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In the declining years of the Ro~nan civilisation St. Augustine (354-430) became a major 
political theorist. His fame rests on his work The City of God (413-15), wl~icli effectively 
answered the attacks on the Christian faith, blaming the fall of Rome to the Christian indifference 
to the continued survival of the Roman Empire. 

Augustine imbibed, reinterpreted and transformed the entire Graeco-Roman philosophical tradition 
of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero and Plotinus incorporating Hebrew thougllt and strengthening Cliristian 
theology and metaphysics. He left behind a profoulid body of knowledge and religious faith as 
a rich legacy to European civilisation. In political thought he represented a turning point. The 
masters of the Greek political theory, Plato and Aristotle had conceived the state as man's 
natural destiny, as the realisation of all his intellectual and moral potentialities. Augustine 
introduced the Christian idea of the dual nature of tnan consisting of both a body and soul, and 
insisted that both these elements must be given due importance in any political organisation, 
There is a divine life above and beyond the eadhy or material life of man aqd the cliurcl~ is , 

the institution which performs the function of looking after this aspect of life. Thus the theory 
of dual allegiance and co~lflict between the terrestrial and the spiritual authorities become a 
serious matter for the consideration of political theory after St.Augustine. 

4.2 ST. AUGUSTINE 

4.2.1 Life and Work 

Augustiiie (Aurelius Augstinus) was born in 354 AD at Thagaste, now Algeria. H4 finished his 
higher education at Carthage, the capital of Roman Africa. His mother professed Christianity 
but the boy did not find solace in the Christian doctrine and gave his adhesion to a gnostic cult 
called Manichaeanism. But within a few years he broke with .it and became a convert to 
Christianity under the inspiration of St. Ambrose, the Bishop of Milan, Returning to North 



Africa from Italy after his co~lversioil he devoted his life to teaching and writing. He became 
the Bisliop of Hippo and lived a monastic life. I-Ie died in 430 AD. 

Augstine's most fan~ous writings are Civitas Dei and the Confessions. The Civitas Dei was 
written to refute the charge that Christianity was responsible for the fall of Rome in 410 AD 
at the hands of Visigoths under Alaric. The Co?fissions recount Augustine's early life of 
pleasure and indulgence and depicts his spiritual pilgrimage with great philosopliic depth and 
emotional intensity. 

4.2.2 Civitas Dei versus Civites Terrena 

Augustine's answer to the critics of Christianity was i n  the forrn of enunciation of an evangelical 
eschatology presenting history as a constant struggle between the good and evil culminating in 
the ultimate victory of the good. Man's nature is twofold-he is spirit and body. By virtue of 
this dual nature lie is a citizen of two cities, the Divine City representing lleavenly peace and 
spiritual salvatio~l and the earthly city centred on appetite and illclinations directed towards 
mundane objects and material happiness. "Two loves have created two cities: love of self, to 
the contempt of God the earthly city; love of God, to the cotlte~npt of self, the heavenly." The 
Divine City, thc Kingdom of God on earth, which was first embodied in the Hebrew nation is 
symbolised by tile Church and the Cllristianised Empire. The earthly city is the Kingdom of 
Satan exemplified in pagan empires. The pagan empires are ephemeral based as they are on the 
transient and lnutable aspects of human nature. Only the Cllristian state can withstand the 
vicissitudes of history and lead Inan to blessedness and eternal peace. 

It must be remembered, however, that Augustine does not posit a colnplete separation between 
the two cities in actual historical experience. These are theoretical constructs, ideal types 
devised to explain the nature of regimes which are always intermingled in history. No visible 
church is colnpietely free fron-r evil and no state is absolutely satanic. "The only basis and bond 
of true city", says Augustine in one of his letters, "is that of faith and strong concord, when 
the object of love is universal good, which is, i n  the highest and truest character, God hiniself, 
and men love one another, with full sincerity, in Him, and the ground of their love for one 
another is the love of Hi111 froin wllose eyes they cannot conceal the Spirit of their love". "And 
these two cities, and these two loves, shall live together, side by side, and even intermix, until 
the last winnowing and the final separation shalI come up011 the earth 011 the Day of Judgeriient." 
(Ernest Barker, 1971, p.223) 

4.2.3 Justice and the State 

An import?nt q~~estion cldsely.related to the distinction between the two cities is the relationship 
between justice and co~nmonwealtl~, or res publica. Augustir~e refers to Cicero's view that the 
object of the state is the realisation of justice and liimself says that people without law and 
justice are nothing but band of robbers. But he also contends that only a Christian state can be 
just, for one cannot give to inan his due without giving to God what is due to Him. Love of 
Inan cannot be real without love of God. Augstine's cominent on Cicero on this point has led 
some noted scliolslrs like A.J. Carlyle and J,N. Figgis to conclude that according to Augustine 
justice is not an esse~itial feature of the state. 

