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“Eo ipso tempore dubitationis meae” (conf. 5.14.25):
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Abstract.  The generally accepted account of the problem of skepticism in Augustine is inadequate and an alternative approach is necessary.  According to the accepted account, Augustine temporarily embraces the Academic philosophers, resolutely overcomes their skepticism, and irrevocably receives a grace that enables and accepts a faith that requires him to believe many things that skeptics do not and cannot.  Thus faith has nothing to do with doubt; it is in no way based on it; it is diametrically opposed to it.  In brief:  Conversion negates skepticism.  But this interpretation of the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians is not legitimate because it posits a categorical disjunction between Augustinianism and skepticism that is not valid.  An alternative approach, whose pivotal point is not the crass dichotomy between Augustinian dogmatism and Academic relativism but the fine distinction between Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism, is appropriate.  The alternative approach yields not only a novel interpretation of the relationship between Augustine and the skeptics but also a new understanding of the relation between faith and reason from an Augustinian perspective.

“O magni viri Academici!”  (conf. 6.11.18)                              “Isti homines … caducarii sunt ….”  (b. vita 2.16)

1.  Protreptic:  The question of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion

Skepticism about Augustine’s skepticism.  A salient but seldom raised issue in regard to Augustine’s conversion is the striking divergence of scholarly opinion about his involvement with skepticism.  If one restricts the scope of the inquiry mainly and mostly to recent literature in English, then several pivotal patterns emerge.

Some scholars dogmatically claim that Augustine was a skeptic.  For example, speaking about the “radical scepticism” of Augustine’s “sceptical period”, Chadwick says:  “At Milan [in 384] his lost belief in Mani was replaced by a scepticism about the possibility of any certainty.  He devoured the writings of sceptical philosophers of the Academic school telling him that certainty is not available except in questions of pure mathematics.”
  According to Cary, Augustine informs the reader that he “adopted the skeptical attitude”:  “Augustine tells us that in the interval between his disenchantment with Manicheism and his discovery of Platonism he adopted the skeptical attitude of withholding assent from all truth claims ….”
  Wills, too, employs the language of “adoption” to describe Augustine’s attitude toward the Academicians:  “It [the summer of 384] was also the time when Augustine, having read himself away from Manicheism with Cicero’s help, adopted Cicero’s own skepticism of the new Academy.”
  According to O’Daly, Augustine was indeed “a temporary skeptic”:  “Yet [Augustine’s] growing dissatisfaction with Manichaeism, whose dogmatic dualism he had embraced as an eighteen-year-old in 372, made him a temporary skeptic in about 383 or 384, at a particularly insecure and unstable period of his life.”
  These are, of course, not the only people who hold this position.  The point, however, has been made.

Other scholars are skeptical about whether Augustine was a skeptic.  For example, Kavanagh describes the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians thus:  “After [Augustine] had discovered that the doctrine of the Manicheans, who had attracted him by their clamorous claim of truth, was confused and pernicious materialism, he became acquainted with the skepticism of the New Academy.  Like many others before and after, this young seeker after truth may well have been occasionally tempted to despair of the existence of truth and a rational meaning of the world.  He himself confessed that skepticism had threatened to rob him of his interest and energy.”
  So Augustine was “acquainted” with but did not “adopt” Academic skepticism, while skepticism itself amounted to nothing more than an ‘occasional temptation and threat’ for him.  To be sure, O’Meara does not dispute the attraction:  “[Augustine] naturally gravitated towards the scepticism of the New Academy.”
  None the less, he does deny an adoption:  “… [Augustine] was never a convinced Academic:  his own temperament did not take easily to scepticism; and it was the nature of this scepticism to be sceptical of itself as well as everything else.”
  Boulding goes so far as to make no mention at all of the Academicians or of skepticism in the otherwise detailed introduction to her translation of the Confessions.

Still other scholars take an ephectic approach to Augustine’s supposed skepticism.  For example, O’Connell doubts whether Augustine fully commits to “Academicism”:  “[Augustine] realized he could no longer continue as a Manichee; the skepticism of Academic philosophy now made a strong appeal to him, but since the name of Christ was missing from it … he could not fully commit himself to Academicism.”
  Matthews prefers the language of ‘attraction’ to that of ‘adoption’:  “In Rome at the beginning of his stay in Italy Augustine grew increasingly dissatisfied with Manicheism, to which he had provisionally given his allegiance in Carthage.  He found himself attracted to the sceptical viewpoint of the Academics, the followers of Arcesilaus and the New Academy, who ‘held that everything was a matter of doubt and asserted that we can know nothing for certain’ (Confessiones V.10.19).”
  Harrison cautiously finds that Augustine alludes to “a period of scepticism in the Confessions”:  “On finally breaking with [the Manicheans] Augustine despaired of ever finding the truth, and hints at a period of scepticism in the Confessions.”
  So some scholars find an irreducible indeterminacy in the matter of Augustine’s alleged skepticism.

There is more than merely prima facie evidence here, then, that the question about the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians is still an open one.  In spite of this, a few scholars take a very firm view of the matter.  For example, King writes with remarkable assurance:  “When Augustine became disillusioned with Manichaeanism in 383, he despaired of finding the truth and went through a period of being a skeptic.  Consequently, he had an insider’s knowledge of skepticism, though he never apprenticed himself to any skeptical school.  Eventually his reading of ‘platonist books’ convinced him that skepticism was mistaken.  …  Against the Academicians is … a manifesto written by a former skeptic presenting himself for the first time as a platonist and a Christian.”
  Of those who would be skeptical of Augustine’s skepticism, King says pointedly:  “Some scholars have questioned this claim [that Augustine despaired of finding the truth and went through a period of being a skeptic] ….”
  On the contrary, King continues forcefully:  “Yet Augustine was more than sympathetic to [the Academicians].”
  Then he adds for good measure:  “Augustine … defended the view of the Academicians, and did so publicly.”
  Finally, King concludes with what is intended as an admonishment:  “It is understandable that Augustine should later want to minimize his attachment to the Academicians … but we need not follow his example.”
  Such strong statements should be received, however, not as dispositive but as hortatory.  As such, they could serve not to finish off but to start up the discussion about the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians.

The devil does indeed lurk in the details.  Several scholars have indicated how extraordinarily difficult it is to achieve clarity and certainty about the specific details of the role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion experience or in his conversion narrative.
  Also, a cursory comparison of the view of King with the interpretation of O’Donnell yields a sharp contrast:  “A. does not say that he gave his head to the Academics, only that he began to think that they might be right.”
  Moreover, as Fox keenly notes:  “… in 383/4, [Augustine’s] Manichean faith collapses.  It is badly damaged by reading pagan Academic, or ‘Sceptical’, philosophy which exhorts him to doubt.  Even so, he refuses to doubt his inherited allegiance to Christianity.  Once again, he tells us, he fights shy of pagan philosophy because it does not base itself on Christ.  So he decides, despite his scepticism, to put himself down as a catechumen again in Milan’s church.”
  As it turns out, Augustine’s basic stance is to be skeptical, and to be especially so of Academic skepticism.  But Augustine never doubts everything.

Yet the difficulties surrounding Augustine’s skepticism cannot be disposed of with any facility, even by those who know Augustine best.  For example, the judicious Brown first says:  “The Academics had seemed to [Augustine] to deny that the human mind could ever reach truth.  Augustine never adopted this radical view wholeheartedly.”
  But further on he also writes:  “One thing was certain [in the fall of 386]:  Augustine could renounce the sceptical position of the New Academy.  The first work that he wrote from his philosophical ‘retreat’ in Cassiciacum, was directed against such scepticism.”
  Now one has to wonder whether it not be odd that someone is supposed to have merely renounced—and not ‘completely’ renounced—something that they had never “wholeheartedly” held in the first place.  Justifiably, then, Bonner warns how easy it is then to be misled when one is talking about the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians or their skepticism:  “How long [Augustine] remained under the influence of the Academics, we do not know.  …  Altogether, it is misleading to talk, in any but the widest sense, of a period of Academic scepticism in Augustine’s life.”
  Finally, Stock remarks perceptively:  “The Academics, to whom [Augustine] was attracted on arriving in Rome [in 383], questioned his assumptions but offered no positive direction.”
  These highly nuanced views must also be taken into account.

Quot interpretatores, tot interpretationes.
  What, then, is one to do?  Clearly, not to craft another essay on how to discern difficulties but rather to create some prospect of progress toward a solution to the problem of skepticism in Augustine.

Sources.  To accomplish this task, one has no alternative but to begin with the testimony of Augustine himself.  In doing so, one should heed what Rist says about Augustine and “radical skepticism”:  “Unlike almost every other thinker of late antiquity, Augustine took radical skepticism seriously and was driven by his own experiences to attempt to find answers to it.”
  Hence it is advisable to take the relation between Augustinianism and skepticism, Academic or other, as seriously as Augustine takes skepticism, Academic or other.  Doing so allows certain themes in Augustine’s dealings with Academic skepticism to emerge as foundational:

1.1.  Project.  In Against the Academicians (386/387)
 Augustine reveals how he views the final result of the formal disputation with the Academicians (c. Acad. 3.20.43):

“Meanwhile, I have convinced myself, as far as I have been able to do so, that what I have said here about the Academicians is ‘plausible’.  Yet, if it is false, then it does not matter to me; for me it is enough that I no longer [iam non] think that the truth cannot be found by the human being.  On the other hand, whoever thinks that the Academicians felt this way should listen to Cicero himself.  He says, namely, that it was their custom to conceal their view and that they were not accustomed to reveal it to anyone who had not lived among them up to old age.  To be sure, God knows what that view was; none the less, I think that it was the view of Plato.  Yet, so that you may receive my entire intention in brief:  however human wisdom may handle itself, I see that I have not yet [nondum] perceived it.  But, although I am in the thirty-third year of my life, I do not think that I should despair of reaching it someday [quandoque].  Still, after having contemned all the other things that mortals think to be good, I did intend to devote myself to investigating wisdom.  Given the fact that the arguments of the Academicians used seriously to deter me from this business, I think that I am sufficiently protected against these arguments by this disputation.  Moreover, no one doubts that we are impelled to learn by the two-fold weight of authority as well as of reason.  I am resolved, therefore, to depart from the authority of Christ in absolutely nothing.  For I do not find any more powerful authority.  However, as for what is to be pursued by the most subtle reasoning––my present state is [iam sum affectus] such, namely, that I am impatient in my desire to apprehend what is true not only by believing but also by understanding––I am confident that in the meantime [interim] I shall find it in the Platonists, and that it will not be inconsistent with our religion.”

Thus Augustine states that, although he has “not yet” perceived human wisdom, he “no longer” thinks that the human being cannot find the truth.  For Augustine does not despair of reaching this wisdom “someday”, and thus he will continue to strive for it.  By implication, Augustine is admitting that he did once think, as he also understood the Academicians to think, that the human being cannot reach human wisdom.

1.2.  Duration.  In On the Happy Life (386​/387) Augustine recounts the main philosophical stations on the long way of his intellectual, moral, and spiritual odyssey from Manicheism via skepticism to Catholicism (b. vita 1.4):

“From the nineteenth year of my life, after I had encountered in the school of rhetoric that book of Cicero which is called ‘Hortensius’, I was inflamed by such a great love of philosophy that I considered devoting myself to it at once.  But there were clouds to confound my course, and for a long time, I admit, to lead me into error; I looked up to stars that were setting in the ocean.  For a certain childish superstition used to frighten me away from investigation itself—when I became more resolute, I then dispelled that darkness, and I persuaded myself to trust those who taught me rather than those who commanded me—and I fell in with human beings [the Manicheans] to whom the very light that is discerned by our eyes was seen to be among supremely divine things to be revered.  I did not agree, but I thought that they were concealing something important in those wrappings which they were someday going to reveal.  Yet, at that point at which I had examined and escaped them, and especially after I had crossed this sea, the Academicians then determined my directions for a long time [diu gubernacula mea … Academici tenuerunt], resisting all the winds in the midst of the waves.  And now I have come to this part of the world; here I have learned of the North Star to which I entrusted myself.  For I have noted, many times in the sermons of our bishop [Ambrose of Milan], and sometimes in discussions with you, [Manlius Theodorus], that one should not then think about anything corporeal at all when one is thinking about God, or about the soul—for of all things this is the one nearest to God.  But the allures of a wife and the attractions of a reputation held me back, I admit, from flying swiftly to the bosom of philosophy, and not until I had pursued these things did I at last speed away with full sails and with all oars for that refuge—this is granted only to the happiest few—and there find repose.  But, after I had read only a very few books of Plotinus—of whom, I have learned, you are most fond—and also having compared with these books, as far as I was able to do so, the authority of those who have passed along the divine mysteries, I was so inflamed that I would have broken away from all my anchors, had not the judgment of some human beings made an impression on me.  What else was left, therefore, but that a storm, which is thought to be unfavorable, would rescue me as I was lingering over trivialities?  And thus so great a pain in my chest seized me that, unable to sustain the burden of that profession by which I was perhaps making sail for the Sirens, I threw everything overboard and I steered my leaky and weary vessel to the tranquility that I desired.”

The philosophy of the Academicians, along with that of Cicero and that of Plotinus, appears to have made a lasting impression on Augustine.  The remark that “the Academicians … determined my directions for a long time” is especially noteworthy.  The question is:  For how long a time did they “determine” his “directions”?  More precisely:  What is the terminus a quo and the terminus ad quem of this diu?

1.3.  Effect.  In the Letter to Hermogenianus (late 386/early 387) Augustine seeks to correct a wrong impression, namely, that it was more satisfying for him to subjugate the Academicians than to liberate himself from their skepticism (ep. 1.3):

For this reason, because I hold your sincere judgment about my writings to be most pleasing, and because I hold you [Hermogenianus] in such high esteem that, in my opinion, error cannot be found in your prudence, nor pretense in your friendship, I ask that you consider that point more carefully and that you write back to me whether you give your approval to what at the end of the third book [of Against the Academicians] I thought should be believed, perhaps more as a suspicion than as a certainty, but as something more useful, I think, than incredible.  But, whatever may be the case with those writings, I am not as pleased that, as you write, I have “conquered” the Academicians—for you write this perhaps more out of love than out of sincerity—as that I have broken for myself that most odious snare [odiosissimum retinaculum] by which I was being held back from the breast of philosophy out of a despair about the true [desperatio veri], which is the food of the soul.

Thus Augustine describes Academic skepticism as “that most odious snare” involving “a despair about the true” that temporarily ‘prevented him from doing philosophy’.  But he does not say that he was ever an Academic skeptic.  To endorse the philosophy of the Academicians and to be ensnared by it are two substantially different things.

1.4.  Involvement.  In On the Usefulness of Believing (391/392) Augustine indicates how the Manicheans led him into error, how the Academicians kept him from truth, and how he as a skeptic was also skeptical of Academic skepticism (util. cred. 8.20):

For, as I left you [Honoratus] to cross the sea, already delaying and hesitating as to what I should hold on to and as to what I should let go of—my vacillation kept increasing from day to day since I heard that human being [Faustus], as you know, whose coming to us had been promised from heaven, as it were, to explain all the things that concerned us, and I recognized that, except for a certain eloquence, he was just like the rest of them—once established in Italy, I took counsel with myself and I held a great deliberation, not about whether I would remain in that sect into which I regretted having fallen [Manicheism], but about how the true should be found, the true for which I longed with sighs better known to no one than to you.  Often [Saepe] it seemed to me that the true could not be found, and the great waves of my thoughts were carried off in the direction of the Academicians [magnique fluctus cogitationum mearum in Academicorum suffragium ferebantur].  Then again, often [Saepe rursus] I sensed, as far as I was able to do so, the human mind to be so vivacious, so sagacious, and so perspicacious, and I thought that, if the truth were concealed from it, then it could only be because the mode of inquiry concealed it from the mind, and that this very mode itself had to be taken up by some divine authority.  It remained to find out what that authority was, since in such great dissensions every one promised that he would be the one to deliver it.  Accordingly, there loomed before me an impenetrable forest which I was very loath indeed to enter, and in the midst of these things my mind was disturbed without any repose with the desire of finding the true.  More and more, however, I was dissuading myself from those whom I had already determined to abandon.  Yet in such perils there remained no other alternative than for me, with tears and pleas, to implore divine providence to help me, and this I did unremittingly.  And now some disputations of the Bishop of Milan had almost moved me to wish to inquire, not without some hope, into many things concerning the Old Testament itself, which things, as you know, we used to execrate, since they had been ill commended to us, and I had determined to be a catechumen in the Church, to which I had been committed by my parents, until I should either find what I wanted or convince myself that the search need not be made.

With an ambivalent attitude toward Academic skepticism (“often … often”), Augustine was zigzagging between diffidence and confidence about the power of the human mind to know the truth (ibid.):  “Therefore, had there been someone who could have taught me at that time [tunc], he would have found me most ready and very docile.”

1.5.  Occasion.  In the Confessions (397/401) Augustine clarifies not so much his intimate personal association with, as rather his opportunistic philosophical attraction to, the Academicians in 383/384 (conf. 5.10.19):

And indeed there arose in me too the thought that those philosophers whom they call “Academicians” were more prudent than the rest, since they maintained that all things are to be doubted, and they claimed that nothing of the true can be apprehended by the human being.  For thus did they seem to me, too, clearly to have thought so, as they are popularly held to do, especially to one who did not yet understand their intention.

Augustine is describing not ‘a period of skepticism’ but “that time of [his] doubtfulness”, during which he philosophized “in the manner of the Academicians”, to whom, among others, he refused to commit himself for a definite reason (5.14.25):

And thus, doubting all things and wavering on all things [dubitans de omnibus atque inter omnia fluctuans] in the manner of the Academicians [Academicorum more], as they are held to do, I resolved at least that the Manicheans should be abandoned, thinking at that time of my doubtfulness [eo ipso tempore dubitationis meae] that I should not remain in that sect, to which I was now preferring some philosophers, to which philosophers, however, I altogether refused to commit the healing of my feeble soul, since they were without the saving name of Christ.

Augustine also reports the essential sense of what he was thinking at the time of his transition from hearing Academicism to reading Neoplatonism (385/386) (6.11.18):

“What great men—the Academicians!  Nothing for the conduct of life can be apprehended with certainty.  Yet let us seek more diligently and not lose hope.”

Augustine found the Academicians then most attractive when he was no longer a Manichean and not yet a Catholic.  But whether he was, at that point, an Academic skeptic, is another matter.  Actually, Augustine seems to say that, even during the “time of [his] doubtfulness”, he advocated skepticism about Academicism.

1.6.  Achievement.  In On the Trinity (399/426) Augustine first provides numerous examples that militate against skepticism and then states that he regards his arguments against the Academicians as yielding closure in the dispute (Trin. 15.12.21):

And there are found other things that are effective against the Academicians, who contend that nothing can be known by the human being.  But there must be a limit, especially since we have not undertaken this task in this work.  There are three books of ours [Against the Academicians], written at an early time of our conversion [primo nostrae conversionis tempore], and the many arguments that have been devised by the Academicians against the perception of the truth will not at all sway anyone who is able and willing to read these books and who understands them once he has read them.

The lax designator “at an early time of our conversion” indicates that Augustine views his conversion both as a temporal event and as a temporalizing process.  But from this one cannot determine the temporality of his skepticism with any particular precision.

1.7.  Motivation.  In the Enchiridion (421/422) Augustine says that he wrote Against the Academicians to demonstrate that it is unwise not to give approval to anything, including to a conversion to the Christian way of life (ench. 7.20):

And I do not now have to take up the very knotty question that tormented the most clever human beings, the Academicians, namely, whether the wise man ought to give his approval to anything, lest he then fall into error if he were to give his approval to false things as true things, since all things, the Academicians affirm, are either hidden or uncertain.  For this reason, I composed three books [Against the Academicians] at the beginning of my conversion [in initio conversionis meae], so that the things that they said in opposition [to the view that the wise man ought to give his approval to anything] would not be a hindrance to us, as it were, at the entrance [in ostio] [to the Christian life].  And the despair of finding the truth, a despair that seemed to be strengthened by their arguments, had to be eliminated in any case.  With the Academicians, therefore, every error is thought to be a sin, a sin that can only then be avoided, they contend, if all assent be suspended.  Indeed, they say that anyone who assents to uncertain things is in error, and they argue in very clever but very shameless disputations that there is nothing certain in the impressions of human beings, because of the indistinguishable likeness to the false, even if what seems to be so were then perhaps true.  With us, however, the just man lives by faith.  But, if assent be taken away, then faith is taken away, because without assent nothing is believed.  And there are true things such that, although they may not seem to be so, unless one believes them, one cannot reach the happy life ….

Thus Augustine was thinking about the arguments of the Academicians until Against the Academicians.  But this does not mean that Augustine was an Academician until then.  For Augustine was clearly skeptical of Academicism distinctly before that.  Also, his dubitations about the Academic philosophy and his reservations about the Christian religion were not mutually exclusive but unquietly compossible.

1.8.  Evidence.  In On the City of God (413/427) Augustine sharply juxtaposes the wavering ambiguity of the New Academy and the resolute constancy of the Christian city as two vastly divergent forces in human theory and practice (civ. Dei 19.18):

But, as to that peculiarity which Varro alleges to be a characteristic of the New Academicians, for whom all things are uncertain, the city of God thoroughly detests such doubtfulness as madness, and, regarding matters which it apprehends by mind and by reason, it has indeed most certain knowledge, although its knowledge of them is slight because the corruptible body weighs down the soul (for, as the Apostle says, “we know in part”); and it trusts, in the evidentness of each thing [in rei cuiusque evidentia], the senses that the spirit uses by means of the body, since one who thinks that the senses should never be trusted is more wretchedly deceived [than one who thinks that the senses should be trusted and is sometimes deceived].  The city of God also believes in the Sacred Scriptures, both old and new, which we call “canonical”, whence has come that faith by which the just man lives and by which we walk without doubtfulness so long as we are absent from the Lord on our pilgrimage.  And, so long as this faith is sound and certain, we may without just blame doubt some things which we have perceived neither by sense nor by reason, and which have neither been revealed to us by the canonical Scriptures nor come to our knowledge through witnesses whom it is absurd not to believe.

Accordingly, evidence is not peculiar to the knowledge that reason yields.  For revelation involves evidence proper to the truths that faith accesses.  Nor do faith and reason together preclude all conceivable doubt.  Hence there is a kind of skepticism that transcends conversion.  But the radical doubtfulness of Academic skepticism is “madness”, since it destroys both trust in reason and trust in faith.

1.9.  Purpose.  In the Retractations (426/427) Augustine confirms that his philosophical purpose in writing “Against the Academicians or About the Academicians” (a distinction that makes a difference) was both personal and public (retr. 1.1.1):

Therefore, when I had relinquished the desirable things of this world, those which I had achieved or those which I had wanted to achieve, and I had devoted myself to the leisure of a Christian life, I then, before I was baptized, wrote, first [primum], Against the Academicians or About the Academicians [contra Academicos vel de Academicis], in order that, with the most cogent reasons that I could give, I might remove the arguments of the Academicians from my mind because they were disturbing me, arguments which generate in many people a despair of finding the true and prohibit the wise man from assenting to anything and from approving anything at all as if it were clear and certain, since to the Academicians all things would seem obscure and uncertain.  With the mercy as well as the help of the Lord, this has been accomplished.

Augustine is saying that he wrote Against the Academicians in order to take care of the skeptical arguments that were disturbing him at the time.  He is not saying that at the time of writing Against the Academicians he was a skeptic in the Academic sense.  Whether he was a skeptic in some other sense, is another matter.  Whether he was a skeptic, and in what other sense, at the time of the Retractations, is also a fair question.

