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ABSTRAKT 

Pozdní názory W. H. Audena byly ovlivněny mnoha významnými osobnostmi, 

americký teolog Reinhold Niebuhr patří mezi nejvlivnějších z nich. Tato bakalářská práce 

zkoumá vliv přátelství mezi Reinholdem a Audenem na Audenův život a tvorbu a to zejména 

v období od konce čtyřicátých let do let šedesátých. Niebuhr Audenovi poskytl teoretický 

rámec pro mnohé z jeho pozdních myšlenek, čímž mu pomohl k nalezení smyslu v jeho 

básnickém povolání i k rozřešení jeho obecnějších ideových rozporů. Tato práce zkoumá tři 

hlavní oblasti v nichž je patrný Niebuhrův vliv na Audena: křesťanství, historii a politiku.  

Křesťanství, na které se zaměřuje první část této práce, slouží jako ideový rámec a 

poskytuje širší pozadí pro Audenovo a Niebuhrovo pojetí historie a politiky. Nejprve jsou 

přiblíženy Niebuhrovy teologické názory, se zaměřením na jeho pojetí křesťanského realismu 

a nauky o prvotním hříchu. Poté je představen Audenův přístup ke křesťanství, zejména ve 

vztahu k jeho krizi povolání a jejímu rozřešení. Nejdůležitější pasáží této části je porovnání 

těchto dvou pohledů s důrazem na Niebuhrův vliv na Audenovo náboženské smýšlení. Jejich 

blízké pojetí konceptu bezpodmínečnosti a prvotního hříchu se odráží v jejich porozumění 

pacifismu a liberalismu, které je dále rozvinuto v Niebuhrově chápání optimistické a 

pesimistické deformace křesťanství. Toto jsou klíčové pojmy, které se dále uplatňují v jejich 

jak historických, tak v politických teoriích. 

Druhá část se zabývá Audenovým a Niebuhrovým pojetím historie. Niebuhrův pohled 

je ilustrován zejména na jeho vztahu k abstraktním konceptům a vývojům ve společnosti 

v průběhu dějin. To zahrnuje jeho interpretaci role dobra a zla v historii a jejich vztah k lidské 

povaze, stejně tak jako potenciální politické vývoje v průběhu dějin. Auden, kromě již 

zmíněného vývoje, se věnuje i vztahu mezi historií a uměním. Podobnost mezi Niebuhrovým 

a Audenovým pohledem tkví zejména v roli, kterou křesťanství hrálo v dějinném procesu, a 

v odpovědnosti plynoucí z možnosti lidské volby. To je pak oba přivádí k uznání demokracie 

jako nejlepšího možného politického systému a tím slouží jako pojítko mezi Audenovým a 

Niebuhrovým pojetím křesťanství a politiky.  

Poslední část této bakalářské práce se soustředí na téma politiky. Audenův a 

Niebuhrův postoj vůči politice rozvíjí téma historických vývojů a jejich aplikaci na současné 

politické dění v rámci stanoveného křesťanského rámce. Nejprve je představeno širší politické 

a kulturní prostředí počátku studené války, které oskytuje rámec pro Audenovo a Niebuhrovo 

spojení se současnou politikou. Následně jsou přiblíženy jednotlivé politické názory Audena a 

Niebuhra s důrazem na jejich postoje vůči politické akci ze strany jednotlivce i společnosti. 



 

 

Práce je zakončena zkoumáním Niebuhrova vlivu na Audenův pohled na pozici umění, 

především pak poezie, ve společnosti a jak se toto odráží v Audenově jednání v tomto období.  

  



 

 

ABSTRACT 

The later views of W. H. Auden were influenced by numerous thinkers and 

intellectuals and one of the most important among those was the theologian Reinhold 

Niebuhr. This bachelor thesis explores the influence that Auden‘s friendship with Niebuhr had 

on both his life and his poetry primarily in the period from the late 1940s to the 1960s. 

Niebuhr provided the theoretical framework for many of Auden‘s later ideas and thus helped 

him to find sense in his poetic vocation, as well as to resolve his more general ideological 

struggle. The thesis examines three major areas of thought in which Niebuhr‘s influence on 

Auden can be traced: Christianity, history and politics.  

Christianity, which is the focus of the first part of the thesis, serves as an ideological 

frame and provides a wider background for Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s understanding of both 

history and politics. Niebuhr‘s theological opinions are introduced with primary focus on his 

understanding of Christian realism and the doctrine of original sin. Auden‘s approach to 

Christianity is discussed then, primarily in relation to his crisis of vocation and its eventual 

resolution. Most importantly, the two perspectives are compared, concentrating on Niebuhr‘s 

influence on Auden‘s religious thinking. Their related conceptions of the unconditional and 

original sin are reflected in their understanding of pacifism and liberalism, further expanded 

in Niebuhr‘s idea of the optimistic and pessimistic corruptions of Christianity. These are 

crucial concepts which are then reflected in both historical and political theories.  

The second part deals with Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s views of history. Niebuhr‘s 

perspective is disclosed primarily in relation to abstract concepts and the developments in the 

course of history. That includes his interpretation of the roles of good and evil in history and 

their relation to human nature, as well as some political developments in history. Auden is, 

besides such general social developments, interested also in the relationship between history 

and art. The parallel between Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s views is drawn mainly in terms of the 

role Christianity played in the historical process and the responsibility arising from the human 

capacity for choice. That leads them both to the recognition of democracy as the most fitting 

of the political systems and thus serves as a link between Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s views of 

Christianity and politics.  

Finally, the last part of the thesis focuses on the topic of politics. Auden‘s and 

Niebuhr‘s attitude to politics elaborates on the historical developments and their 

contemporary applications in the light of the established Christian theoretical framework. 

First, the wider political and cultural environment of the early Cold War is introduced, 



 

 

providing the framework for Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s connection to contemporaneous politics. 

Then, the political opinions of Niebuhr and Auden, respectively, are discussed, focusing on 

their attitudes towards political action of both the individual and the society. The thesis 

concludes with an examination of the influence Niebuhr had on Auden‘s views of the position 

of art, with emphasis on poetry, in society, and how this is reflected in Auden‘s conduct in the 

period.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

W. H. Auden‘s literary executor and editor, Edward Mendelson, described Auden as 

―the first poet writing in English who felt at home in the twentieth century.‖
1
 Such 

responsiveness to the cultural and socio-political environment offers a wide range of potential 

areas of study not only in terms of abstract concepts, such as his political commitment or later 

his religious beliefs, which have already been quite thoroughly discussed by numerous 

scholars, but more importantly here also in terms of the influence of noted thinkers and 

intellectuals of his time.    

Auden himself was famous for his intellectual capacity and the prowess with which he 

responded even to complex theoretical works, and he often engaged in correspondence and 

friendships with some of those he reviewed. Most notably, this includes the theologian, 

ethicist and thinker Reinhold Niebuhr. Auden met Niebuhr in a decisive period of his life 

when he had already abandoned his earlier socio-political stance of the 1930s but in which his 

newly-embraced theologically oriented views have not yet been firmly established. The aim 

of this thesis is to explore Niebuhr‘s influence in this period on Auden and how this was 

reflected in both his writing and his conduct during the post-war years.  

The main area of interest stretches primarily from the late 1940s to the 1960s, 

although it is sometimes essential to exceed this period. As Mendelson observes, ―[Auden] 

welcomed into his poetry all the disordered conditions of his time, all its variety of language 

and event;‖
2
 the Cold War milieu, especially the US cultural policy, thus became integral to 

Auden‘s creative process. Niebuhr himself was closely linked to the environment, which only 

reinforced the connection. The extent to which Niebuhr‘s philosophical perspective affected 

the further shaping of Auden‘s own stance, both critical and poetic, may be considered chiefly 

in three major areas of thought: Christianity, history and politics.      

The first chapter will introduce the subject of Christianity in relation to Auden‘s and 

Niebuhr‘s philosophical stances. Niebuhr‘s theological perspective will be examined, with 

special focus on his understanding of Christian realism and its main features, including the 

position of sin in human society and the corruptions resulting from its misconception. Then, 

Auden‘s approach to Christian doctrine will be discussed, predominantly in relation to his 

comprehension of the sense of his vocation. Since Christianity represents the primary source 

of Niebuhr‘s influence on Auden, the last and most extensive part of the chapter will consider 

                                                 
1
 W. H. Auden and Edward Mendelson, Selected Poems (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) ix. 

2
 Auden and Mendelson ix. 
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Auden‘s theological views in the light of Niebuhr‘s perspective as well as its reflection in 

Auden‘s poetry. This chapter establishes the ideological framework for the thesis.  

Following the structure of the first chapter, the second chapter that deals with Auden‘s 

and Niebuhr‘s views of history will introduce their work separately, and then compare them. 

