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10
Simone Weil: An Introduction
Helen M. Kinsella

In her brilliant exposition of Simone Weil’s thought, Mary Dietz
categorised Simone Weil as a thinker “who remains widely unexam-
ined, perhaps even ignored . . . despite thought provoking, masterful,
even extraordinary work” (Dietz 1988: 1). Twenty-six years later, this
still holds true. Simone Weil is a writer whose philosophy and thought
remain relatively unknown in the discipline of political science, and
absolutely unknown in the subfield of International Relations.1 Why
this is so can be potentially attributed to a host of reasons, first among
them her spiritual experiences in the 1930s that brought an impassioned
Christian mysticism to her thought. This mysticism, when combined
with her exacting commitment to a stringent way of being, and the
tragedy of her early death, lends itself to a misguided dismissal of her
thought as “other-worldly”, “anti-political”, or “merely mystical”. Yet,
in thought and in deed Simone Weil was fundamentally engaged in, and
constantly struggling to make sense of, the world in which she lived. As
Dietz (1988: 31) so eloquently delineates, Simone Weil’s writings con-
sider “the meaning of individual freedom in the modern collectivity, the
nature of community in the nation state, and the political and social
possibilities for an end to the affliction and oppression of the human
condition”. To these, I would also add Weil’s cogent analysis of force
and her uncompromising inclusion of colonialism as fundamental to
the analysis.

However, my aim in this chapter is quite modest, since so little is
known of Weil in the discipline of International Relations. I wish to
introduce Simone Weil, her life (1909–1943) and her thought, as one
who, living in those dark times of fascism, war, and violence, believed
herself obligated to come to grips with and to counter these forces
with justice, compassion, and love, and to do so with imagination and
grace. In what follows, I set forth and contextualise her life and writing,
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as well as its reception. I offer an initial tracing of her thought from
her early years, through her factory labour, her participation in the
Spanish Civil War, and her involvement with the Free French, touch-
ing on the spiritual episodes, what she referred to as her “three contacts
with Catholicism that really counted” (Weil 2000: 24), which brought
about what one biographer defines as a “mystical political philosophy”
(Doering 2010: 150). This philosophy was both eclectic and elusive, and
I only begin to clarify its complexity in the hope that it is sufficient to
suggest why Weil is worthy of further exploration.

I

Simone Weil, Jewish by birth and Christian by belief, died in August
1943. She had lived to witness the fall of Stalingrad and the start of
the Allied invasion of Sicily. She was 34, malnourished to the point of
starvation, and suffering from tuberculosis. According to the coroner’s
report, the “deceased did kill and slay herself by refusing to eat while
the balance of her mind was disturbed” (Gray 2001: 212). Disturbed?
Those who visited her in the last days differed. She was engaged in the
philosophical and theological questions that occupied her life. She was
cogent, attentive to the progress of the war, even arguing with her close
friend Maurice Schumann, the spokesperson of the Free French, over
particular content in his radio broadcasts. Nor did her illness prevent her
from debating Catholic dogma with the chaplain of the Free French or
from rereading the Bhagavad Gita, for which she had originally learned
Sanskrit. Contemplating what she had yet to accomplish, in one of her
last letters to her parents, she wrote that she had a “growing inner cer-
tainty that there is within me a deposit of pure gold which must be
handed on” (Rees and Weil 1965: 196).2 By all accounts, her mind was
not disturbed. Thus, could it be said that she did kill and slay herself?
The answer is less certain.

The cure the doctors prescribed for her exhaustion, malnutrition, and
tuberculosis was to rest and to eat, a seemingly simple prescription. Yet,
Simone Weil did refuse. This was not unlike her. She had steadfastly
found reasons not to eat for most of her life, measuring her intake to
be no more than that available to the worst off of her current con-
cern (be it soldiers, prisoners unemployed, refugees, or interned). On
more than one occasion she told her doctors that she could, or would,
not eat and to “send her food to the French prisoners of war”, and she
had earlier already committed herself to eating no more than those in
occupied France (Pétrement 1988: 527). Over the course of her life, she
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notoriously debased and devalued her own health and well-being (going
without heat, sleeping on the ground or floor), depriving herself of phys-
ical comforts or proper care while also setting a demanding pace of work.
She consistently excoriated herself for her “idleness”, which she identi-
fied as a source of her “feelings of remorse and piercing despair”, and
tasked herself to overcome it (Pétrement 1988: 220).