Observations.  A careful review of the sources reveals several crucial things about the role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion:
  To begin with, Augustine’s philosophical and theological project is not only to seek truths but also to find the Truth.  Hence his pursuit of wisdom is saturated from start to finish with what common sense
 would not hesitate to call “skepticism”.  For the evidence will show that Augustine was a skeptic not by nurture but by nature.  Under the historical circumstances, Augustine speaks not of “skeptics” (the word and its variants are not found in his vocabulary) but of “Academicians” (Latin:  Academici); under the present circumstances, scholars of his life and thought talk of “skepticism” and of “Academicism”.  In fact, analytic Academic critique is one of three prominent philosophical orientations that exercise a continuous influence on Augustine; humanistic Ciceronian cultivation and ecstatic Platonic-Neoplatonic speculation are the other two.  Yet Augustine argues that Academicism, understood as the philosophy of the Academicians, is antithetical to the human pursuit of the truth because it denies that the human being can reach the truth.  True to his own self, Augustine, even as he “at the time of [his] doubtfulness” (conf. 5.14.25) is attracted to but does not adopt the approach of the Academicians, performs a critical zigzag between skeptical diffidence and dogmatic confidence with respect to human knowledge.  Thus, if Augustine is “doubting all things and wavering on all things in the manner of the Academicians” (ibid.), then he also doubts and wavers on (Latin dubitare:  “to waver”) what they themselves say.  Accordingly, the Academic philosophers are instrumental in helping Augustine to make a clean break with the Manicheans; mutatis mutandis, they will also make it more difficult for him to commit himself to Catholicism.  So Augustine says that “the Academicians … determined my directions for a long time” (b. vita 1.4).  In the narrow sense, Augustine’s doubtfulness perturbs him from 383/384 to 385/386, at which time he experiences conversion (July/August 386); in a broad sense, the arguments of the Academicians continue to disturb him until 386/387, at which time he writes Against the Academicians (fall/winter 386/387).  One cannot say that Augustine writes Against the Academicians as an Academician overcoming skepticism; one can say that he does it not only for himself but also for others.  On balance, Augustine attempts to counter Academic skepticism not only with knowledge but also with faith, indeed, first and foremost with faith.  Evidently, Augustine does not argue that an end result of the full cooperation of faith and reason will be the total cancellation of any and all doubt.  For faith seeks but does not always find understanding; the same holds for firm faith and adequate understanding.  Hence there is a significant distinction between Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism here.  Also, the continued existence of Augustinian skepticism is compatible with the complete elimination of Academic skepticism.  Therefore it would be a serious misunderstanding to reduce the question about Augustine’s skepticism to a query about his relationship to the Academicians and to their skepticism.  The dominant sense of “skepticism” in Augustine is not generically Academic but specifically Augustinian.


Skepticism about skepticism.  From a philosophical perspective, the skeptics are relatives in an extended family with a perplexing plethora of overlapping and underlapping resemblances.  The original and dominant leitmotif of skepticism (Greek skeptesthai:  “to consider”, “to examine”, “to observe”) is not doubt but quest, not dubitation but investigation, not theory but query.
  Etymologically, one finds in the English word skepticism the Indo-European root spek- (to observe), which also combines to yield such common modern words as perspective, inspection, and speculation, as well as aspect, circumspect, and suspect.
  As an applied approach to philosophical problems, skepticism is both as old and as new as philosophy itself.
  Indeed, philosophy could not be what it is or do what it does without a strong streak of skepticism in it.
  Hence the skeptical imperative:  Ask not what questions you can answer; ask rather what answers you can question!  What has been achieved by way of demonstrating the relevance of skepticism for the history of modern philosophy
 could also easily be accomplished for the significance of skepticism in the history of ancient philosophy.
  It is, moreover, hard to name a topic of postmodernism that is not addressed by the tropes of ancient skepticism.  Philosophy is perennial, and so is skepticism.
  Yet ancient skepticism involves not so much an abstract epistemological position as much rather a practical philosophical attitude—a way of life.
  In the case of Augustine, for example, the search is not so much for truths, that is, true things (vera), as much rather for the Truth (veritas), that is, God (e.g., conf. 1.5.6).  Thus the protagonist of the Confessions and the antagonist of the Academicians is looking for “the path of life” (conf. 6.2.2 [Ps. 15:11, Jn. 14:6]) or “the right way of life” (c. Acad. 1.5.13–1.5.14, 3.15.34).  In fact, Augustine’s chief criticism of Academic skepticism may be that, whereas the Academician is ever seeking but never finding, the Christian seeks and finds (ibid., 1.2.5–1.5.14, 2.3.9).

At some point, skepticism about skepticism in the history of philosophy and skepticism about skepticism in the life of Augustine inevitably intersect.  As Matthews indicates, one must question the motives that Augustine and other converts give for their actions.
  The pioneering work of MacMullen, as well, shows the complexity of conversion movements from a historical perspective.
  Also, Wilken provides balanced accounts of pagan perceptions of Christian conversion experiences and narratives that illustrate the need for judicious assessments of both sides.
  Furthermore, a study by Salzman, unrivaled both in scope and in depth, focuses on the connection between the macrocosmic level and the microcosmic level and performs an insightful induction:  “Perhaps the most influential conversion account is Augustine’s narrative in … the Confessions, written around 400 C.E.  …  Over time, Augustine’s theological opinions changed, as did … his view of himself and his own conversion.  Augustine’s text underscores the simple fact that conversion narratives are never disinterested; they are shaped by the concerns at the time they are told as the convert, in the present, tries to explain his past self to himself and to his or her audience.”
  Indeed, the conversion narrative of Augustine, that is, first and foremost the Confessions, is as interested as it is interesting.  This fact is most evident at the start of Book Ten of the Confessions, where the author invites the readers to eavesdrop on those (Donatists?) who would eavesdrop on him (10.1.1–10.5.7).  To be skeptical of Augustine’s conversion narrative means to be extra skeptical of that part of it which involves skepticism.

The general question emerges:  What is the nature and function of Augustine’s own skepticism and what is the relation between Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism?  The whole problem has three parts.  The first has to do with the nature of Augustine’s skepticism, synchronic or diachronic, and with its function in his conversion.  The second has to do with the relation between the skepticism of the agonizing Augustine and the skepticism of the doubting Academy.  The third has to do with the deeper issue of the relation between faith and reason as well as with the broader role that skepticism plays in the formation of evidentiary belief in all areas of human knowledge.  Section 1 of this essay has addressed the problem as a whole.  Section 3 will analyze aspect 1; section 4, aspect 2; and section 5, aspect 3.  Section 2 provides indispensable historical background information.  The essay is followed by an appendix on the legitimacy of the use of the expression “Augustinian skepticism”.

2.  A brief history of ancient skepticism from Plato to Cicero

Preliminary remarks.  To be sure, in Against the Academicians Augustine provides his own idiosyncratic but not idiotic interpretation of the history of ancient skepticism (c. Acad. 2.5.13–2.6.15, 3.17.37–3.19.42).  None the less, an independent understanding of the origin and evolution of ancient skepticism is indispensable for a sound evaluation of Augustine’s attitude toward the philosophy of the Academicians.
  For Academicism does not exhaust skepticism.  To recognize this, one need only zigzag methodically between Augustine’s account and others’ accounts of Academic skepticism.

2.1.  Several schools, one academy.  The “Academicians” (Latin:  Academici) are named after the Academy of Plato (427–347 B.C.E.) and the Platonists,
 arguably the most renowned of the famous ancient Greek schools of philosophy, the others being the Lyceum of Aristotle (384–322) and the Peripatetics,
 the Garden of Epicurus (341–271) and the Epicureans,
 and the Porch of Zeno (334–262) and the Stoics.
  Since the significant distinction between Platonism and Neoplatonism is hardly ancient and certainly not Augustinian, it would be an anachronistic distortion to project back into this “scholastic” picture a “new school” of Plotinus (204/205–270 C.E.) as well, including, for example, Porphyry (c. 233–309 C.E.) and Iamblichus (c. 242–327 C.E.) (c. Acad. 3.18.41; b. vita 1.4; conf. 7.9.13, 7.20.26, 8.2.3; civ. Dei 8.12, 10.2, 10.14, 10.30).
  Neoplatonic philosophers may represent Hellenic culture, but Neoplatonism is not representative of Hellenistic philosophy; Epicureanism, Stoicism, and, especially, Skepticism are.  In addition, only at one’s own peril does one neglect Diogenes of Sinope (c. 412/403–c. 324/321) and the Cynics (c. Acad. 3.19.42).
  Bracketing out the usual problems that then arise when one tries to date gradual processes as though they were discrete events, Hellenistic philosophy may be understood, not in the political sense, as dating from the death of Alexander the Great (323 B.C.E.) to the inauguration of the Emperor Augustus (29–27 B.C.E.), but in the intellectual sense, as extending from the founding of the school of Epicurus (306 B.C.E.) in Athens to the “Academic Schism” in the same city (88/87 B.C.E.).  Viewed thus, Hellenistic philosophy presents a robust and vivid picture, as it did to Augustine too (ibid., 3.7.15–3.8.17).
  In brief, it is possible, though not universally conventional, to distinguish five—rather than three—stages in the evolution of the Academy from its founding by the philosopher Plato (soon after 388/387 B.C.E.) to its closing by the Emperor Justinian (529 C.E.).

2.1.1.  Phase One.  The First (“Old” or “Early”) Academy, whose first and foremost figure is Plato, continues under his faithful successors, namely, Speusippus, Xenocrates, Polemo, and Crates, until the decade 270–260 (c. Acad. 2.6.14–2.6.15).  As emerges from commonly accepted interpretations of pertinent dialogues such as the Meno, the Republic, and the Theaetetus, the epistemological orientation of this school is dogmatic, since it is unconditionally committed to the existence both of real knowledge and of ideal objects.
  Understandably, the post-Manichean and pre-Catholic Augustine already senses an elective and selective affinity with this brand of Platonism because, all things considered, it would seem to yield metaphysically, ethically, and epistemologically favorable foundations on which to rest certain basic tenets of orthodox Judaeo-Christianity (c. Acad. 3.17.37, 3.18.41–3.20.43).

2.1.2.  Phase Two.  The Second (“Middle”) Academy runs from c. 250 to c. 150, and its prominent personage is the innovative Arcesilaus of Pitane (c. 316–c. 240).
  This Academician delimits his theory of knowledge from that of Zeno of Citium (c. Acad. 3.17.38–3.17.39),
 the founding father of Stoicism who, in the face of the Epicurean epistemological position that sense-perception is basically veridical (Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus, passim; cf. c. Acad. 3.11.26),
 asserts that the wise man (the “sage”)
 either possesses knowledge in the form of infallible and incorrigible “cognitive impressions” (Greek singular:  phantasia kataleptike) or withholds judgment (ibid., 2.5.11, 2.6.14).
  For his part, Arcesilaus claims that nothing can be known in this way and that all assent must therefore be withheld (ibid., 2.6.14, 3.9.21).
  According to Arcesilaus, in other words, the problem of the criterion,
 that is, the criterion of epistemic justification or knowledge, at least on the definition of Zeno, is that it represents a demand that cannot be fulfilled (ibid., 3.9.18–3.9.21).  Under Arcesilaus as “scholarch” (c. 265 ff.) the Academy comes to embrace skepticism as its prominent position and suspension of judgment (epoché) as its prevailing posture.
  For a long time, the story of the Academy will involve a struggle between dogmatism and skepticism, and this will be the case not only intermurally (in relation to other schools)
 but also intramurally (within the school itself).
  Eventually, Augustine can accept neither the metaphysical materialism of the Stoics nor the epistemological skepticism of the Academicians, since the orthodox Christian faith requires belief in the existence of spiritual realities such as God, angels, and souls; he also says that Arcesilaus was already involved not in revealing but in concealing the true views of the Academy (ibid., 3.17.38).

2.1.3.  Phase Three.  The Third (“New” or “Late”) Academy is founded by Carneades of Cyrene (214–129), the most influential member of the skeptical Academy and a trenchant opponent of any and all doctrines or dogmas (c. Acad. 1.3.7, 2.1.1, 3.17.39–3.18.40).
  One of Carneades’s opponents is Chrysippus of Soli (c. 280–c. 206), a prolific systematizer of the Stoic teachings (ibid., 3.10.22, 3.17.39).
  Scholarch from 167 to 137, Carneades attempts to mitigate Academic skepticism with his nuanced notion of “the plausible” (Greek:  to pithanon; Latin:  probabile), suggesting that, while no one can know anything truthful about theoretical matters (ibid., 2.5.11), the wise man is he who understands how to conduct practical affairs under the guidance of “the truth-like” (Latin:  veri simile) (ibid., 2.12.27–2.12.28).
  As a result, it is Carneades who goes down in the history of philosophy as “the father of probabilism”, though his position might be more accurately characterized as “plausibilism”.
  Significantly, it is also Carneades who, much more so than any other Academic skeptic, emerges as the principal antagonist of Augustine’s Against the Academicians, for “Carneades … was more penetrating and more vigilant than the others” (ibid., 3.17.39 [3.18.40]; cf. 3.10.22).  Not insignificantly, the former professional rhetorician Augustine may well have also been aware of Carneades’ reputation as a skeptical rhetorician (cf. ibid., 3.17.39; civ. Dei 2.21; Cicero, Academica, 2.45.137; idem, De re publica, 3.5.8; Plutarch, Cato Major, 22).

2.1.4.  Phase Four.  During the Fourth Academy, Philo of Larissa (c. 159–c. 83), the last undisputed head of the school (c. 110–c. 88) and the last indisputably skeptical Academic,
 argues—against the Zeitgeist of the Academicians—that the “plausible” or the “truth-like” does indeed constitute a reliable epistemic basis for both practical action and theoretical judgment.
  Observing that from the fact that the Stoic criterion of knowledge cannot be fulfilled it does not follow that knowledge cannot be achieved, Philo contends that all along the Academicians have been attacking not knowledge itself but a false conception of it.  In other words, evidence, knowledge, and truth are improperly defined as universally and necessarily absolute, adequate, and apodictic, for they are mainly and mostly relative, imperfect, and questionable.  Thus Philo seeks not only to revise the alleged “skepticism” of the New Academy but also to reconcile it with the accepted dogmatism of the Old Academy.
  Hence he is understandably critical of the Academicians for having allowed the Stoics to dictate the key terms of the entire debate by defining “knowledge” in accordance with untenably rigorist or unfulfillably perfectionist standards.  In Against the Academicians Augustine, contemning the common-sense pragmatism that might lead to a mean between the extremes of Academic skepticism and Stoic dogmatism, lets Philo emerge only as an unrecognizably marginal figure in the development of the Academy (c. Acad. 3.18.41; cf. 2.6.15).

2.1.5.  Phase Five.  Finally, Antiochus of Ascalon (c. 130–68), a student of Philo who is sometimes considered the founder of the Fifth (“New Old”) Academy (whether he became “scholarch” is uncertain), challenges his teacher’s attempt at reconciliation (c. Acad. 2.6.15).
  The big difference between them is that, whereas Philo attacks the Stoic definition of knowledge, Antiochus defends it.
  The rift begins in the decade 100–90 and the break or “Academic Schism” occurs in the year 88–87, after which date the Athenian schools of philosophy generally also never fully recover their cultural hegemony.  Regarding the skepticism of the Academy from Arcesilaus to Philo as a genuine aberration, Antiochus seeks to return the school to its original, orthodox, and allegedly legitimate Platonism.
  In doing so, however, Antiochus also makes consequential concessions to the Stoics, especially with respect to the existence and function of “cognitive impressions”, which are considered to be sensuous perceptions derived from and relating to material realities.
  Accordingly, in Against the Academicians Augustine, who regards Stoic materialism and Skeptic empiricism as antithetical to Christian metaphysics and epistemology,  also rejects the materialism and empiricism of Antiochus as incompatible with the idealism of Plato; he even characterizes his opponent as “that Platonic straw man” who “infiltrated” the “sanctuary” of Platonism and infected it with the “evil” of Stoicism (ibid., 3.18.41).  Given Augustine’s pronounced preference for the Old Academy over the New Academy (ibid., 3.18.41–3.20.43), it is no wonder that he has little sympathy for Antiochus’s revisionist agenda of Stoicizing Platonism or of “materializing idealism”.

2.1.6.  The Ciceronian connection.  Within this horizon, Cicero (106–43 B.C.E.), a student of both Philo at Rome (88–86) and of Antiochus in Greece (79–77),
 depicts, in his dialogue Academica (45),
 the debate between the skepticism of the New Academy and the dogmatism of the (New) “Old” Academy, whereby his own sympathies lie not with the latter but with the former.
  This work constitutes the prime source of Augustine’s knowledge of the skeptical philosophy of the Academicians.
  But agnosticism is appropriate on the question of which version of Cicero’s work Augustine relied on.
  In any case, there is no sound evidence for the sanguine statement:  “In this hesitant state of mind [at Milan in 384] Augustine devoured books by sceptical philosophers, dogmatically assertive about the uncertainty and inconclusiveness of all received opinions, of sense-perception, and of the power of words to tell one anything important that one does not really know already.”
  Ironically, Augustine regards Cicero not only as someone who exhorts others to the pursuit of wisdom (c. Acad. 1.1.4, 3.4.7, 3.14.31) but also as someone who, as an Academic skeptic, does not believe in the possibility of its achievement (ibid., 1.3.7–1.3.8, 2.1.1, 3.7.15, 3.20.45; cf. civ. Dei 4.30, 6.2).

2.2.  Augustine on the agenda of the Academicians.  According to Against the Academicians, the history of the Academy is an epic story of the triumph of confidence in knowledge over diffidence about knowledge.  But Augustine also includes an intriguing interpretive twist of his own design.  It consists of the counterintuitive and controversial claim—based on the distinction between an esoteric teaching and an exoteric teaching—that the Academicians were not genuine but apparent skeptics, since they really did know the truth and actually did admit it (c. Acad. 2.1.1, 2.10.24, 2.13.29–2.13.30, 3.17.37, 3.18.40, 3.20.43; ep. 1.1).  The real plan of the Academicians, according to Augustine, was to use Skeptic empiricism, which they had never accepted, to protect Platonic idealism, which they had never rejected, from Stoic materialism.
  On this interpretation, Antiochus’s arguments had not strengthened but weakened the Academic agenda.  Thus Augustine would question whether Antiochus could account for those intellectual perceptions whose validity would necessarily be presupposed by knowledge of ideal forms and of spiritual realities (God, angels, souls, et cetera).

In Against the Academicians, then, Augustine considers himself to be attacking not the philosophy of the Academicians properly understood but rather a commonly accepted yet inadequate interpretation of it.  It is noteworthy that he appeals to Cicero (cf. Academica, frag. 21; cf. also ibid., 2.18.60) to substantiate his own interpretation of the hidden agenda of the Academicians (c. Acad. 3.20.43).  To be sure, historians of philosophy are justifiably skeptical of Augustine’s account of the actual agenda of the Academicians.  None the less, this account cannot be dismissed without further ado.  For the Academicians do aim their arguments primarily and ultimately not at the possibility of intellectual knowledge in the Platonic sense but at the impossibility of sensual certainty in the Stoic sense.  Thus, as Augustine understands the “skeptical” Academicians, they are at least not irrevocably precluding the possibility that some “knowledge” of “truth” be achievable not in the sensible but in the intelligible realm (ep. 118.16–118.21, esp. 118.20 [date:  410/411]).

It is also noteworthy that in Against the Academicians Augustine gives not one account but two accounts of the history of the Academy.  In the first, succinct account, provided by the character Alypius, Augustine prefers to work with the simple two-fold distinction between the “Old Academy” and the “New Academy”, whereby the former refers to the dogmatic school of Plato and the latter relates to the skeptical school of Arcesilaus, Carneades, et al. (c. Acad. 2.5.13–2.6.15).  In the second, detailed account, presented by the character Augustine (3.17.37–3.19.42), Augustine elaborates on the original primitive juxtaposition in such a way as to acknowledge that “Carneades is also said to have been the leader as well as the founder of a Third Academy” (3.18.40).

2.3.  Limitations of Augustine’s reflections on skepticism.  Throughout one must recognize that, however intense his experience of skepticism as an intellectual challenge and as a moral concern may have been, Augustine displays limited knowledge of the theory and practice of it as a philosophical phenomenon.

First and foremost, for example, the author of Against the Academicians displays no awareness of the most radical variety of ancient skepticism, namely, Pyrrhonism.
  Yet it is Pyrrho of Elis (c. 365–c. 275), in fact, who must be regarded as the founder of Greek skepticism.
  For Pyrrho claims that knowledge is impossible, not because of the contingent inadequacy of the human cognitive capacities, but because of the necessary indeterminacy in the nature of things.
  His position is that, given that nothing at all really “is” in truth and that nothing in particular is any “more” “this” than “that” (Greek:  ou mallon), human beings inevitably experience things in such a way as to generate an ineradicable lack of comprehension (akatalepsia) (Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Views of Eminent Philosophers, 9.11.61 ff.); his argument is that, given the equipollence (isosthenia) yielded by the opposition (antithesis) between appearances (phainomena) or the objects of sense perception (aistheta), on the one hand, and judgments (noumena) or the objects of mental apprehension (noeta), on the other hand, the only reasonable reaction is a rigorous suspension of judgment (epoché) (Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, 1.4.8–10).
  This move is supposed to lead to happiness (eudaimonia) understood as tranquility (ataraxia), that is, the end or goal (telos) of skepticism (ibid.).
  The decisive evidentiary consideration is this:  “Pyrrhonists do not assent to anything unclear.”
  The point is that, according to the Pyrrhonists, there is nothing that is not in some prohibitive sense unclear.  Remarkably, neither Pyrrho nor Pyrrhonism are mentioned in any of Augustine’s accounts of skepticism.

The same holds for Sextus Empiricus (fl. c. 200 C.E.) and for his brand of “Empiricism”,
 which is also concerned with the problem of the epistemic criterion.
  The same holds again for those key figures who perform the essential function of linking the original Pyrrhonism of Pyrrho and the revived Pyrrhonism of Sextus, for example, Aenesidemus (First Century B.C.E.), who describes the dispute between Philo and Antiochus as “Stoics fighting with Stoics” (cf. frag. 71 C9 [Long and Sedley]).
  Another such figure would be Agrippa (First-Second Century C.E.).
  And so on.  The intimate relations and fine distinctions between Academic skepticism and Pyrrhonian skepticism, though they play no thematic roles in Augustine’s Against the Academicians, continue to pose perplexing problems for contemporary philosophers.

Moreover, the incipient inspiration for Greek skepticism may have come from none other than Plato’s own illustrious mentor.  For example, in response to the Delphic oracle’s assertion that no one were wiser than himself, Socrates (469–399) says that genuine wisdom is nothing other than the realization that human wisdom is relatively worthless.  For the “critical” Socrates is understood to be saying that he does not believe that he knows what he does not know, whereas the “skeptical” Socrates is understood to be saying that he believes that he does not know anything (Plato, Apology, 20c–23b).
  Given this ambiguity, Augustine would probably not have found the affinity between Platonism and skepticism appealing, though the Academicians certainly would have appreciated it.

Furthermore, there is the seminal skepticism of the Pre-Socratic Xenophanes of Colophon (c. 580/577–485/480), who may be the first significant Greek thinker on record to express systematic skepticism (cf. frag. 34 [Diels-Kranz]):
  “And no man knows, or ever will know, the truth about the gods and about everything of which I speak; for, even if one did chance to say the complete truth, yet one knows it not oneself; but seeming is wrought over all things [or fancy is wrought in the case of all men].”
  Again, the linkage between philosophy and skepticism seems unbreakable.

Finally, there is the strikingly premodern postmodernism of that sophistic deconstructionist, Gorgias of Leontini (late fifth century B.C.E.), who in his treatise On Not-Being or On the Nature of Things argues for his own kind of skepticism against Parmenides’ perceived dogmatic realism:
  “Nothing exists.  If anything exists, it is unintelligible.  If anything is intelligible, it is incommunicable.”
  It would be hard to find a more concise and precise statement of skepticism in the history of philosophy.

Thus there is evidence here, too, that skepticism is about as old as philosophy itself.
  Yet absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, and in Against the Academicians Augustine hardly attempts to distinguish himself as a historian of philosophy or of the Academy or of skepticism.
  Hence Against the Academicians does not represent “an answer to the skeptics” without further ado on the part of Augustine.  For him, but not for others, skepticism is Academicism (to bracket out, for the moment, his own unique interpretation of the actual agenda of the Academicians).

Provisional results.  This all too brief history of ancient skepticism shows several things.  For instance:  Not all Academicians were skeptics and not all skeptics were Academicians.  Not all Platonists were Academicians and not all Academicians were Platonists.  Not all academics were Academicians and not all Academicians were academics.  In any case, there are several different legitimate perspectives on these developments.  For example, Philo implausibly claims that there has only ever been one Academy; Antiochus unconvincingly refers to his school as the “Old Academy” in juxtaposition to the “New Academy” of Arcesilaus, Carneades, and Philo; and Cicero simply distinguishes between the Old Academy of the Platonists and the New Academy of the Skeptics—an approach that Augustine mainly and mostly takes as well.

