Augustine’s Notion Of Evil

In this essay we will discuss Augustine’s notion of evil as presented primarily in the Confessions. We will look at how Augustine’s notion of evil changed and developed from a Manichee perspective to a Catholic Christian perspective that Augustine discovered and pioneered, and we will look briefly at the reception of this notion of evil, evaluating various scholarly perspectives. 

In the Confessions of St Augustine, many scholars agree that there are two concepts of evil that Augustine gives. These are, privatio boni, or, evil as a privation of good, and evil as disordered good (or disordered love), as happening when humans attach themselves to mutable good things that God has created, rather than to the immutable God, the Supreme good. Richard Miller, author of ‘Evil, Friendship and Iconic Realism in the Confessions of St Augustine’, and professor at Indiana University, suggests that Augustine offers two approaches for understanding evil; one psychological, and one ontological[footnoteRef:1], and that these can be pulled into one concept of evil, the two approaches not undermining each other, as some scholars suggest. Miller says this about Augustine’s psychological notion of evil;  [1:  Richard B Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions’, Harvard Theological Review, Vol 104, Iss 4, (2011), Pgs 387 – 409, Pg. 387.] 


Early in confessions, Augustine offers two conceptual frameworks for understanding evil. One account provides a psychological explanation focusing on the will’s excessive attachment to earthly goods in its anxious desire to secure a permanent mooring in the sea of time and circumstance... evil arises when we seek to overcome our fundamental lack as mortal creatures by attaching ourselves to changeable goods in excess of their quality and being. We confuse mutable for immutable goods, drawn as we are to objects of beauty that are finite and contingent in our restless quest for enduring happiness. In the process, we elevate the value of temporal goods to a status they neither deserve nor can sustain. Augustine understands that such desires are sinful because they are disordered. They fail to draw the correct measure in our commerce with the world and leave us unhappy and unsatisfied. Indeed, such pursuits of happiness are doomed to fail given that we have tethered our hopes to goods that are fated to decay[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions’, Pg. 387. ] 


This theme of mistakenly trying to find happiness and fulfilment in the good things God has made can be seen and followed throughout almost all of the narrative books of the Confessions as Augustine recalls how he tethered himself to finite things and pursued disordered love, like the love of his common law wife, or the ambition of recognition and success, wealth and status, or going to the theatre. Because of his past as a Manichee, Augustine wants to make clear that the created order is good, not evil. Manichees believed that the created order was evil and a part of the Kingdom of darkness, and that the Kingdom of light was trapped inside the Kingdom of darkness. Henry Chadwick has this to say in the introduction to his translation of the Confessions;

The religion of Mani’s followers… expressed disgust at the physical world and especially at the human reproductive system. Procreation imprisoned divine souls in matter, which is inherently hostile to goodness and light... Mani strongly denied the historical reality of the crucifixion of Jesus; for him the cross was a symbol of the suffering of humanity. However, Manichees accepted the epistles of Saint Paul, appealing especially to Romans 7 to underpin their dualism of spirit and matter, light and darkness... Central to the Manichee belief was their answer to the problem of evil, namely that God is good but not omnipotent, and though resistant to evil not strong enough to defeat it. What was abhorrent to Mani was to make the Creator supremely good and powerful, since that must end by making Him responsible for the evil in His creation[footnoteRef:3]. [3: Henry Chadwick, ‘Introduction’, in, ‘Oxford World’s Classics, Saint Augustine, Confessions, translated by Henry Chadwick, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1991), Pg. 14. ] 


 This Manichee notion becomes one of the driving forces leading to Augustine’s notion of evil. Augustine asserts that since everything that has Being (or substance) is created by God, therefore it is all good, because God is Supremely good, and therefore evil is not a substance at all. However, these good things are good in a different way than God is good. Thus, since they are not good in the same way that God is good, we should not relate to them in the same way. This leads Augustine to develop his notion of use and enjoyment. Augustine thinks that the things God has made are good and are to be used by us in our journey towards God, however only God is to be enjoyed by us. Augustine isn’t saying we shouldn’t enjoy the things we have, but that we should not see them as an end in themselves, but rather as helping guide us towards God, who is our end, the only ‘thing’ that can totally fulfil us. Evil happens, he says, when we enjoy these good things as ends in themselves and try to achieve from them our happiness. To Augustine, this is simply disordered, or wrongly ordered, love, or good. Augustine makes the suggestion that we do everything out of a desire to love and be loved, and that we are all searching for happiness, and that this is only satisfied in God. 

