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Christianity is close to the common sense
o£ businessmen in recognizing self-interest
as a basic force. How can this power be
harnessed for the good of the company, the
nation, and the world?

The Cultural Crisis of Our Age

By Reinhold Niebuhr

In every age practical men of affairs, no mat-
ter how pressing their immediate duties and
how interesting: their practical activities, have
looked up from their daily tasks to ask ques-
tions both about the fate of the total human en-
terprise, or at least of their culture and civiliza-
tion, and about the meaning of human existence
itself, including their own existence. These
questions are usually defined as "spiritual" ques-
tions, though they might better be described as
"ultimate" questions in contrast to the immediate
problems which press upon us in our daily tasks.

The sense of the ultimate is a natural expres-
sion of the hunian spirit; for it is obvious that
man bas the unique freedom to stand outside
and over even tlbe most pressing tasks and pre-
occupations and to survey the total plan of life
to inquire after its total meaning, if any.

Today many people bear testimony to a re-
vival of interest in tliese ultimate and searching
questions. If this be true, it is not because our
generation is niore spiritual than former ones
but because it is [prompted to these more ultimate
interests by sevferal conditions which were not

operative in the earlier part of the century. And
perhaps these various conditions are but facets
of one single crisis.

Human Insecurity

No matter how comfortable we may be in our
jobs and no matter how complacent we may be
about the operation of historical forces in our
own nation, we are living in a global insecurity
and confronting the dread possibilities of an
atomic conflict in global proportions. This situa-
tion alone is calculated to disturb our ease and
to prompt some searching re-examination of the
established presuppositions which have governed
the life of our culture.

But even if this were not true, the course of
our modern history has refuted so many of our
working credos, and the rise of two successive
tyrannies so similar and yet so different — Fas-
cism and Communism — has created such a
mood of doubt about our position in the whole
mysterious drama of history, that every ultimate
question which was assumed to be answered has
been reopened.

Furthermore, our particular anxieties are but
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vividly expressed instances of the general condi-
tion in which we find ourselves. It is the con-
dition of a wide hiatus between the technical
efficiency of our culture and — so at least it
seems — the confusion and cross-purposes of
our human hfe.

This state of affairs must prompt questions
which were supposed to have been answered
confidently in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries hy the assurance that every human
frustration and confusion was merely tentative
and provisional, that they all would be solved
when the historical progress of which everyone
was certain would give men the power or the
wisdom to overcome them. The disappointment
of these hopes has created a cultural or spiritual
crisis comparable to the political crisis occasioned
by our global insecurity.

What is involved is the decay of the modern
creed of progress and the perfectability of man,
which has been the effective religion of modern
man regardless of the form of his traditional
religious loyalties.

Unrealistic Solutions

Several solutions have been proposed for the
problems of this crisis. Let us look at them and
weigh their adequacy.

Spiritual Values

One proposal wbich we hear frequently is the
request for a new emphasis on spiritual values
as contrasted with material interests. This an-
swer may contain some truth, but the contrast
between spiritual and material will certainly hide
whatever truth it contains.

Spiritual values are conceived abstractly, as if
they were something that could be added or sub-
tracted from what we already have. Our prob-
lems obviously center around the question: How
can we organize our common life with greater
wisdom and charity; how can we live with a
measure of serenity and patience amidst the
perils and anxieties of our era? Sucb problems
may be spiritual, but we do not solve them
simply by devotion to abstractly conceived spirit-
ual values.

Extension of Science

The second and by far the more popular pro-
posal for solving our difficulties is that the so-
called "methods of science," which have served

us so well in the conquest of nature, be extended
to the human and historical scene, where they
are supposed to function with the same efficacy
as soon as the "cultural lag" between the natural
and the historical sciences has been overcome.
Usually the relative backwardness of the histori-
cal sciences is attributed to their comparative
youth, a condition which time will cure.

