when
217

confronted by the effects of the Great War. Niebuhr's interest

in William James is rooted in the period before the Great War and
%

is the first identifiable source of philosophical ideas to appear

in Niebuhr's writing. Niebuhr during the period before the

Great War and the period immediately following the War seemed to

have been under the influence of the spirit of nineteenth century

liberalisms but without being under...the influence of any specific

source. Niebuhr during the early part of his pastorate showed

signs of being effected by the ideas of perfectionism and ideal¬

ism which included pacifism the longest lasting ideal of this

period.

In 1920 and the following few years Hiebuhr became involved

with the "social Gospel-John Dewey" amalgam and consequently

involved with the accompanying idea that the correct method of

transforming the oppressing class was to make correct use of the

Gospel. By I923 Niebuhr had reached the peak of his involvement

with the pacifistic idea. 1923 also marked the beginning of

Niebuhr's pro-Fabian phase, which indicated the beginning of

Niebuhres long journey toward Marxism. 1929 finds Niebuhr turning

to his second . identifiable philosophical source that of Max

Weber.

By 1925 Niebuhr had become heavily involved with Weber, not

only with his thesis about the origin of capitalism, but also

with his ideas about individualism and Calvinism. In 1926 there

is an ever increasing interest on the part of Niebuhr in the fate

217. Keinhold iiiebuhr "A weligion Worth Fighting For" Survey
(Aug. 1, 1927) p. 949.
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of the worker yet another step on the path to Marxism. The

year 1926 was important for another-reason and that is Niebuhr's

introduction of Whitehead into his writings as a source of

support and ideas for his investigations of liberal religious

ideas.

In 1927 Niebuhr was involved with the idea of destruction

particularly the destruction of civilization, v/hich included the

ideas of Spengler. The year 1927 was a momentous one for

Niebuhr since it also saw the advent of the publication of his

first book Does Civilization Need Religion?, which included-the

ideas and concepts that Niebuhr had reaped from his ever

increasing circle of philosophical sources. The three philoso¬

phical sources that seem to have had the greatest impact by

1927 were Weber, Whitehead and James the latter being the longest

lasting source.

In 1927 and the years leading up to 1927 Niebuhr, although

wrestling with the ideas of Marx, never accepted them and in

fact warned against them. This first chapter covers the first of

three stages of development that Niebuhr underwent in the period

before 1935- . -The first stage could be labeled the "pre-Marxist"

phase of Niebuhr's development which included for the most part

Niebuhr's involvement with liberalism. Niebuhr was aware of the

problems of social injustice in the middle 1920's and even

earlier, but was basically dependent upon the tenets of liberal-

ism although he was aware of the doctrines of Marxism.

218. Charles C. West Communism and the Theologian : A Study of
an Encounter (London, 1958) p. 1x2.
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The Years of TMux



Introduction

In the late twenties and early thirties Niebuhr's appetite

for social realism was fed by his growing disenchantment with

the ideals set forth by liberalism, which were instrumental in

the seeds of Marxism being sown. During this period the defects

of liberalism seem to be the strengths of Marxism. Liberalism

had failed to relate the individual organically to society-while

Marxism made society the beginning and the end. Liberalism held

to the belief that the individual through maximizing,self-interest

would serve in some miraculous way the interest of all; Marxism
%

labeled this approach middle-class ideology. Li-beralism concealed

the conflict of interest in society while Marxism laid the

conflict bare, i.e. the underlying struggle between diverse

social e.na economic classes. Liberalism insisted that justice

could be attained through the automatic processes of a free econ¬

omic system while the Marxist proclaimed that injustice was in¬

evitable as long as economic inequality existed."'" This meant that

Niebuhr by 1931 was writing that the Marxist even though he had

made mistakes in choosing "the means of accomplishing his ends.."

had "made no mistake either in stating the rational goal toward

which society must move, the goal of equal justice or in under-
2

standing the economic foundations of justice."

One can also detect the seeds of Marxism being propagated by

certain philosophers who were to be later supplanted to a large

extent by Marxist ideals and analysis. For example, Spengler,

1. Kenneth Thompson "The Political Philosophy of Keinhold Niebuhr"
in Keinhold Niebuhr His rteligious, Social, a.nd Political Thought
edited by Charles w. negley and Kobert W. Lretall (New York, 1956)
p. 158, hereafter cited as n&B.

2. Keinhold^Niebuhr Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in
L.:00 ar':G roj-itics (London, 1963T p. 165, hereafter cited as

MM IS.
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who had definite reservations about socialism, commented in

the Decline of the west that "We are all Socialists, wittingly
3

or unwittingly, willingly or unwillingly." Spengler goes so far

as to opine that socialism is in the "highest sense" the "crown"
4

of Western Culture.

In the methods utilized by Weber one can detect certain

tendencies that could have been instrumental in Niebuhr's turn

to Marxism. Much of Weber's work is a skillful application of

Marx's historical method. However, Weber considered Marx's

view of v/orld history to be an untenable monocausal theory which

reduced the multiplicity of causal factors to a s'ingle factor.

Weber did not squarely oppose historical materialism, but he did

take exception to the claim of Marx that there was a single and

universal cause. The Weberian approach to political structures

closely parallels the Marxist approach to economic structures.

Weber's own work may be seen as an attempt to round out the

economic materialism of Marx by a political and military material¬

ism. With Marx, Weber shared an attempt to bring "ideological

phenomena into some correlation with the material interest of

the economic and political orders."^ Weber saw the concept of

rational bureaucracy in a capitalistic society to be of central

importance in "economic materialism". Weber did not deny the

existence of the class struggle, but he did refute the idea that

the class struggle is the central dynamic. Weber in some ways

3. Oswald Spengler i'he Decline of the West (London, 1922) VI
p. 301, hereafter cited as DW.

4. Ibid. p. 363• '

5. Max Weber 1ssays in Sac io.10mv trans, and introduced by H.K.
Gerth and C. Wright Mills (London, 195?) p« 47,



6y

tried to revitalize the work of Marx by placing it in a more

generalized context and showing that Marx's conclusions rested

upon observations drawn from a dramatized special case. Never¬

theless, one must always keep in mind that Weber was a rather

nostalgic liberal.0
There was obviously a sharp change in focus in Niebuhr's

use of certain philosophers during the period between 1928 and

1932 as well as a change from a liberal orientation to a basically

Marxist stance. One can trace the changes in Niebuhr's thinking

through the changes in his philosophical sources and the way in

which he used these philosophical sources. The c-hange of stance

and emphasis was not an unreasonable one when viewed purely as

a transition from one set of ideas to another set of ideas. The

transition in the late twenties and early thirties can be more

clearly understood by a close examination of Niebuhr's philosophical

sources.

In 1923 in Detroit Niebuhr spoke before the Student Volunteer

Convention in Detroit at the instigation of Sherwood Eddy. ir.

the audience of the Convention was Henry Sloane Coffin, later

president of Union Seminary, who sent a note to Niebuhr asking

to see him. They became acquainted, and in time Coffin offered
7 .

to Niebuhr a teaching post at Union Seminary. ' Niebuhr commented

that "I became a member of the faculty of Union Theological Semin¬

ary in 1926, largely at the instigation of my friend Sherwood

Eddy, who persuaded the seminary faculty to call me to a Chair of

6. Ibid. pp. 46-50,

7, June Dingham Courage to Change an Introduction to the Life and
Thought of Neinhold Niebuhr (New York, 1961) p. 138, hereafter
cited as C.C.



Christian ethics."1"* Niebuhr saw this as a major change and. a

somewhat hazardous venture. He quite freely admitted in his

diary that he had qualms about leaving the pastorate: "At any

rate now that the time has come to sever my connections with the
9

church I find it almost impossible to take the step." In his

"Intellectual Autobiography" written for the Living Library of

Theology series Niebuhr wrote in reference to this new phase of

his life that "This was a hazardous venture, since my reading in

the parish had been rather undisciplined and I had no scholarly

competence in my field, not to speak of the total field of

Christian theology." 0 Niebuhr not unexpectedly was affected by

this change in his environment which obviously would have a

definite effect upon his thinking. Niebuhr himself points out

that "the pressure of academic discipline and my companionship

with the .distinguished members of the Union faculty did serve

to introduce me to the main outlines of Biblical faith and to
11

the classical texts of Christian theology."

The Beginning of the Transition (1926)

The year of 1928 was the year that Niebuhr started on the
12

road to realism and away from the ideas of perfectionism. This

period brought about an ever increasing, ever developing critique

8. Aeinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" K&B p. 8.

9. keinhold Niebuhr Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic
(New York, 1929) p. 195» hereafter cited as LNTC.

10. Heinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" KkB p. 8.

11. Ibid. p. 9.

12. Hobert Crocker Good The Contribution of Reinhold Niebuhr to the
Theory of International Relations (Unpublished thesis, 1956) p. 60.
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ox' pacifism which was a sign of Niebuhr's change in stance and

his involvement with the pragmatic ethic which was to be con¬

summated in moral faan and Immoral Society.""^ This was also the

year that Niebuhr wrote his first article on narl Earth although

he had been in touch with the Christian pessimism of Continental
14

Orthodoxy for some time. At the close of 194?, Niebuhr sounded

a discordant note concerning his pacifism in his article 'Why

I Am Not a Christian". Niebuhr asked 'Would I be as good a

pacifist if I belonged to an unsatisfied nation rather than to a

satisfied nation?" Niebuhr in'192? was already beginning to

realise that perfectionism was in some ways an irresponsible

position. N.C. Good comments that "for the first time in 1928"

there is the inception of a realistic approach to the problems

of social strategy.^ ° M.f. Doyle points out that "with his

(Niebuhr) return to academic life in 1928 his interest shifted

from a primary focus upon religion to the social and political

forces which were influencing society."^'7 N.H. Stone also

comments that: "Between 1927 and 1932 Niebuhr experienced a

deeper sense of the difficulty confronting all programs of social

reform and Marxist thought helped him explain these difficulties." &
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. pointed out that for Niebuhr: "now

13. ibid. p. 6l.

14. Ibid. p. 62.

15- rteinhold Niebuhr 'Why 1 Am Not a Christian" The Cnristian
Century (Dec. 15. 1927) p. 1482.

16. Good op. cit. pp. 70-71.

17» Mathias Francis Doyle Theology and Politics in the Works of
ueinhola Niebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1968) p. 0.

Nonald Henry Stone Neinholo aiebuhr' s Perspective on U.S.
ro-eign rolxcv (unpublished thesis, 1968) p. 40.
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translated from the Detroit parish to Union Theological Seminary

in New York, the economic collapse came as a conclusive refutation
19

of liberal hopes." June Bingham also recognised that the

dramatic occurrence of this era had a lasting effect upon

Niebuhr.^ Niebuhr began in 1928 to wrestle with the problem of

social strategy and reform, which sparked his eventual turn to

the ideas of Marx in order to come to terms with the issues of

the day. In 1928 Niebuhr undertook a full length analysis of

society's ills in "Why We Need a New Economic Order".^
Niebuhr had criticised in 1927 the evils of the Stock Market

in his diary Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed-Cynics

Perhaps there is no better illustration of the ethical
impotence of the modern church than its failure to deal
with the evils and the ethical problems of stock mani¬
pulation. Millions in property values are created by pure
legerdemain.^

But Niebuhr like so many others aid not foresee the extent and

duration of the depression that came after the crash of the

Stock Market in September, 1929. The early thirties were a time

that saw the advent of terrible poverty, that was made even worse

since it was in such stark contrast with the things that people

had had in the recent past. The tragedy of this period was

portrayed by John Dos Passis in U.S.A. and in John Steinbeck's

Graces of .'/rath. It was a time when overfed adults were just

a few blocks away from children who were crying for food. The

19. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. "beinhola Niebuhr's hole in Political
Thought" KcbB p. 13b.

20r C&C p. 15b.

21. Paul Charles Merkley Keinhold Niebuhr the Decisive Years
(19l6-19bl) (unpublished thesis, 196b) p. bO.

22. LNTC p. 128. - ,
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situation was made even more tragic by unusually cold winters
23 ,

and summers which were bedeviled by drought. it is not sur¬

prising that Niebuhr felt the need for a new approach and turned

to new thinkers when he attempted to solve the many problems of

America in the early nineteen thirties.

During the early part of Niebuhr's teaching career there were

many arguments within the political and academic groups of
2^

. ....which he was a part. This was the period when the bocialist

Party was at its lowest ebb, i.e. immediately after the election

of 1928 which was when Norman Thomas, John Dewey and W.S.3.

Dubois began to develop a third party movement. 'It was also

during this year that the League for Independent Political Action
25 .

was born. Niebuhr considered the alternative of a third party

as constructive2 and from the beginning became a member of the

TIP/27ju.l.r.A.

Another sign of Niebuhr's increasing involvement in 1923

with the left was his editorship of the socialist-pacifist

monthly The dorlri Tomorrow.2^ This monthly was a mirror of the

left wing clerical mind of the 1920's which was started in 1919

under the direction of Norman Thomas and was the official organ

of the fellowship of Reconciliation. The emphasis of the monthly

was as much socialist as it was pacifist; its editors saw the

two as being inseparable. The masthead of the monthly described

23 • p. 155*

2A. cc p. 150.

25. Merkley op. cit. p. 108.
O

20. j.m. Danielson The Evolution of the Political Thought of
kemhola .-.ieouhr (unpublished thesis, 1965) p. 5.

27. Berkley op. cit. p. 108.

28, Good op. cit. p. 63.
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itself as a "Journal Looking forward to a Social Order Based
29

on the Principles of Jesus."

In 1928 Niebuhr had not declared in print that he was a

socialist but it is quite evident that the community of people

with which he communicated gave him an opportunity to participate

in a dialogue about politics, economics and social problems with

socialist. The furthest that Niebuhr had gone was to declare

support for Norman Thomas in the 1928 election, who was the

Socialist Party candidate. The effect of these associations was

to influence both his decision to join the Socialist Party and his
30 •

favorable assessment of the socialist cause and methods.

The most interesting work of 1928 is the article "Why We Need

a New Economic Order" which appeared in the World Tomorrow in

October of that year. Within this article are definite Weberian
31

overtones as well as a hint of R.H. Tawney's work. This is a

significant publication because of its overall approach and , its

clear and accurate portrayal of some of the reasons for the

coming Stock Market crash and the fundamental flaw in the
32

American economy that brought about the crash. Niebuhr pointed

out" in this article that the worker could not absorb the increased

production of industry without an increase in his buying power.

However, industry instead of increasing the wages of the worker

only aggravated the problem of overproduction by lowering wages,

which restricted the buying power of the worker. Niebuhr still

29. Merkley op. cit. p. 109.

30. Ibid. pp. 109-110.

31. Ibid. p. 99.

32. Ibid. p. 100.
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basically relied upon the same philosophical sources that he

had discovered and utilised in the 1920's and the later part

of the 1910's.

There are a number of places in "Why We Need a New Economic

Order" that underline the influence of Max Weber. The first

indication is Niebuhr's apparent high regard for the pioneers of

capitalism, which was a major feature of Weberian thought.
Niebuhr remarked that: "Modern industry was created by pioneering

individuals who were forced to resist social and political

restraints which survived the attachment of the political state

to the feudal economic order." Niebuhr in a similar vein con¬

tinued "at first the owner was invariably the executive whose

administrative ability seemed to account for the success off the
33

enterprise.

Weber as a child was able to observe an entrepreneur in his

own family, and consequently was able to observe the founder of an

3E
enterprise at first hand. Weber described the entrepreneur as an

unusually "strong character" and felt that the entrepreneur needed

"along with the clarity of vision and ability to act... the virtue

of very definite and highly developed ethical qualities" which

could "command the absolutely indispensable confidence of cus¬

tomer and workman." Weber revealed his interest in the pioneers

of capitalism by outlining what the true founder of an enter¬

prise must be. "They were men who had grown up in the hard school

life, calculating and daring at the same time, above all temperate

and reliable, shrewd and completely devoted to their business

33* keinhold Niebuhr "Why we Need a New Economic Order" The World
Tomorrow (October, 1928) pp. 395-398, cited in Paul Merkley pp.
405-^18, hereafter cited as WWNNEO.

Keinhard Bendix, Max Weber an Intellectual Portrait (London,
1930) p. 50, hereafter cited as MW.
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w\th strictly bourgeois opinions and principles.Weber as

well as Niebuhr had a high opinion of the "pioneers", neverthe¬

less, both men realised that the entrepreneurs were not able to

set up a new economic order by themselves. Weber asserted

that: "In order that a manner of life so well adapted to the

pecularities of capitalism could be selected at all, i.e. should

come to dominate others It had to originate somewhere and

not in isolated individuals alone but as a way of life common to
37

the whole group of men."

Niebuhr mirrored Weber's opinion that the community was

important to the capitalistic system and was needed by the entre¬

preneur to counteract the drawbacks of what Weber called economic

traditionalism, i.e. avarice and the completely unscrupulous

acquisitive drive, and the accompanying desire of the worker for

more pay and less work and the unwillingness of the worker to

adapt himself to new methods. Niebuhr stated that: "Since

the pioneer stage of industry is passed and industrial processes

have become an integral part of the community's life and the

initiative of individual owners is decreasing, the cooperation

of the community as an increasing factor in industrial efficiency.

Niebuhr and Weber both recognised the ethical side of the economic

order as being of extreme value. Niebuhr asserted that "An

economic system which is based upon the assumption that greed is

the most effective spring of human action has the tendency of
hO

creating individuals who seem to substantiate that assumption."

35. max Weber The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
trans. Talcott Parsons (London, I930) p~i &9~.
36. KW p. 55.

37. PE p. 55. 38. MW p. 5L.

39. WWNNEC pp. A05-L18. AO. Ibid. pp. h05~bl8.
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v.eber was troubled as well by the presence of greed: "At all

periods of history, where ever it was possible, there has been

ruthless acquisition, bound to no ethical norms whatever."

loth men- considered greed and unlimited acquisition to be harm¬

ful but a continuing reality in an economic system such as

capitalism, vveber writing about unlimited acquisition stated

that: "with the break of tradition and the more or less complete

extension of free enterprise, even to within the social group,

the new thing was not generally ethically justified and encour-

aged, but only tolerated as fact." Niebuhr also speaking about

the greed found in modern enterprise avered that greed was "one

of the ethical byproducts of an economic order which may condemn

it in the eyes of the thoughtful even if society maintains it for
43

its supposed material benefits." Niebuhr, however, departed from

Weber in one particular area. Niebuhr believed that greed was

fixed in the structure of the present economic system while for

Weber greed came from the traditionalistic elements that still

retained a certain degree of influence in the present economic

system. Niebuhr, however, agreed with Weber's opinion that hard

work and frugal living should have its rewards in the economic

system, but Niebuhr sees this being prevented by the modern econ¬

omic set up and Weber by traditionalism.

Niebuhr as before extensively used Weber's idea that the

spirit of capitalism had its origins in Protestantism. In the

article "Would,Jesus Be a Churchman Today?" Niebuhr stated that

41. PS p. 57.

42. PS p. 50.

43. V/WNNSO pp. 405-418.
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"The most serious weakness of current Protestantism is that it

is enmeshed with the peculiar prejudices not only of the Nordic

peoples1 out of their coramerxcal class.
(i

R.H. Tawney a disciple of Weber made a definite impression

on Niebuhhr's thinking and in particular his classical deline¬

ation of the connection between the origins of capitalism and
45

individualism. The presence of this undercurrent is detected

in the statement that: "pioneer individuals were forced to resist

social and political restraints which survived the attachment of

the political state to the feudal economic order. Inevitably

they rationalised their conflict by idealising the values of free-
46

dom and individualism." This particular passage from "Why We

Need a New Economic Order" reminds one vividly of R.H. Tawney's

delineation of the connection between capitalism and the ideology
47

of individualism. R.H. Tawney quoted in Religion and the Rise

of Capitalism the merchants of Antwerp who wrote protesting to

Philip II about having been interfered with since for them:

"the cause of the prosperity of this city is the freedom
granted to those who trade there." Swept to wealth on the
crest of a wave of swiftly expanding enterprise, which a
century before would have seemed the wildest of fantasies
the liberal bourgeoisie of Antwerp pursued, in the teeth
of all precedents, a policy of practical individualism, ,

which would have been met in any other city by rebellion. ». °

Tawney continued with the observation that:

44. Reinhold Niebuhr "Would Jesus Be a Churchman Today?" The
World Tomorrow (December, 1928) pp. 492-493.

45. Merkley op. cit. p. 99.

46. WWNNBO pp. 405-413.

4?. Merkley op. cLt. p. 99-

48..R.H. Tawney Religion and the Rise of Capitalism An Historical
Btucly (London, 1926) p. 74, hereafter cited as RRC.



79

The law of nature had been invoked by mediaeval writers
as a moral restraint upon economic self-interest. By the
seventeenth century, a significant revolution had taken
place. "Nature" had come to connote, not divine ordinance,
but human appetites and natural rights were invoked by the
individualism of the age,as a reason why self-interest
should be given free lay.

Niebuhr recognised this process and remarked that: "inevitably

they rationalised their conflict by idealising the values of free¬

dom and individualism."-^ Niebuhr like fawney recognised that

there was a definite connection between the individualism of

the early capitalist and the individualism of the present

capitalistic system. Niebuhr understood as did fawney that

practical individualism became an ideology of individualism as

capitalism began to prosper, fawney and Weber both sketched the

spirit of individual enterprise as having been produced by the

Protestant spirit. Tawney acknowledged his indebtedness to Weber's

work, but criticises Weber on one point. "Weber ignores or at

least touches too lightly on, intellectual movements, which were

favorable to the growth of business enterprise and to an individual¬

istic attitude toward economic relations, but which had little to

do with religion.fawney disagreed with the degree of emphasis

Weber had placed upon religion as a source of the capitalistic

spirit. Niebuhr as has already been observed, tended towards

the Weberian approach and consequently ignored as did Weber the

other intellectual movements e.g. the political thought of the

Renaissance, which Tawney considered to be of importance.

There does not seem to be any real evidence for assuming

49. RnC p. 180.

50. WWNNEC pp. 405-418.

31» RRC p. .



any real Marxist commitment by Niebuhr at this early stage of

his academic career, niebuhr, however, did point out the

dangers of overproduction and the fact that: "industry only

aggravates the problem by lowering wages and cutting wages,

thus further restricting the buying power of the public."

Niebuhr's doubts about Marx's system of analysis and Marx's

conclusions at the time that "Why We heed a New Economic

Order" was written is illustrated by Niebuhr8s disquiet at the

possibility of revolutionary change.

The question is v/hether society can gain sufficient social
intelligence to modify the present system step by step as
the need arises and as traditional methods become unwork¬
able or whether through the stubbornness and blindness of
the holders of power and privilege and through the ignor¬
ance of the masses the system will be permitted to
disintegrate until change can come only through revolution.

Although Niebuhr understood that there was a possibility of

revolution he undoubtedly favored the gradual modification of the

economic system over the possibility of revolutions an opinion

that he will re-examine in the coming years. Niebuhr stated

that "A society which is able to modify its processes and relation¬

ships to fit new situations may gradually evolve new systems out
C/i

of old ones.' Niebuhr8s "step by step" modification is remini¬

scent of Pabian socialism or "gas-and-water" socialism, a type

of socialism present in America among certain intellectuals in

the 1920'a. This concept of a modification of the system instead

of an abrupt change is a conviction that was also held by the

"social—d-ospelers". In 1923 Niebuhr did not consider revolution

to be inevitable. Niebuhr avered that "The more complex an

52. WWNNEO pp. 305-^18.

836 ibiLi m

5^ . I bid. .
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an economic and social relationship becomes, the less forceful

is the logic of revolutionaries." Niebuhr in 1923 although

involved with socialism and Marxist doctrines was still only

beginning to turn to Marx.

There are other philosophical overtones that appear in 1928

from another familiar source that of William James. In 1928

Earth's Das Wort Gpttes una die Theologle appeared in translation

making Earth's .work available for the first time in English.
57• Niebuhr was given this work to review for the Christian Century.

The book review led to a series of articles which was initiated
58

by the article "Earth - Apostle of the Absolute".- This article

is significant not only because it was the first article by

Niebuhr on the work of Barth, but also because one finds Niebuhr

confronting Barth at the beginning of his teaching career, and

doing so while standing within the tradition of William James:^
confirming what Niebuhr was to later write to a friend "I am in

the William James5 tradition. He was both an empiricist and a

religious man, and his faith was both the consequence and the
60

presupposition of his pragmatism."

56. WWNNEG pp. 905-918.

57* Merkley op. cit. p. 137•

58. "Earth - Apostle of the Absolute" Christian Century (Dec. 1928)
pp. 523-29; "Church Currents in Germany" Christian Century (Aug.
1930) up. 959-960; "Earthianism and the Kingdom" Christian Century
(July 1931) pp. 929-25; "Barthianism and the Political Reaction"
Christian Century (June, 1939) pp. 757-59, "Marx, Earth, and the
Israel's Prophets" Christian Century (Jan. 1935) PP« 138-190;
"Karl Barth and Democracy" Kadical Keligion (Winter, 1938);"narl
Barth on Politics" A.naical Religion (Spring, 1939) .

59. Merkley op. cit. p. 139.

60. CC p. 229.



, Although the 'first article on Barth by Niebuhr is curiously
61

ambiguous, the sway of the tradition of William James is clear.

Both Niebuhr and James were empirically oriented. James and

Niebuhr both looked upon the world as being essentially.incom¬

plete, contingent and continually productive of the new and
62

novel; what James called the "pluralistic universe"; Niebuhr
63

called a dynamic universe. Both James and Niebuhr realised

that the unpredictable universe could not be contained within

a closed philosophical system. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. points

out that James thought that monism as well as absolutism were

the end and the miserable culmination of what he called "tender

mindness". for Niebuhr absolutism and monism were both incorrect

in their ways of picturing the universe. James considered the

incompleteness of preception and the crudity of experience as the

essence of reality. Whereas, Niebuhr who was committed to the

ultimate explanation, developed the category of paradox to deal

with the antinomies which formed the substance of James8 "radical
64

empiricism". James used pragmatism as a method of settling

metaphysical disputes; whereas Niebuhr used this method to break
65

through the pretensions that are to be found in all ideas.

Niebuhr in the article "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute"

asserted that "... ultimately there is no more peace in dogmatism

61. Merkley op. cit. p. 137.

62. Hobert Hill Kartrnan The Use of Theology in Keinhold Niebuhr's
Interpretation of History (unpublished thesis, 1969) p. 153.

63. Schlesinger op, cit. p. 131.

64. Ibid. p. 131-2.

65. Hartman op. cit, p. 153«
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than in magic." James rejected the dogmatism of supernatural-

ism as well as the mysticism of the Monist and called for

pluralism and an experiemtnal supernaturalism. James felt uneasy

about the presence of dogma and mysticism; rejecting them both

as being representative of any final answer. Niebuhr as well

felt uneasy about dogmatism and magic and saw no hope of a solu¬

tion by retreating to either of these extremes although he

realised that there were worthwhile elements in both of these
67

approaches as did James.

Niebuhr in "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute" also made

another comment reminiscent of James:

We can escape relativity and uncertainty only by piling
experience upon experience, checking hypothesis against
hypothesis, correcting errors by considering new perspect¬
ives, and finally by letting the experience^of the race
qualify the individual's experience of God.00

Niebuhr wished to make use of the experiences of a person both

the mental and physical experiences and to combine all the exper¬

iences of men in order to escape relativity. One can hear the

echo of this thinking in the words of William James in The

Varieties of heligious Experience: A Study in Human Nature. Jame

wished to redeem religion from what he called "unwholesome privacy

and to give "public status" to its deliverances. James called

for the comparison of experience when he avered that:

We are thinking beings, and we cannot exclude the
intellect from participating in any of our functions.
Even in soliloquising with ourselves, we construe our
feelings intellectually. Both our personal ideas and
our religious and mystical experiences must be interpre-

66. heinhold Niebuhr "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute" Christian
Century (Dec. 13, 1928) p. 1524, hereafter cited as BAA.

67. Kalph Barton Perry The Thought and Character of William
James (.London, 1937) v. II p. 334."
68. BAA p. 1524.
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ted congruously with the kind of scenery which our thinking
mind inhabits... moreover, we must exchange our feelings
with one another, and in doing so we have to speak, and to
use general and abstract verbal formulas. Conceptions and
constructions are thus a necessary part of religion, and
as moderator amid the clash of hypotheses, and mediator
among the criticisms of one man's by another, philosophy
will always have much to do.5^

James assumed that "Good", "Bad", and "obligation" were objects

of feeling and desire, which had no.foothold or anchorage in
70 .

Being, apart from the existence of actually living minds. Nie-

buhr did not entirely agree since he considered morals in terms

of good and evil as being bound up with the concept of God and

not just a subjective idea. Niebuhr stated that "'God be merciful

to me a sinner' should result in creative social activity as well
71

as in a religious assurance of pardon." Niebuhr had revealed,

however, the basic pragmatic tone of his thinking in the state¬

ment: "But if the realization of the tragedy of sin merely

bruises the sensitive soul with efforts to find theological,

metaphysical, and mystical solutions for the problems of our

morality, the poor devils who bear in their bodies the agony of

social injustice may be pardoned if they regard religion with
72

indifference and contempt."

Niebuhr agreed with James' moralist principles when he

expressed his fear of the soul taking flight "into the absolute

v/hich can neither be established upon historical grounds nor

69. William James The Varieties of Religious Sxoerience: A Study
in Human Nature (London, 1902) ju 432, hereafter cited as VRE.

70. William James Essays on faith and Morals (London, 1949)
p. 197, hereafter cited as ELM.

71. BAA p. 1524, .

72. BAA p. 1324.
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justified by a strictly rational process, but can only be assumed
73

and dogmatically asserted because it seems morally necessary."

James also feared this flight of the soul into absolutism be¬

cause it stiffens itself in the notion "that certain things

absolutely should be, and rejects the truth that at the bottom

it makes no difference what is,..." and will find itself "thwarted
yg

and' perplexed and bemuddled by the facts of the world,...".

However, James opined that the subjectivist is correct when he

is; willing "to seek harmony by toning dov/n the sensitiveness of
75

the .feelings." While Niebuhr believed that "It is the business
76

of religion to create a sensitive conscience." -There is little

question that James still had an effect in 1928 upon Niebuhr in

his 'approach to a multitude of problems, but Niebuhr did not

always agree with James.

Niebuhr and James both were in favor of comparing religion

to the experiences of mankind. Both take the approach that the

life of the believer is the important point from v/hic'n one should

judge the worth of certain ideas. James and Niebuhr were both

in favor of approaching the judgement of an issue from the stand¬

point of what will best conform to the facts of life. Both men

took the stand that human need and the concrete life of a

human being is the point at which to determine whether or not a

truth is of "value", i.e. is of use. Niebuhr like James appreci¬

ated' the value of comparing religion to all experiences and all

hypotheses.

73. BAA p. 1526.

76. EFM p. 107.

75« BFM p. 106.
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Another article of importance from the standpoint of

philosophical influence was written in 1928 ana appeared in The

Christian Century. In the article "The Confessions of a Tired

Radical" one can detect the part that Spengler played in Nie-

buhr's thinking. In this article there is a suggestion of

Spengler in Niebuhr's general approach to the idea of "peoples"

or "groups". Spengler in The hoc line of the ■■ or-1; started the

chapter entitled "Cities and Peoples, Races, Kongues" by dis¬

agreeing with the romantics

idea of the "people" in the moral-enthusiastic sense of
the word. If, here and there, in earlier time a new
religion, a new ornamentation, a new architec-ture, or a
new script appeared the question that it raised, presented
itself to the investigator thus - what was the name of the
people who produced the phenomenon? ... The purpose of this
chapter is to demolish this romantic conception. What has
inhabited the earth since the Ice Age is man not "peoples".

Niebuhr had the same general attitude as Spengler about the

misuse of the idea "peoples" and he went on and'asserted that

"the fact seems to be that all groups, religious and racial, tend

to preserve their self-respect by adopting contemptuous attitudes

toward other groups and to express their appreciation of their
78

own characteristic culture by depreciating that of others.

Spengler underlined the presence of race hatred in cultures. In

speaking of race Spengler is of the opinion that "the feeling of

'being* different is the more potent on both sides, the more

breed the individual possesses." Spengler felt that many

intellectuals have overlooked the concept of race and consequently

the deep hatred, "which is the beat-difference of two currents of

77o DW II p. 113• •

78. Keinhold Niebuhr "The Confessions of a Tired Radical" The
Christian Century (Aug. 30, 1928) p. 10^6, hereafter cited as CTR.
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being manifested as an unbearable dissonance a hatred that may
79

become tragic for both,..." Spengler was aware of the presence

of race-hatred and also of the dangers of not recognising the

consequences of this phenomenon. Niebuhr like Spengler recog¬

nised the total feeling of race-hatred or group hatred, and stated

that ".... the majority seems to be the most bigoted simply

because it is in a position where it can indulge its arrogance
80

more freely." Niebuhr in recognition of the total feeling of

race-hatred pointed out that the minority develops "an animus

against the majority which makes it quite impossible to deal
81

scientifically with the whole problem of group animosities."

Niebuhr undoubtedly as did Spengler deduced the general feeling

of group distrust as being at the root of race-hatred. Spenglerr

however, unlike Niebuhr was not campaigning for the extinction of

this particular human fault, although he did recognise the

ramifications of the problem, whereas Niebuhr was searching for

ways to defeat this particular problem of society.

