Augustine’s notion of ‘evil’.
In my essay, I will be focusing on Saint Augustine’s notion of evil and the origin of evil, which I will briefly look into the perspectives that helped Augustine develop his notion of evil. However, I will also be looking into Augustine’s idea of the problem of evil. I have chosen to focus on Augustine’s notion of evil as it gives a good debate as to whether God can be seen as evil, or the idea that evil is nothing, so God cannot be evil. Furthermore, the idea of Augustine’s version of evil has been a debated theory amongst a variety of philosopher’s due to the complex notion of whether it is to believed that God is evil, or God is fully good, but evil is just in existence and made out of nothing. Augustine’s idea of evil is interesting as it gives a good insight to the idea of the origin of evil, but the problem that surrounds the notion of evil and the different aspects within the notion.
                  For Augustine to develop his notion on evil, to begin he went on ‘to adopt and then reject two accounts of evil in formulating his view.’[footnoteRef:2] One of the views that Augustine adopted and rejected, which led him to develop his views on evil is the Manichaean account of evil. The Manichaean version of the notion of evil is that this account of evil has ‘two fundamental principles in the universe, namely Good and Evil (a.k.a. the Light and the Darkness)’.[footnoteRef:3] The idea of this view is that there is a confliction between good and evil as to which one dominates within situations, so ‘struggles with its opposite’.[footnoteRef:4] So, in other words, if there are mixed senses of good and evil within situations, there is a product of conflict of good and evil due to the both principles being in opposition. However, even though Augustine liked this version of evil, there were certain aspects that Augustine did not agree with. To follow, one of Augustine’s criticism of the Manichaean version of evil is that ‘evil is incompatible with God’s omnipotence’.[footnoteRef:5] The suggestion is that if God is all-powerful then why would there be a struggle in the confliction between the principles of good and evil when it comes to certain events, as this gives a sense that God is not omnipotent, so for Augustine this version portrays God as not the greatest being. As, if God is all powerful then God can vanquish all evil, but this version gives the suggestion that there is a struggle between the fundamental principles of good and evil and as God is omnipotent there shouldn’t be a struggle between good and evil. [2:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [3:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [4:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [5:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].] 

            The other accounts of evil that Augustine accepted and rejected, but also helped developed Augustine’s view is the late Platonist account of evil. The Platonist account of evil gives the view that there is a single fundamental notion, which is referred to as either the one or the good. Then, the one is defined as the divine, or also known as God. So, to get close to the one, it is almost as if there is a heirarchy of divine principles. In other words, in certain situations, if there are a higher use of divine principle, this gives a stronger sense of unity to the one. An example would be that, principles that are not participating in the unity are in a way derived from the one, however if there is a sense of higher principle, so more of something, then there is this unity with God. This can be used with the principles of good and evil. ‘All things are more or less good to the extent they participate in the Good (the One); the degree of goodness something has is a measure of its distance from the Good.’ [footnoteRef:6] However, since ‘evil is the contrary opposite of good, and the less good, the more evil. Evil is therefore an absence of good rather than a subsistent principle or nature in its own right.’[footnoteRef:7] So, gives a suggestion that evil is in existence, due to being the opposite and absence of good. Furthermore, Augustine was intrigued by this view of evil as he agreed that the divine is eternal and divine principles should be shown to the highest degree. However, for the notion of evil, Augustine did disagree with this perspective. So, the disagreement of this view is that ‘everything non-divine is more or less evil depending on its “distance” from the First Principle.’[footnoteRef:8] Which the suggestion is that distance from God creates evil. To follow on, ‘Augustine takes this view to be strictly incompatible with God’s pronouncement on his creatures that they are good. If everything apart from the First Principle has some admixture of evil, God would be responsible for creating evil things’[footnoteRef:9], which Augustine does not accept, which I will explain in Augustine’s notion of evil. [6:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [7:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [8:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [9:  King, Peter, Augustine on Evil, Evil: A History (Oxford: University Press, 2019),Oxford Scholarship Online. <https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780199915453.001.0001/oso-9780199915453-chapter-9> [accessed on 7th February 2021].] 

