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concept of myth. The clearest statement of Niebuhr's 

understanding of myth is as follows. 

This is perhaps the most essential genius of myth, 
that it points to the timeless in time, to the ideal 
in the actual, but does not lift the temporal to the 
category of the eternal (as pantheism does), nor 
deny the significant ~impses of the eternal and the 
ideal in the temporal (as dualism does). When the 
mythical method is applied to the description of hu
man character, its paradoxes disclose precisely the 
same relationships in human personality which myth 
reveals, and more consistent philosophies obscure, 
in the nature of the universe. 2!t7 
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It is only through myth then that we can talk meaningfully 

about the source of human existence that relates i tsel! to 

and, at the same time, transcends history. Myth is the 

only way through which man's dialectical character of 

fini tenees and self-transcendence can fully express itself. 

• • • the biblical view of life is dIalectical 
because it affirms the meaning of history and of 
man's natural existence on the one hand, and on the 
other insists that the center, source, and £u1£il.l.
ment of history lie beyond history. •• • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
• • • An ancillary theme of these essays is • • • 

the necessary and perennially ~4~ contribution of 
myth to the biblical world view. 

The most concrete form in Which myth expresses itself 

"1 " " in Christian faith is the clarification ot the meaning of 

human life by the Cross. The Cross gives history its proper 

247ICE, p. 80. 

248BT, pp_ ix-x. 
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meaning by' pointing out the source of meaning in God. 

Therefore, myth must be taken "seriously, but not llter

ally • .,249 Here again the paradoxical nature of man is 

involved. It myth Is taken literall.y, then it cannot sat

isfy mants infinite capacity for self-transcendence, because 

the source of myth is regarded as e.=lUS~vely 1n history. 

If ~th is not taken seriously, on the other hand. the mean

ingfulness of h1lll1Billite and history Is Jeopardized • . ' 

••• it is important to take Bibl.ical symbols serl
ously but not 1i teral.ly. If they are taken 11 teral.ly " 
the Biblical conception ot a dialectical rel.ation 
between history and superhlstory Is imperiledJ for . 
in that case the tulfl1lment ot history become" 
merely another ldnd of time-history_ If the symbols 
are not taken seriously the Biblical dialectic is 
destroyed, because in that case concepts ot an eter-
~~yt:i~iif~2~6 in which history Is destroyed and 

, 'As the above quotation indicates, Nlebuhr speaks of 

myth and symbol lnterchangeably. In so dolng, he is vulnera

bel to Paul Lehmann's criticism that he talls to clarlf'ythe 

relationship between meaning and fa.ct, knowledge' andreali-

'. ty.251 However, Nieb\lhrts intention needs to be understoo~. 

The Oross is a mythJ.cal expresslon o:f the taJ:th thathiator.Y 

Is meaninghl and also is wa1 ting :for the ultimate consum

mation of its meaning beyond history. It has alr.a~ been 
.' .,. 

• '.'_.' ~ .• I, • . 

249.NDM, 11, SO. ' 

2Slpaul Lehmann, "!he Christology of Relnhold ' 
Niebuhr," Kegley and Bretall. editors, n- .QU., ,p_ 267. 
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seen how the Cross clarifies the meaning of history in history 

in the discussion of agape as the norm for human life. Our 

task now is to see how the Cross clarifies the meaning of' 

history beyond history. 

According to Niebuhr, the content of the Biblical 

myth of eschatology is embodied in three symbols. the 

Second Coming of Christ, the Last Judgment, and the Resur

rection. These three symbols express the final consummation 

of the meaning of human history and life. i~hether the Second 

Coming is Jes'us' own or another, it is the full oulmination 

of history which is, in essence, Ha purging of human guilt 

and sin by divine judgment and mercy • .,2S2 Thus, it symbol

izes God's infinite ooncern for the good of man. And in so 

doing, it presents most dynamically God's sovereign power to 

transform this world and finally guarantees man's trust in 

God in the midst of the ambiguities of our world. 