Miller continues;

Our desires will remain and unquenched and our sense of internal order will remain off kilter in so far as we failed to draw delight and direction from God as the supreme good. Confused about the qualitative difference between eternity and time, between changing and unchanging goods, we attach our loves to gifts of death. In these terms Augustine concludes the first book of confessions, after recounting his years of infancy and early youth; ‘in this lay my sin, that not in God was I seeking pleasures, distinctions, and truth, but in myself and in the rest of God’s creatures, and so I fell head long into pains, confusions, and errors.’... According to Augustine, humanity, not God, is to be held responsible for evils existence in the world. Evil arises not from Gods creation but from a will that turns away from God (and lapses into fornication) – an image that Augustine uses in confessions to describe our defection from the supreme good in the quest to find happiness in the more immediate and tangible realities. Desirous for security, anxious about morality, we attach ourselves to temporal goods as if they were everlasting. We thereby turn the world into a theatre of idols[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Richard B Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions’, Harvard Theological Review, Vol 104, Iss 4, (2011), Pgs 387 – 409, Pg. 388.] 


This notion of us willing to turn away from God’s good order and in our enjoyment, abuse good things He’s made, as we have seen already is in stark contrast to Augustine’s previous Manichee beliefs. The Manichees believed that they were not responsible for their sinful actions because it was the Kingdom of darkness in them influencing their behaviour and therefore they shouldn’t try and fight against the urges they had to fulfil their desires. In this way they evaded all moral responsibility. However, Augustine is adamant that we and only we are responsible when we choose to do evil, because it’s the choice of our will. Augustine puts it like this;

I directed my mind to understand what I was being told, namely that the free choice of the will is the reason why we do wrong and suffer your just judgement; but I could not get a clear grasp of it… I was brought up into your light by the fact that I knew myself both to have a will and to be alive. Therefore, when I willed or did not will something, I was utterly certain that none other than myself was willing or not willing. That there lay the cause of my sin I was now coming to recognise[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Book vii, ‘A Neoplatonic Quest’, in, ‘Oxford World’s Classics, Saint Augustine, Confessions, translated by Henry Chadwick, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1991), Pg. 114.] 


Augustine’s second account of evil, his ontological account, is certainly the most widely debated by scholars. The reception and legacy of Augustine’s first account of evil can be clearly seen in Western Christian thought; the idea that mankind is responsible for evil and that this comes from a lustful desire for more of the things God has made, permeates much of Christian thinking. Augustine thinks that we are prone to this behaviour as humans because of original sin, a Doctrine that has been accepted by all major strands of Christianity. However, whether Augustine’s ontological account of evil has widely permeated Church thinking in my opinion is debatable. Augustine’s ontological account of evil is most entirely outlined in book vii of the Confessions. Here Augustine says;

It was obvious to me that things which are liable to corruption are good. If they were the supreme goods, or if they were not good at all, they could not be corrupted... if there were no good in them, there would be nothing capable of being corrupted. Corruption does harm, and unless it diminishes the good, no harm would be done. Therefore, either corruption does not harm, which cannot be the case, or... all things that are corrupted suffer privation of some good. If they were to be deprived of all good, they would not exist at all... Therefore, as long as they exist, they are good. Accordingly, whatever things exist are good, and the evil into whose origins I was enquiring is not a substance[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  IBID, Pg. 124.] 


As we have looked at briefly already, Augustine believed that God created all things good, because He is the Supreme good. Therefore, all things that exist and have being are good. As we have also discussed, Manicheism held the belief that evil was an active force that God Himself was powerless to overcome. They ‘postulated a race of darkness[footnoteRef:7]’ as Augustine says in book vii of the Confessions, and they taught that God suffered harm by this active and advancing evil. Although Augustine was convinced of their error in this assumption that God could suffer violence or loss, he struggled with discerning the origin of evil in the world. He held to Divine immunity, meaning God could not suffer loss. Unlike his Manichee opponents, Augustine believed God to be omnipotent, and to have no rival, whereas the Manichees believed that the Kingdoms of light and darkness eternally co-existed with one another. In an earnest effort to refute the Manichee teaching, Augustine asserts that evil is reliant on goodness to exist, like a parasite, and that it is not an active substance but rather the absence of good where goodness would usually exist, or a privation of good (privatio boni). Samantha Thompson, author of what goodness is: order as imitation of unity in Augustine, writes this about the notion; [7:  IBID, Pg. 112.] 


Augustine of Hippo famously argues that evil is Privatio Boni, a privation of good. There is no such thing as independently existing evil, he insists. Rather things are evil goods, good things which have become corrupted. If a thing were to lose all its goodness it would cease to exist, for only in this state would it have nothing left to lose. Evil is therefore also associated with a lack of existence (or, as is often translated, being). Evil things are (esse) to a lesser extent than good things, and the worse they get, the less they exist. In Augustine’s view, to be good is to be[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Samantha E.Thompson, ‘What goodness is: order as imitation of unity in Augustine’, the review of metaphysics, 65, 3, (2012), Pg. 525.] 


