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Christian Realism: An Introduction To
Reinhold Niebuhr's Theory of

International Politics

by

Johnny Campbell, Jr.

Reinhold Niebuhr is one of America's leading contemporary
social, religious and political thinkers. He is a prominent Protestant

theologian and he has written widely on social ethics and political

affairs. His reputation as a poHtical philosopher continues to grow.

"Niebuhr's eminence as a prophet and theologian is now being

matched by his growing reputation as a poUtical theorist. Increasing-

ly, he is cited, reprinted and critically analyzed by students of inter-

national relations and political philosophy."^

Political Idealism and Political Realism

Niebuhr discerns two general types of approach to the problems
of international politics. The first is the historical and realistic school;

the second is rationalistic in method and ideahstic in its outlook. In

the realm of political phenomena, these terms are not analagous to

their metaphysical connotations. "In political and moral theory,"

writes Niebuhr, "realism" denotes the disposition to take all factors

in a social and political situation, which offer resistance to estabhshed

norms into account, particularly the factors of self-interest and
power."- Ideahsm, in contrast, is "characterized by loyalty to moral
norms and ideals, rather than to self-interest, whether individual or

collective. It is, in the opinion of its critics, characterized by a dis-

position to ignore or be indifferent to the forces in human life which
offer resistance to universally valid ideals and norms. "^ As defined

by Niebuhr, realism and idealism emphasize dispositions of the

theorists or writers rather than doctrines; therefore, the definitions

are not precise.

Niebuhr has employed the scriptual designations—children of light,

and children of darkness—to further distinguish between idealists

and realists. He writes:

The children of darkness are evil because they know no law

beyond the self. They are wise, though evil, because they under-

stand the power of self-interest. The children of light are vir-

tuous because they have some conception of a higher law than

their own will. They are usually foolish because they do not

know the power of self-will. They underestimate the peril of

^H. R. Davis and R. C. Good (eds.), Niebuhr On Politics, (New York, 1960),

p. 7.

^Niebuhr, Christian Realism and Political Problems, (New York, 1953),

p. 119.

^Ibid., p. 120.
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anarchy in both the national and the international community.^

At this point, we may pause to examine one aspect of the con-

sequences of ideahstic and realistic attitudes toward the problem
of creating a world community. The ideahsts, in Niebuhr's opinion,

tend to view history from the perspective of the moral and social

imperatives which a rationahstic appraisal of the situation generates.

He writes:

They look at the world and decide its social and economic
problems demand and require a 'federation of the world.' They
think of such a federation not primarily in terms of the complex
economic and social interest and vitalities, which must be

brought into and held in a tolerable equihbrium. They are on
the whole content to state the ideal requirements of the situation

in as rigorous terms as possible.^

On the other hand, Niebuhr avers that the realistic school does

not deny the necessity nor the possibility of the creation of an inter-

national community. But, he says,

it views the task of realizing them in the light of its knowledge
of the stubborn inertia of human history. It wants to know how
nations are to be beguiled into a limitation of their sovereign

rights, considering that national pride and parochial self-suffi-

ciency are something more than the mere fruit of ignorance but

recurring forces in aU efforts at social cohesion.^

BeUeving that no historical process has conformed to the pattern

mapped out by the idealists, Niebuhr says that the difficult task of

world organization must be attempted from historical realism. Yet,

with characteristic dialectical synthesis, he tells us, "that the truth

does not lie simply on the side of the realists. Without an admixture
of the temper and the insights of the other school, there would be
no genuine advance in social organization at aU."''^

One crucial, complex issue is involved in the differences which
tend to polarize the thoughts and viewpoints of the two schools. It

is the perennial problem of power. The reahsts know that history

is no simple rational process, but a vital one. On this point of view,

Niebuhr contends:

Some dominant power lies at the center of every social organ-

ization. Some balance of power is the basis of whatever jus-

tice is achieved in human relations. Where the disproportions

of power are too great and where an equihbrium of social

forces are lacking, no mere rational or moral demands can
achieve justice.^

''Niebuhr, The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness, (New York,
1944), pp. 10-11.

^Niebuhr, Love and Justice, ed. D. B. Robertson (Philadelphia. 1958), p
207.