The Last Judgment symbolizes the following three 

points, (1) Christ is the judge of history; therefore, his

tory is judged by its own essential character, and man is 

judged by his essential nature. (2) The distinction between 

good and evil will not be obscured at the end of history. 

(J) Finally, the Last Judgment indicates that history is not 
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its own redeemer, because it is never free from ambiguities 

and contradictions.2S3 

The resurrection of the body means three things. 

First , it denies a1V kind ot dualism of the sou.l and the 

body. The Neo-Platonic dualism of good and evil in the 

individual and the world is rejected once tor all. Instead, 

Christian faith affirms that man is both nature and spiritJ 

therefore, he is the "organic unity of soul and bOdy ... 2S4 

This view of unity in man further implies that sin is not a 

product of his finiteness but arises from spirlt. 2SS The 

resurrection ot the body further means that it is a et justi

fied hope," because man·s radical freedom does not allow him 

to be completely in the flux of this world. He looks for

ward to the rulfillment of life beyond this life.256 But 

the ultimate fUlfillment of this life oannot be accomplished 

by man himself. "God must complete what remains' incomplete 

in human existence. n2S7 .Finally, the resurrection otthe 

body expresses a "more social idea ot human existence ... 25a 

It actually grew out of the social hope ot the Jews. 'In the 

Old Testament the individual Is always conceived ot in 

2SlIbid., pp. 291-294. 

2SS!a!4., p. 294. 

2S7Ibld. 

2S4BT, p. 292. 

2S6Ibld., p. 297, 

2S8Ibid, -
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relation to his total society, because .tthe lViessianic king

dom was conceived of as the fulfilment of a social process, 

first of all, of course, as the fulfilment of the life of 

Israel. ,,259 

In Niebuhr's understanding of the cure for sin, life 

ih history is regarded as meaningful, but its meaning is 

fragmentary. Life is constantly redeemed in history, but 

its redemption is by no means complete in history. The 

meaning of life and history is fully realized beyond his

tory. This conclusion can be further subs tantiated by the 

two well known Niebuhrian phrases I history as "an interim" 
260 

between the First Coming and the Second Coming, and "sin 

is overcome in principle, not in fact ... 261 The latter 

emphasizes the fact that human life Is not emancipated from 

the ambiguous and tragic character of our present world. Man 

will continue to negate life by rebelling Sgaainst God in 

api te of His loud "Yes 1" to human life in Christ. The former 

underscores the sovereign goodness of God which ultimately 

overcomes human sin. And it is this paradoxical relation 

between God's grace and human sin that ls the constant theme 

of Niebuhr's doctrine of man. His grasp of the infinite 

259Ibid., p.298. 

260NDM• 11, 48. 

261Ibid ., p. 49. 
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soope ot human sin makes him a realist.262 His fervent 

tai th in God who judges and redeems man in Christ keeps him 

trom becoming a cynio. This rare combination of realism and 

faith makes Nlebuhr a "Ohristian realist." 

262Niebuhr' 8 real1s1I here can be ' dafined as his 
attempt to take selt-interest tor granted and to seek. in 

, the improvement ot 8ociew, to work .i th men and poli tloal 
forces as ha finds :them (sea Kenneth Thompaon,"fhe Politi
cal Philosophyot Reinhold I~lebuhr," Keglq and Bretall. 
editors, n- cit., p. 112 and Heschel, ~. pit., p. 396). 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

From our examination of the thoughts of £rich Fromm 

and Reinhold Niebuhr with regard to the doctrine of man, it 

is evident that they agree on many areas of. concern, but 

disagree on their content. This concluding chapter seeks to 

present certain major similarities as well as irreducible 

differenceS of the doctrines of man of Fromm and Niebuhr. 

From this it will be possible to ascertain if Fromm's human

istic approach may contribute to the basic insights revealed 

by Niebuhrts doctrine of man and to discover what implicit 

or explicit critique the Christian concept of man, as inter

preted by Niebuhr, makes upon Erich Frommts concept of human 

nature. 

A. Simi1arities and differences of Fromm and NlebUhr 

1. Similarities of Niebuhr and iromm 

The similarities of the two men can be summarized as 

their passionate concern for the nature and destiny of man. 