Indeed, a proximate cause of her collapse was attributed to lack of
sleep and overwork; while with the Free French in London she fre-
quently remained in their offices overnight, allowing herself no more
than three hours of rest. Notwithstanding her poignant observation
upon being transferred to a sanatorium in the countryside after several
months in a London hospital – “what a beautiful room to die in” – her
orientation was not towards death (Gray 2001: 209). Rather, she was
tenacious in her desire to return to France, angry at Schumann for not
enabling her to do so by parachuting into occupied France with Resis-
tance forces, and passionate about her plan to place nurses on the front
lines to provide care and succour, and to bolster morale. Indeed, her last
notation in her writing journal was simply one word: nurses.

For those who write about Simone Weil, included among them poets,
theologians, and philosophers, it is difficult not to read the circum-
stances of her death as exegetic of her thought. As it is, the particular
pathos of her death is highlighted by the context in which it occurred:
namely, she was a Jew (although she repeatedly rejected such a descrip-
tion and identity) in the relatively safe harbour of England, to which she
had returned after finding refuge in the United States, whose death was
potentially preventable. The search to find reason for it and meaning in
it, against the shadow of the Holocaust, places a heavy burden on her
own writings to elucidate and, perhaps, to comfort (Weil 2002b: 40).
This is made all the more so by the fact that her writings, especially
towards the later years, are redolent with death. Found throughout
her letters and her notebooks are sentiments such as this: “God gave
me Being in order that I should give it back to him” (Rees and Weil
1965: 40). Yet, her profound grappling with death is not reducible to her
death.

Simone Weil’s writings movingly conjure an orientation akin to being-
towards-death, to gloss Martin Heidegger’s phrase. It is true that, like
Heidegger, she held that death reveals both life and time as finite, yet
such recognition of one’s own death is neither fatalistic nor morbid;
rather, it frees oneself to authentically be. And, for Weil, being has
at its root the pursuit of truth.3 She wrote: “there is not any love for
truth without an unconditional acceptance of death”, while whatever
is “threatened by time secretes falsehood in order not to die” (Weil
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2002b: 57). She imagined death to be the “most precious thing given
to man”, but this was most decidedly not an argument for nihilism or
suicide, for “it is of supreme impiety to make a bad use of it” (Ibid.:
57). Weil most certainly knew of the temptation to “make a bad use” of
her death. Experiencing excruciating pain from migraines, during a year
of most violent pain when she thought the pain a “menace to her soul”
and feared it would precipitate a complete mental collapse, did bring her
to consider suicide (Rees and Weil 1965: 140). But she was “appalled” by
the thought as much as she was relieved by the possibility of a respite
from the pain (Ibid.: 140). As she explained, she was only “able to calm”
herself by “deciding to live conditionally, for a trial period” (Ibid.: 140).4

It is also true that, unlike Heidegger in this regard, she held that to die
for someone, of which the Crucifixion of Christ is the archetypal exam-
ple, was neither in vain nor was it inauthentic. It was not a “bad use”
of death. Indeed, throughout her entire life, she wished for and found
opportunities to place her life at risk in the service of a greater cause, pri-
marily social and economic justice for workers, the poor, and displaced
persons or refugees, and, as it became vital, the fight against fascism.
If she did survive her tuberculosis, she told her friend, she expected to
either dedicate herself to “thinking and writing down what I have in
me . . . or to some activity in the cannon-fodder line” (Pétrement 1988:
531). Her plan for nurses was premised on the fact that she, and they,
would be willing and eager to “offer their lives as sacrifice” (Rees and
Weil 1965: 146). For her, to be on the margins of danger and deprivation
when others were suffering brought her anguish. In a letter detailing
her personal commitment to the project, she explained: “hardship and
danger are essential because of my particular mentality . . . the suffering
all over the world obsesses and overwhelms to the point of annihilating
my faculties and the only way I can revive them and release myself from
the obsession is by getting . . . [them] . . . for myself” (Ibid.: 156). This ache
of empathetic anguish and her characterological need for hardship and
danger, which mark all of her thoughts and her actions, elicit and suf-
fuse one of her more startling statements: “every time I think of the
Crucifixion of Christ, I commit the sin of envy” (Weil and Panichas
1977: 26).5 It is also these sorts of phrases that could convince one that
Weil is a saint or a lunatic, a mystic or a madwoman.6