"It would appear that the political theory of St. Augustine is male:.ially different in several 
aspects from that of St, A~nbrose and other Fathers, who represent the ancient tradition that 
justice is tlle essential quality, as it is also the end, of tlie slate " (1L.W. Carlyle and A.J. Carlyle, 
1936, p.170). The argument is that since according to Augusti~le only a Christian State can be 



really just, a complete identification of state and justice would disqualify all pre-Christian states 
to be called states iu any sense. 

But tllis is cel-tainly not a correct interpretation of St. Augustine's views. McIlwain and Sabiae 
have riglltly taken exception to the interpretation of Augustine's point, quite in consonance with 
his uilwilliliglless to identify the eartllly stale with the kiiigdo~ii of Satan. Though only a 
Christian state call be just in the absolute sense of tlie term, one cannot but attribute a kind of 
relative justice to the uon-Cliristiati, or pre-Christian, states wllicli look after the worldly ~ ~ e e d  
of man alld provide means and opportuliities for the cultivation of spiritual life (C.1-I. McIlwain, 
1932, slid G.14. Sabi~ie). Tlie distinctioti between absolute justice and relative justice enables 
us to evaluate the states accordillg to the proportiol~ in which they embody these two aspects, 
always reme~ilbering: "Not froln 111an but fro111 above Inan, proceedetii that which maketh a 
man live happily." What Augustine's criticisti1 of Cicero alnoullts to is: "though a people may 
be a people without confessing tlie true God, no people can be a good people without that 
confession" (E. Barker, p. 237). 

4.2.4 State, Property, War and Slavery 

As we have already pointed out, Augustine does not regard the state as natural, though accordillg 
to hiln Inail has an innate dispositior~ for social life. State as a repressive institulion, as an 
instrument of coercion for enforci~ig order and peace is the product of sin and it was not found 
in the priina! state of innocence before the 'Fall' of man. This disparaging view of the state by 
no means implies that we have no moral duty of political obedience. Tl~ough the state is the 
~ t ~ s t ~ l t  of sin, it is also a divine remedy for sin. Eve11 the Cliristjarl sol3jects of a pagan king are 
under bounden duty to obey their ruler. 

St. Augustine had no doubt that powers thst be are ordained of God and even a wicked and 
sinful ruler has a riglit to full obedience. Any one who resists "duly constituted authority" 
resists "tlie ordinance of God." So long as the rulers do not force their subjects into impiety 
and a conduct wliich violates spiritual illjunctions and the will of God, they should be obeyed 
witliout reservation. 

Though on the wllole St. Augustine, like all Christian thinkers of his time, believed in the 
doctrine of the Two Swords and the independence of the church and the state in their respective 
spheres, he was firmly of tlie view that heresy was a deadly sin and the state has a right to 
suppress it. The positio~i of St. Augustine on religious toleration and freedom of conscience was 
not without contradiction. The argument offered by Ililn proved a weapoll in 'hands of 
Inquisitionists later on. 

About property aiid slavery, Augustine's view marked a clear departure fi'oti~ Aristotle's. Both 
property atid slavery, according to the saint, are contrary to ol.iginal I~urnan nature. But they 
become necessary in the actual condition of the fallen man. 

In the natural condition property is held in common. After the 'Fall', in view of man's avarice 
and iiisti~ict of self-possession it becomes allnost impossible for common owtiership to work 
satisfactorily. Tllus state control and organisation becorne necessary. In the words of A.J. 
Carlyle: "Private property is therefore practically tlle creation of the state, and is defined, 
limited and changed by the State." But while the legal right to private property is recognised 
by the Fathers, "as a suitable and necessary concession to Iiuman i~ifinuity . . . the institution 
cannot override the natural right of a nian to obtain what lie needs from the abundance of that: 
wliicli the earth brings forth"(McIlwain, p. 162). 



Augustine's vieLVs on Nar and slavery are also explicated in the cotltext of the sinful collditioll 
of Inall after Atlam's Fall. In the ideal conditions of idyllic in1locence and eternal peace, war 
wollld be unt~lillkable, but in the present state of strife and inseclll-ily war becomes a 1lecessity, 
Eve11 from tile moral and religious point of view, the state lnllst wage war to protect the Empire 
and to destroy the Jieretics. St. Augastine, as against the early Christians, approves of military 
service for the Cllristians. He lays the foundation for the tlleory of "just war" 1vllj~1, was 
developed by nledieval thinkers. Like war, enslavenlellt of man by lnan is also not strictly in  
accordance with Eternal law. But it is also justified by what -rroeltsch calls the Augustinian 
doctrille of "relative natural law". It is both a punishment and a corrective for the sinful act of 
Inen. St. Augustille's views on slavcry are opposed to Aristotle's; they are more akin to Stoicism 
modifietl i n  the light of Christian theology, that is, the notion of the Fall of man. 

