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Augustine on the “Divided Will”

Book VIII. Conversion

5, 10. . . . It was no iron chain imposed by anyone else that fettered me, but the iron of my
own will. The enemy had my power of willing in his clutches, and from it had forged a chain
to bind me. The truth is that disordered lust springs from a perverted will; when lust is 
pandered to, a habit is formed; when habit is not checked, it hardens into compulsion. 
These were like interlinking rings forming what I have described as a chain, and my harsh
servitude used it to keep me under duress.

A new will had begun to emerge in me, the will to worship you disinterestedly and enjoy
you, O God, our only sure felicity; but it was not yet capable of surmounting that earlier
will strengthened by inveterate custom. And so the two wills fought it out – the old and the
new, the one carnal, the other spiritual – and in their struggle tore my soul apart.

[ . . . ]

8, 19. Within the house of my spirit the violent conflict raged on, the quarrel with my soul
that I had so powerfully provoked in our secret dwelling, my heart, and at the height of it
I rushed to Alypius with my mental anguish plain upon my face. “What is happening to us?”
I exclaimed. “What does this mean? What did you make of it? The untaught are rising up
and taking heaven by Storm, while we with all our dreary teachings are still groveling in
this world of flesh and blood! Are we ashamed to follow, just because they have taken the
lead, yet not ashamed of lacking the courage even to follow?” Some such words as these I
spoke, and then my frenzy tore me away from him, while he regarded me in silent bewil-
derment. Unusual, certainly, was my speech, but my brow, cheeks and eyes, my flushed coun-
tenance and the cadences of my voice expressed my mind more fully than the words I uttered.

Adjacent to our lodgings was a small garden. We were free to make use of it as well as
of the house, for our host, who owned the house, did not live there. The tumult in my breast
had swept me away to this place, where no one would interfere with the blazing dispute I
had engaged in with myself until it should be resolved. What the outcome would be you
knew, not I. All I knew was that I was going mad, but for the sake of my sanity, and dying
that I might live, aware of the evil that I was but unaware of the good I was soon to become.
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So I went out into the garden and Alypius followed at my heels; my privacy was not infringed
by his presence, and, in any case, how could he abandon me in that state? We sat down as
far as possible from the house. I was groaning in spirit and shaken by violent anger because
I could form no resolve to enter into a covenant with you, though in my bones I knew that
this was what I ought to do, and everything in me lauded such a course to the skies. It was
a journey not to be undertaken by ship or carriage or on foot, nor need it take me even that
short distance I had walked from the house to the place where we were sitting; for to travel
– and more, to reach journey’s end – was nothing else but to want to go there, but to want
it valiantly and with all my heart, not to whirl and toss this way and that a will half crippled
by the struggle, as part of it rose up to walk while part sank down.

20. While this vacillation was at its most intense many of my bodily gestures were of the
kind that people sometimes want to perform but cannot either because the requisite limbs
are missing, or because they are bound and restricted, or paralyzed through illness, or in
some other way impeded. If I tore out my hair, battered my forehead, entwined my fingers
and clasped them round my knee, I did so because I wanted to. I might have wanted to but
found myself unable, if my limbs had not been mobile enough to obey. So then, there were
plenty of actions that I performed where willing was not the same thing as being able; yet
I was not doing the one thing that was incomparably more desirable to me, the thing that
I would be able to do as soon as I willed, because as soon as I willed – why, then, I would
be willing it! For in this sole instance the faculty to act and the will to act precisely coincide,
and the willing is already the doing. Yet this was not happening. My body was more ready
to obey the slightest whim of my soul in the matter of moving my limbs, than the soul was
to obey its own command in carrying out this major volition, which was to be accomplished
within the will alone.

9, 21. How did this bizarre situation arise, how develop? May your mercy shed light on
my inquiry, so that perhaps an answer may be found in the mysterious punishments meted
out to humankind, those utterly baffling pains that afflict the children of Adam. How then
did this bizarre situation arise, how develop? The mind commands the body and is instantly
obeyed; the mind commands itself, and meets with resistance. When the mind orders the
hand to move, so smooth is the compliance that command can scarcely be distinguished from
execution; yet the mind is mind, while the hand is body. When the mind issues its command
that the mind itself should will something (and the mind so commanded is no other than
itself ), it fails to do so. How did this bizarre situation arise, how develop? As I say, the mind
commands itself to will something: it would not be giving the order if it did not want this
thing; yet it does not do what it commands.

