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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines Augustine’s relation to Academic Skepticism through a
detailed commentary on the dialogue Against the Academics. In it is demonstrated the
significance of epistemological themes for Augustine and their inseparability from
practical and religious concerns. It is also shown how these issues unfold within the logic
of Augustine’s trinitarianism, which informs the argument even of his earliest works.
This, in turn, demonstrates the depth of the young Augustine’s engagement with
Christian categories in works often thought to be determined wholly, or almost wholly,
by the logic of Plotinian Neo-Platonism.
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A NOTE ON TRANSLATIONS

Throughout my commentary I have cited Against the Academics according to the
standard numbering of the text. This I have done to allow the reader the convenience of
using whatever edition or translation he or she happens to have at hand. As a result of
this, I hope to allow readers who possess Latin and those who do not to consult this
commentary with equal ease. For my own purposes I have relied mainly on the clear and
elegant English version of Sr. M.P. Garvey. For purposes of comparison I have also
consulted the versions of O’ Meara and Kavanaugh as well as the bilingual French/Latin
edition of R. Jolivet.



The Conversion of Skepticism in Augustine’s Against the
Academics
Part I Chapter I- General Introduction

Are we in any way capable of perceiving reality as it
is or are we forever locked in our own subjective
impressions? Can anything ever be present to us in some
fashion that allows us to distinguish that presence from the
mere appearance of it? Can thought itself ever transcend
its own contingency and mediate to us necessary and true
conclusions? These questions exercised thinkers in the past
as much as they exercise thinkers today and throughout the
extensive history of philosophical reflection both positive
and negative answers to them have recurred as perennial
possibilities. Indeed, the history of western thought in
particular displays not only opposition but creative
interaction between Skepticism and the quest for certainty
and there is in fact a significant tradition of thought for
which Skepticism itself plays an integral role in reason’s
fullest act of self-appropriation.

The present dissertation seeks to shed light upon one
aspect of that tradition by examining an early work of St.
Augustine that has received limited scholarly attention yet

deals with the question of certainty in an interesting and



original way through a detailed critique of Academic
Skepticism. What is more, Augustine’s method for showing how
reason can appropriate its own foundations reflectively and
grasp its own necessity and objectivity is foundational for
the subsequent history of reason in the west. Indeed,
elements of his epistemology reappear in medieval
scholasticism, modern rationalism, idealism, ontologism and
the transcendental philosophies of figures like Rosmini and
Lonergan. However profoundly these positions may transform
what is in Augustine, none are thinkable without him.

Thus, both for its inherent interest and its historical
significance, Augustine’s treatment of certainty deserves
careful reconsideration. This reconsideration will aid in
more accurate appraisal of Augustine’s relation to the
development of modern culture that puts in question the
efforts of some to use Augustine in the service of various
anti or post-mecdernisms.

Augustine addressed the challenge presented by the
Skepticism of the New Academy with great thoroughness in his
dialogue Against the Academics as well as in several
passages in his other writings. In this and other works he
vigorously opposes any effort to deny to human beings a sure

foundation in their quest to apprehend the truth. For him



self-consciousness itself reveals this foundation. The fact
that mind is, in the final analysis, direct self-presence
puts knowledge grounded in introspection beyond the power of
appearance and renders it impervious to doubt.' On this
basis, he proceeded to argue that the Platonic tradition
could surmount the challenge of the New Academy, which had
raised in a new way the problem of thought's adequacy to
being, by showing that self-consciousness itself was
constituted by the ideas (Of the True Religion XXXIX, 73).
Augustine noted that the opposition of being and appearance,
on which Skepticism thrived, 1s operative in any kind of
knowledge in which something is known indirectly through the
medium of something directly known. Thus, a sensible object
external to ourselves is known, not by direct insight but
through an image it produces in us, from which we infer the
being and nature of that object. While Augustine thought
knowledge of this kind entirely adequate to its purpose he
also saw that the refutation of Skepticism involved
something more than asserting this general fact. It involved
cutting out the root of the Academic position by pointing to
the direct presence of reason to itself in its own
operations. As an example of the direct presence of being to

thought, mind’s knowledge of itself is, for him, immune to



the critical fire of the Academic Skeptics, who always
assume that knowledge is through a medium capable of

2 For

distorting the object known (On the Trinity, XV, 4).
Augustine, mind does not possess itself through a
representation external to mind itself but directly in the
reflexive act that constitutes it as mind and cannot in any
way be divided, at the substantial level, from its own
knowing.® This means that, unlike representational
knowledge of the external world, there is in self-knowledge
the identity and necessary relation of knower and known
denied by Skepticism.

Thus, against the tendency of ancient Skepticism to
posit an absolute divide between subject and object, being
and appearance, Augustine points to mind’s self-knowing as
uniting these oppositions. Moreover, because timeless and
necessary truth constitutes the activity of thought revealed
in judgement, even the judgement that I exist, this self-
knowledge is not barren self-identity but inherently
contentful. Mind’s awareness of itself is founded on an
intellection of the primary ideas about which we cannot be
in error.? The act in which mind constitutes itself as mind

can be expressed in a judgement in which universal



determinations, such as thought and existence are united
with a particular content, itself.

For Augustine, this point is crucial in establishing
that self-consciousness knows itself always in relation to
what is other than the self and thus knows an objective
reality beyond itself.® The being, knowledge and life we
directly know ourselves as possessing are also known as
surpassing their instantiation in us. In other words, we
know ourselves as selves in relation to transcendent
principles of judgment distinguishable from our own finitude
by their intrinsic universality. This being the case, the
mind cannot fall completely out of its relation to being
without ceasing to exist as a mind. Indeed, it has within
the certainty of its self-knowledge the beginning point of
an ascent to what is most certain in itself, the being of
God.

In this way, Augustine sought to show that within
thought itself lay the mediation between sensible appearance
and its inner ground in the divine. Since self-
consciousness, as directly self-manifesting, holds together
in itself the apparent and the real, the theoretical life
can involve more than the mere refusal to assent to

appearances. The intelligible light, the bridge by which we



return to our source from the shadows of the cave, 1is
present, sustaining and illumining us even in the very
effort to deny it. To return fully to ourselves is to
return to this light and since we are present to ocurselves
by our very nature to return to ourselves is a matter of
looking.®

Having said this however, it need not be denied that
for Augustine Skepticism is not without a positive function.
That any Skepticism which seeks to establish a Skeptical
discourse (rather than falling into silence) has of
necessity a self-overcoming character will be a crucial
claim emerging from Augustine's argument. This fact
represents both the limitation and the positive contribution
of the Skeptical tradition. By undermining the claim of
various dogmatisms to offer a certain grasp of our immediate
sensuous environment by showing that our relationship to it
is entirely mediated, the Skeptics inadvertently pointed to
thought itself as the direct self-presence of being. 1In
this way, their position constituted a possible route of
return to the wisdom of Platonism insofar as it revealed,
through its very denial of the light of truth, the presence
of this light in the form of universal and objective laws of

thought.’ Thus, Augustine can see Academic Skepticism as



moving beyond itself to a knowledge of the ideas and as
paving the way historically for the revival of the platonic
tradition in the school of Plotinus.

The present thesis will examine the dialectical process
by which Academic Skepticism can be converted to the ideas
as dramatised by Augustine in the Against the Academics.
This is Augustine's most detailed treatment of the question
and one that, to the end of his life, he regarded as having
accomplished its aim (Retractions I, 1). Because of this I
will focus primarily on this work even though Augustine’s
argument will be stated more directly and clearly in
subsequent works (see for instance The City of God XI, 26-
27) and indeed will undergo a deepening and refinement as
Augustine’s reflections on the structure of selfhood mature
into their later forms.

This early work and its companions have been dismissed
by some as juvenilia.® Nevertheless, they vividly and
incisively lay the groundwork for Augustine'’s subsequent
development and in doing so offer reflections of continuing
interest to students of Philosophy. Augustine does not
respond to Skepticism by demonstrating how knowledge is
possible (which presupposes knowledge) but by pointing to

what we in fact know. 1In this task he starts directly with



the awareness the guestioner has of himself in his own
questioning. Whatever the Skeptic might argue, the activity
in which he turns thought against sense and thought against
thought is itself something whose presuppositions can be
brought to light and reflected upon. In adopting this
procedure, Augustine has developed an approach to the
problem of certainty that has proved influential beyond the
immediate context of his argument with Hellenistic thought
and has affinities even to some contemporary treatments of
the guestion.’ Indeed, the basic question he is addressing,
whether reason can overturn itself as a whole or can only
address its limitations in light of what is not limited
within it remains a vital one.

I will proceed in what follows to give a detailed
commentary on this text. Before doing so it will be useful
to consider in some detail the nature of Academic Skepticism
in its historical context, particularly its relation to
Stoicism. This I will do in the second chapter of this
thesis. 1In the third chapter I will give a general outline
of Augustine’s thought that will set the interpretive
framework for approaching this work. This will allow the
reader to keep in view the larger structure of thought

animating this work but not spelled out with full



explicitness within it. Having done this I will, in the
fourth chapter, explain how I plan to apply this framework
to the reading of the Against the Academics. Having done
this, I will proceed in the second half of my thesis with my
commentary and conclude with some general reflections on its
significance for contemporary efforts to situate Augustine

in relation to modern and post-modern culture.



Part I Chapter II- Ancient Skepticism

The ancient Skeptics had proposed a radical solution to
the questions which animated philosophical discussion in the
Hellenistic era.'® This era was characterized by a number of
dogmatic philosophical schools which claimed to offer human
beings certain happiness in the midst of an unstable and
fragmented world.'! The period immediately following the
conquests of Alexander and the spread of Greek culture
across Asia was one of profound spiritual upheaval. The
loss of the political independence of the Greek city-states
undermined the traditional civic virtues which had given
meaning to the lives of their citizens. In this situation,
the speculative daring and profundity of Platonic and
Aristotelian thought gave way to a new pragmatic spirit for
which the paramount concern was securing individual well
being in a vast cosmopolitan empire. Moreover, this spirit
was anti-metaphysical in temper and tended to revert to the
materialism of early Greek thought (Reale 1985, 8-10).
Seeking the immediate good of the individual in his worldly
situation, the Hellenistic schools eschewed all idealisms
and espoused a rigorous immanentism.?®?

Two of the most prominent of these schools, the

Epicureans and the Stoics, sought to liberate humans from
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anxiety and disturbance by means of a dogmatic belief in the
veracity of sense perception. For the former, clear and
veridical sense perceptions were the foundation of an atomic
theory that accounted for all things in terms of the
fortuitous motion of atomic particles (Armstrong 1981, 133-
35). This knowledge was said to liberate us from the anxiety
consequent on the belief in our responsibility to divine
powers and allow us to pursue the tranquillity that results
from the satisfaction of our basic natural needs (Armstrong
1981, 137). In the absence of pain brought about by the
fulfilment of these needs, the Epicureans thought they had
discovered a limitless good (Reale 1985, 164-171). Moreover,
the pursuit of this good was taken to require a withdrawal
from all civic life into intimate private associations
devoted to cultivating personal happiness (Reale 1985, 120).
Thus, the Epicureans found the end of man to lie, not in
the theoretical life, but in a praxis which aimed at
ataraxia and apatheia, self-sufficiency and freedom from
disturbance.

The Stoics too sought freedom from anxiety and
disturbance, but rather than doing so by denying divine
providence they sought to offer a path whereby human beings

could identify themselves directly with the will of God.
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The stoic sage, with his imperturbable grasp of sensible
objects, was thought to be able to know the rational order
expressed in the causal nexus of natural events (Long 1974,
108) . With this knowledge, he could live a life perfectly in
accord with nature through identifying himself with and
submitting to the divine logos (conceived as a fiery
material substance permeating the cosmos) that governed all
things (Armstrong 1981, 124).

The Stoics, like the Epicureans, sought to ground their
claims to knowledge of the cosmos on the immediacy of sense
impressions. They held that it was possible to identify a
class of self-authenticating perceptions, which they termed
cataleptic impressions (Long 1974, 126-7). By means of these
self-evident impressions, the wise man could perceive with
certainty extra-subjective events and discern through these
the operations of the universal reason with which he sought
identity himself. A cataleptic impression was defined as
one "... stamped and moulded out of the object from which it
came with a character such as it could not have if it came
from an object other than the one which it did come from"
(Cicero Academica, 2.18). Thus, the Stoics held that certain
sense impressions impressed upon the percipient a form or

shape which was the form or shape of an external object.?®?
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They held too that these impressions were recognizable as
such by their clarity and persuasiveness. If a certain
impression had the character of a cataleptic impression, it
could compel assent to the objective reality of that which
was conveyed in the impression (Reale 1985, 223). On this
basis all forms of conceptual knowledge were thought to
rest. Secure in his grasp of the physical cosmos the Stoic
was secure as well in his grasp of the divine logos, which
was identical with it and thus could transcend the
limitations of his particular existence through his love of
fate.

The Academic Skeptics, however, saw a more direct path
to trangu:illity, which did not rest on a shaky dogmatic
realism. They began from two premises accepted by the
Stoics: 1. That the wise man does not assent to opinions
but to true knowledge and 2. That true sense perceptions can
be distinguished from false by a 'mark' of their
authenticity (Cicero Academica, 2.40).'* The Skeptics then
pointed out that the Stoics had never been able to give a
clear explanation of this mark and could not for it did not
exist. Consequently, nothing could be perceived in such a
way as to preclude the possibility of error. This being the

case, concerning sensible things (the only things considered
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real in themselves by the Stoics) it was possible to hold
only opinions. Since, however, the wise man did not assent
to opinions, it followed that he suspended all assent
(Cicero Academica, 2.66).

