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Preface

The following anthology on Reinhold Niebuhr’s understanding of the state fills a
lacuna in the vast body of literature that deals with the famous American theo-
logian. The fact that it is published by the seminal German publishing house
Springer and is integrated into the series state—sovereignty—nation of Rüdiger
Voigt and Samuel Salzborn proves the importance of the project.

A quarter of a century ago, Christoph Rohde, the editor of the volume and my
student, has published his excellent master’s thesis The Image of political man in
Reinhold’s Niebuhr’s Christian Realism under consideration of International Poli-
tics. I am glad that in his scholarship he has never lost interest in the significant
work of Niebuhr (1892-1971). The theologian and social philosopher with Ger-
man roots is not only considered as the ”founding father“ of the influential school
of thought in international politics called political realism that encompasses high
ranking diplomats such as Henry A. Kissinger, George F. Kennan or Paul Nitze.
Niebuhr’s students were eminent scholars like Kenneth W. Thompson, Robert E.
Osgood and Kenneth Waltz. Niebuhr was one of the first critics of the so called
”historical optimism“ that believed in history as a process of continuing progress;
both American style liberalism as well as Marxism were guilty of overestimating
the rational and moral perfectibility of man.

For Niebuhr, rationality was always the servant of the constructive as well as
the destructive potentialities of men; the individual self was free and unbound.
His attempts to realize even his highest ideals in political affairs were always
obfuscated by the corruptive power of self-interests. Man, who is successful in
mastering nature severely fails to tame himself and, in his attempts, to design a
sustainable peaceful social surrounding.

The fact of his finiteness left him in a state of existential insecurity that he
tended to compensate with the help of the accumulation of power and prestige,
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vi Preface

especially in the world of competing nation-states. In a world of unavoidable com-
petition and a permanently working security dilemma the will-to-power tempted
nation-states to pursue imperialistic strategies. With help of his approach Niebuhr
could explain to a disillusioned American public why the Cold War was the result
not of evil powers but of unavoidable balance-of-power dynamics.

But it is less well known that Niebuhr developed a sophisticated approach
towards democracy as well. Therefore, the following book that convenes experts
in the field of politics and religion from the United States, Israel, Italy, and Ger-
many offers new insights into Niebuhr’s understanding of the state. How did
Niebuhr think about the newly founded state of Israel? How did he define the rela-
tionship between the individual and community? What reasons did he recognize
for the breakdown of the young German democracy? How did he try to recon-
cile biblical and secular perspectives towards society? How did he personally
engage to support resistance against totalitarian systems? The current Corona
crisis confronts a technologically advanced, digitalized society with its vulne-
rabilities. Resilience is needed not only to defeat the dangerous virus, but also
with respect to protect democratic freedoms. In these times such a compendium
can contribute to inspire a self-reflective view on our society.

Christoph Rohde three years ago has published an important book concerning
Niebuhr’s Christian Realism in the German language with the title Reinhold Nie-
buhr—the birth of Christian Realism out of the Spirit of Resistance. It is my hope
that his recent book will initiate a spirited discourse concerning the future of the
nation-state and democracy in times of crisis.

15th May 2020 Prof. Dr. Dr. h c. Kindermann
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Introduction

Christoph Rohde

Abstract

In this introductory chapter, the scientific relevance of the American theolo-
gian Reinhold Niebuhr and his Christian Realism is explained. The purpose of
this book is to discuss Niebuhr’s understanding of the state. Actually, Niebuhr
received attention in the scientific community as an expert in political theo-
logy and social ethics. The contributors of this anthology show, why Niebuhr’s
thinking is important as a vindication of liberal democracy as well.

Keywords

Reinhold Niebuhr • Christian Realism • Crisis of liberal democracy •
Democracy and power

1 Introduction

Goodness, armed with power, is corrupted; and pure love without power is destroyed.