There was little doubt that Spengler considered group

alignment or "peoples" as necessary. Spengler stated that: "for

me the people is a unit of the soul". Spengler arrived at the

conclusion that this was the one and only connotation of the

word "people", and pointed out that "neither unity of speech nor

physical descent is decisive. That which distinguishes the people

from the population, raises it up out of the population, and will

one day let it find its level again in the population is always

the lived experience of 'we'". A note of approval for this concept

79. DV/ II p. 315. .

80. CTA p. 1046.

31. CTN p. 1046.
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of alignment by Niebuhr is found in the statement: "Among races

and classes which are still fighting for their place in the sun,

8 T
group loyalty seems a necessary virtue." However, Niebuhr

unliKe Spengler calls for the removal of these groups:

. . . yet on the whole it would seem that, in a world in which
groups have been thrown into such intimate contact with
each other, our educational and religious emphasis ought to
be on loyalty to standards, values, truths and ideals
rather than to any group which is supposed to incorporate
them.

Spengler's general approach to the concept of race can be

heard faintly ringing in the thought of Niebuhr. Niebuhr, however

did not follow slavishly the approach of Spenglerj on the contrary,

there is rather a marked difference in conclusions, once the

central premise that groups and peoples are an outmoded concept

has been passed. Both Spengler and Niebuhr are of the opinion

that peoples and groups as unities have certain general character¬

istics and patterns of behavior for all men both east and west.

There is a strong and definite overtone of the Spenglerian

approach when ^iebuhr sets up the problem as a general problem

of mankind, i.e. gathering together in groups is a universal

feeling. Nevertheless, both Spengler and Niebuhr realised that

the concept of a group or "people" contained certain false

presuppositions.

Any method of following Niebuhr's change from his

perfectionist stance of the early twenties to the Christian

Marxism of the thirties is aided by a close study of his changing

attitude toward pacifism. There is little doubt that Niebuhr's

pacifism collapsed under the Marxist inspired critique of liber-

83- CTK p. 1047.
,84. CTN p. 1047.
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alism of which pacifism was the last lingering representative.

Niebuhr finally broke with the tradition of Christian social

radicalism, which contained a mild form of socialism while
* <•' 85

disavowing the use of violence. This break is vividly
0

illustrated by Niebuhr's abandonment of the Fellowship of he-

conciliation which was a pacifistic organization founded by

Henry T. Hodgkin, with which Niebuhr had at one time been deeply

involved to the extent of becoming the National Chairman.

Not only is the study of pacifism useful in discerning the

signs of Niebuhr's growing commitment to Christian Marxism but

it is also an excellent indicate of Niebuhr's use. of pragmatism.

As has been noted Niebuhr was drawn to the idea of pragmatism

and this can be clearly seen in Niebuhr's nascent modification

of the absolute pacifistic position in the article "Pacifism and
O ry

the Use of Force". Niebuhr in this article puzzled over the

fact that the absolute was always being brought into question by

the realities of life. In Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed

Cynic Niebuhr acknowledged that: "Those of us who make adjustments

between the absolute ideal of our devotion and the necessities of

the immediate situation lack peace, because we can never be.sure
OO
uO

that we have our adjustment at the right place," In the preface

of Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic Niebuhr revealed his

interest in the ramifications of pragmatism in particular when

there was the collation of the realistic with the absolute or'in

85. Ctone op. cit. p. 58.

36. Donald B. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Nealslm
(1919-19^-1) (Berkl.ey, I960) pp. 50-51» hereafter cited as P3PK.

87.,Good op. cit. p. 71.

0 c, LNTC p, 196,



Niebuhr's terms the prophet with the statesman. Niebuhr
» x

asservated that: "the moral achievements of statesmen must be

judged in terms which take account of the limitations of human

society which the statesman must, and the prophet need not,

consider.

In "Pacifism and the Use of Force" there are indications of

a serious modification in the viev/s of Niebuhr about pacifism.

In this article one finds Niebuhr differentiating between violent
90

coercion and non-violent coercion. Niebuhr wrote that: "He

(the writer) must begin, therefore, by stating two positions

which represent the two poles of his thought." Niebuhr continued

"one is that the use of physical violence in international life

has impressed itself upon his mind as an unmitigated and un¬

justified evil." However, at this point Niebuhr varies with

the absolute pacifist: "The other is that some form of social

compulsion seems necessary and justified on occasion in all but
91

the most ideal human societies." Niebuhr went even further

and recognised the fact that even though non-violent coercion is

an evil it is a necessary evil, and it is not morally inferior
92

to "non-resistance", which conotes the lack of coercion. Niebuhr

pragmatically observed that:

... it seems that the world in which we live is not so

spiritual that it is always possible to prompt the
wrongdoer to contrition merely be appealing to his con¬
science and to that of the society in which he lives.
It may be necessary to deprive him of some concrete ad-

89. LNTC p. xii.

90. Good op. cit. p. 71.

91. Reinhold Niebuhr "Pacifism and the Use of Force" The .voric
Tomorrow (may, 1928) p. 218, hereafter cited as PUF.

92. Good op. cit. p. 71.



vantage or inflict some obvious harm upon him to bring
him to his senses. in other words, Ghandhi's boycott in
India and the Chinese boycott against the English in
Hongkong and the strike of the industrial worker would
seem to be necessary strategies in the kind of world.in
which we live. It is possible to justify the use of such
force without condoning violence of any kind.93

Here again one sees Niebuhr partaking of the fruits of pragmatism

when Niebuhr began to realise that moral exhortation may remain

ineffective where disproportionate power tempts exploitation.

This is the first step in Niebuhr's.rejection of pacifism which

resulted from taking a pragmatic approach to the problem. James

stood against pacifism of the type put forth by the "socialistic

peace advocates" because they were upholding a we'ak position.

James avered that: "the duties, penalties and sanctions pictured

in the Utopias they (the pacifist) paint are ail too weak and
9J

tame to touch the military-minded." James sitw the need for^

force although he advocated the military virtues unlike Niebuhr,

but James also approved of the pacifism of Tolstoi for its con¬

sistent pessimism about the world's values which was pragmatic

in James estimation. James was against the absolute values that

the pacifist apply to the world, and took the stand that the

military method was better because it was more realistic in its
95

approach. Niebuhr was beginning to stray from the patn of

pacifism spurred on by some of the same reasons and the realisatio

that pacifism's weapons were too ineffectual. Kobert C. Good is

of the opinion xhat with the rejection of pacifism there goes

96
hand-in-hand a formaulation of a pragmatic social ethic.

93» PUF p. 219.

99. £FM p. 301.

95- Ibid. p. 301.

96. Good op. cit. p. 75-
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The article "What the War Did to My Mind" was published in

1923 in which Niebuhr analyzed the twists and turns of his in¬

tellectual life, ten years after the Great War. In this article

Niebuhr confessed to having already started the long road from

liberalism to cynisism and realism before the beginning of the

1920's. Niebuhr speaking of the Great war avered that: "when

it ended and the full tragedy of its fraticides had been revealed,
97

1 had become a realist trying to save myself from cynicism."

Niebuhr confirmed that he no longer completely believed in or

held with the hope of the liberals. Niebuhr was no longer a

believer in the unbroken line of progress in civilization, a
QO

fact confirmed by his turn to Spengler. 0 "Now I saw how civil¬

ization was enlarging the areas of conflict, increasing the units

of battle and sharpening the tools of destruction." The cynical

tone was reiterated when Niebuhr added that "Civilization was

not a victory of the human spirit over nature. It was only
99

partly that. It was also the arming of the brute in man." The

conclusion of this article illustrates the combination of realism,

pessimism ana liberalism that was characteristic of Niebuhr's

writings during the later twenties. The liberal credo still comes

through in Niebuhr8s conclusions:

We can only start where other generations have left off
and wean man of his hatreds, enlarge the areas of co-oper¬
ation, reduce the misunderstanding by education, check greed
by self-restraint in the individual and dispel fears by
destroying the obsession of man with physical force.

97. Keinhold Niebuhr "What the War uid to My Mind" Christian Cen¬
tury (Spet. 27, 1926) pp. II6I-II63, hereafter cited as WWDMM.

98. William Allen Greenlaw Reinhold Niebuhr as Theologian: A New
Interpretation (unpublished thesis, 1972) p. 40.

99. wWDMM p. 1162.

100. w WDMM p. 1163.
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The Crash (1929)

In the awful last week of October, 1929 the Stock Market in

the United States collapsed. In two insane months the market

lost all the ground that it had gained in two manic years. It

was not the wild decline of the Stock Market that damaged the

faith of a generation firmly wedded to the conviction of never-

ending prosperity. It was the high rate of unemployment. In

Munice, Indiana, known as "Middle Town" every fourth factory

worker was out of a job and in Chicago the majority of working

girls were earning less than twenty-five cents an hour. In the

nation as a whole the residential construction fell by ninty-

five percent. Eighty-five thousand businesses failed. The national

volume of salaries dwindled forty percent, wages sixty percent and

dividends fifty-six percent. And the worst aspect of the Great

Depression was that there seemed to be no end to it no turning

point, no relief. In 1930s the national income fell precipit¬

ously from eighty-seven billion dollars to seventy-five billion

dollars; in 1931 to fifty-nine billion dollars; in 1932 to forty-

two billion dollars; ana by 1933 the United States was virtually

prostrate with the income of the country down to thirty-nine

billion dollars, .with fourteen million unemployed sitting on

street corners haunting the land. The spirit of America seemed
, 101

to ce crushed.

In 1929 hiebuhr's doubts were deepening about the basic

tenets of liberalism. The "crash" of the Stock Market was an

event that was to greatly effect Niebuhr. Donald 3. Meyer inter-

101. Robert L. Reilbroner The Worldly Philosophers (hew York,
1953) PP« 2o0-2o2.
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prsts this period as being similar to the period that Earth

went through when the German Social Democrats voted for the war

credits in 1914. This crisis was not as severe a crisis as the

one that Earth faced since Earth expected a great deal from the

Social Democrats whereas Niebuhr's expectations were already

declining and he expected little from the unreconstructed capit-
10 2

alistic system. ^ This period brought about a change in Niebuhr'

ways of assessing society ana he began to become more ana more

convinced of the correctness of Spengler's pessimistic approach

which held that decay was present in society and in particular
103

m the middle-class.

In 1929 Niebuhr's criticisms were not influenced to any great

extent by Marxism. Niebuhr doubted that the new order would be

any more just than the old and saw no guarantee that the new order

would be more just. Niebuhr regarded the hopes of the Marxist

for justice from the coming new order as merely a romantic

illusion and any hopes of eliciting moral sensitivity from viol¬

ence as illusory. Niebuhr's pacifism prevented him in 1929 from

subscribing to the Marxist doctrine of revolution, however, a

good many of Niebuhr's goals for society would have fitted into

the socialist program. As the depression deepened so did Niebuhr'

pessimism about the effectiveness of liberal attempts to reform

+ V, 4- 104the system.

In late 1929 Niebuhr after reflecting upon the depression in

the city of New York began to call for the abandonment of any

102, PSPR p. 249.

103 • PSPR p. 228.

104. Stone op. cit. p, 35-



95

hope for significant reform through the two major political

parties; he considered the Socialist Party to be the only effect¬

ive organisation for this purpose. Wiebuhr hoped that the

socialist would concentrate on winning congressional seats and

through effective organisation rise to a position of power. Nie-

buhr urged the Socialist Party to abandon its dependence upon

the programs of the communist as well as the American Federation

of Labor. By 1929 Niebuhr had completely rejected the laissez-

faire approach to economic theory labeling it a boon to the

privileged which hindered necessary progress.

Another factor that had a continuing effect upon Niebuhr was

the signing of the Pact of Paris in July, 1919 which when declared

effective already saw two of the signatories at war. The Pact of

Paris was the high point of the idealistic approach to inter¬

national affairs and the beginning of its rapid decline. The

inadequacy of tire, liberal world view was measured "by the growing**

c

chasm betv/een the expectations of the early 1920 's and the events

of the late 1920's and early 1930's. Niebuhr was one of the

earliest to attack the assumptions of the liberal world view.

There is present in the thought of Niebuhr a strong pessimis¬

tic undercurrent rooted in the concepts of Oswald Spengler. In

the article "We are Being Driven" one can detect the echo of

Bpengler's words about the mechanical civilization of the 'West.

"But for that very reason Faustian man has become the slave of

his creation. His number and the arrangement of life as he lives

it, have been driven by the machine on a path where there is no

turning back. "-l05 Niebuhr agreed with this analysis of mechanical

105. DvV v. II p. 50b.



96

civilization. Niebuhr quoted C.F. Andrews who had recently

visited the United States: "You are not driving the machine of
1 o 6

civilization; you are being driven."x Niebuhr commented that

"those words have haunted my mind: You are being driven."
i 06

Spengler believed "The machine" had bred three great figures
in the "economy of the machine-industry"; the three figures are

the entrepreneur, the engineer, and the factory-worker. Spengler

commented that the "machine-industry" forces the entrepreneur
107

not less than the workman to obedience." ' One finds the same

tone in Niebuhr's statement concerning the executives: "no

wonder they (the executives) feel no more secure- in their jobs

than the poor devils who are on the production lines. These high

priced executives may be feathering their nests, while the gravy
10 3

is good, but they are being driven." There is also the hint o

coming disaster that will become a dominant theme in Niebuhr's

thinking. Niebuhr in the conclusion of this article stated:

"But as long as we must keep this productive process going we

cannot bother to avert the danger of an ultimate international
°

109
catastrophe. o

In the article "Political Action ana Social Change" Niebuhr

still was searching for an overall view which was lacking in

most of his articles that were published in 19B9*

In the article "Political Action and Social Change" Niebuhr

revealed his growing confusion that preceded the so-called

"Marxist phase". In this article Niebuhr seemed to be of two

106. Keinhold Niebuhr "We Are Being Driven" The Christian Century
(May 1, 19^9) p. 5?6, hereafter cited as W3D.

107. DW v. it p. 504.

106. WBD p. 576.

109. WBD p. 579-



minds about the issue of social change. Niebuhr quite readily

admitted that he supported the ideas of the Socialist: "There

is nothing in the program of the Socialist platform of the 1928

election to which anyone who is aware of the trend of industrial

and economic events could take exception." Niebuhr then prag¬

matically asked "whether the political traditions of our people

might not make the formation of a new party, including farmers

ana workers from the day of its organization, wise political
110

strategy?" Niebuhr, however, completely condemned the idea

of communism: "Communism is a philosophy which springs from
2.2.2.

either despair or romantic perfectionism." Al'though Niebuhr

supported the Socialist Party he still fell back upon certain

liberal motifs. Niebuhr called for the education of the middle-

class and the organization of "economic life so that it will
2.1 o

secure the highest measure of justice for all classes..." ^

Niebuhr appealed to xhe whole of society to work for a solution

to the problem. Niebuhr throughout condemned the use of violence

by anyone to gain their ends. It is quite evident that Niebuhr

still had liberal tendencies in his approach to reform, but with

strong overtones of socialism which pointed to his coming trans¬

formation.

The Last Days of Liberalism (1930)

In 1930 one of the Socialist Party's candidates was Neinhold

Niebuhr. Actually Niebuhr had been somewhat surprised to find

110. Neinhold Niebuhr "Political Action and Social Change" The
*7oriel Tomorrow ^Defc. 1929) p. 493.

111. Ibid, p. 493.

112. Ibid. p. 493.
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himself a candidate of the Socialist Party in the 1930 election,.

Maurice J. Godboom then an active member of the Socialist Party

tells us that Niebuhr did run in 1930s but he was an unwilling

candidate in some ways. Apparently, while Niebuhr was in Europe

the Socialist Party filed a designating petition for him and

Niebuhr' did not send in his declination until after the legal

deadline, The climax of the story during the primaries was that

a group at Union Theological Seminary organised the voters to

vote for Niebuhr in the primaries, and Niebuhr was therefore

nominated against his will. This was also counter to the wishes
113

of the trustees of Union Theological Seminary.

In 1930 Niebuhr made a trip to the Soviet Union which was an

indication of his increasing involvement with Marxism. Niebuhr

was one of a group of United States" churchmen who traveled to

Russia to study the new society. Out of this trip came five

articles for the Christian Century. Niebuhr was struck by the

enthusiasm among the people of Russia about the accomplishments

of the revolution. Niebuhr felt that the great pride of the

people in their accomplishments would carry the revolution through

the years during which the leaders must ask for the sacrifice of

private consumption in the interest of the industrial advance¬

ment of the whole nation. The sense of national pride that Nie¬

buhr found in kussia was an exciting experience since he was

accustomed to the rampant individualism and the selfishness of

the capitalistic world. Niebuhr concluded that the reasons for

the sacrifices by the Russians was to be found in man's perennial

need for religious faith. The Russian people were finding a pur-

113. CC pp. 163-lob.
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pose in life in what can only be called a religious experience

in their constructive experiment which constituted a positive

religious gain as opposed to the religious nourishment that

they had failed to receive from their churches. However, Niebuhr

was not entirely optimistic about Russian society; he foresaw

that the Russian people might become so swollen with pride over

their accomplishments that they would not admit their dependence

on the eternal, Niebuhr feared like Spengler that under the

influence of years of hard discipline and autocratic authority

the people would become like the machines that they worshipped.

Niebuhr feared that the hearts of the Russian people would become
114

hardened by their own self-sufficiency.

Another indication of Niebuhr's growing involvement with

the Socialist philosophy was his connection with the Fellowship

of Socialist Christians. the F.S.C. was founded in late 1930

at which time Niebuhr became a member and in fact a dominant

member. This group was devoted to the ideal of the socialist

translation of Christian principles and had definite links with

the Socialist^Party. The appearance of the Fellowship marked
0

the beginning of a Protestant social realism that was self¬

consciously opposed to liberalism. Donald B. Meyer submits that

Niebuhr was a leading figure in the Fellowship with its two
115 . ,

fronts -political and religious.

The increasing interest in the evils of economic self-interest

by Niebuhr is apparent in the article "The Preaching of Repent¬

ance". Niebuhr pointed out that there are "comparatively few

114. Merkley op. cit. pp. 195-499.

115. PSPR pp. 177-178.
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laymen in the churches who have ever been led to understand to

how large a degree their religious and political opinions are
116

merely rationalizations of their economic interests. ' In the

area of economic interest Niebuhr spoke in somewhat the same way

as had V/eber and Marx. Weber recognised that ideas were affected
117

by political ana economic interests, and connected economic

interest with religious interest. In Wirtschaft una Gesellschaft

Weber stated that: "the actions or ideas which are religiously

or 'magically" motivated are by no means to be separated from the

round of everyday, purposeful activity, especially since the

purposes of those actions and ideas are themselves predominantly
118

economic.

In another article Niebuhr again referred to several Weberian

ideas that bore a close resemblance to the ideas of Marx. Niebuhr

realised that there was a need for power when rebelling against

arbitrary and unrestricted power. In "Is Stewardship Ethical?"

Niebuhr stared that "The student of history is forced to draw

his conclusions in terms which come perilo.ulyy near to the

assumptions of economic determinism. He will, if he is wise,

escape the moral enervation of complete determinism as being
1 1 Q

inconsistent with the facts." Niebuhr as had Marx recognised

the importance of economic self-interest as an aid in understand¬

ing history, but as did V/eber refused to admit that economic self-

116. Heinhold Niebuhr "The Preaching of Hepentence" The Christian
Century (June 18, 1930) P» 780.

117. Bendix op. cit. p. 46.

118. Ibid. p. 93-'
119. Heinhold Niebuhr "Is Stewardship Ethical?" The Christian
—enw-u.,Y. wipnl 30, 1930) p. 557, hereafter cited as ISE.
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interest was the reason behind all historical events. Niebuhr

wanted people to recognise that economic self-interest was a very

important factor in ethical freedom. Niebuhr, however, when

asked to choose between depending upon economic determinism and
c

and not depending upon economic determinism for ethical judgements

preferred to err toward the use of economic deteminism as a
r- - 121

basis for his judgements. Niebuhr like both Marx and Weber
*>o

saw a connection between human behavior and economic interest,

and the need for the use of economic force, which again is a

step away from the absolute pacifistic position. A summary of

Niebuhr's position at this juncture is that:

Without using economic force in the form of the strike or
the threat, and political force through the creation of a
political party which protects "the interests of the less
privileged members of an industrial community, there is no
possibility of equalising the privilege and destroying the
arbitrary pov/er.-^^
Niebuhr in his editorial "Europe's Keligious Pessimism"

dealt with the question of optimism as opposed to pessimism.

Niebuhr came to the conclusion that "/is between religious pess¬

imism and religious optimism, 1 suppose pessimism is more

dangerous." ^ niebuhr like James recognised the dangers of both

extremes. James rejected pessimism as well as optimism for the
124

middle ground of "meliorism", while Niebuhr had begun to

appreciate the realism of the pessimistic position. Niebuhr

120. Anthony Jiddens Capitalism and modern Social Theory: An Analysis
of the ..rixlnms of itarx, Durkhein and max Weber (.London 1971) p. 195*

121. 1SE p. 55?.

122. ISii p. 556.

123. Keinhold Niebuhr "Europe's Keligious Pessimisni' The Christian
Century (Aug. 27, 1930) p. l033» hereafter cited as ERP.

124. 'William James Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of
rninking (new fork 1946) p. 265, hereafter cited as Pan.
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underlined this preference in his evaluation that "while pessimism

is more dangerous than optimism it is also in many respects
125

more realistic and more spiritual."

Other writings that offer information as to Niebuhr's phil¬

osophical sources are the five editorials that Niebuhr wrote for

the Christian Century during his visit to Kussia. These articles

are an exceedingly revealing source of information as to Niebuhr's

crystalising theology and thought. They are also instructuve

both in pointing to Niebuhr's deepening commitment to Marxist

thought and his continuing interest in the ideas of William James.

The first editorial of interest is. entitled '"The Church in

Kussia", in which we find James* idea of the "will-to-believe"

reappearing:

Nothing not even a mere adequate church, would save modern
Kussia from irreligion. The new Kussia is bent upon
industrialization and has thrown all of its spiritual re¬
sources with such abandon into this task that it cannot

possibly be alive to those s.spects of life which transcend
every historic situation and even the most urgent immediate
problems. Some time it will again realise that when man
has solved his immediate problem he confronts the more
ultimate problems of human life itself and its relation to
the mysteries of the universe... That is why religion is
the possession of the poor who are not interested in the
problem of physical well being and of the well-to-do who
have solved, it. That is why religion is at once a precioys,,
and a perilous escape from the immediate to the ultimate

Niebuhr like James before him considered the will-to-believe to

be an irreducible element in a man's makeup. James held that after

the intellect had investigated all that it can of the world there

still remains a brute and baffling fact to man's reason. if

reason cannot be satisfied then at least it can be silenced by

representing the world in a way that satisfies itself. James .

125. ERP p. 1033*

126. Keinhold Niebuhr "The
Censury (Sept. 24, 1930) p

Church in Kussia" The Christian
1145.
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considered belief to be necessary because v/ith the abstinence

from belief there is the loss of the chance of finding truth,'

or its equivalent, which is disbelief. Disbelief is not proved

by sensible facts as is belief which is positive and fruitful.

James understood that belief was dictated by the preferences of
127

our practical nature. Niebuhr also held that the will-to-

believe to be a part of man's nature, and also understood belief
%

to be aimed at the practical problems of the world which were

more important because of the presence of pverty. Niebuhr as in
the case of Russia and as James befae him considered faith to be

an integral part of society. James had stated:

A social organism of any sort whatever, large or small,
is what it is because each member will simultaneously do
theirs, wherever a desired result is achieved by the co¬
operation of many independent persons, its existence as a
fact is a pure consequence of the - ursive faith in one
another of those immediately concerned... There are then
cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a preliminary
faith exists in its coming.-*-^6

James ana Niebuhr both recognised that the will-to-believe was

an irreducible fact of man's nature and that this will-to-beiieve

can be applied to the ultimate or to the world. Niebuhr dif¬

ferentiated slightly from James by making this an either/or

statement while James considered both to exist, but James did not

say that one or the other must exist.

Another interesting aspect of this editorial, which is an

example of what will become more and more obvious as Niebuhr

comes closer to marxism, was his criticism of the liberal church

using the weapons given to him by Marx. In the editorial "The

127. Perry op. cib. V. II pp. 209-211.

128, T?FM pp. 55-5a.
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Church in Russia" there is an early example of this tendency.

Niebuhr dated that "After all the liberal church of America is

intimately related to economic reaction as was the Russian church

to tsarist oppression." JNiebuhr utilized the Marxist concept

that the church was an instrument of economic repression.,

In the article "Russia Makes the Machine a God" Niebuhr again

underlined his belief that "the will to believe is an irreducible

part of the human character." Niebuhr went even further and made

the statement that "A nation needs a religion..." elaborating

upon this theme he asservated that "Russia's new religion is

industrialization." Niebuhr noted that the new religion of Russia
129

was as vital and unquestloning as all new religions. As one

would expect Niebuhr turned to philosophical sources such as

Weber and Marx both of whom had foreseen mature capitalism as

being the situation in which religion will be replaced by social

organisations in which technological rationality reigns supreme.-^0
Another statement of interest that calls to mind yet another

philosophical source is Niebuhr!s fear of a machine oriented

culture which resembles Spengler's fear of a machine oriented

Raustian culture; "on the whole, I see little difference between

10"1tne American and the Russian naive enthusiasm for the machine."

One can hear the lingering echo of Spengler's warning about the

dangers of the machine, and the blindness of Western man toward

the dangers of enslavement by the machine.-^

129. Reinhold Niebuhr "Russia .Makes the Machine Its God" fhe
Christian Century (Sept. 10, 1930) p. 1061, hereafter cited as RMM.

130. Gicdens op. cit. p. 215-

131» RMM p. 1081.

132. Dw v. II pp. 504-505.
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In the editorial "The Land of Extremes" Niebuhr noted the

extremes that were present in the Russian character as had

Spengler. Spengler commented on the extreme metaphysical spec¬

ulation in Russia and asserted that the Russians saw all "things

with an eye of faith even when the ostensible topic is franchise,
-Ob

chemistry or women's education... Spengler as did Niebuhr

commented on the resistance of Russia to industrialisation in the

last century. Niebuhr remarked that Russian:

mysticism is more other worldly and its irreligion more
consistent, in former days its contrast between poverty
and wealth was more vivid and its present insistence that
the contrast be eliminated is more undeviating, its
resistance to industrialism was more stubborn in the last
century and its acceptance of it in this century is more
unqualified than anything known in the western world.

Niebuhr unlike Spengler classified Russia with the rest of the

T'austian world, but essentially made the same observations about

Russia as Spengler had made.

One sees the continuing Jamesian undercurrent in Niebuhr's

thought when he, as had James, admitted that he feared extremism

and criticially observed that "Here a ruthless logic presses

toward the destruction of ail values which stands at the center

135
of communist devotion." This is not to say that Niebuhr dis¬

approved of the Russian "experiment" and its sources Marxism and the

Russian spirit. Niebuhr, however, revealed his mixed feelings

about the Russian system in the concluding sentence: "Russia's

all or nothing principle can be a principle from which great

creative movements have sprung but the same principle is also a

133- LI v, II p. 194.

134. Reinhold Niebuhr "The Land of Extremes" The Christian Century
(Oct. 15, 193C) P« 1241, hereafter cited as LE.

135. LS p. 1242.
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source of every kind of fanaticism."

In the article "Mechanical Man in a Mechanical Age" Niebuhr

again profited from Spongier's idea of the coming decline of

civilization which had always fascinated him, Niebuhr called for

the recapture of the wholeness of life and a return to the

organic relation of man to his fellow man and to the world. Nie¬

buhr agreed with Spengler's assumption that civilization paid

"for the achievements of its ripened intellect by the enervation
.L 3 z'

of its vital capacities."

In the article "Awkward Imperialists" the sources of Niebuhr's

conceptions can be traced by an analysis of the way he handled

the phenomena of imperialism. Niebuhr in his analysis of American

imperialism and its causes turned to Weber and Tawney. Niebuhr

stated: "Perhaps Weber and Tawney are right even our religion

contributed to our prosperity." Niebuhr used this as'a working

hypothesis from which he concluded that: "In America a puritan

religion, unhampered by classical or mediaeval contempt for the

man of toil and glorification of the man of leisure could add moral

self-respect to the more obvious incentives of commercial and
138

industrial energy." Niebuhr then continued his search for the

reasons behind American imperialism by contrasting the ideas of

Count Keyserling -with those of Oswald Spengler. Niebuhr put for¬

ward the idea of Count Keyserling that: "America obeyed the impulse

of youth for the attainment of the obvious ends and the completion

136. LS p. 1243.

I3?» Neinhold Kiebuhr "Mechanical Men in a Mechanical Age" The
■ ■orTd Tomorrow (Dec. 1930) p. 495•

138. Keinhold Niebuhr "Awkward Imperialists" Atlantic Monthly
(May 1930) p. 672.



10?
139

of the concrete task." Niebuhr contrasted this presupposition

with that of Spengler that Americans were really old Europeans

rather than youthful Americans, who had certainly turned to exten¬

sive activities because its culture was dead, and it certainly sur-

14
passed every nation in industrial efficiency and commercial strength.

In 1930 Niebuhr relied heavily upon and referred .to three

specific areas of philosophical insight, which were James' realism,
%

Spengler's cultural analysis and Weber's economic analysis.

In 1930 Niebuhr gave the Forbes Lectures at the New York

School of Social Work, which were published in 1932 as The Con¬

tribution of Keligion to Social Work. Niebuhr wrote in the preface
l4l

that The lectures had been printed "substantially" as delivered.

There is little doubt during which period of Niebuhr1s career

this was written when one examines the philosophical influences

that are present. The philosophical influences did not include

ivlarx, but did include Max Weber, Oswald Spengler and William

James.

The first philosophical source of ideas to be referred to in

The Contribution of Religion to Social Work is not surprisingly

Spengler. "Oswald Spengler has made a convincing analysis of the

decadence of culture and morals which inevitably results from the

impersonal relationships of urban life, producing foot-loose and

root-less individuals wh0 fall into chaos because they are. not
142

integrally related to any great tradition." Niebuhr made use

139. Ibid. p. 672.

140. ibid. p. 672.

141. Neinhold Niebuhr The Contribution of Keligion to Social Work
(New York, 1932) p. v, hereafter cited as CKSW.

142. CNSW p. 37.
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of Spengler's work to criticise the "acids of modernity" that

had corroded the moral and religious traditions of civilization.

Niebuhr in 1930 was still dependent on the analysis of Spenglef

when he confronted "moderrf civilization. Niebuhr utilized

Spongier's analysis to support his belief that religious con-

victiorV was needed in urban centers to decrease the chaos. There
° '

is no question that Niebuhr was dependent upon the analysis of

Spengler when analyzing "the many variations and subtlies in
civilization.

Another familiar philosophical source in The Contribution of

Keligion to Social Work is William James. In the' chapter entitled

"Religion and Maladjustment" one can clearly identify some of the

continuing influences of James' ideas. Niebuhr recognised that

reason was of use as did James, but was of the opinion that the

need for religion came first. "But the gains are made by men of

religion, in whose spirit the impulses of the flesh are fused
143

with the impulses toward the ideal." One can hear echoing

from the above statement the same reasoning in James' statement

"Our impulsive belief is here always what sets up the original

body of truth, and our articulately verbalised philosophy is
144

but its showy translation into formulas." Niebuhr like James

put religious impulse before reason and came to the conclusion

that the impulse of belief was an important beginning.

Another area in which Niebuhr turned to Jamesian assumptions

was in his concern with religious decay. Niebuhr quoted James'

idea that "when religion has become an orthodoxy, its day of in-

l':3. CH3W p. 3?.

144. VNE p. 58.
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waraness is over; the spring is dry and the faithfully live at
14 3

second hand exclusively and stone the prophets in their turn."
*

Niehuhr as did James abhored the decay of religion particularly

when religion became "more secondary than primary". Niebuhr

made use of the idea of the dryness of religion when criticising

the fact that the Catholic church insisted upon maintaining the

mores which may have had "meaning in the agrarian life of an
"1 L L A

Italian village a century ago." Niebuhr in the same vein

criticised the Protestant church for "living by the standards of

a Puritanism which had meaning for the middle class of twa cen¬

turies ago, when they asserted their morality of thrift and

continence against the luxurious habits of the rich and the

vulgarities and sensualities of the poor, but which have little

meaning today amidst the complexities of urban and industrial
14 7

civilization. James assumed that the traditionalism of the

church was stifling to the religious impulse, Niebuhr as well

recognised the danger of orthodoxy stifling the religious impulse.

James as did Niebuhr after him was aware of certain dangers that

were present in religion and the religious impulse. James was

afraid of the fanaticism within religion as well as the tradit¬

ionalism within religion, and like Niebuhr he viewed both dangers

as being part of the same phenomenon. James opined that fanaticism
"1 LL ft

was on the "wrong side of the religious account." Both men

145. CRSW p. 59 VrB p. 337-

146. CRSW p. 59.

147. CRSW p. 59.

148. VRE pp. 342-343.
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realised that the fanaticism within religion caused imbalance.

Kiebuhr wrote that religion "is dangerous in its life because

its creative and vital impulses, impatient with the balancing

force of reason may give themselves to narrow ends; or they may

give themselves to high ends but pay too great a price for their
J.49

achievement. One can detect the same set of assumptions

at work in James' statement about excess in religion that "excess

in human facilities, means usually one-sideness or want of balance

for it is hard to imagine an essential faculty tooistrong if

only other faculties equally strong be there to cooperate with
150

it in action." James understood the need for -balancing

intellect and impulse; Kiebuhr as well appreciated the need of

balance between the extremes of religious belief; for if reason

takes over then orthodoxy brings about stagnation and if

religious impulse takes over then there is the danger of fana¬

ticism. Utilizing again some of James* assumptions Kiebuhr also

undertook an analysis of communism and came to the conclusion

that some of its faults were the faults of religion a theme to be

often repeated in the coming years. Kiebuhr explained the fana¬

ticism of communism in terms of a religious phenomena and not as

a political phenomena. Kiebuhr wrote that communism "is fanatic",

and continues by saying that "it has one goal, an equalitiarian

ideal for society and everything else is sacrificed for that

goal". Kiebuhr concluded that communism like other religions
151

was clearly saying that "this one thing 1 do".