The main effort of the Skeptics went into undermining
the doctrine of the cataleptic impression. Here they argued
very effectively that no sense perception, no matter how
vivid, could guarantee its own correspondence to an external
object .’ As Long puts it: "Sense perceptions do not possess
characteristics that mark off one that is certainly reliable
from another that is not. 1In no particular case is any
sense impression self- evidently true to the object it
purports to represent. It may and often will be true, but
it cannot be known to be true" (Long 1974, 95-6). Thus, no
matter how many true perceptions we have, the fact that a
vivid dream or hallucination can appear to us in such a way
that nothing marks it as such precludes us from saying that
any one of our perceptions is unmistakably veridical. As far
as sense experience is concerned, the true and the false are
forever confused and as all other truth claims rest
ultimately upon sensation no secure foundation for
philosophical knowledge exists. As Sextus Empiricus puts

it: "And if there is no presentation capable of judging,
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reasoning too would not be a criterion, for reasoning is
based on a presentation. And this makes sense, for that
which is to be judged must first be presented to someone,
and nothing is presented to someone apart from non-rational
sense perception" (Against the Mathematicians, 7.164.).%°

If this was the case, then the Stoics' own premises
committed them to the view that the wise man could not
assent to any perception as true (Long, 1974, pp.90-91). The
Stoics held that the distinction between the wise and the
foolish lay in the fact that the former acted only from
certain knowledge and the latter from mere opinion (Zeller
1962, 269-70). If certain knowledge did not exist then it
followed that, concerning all things, the wise man must
suspend judgement. If he did not but assented rashly, he
would expose himself to the possibility of error which would
cause him to lose his purchase on that by which he was
called wise in the first place; his possession of truth.
Thus, if to be a sage it is necessary to be free of all
error, then it is necessary as well to suspend judgement.’

This withholding of assent was thought by all Skeptics
to liberate human beings from the fear of error and to bring
about a state of imperturbable self-sufficiency and

happiness. "The Skeptics hoped to attain a freedom from
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disturbance by judging the inconsistency of appearances and
ideas, and not being able to do this, they suspended
judgement. Being in this suspensive state, freedom from
disturbance followed fortuitously, as a shadow follows a
body™" (Sextus Empiricus Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 12.25) .18
Thus, the Skeptic succeeds by failure. Discovering the
inadequacy of all attempts to distinguish being from seeming
and the impossibility of judging between rival philosophies
and, moreover, knowing the insufficiency of opinion to
satisfy our desire for knowledge, he simply renounces the
fruit of his search and finds in this renunciation freedom
and peace.

In this way, the Skeptics found in their own
subjectivity, the suspensive state of thought resting in its
own formal self-identity, the abiding term of all discourse
(however, they did not go beyond this to ask whether this
subjectivity itself was intelligible in itself or whether it
too possessed its stability in relation to a prior

principle) .’

The Academic Skeptics in particular emphasized
the practice of a negative dialectic which could undermine

any given content by showing its contrary to be equally

plausible. In this practice, the wise man attained inner
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freedom from all appearances and impressions and in this
negative fashion displayed his will to truth.

In certain Skeptics this doctrine appears to have
produced an austere quietism, which led inevitably to the
accusation that it was a doctrine that rendered human life
impossible.?® After all, the physical necessities of animal
life, to which human beings are subject, seem to demand the
assent to certain appearances. If I am hungry, I must judge
that the object in front of me is edible as opposed to
poisonous. Suspension of judgement in this case would
result in my starvation. What is more, as individual human
beings are, by and large, too feeble to survive in complete
solitude. The fact that they must live in society with
others also places them in situations where assent to
appearances seems unavoidable. How then could the Skeptic's
way of life be anything more than an unobtainable ideal?

It fell to the Skeptic Carneades to work out a doctrine
of plausibility by which, without giving full assent to
anything as true, the Academic Skeptic could nonetheless
function as a denizen of the realm of appearances (Hankinson
1995, 111-12). Keeping his mind free from error he could
still proceed to make the cave a somewhat comfortable place

to inhabit if he were a careful enough observer of the
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shadows on the wall. Conceived in this way, the life of the
Skeptic could, as far as appearances are concerned, be
outwardly indistinguishable from the life of common men and
women. Indeed, he could combine his seemingly austere
doctrine with the highest degree of worldliness if only he
kept himself inwardly free from assent. This could seem a
plausible step to take. It is notable, however, that the
Skeptics could never quite abandon a concern for the
theoretical life. However successful the Skeptic might have
been at navigating around the cave he did not seem to have
ever wanted to call it home.?!

How, then, does the Skeptic judge plausibilities?
Sextus Empiricus gives a lucid account of Carneades' views
on this question. He notes that for Carneades and the
Academics who succeeded him it was possible to distinguish
among different types of perceptions. These types he
describes as follows,

They regard some as simply plausible;
some as plausible and tested; and
others as plausible, thoroughly
tested and uncontroverted. For
example, when one suddenly enters a
darkened room wherein is lying a
coiled-up rope, it is simply
plausible that the presentation
coming from this is as if it were
that from a snake, but to the man who
has looked carefully and thoroughly
tested the circumstances, for

example, by ascertaining that it does
18



not move, that its colour is of a
certain sort, and so on, it appears
to be a rope according to the
plausible and tested presentation.
An example of an uncontroverted
presentation is this. It is said
that Heracles brought Alcestis back
from Hades when she was dead and
showed her to Admetus who received a
plausible and thoroughly tested
presentation of Alcestis. But since
he knew that she was dead, his
intellect recoiled from assent and
inclined to disbelief. So those of
the new Academy prefer a thoroughly
tested and plausible presentation to
a simply plausible one and an
uncontroverted, thoroughly tested and
plausible one to either of the other
two (Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 33.226-
9.

Depencding on the importance of the matter at hand or
the urgenc. of his situation the Skeptic could use any of
these crit=sria. In a matter of little importance, or in an
emergency when a careful evaluation was not feasible, he
would be justified in acting on the plausible presentation.

If more was at stake then the tested and uncontroverted
presentation could be employed. In matters judged to be of
greatest importance, the Skeptic would employ the
uncontroverted and thoroughly tested presentation (Long
1974, 98).

Thus, in a simple matter, such as eating his breakfast,

the Academic could proceed on the plausible presentation
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that a plate of eggs lay before him. If it were April
first, he might, before taking a bite, test the contents of
his plate with his fork to ascertain whether he had been
served real food or was being made the victim of a prank.
Having done this, he could proceed on the basis of a
plausible and tested presentation. Were he still
unconvinced, he could consider further the circumstances
attending his presentation. Suppose he knew his chef to be
a humourless man with no past history of playing practical
jokes. Suppose too that the Skeptic was known and feared as
a harsh employer whom it did not pay to antagonize. Suppose
further that the chef was a needy man with a large family to
support who could ill afford to jeopardize his further
employment. These conditions would strongly support the
accuracy of the tested presentation and would render it not
only tested but also uncontroverted by other known facts.
Conversely, 1if he had been warned by a trustworthy source
that a particularly subtle trick was being planned this fact
would render the tested presentation controverted and the
Skeptic would not proceed on it. Beyond this, the Skeptic
could go further by thoroughly testing the presentation
before him. This could involve, say, performing tests on

the soundness of his senses, considering the effects of
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lighting and atmosphere, or having someone question him to
determine his sanity.

It must be emphasized however that none of these
precautions could guarantee the truth of any perception.

The possibility of a false perception meeting even the most
rigorous evaluation remained. 1In spite of this, careful
observation and experience allowed the Skeptic, as much if
not more than any other man, to secure for himself such
natural gocds as need compelled him to seek. In matters
concerning anything beyond sensible experience, such as the
nature of God or the happy life, the Skeptics simply opposed
all existing views to each other and showed none to be more
plausible than the next. It appears, though, that Carneades
may well have allowed a judgement of plausibility to be made
concerning some matters other than sense impressions, such
as courses of action or, indeed the plausibility of
Skepticism itself (Augustine, we shall see, takes Carneades
to be claiming this) (Groarke 1990, 115).

Thus, Skepticism produced an outlook somewhat akin to
modern positivism in its resolute empiricism. It differed
however in that it never advocated, as far as we know, a
complete immersion in the world of common experience. While

recognizing that we are bound by our physical existence to
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involve ourselves with the physical realm and all its
attendant illusions they did not abandon the ideal of a
theoretical freedom from it. This 1s due to the common
ethical concern which, with varying degrees of emphasis, all
the Skeptics shared (Groarke 1990, 107-8).°° The Skeptics
knew that the good life for human beings was to be found in
and through thought as it attained to some stable object
above the flux of experience. This is why they refused to
give assent to anything in the sensible realm. The fact
that they did not find any such object outside of their own
subjectivity should not be allowed to obscure the point that
Skepticism possessed within its own assumptions both a
speculative and practical relationship to the idea of truth
and as such possessed an intelligible content.

This is why, for Augustine, Skepticism is a self-
overcoming project the immanent critique of which will bring
to light the objective truth that it rightly says cannot be
identified with the sensible. That Skepticism itself does
not come to see this is due to the fact that in freedom from
error it thinks it has found our proper relation to the
good. Thus, it is as much a problem of will as of
knowledge. After all, i1f the Skeptic possesses the good

through suspension of judgement then any further argument
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would be beside the point. What else can interest someone
who thinks he has the good? To cut away the root of the
Skeptical doctrine it is necessary to ask, with Augustine,
whether apatheia and ataraxia properly satisfy the will or
are simply goods as limited as any other. It would be no
exaggeration to say that the ultimate answer to Skepticism
is conversion; for the Skeptic to see what lies before his
own eyes requires that he have the will to see it. This
will to turn to the light which enlightens every man born in
this world, while not, for Augustine, in anyone's power to
produce, can nonetheless find its human occasion in the
demonstrat-on that the Skeptic does not truly possess the
good he se=ks and does not realize that if he thinks at all
about his own position it is only because of the light that
illuminates the wall of the cave. Against the Academics is
intended to show us how the Skeptic can be turned to see

this light.
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Part I Chapter III- Elements of Augustinian Thought

It is Augustine's contention that, historically,
Skepticism paved the way for its own overcoming in the
revival of Platonism (Against the Academics III, 3.18.41 40-
45) . For him, it was evident that the Academics had
forgotten (or appeared to forget) the very Platonic doctrine
with which they were historically associated. While knowing
the negative side of the Socratic dialectic, they sought to
stabilize this process through the suspension of assent
without seeing the completion of it in the Platonic
dialectic. Owing to their dialectical relationship with
Stoicism and Epicureanism, which were materialist positions,
the Skeptics were forced to take over the assumptions of
their opponents in order to achieve a skeptical result.
Because of this they did not take sufficient account of the
fact that the objectivity of their critique rested, in the
end, upon the ideas as the ordering principles of thought
and being and the Word as the unity of the ideas (at least
as far as their exoteric teaching is concerned) .??

As a Platonist, Augustine thought it possible to know
both God and the self through a consideration of what was
directly available to the mind in its own reflexive

activity. For him, the Skepticism of the Academy, far from
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abolishing the quest for truth, actually pointed to the true
way of finding it by purging us of a dogmatic reliance on
the senses.

The negative result of the Skeptics displayed the
nullity of sense experience conceived, in Stoic fashion, as
in itself primary. Past this it simply remains to ask how
the mind can so dissolve the sensible into pure appearance
before seeing that what one has actually uncovered is a
knowledge of the absolute priority of the ideas and the
derivative character of the sensible.

The Skeptic, then, by turning from appearances toward
his own subjectivity, in fact comes closest of all, if he
would only see it, to the locus of objective truth. As
Augustine says, it 1is by returning to the inner chamber of
the mind that one returns to the realm of spiritual
substance in which immutable and incorporeal truth can be
perceived (Confessions VII, X, 16). Since the process of
recollecting this truth is primarily, for Augustine as for
his neo-Platonist predecessors, a process of self
recollection that turns inward on itself and upwards to its
source, some way must be found to turn the soul's attention
to itself so that it can perceive its own character and

destiny.
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The first step in this process is curing the soul of
its tendency to confuse itself with the sensible appearances
that are the primary object of its attention (Confessions
VII, I, 2). The mind that does this, through the
apprehension of its own true inwardness and hence its
immateriality, becomes free to train its eye on the
incorporeal realm that lies behind the veil of appearance
and is in itself the proper object of knowledge. The
catalyst for this movement lies in the questioning
subjectivity that seeks the unifying ground of the sheer
externality of events in time and space in memory and the
unity of memory in God. Thus, in seeking the unity of its
experience, the mind discovers its own character as self-
presence, the character of matter as the self-external, and
the good as the ground of both. This is the basic pattern
behind Augustine’s many accounts of the ascent to subsistent
truth, which move from a consideration of bodies themselves,
to the soul which measures and judges them and upward to the
divine reason which contains the principles of those
judgements . **

The Skeptic, having found the sensible inadeguate to
the inwardness of thought, has already begun this movement.

Moreover, he moves also toward a good beyond the mobility
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of sensible nature. However, the soul that seeks its good
must know the good it seeks and if it cannot find a true and
knowable good among material things it must then ask itself
by what measure it reaches this conclusion. It must ask
itself what the good and the true are in their logical
character. To ask this question is to realize that one has
ceased altogether to speak about material things and is
moving in the realm of ideas that nothing spatio-temporal
can adequately exemplify and to which subjectivity must
submit as its own law.?> The discovery that the good and
true are, in their primary meaning, super-sensible and
immutable completes the movement away from the sensible
begun by the Skeptic by attaining a unity prior to the
division of subject and object. Thus, both the externality
and dividedness of the sensible and the emptiness of
thought's formal self-identity (in which the Skeptic would
rest) are transcended.

