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This essay will address Augustine’s notion of evil, with particular focus upon how Augustine viewed the concept of evil and to what extent he influenced other’s later theories in both philosophy and theology. By analysing the historical context of Augustine’s writings one can consider what influenced him, to discover his notion of evil and why it was a central theme. To begin with, this essay shall deconstruct the idea of evil in all its aspects. To understand Augustine’s notion of evil one must first analyse the terminology. 
What does evil mean? Evil has a different meaning to each person, it can differ depending on factors such as upbringing, historical timing, and teaching. If a person was born in the 1940’s in Germany they may understand evil as being Jewish; this is because of the time they lived in and the influence that was around them during the Nazi Germany reign. Furthermore, if a person was raised by strict religious parents they may view lying as evil as it is sinful according to most religions, however to most common people lying is not evil. Therefore, the definition of evil very much depends on who is asked, and at what time.  Many people today would argue the acts of Hitler during World War II were evil, however during the time they were seen as quite the opposite by some, and for many people what Hitler was doing was seen as good. It is important here to select a definition of the term ‘evil’ in order to continue. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy:
Evil has been divided into two parts: moral evil and natural evil. A natural evil can be described as an evil that has come about due to the natural world and has no relation to a person’s actions or intentions. For example, a hurricane is a natural evil as it has not directly been caused by a moral being. Whereas a moral evil is an evil that is the result of a moral being’s intentions or actions. For example, murder or lying. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Todd, Calder, "The Concept of Evil", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/concept-evil/>. [accessed 29.01.2021].] 

It must be mentioned however that evil is important to understand, as it allows us to know what the opposite of evil is. To understand the feeling of being wet one must understand what it is to be dry; in comparison one must understand the concept of what is evil and bad in order to truly appreciate what is good: “In Jewish mystical writings, evil is viewed as a necessity because without it, there would be no free will for choosing goodness rather than evil…”.[footnoteRef:3] To understand why evil was central to Augustine one should try to consider his background in order to find where he began to discover such notions of evil. [3:  Dominic, Walker, Is Evil necessary, member of the Church of England working party on the ministry of healing (2002) https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/members/sigs/spirituality-spsig/walker.pdf?sfvrsn=2223ae50_2 [accessed 29.01.2021].] 

Saint Augustine was born in Northern Africa in 354 AD, his father was a pagan and his mother a devout Christian, however it is said he did not favour any particular religion. [footnoteRef:4] Upon reading the Latin Bible Augustine described it as having a “Barbarous style” and being “made by half-educated missionaries”[footnoteRef:5] and from this description it is clear to see that Augustine’s initial thoughts of the Latin Bible were, in his views, unsatisfactory. Moreover, he further labelled Christianity as a “Naïve myth about Adam and Eve”,[footnoteRef:6]  supporting his what he initially thought about this religion. In his youth Augustine argues that he educated himself due to growing up in a small village with only one teacher.[footnoteRef:7] Using the works of great authors such as Cicero he became heavily influenced by questioning the idea of religion. Furthermore, after reading Cicero’s Hortensius he began to question ethical and religious issues. Having not been enticed by Christianity Augustine ventured towards a different purpose, he turned to Astrology as it provided guidance without the order of religion. Augustine then later joined the Manicheans which was a religion that held the view that sexuality was “the devil’s invention”[footnoteRef:8]. However Augustine joined as a ‘Hearer’[footnoteRef:9] which allowed him to have sexual relations. During his time with the Manicheans Augustine found himself “rejecting orthodox catholic Christianity for being too exclusive and negative towards other religions”[footnoteRef:10].  Augustine did however allow the role of Jesus, but it is said he saw Jesus as more of a symbol rather than a person that was on earth.[footnoteRef:11] A large part of the Manichean teachings were focused upon the origin of evil, which may be where Augustine first became fascinated with finding his own notion of evil. Augustine continually doubted what to believe in, having distrusted orthodox Christianity for so long. It was in Milan, when Augustine became the Professor of Rhetoric where he met Ambrose, who became heavily influential in his conversion to Christianity. While in Milan Augustine also became persuaded by the writings of Simplicianus. It was here where Augustine began to research deeper and found further writings by Plotinus and Porphyry about the problem of evil and mystical experience which had “immense impact”.[footnoteRef:12] From his readings of Plotinus Augustine discovered that he disagreed with Plotinus about the origins of evil, as Augustine had already began to create his idea of where evil originates, and realized the problem of God: if God is all good then there would not be evil. [4:  Henry, Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pg 11. ]  [5: . Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 11.]  [6:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 12.]  [7:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 8.]  [8:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 12.]  [9:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 12.]  [10:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 13.]  [11:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg 13.]  [12:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short Introduction, pg23] 