1^9. CRoi'/ p. 58•
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Ni§buhr revealed the confusion that he felt during this

period by agonizingly professing that this "is what ought to be

said if we found.one thing worth doing. But alas! it is so
152

difficult to know if, and when we have."

the other influence that stands out in 1he Contr1bution of

Religion to Social Work is Max Weber. Niebuhr mentioned as he had

before that modern business enterprise was given its sense of

mission by Protestantism which was a major theme of Weber. A

religious sense of mission was the thing that enabled the modern

business man to get away from his feeling of inferiority that

existed in the mediaeval and classical world which had helped the
153

nascent modern business enterprise. Weber m speaking of

the difference between mediaeval and modern man declared that

"It was the pov/er of religious influence, not alone, but more

than anything else, which created the differences of which we.

15B
are conscious today." Niebuhr as did Weber gave religion an

important place in the motiviation of man since it enhances
155

tremendously our enthusiasm to follow our vocation.

Another source of inspiration for Niebuhr is to be found in

the work by I. Babbitt Rousseau and Romanticism. Babbitt has

assumed that the religious view is superior to the Rousseauisiic.

view since the "Rousseauist begins by walking through the world

as though it were an enchanted garden, and then the inevitable

clash between his ideal and the real, and he becomes morose and

x 3 ^• OR X 11 p, bO.

153. CRSW p. 70.

15^. PB p. 89,

1.55• una,/ p. 70.
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15o
embittered." Babbitt continued by noting the tendency of

over-reaction in the Kousseauist "Since men have turned out not

to be indiscriminately good, he inclines to look upon them as

157
indiscriminately bad... Niebuhr under the influence of this

thesis reasons that "without paradox in religion" it is very

difficult "to escape estimates of human nature which betray

into absurdity by their consistency."^^
Niebuhr in 1930 was still dependent upon James, Weber and .

Spengler as he had been in previous years. However, 1930 was

the last year in which Niebuhr was to be involved with these men

without the overshadowing influence of Karl Marx.-

The Transition (1931)

In 1931 we find the first instance of Niebuhr"s actual direct

support of Marxist doctrines. This development is not surprising

since there has been a pattern of deepening involvement with the

Marxist philosophy for several years. Niebuhr became more and

more pessimistic as the depression deepened and began to abandon
139

all hope for liberal attempts at social reform. One.of the

main problems that Niebuhr wrestled with during this time was

whether or not European disasters and crises could be translated

into American terras. Niebuhr saw the translation of European

ideas into American terms as being impossible. Niebuhr, however,

spoke of disaster and prophesied that the United States would have

156. Irving uabbitt riousseau end romanticism i, Boston, 1919)
p. 105, hereafter cited as kk.

157. ha p. 10?. -

153. CxSW p. 67.

159« Stone cp. cit. p. 35*
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only a few decades to divert itself from the crisis that was

being faced in Germany, Niebuhr foresaw the large middle-class

of the United States as being only possibly diverted from the
160

crisis.

In the middle 1920's when Niebuhr made a trip to Europe, he

had come to the conclusion that the British Labor Party had
161

discovered the secret of Christian politics. Niebuhr had

expected to see the demands of the British Labor Party conceded

by the middle-class, but the British middle-class proved to be

more resistant than Niebuhr had expected, and by 1931 "the prospect

of a peaceful Socialist victory seemed more remot-e than ever. Nie

buhr, however, retained his conviction that there was an element

of grace operating in British politics that was worthy of the

envy of American radicals. In 1931 Niebuhr when writing from

Britain remarked on the fact that the American left-wing was too

hard on the British upper class. Even though the Labor Party did

not have the power to bring about the workers state (August 24th

the Labor cabinet collapsed)3 it was at least a vital Socialist

Party which was a true mark of advance over America in Niebuhr's

eyes. Niebuhr, however, saw British events to be an indication

of the coming class struggle in America. Niebuhr's commitment to

Marxism is still fairly confusing at this stage of his development

in that he hoped that the forces of reason and conscience could
162

be applied to bring about social peace in Britain, which stands

in direct variance with the Marxist idea of inevitable class Strug

loO. PSPR p. 228.

161. Iierkley op. cit. p. 115.

162. Ibid. pp. 190-192.
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In 1931 one can again see Niebuhr's involvement with the.

Marxist assumptions and the socialist forces of the times that

were influencing him to an ever increasing extent. Although

Niebuhr's ideas are not in complete agreement with Marx in 1931

nor ever will be, there is the first clear cut literary product

of Miebuhr utilisation of Marx's doctrines in an August article

in the Christian Century that was entitled "Socialism and

Christianity".

In "Socialism and Christianity" Miebuhr started off by noting

the tremendous effect that the depression had had upon people.

This quite clearly illustrates the underlying influence that the

depression must have had upon Miebuhr thinking and the catalystic

effect it had in bringing Miebuhr to Marx's ideas. Miebuhr hoped

that the depression would have a catalystic effect on others

besides himself and hoped for the "growth of a class-conscious

labor movement and the expression of its political aims in terms
. l63

of a collectivist social creed. Miebuhr opined that this

had happened in countries such as England and Germany and that

the United States would soon follow the same path since the

examples of these nations would cause the American worker to make

certain discoveries about himself and come into the ranks of the

socialists. Neibuhr when listing the discoveries that would

change the political attitude of the American worker, revealed
164

the depth of his involvement with Marxist concepts.

Miebuhr in discussing the important discoveries to be made by

the American worker about political life for the first time draws

163. Meinhold Niebuhr "Socialism and Christianity" Christian
u~ ,■£ (Oct. 1931) p. 1036, hereafter cited as SuC.

164. SdC p. 1033.
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upon the resources of Marxist realism in his analysis. Paul

C. Merkley was of the opinion that there was nothing in the

previous work of Niebuhr to prepare the reader for this turn to
165

Marxist realism. The coming discoveries of the American worker

show quite plainly to what extent Niebuhr had begun to use

Marxist thought, but the change is not as surprising as some

have thought it to have been, however, Paul C. Merkley does

summarize the opinion of the average reader of Niebuhr'3 work,

during the period, and it probably was a great surprise for many.

Marx in the "Manifesto of the Communist Party" stated that:

"Political power, properly so called, is merely the organised
166

power of one class for depressing another." Niebuhr when

forecasting the first discovery of the American worker echoed

this presupposition. "First they will learn how much political

realities are the expression of economic class interest. They

will learn that a dominant political group holds it power be*«
16?

cause it is the dominant economic group..." Niebuhr as did
168 .

Marx before him callea for the establishment of an organised
loQ

power opposed to the oppressing class. Niebuhr stated that;

"The political power which an economic group has arrogated to

itself can be destroyed or abridged only by setting organised
OQ

power against it.""* This echoed Marx's call for an organised

165. Merkley op. cit. p. 180.

166. Marl Marx and Frederick angels Selected dorks in One Volume
(London, 1970) p. 35» hereafter cited as SWOV.

167. SuC p. 1038.

158, SvVOV p. 53.
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proletariat to oppose the bourgeoisie and to consequently compel
„ , 171

recognition of those particular interests 01 the workers.

Niebuhr adhered to the Marxist axiom that "every class struggle
172

is a political struggle." Niebuhr understood that the

political power which an economic group arrogated to itself

could be destroyed by an opposing group as "the socialistic
o ■■ 173

theory of class struggle."
Another place in which" Marxist thought holds a prominent

place in "Christianity and Socialism" is in Niebuhr*s call for

the abolition of private property. This idea is a central one

in Marxist thought. In the "Manifesto of the Communist Party"

Marx underlined this idea as being central: "... the theory of

the communists may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition
2 74

of private property." Niebuhr in equally stringent terms

called for the abolition of private property. "The only way in

which political power in the hands of the worker can assert it¬

self is by the continued abridgement, qualification and des-
175

truction of absolute property rights."

Again in his discussion of the inevitability of the coming

struggle and the historical process Niebuhr leaned heavily upon

Marx. Marx ana Angels wrote in the "Manifesto of the Communists

Party" that "Just as, therefore, at an earlier period, a section

of the nobility went to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the

171. SWOV p. 43.

172. ibid.
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bourgeoisie goes ever to the proletariat,..." ' Niebuhr had

faith in Marx's timetable and predicted that: "The same

historical processes which stripped the political autocrats of

their power will operate relentlessly to cxualify and finally

destroy the economic and industrial autocrats."^77
Marx called for the communal i.e. state ownership of all the

means of production. Marx in fact considered the state owner¬

ship of production, i.e. public ownership, as one of the necessary

actions that needed to be taken in order to remove the political

character of public power. "When in the course of development,

class distinctions have disappeared, and all production has been

concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole

• • ,,1?8
nation, the public power will lose its political power.

Niebuhr reflected this doctrine in his statement that:

This is not yet socialism's 'social ownership of the means
of production' but the conservatives are quite right in
insisting that it points in that direction. Every extension
of the claims of the general community upon the property
of individuals is a development in the direction of socialism.,.
But the obvious fact is that every industrial state is bound
to move in the direction of the socialistic ideal of the
progressive coramiinal control of all significant soirees of
economic power«-1-J
*

There were still doubts present in 1931, moreover, Niebuhr's

doubts about the use of violence in the coming class struggle

was still prevalent. Niebuhr was becoming increasingly dissatisfied

with the pacifist's position which was brought about by his increa¬

sing involvement with Marxist conclusions. Niebuhr appreciated that

i?6. SwOV p. 44.

1??. S&C p. 1039.

• 1?8. SWOV p. 53.

1?9. BuC p. 1039.
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the use of violence was sometimes foolish since it made the

social foe more stubborn in the defense of his position. Niebuhr

recognised as wel\ that the use of non-violent coercion on the

part of the "holding force" i.e. the utilization of economic

power was just as unethical as the use of more violent types of

coercion, on the part of the advancing group. Niebuhr in 1931

still did not approve of the use of violence and force but it is

apparent that Niebuhr's ideas about pacifism have changed due to

some extent to his contact with Marxist concepts._ The Christian

ideal of pacifism for Niebuhr had meaning in an industrial struggle

only if it was "presented with a clear recognition of all the
150

factors involved in the social struggle."

The most striking part of "Socialism and Christianity" con¬

cerns the resolution of Niebuhr's confusion over the problem of

the proper political program for the Christian church.

The more idealistic element in the Christian church does
not however, find any difficulty with the ultimate aim
of socialism. It sees quite clearly that the philanthropic
charity is always less than the Christian ideal of life
and it recognises the identity between its ideal and that
of soc ialism.-*-0l

There can be little doubt that Niebuhr by 1931 had begun to

turn to Marxist doctrine in his analysis of society.

"Socialism and Christianity" was to be but the first in a long

list of articles in which Marxist ideals were employed. These

articles were aimed at socially concerned Protestant laymen, and

a large number of intellectuals with no church affiliation and •

no admitted religious concern. Niebuhr had finally crossed that

180.
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imaginary line into-Marxism in his analysis of society which

heardled the decline in influence of liberal thinkers such as

Weber and Tawney.

In an earlier article "Let Churches Stop Pooling Themselves"

which was published in March, 1931 Niebuhr still had serious

doubts about the use of Marxist insights but one can see Niebuhr's

progressive drift toward belief in the validity of some of

Marx's conclusions. This article illustrates Niebuhr's involve¬

ment with Marxism in his continuing struggle with the Marxist

philosophy, which was in progress before 1931 and finally ended

in 1931 as already noted by Niebuhr's turn to Marxism. The

intense struggle with Marxist philosophy and Niebuhr's indecision

are met with in several statements in "Let Liberal Churches Stop

Pooling Themselves". Niebuhr asserted that: "A pessimistic

determinism may not be any closer to the facts than an optimistic

determinism and the remnant of optimism with which the Marxist
183

saves himself may also be an illusion." ° Niebuhr in this

article rejected the Marxist idea of paradise through cata¬

strophe as well as the liberal idea that progress will always be

present. "The dogma is that the world is gradually growing-

better and that the inevitability of gradualness guarantees our
164

salvation." Nevertheless, Niebuhr was in the process of

evaluating Marxist presuppositions but was still undecided. Nie¬

buhr took a very characteristic stand which is reminiscent of

William James when he stated that: "The fact is that both pessim¬

istic and optimistic determinism are dangerous to the moral

183. Keinhold Niebuhr "Let Liberal Churches Stop Pooling Themselves"
Cjirgst1an C0n11xry (March 1931) p. 403, hereafter cited as LLC.

184, LLC p. 402.
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life."^ As did James, Niebuhr again opted for the melioristic

solution of putting your faith in neither extreme, but in pro¬

gress and the center.

Niebuhr in "Let Liberal Churches Stop Fooling Themselves"

seems to have listened seriously to some of the criticisms of

Irving Babbitt about Rousseauism: Babbitt pointed out that:

The assertion of man's natural goodness is plainly some-
* thing very fundamental in Rousseau, but there is something
still more fundamental, and that is the shifting of dualism
itself, the virtual denial of a struggle between good and
evil in the breast of the individual. That deep inner cleft
in man's being on which religion has always put so much emph¬
asis is not genuine. Only gets away from an artificial
society and back to nature and the inner conflict which is
a part of the artificiality will give way to 'beauty and
harmony. In a passage in his 'Supplement au Voyage ae
Bougainville', Diderot puts the underlying thesis of the
new morality almost more clearly than Rousseau: 'Do you
wish to know in brief the tale of almost all our woe?
There once existed a natural man; there has been introduced
within this man an artificial man and there has arisen in
the 'cave a civil war which lasts throughout our life.'-1-00

Babbitt in his study of this idea called to Niebuhr's attention

the dangers because "The denial of reality of the 'civil war in

the cave' involves an entire transformation of the conscience.

The conscience ceases to be a power that sits in judgement on the
1S 7

ordinary self and inhibits its impulses." w Babbitt also declared

that the Rousseauist believed that: "Since men have turned out

not to be indiscriminately good he inclines to look upon them as
188

indiscriminately 'bad and to portray them as such," Niebuhr

considered this line of criticism to be valid and followed the

same line of reasoning; "Man is neither totally depraved nor

naturally virtuous." Niebuhr recognised that mankind was neither

185. LLC p. L03.

166. RR p. 130.

15?. RR p, I30-I.
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good not bad unlike the romanticist. Niebuhr criticised them

in the same way as did Babbitt. iiiebuhr asserted that the

romanticism of the liberal church revealed itself not only in its

view of history, but also by its estimate of man. The liberal

church held for the most part to the Rousseauistic view of

human virtue. Niebuhr criticised the Rousseauistic idea of

virtue by pointing out that: "The result is that it fails to

understand the diabolical aspects which are revealed when selfish-
189

ness and greed of individuals are expounded..." Niebuhr and

Babbitt both understood the danger of denying the "civil war in

the cave" as valid or the continuing struggle between good and

evil. This again illustrates that Niebuhr turned to Marx and

also to other thinkers such as Babbitt in order to strengthen his

criticism of the liberal church.

One can recognise Niebuhr8s steady advance down the path

toward his involvement with Marxism in the article "The Religion

of Communism". The article was a complete review of Marxism's

religious aspects that had fascinated Niebuhr for a number of

years and contained a few of Niebuhr's doubts about Marxism some

of which he would never abandon. The article was written for

the A11antic Month1v and appeared in the April 1931 issue. The

theme of the religious aspects of Marxism was to be a continuing

theme for Niebuhr.

Niebuhr first defined religion in "The Religion of Communism" as

"devotion to a cause which goes beyond the warrant of pure

rationality, and in maximum terms it is the confidence that the

success of the cause and of the values associated with it is

190
guaranteed by the character of the universe itself." It is

189. LLC p. ^03.

190. Remhold Niebuhr "The Religion of Communism" Atlantic
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easily apparent that for Niebuhr Marxism fell into the classifi¬

cation of being within the minimum terms of religion; in fact

Niebuhr felt that communism went beyond the limit. The degree

of ardor shown by the communists for their doctrines clearly

indicated for Niebuhr the amount of.religious fanaticism that

dwelt in the communist camp. Niebuhr concluded that it would be

impossible for any scientific idea to so rapidly spread throughout

the worH without containing a great degree of fanaticism.

Niebuhr next opined that the faith of the communist was more

realistic than the faith of the enlightment i.e. the faith in

the ongoing progress of man; this opinion would appear again,_and

it was one area in which Niebuhr's Marxist sympathises had cilreaay

emerged. The enlightment fostered the liberal belief in pro¬

gress which was believed to be an automatic process. Niebuhr was

in agreement with the Marxist school of thought which was less

optimistic about the automatic coming of progress. Niebuhr,

however, clearly recognised the'Utopian tendencies of communism

at this stage of his involvement with Marxist thought. "It

(Marxism) has Utopian tendencies as certainly as had the eight¬

eenth century, but it is catastrophic and apocalyptic rather than

evolutionary in its view of history." Niebuhr continued by

observing that: "far from believing that history is proceeding

automatically toward the millenium, it (Marxism) holds that history

is drifting toward disaster. Its saving faith is that somehow
191

the new world will spring out of the disaster,"

A combination of pessimism and optimism in the view of

Niebuhr is a powerful incentive to social action. Niebuhr applied

191, P •
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this criteria to Marxism and concluded that Marxism adhered to

this principle, i.e. combining optimism and pessimism to the

best advantage:

Its potency derives from its combination of optimistic
and pessimistic determinism. Pure optimism enervates
action because it makes what is desirable inevitable ana

thereby it destroys the inclination to support hope by
action. Pure pessimism is equally destructive of moral
vigor because men find it difficult to sacrifice them¬
selves for goals which seem impossible achievements. A
world view which is at the same time pessimistic and
optimistic is alone pregnant with moral incentive. Its
pessimism lifts the individual above the processes of
history so that he may judge contemporary facts in the
light of his ideal, while its optimism saves him from
enervating despair by promising that somehow victory
will be snatched out of defeat.x^~

kiebuhr had commented.that "Ethically communism holds at

least one characteristic in common with all religions: it tries
193

to oversimplify morals". iiiebuhr used communistic doctrine

and Christian doctrine to critically analyse each other. die-

buhr appreicated the simplicity of their ethics. Where Christian¬

ity made love the absolute good; communism made the absolute good

loyalty to the working class. kiebuhr compared the opposing ■

schools of belief by pointing out that in the world of conflict

the Christian is less brutal, but the Christian is less willing

to change the inequalities of power than the communist.

hiebuhr next explored using other religions as a model the

form of religion'that communism assumed. Communism for kiebuhr
%

had some of the same difficulties that other religions had en¬

countered which came from having a few simple certainties. A

faith which was born in feeling must seek the security of dogma

which was exactly what had happened to communism. 'J?he communist

1 q;92. nC o. 963.
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for Niebuhr had their own creed and church. The Bible was Marx

and the writings of Lenin were the dogma like those of Aquinas.

Communism underlined its religious aspects by its quick handling
O '•

of heretics. Niebu.hr admitted that many observers were not

willing to regard communism as a religion, because communism

missed one of the most basic characteristics of religion and that

is the belief in a supreme being or higher power. It is this

type of faith that historic materialism disavows, i.e. a faith

in a higher power that is interested in the course of and pro¬

cess of man's history. Niebuhr questioned the seriousness of

this disavowal by the communists. Niebuhr propos'ed that:

Marxian thought rests upon an inversion of Hegelian
philosophy in which economic circumstances is substituted
for the eternal idea as the determining factor in history.
But confidence in the unfailing potency of the dialectic
of history is so great that it may be said to rest upon
a metaphysical and therefore upon a religious world view,
not upon the conclusions of an historical science.^-9 f-

Niebu.hr concluded from his study of the religion of communism

that the faith of the communist is real. Ostensibly communism

believed that the pretensions of metaphysics do not pertain to

the Marxist ideal. Nevertheless, in reality Marxist ideas have

a confidence in the ultimate triumph of the proletariat which

demonstrates that it is not only supported by a scientific ana¬

lysis of history, but also backed by a mystical set of beliefs.

Niebuhr realised that communism would never ascribe a personal

character to the cosmic reality, because it was not sufficiently

concerned with the individual personality'to relate an individual

believer to C-od. Niebuhr concluded that "communism can therefore

never be a religion of individuals, but only of groups and



classes who are so busy with a social or historic task that they

have not had time or inclination to feel the problem of life
195

itself profoundly." Niebuhr is obviously at this stage

convinced of the power of communist beliefs and the strength of

the,Marxist ideals.

1931 was the year in which Niebuhr finally crossed that

imaginary line into the Marxist camp. Niebuhr, however, did not

do so in the one article "Socialism and Christianity" but through¬

out several ye^irs, and particularly in 1931 • Niebuhr's intensi¬

fying interest in Marxism is apparent in several early articles

in 1931 and not just in the later part of 1931* -By reviewing

some of the early articles of 1931 0ne realises that Niebuhr's

turn to Marxism was imminent.

The Dominance of Marx (1931)

The year of 1932 was an extremely important year in

the development of the thought of Reinhold Niebuhr. The year 1932

is considered by many to be the year in which Niebuhr turned to

the ideas of Marxism. Donald B. Meyer is of the opinion that

1932 saw the "leap out of the utilitarian middle, where religion

and politics were synthesized in social morality, into the dial¬

ectic, where religion and politics criticised each other." Meyer

has determined that this was the point at which Niebuhr stopped

and remained stationary, increasingly critical of the true
196

believers on the communist and revolutionary left.'"" There is

little question that this was a crucial year in the formulation

of the theology of Niebuhr and a year of intense interest in the

195« KG p. 469.

196. PoPN p. 268.
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ideas and doctrines of Marxism, however it- v/as not the first

year of intense Marxist involvement.

In 1931 the Socialist Party nominated Norman Thomas as a

candidate for the Presidency. Niebuhr supported the 1932 cahdidacy
19? . . . , .

of Norman Thomas and was active in the Socialist Party during

the campaign. Niebuhr was very energetic in the political

battles of 1932, contesting with the liberals and bemoaning the

lack of difference between the two major parties in the election.

When Roosevelt was elected Niebuhr forecasted the imminent death

of capitalism; he was of the opinion that Roosevelt was the tool

of established interests and just a little shadier than most of
193

the candidates. Niebuhr had vigorously supported the Social¬

ist ticket in 1932 and Norman Thomas recalled that Niebuhr during

this election was an active socialist as well as being active in
~ , • 199the Socialist Party.

John C. Bennett a colleague of Niebuhr at Union Theological

Seminary is convinced that Niebuhr's break with pacifism began

in 1932. This break came according to Bennett as a result of the

question of political coercion in the class struggle rather than

the issue of international war. Bennett like others estimates

that 1932 was the year in which Niebuhr.labored under the strongest
200

Marxist influence. with this rejection of pacifism one can
201

cietect the formulation of a nascent pragmatic ethic. There

197. GC p. I63.

193. Merkley op. cit. pp. 202-203.

199. Ibid. pp. 205-205.
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201. Good op. cit. p. 75.
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were some changes in emphasis in ttiebuhr's pacfistic stance

and as already noted he had doubts about non-violent coercion.

Moreover, the first full statement of Niebuhr's criticism of

the pacifist's position was published in 1932 in Moral Man and

Immoral Society a book that marked the beginning of a great

number of changes.

Bennett also considered 1932 as important because for the

first time we find Niebuhr writing critically of Waiter Kauschen-

busch and the "social-Gospel"« This went hand-in-hand with

Niebuhr's rejection of liberal tenets .and emphasised his complete
202

rejection of the whole fabric of liceraiism. -Arthur Schles-

singer, Jr. has concluded as well that Moral man and Immoral

Society was a notification by Niebuhr of his rejection of the

"social-Gospel-Dewey" amalgam. Niebuhr rejected the presupposi¬

tion of the social-Gospelers that the law of love could achieve .

social perfection, niebuhr also rejected Dewey's followers
* 20 j

concept that expert wisdom would bring about impartial wisdom.

The year 1932 as already mentioned was the year in which the

publication of Moral man and Immoral Society took place. A work

whose title could have more accurately been expressed as 'immoral

man and even more immoral society8. This book propelled niebuhr
20k

into the public eye and initiated his career as a public figure.

An example of this is that the .-ev: fori: Times had discovered nie¬

buhr's newsworthiness when Moral Man and Immoral Society had

202. uennett op.

203* Schlesinger
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205
caused a decided disturbance at many seminaries. This book

is of interest not only because of its change in stance but its

unexpectedness. The boon itself caused a great deal of general

critical acclaim. This was also the year in which Contribution

of keligion to Social dork was published even though it had been
206

written two years before.

hiebuhr showed himself to be free of a dogmatic approach to

Marxism ana the accompanying religious like belief in the article

"dermany - A Prophecy of Western Civilisation". Although in the

past Tiiebuhr had made known his commitment to Marxism he demon-

strated in this article that it was not uncritical commitment.

biebuhr searched for the reasons behind Marxism's failures,

iNiebuhr used the events in Germany as the basis for his analysis

and discovered several reasons for Marxism's failure. The first

error of the Marxist doctrine was its inability to correctly

envisage the power and stability of the middle-class in Germany.

The second cause behind Marxism's failure was the proletariat's

lack of unification; it was divided into the socialist camp and

the communist camp. biebuhr offered as the third reason that:

"certain cultural and historical forces maintain a more stubborn

influence against economic factors than a purely economic inter-
20?

pretation of history allows for"; which calls forth Weber's

analysis of the economic interpretation of history, hiebuhr held

the opinion that the Marxist prophecy was "invalidated" by part¬

icular factors present in Germany. biebuhr realised that the

prophecy of Marx "has achieved a degree, but only a slight .degree,

of verification in the history of industrial nations in past

20o. CC p. 161.
-■•ieouhr "Germany - A Prophecy of Western Civilia-

10n Christian Century (March 2, 193^) p. 28?, hereafter
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decades, and its limitations are most clearly revealed in
20 Q

contemporary German political life." ° Niebuhr was well

aware of the fact that Marxist prophecy had been only successful

in a limited way.

Not only is niebuhr aware of the failure of Marxism in pre¬

dicting the future; he also realised that revolution in Marxist

terras is more difficult than the Marxist realised. Niebuhr continued

to use the example of Germany and its situation as the basis
20 9

for answering the question: "Why not a revolution?" Niebuhr

is completely cognizant of the difference between the agrarian

revolution in Russia and a revolution in an industrial economy.

Niebuhr pointed out the two different factors that dampen the

"revolutionary ardor of the proletarian parties in industrial
210

civilizations, .such as the Socialist Party m Germany... '

The first consideration is given to the fact that revolution

in a predominantly urban world is divorced from the soil and

those whose "subsistence depends upon the intricacies of commerce
211

and industry are imperilled by dislocation, more than the

agrarian world, i'he second factor is that "no single class is

sufficiently powerful or united to gain an easy or a rapid

triumph over the other classes in the event of a revolutionary
, 21 2

effort,

Although the year of 1932 is considered by many as the year

20b, Gi'wG p. 28?.
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of Niebuhr's 'conversion* to Marxism; he did not abandon the

philosophers that he had used in earlier years. In the article

"Perils of American Power" Niebuhr revealed his continuing

involvement with the thought of Spengler. Spengler in the

Decline of the .vest had advanced the idea that "culture" becomes

"civilization". Spengler stated that "the culture suddenly

hardens, it mortifies, its blood congeals, its force breaks down,
213

ana it becomes Civilization (Spengler's italics)". Spengler

postulated "Culture against Civilization". Niebuhr in this

article was curious about America's apparent willingness to

loose its soul. Niebuhr turned to Spengler for an explanation

and advanced the theory that "perhaps this was due to the fact,

as Spengler suggests, that culture and civilization are incom¬

patible with each other, and that vast immigrant hordes who came

to our shores dissipated their cultural inheritances to such a

degree that they could give themselves to the extensive tasks of
215

civilization with complete and fervent devotion." Niebuhr

not only used Spengler's idea of "Culture against Civilization"

to make judgements about American society, but had also found

Spengler's concepts helpful when formulating similar conclusions

about Prussia; he went further and saw the countries of the United

States and the,.,Soviet Union to be headed in the same direction. ^
Niebuhr partook of the Marxist tools of analysis for his

study of and conclusions about the social and political situation

213* DVt v, xx p. 1O0,
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An excellent exapmle- of Niebuhr's employment of Marxism was

in his analysis of the situation in Pineville, Kentucky, the

site of strikes by coal miners in the article "Religion and the

Class War in Kentucky". Niebuhr was of the opinion that there

were visible signs of a class war in Pineville with "the poor

mining community arrayed against the middle class community and

as always in wartime charges of brutalities and atrocities on
217

both sides. " Not only did Niebuhr utilize the Marxist idea

of class antagonism, but took into account as well the hope of a
21

proletarian victory with the church at the front of the fight.

Niebuhr increasingly turned to the assumptions' of Marx to

criticise the ideas of perfectionism. Niebuhr's discussion of

the impossibility of a society of pure love contained under¬

currents of Marxist thought:

I do not see how a revolution in which the disinherited
express their anger and resentment, and assert their
interests, can be an instrument of God, and yet at the
same time an instrument which religious scruples forbid
a man to use. I should think that it would be better to'
come to ethical terms with the forces of nature in history
and try to use ethically directed coercion in order that
violence may be avoided.219

Niebuhr had given up a good many of his pacifistic ideas by

the time that he wrote the above. In the same article Niebuhr,

when commenting on the Japanese, called for the use of coercion

to 'frustrate* Japan's designs. Niebuhr admitted that the

ethical perfectionism of his brother Richard Niebuhr was "closer

217: Reinhold Niebuhr "Religion and Class War in Kentucky" The
Christian Century (May 18, 1932) p. 637, hereafter cited as RWK.

218. RWK p. 637.

219. Reinhold Niebuhr "Must We Do Nothing?" The Christian Century
(March 30: 1932) p. bl6, hereafter cited as MWDN.
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to the gospel" than his position, but he asserted in his own

defense that: "hs long as the world of man remains a place where

nature and God, the real and the ideal meet, human progress will

depend upon the judicious use of the forces of nature in the
220

service of the ideal." Niebuhr admitted that there was a.need

for the absolute in history; "man cannot live without a sense
221

of the absolute, but neither can he achieve the absolute."

The absolute for William James had concrete value in that it

brought about accomplishments by the existence of a belief in it.

James as did Niebuhr considered the concept of the absolute

as significant for the simple reason that it had been productive,

but neither gave complete allegiance to this reasoning. 222 both

men approached the idea of the absolute in pragmatic terms.

There were a number of differences between Niebuhr's approach

and the approach of James, e.g. Niebuhr would have taken exception

t,o the idea that one of the positive functions of the absolute
22^ •

is the possibility of a moral holiday for the believer.

However, Niebuhr did favor the method that James suggested for

"settling metaphysical disputes" by "tracing its respective

practical consequences", which again picks up the thread of

Jamestan znxluence.

In the essay by Niebuhr "The Ethic of Jesus ana the Social

Problem", he clearly rejected what Schlesinger calls the "sccial-

Gospel-Dewey" amalgam. Niebuhr rejected the perfectionist ideas

220. IvTWDN p. 417.
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of Kauschenbsuch. "Valuable as this kind of perfectionism is

(speaking of Rauschenbusch*s concepts), it certainly offers no

basis for a social ethic which deals responisbility with a

225
growing society." ~ Niebuhr offered the opinion that the

"struggle for social justice in the present economic order in¬

volves the assertion of rights, the rights of the disinherited

and the use of coercion." ~ Niebuhr realised that the idea of

"class struggle" is incompatible with the Gospel and could not

be justified in terms of the Gospel. Niebuhr justified the idea

of "class struggle" a Marxist axiom with a method reminiscent of

James. "We must justify ourselves by consideration of the social

situation which we face and the human resources which are avaii-

22?
able for its solution." Niebuhr applied the concept of moral

man and immoral society in his statement about the idea of "class

struggle": "Whatever may be possible for individuals we see no

possibility of a group voluntarily divesting itself of its .

P 2) 0
special privileges in society."" Niebuhr was becoming con¬

vinced that there was to be a tragic result to the coming class

struggle, when discussing the goal of equal justice by gradual

process: "The inequalities of the social order, always increasing

through natural process are bound to grow until an outraged sense

229
of justice will produce a violent revolt," Niebuhr rejected

the idea of Dewey that was set forth in Kumar. Nature a no Conduct

that education would solve the problem of self-interest in

society, i.e. education would enable an organism to change its

225. Reinhold Niebuhr "The Ethic of Jesus and the Social Problem"
Rplirion in Life (-Spring 1932) p. 201, hereafter cited as EJ.
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behaviour, although 0.3 recently as 1929 Niebuhr had called for

the use of education to solve social problems. Niebuhr rejected

religious perfectionism, as the solution to the assertion of

interest on the part of the underprivileged. Niebuhr had become

convinced that the ideas of Dewey and the religious perfectionist

were errorneous:

In the one case it is expected that a change in educational
technique will eliminate the drive of self-interest which
determines economic life and in the other case there is
a naive confidence in the possibility of changing human
nature by religious conversion or religious inspiration.
... such hopes are corrupted by the sentimentalities of
the comfortable classes and are caused by their lack of

• understanding cf the realities of an industrial civili¬
sation. 230

Niebuhr concluded this article with a choice for the reader; one

that he'himself had already made. "In the social struggle we are

231
either on the side of privilege or need."

