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I.  Introduction.

Reinhold Niebuhr, writing in 1944, gave us a perceptive framework for judging human behavior in all of its forms.  Niebuhr,   recognized as the outstanding political and theological  thinker of the 20th century, continues to be cited as an authority on political and social actions today.  In fact, none other than the President of the United States has cited him as, “One of my favorite philosophers” for recognizing “the compelling idea that there’s serious evil in the world.” 
  It is characteristic of the depth of Niebuhr’s thought that well known conservative thinkers   also cite his writings with admiration.  John McCain   has cited Niebuhr as a paragon of clarity regarding the costs of war.   Time has   described him as America’s “No. 1 Theologian,” and the man who had “restored to Protestantism a Christian virility.” In 1963,     Martin Luther King in his famous letter from the Birmingham jail, recalled Niebuhr’s observation that, “The white race in America will not admit the Negro to equal rights if it is not forced to do so. Upon that “  point”, King concluded,” one may speak with a dogmatism which all history justifies.” 
 , In 2011 an issue of  the journal of the Unitarian Universalist Association featured an article, “Can UU’s Talk About Evil?”  in which Niebuhr’s writing is referenced.

The versatility   of Niebuhr’s thinking is demonstrated by its ease of application to all kinds of relationships between people.  He provides a context for making ethical and political judgments about actions as diverse as person to person, person to community  and  nation to nation.  The objective of this brief exploration of Niebuhr’s philosophy is to identify his fundamental propositions and enable us to apply these tools of  judgment to the world around us from home, to family, to community to nation.  It is  a challenge to read Niebuhr, writing  in  mid-20th century theological language,  and  then transfer his reasoning to the vernacular of the  early 21st century.  This analysis  then, will use direct quotations from his writing and offer modern summary and interpretative  comment.   
II. The Context

Niebuhr’s most important work, Children of Light and Children of Darkness,
 was written in 1944 as a defense of the democratic form of government and social organization The context for   the book  is critical.  The United States was emerging from the experience of World War I,   enduring the Great Depression,   and was challenged by  the authoritarianism  of Nazism on the one hand and Marxist Communism on the other.  The outcome of these conflicts and the impact upon traditional democratic forms of government and society was very much in doubt. Niebuhr set out   to defend democracy as the best form of social and political organization. 
Niebuhr’s life experiences to this point had included involvement in each of these movements.  

  He spent the first 15 years of his life as a minister with a Lutheran church in Detroit.  In 1928 he joined the faculty of Union Theological Seminary in New York where he taught   what he called “applied Christianity”.  During his twenties he was a liberal advocate of US intervention in World War I.  In the 1920’s he became a pacifist,   in the 30’s he dropped pacifism and blasted the New Deal from a militantly Socialist position, including being an active member of the Socialist party.   In the 1940’s he left the Socialist Party and socialism and assumed a leadership role in a prointerventionist coalition of politicians, trade unionists and intellectuals which became the Union for Democratic Action.  In the late 1940’s and early 50‘s he became a force in the Democratic Party establishment and was a chief apologist for the United States’ Cold War against Communism.  By the late 1950’s he began to protest the militarization of the Cold War as being beyond anything necessary to the U.S. national interest.  He originally supported America’s intervention in Vietnam but by 1966 he had turned against it protesting that the war in Vietnam was undermining U.S. interests and was morally indefensible.  He suffered a debilitating stroke in 1952 at age of 59 and died in 1971.   It has been said that Niebuhr, better than any contemporary thinker,  identified  the conflict between American ideals and their unintended consequences, such as  the war in Iraq and the war on terrorism. 
  