There is a great deal of pathos in the projec-
tion of this hope, for it is but an expression of
the very faith which has been discredited by
history. It may be regarded as a last desperate
effort to keep that faith alive. This is somewhat
akin to the efforts of medieval monastics — Sa-
vonarola, for instance — to arrest the decay of
the medieval order by a more rigorous appli-
cation of monastic discipline. In both cases
the radical challenge to the culture is not ap-
preciated.

The idea that there is anything comparable
between the management of nature and the man-
agement of historical processes is the basic illu-
sion of a technical age. It is supported by the
twin illusion that there is great similarity be-
tween the scientific knowledge of nature and the
wisdom required for the solution of human
problems. The differences are greater than the
similarities, however grateful we have reason to
be for whatever the social and psychological sci-
ences have added to the wisdom by which we
govern ourselves and each other.

There is a radical difference between the
natural and the historical scene which makes it
quite impossible to be scientific — with the same
rigor of objectivity as the scientist in his obser-
vation of nature — in the judgments which we
make of each other or of any common problem,
each from his own perspective. This radical dif-
ference will exist, one may confidently predict,
throughout human history. The "cultural lag,"
so-called, has nothing to do with it. The basis
of the difference can be simply stated. It is that
man is both an agent and an observer of the his-
torical process; he is both a creator and a creature
of that process.

Reality of Man's Position

This double position of man has all kinds of
implications which practical men of affairs have
had the wisdom to suspect, if not to affirm, while
the academics have spun their theories about a
new spirituality or a more rigorous science as the
solution of our problems.



Human Dignity

Insofar as man is a creator and not merely a
creature of anyi political process, be has a "dig-
nity," the sensi of which our culture has in-
herited from its Christian past. This dignity is
outraged by plans to "manage" human nature as
in certain modern social science projects, some of
vî hicb come peifilously near to the Marxist theo-
ries of the management of history — including
the implicit or explicit corollary that some group
of elite must do the managing.

Of course any wise leader of men knows either
scientifically or intuitively (usually intuitively)
how to achieve, cooperation between men, how
to realize uncoerced consent, or at least con-
sent which requires a minimum of coercion. But
the "science" of ipersonnel management, to which
modern business owes so much, bas significant-
ly incorporated: wiser respect for the dignity of
man than has been characteristic of more purely
academic studies.

Self-interest

The second consequence of tbe position of
man as agent and as creature of any historical
movement in which he is involved is that the re-
calcitrance of human self-interest in any com-
mon pursuit, economic or communal, must be
taken for granted.

Included in this self-interest is a degree of
ideological distortion in the judgments we make
of each other. It is due to the fact that the ob-
servers and judges of any human scene are also
interested agents of its procedures. Their stake
in the proceedings naturally colors their judg-
ments. It is this distortion which the historical
and social scientists are inclined to attribute to
remedial ignorance. Sometimes they ascribe it
to particular causes. The Marxist error in at-
tributing the corruption of interested judgment
to an institution, namely the institution of prop-
erty, and in hoping for its elimination through
the abolition of property, is merely the most
flagrant of many similar modern errors.

It is significant that men of affairs, whether in
business or government, take the universality of
some form of self-interest for granted, while aca-
demic wisdom Iboks toward its elimination. This
is one of the jjnany instances where practical
wisdom agrees; with the traditional religious
analysis of the human situation and our official
liberal culture challenges it. For our practical
wisdom attests ^both to the universality of the
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taint and to its source in the self itself and not in
some subrational force in human nature wbich
it is the function of a more disciplined reason to
conquer.

Thus, while our learned men project vast
schemes for the elimination of human "aggres-
siveness" as if it were merely a biological im-
pulse, our common sense has long since recog-
nized tbat we are dealing with the clash of in-
dividual and collective forms of interest, and
that it is the task of wise statecraft, whether in
business or government, to deflect, beguile,
harness, and (in extreme instances) to suppress
that interest.