II

Indeed, in the decades since her death, the evaluation of her writ-
ings and her life has only begun to transcend such categorisations
and a tendency towards hagiography, which has done her thought
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a disservice, for such rigidity and idealisation betray the complexity
and range of her writing, as well as her own method of inquiry. Tak-
ing from Plato, Weil proposed that “contradiction and analogy” are
the means by which we understand our world and ourselves; namely,
“the knots of necessity and impossibility” which make up our exis-
tence (Weil 2004: 45–46).7 Thus, while “everything” is related, it does
not mean that “everything” is coherent, symmetrical, or unified. “Con-
tradiction alone is the proof that we are not everything” (Weil 2002b:
95). Rather, there is always contradiction and confusion, absurdity and
impossibility, recognition of which encourages us to continually assume
a questioning stance. Contradiction mandates sceptical reasoning, a
sensibility she was adamant about maintaining, as, for her, intellec-
tual honesty required that one should approach the world with the
possibility that “perhaps all of that is not true” (Weil 2000: 30).8 The
poet Seamus Heaney offers another way of gaining purchase on her
writing in his parsing of her notebooks. He proposes that they are
“informed by the idea of counterweighting, of balancing out the forces,
of redress . . . [creating] . . . a reality which may only be imagined but
which nevertheless has weight because of the gravitational pull of the
actual” (Heaney 1996: 4). It is in this spirit that assessments of her
writings and her life should be broached, with an appreciation of the
countervailing and sometimes contradictory movements of thought –
what she called in her notebooks the interplay of “gravity and grace” –
that guide her way.

Albert Camus thought her “the only great spirit of our time”.9

T. S. Eliot imagined her as “a woman of genius; a kind of genius akin
to that of a saint” (Weil 2002a: viii). Others find her truly a saint. Sylvie
Weil, Simone’s niece, who was her doppelgänger in appearance and in
expression, writes of those who would touch and caress her, a “relic” of
her aunt, recalling a relationship between her being and “the vital and
imperative role of the saint’s tibia . . . to be touched, rubbed and kissed”
(Weil and Ivry 2010:18–20). Countering this fetishisation, Susan Sontag
offered that, if Simone Weil is indeed a saint (in the “aesthetic rather
than a religious sense” of the word), she is best regarded from a “distance
with a mixture of revulsion, pity, and reverence” (Sontag 1966: 53).

Iris Murdoch points out that “many readers might find a repellent
and self-destructive quality in her work”, a reaction which Weil herself
also elicited (Murdoch and Conradi 1998). As a young friend remarked,
“even though I loved her, I always sensed that a serene friendship with
her was impossible” and, echoing many of Simone’s later friends and
acquaintances, recounted her “rudeness and rawness of her manners,
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her unusual appearance, and above all, the battering of her ruthless
judgments” (Gray 2001: 25). Certainly, the definitude and scrupulous-
ness with which she lived her life is difficult to overestimate, as was
its effect on those in her milieu: “what I cannot stand is compromise”,
she asserted (Gray 2001: 26). Iris Murdoch observes: “to read her is to
be reminded of a standard” (Murdoch and Conradi 1998: 157). Her
conviction that one had to live on the resources available to the least
privileged, and to share in their existence in as many ways as possi-
ble, translated into a highly disciplined life similar in its expression
to a penitent before a demanding God – Flannery O’Connor captures
its essence in her description of Weil as an “angular intellectual proud
woman approaching God inch by inch with ground teeth” (O’Connor
and Fitzgerald 1980: 105).