The coming catastrophe in Marxist terms is seen in the writings

of Niebuhr for the first time in 1932. Marx wrote in the "Mani¬

festo of Communist Party" that;

the productive forces at the disposal of society no longer
rend to further the development of the conditions of
bourgeois property; on the contrary, they have become too
powerful for the conditions by which they are fettered, and
as soon as they overcome these fetters, they bring disorder
into the whole of bourgeois society, endanger the existence
of bourgeois property. ^2

Niebuhr echoed these sentiments: "if centralised economic power

is not brought under control progressively it will expand until

resentment against its pretensions and exactions will produce a

revolutionary mood which a more gradual adjustment of political

SJu, 1 bid.
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policy to economic necessity might "be able to avoid." J Niebuhr

unlike i-iarx thought that catastrophe could be avoided, friarx saw

political power to be in the hands of one class to oppress

another, and Niebuhr fully appreciated the validity of this idea,

"both the workers and the general public still live under the

illusion that the political state exists to arbitrate the con¬

flict of interest between various economic groups, whereas a

little observation must lead even a casual observer to the con¬

clusion that the political state is always bent to the use of
23^

the dominant economic power,..." In the article entitled

"Catastrophe or Social Control" Niebuhr had pondered over the

possibility of economic and social catastrophe and offered the

hope of a gradual social change.

another article of interest that was written by Niebuhr in

1932 that underlined his use of Marxist analysis and methods is

"Moralist and Politics". Niebuhr in this article called for as

did Marx and angels the organisation of the proletariat. In

"The Manifesto of the Communist Party" the outline of the program

of the proletarian party was "the formation of the proletariat

into a class, the overthrow of the bourgeiosie supremecy, con-

235
quest of the political power oy the proletariat." Niebuhr

called for the same course of action and outlined a method for

bringing this about. Niebuhr wanted the workers to "develop both

economic and political power to meet the combination of political

233- Keinhold Niebuhr "Catastrophe or Social Control: The Alter¬
natives for America" Harper's (June 1932) p. 115> hereafter cited
as CSC.
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236
and economic power which confronts him." Niebuhr estimated

0

that the political power of the worker lay in his ability

to interfere with the "economic process controlled by the domin¬

ant group." biebuhr believed that the worker's political power

had the possibility "of influencing or determining the policy
237

of. the political state." These factors were not being applied

and in biebuhr' s opinion if social power did not bring about

equalization of privilege then the workers will "put their trust
238

in violence . The ideal of pacifism was almost completely

repudiated in this article when applied to the social situation;

moreover, the use of coercion in political life was utilized as

a central principle by biebuhr. biebuhr was not in favor of

violence nor advocated the use of violence, but he recog¬

nised the reality of violence. biebuhr warned of the coming

danger if human groups did not learn to minimize self-interest,

biebuhr saw the possibility of coming chaos if the modern nations
239

did not abandon their pursuit of their own interests. Marx

considered the possibility of catastrophe to be likely and be-
240

lieved it likely that a violent revolution would occuxA, while

biebuhr only saw the possibility of a violent revolution.

In the article "Is Peace of Justice the Goal?" biebuhr again

approached the question of Marx's criticism of religion. Marx

236. Keinhold biebuhr "Moralists and Politics" The Christian
Century (July 6, 1932) p. 858, hereafter cited as M1P.

2y( s MocP p, 83b.

233. Ibid.

239. Ibid.
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in his early writings had stated that: "the criticism of
241

religion is the premise of all criticism." Niebuhr revealed

his agreement with the arguments of Marx: "there is a real

measure of justification for this criticism of religious

radicalism by the secular or, to speak in contemporary terms,-
242

the real Marxian." Niebuhr perceived the need to criticise

religion using not only religious criteria but also radical'

criteria.

Niebuhr attempted to identify the most disinherited group

in the United States and opined that it was the Negroes. Marx
»

recognised the dangerous class, i.e. the social s'cum, as being a

necessary part of the revolution as did Niebuhr who feared that

the Negro population could be the source of violence. Niebuhr

again confronted she basic problem of justice without violence.

A problem that is of no importance to Marx who believed that

there was a need for the coming violent revolution by the pro¬

letariat »

Niebuhr in a letter to The Christian Century combined his

Marxism with his "Christian realism". Niebuhr rejected both

major political parties in this letter and the whole roster of

politicians. Niebuhr controverted the presupposition of the

difference between the two parties and the two candidates that
243

they had nominated. Niebuhr asservated that"the farmers and
K

workers have not yet learned what they must learn m time, that

2hi. Karl Marx Early Writings trans. 'I.E. Bottomore (London 1963)
p. 431, hereafter cited as Ibv.

242. Keinhold Niebuhr "Is Peace or Justice the Goal?" The World
Tomorrow (Cept. 21, 1932) p. 2?5«

243. Merkiey op. cit. p. 201.
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both major parties are dominated by the economic interests of

capital and that they will inevitably have tariff, taxation and

other political policies which are detrimental to the interests
244

of the workers and farmers." Niebuhr saw the whole political

system changed "only by a social struggle in which power is
245

pitted against power." . This realistic and pragmatic approach

contained strong undercurrents of Marxism.

The first book that Niebuhr wrote during the time that he

was under the influence of Marx was Moral Man and Immoral Society

which was published in 1932. One can identify Marxist influences

as well as trace certain definite rejections of Marxist doctrines

and ideas. In investigating the use of Marxism in. Moral Man and

Immoral Society it is possible to obtain a more unified picture

of Niebuhr's involvement with Marxism. The area of primary

interest is in the delineation of the sections of Marxism Niebuhr

rejected and what portions he accepted, which also included the

parts of Marxism Niebuhr remodeled for his own use.

Niebuhr underlined his Marxist inclinations in his discussion

of Marxism in the "chapter entitled "The Morality of Nations".

Niebuhr asserted that if an oligarchy was inevitable in a tech¬

nological society, which was a prophecy that is found in the

work of Bertrand Russell, then Niebuhr boldly declared that if

some form of oligarchy, whether capitalistic or communistic,
be inevitable in a technological age, because of the
inability of the general public to maintain social control
over the experts who are in charge of the intricate pro¬
cesses of economics and politics, the communistic oligarch

244, Reinhold Niebuhr "The Stakes in the Election" The Christian
Century (Nov. 9, 1934) p. 1330, hereafter cited as SE.

245. SE p. I36O.
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would seem to be preferable in the long run to the
capitalistic one.^°

Niebuhr regarded the communistic oligarch as being purely

political, and having no special economic interests that v/ould

tempt it to sacrifice a nation. Niebuhr in his discussion of

the loyalty of individuals to the nation, again employs a Marxist

assumption, niebuhr commented that "Future developments may make
248

the class rather than the nation the community of primary loyalty."

The importance of the difference in class as opposed to nations

is seen in "the class character of national governments, which is

a primary though not the only cause of their greed, present

international anarchy may continue until the fear of catastrophe
O

0

amends, or catastrophe itself' destroys, the present social system
249

and builds more co-o£erative national societies." This state¬

ment by Niebuhr indicated that he was looking toward what can

be labeled "Marxist oatastropnism" as being a possible solution

to the injustices of the day. Wiebuhr pessimistically Observed

that: "There is certainly not enough intelligence to prompt our

generation to a voluntary reorganization of society, unless the
. 250

fear of imminent catastrophe quickens the tempo of social change.

Wiebuhr was convinced that there were certain advantages

including a deeper insight into society when one applied the

analysis of Marx.' he quite clearly illustrated his penchant for

246, MMIS p. 94«

24?. MMIS p. 90.

^48, MMIS p. 91.
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In Pear of the Coming: Catastrophe (1933) •

The year 1935 and the years leading up to the year of 1935

contain the height of Niebuhr's involvement with Marxism. The

year 1933 saw the rise of Hitler which Niebuhr had feared and

saw him initiate efforts to rescue the victims of Hitler's
1

oppression. In 1933 and 193^ Niebuhr's sense of crisis was at

its sharpest; this was the period in which the fullest use of

European events was applied in Niebuhr"s analysis of America as

well as the fullest use of Marxist analysis in juxtaposition

to Niebuhr's most emphatic period of American exceptionalism.

The anguish of 1933 was emphasised by Niebuhr's-preaching of the

inevitability of Marxism while still favoring the eschatological
+ ■ • * - • 3expectations of marxism.

The year 1933 was an active year in many ways. In the fall

of 1933 John C. Bennett a Congregationalist and one of the

generation of younger theologians coming to maturity in the

thirties expressed his discontent with liberalism in an article

entitled "After Liberalism - What?" Niebuhr was not alone in

his conviction that the illusions of liberalism were at the heart

of the crisis of the depression. During this period the

Theological Discussion Group began and met for the first time

in New York City for two days of discussion and debate on pre-

circuiated papers. The realistic focus against liberalism was

beginning in earnest which was confirmed by the appearance of

1. June Bingham Courage to Change an Introduction to the Life and
Thought of xeinholri Niebuhr (New York. 1961) p. 169. hereafter
cited as CC.

2. Donald B. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Healism
^ 1919-19^1) (Los Angeles I960) p. 263. hereafter cited as PSPrC.

3- P3PR p. 26?.
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Niebuhr not only regarded Marxism as the respresentative model

of the views of the proletariat, but as the philosophy of the

proletariat. In fact Niebuhr not only regarded Marxism as the

philosophy of the international proletariat but also foresaw

in Marxism the future philosophy of the American worker.

It is a fact that Marxian socialism is a true enough
interpretation of what the industrial worker feels about
society and history, to have become the accepted social and
political philosophy of all self-conscious and politically
intelligent industrial workers. Varying political and
economic circumstances may qualify socialistic theory in
different nations and in different epochs; but it would be •
impossible to deny that socialism, more or less Marxian,
is the political creed of the industrial worker of Western
civilisation. If the American worker seems for the moment
to be an exception, that fact can be explained in terms
which will justify the confident prediction, that the full
maturity of American capitalism will inevitably be followed
by the emergence of the American Marxian proletariat.^55

niebuhr had concluded that- Marxism was the philosophy of the

proletariat and not just a creed that was invented by a few men.

Niebuhr interpreted Marxism in a religious way and defended the

religious view of Marxism:

If it should be maintained that this social philosophy
and prophecy is the creed of Marx, Lenin and Trotsky, rather
than the faith and the hope of the proletarian worker, it
need only be pointed out that, wherever social injustices
rests heaviest upon the worxer, wherever he is most completely
disinherited, wherever the slight benefits, which political
pressure has forced from the owning classes, have failed
to materialise for him, he expresses himself in the creed
of the unadulterated and unrevised Marx. -2 b

In the author's preface of A Contribution to the Critique of

Political, bnonom'-, Marx stated:

In the social production of their life, men enter into
definite relations that are indispensable and independent
of theiz' will, relations of production which correspond
to a definite stage of development of their material pro¬
ductive forces. The sum of these relations of production

255• Mi«iIS p. 144.

256. MM1S p. 144.



constitutes the economic structures of society, the real
foundation, on which rises a legal and political super¬
structure and to which correspond definite forms of
social consciousness. The mode of production of material
life conditions and social political and intellectual life-
process in general.^5?

Niebuhr turned to this statement of Marx, and went on to point

out that healthy moral cynicism was expressed by Marx in his
„256

"materialistic--and deterministic interpretation of history.

Niebuhr was of the opinion that "the relation of social classes

in society is conceived of wholly in terms of the conflict of
2 59

power with power."

Niebuhr positively evaluated the fact that the proletariat

was assured by Marxist thought that they would win the class

struggle because of the "increased centralisation of power in
2 d) 0

the capitalistic economy." This classified the destruction

of the power of the privileged class as an inevitable event,

although the Marxist did expect a revolutionary struggle.

Niebuhr undoubtedly felt that Marxism had certain valid insights

that would help to envision the future.

Niebuhr in his analysis of the relationship between the

intelligentsia and the proletariat turned to Lenin. Lenin stated

that "the doctrine of socialism grew up out of the philosophical

and historical theories that were elaborated by educated members
261

of the propertied classes, by the intelligentsia," Niebuhr

25?. S.YOV p. 181.

258. MMIS p. 145.

259. MMIS p. 146.

260. MMIS p. 146. •

261. V. I, Lenin Works'Vol. V. p. 141, cited in MMIS p. 148.
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reasoned that this perspective "enabled Lenin to avoid many
262

mistakes into which purer determinists fell." L'iebuhr looked

upon this perspective as an interesting and helpful qualification

to determinism, i.e. the addition of the "superior historical
203

perspective of the educated man," to the experience of the

worker. Niebuhr wholeheartedly agreed with Lenin in his approach

to the association of the intelligentsia and the proletariat

and in fact Niebuhr regarded the hefcreogeneous mass of the prolet¬

ariat and the intelligentsia to be of importance for the pragmatic

reason that it gave to the workers an increased advantage, be¬

cause the combination of the proletariat and the intelligentsia

gave them a commanding view of human history.

In connection with the attitudes of the proletariat Niebuhr

commented on the moral cynicism of Marxism, particularly the

agreed approach to the democratic state. Niebuhr avered that:

"The trie proletarian regards the democratic state as the instru-
2S4

ment of the bourgeoisie for the oppression of the workers."

Lenin stated that: "Marx grasped this essence of capitalist

democracy splendidly, when in analysing the experience of the

commune, he said that the oppressed are allowed once every few

years to decide which particular representatives of the oppressing
265

class should represent and repress them in parliament." Nie¬

buhr was convinced that the ambiguous law and dictates of legis¬

lation which were in favor of the rich made the charge of Lenin

262. MMI3 p. 148.

263. MMIS p. 14b.

2o4. MM IS p. 148.

265. V. 1. Lenin Selected Norks in 'Two Volumes (London 1947) v.
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hard to answer. Niebuhr did not toally agree with the views

of Lenin, but found certain hypotheses that Lenin put forward in

the Stste and Revolution to be instructive. In fact the obser¬

vations made by Lenin may have caused Niebuhr to examine more

closely the evils of nationalism and patriotism. Niebuhr

identified himself with the conviction of Thomas Paine that

"Society is the product of wants and government of our wicked-
266

.

ness." Niebuhr had become more cynical in his approach.

Niebuhr had previously made several general remarks about the

religious aspects of Marxism. Niebuhr noticed "something rather

imposing" about the doctrine of Marx. In fact Niebuhr had

the impression that this was more than just a doctrine; but

was in fact to a large extent a religious interpretation of the

destiny of the proletariat. Niebuhr asserted: "In such insights

as this, rather than in economics, one must discover the real

significance of Marx." Niebuhr gave credence to Marx because

he placed value upon Marx's religious outlook. Marx for Niebuhr

in 1932 took the "degradation of the proletarian" and made this the

reason for its exaltation. Niebuhr recognised this as the

application of the religious concept that the meek shall inherit

the earth. Niebuhr understood the principle of Marx as one of

snatching "victory out of defeat in the style of great drama and
268

classical religion." Niebuhr remarked that Marxism was another

kind of slave revolx. Niebuhr noted that Marxism exalted the

state of the lov/ly instead of the virtues of the lowly. There-

2 66. MMIS p. 150.

267. MMIS p. 154..
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fore, it was not the meek, but the weak that would inherit the

earth, Niebuhr contrasted this belief of Marxism to Christianity

by pointing out that i "The Christian poor hoped that spiritual

forces would ultimately endow meekness with strength, these

modern poor believe that historical, 'materialistic' forces will

automatically rob the strong of their strength and give it to
269

the weak."

.Another religious influence Niebuhr hit upon was the

religious overtones in the Marxist's view of equality. Engel in

Anti-Duhring asserted thati

... the idea that all men, as men, have something in
common and that they are therefore equal so far as these
common characteristics go, is of course primeval. But
the modern demand fof equality is something entirely
different from that; this consists rather in deducing from
these common characteristics of humanity from that equality
of men as men a claim to equal political and social status
for all human being or at loqst for all citizens of a state
or all members of a society.*-'^

Niebuhr seemed to believe that Marxist equality was stated in a

rigorous way because of its inherent religious overtones. Nie¬

buhr concluded that the religious overtones in Marxist thought

guaranteed that there would be no dilution of the ideal of

equality. Niebuhr asservcited that there v/as a positive value in

the religious vigor that was to be found in Marxist thought.

Niebuhr regarded Marxist idealism as distinctive from other

types of idealism. xN'iebuhr stated that "The distinctive features

of the Marxian dream is that the destruction of power is regarded

269. Ibid.

270, n. 'Marx, F. Engels, V.I. Lenin and J. Stalin A Handbook of
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as,the prerequisite of its attainment." Another basic pre¬

supposition of Marx that was essential in Niebuhr's view, and that

was Marx's examination of power and his conclusion that power was

the root of all evil. Niebuhr declared that: "We have seen how

inevitably special privilege is associated with power, and how

the ownership of the means of production is the significant power

2?2
in modern society." Niebuhr professed that the recognition of

these facts about modern society were Marx's main contribution.

Niebuhr continued by saying that "only the Marxian proletarian
273

has seen this problem with perfect clarity." Niebuhr was aware

of the fact that mankind must reduce power to a minimum. Power

had to stay as a part of society, but it must be put under

control. Niebuhr concluded that the Marxists were essentially

correct in their choice of rational goals towards which society

must move. Niebuhr made the following assertion about the

Marxist proletariat:

He is right not only in the projection of his social goal
but in his insistence upon the urgency of its attainment.
Comfortable classes may continue to dream of an automatic
progress in society. They do not suffer enough from
social injustice to recognise its perils to the life of
society.2'^

The proletariat viewed the centralisation of power as destructive

to the foundations of society itself. The Marxist proletariat

foresaw disaster' ahead for society and Niebuhr believed that

these insights were essentially true. He was making use of

Marxist assumptions about society and the Marxist diagnosis of

271. MMIS p. 163.

272. MMIS p. 163.-

273* MMIS pp. 164-5.

274. MMIS p. 165.
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society without being totally immersed in the ideology of

Marxism. Niebuhr made use of the insights of Marx without

letting them make use of him.

The next Marxist sphere of thought that Niebuhr dealt with

in Moral Man and Immoral Society which is of interest is the

idea of'justice through revolution. Niebuhr avered that "the
O

breadth and depth of the world depression have, moreover, tempted
275

others beside proletarians - to express a temper of catastrophism.
' The coming violence as always for Niebuhr caused a certain amount

of uneasiness particularly the connection between violence and

justice; niebuhr again finds himself confronting the choice be¬

tween justice and violence:

If a season of violence can establish a just social
system and can create the possibilities of its preserv¬
ation, there is no purely ethical ground upon which
violence and revolution can be ruled out. This could
be done only upon the basis of purely anarchistic ethical
and political presuppositions. Once we have made the
fateful concession of ethics to politics, and accepted
coercion as a necessary instrument of social cohesion,
we can make no absolute distinctions between non- violent
and violent types of coercion or between coercion used by
governments and that which is used by revolutionaries.
If such distinctions are made they must be justified in
terms of the consequences in which they result. The real
question is what are the political possibilities of
establishing justice through violence?^?*3

Although Niebuhr was uneasy about the use of violence, the

main question had now become: why was the revolution not come

about? Niebuhr was aware that a system of power, based upon the

force which was inherent in property, and augmented by the

political power of the state was set against the demands of the

worker. Niebuhr asked himself why there was so much resistance

275- MJV113 p. 169.
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to the revolution of the proletariat, and he identified two

basic reasons for the continuing tenacity of the status quo.

The first reason Niebuhr gave was "the multifarious economic and

social groups... which are able to defend their positions in
277

society by political, and if need be by more martial weapons.-.."

These groups which seemed to be a permanent block to the parlia¬

mentary hopes of the labor movement. The second reason that

Niebuhr presented was the division of labor. Niebuhr indicated

that: "Modern technology develops a class of skilled and semi¬

skilled laborers, who achieved a more privileged social position
2?8

than the unskilled." Another conclusion of Nrebuhr was that

"as soon as workers have something more to lose than their

chains, as soon as they have the slightest stake in the status

quo they will suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

rather than fly to evils that they know not of." Niebuhr agreed

with Trotsky who quoted the words of Marat v/ith approval: "A

revolution is accomplished and sustained only by the lowest
280

classes of society, by all the disinherited..."

Niebuhr carried on his analysis of Marxist catastrophism by

underscoring the validity of the Marxist prognosis and prophecy

of periodic crises. Niebuhr avered "Whatever the errors in the

prophecies of Marx, he certainly made no mistake in his prophecies

of periodic crises of increasing frequency and extent in the

2/7« MMIS p. 184.

278. MMIS pp. 184-185.
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business world." The confidence Niebuhr placed m certain

of Marx's prophecies had become considerable compared to earlier

judgements, Niebuhr had concluded that the world crisis of the

depression was a vindication of Marx's analysis. However, nie¬

buhr did not know if these crises would cause enough fear in the

privileged to change them, and in fact he was of the opinion

that these crises were more helpful to the cause of the Racist

than to the cause of the Marxist.

Hiebuhr, however, had not abandoned completely his earlier

allegiance to the Socialist Party and its concepts about parlia¬

mentary socialism. Niebuhr stated:

No one would care to deny that the degree of social idealism
and intelligence which prevails in any class will affect
the total quality of a community's life; will increase the
wholeness and honesty of economic and political relations
which develop within any given equilibrium of political'and
economic power, and will add to the possibility of adjusting
conflicts of interest without violence. But it will not

guarantee an adjustment of such conflicts in entirely new
terms if some new radical force and interest is. not intro¬
duced into the political situation.

Niebuhr by 1932 had begun to doubt the validity of the philosophy

of parliamentary socialism.

Niebuhr made a comment at the end of the chapter entitled

"Justice through Political force" which put his ideas concerning

political and revolutionary force into perspective. Niebuhr

declared that:
%

The contrasting virtues and vices of revolutionary and
evolutionary socialism are such that no purely rational
moral choice is possible between them. whatever judgements
are made depend partly upon personal inclination; v/hether
one prefers the partial preservation of traditional in¬
justices or the risk of creating new iniquities by the
attempt to abolish old ones completely. They depend partly
upon the extent to which one suffers from traditional
social abuses; and they are partly determined by the degree

261.
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of crisis in which a society finds itself.

Niebuhr did not choose one method of bringing about social change

but he had concluded that the situation itself was the final

judge of the proper method. It will be shown in the next section

that Niebuhr in Moral Man and Immoral Society seems to prefer

revolutionary Marxism as opposed to Parliamentary Socialism

for strictly pragmatic reasons.

Near the end of Moral Man and Immoral Society Niebuhr in¬

dicated to what degree his belief in pacifism had been erroded

and his orientation towards Marxism ideology had changed. Nie¬

buhr differentiated between international wars and social' con¬

flicts, reasoning that social conflict aimed at the elimination

of injustice; whereas an international conflict did not attempt

to remove injustice. Niebuhr asserted that:

In this respect Marxist philosophy is more true than
pacifism. If it may seem to pacifist that the prolet¬
arian is preverse in condemning international conflict
and asserting the class struggle, the latter has good
reason to insist that the elimination of coercion is a

futile ideal but that the rational use of coercion is a

possible achievement which may save society.284

Again Niebuhr made a determination by using criteria supplied by

Marx. At the time that Moral Man and Immoral Society was written

Niebuhr had moved a rather far distance from his perfectionistic

and pacifistic position of the early twenties toward the

Christian Marxism of the thirties.

Niebuhr approaches the problem of equality differently than

does ?. Engels, although he comes to a similar conclusion. Engels

in his discussion of equality in Anti-Duhrin,g confessed: "in

both cases the content of the proletarian demand for equality is

233. MMI3 p. 230.

284. MMIS p. 235.
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the demand for the abolition of classes (Engeis* italics). Any

demand fof equality which goes beyond that of necessity passes

into absurdity..." Sngels did realise that absolute equality

is absurd and consequently did not make such a demand, however,

his demands are rather more extreme than Niebuhr; Engels as did

Niebuhr called for the removal of classes or in Niebuhr's case

the privileged classes. Nevertheless, there are some differences

to be found in the Marxist approach as opposed to the Niebuhrian

approach.

An area of disagreement between the Niebuhrian aporoach and

the Marxist approach is in their ideas about the'philosophy of

history. Niebuhr understood history to be a conflict between

human character ana impersonal fate, it was always an over-

estimation in his opinion when a philosophy predicted the triumph

of human character or impersonal fate. In relation to Marxist

philosophy Niebuhr critically remarked: "The Marxian imagines

that he has a philosophy or even a science of history.

Niebuhr believed that the Marxist had in reality something that

was completely different from a scientific view of history. In

fact Niebuhr was of the opinion that the Marxist's view of

history was an "apocalyptic vision", i.e. a confident prophecy

of the future and could never be anything more.

Another area of dissonance between Niebuhr and Marx was the

emphasis placed on the proletarian class. The judgement of Nie¬

buhr was that,-,Marx had placed too much emphasis on the proletar-
c "

ian class. Marx through his vision of a classless society gave

moral dignity to the proletarian class, but he also gave the pro-

285. Handbook p. 256.

286. MMI3 p. 155*
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letarian by that vision the wherewithal to escape for Niebuhr

"the partial and the relative and bestwos the value of univer-
287

sality upon his efforts." The claim of universality is pro¬

claimed by all classes and nations, but Niebuhr warned of the

dangers of such a position.

Niebuhr was highly critical of some of Marx's expectations

for the future for pragmatic reasons instead of a difference in

basic ideation. Niebuhr asserted that: "while idealism is

genuine, nevertheless it is in constant commerce with a realism

so searching, that it is in danger of discounting moral and

rational factors in social life too completely." The hope of

the proletariat i.e. the removal of all injustice by the des¬

truction of economic privileges, is impractical in Niebuhr's

estimation. "The expectation of changing human nature by the

destruction of economic privilege to such a degree that no one

will desire to make selfish use of power, must probably be placed
2 8Q

in the category of romantic illusions."

Marx predicted in The Historical Tendency of Capitalist

1cannula!ion:

One capitalist always kills many. Hand in hand with this
centralisation, or this expropriation of many capitalists
by few, develop on an everextending scale the co-operative
form of the labor-process, the conscious technical ap¬
plication of science, the methodical cultivation of the
soil, the transformation of the instruments of labor into
instruments of labor only usable in common, the economising
of all means of production of combined socialised labor,
the entanglement of all peoples in the net of the world-
market, and with this, the internal character of the
capitalistic regime. Along v/ith the constantly diminishing
number of the magnates of capital, who usurp and monopolise
ail advantages of this process or transformation, grows the
mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, exploit-

267. MMIS p. l6l.

288. MMIS p. 163.

289. MMIS p. 164.
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ation; but with this too grows the revolt of the working
class, a class always increasing in numbers, and disciplined,
united and organised by the very mechanism of the process of
capitalist production itself.

niebuhr, however, doubted that the predictions would be borne

out. These catastrophic predictions of Marx which had achieved

for the proletariat the character of religious hope had been

neither proven nor disproven. Niebuhr avered that:

The fact' that the industrial workers actually shared some
of the benefits of modern technology in the past fifty
years, so that their living standards were raised, compared
to their previous status, even though they did not win a .

comparatively larger share of the national income, and that
their growing political power actually forced the dominant
classes to yield concessions to them, seems to cast grave
doubts upon the Marxian theory of, revolution-through the
increasing misery of the workers.

niebuhr had grave doubts not only about the truth of the reasons but

also about the need for a revolution. In the end of his discussion

about justice through revolution Niebuhr reasoned that "Perhaps

a society which gradually approximates the ideal will not be so

very inferior morally to one which makes one desperate grasp

after the ideal, only to find that the realities of history ana

292
nature dissolve it." Niebuhr realised that communism would

be unable to eliminate the weaknesses of human nature, since human

nature could reach the heights of cruelty and unbearable tyranny

which caused Niebuhr to inject a note of caution:
Difficult as 'the method of revolution is for any Western
industrial civilisation, it must not be regarded as im¬
possible. The forces which made for concentration of
wealth and power are operative, even though they dPqn°t
move as unambiguously as the Marxians prophesied.

290. SWOV pp . 233-4

291. MMI3 p. 181. •

292. MMIS p. 199.
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niebuhr presumed that no matter what methods were used to obtain

ideal society, the realities of human nature would always

threaten it.

Lenin stated in Che State and devolution that: "The replace¬

ment of the bourgeois by the proletarian state is impossible

without a violent revolution. The abolition of the proletarian

state, i.e. of all states is only possible through "withering
cy4 .

away'". Niebuhr regarded the assumption that dictatorship

was to be only a transitory state as erroneous. Niebuhr feared

the romantic illusions that were a part of Marxism in particular

its confidence in the transitory state of dictatorship. niebuhr

asxed the question: "But can they destroy economic power without

creating strong centers of political power? Ana how may. they be

certain that this political power will be either ethically or

socially restrained?" The great danger in Niebuhr's opinion

is that the concentration of power will be in the hands of a few

individuals and at best in the hands of a small group. Niebuhr

condemned out of hand the theory of the "withering" away of the

state. "This theory fails to do justice to the facts of human

nature, revealed not only in the men of power but in ordinary
296

men. "

Niebuhr had a great many objections to and criticisms of the

use of political power by the parliamentary socialist. Niebuhr

stated that: "there are difficulties and hazards in the programme

of evolutionary and parliamentary socialism, which are not recog-

294.

295.

296.
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nised as clearly as they ought to be by those who place un-

297
qualified confidence in the parliamentary method,"

Niebuhr found fault with the thesis that the middle-class

as a class would combine v/ith the proletarian movement. Niebuhr

was in agreement with Engels on the question both in theory and

practice, Engels had dogmatically asserted that: "We can use in

our Party individuals from every class of society, but have no

use whatever for any group representing capitalist, middle-

bourgeois or middle-peasant interests. Niebuhr in spesiking

of the middle-class also asserted that: "it is even possible

that a considerable proportion of this class will become ration¬

ally and morally committed to the labor ideal of an equalitarian
299

society." Niebuhr as did Engels before him recognised the

fact that the individual could be moved by reason and ethics,

but the group was different in character. Niebuhr pointed out

that: "the fact is that the interests of the powerful and the

dominant groups who profit from the present system of society,
are the real hinderance to the establishment of a rational and

•

+ • - ..300just society.

another thesis was that the proletarian minority would win

over the peasants instead of or along with the middle-class.

There did not seem to be much evidence in Niebuhr's opinion that

the parliamentary socialists had made any practical gains in the

ranks of the peasants. Engels many years before had recognised

29?. MMIS p. 209.
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the difficulty of the task of winning over the small peasantry.

m hurope the peasant clung to the old feudal traditions which

meant that they hapl a certain amount of personal loyalty to the

landowners. There was a problem even in winning over the

American peasantry in Niebuhr's estimation even though there was

no feudal tradition to promote personal loyalty. The American

small farmer remained an individualist and "even when poor, he

may take refuge in a modest self-sufficing economy which has
302

only a minimum dependence upon the outside world.""' Writing

about America Niebuhr concluded that the possibility of estab¬

lishing a third party made up of the combined strength of the
303

worker and farmer was "unrealistic for many decades to come."

Niebuhr acknowledged the fact that: "It may be that the farmer

will never be able to espouse collectivist political goals

fervently, no matter how much he suffers from a capitalistic

system."J Niebuhr was sceptical about the possibility of a

socialist party ever gaining a majority if it depended upon the

votes of the middle-class or the farmers.

Niebuhr also had some practical objections to parliamentary

socialism. The first objection was to do with the loss of 'real

religious' zeal that was to be found in pure proletarian thought.

A great danger for communism was inertia not fanaticism in the

opinioxd of niebuhr. Niebuhr made the ensuing affirmation about

the great need of religious zeal, which incidently echoed the

301. SvVG v pp. 63^-5.

302. MMTS p. 217.

303. MMIS p. 21b.r
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thought of W. James. v "It is rather odvious that society as

a whole is more inclined to inertia than to foolish adventure,

and is therefore in greater need of the challenge of the absolu-
306

tist than the sweet reasonableness of the rationalist."

The second practical disadvantage of parliamentary socialism

could be unearthed when examining the temptations that arise from

the political tactics which were used by the leaders of the

parliamentary socialists. Since the leaders had to bargain in

order to realise socialistic programs, the leaders had to

collaborate with the other parties. Since "this bargaining must

be done by leaders who are increasingly drawn into the high

places of government, who consort with the great and mighty in_

the financial and industrial world, and are subject to all the

blandishments with which aristocracies have learned to confuse

30?
their political opponents," it is an ever present danger that

"they will for%et the viewpoint of the toilers, wh0 endowed them
o

with.political power, and will unconciously absorb the social
.... . 308

and political viewpoints of the more privileged groups. At

the time that Moral Man and Immoral Socfety was written Piebuhr

still retained grave doubts about parliamentary socialism and

seem to favor a purer form of proletarian thought, although he

was in doubt about the attainment of this by revolutionary means.

Piebuhr considered the application of non-violence as a possible

solution but appeared to have some doubts concerning its practical

305. FNh p. 73.

306. MMI8 pp. 222-3.

307. MMIS p. 223.
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value and in fact admitted that it was a form of coercion.

hiebuhr pointed out that:

The perennial tragedy of human history is that those who
cultivate the spiritual elements usually do so by divorcing
themselves from or misunderstanding the problems of
collective man, where the brutal elements are most obvious.
Their problems therefore remain unsolved, force clashes
with force, with nothing to mitigate the brutalities or
eliminate the futilities of the social struggle. The history
of human life will always be the projection of the world of
nature. To the end of history the pea.ce of the world, as
Augustine observed, must be gained by strife. it will
therefore not be a perfect peace. But it can be more per¬
fect than it is. If the mind ctnd the spirit of man does
not attempt the impossible, if it does not seek to conquer
or to eliminate nature but tries only to make the forces
of nature the servants of the human spirit and the instru¬
ments of the moral ideal, a progressively higher justice
and more stable peace can be achieved, 309

The achievement of less injustice without sacrificing peace was

the Niebuhrian aim. The Marxist approach in Niebuhr's view did

help to bring more justice into existence, but he fully realised

that coercion would be always present and always a factor in

society, and the central question consequently revolved about

the best application of force and how this was to be controlled.