The Christian Diagnosis
If this analysis is correct, the common sense

which comes from common experience is more
in agreement with the historic Hebraic and
Christian interpretation of our human situation,
including its estimate of both the dignity of man
as creator and the misery of man as destroyer
and sinner, than with the views which have been
elaborated by modern culture. It is significant
that these modern views have generated every-
where the euphoria of a soft utopianism, which
is to be distinguished from the hard and dan-
gerous utopianism of Communism but which
evidently has its roots in similar errors.

In short, when we use our common sense, we
are more "Christian" in the analysis of the hu-
man situation than when we apply our scientific
theories. The question is whether the adequacy
of the Christian diagnosis of the human situa-
tion, contrasted with the inadequacy of modern
substitutes, will also persuade this generation
to accept the Christian answer to the human
problems of today.

The Christian Answer

It is characteristic: of our contemporary prob-
lems that the readers of these pages will react
to this suggestion with varying responses partly
determined by the quality of the Christian faith
with which they have been in contact.

Distortions

It may be that some will be bafHed or offended
by tbe recommendation of this traditional solu-
tion of their problems because their conception
of Christianity is colored by tbe individualistic
and legalistic forms of it which are still preva-
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lent and which will seem to be completely irrele-
vant to any serious problems of our life.

Others will be in touch with the more intel-
lectual sections of the church, which have been
anxious to make Christianity relevant to all mod-
ern problems. Unfortunately some of tbe typi-
cally "modern" churches have rather completely
capitulated to the characteristic credos of our
culture, so that they have given the impression
that a "Christian" approach to any issue is the
most "idealistic" possible solution which can be
dreamed up.

The fact is that the confluence of perfection-
ist forms of Christianity and the utopianism of
eighteenth century rationalism have given our
American culture its very particular flavor. And
both our friends and our critics wonder what
might be the hidden sources of the common
sense by which we have managed, with tolera-
ble skill, to bear tbe burdens of world hegemony
and the complex problems of justice in a highly
technical society.

The distortions of Christianity are signifi-
cantly the fruits either of too desperate efforts
to guard the unique truth of Christianity against
modern culture or of too apologetic efforts to
relate Christianity to the characteristic credos of
modern man. The consequence of this latter
effort is to give Christian sanction to the Utopian
illusions which have infected our culture since
the eighteenth century.

Main Stream of Faitb

The proposition I wisb to advance is that the
best way of solving our "ultimate" questions is
to return to the main stream of Christian faith,
whatever its momentary aberrations may be, for
there are answers in its basic presuppositions
which are superior to all the answers that we
have got from modern substitutes.

The advocacy of such a faith does not include
any particular interpretation of it and does not
preclude the possibility that monstrous and dan-
gerous errors may in fact be generated upon the
basis of Christian presuppositions. The asser-
tion is merely tbat the total framework of mean-
ing given in the Christian faith is more adequate
for the solution of our problems than alternate
frameworks.

Among these problems we may distinguish
primarily two: (a) the problem of preserving
tbe community on every level from the family
to the potential world community, and (b) the
problem of the individual as he stands beyond

the destinies of his nation and civilization and
inquires about the meaning of his existence.

Problem of the Community

The first problem, having to do with tbe crea-
tion of community and the establishment of jus-
tice, requires three presuppositions which have
been frequently obscured in modern culture:

(1) Recognition must be given to the dignity of
man which assures that in the ultimate instance he
is regarded as an end in himself and not merely as
an instrument in a social or political process. (Lib-
eral society has been inclined to emphasize this
part of our Christian and Jewish inheritance — in
contrast with modern totalitarianism which de-
grades man — though it may be questioned whether
there is a very solid support in our culture for the
idea of human dignity.)

(2) The law of love must be presupposed as the
law of human existence.

(3) At the same time the perennial force of
self-love and self-interest must be taken for granted.

