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Tht:!re are three kinds of = ... ~ . 
~~ 

Needless suffering (degradin : )' 
~ 

,ExpiâtoJ;Y suffering :. 

Redemp~ve~suffering (this latter 

~, suffering is the privilege of the . 
innocent) . , .. ~ 

'" . 
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ABS';rRACT 

(f .' 
Afifliction and freedom were tw'O crucial factors 

, in the thought and êxperiënce of Simo'ne Weil. " Affliction 

is 
1 . ' J 

that ('hiCh cornes upon the ipdividual f,rom witho,ut/ from 

his or ~er giv~n physical make-up.t . or. fl!~m pressures' 
. " 

imposeo by ,social and poli tical structures·. Affliction .. 

quenches the spirit and tends to ensiaver, yet persons 1 
t ' 
r/ 

never beçome merely victims. Howèver attenuated, freedom 

reIJlains. lt perrnits the individual to accept-voluntary 
f ' , 

surfering as he or she, ide~tifies with others in their . 
/' , , 

a:'f~liction. 
o 

lt opens the wpy to sacrificial, living. This 
1 ( ', .. 

pattern, som~times exaggerated and often flawed l is 'ta be 

seeri in the life of Simon,e 'weil, qnd allows her to be re- ) 

garded as .belonging to tlie spirit of the 'Christian tradi~ion, ( 
,,' 

/ though she could never accept formaI membership of it. , ~ '< j ~ 

If' 
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PRECIS 

\ 
1\ 0 , 'p , 1 

L'Affliction et la liberté §taient,deu~ 

éléments cruciaux dans la pensée et la vie de Si~one 

Weil. Affliction est ce qlü dépasse' ;La réalité 

physique et les pressions imposéès par lès stru~tures . 

sociales et politiques. Affliction possède l'esprit 

et permet ~ l' individuèl de ne ~amais devenir victime 
1 

et le force à se surmonter;, aussi, la personne , . 

accepte volontiè~ement s'a souffrance autant que celle 
1 Q 

des autres 
• 

et ~rrive à~ i:Jy iqentiiHe:-. Çe chemin ~ayant . \ ' 

'jusqu à l'exagération par Simone 'Weil, été suivi, 

p~urrait-on dire, à été sa faibl~sse. 
(" 

cetfe vie lui a 

~ermis d'être vue comme &ppartenant à l'e~prit de la 

~radition chrétienne, 'mais elle ne pourrait jamais faire 

partie de son Eglise . 
.-
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PREFACE 

< • 

,c " 

An4r~ Gi'de quotes Simone Weil hersEjîtlf. "She said it 

was hér vocation to stand at the intersection of Christians 
1 

, . 
and non-Christians." She thus becomes the patron saint of . 
aIl "outsiders,".'Q Othe~, .. Jterspecti ves hav~ been voiced by' 

noted philosopheis",' Christians and gre,at writers of our tlroe. 
, 0 - :\ 

Charles Moeller suggests that Weil is definitely not a Chrrs-
~ " 
tian but probab].y fulfilled the Christian '~c'a~î tas" more 

1 • '. ,1 • , , 

fully than many formaI Christians. 'Malc~lm Muggeriage con-
" 

s'iders Waiting on God the greatest .:work of mysticism' of ,the . ---
~.. ) ot 

•. twentiéth century(-

I~'genera~ Simone Weil is consi~ered.an:outstanding 
... woman for her 0 centufY. 'This thes.i:s int~nds to inve~,tigate, 

as the subtitle suggests, two particular aspects of ber life, 
, , 

sacrifi~e and affliction,' as she e,xperienc~ them and as she 
, , 

dealt with them or responded to·them, and' to suggest that, in 

~en~ral terms, these compon~nts o~ a~fliftion and saérifice 

are an int~gral par~ of the 'lire of a Chri~tian. 
• 

As stated earlieL, affliction-is that which is im-, 

posed from without,~ sacrifice on the other hand come~, from 

within 'and i~chosen, willingly or unwillingly but still 
. ~' 

chosen. There are two kinds of sacrifice, the ope a person 

make~ for' his ~ personal needs a~d development, lregardless 

of 'others,j and the sacrifice one makes 'in Love' for the.needs 
, 1 { 

, , 

\ 
, , 

\ 

fi 

r . 



2 . ~ . \ 
(' 

of another. To use the terms chosen by·C.S. Lewis in The , 
Four, Loves, the first form might encQmpass "need, love!'; 'and 

" 

the second motive for sac~ifice, could be based upon Agape. 
, . 

Both forros of sacrifice ar'e productive fOl. the indi vi dual and 
, . 

for society as a whole. 
" 1 

The flqw in Weil and in others of 

the Christian or other faiths is Ehat there may be a point at 
,_ 1 

,which any chosen sacrifice~ay become déstructi~ to self or 

to others. Christiani ty is not merely a religion of sacri- • 

~ ~ fi ce and affliction but aiso of resurrection and joy. ,'" 

, , 

Si~one' s entry~ int~ ~hi..s world was premature, ner 
Ir 

philosophy, thinking, àctivities and wrltings were ahead of 
( . 
lier ,.time and her death .was alpo premature. ~ In her deveIop-

" , , -, . 
·ing years, that is from her birt4 to her-first appointment at 

, 
Lft Pqy as a philosophy' teacher, Simone was beset by a va~i-

et y 0f~handicaps. At 

tion on her appendix. 

11" an early age sh~ underwent an opera-
I 

She had 'very small hands which ulti-
~ . 

rnately'became arthritiq, extremely poor eyesight and'~evere 

migraine headaches. Added to these physical disabill1i.ies . , 
1\ '"J , • 

• 1 If< 

-she developed an inferiority complex in trying to keep up 
" 

with her bri~liant brother Andre Weil. None of these influ-

ences in her early l,ife, however, daunted ~er inex'orable 
. 

spirit.' 1 It "';ts almost a9 if her perS'onal afflictions, were 

the instruments of cr,èating within this woman an immense gift 

of perc€]ption and sensi tivity ta the suf.fering of others. Her 
~ , 

-particular afflictions instead ,of des~roying her or turning 

her inward, appear, instead, to have-deepened and ehriched 
\ 

\ 

• 

) 

1 -
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• .. . 
her spirit and interior life so., powerfuB.y, that she became a 

living sounding-boar~ for aIl who suffered physicaIly, 50-.. . 
cially {nd emotiorlally. 'Weil did not s~ccumb to pain and 

diffi~ulty; she took it and transformed' it into living con-

gerq"""'fpr others. Her ,background and envi~onment allowed her 

particula~ privileg~s 'and enc~uraged her,intellectual develop-

mint which she used, once again, not for herself but for 

others. 

Her life follows a pattern of affliction and sacrifice 
\ 

interrup-t:.ed by peaceful and j;>yful moments and powerfu,l ex-

periences of prayer and mysticism. Sorne of her choices to 
~ . 

sacrifice herself led to real affliction and suggest almost a . 
4 

tlrive towards self immolation. 

Although Weil's ideals and concepts were altruistic 

she was also realistic. S~e beli~ved~ that man felt he was 

Q born for liberty, but that this rema'ined a dream for most 

people. Her writings held up the ideal of liberty and then 
:r 

pragmatically asked, what could be achieved realistically? It 

is 'only in dealing with rrer own life and with her own personal 

needs that Simone appears ta become compulsive. Her g~eat 

talent for opening doors and shedding light on such subjects 

as ,freedom, affliction, God and love of neighbour grows in in-

• 1> • .tensi ty as sne deals wi th. her own person. 

She met head on the legalism Qi the ~oman Catholic 

Churoh as it existed in France in her time matching each 
, " 

. anathema sit w·ith an appropriate Weilian' concept, and as a 

.. 



.. 

" " , ( 

1\ 
/ 

.'" 
j..~.". 

, ' -
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result never e.n,tered~the ofJicia~ C~thol~ ~hurch thr:~~>ugh ". 
~ ... l , • CoQ 

Personal need for 'logical certitude 1 as she ~x-: . 

perienc~êl it allo'\.ied little rOÇ>ffi for the req~ired" element Df 
• ~ •• .. ... c 

faith necessary to be a practising Christian. ' 
c • 

'II ,'- ~ 

She met Christ d!lring her 'lif~ a~d most 
10 .. .1> 

, 
certainly -

" J 

... t," • 

died in His Presence. He met her a t the crossroads where 

') Christia~s and# non--Christ.ians alik,e ' .. may enter the Kingd~m of 

Heavep." 
, 

. . 

This thesis will attempt to dernonstrate that her cÈild-
, ~, " ," 

hood , pqrenting and environment ~had a )deep effect ~'upori' hoer ' 

particuiar psyche, callsing her to be open tÇ> sacrifice fot 
~j \1" 0 jO\ 

others. ,- Wi thin the Gonte'Xt of Weil' s li.fe, howev~r, she . 
~ co 

,1 

sometime~ allowed her ~acr~~ic~a~ n~t~r~ ta .becarn~,~olative;. . , '. \. 

1 

1 

'( : 
1 

) 

1 

.l' 
i 

yet her thought and-actions far superseded this flaw and ~er ~ 

/ general ap~ro~ch to a;flict:LOn ~nd sacrif~cë 'did ~ ind~ed' in-. ~ 
• 

volve co.mponénts necessary to a Christian life. . , 
'Th'e ~thesis is cotJlposed of fi ve (chapters" (. 

o 

Chapter l is a review af Simone' s life. 'frOllY'1nfancy ta 
• r _ 7 .. J " 

, adul thood '. The con cern in this chapter ls toooffer insights 
'11 ' ( 

into sorne emerging 'pat,terns that ~eeply affected Simone' S life. 
,", 

-.. In Chapter two the 'th~ught and concerrr of Simone ~eil 

for those fn affli"6tion ar'a~:r;Id her is Ei.xj?ressed in both writ-
" l, Q • , " 

ing and action. This c.hapter establishe's her cr~stallizi'ng . .. 
thaughts and ,her personal desire to serve others by teaçhing, , . 

At thü, poirlt ~n ~ her lifJ her choice to serve and", wr~)ng. 

is productive. 
11 li' , ' ,. ,,"." 

In Chapter t\1r.e:~ we viE~w Simone ente[il}g the 

world of the'wQrker and it i~ in this ~ar~icular part,of per <? 

-\ o 

.' Il 

~. 
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,r 
liIe that we may reçognise a certain compulsion iri her des ire 

to live the life of'~he worker. 
l 

The the~y of c~apter.two 
, ~ 

b~comes the expërience of chapter th.ree~ The foreshadow.~ng 
'" . ~ 

c:. ~ \. " 

.. of self-immolation in Chapte:r; l gives way to reali ty when she' 

was allow,ed ta use a pick-axe and a comp~èssed, air drill.r 

Accot"àing to her friend, Theyenon., ~f she had !lot been .~topped 
'. 

she would have used the drill until she collapsed~ The flaw 

in her sacrifice becomes evide2t. Rer desire'to affir~_the . ~ . 
freedom ~nd 'supreme value of 'the individual over the collec-

tivity was expressed in writîngs conta~ning .her criticisrn of 
.. ' 

Marxism. . . 
• 1 

In Chapter four we note that Simone's spirituaà free-

~ dom ,bec~mes 

her concern , 

a rea~ity foll.owing the realistic experience ?f 

for tne worker. It seerns relevant to suggest 

.~ at this point that such g freedom for Weil seems to'have re-

.. 
l-

'sulted from a chastizing of the flesh rather than from a 
o 

blossoming"of and co-ordinating of the whple person~ The 

frùits of th±s freedom, however, are filled with compassion 
'\ 

and love, and it is at this point that Weil's life begins to 

express itE;lelf in a spiritual'ly Christian forme 

In ChapterQfive r'use explicit yxamples Qf Simone's 

p,ersonàl choices to clarify p~rspectives of christian under

,standing in order to, appreciate more ~ully the.personality 

Simonè Weil and the parallel~ in her life that are sirnilar 

of 

, , 
those of othèr christi~ns. 

'-

r to 

'i 

. The li st of works cited are works·read with a view to 

0' 

1 
1 

l 
1 . 
1 

1 
1 , . , 
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writing this ~hesis. ~ l have chosen to concentrate in par-

" ticular o~ Weil' 5 own writings in or,der tb formulat,e the 

-thesis. ~ Bqpks read and not cited tend .to permeate the con+-
, . 

cepts ~llustrated in it. r 
'\ . , -Finally, l would Iike to take this opportunity to , \ , .." . \ " 

acknowledge the s~pervision~ direction-and advice provided by 

'my advisor, Dr. M~rJr~e p'ea~ton and aIse' Dr. John He,llman, wl"ro 

loaned me his very informative'and interesting work, Simone 

Weil. The assistanqe and direction of Dr. Monroe Peaston 
t--S 

was lmmeasurable and along with the support and encouragement 
l , • 

of m~ cnildren and frie~ds h~s enabled me -to complete a , 

scholarly inquiry t~at has been ?n experience in personal 

growth. ') 

\ 

. . 

, . 

l 

\ 
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CHAP,TER 1 

" l' ~ 

EMERGING PATTERNS 

" , 

Sacrifice is the aëceptanc~ ~f .pain, 
the refusaI ·t9 obey the animal in 
oneself 1 and the ~;i.ll to red~em su-ffer- .' 
ing' men, ,throùgh voluntary sUfferkg. 

Simone 'weil l 

A$ cited' by 
Simone Petrement~ 

,'How deep were the earliest infl'::l~nces ut:>on Simon-e' C 

'(! 

Weïl ana .. how did they affect her particular way of life?, On 

,February 3rd,- 1909 ,simone Weil was barn preroature.ly to Selma ' 
, 0 

and Bernard Weil in Paris. The ~ir~t six months of her life 

did nO,t appear t.o be affected by this fact;, however, 1,elma " 
, , . ,'" 
Weil whilst ~ursi~g ,her baby had a serious attack of appen~i

là 

,citis and following this the baQY S~roane beGame serioûsly ill. 

, She continued to be sick from her eleventh to her twenty~ 

secon'd ,month and at' one point a doctor had stated, t'T'his' l?aby 
/' 

, ,1 "ca1il~ot, survive. II At the age of two she had'trouble with her 
, . 

a~enoids .ând at fhe ?ge of three and' a half she had a violent 

attack of a~pendicitis. 'She was operated upon, and made a 

- ,'very, slow r-ecovery, remaining in the hqs.pi tal, for three weeks •. 
. ~. 

It WqS during this can~alesc~nt period following h~r. 
, 

,?per~tion that she was .read~:tlJ.e story "Mar~e in Gold and ,Marie 'l.. 

7 
. , 

, ' 

, , .. .. 
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'in Tar".,' It is a fairy":tale, in which the heroine, Marie; 

is taken tp a house ~n the forest by her ste~m?ther. The 
, , 

ho~se'hàs two tloors, ,one rnad~ of tar and one made of gold. 
- 1 

When asked which door she ,,,,ould choose to enter the child 

replies, ~For me, tar is quft~ good enough." 
l ' 

As a' result 

of this humble answer the child is showered with gold. The 
. 1 t '" 

stepmà~her 'returns home and then returns wi th her ow~ daughter 

" rto the same house in the forest: This girl chooses to enter 
\ 

by the door of gold and is pro~ptly covered with taro 'Simone 

said, la,ter in life, that this. story had a prof'ound effect 
'\ .. '" ~ . , , r~ , . 

upo,n' her. life. There is~no doubt that during her life 

Simone entered many, a "tarred door" and that her interpreta-
" ~ 

tion of the shower df gold ~ould, not'have been expfessed as 

material gold but rnetap~orically a~ the ~olden gift of light 

or,truth. 

