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Selection from The Children of Light and
the Children of Darkness
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zeinhold Niebuhr (1892~1971) was for several decades the nation’s most quoted and
respected critic of modern thought’s drift away from explicitly Christian foundations. Nie-
puhr owed much of his influence to the skill with which he-—a Protestant preacher and
seminary professor—-brought the perspectives of liberal theology to bear on the political,
social, and cultural issues of the middle third of the rwentieth century. An effective polem-
icist against pacificism, communism, and other utopian projects under attack in the 19408
and 1950s, Niebuhr won a large foliowing among secular intellectuals (“atheists for Nie-
buhr,” such men and women Were sometimes called). Although Niebuhr was sometimes
associated in the public mind with the neo-orthodox movement led by the Swiss theolo-
gian Karl Barth, his most vital engagements were decidedly more worldly and contem-
porary than Barth's. This was especially true of Moral Man and Immoral Seciety (New
York, 1932), which first made Niebuhr famous. This work of political criticism supported
collective action by workers against their capitalist oppressors, and it included a critique
of Christian pacifism so vehement as to lead some of Niebuhr's ministerial colleagues o
accuse him of abandoning the ethics of Jesus for the “tough-minded” views of Pontius
Pilate. Niebuhr pulled back from this extremity in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics
(New York, 1935): but the affairs of civil society always remained at the center of his
gaze, and he continued to project a “tougher-than-thou™ persona. In The Children of Light
and the Children of Darkness (New York, 1944), a selection from which follows, Niebuhr
criticized the intellectual tradition of the Enlightenment for what he insisted was its pre-
vailing optimism regarding human character. Niebuhr’s thought and career are the subject
of an excellent study by Richard Wightman Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography (New
York, 1986). For a general histoty of American Protestantism during the period of Nie-
buhr's emergence, see Martin A. Marty, Modern American Religion: The Noise of Conflict,
1919-41 (Chicagp, 1991). {(Niebuhr is sometimes confused with his prother, the distin-
guished theologian H. Richard Niebuhr, the author of, among other works, The Kingdom
of God in America [New York, 1937] and Radical Monotheism and Western Culture [New
York, 1gbo].) Fox's Reinhold Niebuhr includes a sensitive analysis of the two brothers’
relationship. :
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We may well designate the moral cynics, who know no law beyong their wiirl
inzerest, with a scriptural designation of “children of this world" or “children of
ness.” Those who believe that self-interest should be brought under the discipli)‘

a higher law could then be termed “the children of light.” This is no mere arbit
device; for evil is always the assertion of some self-interest without regard to
whole, whether the whole be conceived as the immediate community, or the
community of mankind, or the total order of the world. The good is, on the other h
always the harmony of the whole on varlous levels. Devotion to a subordinate al
premature “whale” such as the nation, may of course become evil, viewed from t
perspective of a larger whole, such as the community of mankind. The “childre
light” may thus be defined as those who seek to bring self-interest under the disciplii

" of amore universal law and in harmony with a more universal good.

According to the scripture “the children of this world are in their generation wis
than the children of light.” This observation fits the modern situation. Our democra
civilization has been built, not by children of darkness but by foolish children of ligh
it has been under attack by the children of darkness, by the moral cynics, who decla
that a strong nation need acknowledge no law beyond its strength. It has come clo
to complete disaster under this attack, not because it accepted the same creed as the
eynics; but because it underestimated the power of self-interest, both individual and
collective, in modern society. The children of light have not been as wise as the chil.
dren of darkness.