While Niebuhr‘s perspective will be presented primarily in connection to abstract concepts 

and the developments in the course of history, Auden‘s attitude towards history will be linked 

also to its relation with art. The parallel between Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s views will then be 

drawn mainly in terms of the role of Christianity and the responsibility arising from the role 

of human of choice. Therefore, the chapter should serve as a link between the first and the 

third chapter, connecting Christianity and politics through a clarification of historical 

developments.   

Finally, the third chapter will be centred on the topic of politics. Unlike the two 

previous chapters, this will first introduce the wider political and cultural background of the 

US environment during the early Cold War. Then, Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s political attitudes 

respectively will be discussed, with the main focus on Niebuhr‘s call for political action in 

terms of both the individual and the society and Auden‘s contrasting view in relation to his 

persona and his poetry. The chapter will be concluded with a comparison of the two ways of 

conduct, considering both their theoretical stances and practical approaches, while elaborating 

the theories discussed in the previous chapters and relating them to Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s 

attitudes and behaviour during the Cold War.      
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CHAPTER II: CHRISTIANITY  

The principal focus of this chapter will be the theological opinions of Reinhold 

Niebuhr and W. H. Auden. Christianity for both Niebuhr and Auden stands at the heart of 

their philosophical stances, though not in exactly the same way. In order to identify the 

differences and similarities between the two perspectives, each must first be discussed 

separately. Starting with Niebuhr, the account of his perspective of Christianity, widely 

known as Christian realism, will be introduced in more specifically religious context than in 

the subsequent chapters. Also, as Niebuhr‘s theology is closely connected to politics, some of 

his political convictions will be used as practical applications of his theological theories. Next, 

Auden‘s attitude towards Christianity will be presented, first in connection to Auden‘s return 

to the church including also his ―crisis of vocation‖ and the subsequent resolution of this 

crisis, and then it will also focus on Auden‘s more general theological views. Since Niebuhr 

represents one of the strongest influences on Auden‘s religious thinking, the last section of the 

chapter concentrating on the influence Niebuhr had on re-establishing of Auden‘s values will 

be the focal point of this chapter.     

 

As a major twentieth century neo-orthodox theologian and one of the most influential 

religious leaders of the period, Niebuhr helped to reshape the beliefs of a great number of his 

contemporaries, from notable politicians to writers like Auden. His Christian realism, which 

originated in the Augustinian tradition
3
 (sharing even its dialectical nature), can be 

characterized by scepticism of naïve views of human character and the disbelief in the 

inherent goodness of man.
4
 In his major theological work, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A 

Christian Interpretation (1943), Niebuhr criticises the commonly accepted conceptions and 

certainties of human nature, particularly the goodness of man, which ―stands in contradiction 

to the known facts of history.‖
5
 The temptation and the consequent inevitability of sin for 

Niebuhr represent one of the bases for his questioning attitude towards human nature. It is 

inseparable from the most fundamental quality of humankind, and that is the freedom of 

human spirit, the capacity for reason and choice. However, this freedom, when it comes to 

choosing different means of self-realisation, carries with itself the freedom to act in a way 

which may lead to disobedience and a corruption of the self. 

                                                 
3
 Charles T. Mathewes, Evil and the Augustinian Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) 107-

148. 
4
 Man being used in the sense of humankind in the whole body of the thesis. 

5
 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, Volume I: Human Nature 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996) 18. 
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Niebuhr resorts to the doctrine of original sin, built on the belief that all men are born 

with a tendency to sin.
6
 In his Man’s Nature and His Communities, he states that ―the doctrine 

of original sin is the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith‖
7
 and in 

Christianity and Power Politics he further remarks that ―A theology which fails to come to 

grips with this tragic factor of sin is heretical both from the standpoint of gospel and in terms 

of its blindness to obvious facts of human experience in every realm and on every level of 

moral goodness.‖
8
 This concept is closely connected to Niebuhr‘s view of human good and 

evil in both individuals and collectives. Even though he may seem rather sceptical about the 

human capacity for goodness, Niebuhr rejects the idea that sin inevitable, which would render 

responsibility meaningless and diminish the boundaries between justice and injustice; he does 

this with the same vehemence with which he rejects utopian belief in the redemption of a 

sinner regardless of his inaction against evil. These two opposites Niebuhr identifies as the 

pessimistic and the optimistic corruption of Christianity, one surrendering to the inherent 

sinfulness and the other reducing Christianity to the ―law of love.‖
9
    

The conflict between these two corruptions and their political consequences is 

epitomized in the conflict between Nazi Germany and the Allied forces during World War II. 

The reluctance of the US to get involved in the war is related to Niebuhr‘s conviction that 

Christian pacifism is heretical. As James F. Childress observes in his essay on Niebuhr‘s 

relation to pacifism, Niebuhr ―argues that it is wrong to say that violence […] is intrinsically 

evil since only motive can be intrinsically evil.‖
10

 Niebuhr himself remarks in his Moral Man 

and Immoral Society that ―if the purpose of a social policy is morally and rationally approved, 

the choice of means in fulfilling the purpose raises pragmatic issues which are more political 

than they are ethical.‖
11

 This justification of purposeful violence is just a step from the 

identification of the heretical nature of the opposite, Christian pacifism. If the controversy of 

violence is in this manner more or less eliminated, then there is no vindication for non-

involvement, suggesting a capitulation to evil, voluntary blindness to reality and naïve 

utopianism. Such moral and, above all, theological rationalization of political, if necessary 

even violent, intervention relates also to the development of Auden‘s moral dilemmas.    

                                                 
6
 Tatha Wiley, Original Sin: Origins, Developments, Contemporary Meanings (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2002) 

137. 
7
 Reinhold Niebuhr, Man's Nature and His Communities: Essays on the Dynamics and Enigmas of Man's 

Personal and Social Existence (London: Bles, 1966) 16. 
8
 Reinhold Niebuhr, Christianity and Power Politics (New York: Archon, 1969) 17-18. 

9
 Niebuhr, Christianity and Power Politics 48-52. 

10
 James F. Childress, ―Reinhold Niebuhr‘s Critique of Pacifism,‖ The Review of Politics 36.4 (1974): 469, 

JSTOR < http://www.jstor.org/stable/1406336> 15 Mar 2015. 
11

 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (New York: Charles Scribner‘s Sons, 1960) 237-238. 
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Just as it was necessary to start from Niebuhr‘s wider theological views to grasp those 

most relevant for Auden (namely the debate over pacifism), it is vital to start from Auden‘s 

more particular religious crisis to better comprehend his more general theological views. The 

critical period of spring 1939 bringing Hitler‘s invasion of Poland has been related to Auden‘s 

return to the church frequently enough.
12

 The increasing feeling that the US should intervene 

in the war is closely connected to, first, the abandonment of Auden‘s earlier sympathies for 

pacifism, later then resulting in its decisive rejection (with the exception of choosing ―the 

mystical contemplative life‖).
13

 Thus, it comes as no surprise that Auden wished to become 

involved, and considered the act of writing insufficient both politically and religiously. 

Inevitably then follows what Brian Conniff terms as Auden‘s ―crisis of vocation,‖ a 

conviction that poetry ―makes nothing happen.‖
14

 Conniff further remarks that ―in the crucial 

months in which Auden returned to the church, he was not just deciding what it meant for him 

to become a Christian, but what it meant to become a Christian poet at his point in history.‖
15

 

The gradual resolution of this vocational crisis again needs to be seen not only in the 

professional, but also in the religious context.     

The shift towards Auden‘s regard of writing as an act of faith is the result not only of 

his personal contemplation, but also of the influence of the theological thinkers of the time, 

especially of Niebuhr. Conniff comments on the development of Auden‘s crisis thus: 

Auden did acquire from Niebuhr something of real significance: an understanding, 

unlike that of any other major modern poet, of writing as a vocation and a moral 

discipline. At last, writing was not merely a profession, and it was not a ‗midwife to 

society.‘ For the first time - and, afterwards, for the rest of his career - writing seemed 

to be enough, because he was finally able to believe that it could be, in itself, an act of 

faith.
16

     

As a result, Niebuhr‘s compelling force helped to resolve Auden‘s situation. His poetry 

collection Nones is dedicated to Reinhold and Ursula Niebuhr and some explicitly religious 

content appears in Auden‘s works following his rediscovery of faith and the overcoming of 

his crisis, for example in the long poem ―For the Time Being‖ or in the series of poems 

―Horae Canonicae.‖ The more detailed connection of Auden‘s poetry to his theoretical 

                                                 
12

 Auden formally returned to church in 1940. 
13

 Brian Conniff, ―Auden, Niebuhr and the Vocation of Poetry,‖ Religion & Literature 25.3 (1993): 47, JSTOR < 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40059564> 29 Sept 2014. 
14

 Conniff 46. 
15

 Conniff 46. 
16

 Conniff 56. 



14 

 

concepts, as well as to Niebuhr‘s theology, deserves deeper consideration and will be 

discussed later. 