Niebuhr did not explicitly indicate the method he preferred to

bring about a Marxist type change. The process that seemed to

have a higher probability for success in Niebuhr's eyes was a

more or less revolutionary form of Marxist thought, i.e. the purer

form of proletarian thought, as opposed to parliamentary social¬

ism, which in Niebuhr's assessment was drowning in its own

opportunism«

One not only discovers the concepts of Marx, Lngels and

Lenin in Moral Man a.nd Immoral Society; there are, moreover, other

sources of ideas for Niebuhr even though the Marxist source was

309. MMI3 p. 256.
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dominant. Niebuhr demonstrated something that will become

more evident later in his life and that-was bis knowledge of

philosophy which was rather sweeping and not limited to the

contemporary authors of his time or the Marxists.

Niebuhr in his discussion of the differences between

rational men, when their own interests were not involved as

opposed to the instance when their interest were involved, turned

to two philosophical sources to support and underline his

position. Niebuhr quoted Claude A. Helvetius a Erench philoso¬

pher of the enlightenment. Helvetius had realised the import¬

ance of the concept of self-interest. Niebuhr al'so turned to

Jeremy Bentham who considered man's self-interest to be an important
* . 310factor.

Niebuhr as he had done in the past made use of David Hume's

observations about egoism in politics. Niebuhr stated that:

"David Hume declares that the maxim that egoism is, though not

the exclusive, yet the predominant inclination of human nature,
311

might not be true in fact, but that it was true in politics."

Hume stated that: "Political writers have established it as a

0

maxim, that in contriving any system of government, and fixing

the several checks and controls of the constitution, every man

ought to be supposed a knave, and to have no other end, in all
-212

his action than private interest." Niebuhr had referred to

this idea for a number of years. Niebuhr again turned to Hume

when discussing the value of love, disinterestedness and bene¬

volence in a social context. Hume stated in his An Enquiry Con-

3-10. MMIS pp. 44-46.
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312. David hume Philosophical Works (Edinburgh 1326) v.Ill p. 42.



100

enmity; the Principles, of Morals in the conclusion of the

section entitled "Of Benevolence"; "The social virtues are never

regarded without their beneficial tendencies, nor viewed as.

barrer. and unfruitful. The happiness of mankind, the order of

society, the harmony of families, the mutual support of friends,

are always considered as the result of the gentle communion over

the breasts of men." Niebuhr stated that; "The utilitarian

and social emphasis is a little too absolute in the words of
314

Hume, but it is true within limits."

Niebuhr. made use of the work of early American statesmen
»

for insight. Niebuhr in his discussion of power and its lack of

inner checks quoted Madison. Madison had stated that: "The

truth is that all men having power ought to be distrusted."

Niebuhr supported the Marxist outlook by comparing the under¬

standing of society of Marx with that of Thomas Paine who held

that "Society is the product of our wants and government of our

wickedness."^1 In the case of both political writers Niebuhr

used them to underline positions. The one was a more or less

pragmatic position and the other a Marxist one.

Niebuhr was obviously familiar with a quite diverse number

of philosophers. In his discussion about the harmony demanded

of the self which, was brought about to a certain extent by reason

Niebuhr once again turned to George Santayana to whom he had
QIC

previously turned. Niebuhr agreed with the conclusion of

313« Ibid. v. IV p. 252.
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Schopenhauer that religious asceticism was "the denial of the
318 ' . .

will-to-live. Niebuhr, moreover, cited the Spaimsh exist¬

entialist Miguel de Unammuno's main work The. Tragic Sense of

Life when discussing the relationship between the will-to-
319

believe and immortality.

The years 1928 to 1932 were the period that covered the

transitional phase of Niebuhr's change from a more or less

liberal stance to a more or less Marxist stance. When one

examines the philosophical sources of Is'iebuhr over this period

one can trace the sowing of the seeds that were to bear Marxist

fruit by sources that were being used by Niebuhr 'in the late

1920*s. The seeds of Marxism were sown by Spengler and Weber

in the late twenties which were to bear fruit in 1931 and 1932.

The Niebuhrian approach in 1928 contained the same philoso¬

phical sources that it had profited from in the mid-1920's.

Weber's concepts were augmented by the thought of Tawney which

played an important role in Niebuhr's analysis of society and

religion in 1928. The ever present influence of William James

is apparent in Niebuhr's choice of method in certain instances.

The Spenglerian analysis enters into Niebuhr's thinking. How¬

ever, there is no indication of any Marxist commitment in the

work of niebuhr in 1928. Nevertheless, the corning change can be

detected be examining Niebuhr changing attitude to pacifism

which was becoming more realistic in its attitudes toward coercion.

In 1929 the growing seeds of Marxism were encouraged toward

the coming harvest of Marxist ideas when the stock market 'crash'

318. MMIS p. 59.

319. MMIS p. 89.
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occurred and forced i\iebuhr to reexamine certain basic assump¬

tions. 1929 found Niebuhr falling into a state of confusion

which saw him approving of the socialistic program while at the

same time making use of liberal tenets and assumptions. Niebuhr

undoubtedly had by this time started upon the road of gradual'

change. However, in 1929 Niebuhr still condemned out of hand

the illusions of communism and did not consider communism to a

viable option.

1930 was the last year in which Weberian concepts" played a

prominent part as a source of ideas in Niebuhr's approach,

althought the importance of James and Spengler would decrease in

their influence they would still be utilized by Niebuhr in the

coming years. The stage was being set for the rapid advance of

Marxist ideation. Hindsight enables one to examine the Weberian

assumptions with an eye to the interplay between them and the

Marxist assumptions. The Weberian assumptions that Niebuhr

employed in 1930 and in previous years overlapped with certain

assumptions of Marx. Both Weber and Marx extensively employed

the assumptions of economic determinism an assumption that Nie¬

buhr utilized throughout the period of transition. There were

other overlaps in the ideas that Niebuhr drew from Marx and

Weber illustrating the gradual transition from Weberian ideas to

Marxist ideation.

Niebuhr in 1931 turned the corner and began his journey

down the path of Marxism. Niebuhr began to support in 1931

certain basic criteria that are identifiable as Marxist * assump¬

tions that were to play a prominent role in his thinking for

many years to come'. Niebuhr as had Marx called for the organis¬

ation of the proletariat. Niebuhr called for the abolition of
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private property and looked forward to the coming class struggle?

tvo ideas that were basic to Marx's conceptualisations, Niebuhr

demanded the state, i.e. communal, ownership of property partic¬

ularly the means of production another typical Marxist stance.

The year 1932 was the first year'of heavy involvement with

Marxist methods and analysis by Niebuhr, but it was not a

completely uncritical involvement with Marxism. The writings of

1932 underlined the growing decay of Neibuhr's pacifistic ideals

since he had called for the use of coercion and recognised the

'reality of violence'.

At the end of the transitional phase Niebuhr was pressing •

for the utilization of basic Marxist assumptions. Niebuhr in

1932 had stated that in his opinion Marxism was a better system

than capitalism and called for more class loyalty. Niebuhr

approved of the moral cynicism of Marxism as well as its deter¬

ministic interpretation of history. Niebuhr held that Marx had

produced a representative model of society for the proletariat.

Niebuhr utilized extensively a number of Marxist concepts.

The most important was that of the coming class struggle and

the coming economic catastrophe. The second recurring theme was

the need for an organised proletariat. Niebuhr agreed with the

premise that religion was the starting point of all criticism.

Niebuhr agreed with Lenin's premise that the efforts of the

intelligentsia and the proletariat should be combined. The

Marxist assumption that the most powerful man in society was the

owner of the means of production and not the politician played

an important part in Niebuhr's thinking.

This was not to say that Niebuhr entirely agreed with all of

Marx's assumptions. There were many doubts in Niebuhr's mind
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in this early and intense period of Marxist involvement which in

some peoples opinion was the most uncritical period of Niebuhr's
Marxist involvement. Niebuhr did not think that the historical

approach of Marx was complete since the conflict in history was

for Niebuhr between the human personality and impersonal fate.

Niebuhr made the assumption that no confident prophecy could exist

and consequently he doubted the depth of confidence expressed by

the followers of the Marxist prophecy.

The outcome of the 1928 to 1932 period of transition was that

Niebuhr had come to consider revolutionary Marxism to be a strong

and realistic approach to many of society's problems as well as

an adequate instrument for the criticism of liberalism. Neverthe¬

less, Niebuhr owed less to Marxism than would be at first imagined

from this analysis since his basic ethical standards had profited

a great deal from the ethical standards set up by the "social-

Gospel" camp. Niebuhr's analysis of society was in terms of the

conflict and balance of powers which was a fundamentally a non-

Marxist concept although he gave this a Marxist application when he

applied it to the economic struggle. Niebuhr had obviously rebelled

against the liberal tradition, but he never fell into the complete

relativism of Marx which led to complete faith in economic deter¬

minism and moral instrumentalism Niebuhr in Moral Man and Immoral

Society had travelled through history and over the globe collecting

examples of the hypocritical morals of nations and privileged

classes, but the'hand of Marx was less in evidence than one might

exp'ect. Niebuhr sought to explain the crises of society and was

led by a more gradual process than some realise to a Marxist

analysis of society.However, the ideas of Marx already

permeate a great aea.1 of Niebuhr's thinking.

J20. Charles C. West Communism and the Theologians (London 1958)
p. 118-122.
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Marxist Involve mart,



In Pear of the Coming Catastrophe (1933) •

The year 1935 the years leading up to the year of 1935

contain the height of Niebuhr's involvement with Marxism. The

year 1933 saw the rise of Hitler which Niebuhr had feared and

saw him initiate efforts to rescue the victims of Hitler's
1

.

oppression. In 1933 and 193^ N'leluhr's sense of crisis was at

its sharpest; this was the period in which the fullest use of

European events was applied in Niebuhr's analysis of .America as

well as the fullest use of Marxist analysis in juxtaposition

to Niebuhr's most emphatic period of American exceptionalism.

The anguish of 1933 was emphasised by Niebuhr' s-preaching of the

inevitability of Marxism while still favoring the eschaiological

expectations of Marxism.

The year 1933 was an active year in many ways. In the fall

of 1933 John C. Bennett a Congregationalist and one of the

generation of younger theologians coming to maturity in the

thirties expressed his discontent with liberalism in an article

entitled "After Liberalism - What?" Niebuhr was not alone in

his conviction that the illusions of liberalism were at the heart

of the crisis of the depression. During this period the

Theological Discussion Group began and met for the first time

in New York City for two days of discussion and debate on pre-

circuiated papers. The realistic focus against liberalism was

beginning in earnest which was confirmed by the appearance of

1. June Bingham Courage to Change an Introduction to the Life and
Thought of xeinholci Niebuhr (New York: 1961) p. 169. hereafter
cited as CC.

2. Donald 3. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Realism
^ 1913-19^-1) (tios Angeles i960) p. 263. hereafter cited as PSPr.

3- PSPR p. 26?.



the Theological Discussion Group at the height of the con¬

vulsions of the "social-Gospel" and heralded the new reform¬

ation of Protestantism which was to be catalyzed by its
. . 4

involvement with politics.

By 1933 the United States had renewed diplomatic relations

with the Soviet Union and for another fifteen years the

possibility would not occur to the average American that to be
5

a communist might be treasonable. The surprisingly poor

showing of the Socialist Party in the elections of 1932 after

the dramatic gains of 1930 gave weight to the arguments of the

'militants' that it was time for newer hands to be in control.

The electoral successes of Adolf Hitler in 1932 and 1933>

followed by the disastrous rout of the German left convinced the

'militants' among the American Socialist Party that they must

cultivate the cooperation of the communists in the left against

the growing threat of American fascism. The Socialist Party

became convinced that formal overtures needed to be made to the
6

communists.

Niebuh: - in 1933 was becoming interesting to the newspapers

an interest that was to be sustained for many years. The hew

icri: Times, which had discovered niebuhr' s newsworthiness when

moral man and Immoral Society had disturbed the peace of the

seminaries, seems to then have assigned a man to bring back the

most shocking of Niebuhr's statements. The new news magazine

Dev/sv/eek introduced Niebuhr to its readers in an egregiously

inaccurate presentation in April, 1933 in which he was made to

4. P3PH pp. 240-2.,

5. Go p. 211,

6. Paul Charles Pierkley Heinhold hiebuhr: The Decisive Tears
I1916-1941) (unpublished thesis, i960} pp. 206-^09.
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appear as a victim of an early class struggle. Despite these

brief flashes of notoriety Niebuhr's influence was confined in

the mid-thirties to the ranks of the radical clergy and the wider
7

circle of the readers of kadical Religion.

in the year 1933 uiebuhr was predominantly involved v/ith

Marxism which was itself dominated by an interest in the affairs

of Germany, Niebuhr was as expected critical of liberalism and
Q
U

its ideas, but it is no longer the focus of Niebuhr's involve¬

ment. Niebuhr was involved with an examination of Marxism and

he had already begun to criticise Marxism because of its failure

to combat fascism in Germany.

the first article of interest from 1933 is "Optimism and

Utopianism" which contained a reply to the criticisms of moral

Man and Immoral society, Niebuhr underlined his position in

this article as well as applying a label to himself. Niebuhr

stated that "As a Marxian 1 have no illusions about the collective

behavior of man in capitalistic civilization. I believe that

self-interest determines his conduct to a larger degree than

contemporary liberal idealism is willing to admit." however in

the next sentence Niebuhr revealed the basis for his criticism

of Marxism and the qualifications he had imposed on the ideas of

Marx. "As a Christian I am a step beyond Marxism and have no

illusions about the collective behavior of mankind in general in
9

any age or under any social system." Even at this early stage

7. Merkley op. cit. pp. 229-230.

3. ueinhold Niebuhr "A Christian Philosophy of Compromise" the
Christian Century ('June 7» 1933) pp. 79-6-3.

9. Meinhold Niebuhr "Optimism and Utopianism" The World Tomorrow
(Feb. 2k, 1933) p. 130.
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of Niebuhr' s Marxist involvement the seeds of doubt are already

in evidence. Niebuhr stated that: "hopes and illusions for

absolute justice are derived from a confusion of the absolute

ana historical" and "this confusion is the mark of the intellectu

immaturity of our whole liberal culture, and to a certain degree
10

Marxism has inherited it from liberalism."

niebuhr felt caught between the two poles, one Christian

and the other Marxist which he revealed in a comment in "An

Editorial Conversation" in the Christian Century. Niebuhr was

well aware of the paradox that is involved when one is a Marxist

and a Christian. Niebuhr felt the pull of both s'ets of ideas,

the criticisms of the Christians and the criticisms of the

Marxists. 1'he editor of the Christian Century had declared

that Niebuhr had accepted the "absoluteness of economic deter¬

minism". Niebuhr denied this and pointed out that "I qualify

the fact of determinism, perhaps too rigoriously". After

defending himself against the criticisms of the Christian com¬

munity Niebuhr went on to declare that "at any rate a recent

communist reviewer of my book declares that there is 'so much

Christian sauce' in my 'communist pudding' that I ought to be

arrested for 'confusing good Marxist' and for being more danger-
11

ous 'than a thug'."

In 1933 Niebuhr was concerned with the situation in Germany

and wrote a number of articles concerning the rise of hitler to

power in Germany. Niebuhr was shaken by the rise of the National

Socialist and the lack of real opposition that had failed to

10. 1DxQ• p. 160.

11. Neinhold uieouhr "Editorial Conversation" Christian century
(July 26, 1933) p. 950.
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develop against the racist from the left both from the

Communist Party and the socialist Party. Niebuhr had realised

that the Nasi movement had successfully destroyed the opposition,

which for Niebuhr consisted of the communist and socialist. In

the article "The Opposition in German" Niebuhr noted that

"thousands of both socialist and communist have been able to
12

enter and have entered the Hitler Storm Troopers." Niebuhr

noted with some hope that the Communist Party had continued a

desperate existence. However, Niebuhr had lost all faith in

the communist in Germany. "Whatever actual communist strength

may be at the present time, there is no question 'that Communism

is not in the immediate future a force which can be compared in

significance with the 'radical elements in National Socialism

itself." Niebuhr then turned to the socialist cause with even

greater disappointment. "The socialist cause is even more hope¬

less "chan that of Communism. It is in fact so hopeless that it

can be stated with almost dogmatic certainty that National
14

Socialism had destroyed German Social Democracy." Niebuhr quite

gloomily pointed out that "The church after all has its strength

in the very class which feel themselves saved from a Marxian

revolution by Hitler, the small farmers, the middle-class of the
15

city and the professional classes."

Niebuhr in the article "Why German Socialism Crashed" commented

12. Heinhold i.iebuhr "The Opposition in Germany" 1 he New Hepublic
(June 26, 1933; p. 169.

13. Ibid. p. 169.

14. Ibid. p. ISO. *

15. Meinhold Niebuhr "Religion and the New Germany" The Christian
Century (June 26, 1933) p• 845.
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that hitler's speeches were full of the glorification of the

past and hope for a vague future. Niebuhr considered Hitler's

technique to prove the "power of inadequate symbolism in politics."

riiebuhr commented that the symbol should "be at once vague, as

hitler's symbols were, and it will catch the young idealist,

the imperiled industrialist, the bankrupted store-keeper, the

aggrieved ex-soldier and everyone who suffers so much from the

sling and arrows of outrageous fortune that he had become willing*

to fly to other that he knows not of." Niebuhr then remarked

that! "koosevelt's 'new deal' belongs in the class of vague
16

symbols."

Niebuhr applied the lessons learned from the events in

Germany to the ideas and methods used by the parliamentary social¬

ist with whom he disagreed. Niebuhr considered the socialist to

be "too completely wedded to the parliamentary method of proced-
1?

ure." Niebuhr lacked faith m democratic methods and consequent!

ill the ideas of parliamentary socialism. Niebuhr interpreted

the situation in Germany as the outcome of the expected crisis

in capitalism. Niebuhr avered that "the democratic forms dis¬

appear in the stage when capitalism faces the peril of disinte¬

gration from within and increasing animosity from the workers."

Niebuhr then went on to recognise that stalemate could be the final

result of this situation. "This is the more true because amid

the complexities of modern industrial civilization it is practic¬

ally impossible for either a radical or a conservative party to

gain a sufficiently large majority to resolve the impasse between
18

conservatism and radicalism."

16, Heinhold Aiebuhr "Why German Socialism Crashed" 1'he Christian
Century (April 5, 1938) p« 453» hereafter cited as WGoC.

1?. Goy, p. 453 •
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Aiebuhr regarded the failure of the socialist as the basis

for the final victory of the nationalist. Niebuhr reminded his

readers that the socialist had failed to create the socialist

state when they had only 50 per cent of the vote while the

nationalist with even less, i.e. 44 per cent of the vote, were

able to set forth and act upon their ideas.-4

Niebuhr, because of the failure of Marxism in Germany, was

driven to a closer examination of the ideas of Marxism. Niebuhr

became totally immersed in the ideas of Marx with the almost

total exclusion of all other sources except those connected with

Marx. in the article "A hew Strategy for Socialist" Niebuhr

criticised some of Marxism's presuppositions when he examined

Marxism's failure in Germany. Niebuhr offered two different

reasons for the total failure of Marxism's opposition in the form

of socialism and communism to fascism. Niebuhr avered that the

"failure to respond to Marxist radicalism is due partly to their

want of understanding of the true realities of modern economic

society. But this is not the only difficulty some of the diffi¬

culties are on the Marxian side.Niebuhr was speaking about

the industrial worker. Niebuhr had always had reservations about

certain Marxist ideas, ana considered the Marxist approach to

collectivism to be too dogmatic to capture the sympathy of the

middle-class. Niebuhr agreed with the concept of collectivism of

industry and financial centers, but he questioned the wisdom of the

Marxist in calling for collectivism when it is applied to all

private property. Marx himself as well as Engels was aware of the

difficulty of this position, i.e. collectivising all private

19• WGSC p. 453.
20. hemnold niebuhr "a new .Strategy for Socialist" I'he World
^2±£.Z,ro.vl (August 31 > 1933) p. 490, hereafter cited as ASS.
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property. ...arx stated that "The transformation of scattered

private property, arising from individual labor, into capital¬

istic property is naturally a process incomparably more pro¬

tracted, violent, and difficult than the transformation of

capitalistic private property, already practically resting on
21

socialised production, into socialised property." Niebu'nr

recognised that the forceable removal of private property could

cause great difficulty especially the removal of the property

of farmers, hiebuhr was worried about the tendency of Marxism
22

to drive the "farmers into the arms of reaction." This is not

to say that the farmer did not desire the destruction of the

centers of finance, but niebuhr had determined that the farmer

v,'anted to run his own farm ana if this was not economically
23

feasible, events have to prove that to him', Niebuhr was

directly criticising the forceable subjection of the peasants to

a policy of collectivism that was being undertaken in Russia.

I£ngels had realised the far reaching ramifications of the pro-

iem of peasant private property. In the article "The Peasant

Question in trance and Germany" angels opposed as did neibuhr

the forceable collectivisation of peasant private property,

angels had stated that "our task relative to the small peasant

consists, in the first place, in effecting a transition of his

private enterprise and private possessions to co-operative ones,

not forcibly but by dint of example and the proffer of social

21. Karl i>.arx and Frederick Lngels selected works (London 1970)
p. 234, hereafter cited as 3. Works.

22. iijca p. T Q o» '

23. i\33 p. L90.
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24

assistance for this purpose."

The criticism that Niebuhr leveled at Marxism was aimed at

a flaw in one of Marxism's basic assumptions. Niebuhr argued

that the Marxist had inadequately dealt with the problem of

the lower middle-class, Niebuhr recognised that Marx had

believed that "the worker has no country ana it expresses

itself in terms of extreme cynicism toward national sentiments
bp

of all kinds." Niebuhr had criticised socialism for capitul¬

ating to the idea of nationalism, but he did not question the

essential correctness of the Marxist approach. Niebuhr did,

nevertheless, criticise the attitude of the Marxist "toward

cultural traditions and inheritances, including religion,

which had the same effect of alienating the middle-class in which

these traditions still have power." Niebuhr considered dog¬

matic internationalism to contain dangerous elements as did

dogmatic nationalism.

Niebuhr indicated that he stood squarely in the communist

tradition i.e. the Marxist tradition as opposed to the

socialist tradition. However, he hoped that the division be¬

tween Marxism and socialism would be avoided. Niebuhr called

for the avoidance of this dangerous division "not by a less
2?

rigorous but by a more rigorous Marxism." Niebuhr clearly

believed that Marxist doctrines should continue. Niebuhr*s

solution to the crisis in Germany resembled his solution to the

division between the socialist and the communist. Niebuhr

wrote that "a radical movement must be more certain about the

24. 3. Works pp. 034-635*

25. i.3o p. 4yl.

26. n o 3 p. 4 9 -u.

b /. woo p. 491.
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essentials of Marxian theory and less dogmatic about the non-
10

essentials," if the German left wish to be victorious. This

type of criticism is in evidence in several of Niebuhr's
T 19articles. y

A fairly general overview of Niebuhr's position can be

pieced together from the article "After Capitalism - What?".

Niebuhr not only assumed that the death of capitalism was at

hand but that this death was desirable. Niebuhr had no hope

and held out no hope for a capitalistic reformation at this

juncture of his developing thought. The basic question for

niebuhr was not whether capitalism would perish but how it

would perish. Niebuhr framed his explanation of fascism and

its rise, in terms of the collapse of capitalism. Niebuhr

stated that the "disintegrating social system •will try to save

itself by closing ranks and eliminating the anarchy within it¬

self." Niebuhr foresaw the possibility of capitalism perpetu¬

ating itself for a few more decades by relying upon fascism,

out he predicted that capitalism would inevitably fall because

it could not cure the "inequality of consumption and inter-
30

national anarchy." It is obvious in this article that Niebuhr

held out little hope for the success of socialism through par¬

liamentary methods and procedures that were being attempted in

Europe during this period. However, this did not mean that

Niebuhr believed that revolution was the only way that the cap-

28. N33 p, 492.

29. Heinhold Niebuhr "Making radicalism Effective" The orld
memoryow (Dec. 21» 1933) PP- 682-684.

30. reinhold niebuhr "After Capitalism - What?" The ,,orld To¬
morrow vMarcn I, 1933) p. 204, hereafter cited as AON.
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itaiistic system would come to an end, iNiebuhr admitted that

"the final transfer of power may come through the use of a
31

general striae or some similar technique." iNiebuhr realised'

that neither the revolutionary nor the non-revolutionary course

"offers modern society an easy way .to the mastery of a tech-
32

nological civilization."

niebuhr foresaw no way for forestalling the coming struggle.

iNiebuhr advised that;

Those who wish to participate in such a struggle
creatively to help history toward a goal of justice and
to eliminate as much confusion, chaos and conflict in
the attainment of the goal as possible, will accomplish
this result only if they do not permit their'own compara¬
tive emancipation for the determining and conditioning
economic factors to obscure the fact these factors are

.generally determining, No amount of education or
religious idealism will ever persuade a social class to
espouse or seek a goal which is counter to its economic
interest.73

Niebuhr advised his readers that the failure to recognise the

"covert brutality of the social struggle is probably the great¬

est weakness of the middle-class liberal, and it lends a note

of hypocracy and self-deception to every moral pretension
32

which seeks to eliminate violence in the social struggle."

iNiebuhr 'revealed in this statement that he had moved a tremen¬

dous distance away from his original beliefs about violence.

Niebuhr obviously had abandoned pacifism completely by the time

that he wrote this article in favor of Marxism and its accom¬

panying possibility of revolution or at the very least coercion

31. ACtf

32. ACW

3 3« i 1 v 1

34. AC w

p. 204.

p. 202.

p. 205.

p. 205•
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through strides* The final downfall of the pacifistic ideal

was brought about by Niebuhr's involvement with a combination

of pragmatic and Marxist ideals, but the official end to his

pacifistic stance had to wait until 193^ • Niebuhr still had

not completely given up searching for a peaceful solution to

the problem, i.e.one that did not depend upon violence such as

a general strike, but he no longer considered the non-violent

way as the only option. Niebuhr by this time had come almost

completely under the spell of Marx; that is as far as Niebuhr

would come to rely upon the thought of any other man. Niebuhr

had abandoned for the most part by this time the' idea of

pacifism under the pressure of Marxist doctrines and the belief

in the coming class struggle which presupposed the possibility

of violence.

There aire parallels and contrasts between the ideas of Marx

and the ideas of Weber that have a bearing upon Niebuhr's own

thinking a fact that has already been noted. Weber understood

Christianity as being basically a religion of the urban artis-

anate, whereas Marx saw it as being the religion of the migrant

peoples, nowever, Marx did emphasise that the Christian ethical

outlook formed a vital current when Nome plunged into moral

decay. Marx realised that the Neformation had provided a

similar moral regeneration in relation to the coming new system
35

as Catholicism r.ad done for the old feudal system. Niebuhr

retained certain weberian features in this thinking although they

were now hidden behind the mask of Marxism. "Marxism is not

wrong in regarding Protestantism as, on the whole, the religious

C
C

35- -Anthony diddens Capitalism and Modern .Social Theory (Cam¬
bridge 19?1; pp. PO7-10?. hereafter cited as CmST.
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sublimation oi the interest of the middle-class just as

Catholicism is in the main organic to a more feudal agrarian
3 o

world." niebu.hr made use of this concept in his defense of

religion and disagreed with Marx's sweeping denunciation of

religion, Riebuhr referring to the ideas of Marx stated in •

defense of religion that "my own belief is that he confused
37

certain phenomena of middle-class religion with religion itself."

i.iebuhr in the article "The German: Unhappy Philosophers

in Politics" disclosed something that one could have•suspected

from the beginning, i.e. his preference for the German 'stream'

of philosophy as opposed to the British 'stream'', Riebuhr

asservated that: "the Germans will probably always provide more

interesting philosophy than the British. They explore the
3 S

heights and depths of life more fully." Niebuhr understood

the German philosophers to be men of extremes, he noted that

German philosophy contained the consistent optimism of Liebnitz

as well as the most thorough going of pessimist, Schopenhauer.

The most ruthless revolt against Christian morals was precipi¬

tated by nietzche and the "most consistent philosophy of

rebellion against the bourgeois civilization was developed by
39

a German Jew, narl Marx." niebuhr revealed his opinion of

Eduard Bernstein's thought when he commented that the catastro¬

phic elements in Marxism did not seem to inspire the workers

36. Reinhold niebuhr "marxism and Religion" The vVprli Tomorrow
(March 15, 1933) p. 253.

37. ibid. p. 153•

3d. Reinhold Riebuhr "The Germans: Unhappy Philosophers in
Politics" The .American Scholar (October 1933) p. 416.

39. Ibid. p. 416.
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who were beginning to reap some of the benefits of industrial

civilization, which "was revised by another German Jew, Bduard

Bernstein and the revision was more consistent than the semi-

socialism or English r'abanism.

hot unexpectedly hiebuhr was still under the influence of

Oswald Spengler. hiebuhr noted that one of the "most brilliant

boo its' that has come out of the present political movement was
41

Jeunger's Per Broeiter. The political movement referred to
j

in the work is that of the hitler regime and in particular the

hoped for revolution which was to be found in the Storm Troopers,

hiebuhr considered Jeunger to be a valuable source of information

and he commented that Jeunger followed the ideas of Spengler,

"in many ways". Niebuhr however did realise that there was a

difference between the two men. Niebuhr maintained that Jeunger

"glories in what Bpengler depreciates, namely the fact that in

a technical age the man who runs the machine controls the sig¬

nificant power in the hour of crisis and therefore can count
42

on ultimately making his will prevail."

n Continuing Radicalism (1934)

The year 1934 was an interesting year in terms of Niebuhr*s

development and the changing scene in America. By 1934 the

national income had risen above the depths reached during the

depression by more than twenty per cent and the trend was
0

.. '•

n

c

40. ibid. p. 4lo.

41. Aeinhoid hiebuhr "Botes from a Berlin Diary" The Christian
Century.

42. Ibid, p. 8?3.
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43
definitely upward. However, there was still an increase in

the amount of radical activity in the united States. It was

during the period following the electoral defeats of 1934 and

1933 that the socialist movement experienced a serious inter-

party revolt by the 'militants'. The 'militants' felt that

contact should toe made with the communist to form a joint

Socialist-Communist Party. This group of 'militants' were young

and v/ere gathered around Norman Thomas. This revolt led to

great confusion and guerilla warfare within the party that went

on for several years. Until the 'militants' launched their own

paper early in 1935. Wiebuhr stood toriefly at the editorial coclc-

pit of the 'militant' cause, which was the offices of the <v or id
44

Tomorrow. nirtoy Page remarked that among all the trades and

professions the highest percentage of socialists in the country

were in the Protestant clergy.1934 saw the collapse of the

■ ;orld fommorow, which was brought about toy a determined effort

to make the publication into an effective instrument of the

left, tout the strain between this stance and the hard core

pacifistic concerns of the journal brought about an unbearable

strain. The strain of debate between the Marxist and the pacifist

proved too much for the child of the fellowship of Reconciliation

and before 1934 had ended the journal had collapsed under the
46

strain. another sign of the vigorous radicalism that was

still prevalent in the country can be seen at Union Theological

43. uC p.

44. Berkley op. cit. pp. 407-410.

4p« 1 Did. p. 41y.

46. Ibid. p. 414.
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Seminary itself. A few students on May day climbed on to the

roof and substituted a red flag for the American stars and

stripes that flew over union seminary. President Coffin of

union was of the opinion that the students should be expelled.

J. Bingham pictures Niebuhr as being "torn between loyalty to
47

Coffin and to the students, some of who were his ooys..."

Curing 1934 Niebuhr was busy with the formation of the

fellowship of Southern Churchman. Niebuhr was seen as the

spiritual Godfather of this fellowship. During its early stages

he helped the delegates to descriminate between truth, fantasy
43

and fiction.

Dopaid Meyer puts forth the opinion that Niebuhr began in

this year of Iy34 to withdraw from a general basis for his

evidence which he would later in his career discard to a large

extent and begin "to loo.; forward to a more explicit, individual,

and inward looking type of evidence on which he would later rely upon

more heavily. i'his was an indication of hiebuhr's germinating

neo-orthodoxy in Meyer's opinion since niebuhr ultimately used
49

evidence that come from inside the shelf. Even though the

roots of orthodoxy may be found taking root in 1934 this was

one of the years in which Niebuhr's sense of crisis was at its

height and this was like 1933 a year in which Niebuhr made full

use of Europe as a model with which to instruct America as well
50

as making full use of the Marxist analysis.

4/. uC p. loo.

K C' • O G P a cL'O O »

49. PCPu p, 243.

50, PSPk p. 263.
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In 1934 Niebuhr published neflecticns of the End of an Ira

which quite clearly illustrated the depth of Niebuhr's use of

the Marxist approach and his deepening sense of catastrophe.

Niebuhr's readershin was also widened since this book was a
51

selection of the keligious Book Club. reflections on the End

of an Ira represents Niebuhr's deepest involvement with Marxism.

■J?he Marxist type of dogmatism in inflections on the ind of an

Era add forcefulness to the volume. Niebuhr's wide reputation

as a powerful champion of Marxism was brought about by the

publication of re ••'lections on the End of an Ira. Merkley is

of the opinion that this volume was the most powerful product of

Niebuhr's so-called Marxist phase. The book wedded the vigorous

style of Niebuhr's preaching to a lengthy presentation of his

overall views, this was Niebuhr at his most powerful. Niebuhr

began shortly after the publication of this volume his slow fall

away from Marxism. Niebuhr after 1934 became less and less

convinced over the years of Marxism's validity as a critical

instrument. By the time the work Christianity and Power

Politics had been published in 1940 Niebuhr had reached the
53

conclusion that warxism was too dangerous to use.

