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Introduction

Absolutist and relativist, religious and atheist, liberal and conservative; throughout the study
of intellectual history, political philosophers, intellectuals, and academics in general have
confronted these and other, seemingly irreconcilable contradictions, all in pursuit of a specific
vision of the truth. These dichotomies are neither surprising nor new as several authors,
Reinhold Niebuhr for example, have discussed many of these topics at great length. The goal
was either to validate one approach over another or, as was the case of Niebuhr, to explain the
roots of these dualistic visions. He did so by using classical thought as the foundations of his
philosophies and bringing them into the modern world. For example, in Niebuhr’s work The
Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, he elucidates that for the Greeks, this
division was between the physical and the mental. The mental dimension of life was expressed
specifically in the form of reason or logos. In the first chapter of The Nature and Destiny of
Man, Niebuhr established how classical thought favored the mental world over the physical.
This dialectic approach in intellectual thought continued throughout the Middle Ages, for
instance, with Augustine’s The City of God which turned the conversation from an internal one,
to one between the self and God.

Throughout the Enlightenment and into the 19" century, this religious conversation shifted
to one less inclined toward the mysterious. It turned instead towards the “disenchantment of the
world” which brought about new interpretations, and therefore new divisions in the
comprehension of world events. These ruptures went from being introspective dialogues to full-
scale public debates about the place of not only God, but Man in society and concerning the
cosmos themselves.! These debates are, to no one’s surprise, still raging on. Nevertheless, most
societies in the Occident have come to, at least for now, a certain détente and have decided to
leave the question of religion as a personal matter which remains within the realm of the fort

intérieur.?2 The same cannot be said, however, when it comes to the secular debates about how

! Debates such as secularism in France during the 19" century (Winock) or Darwin’s On the Origin of Species
(Menand) are just two examples of vibrant, and sometimes violent debates that shook the Western World over the
course of the 19" century.

2 The website http://www.religionandsociety.org.uk/ is just one of many that is devoted to religion’s place in

society.
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societies and, more importantly, governments, should be run, or the seemingly continuously
public debates between conservatism and liberalism.®

Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) discussed, often in great detail, the concepts and issues
related to dialectics. Called “the supreme American theologian of the 20" century,” Niebuhr
never shied away from speaking about the various and quite extraordinary “and/or” debates that
were center stage throughout his very active professional and intellectual life (Schlesinger Jr.
“Forgetting”, par. 4).

Son to German immigrants, Niebuhr grew up in an extremely religious household where his
father was not only deeply spiritual, but an influential minister in his German-speaking
community. Niebuhr knew from a young age that he wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps
because “[his father was] the most interesting man in town” (Lemert ch. 1, par. 18). As such,
Niebuhr’s father would often ask young Niebuhr his personal advice on ministry appointments
in other cities. It was clear to the Niebuhr family that the young man would follow a unique and
special path (Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 10-14). Niebuhr’s father preached the importance of the
Bible and Jesus as a social gospel. This meant that the Bible and its teachings were not solely
for the purpose of individual salvation, but for the betterment of society. His son broke away
from this liberal Protestant vision of Christianity. Instead, he focused on the complexities, or
more accurately, the paradoxes of modern society, and on being a Christian in a modern world.

This is not to say that Niebuhr did not attempt to apply social gospel lessons while preaching
or that he did not believe the social gospel to be important. On the contrary, he had tried
following the social gospel teachings throughout his formative years, and it was not until the
catastrophe of the First World War and the following events that Niebuhr came to understand
the fallacies in not only in this religious model, but the modern vision of the world that so many
held dear. He became critical of the idea that, through reason and the benefits (both
technological and social) which stemmed from that reason, a person could always improve
society, and therefore the individual’s condition. The dependence upon reason culminated in

the erroneous belief of surpassing the need for God.

3 It should be remembered that conservatism and liberalism are not universal concepts, and are particular to each
country or area studied. Therefore, it is more appropriate to talk about conservatisms and liberalisms. Even notions
of liberalism are deceiving, as depending on the language used or studied, the word carries completely different
connotations. Such connotations and definitions will be explored later on in this work. Works such as Conord’s
Les Gauches européennes: Au XXeme siécle or Kopecek and Hlousekus Origin; Ideology and Transformation of
Political Parties: East-Central and Western Europe Compared are just two examples of the complexity when

looking at political ideologies on a comparative scale.



Niebuhr considered this rejection of God to be how liberals comprehended the world,
though not necessarily limited to the secular world. Niebuhr felt that there was a branch of
liberal Christianity which was equally at fault through its perception of world affairs. Niebuhr’s
ultimate critique against this concept was that history had never justified the liberal (religious
or secular) belief regarding the pure and enlightened nature of reason or of human beings. This
idea is best summarized in Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics

where he discussed why a critique of modernity was needed. He affirmed that:

[...] this treatise has a polemic interest it is directed against the moralists, both
religious and secular, who imagine that the egoism of individuals is being
progressively checked by the development of rationality or the growth of a
religiously inspired goodwill and that nothing but the continuance of this process
is necessary to establish social harmony between all the human societies and
collectives. [...] They completely disregard the political necessities in the
struggle for justice in human society by failing to recognize those elements in
man’s collective behavior which belong to the order of nature and can never be
brought completely under the dominion of reason or conscience. (Introduction

XXX)

Calling into question these liberal beliefs as well as accounting for the unpredictability and
egoism of human nature, and the importance of power in human affairs, all whilst maintaining
normative values of approximate justice would later be associated with Niebuhr through his
Christian realism. Furthermore, it is the purpose of this work, to demonstrate how Christian
realism, though accurate in describing Niebuhr’s philosophies and approaches, fails to consider
one of the other major influences on Niebuhr: Pragmatism. That is why this research will seek
to demonstrate how Christian realism should be analyzed through pragmatic lenses as well
creating not just a new branch of political realism, but a new branch of Pragmatism as well:
Christian Pragmatism. Niebuhr’s Pragmatism managed to consider something that many of the
moralists, both secular and religious of his time, failed to take into consideration: the importance
of power as well as the natural egoism of the individual.

For Niebuhr, no one better epitomized this false misconception of human nature than the
works and philosophies of John Dewey (1859-1952). Dewey exemplified the false sense of
reassurance provided by belief in human reason and human beings themselves. As the eminent
philosopher of his day, specifically in the field of Pragmatism, Dewey was more or less a

scapegoat for Niebuhr’s attacks. His criticisms of Dewey were at times so blatant and
9



generalized that Niebuhr was often criticized for oversimplifying Dewey’s philosophies (Rice
18).

Though by no means the orator that Niebuhr was,* Dewey was still a titan amongst secular
humanist circles. His development and application of Pragmatism in a variety of fields
including, but by no means limited to, psychology, child development, education, philosophy,
aesthetics, and politics transformed the American intellectual landscape. While Dewey was
equally critical of modernity, his beliefs on the reasons for the evils of society and the problems
of humanity stemmed from different sources. A primary disparity between the two was that
Dewey felt that human reason was paramount in resolving the various problems individuals
encountered in society. Niebuhr’s criticisms tended to focus on this nuance of Deweyan thought
without considering the other key factor in Dewey’s philosophies, which was making the
modern individual realize that s/he was not truly alone and that individuals succeeded when
society did so as well. For Dewey, everything was interconnected due to the social nature of
human beings.

Where Niebuhr saw the world through the traditional spiritual/physical dichotomy,
Dewey’s Pragmatism enabled him to see the world differently. Dewey’s unique conception of
Pragmatism permitted him to realize that there was only an “and/and.” Immediately, the
divisions between Dewey and Niebuhr are clear as Dewey rejected any form of dichotomy as
there was no physical and mental normative divisions of the world in which the physical was
considered “bad” and the mental “good.” Instead, both were equally important and active in a
human’s life. Ignoring one to the detriment of the other, caused overall damage to the subject
regardless of whichever division was taken into consideration, or given priority.

Niebuhr, as well as other critics of Dewey’s specific vision of Pragmatism, quickly
charged that it was far too fluid, with no set boundaries, rules, or ideological foundations. Some
even went so far as to argue that “pragmatism opened the door to moral nihilism of the sort that
[William] James had identified with Nietzsche, to a kind of relativism, to a deeply dangerous,
‘anything goes’ approach to the world” (Blake sec. VI, par. 1). Dewey’s holistic understanding
of the world obviously clashed with Niebuhr’s dualistic approach, and Niebuhr was not shy in

finding what he felt were the philosophical, intellectual, and even moral flaws with Dewey’s

4 Various sources including Fox, Rice, and Lemert, state that though both men were brilliant, Niebuhr was
definitely the more gifted speaker. This, of course, is partly due to his training as a minister. Indeed, Niebuhr
seemed to possess an incredible talent for public speaking, allegedly capable of even keeping the attention of tired
town hall members: “By the end of one sentence, he had every person’s full attention; by the end of one hour, he

had several hundred people on their feet, clapping, stamping, shouting their approval” (Lemert ch. 2, pars. 12-13).

10



philosophy. Ironically, Niebuhr’s constant critiquing of Dewey’s humanist/pragmatic/secular
approach to comprehending the world, actually proved to a certain extent that Dewey was right:
all things were indeed related. Thus, as will be seen throughout this research, by constantly
criticizing Dewey, Niebuhr was indeed, and a bit in spite of himself, influenced by the former.

The irony of being significantly influenced by that which one criticizes is the basis for
this dissertation. By comparing Niebuhr and Dewey’s political thought over the course of their
careers (the first half of the twentieth century), it will be shown that though Niebuhr was critical,
at times extremely and unjustly so, of Dewey’s political thought, Niebuhr was nevertheless
heavily influenced by Dewey and his pragmatic philosophies. It will be argued that due to these
clashes of ideologies, Niebuhr was in fact a product of Dewey’s thought. Through Niebuhr’s
negative assessments of Dewey’s thought, Niebuhr created something new, taking a part of
Dewey’s own Pragmatism to improve it, thereby mixing it with his own Christian Realism to
create a new branch of Pragmatism: Christian Pragmatism. This new pragmatic vision, as will
be argued, acted as a bridge between classic and future pragmatists, allowing them to adapt
Niebuhr’s pragmatic thought to their own vision of the world.

In order to achieve such a lofty goal, this research will be divided into three major
sections. Though multiple approaches were indeed possible for accomplishing such a task, it is
best to tackle the questions brought up in a thematic way rather than say, chronological or
author-centered way. Therefore, rather than beginning at a specific date and working
chronologically through each author’s biography, this work will instead focus on themes that
both thinkers wrote about. However, due to the scope of work available on Dewey, this research
will focus primarily on Niebuhr and how Liberalism,® in the Anglo-Saxon sense of the word
and embodied by Dewey, affected him.

The first section of this dissertation will be devoted to discovering the philosophical and
political roots of both authors. To do so, this work will look back at the European roots which
influenced each thinker and how those European ideas eventually evolved into the “American
philosophy” known as Pragmatism. Of course, such a lofty goal could be a research subject all
on its own, which is why this work will focus on highlights of classic Liberalism and its
“evolution.” Throughout this historic and intellectual extrapolation, similarities between classic
Liberalism (either European or American) and Niebuhr will be highlighted in order to
demonstrate that though considered a political “realist,” Niebuhr nevertheless falls into

Liberalism’s philosophical camp. The reason for the sections on intellectual history is simply

5 Here, “Liberalism” is capitalized to demonstrate and signify the general philosophical movement that found some

of its roots, as will be demonstrated later on in this work, as early as the 17" century.
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that philosophies and, to a greater extent the thinkers that developed them, do not exist in a
vacuum. Therefore, discussing Dewey or Niebuhr without developing the intellectual
background which inspired both men would ignore an important part of their intellectual
development as both Dewey and Niebuhr were simply 20"-century expressions of Liberalism.
Thus, in order to understand the latter figures, discovery of the former is required. However,
due to the complex and varied nature of Liberalism, specific choices were made in terms of
studying certain authors over others, which will be explained in later sections of this research.

The second section will be consecrated primarily to the development of Niebuhr’s
thought alone. Specifically, it will demonstrate how his Christian realism evolved in response
to the historic events and philosophical movements surrounding him thereby transforming his
Christian realism into Christian Pragmatism. In order to do so, a brief analysis of traditional
realism will be explored as Christian realism is a “version of political realism” (Lovin, Reinhold
Niebuhr 4). Furthermore, this section will briefly analyze Dewey’s particular vision of
Pragmatism. As Dewey was a prolific writer, specializing in and discussing several different
fields which most people saw as unrelated, studying Dewey the philosopher is a subject in and
of itself. Therefore, for clarity’s sake, this work will focus on a selection of Dewey’s political
writings in order to concentrate on his political Pragmatism and not his general pragmatic
philosophy. In regard to the choice of Dewey, the choice was clear. Niebuhr and Dewey held
many opposing viewpoints, but still shared multiple similarities. The primary, and most evident
reason for choosing Dewey and Niebuhr was the proximity in age and ideology between the
two. Though Niebuhr often objected to being labeled a liberal or being compared to Dewey,
Niebuhr’s objections masked an ironic reality: he shared more in common with Dewey than he
cared to confess. Admittedly a generation apart, they nevertheless reacted and wrote on similar
world events, demonstrating how both were indeed, products of their environments. For
example, both thinkers were defined by two World Wars which had an undeniable impact on
their writings and, more importantly, their philosophies. These impacts and shared influences
strengthened the case to select both authors during this time period.

Additionally, the second section will analyze how Pragmatism and Christian realism
viewed values such as freedom and equality in society, as well as discussing the appropriate
role of religion. It will also explore how, even though both authors approached human nature
from radically different points of view, still managed to come to similar conclusions. This holds
especially true when it came to the role of the individual in society and the converse position of
society’s responsibility toward the individual.

Keeping on the topic of the individual and society, the second section examines the

impact of World War | on both thinkers, for both authors were at pivotal moments in their
12



intellectual careers during the Great War. Though Dewey did not necessarily have any profound
changes in his vision of the world, he did find himself on the defensive when it came to his
political ideologies as well as his convictions towards the social and human sciences. This was
contrary to Niebuhr who, because of the events that not only led to the war but the effects
thereafter, experienced a profound change within his political philosophy. Although he did not
outright abandon his upbringing, he fundamentally challenged it by developing a new
philosophy.

The third and final section will be devoted to two major world conflicts of the 20%"
century: World War Il and the Cold War. These conflicts changed both thinkers, but in ways
different to World War 1. This was especially true for Niebuhr, who towards the end of his life
demonstrated, perhaps the most clearly, how his original Christian realism, had indeed evolved
into Christian Pragmatism. His development was due, in part, to how both thinkers discovered
similar approaches to the rise of totalitarian regimes, be it fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, or
Stalinist Russia. However, it was the Cold War that distinguished the two, primarily because
Dewey died at the beginning of it. Still, Dewey’s reflections on Communism® and individual
liberties went on to help Niebuhr become a latent “Cold War Warrior”. Finally, the last sub-
sections will discuss the overall influence and pertinence of Christian Pragmatism and political
Pragmatism in the 21% century in order to demonstrate that though Niebuhr was indeed very
critical of Dewey’s political philosophies, his philosophies helped bridge Dewey’s liberalism
with contemporary liberalism. Niebuhr was, to quote Daniel F. Rice, a sort of “liberal realist,”
who believed in the influence and importance of power, without necessarily falling into moral
ambiguity or the cynicism of traditional realists (Odyssey 265).

Firstly, a word and its variants, have appeared a few times already need to be clarified
and defined for the purpose of this work: “liberal” and “Liberalism.” The problem with both
words is that they can have different meanings depending potentially on cultural or historic
context. In fact, their vernacular use can give the impression that the terms mean nothing at all.
What is specifically dubious about both is that meaning and signification that go along with
them are not only heavily dependent on the words’ contextual usage, but also on the language
in which they are being expressed.

For example, the word libéral or libéralisme in the French context and usage, carry very
different meanings when compared to American-English interpretations. In the French, and
often in the continental European context, the first-level meanings of liberal/liberalism

& Communism will be used as a proper noun for the sake of this research as it was a philosophical and political

movement that arguably had as equal a contribution to Western culture as Pragmatism, or Liberalism.
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primarily focus on economic policies, revolving around a laissez-faire attitude of minimalist
State intervention. When speaking about such “liberal” policies for example, populist mentality
limits them strictly to the economy rather than having any political notions.’

In French, the difficulties with translating liberal/liberalism are avoided through the use
of two different words which are at the same time linked but separate: libéral and progressiste.
The former is associated with the economic philosophy of laissez-faire where state intervention
is viewed negatively. The translation for the latter is associated with a sort of political leftist
ideology: egalitarianism, rights between the sexes, minority rights or other progressive issues.
The problem with such an approach or understanding is it fails to take into consideration that
liberalism is both an economic and political philosophy. It is simultaneously the freedom to
pursue one’s economic interests, but also includes the belief that a person has the right as a
rational human being to be as he or she is without prosecution from any governing body, and
that for the individual there are no inherent or innate differences between the him/herself and
another which might result in arbitrary inequalities from society.

Similarly, what the European understanding of liberal/liberalism fails to capture is the
complexity and evolution of the word and its use from the 18" century to today. In American
intellectual contexts, there are constant debates and analyses of the origins of the word “liberal”
or “liberalism.” Furthermore, there are debates on the roots of these words regarding their
original historical context and to their current usage. The topic of liberalism in an American
context is so widespread that there are even academic works such as Louis Hartz’s The Liberal
Tradition in America, devoted not only to the subject, but also with proving how liberalism, in
the American understanding, is actually behind the creation of American political ideology and
the American State.

Though the definition of liberalism is still relatively fluid, even in an American context
in which Hartz for example, focused on a Lockean definition, most academics agree on one
thing: the term has evolved over the course of the centuries (4). Other authors such as Serge
Audier even argued on how liberalism and socialism were not as contradictory as one would

imagine. He writes: “Pourtant, le clivage radical entre « libéraux” et “socialistes” n’a pas

" These usages are primarily coming from direct experiences in a French context, where, when brought up, libéral
or libéralisme deal strictly with economic policy and are often criticized as being “américain.” When looking up
the terms for example from a French context, the definitions given focus on the individual and his/her right to
pursue his/her own economic interest and it is often compared with capitalism. The French understanding of the
words seems to overly focus on the economic aspect to the detriment of the political aspect (libéralisme,

capitalisme, http://www.lemondepolitique.fr/culture/liberalisme_capitalisme.html).
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toujours été si simple” (Audier 5). Dewey himself wrote on the problems of liberalism, even
devoting an entire work, Liberalism and Social Action to the difficulties that modern liberalism
encountered. According to Dewey, the very roots and origins of the term had been corrupted
which was the reason for such complications.

The confusion in the European understanding of the term is reasonable because
historically, “libéral” and “libéralisme” included not only the political, but the economic
definitions. Guillaume Garrita, in his introduction to the French translation of Dewey’s

Liberalism and Social Action states:

Tout était simple lorsqu’il n’y avait (apparemment) pas lieu de distinguer entre
libéralisme politique et économique, ce qui, pour faire tres vite, était le cas
majoritairement jusqu’au XIXe ; les revendications des libertés de pensée, de
conscience, d’expression et des libertés d’étre propriétaire, de commercer, de
contracter, d’entreprendre étaient solidaires dans le combat contre [’ordre
ancien et hiérarchisé des oligarchies et des coutumes. La situation se
complexifie lorsque le libéralisme est retourné en idéologie de la classe
dominante, justifiant le laisser-faire le plus débridé de /’économie capitaliste a
partir de la seconde moitié du XIXe siecle, en s opposant a toute intervention et
régulation de [’Etat, toujours au nom des « mémes» droits et libertés
individuelles. (23)

What must be taken from this citation is how the original goal of liberalism was not necessarily
economic profit, but individual liberty. Adam Smith, and other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers
who valued personal freedom, including the right to follow one’s own interests for economic
gain, felt that the pursuit of self-interest was not inherently selfish or greedy, but rather a way
to overthrow the oppressive and restrictive forces of their day. As highlighted in his introduction
to Dewey’s work, Garrita summarized how in the context of 18M-century society, these
repressing powers were the aristocracies and monarchs who were suppressing the merchant
classes to maintain political control. Enlightenment thinkers understood that obtaining
economic liberty (the ability to freely participate in an economy) would bring about political
liberty, something that the dominant classes feared greatly.

The problem, according to Dewey and other modern liberals, was that Enlightenment
liberalism was too successful. Not only did the 19" century see a rise in laissez-faire capitalism,
with unprecedented advancements in both technology and political freedoms, it turned

liberalism itself into a sort of religious dogma. It became an ideology, and as Garrita correctly
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pointed out, any type of State intervention was immediately discarded in the name of “freedom”
or “liberty,” often at the expense of social or economic justice. Garrita summarized Dewey’s

thought on these so-called defenders of liberty as “pseudo-liberals” stating:

Le libéralisme qui fait des individus des « atomes » newtoniens dotés d’une
liberté inhérente et n’entretenant entre eux que des relations externes, dont
[’harmonie ne saurait étre perturbée par un troisieme terme englobant, méme
s’il décrit correctement le premier libéralisme émancipateur, n’est plus
désormais qu’un « pseudo-libéralisme », du fait du changement radical des

fronts et des luttes a mener. (“Introduction” 24)

These pseudo-liberals, according to Dewey, were liberal in name only as they used the original
authentic struggles against dominating classes to justify their own economic control of lower

classes. As Dewey stated in a 1934 address to the American Philosophical Association:

Even when words remain the same, they mean something very different when
they are uttered by a minority struggling against repressive measures, and when
expressed by a group that has attained power and then uses ideas that were once
weapons of emancipation as instruments for keeping the power and wealth they
have obtained. (“Future” par. 5)

Political scientist Serge Audier echoes this sentiment, adding that “pseudo-liberals” have also
corrupted other philosophies associated with liberalism, including “liberal socialism”
(“libéralisme social ). He argues instead that though “liberal socialism” would have seemed to
be the natural evolution of the liberal doctrine, it instead was viewed as an opposing force to
traditional laissez-faire economic liberalism. Exceptions existed to this animosity against
“liberal socialism,” such as with the “English new liberalism” of John Stuart Mill, Thomas Hill
Green, and Leonard T. Hobhouse. These thinkers influenced a young and idealistic Dewey to
one extent or another. However, it was Thomas Hill Green who probably had the largest impact
on Dewey’s younger years by helping him realize how the traditional liberal doctrine, which
was meant to emancipate the disenfranchised, ended up becoming a force of economic
oppression. Dewey had to use the lessons that “English new liberalism” provided, primarily
how liberalism needed to grow in order to resolve social and economic injustices as well as

reevaluate the role of the State (Audier 5-6).
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Therefore, taking the complexity of the definition, the history, and evolution of its use, and
the overly specific European sense of the word all into consideration, the terms
liberal/Liberalism will be kept in an American context for the sake of this research. This means
that Liberalism is at the same time an economic and political doctrine. If, for any reason or
purpose, the purely economic factor of Liberalism needs to be highlighted or discussed the
adjective “economic” will be used before it to highlight this distinction.

Though the decision to employ certain words such as liberal/Liberalism is a conscious
choice for this work, other employed terms are based either upon historical context or a
philosopher’s/author’s specific understanding or usage. For example, with Reinhold Niebuhr
the terms likely to cause confusion, are idealism/idealist, and with John Dewey, it is his use of
experience which is often complex and confusing. Rather than giving the definitions of both
terms, it is preferable to concentrate on Niebuhr’s use of idealist/idealism as there will be a
future chapter explaining Dewey’s use of experience.

The impetus behind defining these terms is to clarify the difference between the early 20"-
century and the 21% century conception of the terms. Currently, an idealist is synonymous with
“utopian,” “wishful thinker,” “pipe-dreamer” or “romantic.” These synonyms are extreme
exaggerations of what was meant by an idealist or idealism in an early 20"-century context. Its
most common use was for international relations, specifically in connection between an
individual and an organization. There is still no universal or true definition of idealism as it
changes depending on context, author, and period. In the framework of international relations,

however, Peter Wilson sees idealism defined in two ways:

[...] one broad, one narrow. The broad understanding sees idealism as a perennial
doctrine or disposition toward world affairs which can be witnessed in all
historical periods where independent political communities exist in a condition
of anarchy i.e. in the absence of central government. Idealism is an optimistic
doctrine which seeks to transcend the international anarchy, and create a more
cosmopolitan and harmonious world order. The narrow understanding sees
idealism as intimately tied to the inter-war period (1919-1939). It is a doctrine
that dominated the first phase of IR theorizing, emphasizing the growing
interdependence and unity of mankind, and bound-up with the experiment in
internationalism that was the League of Nations. (Idealism 2)
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It is this second concept, this narrow approach of idealism, which will be further developed and
defined in order to give the historical context of Niebuhr’s first and later encounters with the
term.

Idealism was not born from a “peace and love” attitude, it was a direct response to the
realpolitik which, according to many leading post-World War | academics and intellectuals,
was the actual cause for the war in the first place (Battistella 81). The devastating consequences
of the Great War led several universities to create academic departments devoted to the
understanding and study of International Relations in order to avoid future conflicts. There is
perhaps no better example of the importance of International Relations and its role in the modern
world than Woodrow Wilson.

For Wilson and his contemporaries, the reason for the Great War and its horrific
consequences, was the removal of the individual from the equation. Wilson summed up the
problem by stating: *“ [ce qu’ils ont vu par rapport a la guerre n’était pas] une forme d’instinct,
mais une forme d’action étatique. Elle ne fait pas partie de la nature humaine, mais d’un
programme politique. Elle n’est pas davantage un instinct ou un élément de la nature humaine
que ne l’est ’adoption de l'impéot sur les revenus” (qtd. in Batistella 81-82). Thus, wars were
not caused by the acts of individuals gifted with the moral understanding of right or wrong, but
were the results of State actions whereby the State acts as an independent entity within the
international scene.

Consequently, for the idealists of Wilson’s time, the problem was not the individual but the
corruption of the institutions imposed upon individuals. To correct such errors, the idealists’
solution was to try to infuse institutions, both on a domestic and international scale, with the
traits and the ideals of an individual. These principles were, of course, liberal in nature because
they believed that human reason, as well as economic and political self-interest were the driving
factors behind human actions. Therefore, war, due to its innate antipathy to the self-interest of
the individual was harmful to him/her in the very real sense of possibly resulting in death.
Battistella continued, not only discussing idealists’ critiques against war as harmful to an
individual, but also how States could be organized and thus controlled individuals through the

rule of law and by appealing to their “better nature.” Battistella affirmed that:

[Les idéalistes] en déduisent que l'on peut y mettre un terme, a la simple
condition de prendre conscience de ce que dans un monde interdépendant, le
recours a la force est futile parce que [sic] contre-productif, vu que le bien-étre
et méme la puissance d 'une nation résident non pas dans sa force militaire mais

dans sa richesse elle-méme fonction de sa productivité et de ses échanges.
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Persuadés que le régne de la loi est applicable aussi bien entre les Etats qu’au
sein de ceux-ci que la diffusion de la démocratie va de pair avec la pacification
des relations interétatiques, et convaincus de [’existence d 'une harmonie réelle
des intéréts entre sociétés qui ne demande qu’a étre constatée par des esprits

éduquees [...] (82)

It was this conception and understanding of the world that Niebuhr was most critical of,
especially in his earlier writings. What complicated the matter was that Niebuhr used other
terms or synonyms to talk about the same overall ideology. Thus, when Niebuhr referred to
rationalists or optimists, he still meant these early 20™-century idealists. Add into the mixture
the idea of “liberal Christianity” and the terminology can become convoluted rather quickly.
Nevertheless, optimist, rationalist, liberal, liberal Christianity all fell under, in one form or
another, Niebuhr’s understanding, and thus, critique of idealism.

The reason for such a grouping of terms was due to Niebuhr’s interpretation of both human
and intellectual history. For Niebuhr, these terms were linked by common roots: The
Enlightenment and the Age of Reason. Though branching off into several different sub-
categories, Niebuhr stated that “[t]his faith of the Enlightenment [was] still the creed of the
educators [...] and [was] shared more or less by philosophers, psychologists and social
scientists” (Moral Man 23). Thus, it was no surprise that Wilson and his fellow idealists so
adamantly held their beliefs in the improvement of social institutions and a globalized “world
order” in which States would act as rational actors and always seek peaceful, economic, and
political self-interest, thereby avoiding any type of direct open warfare.

Initially, when Niebuhr used any term to signify idealist, he was referring to the overall
thematic concept of a world vision where the individual can directly affect larger institutions,
and criticized it as being almost synonymous with naive. Though he never outright stated that
idealists were naive, his earlier texts, especially those prior to the 1950s, were extremely critical
of their understanding of the world, almost to the point of being dismissive. It was as if he were
chastising an adult for believing in the Tooth Fairy or Santa Claus. He, of course, justified his
critiques by giving various historical, as well as philosophical reasons for lambasting such a
world vision. Nevertheless, similar to those who criticized Niebuhr for generalizing his analyses
of Dewey, a similar argument could be made for Niebuhr’s insight on idealism and its
descendants.

What makes understanding idealism in a Niebuhrian context problematic is not the lack of
definition, but how it changed over the course of his career. As he did with Dewey, Niebuhr

softened his language and analyses over time, specifically by returning to some of his earlier
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works. For example, in Moral Man, Immoral Society, he “would regret the term immoral as too
strong” (Lemert ch.3, par. 4). Thus, due to the evolution of his terminologies and understanding
of concepts which he himself had panned, it becomes somewhat difficult when analyzing
Niebuhr to understand exactly how a term he was criticizing or developing was being used.
Therefore, for the purpose of this work, Niebuhr’s use of the words rationalist, liberal Christian,
or modernist, all stem from the same basic concepts rooted in idealism, though with different
contextual variations. However, if this work mentions or highlights a tangent from the original
meaning the word will be either redefined or given the appropriate historical and linguistic
context in which Niebuhr was using it.

With the difficulty of defining some key terms out of the way, it is necessary to discuss the
pertinence of such a subject. Why Niebuhr and Dewey together? Why them and not others?
These are fair questions, and ones often asked, especially when dealing either with intellectual
history or political philosophy. Usually, there is a certain expectation that the research or
answers provided will provide some form of pragmatic utility.

The general or “simple” answer to “why”” would be because any research in the social and
human sciences continues to develop and enrich the discourse of the eternally elusive and
indefinable subject within these fields: a human being. Where the natural sciences allegedly
have the benefits of definitive results, correct or incorrect answers, or being “more neutral,” the
social/lhuman sciences have to constantly be on guard against personal prejudices from the
researcher. This was demonstrated best with the distinction between “facts and values,” made
famous by Max Weber’s Le Savant et le Politique. It is this neutrality which is often the alleged
difference between the hard and so-called, “soft” sciences, because it is believed that in the
natural sciences a researcher simply studies the facts. As a result, the researcher does not have
to confront the problem of allowing personal prejudices to affect his/her results, and is actually
unable to do so.2 The topic of neutrality in all sciences, natural or social/human, is one that
persists to this day. The fact that the subject in the social/human sciences, a person,® is not a
concrete or universal subject adds not to the weakness of the social sciences, but on the contrary,

contributes to its complexity and richness.

8 The fundamental references for how to properly conduct study in the social sciences are, of course, Max Weber,
most notably his work Wissenschaft als Beruf et Politik als Beruf and any work by Emile Durkheim.

% The reason or the use of “person” rather than “human being” or “man” is that human beings as subjects can
indeed be studied in an objective manner (autopsies, biology, etc.) and “man” is an outdated term highlighting,
whether consciously or not, one sex over the other. The term “person” fits well as the subject in social/human

sciences due to the fact that a person is often defined in relation to another person or thing and is not universal.
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In Le Savant et le Politique, sometimes known as the Vocation Lectures, Weber provided
the groundwork for understanding certain sociological phenomena as well as for explaining the
difference between a calling and a profession. He focused on how Science and Politics, here
capitalized to demonstrate the notion of a “calling,” can be particular vocations, but cannot
intersect. Weber made a strong argument as to why someone who never felt “the lived
‘experience’ of science” (“‘experience’ vécue de la science ) is thus unable to follow the true
calling of the scientist (81). This is because for Weber, a scientist was only interested in the
“pure” aspect of research. He was driven not by desires for wealth or for power, but for the
purpose of discovery. He even declared that: « Sans cette singuliere ivresse dont se moquent
tous ceux qui restent étrangers a la science, sans cette passion, sans cette certitude [...].De
savoir si tu es capable de faire cette conjecture-la tu ne posséderas jamais la vocation du savant
et tu ferais mieux de ¢ ‘engager dans une autre voie (81-82).”

Aside from following one’s passion, Weber gave another reason why it was important not
to mix practicing the vocation of science with the vocation of politics. The reason related to the
idea of value-neutrality. For Weber, the problems in society and thus for its people, were
directly related to what he called the “disenchantment of the world” (Weber 90). The concept
behind this statement was that with the rationalization of society and the development of the
natural sciences, human beings, especially in the West, were no longer driven by unknown
forces or the powers of nature. Instead, they were ruled by law, order, and reason.

As the West became dependent on using analysis and reason to solve problems, value
neutrality (neutralité axiologique) became a direct result of the disenchantment of the world.
This can best be expressed through knowing the boundaries between the subject and the
scientist, which Weber discussed in the lectures. Additionally, he explained why one cannot
mix the scientist with the politician. In this hypothetical situation, the politician and scientist

were combined which ultimately led to the “corruption” of the student body. Weber argued that:

[D]ans un amphithéatre au contraire on fait face a son auditoire une toute autre
maniere : le professeur y a la parole, mais les étudiants sont condamnés au silence. Les
circonstances veulent que les étudiants soient obligés de suivre les cours d’'un
professeur en vue de leur future carriére et qu’aucune personne présente dans la salle
de cours ne puisse critiquer le maitre. Aussi un professeur est-il inexcusable de profiter
de cette situation pour essayer de marquer ses eleves de ses propres conceptions
politiques au lieu de leur étre utile, comme il en a le devoir, par ['apport de ses

connaissances et de son expérience scientifique. (103)

21



It may appear that Weber was quite critical of the person practicing politics as a vocation, but
he simply believed that the vocations served two different, though equally important, purposes.

It may seem contradictory how a career which “corrupted” society could not only be a
vocation, but also necessary to society. The reason for this contradiction was simple, and
explained through Weber’s definition of politics and his analysis of how the modern, primarily
Western, state came into being. Firstly, the study of politics was nothing more than “political
grouping management that we today call the ‘State,” or the influence that [was] exercised on
this management” (124).1° The State ran everything because it had the “monopoly on the
legitimate use of physical force” to the State (125). The people accepted this monopoly because
according to Weber, it was all a question of legitimacy.

Weber highlighted three “ideal-types” in which societies functioned, including the
modern Nation-State model. The first type of society was one with traditional authority where
rulers were selected because of ancient customs, traditions or supernatural beliefs (monarchies,
theocracies, or tribal rule). The second societal type was charismatic authority in which one
particular person was able to lead a mass of people through sheer force of will or charisma
(prophets, demagogues). The final type was the legal-rational authority where power was
entrusted to institutions of legal “virtue.” These institutions had practicing professionals trained
in the various intricacies of the latter, usually in the form of civil-servant exams, professional
training, or higher education such as within the modern Nation-State (Weber 126-127).

Of course, these ideal-types do not really exist within a pure context, meaning no political
regime or government functions on only one form of legitimacy. Most States use a combination
of two, if not all three models at a given time depending on the State in question, the time in
history, or the events of the moment. For example, the British government demonstrates how
traditional and legal-rational models work together. The Queen rules based on tradition and
custom, but the government functions on legal principles and institutions. Both are legitimate
forms of control over the British people. Additionally, it could be argued that the Queen also
fulfills the charismatic model given her unique role in not only the United Kingdom, but as a
world figurehead as well.

Weber spent a considerable amount of time speaking on the development of the State and
its role, demonstrating why neutrality was important between the scientist and politician.
However, he also illustrated how difficult it was to achieve neutrality for the latter. Following
politics as a vocation implied an immediate conflict of many interests. The first conflict

10« [...] la direction du groupement politiqgue que nous appelons aujourd ’hui « Etat », ou l'influence que l’on

exerce sur cette direction.”

22



stemmed from whether or not the person in question was “living for politics or from politics”
(Weber 137).1! The difference implied here, was that someone following the former does what
s/he does because of a calling, a passion that brings him/her to lead, to help or to guide the
people. The latter implies that the person in question only had his/her financial or political (in
the pejorative sense of the word) future in mind (i.e., how to make the most money as fast as
possible and remain in power for the sake of power).

The other major conflict, according to Weber, was the conflict between the “ethic of
responsibility [verantwortungsethich] and ethic of conviction [gesinnungsethisch]” (206).1?
This conflict exists for most leaders, but is probably easiest to understand within the western
democratic model. In this model, an official or leader represents people who did not necessarily
elect him/her, yet, s/he still has a responsibility toward those individuals. However, surrounding
the leader are special interest groups with varying, often contradicting goals, vying for attention
in order to obtain their desires. Sometimes, the official or leader will agree with these lobbies,
and therefore, the action is influenced by his/her convictions. Herein lies the problem: though
these two ethics are not at all mutually exclusive, it is possible, and probable, that a leader’s
feelings of responsibility toward society will contradict his/her own personal convictions or
opinions. For a Head of State, remaining neutral is impossible due to the nature of the duties
involved. At some point, a decision must be made which will favor one ethic or the other, and
thereby eliminate neutrality.

It is because of these conflicts and the elimination of neutrality that Weber insisted on
separating the two vocations. Not because one was better or worse than the other, but because
they served completely different purposes. The scientist must endeavor to remain neutral in
relation to the subject and remove any value judgment, so that s/he could achieve that “pure”
goal of the scientist: understanding. A politician could never truly “understand,” in the
Weberian sense of the word, because the vocation did not allow for it. The scientist, however,
is under the obligation to remain neutral when studying his/her subject, especially when dealing
with the social or human sciences. Weber stated that : “La science est de nos jours une
« vocation » fondée sur la spécialisation au service de la prise de conscience de nous-mémes
et de la connaissance des rapports objectifs” (115). Consequently, the sciences developed into
numerous specializations and disciplines, comprehension could only be accomplished through
objectivity, and by distinguishing between the scientist’s values and the culture or subject s/he
studied.

Y “it “pour” la politique, ou bien “de” la politique.”

12 «[...] Iéthique de la responsabilité et I’éthique de la conviction.”
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With all sciences, methodologies and popular ideas change or evolve over time. This was
true for Weber and his value-neutral approach. Over the course of the 20" century and well into
the 21% the idea of “value-neutrality” has been called into question. Some authors, such as
Dartiguenave, have even suggested that the opposite approach may be required, one in which
subjectivity is actually a good thing, and that a methodology based on this should be developed.
Even Weber’s own neutrality has been scrutinized, with authors such as George Bisztray
criticizing Weber’s value-laden vocabulary. According to Bisztray, terms Weber uses such as
“the cultivated man” or the “ideal type” are “hardly value-free” (42).

The idea of a subjective methodological approach is by no means the only critique to
Weber’s value-neutrality. Following a very Deweyan line of thinking and attempting to find
common ground, many social scientists, especially within the past few decades, have focused
on the intersubjective relationship between the subject and researcher, rather than focusing on
either the “objective” or “subjective” approach. For example, Claude Javeau focuses on how
value-neutral methodologies need to be adjusted for three significant reasons. The first is that
the relationship between the scientist and subject is by its very nature, intersubjective, due to
exchanges between the two. Regardless of how a social scientist may try to remain neutral,
his/her position of power over the subject will have some influence “directly or indirectly”
(directement ou indirectement) on the subjects (Javeau 34). Secondly, the field of study does
not exist within a vacuum and is therefore open to external influences, especially when dealing
with any form of evaluations and the power struggle that may play out within a given hierarchy.
This struggle can be either open and explicit (how financing is managed for example) or indirect
(management decisions between different levels of bureaucracy/hierarchy) (Javeau 34-35).

It is perhaps Javeau’s third reasoning which is the most promising as to why
intersubjectivity may be a better approach to the social sciences than value-neutrality. It can be
best summarized as follows: because the object of study within the social sciences is a person,
the observed object and observing subject are “of the same substance” (“d’une méme
substance”™), or as Javeau says himself: “L’objectivité réclamée de celui-Ci est contaminee par
sa subjectivité interne, participant de l’intersubjectivité inscrite dans des pratiques de champ,
mais aussi par la subjectivité externe de celui-1a, de cet objet qui subit diverses tentatives de
‘neutralisation™ (34-35).

Henri Janne adds that there is a way to fight against any natural “corruption” that happens

as a result of the relationship between scientist and subject. He argues that:

Le chercheur en sociologie sait donc qu’en principe il affecte toutes ses observations

d’un certain coefficient de déformation a cause du social intériorisé en son esprit. 1l
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sait aussi que la publicité des résultats de son observation tend a modifier les faits.
Ainsi se pose le probleme de /'« équitation personnelle » du chercheur. [...] Bien
entendu il ne suffit pas de vouloir se connaitre soi-méme, il y faut une veéritable ascése
consistant en une autoanalyse persévérante du milieu, des origines, de la formation, des
opinions et des intéréts relatifs a sa propre personne. L’autocritique, toujours
nécessaire dans le travail scientifique, doit &tre particulierement en éveil dans le travail

sociologique. (qgtd. in Javeau 39)

Thus for Janne, even though neutrality may not be able to be reached, the researcher can at least
understand, through self-criticism and self-analysis, potential biases and make his/her enquiries
focused more on discovering the “truth.”

With all of these seemingly different approaches to neutrality and subjectivity, it can be
difficult to decide which one to follow. One way to handle the seemingly contradictory or at
least confusing statements may be to add the point of view of Fred Blum. For Blum, “[a] social
science free from value judgments does not eliminate the problem of values; it merely makes
them a part of scientific consideration” (47). Here we see another intersubjective method,
stating that because a researcher cannot remove all bias from his/her work, it is best to try to
incorporate these values systematically into the research. For according to Blum, who actually
personified the subject perhaps in order to demonstrate a contradictory “divine” aspect to it,
“Science always performs a social function” (52).

This evolution of the practices within the social sciences is important to this research
because it sets the groundwork for how Dewey and to a certain degree, Niebuhr viewed and
studied the world. Both individuals, for different motivations, discussed how to properly
conduct research within the social sciences, sometimes echoing the aforementioned arguments,
critiques and analyses. Providing this outline of a selection of the debates in the social sciences
also serves the purpose of explaining and justifying the methodological framework for this
dissertation. As this work deals with the history and evolution of ideas, subjectivity is prone to
be ever present. Therefore, this research will be conducted according to an intersubjective
approach. It will always keep in mind any innate values which may affect analyses and
conclusions, not for the purpose of justifying any normative values, but for the sake of trying to
acknowledge those value-judgments in order to handle them properly and arrive at some form
of truthful analysis and comprehension.

In addition to the intersubjective nature of this work, this research also takes an
interdisciplinary approach to both philosophers. Combining historical analysis and political

philosophy, the unique aspect of this dissertation is how it analyzes historical events from
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ideological and philosophical perspectives, specifically that of Christian Pragmatism. This
means that rather than simply providing a historical recounting of events or demonstrating an
evolution of intellectual history, this research will use a combination of both methodological
and epistemological backgrounds to provide a distinctive perspective of both Dewey and
Niebuhr’s view of historical events in relation to how these events shaped the authors’ very
beliefs. To provide a proper context, these incidents will indeed be described. However, the
focus will be less on the events themselves, and more on how both philosophers perceived these
events, and conversely how these events shaped them, through their specific pragmatic analysis.

It should be reminded nevertheless that even with a general interest in interdisciplinary
studies, these same methodologies can often be the source of other problems. The primary issue
that should be addressed before further delving into this work revolves around physical and
epistemological limitations. This work looks at four major themes: Liberalism, Pragmatism,
John Dewey, and Reinhold Niebuhr. Consequently, it was impossible, both physically and
epistemologically, to become an expert in each sub-domain. No researcher can become an
“expert” in numerous subjects at the same time because there are not enough hours in the day.
Furthermore, believing that one can actually become an “expert” implies a very un-pragmatic
understanding of the subject for it implies that there is nothing left to learn. As a result, given
the abundance of available information regarding the various subjects, the sources used are by
no means exhaustive.

On a similar note, and to add just a few final words on methodology, it will be noticed that
no American dissertations on Niebuhr were cited in this research. This was because the
dissertations on Niebuhr in other countries focused on his theology, either through in-depth
analysis of Niebuhr’s religious beliefs, or comparative studies between Niebuhr and other
theologians. Any time Dewey was mentioned in relation to Niebuhr in other works not cited in
this research, it was to discuss pedagogy or educational policy, and therefore, not in line with
the goal or line of thought of this work.

Finally, because this work is a combination of historical and philosophical analysis from a
pragmatic perspective, the various sections can rely heavily on certain authors or texts. That is
because for that given section, the cited works were either a direct link with the event or question
being examined, or provided accurate and in-depth analysis that other sources were lacking.
Thus, any seemingly repetitiveness of sources was a deliberate decision to reinforce the specific
sub-topic being studied.

Returning to the purpose of studying Niebuhr and Dewey, the answer is related to an
interview with then-Senator Barack Obama’s in 2007. Obama cited Reinhold Niebuhr as one

of his favorite philosophers who helped shape his own understanding of politics and his vision
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of the world (Brooks, “Obama’). At the time, it caused little stir, but in 2008 when Obama won
the presidential election, more people focused on the president’s philosophical and ideological
influences in an attempt to understand his potential governing style, thus sparking a sudden re-
interest in Niebuhr’s political and theological thought. It was not necessarily a renaissance, as
there was a respectable selection of works devoted to Niebuhr, either in the form of case studies,
or through republications of previous work during the 1980s and 1990s. This suggests that
though never out of fashion, Niebuhr was definitely put on the back burner of American political
thought until recently. Whether Obama’s election and Niebuhr’s resurgence in popularity are
connected, is unknown, but the two events make for interesting reflection.®

Moreover, it is currently evident as to why studying Niebuhr is pertinent in the 21%-century
world: his dedication to concepts of liberty and equality. These two notions are constantly in
struggle with one another, and will never cease being debated, regardless of whatever side of
the political divide. Niebuhr understood that both were needed in society as one principle
overshadowing the other would lead to injustice. Thus, “[t]he principle of ‘equality’ is a relevant
criterion of criticism for the social hierarchy, and the principle of ‘liberty’ serves the same
purpose for the community’s unity. But neither principle could be wholly nor absolutely applied
without destroying the community” (Niebuhr, Pious 62). Therefore, in order to comprehend
some of President Obama’s decisions or at least his ideological background, understanding
Niebuhr is just one step in doing so. However, analyzing Niebuhr is not just limited to the
practical benefits, there are indeed many philosophical, moral, and political questions Niebuhr
raised throughout his life, that are still relevant today. Questions specifically regarding social
justice as well as the nature and use of power in democratic societies are just two examples.
Although these issues are unresolved, analysis of Niebuhr’s works can still offer valid insights
into improving democracies and their understanding of social justice and power.

Furthermore, the idea that Dewey influenced Niebuhr is neither new nor groundbreaking,'*
individuals cannot help but be influenced, in one way or another, by what they claim to be
completely against. What this research will do is demonstrate not only how Dewey influenced
Niebuhr, but actually made Niebuhr a sort of bridge between political pragmatic philosophies.

13 To back up this statement, the author went to Amazon.com (21 May 2015) to see publication dates of either
works on Niebuhr or republications of his work and found the following on the first results page using the search
guidelines “Reinhold Niebuhr” where out of 15 shown works, 9 were published post-Obama’s interview,
suggesting at least a slight increase in his popularity.

14 Daniel Rice is just one example of authors who have written on the subject of Dewey and Niebuhr. As a matter
of fact, one of his works, Reinhold Niebuhr and John Dewey: An American Odyssey, will be used throughout this

work as reference material.
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This transition was assisted by the seemingly natural pragmatic nature of Christian realism as
“[t]his school of thoughts never had a doctrinaire set of positions, but was associated with
principles of political responsibility, international security, and justice” (Patterson, “Christian”
167). Also, Daniel Rice explained in his book Reinhold Niebuhr and John Dewey: An American
odyssey, how Dewey and Niebuhr belonged to a “first wave” of Pragmatism. He demonstrated
how they could be grouped together as a result of their similar attitudes and visions of the world,
as well as, of course, being contemporaries.

Regardless of having been contemporaries, and having shared similar visions on how
democracies should function in terms of social justice, this dissertation will attempt to prove
that the two do not belong to the same “wave” or branch of Pragmatism. This is a direct result
of their original world visions, and the means by which they came to their respective
conclusions. These conclusions differed too greatly for them to belong to the same philosophical
branch. As a matter of fact, it will be demonstrated how Niebuhr’s Christian realism, the
political philosophy with which he is most famously associated, is actually the result of
Niebuhr’s open criticisms of Dewey’s Pragmatism and Liberalism. Niebuhr would eventually
take the best of both, and force his Christian realism to evolve into the creation of a new
pragmatic philosophy: Christian Pragmatism.

Of course, Dewey’s political Pragmatism did not stop with Niebuhr’s Christian realism.
Other authors, including Richard Rorty, understood the critiques leveled against Dewey and his
branch of philosophy. They modified it to create a new branch of metaphysical and political
Pragmatism, that is not necessarily the “second wave” as Rice would say, but was instead a
third one. Therefore, it is pertinent to study Dewey and Niebuhr in a 21%-century world and
context because their influence and philosophies are still being used in very real and practical
purposes in contemporary society.

