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In his book, The Passions and the Interests, the distinguished political economist, Albert Hirschman, argued that the overall direction of early modern social contract theory—he has Locke, especially, in mind—is to construe politics, not as a battleground of unruly desires but, rather, as a rule-governed playing field for interests. Interests are more readily satisfied. They are less likely to create tumult. A politics of interest has at least a fighting chance of satisfying nearly all of the people at least some of the time. And that, for liberal social contractarians, is sufficient. More recently, the pragmatism of philosopher, Richard Rorty, also calls for a taming of desire, including the demands of religious faith, and their relegation to a sphere of private irony.

Do interests really suffice to bind citizens of a polity together? Are passions so destructive and unruly that they are bound to be an untameable and destructive force to persons and to polities alike? With those questions in mind, let’s turn to St. Augustine.

 Augustine on the Self
In his wonderful biography of St. Augustine, the noted historian of the late antique world, Peter Brown, claims that Augustine has "come as near to us…as the vast gulf that separates a modern man from the culture and religion of the later empire can allow."
 How so?  One reason, surely, lies in Augustine's complex ruminations on the nature of selfhood. This is a theme close to our own preoccupations. Augustine, in fact, anticipates post-modern strategies in de-throning the Cartesian subject even before that subject got erected. For Augustine, the mind can never be transparent to itself; we are never wholly in control of our thoughts; our bodies are essential, not contingent, to who we are and how we think; and we know that we exist not because "I think, therefore I am" but, rather, "I doubt, therefore I know I exist." Only a subject who is a self that can reflect on its-self can doubt. His Confessions is a story of a human being who has become a question to himself.

The story begins with an infant--here, too, Augustine is radical within the context of political theory which often seems to assume that human beings spring full blown from the head of John Locke! Augustine starts with natality and intimates a developmental account featuring a fragile, dependent creature who is by no means a tabula rasa,but, rather, a being at once social and "quarrelsome". The human being is driven by hunger, desire, and frustration at his or her inability to express himself or herself and to get others to respond. Growing up is not about getting rid of these childish emotions--these are key ingredients of our natures and our ability to understand--but, rather, about forming and shaping our passions in light of certain presuppositions about human beings, human willing, and our faltering attempts to will and to act rightly. Augustine's awareness of the sheer messiness of human existence lies at the heart of his withering fire directed at Stoic apatheia. For the mind to be in a state "in which the mind cannot be touched by any emotion whatsoever, who would not judge this insensitivity to be the worst of all moral defects?"
  We begin as, and we remain, beings who love, who yearn, who grieve, who experience frustration. The most important point here is Augustine's insistence that thought can never be purged of the emotions and that the thinking self expresses complex emotion through thought and in a language that is, hopefully, up to the task.

Epistemologically, thinking, including that mode of thinking called philosophic, should not pretend to a clean separation between emotion and reason; rather, these are interlaced and mutually constitute one another. Augustine argues that certain philosophies abstract from, or offer unreal assessments of, our human condition by taking insufficient account of embodiment and should be rejected for that reason. The body is epistemologically significant, a source of delight, of travail, of knowledge of good and evil. The body is the mode through which we connect to the world and through which the world discloses itself. Mind is embodied; body is thought. The heart of Augustine's case against the Pelagians also lies here given their over-estimation of human control of the will, of voluntas. In the words of philosopher, James Wetzel, "Pelagius seemed in the end to deny that there were ever significant obstacles to living the good life, once reason had illuminated its nature, [thus] he stood in more obvious continuity with the philosophical tradition than Augustine, who came to disparage the worldly wisdom of pagan philosophy for its overconfidence."
 Augustine is an epistemological skeptic who believes nonetheless that we can come to know certain truths. There are warranted beliefs but we can approach these only through complex indirection and through love (caritas), a formed desire and the name given to a 'good' of a sort that spills over the boundaries of the self and reaches out to others and to the source of love, God. We may not be able to verify most of what we believe--as we cannot be everywhere, see everything, experience everything--but our believing isn't a flying leap into the darkness.
Given the fact that all human beings are creatures attempting to express desire (whether disordered or ordered),and that they must do so though language, our words are open to misunderstanding and to multiple, ambiguous interpretation by other similarly desiring creatures. This suggests a theory of language, and Augustine offers one that influenced the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein, among others. (I will say more on this below.) What captures the interest of such desiring creatures? Our selves, for one thing. Because we are driven by delectio, by desire and yearning, we search for enjoyment, including pleasures of the intellect. Indeed, we acquire self-knowledge by trying our "strength in answering, not in word but in deed, what may be called the interrogation of temptation."
 We come to self-knowledge through our interaction with the world. We make mistakes--proving that we exist--and we carry on having learned something from the very clumsiness of our deed-doing.