Evidently, then, it does not want this thing with the whole of itself, and therefore the com-
mand does not proceed from an undivided mind. Inasmuch as it issues the command, it does
will it, but inasmuch as the command is not carried out, it does not will it. What the will is
ordering is that a certain volition should exist, and this volition is not some alien thing, but
its very self. Hence it cannot be giving the order with its whole self. It cannot be identical
with that thing which it is commanding to come into existence, for if it were whole and
entire it would not command itself to be, since it would be already.

This partial willing and partial non-willing is thus not so bizarre, but a sickness of the mind,
which cannot rise with its whole self on the wings of truth because it is heavily burdened
by habit. There are two wills, then, and neither is the whole: what one has the other lacks.

10, 22. Some there are who on perceiving two wills engaged in deliberation assert that in
us there are two natures, one good, the other evil, each with a mind of its own. Let them
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perish from your presence, O God, as perish all who talk wildly and lead our minds astray.
They are evil themselves as long as they hold these opinions, yet these same people will be
good if they embrace true opinions and assent to true teaching, and so merit the apostle’s
commendation, You were darkness once, but now you are light in the Lord. The trouble 
is that they want to be light not in the Lord but in themselves, with their notion that the
soul is by nature divine, and so they have become denser darkness still, because by their
appalling arrogance they have moved further away from you, the true Light, who enlighten
everyone who comes into the world. I warn these people, Take stock of what you are 
saying, and let it shame you; but once draw near to him and be illumined, and your faces
will not blush with shame.

When I was making up my mind to serve the Lord my God at last, as I had long since
purposed, I was the one who wanted to follow that course, and I was the one who wanted
not to. I was the only one involved. I neither wanted it wholeheartedly nor turned from it
wholeheartedly. I was at odds with myself, and fragmenting myself. This disintegration was
occurring without my consent, but what it indicated was not the presence in me of a mind
belonging to some alien nature but the punishment undergone by my own. In this sense,
and this sense only, it was not I who brought it about, but the sin that dwelt within me as
penalty for that other sin committed with greater freedom;1 for I was a son of Adam.

23. Moreover, if we were to take the number of conflicting urges to signify the number
of natures present in us, we should have to assume that there are not two, but many. If
someone is trying to make up his mind whether to go to a Manichean conventicle or to the
theater, the Manichees declare, “There you are, there’s the evidence for two natures: 
the good one is dragging him our way, the bad one is pulling him back in the other direc-
tion. How else explain this dithering between contradictory wills?” But I regard both as bad,
the one that leads him to them and the one that lures him back to the theater. They, on the
contrary, think that an inclination toward them can only be good.

But consider this: suppose one of our people is deliberating, and as two desires clash he
is undecided whether to go to the theater or to our church, will not our opponents too be
undecided what attitude to take? Either they will have to admit that it is good will that leads
a person to our church, just as good as that which leads to theirs the people who are initiated
into their sacred rites and trapped there – and this they are unwilling to admit; or they will
conclude that two evil natures and two bad minds are pitted against each other within one
person, in which case their habitual assertion of one good and one evil nature will be erron-
eous; or, finally, they will be brought round to the truth and no longer deny that when a
person is deliberating there is but one soul, thrown into turmoil by divergent impulses.

24. When, therefore, they observe two conflicting impulses within one person, let them
stop saying that two hostile minds are at war, one good, the other evil, and that these derive
from two hostile substances and two hostile principles. For you are true, O God, and so you
chide and rebuke them and prove them wrong. The choice may lie between two impulses
that are both evil, as when a person is debating whether to murder someone with poison
or a dagger; whether to annex this part of another man’s property or that, assuming he 
cannot get both; whether to buy himself pleasure by extravagant spending or hoard his money

