
the political writings of st augustine

the political writings of st augustine constitute a foundational corpus in the history of Western political
thought. St. Augustine, a fourth and fifth-century theologian and philosopher, profoundly influenced
Christian political theory through his reflections on the nature of human society, government, and the
relationship between the earthly and the divine. His works explore themes such as justice, the role of the
state, the problem of evil, and the ultimate destiny of humankind. Central to his political philosophy is the
distinction between the "City of God" and the "City of Man," which frames his understanding of temporal
and eternal realms. This article examines the key elements of Augustine’s political writings, their historical
context, and their lasting impact. The discussion includes an analysis of his major works, his views on the
role of government, and his contributions to the concept of Christian citizenship. The following sections
provide a structured overview of these topics for a comprehensive understanding of the political writings
of St. Augustine.

Historical Context and Background

Major Works and Themes

The City of God vs. The City of Man

Augustine’s Views on Government and Authority

The Role of Justice and the Common Good

Legacy and Influence on Political Thought

Historical Context and Background
The political writings of St. Augustine must be understood within the historical milieu of the late Roman
Empire, a period marked by political instability, social upheaval, and religious transformation. Augustine
lived during the decline of Roman authority, witnessing events such as the sack of Rome in 410 AD,
which profoundly influenced his reflections on the nature of political power and divine providence. As a
bishop of Hippo Regius in North Africa, Augustine was deeply engaged with both ecclesiastical and civic
affairs, providing him with a unique perspective on the interaction between church and state. His political
thought emerged as a response to the challenges posed by paganism, the rise of Christianity, and the
shifting dynamics of imperial rule. This background shaped Augustine’s concern with the moral
foundations of political order and the ultimate purpose of human governance.



Major Works and Themes
Several of Augustine’s writings contribute significantly to his political philosophy. Among these, The City
of God stands as his most influential work, addressing the fate of the Roman Empire and the relationship
between the secular and the sacred. Another important text is On Christian Doctrine, which outlines
principles for interpreting scripture and applying Christian teachings to public life. Augustine’s Confessions
also provide insight into his personal spiritual journey, informing his broader views on human nature and
divine grace. These works collectively explore themes such as the nature of human society, the problem of
sin and evil in politics, and the ultimate goal of peace and order under God.

The City of God
The City of God is a monumental text that contrasts two symbolic cities: the earthly city characterized by
self-love and temporal concerns, and the heavenly city defined by the love of God and eternal life.
Augustine’s narrative defends Christianity against pagan accusations that it caused Rome’s fall, arguing
instead that the true city transcends earthly political structures.

On Christian Doctrine
In On Christian Doctrine, Augustine discusses the role of scripture in guiding moral and political life. He
emphasizes the importance of interpreting scripture with love and wisdom, which has implications for
governance and the ethical responsibilities of rulers and citizens alike.

The City of God vs. The City of Man
The dichotomy between the City of God and the City of Man is central to Augustine’s political writings.
This dualistic framework distinguishes between two fundamentally different orientations of human
communities and their ultimate destinies.

Characteristics of the City of Man
The City of Man is described as a society driven by pride, self-interest, and temporal power. It is marked
by conflict, injustice, and a focus on earthly pleasures and ambitions. Augustine views this city as
inherently flawed and transient, destined to pass away.

Characteristics of the City of God
In contrast, the City of God is founded on the love of God and the pursuit of eternal peace and justice. It



transcends earthly political entities and represents the ultimate fulfillment of human destiny. Augustine’s
vision encourages believers to prioritize spiritual allegiance over political affiliation.

City of Man: Earthly, temporal, prideful, self-serving

City of God: Heavenly, eternal, humble, other-centered

Augustine’s Views on Government and Authority
Augustine’s political thought acknowledges the necessity of government and political authority to maintain
order and restrain evil in the earthly city. However, he distinguishes this temporal authority from the
higher spiritual authority of God.

The Purpose of Government
According to Augustine, government exists primarily to promote peace and justice by curbing human
sinfulness and violence. It serves as a necessary institution in the fallen world, preventing chaos and
protecting the common good.

Limits of Political Power
While recognizing the legitimacy of political authority, Augustine warns against the dangers of tyranny
and the pursuit of power for its own sake. He argues that rulers must govern with righteousness and
humility, accountable ultimately to divine justice.

Christian Citizenship
Augustine advances the notion that Christians are citizens of both the earthly city and the City of God,
requiring them to navigate their political duties with an awareness of their higher spiritual commitments.
This dual citizenship entails obedience to lawful authority while remaining vigilant against injustice and
moral corruption.

The Role of Justice and the Common Good
Justice occupies a central place in the political philosophy of St. Augustine. He conceives it as a virtue



essential to the ordering of human society and the realization of peace.

Justice as a Moral Foundation
For Augustine, justice is rooted in the love of God and neighbor, guiding both personal conduct and public
governance. Just laws and rulers reflect divine order and promote the welfare of the community.