Reinhold Niebuhr

In the United States, the American theologian with German roots, Reinhold Nie-
buhr, belongs to the most important intellectual figures of the twenty-first century.
In Germany, however, only fragments of his impressive work are known and
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2 C. Rohde

the number of publications about Niebuhr is quite limited. This neglect can be
explained. As the nation that has deeply fallen into the abyss of great power
politics and failed imperialism and has witnessed the abuse of power, intellectual
approaches that deal with the issue of the problem of power are avoided. This
mentality is no less recognizable in the overly restrained German foreign policy
which eschews military commitments as far as possible although the country is
currently involved in several out-of-area missions. But these commitments are
mostly vindicated in pacifist terms. Strategic reasoning is replaced by moralistic
justifications in foreign policy decision-making (Rohde 2021, pp. 38–40). German
historian Hans-Peter Schwarz described this mentality in a brillant small polemic
with the title Die gezähmten Deutschen—Von der Machtbesessenheit zur Macht-
vergessenheit what could be translated as “The Tamed Germans—from power
obsession to power oblivion” (Schwarz 1985). German academia is driven by a
one-sided preference for peace research, discursive approaches to international
relations and civilian affairs as well. Therefore, the influential school of foreign
policy realism is not popular at all. It is nearly impossible to build an academic
career as a representative of political realism (Masala 2016, p. 17). Shortly after
the Second World War, the situation was different. Since many influential Ger-
man intellectuals knew Niebuhr’s writings and the facts about his support for the
set-up of a democratic system in Germany after World War II, the theologian has
been recited by important intellectuals like Theodor Heuss, Golo Mann, or Willy
Brandt.

The emerging Cold War was another factor why strategic thinking remained
relevant in the early 1950s in Germany. The times of the containment of the
Soviet Union in Western Europe and the necessary rearmament of Germany as
partner of the new NATO alliance required reflections about strategic questions
like the nuclear guarantees of the United States and conventional defense capabi-
lities. But soon after the consolidation of the spheres of influence in Europa, the
Germans had transferred the international responsibilities to the United States and
NATO. The public could retreat into the world of trade and normative designs.
Subsequently, political realism has lost ground in the German community of the
academic analysis of international politics.

2 The Intellectual Focus of This Book

Therefore, this book intends to cover three tasks: firstly, a compact version of Nie-
buhr’s Christian realism shall be introduced to a wider German public; secondly,
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Niebuhr’s understanding of the state in general and of liberal democracy spe-
cifically that becomes apparent in his writings is analyzed in its intellectual
development. This is an intellectual perspective that has not yet been explicitly
examined. It can be shown that it is not justified to reduce Niebuhr either to his
role as an influential Protestant theologian or as a prominent expert in internatio-
nal relations. His Christian Realism can be made fruitful to discuss the problems
of and opportunities for democratic systems as well. It can be vindicated on
the grounds of a sophisticated anthropology. And thirdly, the fruitful dialogue
between politics and religion, that has proven a necessity by virtue of recent deve-
lopments in global political affairs, is strengthened, as here scholars are gathered
that dispose of an impressive history of expertise in this intellectual intersec-
tion. Furthermore, the fact that an international and interdisciplinary authorship
contributes to this anthology can increase the originality of the collected ideas.

2.1 Niebuhr Interpretations Placed in a Current Political
Context

In times of crisis in which Western democracies find themselves, trust has become
of short supply. But instead of developing the courage to find the real causes for
this lack of confidence, elites in politics and media frequently blame these deve-
lopments on single causes (Crouch 2004, pp. 2 ff.)—be they evil individuals like
Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin or the Hungarian President Victor Orban who have
turned the world upside down in an evil way or the so-called populists of right and
reactionary movements; Islamic ideology or returning communist movements in
some regions of the globe. Although these isolated causes explain some negative
developments, they do not tell the whole story about a world in turmoil. These
kinds of simple, emotionally attractive narratives would offer simple remedies in
the fight against evil in the world but do not do justice to the complexities that
have built up since the end of the Cold War; In the bipolar structure, the world
could easily be perceived as a morally, intellectually, and strategically quite trans-
parent scene. The post-cold war world, however, has become much more complex.
Therefore, the classical nation-state although still the most important entity in
world politics—and its functionality is challenged in several respects in the pro-
cess of globalization (Voigt 2017, p. 44). The more complex the world develops,
the simpler are the answers that find the way into the public discourse. The tech-
nical conditions of digital and social media allow the rapid spread not only of
information and knowledge, but also of rumors, propaganda and targeted fake
news that quickly generate destabilizing results that can threaten the integrity of
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the institutions of nation-states. An open conflict between publics with passionate
and untamed interests and elites who believe they have the right to educate this
public has broken out (Gurri 2018).

