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S T .  A U G U S T I N E  O N  P E A C E  A N D  
W A R '  

' IF good people feel disgust at a nation whichs imply  
with a view to extending its dominion-spontaneously pro- 
voke$ a war avith neighbouring States which are at peace 
Trith i t  and have done them no harm-then I can only say 
that I applaud their praiseworthy feelings.'-De Chitate 
Dei, IV, xiv. 

Remarkably little seems to have been written on this subject. 
Yet Xugustine is quite justly described a s  ' the  F a t h e r  of the 
Philosophy of History, '  and even if he had  not treated of the 
subject almost ' ex profess0 '-as we hope to  show-no remarks 
of his  on the par t  war  has  played in the  history of the  world 
could fail to be of interest. So f a r  t h e  only discussion o n  his 
a t t i tude to  the problems a r e  a Paper  by F r .  Vincent Scully, 
C .R.L. ,  in thp_ Clei,gy Ac2 ie . i~  for Feb . ,  1932, and also Ypres 
de la Brikre, La Concept ion d e  la Paix e t  de In Gzrerve chez S .  
Augustin, R e w e  de la Philosophie, 1916. See too R .  Regout ,  
S.J.,  I.a doctr ine  de la gi ierre  jitste d e  S .  Augustiiz 21 tzos joiirs 
d'aprks les thbologiens et les cnnonis tes  catholiqties, 1935, 
though the  a u t h w  is more concerned with Franciscus de Vic- 
toria who has ,  he thinks,  broken with scholastic teaching on the  
requisites for a just war .  

T h e  above passage-so peculiarly apropos to the events 
of to-day-shows us what the Bishop of Hippo's reactions 
to the present crisis would have been. Yet to gentle, peace. 
loving Aupstine,  ever a'bsonhed in the needs spiritual as 
well as #temporal of his flock, war was-as indeed it must 
be to every thinking man-something unspeakably hor- 
rible. In  the earlier Boosks of his De Civitnte Dei, fit- 
tingly descriibed as a manual of the Philosophy of History, 
his treaitment of lthe problems raised by the very notion of 
war is perhaps more theoretical than practical. For he is 
there concerned with the wars of past history, those on 
which the Roman Empire 'had been built up. His atti- 
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tude towards that Empire with its well-nigh world- 
dominion is not easy to gauge. Though full of admiration 
for its power and extent as well as for its peculiarly effec- 
tive administration, he cannot but regard that huge empire 
with its ever-extending conquests as something of a portent. 
For i ts  very size made it  only comparable to a flood: ' the 
greater the volume of water, the greater the danger.'2 

T h e  earlier wars waged by the Romans were, if that 
Empire had to be created at all, necessary. But Augustine, 
while conceding this, felt that the very extent of the re- 
sulting Empire was in itsell a source of danger. For that 
ever-growing extension ' led to even worse kinds of war, 
such as the social and the c i \4  wars, wars which brought 
grievous distress to the  entire human race; for while war 
wds on they were always crdving for peace, and when at 
length peace did come there 'tvas illi\lays the haunting fear 
lest war should break out  again.I3 

Yet despite all the dread which the portent of that wide- 
flung empire evoked in his mind, Augustine felt that he 
had to be fair to it. For there was another side to the 
question, and Auwstine presents it in curiously teniative 
fashion, even leaving us in doubt as to what his own view 
really was : 

I It may well be asked, however, whether good people 
ought not to be glad to see the kingdom to which they 
belong grow in extent. For the wickedness of peoples 
against whom just wars are waged does result in the exten- 
sion of that kingdoni. nu t  that kingdom would, however, 
remain but small in size so long as the tranquil state and 
rectitude of iieigh'bouring nations did not-owing to the 
fact that they have done no wrong-allosv of a just war 
being undertaken against them. If ever men were in such 
a happy condiltion as that, all the smaller nations would 