However, this turn to the incorporeal and hence
intelligible is in no way possible to one who remains in the
grip of materialist illusions. In this way, the Skeptical
destruction of Stoic and Epicurean dogmatism can be granted

to have a certain positive function. If then, the mind can
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be forced to look away from the sensible and into itself, it
can discover within itself the truth.?®

From Augustine's writings, it is possible to describe
with some exactitude the overall structure of this truth.
While Augustine is not a systematic writer it remains the
case that from the variegated surface of his literary
activity we can extract a logico-ontological picture clear
in its outline and embracing the self-disclosure of being in
both the timelessness of philosophical contemplation and the
mutability and contingency of history (which includes

personal experience and development) .?’

As this picture
often supplies an interpretive key to passages in works such
as the Against the Academics it will pay to look at it in
some detail in terms of both its objective and subjective
aspect keeping in mind how it is determined at all points by
Augustine’s Trinitarian conception of God and the self.?®
How are we to describe this 'Augustinianism'? Emilie
Zum Brunn has pointed to what he terms Augustine's
'anagogical ontology'. He says of Augustinian wisdom that "
It is not simply a question of understanding a truth given
from the point of view of pure speculation, but of acceding

to it "with the entire soul"... That is why his ontology is

an "anagogy" at the same time, as in the 'Platonist' books.
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The "proofs" of "true philosophy", that is to say of
platonic thinking taken up by Christian faith, do not only
satisfy intelligence, but also help man climb up towards
God." (1988, p.4). That is to say, to speak of Augustine's
thought is not to speak of some neutral means of attaining
to some purely instrumental knowledge but of a quest in
which our entire good is at stake. Moreover, it is a
knowledge that seeks not disinterested description but union
of mind and will with the end sought. Thus, philosophy is
not thinking about the divine as one of the possible objects
of thought but turning oneself to God in thought and love.

Moreover, it is also an activity that falls within the
very dynamic of being's outgoing and return whose structure
it uncovers. Simply put, it is the form in which rational
subjectivity fulfils the creation’s basic urge to re-
integrate itself with the primal being, the source from
which it has fallen away into inauthenticity and decay.
Thought at its highest level, the loving contemplation of
God, is the form in which creation fulfils most completely
the universal drive of all things to return to their Divine
source (Confessions, XI, 10). 1Indeed, created mind
functions as the hinge upon which the vast drama of outflow

and return moves. In trinitarian terms, we seek in our
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thinking to perform that return to our source that is
eternally accomplished in God through the reversion of the
divine thinking upon the divine being through the unifying
activity of the Spirit. This is why, for Augustine, the
climax of the Christian salvation story lies in the renewal
of the trinitarian image in man through the illumination of
the Word and the infusion of the Spirit (On the Trinity XIV,
4-5).

Although this is the universal process of all things,
rational subjects share in it in a privileged manner. For
them, the return is a matter of self-conscious participation
and the possibility of perfect re-integration through
thought 's identity with what it thinks is therefore open.
This reintegration of the self is the corollary of the
loving attention paid in contemplation to an object that is
unity itself. As we think the unity that is God we become
unified through the total actualisation and interpenetration
of our attention and will. Thus, alone among beings
occupying time and space the human is capax Dei, able to be
raised in a total return to its source.?’

The problem for us as human beings lies in the fact
that we are neither pure unity nor simple extension but a

process, involving memory, attention and will, of bringing

30



the greatest possible integration to a temporally and
spatially distended existence. Unlike the pure self-
externality of matter, spiritual existence is a continuum
constituted by the faculty of memory (Confessions XI, 38).
Thus, we have the ability to summon to our attention our
existence as a whole and to judge of its character and,
because of this, we must at some point raise for ourselves
the question of the truth of our existence. However, memory
only constitutes us as a continuity of moments. We are not
pure unities insofar as we are not fully realized beings in
every moment of our existence but actualise ourselves over
time (Confessions XI, 36). As a result of this we are, in
Augustine's phrase, a question to ourselves (Confessions X,
33) . Our existence has the unity of self-consciousness but
we know as well that this very fact presents to us the task
of becoming what we ought in truth to be; beings that fully
realize our potential for re-integration in the self-
knowledge attained through a knowing union with God.

For us, the end of our temporally distended existence
1s to overcome this distension. Indeed, this is what the
gathering and retaining power of memory is always already
doing. Its inherent dynamic power is to abrogate the

externality of one moment to the next and constitute the
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self as self-presence, which in fact is what renders
temporality an experiencible and measurable phenomenon
(Confessions X, 36). Thus, the drive to maximize integration
is present in the very faculty that constitutes us as
personal identities. As the experience of temporal
extension itself presupposes a relation of the eternal and
the temporal the soul that experiences itself in time also
knows itself as containing a relation to what is prior to
time. In the undivided now of memory, it finds its own
analogue and its own point of ascent to the unity of God.
Indeed, we have in memory’s relation to the eternal the
inward ground of the unification of the human and divine
whose full actuality will be realized in the incarnation,
where the outgoing of creation from God and its return are
the complete life and movement of one divine/human
substance.

The fact is, however, that immersed as we are in the
flow of experience the complete self-presence that we seek
is beyond our grasp. The simplicity we would attain as the
end implicated in our activity cannot be identified with the
being that seeks it for the simple reason that if it were
it, it would not seek it. We must, rather, seek for

something outside of ourselves from which we can attain what
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we seek. We must seek within the implicit unity of memory
that which transcends memory, the truth in which all that it
contains is eternally and substantially expressed.

Clearly, this means seeking to possess something which,
possessing in itself the full unity of self-presence, can
impart it to others. This is God, from whom we have
received such unity as we already possess (Confessions XI,
40) . The possession of God in knowledge through love grants
us also the possession of ourselves (Soliloquies, 1.2, 7).
In knowing God, truth itself, we ourselves become fully
aware. In this light we know both the truth of what we are
and the truth of what we have become. In terms of Robert
Meagher’s useful distinction, we come to know ourselves in
terms both of nature and person®’ (Meager 1979, 56-57). We
know what we are, our nature, for we know that in whose
image we are made; to know what true spiritual existence is
in its source is to know its finite image. We know what we
have become, our person, for in the presence of God all our
works are infallibly judged; we know our own personal
existence not according to our own partial and self-
interested evaluation but as it is in the truth itself. In
this way, the full purpose of our existence stands revealed

and the basic desire of that existence fulfilled.
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As I have said, there are two angles from which this
process may be described, the objective or ontological and
the subjective or historical. This does not, for Augustine,
represent a bifurcation in reality. Augustine's concept of
reality remains a unitary one. For him, the subjective and
personal dimension is an intensification of being. Being at
a certain threshold of unity with itself achieves the
awareness of self-presence and the capacity to direct itself
freely to a good apprehended as delightful by its own
reason. At its maximal point, in God, being simply is the
real apprehended in delight. Spiritual creatures, such as
human beings and angels, thus imitate the principle itself
when they unite in one activity being, living and thinking
(On the Free choice of the Will II, 51-53). As W.J. Hankey
puts it:

God the Father is being as
absolute source. His mirror in the
human mind is memory in which, from
which, and to which all is. The being
of the father is uttered and conceived
in the Son who is his eternal word;
His mirror in the human mind is
conceptual thought, the activity of
science or wisdom. Because the eternal
Word loves the being whose fullness he
expresses, and because the Father
loves himself imaged in the activity
of thought, in their very difference
these two are united in an activity of
love. This love between the Father and
the Son 1s the person of the Holy
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Spirit. His mirror in the human mind
is will or love (1995, 4).

Thus, the spiritual creation is the finite mirror of
everything that is contained super-eminently in God and
reflects in the mutual implication of its own activities the
unity of the objective and subjective in God.

From the objective angle, the process described above
may be described as the outgoing of Unity-Being from itself
in creative love and the return or reformation of the finite
beings so constituted from the formlessness to which all
such beings tend (formlessness or the bare appetite for form
being the distinguishing mark of created things)
(Confessi-ns XII, 6). Perfectly simple in its own self-love
and self-zpprehension (because knowing and loving expressed
maximally are one with their object), this principle
represent-s the total and simultaneous actualisation of
whatever it can mean to exist. As Augustine says in
Confessions XIII, 46, God exists “...not merely in some
degree since he is Existence.” Thus, to say, to exist
infinitely, without the limitation of any finite mode, is
the essential property of the Divine. As James F. Anderson
puts it: “...Augustine’s God is Idipsum because He is, and

not conversely. Augustine expressly identifies the so-
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called attributes of God with His Esse: “that which He has
He, and all these are one”...Why? Because there is nothing
in Him save is: non est ibi nisi est (Exposition of Psalm
CI, 2, 10).” (1965,33). When, looked at from this
ontological angle, as the source of being, God is understood
in trinitarian terms as Father, source of the eternal being
of the Son and the Spirit, and source, through them, of the
creation, formation and conversion of created things.

This mode of simple existence contains within its own
apprehension an infinity of possible imitations of itself.
To such of these as it wills to exist, it communicates the
gift of existence (Confessions XI, 10). But to exist as a
finite essence means to exist as less than pure existence;
existence as such is extraneous to any finite thing. This
means that created things both are and are not; they are not
being but have being to a greater or lesser degree. All
nature and history is reducible to the fact that for any
created thing existence is as much an object of desire as it
1s a possession. All finite existence is in motion to
attain the full measure of existence possible to it and in
this it reflects its own origin in God (Confessions XI, 6).

From the subjective side, this same process can be

looked at as the struggle of our minds and hearts to
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apprehend and attain a true and stable gcod. 1In other words
it can be looked at as the quest for wisdom and happiness.
Want, whose fulfilment is gratification, is fundamentally
the desire to exist that comes from not being that which one
could be. Happiness is the state of having the full measure
of existence of which one is capable. Rational agents, such
as ourselves, both are in some measure, which pleases us,
and are not such as our reason can conceive of us as being,
which is painful (Confessions XIII, 5). Our existence as
finite beings is an oscillation between greater or lesser
approximations of the good as we conceive it for ourselves.

What is more, we often misconceive this limit such that
we often fail to understand how happy we could in reality
be. Subjectively, the will is moved to this or that end by
the prospect of delight. A rational will, however, must
conform its pursuit of delight to the standard of right
judgement; I must seek to delight in that which reason
judges to be in itself most delightful or I am in a state of
contradiction (seeking, by the formal necessity of my will,
the highest good, I choose an object which is not the
highest good). It is gquite possible that, being fallible, I
can choose an object, such as physical pleasure, as my

highest good when in fact this object does not conform to
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what reason itself demands of anything claiming to be the
summum bonum (On the Trinity XIII, 4.7-6.9).

Thus, I face the possibility of not only failing to
achieve the good as I conceive it but also of failing to
properly conceive of the good. This being the case, any
rational agent faces the complex task of correctly
determining the nature of the highest good, determining how
this good is to be obtained, and habituating itself to the
virtuous forms of activity (whatever these may be) that give
it the self control tc pursue this good once its nature and
the way to it have been perceived. 1In this way we reveal
our ultimate goal to be assimilation to the divine Trinity,
in whom knowledge is adequated fully to what is and in whom
love is in full conformity to what is known.

The good as Augustine conceives it belongs to the inner
man and cannot be found in corruptible goods extraneous in a
spatio-temporal sense to the self. Augustine does not admit
fragility or externality as aspects of the true good. For
him, the good must be such as to be enjoyable whenever we
will it for as long as we will it. As he says in his
Diverse Questions (no.35) “Since these things are so, what
else is it to live happily but to possess an eternal object

through knowing it? For the eternal is that in which alone
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one can rightly place his confidence, it is that which
cannot be taken away from the one who loves it, and it is
that very thing which one possesses solely by knowing it."
It is evident from this that in the activity of

cleaving to God in contemplation and love that we truly
discover where our good lies. As Augustine says in a
particularly striking passage from one of his earliest
writings:

Following God is the desire of

happiness; to reach God is happiness

itself. We follow after God by loving

him; we reach him, not by becoming

entirely what he is, but in nearness

to him, and in wonderful and

immaterial contact with him, and in

being inwardly illuminated and

occupied by his truth and holiness.

He is light itself; we get

enlightenment from him. The greatest

commandment, therefore which leads to

the happy life, and the first, is this

"thou shalt love the Lord thy God with

all thy heart and soul and wmind (The

Morals of the Catholic Church, XI).
Thus, if the end of our existence is love, which in
creatures is both need for some object and delight in the
existence of that object, then this end can only be
fulfilled in loving God and delighting in him. This

activity Augustine held to be inclusive of all obligations

to others and ourselves as delight in God is inclusive of a
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delight in (and in the case of creatures a benevolent care
for) all things that reflect the glory of his being.

Unfortunately, even though the incorruptibility and
inwardness of the Good would seem to render it the easiest
of all objects to attain (after all, what is more under our
control than our own attention and will?) the attainment of
the highest good is actually of a difficulty many times
greater than the attainment of many external goods both
unstable in themselves and seemingly at the whim of fortune
or the greater power of others.