What is both frightening and interesting is the fact that most Western demo-
cratic societies show divisions that approximate a 50:50 relationship between so
called conservatives on one side and on the other side co-called progressive forces.
This is not only reflected in the U.S. Elections of November 2020, in which Joe
Biden has celebrated a narrow victory, and Congress was surprisingly taken over
by the Democrats as well in the closest possible way. Divisive tendencies pervade
the European political landscape as well. The covid-19 pandemic, however, has
amplified these crisis tendencies in world politics. Democratic governments have
to react to a health crisis of unprecedented dimension in times in which rule is
based on modern administrative systems. On the one hand, the nation-state has
regained power as this is frequently the case in states of emergency and what was
theoretically justified by the German jurist, political theorist and Nazi apologist
Carl Schmitt (Scheuerman 1999). Many citizens in Western countries fear that a
clear distinction between a state of emergency will be sustained and the freedoms
they are accustomed to are suspended in the long term. In the name of higher
values, democratic procedures can be abolished. In Germany, some cities have
declared a “climate emergency” in order to justify legislative action that would
perhaps not be accepted by a wider public.

The constitutional principles even in mature Western democracies have come
under enormous stress. In the U. S., the Defense Production Act was invoked by
President Trump at the end of March 2020 to force companies to manufacture ven-
tilators, personal protective equipment, and to execute further measures to contain
the impact of the pandemic (vanden Brook 2020). For some people, Trump acted
way too hesitantly, while for other observers this executive act was an attack on
democratic freedoms. In liberal societies, the liberal claims and emergency neces-
sities collide. Some people claim centralized measures in the battle against the
pandemic (Kreitner 2020); other people stress the advantages of federalist soluti-
ons concerning adequate emergency standards. In Germany, local authorities have
shown resilience in dealing with different crisis situations, be it severe corona
outbreaks in huge slaughterhouses or in senior’s homes or asylum shelters. The
infection protection law (Infektionsschutzgesetz) basically offers extended oppor-
tunities for the executive branch to restrict the freedom of citizens. Government
agencies such as the Federal Institute for Risk Assessment, the medical advisory
board Robert-Koch-Institute in Berlin, and the Government’s economic advisory
board, as well as the Ifo (Institute for Economic Research) have offered guidance
in order to cope with the medical, economic and social effects of the pandemic;
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their results are made public by an extensive media coverage that is intended to
offer transparent decision-making processes. Nevertheless, at the end of the year
2020, the mitigation measures provoke more and more resistance in the German
population. Conspiracy theories are on the way, but the increase in demonstrati-
ons contains persons economically and socially directly affected by the emergency
measures as well as political extremists from all sides that want to force their radi-
cal agenda; especially the right-wing opposition attempts to delegitimize the state
interventions into basic legal rights.

Although in every single country there exist specifics that support these ten-
dencies towards polarization and radicalization processes, the similarities are
conspicuous. Social scientists basically agree on the assumption that these pro-
cesses are the result of various side effects of globalization. The global effects
of the pandemic clearly point to the costs of the high degree of interdependence.
In this context it is important whether you define the term globalization as an
active process of corporate, technological, and digital integration or as a process
of unintended effects which cannot be ascribed to individual players. The techni-
cal conditions of digitalization, for instance, have made it relatively easy for single
interest groups to gain influence at the expense of traditional and mainstream
parties that basically represented the pluralistic structure of society altogether.
Phenomena like shitstorms, flash mobs, social media groups, online petitions
and other technically conditioned collective group effects that oftentimes are the
result of digitally produced fake news show that spontaneous emotional outbursts
can easily apply enormous pressure on institutional political processes; politics
becomes more and more volatile. Global digital players like Amazon, Google,
Facebook, Apple (Gallaway 2020), Huawei and many others increasingly play
roles as political actors that become pace setters and agenda setters that decisively
weaken the power of various nation-states. And all these technical developments
take place in a context in which the globalization altogether is perceived by many
people and domestic and transnational protesters as a project the elites benefit
from one-sidedly; the underprivileged as well make use of the creative potential
of globalization to challenge the social balance-of-power. Forms of spontaneous,
emotion driven activism have replaced classical forms of political participation.
German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk used the term “lethargocracy” that descri-
bes a style of politics that is characterized by “the marriage of power instinct
and indolence” (Williams 2015). The strategy to disguise or suppress conflicts or
problems leads to an apathetic public that is more entertained than informed; irre-
sponsible forms of polarizations and simplifications lead to the aforementioned
phenomenon of divided societies. What is rational for the preservation of power
of governments in the short term undermines the interests of the people in the long