As parents', Bernard and Selma Weil raised their 
... , -- , ~ ~ 

child~en without any 'formal religious foundation or structure. 

They were somewhat agnostic, if not atheistic in'their attitude 
, ' '- ~ .,... 

,'to religion'& Simone, ,however, did not lack a good example in 

, terms of 'caring ,for otl)ers. 

being2 ut~erly unselfish,' a 

.... . 
Her father has been descrlbed as 

man,who wen~ out of his way to 

l please ethers and do what was asked ef him. 
, . 

He was extremely 

f~a~k 'and very honest and there is no question that thèse 

characteris~ics had their effect upon S~mone. 

. f h \>. mother was noted or er extreme gener~sLty; 

Selma her 

she also possessed 

a persuasive power, that to many was overWhelming. Both parents 



,-

, . 
9 

. 
had noble'ambitions for their children and gave them the best 

r ... 
education possibl§ in terms of exposure to literature, .travél 

and schooling. They'were a couple totally devoted to each 

other. It was Madam Weil, who later on at the time of 
, 0 

Simone's fame, said "Ah, how much l'would have preferred her 

to be happy." 
3 

OSimone's father had a close relationship with a 

microbiologist, Elie Metchniker, and through th~s relation-
\ 

ship the~Weil family developed an 'extreme fear~obes. 

Madam Weil frowned upon the children being kissed by other 

people and scrupuloùs washing of hqnds before meals was always 
1., 

observed. It ïs paradoxical to note, however, that Selma 
o 

Weil admits to having spoiled her daughter through.fondling 

è • and kissing her more than she s~ld. Bernard Weil was also 

extr~ely affectionate with his daughter. Simone herself 

developed strong feelings of repugnance towards being kissed 
\ 

anô wùuld not touch or eat certai~ things. She sometimes 

spoke of ,her disgustingness. It ls possible that when de-
l'J 

·veloping her spiritual l,ife th~se early experiences led her 

towards catharism and manichaeanism,rather than to'true , 

Christianity. 

( 

~t is e~ident from this rather brief survey of Simone's 
J 

, infancy 'and early parenting that sh~ experien'ced physiéal pain 
o 

at an early age, in varying degrees and ~rat her response 

appears to have been passive. One of her favourite fairy-

tales is a remarkable example of ~umility and being rewarded 
~ 

p 
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for such humility. 
;; 

These pat,terns ar~ repeated ~hroughout 

) her life. 

2 

At the age of six, a rath.kJ!ërious-IOOking girl, 

with good features, dark eyes and an unruly mop of black 

hair 1 gave up her sugar ration for her adopted godson, one of p , 

many soldiers in the first world wa,r who had no family of hi~ 

o'Wn. This act in itself is not,over-sacrificial, however 

it might be asked how many six-year-ol?,childre~ at.this t~me 

willingly contracted to such a geseure anô also held to it? 
, , 

At the same age Simone and her brother were exchanging quota-

" tions ~rom Cyrano,de Berge~ac. In order to enter ta in their 

parents Simone~and her b{other used to learn by hèart certairl 
-passages of classical plays an~ perform them. This was part 

of thèir "playing". Thes~ children did qot spring from an 

averag~ family. Long holidays in hotels-in beautiful places , 

allowed the children"a great deal of fl!'eedom. Such trained 

and disciplined minds and such fr~e and'activé bodies, with 
e-

little rèstriction on time, allowed the childrên'to grow in 

extra-ordin~ry ways 1 both in/ independ~n<?e an~ indi vïduaJ.i ty. 

'The children 'arso appear to have, experienced fréedom from atl 

the confinements 'and limitations of an average family with its , 

" 

chores and rest~ictions, its regular social,demands and, habits. , , 

_ Sometimes the children' would be' provided with tutors, 

.. 

, , 



" , 

/ 

l' 

Il 

• 
particularly Simone because of her fragile health. Such 

, 
treatment isolated the' young Weils ~~om their peer group and 

,from many of the realistic pains Of, everyday living. /The 

gods€m for \Alhom Simone had given up her sugar ration/~ame to 
/ 

visit the farnily whilst they were holidaying at Ch?rtres. 
/ 

The little girl'was thrilled. They wen~r lo~g walks by 

> the ~sea holding hands. He then returned to his regiment •. 

" 

She never saw him again. He was killed Vn act,ion C saon aft~r 

his return from leave. TQ experience the death of a hero at 

an ear1y age would not have addèd ta her sense of joy or 

fq.ith or security~' 

It was at the age'of eleven that Simone, attended ber 
, 

first meeting of the unemp1oyed. She was a1reagy concerned 

about the poor, and seeing a demonstration of the unemp1oyed, 

in the street one day, s~é natura1ly ran 'out of the house and 

attended i t. 4 ,_ This' was probably hE;!r first introduction to 

any form of prot~s~ march or p~blic ~eeting'and wo~ld have 

, 

1eft sorne k{nd'of impression upon her. -This also foreshadows 

her early adult life c~ncerning trade unionism and her work 

and 
" ,,- -1 

activi~ies Wit~h~' unions. 

Upon retu~n~~g from a holiday in Paris, Simpue's free-
. 

dom'was,suddenly curtailed~ Her brotber Andre had been sent 

to the boys lycee and she had become totally bored witbout 
- , 

,his companiohship. - Her pa~ents decided to send Simone to 

the girlS 1ycee. 

, 
/ 

• 
Entering into'a more average world-Si~one 

/ 
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" 

• 
had ta take great pains with her work ta succeed and'she wo~ld 

~ 

sometimes wake up at night t~ do her, homework. f', She was over-

conscientious. • .However, 'sh'e was soon 'at ,the' top of hër, 

" 
class. - This bard-earned success was no consola.!l'bn"':-When her 

" 
brother And,re .>passed his unive'rsity entrance exams at four'-

teen a~d entered the Eçole Normale at sixteen. 
~. 

She was thirteen years olQ. wheri 's~ entered what,,~she 

called her "bottomless pit". S~r had an i~'fe~oritY cbffiPlex 
~J ; 1 ~ ...... _ /' _ 

because compareE! ta ber brother she 'f'è"Ît very stupid.~ HeF' 

" sIDall hands cause~ her to write ~ery slowly and sbe was al~ 
J .. , 

1 ready wearing thï~k heavy glasses due to failir'ig eyesight. 
1'-

Her despair led her to wish to die, pot b~cause, she was a 
, .' ~ 

1 ... ~ 

failure, bu~ because,she believed that she would not be able 
"-.J " 

to enter" the Il transcendent Kingdom" where truth abides, if 7-

she was not truly great 7 It is clear b{~hat at the ear,ly" age _, 
ç'"~ "\:;1 '\ 

of .thirteen Simone equatea 'Ilintellectua'l achievement and 
(' , 

I~-- 5 
logical truth" in sorne way wi th the, Il transcendent KingdC?;tJl_" ' 

This Kingdo~ was aefinitely 
, J 

Christ~anlty. One of the 

'in later life ~qS that her 

not the Kingdom of he aven of 

greatest difficulties for Simone 
", / ' 

essentially logira-r"C'èrti tude as . 
~ 

understoo~'and enlightftn~d by her intellect, was both her 

greatest gift·to the world and others, thr~gh her writings, 
1 

but also one of her greatest limitations. The sense o~. 

f,ailure that she experienced d~ring her brother',s sucees!?, and 
. . ~ " '. ' 

her a~most compuls~ve drive to prove or di~p~ove attitudes'and 

,concepts in life, repeated itself during her life and w,as a 

'f., 

,1 

" ' 
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, . 
str~ factor in the circumstances of her dea\h .. 

At the age of sixteen, whilst onoholiday with her 
, 0 , 

pare~s at Hotel du Cha tenu in Challes-les-Eaux, her concern 
~i.\r • 

fo~ others less fort?nate than herself re-surfaced. 
t , r", \ 

Simone 

observed that ,~hè.staff of the hotel in which she-was staying 

were over~orked ,'and she plil'essed t~e staff to organise a ~ union ,c 

to protect themselves, much ~o the -chagrin of sorne of the 

guests. o 

3 

The dream that Emile Chartier would one day become 

Simone's teacher, was fulfilled .. The passionate conçerps of 
, 

a young adult were honed and challenged and built upon in a 

venerable fashion. The detached, sophisticated, skeptica'l 

an<;l agnostic ph~losopher developed her intellect, sOl!letimes 

in agreement, sometimes in disagreernent. His attitude to 
... ) <1 

institutions and society reinf~ced Simone's growing concern 

for the poor. Her demand and search for absolute truth , 

1 

wi thin the realm of her. own particular need and sensitivity· 
'1 
did not always blend weIl ~i th l'nain' p deta?hed and s,kepti'cal 

~rbanity. Because she had l~ttle interest in romance and 
, 

, 0 

close friendships she Wps considered somewhat eçcentric. she 
.' Il' 

rejected any intellectual compromise and thus suffered both 

intellectually and socially., She.hid her inner conflict from 

her fellow &tudents. A spiritual affliction was already 

, 
1 
" ' 

1 

1 
1 

1· 

\ 

" 

. , 
", 
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g~rminating in her soule 

It was Alain who introduced Simone to the writings of 
1" .. r :l 

Jules Langeau. It iS apparent t~at~ in her later life, this 

man also had an empqthetic influence on her life and thought. 

" He wrote, "Certitude is an ëibsolu'te cr:a,"\iop of the spirit, 

it is the spirit iUself, _it is the aeibJitte, it is GOd who 
..;rr:;F ,1;......,,-- -- CI 

cr~ates i ~n us. Il 6" Thus Simone had support for her, ',~wn 
particular p~ for logicalacertitude a~d tended to think ,of 

it as a divine gift. 

Sifuone failed her first attempt to write the entrance .... 
, 

exam to the Ecole Normale. She had spent roo much time in 

caf~'s 'and in studyin'g only'her favourite subjects, math 'â.,nd 
, , ~ 

philosophy while neglecting her other subjects. In her 

second attempt she succeeded, and, was placed,first of aIl en-

<», trants. 
/' 
year. 

Simone de Beaûvoir was pl"aèed;.second the yer.y ~ame ' 
1 -.t; .... ~ " 

Il 

The severe academic and intellectual rêquirements of 

the Ecole Normale d~d not disturb Simone. It was in such an 
~ 

en~ironment as this that her mind and ,soul began. to express 
I~\ 

themselyes more clearly and to a larger' world." 
\ 

It was in 1930 that Simone began to âevelop severe 

migraine • There were several theories as. to the caus,8 qf this 

further violent pain, in her lïfe. One suggestion was that 
, \ 

they were caused by larval sinusitus, from rhini>ti's, which she 

had contracted through resting' outs"ide â,fter physical exertion: 
, , 

wi thout putting on a coat 01;"', sweater • 
.a 

It is also possible 

- " 

" 

f' 
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, ' 
" 

that she had a congenital disposition to headac~ inherited 

~rom her fathér, who also suffered from severe'~igraines. ' . 
Others wondered if it was the excessive work that she under-

'" too~. 1 Simone herself once said 'to her mother, "Yo~ ough~ 
1 

not to be ~orry tha~ l h~ve had headaches, for without the~, 
'_.. . "B 

there are many things l would not have done." In a sense 

she appears to be stating that p~in for her was in sorne way 

'a chaLleng~ to achieve in spite o!'it, rather than happiness 

being a source of good works or achievement. Herein lies 

perh~ps a wide controversy. Is 'it better or mpre Christian 
f 

to choose the- tar door an~, be rewarded with gold or is it 
.. 

better to choose'the golç1:en door and use the ,golden choice to 

avoid the taro Is it necessary to suffer to' be a'Christian 

and perform good works or is it possible ta br,happy and, 

1. 
choose to/let an outpouring of .that happiness also result in 

. - , 

good works. To give in to pain is one' perspec±~ye, to accept' 
... 1 .i~' , .... 

--" - ' 

it and work through it another, and it ?ppears that at times 
'" , "' 1-

Weil literally used pain as a stimulant for certain achieve-

n:thl~ .'That"is not to say that nothing was ever done t~ rè-
", ,-~ 1 

move that pain. It was a source of concern ~o bath her 

parents and also her friends and many doctors~were consulted 

about a cure but'none' could be found. 
1 

It ~was common' for "No~alie" students, during their , 

" holidays, as extra-curricula, activities, to take up wark with 

the wo'rkers and also become invol~ed with them'. ' . IShe' began :fo' 
, , 

teach at a' college f0r railwa,y wOf'kers, ,'whi'ch,she enjoyed very 

, 1 

,. •• l 

'\ ' 
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,,: . , 

.' , 
much. She also began to take a deep interest Jn t~ade . " 
unio~ism .. \ On one of her holidays she worked on a farm 

"'. .. .,. 

bringing in tre ha~vest. Although she had littie stamina,1 

and suffered her regula. headaches, she forced herself to 

work as hard as the men. She often pushed herself beyond 
,~ 

the limits of, her ~wn strength. ~One farm la~ourer from 

" r: 1 Norinandy said, that he Feli..~ved that Jotin of Arc must· hav~ 

been'l~ke Simone Weil. 9 1s this desire to push hergelf be-
, , 

yond her own limits part of her "trag.:Lc"·flaw, her need to bé 

as good as her brother, reflected in the male workers on the ~ 

farm? Or is it a divine inspiration, ~ way of ov~rcorriing, 
" 

p~in, a forro of mind triumphing over matte~? l tend to be..! 
, 

lieve that this ~ited instance.is an exp!-"essi,on.of a psyc~i.c 

flaw râther than a divine inspiriltion as'experienced by Joan 

of Ar~. 

s~m~e, whïle at the Eco~e Normale alsdbegan to dé-

velop a political awareness. She ieanéd t~wards a left~wing 

pacifist'position. She hàd also developed a, persistent 

passion in her conv:i,ctions and a stron'g determip.atiàn ta live 

hY them. Her bourgeoise bac~ground .seerned to cause he~ sorne 
j 

,personal ernbarrassroen~ if not sorne kind pf gui! t for being 50 . 

economically privilegêd,when sa many weré barn into deprivatio~ . 
. ' f' .' 

and suffering. She'ha~ little 'respect for fell6W studenis 
~ -

who did not vi,w the'poor and the ne~dy with at least sorne 

concern and consideration. Her ability ta determine her own' 
, ' 

point of view or pos'ition on any 5ubjeét was clear. ... ' 
Once she" 

'r, 
l' 
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made a decision, it was unshakeci:Qle. Cet'tituqe and a ' 
" ) , 

o certain<inflexibi1i ty were beginning to surface in Simone' s 
'c , 

certitude ln faith is an essential f pel1sona\' perspectives. 
> , 

" 
component of a Christian. However, there was'inflexipility 

appearing at this time in Weil's character~ Christians must 

always be open te. -the many faces" a~d facets of ~ivine Power. 

\ simone's attitude ta ,money, was stringent. She smoked 

heavily but always rolled her own cigarettes. She ate p~orly 

continuously and sent most of her earnings 'to others much, less 

fortunate th an hers~l"'f. She always f wanted to teach in an' 

irdust~ial arë/" to follow thr~Ugh qn Der idea to l'ive with 
, -

and serve the poor. It was very cleat in her mind, before she 

graduated from the Ecole Normale, that at sorne time in her 
, " 

life she.would work in a factory. 