The real obstacle to our obtaining the good is, in
fact, within us. It is not, of course, the case that we are
by nature unfit for the good, for we are free and rational
beings, or that we are held by some alien power (such as the
body), for this controls us only as we love or detest what
it delivers to us through the senses. It is rather the case
that as persons, as concrete historical subjects, we are
alienated from our true good by the dispersal of our
attention and will among a multiplicity of sensible objects
(Confessions II, 1). This dispersal is consequent upon a
prideful turning from the unity of the divine towards the
self, which has within itself no ground of unity or

stability (On the Trinity X, 2, 7). Accordingly, in turning
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from God or unity we are subjected to the multiplicity and
dividedness of external ends and so lose the inward
integration we possess only through our unity with God.
Through the effort of turning our centre of gravity away
from the senses and the imaginative faculty that they feed
and towards the light of incorporeal truth we can, to some
extent recover a glimpse of our original integrity (this was
the achievement of the Platonists), but, as incarnate beings
with an innate appetite for ruling a body, we cannot hold
ourselves in this state (Confessions VII, 23; The City of
God XXI, 3). In the body, we do not seem capable of keeping
our souls unified in contemplation of God but fall into
disunity and disarray (and ultimately death). Apart from
the body, we seem to lose something equally integral to
ourselves and are drawn inexorably back into the divided
realm of time and space. With this paradox, the quest to
solve the problem of happiness through thought comes to an
end.*!

Augustine inherits from the Platonic tradition the
dialectic of poverty and plenty that Plato had described in
his Symposium. The fact that we are 'erotic' beings places
us metaphysically between being and non-being. We are and

are not what we are and this is why we are in a state of
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becoming. This gap between essence and existence and our
awareness of this gap places upon us the task of authoring
ourselves that is only truly realized as we attain to a
participated divinity through contemplating God. As
Augustine says in his very earliest writing "...nequitia
(worthlessness) 1is so called because it comes from "not
anything" while its opposite frugalitas (frugality) comes
from frux (fruit). Therefore, in those two opposites,
frugality and worthlessness, two things seem to be evident,
namely, esse (to be) and non esse (not to be)" (On the Happy
Life 4, 30). At their metaphysical core, all of our
operations, whether of intellect or will, express the
actualisation of form in activity through participation (in
greater or lesser degree) in esse, or the supreme actuality.
In knowing and loving God, we possess this supreme actuality
in the form proper to ourselves and through receptivity to
eternal truth transcend the limitations of our 'middle
state' by being reformed in its image. This reformation, or
unification of essence and existence in the creature is the
work of love. Insofar as this work is permanently achieved,
it is the work of Gods eternal self-unifying love in us. In
theological terms, this is the sanctifying activity of the

Spirit. To quote On the Happy Life again, “This, then, is
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the full satisfaction of souls, this the happy life: to
recognize piously and completely the One through whom you
are led into the truth, the nature of the truth you enjoy,
and the bond that connects you with the supreme measure” (On
the Happy Life 4, 35).

It is always the case for Augustine that the good
sought by the will is attained through the apprehension of
that Good; indeed the highest Good, God, is an intelligible
object possessed in contemplation. The will adheres to God
as God is present to the mind. How, then, do we ascend to
the knowledge of the divine being which alone can satisfy
our desire to fully possess ourselves? For Augustine the
divine is revealed with absolute certainty in the mind's
consideration of its own faculties and the objects, which
must, of necessity, correspond to them. It finds God as the
culmination of a reflection upon itself and its powers. In
particular, Augustine was struck with wonder at our capacity
to render true judgements upon contingent realities in light
of necessary and timeless logical, ethical and aesthetic
principles.?® Moreover, he was struck by the fact that we
could immediately perceive, as if in some spiritual light,
the immutable character of such judgements. This light he

held to be a radiance of subsistent truth, eternally one
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with the subsistent being of which it is the expressed
image.

Augustine's characteristic proof, it should be pointed
out, begins a fortiori from the created world. He holds, on
the authority of St. Paul, not that we know God directly but
that we know God from created realities. It 1s from the
fact that we form true and necessary judgements that we
infer the existence of truth itself. 1In fact, Augustine's
use of this interior proof entails no denial that God can
known from other created things, as numerous passages
attest.’® However, Augustine worked this form of the proof
out with much greater detail than any other and averted to
it with the greatest frequency. Accordingly, I will examine
his account of the mind's ascent to God from this angle.?®*

According to Augustine there is one utterly
indisputable foundation for our ascent to God; the fact that
we exist, that we know ocur existence, and that we love the
existence that we know (The City of God XI, 26; On the
Trinity X, 10; On the Free choice of the wWill, II, 7). This
is the knowledge that constitutes us as self-conscious
subjects and it could not intelligibly be claimed that we
are in error about it. Whoever thinks exists, for thinking

is a determination of existence. Since the mind is
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presence-to-self, if it is, it is present to itself and thus
knows itself. Hence, if any mind is, it knows something,
itself. If it is in error about this it is and is therefore
not in error for error can only exist in a mind that judges.
As it perceives itself, then, the mind immediately
perceives a necessary connection between thought and
existence (The City of God XI, 26). Indeed, Augustine holds
that there is an infinity of knowledge contained in the
mind‘s turning to itself as each act of its reflection can
in its turn be reflected upon (On The Trinity XV, 4, 21).
Thus, I cannot doubt my own conscious states as being
my own conscious states. I must say that they are what they
seem to be for they subsist in my very apprehension of them.
Apart from my awareness of them, they are not and apart from
their being for my awareness, I am not conscious of them.
In self-consciousness, being and appearance cannot be
intelligibly opposed. This has profound implications for
the problem of Skepticism for when the object perceived is
my act of perception itself, my perception directly
constitutes its object so that it cannot in any way be said
to alter or distort something of a different nature than

itself, such as may happen when a material object is
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transformed into an object of consciousness by being
converted into a phantasm or internal image.

What 1is more, this presence of mind to itself is
implicated in all mental acts whatsoever and thus there is
no mental act which does not have at least this element of
true apprehension. The mind cannot be totally ignorant
without ceasing to be as mind because it is constituted by
an act of knowledge. Thus, Augustine can say “Therefore,
let the mind come to know itself. Let it seek itself, but
not as a thing absent. Rather, let the mind fix upon itself
the will’s intending, by which the mind wandered elsewhere,
and let the mind reflect upon itself. In this way, the mind
will see that it has never not loved itself, never not known
itself” (On the Trinity, X 8,11).

It igs within this act of self-apprehension that we
constitute our relation to the things surrounding us. We
know ourselves, for instance, as grasping objects we take to
be external through the medium of the senses. But the
senses themselves are not adequate to account for this fact.
Nothing mediated to us can be present for us except as the
senses are present to us in the apprehension of the common
sense (On the Free Choice of the Will II, 20-37). The eye

sees but it does not see itgelf seeing nor the ear hear
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itself hearing. Sense data come to consciousness only in an
inner apprehension that the eye sees or the ear hears. But
for this inner sense to be present to itself as such
requires yet another level of activity. Reason must be
present to discern the order and function of the different
senses and their relation to the common sense (II, 51-52).

Now reason, in performing this task, knows itself as
doing so. It knows both what is below it and itself as
distinct from what is below it. It is through this rational
faculty then that the mind possesses itself (II, 51-52).
The proper function of this faculty lies in the exercise of
judgement upon the things we experience. The employment of
reason in this way, however, entails yet another faculty
above that of judging and this is the receptive faculty of
the mind, which receives the imprint of the necessary and
immutable principles of judgement. Just as there is no
sense without common sense, or common sense without reascn,
so there is no reason without intellect (II, 110-19).

But even the intellect upon which ratiocination and

hence judgement depend is not self-explanatory. Indeed, a
startling contradiction presents itself in that the
intellect, which claims immutability and self-evidence for

the principles it hands down to reason, is merely a faculty
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of a mutable and contingent soul (II, 55-56). How is it that
a mutable soul can render necessary judgements according to
immutable principles? How is it that it can have any notion
of the unchanging at all if it itself changes? How are
truths, such as those of mathematics, present to all who
reflect upon them in the same way even though each soul is
particular and contingent? Is it that the intellect depends
upon some power yet higher than itself from which flow those
attributes of which it can find no source in itself?
Augustine holds that it does. Truth, in itself
immutable and timeless, he holds, can emanate only from an
eternal and changeless source, God, from whose being it
derives these attributes. If our reason can judge of this
or that thing that it is true or not true then this is
because it knows truth itself and in knowing this knows God
who is subsistent truth. Thus, the mind judges inferior
realities in accordance with the idea of truth and in doing
so conceives of something transcending its own mutability
which must be consubstantial with God himself. At the apex
of its operations it touches what lies above the human, the
eternally begotten truth, which is the express image of its
source (II, 153-55). The light shed upon us by this truth

permits our judgements to appear as what they are; in so
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appearing, these reveal that in the light of which they
appear.?’

For Augustine, this means that the relation of what is
highest to what is lowest is known by reason’s capacity to
reflect upon the nature of its own activity, for it is in
this activity of reasoned judgment that the mind unites the
transcendental objects of the intellect with the
deliverances of sense in a self-conscious act. In knowing
itself and its own operations it knows the principle and the
principled in their true relation for its own activity of
judgment manifests this relation. The structure of knowing
and the structure of being are one and this is known by
reason or conscious attention for unlike sensation, common
sense or intuition, reason possesses itself as a possible
object of its own consideration.?® It is the faculty in which
the inter-relation of all faculties is manifest to itself.
Moreover, this self-consideration of reason does not depend
on images derived from sensation but on concepts per se
intelligible and as such is capable of scientific exactitude
(Confessions X, 17-19).

Thus it is that God's existence is for Augustine as
indubitable as our own from the very fact that we are able

to doubt it. As he succinctly puts it:
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Everyone who knows that he has doubts
knows with certainty something that is
true, namely that he doubts. He is
certain, therefore, about a truth.
Therefore everyone who doubts whether
there is such a thing as the truth has
at least a truth to set a limit to his
doubt and nothing can be true except
truth be in it. Accordingly, no one
ought to have doubts about the
existence of the truth... Wherever
this is seen, there is light that
transcends space and time and all
phantasms that spring from spatial and
temporal things (Of the True Religion
XXXIV, 154-55). %7

What Augustine is affirming here is that even in such a
simple judgement as "I doubt there is any truth" there is an
affirmation that truth, the absolute identity of being and
thought, is a subsistent reality that sustains and
illuminates us.?*® Without truth there would be no truths but
since there are truths, such as "I doubt", then there must
be truth, which is God himself. When I unite reality and
idea in a true judgement I only do so on the presupposition
that these two are in fact identical; that primal thought is
fully adequate to primal being as light from light and God
from God and that all finitude is a pale approximation of
this unity. Without this first truth, this objective
identity of thought and being, the finite approximation of

this truth in the particular truths of judgement would be
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without any objective basis. But, since I do make
particular judgements that are apodictically certain, it
must be that there is indeed some absoclute realization of
the identity of thought and being for I myself, as a mutable
being, do not possess the formal property of immutability
that I perceive as an attribute of true propositions.
Hence, my judgement that any proposition is a truth entails
the illuminative activity of an eternal and changeless
divine reason, which must be held to exist if any finite
thinker exists (and I know with irrefutable certainty that I
am such a thinker) .?®

Thus, 1f there is a moment of certainty in my knowledge
of myself, even in my knowing of myself as not knowing, this
is grounded in primal identity of thinking and being in God,
who is thus the ultimate ground of my certainty. God is in
his own thinking of himself, as indeed the finite subject is
qua subject, except with total adequacy. As Gilson puts it:

The creative being 1is an infinite
reality eternally knowing itself in an

adequate act... In him, therefore, we
should always recognize the presence of
this infinite reality, revealing

itself, so to speak, to itself, by the
integral knowledge it has of itself.
Man, made in God’s image, 1s also an
intellectual substance, which not only
has to express other things in order to
know them, but also expresses itself to
itself when it would know
itself...Thus, every human soul
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reproduces on the level of the finite

the fecundity of the Divine knowledge:

it “expresses” from itself the internal

presentation of its own essence, and

refers it to itself by an act of will,

just as in God the Father generates the

Word, and links it to himself by the

Holy Spirit (1948, 224-5).°%
In reflecting on itself and the order of its operations, the
Mind has found in God the light of certainty in which this
reflection is performed.

In his own way then, Augustine has demonstrated Paul’s
dictum that the invisible things of God are known from the
things that are made for from a single indubitable created
fact he has shown the necessity of affirming the
transcendent source of that fact. Insofar as the being and
intelligibility of the imperfect presupposes the perfect he
can know that his finite knowledge, limited as it 1is,
depends upon an infinite knower. It remains however, to say
something of that dimension of being which Augustine held
could never be uncovered in the self-reflection of thought
but, as historically mediated, could only be affirmed in
faith. This is the intervention of the divine principle in
time and space to bring about the return of rational

creatures to their source through purging them of their

historical accretion of sin and mortality (a movement that
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Augustine held was impossible for us from the human side).
As well, this intervention of God in our world enabled,
Augustine thought, a deeper and more consistent account of
the principle itself which, in this action, had decisively
revealed itself as revealable through its triune operation
of subsisting, revealing, and illuminating.

For Augustine, the doctrines of the Incarnation and the
Trinity formed the basis of a radical revision of the
structure of thought inherited from the Platonists and which
was, broadly speaking, congruous with what I have to this
point described. 1In a sense, the young Augustine was
correct to say that in order to become Christians it was
only necessary for the Platonists to alter a few phrases.
What he came to expound with increasing profundity over the
course of his career was just how far reaching in their
implications these 'few phrases' were.

