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St. Augustine and Administration:
The Politics of Social Institutions in The City of God

Introduction

It is sometimes suggested that administration is a modern phenomenon. Perhaps together with

bureaucracy, it is assumed by some to be a product of the transition to modernity. The utopian

socialist Saint-Simon certainly appears to have thought this when he suggested, in his

Catechism of the Industrialists (1823-26), that ‘an enlightened society only needs to be

administered,” and that humanity ‘was destined to pass from’ an earlier form of ‘governmental

or military regime’ to ‘the administrative or industrial regime’ of today or the very near future,

‘once it had made sufficient progress in the positive sciences and industry.’! The notion of the

‘administration of things’ is central to the vision that Saint-Simon had of a new form of politics

that would be appropriate for the modern world.

Nevertheless, it might be argued that this claim is mistaken. For the concept of

administration is in fact much older than this. Indeed, it is to be found in the Roman law of

corporations. In what follows I consider what St. Augustine, in particular, has to say about
“administration> (administrare) in his writings, especially The City of God. >-Augustine’s views

on this subject seem-to-me-to-have a remarkably modern ring to them. Moreover, Fthey alse

appear-to-have been largely overlooked outside the narrow circle of scholars specialising in the

areas of Augustinian theology, and perhaps even within that circle. a-myview-they-should-be

One of the few scholars to draw attention to this issue is Anton Herman Chroust, who

has pointed out, the idea of administration (ermanagement)-is an extremely important one for
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St. Augustine.* It is connected to his belief in the existence of a divine or cosmic order that is
hierarchically constituted and regulated by the principles of natural law. Chroust notes that
Augustine refers on more than one occasion to the idea of God as the divine ‘Administrator’
er-Manager™of the world, including both the order of nature and that of human society.> For
example, in his Eighty Three Different Questions, Augustine talks about that ‘sublime
management of things, which is the work of Divine Providence.’® In his Two Books on Genesis
Against the Manichees, Augustine maintains that ‘this universe with some beings perfect and
others imperfect is perfect as a whole, and God its Maker and Creator does not cease to
administer it with his just governance.’’ In The Literal Meaning of Genesis, he maintains that
‘God’s providence rules and administers the whole of creation.”® And in The City of God he
refers again to the ‘laws of the supreme Creator and Ruler who directs,” administers_s—or
manages;-‘the peace of the whole scheme of things.”®

At this point it is necessary to say something about the English translation of the Latin
terms which are employed by Augustine. As Chroust points out, the Latin word that is used by
Augustine in his On Order (De Ordine), On Different Questions (De Diversis Questionibus)
and De Civitate Dei (The City of God) is administrare, which might be variously translated
into English as to administer, to manage, to order, or to direct.!? In the case of The City of God,
as Chroust also notes, at one point in the original Latin text Augustine uses the word
administratur.'! In the translation of The City of God which I am using for the purposes of this
paper, by Henry Bettenson, this is rendered by the English word ‘directs.’'?> Chroust, on the
other hand, thinks that the concepts that are expressed by Augustine’s use of the words
administrare and administratur are best expressed in the English language by the words

‘administrator,” ‘administrated,” and the like.!3 T shall follow Chroust on this throughout. ¥
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Augustine on Order and Hierarchy

In The City of God Augustine attaches a considerable degree of importance to the concept and
the value of order. However, the meaning of this concept is complex and multi-faceted. It does
have associations with the notion of peace, or the absence of conflict, and Augustine is right to
point this out. However, it also has a strong association with the notion of hierarchy. In the
English language, the word ‘order’ might be used as a verb as well as a noun. And when we
think of the activity of ordering, it is the notion of placing, locating or ranking, in terms of
higher and lower, greater and lesser, better and worse, superior and inferior, and so on, that
springs to mind. Understood in this second way, the notion of order is connected to that of
degree, or degrees, which are sometimes (but not always) numerically quantifiable.

Augustine’s use of the notion of order in this second sense, might be connected to his
belief in the existence of an hierarchical natural or cosmic order that is a part of what he took
to be God’s divine plan for the universe, including humanity.!'# To cite just one instance, he
says at one point that ‘the peace of the whole universe is the tranquillity of order — and order is
the arrangement of things equal and unequal in a pattern which assigns to each its proper
position.”!> As with a number of theologians in the medieval period, for Augustine also there
is a ‘great chain of being’ that is associated with this hierarchical order.!6

Augustine evidently thought that these two different ways of thinking about the concept
of order are closely connected. Like Plato and Aristotle before him, he seems to have thought
that the existence of order in the second of these senses (i.e. the presence of social hierarchy)
is a necessary pre-condition for the existence of order in the first sense (i.e. the presence of
peace or the absence of violent conflict). Most of those associated with the anarchist political
tradition have disagreed with this assumption and would criticise Augustine for making it. In

their opinion, it is possible in principle for a system of order, in the sense of peaceful co-
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existence between human beings living together in society, to obtain in the absence of hierarchy

and social inequality.