1 That is, by Adam. Augustine uses the comparative to suggest a relative freedom enjoyed by Adam,
superior to our own but short of perfect freedom. He was to spell out the distinction later in Correction
and Grace XII, 33 between posse non peccare (the ability not to sin, Adam’s privilege), and non posse pec-
care (the perfection of freedom in heaven).
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out of avarice; whether to go to the circus or the theater if both performances are on the
same day – and I would even add a third possibility: whether to go and steal from someone
else’s house while he has the chance, and a fourth as well: whether to commit adultery while
he is about it. All these impulses may occur together, at exactly the same time, and all 
be equally tempting, but they cannot all be acted upon at once. The mind is then rent apart
by the plethora of desirable objects as four inclinations, or even more, do battle among 
themselves; yet the Manichees do not claim that there are as many disparate substances 
in us as this.

The same holds true for good impulses. I would put these questions to them: Is it good
to find delight in a reading from the apostle? To enjoy the serenity of a psalm? To discuss
the gospel? To each point they will reply, “Yes, that is good.” Where does that leave us? If
all these things tug at our will with equal force, and all together at the same time, will not
these divergent inclinations put a great strain on the human heart, as we deliberate which
to select? All are good, but they compete among themselves until one is chosen, to which
the will, hitherto distracted between many options, may move as a united whole. So too
when the joys of eternity call us from above, and pleasure in temporal prosperity holds 
us fast below, our one soul is in no state to embrace either with its entire will. Claimed by
truth for the one, to the other clamped by custom, the soul is torn apart in its distress.

11, 25. Such was the sickness in which I agonized, blaming myself more sharply than ever,
turning and twisting in my chain as I strove to tear free from it completely, for slender indeed
was the bond that still held me. But hold me it did. In my secret heart you stood by me,
Lord, redoubling the lashes of fear and shame in the severity of your mercy, lest I give up
the struggle and that slender, fragile bond that remained be not broken after all, but thicken
again and constrict me more tightly. “Let it be now,” I was saying to myself. “Now is the
moment, let it be now,” and merely by saying this I was moving toward the decision. I would
almost achieve it, but then fall just short; yet I did not slip right down to my starting-point,
but stood aside to get my breath back. Then I would make a fresh attempt, and now I was
almost there, almost there . . . I was touching the goal, grasping it . . . and then I was not
there, not touching, not grasping it. I shrank from dying to death and living to life, for ingrained
evil was more powerful in me than new-grafted good. The nearer it came, that moment
when I would be changed, the more it pierced me with terror. Dismayed, but not quite 
dislodged, I was left hanging.

26. The frivolity of frivolous aims, the futility of futile pursuits, these things that had been
my cronies of long standing, still held me back, plucking softly at my garment of flesh and
murmuring in my ear, “Do you mean to get rid of us? Shall we never be your companions
again after that moment . . . never . . . never again? From that time onward so-and-so will
be forbidden to you, all your life long.” And what was it that they were reminding me of
by those words, “so-and-so,” O my God, what were they bringing to my mind? May your
mercy banish such memories far from me! What foul deeds were they not hinting at, what
disgraceful exploits! But now their voices were less than half as loud, for they no longer 
confronted me directly to argue their case, but muttered behind my back and slyly tweaked
me as I walked away, trying to make me look back. Yet they did slow me down, for I could
not bring myself to tear free and shake them off and leap across to that place whither I was
summoned, while aggressive habit still taunted me: “Do you imagine you will be able to
live without these things?”

27. The taunts had begun to sound much less persuasive, however; for a revelation was
coming to me from that country toward which I was facing, but into which I trembled 
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to cross. There I beheld the chaste, dignified figure of Continence. Calm and cheerful 
was her manner, though modest, pure and honorable her charm as she coaxed me to come
and hesitate no longer, stretching kindly hands to welcome and embrace me, hands filled
with a wealth of heartening examples. A multitude of boys and girls were there, a great 
concourse of youth and persons of every age, venerable widows and women grown old 
in their virginity, and in all of them I saw this that this same Continence was by no means
sterile, but the fruitful mother of children conceived in joy from you, her Bridegroom. She
was smiling at me, but with a challenging smile, as though to say, “Can you not do what
these men have done, these women? Could any of them achieve it by their own strength, 
without the Lord their God? He it was, the Lord their God, who granted me to them. Why
try to stand by yourself, only to lose your footing? Cast yourself on him and do not be afraid:
he will not step back and let you fall. Cast yourself upon him trustfully; he will support 
and heal you.” And I was bitterly ashamed, because I could still hear the murmurs of those
frivolities, and I was still in suspense, still hanging back. Again she appealed to me, as though
urging, “Close your ears against those unclean parts of you which belong to the earth and
let them be put to death. They tell you titillating tales, but have nothing to do with the law
of the Lord your God.”