 Before considering specifically Niebuhr‘s influence on Auden‘s later values, I wish to 

focus on Auden‘s theological views. Arthur Kirsch, a leading Auden scholar, in his Auden 

and Christianity observes that Auden is ―a modern instance of a person in whom thought and 

faith not only coexisted, but nourished each other. His faith expanded the horizons of his mind 

as well as his heart, and his formidable intelligence, in turn, probed the nature and limits of 

his Christian belief, animating his continuous quest not only to believe still but also to believe 

again.‖
17

 Although Auden‘s renewed faith brought along a frequent inclusion of the subject of 

Christianity into his writings, both in poetry and in prose, his exact church affiliation 

remained unclear. When Ursula Niebuhr, Reinhold Niebuhr‘s wife and Auden‘s close friend, 

was once asked where Auden ―stood‖ theologically, she facetiously replied that ―Wystan 

never stood anywhere, only sat.‖
18

 Indeed, in Auden‘s religious theory there are some 

recurring themes and beliefs, but they elude easy classification and, according to Kirsch, ―to 

extract them into an abstract and systematic theology would be to falsify them.‖
19

 However, it 

may prove interesting to examine these in comparison to those of Niebuhr.     

 

Auden and Niebuhr alike worked within the Augustinian tradition. Not only do both 

adopt its dialectical form, but they also share the central view of Saint Augustine. In a letter to 

Ursula Niebuhr, Auden explicitly states that ―Re my theological position, it is I think the same 

as your husband‘s, i.e. Augustinian not Thomist.‖
20

 Thus claiming allegiance to Niebuhr‘s 

vein of understanding Augustinianism, Auden participates in the tradition of ―insistence on 

sin as a ‗second nature,‘‖
21

 but at the same time refuses both its too optimistic and too 

pessimistic deviations. Still, Auden is far from being a blind adherent of every word Niebuhr 

utters. In his short review of Niebuhr‘s Christianity and Power Politics, ―Tract for the Times,‖ 

Auden polemicizes with its weak awareness of spiritual dangers. Furthermore he comments: 

―Dr Niebuhr suggests here and there that he would agree with me, that man cannot live 

without a sense of the Unconditional: if he does not consciously walk in fear of the Lord, then 

                                                 
17

 Arthur Kirsch, Auden and Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005) xi. 
18

 Kirsch xvi. 
19

 Kirsch xvi. 
20

 In Kirsch xvi. 
21

 Mathewes 107. 
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his unconscious sees to it that he has something else, airplanes or secret police, to walk in fear 

of.‖
22

     

The state of ―walking in fear‖ of something, spiritual or secular, is a necessary 

motivational and regulative power. Its absence according to Auden leads to the state in which 

―there is nothing which is unconditionally required, nothing for which one is in some sense or 

another eternally damned for doing or not doing, and therefore no reason for condemning or 

preventing the behaviour of another unless it directly interferes with oneself.‖
23

 The 

abandonment of the notion of the unconditional is then for Auden the critical vice of 

liberalism. Its absence leaves the liberal ideology and its relative truths more or less 

defenceless against ideologies grounded in truths which are deemed absolute. Explicating 

Auden‘s view, Hedda Lingaas Fossum asks: ―Confronted with a movement that explicitly 

denied freedom and equality for all, how could liberalism defend the superiority of ideals that 

could neither be proven to be absolute, nor provide the results they promised?‖
24

 The absence 

of the unconditional thus results in a system founded upon idealized political perfection, 

which is unrealistic. Auden‘s objections to liberalism correspond to Niebuhr‘s critique of its 

utopian ideals.
25

 Both originate in their theological perspectives, the former disapproving of 

this absence of the unconditional and the latter the notion of the optimistic corruption of 

Christianity discussed above, and in fact attack the same kind of unsustainability and 

indefensibility.      

Once again, the crucial mistake of modern liberalism is its naivety, which enables the 

rise of opposing totalitarian ideologies. Auden‘s belief in the necessity of the unconditional is 

actually a correlative of the doctrine of original sin. In case there is no sense of some 

indisputable higher authority, the corruption of man‘s will becomes less restrained and the 

motivation to resist the temptation of sin is controlled solely by a personal choice, which 

tends to submit to it. The belief in original sin is, according to Auden, absolutely necessary 

and one of the conditions for being a Christian
26

 and in this his beliefs fully correspond with 

those of Niebuhr. Liberalism in this sense serves as an ideological alternative to Christianity 

(rejecting both the unconditional and original sin), which, however, proves unsuccessful 

(precisely because of its rejection of the two notions). Auden states that ―the whole trend of 

                                                 
22

 W. H. Auden, The Complete Works of W. H. Auden: Prose, Volume II: 1939–1948, ed. Edward Mendelson 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002) 109. 
23

 Auden, Prose II 106.  
24

 Hedda Lingaas Fossum, ―Apocalypse Deferred: W. H. Auden‘s Anti-Totalitarian Vision,‖ Modernism, 

Christianity and Apocalypse, ed. Erik Tonning, et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2014) 262. 
25

 Conniff 51. 
26

 Kirsch xx. 
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liberal thought has been to undermine faith in the absolute.‖
27

 For Niebuhr, liberalism lacked 

a realistic understanding of sin
28

 and Christian liberalism
29

 only compromises its moral values 

in attempt to resolve social struggle.
30

 As a consequence of the condemnation of the liberal 

ideologies comes the justification of orthodox Christianity in the modern world, offering a 

theological alternative with a realistic approach towards man‘s inclination to sin. However, 

the justification brings along the responsibility of defending its values, the opposite leading to 

the aforementioned heresy of pacifism.     

Auden‘s rejection of pacifism, as mentioned before, was not as immediate as that of 

Niebuhr. Auden himself reflected on his former conviction in an untitled essay in James A. 

Pike‘s Modern Canterbury Pilgrims:   

We assumed that there was only one outlook on life conceivable among civilized 

people, the liberal humanism in which all of us had been brought up, whether we came 

from Christian or agnostic homes. […]To this the theological question seemed 

irrelevant since such values as freedom of the person, equal justice for all, respect for 

the rights of others, etc., were self-evident truths. However, the liberal humanism of 

the past had failed to produce the universal peace and prosperity it promised, failed 

even to prevent a World War.
31

    

The commentary coming from the 1950s, it clearly suggests that Auden‘s attitude is firm and 

stable, enabling him to contemplate on his former ideals in a distanced fashion. From the 

comparison with the review of Niebuhr‘s Christianity and Power Politics it is apparent that 

Auden‘s views over the decade had not underwent any such change as at the turn between 

1930s and 1940s, and remained relatively unchanged for the rest of his life.     

The change of Auden‘s attitude was quite clearly influenced by his profound reading 

of Niebuhr. Auden‘s review of Niebuhr‘s Christianity and Power Politics, highly approving 

of his ―vigorous attack on the Pelagianism of the pacifist movement,‖
32

 was the first impulse 

leading to the friendship with Niebuhr. After reading the review, Niebuhr contacted Auden
33

 

to arrange a meeting, which would enable to probe further each other‘s perspectives on the 
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matter.
34

 Auden‘s opinions began to shift about two years before he encountered Niebuhr or 

his writing. Among the concerns which interested him most were, according to Conniff, ―his 

disaffection with the liberal politics of his own generation of British writers, his intensifying 

preoccupation with the ‗sinfulness‘ of human nature‖ or ―his suspicion that the Christian 

pacifism of his time was mostly a dangerous abdication of responsibility in the name of higher 

ideals.‖ Nevertheless, the credit for summarizing and formulating these into ―a coherent 

Protestant perspective‖
35

 goes to Niebuhr. Before moving on to the following chapter and the 

related area of interest, let us at least briefly examine how the Christian impulses posed by 

Niebuhr are reflected in Auden‘s poetry, specifically in ―For the Time Being.‖   

Auden wrote the long poem ―For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio‖ from 1941 to 

1942. Besides its Christian theme,
36

 too extensive to be fully scrutinized here, it also 

demonstrates the more specific theoretical thoughts expounded earlier in the chapter. The 

poem serves as a proof that deeper philosophical or theological thoughts need not be 

conveyed only by means of prose, but equally well by means of poetry. It demonstrates that 

Auden‘s crisis of vocation is by this time resolved and that he is sure of his status as a 

Christian poet. As Conniff remarks, ―the poem‘s theology is basically a crystallization of a 

vast array of ideas that had been floating about in Auden‘s writing from the time he first 

moved to the United States.‖
37

 The following two lines of ―For the Time Being‖ (―Recitative‖ 

from the ―Advent‖ section) provide an eloquent example: ―As long as the self can say ‗I‘, it is 

impossible not to rebel; / As long as there is an accidental virtue, there is a necessary vice.‖
38

 

Occurring after the tight a-b-b-a-a rhyme scheme of the preceding ―Chorus‖ contrasting with 

its intentionally freed structure, the passage heightens the paradoxes of man in relation to 

Christian faith.
39

 Hence it is in accordance not only with Auden‘s view of original sin, 

discussed above, but also with Niebuhr‘s notion of the human capacity of free will in 

connection to the inevitability of sinfulness.       