4.2.5 Augustine's lnfluenca 

Augitstine contended that a person's true end was beyond history. Humall history could be 
urlderstood as consisting of good and bad events the ultimate meaning of whicll was ~ l ~ ~ f a t h o ~ n a b l ~  
to 11u11lan beings but graphed by God. Beyolid the outward flux was the hiddcrl historical &allla 
of sin and rede~nption which orily time could resolve in due course. No earthly state as a result 
could eternally guarantee security from inter~lal and external attack. The classical political 
traditions of Greece and Rome were wrong and egotistical in contending that l lu~nal~ f~~l f i l lme~t  
came with citizenship in a rational and just state. This coi~ld not be attained. 

Augustine believed that God ordained goverrllnent even though hurnan history narrated a list of 
destructive wars. The classical tradition's belief in the rationality oi'human beings and in his 
capacity for rational and just governrnerlt was naive. Because of Adam's sin, the human being 
was forever a victim of irrational self-love and of lack of self-knowledge and self-control. 
Governrne~it was instituted with divine aulhorisation for preservation of relative world peace 
and not as a means of hu~nan fulfillment. Govenlments could exist witl~out justice but that 
would mean that they were large-scale ba~lds of thieves seeking peace through arbitrary 
domination and force. A good C11ristia1-1 State ought lo be just. 

Augusline did not advocate the establishment of a tlieocracy in the world. Instead he described , 

the salictified role of the priests playing a crucial role in  good govelnment to remedy the corrupt 
~iattlre of human beings, a corruption belying any hope for satioual self-improvement. Augustine 
argued that the whole human race after Adam's sin could not escape its consequences and were 
incapable of any act of pure good. Altllough human beings were ~~arurally social they could still 
cltoose wrotigly and if they chose well it was because of divine grace and Ilelp. Strict justice 
would condemn most persons to hell. Believing i l l  faith and i n  God's rilercy Augustitle interpreted 
the Bible as de~~ot i~ ig  that God had chosen a sntall number of souls for salvatio~l through an 
~ulifatltomable decree of predestination s~~perior to any merit or act llistorical persons might 
perfortn. 

Augustine developed his theory of grace i n  course of a debate with the British monk Pelagius. 
He held tliat God knew about Adam's sin. Moral evil in the world was a result of a conscious 
decision to abuse free will. However, human history aitI society \vould always co~ltain 
ungovernable elements of conceit and desire that made governlnents, even tyrannical governments 
necessary. It was with divine grace that goverllments were instituted in ordcr to ensure civil 
peace atld order. In  interpreting Cicero's republicall theory of goverrllircnt, Augustine col~tellded 
that a just commonwealth consisted of a rational tnultitude ~~nitcc" by a commor~ love of God 
rather than a common love of inaterial wellbeillg of tlle sociql o.der. Cicero's Rome brought 
togetl~er people for material reasons rather than spiritual ones. For Aug~~stine a true state was 
a true church. 



Augustine contended that .a secular state was a moral entity and that states could choose to do 
what was rnorally right as well as wliat was morally wrong. The Christians desirous of a secular 
state ought to assunie responsibility for maintenance of civil peace. Tliey have duties towards 
the state and assume public responsibilities inclucling the need to fight a just war. A jlrst war 
had to be fought in order to secure a just state. Since no earthly state was entirely just it was 
not possible to realise a Christian utopia in history. 

Christianity while affirming equality alllong human beings loatl~ed the fe~iiale body and looked 
up011 tlie idea] wolilan as one who is chaste, moclest, silent and obedient. The early Christian 
texts "insisted that all perso~~s-fatl~er-li~~~bn~id, 1~10ther-wife, children, and finally, slaves- 
were to be n~~inta ined in a fixed, hierarchical social order, all subordinated to each otlie~. and, 
finally, all were to be subject in fear to God the Father and Lord (dotninus meaning 'slave 
owner') as his childreu and slaves". (Shaw: 1994:24). Within thc Church, women not only 
occupied separate places from those of liie~i and were also ranked dependi~~g whether they were 
matrons, virgins, widows or young girls. Gradually they were made to wear n veil as a synibol , 

of submission to the 'I~ead' of the housel~old and God tlie Father. All these iiieasures had one 
aim "a pi~rposefully illlposed inconspicuousncss and silence". (Shnw: Ibid:24). Christianity 
placed tremelidous importance on virginity and was'hostilc to remarriage and divorce. It glorified 
widowhood. 

St. Augustine dismissed tlie female as inferior for her weaker body, which slie would bc able 
to transcend in tlie universal community united i n  onc's love for God. In The City c?fGorl, lie 
divided human beings into two communities, one focusing on (wo)ni;~n stlid the otl~er'on God. 
Like Cicero he defined the civitns as a group of ~nen  joined in their agreement about thc 
meaning of izls, right. While Cicero looked to the republic of Ronle as tlie expression of i ~ w ,  
for Augustine a community was unified by love O S G O ~  or civira.~ dei 01. the lovc of self, ch~ilav 
honzinun?. Both tlie civitates were by citizens. 

