University of St Andrews

Full metadata for this thesis is available in
St Andrews Research Repository
at:
http.//research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/

This thesis is protected by original copyright


http://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/

ABSTRACT ‘ o

The period under discussion begins in 1915 during
Reinhold Niebuhr's last year of postgraduate work and ends
with his emergence into the public eye. Niebuhr at the
beginning was the child of nincteenth 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 Tactors 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 immodiate.struggle of man.

Niebuhr's liberal period roughly corresponded to the
twelve years he spent as the pastor of a Detroit ch&rch.
Niebuhr's firsg 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'ic 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 capi%alism. Niebuhr found Oswald Spengler helpful when
he bééamé interested in the'dcgeneration of liberal culture.
Niebuhr also utiliied A.N. Whitehead's insights when he

examined liberal religioﬁ; R

Niebuhr left his Detroit parish ié 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 th; 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
inveolvement 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 thinkersf 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 publicatioﬁ of the book

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

ma jor work produced while under the influence of Marxism, but

also the beginniﬁg of Niebuhr's public recognition.

L]

The three year period from 1933 to 1935 contained Niebuhr's
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most intense phase of Marxist involvement. Niebuhr seemed
to be casting off the last remmnant of liberalism when he

abandoned pacifism. In 1934 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 Niebuhr'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

discarded the rest; he seemed to gain something from every

- encounter from W. James and K. Marx and the insights gained

were to have a lasting effect.
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ABSTRACT

The period under discussion begins in 1915 during
Reinhold Niebuhr's last year of postgraduate work and ends
with his emergence into the public eye. Niebuhr at the
beginning was the child of nineteenth century liberalism and
egradually 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 he spent as the pastor of a Detroit chl.;r'c‘n.
Niebuhr's firsg 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 andlphe social Gospel. Niebuhr was struggling
to understand the post=War liberal world; he consequently

turned to several philosophers. Niebuhr turned to Max Weber
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for guidance when investigating the economic presuppositions
of capikalism. Niebuhr found Oswald Spengler helpful when
he héeame interested in the degeneration of liberal culture.
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 thé 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 19732 was marked by the publication of the book

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

ma jor work produced while under the influence of Marxism, but

also the beginniﬁg of Niebuhr's public recognition.

The three year period from 1933 to 1935 contained Niebuhr's
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most intense phase of Marxist involvement. Niebuhr seemed
to be casting off the last remnant of liberalism when he

abandoned pacifism. In 1934 Niebuhr wrote Reflections on

the Fnd 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 Niebuhr'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
discarded the rest; he seemed to gain something from every
encounter from W. James and K. Marx and the insights gained

were to have a lasting effect.
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Chapter 1

The Liberal Period




blozraphical sxketch

Reinhold Niebuhr was born in wWright City, Missouri on June
21, 1892; the son‘of.Gustav and Lydia Niebuhr, who had emigrated
from uermany to the United 3tates at an early age. Gustav Niebuhr
was a minister of the Evangelical Synod of North America.l Niebuhr
went to Elmhurst a small denominational college,2 from which he
graduated in 1910.3 which was followed by three years spent at
Eden Theological Seminary.u In 1913 Niebuhr's father fell ill and

5

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, Wwiebuhr in his "lntellectual 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
foreswear 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, RKeinhold"
Ve 13, p. 7%, hereaf'ter cited as £3.

2. June Bingham, Courage to Change an Introduction to the Life
and T'houzht of XReinhold iNiebuhr (imew York 1961) p. 62, hereafter
clted 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

g

‘was present in the early twenties.
During these early years in Detroit Niebuhr was exposed to
American industrialism; he was 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 was not so much to challenge the
reigning laissez-faire philosophy of the community as to
"debunk" the moral pretensions of Henry Ford, whose five=-
dollar-a-day wage gave him a world-wide reputation for
generosity. I happened to know that some of his workers
had @n 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 subsidefi and, forced a layoff of almost a year
for ‘'retooling'.

In 1927 Niebuhr published his first book Does Civilization

Need Religion? which 1s an excellent indication of Niebuhr's

7. Reinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" in Reinhold Niebuhr
His Religious, Social and Political Thought ed. by Charles VW. 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. 74.
11. IA p, 5.



3
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,
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 preachlng 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 questions 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.l

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

which was a selection of entries from Niebuhr's diary written while
14
he was still a working pastor in Detroit.
1930 found Niebuhr involved in the foundation of the fellow-

gshin of Socialist Christiang as well as giving the Forbes Lectures

which were published in 1932 and was entitled The Contribution of

Religion to Social 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.+

’.J
gy

s GO PP 138-139|’
IA pp. 8-9.
14. EB p. 74.

[
L)

1

15. CC pp. 157-160.
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In 1932 as well as in 1936 wiebuhr actively supported the

; : 7 e ; ; . :
Soclalist party.l'fhe years of [Niebuhr's socialist convictions,
i.e. the 1930's found Niebuhr not surprisingly involved with the

; . 10 . . . :
theories of Marxism. in 1934 hiebuhr published Reflections on

the nd of an fra a work in which he contemplated a world which for

him existed under the shadow of Marxist catastrophism. In the

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

Fellowship of Southern Christians and the journal radical Kelizion.
As the 1930's came to a close, controversial events occurred
such as the trial in 1937 of Radek, 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 Keeplng

=

democratic forms in any change involving socialism.

'_)
ct

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

1939, was followed by Hitler's march on Poland. The subsequent
invasion of fussia 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-
buted to Niebuhr's strong criticism of the Communist party.

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

finds nNiebuhr beginning to attack the isolationism of America,

lé._John C. Bennett "The Contribution of Reinhold Niebuhr" Union
Seminary Quarterly Review KFall, 1968, v. 24, p. 6, hereafter cited
as \J-..‘:':(Io

P “EC pu 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:

When 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 Man", 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 two volumes the first in 1941 and the second in 1943

which made up the two volume work The Nature and Destiny of MQQ.ZB

This work is considered by many to be Niebuhr's salient theological
24 25 .
work and his greatest book.

John C., Bennett commenting about the thirties and forties

observed that:

S0 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.s..+ 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, 2 )

In 1937 Niebuhr aséailed Roosevelt's naval program as “sinister"

21. CC pp. 247-248,
224 A Bs e

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

24, EB 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
By 1940 wniebuhr was prepared to admit that he had

rearmament.

been gravely mistiken and praised Roosevelt for having anticipated

<

, s —_—
the coming peril.

'ne years of the war saw Niebuhr identifying

himself with the resistence to Hitler and during the later stages

of the Second vorld
In 1944 Niebuhr
was still wrestling

lectures were later

8

o

War opposing the idea of a vindictive peace.
in the west ifoundation lectures at Standford
with his previous commitment to Marxism. <The

published and entitled The Children of Light

and the Children of Darkness. Following the Second World Wwar

Niebuhr came into contact with the United States' State Uepart-
ment and had some influence with the policy planners in the State

Department. wniebuhr was sent by the United States' State Depart-

1T

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

1649, diiebuhr strongly supported the Cold Wwar resistence to Kussian

; : 3§ i S 6] : i S
expansion in Europe during its 1initial stages.3 This period was

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

o0 48 . 31 - ., :
because of hls many commltments., Niebuhr was able to accomplish

creat deal during this period. Niebuhr wrote:

—

a
I incorporated studies undertaken for the Lyman Beecher
Lectures at Yale, the warrack Lectures at the Scottisi
Universites, and a lectureship at the University of U
in 3Sweden, in a volume entitled Faith and History.3%

h
ppsala

27. RPT p. 1lhk,

28. EB p. 74.

29. «PI p. luk,

30. ZB p. 7h.

31. CC pp. 287=-291"
32. 1A p. 9.



During this hectic period Niebuhr helped establish such new
organizations as The Committee for Cultural Freedom. Niebuhr

spent a large amount of time travelling to and fro from EurOpe.33
Niebuhr in 1947 became a leading figure in the organization
Americans for Democratic Action, which became his primary political
outlet. By 1949 he was willing to accept ;Ee logic of the prag-

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 publig activities and he again
3

concentrated on teaching and writing.

During the lMcCarthy 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
Committee.s? 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 Eppires. The 1960°'s

33. CC p. 292.

34. RPT p. 147.

35+ CC pp. 317-320.
Pe 7H4.

P. 373,

38. CC p. 377.

W AW )
=-J O~
(@] 5]
[P] o



8
39

found Niebuhr opposing the waruén Vietnam and calling for the
recognition of mainland China. In 1960 Niebuhr partially retired
from Union Theolgical Seminary and shortly thereafter a Chair of
Ethics was established in his honor.hl

Niebuhr during his life was an editor of The World Tomorrow

a religious, pacifist and Secialist Jjournal. Niebuhr also edited

‘the biweekly Chrigtianity and Crisis as well as the discontinued

Chrigtianity and Society which was formerly entitled Radical

‘Religion.

Niebuhr's last work was Man's Nature and His 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 Dbe
the final major revision of his endlessly changing dialectic with
the world, though his topical essays continued to the c-:'ncirl."%j’2
Niebuhr was married to Ursula M. Keppel-Compton in 1931 with whom

he ‘worked closely for many years., Niebﬁhr died on June 1, 1971

at Stockbridge, Massachusetts.

Introduction

The area to be investigated will cover Niebuhr's early work
from 1915 to 1935, %.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. EB p. 75.

4@. Ralph Eugene Wise, Irrational Man and the Modern Dilemma (Un-
plblished thesis, 1963) p. 121 hereafter cited as Wise.

L2."Reinhold Niebuhr, 1892-1971, Newsweek June 14, 1971 p. 61l.

43. EB p. 75.
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of this work will be-to attempt to identify and trace the
important philbsophical influences in Niebuhr's developing
thought. “The aim will be to trace the sources of iiebuhr's
concepts and ideas that stemmed from his contact with the
thought of various philosophers.

I'he 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. (or 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 recozgnized the difficulties of tracing the sources of

1]

Niebuhr's idea

Nor 1is Riebuhr today one bit more interested than he ever
was in tracing the ideas he uses back to thelr source.

fiis mind 1s 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 ilebuhr lest it appear, elaborated and
improved, in Niebuhr's next article, with 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 Hiebuhr's ideas that had an effect upon his work and

to determine the use made of these ideas during his formative years.
I'ne writings of Niebuhr that originated during thé later half

of the second decade of the twentieth century contained very few

definite indications of Niebuhr's particular philosophical sources.
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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 Johﬁ
Fiske or Herbert Spencer. Niebuhr's very early writings not
unexpectedly embraced the spirit and outlook of the time, but

L5
gave few clues to the sources from which these ideas originated.

The Early 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 was written in 1913. Among the books that

the young Niebuhr was reading were James' works 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
was to put forth the idea that the concept of immortality could
be maintained even though the Christian claims about the physical

resurrection of Jesus were to be abandoned. Niebuhr considered

ks, E.A: Gaede, Reinhold Njebuhr and the Relationship of Politics
and Ethics (unpublished thesis, 1968) pp. 19-20.
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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 Eo believe"
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 e\J'J'.cilence.M‘8 In 1898 James had argued for
the legitimacy of the belief in human immortality in Human

49

Immortalitv.,

Niebuhr's thesis "The Contribution of Christianity to the
Doctrine of Immortality” is of importance for several reasons.
The thesis ailds 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, Reinhold 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 fo the sophisticated
mind of his day. t revealed Niebuhr's positive evaluation of
religious optimism.so Niebuhr, moreover, freely partook of the
ideas and concepts that were a part of liberalism.

The early works of Niebuhr contéined 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
express the most enlightened conscience of the American people."52
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
on 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 1t pinpoints several specific areas in which Niebuhr was
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 pe 114,

52. Reinhold Niebuhr, "Failure of German-Americanism" Atlantic
Ia*Onthly JUly, 1916' P l?o
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is not only of interest because of its anticipation of a famous
theme, i.e. moral man and immoral society.53 but also because it
reveals Niebuhr's nascent interest and awareness of the fact that
"economic issues underlie practically all national animosities.“54

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-
tween the American community and organized Protestantism.5 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

many others.56

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
wrote that: "If we must have war 1'll certainly feel better on
the side of Wilson than on the side of the Kaiser."2'
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 B. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Realsim
1919-1941 (Los Angeles, 1960) pp. 218-219 hereafter cited as PSPR.

54. Reinhold Niebuhr, "The Nation's Crime Against the Individual”
Atlantic Monthly (Nov. 1916).

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

56. PSPR p. 219.

5?:.Reinhold Niebuhr Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic
(Chicago, 1929) pp. 1l4-15 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
Clemeceau.58 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
battle."59 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 facits which momentarily
imprison them.“60 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

y 61
during the war.

The Beginning of the Search (1920-1925)

1920 was a significant year both from the organized church's
standpoint and from the standpoint of international relations.
The spring of 1920 was dominated by two stories, the Versailles

reaty 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. LNTIC 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, MK p. 74.
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first sign of the coming decline of the power of organized

Protestantism. wNiebuhr had during the last half of the second

decade and the first half of the third decade of the twentieth.
century been a thoroughzoing democrat; however his allegiance to
democratic forms was held within the larger faith of the liberal

culture. The liberal faith contained two primary postulates
which were a confidence in human and historical progress and a
belief in the efficiency of the appeal to reason and conscience.
‘he whole affair for Niebuhr was set in the context of a vigorous
vacifism which came after the horrendous experience of ?helﬁreat
War, which shaped both the strategy and philosophy of many
liberals. f'or Niebuhr pacifism was to linger on long after the
very basis of his liberal faith had been abandoned.63 T'he
democratic and liberal orientation of Niebuhr was in evidence as
well as his application of some of the classical themes of the

n a 1920 entry in Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic

Hiebuhr commented that when he was criticised for speakingz on
political matters he had remarked that "every religious problem
had ethical implications and every ethical problem had some
political and economic aspects."éu The best example of hNiebuhr's
early thinking about the political role of the Protestant church
can be found in an article that was published in 1920 entitled

"The Church and the Industrial Crisis". This article was

e

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

who read the biblical vorld in which it appeared. <The theme of

63. 'J'OOd 1). 3;5.

é“’. .I.Jl-‘nj.'.u" E). A,l;ﬂl.

65. WeB. David Comparative Study of the Social Ethics of wWalter
faushenbusch and Keinhold NWiebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1658) cited

O

in iin p. 69.
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the article 1is the preservation of democracy against the selfish
desizns 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 1920 the task for the clergy was to "sensitize" the
middle~class conscience.66 I'he alternative to the conversion of
the middle-class was even in 1920 considered to be class warfare
N Y 4
by Iiebuhr,

niebuhr as early as the year 1920 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. WHiebuhr 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..." Niebunhr commenting
on this theme added that "one cannot deny that there is much in

O

ct

history justify the cynicisrr."E’Jej Marxism in Niebuhr's
opinion was very selective about its cynicism, i.e. about the
middlenclass but not about the worker. Niebuhr criticised the
worker for being materialistic, and as selfish as the worst
banger. WNiebuhr, nowever, 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. WNiebuhr in 1920 rejected the Marxist

pattern of contempt as nothing more than "c,yz'licism“.‘:39

6&. selnnold wiebuhr "lhe Church and the Industrial Crisis" [he
giblical vorld {(wov. 19<0) p. 590.

ey o i Jo i
O0Y. i pPp. H45=-40,
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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.?o 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. DNiebuhr 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-
bers of their congregations which paid the churches' bills.?l
Niebuhr'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
direction of an intelligent application of Gospel principles...“?2
Niebuhr also cynically remarked after his statement about the
Protestant clergys "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-
Gl

ation. ..

Niebuhr's growing doubts about idealism is vividly depicted

70. MK p. 86,
71+ CC D 137

?2._ﬁeinhold Niebuhr "The Church and the Middle-Class" The
Christian Century ‘(Dec., i, 1922) cited in MK p. 56.

73. 1bid. p. 56.
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in a letter that he sent to the New Republic in 1922. Niebuhr

when writing about the editorial "War and Christian Ethics"
clearly demonstrated his growing dissatisfaction with liberalism.

Niebuhr wrote that: "The Wilsonian liberalism, the New 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 nascert 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
(the singular would be better here) at Pa.ris.“?4

In 1923 the perfectionist and the cynical observer were
struggling within Niebuhr. Niebuhr turned his investigation to
the sccial teachings of the church in 1923.?5 thus setting the
scene for the withering away of the "indefinite source", i.e.
liveralism 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 XKirby 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.5.0. as well as being a pacifist pamphleteer and "social

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

75. Stone p. 1.
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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=-
tion.?6 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

Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic.7? 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
politics.?8 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

76. CC pp. 107-108.
77. MK p. 110.
?78. MK pp. 110-115.
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brouzht to the fore. fhe trip to Europe was a turning point
in the thinking of the young pastor from Detroit.

Although wiebuhr was becoming more aware of social realism
in 1923 Niebuhr still rejected the tenets of dMarxism. In the
article entitled "Protestantism in Germany" Niebuhr analyzed
serman Protestantism and examined the reasons for the manual
laborer's rejection of the church. This was an early example
of Liebuhr's ever zrowingzg concern with the fate of the manual
laborer a concern that was to bring him into ever increasing
contact with bMarx. nlebuhr harshly made the judgement in 19«3
that the manual worker had renounced hisg Christian principles
to "espouse Marxian socialism and displayed the same bitterness
toward the church as toward the capitalist state."80 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
agreed that the worker had cause for comp aint;bl the begzinning

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

['he seeds of another philosopher's thought can also be found be-

side that of wmarx. Une finds the earliest hiat of Max Weber's
thouzht in the article "Protestantism in Germany". An underlyling
assunption of veber is met within the statement of iNiebuhr that

1l

'‘Calvinism is now Ifrequently accused of havinz blessed modern

2

iy

capitalism.
In 1924 Hiebuhr participated in what mizht be called his

Gl

political apprenticeship in Detroit. Niebuhr was persuaded by

?le"v L-u’.‘U _p' ii‘l?l i
0. <elnhold uiebuhr "Protestantism in Germany" Tfhe Christian
century (Letover 4, 1923) p. 1258.

ol. 1lbid. p. 1258,
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Jane Addams to serve as the Detroit chairman of the La Follette
campaign. This was Niebuhr's first experience with politics at
the hational level something that he was never to withdraw from
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
progress.-05 Niebuhr at this juncture is vaguely under the spell

cf what might he labeled the liberal stance, 1l.e. the John

ewey=-"soclal Gospel" amalgam, that he will shortly and violently

5
reject. It is not surprising that Niebuhr would support the alms
of the La Follette Campaign which sought to bring about social

86
Justice in a more or less liberal way.

Even though Niebuhr was still under the influence of the
so-called Dewey-"social Gospel" amalgam, one can detect that Nie-

buhr was already becoming cynical about liberalism. Niebuhr

82. Ibid. p. 1258.
83+ CC p. 113,

84, MK p. 26.

85. UK pp. 26=-27,

86. P3PR 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 liberglism so much in this part of the country, while
they were afraid of even the mildest economic and political here-
sy."8? Niebuhr in the same entry bemoaned the separation of
theological and economic thinking.88 Niebuhr was beginning to
recognize the need for change in the industry of Detroit.
Niebuhr had begun to wrestle with the question of idealism and
its accompanying illusions.90

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
animosities."gl 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. LNIC p. 62.
88. LNIC p. 62,
89. LNTC pp. 72-73.
90. LNTC p. 70.

91l. Reinhold Niebuhr "1Is Protestantism Self-Deceived?" The Chris-
Century (Dec. 25, 1924) p. 1661 hereafter cited as IP.
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ne realm of economicsa. I'ne realm of economlics was to

spearhead the major criticism of liberalism by nNiebuhr. ANiebuhr

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

3

not realised that the industrial civilization that they had

ouilt in the lust 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 egquitably their powers and privileges may be co-

w2

ordinated 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 and 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
g4
B iWlieouhr

want religion to 'interfere with the business'...
clearly has bvezgun his search for methods of understanding and
correcting the false postulates ol liberalism and will begin to

turn to varlous philosophical thinkers to criticise the methods

‘o
h

and assumptions of liberalism.
As had been mentioned there are traces of Veberian thinking
that are suzgested by certain ideas expressed by wiebuhr. Max

weber was a german soclal philosopher who proposed that the

O
H

origins the ildeas of capitalism which he had labeled the
"spirit of capitalism" could be found in the religious ideas of
the seformation. This concept's possible validity was recognized

by and commented upon by suckle, neats and otherswho had ack-

92. 1P p. 1l06l.
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inity between rrotestantism and the development

ol

nowledged the afi
of certain commerical ideas., vieber had realised that the Pro-
testant aptitude for commerce and industry had become in
certain instances a part of secular policy. \‘eber had investi-

zated these ideas in the volume entitled Lhe Protestant sthic and

the opirit 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 1in an
analysis of the theologzical doctrines of the Keformation. Weber
set out to show that the secular, ethical concepts of the
xeformation period were related to theological doctrines from the
same period and hence verified that the new orientation which was
now operating in the world, i.e. capitalism, was related to the
ideas of the meformution.95

fhere are some statements in "ls Protestantism Self-beceived?"
that suggest that niebuhr's thinking was drifting towards the
ideas that had veen expressed by wWeber. unlebuhr in this article
wrote that "wodern industry and commerce simply became too

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

.

impulses in check... before the advent of the seformation."
Niebuhr following this line of weberian reasoning extends his

argument by noting that: "Protestantism did give moral sanction

~

1 an economic life without moral sanction. [The
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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
rder of society have something to say for themselves.“98
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-fFabian but anti-Marxist. WNiebuhr 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, 1t

brings forth war."99 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

96. Reinhold Wiebuhr "European Reform and American Reform: How
They Differ" Ihe Christian Century (Aug. 28, 1924) p. 1110,

99. Reinhold Niebuhr "Christianity and bontemporaﬁyPolltlcs The
Christian Century (Aprll 17, 1924) p. 498.
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friction and class hatred.lo0 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."lOl Niebuhr
continued in his praise of the Labor Party of Britain by com-
menting that"It knows very well that the crux of the problem of
civilization is economic rather than political, but it also
knows thap every economic problem has profound moral implica-
tions."loz Niebuhr alined himself with the ideas .0of the more
moderate socialist and in his criticism of the class struggle
as outlined by Marx noted that "even among moderate soclalists
the Marxist dogma of the class struggle has built up walls of

distrust between the classes which is making orderly
103

i

mutuz
parliamentary government almost impossible.’ Niebuhr dis-
ﬁrusted 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 inhis 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-

. "104
tinent.

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 away from the use of liberalism
as a source and turning to other sources for his economic and
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 its 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
to moral rei‘orm.lo5

In 1925 an increasing amount of evidence pointed to Niebuhr'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 Der Protest-

antische und der Geist des Kapitalismus by Weber first appeared

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

the work entitled Gesammelte Aufsatze aur Religionscoziologie.

wWeber's main thesis as put forth in these works was that Calvin-
ism played a proponderant part in the creation of the moral and
political conditions that were favorable to the growth of

capitalism.106 Niebuhr and his brother H. Richard Niebuhr were

105. MK p. 28.

106. R.H. Téwney xéligion and the Rise of Capitalism (London,
1926) pp. 319-320.




L0

probably among the Ifirst Americans to refer to weber's ideas
and make use of the concepts weber introduced. oz

in the article "Capitalism: A Protestant O0ffspring” one finds
Weberian thinking. wiebuhr 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
Reformation is not a new thought."” @ The importance of Weber's
thinking to Niebuhr was demonstrated when he argued that it had
remained for kax wWeber "to prove Protestantism and capitalism in
an }ntimute and organic relationship far beyond individualism
which was the spiritual fruit of the one and the moral basis of
the other.“loy niebuhr believed that wWeber's worx would be of use
in any analysis of the United otates since "vwieber finds in our
American life every final argument for the validity of his
thesis that Protestantism and capitalism are organically united.
Ihe high regard that niebuhr had for weber's methods and ideas
is evident in Niebuhr's summation of weber's work: "His general-
izaticns are boldly and imaginatively conceived but he essays
the difTficult task of validating them with a pedantic patience
which heaps evidence upon evidence and explores every Tield how-

: - : i y el
mises to throw light upon hlis problem.

i
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10?. Lo p- 30-

10o. Reinhold Niebuhr "Capitalism: A Protestant Offspring" Lhe

Christian Century (iMay 7, 1925).

109. lbid. p. 600. . :
110. Ibid. p. 600.

111. iIbid. p. ©00.°
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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 spirit' of classical antiquity
and the middle ages.“llz Niebuhr wrote that what "wWeber means
by the capitalistic spirit is the distinctive attitude of the
modern man toward profit making and profit seeking.“ll3 Niebuhr
récognised 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
way totally unknown to the middle ages."llu Niebuhr agreed with
the VWeberian thesis that Calvinism was more inspirational for
capitalism than Lutheranism.ll5

Niebuhr recognised Weber's contributions to the analysis of
America. Veber 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."T16 yever 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,

116. Ibid. p. 601.
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Niebuhr credited Weber with the 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

fe¥]

indifferent to the social virtues which help him to live on some
unselfish basis with his fellows...“ll?
Niebuhr summarized the thesis of Weber thus: "Protestantism

wll8

is presented as a frustrated and perverted idealism. There

is little question after reading Niebuhr's review of weberns
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
experience and the data gathered by the social sciences."ll9 In

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

turned to Russell. Russell in the work Prospects 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 degree;" the causes "which make his prosperity or
ﬁisfortune seemlgi him, in the main, to be purely human and easily

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.l

Niebuhr enlisted the aid of Russell's analysis and admitted
that "in the main, much may be said for MNr. Russell's analysis
and prOphecy..."123 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 MNr.
Russell's arguments. Russell foresaw a continuation of religion
among the capitalists, but among the poor it would last only for
a short time.lz4 Niebuhr agreed with Russell that "religion may

long continue in the 1life of those classes which benefit, or at

120. Reinhold Niebuhr "Can Christianity Survive?" Atlantic Monthly
{(dan., 1925) p. 64 hereafte cited as CCS3.

@?l. Bertrand Russell The Prospects of Industrial Civilization
(London, 1923) pp. 46-48 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
civilization."lz5 Niebuhr also considered this process to be
truc in America and foresaw as did Russell the poor and humble
folks of the world becoming more and more hostile to religion.
Niebunr employed Russell's predictions about the future role of
religion in civilization in his disagreement with the optimism
of Christian iiberalism. 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..."l26 Russell had reasongd
that science was the underlying reason for the decay of religion.
Russell wrote that: "Ihe lessened vitality of religion which has
made 1t unable to survive new conditions is in the main attribut-
able to science.“lz? 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
Wwl28

S

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 héd fundamental differences
with nussell. Nevertheless, Niebuhr applied certain ideas of
Russell with which 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.
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the concepts of philosophers that were hostile to Christianity
as well as phiiOSOphers 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 I Believe and the ideas of Schweiltzer 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 when Niebuhr
avered that "It would not be difficult to find fault in MNr.
Russell's relentless logic for absolute consistency is always
betrayed into absurdity and the consistent mechanistic philosophy
of Bertrand Russell is absurd at more than one point."l30 However,
Niebuhr did 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

lEQ._neinhold Niebuhr, "Can Schweitzer Save Us From Russell?"
ne Christian Century p. 1093 hereafter cited as C33R.

130. C33R. p. 1093.
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to be a reaction against the easy optimism in which religion
as a whole had moved into ever since‘Greek philosophy was éb—
sorbed by Christianity, and concluded that such philosophers
as Hegel and Royce 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
finally suffer shipwreck.“lBlSchweitzer 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.
T'his dualism was made up of the conflict between the divine and

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

4

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 metaphysicilans had fallen. James would have
approved of Niebuhr's abhorance of the extremes of pessimism and
optimism. James had rejected both pessimism anleptimism and
chosen the middle path as well,t2%

Another philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, that will later

131. CSSK p. 1093.
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be of great importance can be detected in the article "Gan.
Schweiltzer Save Us I'rom Russell?", 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. 3oth men argued that if God is totally responsible
for the universe, his perfect goodness is denied.133 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
“Ifhe universe is simply too blind to the needs of" men and too
ruthless with personal and spiritual values to warrant the theory
that a good God is in essential control of all forces.“135 One has
no direct evidence at this stage of Niebuhr's development that

he was involved with or even familiar with the work 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 meets with Niebuhr attempting to find an

lternative to both liberalism and orthodoxy. Niebuhr's dis-

S

satisfaction with both alternatives is apparent from his state-

ment that one must steer a course "between fundamentalism and

modernism, avoilding arbitrary dogmatism on the one hand and coni-

136

vance with nationalism on the other." Niebuhr was concerned

133. David Griffin "wWhitehead and Niebuhr on God, Man and the World"
fhe Journal of kKeligion (April, 1973) p. 170 hereafter cited as WN.

134: Alfred North Whitehead Religion in the Making (Cambridge, 1930)
p. 60 hereafter cited as M.

135. C33% p. 1094.

136. R

einhold Niebuhr "Shall We Proclaim the Truth or Search for It?"
The Christi

ian Century (March 12, 1925) p. 345 hereafter cited as SWP.
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with findin; n alternative to the ideas of liberalism and the

@]
-t

LV
)

diebuhr's main preoccupation was with
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4 critical analysis of liberalism. WNlebuhr rejected the "efforts
of' liveralism to preserve peace between warring classes and
nations by pitting self-interest against self-interest.." which
in his opinion was "bound to fail“.lB? niebuhr's apparent s
disillusionment with liberalism also appeared when he invoked
the concept of realism although its shape remained far from
clear. ~iliebuhr's use of Weber in his growing criticism of
liberalism appéared in the article "Can Christianity Survive?"
when alebuhr wrote that: "The complete secularization of society
is a fairly recent nistorical development. The Protestant Refor-
mation contributed to it immensely when it centered thelmo:al
dynamic of religion upon the drama of the inner life and removed
138

every spiritual restraint upon social groups."” Niebuhr utilized

weberian assumptions to pinpoint the causes behind the failure

{ne otnher area 1in wnhichn wiebuhr was involved to a great ex-
tent during this period was an overriding concern with the concept
of personality in relizious thought. James had written that:
"Keligious thought is carried on in terms of personality, this being,

139

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

hear 1@ ecn f this thinking when uniebuhr in "3ha We Proclaim
hear th o of th h £ wh o h 'Shall B 1

the lruth or osearch for 117" advocated the worth of the idea of per-

liam James Lhe Varieties of religious Lkxperience (ivew
0z)
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sonality in religion. "®Keligion is the advocate of personality
: : . _ 140
in a seeminzly ;mperﬁonal universe."

Already in 1925 ilebuhr's philosophical sources are playing
an important part in his developing thought. Niebuhr makes use
of philosovhical sources in his criticism of liberalism and one
finds him beginning to rely upon these sources in his growing

riticism 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
thouzht of James.

An interesting development that was later to bear fruit weLs
Niebuhr's concern with the industrial worker. The influence of
hiebuhr's environment and in particular that of Henry rord was
to later play a part in wniebuhr's turn to harxism.