But it is never easy for the mind to unlock things. As beings circumscribed by the boundaries of time and space, we require certain fundamental categories in order to see the world at all. Otherwise all would be flux. In addition to time and space, we require a form that incorporates reason and the will; that is, so to speak, up to our complexity. Augustine finds this form in the Trinity, a principle that works through complex relational analogies involving similarities and dissimilarities, things seen and unseen, at one and the same time.
 We are capable of forming concepts about things we have seen and things we have not seen. We imagine many things to be, in part because we know what it means to have, or to bear, the "trace" of an image. We believe many things exist--rightly so--that are not personally known to us. Augustine writes:

"And in fact when I wish to speak of Carthage, I seek for what to say within myself, and find an image of Carthage within myself; but I received this through the body, that is, through the sense of the body, since I was present there in the body, and have seen and perceived it with my senses, and have retained it in my memory, that I might find the word about it within myself whenever I might wish to utter it. For its image in my mind is its word, not the sound of the three syllabes when Carthage [Car-tha-go in Latin] is named, or even when that name is silently thought of during some period of time, but the word that I see in my mind when I utter this word of three syllables with my voice, or even before I utter it….So too, when I wish to speak of Alexandria which I have neer seen, an image of it is also present within me."

Augustine uses the metaphor of fabrication--of making things--in order to drive home this point. "A worker makes a chest. At first he has the chest in his skill-knowledge: For if he did not have it in his skill-knowledge, how could it be brought forth by making? But the chest as it is in his skill-knowledge is not the chest as it appears to our eyes. In skill-knowledge it exists invisibly, in the work it will exist visibly."
 When we gaze upon things in the mind, through a complex word-name-image nexus, we are not untrammeled in this imagining. There is an available repertoire. It is linguistic, historic, contingent, time-bound. It is caught within the confines and limits of our embodiment. So although naming and imagining is "wonderful", it is also constrained. We cannot imagine just anything. If, as Wittgenstein says, a lion could speak and we could not understand him, so we can say that if a giraffe could imagine, we could not recognize the imagining. We are not nibbling off treetops and gazing across the savannah from a great height! (This and more but I assume the point is taken.)

This leads directly to Augustine on language and the constraints imposed on us by language. As par excellence the language users among God's creatures, we bump up all the time against opacity and constraint. In Book XIX, chapter 7, Augustine muses about the ways in which all humans are divided by linguistic differences. These differences make it very hard for us to understand one another.

"The diversity of languages separates man from man. For if two men meet and are forced by some compelling reason not to pass on but to stay in company, then if neither knows the other's language, it is easier for dumb animals, even of different kinds, to associate together than these men, although both are human beings. For when men cannot communicate their thoughts to each other, simply because of difference of language, all the similarity of their common human nature is of no avail to unite them in fellowship. So true is this that a man would be more cheerful with his dog for company than with a foreigner. I shall be told that the Imeprial City has been at pains to impose on conquered peoples not only her yoke but her language also, as a bond of peace and fellowship, so that there should be no lack of interpreters but even a profusion of them. True; but think of the cost of this achievement! Consider the scale of those wars, with all the slaughter of human beings, all the human blood that was shed!"

Here Augustine moves from the murkiness of language, how it divides us despite our common human nature, to the imposition of a language on diverse peoples but at a truly terrible price. We find, then, a drawing together of notions of human nature, language and its centrality in constituting us as living creatures; the complexity of a search for fellowship; and a pithy critique of the enforced homogeneity of empire.

The upshot of the force of linguistic convention, finally, is that human beings can only achieve what Augustine calls "creature's knowledge". Full knowledge is not available to human knowers, no matter how brilliant and learned that knower. We are both limited and enabled by the conventions of language. No one can jump out of his or her linguistic skin. We are obliged to bow to "normal usage" if we hope to communicate at all and we are driven to communicate by our sociality, a sociality that goes all the way down. This sociality lies at the basis of Augustine on the nature of human societies.

Augustine on delectio
Politics can no more be severed from desire than it can be cordoned off into a separate sphere where utilitarian calculations predominate and desire and passion are relegated to romantic love or even the ecstasies of faith, although here ecstasy is suspect as it may portend that religion is getting out of hand and threatening to spill over into the world of political calculation. Romantic love, on the other hand, spills out into the world of popular culture and consumerism—so it, in some ways, is ‘safer’. In this latter world, we can ‘desire away’ to our heart’s contents for the unleashing of private passion is unlikely to put any pressure on political life—especially, again, if you are construing that political life as one of bargaining and calculation solely.