Hbid., p. 206.
''Ibid., p. 208.
^Ibid., p. 207.
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The realists are well aware of the problems of power, but, to

Niebuhr, they tend to interpret it in too cynical terms. At times,

they forget that political power is compounded of many forces

besides their physical ingredient. "They do not fully appreciate

that a proper regard for moral aspirations is a source of political

prestige, and that this prestige is itself an indispensable source of

power."^

Christian Realism

Basically, Niebuhr's political orientation is realistic. His influence

on the realistic school of politics has been tremendous and promi-

nent thinkers have acknowledged their indebtedness to him. The
following comment by Professor Kenneth Thompson is representa-

tive:

Undoubtedly it is not without significance that these author-

ities admittedly owe an important intellectual debt to the Prot-

estant theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr, who as early as 1932 in

Moral Man and Immoral Society elaborated a realistic theory

of international politics. Not long ago Kennan in surveying the

growth of interest among the small group of responsible theorists

identified Niebuhr as the precursor of the so-called realists or,

in Kennan's words, 'the father of all of us.'^"

There is a juncture, however, where Niebuhr parts company with

the realistic school. The point at which the divergence of views
takes place is Niebuhr's insistence upon the introduction of norms
into the sphere of international politics. He charges that:

A realism becomes morally cynical or nihilistic when it as-

sumes that the universal characteristic in human behavior must
also be regarded as normative. Good and evil are not determined
by some fixed structure of human existence. Man, according to

the biblical view, may use his freedom to make himself falsely the

center of existence; but this does not change the fact that love

rather than self-love is the law of his existence in the sense that

man can only be healthy and his communities at peace if man
is drawn out of himself . . .

.^^

As one of Niebuhr's interpreters puts it, "Moral cynicism does not

arise from a clear recognition of the fact that we must come to

terms with the brutal facts of existence, it arises from our investing

them with normative character."^-

Niebuhr, then, is a realist who seeks to subject the harsh and
brutal realities of political phenomena to a norm which is transcendent

to them. This is his Christian reahsm.

^Ibid., p. 208.

^"Kenneth W. Thompson, "Beyond National Interest: A Critical Evaluation
of Reinhold Niebuhr's Theory of International Politics," The Review of
Politics, XVII (April, 1955), 168.

^ ^Niebuhr, Christian Realism and Political Problems, p. 130.

*2Gordon Harland, The Thought of Reinhold Niebuhr, (New York, 1960), p.

194.
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Power Politics and the Balance of Power

The concept of the balance of power is one of the vital precepts

of the realistic school. To Niebuhr, the balance of power is neces-

sary in order to achieve some degree of political justice; particularly

is this true on the national level where different groups are in con-

tention. On the international level, however, he holds that nations

can ultimately transcend the balance of power concept, for the

balance itself constitutes a form of managed anarchy. "Justice," he
writes, "is basically dependent upon a balance of power. Whenever
an individual or a group or a nation possesses undue power and
whenever this power is not checked by the possibility of criticizing

and resisting it, it grows inordinate. "^^ Furthermore,

All political justice is achieved by coercing the anarchy of

collective self-interest into some kind of decent order by the most
attainable balance of power. Such a balance, once achieved, can

be stabilized, embeUished, and even on occasion, perfected by
more purely moral considerations. But there has never been a

scheme of justice in history which did not have a balance of

power at its foundations.^"^

A balance of power is not to be confused with the harmony of

love. It is different from and inferior to love, yet, given the sinful-

ness of man, it is a basic condition of love. There is a process of

interaction between love and the balance of power, for, Niebuhr
says, "without love the frictions and tensions of a balance of power
would become intolerable. But without the balance of power even

the most loving relations may degenerate into unjust relations, and
love may become the screen which hides injustice. "^^ The law of

love which operates as an indiscriminate principle of criticism pre-

vents man's pride, vindictiveness and self-righteousness from cor-

rupting his endeavors to achieve justice.

Has the balance of power secured peace on the international level?

Historically, the period from the end of the Napoleonic War to the

beginning of the First World War is conceded to be one of such

periods. Niebuhr accepts this when he writes: "The peace of Europe
before the World War rested upon a balance of power. It was de-

stroyed by the mutual fears and animosities created by the tension

of such a balance. "^^

Niebuhr chides the realistic school for cherishing the belief "that

world poUtics cannot rise higher than the balance-of-power prin-

ciple."^^ Believing that no real unity among nations is possible, the

realistic school wishes to mitigate world tensions by the construction

of an adequate system which would most nearly equilibrate power
among the contending states. Niebuhr admits that "Such a policy,

^^Niebuhr, Christianity and Power Politics, (New York, 1940), p. 26.

^''Ibid., p. 104.

"^Ibid., p. 26.

^''Niebuhr, Refelctions On the End of An Era, (New York, 1934), p. 246.