. Simone at this point in t;i.me was certainly, not averse 

to Chri~_~~ity ~< but she w~s not deeply involved in religious 

discussion or study. Shè was beginning ,a pe~iod of militant 
,. l , r" ~ 

protest in s~pport of pacificism. Marching, writ~ng and 
, ~ 

speaking, in'her personal ~reas of concern were the 'ways in 
, \ 

'which.Simone 'began toexpress publicly h~r d~eply ing~ained 

compassion ~or humanity and in particular the ~nderprivileged 

and the poor;' Just before taking up her first post as a, , 

teacher at Le Puy, a small fishing town and:not the iridus:t:rial 

area she had desired, she holidayed in Normandy with her 
~ J ('", 0 

p~rents,' spending most of her time with the fishermen. ' 'She 

. 
, ."! 

.. 

,'" 

l-
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--found two brot~ers at Le P~y who would allow hèr to ?o fish-
Il 

ing witl1 them. Some qf the peopie who knew about ~his were . 
~I 

",' 

not tO? happy. about i~., It must have been_~one of. her 
1 (1 (, 

genuin~l~ fre~ing experieQces, because,.later ~he ~~f~rs to . 
l , 

the 'life of a ;!=isherman as being a lifr"pf. freeqom 'ev~n tnough 

fishirig is the work ;f the poo~ • 

/ 
4 

S~mon«? was a goo4, teac:;her and liked he1'" ~tudent:s. , . , \ 

Howev~r, she w:as still plagued wi th migraine h~'adaches which 

" sometimes lasted,as long as six days. During these times 
• Q . . ' 

she would go ~ithout eating. Since the headaches were so 

viol~t they çaused her to vomit. 
o , 

eviden~e sorne simple ex~mples of sacrifice. J During he+ 
'" ' r 

migraines she fasted, simply to prevent vomiting. :. During . . 
"'" -' \' 

her m~graines she never missed--...~lass in sChool., ~hus her 

st,:dents never 'suffer~d any loss of .,~eêl.c~ing at this ~ime • 

Simple saerifices for both self ~nd others~ quietly achieved. 

Simone's teachin~ was not only confined to her students at Le , ~ . • Puy, she co1·1.aborated witn an0ther teacher named Thevenon, 
,tlt{~C'?;.. 1·' 

ih an education co~rse f0r tpe. mineF~ i~ St. Etienne. 

Her disregard for ,her image as a teacher .appeared, at 
t.~ '\ A • 0 

o • 

however, lit: was. a persistent perverse . ". ., 
t~mes, a1most wilful; 

pëtttern which she mainrtained throughout" he-r LHe. .. -
1 

This wil-
1 ". "'T 

Ch~~ac\eristiC.Of 
~ 

fu1nes~, if such-was :~e ~ase: ~o~: 
~- '? -~--"~ 

, . 
\ 

\ 
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Madam oWeil. Andre W~il~ Simone's brother, told Malcolm 

Muggeridge in an interview, th~t h.:i.s mother was a "very 

19 

10 energetic and wilful wornan .,11 He cited the instance that 

Madarn Weil followed her husband, whilst he was in the army 
Ii,.\ ' - " '~ . , '\""J \.. 

"everywhere"'l'~ve1n a:gains1::i~strict military orders., It would 
. 

seern that Simone's singleness of mind in sorne incidents in 
1 

'her life,sprang from a similar characteristic. 
, 

Simon's activity in P91itics was chanelled mostly 
~t 
towards ~dealing with and wr~ting ~pout ~he unions. Her 

des ire wps to unite the workers through unions and improve 

ptpeir working conditions. . Howev~r, sornetimes the way she 
-v>O 

fraternized with theOworkers causea her sorne notoriety and she q 

was accûsed of "i~citing the une~Y.~d against the" authori

ties." ~She. believed in both visibly and physically support-

~ng her beliefs wherever possible. 

During her time -ar'te Puy S-imone gained permission 

Ito visita mine. This was not only a very unusual request, 
, 0 

but it was almos~.p~.mheard o'f",that a wornan should be allowed 

to gO,dowp into the mines. ~~he was allowed to uSé.a pick-
Il ,~ 

axe and a compressed air-~rill. According to her friend 
\ 

Thevenon, if sRe had not been s\ùpped.she would have used 
r - ~ 

the driil until she collapsed. She tried ta gain employment .. 
in this mine but waJ tpld that it was i~possible. She pub-

-\ 

lished an arti9le about her visit and described the worker as 
\ 

a.tool who served·a tool. 

Î 
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-' 

The conflict for the worke'r now is 
more than ."just money between buyers 
and sellers of labour i ' i t is now 0e
tween those who have the machine at 
their disposaI and those who are at 
the disposaI of the machine. Il , 

" r 
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Simone's ultimate fiolution fo~ the above problem was 

ta educate the worker'fl,Qt'-Qnly in how to operate'the machines 
, ,- - '.""~ 

wïth which he'worked'but also edûcate h"im in the function -and 

the purpose of the'màchine. Because of much of her behaviour 
1 ". ~,I 

" and lier writings Simone was understo01bY màny peoPle' ta be a 
\ , \ "<.:i 

Commùnist. She was never, however, a car'd .... carrying rnember 
"!;}" , 

'of the commuI'lis't party though she did share Marxi~t ïdeals wi th . , 
fellow students at the Ecole Normale. , -

One winter spe went witho~t beat-in her apartment 
, ' 

50 that she might keep',foo~ in her cupboards and the un~mployed 
\ ~ " 

W9rke~s could freely take fO,r tl?emsel ves and their' families the 
1 -

food ~hat th~y so desperately needed., She seems to have 

done this entirely upon he~ ... o~itiative ~.ith6ut any suppor,t 

and encourage~ent from others. Rer unshakeable ,dedication to 

the- paor was characteristic of her independent decision'~aking 

and her strong determination to carry throug~ such decision~. ' 

Rer action with' and f~r the unions and her Mar~ist attitude 
-

was quite common arnong Fren~h intelle~tuals a~ ~~is time./' 

It was as a result of sorne of ,her unorthodox pehlviour 

ana because of ~ke attitude o~ others towards' her lifesty~e 

that~im~ne compro~ise~ he~.teaching pOpt, at the Lycee~ and 

although the Minister of Education had no compl'al.nts about 
, , 

her teaching and her students liked her, she was finally 

" 
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persuaded to app1y for a transfer. 

Simof\e l'eft Le Puy at the end of the academic year in 
< " 

1932. Her teachirig methods, Wh'ichf~ere ahe~d,o:È h~r time, 
j, 

,her general behaviour t.owards her- peers whom she, basically '. 
,~ 

4 , ' __ ,,_~ 

,ig!l0red, and her controverSla1 writings and a,ctiviti'es fina11y 

,caused her to take a 1eave' of absenc~ after teaching în 

. .f\,uxerre ,and, a year in RoannEl. 

She~~pp1ied to the Ministry of ~du~aDion' in 1934 for 
, , 

a leave of absence for "pers~nal studies ll
• 

, , She was Offi-~ 

cially going to prepare a philosophical treati5e concerning 
- • ! , 

, " 

relations between modern technology, social organization and 
\, J 

'culture. For her o.fieldwork she was goihg to 'enter the world 
- " 

of the factory worker, his quarters,'hîs environmetit, his 

fac~6ry, his life. On D~ce~e:r:: 14thf, 1934, Simone W,e~l 

entered emp1oyh;tent at the Alstrom electrical' works, i~ Paris', 

as a factory work~r. 

, 5, 

.. , ~ 

Finally, we must ask what wa's the signi,ficance <of 

suff~riÎ1.g ànd affliction upon Simone Weil during her, inform-

ative years. Although the'discomfort of a 'premature birth 

cannot he kno~n, it 'cannot he discounted a,s ,an èxperience"i~ 

Simo~e's life that i5 hardly'unique but n~ither, i5 it commOn. 

o Appendici tis al~o if? a "fairly common ma,rady, but a severe 

~ • attack and at such -an early :age .wou1d ha'!e, 'd~~ply affècted 

.' , 

.. 1 
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perso,nality and ber way_ of res1?onding ta the world. 

it poss~ble that this eJ?ly pain in her life deepened her 
, 

22, 
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sensitivity as weIl as her' accep"tlance o,f pain b.oth in herself 
~, ' 

and in others? The influence of ber parents ObV,~O:rY im-

planted and,reinforc,ed the most noble and unseifish charac'7 

ter~stics as weIl as sorne of the ffi0re disruptive qualities ~ 
.. " 1_ 

of her natUl::e. ,Hel' life experiences were, deep and her oWl'\~ 
l 

sufferirtg made he~ s~ps~tive to the suffering 9f others. 

-This genu~ne concern and se~siti~ity ta ?th~rs is a major 
• 

, Chri,stian quality, for i t ~s essential ta serve oth.ers with 

féeling, 'with compassion and with love and not with just a 

trained intellect~al faJ th thatsaxs l'Love ybur· neighbbur as 

yourself. Il One must be in touch with, aware-of and able to 

love oneself before one can possibly love ·another. ".Empathy, . 
and compassion are the fruits of<a Christian spirit and these 

'in turn spring from.life experience, active or vicarious. 
, ) 

Unlike ~any of us, Simone Weil d±d pot ièbel directly 

'against her family:, she rebelled against her Society. Conse-
~ ~ . 

\ 

, , 

qdently there was no breaking, of the original tender ties anç; 

~motions with, her creators, and no reforming or /'re-rooting of .. 
, , ' 

such original gifts ~s g~nerosity, courage, èo~itment and ~pm~ 
" 

passion. Thèy spr~ng from t.he.ir origd.nal s0tlrce' and remained 

gènuine and sincere, reaching ~ut 'ta the enslaved and under-
~~ ) 

privileged. 

otl;ler famous protestors of' h.er time, such as Balt};),llsse 

, -1. .1 • .. 1 • 

and Gide round their expression m~stly thrQugh wr1t1ng anq d1d 
'r J, 1 

.. -, 
, ; 

, ' 

, , , , .-

o 
,\ ,I 
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not put themselves in the position of being confronted by 

the authorities. Simone, however, was an activist and 
\ ~.... \ 

would hav~ felt that wri~ing alone was not enough. 
\ " 

Simone de Beauvoir, a contempo~a~y of, Simone Weil, 

'.'admired the latter's intelligence, ascetism,' her total commit-
, , 12 

ment and her sheér cour~ge. Simone Weil did not just 

re!ch for ap ideal, spe lived it, and thèrein liés much of 

her personal freedom. The extraordinary freedom and privi~ ~ 

leges that she experienced while still living wi~ her parents 
, ' ( 1 ~ 

,allowed her to take risks in' laj:~f'J' ',Many,times her 

parents came to her rescu~ finding h~~ ilt~fed an~ iil-housed, 

after a long'siege of, pe~sonal sacrifice had'taken its toll 

of he~ Çe~i th. 
- ,~ -

Simone Weil'was unique and part of that uniqueness 

was fostered by her environment. When one lives out an 

ideal oné may be admired or mocke~" pràised or persecu~ed, 

but few people will compète with one ot take similar rlsks.' , 
,)'--" . .' " Perhaps,1t'1S because 1n many ways, ,1deals become unique and 

~.~ ~ ,," 
person~l, .<~epending upon the indi vidual 's ~earch, discoveJ::Y 

and achievement. 

Simone's genuine c9ncern fOE the workers and' the unem-
{ , 

ployed 1s clearly expressed in her writings an~ involvement 
;:l' -
through~t her life. sne was deeply affected ~y the know-

ledge that sorne persbn's are\ bor,n intd suc~ a deprivéd situa

tion, that they are totally martipulable through having to 

, ' 

\ 

. , 
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" 

undertake employment to sustain their daily needs, an~,often' 

'su;ch employment became almost enforc-ed s,lavery. _ It is r.e- " 

markable that she would sacrifice herself with su\ch deter

minatio~ that others mighb l no~jsuffer sa roucq; 
, 

Simone will enter the experience of her concern d~r-, 

ing her life and wi;U' 'wri te and ;Live out this experience for 

other~. Her flaw, if it can be çalled that, 

was not able, or refused to givè herself as .. 
, . 

conc~rn as she did othera. ticular forro 
, , 

of essay required by Alain from his stüdents, at the Ecole 
, 

. ~orm~le, began with philosophy'and political_ theories, still 
, 

in favour 6f the poor, but they soon became living witnesses 
" " ,.' 

of ,her life, expressing her expe_riences of the li'fe of the 

worker. She began as an eager student of the Marxist theory 

'accepting the hypotheses td? the themselves, questioned 
, 0 

, 
such theories; became a renegade and li timately viewed the -

:situé\tion from'the perspective of'the 'ndividual. worker. It 
a , .,.' (~~ 

was from this grass roots' position that she began to perceive 

the problems of the workers. .. 

'), _' The qU?stions, ,s~e rai,:;ed, then,' fOllOWrg this break 

wi th - Marxism, we have wi th us today. -' How can (w,e prevent 
, 1 

the machine, the tool or technology in gener~l-from overpower-
Q , 1 1" _ \ ~ 

ingi des,ensitizing ap~ generally debilitating the worker and 

yet maintain lif~ and productivity? One of the important 

functionS'of the ,Judéo~Chrlstian faith ~s'to atlow each 'person 
. 

'to develop in th'eir full potehtial t-owards· the Image of God 
1 

1 

~ 

j't--
,-" 

û 

, 

• o , 

- - . 

. , 

... 
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or "Imago Dei". Each lone should he~p the other'towards 
, G ' 

this end. Simone in her experience may not have expressed . . 
her personal concern for both the unemployed and the worker 

! 

in such a Christian forro. However, that man, particularly 
, , 

the worker, was' being denied this fullness of life,' due to 

his' work, 'whieh was also(hi~ means' of survivai, was the ~oot 

of her conc.ern. 

. ' 

') 

, 1 . , 
'. 
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«1 

\ 
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ÇHAPTER '2 

INDIVIDUALITY AND COLLECTIVITY 

, - ,~ 
Let us not f'Orget, that we wa:pt: , 
to make t~ individual and pot 
the collect~vity, the supr~me 

. ,valué. ' , 1 
Simone Weil 

Oppression ~Liberty 
, , 
t' 

~ As 'in' the ~irst chélpter l reviewed the life of Simone 

Weïl from, the pers~ective 9f affliction 'and-sacrif1c~, l shall 

~ow briefly write about h~r ,early thi~king as ~hl re'fl.ected 

upon the condition of the poor and so~ght solutions to their 

'problems. It is important'at this time to recognise' that 
r ( .... ~ , , 

her concern~ for the paor did not, 'change after her factory 
- f , 

experience. Many o,f her thc;mghts -before the factol:Y experï":" 

en~e wère c~nfi~e~ by ~he reality:o& it. Other ideas and 

tho~ghts were pr~ven entirely illuso,ry. -
If < . I_~ was because of her 

, ' -
concern 'for'the poor-that Simone 

- -
explored·the theories of Karl 

< ' 
Mar~, ac~ively testing and 

questioning his- thesis and -otlle~s o:!= her tlme, Wh:O were 

supposedly fulfilling and applying his doctrinés'i~ everyday 

living. 

The youthful Weil. J:1a~ _vol'~n .. te:ere_p. to. give up her ! sugar ration for a soÛler,. wept for the star~ing \-hen she" 

• , ~e?~d abol,lt à fam~ne ·in~ Chin'a;; - hand~ed an a:i;.r-:-haréuner',in St. 