The children of darkness are evil because they know no law beyond the self, They
are wise, though evil, because they understand the power of self-interest, The children |
of light are virtuous because they have some conception of a higher law than their 3

own will. They ate usually foolish because they do not know the power of self-will,

They underestimate the peril of anarchy in both the nationat and the international
community. Modern democratic civilization is, in short, sentimental rather than cyn- 3

ical. It has an easy solution for the problem of anarchy and chaos on both the national
and international level of community, because of its fatuous and superficial view of
man. It does not know 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. -

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. The democratic world came so close to
disaster not merely because it never believed that Nazism possessed the demonic fury
which it avowed. Civilization refused to recognize the power of class interest in its
own communities. It also spoke glibly of an internarional conscience; but the children
of darkness meanwhile skilfully set nation against nation, They were thereby enabled
to despoil one nation after another, without every civilized nation coming to the

. defence of each. Moral cynicism had a provisional advantage over moral sentimental-

ity. Its advantage lay not merely in-its own lack of moral scruple but also in its shrewd

Source: Reinhold Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (New York: Scribuer's, 1944),
16-22, 31-38. Reprinted by permission of Macmillan Publishing Company. Copyright renewed 1972 by
Ursula Keppel-Compton Niebuhr. -
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assessment of the power of self-interest, individual and national, among the children
of light, despite their moral protestations.

‘While our modern children of light, the secularized idealists, were particularly
{oolish and blind, the more “Christian” children of light have been almost equally
guilty of this error. Modern liberal Protestantism was probably even more sentimental
in its appraisal of the moral realities in our political life than secvlar idealism, and
Catholicism could see nothing but cynical rebellion in the modern secular revokt
against Catholic universalism and a Catholic “Christian” civilization. In Catholic
thought medieval polirical universalism is always accepted at face value. Rebellion
against medieval culture is therefore invariably regarded as the frult of moral cynicist.
Actually the middle-class revolt against the feudal order was partially prompted by a
generous idealism, not unmixed of course with peculiar middle-class interesis. The
feudal order was not so simply a Christien civilization as Catholic defenders of its aver.
1t compounded its devotion o a universal order with the special interests of the
priestly and aristocratic bearers of eflective social power. The rationalization of their
unique position in the feudal order may not have beer mare marked than the subse-
quent rationalization of bourgeois interests in the liberal world. But it is idle to deny
this “ideological taint” in the feudal order and to pretend that tebels against the order
were merely rebels against order as such. They were rebels against particular order
which gave an undue advantage to the aristocratic opponents of the middle classes.
The blindness of Catholicism to its own ideological taint is typical of the blindness of
the children of light.

Our modern civilization, as a middle-class revolt against an aristocratic and cler- N
ical order, was irreligious partly because a Catholic eivilization had so compounded
the eternal sanctities with the contingent and relative justice and injustice of an agrar-
ian-feudal order, that the new and dynamic bourgeois social force was compelled to
challenge not only the politicat-econonic arrangements of the order but also the eter-
nal sanctities which hallowed it.

1f modern civilization represents a bourgeois revolt against feudalisrn, modern | .
culture represents the revolt of new thought, informed by modern science, against @
culture in which religious authority had fixed premature and too nartow limits for the
expansion of science and had sought to restrain the curiosity of the human mind from ;
inguiring into “secondary causes.” The culture which venerated science in place of -
religion, worshipped natural causation in place of God, and which regarded the cool '
prudence of bourgeois man as morally more normative than Christian love, has proved
itself to be less profound than it appeared to be in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Bur these inadequacies, which must be further examined as typical of the
foolishness of modern children of light, do not validate the judgment that these modern
rebels were really children of darkness, intent upon defying the truth or destroying
universal order. -

The modemn revolt against the feudal order and the medieval culture was occa-
sioned by the assertion of new vitalities in the social order and the discovery of new
dimensions in the cultural enterprise of mankind. 1t was truly democratic in so far as
it challenged the premature and tentative unity of a soclety and the stabilization of a
culture, and in so far as it developed new social and culwral possibilities. The conflict
between the middle classes and the aristocrats, between the scientists and the priests,
was not a conflict between children of darkness and children of light. It was a conflict
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between pious and less pious children of light, both of whom were unconscious of the
+  cormption of self-interest in all ideal achievements and pretensions of human culture.