Augustine on Civil Society and the Private Sphere
I now consider the question of where in society, according to Augustine, the idea of
administration er-management-has an application. Here it should be noted that Augustine
acknowledges the existence, in the society of his day, of non-political civil society groups or
associations, that is to say private corporations, as that concept is formulated in the Roman law
of corporations,!” which occupy an intermediate social space between the family or household
and the state.!® Moreover, the fact that he does this is sometimes overlooked by commentators
on his work. For example Sir Ernest Barker, has argued that Augustine distinguishes between
just ‘four grades (or, we may say, concentric rings) of human society,” namely the society that
is associated with the household; that of the civitas or city-state; the ‘whole human society
which inhabits the Earth’; and ‘the Universe’ as a whole, which ‘embraces the heavens and
their constellations as well as the earth.”!® It must be conceded that there is evidence in
Augustine’s City of God which does support Barker’s reading of his views.?® However, there
is also evidence which counts against it. Augustine is not consistent on this issue and he does
say things which support a different reading. On those occasions he does appear, if only
implicitly, to acknowledge the existence of a fifth sphere or circle of human society, which
modern commentators usually refer to as ‘civil society,” which is located mid-way between the
household and the state. This is the social space within which the citizens of a city-state interact

with one another, but in a private capacity. Within this sphere they engage in social interactions
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which are often of an economic character. These interactions are essentially non-political, in
the traditional sense of that term, because they have nothing at all to do with the public lives of
the individuals in question, insofar as they are the citizens of a political society who are
involved in the process of the making and enforcing of its laws. The view that outside of the
household there was no private sphere at all in the Graeco-Roman world, and hence also
nothing at all like a civil society as this notion is understood by modern thinkers, seems to me

to be a myth.?!

Augustine on the Division of Labour in Society:
My Station and its Duties

Of particular interest here is what St. Augustine has to say about the division of labour in
society, about non-political social institutions outside of the family or household, and about
ethical life insofar as it involves the principle of my station and its duties. Donald X. Burt has
pointed out that according to Augustine ‘all men ought to serve God,” but in different ways,
depending on ‘their several gifts, whereby this man has one function on the earth and that man
has another,’ that is to say, depending on their particular place or station in society, or ‘the
social condition of the human race,” which is of course premised on the existence of a division
of labour. Thus, for example, we find that for Augustine ‘kings, in the very fact that they are
kings,” and not commoners, ‘have a service which they can render to the Lord in a manner
which is impossible for any who have not the power of kings.’*?

This issue is connected to what Augustine has to say in his writings about questions of
work or labour and various different occupations, vocations or callings. There has been some

consideration of this subject, so far as the history of Christianity in general is concerned,??
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especially of course later Christianity at the time of the Reformation, in the writings of Martin
Luther and John Calvin.?* However, as Megan DeVore and Jeremy H. Kidwell have pointed
out,® very little attention has been focused on the views of St. Augustine on this subject.?¢
This is surprising given the fact that, as Arthur T. Geoghegan has noted, Augustine was ‘the
great authority on labour in the ancient Church,’?” whose teaching on the subject ‘exerted a
tremendous influence on monastic legislation in the West.”?® Nor has there been that much
discussion of the ideas of St. Augustine in mainstream histories of economic thought which, if
they mention Augustine at all, have a tendency to examine his views regarding merchants,
wealth and property, slavery, money-making, usury, or the theory of the just price, rather than
his views regarding work and labour.?’

When discussing the general issue of the division of labour in society and the different
professions or occupations that are associated with it, Augustine distinguishes between those
occupations or professions that ought to be approved of, ethically speaking, and those which
ought not to be. He refers with disapproval to a number of occupations. For example, at one
point he states that ‘one thing I know,” namely that St. Paul, ‘neither did steal, nor was a
housebreaker or highwayman, nor chariot driver or hunter or player,” but ‘innocently and
honestly wrought things which are fitted for the uses of men; such as are the works of
carpenters, builders, shoemakers, peasants, and such like.”3°

It is true that there is relatively little in Augustine’s The City of God concerning this
issue. It could hardly be said to be one of Augustine’s primary concerns. However, discussion
of it is not entirely absent from this text. For example, E. Booth has emphasised the significance
of what Augustine says in Chapter 4 of Book VII about the division of labour in society.3!
Although Sir Moses Finley has suggested otherwise,*? it seems to me that St. Augustine’s
remarks about this subject, like those of Xenophon in his Cyropaedia,®® do prefigure in a

striking way the views of Adam Smith, much later, in his An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes
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of the Wealth of Nations (1776).3* As in the case of Plato and Xenophon before him, and in
that of both Adam Smith and Emile Durkheim after him,> Augustine assumes that the
existence of a division of labour in society is a good thing. It is a part of God’s divine plan.
One point of interest here, as Booth points out, is that it shows that Augustine did not share the
disdain of his predecessors, especially Plato and Aristotle, for the manual labour of craftsman.
He embraces the idea, which he rightly associates with the Epistles of St. Paul, that there is no
indignity involved in the performance of such labour.