Henry Chadwick mentions that Platonism was also partly responsible for inspiring Augustine in his metaphysical investigation into the ontology of evil. Many well-educated people in Augustine’s time were well educated in Platonic thought but considered religion to be superstition. Therefore, Augustine tried to make clear throughout his Confessions that he held to Platonic ideas of God and existence[footnoteRef:9]. Chadwick tells of how Augustine fell in with a group of Platonists at Milan, and how their notion of evil was attractive to Augustine;  [9: Henry Chadwick, ‘Introduction’, in, ‘Oxford World’s Classics, Saint Augustine, Confessions, translated by Henry Chadwick, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1991), Pg. 19.] 


In particular the Platonic school offered a wholly different treatment of the problem of evil. Three explanations were offered… The cosmos is a grand continuum, a great chain of hierarchy of being… The higher the level of being the higher the goodness. Therefore evil is not being but a lack of it… Since to exist is, for a Platonist, to be a substance, evil has no substance[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  IBID.] 


This ontological notion of Augustine’s has suffered much misunderstanding which has led to it being rejected or misinterpreted. This is mainly because people suppose Augustine to be saying that evil doesn’t exist, and to many who have experienced the sting of evil first-hand, this seems a ludicrous assumption. Eleanor Stump, author of providence and the problem of evil, says that many people have misinterpreted Augustine’s metaphysical investigation into the nature of evil as his theodicy[footnoteRef:11], or, his explanation as to why a good God allows evil to exist in the world, however she argues that neither Augustine or the medieval philosophers that came after him, such as Thomas Aquinas, who held to Augustine’s view of evil, would have intended it to be an explanation for why God allows evil. Stump says; [11: Eleonore Stump, Providence and the Problem of Evil, The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, Edited by Brian Davies, Oxford, (2012), Pg. 2.] 


Augustine struggled with the question of the metaphysical status of evil; and his ultimate conclusion, that evil is a privation of being, was shared by many later medieval philosophers, including Aquinas. “Privation” here is a technical term of medieval logic and indicates one particular kind of opposition; its correlative is possession. A privation is the absence of some characteristic in a thing that naturally possesses that characteristic. So, on Augustine's views, evil is not nothing, as he is sometimes believed to have maintained. Rather, it is a lack or deficiency of some sort of being in something in which that sort of being is natural. This position of Augustine's is an attempt to explain, as it were, the ontology of evil. Nothing about this ontological position constitutes a solution to the problem of evil, nor did Augustine or any later medieval philosophers suppose it did. Aquinas himself would certainly not have supposed that anything about the metaphysical status of evil provided a reason for God's permitting human suffering to occur. Augustine is also known for his suggestion that the evil permitted by God contributes to the beauty and goodness of the whole universe, just as a dark patch may contribute to the lightness and beauty of a painting. Some people also mistakenly interpret this suggestion on Augustine's part as an attempt at theodicy. But taking Augustine's point in this way is to suppose that, for Augustine, the answer to the question of why God allows suffering is that suffering has an aesthetic value for God. The moral repulsiveness of such a position strikes many people as obvious.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  IBID. ] 


Another scholar to point out the negative reception of Augustine’s ontology of evil is Samantha Thompson. She says; 

Augustine knew that his Manichaean opponents had difficulty understanding his claim that evil does not, strictly speaking, exist. He cites one critic who mockingly suggests that people who believe in the non-reality of evil should try picking up a scorpion; they would quickly experience an emphatically palpable evil. Interestingly, some modern commentators seem to have similar difficulties. Some argue that Augustine’s privation theory of evil is too abstract or anaemic to deal with the harsh and very real presence of evil as it is actually experienced. Others dismiss it as uselessly arcane, overly subtle, or even intellectually dishonest conceptual slight of hand.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Samantha E.Thompson, ‘What goodness is: order as imitation of unity in Augustine’, the review of metaphysics, 65, 3, (2012), Pg. 525.] 