Probably the most important, as well as most frequently quoted section of ―For the 

Time Being‖ is ―The Massacre of the Innocents‖. Herod‘s ruminative monologue on the 

rationalization and justification of the massacre is a skilfully formulated expression of 
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Auden‘s own examination of liberalism. Herod as a rational liberal is a prisoner of his desire 

for order, justice and rationality: ―How dare He allow me to decide? I‘ve tried to be good. I 

brush my teeth every night. I haven‘t had sex for a month. I object. I‘m a liberal. I want 

everyone to be happy. I wish I had never been born.‖
40

 Although Herod stands against ―no 

visible disorder,‖
41

 he finds that he must unwillingly defend his (and liberal in general) ideals 

against something which is not subjected to the same principles of reason and rationality. 

Christianity, based on the Unconditional, confronts the ideological fragility of liberalism and 

that makes Herod defenceless, at least on the merely intellectual level, which then inevitably 

leads to the massacre. Auden himself comments on Herod thus: ―I have made him express the 

intellectual‘s eternal objection to Christianity—that it replaces objectivity by subjectivity, and 

the politician‘s eternal objection that it regards the state as having only a negative role.‖
42

 

From this it is clear that by the time Auden finished ―For the Time Being,‖ his theological 

development is with regard to the aforementioned concepts finished and widely corresponding 

to that of Niebuhr.      

 

Undoubtedly, the subject of Christianity in relation to both Auden and Niebuhr could 

be discussed from more perspectives in further detail. Niebuhr‘s extensive body of work on 

theology and theological ethics in respect to other ideological systems offers many 

assessments of other thinkers. These deeply influenced Auden both in his critical writing and 

in his poetry. Nevertheless, in order not to digress from the overall arc of the thesis, I will 

remain here with both Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s perception of the doctrine of original sin and 

the related understandings of pacifism and liberalism, and then also Auden‘s conception of 

the unconditional along with Niebuhr‘s idea of the optimistic and pessimistic corruptions of 

Christianity. These theological points affected not only Auden‘s crisis of vocation and the 

development of his later poetic carer discussed in this chapter, but also both Auden‘s and 

Niebuhr‘s ideas of history and politics. Christianity thus serves as the ideological frame and 

provides a wider background for both of the following chapters.     
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CHAPTER III: HISTORY 

This chapter will introduce Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s views of history, focusing 

primarily on their views on the tendencies in the development of human society. First, 

Niebuhr‘s idea of history will be introduced. More specifically, this will include Niebuhr‘s 

interpretation of the roles of good and evil in history, as well as some politically unacceptable 

developments in history. That will be connected to the question of the indispensability of 

democracy, which is one of the cores of Niebuhr‘s theory. All these are based on his readings 

of history (and even his theology has a strong historicist perspective). After presenting 

Niebuhr‘s views, I will turn to Auden‘s, starting with his idea of the relationship between 

history and art; this will be followed by the connection of history first to Christianity and then 

to politics. The chapter will be concluded with a comparison of the two perspectives, their 

parallels and varieties, and also the influence Niebuhr‘s theory on Auden.    

 

It is difficult to disentangle Niebuhr‘s view of history from his views on religion and 

politics. The account of his idea of history will thus necessarily include a considerable amount 

of both political and religious features. Niebuhr conceived history largely through theology 

and in like manner, grounded his theology on various historical developments. David R. 

Rutledge remarks that ―history can be used legitimately as a way into Niebuhr‘s theology as a 

whole, without tracing out each element in that theology.‖
43

 History for Niebuhr is the place 

in which Christianity is manifested through individual incidents and revelations (the 

revelatory event being the central event of Christian history) or, also, human sin.
44

 However, 

Niebuhr disapproves of the Reformation thought that sin is a mere consequence of finiteness, 

hence a result of human existence in history.  For as he in his The Nature and Destiny of 

Man
45

 explains, ―Historical existence is never mere finiteness but finiteness and freedom; and 

a part of historical existence is therefore the temptation, and yielding to the temptation, of 

claiming ultimate significance for partial values and ultimate validity for partial 

perspectives.‖
46

 The issue of man‘s temptation to sin and the correlated forces of good and 

evil have already been discussed in the previous chapter in relation to Niebuhr‘s theology. 
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Nevertheless, its presence in the course of history is important for Niebuhr‘s understanding of 

political and sociological developments in human society as well.    

The axiological question of the forces of good and evil in history (naturally, for 

Niebuhr springing from theological sources) is the key principle to progression of history. 

This does not necessarily involve the victory of good over evil but rather the constant tension 

between the two. As Niebuhr puts it, ―the possibilities of evil grow with the possibilities of 

good, and […] human history is therefore not so much a chronicle of the progressive victory 

of the good over the evil, of cosmos over chaos, as the story of an ever increasing cosmos, 

creating ever increasing possibilities of chaos.‖
47

 The much discussed meaning of history then 

lies in the continuity of the historical process, not in its completion. Langdon Gilkey presents 

a theological justification for its importance: 

Here God‘s role as continuing creator, judge, providence, and redeemer in relation to 

man‘s being, his freedom, his sin, and his renewal gives meaning to history, not God‘s 

unequivocal sovereignty at the end. Such unequivocal sovereignty for Niebuhr would 

not be history any longer because it would no longer reflect man‘s creatureliness, his 

self-transcendence, and his continuing sin.
48

 

Once more, the reciprocal relationship between good and evil serves as a greater paradigm 

within which the relevant historical events may be considered. This (accompanied with the 

sinful nature of man) creates the theological background vital for understanding the social and 

political developments in history and Niebuhr‘s attitude towards them.     

Let us now examine some of the distinctive developments of socio-political thought 

through Niebuhr‘s criticism. In The Nature and Destiny of Man he comments on improper 

approaches to history thus: ―If classical materialism reduces history to the proportions of 

natural sequence and temporal process, classical idealism and mysticism seek to flee the 

world of history precisely because they find no more meaning in history than classical 

naturalism finds.‖
49

 Neither of these then takes a responsible approach to the historical 

process and man‘s role in it, despite the fact that it is one of the defining qualities of 

humankind: ―Only man has a history because he only has the freedom to rise above nature 

and fashion and refashion the modes of his life and the forms of his society.‖
50

 For Niebuhr 
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idealism especially symbolizes a miscalculation of human nature, since its essence is centred 

on the human capacity of reason.
51

 As Gabriel Fackre observes, ―Niebuhr believed that these 

conceptions of humanity […] do not provide an adequate basis for responsible personal and 

social living.‖
52

 The issue of man‘s responsibility frequently recurs in Niebuhr‘s work in 

theological, historical, as well as social or political contexts and represents the fundamental 

question present in any of the developments in human society.  

Niebuhr‘s disapproval of those of the developments which do not sufficiently answer 

the question of responsibility thus defines his understanding of history and also helps to 

delimit negatively what, according to him, the desired historical development is. By excluding 

other systems of thought, which are either too dazzled by man‘s rational faculties or too 

ignorant of them, Niebuhr finally proceeds to the indispensability of democracy. He famously 

states that ―Man‘s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man‘s inclination to 

injustice makes democracy necessary.‖
53

 Naturally, a certain level of idealism is necessary for 

democracy to maintain its ideals, but the truly vital constituent of democracy is realism. Since, 

as mentioned before, man‘s historical existence consists of ―finiteness and freedom‖
54

 and 

human freedom is ―the source of evil as well as of good,‖
55

 realism in democracy is crucial 

for the rejection of both optimistic and pessimistic views of human nature (which are 

thoroughly criticised throughout Niebuhr‘s writings).  

 

In order to be comprehended, Auden‘s attitude towards history needs to be perceived 

in context of religion and politics (similarly to that of Niebuhr), but also of his profession. 

Auden saw history as an intricate area of study, entailing huge responsibility. In 1955, he 

wrote in a review article: ―The historical discipline is the most difficult of all, since it lacks 

the demonstrable certainty of the natural sciences and at the same time cannot enjoy the 

luxury of the arts which are frankly subjective.‖
56

 Such a comment on the nature of history 

not only epitomizes Auden‘s views, but also discloses the artist‘s, poet‘s, role in it. While not 

undervaluing the power of art, as he would in his earlier years, seeing its inherent value in 

itself, he understands the realm of history as unaffected by it: ―For art is a product of history, 

not a cause. […] The honest truth, gentlemen, is that, if not a poem had been written, not a 
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picture painted, not a bar of music composed, the history of man would be materially 

unchanged.‖
57

 The indifference of history towards poetry (or art in general) Auden conveyed 

most significantly to his poem ―Homage to Clio.‖     

The poem, also written in 1955, clearly demonstrates Auden‘s increased interest in the 

historical theme. Clio, in Greek mythology the muse of history,
58

 is for Auden the ―Muse of 

the unique / Historical fact‖
59

 or even ―Muse of Time.‖
60

 History embodied in Clio remains 

silent throughout the whole poem in contrast to the sounds and noises of the world. The 

contrast between sound and silence is strongly emphasized, culminating in the unequal 

relationship between history and the poet in the last stanza: 

 Approachable as you seem, 

 I dare not ask you if you bless the poets,  

For you do not look as if you ever read them, 

 Nor can I see a reason why you should.
61

 

Tony Sharpe resolves that ―the primary action of the poet, ‗homage‘, therefore reinforces the 

historical tension embodied in her name [derived from kleio, to acclaim], for the poet 

acclaims a muse who herself refuses to speak.‖
62

 Moreover, the silence is further intensified 

in the syllabic metre of the poem, the lines alternating between eleven and nine syllables. 