Political Pragmatism and Christian Pragmatism are indeed more than simple philosophical
approaches to the world: they are used in actual discussions regarding American domestic and
foreign policy. This is especially true following the ideological world view which seemed to
dominate during George W. Bush’s time in office. During his presidency, religious or political
ideology was followed sometimes contrary to, or in spite of empirical, pragmatic, or analytic
studies of problems, again both domestic and foreign. Any type of threat was often viewed in
Manichean terms, something very anti-pragmatic as well as anti-Niebuhrian since both
traditional political Pragmatism and Christian realism acknowledge that complex problems
often require complex solutions; if any are indeed possible. George W. Bush’s administration
aligned more with religious conviction and certainty than historical experience or objective

analysis of the problem, with Bush even stating, “I could not be governor if I did not believe in
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a divine plan that supersedes all human plans” (Bush 6). He was therefore guided not by facts,
nor by the realities of a difficult world, but by inner faith and a sense of Divine selection.

Following the end of the Bush 43 presidency,'® there was a growing desire amongst
Americans and political leaders to take a different approach, one that was not based on any
religious fundamentalism, but on comprehension and understanding; one where a leader would
be skeptical to start any type of foreign conflict for fear not of defeat, but of prolonged and
costly conflicts, both economically and in terms of human lives. Thus, a sort of return of
pragmatic philosophy emerged with the election of President Obama in 2008. This was a
noticeable change in policies, both on the domestic and international level.

Consequently, whether it is President Obama accepting the Nobel Peace Prize using
Niebuhrian terminology and arguments,® or even the basic understanding that mandatory health
insurance for all citizens would reduce the cost for all even if this belief had to be defended in
spite of the numerous criticisms that such a law would lead to a totalitarian State, Pragmatism
has returned to the forefront of America political philosophy.!” These examples demonstrate
how pragmatic political thought has come to the forefront of the American psyche once more.
Herein lies the importance of this research: Pragmatism is actively being discussed, used, and
implemented in American domestic and foreign policy. Therefore, in order to understand these

policy decisions, one must understand the philosophies behind them.

15 When discussing the Bush family and their presidencies, it has become commonplace for many commentators
and writers to differentiate between George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush by their sequential order as president.
Meaning, George H.W. Bush is often referred to as Bush 41 and his son as Bush 43.

16 Several intellectuals and Niebuhr scholars, including but not limited to, William F. Felice, immediately
recognized Obama’s tone and choice of words during his Oslo speech. See:

Felice, William F. “President Obama’s Nobel Peace Prize Speech: Embracing the Ethics of Reinhold Niebuhr”
Social Justice. Vol. 37, Nos. 2-3, 2010-2011.

7 Though this may seem like hyperbole, Obama’s healthcare law, the Affordable Care Act brought about the fury
and wrath of many on the American right. Due to Americans’ innate mistrust of the State, several people on the
right felt that the federal government forcing any type of program, even one that is beneficial to its citizens, is a
step toward a totalitarian and fascist regime. Among the many examples of said citizens’ outrage are:

Beck, Glenn. “America Becoming Worse than Nazi Germany” Youtube. RWW Blog, 7 June 2013.

Collins, Kevin. “Obamacare Copies Socialist Germany” Western Journalism. 6 July 2012.

Limbaugh, Rush. “Obamacare: Gateway to Totalitarianism” RushLimbaugh. 26 March 2012.

“Obamacare at the Supreme Court: Totalitarian Democracy” RedState. 28 June 2012.

Thorton, Bruce. “Obamacare Architect Exposes Progressive Totalitarianism,” Frontpage Mag. 12 November 2014
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With the fluid terms defined, as well as the reasons for delving into such a subject, the actual
corpus of this research can be explored. However, before probing directly and deeply into
Dewey or Niebuhr’s political philosophies, or even the contexts of their lives, a general analysis
of Dewey’s and Niebuhr’s intellectual foundations, specifically found within Liberalism needs
to be explored. At one point or another, both thinkers embodied liberal values in the American
context of Liberalism. To obtain a better grasp of what made American Liberalism different
from its European predecessors, it is best to start at its roots, specifically, European liberalism

from the 16th to 18™ centuries.
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Liberalism: Its Origins and Evolutions

1.0.0 Liberal Theory: From Europe to the American Colonies

The difficulty when studying intellectual history, or a philosophical approach to historical
events, is finding a particular philosophy’s “origins.” This is because, as the old adage states:
there is nothing new under the sun. Most ideas, however novel or revolutionary as they may
appear, are often just repetitions or modifications of previously existing philosophies.
Liberalism, whether classic or contemporary, is no exception. Further complicating matters is
that philosophy, and intellectual history in general, all exist in the real, and very human, world.
That is to say, “new” philosophical ideas are more or less either direct products of their
environment, contradictions of the dominating philosophy at the time, or adaptations of older
philosophies to contemporary situations. To be reductive and in speaking of Western
philosophy, all philosophy is simply an extension or modification of Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle
or other classical thinkers. Niebuhr for example, was simply a modern reflection of Augustine,
who himself was a Medieval parallel of Plato.

There is a certain degree of truth with this generalization. But what it lacks, is the detail,
subtlety, and importance of history on philosophy. Indeed, Niebuhr was heavily influenced by
Augustine, but keeping in mind that the two were centuries apart, it would be unrealistic, and
borderline absurd, to believe that Niebuhr merely rehashed Augustine’s thought. Instead, and
as will be seen throughout this work, Niebuhr took classical thinkers approaches, adapted them
with his own vision, and give them meaning and context for a 20""-century audience. This is
because times, values, and even the meanings of words change. Additionally, philosophers and
thus, their philosophies, are arguably as equally influenced by world events as inspirational
thinkers. Hence the importance of studying the origins of both Dewey and Niebuhr’s intellectual
metaphysics. For only by returning to the past and analyzing the origins of Liberalism, and how
it evolved when coming to American soil, can a more global comprehension of Dewey’s

political Pragmatism and Niebuhr’s Christian Pragmatism be achieved.
1.1.0 European Liberalism: Roots of American Thought

To say that the Enlightenment had a profound effect on Western philosophy is an overused
truism and does little credit to the complexities of the various nations and their unique

approaches to Enlightenment thought. This is particularly true in an American context where in
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most high schools and universities by the Enlightenment “[people] usually mean the French
Enlightenment—thinkers like Descartes, Rousseau, Voltaire and Condorcet” (Brooks, “Two
Theories” par. 1). Niebuhr shared a similar view on the historical importance of the
Enlightenment to America’s development arguing how “American thought and practice can be
understood only as the unique experience of a democracy created on virgin soil and without an
aristocratic background. But it also helpful to realize that we have drawn our theories mostly
from France and practice from Britain” (Pious 75). Nevertheless, making any narrow
assumptions about the rich and deep philosophies of European 18™-century thought is to ignore
the subtleties between the varying world views. This does not mean that there was not a general
“attitude” or Western movement. Indeed, the Enlightenment simply meant the questioning of
the established values and norms; to reevaluate a person’s, usually a man’s, place in society and
the world. However, the methodology of these questions, and types of questions, varied, and
often maintained drastically different visions and approaches, especially when looking at the
French, Scots, and United Kingdom.

The source of these differences was primarily the analysis of human nature. For example,
within Anglo-Saxon philosophical understanding, the division was related to the unique historic

evolution of Scotland:

Scotland developed in the eighteenth century culturally and intellectually, as
well as economically, with a vigour that nurtured a distinctive, local
Enlightenment movement destined to exert a wide impact on both sides of the
Atlantic and beyond. [...] The Scots Enlightenment as a whole constituted a
dramatic but complex intellectual response to two wider challenges — the strains
of Scotland’s own transition to its new status within the post-1688 British empire
and, intellectually, to Montesquieu, Voltaire, Rousseau and the Encyclopédie.
(Israel 233-234)

This sudden presence on the global stage meant that the Scots had to figure out their place in
this new enlightened world. Where continental Europe focused on radical changes, Scottish
thinking was more inclined toward the “reconciliation (even in Hume) of philosophy and
theology and nature with divine providence via a shrewd attuning of moral and legal thought to
existing social norms” (Israel 235). This reconciliation would continue throughout the centuries
and appear in one form through Niebuhr’s Christian approach to politics and international
relations. Niebuhr carried on and continued Scottish Enlightenment thought by remaining

critical of human nature, taking it for what it was, rather than any idealized perfectionism.
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Keeping this in mind, it is not surprising then, that theories such as the “Invisible Hand” or
“Spontaneous Order” arose out of such lines of thought.

Though the influence and breadth of the Enlightenment’s impact is constantly debated, it
nevertheless helped establish, and ultimately develop, one of the primary philosophies of this
research project: Liberalism. Though, the term may have undergone several transformations
over the course of the centuries, the underlying principles of it, not just in its American
definition, but also in the strictly European economic sense of the term, find their roots in
multiple Enlightenment thinkers from different countries. Each added their own perspective in
helping to develop the philosophy as it is known today. As R.G. Collingwood for example
underlined in his preface of Guido de Ruggiero’s work The History of European Liberalism:

[t]hese principles [of assisting the individual to discipline himself and achieve
his own moral progress] lead in practice to a policy that may be called, in the
sense above defined, Liberal; a policy that regards the State, not as the vehicle
of a superhuman wisdom or a superhuman power, but as the organ by which a
people expresses whatever form of political ability it can find and breed and train
within itself. (vii.)

Brooks rightly summarized earlier how the immediate temptation in Western thought is to
remain in the Hexigone when it comes to philosophy, and to a certain extent, the temptation is
justifiable given the great number of names that came out of France from the end of the 1600s
and throughout the 18" century. They include but are not limited to, Descartes, Voltaire and
Montesquieu,'® who amongst others to quote Collingwood, “focused on the power of reason”
(gtd. in de Ruggerio vii.). Not all questions in French philosophical thought were of a
metaphysical or ephemeral origin, the French Enlightenment was also at the forefront of the
natural sciences with thinkers, such as René Louiche Desfontaines in botany, Joseph-Louis
Lagrange in mathematics and Antoine Lavoisier in chemistry making significant headway and

adding to the growing reputation of Paris as a scientific city.*®

18The reason why Rousseau is not included in that trilogy is due to a technicality, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau was
from Geneva, Switzerland, and not originally from France. Though, it should be acknowledged that his thought
was one of the most highly regarded in French philosophical circles.

19 The reputation would flourish and grow throughout the 19" century as well with several prominent American
thinkers going to Paris to either further their studies or to learn from the best, specifically in medicine and
architecture. For further information, see David McCullough’s The Greater Journey: Americans in Paris. New
York: Simon and Schuster, 2011.
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While French thinkers focused on the unbridled possibilities of human reason to break free
from superstition and question authority; a tradition arguably carried on by through Dewey’s
philosophies and analyses, it was often regardless of how well such thoughts were accepted in
court or society. Across the channel however, English and Scottish Enlightenment thought
spoke more of the limits of this same reason. They would discuss a person, not as the total

possibility to do good, but as a more complex being. People, thus,

[...] are born with natural desires to be admired and to be worthy of admiration.
They are born with moral emotions, a sense of fair play and benevolence. They
were also born with darker passions, like self-love and tribalism, which mar
rationalist enterprises. We are emotional creatures first and foremost, and

politics should not forget that. (Brooks, “Two Theories” par. 6)

This analysis was more tempered and ready to acknowledge the innate pursuit of self-interest
in a person’s choice. The English and Scottish Enlightenment also had their heroes such as John
Locke, Edmund Burke and Adam Smith.

Understanding the French, English and Scottish Enlightenments were equally important for
Niebuhr as well. According to the philosopher, comprehending the roots of the various
philosophical movements in the different countries was the best way to grasp the divide between
liberal and conservative attitudes in the US. He maintained: “[...] in order to analyze these
forms of liberalism and conservatism more exactly we must consider the history of liberal and
conservative thought in the three great nations-France, Britain, and America-which have given
us the most characteristic embodiments of democratic society” (Pious 71).

As previously stated, the primary difference between the French and Anglo-Saxon view of
human nature during the Enlightenment was this limit on human reason and the calling into
question of the innate “goodness” of a person. Similar to their Francophone counterparts,
English and Scottish thinkers did question authority, and the role of organized religion in
modern society. Though not often believed to have been the case, the beginnings of the English
and Scottish Enlightenment were violently opposed to Enlightenment thought as well. An
example of the hostility provoked by questioning the orthodoxy of the Church was the fate of
Thomas Aikenhead, who, after stating that the “doctrines of Christian theology were ‘a rapsodie
of feigned and ill-invented nonsense’” was hanged in 1697 (Denby par. 1). Ultimately this harsh
punishment for embracing Enlightenment principles was relaxed, such as in Edinburgh and
Glasgow. This was primarily thanks, in part, to Francis Hutcheson, who was dean in moral

philosophy at the University of Glasgow. Due to his relaxed approach, Hutcheson allowed
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larger-known figures such as Hume and Smith to openly speak, and criticize societal values and
traditions. Of course, it should be noted that prominence for the Scottish Enlightenment is
something relatively new, as Denby highlights:

For those who keep track of such things, the Scots, in current accounts of
intellectual history, have caught up with the French as leading exponents of
Enlightenment thought. Yet the learned Scots were remarkably unlike the French
philosophes; indeed, they were unlike any other group of philosophers that ever

existed. (par. 5)

This drastic, and remarkably different, philosophical approach had an equally profound effect
on American political thought as the French Enlightenment. However, no matter how important
the Enlightenment may have been in the development of Western political and intellectual
thought, the origins of such philosophies date well before the 18" century.

Tied up within the various debates of the different Enlightenments was a notion dear to
many a liberal’s heart: liberty. However, liberty was, and still is, a vague concept that is
dependent on multiple factors. Most philosophers, and especially “almost every moralist” have
at some point, “praised” or exalted the values of freedom (Berlin 121). The perennial problem
is finding an accurate and minimally accepted definition for this freedom.

These meanings ultimately centered around one’s perception. Isaiah Berlin is most famous
for dividing these definitions into what he called “positive” and “negative” liberty. Negative
liberty can best be summed up as the freedom from something or someone, whereas positive
liberty is the freedom to do something, or to become something. This is quite a reductive
definition but it highlights the conflicting conceptions of political reality and responsibility,
notably for and of the State. In the former, external forces intervene as little as possible (State,
local government, laws, regulations, etc.) so that the individual to achieve his/her conception of
his/her individual sense of liberty to the best of that person’s ability. The latter on the other
hand, is the freedom to be able to achieve one’s goals or desires with assistance from outside
forces if needed. Clearly, both conceptions of liberty hold a certain level of risk and abuse.
Negative liberty fails to account for the inequalities of circumstance, whereas positive liberty
can quickly lead to tyranny or paternalism. Positive liberty, when looking at history, proves to
be the easier path to corruption:

And, as is the case of the ‘positively’ free self, this entity may be inflated into

some super-personal entity-a state, a class, a nation, or the march of history itself,
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regarded as a more ‘real’ subject of attributes than the empirical self. But the
‘positive’ conception of freedom as self-mastery, with tis suggestion of man
divided against himself, has, in fact, and as a matter of history, of doctrine, and
of practice, lent itself more easily to this splitting of personality into two: the
transcendent, dominant controller, and the empirical bundle of desires and

passions to be discipline and brought to heel. (Berlin 134)

History has shown that when groups, people, or leaders dictate what is “best” for another,
tyranny, oppression, or authoritarianism are not far behind. Berlin himself was aware of this
conflict and instead focused on a more balanced approach to both forms of liberty, stating that
the two were needed to achieve any semblance of relative freedom.

Most political moralists, and especially political liberals, stretching back to antiquity, would
have argued more for negative, rather than positive liberty. This is especially true of many
Enlightenment thinkers who were under the thumb of various monarchical regimes. Yet,
modern liberals such as Dewey and Niebuhr, embraced the cause for some degree of positive
liberty in public life which was derived from the State. This applied more so to Dewey than to
Niebuhr, but both did share a common belief that governments had certain responsibilities to
their citizens beyond the traditional roles of defense and security.

Dewey, as will be seen later, felt that positive liberty had to be on par with negative liberty
in modern democracies as having political “freedom” meant little without economic or social
mobility to act upon those freedoms. Niebuhr though, would have agreed with Berlin’s realist
analysis of these liberties, as the two men were a part of the “non-Communist left” and “Cold
War liberals” (Cherniss 68-69). However, it was Berlin’s attitude towards the evolution and

development of history in general that Niebuhr would have most appreciated:

One belief, more than any other, is responsible for the slaughter of individuals
on the altars of the great historical ideals-justice or progress or the happiness of
future generations, or the sacred mission, or emancipation of a nation or race or
class, or even liberty itself, which demands the sacrifice of individuals for the
freedom of society. This is the belief that somewhere, in the past or in the future,
in divine revelation or in the mind of an individual thinker, in the
pronouncements of history or science, or in the simple heart of an uncorrupted

good man, there is a final solution. (Berlin 167)
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Yet, this criticism of past errors did not leave Berlin completely cynical to the potential of
positive liberty. He concluded that “the belief that some single formula” can bring about peace
is inherently “false,” a sentiment which Niebuhr would have equally shared. (Berlin 167).
These ideas are not new and the debate highlighted by Berlin existed during the actual
founding of the United States, as many of the Founding Fathers took up the cause for one form
of liberty or the other. Thus, by now elucidating the debate over liberty itself, the arguments of

the different Enlightenment thinkers can be better understood.

1.2.0 Thinkers of the Enlightenments: Building Blocks of American Liberalism

For reasons, similar to those stated before, it would be impractical, as well as imprudent, to
launch into a full intellectual history of the various Enlightenment thinkers. Tackling such a
project would be an immense mission and would require its own dedicated dissertation topic.
Nevertheless, the roots and general concepts of the different Enlightenments are still present
today, and were during Dewey and Niebuhr’s era. One could argue that Dewey and Niebuhr
were simply 20"M-century reflections of the old Enlightenment debates between
England/Scotland and Continental (French) thought. Representing the Anglo-Saxon tradition
was Niebuhr, critical and skeptical of human nature, and more specifically the limits of human
reason. Dewey on the other hand, embodied continental European thought, primarily the French
branch, in which human reason was something to celebrated and improved upon in order to
break free from the shackles of superstition all whilst striving towards progress. Still, what
should be kept in mind for this work, nonetheless, is the emphasis on Enlightenments in the

plural sense. Or as Cassier stated:

[T]he Enlightenment is not simply the sum total of what its leading thinkers —
Voltaire and Montesquieu, Hume or Condillac, d’ Alembert or Diderot, Wolff or
Lambert- thought and taught. It cannot be presented in a summation of the views
of these men, nor in the temporal sequence of their views; for it consists less in
certain individual doctrines than in the form and manner of intellectual activity

in general. (ix)

As explained previously, different countries produced different thinkers, each with unique
perspectives, as well as varying degrees of influence on Western philosophy and politics. To
carry this point even further, it has even been suggested that within the same country,

Enlightenment philosophers who shared the same nationality may not have belonged to the
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same Enlightenment. As Donald Lutz put forward in his article “The Relative Influence of
European Writers on Late Eighteenth-Century American Political Thought,” there were three
Enlightenments, with the 1% belonging to Montesquieu, Locke and Pufendorf, the second to
Voltaire, Diderot and Helvetius and the third to Beccaria, Rousseau, Mably and Raynal (186-
190). The existential crisis and epistemological debates regarding the meaning(s) of the
Enlightenment(s) are by no means recent ones and have been carried out by authors such as
Zollner, Pagden, Pocock, Israel and Lutz to name but a few.

As there are as many authors as variants on the Enlightenment, this research will focus on
those authors with whom Dewey and/or Niebuhr shared the most intellectually and
philosophically in common. Thus far, the author divisions have been as follows: Niebuhr
reflecting a 20™-century vision of Scottish thought and Dewey the French vision. However, as
will be seen in the next section, this division, though accurate when generalizing, does not
always work when applied to specific authors belonging to each movement. Therefore, to
demonstrate these links this work will delve further into Scottish and French thought as Niebuhr

and Dewey embody these complimentary, yet different philosophical approaches.

1.2.1 A Sense to the Universe: The Scottish Enlightenment and the Theory of

Spontaneous Order

Much like Niebuhr, Scottish philosophers believed that there was a limit to human reason.
Or as Nemo summarized: “le point de départ de la tradition de l’ordre spontané aux Temps
modernes est la réaction contre ['idée que le droit et les institutions peuvent étre le produit de
la seule volonté humaine ” (339).

Bernard Mandeville, who adhered to the theory of Spontaneous Order, and is most well-
known for his Fable of the Bees, illustrated this point by demonstrating that a society which
functioned solely on reason and virtue, could not actually function; that vice and the pursuit of
individual interests were actually necessary within society. He used contemporary civilization
as an example, explaining how an individual acted in his or her own interest to a certain degree
(again, provided that this person’s interests did not infringe upon another’s) and that society
still worked. He proved that social order was actually subject to some sort of external force
which helped guide and keep things in order, and that paradoxically, for any society to function,
including its economy, certain “wastes” needed to be maintained (Nemo 339-341). This idea
and approach would be taken up by Adam Smith and his philosophy of the invisible hand which

will be discussed in more detail later in this work.
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If Locke helped establish the political basis for the rights of the individual, then Adam Smith
(1723-1790) helped solidify classical Liberalism by defining, and filling in the gaps, specifically
in regard to economic theory that Locke had left behind. For Smith, there were two forms of
economic organization: the plan and the market. Speaking in terms of spontaneous order, this
meant organized and spontaneous order respectively (Nemo 360). Each form would have its
unique role to play in society, because, according to Smith, rule of law, on which Locke had
written a large amount, and the (free)-market economy were “two faces of one and unique
phenomenon, spontaneous order of society” (qtd. in Nemo 361).2°

Though best known and associated with his economic philosophies, Smith nevertheless
started by writing on morals and sympathy in his work Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). This
is where he laid out his basic outlines for political economy. There has been debate about
whether the theses highlighted in Theory and then in Wealth of Nations (1776) can be
reconciled. Recent thinkers have defended the idea that there is no contradiction in the basic
moral philosophy exhibited in Theory of Moral Sentiments and the economic analyses in Wealth
of Nations (Schneider 44). The debate stems from the concept that because Theory discussed
sympathy and how an individual should live in a society based on virtue, it is therefore de facto
contradictory to Wealth of Nations, which attempted to demonstrate how the State could use
self-interest for the benefit of all. Clive Crook, in his article “Adam Smith on CSR” believed

Smith would have found no contradiction at all between the two works:

The two books, though written with different purposes...were a single
intellectual project and fit together comfortably. [...] Smith believed that most
people are self-interested, sympathetic, and wish to be well thought of.
Successful commercial societies, he argued are built on these traits. (paras 7-8)

Similarly, Charles L. Griswold added: “il est important de remarquer un second aspect du
COrpus de Smith, a savoir que [’économie politique est une branche de la philosophie morale”
(127). Therefore, though the two deal with two different subjects, they are still complimentary
works, enforcing the theoretical approaches of Smith in his understanding of not only human
nature, but society as well.

Smith’s understanding of society stemmed from his belief in the theory of spontaneous order
in which human interactions, and more specifically, the benefits received from these

interactions, were not the result of the brilliance of human reason, but rather derived from some

D “deux faces d’un seul et unique phénoméne, I’ordre spontané de société

39



natural impartial spectator which regulated and helped society along. This came to be known as
his oft-quoted, “invisible hand.” Or, put another way: due to the natural limitation of an
individual, in the sense that s/he is not omniscient, s/he is therefore incapable of seeing the
actual results of any decision taken because the infinite interconnectivity between individuals’
actions is unknowable. This is an interesting notion because once “we drop the teleological and
theological vocabulary from [Smith’s theory], we are left with what many scholars have
regarded as one of the most fundamental insights or perspectives in the social sciences”
(Schneider 52). Furthermore, it is not hard to see the link here between Smith and Dewey as
both felt that the limits of interconnectivity within society and interactions between individuals
were unknowable and necessary. This “modern functional analysis” of society according to
Smith, demonstrates that human nature was “evoked by society, and it [was] sustained by
society.” This means that a person is as much a product of the society in which s/he lives, as the
biological factors making up his/her DNA (Schneider 58-61).

Smith differed though in his understanding of society from other liberal thinkers (Hobbes,
Locke and Montesquieu) in the sense that he did not believe or defend the idea of a social
contract, a sentiment shared by Dewey who felt that the Social Contract theory was just
erroneous in theory and in practice-there was no evidence to support any such theoretical or

practical contract had ever been used in human history. As James M. Buchanan claimed:

Adam Smith explicitly rejected a contractarian explanation for the emergence of
government and for the obligation of persons to abide by law, preferring instead
to ground both on the principles of authority and utility. Furthermore, he did not
recognize the possible value of using a conceptualized contract as a benchmark
or criterion with which to evaluate alternative political structures. (121)

Part of the reason for his attitude against social contract theory can be explained through Smith’s
sociological approach where he focused not on theoretical backgrounds or explanations, but
rather on history and experience to explain the development of society and the State. Law and
government were not created in some abstract state of nature, they were direct consequences of
conflicting interests, crashing together, and ultimately, forming some stable form of civilization
in which all could prosper from the vital function of the State: security. It is here where Smith’s
invisible hand is best expressed, not as some divine force, but as the sociological unforeseen
consequences of individual actions causing massive ripple effects that change communities on

large scales.
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It was because of this interconnectivity that Smith stressed the importance of morality
within political economy. Therefore, though he is the father of modern economic liberalism, the
actual theory and philosophy behind it are quite different than what many modern-day
interpretations may understand when using Smith’s name. Illustrating this disconnect, the
political economy had to determine the appropriate role of the State in society in order to
determine how the State could afford necessary public services. He also highlighted the need of
the State such as: defense, administration of justice, and public spending. (Boyer 187; 189-192)
Though its role was not the arbitrary distribution of wealth (punishing the rich to the benefit of
the poor), the State was nevertheless required, due to the interconnectivity of individuals in
society, to make laws which fostered a sense of solidarity amongst its citizens in the hope of
reducing economic and social inequalities (Biziou, “Libéralisme” 192).

This is a far cry from the laissez-faire liberalism most often associated with Smith. This is
simply the result of a misunderstanding of political economy and Smith’s original philosophies.
About a century later, Dewey would make similar arguments on the “corruption” of Liberalism.

For example, Biziou argues:

Concevoir [’économie politique comme une partie du systeme de la philosophie
morale va a [’encontre de notre classification des disciplines. En revanche, cela
est pleinement conforme a la classification des disciplines qui avait cours au
sein des universités écossaises dans lesquelles Smith enseignait, ou n’existait

pas encore de chaire d’économie politique. (Adam Smith 124)

The reason why morality and political economy went so well together in Smith’s thought was
his emphasis on the necessary virtues in a society, each corresponding to a different “passion,”
common to individuals. The first was social in nature where a person concerned about the
interests of another is represented by the virtue of benevolence (bienveillance). The second
passion was self-interest and was tempered by prudence. Finally, the last passions were
“asocial” in which a person sought revenge for a perceived wrong against his/her own personal
interest or the interest of another. This passion was resolved with the virtue of justice which
would seek an objective resolution to any conflict or perceived wrong-doings toward one person
or between individuals (Biziou Adam Smith, 129-130). These passions and virtues were all
trumped by Smith’s “cardinal virtue” (“vertu cardinale”) or the virtue of “self-control”
(“maitrise de soi”) that enabled civilizations to reach their ideal potential (Biziou, Adam Smith
131).
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These moral factors within the political economy of Smith all seem to lead to one thing: that
the modern interpretation of Smith’s Liberalism is completely off base. To quote Biziou:
On aurait donc tort d’imaginer, comme ont pourtant tendance a le faire bien des
lecteurs, qu’en parlant de I’avénement de la société commercante Smith pense
a une société de marché o la présence de I’Etat s effacerait de plus en plus,
voire disparaitrait. En réalité, selon Smith, c’est le contraire qui se produit, et
cela de facon tout a fait naturelle, c’est-a-dire conformément aux principes de
la nature humaine. L’activité économique va de pair avec la législation imposée

par I’Etat, elles naissent et se développent dans un méme processus historique.

(Adam Smith 154)

Biziou continues this line of thought in the same work by arguing: “[...] le probléme est moins
de libérer le marché de I'intervention de 1’Etat que de libérer 1’Etat de |’intervention des
marchands” (180).2* But Smith was not the only philosopher to discuss spontaneous order or
the role of the state. Edmund Burke did as well, though as will be seen, he did so in a different
manner altogether.

Turning back now to the politico-historic side of spontaneous order philosophy and coming
toward the latter part of this philosophical timeline was Edmund Burke (1729-1797), best
known for his work Reflections on the Revolution in France. He differed greatly from his earlier
spontaneous predecessors in that his understanding of society and the role of the individual in
that society was very historical and linear. His thesis, in the grand scheme of things, was that
human reason was extremely limited. Ultimately for Burke, it was tradition and customs which
keep society together, not the spontaneous free-for-all pursuit of self-interest. Again, following
very much in the English/Scottish Enlightenment philosophy, Burke still thought highly of the
individual, and of the social contract that less than a century earlier John Locke had openly
discussed. Burke’s philosophy can be best explained in the following passage from Reflections

on the Revolution in France:

Society is indeed a contract. Subordinate contracts for objects of mere occasional
interest may be dissolved at pleasure — but the State ought not to be considered
as nothing better than a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coffee,
calico or tobacco, or forme other such law concern. [...] It is to be looked on

with other reverence. [...] As the ends of such a partnership cannot be obtained

21 Biziou’s emphasis.
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in many generations, it becomes a partnership not only between those who are
living, but between those who are dead, and those who are to be born. Each
contract of each particular State is but a clause in the great primeval contract of
eternal society, linking the lower with the higher natures, connecting the visible
and the invisible world, according to a fixed compact sanctioned by the
inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral natures, each in their
appointed place. (143-144)

What’s interesting to note here is the emphasis on the interconnectivity of generations and its
role in ensuring the continuation of society. The “primeval contract” for Burke, was similar to
Smith’s invisible hand, guiding societies throughout history as an unseen and invisible force
ensuring the benefit of all. Similar to Smith, Burke’s emphasis on the “oath which holds all
physical and all moral natures” highlights the beneficial role of the State in society. Here, the
State was to remain out of economic affairs through any direct intervention. However, that did
not mean that it had no role to play whatsoever. Similar to Smith, Burke’s political economy
did not exist within a vacuum, void of any and all morality; on the contrary, it was the duty of
the State to ensure that morality was established by linking the generations together through
societal norms and values.

These last few thinkers from the English/Scottish Enlightenment have been prominent
in the history of liberal thought, and their influence reached the subjects of this research. This
is especially true with Dewey and his pragmatic emphasis on the interconnectivity of people in
society. However, liberal thought was not just an Anglo-Saxon phenomenon. Liberalism was
influenced by the ideas from continental Europe, specifically the French Enlightenment. Similar
to the English/Scottish Enlightenment, focusing on one philosopher over another is done for
two methodological reasons: the first being again, time and scope, the second will be discussed
below. The Enlightenment, regardless of the country or period, is a huge subject. Though an
introduction into Enlightenment thought is needed for the sake of understanding classic and
contemporary liberalism as well as Dewey and Niebuhr’s intellectual roots, one must be careful
not to tread down this pathway too long, for fear of losing one’s way. The second reason is that
when studying intellectual history or the history of ideas, one can never be entirely sure that
one thinker truly influenced another, or had a direct impact. All that can be done, is to infer a
relationship based on texts, personal accounts, and the other references available. The
consequences of this second reason mean this will look at a single French Enlightenment author,
not because he is more significant than others, but because his works have been fundamental to

liberal thought, specifically with regards to the American model of Liberalism.
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1.2.2 The Separation of Powers and Need for Moderation: Montesquieu and
Liberal Thought

Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de la Bréde and de Montesquieu (1689-1755), was an
important figure in liberal thought, though not necessarily for his theories in economics or even
for his theories on the place of the individual in society. What made Montesquieu important, as
well as unique in a liberal framework and to the scope of this research, was his emphasis on real
political structure and organizations. He demonstrated the strengths and weaknesses of different
regimes based on comparative study. Several commentators have mentioned Montesquieu’s
unique approach as being one of the major precursors for sociology. Victor Goldschmidt in his

introduction to De [’esprit des lois I maintained:

Pour la premiere fois, les lois sont ici envisagées dans leur devenir historique,
et replacées dans leur devenir historique, et replacées dans leur environnement
climatique, géographique, économique, moral et religieux. On comprend qu’ici
encore, une discipline inédite ait pu revendiquer [’auteur comme un précurseur,

sinon comme son fondateur : la sociologie. (21)

It is important to take notice of this, because Montesquieu analyzed different civilizations and
history not from any normative or religious point of view, but merely as historic or cultural fact.
However, considering the previous discussions on the neutrality of a scientist, Montesquieu’s
own neutrality can be called into question and reviewed, due to the subjective nature of the
social and human sciences. Nevertheless, credit should be given where it is due when

Montesquieu put forward:

| have, first of all, considered mankind; and the result of my thoughts has been
that amidst such an infinite diversity of laws and manners, they were not solely
conducted by the caprice of fancy. [...] [ have not drawn my principles from my

prejudices but from the nature of things. 2? (1777: 30)

2 “J’ai d’abord examiné les hommes ; et j’ai Cru que, dans cette infinie diversité de lois et de meeurs, ils n’étaient
pas uniquement conduits par leurs fantaisies. [...] Je n’ai point tiré mes principes de mes préjugés mais de la
nature des choses” (1979 :115).
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In his most famous work De [’esprit des lois, Montesquieu presented arguments against the
abuse of power. Montesquieu defended this thesis in De [’esprit des lois when he maintained
that “to prevent this abuse, it is necessary from the very nature of things that power should be a
check to power” (1777:211).22 Of course growing up in a very different social and historical
context to his contemporaries across the Channel, Montesquieu lived under the absolutist
regime of the French monarchy. Granted, coming from the Bordeaux region, Montesquieu
benefited from a certain degree of intellectual freedom not potentially granted in other cities or
courts. Furthermore, having been to England, he was able to view France’s political system
from a new perspective, especially when it came to the separation of powers, which he
commented on, saying that “[...] there are three sorts of power: the legislative; the executive in
respect to things dependent on the law of nations; and the executive in regard to matters that
depend on civil law” (1777:213).2

Similar to many authors of the Enlightenments, Montesquieu discussed the nature of man
and how it played a role in his political philosophy. Reflective of other contractual theorists
(Hobbes and Locke), Montesquieu elucidated the different states a person could find
him/herself in: nature and/or war. However, there were some stark differences between
Montesquieu and his contemporaries, especially when it came to the state of war. Where for
Hobbes, the state of nature and state of war were synonymous, and for Locke the state of nature
was peaceful, and one went into society to avoid the state of war, for Montesquieu, the state of
war was started when a person enters society, as s/he was now competing for resources (Pangle
33). It was at this point, when a person went into civilization that s/he became aware of things
such as justice or injustice (Diedieu 118).

This may seem like a very cynical approach, and one could even question why Montesquieu
did not share more with Hobbes, given their seemingly common pessimistic view of human
nature. However, as Pangle maintained, “Montesquieu [did] not challenge the notion that the
selfish desire for security is the predominant and crucial human desire; but he contended that it
is tempered by weak social desire” (36-37). Therefore, where Hobbes only saw violence in
human nature, Montesquieu stressed that there were social links which established positive
feelings and affection amongst people within a society. Focusing on the complexities of human

nature, Niebuhr would argue something similar a few centuries later in that individuals were

B “Pour qu’on ne puisse abuser du pouvoir, il faut que, par la disposition des choses, le pouvoir arréte le pouvoir”
(1979 :293).
24 <]y a, dans chaque Etat, trois sortes de pouvoirs ; la puissance législative, la puissance exécutrice des choses

qui dépend du droit des gens, et la puissance exécutrice de celles qui dépendent du droit civil” (1979 :294).
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both capable of good, but also capable of evil. He even praised Montesquieu in his analyses of

human nature and politics stating how:

[a]s other theorists such as Hume, Burke, and Montesquieu have shown, [the]
authority [of the State] rests upon an implicit consent derived not so much from
rational calculations as from emotions, habits, and traditions, growing out of
organic and historical experiences, and analogous to the sources of loyalty in

traditional communities. (On Politics 112)

Society reflected the governing State to a certain degree, both Niebuhr and Montesquieu agreed
on this. However, organic factors such as emotions, habits, and traditions had to be taken into
account for stability’s sake. This did not necessarily signify that these relationships could
control negative human nature, but at least they could temper it. Here, Montesquieu acted as a
sort of intermediary between Locke and Hobbes, softening Hobbes’s realism while
simultaneously, if not exactly criticizing, at least highlighting, the overly optimistic tone of
Locke. It was this moderating effect of society which led Montesquieu to argue for a more
sensible government, rather than for the Labyrinth of Hobbes. In Montesquieu’s vision, as
summarized by Pangle, government’s role was security and freedom, the “freedom from
domination and from threat of death or attack by other men. The purpose of government [was]
to use the power of the state to suppress the natural war among individuals™ (49).

Montesquieu’s view of human nature was an equally important contribution to liberal
thought. This was where Locke and Montesquieu shared common ground: freedom was not
absolute in society. However, where Locke reasoned that one was free to do what s/he wished,
provided there was no infringement upon the liberty of another, Montesquieu took the approach
that a person was free “only when he limit[ed] his doing as he wishe[d] to activities not
forbidden by law” (Pangle 109-110).

These basic ideas were often the most cited, and the most studied, and significantly
influenced liberal thought. There very debate on power and the proper use of it was one
Niebuhr’s major thesis throughout his career, arguing that it was dangerous indeed, but
necessary in political affairs. Montesquieu was a judge, under an absolutist regime, able to
persuasively argue on the benefits of limiting power through its separation; or basically by
playing human nature against itself. If power were separated between multiple parties, each
party would naturally want to take as much as it could. This would cause each faction to equally
fight against the other so that no faction obtained supreme power thereby creating a form of

stable equality between institutions. The three sorts of power to which Montesquieu referred,
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are known in contemporary times as executive, legislative and judicial. Though Montesquieu
did not say judicial, the executive power he cites, “in regard to matters that depend on civil
law® can be inferred to mean the legal system whereas the executive “in respect to things
dependent on the law of nations”2® would be more of what a president or State leader would do
in acting as a head of military/head of state (1777:213). Joseph Diedieu confirms this summary

of different powers when he explains:

Le pouvoir exécutif fait la paix ou la guerre, envoie ou regoit des ambassades,
veille a la slreté intérieure, prévient les invasions. Le pouvoir législatif fait des
lois pour un temps ou pour toujours, et corrige ou abroge celles qui existent
déja. Le pouvoir judiciaire punit les crimes ou juge les différends des
particuliers. (160-161)

His defense of the separation of powers stemmed out of the need for protection from
arbitrary use of power. According to Montesquieu, if the executive and legislative were
combined, then tyranny followed, because nothing would stop the ruler to both create and then
enact “tyrannical laws” (des lois tyranniques) (1777:213). Worse, should there be no separation

between the judiciary and other powers,

[...] there is no liberty, if the judiciary power be not separated from the
legislative and executive. Were it joined with the legislative, the life and liberty
of the subject would be exposed to arbitrary control; for the judge would be then
the legislator. Were it joined to the executive power, the judge might behave
with violence and oppression (1777:213).%"

It was only through a parting of these powers, that a person would be able to enjoy the
natural liberty s/he was born with. Each branch of government had their own responsibility in

ensuring political freedom for its people. The legislative branch, for example, addressed the

%5 «[...] la puissance exécutrice des choses qui dépend du droit des gens [...]”(lbid.).

26 «[...] [la puissance des choses] qui dépendent du droit civil.” (Ibid.).

2" “Il n’y a point encore de liberté, si la puissance de juger n’est pas séparée de la puissance législative et de
l’exécutrice. Si elle était jointe & la puissance législative, le pouvoir sur la vie et la liberté des citoyens serait
arbitraire : car le juge serait législateur. Si elle était jointe a la puissance exécutrice, le juge pourrait avoir la
force d’un oppresseur” (1979 :294).
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concerns and needs of the people. In Montesquieu’s legislative body, it was a bicameral system
with an upper house and lower house which would address them (1777:216). The reason for
two distinct houses was because of the varying and conflicting interests between the nobles and
the people. A unicameral body would surely end up being corrupted, as it would serve only the
needs or interests of the chosen body, most likely the nobility, and would ignore or purposely
exploit the others.

Montesquieu believed that executive power was best placed in the hands of a strong leader,
or in his specific case, a monarch (1777:217). It was the monarch, or strong executive, who was
capable of making those decisions which needed to be made quickly and without deliberation.
Often these decisions would involve foreign policy, war, or internal or external crises as their
very nature required swift, decisive action not long and complicated debate about what should
be done.

This independent legislative and strong executive powers do eventually come together in
Montesquieu’s thought. For contrary to what may be believed, Montesquieu’s ideal regime was
not a democracy or republic, but a constitutional monarchy, such as he found in England. In his
analyses of the different roles that each branch (legislative, executive and judiciary) played in
a government, he acknowledged that the three could never be truly independent from one
another since government would then cease to function, as each branch would be acting without
knowing or seeing what the others were doing. Or to give an analogy in which the three branches
are a part of a human body: the left arm writes a note, while the right arm pours a glass of milk;
all the while the person is actually sleeping unaware of what is going on.

The executive and legislative must work together to achieve some sense of liberty, and
consequently establish the basics of a functioning government order. Almost paradoxically,
they worked together best when they were competing to work against one another the most. As
previously discussed in the natural pursuit of power, each branch would try to amass the most
in order to dominate the others, and it was here where Montesquieu discussed the ideas of limits

imposed by the executive and legislative on each other. He argued:

Here then is the fundamental constitution of the government we are treating of.
The legislative body being composed of two parts, they check one another by
the mutual privilege of rejecting. They are both restrained by the executive

power, as the executive is by the legislative.
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These three powers should naturally form a state of repose or inaction. But as
there is a necessity for movement in the course of human affairs, they are forced
to move, but still in concert.?® (1777:219)

Montesquieu’s defense of the English model, or specifically of a strong monarch could be
viewed cynically, as merely a means of protecting himself from political or religious
prosecution, since he was living under an absolutist monarchical regime. This is doubtful
though, given the amount of time he devoted to justifying why a constitutional monarch was
better than a republic or democracy.

Arguably, the primary strength or reason Montesquieu found for defending the English
model was the “modern liberal republicanism” (qtd. in Pangle 125-126). In this system, the
people were not directly involved in politics for a variety of reasons (size of country, inability
to attend meetings, or sheer ineptitude in public policy), however, they still needed to make sure
their interests were addressed by those in power. Therefore, a system of representatives was
established, in which a small group of elected officials represented various people throughout a
given country. It was through this representative government that the separation, and more
importantly, balance of powers, could be accomplished, as it would truly pit major interest
groups (the people, the nobility and the monarch) against one another in a peaceful way in order
to guarantee that all benefit from liberty and are free from any abuses of arbitrary power.

What should be noted by this defense of the English model is how the arguments were
political and were not based on “metaphysical reasons” (les raisons métaphysiques) (Diedieu
167). Montesquieu did not base his arguments on any personal prejudices or philosophical
arguments to emphasize the strengths of the English model, instead he used concrete political
examples to express how a truly republican political regime was excellent for expressing the
desires of the people, but inept at actually accomplishing anything in any correct manner
(Diedieu 167).

Spanning several centuries and different countries, liberal thought has had numerous
sources to pull from in developing into what is come to be known as modern liberalism.

However, what has been studied thus far is of a European nature and is also referred to as classic

28 «\/oici donc la constitution fondamentale du gouvernement dont nous parlons. Le corps législatif y étant
composé de deux parties, |'une enchainera l’autre par sa faculté mutuelle d’empécher. Toutes les deux seront
liées par la puissance exécutrice, qui le sera elle-méme par la législative.

Ces trois puissances devraient former un repos ou une inaction. Mais comme, par le mouvement nécessaire

des choses, elles sont contraintes d’aller, elles seront forcées d’aller de concert” (1979 :302).
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Liberalism. For the purpose of this research, it is not European liberalism which is the most
pertinent in understanding Niebuhr and Dewey, it is American liberalism. Nevertheless, it is
necessary to master the foundations of Liberalism to best understand the two. Furthermore,
American liberalism was not something that appeared out of nowhere. By being taken from a
European and “Enlightened” context and applied to one in which people were dealing with the
“noble savage” and the wild frontier, authors such as Locke, Smith and Montesquieu
contributed to American Liberalism. It was during this adaptation to new circumstances that

European liberalism evolved and changed to have an American identity.

1.3.0 Americanization of European Thought

American political philosophy has always been an interesting subject to dive into due to the
difficulty of defining exactly what it is. Being a “somewhat vague” term, it can encompass
philosophers born in the U.S., or thinkers who immigrated to America; it can deal with classic
philosophy such as metaphysics or epistemology, but can equally branch out to different
domains in linguistics, interconnectivity, or experience (Boersema par. 1). When American
political philosophy is studied, those attempting such a task acknowledge the difficulty of the
subject, not simply for the enormity of the challenge but also because “American political
theory has long been neglected” (Shklar 91).

What makes analyzing American political thought so difficult is the recurring belief that it
is not original. Many believe that it is “mired in the legacy of John Locke and a mindless
optimism. [...] In any event our petty intellectual squabbles are mere shadow-boxing compared
to the real thing, the kind of ideological combat that feudalism and class war generated in
Europe” (Shklar 91.). This statement is telling, as those studying American political philosophy
tend to find themselves constantly on the defensive, due to the belief that American political
theorists simply pick and choose from a catalogue of European intellectual philosophies. Yet,
it would be unfair and inaccurate to say that American political thought is just mere repetition
of European thinkers. To claim this is to ignore the cultural and historic specificity of the
American situation, whether it is the belief of starting a New Jerusalem with the Puritans, or
interpreting Enlightenment thinkers to fit American needs, American political philosophy is a
mix of foreign-rooted ideas adapted to a new and vast world.

Equally difficult for those studying American political thought, is the lack of any linear
evolution. Constantly growing between various contradictory forces, it seems American

political history takes one step forward but two steps back, especially when it came to
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progressive developments. This was related to two reasons: one practical and linked to the
geographic distance between the US and Europe. The other was cultural and was linked with
historic differences between the two continents (Rodgers 62). One cannot ignore the fact that
the creation of institutions capable of great democratization were also the same ones that
maintained the establishment, and defense, of slavery in a modern state. This contradiction
between freedom and slavery, is just one of four points Judith Shklar highlights as

“distinguishing American political thought” (92). She pointed out that:

At least four obvious political phenomena have contributed to distinguishing
American political thought from its cultural neighbors (Europeans): the early
and painless acceptance of white adult male suffrage, federalism, judicial
review, and most deeply, the prevalence of chattel slavery long after it had

disappeared in the rest of the European world. (92)

So then, how is one to reconcile all of this with what has been analyzed thus far? The best way
to do that is, first of all, to admit that American political thought was, and still is, influenced
heavily by European political thought. This influence, however, is very much limited to that:
influence. This does not imply a direct copy, and to think that American political thought is
simply a poor reflection or imitation of European thought is to seriously misunderstand
American intellectual and political history. This is especially true when Enlightenment thought
is taken into consideration and analyzed with regards to American Liberalism.

Similar to what has been previously stated, the concepts and terms used in one time may
vary and change in another. Gordon Wood demonstrated this in his classic work on America’s
foundation when he claimed: “Although the vocabulary of the period (1776-1787) was familiar,
| found the meaning of much of that vocabulary strange and peculiar, and | learned that words
such as ‘liberty,” ‘democracy,” ‘virtue,” or ‘republicanism’ did not possess a timeless
application” (vii). Therefore, the first thing that needs to be kept in mind when comparatively
analyzing the European Enlightenments on American political thought is the specificity of the
vocabulary. Though words may be familiar, they can, of course, have a variety of connotations
or definitions depending on the context and époque in which they were being used. With that
in mind, looking at specific Enlightenment philosophers and how they influenced American

Liberalism can be examined.

1.3.1 “Keep Calm and Carry On”: Moderation of Montesquieu and the Scottish

Enlightenment in America
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Montesquieu’s influence has always been a topic of study, even going back to the beginning

of the 19" century. The then-Ambassador James Bryce stated:

This book [L Esprit des l0is] had won its way to an immense authority on both sides of
the ocean [...]. No general principles of politics laid such hold on the Constitution
makers and statement of America as the dogma that the separation of these three
functions is essential to freedom. It had already been the groundwork of several State
constitutions. It is always reappearing in their writings; it was never absent from their
thought. (gtd. in Cattelain 71)

What is interesting to note here is the scope of Montesquieu’s influence. Most observers of
American political history can easily associate Montesquieu with the Federal Constitution,
given the strict separation of powers demonstrated between the three branches. However, what
few realize, is that the ideas of Montesquieu were imbedded in the individual State Constitutions
before 1789. The principles of the separation of powers were already established throughout the
thirteen original states. Montesquieu’s words can even be found directly in the State
Constitutions. For example, the New Hampshire Constitution of 1783 stated: “The people of
this State have the sole and exclusive rights of governing themselves” (Cogan 1044). This is a
direct interpretation of Montesquieu’s Book II Chapter 2 in which he discusses Republican
governments and democracy.?®

One of his primary influences on the American model was the creation of a strong judiciary
which could ensure liberty, not because the judicial branch would be stronger than the executive
or legislative, but because it would be equal. It was this idea which was truly unique, for in
feudal or aristocratic societies, the judiciary was consistently thought of as being a mere
extension of the executive. The judiciary was not independent, and therefore was more or less
governed by the whims of the monarch. By creating a strong, and independent judicial authority,
judges could then truly analyze whether or not a law was just, leading to the very American
concept of judicial review. Cattelain best summarized this when he maintained that: “La
création d’'un département national judiciaire est également due a ['influence du juriste
bordelais.  Jusqu’ici, nul gouvernement n’avait de pouvoir judiciaire séparé. Les

recommandations de Montesquieu furent suivies a la lettre” (97).