Niebuhr in 1934 had come to believe that the world was well

down the path leading to international war and the chaos that
54

would follow, Niebuhr at this juncture considered strict

American neutrality to be justified under any circumstances."^

51. CC p. 166.

52. Merkley op, cit. p,'l?l.

53° ibid. p. 179-184.

5b* xobsrt urocker Cooa l'he Contribution of Pel Ahold niebuhr to
the ^Theory of international relations (unpublished thesis 1956)
p • D 1 •
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iviobuhr's deep involvement with the radical cause and his

approval of fairly extreme political measures is apparent

in the statement that "true socialism must be neither be

shocked by 'illegality* nor take a prematurely negative

attitude toward constitutional methods." ° Niebuhr was seem¬

ingly open to any method that would bring about socialist

objectives, Niebuhr had categorically stated that "socialist

principles are certain to play a role in our American life."

Niebuhr continued by indicating that the basis for decisions

should be socialist principles which should determine the

method to be used. "Any honest discussion of the ways and means

which must be used to establish a socialist commonwealth is

57
therefore realistic rather than academic..."

In 193^ Niebuhr turned to the realistic approach in his efforts

to determine the direction of coming events. Niebuhr avered

that "Christian .Socialist are nor particularly interested in

what the orthodox Marxian may say about the issue. What they

are interested in is the political and economic realism of
58

marxism." Niebuhr had again turned to a tactic that now has

become familiar, i.e. the setting of one group of beliefs and

ideas up against another set of ideas in order to bring the

one set of ideas more clearly into focus. Niebuhr turned to

55• Keinhold Niebuhr "Shall We Seek World Peace or the Peace of
America" -he .,orld lomorrow (March 15, 193*0 P* 133-

56. keinhold Niebuhr "Sx Cathedera" The World Tomorrow (July 21,
193*0 p. 362.

57. Ibid. p. 362.

58. Aeinhold niebuhr "i'he fellowship of Socialist Christians"
She ..orld In morrow (June 14, 193k) p. 298.
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the assumptions of realism in order to bring into focus and to

determine how to best make use of the ideas of Marx. Niebuhr

wrote that the "political realism of the Marxians revealed in

both its analysis and its strategy, is not incompatible with

profound Chrisitianity though it may be at war with modern
59

liberal versions of the Christian faith." Nevertheless,

Niebuhr's doubts about Marxism are in evidence when he examines

the concepts of Marxism through the spectacles of realism.

"Some Christian Socialist feel that the utopianism of Marxism

is a product of its naturalism and that in this utopianism
0

Marxism remains a child of liberalism." It is'significant

that Niebuhr v/as willing to class Marxism with liberalism which

had become Niebuhr's traditional enemy.

Niebuhr supported the realistic approach of Marxism and

revealed his doubts about the Utopian aspects of Marxism when

he published the article "When Will Christians Stop Pooling

Themselves?" Niebuhr praised the "healthy realism among

laymen" that breaks through "the illusions created by super-
6l

ficial moral preaching." Niebuhr called for the application

of the ideal of realism to the social struggle. "It is just

this kind of realism the church has been failing to supply in

the social struggle. It has preached too much moral idealism
6 2

at the expense of religious realism." Niebuhr had begun to

59* Ibid. p. 298.

60. Ibid. p. 298.

61. Heinhold Niebuhr "When Will Christians Stop Fooling Them¬
selves?" The Christian Century (May 16, 1934) p. 658.
62. Ibid. p. 658.
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examine the ideas and tenets of Marxism with the tools of

realism. Niebuhr stressed the fact that he had used only part

of the Marxist approach. Although Niebuhr had praised certain

elements of religion in Marxism, he never made use of the

religious aspects of marxism, and he had begun to differen¬

tiate between two parts of marxism, i.e. the religious aspects

as opposed to the economic aspects. Niebuhr asserted' that

"Marxian politics and economics are extremely realistic","

'however he went on to accuse Marxism of having religious

pretensions that were a form of blindness "and this blindness

is dangerous not only to society, but to the cause...".

Niebuhr had long been under the influence of James, but

pragmatism had taken a back seat for the first few years of the

1930's, but it began to reappear as the 1930's progressed. The

first issue of xadical Religion finds Niebuhr stressing the

pragmatic appeal of socialism. "being a pragmatic people that

part of the American church which takes the social and economic

problems seriously has more or less drifted into socialism

simply because it became convinced that there is no hope of
64

social justice in the old individualism."

■J?he first issue of radical lieligion is also of interest since

it contained a concise summary of Kiebuhr's views as well as

The views of the F.3.C. Niebuhr recognised that his objectives

and those of the Fellowship were different from the "ultimate

presuppositions abbut life" that were in pure marxism. Niebuhr

wrote that the Fellowship believed that "a capitalistic society

63. ibid. p. 059.

64. ueinhold aiebuhr "why we need A New Quarterly" radical
xslivion (rail 1935J p. 3-
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is destroying itself and yet it must be destroyed lest it
65

reduce, .... our whole civilization to barbarianism. there

was a second area of general agreement with Marxism in that

the fellowship had called for the "social ownership of the

means of production" which was the "only basis of health ana
66

justice for a technical age." There was one other general

area of agreement between Marxism and the Fellowship, both

believed "that such a society can be established only through

a social struggle and that in that struggle we ought to be on
6?

the side of the working-man." as one can see the Fellowship

agreed with the central presuppositions of Marxism, i.e. the

prophecy of the coming catastrophe; calling for social owner¬

ship and looking toward the coming class struggle. "if we

(Fellowship of Socialist Christians) qualify the consistency

of Marxian determinism and the optimism of Marxian utopianism

we do so without apology to the socialist cause because we

believe that these errors of Marxism complicate its political
66

problem and imperil its political success."

niebuhr extensively employed Marxist concepts in 193^; an

example is his criticism of the church. Fiebuhr still relied

heavily upon certain Marxist assumptions, but he was shaping

some of them to his needs. in the article "The Church and

Political action" Fiebuhr expressed the opinion that the church

should center its activities around the dispossessed. Fiebuhr

65. Ibid. p. 5-

66. ibid. p. 5.

67. Ibid. p. 5.

08. ibid. p. 5.
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asservated that the middle-class expected to transcend in the

form of the church through political idealism the political

prejudices that it had toward labor. Niebuhr emphatically

stated that "the church cannot transcend the class struggle if
69

it does not first espouse it and take it into its own life."

At this juncture of his life Niebuhr still was profiting

from Marxism and an excellent example of this is in the way he

examined the ideas and methods of Earth. Niebuhr criticised

the Barthian for "religious absolutism which begins by making

conscience sensitive to all human weakness and ends in complac-
70

ency toward social injustice." Niebuhr asservated that!

The selfishness of the privileged groups who are trying
desperately to prevent the organization of the social
order in which all men will have basic security is
confusedly identified with human selfishness in general,
and the workers are told that they must suffer from
injustice as punishment for the sins of mankind... the
harassed unemployed might well express their scorn for
these theological subtlities and insist that they are at
least entitled to a world in which all men suffer
equally from the consequences of human sin.

In the article "The Problem of Communist Neligion" Niebuhr

reiterated his dissatisfaction with the communist position on

religion. Communism in Niebuhr's estimation is definitely a

religion and took exception when Max Eastman called for the

removal of all religious elements from communism. Niebuhr was

in agreement with Harold Laki's position that the source of

political strength in communism was to be found in its religious

69. Neinhold Niebuhr "The Church and Political Action" The
Christian Century (Aug. 1, 1939) p. 993«

?0. Keinhold niebunr "Earthianism and Political Neaction" The
onristian Century-IJune b, 1936) p. 756.

71. Ibid. p. 756.



character. Niebuhr 7 however, was aware that the religious

elements had both an evil and a positive effect. This view is

summed up in the statement that "the religious character of a

political movement is the source of its political strength and
72

demonic peril." Niebuhr was forced to ask the questions "What

is to be done if the source of inhumanity in a political move-
73

ment is also the source of its power?" Niebuhr realised that

the inhumanity that was intrinsic in the movement of communism

could not be removed without destroying its power. Niebuhr

scornfully commented that: "Its (communism) dogmatic over¬

simplifications falsify the actual facts of western Civilization,
75

and accordingly lead to faulty tactics." Niebuhr, however,

gave pragmatice approval to certain religious elements. "It

is therefore merely a sober truth to regard the working class as

a group destined to a high fate in the history of contemporary
76

civilization." Niebuhr had only acknowledged a need for the

feeling of mission and he felt that the inclusion of religion

only brought about inhumanity. Niebuhr still retained his

basic belief in the tenets of Marxism. "but it will make a

great difference in the history of our civilization whether the

philosophy which informs our radicalism proceeds from jealous

religious assumptions or rests upon a secure foundation of sober

72. Neinhold Niebuhr "The Problem of Communist keligi'on" The
..orld tomorrow ^July 26, 1936).

73-* ibid. p. 379.

76. Ibid. p. 379.

75- ibid. p. 379."

76. Ibid. p. 379.



social and political judgements."

By 1934 Niebuhr had progressed far beyond his initial

encounter with Marxism and was beginning to look more objectively

at its doctrines. This attitude was to be dominant throughput

the thirties, but there was a growing dissatisfaction with

Marxism that came to culmination in the 1940's. i'he period

covering the third decade of the twentieth century is normally

considered to be the second stage in Niebuhr's political develop¬

ment. the first being his liberal stage and the third a return

to a more conservative base with a re-orientation towards

73
pragmatism, which had never been entirely left behind. After

Niebuhr's initial intensive encounter in 1934 with the beliefs

and doctrines of Marx he began to find fault with the metaphysical

claims which Marx had made which was a secularised expression of

the Kingdom of bod. Niebuhr throughout this period was concerned
C'

0
r

with the whole social problem and with other classes besides
'/9 c.

the proletariat. Niebuhr dealt with the problems of the

world in terms of Marxist principles, but had not been compr

letely dominated by the ideas of Marx. Niebuhr from the begin¬

ning had been aware of the dangers that Marxist doctrines held,

and very quickly was able to identify these dangers and warn

of their evil.

However, the continuing power of Niebuhr's radical opinions

are evident in his abandonment of the fellowship of reconcili¬

ation. In the article "Why I Leave the F.O.R." Niebuhr clearly

7?. Ibid. p. 3?9.
#

73. Charles C. West Communism and the Theologians: Study of an
encounter (London 1953) p. 122-3.

79- ibid. p. 123.
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established his high opinion of Marxist principles that

existed at this time and that held sway over his thinking

about society even though they were tempered by Christian

principles. Niebuhr was a pacifist only in the sense of

refusing to participate in an international war and was no

longer willing to consider pure pacifism as an option. Niebuhr

had come to argue that "In the case of the social struggle which

is being waged between the privileged and the disinherited

classes in every Western nation some of us, at least know that

there are possibilities that modern civilizations will drift

into barbarism with the disintegration of the capitalist
80

system." Niebuhr appreciated that the "problem of social

justice is a pragmatic and even a technical one. Modern

capitalism breeds injustice because of the disproportions of
. ■ ..81

economic power which it tolerates and upon which it is based.

Niebuhr then avered that there is "no basic economic justice

without a destruction of the present disproportions of power

and we do not expect the latter without a social struggle.

Niebuhr combined pragmatic and realistic reasons for rejecting

the F.O.R.'s position and using Marxist principles, e.g. the

inevitability of class struggle. Niebuhr believed that when

one limited the action of the disinherited to non-violent coercion

it'gave "an undue advantage to that portion of the community

which is always using non-violent coercion against the disin-

80. Reinhold Niebuhr "Why I Left the F.Q.R." The Christian
Century (Jan. 3, 193*0 p. 18.

81. Ibid. p. 18. .

82. Ibid. p. 18.
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herited."^ Niebuhr revealed the dual character of his

thought and his fatalistic excep.tance of a coming tragedy when he

stated that "as a Marxian and as a Christian 1 recognise the

tragic character of man's social life, and the inevitability of

conflict in it arising from the inability of man ever to bring
84

his egoism completely under the dominion of conscience."

4s before Niebuhr employed other philosophical assumptions

from other philosophical sources, but to a lesser degree than

the twenties since his thinking was in the shadow of Marxist

assumptions and doctrines. Niebuhr spent the majority of his

time during this period calling for a revision o'f Marxist
O £

thought or putting forward Marxist ideas. ^ However, there are

several references to major figures in philosophy in the article

"The Churches in Germany" specifically to Thomas Hobbes and
6?

David nume, but that is the only real use of specific phil¬

osophical ideas in Niebuhr's articles in 193^ except for

several references to Oswald Spengler's thought. This is not

surprising when one considers Niebuhr's intense involvement

with the events in Germany as well as his preoccupation with

the coming crisis and his immersion in Marxism.

In the article "Neligion as a Source of Radicalism" Niebuhr

again turned to the now familiar source of Spengler. Niebuhr

83* Ibid. p. 18.

84. Ibid. p. 19.

85. Reinhold niebuhr "Comment on an Appeal to the Socialist
Party" The world Tomorrow (April 12, 1934) p. 185.

86. neinhold Niebuhr "The Churches in Germany" The American
Scholar (Summer, 1934) p. 3^8.

8?. Ibid. p. 346.
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examined Spengler's assumption that the radicalism of the

workers was due to a degenerate type of religion, Niebuhr noted

that Spengler's view was that religion "becomes a dangerous

source of social disintegration when the priest of religion

mistakenly imagines that the pure ideals of religion can be¬

come the basis of political reform, and gives support to
r ° '

radical political programs." Niebuhr continued "Spengler

attributes modern radicalism to these religious aberations

and quite correctly derives modern Marxism from the prophetic
88

tradition in religion." Niebuhr certainly did not agree with

Spengler's basic call to the Prussian aristocracy to subdue

with nailed fist the radicalism of the workers. Marx considered

religion to be the source of conservatism and political reaction,

while Spengler considered religion to be a basis for radicalism,

niebuhr shows his deep understanding by agreeing with both of

these outlooks and using them together. Niebuhr was of the

opinion that the "real fact is that religion is the source of

both radicalism and conservatism; for the light of its sanc¬

tities can be used with equal success to obscure the imper-
89

fections of society and to bring them into bold relief."

Although Niebuhr violently disagreed with Spengler's basic

stand as we will discover later he still utilized Spengler's

reactionistic approach to religion to his advantage. Niebuhr

appreciated that religion was a vulnerable target for both

the Marxist and Spenserian type of reaction for Niebuhr main-

88. Keinhold Niebuhr "Keligion as a Source of kadicalism" The
Christ inn Century (April 11, 193*0 P« *+91 •

89. Ibid. p. 491.
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tained that there was a need for a study which would incorpor-
90

ate both extremes.''

Niebuhr employed Spengler's three alternatives for giving

expression to religion i.e. the monk, the priest, and the pro¬

phet as the symbols of the three differing religious possibilit¬

ies. Spengler used the symbol of the priest to stand for the

religious approach to reality and its tendency to reconcile the

imperfections of the world. On the other hand the monk for

Spengler represented the purer type of religion which obviated

the necessity to compromise with the relativities of a

political and economic order. Niebuhr asserted 'that "in so far

as the ascetic isolates religious-moral sensitivity in the

monastery and prevents it from becoming effective in society in

general he may have as conservative an influence upon social
91

life as both Spengler's praise and Marxian criticism suggest."

.An excellent example of Niebuhr's ability to intertwine

differing view points in order to reach a conclusion without

being dominated by either thinker. Niebuhr, however, made

evident his displeasure with Spengler's analysis of the symbol

of the prophet. "Spengler's praise of priest and monk as

legitimate types of religion and his condemnation of the pro¬

phetic social radical as a degenerate religious type is merely

the value of judgement of an arch-reactionary who judges all
92

things in terms of the usefulness to a traditional society."
O

Niebuhr'Si widening disagreement with Spengler was under-
C

0

90. Ibid. p. 493*
i

91. Ibid. p. 493.

92. Ibid. p. 493.
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lined when less than a month later a book review appeared that

Wiebuhr had written for The world Tomorrow entitled "Historian,

Poet - Junker" which was extremely critical of Spengler's

latest work The Hour of Decision which was the work that Niebuhr

seemed to be referring to in the article "Heligion as a Source

of Radicalism", but never directly referred to by name.

Niebuhr from the first sentence of this review showed that his

dissatisfaction with Spengler was growing and in particular

his dissatisfaction with the newest of Spengler's works. "All
93

that is worse in Spengler is in this political tract." Niebuhr

observed that Spengler had become dominated by P-russian pre¬

judices which were only slightly in evidence in what Niebuhr

called his "poetic work", i.e. The Decline of the west.. Niebuhr

criticised Spengler because he had "ceased to be a determinist

in this volume", referring to The Hour of Decision. Niebuhr

had come to realise that Spengler "is no longer describing the

inevitable decline of Western Culture but is nerving his little

class of aristocrats for a desperate struggle against the colored

hordes of the orient and against the rebellious workers of the
95

Western World. Niebuhr seemed to hint that since Spengler

had abandoned his former position, Spengler's appeal had been

lessened. One is again made aware of the importance of the

deterministic position for Niebuhr a position that Spengler had

emphasised earlier; one that apparently attracted Niebuhr

during the later 1920's which v/as yet another way in which Nie-

93« Neinhold Niebuhr "Historian, Poet - and Junker" review of
The iipur of decision in The Nor Id Tomorrow (April 26, 193*0 P* 211.

94. Ibid. p. 211.

95• ibid. p. 211.
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buhr had begun the criticism of liberalism v/hich finally led

him to Marx.

Niebuhr condemned out of hand the latest work of Spengler by

informing the reader that the ideal "social system for Spengler

is the old feudal order in which the lord commands and the

96
peasants obey...". Since modern capitalism had destroyed

this ideal world for Spengler, he hated the capitalist as much

as he hated the socialist for the destruction of the feudal

world that he considered to be the ideal system. However,

Niebuhr scathingly noted that "Spengler has no scheme for

getting rid of a technical civilization or modern industrial
„97

process.

Niebuhr opined that there was a gradual downward spiral in

Spengler's overall view. - Niebuhr reminded one that in the

decline of the ,;est Spengler had no idea of opposing the course

of events, however, later Spengler sought to oppose the course

of events. Niebuhr wrote about Spengler that he "wrote a little

book entitled Kan and technics in which he advised the blue-

bloods to make a heroic, though necessarily futile, defense of
98

their crumbling world against the rebellious workers." Spengler

by the time that he wrote The Hour of decision had arrived at

the opinion that the defense by the bluebloods might be success¬

ful. Niebuhr scornfully asserted that Spengler's conceptualis¬

ation remained incomplete, since he did not suggest what a

Prussian general is to do if "the workers in his factory fail

to yield him that obedience, reverence, and gratitude which are

$

96. ibid. p. ill.

97. Ibid. p. 211.

98. Ibid. p. 211.
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his just due.

Niebuhr ended this rather savage book review on a mournful

but very informative note. Niebuhr mourned the "going" of

Spengler, but he confirmed that he had already been apparent

which was that he was profoundly affected by the early work of

Spengler. Niebuhr sorrowfully commented that:

Spengler has never been a reliable historian. But there
was an imposing grandeur in the poetic conceptions of his
magnum opus. Now the poet of reaction has turned into a
bawling and rather incoherent 'counterrevolutionary'.
The psychoses which his nations suffers seems to have
affected him.l^^

Niebuhr blamed the situation in Germany for the downfall of

Spengler's ideals, but he also admitted having early doubts

about Spengler. However, Niebuhr quite readily admitted that

Spengler was a source of inspiration for him.

In 193ll- the same year in which he finally rejected pacifism

the last remnant of liberalism Niebuhr wrote the work Reflections

on the End of an Bra. This volume disclosed Niebuhr's consistent

concern with the need for a radical approach in order to bring

about social change. "Radicalism for Niebuhr is not only

denoted by revolutionary activity, but conoted by a thorough
101

going change." This volume is considered by some to be the
102

"great product ofpNiebuhr's Marxist phase." Others consider
this volume to be the first volume to indicate a shift from the

basic tenets of Marxism.^

99« Ibid. p. 211.

100. Ibid. p. 211.

101. J.M. Danielson The Evolution of the Political Thought of
ngj.nho 1 d N1 ebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1965) p. 76.

102. Merkley op. cit. p. I83.

103. Danielson op. eft. p. 78.
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The Marxist influences that were abundant in Moral inan 'and

Immoral Aoeietv were in evidence as well in deflections on the

nd of an Era. This volume like Moral Man and Immoral Society

wi^.1 be primarily investigated in order to discover what in¬
fluences are affecting the beliefs of Niebuhr with particular

attention to the influence of Marx. The first area to be

investigated will be the area to do with Marxist assumptions

and doctrines and how Niebuhr utilized or rejected them, as we'll

a<r~other philosophicalT~sbtrr,ce"'S.

'Niebuhr reasserted in deflections on the And of an bra his

basic belief in the Marxist prognosis about civilization by

asserting that:

With rather pathetic irony modern civilization proceeded
to tear itself asunder in its conflict between nations
and classes while modern culture dreamed of perpetual
peace. The trader is not a conscious imperialist; but he
needs raw products for his machine, markets for his goods
and investment opportunities for his surplus capital, bach
modern industrial nation was therefore forced into imper¬
ialism; and its imperialism came in conflct with that of
other nations, driven by the same necessities# *(£*he very
reason that each of the modern nations is forced to be
excessively imperialistic was due to the fact that the
dominant economic groups in each of them would not divide
the benefits of the productive process with the masses
sufficiently to provide markets for the process within
the boundaries of each nation. -It is instructive that
during the period of decay in this system of production
a world economic conference should be held in which each
nation insisted on the necessity of freer trade between
the nations while every nation continued to raise tariff
barriers and to seek tra.de advantages in depreciated
currencies in the vain effort to sell the world more

goods than it was willing to buy from the world. It is
significant too that the ultimate disintegration of such
a civilization should be foreshadowed by rising inter¬
national control of the League of nations, the one
achievement (or was it gesture?) of the liberal spirit
of the era.164

.Again Niebuhr has underlined his two basic reasons for employing

Marxist assumptions. At the end of the above statement Niebuhr

104. Keinhold Niebuhr Reflections on the End of an bra (.New York
1934) p. 14, hereafter cited as REE.
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emphasised his basic strategy, i.e. employing Marxism as a means

of criticising liberal ideals, as well as employing Marxism's

predictions about the ultimate disintegration of capitalism.
siebuhr presupposed that the destruction of civilization would

come from tensions and stresses that were already present in

civilization. Marxism was confident that the cause of this

self-desti^uction would be economic as was Niebuhr.

As has been noted previously uiebuhr employed Marxist

assumptions in his analysis of liberal ideals and capitalistic

civilization in the main. An example of this application is

found in the following:

The hope of. harmony between the classes has been as
cruelly disappointed as the liberal dream of international
reciprocity. The mechanical civilization of the commercial
and industrial oligrachs tends to fall apart not only
internationally but intranationally. The class struggle
is indeed as old as history; but in other ages personal
relations and organic societies tended to mitigate and
to obscure the force of class antagonisms. It remained
for a social order which hoped for a perfect mutuality of
interest between social classes to generate J^e most
venomous and destructive class antagonisms,.

niebuhr presupposed the "falling apart" of civilization. hiebuhr

in fact seemed to be viewing civilization through Marxist

spectacles. Marx and is'ngels wrote in the Manifesto of the

Communist Party:

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the
ruins of feudal society has not done av/ay with class
antagonisms.. It has but established new classes, new
conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place'
of the old ones.

uur epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie possesses,
however, this distinctive feature; it has simplified
the class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and
more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into
two great classes directly facing each other: iiourgeousie
and Proletariat.

105. uSii p. 15-lb.

106. S. ./orxs p. 3°.
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Niebuhr was still convinced in 193^ that history was basically

a matter of class struggle. Niebuhr's understanding of history

had taken on a more pronounced Marxist coloring which was not

evident too such a large degree early in the 1930's, which

underlined Niebuhr's heavy involvement with Marxist analysis.

Niebuhr appears at this stage to be completely at home with

the writings of Marx and Marx's approach to history. Niebuhr

agreed with one basic conclusion that came from the Marxist

analysis of society, i.e. present society for Niebuhr had

become self-destructive with the inclusion of the ideas of

class struggle and imperialism. As can be noted in the earlier

quotation (,104) Niebuhr basically agreed with Lenin's defini¬

tion of imperialism which was the striving for annexation by
10?

one nation toward another. Niebuhr considered the desire

of each capitalistic society to annex more markets as one of

the reasons underlying the disintegration of civilization.

Niebuhr in the chapter aptly entitled "Prophecy of Loom"

underlined and emphasised even more strongly than before his

basic belief in the coming self-destruction of civilization a

subject that had always intrigued him. Marx and Engels in the

Manifesto of the Communist Party had stated: "the bourgeoisie

has through its exploitation of the world-market has given a cos¬

mopolitan character to production and consumption in every
lOd

country." After pointing out that there was a large world-

market that included almost every nation. Marx and Engels went

on to point out that this world-market was controlled by a few.

107. Karl Marx, F. Sngels, V.I. .Lenin and J. Stalin A Handbook
of Marxism (London 1935) P• 692.

106. S. Works p. 39•
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"It (bourgeoisie) has agglomerated population, centralized means
, 109

of production, and has concentrated property in a few hands."
Marx ana Engels outlined the gloomy results of mass consumption

and centralisation that'had been brought about by the bourgeoisie.

Society suddenly finds itself put back into a state of
momentary barbarism; it appears as if a famine, a
universal war of devastation had cut off the supply of
the means of subsistence industry and commerce seem to be
destroyed; and why? because there is too much industry
too much commerce. The productive, forces at the disposal
of society no longer tend to further the development of
the conditions of bourgeois property; on the contrary,
they have become too powerful for these conditions by
which they are fettered, as soon cis they overcome these
they bring disorder into the whole of these fetters, they
bring disorder into the whole of bourgeois society,
endanger the existence of bourgeois property.-1--1-0

Marx and iingels were of the opinion that the world-market was

undergoing a series of crises which v/ere caused by overpro¬

duction. The Marxist conception of civilization favored the

idea that there would be a series of crises that will be world

wide, and that these crises will bring about the downfall of

society because of the fact that production has outstripped

mass consumption. Wiebuhr asserted that:

The sickness from which modern civilization suffers is
organic and constitutional. It is not due to an incidental
defect in the mechanism of production or distribution but
to the very character of the social system. The system
provides for the private ownership of the productive
processes upon which the health of the whole civilization
depends. ^Private ownership means social power; and the
unequal distribution of social power leads automatically
to inequality and injustice. By the vesting of power of
ownership in the hands of comparatively few individuals
the present social system insures the faulty distribution
of the wealth which modern machine-s create.

Mass production requires mass consumption; and
capitalism is unable to provide mass consumption. Prom
this basic ill of modern society all other defects seem
to spring.

109. 3. Works p. 39.

110. 3. works p. 39•

111. kEE p. BE.
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Within the above assertion there is a great deal of evidence that

points to Niebuhr's agreement with three Marxist assumptions.

The first was the centralization of power which represented for

Niebuhr and Marx a great danger. Marx was perfectly correct

in Niebuhr's view in his belief that an expanding capitalistic

society means an ever increasing degree of centralization.

Secondly, Niebuhr as did Marx feared mass consumption and

mass production which contained a 'fundamental difficulty' for

society. Niebuhr was of the opinion that the overproduction

of 'modern civilization' was a basic flaw and not an incidental

defect. Thirdly, Niebuhr understood as had Marx that overpro¬

duction was likely to be mortal to capitalistic society.

A discussion that throws light upon Niebuhr's thinking was

his application of Marxist analysis to the "social struggle in

America". Niebuhr in this discussion employed Marxist concepts

in his analysis of American society. Niebuhr observed that the

"disintegration of capitalism through overproduction is more

obvious in America than in any other nation but it is not yet
P .. G *

r L
i *1 O

obvious to the1 American mind."" However, Niebuhr had come to
0 -

~ 113realise that there was "no authentic proletariat in America."

The proletariat in America thought of itself as being made up

of individuals in America and consequently there was the

accompanying lack of class feeling and unity, since for the most

part the American proletariat lived in the hope of rising to the

comparative comfort of the middle-class, as individuals. There

112. KEE p. 7b.

113. NEE p. 82.
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was no conscious class struggle in America in Niebuhr's opinion

and consequently an insignificant revolutionary labor party

was functioning, Niebuhr believed that: •

there is, in short, nothing in the unique character of
American life which can prevent a social struggle,
inherent in the nature of modern society, from working
itself out to its logical conclusion. But there are
unique elements in our life which may postpone the ultimate
crisis until the end of the century.

Niebuhr not only applied the analytical methods of Marx but

also drew some conclusions about America that were reminiscent

of Marx, i.e. a prophecy of the coming class struggle.

In writing about mythology and its connectio-n with history

in particular the application of myth to history, Niebuhr came

forth v/ith several enlightening observations about Marxism and

in some ways a defence of Marxist doctrine. Niebuhr declared

that "an adequate philosophy of history, in short, must be a
115

mythology rather than a philosophy." Niebuhr described an

adequate mythology of history as being able to do justice- to

the suggestion of meaning in momentary chaos. Niebuhr continued:

It must be able to realise that forces which are not
immediately conscious of purpose, at least not of ultimate
purpose, may be used to v/eave meaning into the strands of
history. It must not be assumed that any mythology of
history can do justice to all of its detailed facts nor
that it will be absolutely true in the sense that it is
the only possible interpretation of all the facts. But
neither can 'it be assumed that a science of history which
disavows mythology is mope accurate in its description
of the detailed facts.

The view of Niebuhr was that Marxism was a mythology which did

not agree with the scientific view of Max ii'astmann. Niebuhr

placed Marxism "between the mythology of the Christian sects and

114. NEE p, 82.

115. NEE p. 1^.2.

llo. NEE p. 126.
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the faith of liberalism.^ The Marxist mythology like

liberalism emphasised the belief in human responsibility for

the historic process. Marxism stood with certain Christian

sects in its belief that historical patterns were not developed

by those who consciously tried to make the patterns. Niebuhr

recognised the fact that Marxism was too certain that its

interpretation of contemporary history was scientific rather

'than mythological. Niebuhr expressed the belief that no matter

how much the Marxist claimed a scientific validity for his

thesis, it was quite clearly a mythology which was revealed by

its mythological construetion. The Marxist had a great deal of

faith in the processes of history, which was unlike the liberal

hope of an easily and historically achieved ethical ideal or
%

the classical religious belief that God himself could redeem

the chaos and no other. The Marxist lived with the hope that

the "processes in history support those who are willing to
4-V, "ll8affirm these processes.

Marx wrote to L. kugelmann of Hanover that:

World history would indeed bp very easy to make if the
struggle were taken up only on condition of infallibly
favorable chances. It would on the other hand be of a

very mystical nature; if accidents played no part. These
accidents naturally form part of the general course of
development and are compensated for by other accidents,
but acceleration and delay are very much dependent upon
such accidents including the accident of the character
of the people who first head the movement.

rtiebuhr realised that if accidents were "the only element in

Marxian philosophy of history which 'saves' it from being
120

mystical." then it contained a great many mystical elements.

11?. RES p. 126. •

116. REE p. 128.

119. 8. Works p. 6?1.

120. REE p. 12.o.
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Aiebuhr in extending this line of thought concluded that the

Marxist held a belief in the inexorable tendency of history.

Trotsky ended his work My Life by stating that:

On April 26, 1352, Proudhon wrote to a friend from prison
'The movement is no doubt irregular and crooked, but the
tendency is constant. what every government does in turn
in favour of revolution becomes inviable; what is
attempted against it passes over like a cloud; 1 enjoy
watching this spectacle, which I understand every single
picture; i observe these changes in the life of the world
as if 1 had received their explanation from above what
oppresses others elevates me more and more, inspires and
fortifies me; how can you want me then to accuse destiny,
and as for men they are too ignorant, too enslaved for me
to feel annoyed with them.'
Despite their slight savour of ecclesiastical eloquence
those fire fine words. i subscribe to them.-^^

Niebuhr underlined the fact that Trotsky had added the last

paragraph because of Trotsky's awareness of the religious

overtones in this confession. The Marxist's faith in niebuhr's

estimation had part of its belief founded on the hope that

history would support the moral 'purpose of the proletarian.

This faith in history went so far as to hold that the enemy

will defeat itself. The Christian idea of "the last shall be

first and the first shall be last" was for Niebuhr a part of the

Marxist hope. Niebuhr regarded the v/ay in which the Marxist

made use of the economic facts as being indicative of the

mythological character of the Marxist faith. He observed that

purpose or

the meaning into

moral imagin¬

ation of the Marxist lighted upon exactly that meaning in

121. Leon Trotsky. My Life: The Mjse and ihsll of a Dictator (Lon-
don,1930) p. 4y?.

economic facts'as such never disclose a moral

meaning if the moral imagination does not read

them."-"^ However, in the case of Marxism the

122. REE p. 130.
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economic facts which made the victory of the proletariat

possible in the eyes of those who believed in Marxism. wiebuhr

believed that this had the advantage of giving courage to the-

faithful, which was another reason for their "indomitable hope."

hiebuhr continued his examination of Marxist religious and

mythological aspects by putting forward the hypothesis that
O °

Marxism had been'strengthened by determinism because determinism

had given it energy to pursue the moral and social goal that it

sought, because those who were pursuing the goal were certain of

obtaining it. however, like Christianity Marxism revealed that

there were fatalistic perils in every deterministic theory.