Augustine's central message to the adherents of the
Classical tradition in philosophy, and indeed his central
message to us, is that the eternal Logos has assumed human
flesh in order that those who appropriate in faith his
redeemed humanity may be taken up into the immutable life of
his divinity. The god-manhood of Jesus Christ is, for him

as for St. Paul, the only true mediator between the human
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and the divine (The City of God IX, 17). As the deepest
impulse behind the religious practice and philosophical
aspiration of the ancient world lay in achieving some mutual
co-inherence of divinity and humanity, it was evident to
Augustine, as it was to many who moved from classicism to
Christian faith, that in Christ the expectation of the
nations had been fulfilled. Submission of mind and heart to
this utmost revelation of God's nature was, for him, the
only path to salvation. Only through his wisdom could our
minds properly apprehend reality and only through his
humility could our hearts cleave to what is apprehended
(Confessions VII, 24). He is thus, as Charles Cochrane puts
it, the a "...principle of understanding superior to
anything existing in the Classical world," and the
foundation of a "...new physics, a new ethic and, above all,
a new logic, the logic of human progress" (1940, 6).%

On this basis, Augustine turns the emphasis of the
Classical tradition from man's quest for God to a grateful
response to God's gracious descent to us. The movement of
all created things to their source is completed by the
assumption of this movement by the principle itself. 1In
relation to this act of grace towards us, the ascent of the

mind to its source is resumed on a stable basis and the
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salvation of man as a concrete historical person (both body
and soul, sense and intellect) 1is assured. Thus, our final
good is mediated to us by the revelation of God as absolute
love in the person of Jesus Christ. The love of God for us,
hinted at here and there by the Platonists, revealed to the
Jews 1n the creation story, and made fully known in all its
depth in the story of Christ's passion and resurrection,
becomes for Augustine the focal point of his thinking.

Indeed, this new emphasis on the co-inherence of man
and God in history propels Augustine to a profound
reappraisal of what can be said about God in his own eternal
nature. The affirmation of God as incarnate in history
entailed also the affirmation of the triune character of
God's inner life. With equal firmness Augustine insisted on
both the doctrine of the incarnation and the orthodox
catholic doctrine of the Trinity; that the one divine
substance subsisted in three co-equal persons, Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. Indeed, he gave the profoundest ancient
exposition of this doctrine in his On the Trinity.

For Augustine, it was possible in light of the
Christian revelation to affirm the possibility of final
beatitude for the human person. Specifically, this meant

that 1t was possible affirm that the soul could remain
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immutably in a loving contemplation of God insofar as self-
knowledge and self-love were comprehended as moments in the
divine being itself. A link could be posited between human
activity and God’s self-activity that allowed for a
communication of God’s life to us. This was because the
doctrine of the equality of the three divine persons
entailed that, unlike the Plotinian Nous, the divine thought
was fully identical with the divine being and that, unlike
the Plotinian Psyche, the divine life was fully God also.*?
Thus, the unification of God and man in history brought
about in Jesus Christ (and for us through him) is
intelligible in terms of what 1is true in the eternity of the
Godhead; that God is fully God even in the otherness of
self-expression and that his unity, as comprehensive of
difference as such, is comprehensive even of the total
distinction of creature from creator.

In this way too, Augustine can give a greater unity and
hence reality to the concrete historical person with whom
the quest for wisdom begins. Indeed, Augustine can well be
taken as the philosophical father of the modern west’s
concept of a unified personal identity, having its own
freedom and authority and this precisely because he

integrates all phenomena of conscious life in a single
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transcendent God, of which the self is a finite image.
Thus, Augustine’s human is not divided as in Plotinus
between an unfallen noetic soul that remains forever above
and a fallen historical individual. Intellection,
ratiocination and sensation are all acts of a single soul
that can both fall from its source and return as a whole.

It is with these insights mediated by the Christian
scriptures and the traditions of the church that Augustine
ends his search for the knowledge and possessicon of wisdom,
which has now appeared as the finite/infinite correlation of
man and God (which is what it has implicitly been seeking
along) . Of course, this is hardly the end of Augustine’s
thought. In a way, all we have seen to this point has gotten
us simply to the starting line. Augustine’s further
reflections, though, will now take the form of understanding
what is first believed, a process complete only in the
gsoul’s final vision of God, in which faith gives way to
direct vision.*?

Integral to Augustine’s coming to this faith was the
logic of his own personal development, which he saw in the
Confessgions as embodying an ordered ascent to intelligible
being, a realization of his absolute distinction and

difference from that being, and a recognition of Christ as
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the mediator of that difference. In Platonic terms, this
can be described as a movement from the shadows of the cave
(Books I-VI) to philosophical science (Book VII) completed
by a return to the realm of belief and the senses (Books
VII-IX) in order to possess and apprehend more fully the
object of that science as revealed in its concrete
historical actuality (Books X-XIII).

It will be helpful, then, to conclude this chapter with
a short account of the structure and logic of the
Confessions as it unfolds an anagogic process in which the
question of Skepticism plays its own distinct part. This is
all the more important in that Augustine’s reading and
thinking was determined through and through by the demands
of his own personal development. What Augustine took from
Platonism or Skepticism was no more and no less than what he
thought he needed to resolve the tensions in his own
existence.**

The Confessions may be taken as Augustine’s account of
how the contradictions and paradoxes of the culture of
Classical antiquity as he experienced them in his own life
drove him to the acceptance of the Christian faith. Simply
put, it tells how the demand of Classical reason that humans

seek blessedness or integral satisfaction of the human
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person could not, in Augustine’s mind, be met by that reason
on its own terms. Reason can show us the end, show us the
need for salvation, but it cannot itself save.

Augustine’s discovery of this position proceeds in a
number of stages. Reacting against the rigors of a Roman
education, which sought through harsh discipline to
subordinate the natural will of the child to the formal
discipline of grammar and number, He began by assuming the
good he sought as identical with his immediate natural
impulses and as a boy and as an adolescent immersed himself
in physical pleasure and the thrill of erotic passion,
experienced directly and then vicariously in the form of
theatrical representation (Confessions II, 1,2). However,
while he took natural impulses as his end Augustine at the
same time willed them with a freedom that is prior to all
natural determinations; indeed he pursued impulses in the
natural order as a way of expressing a freedom prior to all
finite determinations of nature. It is not as an animal
that he pursued sensible objects but as a free rational
agent seeking these objects as a willed good. Thus, he
sought satisfaction in a way opposed to natural order
through a sexual appetite unrelated to objective natural

ends. This phase of his existence found ultimate expression
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in the act of stealing for the sake of stealing rather than
for any good to be gained from the object stolen
(Confessions, II, 8). The freedom in which the young
Augustine willed nature as his end rendered nature itself
irrelevant except as an occasion for freedom.

Augustine, however, quickly found this existentialist
form of freedom oppressive and contradictory and experienced
the impossibility of fulfilment through natural pleasure.

He experienced, especially in his relationship to the
theatre, the contradiction discovered in hedonism by Plato;
that the hedonist who takes pleasure as the good must
destroy the force of rational distinctions by affirming the
pain through which the pleasant (in its purely natural form)
is always experienced (Confessions, III, 2). Augustine
recognized the distinction between good and evil as
essential to his own rational freedom and recoiled from the
confusion of these categories in the life of pure
sensationalism. Accordingly, it is with the strictest
necessity that Augustine turned from a purely natural
freedom to the ideal of wisdom articulated in the Hortensius
of Cicero (Confessions III, 7). In the Classical ideal of
wisdom Augustine discovered the notion of a good pure and

unmixed with its opposite pain as it 1is prior to all
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sensuous becoming. However, he possessed from this text
only the logical notion of the good as self-related and non-
finite. As his thinking had as yet not risen beyond
sensible distinctions he tried to find the content of this
notion in some sensible form. Encountering the sect of the
Manichees, who worshiped light as the divine, he thought he
had found this for light, as Plato recognized, is the
closest natural analogue of the good (Confessions III, 10).
Augustine was attracted by the Manichees because they
seemed to offer a pure science of nature grounded in the
logic of contraries. They seemed to him to possess the
wisdom described by Cicero. This was because, as dualists,
they could explain the conflict of reason and nature in
terms of opposed physical principles, light and dark. This
distinction of the good substance from the evil seemed
scientific to Augustine because it was founded in the law of
non-contradiction. Indeed, the very thing he lacked in his
period of existentialist freedom was the capacity to
distinguish the evil from the good. The Manichees appeared
to do this by identifying this purely logical distinction
with contrary physical elements. This was the simplest and

most direct answer to Augustine’s quest. That it was an
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incoherent and impossible answer took Augustine nearly a
decade to discover.

Augustine was an auditor among the Manichees but never
rose to become one of the elect in that sect. Increasingly,
he became dissatisfied with it, for when he examined Mani’s
account of nature in detail he saw that it could not be
reconciled with the science of astronomy, which had
demonstrated a true power of prediction, which the natural
philosophy of the Manichees did not (Confessions, V, 8).
Accordingly, if he remained with Manicheism as a religious
position, it could only be through believing Mani over
against the more probable accounts of ancient science
(Confessions V, 6). This contradicted the Manichean claim to
offer truth through reason and not authority.

Augustine did not leave the Manichees for he did not
find any alternative way of conceiving God or any
alternative account of the soul’s struggle with evil.
Manichean criticism of the anthropomorphism and the
inconsistency of the Christian scriptures prevented him from
returning to the religion of his boyhood. Nonetheless
Manicheism and its spokesmen could not satisfy him on the
incoherence of Mani’s account of nature. The situation was

complicated further for Augustine by hearing the sermons of
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Ambrose in Milan. 1In his exposition of scripture Ambrose
was able to expound many apparently crude texts in a
spiritual sense, which obviated many of the objections of
the Manichees (Confessions V, 23). This meant that the
Manichees not only did not have the most plausible account
of nature but did not have the only plausible account of
religion either.

Thus, according to the doctrine of the probable, which
he knew from the Academic Skeptics, he was justified in
abandoning the Manichees. However, he had also learned from
the Skeptics to identify knowledge with certainty, and as he
did not possess this concerning the Catholic faith he could
not commit himself fully to it. Accordingly, he suspended
final judgment in Academic fashion, and on the basis of its
greater plausibility enrolled himself as a catechumen
without fully committing himself to Christianity
(Confessions V, 25).

At that point Augustine had achieved the point of
suspension between opposed presentations that the Academics
thought sufficient to free the soul from anxiety and bring
inward peace and freedom. He did not, however, find these
goods through the Academic doctrine but only deeper anxiety

and uncertainty (Confessions VI, 18). Nor was he able to
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doubt the truths of mathematics whose objectivity was the
very thing that made the accounts of the natural
philosophers more persuasive than the fables of Mani.
Accordingly, his Skepticism was only of a partial and
qualified kind. Nonetheless, he did derive from it
principles vital to his liberation from the materialism of
the Manichees (even though Skepticism on its own was not
sufficient to effect this liberation).

While no longer a Manichee, Augustine was still
bedevilled by their materialist conceptions in his effort to
conceive c¢f God, his relation to the world, and the origin
of evil (CZonfessions VII, 1-6). His fundamental problem was
that he sought Cicero’s ideal of a pure divine wisdom
incorruptible and super-eminently intelligible, which
logically had to be prior to sensible nature, within nature
itself. ©No physical thing could answer to the logical
character of the good and the true (this latter Augustine
surely learned from Skepticism) and this meant that since
Augustine was seeking God as a physical thing he could in no
way find him.

This dilemma was solved for Augustine when a certain
man introduced to him the writings of the Platonists. From

these he learned to conceive of God and the soul as
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incorporeal substances known to the mind rather than as
physical substances known to the senses (Confessions VII,
16) . Knowing the immutable to be higher than the mutable,
and knowing God to be the highest good, he saw that God
could not be mutable or divisible and hence could not be
material. What is more, he knew from this very thought
about the relation of the mutable and the immutable that
this relation was actual and that God existed (Confessions
VII, 23).% This is because he knew his own thought as
determined by eternal and necessary categories and so knew
it as exemplifying the very relation he was thinking about
even 1in his thinking of it.

This insight into the absolute being of God and the
relative being of creatures allowed Augustine to solve the
problem of the origin of evil which had plagued him up to
this point. He saw that the possibility of evil was
contained in the distinction between relative and absolute
being and that it was not a physical substance distinct from
and opposed to God (Confessions VII, 18). It was not a
‘something’ whose existence required explanation but was
rather comprehended through the logical category of
privation. What is more, Platonism taught him a conception

of divine governance that permitted finite evils as a means
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of realizing the infinite good of the whole (Confessions,
VII, 22). This was sufficient to show Augustine not only
that he was not obliged to believe in Manicheism but that
Manicheism was false.

However, this was not the end of Augustine’s search.
The Platonists had taught Augustine how to apprehend the
infinite through the finite but this very process
presupposed the absolute distinction of the two sides. The
knowledge of God acquired through Platonism only served to
reinforce his total alienation from what he knew as he had
in this knowledge no way achieving permanent union with the
good he had seen by liberating himself from the ‘habits of
the flesh’ that divided his mind and heart from God
(Confessions VII, 24). Indeed, he came to regard the
Platonic ascent to truth itself as belonging to the flesh
insofar as for him it embodied a prideful self-divinization
that exalted the created movement to God above God himself
(Confessions VII, 26).