A second reason why the brief passage from the City of God in which Augustine
discusses the division of labour is of interest is because in it, as again Booth has noted,
Augustine refers there to collegia, specifically the collegium of silversmiths, that existed in the
cities of Hippo, Carthage and Rome at the time when he was writing. This is noteworthy
because it demonstrates that Augustine was aware of the existence in the Roman society of his
day of what were essentially private associations, societies or corporations, which existed
outside of the household but independently of the state. Of course, in one sense at least, this is
hardly surprising, for as A. J. Carlyle points out, the early Christian Church was itself a
‘voluntary society’ of this kind.3® However, Augustine’s remarks about the collegium of
silversmiths in the City of God indicate that he was also aware of the existence of other
voluntary societies which were not specifically ecclesiastical in nature. They were neither
churches nor monasteries or convents. This immediately raises the question of Augustine’s
views regarding the internal structure or organization of these societies, their decision-making

procedures, how exactly they were or should be administered or managed, and so on.

Augustine on Monasteries and their Administration
For Augustine’s opinions on the subject of administration or management within non-political

social institutions, it is helpful to consider what he has to say, in his Of the Work of Monks,’
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and The Rule of St. Augustine,?® about institutional life within a monastery.3® Also helpful is
Augustine’s correspondence, especially his Letter 211, which more or less duplicates what is
said in Of the Work of Monks for the benefit of nuns who are living in a convent,*® and his
retrospective reflections on the first of the above works in his later Retractations.*!

One reason for attaching importance to what Augustine has to say about the work of
monks is because St. Augustine’s reference to the notion of one’s degree, as well as to that of
one’s office, in a passage cited earlier, implies his acceptance of St. Paul’s view that each
individual meral-agent occupies a certain place or station within a particular hierarchical social
or institutional order. It is clear from what Augustine says about this issue that a monastery is
a social institution in Emile Durkheim’s sense of the term.*> For within it we find a social
division of labour, differential social roles, and a corresponding framework of relative rights
and duties that are associated with these roles. For example, Augustine refers at one point to
the monks who are ‘in charge of the pantry, or of clothing and books,’® and on another
occasion he distinguishes between those who are responsible for ‘the care of the sick,’** and to
those who work in the laundry.®

In Of the Work of Monks Augustine states explicitly that being a monk is a profession.*®
He also says at one point that it is ‘according to our degree and office’ that ‘we labour’ in the
monastery.*’ This remark is interesting for two reasons. The first of these is that it indicates
clearly that Augustine agreed with what St. Paul had to say in his Epistles about the principle
of my station and its duties. He too endorses the idea that all human beings have certain relative
duties that are associated with their particular occupation, office or calling, no matter what that
happens to be, whether it is that of a slave, as in the case of Epictetus, or that of an emperor, as
in that of Marcus Aurelius, or that of a monk in a monastery, as in Augustine’s own case.*®

When discussing the division of labour within a monastery, Augustine distinguishes

between manual labour and non-manual labour. In the case of manual labour or ‘corporal
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work,” he talks about the work of ‘hand craftsmen’ in the cities, as well as to that of
‘husbandmen’ in agriculture.*® As in The City of God, he speaks with approval of manual
labour and sees no indignity in it. For it is manual labour, primarily, that secures ‘what we shall
eat, or what we shall drink, or wherewithal we shall be clothed.” Augustine refers in this
context to ‘corporal and temporal things,’>! or to ‘the necessities of this life.’>> These are the
things which, according to R. A. Markus, are required to satisfy our ‘material needs.’>3
Augustine points out that St. Paul ‘would not disdain either to take in hand any of the work of
peasants, or to be employed in the labour of craftsmen,’>* and refers with disapproval to the
prejudice of some of his contemporaries against ‘a common workman.’>>