This would make little sense to Augustine. For we are beings who love, who yearn, and who experience frustration, pretty much from the start. Our words and meanings and signs and gestures are always open to misunderstanding; always subject to multiple, ambiguous interpretation. What captures our interest? Our selves, for one thing. Because we are driven by delectio, by desire and yearning, we search for enjoyment, including pleasures of the intellect. The intellect must be engaged, Augustine argues, before it can rise. “And as a general rule, there is no other way in which the human spirit can acquire self-knowledge except by trying its own strength in answering, not in word but in deed, what may be called the interrogation of temptation.”
 These inquiries are necessarily flawed. But they fascinate us if we are living, breathing, engaged creatures. And we are drawn to our own minds because they are a ground of our existence. Mind is embodied; body is thought. The rational soul is engaged through sense perceptions, desire, and then the need to assess, to affirm or to refuse to affirm, in other words, to judge.

The self is a self that is tempted, that yearns, and that imagines. We are always in peril of being hurled into what Augustine called “the abyss” of our own theories. But we are assisted in our epistemic searches by a Creator who offered the world itself for delight and contrast. Small wonder we come to love it so much.  Struck by the world’s beauty, we engage it.  Thus “the beauty of the day was enhanced by comparison with the night”; through contrasts, we come to know.
 The self that desires and is filled with wonder, is a source of value and knowledge, but not absolute value and not perfect knowledge. Even as the mind must acknowledge its own fallibility, so desires must always be put to the test, for one can desire wrongly; delectio can set one on a path toward sinful self-absorption and pridefulness. Desire, in other words, cannot be given free rein. But neither should one simply quash desire—even if one could—for the desires of mind/body are sources of knowledge. Filtered through faith, the testimony of the body is a valid source of knowledge and wisdom. Augustine asks us to acknowledge delectio and asks us to ask ourselves what part of the self gets aroused by what sorts of ‘triggers’ in the environment, and what sort of relationship a form of arousal, if enacted, would habituate us to in relation to ourselves, another person, and the world. Habituation distractions of the sort our culture puts before us at every moment make it farm more difficult for us to pay attention and for the self to come to true knowledge. This would certainly be one of Augustine’s worries about contemporary culture, that and what sort of community current structures of desire presuppose and require. As he would say, look at what people love, for 

that is how the self tends.

Augustine on social life.   

Human beings are, I noted above, social all the way down. Created in the image of God, human relationality defines us. The self is not and cannot be free-standing. Social life is full of ills and yet to be cherished. Thus, civic life, among those social forms, is not simply what sin has brought into the world but what emerges, in part, given our capacity for love, our use of reason, as well ( alas) as a pervasive lust for domination attendant upon human affairs. "The philosophers hold the view that the life of the wise man should be social, and in this we support them heartily." Indeed the city of God--Augustine's way of characterizing that pilgrim band of Christians during their earthly sojourn in and through a community of reconciliation and fellowship that presages the heavenly kingdom--could never have had "its first start…if the life of the saints were not social."
 All human beings, without exception, are citizens of the earthly kingdom--the city of Man--and even in this fallen condition there is a kind of "natural likeness" that forges bonds between us. These "bonds of peace" do not suffice to prevent wars, dissensions, cruelty, and misery of all kinds, but we are nonetheless called to membership based on a naturalistic sociality and basic morality available to all rational creatures. A kind of unity in plurality pushes towards harmony; but the sin of division--with its origins in pride and willfulness--drives us apart. 

Yet it is love of friendship that lies at the root of what might be called Augustine's "practical philosophy", his history, ethics, social and political philosophy.
 Pinioned between alienation and affection, human beings--those "cracked pots"--are caught in the tragedy of alienation but glued by love. Our sociality is given, so for Augustine the question is not should we be be social or should we trust enough to love but, rather: "What shall I love and how shall I love it?"
 His complex ethical theory follows and can only be touched on here, but it must be noted that political life is one form that human social and ethical life assumes. We are always in society and we always seek the consolation of others. Society, for Augustine is a species of friendship and friendship is a moral union in and through which human beings strive for a shared good. All of Augustine's central categories, including war and peace, are in the form of a relation of one sort or another. And the more we are united at all levels in a bond of peace the closer we come to achieving that good at which we aim and which God intends.