In 1925 Hiebuhr visited an automobile factory and observed
that the life within was artificial and consequently became
coznizant of the harsh realities within, Niebuhr commented about
the toll 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 1s sensitive enough to
care how much human values the efficiency of the modern factory
costs.“lql niepuhr realised that the church had failed and re-
marked that "lhe chuféh is’undoubtedly cultivating graces and

preserving spiritual amenities in the more protected areas of

ociety. bLut it isn't changing the essential facts of modern
,L42 :

1]

industrial civilization by a hair's breadth.
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D.R. Davis considered the influence of Henry Iord to be
significant in the "making of a Christian revolutionary out of
I\fiebuhr."l43 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
his contact with the Ford workers, both inside and outside”, e
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-
lying cruelty and brutality in every class culture."l D.it,
Davis is fairl& 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 pericd

certainly contains clues to Niebuhr's later Marxist involvement.

The Final Years in Detroit (1926-27)

Early in the summer of 1926 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 rederation of Labor. Rein-

143. D.r. Davis Reinhold Niebuhr: Prophet from America (London) p.
144, Davis, p. 24,
145, Davis, p. 24,

146. CC p. 111.

22,
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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
council actually had speakers; one of which was Niebuhr's church.147
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
of the "village banker ".148 Niebuhr's criticism of Ford and the
cult that surrounded rord was deepening. Niebuhr began to ask
why there was so_m&ch adulation, which was uncritical, of iord
and in fact indu.’i.,gence.ll‘L9

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 llenry Ford?". Within the article "How Philan-
thropic is Henry rFord?" 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."lso Niebuhr was of the

147. PSPR p. 83.
148. LNIC pp. 111-113.
149. Mk pp. 36-38.

m3

150. Relnhold Niebuhr "How Philanthropic is Henry Ford?" ZIhe
Christian Century (Dec. 9, 1926) p. 1516.
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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 bg non-
existant and further reduced by the implementation of the five-
da; 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. WNiebuhr 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
men for old men."lBl Niebuhr was concerned and disturbed not only
by the myth that surrounded rord but also about the worker. Nie-
buhr understood Ford to be a symbol of an America whose faults
vere 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

a generation from an

e

of an. America which has risen almost i

agrarian to an industrial economic order and now applies the

to the most complex
1926 finds Niebuhr extending his attack upon the assumptions

of modernism with the weapons given to him by an expanding

number of thinkefs. An interesting article that illustrates

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

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

lsl- I‘Dida p. 151?.

152 I6ids pv 1519,
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ism.l53 In this article Niebuhr attacked the assumptions of
modernism and incorporated within this attack the ideas of other
thinkers; a tactic that he repeatedly has used throughout his
early works. JIn 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 between the two instincts within religion. The two
instinets 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 2 s : :
% In speaking of modernism's tendency to take refuge in

them."
pantheism Niebuhr utilised this distinction of Santayana: “"Panth-
eism inevitably strengthens those forces in religion which tend
to sanctify the real rather than to inspire the ideal."l55

The other new source of ideas is of far greater importance
than Santayana. The other philospher that Niebuhr turned to,

Alfred Worth Whitehead, in his critical evaluation of modernism

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

153. William Allen Greenlaw Reinhold Niebuhr as Theologian: A New
Interpretation (unpublished thesis) p. 32 hereafter cited as Green-
law.

154, deinhold Niebuhr "Our Secularised Society" The Christian
Century (Apeil 22, 1926) p. 509 hereafter cited as 0SS.

155. 0SS p. 509.
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Niebuhr's developing thought. After criticising the liberal

Protestants for their patheistic tendencies Niebuhr turned to

(@]

th extreme i.e. the traditional Protestants which exhivited

T
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Niebuhr the quality of quietism which for Niebuhr did not

rs

fo
meet the moral problems presented by a socilally complex age.

Nieouhr referred to Professor whitehead's work Science and the

Modern World when he criticises the errors that were to be found

within quietism. Whitehead called for the Regencration of
Religions o0ld power so that it could face change and continued by
observing that "its principles may be eternal, but the expression
of those principles requires continual developmeht.“156 wﬁitehead
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 1s 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. UI'ney 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

me respects curlously high; but devoid of consideration for

-

-
tne

value of human lii‘e."157 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

15§. Alfred North Whitehead Science and the Modern World (Cam-
bridge 1926) p. 279, hereafter cited as SMw.

157. SMW¥ pp. 291-292.
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lurking in their social systems and moral traditions.lsd 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
existence.l59 Niebuhr wrote:"Protestantism believed that right-
eousness can be produced in a vacuum. It produces no sense of
tension between the soul and its environment."160 whitehead fore-
saw religion in Europe becoming more and more decadent and more
and more powerless.lél Niebuhr concurred with Whitehead's belief
and stated that "o religion is more ineffective than Protestant-
ism against the major social sins . of our day, economic greed
and race hatred."l62 Niebuhr's agreement with Whitehead 1is exten-
sive. Wiebuhr 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
t

to thinkers who alsc 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. 0SS p. 509.
159. S;":l'l'- p. 290.

160. 0SS 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
wWhitehead®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 quéstion is
found in Niebuhl's belief that the influence of religion could
either be good or evil, but like Wh?tehead he realised that
religion no matter whether it was good or evil always had an

63

appreciable influence.1

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 Tamed Cvnic 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 1is part of the
civilization where ethical individualism runs riot, and expect
104

them to develop a social conscience in two weeks.," Niebuhr
easily incorporated the ideas of Weber in this cynicai and
pessimistic statement wnhich illustrates to what degree he had
become involved with the assumptions of Weber and particulkrly.
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

;63. Reinhold Wiebuhr "Does Keligion Quiet or Disquiet?" The World
Tomorrow (iNov., 1926) p. 220.

lé:"i" .LJH.D‘J’ p. lO?i
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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..."l65 Niebuhr agreed
with wWeber's analysis of puritanism with its rejection of all
sensuous and emotional elements in culture which produced pes-
simistically inclined individuals,166 which Niebuhr considered
to be the fruits of puritanism in America.lé? Niebuhr referred
to the Weberian observation that the Hugenots were a source of
superiority "of the I'rench and Dutch economic culture from which

168
these communities sprang..." Niebuhr also noted the large
part that the Hdugenots had played in trade. One should also
note the fact that Niebuhr was already immersed in the assumption
that there 1is a connection between individualism and capitalism
which was introduced by wWeber 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 worlid that
developed the new attitude toward business totally un-
hampered by religious and moral traditions which date
back to mediaeval and classical antiquity. Completely

1d Niebuhr 'Puritanism and Prosperity" Atlantic lMonthly
20) p. 7<<z hereafter cited as PP,

er "The Protestant =£thic" (London, 1930) p. 105
hereafter cited as Pc.
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se anclent uuruples against business

emanclpated from tr

enterprise, we have been able to give ourselves to com-
mercial and industrial tasss Wlbh a passion unknown to 169
curope. Lthat is the real secret to our phenomenal success.

lhe year of 19527 was a momentous one for Niebuhr in many ways,
t

full year in the parish and the year in

which he published his first book, which was entitled Does Civil-

ization leed irelizion? ‘fLhere were signs that the intellectual

of the young pastor was beginning to expand beyond the

; 3 170 - x ;&
of a single parish. ’ 1t was during this period thdt
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sherwood Zddy a continuing source of help and guidance for wniebuhr

persuaded him and the congrezation of bethel to retain an assis-

tant minister to carry the bulxk of parish duties; for Nthh gddy
. ) 171

paid for from his own pocket.

boeg vivilization iveed felizion? gives the student an oppor-

tunity to study in detail the trend of Niebuhr's thinking as well
-as the philosophical sources that he utilized. It is eclear that
Niebuhr has not completely gotten away from the "social Gospel" -

John bewey amalgam. Lhe emphasis that dominated this Tfirst boolk

. 1 - N LR T " = P e, v - SR ST
as thatv modern industry was destructive to human values. lilebuhr
- . o W .: g e o i Kowi s ol e .. Lo . = £ s wp N
1n true "soclal Gospel" fashion attacked the rord factory not

becezuse of the hypocrisies of wages and hours as he had p““VlOUqu
done, but because he considered the rord factory to bg a place
. N L. 172
uniit for human life.
in 1927 there was the advent of rord's retoolinz period which
was the period when rord discontinued the #odel I and closed the
factories in preparation for the coming of the lodel A. [his

cause sixty thousand men to loose their jobs and when finally




L7

rehired to be treated as new employees. The effect of these
events were reflected in Niebuhr's writings.

l'nere 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 Tamed

Cynic contains entries that are informative as well as revealing,
and gives us an insight into Niebuhr's thinking in this last year

etroit ministry. There are repeated references to the

)

of his
problems of the capitalistic system and one can identify a growing
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 stockx and excessive
rise in stock values, due to the productivity of the

modern machine, are accepted by the church without a murmur

172, 60 Py T

173. PSPR pp. 24-25.
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if only a slight return is madi Ey the beneficiaries
through church philanthropies. 7

The dissatisfaction that Niebuhr felt when viewing the

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

1=

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

ot

n of wages caused by the closing of the rord factory and

(D
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ot

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

diary:

What a civilization this is! 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 a _billion ought not make some
provigsion for its urniemployed.L1?

niebuhr's diary also gives the first indication of WNiebuhr's
interest in the ideas of Oswald Spengler. WNiebuhr had been
attracted before to the idea of world decay and particularly the
decay of civilization which was presented by fussell. Niebuhr was

again attracted to the idea of the destruction of civilization

)

-
]

as presented by Uswald Spengler:

¥y

C

-

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
and 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_  fhan those of a higher
spirituality for the critical task.l?é

The thesis of Spengler about the destructive power of sophistication.

174, LNIC p. 128
175. LNIC pp. 154-155. ;
176. LNIC p. 133.
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had a rather larsze impact upon siebuhr and caused him to question
some of his own ideas. I'his is an excellent indication.of what
has happened in the past. Oiie would expect to find Niebuhr
making use of Spenzler in later works, and not surprisingly he
does SO0.

As the diary of Niebuhr has shown Niebuhr was dissatisfied

vith the 1deas and practices of ford which was vividly illustrated

by his article "rford's Five-Day Week Shrinks". This article
underlined Niebuhr's growing sympathy with the plizght of the

worker. There is a feeling of condemnation when Niebuhr reviews

condemned rord's reasons for obringing about a five-day week as.

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

Niebuhr condemhned as well rord's idea that an "adequate wage

r

would give the worker the security both against unemployment and

176

azainst old age which workers so greatly covet." Niebuhr had

come to realise that unemployed rord workers were the heaviest

ocur

3
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etroit Charities had to bear. WNiebuhr began to

£
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aen C:“Ei 'Lhe

foresee the possibility of discontent among the workers in the

the worxers had toward the policies of rord. nNlebuhr condemned »

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

real authority," and because the "dismissals of the o0ld men are

-

)ractices within rford's factories. In the first place wiebuhr

w77

‘ord factorles and also began to sympathize with the grievances that

n

ventury (June Y, 19Y<?) p. 713,

Keinhold wniesbuhr "rord's rive-Day Week Shrinks" The Christia
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) . 379
multiplying."”

Although there is no conclusive proof or even direct evid-
ence that the situation as created by Ford was the underlying
cause of Niebuhr'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
Ford workers has no avenue of expression except through the

communistic weekly sheet, The Iord WOrker“.lBO Niebuhr went on

further and noted that "The paﬁer is crude enough in its temper
but fills its pages with specific instances of injustice rather
than with the usual communistic propaganda."lSl 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. Niebuhr'
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.
1800 Ibidt Do ?l”"
181. Ibid. p. 714,

ld;:o .r.‘l')-ld. p| ?li}’n
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At the close oi lyz? there appeared the article "why I am
ot a Christian” in which Niebuhr summed up his pacifistic position.

y that when he wrote this article he had come to

<t
()
Lo

de revealed la
A s : 1873 . - o :

regard himself as a lMarxist. After Niebuhr had stated that

he was a pacifist he 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 pacifigtic position when he asks the question:

"Would I ve a gzood pucifist if I belonged to an unsatisfied nation

Lok ) _

rather than to a satisfied one?" I'nere is a suggestion oft

cynicism and a faint echo of Marx in some of Thesé& questions.

As one investi_ates the involvement of iiebuhr with Mgrxism one

comes to realise that an excellent indication of his commitment

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

the pacifistic position, particularly when Niebuhr begins to

of

analyze pacifism with the tools given to him by Marx. One should
also recognise the fact that the zZrowing doubt about pacifism

not only was an indicaticn of iiebuhr's increasing involvement

with barxism, but also represented the termination of Niebuhr's
reliance upon this the last remnant of liberalism. One should note

that in 1927 Niebuhr's doubts are in their nascent stages. Une

oty
=

inds these doubts being expressed in the article "A Critique

of Pacifism". Wsiebuhr finds pacifism still a servicable vehicle

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

army to "vreserve a higher standard of living than the rest of
w85

the world... However, in the article "A Critique of racifism”

163, good p. 53.

15%. Kelnhold wiebuhr "why I am wot 4 Christian" Lhe Christian
Century (Lec. 15, 1927) p. 1483,
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Niebuhr has already begun to question certain specific peacke
proposals.

The volume Does Civilization Need Religion? was the product

of a working clergyman who was encountering the experiences of
pe;ple in the church and trying to come to terms with these
experiences. This caused Niebuhr to press throughout the work
the question: 1is 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-

osophners.

The work Does Civilization iNeed Religion? reveals that Niebuhr

utilised and drew support from the same philosophical sources that he

had turned to in his earlier works. Does Civilization Need Kel=-

izion? 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

Need Religion? Niebuhr as before turned to various thinkers for

— L]

support and weapons in his continuing struggle with the false
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 evenfual outcome of the liberal approach to religion,
but also trying to predict the fate of liberal civilization.
Niebuhr in his examination of liberal religion turned to

certain philosophers for specific ideas with which to combat the

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

uhr "A Critique of Pacifism" Atlantic Monthly
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buhr was interested in certain of Bertrand:Russell's ldeas
although he was in violent disagreement with a great many of
Russell's conclusions. Niebuhr had become aware of the validity
of some of Kussell'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 Kussell's
statement that: ‘"emancipation from the churches is still as
essential condition of improvement, particularly in American

J186

where churches have more influence than in Europes.. ne

should be aware of the fact that Niebuhr turned to Kussell 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 wWwhitehead as

he has in the past when confronting general gquestions about
religion. In his earlier references to Whitehead Niebuhr made

use of Whitehead's work Science and the lodern wWorld which he

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

iebuhr also relies upon another of Whitehead's works gfeligZion

in the fakinz. Niebuhr had obviously become more deeply involved

with the thought of Alfred North whitehead. Niebuhr refers to
whitehead not oniy 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
dhitehead in confronting general questions is when he commented

“about the vulk of knowledge having in the past destroyed the




. 54
authority of any unifying perspective, that was presented Dby
philosophy, wnich was particularly true of absolute determin-
ism. Niebuhr refers to Whitehead in order to support this con-
tention and conseguently points out that Whitehead Dbelieved that
an anti-mechanistic trend of philosophical thought would achieve
mastery over modern science.lS? 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 and Baptists. Niebuhr accused these denominations of
over-simplification in the field of morals which was a term
favored by wWhitehead, 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-
.- . . . . 188
ities of their social relations, as being good or bad.

Another area in which Niebuhr referred to Whitehead was when
discussing dualism and its presence in religioussymbolism.ls9
Niebuhr referred to wWhitehead's definition of God as that "reality
which is not concrete but the principle of every concrete act-
xulity."lgo Whitehead had stated that "An epochal occasion is a
concretion. It is a mode in which diverse elements come together
into a real unity.“l9l 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-

187. Reinhold Niebuhr, "Does Civilization Need Religion?" (New
York, 1929) p. 1l hereafter cited as DCNK.

188. DCig pp. 108-109.

189. DCHR p. 210, »

150, DCNR p. 212, .
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head concluded that “The various elements which are thus brought
into unity are the other creatures and the ideal forms and God.“lgz
Whitehead in the light of these assumptions defined God as that
"nontemporal QCtualiFy which has to be taken into account of in

wl93 Niebuhr is aware that the world is not totally

every phase.
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 in the sense that God's nature remains self-
consisfent in relation to all change which did not justify the
deterministic conclusion that there was "complete self-consis-
tency of the temporal world." Thus "the reality of God and the
reality of evil as a positive force are thus both accepted."lgs
wWwhitehead 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 lhis nature remains self-

196

consistent in relation to all change." Niebuhr and Whitehead

favored this dualistic approach in order to make the reality of

192. RM p. 80,
193. RM p. 81.
194. WN p. 171.
195, DCHR pp. 212-213.

19‘,- I‘il’l Pn d’c')a
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j0d and the reality of evil both acceptable. whitehead in

nelizsion in the Makin: stated this:

s
>
T

he temporal world exhibits two sides of itself. OUn
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. Un 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.+77

Niebuhr in reconciling the fact of evil with the goodness of God
turns to whitehead for support.

wiebuhr further on in his discussion of dualism again refer-

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

buhr makes use of Whitehead's distinction between Oriental monisn

4

tly stated

[14]

and practical dualism, Professor Whitehead succinc

LY ) 2R I PR N s I TR Ty AT e A - s w3 & Ji s w2y v e ] e
tnat "Chrilstlanity has always been a religzlon seeking a metaphysics
in contrast to Muddnism which is a metaphysies genserating a

St - RS ) : Wiz = B - b e &= - G S 5 Sty ey
rellzlon... Lhe defect of a metaphysical system 1ls the very fact

that it is a neat Little system which thereby oversimplifies its

_ - N N 1 s - A e 3 d R
pression of the world," 7~ whitehead's support 1s apparent when
he concluded that "in respect to its treatment of evil, Christian-

1ty is therefore less clear in its metaphysical idea but more

: 5 0 199
inclusive of the facts." Niebunr depended upon wnitehead at this

]

juncture of his work when dealing with the prodblem of dualism

and draws support from whitehead's understanding and solutions to

189. DUNK p. 198, °
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the problems of dualism.

In Wiebuhr's discussion of dualism one also discovers Nie-
buhr referring to James' work on pluralism., WNiebuhr commented
that "the pluralism of William James, which has been criticised
as sclentifically inaccurate and metaphysically inconsistent,
seems both to have scientific and metaphysical virtues."200
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

finite life."%%l Jiebuhr 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,

but because it is metaphysically acceptable."202
Niebuhr regarded Chrmistianity'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

Religion? 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. DCNR p. 213.

201, William James A Pluralistic Universe (New York, 1909) Pp. 321=~
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Hieouhr 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

regarded the absolute as destructive of any practical

jo l8
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effort to reform the world. 2 In dealing with the problem of

(o]

monism as opposed to dualism Niebuhr again used familiar philos-
Ophefs 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 into 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 Reason for critical ideas about

panthelsm. 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
glant with an inhuman soul and then worships the monstrous div-

-

3 . ; 204 . - : ;
inity i1t has fabricated.” Santayana as did Niebuhr after him

204, George Santayana The Life of Reason : Reason in Religzion
(London, 1905) p. 176 hereafter cited as RK.
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realised that St. Augustine's combination of the dialectic
achievements of the ureek philosophers with the simplifications
of the Gosbel 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
reality.“zo5 Santayana 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
he had prevailed on himself to accept.“206 sSantayana 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 and pantheistic,... pantheism subordinates
morally what it finds to be dependent in existence,..."zo? 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
too certain or idealises the real beyond all evidence.“2o8

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. KR 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 Uswald Spengler's conclusions which were presented in

his work Ihe Decline of the wWest., 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.

iiebuhr found suppert in Spengler's observation that "religion

(

N . g . 209.
without. God" was "the unvarying symptom of a dying civilization.” 7

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

of civilization in his earlier works and he was again attracted

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

£

209. LJCL~${ pc 560
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more in sympathy Wwith the sSpengelerian approach and was to return

again and again to Spengler's concepts.

—

[

Another philosopher iviebuhr 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 1927,
but there is no indication that Niebuhr's interest was flagging
and in fact there seems to be an increase in iiebuhr's use of
certain wWeberian concepts. Niebuhr not only referred to Weber
but also to Tawney 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
investigzate the ramifications of vweber's thesis when applied to
liveralism. It has Dbeen evident that in the past Niebuhr had
faith in the theory of wWeber that the origin of the ideas of
capitalism could be traced to the Reformation. Niebuhr not only

showed familiarity with this concept in Doesg Civilization Need

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

work Die Protestantische Ethik under Geist des kapitalismus.

Zarly 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

i 5 s 210 ; . :
of Protestant theology and religion."” Another lmportant thesis

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

pre

calling as well as Protestant asceticism was to be found in
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Although Niebuhr disagreed with the assumption
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Protestant asceticism, he was

Ky

that Calvinisﬁ was the basis o
in agreement with the weberian theslis 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 1llustrated his deep respect for the work of Max
.Neber. 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
virtue of and greed the besetting vice."212 Niebuhr's references
to Weber's work reveals that his interest in Weber was deepening
since Niebuhr also refers to the lafger work in his analysis of

the commercial and industrial superiority of Protestant nations

that appeared in the work Gesammelt Aufsetzte Zur Religions-

Socinlozie.,

Another thinker that Niebuhr turned to was R.H. lawney who
followed the general thesis of wWeber and underlined the effect

the idea of individualism which according to Weber and Tawney

s

o)
originated in the Reformation and subsequently was brought into
the capitalistic system. Tawney's major work is entitled

relizion and the Rige 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
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invalidated the old cannonical laws designed to enforce ethical
standards in business and thus made the secularization of
economics inevitable even before the :{eformation.”213 Niebuhr
using Tawney for support presents the idea that the Reformation
was not the only reason for the rise of capitalism, but Tawney
as well as Niebuhr 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 Tawney
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. WNiebuhr, however, had stated that "The
emancipation of economic relations from all ethical restraints
was more or less in concomitant with the Reformationlmovements.

but it is a question of how much it was casually and how much

218 . . ;
+ Niebuhr, even though he was 1in agree-

coincidentally related."
ment with Weber and Tawney 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
Weber 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% DCAR p. 93.

214, DCNR pp. 92-93,
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at this stage of Niebuhr's development that he rejected the
ideas of Marx although he was already becoming familiar with some
of the central theses of Marx. Niebuhr remarxed that "The
Marxian idea of the unification of the world upon the basis of
the common interests of the proletarian class must be relegated
to the category of millenial dreams.“215 The unification of the
world on the basis of the interests of the prbletariat 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 Civilization Need Religion? "Ilhe real history of Western

soclety is being written by Nietzchian and NMarxian cyniecs who

have subdued every scruple which might qualify their contest for

power."216

vliization Need Relision? one new thinker emerges;

te

In Does C

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 Yeber and to others to
examine the general questions of religion such as Whitehead. inie-

buhr seemed to be deeply involved with two of these philosophers
one being Whitehead and his approach to general religious questions
and the other being Weber with his approach to the question of

the origin of capitalism.

A Brief Summary

Niebuhr commented later in life that while at University he

was concerned not with moral usefulness but with the metaphysical
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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 1s 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
iiberalism, 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

In 1920 and the following few years Hiebuhr Dbecame 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. DBy 1923 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

Niebuhr's long Jjourney toward Marxism. 1924 finds Niebuhr turning

Fe

to his second .identiflable philosophical source that of Max

weber,
By 1925 Niebuhr had bvecome 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

2l7. Reinhold wiebuhr "A xReligion Worth Fighting For" Survey
(Aug. 1, 1927) p. 444,
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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
1deas. |

In 1927 Niebuhr was involved with the idea of destruction
particularly the destruction of civilization, which included the
ideas of Spengler. The year 1927 was a momentous one for
Niebuhr since it also saw the advent 6f 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 wWeber, wWhitehead and James the latter being the longest

n 1927 and the years leading up to 13927 Niebuhr, although
wrestling with the ideas of Marx, never accepted them and in
fact warned against them. This first chapter covers the
three stages of development that Niebuhr underwent in the period
before 1935.  The first stage could be labeled the "pre-iarxist"
phase of Niebuhr's development which included for the most part
Niebuhr's involvement with liberalism. Niebuhr was aware oI the
problems of social injustice in the middle 1920's and even
earlier, but was basically dependent upon the tenets of liberal-

: . . : ’ : 218
lsm although he was aware of the doctrines of Marxism. 3

218. Charles C. West Communism and the Theologian : A Studv of
an Encounter (London, 1958) p. l<z.
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Iintroduction

te twentles and early thirties Niebuhr's appetite

In the lat
for soclal realism was fed by his growing disenchantment with
the ideals set forth by liberalism, whichwere instrumental in
the seeds of Marxism being sown. During this period the defeé%s

of livberalism 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, é self-interest
would serve in some miraculous way the interest of all; Marxism
labeled this approach middle-class ideology. Liberalism concealed
the conflict of interest in soclety while Marxism laid the
conflict bare, i.e. the underlying struggle between diverse

soclal znd 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-

. ; : E 1 i .
as economic 1lnequality existed. This meant that

[&1]

Hiebunr oy 1632 was writing that the Marxist even thou
e mistakes in choosing "the means of accomplishing his ends..
had "made no mistake either in stating the rational goal toward
which soclety must move, the goal of equal justice or in under-
standing the economic foundations of justice."

Une 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. nenneth Thompson "The Political Philosophy of xeinhold Niebuhr"
in feinhold Niebwhr His Religious, Social, and Political Ihought
edlited by Charles w. negley and Robert W. Bretall (New York, 1956)

p. 158, hereafter cited as n«&B.

;.Iqeinhs%d_Migbuh' lioral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in
2tnics and Politics (London, 1963) p. 165, hereafter cited as

plil s,
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who had definite reservations about socialism, commented in

I'he 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"
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 sxillful application of
Marx's historical method. However, Weber considered Marx's
view of world history to be an untenable monocausal theory which
reduced the mulitiplicity of causal factors to a single 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 Wweberian 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

li5

the economic and political orders. Weber saw the concept of

rational bureaucracy in a capitalistic society to be of central
importance in "economic materialism". wWeber did not deny the
existence of the class struggle, but he did refute the idea that

the class struggle 1s the central dynamic. Weber in some ways

Uswald Spengler lne Uecline of the west (London, 1922) VI
361, hereafter cited as Dw.

o I
e

LJ'n J.-bida p. 363‘. »
. bax we
erth and

ver Essays in Sociologv trans. and introduced by H.KR.
C. Wright Mills (London, 1957) p. 47,
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tried to revitalize the work of Marx by placing it 1n a more

leralized context and showing that Marx's conclusions rested

[§]e]
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upon observations drawn from a dramatized special case. Never-

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 change 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 Uetroit at the instigation of Sherwood Eddy. Lz

: Convention was Henry Sloane Coffin, later

[

the audience of th
president of Union Seminary, who sent a note to Niebuhr asking

tc see nim., They became acquainted, and in time Coffin offered

to Nlebuhr a teaching post at Unlion Seminary. 'Nlebuhr commented
that "I became a member of the faculty of Union Theoclogical Semin-

ary in 19238, largely at the instigation of my friend Sherwood

Eddy, who persuaded the seminary faculty to call me to a Chair of

6. lbid. pp. 46-50.

7+ June singham Courage to Chansge an Introduction to the Life and
[hourht of neinhold Niebuhr (New York, 19Y6l) p. 138, hereafter
cited as C.C.
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Christian Sthics."® Wiebuhr saw this as a ma jor 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
Pheology 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."lo Niebuhr not gnexpectedly 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 conmpanionship

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."

fhe Beginning of the Transition (1928)

rear 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. Reinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" K&B p. 8.

9. Reinhold Nie
(New York, 1929

pvuhr Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cvnic
) p. 195, hereafter cited as LNIC.

10, Reinhold Niebuhr "Intellectual Autobiography" k&B p. 8.
lla J:‘Dido pl 9- &

;2, nobert Crocker Good The Contribution of Reinhold Niebuhr to the
Theory of International Relations (Unpublished thesis, 1956) p. 60.
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ol pacifism which wus a sign of iiebuhr's change in stance and

nis involvement with the pragmatic ethic which was to be con-

13

oral han and Immoral Society. This was also the

year that Niebuhr wrote his first article on asarl Barth although
ne had been in touch with the Christian pessimism of Continental

s 5 : 14 , . o
Orthodoxy for some Time. At the close of 1927, Niebuhr sounded

a discordant note concerning his pacifism in his article “"why
I Am Not a Christian". Niebuhr asked "wWould I be as good a:
pacifist if 1 belonged to an unsatisfied nation rather than to a

15

satisfied nation?" Niebuhr in'1927 was already bezginning to
realise that perfectionism was in some ways an irresponsible
position. RK.C. Good comments that "for the first time in l9¢‘“

there is the inception of a realistic approach to the problems

-

: 16 | - - iy g
soclal strategy. M.F. Doyle points out that "with his

)

o]

(Niebuhr) return to academic life in 1928 his interest shifted

from & primary focus upon religion to the social and political
forces which were influencing society. K.H. Stone also

comments that: “"Between 1927 and 1932 Niebuhr experienced a

e e L el e o 84 b G 3 o £ i b = K i L
deecper sense of the difficuliy confronting all programs of socilal
~a T AT oF e Ly o] = + ah T ‘r- T vaA Weem = - 3 =1 o ~A1FFI AT 3 o "10
reform a wrrxist tnought helped him explain these difficulties.

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. pointed out that for Niebuhr: "now

buhr "why [ Am Not a Christian" The Christian

15. einhold Nnie
15, 1927) p. 1l48z.

Century (Dec.

16. Good op. cit. pp. 70-71.

17. Mathias Francis Doyle Theology and Politics in the Works of
feirhcold Niebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1968) p. d.

Lo, “Oﬁa%g éfn tone xeinhold Niebuhr's Perspective on U.S.
2=2iCl (unpublished thesis, 1968 p. 40,




T2
translated from the Detroit parish to Union Theological Seminary

in New York, the economic collapse came as a conclusive refutation

19

of liberal hopes.f*/ June Bingham also recognised that the
dramatic occurrence of this era had a lasting effect upon
Niebunhr.?? 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".21
Nieobuhr 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 manl-

pulation. Millions in property values are created by pure

legerdemain, <
But Niebuhr like so many others did 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

rapes of Wrath., It was a time when overfed adults were Jjust

a few blocks away from children who were crying for food. The

19. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. "Reinhold Niebuhr's Role in Political
Thought" K&B p. 134.

21, Paul Ch es Merkley Reinhold Niebuhr the Decisive Years
(1916-1941) npublished thesis, 1968) p. 40.

{\-\
&%
IL_
v
(&)
(@]
b=
4%
{r



73

situation was made even more tragic by unusually cold winters
summers which were bedeviled by drought.23 1t 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
which he was a part.24 This was the period when the Socialist
Party was at its lowest ebb, i.e. immediately after the election
of 19238 which was when Norman Thomas, John Dewey and W.E.B.
Dubois began to develop a third party movement., It was also
during this year that the League for Independent Political Action

25 . X . .
was born, Niebunhr considered the alternative of a third party

r\\
o3

as constructive and from the beginning became a meiber of the

another sign of Mlebuhr's increasing involvement in 1928

with the left was his editorship of the socialist-pacifist
3 : _ 5 . 28 o ; .
monthly Lhe wWorld Tomorrow. 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 rellowship 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

n
W
%)
G

p. 155.
24. CC p. 150,

<5+ ierkley op. cit. p. 108,
duf J.gﬁ panielso; Lhe volution of the Political Thought of
neilnnold wiebuhr (Unpublished thesis, 1965) P S

27. vierkley op. ¢it. p. 108.

(@)

0. Good op. cit. p.

3.