They are convinced that our correct l.lnderstanding of man 

creates a dynamic impact upon the quality of our present and 

future life. This basic similarity can be clarified by 

relating it to the three areas of their mutual concern' 

(1) the essential nature of man, (2) the discrepancy between 
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what man is and what he ought to be, and () the need for 

the restoration of man. 

Fromm and Niebuhr agree that the basic characteristic 

of man Is that although man is a creature of nature, he ls 

also more than nature. Being in nature and beyond nature at 

the sue time. he is not a static entity. Rather. he ls a 

developing, growing, and moving mode of being. Man is becom

ing 1n .a. dynamic proc ess. This means that man' s life is a 

risk, forbeooming means facing up to the threat that is 

present from every side. The failure to become, to risk 

oneself to the present and the future means meaninglessness. 

boredom, and nihilism. 

This basic agreement with regard to the dynamic 

nature of man is seen in their attempt to do justice to the 

creative potentialities of man. For ~romm, it is quite 

clear that oreativity is the primary potentiality of man. 

When the primary potentiality Is thwarted. man teels frus

trated and becomes regressive in his attempt to overcome the 

. discomfort of frustrations. And, furthermore. man's crea-":': 

tive potentialities go far beyond the realms of nature and 

ideologies. It is this conviction that compalls Fromm to 

reaot to the psychology of Freud and the economic determinism 

of Marx, He wants very much to maintain that man is more 

that the helpless victim of his own !si and an economic animal. 
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Man's creativity is such that neither Marx nor Freud can 

do justice to its true scope. 
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Contrary to the general view that Niebuhr overempha

sizes sin, he clearly affirms the creativity of man. Equat

ing human freedom with man's infinite capacity for self

transcendence, he maintains that it is impossible to d~fine 

its content. His treatment of science and the search for 

justice illustrates this. Man has the creativity to estab

lish a relatively just society. But, at the same time, 

there is no definite point where his creativity for justice 

is fully expressed. To define the content of justice is to 

impose undue limitations upon human creativity. Similarly 

in science no one can predict with precision what its aChieve

ments will be in the future. Therefore, Niebuhr would say 

that the traditional attempt to emphasize the omnipotence of 

God by pointing out man's inability to create life will prove 

to be bad apologetics. Such an attempt does not appreciate 

the infinite scope of human creativity and thereby, in the 

final analysis, fails to do justice to the Biblical concept 

of the omnipotence of God. 

FUrthermore, both relate human creativity to anxiety. 

Par Fromm, to be human is for man to be alienated from him

self and the world about him. Man is aware of the fact that 

the quality of his existence depends upon whether or not he 

will succeed in experiencing reunion with himself and the 
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world about him on a higher and conscious level. This aware-

ness makes him anxious, because he knows that his life Is a 

risk. Fromm thus describes man's life as a constant search 

for overcoming anxiety productively_ Only the productive 

realIzation of man·s potentialities enables him to regard 

. anxiety as the baSis of his creativity, not as a threat to 

be avoided at all costs. NIebuhr. too; maintains that anxi

ety is what makes man creative. Following Kierkegaard · 

closely, he thinks that the uniqueness of man lies in the 

fact that he Is bothtinlte and infinite at the samet1me. · 

This dialectical ontological situation makes man perennially 

anxious. Al though he knows his tin! teness. he cannot see 

the 11mi ts ot 'his own freedom. Man can never be perfectly 

content with his ethical, cultural. and intellectual aChieve

ments, for his freedom transcends all of them. It is anxiety 

that compells man to search ever higher possibilities. 

Both Fromm and Niebuhr JDaintain that man is by nature 

a creative being. It is their insistence on this point that 
:P.. 

makes them vehement opponents ot stereo-typed versions of 

Oalvinism that de~ the potentialities of man, because he is 

the victim ot the Pall ot Adam. Their mutual insistence on 

the oreativity of man further leads to another pointot 

agreement. their aversion to soientism.The methods of the 

natural sciences have produced our phenomenal technical 

achievements. But they have been deficient in generating 
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true wisdom in human affairs. It must be pointed out, how-

ever, that neither Niebuhr nor Fromm is opposed to science. 