In tlie City of Men the individuals were concerned with this world. 11 was one of  deceit, 
a~nbition and vice, and one of slavery, hierarchy and repression. In the City of  God the indivicluals 
were concerned wit11 their love for God and they aspired for complete happiness. Tlicrc was no 
need for political institutions for there was no inequality and hierarchy, It was here tliat t l ~ c  
female could become a part of a colnmunity for when oriented towards God slie became an 
equal to the male. When identified with tlie body the female reflected carnality R I I ~  was 
coilsidered as sin. 

Augustine empliasised virginity and chastity in sexual matters. He debarred *.iidows from 
remarrying. In marriage oiie succumbed to the temptations of one's soul and was distracted 
from the love of God. Ideally man-iage ought to he based on continence. In the City of God 
when tlie soul found its spiritual meaning.the fe~liale had no fi~nctions withill the households. 

Augustine's theory helped subsequent ages to develop a doctrine of  the Church as a perfect 
society witli powers necessary to any self-sufficient c o m m ~ ~ ~ i i t y  regarding property and 
governance. Implying in principle that it was ~ i o t  possible to attain salvation outside the chi~rcli 
Augustine roused support for the idea of papal ~ i i o ~ i a r c h ~  during l.he liiedieval times. Althougli 
be did not subscribe to the idea of two distinct demarcated spheres-civil and ecciesiastical, yet 
his theory was used to justify a two-swords theory of world rule, spi r i t~~al  and temporal, pope 
and emperor. He did not suppo11.tlie idea tliat the state ought to be subordinate to the church 
for he viewed the state as a distinct institutio~i. It was not a secular wing of the church though 
the cliurcli could advise it. Theorists of the medieval ages developed these arguments into a 
theory and practice of a tlieocratic state controlling law for spiritr~al ends. Augustine's ideal 
corresporided with Plato's ideal of justice as outlined in the Republic. 



AllgLlstine'r views on war and slavety are also explicated in the colltext of the sinful collditioll 
of Inall Adam's Fall. In the ideal conditions of idyllic innocence and eter~ial peace, war 
would be ~~~tl i inkable,  but in  the present state of strife and illsecurity war becomes a llecessity. 
Eve11 froin tlie moral and religious point of view, the State must wage war to protect the Empire 
and to destroy the heretics. St. Augustine, as agaillst the early Christians, approves of military 
service for the Cl~ristians. He lays the foundation for the theory of "just war" which was 
developed by nledieval thinkers. Like war, enslavement of Inall by Inan is also not strictly in 
accordance with Eternal law. But it is also justified by what Troeltscl~ calls the Augustinian 
doctrine of "relative natural law". It is boll1 a punishment and a corrective for the sinfill act of 
men. St. Augustitle's views on slavery are opposed to Aristotle's; they are Inore akin to Stoicism 
modified in the light of Christian lheology, tliat is, the notion of the Fall of  man. 

Augustine contended that a person's true end was beyond history. Huma~i  history could be 
understood as consisting of good and bad events the ultimate meaning of which was unfathomable 

' to Iluman beings but graphed by God. Beyond tlie outward flux was tlie hidden historical d r a ~ n a  
of sin and redeinption which only time could resolve in due course. No earthly state as a result 
could eterlially guarantee security from inte~nal and external attack. The classical political 
traditions of Greece and Rome were wrong and egotistical in cotitending that human fulfillment 
came witli citizenship in a ratiorlal and just state. This could not be attained. 

Augustine believed that God ordained governnient even tliough human history narrated a list of 
destructive wars. The classical tradition's belief in the ratiotial ity of human beings and in his 
capacity for rational and just government was naive. Because of Adam's sin, the human being 
was forever a victim of  irrational self-love and of lack of self-knowledge and self-co~itrol. 
Governmelit was instituted with divine authorisation for preservatioli of relative world peace 
and not as a means of Iiumatl fulfillment. Governtneiits could exist witl~out justice but tliat 
would mean that they were large-scale bands of thieves seeking peace through arbitrary 
domination and force. A good Christian State ought to be just. 

Augusti~le did not advocate the establisll~nent of a theocracy in the world. Illstead he described , 

the sanctified role of the priests playing a crucial role in good government to retnedy the corrupt 
natnre of l~urnan beings, a corruptio~i belying any hope for rational self-improvement. Augustine 
argued that tlie whole h~lrnan race after Adam's sin could not escape its consequences and were 
incapable of any act of pure good. Although human beings were naturally social they could still 
cltoose wrongly and if they chose well it was because of divine grace and help. Stricl justice 
would condemn most persons to hell. Bclievi~ig in faith and i n  God's mercy Augustine interpreted 
tlie Bible as denoting that God had chosen a small number of souls for salvation through all 
unfathomable decree of psedestiiiation superior to any merit or act historical persons might 
perfor~n. 