Theories that substitute for man's self-interest
some other ultimate principle of conduct (sucb
as pure justice) are in danger of establishing
ad hoc schemes of justice having their own va-
lidity in special situations but failing to deal
adequately with tbe endless configurations of
social life which man, in his freedom, is able to
create above the level of pure nature. Systems
of thought, whether Christian or secular, which
do not accept tbe perennial force of individual
or collective self-interest are simply irrelevant.
They are the source of the various types of
utopianism, soft and hard, harmless and dan-
gerous, which our culture has generated.

Creative Harnessing
The persistence of self-interest requires that

it be harnessed, transfigured, and rendered
harmless by balancing competing self-interest
against it.

A liberal society may pride itself on the fact
that tbe free-enterprise system which rests on
the philosophy of Adam Smith bas managed the
creative harnessing of self-interest rather better
than any alternative has. But right now we are
in danger of becoming too complacent, just be-
cause die Marxist proposals for a managed econ-
omy have proved to be inadequate even in their
mild democratic form, and positively demonic
in their orthodox communist form.



Complacency is wrong and dangerous. The
theory of free Enterprise rests upon an old
"physiocratic" pl^ilosophy in which human his-
tory is nicely eqi^ated with nature and in which
it is assumed thatj the halances of the community
can be as simply achieved as are the balances of
nature. But histiory is not so nice and simple.
History distinguishes itself both by the fact of
human freedom î nd by the essentially unlimited
desires and ambitions of men. As for human
freedom, it makts simple proportions of power
in the human community less balanced, and the
balances less automatic, than is the case in na-
ture. As for the essential inordiriancy of all
human desires, it insures that all disbalances
are exploited by jhuman ambition.

Therefore justice demands not conformity to
some abstract formula of justice but a tolerable
harmony between competing forces.

Wider Obligation

This harmony is always partly contrived and
partly automatic^ The motive for its contrivance
can be called the spirit of justice. It may also
be defined as the spirit of love. In other words,
it is a concern for, or sense of obligation to, a
wider community than the one with which the
self is immediately involved, whether that imme-
diate community be the family, the business
organization, orithe nation.

The fact is that, while we must accept self-
interest as a powerful force, particularly in its
collective form, we cannot allow it as the basis
for setting ethical standards. For we know that
a too consistent Self-interest actually destroys the
self by cutting its creative contacts with the com-
munity, just as a too consistent doctrine of obedi-
ence to the national interest destroys that part
of the national interest which is protected in the
web of mutualities between friendly nations, the
best current eximple of which is the common
life of the free nations. In short, we must do
more than harness self-interest; we must also
provide a countfcrpuU to it on every level:

The good adinlinistrator seeks to engage the self-
interest of his Workers and managers and at the
same time to establish a degree of loyalty to the tO'
tal enterprise.

The good statesman seeks to satisfy local interests
and also to encourage loyalty to the nation.

In the international community we may expect
any nation to prJDtect its own interests, at least to
the extent of not sacrificing them for the good
of the whole; biit this must not stop us from also
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seeking the point of concurrence between national
and international interests.

On all these levels,, formulas of justice must
and will be devised to arbitrate conflicting in-
terests. But they are not as important as the
power of a wider interest, partly including and
partly countering the narrower interest. In that
sense it is love rather than justice which must
solve the problems of human togetherness.

Accommodations for Harmony

Of course there must be all kinds of accom-
modations between competing interests for the
sake of the harmony of the human community.
But these accommodations are achieved not so
much by fixed standards of equity as by the rec-
ognition on the part of each social force that
the competing force is justified in its claim from
its own perspective, just as our own claims are
not so absolutely valid as we are tempted to re-
gard them in the hour of competition. In other
words, it is as important to recognize tbe crea-
turely limits of all men including ourselves as
to recognize the dignity of man.