            In Genesis 1:13, ‘God saw all that he made and saw that it was very good’[footnoteRef:10], but since the universe that God made was good, then how did, as described by Augustine, ‘evil creep in’[footnoteRef:11]. After the acceptance and rejection of two perspectives of evil, Augustine creates his own notion of evil. Augustine’s notion of evil is that basically God created the world out of ex-nihilo, so God made the universe out of nothing. However, according to Augustine, God did not create evil, evil is simply a by-product of creation. Also, evil is the corruption of good nature. ‘There is only one incorruptible substance, that is, God, who is supremely good. Created beings are corruptible because they are not supremely good but are created out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo)’.[footnoteRef:12] Furthermore, the creation of God can become corrupt as there could be a suggestion that since God did not make creation and the universe out of his essence, instead made creation out of nothing. According to Augustine ‘evil is corruption, (or translated as ‘corruptio’). Augustine states: "But corruption exists not by itself, but in some substance which it corrupts; for corruption itself is not a substance. So, the thing which it corrupts is not corruption, is not evil; for what is corrupted suffers the loss of integrity and purity.’[footnoteRef:13] Which suggests that evil is created out of corruption. However, creation is still good, but can become corrupt as evil was made out of the by-product of nothing, as evil in a way is nothing and does not exist it is just a corruption of good. The corruption of good has ‘no essential cause, of the evil will, since itself is the origin of evil in mutable spirits, by which the good of their nature is diminished and corrupted’.[footnoteRef:14]So, the idea of corruption of good is seen within Augustine’s writing of the City of God, as the deficiency of God, by choice, can lead to the allowance of evil to become prominent in cases. Since evil is not an existence in itself, for Augustine, evil is the privation of good, so in other words it is the absence of good. The Privation of good, which is translated to ‘privatio boni.’[footnoteRef:15] Further means that privation of evil has a ‘deficiency, lack, or loss of good’[footnoteRef:16], an example of this would be that ‘sickness is the loss of health or war the loss of peace.’[footnoteRef:17]  [10:  Genesis 1:13]  [11:  Saint Augustine, A new translation by Henry Chadwick, Confessions, (Oxford: Oxford Press University, 1991).
]  [12:  Djung, Philip, Augustine's Account of Evil as Privation of Good (2014)< https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336551597_Augustine's_Account_of_Evil_as_Privation_of_Good> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [13:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [14:  Saint Augustine translated by Rev. Marcus Dods, City of God Saint, (Tustin, CA: Xist publishing, 2015). 
]  [15:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [16:  Djung, Philip, Augustine's Account of Evil as Privation of Good (2014)< https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336551597_Augustine's_Account_of_Evil_as_Privation_of_Good> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [17:  Djung, Philip, Augustine's Account of Evil as Privation of Good (2014)< https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336551597_Augustine's_Account_of_Evil_as_Privation_of_Good> [accessed on 7th February 2021].] 

             Augustine also focused on the nature of evil, so natural evil and the moral evil within his notion. Moral evil is from the free will of humans and in a sense of disobedience to God. The idea of moral evil is that ‘evil is defection, desertion, revolt, ‘defectio’. Here the conception of evil is related to the will.’[footnoteRef:18] There is a theory that Augustine approaches the explanation of why free will causes evil by using the free will defence. The free will defence is that humans choose their free will that results in the choice of evil, which suggests that God is not evil, but rather it is the being that chooses to be evil. It is as if the free will to do something can result in higher or lower principles. So, in a way, it ‘is a turning of the will from God to self.’[footnoteRef:19] In the city of God, Augustine approaches this idea of leaving God for the self by saying "For when the will abandons what is above itself, and turns to what is lower, it becomes evil—not because that is evil to which it turns, but because the turning itself is wicked."[footnoteRef:20]So, the suggestion here is that the choice of using lower principles out of free will abandons God and is ultimately evil. An example of this would be the desire for something. It is the idea of choosing ‘the lesser good, for the highest good’[footnoteRef:21] for the self. The fundamental idea as to why there is moral evil that can be freely chosen to be acted upon is that ‘when a being chooses to turn to himself in preference to God, he chose something less than the best’[footnoteRef:22], meaning he choose desire and self, over the ultimate divine, which is God. To add to this, the idea of free will and moral evil can link back to Adam and Eve and their disobedience against God when told not to eat the forbidden fruit, but they did so anyway. The disobedience of Adam and Eve is the original sin, which links moral evil as it asserts that God created man with no sin in him and set him in a world devoid of evil. But man willfully misused his God-given freedom and fell into sin’[footnoteRef:23]through the freedom of will. [18:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [19:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [20:  Saint Augustine translated by Rev. Marcus Dods, City of God Saint, (Tustin, CA: Xist publishing, 2015). 
]  [21:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [22:  Ransom, Guy.H, Augustines account of the nature and origin of moral evil,(1953)< https://web-b-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e8ffaa65-7fb9-49e9-a897-93917b1f33cc%40sessionmgr103> [accessed 7th February 2021].]  [23:  Evil, The Problem of ,Encyclopedia of Philosophy Encyclopedia,(12 Jan. 2021) <https://www.encyclopedia.com>.[accessed on 7th february 2021].] 