One question that Augustine considers in these writings is whether all of the monks in
a monastery should be engaged in manual labour, which was a controversial issue in his day.
Augustine points out that there are cases where wealthy people have joined a monastery and
donated all of their property to it. They have, he says, voluntarily ‘relinquished or distributed’
their own wealth and have chosen ‘to be numbered among the poor of Christ,” alongside those
members of the community who ‘come from a more humble condition of life.”>® Given this,
Augustine asks whether it would be right to expect these members of the monastic community
to work with their hands as the other monks do. Augustine concludes that it would be wrong
to ‘compel them’ to do this.’” Nevertheless, he argues, ‘not even they,” who have contributed
so much, ‘may eat their bread for nought,” because their former wealth ‘is now become the
common property.’>® Consequently, ‘there ought to be found for them” other forms of work in
the monastery, having to do with the ‘administration’ of its affairs.’® These remarks indicate
that, as one aspect of the division of labour within a monastery, Augustine recognized the need
for clerical work. He envisaged the existence of a number of offices or occupations having to

do with the management-er-administration of this particular social institution.
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It might be suggested that Augustine’s understanding of what is involved in the
administration er-management-of a social institution such as a monastery is a reflection of the
influence that his engagement with the philosophy of Plato had upon him.®® From this point of
view, Augustine’s administrators are the monastic equivalent of Plato’s guardians. Augustine
makes it very clear that he regards the work that is associated with administration or
management as being very much a duty and, so far as he personally was concerned, an
unpleasant one. In his own case, he thought of this as being very much a chore. Echoing what
Plato says in the Republic about the duties of his Guardians,®' Augustine says that he would
much prefer to ‘do some work with my hands, and have the remaining hours free for reading
and praying,’ than to have to deal with petty squabbles or the ‘annoying perplexities of other
men’s causes.’®?

Augustine on the Need for Authority and Discipline
Augustine makes it clear that in his view a monastery both is and ought to be an hierarchical
social institution within which those who are responsible for the administration-ermanagement
of its daily affairs are in positions of authority in relation to others who, although not perhaps
their inferiors, are undoubtedly their subordinates. He associates the concept of authority, like
that of law, with the possession by superiors of both the right and the duty to ‘command’ their
subordinates,® as well as to discipline or punish them if they disobey those commands.

Augustine suggests that those monks who consider it inappropriate for them to carry
out manual labour, or who refuse to perform it when asked to do so by a superior, are not only
‘lazy’ but also ‘disobedient.’®> He maintains that they advocate ‘the dissolute license of
vacation from labour,” in ‘the false name of sanctity.’® He also says that they ‘wish to be
obeyed by inferiors’ but ‘refuse to obey superiors,” which in his view is an ‘iniquity.’®” As St.
Paul says, in his epistle to the Thessalonians, about a group of Christians from Thessalonica,

who held very similar views to those which are criticised by Augustine in Of the Work of
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Monks, they ““walketh unquietly”.’®® Indeed, according to R. W. Carlyle and A. J. Carlyle, the
earlier group might plausibly be said to have had an outlook that is properly described as
‘anarchist.”® In Augustine’s view, such unruly individuals need to be ‘corrected.’’® Augustine
makes an issue of the length of the hair of the disobedient monks who refused to do manual
labour, as of course did those who, much later, were to criticise the young ‘hippies’ and ‘drop-
outs’ of the nineteen sixties.”!

On the issue of discipline and punishment, Augustine’s views are inconsistent. On
occasions he suggests that in a truly Christian community, which ought of course to be
regulated by the principles of charity, love and friendship,’? there should and would be no need
for it. In an interesting turn of phrase, Augustine remarks that the members of such a
community should be thought of ‘not as slaves living under the law,’ that is to say, presumably,
subject to commands which are enforced by the threat of punishment, but rather ‘as men and
women living in freedom under grace,” and therefore voluntarily accepting the direction and
guidance that they receive from those who are their superiors, if not their betters.”> He says to
subordinates that ‘you should obey superiors as fathers or mothers with the respect due them
so as not to offend God in their persons.’’* And he emphasises that ‘it is by willing obedience,
therefore, that you show mercy not only toward yourselves, but also toward superiors, whose

higher rank among you exposes them all the more to greater peril.””>

On the other hand, however, there-is-also-an-autheritarian-dimenston-to-St-Augustine’s

thinking-abeut-this-subjeet—iIn both Of the Work of Monks and The Rule of St. Augustine, there

are numerous references to the need for discipline and punishment, even with the supposed
Christian community that is a monastery. One of the principal tasks of those in authority,
Augustine maintains, is to ‘admonish the unruly.”’® They must ‘love discipline and instil
respect for it” in their subordinates. In a striking phrase, which echoes the ideas of Machiavelli

long afterwards, Augustine advice to subordinates is that although both love and fear are
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necessary components of the relationship between them and their superiors, nevertheless those
in authority over them ‘should strive to be loved by you rather than feared, ever mindful that
they must give an account of you to God.””’