The Common Good
Augustine emphasizes the importance of the common good over individual interests. Political institutions
should aim to serve the collective well-being, fostering harmony and stability within society despite its
imperfections.

Justice reflects divine will.1.

Government’s role is to uphold justice.2.

The common good is prioritized over personal gain.3.

Peace is the ultimate goal of political order.4.

Legacy and Influence on Political Thought
The political writings of St. Augustine have exerted a profound influence on subsequent Christian political
theory and Western philosophy. His synthesis of classical philosophy and Christian theology laid a
foundation for medieval scholasticism and modern political concepts.

Impact on Medieval and Renaissance Thought
Augustine’s ideas shaped thinkers such as Thomas Aquinas and influenced the development of natural law
theory, the doctrine of just war, and concepts of sovereignty and authority within the Christian tradition.

Relevance in Modern Political Philosophy
Modern political theorists continue to engage with Augustine’s insights on the relationship between church



and state, the nature of political community, and the moral obligations of citizens and rulers. His reflections
remain relevant in debates over the role of religion in public life and the ethical foundations of governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes in the political writings of St. Augustine?
The central themes in St. Augustine's political writings include the nature of the City of God versus the
Earthly City, the role of divine providence in history, the relationship between church and state, and the
pursuit of justice and peace through Christian virtue.

How does St. Augustine distinguish between the City of God and the
Earthly City in his political thought?
St. Augustine distinguishes the City of God as a community of those who live according to God's will and
seek eternal salvation, whereas the Earthly City consists of those who live according to human desires and
temporal concerns. This distinction underpins his view of political authority and the temporary nature of
earthly governments.

What influence did St. Augustine's political writings have on later
political philosophy?
St. Augustine's political writings profoundly influenced Western political thought, particularly in shaping
the concept of just war, the role of the church in politics, and the idea that political authority must be
guided by moral and divine law. His work laid foundational ideas for medieval political theory and
Christian political ethics.

How does St. Augustine view the role of the state in relation to Christian
ethics?
St. Augustine views the state as a necessary institution to maintain order and justice in a fallen world, but
he emphasizes that its authority is limited and should be exercised in accordance with Christian ethics and
divine law. The state's role is to restrain evil and promote peace, not to attain ultimate salvation.

In which of St. Augustine's works are his political ideas most prominently
discussed?
St. Augustine's political ideas are most prominently discussed in his work 'The City of God,' where he
contrasts the City of God with the Earthly City and explores themes of justice, authority, and the role of
Christianity in political life.



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 politics. It remains a
cornerstone in the study of Christian political philosophy.

2. Augustine and the Limits of Politics by John Doody
Doody’s book examines Augustine’s political thought within the context of late antiquity. It explores how
Augustine’s ideas on power, justice, and the state challenge modern political theory. The work highlights
Augustine’s influence on concepts of governance and the moral responsibilities of rulers.

3. The Political Thought of St. Augustine by Vernon J. Bourke
This book provides a detailed analysis of Augustine’s political philosophy, focusing on his views about
authority, law, and the common good. Bourke situates Augustine’s ideas within the broader tradition of
classical and Christian political thought. It is an essential resource for understanding Augustine’s impact on
Western political theory.

4. Augustine’s Political Philosophy in Context by Gerald Bonner
Bonner explores the historical and theological context that shaped Augustine’s political writings. The book
delves into Augustine’s response to the decline of the Roman Empire and his vision for a just society under
God’s rule. It also discusses Augustine’s influence on medieval political thought.

5. St. Augustine and the Theory of Just War by James Turner Johnson
This work focuses on Augustine’s contributions to the development of just war theory. Johnson analyzes
how Augustine reconciled Christian ethics with the realities of political violence and warfare. The book is
important for understanding the moral framework Augustine provided for political authority and conflict.

6. Augustine and Politics: The Political Writings by R.W. Dyson
Dyson’s compilation and commentary on Augustine’s political writings offer insight into Augustine’s views
on governance, civic duty, and the role of religion in public life. The book emphasizes Augustine’s
relevance to contemporary political issues and debates about church-state relations.

7. Theology and Politics in St. Augustine’s Thought by John H. Yoder
Yoder investigates the intertwining of theological and political ideas in Augustine’s work. The book
highlights how Augustine’s theological convictions inform his political philosophy, especially regarding
human nature, sin, and redemption. It provides a nuanced understanding of Augustine’s approach to power
and authority.

8. Augustine and the Political Imagination by Peter King
King explores how Augustine’s vision of the City of God shapes political imagination and action. The book
considers Augustine’s critique of secular politics and his hope for a divine kingdom. It addresses the



enduring influence of Augustine’s political ideas on Western political thought and culture.

9. St. Augustine’s Influence on Western Political Thought by Ralph C. Wood
Wood’s book traces the legacy of Augustine’s political writings from antiquity through the modern era. It
examines how Augustine’s concepts of justice, authority, and community have been interpreted and
applied by later political thinkers. The work underscores Augustine’s pivotal role in shaping Christian
political philosophy.
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