        Furthermore, the other evil is natural evil. Natural evil is the harm caused by the power of nature, for example this could be a hurricane, tornado, earthquake, and many more natural disasters. Natural evils cannot be linked to free will as moral evil can be, as ‘natural evil is evil not brought about through man’s choice’.[footnoteRef:24] Natural evil is suggested that ‘the effects of the sinful willing of certain persons, ‘fallen angels.' Working to destroy our faith, Satan and his cohorts could be responsible for the natural disasters that cause us grief.’[footnoteRef:25]. So, the natural evils in the world were not created by God, but the effects of fallen angels. This idea of natural evil can be suggested natural evil can be a ‘penal consequence of sin’[footnoteRef:26], as it occurred because of the loss of order in nature, so could be a suggestion to the loss of good nature in what is known as fallen angels. [24:  Peterson, L Michael, The Problem of Evil,(United States: University of Notre Dame Press, 2016).]  [25:  Allen, Francis, Robert, St. Augustine’s Free Will Theodicy and Natural Evil, Ars Disputandi, (2013) < https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/15665399.2003.10819769> [accessed on 7th February 2021].]  [26:  Evil, The Problem of ,Encyclopedia of Philosophy Encyclopedia,(12 Jan. 2021) <https://www.encyclopedia.com>.[accessed on 7th february 2021].] 

                  However, there is a problem of evil. The problem with Augustine’s notion of evil is debated among many philosophers. The problem with the idea of evil is that if God is omnipotent and divinely good, so why does evil exist in the world. Which comes down to the idea that God is either not all-powerful, or God is not divinely good as if God exists and has all these great qualities then evil should not exist. Which leads to the idea that God is not all good, or God does not exist as God would vanquish all type of evil if he exists. This suggestion is also agreed by Hume, a famous philosopher, as he says ‘is [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and willing? whence then is evil?’[footnoteRef:27], here Hume is questioning Augustine’s notion of evil. Also, another problem in the notion of evil is that there is a contradiction within Augustine’s notion of evil as ‘F.D.E Schleiermacher argued that it was a logical contradiction to make the claim that a perfectly created world went wrong since this implies that evil created itself ex nihilo which is a logical contradiction. Either the world was not perfect to start with or God made it go wrong’[footnoteRef:28], which would suggest that God created evil and that beings are not responsible for evil. To follow on to this, it seems in his writings of Confessions, that Augustine even questions God’s goodness and how God handles evil. Augustine mentions ‘either God is not able to abolish or not willing: if he is not able then he is not all-powerful, if he is not willing then he is not all good’, which gives a further in-depth on the idea that God may not be all-powerful as God may not have the power to abolish evil, or not divinely good, as he allows evil to exist. [27:  Sherry, Patrick, Problem of evil,(Encyclopedia, Britannica, 2017) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/problem-of-evil>[ Accessed 7 February 2021].]  [28:  Evil, The Problem of ,Encyclopedia of Philosophy Encyclopedia,(12 Jan. 2021) <https://www.encyclopedia.com>.[accessed on 7th february 2021].] 

                  In conclusion, Augustine’s notion of evil is a strong theory to the origin of evil.  The idea of the origin of evil is evidently a development of two different perspectives, and then Augustine combined his criticisms to the other perspectives to create his notion of evil. Moreover, Augustine gave a good theory to different types of evil, such as moral evil and natural evil, which gave a complex notion to their origins. However, hugely debated in the problem of evil, there is a suggestion that God either made the world go wrong, which shows that he is not all-powerful. However, shows that God is not divinely good as if he is all-powerful then God is not willing to abolish evil, even though he can.
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