By means of this Entstehungs- und Entwicklungsgeschichte of Academic skepticism, a small but solid foundation has been laid for the reconstruction of Augustinian skepticism.  It is crucial to remember that in retrospect Augustine does not want to be viewed as attacking “the Academicians” in any sweeping sense (c. Acad. 1.9.24–1.9.25, 2.1.1, 2.9.22–2.10.24, 3.15.34, 3.17.37–3.20.43, 3.20.45).  On the contrary, he emphasizes that, when he first became aware of their arguments (383/384), he had not yet understood their agenda, and that, once he did understand it (386/387), he then sought to distinguish between the Academicians and the skeptics (conf. 5.10.19, 5.14.25).  In so far as he thinks that the agenda of Academicism can be made to serve the purposes of Platonism, Augustine is eager to defend the Academic “skeptics” against others as well as against themselves.  Indeed, Augustine may have been thinking (c. Acad. 3.17.37, 3.18.41):  ‘Amici Academici, sed magis amica veritas.’  He might also prefer to refer to his work about the Academicians not as “Against (contra) the Academicians” but as “On (de) the Academicians” (retr. 1.1.1, 1.2, 1.3.1).

In the end, Augustine will do almost anything to save the Academy, Plato’s Academy, from skepticism, even going so far as to try to convince posterity that the Academicians were not really skeptics after all.  (If one cannot take the Academy away from the skeptics, then one must take the skeptics out of the Academy!)  Throughout, his constant concern is to overcome the false dilemma of being forced to choose either the conviction of the cognitive impression recommended by the Stoics or the hesitation of the judgmental suspension advocated by the Skeptics.  Attempting to eat his cake and to have it too, Augustine aims to accomplish this task by proposing an acceptable epistemological alternative that is also completely compatible with a profound commitment to orthodox Judaeo-Christianity.  Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism eventually emerge as distinct approaches to inseparable issues.

3.  In his own words:  The role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion narrative

Preliminary remarks.  According to the standard interpretation, there was a period of his life during which Augustine adopted the epistemology of the Academicians, and it was this Academic skepticism that at the same time prevented him from converting to orthodox Christianity.
  Given the demonstrable limitations of this interpretation, two questions suggest themselves.  The first pertains to skepticism in regard to reason, and the second, to skepticism in regard to faith:  Was Augustine an “epistemological skeptic”, that is, did he doubt the attainability of evidence, knowledge, and truth by the human being?  And was Augustine a “religious skeptic”, that is, did he doubt the validity of faith in religion generally or in Christianity specifically?  (The natural follow-up question in each case is:  If he did doubt, then when and for how long?)  Evidently, even if the answer to the second question were to be positive, it would not preclude a negative answer to the first question.  If the order is reversed, then the situation is again altered, since, although the Academicians generally were not noted for being hostile to religious convictions, their brand of skepticism was much more radical than that which a human being of common sense would usually bring to issues of religious belief.

But now one must talk cases.  When one does so, then the Confessions, by virtue of their length, breadth, and depth, assume primacy and ultimacy in the interpretation of the role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion experience and conversion narrative.  Since so much is known about Augustine’s life and conversion, one might be tempted to assume that what is known outweighs what is not known and to presume that much more is known than is known.  On the other hand, in the Confessions Augustine admits that there are many things that he is not mentioning and that there are many things that he does not remember (3.12.21), as well as that no human being can know whether what he writes is true and that he cannot prove to anyone that what he says is true (10.3.3).  Therefore, one should not suppose that everything happened exactly as Augustine says (retr. 2.6.1).  Accordingly, in the Confessions Augustine also concedes that his credibility depends on others’ charity (10.3.3).

So what can one know about Augustine’s skepticism on a skeptical approach to the phenomenon?  The purpose of the following elucidations is not to say something about skepticism in every book of the Confessions but to pick up on and to go beyond certain previous essays that have touched on the role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion,
 and to do so by showing that Augustine’s conversion narrative, read “sub specie dubitationis”, yields a philosophically valuable argument about the kind of skepticism that transcends Academicism.  The core thesis of this argument is that what the human being can and does know only becomes thematic within a horizon of what the human being does not and cannot know, and that therefore faith plays a more primary and ultimate role than reason in the quest for answers to life’s questions.  Hence there is the question of Academic skepticism, but there is also the question of Augustinian skepticism.  These kinds of skepticism are two distinct but inseparable parts of one whole.  It turns out that Augustine beats the Academicians at their own game, which is not a zero-sum game after all.

3.1.  Book One:  A quest for truth and the quest for the Truth.  Covering his life in Thagaste and Madaura from 354 to 369, Augustine begins by wondering whether faith or understanding is primary and ultimate (1.1.1).  From the start, he articulates a skeptical anthropology, pleading ignorance of his own origin (1.6.7; cf. 9.11.37):  “I do not know whence I have come here.”  Nor can he find this knowledge within himself (1.6.7, 1.6.10, 1.7.12):  “For I do not remember.”  He can only gather bits and pieces of his earliest life, not from recollection but from report, drawing speculative analogies between self and others by employing indirect inference based on empirical observation (1.6.8, 1.6.10, 1.7.12).  He also does not know who or what or even whether he was before he became who he is (1.6.9).  As for that period of this life which he does not remember, Augustine is reluctant to assume responsibility for that of which he does not recall a single trace because it is “lost in the darkness of [his] forgetfulness”; he brackets it out of the inquiry (1.7.12).  The first major thing that he claims to retain is the big difference between being a speechless baby and being a speaking boy (1.8.13):  “This I do remember.”  Yet, when he is sent to school, Augustine does not then understand for what knowledge is supposed to be useful (1.9.14).  Sanctified as an infant but not baptized as a boy, he is a believer, though not one of the faithful (1.11.17).  His early attitude toward education is not skeptical but cynical (1.12.19):  “I learned nothing unless compelled.”  Augustine notes that the seeds of the Catholic religion were implanted in his heart as a boy (c. Acad. 2.2.5).  Hence his spiritual transformation is not only a conversion but also a reversion.  Throughout the Confessions Augustine maintains that ‘Deus est veritas’.
  The idea is that, as truth makes no sense without the Truth, so does a search for truth also make no sense without a search for the Truth.

3.2.  Book Two:  The search for knowledge of motives.  With the elliptical treatment of the ambiguous bathhouse incident (2.3.6–2.3.8) and with the detailed investigation into the allusive pear tree incident (2.4.9–2.10.18)—the transition between the two accounts is strikingly seamless—Augustine mounts a sustained meditation on the impenetrable opaqueness of human moral motivation:  Why do human beings sin (2.5.11)?  The pear tree incident prompts Augustine also to ask why he himself does evil (2.4.9, 2.6.12, 2.9.17).  He answers with a long list of causes and conditions, including the aesthetic attraction of physical things (2.5.10), the seductive pleasures of human friendship (2.5.10, 2.8.16–2.9.17), and the prodigious prodigality of a human being determined to turn away from the divine being (2.5.10, 2.6.13–2.6.14, 2.10.18).  The analogy to the forbidden fruit incident in Genesis is not valid without further ado, since allegedly the first human beings, unlike subsequent human beings, were born without original sin.  While the motives of sin are as numerous as the vices (2.6.13), the cause in Augustine’s own case is said to be clear (2.4.9; cf. 2.6.12, 2.8.16):  “… there was no cause of my malice other than malice.  It was loathsome, and I loved it ….”  Augustine posits that his nature is so naturally corrupt that he does not need a specific motive for the sins that he commits, and that the same holds for human beings generally (1.7.11–1.7.12).  Hence the bathhouse incident and the pear tree incident mutually elucidate each other; the dramatic place and time of both is Thagaste, 369/370 (2.3.5, 2.6.12).  The problem is the overdetermination of the actions of a human being who is so full of disordered desires that they do not need a determinate motivation to sin—peccare humanum est.  The inquiry into motives ends not with an answer but with a question (2.10.18):  “Who can untie this extremely twisted and tangled bundle of knots?”  This skeptical motif defines a work that consists to a large extent of an introspective conversion narrative.  Thus Augustine responds to the Delphic Imperative (“Know thyself!”) both with confidence and with diffidence.  But the opaqueness of moral motivation does not compromise the transparence of moral action.  For it is easy to know that what one is doing is wrong, even then when it is hard to understand why one is doing it.

3.3.  Book Three:  From philosophy to gnosticism.  Augustine is in love with love (3.1.1), but this does not prevent him from going to the top of his class in a school of rhetoric (3.3.6).  Thus his life, intimate and academic, is defined by a dichotomy, passionate and intellectual.  If one distinguishes between two senses of “conversion”, namely, conversion as process and conversion as event, then Augustine’s conversion from rhetoric to philosophy is foundational for his conversion from Manicheism to Christianity.  The dramatic place and time of the book is Carthage/Thagaste, 370–373.

3.3.1.  Conversion to philosophy.  It is a book by a pagan skeptic, ironically, that enthuses Augustine for philosophy (3.4.7):  “… and in the customary course of study I had … gotten to a book by a certain Cicero, whose tongue, though not his heart, almost all admire.  But this book of his is called ‘Hortensius’ and it contains an exhortation to philosophy.  Indeed, the book changed my feelings, it altered my prayers to you, O Lord, and it rendered my petitions and my desires different.  Every vain hope suddenly became valueless for me, with unbelievable intensity in my heart I longed for the immortality of wisdom, and I began to rise up, in order that I might return to you.  For it was not for a sharpening of my language … and of my locution that I read and reread that book; rather, it was what it said that persuaded me.”  Augustine understands philosophy as the “love of wisdom”, a notion which would then seem to make no sense if there were no wisdom to attain (3.4.8).  Hence there is early evidence of tangible tension between philosophy and skepticism.

3.3.2.  Aversion to revealed truth.  Both the Old Testament and the New Testament caution against pseudosophia (Col. 2:8–9, Prov. 9:1–18).  But Augustine fails to heed Cicero’s advice “not to study one particular sect but to love and to seek and to pursue and to grasp and to embrace wisdom itself, wherever it is found” (3.4.8).  So not on substantive but on stylistic grounds does he precipitately and indiscriminately contemn the Bible, which in any case he cannot even begin to understand (3.5.9).

3.3.3.  To the preachers of truth in search of truth.  Augustine falls in with those who preach but do not practice “truth”, the Manicheans (3.6.10):  “They used to say, ‘Truth, truth’, and they had a lot to tell me about it; but there was never any truth in them.”  Yet, if there is tension between philosophy and skepticism, there is also tension between philosophy and Manicheism, for “philosophers have said many things that are true”, whereas most of what the Manicheans say is false (ibid.).  On the one hand, having read Cicero’s Hortensius, Augustine has become a seeker of the truth (ibid.):  “Truth, truth:  How in my inmost being the very marrow of my mind sighed for you!”  On the other hand, his initial mistake is to pursue the truth along the path of Mani (3.6.11):  “By what steps was I led down into the ‘depths of hell’, where … I was toiling and sweating from a lack of the true, since I was seeking you, my God … not according to the intellection of the mind … but according to the sensation of the flesh.”  The search for the cause of evil leads Augustine to Manicheism, and the Manichean “solution” to the problem of evil misleads him for a long time (3.7.12):  “… I thought that I was going toward the truth while I was going away from it.”

3.3.4.  Book Three:  On balance.  Emotional exuberance aside, one should not overestimate the significance of Augustine’s “conversion to philosophy” by Cicero’s protreptic.  For Augustine later emphasizes that he did not really convert to genuine philosophy by reading Cicero, and he does so more than once (6.11.18; 8.7.17).

3.4.  Book Four:  Between superstition and religion.  Augustine leads a life of dualism.  Publicly, he is a professor of the liberal arts; privately, he is a professor of a superstitious sect (4.1.1).  The dramatic place and time of the book is Thagaste/Carthage, 373/374–381/382.

3.4.1.  No doubt about the truth of astrology.  Augustine’s involvement with astrology is a case study in the uncritical formation of his unexamined beliefs; it shows that he is not a skeptic in regard to those beliefs which he finds credible.  For example, taking a critical but selective approach to the different forms of divination, Augustine rejects divination by those soothsayers who perform animal sacrifice but accepts divination by those astrologers who cast horoscopes.  Adhering to a worldview according to which the future is predetermined and thus predictable (a certain kind of determinism is a central tenet of Manicheism), Augustine listens neither to the prudent physician Vindicianus, who denies the claims both of divination and of astrology, nor to his friend of keen wit, Nebridius (4.2.3–4.3.6).  Characteristically, Augustine shifts the burden of proof on to others.  For he does not attempt to prove to them why they should believe in astrology; rather, he demands of them that they try to demonstrate to him why he should not.  The point is that there is a negative analogy between Augustine’s thinking on astrology and his thinking on Christianity.  For he does not first believe in the Christian religion and then wait for proof of why he should not do so; rather, he requires proof of belief before believing.  Nor is Augustine skeptical of his own reasons for believing in astrology; rather, he is skeptical of the reasons of those who would get him to stop believing in it.  There is a real difference between belief in religion and belief in superstition here.  But Augustine applies a double standard.

3.4.2.  The death of truth and the truth of death.  The main event of the book, the inexplicable death of the dear friend, causes Augustine to realize the enigmatic nature of his own existence (4.4.7–4.12.19, esp. 4.4.9 [cf. 10.33.50]):  “I had become a big question to myself, and I asked my soul why it was sad and why it was disturbing me so, and it had nothing to say to me in response.”  The central message of the book, framed by the main event, has to do with trust and truth, and it provides an anticipatory answer to the big question (4.11.16):  “Entrust to the truth whatever is yours from the truth and you will not lose anything ….”  But this will take some time.

3.4.3.  In the presence and absence of the truth.  The problem is that one can be in the presence of the truth without perceiving it (4.14.23):  “See how the soul lies weak so long as it is not yet attached to the solidity of the truth.  The winds of speeches blow from the chests of those who opine, so that the soul is churned and turned, twisted and twisted back again, and the light is obscured from it by a cloud, and the truth is not perceived.  Yet look, it is right in front of us.”  Augustine confuses mind and matter (4.15.24):  “And I turned to the nature of the mind, but the false opinion that I held about spiritual entities did not allow me to perceive the truth.  And the force of the true leapt into my eyes, but I used to turn away my agitated mind from incorporeal reality to … physical magnitudes, and, because I could not see such things in the mind, I thought that I could not see my mind.”  He has not yet arrived at the view that it is God who provides the illumination that enables the human soul to exercise its rational capacity for avoiding error and achieving truth (4.15.25):  “The rational mind in me was then such that I did not know that it needs to be illuminated by light from outside itself, so that it can participate in truth, because it is not itself the nature of truth, for you will light my lamp, Lord, you, my God, will lighten my darkness, and of your fullness we have all received.  For you are the true light who illuminates every human being coming into this world, because in you there is no change or shadow of a moment.”  He thinks that both he and God are of the same material, mutable substance (4.15.26).  He does not appreciate the connection between truths and Truth (4.16.30):  “And I enjoyed reading the books of the liberal arts, and I did not know the source of what was true and certain in them.  For I had my back to the light and my face to the things that are illuminated.  So my face, by which I perceived the things illuminated, was not itself illuminated.”  Augustine does not see the light; he only sees the things lit by it.

3.4.4.  Book Four:  On balance.  In a glance back at the distinction between religion and superstition, Augustine admits that at this time “[his] understanding of religion” was “erroneous, distorted, and shamefully sacrilegious” (4.16.31).

3.5.  Book Five:  From gnosticism to skepticism.  Augustine refers to the Academicians and describes the role of their skepticism in his struggle against superstition.  His attitude toward them is not ambiguous but ambivalent.  The dramatic place and time of the book is Carthage/Rome/Milan, 382/383–383/384.

3.5.1.  First doubts about the truth of Manicheism.  Augustine sets the scene for the decisive action of the book (5.1.1–5.2.2).  Anticipating the account of the encounter with Faustus the Manichean, he remarks (5.3.3):  “And, since I had read many things of the philosophers … I compared some of them with the lengthy fables of the Manicheans, and the things that the philosophers had said seemed to me more probable.”  The “philosophers” are the “natural philosophers”, that is, those who engage in the scientific study of the celestial bodies and their activities (5.3.3–5.4.7).  On the one hand, the author of the Confessions finds that these philosophers go wrong in that they miss the creator for the creatures (‘those who know both God and nature are no better off than those who know God but not nature’) (5.3.3–5.3.5, 5.4.7).  On the other hand, the subject of the Confessions sees that they make many true observations about the natural world (5.3.4–5.3.6).  In a case of mathematics versus mythology, Augustine realizes that, compared with what the philosophers have said about natural phenomena, what the Manicheans say is fanciful foolishness (5.3.6–5.5.9).

3.5.2.  The indeterminacy of science and the uncertainty of superstition.  The encounter between Augustine and Faustus, who is unable to explain the story about the world told by Mani and the Manicheans, brings to a climax the development that has been long running (5.3.3, 5.6.10–5.7.13).  According to Augustine, Mani is unwise, impious, and vain, for he claims to know recondite things that he does not know (5.3.6, 5.5.8–5.5.9).  In a last attempt to save the phenomena, however, it occurs to Augustine that the mythology of the Manicheans may at least be consistent with the mathematics of the philosophers (5.5.9):  “But I had still not yet clearly ascertained whether [the natural phenomena] about which I had read in other books could not also be explained in accordance with the words of Mani, so that, if perhaps this were possible, then it would … become a matter of uncertainty to me whether these things were this way or that, but I could advance his authority, based on the belief in his sanctity, to support my faith in him.”  What appeals to Augustine is the prospect of exploiting uncertainty to salvage the authority of Mani and thus his own belief in Manicheism.  Hence he also entertains the possibility of using skepticism to support Manicheism in an indirect way.

3.5.3.  A first allusion to the skeptics.  Yet the encounter with the eloquent but inept Faustus proves disappointing for an Augustine who has waited far too long for a gnostic to deliver the gnosis of gnosticism (5.3.3).  He observes that it is possible to speak persuasively but not veraciously and vice versa (5.6.10):  “But I realized that there were human beings of a different kind, who held even the truth for suspect, and who were even then unwilling to acquiesce in it when it was presented in an elegant and fluent speech.”  It is not only possible but also plausible that this is a first reference, an oblique one, to a dawning awareness of the existence of the skeptics.

3.5.4.  Disillusionment with Manicheism.  Augustine, unable to confront Faustus in public debate (5.6.11), ascertains in private discussion that the Manichean is uncultivated in the liberal arts (5.7.12).  Augustine recalls the net result of his encounter with Faustus (5.7.13):  “And thus the enthusiasm that I had directed at the writings of Mani was diminished, and I felt even greater despair of learning from the other Manichean teachers after having consulted, on the many points that disturbed me, the man who was particularly distinguished ….”  The crisis is resolved in a makeshift fashion (ibid.):  “… my entire effort, on which I had resolved, to make progress in that sect was totally abandoned, once I had come to know that human being [Faustus]—not that I would completely separate from the Manicheans, but rather that, since, as it were, I had not found anything more satisfactory than that into which I had already somehow fallen, I decided to be content for the time being unless perhaps something that were preferable should come to light.”  Embarrassed, Augustine continues to associate with the Manicheans, though he no longer defends Manicheism with his previous zeal (5.9.16–5.10.19).

3.5.5.  First mention of the Academicians:  positive.  Augustine notes his initial impression of the “Academicians” (5.10.19):  “And indeed there arose in me too the thought that those philosophers whom they call ‘Academicians’ were more prudent than the rest, since they maintained that all things are to be doubted, and they claimed that nothing of the true can be apprehended by the human being.  For thus did they seem to me, too, clearly to have thought so, as they are popularly held to do, especially to one who did not yet understand their intention.”  At this point, Augustine has no hope that the truth can be found in the Catholic Church; it is not the Academicians but the Manicheans who have dispossessed him of that notion (ibid.; cf. 5.13.23).  But he has become convinced of the usefulness of skepticism, and thus he takes the extraordinary step of challenging the excessive trust that his Manichean host puts in the Manichean fables (5.10.19).  At this point, too, Augustine also does not believe that anything exists that is not material, and this is the principal, if not exclusive, cause of his error (ibid.).

3.5.6.  Suspension of judgment.  Augustine is motivated to rethink Catholicism (5.10.20):  “For, when my mind attempted to return to the Catholic faith, it was then rebuffed, because the Catholic faith was not what I thought it to be.”  In fact, Augustine had grown accustomed to believing what Manicheism said about Catholicism (5.11.21).  Yet under the influence of Ambrose (5.12.22–5.13.23) Augustine changes his view of the Catholic faith (5.14.24):  “For … the things that he [Ambrose] said also began … to seem to me to be defensible, and I did not any longer think it impudent to assert the Catholic faith, for which I had thought nothing could be said against the Manicheans attacking it ….”  Despite the fact that Augustine is impressed with Ambrose’s application of the distinction between the spirit and the letter to the interpretation of Sacred Scripture, he still does not find any sufficient reason for converting from Manicheism to Catholicism (ibid.):  “However, I did not think that I would therefore have to hold to the Catholic path just because it too had learned people who asserted its claims and refuted its objections with abundance and without absurdity, nor did I think that I would therefore have to condemn what I was holding just because the defenses for both sides were equally balanced.  For, the way it looked to me, the Catholic side did not seem to have been vanquished, but it also did not yet appear to have been victorious.”  There is an unmistakable skeptical motif here.  For the scales of evidence seem to be so equally balanced that any decision has been made impossible and any action has been rendered unfeasible.  Hence judgment is to be suspended.

3.5.7.  Second mention of the Academicians:  neutral.  But Augustine does take a major step away from Manicheism and toward Catholicism (5.14.25):  “Then, in fact, I energetically applied my mind to see whether I could somehow convict the Manicheans of error by means of any certain proofs.  If I had been able to conceive of spiritual substance, then all their contrivances would have immediately collapsed and my mind would have rejected them.  But I could not do this.  However, considering and comparing more and more, I judged that, in regard to the physical world and all the nature that is accessible to the bodily senses, most philosophers held views much more probable than theirs.  And thus, doubting all things and wavering on all things in the manner of the Academicians, as they are held to do, I resolved at least that the Manicheans should be abandoned, thinking at that time of my doubtfulness that I should not remain in that sect, to which I was now preferring some philosophers, to which philosophers, however, I altogether refused to commit the healing of my feeble soul, since they were without the saving name of Christ.  I therefore decided, for the time being, to be a catechumen in the Catholic Church, which had been commended to me by my parents, until there would shine the light of something certain by which I could direct my course.”  Thus Augustine goes from being a hearer in the Manichean sect to being a catechumen in the Catholic Church, and he does this while “doubting all things and wavering on all things in the manner of the Academicians”.  To be sure, he justifies his decision with a preference for Academic skepticism over Manichean dogmatism.  None the less, while he uses Academic epistemology against Manichean mythology, he is not an Academician in any other sense than an opportunistic one.  For Augustine appreciates that Academicians are not and cannot be Christians.

3.5.8.  Book Five:  On balance.  The skeptical reservations that motivate Augustine to move slowly away from Manicheism also prevent him from moving quickly toward Catholicism.  “Doubting all things and wavering on all things in the manner of the Academicians”, Augustine resolves to abandon the Manicheans, refuses to commit himself to the Academicians (or to any philosophers who are not Christians), and decides to become a catechumen in the Catholic Church.  During the ‘time of his dubitation’, then, Augustine becomes not an Academic skeptic but a Catholic catechumen.  All this contradicts the standard interpretation according to which Augustine became an Academic skeptic upon becoming acquainted with the Academic philosophy.  Therefore the standard interpretation is wrong.  Right is that without becoming an Academic skeptic Augustine used the Academic philosophy to move from Manichean superstition to Christian religion.  Augustinian skepticism does not discriminate, being critical of Manicheans, Academicians, and Christians.

3.6.  Book Six:  From skepticism to Catholicism.  In Book Five Augustine has moved from Manicheism to skepticism; in Book Six he will move from skepticism to Catholicism.  The point is that skepticism and Academicism are not the same thing.  In fact, one is about to witness the genesis of Augustinian skepticism out of the altercation with Academic skepticism.  The dramatic place and time of the book is Milan, 384/385.

3.6.1.  The skeptic between falsehood and truth.  Augustine has landed in diffidence and desperation (6.1.1):  “I both lacked faith in and despaired of the discovery of the true.”  But the state in which Monnica has found him is not utterly lacking in confidence and hope (ibid.):  “… she found me in the grave danger of someone who has lost all hope of discovering the truth, yet still, when I indicated to her that at least I was not now a Manichean, but also not a Catholic Christian, she did not then leap for joy as if she had heard some unexpected news ….”  Augustine is in a kind of limbo for skeptics (ibid.):  “… I had not yet attained the truth, but I had now been rescued from falsehood ….”  Ambrose congratulates Augustine on having such a mother as Monnica, not realizing what kind of son she has, namely, “someone who doubted all these [Catholic Christian] things and who thought it hardly possible to find ‘the way of life’” (6.2.2).  In the face of an abysmal chasm, Augustine has let the search process become the matter sought (6.3.3):  “I had not yet sighed in prayer that you [Lord] might come to my aid; rather, my mind was intent on inquiry and restless for debate ….”  He risks becoming one who ever seeks but never finds.