^''Niebuhr, The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness, p. 173.
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which holds all factors in the world situation in the most possible

equipoise, can undoubtedly mitigate anarchy."^ ^ He conceives of

the balance-of-power system as representing a kind of managed
anarchy, in which anarchy in the end always topples management.
This is the case because,

A balance of power implies a conflict of wills and contest of

interests in which injustice is prevented because contending

forces are fairly evenly matched. Such a procedure does not

remove the root of conflict, which is to be found in the corporate

egoism of contending groups. ^^

Not only does the cause of the conflict remain, but the equilibrium

is disturbed by the states which are never satisfied with their particu-

lar positions and seek to improve them.

Niebuhr is cognizant of the defects of the balance-of-power system

and has pointed out some of these shortcomings. It does not cure
the evils which gave rise to the need for the balance; it is potential

anarchy; and each nation feeling insecure with the balance, seeks to

improve its own position, thus disturbing the equilibrium. He does

not totally condemn the system, for he tells us that:

Despite its defects the policy of the balance of power is not

as iniquitous as the idealists would have us believe. For even

the most perfectly organized society must seek for a decent

equilibrium of the vitalities and forces under its organizations.

If this is not done, strong disproportions of power develop. . .

.-*'

How does the so-called idealistic school view the balance-of-power

system? We believe that Professor Frank Tannenbaum qualifies as

an ideahst in terms of Niebuhr's definitions. He writes:

A great debate on the character and purpose of American
foreign policy has been precipitated by those who would per-

suade our people to abandon their humanitarian and pacific

traditions and frankly adopt the doctrines of power politics and
the balance of power as the basis of their foreign policy. This

doctrine is confessedly, nay, gleefully, amoral.-^

Professor Tannenbaum avers that the realistic school must predi-

cate inter-state relations upon the principle of the balance of power.

The ideahstic school, on the other hand, "believes that it is possible

and desirable, if man wishes to save himself from destruction, to

organize international relations on the basis of the coordinate state. "-^

We may pause at this point to consider what is the coordinate state.

It has nothing to do with wealth, power, size, population or culture;

it "implies a position of equal dignity. "^^

^^Ibid., p. 174.

^^Niebuhr, Reflections On the End of An Era. p. 243.
2 "Niebuhr, The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness, p. 174.

^^Frank Tannenbaum, "The Balance of Power Versus The Coordinate State,"

Political Science Quarterly, LXVII (June, 1952), 173.

'-Ibid., p. 175.

^^Ibid., p. 177.
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Tannenbaum further contends:

It has everything to do with the recognition that compromise
is a continuing means of non-violent friction (peace) ... It is

only if all the states continue to have equal dignity among them-
selves that changes in power and wealth can be absorbed with-

out undue violence. That is the essence of the coordinate state. ^^

To Tannenbaum, the balance of power school derives its principles

from the modern European state system; the idealistic school, which
endorses the coordinate state proposal, derives its principles and
conclusions from the following sources: (1) the experience of the

federal system in the United States, (2) the Organization of

American States, (3) the British Commonwealth of Nations, and

(4) the federal history of Switzerland.

Professor Tannenbaum's approach is based upon creating com-
munity by constitution. Niebuhr warns us against this simple ap-

proach to creating an international community. He writes:

In a day as tragic as our own it would be pleasant to believe

there is a simpler way than the tortuous process by which the

nations are finding the road to community with one another.

But the short cuts are illusory. Constitutional questions, before

community is estabhshed are divisive rather than unifying. How,
for instance, would we decide how many votes Denmark, . . .

and the United States should have in a World Federalist senate?

. . . the great moral issue for Americans is how a rich and
powerful nation relates itself to a weak and impoverished world.

Not in terms of ultimate constitutional arrangements, but in

terms of immediate political problems.-^

Professor Hans Morgenthau-'' has made a direct reply to Professor

Tannenbaum's "coordinate" state proposal. Concerning the political

entities cited as examples of the coordinate state in operation, he
says, "The only thing that these four examples seem to have really

in common is the legal stipulation of the equality of the members
of the respective systems and this characteristic is not peculiar to

them, but a general principle of international law appUcable to aU
sovereign states."^'^

The National Interest

The reahsts, partly in response to the vague and abstract proposals

of international ideaUsm, and partly because of their awareness of

the constancy with which the self-interest of nations is actually in-

voked in international relations, have sought to make the national

2 4/fe/ci.

^ ^Niebuhr, Love and Justice, p. 217.

^^See "Another Great Debate: The National Interest of the United States,"

The American Political Science Review, XLVI (December, 1952), 961-88.

^Ubid., p. 968.
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interest the fundamental principle for conducting foreign affairs.