Augustine developed his tlieory of grace i n  course of a debate witli tile British ~norik Pelagius. 
He held tliat God knew about Adam's sin. Moral evil in the world was a result of  a conscious , 

, decision to abuse free will. However, hmnan history and society would always contain 
urigovemable ele~iients of conceit and desire that niade governments, even tyrannical gover~iments 
necessary. It was with divine grace tliat governments were instituted in order to  ensure civil 
peace and order. In interpreting Cicero's republicau theory of govern~lrcnt, Augustine co~itended 
that a just commonwealtl~ consisted of a rational ~riultitude unite$ by a cotnmon love of God 
rather than a common love of material wellbei~~g of the sociql o,der. Cicero's Rome brought 
together people for material reasons rather than spiritual ones. For Augustine a true state was 
a true churcl~. 
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~ugus t ine  contended that a secular state was a moral entity and that states could choose to do 
what was morally riglit as  well as what was n~orally wrong. Tlie Christians desiro~~s of a secular 
state ought to assuine responsibility for maintenance of civil peace. They have duties towards 
the state and assunle pilblic responsibilities including the need to fight a just war. A just war 
had to be fought in order to secure a just state. Since no earthly state was entirely just it was 
not possible to realise a Cliristian utopia in histosy. 

Christianity while affir~lling equality among Iiuman beings loathed tlie female body and looked 
upon tlie ideal woman a s  one who is chaste, modest, silent and obedient. The early Christian 
texts "insisted that all persons-father-hi~sband, mother-wife, children, and finally, slaves- 
were to be maintained in a fixed, liierarcliical social order, all subordinated to each otlier and, 
finally, all were to be subject in fear to God the Father and Lord (do~ninus meaning 'slave 
owner') as Iiis. children and slaves". (Sliaw: 1994:24). Within the Church, women not only 
occupied separate places from those of men and were also ranked depending whether they were 
matrons, virgins, widows or young girls. Gradually they were made to wear a veil as a symbol . 
of sub~nission to tlie 'head' of tlie iiousehold and God the Father. All these measures liad one 
aim "a purposefully i~nposed inco~ispic~~o~~siiess and silence". (Sliaw: Ibid:24). Ctiristianity 
placed tremendous i~~iportance on virginity and was'hostile to remarriage and divorce. It glorified 
widowhood. 

St. Augustine disniissed tlie female as inferior for her weaker body, which she would be able 
to transcend i ~ i  the universal community united in one's love for God. In The City of God, lie 
divided human beings into two communities, one focusing on (wo)rna~i and the otlier'on God. 
Like Cicero h e  defined tlie civitns as a group of Inen joined in their agreement about tlie 
meaning of izw, right. While Cicero looked to  the republic of Ronie as the expression of izis, 
for Augustine a community was unified by love of G& or civilas dei or tlie love of self, civitus 
honzinz~nz. Both the civitares were by citizens. 

In tlie City of  Men tlie individuals were concerned witli this world. Lt was one of deceit, 
ambition and vice, and one of slavery, hierarchy and repression. In the City of God the individuals 
were concerned with their love for God and they aspired for complete happiness. There was no 

! need for political inslitutions for there was no inequality and hierarchy. It was here that the 
female could become a pall; of a co~nmunity for when oriented towards God she became an 
equal to tlie male. When identified with tlie body the female reflected carnality arid was 
considcrcd as sin. 

Augi~stine emphasised virginity and chastity i n  sexual matters. He debarred :,(iid~ws from 
ren~arrying. In marriage one succumbed to the te~nptations of one's soul and was distracted 
from tlic love of God. Ideally marriage ought to be based on continence. In the City of God 
when 1,lle soill found its spiritual meaning.tlie female had no f~~~lnctions witliin tlie Iiouseliolds. 

Augustine's theory helped subsequent ages to develop a doctrine of the Church as a perfect 
society witli pawcrs necessary to any self-sufficient cornlnu~lity regarding property and 
governance. Implying in  principle tliat it was not possible to attain salvation outside tlie church 
Aug~atioe rouscd suppol-t for tlic idca of papal monarchy during the ~nedieval times. Altl~ougli 
lie did not subscribe to the idea of two distinct de~uarcated splieres-civil and ecclesiastical, yet 
his theory was used to justitj/ a two-swords theory of world rule, spiritual aud temporal, pope 
and emperor, lie clid n o t  suppo~t.the idea that the state ougl~t to be subordinate to the church 
for viewed t]lc state as n distinct institution. It was not a secular wilig of tlie church though 
tlie church coultl advise it. '2'lleorists of tlie medieval ages developed these arguments into a 
theory and pr;kclicc 01' a llluocralic state controlliog law for spiritual ends. Augustine's ideal 
correspol,ded will1 1)1;1t0'~ idcel of .iustice ilS outli~ied in tlie Rc~vblic.  