Democracy depends, in fact, as much on this
plus of modesty in our relations as on any other
factor. Democracy is a marvelous device for
tolerating all kinds of interests and viewpoints,
so long as they do not violate the minimal stand-
ards of justice and decency. Any simple moral
fanaticism that assumes the absolute justice of
a particular claim, or the absolute rightness
of a particular viewpoint, is inimical to the
community on any level; it is more frequently a
peril than the more obvious forms of recalci-
trance. Similarly, every good manager knows of
the perils of fanatic claims in his organization
and reahzes that a single-minded devotion to a
subordinate value may sow more confusion than
any mere "criminal" activity.

Thus this whole matter reduces, again, to the
proposition that men are both creative agents
and creatures, and tliey become destroyers when
in their creativity they refuse to acknowledge
their creaturely limitations. A current ideologi-
cal conHict in every modern technical society
will point the moral:

There is a tension between two sections of the
community consisting, on the one hand, of those
who have their own security either in some special
skill or their own economic strength and, on the
other, of those who have no special skills and whose
lives are exposed to the insecurities which arise from
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maladjustments in the whole economic process. The
former prefer a society in which freedom and in-
itiative are preserved; the latter prefer, if neces-
sary, to sacrifice a degree of freedom for the sake
of estabhshing minimal securities.

Democratic communities have long since decided
that it is not feasible to sacrifice one set of values
to the other. There is no rational resolution of
these preferences because they spring out of the
immediate interests of each class. But the debate
continues on just how much or how little each set
of values is to be emphasized. Democratic health
requires not only that the debate be inconclusive
hut also that each class have a contrite awareness
of the legitimacy of the other's preferences and of
the interested character of its own.

This state of affairs must be regarded as sym-
bolic of the requirement of love in the form of
humility for the preservation of our common life.

Problem of the Individual

Ultimately, however, the questions of the in-
dividual who rises in his freedom above the fate
of his civilization and culture, and who perishes
in the brevity of his life before even the most
promising of his common enterprises ean reach
fulfillment, are more pressing religious questions
than any which arise about how we can come
to terms with our fellow men and establish a
tolerable community with them.

The answers to these questions are more
sheerly religious in the sense that any belief that

there is a pattern of meaning beyond any which
we are able to discern must justify itself, not by
becoming a part of a general system of rational
intelhgibility but by the recognition of tbe
limits of reason in estahlishing meaning.

Key to Serenity

In these answers of faith we have the key to
the possibility of hving serenely in an age in
which we can have no guaranteed security
against the imagined and unimaginable perils
of tomorrow.

We can discern a certain irony in the fact
that a generation which looked so confident-
ly into the future only yesterday, and which
thought that it contained the promise of man's
complete mastery of his own fate, should be re-
minded so forcefully today that man, for all his
creative possibilities, is impotent to foresee or
to control the larger pattern of the strange drama
in which he plays a role so hriefly. The humility
of such a faith is very necessary, particularly for
us as Americans who are so easily tempted to
delusions of grandeur by our incomparable
strength.

But the practical benefits arising from such
a faith cannot propel us into it. It remains a
faith, transcending reason. It is rational only
in the sense that it is more reasonable than
alternate faiths which result in despair today
because yesterday they encouraged man to com-
mit the primeval sin of thinking of himself more
highly than he ought to think.

. . . The "lost gospel" — the old gospel of individualism, of self-help — is in
many respects a sound one. [It] has developed a culture in which hard work,
thrift, family limitation, productivity, and frugality have been important values.
There is hardly any better over-all recipe for economic development, whether for
the individual or for a society. . . .

There is an anti-economic strain in the teaching of almost all the prophets and
poets. The careful, calculating, economizing way of life . . . has no fine frenzies;
it is humdrum, commonplace, even a little sordid. The stimulus to economic
progress, therefore, is not in the ethic of the New Testament itself; rather it is
in the "Puritan" substitute-ethic, the product of the impact of the ethic of love
on the iron laws of the world.

Kenneth E. Boulding, "Religious Foundations of Economic Progress"
Harvard Business Review, May-June 1952, p. 37.