In 1928 Niebuhr had not declared in print that he was a

quite evident that the community of people

w

socialist but it 1
with which he communicated gave him an opportunity to participate
in a dialogue about politics, economics and social problems with
socialist. Tthe 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
favorable assessment of the socialist cause and methods.30

Ihe 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

m

overtones as well as a hint of R.H. Tawney's wori{.31 This 1is
significant publication because of its overall approach and its
clear and accurate pértrayal of some of the reasons for the

coming Stock Market crash and the fundamental flaw in the

American economy that brought about the crash.32 Niebuhr pointed
out in this article that the worker could not absordb the increased

iuction of industry without an increase in his buying power.

Yo
]
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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. berkley op. cit. p. 109.

30, Ibid. pp. 109-110.
31. Ibid. p. 99.
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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

There are a number of places in "Why We Need a New Economic

rder" that underline the influence of Max Weber. The first

4

(@
H

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 ploneering
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

ll33

enterprise.
Weber as a child was able to observe an entrepreneur in his
wn family, and consequently was able to observe the founder of an
oy ke 3 F: s o 1 34 A 3 =
enterprise at first hand. Weber described the entrepreneur as an

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 ethlcal gualities"” 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

» Max Weber an Intellectual Portrait (London,
reafter cited as MW,
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with strictly bourgeois opinions and principles."35 Weber as

as Niebuhr had a high opinion of the "pioneers", neverthe-

e

;\
|
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, both men realised that the entrepreneurs were not abtle to

36

Ui
ui
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set up a new economic order by themselves. Weber asserted
that: "In order that a manner of life so well acapuea to the
pecularities of capitalism could be selected at all, i.e. should
come to dominate others.e.e.. It héd to originate somewhere and
not in isolated individuals alone but as a way of life common to
the whole group of men."j?
Niebuhr mirrored Weber's opinion that the community was
important to the capitalistic system and was needed by the entre-
prencur to counteract the drawbacks of what Weber called economic

- 2 A 3
Lradly

ionalism, 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.38 Niebuhr stated that: "Since

the pioneer stage of industry is passed and industrial processes

have tecome an integral part of the communify's life and the
initiative of individual owners is decreasing, the cooperation

of the community as an increasing factor in industrial efficiency.“39
Niebuhr and Weber both recognised the ethical side of the economic

=)

order as being of extreme value. Niebuhr asserted that "An

}-Jt
W

economic system which 1s based upon the assumption that greed

the most effective spring of human action has the tendency of

i
T
"

creating individuals who seem to substantiate that assumption.
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35. Max Weber The Protestant Ethic and the Spiri
trans. Talcott Parsons (London, 1930) p. 69.

360 it i Do 55-
j?s PhE po 55- 38. P&N p. 5“’.
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ieber 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.“ql
both men! considered greed and unlimited acquisition to be harm-
ful but a continuing reality in an economic system such as
capitalism., weber writing about uhlimited 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."a2 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 1f society maintains it for
its supposed material benefits.” w3 Niebuhr, however, departed from
> in one particular area. Niebuhr believed that greed was
in the structure of the present eccnomic system while for
weber greed came from the traditionalistic elements that still
retained a certain degree of influence in the present economic
system. [Niebunr, 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. .

Hiebuhr as before extensively used Weber's idea that the
capitalism had its origins in Protestantism. In the

article "wWould. Jesus Be a Churchman Today?" Niebuhr stated that
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“Ihe most serious weakness of current Protestantism is that it
is enmeshed with the peculiar prejudices not only of the Nordic
) ) . Ll

peoples but of their commerical class.”

R.H. Tawney a disciple of Weber made a definite impression
on Wiebullr's thinking and in particular his classical deline-
ation of the connection between the origins of capitalism and
individualism.¢5 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-
dom and individualism."46 This particular passage from "Why We

Need a New Zconomic Order" reminds one vividly of R.H. Tawney's

delineation of the connection between capitalism and the ideology

N . 4 . . - .
of individualism. 7 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
rest of a wave of swiftly expanding enterprise, which a
century before would have seemed the wildest of fantasies

the liberal bourgeolsie of Antwerp pursued, in the teeth
of all precedents, a policy of practical individualism, i
which would have been met in any other city by rebellion,.. 8

Tawney continued with the observation that:

-k

Lh. Reinhold Niebuhr *would Jesus Be a Churchman Today?" rhe
world Tomorrow (December, 1928) pp. 492-493,

45. Merkley op. cit. p. 99.

1, -

b6, WWNNEQ pp. 405-418

8]

47. Merkley op. cit. p. 99.
48..R.H. Tawney
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ligzion and the Rise of Capitalism An Historical
26) pe. 74, hereafter cited as =RC.
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e law of nature had been invoked by mediaeval writers

The
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,gs a reason why self-interest
should be given freelay. v

Niebuhr recognised this process and remarked that: “inevitably
they rationalised their conflict by idealising the values of free-
dom and individualism.”?® Niebuhr like Tawney 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 Tawney that
practical individualism became an ideology of individualism as
capitalism began to prosper. Tawney 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 VWeber on one point. "wWeber 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

spirit. Niebuhr as has already been observed, tended towards
the Weberilan 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

50, WWNNEC pp. 4035-418.

51, &KC pe« 3Z20.
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any real Marxist commitment by Niebuhr at this early stage of

his academic career. Iiviebuhr, however, did point out the

£

dang

rg of overproduction and the fact that: "industry only

(6]

aggravates the problem by lowering wages and cutting wages,
: .- S . 2
thus further restricting the buying power of the publlc."5
Niebuhr's doubts about Marx's system of analysis and Marx's
conclusions at the time that “Why We Need a New Economic
Order" was written is illustrated by Niebuhr's disquiet at the
possibility of revolutionary change.

The question is whether society can gain sufficient social

intelligence to modify the present system step by step as

the need arises and as traditional methods betcome unwork-

able or whether through the stubbamness and blindness of

the holders of power and privilege and through the ignor-

ance of the masses the system will be permitted to 53

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
gconomic system over the possibility of revolution; 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-

ghips to fit new sitvatlions may gradually evolve new systems out

3

SH . ; 54 B : : o
5."?" Niebuhr's "step by step" modification is remini-
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‘ablan socialism or "gas-and-water" socialism, a type

o
120

scent o
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-Gospelers". In 1928 Niebuhr did not consider revolution

2 o

to be inevitable. Niebuhr avered that "The more complex an
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an economic and social relationship becomes, the less forceful

. . ; 6 ; '
s the logic of revolut10nar1es.“5 Niebuhr in 1928 although
=1

J

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

Barth's Das Wort Gottes und die Theolosie appeared in translation

making Barth's work available for the first time in EnXlish

57

Niebuhr was given this work to review for the Christian Centuryv.

The book review led to a series of articles which was initiated
by ;he article "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute".ﬁ8 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 uhmeszsg
confirming what Niebuhr was to later write to a friend "I am in
the Willliam James®' tradition. He was both an empiricist and a
icus man, and his faith was both the consequence and the

60
presupposition of his pragmatism.”

56, WWNNEC pp. 405-418.

57+ Nerkley op. cite. p. 137.

58, "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute” Christian Century (Dec, 1928)
Ppes 523-24; "Church Currents in Germany" Christian Century (Aug.
1930) pp. 959- 960 “Barthianism and the Kingdom" Christian Century
(July ¢9)l) pp. 924-25; "Barthianism and the Political Reaction”
Christian Lenturv (June. 1934) pp. 757-59; "Marx, Barth, and the
Israel's Prophets” unrlstlan Century (Jan. 1935) pp. 138-140;

harl Barth and Democracy" madical neligion (wWinter, 1938);"narl
Barth on Polities" Radical Hellglon (Spring, 1939).

59- L‘le.‘.‘::ley Opn Citn pt 1390
60. CC p. 22k,
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the Tirst article on Barth by Niebuhr is curiously
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

‘-
novel;oa what James calledéthe "pluralistic universe"; Niebuhr
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

ssence of reality. Whereas, Niebuhr who was committed to the

%

et

imate explanation, developed the category of paradox to deal

o

with the antinomies which formed the substance of James®' "radical

o
ok : .
empiricism". James used pragmatism as a method of settling

cr
{n

: whereas Niebuhr used this method to break

-

ietaphysical dispute

3

hrough 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 dogmatisn

6l. llerkley op. cit. p. 137. .

Ugse of Theology in Reinhold Niebuhr's

n The
ry (unpublished thesis, 1969) p. 153.
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63. Schlesinger op. cit. p. 131.
64. Ibid. p. 131-2.

i

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 bMonist and called for
pluralism and an experiemtnal supernafuralism. 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 elther 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 experienceégf the race
qualify the individual's experience of God.
Niebuhr wished to make use of the experiences of a person both

mental and physical experiences and to ccmbine all the exper-

of men in order to escape relativity. One can hear the

fare ]
4
7]

echo of this thinking in the words of William James in

P

Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature. James

igion from what he called "unwholesome privacy"
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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 soliloquizing with ourselves, we construe our
feelings intellectually. Both our personal ideas and
our religious and mystical experiences must be interpre-

L

66. Keinhold Niebuhr "Barth - Apostle of the Absolute" Christian
Century (Dec., 13, 1928) p. 1524, hereafter cited as BAA. :

67. xalph Barton Perry Lhe Lhouzht and Character of william
James (London, 1937) v. Il p. 33%.

63. BAA p. 1524,
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ted congruously with the kind of scenery which our thinking
mind inhabits... more over, we must exchange our feelings
with one another, and in doing so we have to speak, and to
general and abstract verbval formulas. Conceptions and
constructions are thus a necessary part of religicn. and

as moderator amid the clash of hypotheses, and mediator
among the criticisms of one mﬂn s by another, philosophy
will always have much to do.°

=

James assumed that "Good", "Bad", and "obligation" were objects

of feeling and desire, which had no.foothold or anchorage in
Being, apart from the existence of actually living minds.?o 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 "1God be merciful
to me a sinner' should result in creative social 4activity as well
as in a religious assurance of pardon."?l 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 ocur

morality, the poor devils who bear in their bodies the agony of

Niebuhr agreed with James' moralist principles when he
expressed nis fear of the soul taking flight "into the absolute

which can neither be established upon historical grounds nor

4

69. William James The Varieties of Religious Experience: A 3tudy
in Human Nature (London, 1902) p. 432, hereafter cited as ViE.

70, viilliam James Essays on Faith and Bdorals (London, 1949)
Pe 197, hereafter cited as Eri.
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justified by a strictly rational process, but can only be assumed
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 bve, and rejects the truth that at the bottom
it makes no difference what is,...” and will find itself “thwarted
and perplexed and bemuddled by the facts of the world....".?a
However, James opined that the subjectivist is correct when he
isfﬁillihg "to seek harmony by toning down the sensitiveness of
the.feelings."?5 While Niebuhr believed that "It is the business
of feligion to create a sensitive conscience.“? + There 1is 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
1ife of the believer is the important point from which 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 1life. 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.
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Another article of importance from the standpoint of

philosophical influence was written in 1928 and appeared in

Chrigstian 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 Decline of the West started the

chapter entitled "Cities and Peoples, rRaces, Rongues" by dis-
agreeing with the romantic:

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 architecture, 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 thils

chapter is to demolish this romantic conception. What has 77

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 thelr self-respect by adopting contemptuous attitudes
toward other gzroups and to express thelr appreciation of their
own characteristic culture by depreciating that of others."
Spengler underlined the presence of race hatred in cultures. In
eaxing of race Spengler is of the opinion that “the feeling of
‘teing' 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 1s the beat-difference of two currents of

78, ﬁeln.old Niebuhr "The Confessions of a Tired Radical" The
Christian Century (Aug. 30, 1928) p. 1046, hereafter cited as CTK.
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being manifested as an unbearable dissonance a hatred that may

79

become tragic for both,ee." 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
more freely.“so 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
scientifically with the whole problem of group animosities.“8l
Niebuhr undoubtedly as did Spengler deduced the general feeling
of group distrust as being at the root of race-hatred. Spenglery

however, unlike Niebuhr was not campaigning for the extinction of

w

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.

3y

There was little doubt that Spengler considered group

o

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. D¥W II p. 319,
80, CTR p. 1046.

8l. CTR 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,
group loyaltly seems a necessary virtue."83 However, Niebuhr
unlixe Spengler calls for the removal of these groups:

eo. 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 1ldeals

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 Spengleg; 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 niebuhr sets up the problem as a general problem
of manxind, i.e. gathering together in groups is a universal
feeling. wNevertheless, 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. CTR p. 1047.

84. CIX 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 méld form of socialism while
disavowing théﬁuse of violence. ’ This break is vividly
illustrated by ﬁiebuhr'é abandonment of the Fellowship of Re-
conciliation which was a pacifistic organization founded by
Henry T. Hodgkin, with which iiebuhr had at one time been deeply
involved to the extent of becoming the National Chairman.a6

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

| e

and this can be clearly seen in Niebuhr's nascent modification

of the absolute pacifistic position in the article "Pacifism and
B . 3 » . . N
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
gtween the absolute ideal of our devotion and the necessities of

the immediate situation lack peace, because we can never be sure
(= Fw]
(&)

that we have our adjustment at the right place.” In the preface

£

of Leaves frcm the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic Niebuhr revealed his

Add b

pragmatism in particular when
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there was the collation of the realistic with the absolute or in

5. Stone op. cit. p. 58.

d B. Meyer The Protestant Search for Poli
41) (Berkley, 1960) pp. 50-51, hereafter ci

87., Good op. cit. p. 71.
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terms the prophet with the statesman. Niebuhr

ed that: "the moral achievements of statesmen must Dbe
ged in terms which take account of the limitations of human

society which the statesman must, and the prophet need not,
g

o

consider."

n "Pacifism and the Use of Force" there are indications of

=i

a serious modification in the views of Niebuhr about pacifism.
In this article one finds Niebuhr differentiating between violent
coercion and non—violentcoercion.9o Niebuhr wrote that: "He

(the writer) must begin, therefore, by stating two positions
which represent the two poles of his thought." Niebuhr continued
"one 1s 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 1is that some form of social
compulsion seems necessary and Jjustified on occasion in all but

91
etieg.," Niebuhr went even further

| e

c

o

the most ideal human s
and recognised the fact that even though non-violent cocercion is
an evil it is a necessary evil, and it is not morally inferior

. : : - 3 > 92 .

to "non-resistance", which conotes the lack of coercion. Niebuhr
pragmatically observed that:

t the world in which we live is not so

it is always possible to prompt the

ontrition merely be appealing to his con-

-
8

to that of the society in which he lives.
essary to deprive him of some concrete ad-

90. Good oOp. ¢it. p. 71.

8l. Heinhold Niebunr "Pacifism and the Use of irorce" The wWorld
Tomorrow (May, 1928) p. 218, hereafter cited as PUF.
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¢t some obvious harm upon him to bring
him to hi sS. Lln other words, ghandhi' s Doycott in
india and th hinese boycott against the nnWllsn 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 %se of such
force without condoning violence of any kind.

vantage or inr

Here again one sees iliebuhr 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

(4]

ace advocates" because they were upholding a weak position.

{
[

B
James avered that: "the duties, penalties and sanctions pictured
in the utopilas they (the pacifist) paint are all too weak and
tame to touch the mllitary-minded. w N James sidw the need for,
Tforce although he advocated the military virtues unlike Niebuhr,
but James alsc 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 abtsolute 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

approach., Niebuhr was beginning to stray from the path of

0

s weapons were too ineffectual. Robert C. Good i

of the opinion that with the rejection of pacifism there goes

o . 5 o 95
hand-in-hand a formaulation of a pragmatic social ethic.

vacifism spurred on by some of the same reasons and the realisation
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The article "what the war Did to My Mind" was published in

&)
2]

F

which Niebuhr analyzed the twists and turns of his in-
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tellectual life, ten years after the Great War. In this article

Niebuhr confessed to having already started the long road from

1920's., Niebuhr speaking of the Great war avered that: "when

t ended and the full tragedy of its fraticides had been revealed,
I had become a realist trying to save myself from cynicism."g?
niébuhr 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
fact confirmed by his turn to Spengler.98 “Now I saw how civil-

zation was enlarging the areas of conflict, increasing the units

I

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. 1t was only
partly that. It was also the arming of the brute in man."99 The
conclusion of this article illustrates the combination of realism,
¢ liveralism that was characteristic of Niebunhr's
writings during the later twenties. The liberal credo still comes
through in Niebuhr's conclusions:

We can only start where other generations have left off
nd wean man ‘of his hatreds, enlarge the areas of co-oper-
reduce the misunderstanding by education, check greed

f-resiraint in the individual and dispel fears_by
ying the obsession of man with physical force.l0

97. Reinhold Niebuhr "what the war Did to iy Mind" Christian Cen-
tury (Spet. 27, 1928) pp. 1161-1163, hereafter cited as wuDiil,.

98. William Allen Greenlaw Reinhold Niebuhr as Theologian: A New
interpretation (unpublished thesis, 1972) p. 40.
9‘}‘ PO .i;f-i_';u _'n.J . l.l.\'Jé)- e

100, wwDNM p. 1163.
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The Crash (1929)

S

In the awful last week of October, 1929 the 3tock Market in
the United 3tates 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 perbent 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 1930, the national income fell precipit-
ously from eighty-seven billion dollars to sevémy-five billion
dollars; in 1931 to fifty-nine billion dollars; in 1932 to forty~

two billion dollars; and by 1933 the United States was virtually

)restrete with the income of the country down to thirty-nine
billion dollars, with fourteen million unemployed sitting on

In 1929 hMiebuhr'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 B. Meyer inter-

1

broner The Worldly Philosophers (New York,
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.—E_.
953) pp. 260-262,
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prets this period as being similar to the period that Barth
went through when the German 3Social Democrats voted for the war
credits in 1914. This crisis was not as severe a crisis as the
one that Barth faced since Barth expected a great deal from the
Social Democrats whereas Niebuhr's expectations were already
declining and he expected little from the unreconstructed capit-
alistic system.lo2 This period brought about a change in iviebuhr's
ways of assessing society and he began to become more and more
convinced of the correctness of Spengler's pessimistic approach
which held that decay was present in society and in particular
in the middle-class.lo3 :
In 1929 Niebuhr's criticisms were not influenced to any great

y Marxism, Niebuhr doubted that the new order would be
any more Jjust than the old and saw no guarantee that the new order
would be more Jjust. 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
p p

ibing to the Marxist doctrine of revolution, however, a
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Niebuhr's goals for society would have fitted into

the socialist program. As the depression deepened so did Niebuhr's

-

pessimism about the effectiveness of liberal attempts to reform
*‘ , 104
Le systeil,

In late 1929 Niebuhr after reflecting upon the depression in

The city of New York began to call for the abandonment of any




95
hope for significant reform through the two major political
parties; he considered the Socialist Party to be the only eifect-
ive organisation for this purpose. Niebuhr 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
privilegzed which hindered necessary progress.

Another factor that had a continuing effect updh 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 oflfhe liparal world view was measured by the growlng
chasm between the expectations of the early 1920's and the events
of the late 1920's and early 1930's. DNiebuhr 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-

current rooted in the concepts of Oswald Spengler. In
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the article "We are Being Driven" one can detect the echo of
Spengler's words about the mechanical civilization of the West.

“But for that very reason Faustian man has become the slave of

turning back."195 Niebuhr agreed with this analysis of mechanical

105« D v. 1i v. 504,
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civilization. Niebuhr quoted C.F. Andrews who had recently

visited the United States: "You are not driving the machine of
w106

civilization; you are being driven. Niebuhr commented that

"fhose words have haunted my mind: You are being driven."

06 _ )
Spengler ovelieved "The machine” had bred three great flgures
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
not less than the workman to obedience."l%? 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

181

priced executives may be feathering their nests, while the gravy

; - ) ’ ’ 108 2 o
is good, but they are being driven." There 1s also the hint of

ANt Mo A e e N P TR | 5 L 3 : 5 ik i : R
coming dlsaster that will become a dominant theme 1n Niebuhr's
thinkin= Niebunr in the conclusion of tf“'ﬁ artic) atogtod:.

R e =T v Lo Ukdlll Add Lile Il w il UL 118 artvicle stavcved:

"But as long as we must keep this productive process going we

er to avert the danger of an ultiimate international

In the article “"Political Action and Social Change" Niebuhr
still was searching for an overall view which was lacking in
nost of his articles that were published in 1929.

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. Reinhold WNiebuhr "We Are Being Driven" The Christian Century
(May 1, 1929) p. 578, hereafter cited as WBD.
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minds about the issue of social change. Niebuhr guite readily
admitted that he supported the ideas of the Socialist: “There
in the program of the Socialist platform of the 1928

election to which anyone who is aware of the trend of ihdustrial

I‘"

and economic events could take exception.” Niebuhr then prag-
matically asked “whether the political traditions of our people
might not muke the formation of a new party, including farmers
and workers from the day of its organization, wise political
strategy?" D Niebuhr, however, completely condemned the idea
of communism: "Communism is a philosophy which springs from
either despair or romantic perfectionism."lll Although Kiebuhr
supported the Socialist Party he still fell back upon certain

liberal motifs. DNiebuhr called for the education of the middle-

2]

ganization of "economic life so that it will
wll2

class and the ¢
secure the highest measure of justice for all classeS.s.
appealed to The whole of soclety to work for a solution

to the preblem. Hiebuhr throughout condemned the use of violeéence

by anyone to gain their ends. It is quite evident that Niebuhr

’_)!
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8ti1ll had liveral tendencies 1s 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 Reinhold

buhr. Actually Niebuhr had been somewhat surprised to find

110, Keinhold Nisbuhr "Political Action and Social Change" The
vorld Tomorrow (Det. 1929) p. 493.
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himself a candidate of the Socialist Party in the 1930 election.
liaurice J. Codboom then an active member of the Soclalist Party
tells us that Niebuhr did run in 1930, but he was an unwilling
candidate in some ways. Apparently, whilé 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. Thé-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
%= 3 ; : ; — 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

)
.n.‘ BORS

a to study the new society. Out of this trip came five

bte

icles for the Christian Century. Niebuhr was struck by the

c'I'

ar
enthusiasm among the people of Russia about the accomplishments
of the revolution. liebuhr felt that the great pride of the

people in their accomplishments would carry the revolution through

-

the years during which the leaders mubt ask for the sacrifice of

n the interest of the industrial advance-

pe

private consumption

’c,

ment of the whole nation. I'he sense of national pride that Nie-
buhr found in xussia was an exciting experience since he was
accustomed to the rampant individualism and the selfishness of

he capitalistic world. Niebuhr concluded that the reasons for
he sacrifices by the Russians was to be found in man's perennial

need for religicus faith. The Russian people were finding a pur-
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pose in l1ife 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 soclety; 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.
Nieouhr 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

Socilalist Christians. The f.S.C. was founded in late 1930

O
Hy
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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 ScociglistrParty. The appearance of the Fellowship marked

Niebuhr was a leading figure in the Fellowship with its two
115 .

A ; il

Lronis - pelivical ang religious.

by Niebuhr is apparent in the article "The Preaching of sepent-

ance". Niebuhr pointed out that there are "comparatively few
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laymen in the churches who have ever been led to understand to

ow large a degree their religious and political opinions are
s - i E o . . . 3 ull6 T 3
merely rationalizations of thelr economlc 1lnterests. In the

area of economlc interest Niebuhr gpoke in somewhat the same way

as had Weber and Marx. Weber recognised that ideas were affected
2 o ; o 117 .

by political and economic 1nterests, and connected economilc

interest with religious interest. In Wirtschaft und 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
G118

economic.

In another article Niebuhr again referred to several Weberian
s that bore a close resemblance to the ideas of Marx. Niebuhr

realised that there was a need for power when rebelling against

= oA oy i s - - "y ~ N, 0N U - o e kL
arpiirary and unrestricted OWETL in ls Stewardshl Lgnicals
J
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nis conclusions in terms which come perilouiyy near to the
assumptions of economic determinism. He will, if he is wise,
escape the moral enervation of complete determinism as being

: nelietent with +the £ wll9 s s £ ik .
lnconslstent with the facts. Niebuhr as had lMarx recognised
the importance of economic self-interest as an aild in understand

ing history, but as did Weber refused to admit that economic self-

116. Reinhold Niebuhr "The Preaching of Repentence" The Christian
Century (June 13, 1930) P 780

117. Bendix op. cit. p. 46,

1l(.ro Jr.bld- Y 9‘3|'

}19. Xeinhold Niebuhr "Is Stewardship Ethical?" The Christian
Pl e R R A - ~ sl L Loial

zenwury (April 30, 1930) p. 557, hereafter cited as LSk,
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120
interest was the reason behind all historical events. Niebuhr

wanted people to recognise that economic self-interest was a very
rortant factor in ethical freedom. Niebuhr, however, when

asked to choose between depending upon economic determinism and

<

and not depending upon economic determinism for ethical judgements

preferred to err toward the use of economic deteminism as a
4 1z1
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 e%ualizing the privilege and destroying the
arbitrary power.+<<

Niebuhr in his editorial "Europe's Religious Pessimis
dealt with the question of

Niebuhr came to the conclusion that "As between religious pess-

imism and religious optimism, 1 suppose pessimism is more
- L w83 e s T : -
dangerous. tiebuhr 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

ddens Capitalism and Modern Social Theory: An Analvsis
of the uritﬂ 0

f Marx, Durkheim and Max #Weber (London 1971) p.l95.
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123. Reinhold Niebuhr “Europe's Heligious Pessimisnl’ The Christian
ventury (Aug. 27, 1930) p. 1033, hereafter cited as ExP.
124, William James Prazmatism: A wew Name for Som=Jl8 wavs of

Lhinking (hew York 1946) p. <85, hereafter cited as Pnn.
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underlined this preference in his evaluation that "while pessimism
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langerous than optimism it is also in many respects
- e W25 :
more realistic and more spiritual.
ther writings that offer information as to Niebuhr’'s phil-
ogophical 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
Russia", in which we find James' idea of the "will-to-believe"

tal .
il -

Jie

(18

reappear

Kothing not even a more adequate church, would save modern
fussia from irreligion. The new Russia 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 asspects of life which transcend
every historic bl"Udthﬂ and even the most urgent immediate
bl 3 _t will again realise that when man
oblem he confronts the more
i and its relation to

5 S
«s» That is why religion is
t interesisd in the
2inz and of the well-to-do who
is why religion is at once a preclous
from the immediate to the ultimate.+<°

him considered the will-to-Dbelieve to
in a man's makeup. James held that afier

investizated all that it can of the world there

—
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the intelle

still remains a brute and vaffling fact to man's reason. If

H

eason cannot be zatisfied then at least it can be silenced by

representing the world in a way that satisfies itself. James.

nin

Niebuhr "The Church in Russia" The Christian
. 2%, 1930) p. 1145, .
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considered belief to be necessary because with 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
5 L2 on o \ ; ;

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 ls Dbecause each member will simultaneously do
theirs. vherever a desired result is achieved by the co-

operation of many independent perscns. 1ts existence as a
fact is a pure consequence of thc rsive faith in one

another of those immediately concericd... There are then
cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a preliminary

faith exists in its coming.L1%8
James and Niebuhr both recognised that the will-to-believe was
an irreducible fact of man's nature and that this will-to-believe
can be aéwl;;; to the ultimate or to the world. Niebuhr dif-
ferentiated slightly from James by making this an either/or

onsidered both to exist, but James did not
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say that one or the other nmust exist.

Another interesting aspect of this editorial, which is an
example oI 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




Churcn in Russia" there is an early example of this tendency.
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to tsarist oppression.” Niebuhr utilized the Marxist concept
that the church was an instrument of economic rapression.;

In the article "Russia Kakes 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

. 5 o 129 :
was as vital and unquestioning as all new religions. As one
would expect miebuhr turned to philosophical sources such as
Weber and Marx both of whom had foreseen mature caplitalism as
being the situation in which religion will be replaced by social
organisations in which technological rationality reigns supreme.ljo
Another statement of interest that calls to mind yet another

philcsophical source is Niebuhr's fear of a machine oriented

culture which resembles Spengler's fear of a machine oriented

rauvstian culture: "on the whole, I see littvle difference between
'i".‘
131

the American and the Russian naive enthusiasm for the machine.®’
One can hear the lingering echo of Spengler's waraning about the

danzers of the machine, and the blindness of Western man toward

32
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129, Reinhold Niebuhr "Russia MNakes the Machine Its God" The
Christian Century (3ept. 10, 1930) p. 1081, hereafter cited as riil.

130. Giddens op. cit. p. 215.
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In the oditorial “"Pthe Land of Extremes”" Niebuhr

]

nmes that were preseat in the Russian character as

L7}
e
o

spengler. Spengler commented on the extreme metaphysical epec-
ulation in Russia and asserted that the Russians saw all "things
with an eye of faith even wnen the ostensible topic is franchise,
. . : iz o
chemistry or women's educatlion... Spengler as did Niebuhr
ommented on the resisto~ » of Russia to industrialization 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 wzalth was more vivid and its present insistence that
the contrast be eliminated 1s more undeviating, its
resistance to industrialism was more stubborn in the last
century and its acceptance of it in this century is m°£§4
ungqualified than anything known in the western world.
Niebuhr unlike Spengler classified Russia with the rest of the

Faustian world, but essentially made the same observations about

Cne sees the continuing Jamesian undercurrent in Niebuhr's

admitted that he feared extremism
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thouzht whe
and criticlally observed that "Here a ruthless logic precses

destruction of all values which stands at the center

toward the de
S . 135 o L
of communist devotion." This is not to say that Niebuhr dils-

4

approved of the Russian "experiment" and its sources Marxism and the

eelings

Hy

« 0Niebuhr, however, revealed his mixed
about the Hussian 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

13%. Reinhold Niebuhr "The Land of SExtremes" The Christian Century
(Gets 15, 1930) p. 1241, hereafter cited as LE.
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fanaticisn.
In the article "Mechanical Man in a Mechanical Age" Niebuhr
again profited from Spengler'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

7

o

. . . 1
of its vital capacities."

In the article "Awkward Imperialists" the sources of Hiebuhr'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

P A e Hiarmbheares Wabors owda et i 5 L oy T3 e I e
stated: "Perhaps wWaber and Tawney are right even our religlon

T O , DRl S, R T L ST T | BN Yacn  wiv TP L T, . jaReeey
conigributed to our prosperity. Niebuhr used this as*a working

hypothesis from which he concluded that: "In America a puritan
. :
religsicn, unhampered by classical or mediaeval contempt for the

man of toll and glorification of the man of leisure couvld add moral

self-respect to the more obvious incentives of commercial and

36

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

iebphr “"Mechanical Men in a Mechanical Age" Tthe
(Uec. 1930) p. 495.

138. reinhold MNiebuhr "Awkward Imperialists" Atlantic Monthly
(liay 1930) p. 672.
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of the concrete tasxk. Niebuhr contrasted this presupposition

with that of 3pengler that Americans were really old Europeans

. 14
passed every nation in industrial efficlency and commercial strength.