3.6.2.  The certainty of the uncertainty of “the certain”.  Listening to the sermons of Ambrose, Augustine begins to understand how the distinction between the spirit and the letter (2 Cor. 3:6) enables Sacred Scripture to make sense (6.3.4):  “… more and more it was confirmed for me that all the knots of clever calumnies, which those deceivers of ours [the Manicheans] had devised against the divine books, could be dissolved.”  Although he cannot yet conceive of spiritual substance, Augustine does realize that he has long been attacking not the Catholic faith but mental figments of physical images.  He who thought that he knew what he did not know about the doxic content of the Catholic faith describes the gradual realization that what he thought was certain is uncertain (6.4.5):  “… the more the concern about what I could hold on to as certain gnawed at my vitals, the more I was ashamed that I, having for such a long time been deluded by and deceived with the promise of things certain, had, with childish error and enthusiasm, spouted so many uncertain things as certain.  For, that these things were false, later became clear to me.  It was certain [at the time], however, that they were uncertain, and that they had once been treated by me as certain, namely, then when I contended against [the] Catholic Church with blind accusations—and, if I did not yet know that the Church taught true things, yet I did now know that she did not teach the things of which I harshly accused her.  And thus I was confounded, and I was being converted, and I was glad … that the one Church … did not entertain infantile follies ….”  This conversion experience involves a transition from apparent certainty to genuine uncertainty and back again to real certainty.  For it is not the things that Augustine does not know that get him into trouble; it is the things that he “knows” that are not so.  Like Socrates, he has achieved “learned ignorance”, in that he no longer believes that he knows what he does not know (Plato, Apology, 20c–23b).

3.6.3.  An unrealistic demand for certainty as the cause of doubt.  Augustine sees that Ambrose’s hermeneutics may remove negative reasons for not believing Sacred Scripture (again, 2 Cor. 3:6), but that it does not provide positive reasons for believing it (6.4.6):  “… he did not say anything that would have offended me, though I still did not know whether the things that he said were true.  Fearing a precipitate plunge, I withheld my heart from any assent, and due to the suspension I died all the more.  For I wanted to become as certain of the things that I could not see as I was certain that seven and three are ten.  Indeed, I was not so mad that I would have thought that not even this could be known; rather, as I knew this, so did I desire to know other things, whether physical things which were not present to my senses, or spiritual matters about which I knew no way of thinking except in physical terms.”  This is as close as Augustine comes in the Confessions to establishing a criterion of certitude (cf. c. Acad. 2.3.9; lib. arb. 2.8.21, 2.12.34; ep. 162.2).  He is caught in a vicious circle of skepticism:  Only by believing can he enjoy believing what is true, and only by believing may he suffer believing what is false.  The problem is that his fear of believing what is false outweighs his hope of believing what is true (6.4.6):  “And by believing I could have been healed.  …  [I] would have been directed in some measure toward [the] truth ….  But … while [I] could not be healed except by believing, [I] was refusing to be healed for fear of believing what is false.”  It is the skeptic’s dilemma.  How to overcome it?

3.6.4.  The emergence of Augustinian skepticism.  Recognizing that the truths of the Christian faith are not susceptible of mathematical demonstration, Augustine changes both his approach and his attitude (6.5.7):  “From then on, however, and now preferring the Catholic teaching, I felt that it was more modest and not in the least misleading to be told, in that teaching, that that should be believed which could not be demonstrated—whether there be something of the sort, though perhaps not to everyone, or not be something of the sort—rather than, in another teaching [Manicheism], to have credulity be mocked with a rash promise of knowledge and then afterwards to be ordered to believe many most fabulous and absurd things because they could not be demonstrated.”  Evidently, then, the skepticism that has been preventing Augustine from converting to orthodox Christianity is less Academic skepticism and more the ordinary skepticism of the thoughtful person of common sense who demands compelling reasons for assenting to the doxic content of an otherwise incredible religion.  In this respect, Catholicism, which places faith before reason, proves incomparably superior to Manicheism, which put reason before faith.

3.6.5.  The reliability of testimony.  The credibility of testimony is foundational (6.5.7):  “… I considered the innumerable things that I believed which I did not see, and the innumerable things that then occurred when I was not present, such as so many things in the history of the nations, so many things concerning countries and cities that I had not seen, so many things accepted from friends, so many from physicians, so many from other human beings, and so many other things, such that, unless we believed them, we would do nothing at all in this life, and, finally, with what unshakable faith I retained the conviction about the parents from whom I had originated, which I could not know unless I believed what I had heard ….”  Augustine does not deny but rather affirms the key role of a higher power in the formation and fixation of his beliefs (ibid.):  “… you [Lord] persuaded me that to be faulted are not those who would believe your books, which you have established with such great authority among almost all nations, but those who would not believe them, and that the latter are not then to be listened to if they would say to me:  ‘How do you know that these books have been provided for the human race by the Spirit of the one true and most truthful God?’  For that very thing was to be believed most of all, since no pugnaciousness based on tricky questions of the kind about which I had read so much in the mutually contradictory philosophers could have ever forced me not to believe that you are—what you are, that I could not know—or that the administration of human affairs has to do with you.”  Human life is, of course, full of things that human beings must believe but that they can believe only on the basis of hearsay, as it were.  There is a leap of faith here, however, because the transition from belief in historical testimony to belief in religious testimony does not follow without further ado.  For trust in human tradition and faith in divine revelation represent two different kinds of belief that entail two different ways of believing.  Thus Augustine’s argument is obviously not that one should believe the word of the divine being because one believes the words of human beings.

3.6.6.  The indispensability of authority.  Augustine’s argument is, rather, that human authority is not the primary and ultimate legitimating factor in the formation and fixation of human beliefs.  This is how, Augustine thinks, divine authority enables human reason to believe in orthodox Christianity (6.5.8):  “To be sure, I believed this sometimes more strongly, sometimes more weakly; none the less, I have always believed both that you [Lord] are and that you take care of us, even if I did not know what to think of your substantial nature or I did not know what way would lead me, or lead me back, to you.  And on that account, since we were too weak to discover the truth by means of pure reason and therefore needed the authority of the sacred writings, I now began to believe that you would never have conferred such preeminent authority on that scripture, an authority now recognized throughout all lands, unless you had also willed that through it one would come to believe in you and through it one would seek to know you.  For the absurdity that used to offend me in those writings, after I had heard many things from them being given probabilistic expositions, I now explained in reference to the profundity of their mysteries, and the authority of the scripture appeared to me to be the more venerable and the more worthy of a holy faith, the more that scripture both presented itself to everyone to read with ease and preserved the dignity of its secret meaning for a profounder understanding, in that it offered itself to all in very accessible words and in the most humble style of diction, while also holding and exercising the attention of those who are not ‘light of heart’, so that it might welcome all to its generous embrace and also bring a few to you through narrow openings—though the latter are few, they are many more than would then be the case if the scripture did not stand out by its high authority and if it had not drawn crowds to the bosom of its holy humility.”  Augustine is providing neither a proof for the existence of God nor an argument for the efficacy of divine providence.  He is proposing that the divine being bestows authority on the scripture in order to enable human beings to grant it their acceptance, as well as that the authority of scripture is a sign of its veracity.  His hypothesis is that human beings cannot access the most vital truths by means of pure reason alone; they need to believe in and to have trust in a supernatural authority.  Such faith he considers not blind but insightful.

3.6.7.  Third mention of the Academicians:  negative.  The account of the encounter with the drunken, cheerful Milanese beggar shows that Augustine is longing for but not striving for the happy life (6.6.9–6.6.10).  He has not yet found what he is looking for (6.10.17):  “… because there did not light up something certain ….”  Rather, he has landed in a state of indecision (6.11.18):  “And I myself was most astonished as I anxiously reflected on how long a time had elapsed since the nineteenth year of my life, when I began to burn with a zeal for wisdom, planning that, when I had found it, I would then abandon all the empty hopes and lying follies of hollow desires.  And, behold, here I was already thirty years of age and still stuck in the same mire of hesitation, avid to enjoy the things of the present, which were fugitive themselves and dissipating me, while I was saying:  ‘Tomorrow I shall find it; behold, it will become clear, and I shall grasp and hold it; behold, Faustus will come and explain everything.”  Academic skepticism is impracticable (ibid.):  “What great men—the Academicians!  Nothing for the conduct of life can be apprehended with certainty.’”  Augustine makes a resolute decision against irresolute indecision (ibid.):  “‘Yet let us seek more diligently and not lose hope.  … behold, there are not the absurd things in the books of the Church that there seemed to be, and these merely apparent absurdities can also be understood in another way, one which is respectable.  Let me fix my feet on that step on which as a boy I was placed by my parents, until the clear truth may be found.  But where may it be sought?’”  But Augustine’s chief concern is not “where” but “when” to find “the clear truth” (ibid.):  “‘When can it be sought?  …  Why do we not do it?’”  To construe the fact that Augustine criticizes the Academicians as evidence that he was once one of them is to beg the question.

3.6.8.  From hesitation to determination.  Augustine understands that resoluteness is the only effective remedy against indecision (6.11.19):  “‘Let us concentrate ourselves exclusively on the investigation of the truth.’”  But he also appreciates that there is a vast gap between knowing the true and doing the good (6.11.20):  “As I used to say these things, and these winds blew first one way, and then the other, pushing my heart to and fro, time passed by, and I ‘delayed turning to the Lord’ and postponed ‘from day to day’ finding life in you [Lord], though I did not postpone the fact that every day I was dying within myself:  I longed for the happy life, but I was afraid of the place where it has its seat, and I fled from it at the same time as I was seeking after it.”  The debilitating doubtfulness of Academic skepticism will not be a live option for Augustine, nor had it ever been.

3.6.9.  Book Six:  On balance.  Hence there is inadequate evidence that Augustine systematically went through a clearly discernible period of specifically Academic skepticism.  There is, of course, a point at which he is eager to use such Academic assertions as “all things are to be doubted” and “nothing of the true can be apprehended by the human being” against the Manicheans.  There is, moreover, a point at which he is “doubting all things and wavering on all things in the manner of the Academicians”, though this includes what they say but excludes mathematical truths, divine existence, and divine providence, thus hardly qualifying Augustine as an Academic.  There is, finally, a point at which he critically observes that their view that “nothing for the conduct of life can be apprehended with certainty” reduces their own philosophy to the absurd.  In fact, a reversal has occurred.  At the end of Book Five, Augustine finds himself attracted to Academicism.  By the end of Book Six, Academicism finds itself attacked by Augustine.  Throughout, Augustine’s skepticism is uniquely his own.  Above all, the skepticism that he seeks to overcome in order to convert is not so much that of the Academicians as much rather that of common sense and critical thinking.  It is crucial, then, not to conflate the question of Augustine’s skepticism with the question of his Academicism.  There is a real distinction here.  Finally, nothing of what has been said in this regard may be legitimately interpreted as meaning that Academic skepticism did not for some time pose a very real problem for Augustine.  It certainly did.  But Augustine’s solution was not first to fall into Academic skepticism and then to struggle to get out of it.  His approach was, rather, assiduously to avoid accepting it in the first place and then skillfully to work with and around it as a useful tool.  He does precisely this during a period of personal skepticism in the transition between Manichean dogmatism and Catholic dogmatism.

3.7.  Book Seven:  The illuminated intellect and the wavering will.  According to the narrative, the next phase of Augustine’s conversion involves an insightful intellect and a weak will.  The growing perspicacity of the intellect is the focus of the present book; the recovering constancy of the will is that of the next.  The struggle for conversion becomes a matter of intellectual certainty versus moral doubt.  Now Augustine recounts how he took out, in systematic succession, the three pillars of Manicheism, namely, dualism, determinism, and materialism, thereby bringing down the entire gnostic edifice.  The dramatic place and time of the book is Milan, 385/386.

3.7.1.  A theological foundation.  Thinking of God no longer in human form but not yet in immaterial terms, Augustine claims to be “certain” of at least one thing, namely, that what is incorruptible, inviolable, and immutable is more perfect than what is corruptible, violable, and mutable (7.1.1–7.1.2).

3.7.2.  The refutation of dualism.  In the operative sense, “dualism” is the position that what is, is divided into “good” (bonum) and “evil” (or “bad”:  malum refers both to what is morally evil and to what is naturally bad), and that thus good and evil have equal or comparable ontological status.  Augustine’s destruction of dualism depends on the consistency of logic.  For the Manicheans, too, are committed to the incorruptibility of God.  Hence the dilemma posed by a penetrating question of Nebridius (7.2.3):  “What could the forces of evil have then done to God if he had refused to resist them?”  No matter how they respond, the Manicheans are condemned to incoherence.  For, if they say that the forces of evil could have harmed God, then they are giving up divine incorruptibility, and, if they say that the forces of evil could not have harmed God, then they are giving up serious dualism.  Where there is no possibility of injury, there is no necessity of struggle.

3.7.3.  The question of evil.  Augustine still has no clear grasp of the cause of evil (7.3.4).  But he is trying to understand what he is hearing, namely, that ‘the free choice of the perverse human will is the cause of evil’ (7.3.5).  He also continues to believe it to be “most true and most certain” that what is incorruptible is better than what is corruptible.  Hence he thinks that God is not the latter but the former (7.4.6).  It is materialism, however, that again prevents Augustine from finding the origin of evil, and the question just will not go away (7.5.7):  “Unde est malum?”

3.7.4.  The refutation of determinism.  In the operative sense, “determinism” is the position that there is no free human will or choice and that thus cosmic forces control human lives and destinies.  Augustine’s destruction of the assertions of astrology takes the shape of a rudimentary but effective empirical experiment (7.6.8–7.6.10).  By adducing empirical evidence gathered by means of systematic observations, though hardly by means of scientific experiments, his friend Firminus is able to convince Augustine that there is no coherent connection between horoscopes and forecasts.  As a result, they form the firm belief that true predictions on the basis of observed constellations are due not to fine skill but to good luck, while false predictions on the same basis are due not to poor skill but to chance error.  Thus Augustine learns that experience can enlighten reason in a matter of decisive importance.

3.7.5.  The refutation of materialism.  In the operative sense, “materialism” is the position that everything that is, is bodily, corporeal, or physical.  Augustine’s destruction of materialism occurs through reflection on readings from the Platonists.  Throughout, Augustine does not waver in his faith that God exists and that he loves humanity (7.7.11):  “And thus these things were secure and unshakable in my mind while I was feverishly seeking for the origin of evil.”  But Augustine is also about to achieve a degree of certainty in regard to God (7.8.12):  “By internal stimuli you agitated me to find it unendurable until, through my inward perception, you were a certainty to me.”  Augustine is brought to read some “books of the Platonists” (7.9.13, 7.20.26, 8.2.3); he finds their missing Christian message disappointing but their idealistic theism illuminating (7.9.13–7.10.16).  For only now does he see the transcendent light that enables him to recognize the immateriality of reality (7.10.16):  “And from there [through a reading of the books of the Platonists] I was admonished to return to my own self.  …  O eternal truth and true love and beloved eternity!  You are my God ….”  Only now does he recognize the genuine nature of reality (7.11.17):  “For that truly is which immutably remains.”  Only now does he achieve certainty in regard to reality.  Again, what Augustine misses in the Platonic books is the Christian message, above all, the incarnation (7.18.24–7.20.26).

3.7.6.  An alternative account of evil.  Augustine also recognizes that evil is not an essence or a nature or substance but an absence or a negation or privation (7.12.18):  “That which is, is good.”  Thus moral evil is real, but natural evil does not exist, at least not from the divine perspective (7.13.19).  At this point, Augustine can cease to posit a good substance and an evil substance as the contrary cosmic sources of good and of evil (7.14.20):  “… I relaxed a little bit and my insanity was put to sleep ….”  The distinction between truth and falsehood emerges as well (7.15.21):  “… [truth consists therein that] all things are true in so far as they are, and falsehood is given only then when something is thought to be that is not.”  As being may be not material but ideal, so truth may be not sensible but intelligible.  Wickedness is described thus (7.16.22):  “And I inquired what wickedness is, and I found not a substance but a perversity of the will twisted away from the highest substance, you, God, and toward inferior things, rejecting its own inner life and swelling with external matter.”  Augustine has finally found a solution to the problem that drove him to the Manicheans in the first place.

3.7.7.  The absence of doubt does not necessarily mean the presence of certainty.  The dualism of body and soul, of flesh and spirit, means that the elimination of intellectual doubt is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for spiritual conversion.  A fleeting glimpse of eternal truth is followed by a lapse back into temporal falsehood (7.17.23):  “I did not in any way doubt to whom I should attach myself, but it was I who could not attach himself … and I was most certain that your invisible nature [Lord] … is understood from the things that are made ….  For, inquiring, I found the immutable and authentic eternity of truth above my mutable mind.  …  [I] declared without any doubt that the immutable is preferable to the mutable, and from thence [I] knew the immutable itself—for, unless [I] could in some way know the immutable, there would be no way of preferring it with certainty to the mutable—and [I] could attain, in the flash of a trembling glance, to that which is.”  Manichean dualism was one thing; Pauline dualism is another.  Augustine is going to have a very hard time doing the good that he wills and not doing the evil that he does not will.

3.7.8.  The intellect is strong but the will is weak.  Augustine embraces Christ, “the way and the truth and the life”, as the exclusive mediator between the divine being and the human being (7.18.24).  But, while he no longer doubts what he understands of the Church’s teaching on Christ, Augustine is not yet clear about the details of the doctrine.  For example, at this time he does not recognize Christ as “the personal embodiment of the Truth” (7.19.25).  In fact, Augustine is still grappling with the orthodox Christological and Trinitarian doctrines of the Catholic Church.  Eventually, he differs both with Photinus of Sirmium (fl. c. 350), who denies Christ’s full divinity (ibid.), and with Apollinaris of Laodicea (fl. c. 375), who denies Christ’s full humanity (ibid.).  The point is that that Judaeo-Christianity with which Augustine becomes acquainted in 384/386 is significantly Neoplatonic in inspiration (7.9.13–7.10.16).  Accordingly, Augustine is certain of God but unstable in Christ (7.20.26).  Sorting things out, Augustine juxtaposes ‘Neoplatonic arrogance’ and ‘Judaeo-Christian humility’ (7.9.13–7.21.27).  Hence he “seizes” on the writings of Paul and realizes, he thinks, that the books of the Apostle are far superior to the books of the Platonists (7.21.27).  By reading Paul, Augustine discovers the indispensable function of grace (ibid.).

3.7.9.  Book Seven:  On balance.  Evidently, one does not need to be a skeptic in the Academic sense in order to entertain doubts about the veracity of the Christian religion.  It suffices to be a reasonable human being.  In this respect, to be reasonable is to be skeptical.  Augustine is both.  At this point, he has achieved a considerable intellectual certitude in regard to the nature of God, of the soul, and of evil.  In the transition from Book Seven to Book Eight, his conversion gradually becomes less an intellectual issue of certainty versus uncertainty and more a moral matter of decision versus indecision.  The question is whether and how Augustine will be able to obtain the moral stability necessary to sustain his perduring process of conversion.

3.8.  Book Eight:  From the darkness of dubitation to the light of stabilization.  The next phase of Augustine’s conversion involves a fierce struggle between the new will that wills conversion and the old will that does not will conversion.  The growing strength of the whole will, undivided into parts, is the focus of this book.  The big difference between Book Seven and Book Eight is that, long after Augustine knows truths, he still hesitates to recognize the Truth.  He doubts, he vacillates, and he wavers (dubitare), whereby it is not his intellect but his will that falters.  Accordingly, there is a phase of the process during which his intellect is convinced but his will is not converted.  The dramatic place and time of the book is Milan, late July/early August 386.

3.8.1.  The concern:  not intellectual certainty but moral stability.  Attempting to clarify the problem before trying to solve it, Augustine says to God (8.1.1):  “Your words stuck fast in my heart and on all sides I was besieged by you.  Of your eternal life I was certain, though I ‘saw’ it ‘in an enigma’ and, as it were, ‘in a mirror’.  Yet all doubt had been taken away from me concerning that incorruptible substance from which comes all substance, and my desire was not to be more certain of you but to be more stable in you.  But in my temporal life all things were shaky, and my heart needed to be purified from the ‘old leaven’.  I was both attracted to the way, the Savior himself, and I was still reluctant to go along its narrow paths.”  A major part of the problem is that for Augustine the resurrection of the spirit involves a renunciation of the flesh (8.1.2).  Thus moral resolution does not follow without further ado from intellectual conviction.  The ensuing gap between intention and action is a characteristic feature of Augustinian skepticism.  According to Augustine, human effort alone cannot bridge the gap.

3.8.2.  The conflict between the old will and the new will.  At this point, the main conversion narrative is enriched by other conversion narratives.  For example, Simplicianus relates to Augustine the story of the conversion of the renowned African rhetorician Marius Victorinus (fl. c. 355) (8.2.3).  Victorinus is long torn between his Christian convictions and his pagan connections, but finally he becomes “ashamed of vanity and shamed by truth” (8.2.4).  He chooses a public profession of faith over a private acknowledgement of creed (8.2.5).  One reason why the conversion of Victorinus is special is that he is a member of the aristocratic nobility with authority, cultivation, and tradition on his side (8.4.9).  On the spot, Augustine is eager to emulate Victorinus, but the chain that binds the new will to the old will deprives the soul of all concentration (8.5.10):  “For disordered desire springs from a perverted will; and, when disordered desire is served, then habit is formed; and, when habit is not resisted, then compulsion is generated.”  Augustine is describing an acutely addictive and a devastatingly debilitating form of moral weakness.

3.8.3.  Knowing the truth versus willing the Truth.  The force of undesirable habit has dire consequences for Augustine’s struggle for conversion (8.5.11):  “And there no longer existed the excuse that I had used to explain to myself why I did not yet contemn the world and serve you, namely, because the perception of the truth was uncertain to me.  For this was also now certain.  Yet, as one who was still bound down to the earth, I was refusing to become your soldier, and I was as afraid of being rid of all my burdens as I ought to have been at the prospect of carrying them.”  To be sure, the Academicians can no longer furnish Augustine with an alibi.  None the less, he does not yet want to do what he thinks he ought to.  For Augustine is convinced that God is showing him what the truth is, whereas he, though convinced of that truth, still hesitates to act on it (8.5.12):  “For there was nothing that I would then respond to you when you said to me, ‘Arise, you who are asleep, rise from the dead, and Christ will enlighten you’, and, although you showed at every point that the things that you were saying were true, there was nothing at all that I, convinced by the truth, would respond to you except merely slow and sleepy words ….”  The hindrance to spiritual conversion is not intellectual reservation but moral hesitation.

3.8.4.  Know thyself!  In another narrative layer, Augustine’s compatriot Ponticianus tells the story of Antony of Egypt (c. 251–c. 356), the founder of anchoritic monasticism (8.6.14).  He also relates the tale of the conversion of the imperial agents in the garden at Trier that climaxes with the pointed query (8.6.15):  “Quid quaerimus?”  Augustine takes the question to heart.  Looking at himself, he does not like what he sees (8.7.16):  “I had known it [my iniquity], but I had been deceiving myself, refusing to admit it, and pushing it out of my mind.”  He does not yet want to know himself.

3.8.5.  Conscience over consciousness.  Recalling his reading of Cicero’s Hortensius about twelve years previously, Augustine judges that he has not lived up to the promise of philosophy (8.7.17):  “Give me chastity and continence—but not yet.”  He had gone “evil ways”, yet not because he had been “certain” of them, but rather because he had preferred them to the alternatives, which he had not properly investigated but only ignorantly opposed.  Conscience shames Augustine (8.7.18):  “‘Where is your tongue?  For you were saying that, because the true is uncertain, you do not want to abandon the burden of vanity.  But look, the true is certain now, and the burden still presses on you, yet wings are obtained by the freer shoulders of those who have not exhausted themselves in searching and who have not taken ten years or more to meditate on these matters.’”  Again, Augustine denies that the problem plaguing him is theoretical skepticism, whether of the Academic or of some other sort.

3.8.6.  Whence this monstrosity?  There begins the agony in the garden of the house where Augustine and Alypius are staying (8.8.19):  “What is happening to us?  What is that which you have heard?  The untaught are rising up and taking over heaven, and, look, here we are with our teachings without heart groveling in flesh and blood.  Are we ashamed to follow because they are ahead of us, and are we not ashamed at not even making an attempt to follow them?”  Perplexingly, the will commands the body differently from the will, which does not respond to itself (8.8.20).  The crucial question is posed three times for maximal rhetorical effect (8.9.21):  “Unde hoc monstrum?  Et quare istuc?”  There are two conflicted acts of the will here (ibid.):  “Therefore, partly to will and partly not to will is not a monstrous thing but a sickness of the mind, because, when the mind is lifted up by the truth, it does not then as a whole rise to the truth since it is weighed down by habit.”  Augustine argues that voluntaristic dualism, according to which two different wills struggle against each other in one and the same person, is untenable (8.10.22–8.10.24).  But he himself still hesitates whether to die to death and to live to life (8.11.25).  For he is plagued by secular and sexual fantasies (8.11.26).  The will alone cannot move the will, and the will to power alone cannot empower the will.