It was this pride, and the punishment of sensuality
that was its natural consequence whose cure Augustine found
only in the humility of God expressed in the incarnation.
In Christ, who is God expressed in human form, Augustine

found the true pattern and scurce of the unification of the
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finite with the infinite that he had sought and failed to
find through his own efforts (Confessions VII, 24). He found
through the moment of Christian conversion the unification
of his divided will that that will could not bring about out
of its own division (Confessions VIII, 21-28). In this
experience he knew the inward movement of divine grace
through which the external form of Christ’s life could be
inwardly appropriated. He thus knew God both in his outward
expression and as the immanent movement in which that
externality was possessed.

It is possible to see in this long process of
conversion just the process of ascent we began this chapter
by describing. Augustine himself personally achieved
liberation from dogmatic materialism through his inability
to find in it goodness or intelligibility and the
realization consequent upon this that these objects could
only by known inwardly as both in and above an incorporeal
soul. This is the same movement he elsewhere describes the
history of philosophy as achieving through the succession of
Hellenistic positions and their completion in the revival of
Platonism. Indeed, it is a universal path of ascent that he
saw realized in both personal and cultural history.

Moreover, he saw that the full realization of this ascent
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could only be accomplished by a descent of God to us whose
total and universal expression is in the incarnation. This
was both his personal realization and the trend of his
society at large.

With this in mind it is not difficult to see the
analogy between the phases of Augustine’s personal history
and the stages of philosophic development. The existential
freedom of his adolescence has clear affinities to the
standpoint of Epicureanism, which sought freedom in
immediate natural goods. The Manicheism of his early
manhood corresponds logically to Stoicism, which saw the
individual as a portion of a universally diffused corporeal
divinity.®® Augustine’s recognition of his inability to find
the truth he sought in anything sensible corresponds to
Skepticism and it is through Platonism that Augustine
understands the positive side of this, that the sensible is
in itself not knowable because the true object of knowledge
is the intelligible world of which God is the principle and
source.?’

Thus, we now have a context for looking at Against the
Academics. Understanding the overall place of Skepticism in
the ascent from the cave we now have the means to situate

the content of this work in Augustine’s scheme of knowledge.
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Being able to do this will enable a precise formulation of
exactly what a work on Skepticism should, in Augustine’s
mind, say or not say. Accordingly, I will turn next to a
consideration of problems specific to the interpretation of

this work.
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Part I Chapter IV- Reading Against the Academics

How might the logic of Augustine’s conversion be

illuminated through a reading of the Against the Academics?

It is my purpose, by means of a commentary on this
dialogue, to explicate the necessity of the move from
Skepticism to Platonism, both in this text and for
Augustine's thought as a whole.

Scholarship on this dialogue is not extensive, no doubt
because Augustine has written so much that surpasses it in
scope and interest, yet I will argue that a close reading of
this work is, in fact, a worthwhile endeavour. Indeed, it
is a long overdue endeavour as, until fairly recently,
Against the Academics has been little read for its own sake
and more often resorted to as grist for debates about the
historicity of the Confessions and other gquestions about
Augustine’s development.*®

Such commentary as exists on this work tends to follow
three broad trends. The first is to deny that it has any
serious philosophical argument. Peter Brown has already
been cited to the effect that Against the Academics 1s the
work of an amateur and not vital for an appreciation of
Augustinian thought. A similar view of Against the

Academics is taken by J.J O'Meara. In the introduction to
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his translation of this work O’'Meara writes "“The Contra
Academicos cannot be recommended as a valuable contribution
to the theory of knowledge, nor even as an answer to
Skepticism. It is a personal work, written by Augustine to
meet his own needs, and addressed to a friend of his” (1950,
18). Augustine himself would never have distinguished the
personal from the philosophical in this way and my view is
that Against the Academics has a great deal of interest to
say on precisely those subjects where O’Meara judges it
worthless. Moreover, its argument clearly anticipates and
indeed illumines later works that are acknowledged
masterpieces of Augustinian thought. Indeed, the importance
of reading these early works together with his more mature
productions lies in the very fact that they often work out
in detail issues that are then taken up into more complex
wholes. A signal instance of this is the issue of
Skepticism, which is treated in great detail in Against the
Academics and more briefly in later works, such as the
Confessions, where the results of the earlier discussion are
worked into a much more comprehensive argument. Thus, the
later and earlier Augustine can be read in a mutually
illuminating way that allows for a richer understanding of

both, as I hope my commentary will establish.
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Other scholars have found interesting philosophical
work in the Against the Academics.!® Usually, however, they
have concentrated on particular elements of it such as the
epistemological or the rhetorico-dramatic or have tried to
read it in terms either of its speculative or its moral and
pragmatic content. The most typical approach to this work,

50

exemplified by authors such as Rist,”’ Kirwan,®' Bubacz,®* and
P Y

* is to treat it as one would any modern discussion of

Diggs,’
epistemology, isolating and evaluating its individual
arguments to determine Augustine's contribution to the
theory of knowledge. Others, such as Heil®® and Mosher®®
deny that this is any part of Augustine's concern. They
hold, rather, that his claim is to show the moral and
practical limitations of the skeptical position. Augustine
Curley®® who has written a full commentary on this dialogue,
endorses this latter approach but pays more attention to
such elements as character, setting and dramatic action.®’
While much of this is useful, I hope to show that none
of these approaches are adequate on their own. Against a
purely epistemological reading one must point out that both
the Retractions and the early Letter to Hermogenianus reveal

that Augustine's central concern in this writing was to

overcome the enervating effect the doctrine of the New
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Academy had upon the will to seek truth. Thus, the argument
is determined, at least in part, by practical and
pedagogical aims. This means that Augustine will be
concerned largely with undermining both the internal
consistency and persuasiveness of Skepticism as a whole,
taken in its both its theoretical and practical aspects. 1In
this way he can fully dispel its hold on the will. His
means of doing this, while they certainly include detailed
epistemological arguments, include as well dramatic and
rhetorical features whose contribution to the overall
discussion calls out for elucidation. Indeed, the proper
evaluation of Augustine’s epistemological claims as
epistemology presupposes an understanding of the broad
context of his argument, which embraces as well the
ontological, the practical and the poetic.

It would be easy enough for Augustine, if he were
writing a philosophical treatise on knowledge, to simply
explain the ascent to subsistent truth, pointing out the
apodictic certainty of each step up the ladder. As he does
in many of his writings he could show how the mind uncovers
the structure of reality and, hence, the order of
knowability through a consideration of its own activities.

This would be the proper way of asking how the mind comes to
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know, with varying degrees of certainty, the different
levels of reality. Indeed, a full Augustinian account of
knowledge involves precisely an ascent to God as the
beginning and end of all intelligibility and the ultimate
foundation of all knowing. The Against the Academics,
however, dces not directly fully explicate this ascent in
making its argument. For instance, it barely hints at such
crucial Augustinian notions as the dependence of the mind
upon the illuminative activity of God and it is necessary to
ask why.

The answer to this question lies in the hortatory
purpose of this work, explicitly revealed by its dedication
to a spec.fic person, Romanianus, whom Augustine is
attemptirng to lead to Philosophy. The intellectual
discinline involved in striving to apprehend self-subsistent
truth presupposes a corresponding commitment of the will to
attain to vision for oneself. The energy for this arduous
task can come from nowhere but a prior faith in the
possibility of success. Thus, in a hortatory work such as
the one we are considering, the primary task will lie in the
removal of the impediments to this faith and primary among
these is the belief that the mind is inherently incapable of

grasping reality. Augustine will not grant to Academic
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Skepticism the assertion that the soul, as created light,
could dwell in total darkness. Whether the soul sees beyond
this or not, ascends to percelve uncreated light as
implicated in its inmost activity or remains dispersed in
the realms of nature and history, it cannot be excused from
making the attempt on the grounds that the eye of the soul
is blind. In demonstrating that something is known and that
Skepticism cannot coherently deny this, Against the
Academics removes any obstacle it could put in the way of at
least seriously seeking to know God and the nature of the
good life. Thus, its argument stops short of a full account
of the nature and extent of knowledge and contents itself
with demonstrating that there seem to be and in fact are
irrefutable instances of knowledge and that there is no
internally consistent way of holding otherwise.?® In doing
the latter, the practical purpose of this work is fulfilled
and a beginning point for the subsequent philosophical and
theological reflection Augustine would have his readers
undertake for themselves is assured.

Nonetheless, it must be emphasized as well that
'fideistic' or 'pragmatist' accounts of this work do not
have the whole truth either. For Augustine truth moves the

will through apprehension to recognize (and praise) what is.
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The will does not decide to value truth as if it could ever
really do otherwise. Thus, Against the Academics cannot, as
Heil and others think, be taken to be arguing that belief is
prior to any reasoning at all and that one ought to value
reason and the a priori truths upon which it rests out of a
previous moral commitment. If one does not wish to go to
extremes of this kind, then one must recognize that
immediate rational certainties are involved even in the
process of recommending beliefs or appealing to the
conscience of the reader. Thus, even if Augustine's dialogue
is more concerned with moral persuasion and the quest for
the happy life than it is with propounding a theory of
knowledge, it cannot pursue these aims in any way in the
absence cf an account of the foundations of rational
discourse. It is entirely legitimate to ask whether the
pursuit of happiness or virtue is founded on any rational
necessity or whether any criterion for certainty exists.
Against the Academics does not neglect to raise questions of
this kind as I intend to argue. Indeed, it raises them
precisely because the hortatory and moral aspects of the
work require it.

A more adeguate commentary, such as is proposed here,

would relate all these elements to both the practical
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context of this writing and the presupposed anthropological
and theological framework which underlies its specific
arguments (which I have described in Chapter III). I will
show that it 1s unnecessary, indeed un-Augustinian, to ask
whether this text is primarily a moral critique, an
epistemological argument, an exhortation to the
philoscophical life, or a demonstration of the vanity of
human wisdom that points to faith.’®’ The full Augustinian
position, present at least in its essentials from the time
of his conversiocn, cannot be reduced to such one-sided
oppositions. The encounter with Skepticism is a moment in
the larger dramatic structure of Augustine's story and,
insofar as this story has a philosophical logic to it, the
question of Skepticism occurs within an unfolding dialectic
which takes up both the speculative and the practical, both
knowledge and will.®® Augustine's dynamic account of
personality and its self-realization in self-knowledge by
its own inner weight moves beyond skeptical quietude towards
a standpoint which involves both truly knowing the object of
love and truly loving what 1s known as lovable. For this
reason, a proper reading of this dialogue reguires a
standpoint as comprehensive as Augustine's own, and, to the

extent that this is lacking to the modern scholar, its
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meaning will be reduced to whatever his or her own viewpoint
regards as primary. In this sense, to read Augustine well it
is necessary to engage the whole shape of his thought.

What, in fact, is most urgently required in the reading
of this or any other work of Augustine, and what has
received inadequate attention from scholars who have looked
at Against the Academics is the extent to which Augustine’s
trinitarianism determines the shape of his argument.
Augustine thinks out of a logic for which being, thinking
and willing are mutually implicating moments in the divine
life and in its created image, the human soul. This triune
structure is woven so deeply into his thinking that it is
almost second nature to him and is operative even where he
is not directly adverting to it. It is frequently for lack
an adequate appreciation of this trinitarian context that
the commentators I will look at interpret Against the
Academics in a one sided and distorted fashion. As a strict
Trinitarian, Augustine would not, indeed could not, separate
ontology, epistemology and morality in the way many
interpretations of Against the Academics imply. As we shall
see, 1t 1s his claim that the very inseparability of
thinking from being and willing renders Skepticism

untenable.
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With these considerations in mind, it becomes possible
to formulate the gquestions necessary to approaching Against
the Academics properly. By moving back and forth between
the details of the text and the Augustinian position as a
whole, I hope to be able to determine the precise limits and
particular aim of this work. Thus, my commentary will be an
attempt to produce a convincing account of a particular text
by reading it in relation to a presupposed framework, a
framework for which moral, rhetorical, and epistemological
concerns are never pursued in simple isolation from each
other.

The crucial text for understanding this framework is
the Confessions for it is here that Augustine lays out the
logic of the soul's ascent towards re-integration with its
principle, as well as how this logic moved him at every
point in his own development as an individual.®' The vision
of truth in which this culminates, and the acceptance of
Jesus Christ ag the way to the full possession of that
truth, stand outside Against the Academics as that to which
its rhetorical and argumentative strategies are ordered.
With this in mind, it is possible to accurately determine
the dialectical function of Augustine's arguments as one of

purging the reader of false assumptions that block the
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soul's ascent to knowledge of self and God. Proceeding in
this way, a comprehensive view of this work emerges such as
has not been achieved by commentators who have read it as an
isolated treatise or moral exhortation.

In addition to this, I hope to fully understand and
integrate Augustine's own view of his Cassiciacum writings
with the argument of this dissertation. Of these he states:
"The books that I wrote there were indeed now written in
your [God's] service, and attest my discussions with those
present and with myself alone before you. But they still
breathe the spirit of the school of pride, as if they were
at the last gasp" (Confessions IX, IV, 7). This challenges
the interpreter to show the sense in which Against the
Academics serves Augustine's new Christian standpoint even

as it sums up the old Platonic one.*®?

Why, at this particular
point in his life, did Augustine think that he was serving
God by composing philosophical dialogues in the Platonic
style?