2 C’est encore une loi fondamentale de la démocratie, que le peuple seul fasse des lois (1979 :136).
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Aside from Montesquieu, American Liberalism stemmed from the British/Scottish
Enlightenments and also played a role in American political thought, specifically the American
adaptation and evolution of the Whigs in the colonies. Similar to Smith and the idea of the
Invisible Hand which guides personal interest toward common good, colonists felt that freedom
was not necessarily the freedom found in the state of nature, but a political liberty which enabled
for certain rights; signifying that a person is willing to sacrifice total liberty for the
Commonwealth (Wood 80-90).

This idea of sacrifice for the common good and an “Invisible Hand” would be taken up time
and again during America’s intellectual history. This was due to the political and religious
divisions between the diverse socio-political and ethnic enclaves throughout the United States
which evolved and constantly debated the appropriate roles for the State and the individual.
Dewey and Niebuhr were 20™-century examples of this debate, with both thinkers redefining
these roles depending on the historical influences taking place at any given time. For example,
the idea advocated by Smith and his Invisible Hand regarding society’s unlimited
interconnectivity was the basis for much of Dewey’s work on politics, ethics, and society.
Similarly, Smith’s Invisible Hand was reflected through Dewey and Niebuhr’s specific
vocabulary. Dewey explained the same phenomenon via the individual’s ignorance of social
interaction’s globality. Niebuhr, conversely had a more theological understanding in which the
Invisible Hand was an omniscient God, watching from afar as His creations continued acting as
creature and creator, ultimately understanding little of His complex plan.

Added to this idea of an unseen force linking together all the unknowable consequences of
individual interactions, was the average temperance brought about by the English/Scottish
Enlightenment. A sobriety that understood the idea that an individual can never totally set aside
said interests for the pure benefit of society. Even during the Revolution, there was a certain
degree of temperance, the Americans did not necessarily strive for the betterment of human
nature, rather for the betterment of society. This is a product of the English/Scottish influence

in America, and Smith reflected this temperance. To quote Thomas Sowell:

The American Revolution, which occurred in the same year as the publication
of The Wealth of Nations, was very different from the French Revolution of the
same era. The French Revolution was faster, more violent—and shorter-lived. It
was based more on abstract principles, on abstract speculation about the nature
of man and the potentiality of government as an instrument of human
improvement. Smith was much more in the tradition of the American Revolution

— more based on historical experience of the limitations of man as he is, of
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government’s shortcomings as actually observed, and above all, a rejection of
the idea that anyone has either such wisdom or such nobility as to wield the
unbridled power to shape and direct his fellow-creatures. (14)

The need for soberness was not expressed uniquely by Smith, but by other members of the
English/Scottish Enlightenment. Edmund Burke, who was pro-American during the
Revolution, spoke out for the need of temperance from the Crown, stating before Parliament
that they should

[...] revert to [their] old principles—seek peace and ensue it; leave
America...But if intemperately, unwisely, fatally, you sophisticate and poison
the very source of government by urging subtle deductions, and consequences
odious to those you govern, from the unlimited and illimitable nature of supreme
sovereignty, you will teach them by these means to call that sovereignty itself in
question. [...] If that sovereignty and their freedom cannot be reconciled, which
will they take? They will cast your sovereignty in your face. (qtd. in Simms 569-
71)

This was in no way similar to Burke’s thoughts on the French Revolution. In A Letter from Mr.
Burke to a Member of the National Assembly (1791), Burke argued for the importance of
temperance in the French mindset stating that “...men of intemperate minds cannot be free.
Their passions forge their fetters.” This was Burke’s, and to a certain extent, the
English/Scottish Enlightenment’s issue with the French Revolution. Their criticism was not that
the people wanted to be free from the authority of the Crown, but the way they carried out this
desire. In this context, it was succumbing to human passion, rather than using history and
experience to moderate their desires. This time, it would be Niebuhr who would pick up where
Burke and other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers left off simply because Niebuhr’s theology
was always skeptical of the modern belief in the “goodness” of human nature. Similar to his
18"-century intellectual forefathers, Niebuhr felt that self-interest, greed, and the darker sides
of human nature needed to be considered and controlled when discussing humanity. This
sentiment was by no means new, as authors dating back to Antiquity and even those of the
American Revolutionary era defended the same arguments. Though Antiquity and Classic
thinkers may have been the first to grasp the inherent conflicts of human nature, the American
Founding Fathers did the same, this time however in the context of a “virgin” continent, “free”

from the restraints of the Old World.
54



1.3.2 The Federalist and the Economic Pursuit of Self-Interest

Anyone who has studied American history knows the famous phrase of “no taxation without
representation” the philosophical raison d’étre of the American Revolution. After the
Revolution was over, and the Articles of Confederation established, the issue of taxation was a
contested and hotly debated one. It is important to mention and discuss The Federalist in the
context of Dewey and Niebuhr, because it was the Founding Fathers who laid the ground work
for much of Dewey and Niebuhr’s work. The debates that Hamilton, Adams, Madison, and
Jefferson were having throughout the end of the 18" and beginning of the 19" centuries, were
the same ones that Dewey and Niebuhr would have had in the 20th. These debates centered
namely around the role of the individual and the State, the power the State should have over the
individual, and the very nature of humanity itself. Thus, in order to best understand the 20%"-
century context, a brief analysis of the 18"-century debates regarding these issues through the
works and lives of some principle figures of the era needs to be extrapolated.

Fearing ultimately that citizens would be unjustly taxed without proper representation,
States ensured that any revenue collected would be for the use of the individual State, and not
the Federal government. The results of such debates were that under the Articles could not
directly tax the people of the Confederation. Instead, any money raised for the Federal
government, was to be given by State legislatures, on their volition. Of course, this clearly
created problems, as not many States were willing to give up large sums of money as there was
no economic or political interest in doing so. States, under the Articles, could conduct business
and treaties with foreign entities at their will. Therefore, it was almost counterintuitive for
individual States to give money to the Federal government so they could pursue “national”
interests that would end up, most likely, against States” own interests. To avoid this issue, as
well as any other problems related to revenue, Hamilton argued that a strong Federal
government, capable of levying taxes directly on citizens was necessary, in lieu of depending
of the volition of the States (60).

Tied into this idea of economic liberty was Hamilton’s criticisms in the Federalist No. 22
in which he discussed the problems associated with Congress’s authority of regulating
commerce. As stated previously, the Articles allowed for individual States to trade with each
other, or with foreign entities entirely independent of the national government’s will or interest.
Of course, philosophically, it can be understood why such an approach was taken, given that
the Enlightened idea was to follow one’s economic and political self-interest without

interference from external parties. Therefore, why should the States be subjected to Federal
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regulation or oversight which would undoubtedly harm the State’s individual interest?
Hamilton’s argument was that this created undue and unnecessary chaos between the States and
that only a strong Federal government should have the absolute authority to deal with
commerce.

These were just but some of the issues that the Articles of Confederation, and consequently
the citizens throughout the thirteen States had to contend with and resolve. And it was not until
1787 that these issues were put to rest through the ratification of the Constitution of the United
States. This was in part due to the brilliance of Hamilton, Jay and Madison whom each
contributed to The Federalist to persuade the American people of the necessity of a strong
Federal government. The Articles of Confederation attempted to take the pure idealism of
Enlightenment thought and apply it to government, and has been seen, it was not completely
successful. It was only through a moderate approach, specifically influenced by the Scottish
Enlightenment, and the réal politique attitude of Hamilton and Adams, that Enlightenment
idealism could properly be put to use through the Constitution of 1787.

Madison continued Hamilton’s approach by highlighting the major advantage of a strong
Union in a society filled with various factions, “[a]mong the numerous advantages promised by
a well-constructed Union, none deserves to be more accurately developed than this tendency to
break and control the violence of faction” (30). Madison was as much a product of the Scottish
Enlightenment as Hamilton, Adams and Jay. Thus, for him, human nature naturally drove
individuals to seek out their own self-interest, something that both Dewey and Niebuhr attested
to as well. Similar to Smith, Mandeville and other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, Madison
did not see this as a vice of human weakness, but rather as an opportunity to use these
motivations for the betterment of society. However, in order to understand how these factions,
or what would be known today as lobbies, could be used within a society, it is best to begin
with Madison’s definition of a faction for though separated by centuries, Madison’s astute
political savvy on how to use factions against one another would be taken up by 20™-century

thinkers such as Niebuhr himself. Madison reasoned:

By a faction, | understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority
or a minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common
impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the
permanent and aggregate interests of the community. (30)

What is important to take away from Madison’s definition, and what is relevant to this research,

is that a faction was not bound by any type of ethnic, religious or social creed. It is quite
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conceivable that in a Madisonian approach, someone from the upper-class could be a part of the
same faction as someone from the working class or a farmer. The factions were simply derived
from the “common impulse” either to protect the interests of the few, the many, or the greater
community as a whole.

Factions have existed throughout all societies and all ages, the difference being how
individual regimes managed factions. Within classical thought, factions were either controlled
through the sheer force of will of the absolute ruler in a monarchy, through reasoning and
“virtue” such as in an aristocracy (i.e. Philosopher-Kings), or through the voice of the people
and simple majority decisions as in the classic democratic model of the Greek City-States.

For Madison, and thus for Adams and Hamilton as well, factions were a natural part of
society and inherent in an individual. He even argued that should there ever be some form of
society in which factions were not easily present, people would actually start looking for the

smallest reasons and trivialities to create a faction. Madison maintained:

The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man; and we see them
everywhere brought into different degrees of activity, according to the different
circumstances of civil society. [...] So strong is this propensity of mankind to
fall into mutual animosities, that where no substantial occasion presents itself,
the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been sufficient to kindle their
unfriendly passions and excite their most violent conflicts. (30)

Continuing in the same line of thought, Madison’s Federalist No. 10 is a truly brilliant
example of adapting European Enlightenment thought to the American context. Madison first
argued on the utility of factions in society, as not just something natural, but actually something
necessary to the health of a functioning Republic. These principles stemmed directly from the
Scottish Enlightenment, specifically the ideas of the Invisible Hand and the theory of
Spontaneous Order. Understanding that there always need to be checks and balances between
the various factions, and thus varying powers within the government, Madison continued by
highlighting that a Republican government ensured the freedom of all simply by pitting the
interests of these factions against one another. Dewey would recognize this in his work, though
he argued that these various factions could and would eventually work things out to find some
common ground through experience, education, and dialogue.

The Federalist Papers are strewn with such examples. Hamilton wrote often and
profoundly, on the importance of commerce in a free society, specifically how a strong Union

can ensure the economic liberty for all. It was in this text that the roots of American liberalism
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took hold. Understanding the dangers of unbridled laissez-faire commerce within the different
states, Hamilton argued that however paradoxical it may appear, a strong Union, with adequate
military and naval power, would actually protect the economic liberties of the citizens better
than the then-functioning model of each State for itself. Hamilton’s primary concern was that
foreign governments would use the very free-trade policies that existed between the States
against them (33-35). To give an example: State A and State B have independent treaties with
Country C. State A and State B both have similar economic interests and general economies
(plantations and primarily agriculturally based). Therefore, Country C could try to pit State A
and B against one another for its own profit, (i.e., preferential tariff pricing, and cheaper goods)
in order to get the better deal, thus causing the “loser” State to be at a great disadvantage.

It was only through regulation enforced by a strong Union that states avoided such a
problem. Hamilton claimed that “[b]y prohibitory regulations, extending, at the same time,
throughout the States, we may oblige foreign countries to bid against each other, for the
privileges of our markets” (33). He later contended that a strong Union not only protected the
States from foreign influence, but also against domestic infighting and commercial exploitation.

Perhaps though it was The Federalist No. 48 which best expressed Enlightenment ideas in
an American context. In this particular essay of which the subject is the “Structure of the
Government Must Furnish the Proper Checks and Balances Between the Different
Departments,” Madison took Montesquieu’s idea of the separation of powers and demonstrated
how they could be adapted to the American situation. According to Madison, safeguarding

liberty was only possible through distinct and separate branches of government:

In order to lay a due foundation for that separate and distinct exercise of the
different powers of government, which to a certain extent is admitted on all
hands to be essential to the preservation of liberty, it is evident that each
department should have a will of its own; and consequently should be so
constituted that the members of each should have as little agency as possible in
the appointment of the members of the others. (142)

The departments to which Madison referred was the executive, legislative and judiciary. It
should be noted here, that though Madison argued for a strict separation of powers, that did not
mean an absolute separation. When analyzing the English Parliament, Montesquieu understood
the need for some form of interaction between the different branches of government, else the
results would be stagnation at best or absolute anarchy at worst. Madison followed suit, albeit

lightly, when he said that “ecach should have as little agency as possible in the appointment of
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the members of others” (142). Like Montesquieu, Madison acknowledged the necessity for the
three branches to have a basic degree of cooperation in order for the proper functioning of
government. What was important, was not that each branch function without recourse from the
others, but rather that the appointments or selection processes of the different branches, should
remain independent as possible in order to prevent political rivalries (in the vulgar sense) from
disrupting government.

For Madison, and consequently the other Founding Fathers, it was preventing these political
rivalries that drove the division of power and thus the different branches of government. Again,
reflecting the Scottish Enlightenment’s idea of personal interest and human nature, Madison

stated in The Federalist No. 48 that

[...] the great security against a gradual concentration of the several powers in
the same department, consists in giving to those who administer each department
the necessary constitutional means and personal motives to resist encroachments
of the others. The provision for defense must in this, as in all other cases, be
made commensurate to the danger of attack. Ambition must be made to
counteract ambition. The interest of the man must be connected with the
constitutional rights of the place. It may be a reflection on human nature, that
such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government. [...] If
Angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government
would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be administered by
men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the
government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control
itself. (142)

Madison did miss one thing in his analysis of human nature and government, in that if humans
were governed by angels, neither external nor internal controls on “government would be
necessary” but consequently, government itself would not be necessary. Therefore, the fact that
government exists highlights how complicated the human condition is.

Hamilton’s constant reminder of the imperfectability of human beings is reflected in the
American model. Understanding the dangers of direct democracy, and how it would lead to
popular rule, by following the passions or whims of mob mentality, Hamilton successfully
reasoned for the establishment of a Federal American Republic. As Staloff so perfectly

summarizes:
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Ours may be a government for the people, but it has never been a government
by or of the people. On the contrary, it is a representative republic whose
institutions were explicitly designed to ensure that the popular will would rarely
directly drive political policy, and whose representatives have always been
drawn from the social and economic elite. [...] Hamilton knew this, and his
experience and legacy remind us of it. More than that, he reminds us why,
despite our protestations to the contrary, we want it that way: the people do not
always know best. ‘The people are turbulent and changing,” Hamilton claimed;

‘they seldom judge or determine right.” (129)

Hamilton, Jay and Madison took the ideas from the Enlightenments, specifically the Scottish
one to try to put into political practice the theoretical ideologies of the time via The Federalist
Papers. The purpose of which was to, of course, convince the American people of the need of
a Federal Constitution. Tempered by human nature and an understanding of its imperfectability
and the belief in the Invisible Hand, Hamilton, Jay and Madison set the foundations for
American Liberalism, and thus the groundwork for Dewey and Niebuhr. For example,
Madison’s and Hamilton’s emphasis on a strong central government and the need of a powerful
State were the roots of American political realism that Niebuhr would apply two centuries later
during the volatile and violent early 20™" century. However, Enlightenment thought did not stop
with them, instead it was taken up by other Founding Fathers, including John Adams and

Thomas Jefferson who provided their own interpretation on and analyses of it as well.

1.3.4.2 John Adams: The Enlightened Federalist

Thanks in part, to his education in New England John Adams, like Hamilton, shared a
realist view of Enlightenment thought and its application to the American situation, specifically
in terms of the betterment of the human condition. At the time, New England benefited from an
extremely high literacy rate and “(with the possible exception of Scotland) boasted the most
extensive and effective system of public education in the English-speaking world” (Staloff 140).
This education was put to use and found Adams with a profound appreciation for the sciences.

Adams’s Enlightenment influences can be seen in his analysis of government and the
role it should have in society. Adams felt that the social sciences, specifically Political Science,
functioned, similarly to Newton’s natural laws. This meant that as the natural world could be
described, studied and analyzed, so too could the science of government. This type of approach

could arguably make Adams one of the early precursors to modern sociology as he tried, mostly
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in vain, to find causal relationships between certain factions and the results in society. For
Adams, the fundamental law was that “Power always follows Property,” highlighting the strong
Enlightenment influence regarding property and freedom. Keeping in line with the idea of
Adams being a precursor to modern sociology, his view was that as the natural sciences had
their subject, so too did political science. However, where the natural sciences analyzed the
properties explaining the natural world, Adams saw the object of political science as “human
nature and human life” (Staloff 146).

The importance of education in Adams’s Enlightened thought continued throughout his
political career. The Massachusetts Constitution, written by Adams in 1780, demonstrated his
devotion to education as not only a privilege but a national right for all citizens at the expense
of the State. As Francis Newton Thorpe summarized in his article “The Political Ideas of John
Adams,” the Massachusetts’s Constitution was not only a direct reflection of Adams’s political

philosophy, but also a reflection of Enlightenment thought in terms of Government:

But Adams’s concept of the purpose and functions of government are more
completely expressed elsewhere in that Constitution, as in its provision- the
earliest of the kind on record for universal education at the expense of the State,
- the celebrated provision for public schools, grammar schools, the University at
Cambridge, private societies and public institutions, the promotion of the arts
and sciences, commerce, trades, manufactures, and a natural history of the

country. (9)

Education, the arts, commerce; these liberal values, which would be taken up by Dewey
specifically in his discourses on democracy and education, were at the heart of Adams’s thought
and were expressed in the State Constitution.

If Hamilton, Madison, Jay and Adams all represented common reflections and analyses in
Enlightenment thought, albeit with subtle variations, Thomas Jefferson had a completely
different point of view. Educated in the best schools, submerged in Enlightenment thought
throughout his education, becoming advisor under Washington’s administration, and eventually
creating the opposing party, Thomas Jefferson was a unique figure in America’s adaptation of
Enlightenment thought. Jefferson was unique, if for no other reason that where the previous
Founding Fathers were all primarily influenced by the Scottish Enlightenment and
Montesquieu, Jefferson gladly accepted French Enlightenment ideas, and set up the foundations

for American Romanticism, a sort of critique and evolution of the Enlightenment.
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1.3.4 Thomas Jefferson: The Revolutionary Enlightenment Thinker

Jefferson had a distinctive understanding when it came to applying Enlightenment
principles, especially when adapting them to the American context. As Ambassador to France
from 1785 to 1789, Jefferson had a first-hand experience to Continental European
Enlightenment and of the events leading up to the French Revolution.

Throughout the later-half of the 18" century, “Anglomania” was starting to dissipate in
France, partly thanks to such thinkers as Francois Quesnay, Turgot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
Belonging to a sort of pre-Romantic philosophy known as Physiocracy, these thinkers
questioned the very teachings of the Enlightenment, specifically the ideas of mixed and
representative government. Even more disconcerting for several of the Federalist Founding
Fathers, was the Physiocrats’ seemingly dogmatic belief in their own philosophy and approach
to science. This “fanaticism la[id] at the heart of the rupture between the older modes of
enlightened discourse and the new proto-Romantic ethos of authenticity” (Staloff 175).

Physiocrats disagreed greatly, however, with the Federalists’ point of view on politics and
government. Where the Federalists championed for a bicameral system in which the interests
of the few (the rich) would be balanced by the interests of the many (the poor), thus enabling

not only political, but economic liberty as well, the Physiocrats rejected such an idea:

Following Rousseau, they insisted that there was only one legitimate source of
political authority, the general will. Unlike the interests of various social groups
and classes, the general will spoke for ‘the people as a whole’ and thus ‘is always
right and always tends toward the public utility.” The mixed government of
England simply ensured that ‘the private interest of two orders is given first and

second place’ while the “public interest is merely third place.” (Staloff 175)

In almost poetic irony, the philosophy that the Enlightenment inspired the most, Physioracy,
ended up being the very reason for the Enlightenment’s decline in intellectual and philosophical
popularity. Claiming to represent “pure” science and truth, the fanaticism that was fought
against in the 17" century seemed to make a comeback under a name of a new god: Science.
Jefferson, being a privileged Founding Father, was one of the few to receive a classic

education in which he studied the modern authors of his time. Under the private tutelage of
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George Wythe, who would educate future American leaders such as Chief Justice John Marshall

and President James Monroe, Jefferson benefited from a truly Enlightened childhood:

Under Wythe’s tutelage, Jefferson pored over the tedious pages of Edward Coke
and the voluminous William Blackstone. [...] He studied the political
implications of the law in authors like John Locke, Joseph Priestley and the
Baron de Montesquieu, just as he explored its ethical basis in the writings of
Francis Hutcheson, Lord Kames and the Marquis de Condorcet. [...]

The years of close reading under the direction of... Wythe steeped Jefferson in
the learning of the Enlightenment, leaving him deeply committed to its values.
Indeed, the booklist he supplied for Robert Skipwith’s private library in 1771
reads like a who’s who list of 18"-century learning. Bayle, Bolingbroke, Buffon,
Burke, Franklin, Hume, Kames, Locke, Montesquieu, Reid, Robertson,
Rousseau, Smith, Stewart and Voltaire were all prominently listed among a bevy
of ‘modern’ literary figures such as Addison, Congreve Fielding, Goldsmith, and
Sterne to name just a few. (Stalhoff 250)

To say that Jefferson was immersed in Enlightenment thought is an understatement, but what
was unique about Jefferson was his enthusiasm for it, and general idealism when applying it.

Jefferson was probably the most idealist of the Founding Fathers in terms of adapting the
authors he had grown up with into concrete political thought. When he became governor of
Virginia, “Jefferson practiced the politics of Enlightenment in his native state.” (Stalhoff 252)
His idealism and approach to Enlightenment thought changed drastically following the
American Revolution, and even further after he took up his position in France. Similar to
Hamilton and Adams, the American Revolution tempered Jefferson’s faith in the ability of his
fellow citizens to put aside personal interests for the common good. However, it was not until
his post in Paris that the Enlightenment Statesman became a pre-Romantic thinker, questioning
the bedrock beliefs of the Enlightenment.

His faith and emphasis in educating the common people for example, as well as his notion
of the will of the Majority, were very reminiscent of Rousseau’s General Will. Throughout the
late 19" and early 20" centuries, Dewey would continue this debate, defending the need of
quality education within a democracy as a means to prevent tyranny and to protect liberty. In a

letter to his friend James Madison from Paris on December 20 1787, Jefferson explained:
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After all, it is my principle that the will of the Majority should always prevail. If
they approve the proposed Convention in all its parts, I shall concur in it
chearfully, in hopes that they will amend it whenever they shall find it work
wrong. | think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries; as long
as they are chiefly agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be vacant
lands in any part of America. When they get piled upon one another in large
cities, as in Europe, they will become corrupt as in Europe. Above all things |
hope the education of the common people will be attended to; convinced that on
their good sense we may rely with the most security for the preservation of a due

degree of liberty.

This exchange with Madison referred to the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. Jefferson felt
that a bicameral system with a strong Federal government would infringe upon the liberties and
powers of the individual States. Thus, the best defense against any of these infringements was
to ensure the power was centered on the masses and not in the hands of the wealthy or natural
aristocracy.

This emphasis on education and the power of the people reflected the influence of Rousseau,

and other proto-Romantic thinkers on Jefferson. However, as Staloff rightly summarizes:

At first glance, Jefferson’s belief in popular sovereignty looks a lot like
Rousseau’s majoritarian doctrine of the ‘general will.” In fact, however, it was
far more radical. Even Rousseau had acknowledged that the majority could
transcend the limits of natural right. Madison in particular sought to point out
the failings of majority rule to his friend and mentor. The people were not a
solitary entity Rather, they were a collection of interests and factions, and in ‘a
simple Democracy’ it was doubtful whether ‘a majority having any common
interest, or feeling any common passion, will find sufficient motives to restrain
them from oppressing the minority.” By contrast, Jefferson was remarkably
sanguine. The majority ‘may sometimes err,” yet those ‘errors are honest,
solitary, and short-lived.” It was therefore best to ‘bow down to the general
reason of the society,” for ‘even in its deviations’ form the course of justice it

‘always soon returns again to the right way.” (297)

Thus for Jefferson, the majority was always right, even when it was wrong. Such an approach

may seem the pathway to totalitarianism given how unlikely it is for a majority to relinquish its
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power. Nevertheless, Jefferson’s vision of democracy was not as encompassing as what might
be imagined.

For Jefferson, the counter balance against any form of totalitarian rule or abuse arising from
the majority rested in the hands of the individual and the belief in Republican values. This can
be seen in a letter from Jefferson to Samuel Kercheval in 1816 where he wrote that the “true
foundation [was] the equal right of every citizen, in his person and property, and in their
management” (qtd. in Staloff 299). Therefore, protection against tyranny did not come from the
State, as would be the case for the Federalists. Instead, it came from the citizens themselves in
a form of negative liberty, in which only through the lack of government presence in everyday
life could freedom be ensured.

Sharing another idea with Rousseau was Jefferson’s approach to property in that it was
“political rather than natural” (Staloff 302). It would be a mistake though, to read too far into
this statement or try to argue that Jefferson might want to divide property equally amongst the
citizenry; quite the contrary. His argument was that it was the fault of the State itself for such
random and arbitrary division of property. This can be seen in a letter to Madison in 1785 where
he said: “the laws of property have been so far extended as to violate natural right.” What
Jefferson meant by this was that because central governments divide up land according to
special interest groups, rather than the actual needs of the people or according to the best use of
the land, much of the land was thus wasted. This in turn created arbitrary divisions between
people and classes which would have otherwise been avoided had the State given the people
the negative liberty they needed to flourish.

Perhaps one of the greatest demonstrations of French influence on Jefferson was in regard
to his attitudes toward the contractual continuation of society from one generation to the next,
as well as for society’s need of rebellion. The Scottish Enlightenment, best exemplified here by
Burke, reasoned that society functioned and evolved through a contract from one generation to
another, binding existing generations to previous ones primarily through history and tradition.
Jefferson disagreed with this assessment, and sought to break away from this argument. In a
letter to Madison from Paris on September 6' 1789, Jefferson wrote:

The question whether one generation of men has a right to bind another, seems
never to have been started either on this or our side of the water. Yet it is a
question of such consequences as not only to merit decision, but place also,
among the fundamental principles of every government. The course of reflection
in which we are immersed here on the elementary principles of society has

presented this question to my mind; and that no such obligation can be so
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transmitted | think very capable of proof. I set out on this ground, which |
suppose to be self-evident, "that the earth belongs in usufruct to the living": that
the dead have neither powers nor rights over it.

For Jefferson, society should be reconstructed essentially with every new generation, as each
generation’s values and societal norms would have changed according to the different times in
which they lived. Not only that, the new generation would have to adapt to the unforeseen
challenges of the previous generation.

On top of this rupture between contractarian theories, was Jefferson’s unequivocal support
of insurrectionary activity. Jefferson contended that healthy Republics experienced bouts of
spontaneous insurrection, and rather than trying to squash them, central governments should
embrace them. “A little rebellion now and then is a good thing. It is a medicine necessary for
the sound health of government,” he wrote to Madison in a letter from Paris in 1787. His greatest
example of support for healthy insurrection and rebellion was the French Revolution of 1789.
What made Jefferson’s view so unique was that he was present during all of the important steps

leading up to, and including, the Revolution itself:

Jefferson had borne witness to the early stages of the world historical upheaval.
He had observed the gathering of the Assembly of Notables in 1787 with calm
optimism... he was present at the opening of the Estates General in 1780 and
helped Lafayette with early drafts of the [Déclaration des droits et des devoirs
de I’homme et du citoyen]. When blood was at last shed, Jefferson did not shy
away from it. In fact, as Conor Cruise O’Brien has argued, Jefferson’s
commitment to the French Revolution actually grew as it became more radical
and violent. (Staloff 306)

In his time as ambassador, Jefferson had clearly changed from Enlightened Statesman to
Romantic Idealist and it was a combination of these ideas and passions that he would take back
to the presidency.

Jefferson represented a break between Enlightenment thought, its American application,
and the new philosophical movement that would dominate the first part of the 19" century,
Romanticism. Though nurtured in the wells of Enlightenment thought, Jefferson saw the limits
of such philosophies, ultimately rejecting it for more idealistic and democratic values, rather
than the cold, calculated analyses of the Federalists and their distant approach to how self-

interest can benefit society. Of course, like all idealists, he would end up betraying many of the
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values and ideals which he had so vehemently fought for prior to his presidency. Jefferson had
a substantial impact on American political, economic, and social thought by using this
combination of Enlightenment upbringing and Romantic idealism. He changed the American
landscape politically through the creation of the then-new Republican political party as well as
physically through the Louisiana Purchase.

Hamilton, Adams, Jay, Madison and Jefferson are obviously not the Alpha and Omega of
American political thought. Nevertheless, they represent various approaches to how the
European Enlightenments were used in an American context. One in which the landscape, and
to a certain extent, the people, were blank slates ready to receive the lofty, and often
complicated, ideas of the Enlightenments. The importance of studying these thinkers, as well
as the foundations of the Enlightenment itself, were necessary steps in this research since no
thinker or philosophy exists in a vacuum. Analyzing and discussing the development of
Europe’s Enlightenment, and its evolution in America, has thus set up the framework and basis
for the next sections of this research. Political Pragmatism and Christian realism were
continuations of the Enlightenment and the American revolutionary period. In order to
understand Dewey’s political Pragmatism or Niebuhr’s Christian realism, Montesquieu,
Adams, Hamilton, et. al. needed to be studied as Dewey and Niebuhr exemplified
Enlightenment ideas in a 20"-century framework. For example, in matters concerning public
education and the focus on society, Dewey brought Rousseau and Jefferson’s ideas in time
through his pragmatic vision. Likewise, the Scottish Enlightenment and its emphasis on a
measured analysis of human nature that continued on through Adams, Madison, and Hamilton,
will be examined within Niebuhr’s Christian realism. However, though Pragmatism and
Christian realism may be continuations of these philosophies, the experiences of the 19" and
20" centuries that generated these new philosophies that will be next discussed.
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History, Religion and Politics in Pragmatism and

Christian Realism

2.0.0 Freedom, Equality, and Religion in Pragmatism and Christian Realism

Finding America’s unique intellectual voice was a challenging feat given the very large
scholarly shadow cast by the thinkers and philosophes of Europe during the Enlightenment.
Those who would debate that Pragmatism is “the distinctively American philosophy” ironically
forget to approach Pragmatism’s history from an actual pragmatic point of view (Mounce, Two
Pragmatisms Introduction). In spite of it being a philosophy which “arose in America,”
Pragmatism was nowhere near the pure product of American philosophical ingenuity as some
would argue (Mounce, Two Pragmatisms Introduction). Instead, Pragmatism was an expression
of European philosophy on American soil, and owed much of its metaphysical and intellectual
debts to the Old Continent (Shusterman). Though against the grain of some, admitting that
Pragmatism was the product of experiences adapted to new situations by no means devalues it,
nor does it make it any less “American.” Acknowledging Pragmatism’s diverse philosophical
roots merely adapts a pragmatic approach to its own intellectual historic development through
viewing itself as the convergence of various ideas and experiences. Take for example Arnaud

Schmitt’s argument that even the term “Pragmatism” itself is a borrowed one:

[Charles] Peirce aurait emprunté a Kant le terme méme de pragmatisme ; en
effet, le philosophe allemand développe dans La Critique de la raison pure le
concept de ‘croyance pragmatique,’ la seule envisageable pour Peirce. 1l est
ensuite possible de discerner dans cette combinaison d’empirisme, de
faillibilisme et d’anti-essentialisme qu’est le pragmatisme dans sa premiére
mouture diverses influences, que l’on peut certes faire remonter aux sophistes,
mais ou prédominent celles de [’idéalisme allemand et de [’empirisme

britannique. (5)

Following the creation of the American Republic, there was little groundbreaking
political thought or philosophy which defined American intellectualism. Part of this was due to
a lack of interest in philosophy. De Tocqueville remarked as such when he stated: “je pense

qu’il n’y a pas, dans le monde civilisé, de pays ou l’on s ’occupe moins de philosophie qu’aux
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Etats-Unis” (Démocratie Il 9). Scholars throughout America’s history have noted that it was
America’s political and legal institutions which helped formulate American political and
philosophical thought, rather than any type of metaphysical meditation removed from society.

The noticeable institution for de Tocqueville was the judiciary, due to the particular
mentality found within early Americans. De Tocqueville wrote: “C’est aux Etats-Unis qu’on
découvre sans peine combien [’esprit légiste, par ses qualités, et je dirai méme par ses défauts,
est propre a neutraliser les vices inhérents au gouvernements populaire” (Démocratie | 369).
This esprit 1égiste was at the root of the American political psyche, which actually helped foster,
develop, and empower a branch of government usually mistrusted and ignored by other,
specifically continental European powers: the courts.

In the American legislature, de Tocqueville saw nothing more than aristocrats trying to hold
onto their power and prestige through legal procedures and policies. Anytime the general
populace would rise up to try and express the desire for a new law, or demand effective political
change, the legislative branches would baulk at these demands and find refuge within their
governmental powers. Consequently, the American courts were endowed with a specific and
almost unrivaled power when compared to their European counterparts. De Tocqueville

illustrated:

Lorsque le peuple américain se laisse enivrer par ses passions, ou se livre a
[’entrainement de ses idées, les légistes lui font sentir un frein presque invisible
qui le modere et ’arréte. A ses instincts démocratiques, ils opposent secrétement
leurs penchants aristocratiques ; a son amour de la nouveauté, leur respect
superstitieux de ce qui est ancien ; a [’immensité de ses desseins, leurs vues
étroites ; a son mépris des regles, leur godt des formes ; et a sa fougue, leur

habitude de procéder avec lenteur. (Démocratie | 369)

Thus, in order to express their political needs and desires against the seemingly reactionary
influences of the legislative, the people found another viable source of power.

It was the courts, and specifically the Supreme Court, which seemed to hold the greatest
control for de Tocqueville, most notably due to the power of judicial review to determine the
constitutionality of the law. He commented that the authority of the Court, and to a greater
extent the “esprit légiste,” were so prevalent that de Tocqueville proclaimed: “/i/l n’est presque
pas de auestion politique, aux Etats-Unis, qui ne resolve tét ou tard en question judiciaire”
(Démocratie 1 370).
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There is a paradox in American political philosophy however: it is supposed to be a
democratic government in which “the people” are sovereign, yet at the same time, the political
reality was one in which a group of non-elected, elitist judges, the Supreme Court, and judicial

review had the most impact on public policy. Shklar acknowledged this paradox:

[The Supreme Court] is an institution which is obviously irreconcilable with
democracy, but results from the conjunction of the three following facts: legal
traditions inherited from the Colonial and Revolutionary period, distrust of any
government, and a democracy which had little confidence in itself. This
convergence has given to the United States two sovereigns, the people and the
Supreme Court. (113)

The contradiction of having two sovereign powers should be immediately noticed, as it is
contrary to the very definition of sovereignty. Once more than one sovereign power is
introduced, neither the former, nor the newly established, are actually sovereign. They are
instead a cooperative of sorts.

Conflicts were thus resolved pluralistically via multiple procedures and methods. Any
struggles that took place reflected America’s notion of freedom and equality; two concepts
which took on different dimensions in the United States when compared with the classic
European comprehension of these dichotomies. It was the “complicated situation” of the
American idea of freedom and equality that gave the United States its unique philosophical
approach (Shklar 113). Constantly redefining these notions was one of the goals of two of
America’s major philosophical contributions, namely Pragmatism and Christian realism.

As previously stated, Pragmatism is considered to be an authentically American philosophy
because it was an intellectual “export” compared to other philosophies, which had always been
imports (Mounce, Two Pragmatisms Introduction). Pragmatism was not the first philosophical
experiment that America dabbled in. Mounce described three major philosophical “periods.”
The first period was one in which Christianity, specifically “its Calvinist form™ attempted to
come to terms with European scientific breakthroughs while maintaining universal truths in
Calvinism. The second period was “dominated by the Transcendentalists” (Mounce, Two
Pragmatisms Introduction). The reason why these were not “authentically” American
philosophies was that they were dependent upon or modifications of previously existing
European thought. Because they did not organically “grow” out of the American continent and
were simply American versions of European philosophies, they did not merit being

“distinctively” American.
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There are two problems with Mounce’s classification. The first has already been discussed
regarding his misconceptions of Pragmatism’s “American-ness.” As demonstrated earlier
through the various Enlightenment thinkers, Pragmatism was influenced as much by other
European philosophies as anything else. In it, traces of Kant, empiricism and anti-essentialism
can all be found, all of which had European and Classical roots. Mounce’s rejection of anterior
influences actually highlights the other major problem with his arguments. He either completely
excluded, or otherwise ignored, one of Pragmatism’s foundational principles: interconnectivity.
Within most branches of Pragmatism, ideas and philosophical movements are as much a result
of previous experience, as of ideas. Therefore, to suggest that Pragmatism is “distinctively”
American because it stemmed out of America misses the point entirely by turning a blind eye
of the events, ideas, or philosophies that led up to Pragmatism’s creation. It is the equivalent of
suggesting that the Enlightenment(s) was/were the product(s) of one particular country or
person.

Adhering to a pragmatic approach to intellectual history, this research includes Christian
realism alongside Pragmatism as being a uniquely “American” philosophical tradition. Though
Niebuhr was the son of German immigrants and therefore received first hand European
influences, Christian realism was able to emerge because of this. If Pragmatism is accepted as
being “uniquely” American in spite of several European influences as authors such as
Shusterman and Schmitt have demonstrated, then Christian realism should hold an equivalent
status. It is not the intellectual or philosophical roots that define a movement’s “citizenship,” it
is how it is used within the context of the moment or location. The “Americanness” of Niebuhr’s
Christian realism therefore lies within its ability to take a mixture of Classical, Enlightenment,
Christian, and political philosophies whilst attempting to apply them to the problems that
America, and to a certain extent, the West, were confronted with.

Granted, some of the approaches and ideas Niebuhr proposed had a certain pragmatic ring
to them, indicating that Christian realism is indeed linked with Pragmatism. This does not,
however, contradict the argument that Christian realism is as American as Pragmatism. On the
contrary, if Christian realism is indeed a branch of Pragmatism, which will be discussed later
on in this research, then ipso facto, it is equally an American philosophy. The Americanness of
Christian realism can be demonstrated through two ways. 1) Niebuhr’s methodologies in
dealing with problems by analyzing, accepting, and using notions of power and conflict of
interest in human relations while maintaining a normative standard to judge human behavior,
that is Protestant Christianity. 2) Sharing key concepts or qualities deemed to belong to one or
more branches of Pragmatism, such as the refusing to adhere to any dogmatic belief or absolute

truth in spite of any criticism against Dewey and his understanding of Pragmatism.
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A reminder before continuing. The Pragmatism studied for the purpose of this work
concentrates on John Dewey’s understanding, conception, and defense of it. The lack of
consensus amongst pragmatists themselves has made reaching a standard or universal definition
of Pragmatism difficult. This challenge dates as far back as the 19" century with James and
Peirce, and continued until the beginning of the 21% century, with pragmatists like Putnam or
Rorty. Authors such as Mounce argue that there are Two Pragmatisms on account of James’s
complete misunderstanding of Peirce’s original meaning of the philosophy. This resulted in a
complete rupture between the “traditional” Pragmatism of Peirce with James’s understanding
of it. Adding to this polemic is the epistemology of Pragmatism in which no set dogma or
foundational belief can actually be established. With all of this in mind, it was necessary to limit
this research to a particular Pragmatism. Thus, any use of Pragmatism or its variants, unless
otherwise stated, refers to John Dewey’s particular analyses of it. This by no means reduces or
detracts from the deep well of other pragmatic theories and philosophies which current exist.
On the contrary, in future sections, this work will actually discuss how John Dewey’s version
of Pragmatism has evolved, in part thanks to Christian realism, to remain relevant in a 20" and
21% century context.

Within Pragmatism and Christian realism, notions such as liberty, freedom, and the
appropriate role of the individual and of society were constantly debated and redefined. For
both men, the individual had an active and constant role to play in society in order to improve
the situation for both. Though not as fatalistic as de Tocqueville in regard to the power of the
people in the face of the legislature, both Pragmatism and Christian realism understood that
struggle was always going to be a part of democracy when obtaining any type of justice,
equality, or liberty. Similarly, in continuation with the various conflicts of interest and
“factions” noted by the Founding Fathers, and commented upon by de Tocqueville and Shklar,
both American philosophies realized that any type of “perfection” within society was
impossible.

Dewey did not necessarily believe society or even human nature could be perfected, as
to believe so would imply some form of eschatology and stagnation. Instead, Dewey and other
philosophers belonging to what James T. Kloppenberg labeled the “via media” held a particular
vision of the world which “avoided fruitless attempts to reconcile the irreconcilable” by trying
to find a middle path between natural sciences and religious or spiritual morality. Ultimately,
this philosophy was one of a “frank admission of uncertainty” as via media philosophers “did
not pretend to have solved the problems of social theory” (Kloppenberg 26-27, 413). This was
because improvement in society was done via experience and education, two vehicles which

were never static and constantly adapting to new situations. With Pragmatism, “perfection” was
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equivalent to “stagnation.” For Christian realism on the other hand, “perfection” was always
going to be unattainable. Perfection was in God, and God alone; human nature did not allow for
perfectibility. The only things it could hope for were approximate justice and relative love.
The next sections will look deeper into these philosophies and examine how they helped
shape domestic and foreign policies for the first part of the twentieth century. This will be
demonstrated through explaining the principles of both philosophies, as well as how they
examined certain social questions and events, such as World War 1, religion, and the appropriate

role of an individual in society.

2.0.1 Pragmatism: American Practicality or Philosophical Wisdom?

As previously covered, America’s philosophical heritage is a blend of various sources
ranging from religious to European metaphysical foundations. However, Pragmatism has been
able to escape such an umbrella classification due to the persistent belief in its “American-ness.”
Pragmatism enjoys a wide variety of rich intellectual inspiration from Kant and Bacon, to
Enlightenment thinkers and 19"-century German philosophy. Though, “American,”
Pragmatism does lack certain clarity especially in terms of defining it in any general way. The
word itself is imbedded with misconceptions. On the one side, there is the popular sense of the
word which means to do something or act in a way that makes the most sense. This is similar
to being utilitarian. From a philosophical point of view, Pragmatism breaks away from other
philosophies in that it rejects the classic rational conception of thought, i.e., describing reality
or finding some universal “truth.” Instead, philosophical Pragmatism chooses to focus on
experience, action, and interaction as a means of understanding; that essentially the only “truth”
which exists, is that any given “truth” will change over time, because either society’s or a
person’s experience will change how it is viewed.

Even when looking at Pragmatism in its “noble” or philosophical analysis, there is still little
agreement over what it actually is. Though William James invented pragmatism “as a favor to
Charles Peirce” who was the man behind the term and much of the philosophy, the overall
consensus on what it meant, or means today to be a pragmatist is still in debate. At its
conception, even other founders of the Metaphysical Club such as William James, Charles
Peirce, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, did not all agree on how this new philosophy would
describe or explain reality, and more importantly, experience to others. Matthew Festenstein
explains the philosophical differences between the founders, adding John Dewey into the mix,

as perhaps Pragmatism’s most famous legacy and most oft-cited name with the philosophy.
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Equally highlighting the differences between not only the intellectual founders of Pragmatism

but the evolution of its philosophy, Festenstein argued:

There is a case for opposing Peirce and Dewey to the more individualist and nominalist James.
There is also an argument for distinguishing Peirce from James and Dewey, since the latter two
lacked Peirce’s interest in establishing the reality of conceptions by reference to what emerged
‘at the end of inquiry’ and sought to tie the fixation of belief rather more closely to present
human needs and interest than Peirce believed was intelligible. [...] ...there is no accepted
understanding of the ‘two schools’ pedigree of pragmatism either. The difficulties multiply
when the net is cast more widely, in order to include (for example) Mead, Lewis, Rorty, Nelson
Goodman or Sidney Hook. (3)

Menand attempts to synthesize some form of comprehension or understanding of Pragmatism
by stating it was “an account of the way people think- the way they come up with ideas form
beliefs, and reach decisions” (351). At first glance, this may appear to describe any and all
philosophy at once, seeing it is often thought of as one form of thinking. However, Menand
uses a specific word that differentiates Pragmatism from other philosophies: how. Pragmatism
is a process, not just some metaphysical reflection on the world; the world interacts with the
subject thereby creating the process of how. Whether it is deciding on what to have for dinner
or whether a person is guilty or not beyond a reasonable doubt, a pragmatic approach calls for
deliberation on the specific circumstances, otherwise known as thinking; and though personal
taste and impersonal judgment are not the same on an ethical or philosophical level, both require
a certain level of consideration (Menand 351-353). This differs from other philosophies which
start from a given ideological conception of reality or the world. These approaches then try to
base conclusions on the established ideology, then try to force reality or society to fit into the
ready-made ideology’s arguments.

Why though, did Pragmatism’s founders view the world through such different
metaphysical lenses? Common explanations such as religious upbringing, class background, or
family lives do not apply to all of its founders, as they all came from different backgrounds,
each having different life experiences. Major factors in Pragmatism’s development are
potentially linked to two pivotal historic events; one in American history, the other in world
history. These events, which each had profound effects domestically as well as abroad, were
the American Civil War (1861-1865) and the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of

Species.
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2.0.2 The First Modern War: Creation of the Non-ldeology Ideology

Considered to be the “first modern war” by many historians, including Steven Dutch, the
US Civil War not only profoundly changed the makeup of the American landscape, it also had
unforeseen influences on the next century of American economic, social and political
development (Dutch; Menand). Bloody, violent and costly, the immediate aftermath of the war
was almost as devastating politically, culturally, and financially as the actual war itself. What
was “remarkable” was how after the war, the United States went through no change in
government or regime. Instead, it maintained the very “system of government that had been
established at the nation’s founding” (Menand ix). Louis Menand offered a realist analysis of
congressional actions during the war, offering that even with war raging across the continent,
the Union Congress was still extremely active, passing laws, supporting science and research,
establishing national taxation systems, and with the Confederacy’s defeat, making the
Republicans a national force. Of course, this “validation” was illusory if one considers the
realities that in classic, as well as modern democracies, citizens are supposed to avoid violent
conflict, especially with one another. For some, “[...] the Civil War was a terrible and traumatic
experience. It tore a hole in their lives. To some of them, the war seemed not just a failure of
democracy, but a failure of culture, a failure of ideas” (xi-Xii).

This “failure of ideas” led to some deep soul searching, including several cultural and
psychological existential crises. Adding to the conundrum was the human cost of the war. Yes,
the institution of slavery had been abolished, but those were not the only drastic changes to
sweep over the country. American intellectuals, of all creeds and regional affiliations were lost
as well. America did not recover from this loss until nearly half a century later when new
cultures could replace them, new “ideas, and a way of thinking” (Menand x). It was from the
torn and scarred remains of the American psychological, cultural, and political landscape that
Pragmatism would emerge.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., Associate Justice on the US Supreme Court (1902-1932) and
legal scholar, was best known as being a staunch proponent of civil liberties, even if not for

classic or typical reasons.®® This should not, however, undermine Holmes’s influence within

30 Whereas it may be thought that Holmes fought for civil liberties of laborers or pacifists because he agreed with
their ideology or argument, the fact of the matter is that Holmes often disagreed with the both. He defended their
civil liberties simply because “the key to Holmes’s civil liberties opinions is the key to all his jurisprudence: it is

that he thought only in terms of aggregate social forces he had no concern for the individual” (Menand 65).
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general Pragmatism as his legal philosophy, developed in the still-used publication The
Common Law, was paramount in analyzing law and jurisprudence via Pragmatism.

Holmes’s legal philosophy was a direct result of the horrors of the Civil War

[...] although he read almost every other kind of book imaginable, he could not
bear to read histories of the Civil War. He rarely mentioned the issues that had
been the reason for the fighting or expressed a political opinion about the
outcome. The war had burned a hole, so to speak in his life. [...] The lesson
Holmes took from the war can be put in a sentence. It is that certitude leads to

violence. (Menand 61)

For Holmes, it was the belief in certitude, or to go even further, in ideology, that had led to so
much death and destruction. This skepticism of any deeply held belief, would spill into other
pragmatist philosophers. William James, for example, found other means to explore the fluidity
of belief, not necessarily through the horrors of the Civil War as he had been too young to serve,
but through metaphysical existential crises which led him to the writings of Charles Renouvier,
a French Protestant who wrote extensively on freedom and more importantly on human being’s
inherent free will (Viney 30).

Though not stemming from the same root, both Holmes and James agreed on the banality
of certitude. The only thing certain was that nothing was. That is, until a given belief could be
tested, tried, and results seen. Refusal to acknowledge any potential weaknesses in ideology or
certitude was not merely due to man’s stubbornness, but as Holmes had seen, in wrong or
powerful hands, it could lead to massive violence. Even with small arguments or debates, failure
to back down from one’s convictions would inevitably lead to some form of violent outburst as
one party or the other would feel the need to defend his/her opinions. It should be noted here
that Holmes by no means felt that total and utter pacifism should be the aim; that “he, too, was
capable of taking up arms in the name of what he thought was right” (Menand 63).

In a letter written to his friend Harold Laski, Holmes defended his reasoning for

eventually taking up violence. Holmes wrote

You respect the rights of man - I don’t, except those things a given crowd will
fight for- which vary from religion to the price of a glass of beer. I also would
fight for some things — but instead of saying that they ought to be I merely say
they are part of the kind of world that I like- or should like. (gtd. in Menand 63)
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It is interesting to note Holmes’s jurisprudence and legal Pragmatism, which seeped through
his philosophy on appropriate use of violence in defense of one’s beliefs. On the one hand,
violence could not serve a simple individual end, and thus, had to be for some social benefit;
something people would rally behind. Secondly, Holmes denied any pretense of appealing to
some higher authority or ideology. He acknowledged that part of the reason for wanting to fight
for something is also linked to self-interest. It should be clarified though that this self-interest
is not the full driving factor, Holmes simply stated that self-interest is only a factor. The primary
reason for fighting remains the social need; would a given conflict bring about a social benefit,
and would there actually be enough people to support the conflict? If either answer were no,

then conflict was to be avoided.