All this argument in my heart raged only between myself and myself. Alypius stood fast
at my side, silently awaiting the outcome of my unprecedented agitation.

12, 28. But as this deep meditation dredged all my wretchedness up from the secret 
profundity of my being and heaped it all together before the eyes of my heart, a huge storm
blew up within me and brought on a heavy rain of tears. In order to pour them out unchecked
with the sobs that accompanied them I arose and left Alypius, for solitude seemed to 
me more suitable for the business of weeping. I withdrew far enough to ensure that his 
presence – even his – would not be burdensome to me. This was my need, and he under-
stood it, for I think I had risen to my feet and blurted out something, my voice already choked
with tears. He accordingly remained, in stunned amazement, at the place where we had been
sitting. I flung myself down somehow under a fig-tree and gave free rein to the tears that
burst from my eyes like rivers, as an acceptable sacrifice to you. Many things I had to say
to you, and the gist of them, though not the precise words, was: “O Lord, how long? How
long? Will you be angry for ever? Do not remember our age-old sins.” For by these I was
conscious of being held prisoner. I uttered cries of misery: “Why must I go on saying, ‘Tomorrow
. . . tomorrow’? Why not now? Why not put an end to my depravity this very hour?”

29. I went on talking like this and weeping in the intense bitterness of my broken heart.
Suddenly I heard a voice from a house nearby – perhaps a voice of some boy or girl, I 
do not know – singing over and over again, “Pick it up and read, pick it up and read.” My
expression immediately altered and I began to think hard whether children ordinarily
repeated a ditty like this in any sort of game, but I could not recall ever having heard it 
anywhere else. I stemmed the flood of tears and rose to my feet, believing that this could
be nothing other than a divine command to open the Book and read the first passage I chanced
upon; for I had heard the story of how Antony had been instructed by a gospel text. He 
happened to arrive while the gospel was being read, and took the words to be addressed to
himself when he heard, “Go and sell all you possess and give the money to the poor: you
will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” [Matt. 19: 21]. So he was promptly
converted to you by this plainly divine message. Stung into action, I returned to the place
where Alypius was sitting, for on leaving it I had put down there the book of the apostle’s
letters. I snatched it up, opened it and read in silence the passage on which my eyes 
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first lighted: “Not in dissipation and drunkenness, nor in debauchery and lewdness, nor in
arguing and jealousy; but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh
or the gratification of your desires” [Rom. 13: 13–14]. I had no wish to read further, nor was
there need. No sooner had I reached the end of the verse than the light of certainty flooded
my heart and all dark shades of doubt fled away.

30. I closed the book, marking the place with a finger between the leaves or by some other
means, and told Alypius what had happened. My face was peaceful now. He in return told
me what had been happening to him without my knowledge. He asked to see what I had
read: I showed him, but he looked further than my reading had taken me. I did not know
what followed, but the next verse was, “Make room for the person who is weak in faith.”
He referred this text to himself and interpreted it to me. Confirmed by this admonition he
associated himself with my decision and good purpose without any upheaval or delay, for
it was entirely in harmony with his own moral character, which for a long time now had
been far, far better than mine.

We went indoors and told my mother, who was overjoyed. When we related to her how
it had happened she was filled with triumphant delight and blessed you, who have power
to do more than we ask or understand, for she saw that you had granted her much more in
my regard than she had been wont to beg of you in her wretched, tearful groaning. Many
years earlier you had shown her a vision of me standing on the rule of faith; and now indeed
I stood there, no longer seeking a wife or entertaining any worldly hope, for you had 
converted me to yourself. In so doing you had also converted her grief into a joy far more
abundant than she had desired, and much more tender and chaste than she could ever have
looked to find in grandchildren from my flesh.
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