3.8.7.  The light of security vs. the shadows of doubt.  In this precarious situation, “Lady Continence”, the figure who represents a metaphor for divine grace that enables human chastity, appears to Augustine in a vision and banishes his secular and sexual fantasies (8.11.27).  Again a question is posed repeatedly for maximal effect (8.12.28):  “Usquequo?  Quamdiu?”  At long last, Augustine hears (8.12.29):  “Tolle, lege; tolle, lege.”  So he picks up Sacred Scripture and reads Paul, To the Romans, 13:13–14 (ibid.):  “For at once, with the end of this sentence, a light of security was infused into my heart, as it were, and all the shadows of doubtfulness fled away.”  Finally Augustine stands firm on the rule of faith that was revealed many years ago (8.12.30; cf. 3.11.19–3.11.20).  It is especially noteworthy that Augustine characterizes the final phase of his conversion experience as a transition from instability to stability.  For here “the shadows of doubtfulness” refer not to intellectual dubitation but to moral hesitation.

3.8.8.  Book Eight:  On balance.  Academic skepticism aside, Augustine overcomes both intellectual skepticism and moral skepticism to convert to orthodox Christianity.  For his conversion narrative recounts his struggles against two kinds of hesitation, namely, the dubitation of the intellect in Book Seven and the vacillation of the will in Book Eight.  Yet there are not two conversions here, but rather two dimensions of one conversion, neither of which would be what it is without the other.  A distinctive feature of Augustinian skepticism is the great detail with which intellectual skepticism and moral skepticism are described as linked but distinct.  In order to do the good, it is not enough to know it, one must also will it, and thereby hangs a tale.

3.9.  Book Nine:  Consolatio veritatis.  Covering his life in Cassiciacum and Ostia from 386/387 to 387/388, Augustine confirms the result of Book Eight in that, for the first time since Book Three, he is silent on the subject of skepticism.  He does indirectly refer to Against the Academicians, however, among the dialogues composed between his retirement from a false profession and his baptism to the true religion (9.4.7):  “What I did there [in Cassiciacum] by way of literary works is attested by the books that record disputations with those present and with myself alone before you [Lord]; they were … works that now served you, but they still inhaled, as if in last gasps, the airs of the school of pride.”  In their shared ecstasy in Ostia (9.10.23–9.10.26), Augustine and Monnica eagerly await the afterlife (9.10.23):  “Alone together … we were talking very delightfully, and, ‘forgetting past things and anticipating future things’, we were, between us, inquiring, in the presence of the truth, which you [Lord] are, into what kind of life the eternal life of the saints will be, a life which ‘neither eye has seen nor ear has heard, nor has it entered into the heart of the human being’.”  Yet their vision is not empirical or rational but mystical (9.10.24):  “The conversation led to the conclusion that the delight of the carnal senses, however great and in however great a physical light, seemed unworthy not only of comparison but also of remembrance beside the enjoyment of eternal life ….”  Mother and son together transcend not only their bodies but also their minds to arrive in a region of inexhaustible abundance where the faithful are eternally nourished on the truth (ibid.):  “… and there life is the wisdom through which all … things are made, both the things that have been and the things that will be, and this wisdom is not made, but rather it is thus as it has always been and thus as it will forever be … since it is eternal ….”  But death still stings, and, to soothe his sorrow at the death of Monnica, Augustine discusses with others topics fitting for the occasion (9.12.31):  “… I used truth as a salve to soothe the agony of which you [Lord] were aware but of which they were not ….”  Augustine is not plagued by intellectual dubitation or moral hesitation in the way in which he was.

3.10.  Book Ten:  Searching for knowledge of God via remembrance of happiness.  The conversion narrative now leaps forward from c. 388 to c. 398, so that the dramatic place and time of the book is Hippo, 397–401 (10.4.6).  The convert, priest, and bishop is exploring what it would mean to know God as He knows him (10.1.1).  According to Augustine, the human being is absolutely transparent to the divine being, whereas the latter is relatively opaque to the former (10.2.2).  Given the intermingling of concealing and revealing that is inevitable in human relationships, neither can Augustine prove to others that the Confessions are true (10.3.3) nor can others be certain that the Confessions are accurate (10.3.4).  He is willing to render himself vulnerable only to those who are willing to approach his intimations with charity (10.4.5).  Augustine professes to confess what he knows of himself as well as what he does not know, but he contends that nobody ever really knows anybody—including oneself but excluding God (10.5.7).  In an expression not of tenuous but of tenacious attachment, Augustine says to God (10.6.8):  “I love you, Lord, not with a doubtful but with a certain consciousness.”  Hence the question of Book Ten (10.6.9):  ‘What do I then love when I love God?’  This question is inextricably intertwined with another (10.17.26):  ‘What am I?  What is my nature?’  In an epistemological circle, human beings are said to know themselves through God, and the Creator, through his creatures (10.6.9–10.6.10).  The analysis of human cognitive capacities and of their functions in the achievement of a knowledge of God leads to a discussion of the role of memory in the attainment of such knowledge (10.7.11–10.8.12).  Augustine observes that human beings do not generally appreciate the power of memory because they are not even good at knowing themselves, let alone significant others or the significant other (10.8.15).  Doubts about memory show that without it there would be no knowledge because there would be neither thought nor imagination nor recognition (10.11.18, 10.15.23, 10.18.27).  Augustine asserts that he knows that human beings desire happiness, but he admits that he does not know how it happens that they do so.  Thus it is through memory, he argues, that the way to God and to happiness appear to lead (10.20.29):  “When I seek God, then my quest is for the happy life.”  Accordingly, the happy life is said to be “in” the memory; there is supposed to be a remembrance of the happy life here (10.21.30).  Of a knowledge of the happy life, Augustine says (10.21.31):  “If we did not know it with certain knowledge, then we would not want it with resolute will.”  But what is happiness?  All desire it similarly but all define it differently.  Distinguishing between genuine happiness and illusory “happiness” (10.22.32), Augustine defines the happy life as “the joy that is derived from the truth”, that is, as the delight in the right relationship with God (10.23.33):  “Beata … vita est gaudium de veritate.”  Yet many human beings confuse happiness and pleasure, so that, when the truth is unpleasant, they then do not love but hate it (10.23.34).  Eventually, the happy life is found to lie in memory, but God, both within and beyond it (10.17.26, 10.24.35–10.25.36).  Augustine confesses that, since the divine being speaks distinctly but not all human beings hear clearly (10.26.37), it has taken him a long time to find the path of life and the way to God (10.27.38):  “Sero te amavi … sero te amavi!”  At the same time, Augustine is still struggling with recurring secular and sexual fantasies, from which he begs God to release him (10.29.40–10.30.42).  That is why, even after a real conversion to the “true” religion, he sighs about the human condition (10.28.39):  “Is not human life on earth a trial without respite?”  Due to the challenge of continence, Augustine’s conversion still lacks closure, in the sense that he cannot continue on the right road alone, and, if he tries to do so, then he will fail (10.29.40):  “Da quod iubes et iube quod vis.”  Yet there are not only the desires of cupidity or corporeality (10.29.40–10.34.53), but also those of curiosity (10.35.54–10.36.58) and of vanity (10.36.59–10.39.64).  Again, the crucial factor in a successful resistance to the temptation of disordered desire (10.31.46) is God’s gratuitously granted grace (10.31.45, 10.35.56, 10.37.60):  “Grant what you command and command what you will.”  In the end (10.40.65 ff.), Augustine claims to know God better than he does himself (cf. 10.32.48, 10.37.62).  Diametrically, the divine being emerges as the Truth, human beings, as liars (10.41.66).  Jesus Christ appears in the role of the sole mediator between divinity and humanity (10.42.67–10.43.69).  From this, Augustine draws conclusions for his own life (10.43.70).  Accordingly, the right relationship to the Truth is more important than good relations with other liars (10.37.61):  “For, if I were given the choice of being admired by all human beings, though mad or wrong about all things, or of being abused by all, though steadfast and most certain in possessing the truth, then I see which alternative I would choose.”  In no other book of the Confessions does Augustine so closely link the pursuit of happiness and the quest for truth.

3.11.  Book Eleven:  A search for the truth about temporality and eternity.  Beyond the conversion narrative, the focus of reflection turns to the topic of time as a condition of the possibility of conversion and narration.  Augustine emphasizes the real distinction between the eternal, infinite, and perfect being and a temporal, finite, and imperfect being.  He argues, for example, that divine knowledge has no temporal constraints, whereas human knowledge does (11.1.1).  For this reason alone, human knowledge represents a mixture of light and darkness (11.2.2).  The same holds for human beings’ understanding of Sacred Scripture, much of which God wills, with good reason, to be opaque and obscure (11.2.3).  At this point, Augustine begins his commentary on Genesis, the leitmotif of the last three books of the work (11.3.5):  “May I … understand how in the beginning you [Lord] made heaven and earth.”  Of temporality and eternity Augustine knows something but not much (11.7.9):  “This I know, my God, and I give thanks.  I know it, and I confess it to you, Lord, and everyone who is not ungrateful for certain truth knows it with me and blesses you.  We know this, Lord, we know it ….”  For Augustine there is no access to truth except via the Truth (11.8.10):  “Yet who is our teacher but the reliable truth?”  From a Christian perspective, God and time are related as creator and creature (11.13.15 [cf. 11.9.11–11.13.16, 11.30.40]):  “You [Lord] have made … time ….”  The question of the book is a dogmatist’s dream (11.14.17):  “Quid est … ‘tempus’?”  The answer on the spot is a skeptic’s feast (ibid.):  “If no one asks me, then I know; if I want to explain it to someone who asks, then I do not know ….”  The nature of time is a paradox.  For there appear to be three times, namely, past, present, and future, but there also seems to be no time, since the past is no longer, the future is not yet, and the present is slipping away (11.15.18–11.19.25).  Augustine distinguishes finely (11.20.26):  “… perhaps it would be proper to say that there are three times, a present of things past, a present of things present, a present of things future … the present of things past is memory, the present of things present is attention, the present of things future is expectation.”  But this answer also raises further questions, for example:  How to measure time (11.21.27–11.24.31)?  Yet how can one measure what one cannot define (11.25.32)?  “Or perhaps I do not know how to express what I do know?  Woe is me, for I do not even know what I do not know.”  Hence Augustine defines time in such a way as to be able to measure it (11.26.33):  “… it seems to me that time is nothing other than a distention, but of what, I do not know, and it would be surprising if it were not of the mind itself.”  Prospects are promising (11.27.34–11.27.36).  The mind would relate, then, to past time by means of memory, to present time by means of attention, and to future time by means of expectation (11.28.37–11.28.38).  But what is the “mind”?  And what is a “distention”?  Augustine persists (11.29.39):  “… behold, my life is a distention …”.  Yet what is “life”?  In the end, one can only follow Augustine’s advice (11.27.34):  “Watch where truth dawns.”  And hope that time does not run out.  Another skeptical conclusion follows:  To know is divine; not to know is human (11.31.41; cf. 11.4.6).

3.12.  Book Twelve:  Skeptical hermeneutics and Sacred Scripture.  According to Academic skepticism, to seek is not to find; according to Augustinian skepticism, not to seek is not to find (12.1.1; cf. Mt. 7:7–8).  At this point, Augustine seeks the meaning of the account of creation in Genesis (12.2.2).  His starting point is a recognition of the limits of human knowledge of the origin of things (12.5.5).  He distinguishes between two different senses of “heaven” and of “earth” in the opening lines of Genesis (Gen. 1:1–2):  “In the beginning God made heaven and earth.  …”  There are “heaven and earth” in the literal, physical sense, and there are “heaven and earth” in the allegorical, metaphysical sense.  Augustine’s approach to Sacred Scripture is to interpret both as literally as possible and as allegorically as necessary in order to make full sense of its profundity for careful readers and of its banality for casual hearers (12.2.2–12.14.17).  Author’s intent is irretrievable (11.3.5).  Thus reader’s response becomes indispensable, since understanding Sacred Scripture cannot be made dependent on surmising what the human authors were then thinking when they were writing (12.14.17–12.17.24).  For example, critics are given to understand that the full sense of Genesis cannot be exhausted by its author’s intent, as well as that Moses’s intention and Augustine’s interpretation are compossible—the fact that Moses may not have intended Augustine’s interpretation is no argument against its correctness (12.17.25–12.18.27).  In any case, the primary and ultimate arbitration of interpretation lies with God (12.14.17, 12.16.23).  Diversity of interpretation and veracity of interpretation do not contradict but complement each other (12.18.27).  For instance, Augustine states what he holds to be the core truths of the account of creation in Genesis (12.19.28):  “It is true that …, it is true that …, it is true that ….”  So long as one does not doubt these truths, one is free to interpret them in various ways within sensible bounds (12.20.29–12.22.31).  But how does Augustine know that Moses, whom he takes to be the human author of Genesis, is telling the truth?  According to Augustine, what Moses writes is true because he speaks “in a spirit of the truth” (12.20.29).  There are two hermeneutical levels here, namely, that of the veracity of things and that of the intentionality of authors, and Augustine wants nothing to do with those who are wrong about things or with those who think that Moses was (12.23.32).  Dogmatically, Augustine claims knowledge of the veracity of Genesis; skeptically, he disclaims knowledge of the intentionality of Moses (12.24.33).  In turn, he uses a skepticism of his own against the dogmatism of those who claim to know what Moses was thinking in writing Genesis, since no human being can know that Augustine’s interpretation and Moses’s intention do not coincide (12.25.34).  Appealing to the principle of charitable interpretation (Mt. 22:37–39), Augustine points out the rashness of insisting that of all the correct interpretations any particular one was the intention of Moses (12.25.35, 12.30.41).  After all, if Augustine had been Moses, then he would not have wanted it any other way (12.26.36)!  In short, there are many different paths to one and the same truth (12.27.37); there are many different limits to an understanding of the truth (12.28.38); and there are many different true interpretations, though not all interpretations are true (12.28.39–12.29.40).  Hence Augustine finds in Sacred Scripture both a plurality of truths and a diversity of interpretations of each truth (12.30.41–12.31.42).  Accordingly, he ends with a prayer that the divine intent concealed in Sacred Scripture be revealed to the human intellect (12.32.43).  As a result, his skeptical hermeneutics entails a resolute rejection of any human claim to a certain, comprehensive, and complete interpretation of Sacred Scripture.

3.13.  Book Thirteen:  The indeterminacy of human interpretations of divine intentions.  According to Augustine, the human being is radically dependent on the divine being (13.1.1), for the creator is a self-sufficient entity that creates creatures not out of necessity but out of generosity (13.2.2–13.4.5).  Continuing the exegesis of Genesis, Augustine is looking for the entire Trinity (13.5.6):  “There is the Trinity here, my God—Father and Son and Holy Spirit—creator of all of creation.”  Again, the distinction between literal interpretation and allegorical interpretation is decisive (13.6.7–13.10.11, esp. 13.9.10):  “My weight is my love; it carries me wherever I am carried.”  But the question of the Trinity is another occasion for skepticism (13.11.12):  “Who can understand the … Trinity?  Who does not talk about it—if it is that about which they talk?  It is a rare soul who then knows what he is talking about when he is talking about it.”  Augustine suggests thinking about the Trinity by analogy between the human being and the divine being (ibid.):  “… being, knowing, willing …”.  At stake are phenomena that are so related as to be distinct but inseparable, and thus one can at least begin to approach the Trinity by means of the triad (ibid.):  “… life … mind … essence …”.  Yet one still cannot comprehend the uniqueness of the Trinity (ibid.):  “Who could find any way to express this?  Who would dare to pronounce rashly on it?”  Thus, seeking to find not only the Trinity but also the Church in Genesis, Augustine proceeds on the basis not of knowledge but of faith (13.12.13–13.13.14).  Distinguishing between those who go in light and those who go in darkness, he describes the human condition as a “pilgrimage” on which human beings are uncertain about the final results of their lives (13.14.15).  For orientation, God has supposedly given human beings texts to be understood, for example, the book of the world and the Book of Books (13.15.16–13.15.18, 13.18.22–13.18.23).  But it is for God alone to know himself as he is (13.16.19).  Nor do the gifts of the Holy Spirit enable human beings to know what God knows (13.18.23).  Knowledge of some higher things is clear, but knowledge of most lower things is obscure (13.20.27).  There is also such a thing as “knowledge falsely so called” (13.21.30).  Denying proof in order to make room for trust, Augustine says to God (13.22.32):  “For the person whose renewal is in the mind and who contemplates your intelligible truth needs no human being to ‘prove’ it in order that he might imitate his own kind, but rather, as you show, he ‘proves what your will is, which is a thing good and pleasing and perfect’ ….”  One must take the Word of God from Sacred Scripture on faith (13.23.33):  “… nor do [we] judge your [God’s] book itself, even if there is something in it that is not clear, because we submit our intellect to it, and we hold it for certain that even that which is closed to our comprehension has been said accurately and veraciously ….”  Augustine admits that he may not be able to grasp divine intentions and concedes that others may be able to offer better human interpretations; Sacred Scripture can be read in many ways, yielding both a plethora of interesting but incorrect constructions and a plurality of diverse but accurate interpretations (13.24.35).  But he also argues that human beings have received a divine injunction to interpret Sacred Scripture in their own ways (13.24.37):  “Increase and multiply!”  According to Augustine, divine inspiration is required for human beings not only to write but also to read Sacred Scripture (13.25.38):  “For with you [Lord] inspiring me I shall say true things, which you will that I say on the basis of those words.  For I also do not believe that I then say what is true if anyone other than you is inspiring me, since you are the ‘truth’ ‘but every human being is a liar’.  And that is why ‘he who speaks a lie speaks from what is his own’.  Therefore, in order that I may speak what is true, I must speak from what is yours.”  From a logical standpoint, Augustine’s argument for the truth of Sacred Scripture is circular (13.29.44):  “O Lord, is this Scripture of yours not true, since you who have produced it are truthful and are truth itself?”  But there is also a “logic” of the faith here (13.31.46):  “Certainly no one knows the things of God except the Spirit of God.”  Thus concludes the Augustinian skepticism of the Confessions.  Its driving force is that faith seeking understanding which recognizes the insuperable limits of human knowing with respect to divine being (Trin. 15.27.49–15.27.50).  Neither does all knowledge yield certainty nor does all certainty derive from knowledge.  For Augustine, faith possesses a certitude sui generis.

Provisional results.  What does the proposed reading of the Confessions show, on balance, about Augustinian skepticism and about the relation between it and Academic skepticism?  Bearing in mind that this conversion narrative represents not the memoirs of an old man at the door of death but the memories of a mature man in the midst of life, one may summarily identify thirteen leitmotifs from thirteen books:

1.  Skepticism and anthropology.  Augustine understands the joint venture of the pursuit of certitude and the avoidance of doubtfulness to be first and foremost not an epistemological exercise but an existential enterprise.  It starts out not with any clear information on but with some obscure clues about the life of a human being.  One reason why human beings have such a hard time remembering where they are going is that they have forgotten where they came from.  Individually and collectively, human origins are sedimented origins.  Discerning the faint traces, one recognizes that the intellectual and spiritual odyssey of life is not only a search for truth but also the quest for the Truth (God).  This decisive distinction is also the key clue to the big difference between Academic skepticism and Augustinian skepticism.  The Christian seeks and finds because they put faith before reason, whereas the Academician seeks but does not find because they put reason before faith.

2.  Skepticism and psychology.  According to Augustine, human moral motivation is more opaque than transparent.  Under favorable circumstances, genuine self-knowledge of a non-trivial type is elusive; under ordinary circumstances, it is unattainable.  To understand why human beings do the things that they do, is profoundly perplexing.  Both knowledge of self and knowledge of others involve grades, degrees, and levels of deeply penetrating analysis.  Knowledge of human beings is impossible without knowledge of the divine being.  For only the divine being possesses genuine knowledge of human beings.  But human knowledge of the divine being is impossible.  Therefore human knowledge of human beings is also impossible.  Yet it is not through knowledge but by faith that human beings are saved.  The unjustified life is not worth living for a human being.  All this holds a fortiori with respect to an etiology of the evil of which human beings are capable.  This is to bracket out, for the time being, original sin as an explanatory paradigm.  For the appeal to original sin speaks not to a motive but to a condition.

3.  Skepticism and philosophy.  Augustine the career professor appreciates that there is an intrinsic tension between the practice of rhetoric and the pursuit of wisdom.  Rhetoric may provide the means to speak with the appearance of truth on all matters from all perspectives and to win the admiration of the less learned.  But to speak persuasively and to speak veraciously are not necessarily the same thing, and they may actually be two completely different things.  Only philosophy appears to offer a prospect of the prosecution and possession of wisdom.  Naturally, if there were no such thing as wisdom, then the pursuit of it would a priori be in vain.  For someone who demands the search for wisdom but denies the existence of wisdom is doing not philosophy but pseudosophia.  Putting human beings in the position of ever seeking but of never finding the only thing that can truly make them happy guarantees their unhappiness.  Hence the tension between genuine philosophy and radical skepticism is acute and chronic.

4.  Skepticism and astrology/astronomy.  Augustine’s anterior attitude is a complex mixture of credulousness with respect to superstition and of incredulousness with respect to science.  He understands that the physical sciences founded on and grounded in the mathematical disciplines are far better able to articulate the truth of things than Manichean mythology could ever be.  Yet he does not think that one who possesses both knowledge of God and knowledge of nature is better off than one who has knowledge of God but no knowledge of nature.  Thus there is an ambiguous attitude toward science here.  For science seems to have extrinsic value as a powerful instrument against superstition, but it does not appear to possess intrinsic value as a field of inquiry capable of explaining the world.  Hence, before the encounter with Academic skepticism, Augustine is susceptible to superstition but skeptical of science, while, after the encounter, he is suspicious of superstition and still skeptical of science.

5.  Skepticism and skepticism.  Augustine is attracted to, but does not adopt, Academic skepticism, understood as the position that all things are to be doubted and that no truth can be apprehended by the human being.  At the same time, he appreciates the usefulness of skepticism, playing off skepticism against gnosticism generally and Academicism against Manicheism specifically.  By the same token, however, the influence of Academicism makes it more difficult for Augustine to convert to Catholicism.  This is what he then shows when he says that “the Academicians … determined my directions for a long time” (b. vita 1.4).  To be sure, he justifies his decision to switch from being a hearer in the Manichean sect to being a catechumen in the Catholic Church with a preference for Academic skepticism over Manichean dogmatism.  None the less, while he uses Academic epistemology against Manichean mythology, he is hardly an Academician in any sense other than an occasional and opportunistic one.  For at the same time Augustine also understands that Academicians, while they may not be rigorously anti-religious, can hardly be Christians.

6.  Skepticism and epistemology.  Without driving out Satan with Beelzebub, Augustine counters one kind of skepticism with another kind of skepticism.  In doing so, he develops Augustinian skepticism in part as a reaction, negative and positive, against Academic skepticism.  In principle, the new skepticism is open to Christianity in a way in which the old skepticism was not.  A distinguishing feature of Augustinian skepticism is the trenchant rehabilitation of belief in testimony and of trust in authority, whose reliability and indispensability, respectively, would have inevitably succumbed to Academic critique.  In addition, Augustine argues that it is impossible for Academic skepticism to do justice to the theory of knowledge in any systematic sense.  For there are manifestations of evidence, knowledge, truth that Academic skepticism cannot discredit.  As the Stoics had to learn the hard way, there is always the danger that the criterion of knowledge be set so high that it cannot be met.  But the insight that mathematical knowledge cannot serve as a model for all knowledge is also pivotal.  So absolute, adequate, and apodictic knowledge, truth, and evidence are not paradigmatic for all cases whatsoever.  On the contrary, most vital things that are known are not at all known in this fashion.  Thus the gates have been opened to relative, imperfect, and probable knowledge.

7.  Skepticism and ontology.  Overcoming ‘conversion hesitation’ in the form of a dubitation of the intellect, Augustine comes to understand that how one knows is a direct function of what one knows.  In doing so, he also learns that being, in order to be, need not be corporeal, material, physical.  As it turns out, faith, love, and truth constitute examples of “things” (sit venia verbo) that exist in an intelligible rather than in a sensible mode.  And such realities are indeed knowable.  Curiously, Academic skepticism seems to raise relatively few strong objections against knowledge of intelligible reality; rather, it concentrates on the problem of the criteria of infallible knowledge of sensible reality through sense-perception.  Avoiding this methodological unilateralism, Augustine is also able to explain the nature and function of evil by clarifying the nature and function of good.  Along the way, he provides one of the first formulations of the view that being, good, and truth are distinct but linked.


