
SophiaOmni						      1
www.sophiaomni.org

Philosophy Archives

Sophia Project

Happiness and the Chief Good
Augustine

CHAPTER THREE

Happiness is in the Enjoyment of Man’s Chief Good. Two Conditions of the Chief Good: 
First, Nothing is Better Than It; Second, It Cannot Be Lost Against the Will

4. How then, according to reason, ought man to live? We all certainly desire to live happily; 
and there is no human being but assents to this statement almost before it is made. But the title 
happy cannot, in my opinion, belong either to him who has not what he loves, whatever it may 
be, or to him who has what he loves if it is hurtful or to him who does not love what he has, 
although it is good in perfection. For one who seeks what he cannot obtain suffers torture, and 
one who has got what is not desirable is cheated, and one who does not seek for what is worth 
seeking for is diseased. Now in all these cases the mind cannot but be unhappy, and happiness 
and unhappiness cannot reside at the same time in one man; so in none of these cases can the 
man be happy. I find, then, a fourth case, where the happy life exists,— when that which is 
man’s chief good is both loved and possessed. For what do we call enjoyment but having at 
hand the objects of love? And no one can be happy who does not enjoy what is man’s chief 
good, nor is there any one who enjoys this who is not happy. We must then have at hand our 
chief good, if we think of living happily.

5. We must now inquire what is man’s chief good, which of course cannot be anything 
inferior to man himself. For whoever follows after what is inferior to himself, becomes himself 
inferior. But every man is bound to follow what is best. Wherefore man’s chief good is not 
inferior to man. Is it then something similar to man himself? It must be so, if there is nothing 
above man which he is capable of enjoying. But if we find something which is both superior 
to man, and can be possessed by the man who loves it, who can doubt that in seeking for 
happiness man should endeavor to reach that which is more excellent than the being who makes 
the endeavor. For if happiness consists in the enjoyment of a good than which there is nothing 
better, which we call the chief good, how can a man be properly called happy who has not yet 
attained to his chief good? Or how can that be the chief good beyond which something better 
remains for us to arrive at? Such, then, being the chief good, it must be something which cannot 
be lost against the will. For no one can feel confident regarding a good which he knows can 
be taken from him, although he wishes to keep and cherish it. But if a man feels no confidence 
regarding the good which he enjoys, how can he be happy while in such fear of losing it?

CHAPTER FOUR

Man— What?

6. Let us then see what is better than man. This must necessarily be hard to find, unless we first 
ask and examine what man is. I am not now called upon to give a definition of man. The question 
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here seems to me to be—since almost all agree, or at least, which is enough, those I have now 
to do with are of the same opinion with me, that we are made up of soul and body—What is 
man? Is he both of these? Or is he the body only, or the soul only? For although the things are 
two, soul and body, and although neither without the other could be called man (for the body 
would not be man without the soul, nor again would the soul be man if there were not a body 
animated by it), still it is possible that one of these may be held to be man, and may be called 
so. What then do we call man? Is he soul and body, as in a double harness, or like a centaur? Or 
do we mean the body only, as being in the service of the soul which rules it, as the word lamp 
denotes not the light and the case together, but only the case, yet it is on account of the light that 
it is so called? Or do we mean only the mind, and that on account of the body which it rules, as 
horseman means not the man and the horse, but the man only, and that as employed in ruling 
the horse? This dispute is not easy to settle; or, if the proof is plain, the statement requires time. 
This is an expenditure of time and strength which we need not incur. For whether the name man 
belongs to both, or only to the soul, the chief good of man is not the chief good of the body; but 
what is the chief good either of both soul and body, or of the soul only, that is man’s chief good.