After all, man is a creature involved in natural processes. 

There is a very significant portion of his life accessible 

to scientific inquiry. Their opposition is to the dogmatic 

assumption that the methods of the natural sciences are the 

only avenue to the understanding ot the essential nature of 

man and to the solution of all of his problems. Nlebuhr and 

Fromm share in common the particular concern to undercut 

prevailing scientific imperialism and to show the serious 

limitations of the scientific method in illuminating the 

uniqueness of man. Por both, the uniqueness of man is in 

that which is not totally accessible to scientific investi

gation. Fromm defines the essential nature of man in terms 

of reason, imagination, and love, while Niebuhr defines it 

in terms of man·8 infinite capacl ty for self-transcendence. 

Niebuhr and Fromm also maintain that the essential 

nature of man is not what he is now. They readily acknowl

edge the serious discrepancy between what man ought to be 

and what he is. Although they differ on its cause and na

ture, they nevertheless agree that the discrepancy exists 

and needs serious discussion. For;-both, the discrepancy 

expresses itself in the individual person's broken relation

ship with himself as well as with others. Under the condi

tions of pathological alienation (Fromm) or sin (Niebuhr), 
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man fails to remain what he essentially is and dehumanises 

the lives of otherg with whom he comes into contact directly 

or indirectlY!l 

Both Fromm and Niebuhr go on to say that it Is -man 

himself who is, in the final analYsjS' responsible for the 

dehumanisation of man. Por Fromm, ( it Is caused by the lack 

of man's moral stamina as well as by a society that stifles 

and suppresses human creativity. iFor Nlebuhr, man is always 

involved in sin by his radical freedom. Al though they differ 

on the issue of how man is responsible for dehumanization, 

they nevertheless insist that he is. Thence they are com-
I 

mi ttedto improving the qual! ty of human life. The restora-

tion of health consists of the humanization of man's life by 

allowing the creativity of man to express itself as fully as 

possible. lor both men reject collectivism and individual. 

ism. The one without the other will seriously distort the 

true understanding of man. Individualism emphasizes man 

over against society. Collectivism overemphasizes societ,y 

at the expense of the individual. Neither view. in Fromm's 

estimation, does full justice to the paradoxical relation

ship between man and socIety.1 

1ThUS, Kecskemati seems a bIt unfair when he criti
cizes Pros's emphasis of the willingness of the individual 
to submit himself to powers other than his own at the expense 
of the fear of being dominated (P. Kecskematl, "fhe All 
Power1'ul 'I, 'I. Commen$arx, 21, 1956, pp. 176-179). 
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Niebuhr, too, wants to avoid both individualism and 

collectivism. The scope of individualism is not sui"ficiently 

wide to fulfill man's self-transcendence. Man always seeks 

to go beyond his own self and to establish life with others. 

At the same time, the collective does not possess the same 

developed means of self-transcendence that the individual 

does. Collectivism simply cannot satisfy man's infinite 

capacity for self-transcendence.. In its attempt to limit 

the scope of man'sradical freedom, collectivism always sup

presses man's creativity and thereby destroys his hUlruanity. 

While rejecting both collectivism and individualism, 

Fromm and Niebuhr agree that the basic cure for the sickness 

of man must take place in the context of human society. 

They have made full and serious analyses of our cul. tural and 

social crises and insist that the sickness of the individual 

cannot be separated from the sickness of his society. Man: 

cannot become ful.ly human apart from his relationship with 

other human beings in an open society. The open society is 

a democratic society. It is a society in which the governing 

and the governed can have significant influence upon each 

other. It is a society in which criticisms are not regarded 

as rebellion but as constructive attempts to make human life 

truly human. Therefore, they insist that it must be dis-

tinguished from American SOCiety plagued as it is by aliena

tion, anomie, ano~ ty, and conformity. 
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While differing widely on their content. both Promm 

and Niebuhr agree on the f'ollowing areas of concerru (1) , lDSll 

has his own essential naturel (2) man's actual existence .,j.a 

different from what he essentially iSI (J) man may be .... 

released to move in a direction different from, and sup~rlor 

to, that which characterizes him in his actual existence. 