In 1930 Niebuhr relied heavily upon and referred %o three
specific areas of pnhilosophical insight, which were James' realism,
Spengler's cultural analysis and Weber's economic analysis.

n 1930 Niebuhr gave the Forbes Lectures at the New York

-1

ocial wWork, which were published in 1932 as The Con-

Hh
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rion to Social Work. Niebuhr wrote in the preface
41

trivution of Kel

that the lectures had been printed "substantially" as delivered.
There is little doubt during which period of Niebuhr's career
this was written when one examines the philosophical influences

Ihe philosophical influences did not include
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Marx, but did include Max Weber, Oswald Spengler and wWilllam

The first philoscophical source of ideas to be referred to in
The Contribution of Religion to Sccial Work is not surprisingly
Spengler. "Oswald Spengler has made a convincing analysis of the

decadence of culture and morals which ilnevitably results from the

-

mpersonal relationships of urban life, producing foot-loose and

root-less individuals who fall into chaos because they are, not

W42

integrally related to any great tradition. Niebuhr made use

Jdiebuhr The Contribution of Religion to Social work
Z) v. v, hereafter cited as CRSW.
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142, CRSW 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 Spengler
when he confronted "modern' civilization. Niebuhr utilized
Spengler's analysis to support his belief that religious con-
viction was needed in urban centers to decrease the chaos. There
is no questioﬁlthat 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

Religzion to Social Work is william James. In the chapter entitled

"Religion and Maladjustment" one can clearly identify some of the
oontinuing 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

; _ ; i 143 o
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 1is
but its showy translation into formulas."lqp 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-
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wardness is over; the spring is dry and the faithfully live at
second hand exclusively and stone the prophets in their turn."145
Niebuhr as did James abhored the decay of religion parficularly
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
Italian village a century ago."146 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 two 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 . . : :
c;vlllzat;cn.”"? 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 Dboth dangers
as being part of the same phenomenon. James opined that fanaticism

w148

was on the "wrong side of the religious account. Both men

145. CRSW p. 59 VKE p. 337.
146, CRSW p. 59.

147, CRSW p. 59.

148, VRE pp. 342-343.



[iiebuhr wrote that religion "is dangerous in its life because

its creative and vital impulses, impatient with the balancing

forece of reason may £ive themselves To narrow ends; or they may

u

zive themselves to high ends but pay too great a price for their

o .Llrg <
achievement." One can detect the same set of assumptions

1

.

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 too.strong if
only other faculties egually strong be there to cooperate with

- ; 150 .
t in action.” James understood the need for -balancing
intellect and impulse; Niebuhr as well appreciated the need of

-

between the extremes of religious belief; for if reason
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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 Niebuhr 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. HNiebuhr explained the fana-
ticism of communism in terms of a religious phenomena and not as

11
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a political phenomena. Niebuhr wrote that communism
and continues by saying that "it has one goal, an equalitiarian
ideal for society and everything else is sacrificed for that
goal". Niebuhr concluded that communism like other religions

151
was clearly saying that “"this one thing I do".
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Nigbuhr revealed the confusion that he felt during this

o

yl:!l 100G 8]

r agonizingly professing that this "is what ought to be

)
v

said if we found.one thing worth doing. But alas! it is so

152
difficult to know if, and when we have,"

The other iniluence that stands out in fThe Contribution of

Religion to Social Work 1is llax Weber. Niebuhr mentioned as he had

3

before that modern business enterprise was glven 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

s

existed in the mediaeval and classical world which had helped the

153

nascent modern business enterprise. Weber in speaking of

ct

the difference between mediaeval and modern man declared tha

are conscious today. Niebuhr as did Weber gave religion an

important place in the motiviation of man since it enhances
Far i wededam, G § Lg o+
Ly our enthusiasm to Ifollow our vocation.

£

inother source of inspiraticn for Nieobuhr is to be found in

bitt Rousseau and Romanticism. PBabbitt has
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assumed that the religzious view 1s superior to the Rousseauisi

|~

iew since the "Rousseauist begins by walking through the world
as thouzgh it were an enchanted garden, and then the inevitable

clash between his ideal and the real, and he becomes morose and

152, CRSW p. 60.

153. Ci‘lfim-" }.). ?O.
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embivtered.” Babbitt continued by noting the tendency of
over-reaction in the Kousseaulst "Since men have turned out not
to be indiscriminately good, he inclines to look upon them as
Niebuhr under the ianfluence of this
thesis reasons that "without paradox in religion" it is ver&
difficult "to escape estimates of human nature which betray
nto absurdity by their consistency.“158

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 Marxes

-t

The Transition (1931)

In 1931 we find the first instance of Niebuhr's actual direct

L

support of Marxist doctrines. This development is not surprising

since there has been a pattern of deepening involvement with the

- 1 o -

Marxist philosophy for several years. Niebuhr became more and

more pessimistic &s the depression deepened and began to abandon

15 = -
orm, 57 One of the

Hy

84ll hope for liberal attempts at social re
main problems that Niebuhr wrestled with during this time was

wnether or not European disasters and crises could be translated

ideas into American terms as bveing impossible. Niebuhr, however,

spoke of disaster and prophesied that the United States would have

156. Irving Babbitt Rousseau and Romanticism (Boston, 1919)
pe 105, hereafter cited as ux.
ls?l :::{- :“a ‘G?n 3



ited States as being only possibly diverted from the

In the middle 1920's when Niebuhr made a trip to Burope, he
had come %o the conclusion that the British Labor Party had
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 prospects

T

peaceful Socialist victory seemed more remote than ever. Nie-
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bunr, however, retained hils conviction that there was an element

ting in British politics that was worthy of the
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envy of American radicals. In 1931 Niebuhr when writing fronm
Britain remarked on the facti that the American left-wing was too

hard on the British upper class. Even though the Labor Party did

sl Moo Yo R = A s T s L 7 L~ - T s e 51 1
not have the power to bring about the workers state (August 24th
the Labor cabinet collapsed); it was at least a vital Socialist
rarty which was a true mark of advance over America in Niebuhr's

VMarxism is still fairly confusing at this stage of his development
in that he hoped that the forces of reason and conscience could
B - 162 . *
vbe applied to bring avout social peace in Britain, wnlch stands
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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
Hiebuhr's ideas are not in complete agreement with Marx in 1931
nor ever will be, there is the first clear cut literary product
of Niebuhr utilization of Marx‘'s doctrines in an August article

in the Christian Century that was entitled "Socialism and

In “Socialism and Christianity" Niebuhr 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 hiebuhr thinking and the catalystic
effect it had in brinzing Niebuhr to Marx's ideas. WNiebuhr 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

e

of a collectivist social creed."103 Niebuhr opined that this

nrad happened in countries such as England and Germany and that
the Unitcud States would soon follow the same path since the
examples of these nations would cause the American worker ito make
certain discoveries about himself and come into the ranks of the
socialists. Nelbuhr when listing the discoveries that would
change the political attitude of the American worker, revealed

. : ; 164
the depth of his involvement with Marxist concepts.

L
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fiiebuhr in discussing the important discoveries to be made by

o

¢

the American worxer about political life for the first time draws

%03 Reinhold Niebuhr "Soclalism and Christianity" Christian
—& (Cet. 1931) p. 1038, hercafter cited as SiC,




n his analysis. Paul
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upon the resources of iarxist reall
the opinion that there was nothing in the
previous work of Jlebuhr to prepare the reader for this turn to
Marxist realism. The coming discoveries of the American worker
show quite plainly to what extent Niebuhr had begun to use
Warxist 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's work,
during the period, and it probably was a great surprise for many.
larx in the "Manifesto of the Communist Party" stated that:
"Political power, properly so called, is merely the organiséd
power of one class for depressing another."l66 Niebuhr when
forecasting the first discovery of the American worker echoed
this presupposition. "First they will learn how much political

xpression of economic class interest. They

(0]

realities are the

will learn that a dominant political group holds it power be=

167
cause 1t is the dominant economic group..." Niebuhr as did
168 . : - 5 2 < it vk
liarx cefore him called Tor the establishment of an organised
~ i~ e e 1 = - 3'69 Ty ) : . 3 43
power opposed to the oppressing class., Niebuhr stated that:

“Ihe political power which an economic group has arrogated to
itself can be destroyed or abridged only by setting organised

i : 170 A s @ .
power against it."™’ This echoed Marx's call for an organised

165. iderkley op. cit. p. 180.

166. harl Marx and rFrederick Engels Selected Works in One Volume
(London, 1970) p. 35, hereafter cited as SwOV.
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proletariat to oppose the bourgeolsie and to consequently compel

. . _ 171
ion of those particular interests of the workers.

ot

recogni

Niebuhr adhered to the Marxist axiom that "every class struggle

is a political struggle."l?a Niebuhr understood that the

political power which an economic group arrogated to itself
could be destroyed by an opposing group as "the socialistic

S 173

ass struggle.”

|,_t

theory of ¢
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 1s a central one

in sarxist thought. In the "Manifesto of the Comaunist Party"

Marx underlined this idea as being central: "... the theory of

the communists may be summed up in the single sentence: Abolition

By S ; .
L7 Hiebuhr in equally stringent terms

of private property.
called for the abolition of private property. "The only way in
which political power in the hands of the worker can assert it-
self 1s by the continued abridgement, qualification and des-

truction of absolute property rightis.

Again in his discussion of the inevitability of the coming

nd the historical process Nlebuhr leaned heavily upon
warx, darx and Zngels wrote in the "Manifesto of the Communists
Party" that "Just as, therefore, at an earlier periocd, a section

of the nobllity went %o the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the
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bourzgeocisle goes cver to the proletarial,... Niebuhr had
faith in Marx's timetable and predicted that: “The same
rical processes which stripped the political autocrats of
their power will operate relentlessly to qualify and finally
LY

3

onomic and industrial autocrats

@]

destroy the e

3 o

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 owngrship, 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

: : oy . : v g w178
nation, the public power will lose its political power."

Niebuhr reflected this doctrine in his statement that:

This is not ye; soclalism's 'social ownership of the means

ox DrOGthlO but the conservatives are cuite right in

tﬁﬂt it points in that direction. Every extension
s of tThe general comde*Ty upon the property

¢

a development in the direction of socialismi..
¢t 1s that every industrial state is Dbound
ection of the socialistic ideal of the

al control of all signhificant sotrces of

riomic pcnre“.*f z

n

¢ were still doubts present in 1931, mcreover, Nieouhr

-

iss strugzle

f

doubts about the usge of violence in the coming cl
was sitill 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
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he use of violence was sometimes foolish since it made the
social foe more stubborn in the defense of his position. Niebuhr
recognised as well that the use of non-violent coercion oa 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

oercion, on the part of the advancing group. Niebuhr in 1931

9]

111 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 HNiebuhr had meaning in an industrial struggle
only if it was "presented with a clear recognition of all the

1560
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.

T'he 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

¢s the identity Dbetween 1ts ideal and that

L

ittle doubt that iiebuhr by 1931 had begun to
turn to warxist doctrine in his analysis of society.

Soclalism and Christianity" was to be but the first in a long
list of articles in which Marxist ideals were employed. [hese
les were aimed at socially concerned Protestant laymen, and
icer of intellectuals with no church affiliation and-

R o 182 .
no admitted religious concern. Niebuhr had finally crossed that

181+ S<C pe 1039.

16Z2. lerkley op. cit. 150-161,



imacinary line into Marxism in his analysis of society which

Ty s Y

h e

heardled the decline in influence of liberal thinkers such as
Weber and Tawney.

In an earlier article "Let Churches Stop [Fooling Themselves"
which was published in March, 1931 Niebuhr still had serious

ut one can see Niebuhr's

o'

doutts about the use of Narxist insights
belief in the validity of some of

Narx's c¢ocaclusions. This article illustrates Niebuhr's involve-
ment with Marxism in his continuing struggle with the Marxist
philosephy, 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
Fooling 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 Narxist

17 mzivy e e sy Y Tayes e S Ay 4 +hia
LT may also be an illusion. Niebuhr in this

-y e | S o= - = S Py ~p P S - > - > 11 ek 2.9 -
arvicle rejected the larxist ldea of paradlse through cata-~
st seno g iell ¢ the T 1 be 2] id-\r, el AT R TOIress wry g l =7 Wa v ‘0':
- LwLODAE as wWed s Ll 3.4 ra.l cd Llldbu proJgress W4LL aLways (>
Y 13 = T I | o B, - 14 -
E* R 4 g Qg ___-‘:;:. LS wiici b Lills ‘l'l"UJ.“lLl 18 :_,):‘C.‘. LJ(_L.L J -.'2" J\f_-l_:.

salvation." © Nevertheless, Miebuhr was in the process of
Marxist presuppositions but was still undecided., DNie-
buhr took a very characteristic stand which is reminiscent of

William James when he stated that: "The fact is that both pessim-

-

¢ determinism are dangerous to the moral

p=te

istic and optimist

183. reinhold wiebuhr "Let Liberal Churches Stop Fool
uﬁrluil in_Century (March 1931) p. 403, hereafter cit

184. LLC p. 40z,



Babbitt in his

fe." "7 As did James, Niebuhr again opted for the melioristic
solution of putting your faith in neither extreme, but in pro-

and the center.

Niebuhr in 1 !

about fousseauism:

S ) = ol ot
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gssertion of man's natural

e

more fundamental, and

=
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i"
vil in the
in man's being
asis is not genuine,
soclety ¢

|
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Only

some
Babbitt pointed out

goodness
very fundamental in fousseau,
that is the shifting
the virtual denlal of a strugzle between
breast of the individual.
on which religion has always put so much emph-
getsaway from
and back to nature and the inner conflict which is

"Let Liberal Churches Stop Fooling Themselves”

of the criticisms of
that:

is plainly some-

is something
of dualisn
zgood and
inner cleft

but there

That deecp

an artificial

d part of the d”ulflClallty will give way to ‘beauty and

harmony. 1n
bouﬂai“vil

new mora lltj almost more clearly than Rousseau:
in brief the tale of almost all our woe?

wish to know
There once existed a natural man;
within this man

the 'cave a civil war which lasts

dangers because "The denial of real
cave' involv an

an artificial man and there has

a passage in his 'bupplement au Voyage de
e', Diderot puts the unaerlylng theslis of the

‘Do you

there has been int*oduccd

aClSC"l 1"

throughout our life. 86

study of this idea called to Niebuhr's attention

of the 'civil war in

entire transformation of the conscience.,

conscilence ceases to be a power that sits in Jjudgzement on the
. o ea ] 1 e § - w187 34 e S S
ordinary self znd Inhibits its impulses. Babbitt also declared
the Roussezuist believed that: "Since men have turned out
to be indiscriminately good he inclines to look upon them as
) 88
scriminately bad and to portray them as such,' Kiebunhr
sidered this line of criticism to be valid and followed the
line of reasoning: "Man is neither totally depraved nor
rally virtuous." wnilebuhr recognised that mankind was neithex
LLC p. 403. .
AR p. 130,
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bad unlike the romanticist. Niebuhr criticised them
in the same way as did Babbitt. Niebuhr asserted that the
cmanticism 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 Rousseaulstic view of

criticised the Rousseauistic idea of

human virtue. Niebuhr
virtue by pointing out that: "The result is that it fails to
understand the diatolical aspects which are revealed when selfish-

: o 8 - i
ness and greed of individuals are expounded..."l 7 Niebuhr and

n

=0

.
boit

it both understood the danger of denying the "civil war

;_n

Ba
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.

toward his involvement with Narxism in the article "The Heljigion

AL Dammirs g et T 4 - e 7 g 2y TR e "

of Communism"., The article was a complete review of Marxism’s
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religicus aspects that had fascinated Niebuhr for a number of
.

ntained a few of Niebuhr's doubts about Marxism some
of which he would never abandon. The article was written for

antic Monthlv 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

. e - g . : : 190 .
Zuaranteed by the character of the universe itself." 7 It 1s
"The Reli X " Atlantic




1i2
easily apparent that for Niebuhr Marxism fell into the classifi-
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n the minimum terms of religion; in fact
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cation of being w
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nicbuhr felt that communism went beyond the limit. The degree

early

|

of ardor shown by the communists for their doctrines c

3%

indicated for hiebuhr the amount of .religious fanaticism that

o

-

in the communist camp. wNiebuhr concluded that it would be

9
@
}_I
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impossible for any scientific idea to so rapidly spread throughout
the word 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 already
emerged. The enlightment fostered the liberal belief in pro-
gress which was believed to be an automatic process. HNiebuhr was

in agreement with the Marxist school of thought which was less

tic coming of prozgress. Niebuhr,

|\
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however, clearly recognised the utoplan tendencies of communisn

evolutionary in its view of history.” Niebuhr continued by

(H

automatically toward the millenium, it (Marxism) holds that history

is drifting toward disaster. Its saving faith is that somehow

A combination of pessimism and optimism in the view of

Hlebuhr is a powerful incentive %o social action. Niebuhr applie
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this criteria to darxism and concluded that karxism adhsred to
this principle, i.e. combining optimism and pessimism to the

best advantage:

Its potency derives from its combination of optimistic
and pessimistic determinism. Fure optimism enervates
action because it makes what is desirable inevitable and
thereby 1t destroys the inclination to support hope by
action. Pure pessimism is equally destructive of moral
vigor because men find it difficult to sacrifice them-

elves for goals which seem impossible achievements. A
world view which is at the same time pessimistic and
optimistic is alone pregnanit with moral incentive. Its
pessimism 1ifts the individual above the processes (6% %
history so that he may judge contemporary facts in the
light of his ideal, while its optimism saves him from
enervating despair by promising 5§at somehow victory
will be snatched out of defeat.r

Niebuhr had commented that "£thically communism holds at

least one characteristic in common with all religions: it tries

o L33

to oversimplify morals”. [iiebuhr 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. Niebuhr compared the opposing

the Caristian is less brutal, but the Christian is less willing
to change the inequalities of power than the communist,
iiebuhr next explored using other religions as a model the

form of religion that communism assumed. Communism for Niebuhr

nad some of the same difficulties that other religions had en-

countered wnhich came from havinz a few simple certainties. 4
e}

faith which was born in feeling must seek the securiity of dozma

o

which was exactly what had happened to communism. <The communist
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For siebuhr 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 ck handling

e

ts qu

|

5
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of heretics. Nietuhr admitted that many observers were nat
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 intercsted in the course of and pro-

cess of man's history. Niebuhr questioned the seriousness of
this disavowal by the communists. Niebuhr proposed that:

Marxian thought rests upon an inversion of Hegelian
philosophy in which economic circumstances is substituted
for the elernal idea as the determining factor in history.
But confldence in the unfailing potency of the dialectic
of history is so zZreat that it may be said to rest upon
a metapnysical ancé therefore upon a religious world view,

9:.

not upon the conclusions of an lSuOrlCal ClanL 194
Niebuhr concluded from his study of the religion of communism
that the rfaith of the communist is real. Ostensibly communism
believed that the pretensions of metaphysics do not pertain to

n reality Marxist ideas have

|

he Marxist ideal. DNevertheless,
a confidence in the ultimate triumph of the proletariat which
Gemonstrates that it is not only supported by a scientific ana-

lysis of history, but also backed by a mystical set of beliefs.
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that communism would never ascribe a personal

- =

character toc the cosmic reality, because 1t was not sufficiently
concerned with The individual personality-to relate an individual
believer to God. iilebuhr concluded that "communism can therefore

~ = -

ion of individuals, but only of groups and
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clusses who are so bugy with a social or historic task that they

have not had time or inclination to feel the problem of life
. . . . adBe e : : T
itself profoundly. Niebuhr 1s obviously at this stage

convinced of the power of communist beliefs and the strength of

1931 was the year in which Niebuhr finally crossed that
imaginary line into the larxist camp. Niebuhr, however, did not
do so0 in the one article "Socialism and Christianity" but through-
out several years, and particularly in 1931. Niebuhr's intensi-
fying interest in lMarxism is apparent in several early articles
in 1931 and not just in the later part of 1931l. By reviewing
some of the early articles of 1931 one realises that Niebuhr's

turn to Marxism was imminent.

e - . ? -~y
fhe Dominance of warx (1932)

e iy D OYDT e 2 oy ey o $ s iy 1 Fmers 3
fhe year of 1932 was an extremely lmportant year 1in

the development of the thought of HXeinhold Niebuhr. The year 1932

i a0 ¥ e e o] o i e el Y S . | SRR L. - 5 LOPRN g Lo ~ A N
ig considered by niweiny to be the year in which Niebuhr turned to

1932 saw the "leap out of the utilitarian middle, where relil

3

ion and politics criticised each other." DMeyer

£

oint at which Niebuhr stopped

has determined that this was the )

&

3

and remained stationary, increasingly critical of the true

196

There is

5
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<

ers on the communist and revolutionary leit.
little question that this was a crucial year in the formulation

of the theoleogy of Niebuhr and a year of intense interest in the
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ideas and doctrines of Marxism, however it.was not the first
year of intense liarxist involvement.

In 1932 the Socialist Party nominated Norman Thomas as a

candidate for the Fresidency. Niebuhr supported the 1932 candidacy
of Norman Thomas and was active in the Socialist Party during
the campaign. Niebuhr was very energetic in the political

tles of 1932, contesting with the liberals and bemoaning the

lack of difference between the two major parties in the election.

bat

When HRoosevelt was elected Niebuhr forecasted the imminent death

e was of the opinion that foosevelt was the tool
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of established interests and Jjust a little shadier than most of

198
the candidates., Niebuhr had vigorously supported the Social-

ist ticket in 1932 and Norman Thomas recalled that Niebuhr during

this election was an active soclialist as well as being active in

-

John C. Bennett a colleague of Niebuhr at Union Theological

Seminary 1s convinced that Niebuhr's break with pacifism began

in 195Z. This break came accordinz to Bennett as a result of the

the i1sszue of international war. Bennett like others e

that 1932 was the year in which Niebuhr .labored under the strong
Sow w = 200 i o = T P o

iarxist influence. With this rejection of pacifism one can

B ) . ... 201

ietect the formulatlion of a nascent pragmatic ethic. Lhere

197« CC ps 163,

196. Merkley op. cit. pp. 202-203.

200. John €. Zennett "seinhold Niebuhr's Social £thics" k&B p. 65.

<01, Good op. cit. p. 75



127

A emphasis in ilebuhr's pacfistic stance

Fe

vere some changes
and as already noted he had doubts about non-violent coercion.
woreover, the first full statement of Niebuhr's criticism of

The pacifist's posivion was published in 1932 in Moral Man and

Immoral Society a book that marked the beginning of a great

changes.

Bennett also considered 1932 as important because for the
first time we find Niebuhr writing critically of wWalter Rauschen-
tusch and the "social-Gospel". This went hand-in-hand with
fiebuhr's rejection of liberal tenets .and emphasised his complete

; : N G Yy : 202 . i
rejection of the whole fabric of literalism. Arthur Schles-

singer, Jr. has concluded as well that Morsl Nan and Immoral

Socliety was a notification by Niebuhr of his rejection of the
“social-Gospel-Dewey" amalgam. Hiedbuhr rejected the presupposi-

tion of sospelers that the law of love could achieve

e
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social perrection. wnlebuhr also rejected Uewey's followers

at expert wisdom would bring about impartial wisdom.

aoncept Tn

whose title could have more accurately been expressed as ‘immoral

man and even more immoral soclety'. This book propelled iiebuhr

204
u e -

Gy

into the public eye and initiated his career as a public fi:

B 5 e
that the flew York T

mes had discovered &~le-

| st
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buhr's newsworthiness when loral lMan and Immoral 3cciety hud




=
I\
C

_ " <05 ; _
caused a decided disturbance at many seminaries. I'his book

is of interest not only because of its change in stance but its

unexpectedness. Lhe book itself caused a greail deal of general

critical acclaim. This was also the year in which Contribution

of nelipion to Social Vork was published even though it had been

written two years before.

Niebuhr showed himself to be free of a dogmatic approach to

Marxism and the accompanying religious like belief in the article
"Germany - A Prophecy of Western Civilization". Altheugh 1in the
past Nlebuhr had made known his commitment to Marxism he demon=-
strated in this article that it was not uncritical commitment.
siebuhr searched for the reasons behind NMarxism's failures.
Niebuhr 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

a

envisage the power and stability of the middle-class in Germany.

] o

s failure was the proletariat

)

The second cause behind Marxism
lack of unification; it was divided into the socialist camp and
the communist camp. Niebuhr offered as the third reason that:

"certain cultural and historical forces maintain a more stubborn

influence against economic factors than a purely economic inter-
. 207 .
pretation of history allows for"; which calls forth wWeber's

analysis of the economic interpretation of history. Ililebuhr held

the opinion that the lMarxist prophecy was "invalidated" by part-

icular factors present in Germany. Niebuhr realised that the

7 teinbald Jiamn o v A LB } -]

,fr e finold ~leounr "Germany - A Frophecy of wWestern Civilig-
L C1lon LAe Christ+ian +8

‘ u_ i viristian Century (march 2, 1932) p. 287, hereafter
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decades, and its limitations are most clearly revealed in
“ "O “;'

contemporary German political life Niebuhr was well

aware of the fact that Marxist prophecy had been only successful
in a limited way.

ebuhr aware of the failure of Marxism in pre-

|

Not only i

»

b}
dicting the future; he also realised that revolution in Karxist

terms is more difficult than the Marxist realised. HNiebunr continued
to use the example of Jermany and its situation as the basis

a : % g b LLIThG:) e R ,?“2-09 AT 2 Pt
for answerinz the gquestion: 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

"revoluticnary ardor of the proletarian parties in industrial

p=

civilizations, .such as the Socialist Party in Germany...

- ans g o s - ~ k- - e - nl - -—
Ine first consideraslon 1s given 1o the fact that revolution
- : Al ey % ~ A 5 Py - e % 3
in & predominantly urban world 1s divorced from the soll and
[T Ppo——— 1 e o i 7 g i g e
those whose “'subsistence depends upon the 1lnitricacles of commerce
<L

and industry” are imperilled by dislocation, more than the

b
(&)

agrarian world. <The second factor is that "no single class

sufficlently poweriul or united to gain an easy or a rapid

triumph over the other classes in the event of a revolutionary
. a2l 2

effort.

Although the year of 1932 is considered by many as the year

fdd e DM e L00,
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of iiebuhr's 'conversion' to karxism; he did not abandon the
philosophers that he had used in earlier years. In the article
Perils of American Fower" ANiebuhr revealed his continuing
involvement with the thought of Spengler. Spengler in the

Decline of the vest had advanced the idea that "culture" becomes

“eivilization". 3pengler stated that "the culture suddenly

hardens, it mortifies, its blood congeals, its force breaks down,

s

d...
and 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 3pengler 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

H
1

to our shores dissipated their cultural inheritances to such a

v

degree that they could give themselves to the extensive tasks of
Y : , B3 o
civilization with complete and fervent devotion." Niebuhr

not only used Spengler's idea of "Culture against C
to make Jjudgements about American society, but had also found

-

Spenszler's concepts helpful when formulating similar conclusions

ey YA i g ) T S, T + 4 e o -
about Aussla; he went fTurther and saw the countries of the United
o o
B PO T [ DR A o o erai 2 D R i e T 216
States and the Soviet Union 4o be headed in the same direction.

Niebunr partook of the Marxist tools of analysis for his

-:l‘I}. J:H Vs .I.J. s L ke a
2l5. feinhold Niebunr "Perils of American Power" Atlantic fHionthlly
(van. 193%) p. 90, nereafter cited as FA.
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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 ccal miners in the article "Religion and the
Class War in Kentucky". Niebuhr was of the opinion that there

of a class war in Pineville with "the poor

“n

1]

}Jo

were visible sl

mining community arrayed against the middle class community and

l‘D
as always in wartime charges of brutalities and atrocities on

: A B SE R : s - ; »
both sides."” Not only did Niebuhr utilize the Marxist idea
Y

of class antagonism, but took infto account as well the hope of a
. . - . . . . . 218
proletarian victory with the church at the front of the fight.

Niebuhr increasingly turned to the assumptions of Marx to
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ise the ideas of perfectionism. Niebuhr's discussion of

ity of a society of pure love contained under-
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currents of Marxist thought:
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uhr had given up a good many of his pacifistic ideas by

the time that he wrote the above. In the same article Niebulr,

b

when commenting on the Japanese, called for the use of coercion
te' Japan's designs. Niebuhr admitted that the

ethical perfectionism of his brother Richard Niebuhr was "closer

The
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d Niebuhr "Religion and Class War in kentucky"
ntury (May 18, 1932) p. 637, hereafter cited as RWK,

t We Do Nothing?" The Christian Cantury

219. neinho’* Nieb s )
yo I Qlo. hereafter cited as MWDN.
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to <he gospel" than his position, but he asserted in his own

defense that: "As 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 judiclous use of the forces of nature in the
> 1 > L “20 aq 3 b LE < 4 3
service of the ideal, Niebunhr admitted that there was a need

for the absolute in history; "man cannot live without a sense

. . , . N |
of the absolute, but neither can he achieve the absolute.

he absolute for William James had concrete value in that it

=
g

brouzht about accomplishments by the existence of a belief:in it.
James as did Niebuhr considered the concept of the absolut

as significant for the simple reason that it had been productive,
.1 - B 5 ; . 222 ;
but neither gave complete allegiance to this reasoning. Both

men approached the idea of the absolute in pragmatic terms.

rences between Niebuhr's appreoach

@
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Lfhere were a number of di
and the approach of James, e.g. Niebuhr would have taken exception
to the idea that one of the positive functions of the absolute
. o . Corial i . 293,

is the possibility of a moral holiday for the bellever.
howeveyr, hiebuhr did favor the method that James suggested for
yhysical disputes" by "{tracing its respective

practical conseguences"”, which again picks up the thread of

In the essay by dNiebuhr “The Ethic of Jesus and the 3ocial
Problem", he clearly rejected what Schlesinger calls the

Gospel-Lewey"” amalgam. Niebuhr rejected the perfectionist ideas
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of Rauschenbsuch, "Valuable as this kind of perfectiocnism is

(speaking of Rauschenbusch's concepts), it certainly off

basis for a social ethic which deals responisbility with a
. . OBE e . . - :
growing society.' 2 Niebuhr offered the opinion that the

"struggle for sccial justice in the present economic order in-

volves the assertion of rights, the rights of the disinherited

" 226

and the use of coercion. Niebuhr realised that the idea of

5 incompatible with the Gospel and could not

L]

=8

"class siruggle

be justified in terms of the Gospel. Niebuhr justified the idea

of "class struzggle" 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 avail-
227

able for its solution.” Niebuhr applied the concept of moral
man and immoral society in his statement about the idea of "class
struggle": "vhatever may be possible for individuals we see no

possibility of a group voluntarily divesting itself of its
special privileges in soclety." 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

)

cial order, always ilncreasing
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through natural process are bound to grow until an outraged sense

justice will produce a violent revolt. Niebuhr rejected

the idea of Dewey that was set forth in Human Nature and 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 Sccial Problem
Relizion in Life ¢Spring 1932) p. 201, hereafter cited as EJ.




yhaviour lthough as recently as 1929 Niebuhr had called for
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the use of education to solve social problems. Niebuhr rejected

interest on the part of the undsrprivileg ed. Niebuhr had bvecome
the religious perfectionist

were errorneous:i

In the one case ii{ is expected that a change in educaticnal
tec"nique ¥i eliminate the drive of self-interest which
cter@;ie

ence in the possibility of changing human

310&4 conversion or religious 1nsD;Patlon.
«a o Such hOpes are corrupted by the sentimentalities of
the comfortable classes and are caused by their lack of

understa jln« el lhe realities of an industrial civili-
2L ﬁo__.-") .

u.l\.n.\.l'q.

as
11
economic life and in the other case there is
110
reli

o

Niebuhr concluded this article with a choice for the reader; one

that he himsell had already made. "In the social struggle we are
;L o £ R L R .. o8

elLner on Tne sice oI pr1v1iege or heed.

o T . . . Ee® . . g EsEEba
-ag Colnlag cdtastiopns 1n narxist terms 1s seen in the wriltings

of ihiebuhr for the first time in 1932, Narx wrote in the "Kani-

festo of Communist Party" that:
the productive Iorces at the disposal of socliety no longer
Tend to Iuriher the dcveloyvcnt of the conditions of
pourgeois 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 bourzecis property.<3% '

Niebuhr echoed these sentiments: "if centralised economic power
1s not brought under control progressively it will expand until
resentment against iis pretensions and exactions will produce a

revolutionary mocod which a more gradual adjustment of political
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<3l &2J p. 203,

o
A
4]

SAGY pp. 40-41,
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policy to economic necessity might be able to avoid." J Niebuhr
unlike Marx thought that catastrophe could be avoided. Marx saw

yolitical power to be in the hands of one class TO oppress

another, and Niebuhr fully appreciated the validity of this

e
&
2]
5s)

"both the workers and the general public still live under the
illusion that the political state exists to arblitrate the con-
flict of interest between various economic groups, whereas a

ittle observation must lead even a casual observer to the con-

l_l

clusion that the political state is always bent to the use of
. : 23k : .
the dominant economic POWEr,se.’ 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.