D 

De Civitate Dei,  XIX,  vii, 
Ibid,  
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rejoice at being able to live at peace with their neighbours, 
and there would then be many kingdoms in the world, just 
as there are many families of citizens in a city. It follows 
then that to undeitake a war with a view to extending 
your kingdom by tlre conquest of otiher nations seems a 
desirable (thing to wicked people ody;  while to good people 
it may be question of a necessary duty. In fact, since it 
would be a far  worse thing that the wicked should lord 
i t  over good people, even the necessary duty devolving on 
these latter may well be accounted something desirable. 
Yet unquestionably it is a far happier thing )to have your 
neighbours living at peace with you than to have to go 
to war in order to subjugate an unruly neighbour. T o  
want to have for your neighbour some one whom you hate 
or fear, so h a t  jou may have an excuse for attacking him, 
betrays an evil frame of mind. 
‘ Since, then, the Romans owed the immense extension of 
their empire to the fact that Ithey waged not unjust but 
just wars, were they justified in worshipping this very 
wickedness of others as a sort of deity? For it cannot be 
denied that this very wickedness, productive as it was of 
dangerous peoples against whom a just war could be waged 
-with consequent extension of the victors’ mpire--co- 
operated very largely in producing this extension of the 
e rn~i re . ’~  

But what appalled the Bishop far more than the unceas- 
ing encroachments of the Empire was the moral corruption 
of the Romans themselves. This was never exhibited in 
a worse light than in the orgies of pleasure-seeking which 
were 90 deplorable a feature of those dark days of August, 
410, when the proud city fell: ‘ while Eastern peoples and 
mighty cities in far-distant lands publicly bemoaned your 
fall you yourselves flocked to the theatres and filled them 
with your crowds! ’ 5  

~ 

D e  Civitate Dei,  IV, xv. 
De Civitate Dei, I ,  xxxiii, 
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And Augustine himself bemoaned the fall of the illus- 

trious city. He felL with St. Irenaeus that ‘ the world has 
peace through the Romans, and we walk along the roads 
and sail the seas without fear whithersoever we 
Again and again in his sermons and correspondence the 
Bishop returned to the subject of a disaster which had, he 
was convinced, done real harni to the entire world. Indeed, 
so much did he insist on the terrible nature of this calamity 
that people used to say when discussing his sermons at 
that time: ‘ Oh1 If only he would stop talking about 
Rome1 ’’ But though dismayed at the disaster, Augus- 
tine-always an optimist-refused to give up  hope : ‘Aster 
all, the Roman Empire, though sorely afflicted, is not 
changed. She recovered when similar things happened to 
her before the Christian era; no need, #then, to despair of 
yet another such recovery in these present times. Who 
h o w  what may be the will of God in this regard? 

But the ever-increasing inroads of the northern {hordes, 
followed by the sack of Ronie, August qth, 410, with the 
consequent flood of refugees into Africa, compelled the 
peoples of that country to realise that the Ibarbarian in- 
vasion might one d a y  affect themselves as well as the con- 
tinent of Europe. This dread is reflected in E p .  cxi writ- 
ter, to a priest named Victorianus c . . ~ . D .  4.09,’ also in the 
latter portiori of the De Civitate Dei, especially in Bk. XIX, 
where the Bishop of Hippo faces the problems more 
directly. 

No small proportion, too, of his Letters is addressed to 
larious Roman officials, all of course military men; with 
many of these he was on intimate terms, and they appealed 
to him for advice on various subjects, several times on prob- 

Sr.  AbGUSTlNE ON PEACE AND WAR 

6 A d z .  Haer, IV, xxx, 2. 

Sermon, cv, 12; cf. Sermon, ccxvi, 6 ;  Ep.  xcix, to I t a k a .  
De Civitate Dei, IV, vii. 

gsee below. 
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lems arising out of war. Like every student of history he 
had his heroes and was ready to recognise heroism wherever 
he found it. One of these was the famoiis Roman General, 
Regulus, whose patience under unmerited sufferings at the 
hands of *both Romans and Carthaginians alike, and whose 
refusal to commit suicide when it would have provided 
him with an easy way of escape from ,the oath he had taken, 
and which no persuasion could induce him to break, pro- 
voke his admiration: of the atrocious sufferings inflicted 
on him by the Carthaginians he can only say that 'they 
would have made even the heathen gods blush had they 
had any blood whcrewith to blush.'1° Regulus was a 
heathen and a soldier, yet Augustiiie is not afraid to say 
of him and of others like hiin: ' mighty warriors such as 
these are in truth great men and deserve their due meed of 
praise.'ll 