Auden uses what he terms ―the fullest elision,‖ resulting in a considerable divergence of the 

rhythm from the metre and so mirroring the discrepancy between the visual and the audible, 

as history can be seen, but cannot be heard.
63

    

The role of art in history being established, it is essential to connect the realm of 

history to Auden‘s religious and political views. Christianity for Auden stands at the heart of 

history. His belief in the Fall as the origin of history largely corresponds to that of Paul 

Tillich, another philosopher and theologian of the twentieth century. According to Tom F. 

Driver, both share the way of reading history ―from the centre out, not from the edges in‖ 

meaning that ―the Fall is not understood literally as an event in time, but it is described as 

though it were such an event,‖ which is because belief springs ―neither from logic nor 

historical evidence, but from experience.‖
 64

 The Fall being the source of history, the 

Incarnation is then the most important event which occurs in history, connecting the infinite 
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with the finite through revelation of the eternal in time.  More generally, Christianity serves as 

a connection between history (including theological events such as said Incarnation or the 

Crucifixion) and the everyday life of a modern man. The instance of such connection in 

Auden‘s poetry would be chiefly ―Horae Canonicae,‖ which Kirsch considers ―a consummate 

representation at once of sacred history and twentieth-century experience.‖
65

 Corresponding 

to the canonical hours, the time for prayers, the seven poems of ―Horae Canonicae‖ connect 

man‘s ordinary daily life through these prayers to the past, across the historical (as well as 

spiritual) gap between Christ and a contemporary man.    

Auden‘s perspective on the relation of history and politics is, much like Niebuhr‘s, 

focused primarily on the developments of human society in the course of history, with his 

attention aimed especially on democracy. Auden explicitly states that in his opinion, 

―democracy is not a political system or party but an attitude of mind.‖
66

 Achieving it is then a 

question of a certain set of conditions, just as the Incarnation could, according to Auden, 

happen only in a very specific stage of history and human thought:
67

 ―There is no such thing 

as the perfect democratic state, good for all time. What political form is most democratic at 

any given period depends on geography, economic development, educational level, and the 

like.‖
68

 From this, however, emerges also Auden‘s scepticism about its sustainability. In order 

to save democracy, one must ―never forget that by nature we are all bad. It is only by art we 

become good.‖
69

 Elsewhere, Auden expands on the idea: ―Frankly, democracy will only work 

if as individuals we lead good lives, and we shall only do that if we have faith that it is 

possible and at the same time an acute awareness of how weak and corrupt we are.‖
70

 In these 

two statements, Auden not only discloses his concern about democracy and its uncertainties 

but in the first also reminds the role of art in history. Furthermore, in both of these statements 

Auden places democracy against the context of original sin and so against the wider 

framework provided by Niebuhr.     

 

Unsurprisingly, the most distinct feature shared by both Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s view 

of history is connected to Christianity. Christianity here works as a mediator between history 
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and the present, and at the same time history serves as the place in which Christianity 

manifests itself. Auden‘s belief in the prominence of the Incarnation as the major revelation in 

which eternity reveals itself in time among other theological events in history owes much to 

the influence of Niebuhr‘s writing.
71

 In The Nature and Destiny of Man Niebuhr resolves the 

paradox of the Incarnation by emphasising the sinfulness rather than the finiteness of man: 

―The issue of Biblical religion is not primarily the problem of how finite man can know God 

but how sinful man is to be reconciled to God and how history is to overcome the tragic 

consequence of its ‗false eternals,‘ its proud and premature efforts to escape finiteness.‖
 72

 

Although the Incarnation then is the paradoxical uniting of the eternal with the finite, even 

more importantly it is ―an act of reconciliation in which the judgement of God upon the pride 

of man is not abrogated, in which the sin of man becomes the more sharply revealed and 

defined by the knowledge that God is Himself the victim of man‘s sin and pride.‖
 73

    

By such emphasis Niebuhr evades the danger of the Protestant interpretation of the 

Incarnation. That is, as Auden states in ―The Means of Grace,‖ his review of The Nature and 

Destiny of Man, the danger of ―ignoring the concrete realities of a historical situation 

altogether‖ resulting from the Protestant accentuation of ―the continuous process of voluntary 

assent‖ to the belief that ―only faith in the Incarnation can conquer man‘s original anxiety.‖
74

 

Niebuhr‘s handling of the subject primarily with regard to the act of sin thus connects the 

historical event with the theological revelation in respect to human nature and experience. In 

this manner, Niebuhr‘s work for Auden represents ―the most lucid and balanced statement of 

Protestantism that we are likely to see for a long time.‖
 75

 According to Driver, the Incarnation 

for Auden then becomes ―the lens through which the rays of history pass and are re-

directed.‖
76

 Such interpretation of history within the scope of Auden‘s poetry is observable 

for instance in ―For the Time Being,‖ chiefly in the section ―The Meditation of Simeon.‖
77

 

The inclusion of the aspect of sinfulness is important also because of the distinction between 

nature, humankind and the divine.    

Thus, eternity is the antithesis of time and consequently history, with the exception of 

this connection of the two through the revelatory act. However, a further distinction needs to 
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be made between history and nature, both coexisting within the realm of time (the finite) and 

so opposite to the divine (the eternal), but at the same time opposing each other. Auden 

distinguished between the natural event and the historical event respectively as between that 

which ―could only be said that it is what it is,‖ and that which ―could have been otherwise.‖
 78

 

Alan Jacobs recounts Auden‘s thoughts: ―The uniqueness of human beings, in the created 

order, is that we live simultaneously in nature (the realm of involuntary and repetitive acts) 

and history (the realm in which we make choices, and experience and reflect upon the 

consequences of those choices).‖
79

 This distinction is reflected also in Auden‘s poetry.
 80

 In 

―Homage to Clio‖ he writes: 

Woken at sun-up to hear 

 A cock pronouncing himself himself 

Though all his sons had been castrated and eaten, 

 I was glad I could be unhappy
81

 

The contrast of the last line and the rest of the stanza mirrors the contrast between nature and 

history. As being unhappy is, according to Jacobs, ―to experience the dignity of history,‖
 82

 it 

differentiates the passivity and instinctiveness of nature and its unhistorical existence from 

man‘s freedom and his capacity of choice and understanding.    

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, for Niebuhr historical existence is ―never mere 

finiteness but finiteness and freedom.‖ Thus man‘s freedom differentiates him from other 

entities in time. Like Auden, Niebuhr‘s separation of man‘s existence from others in time is 

founded on his capacity for choice by which history is shaped. As noted by Kirsch, from this 

perspective man is also ―a unique creature made in the image of God with self-consciousness 

and free will, capable, therefore, of making history.‖
83

 However, his free will is for this reason 

inevitably accompanied by a considerable amount of responsibility. Such responsibility in 

combination with man‘s inclination to yielding to the temptation of sin result in the fact that 

history is often a ―realm of evil.‖
84

 In order to minimize these perils of freedom, it needs to be 

regulated by some political system, which should responsibly reflect on history but at the 
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same time maintain the freedom. Niebuhr, and consequently Auden, thus excludes any 

systems that arrogate too much power (such as tyranny or aristocracy), as well as systems 

with a naïve or irresponsible attitude to historical development and human nature (for instance 

anarchy).
85

 From the historico-theological perspective, Auden criticises both the Arcadian and 

the Utopian approach, as the Arcadian looks backward in history (dreaming of Eden) and the 

Utopian forward (dreaming of New Jerusalem),
86

 both disregarding the present responsibility 

and not sufficiently reflecting on the past.    