4.3 ST. THOMAS AQUlNAS 

4.3.1 St. Thomas Aquinas . . and the Grand Synthesis 

In  the 13thCent11ry tlie works of Aristotle resurfaced in Europe through the contact with the 
Arab sCllolars Averoes. It was a turning point ill western political thought as it greatly 
llelped in fonnuliting an idea of a secular community. Initially the church was opposed to this 
newly discovered treasure of Aristotle's works. The greatest contribution of St. Thomas Aqllinas 
(1224-74) was linking Greek thought to Christianity. Though Aristoteliatlis~n was tlie l ~ ~ a j o r  
elelllent in his thougl~t yet there were other strands of thought like Roman, Patristic, Augustiniall 
and Jewish. These, Ile integrated into 'an organic whole under the broad rubric of Christian 
philosophy and an overarching rnetaphysic of Eternal Law (Lex Aetewla) or Reason of Gocl 
conceived as the eternal, universal and iinnlutable principle pervading the whole of creation, 

The probleln of the relationsllip between Faith and Reason or Divine Illiunination and ratio~lal 
recognition, whicli Aquinas attempted to resolve, was created in particular by tlie onslaught of 
Averroist Aristotelianism. The latter influenced greatly the intellect~~al life of Christendom in 
tlie wake of the spread of Islam and tlie rise o f  Muslim power in Europe. It was an encounter 
that threatened to undermine the faitli in revelation and divine dispensation which had been tlie 
fundatnerital postulate of Christian orthodoxy since the days of Augustine and the Fathers. St. 
Thomas's argument was that faith does not colitsadict reason, but complements it. It is not Ilie 
denial, but reaffirmation and consunilnation of reason. It is 011 this basis that he sought to 
recoticile the conflicting claims of the church and the state. It is also on this basis that he 
resuscitated the Aristotelia~i view that the state is natural and also claimed, in accordance with 
tlie Christian tradition, that though natural and necessary, it is not the highest institution. Ma11 
has a life beyond liis existence because lie is a spiritual being with a divine end. "The City is, 
in fact, the most important thing constituted by i l u ~ ~ l a ~ i  reason3', says St. Thomas in his 
Comlnentary on the Politics of Aristotle. But beyond the life of action in the state there is a 
higher life, that is the life of contemplation and worship of God. Church is 111e syrnbol of the 
higller life. This is how St. Thomas Cliristianised Aristotle, interpreted liis rationalism to bring 
it into line with Augustine's religious pliilosopliy. 

To look at St. Thomas in this way does not mean that he djd not introduce i~nportalit changes 
in  Aug~tstine's theory of the state and society and left it in tact. On tlie contrary, he rejected 
many of the accepted dogmas of Christian theology. One of the 1110st important of tlie~n was 
that the state was the result of sin and also a divine remedy for sin. St. Augustine's views about 
slavery and property were not accepted by St. Thomas. The Augustinian theory of the state, 
property and slavery had to be re-evaluated and considerably revised in order to make the 
synthesis of Aristotle's ideas and Christian thought possible and intelligible. A.J. Carlyle arid 
A.P. D'Entreves have rightly pointed out, St. Thomas did not clearly and categorically co~itradict 
tlie traditional opinions of the early Middle ages regarding the state, property and slavery, but 
reinterpreted them in the light of Aristotle's ideas. "The ideas of sin, and of its consequences 
remained for him", says D'Entreves, "and could not but remain, a fundamental dogma of the 
Christian faitli. But sin itself had not invalidated @so principia naturae. Its consequences, 
tllerefore, 0111~ concern the possibility of man's fulfilling the dictates of the natzrralis ratio, not 
his capacity for attaining to their knowledge; in  other words, they do not shatter the existence 
of a spllere of purely natural ethical values, and it is in this spliare that tlie state finds its raison 
d'etre.. Instead of considering tlie State as aa  institutio~i which lnay well be necessary and 
divillel~ a ~ ~ o i l l l e d ,  but only in view of the actual conditions of corrupted mankind, Thomas 
Aqllinas folkwed Aristotle in deriving the idea of tlie State from the very nature of man." 
(D'Entreves, Aqtrinas, Selected Political W~itillgs). 



About government, St. Thomas says in the De Regimiue Prirzcipum that if man could live alone, 
lie would require no governlnent or 'dominiurn'. But God has made him for society. In tlie 
Szinlmu Theologica lie presellts the same idea witli greater precision. 'Dorninium' he says, is 
of two kinds: (1)  tlie lordship of niali over a slave, and (2) the rule of a free man over'other 
free men. In the first sense, of course tbere could not liave been rulership in the state of primal 
irlnocence before t]ie Fall of man. But in the second sense the rule of one lnan over others 
would be lawf~~l  even in that state. The reason is that man is essentially a social being and social 
life is impossible unless there is some authority to direct it toward common good. Moreover, 
it would have been a lnatter of inconvenience if some one who excelled atliers in knowledge 
and virtue could not be ~ i ~ a d e  use of for the benefit of others. 