2.1.0 An Evolutionary Revolution

Another influence on Pragmatism which was not as bloody, but no less important was the
work of Charles Darwin, especially when considering not only the scientific language used to
analyze philosophy, but also pragmatists’ near reverence for experience, results, and the
scientific method. Even Holmes’s judicial philosophy highlighted this admiration when he
stated, “the life of the law has not been logic; it has been experience” (Holmes 1). Law was no
longer a lofty profession based on rhetoric or values such as Justice or Truth; rather it lay on
the individual case, on given circumstances, due to the fact that the law did not serve to regulate
the heavens but society. As such, because of its overall objective in society to obtain results and
work within given circumstances, the law was therefore mutable and could adapt.

Darwin’s findings equally shook other disciplines down to their core. Theological and
philosophical thinkers had to suddenly come to terms with a natural or scientific understanding
not of just the world, but of the origin of man. It seemed that Darwin took the divine spark out
of humanity, turning it instead into a part of nature, and subject to its environment as any other
creature would be. These revelations, however, did not stop people from twisting Darwin’s
message, even amongst his supporters. The popular understanding of natural selection still had
a certain metaphysical or supernatural ring to it, indicating some higher intelligence that was
behind everything, an image seemingly vindicating the Free Mason concept of the Great
Architect. However,

Darwin regretted that the word ‘selection’ suggested an intention: natural

selection is a blind process, because the conditions to which the organism must
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adapt in order to survive are never the same. [...] [Darwin] thought that
variations occur by chance, and that chance determines their adaptive utility.
[...] The ‘selection’ of favorable characteristics is therefore neither designed nor
progressive. No intelligence, divine or otherwise, determines in advance the
relative value of individual variations, and there is no ideal type of ‘finch’ or

essence of ‘finchness,” toward which adaptive changes are leading. (Menand

122)

Understanding Darwin’s true message was even more dangerous as it was more than just trying
to explain the origin of human life. It meant that the dominance of the species was not the work
of some Divine creator. It was instead the results of pure happenstance.

If this chance encounter drove some theologians and philosophers into metaphysical panic,
for pragmatists, it was the start of a new way to view the world; more importantly the human
world and the social world. What could be taken from Darwin’s findings within philosophy and
the social sciences was not a rejection of either discipline, but clarification on how to better
study them. Another way to look at Darwin’s theory of evolution was to observe that the
environment and subject were not two separate entities, but were intertwined, one affecting the
other, in this case, the environment influencing the finch population. Philosophy, for
pragmatists, erred in the past due to its strict dialectics, i.e. mind/body, physical/ethereal,
lower/higher self, etc. Darwin could physically show that such an approach was erroneous, but
at least it laid the groundwork for some of Pragmatism’s ideas.

Holmes’s legal philosophy was not the only one Darwin influenced; William James’s
general philosophical understanding of the world also underwent an “evolutionary” change.
Darwin’s findings gave James new philosophical hope as it implied a new point of view on
essence and the nature of things. Skrupskelis summarizes James’s position in the preface to a
previously unpublished letter from James to Darwin’s son when he puts forth, “as in the nature
of things there is no rightness or wrongness, so apart from knowers, in the nature of things there
are no essential properties” (748). This letter was in response to Francis Ellingwood Abbot’s
(1855-1903), who believed that in spite of Darwin’s findings with which he agreed, the
randomness of natural selection was only random to human perception; that essentially some
higher “design” or “plan” existed. Such a hypothesis for James and other pragmatists was an
unresolvable paradox between Darwin’s actual theory and theological speculation.

Darwin demonstrated that there was no Divine hand guiding any organism. Instead, all
organisms essentially, were at the same time the by-product of and the self-realized result of

interacting environments. Generalizing Darwin’s influence on James, Skrupskelis says “the
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importance for James of the Darwinian outlook with its rejection of abstractions and its
emphasis on the activities of concrete organisms is evident without detailed analysis™ (749).
This “rejection” was clearly seen in James’s letter to William Erasmus Darwin when he states
that “there is not one rightness for this creature and another for that” (750). His reference to
“rightness” was speaking about the anthropocentric tendencies of philosophers and theologians
who asserted that there was some form of hierarchy within nature. This anthropocentrism was
expressed via the complexity of organisms where a more complex organism was considered
“better” than a less complex organism. Such an approach ignored the environment or other
factors which can make up that creature’s something-ness. Taking what he considered to be
Darwin’s point of view, James criticized Abbot’s arguments, by comparing a rabbit and a lion,
arguing that use of any universal standard for the two creatures would be absurd. James

maintained,

Now | take it that your father meant to protest against this ideal of a perfection
equally binding on all types of creature, no matter what their physiological
differences. It was something far too abstract for his mind, accustomed as it was
to consider concrete things in the plenitude of their peculiarities and with all the
consequences thereof. For him the virtue of the rabbit could not with any kind
of sense be measured by the same ‘objective’ standard as that of the lion. The
phrase is meaningless; virtue can’t swing in vacuo, - it is relative to the facts of

life. (gtd. in Skrupskelis 750)

Otherwise put, Darwinism meant for James, that all understanding, whether within the natural
sciences or when studying philosophy was a matter of relation; relationship to the environment
or circumstances, otherwise known as “the facts of life.”

Though Holmes and James demonstrated their own personal reflections on Darwin’s
influence via their respective legal and metaphysical philosophies, John Dewey actually wrote
an essay on Darwin’s general influence on philosophy in a collection entitled The Influence of
Darwin on Philosophy: And Other Essays in Contemporary Thought. The initial essay was
published upon the 50" anniversary of Origin’s publication. Although never mentioning
Pragmatism specifically, Dewey’s pragmatic philosophies permeated his analyses. Dewey
noted that Origin “introduced a mode of thinking that in the end was bound to transform the
logic of knowledge, and hence the treatment of morals, politics, and religion” (Darwinism 2).
Right from the beginning, Dewey’s Pragmatism was evident in that the logic of knowledge was

by no means separated from other disciplines; there is no classic epistemology. For Dewey,
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“knowledge” was loyal to no one particular field; thus, what affected knowledge, affected all
disciplines.

Contrary to popular belief, the controversy surrounding Darwinism was not founded within
the religious community but originated within the scientific and philosophical ones (Darwinism
3). Previous scientific discoveries acknowledged some sort of predestined order, which in
almost mechanical terms, provided some semblance of control and planning. Thus, the findings
were “extended to nature” in that “She does nothing in vain; but all for ulterior purposes”
(Darwinism 10). Not only did Nature provide order, but also meaning, in that within these
natural works there was some form of unmeasurable essence which existed, “bring[ing] about
a subordination of matter and sense to its own realization, and this ultimate fulfillment is the
goal of nature and of man” (Darwinism 10).

Darwinism cut away this idealized vision of the universe by revealing that nature was
random. No longer could humanity “shift a burden of responsibility” of its own actions upon
the “shoulders of the transcendent cause” i.e. God, or the supernatural (Darwinism 17). For
Dewey, this classic approach within science and philosophy simply opened the door to dialectic
divisions which was something he viewed as counterproductive as it created false opposition.
Darwinism forced philosophy to take on the pragmatic approach of experimenting with
hypotheses; to study, analyze and interpret ideas and findings. In forcing science and philosophy
back down to Earth and recognizing the limits of each, both became humbler, and more modest.
This modesty would actually create a better philosophy because it would make a “philosophy
that humbles its pretensions to the work of projecting hypotheses for the education and conduct
of mind, individual and social [...]” (Darwinism 18). This newfound responsibility within
philosophy aided through a scientific approach of hypotheses and testing was for Dewey the

true revolution of Darwinism on philosophy.

2.1.1 Political Pragmatism: The Individual and Society

Though Pragmatism is “usually described as a philosophy of evolutionary learning,” in a
political context, Pragmatism refers to the relationship between society and individual (Ansell
5). The classic dichotomy between individual and society has been at the forefront of political
theory since human beings formed communities. The question was always finding the
appropriate relationship between the needs of the individual versus those of society. Resolving
this dichotomy usually focused on trying to find an appropriate relationship between the needs
of the former versus the needs of latter. Of course, what was “appropriate” was very much

dependent on the given period, with some societies prioritizing service to the State over
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individual liberties or rights. In Ancient Greece for example, Plato argued in Book Six of The
Republic that a person should be bound to a certain place in life based on their essence and that
their inner self was best used when used for the benefit of the City-State. In such a society, the
ruling class, the Philosopher-Kings, were the only ones to have the “essence” to rule and see
the objective interests of the State.

The importance of serving the needs of the State did not change much throughout classic
thought. Roman political thought was based on the needs of Rome over those of individual,
with Cicero and Marcs Aurelius praising service to the State through Stoicism. Such State-
centered philosophies continued on into the fall of the Roman Empire and well into the
Medieval Era. Here, in lieu of an idealized philosopher-king, it was a combination of traditional
power forces, such as the monarchy and church. Like Classical thought, Medieval or Scholastic
philosophy idealized the stratified relationship between individual and society, each civilization
having a hierarchical structure between various classes ultimately leading to the summit of a
Divinely chosen leader. Hobbes’s Leviathan was probably one of the best examples of this.
Hobbes demonstrated that only through total surrender to the State in the form of a monarch
could citizens be safe. This relationship did not really change until the Enlightenment, as was
viewed earlier, and its questioning of traditions, specifically those of societal roles. Instead of a
strict hierarchy between classes, Enlightenment thinkers felt that the individual was not merely
at the service of society, but that society could potentially be at the service of the individual.

Dewey’s approach to the question was different from classic or other modern thinkers. He
refused to see the society and individual in contrasting opposition, and above all refused to think
of the relationship between the individual and society as atomic in nature, wherein each
individual is his/her own atom. Instead, Dewey took on a more “organic” vision of society,
thanks to influences from Green and Hobhouse in which everything was social (language,
education, and relationships) thereby allowing the State to have a larger role in societal affairs
(Audier 18). It was not one in constant struggle or combat with the other. Instead, it was a
symbiotic relationship where one influenced the other. To handle the dichotomies of the world
that Dewey constantly came up against, Christopher Ansell analyzed three “approaches” to
dealing with this dualism. First, was “transaction” or the interdisciplinary approach that Dewey
held which argued that all boundaries between disciplines and fields were illusionary. Secondly,
was mediation, in which two opposing parties have an independent third party of some kind to
intervene and find a solution between the opposing views. Finally, Ansell reasoned that
Pragmatism sought to dissolve the dichotomy often encountered via the pairing of meaning in
action. In other words, a person only learns through action, not necessarily through

philosophical or historic analysis (9-10). This last part was the most Deweyan approach as it
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called for a participatory and dynamic democracy, one in which an informed public would be
able to interact and positively influence society. Of course, an easy criticism of this approach is
that it is ironically not practical given that such a method of governance with large populations
or large States with various social groups and varying interests would be extremely difficult.
Even when faced with these criticisms, Dewey and his supporters said that experimental
democracy could happen, but only if the supporting institutions within a given society
functioned correctly at creating an informed public. For pragmatists, such as Dewey, public
institutions were more than monolithic and omnipotent representations of State power taken
form. Instead, they could be meeting places between meaning and experience, or the actual

playground where citizens could learn through action, where

an institution can be both a cultural framework and a technology and it is this
Janus-faced perspective that makes institutions good candidates for evolutionary
learning. As cultural frameworks, institutions sustain and accumulate meaning;
as technologies, they are used to address concrete problems. Potentially, they
sustain and accumulate the lessons from past problem solving while subjecting

those lessons to the test of contemporary problems. (Ansell 23)

This pragmatic understanding of institutions is important because it personifies them, not to the
extent of the Leviathan, but rather as an extension of the private sphere into the public. This
concept is something which tries to ultimately close the gap between subject and object,
resolving the dichotomy.

One of Dewey’s works, The Public and Its Problems discussed this constant struggle
between the individual and society. The major difference between Dewey’s analysis and other
philosophers was how the State came to be. Unlike Enlightenment thinkers who conceptualized
the State as a result of the “General Will” as in Rousseau, or the realization of some social
contract as in Locke, Dewey understood that the State was the result of various and
immeasurable interactions between actors and activities (Public 39). Dewey went on further

reanalyze the very nature of the Public itself.

2.2.0 Democracy and the State: Model versus Reality

Whereas classic democratic political theory views the government led and ruled “by the
people,” Dewey dismissed this and instead argued that the “people” take shape in terms of

majorities and these majorities simply show support or oppose a given political idea or party
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(Public 61). This reality implied that rather than having a government “for the people” and “by
the people,” there was a technocratic order of elites who, at a given time, either face the support
or opposition of the majority. Instead, a “Deweyan democracy [...] was an elusive thing to
describe in positive terms” as it “[...] must involve the active and interested participation of
every American on terms of free, open, and equal communication” (Ryan 217).

Never one to accept the classic elite theories advanced by Pareto, Aron, or others of this
school of thought in which all governments, regardless of democratic ideology, were governed
by a small handful of elites (Pareto) or who represent various interests within society (Aron),
Dewey sought to understand how the changing global world could shed light on the classic
struggle between the individual and society, otherwise known as the private and public spheres.

To understand how this happened, Dewey went back to the philosophical question of how

the State, or Public Sphere came into being. According to Dewey:

We are not concerned, however, with writing either a cyclopedia or history of
political doctrines. So we pause with these arbitrary illustrations of the
proposition that little common ground has been discovered between factual
phenomena of political behavior and the interpretation of the meaning of these
phenomena. One way out of this impasse is to consign the whole matter of
meaning and interpretation to political philosophy as distinguished from political
science. Then it can be pointed out that the futile speculation is companion of all
philosophy. The moral is to drop all doctrines of this kind overboard, and stick

to facts verifiably ascertained. (Public 5).

Thus, debating any philosophical state of nature or state of war was a waste of time as nothing
could be proved or verified.

Instead, Dewey proposed looking at the State, or Public Sphere, for what it actually was. He
proposed several ways to view it, and this was very much dependent upon the value judgments
of whom was being asked. For example, the State could be seen as socialized life in harmony
to the highest degree. Looking from a different perspective, the State could also be viewed as
nothing more than a combination of numerous social institutions. On the other hand, the State
could just serve the more classic and authoritarian role assigned during scholastic and medieval
thought: organized oppression or as simply an instrument to prevent people from fighting with
one another through imposed order (Public ch. 1).

Ultimately, Dewey’s biggest criticism against social contract theorists was looking for a

rule of causality rather than a rule of consequence (Public 12). In other words, classic political
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philosophy viewed the State as an independent and almost monolithic creation. Separated from
the parts making up the whole, classic political theory ignored the consequences of human
action and its influence on the State’s very creation. Extending from classic Pragmatism in
which boundaries were illusory, Dewey argued that the standard conception of the State ignored
the interconnectivity between public and private. What Dewey claimed essentially was that the
Public and Private could not be separated, as each influenced the other. All interaction, be it
between two individuals, or between groups and the State were, and are by nature social.

Also, contrary to traditional political theorists, Dewey’s notion of the State was not finite.
For classic theorists, once the State was created, it was created and save severe internal
(revolution/civil war) or external (invasive wars, economic treaties) forces, the State never
changed. Dewey fought for a different understanding, one in which it is constantly and regularly

analyzed. He maintained:

By its very nature, a state is ever something to be scrutinized, investigated,
searched for. Almost as soon as its form is stabilized, it needs to be re-made.
Thus the problem of discovering the state is not a problem of theoretical
inquirers engaged solely in surveying institutions which already exist. It is a
practical problem of human beings living in association with one another, of
mankind generically. It is a complex problem. It demands power to perceive and
recognize the consequences of the behavior of individuals joined in groups and

to trace them to their source and origin. (Public 31-32)

Dewey used the comparison between the State and the Public to highlight the necessity of
analyzing the State for what it is, as well as analyzing it from its own historic reality. Doing so,
he discovered that the State was the organization of the public done via civil servants looking
to protect shared interests amongst its members. The Public, however, existed when these civil
servants do their job efficiently (Public 33).

Continuing his political Pragmatism, Dewey claimed that the creation of the State, or more
precisely, the evolution of the State, had to be an experimental process; that the State must
always be “rediscovered” (Public 33-34). Such a statement is unsurprising given general
Pragmatism’s esteem for the natural sciences and the scientific method as well as Dewey’s own
belief that political science and any analysis of the State should be done similarly to that of the
natural sciences exploring their fields.

Studying the interactions between the public and private spheres was the only accurate way

to understand the State as it came into being. Dewey acknowledged that though there was no
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universal model for it, there nevertheless was a universal understanding of the State. Hence,
regardless of how monarchies differ from democracies, or totalitarian States differ from
authoritarian ones, the concept of the State as the archetypical entity continued within
philosophy and political science (Public 45). What is interesting, however, was Dewey’s
sweeping and harsh criticism of not only this conception of the State, but essentially of modern

political philosophy. He lambasted:

In spite of the fact that diversity of political forms rather than uniformity is the
rule, belief in the state as archetypal entity persists in political philosophy and
science. [...] The idea that there is a model pattern which makes a state a good
or true state has affected practice as well as theory. It, more than anything else,
is responsible for the effort to form constitutions offhand and impose them
ready-made on peoples. [...] The attempt to find by the ‘comparative method’
structures which are common to antique and modern, to occidental and oriental

states, has involved a great waste of industry. (Public 45-47)

These are substantial criticisms of comparative politics, a branch of political philosophy that
has existed since Ancient Greece. This subdivision typically seeks, in part to answer some of
the very questions that Dewey thinks philosophers were wasting their time on. Instead, Dewey
claimed that discussing the diversity of existing State models did not come from innate “State-
ness” which suddenly appeared. Instead, each state was an adaptation to the interactions, which
in turn express the needs and desires of a public, between individuals, institutions, and other
actors. Or to put it otherwise, a State-model comes into existence as a result of the interactions
between the public and private spheres. However, Dewey was careful not to claim that such an
analysis or understanding was without problems or without its methodological traps.

He highlighted these potential problems and issues by looking at modern Western liberal
democracies. In theory, these governments are run by a class of representatives who are
supposed to support or protect the “public interest.” The problem though is that there is not just
one “public.” In fact, States are made up of various “publics.” In order to understand how these
different publics would often have various interests of their own, sometimes in contradiction
with one another, Dewey argued that in order for a democracy to truly work, it had to be more
than a simple system of government, it also had to be a “community” (Public 142).

For Dewey, this social conception of democracy was an idea that was larger and more
complete than any particular democracy currently in existence. It encompassed every aspect of

human life by influencing and affecting the truly social nature of human beings. A true
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democracy was one in which family, school, industry, religion, etc., were all influenced, raised,
and taught with this notion of democracy. This approach would make political institutions
nothing more than mechanisms for obtaining the goals and interests of this newly democratic
society serving, above all, the community (Public 146). In order to obtain this great community
in which a true sense of democracy could develop, society needed to improve its methods of
communication. Dewey reasoned how “[...] the perfecting of the means and ways of
communication of meanings so that genuinely shared interest in the consequences of
interdependent activates may inform desire and effort and thereby direct action. (Public 155).
Dewey explained that bringing about these improvements, primarily through two means: 1) an
individual had to be equipped with the necessary intelligence required to make informed
decisions. 2) There should be universal suffrage, frequent elections of civil servants, and a rule
of majority which would guarantee responsibility from those elected.

Though Dewey’s analyses are interesting and thought-provoking, they are not devoid of
criticism. On the one hand, his use of the term “democracy” throughout many of his works was
varied, with the only common point between them being how democracy needed to be more
than a type of government. It should instead, be a way of life. Similarly, Dewey’s understanding
of democracy overlooks the varying interest groups and factions seriously into consideration.
In its place, Dewey apparently offered little more than glorified conflict resolution as a means
to resolve any dispute between these groups. He ignores, or gives the impression of being
unaware that there simply are certain issues where there is no middle ground or consensus.

Theoretically and institutionally, his arguments for a social democracy seem almost
omnipresent and omnipotent as if they were a sort of catch-all for society’s problems.
Essentially, the solution to democracy’s problem according to Dewey, was more democracy.
Similarly, the idea that improving methods of communication between both the public and
private spheres begs the questions: what type of information? Through which means? Who
determines what the “correct” information is? The increase of diversified information means
plurality in ideas, but it also means contradictory ideas.

Institutionally speaking, his ideas on improving current democracies are, in theory,
already in place. Someone of voting age is supposed to be intelligent enough to make rational
political decisions. However, what Dewey forgot was that an individual can be informed, but
will often decide based on his or her own personal interest, not necessarily for the greater good
or for the “public.” Secondly, modern democracies, even from his period, all had universal
suffrage, frequent elections, and were supposed to guarantee responsibility from those elected.
Did he mean that children should be able to vote? Elections every year? What method does he

envisage as a way of ensuring that leaders are responsible?
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These are important criticisms, and ones often levied by his detractors. Nevertheless, Dewey
was on to something when he discussed that democracy needed to be more than just a type of
government; it needed to be, if not perhaps a “way of life,” then perhaps a new means by which
to understand the world. For Dewey, the best means of achieving a democratic culture was to

insert democracy within society’s most fundamental institution: education.

2.2.1 Democratic School Reform: Education and Democracy

It is no surprise that Dewey devoted much of his life to education and its influence within
democracy given his pragmatist attitudes. Dewey understood that in order to have the
democracy a society deserved, its citizens needed to be educated. However, this education was
not in the scholastic or traditional sense of simply memorizing dates, figures, or other facts.
Education was supposed to be based on experimental reform, one in which the pupil would
learn through practice, rather than abstract theory. Ultimately, “at the center of Dewey’s social
and political philosophy [was] an ethical account of individual self-realization through
participation in a concrete form of life” (Festenstein 46). Essentially, what was good for the
individual was good for society. The way to best understand and achieve this was through
proper education in a democratic culture in which a society exercised the open sharing of ideas
and experience as the forefront of pedagogical practice.

Dewey’s analysis of school in democracy was based upon his own frustrations with modern
philosophy and pedagogy. He was convinced that the philosophical epistemology that divided
the world into opposing dichotomies was to blame for a lot of society’s problems, especially
within education. In the school, it was perhaps seen most easily as students are taught theoretical
maxims that have little to do with practical or real-world incidents (Westbrook 96). In his work,
The School and Society Dewey discussed the old family unit as the primary transmitter of any
and all information, including what would now be considered as vocational skills (woodwork,
metal work, sewing etc.). He faulted modern society for treating these subjects as disciplines,
rather than seeing their social interest as well as their societal function. He argued,

We must conceive of [these vocations] in their social significance, as types of
the processes by which society keeps itself going, as agencies for bringing home
to the child some of the primal necessities of community life, and as ways in
which these needs have been met by the growing insight and ingenuity of man;

in short, as instrumentalities through which the school itself shall be made a
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genuine form of active community life, instead of a place set apart to which to

learn lessons. (School 9)

Thus, school did not serve the simple purpose of creating automatons, instead, school was
supposed to be a place where the interactions of ideas as well as skills contributed to the growth
of the community for “[t]he goal of education [...] must be to assist children in exercising their
natural capacities by placing them in situations where their minds are put to work, not filled
with data” (Kloppenberg 374).

In typical liberal mentality, Dewey put the school as a whole at the center of not only
improving democratic culture, but as the institution through which “children shall be led out
into a realization of the historic development of man” (School 13). Part of the problem in
achieving such realization, however, was the current system’s division of a “cultured” elite and
workers, or as Dewey would say “the separation of theory and practice” (School 19). Modern
education had been broken down into two almost opposing camps. On the one hand, there was
classic liberal education in which the humanities, social, and natural sciences composed the
primary material taught. On the other, there were vocational programs which train carpenters,
plumbers, electricians, or other skills viewed as solely vocational. What this division did,
according to Dewey, was actually play out in society via social and class distinctions between
what would be considered “white collar” and “blue collar” professions. Thus, for Dewey in
order to rectify the various problems modern education had wrought, the very system needed
to undergo a huge revolution. One in which the traditional barriers between “liberal” and
“yocational” educations were removed, and instead appreciated for their social importance. Not
shy to discuss the systematic issues facing schools, Dewey argued substantially for the reduction
of waste in public school formats. The biggest waste seen by Dewey was from the perspective
of the child: “From the standpoint of the child the great waste in the school comes from his
inability to utilize the experiences he gets outside the school in any complete and free way
within the school itself; while, on the other hand, he is unable to apply in daily life what he is
learning at school” (School 46). Instead, schools should focus not on creating a particular output
or desired “end-student,” rather it should focus on allowing the student to organically adapt to
everyday life; that ultimately, there is no hierarchy between what is learned in school and what
is learned outside. This “child-first” education model was, and is still misunderstood as it seems
to imply that the child is undisciplined, following his or her whim regardless of structure.
However, “[d]isicipline was at the heart of Dewey’s vision of fostering intelligence, but it was

a radically different sort of discipline. Instead of passing information to mute pupils, he
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instructed teachers to engage children’s native enthusiasm by connecting earning to life”
(Kloppenberg 374).

The misunderstanding of Dewey’s pedagogy stems from the belief of education being state-
run mind-control. For Dewey, experience was adaptive and unique to the individual student,
therefore, education should be equally adaptive. The actual political regime also played an
important role in protecting students from so-called brainwashing as “[t]here is nothing
intrinsically reactionary about education for citizenship, so long as the conception of citizenship
is democratic, open-ended, and centered on the dual ideas of voluntary action and community
responsibility” (Kloppenberg 377). Education could not brainwash, only undemocratic regimes
which had a restrictive definition of citizenship and closed to debate could do so.

Aside from the problems fabricated by school and its relation to society, Dewey also pointed
out the structural issues within school districts, specifically the issues between the student and
what they learn. This dichotomy is best seen in his work The Child and the Curriculum in which
he argued that one of the main issues in education was opposing the child from the curriculum,
or as he saw it, “individual nature vs. social culture” (School 104). Rather than letting the child
discover or learn through experience, in school “facts [were] torn away from their original place
in experience and rearranged with reference to some general principle” (School 105). Thus, the
student no longer understood the historic or cultural importance of any given memorized fact
because the curriculum has removed the social context and relevance.

Institutionally, Dewey remarked that school had four major functions all leading up to the
education of the child “as a means of ‘social control”” (Westbrook 170). The first function was
to provide a simplified environment in which students could learn the necessities without being
overburdened with subjects that were too abstract. Secondly, schools had to change their current
environment to meet the needs of the students and be selective as to what is actually taught.
Third, schools should be an egalitarian haven in which students could “escape” their current
socio-economic situation and see fellow classmates as equal citizens within society. Finally, the
school cannot be a separate entity which ignores any and all outside influences on the child’s
education; it should take into consideration community values, religious lessons, family
dynamics and other interconnecting factors which would influence the child’s education
(Democracy 19-22).

Of course, improving education in democracy was not simply a question of institutional
reform, it also depended on cultural restructuring. Dewey highlighted three eras of education in
democratic society. First, as discussed, was the classical age, where society works best when
each member of society does what s/he can do best to benefit society. Here, education’s purpose

was to determine who was good at what skills so the State can optimally benefit from its
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citizens. Secondly, Dewey described the so-called “individualistic” ideal of the 18" century
where Nature was opposed to social organization and education’s goal was to bring out a
person’s talent for the sake of personal fulfillment. However, the 18"-century thinkers were
heavily influenced by Plato and classical thought. Consequently, the focus on individual
fulfillment still served a social purpose, the latter though being the good of human progress as
a whole, ultimately leading to human kind’s liberation from the evils of society. The modern
use of education, as has been discussed, comes down to a form of social control. Rather than
the benefit of “human kind” as was the case of the 18" century, education’s goal was the
improvement or betterment of the State. States essentially used education as a way of social
cohesion as well as a method of unification in order to pursue national policy interests
(Democracy 92-95). Understanding the importance of education on the formation of a given
society, Dewey warns against any type of drastic change in educational reform, given that “the
conception of education as social process and function has no definite meaning until we define
the kind of society we have in mind” (Democracy 97).

Establishing this democratic culture via education had to be done through use of multiple
sources which should be tapped into including, but not limited to: nature, man, and society. He
was moderately cautious about any extreme in pedagogy, whether it was an approach which
was too generalized or too specific. He warned that “[...] an attempt to train for too specific a
mode of efficiency defeats its own purpose. When the occupation changes its methods, such
individuals are left behind with even less ability to readjust themselves than if they had less
definite training” (Democracy 119). Based on this, Dewey’s ideal education was one in which
the student upon completion of his/her degree, could adapt to any given situation. It is important
to note here that Deweyan thought claimed that a person never truly stopped learning, as new
experiences brought about new lessons. Using a combination of the different sources of
education, the student would then be able to meet economic hardships more easily than if the
student had been trained in one vocation.

From the perspective of the student, Dewey believed above all, that a teacher’s
responsibility was to help him/her achieve his/her maximum personal potential; that essentially
a teacher does not have to turn everyone into geniuses. The problems, or rather, paradoxes arose
once pedagogy is considered. The student not knowing the material needed to depend on the
teacher in order to learn it. The problem, however, was that both, the student and teacher each
had their own unique method; one to teach and one to learn. This did not always translate into
compatible learning experiences. Dewey maintained that the best way to achieve this goal of

maximum potential is to remember that humans learn best through doing, or through shared
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experience. Above all, Dewey argued against strictly utilitarian or “ends only” approaches. He

cautioned,

Democracy cannot flourish where the chief influences in selecting subject matter
of instruction are utilitarian ends narrowly conceived for the masses, and, for the
higher education of the few, the traditions of specialized cultivated class. The
notion that the °‘essentials’ of elementary education are the three R’s
mechanically treated, is based upon ignorance of the essentials needed for the

realization of democratic ideals. (Democracy 192)

For Dewey, proper education and curriculums took real situations into account. These situations
in which the problems of living in society were debated, where “observation and information
[were] calculated to develop social insight and interest” (Democracy 192).

Not being one to sit by and just idly write about the problems of education in America,
Dewey decided to try and put his pedagogical theory to the test by launching the Laboratory
School in Chicago where his experimental philosophy would be put to work. After all, failure
to actually test his theory would be an insult to his very philosophy as he acknowledged the
“necessity of testing thought by action” (Westbrook 95). In this school, emphasis was placed
on the children’s firsthand experience where real-world situations and theoretical applications
were used to solve problems. The best example of this was actually building model farmhouses
or other real-world applications, as doing so would use mathematics, working together, and

other social skills. Westbrook summarizes Dewey’s approach when he puts forth:

Providing children with firsthand experience with problematic situations largely
of their own making was the key to Dewey’s pedagogy, for he believed that
‘until the emphasis changes to the conditions which make it necessary for the
child to take an active share in the personal building up of his own problems and
to participate in methods of solving them (even at the expense of

experimentation and error) [the] mind is not really freed’. (103)

Focusing on real-world problem solving, as well as the fulfillment of an individual’s full
potential were vital in achieving this democratic culture.

Though not long-lasting, Dewey’s Laboratory School was considered successful
(Westbrook 105). The reason for this success is often attributed to Dewey’s ability to foster a

sense of culture and community within the School. Dewey was essentially able to make the
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students realize their school was a part of the community, and therefore, they became more

active within both, thereby increasing its democratic culture. Dewey stated that schools

must have a community of spirit and end realized through diversity of powers
and acts. Only in this way can the cooperative spirit involved in the division of
labor be substituted for the competitive spirit inevitably developed when a
number of persons of the same presumed attainments are working to secure

exactly the same result. (qtd. in Westbrook 105)

Though a touching statement, Dewey’s philosophy was often viewed as being extremely
utopian, as it again ignored the issues of competing interests between a “number of persons.”

This utopianism was not limited to Dewey’s insistence on cultural democracy, it also
overlooked the hard realities of having such experimental education programs nation-wide. It
would first involve a significant amount of devotion and work from the teachers involved as
said teachers would no longer have a general goal to work with, or standardized criteria of
success. Instead s/he would be forced to adapt each class to the particular needs of every student.
This would imply extremely small class sizes just due to the sheer natural human limitations of
the teachers. Additionally, such sizes would infer, of course, more teachers, and therefore more
money. Dewey was fortunate to have benefited from private donors. Similarly, would this new
pedagogical approach imply immediate changes to current faculty? Would existing teachers be
immediately trained or replaced? Each one of these options comes with it separate set of
complications which are too various to list here.

Looking at his numerous works on education, Dewey also ran into some theoretical
problems as well. Even Dewey scholars who view him more as a radical figure in American
intellectual history admit that there are some holes in Dewey’s theory. Robert Westbrook is one

of these supporters who, when analyzing Democracy and Education admits

what remained absent in the treatment of industrial work in Democracy and
Education and thereby limited its radicalism was anything resembling a political
strategy for the redistribution of power Dewey proposed. He remained wedded
to moral exhortation as the sole means to ends that required democratic politics.
(179)
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This criticism regarding Dewey’s lack of understanding of political reality, and in a broader
sense, the notion of power is quite common. Dewey discussed power specifically in his support
of American intervention during World War |, and argued that democracies needed to use it
wisely. However, he brushed upon the issue at best, and instead of discussing practical or real
use of it to bring about change, he relied on morality and philosophical arguments as
justification.

Still, in spite of these criticisms, Dewey’s emphasis and “endurance” in the defense of
education in democracy cannot be ignored. Even with all of its flaws, Dewey’s pedagogy
reflected his faith and belief that engendering a democratic culture was the surest way of

providing freedom for all:

No other progressive could match the endurance of Dewey’s confidence in
education as democracy’s redeemer. [...] Dewey’s vision of democracy focused
so clearly on education because he conceived of citizenship in terms of the Greek
ideal of paideia. Rather than reserving this ideal of personal development for a
few superior individuals, however, he believed it could be extended to every

member of society. (Kloppenberg 393)

Yet, Dewey’s inability to consider power in education and democracy was indeed, a major
criticism in his thought. This omission is why this concept, and all that is associated with it in
political philosophy and political science calls for a transition to the other major subject of this
research: Reinhold Niebuhr and specifically his philosophy known as Christian realism. Though
Niebuhr agreed with Dewey on many of society’s problems, especially when analyzing the
definitions of democracy, and more importantly, its implication on society, Niebuhr
nevertheless diverged sharply from Dewey when discussing power. Changing perspectives and
going from a less-idealized vision of the world, the next section will discuss the Christian realist

understanding of power and specifically, its application on interactions within the State.

2.3.0 Christian Realism: An Ethical Use of Power?

One of the questions that preoccupies many philosophers and political scientists is why do
societies stay together. This is often broken down, for better or worse, and throughout various
structures, into one simple notion: power. The definitions of power, in a political or a
philosophical sense, are as varied as definitions of democracy, truth, or justice. Robert A. Dahl

acknowledged such difficulty when in his article “The Concept of Power” he lamented that “we
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are not likely to produce—certainly not for some considerable time to come—anything like a
single, consistent, coherent ‘Theory of Power’” (202). Nevertheless, Dahl affirmed that there is
a certain underlying universal truth when it comes to power. He argued that power is when “A
has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise
do” (203). Thus for Dahl, power was taking away someone’s ability to choose. For Raymond
Aron, power did not necessarily mean taking away one’s choice, rather it was imposing one’s
own will or choice upon another. Regardless of the author or the definition, there is always
some level of imposition, where someone is coercing, making, or otherwise dictating to another
what to do. This imposition can sometimes happen with the consent of the individual, at other
times against their will.

This concept is important as it is often associated with the major political paradigm of
realism, which dates back to Ancient Greece, if not before. For centuries, realism was more or
less the dominant political theory, especially within international relations. The works of
Thucydides, Hobbes, Machiavelli, Morgenthau and Kissinger all belong to one branch or
another of realism. Each author analyzed the events of their time through the microscope of
power.

This paradigm is important to this research in that Niebuhr, though beloved by liberals and
progressives, nevertheless accepted and integrated certain aspects and theories of realism into
his own political philosophy. This is even more the case when looking at Niebuhr’s analyses of
human nature, society, and international relations. Thus, in order to get a better understanding
of Niebuhr’s concept of power and his Christian realism, it is best to begin with a general
analysis of classic and modern conceptions of realism, so that the similarities and the subtle

differences between Niebuhr’s and others can be identified.

2.3.1 Human Nature: What It Is and not What It Ought to Be

If there is a “beginning” of realism in Western political thought, it starts with Thucydides
and his work History of the Peloponnesian War. George Menake summarized Thucydides as
being in opposition to Plato, stating that it was “the work not of a philosopher who wished to
guide men according to a vision of the ‘ought’ but a social scientist who took human nature as
it is and attempted to describe and explain what he considered recurrent patterns of events”
(147). Thucydides understood what would later be modern realism’s basic tenet: that relations,
especially between nations, are naturally in a state of anarchy. Comprehending the inherent
chaos of human nature which was driven by self-interest, fear and desire for more, the best

Thucydides could hope for was “that political forces could be at least sufficiently guided by
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intelligent statesmen so as to conserve the security and power of their respective states”
(Menake 148).

Perhaps though it is the dialogue in Thucydides’s work which best defines and articulates
the classical realist analysis of the world. In this dialogue, Athenian ambassadors attempted to
persuade Spartan leaders not to invade and put aside any notions of open aggression. They did
so first through an understanding of human nature and power. They also acknowledged that
only after these goals were achieved, could other more altruistic notions could enter into

relations. They proclaimed that:

We have done nothing extraordinary, nothing contrary to human nature in
accepting an empire when it was offered to us and then in refusing to give it up.
Three very powerful motives prevent us from doing so- security, honour, and
self-interest. [...] It has always been a rule that the weak should be subject to the
strong; and besides, we consider that we are worthy of our power...you, too,
used to think that we were; but now, after calculating your own interest, you are
beginning to talk in terms of right and wrong. [...] Those who really deserve
praise are the people who, while human enough to enjoy power, nevertheless
pay more attention to justice than they are compelled to do by their situation.
(qtd. in Menake 154)

Thucydides’s Melian dialogue demonstrated this line of thought regarding the necessity of self-
interest in politics. Here, the neutral City-State of Melos is visited by the Athenian delegation
which hopes to persuade Melos to join them in the war. Melos, using morality and reason
attempts to persuade Athens to leave them as neutral since they were not an enemy and there
was no need for the Athenians to conguer them. Dismissing the arguments that ultimately the
rest of Greece would see Athens as weak for maintaining Melos’s independence, the Melians
continue to try and persuade the Athenians not to invade. In the end, Athens conquers Melos,
killing all adult males and putting the women and children into slavery, as “the strong do what
they can and the weak suffer what they must” (Thucydides ch. 17).

For classical realists,*! the Melian dialogue is one of the best examples of political realism
due to the fact that though Melos may have had the moral, religious, and philosophical high-

ground, in “real” terms, none of this matter as they very much lost in the end. Thus, the notion

31 In most International Studies departments, “classic” realism actually refers to those realists coming in the late

1930s to 1970s. The term “classic” here is used to refer to pre-20" century realism or some variation of it.
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of power for classical realists was to be understood in natural terms: the strong will always
dominate over the weak. Any and all other arguments are secondary since “[r]ealism implies
recognition of the limits of purely moral solutions to political problems and calls for attention
to the realities that shape social, political, and economic conflicts” (Lovin, Reinhold Niebuhr
6).

In modern times, other realist political theorists shared similar views with Thucydides. Two
works which best reflected this realist notion were The Leviathan from Hobbes and The Prince
by Machiavelli. In both works, the authors provided not only arguments but the structures
necessary to maintain order within the State through the appropriate use of power. Both works,
like most, were reflections of their times. Both were written during extreme political strife
where chaos and disorder were rampant. Seeing the violence this brought on, both focused on
the notion of a strong central State, which authorized use of power to maintain control over the
negative aspects of human nature.

Menake considered Hobbes to be the primary intellectual inheritor of Thucydides,
especially in regard to this negative view of human nature. Hobbes viewed human nature “[...]
and the life of man [as] solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (171). Similarly, Hobbes
demonstrated one of the first social contract theories which was used to try and explain the
origin of the State and society. Contractual theorists would often rely on theoretical hypotheses
of what human nature and human activity was like prior to the establishment of any formal or
imposed State. They often explained phases of human nature such as the state of nature and the
state of war. Depending on the author, these two states could be one in the same. In Hobbes’s
case, the State of Nature was the State of War, and was best summarized by Hobbes’s famous
expression homo homini lupus or “man is a wolf to [his fellow] man.”

For Hobbes, human nature defined and best explained these different states. Human beings,
according to such an understanding, cannot resist fighting with one another for three reasons:
competition, diffidence, and glory (170). These primary aspects of human nature were
omnipresent in the State of Nature where everyone was fighting one another due to the
individual’s inherent total liberty to do as s/he wished. This freedom was complimented by
complete authority to defend against any assault (Leviathan ch. 13). The only way to avoid this
constant struggle, and constant anxiety about one’s personal security was to escape the State of
Nature thus escaping the State of War. In order to do as such, Hobbes argued that a portion of
one’s natural liberty had to be surrendered to some higher authority which would choose what
was good for the whole. This higher authority would appear as society and the State was
expressed through a central power. In exchange for surrendering certain liberties, the authority,

or State, would then ensure security and protection of individuals from other citizens who might
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rob them of their personal security or possessions. This authority would be the leviathan, named
after the gargantuan Biblical creature whose power and might were nearly unstoppable. Hobbes
uses this analogy to describe what the State should resemble and how to use its power and
might. The State or leviathan would be an entity greater than any one group or social class and
would be ruled by a firm hand in the form of a King or other divinely chosen leader.

Politically “evolving” from this draconian conception of power within the State,
Machiavelli took a subtler approach to the role of power, moving from the goliath State presence
of the leviathan to one in which understanding and exploiting human nature was the primary
creed. Machiavelli is most often associated with the idea of the ends justifying the means,
summed up in his Discourses works, in which it is contended that “[i]t is certainly appropriate
to say that although the deed accuses him, its outcome excuses him, and when what is done is
good [...] it will always excuse him [...]” (Machiavelli 165). Agreeing with Thucydides and
Hobbes on human nature, The Prince nevertheless tried to use these negative traits to the benefit
of society and the State through the appropriate use of power. Machiavelli arguably
demonstrated one of the first modern understandings of political realism in the sense that like
Thucydides, Machiavelli saw the State for what it was, not for what it ought to be. Machiavelli
nevertheless felt that the State, when properly managed by the wise Prince, could use the self-
motivated nature of human beings for the State’s benefit.

The Prince is essentially a “how-to” guide to governance. Acting as the faithful advisor,
Machiavelli broke down his book into various chapters which touched upon numerous subjects
on how a Prince can best use State power to control society, and to a certain extent human
nature. His methods were considered so successful and insightful that it coined a phrase after
the author. However, when used, it is rarely seen as a compliment. Nevertheless, to be
Machiavellian is to have an acute understanding of the darker side of human nature which
ultimately can be an understanding to benefit all.

Machiavelli’s Prince understood that rulers, or more precisely those using power, could not
be confined to normal societal virtues (virtu). Instead, these “princes” had to rely on the
principle that what was best for the State determined how the prince should rule. Avoiding
traditional morality meant that the prince had to consider every action and choice thoroughly,
more so than the average citizen. This meant carefully thinking how to elicit support from the
populace and whether or not the prince would be loved or feared. This idea was a break from
Hobbes as that within the Leviathan, the subjects had no right or desire to revolt since the State’s
primary concern was protecting the physical well-being of its citizens. Machiavelli had a
“realer” vision of society and the State, acknowledging that the populace’s support could make

things easier or more difficult for the ruler depending on the ruler’s personal governing style.
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In an oft-cited section of The Prince, Machiavelli asked the question of whether or not a
ruler should be feared or loved. Though he grasped as to why a ruler would want to be loved,
he cautioned against a leader demonstrating too much mercy, otherwise outside influences or
forces could take his mercy as a sign of weakness which could create chaos. He even cited

various historical leaders who were ruthless and cruel, but ultimately, he stood by the idea that

[this type of ruler] must not mind acquiring a bad reputation for cruelty in order
to keep his subjects united and loyal, for, which very few examples of cruelty,
he will be more merciful than those who, because of too much mercy, allow
disorders to continue, from which spring killing and plundering, for those
usually harm the whole community, while the executions that come from the

prince just harm particular individuals. (Machiavelli 71)

Such an approach was definitely utilitarian in that it called for a ruler to only take into
consideration that which is best for the community.

Returning back to Machiavelli’s initial question of whether or not a leader should use his
power to be feared or loved, Machiavelli said that ideally, a wise Prince should be both. A
prince should be loved for his fairness but feared should his citizens try to revolt or break laws.
Machiavelli acknowledged that such a balance was difficult to maintain and that if such a
balance was not possible then “it is much safer to be feared than to be loved” (Machiavelli 72).
The reason for this sentiment stemmed from Machiavelli’s understanding of human nature in
which he described men as “[...] ungrateful, fickle, hypocrites and dissemblers, avoiders of
dangers, greedy for gain; and while you benefit them, they are entirely yours [...] but when you
actually become needy, they turn away” (72). However, in the final analysis, Machiavelli
cautioned against a Prince being hated, as that never ended well for the Prince nor the kingdom.

The true Prince for Machiavelli would use his power to manipulate circumstances and more
importantly, human nature, which would normally be out of his control or favor. When
discussing on how princes should control territories obtained through “Fortune” or other means
(The Prince, ch. 7), Machiavelli had no qualms about manipulating lower nobles to benefit the
newly acquired territory and consequently the ruler him/herself. In an historical anecdote,
Machiavelli discussed Mr. Remiro d’Oroco, a man “both cruel and efficient” who was given
absolute power to bring in an unruly and recently acquired territory. D’Oroco was vicious not
only to his army but to the citizens as well, exercising dictatorial control and terror over his
people. Knowing that this would happen, the wise Cesare waited for the grievances and

complaints of his newly obtained subjects. Putting forth the sympathetic ear, Cesare told his
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subjects that he would handle the situation. Handled it he did for the next morning, Remiro
d’Oroco’s body was found in the center of the town square in two pieces and with “chopping
board and a bloody knife beside it.” This sent a strong signal to the locals. On the one hand, the
new leader Cesare had taken heed of the townsfolks’ pleas, on the other, his means of doing so
were brutish and severe. Cesare had achieved, through the real and appropriate use of power,
what, according to Machiavelli, few leaders could achieve: obtaining the balance between love
and fear (Machiavelli, ch. 7).

For most of the Renaissance, and until the Enlightenment, combinations or variations of the
aforementioned realisms were popular and used by state governments to maintain control over
their citizenry through some use of power, regardless of whether the use of said power was
justified or appropriate. Though falling out of fashion throughout the 18" and 19" century
thanks to the advent of political and economic liberalism as mentioned before, realism
nevertheless managed to regain some form of foothold in political philosophy in the early-mid
20" century, primarily following World War | and the advent of the Cold War. It is with this
modern realism that Niebuhr and other realists would find some common ground. To understand
this connection, it is necessary to provide a brief summary of some of celebrated contemporary

realist authors as well as some of their main arguments.

2.3.2 Post-War Realism: Balance of Power

Where modern realism centered on domestic policies and the use of power to maintain
control of the local population, post-war and contemporary realism instead focused on the
importance of international relations and the role of the State in these relations. Part of the
reason for the change in point of view from internal analysis to external analysis, was simply
due to the notion of the State itself. No matter what form it took, be it democracy or monarchy,
the State was, and remaining within a Weberian framework, the legitimate power which
maintained control over a population, through use of violence or coercion.

Internationally however, things were more complicated. There was no international force to
govern the actions of States and to prevent them from using violence against one another.
Arguably, this situation remains to this day. The roots of contemporary realism are best
understood via these basic principles of power and vision of the world. This origin branches off
into what David Battistella considers to be the four major propositions of realism. One
proposition is that the international structure has no primary authority to govern. This means
that the world is in a state of anarchy, where at any point, violence or chaos could happen. This

state of anarchy is also synonymous with Hobbes State of War in that nothing truly prevents
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States, the primary actors within realism, from lashing out at others to take what they wish.
Secondly, the principle actors within international relations are conflict groups, which since the
treaty of Westphalia have been organized as Nation-States, usually assigned to specific
geographic areas. Thirdly, States are represented via the leader within the executive branch (as
monarch, president, or prime minister) who, on behalf of the State, makes decisions based on
maximizing national interests in terms of power in relation to the existing system. Or to put it
otherwise, States will do as much as they can do without causing too much trouble. Finally, the
only reason why there are not constant large-scale wars on the international level reflects the
theory of balance of power. In this, world order is based upon a handful of powerful States
maintaining an equitable sharing of power over a territory. This might not create peace, but at
least it will maintain a precarious stability. Constant evolution and changes within history
dictate the circumstances, and thus, powers. Those changes can bring about a shift or dramatic
change in the balance of powers at a given time. Any sort of change according to this theory,
can lead to large-scale wars (Battistella 123-124).

Analyzing these main principles of contemporary realism, Battistella comes up with the
following conclusions: the first is that war is a natural recourse in defending or obtaining
national interests for a State should more peaceful means, such as diplomacy, fail. Likewise,
due to the fact that international relations are determined and managed essentially by the
strongest, any other form of international entity, specifically international organizations, are
mere extensions of those in power. Though it is meant to represent the interests of the planet,
and specifically the poorer nations of the world, ultimately, the United Nations would be a
classic example of this, for UN decisions are guided by the member nations of the security
council, and thus by their interests. This means that although a decision may be beneficial for
the greater international community, if one of the five members of the security council uses its
veto, their interests are followed; not those of the global community.