~;; 2. Differences of Niebuhr and Fromm 

~i While in agreement on the areas of concern with 
~~ 

:. regard to man. their disagreements are far more glaring than 

their agreement. But before going into this discussionln 

full detail, it is necessary to uncover a serious difference 

that exists in their presuppositions with regard to man. 

Fromm maintains with paSSion that man is alone in this world. 

His independence and freedom are based on his human creativ

ity. )~ becomes truly human only to the extent that he 

affirms his lndi viduali ty as a total man in each of his rela

tionships to the world. others, ~'"ld himself. Man is made in 
"'. ,' 

man's image. In short, Fromm thinks that man is that Which 

he makes of himself. This assertion about man as a tree. ~: 

self-conscious being who freely creates his own destil'l¥ la . 

the explanation for Frommfs deep attraotion to Zen Buddhism. 

He seems to think that Zen Buddhism is the best expression 

of atheistio humanism. It recognizes the uniqueness ot man 

which, in his estimation, Marx and Freud do not fUlly appre

ciate. At the same time, it avoids the absurdity of 
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claiming the existence of a transcendent God from which 

Judiasm and Christianity have not been able to escape. The 

concept of self-salvation of Zen Buddhism has made such a 

strong impact upon Frommts thought that he ignores the basic 

difficulty that exists between this philosophy and his zeal

ous desire for transforming society. Contrary to Fromm's 

position, it is far from clear that satori is compatible 

with his concept of social justice. Be that as it may, it 

seems quite clear that Fromm's position is best described as 

atheistic humanism which he expresses most clearly in his 

appropriation of Zen Buddhism. 

The basic presupposition of Niebuhr's doctrine of man 

is diametrically opposed to that of Fromm. Niebuhr maintains 

with equal passion that God and man are interdependent real

ities. Neither can be defined properly without the other. 

Therefore, man neither creates his own destiny solely on his 

own, nor is his end solely in himself. He came into existence 

by the gracious and free act of God. therefore, he is con

stantly dependent upon Him. Niebuhr insists that we can 

never define man adequately, no matter how able he becomes, 

without referring to God. 

It is clear then that for Fromm anthropology is 

nothing but anthropology. whereas for Niebuhr, anthropology 

presupposes a theology which points to a power that both 

transcends and completes the humanity of man. This position 

Suzuki, Y., 1971a: An Examination of Doctrine of Man of Erich Fromm and Reinhild Niebuhr, University of 
Virginia, Dissertation 1971, 355 + 4 pp.



 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

306 

of Niebuhr is based upon the paradoxical character of man as 

nature and spirit. Man as nature finds his finite character 

meaning:ful. Man ,as nature and spirit compells him to see 

meaning in the fin! te and to find the source of meaning ., 

beyond the finite. Therefore, man needs God Who is both 

intimate and 'transcendent at the same time. 

a) The essential nature of man 

Although both Fromm and Nlebuhr maintain that there 

is such a thing as the essential nature of man, they dis

agree on its content. Their disao~eement, first of all, 

issues from their two different ways of arriving at the 

essential nature of man. Fromm arrives at it strictly by 

examining man's reason, imagination, and abUi ty to love. 

"Know thyself" is his motto. Thus, he is convinced that 

although man's quest for meaning yields nothing from the 

cosmos but silence. he cannot escape the responsibility of 

deciding what he will do and become. The only source of 

mants sel.f-knowledge, in his estimation, is man himself. 

Niebuhr, on the other hand, never holds that man can 

attain authentic sel.f-knowledge by l.ooking into himself. 

Through reason man can attain the knowledge that he is both 

limi ted by nature and beyond nature. Reason also can Worm 

him that his radical freedom has no principle in itself and 

is incapable of fulfilling i taelf. But Niebuhr goes on to 

say that this knowledge of himself as both limited and 
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