Augustine argues that within a monastery no transgression should be ‘carelessly
overlooked’ and all must be appropriately ‘punished and corrected,” although superiors in
authority should take care not exceed the ‘limit and power of their office.”’® -He states that
‘once proven guilty,” those who have committed offences, ‘must undergo salutary punishment
according to the judgment of the superior or priest having the proper authority,”® and
emphasises the need for offences to be punished ‘with due severity.’3 Such individuals must,
he argues, be ‘severely chastised according to the judgment of the priest or superior.”8! As
Henry Chadwick has noted, the different forms of punishment that were envisaged by
Augustine included corporal punishment. According to Chadwick, ‘we (once only) hear of
corporal punishment being administered to a young monk found chatting with the nuns at an
“unfitting hour”.”® Augustine also advises those who are in positions of authority within a
monastery, and who are responsible for its administration-er-management, that ‘whenever the
need of maintaining discipline forces you to use harsh words in imposing order on younger
members,” you should never ask for forgiveness for the fact that you have been ‘unduly harsh
in your language,’ because by doing so you might ‘undermine the authority of your office in

the eyes of those who must be subject to you.’3?

———Fhisseems-to-me-to-be-the-outlook-oFan-authorttarian-thinker-Eugene TeSelle

has rightly observed that there-are-eceasions—when-Augustine prefers to use the language of

‘correction,’ rather than that of punishment, in this ontext.- In modern parlance, the treatment

that he thinks should be meted out to offenders, whether in a monastery our outside of it,

involves the notion of ‘tough love.” According to TeSelle, Augustine employs ‘the famous

12

URL: http:/mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cele

Page 12 of 45



Page 13 of 45

oNOYTULT D WN =

The European Legacy

dictum “Love and do what you will”” in his writings as ‘a way of justifying’ what is basically
‘the use of harsh measures for the correction of those in error.’* At the same time, however,
Augustine wanted this ‘to be seen as correction, not compulsion.’3

Augustine’s views regarding the administration er—management-of a monastery are

significant because they also have an application to wider society-eutside-ofthe-monastery. As

Arthur T. Geoghegan has noted, Augustine’s views regarding the relative duties of monks
‘apply equally’ to the ‘labour of laymen’ outside of that particular seeial-institution. According
to Augustine, ‘every working man is instructed to labour with an eye to serving God rather
than Mammon,’ to ‘remember that the fruits of labour are an evidence of divine governance,’
and ‘to be content with his own calling, mindful of the fact that those who are given less
burdensome work are more talented.”86

I have suggested that what Augustine has to say about the authority of administrators er
managers-within a monastery is symptomatic of his attitude towards authority relationships in
wider society. A monastery is a community of committed Christian believers. Insofar as it is at
all possible for the City of God to be actualised here on earth, then this could only happen, if it
happens at all, in social institutions of this kind. It is, therefore, a matter of some significance
that Augustine attaches so much importance to the need to ensure discipline within a monastery

by an ordered system of regulations enforced by associated forms of coercion and punishment.

Augustine on Authority in the Two Cities:
The City of God and the City of Man
It is useful to consider what has been said above about St. Augustine’s views regarding the
management-er-administration of the affairs of a monastery, and by implication other social
institutions also, for example schools, in the light of the distinction that he makes in The City

of God between the two cities, the City of Man and the City of God. There Augustine
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distinguishes between these two cities or societies by saying that in the former, because of the
corruption of human nature by ‘sin’ after ‘the Fall of man,’3” the motivational principle that
regulates human conduct is ‘love of self,” whereas in the City of God it would be the love of
God.’3® The inhabitants of the City of Man ‘choose to live by the standard of the flesh,” or by
the bodily emotions and desires which are associated with his animal or lower’ nature,®’
whereas in the City of God they would ‘choose to live by the standard of the spirit.”*® Augustine
associates life in the City of Man with egotism, selfishness and greed, which he contrasts with
life in the City of God, which would involve the principles of altruism, virtue, charity and love.
Ethically speaking, of course, agents within the City of Man and the actions they perform are
characteristically thought of by Augustine and other Christian theologians in the medieval
period as being evil, bad or wicked, in short ‘sinful,” whereas in the City of God Augustine
suggests that they would be caring, benevolent, virtuous, righteous and good, that is to say,
ethical or moral rather than unethical or immoral.