, -> 
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" . . 
Etienne for the experience and taught the railway workers 

while still si::ud~ing at 'the Ecole Normale. Al though .rnany 
9 . , «1 

.' 1 

Normalie students ~ould have and did become involved atlth~t,-
• ct; , 5. V' 

time with Marxism arld~working with the labourer, Simone's 
,"'ri 

basic reason:::; fsir such activi ty were 'different •. Simône 
, , 

'Weil! s interest in Mar~i,sm, or, in fact 1 any political move-
\ \: 

.' :men~ ~~nee~?'~ng' .the poor ~ ~sp..r.ap~ fr~~, .heart~ 

\~tiSUëÙ\ for someone'~~,f her milieu ,and generation. 

Thisl was. 

) ~\ 1 ~ 1 

( 

,1 
/, 

\ l ' 

Normaliens' of comfortable middl,e-class 
backgrounds have become Marxists for a 
host of' reasons', but' compassion' for thè 
disfa"voured was' not particularly high ' 
on the list . • • 'sorne came to MarxisIJl' 
through intellectual snobbery, others \ 
to fulfill a need' 50 co~on in that gen
eration (on the Right as weIl as the 
Left) for commitment, for sorne it seemed 
the best way of heading off the threat of 
'f\9Cism,or war, ,for others it was the 
total, cohere~t explanation of history 
and society they craved. But, above 
aIl, ,it was hat,red of French middle
class society, a need to br~ak up 
.bourgeoise cul t-q.re, that seemed àn ~ 
important f~ètor in the Marxism of the 
leaders of the generation of 1930 in France. 2 

Moeller' s ItMotl],er, of Cha:r:ity" is already recognisedo 

Simone's writings, activities and invest~gations sprang from 

'a co~itinen't 'of heart, not a rebelli~n of ·anger. That is 

.' 

not to say that she did not enter the tide" of tne; revolution-
, . 

ary, sh~ did, bu~ only to draw back and cffer criticism from 
" • ' 0. ~~ 

! her own very special perspeéti~e,on basic Marxist,théorieso" 
l ' .- ' , 

It was the individ~~i worker withiri the collective that she 
c 

, , 

" 

,\ 

" 

t 

. . ' 



'.' , 

constantly.bore in mind' when considering Marxism. 

2 

. \ 

Weil approache~ Marxism as she aPRr~achéd everything 
----... 

alse, with an 0R,en and comp.atisionate heart. ,Her critique, 
, ~ 

pf this great 'work was not merely a' de's}tructive attack on a 
partic1,llar philosophy, l t was ~ genuine search for a solu- , 

,tion to the probl'ems of the' worker, in which a very brilliant 
• , - 1 • ~ r 

rnind and concerned heart came into play~ 
: , 

She accepted Marx's theory that if the worker would 

~élvol t against his oppressor, in this case "the' capi talist, 
, ' , 

then the .oppressor, capitalism, would be,abolished •. J:t,was 
, ' ).. , 

'not until after Weil' 5 experience ,in fac,tory work,',that she 
!) t Il ~ 

was able to re,solve th;f';'iilusion. However, it was 'befo.re, 
, 

this,lat,ter experie,nce that' ;weil "worried" MarxisJn, . gues-

tioning and opening up· aIr areas of qoncern t~at she p~rceived: 
, ! , 

,that the true reason for the e~pioitation 
of the workers i5 not any desire on the' 
part of the capitalists to enjoy and con
sume, but the need to e~pand the under
taking, ·as rapidly as possibl:e so as to ]':' 
make it ~ore,powerful than its rivals. 

Weil pos'ited that ~arx worked wit!;l the assumption, 

without proving it "that -everJ kind of power will disappear 
g 

on the day socialism is established in aIl indtrstrial 

-~ountries" • 4 

was 

"\ 

What Marx failed t~ealise'and~what Weil juxtaposed 
'v l , ' ~ 

that regardless of the 's ructure or pattern or control 

1 , ' 

" 
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.. 
over so.ciety, "the ~egraOding division of labop.r 

.) .} 

into manual 

'and intellectual labour" is the ve17Y founda.tion of our 

cul ture, which 1.5 a culture of specia,lists. 5 
\ ' 

The whole of our civiliz~tion is 
on specialization, which implies 
enslavement of those who execute 
those who co-ordinate. 6 

" 

founded 
the 
.to 

, . 
~conomic equali'ty, . therefore, cannot be eq-qa ted wi th 

~ fre~dom from oppression for ~an. 

incornes equal would not resqlve. tn~,fact that lab6urers, 

To make property common O! 

miners and tactnry workers are still required and would' still, 
, , , ,l .... " 

as human bei~gs, suffer according~J : 
, J '4 ~ 

~rr:he prob1ein for Weil becomes qui te ':clear 1 realisti-

cally' bearing ,i,n mind the many needs of mankind. 
/ 

The problem is" th:erefore,,' qui te clear,: 
it is a question of knowing ~h~t~er:it 
is possible to conceive of an'organiza
tion df production which, though power~ 
less to remove, 'the nece'ssi ties imposed 
by nature" and the social' c6nstraint 
arising therefrom, would enable these 
at an;y,rate to be exercised without' 
grinding down souls-and bodies unde~ 
oppression, 1 7 oD' " 

She challeng.ed that the Ma:r;x,ism as practised ,in ,her 

dày/was distorted. While management il! ,~his'philosophy took 
~ r' \ ' " , 

,t-he forro o,f state' control, oppression became the inevitable 

lot of the worker~. 

t::
' 

•• 
Her concern.for the 'worker was not 011 y for his phy~i-

, -
cal cbndition but also for his spiritual and p~r l needs 

1 

~r, a huro~n "being. The, oppre~s,ion that Ma:rx was fighting, was .. 
, . , 

onE1 of the major causes of affliction' for the worker according' 

, , 

, , 

.-.., 

-, 

.'" 

,. , 
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." _' ,\' ", l , ,) 
to Weil. Howe~ér,' the .Marxian,lpe~~pec~ive,~s ~ery limited 

from SiI1!On~' s pe~sp~ctive. Ib"lwas not the individual with 

his or her'limitatio~s that brought afflictio~ to the 
\ -

workers,' but collective.,. ~alues administ~re~, 'b1 'an, executiv~ 

few. Power basedlon,economics or politics wa~ the greatest 
1 • 

aggressor for it crushed anyone and anything to gain its , 
~ ends. ,\ 

"'-'C 

this state 

Every human group tha~ exercises power, 
does so, not in such a way as to bring , 
happiness to, tholj3e who, a~e' subj ect to " , 
i t -' 'but in such a way as to increa,se 
that power; it is a matter of life a~d 
death for,any' form of domination what-
soever. B ' 1 

, , 

, 
, 1 
, . 

carefully cultivated"fanati~isn1."9 ci.evelops''Q~der 
.. 

control ,generating ft a mixture of.- mystical devotion 
'. 
..... d' ','. 10 and unbL~dle bestlallty." This statement of Wei~'s is 

" , , 

extremely pqwerful and what follows, l believe, ,is an accurate , , , 
, 

though simplif:ied précis of ~er e~lanati,qn of such a 'state-
, , , " 

, ' 

~ent. Weil is claiming th~,t whe\e farlaticism develops it 

is possible for poverty amqngst the masses to become an accept

able' sa~rifice_ rath~r tian ,'a };:>urd~n. ~UCh a sacrifice they 

offer to the state, as if :the state were an unseen god. 
~ , ; 

Weil ~tates' that"the capitalist system u+timately led to,wàr, 
, , <.t., 

\ "' ~ \ 

'and the bureaucratie state ultimately led to'a silèht ànft 
" , 

Marx 
, , 

himself did not see that the state itself would ultimately' , 

beeome t~e _o~pressor • 

. - As she encountered the lot of the wor~er' she changed 

" , , , 

. ' 

). 
, \ 

l' , 
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her political position. 
, ~ 

She was extremely interested in 

~eduëating-the wo'rker so ,that at least he"tnight understand. 
L:-

'some of the tools and proce~ses ,that were part of his life. 
", 1 

t, 

She' believed, that the worker should bè ,giv.en a full under':" 

st~nding of the téchnical process'with which he was working. -
o ' 

IU understanding such a prqcess thelworke~ would then be ab~e 

ta control his tools and not a'llow tn.ern to control' him. Man, 
~ ~ , 

she reasoned, was supposed 'te be overlord of nature. Part 

of her concern for the worker hère is involved wit~ his 
Q ? ~ 

human digni ty . Humiliation to Weil is a deep affliction and 
. , 

if the worker cou Id secure more knowledge about his work, she 

concluded, he would suffer less and enjoy more self-respect. 
, 1 q 

An" understanding of the machinery, a knowledge of how i t 

works rnlght. appeal to sorne ot the workers i to rnany i t would ... 
J 

just be an ~xtra complicatiod in'their lives. ,For those 

to whom this information would ~e an added complication, could 
'\ 

it be said that they were already desensitized from a healthy 

human response, or is W.eilts p~rsonal subjective curiosity 
~ 1 

·an over-ruling factor here? l believe that most men wish 

,tb Rfiow and understand what they are doing and that personal 

'digni ty does resul t from such knowledge.: This, however, is 

placing a ~ery high level of human sensitivity~on aIl per-'. ,... 
sons, many of whom are not able toi enjoy such sensitivity due 

to their c~lture, background ~ sorne handicap. Weil ulti':' 

mately swung from the idealistic political Manf~esto of Marx 
1 . 

. to' a very d~rect and realistic consideration of the worker, 

" 

, 

, ' , 

ç)' ," 

,c 

r 

"1-

f 
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c 

his working condjt~ons,'environmene and general personal wel-
< 

,fare. rt ~as' in "Pro,speots", her unpubli~hed thesis, tl}.at 
• 0 

Weil made this mdve in argument a?d ultimately dropped out, 
o Cf ] _ ~ c 

of the political arena. Her article was applauded by ·many. , , . 
However, the' power fuI voice of Leon Tro,tsky denounced her , 

ideas in an article t~e foll~wing·october. ~ 

At Bernarc1 and' Selllma Weil' s. ap~rtment i'n Par~s, " 
00 

" 
Simone and Leon" haGl -a. "long conversation". AccordiI}g to 

~ 

Andr,\ weil, in conyersation with .Mal~9.lrn oMug~eridgeÎ 

l ' 
with ~rots~y saying to her: 

it ended 

, l see you disagree wi th me in almbst 
everything. Why do you put me up' 
in your house? DO you belong to' ',' 

the Sa~vation 'Army? Il 

" ' 

) 

. 
Simone,' s . ~ncount~r \vi th trade uni'onism in Frc!mçe 0 had 

.. 
not been ~asted~ 

and constructive. 

Her critique of Marxis~ was both oreative 

. She was emerging not aS,'a dreamer', but as 
, '1. 

'a deep~y concerned human bei she believed that.there was 

enough streng'th arnong the ,prolet 
, 

better' condit.ioh's i'ndividually. . In her"mind there was, a 

real possibil~ty of what we consider tOQay ?s a grass roots 
" 

rnovement.· She a,lso à>elieved that to will something and ,to 
~ e 

\ ..{I # 

wor,k towards ,it, even though there appeared to be little chance 
o P 

of success, was better th~ blindlyowishing for it. o !:;he '\ used 

.. 

, , 

o 

' . .. 

1 .. 

J 
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the analogy of the man thrown overboard in the rniddle ~ the 

,ocean;~$aying that he 'should not let himself drown, even 

th6U9( there was litt1e chanc~ of swimming to safety. He 

12 , shou1d swim until exhaustion took over-.. Just in terms of 
~ 0 

h~man life and growth this was an essential theory. It is, 

in fact, a truth of ~ife, that any k~Of growth and 
. 

devel.opment q;?n only take place if the indi vidual is 
c ~ , 

f #w~~-' 

to strive for what he wants regardless of the odds. 

She followed the oppression of man historically from 

. the primitive hunter, through the slavery of ,the Egyptians and 

Romans" ,no the serfs of the Middle Ages. Weil statedtthat 

sorne outside constraint or threat of pain has forced man to.'. 

work throughout the ages. u~'to the time of h'~r wri ting she 
'f' 

concluded: l 
Mankind has known two pEincipal f~rms 
of oppression, the one (slavery or 
serfdom) exercised in the name of 
armed force, the other; in the name ~ 
of wealth, transformed into capital. 

She followed this statement with the suggest~on that 

these historical oppressors o/ere being superceded "by a new 

species 'of oppréssioni oppression exercised in the name of 
~ 14 
management. Modern man has tried to replace himself by a 

machine and technology, which has resulted in him becoming 

more passive and less inforrned and finally a slave, not to 

anothèr hu~an being or group of hu~an beings, but to technology 

itself. 

The~orker has not the feeling of earn- ~ 
ing his living as a producer, it is merely 
that the undertaking keeps him enslaved 

jtI 

Jl 
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1 

t~g hours,ev~ry day and allows 
'~ €ach week a sum of money which 
gives him the magic power of con-
juring up at a moment's hotice ready- 15 
made products, êxactly as the rich do. . 

34 

The latter part of this statement may appear to be q 

somewhat shallow for Weil, but in context she w~s ~rguin~ ~ 

'abdut the relationship of work done, and mon~f ea;ned. 

'rich or governing classes suffer a similar -passivity, 
, 

she continued, Ior in order tO rnake their money, they are 
J 

"~nowed under by an avala~che of' inextricable problerns ,they 

16 long since gave up governing." 
~ 

It is inteiesting,to note 

at this point that Simone was beginning to grasp the fa ct 

<" that the rich exist in their own kind of slavery.' It wa,~ 

not the slavery of the machine or even of management, fo~ in 

general terms the rich are managemen~. We are now entering 

1 

the m~re personal areas of man' s dehumanisa tion and no longer \~ 

" dealing specifically with the physic~l needs. , " 

" There was a third aggressor for Weil, and indee~ ~ • 
1 

ver~ powerful one. In her meditations on liberty sbe stated 

emphatically, "The social arder:,. though necessary f is essen- 'fil' 

ti411y evil, whatever it may be.~ She frequently referred, 

to society as the Great'Beast~ This narne originated ~~th 
\ ' 

Plato' a Republic Book IV:' 
l ' 

To adore t'he Il Grea't Beast" ia to think 
and act in conformity with the.preju~ 
dices and ,reactions of the multitude 
to the detrirnent of aIl personal search 
for ~ruth and goodness. 18 . \ ... 

Society is a seething mass of people bèing formed and , 
,. 

, 
" .. 

l 

• 

, -
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, " 

, \ 

.' 

,- , 

- ytI'. 

goveè1~d by t~is Great Beast, i ts cOll,ecti ~é se'lf 1 tha t 

'alternatively can control and be controlled by two other 

oppressors - econ6mi~s\and p61itics. Here we'h~ve Simone 
• • 

0) at her rnost' ?inti-social . .- She never was,' a part of the Great 
e , 

Beast because of her partic,ular 1:;>ackground and environment. 