She was “comic and terrible”, an ascetic, an anorexic, a mystic, a pecu-
liar, difficult, disconcerting being (O’Connor and Fitzgerald 1980: 105).
Her older brother André nicknamed her La Trollesse; her esteemed pro-
fessor, Alain, at the Henry IV Lycée, called her “the Martian” because,
as he much later recollected, she “had nothing of us and sovereignly
judged us all” (Pétrement 1988: 26). She was clumsy, with small, weak
hands, and she chose to dress in a way designed to hide both her body
and her beauty in a voluminous black skirt, fitted jacket, and flats,
to which, as she got older, she added a black beret and switched to
trousers.10 When questioned about this decision, she attributed it to
her lack of interest, her ill health that forced her to assess the worth
of any expenditure of her time and energy, and her political conviction
that difference in dress signalled differences in equality. Yet, the reason
for this choice had also much to do with her dissatisfaction with being
female, as did her phobia about being touched.

A fear of germs might be the origin of such an apprehension, but any
physical contact, intimate or otherwise, incited anger and repulsion. She
was suspicious of friendship and of falling in love, and repudiated both
at various points in her writings.11 Her good friend Gustave Thibon,
with whom she spent a month as a hand on his farm, recollects that
“she knew nothing of the demonstrative bodily side of affection and
tenderness: kisses and embraces disgusted her and I never saw her cry”
(Thibon and Perrin 2003: 119). Francine du Plessix Gray, in her biog-
raphy of Simone Weil, also links this reaction to a sense of disgust, for
“from the time . . . Simone . . . could talk she often said ‘I am disgusting’ ”
(Gray 2001: 5). Taken collectively, her phobia and her style of bear-
ing and of costume signalled unapproachability, paradoxically drawing
more attention to her as a spectacle than as an individual. She rejected
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her body and its embodiment as female, and seemed to see it as an
appendage to be punished in pursuit of truth. To her, her sex was an
obstacle to all she wished to accomplish in her life and, considering the
historical period, this was by no means a mistaken belief. She felt it a
“misfortune” to be born a woman, and her parents, who referred to her
as Simon, an identity that she accepted and even used for herself when
signing letters, did not alleviate this assumption (Fiori 1989: 26). But, as
Anne Carson astutely reminds us, we do well to critically contextualise
and consider these characterisations of Simone Weil, for

it is hard to commend moral extremism of the kind that took Simone
Weil to death at the age of thirty-four; saintliness is an eruption of
the absolute into ordinary history and we resent that. We need his-
tory to be able to call saints neurotic, anorectic, pathological, sexually
repressed or fake.

(Carson 2002)

There is certainly a fond irony in now calling Simone Weil a genius,
for it was her brother André, a mathematical prodigy and a mathe-
matician of international renown, to whom she attributed that gift. In
1941, she wrote to Father Perrin, a priest of great importance to her as
a mentor and confidant, how, at the age of 14, “the exceptional gifts
of my brother, who had a childhood and a youth comparable to those
of Pascal, brought my own inferiority home to me” (Weil 2000: 23).
Like the majority of her biographers, du Plessix Gray attributes what
Weil called a “bottomless despair” to Weil’s realisation of her “brother’s
superiority and her parents’ pride in his precocious achievements”,
compared with what Weil described as the “mediocrity of her natu-
ral faculties” (Weil 2000: 23; Gray 2001: 17). Weil emerged from this
episode convinced that the truth, to which all genius had effortless
access, was available to her with sufficient effort and focus: namely, that
the “transcendent kingdom to which only the truly great have access
and wherein the truth abides” could be entered by sheer dint of exacting
efforts, “if only . . . [one] . . . longs for truth and perpetually concentrates
all . . . attention on it” (Weil 2000: 23). She avowed, “leaving aside any-
thing I may be allowed to do for the good of other people, life for me
means nothing, and never has meant anything, at bottom, except as an
expectation of the revelation of the truth” (Rees and Weil 1965: 178;
Pétrement 1988: 516).

To understand her pursuit of truth, and the single-minded focus with
which she adhered to it, requires us to situate Simone Weil’s life and
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writings in the turbulent context of her time, laying out both her deeply
worldly engagements and the remarkable episodes of her “contacts with
Catholicism”. What she means by the truth is less easy to ascertain, for it
shifts, expands, and transforms in her writings as her experiences inform
her thought, as we shall see. She eventually concluded that it was both
evidence and effect of the supernatural existence of God’s love, which
can be found in its earthly form in the love of one’s neighbour, itself a
form of justice, but that its roots were found in the material experience
of affliction and oppression. To seek and to find the truth, on the one
hand one had to negate the existence of the self to allow God to enter,
but, on the other, this also intimated a fundamental alteration of social,
political, and economic conditions to allow such a possibility.