CHAPTER FIVE

Man’s Chief Good is Not the Chief Good of the Body Only, But the Chief Good of the 
Soul

7. Now if we ask what is the chief good of the body, reason obliges us to admit that it is that 
by means of which the body comes to be in its best state. But of all the things which invigorate 
the body, there is nothing better or greater than the soul. The chief good of the body, then, is 
not bodily pleasure, not absence of pain, not strength, not beauty, not swiftness, or whatever 
else is usually reckoned among the goods of the body, but simply the soul. For all the things 
mentioned the soul supplies to the body by its presence, and, what is above them all, life. Hence 
I conclude that the soul is not the chief good of man, whether we give the name of man to soul 
and body together, or to the soul alone. For as according to reason, the chief good of the body is 
that which is better than the body, and from which the body receives vigor and life, so whether 
the soul itself is man, or soul and body both, we must discover whether there is anything which 
goes before the soul itself, in following which the soul comes to the perfection of good of which 
it is capable in its own kind. If such a thing can be found, all uncertainty must be at an end, and 
we must pronounce this to be really and truly the chief good of man.

8. If, again, the body is man, it must be admitted that the soul is the chief good of man. But 
clearly, when we treat of morals,— when we inquire what manner of life must be held in order 
to obtain happiness—it is not the body to which the precepts are addressed, it is not bodily 
discipline which we discuss. In short, the observance of good customs belongs to that part 
of us which inquires and learns, which are the prerogatives of the soul; so, when we speak of 
attaining to virtue, the question does not regard the body. But if it follows, as it does, that the 
body which is ruled over by a soul possessed of virtue is ruled both better and more honorably, 
and is in its greatest perfection in consequence of the perfection of the soul which rightfully 
governs it, that which gives perfection to the soul will be man’s chief good, though we call the 
body man. For if my coachman, in obedience to me, feeds and drives the horses he has charge 
of in the most satisfactory manner, himself enjoying the more of my bounty in proportion to 
his good conduct, can any one deny that the good condition of the horses, as well as that of 
the coachman, is due to me? So the question seems to me to be not, whether soul and body is 
man, or the soul only, or the body only, but what gives perfection to the soul; for when this is 
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obtained, a man cannot but be either perfect, or at least much better than in the absence of this 
one thing.

CHAPTER SIX

Virtue Gives Perfection to the Soul; The Soul Obtains Virtue by Following God; 
Following God is the Happy Life

9. No one will question that virtue gives perfection to the soul. But it is a very proper subject of 
inquiry whether this virtue can exist by itself or only in the soul. Here again arises a profound 
discussion, needing lengthy treatment; but perhaps my summary will serve the purpose. God 
will, I trust, assist me, so that, notwithstanding our feebleness, we may give instruction on 
these great matters briefly as well as intelligibly. In either case, whether virtue can exist by 
itself without the soul, or can exist only in the soul, undoubtedly in the pursuit of virtue the 
soul follows after something, and this must be either the soul itself, or virtue, or something 
else. But if the soul follows after itself in the pursuit of virtue, it follows after a foolish thing; 
for before obtaining virtue it is foolish. Now the height of a follower’s desire is to reach that 
which he follows after. So the soul must either not wish to reach what it follows after, which is 
utterly absurd and unreasonable, or, in following after itself while foolish, it reaches the folly 
which it flees from. But if it follows after virtue in the desire to reach it, how can it follow 
what does not exist? Or how can it desire to reach what it already possesses? Either, therefore, 
virtue exists beyond the soul, or if we are not allowed to give the name of virtue except to the 
habit and disposition of the wise soul, which can exist only in the soul, we must allow that the 
soul follows after something else in order that virtue may be produced in itself; for neither by 
following after nothing, nor by following after folly, can the soul, according to my reasoning, 
attain to wisdom.

10. This something else then, by following after which the soul becomes possessed of virtue 
and wisdom, is either a wise man or God. But we have said already that it must be something 
that we cannot lose against our will. No one can think it necessary to ask whether a wise man, 
supposing we are content to follow after him, can be taken from us in spite of our unwillingness 
or our persistence. God then remains, in following after whom we live well, and in reaching 
whom we live both well and happily. If any deny God’s existence, why should I consider the 
method of dealing with them, when it is doubtful whether they ought to be dealt with at all? At 
any rate, it would require a different starting-point, a different plan, a different investigation 
from what we are now engaged in. I am now addressing those who do not deny the existence 
of God, and who, moreover, allow that human affairs are not disregarded by Him. For there is 
no one, I suppose, who makes any profession of religion but will hold that divine Providence 
cares at least for our souls.
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