Augustine’s Notion of Evil

In this essay I aim to evaluate the effectiveness of Augustine’s notion of evil by taking a philosophical angle. Although there are many different ways to look at this, I have decided to look specifically at how Augustine splits his justification of the existence of evil into two main frameworks, psychological and ontological. As a result, I can examine how each of these frameworks are shown through the Confessions, looking specifically at books two and three.
The first framework that Augustine uses to explain his notion of evil is psychological. Within this framework Augustine argues that it is the attachment that the will has to earthly goods that results in evil as we are drawn to the beauty and contingency of objects in the world rather than to the beauty and grace of God.[footnoteRef:1] This issue with the will’s attachment to worldly goods can be seen at the end of book one of the Confessions “my sin consisted in this, that I sought pleasure, sublimity, and not truth in God but in his creatures, in myself and other created beings”,[footnoteRef:2] thus highlighting that early within the Confessions Augustine was concerned with the significance that our attachment has and how this can lead to a rejection of God, and therefore leads to evil. [1:  R. Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship, and Iconic realism in Augustine’s “Confessions”’ The Harvard Theological Review, 104 (4) (2011) pp. 387-409. (p. 388).]  [2:  Confessions. Oxford World Classics. Trans. Chadwick, H. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) 1.20.31] 

The psychological framework of Augustine’s notion of evil can also be seen within the Confessions in book two, specifically within the story of the pear theft. Augustine provides three arguments for the justification of the theft and therefore explanations for evil. The first justification for sin that Augustine provides is that love has been twisted to the material world, where Augustine explains that he stole the pears because the “fruit was beautiful”.[footnoteRef:3] This highlights that Augustine’s notion of evil is linked to the love of material objects for the items themselves rather than the loving creation from God. The second justification that Augustine provides is that evil is a result of the soul turning into itself. This is linked to pride, and is referred to as the imitation argument where an individual participates in sin as a way to imitate virtue.[footnoteRef:4] This is highlighted within the Confessions in book two: “pride imitates what is lofty”.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore Gaul argues that participating in sin is an attempt to achieve what is normally only available with the help of God but at the same time also wants to reject God.[footnoteRef:6] The final justification for sin that Augustine provides in book two is that love is directed towards other people rather than directed to God.[footnoteRef:7] This is known as the consortium argument,[footnoteRef:8] which emphasizes the social aspect of sin, which Augustine highlights in the Confessions: “but alone I would not have done it, could not conceivably have done it by myself”.[footnoteRef:9] Throughout the Confessions Augustine places significant importance on friendship; first in book two, where he depicts friendship as a motivator of evil, and later in book nine of the Confessions where friendship is portrayed in a better light, with Augustine’s conversion with his friends.  These three elements that make up the psychological framework help in explaining Augustine’s notion of evil as it provides reasoning to why evil takes place, which is mainly as a rejection of God.  [3:  Confessions. 2.6.12]  [4:  M, Strozynski. ‘The Fall of the Soul in Book Two of Augustine’s “Confessions”’, Vigiliae Christianae, 70 (1) (2016) pp 77-100. (p. 90).]  [5:  Confessions. 2.6.13]  [6:  M, Strozynski. ‘The Fall of the Soul in Book Two of Augustine’s “Confessions”’ p. 90]  [7:  M, Strozynski. ‘The Fall of the Soul in Book Two of Augustine’s “Confessions”’ p. 91-92]  [8:  M, Strozynski. ‘The Fall of the Soul in Book Two of Augustine’s “Confessions”’ p. 91]  [9:  Confessions. 2.9.17] 

Augustine’s notion of evil can therefore be seen as an effective argument when considering the causes of evil, as his argument highlights the significance of individual choice and the role this has on the existence of evil. As a result of this, Augustine’s notion of evil can be considered a more effective argument for the existence of evil over Platonism and Manichaeism, because unlike Augustine neither Platonism nor Manichaeism attempt to provide an explanation as to why evil exists and therefore they both fail to adequately address the depth and scope of evil, which in turn trivializes its complex character.[footnoteRef:10] In contrast to this, throughout his notion of evil Augustine addresses questions about evil such as where it comes from and why it exists, from which he concludes that evil is a privation rather than a substance within itself, and he considers the personal and individual characteristics of evil. Furthermore, by Augustine’s notion of evil highlighting the significance of individual choice when considering the causes of evil, it encourages individuals to review their own actions and the effects these may have had on the existence of evil. This can most clearly be seen within book two of the Confessions as Augustine provides many examples of evil being a result of individual choice by choosing to reject God, and instead following one’s own desires and choosing pride over anything else. As a result of the reasons highlighted above, Augustine’s notion of evil can be considered an effective argument in explaining the notion of evil as it is more direct than that of Platonism,[footnoteRef:11] and it allows for personal responsibility which can therefore lead to a change in one’s actions. [10:  W. Maker, ‘Augustine on Evil: The Dilemma of the Philosophers’ International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 15 (3) (1984) pp. 149-160 (p. 151). ]  [11:  W. Maker, ‘Augustine on Evil: The Dilemma of the Philosophers’ p. 154.] 