Before turning to this task, a brief word is necessary regarding the
writings themselves. The majority of her writing was not intended for
publication, and much of it is from her personal letters, over 70 of
which have been published, draft essays, and her personal notebooks
(comprising some four edited volumes), which she kept in the form of
a journal; thus, the writing is often fragmented, aphoristic, and allu-
sive. Her rich literacy in a vast range of languages and literatures, from
Greek to Sanskrit, also poses a challenge for many of her interlocutors.
Moreover, her early death also prevented her from reviewing or revis-
ing much of her writing, responding to any criticism or illuminating
any confusion, and actually ensuring that the publications were in the
proper order of completion (Pétrement 1988: 383). Finally, the writings
were scattered among friends and family once she was displaced from
Paris in 1940 when it was declared an open city. She fled to other parts
of France and then on to Marseilles before finding refuge in the United
States and, then, returning to London. At each point she distributed her
papers to various individuals. Consequently, others often made deci-
sions about the content and structure of her publications without her
participation. In the specific case of the notebooks, the order and the
sequence of the four were ascertained through dating the paper she used
and the events to which she referred. There was also contention within
the Weil family as to what exactly should be published, and in what
form, which affected the shape of her oeuvre.

In 1941–1942, she entrusted many of her unpublished notebooks to
Father John-Paul Perrin, a Dominican priest, and to the farmer and
Christian philosopher Gustave Thibon, to whom he introduced her and
on whose farm she spent a month (Thibon and Perrin 2003: 8). Father
Perrin was a member of the French Resistance, despite being totally
blind, whereas Thibon initially supported the Vichy government, but
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somehow the three of them forged a fundamental bond despite acute
differences of faith and of action. Weil encouraged her trusted inter-
locutors to literally make the notebooks their own. She wrote to Thibon,
upon his receipt of her notebooks:

so now they belong to you, and I hope that after having been
transmuted within you they will one day come out in one of your
works . . . I should be very happy for them to find a lodging beneath
your pen, while changing their form so as to reflect your likeness.

(Weil 2002b: xiv)

He edited the best-known selection of her notebooks, Gravity and Grace,
and organised and divided it for purposes of lucidity, which may or may
not be faithful to how she wrote them. Even her most detailed publica-
tion, and her last, The Need for Roots, was not complete by her standards.
Thus, as we read her work, we do well to try to offer Simone Weil, her life
and her work, an attention that is, as she put it, “the rarest and purest
form of generosity. It is given to very few minds to notice that things
and beings exist” (Pétrement 1988: 25, 462). This is not an easy task, or
one that must succeed. Indeed, it is an effort, the “greatest of all efforts”,
because it dictates that the “soul empties itself of all of its own contents
in order to receive into itself the being it is looking at, just as he is, in all
his truth” (Weil 2002b: 61, 65).12

III

In his acceptance speech for the 1957 Nobel Prize in Literature, Albert
Camus described years of “insane history”, beginning with the First
World War, and characterised the individuals who had lived at that time
as existing in a “time of catastrophe”. This well describes the tumult of
Weil’s existence. Her birth (1909) and death (1943) were essentially syn-
chronous with the start of the First and Second World Wars, and she was
of age to join, as she did, with the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War.
In fact, Simone Weil participated to the extent to which she was capa-
ble in each of these events: from adopting a soldier on the front line
in the First World War and sending him food and clothing, she became
a militia member, albeit briefly, in the Spanish Civil War, and worked
for the French Resistance during the Second. She was also an untiring
advocate for the interned and refugees and conscripts from each of these
wars, as well as those from the French colonies. These experiences were
formative to her thought, leading her, in 1939, to shift from pacifism
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to supporting a measured use of force, while also pushing her to con-
front more directly the political context that facilitated such seemingly
constant recourse to violence and butchery.