Contrary to many democratic theorists, especially any from a liberal perspective,
contemporary realism ignores the electorate or public opinion as international relations are
considered high politics and therefore, ordinary citizens are unable to understand the complex
matters of national interests. Proponents of this idea believe that public opinion should be
ignored, since taking it into consideration would be an “obstacle” to appropriate diplomacy
(Battistella 125). Finally, any form of international law which may exist only does so because
the more powerful States allow it to. Essentially, international law and institutions can exist
only if they cooperate and adhere to the interests of those States in power.

Contemporary realism saw its return to prominence, especially within political philosophy

and international relations, following the breakdown of the League of Nations and the onset of
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World War 1l. Prior to World War 11, specifically in the interwar period, the primary philosophy
running international relations was Wilsonian Idealism. World War | was known as the Great
War. After its end and the creation of the League of Nations, it was heralded as the Last War.
Thanks to the League of Nations and Wilson’s Fourteen Points, war would no longer be the
normal recourse as the Points would ensure that, via the establishment of democracies and
economic liberalism to promote trade and commerce, war would be against the national interests
of a State. Therefore, since war ultimately costs States in terms of human life and economics,
as well as governmental power, leaders, being rational, would therefore avoid war as they
wished to enhance and secure their State’s economic and national self-interest.

With the utter failure of the League of Nations and the Fourteen Points to prevent the rise
of Hitler and the onset of World War Il, proponents of contemporary realism seized the
opportunity by heavily criticizing idealism and its inability to accurately portray human nature
and the notion of power. One such thinker was Edward H. Carr, a British historian. Carr
ultimately saw through idealism’s economic claims, primarily because he understood it as
nothing more than justification for Britain’s economic hegemony. It seemed very hypocritical
to Carr that Britain boasted of the peace that the pursuit of economic interests brought about,
especially as it was atop the global ladder and benefitted the most of all, often at the expense of
other nations. For any other nation, such beliefs would have been extremely naive as it was as
if Britain were telling the reset of the world that they should share a small fraction of the world’s
resources and be happy to do so.

Carr summarized international relations, and thus politics, to one concept: politics is power

policy (Battistella 127). Summarizing Carr, Battistella argues that:

Estimant que la politique de puissance est un fait évident, une banalité, Carr ne
va cependant pas plus loin que ce rappel qu’il estime salutaire de
["omniprésence et de [l’inéluctabilit¢ de la puissance en relations
internationales, que ce soit comme fin, comme moyen, ou comme cause et, plus

exactement, il ne s’interroge pas sur le pourquoi de cette politique de puissance

[...](127)

What mattered was not the why but simply that it was happening. Similar to classic realists,
Carr shared an interest in what was, not for what ought to be. And for Carr, what was, was
power: in any type of political relation, power is the deciding factor, regardless of where it

comes from or the justification for its use.
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Niebuhr is often grouped together with Carr due to the fact that both are considered to be
responses to Wilsonian idealism’s failure following World War I. Where Carr focused on power
as the source of all international relations and politics, Niebuhr’s approach was subtler, arguing
that, indeed, power was important, but not the end-all of the debate. For Niebuhr, there was a
more refined method where power, interests, and human nature could be taken into
consideration without succumbing to cynicism or nihilism. This was the basis of Niebuhr’s
Christian realism that would later, through the various world conflicts and his own experiences,
evolve into what is being argued in this research: Christian Pragmatism. Niebuhr’s realism
understood that human nature, although capable of great accomplishments, was equally capable
of great horrors. It was this paradox, and this dualism that Niebuhr hoped to harness in order to
improve Western society.

2.3.3 Ethical Statecraft? A Christian Realist Balance

In the forward to his work The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness: A
Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense, Niebuhr gave one of his
most quoted epithets: “Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s
inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary.” This statement reflected Niebuhr’s
understanding of a person’s place in the world, acknowledging the duality that exists within
humanity. This sentiment would be echoed once more in Pious and Secular America (1958) in
which he defended democracy as being a controlling factor for the arbitrary use of power, yet
acknowledging how little it has done to drastically change society or any notion of justice:
“Democracy has brought arbitrary power under check and made it responsible, but it has not
seriously altered the hierarchical structure of the community” (63).

Unlike the idealism and liberalism of Dewey in the pre-war period, Niebuhr’s Christian
realism focused on the influence of interests and power politics between not only nations, but
between people as well. Niebuhr’s Contrary to idealists, Niebuhr understood that there was no
panacea for solving the world’s problems. When it came to analyzing different cultures,
political systems, and ideologies, he was very much engrained in a Western philosophical
culture and framework (Naveh sec. 4). Such a perspective led him to understand that
“[d]emocracy is on the one hand the characteristic fruit of a bourgeois civilization; on the other
hand, it is a perennially valuable form of social organization in which freedom and order are
made to support, and not to contradict, each other” (Children 1). Such a view may seem
Occidental-centric in that it links democracy with a bourgeois, and therefore economically

liberal, society. However, seeing Niebuhr’s analysis as such is to grossly over-simplify
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Niebuhr’s arguments. Although working within the framework of western culture, Niebuhr
comprehended the need to constantly critically criticize Western culture and society.
Demonstrating how Niebuhr’s philosophy could even be adopted by postmodernists, Eyal
J. Naveh argues in his essay “Beyond Illusion and Despair: Niebuhr’s Liberal Legacy in a
Divided American Culture” how Niebuhr’s regular criticism and questioning of societal values
was a proto-postmodernism. Postmodernists and Niebuhr share similarities by continuously
challenging “[...] a Western, modern, scientific, and primarily progressive universe [...]”
(Naveh 278) As a matter of fact, Naveh believes that Niebuhr’s ideology was a basis for many

postmodern theories:

[...] Niebuhr’s crisis discourse and the non-utopian alternative he had articulated
during most of his life seemed a viable foundation for the postmodern attitude.
Indeed, one can find postmodern dispositions in Niebuhr’s dialectical,
ambiguous, paradoxical, and ironic approaches toward politics and culture,

morality and knowledge, human nature and human history. (278)

The only thing that surprised Naveh and other intellectuals like him, was how little
postmodernists referenced or cited Niebuhr. Regardless of whether Niebuhr was the prophet for
the postmodernism movement, his criticisms and insight into Western culture, via his
understanding of human nature cannot be ignored.

Niebuhr’s primary tool for understanding the world, and thus human nature, was through
dualism. This dualism was rooted in an Augustinian conception of the world opposing the
Civitas Dei with the Civitas Terrena. However, Niebuhr went beyond Augustine’s analysis in
that he felt the City of God was never going to be achieved on Earth, and that humanity had to
come to terms with this revelation. The best way for humanity to do so was to have an “ironic”
understanding of human history and nature. For Niebuhr, irony was important because it
enabled humanity to be simultaneously apart of and independent from the fluctuations,
tribulations, and trials of history. Where pathos elicits some form of pity, this is a relatively
neutral pity as the factors that led to such emotions are often out of the person’s or group’s
control. An equally inaccurate description regarding human nature was the concept of tragedy.
Tragedy often involved having to make an “evil” decision for the greater good, whilst being
aware of the evil of such a decision. This too, took some degree of responsibility away from
humanity. Rather than just bestowing pity upon the recipient however, it could also bring forth
admiration because the person or group is aware of the bad choice that needs to be made (Irony

Preface).
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Only irony, often presented through the form of a paradox, could enlighten humanity’s true
role in the world and in history. For Niebuhr, having an ironic sense of history was to appreciate
events as they came, often looking on them at first as nothing more than a series of fortuitous
events, only to later discover a deeper meaning behind them. The meaning, and thus the humor,
could only be discovered through the revelation of the paradox, or as Niebuhr put it in his
preface of The Irony of American History, “[...] if a hidden relation [were] discovered in the
incongruity” (xxiv). The final component of Niebuhr’s use and understanding of irony fell on
the notion of responsibility. In the end, human beings were ironic creatures because they shared
a certain level and degree of responsibility within history and for the world. Humanity was
neither as removed from nature and history as it hopes, nor did it control either as thoroughly
as often believed.

Supporting this was Niebuhr’s conception of freedom. For Niebuhr, “[t]his freedom
enable[d] [man] to make history and to elaborate communal organizations in boundless variety
and in endless breadth and extent” (Children 2). It was this autonomy that allowed humanity to
reach both extremes of the moral spectrum: equally capable of great destruction, and of great
creation. Niebuhr’s notion of freedom came from a Divine source as he was a devout and
practicing Protestant. Religiously tolerant, Niebuhr nevertheless touted the benefits of
Protestantism over other faiths as Protestantism allowed humanity to express and maintain
his/her individuality in face of the Divine rather than needing an intermediary (i.e. the Church),
or being spiritually lost and absorbed into some great “One-ness” (Eastern or mystic religions)
(Nature and Destiny, chs. 5,8). Niebuhr fathomed that humanity’s liberty simultaneously
enabled it to be aware of its situation in terms of being mortal and finite creatures, while
constantly trying to overcome this finiteness. Comparing Christian realism’s understanding of

freedom to Greek classical thought, Niebuhr argued that

[m]an’s freedom is unique because it enables him, though in a temporal process,
also to transcend it by conceptual knowledge, memory and a self-determining
will. Thus he creates a new level of coherence and meaning, which conforms
neither to the world of natural change nor yet to the realm of pure Being in which

Greek idealism sought refuge from the world of change. (Faith 15)

The problem with classical and what he called, “mystical thought” (i.e. Eastern religions), was
that both “[...] separate[d] the freedom of man too absolutely from his nature as a creature of

nature [...]” (Faith 16).
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This freedom granted by God was the source of humanity’s problems as well. For Niebuhr,
humanity’s ultimate sin was pride. Pride can best be summarized in the introduction to Moral
Man, Immoral Society, written by Langdon B. Gilkey, where he explained that “[...] Niebuhr
call[ed] all these claims of ultimacy — of truth, of morals, and of religion — pride, the pride of
the creature taking place of'its Creator. Such pride or idolatry defies God and results in injustice”
(xxii). Because humanity existed paradoxically simultaneously within and outside of nature,
particularly by being aware of their finiteness, human beings constantly try to surpass their
natural limits by attempting to master or control the course of History, something only God,
according to Niebuhr, was capable of.

Grasping Niebuhr’s notion of sin is paramount to understanding Christian realism as it gives
the necessary framework to analyzing, and potentially resolving political problems that are
based in power politics. This conception of pride made any form of perfectibility within society,
and thus human nature, impossible especially when considering how liberal idealism ignored
the very sin that existed within all humanity.

Niebuhr spent most of his academic life, as most political philosophers do, trying to find the
balance between the individual and society. Niebuhr’s analysis however, was different in that
he did not focus on the classic individual/society dynamic unlike many of the other philosophers
who have been discussed so far. Instead, Niebuhr focused on a very Christian notion of love,
specifically the different types of love that exist, especially the idealized agape that was
personified with the figure of Jesus Christ and the Cross. Agape is the love demonstrated by
Jesus in terms of true sacrificial love without thinking of the self. Niebuhr believed that
individuals were capable of such love, even if it could be tainted through selfishness and pursuit
of personal interests (Nature ch. 3).

However, on the societal level such love was impossible as communities were often brought
together through some form of shared mutual interest which by definition put them at odds with
other groups. This is not to say that Niebuhr fell into cynicism by refusing to allow societies or
groups to demonstrate agape in some form, he just understood the natural limits of human
beings in large communities. Rather than abandoning communities to their selfish and interest-
driven pursuits, Niebuhr instead contended that the agape demonstrated by Jesus could be used
as a means to develop creative solutions to society’s problems (Nature 70-80).

Such an idea of applying “creative solutions” to societal problems was troublesome when
considering the paradox of balancing love and justice. If society were to truly govern following
the “law of Christ” in perfect agape, all justice would be meaningless. Conversely, any form of
justice without love, was not justice at all but a form of oppression or tyranny. Niebuhr

discussed this very paradox in one of his most celebrated works, Moral Man and Immoral
106



Society, in which he debated the problems of States or societies adopting a Christ-like vision of

justice:

If nations and other social groups find it difficult to approximate the principles
of justice [...] they are naturally even less capable of achieving the principle of
love, which demands more than justice. The demand of religious moralists that
nations subject themselves to ‘the law of Christ’ is an unrealistic demand, and
the hope that they will do so is a sentimental one. Even a nation composed of
individuals who possessed the highest degree of religious goodwill would be less
than loving in its relation to other nations. It would fail, if for no other reason,
because the individuals could not possibly think themselves into the position of
the individuals of another nation in a degree sufficient to insure pure
benevolence. (74-75)

One can understand Niebuhr’s statement from two different points of view, which ultimately
highlight the truth in the second. Taking the classic “realist” perspective on human nature,
Niebuhr’s statement simply underscored communities’ and societies’ inherent pursuit of self-
interest which made any form of external empathy or compassion impossible. Simply put:
communities are selfish and would always be selfish.

There is a second perspective to Niebuhr’s statement which warrants analysis as it provides
a deeper insight into Niebuhr’s theology. As previously stated, the ultimate sin for Niebuhr was
that of pride, which he expressed and defined as a person trying to be like God. Keeping this in
mind, Niebuhr’s argument is simply a reflection of this aversion to pride. As only God can know
pure agape for all human beings, to expect communities or societies to know pure agape would
be to suppose God-like behavior out of a group of human beings. Thus, it was not only
unrealistic to imagine societies or communities to empathize or love different communities or
groups, it was also prideful.

However, “creative solutions” could be applied through communal introspection in
which communities would investigate the symbolism and metaphors offered by the Bible and
the story of Christ, where Christ was both a symbol as well as a figure of power and wisdom
(Nature 91). It is important to stress Niebuhr’s emphasis on symbolic and metaphoric
representations offered by Biblical tales. Niebuhr was by no means a fundamentalist nor did he
argue for literal interpretations of Scripture. An example of such symbolism was Niebuhr’s

comprehension of the Fall of Man from the Garden of Eden. For Niebuhr, there was no real
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figure of Adam and Eve, rather, both represented the myths and the dangers of the sin of pride,
or of wanting to be God-like.

His comprehension of this myth was vitally important for analyzing the reality of world
politics. This was especially true when looking at different communities or States as well as
when analyzing classic Christian theologians. The myth of the Fall shed light onto matters such
as economics, politics, and private property according to Niebuhr. In The Children of Light,

Niebuhr reasoned that

[a]ccording to the Christian theory (which was partly borrowed from Stoic
thought, when it became necessary for the Christian movement to come to terms
with the exigencies of politics and economics, property, as well as government

is a necessary evil, required by the Fall of man. (89-90)

In spite of Christians not necessarily liking the state of the world, nor how far the City of God
seemed out of attainable reach, Niebuhr’s Christian realism took such realities as the norm and
decided to work within the framework of the actual world, rather than the idealized pre-Fall
Eden that many Christians and liberals hoped to find.

Niebuhr realized that humanity’s freedom gave it a unique ability that no other creature was

capable of: impacting history through its actions. This freedom, according to Niebuhr,

[...] enable[d] [humanity] to make history and to elaborate communal
organizations in boundless variety and in endless breadth and extent. But
[humanity] also requires community because [it] is by nature social. [Humanity]
cannot fulfill [its] life within [itself] but only in responsible and mutual relations
with [humanity’s] fellows. (Children 2)

Thus, in order for humanity to grow, adapt, and change, human beings had to interact with one
another via communities and civilizations. Humans could not remain isolated from one another
as found in the state of nature with some contractualist theorists. Instead, Niebuhr maintained
that the way to best develop the sense of agape was through social interaction, which in turn
lead to self-discovery.

Much of Niebuhr’s work focused on the pride and arrogance of nations, in particular, the
United States and its relationship with its own history and identity. Niebuhr contended that all
nations had imperial ambitions in spite of what these countries, America included, may have

preached. For Niebuhr, America needed to drastically rethink its position and place in the world
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through a proper realist analysis. Gary Dorrien sums this idea up in his essay “Christian

Realism: Reinhold Niebuhr’s Theology, ethics, and Politics” when he says,

[t]Jo Niebuhr, a strong dose of realism about America’s struggle for world power
would have been redemptive. Americans needed the love-perfectionism of Jesus
and the cunning realism of Machiavelli. Realism without a moral dimension is
corrupt, he cautioned, but any moral idealism not chastened by the world’s evil

is pathetic and dangerous. (27)

This sentiment was expressed in Niebuhr’s work Children of Light in which he reasoned how a
society could maintain Christian realism without succumbing to cynicism.

Niebuhr divided the world into what he considered to be the “children of light” and the
“children of darkness.” Both existed within all societies and both, according to Niebuhr, had
something useful to contribute to prideful nations. The “children of darkness” were the moral
cynics who “know no law beyond their will and interest” whereas the “children of light” “...]
believe that self-interest should be brought under the discipline of a higher law” (Children 8).
The “children of darkness” could teach society that the pursuit of interests, power, and pride,
were indeed real and prevalent and were forces which needed to be contended with. The
“children of light,” on the other hand, provided a form of morality and universal good which
would seek to improve society through control of the “children of darkness.”

Though it may appear that Niebuhr would have supported the “children of light,” he was
actually extremely critical of them, especially for what would be considered their naiveté. He

did however acknowledge their virtuousness,

[t]hey are usually foolish because they do not know the power of self-will. They
underestimate the peril of anarchy in both the national and the international
community. [...] It must be understood that the children of light are foolish not
merely because they underestimate the power of self-interest among the children

of darkness. They underestimate this power among themselves. (Children 10)

Democratic states were examples of these “children of light,” especially the United States which
was often blind to its own self-interest, frequently arguing that any given action was for some
greater good all while ignoring that “[...] the same man who is ostensibly devoted to the
‘common good’ may have desires and ambitions, hopes and fears, which set him at variance

with his neighbor” (Children 10).
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The paradox however, was that society had to learn to manipulate and manage the traits
of the “children of darkness” by respecting their wisdom, without succumbing to their cynicism.
In other words, society had to simultaneously remain morally pure and good as the “children of
light” would argue, while using the tools and means of the “children of darkness.” It was this
paradox of balancing power politics and realities with the morality that was necessary for

Niebuhr in order to avoid falling into a classic realist pitfall of cynicism.

2.3.4 The Paradox of Man and Society: Power, Conflict, and Patriotism

Niebuhr understood, like the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers before him, that States and
governments had to use power to coerce some form of peace or stability within them. This was
simply due to the varying and competing factors or interest groups that existed within said
states. A clear example of such was the idea of several nations existing within the borders of a
single state. These nations may only cooperate or exist together due to a force imposed upon
them by the State. However, this is not the final or comprehensive picture of the truth on the
coexistence of several nations in that “[t]he fact that state and nation are roughly synonymous
proves that, without the sentiment of nationality with its common language and traditions, the
authority of government is usually unable to maintain national unity” (Moral Man 83). Thus,
there is something to be said about a common language or cultural identity that can keep a multi-
nation group together without the total use of coercion from the state. It should be noted though,
that Niebuhr wrote before the turmoil of the Civil Rights era, Women’s Liberation, and LGBT
Rights Movement. Accordingly, this notion can seem naive to contemporary readers as these
movements highlighted cultural differences rather than suppressing them. Nevertheless, one can
say that such pluralistic identities are not trying to destroy the national American identity, but
rather trying to expand it so that these experience and pluralism would be added to the “common
language and traditions,” instead of being ignored or oppressed by the existing hegemonic
dominating groups.

Contrary to the liberal idealists such as Dewey or other progressives of the early twentieth
century, Niebuhr was extremely skeptical on the notion of human perfectibility and the power
of the social sciences. He was especially critical of the “cultural lag” theory contended by
Dewey. It stated that humanity and societies would be able to advance greatly and rapidly once
the “lag” in the social and human sciences caught up with natural sciences in terms of mastery

over the object of study. Otherwise put, humanity would achieve true advancement once the
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objects of study, i.e. human beings and more importantly their behavior, were as well
understood and closely analyzed as the atom, nature, or the human body.

Niebuhr was also critical of Dewey’s approach because it ignored the very real class bias
that existed within social scientists and theorists, who argued for an educational and cultural
overhaul. According to Niebuhr, idealists either ignored or were unaware of the class
perspectives which tainted their ideas and ideologies, and similarly overlooked the stark class
realities which tainted a person’s pursuit of interests. This could be seen, particularly, in

idealists underestimating the conflict of interest between these classes. Niebuhr stated,

[a] careful study of the history of political and economic life proves conclusively
that the educators, as wall other middle-class moralists, underestimate the
conflict of interest in political and economic relations, and attribute to
disinterested ignorance what ought usually be attributed to interested
intelligence. Their very error in this regard is a result of the faulty perspective of
their class. [...] Whatever social intelligence is created in the total body of any
privileged class, can be used to mitigate the conflict between the classes, but it
will not be powerful enough to obviate the necessity of such a conflict. (Moral
214)

Ultimately, class clashes, and struggles in general, would always exist, since interests between
different communities and classes would always, and at some point, come into conflict with one
another.

Niebuhr even saw the very notion of advancement, specifically within technology and
economic affairs as exacerbating humanity’s problems, not providing a solution to them. This

was expressly true for any form of international relations. In Moral Man Niebuhr argued that:

[w]hile rapid means of communication have increased the breadth of knowledge
about world affairs among citizens of various nations, and the general advance
of education has ostensibly promoted the capacity to think rationally and justly
upon the inevitable conflicts of interest between nations, there is nevertheless
little hope of arriving at a perceptible increase of international morality through
the growth of intelligence and perfection of means of communication. The
development of international commerce, the increased economic

interdependence among the nations, and the whole apparatus of a technological
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civilization, increase the problems and issues between nations much more

rapidly than the intelligence to solve them can be created. (84)

Indeed, a different form of globalization was happening at the early part of the twentieth century
with the creation of the telephone, Morse code, and air travel. For Niebuhr however, such
innovations, while creating new technological ease for humanity as a whole, also created
unforeseeable consequences and posed unforeseen questions. Similarly, the Wilsonian idea that
lasting and international peace could be maintained through cooperative economic agreements
was equally disconcerting for Niebuhr.

For one thing, such a proposal ignored the varying competing interests that made up
economies. State economies were not merely singular monolithic creatures focused on one
particular branch or form of economy. Arguably, the only thing that all state economies
searched for was growth, but obtaining that growth was never universal, equal, or fair. Instead,
state economies competed with one another for varying and often, limited resources as well as
for economic domination amongst one another in terms of tariffs or protectionism. In the case
of any form of trade deal or economic treaty, all countries were not created equal, and most of
the time, there was a definite winner and loser, principally when countries from two different
“categories” i.e. global north/global south, industrialized/non-industrialized, first world/third
world, created an accord; frequently with the country from the “greater category” benefiting at
the expense of the latter.

Secondly, economic treaties and agreements often only last as long as things are going well.
Once the economic system is threatened or there is some form of economic crisis, countries
often close up and return to a type of basic protectionism, regardless of the consequences on the
international scene. The Great Depression is a historic example where states retreated from
grandiose economic and political treaties in order to protect their own. A contemporary example
of this can be seen with the European Union and the constant criticism by member nations of
lost sovereignty and economic power.

Thirdly, economic and political treaties are often portrayed as a win-win game, when in fact
they are zero-sum games in which each individual country attempts to maximize its interests at
the expense of the other. Wilson’s League of Nations was a classic example of this. In theory,
the nations which signed up would be equal players on the democratic landscape. However, in
reality, American cultural, political, and economic values on the were being imposed on a world
scale in order to protect and spread American interests. Returning to the European Union, this

modern union can be criticized for simply pursuing the interests of a few member nations
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(Germany, France, Belgium) at the expense of the other states which make up the Union as the
former are economically wealthier and politically more powerful.

States are incapable of pursuing and following the agape notion of justice and love as has
been stated previously. This is linked to factors such as communities being unable to properly
empathize on a larger scale, and as Niebuhr argued the very composition of states are “[...] held
together much more by force and emotion, than by mind” (Moral 87). Such an appreciation
goes contrary to Dewey’s belief in the rationalization of society through education for Niebuhr
acknowledges that, in large communities, humanity is incapable of thinking rationally. This
inability to think rationally means that they are unable to think critically. Consequently, without
the ability to think critically, there can be no self-criticism, the key ingredient in Niebuhrian
morality.

Nations were equally guilty of corrupting the very morality of individual citizens. They did
so through the paradoxical notion of patriotism. The paradox existed because it “[...]
transmute[d] individual unselfishness into national egoism” (Moral 90). The State was able to

do so because patriotism

[...] [became] the vehicle of all the altruistic impulses and expresses itself, on
occasion, with such fervor that the critical attitude of the individual toward the
nation and its enterprises is almost completely destroyed. The unqualified
character of this devotion [was] the very basis of the nation’s power and of the
freedom to use the power without moral restraint. Thus the unselfishness of

individuals [made] for the selfishness of nations. (Moral 90)

States abused and used this power simply because they lacked the ability to be self-critical.
Therefore, states never questioned their actions because they did not have the means to do so.
Similarly, they felt they did not need to as their interests were naturally justifiable and
defensible.

To highlight this abuse of power by the State, Niebuhr used the example of the Spanish-
American war to demonstrate how nations act with impunity in terms of manipulating and
maximizing patriotism for optimal national interests. Niebuhr took Roosevelt and Secretary
Hughes’s argument that these actions were meant “[...] not to exploit but to aid; not to subvert,
but to help in laying the foundations for a sound, stable and independent government” as simple
propaganda to add a moral element to an immoral action (Moral 105). Niebuhr argued that these
arguments were common among many nations and that for this conflict “[...] every impartial

history clearly records the economic motives which prompt[ed] our policies in our relation to
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our southern neighbors” (Moral 105). Justifications by States simply attempt to persuade a
people of the “rightness” of their actions, while purposely ignoring the true reasons behind
them.

Thus, the Christian realist State was one which tried to find a balance between maintaining
national interests as was the State’s prerogative, while simultaneously appealing to some form
of moral authority. As Kenneth W. Thompson summarizes, “[Niebuhr] concluded that focusing
too narrowly on the national imperative as almost as hazardous as viewing the world through
idealistic prisms. At the same time, he warned that moralists who engaged in foreign
policymaking were more likely to be destructive of a nation’s ideals than were cynical realists”
(140). Essentially, Niebuhr believed that the State needed to be consistently constructed around
a system of checks and balances. Unlike many classic realists, Niebuhr did not think that
international relations should be limited to the realm of the political or academic elite. He did
believe that public opinion played a role in decision making.

Nevertheless, Christian realism acknowledged the importance and reality of national

interests and power in politics. Thus, Niebuhr

[...] saw national interest as a useful concept [for the State] and he invoked it
increasingly in his later years. Increasingly, he wrote of the need for prudence as
an operative principle in politics and of national interest as a criterion for guiding
foreign policy making. Yet, to the end, he remained skeptical that national
interest was comprehensive enough to do justice to the goals of international
society. (K. Thompson 143-144)

Hence, national interests always had to be tempered by some form of morality and criticism,
usually coming from an intellectual and elite minority.

Still, Niebuhr was not always critical of all American leaders. Feeling that entry into World
War 1l was not only politically and economically justifiable, but morally as well, Niebuhr
praised Roosevelt’s handling of the war as the antithesis to Wilsonian idealism. In the review
Christianity and Crisis Niebuhr wrote a piece entitled “The Death of the President” where he

praised Roosevelt, stating:

As the war finally drew to a triumphant conclusion, Roosevelt, seeking to avoid
Wilson’s mistakes, developed an international policy which, though it may err
on the side of making too many concessions to the pride and power of the great

nations, does at least guarantee that America will not again withdraw from the
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responsibilities in the world community. Nor can the concessions be regarded as
merely unwarranted expediency. They are derived from a shrewd understanding
of the limits of the will of a nation in creating international authority above. In
both the conduct of the war and in the peace negotiations Roosevelt has, in other
words, expressed a higher form of political maturity than this nation has

previously achieved. (gtd. in K. Thompson 145-146)

For Niebuhr, Roosevelt understood and accepted America’s new place in the world order. The
United States could no longer remain politically and economically removed, in spite of its
geographic isolation. Power politics and the rising USSR demanded a response, and due to the
devastation in Europe and necessity to rebuild, the responsibility fell on the United States.

The idea of responsibility was extremely important to Niebuhr as it is tied directly to his
concept of irony mentioned earlier. This responsibility, be it for the State or for the individual
was linked to Niebuhr’s Protestant theology, specifically, the relationships between God and
humanity as well as between humanity and history. Thus, in order to understand the Christian
notion behind Niebuhr’s Christian realism, it is necessary to analyze his metaphysics, first
through Niebuhr’s criticism of modern society, specifically its over-estimation of humanity’s

freedom and capabilities, followed by an overall analysis of Niebuhrt’s religious theology.

2.3.5 Pride is the Limit: Modern Society’s Overestimation of Human Freedom

One of Niebuhr’s major criticisms against modern society and values was its inability to
understand the dual nature of humanity. Modern society failed to appreciate humanity’s
simultaneous creature and creator status. In Faith and History, Niebuhr argued that “[m]an
remains a creature of nature on every stage of his development. There are certain bounds of
human finiteness which no historical development can overcome” (70). For Niebuhr, modern
humanity’s primary mistake was equating technological and societal development with a belief
that such development would or could “alter the human situation” (Faith 70).

Consequently, such faith in progress led modern society to reject any form of Biblical
analysis or understanding of the world. Doing so ignored the paradoxical nature of humanity.

The paradox is that humanity’s

[...] power over nature and history is both limited and limitless. It is limited in
the sense that all individual and collective forms of life are subject to mortality.

No human achievements can annul man’s subjection to natural finitude. But
115



human power is also limitless in the sense that no fixed limits can be set for the

expansion capacities. (Faith 71)

Thus, humanity could never escape the fact that it is finite, or that all individual human beings
died. Nevertheless, this finiteness imposed no limits on the capacity of humanity to expand its
horizons or its capabilities in attempting to overcome humanity’s mortal limitations.

Niebuhr distinguished four major categories of human capacities. The first category was the
most obvious and present. It was represented by humanity’s domination over nature and the
natural sciences. Or as Niebuhr put it in Faith and History, humanity had the ability to “[...]
manipulate the processes of nature, to exploit its treasures and bend its forces to human ends”
(71). Examples of such advancements could, and still can be seen with communication
technologies, transportation, and even the development of nuclear energy.

The next distinction was to differentiate what he considered mastery over the natural world
from “technical power,” which he admittedly argued “cannot be rigorously separated from a
second category of human capacities which underlies it” (Faith 72). The discrepancy between
mastery over the natural world and technical power for Niebuhr was the latter “[...]
compromises the whole range of human culture, including religion, philosophy, art, and social
organization” (Faith 72). Niebuhr maintained that though expertise over the natural world was
easier to see in terms of concrete examples, humanity’s development and mastering technical
power added to the evolution of culture. However, Niebuhr admitted that there was “[...] a law
of diminishing returns in the relations to technics to culture” and that “[b]etter writing material
or the invention of typewriters did not contribute to a higher quality of prose or poetry” (Faith
72).

The next category Niebuhr spoke of was humanity’s “inherent rational faculty” (Faith 73).
Humanity’s rationality was perhaps most subject to the progress and powerful forces of
historical development. Niebuhr claimed that “[...] the history of thought would suggest that
the development of conceptual knowledge represents primarily growth in rational experience
rather than in rational capacity” (Faith 73). Niebuhr was quick to highlight that cultural groups
had varying rational faculties, which did not imply superiority of one over another. This merely
showed that they were different. However, when grouped together, a specific culture’s rational
capacity was limited, ironically, by that very group because of societal norms and values. Thus,
“[h]Juman rational capacities are, in short, infinitely variable, but their limits are more fixed than
the collective cultural achievements which are elaborated by these capacities” (Faith 73). Left
alone, individuals were capable of limitless development and creativity, however, due to the

social nature of humanity, and the fact that there were existing norms and standards within a
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given culture or society, a person’s creativity and thus, his/her development could actually be
restricted by that society. This can appear extremely paradoxical given this seems to go against
any pragmatic understanding of human nature. However, it should be remembered that this was
Niebuhr’s Christian realist point of view, not that of a classic pragmatist. Likewise, the
restricting nature of society can merely be viewed as another form of liberal contractual theory:
humans are social creatures and in order to maintain the stability of society, people need to
surrender, not freedom or liberty, but a form of creativity by adapting certain values, laws,
norms and customs.

The fourth and final category which proved to be the most difficult for humanity and modern
culture to accept was that of humanity’s “creatureliness” or the “[...] dimension of man in
nature” (Faith 74). This dimension was difficult to accept due to the “[...] most irrefutable proof
of man’s involvement in the ‘coming to be and passing away’ of nature [...]”, or a person’s
death (Faith 74). Other natural constraints upon humanity derive from the biological make-up
of humanity.

In an arguably controversial passage from Faith and History, Niebuhr discussed the role of
motherhood and fatherhood and the biological constraints that nature forces upon humanity,
specifically upon women. He acknowledged that the modern technical society had opened up
various paths of achievements for women, specifically the freedom to pursue new career or
vocational interests. Nevertheless, Niebuhr reasoned that more “rationalistic forms of feminism
have drawn some extravagant and unwarranted conclusions,” specifically in terms of the
freedom that modern society has given women in escaping their traditional role as mothers
(Faith 75). Modern society had indeed provided women more choice to “reduce the
responsibilities related to the biological function of motherhood,” however such freedoms did
not remove the biological fact that women still are the ones who carry children (Faith 75).
Niebuhr differentiated between motherhood and fatherhood as the former being a type of
vocation while the latter was an avocation.

It should be highlighted here that Niebuhr’s distinction between vocation and avocation
regarding parenthood was simply linked to the biological nature of humanity and was not a
question of “should” or “must” for either sex. It is true that Niebuhr’s use of both terms could
be understood, especially from modern feminist perspective, as being insensitive and as an
example of heteronormative patriarchy. What he meant was that because males were able
remove themselves from all parental responsibility should they so desire (existing within a
framework where the State does not impose any responsibility upon the known father), men
could treat fatherhood as avocational. Women on the other hand, due to the nature of

childbearing and childbirth share a bond which makes carrying a child, at the very least
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vocational, regardless of whether or not the woman in question chooses to keep the child. To
reiterate, Niebuhr’s view should be observed and understood from the purely biological
perspective, not from a moral or normative one. Niebuhr’s claims were made simply to
demonstrate that nature and biology place limits on humanity, regardless of humanity’s
potential desires or wants. If anything, Niebuhr was supportive of women’s rights in that he
reinforced the idea that “[w]omen may choose another vocation beside that of motherhood or
they may exchange the vocation of motherhood for another vocation” but he acknowledged and
realized that biology, and to a certain extent, societal norms and values “[...] ma[d]e these
choices more difficult than those which a mere male face[d]” (Faith 76).

Niebuhr considered ethnic and racial differences as equally problematic for modern
society’s assessment of human and historic development. Liberal Protestantism and modern
society viewed the world as developing towards one eventual global community. This could be
best seen via Wilson’s League of Nations or the general optimistic view of the early 20"
century. Achieving such a color-blind society was possible for many modern secularists and
liberal Christians through the use of humanity’s inherent rationalism. However, Niebuhr
pointed out that such goals ignored the stark realties of ethnic and race relations in the world.
Niebuhr used a relatively “neutral” example by highlighting the differences between Welsh,

Scottish, and British nationalism and ethnic pride. He stated:

Both the Welsh and the Scottish members of the British national community are
exhibiting a strengthened awareness of their ethnic uniqueness, while Eire seeks
to displace English with the Gaelic language, and the new state of Israel is born.
(Faith 76)

How was the world thus able to achieve some form of ethnic or racial color-blindness when
peoples of “similar” ethnic, cultural, or racial backgrounds could not put aside their differences?
If peoples of similar upbringings could not manage to peacefully coexist it was unlikely that
peoples from “drastically” different cultures, ethnicities, races would ever be able to do so. The
most prominent example of this during Niebuhr’s time was the racial segregation that was ever-
present in America during the first half of the 20" century. Though an ardent supporter of equal
rights for all Americans, Niebuhr nevertheless understood the limits that nature and society
placed on race relations.

The significant issue that modern society and liberal Christianity ignored however, was
death. Modern culture, through its naive belief in technical mastery over the world and nature,

thought that ultimately death could be at least tempered by these advancements. However,
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Niebuhr faulted modern society for ignoring the “ironic vengeance” that history wrought upon
humanity (Faith 78). The irony was that the technology used to secure society’s place in the
world (nuclear weapons in particular) also happened to be the potential means of humanity’s
own destruction. The proof could be found within the aftermath of World War Il where during
the Cold War, the seeds of humanity’s destruction were sewn thanks to the mounting tensions
between the USSR and the USA. This conflict was the prime example of modern culture’s
hubris by trying to conquer nature and death. In attempting to control history, humanity actually
brought itself that much closer to the brink of destruction.

This obsession with trying to control nature through technological advancements
culminated in the ultimate misconception of modern culture and liberal Christianity: that
humanity could control the course of history, thus controlling historic events. This theory
argued that “[...] history moves, not by the force of an evolutionary nature but by the extension
of human freedom over nature” (Faith 80). Such an idea was expressed most notably with the
then-contemporary liberal commentator Eustace Hayden who declared that “[...] man’s success
is imposing his will on the flow of events” (qtd. in Faith 80). Such a statement “[...] contain[ed]

the modern error in baldest form” which was

based on the erroneous assumption that the ‘habits of men’ are in the same
category of conquerable territory as the ‘face of the earth’ and that there is
therefore no difference between the conquest of nature by technical power and
the management of historical destiny by the social wisdom which must deal with
the ‘habits of men’. (Faith 80).

Here, Niebuhr made the distinction between the technological and natural accomplishments of
humanity over nature, and how such accomplishments were inferior to the idea of control over
history. Again, belief that any society, culture, or State could master the contours and events of
history was to fall into the sin of pride by trying to be like God. Humanity could influence
history through collective action as nothing was predetermined thanks to the freedom bestowed
upon humanity by God, yet, this freedom was limited in that it could not control history or
achieve the end of history.

Constant attempts by modern society to direct history were nothing more than humanity’s
pride. This was a recurrent point in much of Niebuhr’s work and was fundamental in his
theology. Therefore, in order to obtain a more profound understanding of Christian realism, it
is necessary to look at Niebuhr’s view of sin within human nature. Paradoxically, the sin of

pride was a direct consequence of the freedom bestowed upon humanity by God. Obtaining
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atonement, according to Niebuhr, was through confession, contrition and honest repentance.

Achieving forgiveness and thus freeing humanity from sin came from one source: Divine grace.

2.3.6 The Perks of Being a Protestant: Sin, Pride, and Human Nature

Niebuhr’s perception of religion, and specifically, the role it should play in society was very
much based on his belief that criticism, if not achieved via the self or through the nation itself,
should be provided by the role of a good prophet. For Niebuhr, this prophet was the Old
Testament, and specifically the prophet Amos who acted as a moral counterbalance to the
decadence and sin of the old Jewish Kingdoms. A good prophet, much like a good philosopher
and political advisor, always cautioned a nation or people about the excesses of decadence and
moral decay within a society. The problem was however, that people rarely want to hear
negative things about themselves. Therefore, even though good prophets of sage wisdom and
warning were needed, leaders from the Old Testament as well as modern States often would
listen to “false prophets.”

Robin W. Lovin, in his essay “Prophetic Faith and American Democracy” discussed

Niebuhr’s fascination with the “doomsday” prophets and their necessity. He stated:

False prophets, of course, promised easy victories, leading the kings to complain
that they could not get decent prophecies from people like Isaiah, Jeremiah, Joel,
and Amos. Niebuhr preached with great relish on the passage in 2 Kings 22,
where four hundred of the king’s prophets try to outdo one another in predicting
that Israel and Judah will triumph together over the Syrians, and only Micaiah
warns that the expedition will result in utter defeat. This leads the king of Israel
to say, ‘See, I told you that he never prophesies anything good about me, but
only disaster.” And disaster was what he got. Where the true prophets came into
their own, however, was after the disaster. Because they alone had not promised
easy victory, it fell to them to make sense of defeat. What they concluded was
that history is always in God’s hands. Being God’s chosen does not allow a
people to write history so it turns out the way they want it to. [...] Sometimes
the chosen people have to be spectators while the king of Persia does God’s

work, whether they know it or not. (226)
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Thus, a true prophet was one who was critical of one’s nation, even if it was not easy for the
leader to hear such criticisms.

This role of being critical was not for the sake of being cruel or even hard-hearted. Niebuhr
viewed Amos, and other critical prophets, as well as potentially himself, as truly caring for
their/his nations, partially at least because they all understood that the sin of pride was the
downfall of all, humanity and nations alike. The best way to combat this pride was through
contrition and self-criticism, which were provided by the good prophet. This is not to say that
the prophet, or even the prophetic role of certain members of a society, should have the final
say in establishing any form of political or legal system of power within a society. Niebuhr was
skeptical that such a system could actually work.

Niebuhr argued that Old Testament-style governments or legal systems usually governed
through religious leaders or councils and though they were effective in maintaining social order,
they were not the best method of governance since they ignored the free nature of humanity in
history and on earth. For example, if a people were to follow Deuteronomy and apply some
form of legal code to it would give prophetic insight a form of permanent legal structure within
society. Though difficult to imagine, especially from a pragmatic or realistic point of view,
religious societies nevertheless attempted to enact such practices by living according to
religious laws, doctrines, or beliefs. Failure to do so would enact divine wrath. Another Old
Testament system which Niebuhr discussed was the Pharisee, who were members of an ancient
Jewish sect that emphasized a strict interpretation of Mosaic law. Such an approach led Niebuhr
to criticize the Pharisee as being self-righteous and hypocritical. Finally, there was classic Old
Testament legalism which Niebuhr viewed as a kind of arrested and atrophied religion of history
where the Decalogue was seen as being such a special relationship between man and God that
it had to be the basis of any and all future laws (Nature Vol. 2, 31-40).

Niebuhr’s main criticism against these approaches to religion, legalism, and history were as

follows:

1) Niebuhr believed that no law, no matter the period in history, nor the group
of people in question, could actually do justice to the freedom of man in
history. This statement was twofold. On the one hand, laws could not limit
the creative nature of humanity in putting a final say on the evolution of law,
society, and human nature. Analyzing this from the opposite point of view,
this criticism charged many of these societies with trying to come up with

the “final good” on humanity and civil law. To attempt to do so was to imitate
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2)

3)

God, the ultimate sin for Niebuhr. For only God’s law could be eternal,

omniscient, and completely normative (Nature vol. 2, ch. 2).

No legal system or law was able to do justice to the complexities of interests
and motives in humanity. For Niebuhr, many of these legal systems and laws
attempted to try and reduce humanity to basic or one-dimensional
motivational factors. What these systems failed to take into consideration
were the complex and often unforeseeable interactions between human
interests and the existing world. For example, what may work one day in
keeping society in line, may not the next, if an extremely catastrophic or
societal altering event were to happen which made the previous legal

restrictions or interests seem superfluous (Nature vol. 2, ch. 2).

These legal systems failed to consider that law cannot eradicate or restrain
evil. The best it can do is attempt to chain it. Even if the law were to be
chained, it would never be able to eradicate evil from humanity. To do so
would again fall into the trap of pride as to eradicate evil in human nature
would be to alter it. This could only be done either through the omnipotent
power of God, or by removing the freedom bestowed upon humanity. For
Niebuhr, humanity’s complexity lay in its freedom: its freedom both to do
good with great creativity and also simultaneously being capable of great

evil through sin (Nature vol. 2, ch. 2).

The only historic and religious figure to be able to escape these downfalls and find a perfect
system of justice and love was Jesus and the symbolic aspect of the Cross. Niebuhr believed
that Jesus achieved this because of his dual nature of prophet and messiah. He was able to
establish a law, that humanity was meant to imitate or at least try to follow. This law of love or
agape, was demonstrated via Jesus’s appearance on earth followed by his ultimate self-sacrifice
for the sins of humanity in the world. However, as has been seen before, this agape was and is
unachievable in this world. Therefore, realizing this agape could only happen through the
second-coming of Jesus and the triumphant revelation of the Cross, and this would also mean
the end of history and the end of legalistic social models.

Niebuhr was very careful nevertheless, to specify that the Cross was to be understood as

symbolic redemption. He considered any interpretation of the Cross via a transcendent theory
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as erroneous. Other transcendent theories that he considered equally as flawed were Marxism,
contemporary liberalism, or even liberal Protestantism. The reasoning behind Niebuhr’s
criticism was that any type of telos in terms of determining an “end” or massive “change” to
history was to attempt to usurp God (Nature vol. 2, ch.3).

Contrary to many mainstream Christian beliefs, Niebuhr believed that such knowledge
of the End of Days, or the Revelation could never be known by any human. To proclaim such
information was to attempt to appropriate God’s omnipotence, thus making any statement about
the Revelations automatically false, as it would be a simple expression of pride. To look at it
another way: according to Niebuhr, as long as there were people professing to know when the
End of Days was upon the world, this would automatically mean that such a time-period was
actually far off, as no human being could ever have such knowledge.

Niebuhr’s distrust about the gains and expansion of human knowledge was not limited
to the idea of telos or individual redemption. He also demonstrated great suspicion regarding
the idea of technological developments and perfectibility of society. Within each new
technological or societal advance, Niebuhr saw nothing but the paradox of human freedom. In
Faith and History: A Comparison of Christian and Modern Views of History Niebuhr discussed

such reservations. He argued:

Every new freedom represented a new peril as well as a new promise. Modern
industrial society dissolved ancient forms of political authoritarianism; but the
tyrannies which grew on its soil proved more brutal and vexatious than the old
ones. The inequalities rooted in landed property were levelled. But the more
dynamic inequalities of a technical society became more perilous to the
community than the more static forms of unseen power. The achievement of
individual liberty was one of the genuine advances of bourgeois society. But this
society also created atomic individuals who freed from the disciplines of the
older organic communities, were lost in the mass; and became the prey of
demagogues and charlatans who transmuted their individual anxieties and

resentments into collective political power of demonic fury. (7)

Taking apart this citation reveals that Niebuhr believed that the massive technological
developments that were at the forefront of the industrial revolution ultimately allowed for
totalitarian regimes to arise. These brutal systems and the unprecedented violence they brought

were a direct result of technological advancement. Similarly, due to the “atomistic” nature of
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modern society, the previous community links had been destroyed allowing for these new
tyrannies to transform their “individual anxieties” or fears into a political weapon.

As a result, the freedom and advancements arising at the end of the 19" and beginning of
the 20" centuries were a sharp double-edged sword. A similar sentiment was debated in Nature
and Destiny of Man where Niebuhr contended that modern humanity’s complete obsession with
rationalism and rationality was also cause for the horrors of the early twentieth century. Niebuhr
blamed these “political demons” such as totalitarianism on the fact that modern societies had
lost the internal balance which theology could provide. Because humanity was focused on a
post-Enlightenment rationalism, modern society had lost its place in relation to Nature, and
consequently forswore its relationship with the various communities that make up humanity.
Niebuhr argued that “[humanity] felt certain that they possessed themselves; and sought in the
complacency of their self-possession to extend the range of the self and to make it more
inclusive. But a self which possess itself in such a way never escapes itself” (Nature 111).
Niebuhr’s view of the classically religious notion of possession was not of some form of action
taken by a true demonic source. Instead he had on a symbolic understanding similar to his
conception of the Cross. “Demonic possession” was figurative and happened when a person
believed him/herself to be God’s equal, similar to Lucifer (Nature vol. 2, ch. 4).

Ultimately, Niebuhr’s grasp of human nature and history revolved around one key notion:
any attempt to dominate history through control of any worldly events was to assume the role
of God (J. Smith 40). To counterbalance this optimism which he viewed as rampant throughout
modern society, Niebuhr focused on “taking seriously the Christian conception of sin” which
he demonstrated via St. Paul’s confession that “[t]he good I would, I do not, and that I would
not, that I do [...]” (J. Smith 41). What Niebuhr understood with St. Paul’s confession was that
the good that many profess doing was actually a reflection or pursuit of self-interest or self-
love. Ironically therefore, even when trying to avoid sin, human nature, power, politics and life
within society corrupt the individual thus making avoiding sin impossible.

If Niebuhr was critical of secularism in modern liberal culture, he was even more so of
liberal Protestantism. According to Niebuhr, liberal Protestantism ignored the significance of
sin within human nature. It focused erroneously on the benefits of social and technological

progress as a means of perfecting humanity. Ultimately,

[h]e criticized liberal theology as well not only for playing down the doctrine of
sin but also for taking into itself far too much of the optimism — what William
James called the ‘sky blue’ outlook — that prevailed in American society about

the perfectibility of man, automatic progress through technology, and the belief
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that social ills stemming from human self-interest and aggression can be

overcome merely by increasing knowledge. (Smith 41).

This perspective was otherwise known as ‘“cultural lag” theory which has been discussed
previously. Niebuhr even argued that liberal Protestants chose to use this theory as a means of
explaining the violence of the two World Wars (Faith ch. 1, sec. 2). In the end, no increase in
knowledge, no matter how advanced, and whether this advancement was linked to technology
or the social and human sciences, would be enough to erase sin from human nature. To claim
so was prideful, as the very pursuit of this knowledge was to risk sin. Such a goal as perfecting
humanity was strictly within the capacities of God, and not humanity.

Similarly, “cultural lag” theory also severely misunderstood humanity’s dual essence of
being both a creature of nature and being independent from it. This confusion was best
expressed through modern culture’s attempt at demonstrating the self as being master of his/her
destiny via the growth in technological and societal advancements. Liberal Protestantism as
well as general secular culture believed that the negative liberty provided in modern democratic
cultures was the means of mastery over the world, and ultimately the self. However,

[t]he self as creator does not master the self as creature merely by the extension
of scientific technics. The hope that everything recalcitrant in human behavior
may be brought under the subjection of the inclusive purposes of ‘mind’ by the
same technics which gained man mastery over nature is not merely an incidental
illusion, prompted by the phenomenal achievements of the natural sciences. It is
the culminating error in modern man’s misunderstanding of himself. [...] The
spiritual confusions arising from this misunderstanding constitute the cultural
crisis of our age, beyond and above the political crisis in which our civilization
is involved. (Faith 12)

Such confusion about the self as creator rather than as creator and creation was at the stem of
modern culture’s misunderstanding of humanity’s limits and ultimately its greatest sin.