S'h~, no doubt ~ôoked out, UPO!} i t'., In this sense,she had no 

èpnc'ept' of what exactl1'r the collective self fel t like from, 
• 

~he per~pective of an indivïdual méIrililer 1 surviving :i,n it', 
~ -

thr~viI'l:g in it or striving ag~,inst it. ,,\""~',' 

Gustave Thibon, a' close friend of Simone: l ,s, states, ' 

in :qis Intro·d~ctJ.OJ;l. to Gravi ty and Grace ( a collectio~ of 

Simone"s 'writlrigs, ,that the text,nolite 'conforntari huic 'à' 
-.---, 

, , 

seculo (he n:~t con,formed te this, Iworld) ,~as for her -a cQ)'l\IUand-

rqent allowing of no rese,rvations." 
~ , \ ~ -

. 
This would certainly. ' 

support and deep,en' our un'derstandi~g of S'i~one'l s .l·if~ and -
'" 

déath. ' ,Whereas she wal:j' deeply conce,rnéd with the' lot of 
-;. , , 1 • 

'the wo,r~er she w,as personal.ly 50 far removed fro~ the, Il 5eeth-
~ , ,,' \ \ ' 

ing rnas~es" 

to face was 

herself tha't the' only oppressor she personally'had 
, , ' \; " \I\l~' " 
her own self-sacrificii).g commît'lnent ,~nd per'sonai 

discipline. Perhaps an,element of. wilfulness and inde-
r ',' ' 

pendEmce, which passes that very fine line" be:tweèn proÇluctive-

," nes~ and-'des,tinct.i~eJleS~' ,~.er~d into:her' lUe. She .saw 

how the world wa~ affl~cted and she sought to'change ~t. 
l " . ' 

~he loathed any, kind of 'structure although 'h,er intelligence 

" told~her that'both organisation and. structuré wère essential . .... " , .. 
, 

, ,'t<;> qrder. Wi thin, any group t~ere ;{nust be a structure or sorne 
\, 

\. 

j. 

l , 

\~ 

1 

1 

1 
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\ 
\, \ 

1 
fo'rm of organizatioh, be i t a factory, a corpôrate body, 

a "gr~ss roots" support' group or a rYQlunteer gro,ùp 'for 
'\. '/ ' ; . . 

~atever task. One is rèminded of Simone',s early ·?~s~rva-·. , 
, ' 

tion, 1;~a~ every 9FouP ul:timat'ely fe~ds' itself and becomes, 

power-hu~gry or else i~~ fa;'ils. 
, l' 

o 

The,three'areas of ùeepest çoncern to Weil with re-

-gard 'to 
. " ,'/.-
the workers were the econbmic (ma~erial or physical) , - ' 

, \ r' , , 

the-political (emotional or 'spir~~uàl) and flnally the social,. 

SOG~ètY"itself." Thi~was, hO~?Sh~" Jbserv~ "tne major, oppressive 

forms afflicting the worker ~f day. It was also how she 
., , 

'. :vi~wed affliction i t~elf. .~ It was not·
" 

however, u~til 11er' 

~érious, and committed entry irito. factory work as.regular ." empldyment, that'" she h~d a" total view qf the true, experie,nce 
, -

~I of the worke~ and pis,bondage. 

Il 
, . 

\ -

'. 
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CHAPTE'R '3 

ENTE RING THE REAh~TY 

As l worked in the factory the ' 
affliction 'o,f others entered iri
ta my flesh and my soul.1 

Simone' Weil' 
Cited: Simone Petrement 

There are those arnong u? who wish ,tG ~n~,~r ând·-ex

perience the' s.uffering of others in order .'to claià brother-

hood wi th them and to s·èrve them better. . And there are 

, , 

those who serve others and in their service and self-giving 

enter ~he experience and suffering o~ others. Simone needèd 

to enter the life of the factory worker 'and ~he fisherman per-
" 

sonal1y,so as to experience that which her head and heart aI-
l 

ready told her existed. She was 1eft with no illusions and 

~rnt more about suff~,r~ng' people and herself than if she 

had remained only intellectua1ly' awar,e ~ , /' 

It was the ent~y into the reality of the life, work 
, ' 

and experience of the factory worker that confirmed' aIl' 

Simone 1 5 sensi ti vi ty, observations and conc'ern expressed in 

her pr.vious writings. She had l~ved vicariously and, had 

expressed her views and discernments concerning the,worker as 

if at 'a distance' from'him. She now entered the sea of 
, 

wqrkers, ill-equipped physicéüIy, but men:tally deterrnined to' 

3V 

o 

'--,--

" 
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experience in the flesh aIl that she ha~ perceived and,e~-
r 

38 

pressed through her mind. Most people will feel sorne se~se 
r, 

" of admiration for a slender, rather awkward, not tao weIl 
, ' 

1 

co-ordinated twenty-five y~ar old intellectual wornan with 

thick eye-glasses, who with a certain amount of opposition, 

entered the employrnen~ of factory work. Those who are~e 
\ 

of her sensitivity to thé worker also' know that she was not' ' 
, 1 

enti~eJy ignorant of the ~ircumstances"and conditions that 
, " 

\ 1 
she was'entering .. Bhe'was, n6t watching and refiecting any 

o ' 

more; she was' plun~ihg into th'e, ~cy wate.rs of reaIity'with 

fi deèp', awarèness of what, she was choosing t,Q dq and why. 1·, 
- , " 2 ' 

am reminded" of her belief that suoh an. act must at Ieast be 

wiIleÇl and folloW'ed to exhaustion, eV$n thoug.h, nothincj may be 

accornplished. 
{ , ~ 1 

" , ~imone ·begÇl.n work. as a power press opera.tor a.rid by 
. , , 

doing this she also began to live out the r~ali~y'of her ~rue ' 
• 

or other,s ~ .. It' ~as through embarking 0!l this living 

'realit of the s?ffering ,of workers ,that Simone appe_~red to 
l'. ~ 

\- \ 

h~ve exp rienced a ~h~~'ge of character or emotion. , 'Ber chosen' .. 
." ' ' 
experie~ce CODfirmed aIl her,previous ideas ab~ut ,~ffliftion ' 
\ - ' f" 1 ~ 

, , " 
and ,brqug1;lt, ger own sùffering ,and, that of, ethers into a unified 

• r 

perspèctive. 

, ' 

',' , l ' " l rkne~ qui te weIl ,tha t tl;iere, wa ~ a, 
great âeal of affliction in the world; 
J was obsessed'with,the idea, but l had 
not had prolonged a~d first-hand ex
perience of,it. As l worked in th~ 
factory • .'.' the afflliction of others 
entere~ into my flesh \~nd my sou,.3 

- \ 

'I, 
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It is importap:t at this' p0int 'to note what weil' bàd. 

ta say:abo~t her unde;standing, of aff11ction: 

..~ 
.' . 

,Thete iè nct,real ~f~liction'unleis 4 
the event, Which '11as se1zed and up
rooted a life~ attacks ii, dir~ct~y~r 
indirectly, in aIl its parts,' "social, 
psychological and·physical. The social 
factor i~ essential. . There ·is not 

.. " 1 

, really affliction where there' ié not l' 

social degradation or the fear of it in 
, sorne forro or other.. ' 

, In variou~ letters 'ste e~pressed her peisonal~exper~,-
ences of affli~tion in the factories., Most of the' factory -, 
work SiIhone -attempted ç:aused he~ immense physic'al pain. 'In 

~ ,', ~'" 

, . 

one instanèe she explained tO,Albert Thevenon ~that she had to 
, ' 

~lace copper bobbins in a furnace pierced with hales so that 

the fire could pass through il, and then take them out 'a tEew 
• 1 

momerits, lat~r.1I5 The firstr day she had.difficulty avoiding' 

the flames' al'}Çl sae carried the bu,rn marks for several months. 

There ,~as,' howey~r', one saving grace' in this workshop; 'she ' 

,found her fellow workers very empathetic and helpful. Simone's" 
~ ~, ' 

--~--

personal' handicàps of pocr eie'sight 'and arthritic 'fi'ngers only 
, ' 

made,herffaétory ordeal ~ore perilous and pai~ful. , Simone 
, .. 

Petreme'nt records, "On December 'l'9th a~l the time ·she. ,work~d' 

she cried" almost' wi thout 'stopping 1 and when she g~t home she 

bild 'a fi~ of'inte~inabie sObbinq.,,6 
, \ 

Conveyor belt~wôrk was equally difficult for h~r, par-
- - , 
tic~larly with h~r c~ippled fingers. She was o~ly'able t? 

work at ~ifty per cent of the required spe~d of the wQrker~ 

and, \as a, consequence, she was moved to another· area Qf ',the 
,\\\ , 

\ 

, 
" 

1 
~ 
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factory. An exarnplé of weil'l understandi~g'of affliction 

occurred when she wrote' bf,a conve~sation with a'~ellow 

work~r on a streetcar: 

. \ 

She told Simone, that' aiter sorné time,' 1 

eyen jU$t a year, ,a perso~\no lqnger 
suffers from' it. Simone thought that" 
this was the'lowest forrn'of 'degradation. 
Tne woman explained how she and' hèr ·fellow 

"workers had let the'mselves: be reduced to 
fthis ,slav,ery. ,"Five or st~ y~ars age", 
she said, '"lIwe could get seventy fr,ancs a 
day, and ',fo:t;' seventy francs we" d' have p~t, 7 
up with anything; we would have croakeCl. 1I 

, 
She w.rote again'tq Albertin Thevenon after à ,year Of, 

facto~y work, e~pl~ining that w~thin t~ô or three weeks of 

factory employment he'r s,~nse of' digni ty and self respect were , 

radically de,str~~ed because of IIbrutal const~aint:> ,and ~hat 
• ,1 _ 1 

any rebellious action that. she rnight have, expectèd to l;"esult 
, , 

from this experience was te the contrary. She experienced 

"T~~ resigried docility ?f a beas~,of burde~.~-~ AlI her 

-p'ersonal phy.sical deprivations added to her awareness of 

~uff~ring tpat the averag~ peasant took for granted. Thts 

particular discovery was a severe blbw f9r Simone. $he had 

previously hoped and believed tha~ the proletariat'would'hawe . , 

a certain amount of ,energ.y in reserve, with, which theY"coul~ , 
. \ 

rise\i~ revolution again~t'the~r t~ansgressors. Ber personal 

"e~p~rie?c~ proved t~e,contrary to'be true. 

'Simone's'con~~rn fo; the la~~urer, the poor, ,in fact • 
, " 

aIl suf'fer,i~g persoDl~, but particularly the first two groups, 
, ,) 

was genuine and deeply itnprfn~fd in' ;her~ soul. _ Her e,?{per,ience 
\-e . ' --

,in factory work was invaluable for her o\?n particulâr vocation 
, . 

. ) 

" ' 

1. 
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, -(~ life. Howèver, her employers found her a burden and ex-

tremely unproductive in monetary terms and so, having been 

fir~d from one jo~ and meetipg wit~ ~imilai di~ficu~ties in 

other factory work, she left, industrial work aft~r a year , , ' 

~ 
and recovered,her str~ngth and'health qn a freighter ,trip ta 

1 

Spain. This trip te Spain was typic~l of the pa~enta~ pam-

pering, that Simone re~eived aIl through her ~ife. 'She lived 

at two ,extfemesl on the one han~ In' abject ~o~erty ~and self

sacrifice and on the other hand in luxury both materially and 

psychologically. Ber parents or friends usually came to her 

rescp,e after a long spell 'of sëlf-neglect, or self-sacrifice', 

for others. l use th~se words intentionally for l believe 
\, 

- that her extreme behaviour is questionable in terms of com-

pulsion but not in terms of motivation. At so~e point, _and 
, , 

only in sôrne areas'of her sacrificial life, Simone appeàfs to 

1 pass' that fine line betwéen constructive and destructive action. 
, 

She had not found the means for a real liberation of 
, 

the workers, which was an important motive for ente~ing this 

work, but she had discove:ed the reality of the affliction of 

the industf'ial wo'rker -and had ;entered truly into 'this e?Cperi

ence with her'whole beîng' and not just with'her head., 

-1 

. , 

She had learned,certain things about 
herself and hu'man nature_ What's more" 
she had 'change'd. She realized this '.' • 
l have lost my g~'ietY' in "this /factQry 7 
existence, she adds; "And neVertheless 
l am glad ta have lived through it." 9 

Simonè' s .. factory experience -confirmed- 'most 'of, h~,r 

\ 

\ -. 
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, ' 

l,p~e-sùPPC?sitions,h'eld before ente ring the factor'y~ '- However,' 

her ~xperience of heL own docile submission and 1055 o~' dig~ , 
'1 

nit y, coupled with the fact that the camaraderie ànd support' 
, , 

sne expectsd the work~rs to share wete absent" removed so~e 

, seriqus m~sconceptions and illusions that she ~ad previously -' 

harboured. It,was among the more skilled workers 'that she 

, ; fo~nd sympa,thy and assistance. This discovery later qaused', 

her to co~en,t, "I have' always found among thèse rough simple 
- 1 ~ " 

" 

creature,s, thàt, genérosity of heart and ,a skill with general 

id~as 'wer~, direct.ly proporti'onal to each other .. n 10 She' 
" ' 

,l~,~er, c~n~lU:t~ed th~t _~ha't~v,er ~l~We!,S the intelrigenc~ d~-
grades_ the -w , le man. _," ' 

( ~ : 
/ 1 _ _ 

J ' 

') In' erms of physical suffering as a f~ctory worker, ,1 

there is no questio~ tnat Simone' suffered a' great deal,l _çer-" ' 
o 

\ 

tainly mo~e than her working companions. However,-this,fact 
, : l, " '\:) 

do es 'notl~iscount her personal sensitiv~ty to the worker or 
" ' 

tHe çonclusions she drew fram sharing their'life. 

2 
\ , 

lf 

One' of t~~ first difficuljt.ies pinone faced' wa's the 
\ l '/1 

:j, 

inability to think as she did her work. This was a particu-

" 

'la~ly painful èxperience for hèr.-, ,She awoke each,morfing 

w.;i.th' 'a sense of anguish and dread~ knowing what she W~lc1 ' 

, have to face during the day. 'Ilim,e was -a~, intolerable, buraen' 

" " 
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Moreover, she never enJoyed 
\ 

• l ', 
enough sleep so sihe was 'always conc1rned about" waking; up in 

- ' .. 
the morning. She also"live? with a very deep fear. This 

. . 
fear,she explained"was due to the ~irections'she received. 

In a !etter to Albertine Thevenon she attributed the "speéd-
. , 

up" ~nd "orders" a~. be,~ng the greatest factor '~~ ,indust~ial ~ ~ 

slavery. ,The m~nner in which the orders were gi ven could ,. \~ 
, 1 

be .very humiliating ànd th-ej,r end re~u'l t u$ually ~'.tnvol ved 

, ,taking on a more· difficuli;: job ~r '~speeding up" /what was, al-
- ',' ~ 

ready beirig clone'. ' 'The major-issue for, Simeme was not the , ' . ' , 

suffering inyplved but', th~ hùmiliation exper-ienced. Her 
, 

origi,nal sense 'of dignity was shattered.',' She was no 'long~r 

able to think for herself. but was at the mercy of someone 

else, manipu1afed like ~n object in orderl to produc,e. Simope 

Petre~ent declares bluntly, '''This year ot fact?ry work. was a 
l' 'Il 

ïnartyrdom. Il The, ques,tio~ must be asked and facedi 

d;id Weil 'ent-er' this experience sole11' for others or was the~è 

withip-he~'a( need ta punish'herself? 
, . 

Sure1y she, was intel-

1igent enough ta recogn,ise that the workers did not suffer as 
-

deeply as sh~ did. They did not have her smal~ arthritic 

hands nor her'severe m4g~aine attacks. Why then did slie 
'1 

drive hers~lf to' work, ',get 'herse1f' fired J
, look f6r empl?yment, ' 

, ,,' aga~n and hecome rehired, two or three times 'during this year? 