She was born into a family of non-practising Jews, and there is a story
that circulates in the Weil literature that neither she nor her brother
knew they were Jewish. Her niece Sylvie, André’s daughter, dismisses
this as apocryphal, considering the intelligence of the two as well as
the fact that their father’s mother, who visited them often, was a prac-
tising Jew. Her ambivalent relationship to Judaism in the beginning of
her life is best broached, in admittedly broad strokes, by situating it in
the context of the assimilationist attitude of most upper-class French
Jews and the seeming good will of the French nation towards Jews,
as manifested by the decision to grant Jews full rights of citizenship
in the early nineteenth century and the relative toleration of Jewish
political and social mobility. More specifically, her parents, who were
non-practising Jews and were highly integrated into French society, did
not instil in their children a sense of Jewish history and culture; if any-
thing, they encouraged and demonstrated an agnosticism towards it.
This does not satisfactorily explain, however, why Simone Weil always
referred to herself as Christian from birth – she wrote: “I might say
I was born, I grew up, and I always remained within the Christian
inspiration” – nor does it shed much more light on her rejection of
her Jewish identity in letters and in writings (Weil 1973: 62). One of
her own explanations, in a letter of 1940 to the minister of public edu-
cation, was that she was not formally a Jew by religion (“I have never
entered a synagogue”) or by race (“I have no reason to suppose that I
have any sort of tie with the people who lived in Palestine two thousand
years ago”) (Pétrement 1988: 391). Instead, she was Catholic and French
by tradition and by education. Pétrement (1988: 391–392) argues that
this letter was mocking the French Statutory Regulations on Jews and
Jewish identity by undermining the category of “Jew” itself to expose
its fragility and arbitrariness. That might be so, but, when combined
with her overall vitriol towards the Old Testament and her repudiation
of Israel, all of which were present in her writings during this danger-
ous political time, one wishes for more clarity and some hint of political
acuity – notwithstanding how such a letter fits seamlessly into her phi-
losophy of always speaking the truth for herself as she understood it to
be. Weil, in all her “meticulous obstinacy”, insisted she was a Catholic
(Fiori 1989).

From the beginning of her education, and under the tutelage of an
influential teacher, Simone Weil was drawn directly to the conception
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of work as a form of participatory education, and she bemoaned the
sterile expectation of a life lived without action. She wrote to one of her
students in 1935 that the “reality of life is not sensation but activity –
I mean activity both in thought and in action” (Rees and Weil 1965: 12).
Graduating from L’Ecole Normale (one of the first women to do so) with
the degree of Agrégée De Philosophie, which was reserved for a few, in
addition to her baccalaureate in philosophy, she taught very successfully
for one year while also continuing her political activities (begun when
she was a student) and becoming highly active in local trade unionism.
Desiring to test her own capacity for labour, seeking to grasp the toll of
the physical and identify the origins of resistance to oppression, in 1934
she sought factory work. She had already set forth a theoretical overview,
in her essay Concerning the Causes of Liberty and Social Oppression, and her
year at the factories sharpened its basic insights. In factories, individu-
als were made into automatons, while the pace and the instruments
of production ruled, reducing each individual to a thing. The “strange
spectacle of machines in which the method has become so perfectly
crystallised in the metal that it seems as though it is they which do the
thinking and it is the men who serve them . . . reduced to . . . automata”
(Weil 1973: 92). Moreover, while this dependency and brutality degrades
and humiliates the worker it also, in turn, destroys any faculty to resist
injustice or inequality, or to imagine a better world. It creates a “sub-
human apathy” in all who are captured (Rees and Weil 1965: 30). Her
preoccupation with the conditions which sustain liberty and freedom,
necessary for acting and thinking, intensified as she was introduced to
the exhausting toll of such labour, and she witnessed her own loss of
capacity to think.13