Ancther article Qf interest that was written by iiebunhr in
1932 that underlined hie use of Marxist analysis and methods is
"Moralist and Politics", Hiebuhr in this article called for as

did Marx and Znzels the organisation of the proletariat. In
"The Manifesto of the Communist Party" the outline of the program

o TR Kby LTS . i e gy o] L y = L R 2 e
of the proletarian party wias "the formation of the proletaria

into a class, the overthrow of the bourgeiosie supremecy, con-
MY e L o g ke 3 ey T e - | - 5 4 lldj-5 1 Ty
gquest of tThe political power by the proletariat. Niebunr

called for the same course of action and outlined a nethod for

this about. Iilebuhr wanted the workers to "develop both

w

econecmic and political power to meet the combination of
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ind economic power which confronts him.” dMiebuhr estimated
that the political power of the worker lay in his ability

to interfere with the "economic vrocess controlled by the domin-
sroup.”  MNiebuhr believed that the worker's political power
had the possibility "or influencing or determining the policy

of the political state.”ZB? These factors . were not beingz applied
and in [iebuhr's opinion if social power did not bring about
equalization of privileze then the workers will "put their trust
in violence". - The ideal of pacifism was almost completely
repudiated in this article when applied to the social situation;

moreovar, the use of coercion in political life was utilized as

a centrzl principle by Niebuhr. uHiebuhr was not in favor of

violerce nor advocated the use of violence, but he recog-

ey e Xa gy ey F ek ol a2 - £ L -
nised the reality of vieolence. :lebuhr warned of the coming

3 o i e i AR e e A A o Y L ¥ ] - 2 o <+
anzer 1I human groups did not learn to minimize self-interest.

S IREIHE R A s mA Ty s mosboron  seBiotipen i gefiot i
Nledunr saw The possiblilvy of comlng cnacs i1i Ttne moa
7

did nol wbangon Thelr pursulf of thelr own interests. liarat

considered the possibility ol catastrophe to be likely and be-
S AR . . : ko

lieved 1% likely that a violent revolution would occur, while

Niebtuhr only-saw the possibility of a violent revolution.

In tThe arvicle "Is Peace of Justice the Goal?" Niebuhr asgain
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Marx's criticism of religion. MNarx

236. neinhold MNiebuhr Moralists and Politics" The Christian
Century (July 6, 1932) p. 858, hereafter cited as W«P.
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in his early writings had stated that: “the criticism of

A s d — -
: 2h1 .
religion is the premise of all criticism.” iWiebuhr 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,:
: 2h2 . i T
the real Marxian."® Niebuhr perceived the need to criticise

religion using not only reiigious criteria but also radical"

Niebuhr attempted to identify the most disinherited group
in the United States and opined that it was the Negroes. Marx
reccgnised the dangzerous class, i.e. the social scum, as being a
necessary part of the revolution as did Niebuhr who feared that
the Negro population could be the source of vioclence. Niebuhr
again confronted the basic problem of Jjustice withoutl violence.
A proolem that is of no importance to Marx who believed that

el

there was a need for the coming violent revolution by the pro-

Niebuhr in a letter to The Christian Century combined his

Marxism with his "Christian realism". wtiebuhr rejected both

4

or political parties in this letter and the whole roster of

politicians. niebuhr controverted the presupposition of the
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ween the two parties and the two candidates that
243 i

they had nominated. Niebuhr asservated that"the farmers and

X 3 1 g > 2 o 4+~
workers have not yet learned what they must learn in time, that

24l. aarl Marx Rarlv YWritines trans. T.B. Bottomore (London 1963)
De 431, hereafter cited as iv.

242, reinhold Rietuhr "Is Peace or Justice the Goal?" IThe World
ow {sept. 21, 1932) p. 275.

243, Merkley op. cit. p. 201,



both major parties are dominated by the economic interests of

:

capital and that they will inevitably have tariff, taxation and

other political policies which ére detrimental to the interests

ol the workers and farmers.” Niebuhr saw the whole political
system changed "only by a social struggle in which power is

- o Lt LS v o ; i
pitted against power. . This realistic and pragmatic approac

contained strong undercurrents of Marxism.
The first booix 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 réjections of Marxist déctrines

and ideas. In investigating the use of Marxism in Moral Man and

Immorsl 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
re jected and what portions he accepted, which also included the
parts of Marxism Niebuhr remodeled for his own use.

ke S AL s [ . G m o nom o A % G s
Niebunr underlined his Marxist inclinatlons in his discu
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Hiebuhr asgsserted that 1f an olizarchy was inevitable 1n & techn-
()

nological society, which was a prophecy that is found in the
work of Beritrand Russell, then Niebuhr boldly declared that if

some form of O‘l”a”ubj, whether capitalistic or communistic,

be lnevitable in @& technological age, because of the

inapili uy of the zeneral publlc to maintain social control

over the experts who are in charge of the intricate pro-

eesses of economics and politics, the communistic oligarch
2hl, Reinhold Niebuhr "Ihe Stakes in the Election" The Christian
Century (Nov. 9, 1932) p. 1380, hereafter cited as SE.
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would seem to be ferable in the long run to the

capitalistic one.
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Niebuhr rezarded the communistic oligarch as belng purely

political, and having no special economic interests that would

tempt it to sacrifice a nation. WNiebuhr in hié discussion of

ﬁhe loyalty of individuals to the nation, again employs a Marxist

assumption. -‘iNlebuhr commented that "Future developments may make

the class rather than the nation the community of primary loyalty.“zqa

The importance of the difference in class as opposed to nations

is seen in "the class characier 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

amends;ﬂor'catgstrOphe itself destroys, the present social system

2k

and builds more co-ofierative national societies." This state-

ment by WNiebuhr indicated that he was looking toward what can

[

be labeled "Marxist catastrophism” as being a possible solution

to the injustices of the day. Niebuhr pessimistically ¢bserved

S oy Fy bE "y = R, = = b - S g | - iy - ey E o . SR 1 .
that: "There is certainly not enoush intelligence to promut our
s ey ey e S e i 3 wrestl yyen tomy s g - S . - i A, e s
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fear of imninent catastrophe quicikens the tempo of
Wliebuhr was convinced that there were certain advantases

including a deeper insight into society when one applied the

~

a£ o

analysis of Marx. re quite clearly illustrated his penchant
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in rear 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
oppression. In 1933 and 1934 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
s most emphatic period of American exceptionalism.

The anguish of 1933 was emphasised by Niebuhr's :preaching of the
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ility of Marxism while still favoring the eschatological
expectations of Marxism.
The year 1933 was an active year in many ways. In the fall

of 1933 Jonn C. Bennett a Congregationalist and one of the
generation of younger theologlans coming to maturity in the
irties expressed his discontent with liberalism in an article

entitled "After Liberalism - What?" Niebuhr was not alone in

3

his conviction that the illusions of liberalism were at tThe heart

of the crisis of the depression. During this period the

'neclogical Discussion Group began and met for the first time

5

n New Yorx City for two days of discussion and debate on pre-

circulated papers. The realistic focus against liberalism was

cegirning in earnest which was confirmed by the appearance of

;. June Bingham Couraze to Change an Introduction to the Life and

Thousnt of feinhold Niebuhr (New York 1961) . 169, hereafter
Ll e P

clted as CC.

2. Donald 2. Meyer The Protestant Search for Political Kealism

{1970 i1y (T 7 7 T > T

\1919-1941) (Los Angeles 1960) p. 263, hereafter cited as P3PK.
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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
civilization. If the American worker seems for the moment
to be an exception, that fact can be explained in terms
which will Jjustify the confident prediction, that the full
maturluy of American capitalism will inevitably be followed
by the emer ﬂence of the American Marxian proletariat. <55

niebunhr had concluded that Marxism was the philosophy of the
proletariat and not just a creed that was invented by a few men.

Niebuhr interp

=

B

eted Marxism in a religious way and defended the

religious view of HMarxism:

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 pocinted out that, wherever social injustices
rests heaviest upon the worker, 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 hlmngf in the creed

of the unadulterated and unrevised larx.

In the author's preface of A Contribution to the Critigque of

Political Fconomv, Marx stated:

In the social production of their 1ife, men enter into
definite relations that are indispensable and independent
of their will, relations of production which correspond
to a definite stage of development of their material pro-
ductive forces. The sum of thése relations of production
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onstitutes the economic structures of society, the real
‘oundantion, 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 1in general.

iiebuhr turned to this statement of Marx, and went on to point

1

out that healthy moral cynicism was expressed by Marx in his
o e il et B . , 258
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
power with power."259

Niebuhr positively evaluated the fact that the prolétariat
was assured by Marxist thought that they would win the class
struggle because of the "increased centralisation of power in
the capitalistic economy.“260 This classified the destruction
of the power of the privileged class as an inevitable event,
although the Marxist did expect a revolutionary struggle.
niebunhr undoubtedly felt that Marxism had certain valid insights
that would help to envision the future.

Niebuhr in his analysis of the relationship between the
intelligentslia 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

- a o : ; 261 ;
of the propertied classes, by the intelligentsia.” Niebuhr

A-‘-_' :Ju -'.;‘l.__l.-:)‘ Eju lL}S.
f-:j-}l i‘-."..'Jn.l-S Da lL'rO.
;’.:\;'Ua A-.A'h_;;».j p. ._l.irU. »

201, V. I. Lenln Works Vol. V. p. lU4l, cited in MMIS p.'lua:
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reasoned that this perspective "enabled Lenin to avoid many

. , : %l S w262 . -
mistakes into which purer determinists fell. Niebuhr 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. Nlebuhr wholeheartedly agreed with Lenin in his approach
to the association of the intelligentsia and the proletariat
and in fact Niebuhr regarded the hetreogeneous 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-

[i+]

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 trwe proletarian regards the democratic state as the instru-

204
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 sald that the oppressed are allowed once every few
years to declde which particular representatives of the oppressing
5 , ; ; 265
class should represent and repress them in parliament." Nie-
ouhr 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,
203. WIS p. lbob.

204, MMIS p. 148,

<05. V. L. Lenin Selected wWorks in Two Volumes (London 1947) v.

il p. 201,
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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 3tate 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

ds

ct
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ied himself with the conviction of Thomas Paine that

ident
"Society is the product of wants and government of our wicked-

6 .
ness." Niebuhr had become more cynical in his approach.

b
O~

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

his, rather than in economics, one must discover the real

as th
26 . .
’ Niebuhr gave credence to Marx Dbecause

significance of Marx."
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
sl s St e R o . o

classical religion. Niebunr remarked that Marxism was another

Zind of slave revolt. Niebuhr noted that Marxism exalted the

state of the lowly instead of the virtues of the lowly. There-

206, MMIS p. 150,
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fore, it was not the meek, but the weak that would inherit the
earth, llebuhr contrasted this belief of Marxism to Christianity
by pointing out that : "Ihe 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 that:

... the idea that all men, as men, have something in

common and that they are therefore equal so far as these

common characteristics go, 1s of course primeval. DBut

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
ol men as men a claim to equal political and social status
for all human being or at lea for all citizens of a state

or all members of a society.

Niebuhr seemed to believe that Marxist equality was stated in a

dad

us way Dbecause of its inherent religious overtones. Nie-
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t the religious overtones in Marxist thought
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buhr conc
zuaranteed that there would be no dilution of the ideal of
equality. Niebuhr asservated that there was a positive value in
the relizious vigor that was to be found in Marxist thought.
Niebuhr regarded Marxist idealism as distinctive from other
types of idealism., WNiebuhr stated that "The distinctive features

n dream 1s that the destruction of power is reﬁaraea
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?O. K murx, F. Engels, V.I. Lenin and J. Stalin A_Handbook of
ri_gﬁ ed. Emile Burns (London 1935) p. 249-250, hereafter cited
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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 secen how
inevitably special privilege is associated with power, and how
the ownership of the means of production is the significant power
in modern socie*‘cy.“z?2 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
has seen this problem with perfect clarity."2?3 Niebuhr was aware
of the fact that mankind must reduce power to a minimum. Power
héd to stay as a part of society, but it must be put under
control. Nlebuhr concluded that the Marxists were essentially

correct in their choice of rational goals towards which society

3

must move. Niebuhr made the following assertion about the

Marxist proletariat:

T

right not only in the projection of his social goal
s 1lnsistence upon the urgency of its attainment.
le classes may continue to dream of an automatic
LN society. They do not suffer enough from
Q

|

3 cf

stice to recognise its perils to the life of
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iewed the centralisation of power as destructive
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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. MWIS p. 163.
272, MMIS p. 163, -
273. MIS pp. 164-3,
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soclety without being totally immersed in the ideology of
sm. WNilebuhr made use of the insights of Marx without
letting them make use of him.
'he next varxist sphere of thought that Niebuhr dealt with

in NMoral ian and Immoral Society which is of interest is the

idea of justice through revolution. Niebuhr avered that "the

breadth and depth.of the world depression have, moreover, tempted

others beslde proletarians-to express a temper of catastrOphism.“a
he 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 noliuics, and accepted
cocercicn as a necessary instrument of social cohesion,

we can make no absolute dis tinctions between non- violent
and violent types of coercion or between coercion used by
bove“nmpnts and that which is used by revolutionaries.

If such distinctions are made they must be jus tified in
terms of the consequences in which they result. The real
ouvestion is what are the political poa51n11;t1eu of
establishing justice through violence?%

Although Niebuhr was uneasy about the use of violence, the
main question had now become: why was the revolution not come

ebuhr was aware that a system of power, based upon the
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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

£75. MMIS p. 169,

276+ WIS pp. 179-150.
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to the revolution of the proletariat, and he identified two

basic reasons for the continuing tenacity of the status guo.

irst reason Nlebuhr gave was "the multifarious economic and

The first reas

social groups... which are able to defend their positions in

. : . ne?7
society Ly political, and if need be by more martial weapons...
Ihese 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-

xilled laborers, who achieveda more privileged social position

L]
-
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than the unskilled." Another conclusion of Nilebuhr 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
guo 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 with approval: "A

revolution is accomplished and sustained only by the lowest

. . . . - . . <c0

classes of society, by all the disinherited...
nlebunr carried on his analysis of bMarxist catastrophism by

derscoring the validity of the larxist prognosis and prophecy

of periodic crises. Niebuhr avered "wWhatever the errors in the

prophecies of Karx, he certainly made no mistake in his prophecies

of periodic crises of increasing frequency and extent in the

;:H 'r/ e l"li';id 1) . .1. Ot e
278, WMI3S pp. 184-185.
279. NHMIS p. 185.
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business world. The confidence Niebuhr placed 1n certaln
of Larx's prophecies had become considerable compared to earlier

o arla
judzements. Niebuhr had concluded that the world crisis of the
depression was a vindication of iarx's analysis. However, Nie-
bunr did not know if these crises would cause enough fear in the
privilezed to change them, and in fact he was of the opinion
these crises were more helpful to the cause of the Facist
than to the cause of the Marxist.

Niebuhr, however, had not abandoned completely his earlier

allegiance to the Socialist Party and its concepts about parlia-

iv...l

3
W
:_‘5

tary socialism. Niebuhr stated: .

e

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
erms 1f some new radical force and,interest is not intro-
duced into the political situation.

siebuhr by 1932 had bezun to doubt the validity of the philosophy
parliamentary socilalism.
Niebuhr made a comment at the end of the chapter entitled

"Justice through Political rorce" which put his ideas concerning

political and revolutionary force into perspective. Niebuhr

Ihe contrasting virtues and vices of revolutionary and
evolutionary socialism are such that no purely rational
moral choice 1s vossible between them. whatever judzements
are made depend partly upon personal inclination; whether

one prefers the partial preservation of traditional in-
Justlcos or the risk of creating new iniquities by the

ttempt to abolish o0ld ones completely. They depend partly
upon the extent to which one suffers from traditional
social abuses; and they are partly determined by the degree
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of crisls 1n 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
1@ proper method. It will be shown in the next section

judge of t

that Niebuhr in Moral Man and Immoral Scciety seems to prefer

revolutionary Marxism as opposed to Parliamentary Socialism
for strictly pragmatic reasons.

Near the end of lMoral 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 ahd 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 1s 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 1deal 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

llarx. At the time that Moral Man and Immoral Society was written

Niebuhr had moved a rather far distance from his perfectionistié
and pacifistic position of the early twenties toward the
Christian Marxism of the thirties.

Niebuhr approaches the problem of equality differently than

does F. Engels, although he comes to a similar conclusion. Engels
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is discussion of eguality in Anti-Duhring confessed:

I8

both cases the content of the proletarian demand for equality is

283. MMIS p. 230,
<8k, MMIS p. 235.
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the demand for the abolition of classes (Engels® italics). Any

demand fof equality which goes beyond that of necessity passes
nto absurdity..." Engels 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 and impersonal fate, it was always an over-

)ation in his opinion when a philosophy predicted the triumph
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of human character or impersonal fate. In relation to Marxist
philoscphy 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. 1In
fact Niebuhr was of the opinion that the Marxist's view of

history was an "apocalyptic vision", i.e. a confident prophecy
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ne 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.llarx had placed too much emphasis on the proletar-
ian class. Marx thfough Qis vision of a classless soclety gave

moral dignity to the proletarian class, but he also gave the pro-




152

letarian by that vision the wherewithal to escape for Niebuhr
¢ partial and the relative and bestwos the value of univer-
o E i ek o L2287 ; ; - g
sality upon his efforts. The claim of universality 1s 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

nuilne, nevertheless it is in constant commerce with a realism

so searching, that it is in danger of discounting moral and
e § sl . g : Y nl88 o :
rational factors 1n soclal life too completely. The hope of

the proletariat i1.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

ire to make selfish use of power, must probably be placed
w289

in the category of romantic illusions.

Marx predicted in The Historical Tendency of Capitalist

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 tThe 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 labvor,
the entanglement of all peoples in the net of the world-
market, and with this, the internal character of the
capitalistic regime. Along with the constantly diminishing
numoer of the magnates of capital, who usurp and monopolise
all advanta es of this process or transformation, grows the
mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, exploit-

287. MMIS p. 161.

268, MMIS p. 163.
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but with this too grows the revolt of the working

dd =

ation;
class, a class always increasing in numbers, and disciplined,
united and organised by the vegg mechanism of the process of
capitalist production itself.“

niebuhr, however, doubted that the predicticns would be borne
out. These catastrophic predictions of WMarx which had achieved
for the proletariat the character of religious hope had been
neither proven nor disproven. Niebuhr avered that:

'he fact: that the industrial workers actually shared some
of the benefits of modern technology in the past fifty
vears, 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 yleld concessions to them, seems to cast grave
doubts upon the dMarxian 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 soclety 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 and

: s Lo a29e . i :

nature dissolve it," Nlebuhr realised that communism would
be unable to eliminate the weaknessesof human nature, since human
nature could reach the heights of cruelty and unbearable tyranny
which caused Wkliebuhr to inject a note of cautign:

Lifficult as the method of revolution is for any Western

rial civilization, it must not be regarded as im-

le. The forces which made for concentration of

and power are operative, even though they %§3not
as unamblguously as the Marxians prophesied.

290. SwWOV pp. 2£33-4,

291. MMIS p. 18l. -
292, Mils p. 199.

293, kIS p. 169.
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nieopunr presumed that no matter what methods were used to obtain

ideal society, the realities of human nature would always

Lenin stated in The State and Revolution that: "The replace-

ment of the bourgeois by the proletarian state is impossible
without a violent revolution. The abolition of the proletarian
state, l1.e. of all states is only possible through 'withering
away'".r 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 lMarxism in particular
its confidence in the transitory state of dictatorship. WNiebuhr
asied the question: "But can they destroy economic power without
creating strong centers of political power? And how may they be

certain that this political power will be either ethically or

ouid5

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
"I'nis theory fails to do justice to the facts of numan

= bl LT .

nature, revealed not only in the men of power but in ordinary
290
mens. "
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-
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nised as clearly as they ought to be by those who place un-
1297

qualified confidence in the parliamentary method.'
Kiebuhr found fault with the thesis that the middle-class

45 & class would combine with the proletarian movement. Niebuhr

was 1n agreement with Engels on the question both in theory and

practice. Lngels had dogmatically asserted that: "We can use in

our rarty indlviduals from every class of society, but have no

use whatever I'or any group representing capitalist, middle-

u298

bourgzeols or middle-peasant interests.
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Niebuhr in speaking
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
sdciety.“299 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.,

- ) A

the real hinderance to the establishment of a rational an
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Another thesis was that the proletarian minority would win
over the peasants instead of or along with the middle-class.

id not seem to be much evidence in Niebuhr's opinion that

(o N

fhere
e parliamentary socialists had made any practical gains in the

ranks of the peasants. Engels many years before had recognised

-
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the difficulty of the task of winning over the small peasantry.BOl
Ln zurope the peasant clung to the old feudal traditions which
meant that they had 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. [he 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

tout America nlebuhr conclucded that the possibility of estab-

™

lishing a third party made up of the combined strength of the
w303

worker and farmer was "unrealistic for many decades to come.

Hiebuhr acknowledged the fact that: "It may be that the farmer

@

will never be able to espouse collectivist political goals

votesof the middle-class or the farmers.

wiebuhr 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.

4 great danger for communism was inertia not fanaticism in the

opinion of nlebuhr. Niebuhr made the ensuing affirmation about

the great need of religious zeal, which incidently echoed the
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thought of W. James.305 "It is rather obvious that society as
a whole is more inclined to inertia than to foolish adventure,
and 1s therefore in greater need of the challenge of the absolu-
. ; : 306
tigt than the sweet reasonableness of the rationalist."
'he 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
De done by leaders who are increasingly drawn into the high

pl s of government, who consort with the great and mighty in,

(2]
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the financizl and industrial world, and are subject to all the

blandishments with which aristocracies have learned to confuse

. . 307 .. . .
their political opponents," 1t 1s an ever present danger that
"they will forzet the viewpoint of the toilers, who endowed them
with political power, and will unconciously absorb the social
and political viewpoints of the more privileged groups., At

the time that Moral blan and Immoral Socie ty was written iNiebuhr

stlll retained grave doubts about parliamentary socialism and

avor a purer form of proletarian thought, although he

4
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sSeem To
was in doubt about the attainment of this by revolutionary means.
slebuhr considered the application of non-violence as a possible

solution but appeared to have some doubts concerning its practical

305. FNn pe 73.
306. WMLS pp. 222-3.
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value and in fact admitted that it was a form of coercion.
iNiebuhr pointed out that:

fhe 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.
Iheir problems therefore remain unsolved, force clashes
with force, with nothing to mitigate the brutalities or
eliminate the futilities of the social sitruggle. ‘The history
of human life will always be the projection of the world of
nature. To the end of history the peace of the world, as
Auzustine observed, must be gained by strife. It will
therefore not be a perfect peace. But it can be more per-
fect than it is. 1f the mind and 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 progress 1vel¥ hlvher Justice
and more stable peace can be achieved.J

|
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achievement of less injustice without sacrificing peace was
the Niebuhrian aim. The barxist approach in Niebuhr's view did
help to bring more Jjustice into existence, but he fully realised
thaf coercion would be always present and always a factor in
socilety, and the central question conseguently revolved about
the best application of force and how this was to be controlled.
Niebuhr did not explicitly indicate the method he preferred to

brinz about a larxist 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 thousght, i.e. the purer
form of proletarian thought, as opposed to parliamentary social-

ism, which in nlebunr's assessment was drowning in its own
OT M;OI'"GL\I'}L..H -

Une not only discovers the concepts of Marx, Engels and

Lenin in Moral Man znd Immoral sSocietyv; there are, moreover, other

gsources of ldeas for Niebuhr even though the Marxist source was
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donminant. Niebuhr demonstrated something that will become
more evident later in his life and thatwas his knowledge of
philéaophy 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 gquoted Claude A. Helvetius a rrench philoso-
pher of the enlightenment. Helvetius had realised the import-

ance of the concept of self-interest. Niebuhr also turned to

Jeremy LBentham who considered man's self-interest to be an important

Niebuhr as he had done in the past made use of David Hume's
observations about egoism in politics. Niebuhr stated that: |
Lavid Hume declares that the maxim that egoism 1is, though not

cclusive, vet the predominant inclination of human nature,
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mizht not be true in fact, but that it was true in po
that: "rolitical writers have established it as a
maxim, that in COngriving any system of government, and fixing
the several checks and controls of the constitution, every man
ouzht to be supposed a knave, and to have no other end, in all
pE L e Soa o wR : i
his action than private 1lnterest. Niebuhr had referred to
this 1dea for a number of years. Niebuhr again turned to Hume
when discussing the value of love, disinterestedness and bene-
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volence in a social context. Hume stated in his An Engquiry Con-
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cernine the Princivles of Morals in the conclusion of the

section entitled "Uf Benevolence": "Ihe social virtues are never
resarded without their beneficial tendencies, nor viewed as
barrerl and unfruitful. The happiness of mankind, the order oi
society, the harmony of families, the mutual support of friends,

are always considered as the result of the gentle communion over

W13

the breasts of men. Niebuhr stated that: "The utilitarian

and soclal emphasis is a little too absolute in the words of
C s n— w314
Hume, but it is true within limits.
Niebuhr. made use of the work of early American statesmen

Tor insight. WNiebuhr in his discussion of power and its lack of
inner checks quoted niadison. Madison had stated that: “The
o _ . i, w315
truth 1s that all men having power ought to be distrusted.

Nleouhr supported the Marxist outlook by comparing the under-

standing of soclety of Marx with that of Thomas Paine who held

that "Society is the product of our wants and government of our
wickedness."’ In the case of both political writers Niebuhr

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
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he self which was brought about to a certain extent by reason
iiebuhr once again turned to George Santayana to whom he had

. 1 ‘ : 2 z
previously turned.B 7 Niebuhr agreed with the conclusion oif
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schopenhauver that religious asceticism was “"the denial of the

Niebuhr, moreover, cited the Spainish exist-

entialist Mizuel de Unammuno's main work The Tragic Sense of

Life when discussing the relationship between the will-to-
believe and immortality.319

I'ne years 1928 to 1932 werethe period that covered the
transitional phase of Niebuhr's change from a more or less
liberal stance to a more or less liarxist stance. When one
examines the philo§ophical sources of Niebuhr over this period
one can trace the sowing of the seeds that were to bear larxist
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 193Z2.

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 Hiebvuhr's analysis of society and

religion in 19z28. he ever present influence of William James

I A Ak S T e R T T £ o Tm oAl 3 - ey q 33 e -
is apparsnt in Niebuhr's cholece of methed iln certalin instances.
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Ihe ospenzlerlan analysls enters into Nlebuhr's thinking. How-

ever, there is no indication of any larxist commitment in the

worx of wmilebuhr in 1928. Ihevertheless, the coming change can be

detected De examining Niebuhr changing attitude to pacifisﬁ

which was becomingz more realistic in its attitudes toward coercion.
In 1929 the growing seeds of Marxism were encouraged foward

the coming harvest of harxist ideas when the stock market 'erash'
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occurred and forced WNiebuhr to reexamine certain basic assump-

tions. 1329 found Niebuhr falling into a state of confusion
which saw nim approving of the soclalistic 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

t assumptions. The Weberian assumptions that Niebuhr
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employed in 1930 and in previous years overlapped with certain
ions 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 ildeas 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 struggles;
tw ldeas that were bvasic to Marx's conceptualizations. Hdiebuhr
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

thods and analysis by Niebuhr, but it was not a

E;;

Marxist
completely uncritical involvement with Marxism. The writings of
1932 underlined the growing decay of Neibuhr's pacifistic ideals
since hne had called for the use of coercion and recognised the
‘reality of violence!

At the end of the transitional phase wNiebuhr was pressing

for the utilization of basic Marxist assumptions. Niebuhr in

0.

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 i¥s deter-
miniftic interpretation of history. Niebuhr held that Marx had
produced a representative model of society for the proletariat.
siebuhr utilized extensively a number of Marxist concepts.

Phe mest important was that of the coming class struggle and

the coming economic catastrophe. [he second recurring theme was
the need for an orgzanised proletariat. Niebuhr agreed with the
premize that religion was the starting point of all criticism.
hiebuhr agreed with Lenin's premise that the efforts of the
entsia and the proletariat should be combined. <rhe
harxist assumption that the most powerful man in society was the

owner of the means of production and not the politician played

an important »

n

rt in diebuhr's thinking.
Lthis was not to say that Niebuhr entirely agreed with all of

harx's assumptions. There were many doubts in Niebuhr's mind



164
in this early and intense period of Marxist involvement which in
some peoples oplnion 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 persconality 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.

Phe outcome of the 1928 to 1932 period of trarnsition was that
Niebuhr had come to consider revolutionary Marxism to be a strong
and realistic approach to many of society's problems as well aé
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 "soclal-
Gospel" camp. Niebuhr's analysis of society was in terms of the
conflict and balance of powers which was a fundamentally a non-

ncept although he gave this a Marxist application when he

Marxist co
applied it to the economic struggle. Niebuhr had obviously rebelled

aZainst 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

£ nations and privileged
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classes, but the hand of Marx was less in evidence than one might

61}

Weal

joh

expect. Niebuhr sought to explain the crises of society an
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led by a more gradual process than some realise to a Marxis
analysis of society. However, the ideas of Marx already

great deal of Niebuhr's thinking.
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ommunism and the Theologians (London 1958)




Chapter 3

Marxist Involvement




In rear of the Comineg Catastrophe (1933) -

Phe 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
oppression. In 1933 and 1934 Niebuhr's sense of crisis was at
its sharpest; this was the period in which the fullest use of
Buropean events was applied in Niebuhr's analysis of America as
as the fullest use of Marxist analysis in Jjuxtaposition
to Niebuhr's most emphatic period of American excep‘cionalism.Z

I'he anguish of 1933 was emphasised by Niebuhr's .preaching of the
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bility of darxism while still favoring the eschatological
expectations of Marxism.