I will show that this style of writing was in fact
entirely appropriate to Augustine's position in the weeks
before his baptism. At the threshold of entering the

Catholic Church himself, Augustine occupied himself in

demonstrating the role of Platonism in leading to that
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threshold. As one commentator has said: "But all of the
dialogues and the letters to Nebridius have the latter (the
sacraments of the Church) as their one aim. Each intends to
show, by reason alone, how our nature, according to our own
logic, leads inexorably to the recognition of the need for
the mediation of Christ, which is to say, to the doors of
the Church" (Starnes 1990, 252). This Platonism does both by
means of its own positive contributions and by pointing
beyond itself to what it cannot find from its own resources,
the true unity of the finite creation and God as revealed in
Jesus Christ. Of this latter, however, it cannot directly
speak for it belongs to the standpoint of faith that
Augustine will appropriate through his initiation into the
Catholic Church. Accordingly, during his cathecumenate,
Augustine does not directly expound those aspects of the
Christian faith that transcend general philosophical wisdom
but writes in a manner that puts more emphasis on what
unites Christianity to Classical thought than on what
divides them while at the same time showing how he has
passed from one into the other. By this means he can show
his non-Christian reader that whatever he may gain from
submitting to the church, he need not, in doing so,

sacrifice such genuine insight as he already possesses. How
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this transitional character of Against the Academics
determines its interpretation and overall significance in

the Augustinian corpus I intend to show in my commentary.
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Part II Chapter I- Epistle to Romanianus

This epistle stands as a general introduction to the
problems of truth and happiness, which will be the subject
of the first book. While addressed to Romanianus in
particular, it points to common human experiences to which
philosophical contemplation provides the only possible
solution. The parallels drawn between Romanianus’ and
Augustine’s experience reinforce this. For Augustine too
has experienced the falsity and insecurity of finite goods
and the torment of a will divided between the desire for a
true and stable good and the habits of the flesh, sensuality
and pride. These are fundamental experiences of alienation
from which a desire for wisdom is born. Augustine would
suggest that despite variety of time, temperament, and
place, human experience is always one. Beneath the surface,
everyone's problem is the same; the recovery of an
integrated will amid a plurality of possible finite ends.
The solution, too, is the same; the knowledge and possession
of an object which can integrate the will and communicate to
it its own permanence. This is one of the major themes
dealt with later in the Confessions. In this work,
Augustine brings Romanianus' attention to that period of his

life which he will later cover in Book VI of Confessions,
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his occupancy of the chair of rhetoric at Milan. He
intimates that Romanianus now finds himself in the same
position as Augustine did then, which is essentially the
problem described above. This being the case, Augustine
calls his attention to the solution he has himself found,
which is the only solution any human could find, knowledge
of the immutable and intelligible God who is self-subsistent
truth.

Nonetheless, Augustine is still addressing an
individual. 1In spite of the universality of the experiences
to which he points, it is manifestly the case that many
people never come to any clear awareness of their
fundamental condition. The insight and nobility of spirit
which can condemn its own existence and seek to transcend it
can also seem an accident of character and personal history.
The external events which can jar someone to the
consciousness of their need for wisdom can seem, to our
perspective, entirely fortuitous. In Romanianus' own case,
receptivity to what Augustine is teaching him seems
predicated upon the misfortunes he has suffered. The inner
movement of the soul towards wisdom is mediated through
external events (one might recall Augustine's own happening

upon the writings of St. Paul, or the hearing of the voice
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in the garden) that may not, at the time, reveal their full
significance. It 1s Augustine's belief that Romanianus may
be at some such juncture and that at this point his council
may well be telling.

In this light, there is considerable interest to
Augustine's remarks about virtue and fortune. It was a
widespread belief in the Classical world that opposed to
reason and virtue was an unpredictable power of fortune,
which held partial sway over events in nature and history.®®
In Rome, this force was deified as the goddess Fortuna. It
played a role in the histocriography of both Greece and Rome
and in philosophical discourse revealed itself as the
principle of necessity, which opposed the self-diffusion of
the divine to finite beings. This 'power' placed an
inherent limit on the perfectibility of things. This
residual dualism in the Classical tradition tended to limit
the aspirations of human beings to knowledge and happiness.

It also manifested itself in various cyclical doctrines of
eternal recurrence according to which an eternal soul
ascended and descended ceaselessly between imprisonment in
the body and the discarnate freedom of pure thought. 1In
popular discourse, however, fortune often took on quasi-

personal characteristics. A tiny minority of select
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individuals, 'chosen' by fortune, combined a capacity for
personal excellence with a luck that provided them with
opportunity and success. Thus, the success of an Octavian,
say, which seemed to depend in equal measure on brilliance,
decisiveness and sheer luck, received a kind of explanation.
Behind all these attitudes lay the fundamental conviction
that a surd and irrational element, both inwardly and
outwardly determined the limits of what virtue and wisdom
can aspire to.

Augustine, however, will have none of this. He
promises Romanianus that philosophy will show him that
virtue and fortune, reason and necessity are not opposed
principles. A rational providence arranges all events down
to the most minute detail and is not limited by any
principle external to itself. External fortune is
providence acting in a manner only partly visible to us.
Therefore, the events in Romanianus' life are appropriate to
the totality of which it is a part (1.1.2,15-25). But for
Augustine, what governs this totality is more than the
external rational necessity advocated by Stoicism. It is a
personal force to which Romanianus stands in relation as an
individual. Indeed, Augustine would say that wisdom itself

has condescended to raise Romanianus to a unique relation to
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itself through its arrangement of external events and its
secret inspiration of the inner man (even acting through the
prayers of Augustine and his friends). A participation in
the total standpoint of this personal providential power is
promised to all lovers of wisdom. Raised to this awareness,
Romanianus will be reconciled to his external lot by seeing
it as a manifestation of the rational principle he seeks to
possess. As providence is attuned to the highest expression
of his own rational nature, in coming to understand and love
it, Romanianus will come to the knowledge and possession of
his true self. This will, in turn, free him from his
alienating involvement with external goods at the mercy of
corruption and change.

In this way, Augustine dissolves the seeming paradox
that the virtue and wisdom needed to lift a man above
fortune seem to be themselves dependant on luck. Wisdom
itself is a gift of God, to be sought with prayer, as are
the external circumstances which allow for its attainment.
God chooses the wise for wisdom. The response of
Romanianus, and indeed all of us, should be gratitude and
astonishment at the sheer gratuitousness of our relationship
to wisdom. Without putting it in expressly Christian terms,

Augustine is already in this work firm in his conviction
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that it is by a timeless election that wisdom lifts certain
people into a particular relationship to itself. Man
depends entirely upon the mercy of God and not upon fortune
or fatal necessity.

Augustine continues his argument by applying these
reflections to Romanianus' own situation. In what way can
the workings of providence be glimpsed in his own life?
Augustine's answer 1s that the loss of his worldly
prosperity has removed the very thing that prevented him
from engaging in the rational examination of life which is
the pre-requisite of philosophy (1.1.2). Romanianus'
greatest need is to gain the ability to judge
dispassionately the various goods present to him according
to their intrinsic worth. Habituated, however, to the
immediate possession of whatever finite goods he desired, he
could not, in his former circumstances, have possibly gained
this kind of reflective distance. His will was too directly
given over to them for his mind to judge properly of their
quality. His present circumstances, however, allow just
such a judgement to take place and this for two reasons.
Firstly, deprived of the immediate possession of wealth and
honour his will is less strongly determined by its immediate

surroundings and correspondingly freer to attach itself to
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other objects (1.1.2, 50). Secondly, it has forced
Romanianus to recognize gomething about the nature of the
goods he once possessed; his loss of them has revealed their
inherent unreality, the fact that being created from
nothing, the will can have no stable relation to them
(1.1.2, 55). Thus, Providence has worked to liberate
Romanianus from the illusion that he was in possession of
his true good. Rather than being a calamity, his misfortune
should truly be regarded as a call from God to recollect the
true relationship between particular goods and the good
itself apprehended by wisdom.

Augustine expands this point by noting that Romanianus
has partly known all along that his true good did not lie in
wealth and social influence. By the 'divine' element within
himself he has always preferred justice to power and
generosity to possessiveness (1.1.3, 60). This element is
the light of eternal reason by which are discerned the
principles of conduct Romanianus exemplifies. Why is it
that, despite his involvement in various external goods, he
has never abandoned this internal standard in favour of
them? If these latter were truly his good why would he not
sacrifice his principles for them instead of sacrificing

them for his principles? If the wealth he possesses is not
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more valuable to him than the manner in which he exercises
stewardship over it, then is it not the order of soul which
can exercise a just dominion over temporal goods which is
his primary desideration and not the goods themselves?
Augustine would argue that the loss of Romanianus' temporal
goods would, if he were to consider it closely, reveal to
him that what he has lost was of lesser value to him than
what he still possesses, and cannot not possess for as long
as he wills to possess it (1.1.3, 65). Thus, he must awake
to himself and recognize that he is being called to the
enjoyment of that within him (and above him) which remains
above all change and is the true measure of what is
changeable.

If he turns to philosophy, Romanianus can rest assured
that, like Augustine himself, he will glimpse the true and
hidden God, the principle of being and intelligibility seen
through the 'bright clouds' of created things (1.1.3, 75).°%
He will see that sensible things do not meet the mind's own
criteria of knowability or desirability. Both mind and will
are oriented towards the eternal and incorporeal ground of
the world of sensible change. Romanianus should wake up to
the superior reality of that by which he judges particular

things such as his actions or those of others. These
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thoughts have already freed Augustine from his contradictory
and unsatisfying pursuit of mundane success and the
superstition of Mani. When they have won over Romanianus as
well he will see that he has, in fact, been truly fortunate
in not becoming a victim of his success.

Augustine continues by informing him that this is the
life to which his son Licentius has already begun to devote
himself. Here he very pointedly holds up the son as an
example for the father, inverting the natural order of
generations. Romanianus must now go back to school with his
own child to have his heart and mind remoulded by wisdom.

He must return to the helplessness and receptivity of an
infant and feed upon her breast (1.1.4,80). Age and
preparation do not matter; wisdom picks out its followers
from young and old alike for it is prior to all natural
determinations and this is why it can only be approached in
the humility which can submit to being born again as her
child. Whether Augustine has explicitly in mind or not
Christ's saying "The kingdom of heaven belongs to such as
these" what he recommends to Romanianus here is certainly in
the same spirit. It is his hope that his patron will not
stand idly by while the generation younger than his own

already begins to enjoy true happiness but be stirred to
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emulation what Licentius, and another young pupil of
Augustine's, Trygetius, have already accomplished (1.1.4,
85) .

These youths, Augustine tells us, have been, even as he
had been, won over by a reading of Cicero's Hortensius
(1.1.4, 95). With him, they seek the possession of a stable
object of knowledge outside of the mutability of nature,
which can be found only in God and his wisdom. Later, the
dialogue will reveal differences in their characters which
are only hinted at here. Licentius, an aspiring poet, has a
less stable grasp on the new life than does Trygetius, who
has returned to Augustine from a stint in the army. No
doubt this is indicative of the fact that, as a poet, the
soul of Licentius is still partly held by the realm of
appearances, whereas that of Trygetius, who has been engaged
practically in public service, has in this realm gained some
incipient relation to an objective order beyond his own
will. Wisdom calls whom she will, differences of
temperament and background are not utterly cancelled but
given a certain limited scope.

The theme they will begin by discerning, the nature of
the happy life, has, in reality, been the subject of

Augustine's dedication. However, the Skepticism which
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Augustine will be critiquing might appear to Romanianus as a
way out of his dilemma for it too promises to teach
detachment from finite goods and tranquillity of soul.

Thus, it will be necessary for Augustine to bring to
Romanianus' mind the true nature of the independence and
superiority to fortune that he seeks in his distress. Thus,

we turn to the first book of the dialogue.
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Part II Chapter II- The Argument of Book I.

Against the Academics does not begin with the question
of whether we can know the truth. Rather, it begins with the
question of whether we ought to know the truth (1.2.5). Is
it desirable that we should know the truth? Are we
responsible for knowing it? Is it our highest end and our
gravest obligation? The bluntness of Augustine’s question
confronts us right at the beginning with its radical
character. Truth is introduced here not as one of a series
of goods finite in itself so that the question of whether we
can know is _ike asking whether truffles are on the menu or
whether we shall be forced to settle for meaner fare.
Rather, the =pistemological guestion is put in the context
of what we >ught to pursue as human beings totally and
without reservation. It is put in the context of the
question cf the good so that the question of knowledge
becomes the question of whether we can fulfil our ultimate
end.®® In this way, Augustine begins with the assumption
that the question of truth and the question of the good are
inseparable and that reason and will are intrinsically
related.

Augustine’s linking of truth with obligation wins the

immediate assent of his audience. Trygetius responds
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enthusiastically that Truth ought to be pursued and obtained
and Licetius, who will represent a qualified Skepticism,
does not dissent (1.2.5). Thus, the gquestion will be
addressed by all on the common presupposition that the
question of truth is a final and exclusive moral concern.

It will be a question, ultimately, of whether we can do what
we ought to do. Accordingly, theoretical reflection on
knowledge takes its origin from theoretical reflection on
the good. This is because the truth is sought and all
seeking is an activity of the will. This being so, seeking
of the truth must be set in motion by the will’s object, the
good.

Augustine’s next gquestion concerns the relation of
truth and happiness, which is here quietly linked to the
obligatory. He asks “...if we can be happy while not
apprehending the truth, do you consider the apprehension of
the truth to be necessary” (1.2.5, 5)? Augustine is here
narrowing down the nature of the ‘ought’ of his opening
question, implying that what is obligatory for us is our
well-being. The concept of goodness or rightness is given a
particular content for us by the concept of happiness. Thus,
the question of whether we ought to know resolves into the

question of whether the truth will make us happy. The
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wellspring of action is delight and we must ask if what
delights us most is the truth if we are to know whether we
ought to will to know it. Will is a primordial fact of human
existence and all gquestions theoretical and practical
resolve themselves into the question of its inherent
teleology (one might say, and this would be entirely
Platonic, that man, while a rational animal, is just as

¢ The question then would be

primordially an erotic animal).®
whether we are most fitted to know and love what is
universally and without restriction. If we are to seek the
truth, it is because it is our good and, as the good for
human beings is happiness, truth must be for the sake of
happiness.