Another of Augustine's heroes was the Imperial &an. 
rnissary, AMarcellinus, this time a Christian soldier. 
Attached to the Bishop of Hippo lby ties of the most in- 
timate friendship, in constant correspondence with him on 
all sorts of theological questions,12 he was a veritable 
Bayard, and Au,gustine never wearies of singing of his 
patience and of his singularly chaste life.13 Murdered at 
the instigation of the Donatists, against whom he had had 
to give an adverse decision in the famous Conference held 
at Carthage in 41 J , his name stands in the Martyrology for 

I" De Ciaitate Dei, I ,  xv, xxiv, 111, xviii, i ,  V, xviii, 2 ;  Ep. 

l1 Ep.  cxxix, 2 ,  to another soldier, Count Darius. 
cxxv, 3. 

Augustine had sent him his De Baptisnio Parwztlorrcm, Ep. 
cxxxix, 3, had answered his questions on the Old Law, Epp. 
cxxxvi and cxxxviii, also on his De Libero Arbitrio; he had also 
sent him his treatise De Gestis Pelagii, and had dedicated to him 
the D e  Civitate Dei, cf. the Praefatio. 

l3 See E p p .  cxxviii-ix, cxxxiii-iv, cxxxix, and especially cli. 
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-April 6th; he was, as Francis Baldwin styled him, ‘ magnum 
jurisprudentiae decus.”‘ 

.Inather soldier who might have been a hero had he 
listened to the Bishop was Boniface, Tribune and Count. 
Jfuch atracted to Augustine, who preached before him at 
Carthage, ‘ ad mensani Cypriani,”; he had written asking 
him #to explain in what precisely the errors of the Arians 
and lthe Donatises consisted. Augustine replied in an im- 
mensely long letter-he calls i t  ‘ prolixurn librum ’-in 
which he answers his questions after taking occasion to con- 
gratulate him on the fact hat ‘ even in the midst of the 
anxieties arising from war and the preoccupations of a 
soldier’s life you are yet interested in the things of God.’18 
The next year Boniface lets the Bishop know through an 
intermediary that he is anxious about his eternal salvation 
which, apparently, he fears he may not attain owing to his 
being a soldier. To this -4ugustine replies1?: ‘ Do not 
imagine that no one who is engaged in military service can 
be pleasing to God ’; and he quotes the cases of David and 
of Cornelius the Centurion, wlio was not only himself a 
soldier, but sent a soldier to St. Peter to ask him to come. 
He then gives Bonirace some very practical advice : ‘ When 
arming for battle, first of all remember that your prowess 
-even your bodily vigour-is the gift of God. Further, 
when you have Once pledged your word you must keep to 
it, even with the enemy you are fighting against, and, a 
fortiori, with ithe fiiend for whom you are fighting. While 
necessity compels you to fight, your will must be fixed on 
peace as the goal aimed at, so that God may deliver you 
from the sad necessity and preserve you in peace. For no 
one aims at peare with a view to preparing for war; but 

“Patrol. Lat., XI, 1441. 
15 Sermon, cxiv. 
’I EP. ClXXXV, A.D.  417. 

E p .  clxxxix, c. A.D. 418. 
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we wage war to secure peace. In fighting, then, be peace- 
ful-minded, in the hope that by conquering those whom 
you are fighting you may bring to them, too, that real gain 
which is peace. Rebellion and resistence have to ;be met 
with violence; but mercy has to be exhibited to Ithe van- 
quished and to prisoners, more especially when there is 
no reason to fear lest they should once again prove dis- 
tudbers of the peace.’ Augustine adds some pithy advice 
on the need of chastity in his military service, though he 
congratulates Boniface on his good reputation, telling him 
that he wants him to regard this letter ‘as a lmirror in 
which you may see yourself as you actually are, not merely 
as you ought to be.’ 