8.  Skepticism and axiology.  Overcoming ‘conversion hesitation’ in the form of a vacillation of the will, Augustine comes to appreciate the impotence of human effort without the power of divine grace.  His own conversion is a case in which divine grace comes to the rescue of a chronically conflicted and crippled human will.  According to Augustine, moral weakness involves both willing and not willing the good that one wants to do (conf. 8.8.19–8.12.30).  According to Paul, it means not doing the good that one wills and doing the evil that one does not will (Rom. 7:15, 7:19).  According to Aristotle, it is a matter of knowingly and willingly doing what is wrong (Nicomachean Ethics, bks. 3 and 7).  According to Socrates, on the other hand, no one knowingly commits error or willingly does evil (Gorgias, 467a–468e; Hippias Minor, 371c–376c; Protagoras, 351c–358e).  For Augustine, moreover, human conversion requires divine conservation.  But to know that his own conversion lacks closure is not to doubt its constancy.  In Augustine’s narrative both conversion as process and conversion as event involve a gradual transformation and an abrupt change.  On the intellectual level, certitude replaces but does not displace doubtfulness, and, on the moral level, stability replaces but does not displace fragility.  Long after Augustine has converted to Catholicism, he struggles with the carnal corpse of his old self, and, long after he has overcome the enervation of Academic skepticism, he maintains the energy of Augustinian skepticism about many Catholic doctrines.


9.  Skepticism and thanatology.  Together Augustine and Monnica experience the ecstasy of a mystical vision of the extraordinary quality of the eternal life of the saints.  As a result, they form the firm belief that the delight of temporal happiness in this life, however intense and however satisfying its carnal aspects may be, is unworthy not only of comparison but also of remembrance beside the enjoyment of eternal blessedness in the next life.  They reach this conclusion by way of the revelation of faith rather than by way of the evidence of reason.  Their ecstatic experience is connected with a radical skepticism in regard to the pleasures of the senses, the delights of the physical world, and the significance of this earthly life.  In an important sense, then, Augustinian skepticism is not only Christian skepticism but also ascetic skepticism.  For it takes a very high degree of such skepticism for the human being to prefer the evidence of a mystical vision to the evidence of the physical senses, especially then when the highest good of a human life is at stake.

          10.  Skepticism and theology.  Augustine lives in an interpersonal universe in which the primary and ultimate relationship is not a horizontal one between one human being and another human being but the vertical one between the divine being and the human being.  It is a world in which it is possible for human beings to tell the truth only with the help of the divine being, in which no one human ever really knows anyone human or divine, and in which human beings can never know the divine being as the divine being knows human beings.  It is also a world in which human beings can know themselves or others only by knowing the divine being, whom they cannot ever really know, with all the skeptical consequences for self-knowledge and interpersonal knowledge that this entails.  But Greek philosophy is based on the premiss that for a human being the unexamined life is not worth living (Plato, Apology, 38a).  Yet Christian theology is rooted in the conviction that for a human being the unjustified life is not worth living.  Accordingly, Augustine defines human happiness as that delight which is found in the right relationship with God:  “the joy that is derived from the truth”.

          11.  Skepticism and temporality.  Augustine gives an account of temporality according to which the divine being knows eternity, whereas the human being cannot even know time.  Indeed, God knows past, present, and future, whereas human beings are constantly forgetting the past, woefully misperceiving the present, and seriously miscalculating the future.  According to Augustine, there are, properly speaking, three “times”, namely, a present of things past, a present of things present, and a present of things future, whereby the present of things past is memory, the present of things present is attention, and the present of things future is expectation.  Thus the formal structure of time is a certain distention, both of the mind and of life itself.  But it is an inseparable part of the human condition that the human being cannot at any given time know very much about the material content that fills out a lifetime.  For both the quantitative extent and the qualitative extension of life remain a mystery to the one whose life is at stake.  Already seriously challenged by the question, “what is time?”, the human being is hopelessly overchallenged by the question, “what will be in time?”.

          12.  Skepticism and hermeneutics.  Augustine applies the distinction between literal interpretation and allegorical interpretation to Sacred Scripture in such a way that the reader’s response becomes much more determinative of the text’s meaning than the author’s intent.  Hence his skeptical hermeneutics recognizes the brute fact that most of the texts that human beings seek to understand must be read without the benefit of any direct, immediate, and personal retrieval of an author’s intentionality.  Yet original, significant, and tenable interpretation does take place, though it may be fallible, limited, and provisional.  Augustine’s insight, as basic as it is brilliant, is that understanding Sacred Scripture does not essentially or necessarily require that readers understand what human authors were then thinking when they were writing.  His distinction between a skeptical hermeneutics and a dogmatic hermeneutics is a pivotal point in the development of his scriptural hermeneutics in that it goes a long way toward securing charity, diversity, and plurality of interpretation.

          13.  Skepticism and eschatology.  Augustine concludes with a strong statement that one cannot and should not question the judgments that the divine being makes about human beings and about their eternal rewards or eternal punishments.  On the pilgrimage that is this life, no human being can know whether they are saved or not; at best they can merely believe in or have faith in a positive outcome of their life.  Gnosticism preaches salvation through knowledge; Christianity teaches justification through faith.  Gnosticism is a form of religious rationalism; Christianity is a form of religious skepticism.  Academic skepticism would deny reason in order to make room for repose; Augustinian skepticism would deny reason in order to make room for faith.

To conclude, in the Confessions Augustine is motivated by a double search for truth.  For there are two distinct but inseparable senses of “truth” operative here, namely, truth in the epistemological sense and the Truth in the theological sense, and both need to be thematized.  Accordingly, there are also two senses of skepticism here, namely, Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism.  To be sure, there is much overlapping and much underlapping.  None the less, there is a legitimate sense in which Augustine was a skeptic before, during, and after his encounter with the Academicians.  Only when one understands this can one then begin to recognize what is peculiar to Augustinian skepticism vis-à-vis what is specific to Academic skepticism.  According to Augustine, the quest for the Truth has primacy and ultimacy over a quest for truth, and the same holds for the relation between the claims of faith and the demands of reason.  According to the Academicians, a quest for truth makes as little sense as the quest for the Truth, and the same holds for the relation between the demands of reason and the claims of faith.  Hence there is indeed a significant distinction between Academic skepticism and Augustinian skepticism here.  Academic skepticism is hardly global.
  Augustinian skepticism is surely galactic.  There is no question which kind of skepticism plays a main role, and which, a supporting role, in the life and thought of Augustine.  Given what Augustine says about the Academicians, then, it is unwise to think of him as ever having been one of them.  Also, to infer from his skepticism to their skepticism or vice versa is to beg the question.  Finally, to describe the skeptical dimension in Augustine’s thinking is not to characterize his thought as a form of skepticism.

4.  Augustine on Academic skepticism:  Contra Academicos
Preliminary remarks.  Although Augustine’s detailed account of his personal and philosophical involvement with skepticism is found in the Confessions, his systematic arguments against Academic skepticism are located in Against the Academicians.  Thus the latter work is the best source of information from Augustine on Academic skepticism, while the former is the best source of information from him on Augustinian skepticism.
  Hence the Confessions and Against the Academicians are mutually related as text and context, yielding a circle of hermeneutical proportions.  For the Confessions (397/401) postdate Against the Academicians (386/387), but the experiences with skepticism recounted in the Confessions predate the arguments against Academicism presented in Against the Academicians.  So there is a reversal between the order of experience and the order of reflection here that needs to be taken into account.  Accordingly, one cannot understand Against the Academicians without understanding the Confessions, and one cannot understand the Confessions without understanding Against the Academicians.  Yet one must begin with something, and one should begin with what is most accessible under the circumstances.

Overview.  Augustine divides Against the Academicians into three parts.  Book One is a dialogue on the relation between happiness and philosophy in which he argues that it is not enough to seek the truth but that one must also find it.  Book Two is a discussion of Academic skepticism in which he posits that the “truth-like” makes no sense without the true.  Book Three is a disputation on the foundations of knowledge in which he shows that skepticism cannot vitiate certain species and instances of human cognition.  But now is not the time and here is not the place to analyze the arguments that Augustine adduces against skepticism in Against the Academicians.  In lieu thereof, a basic outline of the structure and content of the work would look like this:

4.1.  Book One:  A dialogue on happiness and philosophy.  The protreptic:  Romanianus receives an exhortation to philosophy (1.1.1).  The crucial distinction between real happiness and apparent happiness (1.1.2).  The diagnosis and a remedy:  from desire for wealth to love of wisdom (1.1.3).  The occasion of the dialogue:  Romanianus’s son Licentius as a role model (1.1.4).  A definition of “happiness” in terms of seeking and finding the truth (1.2.5).  Licentius versus Trygetius:  a tension between seeking and finding the truth (1.2.6).  Licentius appeals to the skeptical authority of Carneades and Cicero (1.3.7).  Trygetius attacks and Licentius defends the wisdom of Cicero (1.3.8).  Does happiness involve the quest for or the possession of the truth (1.3.9)?  Trygetius’s definition of “error”:  “forever to search and never to find” (1.4.10).  Licentius’s definition of “error”:  “the approval of the false as the true” (1.4.11).  Why Licentius’s definition of “error” proves superior to Trygetius’s (1.4.12).  From error to knowledge:  What is “wisdom” (1.5.13)?  Licentius versus Trygetius again:  Is wisdom the truth or the path to it (1.5.14)?  The difficulty of defining “wisdom” leads to a delay in the disputation (1.5.15).  Cicero’s notion of “wisdom”:  “knowledge of human and divine matters” (1.6.16).  A reversal:  Licentius finds fault with Cicero’s definition of “wisdom” (1.6.17).  Licentius continues his critique of Cicero:  more cases and greater detail (1.6.18).  Clarifications and connections:  knowledge, wisdom, and the wise man (1.7.19).  Why divination does not yield knowledge of human matters (1.7.20).  The point:  Divination may encourage ignorance of human learning (1.7.21).  Why divination does not yield knowledge of divine matters (1.8.22).  “Wisdom” as (the diligent search for) knowledge relevant to happiness (1.8.23).  Conclusion I:  The Academicians are formally introduced (1.9.24).  Conclusion II:  The prosecution of the Academicians is announced (1.9.25).


4.2.  Book Two:  A discussion of Academic skepticism.  An admonishment:  Romanianus is to beware of the Academic philosophy (2.1.1).  A laudatio:  very high praise for Romanianus’s potential for philosophy (2.1.2).  Why Romanianus deserves this work:  a list of his good deeds for the author (2.2.3).  Good philosophy is a necessary condition for happiness (2.2.4).  True religion is a sufficient condition for happiness (2.2.5).  Romanianus has not only an advocate but also an adversary (2.2.6).  Tension between the love of wisdom and the love of beauty (2.3.7).  Two major obstacles to finding the truth:  skepticism and superstition (2.3.8).  The chief counsel to Romanianus:  “Seek and you shall find” (2.3.9).  The topic revisited:  Licentius requests an account of the Academic view (2.4.10).  The Academicians I:  Nothing can be known and assent must be withheld (2.5.11).  The Academicians II:  The wise man acts on the plausible or the truth-like (2.5.12).  Alypius distinguishes between the New Academy and the Old Academy (2.5.13).  A brief history of the Academy I:  from dogmatism to skepticism (2.6.14).  A brief history of the Academy II:  from skepticism to dogmatism (2.6.15).  Is the Academicians’ view of truth itself really true or merely truth-like (2.7.16)?  Does one need to possess knowledge in order to discuss skepticism (2.7.17)?  Hapless Licentius, with sympathy for skepticism, lapses and recovers (2.7.18).  How can one follow the truth-like without knowing the truth (2.7.19)?  Trygetius’s defense:  It is not about “truth-like” but about “plausible” (2.8.20).  Alypius renounces the role of judge in order to discuss the issues (2.8.21).  The end of the preliminaries:  the key arguments against the Academicians (2.9.22).  A provisional difference between the Academicians and their chief critic (2.9.23).  A preview of an idiosyncratic interpretation of the Academic position (2.10.24).  Revisiting the distinction between the “truth-like” and the “plausible” (2.11.25).  An acute point:  The dispute is not about terminology but about reality (2.11.26).  Licentius contra Carneades:  There is no “truth-like” without the truth (2.12.27).  Alypius pro Carneades:  There can be the “plausible” without the truth (2.12.28).  Did the Academicians have not one account but two accounts of truth (2.13.29)?  The crucial question:  Were the Academicians skeptics or dogmatists (2.13.30)?


4.3.  Book Three:  A disputation on the foundations of knowledge.  A consensus:  the task at hand is to search for the truth with all one’s power (3.1.1).  Does a wise man need fortune, and does a man need fortune to become wise (3.2.2)?  Life has need of fortune, and thus wisdom does too (3.2.3).  Fortune affects life, life affects wisdom, fortune affects wisdom (3.2.4).  What is the difference between the wise man and the philosopher (3.3.5)?  “The wise man knows wisdom” versus “it seems to him that he knows it” (3.3.6).  Licentius is urged to do philosophy instead of poetry (3.4.7).  Does the wise man of the Academicians know wisdom or seem to know it (3.4.8)?  It seems that the wise man knows wisdom—but to whom does it seem so (3.4.9)?  The dilemma:  Either wisdom is nothing or the wise man does not exist (3.4.10).  A defense:  Why the Academicians may still insist on suspension of assent (3.5.11).  It is implausible that the wise man, who does exist, does not know wisdom (3.5.12).  Only with divine assistance can the human being gain access to the truth (3.6.13).  Alypius suggests a methodological shift from dialogue to monologue (3.7.14).  A new start is made with Cicero’s observations on the Academicians (3.7.15).  An explanation for the philosophical popularity of Academic skepticism (3.7.16).  If the wise man knows nothing, then how does he differ from the fool (3.8.17)?  Zeno’s definition of “truth” revisited:  the paradox connected with it (3.9.18).  Either man cannot be wise or the wise man does not know wisdom … (3.9.19)?  Either the Academicians are shunned as insane or they make others so (3.9.20).  Evaluation I:  contra Arcesilaus and pro Zeno on perception (3.9.21).  Evaluation II:  contra Carneades and pro Chrysippus on assent (3.10.22).  The first kind of knowledge:  of apodictic truths in physics (3.10.23).  The second kind of knowledge:  of the existence of the sensible world (3.11.24).  The third kind of knowledge:  of apodictic truths in mathematics (3.11.25).  The fourth kind of knowledge:  of self-presenting states of awareness (3.11.26).  The fifth kind of knowledge:  of apodictic truths in ethics (3.12.27).  There is knowledge not vitiated by dreams, madness, or sense-deception (3.12.28).  The sixth kind of knowledge:  of the logical laws of dialectic (3.13.29).  Something may be apprehended and thus assent may be released (3.14.30).  The wise man perceives wisdom and the wise man assents to wisdom (3.14.31).  The wise man really does perceive wisdom—he does not merely think so (3.14.32).  Does one who gives approval to nothing really also do nothing (3.15.33)?  The absurdity of Academic skepticism:  the case of the two travelers (3.15.34).  Error does not entail sin but sin does imply error (3.16.35).  The implausibility of “the plausible”:  “I know how it seems to me” (3.16.36).  A brief history of philosophy I:  from the Pythagoreans to the Platonists (3.17.37).  A brief history of philosophy II:  from the Stoics to the Skeptics (3.17.38).  A brief history of philosophy III:  from Arcesilaus to Carneades (3.17.39).  The point of the whole affair:  The Academicians really did know the truth (3.18.40).  The return of the Academy to its idealistic roots:  Plato and Plotinus (3.18.41).  Intelligible philosophy achieves nothing without divine intervention (3.19.42).  On faith and reason:  No authority is more powerful than that of Christ (3.20.43).  Alypius approves the preceding monologue against the Academicians (3.20.44).  Ironic open-endedness:  an exhortation to read Cicero’s Academica (3.20.45).
Given these arguments, there is no doubt that the Augustine of Against the Academicians is a vigorous opponent of the views of the Academicians in so far as they are understood to be saying that no truth can be known and that all assent must be withheld.  It is also generally accepted that the author of this dialogue is not a skeptic in this sense.  But, if his distinction between an esoteric teaching and an exoteric teaching of the Academicians is valid, then neither are the Academicians skeptics in this sense.  In any case, the question of whether Augustine is a skeptic in the Academic sense should not prejudice the issue of whether he is a skeptic in some other sense.

Crux.  The distinction between Academic skepticism and Augustinian skepticism raises an issue that is foundational for understanding Against the Academicians.  This is the question of Augustine’s own skepticism at the time of the conversation against the Academicians or of the dialogue Against the Academicians (386/387).  Augustine poses the problem in a number of places.  First he says in the work itself (c. Acad. 3.20.43):

Yet, so that you may receive my entire intention in brief:  however human wisdom may handle itself, I see that I have not yet [nondum] perceived it.  But, although I am in the thirty-third year of my life, I do not think that I should despair of reaching it someday [quandoque].  Still, after having contemned all the other things that mortals think to be good, I did intend to devote myself to investigating wisdom.  Given the fact that the arguments of the Academicians used seriously to deter me from this business, I think that I am sufficiently protected against these arguments by this disputation.

When exactly was it that “the arguments of the Academicians used seriously to deter” Augustine from “investigating wisdom”?  For how long and until when did the Academicians exert this influence on Augustine?  Then Augustine says (ep. 1.3):

But, whatever may be the case with those writings [Against the Academicians], I am not as pleased that, as you [Hermogenianus] write, I have “conquered” the Academicians—for you write this perhaps more out of love than out of sincerity—as that I have broken for myself that most odious snare by which I was being held back from the breast of philosophy out of a despair about the true, which is the food of the soul.

When exactly was Augustine able to break that “most odious snare” by which he was being “held back from the breast of philosophy”?  Next Augustine says (ench. 7.20):

For this reason, I composed three books [Against the Academicians] at the beginning of my conversion [in initio conversionis meae], so that the things that they [the Academicians] said in opposition [to the view that the wise man ought to give his approval to anything] would not be a hindrance to us, as it were, at the entrance [in ostio] [to the Christian life].  And the despair of finding the truth, a despair that seemed to be strengthened by their arguments, had to be eliminated in any case.

What exact time is Augustine referring to with “at the beginning of my conversion” and with “at the entrance [to the Christian life]”?  Finally Augustine says (retr. 1.1.1):

Therefore, when I had relinquished the desirable things of this world, those which I had achieved or those which I had wanted to achieve, and I had devoted myself to the leisure of a Christian life, I then, before I was baptized, wrote, first [primum], Against the Academicians or About the Academicians [contra Academicos vel de Academicis], in order that, with the most cogent reasons that I could give, I might remove the arguments of the Academicians from my mind because they were disturbing me, arguments which generate in many people a despair of finding the true and prohibit the wise man from assenting to anything and from approving anything at all as if it were clear and certain, since to the Academicians all things would seem obscure and uncertain.

When exactly were “the arguments of the Academicians” “disturbing” Augustine, so that he set out to “remove” them “from [his] mind”?  According to the temporal specifications of the dialogue, the dramatic time of Against the Academicians is supposed to be c. November 10–22, 386 (1.1.4, 1.4.10–1.4.11, 1.5.15–1.6.16, 2.4.10, 2.10.24–2.11.25, 2.13.30–3.1.1).  Although the relation between the narrativity and the historicity of the Cassiciacum Dialogues is a matter of considerable indeterminacy,
 it is necessary to make a temporal distinction between the conversation against the Academicians and the dialogue Against the Academicians.

The pivotal issue raised by the given passages is that they seem, at least at first glance, to leave open the possibility of understanding Augustine to be saying, not only that he went through a period of Academic skepticism, but also that this period lasted right up to the time at which he engaged in the conversation about which he writes in Against the Academicians, as well as that it is in this work that one witnesses him overcoming Academic skepticism.  According to this interpretation, then, Augustine is supposed to have undergone the transformation from being an Academic skeptic to not being an Academic skeptic either immediately before, or even during, the time of engaging in the conversation against the Academicians or of writing the dialogue Against the Academicians.  According to this interpretation, moreover, Augustine’s “time of doubtfulness” in the strict sense would not at all have been over by July/August 386 but would have extended at least as far as November 386 and perhaps even as far as the turn of the year 386/387.  Thus Augustine would have remained an Academic skeptic until 386/387, and, in any case, he would have still been an Academic skeptic at the beginning of the time in Cassiciacum (end of October/beginning of November 386).

If this were the case, then it would have important implications both for understanding Augustine’s conversion experience and for interpreting his conversion narrative.  But the question has been posed and an answer must be given.  Was Augustine not only once a skeptic but also an Academic until Against the Academicians?

Again, the only sound strategy is to engage in an evaluation of the testimony of Augustine, especially in Against the Academicians.  For the text is replete not only with philosophical arguments against Academic skepticism but also with personal statements about Augustine’s relationship to the Academicians.  For example, upon introducing the Academicians (1.9.24), Augustine announces his intention to prosecute them (1.9.25):

“On the other hand, if––as I sense––the Academicians do meet with your approval, Licentius, then prepare more effective means to defend them.  For I have resolved to arraign them myself.”
At one point, Alypius, who has reentered the argument to help Licentius and Trygetius defend the Academicians against the superior skills of Augustine (2.8.21), makes an oblique reference to Augustine’s attraction to Academic skepticism (2.9.22):

“Accordingly, I would like for you, my good accuser of the Academicians, to explain your office to me:  That is, in whose defense might you be attacking them?  In fact, I am afraid that, while refuting the Academicians, you may want to prove yourself an Academician.”
Augustine seems to respond to this in such a way as to indicate that during the dialogue itself he is still very much under the influence of Academic skepticism (2.9.23):

“Therefore, do you, Alypius, not know that there is still [adhuc] nothing that I sense to be certain, but that I am prevented from searching for anything certain by the arguments and disputations of the Academicians?  Namely, they have produced in my mind––I do not know how––a certain ‘plausibility’ … that the human being cannot find the true.  As a result, I had become lazy and utterly sluggish, and I did not dare to search for what the most discerning and most learned men were not permitted to find.”
The context shows, however, that Augustine is actually expressing the methodological skepticism that fits perfectly into the flow of the argument at this point.  Thus “still” (adhuc) refers not to “real time” in the life of Augustine but to “dramatic time” in the course of Against the Academicians.  Yet there is a passage in which Augustine does refer to his reflections on Academic skepticism beyond and before the dialogue (3.15.34):

“For, while I was pondering for a long time during my retirement here in the country [cum otiosus diu cogitassem in isto rure] how this ‘plausible’ or ‘what is like the true’ could defend our actions from error, at first [primo] the position seemed to me to be well-protected and well-fortified, as it used to seem to me back then when I was marketing these notions; but later [deinde], when I had examined the whole situation more carefully, I then seemed to me to have seen an avenue of access through which error would rush in upon those who felt safe.  I think that he is in error, namely, not only who is following the false path, but also who is not following the true one.”
The phrase “during my retirement here in the country” refers to Augustine’s “life of Christian leisure” (retr. 1.1.1), between his retirement in August of 386 (conf. 9.2.2) and his resurrection in April of 387 (9.6.14), at the estate of his friend Verecundus at Cassiciacum near Lake Como (9.3.5).  (Augustine leaves Cassiciacum for Milan in late winter or in early spring in order to prepare for the sacrament [9.6.14].)  But the passage quoted (c. Acad. 3.15.34) cannot be cited as evidence that Augustine was an Academic skeptic during this time.  For all it says is that a certain position of the Academicians seemed to Augustine to be unassailable while during his time at Cassiciacum he was pondering at length how the “plausible” or the “truth-like” could defend human actions from error.  “At first” the position seemed to him to be well-defended, as it did back then when he, as a professional rhetorician, was “marketing these notions”, namely, the “plausible” and the “truth-like”; but “then later” he found a problem with the position.  Indeed, this passage constitutes poor proof that Augustine was ever an Academic skeptic, let alone still one in Cassiciacum.  On the other hand, it is compelling evidence that after retirement to Cassiciacum and before Against the Academicians Augustine was for a long time thinking about the arguments of the Academicians in a critical mode, “at first” unsuccessfully, but “then later” successfully.  Of course, this was never in doubt.  In no case does analyzing the arguments of the Academicians make Augustine or anyone else a skeptic.  Accordingly, a skeptical interpretation of the passage that opened the entire issue also no longer seems as compelling as it did at first glance (3.20.43):

“Yet, so that you may receive my entire intention in brief:  however human wisdom may handle itself, I see that I have not yet [nondum] perceived it.  But, although I am in the thirty-third year of my life, I do not think that I should despair of reaching it someday [quandoque].  Still, after having contemned all the other things that mortals think to be good, I did intend to devote myself to investigating wisdom.  Given the fact that the arguments of the Academicians used seriously to deter me from this business, I think that I am sufficiently protected against these arguments by this disputation.”

