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Introduction

In the early 1880s, proponents of what came to be called
“the social gospel” founded what came to be called “social
ethics.” This book is a history of the tradition of social ethics
of the USA, a tradition that began with the distinctly modern
idea that Christianity has a social-ethical mission to
transform the structures of society in the direction of social
justice.

The simultaneous rise of the social gospel and social ethics
was not coincidental, nor the fact that sociology, “social
justice,” social Darwinism, corporate capitalism, modern
socialism, and the trade unions arose at the same time. For
social ethics was essentially a departmental subset of the
social gospel. The social gospel was novel for its idea of
social salvation. Social salvation was based on the
sociological idea of social structure. The term “social
justice” gained currency in the literature of rising Socialist
and union movements. And the social gospelers had to
figure out how to affirm Darwinism as science while
rejecting an ascending social Darwinism. By the 1890s the
favored shorthand for all of this was “the social problem,” to
which social ethics brought the resources of a socially
awakened Christianity.

This book describes the founding and development of
social ethics as a discourse in the realms of the academy,
church, and general public. It explains and analyzes the
three major traditions of social ethics, offshoots of these
traditions, evangelical and neoconservative alternatives,
and various confessional and cultural standpoints from
which religious thinkers have construed the social meaning
of Christianity, all in a narrative fashion.

Nearly from the beginning, “social ethics” named a
specific academic field and a way of thinking about Christian



