the political writings of st augustine

the political writings of st augustine represent a foundational contribution
to Western political thought, intertwining theology, philosophy, and
governance. Augustine of Hippo, a fourth-century Christian theologian and
philosopher, articulated a vision of politics deeply rooted in Christian
doctrine yet profoundly engaged with the realities of earthly power. His
works address the nature of the state, the role of divine providence, and the
moral responsibilities of rulers and citizens. This article explores the core
themes of Augustine’s political philosophy, particularly as expressed in his
seminal work, *The City of God*, and other writings. It also examines
Augustine’s influence on later political theory, his views on justice and the
common good, and the enduring relevance of his ideas in contemporary
discussions of politics and religion. The following table of contents
outlines the main areas of focus within the political writings of St.
Augustine.
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Historical Context of Augustine’s Political
Thought

Understanding the political writings of St Augustine requires situating them
within the tumultuous historical backdrop of the late Roman Empire. Augustine
lived during a time marked by political instability, the decline of imperial
authority, and the rise of barbarian invasions. These conditions profoundly
influenced his reflections on the nature and purpose of political power. The
sack of Rome in 410 AD by the Visigoths was a pivotal event that challenged
prevailing Roman ideals and prompted Augustine to respond to critiques
blaming Christianity for the empire’s misfortunes. His political writings
emerge as both a defense of the Christian faith and a redefinition of
political order grounded in spiritual rather than merely temporal authority.



Key Themes in Augustine’s Political Writings

The political writings of St Augustine encompass several enduring themes that
continue to resonate in political philosophy. Central among these are the
tension between the earthly and heavenly cities, the relationship between
divine providence and human governance, and the ethical duties of rulers and
subjects. Augustine’s work grapples with the limits of human political
institutions and the ultimate sovereignty of God. His reflections also
address the problem of evil in political life and the role of grace in human
affairs.

Dualism of the Cities

One of Augustine’s most influential concepts is the dualism between the City
of God and the City of Man. This distinction emphasizes the spiritual versus
the temporal realms and frames political life as a temporary and often flawed
human endeavor subordinate to divine authority.

Divine Providence and Human Agency

Augustine asserts that while human rulers exercise authority, their power 1is
ultimately subject to God’s providential plan. This view limits the
absolutism of earthly power and introduces a theological dimension to
political accountability.

Ethics and Political Responsibility

Augustine stresses the importance of justice, peace, and the common good in
political governance. His writings call for rulers to govern with humility
and moral integrity, recognizing their role as servants of both God and the
people.

The City of God: Theological Foundations of
Political Order

*The City of God* stands as the cornerstone work in the political writings of
St Augustine. Written in response to the fall of Rome, this text explores the
contrasting destinies of the earthly city and the heavenly city, offering a
comprehensive vision of history and politics through a Christian lens.
Augustine argues that the City of God is characterized by love of God and
eternal peace, whereas the earthly city is marked by self-love and temporal
strife. This theological framework redefines the purpose of political
communities and situates them within the grand narrative of salvation
history.



The Earthly City

The earthly city, according to Augustine, is driven by self-interest and the
desire for domination. It is transient and flawed, prone to conflict,
injustice, and decay. Despite these shortcomings, Augustine recognizes the
necessity of political order to restrain evil and maintain social cohesion.

The Heavenly City

The heavenly city represents the ideal community of believers united by love
of God. It transcends earthly politics, offering eternal peace and ultimate
justice. Augustine’s vision encourages Christians to prioritize spiritual
citizenship while engaging responsibly in worldly affairs.

Political Authority and Divine Justice

In *The City of God*, Augustine explores how political authority should
reflect divine justice, emphasizing that true justice is rooted in God’'s law.
Human laws must align with this higher standard to be legitimate.

Augustine’s Views on Justice and the Common
Good

Justice and the common good are pivotal in the political writings of St
Augustine, reflecting his broader ethical and theological concerns. Augustine
conceives justice as a virtue that directs individuals and societies toward
their proper end, which is ultimately union with God. Political communities,
therefore, have the responsibility to foster conditions conducive to moral
and spiritual well-being.

Justice as Order

Augustine describes justice as a form of order that disciplines passions and
harmonizes social relations. This order is necessary for peace and stability
within the state.

The Common Good in Political Life

According to Augustine, the common good transcends individual interests and
entails the welfare of the community as a whole. Political leaders must aim
to promote this collective well-being, balancing temporal needs with
spiritual values.



Limits of Political Power

While the state plays a crucial role in promoting justice, Augustine warns
against the overreach of political power, which can lead to tyranny and
injustice. He advocates for a political order that respects natural law and
divine command.

The Role of the State and Christian Citizenship

The political writings of St Augustine articulate a nuanced understanding of
the state’s role and the responsibilities of Christian citizens. Augustine
acknowledges the necessity of government for maintaining order and
restraining sin, but he also emphasizes that the state is not the ultimate
source of authority. Christian citizenship involves a dual allegiance to both
earthly authorities and the higher authority of God.

Government as a Necessary Institution

Augustine views government as an instrument ordained by God to preserve peace
and punish wrongdoing. The state’s coercive power is justified insofar as it
serves these purposes.

Christian Allegiance and Obedience

Christians are called to obey just laws and respect political authority but
must remain faithful to divine law above all. This can create tensions,
especially when earthly laws conflict with moral or religious principles.

Engagement with Political Life

Augustine encourages Christians to participate in political life responsibly,
promoting justice and peace without compromising their spiritual commitments.
This balanced approach has informed later Christian political thought.