 
Throughout his life he took for granted the need for social activism.  He was deeply political and never apologized for it.  His view was, “If people suffered because of politics and economics, Christian ethics had to deal with politics and economics.”     
III. Fundamental Assumptions about Human Nature
In Children of Light and Children of Darkness, Niebuhr adopted his analysis from the Biblical reference to Luke 16:8: "the sons of this world are more shrewd in their generation than the sons of light”. The religious foundation of Niebuhr’s thinking was that “… the image of God in every human being is marred by selfishness and will-to-power.  The human spirit finds a home and grasps a bit its freedom in God’s transcendence, where it also finds the limit of its freedom a divine judgment upon the self’s sinfulness, and the mercy that makes judgment bearable. “   

He observed that 
 that all human beings have  a tendency to view the workings of society from one of the following perspectives. The "children of light" are those who believe that "self-interest should be brought under the discipline of a higher law" (p. 9)
 and "in harmony with a more universal good" (p. 10).
  They are optimistic and assume that everyone is good and mean well.  The “children of darkness”, in contrast, "know no law beyond the self”.  They are selfish and contain within their nature the germ of evil.  Furthermore, they are wise because they "understand the power of self-interest"  in others. The children of light are foolish because they have a naïve, sentimental view of human nature that does not recognize the potential for   evil in individuals and groups.   

Niebuhr saw American liberals of the mid-20th century and their predecessors as “children of light” “who believed that the conflict between self –interest and the general interest could be readily resolved.” 
  Most children of light recognized the existence of a moral law beyond themselves.  They were naïve, however, about the power of self-interest in society. This naïveté made the children of light inept at defending democracy against the “children of darkness”.  (ibid, xviii) 

The “children of darkness “…. were wise and strong in their moral cynicism,” he argued.  “They understood self-interest terrible well and were not constrained by a moral law beyond themselves.”  “Modern liberals thought that democracy fulfilled an ideal that people deserved on account of their moral worth.  "The children of darkness, being cunning and immoral in their pursuit of power, better understood the centrality of will-to-power in politics and history.”  Thus, Niebuhr wrote the much quoted comment, “Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible, but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary.”    

“The error of modern culture,” Niebuhr wrote in 1944, “ is pinned on a rejection of the doctrine of original sin and thus the neglect of the fact that there is "some corruption of inordinate self love" in all human moral or social achievements 
. If this crucial truth is denied or ignored, democratic civilization will not survive.   He concluded, "The children of light must be armed with the wisdom of the children of darkness but remain free from their malice" (p. 41).
 
     A summary of the underpinnings of Niebuhr’s philosophy and theology is outlined below.  In each case, the reader may be drawn to identify personal and contemporary examples typifying  these principles.  While these examples are inevitably highly personal, some will be suggested in this presentation.
1. That in every individual there is always the element of self-interest which will be in conflict with the good of the community. The human person, in Niebuhr’s account, is self-interested in the extreme and, in every individual there is a core of evil, thus accepting the Christian doctrine of “original sin”.

Example: A good example might be the behavior of assistant football coaches at Penn State.  Here, the assumption that everyone is always above evil acts seems proven wrong to the pain of the broader community. Another example might be the abuse of the social safety net in  our community.  Just recently we have heard of the need for a food kitchen to mark loafs of bread to prevent the recipients  from taking the bread to stores seek a monetary refund.
2. That there is an inherent and ongoing tension between the individual and the community .
Examples: The conflict between the right of the individual to bear arms and the community’s need for promoting safety.  Or, the tension between some parent’s child raising techniques and the state’s definition of child abuse.
3. That “…man is by nature a social being called to live in community. At the same time,” Neibuhr wrote, a person   “is an individual and "[t]he `I' is so intimately related to the `mine' and the `thou' and the thine' that relations of accord or conflict between individuals usually imply questions of property" (p. 86). 
Example: We currently see this conflict writ large in the protests against Wall Street behavior, in the tension and deadlock between the two political parties over raising taxes (taking some of “thine”) to address the deficit and in the intensifying debate over health care reform in the country.
4. That groups tend to be more immoral than individuals. While the individual can check his natural selfishness through conscience, self-discipline, and love, social groups—tribes, movements, nations—look out for their own and strive to dominate other groups.   Peace among nations “is gained by force and is always an uneasy and an unjust one.” 
Example:  An example might be the failure of the organization at Penn State to take action against one of its members who was abusing young boys.  Or, right here in Wilkes County, an example of this conflict is the behavior of the Airport Board and the New River Mental Health group as they have related to the good of the county.  In both cases, one could argue that  the organizations have put self interest before the good of the total community and in both cases the broader community has had to pay for their exercise of self interest. 
5. That “Conflict is inevitable, and … power must be challenged by power.”
 