; In this conflict the devotees of medieval religion were largely unconscious of the cor-
' rupion of self-interest in their own position; but it must be admitted that they were
» notas foolish as their secular successors in their estimate of the force of self-interest
in luman society. Catholicism did strive for an inmer and religious discipline upon
inodinate desire; and it had a statesmanlike conception of the necessity of legal and
poliical restraint upon the power of egotism, both individual and collective, in the
natinal and the more universal human community,

Our modern civilization, on the other hand, was ushered in on a wave of bound-
lesssocial optimism. Modern secularisim is divided into many schools. Bur all the var-
ious schools agreed in rejecting the Christian doctrine of original sin. It is not possible -
to esplain the subtleties or to measure the profundity of this doctrine in this connec-

i tion But it is necessary to point out that the doctrine makes an important contribution
¥ 1o any adequate social and political theory the lack of which has robbed bourgeois

|

|

theay of real wisdom; for it emphasizes a fact which every page of human history
attests. Through it one may understand that no matter how wide the perspectives
whiich the human mind may reach, how broad the loyalties which the human imagi-
nation may conceive, how universal the community which human statecraft may orga-
nize, or how pure the aspirations of the saintliest idealists may be, there is no level of
human moral or social achievement in which there is not some corruption of incxdi-
nate self-love.

This sober and true view of the human situation was neatly I’e_]BCted by modern
culture, That is why it conceived s0 many fatuous and futile plans for resolving the
confict between the self and the corumunity; and between the national and the world
community. Whenever modern idealists are confronted with the divisive and corrosive
effects of man’s self-love, they look for some immediate cause of this perennial ten-
denicy, usually in some specific form of social organization. One school holds that men

“would be good if only political institutions would not corrupt them; another believes
. that they would be good if the prior evil of a faulty economic organization could be
” eliminated. Or another school thinks of this evil as no more than ignorance, and there-
‘ [ fore waits for a more perfect educational process to redeem man from his partial and
particular loyalities. But no school asks how it is that an essentially good man could
have produced corrupting and tyrannical political organizations or éxploiting eco-
nornic organizations, or fanatical and superstitious religious organizations.

The result of this persistent blindness o the obvious and tragic facts of man's
social history is that democracy has had to maintain itself precariously against the
guile and the malice of the children of darkness, while its statesmen and guides con-
jured up all sorts of abstract and abortive plans for the creation of perfect national and

international communites.

The confidence of modern secular idealism in the possibility of an easy resolution
of the tension between individual and community, or between classes, races and
nations is derived from a too optimistic view of human nature. This too generous esti-
mate of human virtue is intimately related to an erroneous estimate of the dimensions
of the human stature. The conception of human nature which underlies the social and
political attitudes of a liberal democratic culture is that of an essentially harinless indi-
vidual. The survival impulse, which man shares with the aniimals, is regarded as the
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goistic drive. If this were 2 true picture of the human situation
and eighteenth-century

normztive form of his ¢
man night be, or might become, as harmless as seventeenth-
thought assumed. Unfortunately for the validity of this picture of man, the most sig-
nifican distinction between the human and the animal world is that the impulses of

ritualized” in the human world. Human capacities for evil as well
as forgood are derived from this spiritualization. There is of course always a natural
survival impulse at the core of all human ambition. But this survival impulse cannot
be neily disentangled from two forms of its spiritualization, The one form is the desire
to fulill the potentialities of life and not merely to maintain its existence. Man is the
kind of animal who cannot merely live. If he lives at all he is bound to seek the real-
ization of his true nature, and to his true nature belongs his fulfillment in the lives of

The will to live is thus transmuted into the will 1o self-realization; and self-

realization mvolves seli-giving in relations to Othexs. When this desire for self-realiza-

tion i fully explored it becomes apparent that it is subject to the paradox that the

the former are “spi

- highest form ol self-realization is the consequence of setf-giving, but that it cannot be

the intended consequence without being prematurely limited. Thus the will to live is
finally transmuted into its opposite in the sense that only in self-giving can the self be
fulfilled, for: “He that findeth his life shall Jose it: and he that loseth his life for my

sake shall find it.”