But alas! Boniface failed Augustine. Whether rumours 
had already reached the Bishop when he counselled chas- 
tity in his previous letter we cannot be certain. However 
that may be, on the death of his wife, Boniface had had a 
long interview with Augustine and Alypius together at 
Tubunum and had declared his intenrion of becoming a 
monk, an intention which the two Bishops countered by 
pointing out ‘ how much he would be helping the Church 
if he devoted himself to defending i t  from the barbarian 
invaders and so embling her to live in peace and quiet.’ 
They added that since he craved for a monastic life, he 
could, even in the army, lead a chaste life, contented with 
the little that would be necessary for himself and those de- 
pendent on him, ‘ all the stronger in the purely material 
sphere because buoyed up  by the spiritual.’ But despite 
his quondam desire to become a monk, the Count took 
another wife; and though he insisted on her becoming a 
Catholic--she had been an Arian--he allowed their infant 
daughter to be baptized by the Arians, and he himself even 
ceased to be fairhful to his wife. Ambition and worldly 
prosperity were proving his ruin.18 Though supreme in 
Africa owing to the civil war raging in Italy, where he had 

Ep.  ccxx, at the close of AD. 4a7. 
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supported Valentinian and Placidia against the usurper 
John, Boniface had done nothing to check the Vandals 
whom he had prcviously dofeated in Spain, and at last 
actually called them to his aid in Africa, ‘ barbari contra 
barbaros ‘; hence the Vandal invasion which destroyed at 
one blow the glorious African Church which Augustine 
had so laboriously rebuilt out of the devastation wrought 
by Ithe D O n a t i ~ t s . ~ ~  

Only twice does St. Xugustine refer to the Roman Dicta- 
tors; but both relcrences are significant: Hortensius was, 
he says, created Dictator oFving to long-continued and 
grievous sedition at Rome, a thing only done in a grave 
crisis. Yet even Tvlleii peace was restored, Hortensius re- 
tained that office till his death, a thing which had neLer 
before happened in the case of any Dictator and which was 
a grievous offence to  the gods.”0 T h e  well-known case of 
Cincinnatus, of course, appealed to Augustine: ‘ he was 
made Dictator, an ofice even more honourable than that 
of Consul, but when he had \$-on iiiiniense renown through 
his defeat of the enemy, he returned to his former state of 
poverty,’21 

St. Augustine was, then, in touch with the military 
world. He  knew ic.ell the problems that any God-fearing 
soldier had to face; he knew, too, samething of what the 
threatened barbarian in\ asion would mean, though he was 
spared the actual spectacle of the horrors committed ;by the 
Vandal hordeszz : ‘ biortuus est Augustinus civitate Hip- 
ponensi obsessa.’2” 

Is See Pallu d e  Lessert, Vica i res  d’Afriq~tes,  ii 281 f f . ,  also 

2o D e  Cizilate Dei, 111, xvii, 3. 
21 Ibid., V, xviii, I .  

aa Victor of Vita gives terrible account of them in his De 
Pe 7s e c 11 ti o ne Vand alica I 

Fastes des Pyovimes Africaines, i i ,  281, 

Possidius, Vi ta  Augi is f ini ,  cap. xxviii. 
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T h e  above pa.ssages show, then, that Auguetine's views 
on war and its problems are not merely the speculative 
imaginiiigs of some armchair critic, but the considered ut- 
terances of a man who had to face i ts  problems in his public 
as well as in his pri\ate capcity. Nor should it 'be for- 
gotten that the Bishop was well aware Ithat every word he 
wrote would be read with deepest interest by a very large 
circle of readers, and that not only during his life, ibut for 
a very long time after.24 

What were the problems that in the ,minds of 'many 
Chistian soldiers called for a solution? Some of the early 
iMartyrs in the service of the Empire felt that such service 
was incompatible with Christianity, since they were liable 
to be called on to offer sacrifice to the heathen deities. 
There was little fear of such a demand in Augustine's day; 
bult we have seen how Count Boniface seemed to fancy 
that mililtary service niusL somehow be displeasing to God. 
But the case of Volusianus, uncle of Melania the Younger, 
seems to ]have been typical of many. For when he scrote 
to Marcellinus begging him to induce ithe Bishop of Hippo 
to explain how the Gospel precept of turning the other 
cheek and St. Pad ' s  admonition not ' to render evil for 
evil ' could he recoriciled with t!ie duty of .fighting for one's 
coulntry, Marcellinus said, when forwarding the request to 
Augustine : ' your anxiously awaited reply Tvill cerltainl): 
reaah I[ was really the difficulty of the ' conscien- 
tious objector ' whh whom we are familiar to-day, and it 
is interesting to see how Augustine deals with it. T o  be- 
gin with, he takes i t  seriously-as it was meant. For he 
was well aware thac many earnest Christian minds were 

24 ' I hope that, if God in His mercy permits it, I may be able 
by my studies to be of some profit even to posterity,' Ep.  cli, 13, 
to Caecilianus, A . D .  413-14, shortly after the murder of Marcel- 
linus ; see many similar allusions to  the way in which his writ- 
ings were eagerly read, Epp. cii, I ,  cxix-cxx, clxix, 13, &c. 