The reason is that Augustine’s statement that he has neither perceived nor despaired of perceiving human wisdom is immediately followed by the observation that there are two paths to an apprehension of the truth, namely, reason and authority.  Augustine wants not only to believe but also to understand, and that is why he is attracted not to the Academicians, whose doctrines he thinks inconsistent with Christianity, but to the Platonists, whose teachings he considers consistent with this religion (ibid.):

“Moreover, no one doubts that we are impelled to learn by the two-fold weight of authority as well as of reason.  I am resolved, therefore, to depart from the authority of Christ in absolutely nothing.  For I do not find any more powerful authority.  However, as for what is to be pursued by the most subtle reasoning––my present state is [iam sum affectus] such, namely, that I am impatient in my desire to apprehend what is true not only by believing but also by understanding––I am confident that in the meantime [interim] I shall find it in the Platonists, and that it will not be inconsistent with our religion.”
Nor does the end of the piece yield any evidence of Augustine’s Academicism (3.20.45):

“Read the Academica, and, when you find there that Cicero emerges as the victor over all these inconsequential arguments––for what could be easier?––then let Alypius be forced by you to defend this discourse of mine against those invincible arguments!”

For later Augustine expresses regret at his ‘jocular’ and ‘ironic’ remark (retr. 1.1.4):

Also, I have said [in Against the Academicians] that, in comparison with the arguments that Cicero employed in his Academica, mine—by means of which I have refuted his arguments with the most certain reasoning—were ‘inconsequential’, which, although it was said jokingly and above all ironically, still should not have been said.
So much for the notion that Augustine was still a skeptic in the Academic sense at the time of the conversation against the Academicians or of the dialogue Against the Academicians.  There is no evidence that would persuade a reasonable human being beyond a reasonable doubt that this was the case.  Therefore it is highly improbable that it actually was the case.


Provisional results.  Personal statements are not, of course, the end station but the starting point for any informed discussion about Augustine’s skepticism at the time of Against the Academicians, and they must be balanced against philosophical arguments.
  It should be clear, however, that, according to Augustine’s testimony in Against the Academicians, he was not an Academic skeptic at the time of the conversation against the Academicians or of the dialogue Against the Academicians.  In fact, there is no text in Against the Academicians which in context would indicate that Augustine was an Academic skeptic in any significant sense at the time of the work.  But the real problem throughout is with any interpretation that does not adequately distinguish between an answer to the question as to whether and when Augustine was a skeptic and an answer to the question as to whether and when Augustine was an Academic skeptic.  For, given the overlapping and underlapping, all Academic skeptics are skeptics, but not every skeptic is an Academic skeptic.


The explanation of Academic skepticism should not hinder but further the clarification of Augustinian skepticism.  Having refuted the Academicians to the extent that they are understood to be skeptics (c. Acad. 3.7.15–3.20.43), Augustine emphasizes the elective affinity that he finds between himself and the Platonists (ibid., 3.20.43).  According to Against the Academicians, it is obvious to whom Augustine views himself as more closely related, that is, to the Platonists, and to whom as more distantly related, that is, to the Academicians.  His self-evident differences with Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus notwithstanding, Augustine, who does not distinguish between Platonism and “Neoplatonism” (ibid., 3.18.41), tries to rehabilitate the Academic skeptics as ‘lapsed’ Platonists, as it were.  After all, Plato believes that the human being is capable of knowledge, whereas Arcesilaus, Carneades, and other Academicians seem to have forgotten this (ibid., 2.4.10–2.6.15, 3.17.37–3.19.42).  On the question of a human potential for knowledge, Augustine is with Plato and against Carneades.  On which side Plato would have come down in the great debate between Stoic dogmatic absolutism and Academic skeptical relativism, is another question entirely.


Remarkably, the Academicians were not noted for directing their skeptical arguments against religious belief.
  So one can get the impression, on a quick study of Against the Academicians, that Augustine is out not to refute but to recruit the Academicians.  Yet it is clear that Augustine appreciates the acute danger to orthodox faith lurking in the Academicians’ approach to philosophical topics (conf. 6.11.18):  “Nothing for the conduct of life can be apprehended with certainty.”  Again, according to Augustine, the Academicians have an esoteric and an exoteric teaching (c. Acad. 2.1.1, 2.10.24, 2.13.29–2.13.30, 3.17.37, 3.18.40, 3.20.43; ep. 1.1; conf. 5.10.19, 5.14.25).  The former is that, metaphysically speaking, the Platonic legacy of idealism must be preserved in the face of the general threat of Stoic and Epicurean materialism; the latter is that, epistemologically speaking, no truth can be known and all assent must be withheld, and it is directed specifically against the empirical Stoic notion that the wise man either enjoys an apprehensive appearance or brackets his judgment (c. Acad. 2.5.11–2.5.12; conf. 5.10.19).  Augustine sides with the ontology of Platonism over that of Stoicism and Epicureanism, because idealism is compatible with Christianity and materialism is not.


It is also clear where the exoteric teaching of the Academicians would lead and land anyone striving for conversion to orthodox Christianity.  Nor is Augustine deceived for a moment about this.  For, even when he claims to have doubted all things in the manner of the Academicians, he then never doubts the simple truths of the Christian religion (conf. 5.14.25, 6.5.7–6.5.8, 7.7.11).  In the long run, Academic skepticism, which, in its radical form, entails withholding of judgment about all things practical and theoretical, and Christian faith, which, in its basic form, involves assenting to truths because God has revealed them (lib. arb. 1.2.4), are incompatible.


Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism are also not so related that the edifice of the former can be built on the ruins of the latter.  Rather, Augustine’s actual argument not “against” (contra) but “about” (de) the Academicians (retr. 1.1.1, 1.2, 1.3.1) is that, if one understands them not vulgarly but properly—hermeneutically speaking:  better than they understood themselves
—then one sees that they are not skeptics at all, because they knew, and knew that they knew, the truth (c. Acad. 3.18.40).  Yet one cannot give an adequate account of the relationship between Augustine and the Academicians without taking into consideration his curious account of the distinction between their esoteric and their exoteric teachings.  If one ignores the distinction, then one can get the wrong impression, namely, that Augustine is closer to the Academicians than he is and that he has more in common with them than he does.


A fine distinction yields a big difference.  For, to the extent that Augustine understands the Academicians to be Platonists, he has nothing against them; but, to the extent that he understands them to be Skeptics, he has a great deal against them.  Ironically, Contra Academicos or De Academicis is about the Academicians and against the skeptics.  To employ Aristotle’s notion of the Golden Mean (Nicomachean Ethics, bks. 2–4), what Augustine seeks is a moderate mean between the excessive extreme of (Neo)platonic dogmatism and the defective extreme of Academic skepticism.
  At the former extreme, human beings know too much, since they can even enjoy “ecstasy” on their own if they train hard enough; at the latter extreme, they know too little, since they cannot even know enough to be happy.  This is another reason why one has to be careful not to place Augustine closer to the Academicians or farther from the (Neo)platonists than he really stands.  It is a matter of a delicate balance.


Hence there is no significant sense in which Augustine’s Against the Academicians contains both an esoteric and an exoteric teaching about the Academicians.  Indeed, as indicated, the bulk of Book Three consists of a powerful monologue by Augustine aimed at proving that the Academicians are all wrong about the alleged impossibility of knowledge (c. Acad. 3.7.15–3.20.43, 3.10.23–3.13.29).  In order to achieve his aim, Augustine uses a certain kind of philosophy to show that another kind of philosophy does not and cannot work.  In doing so, he both uses pagan philosophy to demolish Academic skepticism (see passages just cited) and appeals to Christian religion to show that Greco-Roman philosophy does not have the final word on human and divine affairs (ibid., 3.6.13, 3.20.43).  But there is no conflict between these two agendas and no reason to view them as disjunctive alternatives.

The connection between Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism is, of course, considerable.  This does not mean, however, that in Against the Academicians Augustine is defending any significant form of skepticism, and certainly not any form of epistemic skepticism.  For the operative sense of skepticism in the piece is “Academic skepticism”, and Augustine clearly aims to refute it (c. Acad. 1.9.24–1.9.25).  Thus Augustine’s Against the Academicians is both a short treatise on epistemology and a complex work that passively leaves open as well as actively opens up the possibility that Academic skepticism will at some point be “aufgehoben” (in Hegel’s sense:  negated, preserved, and enhanced) in Augustinian skepticism.
  It is, above all, an essay on the connection between the attainment of wisdom and the achievement of happiness:  ‘Per sapientiam ad beatitudinem’ (b. vita 1.13–1.16, 1.26–1.35; c. Acad. 1.2.5–1.2.6, 1.3.9, 1.8.23, 2.2.4–2.2.5).  No wisdom, no happiness.

Throughout, the main task is to define clearly and distinctly the sense of “Augustinian skepticism” that is required for addressing the issues that are raised by Against the Academicians.  The best way to accomplish this task is by means of a rigorous though not rigid juxtaposition of Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism.  An account of the relation between Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism that is all comparison and no contrast or vice versa is doomed from the start.

5.  Prospectus:  From Academic skepticism to Augustinian skepticism

The forest and the trees.  According to the standard interpretation, it occurs to Augustine, at a pivotal point on his oblique odyssey, that the Academicians are more prudent than the other philosophers.  For, as he understands them at the time, the Academicians teach that one can apprehend nothing true, that one must doubt all things, and that one must withhold all assent.  After this experience, Augustine endures a time of doubtfulness in which he wavers on all things in the manner of the Academicians.  But he also instrumentalizes Academicism in breaking with Manicheism.  Gradually Augustine realizes that the Academic theory that nothing for the conduct of life can be apprehended with certainty makes life unlivable from a practical standpoint.  Eventually he overcomes the hesitation that is urged by Academic skepticism and converts to Catholicism.  Finally, between conversion and resurrection, Augustine writes Against the Academicians.  There, besides refuting Academic skepticism, popularly understood, he argues that the Academicians, properly understood, are not skeptics.

What is surprising about all this information is how little it reveals about the role of skepticism in Augustine’s conversion.  In fact, to reduce the question of Augustine’s relation to skepticism to a question of his relationship to the Academicians is to miss a major part, and arguably the most important part, of the problem.  Indeed, only then when one recognizes that Augustine was a skeptic before, during, and after his encounter with Academic skepticism can one even begin to realize that there is a sense in which the issue of whether and for how long Augustine was under the influence of the Academicians, albeit interesting, is secondary.  What is primary is the origin, nature, and function of Augustine’s own skepticism.  To achieve an adequate understanding of Augustine’s conversion experience and conversion narrative, it is more important to recognize in what sense Augustine was a skeptic than it is to determine whether and for how long he was an Academic skeptic.  Throughout, Augustine’s genuine response to Academic skepticism is Augustinian skepticism.  In the end, as Augustine shows, one can be an Augustinian skeptic without being an Academic skeptic.

That Augustine overcomes Academic skepticism, does not mean that he transcends skepticism without further ado.  Nor does it mean that he wants “to overcome” skepticism by eliminating it from his life or from human life.  For Augustine regards a certain kind of skepticism as a perfectly natural and absolutely rational response to the ineradicable uncertainty of human existence.  To be sure, faith picks up there where reason leaves off.  None the less, rational, indeed, reasonable, doubt remains.  According to Augustine, doubt and doubtfulness cannot be eliminated from human life.  The entire time of such life is a tempus dubitationis (conf. 5.14.25).  Thus it is necessary to deny reason in order to make room for faith.  As Stock puts it:  “Yet if we bear in mind [Augustine’s] use of scripture to overcome scepticism in the ‘philosophical dialogues,’ his approach to scientia and sapientia some thirty-five years later appears to reaffirm a type of scepticism.”
  Augustinian skepticism must restrain reason in order that faith may flourish.  Reason leads to truth by means of knowledge through evidence.  Faith leads to the Truth by means of revelation through illumination.  Faith is not knowledge without evidence but an alternative approach, offering an alternate access, to truth.  Of course, faith and reason do not necessarily conflict with each other, and there are many cases in which they complement each other.


5.1.  A path to truth and the path to the Truth.  Skeptic that he is, Augustine seeks not only trivial truths but also the total Truth.  Again, in the Confessions he repeatedly refers to God as “the Truth” (Jn. 14:6); he regards him as the fount and ground of all truth.  The dual search requires a dual approach.  In the spirit of collaboration, Augustine winds down his refutation of Academic skepticism with a plea for pluralism (c. Acad. 3.20.43 [cf. ord. 2.5.16]):  “… no one doubts that we are impelled to learn by the two-fold weight of authority as well as of reason.  I am resolved, therefore, to depart from the authority of Christ in absolutely nothing.  For I do not find any more powerful authority.  However, as for what is to be pursued by the most subtle reasoning—my present state is such, namely, that I am impatient in my desire to apprehend what is true not only by believing but also by understanding—I am confident that in the meantime I shall find it in the Platonists, and that it will not be inconsistent with our religion.”  He also admits (c. ep. Man. 5.6):  “I would not have believed the Gospels except on the authority of the Catholic Church.”  The dilemma is to use (uti) the doubtfulness that comes from the search for truth and to enjoy (frui) the certainty that comes from the possession of the Truth.
  Academic skepticism focuses on how reason and sense do not lead to truth; Augustinian skepticism looks at how faith and reason do lead to the Truth.  The discernible distinction between focuses of inquiry yields a big difference between results of investigation.

5.2.  Faith seeking understanding.  From his earliest writings, Augustine employs a definite formula to express the relation between faith and reason.  For example, in On Free Choice (387/395) there is the seminal passage (lib. arb. 1.2.4):  “For God will be there for us and he will make us understand what we believe.  For this is the course prescribed by the prophet who says [Is. 7:9]:  ‘Unless you have believed, you shall not understand [Nisi credideritis, non intellegetis]’, and we are aware that we consider this course good for us.”  The reference is reiterated and reinforced (ibid., 2.2.6):  “You remember rightly, and we cannot deny what we have posited at the beginning of the previous disputation.  For, unless believing is one thing and understanding is another, and unless we first believe the great and divine thing that we desire to understand, the prophet has said in vain [ibid.]:  ‘Unless you have believed, you shall not understand [Nisi credideritis, non intellegetis]’.”  In On the Teacher (389) one again finds the formula (mag. 11.37):  “Unless you have believed, you shall not understand [Nisi credideritis, non intellegetis].”  (Cf. also f. et symb. 1.1; s. 91.7.9; etc.)  But the locus classicus of Augustine’s view of the well-ordered relation between faith and reason may be found in the Tractates on the Gospel of John (408/420) (Jo. ev. tr. 40.9):  “We believe in order that we may know; we do not know in order that we may believe [Credimus ut cognoscamus, non cognoscimus ut credamus].”  The point is that, unless one believes the truths that are supposed to be revealed by the Christian faith, one will not be able to understand them.  Augustine is right about this, in fact, whether these “truths” are true or not.  In the course of his systematic refutation of Academic skepticism, Augustine hints that the human being needs a divine spirit to find the truth (c. Acad. 3.5.11–3.6.13).  The Academic skeptics, on the other hand, want to understand before they can believe that which they can only understand after they will to believe.  Arranging priorities differently, the Augustinian skeptic does not run into this obstacle.

5.3.  Levels of assent and degrees of warrant.  In On the Usefulness of Believing (391/392) Augustine presents a detailed account of the relation between faith and reason.  Criticizing “those who realize that they do not know but do not seek in such a way as to find”, Augustine distinguishes between three levels of cognitive awareness (util. cred. 11.25):  “There are … in the minds of human beings three activities that border on each other, as it were, but which are worthy of distinction:  to understand, to believe, and to opine.  If these activities are considered separately, then the first is always without fault; the second is sometimes with fault; and the third is never without fault.”  Correspondingly, he also differentiates between three degrees of warrant (ibid.):  “Accordingly, what we understand, we owe to reason; what we believe, to authority; and what we opine, to error.”  In brief, he explains how the activities fit together (ibid.):  “But everyone who understands also believes, and everyone who opines also believes.  Not everyone who believes understands, and no one who opines understands.”  He concludes (ibid.):  “Therefore, there can be two kinds of adversaries of the truth:  the one consisting of those who oppose only knowledge, not faith; the other, of those who reject both ….”  Applying these distinctions, Augustine argues that there are many significant instances in which one must distrust opinion and trust belief—even grant it primacy and ultimacy over understanding.  This is a highly skeptical move that is unacceptable to most, especially modern, skeptics.  In the history of philosophy it is notably Hume who criticizes both revealed and natural religion by appealing to the legacy of Academic skepticism.
  In doing so, he confirms Augustine’s suspicions about the compatibility of Academic skepticism and Christian faith.

5.4.  Varieties of belief and ways of believing.  In On Eighty-three Different Questions (388/396) Augustine recognizes that “belief” is a complex concept that defies heterophobic homogenization (div. qu. 48):  “Three kinds of things are objects of belief.  First, there are those things which are always believed and never understood, for example, history, which deals with events both temporal and human.  Second, there are those things which are understood as soon as they are believed, for example, all human reasonings either in mathematics or in any of the sciences.  Third, there are those things which are first believed and then understood.  Of such a character is that which cannot be understood of divine things except by those who are pure of heart.  This understanding is achieved through observing those commandments which concern virtuous living.”  The idea is that reasons for believing may vary from one kind of belief to another.  This notion of doxic diversity implies that the criteria for justified true beliefs may vary, depending on the kinds of things that are to be believed.  Accordingly, evidence is neither univocal nor equivocal but analogical.  Thus Augustine avoids the Academic error of focusing on assent as if it were a mere function of the judgment that is made in response to a sense-perception.  Above all, he describes the relation between belief and knowledge so as not to denigrate religious faith in relation to scientific knowledge.  This represents a major departure from the beaten path of Platonism (conf. 7.9.13, 7.20.26, 8.2.3; cf. b. vita 1.4, civ. Dei 8.12), with its persistent insistence on the rigid distinction between ‘true belief’ and ‘real knowledge’.

5.5.  Juxtaposition to primitive fideism.  Augustine’s position on faith and reason is radically different from that of Tertullian of Carthage (c. 160–c. 225).  For example, about the death of the Son of God Tertullian says (car. Chr. 5):  “The Son of God died; it is believable, precisely because it does not make sense [credibile quia ineptum est]; and after his burial he rose again; it is certain, because it is impossible.”  On the other hand, Augustine’s position is not:  “I believe because it is unbelievable [credo quia incredibile est].”  According to Augustine and contrary to Tertullian (praescr. haer. 7), Athens, the city of reason, and Jerusalem, the city of faith, have a lot to do with each other.  Indeed, the two cities, like the city of God and the city of the human being, are inextricably intertwined in this earthly existence (civ. Dei 1.35, 10.25, 11.1, 14.28, 15.1–15.2, 15.6, 18.49, 18.54, 19.17, 20.9, 22.30).  In this terrestrial world, then, the city of the theologians and the city of the philosophers are, from a Christian perspective, predestined to an animated but amicable coexistence (c. Acad. 3.20.43; sol. 1.13.23; retr. 1.4.3).  Faith pursues understanding; it does not flee it.  Augustine attempts to transcend skepticism; the Academicians try to perpetuate it.

5.6.  Juxtaposition to existentialist enthusiasm.  Despite a common misperception, Augustine’s understanding of the relation between faith and reason also bears little resemblance to Kierkegaard’s anti-systematic and pro-subjectivistic interpretation of the incarnation in the Concluding Unscientific Postscript (1846) to the Philosophical Fragments (1844):  “Truth is subjectivity.  …  Subjectivity is truth.  …  What, then, is the absurd?  The absurd is that the eternal truth has come into existence in time, that God has come into existence, has been born, has grown up, et cetera, has come into existence exactly as an individual human being, indistinguishable from any other human being, in as much as all immediate recognizability is pre-Socratic paganism and from the Jewish point of view is idolatry.”
  Accordingly, the only valid criterion of truth (lucus a non lucendo) is the intensity of the passion with which a subject holds a position:  “Objectively the emphasis is on what is said; subjectively the emphasis is on how it is said.”
  Of course, Locke had already anticipated and criticized this appeal to authenticity in “Of Enthusiasm”:  “This is the way of talking of these Men:  they are sure, because they are sure:  and their Perswasions are right, only because they are strong in them.”
  Augustine would not regard the Kierkegaardian subjectivization of truth as an adequate basis for justification, epistemological or theological.

5.7. Juxtaposition to the “church of the absurd”.  Some take what Kierkegaard says about the Christian doctrine of the incarnation in particular and assert it with respect to the Christian religion in general.  This position is often expressed in the existentialist Christian aphorism:  “Credo quia absurdum est [I believe because it is absurd].”  But Augustine does not think that belief in the Christian religion is absurd or illogical or irrational.  On the contrary, he is convinced that the decision to become an orthodox Christian, that is, a Catholic, is the most rational choice that a human being can possibly make in their entire life.  Yet he also becomes persuaded that a constant and consistent Academic skeptic is hardly capable of such an act of assent.

5.8.  Gnostic rationalism versus Christian skepticism.  Remarkably, it is not about the Christians but about the Manicheans that Augustine observes (conf. 6.5.7):  “… they ordered [me] to believe so many most absurd things because they could not be demonstrated [tam multa … absurdissima, quia demonstrari non poterant, credenda imperari].”  Since gnosticism is rationalism, it has a higher requirement for recondite knowledge and a lower threshold for skepticism than does Christianity.  These were key factors in Augustine’s decision to switch from Manicheism to Catholicism.  The Academic skepticism that enables Augustine to break with Manicheism also makes it possible, though more difficult, for him to bond with Catholicism.

5.9.  The anticipation of an Augustinian tradition.  Anselm of Canterbury echoes Augustine’s insight that understanding presupposes believing, rather than vice versa (Proslogion 1):  “For I do not seek to understand in order that I may believe, but I believe in order that I may understand [neque enim quaero intellegere, ut credam, sed credo ut intellegam].”  Remarkably, the original title of Anselm’s work was:  “Fides quaerens intellectum [Faith Seeking Understanding].”  It has become a little known footnote to the history of philosophy that Anselm originally addressed the ontological argument for the existence of God not to atheists or to agnostics but to his fellow faithful monks.  In this regard, Anselm emulates Augustine, who is also skeptical of the ability of pure reason (liquida ratio) to persuade human beings of vital truths (conf. 6.5.8).

5.10.  The unhappiness of the unregenerate skeptic.  Last but not least, there is the human all too human issue of a linkage between the pursuit of wisdom and the pursuit of happiness.  In what may be his most concise and precise refutation of the Academicians, Augustine says simply (b. vita 2.14):  “I then put the matter thus:  ‘It is clear, I said, that he who does not have what he wants is not happy (which the argument demonstrated a little while ago).  But no one searches for what he does not want to find.  And they [the Academicians] are always searching for the truth.  Therefore they do want to find it.  Accordingly, they also want to have the discovery of the truth.  Yet they do not find it.  It follows that they do not have what they want.  And from this it also follows that they are not happy.  Yet no one is wise unless he is happy.  Accordingly, the Academician is not wise.’”  The Academicians are caught in a vicious circle, in that they are not happy because they are not wise and not wise because not happy.  If they do not change their method, then they cannot change their results.

Closing statement.  Perhaps Monnica was right about the Academicians after all, as Augustine says (b. vita 2.16):  “I smiled at my mother.  And … she said:  ‘Now talk to us, and tell us who these Academicians are and what they want for themselves.’  After I had explained these things to her briefly and clearly, so that none of them had to go away without knowing them, she said:  ‘These human beings are stumblers [caducarii].’  (This is the name commonly used for those who suffer from epilepsy.)  And she immediately rose to leave; and at this point all of us departed, amused and laughing, putting an end to the discussion.”  The Academic skeptics are “stumblers” on the path of life; they are neither on the right track nor on the wrong track; they are on no track.  Since they do not know how to search, they also do not know how to find (c. Acad. 3.15.34).  On the one hand, the Augustinian skeptic is ordered toward finding what they are seeking (ibid., 1.2.5–1.5.14, 2.3.9; conf. 12.1.1).  On the other hand, the Academic skeptic has devised a disordered way ever to be searching and never to be finding.  In the end, who has better prospects of pursuing wisdom and attaining happiness, is evident to human beings of faith and reason.