On the other hand the will-to-live is also spiritually transmuted into the will-to-

y into the desire for “power and glory.” Man, being more than a natuxal crea-

ture, is not interested merely in physical survival but in prestige and social approval.
Having the intelligence w© anticipate the perils in which he stands in nature and his-,
tory, he invariably seeks to gain security against these perils by enhancing his power,
. individually and collectively. Possessing a darkly unconscious sense of his insignifi-
cance in the total scheme of things, he seeks to compensate for his insignificance by
pretensions of pride. The_cenflicts between i ts
beswsen competing survival impulses. They are conflicts in which each man or group
seeks to guard its power and prestige against the peril of competing expressions of
power and pride. Since the very possession of power and prestige always involves
some encroachment upon the prestige and power of others, this conflict is by its very
nature a more stubborn and difficult one than the mere competition berween various
survival impulses in nature. It remains to be added that this conflict expresses itself
even more cruelly i i individual rerms. Human behaviour being less
i{Rdividualistic than secular Lberalism assumed, the struggle between classes, races and
other groups in human scciety is not as easily resolved by the expedient of dissolving
the groups as liberal democratic idealists assumed.
Since the survival impulse in nature is transmuted into two different and contra-
dictory spiritualized forms, which we may briefly designate as the will-to-live-truly
and. the will-to-power, man is at variance with himself. The power of the second
{mpulse places him more fundamentally in conflict with his fellowman than demo-
cratic liberalism realizes. The fact he cannot realize himself, except in organic relation
with his fellows, makes the community more important than bourgeois individualism

OWer

uriderstands. The fact that the two impulses, though standing in contradiction to each ' -
level of human life, *

other, are also mixed and compounded with each other on every
makes the simple distinctions berween good and evil, between selfishness and aitru-

ism, with which liberal idealism has tried to estimate moral and political facts, invalid.

The fact that the will-to-power inevitably justifies itself in terms of the merally more

ks
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acceptable will to realize man’s true nature means that the egoistic corruption of univ-
ersial #deals is a much more persistent fact in human conduct than any moralistic creed
is inclined to admit, ‘

If' we survey any period of history, and not merely the present tragic era of world
catastrophe, it becomes quite apparent that human ambitions, lusts and desires, are
Inore irevitably inordinate, that both human creativity and human evil reach greater
heights, and that conflicts in the community between varying conceptions of the good
and between competing expressions of vitality are of more tragic proportions than was
anticipated in the basic philosophy which underlies democratic civilization, . , |

The general confidence of an identity between self-interest angd the commonwea),
which underlies liberal democratic political theory, is suceinctly expressed in Thomas
Paine’s simple creed; “Public good is not a term opposed to the good of the individual;
on the contrary it is the good of every individual collected. It is the good of ail, because
itis the good of every one; for as the public body is every individual collected, so the
public geod is the collected good of those individuals.” | |

Perhaps the most remarkable proof of the power of this optimistic creed, which
underlies democratic thought, is that Marxism, which is ostenstbly a revoit against it,

lating egotism, the actual facts of social history revealed that the static class struggle
of agrarian societies had been fanned into the flames of a dynamic struggle. Marxism
was the social creed and the social cry of those classes who knew by their miseries

‘&ven more overt, and would finally be fought to a bitter conclusion. But Marxism was

also convinced that after the triumph of the lower classes of society, a new soclety
would emerge in which exactly that kind of hatmony between all social forces would

millenniurn in Marxism are significant, whatever may be the superficial differences.
Thus the provisionally cynical Lenin, who can trace all the complexities of socia] con-
flict in contemporary society with penetrating shrewdness, can also express the uto-

the Marxist millennium of anarchism, “All need for force will vanish,” declared Lenin,
“'since people will grow accustomed to observing the elementary conditions of social
existence without force and without subjection.”