Despite the above strengths of Augustine’s psychological framework for his notion of evil, there are however also criticisms of this framework, one being that it is unable to characterise the paradigmatic cases of evil, particularly that related to moral evils.[footnoteRef:12] This is because it is not sufficient to argue that all cases of evil are only a lack of goodness as a result of rejecting God. In some cases there must be a desire to create evil rather than trying to imitate God and the power that He has, which is suggested by Augustine’s psychological framework of evil. One example that can be used to demonstrate this is that pain is more than just a lack of pleasure but instead is a feeling within itself, as a lack of physical feeling is paralysis.[footnoteRef:13] Consequently it can also be argued that like pain, evil is more than just a lack of goodness but instead is a substance within itself. This point can be further developed by looking at torture as an example of evil. This is because torture is an extreme evil and by following Augustine’s notion of evil it would be too simplistic to argue that in cases of torture it is only a lack of goodness present that results in the pain and evil caused, but instead there must be a positive evil present to result in so much pain being caused. Furthermore, Augustine’s notion of evil is unable to distinguish a difference between different types of evil. For example, when considering the moral difference between murder and allowing starvation, if following Augustine’s notion of evil, it would have to be concluded that both are equally evil as both result in death and are therefore a non-fulfilment of duties. However, many people would argue that murder is a greater evil as there is an active, and intended, non-fulfilment of duties. As a result, to separate the different types of evil we refer to the intention of someone doing evil, for example, in book two of the Confessions when Augustine stated that “my desire was to enjoy what I sought by stealing”.[footnoteRef:14] To separate different types of evil by an individual’s intention, it can therefore be argued that there is a desire present, and a desire is the opposite to a privation.[footnoteRef:15] Therefore Augustine’s framework of evil fails to explain many examples of evil and distinguish between different types of evil as his notion is too simplistic and is unable to explain more extreme examples of evil, such as torture. [12:  T. Calder, ‘Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?’ American Philosophical Quarterly, 44 (4) (2007) pp. 371-381 (p. 372).]  [13:  T. Calder, ‘Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?’ p. 373.]  [14:  Confessions. 2.4.9]  [15:  T. Calder, ‘Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?’ p. 374.] 

The second framework that Augustine uses to explain his notion of evil is the ontological framework. Within this framework Augustine argues that evil is a deficiency, rather than a substance itself.[footnoteRef:16] This is the first of Augustine’s three theses of evil, along with moral evil being a result of free will, and that all suffering is morally justified.[footnoteRef:17] Within this argument that evil is a privation Augustine starts with the thesis that as God is omnipotent and omnibenevolent, He would not allow evil to exist and so instead evil must be a privation of His goodness. This can again be demonstrated throughout the story of the stolen pears as Augustine asserts that it was the rejection, and therefore lack of God’s goodness that caused Augustine and his peers to steal the pears. This highlights again that the story of the pear theft is a significant reference for Augustine’s notion of evil and also demonstrates that from an early point Augustine was concerned with the problem and nature of evil.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  R. Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship, and Iconic realism in Augustine’s “Confessions”’ p. 390.]  [17:  P. King, ‘Augustine on Evil’, in Chingnell. A (ed.) Evil: A History. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019) p. 156.]  [18:  C. Tornau, Saint Augustine, 2019, < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/augustine/> [Accessed 8th February 2021]] 