The leitmotif of Augustinian skepticism is quest; that of Academic skepticism is doubt.  Augustinian skepticism grants to faith what belongs to faith and to understanding what belongs to understanding; Academic skepticism denies to understanding what belongs to understanding and a fortiori to faith what belongs to faith.  Augustinian skepticism restrains reason in order to make room for religion, maintaining both the primacy as well as ultimacy of faith over understanding and the teleological orientation of the former to the latter.  Augustine’s classic formula “faith seeking understanding” expresses a clear preference for faith with understanding over faith without understanding (c. Acad. 3.20.43).  The notion that “faith with understanding” is preferable to “faith without understanding” is not a “skeptical” motif in the Academic sense, but it is one in the Augustinian.  Augustine’s chief criticism of skepticism is that, whereas the Academician is ever seeking but never finding, the Christian both seeks and finds (Mt. 7:7–8, Lk. 11:9–10, Jn. 16:24):  “Seek and you shall find.”  The point is that how one seeks is as important as what one seeks, since whether one finds it depends on whether one seeks it effectively.  The problem is that one often finds what one seeks, whether or not it is there.  Carefully distinguished, Augustinian skepticism and Academic skepticism are two substantially different matters that share one and the same thing:  the name “skepticism”.

It is not legitimate to reduce the question of Augustine’s skepticism to a problem of the role of skepticism, Academic or other, in his conversion experience or conversion narrative.  For the narrow scope of such an inadequate inquiry cannot even begin to do methodological justice to the variety, valency, and validity of Augustinian skepticism, which is sui generis with respect to Academic skepticism as well as with respect to all other kinds of skepticism.  Indeed, only when one gets beyond Academic skepticism to Augustinian skepticism does a sufficiently broad horizon then unfold.  In its primordial sense, “skepticism” involves quest; in its derivative sense, it entails doubt.  According to Academic skepticism, understanding doubts faith; according to Augustinian skepticism, faith seeks understanding.  Thus it is as hard for an Academic skeptic to be a Christian as it is easy for an Augustinian Christian to be a skeptic.  The primary and ultimate sense of skepticism that is operative and that needs to be made thematic in Augustine is not Academic but Augustinian.  This skepticism is indigenous to and inseparable from his life, his thought, and his work.  Augustine was ever a skeptic but never an Academic.  Augustinian skepticism remains one of his many precious legacies.
  The most articulate expression of Augustine’s Skeptical Imperative, in a hortatory sermon, spontaneously echoes the Delphic Dictum (“Know thyself!”):

“Examine yourself!

Never be then satisfied with what you are if you want to be what you are not yet.

For, where you have grown pleased with yourself, there you will remain.

But, if you say, ‘That is enough’, then you are finished.

Always do more.  Always keep moving.  Always go forward.

Do not get stuck.  Do not go back.  Do not get lost.”

(s. 169.18)

Appendix:  The manifold senses of “skepticism” and their relevance for Augustine’s thought

But is it legitimate to speak of “Augustinian skepticism”?  Do “Augustinian” and “skepticism” fit together in a meaningful way?  If so, then how?  As always, these answers to these and such questions are conditioned by the fact that it all depends on the meanings of the words involved.  If by “skeptic” one means someone who categorically denies the possibility of any and every kind of knowledge, then Augustine is about as much a skeptic as he is an Academician, that is, not at all.  But from the fact that Augustine’s thought is not a kind of skepticism it does not follow that his thought does not contain clearly and undeniably singular skeptical aspects and even entire skeptical dimensions.  A long look at the history of the use of “skeptic”, “skeptical”, and “skepticism” shows that the meanings of these expressions have very variable valency.

1.  Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, ed. and tr. Julia Annas and Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge 1994), 1.4.8–10 (pp. 4–5), on “skepticism”:

Scepticism is an ability to set out oppositions among things which appear and are thought of in any way at all, an ability by which, because of the equipollence in the opposed objects and accounts, we come first to suspension of judgement and afterwards to tranquillity.


We call it an ability not in any fancy sense, but simply in the sense of “to be able to”.  Things which appear we take in the present context to be objects of perception, which is why we contrast them with objects of thought.  “In any way at all” can be taken either with “an ability” (to show that we are to understand the word “ability” in its straightforward sense, as we said), or else with “to set out oppositions among the things which appear and are thought of”:  we say “in any way at all” because we set up oppositions in a variety of ways—opposing what appears to what appears, what is thought of to what is thought of, and crosswise, so as to include all the oppositions.  Or else we take the phrase with “the things which appear and are thought of”, to show that we are not to investigate how what appears appears or how what is thought of is thought of, but are simply to take them for granted.


By “opposed accounts” we do not necessarily have in mind affirmation and negation, but take the phrase simply in the sense of “conflicting accounts”.  By “equipollence” we mean equality with regard to being convincing or unconvincing:  none of the conflicting accounts takes precedence over any other as being more convincing.  Suspension of judgement is a standstill of the intellect, owing to which we neither reject nor posit anything.  Tranquillity is freedom from disturbance or calmness of soul.
And Sextus on the “skeptic” (1.5.11 [p. 5]):

The Pyrrhonian philosopher has been implicitly defined in our account of the concept of the Sceptical persuasion:  a Pyrrhonian is someone who possesses this ability.

2.  The Oxford English Dictionary (Second Edition) (Oxford 1989), vol. 14, pp. 609–610:

sceptic … a. and sb. [ad. F. sceptique adj. and sb., or its source late L. scepticus (Sceptici sb. pl., the Sceptics), lit. inquiring, reflective, assumed by the disciples of Pyrrho as their distinctive epithet; f. skep- in skeptesthai to look out, consider …


A.  adj. = SCEPTICAL  a.  Now rare exc. as the epithet of a school of philosophers (see B. 1).  [ETC.]


…  [EXAMPLES]


B.  sb.

1.  Philos.  One who, like Pyrrho and his followers in Greek antiquity, doubts the possibility of real knowledge of any kind; one who holds that there are no adequate grounds for certainty as to the truth of any proposition whatever.  Also, often applied in a historically less correct sense, to those who deny the competence of reason, or the existence of any justification for certitude, outside the limits of experience.


… [EXAMPLES]


2.  One who doubts the validity of what claims to be knowledge in some particular department of inquiry (e.g. metaphysics, theology, natural science, etc.); popularly, one who maintains a doubting attitude with reference to some particular question or statement.  Also, one who is habitually inclined rather to doubt than to believe any assertion or apparent fact that comes before him; a person of sceptical temper.


… [EXAMPLES]


3.  spec.  One who doubts, without absolutely denying, the truth of the Christian religion or important parts of it; often loosely, an unbeliever in Christianity, an infidel.


… [EXAMPLES]


4.  Occas. Used with reference to the etymological sense:  A seeker after truth; an inquirer who has not yet arrived at definite convictions.


… [EXAMPLES]


5.  attrib. and Comb., as sceptic-Christian ….


… [EXAMPLES]


…

scepticism …  [ad. mod. L. scepticismus, f. late L. sceptic-us:  see SCEPTIC and –ISM.  Cf. F. scepticisme.]


1.  Philos.  The doctrine of the Sceptics; the opinion that real knowledge of any kind is unattainable.


… [EXAMPLES]


2.  Sceptical attitude in relation to some particular branch of science; doubt or incredulity as to the truth of some assertion or supposed fact.  Also, disposition to doubt or incredulity in general; mistrustfulness; sceptical temper.


… [EXAMPLES]


3.  Doubt or unbelief with regard to the Christian religion.  Cf. SCEPTIC B. 3.


… [EXAMPLES]
3.  The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical Principles, ed. Lesley Brown (Oxford 1993), vol. 2, p. 2710:

sceptic … [Fr. sceptique or L scepticus, in pl. sceptici followers of the Greek philosopher Pyrrho …, f. Gk skeptikos, pl. skeptikoi, f. skeptesthai look about, consider, observe …]  A  n.  1  Philos.  A person who maintains the impossibility of real knowledge of any kind, orig. spec. (now Hist.), a follower of the Greek philosopher Pyrrho of Elis (c 300BC), a Pyrrhonist; a person who holds that there are no adequate grounds for certainty as to the truth of any proposition whatever.  …  2  A person who doubts the validity of accepted beliefs in a particular subject; a person inclined to doubt any assertion or apparent fact.  …  3  A person seeking the truth; an inquirer who has not yet arrived at definite convictions.  …  4  A person who doubts the truth of (important parts of) the Christian religion; loosely an unbeliever in Christianity.  …


2  S.  NAIPAUL  Jones’ psychic talents … would have convinced the most hardened sceptic.


B  adj. = SCEPTICAL a.  Now rare.  …


…


scepticism … 1  Philos.  The doctrine of the sceptics, Pyrrhonism; the opinion that real knowledge of any kind is unattainable.  …  2  A sceptical attitude in relation to a particular branch of knowledge; doubt as to the truth of some assertion or apparent fact.  Also, mistrustfulness, doubting disposition.  …  3  Doubt or unbelief with regard to the Christian religion.  …

4.  The New Oxford American Dictionary, ed. Elizabeth Jewell and Frank Abate (Oxford 2001), p. 1597:

skeptic … n.  1  [core sense:] a person inclined to question or doubt all accepted opinions.


[subsense:] a person who doubts the truth of Christianity and other religions; an atheist or agnostic.


2  Philosophy  an ancient or modern philosopher who denies the possibility of knowledge, or even rational belief, in some sphere.


[High-lighted:]  The leading ancient skeptic was Pyrrho, whose followers at the Academy [sic] vigorously opposed Stoicism.  Modern skeptics have held diverse views:  the most extreme have doubted whether any knowledge at all of the external world is possible …, while others have questioned the existence of objects beyond our experience of them.
5.  The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (Fourth Edition) (Boston/New York 2000), p. 1630 (chosen because of its excellent Appendix I:  Indo-European Roots and Appendix II:  Semitic Roots):

skeptic … n.  1.  One who instinctively or habitually doubts, questions, or disagrees with assertions or generally accepted conclusions.  2.  One inclined to skepticism in religious matters.  3.  Philosophy  a.  often  Skeptic  An adherent of a school of skepticism.  b.  Skeptic  A member of an ancient Greek school of skepticism, especially that of Pyrrho of Elis (360?–272? B.C.).  [Latin Scepticus, disciple of Pyrrho of Elis, from Greek Skeptikos, from skeptesthai, to examine.]


…


skepticism … n.  1.  A doubting or questioning attitude or state of mind; dubiety.  See synonyms at uncertainty.  2.  Philosophy  a.  The ancient school of Pyrrho of Elis that stressed the uncertainty of our beliefs in order to oppose dogmatism.  b.  The doctrine that absolute knowledge is impossible, either in a particular domain or in general.  c.  A methodology based on an assumption of doubt with the aim of acquiring approximate or relative certainty.  3.  Doubt or disbelief of religious tenets.
6.  The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, ed. Ted Honderich (Oxford 1995), p. 794:

scepticism.  Philosophical scepticism questions our cognitive achievements, challenging our ability to obtain reliable knowledge.  Global scepticism casts doubt upon all our attempts to seek the truth; more restricted forms of scepticism may question our knowledge of ethical matters, of the past, of other minds, of the underlying structure of matter, and so on.  Since Descartes, the defense of our knowledge against scepticism has seemed to be the first task of epistemology.

Cf. ibid., p. 205:

doubt.  When we doubt a proposition, we neither believe nor disbelieve it:  rather, we suspend judgement, regarding it as an open question whether it is true.  Doubt can thus be a sceptical attitude:  one form of scepticism holds that any cognitive attitude other than doubt is irrational or illegitimate—rationality requires a general suspension of judgement.  The arguments employed by sceptics (for example, Pyrrhonists such as Sextus Empiricus) are thus designed to induce doubt, to shake our beliefs and certainties, and to force us to suspend judgement.

7.  The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert Audi (Cambridge 1999 [Second Edition]), p. 846:

skepticism, in the most common sense, the refusal to grant that there is any knowledge or justification.  Skepticism can be either partial or total, either practical or theoretical, and, if theoretical, either moderate or radical, and either of knowledge or of justification.

8.  Richard Popkin, The History of Skepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza (Berkeley 1979), p. xiii (preliminary sketch of skepticism):

Scepticism as a philosophical view, rather than as a series of doubts concerning traditional religious beliefs, had its origins in ancient Greek thought.  In the Hellenistic period the various sceptical observations and attitudes of earlier Greek thinkers were developed into a set of arguments to establish either (1) that no knowledge was possible, or (2) that there was insufficient and inadequate evidence to determine if any knowledge was possible, and hence that one ought to suspend judgment on all questions concerning knowledge.  The first of these views is called Academic scepticism, the second Pyrrhonian scepticism.

On the terms “scepticism” and “fideism” in the study (ibid., pp. xviii–xix):

In this study, two key terms will be “scepticism” and “fideism”, and I should like to offer a preliminary indication as to how these will be understood in the context of this work.  Since the term “scepticism” has been associated in the last two centuries with disbelief, especially disbelief of the central doctrines of the Judeo-Christian tradition, it may seem strange at first to read that the sceptics of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries asserted, almost unanimously, that they were sincere believers in the Christian religion.  Whether they were or not will be considered later.  But the acceptance of certain beliefs would not in itself contradict their alleged scepticism, scepticism meaning a philosophical view that raises doubts about the adequacy or reliability of the evidence that could be offered to justify any proposition.  The sceptic, in either the Pyrrhonian or Academic tradition, developed arguments to show or suggest that the evidence, reasons, or proofs employed as grounds for our various beliefs were not completely satisfactory.  Then the sceptics recommended suspense of judgment on the question of whether these beliefs were true.  One might, however, still maintain the beliefs, since all sorts of persuasive factors should not be mistaken for adequate evidence that the belief was true.


Hence, “sceptic” and “believer” are not opposing classifications.  The sceptic is raising doubts about the rational or evidential merits of the justifications given for a belief; he doubts that necessary and sufficient reasons either have been or could be discovered to show that any particular belief must be true, and cannot possibly be false.  But the sceptic may, like anyone else, still accept various beliefs.


Those whom I classify as fideists are persons who are sceptics with regard to the possibility of our attaining knowledge by rational means, without our possessing some basic truths known by faith (i.e. truths based on no rational evidence whatsoever).  …  Many of the thinkers whom I would classify as fideists held that either there are persuasive factors that can induce belief, but not prove or establish the truth of what is believed, or that after one has found or accepted one’s faith, reasons can be offered that explain or clarify what one believes without proving or establishing it.  …


Fideism covers a group of possible views, extending from (1) that of blind faith, which denies to reason any capacity whatsoever to reach the truth, or to make it plausible, and which bases all certitude on a complete and unquestioning adherence to some revealed or accepted truths, to (2) that of making faith prior to reason.  …  In these possible versions of fideism, there is, it seems to me, a common core, namely that knowledge, considered as information about the world that cannot possibly be false, is unattainable without accepting something on faith, and that independent of faith sceptical doubts can be raised about any alleged knowledge claims.  …

Popkin classifies the views of Augustine and the Augustinians as fideistic.

9.  Cf. Richard Popkin, “Skepticism”, in:  Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York 1967), vol. 7, p. 449:

Skepticism, as a critical philosophical attitude, questions the reliability of the knowledge claims made by philosophers and others.  Originally the Greek term skeptikos meant “inquirers” [sic].  Philosophical skeptics have been engaged in inquiry into alleged human achievements in different fields to see if any knowledge has been or could be gained by them.  They have questioned whether any necessary or indubitable information can actually be gained about the real nature of things.  Skeptics have organized their questioning into systematic sets of arguments aimed at raising doubts.  Extreme skepticism questions all knowledge claims that go beyond immediate experience, except perhaps those of logic and mathematics.  A limited or mitigated skepticism in different degrees questions particular types of knowledge claims made by theologians, metaphysicians, scientists, or mathematicians which go beyond experience, but it admits some limited probabilistic kinds of knowledge.  Some skeptics have held that no knowledge beyond immediate experience is possible, while others have doubted whether even this much could definitely be known.  The arguments advanced by skeptics from Greek times onward, and the use to which these arguments have been put, have helped to shape both the problems dealt with by the major Western philosophers and the solutions they have offered.

10.  Stewart Cohen, “Scepticism”, in:  Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Craig (New York/London 1998), vol. 8, p. 493:

Simply put, scepticism is the view that we fail to know anything.  More generally, the term “skepticism” refers to a family of views, each of which denies that some term of positive epistemic appraisal applies to our beliefs.  Thus, sceptical doctrines might hold that none of our beliefs is certain, that none of our beliefs is justified, that none of our beliefs is reasonable, that none of our beliefs is more reasonable than its denial, and so on.  Sceptical doctrines can also vary with respect to the kind of belief they target.  Scepticism can be restricted to beliefs produced in certain ways:  for example, scepticism concerning beliefs based on memory, on inductive reasoning or even on any reasoning whatsoever.  And sceptical views can be restricted to beliefs about certain subjects:  for example, scepticism concerning beliefs about the external world, beliefs about other minds, beliefs about value and so on.  Solipsism—the view that all that exists is the self and its states—can be seen as a form of scepticism based on the claim that there are no convincing arguments for the existence of anything beyond the self.

11.  Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language (London 1755 [2 vols.]), ed. Robert Burchfield (Facsimile Edition, London 1979 [1 vol.]), no page numbers:

SKEPTICK ….  One who doubts, or pretends to doubt of everything.  …

SKEPTICAL ….  Doubtful; pretending to universal doubt.  …

SKEPTICISM ….  Universal doubt; pretence or possession of universal doubt.
12.  Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language Unabridged, ed. Philip Gove (Springfield, MA 1993), p. 2132:

skeptic or sceptic …  1 a:  one who believes the doctrine of skepticism or employs skepticism as a method  b usu cap:  a member of one of the ancient schools (as the Sophists) teaching skepticism  2:  one who is disposed to or is in a state of skepticism:  a doubting or incredulous person  3:  a person marked by skepticism regarding religion or religious principles

skeptical or sceptical …  1:  of, relating to, or characteristic of a skeptic or skepticism <… arguments>  2:  characterized by skepticism <a … listener> <a … look>

skepticism or scepticism …  1a:  the doctrine that any true knowledge is impossible or that all knowledge is uncertain:  a position that no fact or truth can be established on philosophical grounds <total or radical …>  b:  a viewpoint that universally reliable knowledge is unattainable in particular areas of investigation <theoretical or scientific …> <moral …> <metaphysical …> <religious …>  c:  the method of suspended judgment, systematic doubt, or destructive criticism characteristic of skeptics  compare DOGMATISM, HUMISM, SOPHISM  2:  an attitude of doubt or disposition toward incredulity in general or in regard to something particular (as a supposed fact)  3:  doubt concerning but not necessarily denial of the basic religious principles (as immortality, providence, revelation):  FREETHINKING  compare AGNOSTICISM  syn see UNCERTAINTY

13.  A Greek-English Lexicon, ed. Henry Liddell and Robert Scott (Oxford 1996), pp. 1606–1607:

skeptikos … thoughtful, reflective … skeptikoi … the Sceptics or philosophers who asserted nothing positively, followers of Pyrrho … skeptomai …  I.1.  look about carefully, spy, look well at, look at, look, examine …  2.  examine …  II.1.  later of the mind, view, examine, consider, judge, only consider, consider …  2.  rarely, think or deem a thing to be so and so  …  3.  think of beforehand, provide, prepare, premeditate, plan …  4.  consider, observe

14.  A Latin Dictionary, ed. Charlton Lewis (Oxford 1996), p. 1641:

Sceptici, orum, m., = Skeptikoi, the Sceptics, the disciples of Pyrrho ….

Cf. the Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. P. G. W. Glare (Oxford 2002), p. ?

15.  Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie, ed. Joachim Ritter and Karlfried Gründer (Darmstadt 1995), 9, 939–40:

Das griechische Adjektiv skeptikos (vom Verb skeptomai ‘bedenken’, ‘untersuchen’) heißt wörtlich:  ‘einer, der (etwas) untersucht’; ‘Skepsis’ (skepsis) heißt zunächst nichts anderes als “eingehende Untersuchung”.  Philon von Alexandrien gebraucht das Wort skeptikoi ganz allgemein für Philosophen.  Zur Zeit des Sextus Empiricus indessen wird skepsis oder skeptikos die übliche Bezeichnung für die pyrrhonische Schule und ihre Anhänger.  Wann und warum genau dieser Ausdruck zur Bezeichnung des Pyrrhonismus wird, ist schwer zu sagen, aber wahrscheinlich taucht er lange Zeit nach Ainesidems Tod auf.  Aulus Gellius (Mitte des 2. Jh. n. Chr.) ist der früheste Autor, der bezeugt, pyrrhonische Philosophen “würden skeptikoi genannt”, und er beobachtet, daß die Bezeichnung auch für die Akademiker gebraucht werden könne.  Irgendwann zwischen Philon und Aulus Gellius eignen sich die Neo-Pyrrhoneer den Ausdruck an, um sich selbst als unvoreingenommene “Untersucher” sowohl von den Dogmatikern (dogmatikoi, d.h. Philosophen, die beanspruchen, die Wahrheit gefunden zu haben) als auch von den Akademikern abzusetzen, die sie als Denker charakterisieren, die behaupten, Wahrheit sei unentdeckbar.  Ein pyrrhonischer Skeptiker wird auch Aporetiker (aporetikos), Zetetiker (zetetikos ‘Forschender’) oder Ephektiker (ephektikos ‘Strebender’) genannt.


Im Lateinischen wird skeptikoi mit “quaesitores et consideratores” wiedergegeben.  Weder im klassischen noch im mittelalterlichen Latein scheint es das Wort ‘scepticus’ gegeben zu haben.  Erst mit den Übersetzungen von Diogenes Laertios und Sextus Empiricus in der Renaissance taucht das neulateinische Wort ‘scepticus’ auf zur Bezeichnung der pyrrhonischen Philosophen.
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Entsprechend wird Pyrrhon von Elis erst sehr spät ‘Skeptiker’ genannt.  Nicht einmal Diogenes Laertios, der skeptikos häufig in seiner Darstellung pyrrhonischer Philosophen verwendet, nennt Pyrrhon selbst so.  Er beschreibt ihn als jemanden, der “eine Philosophie der Unbegreiflichkeit der Dinge [akatalepsia] und der Urteilsenthaltung [epoché] praktiziert”.  Dennoch wird diese Bezeichnung Pyrrhon in der Folge immer anhaften, weil die späteren pyrrhonischen Philosophen ihn als ihren wichtigsten Anreger betrachteten.  Die Geschichte des griechischen Skeptizismus umfaßt also nicht nur die sogenannten ‘Skeptiker’, die Pyrrhoneer, sondern auch Pyrrhon selbst und die Philosophen der Akademie, also die antiken Denker, deren Grundanliegen es ist, die Möglichkeit des Menschen, zu sicheren Erkenntnissen zu gelangen, in Frage zu stellen und statt dessen für eine Praxis des “undogmatischen” oder “meinungslosen” (adoxastos) Lebens zu plädieren.


Obwohl man Pyrrhon zu Recht als den Vater dieser Art Skeptizismus bezeichnen kann, reicht die Vorgeschichte des philosophischen und allgemeineren Skeptizismus einige Jahrhunderte weiter zurück.  Pyrrhoneer wie Akademiker sind sich dieser Tatsache bewußt und nutzen sie aus.  Die Pyrrhoneer beanspruchen zwar, die einzigen echten Skeptiker zu sein, aber sie machen zahlreiche Vorläufer und andere Anwärter auf diesen Titel aus, und dies nicht nur unter früheren Philosophen, sondern auch unter den griechischen Dichtern, beginnend mit Homer.  Die Philosophen der Akademie präsentieren sich ebenfalls als die authentischen Interpreten Platons und als Glieder einer skeptischen Tradition, die Sokrates und eine Reihe früherer griechischer Philosophen umfaßt.  Skeptische Tendenzen sind deutlich auch bei den Denkern zu finden, von denen Pyrrhon am direktesten beeinflußt wurde.  Die Vorgeschichte eines skeptischen Denkens kann bis ganz in die Anfänge der griechischen Literatur und Philosophie zurückverfolgt werden; skeptisches Denken findet sich überall da, wo die Kluft zwischen göttlichem und menschlichem Verstand betont wird.
� This essay is the revised and expanded version of a paper that was presented to the Thirty-first Annual Meeting of the Scholars of Christian Antiquity, on May 2, 2002, at the Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum of the Pontifical Lateran University, Rome.  I thank Robert Dodaro, Allan Fitzgerald, Robin Lane Fox, Carol Harrison, George Lawless, Paul Rigby, John Rist, Frederick Van Fleteren, and Robert Wilken for their suggestions for improvement.  My debt to Dominic O’Meara, who first awakened my interest in late ancient and early medieval philosophy, is still outstanding.  I alone am responsible for all remaining material deficiencies.
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