The year 1933 was an active year in many ways. In the fall
of 1933 Jonn 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

envlitled "After Liberalism - What?" Niebuhr was not alone in
his conviction that the illusions of liveralism were at the heart

crisis of the depression. During this period the
heological Discussion Group began and met Tfor the first time

i

in New Yorx City for two days of discussion and debate on pre-

clrculated papers. The realistic focus against liveralism was
teglrning in earnest which was confirmed by the appearance of

;. June Bingham Couraze to Change an Introduction to the Life and
Thouzht of Reinhold Niebuhr (New York 1961) p. 169, hereafter
clited as CC.

Z. Donald 3. wmeyer The Protestant Search for Political Kealism
(1919-1941) (Los Angeles 1960) p. 263, hereafter cited as PsSPx.

Jo. PSPR p. 267,



the Ineological Discussion Sroup 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
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 Dbe
a communist might be treasonable.5 Tﬁe surprisingly poor
showing of the Socialist Party in the elections of 1932 after
the dramatic gZains of 1930 gave weight to the arguments of the

‘militants' that it was time for newer hands to be in control.
'he electoral successes . of Adolf Hitler in 1932 and 1933,

cllowed by the disastrous rout of the German left convinced the

Hy

'militants' among the American 3Socialist Farty that they must
cultivate the cooperation of the communists in the left against
the growing threat of American rascism. The Socialist Party

tecame convinced that formal overtures nheeded to be made to the

&
commu S .

Niebuh:. in 1933 was becoming interesting to the newspapers
an interest that was to be sustained for many years. The hew

ori dimes, which had discovered iNiebuhr's newsworthiness when

foral kan and Immoral Society had disturbed the peace of the

=

seminaries, seems to then have assigned a man to bring back the

(ing of Niebuhr's statements. The new news magazine
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Newsweek introduced Niebuhr to its readers in an egregiously

inaccurate presentation in April, 1933 in which he was made to

harles merkley ieinhold Wiebuhr: The Decisive Ycars
1) (unpublished thesis, 1966) pp. 2006-<09.
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appear as a victim of an early class struggle. Despite these
brief flashes of notoriety wniebuhr's influence was confined in
the mithhirties to the ranks of the radical clergy and the wider

7

circle of the readers of Radical Heligion.

In the year 1933 iilebuhr was predominantly involved with
Marxism which was itself dominated by an interest in the affairs
of Germany. WNiebuhr was as expected critical of liberatism and
its ideas, but it is no longer the focus of Hiebuhr's involve-
ment. Niebuhr was involved with an examination of Marxism and
he had already begun to criticise darxism because of its failure
to combat fascism in Germany. '

fhe first article of interest from 1933 is "Optimism and
Utoplanism" which contained a reply to the criticisms of Horal

van and Immoral sSociety. Niebuhr underlined his position in

this article as well as applying a label to himself. Niebuhr
stated that "As a Marxian I have no 1llusions about the collective
oehavior of man in capitalistic civi}ization.- I believe that
self-interest determines his conduct to a larger degree than

idealism is willing to admit." However in
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tha next sentence Niebuhr revealed the basls for his criticism

of harxism and the qualifications he had imposed on the ideas of
igtian I am a step beyond Marxism and have no
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illusions about the collective behavior of mankind in general in

O

any age or under any social system." Zven at this early stage

7. Merkley op. cit. pp. 229-230.

S. keinnhold iilebuhr "A Christian Philosophy of Compromise" Lhe
Christian urnxurx {June 7, 1933) pp. 746-8.
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J» f¢lnnold Niebuhr "Uptimism and Utopianism“ The World Tomorrow
‘\.i."f_}’.;‘ m'-:d' 1)3') _P. l\'JJ-
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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 Jjustice are derived from a confusion of the absolute

and historical" and "this confusion is the mark of the intellectual

immaturity of our whole liberal culture, and to a certain degree
- - - - - . . lo
llarxism has inherited it from liberalism."

wiebuhr felt cauzht between the two poles, one Christian

LU

and the other marxist which he revealed in a comment in nn

L] 1

tditorial Conversation" in the Christian Century. Niebuhr was

well aware of the paradox that is involved when one is a Marxist
and a Christian., nNiebuhr felt the pull of both sets of ideas,
the criticisms of the Christians and the criticisms of the

liarxists., Lhe editor of the Christian Centuryv had declared

hat liebuhr had accepted the "absoluteness of economic deter-
minism". DNiebuhr 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-
aunity Niebuhr went on to declare that "at any rate a recent
Christian sauce' in my 'communist pudding' that I ought to be

cd for ‘confusing good Marxist' and for being more danger-

23
ous ‘than a thug'."
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1933 Hiebuhr was concerned with the situation in Germany
and wrote a numbver of articles concerning the rise of Hitler to

power in Germany. olebuhr was shaken by the rise of the National

Socialist and the lack of real opposition that had failed to

1

X
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. Ibid. p. 180.

uhr "Zditorial Conversation” Christian ceatury
50. :
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develop against the tacist from the left both from the
communist Party and the Socialist Party. Niebuhr had realised
that the Nazi movement had successfully destroyed the opposiﬁion,
which for Niebuhr consisted of the communist and socialist. In
the article "The Opposition in Cerman" Niebuhnr noted that
thousands of both socialist and communist have been able to
enter and have'entered the Hitler Storm '.L‘roopers."12 hiebuhr
noted with some hope that the Communist Party had continued a
desperate existence. However, uwiebuhr 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 ilmmediate future a force which can be compared in
significance with the radical elements in hNational Socialism
itself.”l3 Niebuhr then turned to the socialist cause with even
creater disappeointment. "lhe socialist cause is even more hope-
less than that of Communism. It is in fact so hopeless that it
can be stated with almost dogmatic certainty that National

14

Soclalism had destroyed German Jocial Democracy.” Niebunhr quite

zloomily pointed out that "The church after all has its strength
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in the very class which feel themselves saved from
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revelution oy ilitler, the small farmers, the middle-cla

15

Niebuhr in the article "why German Socialism Crashed" commented

lz. feinhold wiebuhr "Ine Upposition in Germany" Ilhe Wew zepublic
(June 28, 1933) p. 1

3. Ibid. p. 169.

15, Kelinhold Liebuhr "Religion and the New Germany" ILhe Christian
en \Ju P 1
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s speeches were full of the glorification of the
st and hope for a vague future. HNiebuhr considered iitler's
technique to prove the "power of imadequate symbolism in politics.”
niebuhr commented that the symbol should "be at once vague, as
nitler's symbols were, and it will catch the young idealist,
the ilmperiled 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: "Kooseveli'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 sccial-
ist with whom he disagreed. Niebuhr considered the socialist to
o completely wedded to the parliamentary method of proced-
7

" Niebuhr ked faith in democratic methods and consequently
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the situation in Germany as the outcome of the expected crisis

{
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in capltalism, DMiebuhr avered that "the democratic forms dis-
appear in the stase when capitalism faces the peril of disinte-

gration from within and increasing animosity from the workers.”

t on to recognise that stalemate could be the final
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result of this situation., "This is the more true because amid
the complexitles of modern industrial civilization it is practic-
ally impossible for either a radical or a conservative party to
cain a sufficiently large majority to resolve the impasse between

congservatism and radicalism."

-
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niebuhr regarded the falilure of the socialist as the vasis
for the final victory of the nationalist. Niebuhr reminded his
readers that the socialist had failed to create the soclalist
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.1Y

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
all other sources except those connected with
Marx. In the article "A New Strategy for Socialist" Niebuhr
crivicised some of Marxism's presuppositions when he examined
Marxism's fallure in Germany. Niebuhr offered two different
reasons for the total failure of Marxism's opposition in the form
of socilalism 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 econom;c
soclety. But this is not the only difficulty some of the diffi-
harxian side. “Q Niebuhr was speaking about
the industirial worker. Niebuhr had always had reservations about
certain Marxist 1ldeas, and ccnsidered the Marxist approach to
collectivism to be too dogmatic to capture the sympathy of the
classs WNiebuhr agreed with the concept of collectivism of
inanclial 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

old nlebusar "4 New Strategy for Socialist" fhe World
\sugust 31, 1933) p. 490, hereafter cited as ASS.
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property. warx stated that “lhe transformation of scattered
private property, arising irom individual labor, into capital-
igtic property is naturally a process incomparably more pro-
tracted, violent, and difficult than the transformation of
capitalistic private property, already practically resting on
socialised production, into socialised prOperty."dl Niebuhr
recognised that the forceable removal of private property could
cause great difficulty especially the removal of the property
of farmers. Aslebuhr was worried about the tendency of Marxism

Ze

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

wanted to run his own farm and if this was not economlcdlly
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.

fnzels had realised the far reaching ramifications of the pro-
lem of peasant private property. In the article

:westion in rrance and Germany" £ngels opposed as did weibuhr

the forceable collectivisation of peasant private property.

els 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,

Al

not forcibly but by dint of example and the proffer of social

2l. harl iharx and rrederick Engels sSelected Works (London 1970)
Ps 234, hereafter cited as S. Works. :
52. L-Q‘:J pa ‘I';‘}:J; A
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assistance for this purpose.
fne ecriticism that Niebuhr leveled at iarxism was aimed at
a ilaw in one of kMarxism's basic assumptions. nlebuhr arzued
that the Marxist had inadequately dealt with the problem of
the lower middle-class. ivlebuhr recognised that Marx had
believed that "the worker has no country and it expresses
itself in terms of extreme cynicism toward national sentiments
e

of all kinds. Kkiebuhr had criticised socialism for capitul-

o ]

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

TR . g < o s .
traditions still have power." Niebuhr considered dog-

these
matic internationalism to contain dangerous elements as did

dogmatic natlonalism,

wlebuhr Indlcated 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-

scclalism would be avolded. Niebuhr called
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for the avoidance of this dangerous division "not by a less

P PUTSE. (R O Yy oy - ¢ RS 2 lld? 34 -
riZorous but Dy & more rigorous karxism. Niebuhr clearly
believed that liarxist doctrines should continue. #iiebunr's

n Germany resembled his solution to the

SOLUT1ION Lo ne Crisls

division bvetween the socialist and the communist. NMiebuhr
wrote that "a radical movement must be more certain about the

;‘;;"':'- :;l .sOI."-\LS ppn U3‘+—O‘35a
5¢ ISS p. 491,

KCJ. 11-3\‘5 p. 'I'fl'y.ll
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ntials of Marxian theory and less dogmatic about the non-

20
essentials,"” if the German left wish to be victorious. This

type of criticism is in evidence in several of Niebuhr's
articles.zg
A fairly general overview of Niebuhr's position can be
ieced together from the article "After Capitalism - What?".
Hiebuhr not only assumed that the death of capitalism was at
hand out that this death was desirable. Iiiiebuhr 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., ilebuhr framed his explanation of fascism and
its rise, in terms of the collapse of capitalism. Niebuhr
tated that the "disintegrating socild system will try.to save
itself by closing ranks and eliminating the anarchy within it-
iebuhr foresaw the possibility of capitalism perpetu=

for a few more decades by relying upon fascism,

Ut ne preaicted Tnatv caplitalism would 1NevitaDly fall because

; could not cure tae "“inegquality of consumption and inter-~

; c el . : , -
ational anarchy." It is ocbvious in this article that miebuhr
held out little hope for the success of socilalism through par-

liamentary methods and procedures that were being attempted in
Zurope during this period. rHowever, this did not mean that

Niebuhr believed that revolution was the only way that the cap-

—_

25. ‘-."55 p. j‘]"“zl
e r "Making kadicalism Effective” Ilhe dorld
21y 1933) pp. 682-684,
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30, deinhold iiebuhr "After Capitalism - what?" The world Tlo-
merrow (warch 1, 1933) p. <04, hereafter cited as ACw.
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italistic system would come to an end. iiebuhr admitted that
the Tinal transfer of power may come through the use of a

) . . NS 2 S
eneral sirike or some similar technique. Niebuhr realised
that neither the revolutionary nor the non-revolutionary course
"offers modern soclety an easy way .to the mastery of a tech-

3 n3%

nolog rical civilization.

Aiebuhr foresaw no way for forestalling the coming struggle.
Niebuhr advised that:

Those who wish to participate in such a strumolo
1tively to help hlStOLy toward a goal of Jjustice and

cree
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

Zenerally determining, NWHo amount of education or
religious idealism will ever persuade a socilal class to
espouse or seek a goal which is counter to its economic
interest.”’

lure to reco ognlse the

(=5

slebuhr advised nis readers that the fa

-

“covert brutality of the social struggle is probubly the great-

of hypocracy and seli-deception to every moral pretension
: 34
eks to eliminate violence in the social struggle.”

ment that he had moved a Tremen-

AL - o 1-: - .

fNiebulr " revealied 1n this state

- y - y - P S—— z Yol . s pit g
dous distance away from his orizinal beliefs about violence.

nilebuhr obviously had abandonzd pacifism completely by the time
thatv he wrote this article in favor of Marxism and its accom-

panying possibility of revolution or at the very least coesrcion

jll .HCII' 1})- zc“]“f'.
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throuzh striges. Lhe 1inal downfall of the pacifistic ideal
was brought about by iiebuhr's involvement with a combination
of pragmatic and larxist ideals, but the official end to his
pacifistic stance had to wait until 1934. 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. DNiebuhr by this time had come almost
completely under the spell of karx; that is as far as Niebuhr

would come to rely upon the thought of any other man. Wiebuhr

o
jo 8

had avandoned for the most part by this time the' idea of
pacifism under the pressure of liarxist doctrines and the Dbelief
in the coming class struggle which presupposed the possibility
of violence.

[here are parallels and contrasts between the idesas of Marx
and the ildeas of weber that have a bearing upon Niebuhr's own
thinking a fact that has already been noted. VWeter understood
Christianity as being basically a religion of the urban artis-
ion of the migrant

nate, whereas sarx saw it as belng the reli,

o
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peoples. nowever, Marx did emphasise that the Christlian ethical

outlook formed a vital current when Rome plunged into moral

.l_

ided a
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decay. Marx realised that the zeformation had pro
similar moral regeneration in relation to the coming new system

! . , 35

tholicism had done for the old feudal system. Niebuhr
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retained certain weberian features in this thinking although they

were now hidden behind the mask of Marxism. "bdarxism is not

wreonz in regarding Frotestantism as, on the whole, the religious
35. énthony Glddens Czvitalism and Modern Social iPheory icam- -
bridze 1971 pp. <207-207, hereafter cited as Cmsl.



suvlimution of the interest of the middle-class Jjust as

Catholicism is in the main organic to a more feudal agrarian
R 1 . . I ’ : . R
world." wiebuhr made use of this concept in his defense of
religion and disagreed with farx's sweeping denunciation of
religion. alebuhr referring to the ideas of Marx stated in

deTense of religion that "my own belief is that he confused
=y J

certain phenomena of middle-class religion with religion ifself.”

iiievuhr in the article "The German: Unhappy FPhilosophers
in rolitics" disclosed something that one could have-:suspected
from the beginning, 1l.e. his preference for the German 'stream'
of philosophy as opposed to the 3ritish 'stream'., Niebuhr

fhe Germans will probably always provide more

philosophy than the Britishe. They explore the
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life more fully. Niebuhr understoo

the German philosophers to be men of extremes. He noted that
Jerman philosophy contained the consistent optimism of Liebnitz

as well as the most thorough zoing of pessimist, Schopenhauer.

nst Christian morals was precipi-
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tated by niletzche and the “most consistent philosophy of

revellion against the bourgeois civilization was developed by
39

a uerman Jew, sarl larx." wiebuhr revealed his opinion of
Lduard bernstein's thought when he commented that the catastro-

phic elements in Marxism did not seem to inspire the workers

350, delnnold niedbunr "warxism and Religion" The worll Tomorrow
(Mareh 15, 1933) p. 253. . ;

3?' lbid. pc 2530

S inhold .siebuhr "lhe Germans: Unhappy Fhilosophers in
olitics" Lhe American Scholar (Uctober 1933) p. #4lo.

39, Ibid. p. 418.

37
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who were be ng to reap some of the benefits of industrial
civiiization, which "was revised by another German Jew, zduard
Sernstein and the revision was more consistent than the semi-
2 | - - T - 5 [ 2 ll"'é'o
sociailism or Englisn rabanism,

not unexpectedly niebuhr was still under the influence of
Uswald Spengler. iviebuhr noted that one of the 'most brilliant

vooks' that has come out of the present political movement was

. s f i B, L P

Jeunger's Der Arbeiter. 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 [roopers.
Niebuhr 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

e

difference between the two men. Niebuhr maintained that Jeunger

]

"glories in what Spengler 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

on ultimately making his will prevail."
4 _Continuing gacdicalism (1934)

Ihe year 1534 was an interesting year in terms of nicbuhr';
development and the changing scene in America. By 1934 the
national income had risen above the depths reached during the
depressio y more than twenty per cent and the trend was

e
o
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40. Ibid. p. 41
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derinitely upward. dowever, there was still an 1lncrease 1n

the amount of radical activity in the United States. 1t was
during the period following the electoral defeats of 1932 and
1933 that the socilalist movement experienced a serious inﬁer-
party revolt by the 'militants'. The ‘millitants' felt that
contact should be made with the communist to form a joint
Socialist-Communist Party. This group of 'militants' were young
and were gathered around Norman Thomaé. 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, Nievuhr stocd briefly at theeditorial cock-
pit of the 'militant' cause, which was the officesof the vorld
Lyl
Lfomorrow. o rirby Page remarked that among all the trades and
professions the highest percentage of socialists in the country
were in the Protestant c:.‘L»:—zr,_my.l5 1934 saw the collapse of the

world lommorow, which was brought about by a determined effort

..

o makxe the vublication into an effective instrument of the

left, but the strain between this stance and the hard core

pacilistic concerns of the Jjournal brought about an unbearable
.

fist
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debate between the karxist and the pac
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ed too mucnhn for the child of the Fellowship of Keconciliation

and vefore l33% had ended the journal had collapsed under the
46
strain. sinother zign of the vigorous radicalism that was

still prevalent in the country can be seen at Union Theological




seminary 1ltseli. A Yew students on May day climbed on to the
root and substituted a red flag for the American stars and
stripes that flew over Union sSeminary. President Coffin of
Union was of the opinion that the students should be expelled.

pictures oslebuhr as belng “"torn between loyalty to

L;?

i

Je bingham
Coffin and to the students, some of who were his DOYS«..
During 1934 niebuhr was busy with the formation of the

rellowship 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

4.3
and fiction.

Uonald weyer puts forth the opinion that Niebuhr began in

this year of 1934 to withdraw from a general basis for his

evidence which he would later in his career discard to a large
in to look forward to a more explicit, individual,

type of evidence on which he would later rely upon

anid lnwara L00xX1in
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moreg neaviliiy,. fhis was an indication of iiebuhr's germinating
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neg=-orthedoxy 1n leyor's opinion sinece hiebuar uvwlfgimately used
49
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evidence that come from inside the shelf. Zven 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
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neight and this was like 1933 a year in which Niebuhb

k
use of Zurope as a model with which to instruct America as well

50

as making full use of the Marxist analysis.




in 1934 sleouhr of the End of an Tra

which quite clzarly illustrated the depth of hiebuhr's use of

\\

st approach and nhis deepeninz sense of catastrophe.
diebuhr's readership was also widened since this book was a

' | 51 . .
selection of the Kelizious Book Club, geflections on the End

of an Era represents Niebuhr's deepest involvement with Marxism

fhe Marxist type of dogmatism in Re "lections on _the zZnd of an

4

Era add forcefulness to the volume. Niebuhr's wide reputation
as a powerful champilon of Marxism was brought about by the

publication of wnerlections on the £nd of an Fra. kerkley 1is

of the opinion that this volume was the most powénﬁﬂ.product ox
iiebuhr's so-called Marxist phase. The book wedded the vigorous
style of hiebuhr's preaching to a lengthy presentation of his
overall vieﬁs. This was Niebuhr at his most powerful. Niebuhr
vegan shortly after the publication of this wvolume his slow fall
away from Marxism. Niebuhr after 1934 became less and less

convinced over the years of karxism's validity as a critical

o

instrument. 38y the time the work Christianity and Power

Politics had been published in 1940 Niebuhr had reached the

23

ceonclusibn that Marxism was too dangerous to use.

nietuhr in 1934 had come to believe that the world was well

would follow, niebuhr at this juncture considered strict

American neutrality to be justified under any circunstances,

frocxer Good fhe Contribution of RKeinhold wiednuhr t
L international selations (unpublished thesis 1956




niebuhr's deep involvement with the radical cause and nis
political measures is apparsent

socialism must be neilther be

take a prematurely negative

- 7

50

attitude toward constitutional methods.” Niebuhr was seem-

inzly open to any method that would Dbring about socialist

il

=

objectives. Iilebuhr 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
phich must be used to establish a socialist commonwealth 1is

57

therefore realistic rather than academic...
In 1534 Liebuhr turned to the realistic approach in his efforts
to determine the direction of coming events. Niebuhr avered

4
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that "Christian Socialist are
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what the orthodox marxian may say about the issue. vhat they

the political and economic realism of
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ainst another set of ideas in order to bring the

one set of ideas more clearly into focus. Niebuhr turned to

55, Keinhold siebuhr "3hall We Seek world Peace or the Peace of
America" lhe world Tomorrow (imarch 15, 1934) p. 133.

56. Reinhold iIiiebuhr "Ex Cathedera" The world Tomorrow (July Z21,
BBy 3"r) p. 302—.

57« Lbhid. P 362, .
56. feinnhold wiebuhr "i{he rellowship of goc; 1list Christians"
vhe .orld Inmorrow (June 14, 1ly34) p. 298.
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sumptions of realism in order to bring into focus and to
d:tcrmine 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 inéompatible with
profound Chrisitianity though it may be at war with modern
liberal versions of the Christian faith.“sg Nevertheless,
Niebuhr's doubts about Marxism are in evidence when he examines
the concepts of Marxism through the spectacles of realism.
"Some Christian Sgcialist feel that the utoplanism of iMarxism
is a product of its naturalism and that in this utopianism
Marxism remains & child of liberalism."60 It is'significant
that Niebuhr was 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 Fooling
Themselves?" Niebuhr praised the "healthy realism among

laymen" that breaks through "the illusions created by super-

61
ficial moral preaching." Niebuhr called for the application
of the ideal of realism to the social struggle. "It is Jjust

this kind of realism the church has been failing to supply 1n

the soclal struggle. It has preached too much moral idealism

. - . 62 . :
at the expense of religious realism." Niebuhr had begun to

"When Will Christians Stop Fooling Them-

61. Reinhold HNiebuhr
selves?" The Christian Century (May 16, 1934) p. 658.




exgamine the ideas and tenets of larxism with the tools of
realism., .ilebuhr stressed the fact that he hadused only part
of the karxist approach. Although nNiebuhr had praised certain

elenents of religion in Marxism, he never made use of the

ct

relizious aspects of larxism, and he had begun to differen-

tiate between two parts of karxism, i.e. the religious aspects
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Niebuhr asserted that
“Marxian politics and economics are extremely realistic",:
‘however he went on to accuse llarxism of having religious
pretensions that were a form of blindness "and this blindness
N | - o . O3
1s dangerous not only to society, but to the cauke...”.

wlebuhr had lonz been under the influence of James, but
pragmatism had taken a back seat for the first few years of the

an to reappear as the 1930's progressed. The

first issus of Hadical Religion finds Niebuhr stressing the
pragmatic appeal of socilalism., "Being a pragmatic people that

part of the smerican church which takes the social and economic

oy
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T OoDLemsS Serisusiy nadg more orr lesgs drilited 1nt

simply because it became convinced that there is no hope of

ol
social Jjustice in the old individualism."
lhe first issue of Radical leligion is also of interest since

Ve d‘- as

{ad

-

it contained a cpncise summary of Niebuhr's views as
the views of the rF.3.0., Niebuhr recognised that his objectives
nd those oI the rfellowship were different from the "ultimate

presuppositions about life" that were in pure marxism., &iebuhr

L
-

wrote that the Fellowship believed that "a capitalistic society

63, Ibid. p. 659,

+ felnnold .lebuhr "ahy wWe heed A hew Quarterly" zadical
Aelizion (:ail 1935) Pe 3
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is destroying itself and yet it must be destroyed lest it
3 ) 3 . L * : % |I65 "
reduce, .... our whole civilization to barbarianism., rhere

was a4 second area of general agreement with Marxism in that

‘ellowship had called for the "social ownership of the

c_}.
o
N

means of production" which was the"only basis of health and

B
_ 060
justice for = technical age.’ There was one other general

area of agreement between larxism and the iellowship, both
believed "that such a society can be established only through
a social struggle and that in that struggle we ought to be on
the side of the woraing—man.“O? a8 one can see the Fellowship
asreed with the central presuppositions of Marxism, i.e. the
prophecy of the coming catastrophe; calling for social owner=
ship and loocking toward the coming class struggle. "if we
(fellowship of Socialist Christians) qualify the consistency

of biarxian determinism and the optimism of larxian utopianism

so without apology to the socialist cause because we

<
L0/]
o

believe that these errors of wmarxism complicate its political

: 66
problem and imperil its political success.'

nlebunhr extensively employed Marxist concepts in 1934; an
.

example is his criticism of the church. Hiebuhr still relied

ily upo ertain Marxist assumptions, but he was shaping
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some of them to his needs. In the article "The Churech and
Political Action" iiebuhr expressed the opinion that the church

should center its activities around the dispossessed. Niebuhr
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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 emphaticdlly

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 Jjuncture of his life Niebuhr still was profiting
from ilarxism and an excellent example of this is in the way he
examined the ideas and methods of Barth. Niebuhr criticiéed
the sBarthian for "religious absolutism which begins by making

conscience sensitive to all human weakness and ends in complac-

. . o . /0 . ,
ency toward social injustice.” Nlebuhr asservated that:

Ihe 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 §Effer

ually irom the conseguences of human sin,

R

the article "Ilhe Problem of Communist xeligion" Niebuhr

+
b

o}

reiterated his dissatisfaction with the communist position on
relizion., Communism in Niebuhr's estimation is definitely a
relision and took exception when Max fastman 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. Keinhold Wiebuhr "I'he Church and Political Action" The
Christian Century (Aug. 1, 1934) p. 993.

70. Helnhold wiebuhr "Barthianism and Political neaction" The
christian Century. (June 6, 1934) p. 758.

71« Ibid. p« 758,



187
character. Iiebuhr, 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 religidus character of a
political movement is the source of its political strength and
demonic peril.“7d Niebuhr was forced to ask the question: "What
is to be done if the source of inhumanity in a political move-
ment is also the source of its power?"?j 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,
and accordingly lead to faulty tactics."?5 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 contémporary
civilization.“?6 Niebuhr had only acknowledged a need for the
feeling of mission and he felt that the inclusion of religion
only brought about inhumanity. WNiebuhr 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

/<. Kelnnhold Wiebuhr "IThe Problem of Communist rReligion" The
world romorrow (July 26, 1934).

73. Ibid. p. 379.
74, Ibid. p. 379.
75. lbid. p. 379.:"
76. lbid. p. 379.
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social and political judgements.“??

By 1y34 WNiebuhr had ﬁrogressed far beyond his initial
encounter with Marxism and was beginning to look more objectively
at its doctrines. <This attitude was to be dominant throughout
the thirties, but there was a growing dissatisfaction with
marxism that came to culmination in the 1940's. 1The 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
pragmatism, which had never been entirely left behind.?5 After
Niebuhr's initial intensive encounter in 1932 with the beliefs
and docirines of Marx he began to find fault with the metaphysical
claims which Marx had made which was a secularised expression of
the ningdom of uod. Niebuhr throughout this period was concerned
with the whole social problem and with other classes besides
the proletariat.79 Niebuhr dealt with the problems of the
world in terms of Marxist principles, but had not been compsr
letely dominated by the ideas of Marx. Niebuhr from the begin-
ning had been aware of the dangers that Marxist doctriﬁes-held,
and very quickly was able to identify these dangers and warn
of their evil.

iiowever, thé continuing power of Niebuhr's radical opinions
are evident in his abandonment of the Fellowship of xKeconcili-

ation. In the article "Why 1 Leave the f.0.K." Niebuhr clearly

77. lbid. p. 379.

70 Charles C. wWest Communism and the Theologians: Study of an
rncounter (London 1958) p. l2z=3.

79. Lbid. 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
system."so Niebuhr appreciated that the "problem of social
Justice 1s a pragmatic and even a technical one. Modern
capitalism breeds injustice because of the disproportions of
economic power which it tolerates and upon which it is based."al
Niebtuhr then avered that there is "no basic economic Jjustice
without a destruction of the present disproportions of power

and we do not expect the latter without a social struggle.“85

Niebuhr combined pragmatic and realistic reasons for rejecting

the rF.0.K.'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-vi;lent 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.O0.R." The Christian
Century (Jan. 3, 1934) p. 18.

81. Ibid. p. 18. .
82. Ibid. p. 18.
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ncriLed.“dj Niebuhr revealed the dual character of his
thouzht and his fatalistic exmptanceof a coming tragedy when he
stated that "as a Marxian and as a Christian 1 recognise the
tragic character of man's sociallife, and the inevitability of
conflict in it arising from the inability of man ever to bring
his egoism completely under the dominion of comscience."ogL

As 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 of Marxist
thought or putting forward Marxist ideas.85 However, there are
several references to major figures in philosophy in the article

-

T o & o . 86
he Churches in Germany" specifically to Thomas Hobbes and

ar

David nume, ' but that is the only real use of specific phil-
osovhical ideas in Niebuhr's articles in 1934 except for
several references to Oswald spengler's thought. This is not
surprising when one considers Niebuhr's intense involvement
with the events i; Germany as well as his preoccupation with
the coming crisis and his immersion in Marxism.

In the article "Religion as a Source of Radicalism" Niebuhr

again turned to the now familiar source of Spengler. Niebuhr

83. lbid. p. 18.
g4, lbid. p. 19.

85. Reinhold iiebuhr "Comment on an Appeal to the sSocialist
rarty" Lhe World Tomorrow (April 12, 1934) p. 185.

86. reinhold iNiebuhr "The Churches in Germany" Ilhe American
Scholar (Summer, 1934) p. 3438.

67. 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
radical political programs." WNiebuhr continued "Spengler
attrioutes modern radicalism to these religious aberations
and quite correctly derives modern-Marxism from the prophetic

14
tradition in :c‘eligion.“&j Niebuhr certainly did not agree with
Spengler's basic call to the Prussian aristocracy to subdue
with nailed fist the radicalism of the workers. WNarx 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. wWiebuhr 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-
can vte used with equal success to obscure the imper-

oY
fections of society and to bring them into bold relief."

4}
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Although Niebuhr violently disaéreed 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 3penglerian type of reaction for Niebuhr main-

aa..moinhold Niebuhr "Religion as a Source of Radicalism" The
Christian Century* (April 11, 1934) p. 491.