Lenin fought against the sleep of fatalism that threatened

Marxism when men regarded Marxist historical goals as pre¬

ordained. Lenin opposed kautsky who he believed had succumbed

to the fatalism which meant just waiting for the coming crisis.

Lenin insisted that the objective forces in history must be

consciously directed toward a revolutionary goal. The battle of

Lenin against the ideas of kautsky was for Niebuhr a battle

against 'sleepy fatalism* which coincided with other battles

within the Christian church, for Niebuhr this type of battle
123

only served to underline the religious character of Marxism.

Niebuhr went so far as to classify Marxist mythology as a

part of the "general category of Jewish apocalypticism in dis¬

tinction to the Hellenistic interpretations of life and history."

There were differences between Marxist hopes and Christian

eschatology, since Christian eschatology is dependent upon Cod

for some change in human nature not on historical process. Nie-

x2_>. Hiiii p. 1j>1.

12k. RLL p. 132.
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buhr noticed that in its pure form Christian eschatology

because of moral scruples prevents the believer from particip¬

ating in the historical processes which could bring about the

final defeat of evil.

hiiebuhr clearly understood Marxist mythology to be of

great importance to the Christian religion, isiebuhr maintained

that "if Christianity is to survive this era of social disinte¬

gration and social rebuilding, and is not to be absorbed in

or annihilated by the secularized religion of Marxism it must
1.125

come to terms with the insights of Marxist mythology.

Eiebuhr's judgement was that Marxist mythology contained

essential truths because "it is more able to affirm the moral

126
meaning in contemporary chaos than orthodox Christianity".

hiiebuhr warned that while "Christianity must come to terms with
12?

Marxian mythology it cannot afford to capitulate to it."

The capitulation to Marxism by Christianity would be a betrayal

of Christianity to the illusions that were present in liberalism
126

and Marxism. Marxism as a -whole offered a better political

strategy than Christianity for hie buhr, but Marxism did not

have a deep enough insight to be able to replace the whole of

Christian thought in Eiebuhr's judgement, i.e. it was dependent

to a large degree upon an illusion.

In 193^ hiebuhr had almost abandoned the hope of a parlia¬

mentary solution. hiebuhr had come to distrust the parliamentary

125. REE p. 135 •

126. REE p. 135-

127. mEE p. 135•

128. mEE p. 136.
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approach for pragmatic reasons and he felt that it would not

achieve the desired aims. This distrust was quite evident in
129

reflections on the fnd of an bra.

Aiebuhr commented in a general way on the conflict between

Socialism ana Capitalism." Eor Aiebuhr any conflict, including

the conflict between Socialism and Capitalism was in "reality
130

a battle between conflicting social wills." This cqnflict

of social wills was determined by the comparative strength of

the competing collective wills. The most determined group would

win the coming conflict in Niebuhr's judgement. Niebuhr had

concluded that the workers would be victorious because of their

determined stance.

Besides the determination of the laborers, Niebuhr also put

forth even more instructive reasons for the ultimate victory of

the worker, aiebuhr maintained that "his victory (the worker)

is certain because the logic of history demands his type of

society rather than the one which the owner is trying to preserve

and because he possesses more significant social power than
131

that of ownership." ivarl kiarx in his letter to P.V. Annenkov

in which he disputed certain assumptions of M. Proudhon, concisely

summarized this type of historical outlook:

In place of the great historical movement arising from
the conflict between the productive forces already
acquired by men and their social relations, which no longer
correspond to those productive forces; in place of the
terrible wars which are being prepared between the different
classes within each nation and between different nations;
in place of the practical and violent action of xhe masses
by which alone these conflicts can be resolved in place-

129. kbii pp. 157-£>•

13®. klS p. 160.
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of this vast, prolonged and complicated movement Monsieur
Proudhon supplies the whimsical motion of his own head.

In diebuhr's work there were echos of the terrible conflicts

that Marx considered to be inevitable which would lead to the

victory of the proletariat.

Niebuhr's definition of radicalism was tied into his con¬

ception of the coming catastrophe. Niebuhr defined radicalism:

as a method of observation that brushes the moral
pretension and cultural elaborations of a given civili¬
zation aside to discover what kind of power-relations is
to be found at the foundation of the socicil structure,
radicalism as a method of action seeks to level centers of
power in the interest of justice. The radical is therefore
necessary in every society but he is particularly needed
in an era in which old social forms are disintegrating and
new ones are emerging.^33

riebuhr'scbelief in the prognosis of a self-destructive society
t O

in all probability has Marxist roots, however it was not

completely Marxist in origin; biebuhr's interest in the possible

destruction of society can be traced to Kussell and Spengler.

The need for action against "power centers" illustrates the

suasion of Marxism. The call for the removal of cultural ana

moral pretensions in order to uncover the true nature of

society is seen in the Manifesto of the Communist Party. "But

communism abolishes eternal truth, it abolishes all religion,

and all morality instead of constituting them on a new basis;

it therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical
134

experience."

hiebuhr clearly maintained that there were certain features

132. narl Marx narl marx in Two volumes ed. V. hdoratsky ^London
1903) p. 3?6.

133. iiEE p. 251.

134. 3. works p. 52.
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of marxism that had met with his approval. "But he (the

Marxist) is not wrong in setting the absolute demands of justice

against the inequalities of the present social order nor in

believihg"that the destruction of present aisporportions of

economic power through collective ownership will make for a
135

more equal justice." Nieouhr quite adamently pointed out

that there were advantages to the religious tendencies of

marxism. Niebuhr asserted that "the religious character of

this demand for equal justice is attested by the whole of
136

religion. However, as well be shown in the section of this

paper dealing with Niebuhr's objections to Marxi'st thought;

Niebuhr did not view religious fervor as being constructive.

.At the end of the chapter headed "A Kadical Theory" Niebuhr

re-asserted the basic rightness of the Marxist analysis.

If modern society moves with inexorable logic toward
collectivism that does not mean that all property will
be as rigorously collectivized as it has been in Hussia,
nor that socialization will solve all political and moral
problems. It means only that the disproportion of economic
power, inherent in the private ownership of a social
process, is the main cause of modern injustice and that
this particular cause will therefore be eliminated or
mitigated by social ownership.^3<

There can be no question that Niebuhr trusted and relied upon

Marxism in his analysis, and particularly when referring to the

evils of ownership and economic power. Niebuhr as did Marx

alleged that power was mainly a product of economic forces.

Niebuhr maintained as Marx did before him that private ownership

was the root of social evil and believed that the corning defeat

of ownership would be a major step in removing injustice. Nie-

135. NAN pp. 270-1.
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buhr felt that socialization would be instrumental in bringing

about a better world, but he was aware that there would be no

coming Utopia.

the second area of interest that attracts investigation

in .\e fleet ions on the End of an bra as before with Marxist

oriented volumes, is the differing ways in which Niebuhr's

disagreement with Marx affected his beliefs. In the chapter

entitled "The 3ignificarre of racism", IMiebuhr discussed the

reasons for Engels' failure to correctly predict the existence

of capitalism rin England almost a hundred years after its

expected downfall. Engels predicted that revolution would

occur sometime during the middle of the nineteenth century.

Niebuhr explained that the error came about because of an excess

of moral passion, i.e. Engels imagined that social injustice

would not survive for the simple reason that it ought not to

survive. Eiebuhr, eilthough he defended Marxist thought, also

pointed out that Marxism like all other methods of political

analysis fell prey to many faults.

isiebuhr again stressed his fear that because of the liberal

heritage of Marxism that it could have inherited some of the

weaknesses of liberalism. An example of this fear of inherent

liberal weaknesses" in Marxism is apparent when Eiebuhr asserted

that:

There are indications that communism will substitute
a mechanistic collectivism for the mechanistic individ¬
ualism of a bourgeois civilization. Its collectivism
is mechanistic partly because it is, like capitalism,
the product of a mechanical civilization and partly
because it is like liberalism a fruit of rationalism,
in this as in some other respects, communism is too much
the child of capitalism and lives too much by a precise
negation of the vices of the latter to bring peace and
happiness to mankind.

133. KEE pp. 93-4.
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Nijebuhr believed that Marxism had more to offer than liberalism,

but he still feared the liberalistic elements of Marxism, bince

Marxism was a reaction against capitalism it was direcxly

linked to capitalism and consequently v/as limited by capitalis¬

tic mechanism and rationalism. This connection for Niebuhr

between the destroying force and the thing to be destroyed v/as

one of the continuing tragedies of human history. The reason

for the phenomenon v/as that the destroying force or the "instru¬

ment of judgement" must be in the same category as the thing

to be destroyed. The destroying force must consequently employ

some of the instruments of that which is to be d'estroyed. Wie-

buhr haid concluded "thus some evil, which is to be destroyed,

is always transferred to the instruments of its destruction and
139

thereby perpetuated." The continuation of certain evils

that came from bourgeoisie culture consequently had been

absorbed by Marxism which was one of Niebuhr's basic and major

underlying reasons for not totally committing himself to *

Marxism. Niebuhr recognised that Marxism could not have trans¬

cended all of the evils of capitalism. Niebuhr v/as aware that

there was evil v/ithin the structure of Marxism itself, that

could not be removed.

Niebuhr assumed that Marxism v/ould bring about the contin¬

uation of certain evils that were to be found in any mechanical

and rationalistic culture. In fact Niebuhr acknov/ledged that

communism was even more dangerous than certain aspects of

bourgeois culture. Niebuhr conceived of the family as being

something of lasting importance not only the immediate family

139. NNb p. 9b.
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but also the larger family, i.e. the web of secondary blood

ties, biebuhr was afraid that the very core of the family,

i.e. the relation between man and wife was being threatened

by a mechanical and rationalistic civilization. The individ¬

ualism of modern society was gnawing away at this structure

according to biebuhr. biebuhr regarded complete individualism

as being a very dangerous institution since it left the individual

without resources to combat the crowd v/hich meant that the

individual would be submerged in the group and no longer be an

individual, which was in some ways a paradox. hot only did

niebuhr consider these tendencies to be present in liberalism,

but also identified them as being in Marxist thought. iNiiebuhr

asserted:

The rationalistic character of communist culture is
attested by the fact that it seeks consciously to reduce
the family to even less significance than bourgeois culture
has unconsciously done. It furthermore excludes the
romantic element (as a bourgeois accretion) so that the
family becomes a highly rationalized and "efficient"
institution for the pro-creation of the race. This is
done for the very purpose of fitting the individual more
completely into the mass. Here is one of the instances
in which communism reveals itself to be the victim and
not the nemesis of a capitalistic civilization, destined
not to correct the weakensses of bourgeois culture, but
to deveior> them to the last impossible and absurd consis-
tenoy.WO

biebuhr not only foresaw Marxism as having continued some of the
O '

practices of the bourgeois, but he also believed that in certain

cases that marxism would cause greater harm than had the bourge¬

oisie. marxism had not just failed to correct some of the weak¬

nesses of bourgeois culture, but had in fact exaggerated some

of these weaknesses e.g. the loss of individualism. However,

marxism was a victim of liberalism since it inherited certain

140. K3JS p. 102.
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weaknesses from bourgeois culture. The intensified rational¬

ise that is part of warxism is inherited from the bourgeois

culture that it has set out to destroy. It is interesting that

even though niebuhr quite clearly understood the faults of

marxism he excused these faults by placing the blame to a

certain extent on bourgeois culture. hot only did Niebuhr

consider Marxism to be a victim of bourgeois evils, but he had

decided that these evils were necessary in order to bring about

the destruction of capitalism. it was necessary to employ

certain methods of bourgeois culture because in order to des¬

troy something one has to employ weapons that will have an

effect upon the thing to be destroyed.

Engels and Marx wrote in The manifesto of the Communist Party :

The modern labourer, on the contrary, instead of
rising with the progress of industry, sinxs deeper and
deeper below a pauper, and pauperism develops more
rapidly than population and v/ealth. And here it becomes
evident that the boui-geoisie is unfit any longer to be
the ruling class in society, and to impose its conditions
of existence upon society as an' over-riding law. it 'is
unfit to rule because it is incompetent to assure an
existence to its slave with this slavery, because it
cannot help him, instead of being fed by him. Society
can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other ,

words, its existence is no longer compatible v/ith society.

nowever, niebuhr had some pragmatic objections to this theory.

Aiebuhr remarked that:

actual hunger and malnutrition may sap the physical
foundations of martial courage. That is why the
Marxian theory of "increasing misery" as the basis of
revolutionary ardor may be interpreted in terms untrue
to the actual facts. Revolutionary ardor arises when
physical need'destroys caution and begets desperation,
but actual hunger may enervate rebellious heroism.14^.

Another familiar pattern that has been noticeable in previous

1hi. S. w orks p. 45.

14b. REE p. 144.
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statements comes through in the above statement. Niebuhr put

tbrward certain pragmatic objections to Marxist theory,

niebuhr agreed with the presupposition that people would become

more rebellious with hunger, but he made one telling, but

simple, critical observation, i.e. hunger not only increases

hate, but at the same time lessens the effectiveness of those

who hate, The interesting feature is the interplay of Marxism

with niebuhr's constant pragmatic undercurrent.

The reign of the 'worker for hiebuhr was inevitable, but

he was anxious about certain aspects of the coming change,

niebuhr declared that: "The inevitability of the reign of the

workers proves nothing in regard either to the time which will

be required to establish it or the possible benefits which

mankind may derive from it. The barbarian revolt against or

143
invasion of a civilization is never an unmixed blessing."

niebuhr quite straight forwaraly stated that any change con¬

tained evils, and consequently he believed that the taxe over

of the worker would also introduce new evils.

As has been noted earlier in this discussion niebuhr was

uneasy about the consequences of the proletariat's understanding

of itself as an instrument of judgement and justice. There were

for niebuhr two .perils that arose from the proletariat con¬

ception of itself as "the instrument of justice". 'The first

danger v/as the vindictiveness of the proletariat toward their

enemies that could perpetuate "the building of a society in
144which perennial human values are foolishly suppressed." The

143. p.
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second peril of the proletariat comes from the possible alien-
■ ation of the poor who were not members of the proletariat,

i.e. the poorer middle-class and the peasants,

hiebuhr declared:

If the proletarian worker insists that his character¬
istic attitudes on life, religion, patriotism, family
and art are absolutely essential for a revolutionary
movement he will succeed only in driving other poor
classes, whom capitalism has also disinherited, and who
are potential allies, into the arms of the enemies.±L'5

hiebuhr cited examples of both dangers, both of which had been

realised in Hussia, and in fact predicted that the vindictive-

ness of the hussian proletariat would., have an in.ternational effect

and international consequences.

Another area of biebuhr's disagreement with Marxism is the

way in which it combines religious and irreligious factors.

Communism was a religion in Niebuhr's judgement because its

mythology gave meaning to human life and history. However,

communism and the naturalism of the bourgeois culture contained

irreligious pretension, i.e. a scientific analysis of history
O

that supposedly gave meaning to history but denied the existence

of a conscious author.- niebuhr asserted that:

Science may give detailed accounts of the relation of
isolated events to each other in various cause-effect
series, but it cannot give a picture of the whole without
introducing presuppositions which are not immediately
apparent in the facts ana can be found in them only' after
they have been suggested by the predisposition of the
observer. The very fact that the history-pictures of
bourgeois naturalism and proletarian communism are so
completely different disproves their scientific pre¬
tensions. In the one case it is imagined that history
moves gradually and by evolutionary inevitability toward
an ethical goal. The world-view of the bourgeois nat¬
uralist is optimistic. And the goal toward which history
moves is an ethical ideal, characteristic of bourgeois
life, the ideal of free co-operation, of a libertarian
social order. * The world-view of the proletarian.is also

145. ubii p. 1?5«
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optimistic, it is believed that a moral ideal will be
completely realised in history. .Significantly the ideal
which is to be realised is one suggested by the needs and
hopes of proletarian life, that of equal justice, nut
the proletarian world-view is not purely optimistic,
there is a catastrophe note in it that the present social
order will disintegrate before the ideal one can be
established. ^ 1-0

Niebuhr was able to identify a certain amount of continuity in

the outlook of the bourgeoisie and proletariat. hiebuhr had con¬

cluded that there were scientific pretensions in naturalistic

bourgeois culture. The scientific pretensions of Marxism have

already been treated with scorn by hiebuhr, witness his con¬

frontation with the ideas of max Eastmann.

In the latter part of reflections on the End of an ira,

hiebuhr again disagreed with the Utopian pretensions of the

Marxist radicals which has been an on going point of disagree¬

ment. hiebuhr in discussing the unequal endowment of men

stated that; "fhe.fact that this will be a perennial problem

in every social system may prove the Marxian radical wrong

in assuming that a collectivist society will finally eliminate
14?

every basis of -injustice." hiebuhr had ascertained that

the utopianism of the Marxist variety falsely tended to limit

human nature. hiebuhr reasoned that if justice was achieved

as the result of political action it lessened the' expression

of pure disinterestedness. The vindictiveness of the proletariat

consequently made the proletariat as the activators of a

Utopian society that had pure justice as its basis an impossib¬

ility.

hiebuhr came to the conclusion that it was necessary that:

146. KEE pp. ly4-5.
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radical spirituality be brought under the scrutiny of
the more absolute demands and the higher perspectives
which are characteristic of classical religion. The
most courageous and honest effort to establish justice
in history must remain under the discipline of pure
spirit through which the imperfections of every
historical achievement are recognised and the perils to'
society in every assertion of interest against interest
are discovered.-1-*0

Niebuhr believed that radicalism could help in bringing about

more justice. However, it was desirable to keep the actions

and ideas under the scrutiny of the eye of "pure spirit" since

pure disinterestedness can only be assured through pure spirit.
Since radicalism is not pure spirit it can err and needs to

be scrutinized by pure spirit. Niebuhr recognised that radical¬

ism would not agree to be checked by what Niebuhr had labeled

as pure spirit. The utopianism of Marxism in niebuhr's opinion

was at the roots of Marxism's inability to take criticism. Nie¬

buhr remarked "Its (Marxism) utopianism makes it incapable of

recognising the relativities of its moral attitude and the
149

possibilities of new tyrannies and injustices in its policies. 1

Niebuhr pragmatically observed that: "A moral perspective which

is high enough to discover the perils and relativities in every

historic movement naturally makes demands which are not capable
150

of complete realization in history." Niebuhr believed that

Marxism was acceptable since it could achieve certain objectives,

but it should be able to listen to criticism. Niebuhr considered

the utopianism of Marxism to be perilous because it deafened the

Marxist radicals to criticism which would threaten radicalism

148. RSiS p. 273.
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itself.

The criticisms that Niebuhr directed at Marxism were not at

this stage of his development meant to destroy Marxism, but to

correct some of the faults that were a part of Marxism and in

some cases warn of possible dangers. Niebuhr did not pretend

that he had given a perfect and complete critique of Marxism

and consequently he did not pretend to have produced a comple¬

tely perfected Marxism as a result of the criticisms. The

criticisms of Niebuhr were meant to warn about certain trends

that were present in Marxist thinking. The following is an

excellent summary of Niebuhr's thinking on Marxist ideals and

doctrines, after his critical comments:

These criticisms do not imply that the Marxian ought to
sacrifice the central positions of his political program.
The disinherited worker is fated 'to see the realities of
the social struggle as the other classes cannot see it.
His catastrophism is truer to the political realities of
our era than the liberal optimism to which most of the
middle-class cling and he is therefore bound to be the
guiding factor in any political policy adequate to the
task of social reconstruction. Marxian radicalism cannot
afford to allow the dilutions of liberalism which the
middle-class intellectuals try to press upon it. An
adequate radical political policy must be Marxian in the
essentials of political strategy.151

reflections on the End of an bra as had Moral Man ana Immoral-

Society contained the imprint of other philosophers besides those

found in the Marxist camp. However, unlike Moral Man and

Immoral Society, Reflections on the End of an Sra only contained

a few other thinkers. The work was almost completely dominated

by the ideas of Marx and Sngels and others that were in the

Marxist camp such as Lenin and Trotsky.

Niebuhr still labored under the influence of philosophers

that he had utilised in the past throughout his earlier works.

j.31. HLL p. 1?^.



Niebuhr. still was wrestling with the ideas of James; there was

as well as the re-emergence of the thought of whitehead. The

sharp clash with games' idea that the belief in the absolute
152 . , ,

brought about a moral holiday again re-emerges. Niebuhr

while defending determinism struck out at James' assumption.

The belief that determinism inevitably leads to an
inclination to take 'moral holidays' ('William James)
is a typical illusion of a rationalistic and individual¬
istic age. On the contrary men develop the highest
energy in the pursuit of a moral or social goal when
they are most certain that they are affirming the pre¬
ordained counsels of God. ^-53

niebuhr had not completely rejected the ideas of James during

this period, but the ideas of James which had bebn used by

niebuhr since the beginning and those with which he had dis¬

agreed, such as the idea of a moral holiday were being examined

with the help of Marxist methods and to a certain extent some

of these ideas had been found wanting as has Marxism when it

was examined in the light of certain pragmatic ideas.

in deflections on the And of an Era Niebuhr also turned to

another familiar source. Niebuhr referred to the distinction

whitehead had drawn between a secular and a religious ethic.

Niebuhr appropriated the two different ways of viewing reason

from whitehead's essay The function of reason, whitehead

proposed that there were two ways of considering reason. "we

can think of it as one among many operations involved in the

existence of an animal body, and we think of it in abstraction
154 .

from any particular animal operation. Niebuhr ended his

comments with v/hitehead * s observation that: "The Greeks have

0
c " ■ t,
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bequeathed, to us two figures, whose real or mythical lives

conform to these two notions - Plato and Ulysses, The one

shares Reason with the Gods and the other shares it with the

foxes.""1 Niebunr applied this assumption of Whitehead to

the field of morals. The passion for pure rationality "expresses

itself practically in the field of morals" when "it issues in

the demand for complete disinterestedness and insists that all
156

life, rather than the life of the ego be affirmed." Wiebuhr.

applied the idea of the mythical character of reason to the

field of morals by judging that "the practical character of

this demand transmutes rationality in morals into- a spiritual¬

ity which affects and is affected by will and emotions. "^-•57
Niebuhr reasoned that both the elements of reason "Plato" and

"Ulysses" were present in the application of reason to the

field of morals, it is quite apparent that Niebuhr was still

indebted to the ideas that he had gained from his study of

whitehead.

Another thinker that Niebuhr turned to in Reflections on the

una of an fra was Spengler. niebuhr referred again to the main

work of Spengler which niebuhr had employed in the past and in

his review of Spengler's book The hour of D^c ision in which he

had held up The Decline of the .'.'est as a great poetic work

although he expressed -his disappointment with Spengler's later

works. Niebuhr examined Spengler's assumption that Paustian

man, i.e. western man, had a high degree of self-consciousness

155* Ibid. p. 10.
$
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which was thought to be a peculiar chciracter ist ic of its

culture, Niebuhr was aware of the effect that Christianity

had had upon oourgeois civilization. Niebuhr had been interested

in the effect of Christianity on bourgeois society since the

1920's. Niebuhr considered the self-conscious aspect of

western man to confirm once again the effect of Christianity

on bourgeois civilization, since the self-conscious aspect of

western man developed from the Christian insistence that each

soul was of transcendent worth. Niebuhr made use of Spengler's

earlier prediction that the power of the worker would seal the

doom of the privileged social classes. Spengler1 assumed that
,,158

what grows is not the number of heads but the use of hands,

although Niebuhr recognised that Spengler looked forward to

this triumph in Man and Technics with fear and foreboding, he

still had confidence in the validity of the Spenglerian pre¬

diction. Niebuhr maintained that some were not filled with

melancholy when looking forward to this coming triumph of

the worker and referred one to C'rnest Juenger' s work Per A roe iter

O r

c
r

Nascent iooubts (1935)

The year 1935 is the last year to be examined in this work

since it contained the last major work of Niebuhr's Marxist

phase, hiso as has already been noted one can already detect

the signs of the Marxist assumptions coming under increasing

critical fire. In 1935 there were hints that Niebuhr had begun

to drift away from his heavy dependence upon Marx and had started

upon a long search for an alternative source of inspiration in

153. Oswald Spengler man and technics (London 1931) pp. 70-1.
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order to bring about a more realistic approach to the social

and political problems facing America. 'The fruits of this

search were harvested in such works as The Nature ancl destiny

of i.lan. Nevertheless, one can detect in 1935 Niebuhr's invol¬

vement in the beginnings of his search for a better strategy

for approaching the problems of human nature.

The mid-1930's saw Niebuhr involved in the work of many

political and social organizations and 1935 was no exception.

It was in the midst of this active particpation in both religious

and political affairs that Niebuhr further refined his theol¬

ogical and ethical outlook. An indication of this change can

be seen in hie'buhr's refusal to support the r'.O.K. and his

subsequent resignation from this organization. During this

period Niebuhr maintained that neither the liberal nor the

orthodox Protestant took the world seriously enough to deal

realistically with its problems. Niebuhr continued his search

for an adequate theological and ethical framework, although

marxism in 1935 was still being heavily utilised both as a

framework and strategy, since the .Marxist analysis for Niebuhr
159

did put into focus the contemporary situation. .

In 1935 Niebuhr addressed the annual student peace strikes
160 .

m New fork city. niebuhr also joined 45 other religious

leaders in writing to say that there would be no permanent

recovery in the United States as long as it depended upon the
161

capitalistic system. Niebuhr was also involved m the battle

159. inilliam alien Greenlaw Reinhold Niebuhr as Theologian a New
InTorrr.etation (unpublished thesis) p. 32.

160. Merkley op. cit. p. 218.

161. GO p. loo.



with the communist minority of the Teacher's Union of New York
16k

City who had achieved a disproportionate degree of power.

There is little doubt that 1935 like the years before and the

next few years to follow were the busiest in Niebuhr's entire

life. He was in constant demand as a sponsor of causes, as a
163

speaker and also as a writer.

in the autumn of 1935 the journal Nadical Religion was

founded and brought about the beginning of a lively discussion

that was to continue between Christianity and socialism for

two decades. A great deal of the burden of filling the pages

fell on the shoulders of Niebuhr. In an average' issue Niebuhr

would supply at least one large article and most of the edit¬

orial comment. There was little question that the journal -had

a distinct editorial line which shaped the thinking of almost

all of the contributors. Niebuhr carried over into the journal

nodical nelly-ion his scornful assessment of Noosevelt and
%

his New deal which he had already expressed in the Christian
164

Century and the -.orid Tomorrow. 'The year of 1935 was in

some ways the high point of Niebuhr's involvement with the idea

of Marx and his followers. Yet there were also definite signs

of Niebuhr's realization that the source of his inspiration was

full of errors and was full of hidden dangers. Niebuhr was not

totally convinced that a dogmatic belief in the Marxist ideals

and doctrines was needed.

In 1935 Nn Interpretation of Christian Ethics was published

jl o 2. uG p. 210.

163. Merkley op. cit. p. 218.

164. ibid. op. 23O-3.
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which was the first attempt by kiebuhr to present a system

of ethics. This was kiebuhr's first major work that did not

appear to be a discussion of religion in a basically instru¬
mental or functional form, kieouhr within this work' seemed

to be searching for a Christian ethic within the Christian

tradition. An Interpretation of Christian Ethics represented

i.iebuhr' s first attempt to feel his way along a. new path in

a large work ana as such it was an unfinished product, what

the work did reveal was theological clarity about man's nature

and destiny which was an important prerequisite for engaging in
Christian ethics. One must remember that this work was written

in what may be called the end of an era, i.e. the upheaval in

Europe and the changing face of theology. This work in some

ways represented the beginning of a new approach in Niebuhr's
165

work that was to mature in years to come."" The seeds of doub

were beginning to drive Niebuhr to the abandonment of the

ideas of Marx. however, even considering this, one can recog¬

nise that kiebuhr was still caught up in Marxism which was

illustrated in his first editorial in Aadical Aeligion, but he

was coming to realise that there were failings within Marxism
166

as a political philosophy as well as a religion. it is

impossible to say at what point kiebuhr began to abandon his

Marxist views, but by 1935 one comes to realise that he was

already aware of the dangers of Marxism and had begun to shift
0

his emphasis ,r, as is evident in An Interpretation of Christian
C

Ethics. At the end cof- the 1930's kiebuhr had become convinced

165. Greenlaw op. cit. p. 81.

166. aona1 d nenry o10ne keinhold iiiebuhr's Perspective on o.G.
rorei'-n rolicv (unpublished thesis, I90C) pp. 41-3•
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that ifeirxisn like liberalism presented an oversimplified ethic.

There is little doubt that niebuhr still was involved with

marxism. An interesting article that was published in 1935

was "Our Romantic radicals" which foresaw capitalism breaking

down in America with the radical movement unable to offer an

adequate alternative. Niebuhr pointed out that the socialist

Party had been weakened by the squabbling between the left and

right wings. Aiebuhr underlined the point that neither side

took American tradition into account when looking for the-

sources of radicalism. niebuhr had opined that the Socialist

Party should have "envisaged its task as that of1 saving what

is good in the .democratic tradition from the corruptions of

the plutocracy and from annihilation at the hands of the
159

imperiled and desperate oligarchy." niebuhr continued with

this line of reasoning: "it is the business of a wise socialism

to save democracy by adapting it to the realities of an

industrial civilisation and to prove to a confused nation that
170

only by such an adaption can democracy be saved." niebuhr

was less distrustful of certain features of parliarmentary

socialism than he had been in lCpra 1 Man and Immoral oociety.

Aiebuhr was quick to point out that he was not advocating a

blind acceptance of constitutional tradition, but he felt that

a socialism that had become blinded to American constitutional

tradition would not be equal to the 'tragic era': Aiebuhr argued

I07. Danielson op. eit. p. 102.

16b. neinhold Aiebuhr "Our Romantic Radicals" The Chrsitia.n
Century (April 10*, 1935) P« 4?4.

169. ibid. p. 479.

170. Ibid. p. 974.
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that the Communist Party which had realism "to its credit in

its analysis of the catastrophic character of modern capitalism,

is nevertheless a hopelessly sectarian movement in American
171 * ...

radicalism." Niebuhr was obviously examining the ideas

of the political parties of the Communist and the Socialist

using the yardstick of realism, This was a continuation of

a theme that was found in the writings of 193^•

Niebuhr, howver, had not abandoned his basic Marxist pre¬

suppositions which were expressed in the article "The Kevolu-

tionary Moment", niebuhr in fact verified that he was still

dependent upon the Marxist analysis. Niebuhr stated that "vVhat

ever the values of democracy may be in the struggle of the

workers for power -and the vaLues are still considerable - it

ought to be fairly clear that a worker's movement can never

make democracy an end in itself nor even go upon the assumption
172

that it is a certain means to its ultimate end." niebuhr

went on to state that "Democracy is not merely the construct

of capitalism". Kiebuhr was searching for the best possible

way to bring about victory for the workers, niebuhr remarked s

"It has not been proved that the instrument of democracy will

avail in a final hour of crisis when two social wills and

social groups stand in exact juxtaposition and the triumph of
173the one means the annihilation of the other." .Niebuhr had

rediscovered the value of democracy a step away from his

original position in Moral Man and Immoral Society but he did

171. Ibid. p. 47A.

172. Reinhold Niebuhr "The Revolutionary Moment" The American
Socialist Quarterly (June 1935) p. 8.

173* Ibid. p. 8.
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not in any way abandon the Marxist assumption that the

capitalistic crisis should be prepared for by the workers so

that they may win the final struggle for power.

Niebuhr was still concerned v/ith the coming of the cata¬

strophe that would confront capitalism, niebuhr in his search

for the necessary steps to be taken in preparation for the

coming moment of revolution turned to Trotsky who observed that

one should not "mistake the third month for the ninth month" ^-7 ^

in the coming birth of socialism. Wiebuhr warned of the

possibility of the revolutionary birth being in need of expert

surgical help in bringing about the revolution. 'Niebuhr declared

that: "A realistic socialism must in short fully appreciate

and be in intimate contact with the slow and historic move¬

ments without falling into the illusion that they guarantee
175 . .

the victory of socialism." niebuhr called for realism within

the framework of Marxist ideas and strategy which had become

more and more subject to the scrutiny of other sets of ideas,

such as realism, as well as a pulling away from certain radical

positions.

Niebuhr still admired tearx, and continued to use the

strategy of Marxism. However, Niebuhr still continued to be
critical of Marxism. Wiebuhr noted that the Marxist had prided

.themselves upon their scientific realism by which they claim

to have arrived at certain knowledge, i.e. the idea that

"unjust civilizations will destroy themselves", which Niebuhr

considered to be a "secularized version of the prophecies of

1?4. ibid. p. 13.

175. Ibid. p. 13.
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doom in which the Old Testament abounds." Niebuhr argued

that such knowledge was a product of religious realism and

not scientific realism as the Marxist had claimed. Wiebuhr

used the idea of religious criticism to call into question

certain presuppositions of Marxism. Niebuhr was convinced

that the jnrophets "were too realistic to share the illusion

of modern rationalism that men would desist from evil once they
177

had discovered it." Niebuhr subjected Marxism to the

yardstick of realism as well as the yardstick of religious

tradition. Niebuhr after having subjected Marxism and social¬

istic ideals to the yardstick of religious realism came to the

conclusion that "h Christian socialism in our day could find an

adequate theology and an adequate political strategy by a

1^8
return to the dialectic of prophetic religion."

hlebuhr in the article "Is Religion Counter-Revolutionary?"

basically agreedcwith the three charges that Marxism had leveled
0

against religion, but he-had begun qualifying his statements

arid his praise. Niebuhr agreed that religion was "an opiate
179

and that its general influence upon society is reactionary,"

and he divided this accusation into three specific charges. The

first was that "religion creates a reverence for authority and

encourages a humble obedience toward and patient acceptance of

the exactions of power, thus aggravating the injustices of a

176. Reinhold Niebuhr "Marx, Barth and Israel's Prophets" The
Christian Century (Jan. 30» 1935) p« 138.

177. ibid. p. 130.