She describes herself as being slowed by a peculiarly “inveterate habit
of thinking which [she] cannot shake off” (Pétrement 1988: 226). This,
in addition to her small and weak hands and generally clumsy move-
ments, made Weil a maladroit employee. She persevered, however,
because she firmly held that to be able to speak about the working
class, and to find a way out of what she identified as Marx’s failures,
she needed an experiential knowledge of their day. In a letter to a friend
in 1935, she wrote: “in a general way, the temptation to give up think-
ing altogether is the most difficult one to resist in a life like this: one
feels so clearly that it is the only way to stop suffering” (Rees and Weil
1965: 16). In another letter, Weil recounts that one of her fellow factory
workers reported “that after a few years, or even a year, one no longer
suffers, although remains in a sort of stupor. This seems to me to the
lowest state of degradation” (Ibid.: 18).14
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The demand for speed, the blind obedience to orders dictated by the
mechanics and hierarchy of the factory, and the workers’ utter depen-
dence on meeting those expectations (“the lure of the pay packet”)
culminates in a stupor that appears as survival. It is delusional, however,
as it is predicated on a “non-thinking”, such that “thought shrivels up
and withdraws as the flesh flinches from a lance . . . one cannot be con-
scious”, and absent thought there is no life, simply mere existence, a
form of slavery (Ibid.: 22).

Organised in such a way, factory work, or any labour subject to
these strictures, is slavery. It is slavery for its stupor-inducing expecta-
tions, and it is slavery because workers have no part in determining
the conditions or the process of their own work, and domination and
dependency define each minute of the day. After her stint in the fac-
tories, those “months of slavery”, Weil confided, “there I received the
mark of a slave . . . since then I have always regarded myself as a slave”
(Weil 2000: 25). It was not only that she was “in pieces, body and soul”
battered by the brutality of her existence, but it was also that, as was
her predisposition, the “affliction of others” who were imprisoned in
this state, near or far, “entered into” her “flesh and soul” (Ibid.: 25).
This experience was formative in three ways: first, as it affected the trea-
tise she wrote for the Free French in 1942, The Need for Roots, which
set forth policies and philosophies for regenerating a post-war France in
which labour would be the foundation; second, as it was linked to her
experience with force, and, finally, as it affected her understanding of
affliction itself. Colouring all of these elements were her contacts with
Catholicism, one in 1935 and two in 1938.

First, she identified freedom of the mind as a requisite, without which
there is no human freedom. Physical labour, including the most brutal
physical kind, is not inherently unjust, even if it be a “daily death”, if
it is undertaken with daily consent in conditions of dignity, autonomy,
and “some solitude, some silence” (Weil and Panichas 1977: 321; Weil
2002a: 297). For, while the human mind “dominates time . . . he who
labours is subject to time in the same way as inert matter” (Weil 2002a:
297). Weil closes her treatise, a fascinating hybrid of practical political
suggestions and mystical musings, with the claim that labour (under
the conditions she set forth) should be at the “spiritual core” of a well-
ordered social life because it brings one into contact with both necessity,
“a certain contact with reality”, and the “truth and the beauty of the
universe” (Weil and Panichas 1977: 320; Weil 2002a: 297).

Second, in 1936, still a pacifist, she nonetheless became a member
of an anarchist militia in Spain. She saw no front-line action, because
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of an accident that returned her to France, but she did both hear and
witness the near-execution of a priest and the murder of a 15-year-old
boy. She believed herself an “accomplice” to them both (Rees and Weil
1965: 107). These events disabused her of any ennobling elements of
war, and confirmed what had already been established by her factory
labour: “that humanity is divided into two categories – the people who
count for something and the people who count for nothing”, and that,
for those who are placed in the latter category, “nothing comes more
naturally to men” than their murder (Ibid.: 35, 105). This is a seemingly
obvious conclusion, but one that is also arresting in its lucidity, for it
points to the dichotomy of worth upon which war is premised and justi-
fied. And, again, she is careful to state that such divisions harm all whom
they include: both labourer and enemy, boss and soldier, are degraded
and debased by such hierarchies of value. For the labourer and the sol-
dier there is perpetual self-mutilation, as each becomes a thing: if the
labourer “turns his body and soul into an appendix of the tool which he
handles”, then the one who uses force does so absolutely because “force
is that x that turns anybody into a thing”, with or without a weapon in
hand (Weil 2002a: 297). She argues that war is maintained by conceptual
“crystallized isolated abstractions” – “enemy” or “nation” – while men,
losing sight of the relationship of means and ends, will “begin shedding
blood for them and piling up ruin in their name” (Weil and Panichas
1977: 270). War, she says, becomes a “murderous absurdity”, for these
abstractions “stupefy the minds . . . [of men] . . . and make them forget the
value of life”, while fighting under the delusion that the cause for which
they are dying is more than mere “extermination of the enemy” and the
pursuit of power and prestige (Ibid.: 284).

