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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

This dissertation reinterprets Augustine of Hippo’s (354-430) philosophical anthropology 

and its implications for his ethical and political thought. The argument of this thesis is 

Augustine articulates an anthropology rooted in the act of confession: an embrace of one’s 

nature as a weak and ignorant created being and a praise of God. This reorients ethics and 

political philosophy away from tasks of self- or state-improvement. The thesis concerns 

Augustine’s major works — De trinitate (trin.), Confessiones (conf.) and De ciutatate dei (ciu.). It 

identifies these as chiefly rhetorical works intended to move the reader away from 

themselves and toward the love of God. The argument first considers trin., claiming that 

Augustine does not articulate an interior self, but a semiotic account of the human as a 

referent to God (Ch.1). Augustine draws his readers into and then away from themselves as 

a source of knowledge and being. The next two chapters follow Augustine’s own personal 

identity as exposed in conf. (Ch. 2-3) Augustine rejects any knowledge or possession of his 

own life, opening paradoxes of identity in which he seeks an account of who he is by doing 

turning away from himself as a source of that knowledge. I find that conf. is an ethical, and by 

extension, political text, highlighting the disjunction between restless creation and God who 

is at rest. Augustine provides a model for a happy life in the act of confession, which is both 

self-unsettling and self-giving. Last, I follow ciu. as a continuation of the paradoxes presented 

in conf. and trin. (Ch 4.) This exposes the impossibility of ethics and politics in ciu. I seek to 

highlight the rhetorical force of Augustine’s major works to provide a richer account of his 

anthropology and reorient Augustinian ethics and politics toward the act of confession. 

Key Words: Augustine of Hippo, personal identity, confession, rhetoric, historical philosophy, 

ethics, political philosophy, selfhood, philosophy of religion. 

 