The Marxists, too, are children of light. Their provisional cynicism does not even.
save them from the usual stupidity, nor from the fate, of other stupid children of light.
T) creed become the vehicle and instrument of the children of

mocratic theory, whether in its liberal or In its more radical form, is Just as stupid
analyzing the relation between the national and the international cominunity as in -
seeking a 100 simple harmony between the individual and the national community.
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Hexe too, modern liberal culture exhibits few traces of moral cynicism, The morally
autoomous modern national state does indeed arise; and it acknowledges no law

besrond its interests. The actual behaviour of the pations is cynical. But the creed of
liberd civilization is sentimental. This is true not only of the theorists whose creed

was ised by the architects of economic imperialism and of the more covert forms of
natioal egotism in the international community, but also of those whose theorles were
appnripriated by the proponents of an explicit national egotism. A straight line runs
frornMazzini to Mussolini in the history of Italian nationalism. Yet there was not a
totach of moral cynicism in the thought of Mazzini. He was, on the contrary, a pure
universalist.

Even the philosophy of German romanticism, which has been accused with some
jus tification of making specific contributions to the creed of German Nazism, reveals
the supidity of the children of light much more than the malice of the children of
darkiess. There is of course a strong note of moral nihilism in the final fruit of this
romantic movement as we have it in Nietzsche; though even Nietzsche was no nation-
alist. But the earlier romantics usually express the same combination of individualism
and universalism which characterizes the theory of the more naturalistic and ration-
alistic democrats of the western countries. Fichte resolved the conflict between the
indlividual and the community through the instrumentality of the “just law” almost as
easily as the utilitarians resolved it by the calculations of the prudent egotist and as
easily as Rousseau resolved it by his conception of a “*general will,” which would fulfill
the best purposes of each individual will, This was no creed of a community, raaking
itself the idolatrous end of human existence. The theory was actually truer than the
more individualistic and naturalistic forms of the democratic creed; for romanticism
understood that the individual requires the community for his fulfillment. Thus even
Hegel, who is sometimes regarded as the father of state absolutism in modern culture,
thought of the national state as providing “for the reasonable will, insofar as it is in
the individual only implicitly the universal will coming to a consciousness and an
understanding of itsell and being found.”

This was not the creed of a collective egotism which negated the right of the
individual, Rather it was a theory which, unlike the more purely democratic creed,
understood the necessity of social fulfillment for the individual, and which, in common
with the more liberal theories, regarded this as a much too simple process.

If the theory was not directed toward the annihilation of the individual, as is the
creed of modern religious nationalism, to what degree was it directed against the uni-
versal community? Was it an expression of the national community’s defiance of any
interest or law above and beyond itself? This also is not the case. Herder believed that
“fatherlands” might “lie peaceably side by side and aid each other as families. It is
the grossest barbarity of human speech to speak of fatherlands in bloody battle with
each other.” Unfortunately this is something more than a barbarity of speech. Herder
was a universalist, who thought a nice harmony between various communities could
be achieved if only the right would be granted to each to express itself according to
its unique and peculiar genius. He thought the false universalism of imperialism,
according to which one community makes itself the standard and the governoer of oth-
exrs, was merely the consequence of a false philosophy, whereas it is in fact one of the
perennial corruptions of man’s collective life.

Fichte, too, was a universalist who was fully conscious of moral obligations which
transcend the national community. His difficulty, like that of all the children of light,
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was that he had a w00 €asy resolution of the conflict between the nation and the com-
munity of nations. He thought that philosophy, Pparticularly German philosophy, could
i achieve a synthesis between national angd universal interest. “The patriot,” he
! declared, “wishes the purpose of mankind to be reached first of ali in that nation of

which he is 2 member. . - This purpose is the only possible patriotic goal. .., Cos-
mopolitanism is the will that the purpose of life and of man be attained in aJl mankind,
Patriotism is the will that this purpose be attained first of-all in that nation of which
We are members.” It is absurd 1o regard such doctrine as the dogma of national ego-
tism, though Fichte could not express it without insinuating a certain degree of

pounds it, ., . ‘

The preservation of a democratic civilization requires the wisdom of the serpent
and the harmlessness of the dove. The children of light must be armed with the wis.-
dom of the children of g rkness but remain free from their malice. They must know
the power of self-interest in human society without giving it moral justification, They

must have this wisdom in order that they may beguile, deflect, harness and restrain
self-interest, individual and ¢