The way for modern society to avoid such confusion was to accept a Biblical analysis, of
history and of human nature. To do so would require modern society to abandon its obsession
with rational proof of such truths. Instead, Western societies had to adopt a notion of realistic
faith. Realistic in the sense of understanding the symbolism behind Christian faith (i.e. the

Cross, redemption, etc.) with faith in God and the Gospel. Niebuhr states that
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[t]he Christian Gospel as the final answer to the problems of both individual life
and man’s total history is not proved to be true by rational analysis. Its
acceptance is an achievement of faith, being an apprehension of truth beyond the
limits of reason. Such faith must be grounded in repentance; for it presupposes
a contrite recognition of the elements of pretension and false completion in all

forms of human virtue, knowledge and achievement. (Faith 151).

To achieve the Divine grace from God, and ultimately redemption, humanity had to
acknowledge the sin of all its actions, the good and bad together.

Niebuhr’s theology, though interesting, was not necessarily complete. This was a paradox
considering that he was considered at one time or another to be America’s most prominent

Protestant theologian. However,

Niebuhr gave no sustained attention to epistemology, method, or hermeneutics.
His theology was very short on the Christian mysteries of the divine Trinity, the
incarnation and resurrection of Christ, the work of the Spirit, the kingdom of
God, and the church as the body of Christ. He wanted Christians to take seriously
the ‘permanently valid’ myths of Christianity as living symbolizations of
Christian experience, but he did not analyze the nature of myths and symbols.
(Dorrien 24)

Niebuhr felt that deep theological mysteries were better left to the “experts”. He never
considered himself a true theologian. Instead, he thought himself a philosopher of history.
Nevertheless, he felt that Protestant Christianity did have something to offer humanity in terms
of symbolism and redemption through its theology of the Cross. It symbolized God’s love for
humanity as it was the “[...] promise of salvation from humanity’s enslaving egotism through
divine grace” (Dorrien 24).

Understanding Niebuhr’s theology not only provides a better overview of the philosopher,
but also adds a vital dimension to comprehending Niebuhr’s Christian realism in terms of how
it related to actual political and State conflicts. Therefore, keeping Niebuhr’s theology in mind,

the relationship between Christian ethics and State affairs, can be examined.

2.3.7 Christian Realism and State Ethics: A Not-So-Odd Couple
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The primary ideal that should lead nations according to Niebuhr was the paradoxical
“impossible possibility,” or the Christian notion of agape in State affairs. By categorizing it as
an “impossible possibility” Niebuhr was able to simultaneously avoid the pessimism of the
cynic as well as the idealism of the liberal. The cynics believed that the Christian ethic of
applying agape to State or social affairs was impossible. Due to this, the use of power and power
politics should be maximized thus ignoring any and all forms of morality. Liberals on the other
hand, believing in the perfectibility of humanity, ignored the realities of power in politics and
coercion in general State affairs. An approach argued by Niebuhr was that although the true
Christian Ethic could not be applied to the world, it nevertheless remained relevant as an
“impossible ideal.” Niebuhr “insisted that such an ideal, although impossible to realize, does
not lose its relevance or its authority as a norm directing and judging the behavior of men and
nations” (Smith 43). Indeed, for Niebuhr, working towards this true Christian Ethic was just as
important as actually achieving it. In the end, the journey was as significant as the destination.

Because Niebuhr believed in this pursuit in Christian Ethics at the State level, he was often
critical of the United States in particular for avoiding, or flat out ignoring, the social dimension
of Christianity and Christian ethics. Such refusal, Niebuhr believed “[...] stemmed from fear of
‘socialism;’ for example, the specter raised by the expression of ‘socialized medicine’ in
Niebuhr’s time, and in ours, the conservative mantra against President Obama’s political
agenda” (J. Smith 50).

Looking at issues beyond the social gospel, Christian realism also required examination of
other larger concepts such as democracy and justice. The primary difference between Christian
realists and liberal Christians was that the former understood that power, domination, and the
pursuit of self-interest were all factors that were inherent in human interactions, especially when
looking at Statecraft and politics. Analyzing Niebuhr’s understanding of Christian realism as a

prophetic faith with the notion of human freedom Rice stated:

By denying that any historical standard of justice can be complete or final, the
Christian realist draws attention to the fact that it is power that keeps a political
system in place, not destiny. This recognition sometimes led Niebuhr to a
political calculus that overestimated the importance of power at the same time
that he undercut its legitimacy. Power, once recognized, seems to acquire a
permanence that is peculiarly resistant to change. Change is not expected unless
equally powerful forces are available to topple the existing order, and even then,
the order that exists may be preferable to the anarchy that would result if it fell.

(Rice 227)
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The notion of power in politics and social organization was rendered more complicated once
freedom was injected. This was especially true for Western democracies which valued freedom
as the ultimate natural right bestowed by the Creator.

The paradox though, is easy to see: if humanity is to live in society, then freedom cannot be
absolute as it would create anarchy. However, if society restricts freedom too greatly, then the
very notion has been corrupted or destroyed. Power and freedom have always had a complicated
relationship as freedom “undermines power” and is “inherent in human nature” (Lovin,
Reinhold Niebuhr 227). Thus, the constant struggle between the two in democratic societies
creates paradoxes, or as demonstrated previously, Hegelian dialectics. One such paradox has
already been touched upon: freedom is guaranteed through power, yet a people must be vigilant
in maintaining this freedom since once obtained, it may not be permanent, despite popular
belief.

Finding a balance between power and freedom was, Niebuhr acknowledged, difficult and
required constant supervision and revision. As Niebuhr proclaimed and constantly warned,
societies, especially democratic ones, had to find the balance between the children of light and
the children of darkness. He constantly reminded society of the follies within idealism, who he
referred to as the “children of light,” arguing that “[...] the worst evils of history are derived
not from pure selfishness but from self-interest clothed in the pretensions of ideals” (Christian
230). The numerous examples of the absolute abuses of and adherence to ideologies are almost
countless during the 20" century. The consensus though is that all resulted in untold human
suffering. History is ripe with examples ranging from Germany’s focus on racial unification to
Russia’s purification of the ideologically corrupt. Such pursuits resulted in the deaths of
millions.

Niebuhr contended that the best approach to democratic society was through a Christian

understanding. As Rice argues:

Although Niebuhr’s realism draws from many sources — biblical and secular- his
is a Christian realism expressed through biblical understanding and what he
regards as the best of Christian tradition. In brief, Niebuhr holds that ‘a Christian
view of human nature is more adequate for the development of a democratic
society than either the optimism with which democracy has become historically
associated or the moral cynicism which inclines human communities to

tyrannical political strategies.” (124)

128



The major reason why a Christian understanding of human nature coincides best with the
development of democracies is because Christianity, especially Protestantism, allows for a
maximal amount of freedom to be inherent in, and natural for, humanity. Protestantism, not
needing the central authority of a Church for a connection with God, permits humanity to benefit
from the truest form of God’s given freedom, as a person is “free” to connect directly to God.
Niebuhr himself reflected this sentiment by simultaneously acknowledging yet criticizing
Enlightenment thought:

The classical age did not put the principle of liberty in conjunction with the
principle of equality, but neither was it discovered by the French Enlightenment.
[...] The idea of the freedom of the individual did not emerge until it had the
support first of the Christian faith, with its high value for the uniqueness of the
individual and with its belief that the individual had a source of authority and an

ultimate fulfillment transcending the community. (Pious 68)

Of course, connecting to God could only be achieved once true contrition and self-criticism
regarding the role of sin in one’s life had been realized.

Consequently, democracy was also best adept at managing the complete aspect of
humanity’s natural freedom and creativity. The pluralistic nature of democracies, which
accepted various points of views on numerous subjects, allowed for the creative nature of
humanity to best develop. Looking at the other side of the coin, democracies were also
extremely well suited at managing the negative aspects of humanity’s destructive capabilities
for the same reason that creativity was encouraged: pluralism and varying points of view.
Democracies were the best to grasp that citizens cannot be left completely alone to develop
without structure or rules, as do to so would fall back into the contractualist problem of absolute
freedom. Therefore, democracies simultaneously allowed and restricted citizens’ liberties,
ultimately allowing for creativity to flourish, without the former encroaching upon the creativity
or freedom of others. Rice argues this by putting forward:

As we have seen, Niebuhr firmly believes that it is the governmental forms
embedded in democracies that advance human creativity as well as constrain
human destructiveness. Because Niebuhr was inveighing against the excessive
optimism and idealism of American culture and continually emphasizing

prideful self-interest, his belief in the self’s capacity for justice is often ignored.

129



Such ignoring misses the point of one of the key reasons Niebuhr holds

democracy in such high esteem [...]. (127)

Such high esteem for democracy was related to how democracies attempted to resolve
inequalities and injustices by using political power and putting it at the service of justice and
equality.

This was done in three ways according to Niebuhr. The first was through what would be
considered democratic socialism where States distribute economic and political power in order
to avoid a massive concentration of political power in the hands of a few. Classic democratic
theory showed this through the basic notion of checks and balances between branches of
government. Secondly, democracies avoided arbitrary abuse or use of power because they
constantly put power under different types of scrutiny, often looking at social norms or moral
standards. Finally, power was often put into check through some form of moral or religious
authority which constantly argued or restrained abuses of power, looking beyond self-interest
and focusing instead of on the societal need of restricting such power (Irony 135).

On the role of democratic states in managing justice within societies, Niebuhr and Dewey
shared similar points of view. Both understood that modern industrial democracies were the
result of various and competing interest groups. The difference between the two however, was
Dewey’s belief that this competition between groups could find a peaceful or common
conclusion by using modernized Hegelian dialectics. Niebuhr maintained the contrary, in that
power and self-interest were more prevalent than Dewey cared to admit. Niebuhr realized that
these competing interest groups were more concerned with self-preservation rather than societal
or global growth. Similar to Dewey however, Niebuhr contended that the rise of economic
power surpassing political power was due to 19"-century liberals confusing justice with
freedom by arguing that the “freer” a person was, the “fairer” the society in which the former
lived. Niebuhr saw “[...] both liberty and equality as ‘regulative principles’ of justice. He knew
that if taken to extremes, each would negate the other” (Rice 128).

These sentiments are common amongst political philosophers especially when considering
the paradox that is juxtaposing liberty with equality. On the one hand, total liberty, often equated
with complete negative liberty of non-intervention from State or societal forces, left unchecked
would lead to gross inequalities. In this type of government democracy would devolve into
oligarchy where a small minority holds power through great economic inequality. This type of
government is a pervasion of the classic Aristotelian breakdown where traditionally, power
would be in the hands of a few, the aristocracy. However, believing that a small noble minority

would protect the interests of the masses are naive as they ignore the economic factors which
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drive most people, including those of the nobility: self-interest. This pursuit would ultimately
corrupt the rule of the few from governing over the masses to the few ruling over the masses in
order take advantage of them.

On the other hand, total equality would naturally involve a massive amount of coercion from
the State as it would need to be nearly omnipresent and omnipotent in order to ensure that the
equality sought after, was achieved. This was most prevalent in the corruption of what would
be “secular religions” such as Marxism or Communism in which the State had to act as
guarantor of equality as the natural corruptions of the bourgeois class would always tempt the
proletarian to gain more than his/her comrade.

Thus, a proper democracy was one that tried to gage the balance between equality and
liberty, as both were elements in providing terrestrial, therefore, imperfect forms of justice.
Similar to their understandings of the role of varying interest groups, Niebuhr and Dewey also
shared a common view that democracy, and thus democratic justice, was impossible to perfect.
The best that modern democracies could hope for was constant testing and repositioning of the
arrow which is the indicator of equality and liberty. For Dewey, such testing was done through
experience and a proper civil education to create a more informed electorate. This was an
extension of Dewey’s views of positive and negative liberty, specifically the view that “liberty
involves the right not to be excluded by others” (Kloppenberg 397) and Dewey’s own admission
that “the negative and positive aspects of rights” should be taken into account (gtd. in
Kloppenberg 397). Niebuhr shared this approach and “[...] saw no permanent solution for the
quest for justice. His was a pragmatic view, recognizing that the value of democracy lay with
its being ‘a method of finding proximate solutions for insoluble problems’” (Rice 128-129).

The difference between Niebuhr and Dewey however, on the question of democracy was
related to their conception of power. Dewey believed that proper civic education could
ultimately lead to a sense of justice as rationality would help citizens realize what was not only
best for them, but for society as a whole. Niebuhr however, comprehended that justice without
power is not justice at all. The power he chose to enforce this justice was through State power.
Niebuhr argued that:

The vast complex balances of power on the social level and the conflict and
tensions within such balances led him to conclude that ‘a balance of power is, in
fact, a kind of managed anarchy.” Therefore, the principle of government as
‘organizing center within a given field of social vitalities’ is on a ‘higher plane
of moral sanction and social necessity than the balance of power’ as such. There

is no automatic equilibrium of power achievable within the broad scope of
131



vitalities at work within society. [...] Government in a democracy — when it is
working as it should and is not serving some vested interest — provides an
organized center that is capable of arbitrating ‘conflicts from a more impartial
perspective [...]" This governing center must not only keep social conflicts
within manageable limits and interject coercive power where the social
instruments of arbitration are insufficient, but it must also ‘redress the
disproportions of power by conscious shifts of the balances whenever they make
for injustice’. (Rice 129).

According to Niebuhr, a proper democracy functioned continuously, adapting to the
surrounding and evolving societal values, especially whenever these values “[made] for
injustice,” by preventing a group from obtaining social justice. Examples of this can be seen in
American history through either hard-won conflict (the Civil War) or through massive, and
sometimes violent, legislative changes to ensure that social protections and justice are provided
(Civil, Women, and LGBT Rights Movements).

Achieving such justice and managing conflicts is where Niebuhr’s conception of power
comes into play. Finding the necessary balance was not easy task according to Niebuhr. To do
so would have to rely on the people’s active participation and a strong sense of national
introspection. However, the “realist” part of Niebuhr’s philosophy required a paradoxical
skeptical idealism. Idealism was best countered using power via a central government.
Nevertheless, he warned against the overuse, and specifically the abuse, of any form of central
government. Thus, another Niebuhrian paradox presented itself in that on the one hand, some
form of order had to be maintained through a central government, but on the other this power
should not be absolute as it would repress any form of freedom or culture. Thus, in The Nature
and Destiny of Man Part Il, Niebuhr warned that “[...] the twin evils tyranny and anarchy,
represent the Scylla and Charybdis between which the frail bark of social justice must sail”
(268).

Democracies were the better forms of government according to Niebuhr because they were
able, albeit sometimes not as well as in other periods, to constantly pitch tyranny against
pluralism, resulting in a kind of democratic wisdom. These opposing forces can be better
understood as the Founders’ notion of checks and balances. Through Constitutional powers and

democratic processes, citizens were able to criticize, and keep the State powers at bay through
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various means. What this allowed for according to Niebuhr was for changes and progress to be
made, without sacrificing total control or succumbing to anarchy (Rice 129-130).%2

Niebuhr’s understanding of power politics should not be reduced to this simple idea
however. To do so would make Niebuhr’s philosophy no different to the other realists of his
time who equated power with what was right, ignoring any sense of justice or morality within
politics. Niebuhr felt that a Christian understanding of history could account for the rise of
western democracies and the benefits that it provided. Rice summarizes Niebuhr’s thought into
three categories for explaining the link between Christianity and democracy.

1) Niebuhr’s arguments revolved around the notion of human freedom bestowed by
God. Ultimately, “[...] by viewing the self standing before God, Christianity gives the
individual a source of authority from which he/she could challenge and even defy the authorities
of this world [...]” (Rice 131). It should be noted here that Niebuhr’s concept of “Christianity”
referred to the Protestant branches of it, rather than Catholicism. A potential reason why
Niebuhr did not specifically mention Protestantism, was that during his youth and the early part
of the 20" century, there were several smaller branches of Protestantism which, though sharing
several things in common, did have some differences here and there. These differences were
most present for example, when it came to the divinity of Jesus, the role of the social gospel, or
the importance of human action in salvation. Thus, if Niebuhr had mentioned Protestantism, he
would have run the risk of including one branch at the expense of another. Also, though he
viewed what would be considered mainstream Protestantism as the “truer” faith amongst
Christianity, this did not mean he believed that Catholicism had not contributed to the growth
and rise of democracies.

The theological defense for Niebuhr’s belief is simple, and one that has been touched upon
briefly before. Ultimately, Niebuhr felt that Christianity provided the best theological
framework for freedom. Through Christianity, specifically Protestantism, the individual had a
direct link with the Divine, and thus was simultaneously connected to this divinity, all while
maintaining his/her independence. Catholicism did the same thing, however the role of the
Pope, and the Catholic church as intermediaries between God and humanity created, for
Niebuhr, an artificial divide. This divide ensured that the natural freedom enjoyed by humanity,
and bestowed by God could never truly be fully enjoyed as the laymen were dependent upon

the Church for not only their salvation, but also for the communal links as well. This dependence

32 Progress does not mean the technical or Deweyan sense of improving society through improved social
knowledge or education. Rather, progress here is in the Niebuhrian sense which looks more at improving social

justice, and achieving a better balance between equality and liberty.
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made rebelling against the authorities, especially the authority of the Catholic church difficult,
if not impossible, for any too great a move against Her authority, would ultimately result in
excommunication. Such punishment was not only the removal of the person from the terrestrial
community, but also from God’s grace, guaranteeing ultimate damnation.

Other religions, specifically what he referred to as the “mystic” religions, were problematic
in establishing a culture of freedom because of the various overly-structured and highly-
hierarchized religious beliefs that directly influenced these societies. For these “mystic”
religions, the ultimate goal was reunification with the Divine source or the One. Depending on
the religion in question, this reunification could be done via Karma/Dharma/Reincarnation as
with Hinduism or through meditation, spiritual enlightenment, and removal from society as with
Buddhism or Taoism. The problem with these beliefs was that they removed the natural freedom
that humanity enjoyed. Whereas in Christianity, an individual remains separate even after death
thanks to the Christian notion of the afterlife which keeps the individual soul intact regardless
of whether this soul is enjoying eternal bliss or damnation. However, in “mystic” religions, the
trials and tribulations that the self endures during life (or lives) ultimately disappear, removing
all sense of individuality from the soul as it rejoins the Divine, being absorbed back into and
losing who s/he was.

These “mystic” beliefs had a direct social and political consequences. Because redemption
was based on dharma/karma works to improve one’s spiritual, and therefore, terrestrial status,
one had to conform to strict rules about how society was governed. If, on the other hand,
reunification was through meditation and a hermetic life, then the said individual rejected
society and left others to handle the world’s problems. Neither case, allowed for societal
criticism and rebellion against authority. As a matter of fact, the reverse was true: such beliefs
encouraged traditional social roles, and repressed or severely dampened any sense of societal
evolution, especially when dealing with notions of justice.

Linking the idea of religion influencing societal structure back to the relationship between
Christianity and democracy, Niebuhr’s essential argument was that because Christianity
enforced a theological relationship in which an individual maintained his/her individuality, even
after death and upon meeting the Creator, humanity enjoyed a certain degree of freedom.
Therefore, Christians living together in society and following this credence, maintain a notion
of self-importance and self-worth and this independence and freedom that makes a political
system which values varying opinions and pluralisms. The best system where such an idea could
become reality, was naturally a democracy.

2) Niebuhr believed that “[...] in recognizing the self’s destructive powers in addition to its

creative ones, Christianity justifies checks on both the citizen and on those who govern [...}”
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(Rice 131). As mentioned before, the paradox of humanity for Niebuhr was that a person was
equally capable of great creativity and good, but also equally capable of great destruction. This
stems from the religious notion that freedom was bestowed upon humanity by God. Other
religions for a variety of reasons depended upon religious beliefs to maintain a rigid social
hierarchy. This rigidity fostered a culture where the abuse and arbitrary use of power was
common and difficult to extinguish. This stemmed from the religious belief that people
belonging to certain echelons in society were not only physically better than others, but morally
and spiritually superior as well. Thus the aristocratic lords, or members of the higher caste
systems, could exercise their power over the lower castes/laypeople with near-impunity, as the
social order dictated that the former were inherently better than the latter. Questioning or
criticizing such a structure resulted in exercises of futility at best, or capital punishment at worst.
Catholicism did not escape this particular criticism. This is probably one of the biggest
distinctions between Niebuhr’s analyses of Catholic and Protestant thought. Because
Catholicism supported traditional monarchies and thus the aristocratic structure, the Church was
equally as guilty as the “mystic” religions in fostering and promoting rigid societies.

Christianity, unlike “mystic” religions was able to ultimately circumvent the unyielding
social and hierarchy structures through its understanding of sin. Due to the doctrine of original
sin, Christianity knew that all of humanity’s actions were tainted, therefore, these actions had
to always be monitored and, if need be, subdued or redirected. Ironically, Catholicism, as well
as certain branches of Protestantism (Calvinism, Puritanism, Lutheranism etc.), actually took
the notion of sin to the extreme in their attempts to subdue it. By trying to control or remove sin
from the world, these faiths had the perverse effect of quelling the natural creativity that God’s
freedom had provided. Politically and socially speaking, a belief in the inherent sinful nature of
all humanity, makes democracy the best option as citizens will constantly keep each other in
check for they know that their fellow citizens will be pursuing projects, not necessarily for the
good of humanity but most likely for some inherent self-interest.

3) The most difficult attribute to understand about why Christianity helped foster democracy
revolved around “[...] the availability of humility and forgiveness in Christianity, assuming it
is true to itself, allows for that spirit of toleration without which democratic institutions are in
constant jeopardy” (Rice 131). Niebuhr argued that Christianity, in all of its forms, established
some notion of tolerance which would allow for a pluralistic society. The reason for the
difficulty in understanding this last contribution is the authenticity of Christianity remaining
“true to itself” and the lack of historic evidence to support such a notion.

Regarding the first comment, Niebuhr acknowledged that “authentic Christians,” who

follow the notion of agape in both forgiveness and sacrificial love, were difficult to find, if they
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even existed. Such difficulty, especially within existing communities and varying notions of
justice, arose because of conflicting notions of sin and creativity embedded in human nature.
Similarly, finding a genuine “spirit of contrition,” that was “[...] out to issue from the self’s
encounter with God and awaken us to the ‘the contingent character of all human claims and the
tainted character of all human pretentions and ideals’”” was unlikely to manifest within humanity
(Rice 131-132). The reason was due to humanity’s reluctance to admit its own selfishness,
greed, and pursuit of self-interests. Most people believe they are good, moral, and benevolent
so they ignore, consciously or not, the true motives which drive them to any action. What is
worse though, are the people who publicly admit their sin, but who are only doing so because
they know that is what others want to hear.

From a historic perspective, there is very little evidence to show that Christians were or are
more tolerant than other societies. In fact, “[...] Christians have often proved susceptible to
intolerance and fanaticism based on what Niebuhr calls ‘arrogance in the name of Christ’” (Rice
132). Examples are numerous and date as far back as the Middle Ages to the 20™ century,
ranging from persecution or forceful conversion of the pagans at the beginning of the Church,
to removing Jews and Muslims from Spain and the dubious role of the Church and Christians
on a whole in relation to the Holocaust.

Regardless of the criticisms against Niebuhr’s third contribution, it should be remembered
that this was an idealized understanding where each Christian would be open to other
communities and peoples because of firm and profound belief in forgiveness and grace.
Essentially, Niebuhr felt that because Christians embodied the ideal of “hate the sin, love the
sinner,” peaceful coexistence with various groups, communities, or cultures would not be a
problem as it would result in a “live and let live” attitude. Such an ideal, may seem a little naive,
and potentially offensive if one were to take Niebuhr’s analysis a step further. Offensive in the
sense that Niebuhr’s statement can be quite condescending as it equates other religions or beliefs
automatically with sin and damnation as they require “forgiveness” for being different, from
the humble and good Christian.

Politically and institutionally speaking, Niebuhr’s argument was based on the premise that
due to the lack of grace and forgiveness instilled in their beliefs, other faiths would be more
critical of what they would consider “otherness.” These societies would be homogenous in
terms of ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and racial makeups. Going further, Niebuhr’s argument
suggests that because of this homogenous feature, the established social, political, legal, and
economic structure would remain in place, most likely favoring those from the higher echelons
rather than all of society. In such an environment, it would also be common for traditional

monarchies, or authoritarian regimes to flourish. These regimes would not only reject any
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notion of “otherness” but also severely punish it. Democracies on the other hand, theoretically
embrace pluralism as these same governments share roots with Christianity and this means, if
not acceptance, then tolerance of the “other.”

Niebuhr’s Christian realism thus focused on a strong and moral notion of justice which was
based on the “impossible possibility” of agape in societal and political relations. Understanding
that such an approach is impossible in a complex and modern society, Niebuhr nevertheless
argued for the continual fight towards this possibility as it would ensure that concepts such as
justice, equality, and liberty would constantly be readjusted to the changing society. Though
Niebuhr’s philosophy can be criticized for depending entirely on a religious understanding and
perspective of the world, he nevertheless, was able to add something previously unheard of in
realist political theory: morality.

Up to this point, this research has focused on the various philosophical influences of both
Dewey and Niebuhr all while looking at how the evolution of liberalism through the 18" and
up to the 20" centuries influenced both authors. Understanding these philosophical
backgrounds, evolutions, and developments was necessary before launching into the next part
of this work which will look at the practical application of Dewey’s Pragmatism and Niebuhr’s
Christian realism to real world issues. The subjects reviewed were chosen because both faced
these tribulations during their lifetimes. The subjects include: the use and place of religion in
modern society, the proper relationship between the individual and society, as well as the proper
role of the democracies, specifically the United States, in the world.

2.4.0 Defined by Circumstance: A Historical Context

Up to this point, the philosophical development of liberalism in general and an overall
outline of Dewey and Niebuhr have been reviewed in order to demonstrate the continuous flow
and evolution of these philosophies dating from the various Enlightenments. The purpose of
this was to highlight the metaphysical differences between the two, and to demonstrate the
common points between both thinkers. Such a comparison is by no means new, and has been
made in the past, for example, Daniel F. Rice’s Reinhold Niebuhr and John Dewey: An
American Odyssey. He discusses some of the very issues that have, or will be discussed in this
research in his excellent study.

However, the main difference between this research and Rice’s work is the categorization
that Rice places on Niebuhr. For Rice, Niebuhr and Dewey are classified together under the
similar branches of Pragmatism. Such a classification, at best underestimates, at worst
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completely ignores, a very vital and real difference between the two thinkers: their age
difference. Though both authors experienced several national and world changing events, the
perspectives of both thinkers was not necessarily the same. These perspectives were due, not
only to different metaphysical understandings of the world and also due to the generational gap
between the two. It is a truism to state that people of different generations view and understand
the same event differently. Therefore, putting Niebuhr in the same vein of Pragmatism
overlooks this extremely important detail.

Instead, as this work has demonstrated, Niebuhr should be understood in a context of a
rapidly changing world which gave him a unique perspective and point of view. The
generational gap between the two, specifically of thirty-three years, means that events such as
World War | were understood from entirely different perspectives. Thus, Niebuhr was energized
by the passions of youth, whereas Dewey, well into adulthood, had a viewpoint tempered by
age and wisdom, albeit an optimistic one.

This age distinction also generated drastically different conceptions of religion and society
in general in terms of accepted norms and values, as well as the overall appropriate role of the
individual within both of these larger communities. What will be discovered is that in spite of
the drastic differences previously mentioned, both thinkers nevertheless arrived at similar
conclusions. Where Dewey based his findings and overall understanding of the world on his
metaphysics and epistemology, Niebuhr took a different path, one rooted in theology and
rejection of epistemology to arrive at these conclusions. It is this external influence, combined
with the internal drive of the Divine that distinguishes Niebuhr from Dewey’s brand of
Pragmatism. To best demonstrate this, the overall historical context of the two thinkers needs

to be provided.

2.4.1 The Double-Edged Sword of Revolutions: The Industrial Revolution and Its

Consequences

To truly understand the philosophy and metaphysics behind both Niebuhr and Dewey’s
visions of the world, one has to understand the historical context in which both developed. Both
lived through extremely difficult and world shaping events that are challenging to comprehend
from a 21%-century point of view. Nevertheless, this next section will briefly analyze some of
these events to try and give an overall global vision.

In order to keep proper perspective on both authors, focus will lean more towards the early
twentieth century than towards the nineteenth century. The exception to this is an event that

transcended the two centuries, specifically the Industrial Revolution. Though both philosophers
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came about at different points in the Revolution, they nevertheless were equally affected by it.
Dewey, being born in the mid-19™ century had the benefit of growing up during the rise as well
as peak of the industrial revolution. Niebuhr, born in the 1890s experienced its effects and
consequences rather than seeing its birth and evolution. From an objective point of view, this
could explain the reason for the metaphysical differences between the two. The industrial
revolution promised much, economic growth and development for not only the nation, but also
for the middle class. It is not hard to see why Dewey viewed technological and scientific
progress as a genuinely good thing.

In Democracy and Education, Dewey touted the benefits that the mastery over the natural

sciences had brought about, including the Industrial Revolution. He argued:

That science is the chief means of perfecting control of means of action is
witnessed by the great crop of inventions which followed intellectual command
of the secrets of nature. The wonderful transformation of production and
distribution known as the industrial revolution is the fruit of experimental
science. Railways, steamboats, electric motors, telephone and telegraph,
automobiles, aeroplanes and dirigibles are conspicuous evidences of the

application of science in life. (223-224)

He admitted that such progress “[...] has only been technical [...]” and that “[...] no modern
civilization which [has been] the equal of Greek culture in all respects” (Democracy 224). This
optimism, best expressed with these citations, but by no means limited to Democracy and
Education, demonstrated Dewey’s belief in the potential redeeming powers of the industrial
revolution as evidence of a step towards some form of perfection within society.

The Industrial Revolution was a new step in technological development which promised
new possibilities, Dewey also believed that growth in technology would also give birth to a new
form of intellectual revolution. This idea was demonstrated in a reflective passage where he

argued that

[t]he industrial revolution was bound in any case to give a new direction to
thought. It enforced liberation from other worldly concerns by fixing attention
upon the possibility of the betterment of this world through control and
utilization of natural forces; it opened up marvelous possibilities in industry and

commerce, and new social conditions conducive to intervention, ingenuity,
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enterprise, constructive energy and an impersonal habit of mind dealing with

mechanisms rather than appearances. (Human Nature 212-213)

This citation is extremely revealing as it expresses and highlights Dewey’s inherent optimism.
It clearly demonstrates Dewey’s attitude that progress, or the “betterment of this world” was
only possible through the “control and utilization” of the natural sciences. Such actions would
naturally lead to “marvelous possibilities,” especially within human thought and philosophy
thereby affecting all levels of human life.

Regardless of the hope that Dewey’s philosophies and explanations provided, his approach
and notion of the industrial revolution exemplified the problems that were expressed by
Dewey’s type of liberalism and Pragmatism. If the industrial revolution “opened up marvelous
possibilities,” it was only for a certain percentage and class of American workers. The majority
of workers were forced to work in horrendous conditions, for long hours, often at their own
personal health or risk as best explained in Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle. Even women and
children were not spared from the darker side of the industrial revolution. From a metaphysical
point of view, Dewey’s conception of the industrial revolution meant a further
“disenchantment” of the world, as it would deal with “mechanisms” instead of “appearances.”
Following Dewey’s logic, religion and theology would slowly fade away from the social psyche
as the natural world, and the technological advances provided by the industrial revolution,
would little by little peel away the “fagade” of a religious explanation of the world. This would
then ultimately lead to a truly “rational” world in which some form of perfectibility had been
achieved.

Based on what has been analyzed thus far, it should come as no surprise that Niebuhr did
not share Dewey’s unbridled optimism. His experiences as a preacher in Detroit during the pre-
war years hardened him to the promises and glories that the industrial revolution offered. For
Niebuhr, the sins and problems of the industrial revolution were best expressed in Detroit and
the automobile empires that existed there, most notably those of Henry Ford. The irony for
Niebuhr was the public perception of Ford and how the workers would praise his name in spite
of the economic inequalities that Ford” policies were creating. Niebuhr, however, was far less
appreciative of Ford and the offers of the industrial revolution.

Prior to his skepticism however, Niebuhr, much like most of the working class in Detroit
viewed Ford and the automobile industry in general as being a boon for society. The reason
behind such idealistic visions of Ford and his company, were due to the very prominent and
capable propaganda and advertising department. The accommodations, wages, and benefits

provided by Ford and his company were considered to be the perfect example of the responsible
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business model in which company profits were not gained at the total expense of the workers.
However, as Richard Fox highlights in his biography of Reinhold Niebuhr, Ford was much
more Machiavellian than anyone, including Niebuhr, had originally understood.

Between 1915 and 1921, one [of the Detroit clergy’s] peers, Dean Samuel
Marquis of the Episcopal Cathedral, personal pastor and intimate friend of Henry
Ford, was the head of Ford’s welfare bureau. The ‘Sociological Department,’ as
it was called, was in part a spy agency to regulate workers’ private lives, but it
did sometimes defend employees — especially older men for whom the ever
faster assembly line was a hardship- against capricious dismissals. As long as
Marquis was in charge of the Ford experiment in welfare capitalism, no
respectable Detroit pastor would publicly second-guess the company’s

humanitarianism. (95)

Niebuhr was not so easily convinced, especially after viewing the very large profits that Ford
was claiming in the early twenties. Despite this skepticism, he nonetheless believed in the
narrative presented by Ford and the like even though the “[...] wartime inflation and postwar
recession had reduced the Ford worker’s wage advantage to almost nothing” (Fox Reinhold
Niebuhr 95).

This belief in Ford’s economic model totally vanished in the late 1920s when he understood
that “[...] Mr. Ford [was] a shrewd exploiter of a gullible public in his humanitarian pretensions,
or [...] he suffer[ed] from self-deception” and that he was “[...] at least as naive as he [was]
shrewd” (qtd. in Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 95). The weekly dealings with his congregation made
Niebuhr realize how much the effects of the industrial revolution had had upon American
society. In his view, the industrial revolution was best embodied by Ford and the automobile
industry which were perfect representations of America. In a journal entry from Leaves from
the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic dated from 1927, Niebuhr emphasized his discontent with Ford,

his business practices, and what he viewed as all that was wrong with America. Niebuhr wrote:

| have been doing a little arithmetic and have come to the conclusion that the car
cost Ford workers at least fifty million in lost wages during the past year. No one
knows how many hundreds lost their homes in the period of unemployment, and
how many children were taken out of school to help fill the depleted family
exchequer, and how many more children lived on short rations during this

period. [...] What a civilization this is! Naive gentlemen with a genius for
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mechanics suddenly become the arbiters over the lives and fortunes of hundreds
of thousands. Their moral pretensions are credulously 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 to make some provision for its unemployed. It is
enough that the new car is a good one. Here is a work of art in the only realm of
art which we can understand. We will therefore refrain from making undue
ethical demands upon the artist. Artists of all the ages have been notoriously
unamenable to moral discipline. The cry of the hungry is drowned in the song,

‘Henry has made a lady out of Lizzy.” (181)

Niebuhr referenced two major criticisms of Ford and the industrial revolution in general. Part
of Ford’s genius was how he marketed his car and his brand in the communes which he had
built for his workers. These communities would be financed by Ford, and included schools,
markets, grocers etc. Though seemingly ideal, these communities were often highly regulated
in terms of what the citizens were able to do with their wages, or even what they could do with
their personal time. These enclaved communities were nothing more than gilded cages for
Ford’s workers.

Similarly, this passage highlights Niebuhr’s criticism of the American capitalist system.
Niebuhr felt that businesses, and governments in general, had an overall responsibility to protect
its citizens/employees not only from physical harm, but also to provide a form of economic
protection as well. Thus, Niebuhr fought, frequently and hard, for unemployment insurance and
other benefits for the common worker. He even went so far as to write several articles criticizing
Ford and American free-market capitalism at length in order to achieve these goals.®

Due to his theological conception of human nature and the world as it was, Niebuhr
understood that the social capitalism falsely promoted by Ford and other business moguls was
nothing but a pipe dream. Ultimately, economic self-interest was the primary driving factor for
businesses in America. Niebuhr recognized that and criticized it frequently and severely.
However, Niebuhr was not alone in feeling sympathy for the working class. Dewey too, felt
that more needed to be done in order to protect the working individual. The difference though
was the approach.

Niebuhr grasped, much like Madison, Hamilton and Adams before him, that power and
appeals to the economic self-interest of corporations were going to be needed in order to

persuade, convince or sometimes force, companies to look after their workers. Conversely

3 Three articles in total were published in The Christian Century in 1926 (Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 94).
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Dewey in an idealistically Jeffersonian approach, took the social science approach which argued
that if companies only “knew better,” they would naturally be inclined to provide the necessary
economic and social protections for workers.

The historic “event” that was the industrial revolution was perhaps inevitable given the
economic and social situation at the end of the 19" century as well as the almost inexplicable
advancements in technology. Nevertheless, appreciating the industrial revolution was all a
matter of perspective. On the one hand Dewey, who grew up more or less with the industrial
revolution, saw it as an opportunity for perfecting society through science and rationalism.
Niebuhr, on the other, saw the consequences and effects as nothing more than the darker sides
of human nature, primarily the blind pursuit of self-interest, which had manifested and
presented itself within societal institutions and corporations. In spite of these approaches
however, both understood that there were still improvements to make, even if both arrived at
this conclusion through different means.

These different means presented by both thinkers were due to the generational gap. This age
difference greatly influenced the points of views and therefore, responses from both, justifying
why Niebuhr cannot be classified as a Deweyan pragmatist, since the experiences, which are at
the heart of any form of Pragmatism, were too different to be considered as equal. Thus, the
events lived by Niebuhr during his years in Detroit helped set him on the path of becoming a
different type of Pragmatist and liberal. However, the industrial revolution was only one such
historic “event” which highlights this difference. Their differing experiences of the two world

wars also shaped the thinkers.

2.5.0 The Great War and Its Aftermath: Liberalism in Crisis

World War |, or the Great War, is simultaneously one of the most complex and most
misunderstood wars of the 20" century. This may be particularly true for many Americans who
are vaguely aware that it was “caused” by the assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand. Most
do not know about the complex intricacies between European nations, which had required one
state to come to the aid of another in a conflict. Similarly, the historic animosities between
several of the nations, primarily the French and Germans due to the Franco-Prussian war of
1870, remained unnoticed or little remarked upon amongst the average American citizen. Even
the extreme violence of modern trench warfare was not nearly as shocking for Americans as it
was for the Europeans experiencing their first “modern” war. The reason for this almost
apathetic attitude coming from the other side of the Atlantic is linked to a topic previously

mentioned: The Civil War. Because brother fought brother, and modern trench warfare was
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carried out in America during the 19" century, they were psychologically “resistant” to the
newly encountered massacres throughout continental Europe.

Europe, however, was enormously scarred by World War 1. At its end, there was an overall
feeling of disillusionment with society and the world, which although emotionally and
psychically damaging, led to interesting cultural movements such as DADA and Surrealism.
Politically and economically, the horrors of the War to End All Wars, left its mark on the world.
For political scientists such as Dario Battistella, the horrors of World War | actually led to the
creation of several new departments and disciplines within universities, specifically chairs

dedicated to international relations. He argues:

A Uissue de la premiere guerre mondiale, le spectacle des massacres inédits et
de la durée imprévue de la guerre de 1914-1918 incite des responsables
universitaires a créer les premiers départements d’études internationales, et a
assigner comme mission a la nouvelle discipline la recherche des ‘meilleurs

moyens pur promouvoir la paix entre les nations.’ (80)

These new departments would look at preemptive measures in order to avoid the atrocities that
much of the world had to endure.

For Niebuhr and Dewey, World War | was a massively influential period as both
experienced sharp evolutions in their political and social philosophies. This was by no means a
unique or common phenomenon as American progressives in general were “[i]n the face of
dismay” at the onset of the war, with many, Dewey included, who “scrambled to figure out how
they had misread the signs of history” (Rodgers 274). Ironically, it was even perhaps the
interwar period of 1919 to 1934 which saw the largest and most drastic development in their
thought since both were burdened with the realizations that their ideologies were not holding
up to world events. For Dewey, World War | and its aftermath represented a paradoxical
juncture in his social and political thought. The industrial revolution and the mastery over the
natural sciences that had brought humanity thus far had seemingly betrayed him as people and
nations were still very much subject to their passions, self-interests, and overall selfishness,
even in this newly “disenchanted” world. However, the end of World War | had also inspired
new faith and energy into the liberal ideas of human rationalism, democratic institutions, and
the liberal pursuit of economic self-interest.

One of the immediate existential and epistemological issues facing Dewey at the end of
World War I was how “America’s role in [the war] in particular, raised intellectually and

emotionally baffling questions about Pragmatism’s ability to find something to say about events
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that were not easily explained as intelligent problem solving” (Ryan 157). These questions were
raised by many of Dewey’s critics, but he was by no means immune to self-doubt. There was
equally a major crisis in philosophy dating back to World War | which seemed to highlight the
“emotionally shallow” aspects of Pragmatism such as how it was “light-minded” regarding
subjects such as “death and violence and about ethnic and national passions” (Ryan 157). In
sum, it appeared that Pragmatism was nothing more than a high-browed past time in which any
serious issue such as life, death, nationalism, and human passion were ignored as there was no
“intelligent” way to solve them.

Still, when faced with the tragedies of World War I, Dewey blamed determinism as the
cause for the Great War. He equally held that the blind pursuit of nationalistic or “scientific”
ideals were to blame. He did so all whilst at the same time continuing to argue for the notion of

progress. He put forth that

[t]he world war is a bitter commentary on the nineteenth century misconception
of moral achievement — a misconception however which it only inherited from
the traditional theory of fixed ends, attempting to bolster up that doctrine with
aid from the ‘scientific’ theory of evolution. The doctrine of progress is not yet
bankrupt. The bankruptcy of the notion of fixed goods to be attained and stably
possessed may possibly be the means of turning the mind of man to a tenable
theory of progress — to attention to present troubles and possibilities. (Human
Nature 286-287)

Dewey’s was not criticizing industrial revolution per se, rather it was the misconception of the
philosophies, sciences, and theories developed and analyzed throughout the 19" century which
were to blame. The main theory targeted by Dewey’s criticism was the idea of a fixed or
deterministic end as adhering to any form of deterministic or finality was to miss the point
entirely of Pragmatism and experience.

Having a fixed end for any goal or purpose was to either ignore reality, or worse, to
purposely adapt experience and information to fit the narrow goals sought by said determinism.
Dewey believed the Germans were guilty of doing this through the philosophies of Kant as well
as Hegel and their “idealism” of human nature, progress, and science. As seen earlier, Dewey’s
German Philosophy and Politics, highlighted the problems he saw in German culture,
philosophy and the overall national identity which led to World War 1. Analyzing the thought

of a Nobel prize winner in literature, Dewey claimed that

145



[w]hen the philosopher Eucken [...] justifies the part taken by Germany in a
world war because the Germans alone do not represent a particularistic and
nationalistic spirit, but embody the ‘universalism’ of humanity itself, he utters a
conviction bred in German thought by the ruling interpretation of German
philosophic idealism. By the side of this motif the glorification of war as a
biologic necessity, forced by the increase of population, is a secondary detail,
giving a totally false impression when isolated from its context. The main thing
is that Germany, more than any other nation, in a sense alone of all nations,
embodies the essential principle of humanity: freedom of spirit, combined with
thorough and detailed work in the outer sphere where reigns casual law, where
obedience, discipline and subordination are the necessities of successful

organization. (German 36-37).

Thus, progress was not the enemy. Instead, the true enemy was misinterpreting the notion of
progress and grossly misunderstanding human nature and rationality. Ironically, Dewey’s
criticism of German philosophy and nationalism would have resounded quite clearly with a
Niebuhrian analysis. Dewey’s reproach can be viewed as an attack on German pride in believing
itself a leading nation amongst others; the beacon of philosophy, reason, and culture. Sticking
true to a Niebuhrian messianic-prophetic analysis, such belief would become, and in this case,
actually was the reason for the nation’s downfall.

If World War I called up a certain level of doubt within Dewey’s liberalism, the end of the
War, and specifically the advent of the League of Nations, Wilson’s Fourteen Points, and the
overall general optimism of the 1920s quickly put such worries to rest. It is not hard to imagine
a renewed, albeit more cautious, sense of optimism in Dewey. Even if the unfolding of the war
had not gone according to plan, Dewey “[...] was unwilling to admit that the opportunity to
turn the war to democratic ends had been lost, and when the president announced his Fourteen
Point peace plan in January 1918, Dewey quickly lent his voice to the campaign for Wilson’s
‘new diplomacy’” (Westbrook 232). Nevertheless, during the 1920s, Dewey spent the time
reanalyzing his own philosophy and the overall context of liberalism in general. Works such as
Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920), Human Nature and Conduct (1922), Experience and
Nature (1925), and The Public and Its Problems (1927) attempted to reconstruct liberalism in
a 20" century context, using advances in social sciences and new philosophical analyses,
specifically through the lens of Pragmatism, to prevent a repeat of the disaster which was the
Great War.
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Niebuhr was not nearly as optimistic as Dewey when it came to the possibilities of humanity
and the repercussions of the war. If nothing else, World War I, and the disaster that was the
Treaty of Versailles represented everything that was wrong with modern liberal culture. Taking
Dewey’s criticism of German nationalism, Niebuhr instead applied it to all of Western culture.
Where Dewey felt no qualms on criticizing Germany and its nationalism, Niebuhr, the
descendant of German immigrants, was caught in a slightly more difficult predicament.

The paradox regarding the influence of World War | on Americans of German descent was
that, where previously they felt as American as anything, despite many of them still speaking
German in their towns, the war brought out a level of German patriotism not before seen by
Niebuhr.

Raw feelings of loyalty to the Fatherland were re-emerging after decades of
submission. For Niebuhr the problem of Americanization — for himself, his
congregation, and his church- took on grave new meaning. It was no longer a
matter of replacing one language with another, but rooting out one preconscious
emotion in favor of another. It was a question of politics and ideology as well as
culture. (Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 43)

Niebuhr himself had made sure to learn and master English as soon as possible in order to adapt
to American culture. He knew that this new found “Americanism” with which he identified
would create many ideological and potentially political conflicts between the older generations
and himself. But, “[h]is flag-waving enthusiasm was in part the typical immigrant’s response
to war: leap to the defense of one’s new nation to prove one’s allegiance” (Fox, Reinhold
Niebuhr 43).

Where Dewey criticized German culture, and specifically its philosophy for causing the
aggression of World War I, Niebuhr went on the attack domestically with his essay “The Failure
of German-Americanism.” For Niebuhr, German-Americans “[...] had failed in two ways [...]”
(Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 44). His first criticism centered upon many German-American’s

inability to adhere to the American ideals. He wrote:

However, a nation needs and demands the loyalty of its citizens, not only when
its existence is at stake or when it claims upon their allegiance are put with
particular force by the crises of physical combat. In times of peace also it requires
their loyalty — their loyalty to its ideals, and their allegiance to the principles

upon which it has been founded. (“Failure” 14)
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Not only should a people remain loyal to a country during times of war, but a people should
remain loyal during times of peace. This loyalty was best expressed through adherence to the
country’s values. According to Niebuhr, German-Americans rejected American values prior to
the war. The other major failure for German-American immigrants was how they not only
rejected the host-country’s values, but also rejected the best values of their home culture.
Niebuhr explains that “[t]he German-American appears to have failed to meet either side of this
obligation. He has been too often, not only indifferent to our ideals, but untrue to the virtues of
his race” (“Failure” 14).

Niebuhr acknowledged that such a criticism could be levied against several different types
of immigrants. However, German-Americans differed from others due to the richness of
German culture. Ironically, where Dewey criticized Germany for its philosophical dogmas and
almost stagnant culture of development focused on obeisance and discipline, Niebuhr touted
this very culture. Granted, Niebuhr recognized that the “[...] German-American has made
contributions to our national life, but they have been economic rather than spiritual” (“Failure”
14). These contributions were relatively meaningless according to Niebuhr in the grand scheme
of things when compared to the glory and prestige that was German culture and philosophy.

The two thinkers managed to come together on one criticism when it came to German
culture and its philosophy. As previously reviewed, Dewey’s major criticism against German
philosophy was its determinism and its focus on the end goals, regardless of the means getting
there. This meant that as long as the end goals were met, it did not necessarily matter if the
individual and society suffered, as the ends were considered to be far more important than the
means. Such was not the case for Dewey and Niebuhr. For both men, a proper philosophy and
understanding of the world meant that evolution, change, and progress were, if not at the
forefront of society, at least heavily considered in philosophy as they would guarantee the least
amount of damage to the individual and society. This would be done in one of two ways: 1)
seeing the negative consequences of a given idea or policy, a new approach would be attempted
or 2) new discoveries along the way could very much alter what the ends actually were.

Niebuhr came to the same conclusion via a different route. Niebuhr’s criticism focused on
German-Americans’ individualism in general; outside of any metaphysical context. Niebuhr

claimed that

[German-Americans'] virtues seem to be individualistic rather than social. He
has unwittingly served the nation through his qualities of prudence and thrift,

but he has been indifferent to the problems of the nation that did not directly
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affect him. He has manifested no great interest in a single one of the great moral,
political, or religious questions that have agitated the minds of the American
people in late years. His failure to do so is all the more striking because he comes
from a country where interest in community welfare on the part of the individual

has reached its highest development. (“Failure” 14-15)

This is not contradictory to what was previously said regarding Dewey’s conception of German
philosophy. There was a great focus on society, but at the expense of the individual. By pointing
out German Americans’ inability to think of, or be concerned with, larger societal issues,
Niebuhr criticized them for their emphasis on the individual, while abandoning the needs of
society which was the exact opposite of Dewey’s theory. Regardless of the starting point of
both authors, they nevertheless managed to come to a similar conclusion in which they found
something “wrong” with “Germanness,” whether it was expressed through second or third
generation immigrants as seen by Niebuhr in German-American culture, or through a strict
interpretation of idealistic philosophy as expressed by Dewey.