26 Ep.  cxxxvi, 3. 
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feeling the same difficulty: If,’ he says, ‘ Christian teach- 
ing redly implied that all war was wrong, :then surely the 
advice given to soldiers anxious about their salvation 
should [have been that they would do well to lay down their 
arms and abjure ixili,tary service. it‘hereas as a matter 
of fact Ithe advice given was: “Do violence to no man, 
neither calumniate any ‘man, and be content with your 
pay” (Lk. iii, 14). When he (the Baptist) tells thelm )to 
be content with their pay he is certainly not condemning 
military 

This should have been a sufficient answer for one who 
believed in the Gospel narrative. But Augustine, in typi- 
cal fashion, is not content with that, but  proceeds to retort 
the, argument: ‘And I would add: should not people who 
urge ‘that Christ’s teaching does not make for the well- 
being of the State begin lby showing us an army composed 
of soldiers of such character as Christ’s teaching demanded? 
Ought they not first of all to show us fellow-countrymen 
of their own : husbands, lvives, parents, children, masters, 
servants, kings, judges, tax-payers-as Ivell as tax-gatherers 
- a l l  exhibiting the characteristics demanded by Christian 
teaching? N’hen they can do that, then let them say-if 
they dare-that suoh people do not make for the well+being 
of the State.’z7 

Long before this, c. A.D. 404, the Bishop had had to de- 
fend ithe legitimacy of war against Faustus the iManichean. 
That ‘ windbag,’” ‘ ingenio callidus ’ but ruined !by his 
ManichaeaniSim,39 boasted that he was a model of Evangeli- 
cal perfection--though he slept on a featherlbed-and 
frankly called hiinsell a ‘ pacifist he even thought that 

26 E p .  cxxxviii, 15. 
’‘ Ep,  cxxxviii, I j. 
2 8  Confessions,  V,  xiii, 23. 
2 B  Contra Fazistitm, i ,  I ; cf. Combts, La doctr ine politique d e  

3 0  Ibid. ,  i ,  5-8. 
S .  Augustin, 1922, p. 267. 
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he was doing honoui- to the Patriarchs by repudiating the 
Biblical accounts of their polygamy and ,the ivarlike pro- 
pensities they-including M~ses-exh~ib i ted ;~~ God, he 
maintained, could never. have bidden Moses to slay the 
Egyptian any more than he could have .bidden the Hebrews 
' spoil the Egyptians.'32 ' But why,' asks Augustine, ' ob- 
ject to war? Is it because you resent the notion that in 
order that the victors may reign in peace men haye to die, 
men who anyhow would have to die sooner or later? Only 
cowards {think like that; not God-fearing men! No, what 
you ought to object to in war is the love of inflicting suffer- 
ing, revengeful cruelty, an implacable attitude, savager) in 
the way war is waged, lust of domination. In point of 
fact, wars are often undertaken by good people precisely 
in order 'to inflict due punishment for such doings and out 
oi resentment of unjust aggression; and they Jvage such a 
war either at God's bidding or that of legitimate authority; 
for people sometimes find :hemsel\.es so situated that the 
very existence of society co'nipels rulers and subordinates 
alike, the one to give, the other to execute such 

' Legitimate authority ' : Faustus the ' pacifist ' would 
have met with short shrift from Augustine had he come 
before his itrib,unal. For, as he pithily remarks: ' There 
you have the whole question : Why, and QII what authority 
do men go to war? Yet is it not certain that the very 
order of nature-aiming as it does at peace among us mor- 
tal m e n - d e m a n d s  that the authority for undertaking a war 
and the determination to do so rests wi'th the head of the 
State, and that for 'the military to carry out such orders 
is a duty they owe to the community if they are to ensure 
its peace and welfare? 

.. 
31 Ibid. ,  i, I .  
3a Ibid. ,  xxii, I and 73, 
3 3  Ib id . ,  xxii, 69. 
3 4  Contra Fausturn, xxii, 74. 

