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What Does It Take To Be "A People"?
ST. AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO

St. Augustine of Hippo, The City of God (5th century A.D.).

The Sack of Rome by the Visigoths in 410 left a once-proud and powerful empire reeling. How
could “the Eternal City” fall to barbarian invaders, ransacking her ancient streets, plundering her
priceless treasures? Some Romans blamed Christianity: had Rome not abandoned her ancestral
gods, she would have been spared. St. Augustine of Hippo argued otherwise. In The City of God
(426), he mounts a spirited defense of Christianity and its salutary effects on Rome. In the course
of his argument, Augustine undertakes a penetrating analysis of fundamental political concepts
that not only illuminates the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, but also provides categories by
which to evaluate any regime, including our own.

Augustine entertains two possible definitions of “a people.” The first, as presented in Cicero’s De
Republica, is a robust and demanding one, according to which “a people” is an assemblage bound
together by a common dedication to what is right and ruled by true justice; only a body politic
thus constituted deserves the name “republic” or “commonwealth,” for only in a rightly ordered,
just city is the “weal of the people” attained. The second definition is more modest: an assemblage
of men bound together by a common love, the object of which can be high and noble or debased
and low. The preamble of our Constitution reflects something of the first, even if it is prospective
and aspirational. We are a people united in a common pursuit of justice to promote the general
welfare, the commonweal. Are we still this people?

The excerpts that follow are taken from St. Augustine's The City of God which was written in the
early 5th century.

Book XIX.21

This, then, is the place where I should fulfill the promise gave in the second book of this work,
and explain, as briefly and clearly as possible, that if we are to accept the definitions laid down
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by Scipio in Cicero’s De Republica, there never was a Roman republic; for he briefly defines a
republic as the good of the people. And if this definition be true, there never was a Roman
republic, for the people’s good was never attained among the Romans. For the people,
according to his definition, is an assemblage associated by a common acknowledgment of right
and by a community of interests. And what he means by a common acknowledgment of right
he explains at large, showing that a republic cannot be administered without justice. Where,
therefore, there is no true justice there can be no right. For that which is done by right is justly
done, and what is unjustly done cannot be done by right. For the unjust inventions of men are
neither to be considered nor spoken of as rights; for even they themselves say that right is that
which flows from the fountain of justice, and deny the definition which is commonly given by
those who misconceive the matter, that right is that which is useful to the stronger party. Thus,
where there is not true justice there can be no assemblage of men associated by a common
acknowledgment of right, and therefore there can be no people, as defined by Scipio or Cicero;
and if no people, then no good of the people, but only of some promiscuous multitude
unworthy of the name of people. Consequently, if the republic is the good of the people, and
there is no people if it be not associated by a common acknowledgment of right, and if there is
no right where there is no justice, then most certainly it follows that there is no republic where
there is no justice. Further, justice is that virtue which gives every one his due. Where, then, is
the justice of man, when he deserts the true God and yields himself to impure demons? Is this
to give every one his due? Or is he who keeps back a piece of ground from the purchaser, and
gives it to a man who has no right to it, unjust, while he who keeps back himself from the God
who made him, and serves wicked spirits, is just?

[T]he city of the ungodly, which did not obey the command of God that it should
offer no sacrifice save to Him alone, and which, therefore, could not give to the soul
its proper command over the body, nor to the reason its just authority over the
vices, is void of true justice.