As the war progressed, Niebuhr’s disillusionment with modern society greatly increased
while reading about the violence and bloodshed in Europe. This disgust with the events was
best expressed in an article, "The Nation's Crime Against the Individual” written for The
Atlantic Monthly in November 1916 in which he said, “[w]e cannot help but think of the
thousands of graves on the countrysides of Europe that are mute testimonies to the tragedy of
individual life as revealed in this war [...]” (609). To compound the difficulties of the individual
in modern States, Niebuhr wrote on the “Paradox of Patriotism” in 1916. The paradox was that

within modern governments, a State made

[...] loyalty and courage [...] ultimate virtues. [...] Modern states attracted the
undivided allegiance of their subjects, [Niebuhr] wrote, because they had earlier
broken down traditional loyalties to church, region, or class. But once a man was
in uniform, the state could offer nothing ‘to hallow his sacrifices’ except ‘the
selfish and material [value] of securing his nation’s prosperity.” (Fox, Reinhold

Niebuhr 46)

Therefore, the tragedy was that a soldier who gave his life willingly for the sake of the State
thought that such an act was the ultimate example of self-sacrifice, which indeed it was.

However, what Niebuhr highlighted was the bitter irony behind the sacrifice. Though the
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individual believed him/herself committing a sacrifice of agape which Niebuhr would have
defended, the State instead perverted the sacrifice into one of national interests. In the same
essay, Niebuhr argued:

The willingness of men to die in struggles that effect no permanent good and
leave no contribution to civilization makes the tragedy of individual life all the
more pathetic. The crime of the nation against the individual is not that it
demands his sacrifices against his will, but that it claims a life of eternal
significance for ends that have no eternal value. (qtd. in Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr
47)

For Niebuhr, the tragedy was that the soldier’s sacrifice was entirely selfless and noble on a
personal level. However, the purpose or results of the sacrifice were for the “selfish” ends of
the State, and not for any holy, moral or truly altruistic purpose.

With the end of World War I, Niebuhr ironically shared in some of Dewey’s optimism when
it came to Wilson and his Fourteen Points. However, the communal liberal optimism between
the two quickly dissipated once it became clear that the League of Nations and the Treaty of
Versailles were at best, nothing more than simple fantasies or political smoke and mirrors, or at
worst appeasing and supporting up-and-coming dictators and tyrants. Once this was realized,
Niebuhr took on a drastically different point of view, leading to one of the defining points of

his life and the establishment of his Christian realism.

2.5.1 The League of Notions: The Rise of Fascism and Totalitarianism

When it became clear that the Treaty of Versailles was simply a tool of vengeance towards
Germany, Niebuhr’s liberalism quickly dissipated as he understood that beneath any form of
international relations power structure, self-interest and pride were at the roots. Domestically,
Niebuhr was equally disenfranchised by the growing “Ford-ism” of America. For Niebuhr, the
rapid growth of industry, capitalism, and general depravity of the Roaring Twenties, broke the
ties that bonded many Americans together because of the blind pursuit of (economic) self-
interest.

As a preacher in Detroit, Niebuhr focused on the pursuit of happiness, however, it was a
tempered happiness and one that was confused with materialistic satisfaction. As biographer

Richard Fox notes:
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His most recurrent sermon topic in the early 1920s — the pursuit of happiness-
illustrates how he blended reassurance and reproof. His version of reassurance
was the opposite of the positive thinking that he believed had taken over too
many Protestant pulpits. True happiness, he repeated in one sermon after

another, was akin to what the world called unhappiness. (Reinhold Niebuhr 65)

This may seem contrary, but for Niebuhr, true happiness was equivalent with humbleness. This
is no surprise since for Niebuhr the ultimate sin was pride, and therefore, it was only logical
that the method for redemption was found within its opposite: humility. Niebuhr himself
actually spoke on the necessity of this paradox via his understanding of the Sermon on the
Mount. He wrote:

Happy are they who hunger and thirst. Happy are the poor in spirit. [...] Happy
are those not who have but who are seeking. [...] Happy are they that mourn.
The more spiritual power increases the more pain increases. The capacity to love
also produces the capacity to grieve. Peculiar paradox. [...] If you have drugged
your conscience you are not bothered but you are not happy. If your conscience

is quick and active [...] it will cause you many an anxious moment. (qtd. in Fox,

Reinhold Niebuhr 65)

Niebuhr’s statements may not lead many to jump on the bandwagon of his version of
Protestantism. However, if Niebuhr’s understanding of happiness is analyzed from his point of
view, it is easy to understand what he meant. Returning to Niebuhr’s social and religious ethics,
a truly functioning society was one that maintained a “tolerable” and admittedly, imperfect
justice. This terrestrial justice maintained a level of social cohesion throughout various
allegiances, beliefs, customs etc. Therefore, the contradiction was that by feeling the “pain” of
others and thereby reducing one’s happiness, a person could then sympathize with another in
order to help a metaphorical brother/sister alleviate their pain. Ultimately finding the
Niebuhrian sense of happiness, meant reestablishing societal bonds and thereby reducing the
pain, anxiousness, and loneliness within a given community. Doing so would pull the
community up to a create a form of happiness which, albeit was neither perfect nor modern
society’s understanding of it, was still a “good” happiness.

Niebuhr’s preaching style and popularity soon increased rapidly throughout Detroit and he
was called away to give several sermons and lectures throughout the US and abroad. One such

invitation was when he was at Toynbee Hall and where he met some very influential speakers,
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including the British Labour Party leader, and soon-to-be Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald.
The mid-twenties were an interesting period in geo-political events as the French were doing
their best to extract the most out of Germany as reparations for the devastation of World War 1.
The American and British delegates, speakers, and guests spent most of the time discussing the

current political situation, notably the Ruhr.

Much of the talk at Toynbee Hall focused on the French occupation of the Ruhr,
Poincaré’s six-month-old effort to extract unpaid German reparations by seizing
control of the country’s major industrial center. The British speakers and
American visitors took turns condemning the invasion as a threat to peace and
aggravation of the German people’s suffering. Neither group saw any justice in
the French claim that their economy was also a shambles thanks to an earlier
German invasion. In the conflict between the two continental powers, Niebuhr’s
ancestral allegiance came to the surface. His dislike for the French was intense;
the British attitude of leniency toward the Germans on the reparations issue was
for him one more proof of their superior political wisdom. (Fox, Reinhold
Niebuhr 78)

It was clear for Niebuhr that the French extortion of the Treaty of Versailles was a thinly-veiled
attempt to maximize profits while simultaneously creating devastating losses for the enemy.
This was not justice, but rather blind national self-interest and vengeance.

While visiting the Ruhr, Niebuhr saw, firsthand, the devastating psychological, social, and
economic effects of World War I. Where once the French feared the German soldiers and
viewed them as the invading force, the tables had now turned, and not for the better. Niebuhr

commented on such changes in his diary. He noticed that

[t]he atmosphere is charged with [hatred]. The streets are filled with French
soldiers in their grey-blue uniforms. Schools have turned into barracks. Germans
turn anxious and furtive glances upon every stranger. [...] If you can gain the
confidence of Germans so that they will talk they will tell you horrible tales of
atrocities, deportations, sex crimes, etc. Imagination fired by fear and hatred
undoubtedly tends to elaborate upon the sober facts. But the facts are bad

enough. (Leaves 46)
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There was no doubt in Niebuhr’s mind: The Great War had been fought for few valid reasons,
and the consequences were much greater and darker than previously imagined. The events and
horrors witnessed in the Ruhr brought Niebuhr to discover pacifism.

However, Niebuhr’s pacifism was still tempered with the realities of power politics. Far
from equating pacifism with inaction, Niebuhr still maintained that the best means of protecting
Germany, and thereby ensuring some form of tolerable justice, was through a strong American
intervention in European politics. His reasoning was that America, as well as to a certain extent,
England, were the only States not driven by any form of retribution. These two countries could
potentially resolve any form of issue or conflict without the parties involved claiming favoritism
(Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr 79).

As the 1920s unfolded, it was clear that there was little that America, nor the League of
Nations would do to actively intervene in any sort of international conflict or crises. The
constant capitulation to the demands of the French in the early 1920s and the converse
submission to Germany of the 1930s demonstrated how weak, petty and ineffective the League
was. Domestically, Americans were isolating themselves from any type of massive world
conflict as they were enjoying the benefits of the Roaring Twenties and the geographic isolation
which they believed spared them the international problems that were literally on the other sides
of oceans. Taking into consideration the selfishness of humanity and the hypocrisies found
within governmental actions, Niebuhr abandoned his very brief, and naive, foray in pacifism.
He understood that nations, and communities in general, always acted within the confines of
egoism. Heavily criticizing the “moralists” and those liberals, notably Dewey, who believed in
the perfectibility of humanity through developing social intelligence and general improvement
in education, Niebuhr instead knew that such ideas ignored the notion of power and conflict.
Thus he wrote in Moral Man and Immoral Society:

Moralists who have observed and animadverted upon the hypocrisy of nations
have usually assumed that a more perfect social intelligence, which could
penetrate and analyse these evasions and deceptions, would make them
ultimately impossible. But here again they are counting on moral and rational
resources which will never be available. What was not possible in 1914-1918
when the world was submerged in dishonesties and hypocrisies (the Treaty of
Versailles, with its pledge of disarmament and the self-righteous moral
conviction of the vanquished by the victors, being the crowning example), will
hardly become possible in a decade or in a century, or in many centuries. Nations

will always find it more difficult than individuals to behold the beam that is in
153



their own eye while they observe the mote that is in their brother’s eye; and

individuals find it difficult enough. (106-107)

There was no better example of this drive for power and national self-interest than Germany in
the 1930s with the rise of Hitler.

While in Germany, Niebuhr observed how ineffective democratic socialism was against the
rise of National Socialism. What could help fight against the seemingly ominous and
omnipresent rise of fascism throughout Europe and potentially even the US? Though
Communism was rising in popularity, he held that it was not the answer as it was too
deterministic and removed the God-given freedom that humanity enjoyed. Similarly,
democratic socialism had just proven its uselessness against the rise of totalitarian regimes. This
is not to say that Niebuhr believed that socialism held no role to play in American politics. His
criticism was that, socialism in the US “[...] had never left its infancy” (Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr
149). The only viable option for Niebuhr, which could simultaneously defend against the
horrors of Fascism while simultaneously providing an outlet for the creativity and freedom of
humanity, was via Christian realism which would “[...] use force and even violence if necessary
in the battle for justice, but keep the workers’ movement under constant judgement” (Fox,
Reinhold Niebuhr 149). With the rise of Hitler, and his unabashed territorial takings throughout
the early 1930s, Niebuhr understood that the only way to stop evil was to fight it.

In Moral Man, Niebuhr further highlighted the inefficiency of pacifism when thrown against
an unwavering enemy such as Fascism. He used the example of pre-Mussolini Italy when the
socialists were in power. When it became clear for the Italians that Fascism was on the rise and
was becoming a force to be reckoned with, the socialist leaders suddenly “adopted pacifist
principles” (Moral Man 268). These principles, such as “not provoke[ing]” the Fascists and to
“suffer any provocation with serenity” or “[t]o win, be better than [one’s] adversary” [sic] were
indeed noble and followed a “turn the other cheek” mentality. However noble these principles
were, they were useless when compared to the military strength, and power of the Fascists
(Moral Man 268).

Pacifists, whom Niebuhr would later consider to be the “Children of Light,” were equally
erroneous in analyzing the importance and possibility of achieving a “universal principle” or
world community (Children 158). Due to technological advancements and an overestimation
of human pride, the “Children of Light” grossly miscalculated the chances of achieving a
universal principle. Niebuhr said as much when discussing the convergence of these two forces
of moral and technological cohesion which “[...] creat[ed] such a powerful impetus toward the

establishment of a world community that the children of light regard[ed] it as a practically
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inevitable achievement” (Children 158). As usual, these “children” failed to take into account
the “[...] power of particular forces in history” (Children 158).

Hitler and the National Socialists were the best examples of this power with harnessing the
power of the convergence between moral and technological forces. What was supposed to have
been the keys to the City of God on Earth, ended up being the downfall for much of the Western
World, as the Nazis perverted this convergence into the ideology of the master race. Niebuhr

wrote:

The Nazi effort to unify the world under the dominion of a master race came
close enough to success to prove how easily universal forces in history may be
appropriated and corrupted for egoistic ends. Long before a genuine universal
community can be established mankind must go through a period in which

corrupt forms of universalism must be defeated. (Children 160)

The way to do so was to maintain a Christian realist approach of balancing the realities of power
politics with the notion of tolerable justice. This meant that force and violence were authorized
and preferable in situations in which pacifism, signifying here the refusal to engage in any type
of violence, would result in greater crimes and suffering than the consequences of violence
could engender. Put simply, it was better, from a Christian realist position to fight against the
evils of totalitarianism using violence and risk lives, rather than do nothing and allow the untold
suffering and injustice that brought about by these regimes to continue.

If Niebuhr actively engaged in the international crises of the end of the twenties and
beginning of the 1930s Dewey was more restrained and “[...] played but a minor role in the
controversies over American foreign policy engendered by the rise of fascism in Europe”
(Westbrook 510). The reason for Dewey’s approach stemmed from the lessons learned during
the First World War in which he discovered that “[...] war was a means of social action which
set its own agenda apart from the best intentions of the honorable men and women who might
attempt to use it to further justice and democracy [...]” (Westbrook 510). Therefore, in spite of
the best intentions of honorable men such as Woodrow Wilson, who had a truly liberal version
of the world and hopes following the Great War, Dewey quickly realized that other powers and
actors would always intervene to circumvent any potentially minute positive influence that war
could bring about in affecting true global change.

Following this ideology was difficult as it meant that Dewey became a staunch anti-
intervention advocate during the 1930s despite the rise of fascism, Nazi Germany and even the

attacks on Pearl Harbor. It was doubly problematic given that he was equally a fervent defender
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of democracy and liberalism as being true stalwarts against the rise and horrors of fascism.
Thus, “[t]his tension between his antifascist and antiwar convictions led him to make some fine
distinctions between the sort of antifascist policies he would or would not support” (Westbrook
510). Such opposition was often criticized heavily from philosophical opponents, including

Niebuhr. However:

Dewey’s opposition to American participation in another world war was not
grounded, as some of his critics contended, in confidence in the essential
goodness of human nature and the power of rational discourse to resolve
conflicts of interest with the fascist powers but rather in deep-seated fears about
the consequences for democracy in the United states of another war. (Westbrook
511)

The irony of this, as well as of Niebuhr’s sharp criticism was that both thinkers felt that
American intervention at one time or another, would ultimately damage American democracy.
For Niebuhr, his anti-interventionism during World War | was due to a fear of further splitting
an already divided country. Dewey’s fears were rooted in what the perverse effects of fascism
would bring about. He carried the lessons of World War | with him and did not want to make
the same mistake twice as “[...] the war and its meaning for his vision of the world were
constantly on Dewey’s mind. Indeed, Dewey’s espousal of near isolationism during the 1930s
tempts one to say that the war was on his mind from 1915 until he died [...]” (Ryan 156).

Already, Dewey was critical of modern warfare’s effects on western democracies:

There is no single force so completely destructive of personal freedom as is
modern war. Not merely the life and property of individuals are subjected by
war to external control, but also their very thought and their power to give them
expression. War is a kind of wholesale moral enslavement of entire populations.
Peace is a necessary and urgent condition of attainment of the goal of freedom.
(Qtd. in Rockefeller 311)

Dewey’s was that any military involvement in Europe would lead to a situation in which the
treatment was worse than the disease. By intervening in war-torn Europe, America potentially
sacrificed its democratic essence and risked bringing back home a stronger and more violent

form of fascism or totalitarianism back home. For Dewey
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[i]t [was] quite conceivable that after the next war we should have in this country
a semi-military, semi-financial autocracy which would fashion class division on
this country for untold years. In any case we should have the suppression of all
the democratic values for the sake of which we professedly went to war. (Qtd.
in Westbrook 511)

Following Pearl Harbor, Dewey was forced to come to terms with the very real threat that was
totalitarian Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and Imperial Japan. Thus, he gave into American
interventionism, but made sure that he was constantly keeping a democratic eye on “[...]
preserving civil liberties [...]” (Westbrook 513).

Understanding the evil that fascism and totalitarianism represented to the world, “Niebuhr’s
most pressing concern was to establish a firm intellectual foundation in support of the advocates
for intervention” (Diggins, Why Niebuhr Now? 57). Niebuhr and those agreeing with him like
Lewis Mumford and Waldo Frank, felt that contemporary liberals and pragmatists, such as
Dewey, were using expediency as a means of avoiding war. For Mumford and Frank,
Pragmatism’s anti-intervention approach was simply a reflection of Pragmatism's base idea of
adapting to situations and abandoning any type of moral or theoretical value framework. For
Mumford et. al, “Pragmatism’s rational problem-solving way of looking at the world gingerly
sidestepped the need to condemn the immorality of Nazism and to issue a call to arms against
it (Diggins, Why Niebuhr Now? 57).

Niebuhr’s reflections on the debate between interventionists and isolationists was a bit
different. It was not a simple matter of instilling values into modern society or even
pragmatically dealing with the issues. Niebuhr’s problem with the debate was that it ignored
the theological and metaphysical lapses in arguments proposed by both religious and secular
liberals. “What had to be faced was what [Niebuhr] considered the inadequacy of liberal ideas
about man and society to answer this question: How can one know what is morally wrong
without knowing what is objectively?" (Diggins, Why Niebuhr Now? 57-58). What Niebuhr
was attempting to highlight was modern society’s lack of moral or religious authority at the
center of its life. From this disenchantment of the world, authority was relative as it depended
on the current actors and the current situation. This made humanity “feel better” by removing
any type of external judgements on the various sins committed, but what it did not do was
provide an accurate moral framework by which to judge human actions; good or bad. This
relativism in relations to authority was nothing more than the modern expression of pride as
humanity refused to allow itself to be judged by any external forces. Instead, modern society

was its own judge, and very few, Niebuhr being the clearest example, had a problem with that.
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Instead, Niebuhr felt that a return to a self-critical analysis in which judgement came,
not from society or from the egoism of the self, but rather from an external and divine source
was needed. Once communities were able to critically self-analyze, they could (re)discover the
moral framework and foundation needed in order to adequately judge and act against the evils
presented by Hitler and the other Axis Powers. Failure to be necessarily self-critical would lead
to failure as pursuit of victory would not be “just,” but instead a reflection of the sin of pride,
thereby corrupting any and all victories gained by the Allied Powers.

The consequences of the Allied victories though celebrated, were still cause for
philosophical reflection for both authors. This was not because both felt that the victories were
undeserved. Rather, both felt that the after effects of the war, the rising Superpower status of
the US and the USSR, and the general reconstruction era would bring about unforeseen
challenges. However, before launching into the Cold War, the Nuclear Age, and Communism,
further analysis on the appropriate role of humanity within society needs to be discussed. Only
through understanding how both thinkers understood the supple relationship between the
individual and society, can a larger comprehension and context such as the Cold War be
understood. Therefore, to set the groundwork for the second half of the twentieth century,

Dewey and Niebuhr’s concepts of society, and the elements within, will be discussed.

2.5.2 Different Paths; Same Destination: Democracy and Liberalism

In keeping with proper liberal tradition, Niebuhr and Dewey had held high esteem for the
place of society in the individual’s life. Rather than considering the individual and society as
opposing forces which were constantly a state of conflict with one another, both felt that the
society was, in contrast to what conservative or laissez faire liberals would have one believe,
the essential element in guaranteeing an individual’s “true” freedom. This philosophy was very
much the counter-current of what Dewey considered to be the “faux” liberals of the early
twentieth century. Returning to a previously discussed concept, Dewey and Niebuhr felt that
the proper role of society, and consequently, an individual’s place within it, was one in which
a combination of positive and negative liberties was upheld.

It was primarily negative liberties which were defended by most laissez-faire liberals:
individuals were allowed to do as they desired as long as their actions in no way negatively
infringed upon the liberties or lives of others. If true negative liberties were respected, then the
State would have no reason to “interfere” in the private matters of its citizens. Thus, the State
was nothing more than a means of protecting its citizenry from any external threats such as

invasion or maintaining domestic security when one citizen infringed upon the liberties of
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another. Governments had no business in meddling in economic or political matters. Adding to
this approach was the belief in the innate brilliance of human reason. Proponents of negative
liberties argued that the citizenry knew its interests better than some omnipotent and
bureaucratic State.

For Niebuhr and Dewey, such a concept misunderstood the very nature of not only the
citizenry, but of society itself. Though expressing the idea in different ways and to varying
degrees, both Niebuhr and Dewey both felt that a responsible State was one that not only
protected negative liberties, but one in which positive liberties were guaranteed as well. These
liberties included some form of social protection against economic inequalities either through
legislation or direct State intervention. Both philosophers understood that political freedom
meant nothing without some form of economic freedom to go with it. Dewey even went further

to say that true freedom depended as much upon developing culture. He stated that

[t]he situation that has developed since [the time of John Adams] may well lead
us to reverse the ideas he expressed and inquire whether political freedom can
be maintained without that freedom of culture which he expected to be the final

result of political freedom. (Freedom 13)

Freedom was therefore, something more than simply rights written on a piece of paper. True
freedom was a combination of factors, ranging from the political rights to express one’s opinion,
to cultural development, and to the economic sphere as well.

For example, a citizenry with the right of freedom of speech or the power to vote, meant
nothing if they could not feed themselves or were at the total servitude of the higher economic
classes and industrial powers. Similarly, though the industrial age may have brought about new
economic and technological advances for the country, this did not mean that those caught at the
low end of the new economic hierarchy should be bound by the chains of industrial slavery.
Both thinkers understood that with technological advances, societal improvements had to follow
as well, especially in terms of protection for the working classes.

These protections would be best expressed through analyzing how each thinker
envisioned the appropriate relationship between the individual and society. To do so, a few
elements of the society in which both lived need to be analyzed. The first element that will be
examined is how Dewey and Niebuhr both viewed democracy, as not only a governmental
regime, but as a way of life and ideology. Doing so will demonstrate that as modern pragmatists

such as Rorty in Philosophy and Social Hope thought that, though not a perfect form of
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government, western democracies provided the best chance for individuals and societies to

achieve a tolerable balance between freedom and equality.

2.5.3 The Nature of Democracies: Same Debate, Different Time Period

In spite of sharing a fundamental belief in the importance of democracy, Niebuhr and Dewey
differed greatly on the definition of democracy itself. For Dewey, democracy was more than a
governmental regime in which the majority ruled. Instead, Dewey felt that democracy was a
culture, and had a way of life. Maintaining democracies had to be more than just upholding the

institutions, it had to be about setting up democratic values.

The maintenance of democratic institutions is not such a simple matter as was
supposed by some of the of the Founding Fathers — although the wiser among
them realized how immensely the new political experiment was favored by
external circumstances- like the ocean that separated the settlers from the
governments that had an interest in using the colonists for their own purposes;
the fact that feudal institutions had been left behind; that so many of the settlers
had come here to escape restrictions upon religious beliefs and form of worship;
and especially the existence of a vast territory with free land and immense
unappropriated natural resources. (Dewey, Freedom 23)

According to Dewey, establishing a democratic culture meant taking into consideration the
external effects surrounding the institutions themselves. This meant that when analyzing its very
essence, a democracy was more than just the sum of its institutional parts.

Niebuhr agreed with Dewey on the importance of external influences on American
democracy. This statement was clearly echoed in Niebuhr’s The Irony of American History.
However, the difference was in the various significations given to any historic circumstance.
According to Niebuhr, historic happenstances were not Divine signs raining praise or passing
judgements. Fortunate situations were nothing more than a combination of good timing,
spacious geographic opportunity, and geopolitical fortune. In Irony, Niebuhr heavily criticized
how Americans, including Dewey, took these fortunate circumstances as signs of Divine
selection or as proof that America was inherently better than the rest of the world. For Niebuhr,
America was no better or worse than other countries or empires. The United States was simply

more fortunate thanks to its geography, geopolitics, history, resources, and “clean slate” status.

160



Contrary to Dewey’s idealism, Niebuhr adopted an unsurprisingly realistic notion of
democracies and their institutions. For Niebuhr, democracies were a tool to keep human nature,

and more importantly, human greed in check as Eric Patterson summarized:

Niebuhr’s fundamental principle of practical democracy is not one of political
equality, suffrage, or individual liberty. Rather, it is the institutionalization of
checks on power. Democracy checks the license of the governed with the rule of
law and formalizes mechanisms for distribution of authority and resources.
Democracy likewise checks the power of factions and communities and
similarly limits the power of even of government authorities. Niebuhr cites
Madison’s caution about factions and points to the three great divides in Western
public life: ethnicity, religion, and class. Niebuhr recognizes that it is only in
democracy that these competing claims can be adjudicated and that their
interests of all can be partially served. In fact, it is only in democracy that groups
can safely call for change, and at times get it, without resorting to revolutionary
upheaval. In sum, these ‘checks and balances’ are pragmatic in their appreciation
of the need to balance power with countervailing power and all for peaceful
conflict. (“Christianity” 13)

This was in part due to his constant emphasis on how human nature and relationships were
inherently filled with competing self-interests and expressions of power. This is not to say that
he was completely dismissive of democracies. Niebuhr acknowledged the importance of
democracies in safeguarding freedom as it was an “ultimate norm of political organization.”
This was due to the fact that “no better way has been found” to reign in the arbitrary use of
power by “making every center of power responsible to the people whom it affects” (Nation
127). Niebuhr instead had a more reserved appreciation of democracies for he knew that they
were the best place for these conflicting interests to express themselves in relatively peaceful
manners. Likewise, these competing interests would be represented through pluralistic parties
or factions. For Niebuhr, Dewey and other idealists “[...] [were] always embarrassed by the
existence of power in social relationships, and [liberalism’s] inability to take this factor into the
center of its thinking [which] rendered its social policy recommendations dangerous and
misleading” (Rice, Circle 56). Niebuhr ultimately criticized Dewey’s democratic idealism for
ignoring the darker sides of human nature, and the role power and self-interest played. Still,
Niebuhr did acknowledge that democracy was ‘“advantageous” simply because of its

adaptability to “new human innovations” (Patterson, “Christianity” 13).
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Admittedly, Niebuhr knew that Dewey’s appreciation for democracy was “highly romantic”

but knew that

[...] Dewey was not prone to idolatrizing the nation. Niebuhr’s criticisms of
Dewey’s ‘religious’ view of democracy centered on what Niebuhr regarded as
his typically naturalistic myopia toward the deeper spiritual aspirations of human
beings that Niebuhr felt no sociopolitical community could not fully express or
satisfy. (Rice, Circle 73)

The statement may seem paradoxical or misleading, but in order to grasp Niebuhr’s criticism,
and more importantly, his conception of democracy, one has to return to both philosophers’
view on human nature. Dewey believed that with the proper circumstances such as a proper
education, the appropriate societal structure in which there were strong economic and political
protections, and a flourishing and developed cultural scene, a person could reach his or her full
potential and thus his/her full rationality. The basic theorem was: if only all members of society
could achieve this level of rationality, then society would naturally improve because its citizens
would “know better.” Niebuhr on the other hand, held a more realistic view of human nature,
knowing that all social relations had some element of power struggle or conflict of interest
involved in them, and that no matter how “educated” or “enlightened” individuals were, these
conflicts would never dissipate as easily as Dewey and other idealists had suggested. In the end,
Niebuhr felt that Dewey’s conception of democracy was noble, but fundamentally flawed due
to its inability to properly assess human nature, power, and conflict.

This is not to say that Niebuhr discounted or completely discredited democracy as a whole.
If anything, Niebuhr understood that democracy was the best choice available given the horrors
inflicted upon the world by other regimes including totalitarian Nazi Germany and Stalinist
Russia. To demonstrate this, Niebuhr published a work which has been previously mentioned,
The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness. What was unique about this work is best
highlighted through its subtitle: A Vindication of Democracy and A Critique of Its Traditional
Defense. Niebuhr both criticized the traditional arguments used to defend democracy and
argued on its behalf. The criticisms he launched revolved around “[...] the confidence of both
bourgeois and proletarian idealists in the possibility of achieving an easy resolution of the
tension and conflict between self-interest and the general interest” (Children 5). Democracy has
to consider the constant struggle between individual freedom and community freedom for “[...]
ideally 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;
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to the uniqueness and variety of life, as well as to the common necessities of all men (Niebubhr,
Children 2). The issue for Niebuhr was that the arguments used by many liberals, romantics,
and idealists were based on the moral or philosophical “superiority” of democracy in relation
to other types of governments. Niebuhr believed Dewey to be the best example of how all of
these thinkers failed to take into consideration conflicts of interest and roles of power within
these same democratic societies. Instead, Niebuhr contended that the idealistic “children of
light” learn from the “children of darkness” without succumbing to the moral cynicism which
plagued the latter. Democracies had to maintain their ideological and philosophical idealism
while simultaneously understanding the nature and role of power, coercion, interest, and
conflicts inherent in human nature and societies.

From a political perspective, Niebuhr disagreed with Dewey equally on the role of politics
and institutions in democracies. Always keeping in mind the inherent combativeness of human
nature, Niebuhr recognized the “[...] importance of institutional structures for achieving both
an effective balance of power in society and workable forms of democratic governance in which
government itself is held in check” (Rice, Circle 76). This view of democracy was nothing more
than Niebuhr’s religious conception of human nature put into political light. Because human
beings were children of God, they were accordingly bestowed with the ability of unlimited
potential and self-transcendence. These traits allowed humans to be aware that they were both
a part of, and independent from, nature. The other side of this potential and self-transcendence
was the problem that any prospective creativity found within humanity could be used for good
or ill. This ill was best expressed when humanity sinned by trying to exceed their mortal limits
and become Godlike. Democratic institutions, according to Niebuhr, were the best at
simultaneously allowing creative freedom to develop while simultaneously keeping the
negative aspects of this potential in check. Creativity was expressed thanks to pluralistic
societies allowing for varying political opinions, ideologies, and peoples. This same creativity
was equally restricted through institutional blocks, laws, and coercive forces requiring these
same different peoples, communities, and ideologies to live in a relative, and undoubtedly
unstable, peace. Likewise, democracies were also able to attempt living agape or applying it to
justice due to their changeable and evolutionary reflection of societal norms and values. The
analysis of Niebuhr and Dewey’s approaches on democracy have a hint of irony to them as Rice
correctly points out in that “[t]here is at least a modicum of irony in that Niebuhr was the one
who stressed the pragmatic note of ‘proximate solutions for insoluble problems’ while Dewey,
the instrumentalist/pragmatist, would devote so much time and energy to providing a devotional

rhetoric for democracy!” (Circle 76).
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When it came to democracy, the theologian became the hardened pragmatist while the
experimental instrumentalist, who viewed democracy on almost religious terms, became a sort
of political theologian. This statement will be further developed and analyzed throughout other
parts of this research, specifically when analyzing each respective author’s view on other topics
such as religion and liberalism, as well as Niebuhr’s overall philosophical evolution.

Both Dewey and Niebuhr knew that democracy and freedom were fundamentally linked.
Niebuhr recognized that “[d]emocracy in the West is both a political system and a way of life
[requiring] a high degree of literacy among its citizens, a sense of dignity of the individual but
also a sense of responsibility to a wider community than [the] family” (Irony 123-124). In spite
of the differences argued by Niebuhr, he nonetheless knew that democracies were the best
chance for humanity to express the God-given inherent freedom which would simultaneously
allow for the improvement of the individual’s situation in society and the overall betterment of
the latter through an improving and evolutionary justice.

Dewey and Niebuhr’s differences on the role and importance of democracy were simply
20" century versions of debates previously carried about at the beginning of the United States
itself. As Rice contends, “[...] the two individuals within the pantheon of American democratic
theorists to whom Dewey and Niebuhr were drawn were Thomas Jefferson and James Madison
— Dewey to Jefferson and Niebuhr to Madison” (Circle 77).

As mentioned in the first part of this research, Jeffersonian democracy was one in which
human rationality, education, scientific enlightenment and self-governance were the tools to
create a functioning and evolving democracy. One does not have to look too far or deep to see
these very elements in Dewey’s thought. “Dewey identified with Jefferson’s belief in ‘the will
of the people as the moral basis of government,” a trust he claimed ‘was temperamental’ and
‘constitutional’ with Jefferson” (Rice, Circle 77).

Niebuhr’s preferred Founding Father was James Madison. This is hardly a surprise given
Madison’s focus on the importance of self-interest in societal relations. As a matter of fact,
Niebuhr considered Madison as a proto-Christian realist as he was “[...] the only one of the
founding fathers who made a realistic analysis of both power and interest from a political and
democratic perspective” (Irony 96). Similarly, Madison, much like Niebuhr, knew that because
of the inherent self-interest which drove most human beings, democracy would therefore be
limited. These limitations made any of the lofty claims by Jeffersonians on the perfectibility of
democracies and human nature, past and present alike, idealistic or naive. Instead, Madison
viewed “[...] democracy, not in terms of a vast liberal vision of rational fraternity, but as a
pluralistic, ever-contesting, problem-solving society, cajoled into a workable but free

community of often divisive groups” (Rice, Circle 78).
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The democratic creed and regime were not the only complicated matters on which Dewey
and Niebuhr debated. Liberalism was another complicated notion that both discussed and at
times, disagreed on. However, to summarily put the two in opposing camps is to ignore subtle
similarities in philosophies as well as minute distinctions. Furthermore, it also blatantly ignores
the fact that, in spite of much of the criticism levied against Dewey, Niebuhr belonged to the

liberal philosophical and political camp throughout his life.

2.6.0 Niebuhr “Malgré Lui”: Understanding Niebuhr’s Criticism of Liberalism

Niebuhr had an interesting, and somewhat, confusing relationship with liberalism to say the
least. On the one hand, he was a product of liberalism thanks to his religious upbringing in
which the social gospel played a huge part. As well as being an intellectual descendent of
liberalism through his appreciation of Madison, he was also fond and appreciative of one of
Pragmatism’s founders: William James. Pragmatism, as has been discussed previously, is a
direct descendent of classic liberalism’s ideology in which “Niebuhr who bore the imprint of
William James in the dissertations of his early years, continued to work within and creatively
apply the pragmatic tradition throughout his life” (Rice, Circle 79). In spite of these similarities,
Niebuhr was still extremely critical of the liberalism of his times, especially when it came to
perceived fallacies portrayed by John Dewey. Yet, in spite of all of this Niebuhr had a
paradoxical relationship with liberalism, “especially in its post-Enlightenment forms™ as “[...]
what he wanted, as he acknowledged late in his career, was a ‘realistic liberalism’ that would
combine an appreciation of incremental gains in justice with a realistic assessment of the limits
of reason and the power of tradition” (Lovin, Reinhold Niebuhr 160).

Niebuhr’s assault on liberalism and John Dewey emerged with the release of Moral Man
and Immoral Society, published in 1932. The arrival of this book came about due to a litany of
factors which contributed to not only his, but to a general disillusionment with world events.
The Roaring Twenties had turned into the Great Depression, because of the greed displayed by
laissez-faire capitalism, as well as the individualism which was promoted throughout the first
part of the 20™" century. The rise of fascism, both domestically,* and abroad and totalitarianism,
as well as the poverty witnessed during the Great Depression was the proof for Niebuhr that

both the liberal credo, and conception of human nature were profoundly unsound.

3% The Klu Klux Klan for example reached a peak of 4 million members throughout the 1920s.

http://www.history.com/topics/ku-klux-klan.
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Niebuhr was aware that Immoral Man was going to raise concerns and much debate. He

warned that

[i]nasfar as this treatise has a polemic interest it is directed against the moralists,
both religious and secular, who imagine that the egoism of individuals is being
progressively checked by the development of rationality or the growth of a
religiously inspired goodwill and that nothing but the continuance of this process
is necessary to establish social harmony between all the human societies and
collectives. [...] They completely disregard the political necessities in the
struggle for justice in human society by failing to recognize those elements in
man’s collective behavior which belong to the order of nature and can never be

brought completely under the dominion of reason or conscience. (preface xxx)

Religious and secular liberals® were clearly the primary targets in Moral Man. No better target
for Niebuhr was John Dewey himself whom he picked out in the introduction of Moral Man.
In the attack, Niebuhr criticized Dewey for simultaneously wanting to understand the problems
plaguing modern society while ignoring, according to Niebuhr, the most important problem
which was “[...] [humanity’s] predatory self-interest” which “[...] is mentioned only in passing
without influencing [Dewey’s] reasoning, and with no indication that he understands how much
social conservatism is due to the economic interests of the owning classes” (xxx).

The reason behind Niebuhr’s attacks on Dewey was twofold: 1) due to Dewey’s stature
within American philosophy and general liberalism, Niebuhr saw Dewey as a catch-all and
perfect representation of liberalism as a whole. 2) Niebuhr, being a full generation younger than
Dewey could have seen this opportunity as a moment to metaphorically “kill the father” in
which an up and coming philosopher as well as theologian could make his mark. What better

way to do so after all, than to attack the bastion of liberalism itself?

% 1t should be made clear here that Niebuhr’s use of liberals throughout Moral Man, Immoral Society is
simultaneously specific and vague. What Niebuhr meant by “liberal” was a type of “catch-all” term for the
following: pacifists, idealists, moralists and secular and religious liberals. If one was forced to find a modern
equivalent or adjective to describe the type of people Niebuhr referred to in Moral Man, the closest that comes to
mind would be “naive.” It should be specified that Niebuhr’s attack was not necessarily against the classic tenants
of liberalism which have been discussed thus far, for he was as much influenced by them as any of the “idealists”
he would later attack. However, the distinction to be made is that those whom Niebuhr attacks were naive in that

they failed to consider power, self-interest, and conflict in their account of human nature.
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The release of Moral Man did indeed create the polemics that Niebuhr had been looking
for, but for slightly different reasons. The overall conclusion of Moral Man was that there was
a sharp distinction between what was considered to be acceptable behavior at the individual and
at the community level. Essentially, an individual was capable of being “moral” because s/he
could make the necessary self-sacrificial agape in order to improve the situation for his/her
community and the greater good. Communities on the other hand, defined by Niebuhr as being
small towns to full on States, were incapable of showing such agape due to the diverse and
varied nature composing them. These communities demonstrated “less reason to guide and
check impulse, less capacity for self-transcendence, less ability to comprehend the need of
others and therefore more unrestrained egoism than the individuals who compose the group
reveal in their relationships” (Niebuhr, Moral xxiv).

On top of this distinction, Niebuhr attacked modern-day liberals for their seemingly

unwavering faith in the power of social sciences, human perfectibility and education.

Niebuhr lambasted that scion of ‘socially minded educations’ who, following
Dewey, sought to salvage society by using the school system as an agency for
extending the social and political intelligence of the general community. The
naive hope that education will bring in its wake the achievement of justice in
society belies the fact that ‘the interests of the powerful and dominant groups,
who profit from the present system of society, are the real hindrance to the

establishment of a rational and just society’. (Rice, Circle 65)

The unbridled belief in the development and capacity of human nature was simply not
measuring up to historical fact or the then-contemporary situation of the American people.
Poverty was rampant, war was spreading, and violence was escalating. The claims from the
liberal elites that society simply needed more education or to tap deeper into their innate
rationality did not make sense. In the end, Niebuhr attacked these liberals, moralists, idealists,
pacifists, and otherwise naive people, secular or religious, for lacking “[...] an understanding
of the brutal character of the behavior of all human collectives, and the power of self-interest
and collective egoism in all inter-group relations” (Moral xxxiv).

For Niebuhr, it all came down to power and the role of self-interest in community relations.
Uninhibited by the normally restrictive ties of smaller familial or tribal bonds, larger groups,
especially States, had to play by different rules in order to ensure their survival. This was not
necessarily a bad thing for Niebuhr, nor completely without merit, especially when analyzing

States at the international level. Because States are composed of various interest groups, races,
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ethnicities, religions and other smaller competing factions, a State which acted altruistically was
not only implausible, but unrealistic and dangerous. States had a responsibility to protect their
citizens against foreign entities. As stated earlier when studying the nature of international
relations, there was, and still is no objective independent authority keeping States in check with
one another. Because of this lack of universal authority, States have to constantly be not only
on guard against any potential attack, whether economic, political, or military, but also be aware
that any diplomatic decision made with another country has to bring some sort of benefit to the
home-State itself. The notion or concept of agape in international relations simply does not, and
cannot exist in the system of anarchy. Of course, Niebuhr’s Christian realism meant that
international and community politics were not total nihilistic abandonments of morality. States
could intervene on problems from a moral standpoint as long as leaders understood the power
politics at play, and attempted to use those power politics to spread justice and equality, even if
they were imperfect.

Understandably, Moral Man’s reception was not exactly warm. Many in both secular and
religious liberal circles felt betrayed by Niebuhr and his allegedly uncredited, unjust, and over-
the-top criticism of modern liberalism. For pacifists, Niebuhr’s justification for the use of
violence was inexcusable, especially as it “[...] assert[ed] that the responsible Christian had to
accept the use of force- otherwise he would have to withdraw from politics altogether — and that
the use of force logically implied the use of violence in certain situations” (Fox, Reinhold
Niebuhr 137). Even more reproachable for these pacifists and moralists was the use of one of
their own heroes seemingly against them: Gandhi.

Niebuhr used the Indian militant as an example to demonstrate the error in “[...] the belief
that violence is a natural and inevitable expression of ill-will, and non-violence of goodwill,
and that violence is therefore intrinsically evil and non-violence intrinsically good” (Moral
171). Niebuhr started from the premise that in order to maintain some level of justice or equality
within a given society, some form of coercion is necessary. This coercion did not necessarily
have to fall to violence, but this did not mean that the consequences of non-violent protests were
less damaging than violence itself. For example, “Gandhi’s boycott of British cotton result[ed]
in the undernourishment of children in Manchester, and the blockade of the Allies in war-time
caused the death of German children” (Niebuhr, Moral 172). This demonstrated that “[i]t is
impossible to coerce a group without damaging both life and property and without imperiling
the interests of the innocent with those of the guilty,” or in more theological term: it rains on
the just and unjust alike (Niebuhr, Moral 172).

For Niebuhr, Gandhi accurately represented Christian realism by knowing how to use

coercive non-violence as a means of affecting actual change. Niebuhr also made sure to
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highlight Gandhi’s real stances when it came to international and State conflict. Gandhi
understood that States operate under different norms than the rest of society, and above all, the
individual. Using Gandhi’s changing stance on the utility of war from World War 1 to his then-
current stance on wars, Niebuhr noted that “[...] the important point [in Gandhi’s justification]
is that the violent character of government is recognized and the change of policy is explained
in terms of a change in national allegiance and not in terms of pacifist principles” (Moral 243).
In other words, Gandhi’s refusal to support the British Crown’s use of violence was not a
question of philosophical pacifism, it was instead a question of nationalistic loyalty; Gandhi no
longer felt English nor a subject of the Crown. Or, as Fox put it “Gandhi had chosen nonviolence
as a pragmatist, not as an absolutist [...]” (Niebuhr 138).

As well as completely overturning the beloved notion of pacifism for many idealists,
moralists, and liberals, both secular as well as religious, Moral Man equally attacked another
pillar of the liberal creed: the role and value of intellectuals. Intellectuals considered themselves
to be the bastions of information, enlightenment, and models to be followed. After all, they
demonstrated that if only everyone else were like them, society as a whole would improve since
the quest for genuine rational and altruistic pursuits would lead to overall improvement for the
individual. Niebuhr felt that many of these intellectuals suffered from “self-deception,”
especially when it came to analyzing or understanding the real motives behind State actions
(Moral 98). Often, the very intellectuals who thought themselves as being critics of State abuses
and actions, frequently ended up buying into its propaganda. The Spanish-American War “[...]
offer[ed] some of the most striking illustrations of the hypocrisy of governments as well as of
the self-deception of intellectuals” (Niebuhr, Moral 98). The hypocrisy stemmed from the
American government’s justification for the war, which “[...] was launched on a wave of
patriotic sentimentality in which both the religious idealists and the humanitarians went into
ecstasies over our heroic defense of the Cuban people [...]” (Niebuhr, Moral 100). American
justification for the war was rallied behind humanitarian principles of protecting the alleged
poor and exploited people of Cuba and the Philippines from the tyranny of the Spanish
government.

Intellectuals were equally as guilty of this hypocrisy for they were the ones pushing the
message and defending the actions of the government. Niebuhr saw through this, and realized
that intellectuals were, consciously or not, transmitters of propaganda and American national
pride. Niebuhr, was by no means the only person to share such a critical view of intellectuals.
Jacques Ellul, for example, shared a similar criticism on the role of intellectuals in society,
arguing that it was actually intellectuals who were most susceptible to State or other forms of

propaganda because of their interest in ideas and salon style debates and heavy reading.
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Niebuhr had a more nuanced interpretation of intellectuals in society and viewed their
relationship with the “stupidity of the average man” as one in which the intellectual promotes
myths and idealism, rather than critical introspection (Moral 21). Niebuhr saw Marxism and the
workers” movement of the 1920s and 1930s as examples of where intellectuals used their

influence to promote ideologies and fantasies. He wrote:

The naive faith of the proletarian is the faith of the man of action. Rationality
belongs to the cool observers. There is of course an element of illusion in the
faith of the proletarian, as there is in all faith. But it is a necessary illusion,
without which some truth is obscured. [...] These illusions are dangers because
they justify fanaticism; but their abandonment is perilous because it inclines to
inertia. [...] The true proletarian who nerves himself for heroic action by
believing both in the purity of his goal and in the possibility of its achievement
is no doubt touched with sentimentality and romanticism, but he is something
more than sentimentalist. He is both more dangerous and more vital than the
sentimentalist. He is a fanatic. (Moral 221)

Thus intellectuals, through their idealism, bought into the romantic notions of the majority class
(i.e. the working class) which had neither the desire nor the ability to critically analyze the
discourses being fed to them, thereby turning the majority classes from romantic supporters into
potentially dangerous fanatics.3®

In order to avoid this fanaticism, and the dangers that it would bring, Niebuhr argued for a
temperance of intellectual and proletariat idealism through profound self-criticism or, from his
religious point of view, contrition. However, Niebuhr was not without total hope, nor lost in
complete cynicism as he stated that “[...] there is beauty in our tragedy. We are, at least, rid of
some of our illusions. We can no longer buy the highest satisfactions of the individual life at
the expense of social injustice” (Moral 276). And yet, being rid of some illusions, such as the
moral, political, or legal justification for racial inequality, did not mean that true justice could
be attained. For Niebuhr, such a thing was impossible as human nature prohibited the perfection

required of achieving agape and justice. Still, Niebuhr did not waiver, for although sacrificial

3 It should be noted that Niebuhr was paradoxical, if not almost contradictory on his stance of the working class.
On the one hand, he completely admitted to the “stupidity of the average man” while promoting the “redemptive

mission” of this same class (Fox, Niebuhr 139).
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love and justice could never truly be achieved, they could at least be improved through critical

self-reflection. He wrote:

In the task of that redemption the most effective agents will be men who have
substituted some new illusions for the abandoned ones. The most important of
these illusions is that the collective life of mankind can achieve perfect justice.
It is a very valuable illusion for the moment; for justice cannot be approximated
if the hope of its perfect realization does not generate a sublime madness in the
soul. Nothing but such madness will do battle with malignant power and
‘spiritual wickedness in high places.” The illusion is dangerous because it
encourages terrible fanaticisms. It must therefore be brought under the control
of reason. One can only hope that reason will not destroy it before its work is
done. (Moral 277)

If this last statement seems contradictory to what has been said thus far, it is because the
subtleties of Niebuhr’s thought were filled with paradoxes. On the one hand, Niebuhr was
extremely critical of the fanaticism and absolutism of idealists, as they could lead to devastating
human consequences. Nonetheless, these were the very traits needed in order to constantly push
society forward when it came to matters of justice. Conversely, the very thing that Niebuhr
criticized liberals for idealizing, rationality, was also the very thing that could keep the
fanaticism of idealists in check. The caveat was finding the balance between the two and making
sure that one aspect did not outshine or suppress the other. Only when rationality and idealism
were in a balanced struggle could societal justice evolve.

Up until Moral Man, Dewey’s knowledge of Niebuhr was relatively obscure as Dewey
knew of him only as an up and coming thinker. Following the publication of Niebuhr’s polemic
work, Dewey felt that he should respond, not necessarily in terms of self-defense, but more in
order to clarify what Dewey considered to be, Niebuhr’s gross misrepresentations of his
thoughts and philosophies. Niebuhr classified Dewey as the type of liberal that Dewey himself

criticized and felt was wrong with liberalism on a whole. As Dewey clarified:

[My method] is very different from that which Dr. Niebuhr criticizes under the
name of ‘liberalism.” It has nothing to do with sentimentalism to which he gives
the name. There has been and still is an immense amount of political immaturity
and economic illiteracy in the American citizenship, and I am not questioning

either the existence or the futility of what Dr. Niebuhr called liberalism. I am
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concerned only to point out the irrelevancy of his description and condemnation

to the kind of procedure which I am proposing. (qtd. in Rice, Circle 66)

According to Dewey, Niebuhr was right in his criticisms against the idealized version of
liberalism, and Dewey even agreed with many of Niebuhr’s critiques. However, the difference
for Dewey was that he felt he did not belong in Niebuhr’s blanket criticism. Dewey’s liberalism
was one “grounded in empirical methodology,” and therefore could not be accused of being
overly romantic nor idealistic. His was a liberalism based on science and empiricism. Further
defending himself, Dewey stated that he was rooted in those “[...] ever growing methods of
observation, experiment and reflective reasoning which have in a very short time revolutionized
the physical and, to a considerable degree, the physiological conditions of life” (qtd. in Rice,
Circle 66-67). Therefore, Niebuhr’s criticisms were unfounded, as Dewey was attempting to do
exactly what Niebuhr argued liberals needed to do: tone down the idealism, and add some much-
needed self-reflection and criticism.