,shé was 50 det'er~ined to' be hlred 12: that ~pàn h~aring that 

on1Y,,"pr'etty-" girls woul.d be,hired at Repa.u,],t,/she borrowed 

make-up from Simone Petrement including-lipstick and rose-
&~~ 
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1. "', 
", 

,coloured'make-up for her cheeks. '" She transformed herself 
'0 

and~ incidenta~ly, was hired. Simone Weil did not venture 

th/is far in beauty treatment when she" was a teenager or when 

she a"t1:ended ~h~ Lycee, or as far as we know for the sake 

of any 'romantic attachment. There can be no doubt, however, , 

that her concern 'for the poor was authentic and that part of ' 
--:" " 

her drive ta share the life and'factory experience of the 

'w6rker was an expres~ion of this aùthenticity. While'this 
, 't 

experience ~uppox:ted ,her previous perceptions about the suf,fèr- ,.( 

,ings of the worker, it also changed her own person. 
,0 

Her 

physical entry into the workers' world not only'affirmed and 

'. 'i supported what ~he had al~eady perce~ved but developed fur-
....J, ,.J /, 

t:p.er thoughts ,and 'reflections upoh the human sïtuation. , 

ln her Notehook Volume One she comments, 

" , Love and justice - to be just towards a 
being different from ones~lf means putting' 
oneself in his place. For then one recog
nises his existençe as a person, not as a" 
tbing. This means 'a spiritual ,quartering, 
a stripping of the self conceiving onéself 
as oneself and as other.13 

'" 
Sil 

consciously Weil may,nàt have been thinking of her' 

facto~y experience w~en writing the ab6ve but there is no 

question 'in rny mind that the above concept sprang fro~ this' 

Her rnoti'~at:i,on' fdr ente ring the factory wa,s 'to 

'discdver so~e way of"helping those who'by their ver.y blrth 

were driven ,t~ living su ch an' ex~terice. She 'had ,hoped tb be 
( f • \ " Q' , 

able' to ,ëilleviate, -i:f riC?t fre~ t}1e worker, ,from .sorne', of his 
\. \ l ' , -

hardships. The immedj"ate result of her experience she 
, .' 

, " 

. , 

" 

• 

- ' 
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. , 

cornmunicat~d to Albertine Thevenon at the end of her y~ar's 

The gene~al sense of this passag~ has 'been referred 

to e?rlier, but it summarises,her thought 'so well that the 

passage is, worth qq.oting in i ts en'tirety: 

" 

/ t$, " 
My sense of personal. oignlty, my 
self-respect, were radically des
troyed within two or three weeks 
by the daily exper~ence of brut~l, 
constraint. And donlt imagine 
tha t this provoked in me any J;"e~' -, 
bellious reaction'. No, on the 
contrary: "it produced ,the last . 
thing l expected from me - docility. 

<The resigned docility of, a.beast of 
burden :,' • • 'when l was kept awa'y 
from work by illness, l became fully 
awa~e of the degradation i~to wh~ch 
l was falling and l swore to myself 
that l woul~ go on enduring the life 
un:til the day, wh'en r was able to pull 
myself\ together ïn spite of it. And 

_ l kept my word. 14 

, , .. 
3 

Simone~had discovered slavery. She had discov~red 

slavery in~the' fo~ms of the control of her time, the orders 

given to her, and -the mach~nèry she h~d to tend. She had 
," 

, discovered the slavery of fear, of routine, boredom and' 

... pre~sure; she had discovered the slavery of brutal cQn5traint~ 

, She had' suffered severely, humiliation,' 105s of ~ignity, 
~ 

physica~ pain and~ ul ti~ately the abili ty t~, think or :fu~,ction 

He'r own suffering was greater than that' of the other , 

workers, because her background was different. ' However, her 

pe~cept~on of the suffering of the worker in'general as a man , 

0-. 

• 

; 

, .' 
i 

l 
t 
i 

~ 
'1 
1 
1 

\ 
~. 

1 
1 



1 

. ; \. 
46 

supposedly barn to be ftee, was copfirmed and accurat:e'. 

Sh~ discovered a way ta recove~ her own sens~ of 
1 

o ., 

dignity, but at this time she did'not discover a way~to help 
, , 0 

the worker. She only kne~ th'a,t he; th~orJ of1 ~ppres~ion 
, 't 

and rebellion' was invalid and that' th~ sit'uatlon of the wor-- , " 

kers appeared le~s Hopeful 'than'when ~he,had iirst entered 
" 

c, t:;heir world. She had, howe~er-, learned something importa~ 

" 

for herself; "Slowly and painfullY'r in and J through sla:very, 

1 reconquered the sense of my human dignity - a ~ense that 

15 this time relied upon nothing outside~ my self. Il 
o 

Wherever there is affliction there'~s 
the cross - concealed, but present to 
anyone who chooses truth rather than ~ 
falsehood and love rather than hate. ' 
Affliction without the cross is hell, 16 
and G~d has not p1aced hell on e'arth. 

(j 

l cannot he1p but refer to Simone &"ei1' s persona1 ; .. 
entry into factory work as a de~cent, into ~e11 and her ~xit , , 

Q , 

from factory work as a kind of resu~rectioni 
, < ~ 

certain1y t~hé 
" 

aftermath of this ,devastati'hg experi,ence was a kind. of resur

, rection. 
. 

in a sense, discovered a greater p~rt of hers~lf~ She free1y 

chose affliction and learned how to combat ~t witpin h~rsèlf. 

" It was through affliction that Simone deepened her compassioh 
, , 

;' 1 1 

and bega~ to enter ~ new phase of her 1ife - a deep1y spiritual 

one. Rer entry into' the f actory was irid,eed a Ga teway to God 1: 

which is the title of one of her books. 
,l 

• 

o 

'. 
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4 

, 'The commo:pest e~fect of affliction, a.ccording to 

Weil, is that man seek-s consolation in his mis-fortune by 
1 Q , 

harbouring bontempt and hatred for his fellowmen. She coI}'l-

pared,this kind of man to the impenitent thief on the cross 

at Calva,ry. ,~he good thief to whom Christ promised paradise 

was an example of OOW we should be when ,crippfed w'ith aff~ic-
.(, . .' tl0n. 'It was in the penitent thief, Weil believed, that 

there was expressed the cb~ept , no 'matter wha~ degree of 

affliction we rnày be subjected to, we have, in sorne way pe

served the affliction we have received. 
0' 

It is a perversion to desire afflic"tion, asserted li, 
, " 

Weil; it must be suffered unwillin'gly. However; as long as 

" people are not overwhflmed by it, they ca~ ~esire te experience 
S>- • 

it as if they were participating in·the Çross of Christ. Weil 
\ 

-believed that the ~ndividual's physic~l, sp~ritual and social 

parts are extremely fragile and any one,or a1l three o~ these 

parts can be ?truck'down at~ny,time in his li~e. This con-

stitutes afflic~ion. She believed that people should be 

censtantlyaware of.this fragility and that they should accept 

it with love and gratitude,at aIl times. . , The c~rrying of 

the cross is not té diminish the joyful times and emphasise 

the suffering in life; but con~ersely, to add to"the indi-' 

vidual's experience of joy ~nd all~viate his suff~ring. It , 
\ J 

was by.b~ing aware of man's fragility "living with and 

" 
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\ 
aware of it" 17 that Simone believed was 'the true carrying of 

the Cross of Christ. 

The two essential truths 6f Christîanit~ fcr Sirnone18 
$ 

were the Trinit y and 'the Cross. The Trinit y in her vi~w was 

perfect joy and the Cross perfect affliction . She believed' 

. , that the ___ knowledge of affliction was the Key to Christiani ty. 

If one h~d no~ suffered affliction, one cannot know it. 

Thought, according to Simone, could not conjure up affliction, 
7 

for affliction was an experience of the whole being. Thought 

by its very existence, when face to face'with ~ffliction be-

gins to lie. In other words, human beings will lie ta avoid 

pain. To be able to face affliction a man must love truth 

in order to accept the death of his soul. Such acceptance . 

• of the death of the soul could not exist u'nless, said Weil, 
., 

onels treasure'could b~ placed elsewhere, "in the hands of ., 
19 our Father who is l.n secret." Such people she believed 

have been born of the water and the spirit and are now open to 
, 

°what she described as a tw~ fold obedience. This obedience 

is, on ,the one hand necessity, a mechanical necessity which is 

produced by the wor191 and on the other hand an obedience to 

divine inspiration. Acco~ding to Simone people who live in 

this way have complétely conquered the "1". 

The above concept mirrors the eoncept of discip1eship 
, c, 

" , .' 
in the synoptic Gospels. However, 'i t i5 not clear -what Weil . . 
means by "divine inspiration" al'}d in an averall view of her' 

." 

, 1 

" 
't 
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work it is"highLy probàble that her description would not 
• 

coincide with that of any particular Christian ch~rch. It 
" , - ' - III 

.1s' ilighly probablè that Weil' s own personal idea of "divin~ 

> .inspiration" was based upon tl1e in'tellectuai gifts of man 

rather-than upon the spiritual gifts. 
'.-

, Weil believed th,a:t many Christia,ns hàve distorted 

the Word bf 'the ~ospel by' claimirig' that their little da~ly 
, 1 

troubles are a, C'ross to 'be bo:çne. For Weil, ~o carry' the 

,1 

Cross of Christ was to be \mlnera~le', to be aware of, fragilitYI, 
, L 

to place on'eself in God 1 s hands and accept ,the "necessf\ty" 
, ' , 

demands of this world while trust~ng in divine providence. 

If one can find this balanc~, one will find strength in ad-

ve~sity and suprem~ joy without advérsity. 
l , 

This is the true 

Cross of Christ. ,If the individu,al can understand thi~ a,nd 

carry it tbu~, the yoke of 'Christ woul~ certainly be gentle. 
r ' , 

~t is not enoùgh, however, tQ be aware of this possi

bility. Having adopted this stance one must love it and 
r 

eIDhrace it. In affliction, man is deprived of aIl hu~an 
-, ' 

relationships. For 'the aff:licted there i,3,re only two possible 
. \ 

ki?ds of relationship. First, there .is the mechanical re-

lationsh~p, the one whiçH c9nsider~ t~e af~licted as a thi~g, 

arid' ,~ecémdly, the supernatural relatiol)sh~p whLch springs 

, from di vine love. It is at this point, 50 W~il thbught, that 

t!1ose who experience' the "Cross of ChristI!'" conta:tn Christ"s 

pres~nce in their souls and such persons are able t9 reach out 

to,those in affliction. 

l, 

( ! ~ 
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Affliction, when it is conserited 
to and accepted aud loved, is 
truly a baptisme lO 

• 

50 

Affliction is God' s way of telling plan that He is in 

control. It is a tendet\ sign that He wishes to be loved 

by, him. If man remains constant in afflictioncand turns 

, " \ J ' 
to love and the cross and not hatred, "what he

D 

will dis-
i 

èover, buried deep under the sound of his own lamentations, 

is the pearl of the silence o.f Gad." 21 
'c 

• 

" . 

• 
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CHAPTER 4 

FREEDOM 
j 

"1 am free" i9 like a contradiction, 
for that which is not free in me 
§3ays 'l'. 1 

-7 
Weil's most explicit 

Simone Weil, 
Notebooks Vol.I. 

;P 

writing on freedom occurs in 
> 

Oppression and Llperty and The Need for Roots." Implicitly, . , 

freedom for others dominates her ~ritings and freedom for the ~ 
, "\ 

individual is clearly 'a theme in her spiritual journey. She 

uses precise terminology which is uniquely her own. The 
-

world as she sees it i8 driven by necessity. In Gravit y & 

Grace she states, "\,le have to consent to be 8ubject to 

nec~ssity ~nd to act only by handling it." 2 The. check 

balance in the world for necessity is obedience. 

Obedience. There are two kinds. 
We can ohey the force of gravit y or 
we can ohey the 'relationship of 
things. In the first case we do 
what we are driven to do by the imag
ination ~ich fill,s up empty spaces. 
We can affix a variety of labels to 
,it, often with a show of truth, in-
cluding righteousness and God. ~ 
we suspend the filling up activity 
of the im~gination and fix our atten
tion on the relationship of things, 

~ a necessity becomes{ apparent which we 

51 
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cannot help obeying. -, Until then we 
have not'puy notion of necessity,and 
we havé no sense of obedience. After 
that wé cannot be proud of what w~-do, 3 
even though we may accomp~ish ma~vels. 

~ 

+t is within obedience then that Weil offer.s a 

choice and a'choice, however limited, offers sorne freedom. 
, 4 ' 

Sh~ believed that man feels he was born fçr liberty; 
, ' 

however, only in his dreams will he attain it. Perfect 

liberty is the goal, but the realistic view must be the hope 

of attaining a less imperfect liberty than one already has. 

Necessity will always be with us and if we overcame the 

necessary obstacles which accur in our lives then we have an 

opportunity for self-conquest. 
• 

Children would enjoy perfect 

liberty if their pare,?ts ,irnpo~èd no rules upon them. JUpon 

reflection, however, one must obse!ve ttiat rules or guide

.lines .imposed or tau~ht ta childrel!" which~ro,tect them and 

énable,them to grow, are a necessity. Rules irnposed upon 

children, which are merely rules to fulfill the néêds of the 

parents are not 'necessarily valid or productive. 

Weil does not speak merely of a liberty that obtains 
, 

pleasure, without effort. Choice of the good and freedom of 

action are important for her. She calls such a conception 
, 

of liberty "heroic" and associates it with w.}sdom. 

True liberty îs not defined by a 
relationship,between desire and its 
satisfaction, but by a relationship 
between thought and action; the 
absolutely free man would be he, 
whose every action proceede& from a 

" 0 

\ 
l ' 

." 
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preliminary judgrnent concerning 
~he end which he s~t himself and the
sequence of means puitable for attain
ing this end. 5 

53 

The success or failura of any such chosen action was 

not important for Weil, in terms of liberty; the important 

point is that there can be no humiliation as long as he is in 

control of the disposaI of his action. For Weil, liberty 

6 springs from within and necessity IIpricks ll from without. 
1 

Servitude consists of blindly following the prick of the 

spur from withouti liberty springs from adapting oneself to 

the inner repres~ntation which 'the individual forros by him-

self. Wei+ believed that complete liberty could be found 

in abstract form "in a properly sol ved problem in ari thmetic 

or geometry". 7 The limitations of man did not allow him, 
, , 

however, to be the direct author of his own existence, Weil 
• 

'9 

posited: 

he would possess the equivalent of 
that divine power if the material con-' 
ditions that'enable him to exist wer~ 
exclusively the work of ~is mi~d 
directing the effort of his muscles. 
This -would be true liberty.8 

In other words, Weil saw liberty as a high forro of 

independence wh~re the mi~d exert~ the power or cantrolling 

thought and the body functions accordingly. It must aiso be 
)1 

rernernbered that the r~la~ionship between desi~e and satisfac-

tion has hoth~ng,to do with her particular definition of true 

liberty. ,'t-

(' 

Il, 

" l 

• 
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In my reading of this particular part of Weil's 

'" thesis on liberty, l got the i!f\pres~ion that she seemed to' 

equate desire with emotional and possibly physical needs, 

which whe'n gratified. must result in 5ati5~fion. For me, 

whether the idea or impulse springs from my body, my heart 
( 

or my mind, there is still a cause/effect sequence and, in 

fact, an intellectual move that directs the effort of my 

muscles. That the organism known as me, generated an ori-

ginal thought and carried out this thought without any 

54 

stimulus' or interference from outside t certainly constitutes 
1 

a form of freedom. However, to sug,gest t1:lat this fre~dom 

exists only if i t is free from emotional Or sensual desire 

limits t~e freedom of the· persàn to intelle~ual contro~ 

only and renders the other essential gifts of the senses, 

ernotions and bodily gifts an encumberance to "true liberty". 

This makes our qatural humanity and GOd-given giftt deterrents 

ta "true liberty" .1nstead of aS'sets with which both ta dis

caver and e~;liberty. 

2 

In another perspective\on freed0m Weil deals with ex

ternal forces impinging on man ,and considers freedom' in rela-

tionship to his work. 