This same book, De Republica, advocates the cause of justice against injustice with great force
and keenness. The pleading for injustice against justice was first heard, and it was asserted
that without injustice a republic could neither increase nor even subsist, for it was laid down
as an absolutely unassailable position that it is unjust for some men to rule and some to serve;
and yet the imperial city to which the republic belongs cannot rule her provinces without
having recourse to this injustice. It was replied in behalf of justice, that this ruling of the
provinces is just, because servitude may be advantageous to the provincials, and is so when
rightly administered—that is to say, when lawless men are prevented from doing harm. And
further, as they became worse and worse so long as they were free, they will improve by
subjection. To confirm this reasoning, there is added an eminent example drawn from nature:
for why, it is asked, does God rule man, the soul the body, the reason the passions and other
vicious parts of the soul? This example leaves no doubt that, to some, servitude is useful; and,
indeed, to serve God is useful to all. And it is when the soul serves God that it exercises a right
control over the body; and in the soul itself the reason must be subject to God if it is to govern
as it ought the passions and other vices. Hence, when a man does not serve God, what justice
can we ascribe to him, since in this case his soul cannot exercise a just control over the body,
nor his reason over his vices? And if there is no justice in such an individual, certainly there
can be none in a community composed of such persons. Here, therefore, there is not that
common acknowledgment of right which makes an assemblage of men a people whose affairs



we call a republic. And why need I speak of the advantageousness, the common participation
in which, according to the definition, makes a people? For although, if you choose to regard the
matter attentively, you will see that there is nothing advantageous to those who live godlessly,
as every one lives who does not serve God but demons, whose wickedness you may measure
by their desire to receive the worship of men though they are most impure spirits, yet what I
have said of the common acknowledgment of right is enough to demonstrate that, according to
the above definition, there can be no people, and therefore no republic, where there is no
justice…

Book XIX.23

And therefore, where there is not this righteousness whereby the one supreme God rules the
obedient city according to His grace, so that it sacrifices to none but Him, and whereby, in all
the citizens of this obedient city, the soul consequently rules the body and reason the vices in
the rightful order, so that, as the individual just man, so also the community and people of the
just, live by faith, which works by love, that love whereby man loves God as He ought to be
loved, and his neighbor as himself—there, I say, there is not an assemblage associated by a
common acknowledgment of right, and by a community of interests. But if there is not this,
there is not a people, if our definition be true, and therefore there is no republic; for where
there is no people there can be no republic.

Book XIX.24

But if we discard this definition of a people, and, assuming another, say that a people is an
assemblage of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of
their love, then, in order to discover the character of any people, we have only to observe what
they love. Yet whatever it loves, if only it is an assemblage of reasonable beings and not of
beasts, and is bound together by an agreement as to the objects of love, it is reasonably called a
people; and it will be a superior people in proportion as it is bound together by higher
interests, inferior in proportion as it is bound together by lower. According to this definition of
ours, the Roman people is a people, and its good is without doubt a commonwealth or republic.
But what its tastes were in its early and subsequent days, and how it declined into sanguinary
seditions and then to social and civil wars, and so burst asunder or rotted off the bond of
concord in which the health of a people consists, history shows, and in the preceding books I
have related at large. And yet I would not on this account say either that it was not a people, or
that its administration was not a republic, so long as there remains an assemblage of
reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of love. But what I
say of this people and of this republic I must be understood to think and say of the Athenians
or any Greek state, of the Egyptians, of the early Assyrian Babylon, and of every other nation,
great or small, which had a public government. For, in general, the city of the ungodly, which
did not obey the command of God that it should offer no sacrifice save to Him alone, and
which, therefore, could not give to the soul its proper command over the body, nor to the
reason its just authority over the vices, is void of true justice.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) is a Doctor of the Church.

The passages were selected and introduced by Jeanne Schindler. Dr. Schindler is a Fellow of the
John Paul II Institute. Until 2013 she was an associate professor at Villanova University. Dr.
Schindler’s intellectual interests are interdisciplinary, integrating philosophy, theology, and
political science. She has lectured and published in a variety of areas, including Catholic social
thought and democratic theory. She edited Christianity and Civil Society: Catholic and Neo-
Calvinist Perspectives (2008) and co-edited with her husband, D.C. Schindler, A Robert



Spaemann Reader (Oxford University Press, 2015). Dr. Schindler is a homeschooling mother of
three children.