"Foreign policies," former Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes
stated, "are not built upon abstractions. They are the positive result

of practical conceptions of national interest arising from some im-

mediate exigency or standing out vividly in historical perspective."-^

Admiral Alfred T. Mahan stated the same idea in more emphatic
language: "Self-interest is not only a legitimate, but a fundamental
cause for national policy; one which needs no cloak of hypocrisy

... it is vain to expect governments to act continuously on any
other ground than national interest. They have no right to do so

being agents and not principles."-^

The national interest is frequently referred to but rarely defined

by those who seek to make it the underlying principle for conducting

a nation's foreign pohcy. Niebuhr himself does not define the con-

cept, but seems to equate it with the self-interest of a nation. The
concept is difficult to define because it is usually invoked to justify

every action a nation takes which may affect another nation.

In general it may be said that the national interest of a

country is what its governmental leaders and in large degree

also what its people consider at any time to be vital to their

national independence, way of life, territorial security, and
economic welfare. They are those outlooks, convictions, posi-

tions, and goals which are held to be sufficiently important to

the existence, growth, security, and well-being of a nation to

have the weight of the state thrown behind their advancement
and protection.^"

As a realist, Niebuhr accepts national interest as an inevitable

fact of international politics, but as a Christian, he rejects it as a

norm. Throughout much of his writings, we are confronted with

his recognition of the national interest as a fundamental guide in

the formulation of policies. In one place he writes:

We must be constantly reminded of the simple fact that no
nation is so generous as to sacrifice its interest to others. If it

is wise enough to find the point of concurrence between its own
interests and those of others, it clouds its reputation for wis-

dom when it makes excessive moral claims for its prudence. ^^

"It is foolish," he tells us, "to hope that America could bear its

present responsibilities in the world without regard to national self-

interest."^- And in numerous works he has cited the dictum of

^^Quoted in Charles A. Beard, "The Idea of National Interest, (New York,
1934), p. 1.

^^Ibid.

^°Norman J. Padelford and George A. Lincoln, International Politics, (New
York, 1954), p. 309.

^ ^Niebuhr, "The Conditions of our Survival," Tlie Virginia Quarterly Review,
XXVI (Autumn, 1950), 483.

^-Niebuhr, "Hazards and Resources, "The Virginia Quarterly Review, XXV
(Spring, 1949), 203.
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George Washington—that no nation can be trusted too far beyond
its own interest.

Yet, to recognize the prevalence of the national interest is not

to justify it morally. As a Christian realist he insists that, "The
children of light must be armed with the wisdom of the children

of darkness but remain free from malice. They must know the

power of self-interest in human society without giving it moral

justification."^^

An example of the vague and abstract principles on which idealists,

would base our foreign affairs is Tannenbaum's bland assertion that

our foreign policy

derives from the assumption that security rests upon coopera-

tion, that cooperation is possible only among equals, that

equality ehminates the basic reason for political disruption be-

cause those equal politically are coordinate in dignity and in

rank.2^

He would further have us believe that "The very essence of Ameri-
can international relations rests upon the idea of a cooperative re-

lationship."^^ Professor Tannenbaum's assertion overlooks or simply

ignores the obvious fact that a great deal of cooperation among
unequal states takes place. And furthermore, constitutional schemes,

as Niebuhr points out, will not solve the problem of equality among
states.

George F. Kennan has labeled this type of approach to policy

formulation as the "legalistic-moralistic approach to international

problems. "•^*'' He advocates a return to the concept of the national

interest as the cornerstone of our foreign policy. "He does not,"

Niebuhr writes, "intend to be morally cynical in the advocacy of

this course. He beheves that a modest awareness that our own inter-

ests represent the limit of our competence should prompt such a

policy . . . yet his solution is wrong. For egotism is not the proper

cure for an abstract and pretentious idealism. "^^

Niebuhr avers that a too consistent self-interest on the part of

a nation will in the end mihtate against its interest because it will

not do justice to the larger interests, which are inextricably bound
with the interests of other nations. ^^ In other words, the national

interest can be defined too narrowly. The preoccupation by a nation

with its own interests will cause it to fail to recognize the mutuality
of interests that it shares with other nations.

^^Niebuhr, The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness, p. 41.

^^Tannenbaum, 'The American Tradition in Foreign Relations," Foreign Af-
fairs, XXX (October, 1951), 47.

^^Ibid.

^•'George F. Kennan, American Diplomacy, 1900-1950, (New York, 1954)
p. 93.

^''Niebuhr, The Irony of American History, (New York, 1952), p. 148.