Augustine associates the selfishness of corrupted human nature, not only with the desire
to pursue money, wealth and property, but also with a libido dominandi: the desire to control,
dominate and oppress others, to bend them to our own will, in short to enslave them, which he
associates with egotism and self-love or pride. In his view, this is the dominant psychological
characteristic of all of those who inhabit the City of Man, whose conduct is influenced to a
considerable degree by this pattern of motivation. In the City of Man it is, he says, this ‘lust for
domination’ which ‘lords it over princes as over the nations it subjugates.’®! Indeed, his views
on this issue appear at times to offer a distant echo of the views of Friedrich Nietzsche on the
same subject.”> In Augustine’s case, it is suggested that the motivation for this particular
manifestation of egotism lies not so much in the sin of avarice or greed, but in that of pride. On

more than one occasion Augustine suggests that it is not money, but pride, that is the root of
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all evil. It is pride, he maintains, that is the start of every sin.”® It is above all man’s pride that
‘seeks to impose its own dominion on fellow men, in place of God’s rule.”%*

The distinction that Augustine draws between the two cities influences the way in which
he thinks about authority. As he puts it in The Literal Meaning of Genesis, so far as the notion
of authority is concerned we might again distinguish between these two cities, ‘one of them
exercising authority over its neighbour for its neighbour’s good, the other for its own.’®
Augustine distinguishes, therefore, between authority as it would exist in the City of God and
as it ought to exist in the City of Man, on the one hand, and authority as it actually exists in the
City of Man on the other. So far as the first of these two ways of thinking about authority is
concerned, Augustine follows Plato closely. He too is a paternalist who views regarding
authority are very much influenced by his understanding of the role of the male head of the
household within a patriarchal family. Norman H. Baynes has observed that Augustine’s ‘small

states would be like large human families.” He points out that, according to And;-as-Baynes

pemts-eut;-John Neville Figgis, has-also-stated-that-‘it is always on the analogy of the family
that Augustine thinks”.”%

When discussing authority relationships in the City of God and as they ought to be in
the City of Man, Augustine states that ‘both those put in authority and those subject to them
serve one another in love.”” Again, the model for this is that of the family or household. For it
is there Augustine claims, that we ought to find an ‘ordered agreement between those who live
together about giving and obeying orders.’® It is there, he suggests, that orders ought to be
‘given by those who are concerned for the interests of others.” Thus, for example, ‘the husband
gives orders to the wife, parents to children,” and ‘masters to servants’; while ‘those who are
the objects of this concern’ obey those orders; that is why ‘wives obey husbands, the children
obey their parents, the servants their masters.” Augustine insists, however, that ‘those who give

orders’ are or would be nevertheless also ‘the servants of those whom they appear to
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command,’ for they ‘do not,” or would not, ‘give orders because of a lust for domination but
from a dutiful concern for the interests of others, not with pride in taking precedence over
others, but with compassion in taking care of others.””® They would, in short, not rule in their
own interests, but rather (as parents are assumed to do with their children) in the interests of
those over whom they have authority. This way provides us with an indication of Augustine’s
views regarding how things ought to be, so far as the administration or management of non-
state social institutions, such as monasteries and schools, is concerned.

The implications of this view for those who wish to understand Augustine’s views
regarding administration er-managementiin the City of Man are plain. His remarks clearly
imply that in the City of Man, because of the egotism that is associated with the corruption of
human nature, there is a propensity for those administrators er-managers-who rule over others
in positions of authority, whether in the political institutions of the state or in non-state social
institutions, to rule unjustly in their own interests, rather than in the interests of their
subordinates. In the City of Man administrators are likely -ermanagers-wil-tend-to ‘give orders
because of a lust for domination’ rather than because of any ‘dutiful concern for the interests
of others” who are their subordinates. They will tend to rule over their subordinates not at all
‘with compassion in taking care of others,” but rather ‘with pride in taking precedence over
others.”100

It should be noted at this point that, so far as relationships of authority are concerned,
paternalism on the one hand and authoritarianism on the other are the only two possibilities
that Augustine considers. In both cases, of course, he adopts what is very much a top-down
rather than a bottom up way of thinking. I have difficulty, therefore, accepting T. J. van Bavel’s
claim that a monastery, as Augustine conceived of it, might be said to be a democratic

institution. It seems to me, rather, that the very opposite is the case.
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We saw earlier that in Augustine’s view ‘human society is generally divided against
itself.” One of the things that Augustine means by this is that it is riven with conflict. Hence
the need for peace and order at any price. However, another of the things that Augustine has in
mind is that all of the authority relationships that exist in the City of Man tend to be
relationships of domination and oppression. Augustine suggests that in the City of Man those
administrators er-managers-who occupy positions of authority are likely to be driven by ‘the
lust for domination.’!! Consequently, they will always be tempted to seek ‘to impose their will
on other peoples’ lives’ and, if they can ‘to subject them,’ to make them obedient to their ‘beck
and call.”'92 Augustine states explicitly at one point that in the City of Man ‘one part of it’
always ‘oppresses another, when it finds itself the stronger.’!?® According to Augustine, this
explains the origins of slavery, the emergence of just two basic categories of person in the City
of Man, namely masters and their slaves. The implication, of course, is that in the City of God
there would be no slavery at all, of any kind.