As regards property, St. Tholnas was confronted with the thesis of Augustine and the Fathers 
that private property is the outcolne of tlie vicious and greedy nature of man. This was in direct 
opposition to Aristotle's view that property is natural and an essential instrument of good life. 
St. Thomas steered a middle course declaring property contrary to the original nature of man, 
but made necessary and ~lsefill in the present degenerate conditions. It provides better conditions 
and efficient means for the utilisation and management of common resources given to man by 
God. Tl~el-e is a distinction, according to St. Thomas, between the power of acquiring and 
distributing things, and this is lawful for it leads to efficiency, and their use which must be 
made for the common good. He says tliat according to natural law all things are common, 
nothing belongs to individuals alone. But private property is created by positive law which is 
added to natural law by 11~1nian reason. It is an extens'ion of ~latural law i n  the interest of 
efficiency and better administration. 

Though St. Tlioli~as approves of tlie institution of private propelly, he does not regard it as an 
inalienable, idivisible natural right. There is no theory of right in St. Thomas in the modern 
liberal sense. The ultimate ownership of property belongs to tlie community and it lias full 
power to take away individual property if it is needed for the common good. Even an individual, 
if he is i n  genuine need, is fully justified in taking a thing from one to wliotn it legally belongs 
withoi~t his consent or knowledge. A hungry man niay co~n~nit  theft if lie lias tic; other lneans 
for saving himself from starvation. 

As regards slavery, the same spirit of cornprornise and recot~ciliatioli appears in St. Thomas. 
Unlike Aristotle, lie cannot justify slavery outright in view of the accepted doctrine of the 

' Church that in the state of innocence every one was free. In fact, on the question of slavery St. 
Thomas is more alnbivalent and vague than on other questions. Sometimes he s e e m  to say that 
slavery rests on the ground that for some men it is better to be slave than free. At other times 
he says that slavery could not liave existed in tlie liatural and primitive condition of mankind. 
In brief, his position, as sumtnarised by Carlyle, is tliat slavery is not an institution of nature, 
but is rational and in a secondary serise natural in the actual corrupt conditions. 

4.3.2 Law and the State 

The basic postulate and ultimate foundation of St. Thomas's political theory is Eternal Law or 
Divine Reason which manifests itself on four levels of coslnic reality but remains the satlie 
reason througlio~~t. It is eterlial, im~iiutable and inviolable. It is both transcendent and immanent 
ill all manifested existence. It is identical witli the 'Reason of God and is unknowable in its 
entirety; lnan can grasp it only in part. Natural law (lex naturali.~) is "the participation of a 

creature in eternal law." It is that part of Lex Aeterna which man can understand by 
Ilis reason which is also a divine faculty. What is revealed to man by God and also giveti in 
scriptures is called Divine Law. An example of Divine law is the code of conduct which God 



gave to the Jews or revealed to Christ. Divine Law, tl~ougli higher than natural law, does not 
,annul it. It adds to it. Human law is the application ofNatural law to human affairs and political 
authority. This law, though it emanates from Nat~~ral  Law, is relative and contingent, it varies 
wit11 changing conditions and reqirire~nent of society. A competent liuman autl~ority that has the 
care of the community niust tllerefore, promulgate it. St. Thomas defines it as follows: 

"A law is some ordinance of reason for the common good promulgated by him who has the 
care of coml7lunity." 

It is clear that for St. Thomas law is tlie source of all political authority. He is opposed to the 
voiuntarisln theory of law, which regards law as tlie expressio~l of the will of the sovereign 
authority. He draws a distinction between the principunz or esseiltial substance of authority 
which is ordained of God, its modus or constitutional form which is determined by people and 
its exercitiu~lz, or  actual enjoyment that is conferred by people. "But properly a law is first and 
foremost an ordinance for th:: corninon good, and the right to ordain anything for the common 
good belongs either to the whole ~nultitude or to some one who acts in the place of the whole 
multitude; thesefore thc authority to establish law pertains either to the whole tnultitude, or it 
pertains to a public person who has the care of the whole multitude." 

St. Thomas theory of political authority emphasises tlie responsibility of the government to the 
community which is tlie custodian of tlie corninon good. But it should not be taken to imply 
either a doctrine of popular sovereignty or a constitutional system of government in the modern 
sense. The responsibility of tlie prince to the people or to the asselnbly is not enforceable by 
any independent agency of the community. As McIlwain puts it, "the prime responsibility of 
St. Thomas's prince is to God, tlie author of the law on which all his authority rests; and, in 
a general, or even in a loose political sense, he might be said to be responsible to the 'multitude' 
which raised him or his house to  the throne and might conceivably sweep them away for acts 
of tyranny. But i11 the strict legal sense he is "absolute" in the ordinary administration of human 
law ill his realm. Within this sphere I-re is without a superior, and is responsible to no man. Of 
liunian law, in the sense of coercive force, St. Thomas says, he is wholly free, a monarch 
'legibus solutznl-the equivaletlt of Bracton's legal dictum that no writ runs against the King" 
(C.H. Mcllwain, pp. 330-33 I ) .  It is true that St. Thomas was strongly opposed to tyranny. He 
condemned it as vehemently as John of Salisbury, but lie did not go so far as to justify tyranny. 
Lord Acton's famous aphorism that St. Tliomas was the first Whig, might be a rlietorical way 
of highlighting the principle of moral limitation on the power of the government or the state, 
but, strictly speaking its inlplications are not very precise or illuminating. If Acton "had in mind 
a legal. l i~n i t a t io~~  of tlie monarch, St. Tlmomas was no Whig; if only a lnoral one, he was 
certainly not the first"(Mc1lwait1, p.33 1). 