It is clear enough that one kind of work 
differs substantially from anather by 

, 1 

. \ 



reason of something which has nothing 
to do with welfare or leisùre, or 
security, and yet whïch claims each 
man's devotion; a fisherman battling 
àgainst wind and waves in his little 
boat, although he sufferi from cold; 
fatigue, lack of leisure and even of 
sleep, danger and a primitive level 
of existence"has a more enviable lot 

,than the 'm~ual worker on a production 
line, who is, nevertheless, better off 
as regards nearly aIl these matters. 
That is because his work resembles far 
more the work of a free man despite the 
fact that routine and blind improvisa
tion sometimes play a fairly large part 
in it. 9 

55 

Having experienced working on a fishing boat, and 

working in a [fa'ctory, Simone w;as able to bring her own per- J.., 

~onal perspective to bear on the conditions of 'the fisherman 

,1 and the factory worker. She strongly favoured the work of 

the fisherman, because although he is constantly working 

with certain hardships', such as cold" tides, weather, etc." 

he has a certain amount of independence, freedom and res-

ponsibility. The factory worker, on the other hand, 
) 

monotonously doing pis job under the scrutiny of the forema~, 

had-a distinctly inferior occupation which had its own 
-~ 

stultifying effect on him~ John Hellman, in his manu-
1 

sc~ipt Simone Weil, points out that her choice was highly-
. , 

subjective and his observation that many a worker rnight choose 
- ' 

direction and dependency over challenge and independence, is 

extremely valid. 10 
. . 

The forces of nature, of course, may bè considered as 

H t{ 
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a living and activé compon'ent in' the ffshermanls lit:e" a 

constant challenge, an i~vigoratin~ factor that dem~nds 
! q 

su'Ch quali ties as courage, ingenui ty and a high de'gree of 

physical activity. Conversely, the factory worker faces 

the restrictions and limitations contrived by man to manu-

facture an artifact as quickly and cheaply as poss'ible. In 

'the process the,worker becomes merely a functioning instru
;, 

ment, another "mechanical device", a "living" part of the 

production. From this perspective alone Weil's point is 

,weIl taken. She provides a kind of hierarchy'qf freedoms in 

her study. 

She does not, however, appear t~ take into considera-

tion the '~eneral concerns of a fa~ily. A steady and meagre 

pay package of a fac'tory wrker could be a consolation to ~ 

wife and children; the general safety of his job on dry, 

land would also be a f~tor for security. In contrast the 
'- , 

fisherman, dependent upon the forces of nature for his liveli-

hood, could lose his life in a storm, or at least his catch. 
.... ~ ') 

, Then there is the skilled worker of fo~mer times: 

The craftsman of the Middle ,Ages also, 
occupies from this point of view, a 
fairly honourable P9si,tion al thoug;h 
the "tr:i.cks of the trade" ,wh'ic:h play 50 
large a part in al~ wor~ carrieq out by' 
hand are to a great extent something 
blind; as ·for the ful-ly skilled worker,. 
trained in modern technical methods, h'e 

'perhaps resembles mostly,the,perfect 
workman. Il, ' 

The apove occupations bath r~presè~t ace~tain amount 

1 • 
\ 

, ' 

-, 



• 1 . 

. / 

. ( 

57 

- fr 
of independénce from external pre'ssures which i8 not apparent,' 

in the two preceding examples. The workmen mentioned in 

the quotation require a certain level of education or train~ 

,tng through sorne kind of ~prenticeship or 'schooling, wherej n 

the worker develops a particular sensl t~ vj ty and expert:j se 

tO.h:i,s :trade through experience and exposure. l t is. throngh 
" 

this experience that the Il tricks of the' traâe" are deve10ped 

and .fostered, though this is f as Weil expresses it, nto a 

great extent something blinde Ii "'l'he lI[ully skil1ed \v(>rke~", 
1 

of. course, is the worker who is able to ,manipulate t:he 

machinery, rather than the unskilled factory worker who is 

totally manipulated by the machinery or the foreman • 

. . 
3 

1 

. Weil discovers varying deqrees of freedom in collective 

action and states: 

1 

/ 

A team of workers on a production line 
under the eye of the" foreman ls a 
sarry spectacle, whereas it is a fine 
sight to see a ha1).dful of \'lorkmen in 
the building trade checked by sO~le 
difficul-ey, -pander t.he problem each 
~or himself, make various suggestions 
for dea~ing with lt and th en apply 
unanimously the method conceived by one 
of them, who may or may not have any 
official authority over the remainder. 
At such moments, the image of a free 12 

, communi ty appears almost in i ts puri ty. --

Weills ideal for mankind is basically expressed-in 

the. 'last 'line5 of the above quota ti01J. '.... ( \ She. uses the \\'ord 

• t~ • 
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"community" and conclude~ by suggesting trat~ 

Men would, it is true, be bound hy 
collective ties, but exclusively in 
their capacity as men; thèy'would 
never be' treated by e'ach 6tIrer as 
things. Each would see in every 
work-fellow another self~occupying 
,another pO,st, and would love him in 13 
the way that the Gospel maxim enjoins. 

... 
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The parallels between the early Christian Community, 
\ 

as expressed in the Acts of tlfe Apostl@s, and the purest , 
'ideals of Marxism have been aired over the decades. Weil, 

travelling her own path of inte~lectual creativity and per-

sonal experience, arrived at her Qwn paxticular concept of 

c~mmunity bas~d upon the marriage of her mind with her ex-

perience. She presented this in her'Theoretical Picture of 
. , 

a Pree society ObViO~SlY~ith no °appar~nt experïence O~~SUCh 

a community within her Own life •. Humiliation and dirninu-. , 

tion of heart and mind are the results of oppression and rack 

df fteedom. 
, 

It was on this particular hypothesis tHat she 

based most of her ideas of freedom. The collectivity, she 
, " 

believed was the most pQwerful force for freédom or slavery. " 

It i~ hot Possible, ta imagine an individual ac~ieVing even a. .~ 
portion of w~at ~the collective c'an 'do. ~"" However, Weil posit/ 

one exception. 

In the case of the mind, the relatio~ 
is reversed; here the individual 
surpasses the collectivity to the 
same extent as something surpasses 
nothing, for thought only takes shape 
in the mind that is alone face to 
face with itseJfj collectives do not 
think. 14 

! .' 

( 
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Thus even a truly loving team-oriented community 

must obviously have sorne kind of individual leadership with 

'C'a thinking mind. Weil again returns to the mind in terms 

of freedom. 

demands that: 

o 

The Great Beast in its most construdtive forro 

••• the general run of men 'are most 
often obliged to think while actin~, 
have the roost oppo~tunity for exer
cising control ove~ collective life as 
a whole, and enjoy the greatest aroou~t 
of independence. 15 
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Weil's greatest philosophical concern at the beginni~g 

of her very short adult life with regard ta f~eedom, involved 
.. 

the freedorn of the individual and the freedom of man in 

gener,àl. For her, man' s freedom specifically in'volved his 

work or occupation, his freedom had also to be considered in 

relation to the collectivity or cornmunity • Weil believed 
.. 

that rnan,is basically enslaved by the Great Beast, by society 

as a whole. 

4 

There are two other areas of freedorn discussed very 
o 

briefly in her book The Need for Roots. 

what she calls "The Needs of the Soul." 16 

Here Weil opens with 

- These needs are 
olt 

fourteen in aIl and are as follows: order, liberty, obedience r 

r~sponsibility, equality( hierarchisrn,.honour, punishment, . 
, ~ 

rreedom ~f opinion, security, risk, private property, collective 

( 0 

't, 
, 
, 
l 
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truth.'-

Lib~rty for Weil is an, indispènsible.food ~f the 

soul. In its concrete sense', liberty consists :Ln 

the ability~to choose. If "the indi~al is to exercise 

of the communit~ust be sensible 

60 

~his libe~y, the rules 

anq strai1htforwa~d so that anyone may understand their use-

...... fulness and appreciate the circumstances tfurrounding the 

necessi ties which have generated their institution. 'Under 
1 

such conditions men of'goodwill may expe~ience liberty. The 

internalisation of such a healthy set of rules, Dy men of 

goodwill, .. present~ no limi tatio~s to be r,ej ected by the mind. 

Such a man lives in complete freedo~. Those who are 

lacking in goodwill, or who remai~ adolescent a~e never free , 

under any form of society. 
1 

Men cease to enjoy hlberti wheno 

~ e- c:. ( 

their choices are so wide· that they n'lay injure the cOIl\I'()on- 1:7 

weal.' " Where men do inju~e t~e cormnoI1.[~)l, o they believe 

that they possess liberty but because th@y do not receive 

enjoym~nt from it they conèluae that liberty is not a gQod 

thing. Libërty in this s:nse is {ea+ly a liber:ty of the' 
, .., 

soul and the spirit. In 50 much othat any. acti~n èould by 

chance injure the communitYi 50 may the soul or spirit of 

the individual alsQ be damaged. 
o D 

. For Weil, freedom of opinion without restriction or 
, 

reserve is an absolute need of the inte~ligence. ~his auto-
• r ~ • ,~ 

rnatically becomes a neeQ of the soul because when the 
1 ~ 

o 

or 

) 
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intelligence is ill-at-ease, the whole soul is sick. The . " 

,intelligertce"r' according ta 'weil, is exer'cised in three , -, 

ways. 17 
? , 

It can be us'ed, in the sol,Ution of technical problems. 

Se9ond1y, it can provide light 'when· a choice ha,s to be made, 

apd finally it can operate separately from aIl other faculties 

in-a purely theoretical speculation. 
t;~' c 

Where aIl que,étions ,of 
1 
action have been provisionally set aside, with a health~ 

soul, 'the intellect acts in~the first c~pa~~ty aS,a servant. 

In the second capacity, it can act destrucDively in its selec-. 
tion of choices and at such a ,time must be silenced~ In the 

third instance, it must operate in sovereign liberty', within 

the aJea'of specula'tion "otherwise somethingoessez1ial is 
o D 

wanting to the human being." 18 

It i~portant to note that Weil stAtes that ~her~ 
is'no such thing as a collective exèrcise of the i~telligenc~. 

) ~ 
\ " 

When groups begin to formulate'and express opinions tbey in-
, , 0 J ' 

evi tably tend to irnP'l~e these opinions on their membe'rship. 
, 1 1 

\ ' 
~$ for freedom of toought, it~is very 
nèarly true to say that without ,free-

• dom there is no thq,ught. ,19 
c 

• Certainly the ab ove statement'is true in terms of 

s~avery, for where there ls slavery in any fprm there 15 no 
v 

possibility of thought or freedom. 
1 • 

One might suggest indeed~ 

·that thought 1s the greatest enemy of slavery and promotes 

fre,edom. 

Il 

... 

,1 

1 
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20 But it is truer still to say, that 
when thought is non-existent, it. is 

b non-free into the bargain. There has ~ 
j heen a ,lot of freedo~ ,of thought over 

the p~st few years but no thought. 
Rather like the case of a ahild, w~o 
not having any meat, asks for salt with 
which to season it. 

" 1 
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Freedom, both collective and individual, is extremely' 

important in Weil's search~for ~ife's ~eaning and herl emphasis 
o 

/1' S 

~upon it reflects her con~ern for her fellowman. Ber early 

observations on the slavery of th~ wo~er were deeply per-
, 

ceived and were ultimately con~irmed as being ernpirically. 

true. Simon: did not concretely SOlVj any one p'erson's 

'problems concer?ing freedom, but she certainly affirmed her 

pwn convictions and achieved sorne personal insights which 
\ 

o 

she shared liberally wi th her read'ers. 

In the ~i ving of her own life, Weil beliE;ved th'at 

she had made totally free choices and 50 hâd ex~ressed her , 

freedom: 

t 

1 

.0 

{ 

\ 

(' 
, -' 



'. 

( 

-

CHAPTER 5 

CHorCES' 

( 

The most beautiful,lif~ possible 
has, always seemed to ,me to be one 
where everything is determined, 
either by pressure of circumst~n
ces or by impulses • . • and where 
there is never any room for choice. 

\ 

sitène weill 
< ' Wai tin9-!)On GOd 

\ -

slmone Wei~· was Jewish by. race but not by creed. She . f . 
, ' 

never comp~ete~~the ~riting ,of,her own creed 9r Testament but 
J 

there is no question from her writing~ in general, that shé 
, 

believed in Christ, and that she fo\~nd her o,wn very inde-

pendent'path to the Christia~ God. Her attraction to thetf 

Roman Catbolic<faitb was powerful enough to act as a catalyst' . ' , 

in her' spiritual devfi!lopment but no't po~erful enougb to in

fringe upon the very personal and determined relationship s~e 

herself maintained with her vision of,God. Few'wo':lld den~ , 
her the label of èhristian" t1rough no formaI faith would " , 

. claim ber., Luckily, Simone was not the kind ~f'person who 

, _ ~l would wish to he labelled or, claim~d .. 

Even as an infant she appeared to have been strongly 
._---

, ' 

disposed towards an,acceptance of suffering and a natura~ 

'} 
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: .-'. inc1inatio~ towards, ~umili ty. Sacrifice and con'cern for 
. 

others flash spontaneously from hé~. throughout her life like 

a natural flo~ of supernatural love: At such times she 
, , 

appears' to have been totally,unawa~e of such gestures. This 
, 

instincti~e, or unconscious giving is a definite Christian 

characteristic. This,1.,s not to say, that it' is net fi charac-

teristic of other faiths, but that is not our cbncern here. 

To speak of self-giving as<unconscious is n0t to say that 
, . 

1 the act,or is "ul;laware of the act:- , but only that ,he is unaware 

in the ego, of acting or receiving during the act. The act 
, ~ 

was l1;ot preplanned p'r intellectually chosen and the resul t 

of the act appears to bring no particular reward in terms of 
, , 

sati~~actlon, or, a sense of wellbe~ng br even â sense of loss 

or sacrifice. Yet aIl these areas of being(are inv6l~ed in 

such an act. One might suggest Simone Weil was born to 

give of herself for ethers: 
, 

As a result of her early maladies and unduly affection-. 

ate and prot~ctive parènts she could have become,totally intro1 

verted, self-èentêred and an intellectual snob. , , She became 

just the opposite. Extroverted, ether centered and believ-' ' , .' 
ing that'educatien, should be given to ail regardless of plass 

or econornic condition. What qualities did this ~oman possess' 
t 

that allowed her to attempt to give every advant~ge, that she 

hers~lf had experienced, to others? \~hat' grace persuaded 

her to accept ~nto herself every disadvantage she ever faced, 
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overcome it, and offer' from such experience, insights and 

growth for herseJf and others? She not only gener~usly 
. , 

shared her gifts with others, but also actively worked to-

warâs help~ng.~thers achieve a ~etter life. The preceding 

chapters are a witness to the above statements. , 
ét 

A phrase used to describe Weil i,s, "Mother of Charity~. 
" 

~his phrase is used in Literature du XXe Siecle et Chris-
, 1 --- • 

, • 2 
. tianité by Charles M?eller. Moeller clearly states that 

Weil was not a Christian: she was neo~stoic, gnostic and 

Manichaean' but certainly not Christian. She most assuredly 
, 
passed through aIl Moeller I.S suggested conditions as part of 

. ~ 

her spiritual journey. Ih, calling her IIMoth~r 'af Ch~rityll)3 

Moeller expressed' the ,thought that she was probably closer 

to God than most Christians. Although s~atin~ that much 

of her thought can be positive for Christian developrnent, 
" 

~oeller warns that in no way should Christians be trapped 
, -..v 

into any or even part of her incomplete 'religious system. 