89. Ibid. p. 491,
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tained that there was a need for a study which would incorpor-
ate both extremes.9o

Wiebuhr 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. Un 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

o

is 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
life as both Spengler's praise and Marxian criticism suggest.“gl
An excellent example of Niebuhr's ability to intertwine

fering view points in order to reach a conclusion without

o
=]
4
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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
lezitimate 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 Jjudges all
things in terms of the usefulness to a traditional sooiety.“9d

Niebuhr's, widening disagreement with Spengler was under-

90. Ibid. p. 493.
9l. 1Ibid. 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 Ihe dour of Decision which was the work that Niebuhr

seemed to be referring to in the article "Religion as a Source

of Kadicalism", 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
that is worse in Spengler is in this political tract.” Niebuhr
observed that Spengler had become dominated by Prussian pre-
judices which were only slightly in evidence in what Niebuhr

called his "poetic work", i.e. Ihe Decline of the Wwest. Iviebuhr

criticised Spengler because he had "ceased to be a determinist

in this volume", referring to Llhe 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 oi aristocrats for a desperate struggle against the colored
hordes of the orient and against the rebellious workers of the
Western Horld.”yg wiebuhr seemed to hint that since Spengler

had abandoned his former position, Spengler's appeal had Dbeen
lessened. Une 1s 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 was yet another way in which Nie-~

93. reilnhold Kiebuhr "Historian, Poet - and Junker" review of
he Hour of Decision in The world Tomorrow (April 26, 1y34) p. Z11.

4. Ibid. p. 211.

Vo« &£Blde Ps: 211
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buhr had begun the criticism of liberalism which finally led
nim 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
peasants obey...".90 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
process."9?

Niebuhr opined that there was a gradual downward spiral in

Spengler's overall view. - Niebuhr reminded one that in the

Decline of the iiest spengler had no idea of opposing the course

of events, however, later 3pengler sought to oppose the course

"

4

of events. Niebuhr wrote about Spengler that he "wrote a little

book entitled Man and Jlechniecs in which he advised the blue-

bloods to make a heroic, though necessarily futile, defense of

o : . ; _ 2989 S
thelr crumbling world against the rebellious workers." sSpengler

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. <1l1l.
9%, Ibid. P 211

98, Ibid. p. z11.
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his Jjust 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 193% the same year in which he finally rejected pacifism

the last remnant of liberalism Niebuhr wrote the work Reflections

on the End of an Era. 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 1is considered by some to be the

w102

g

"great product of Niebuhr's Marxist phase. Others consider

this volume to be the first volume to indicate a shift from the

basic tenets of i'uarxism.lo3

99. Ibid. p. 211.
100. Ibid. p. 211.

10;. J.M. Danielsen The Evolution of the Political Thought of
Reinhold Niebuhr (unpublished thesis, 1965) p. 78.

102, Merkley op. cit. p. 183.

103. Danielson op. cit. p. 78.
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The Marxist influences that were abundant in boral Man and

immoral society were in evidence as well in Reflections on the

“nd of an &ra. This volume like Moral Man and Immoral Socieily

will be primarily investigated in order to discover what in-
fluences are affecting the beliefs of Niebuhr with particular
attention to the influence of karx. The first area to Dbe

investigated will be the area to do with Marxist assumptions

and doctrines and how Niebuhr utilized or rejected them, as—well

as—other pnildsopnical SOUTrCES.

Niebuhr reasserted in Reflections on the End of an Era his

basic belief in the Marxist prognosis about civilization by
asserting that:

iith rather pathetic irony modern civilization proceeded
to tear itselfl asunder in its conflict between nations
and classes while modern culture dreamed of perpetual
peace. JLhe trader is not a conscious imperialist; but he
needs raw products for his machine, markets for his goods
and investment ovportunities for his surplus capital. £Each
modern industrial nation was therefore forced into imper-
ialism; ané its imperialism came in conflct with that of
other nations, driven by the same necessities,‘ﬁhe 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 benelits of the productive process with the masses
sufriciently 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 trade advantages in depreclated
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 MNations, the one
achievement bgr was it gesture?) of the liberal spirit

of the era.l

Again WNiebuhr has underlined his two basic reasons for employing

karxist assumptioas. At the end of the above statement Niebuhr

104, Keinhold iiebuhr 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

w“

of criticising liberal ideals, as wéll as employing iMarxism's
predictions about the ultimate disintegration of capitalism.
niebuhr presupposed that the destruction of civilization would
come from tensions and stresses that were already present in
civilization. WMarxism was confident that the cause of this
self-destruction would be economic as was Niebuhr.

As has been noted previously Niebuhr employed Marxist
assumptions in hig analysis of liberal ideals and capitalistic

civilization in the main. An example of this application is

.

found in the following:

'hne hope of harmony between the classes has been as
cruelly disappointed as the liberal dream of international
reciprocity. Ihe 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 IB% most
venomous and destructive class antagonisms.

Niebuhr presupposed the "falling apart" of civilization. Niebuhr
in fact seemed to be Viewing civilization through Marxist

spectacles. Warx and kEngels wrote in the Manifesto of the

Communist Party:

fhe modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the
ruins of feudal society has not done away with class
antagonisms.s. It has but established new classes, new
conditions oi oppression, new forms of struzggle in place-
of the old ones.

vur epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie possesses,
however, this distinctive feature; it has simplified
the class antagonisms. Soclety as a whole is more and
more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into
two great classefodirectly facing each other: Bourgeousie
and Proletariat.+Y°
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Niebunr was still convinced in 1934 that history was basically
a matter of class struggie. iiebuhr'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 WNiebuhr had
become self-destructive with the inclusion of the ideas of
class struggle and imperialism. As can be noted in the earlier
quotation (104) wiebuhr basically agreed with Lenin's defini-
tion of imperialism which was the striving for annexation by
one nation toward another.loz Wiebuhr 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 Doom"
underlined and embhasised 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 Partv had stated: "Ilhe bourgeoisie

has through its exploitation of the world-market has given a cos-
mopolitan character to production and consumption in every

106 o
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. bharl Marx, i. tngels, V.l. Lenin and J. 3talin A_Handbook
of warxism (London 1935) p. 69Z2.

1086. 5. Works p. 39.
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“It (bourgeoisie) has agglomerated population, centralized means

-.l_.!.-
1 4 3 - £ _. ||109
of production, and has concentirated property 1in a few hands.

Marx and £ngels outlined the gloomy results of mass consumption
and centralization that'had been brought about by the bourgeoisie.

soclety 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. JThe 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 poweriful for these conditions by
whicn they are fettered, as soon as 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:

bMarx and Lngels were of the opinion that the world-market was
undergoing a series of crises which were caused by overpro=-
duction., UThe Narxist 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
soclety because of the fact that production has outstripped
mass consumption. WHiebuhr asserted that:

fhe 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 machines create.

tlass production requires mass consumption; and
capitalism is unable to provide mass consumption. irom
this bvasic iil of modern society all other defects secem
to spring.l
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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

s analysis of American soclety. Niebuhr observed that the
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o the American mind."112 However, Niebuhr had come to
realise that there ﬁas "no authentic proletariat in America."113
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
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class struggle in America in Niebuhr'

opinion

an insignificant revolutionary labor party
Niebuhr velieved that:

in short, nothingz 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 maX Bostpone the ultimate
crisis until the end of the century. -

Niebuhr not only applied the analytical methods of WMarx but

also drew some conclusions about America that were reminiscent

of i

in particular the application of myth to history,

arx,

i.e. a prophecy of the coming class struggle.

In writing about mythology and its connection with history

Niebuhr came

forth with several enlightening observations about Marxism and

in s
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ways a defence of Marxist doctrine.

Niebuhr declared

adequate philosophy of history, in short, must be a

15

mythology rather than a philosophy.”
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zestion of meaning in momentary chaos.

purpose,

urpose, may be used to weave meaning into the strands
It must not be assumed that any mythology of
story can do justice to all of its detailed facts nor

Niebuhr described an

ate mythology of history as being able to do Justice. to

Niebuhr continue

able to realise that forces which are not

at least not of ultimate

oI

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 mytholozy is
of the detailed facts.

nge accurate in its description

view of Niebuhr was that Marxism was a mythology which did

-

agree with the scientific view of Max LEastmann.,

Niebuhr

C
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the (aith of 1ihorulism."ll/ i'he marxist mytholozy like
liberalism emphasised the belief in human responsibility for

the historic process. Marxism stood with certain Christian

ts in its belief that historical patterns were not developed

77}
4]
Q

by those who consciously tried to make the patterns. nlebuhr

recognised the fact that Marxism was too certain that its
interpretation of contemporary history was scientific rather
than mythological., Wiebuhr expressed the belief that nc matter
how much the Marxist claimed a scientific validity for his
thesis, it was guite clearly a mythology which was revealed by
its mytholozical construction. The Marxist had u 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 iarxist lived with the hope that

A

the "processes in history support those who are willing to

N . 11¢
affirm these processes.”

marx wrote to L. wsugelmann of Hanover that:

world history would indeed be 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. LIhese
acclidents naturally form part of the general course of
development and are compensated for by other accidents.
put acceleration and delay are very much dependent upon
such accidents including the accident of the character

of the people who first head the movement,

Niebuhr realised that if accidents were "the only element in
llarxian philosophy of history which 'saves' it from being

. 120
mystical." then 1t contalned a great many mystical elements.

117. REE p. 126, *

llo. REZ p. 128,
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niebuhr in extending this line of thought concluded that the

liarxist held a bvelief in the inexorable tendency of history.

Irotsky ended his work liy Life by stating that:

Un April 26, 1852, Proudhon wrote to a friend from prison
"I'he 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; I enjoy
watching this spectacle, which I understand every single
plcture; L observe these changes in the life of the world
as 1f 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.'

Uespite their slight savour of ecclesiastical_eloquence
those are fine words. L subscribe to them.1<l

Niebuhr underlined the fact that lrotsky had added the last
paragraph because of [Trotsky's awareness of the religious
overtones in this confession. The Marxist's faith in iiiebuhr's
estimation had part of its belief founded on the hope that
history would support the moral 'purpose of the proletarian.
‘aith in history went so far as to hold that the enemy
will defeat itself. The Christian idea of Jthe last shall be
first and the first shall be last" was for Niebuhr a part of the
varxist hope. Hiebuhr regarded the way in which the Marxist
made use of the economic facts as being indicative of the
mythological character of the Marxist faith. He observed that
"economic facts as such never disclose a moral purpose or

meaning 1f the moral imagination does not read the meaning into

.

ifowever, in the case of Marxism the moral imagin-

them,

ation of the Marxist lighted upon exactly that meaning in

121, Leon Irotsky My Life: The nise and ifall of a Dictator (Lon-
don,1930) p. 497.
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cconomic facts which made the victory of the proletariat
possible in the eyes of those who believed in karxism. wiebuhr
believed that this had the advantage of giving couraze 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

=
)

liarxism 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. nHowever, 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-

Lenin insisted that the objective forces in history must be
consclously directed toward a revolutionary goal. The battle of
e ldeas of nautsky was for Niebuhr a battle
sleepy fatalism' which coincided with other battles
within the Christian church. f'or KNiebuhr this type of battle
only served to underline the religious character of marxism.l23
#levuhr went so far as to classify larxist mythology as &
part of The "general category of Jewish apocalypticism in dis-
tinction to the Hellenistic interpretations of life and history."
there were differences Dbetween liarxist hopes and Christian
eschatolozgy, since Christian eschatology is dependent upon God

for some change in human nature not on historical process. uile-

123« REE ps 131
124, RZE 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. _

swiebuhr clearly understood sarxist mythology to be of
great importance to the Christian religion. Niebuhr 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
come to terms with the insights of Marxist mythology."le
Niebuhr'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”.
Niebuhr warned that while "Christianity must come to terms with
) ) ' ) ) 127

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
- - lzo . . -

and sarxism., marxism as a whole offered a better political

strategy than Christianity for Niebuhr, but Marxism did not

nave & deep enough insight to be able to replace the whole of

Christian thought in diebuhr's judgement, i.e. it was dependent

to a larze degree upon an illusion.

In 1934 wlebuhr hdd almost abandoned the hope ol a parlia-

mentary solution. Niebunr had come to distrust the parliamentary

125, REE pe 135.
lﬁ?. &_i_;-._l.rl ‘l)l lj_‘).

128. REE p. 136.
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approach for pragmatic reasons and he felt that it would not

achieve the desired aims. I'his distrust was quite evident in
129

W1 3 4

neflections on the ¥nd of an. fra.

i\iebuhr comménted in a general way on the conflict between
Socialism and Capitalism. ‘For ANiebuhr any conflict, including
the conflict between Socialism and Capitalism was in "reality
a battle between conflicting social wills.“130 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
defermined stance.

sides the determination of the labtorers, Niebuhr also put

{H]
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forth even more instructive reasons for the ultimate victory of
the worker. uiebuhr maintained that "his victory (the worker)
is certain because the logic of history demands his type of
soclety rather than the one which the owner is trying to preserve

and because nhe possesses more significant social power than

131
chat of ownership.” anarl karx in his letter to P.V. Annenkov

in which he disputed certain assumptions of . 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 nlace of the practical and violent action of the masses
by whlch alone these conflicts can be resolved in place
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oi this vast, prolonged and complicated movement monsiefﬁz
Froudhon supplies the whimsical motion of his own head.

in Wiebuhr's work there were echos-of the terrible conflicts

that harx 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. WNiebuhr 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 1is
to be found at the foundation of the social structure.
sadicalism 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 1s particularly needed
in an era in wnich old_social forms are disintegrating and
new ones are emerging.
sniebuhr's belief inthe prognosis of a self-destructive society
in all probability has kiarxist roots, however it was not
completely marxist in origin; wiebuhr's interest in the possible
tion of soclety can be traced to Russell and Spengler.
’he need for action against "power centers" illustrates the
suasion of Marxism. The call for the removal of cultural and
moral pretensions in order to uncover the true nature of

"z e

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 Ulasis;

it therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical
]34

experience."”

hiebuhr clearly maintained that there were certain features

.)“arl Marx narl tiarx in Two Volumes ed. V. Adoratsky (London
3) p. 370.
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of Larxism that had met with his approval. "But he (the
marxist) 1s not wrong in setting the absolute demands of Jjustice
against the inequalities of the present social order nor in
believing-that the destruction of present disporportions of
economic power through collective ownership will make for a
.. . A3s . , .
more equal Jjustice. Niebuhr quite adamently pointed out
that there were advantages to the religious tendencies of
lMarxism. Nlebuhr asserted that "the religious character of
this demand for equal Jjustice 1s attested by the whole of
- W36 : . .
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 Radical Theory" Niebuhr
re-asserted the basic rightness of the Marxist analysis.
LT modern society moves with inexorable logic toward
cecllectivism that does not mean that all property will
be as rigorously collectivized as 1t has been in fussia,
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 Dy social ownership.
There can be no question that Niebuhr trusted and relied upon

harxism 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 malintained as liarx did before him that private ownership

was the root of social evil and believed that the coming defeat

of ownership would be a major step in removing injustice. [Nie-
135. RZZ pp. 270-1.
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buhr felt that socialization would be instrumental in bringing
avout a better world, but he was aware that there would be no
coming utopia.
ihe second area of interest that attracts investigation

in seflections on the End of an Era as before with Marxist

oriented volumes, 1s the differing ways in which Niebuhr's
disagreement with liarx affected his beliefs. In the chapter

entitled "The 3ignificarce of racism", Niebuhr discussed the

reasons for Engels' failure to correctly predict the existence

O

f capitalism An 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, i1.e. Engels imagined that social injustice
would not survive for the simple reason that if ought not to
survive Niebuhr, although he defended Marxist thought, also
nointed out that kMarxism like all other methods of political

analysis fell prey to many faults.

Niebuhr azain stressed his fear that because of the libera

&)

heritase of Marxism that it could have inherited some of the

weaknesses of liberalism. An example of this fear of inherent

liveral weaxnesses in Marxism is apparent when Niebuhr asserted

There are indications that communism will substitute

a mechanistic collectivism for the mechanistic individ-
ualism of a bourgeols civilization. J1ts collectivism

is mechanistic partly because it is, like capitalisn,
the product of a mechanical civilization and partly
because it is like liberalism a fruit of rationalism,

ln this as in some other respects, communism is too much
the child of caulitalism and lives too much by a precise
negation of the viceslgf the latter to bring peace and
happiness to mankind.*”°
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Aiebuhr believed that Marxism had more to offer than liberalism,
but he still feared the liberalistic elements of marxism. Since
Marxism was a reaction against capitalism it was directly
linked to capitalism and consequently was limited Dy capitalis-
tic mechanism and rationalism. <This connection for Niebunr
between the destroying force and the thing to be destroyed was
one of the continuing tragedies of human history. <Ihe reason
for the phenomenon was that the destroying force or the “"instru-
ment of judzement" 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 destroyed. Nie-
buhr had concluded "thus some evil, which is to be destroyed,
is always transferred to the instruments of its destruction and

L

LI . . .
thereby pervetuated.” I'he continuation of certain evils

1wt came from bourgeoisgie culture consequently had been

)_
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sorbed by liarxism which was one of Niebuhr's basic and major
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underlying reasons for not totally committing himself to
harxigm. Niebuhr recognised that Marxism could not have trans-
cended all of the evils of capitalism. Nlebuhr was aware that

e was evil within the structure of karxism itself, that
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could not be removed.
Wleouhr assumed that Warxism would bring about the contin-

ion of certain evils that were to be found in any mechanical
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nalistic culture. In fact Niebuhr acknowledged that
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communism was even more dangerous than certain aspects of
bourgeois culture. .lebuhr conceived of the family as being

something

of lasting importance not only the immediate family
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but also the larzer family, i.e. the web of secondary blood
ties. ilebuhr was afraid that the very core of the family,
i.e. the relation vetween 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 hNiebuhr. Niebuhr regarded complete individualism
as being a very dangerous institution since it left the individual
without resources to combat the crowd which meant that the
individual would be submerged in the group and no longer be an
individual, which was in some ways a paradox. Not only did.
iWiebuhr consider these tendencies to be present in liberalism,
but algo identified them as being in #arxist thought. ilebuhr
asserted:

fhe rationalistic character of communist culture is

attested by the fact that it seeks consciously to reduce

the family to even less significance than bourgeols culture

has uuconvciouﬁly 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, Ihis 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 caplitalistic civilization, destined
not to correct the weakensses of bourgeois culture, but
to devqlgp t

hem to the last impossible and absurd consis=-

Niebuhr not only foresaw liarxism as having continued some of the
practices of the bourgeois, but he also believed that in.certain
cases that warxism would cause gzZreater harm than had the bourge-
oicsie, marxiém had not Jjust 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. iHowever,

lharxism was a victim of liberalism since it inherited certain

140, REE p. 1
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wewiknesses from bourgeois culture. The intensified rational-
ism that 1s part of wmarxism is inherited from the bourgeols
culture that it has set out to destroy. It is interesting that
even though niebuhr quite clearly understood the faults of
wmarxism he excused these faults by placing the blame to a
certain extent on bourgeois culture. Not only did Niebuhr
consider Marxism to be a victim of bourgeois evils, but he had
decided that these evils were necessary 1in order to bring about
the destruction of capitalism. 1%t 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.

Zngels and Marx wrote in The wanifesto of the Communist Party:

Ine modern labourer, on the contrary, instead of

rising with the progress of industry, sinks deeper and
deeper below a pauper, and pauperism develops more
rapidly than population and wealth. And here it becomes
evident that the bourgeoisie 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 1is
unfit to rule because 1t is incompetent to assure an
existence to its slave with this slavery, because it
cannot help him, instead of being fed by him. Socilety
can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other 141
words, its existence is no longer compatible with socilety.

However, niebuhr had some pragmatic objections to this theory.

P L e Fimt .
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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 pe interpreted in terms untrue
to0 the actual Tacts. HRevolutionary ardor arises wnen
physical need destroys caution and begets desperation.
sut actual hunger may enervate rebellious heroism.lbé<

Another familiar pattern that has been noticeable in previous

141, 3. works p. 435.

l"‘f‘L. nEE p. liﬂﬁ.
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statements comes through in the above statement. wiebuhr put
Igrward certain pragmatic objections to Marxist theory.

#lebuhr agreed with the presupposition that people would become

=

a

lore 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 lMarxism
with siebuhr's constant pragmatic undercurrent.

Ihe reign of the worker for hiebuhr was inevitable, but
he was anaious about certain aspects of the coming change.
hiebuhr 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

invasion of a civilization is never an unmixed ‘olessin_g;.“lu[3
Niebuhr guite straizht forwardly stated that any change con-
tained evils, and consequently he believed that the take over
of the worker would also introduce new evils,

As has been noted earlier in this discussion wniebuhr was

-

uneasy aoout the consequences of the proletariat's understanding
of itself as an instrument of judgement and justice. I[here were
for Nievuhr two .perils that arose from the proletariat con-
ception of itself as "the instrument of justice". The first
danger was the vindictiveness of the proletariat toward their
enemies that could perpetuate "the building of a society in

wlitd

which perennial human valuesare foolishly suppressed. Lhe

143, KEZ p. 147.

144, REZ p. 174,
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secand 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.

Niebunr declared:

LT 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.
siedbuhr cited examples of both dangers, both of which had been
realised in Kussia, and in fact predicted that the vindictive-
ness of the Russian proletariat would. have an infernational effect
and international consequences.

Another area of niebuhr's disagreement with larxism 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. fHowever,

communism and the naturalism of the bourgeois culture contained

ious pretension, i.e. a scientific analysis of history

D
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hat supposedly gave meaning to history but denied the existence
of a coascious authdr. niebuhr asserted that:

may glve detailed accounts of the relation of
ed events to each other 1in various cause-effect
, but 1t cannot give a picture of the whole without
1 presuppositions which are not immediately
parent in the facts and can be found in them only after
hey have been suggested by the predisposition of the
server. the very fact that the history-pictures of
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pletely different disproves their scientific pre-
ions. In the one case it is imagined that history
es gradually and by evolutionary inevitability toward
an ethical goal. The world-view of the bourgeois nat-
uralist is optimistic. 4And the goal toward which history
moves is an ethical ideal, characteristic of bourgeois
life, the ideal of free co~operation, of a libertarian
soclal order. * Lhe world-view of the proletarian is also
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optimistic, It is bel*GVLd that a moral ideal will be
completely realised in history. oignificantly the ideal
wnich is to be realised 1s one suggested by the needs and
hopes of proletarian life, that of equal justice. »but
the proletarian world-view is not purely optimistic.
fhere is a catastrophe note in it that the present social
order will dlr;ntorrdte before the i1deal one can be
established.

Niebuhr was able to identify a certain amount of continuity in
the outlook of the bourgeoisie and proletariat. Niebuhr hhad con-
cluded that there were scientific pretensions in naturalistic
bourgeois culture. ~The scientific pretensions of Marxism have
already been treated with scorn by Niebuhr, witness his con-
frontation with the ideas of wax Eastmann.

In the latter part of Reflections on the #nd of an fra,

iebuhr again disagreed with the utoplian pretensions of the
liarxist radicals which has been an on going point of disagree-
ment., Niebuhr in discussing the unequal endowment of men
stated that: "Ilhe.fact that this will be a perennial problem
in every social system may prove the liarxian radical wrong

in assuming that a collectivist society will finally eliminate
every basis of injustice.“lq? Niebuhr had ascertained that
the utopianism of the lMarxist variety falsely tended to limit
human nature. tiebuhr reasoned that if Jjustice was achieved
as the result of political action it lessened the expression

ure disinter'estedness. The vindictiveness of the proletariat

O
Hy
fo

consequently made the proletariat as the activators of a
utopian society that had pure justice as its bvasis an impossib-
5 Wi M 5 P

Niebuhr came tTo the conclusion that it was necessary that:
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radical spirituality be brought under th e scrutiny of
the more absolute demands and the higher pur pectives
which are characteristic of clas gichl religion. lhe

i
o)
ara
nmost courageous and honest effort to establish justice
in nistory must remain under the discipline of pure

unif-t through which the imperfections oi every

higtorical achievement are rLCOJnlsed and the perlils to

society in ever { assertion of interest agalnst lnterest

are discovered.t#o
Niebuhr believed that radicalism could help in bringing about
more Jjustice. 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. <Lhe utoplanism of Marxism in niebuhr's opinion
was at the roots of larxism's lnability to take criticism. wnNie-
buhr remarked "Its (mMarxism) utopianism makes it incapable of
recognising the relativities of its moral attitude and the

111 1‘149

possibilities of new tyrannies and injustices in its policies.
viebuhr 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
liarxism was acceptable since it could achieve certain objectives,
but 1t should be able to listen to criticism. niebuhr copnsidered
the utopianism of harxism to be perilous because it deafened the

marxist radicals to criticism which would threaten radicalism
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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 critigue 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 Niebghr were meant to warn about certalin 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 o6f
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 c¢ling and he 1s therefore bound to be the
gulding factor in any political policy adeguate to the
task of social reconstruction. Marxian radicalism cannot
afford to allow the dilutions of liberalism which the
niddle-class intellectuals try to press upon it. An
adeguate radical political policy must be Marxian in the
essentials of political strategy.l

Reflections on the End of an Era as had bMoral Man and 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 Era only contained

a few other thinkers. The work was almost completely dominated
by the lideas of.ﬁarx and Engels 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.

151. REE p. 177.
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dliebuhr 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 James' idea that the belief in the absolute
g ; T ; 152 .
brought about a moral holliday agaln re-emerges. Niebuhr

while defending determinism struck out at James' assumption.

The beliel that determinism inevitably leads to an
inclination to take 'moral holidays' (William James)

is a typical illusion of a rationalistic and individual-
istic age. Un the contrary men develop the highest
energy in the pursuit of a moral or social goal when

hey are most certain that they are affirming the pre-
ordained counsels of God.t

niebuhr had not completely rejected the ideas of James during
this period, but the ideas of James which had beén used by

siebuhr since the beginning and those with which he had dis-

azreed, such as the idea of a moral holiday were being examined

L]

with the help of Marxist methods and to a certain extent some
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of the ideas had been found wanting as has larxism when it

43]
[47]

was examined in the light of certain pragmatic lildeas.

In Reflections on the 2nd of an Sra Niebuhr also turned to

-

her familiar source. Niebuhr referred to the distinction
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wnitehead had drawn between a secular and a religious ethic.

iiebunr appropriated the two different ways of viewing reason

from whitehead's essay The Function of Keason. whitehead

proposed that there were two ways of considering reason. Ve
can think of it as one among many operations involved in the

existence of an animal body, and we think of it in abstraction

. : x 154 ; . G
from any particular animal cperation.” A Niebuhr ended his

comments witn whitehead's observation that: "[lhe Jdreeks have

152, william James PrazmatismeA bew kame for Some 014 savs of
fhinkinz (wew York 19i6) D. /D.

153. #KZ& pp. 130-
B 2 Y A A o ofe (1 & b = 1Y . g - |
15%. aalired uorth vhitehead I'nhe runction of itrason (Boston.1969)
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bequeathed. to us two figures, whose real or mythical lives
conform to these two notions - Plato and Ulysses. Ihe one
shares Keason with the Gods and the other shares it with the
foxes."155 fiebuhr applied this assumption of qhitehead to
the field of morals. The passion for pure rationality "expresses
itgels 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 ve affirmed.” iNiebuhr
applied the 1idea of the mythical character of reason to the
field of morals by Jjudging that "the practical character of
this demand transmutes rationality in morals into- a spiritual-
ity which arfects and is affected by will and emotions."157
niebuhr reasoned that both the elements of reason "Plato" and
"Ulysses" were present in the application of reason to the
field of morals. 1t is quite apparent that iNiebuhr 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

snd of an Era was Spengler. Wlebuhr referred again to the main

worik of Jpengler which hiebuhr had employed in the past and in

his review of sSpengler's book The Hour of pDec ision in which he

ad held up Lhe Decline of the «

N I

st as a gr

0]
@

at poetic work

althouzh he expressed his disappointment with 3Spengler's later
works. Iilebuhr examined Spengler's assumption that Faustian

man, l.e. western man, had a nizh degree of sell-consciousness

- -t

"
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which was thougnt to be a peculiar characteristic of its
culture. Wniebuhr was aware of the effect that Christianity
had had upon bourgeols civilization. nNiebuhr had been interested
in the effect of Christianity on bourgeols soclety since the
1920's. liiebuhr considered the self-conscious aspect of
western man to confirm once again the effect of Christianity
on bourgeois civilization, gince 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 /

ct

he privileged social classes. wspengler' assumed that

158

"what grows is not the number of heads but the use of hands."

doom of

Although kiebuhr recognised that Spengler looked forward to

this triumph in han and Yechnicg with fear and foreboding, he

~ ]

still had coniidence in the validity of the Spenglerian pre-
diction. slebuhr maintained that some were not filled with

melancholy when looking forward to this comingz triumph of o

iy

rnest Juenger's work Der Arbeiter.
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Lascent Uoubts (1933)
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. Also as has already been noted one can ulready.deﬁect
the signs of the karxist assumptions coming under increasing
critical fire. In 1935 there were hints that Niebuhr had begzun
to drift away from his heavy dependence upon karx and had started

upon a long search for an alternative source of inspiration in

150+ Uswald 3pengler sian and Technies (London 1931) pp. 70-1,
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order to bring about a more realistic approach to the social
and polifical problems facing America. The fruits of this

search were harveshed in such works as i'ne Nature and Lestiny

of lLian. Nevertheless, one can detect in 1935 Niebuhr's invol-
vement in the beginnings of his segrch for a better strategy
for approaching the problems of human nature.

fhe mid-1930's gaw wiebuhr involved in the work of many
political and social organizations and 1935 was no exceptibn.
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 ikiebuhr's refusal to support the r.0.x. and his
subsequent resiznation from this organization. During this

he

o

period wiebuhr maintained that neither the liberal nor
orthodox Protestant took the world seriously enough to deal
realistically with its problems. WNiebuhr continued his search
for an adequate theological and ethical framework, although
Warzism in 1935 was still being heavily utilised both as a
framewori and strategy, since the Marxist analysis for Niebuhr
did put into focus the contemporary situation.l59
Iln 1935 wiebuhr addressed the annual student peace strikes

S S - 6% e oz s . i s , -
in vew Yorx vlty. wlebunhr also joined 45 other relizious

recovery in the United States as long as it depended upon the

; . ; lcl ; 3 2 : : .
capitalistic system. Lilebuhr was also involved 1n the battle

o
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en areenlaw Reinhold Lilebuhr as Theolozian
unpublished thesis) p. 52,

160. DMerkley op. cit. p. 218.
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with the communist minority of the Teacher's Union of New York
1oz

City who had achieve

L

d a disproportionate degree of power.