4.3.3 Church and the State 

TIie i~nplication of St. Thomas's tlleory of law and the state for the relations between churcli 
and the state are clear. These institutions represent different interests and concerns of Inan in 
tlie world, and they must work in a spirit of harino~iy and cooperation to fulfill their respective 
ends. Of course, in a truly pl~ilosopliical sense, church is superior t o  the state, as soul is superior 
to body; but both have to work together for the attainment of the ultimate purpose which is 
salvation or the attainment of the beatific vision. Possibility of conflict is inherent in actual life, 
but what is of vital i~nportance is restraint and balance. 



For Aquinas the art of politics was just a Inere technique, which could not be measured solely 
by its acliieve~nents, by standards of efficiency and success. The reason for this is that politics 
would always iniply a moral responsibility, a deliberation, a willingness and a cl~oice. It was 
not part of purely pragmatic science but part of morals. He empliasised 011 tlie importance of 
choosing the right Iiieans and tlie mealis in turn depended on the end, and the end was a moral 
one. The end was the colnmon good, an end which was higher it1 value than that of the 
individual atid that of the family, and whick constitiated the proper end of politics. As far as 
the problem of ends and values was concerned Aquinas did not find any contradiction between 
tlie revealed truths of Christianity with that of llulnan reasoning. Reason and faith, human 
nature and supernatural values were liar~nonious in nature. Human beings were endowed by 
God with the capacity to know the good and, although inclined to do wrong, were capable of 
performing the good. The Fall did not impair individuals' reasoni~lg capacity. Though human 
beings know their good they required the help of God to attain salvation. 

Aquinas also laid down the limits of sovereignty both with regard to internal and interliational 
relations. I-Ie regarded war as an evil but a necessary evil. It could be justified only within 
strictest limits. It had to be a 'just war', and for a war to be,just special conditions were 
required-a legiti~~late authority, a just cause and rightful intention. War was the ultirnate resort 
in the absence of a superior authority. It was connected with the very existence of the particular 
State, a consequence of its sovereignty and the same time the proof that such sovereignty was 
neither absolute nor unlimited. 

Aquinas spoke of secular politics but did argue that temporal spllere was ultimately subject to 
the spiritual. He placed the common interest of the faithful and their spiritual well being within 
the sphere of the cIii1rc11 as educator, promoting a life of virtue and therefore arguing for a 
harmony of tlie two jurisdiction, CHURCH and STATE in the Christian polity. Felicity on the 
eartli would lead to happiness in heaven. 

Aquinas' theory of the state enabled subsequent western political thought to move in the 
direction O F  conceptualising a secular state basecl on rationality and aitto~io~ny. The subsequer~t 
14th Century carried Aquinas' asgunlent to its logical end by developing the ideas of a secular 
liberal order, rudimentary ideas of representation and outlines of  the present day cot~stitutiorlal 
framework il l  the representative writings of Marsilio of Padua aud Willia~n of Ockham. 

4.4 SUMMARY 

St. Augustine was the greatest Christian philosopher of the early ~niddle ages and St. Thomas 
Aquinas of the late ~nedieval period in Europe. St. Augustine reinterpreted and transfornled the 
tradition of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero a~id Plotinus with the idea of dual 11ati11-e of mat1 with a body 
and soill, both of which should be given equal importance. Though he did not regard the state . 
as natul-al, it did not imply that tllere is no moral duty of political obedie~lcc on part of the 
citizens. 

St, Tho~nas Aquinas brought together different strands of tl~ougl~t-Aristotelian, Roman, Patristic, 
Augustinian and Jewish to integrate them into an organic whole under the rubric of Christian 
philosopliy. St. Thomas thought that faith does not co~ltradict reason, but cotnplenients it, It is 
reaffirmation of reason rather than its denial. He agreed with Aristotle that the state is natural 
and claimed that it is not the higl~est institution. He christia~iised Aristotle's theory and brorrght 
it to line with Augustine's religious philosophy. But Ile rejected Illany of the accepted dogmas 
of Christian theology and did not accept Augustine's view on slavery and property. 



1) Explain St. Augustine's concept of the two cities. In what way was it supportive of 
Christianity? 

2) What were St. Thomas Aquinas' views on the relations between faith and reason? 

3) In what ways were St. Augustine's views different from those of St. Thomas Aquinas? 

4.5 EXERCISES 