For Augustine, neighborliness and reciprocity emerge from ties that bind, beginning with familial bonds and extending from these particular relations outward: the filaments of affection must not stop at the portal to the domus. Augustine writes: "The aim was that one man should not combine many relationships in his one self, but that those connections should be separated and spread among individuals, and that in this way they should help to bind social life more effectively by involving in their plurality a plurality of persons."
 The social tie is "not confined to a small group" but extends "more widely to a large number with the multiplying links of kinship."
 The importance of plurality, of the many emerging from a unique one--for God began with the singular--cannot be underestimated in Augustine's work. It is his way of putting into a single frame human uniqueness and individuality with sociality and plurality. Bonds of affection tied human beings from the start. Bonds of kinship and affection bound them further. These relationships got dispersed, finally encompassing the entire globe. 

In light of the confusion and confounding of human languages, it is sometimes difficult to repair to this fundamental sociality but we yearn for it and seek it in and through the social forms we create: thus civic order, a primary requisite for human existence. This civic order is a normative good although, pace Aristotle, civic order, or what we routinely call 'the state', does not fulfill or complete our natures; rather, it expresses them and may do so in ways deadly or ways less cruel. Here it is important to note that, for Augustine, no human being has natural dominion over any other. There is no slavery by nature. We are by nature social but that doesn't dictate any particular form of social order. Nor does Augustine analogize from the authority of fathers in households to political rule. Classical patriarchal theory holds that rule by fathers is at once natural and political; that a natural right translates into political authority and legitimation. But for Augustine, political authority is different from familial authority. To the extent that one is subject to a ruler, one is subject to him in status only and not by nature.

 There are temporal goods that are worthy, peace first and foremost. So human civic life is not simply a remedy for sin--with order and coercion needed to constrain our wickedness--but an expression of our sociality; our desire for fellowship; our capacity for a diffuse caritas. It follows that Cicero's definition of a respublica, as refracted through the writings of Scipio, is wanting. For Cicero civic order is an association based on common agreement concerning right and on shared interests. Insufficient, argues Augustine; rather, a people gathered together in a civic order is a gathering or multitude of rational beings united in fellowship by sharing a common love of the same things. Using this definition, we not only define what a society is, but we can also assess what it is people hold dear--what sort of society is this? It is worth noting at this juncture that a debate in current Augustinian scholarship concerns precisely how one should rank the good of political society for Augustine. The traditional, and overly simple, claim that civic order is simply a remedy for sin for Augustine has been effectively challenged. Now the question seems to be just how important to Augustine's thought overall is the good at which civic life tends and how much this derives from and can be achieved through the exercise of human voluntary activity. The dangers inherent within earthly political life are manifest, the fruits of pride that seeks domination over others and glories only in the self or the "empire." The goods to be attained through civic life are sketchier but begin with Augustine's basic rule of thumb for human earthly life, namely, that we should do no harm and help whenever we can (a requisite of neighbor love).

It is the interplay of caritas and cupiditas that is critical and whether one or the other prevails at a given point in time, whether within the very being of a single person or within the life of a civic order. Augustine would tame the occasions for the reign of cupiditas and the activation of the libido dominandi, or lust to dominate, and maximize the space within which caritas operates. For a lust to dominate taints and perverts all human relations, from family to city. Similarly, a decent love, a concern for the well-being of all in the household or in the city, strengthens the delicate filaments of peace. The sin that mars the earthly city is the story of arbitrary power or the ever-present possibility of such. By contrast, the basis for a more just order is fueled by love. The theme of the two cities is the metaphor that enables Augustine to trace the choreography of human relations. Every human community is plagued by a "poverty stricken kind of power…a kind of scramble…for lost dominions and…honors," but there is simultaneously present the life-forgiving and gentler aspects of loving concern, mutuality, domestic and civic peace.
 There are two fundamentally different attitudes evinced within human social life and enacted by human beings. One attitude is a powerful feeling of the fullness of life. A human being will not be denuded if he or she gives, or makes a gift of, the self to others. One's dependence on others is not a diminution but an enrichment of the self. The other attitude springs from cramped and cribbed selfishness, resentment, a penury of spirit. The way one reaches out or down to others from these different attitudes is strikingly distinct. From a spirit of resentment and contempt, one condescends toward the other; one is hostile to life itself. But from that fellow feeling in our hearts for the misery of others, we come to their help by coming together with them. Authentic compassion (the working-out of caritas) eradicates contempt and distance. But this working out can never achieve anything like perfection in the realm of earthly time and history (the saeculum).
In Robert Markus's book Saeculum, widely acknowledged as one of the most important attempts to unpack and to situate Augustine as civic and political theorist, he argues that Augustine aimed for a number of complex things with his characterization of the two cities. One was to sort out the story of all earthly cities. Augustine, he argues, provides an account of the earthly city (civitas terrena) from Assyria through Rome and shows the ways in which even the cherished goal of peace all too often ends in conquest and domination, hence no real peace at all. The fullness of peace is reserved for the heavenly city (civitas dei) and its eternal peace. In this way Augustine creates barriers to the absolutizing of any political arrangement. His repudiation of the theology underwriting the notion of an imperium Christianum lies in part in his worry that any identification of the city of God with an earthly order invites sacralization of human arrangements and a dangerous idolatry. At the same time, earthly institutions have a real claim on us and our membership in a polity is not reducible to misery and punishment. Augustine begins with a presumption of the priority of peace over war and he repudiates all stories of mythical human beginnings that presume disorder and war as our primordial condition. The earthly city derives from our turning away from love and its source(God) toward willfullness and a "poverty stricken kind of power." The upshot is division--within the self, between self and other, between nations and cultures: this is a destructive division by contrast to the plurality and contrast Augustine cherished.