Therefore the system about which both Auden and Niebuhr agree is democracy, 

though both of them remain fairly critical of the generally celebrated democracies such as 

those of France, Britain and above all the US. However, Niebuhr refuses secular democracy, 

and Auden concurs. The inseparability of man‘s freedom and right and the sinful nature of 

man from the body of democracy is for Auden crucial for the sustainability of democracy.
87

 

Auden offers a modification of E. M. Forster‘s statement: ―Two cheers for Democracy: one 

because it admits vocation, and two because it permits contrition. Two cheers are quite 

enough. There is no occasion to give three. Only Agape, the Beloved Republic, deserves 

that.‖
88

 While vocation for Auden represents a state of ―subjective requiredness,‖
89

 possible 

thanks to man‘s choice and freedom, contrition is a self-reflection on man‘s sinful nature. In 

both Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s perspective, the acceptance of original sin as an integral part of 

democracy then requires penance but at the same time provides the ability to count upon the 

sinfulness of man and so gives the chance to defend and sustain democracy as the only 

potentially righteous system possible within the course of  history.    

 

Both Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s view of history offer a wide range of possible 

alternatives, especially concerning the more eschatological interpretations of history and the 

position of God in history. Nevertheless, these need to be omitted in order to retain the overall 

scope of the thesis. The chapter thus focuses primarily on the various tendencies in the 

developments of human society and their connection to the theme of Christianity discussed in 

the preceding chapter. Niebuhr‘s theological influence on Auden is reflected also in Auden‘s 

attitudes towards history. Niebuhr‘s attention in the field of history is centred on the 
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contrastive forces of good and evil in history and their relation to human nature, with a 

principal focus on the specific social developments and their apprehension of man‘s 

responsibility. On the other hand, Auden is, besides such general social developments, 

interested also in the relationship between history and art. However, they both agree on the 

role Christianity played in the historical process, as well as on the need for the distinction of 

man‘s history from nature due to his unique capacity for choice, which leads both Auden and 

Niebuhr to the recognition of democracy as the most fitting of the political systems. Such 

views necessarily affected both Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s reactions to the events of the Cold 

War, and their involvement in it. This is the subject of the next chapter.      

  



28 

 

CHAPTER IV: POLITICS 

In order to an account of both Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s position in relation to the first 

phase of the Cold War I will first characterize of the tendencies and developments in the post-

war politics, predominantly of the notion of the soft power US propaganda. The main focus 

will be on the examination of the political opinions of respectively Niebuhr and Auden, as in 

the two preceding chapters, and on the relation of these to their actions and writing during the 

Cold War period. Next, the connection of the aforementioned to Niebuhr and Auden and their 

status and role in the establishment (especially through the Congress for Cultural Freedom) 

will be explored. The chapter will elaborate upon what was discussed in the preceding 

chapters and expand it in a more political direction. In this sense, Niebuhr‘s active role in the 

Congress for Cultural Freedom will be compared to Auden‘s allegedly unintentional 

contribution to the US Cold War propaganda, both on its own political terms as well as with 

respect to their beliefs examined earlier.    

 

Much has been written on the political and military tensions between the United States 

and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The conflict was played out in culture also. This 

involvement of culture in the doctrines of both sides is important for the question of 

engagement of both Niebuhr and Auden, as it is in such cultural wars where thinkers and 

artists are capable of becoming involved most. The Cold War belongs to the group of 

conflicts which Kenneth Osgood in his major work on the Cold War, Total Cold War, terms 

―total wars.‖ These are the conflicts which ―erased the distinctions between the front line and 

the home front,‖ the wars which were ―no longer fought just by armies in the field, but by the 

entire nation.‖
90

 The Cold War seen through the eyes of most Americans asked during its first 

decade was not primarily a military conflict, but they defined it as ―a war of nerves, a war of 

words, a war of ideas, and a war of propaganda.‖
91

 Cultural propaganda thus became the 

fundamental principle of the power struggle in public, serving as a key to the world of both 

intellectuals and common audience.    

The impact of art on public opinion was not underestimated by either the United States 

or the Soviet Union. Cold War politics reshaped the literary space of the time. In order to 

understand Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s involvement in US propaganda, we first have to 

understand the character of the two contrasting propagandas and the power of the literary 
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medium as such. Literary propaganda represented a crucial method of disseminating ideology 

(with the primary emphasis specifically on books), since, as defined by the Psychological 

Strategy Board in 1953, ―in most parts of the world, the radio and television are still 

novelties.‖
92

 The power of literature in the service of propaganda becomes more apparent in 

the light of A. P. Foulkes‘s definition: ―Literature historically belongs to the secondary 

agencies of socialization which introduce the individual to the schemes of interpretation 

dominant in his society.‖
93

 It not only directly influences the reader‘s schemes of 

interpretation, but also and perhaps even more importantly it has the potential to develop and 

refine the awareness of ―a world which can be touched by words.‖
94

 Hence, on the one hand 

literature functions in accordance with the educational ideal of broadening horizons, but at the 

same time it can intentionally reduce them.    

Both the US and the Soviet propaganda methods display an awareness of this function 

of literature. However, each implements this awareness differently, at least at first glance. 

Soviet propaganda was aimed above all at the working-class audience, quite overtly and 

straightforwardly promoting communist ideals. It is connected predominantly (and fairly 

notoriously) to the style of Socialist Realism, a style fully subordinate to ideology.
95

 The 

Soviets also employed the strict censorship.  The historian Robert Conquest discloses that the 

main function of censorship within Soviet propaganda was ―to ensure that the correct 

ideological spin was put on every published item‖
96

 and so to eliminate the materials which in 

this sense were found unacceptable. The tension between the Western and the Eastern Bloc 

were naturally manifested in the ideological propaganda attacks. Hence, as Osgood observes, 

―communist propaganda portrayed America as a cultural wasteland where workers, women, 

and minorities were ruthlessly exploited by the ruling classes.‖
97

 In reaction to this (and 

earlier also in reaction to German propaganda), the primary aim of American propaganda was 

to refute the negative stereotype of America as materialistic and culturally barren.
98

    

The main purpose of the US propaganda machine thus became exporting American 

achievements and cultural contributions to Western Europe. Unlike Soviet propaganda, the 

American programme was characteristic for its covert actions. Frances Stonor Saunders in 
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Who Paid the Piper, her major investigative work on the involvement of the CIA in the 

cultural Cold War, summarizes that ―a central feature of this programme was to advance the 

claim that it did not exist.‖
99

 Further she quotes the words of Michael Josselson, a cultural 

affairs officer later recruited by the CIA, who defines ―the most effective kind of propaganda‖ 

as the one in which ―the subject moves in the direction you desire for reasons which he 

believes to be his own.‖
100

 The result was that the cultural propaganda programme was 

managed by the CIA, most importantly here through the Congress for Cultural Freedom (from 

the 1950s till the late 1960s run by Josselson). The Congress for Cultural Freedom financially 

supported, as Stonor Saunders thoroughly documents, an enormous number of artists, often 

without their consent or even knowledge, awarding them prizes, organizing public 

performances or, in case of writers, through publishing companies. Though it may seem that 

American propaganda concentrated solely on the covert means of promoting and exporting, 

the censorship existed in Soviet propaganda as well as in the American one. Among the 

banned authors were, quite unsurprisingly, those supporting communist ideology. On the 

other hand, the CIA supported the non-communist left, as well as former communists and 

leftists as a part of a campaign of persuasion against communism
101

 – a fact of some 

significance for Auden.     

 

Niebuhr (along with many other major American intellectuals) joined the Congress for 

Cultural Freedom in the early 1950s. More specifically, he was a member of the American 

Committee for Cultural Freedom, an official American affiliate of the Congress, which, 

according to Stonor Saunders, ―was intended to reflect the broad coalition of liberal and left-

of-centre constituencies which made up the host organization.‖
102

 Niebuhr, always 

disapproving of any kind of political absolutism, belonged to the moderate faction of the 

Committee opposing to the faction more radically inveighing against communism, both of 

which represented the intelligentsia engaged in the ―clandestine cultural warfare.‖
103

 Such 

direct involvement in the political affairs of that time echoed Niebuhr‘s theoretical views of 

politics; the reasons for Niebuhr‘s rejection of submission to the undesirable developments in 

human society and his call for active engagement have already been discussed in the 

preceding chapters. In accordance with his view of theological ethics (as his political views 
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cannot be disengaged from his theology and vice versa), Niebuhr did not evade the 

responsibility he thought humankind had for the maintenance of democracy and so gave his 

theoretical political thought a practical expression by his active involvement in politics.     

As mentioned earlier, Niebuhr‘s examination of history lead him to the conviction that 

democracy was the only justifiable political system. It then comes as no surprise that most of 

his political writings concentrate on his notion of democracy and the struggle for its 

maintenance. Niebuhr argues that ―democracy is an ultimate norm of political organization in 

the sense that no better way has been found to check the inordinacy of the powerful on the 

one hand and the confusion of the multitude on the other than by making every centre of 

power responsible to the people whom it affects.‖
104

 Following Niebuhr‘s views of human 

nature and its inevitable inclination to sin, it becomes clear that in order to preserve justice 

and human freedom, some method of control over political power is necessary, as it is 

impossible to avoid the element of human sinfulness in the political (or any other) sphere. In 

his most profound treatise on the democratic political philosophy, The Children of Light and 

the Children of Darkness, Niebuhr explains the relation: ―If men are inclined to deal unjustly 

with their fellows, the possession of power aggravates this inclination. That is why 

irresponsible and uncontrolled power is the greatest source of injustice.‖
105

 Therefore, if 

justice is to be preserved, it requires a system capable of controlling the power.   