Despite his acknowledgement of the existence of domination, oppression and injustice
within the City of Man, Augustine follows St. Paul, in his Epistle to the Romans, and strongly
emphasises the importance of passive or blind, unquestioning obedience to the commands of
the administrators er-managers-who are in positions of authority there. In the City of God
Augustine closely associates the egotism of corrupted human nature with a tendency to
challenge er-guestion-the authority of one’s superiors, whether in political society or in social
institutions such as monasteries, to refuse to blindly obey their orders without questioning
them, and perhaps to refuse to obey those orders at all. This ‘sin’ of disobedience is indeed
man’s first or original sin, as the story of the ‘fall of man’ is told in the Book of Genesis.'** 1t

is the sin of pride, of getting ideas that are above one’s station, both in society and in the world.

[X13 2% 9

As Augustine puts it, “pride is the start of every kind of sin”,” but ‘what is pride except a

longing for a perverse kind of exaltation?’!% When-arguingin-this-way,—Augustine-asstmes
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Augustine’s views regarding authority apply -de-apphyto the rulers of political societies,

for example kings or emperors. Augustine often appears to be thinking of political rule, or of
relationships of political authority in the traditional sense of the term, which have to do with
the state and its coercive laws. It should be emphasised, however, that Augustine’s views
alsode have a mere-general-er-a-wider application. For example, they also apply to those who
are in positions of authority, at a lower level of officialdom, within non-state social institutions
such as monasteries. So far as the latter are concerned, Augustine seems oblivious to the
possibility that administrative officials who are charged with the responsibility for the
administration managementof the affairs of these institutions mighteeuld abuse their authority.
Nor does he allow for the possibility that they might legitimately be criticised and held to

account whenever they do so.

Augustine on Slavery in Social Institutions
In the City of God Augustine argues that subordinates who obey the commands of their
administrators-er-managers; who are in positions of authority over them, as he thinks they ought
to do, are not morally responsible for their own actions-that-they-perform. Rather, they should
be thought of as being nothing more than puppets or automata. They are, he says, nothing more
than ‘instruments’ for carrying out the will of their superiors.!% These remarks, combined with
what Augustine says about the duties of the monks, suggest that, he associates authority with

a justified demand, made by superiors, for blind, unquestioning, but nevertheless voluntary
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obedience to their commands on the part of their subordinates. Janet Coleman has suggested
that for Augustine this principle applies especially in the case of the ‘institutional employees’
of the state, for example soldiers and public officials such as ‘hangmen.’'%” However, there is
no reason to think that Augustine would not have wished to apply the same principle in the
case of other institutional roles also. As we saw earlier, when discussing Augustine’s views
regarding the need for discipline, he certainly seems to have thought that this principle applies
within a monastery.

The above passage from the City of God is of considerable interest and has been cited
more than once, for example by Aquinas in his Summa Theologiae.'*® One reason for this is
because Augustine’s demand for blind, unquestioning obedience is something that he evidently
considered to be appropriate in all authority relationships everywhere, whether within the
family or household, within monasteries or other civil society institutions, or within the
political institutions associated with the state. This is an attitude that was inherited by Christian
theologians after Augustine, including Aquinas. As Anton Hermann Chroust has noted,'?” ‘the
unquestioning submission of man to his superiors became a basic rule of the natural law,’ as it

was understood throughout the medieval period.*** The demand for such obedience It+-has been

the target of criticism ever since then, especially of course-by-those-wheo-are-asseeciated-with

the eighteenth century. For example, the rejection of this demand lies at the heart of Immanuel

Kant’s understanding of the Age of Enlightenment.!!!

Another reason why Augustine’s remarks concerning authority are interesting is because
his belief that individual human beings have been in some way reduced to the status of mere
automata, things or instruments whose sole function or raison-d’etre in life is to
unquestioningly obey the commands of a superior in authority over them, who possesses the

power to coerce or punish them (whether physically or in some other way), is commonly
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regarded as one of the characteristics of slavery. Again-therefore-we-have-the-suggestion-that

is-basiealby-autheritarian—When defending the principle of authority in social institutions or

elsewhere, Augustine goes so far that in effect he reduces all subordinates to a condition of

servitude.

According to Augustine, the master of these ‘veluntary-slaves’ within a monastery is, in

the first instance, the individual who occupies the role of the superior, and who has authority
and overall responsibility for the administration of its affairs. In the final analysis, however,
there is only one Master, namely God, who has the ultimate responsibility for the

administration er-management-of the entire world in general and of everything that it contains.