At this point there is a break in the argument
indicating that the scope of the gquestion has now been
circumscribed and its most basic elements pointed to. These
elements are: 1. the obligatory or the good, 2. truth and 3.
happiness. The beginning of this argument posits these
three principles in their implicit unity. In the subsequent
debate, these elements will fall into opposition and
distinction out of which an explicit consciousness of their

unity will begin to re-emerge.®’ Indeed, it is precisely

96



because of this fall into division and the impossibility of
remaining in it that this unity will be fully manifest.

Thus, we now have a context in which the
epistemological problem can be raised and so can make a new
step in the inquiry. This is marked by an intervention on
the part of Alypius, who offers to referee the debate rather
than take any direct part in it (1.2.5, 10). For taking on
this practical role he offers, appropriately, a practical
justification. Affairs in the city will force him to be
absent and this will cause greater inconvenience if he is
taking one side in the discussion. As referee, however, he
can hand over his role to another with little interruption
(1.2.5,10) . This fits well with Augustine’s immediate
purpose, which is to have Trygetius and Licentius debate the
question at hand. Also, it shows that reflection on the good
presupposes some practical realization of the good in human
life as its beginning point. As an official of the Roman
State, Alypius is related in an immediate and unreflective
way to the good as a practical aim. His interest is in doing
the good even in the context of a discussion of the good.
This doing of the good is in fact the foundation of the

civilized order in which we have the freedom and leisure to
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inquire about the world. The thing we seek is already, in an
implicit way, given in the context in which we seek.
Augustine elicits agreement from Trygetius to the
proposition that if truth is to be sought it is for the sake
of happiness. At this point, the first division occurs,
for Licentius goes further and states that the search for
truth is carried on for the sake of happiness and that the
happiness sought is to be found in the very activity of
seeking (1.2.5, 15). Thus, the fundamental unity that marks
the beginning of the discussion, that truth ought to be
known for the sake of happiness, here divides into two
possibilities based on two distinct relations to the truth,
possessing and seeking. Our relationship to the end can
have two forms, the beholding of it and the seeking of it
and these are distinct though interrelated aspects.
Trygetius responds by asking for a definition of the
happy life that he might know what to respond (1.2.5, 20).
Augustine answers by offering a traditional definition,
probably deriving from Cicero but traceable to a number of
other sources. The happy life, he says, is the life lived
in accordance with the best element in us, which is further
defined as the ruling element in the human person, the mind

(1.2.5, 25-30).°® This is acceptable to all present and
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indeed, would not really be at issue in the debate with the
Academics, who placed the happy life in the mental activity
of epoche. Accordingly, the discussion can proceed on a
basis of common agreement about the nature of the happy
life. The difference will emerge over a gquestion unsettled
in this definition, i.e., in which activity of the mind does
the happy life reside, the activity of seeking to know the
truth or the activity of beholding it? Mind, as we
experience it, has a number of activities as it has a number
of objects and it must be ascertained which of these offers
the highest fulfilment.

Having thus defined the guestion we have another
dramatic pause. Augustine expresses his eagerness to see
Trygetius and Licentius defend their respective positions on
such an important topic (1.2.6, 40).° Licentius slyly
suggests that an important subject ought to be discussed by
important men but Augustine responds that the discussion of
such topics makes important men out of those who are not
(1.2.6, 45). Thus, Augustine’s immediate purpose is to
elicit the truth from within the minds of his students, to
make them philosophers by bringing them to a recollection of
the wisdom that lies within them. The role of the teacher

is not to give answers but to induce the student to be
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gripped and transformed by the question. It is this that
makes an important man.

Augustine now elicits from Trygetius his argument for
the view that happiness must lie in the possession of truth.
For Trygetius, happiness lies in the perfection of wisdom
which is the beholding of truth. One who is searching for
truth, however, is lacking in that for which he is seeking
and is to that extent imperfect. As he who is not perfect
cannot be happy, he who in seeking the truth lacks the
perfection of what he seeks cannot be happy and so, we
cannot be happy simply in seeking the trxuth (1.3.7, 5).
Trygetius, then, bases his position on the view that all
motion presupposes a prior perfection that is the terminus
of that motion. The movement of the mind towards truth
points to the fullness of truth of which it is the absence
and this fullness is the telos that gives the movement its
reality and meaning. By this logic, the search for truth,
as presupposing a privation, is not the good but a motion
consequent on the absence of the good and so cannot be
identical with happiness, which is the possession of the
good.”°

Licentius responds by revealing his position to be

based not on argument but on the authority of the Ancients,
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particularly Cicero. Eliciting from Trygetius the admission
that Cicero, the father of Latin philosophy, was wise;
Licentius points out that it was Cicero’s view that nothing
could be perceived with sufficient clarity to justify
affirmative judgement and that there was nothing left for
the wise man to do but search for the truth diligently
(1.3.7, 20). This search could secure liberty from the evil
of error if not knowledge of the truth. For Licentius,
wisdom achieves all it can and all it need achieve in the
critical overturning of any and all fixed judgements for
this is how the ancients, who are called wise, conceived of
it.

At this point Trygetius declares that he would like to
retract a point incautiously conceded (1.3.8). Augustine
grants this as an act of justice presupposed in the process
of dialogue (1.3.8,30). Philosophical dialogue aims at truth
and this entails the freedom to assert or retract whatever
is required to attain this end. To restrict this freedom
would be an act of injustice undermining the basic moral
presupposition at the root of all discourse. Thus, a
justice related to its end governs philosophical dialogue
and Licentius readily concurs in this fact. Again, it is

indicated by this that ingquiry into truth assumes a
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practical context in which ideas of truth and justice are
objectively present.

Alypius now interrupts to hand over the role of referee
to Augustine as the time has come for him to depart (1.3.8,
40) . Alypius’ departure coincides with Trygetius’
declaration that the point he has rashly conceded was that
Cicero was wise (1.3.8, 45). Authority, it seems, has left
the room with Alypius! All that follows will now be said in
the freedom offered by philosophy and the authority of
Cicero himgself, creator of the very language of Latin
thought, will no longer be decisive in settling the question
(1.3.9, 60).

This marks the point at which Augustine’s students
turn inward towards a fuller comprehension of the good
itself and away from the immediate form of the good present
in the culture of the Roman State.’’ Ancient Rome offered
its citizens a concrete realization of the good through
world government. To be involved in the practical life of
that state was to be in direct possession of one’s end as
human. This understanding was enshrined in the Latin
classics, such as Cicero and Virgil, in which Augustine is
educating his students. In this dialogue, there is a

movement from an implicit relation to the good as enshrined
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in the authority of this moral tradition to a free and
inward apprehension of it through reflection on its true
content. Accordingly, thought about the good takes its
beginning from tradition that is then deepened and clarified
through dialectic. This is why throughout Book I Ciceronian
definitions form the beginning point of the ascent to
wisdom, however much they might be transformed in the final
result.”?

Trygetius then asserts yet another aspect of the
freedom inherent in philosophical discussion, the freedom to
move from point to point in the light of reason alone
without external constraint. Accordingly, Trygetius demands
what i1s now due to him from Licentius, an account of how an
imperfect man can also be happy.

Licentius responds by drawing a distinction between the
perfection of a creature and perfection as such, which can
only be predicated of the divine. Truth, he says, is the
possession of God and perhaps of the soul that has become
God-1like through liberation from the body and its dependence
on sense-knowledge. For embodied human souls, however,
perfection cannot be the fruition of knowledge, which is
divine, but can only lie in the restless aspiration for what

it cannot possess (1.3.9, 70). Whoever aspires with all
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possible zeal to know the Truth has human perfection and
hence happiness. Licentius even holds out the hope that the
avid seeker for truth may merit for himself the vision of it
after death (1.3.9,70).

Trygetius responds by asserting this fixed dualism of
finite and infinite perfection to be untenable (1.3.9, 75).
As rational beings, the perfection which can fulfil us is
perfection pure and simple, not some finite perfection whose
finitude we know (the way a pig is content in simply
thriving as a pig). The basic problem is that, whether or
not human knowledge has finite limits, human desire has
none. It is of its nature infinite and any limit upon it
concerning what it can attain creates a desire for what is
beyond that limit. Because of its amor, the finite subject
cannot simply rest in its own finitude for it has an
orientation to infinity within it; its desire for what is
whole and complete in itself. Indeed, it knows itself as
limited precisely by its intimation of the unlimited. Thus,
the self, as a process of ceaseless self-transcendence
cannot but seek beyond its own finitude towards the
absolute. Our hearts are restless till they rest in God

(Confessicns, I, 1).
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Trygetius points to this fact by noting the basic
contradiction in saying that one can be happy in the seeking
of what one desires; one’s want is for the object and not
for the seeking of it (1.3.9,75). Thus, one cannot be
fulfilled and hence happy unless one possesses that which
one seeks, for the object is the very point of the seeking.

If knowing the truth is truly impossible then it makes no
sense to seek it and one ought to forgo the effort entirely.
It should be noted that even Licentius posits a final
correspondence of search and object as somehow presupposed
in the act of searching, however vaguely he has articulated
this (1.3.9, 70). That he has done this surely indicates
that he recognizes already the good of pure seeking as
merely limited and relative only to the evil of involvement
in the passions. Ultimately, if a man does have a desire
for truth which he cannot fulfil there is no use in saying
that this is the happiness of a man for this sort of
happiness is indistinguishable from frustration. The
happiness of a man, as Licentius describes it, is in fact
unhappiness insofar as it posits a desire that cannot be
fulfilled yet is a genuine desire.”

At this point, though, Licentius still shows some

confidence in his position. He asserts again that the end
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for man is to search passionately for the truth and to
achieve this to the highest degree possible is to achieve a
goal that cannot be gotten beyond (1.3.9, 80-85). To do this
is to achieve human happiness for it is to fulfil the entire
potency with which we have been endowed by nature. He adds,
moreover, that a man is either happy or unhappy and asks who
would call a man searching for the truth unhappy (1.3.9,80-
85) . Again he points out that his view corresponds directly
with the definition of the happy life proffered by Augustine
for, after all, anyone who is searching for the Truth is
being governed by his reason in doing so and is thus living
in accordance with his own ruling principle (1.3.9, 90).
Augustine’s young pupils have now succeeded in carving
out their respective positions and offering principled
arguments on their behalf. The essential question between
them is whether human beings can, in this life, have any
share in the perfection of the Divine life or whether we can
have only the bare aspiration for this and nonetheless
remain content. Trygetius is the first to attempt to move
the argument forward. Realizing that error has been agreed
by all to be a misfortune he attempts to argue that error is
the privation of knowledge and that he who does not know is

in error. Since a man who is seeking for Truth does not
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know that for which he seeks, it follows that he is in error
concerning it and is therefore unhappy (1.4.10). Thus,
Licentius is incorrect to say that we can be happy in
seeking the Truth.

Logically, this is the next step forward in the
argument since, if happiness lies our relation to truth,
error must be that state which divides us most completely
from the possession of happiness. Accordingly, if Licentius
cannot distinguish the ignorance of the Skeptic from error
he cannot claim that we can happy without possessing the
truth. Yet this will in fact create an opportunity for
Licentius later in the dialogue. If knowledge of truth is
the good and error is the privation of that good then it
might appear that we possess the good in being free from
error. Accordingly, the apatheia of the Skeptics can appear
to be our true relation to the good, a point Licentius will
take up and which will be finally refuted to Augustine’s
satisfaction in the third book. There it will become
apparent that epoche does not in fact free us from the fear
of error.

Licentius is initially stymied by this move. At first
he attempts to answer Trygetius by pointing out that a man

who 1is searching for truth is not in error because freedom
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from error is that for which he is seeking (1.4.10, 5).
Trygetius easily counters this by pointing out that if
someone is seeking not to be 1in error then he must be in
error since he must be in whatever condition he is seeking
the negation of if he is seeking the negation of it (1.4.10,
10) . He may not wish to be in error but nor does any
rational creature and the simple wish not to be wrong does
not mean one 1is not wrong.

While Licentius hesitates as to what to respond to this
Augustine intervenes in the argument. He points out that
Licentius needs to define error, which ought to be easy
enough for him since he seems to be deeply entangled in it
(1.4.10,10) . Augustine is here hinting that Licentius’
difficulty in answering stems from his having acceded in a
definition of error that is itself erroneous. Were he to
examine his situation at this point he would immediately see
what he has in fact done in committing an error and see his
way out of his difficulty. This problem concerning the
nature of error will in fact lead Licentius to bring out
fully the inner logic of his position, which is why
Augustine urges him to consider it.

Trygetius, though, interrupts confidently with his own

definition, the one on which his argument to this point has
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been based. Error, he says, is always to seek and never to
find. It is a mere negation, like ignorance, which the one
who seeks is seeking to overcome (1.4.10,10). Thus, it is
that very absence of perfection which is the presupposition
of all motion and if the wise man is seeking to be free from
it then he can only be happy if his liberation is total and
Licentius’ position is incoherent. This is entirely of a
piece with what Trygetius has been arguing throughout.

At this point Licentius requests a postponement of the
argument to allow him to collect his thoughts and a general
recess is agreed on. Augustine halts an attempted
resumption of the argument by the two pupils and the enti