The problem of God is an issue that has halted even the most intelligent of scholars. It is an obstacle for any of those who may question the existence of God and God’s abilities. The main argument is as follows; If God is Omnipotent and omnibenevolent then why does he not eradicate the existence of evil in the world? As argued by Chad Meister in God And The Problem Of Evil: Five Views: “For Surely a God who is good and loving would not want there to be widespread pain and suffering in the world”[footnoteRef:13]. Out of the two definitions as explained above, it is often that one will rest the responsibility of natural evil upon God. It is often categorised that hurricanes, tornadoes or tsunamis are ‘acts of God’; this grouping can be seen as a development from the Bible. It was God who flooded the Earth when Noah was instructed to build the ark, therefore what evidence is there to argue that it is not God still controlling these acts today? The existence of evil invites skepticism concerning the existence of God: “If God exists, then evil should not exist. Evil does exist. Therefore, God does not exist”[footnoteRef:14]. As this is the conclusion drawn to the problem of God and evil, one must find a middle ground where God can be omni-potent and omni-benevolent and evil can exist. The argument presented by Greek philosopher Epicurus grants further depth into understanding the problem of God and evil. To summarise, he argues that either God has the power to eliminate evil and will not, or he wants to eradicate evil but is unable. If he cannot then he is not omnipotent, if he will not then he is not omnibenevolent[footnoteRef:15]. Now having distinguished the initial argument for the problem of evil it is important to analyse what Augustine’s notion of evil meant. Augustine in the Confessions first gives evil a materialist form, where he states:  [13:  Chad, and others, God and the problem of evil: five views, (United States: InterVarsity Press, 2017)]  [14:  Chad, and others, God and the problem of evil: five views, introduction.]  [15:  Chad, and others, God and the problem of evil: five views, introduction.] 

“…I also believe that evil is a kind of material substance with its own foul and misshapen mass, either solid which they used to call Earth, or thin and subtle, as is the body of air.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Henry Chadwick, Saint Augustine Confessions (New York: Oxford University press, 1991) pg85] 

Within the Confessions Augustine comments that God would not create something such as evil because God is good, therefore evil is not a product of God. It was here where the search for the origin of evil began in the Confessions, but it is not revisited until later. In book V (7) is where Augustine’s search began to take depth. Here he argues: 
But being God, God created good creatures. See how God surrounds and fills them. Then where and whence is evil? How did it creep in? what is its root and what is its seed?[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Henry Chadwick, Saint Augustine Confessions.pg 115.] 