In On the Literal Meaning of Genesis, Augustine states explicitly that God is and ought to be
‘the lord and master of obedient subordinates.’'!? He argues there that human beings both are
and ought to be the ‘servants and slaves’ of God. Moreover, he maintains that this relationship

of servitude is ‘for our benefit and welfare, not for his.”!13

In Augustine’s view, then, hierarchical relationships of authority within social and
political institutions generally might be said to constitute a system. Within this system, no
individual human being should be regarded as morally responsible for any of the things that

they do or fail to do, provided #-they do it because they have been commanded to do so by a

superior who is in authority over them. Hannah—Arendt—an—enthusiastie—student—of St
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Conclusion

On the whole Augustine’s view of the hierarchical social and political institutions in the society
of his day is that they are legitimate because they are integral components of God’s divine plan.
Consequently, he attempts to justify the conduct of those administrators er-managers-who are
in positions of authority within these institutions, rather than to criticise them. As in the case
of his defence of the coercive power of the state, Augustine believes that those who are
dominated orand enslaved by these institutions deserve to be so because they are sinners. Their
enslavement is a punishment for their sins. According to Augustine, ethical life properly so-
called, together with the final over-coming of all social relationships of domination and
servitude, could occur only in the City of God. In his view, it is only after the redemption of
humanity’s sins that there would no longer be a state and coercive laws. More to the point
however, in the present context, it is only in the City of God that there would no longer be any
administration, -er-management;-as it is these-things-are-presently constituted in the City of
Man. This might perhaps be said to be the utopian dimension to St. Augustine’s views
regarding the politics of social institutions.

This does not, however, necessarily imply that for Augustine administration, —er
management;-or indeed relationships of order, hierarchy and authority, would be entirely absent
from the City of God. Augustine does not on the whole think that the difference between the
City of Man and the City of God is that order, hierarchy and authority exist within the former,

whereas they do not in the latter. For example, at one point in The City of God Augustine states
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that although it is unclear ‘what will be the grades of honour and glory’ that will exist in the
City of God, nevertheless that ‘there will be such distinctions; of that there can be no doubt.”!!3
There are occasions, then, when Augustine associates even the ‘perfectly ordered and
completely harmonious fellowship’ that would exist in the City of God with an hierarchical
social and political order which would persons in positions of authority who issue commands
to their subordinates, who it is assumed would voluntarily obey those commands without
questioning them, as small children obey their parents.!'® In his view, therefore, even in the
City of God there would be a need for a certain kind of administration-er-management, which
he thinks would be non-coercive and ethically defensible.

It should be noted, however, that Augustine does not always argue in this way. For
example at one point he argues that in the City of God there would no longer be any need for
superiors in positions of authority. Nor would it ‘be a necessary duty’ there ‘to give orders to
men [sic].” This is because there would be no need there for anybody ‘to be concerned for the
welfare of those who are already in the felicity of that immortal state.”’'!” On this occasion at
least, if not elsewhere, Augustine suggests that what is significant about the society of the City
of God is that within it there would be no social hierarchy, no relationships of authority, or of

superiority and subordination, and therefore also no longer any need for administration e

management of any kind. Although it is ol course a minority position i Augustine’s own

The account of Augustine’s views that is offered above implies that in his opinion, at

least some of the time, so far as the City of Man is concerned there is no distinction at all to be
made between authority on the one hand and domination on the other. This is so because, as

Augustine sees it, all social relations involving the giving of orders by administrators e
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managers-in positions of authority and the taking of those orders by their subordinates, are of
necessity nothing more than power relations which involve the pursuit of self-interest by
superiors and their attempted domination or enslavement of those who occupy positions
beneath them in an institutional hierarchy. According to this reading, given Augustine’s views
regarding the corruption of human nature, the presentation of these authority relations as ethical
relations, which are associated with role obligations, and which involve differential and
asymmetrical relative rights and duties for those who occupy the social roles in question, can
be nothing more than a fiction or a mystification which disguises the true character of the social
relation in question as Augustine understands it.

There are occasions when Augustine’s remarks about corrupted human nature in the
City of Man clearly imply that in his view institutional life, or ethical life within existing society
and its institutions, especially the relationship that exists between superiors and their
subordinates, can be nothing more than a manifestation of the attempted enslavement of the
latter by the former. Augustine’s The City of God contains, therefore, the seeds of a possible
critique of managerialism and of the abuse of power in contemporary social institutions.-''® It
must be conceded, however, that any reading of Augustine along these lines would be a highly
selective and therefore also a controversial one. Such a reading would constitute an

appropriation of just some of Augustine’s ideas on the subject of administration, is-particular

subjeet;rather than an attempt to present a balanced interpretation of his thinking wiews-as a

whole.!"® For those who accept that it is permissible to read Augustine in this way. his views

could be of interest to students of business ethics or critical management studies, especially

those who are concerned with a type of the micro-politics which has to do with the uses and

abuses of power by managers in contemporary social institutions.
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