^^Niebuhr, Christian Realism and Political Problems, p. 136.
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Moral cynicism is an outgrowth of a nation's preoccupation with
its self-interest. And this cynicism can and does degenerate into

moral pretension, for nations insist that they cannot act beyond
their interest; yet they always invoke some higher moral principle

when they do act. "A modern nation," he tells us, "does not dare

to go to war for reasons other than those of self-interest and cannot

conduct the war without claiming to be motivated by higher motives

than those of self-interest."^^

If self-interest is, as Niebuhr informs us, inevitable among nations,

what does he propose to mitigate the situation, or what other

alternative is there for nations which will lead to justice without

the nation sacrificing itself or destroying another to preserve itself?

He writes:

It is necessary ... to draw upon another moral and spiritual

resource to widen the conception of interest. The citizens of

a nation must have loyalties and responsibiUties to a wider

system of values than that of the national interest—to a civiliza-

tion for instance, to a system of justice, and to a community
of free nations. These moral concerns will serve to leaven

the mind of a nation and prevent a national community from
defining the interest too narrowly.'**^

Evaluation

The impact of Neibuhr's thought upon the realistic school, as

we have had occasion to point out, has been widespread and pro-

found. His analysis of the role of power and interest in the inter-

national realm of politics leaves very little to be desired. He has

constructed a reahstic theory of international politics based upon
the empirical behavior of states in which the concept of national

interest is central. After having constructed a realistic theory of

international politics, Niebuhr seeks a normative theory, beyond the

national interest, "in order to avert what he has called the abyss

of moral cynicism inherent in a merely rational theory.""*^ It is at

this point that we encounter two dilemmas involved in his attempt

to transcend the national interest.

To begin with, Niebuhr attempts to achieve a synthesis of realism

and idealism, embodying the "temper and the insights" of idealism

with the wisdom of realism within the framework of a normative

theory. He does not, therefore, formulate precise definitions of

realism and idealism, but views them as dispositions either to recog-

nize or to ignore the factors (of which self-interest and power are

the most important) which offer resistance to established norms.

But the real test of any scientific theory according to Thompson
is its capacity for bringing order and meaning to a mass of data

which otherwise remain unrelated. It is legitimate to ask

3 ^Niebuhr, The Children of Light and The Children of Darkness, p. 170.

^ONiebuhr, Niebuhr On Politics, eds., H. R. Davis and R. C. Good, p. 334.
^ ^Thompson, op. cit., p. 183.
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whether the concepts of ideaUsm or reahsm as formulated and
applied by Niebuhr contribute more to this end than the defi-

nitions of other political scientists who conceive of politics,

as distinct from economics or aesthetics, as the pursuit of inter-

est defined in terms of power.^^

If realism is the disposition to take into account those factors in a

social and political situation which offer resistance to established

norms, then the central question is: what are these "established

norms" and how can we determine their applicability to specific

cases of disputes? As Thompson says, "Is it not true that norms
Uke equality become in the pohtical arena objects of endless con-

tention, rationalization, and self-deception?"'*^

A second dilemma involves Niebuhr's conception of justice. In

reference to social and political justice Niebuhr conceives of justices

as being composed of "the harmony of the whole which does not

destroy the vitality of the parts." In Niebuhr's analysis, therefore,

"The criterion of moral value becomes the freedom of each unique

part to assert its vitality; equality and hberty are the informing and
regulative principles of justice. "^^

But equality and liberty are never simple possibilities because of

the ambiguity which power and coercion introduce into politics. And
since nations cannot act except in regard to their national interest,

what is the essential role of justice in establishing the "harmony of

the whole which does not destroy the vitality of the parts?" Kenneth
Thompson writes:

Niebuhr critics can legitimately ask what role is played by
justice or equality or liberty, as the highest morality possible for

nations is, not a sacrifice of its interests to maintain other na-

tions, but an effort to find the point of concurrence between its

interests and those of others. ^^

In other words, the justice of which Niebuhr speaks is actually

achieved by statesmen acting in response to the national interest of

their particular country; but in his analysis, Niebuhr denies the pos-

sibihty of this. Statesmen have to be motivated by a higher interest

—devotion to justice or to the creation of a wider community

—

before they can discover the mutuality of interest which would lead

to justice. Niebuhr avers that statesmen acting solely from self-interest

will never discover the mutual interests which are necessary if justice

on the international scenes is going to be achieved.

In his effort to establish a normative theory beyond the national

interest, Niebuhr does not wholly succeed: "Yet if Niebuhr has
failed to transcend the tragic paradoxes of politics, he has clarified

and illuminated the problem as no other present-day philosopher."^*'

*^Ibid., p. 185.

'^^Ibid.

'"'Ibid., p. 184.

*^Ibid.

^^Ibid., pp. 187-8.
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