Ibid. ,  75. 
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Since he had repudiated che warlike spirit exhibited by 
the Patriarchs in the Old Testament on the ground that 
i r  was opposed to the spirit of Christ, Faustus was obliged 
LO maintain that New Testament teaching was opposed ,to 
war. He had apparently declared that a .rnIan serving in 
:he army was a ‘ deserter,’ presumably from Christ’s stan- 
dard.Yd Augustine gave )him the same answer as we have 
seen him make to Volusianus, but he puts it even more 
forcilbly: ‘ On your supposition,’ he says, ‘ the Baptist 
should have replied: “Lay aside your arms, give up  mili- 
tary service, neither strike nor wound nor bring ruin and 
devastation upon anyone.” But since he realised thalt 
it-hen engaged in war these soldiers were not ,murderers but 
were simply servants oE the law, were not out to avenge 
any personal grievances of their own, but were engaged in 
defending the State, he replied : ‘‘ Do violence to no man, 
neibher calumniate an); man, and be content with your 
pay.” ’ Augustine then points 0u.t ,that Christ HimseJf was 
well aware when He bade man pay tribute to Caesar that 
such tri,bute went to pay the soldiers necessary for carrying 
on war. Neither did He, when commending the faith of 
the Centurion, bid him give up milltary service. ‘ But,’ 
concludes Augustine, as though realising the futility of ar- 
guing such points with Faustus, ‘ it would ,take us too long 
to discuss the question of just and unjust wars, nor is there 
any call .to do ~0.’~’ 

But though declining to discuss this question with Faus- 
tus, Augustine is elsewhere singularly emphatic in his pro- 
nouncements on the just-because necessary-charaoter of 
some wars. True, lie never could have envisaged a war 
waged as it is to-day. Bnt would foreknowledge of the in- 
credible lirutalities of to-day have modified his view? 
Aggression was-we might almost say-the slogan of his 

ST. AUGUSI’INE ON PEACE AND WAR 

Contra Faristztnt, v, 2 .  

s7 /bid., xxii, 74. 
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day, and on it he remarks-and his words served as a fitting 
opening to this article : 

‘ If good people feel disgust at a nati,on which-simply 
wi’th a view to extending its doininionspontaneously pro- 
vokes a war wi,th iieighbouring States which are at peace 
with i’t and have done it no harm-then I can only say 
that I applaud t.heir praiseworthy feelings.’” 1st is true, 
he says elsewhere, that ‘ a wise man only enters on a war 
when i,t is a just war. Yet even ,the wise m,an, mindful 
that he is himself a man, will be much \more grieved that 
the duty of waging a just war should fall upon himself. For 
if not just, then a war should not be undertaken. In this 
sense, indeed, ,there would, in the wise .nlan’s opinion, be 
no such thing as a war; for it is only the crimes of the 
e n m y  Ithat compel a wise man to undentake to fight. Surely 
no one who reflects on the awful horrors and cruelties of 
war can fail to regard war as a misery. A person who puts 
up with them or even thinks aibout bhem without a sense 
of dismay is a far more miserable object than war itself; 
alil the more that he seems to find his happiness in being 
dead to all human  feeling^.'^^ 
Goad and peacefu1,minded people, then, must at times 

feel compelled to enter on a war against criminal nations : 
‘ It is the Wickedness of the enemy that compels a sensible 
man to war against t,hem. And such wickedness always 
causes grief, for it is the wickedness of our fellow men; and 
this is true even when it does not prove necessary to go to 
war because of it.’4” With peculiar appropriateness in view 
oE present-day repudiation of all justice, the Bishop insists 
that, unless punished, the wrongdoer simply takes advan- 
tage of hi’s impunity and proceeds from outrage to outrage. 
Whereas once a man’s impunity in ill-doing is checked, it 

3 B  De Civitate Dei, IV, xiv. 
39 Ibid. ,  XIX, vii. 
40 Ib id .  
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is he who proves the real gainer by being vanquished. For 
wha't more hapless than a sinner's happiness? Lt only 
szrves to breed impunity; an impunity which is in itself a 
punishment; Iike some 'hidden disease his evil state wiII 
but grow worse.'" 

HUGH POPE, O.P. 
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( T o  be concluded) 

41 Ep. csxxviii, 14. 