The difference between the two thinkers was a question of methodology, specifically,
methodologies used by the natural sciences and which were brought over to the human sciences.
In a further response to Niebuhr’s arguments, Dewey summarized Niebuhr’s own arguments
and criticisms as simply being a 20" century religious dualism expressed in a different way. For
Dewey, Niebuhr represented the very thing that he was trying to get society to break from:
“habit, custom, and tradition” (Rice, Circle 67) and “[...] Niebuhr clung to a Protestant
obsession with sin that he had no need of and in whose intellectual foundations [Dewey] had
long ceased to believe” (Ryan 344). Niebuhr was proof of how difficult it was to actually apply
Dewey’s methodologies and ideas to practical life as many were still grounded in what he
considered to be some form of religious superstition or “widespread illusions, generated by
intense emotions” (Rice, Circle 67).

Dewey was equally defensive when it came to his alleged lack of understanding power and
self-interest in social relations. His argument was that power was never some independent or
unconnected force as Niebuhr or other realists would believe. Power, was just as connected and
“social” as other aspects of life. Put otherwise, “power” for Dewey was defined in relation to

how it was being used, or who was dominating whom.

The real problem is whether there are strong interests now active which can best
succeed by adopting the method of experimental intelligence into their struggles,
or whether they too should rely upon the use of methods that have brought the

world to its present estate, only using them the other way around. [...]
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Intelligence becomes a power only when it is brought into the operation of other
forces than itself. Everything that is done is done by some form of power — that

is a truism. (Dewey, “Intelligence” pars. 5-6)

Dewey went on to list several different types of powers, ranging from economic power to
military power, even propaganda was a form of it. His point was that because power was defined
in relation to its source and destination, anything, at one time or another could potentially be
defined as power. The solution for Dewey was not to simply put power on a pedestal and accept
it as some monolithic force capable of deciding all, but to submit power, and more importantly,
the relationships that it created at a given time, to scientific methodologies and experiments in
order to determine if there was a way of improving the situation. In essence, Dewey wanted to
“dissect” power, or rather the notion of power, in order to find the “root cause” of the problem
in order to “heal” society.

Niebuhr’s criticisms were not necessarily aimed at destroying the validity of reason or
denouncing it in general. His criticisms were centered on the overall importance given to reason
in society. In response to a criticism levied against him by George A. Coe on his perceived
attacks on rationality’s importance in society, Niebuhr responded that “[...] once rational and
religious idealists stop fooling themselves and recognize the basic fact of a social struggle in
society they will be the more able to direct it morally and rationally” (qtd. in Rice, Circle 68).
Rationality had a place in society, and an important one at that as it would prevent the rise and
takeover by idealistic fanatics. But it was only through taking rationality off the pedestal on
which Enlightenment thinkers had placed it, Niebuhr argued, that it could become a useful tool.
Secular and religious idealists had to understand that rationality could only be truly useful to
society once a better comprehension of human nature had been achieved.

It was this debate that was at the heart of their disagreements over liberalism. Their
discussions and sharp differences did not stem from the importance or necessity of liberalism,
as both authors agreed that a more just economic and political order could be established
through the appropriate application of liberal values. Similarly, both agreed that the laissez-
faire capitalism of the early twentieth century was corrupting the very foundations of liberalism
itself, and ultimately damaging any chance of improvement in social or economic justice. For
example, in his essay “The Pathos of Liberalism,” appearing in The Nation in 1935, Niebuhr
targeted Dewey’s, and to a greater extent, liberalism’s lack of understanding of the larger issues
of the world. “[Dewey’s] statement of faith is typical of a large body of intellectual liberalism,”
Niebuhr wrote, “which resists the dishonest appropriation and corruption of the liberal creed by

the plutocratic oligarchs of our society [...]” (“Pathos” 154).
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The reason why the two were so divided over liberalism itself was due to their visions of
human nature. Dewey discussed the overall improvement of human nature and society through
social intelligence. Conversely, Niebuhr maintained that human nature was what it was: a
paradox in which human beings were free and thereby capable of great creation but also great
destruction. No amount of social intelligence, social science theories, or “only if” idealisms
would change the inherent desire to obtain more within humanity. Tools and issues such as
rationality, technology, the social sciences or institutions were just the theoretical and
metaphysical battlefields used by the two authors to demonstrate their specific points of views.
Technology, for example was capable of creating new methods of communication and relative
new ease for society at large. However, the Niebuhrian counterargument was that with each
new technological advancement, there were untold and unforeseeable consequences.

Niebuhr’s arguments were simply that the tools mentioned above had to be used in the
appropriate manner and in proportion to human nature. He took particular issue with Dewey’s
notion of “freed intelligence” arguing that it fell into the typical liberal trap of refusing to

acknowledge the importance or role of self-interest or conflict.

[Freed intelligence] does not recognize the relation of social and economic
interest to the play of intelligence upon social problems. It does not perceive the
perennial and inevitable character of the subordination of reason to interest in
the social struggle. Its ideal of a ‘freed intelligence’ expects a degree of rational
freedom from the particular interests and perspectives of those who think about
social problems which is incompatible with the very constitution of human
nature. (“Pathos” 154)

Niebuhr was equally critical of Dewey’s “interested intelligence,” an important component of
Dewey’s thought which referred to the alleged neutrality of social intelligence. The social
intelligence Dewey argued for was one which ignored conflicts of interests, or the natural
human desire for more. Niebuhr, accused Dewey of ignoring the fact that in all social situations,
any “intelligence” used to improve society was done through calculations of self-interest or
through deliberate choice. There was no “neutrality” in social interactions as all engagements
were based on a conscious decision by the actor. However altruistic the motives, the actions of
a person were always “interested,” and therefore not “freed” by the fact that s/he decided to
engage in the social situation.

Furthermore, the evolutions of Dewey’s “freed,” “interested,” and eventual “organized”

intelligence demonstrated another major gap in modern liberalism’s ideology. If, as Dewey
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maintained, organized intelligence was responsible for a technical society, “[w]hy then, did not
this ‘organized intelligence’ which created a technical civilization create also an economic and
political system which would make such a civilization sufferable?” (Niebuhr, “Pathos” 155).
The lack of economic and political equality which should have been the product of Dewey’s
different types of “intelligence” were proof for Niebuhr that liberalism fundamentally
misunderstood human nature. Self-interest was the reason why economic and political justice
did not evolve with technology, not because of any inhibited rationality or intelligence. Dewey
viewed Niebuhr as being outdated and argued that Niebuhr based his beliefs on a false
dichotomy marred in supernaturalism. Niebuhr, for his part, thought Dewey’s views were
nothing more than a modern form of naturalism and Enlightenment optimism that continuously
argued for a perfectibility of human nature which Niebuhr thought impossible. Ultimately,
“Dewey struck Niebuhr as shallow, unable to confront the depth of evil in the world, unwilling
to face the doubleness of the human heart” (Ryan 344).

In spite of these philosophical battlefronts, the Great Depression saw a détente between the
two. Both felt that democracy was threatened with by great economic disparities that the
Depression produced. Politically, both feared the rise of extremism, afraid that angry, poor, and
hungry Americans would search out a scapegoat, much like Hitler did with the Jews during the

same time.

In Reflections on the End of an Era published in 1934, during his most radical
phase, Niebuhr’s despair over the onslaught of reactionary and radical forces
found him suggesting that, with Roosevelt’s efforts bound to fail, American
politics will likely ‘disintegrate into a more obvious conservatism and
radicalism.” Niebuhr’s despondent mood was even echoed in the normally
unflappable and less apocalyptic-minded Dewey, [...] [who] warned that ‘the
conclusion I personally draw [...] is that unless there is organized assertion of
economic and cultural democracy in this country, liberals here may find
themselves in a position where they see only a choice between fascists and

communists of the official stripe.” (Rice, Circle 69-70)

Communism’s belief in total economic equality the inherent evil of private property went
against Liberalism’s core values. The fear was that enforcing total economic “justice,” personal
freedom and expression would disappear. Even worse, by refusing personal expression, society
as a whole would suffer as the rapport between individuals would cease to exist, thereby causing

society and individual to become stagnant. Conversely, Niebuhr’s criticisms of Communism
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were theologically based for he felt that imposing total equality upon a society or group of
people would rob the individual of his/her God given liberty. Furthermore, doing so would not
only snuff out a person’s Divine spark of liberty and choice, but would remove humanity’s
unique status of being creatures both apart of, and separate from nature. This would result in
humanity losing its transcendental quality and would therefore be turned into mindless beasts
accomplishing tasks for society and being prevented from thinking for themselves.

A reactionary regime scenario was equally as terrible, paradoxically for a similar reason.
The individual would still be required to give up his/her personal liberty, but instead of
abandoning one’s natural freedom for the sake of the common good as Communism would
demand, fascism would require utter obedience to the State and the regime in power. The
freedom to disagree would diminish, as any action performed by an individual or society would
have to have some form of benefit for or service to the State. Additionally, both thinkers would
have seen a further evil within the confines of a fascist regime: the arbitrary application of
justice. The benefit of liberalism in democracies, regardless of whether or not it was Niebuhrian
or Deweyan, was that the wheel of justice would always turn and attempt to improve the
situations for those found at the lower ends of the societal structure. At the very least,
Communism claimed to provide a type of economic justice, albeit at the expense of personal
liberty. Fascist regimes could not even claim this, as their legitimacy often rested upon the
shoulders of a scapegoat, the downtrodden or less fortunate. Any “justice” that the State brought
forward against any of its citizens would serve the State’s purpose, not the betterment of society.

Both Dewey and Niebuhr knew they had to act in order to try and reclaim liberalism’s
importance in American politics. Dewey did this with his publication of Liberalism and Social
Action in which he defended the classic beliefs of liberalism while denouncing the rise of
laissez-faire policies running rampant in American businesses. Niebuhr agreed as much in the

beginning of his essay “The Pathos of Liberalism” (1935):

No one in America has a more generally conceded right to speak in the name of
liberalism than John Dewey. He has been for many years not only the leading
philosophical exponent of liberal doctrine but the fountain and source of liberal
pedagogical theory and method. He has furthermore been active in a score of
political and social movements in which he has proved not only his interest in
the practical application of his theories but also a courageous willingness to
extend both his theory and his practice beyond the limits set by traditional
liberalism. (153)
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Niebuhr’s praise of Dewey was partly due to Dewey’s willingness to engage in the actual
polemics and politics of the nation remaining in an academic ivory tower.

In spite of the praise, Niebuhr still criticized Dewey for not getting to the root problem of
liberalism: a lack of genuine self-criticism. Niebuhr felt that Dewey ignored, or at best,
downplayed the role and importance of power, self-interest, and the genuine darker angels of
human nature. Dewey’s notion of “freed intelligence” proved too large a hurtle for Niebuhr to
be able to accept all of Deweyan thought. This was the same issue as raised previously: it was
unlikely, and even naive, to think that an individual would, or even is capable, of acting
independently of his or her desires, interests, or perspectives. These criticisms and distinctions
led Niebuhr to differentiate between the “creed” and “spirit” of liberalism. The “spirit” was the
overall value-set to which liberalism adhered: freedom, justice, equality, tolerance etc. The
“creed” was the application of these values in a real-world setting.

Though some may argue that Niebuhr was pedantically splitting hairs between values

and actions, he still belonged to the liberal tradition. For example:

For Niebuhr provided not only a philosophical perspective that was fully
developed by the start of the war; he also offered the model of a successful
publicist whose hundreds of articles were consciously designed to spark faith in,

and mobilize defense of democracy. (Fox, “Emergence” 245)

Or:

In retrospect it appears clear that even in his most radical period Niebuhr was in
fact struggling not so much as to destroy liberalism as to transform it into a
philosophy that was realistic [...] about the role of power, self-interest, and

political mobilization in the social arena. (Fox, “Emergence” 246)

Paradoxically, and not without a bit of pathos, Niebuhr believed that the one way to achieve
this philosophical goal was through being “realistic about power” exemplified by Christian
realism. The problem though was the disenchantment and overall disillusionment with religion
in general.

In spite of the many non-Christians who supported Niebuhr including a group named (with
a bit of tongue-in-cheek humor), Atheists for Niebuhr, his religious thought was just as an
essential part of his political philosophy as anything else: “Indeed, his explicitly theological

work, which began to appear in 1935 after a decade of what he termed his ‘socioethical
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criticism,” was in fact an integral part of his political advocacy (Fox, “Emergence” 245).
Keeping this distinction in mind, and knowing that humanity could never achieve the
combination of agape and justice, the best that could be achieved was approximate justice and
imperfect love. Therefore, his religious points of view and texts were equally political as politics
and human nature were not separate entities to be studied. Indeed, in a very Deweyan analysis,
the two were so intricately related that it is nearly impossible to distinguish whether Niebuhr’s
religion influenced his politics or vice-versa.

Thus, in order to further analyze the depths and understandings of both Niebuhr and
Dewey’s thought, their opinions on religion need to be examined. This next section will focus
more heavily on Niebuhr given his theological background and insistence on the
celestial/terrestrial dichotomy of reality. Nevertheless, to ignore Dewey’s take on the subject,
would be to dismiss an important part of Dewey’s philosophy. Though Dewey felt that some of
the dogmatic beliefs of religion could be forgotten, one did not need to throw the baby out with
the bathwater. Religion, or more specifically, religious context and vocabulary could still be
useful in a disenchanted and modern world when applied to democracy in general. The problem
however, was simultaneously removing God from the equation, while maintaining the religious
reverence and feeling towards a new idol. In Dewey’s case, this new idol would be democracy.
Niebuhr, of course, felt that doing so was just a different name on an old principle, primarily
that of naturalism.

Thus enters another point of contention between the two thinkers: the role of religion in
society. Coming from opposite sides of the metaphysical divide, the two had extremely different
things to say. There was Dewey who argued that society needed to essentially take the energy
devoted to religion and turn it towards the preservation and maintenance of a democratic culture.
Equally, Niebuhr, felt that the concept of original sin, no matter how bothersome to modern
ears, was a necessary topic to continuously bring up as it was, so far, the most accurate portrayal
of human nature and therefore society. Hence, in order to see Niebuhr’s evolution within
liberalism, and more to the point, how a theologian and religious thinker of such renown could
fit into the confines of a seemingly Godless liberalism, the role of religion according to both

will be examined.

2.7.0 Losing Their Religion?

It is not easy to pinpoint a specific time when the influence of religion on society started to
decline, should such a point actually exist. One could argue that the decline began with the rise

of Protestantism, an emergence which called into question the power of the Catholic Church.
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An equally plausible argument could be made regarding the Age of Reason and the
Enlightenment where scientific inquiry trumped religious dogma. Moving on into the later part
of the 18" century, the decline of religious influence caused by growing skepticism and the
overall rejection of notions such as the infallibility of the monarchy and the Divine right of
kings, illustrate the separation of secular and religious power and thought. The influence of
monarchies was finally abolished, either through parliamentary reforms, or in the cases of
France and America, violent Revolutions which overthrew royal power.

However true these statements may be on the surface, they are no more than supposition.
Once a country is examined in more detail, religion’s influence and presence can vary greatly.
For example, in France the influence of the Church greatly waned through the end of the 18"
and well into the early 19" century. This was illustrated by the government’s actions during the
Revolution and more importantly, the Terror, where the French government seized Church
property to boost their coffers and avoid economic ruin.

Conversely, religious influence was vast and ever-present in the United States at the same
time. This in part because of the various scattered ethnic communities, as well as the numerous
denominations practicing throughout the nation. Being a country with a “clean slate,” no
“official” Church was ever established, and different points of view and beliefs flourished. Thus
religious influence was not as omnipresent as on the other side of the Atlantic which was
embodied by massive or monolithic entities such as the Anglican or Catholic Churches. Instead,
differing pastors, ministers, and local houses of worship held influence over many communities.

This influence was highlighted by Alexis de Tocqueville:

C’est la religion qui a donné naissance aux sociétés anglo-américaines : il ne
faut jamais ['oublier ; aux Etats-Unis, la religion se confond donc avec toutes
les habitudes nationales et tous les sentiments que la patrie fait naitre ; celui
donne une force particuliére. A cette raison puissante ajoutez cette autre, qui ne
[’est pas moins > en Amérique la religion s est, pour ainsi dire, posé elle-méme
ses limites ; ['ordre religieux y est resté entierement distinct de [ ’ordre politique,
de telle sorte qu’on a pu changer facilement les lois anciennes sans ébranler les
anciennes croyances. Le christianisme a donc conservé un grand empire sur
[’esprit des Américains, et, ce que je veux surtout remarque, il ne regne point
seulement comme une philosophie qu’on adopte apreés examen, mais comme une
religion, qu’on croit sans le discuter. [...] Les Américains, ayant admis sans
examen les principaux dogmes de la religion chrétienne, sont obligés de recevoir

de la méme maniére un grand nombre de vérités morales qui en découlent et qui
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y tiennent. Cela resserre dans des limites étroites [’action de [’analyse
individuelle, et lui soustrait plusieurs des plus importantes opinions humaines.

(Démocratie 14)

Tocqueville correctly pointed out that America’s religious influence was different than other
nations. This difference was based primarily on the diverging and countless religious traditions,
beliefs, and customs which had been practiced throughout the original thirteen colonies, and
then eventually the nation itself. This religious diversity forced Americans to cooperate,
however begrudgingly, with one another, thereby fostering a sense of community. A majority
of these different beliefs or sects still fell under the umbrella of Christianity, specifically
Protestantism.

What is equally interesting to note is the change and evolution of religious influence across
the Atlantic in contrast to the patchwork harmony of America. Scientific inquiry, rationalism,
and logic were at the forefront of the 19" century, and Max Weber’s famous désenchantement
du monde seemed to be the norm in Europe. This was especially true for the 20" century where
new discoveries and huge leaps in technological progress, brought on new understandings, and

ultimately dethroned most major religious influences. Weber wrote:

Le destin de notre époque caractérisée par la rationalisation, par
intellectualisation et surtout par le désenchantement du monde, a conduit les
humains a bannir les valeurs suprémes les plus sublimes de la vie publique Elles
ont trouvé refuge soit dans le royaume transcendant de la vie mystique, soit dans
la fraternité des relations directes et réciproques entre individus isolés. (Le
Savant 26)

Still, as Weber pointed out, there were vestiges of people trying to reconnect or “re-enchant”
the world. However, this was on an individual level for the community as a whole had been
removed and separated from the enchanted world. The curtain had been pulled back revealing
the very human tendencies and motives previously hidden by religious authority.

Regardless of the seemingly endless breakthroughs in the natural sciences during the 19™"
century, Americans still seemed to retain a religious core. This was demonstrated by the various
Great Awakenings, or Protestant revival movements, which occurred throughout the entire 19™
century. Even the technological age at the beginning of the 20" century gave rise to religious
revival movements that spread over the United States. Reinhold Niebuhr was the product of one

such movement as both he and his father, belonged to The Social Gospel movement which was
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popular during the end of the 19" and the early 20" centuries. Even the bastion of liberalism
himself, John Dewey, grew up in a Protestant household, and maintained some religious
convictions and notions throughout the first half of his life.

The great divide in religious influence between Europe and the United States can easily be
a topic of further inquiry on its own. If not directly tied to this research, the purpose of
discussing it is quite simple: to demonstrate that religion, whatever the sect or belief, had various
and swaying degrees of influence dependent on geographic location. In spite of Weber’s claim
that the world was disenchanted, the US was the exception that proved the rule. This of course
did not go unnoticed by Dewey and Niebuhr, who at various points and to varying degrees,
discussed the importance or utility of religion in society in general. They did so not to try and
understand why America handled religion differently to Europe, but whether or not it could
actually be a useful and a positive factor for society.

As was the case with Liberalism, Dewey and Niebuhr shared little in common on the role
and importance of religion in civilization. The differences were founded as much on
biographical factors such as Niebuhr growing up in an extremely religious household as rooted
in any metaphysical or philosophical conflicts over defining human nature. In order to maintain
consistency with the format and structure of the earlier examinations, Dewey’s analyses on
religion will be scrutinized first, followed by Niebuhr’s, concluding with a general synthesis of

the two authors’ analyses on the subject.

2.7.1 Blessed is Democracy: Dewey and Religion

Dewey’s seminal work on religion, A Common Faith (1934) offered his response to the role
of religion in society. At this point, Dewey and Niebuhr were familiar with one another, and
upon its publication, Niebuhr reviewed A Common Faith in order to see what America’s
eminent liberal scholar had to say on the topic. In his review he noted that “[...] this little volume
[was] something of a footnote on religion added by America’s leading philosopher to his life
work in philosophy. [...] [It was] disappointing only in the sense that it [was] too brief to do
full justice to the problem or allow the author scope in elaborating his thesis on religion” (qtd.
in Rice, Circle 61). Niebuhr was not going to engage in such a lofty debate until Dewey treated
the subject more profoundly and in more detail. Regardless of the size of the work, A Common
Faith did offer the unique perspective of a Deweyan analysis of religion in modern society. The
essential premise was that modern cultures had to “take back” religious terminology, and more

importantly, the significance behind these religious words and apply it to non-religious, or non-
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supernatural forces and institutions. Ideally, Dewey would have wanted democracy to become
a civic religion.
Religious connotations and vocabulary had to be “taken back” from religion as only the

supernatural could be considered religious. Dewey argued that,

[rleligions have traditionally been allied with ideas of the supernatural, and often
have been based upon explicit beliefs about it. Today, there are many who hold
that nothing worthy of being called religious is possible apart from the
supernatural. [...] But they agree in one point: the necessity for a Supernatural

Being and for an immorality that is beyond the power of nature. (Common 4)

Dewey wanted to turn the vocabulary used to describe the supernatural into something more.
According to him, there was “[...] a difference between religion, a religion, and the religious;
between anything that may be denoted by a noun substantive and the quality of experience that
is designated by an adjective” (Common 5). Following this distinction, Dewey’s analysis,
building upon William James’s own views on the subject,3’ meant that an experience could be
religious without necessarily belonging to a particular religion. He was essentially applying his
Pragmatism to religion in that a religious experience is not defined by a particular creed or set
of dogmatic beliefs. Instead, it is defined by the interaction between the actor and the
experience. He had developed this idea as early as 1892 in an address entitled “Christianity and
Democracy” in which he described how ultimate “truth” was not a divine revelation given once
and for all, but instead was something to be worked towards in a democratic culture in which
“the means” where instrumental and created “by individuals participating in community,
dedicated to and fired by religious ideas” (Kloppenberg 43). Truth was not going to be given to
humanity, only through experience, reason, and thought could humanity constantly strive
towards new truths and constant evolution. Religiousness did not have to necessarily be

dedicated to strictly supernatural beliefs, it could adapt its function to a given experience

[The process of purification] indicates that further choice is imminent in which
certain values and functions in experience may be selected. This possibility is
what | had in mind in speaking of the difference between the religious and a
religion. 1 am not proposing a religion, but rather the emancipation of elements

and outlooks that may be called religious. [...] To be somewhat more explicit, a

37 See William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience
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religion [...] always signifies a special body of beliefs and practices having some
kind of institutional organization, loose or tight. In contrast, the adjective
‘religious’ denotes nothing in the way of a specifiable entity, either institutional
or a system of beliefs. It does not denote anything to which one can specifically
point as one can point to this and that historic religion or existing church. [...] It
denotes attitudes that may be taken toward every object and every proposed end
or ideal. (Dewey, Common 8)

This meant that a religious experience was personal, and was neither defined nor limited by
some external or authoritative power such as a church.

Further developing on this idea, and staying true to his Pragmatic approach, Dewey offered
to reverse the very purpose of religion. Instead of religion offering explanation and perspective
“[...] into the piecemeal and shifting episodes of existence” humanity could reverse the question
and “[...] say that whatever introduces genuine perspective is religious, not that religion is
something that introduces it” (Common 17). In other words, rather than explaining an
experience in terms of a particular dogma or creed, a person would define an experience as
religious, thereby giving it a new understanding and a new “perspective.”

Dewey knew that this change would not be easy for people to accept, therefore he created
methods and tendencies to study “faith and its object,” which was the title of the second part in
A Common Faith. Loyal to Pragmatism, Dewey felt that scientific inquiry, and more
importantly, a scientific type of curiosity towards religious belief would help develop greater
understanding. A revolution of sorts was needed, one in which “[...] every defeat is a stimulus
to renewed inquiry; every victory won is the open door to more discoveries, and every discovery
is a new seed planted in the soil of intelligence [...]” (Dewey, Common 23). Any type of theistic
roadblocks which prevented the theologian from properly understanding his or her topic were
not unexplainable Divine mysteries. Instead, they were to be comprehended as new challenges
through which novel techniques and scientific inquiry could provide greater insight. The
barriers encountered in theology were seen whenever a theologian abandoned any type of
religious dogma or doctrine stating that such a belief was “[...] never, after all, an intrinsic part
of religious belief, and that without [this belief] the true nature of religion stands out more
clearly than before” (Common 23). To put it simply, theology adapted to the needs of new
societal norms which meant that outdated beliefs could be abandoned for more progressive, and
socially appropriate doctrines. Examples of this are abundant throughout modern history
ranging from the abolition of slavery to full universal suffrage. Even LGBT rights have

benefited from this transition of societal norms amongst the more politically and socially liberal
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denominations such as Universalists. At various moments, each of the marginalized and isolated
minority groups were targeted and oppressed by society, partly due to religious norms and
values. As civilization changed, the “true meaning” of the Scriptures and dogma adapted to an
evolving society thereby allowing for the abandonment of outdated or barbaric beliefs and
practices in favor of new religious truisms.

This transitory property of religion, or more specifically, the fluid notion of the religiousness
of things, was important in order to understand the appropriate role of religion in society. Dewey
indicated that

[t]he more significant point as regards the social import of religion is that the
priesthoods were official representatives of some community, tribe, city-state or
empire. Whether there was a priesthood or not, individuals who were members
of a community were born into a religious community as they were into social
and political organizations. [...] The temple was a public institution, the focus
of the worship of the community; the influences of its practices extended to all
the customs of the community, domestic, economic, and political. (Common 40-
41).

The drastic change for Dewey was that religion went from being a primarily “public institution”
to a private one. One was “born and reared” into a church and therefore into the greater
community at large. The United States offered a reprieve from this ordeal due to its unique
make-up as well as its various religious affiliations. This made any type of forced religious
indoctrination on a national or large scale “a remote historic episode” (Dewey, Common 41).
Admittedly, communities in America were very much influenced by their local churches or
pastors, which was the main difference with Europe. In America, religious sway remained on a
local level, not on a national or state-sponsored one. Dewey argued that such automatic
assimilation and de facto belonging to a particular branch of a religion, rather than a national

church, was a relatively new phenomenon:

[...] the fact of such membership [to a particular church] may be an important,
even a determining, factor in an individual’s whole career. But the thing new in
history, the thing once unheard of, is that the organization in question is a special
institution within a secular community. Even where there are established
churches, they are constituted by the state and may be unmade by the state. Not

only the national state but other forms of organization among groups have grown
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in power and influence at the expense of organization built upon and about a

religion. (Common 41)

Through the advent of other social forms of organization, official churches slowly and little by
little, lost the monopoly as the central form of social cohesion which used to tie communities
together. Essentially, where once churches were the glue that held a community together, they
had become just one thread within a secular construct. Dewey credited this evolution and change
to the “[...] expansion of associations formed for educational, political, economic, philanthropic
and scientific purposes [...]” (Common 42). Looking at this from the American perspective,
this was simply Hamilton and Madison’s idea of “factions” playing out against one another to
ensure that one group, organization, or in this case, social institution, did not maintain a
monopoly of influence over all.

The historic evolution and modern reality of religion’s place did not mean that it, or more
specifically, its vocabulary and reverence had to necessarily fade into oblivion. On the contrary
Dewey felt that a religious attitude could still be extremely useful to modern society, especially
when applied to contemporary liberal democracies. The issue however, was separating
religiousness, or a religious function from religion itself. Though seemingly pedantic, Dewey
stressed that “[...] the distinction that | have drawn between a religion and the religious function
[...]” was one in which “[...] the nature of a religion based on the supernatural to draw a line
between the religious and the secular and profane [...]” (Common 44). Accordingly, religion
was dogmatic whereas religious was a point of view. Dewey argued primarily that modern
society needed to adopt a religious view on many subjects including philosophy, art, and
specifically democracy as “[...] ‘religious’ signifies a certain attitude and outlook, independent
of the supernatural, [which] necessitates no such division [between the religious and the secular
and profane]” (Common 45).

Having a religious attitude and outlook towards societal problems, while simultaneously
dropping the dogma of religion, would have untold positive consequences according to Dewey.
To drastically improve society, the energies devoted to religion would be reformulated, and no

longer wasted on things such as the supernatural. He stressed:

Were men and women actuated throughout the length and breadth of human
relations with the faith and ardor that have at times marked historic religions the
consequences would be incalculable. To achieve this faith and élan is no easy
task. But religions have attempted something similar, directed moreover toward

a less promising object — the supernatural. [...] There already exists, though in a
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rudimentary form, the capacity to relate social conditions and events to their

causes, and the ability will grow with exercise. (Dewey, Common 53).

The possibility was there, it was simply a matter of freeing intelligence, and adapting the
religious attitude to a non-dogmatic tradition.

Dewey’s attempts at reconciling religion and modernity through an adaptation of
perspective resulted in mixed reactions. Authors such as A. Eustace Haydon felt that Dewey
“point[ed] the way” in trying to bridge the gap and “ever widening gulf” between science and
religion (22). Others were less forgiving of Dewey with some, especially amongst secular
liberals, feeling betrayed by Dewey’s published work, and more critically, his audacity at using
the word “God” throughout A Common Faith.

Sidney Hook, for example, was not only taken back by the fact that Dewey
would devote the time and energy to write on religion, but was also utterly
dismayed by his intention to use the term central to classical theism. Hook
predicted that a great danger of misunderstanding would accompany Dewey’s
use of the term God, whatever nontheistic sense he planned on giving the word.
(Rice, Odyssey 148).

However, Hook’s fears were unfounded as Dewey simply meant that God was an “active
relation between ideal and actual” (Common 34). What Dewey did not mean by God was the
Freemason architect designing the universe, or any sort of personified singular figure looking
over humanity and casting judgment. He was even aware of the risk of using such a term stating
that he

[...] would not insist that the name [God] must be given. There are those who
hold that the associations of the term with the supernatural are so numerous and
close that any use of the word ‘God’ is sure to give rise to misconception and be
taken as a concession to traditional ideas. They may be correct in this view. But
the facts [...] are there, and they need to be brought out with all possible
clearness and force. [...] A clear and intense conception of a union of ideal ends
with actual conditions is cable of arousing steady emotion. It may be fed by

every experience, no matter what its material. (Common 34-35).
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Dewey’s “God” was not a being, but the continuous and evolutionary process of experience
and development. Any form of practice which evoked strong emotional reaction leading to
further learning and improvement was for him, “God.” Dewey’s God was “[...] a process |[...]
achieved by disciplined thought and action solely on the part of human beings in relation to a
natural world which was sometimes supportive and sometimes not” (Rice, Odyssey 148).
Dewey would have been better off taking his own advice, as he was constantly bombarded,
often by secular liberals for using the term. To summarize, Dewey argued that those harping on
his use of the word “God,” essentially could not see the forest through the trees, and that they
had missed the point of the work.

The goal was not to redefine, theologically or otherwise, the notion or concept of God. A
Common Faith was written in order to demonstrate that through intelligence, active engagement
with one’s environment and a religious approach to ideals, concepts and institutions, society
could drastically improve as a whole. If anything, Dewey’s attempts to change the dogma of
religion to a religious perspective on society was an extension of his naturalism. Believing that
the self was naturally endowed with the highest degrees of intelligence and rationality, any
proper education, training and experience, could make a person experience a religious moment.
This moment would be independent of any deity or divine entity, and would be the result of a
combination of environment, intelligence, and experience.

Unlike hardline naturalists or atheists, Dewey did not want to completely disenchant the
world. To do so would be to remove a part of humanity’s innate creativity and ability to interact
with it. This was, in part, his defense for using the word God in A Common Faith, even though
he knew it would create controversy. His conception of God as being a point between ideal and
actual was truer to human nature and a sort of middle ground between the two extremist
positions he saw around him, namely supernaturalism and atheism. These positions represented
the problem of “man in isolation” (Common 36). The realization of dueling dualities was very
Niebuhrian on Dewey’s part. He was able to recognize the common error in religion’s and
atheism’s conception of the place of humanity in the world. Supernaturalism and atheism thus

removed the individual from humanity:

For in spite of supernaturalism’s reference to something beyond nature, it
conceives of this earth as the moral centre of the universe and of man as the apex
of the whole scheme of things. It regards the drama of sin and redemption
enacted within the isolated and lonely soul of man as the one thing of ultimate

importance. [...] Militant atheism is also affected by lack of natural piety. The
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ties binding man to nature that poets have always celebrated are passed over

lightly. (Dewey, Common 36)

Supernaturalism focuses too much on the redemption of an individual’s soul to the point of
either ignoring one’s environment or thinking of it as a contributor to his or her final damnation.
Conversely, atheism forces the individual to abandon any sense of innate connection to one’s
fellow human being, thus ignoring Rousseau’s natural pitié which made human beings naturally
feel empathy for one another. Regardless of which side of the metaphysical pendulum one
swayed, the results were the same: the individual was removed from his or her environment.

Dewey’s religious naturalism was nothing more than a continuation of Enlightenment
thought in which human beings, through reason and empathy, felt a part of the community.
European thinkers thought that trained reason, and intelligence would not only bring out the
best in scientific development, but also in culture and freedom. America’s expression of
Rousseau’s sentiment naturel was best demonstrated through Jefferson, who, as previously
mentioned, was highly regarded by Dewey.

In spite of Dewey’s alleged secularism, Niebuhr latched onto Dewey’s version of
naturalism. Niebuhr understood perfectly well that Dewey was by no means a classic theist or
a deeply religious man who imagined a giant bearded man in the sky. Ironically, Dewey’s
analyses on religion’s role in society, and specifically the transformation of religious attitudes
coincided immensely with Niebuhr’s. Still, Dewey was a secularist, and Niebuhr a trained
pastor. No matter how many points of convergence there were between the two, they still

remained at different ends of the spectrum.

2.7.2 Sin, Symbolism, and American Protestantism: Niebuhr and Religion

It would be too simplistic to proclaim that due to Niebuhr’s theological background, he felt
religion had to have a prominent place in American society. It was much more than that since
in order to understand Niebuhr’s politics, one must understand his theology. The two went hand
in hand for Niebuhr simply because the “[...] doctrine of original sin is the starting point for
any theory of politics” (Patterson, “Christianity” 12). In traditional Niebuhrian fashion, the
answer is not nearly as cut and dry as one would imagine. Niebuhr understood that religion’s
place in society had drastically changed since not only America’s foundation, but since the Civil
War as well. Any sort of prominent religion or church attempting to maintain rigid control over
the population or country was conducting an exercise in futility due to the growing plurality of

the nation.
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Equally important was how Niebuhr discussed the role between religion and society. His
arguments were less focused on an actual church or organized religious group. Instead, he
argued for a religious, specifically, Biblical, conception of the world. This did not mean that an
organized religious group had to be the one diffusing the message or even controlling what was
being said or taught. What was important, and what Niebuhr emphasized was understanding the
Bible, and therefore the Christian faith on an internal and critical level. Doing so would force
the individual to better interact with society as the person would constantly try to apply agape
to his or her social situations. It was through a Biblical interpretation of the world, and more
importantly, human nature, that society could improve. Consequently, as long as there was a
strong presence of Biblical interpretation amongst its citizens no official organized church or
religion was needed.

Niebuhr decided first to look to history for his justification of a Biblical view on
democracies. Specifically, he wanted to analyze how Christianity “created” or at least helped
democracies to develop. Niebuhr launched into the debate on who or what created democracy:
secular or religious forces, specifically Christian ones? Niebuhr’s answer was, to little surprise,
a combination of the two. He claimed that it was through the application of the best aspects of

each force that democracy would flourish. He reasoned:

Perhaps a fair appraisal [of the debate] would lead to the conclusion that free
societies are the fortunate products of the confluence of Christian and secular
forces. This may be so because democracy requires, on the one hand, a view of
man which forbids using him merely as an instrument of a political program or
social process. This view the Christian and Jewish faiths have supplied. On the
other hand, a free society requires that human ends and ambition, social forces
and political powers be judged soberly and critically in order that the false
sanctities and idolatries of both traditional societies and modern tyrannies be
avoided. (Christian Realism 96)

Hence, Christian forces offered the necessary and inherent liberty found within humanity so
they would not simply be a tool or political peon to any form of government. Equally, secular
forces have ensured that human creativity, political power, and non-religious forces were held
in check against one another, and more importantly against the citizenry. This was to avoid
societal stagnation as found in tribal cultures, or the truly Leviathan monster represented by

20"-century tyrannies.
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To complicate matters, Niebuhr’s view of religion was laced with a practical and political
use in society. Niebuhr was not the Medieval monk wishing to hide away from the sins of the
world. He was an engaged theologian combining the Social Gospel with political realism.
Ideally, political figures would follow this approach as well, not because politicians were
inherently better or worse than their fellow man, but rather to add a core of morality to politics.

The problem with this approach was that it was extremely difficult to justify as American
religious pluralism increased. Not only were there contesting factions of Protestant Christianity
spreading throughout America, the end of the 19" century, and early 20" century also saw a
sharp population increase amongst Catholics, Orthodox Christians, Jews, and other religious
minorities due to immigration. Therefore, any sort of political or national leader addressing the
people would not be able to rely simply on a form of religious community or identity to do so.

Niebuhr knew that this was the case and contended that the last time the US could have been
united under the banner of a “common” faith was with America’s “greatest president” Abraham
Lincoln (Irony 170). Lincoln represented the true “Christian realist” leader in that he attempted
to balance religious morality into power politics. This was because Lincoln acknowledged that
issues were often more complex than they appeared:

This combination of moral resoluteness about the immediate issues with a
religious awareness of another dimension of meaning and judgement must be
regarded as almost a perfect model of the difficult but not impossible task of
remaining loyal and responsible toward the moral treasures of a free civilization
on the one hand while yet having some religious vantage point over the struggle.
(Niebuhr, Irony 171)

A Christian realist leader had to handle issues appropriately whilst maintaining this “awareness
of another dimension” in which morality would and could play a factor. Niebuhr argued that
Lincoln’s model “would rule out the cheap efforts” of trying to solve a problem. Contrary to
other leaders who either would offer empty sympathies or conversely ignore any normative
values, a Christian realist approach actually takes both, practicality and morality into
consideration (Irony 172). Most importantly, and perhaps most Niebuhrian, Lincoln’s model of
combining power politics and religious morality avoided the righteousness of idealism. Being
a Christian realist meant that idealist notions of good fighting against evil had to be abandoned
because the realist would admit, understand, and best adapt the actual interests driving any

political or state action.
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By its very definition, Christian realism requires a religious conception of the world.
However, this religious outset does not necessarily belong to any particular Church or religious
authority. In keeping with the Protestant tradition, Niebuhr stressed the personal relationship
between God and an individual over the official authority of any Church or clergy member.
This meant that it was the individual who acted as the conduit between humanity and the Divine.
This being said, Rice highlighted that Niebuhr was equally critical of the paradox of America’s
religiousness and how “[...] America’s religious communities drew far broader and more loyal
membership than anywhere else in the Western world” and yet were still “[...] the nation
[which] generally pursued [the] ‘immediate goals of life, without asking too many questions
about the meaning of life and without being too disturbed by the tragedies and antinomies of
life’” (“Niebuhr’s Critique” 317). Thus, Americans seemed to be religious on the surface, but
lacked any of the profound analysis, and more importantly, any sort of the internal criticism
which was so fundamental to Niebuhr’s Christian realism.

For Niebuhr, a religiously moral approach to State or political matters was needed, even
within secular society. Again, the major problem he continuously and constantly struggled with
in regard to modern secular society was its insistence on how advanced it was, and the general
optimistic view it maintained when it came to human nature (Christian Realism 99). This is not
to say that Niebuhr thought that other classic realists such as Hobbes or Luther were equally
correct. According to him, they went down the other absolute path towards tyranny.
“Democracy does indeed require some confidence in man’s natural capacity for justice,” he
wrote, “[bJut its institutions can be more easily justified as bulwarks against injustice”
(Christian Realism 99). This meant that it was not necessarily because of the “greatness” or
impunity of modern man that democratic institutions were created. Rather, these institutions
were fashioned more as precautionary measures against tyranny and the abuses of others. In
essence, democracy and its establishments were, in part, created to protect humanity from itself.
Institutions were not the only safeguard according to Niebuhr; religious conceptions of the
world were also needed.

Religion, and more precisely Biblical faiths, such as Christianity and Judaism, were equally
essential to the creation and maintenance of democracies. Niebuhr listed three “insights” as to
why the “[...] Biblical faith [...] [was] unique in offering [these insights] into the human
situation which are indispensable to democracy” (Christian Realism 101). The first was a
question of rebellion and authority. According to Niebuhr, the Biblical faiths allowed for a
person to defy and reject any terrestrial or State power as God was the ultimate authority. This
can easily be seen in cases of civil disobedience found throughout Common Law countries in

which a person rejects or refuses to adhere to, or be sanctioned by, a certain law if it goes against
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his or her personal convictions. Martin Luther King, Jr. was a perfect example of this when he
refused to obey what he deemed unjust laws because he responded to a higher authority.

The second attribute that the Biblical faiths gave democracy was an overall sense and
general admiration of the individual. This meant that a human being was more than just a
political tool to be used by any earthly authority. Niebuhr even criticized scientific humanism
for committing this sin as “[...] scientific humanism frequently offends the dignity of man,
which it ostensibly extols, by regarding human begins as subject to manipulation and as mere
instruments of some ‘socially approved’ ends” (Christian Realism 101). Thus, scientific
humanism managed to turn humanity back into creatures of nature, rather than the paradoxical
beings who were independent from, and also a part of nature. Even worse, Niebuhr saw through
this devolution of a person turned scientific object, arguing that totalitarianism and other
tyrannical regimes were able to take advantage due to these “socially approved ends.” Scientific
humanism, and those that wished to pervert it, were even more insidious because it “[...]
justifie[d] the charge that a scientific humanism [was] harmless only because there [was] not a
political program to give the elite, which its theories invariably presuppose[d], a monopoly of
power” (Niebuhr, Political Problems 101). The real danger was found within those wishing to
corrupt it. They could more easily do so because they could claim to be “independent” of
political or State forces. Indeed, Niebuhr felt that it was best to be prudent about the benefits of
individualism as it could easily be taken to the extreme, resulting in a disconnection of the
individual from society.

The third “insight” has been previously elaborated on and discussed. This “insight” was a
person’s freedom which enabled him or her to be capable of great creativity, but equally of great
destruction. This was Niebuhr’s ultimate paradox as it demonstrated that freedom was “the
dignity of man and the misery of man” and that both, the dignity and misery of man “have the
same root” (Niebuhr, Political Problems 101). It was this awareness and realization that
Niebuhr credited as being the main advantage of realism over any of the purely secular theories
which had emerged. This insight “[...] justifie[d] the institutions of democracy more surely than
any sentimentality about man, whether liberal or radical” (Niebuhr, Political Problems 102).
Other types of philosophy analyzing human nature simply failed to take into consideration this
reality: human beings can be good, and they can be evil. Trying to fit a person into a type of
predetermined political system or ideology “[...] obscure[d]the height of [a person’s] spirit, the
uniqueness of [a person’s] being, and the egoistic corruption of [a person’s] freedom” (Niebuhr,
Political Problems 102).

According to Niebuhr, these three “insights” or realizations about Christianity’s influence,

were fundamental in the rise and maintenance of democratic societies. If for no other reason,
192



guarding a Biblical vision of human nature was paramount in order to continue towards agape
and improving the imperfect justice within the world. The age of science and technology which
was the 20" century, was all the proof Niebuhr needed. Technology, human potential, and the
sciences (both natural and human) grew exponentially and with complicated results. On the one
hand, people were able to communicate rapidly with one another, travel to new destinations,
and otherwise disenchant the world. On the other, these same technologies, advancements, and
ideologies were exploited and used by some of the most terrible political regimes in human
history, resulting in the deaths of millions. Clearly something was amiss between the pretenses
of secular ideologies and historic realities.

Even within Christian ideologies of history, society and human nature, Niebuhr noticed a
disturbing trend. Protestant liberals seemed to be falling into similar traps as their secular
counterparts. Furthermore, they seemed to fall into the pitfalls of utopianism and unbridled
idealism. This seemed to be especially true of American Protestantism which exemplified many
of the errors Niebuhr saw within modern society. Niebuhr felt that Protestantism’s main vices
were direct descendants of the Enlightenment’s idealism and philosophies. Weaknesses such as
Protestantism’s “excessive individualism, simplistic moralism, widespread sentimentality, and
perfectionist utopianism” all combined together to create the American Protestant tradition in
which the individual and more importantly, his or her interests, outweighed those of society
(Rice, “Niebuhr’s Critique” 319). The tenets of American Protestantism actually became the
roots of conservatism which was “[...] nothing more than a decadent liberalism [...]” (Niebuhr,
“Reply” 434).

Remaining true to his liberal principles, and even a bit to Pragmatism, Niebuhr felt that
American Protestantism, and religion in general, were entirely missing the point. The purpose
of religion and God, for Niebuhr was one in which the improvement of society could grow
along with the improvement of the individual. Blatant and unyielding individualism at the
expense of the greater society was what Niebuhr considered to be “[...] among the many
weaknesses of the Protestant movement [...]” (qtd. in Rice, “Niebuhr’s Critique” 320). Nor was
just thinking about one’s fellow human being enough for Niebuhr. By doing so the individual
fell into the trap of simple Christian sentimentality and of “[...] applying the love-
commandment to the larger, rather than to the more personal and intimate, relations of life [...]”
(qtd. in Rice, “Niebuhr’s Critique” 320). Put simply, Niebuhr felt that a truly religious person
or one with a Biblical mindset took consideration of his or her fellow human being, not only
through paying lip service, but by being active in the community. The larger criticism of
Niebuhr towards religion, and specifically Protestantism in America was once more its view of

human nature:
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While [Niebuhr] claimed that there was a view of dignity of the person in
Biblical faith, Niebuhr knew it related both to the image of God and to the reality
of sin, that is, to the double aspect of human freedom in its creativity and
destructiveness. The overly optimistic and saccharine view of the dignity of the
person so pervasive in America’s religious and secular circles glorified the self,
independent from Go, and it represented little more than a reflect of the type of
individualism that both denied the social substance of life and ignored the sense
of communal justice involved in the Christian ethic of love. (Rice, “Niebuhr’s
Critique” 321)

Americans were blinded by their own pride, offering empty sentimentalities of a Christian
version of love and justice. The truth of Christian love and justice was so far removed from
their understanding, that the tragic irony of it all was lost on them.

America’s conception of Christianity was lost and rooted into the sin of pride. Pride is not
simply the thought of one believing to be better than another. It is the sin in which a person
searches to go beyond his or her mortal limits and to be Godlike. Augustine, whom Niebuhr
considered to be the “[...] first great ‘realist’ in western history,” regarded this as “self-love”
(Christian Realism 121). Niebuhr agreed with Augustine’s analysis of human nature, and more
specifically his view of self-love and the damage it could cause as the root of evil in most of

society’s problems:

Augustine’s conception of the evil which threatens the human community on
every level is a corollary of his doctrine of selthood. ‘Self-love’ is the source of
evil rather than some residual natural impulse which mind has not yet completely
mastered. This excessive love of self, sometimes also defined as pride or
superbia, is explained as the consequence of the self’s abandonment of God as
its true end and of making itself ‘a kind of end.” (Niebuhr, Political Problems
122)

Niebuhr made sure to distinguish Augustine’s, and therefore his own, conception of self-love
from Classic thinkers such as Plato or Aristotle who divided reality into the physical (bad) and
mental (good). Self-love was at its very essence, spiritual. All of the other major sins, according
to Augustine and Niebuhr were simply a mutation or further perversion of self-love. However,

Augustine’s approaches to political problems and Christian love were not perfect. For example,
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the City of God seemed to resemble the Catholic Church and doctrine in general, and the
political realities of his time did not necessarily match modern problems. Still, Niebuhr
nevertheless discussed Augustine’s superiority in applying Christianity to secular society. For
each other type of approach or philosophy, Niebuhr argued that Augustine’s view, and therefore

his own, was flawed:

Modern ‘realists’ know the power of collective self-interest as Augustine did,;
but they do not understand its blindness. Modern pragmatists understood the
irrelevance of fixed and detailed norms; but they do not understand that love
must take the place as the final norm for these inadequate norms. Modern liberal
Christians know that love is the final norm for man; but they fall into
sentimentality because they fail to measure the power and persistence of self-
love. Thus Augustine, whatever may be the dangers of a too slavish devotion to
his insights, nevertheless proves himself a more reliable guide than any known
thinker. (Christian Realism 146)

Only Christian realism could help society avoid any of the pitfalls of other methods and
ideologies.

Thus, Niebuhr and other Christian realists brought Augustine into the 20" and consequently,
the 21% centuries by recapturing 