Legacy and Influence of Augustine’s Political
Philosophy

The political writings of St Augustine have exerted a profound and lasting
influence on Western political theory, theology, and philosophy. His ideas
shaped medieval political thought, contributed to the development of the
concept of just war, and provided a framework for understanding the
relationship between church and state. Augustine’s emphasis on the moral and
spiritual dimensions of politics continues to inform contemporary debates on



governance, human rights, and the role of religion in public life.

Impact on Medieval and Renaissance Political Thought

Augustine’s synthesis of Christian theology and political philosophy laid the
groundwork for medieval thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas, who further
developed notions of natural law and just governance.

Just War Theory

Augustine is often credited with formulating early principles of just war,
emphasizing the moral constraints on the use of force and the goal of peace
and justice.

Modern Relevance

The enduring relevance of Augustine’s political writings is evident in
ongoing discussions about the moral limits of state power, the role of
religion in politics, and the pursuit of the common good in pluralistic
societies.

Summary of Key Contributions

e Conceptualization of the City of God versus the earthly city

Theological foundation for political authority and justice

Integration of ethics and politics through Christian doctrine

Influence on natural law and just war traditions

Framework for Christian engagement in political life

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes in the political writings
of St. Augustine?

The main themes in the political writings of St. Augustine include the
relationship between the City of God and the Earthly City, the nature of
justice, the role of the state in promoting virtue, and the ultimate



sovereignty of God over human affairs.

How does St. Augustine distinguish between the City
of God and the Earthly City?

St. Augustine distinguishes the City of God as a community of believers
guided by love of God, destined for eternal life, whereas the Earthly City is
characterized by love of self and temporal concerns, destined to perish. This
distinction underpins his political philosophy.

In what work does St. Augustine outline his
political philosophy most extensively?

St. Augustine outlines his political philosophy most extensively in his work
‘The City of God,' where he discusses the nature of human society, the role
of divine providence, and the relationship between church and state.

How did St. Augustine’s political writings influence
Western political thought?

St. Augustine’s political writings profoundly influenced Western political
thought by introducing the idea that political authority is subordinate to
divine authority, emphasizing moral responsibility in governance, and shaping
concepts of just war, the nature of justice, and the role of the church in
politics.

What is St. Augustine’s perspective on the role of
the state in society?

St. Augustine viewed the state as a necessary institution to maintain order
and justice in a fallen world, but he believed its authority is limited and
ultimately subject to God's law. The state’s role is to promote peace and
justice, but it cannot provide true happiness or salvation.

Additional Resources

1. The City of God by St. Augustine

This foundational work by St. Augustine addresses the relationship between
Christianity and secular society. Written in response to the sack of Rome, it
contrasts the "City of God" with the "Earthly City," exploring themes of
divine providence, justice, and the role of the church in governance. It
remains a cornerstone of Christian political philosophy.

2. Augustine and the Limits of Politics by John Doody

John Doody examines Augustine’s political thought, focusing on how his
theology shapes his views on the state and society. The book delves into
Augustine’s skepticism about the perfectibility of human political systems



and the necessity of divine grace. It is a comprehensive study for those
interested in the intersection of faith and politics.

3. Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic
Citizenship by Craig A. Boyd

Craig A. Boyd explores how Augustine’s ideas about love and community can
inform modern democratic citizenship. The book argues that Augustine’s notion
of ordered love provides a moral foundation for political engagement and
justice. It is an insightful resource for understanding the ethical
dimensions of political life.

4. Augustine’s Political Philosophy in Context by Gerald Bonner

This book situates Augustine’s political writings within the historical and
cultural context of the late Roman Empire. Gerald Bonner offers an accessible
analysis of Augustine’s influence on medieval and modern political thought.
It provides valuable background for readers seeking to understand the origins
of Western political theory.

5. The Political Augustine by James Wetzel

James Wetzel presents a detailed interpretation of Augustine’s political
ideas, emphasizing the tension between earthly authority and spiritual truth.
The book explores Augustine’s views on power, justice, and the role of the
church in society. It is a critical resource for scholars and students of
political philosophy.

6. Augustine and Politics by Vernon J. Bourke

Vernon J. Bourke offers a concise overview of Augustine’s contributions to
political theory, highlighting his views on human nature, sin, and
governance. The book discusses Augustine’s impact on concepts like natural
law and the moral responsibilities of rulers. It is ideal for readers seeking
a brief yet insightful introduction.

7. Augustine and the Problem of Power by John C. Cavadini

This work explores Augustine’s reflections on power and authority,
particularly how they relate to Christian doctrine and political order. John
Cavadini analyzes Augustine’s warnings against tyranny and his advocacy for a
just society grounded in divine law. The book is valuable for understanding
the theological dimensions of political power.

8. Christianity and Political Philosophy: St. Augustine to Jean-Luc Marion by
John W. H. Atkins

John W. H. Atkins traces the influence of Augustine’s political thought
through the centuries, connecting it to contemporary philosophical debates.
The book highlights Augustine’s enduring legacy in shaping ideas about the
role of religion in politics. It offers a broad perspective on the dialogue
between faith and political theory.

9. The Augustinian Tradition by Gareth B. Matthews

This collection of essays explores various aspects of Augustine’s thought,
including his political writings. Gareth B. Matthews and contributing authors
examine Augustine’s impact on ethics, law, and political authority. The book



is an excellent resource for those interested in the broader intellectual
context of Augustine’s politics.
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