We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. It’s a devastating critique of the yearning for purity and the radical forms that this yearning takes, whether the Christian wish to purify society of sin or the “rationalist” wish to purify society of religion and other superstitions. Against these Niebuhr cast a Christian realism rooted in his sense of human sinfulness. 
6. That "Democratic life requires a spirit of tolerant cooperation between individuals and groups which can be achieved by neither moral cynics, who know no law beyond their own interest, nor by moral idealists, who acknowledge such a law but are unconscious of the corruption which insinuates itself into the statement of it by even the most disinterested idealists" 
.

Example: The current deadlock in Congress is a clear example of the lack of ”spirit of tolerant cooperation”  and on both sides of the deadlock there is a sense of self righteousness which Niebuhr would describe as destructive to the broad public interest and the common good.

Niebuhr’s broad proposition is that if one doesn’t recognize these fundamental precepts, one will be mislead in understanding the democratic process and be disappointed in its outcomes.















V. Summary and Conclusion 


In summary, Niebuhr argues that 


"a free society prospers best in a cultural, religious and moral atmosphere which encourages neither a too pessimistic nor too optimistic view of human nature" (p. viii).  He 


was always determined to be realistic”….. taking seriously that good and evil are inextricably linked in human nature and society.”     After his death, Niebuhrian became a synonym for American political realism—the school of thought that places national self-interest above idealistic schemes for social reform.  


That evil is always present in human relations.  We started this discussion with a observation by Barak Obama that Niebuhr has presented us with  the “compelling idea that there’s serious evil in the world”.  In concluding, we share the  question posed in 2011 by a Unitarian Universalist minister. “Can UU’s Talk About Evil?” she asked and continued, “In the aftermath of the Holocaust and World War II, in response to liberal religion’s inflated estimation of human nature, Niebuhr argued that the problem with people is the tension between our creaturely and divine sides.  We are animals, but we are conscious and spiritual.  The problem is we consistently overestimate ourselves.  This leads us to harm one another and to create, support, or not resist systems of oppression”. Herrera,  op. cit., p. 55


 “Democracy” in Niebuhr’s view,  is a“ form of social organization in which freedom and order are made to support, and not to contradict, each other.”   (CL/CD, 1.   “Ideally”, he wrote, “democracy is a permanently valid form of social and political organization which does justice to two dimensions of human existence:  to man’s spiritual stature and his social character; to the uniqueness and variety of life, as well as the common necessities of all men.”   The community requires liberty as much as does the individual; and the individual requires community more than is currently understood.  He concluded “An ideal democratic order seeks unity within the conditions of freedom; and maintains freedom within the framework of order”.     (CL/CD, jp3.














That there will be continued uncertainty regarding the best course of action.


Niebuhr concludes his assessment of the human condition with  a recognition of the ambiguity of grand conclusions about the human behavior.  “The beginning of wisdom,” Niebuhr wrote, “lies in recognizing that history cannot be coerced.” But history can be changed by the force of righteousness; of this Niebuhr was sure, and of this Martin Luther King Jr. is modern proof.  Atlantic,op. cit. 


	A defining quotation of Niebuhr’s final assessment goes as follows: 


	“Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore, we must be saved 	by hope. ... Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone; therefore, we 	are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the standpoint of our friend or 	foe as it is from our standpoint. Therefore, we must be saved by the final form of love, 	which is forgiveness.” 


He took the position that “we do have a responsibility for proximate victories”—“for the health of our communities, our nations, and our cultures.”  An assessment of Niebuhr’s influence on contemporary thinking in 2007 concluded that, “Today, his biblical sense of history—of what he calls “the limits of all human striving”—is what makes his account of American strivings still ring true. For him, history isn’t a record of past events but the story of human injustice and divine mercy—the ongoing, little-changing story of “the curious compounds of good and evil in which the actions of the best men and nations abound.” Atlantic  
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