Augustine’s ontological framework of evil can be seen throughout the Confessions and is formally introduced within book three, “I did not know that evil has no existence except as a privation of good, down to that level which is altogether without being”.[footnoteRef:19] Here, Augustine’s ideas on evil depart from that presented from the Manichees, as rather than maintaining the idea of there being a good and an evil force, instead Augustine rejects the idea of an evil force as it would compromise God’s characteristics. As an alternative, Augustine argues that evil does not exist as a substance because it is nothing, a privation of goodness,[footnoteRef:20] however Augustine does still acknowledge that evil does exist in the sense that it affects the world. Within book three of the Confessions Augustine suggests that the ideas that are presented by the Manichees are evil as they lack goodness, in this case truth: “their hearts were empty of truth”.[footnoteRef:21] Augustine develops on this by stating that the Manichees “uttered false statements”[footnoteRef:22] about God and creation with no desire to learn of the truth. These comments about the Manichees within book three also once again highlight Augustine’s idea on how pride is the key factor in causing evil. This is because Augustine highlights how the Manichees believe that they are correct and refuse to consider different explanations for the cause of evil and reflects on his own personal issues with pride: “puffed up with pride I considered myself a mature adult”.[footnoteRef:23] A further example of evil that Augustine highlights in book three of the Confessions was the three types of wickedness. Here Augustine highlights that the relationship that we should have with God is “polluted by a perversion of sexual desire”.[footnoteRef:24] This is therefore an example of where Augustine highlights that evil is a result of not having something that should naturally be there to allow for something to flourish;[footnoteRef:25] in this example there is the lack of a relationship with God that we need to flourish.  The examples that Augustine uses within book three of the Confessions therefore highlight his notion of evil as being a privation of goodness, as during this time Augustine rejected the teaching of God as he was invested in the Manichean notion of evil. Furthermore, the ideas presented within book three also highlight how Augustine’s three theses of evil are interconnected, with people choosing to reject God which leads to a privation of His goodness, and therefore results in evil.   [19:  Confessions. 3.7.12 ]  [20:  King, ‘Augustine on Evil’, in Chingnell. A (ed.) Evil: A History. p. 163.]  [21:  Confessions. 3.6.10]  [22:  Confessions. 3.6.10]  [23:  Confessions. 3.5.9]  [24:  Confessions. 3.8.15]  [25:  King, ‘Augustine on Evil’, in Chingnell. A (ed.) Evil: A History. p. 162.] 

As a result of Augustine’s ontological framework of evil, it can be considered that Augustine’s notion of evil is effective as it is compatible with Christian theism. This is because by accepting Augustine’s argument that evil is a privation rather than a substance within itself, we can also accept God’s attributes of omnibenevolence (all-loving) and omnipotence (all-powerful). This is significant as without Augustine’s privation of evil theory we are left with the problem of evil, which questions how there can be an omnibenevolent, omnipotent God, as well as the existence of evil. This argument was highlighted by Mackie as he argues that it is impossible to have an omnibenevolent, omnipotent God, and evil, as if God was omnipotent, he could prevent evil and if he was also omnibenevolent then he would not allow evil.[footnoteRef:26] However, Augustine’s privation of evil theory is able to overcome the challenge to God’s attributes that are presented by Mackie, as it takes away the existence of evil as a substance and therefore removes the issue of God allowing or not being powerful enough to remove evil, as how could God remove a privation? Consequently, Augustine’s ontological framework is effective as it is able to provide a convincing argument that deals with Mackie’s problem of evil and is therefore compatible with traditional theological ideas on God’s attributes.   [26:  J. Beebe, Logical Problem if Evil, date unknown, < https://iep.utm.edu/evil-log/#H7> [Accessed 08th February 2021].] 

However, in response to Augustine’s ontological framework that states that evil is a deficiency of goodness, the opposite could also be argued: that goodness is the absence of evil.[footnoteRef:27] Although the argument may seem a peculiar assertion to make, when considering the effectiveness of the privation of evil theory it has the same arguments that Augustine presents, that one of the substances of goodness or evil does not exist. However, this argument is limited as it is much easier to conceptualise goodness without evil than it is to conceptualise evil without goodness. This can be highlighted through the example of health.[footnoteRef:28] This is because we can accept that we have good health without the experience of having ill health, however, would we be able to know what good health was without experiencing it? Although this argument is not significant enough to reject Augustine’s ontological framework of evil, it is worth considering other theories concerning the problem of evil. As a result, Augustine’s privation of evil theory is successful in providing an explanation for the ‘existence’ of evil as it provides an account that is compatible with theism.  [27:  T. Calder, ‘Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?’ p. 375.]  [28:  T. Calder, ‘Is the Privation Theory of Evil Dead?’ p. 376.] 

In conclusion, Augustine’s notion of evil, when viewed by considering the psychological and ontological frameworks, is valuable for two main reasons: it results in people having to take individual responsibility for their actions and the consequences, and it is compatible with Christian theism and the characteristics of God. However, while Augustine is able to provide examples throughout the Confessions of his notion of evil, such as the example of the pear theft in book two and the example of sexual desires in book three, Augustine’s notion of evil is not able to effectively explain all forms of evil. This is because some cases of evil must be more than a lack of goodness because of the pain and suffering that is caused as a result, the most notable example being torture. Consequently, Augustine’s notion of evil is effective to an extent when considering his ontological and psychological framework, however his ideas do not go far enough or acknowledge the more extreme forms of evil. 
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