It is here that one may observe the trust that Augustine holds in the notion that God is good. It is in other theories where theologians are quick to place their stance in the middle and see the possibility that the definition of God could be changed or the definition of evil to be altered, whereas Augustine remains adamant that God is not the problem in the equation but evil remains the issue that must be changed. It is interesting to note here how Augustine writes about evil, where he describes evil as something that ‘creeps’ in. This is noteworthy as it shows that Augustine does have an understanding of evil and describes it in a sinister way but does not allow the idea that something malevolent could be created by God. Augustine further questions that if God was omnipotent then he would exile evil, where he comments: “was he powerless to turn and transform all matter so that no evil remained, even though God is omnipotent?”[footnoteRef:18] Here presents the first questioning Augustine gives about God’s power and ability. However, at this stage it stays as just a curiosity to Augustine, as he still does not accept that God could be the creator of evil. Augustine believed the origin of evil to not be within God but within God’s creation, mankind. It is part of moral beings’ free will that humanity commits sin, as free will allows the ability to reject good and choose evil. Even though Augustine came to find his answer for the origin of sin within humanity and determined that it lies within the soul, it guided him to further question why evil had been created: if not by God, then who? To summarise, he questions why did God ‘implant’ this evil into mankind and why is The Devil evil if all are created in God’s good image. Throughout his life Augustine continued to be tormented by the unanswered questions he had about evil and its origins and where and why it was created, if it was not created by God. [footnoteRef:19]Augustine’s introduction here of the idea that it is free will that has created evil opens the idea of free will against that of predestination. It is presented in Augustinian by Josef Lossl where it states “yet already here he demonstrates that not God is the cause of evil, but human freedom”[footnoteRef:20]. Having explored the understanding of Augustine’s notion of evil it is essential to analyse to what extent his work had influence on later society through philosophical, theological and historical works. [18:  Henry Chadwick, Saint Augustine Confessions pg 116.]  [19:  Henry Chadwick, Saint Augustine Confessions pg 116.]  [20:  Josef. L . “augustine on predestination: consequences for the reception.” augustiniana, vol. 52, no. 2/4, 2002, pp. 241–272. jstor, <www.jstor.org/stable/44992749>. [accessed 12 feb. 2021.]] 

Augustine’s work as a whole was seen to give inspiration to popular western thought, and it is argued in Henry Chadwick’s Augustine: a very short introduction that “The theology and philosophy of the medieval schoolmen and of the creators of the medieval universities were rooted in Augustinian ideas of the relation between faith and reason”[footnoteRef:21]. This provides the first instance where Augustine was seen to have left a legacy of sorts, through the everlasting influence his work had on the reader. Within Chadwicks’ book Augustine: A very Short Introduction it is also stated that “Anselm, Aquinas Petrarch (never without a pocket copy of the confessions)”[footnoteRef:22]. Having been labelled as the ‘pioneer’[footnoteRef:23] of a new way of modern thinking it is clear to see how Augustine’s theories gathered a following. Following from Augustine’s work on the notion of evil and free will this inspired the works from John Calvin and further let to his research around predestination. In the article Why we still need Augustine written by Richard Price it begins with the following: “The debt of John Calvin to Augustine is also obvious…”[footnoteRef:24] as this is the beginning of the article one can see to what extent Augustine was influential to many philosophers as they honor him in such high regard. John Calvin’s theories were based upon the idea that a moral beings’ actions are in some way governed by God, but one obtains the free will to choose to do wrong.[footnoteRef:25] Here one can observe the use of Augustinian thinking in Calvin’s own theory. By the use of Augustine’s argument for free will being the reason as to why moral beings to commit acts of evil, Calvin has further adapted this by arguing how to some extent this is true, but it must allow the possibility for the concept of predestination. Another who’s work took influence from Augustine was Saint Thomas Aquinas who also used Augustine’s work on evil and incorporated it into his own. In the Religious Studies Journal there is a section written by Agustin Echavarria where it is clear to the reader that Aquinas has been heavily influenced by Augustine where it states: “As it is well known, following Augustine, Aquinas defines evil as a privation or defect of a due good.”[footnoteRef:26] The paragraph then continues to present Aquinas’ ideology of God and evil and there are multiple examples present where one is able to see how the work of Augustine has had impact on Aquinas theories. For example, Aquinas uses similar language when explaining that God could not have been the creator of evil where he states: “He (God) does not just possess goodness, but He is the supreme and absolute Good, not contained by any particular genus or order of created goodness…”[footnoteRef:27] one can examine how this is a further adaptation of Augustine’s work as it draws upon some of the major themes Augustine mentions when discovering the notion of evil, Aquinias has adopted the idea from Augustine that God is good and therefore evil can not come from God. Lastly, another person to note who took influence from Saint Augustine was Peter Van Inwagen. Inwagen used the ideology from Augustine’s notion of evil with particular interest towards his views on God and goodness. From this Inwagen adapted his own theory to try to understand how free will and evil are related. In the article Augustine, the origin of evil and the mystery of free will, written by Adam Willows Inwagen reaches the conclusion: “evil is inexplicable, but because all acts of willing (evil or not) are inexplicable – that is, it is impossible to determine whether they are random or agent-caused.”[footnoteRef:28] From this conclusion it is evident that Inwagen has drawn ideas from Augustine, in particular his works on the perception of God and how he is solely God.  [21:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short introduction, pg3.]  [22:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short introduction, pg4.]  [23:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short introduction, pg4]  [24:  Richard, Price, Why we still need Augustine, (New Blackwell: Jon Wiley & Sons LTD, (2014).]  [25:  Bruce R. “Evil and a Reformed View of God.” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, vol. 24, no. 1/2, 1988, pp. 67–85. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/40024794.> [Accessed 10 Feb. 2021.]]  [26:  Agustín. E, ‘Aquinas on Divine Impeccability, Omnipotence, and Free Will’, Religious Studies Vol, 56.2 ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press ,2020), pg 257]  [27:  Agustín. E, ‘Aquinas on Divine Impeccability, Omnipotence, and Free Will’, Religious Studies Vol, 56.2 ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press ,2020), pg257
]  [28: Adam M. W, ‘Augustine, the Origin of Evil, and the Mystery of Free Will’, Religious Studies, 50.2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pg267] 