Inere is little doubt that 1935 like the years before and the

next few years to follow were the busiest in HNiebuhr's entire

life., =He was 1n constant demand as a sponsor of causes, as a
1 183

speaker and algo as a writer,

in the autumn of 1935 the journal Radical Religion was

founded and brought about the beginning of a lively discuséion
that was to continue between Christianity and socialism for
two decades. 4 great deal of the burden of filling the pages
fell on the shoulders of Hiebuhr. In an average issue Hiebuhr
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. wnlebuhr carried over into the journal .
nadical Keligzion his scornful assessment of Roosevelt and

hls New Ueal which he had already expressed in the Christian

164
Century and the kWorld Tomorrow. The year of 1935 was in

-

pede

some ways the high point of o
of warx and his followers. Yet there were also definite signs
of niebuhr's realization that the source of his ingpiration was
full of errors and was full of hidden dangers. WNiebuhr was not
totally convinced that a dogmatic belief in the Marxist ideals
and Gcoctrines was needed.,

in 1935 s4n Interpretation of Christian Ethics was published

ebuhr's involvement with the ideas
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she first attempt Dy Nlebuhr to present a systiem
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of ethics. This was RNiebuhr's first major work that did not
appear to be a-discussion of religion in a basically instru-
mental or functional form. Niebuhr within this work seemed

to be searching for a Christian ethic within the Christian

tradition. An Intervretation of Christian Ethics represented
niebuhr's first attempt to feel his way along a new path iﬁ

a large work and as such it was an unfinished product. what
the work did reveal was theological clarity about man's nqture
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
turope and the.changing face of theology. This work in some

ways represented the bezinning of a new approach in Niebuhr's

work that was to mature in years to come. The seeds of doubt
were bezinning to drive Niebuhr to the abandorment of the

ideas of iarx. Iiowever, even considering this, one can recog-
nise that diebuhr was still caught up in Marxism which was
illustrated in his f'irst editorial in gadical neligion, but he

=

that there were failings wit

. X ;
as a political philogophy as well as a religion. It is

in iarxism
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was coming to re:
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impossible to say at what point iiebuhr 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

his emphasis,.as is evident in An Interpretation of Christian

“thics. At the end of the 1930's Niebuhr had become convinced

165, ureenlaw op. cit. p. Ol.,

160, aAcnald ntenry otone Reinhold iiiebuhr's Persvective on UL.S.
sorelmn rolicy (unpublished thesis, 1Yod) pp. 41=3.
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that karxism like liberalism presented an oversimplified ethic.

Inere 1is little doubt that iwiebuhr still was involved with

marxism, An interesting article that was published in 1935

=1

3

was "Uur somantic Kadicals" 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
rizght wings. nlebuhr underlined the point that neither side
took American traqition into account when looking for the
sources of radicalism. Iivlebuhr had opined that the Socialist
Party should have "envisaged its task as that of* saving what
is good 1n the democratic tradition from the corruptions of
the plutocracy and from annihilation‘at the hands of the
169

imperiled and desperate oligarchy." Niebuhr continued with
this line of reasoning: "it 1s the business of a wise socialism
to save democracy by adapting it to the realities of an
lndustrial civilization and to prove to a confused nation that

. 170 3
only by such an adaption can democracy be saved.” niebuhr

was less distrustful of certain features of parliarmentary

soclalism than he had been in kporal Man and Immoral Society.

sniebuhr was quick to point out that he was not advocating a

o 1, —
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blind acceptance of constitutional tradition, but he fel
a soclalism that had become blinded to American constitutional

tradition would not be egual to the 'tragic era': Niebuhr argued

=

1o7. Danielson op. c¢it. p. 102,

160. steinhold sdiebuhr "Our Romantic Kadicals" The Chrsitian
| K]

Century (April 104 1935) p. 474.
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170, Ibid. p. 474.
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that the Communist Party which had realism "to its credit in
itgs analysis of the catastrophic chéracter of modern capitalism,
is nevertheless a nopelessly sectarian movement in American
L7
radicalism." Wlebuhr was obviously examining the ideas
of the political parties of the Communist and the Socialist
using the yardstick of realism. TLhis was a continuation of
a theme that was found in the writings of 1934.

Niebuhr, howver, had not abandoned his basic karxist pre-
suppositions which were expressed in the article "[The Revolu-
tionary Moment". Wiebuhr in fact verified that he was still
dependent upon the Marxist analysis. Niebuhr stated that "what
ever the values of democracy may be in the struggle of the
workers for power -and the wilues are still considerable - it

ht to be fairly clear that a worker's movement can never

malke democracy an end in itself nor even go upon the assumption

: . . . 1722 .. ...
that it is & certain means to its ultimate end."” Niebuhr
wents on to state that “"Democracy is not merely the construct
of capitalism", Niebuhr was searching for the best possible

way to bring about vietory for the workers. Niebuhr remarked:
"1t has not been proved that the instrument of democracy will

avall in a final hour of crisis when two sccial wills and

soclal groups stand in exact juxtaposition and the triumph of

lll?j.

the one means the annihilation of the other. Niebuhr had
rediscovered the value of democracy a step away from his

original position in Ioral lan and Immoral Society but he did

LK)

I'ne Revolutionary bNoment" The American
june 1935) p. 8.
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1old Niebuhr
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not in any way abandon the warxist assumption that the
capitalistic erisis should be prepared for by the workers so
that they may win the final struggle for power.

Niebuhr was still concerned with 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 "mistuke the third month for the ninth month" 174
in the coming birth of socialism. HNiebuhr warned of the
possibility of the revolutionary birth being in need of expert
surzical 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

. : LES . _ : L
the victory ofsocialism." wiebuhr called for realism within
the framework of rarxist ildeas and strategy which had become
more and more subject to the scrutiny of other sets of ideas,

such as realilsm, as well as a pulling away from certain radical

iiebuhr still admired liarx, and continued to use the

Marxism. However, iliebuhr still continued to be
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critical of wérxism. Niebuhr noted that the liarxist had prided
themselves upon theif scientific realism by which they claim

to have arrived at certain knowledge, i.e. the idea that
"unjust civilizations will destroy themselves", which iiebuhr

considered to be a "secularized version of the prophecies of
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doom in which the 0ld Testament abounds." Niebuhr argued
that such knowledge was a product of religlous realism and
not scientific realism as the darxist had claimed. Iiiiebuhr
used the idea of religious criticism to call into question
certain presuppositions of Marxism. Niebuhr was convinced
that the prophets "were too realistic to share the illusion
of modern rationalism that men would desist from evil once they
i R 1 ¢ S : T
had discovered 1it. Niebuhr subjected Marxism to the
vardstick of realism as well as the yardstick of religious
tradition. wniebuhr after havinz subjected larxism and social-
istic ideals to the yardstick of religious realism came to the
conclusion that "4 Christian socialism in our day could find an
adeguate theology and an adequate political strategy by a
, 178

return to the dialectic of prophetic religion.'

hebuhr in the article "ls Religion Counter-Revolutionary?"

(o8

o,
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the three charges that Narxism had leveled

5

ically azr

e

m

wit

against religion, but he-had begun gqualifying his statements

and his praise. Niebuhr agreed that religion was "an opiate
§ s ¢ " : . A79
and that its general influence upon society is reactionary,' (84

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

iebunhr "Marx, Barth and Israel's Prophets"
ntury (Jan. 30, 1935) p. 138.

Fa
=
0]

77« Ibid. p« 138
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179. deinnold wiebuhr "Is neligion Counter-ievolutionary" Radiccal
melizion (aAutumn 1935) p. 14,
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social system and retarding it." I'he second was that

religion in general "beguiles men from consideration of their
mundane problems by the hope of other worldly bliss."181 The
third and last charge wac 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

w102 Niebuhr still employed these Marxist con-

and 1ldeas.
ceptions to criticise religion dbut 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

the precise moment when it is functioning most perfectly.“183
Niebuhr went on and pointed out in strong terms that prophetig
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 workingz class

ought to be centent to fulfill a great and fateful task in
history without élaiming to be a messanic class which will usher

184 ; i
" Niebuhr had begun to Jjuxtapose certaln

in the kingdom of God.
Marxist assumptions with prophetic religion.

Another indication of Niebuhr's discontent with Marxism can
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182, Ibid. p. 18,
183. Ibid. p. 19.

184. Ibid. pp. 19-20.
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be seen in the article "I'he Kevival of ifeudalism". WnNiebuhr
argued that a serious revision in the position of communism
was needed in order that it may succeed. 1t is very revealiny
that at the height of iWiebuhr's involvement with the ideas of
hmarx and the soclalist movement that he was already aware of
the ddangers of marxism some of which were to cause the final
breax witn méfxism or at least to contribute to the abandonment
of Marxism. wNiebuhr made a very revealing statement in the
article when he asserted that "communism is, like capitalisnm,
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."ldS

sliebuhr turnsd to only a few other philosophers in 1935
as has been the case for the last few years that have been
studied., iarxism was still the dominant source of ideas until.
later 1n the decade. nlebuhr employed sSantayana in a minor
way as he had before when he referred to the fact that the
function of the mind 1s synthetic and it eliminates chaos and

130
cross purpose in human action. There were also several

occasions in which the ideas of opengler were used. Miebuhr
in discussing social conflict comménted that on one level
enemies were as 3pengler had pointed out "beast of prey".
there is a recurrence of Spengler's concept that religion was
,

tne root of radicalism in "gKeligion and Marxism". Niebuhr

commented that Marx was in "error singling out religion as
135+ Keinnold wiebuhr "Ifhe Kevival of Feudalism" Harper's (march
1935) p. 466. *

einhold Wiebuhr "Christianity and Its Relation to the Perennial
the Contemporary kan" Relision in Life (Autumn 1935) p. 553.

old niebuhr "Is Social Conflict Inevitable?" 3cribner's
) p. 166.
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being particularly conservative Niebuhr held the non-
sarxist position that "Xeligion per se cannot be called either
reactionary or revolutionary because it is the primary and the

e & ad " . : ! o ¢ k89
ultimate act of faith by which 1life is endowed wilth meanlng.
‘he first sign of a new source of philosophical insight is

to be found in the review of sBergson's The Two Sourcés of

plorality and Keliwion., WNlebuhr had a mixedreaction to the

insights that were put forward by Bergson. iiebuhr was some-
what sceptical of sergson's findings, e.g. that there are two
kinds of "morality and two kinds of religion, a closed and
open morality and a static and dynamic religion.l.“.lgo 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. Niebuhr then revealed

his arxist bias by asking: "what would M. Bergson do with a

1

odern radical class morality which conforms in its emphasis

upon social cohesion to the attributes of his closed morality,

out which affirms the interests of 'mankind' and the ideal of

3

as does his open morality and which moreover,

n

combines the interests of a particular community of loyalty

* 43 S > 2 A . “191 3 3
with 1ts avowal of a general ideal? Niebuhr, however, did
not entirely disapprove of Lergson's treatment of the subject.

Niebuhr in reviewing Bergson's chapter entitled "3Static Religion"

183. Reinhold wWiebuhr "religion and Marxism" Modern iionthly (i'eb.
1935) p. 71z.

189, Ibid. p. 712.

190, Reinhold nilebuhr review of I'he 'f'wo Sources of Relizion and
morality in lew York [imes Book review (April 28, 1935) pp. 3, 17.
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was full of praise. "Bergson 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 1deal of a meaningful universe. wniebunhr continued

"the discussion on static religion is rich in profound insights
and offers a wholesome antidote to some of the modern inter-
v L9 3 :

pretations of primitive and conventional religion... Nie=-

buhr was in agreement with one of the basic thesis of Bergson,
althouzgh for a different reason, which recalled some of the
assumptions of Spengler and Marx. "Thus religion is to such a
dezgree both the most conservative and the most radical force in
life that Bergson would seem Jjustified in ascribing the two
; : 194

tendencies to two different sources.” Niebuhr, however,
underlined his ambiguous reaction to the work of Bergson when
",

he criticised osergson's closing remarks for only "an avocational

195
interest in a great and perplexing subject."”

In An Interpretation of Christian Ethics Niebuhr evinced

his iarxist 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 weaknesses 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 karxian catastrophism for liberal optimism
is in itself commendable.t”®

It i1s quite evident that Niebuhr still held that Marxism was of

192, ivid. p. 3.
193. Ebid: pe Js
194, Ibid., p. 3. -

195, [Bids Do F

lj&. xeinhold wiebuhr An Interpretation o
(London 1941) p. 27, hereafter cited as I
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worth and could be of use to Christians. Niebuhr 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 larxism by stating
as he had done in "Is Religion Counter-Revolutionary?" that
Marxism was a "secularised and naturalised version of the riebrew
prophetic movement." 7 Niebuhr considered Marxism to be a
"purer derivative of the prophetic movement" than liberalism,
“Its (karxism) 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
than the simple evolutionary process of liberal naturalism.fl95
Again Niebuhr underlined his belief that Marxism was superior to
liberalism, but subjected iMarxism to the scrutiny of the pro-
phetic movement.

harxism's understanding of history contained an element of
catastrophism which was close to the catastrophism of Jewish
prophecy according to wNiebuhr. in common with apocalyptic
religion larxism "transmutes an immediate pessimism into an
ultimate optimism by its hope in the final establishment of
an ideal social order through a miracle of history."199 Marxism
for wiebuhr was a secularised religion in which the divine
activity was replaced by the "logic of history" which pre-
ordained that the mighty would fall and give their political

might to the weak: Niebuhr alleged that the Marxian conception
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is lncidentally the fruit of a profound religious feeling and
of astute gocial observations. The paradoxes of high religion
are in it and the actual facts of history substantiate it to
: 200
a considerable degree.”
I'he prophetic religious quality of iarxism was a theme
that could ve fouad throughout the writings of Niebuhr during
the period but itwis prticularly emphasised in 1935. L'he positive
aspect of the Jewish prophetic quality of Marxism was that this
approach made uarxism truer to part of human history; it also
gave hope to its followers by promising a coming ideal society.
I'nis tendency to hope for a paradise to come is seen in Marx's

Private Property and Communism:

1t (communism) is the genuine solution of the antagonism
between man and nature and between man and man., L1t is
the true solution of the strugzle between existence and
essence, between objectification and self- affirmation,
between freedom and necessity, between individual and
species. It 1s the solution to the riddle of history and
known itself to be this solution.<01

wilebuhr concluded that the people who make "common sense
judzement adopt the scientific account of a moral act consis-
te.ﬁetly."zo2 viebuhr indicated that even a rigorous determinist
like Marx who at certain periods described the social behaviour
of the bourzeolsie in terms that read like a problem in "social
physics"; at other times subjected the bourgeoisie to "withering
gscorn", which "only the presuppositions of moral responsibility

2 s : 203 . : . ;
could justify." An interesting example of this "scorn" is

found in The bhanifesto of the Communist Party:

200, ICE p. 29.

20l., narl marx harl Marx's barly texts trans. and ed. by David
Mclellan (Oxford 1971).

202, 1Cxz
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our bourgeois, not content with having the wives and
dauzhters 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 wives in
common and thus, at the most, what the communist might
possibly be reproached with, is that they desire to
introduce, in substitution for a hypocr;t}cally concealed,
an openly legzalised community of women,<0%

it was of interest to Niebuhr that "Marxism is anxious to reduce
the processes of human consciousness to terms which woyld relate
them to the 'laws of motion' in the physical world the strategy
of communist parties always includes the charge of moral dis-
honesty against its foes."zo5 It is quite evident that during
the writing of this volume that Niebuhr did not as did Wax
Bastmann consider karxism to be a means of scientifically
analysing the situation that was confronting society.

Lhe iarxist 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 Qs the most primary influence

L 206

upon human ideas. Another area of agreement that Niebuhr

had with bklarxism was the assumption that conflicts between.
national communities are accentuated by economic interests.
niebuhr professed that ".eo.the barxians are right in insisting
that the class interests of dominant economic classes within the
w<07

nations accentuate these conflicts, e« Niebuhr did not

<0, S. works p. 50.
205, 1ICE p. 9<.
6. ICE p. 133,

7. 1Ce 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 karxism when he

wrote about the effects of economic power. £Engels in Scoialisms

Utopianism and Scientific asserted that:

Lhe materialist conception of history starts from the
proposition that the production of the means to support
human 1life, 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. rrom
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.<0

further on in the same work £ngels had stated that:

In every crisis, soclety is suffocated beneath the
weight of its productive forces and products, which it
cornnet use, and stands helpless, face to face with the
absurd contradiction that the producers have nothing
to consume, because consumers are wanting.“

niebuhr's belief in economic determinism which was based upon

-

mptions was apparent in his assertion that:
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In modern society the btasic mechanismsof justice are
becoming more and more economic rather than political
in the sense that economic power is the most basic power.
Political pewer 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
he reconstruction of the property system. Property has
alwvays made for an unjust distribution of the common
social fund. But a technical civilization has transmuted
the essentially static disproportions of power and privi=-
ege oI an agrarian economy into dynamic forces. Central-
ization of power and 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. Warkets for the ever increasing

(-’-Oj'o -5. nOI‘::S p' LIllI

209, 3. wWorks 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 zlut of zoods leads to unemployment, crisis and
seneral 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 statelginal authority over the dominant
economic power,

In the above statement one is able to glimpse the way in which
fiebuhr 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 sufficilent reasons for having faith in the ideas
of liarxism.

An excellent example of wiebuhr's ability to employ wmarxist
assumptions while avoiding dogmatism is seen in Niebuhr's
criticism of religi n.211 Niebuhr commented that "considering

the tremendous perils of these religious pretensions, karxism

is quite right in asserting that 'the beginning of all criticism

-

is the criticism of all religion'." Niebuhr even utilised
this assumption of Marx against the religious pretensions of

Miarxisn.

Hiebuhr 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

0213
achlevements." < A 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, rarl Marx sarl maxx's Barly Writings trans. and ed. by
I'.8. pottomore (London 1963) p. U3,

212, ICE p. 243,

213. ICE pp. 27-8.
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which was also rooted in the naturalism of Marxism was the
weakness of utoplan 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
realization of an absolute ideal in the relative p'rocess;.“u4
Niebuhr rezarded 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 iNiebuhr
always attempted to fit the vision of perfection into the
inevitable imperfections of history. IThis meant that any
utopianistic plan must lead to disillusionment, which included
the utopian hopes of Marx. tlebuhr's asgessment was that there
is grave danzer 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
upon corruptions of its own ethos and culture.;ﬂ5

H major disparity between the ideas of Marx and Niebuhr was
brouzht about by iKiebuhr's exacting judgements concerning human
finiteness. Wiebuhr realised that there were demonlc forces
at work in the class conflicts of modern civilization. iviebuhr,
however, believed that this was a limited view of the situation,

since he was convinced that there was "no human situation not
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even the most individual relationship, whether in a crassly
unjust society or in one whic

. . 216 ok : 2 § i "
justice," in which conflict did not reveal 1tself. marxist

h has achleved & modicum of

4

thought had not recognised th

» qualified and determined character
of its own spirituuality and consequently that “the recognization

o3 I 3 4+ ! llZl?
of human finiteness has been transcended.

wiebunr did not see any reason for overlooking the"spirit-

ual pretensions" in warxism in fact he warned against the use of
them. Giebuhr warned that "there is no reason to suppose
that this demonic element iz communism will be any less danger-
ous than the moral and spiritual pretensions of either the

. 218 e
aristocrats or the merchants.” An example of tnis was
marxism belief that every social theory and every social judge-

;7 a particular economic as well as social

interest. unlebuhr appreciated this insight as being a "great

e = i Jo T | | y ¢ - T o . o B £y
contribution to social thought", but it was also used to satisfy
cly
| i T ST - e A o R i 3 v B 1
the ginful desire of finlte man to be more than finite.

fhis insignt forced wiebunr 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 accordinz to his

216. 1CE p. 134.
217, ICE p. 134.
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220
nced, that is, the law of love will be perfectly fulfilled."
Cbviously 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. WHiebuhr regarded this general
observation as beinz true when applied to the middle-class or
the proletariat or any other group.

Lhe perfe;tion of the coming communist society was taken for

granted in many of bdarx's writings. An example of this was in

the verman ldeology in which karx wrotes

Lt 1s 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, which
so baffles the uerman theoreticians will be dissolved,
that then the liberation of each single individual will
be accomplished in the measure in which history becomes
transformed intoworld history ... Unly 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—s;d@d production of the whole
earth (creations of man).

Niebuhr throughout An _Interpretation of Christian Lthics attacked

the utopian elements in Marxist thought. In Niebuhr's discussion

.

] a

of the "Law of Love 1in Politics and Economics" he assgserted that:

el Vi

(t)

Communist romanticism and utopianism are a further hazard
in 0“‘rrly 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
capltalistic enemy of democracy. <This hope rests upon a
cotally false analysis of the political problems. 1t
attributes the corruptions of justice solely to capital-
istic power uand 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, wnetner communistic or capitalistic.<<<
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220, ICE p. 144,
221: bavid tickellan The lhousht of harl karx: An lntroduction
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hiebuhr was quite willing during the period that An lnterpre-

tation of Christian Ethicg was written to employ the thought of

Marx. However in some cases iNiebuhr 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
relizious criticism. Niebuhr still made the ideas of larx a
ma jor reference point for his thought even thouzh he was aware
of the dangers in Marxism. Niebuhr felt that Marxism when
purged of the dangers would be of use in the development of a
better Christian ethic.

siebuhr during the writing of An_Interpretation of Chris-

tian itthics had judged utopianism and the "preoccupation of
. <23
radicalism with the mechanisms of social life" to be an error

of radicalism. w~iebuhr wrote that "these errors of radicalism
undoubtedly increase the hazards of social change and tend
toward x«'."Lo].enc:e.";MLL Niebuhr followed this comment with a
request for a more realistic approach to the social situation.
Wiebuhr's underlying prazmatism was coming into conflict with
his commitment to marxism. 1his conflict is underlined in
Wiebuhr's assertion that "when dealing with actual human sit-
uations realistically and pragmatically it is impossible to fix
upon a single ab_solute."225 ['his statement applied to the
absolute elements in arxism 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 asservated
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
according to their ability and take according to their need."2
Nievbuhr 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

passing reference to Unammuno.za? Thomas Hobbes.228 and George
5 22 o : ;
santayana. 7 Niebuhr also made use of Irving Babbitt's

226+ ICE p. 211,

227. ICE p. 24,

228, ICE p. 49.
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Rousseau and nfomanticism which has already been noted as a
230

source of information and ideas in earlier works. Niebuhr

has azain begun to turn to a large range of thinkers without
being dominated by one thinker, i.e. Marx. Niebuhr was return-
ing to an earlier strategy of using many philosophical sources
without depending upon any single one to a large extent. 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
SCheme.23l Another source of concepts that was also made use

of was Thomas Hobhouse 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
the fulfilment of vital capacity."232

Ine wor«s and concepts of wWeber 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 qgited

in connection with his thesis that Protestantism in general and

particularly Calvinism had an intimate relationship with capit-
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alism, 23 which was still a primary area of speculation for

Niebuhr. Another significant fact was that Niebuhr only made
use of whitehead in one passing reference.’ ' WNiebuhr had
bezun 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.

Une would expect that once wiebuhr had relegated his former
sources of information to a minor position he would choose other

sources of ideas. Une would guess from the review of Bergson's

book [wo sSources of borality and Religion that Bergson might

become a source of information. <This proved to be true. iviebuhr
had admired Bergson's ideas concerning primitive religion 1in
his book review so one could reasonably expect iliebuhr to turn
to these ideas. wilebuhr in fact did use Bergson's idea that
relizion was a defensive reaction of nature against intelligence.
niebuhr employed this idea when indicating that intelligence may
enervate moral action since intelligence strengthens egotistic
lmpulses and puts every concelvable value in balance against

. : © e 235
every concelvable value.

liiebuhr looked to Bergson's condemnation of the Stoics who

: _ : i ‘L i 236

tried to produce a set of morals consistent with their idealism.

Cergson believed that the 3toics had failed because they had

only produced a philosophy even though they had believed that all

233+ ICE P. 283
234, ICE p. 76.
235. ICE p. 104,

230, ICE p. 217.
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men were equal and that all men were brothers. Niebuhr like
pergson seemed to tind himself out-of step with the sStoics
and santian morality. wiebuhr 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 iwo Sources of worality and

Religion.
Another area that interested Niebuhr in his review of the

Two sources of worality and Kelizion was opergson's examination

of the idea of mysticism. This is an excellent 'example of
wiebuhr'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
N L ) T . w238 . . .
eastern rather than the Christian mystics. Niebuhr immedi-
ately continued and argued that "his idea is correct", i.e.
cannita Sana €97 m F B g 4 I
sSerzson's idea. The 1ldea that Niebuhr was referring to was
the belier that religious force could break through the closed
morality of devotion to the family and community. wniebuhr
avered that: "l'he motive power of love which transcends the
impulses of nature is a combination of obedience to uod and

2L
love.udfo

<37. ienri bergson the 1wo sSources of Morality and Religion
(London 1935) pp. 46-7.
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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. Hiebuhr considered naturalistic rat-
ionalism to be a philosophy that held that reason supplied the
direction and the natural power of life-as-impulse. NNiebuhr
had concluded that this theory was wrong since the theory
understood the impulse of man to be a unity; a view for iiebuhr
that was totally false.zul Niebuhr singled out Dewey's idea
of eliminating conflict and uniting men of good will by strip-
ping their "spiritual 1life of historic, {raditional and
supposedly anchronistic a.c:c:r‘etions."21“l 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.

Lhere is little question that on a close examination of An

Interpretation of Christian Lthics and the sources of ideas

that Lhiebuhr 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 warx to outside criteria from a growing number

of sources. An Interpretation of Christian Bthics was different

in that the ideas of llarx no longer play such a central role as

they did in Reflectionson the i“nd of an Bra. [iebuhr employed

a multitude of ideas in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics,
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wnich he had not done for a number of years notably sifhce  his
encounter with Marxism. Ihere were some initial signs of
niebuhr's coming shift from his dependence on Marxism, but there
are many years between 1935 and iiebuhr's eventual abandonment
in the 1940's, however the coming shift is not surprising consid-
ering the uneasiness found in 1935.

lhe years between 1933 and 1935 cover Niebuhr's heaviest
involvement with marxism and consequently gives a good indication
of niebuhr's dialogue with barx and his followers. These were
also not unexpectedly the years in which Niebuhr labored under
the sharpest sense of crisis. '

In 1933 Wiebuhr considered himself to be a wmarxist 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 wniebuhr. ©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. INiebuhr presented reasons for
this failure and called for their correction. Niebuhr considered
warxism to be too dogmatic in its approach to collectivism and
ne felt that mMarxism had dealt with the lower middle-class, and
their traditions in a shallow fashion. WNiebuhr was completely
involved with Marxism at this juncture. iiebuhr not only con-
slidered himself a bMarxist but looked forward to the victory of
the harxist. «iebuhr in fact called for a more rigorous wWarxism
and foresaw the eventual death of capitalism and felt that this
death was desirable.

Ihe year 1933-finds iniebuhr basically attempting to correct

the "faults" of Marxism in certain areas. However, the failure
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of wmarxism in dermany and the inability of the left to put
its ideas into action, and its loss to National Socialism
caused hiebuhr to pause and look again at the doctrines ol
Marxism. S e

ot surprisingly in 1934 Kiebuhr was still worried about
the situation in Germany and the fest of furope and he wondered
in what way this would effect the hopes of the hMarxist, iebuhr
had a heightened sense of crisis which was easily identifiable
in his writings and general outlook. 1934 was significant in
another way in that this was the year in which Niebuhr aban-
doned officially the idea of pacifism. x

what came out very strongly in 1934 was iviebuhr's sympathy
with the workers and consequently he spent the majority of
his time calling for revisions in the hMarxist ideals for the
expressed purpose of helping as quickly as possible the working
class. rHowever, WNiebuhr tested Marxism by setting its ideals

on. wiebuhr

.

azainst the ideas of realism and religious tradit
still retained his basic belief in Marxism, dbut there were
already signs of his growing dissatisfaction with certain
relizious elements within Marxism.

I'here were many ways in which Niebuhr agreed with Marxism

and these are presented in Rkeflections on the £nd of an =sra.
wiebuhr was always looking toward the self-destructive tendency
of capitalism and feared as did warx the coming hordes of ‘
barbarians. Niebuhr approved of the Marxist strategy and called
Tor an analysis of the uUnited ostates to be undertaken using
larxist analytical methods. iliebuhr underlined the mystical and
mythological character of Marxism in its approach to the moral

preblems. Lenin's ideas about imperialism also meet with Niebuhr's
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approval. #As before Niebuhr foresaw a coming crisis because of
the twin evils of overproduction and centralization of power.
I'he dual character of WNiebuhr's thought, i.e. the Christian
and the Marxist elements, was clearly evident in the pages of

neilections on the &nd of an ira. Niebuhr commented on the

deterministic character of both the Christian tradition and the
Marxist tradition. Another simdilarity for Niebuhr between the
two sets of beliefs was the Jewish apocalypticism that existed
in both traditions. Niebuhr argued that Christianity and
larxism complimented each other and one gave depth to the in-
sights of the other. :

idowever, INlebvuhr did have reservations about the doctrines

of Marxism and these were set out in Reflections on the £nd of

an tra. 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 Furope. 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 karxist claimed fo 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 iiebuhr's
opinion and consequently worsened a feature that was already
intolerable since it was working toward the dissolution of the
individual into the mass.

illowever, it should be pointed out that these criticisms were
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meant to correct a system that Niebuhr still considered valid.
wiliebuhr continued to hope for a better world to come. lile-
burh's sympa§hy for the workers that had been a feature of his
writing for a number of years was still prominent.

Niebuhr still employeﬁ the assumptions of James, whitehead
and sSpengler. ospenglerian thougzht, however, had become more
and more suspect, and 1934 saw the advent of a major disagree-
ment with sSpengler develop. <There was a growing disenchantment
with spengler‘s works in the 1930's and in particular The Hour

of Decision with which Wiebuhr totally disagreed.

The year 1935 finds Niebuhr again searching for a proper
theological and ethical framework. JIhis was the year in which
iHiebuhr began to turn to new sources of ideas in particular
Bergson's ideas. wdiebuhr, however, was still concerned with the
worker. wnlebuhr subjected Marxism to the analysis of prophetic
religion and thus revealed a growing disenchantment with certain
religious connotations that were present in larxism.

I'he year 1935 was unusual in that iNiebuhr 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 Uertrand sussell'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

thristian .thics. rhis is of importance since this was the first

time .iebuhr made use of a new source in a prominent way since
his encounter with Marxism. ~This underlined Niebuhr's growing

discontentment with larx and his consequent search for a new way

to*approach social and religious problems.
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In An Interpretation of Christian [thics Niebuhr approved

as well as disapproved of certain aépects of Marxism., WHiebuhr
approved of karxisms' realistic approach. Niebuhr still made
use of the catastrophism that was in Marx and still clung to the
idea that capitalism was self-destructive., Niebuhr understood
basic power to De economic and utilized Marxism to criticise
religion.

wiebuhr, however, was more and more afraid of the utopilan
aspects of larxism and the fact that it led to disillusionment.
Wiebunr also disapproved of bkarxism's limited view oif human
nature. warxism in Niebuhr's opinion had not realised that
its 5wn character was limited. Niebuhr still bewailed the
scientific pretensions of Marxism, as well as the romantic over-
tones.

Niebuhr obviously had intensified his call for a revision
of Warxism. Niebuhr presented three basic objections to karxism.
Ihe first was an objection to the limited view iarxism had of
human nature. The second was 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 werepresent in Marxist thought, and
present in its dogmas . Obviously the seeds of Niebuhr's aban-
donment of Marxism are already being sown in 1935 and although
the abandonment of sarxism will take many years this abandon-
ment is not surprising when one considers the doubts that were
élready present in liiebuhr's thought at the supposed heiznt oif
his warxist involvement.

hiebunr by the 1940's had re—orientedlhis social-ethical
analysis from the radical base of the 1930°'s and turned to a

purer pragmatic base. iliebuhr's social-ethical concern changzes
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from the working man to the preservation of the genius of

the democratic traditions. larxism had become another illus-
ion which interfered with the pragmatic task. Marxism had

been relegated to being just another misleading analysis and

. : . ; . 21;3
a utoplianistic approach that threatened the democratic state.
inoweveér, Niebuhr undoubtedly profited from his encounter with

Marxism and this engounter left him with lasting values and

more flexible methods of analysis.

<43. vWest op. cit. pp. 123-4,
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