1?6. ibid. p. IkO'.

179 • Reinhold Niebuhr "is Religion Counter-Revolutionary" hadlocal
heli ion (hutumn 1935) P• lj.
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X 30
social system and retarding it." The second was that

religion in general "beguiles men from consideration of their
181

mundane proolems by the hope of other worldly bliss." The

third and last charge was that it was the "real root of the

idealistic philosophies which interprets morals, culture and

the spiritual life of man in terms which obscure the relation

of economic interest and physical facts to the world of ideals
l82

and ideas." Niebuhr still employed these Marxist con¬

ceptions to criticise religion but the theme that was taking

root was the subjection of Marxism to the critical concepts

of other doctrines and systems of thought. Niebuhr believed

that it must be recognised "that the too simple Marxist might

regard it (prophetic religion) as counter-revolutionary at
X 8 3

the precise moment when it is functioning most perfectly."

Niebuhr went on and pointed out in strong terms that prophetic

religion was of value when it called "attention to the fact

that proletarian culture can be no more absolute and final than

bourgeois culture was and that therefore the working class

ought to be content to fulfill a great and fateful task in
C

history without claiming to be a messanic class which will usher
184

m the kingdom of God." Niebuhr had begun to juxtapose certain

Marxist assumptions with prophetic religion.

Another indication of Niebuhr's discontent with Marxism can

160. Ibid. p. 14.

181. Ibid. p. 16.

182. Ibid. p. 18.

183. Ibid. p. 19.

184. Ibid. pp. 19-20.
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be seen in the article "The Kevival of feudalism". Wiebuhr

argued that a serious revision in the position of communism

was needed in order that it may succeed. It is very revealing

that at the height of hiebuhr's involvement with the ideas of

Marx and the socialist movement that he was already aware of

the dangers of Marxism some of which were to cause the final
O

breax with marxism pr at least to contribute to the abandonment

of Marxism. niebuhr made a very revealing statement in the

article when he asserted that "communism is, like capitalism,

the fruit of a mechanical and rationalist age and this.approach

to life is, for all of it ability to arouse a furor of senti¬

ment, mechanistic and rationalistic .

hiebuhr turned to only a few other philosophers in 1935

as has been the case for the last few years that have been

studied. Marxism v/as still the dominant source of ideas until

later in the decade. niebuhr employed Santayana in a minor

way as he had before when he referred to the fact that the

function of the mind is synthetic and it eliminates chaos and
ldb

cross purpose in human action. There were also several

occasions in which the ideas of opengler were used. hiebuhr

in discussing social conflict commented that on one level

enemies were as Spengler had pointed out "beast of prey".

There is a recurrence of Spengler's concept that religion was

the root of radicalism in "heligion and Marxism", niebuhr

commented that Marx was in "error singling out religion as

lb5. rieinhold niebuhr "The Revival of Feudalism" harper' s (March
1935) p. ^66.

loo. rieinhold hiebuhr "Christianity and Its Kelation to the Perennial
and the Contemporary Man" heligion in Life (Autumn 1935) P• 553•

167. rieinhold hiebuhr "Is Social Conflict Inevitable?" Scribner's
(Sept. 1935) P« lob.
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being particularly conservative Niebuhr held the non-

Marxist position that "religion per se cannot be called either

reactionary or revolutionary because it is the primary and the
189

ultimate act of faith by which life is endowed with meaning."

the first sign of a new source of philosophical insight is

to be found in the review of Bergson's The Two Sources of

morality and religion. wiebuhr had a mixed reaction to the

insights that were put forward by Bergson. Biebuhr was some¬

what sceptical of Bergson's findings, e.g. that there are two

Kinds of "morality and two Kinds of religion, a closed and
190

open morality and a static and dynamic religion...". Nie-

buhr's scepticism was obvious in his examination of the two

types of morality. The open morality was completely individ¬

ualised and the closed morality social. Wiebuhr then revealed

his Marxist bias by asKing: "what would I»i. Bergson do with a

modern radical class morality which conforms in its emphasis

upon social cohesion to the attributes of his closed morality,

but which affirms the interests of 'mankind' and the ideal of

equality just as does his open morality and which moreover,

combines the interests of a particular community of loyalty
191

with its avowal of a general ideal?" iNiebuhr, however, did

not entirely disapprove of Bergson's treatment of the subject.

iNiebuhr in reviewing Bergson's chapter entitled "Static Keligion"

188. keinhold Wiebuhr "keligion and Marxism" Modern monthly (Feb.
1935) p. 712.

189. Ibid. p. 712.

190. Keinhold Wiebuhr review of The Two Sources of Kpligion and
moralitv in hew York Times Book neview (April 28, 1935) pp. 3, 1?.

191. ibid. p. 3.
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was full of praise. "iiergson rightly emphasises that primitive

man's refusal to admit the fact of chance and to attribute

every event to a supernatural cause is his way of expressing ■

192
the ideal of a meaningful universe." Liebuhr continued

"the discussion on static religion is rich in profound insights

...and offers a wholesome antidote to some of the modern inter-
193

pretations of primitive and conventional religion..." Nie-

buhr was in agreement with one of the basic thesis of Bergson,

although for a different reason, which recalled some of the

assumptions of Spengler and Marx. "Thus religion is to such a

degree both the most conservative and the most radical force in

life that Bergson would seem justified in ascribing the two
194

tendencies to two different sources." Liebuhr, however,

underlined his ambiguous reaction to the work of Bergson when

he criticised Bergson's closing remarks for only "an avocational
195

interest in a great and perplexing subject."

In an Interpretation of Christian B'thics Niebuhr evinced

his Marxist position when he declared that:

It is significant for the history of modern Christianity
that the more realistic portion of the church which recog¬
nises the v/eaknesses and limitations of a liberal culture,
inclines to substitute a radical Marxisn world-view for
the discarded liberal one. That disillusionment over the
weaknesses of liberalism should lead Christian radicalism
to substitute Marxian catastrophism for liberal optimism
is in itself commendable.1^

It is quite evident that Wiebuhr still held that Marxism was of

192. ibid. p. J •

193* Ibid. p. 3.

194. Ibid. p. 3. •

195- Ibid. p. 3.

196. neinhold uiebuhr 4n Interpretation of Christian
(London 1941) p. 27, hereafter cited as ICiS.
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wQrth and could be of use to Christians. hiebuhr reiterated

his underlying reason for his turn to Marxism which was its

application in the hoped for defeat of liberalism.

Niebuhr further delineated his view of Marxism by stating

as he had done in "Is Keligion Counter-Kevolutionary?" that

Marxism was a "secularised and naturalised version of the Hebrew

197
prophetic movement." hiebuhr considered Marxism to be a

"purer derivative of the prophetic movement" than liberalism.

"Its (Marxism) materialism is 'dialectic' rather than mechan¬

istic; and the dialectic (i.e. the logic of thesis, antithesis

and synthesis) is much truer to the complex facts of history
, 198

than the simple evolutionary process of liberal naturalism.

Again Hiebuhr underlined his belief that Marxism was superior to

liberalism, but subjected Marxism to the scrutiny of the pro¬

phetic movement.

Marxism's understanding of history contained an element of

catastrophism which v/as close to the catastrophism of Jewish

prophecy according to niebuhr. in common with apocalyptic

religion Marxism "transmutes an immediate pessimism into an

ultimate optimism by its hope in the final establishment of
199

an ideal social order through a miracle of history." Marxism

for Hiebuhr v/as a secularised religion in which the divine

activity was replaced by the "logic of history" v/hich pre¬

ordained that the mighty would fall and give their political

might to the weak; niebuhr alleged the+ the Marxian conception

197. ICE p. 28.,

198. ICE p. 28.

199. ICE p. 28.
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is incidentally the fruit of a profound religious feeling and

of astute social observations. The paradoxes of high religion

are in it and the actual facta of history substantiate it to
200

a considerable degree. '

The prophetic religious quality of Marxism was a theme

that could De found throughout the writings of hiebuhr during

the period but it vas particularly emphasised in 1935* i'he positive

aspect of the Jewish prophetic quality of Marxism v/as that this

approach made Marxism truer to part of human history; it also

gave hope to its followers by promising a coming ideal society.

This tendency to hope for a paradise to come is seen in Marx's

Private Property and Communism:

it (communism) is the genuine solution of the antagonism
between man and nature and between man and man. It is
the true solution of the struggle between existence and
essence, between objectification and self- affirmation,
betv/een freedom and necessity, betv/een individual and
species, it is the solution to the riddle of history and
known itself to be this solution.201

Niebuhr concluded that the people who make "common sense

judgement adopt the scientific account of a moral act consis-
202

tenetly. Diebuhr indicated that even a rigorous determinist

like Marx v/ho at certain periods described the social behaviour

of the bourgeoisie in terms that read like a problem in "social

physics"; at other times subjected the bourgeoisie to "withering

scorn", which "only the presuppositions of moral responsibility
203

could justify." An interesting example of this "scorn" is

found in The Manifesto of the Communist Party;

200. ICii p. 29.

201. ilarl Marx narl Marx's uarlv texts trans, and ed. by David
McLellan (Oxford 1971).

202. iCii pp. 91-2.
O ;

C.Q) j % i. O p« ^
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Our bourgeois, not content with having the wives and
daughters of their proletarians at their disposal, not
to speak of common prostitutes, take the greatest pleasure
in seducing each other's wives.
Bourgeois marriage is in reality a system of v/ives in
common arid thyis, at the most, what the communist might
possibly be reproached with, is that they desire to
introduce, in substitution for a hypocritically concealed,
an openly legalised community of women. ^0 I-

It was of interest to Niebuhr that "Marxism is anxious to reduce

the processes of human consciousness to terms which would relate

them to the 'laws of motion' in the physical world the strategy

of communist parties always includes the charge of moral dis-
tL 0 S • • •

honesty against its foes." it is quite evident that during

the writing of this volume that Niebuhr did not as did Max

Eastmann consider Marxism to be a means of scientifically

analysing the situation that was confronting society.

The Marxist in Niebuhr's opinion was essentially right when

he placed his emphasis upon the means of production as the

actual basis of spiritual achievements. Niebuhr was confident

that the means of production was important because of "the

necessities of physical existence as the most primary influence

upon human ideas. another area of agreement that Niebuhr

had with Marxism was the assumption that conflicts between-

national communities are accentuated by economic interests.

Niebuhr professed that "...the Marxians are right in insisting

that tne class interests of dominant economic classes within the

20?
nations accentuate these conflicts,..." Niebuhr did not

20k. 3. works p. 50*

205. ICE p. 92.

206. ICE p. 133.
%

20?. ICE p. 136.
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totally agree with the idea that this is the only reason for

conflicts between national communities, but he viewed this

idea as having some merit.

Niebuhr was clearly under the shadow of Marxism when he

wrote about the effects of economic power, Pngels in Ccoialism:

utopianism and scientific asserted that:

l'he materialist conception of history starts from the
proposition that the production of the means to support
human life, and next to production, the exchange of
things produced, is the basis of all social structure;
that in every society that has appeared in history,
the manner in which wealth is distributed and society
divided into classes or orders is dependent upon what
is produced, and how the products are exchanged. from
this point of view the final causes of all social
changes and political revolutions are to be sought not
in men's brains, not in men's better insight into
eternal truth and justice, but in the change in the
modes of production and exchange.

further on in the same work iingels had stated that:

In every crisis, society is suffocated beneath the
weight of its productive forces and products, which it
cannot use, and stands helpless, face to face with the
absurd contradiction that the producers have nothing
to consume, because consumers are wanting.

hicbuhr's belief in economic determinism which was based upon

Marxist assumptions was apparent in his assertion that:

in modern society the basic mechanisms of justice aire
becoming more and more economic rather than political
in the sense that economic power is the most basic power.
Political power is derived from it to such a degree that
a just political order is not possible without the recon¬
struction of' the economic order. Specifically this means
the reconstruction of the property system. Property has
always made for an unjust distribution of the common
social fund. but a technical civilization has transmuted
the essentially static disproportions of power and privi¬
lege of an agrarian economy into dynamic forces. Central¬
ization of power ana privilege and the impoverishment of
the multitudes develops at such a pace, in spite of slight
efforts at equalization that the whole system of dis¬
tribution is imperiled. Markets for the ever increasing

108. 8. works p. 411.

209. 8. works p. 425.
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flood of goods are not adequate because the buying power
of the multitudes is too restricted. Consequently a
periodic glut of goods leads to unemployment, crisis and
general depressions, efforts to solve this problem,
short of the socialization of productive property, lead
to dangerous increases in the power of the state without
giving the statp final authority over the dominant
economic power.^

In the above statement one is able to glimpse the way in which

Wiebuhr was able to employ Marxist conceptualization for his own

ends, although he was aware of Marxism's defects. Niebuhr had

come to believe that the events of the early 1930's had them¬

selves given sufficient reasons for having faith in the ideas

of Marxism.

.An excellent example of Wiebuhr's ability to employ Marxist

assumptions while avoiding dogmatism is seen in Wiebuhr's
211

criticism of religion. Wiebuhr commented that "considering

the tremendous perils of these religious pretensions, Marxism

is quite right in asserting that 'the beginning of all criticism
212

is the criticism of all religion'. Wiebuhr even utilised

this assumption of Marx against the religious pretensions of

rxism.

wiebuhr pointed out that Marxism was as naturalistic as

modern liberalism, which meant that it was "therefore deficient

in an ultimate perspective upon historic and relative moral
o 21 3

achievements." "c iy now familiar criticism was that Marxism

had within its structure some of the dangers which were present

in liberalism. One of the weaknesses which came from liberalism

210. ICE p. 194.

211. Karl Marx mrl Marx's Larly writings trans, and ed. by
T.B. aottomore (London 1983) p« ^3•
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wfyich was also rooted in the naturalism of Marxism was the

weakness of Utopian fantasy. The danger comes about according

to niebuhr "whenever naturalism appropriates the mythical

symbols in religion of the unconditioned and transcendent, to

make them goals in time and history it falsely expects the
214

realization of an absolute ideal in the relative process."

hiebuhr regarded the "anarchistic millenium of Marxism", which

was the period that each person would receive according to his

need and each would give according to his ability with social

conflicts resolved and human needs fulfilled, as the product

of naturalistic religion, naturalistic religions for Wiebuhr

always attempted to fit the vision of perfection into the

inevitable imperfections of history. This meant that any

utopianistic plan must lead to disillusionment, which included

the Utopian hopes of Marx. Niebuhr's assessment was that there

is grave danger for any kind of Christianity which leant unduly

on or borrowed excessively from naturalistic idealism,whether

liberal or radical which was really betrayed into dependence
215

upon corruptions of its own ethos and culture.

/» major disparity between the ideas of Marx and hiebuhr was

brought about by Niebuhr's exacting judgements concerning human

finiteness. hiebuhr realised that there were demonic forces

at work in the class conflicts of modern civilization. hiebuhr,

however, believed that this was a limited view of the situation,

since he was convinced that there was "no human situation not

214. IC£ p. 29..

215. ICa p. jl.



even the most individual relationship, whether in a crassly

unjust society or in one which has achieved a modicum of
21 6 .

justice," in which conflict did not reveal itself, Marxist

thought had not recognised the qualified and determined character

of its own spirituality and consequently that "the recognization
„ 217

of human finiteness has been transcended.

niebuhr did not see any reason for overlooking the "spirit¬

ual pretensions" in Mrxism in fact he warned against the use of

them, hieouhr warned that "there is no reason to suppose

that this demonic element in communism will be any less danger¬

ous than the moral and spiritual pretensions of either the
216

aristocrats or the merchants." An example of this was

marxism belief that every social theory and every social judge¬

ment was formed by a particular economic as well as social

interest, niebuhr appreciated this insight as being a "great .

contribution to social thought", but it was also used to satisfy
, 21 9

"the sinful desire of finite man to be more than finite. '

this insight forced hiebunr to conclude that the relative pos¬

ition of the proletariat was for them more than finite in fact

the Marxist considered its position as being an absolute one.

marxism believed that the victory of the workers was "auto¬

matically a victory for the whole of society, and that the civi¬

lization to be built by them will be a Utopia in which everyone

will give according to his ability and take according to his

216. Ida p. 13A.
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need, that is, the lav/ of love will be perfectly fulfilled,"

Obviously such a series of events is impossible and it is a

moral and spiritual pretension to consider the inevitable out¬

come of man to be perfection. Niebuhr regarded this general

observation as being true when applied to the middle-class or

the proletariat or any other group.
O °

2he perfection pf the coming communist society was taken for

granted in many of Marx's writings. An example of this was in

the u-erman ideology in which Marx wrote:

it is just as empirically established that, by the ,

overthrow of the existing state of society by the
communist revolution... and the abolition of private
property which is identical with it, this power, v/hich
so baffles the German theoreticians v/ill be dissolved,
that then the liberation of each single individual will
be accomplished in the measure in which history becomes
transformed into world history ... Only then will the
separate barriers, be brought into practical connection
with the material and intellectual production of the
whole world and be put in a position to acquire the cap¬
acity to enjoy this all-sic3ed production of the whole
earth (creations of scan)

Niebuhr throughout An Interpretation of Christian Ethics attacked

the Utopian elements in Marxist thought. In niebuhr's discussion

of the "Law of Love in Politics and Lconomics" he asserted that:

Communist romanticism and utopianism are a further hazard
in orderly and non-violent social change because it
imagines that a pure and anarchistic democracy will grow
out of a dictatorship, once the latter has destroyed the
capitalistic enemy of democracy. This hope rests upon a
totally false analysis of the political problems. It
attributes the corruptions of justice solely to capital¬
istic power and does not recognise that all power is a
peril to justice; and that democracy, whatever its
limitations, is a necessary check upon the imperialism of
oligarchs, whether communistic or capitalistic.**^

220. ICE p. 1A4.

221. David mcLellan The thought of Karl Marx: An Introduction
(Edinburgh 19?1) pp. 21?-d.
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hiebuhr was quite willing during the period that An interpre¬

tation of Christian Ethics was written to employ the thought of

Marx. nowcver in some cases niebuhr used the ideas in a

totally different way from the way intended by Marx, an

example of this was niebuhr's use of Marx's ideas about

religious criticism, hiebuhr still made the ideas of Marx a

major reference point for his thought even though he was aware

of the dcingers in Marxism. Niebuhr felt that Marxism when

purged of the dangers would be of use in the development of a

better Christian ethic.

Aiebuhr during the writing of An Interpretation of chris¬

tian athics had judged utopianism and the "preoccupation of
223

radicalism with the mechanisms of social life" to be an error

of radicalism. niebuhr wrote that "these errors of radicalism

undoubtedly increase the hazards of social change and tend
224

toward violence." Aiebuhr followed this comment with a

request for a more realistic approach to the social situation,

uiebuhr's underlying pragmatism was coming into conflict with

his commitment to Marxism. This conflict is underlined in

niebuhr's assertion that "when dealing with actual human sit¬

uations realistically and pragmatically it is impossible to fix

upon a single absolute.ppig statement applied to the

absolute elements in Marxism as well as other manifestations of

absolutism.

again in the last chapter of An Interpretation of Christian

223. ICE p. 202.

224. ICE p. 203.

225. ICE p. 207.
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Ethics Niebuhr attacked the utopianism of Marxist thought,

which had been a constant source of irritation for Niebuhr

from the beginning of his so-called Marxist phase. Niebuhr

stated in no uncertain terms that he was convinced that the'

Utopian desires of Marxism were harmful. Niebuhr asservatea

that: "The most grevious mistake of Marxism is its'assumption

that an aedquate mechanism of social justice will inevitably

create individuals who will be disciplined enough to give
226

according to their ability and take according to their need."

Niebuhr again scorned the Utopian hopes of the Marxist because

they did not recognise certain basic limits- to human beings.

The three basic objections of Niebuhr in An Interpretation of

Christian Ethics stemmed from Niebuhr's concept of man, his

pragmatism, and his fear of spiritual pretension.

In An Interpretation of Christian Ethics many philosophers

• were referred to, but Niebuhr's emphasis had drifted and the work

of people like Tawney and Spengler did not appear in this work.

Almost all of the philosophers that had become prominent within

this work were among the many sources that Niebuhr turned to in

a small way in previous works.

There are passing references to several philosophers that

have already been noted in earlier works. Niebuhr made a

2 27 228
passing reference to Unammuno, Thomas Hobbes, and George

229
oantayana. Niebuhr also made use of Irving Babbitt's

226. ICE p. 211.

227. ICE p. 24.

228. ICE p. 49.

229. ICE p. 80.
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Rousseau and Romanticism which has already been noted as a

230
source of information and ideas in earlier works. Niebuhr

has again begun to turn to a large range of thinkers without

being dominated by one thinker, i.e. Marx. iMiebuhr was return¬

ing to an earlier strategy of using many philosophical sources

without depending upon any single one to a large extant. Marxism's

predominant position had already begun to decline.

Niebuhr utilized Bertrand Russell's criticisms conforming

to the earlier pattern of using Russell's criticisms to analyze

the faults of religion. Niebuhr in this case employed Russell's

indictment of metaphysics as a covert theory. For Russell's

metaphysics could not relate to all the details revealed by

science so it used presuppositions in constructing a coherent
231

scheme. Another source of concepts that was also made use

of was Thomas Robhouse whose work had been used by Niebuhr in

a minor way before. In An Interpretation of Christian Ethics

Niebuhr used Hobhouse's hypothesis that good is "harmony in
232

the fulfilment of vital capacity.

The worxs and concepts of Weber and Whitehead still played

a small role in the thinking of Niebuhr. Each of these thinkers

were only used once which differs sharply from Niebuhr's earlier

works where both held predominant positions in supplying ideas

and suggestions for Niebuhr's analysis. Weber was again cited

in connection with his thesis that Protestantism in general and

particularly Calvinism had an intimate relationship with capit-

230. ICE p. 238.

231. ICE p. 23.

232. ICE p. 48.
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alism, which was still a primary area of speculation for

Niebuhr. Another significant fact was that Niebuhr only made
434

use of whitehead in one passing reference. Wiebuhr had

begun to shift his area of concentration from Marx, but he was

not just going back to old sources. this gives a clue to the

coming shift from Marxism which would involve a further change

sources.

One would expect that once Niebuhr had relegated his former

sources of information to a minor position he would choose other

sources of ideas. One would guess from the review of Bergson's

boox iwo sources of Morality and Religion that Bergson might

become a source of information. This proved to be true. Niebuhr

had admired Bergson's ideas concerning primitive religion in

his book review so one could reasonably expect Wiebuhr to turn

to these ideas. Niebuhr in fact did use Bergson's idea that

religion was a defensive reaction of nature against intelligence.

niebuhr employed this idea when indicating that intelligence may

enervate moral action since intelligence strengthens egotistic
0

,

impulses and puts every conceivable value in balance against
0 435

every conceivable value.

Niebuhr looked to Bergson's condemnation of the Stoics who
236

tried to produce a set of morals consistent with their idealism.

Bergson believed that the Stoics had failed because they had

only produced a philosophy even though they had believed that all

233. iCii p. 243.

234. ICE p. 76.

235 • iCii' p. 104.

230. 10xl* p* 217 •
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237
men were equal and that all men were brothers. Niebuhr like

Bergson seemed to find himself out • of step with the Btoics

and Nantian morality, niebuhr agreed with the idea that the

various types of rational idealism do not provide an adequate

dynamic for thier ideals. Niebuhr also employed Bergson's

criticism of the rationalist idea of obligation that was to be

found in the first chapter of the Two Sources of Morality and

Beliaion.

Another area that interested Niebuhr in his review of the

Two Sources of morality and Keligion was Bergson's examination

of the idea of mysticism. This is an excellent 'example of

Niebuhr's ability to disagree with a part of an idea, but still

employ the idea. Niebuhr stated that "The word mysticism to

designate what Bergson has in mind is badly chosen because of the

tendency Bergson himself recognised but seeks to confine to the

eastern rather than the Christian mystics."^ Niebuhr immedi¬

ately continued and argued that "his idea is correct", i.e.
239

Bergson's idea. The idea that Niebuhr was referring to was

the belief that religious force could break through the closed

morality of devotion to the family and community. Niebuhr

averea that: "The motive power of love which transcends the

impulses of nature is a combination of obedience to Cod and

love."240

237. 11enri bergson The Two .Sources of Morality and Keliyion
(London 1935) pp. 46-7.

23b. ICE pp. 221-2.

239. ICE p. 222. •

240. ICE p. 222.
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Niebuhr made several references to John Dewey's ideas that

are to be found in human nature and Conduct. The use as would

be expected considering Niebuhr's long standing opposition to

Dewey is a negative one. Niebuhr considered naturalistic rat¬

ionalism to be a philosophy that held that reason supplied the

direction and the natural power of life-as-impulse. Niebuhr

held concluded that this theory was wrong since the theory

understood the impulse of man to be a unity? a view for Niebuhr
241

that was totally false. Niebuhr singled out Dewey's idea

of eliminating conflict and uniting men of good will by strip¬

ping their "spiritual life of historic, traditional and
242

supposedly anchronistic accretions." Niebuhr disagreed with

Dewey because Dewey had put too much faith in reason and its

ability to transcend the partial perspectives of the natural

world.

i'here is little question that on a close examination of An

Interpretation of Christian Ethics and the sources of ideas

that Niebuhr made use of within the work, that there was a new

direction being developed in the work. Niebuhr undoubtedly

still was enamoured with the ideas of Marx at the time of the

composition of the work, but already he was subjecting the

assumptions of Marx to outside criteria from a growing number

of sources. An Interpretation of Christian Ethics was different

in that the ideas of Marx no longer play such a central role as

they did in Reflections on the And of an Era. Niebuhr employed

a multitude of ideas in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics,

241. ICE p. 218.

242. ICE p. 234.
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which he had not done for a number of years notably si/ice" his

encounter with Marxism. There were some initial signs of

isiebuhr's coming shift from his dependence on Marxism, but there

are many years between 1935 and Niebuhr's eventual abandonment

in the 1940's, however the coming shift is not surprising consid¬

ering the uneasiness found in 1935*

The years between 1933 and 1935 cover Niebuhr's heaviest

involvement with Marxism and consequently gives a good indication

of Niebuhr's dialogue with Marx and his followers. These were

also not unexpectedly the years in which Niebuhr labored under

the sharpest sense of crisis.

In 1933 Niebuhr considered himself to be a Marxist and in

fact so labeled himself. In 1933 the failure of the left in

Germany was painfully apparent, and consequently this failure was

a cause of great concern to Niebuhr. Niebuhr understood this

failure to be in particular a failure of parliamentary socialism;

however, Niebuhr admitted that this could be viewed as a

complete failure of the left. Niebuhr presented reasons for

this failure and called for their correction. Niebuhr considered

Marxism to be too dogmatic in its approach to collectivism and

he felt that Marxism had dealt with the lower middle-class, and

their traditions in a shallow fashion. Niebuhr was completely

involved with Marxism at this juncture. Niebuhr not only con¬

sidered himself a Marxist but looked forward to the victory of

the Marxist. Niebuhr in fact called for a more rigorous Marxism

and foresaw the eventual death of capitalism and felt that this

death was desirable.

The year 1933'fi^ds niebuhr basically attempting to correct

the "faults" of Marxism in certain areas. However, the failure

t
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of Marxism in Germany and the inability of the left to put

its ideas into action, and its loss to National Socialism

caused Niebuhr to pause and look again at the doctrines of
O c

marxism. 0 c ..

Not surprisingly in 193^ Niebuhr was still worried about

the situation in Germany and the rest of Lurope and he wondered

in what way this would effect the hopes of the Marxist. Niebuhr

had a heightened sense of crisis which was easily identifiable

in his writings and general outlook. 193^ was significant in

another way in that this was the year in which Niebuhr aban¬

doned officially the idea of pacifism.

«hat came out very strongly in 193^ was Niebuhr's sympathy

with the workers and consequently he spent the majority of

his time calling for revisions in the Marxist ideals for the

expressed purpose of helping as quickly as possible the working

class. However, Niebuhr tested Marxism by setting its ideals

against the ideas of realism and religious tradition. Niebuhr

still retained his basic belief in Marxism, but there were

already signs of his growing dissatisfaction with certain

religious elements within Marxism.

there were many ways in which Niebuhr agreed with Marxism

and these are presented in nei'lcctions on the n'nd of an bra.

Niebuhr was always looking toward the self-destructive tendency

of capitalism and feared as did Marx the coming hordes of

barbarians. Niebuhr approved of the Marxist strategy and called

for an analysis of the united otates to be undertaken using

iviarxist analytical methods. Niebuhr underlined the mystical and

mythological character of Marxism in its approach to the moral

prcblems. Lenin's ideas about imperialism also meet with Niebuhr's
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approval. As before Niebuhr foresaw a corning crisis because of

the twin evils of overproduction and centralization of power.

I1 he dual character of Niebuhr's thought, i.e. the Christian

and the Marxist elements, was clearly evident in the pages of

deflections on the End of an bra. Niebuhr commented on the

deterministic character of both the Christian tradition and the

Marxist tradition. Another similarity for Niebuhr between the

two sets of beliefs was the Jewish apocalypticism that existed

in both traditions, Niebuhr argued that Christianity and

Marxism complimented each other and one gave depth to the in¬

sights of the other.

However, Niebuhr did have reservations about the doctrines

of Marxism and these were set out in deflections on the End of

an Era. The first was that Marxism'had not been able to

correctly present a picture of coming events and had failed to

predict the disaster in Europe. This in Niebuhr's eyes made

Marxism suspect and he set out to correct certain defects in

Marxism. The first evil for Niebuhr was the universalization

of the ideals and culture of the proletariat by Marxism. Niebuhr

was also suspicious of the underlying scientific approach to

history that the Marxist claimed to utilize, and considered

this to be a naturalistic pretension. Niebuhr as he had for

some time warned of the Utopian pretensions of the Marxist and

had concluded that this evil in Marxism stemmed from its liberal

roots. Marxism put too much stress on individualism in Niebuhr's

opinion and consequently worsened a feature that was already

intolerable since it was working toward the dissolution of the

individual into the mass.

However, it should be pointed out that these criticisms were



meant to correct a system that Niebuhr still considered valid,

niebuhr continued to hope for a better world to come. Nie-

burh's sympathy for the workers that had been a feature of his
o

writing for a number of years was still prominent.

Niebuhr still employed the assumptions of James, whitehead

and Spengler. Bpenglerian thought, however, had become more

and more suspect, and 193^ saw the advent of a major disagree¬

ment with Npengler develop. There was a growing disenchantment

with Bpengler's works in the 1930's and in particular The Hour

of Decision with which Niebuhr totally disagreed.

The year 1935 finds Niebuhr again searching 'for a proper

theological and ethical framework. This was the year in which

niebuhr began to turn to new sources of ideas in particular

Bergson's ideas. Niebuhr, however, was still concerned with the

worker. Niebuhr subjected marxism to the analysis of prophetic

religion and thus revealed a growing disenchantment with certain

religious connotations that were present in Marxism.

The year 1935 was unusual in that Niebuhr for the first time

in a number of years turned to a new source of ideas. However,

Niebuhr did not completely abandon his old sources of ideas.

Niebuhr again turned to Weber and somewhat surprisingly returned

to Bertrand Nussell's thought for critical tools with which

to study religion. Niebuhr for the first time in a major work

made use of Bergson in several ways in An interpretation of

christian ethics. This is of importance since this was the first

time Niebuhr made use of a new source in a prominent way since

his encounter with marxism. This underlined N'iebuhr's growing

discontentment with Marx and his consequent search for a new way

to'approach social and religious problems.



An Interpretation of Christian ethics Niebuhr approved

as well as disapproved of certain aspects of Marxism, Niebuhr

approved of Marxisms' realistic approach. Niebuhr still made

use of the catastrophism that v/as in Marx and still clung to the

idea that capitalism was self-destructive. Niebuhr understood

basic power to be economic and utilized Marxism to criticise

religion.

Niebuhr, however, was more and more afraid of the Utopian

aspects of Marxism and the fact that it led to disillusionment.

Niebuhr also disapproved of Marxism's limited view of human

nature. Marxism in Niebuhr's opinion had not reulised that

its own character was limited. Niebuhr still bev/ailed the

scientific pretensions of Marxism, as well as the romantic over¬

tones .

Niebuhr obviously had intensified his call for a revision

of Marxism. Niebuhr presented three basic objections to Marxism.

The first was an objection to the limited view Marxism had of

human nature. The second v/as the unpragmatic approach of

several of the doctrines of the Marxist. The third and the

most damaging is the objection to the Marxist spiritual pre¬

tensions that Neibuhr felt were present in Marxist thought, and

present in its dogmas. Obviously the seeds of Niebuhr's aban¬

donment of Marxism are already being sown in 1935 &nd although

the abandonment of xviarxism v/ill tahe many years this abandon¬

ment is not surprising when one considers the doubts that were

already present in Niebuhr's thought at the supposed height of

his Marxist involvement.

Niebuhr by tha 19^0's had re-oriented his social-ethical

analysis from the radical base of the 1930's and turned to a

purer pragmatic base. Niebuhr's social-ethical concern changes
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from the working man to the preservation of the genius of

the democratic traditions, marxism had become another illus¬

ion which interfered with the pragmatic task. Marxism had

been relegated to being just another misleading analysis and
24 3

a utopianistic approach that threatened the democratic state,

however, Niebuhr undoubtedly profited from his encounter with
O ''

Marxism and thisr encounter left him v/ith lasting values and

more flexible methods of analysis.

243. west op. cit. pp. 123-4.
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