So temporal peace is a good. Amidst the shadows that hover over and among us, there are, as I already noted, two rules within our reach and that we should follow: "first, to do no harm to anyone, and, secondly, to help everyone whenever possible."
 The most just human civic arrangements are those that afford the widest scope to non-harm doing and to fellowship and mutuality. If mutuality, even of the earthly imperfect sort, is to be attained, there must be a compromise between human wills and the earthly city must find a way to forge bonds of peace. This she finds very difficult by definition given the distortions of the lust to dominate. 

By contrast, the heavenly city on earthly pilgrimage is better able to forge peace by calling out "citizens from all nations and so collects a society of aliens, speaking all languages." She--the civitas dei--does this not by annulling or abolishing earthly differences but even through maintaining them so "long as God can be worshipped".
 Here it is important to note that whatever Augustine's acquiescence in the received social arrangements of his time, he left as a permanent legacy a condemnation of that lust for dominion that distorts the human personality, marriage, the family, and all other human social relations, including civic life and membership. Augustine is scathing in his denunciation of arrogant pridefulness; unstinting in his praise of the works of service, neighborliness, and a love that simultaneously judges and succors. (Judges because we must distinguish good from evil; selfishness from kindness, and so on.) Love and justice are intertwined, on earth and in heaven. Yet the world is filled with horrors, including war. For the purpose of this paper I cannot here embark on a discussion of Augustine and the just war tradition. Suffice it to say that Augustine is aware that any war, even a just one, stirs up desires that support a prideful libido dominandi that must ongoingly be checked. At the same time, to do nothing when innocents are being slaughtered is, in one sense, evidence of a penury of fellow-feeling, of the desire of neighbor-care that obliges all Christians, or should.

Augustine concluded.

The vast mountain of Augustinian scholarship keeps growing. It long ago surpassed a book version of Mt. Everest, so much so that no single scholar or group of scholars could master it all. This is true of Augustine's work alone. Peter Brown claims that Isidore of Seville once "wrote that if anyone told you he had read all the works of Augustine, he was a liar."
 One always has the sense with Augustine, that one has but scratched the surface. Much of the new scholarship on Augustine remarks, often with a sense of critical wonderment, on just how "contemporary" he is given the collapse of political utopianism, by which I mean attempts to order political and social life under overarching an Weltanschauung that begins, as any such attempt must, with a flawed anthropology about human malleability and even perfectibility. We recognize, looking back, the mounds of bodies on which so many political projects rest. The teleology of historic progress is no longer believable although a version of it is still touted by voluptuaries of techno-progress or genetic engineering that may yet "perfect" the human race. The presumably solid underpinnings of the self gave way in the twentieth century under the onslaught of Nietzsche and Freud. Cultural anthropology taught lessons of cultural contingencies. Contemporary students of rhetoric have rediscovered the importance and vitality of rhetoric and the ways in which all of our political and social life and thought must be cast in available rhetorical forms. 

None of this would have surprised Augustine. What would sadden him is the human propensity to substitute one extreme for another, for example, a too thorough-going account of disembodied reason gives way to a too thorough-going account of reason's demise. Importantly, one must rescue Augustine from those who would appropriate him to a version of political "realism" that downplays his insistence on the great virtue of hope and the call to enact projects of caritas. That does not mean he should be called to service in behalf of "markets and democracy." It does mean it can never be enlisted in behalf of the depradators of humankind.                      
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