However, i t is not the purpos'e of this worJç, to prove whether 

or.not Weil is or was a Christian, but instead to seek out 
\ ' 

the components of Christianity that were certainly explicit 

-in her life. 
r~ 

Bo{h Gustave Thibon~and Moeller agree, th~t it is' in 

her active life and in her spontaneous thoughts and actions 
, -, 

that Simone Weil becomes a pure messenger, rather'than in her 

intelléctual arguments. It is in such statements as follows 

\. 
,) .. 

( 
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that such purity, goodness and truth is expr~ssed: 1 

If someone does"me harm l must want" 
this harm not ta degrade me -- this out 
of love for him w~o inflicted it upon 
me, so that ne shall not really ha'\(e 
doœ,harm. 4 

; Such understanding and expression,?f love of neigp-

66 

bour is not commonLy fQund among Christians. Such a state-

ment is an excellent Christian medi tation. Weil seerns 'ta 

~ have had a natural ùnderstanding of pain and suffering. It 

, 

was this compulsiveness of sorne of her actions and acti-

vities that are questionab~e; Intellectually speaki~g, 

her roots are ,not exp~ici tly Judeo-'Christian . 

. ~he mind and intellect: that she, used 50. freely and 
. 

positively ta ser;ve others does no't appear to have freed 

ber. lri terms' of trying ta solve the p;-o.blems of others 
,. .,.' ~ 

her intellect came into constant p~ay, pr eating solutions and 

possible adjustrnents that m~ght help her fellow man. It is 

this same mind that sets up her own·standards a~d values of 

freedom. It is t~ese self-chosen standards-values that 

appear to become insurmountable when other world vieo/s of 

freedom are presente~ for consideration. Her"" pe,rsonal ide a . 

"of freeçlom refused ta al:;Low her ta en'ter into a fdr~al commun~ -

ity of faith. It was in the,area of recefving the sacrarnent 

of Baptism that we 1)otice that sJ:1,e was not free to step 

forward in faith and perceive 'the spirit of ,the law of the' 
, 

Catholic faith. Instead shè competed with the letter Qf that 
, , 

o ' 
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Church 1 ~ lÇiw. She was bound by her intellect and her de-

sire for logical certitude, in this instance. 

Fr. Perrin, a priest with whom she had a friendship 

and \'lhom she trusted, spent many hours speaking with her 

ana in particular on the subject,of baptisme He states: 

Her love of Christ seemed,to be 
enough foi her, and the extreme-
1y Superficia1 idea she had of 
the Chur ch and Catholics was not 
of a, nature as -to sugg:est thé, 5 
sligbte~t queption in her mind. 

While 'in Marseille where she spent' long hoprs with 

Fr. Perrin, she also spoke with Monk 'Vidal. \ In such con

versations t,hese men discovered a deep renunciation of the 

rJe~iSh fai th:. Her personal admiration of the 'Greek" philoso-
~ \' ... 

phers caused her to allow Plato and others t~ super,sede 
\ 

Christ, whereas the Ghristian view is that Chri~t fulfilled 

and redeemed all who preceded Him. . Vidal points' clearly te 

what' he considers to be the root of her conflict and her ul-, , 

'timate choice to remain outside tne Catholic Church. , 
, ., 

It has been w:r:itten that if she had' . 
been humble, she would h~ve e~raced 
the Catholic faith. 1 l am not of 
this· opinion. simone Weil was not ' 
kept back by the pride of/the _ 
intellectual. She submitted herself, 
docilely to the truth she,had dis-

, . covered. But it was necessary for 
her to have disGovered it an,d _for -her 
to haye good reasons 'to ac1m:i, t i ts 'being 
wèll founded. Yet she had,come al one 
and by her own efforts, thanks t6 her 

'illuminations, to the possession o~. 
certain truths of the Catholic. faith. 

1 

,.". 

" 
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A vigorous, -exigeNt, perso~al mind, 
which was rather thwarted and troubled 
py her very great learning, it would 
have ta ken tim~ for her to simplify 
her tho~ght and assimilate aspects of 
the truth, unfamiliar 'to her mine. 6 
She was not açcustomed to,our categories. 

Intellectually~ she belie~ed thpt other religious 
, 

bodies had as much power over puman beings who followed 

, 68 

thern as those who placed Christ at their centre. The story 

of' Prometheus she insisted 'lilaS the very story of Christ pro-

jected into the etern'al. AlI that was wanted was its 

loca::Ü'za tion in time and space. Simone believed, that the 

Catholic faith cQntained explicit truths which other reli-

gians ~o~t~int'implicitly and vice-versa. Itt is unfortunate~ 

that she viewed this fact from -a perspective that detracts 

from the richness of Christiahity, and re-enforces'the 

validity ~ pre-Christian tho,ught as ,being equal ta its ful-

fillment in Christiani~y. However, for Weil this view 

sprang from her, own personal ~ogic~l' certitude. 

1 
} 

2 

1· 

" 
More important, l)owever', Goncerning her decision not", 

ta become a baptize~ catholic was h~r problem with the laws 

or "restrictions" of the Catholic Church, which she ,enco~n-
• 0 

tered when contemplating,bapti~m. She wrot'e: 

When t read the catechisrn of the Cou~cil 
of Trent, it seems as though l h~d 

'/ 

, 
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nothing in cornmon with the religion 
there set forth. When l' read the 
New Testame~t, the mystics, the liturgy, 
when l watch the celebration of the 
mass, l feel with a sort of conviction 
that this faith is mine, or to be more 
precise, would be mine w~thout the dis- 7 
tance between it and me by my perfectton. 
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It is hard to guess at what Simone believed her ~mper-

fection to be in this statement. One can be sure, however, 

that she did not consider herself imperfect intelléctually. 

Here is the 'crux of Simone's conflict. She could no~ accept 

the legal system of a formai church, which at its best pre-, / 

serv&s and develops the faith and at its worst confines and 

lags behind current developments. However, as an'o~tsider, 

an unbaptized woman, it was necessary for her to study and 

accept the rules before she could receive the other sacra~ents. 

As a born.catholic one may enter the mystery before encounter

ing the lawi as an outsider one ~ust overçome the law before 
, 

one can enter the mystery. Simone encountered law with he~ 
, . ( 

intellect and was freely able to displace and replace every 

concept and rule from he'r own perspebh ~e. 
Weil entered the mystery'of mysticism without the 

1 / 

dogma and doctrines, of a Christian faith. Christ-centered 

mystical graces we,re received, as she sought 1;:ruth a~d 

goodness. It is quite understandab,l~ that sh~ would hesï-

tate to change such thinki~g that had already 'led her to the 

Haster. 
D. 1 

In re-considering her phllosophX concerning the 

'. 
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workers, after per persona! experience ~n factory ~ork, she 
l ' 1 <: _ 

wrote an article entitled Theoretical Picture- of a Free 

Sqciety in which it is clear that her social ideas of brother

hooa strongly resemble the early Christian lite as outlined in 

the Acts of the Apostles. This was written also after_re-

flecting upon the -discovery that slavery breeds docility not 

rebellion. 
,1-' 

Weil in her ,own way had proven that goodness leàds, to 

God. She began with the theory that Goodness is Gad, and in 

her search for truth was graced. ' Many Christians believe that 

one must be good to know God rather th an to know'that Goodness 

is God. Wéil had courage ta stand alone and she did not 
:.#' " 

, f 
choose ta ITlartyr herself as many have suggested., She stood 

by her own particulap conscience and integri ty and in doing 
, 

t;>. • ' '" 
50 she rema1ned outs1de the catho11c church, an unbaptized 

believer. She, chose rational, logical certitude t~ faith, 
, , 

which is partly like saying she chose philosophy over' j 

theology, and was granted the presence of Christ. 

What are the components in Simone's life that are 

both impl~citly and explicitly Christian? Initially, we 
/ 

must sây that her ability to accept suffering and,to grow 

through it, thereby helping herself and others, was remark-

able. Her gift of charity, which obviously sprang from this 

attitude to suffering, blossomed forth into warm, generous , ' . 

sacrificial acts of which the-cost was immeasurable.. She 
" 

. '. 
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both experienced and saw great beauty in creation and wished 
1 

that aIl men might be allowed to fulfill themselves as God 

,had ,desi"ned them. Rer purity of he art was surely her 

"' greatest,gift that allowed her to,see God and to share with 

the wor~d~$ome bf the purest meditation~ that ~~ve ever been 

written. Rer total detàchment to*,ar,ds ,materiaQ, things and 
\ 

her ability to endure and stand by what she believed, was 
/ 

comparable to that of inany of the saints.' _ 
, \ 

The official notice of her death'read, lia failure of 

~ the heart muscle, caused in turn by deprivation and p~lmon~ry 

tuberculosis." B The laws of the united Kingdom of,Great 

Britain do not al10w the term suicide'to be used in the death 

,of a lucid pers,on. Maurice Schumann makes this point in his 

book, La Mort Ne~ ~e Leur Propre Vie. Schumann was a friend 

of Weil's f6r,thirty years. 
\ 

Re is Jewish by ~irth and 

catholic by conversion • .,. 

l met this very wise and incredibly charming Frenchman 

I~t tJeMau~iac Conference held at M~Gill uniVerSi~Y in the fall 

of 1980,. He ,'is at present an active rnember of the Sénél-te of 

France. In a few brief moments of conversation it was 
)-

possible to detect a certain sorrow'about the 10ss qf h~s 

friend and a certain a'nger that she wa,s so labelled, at her 

death. 
, 

Simone's end for him was not an act of suicide but a 

,determined acceptance. of death." He i~plied'that this'act 

may have b'een a se'lfish one, but i t was certainly 

one. The ad~iti9n on the official certificate, 

\ 

not( ,~~)weak 

e~plained " 

1 
1 
1 
l, 
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~chumann, was an account of wi tnesses, not part of the 

official autopsy. 

The dece,sed condemned herself to 
die by refusing to eat, at a time 
when 4er spirit was traubled. 9 

.Weil W,as ,devated ta Frahce. She left with her 
. 

\ parents for New,York just before France fell into the hands 

of the Germans and she left feeling l~ke a traitor. when she 
~ 

returned to England she begged her friend~Maurice to ailow 

her ta return to France ta fight with the free-French. This 

was a deep desire within Simone's soul. Had it been grati-
," 

fied perhaps it wouid have helped her to feel less of'a 
) 

traitor. She was refused her request and there seem to be 

two reasons for this. Her racial background was q~ite eviden~ 

in her appearance and had her Jewishness been seen ~y an 

occupying German soldier, death wouid have been c~ both 

---' for her self and anyoné wi t'tf whom she associa ted., Secondly, 

J' .. 
,~, 

her paor co-ordination would have ,been a serious hazard within ~ 

the underground resistance. 

She was devastated by this refusaI and it was at that 

time that she determined to eat no more food ~han was"being 
\ 

eaten by the French Resi?tanée fighters in France. Surely 

at the time, this was not a suicidaI decision. Many believers 

have at a certain time in their lives made decisions in keep-

ing with an event in their lives and taken on sorne forrn of 

fasting. The Jewish Passoveris a major example. It i"s 

/ 

( 

\ 
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natural, if one is~enied the privilege of offering a per-

sonal sacrifice, to attempt to sacrifice ln another manner 

with the same intent, p~rticularly if the original desire' 

to sacrifice was deep-rooted and sincere. ,It was the simple 

working woman with whom Simone lived beiore her entry int? 

hospital, who believed that Simone Dad chosen a way of dying 

for France. She could not risk in action so she chose to 

sacri~ge another way. 

A personal commitment for Weil was irrevocable. If 

she had been part of'a community of faith, l believe oit is 

highly possible that she would have found a,new perspective 

in her approach to lifei a perspective that could have 

broadened he,rPown. Christ died in order that we may live. 

Christianity is a religion of resurrection wherein the 

-
Ch~istian dies unto himself and lives with, ~n and for Christ. 

With aIl her love and respect for the early Greek 

philosophers, she seems to have escaped not'icing, wi thin 

herself 1 a tragic .flaw. 
'J 

Sorne may suggest that this flaw was 

her background and highly developed i~tellect. Others might 

consider it to be her deteFmination to discover, test and 

prove truths t~ her qwn satisfaction. Moeller goe5 

/ 
as to say that she had a sexual pathology. Ber 

~ 

tory reveals a large ~mount of suffering, upon a help-

less 'child, who apparently ne~er reb~rl~d against it and grew 

through it quite naturally. This acceptance of suffering 

and her ability to der ive benefits from it is a remarkable trait· 

Q 

" 
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and most certainly a Christüm i,geal. :ç;arly patterns' were 

reinforced when her par~~" 5uch' kind' an~ 'protective . 

care of'her, that sh~ se~dom had tu uake'care of herself. 
/ 

The rigorous life at the Ecole NOrm~le reinforc:,d ~t:çingent·, 

self-discipline, which ontY enco~ràged Simone to be harder 

.. 

on herself instead of more generous. .., . . As a be~iever, outside 
~, j' 

the faith community she tried to change the,world and basically 

< died of grief, offering herself to Christ. 

'. 

l- .- During the last few days of her life, she sufferea 

deep affliction just as she had defined it a few years ,earlie~ 
4 ~ 

in her life. At J4 years' of age" this frail saintly woman 

was in deep physical pa,in and èxtremely weak. She knew.that 

the, staff of the hosp~tal, 'é'On?~dered her "~t, aIl there", 10' 
- . ~ ~ , 

and emotionally she waS' grief-ptricken over the oveFwhelming .. 

suffering in the world. _A recurrence of her grief for those 
'" 

" o,, . ~ 

in China sufferin~ a famine when she was a ch~ld. Th~re was 
J' >. 

no physical strength left for deep prayer and her ~ast' .. 
'commited ~ct of s~crifice for France, as she saw it, totally 

o hl 

undermined her health. 
\ 

At her death Weil was aware or ~e~ own affliction. 

There can"he sorne understanding qf Weil, choosing t; ~nter th~ -
- "Kingdom" at this' time, for by now she believed in Christ, ,and 

A'" woman who wrote: 
. . 

Affliction is the ~urest sign 
God wishes to be loved by(USi 
the mO.st precious evidence of 
tendeorness. Il , 

that 
it is 

his 

(' 
J 

, 
" 
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did not comÎffï t a violent act against her soul, psyche and ., 
physiGal body, ~n ,act ~~icide~\ 

acknowledge God's calI t6 be loveâ 

Such a wornan chose to 

and.gently, by choice 
" 

75; 

ent,ered into His tenderness. The choice ïn this sense was 
\ ,/, il. 

se1fish, but in the best sense of the word. Simone chose, 

" at 1ast to break wi th intellectual rationali ty 
ô ' , 

anil enter 
'l.... ' 

~ .. 

.. 
" 

'-

tI 0 Z. • 

the embrace o'f the cru'cified Christ. 

1, Thou shal t' love the Lord your God 
0, ''Wi th aIl y~ur mind and wi th aIl 

'~ l~ 

your heart\a~d with aIl y6ur strength 
an9 you~ nei~hbou~ as, Ypurself. 12 

( , 
J 

~~ the commandment of J~9ps can be considered as a 
" , 

way of understanding Weil's love and charity, we might weIl ,., 
• ('... Q )-

conclu'de ,that she 'loved God\above aIl else él{ld loved her 
Il ') , , ~ 

o 

neighqqur ,more than herself. , ~any ~hristians have done l~ke-

wise. ~er ~uffering prod~ced ~ood and beautiful fruits, and 

by thes~ fruits ,we' shall know lier . 
. i 
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