However, Inwagen allows for the possibility, like Calvin, that God could be a factor that effects evil. Having understood Augustine’s background and his ultimate notion of evil one can draw upon the major themes Augustine holds; Overall Augustine believes that God is solely good and due to this can not have created evil, therefore if evil is not a creation of God then it must be from moral being’s actions in free will. It is humanities ability to choose evil rather than good that supports the view that it is free will that has created evil rather than God.[footnoteRef:29] From analysing Augustine’s notion of evil it was then important to evaluate to what extent this effected later philosophical and theological thinking. Whereby it was discovered that Augustine indeed, had a substantial impact on the way philosophy and theology was viewed. For example, many of the theories and works about the problem of evil are often adaptations that can be found to originate back to Augustine, so much so that there is now the Augustinian way of thinking, further support just how much of a substantial impact Augustine had. [29:  dam M. W, ‘Augustine, the Origin of Evil, and the Mystery of Free Will’, Religious Studies, 50.2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pg266 - 268] 

In conclusion it is favorable to suggest that Augustine offered a solution to the problem of God and the notion of evil through his belief and writings of free will. By allowing the idea that it was in fact moral beings that created evil by choosing to reject good, this keeps the image of God as an omnipotent and omnibenevolent being undisputed. Not only can the reader understand Augustine’s solution but also his answer to the further problem of how a human can be rid of evil, as influenced by Augustine those who see to possess evil within them are able to confess and repent as he did. This offers a chance for humanity to eradicate evil through finding faith. From understanding Augustine’s notion of evil one is able to relate to the struggle he faced during his conversion. To be so certain against religion, to then becoming devoted and trusting solely in his perception of God is inspiring to others to not only agree with his works but to also dispute, Augustine allows for there to be debate in his works which has the knock-on effect of discovering new theories by other philosophers drawing on parts of his ideas. Augustine indeed left a legacy through his work and inspired the many philosophers that came after his time, having his theories being labelled as the root of medieval universities brings support into just how influential his work was and the lasting effect and change it has caused in modern theological and philosophical thinking.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Chadwick, Augustine A very short introduction, pg3.] 
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