Still, political justice cannot be maintained merely by relying on social norms and 

ethics, on the optimist Christian law of love. To effectively defend human freedom, the norm 

for political decisions has to be based on a more stable and reliable policy than morality. Bob 

E. Patterson expounds Niebuhr‘s stance thus: ―Whereas it may be possible to bring about just 

relations between individuals by moral and rational persuasion, in larger groups this is an 

impossibility. The relations between large groups, therefore, must be predominantly based on 

power rather than ethics.‖
106

 Power is then indispensable for functioning of a large group such 

as a state but at the same time, when it ceases to be checked by a division of political power, it 

generates oppression. ―We cannot fully trust the motives of any ruling class or power,‖ 

Niebuhr says and adds that ―that is why it is important to maintain democratic checks upon 

the centres of power.‖
107

 Uncontrolled political power necessarily degenerates into tyranny, a 
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peril for all governments. Confronted by an authoritarian regime, democracy must take an 

active part in the conflict, as inaction usually results in a greater evil than action.    

After the end of World War II Niebuhr reminds his readers of the need for active 

response, urging the democratic western world to react immediately to Russian post-war 

expansion. In ―The Fight for Germany,‖ an article published in Life magazine in 1946, he 

warned of the increasing danger for justice and freedom that Russia represented: ―In seeking 

to gain one concession after another from us, Russia hopes to profit by the well-known 

reluctance of democracies to risk war and the equally well-known ability of dictatorships to 

do so or at least to appear to be running the risk. […] The way to avoid war is not to allow 

[Russian] expansion.‖
108

 Starting in Germany, Niebuhr anticipates, Russian operations in 

Europe would spread over the whole of the European continent.
109

 Alluding to the Soviet 

occupation of Berlin and the generally questionable manner of acting after (but also during) 

the war, he remarks that ―Confronted with this kind of politics there is no possible strategy 

which can absolutely guarantee peace.‖
110

 He then concludes sombrely: ―We do face once 

more the distinction between relative justice and tyranny.‖
111

 The emergence of an 

authoritative regime in Niebuhr‘s view thus once again calls for the interference of the 

democratic western world based on the responsibility of both the individual and the society, a 

concept crucial for Niebuhr‘s argument.     

 

Auden‘s view of politics in the post-war period is linked with his understanding of 

Christianity and history and also with his idea of the role of art and the artist in the society. 

Accordingly, his political stance is reflected in his abandonment of political themes in his 

poetry, most often referred to as a result of his newly gained interest in theological issues. 

And yet, although Auden fairly obviously did alter the overall focus and content of the poems, 

it signifies rather a change of attitude to the political discourse than a complete loss of interest 

in the topic. After moving to the United States, Auden does not avoid commentary on political 

affairs completely, rather he adopts a different approach and comments on it strictly only by 

the mean of prose.
112

 Claude J. Summers argues that Auden‘s emigration was ―a quest for 

authenticity‖ as a consequence of the dissatisfaction with the life he led in England and, 
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moreover, of the disillusionment with the political ambiguity he faced in Spain: ―He 

desperately needed to feel that both his poetry and his life were honest and that each was 

consistent with the other.‖
113

   

Therefore, when Auden realized he could no longer find the sense of poetry in its 

political engagement, he abandoned it for the sake of religious content and for what Meghan 

O‘Rourke terms ―poetry of public intimacy.‖
114

 Auden still considered democracy the best 

possible political system, one which requires protection,
115

 but he ceased to see poetry as a 

way of doing so. As Conniff remarks, ―he decided to make no more grand literary gestures – 

like travelling, pen in hand, to the war in Spain or the war in China – in the hope of 

reconciling poetry and politics.‖
116 Since he began to view poetry as an inefficient means of 

transmission of a political message, political engagement in poetry would for him in this sense 

signify dishonesty and thus a betrayal of his own values. Auden himself, when he 

recapitulates his views on the relationship between art and politics in his 1970 Neulengbach 

speech, clarifies: ―Where political and social evils are concerned, only two things are 

effective: political action and straightforward, truthful, detailed journalistic rapportage of the 

facts. The Arts are powerless.‖
117

 There is a sense of continuity between Auden‘s 

commentaries in the early 1940s and 1970s, the position of art in the political world being 

articulated clearly and decisively. Yet, Auden‘s initial struggle for the definition of this 

perspective should not go unnoticed.      

In 1939, two years after his visit to Spain or more expressly two years after the 

principal occasion provoking the transformation of his political beliefs, Auden in the poem 

―In Memory of W. B. Yeats‖ writes the notoriously famous line ―poetry makes nothing 

happen.‖
118

 It is a most clearly stated testimony of the deep crisis Auden was facing, his 

political crisis being reflected also in his crisis of vocation (already discussed in the chapter 

on Christianity). Although his abandonment of the leftist engagement is generally seen as the 

preeminent outcome of the change of his political perspective, his re-evaluation of the value 

of poetry in relation to politics deserves an equal amount of attention, for that is what helped 
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to shape the course of Auden‘s later writing. The development is most explicitly revealed in 

The Prolific and the Devourer, Auden‘s personal ruminations which he started writing in 

1939 and left unfinished. Exploring the work, Robert Huddleston distinguishes between the 

two meanings that Auden‘s ―poetry makes nothing happen‖ imply: ―In its more pessimistic 

valence, it suggests that writers and artists are incapable of effecting political change.‖ 

However, Huddleston observes, later in the work a more nuanced position is adopted: ―Poetry 

should not make things happen; it should not be instrumentalized for a political cause and is 

harmed by acceding to such uses.‖
119

 Thus establishing the position of poetry, Auden as a 

poet acts accordingly, though he assents with Niebuhr‘s rejection of political inaction.   

According to Aidan Wasley, for Auden there is a direct parallel between poetry and 

democratic politics: ―The ideal function of American democracy is […] an analogue to the 

dialectical process of poetry. Like poetry, democratic politics makes nothing happen in and of 

itself, but, through dissent, debate, and dialogue, becomes a way of happening.‖
120

 The 

clearest evidence of Auden‘s struggle to define the key concepts of his thought, which is not 

only poetry and politics but also Christianity or human history, is projected in ―New Year 

Letter.‖
121

 In the poem, his first American long one, Auden touches upon some of the major 

themes that would occupy his mind in the years to follow. The position of poetry is delineated 

with respect to politics and likewise politics are perceived in a broader Christian context, 

fundamental for the understanding of human nature and thus for the functioning of 

democracy: 

And all that we can always say 

Is: true democracy begins 

With free confession of our sins.
122

 

As Conniff observes, in ―New Year Letter‖ Auden distances himself from his earlier poetry
123

 

but differs also from his later apolitical poetry. Written early in 1940, the poem belongs to the 

period which lasted till the early 1940s, when Auden had already abandoned his earlier 

political attitude but had not yet firmly adopted the new one. This period is marked by quite a 

high number of prose writings concerning political themes (including two reviews of 
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Niebuhr‘s books, both in 1941), however, his views being established, he almost completely 

abandoned it for nearly a decade, at least with respect to the large body of his work.    

 

Auden‘s renunciation of the political does not contradict his general political views 

(calling for political intervention if necessary) and at the same time it untangles his conduct 

during the Cold War. In a self-conducted interview in The Prolific and the Devourer, Auden 

explicitly defines his stance on the possibility of his further political engagement, as well as 

on political engagement in general, an attitude which would remain unaltered for the rest of 

his life:  

Q. Are you prepared to have anything to do with politics in the strict sense? 

A. For myself personally there are other things that interest me more and for which I 

think I am more suited. But that is purely personal. I certainly think it extremely 

important that people should take part in politics, provided that they do something 

constructive […].
124

 

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, Niebuhr too thought it extremely important to participate 

in politics. However, unlike Auden, he did not see any obstacle to his own partaking, 

connected either to his vocation or to his interests, and so his actions reflect the moral 

responsibility he as an intellectual felt.   

As a consequence, the relation of Auden and Niebuhr to the US Cold War political 

scene, or more specifically to the propaganda machine, differs significantly. While Niebuhr 

devoted his efforts to the political cause, Auden concentrated above all on the tasks connected 

to writing. With regard to Niebuhr, Stonor Saunders remarks that to the elite in power he was 

―a congenial authority figure.‖
125

 His political engagement was not restricted only to 

involvement in the Congress for Cultural Freedom; he was also a founding member of the 

Union for Democratic Action (in 1947 transforming into the Americans for Democratic 

Action of which again he was a co-founder) and a member of a huge number of various 

Committees.
126

 In such manner, Niebuhr managed to successfully revive ―the doctrine of 

original sin as a political tool, and making ‗God an instrument of national policy.‘‖
127

 Auden, 

on the other hand, took an apolitical stand; nevertheless, that does not mean he evaded 

political responsibilities. According to Mendelson, Auden in the post-war years ―worked 
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increasingly at the social tasks of literature: editing anthologies, judging competitions, 

introducing younger or forgotten writers.‖
128

 Both Auden and Niebuhr thus were influential 

public personas, each in his own way and each in his own sphere.    