Thompson also offers an interesting solution to the misinterpreting of Augustine’s ontology of evil, however in contrast to Stump she suggests that the issue is less with the idea of evil as privation and more with the idea of goodness being lacking in something that has become corrupted. Thompson states;

The real root of the misunderstanding between Augustine and some of his critics is perhaps not so much the idea of evil as privation, as it is the good which is lacking in an object so deprived. Augustine’s implication that there are degrees of goodness and, even more mysteriously, of existence, make it tempting to ascribed to him views he does not hold: that, for instance, goodness is either a conceptual abstraction (contrived mainly for the purpose of asserting that evil is not substantial) with no obvious correspondence to the world of our experience; or, that it is a featureless stuff of which things have greater or lesser amounts and which God, the source of this stuff, Injects into things. Although Augustine’s metaphorical language helps to encourage especially the latter misconception, it is, as we will shortly see, nevertheless false that he conceives of goodness... as a kind of mouldable substance poured out by God, still less that he thinks God makes the world out of his own goodness or substance. What, then, is this goodness, this being, that is lacking when a thing becomes evil?... I argue that order (ordo) is the pivotal concept... what is corrupted is actually perverted; and what is perverted is deprived of order, and order is good’. Here, as we will see, Augustine is not saying that order happens to be one good... but that what good (or at least created good) is, is order... In many ways, the idea of order is the keystone of Augustine’s philosophy[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Samantha E.Thompson, ‘What goodness is: order as imitation of unity in Augustine’, Pg. 528.] 


Interestingly, by suggesting that the goodness which is lacking in a thing that has become corrupted is actually order, it could be said that Thompson successfully marries Augustine’s two concepts of evil; his psychological approach and his ontological approach. 

Miller, whose opinion on Augustine’s psychological account of evil we’ve already looked at, sees Augustine’s ontological account of evil reflected in the story of the pear theft in book ii of the Confessions. He says;

Augustine famously complicates his psychological account with his story of the pears in book 2 of the Confessions... There was no beauty in stealing the pears... no good... He asks, “to do what was wrong simply because it was wrong, could I have found pleasure in that?“ His answer connects the act to a metaphysical nullity: “from the theft I found nothing to love.” Not even the shadowy beauty with which vice allures us can explain his theft. To the idea that he loves not the theft but the camaraderie of those with which he conspired, he sticks to the same point: the “gang mentality too was a nothing.” In that “unfriendly form of friendship”, he confesses, “I was greedy for another’s loss without any desire on my part to gain anything or to settle a score.” It was deprivation – the privation of a good – and nothing more that drove Augustine and his friends to thievery... A narrative about what seems like a minor sin thus provides a conceptual window into evils deeper mystery... Understood within the sweep of the Confessions... the pear scene works less to overturn Augustine’s psychological explanation than to segue into his second main account of evil, his ontological account... Understood ontologically, evil is a deficiency, a diminishment of good. Here we detect resonances between the ontology of Evil and Augustine’s non-reductive claim that the theft of pears and the gang mentality of his friends were each “nothing.” When we philosophize about evil in relation to that which is rather than in relation to human agency or reasons for action, Augustine avows, we are to conceive of it in terms of the diminishment of being.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Richard B Miller, ‘Evil, Friendship and Iconic Realism in Augustine’s Confessions’, Harvard Theological Review, Vol 104, Iss 4, (2011), Pgs. 387 – 409, Pg. 390.] 


The impact on Western Christian thought of Augustine’s psychological account of evil can be clearly seen in later Church thought and in present day Theology- one need only look at the Book of Common Prayer, the 39 Articles of Religion, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, etc. However, the reception of his ontological account in Western Christian thought is not so easy to recognise. It can be clearly seen in Theologians and Philosophers that came after Augustine, such as St Thomas Aquinas, but in present day Christendom, although it may be found in Theological documents, it doesn’t seem to be a truth that is a present reality for many Christians. The idea of evil being an active force against good and against the people of God can be felt when spending time amongst many Christians; a fear of the advancing of evil in the world, a fear of the devil and evil as an active force against the Church. Perhaps a return to Augustine’s ontological account of evil and his motivations for writing about it in his Confessions would lead Christians to a lived experience of God being greater, more powerful and more good than many Christians today are consciously aware of, and would remove from the Church an ‘always-on-the-defensive’ mindset towards evil. Recognising that St Augustine was writing to correct a heresy of his time, the Manichean idea that evil was an active force against good, and that God was not powerful enough to thwart it, may lead us to recognising similar mindsets existing in Christian circles today.

To conclude, it is clear that St Augustine’s notion of evil comprises two approaches: one psychological and one ontological. We could argue with Thompson that in understanding good as order, we nicely draw together the two approaches into one unified approach, because a perversion of the will in turning away from God and towards something He has made leads to a privation of good in that area, because things are no longer in the right order. Whilst I agree with this, and whilst I believe both the psychological approach and the ontological approach comprise only one notion of evil for St Augustine, I find it helpful to look at the approaches separately, as they are distinctly beautiful and far easier to understand when separated this way. St Augustine’s motivation in refuting the Manichees and correcting this heresy of his time can be clearly seen in his notion of evil, and whilst his psychological account of evil lives on throughout Christendom, there is much room for a return to his ontological account, allowing ourselves to be challenged once again by St Augustine’s great thought and to potentially refine our notion of evil today. 
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