At the beginning of the Cold War era, Auden‘s renown was at its peak. As mentioned 

earlier in the chapter, his socialist beginnings were by no means in contradiction to the 

American cultural propaganda programme, on the contrary, it fully corresponded to its policy 

(even Niebuhr‘s views were initially left-wing, leading him to remember his younger self as a 

―simple-minded socialist‖
129

). Interestingly, Auden‘s writing suited the doctrine even by the 

evasion of the political, as the US propaganda strategy was not to directly convey a political 

message, but rather to promote American art, and so the elimination of politics from the field 

of poetry was a general trend. Auden was well aware of his great fame and consequently also 

of the influence his poetry could have. This awareness thus, according to Mendelson, resulted 

in the exclusion of some of his best-known poems such as ―Spain‖ or ―September 1, 1939‖ 

from his Collected Shorter Poems compiled in 1965: ―He did not drop these poems because 

he disagreed with their politics – vaguely Marxist in the first poem, even more vaguely 

idealistic in the second - but because he distrusted their power to convince his readers that he 

and they were on the right side in the great struggles of the age.‖
130 Such knowledge then 

mirrored not only in Auden‘s revisions, but also in the act of writing itself.    

Justin Quinn in his essay ―Auden‘s Cold War Fame‖ argues that Auden‘s rejection of 

the political content in poetry may in fact be seen as deeply ideological in its essence. By 

redirecting his attention toward the private, Auden makes a public gesture going hand in hand 

with the general Cold War cultural environment. ―Cattivo Tempo‖ offers a collection of 

―minor devils,‖
131

 annoying trivialities devoid of political affairs of the time, with only the 

last stanza somewhat modifying this perspective: 

The proper riposte is to bore them; 

To scurry the dull pen 

Through dull correspondence, 

To wag the sharp tongue 

In pigeon Italian, 

Asking the socialist 

Barber to guess 

Or the monarchist fisherman to tell 
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When the wind will change, 

Outwitting hell 

With human obviousness.
132

 

Here the political is excluded right before the eyes of the reader – the socialist barber and the 

monarchist fisherman alike are interrupted, their political talk is substituted by stereotypical 

small talk about the weather. In Quinn‘s words, ―this allows Auden simultaneously to be a 

private poet while also advocating Cold War cultural values. The poem does not keep the 

political out; it enacts its very expulsion. These are two different things.‖
133

 Whether Auden 

followed the general trend of apolitical poetry or whether it was purely a result of his own 

poetic development may only be theorized about and as such it is secondary.  

The analogy between Niebuhr‘s and Auden‘s views of politics would be incomplete 

without at least briefly mentioning its connection to Christianity. Christian faith, Niebuhr 

believes, does indeed provide the ultimate security, the immortal life completing the 

incomplete human existence, but at the same time, the earthly security needs to be actively 

defended. That, however, should be done on more than merely political basis. Therefore, 

Niebuhr encourages Christians to be involved constantly also ―in the world of culture, 

practically and theoretically.‖
134

 That is an appeal Auden can readily submit to, satisfying at 

once his own urge for apolitical poetry and for Christian contribution. On more theoretical 

grounds, Auden and Niebuhr agreed not only on democracy as the only acceptable political 

order (the reasons based on the tendencies in the development of human society have already 

been discussed in the previous chapter), but also on the Christian faith as the only possible 

functional principle on which it can effectively operate. It is, again, crucially important that 

this faith is understood within the boundaries of Christian realism, thus eliminating the 

potential danger of totalitarian regimes. 

Auden and Niebuhr agree that original sin is fundamental to human nature, and must 

be taken into consideration speaking of any viable political system. ―Men are equal not in 

their capacities and virtues but in their natural bias towards evil,‖ Auden remarks, and adds: 

―No individual or class, therefore, however superior in intellect or character to the rest, can 

claim an absolute right to impose its view of the good upon them. Government must be 

democratic, the people must have a right to make their own mistakes and to suffer for them, 

because no one is free from error.‖
135

 These could be the words of Niebuhr as well. Still, not 
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even democratic government and the true understanding of human nature guarantee a perfect 

structure, as Niebuhr found all ―political and social constructs wanting when measured against 

the yardstick of divine justice‖
136

 and elsewhere he explains that the sinful element is what 

causes ―even the seemingly most stable justice [to degenerate] periodically into either tyranny 

or anarchy.‖
137

 The realist approach to which both Auden and Niebuhr assent then on one 

hand does indeed recognize the destructive aspect of human nature which is inevitably 

reflected in any political system. However, on the other hand, it does not submit to it, rather, it 

demands action in order to curtail evil; and although Auden did avoid direct political 

engagement for the reasons disclosed earlier and focused solely on his cultural contributions, 

he still thought it important.  

 

The political thoughts and attitudes of Auden and Niebuhr largely depend on a number 

of both theoretical and practical factors. First the wider political and cultural environment of 

the Cold War effected not only Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s conduct, but also the general 

developments in cultural and intellectual spheres as well. Then, quite naturally, their political 

perspectives are influenced by a range of ideas and beliefs concerning primarily other than 

political concepts, predominantly Christianity. The background of the Cold War political and 

cultural strategies provides the framework for Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s connection to 

contemporaneous politics, but the main focus is on their specific political opinions. In 

Niebuhr‘s case, his thoughts are echoed directly through political engagement, which is 

supported by his theoretical commentary on the system of democracy and its perils. On the 

contrary, Auden‘s political attitudes are most distinctly mirrored in the abandonment of the 

political theme in his poetry. Such development was partly a result of his newly gained 

interest in Christianity, but even more importantly it reflected his general political views and 

his understanding of the role of poetry in political discourse. The chapter concludes with a 

comparison of the two stances. Auden's and Niebuhr's views differ in the attitude towards 

their direct political involvement, yet they both agree on the general principles politics should 

follow. Adopting the framework of Christian realism, both Auden and Niebuhr see democracy 

as the only justifiable political order and acknowledge the necessity of its active defence.    
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

Auden‘s remarkable responsiveness to a wide range of socio-political, theological, and 

cultural stimuli allows a wide field of study. The philosophical perspective of Reinhold 

Niebuhr is one of the most important among those. Niebuhr provided the theoretical 

framework for many of Auden‘s later ideas and thus helped him to resolve his ideological 

struggle. Due to his reading of Niebuhr‘s theological ideas, Auden was able to find sense in 

his poetic vocation and acknowledge its role in the society while realizing the importance of 

action in socio-political affairs. The three major areas of thought contributing to the 

clarification of Auden‘s conduct in the post-war period, or at least those in which Niebuhr‘s 

influence can be traced, have been defined as theology, history and politics.   

Theology, or more specifically Christianity, serves as the widest theoretical 

background, as it directly affects Auden‘s attitudes towards other notions, both in theory and 

in practice. It introduces crucial concepts, most importantly the doctrine of original sin, which 

are then further reflected in both historical and political theories. History here may be seen as 

a noteworthy link between Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s perspective of Christianity and politics. It 

connects the Christian interpretation of human history with the political developments and 

their justification throughout its course. Lastly, the area of Auden‘s and Niebuhr‘s attitude to 

politics elaborates upon the historical developments and their contemporary application in the 

light of the established Christian theoretical framework. The topic of politics brings along the 

broader cultural and political Cold War milieu, which introduces also the external, yet not less 

important source of influence.    

All these are interconnected and significantly contribute to Auden‘s views of the 

position of art, and poetry especially, in society, and this is one of his central preoccupations 

of the period. His attitudes towards the subject then echoed both in his poetry and his prose; 

while the former serves as a representation of Auden‘s theoretical thought, the latter directly 

pronounces and scrutinizes them. In Mendelson‘s words, Auden in his critical works ―tended 

to adopt the voice of either the Poet or the Historian, the first when he wanted to emphasize 

art‘s indifference to politics and morals, the second when he wanted to emphasize art‘s ability 

to clarify moral dilemmas without pretending to solve them.‖
138

 Auden‘s perspective of this 

issue, as well as all the other concepts discussed in the thesis, owes much to Niebuhr. Largely 

thanks to Niebuhr‘s thought, Auden was able to find a moral vindication for his apolitical 

contribution to the cultural developments in the period (by which, whether consciously or not, 
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he also suited the tendencies supported by the US Cold War political doctrine), while still 

acknowledging the general importance of an active participation in the political affairs. 
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