It was when she was travelling in Italy in 1937 that she first described
the intertwined dangers of her age as arising from a “nationalistic
obsession, the adoration of power in its most brutal form, namely the
collectivity (see Plato’s great beast . . . ) the camouflaged deification of
death” (Rees and Weil 1965: 84). In Weil’s conception, the Great Beast
(which reminds one of Hannah Arendt’s concept of the social in its
amorphous and always menacing appearance) was a threat in any and
all of its forms, and she decried its influence and attraction (whether it
be the Communist Party, the Catholic Church, or National Socialism),
for she knew well how seductive it could be. In a remarkable disclosure
to Father Perrin, she shared: “I know that if at this moment I had before
me a group of twenty young Germans singing Nazi songs in chorus,
a part of my soul would instantly become Nazi. That is a very great
weakness.” She also saw how these three elements justified colonial
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expansion and undermined democratic conditions domestically: itself
a recursive relationship rooted in contempt for limits, and instilling a
form of servitude in the population, especially when the collectivity
becomes an end in itself.

Third, the recurring images of slavery and servitude in her analysis
of the socio-political context of her time illuminate her commitment,
present from her earliest years, to alleviate injustice and oppression,
and to protect the individual as sacred in thought and in being. As
she wrote in the Need for Roots, “the object of any obligation . . . is
always the human being as such . . . it . . . is an unconditional one” (Weil
2002a: 5). Yet, as it is with Weil, this analysis is also intimately rooted
in her own experiences, for, while she offers, especially in the Need for
Roots, practical measures for the re-creation of a just post-war society,
she also sees a remedy in the existence of God’s love, which she her-
self experienced in the depths of her suffering. That she opened her
treatise with obligations, not rights, evidences the mark of those con-
tacts with God, for obligation is “founded on something . . . whatever it
is . . . that does not form part of our world” (Ibid.: 4). In other words,
obligation is not founded in the earthly world, but in the “realm of
what is eternal, universal, unconditioned” (Ibid.: 4). “[I]t exists above
all conditions”, although it must be translated and instituted in this
world, in all of its “confused and imperfect” means (Ibid.: 6). For Weil,
whose writings testified to the myriad of ways that humans become
“valueless”, her spiritual encounters pointed to a different metric of
valuation, one that appreciates the entire “radiance of the spirit”,
the whole being (Ibid.: 22). Thus, her contacts with Catholicism are
deeply mediated by her political persspective, as much as the reverse
is also true.

Recall, it was her factory work that brought her first into contact with
affliction (Malheur), as she terms it, in all of its forms, both through
her own existence (already bruised by the physical affliction of her
migraines) and that of the others. Affliction

is an uprooting of life, a more or less attenuated equivalent of
death, made irresistibly present to the soul by the attack or imme-
diate apprehension of physical pain . . . [t]hought flies from afflic-
tion and promptly and irresistibly as an animal flies from death,
while . . . [t]here is not really affliction unless there is social degrada-
tion or the fear of it . . . and, at the every best he who is branded by
affliction will keep only half his soul.

(Weil 2000: 67–69)
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This is a terrifying soul and self-destroying malaise, which many suf-
fer and few acknowledge. It was in this state that Weil had her first
of three contacts. Wretched, alone, knowing herself a slave, she had
an epiphany at a midnight festival for a saint that she, like all slaves,
belonged to Christianity. Two years later, at Easter liturgical services,
she had the sensation of rising “above this wretched flesh, to leave it
suffer by itself”, to find “perfect joy” and, at that moment, the Passion
of Christ entered into her being “once and for all” (Ibid.: 26). A third
time, in the midst of the recitation of a poem, “Christ himself came
down and took possession of me” (Ibid.: 27). The effect on her thought
and being is difficult to summarise, but, needless to say, these encoun-
ters transformed the experience of affliction to allow the presence and
the promise of divine love even in, or rather as a result of, affliction. “In
this marvellous dimension, the soul . . . can come into the very presence
of God” (Ibid.: 81).

IV

Why bother with a mystic or a mystery? Although Weil’s writings were
increasingly woven with the mystical, it bears repeated emphasis that
she remained utterly attuned to the counterbalance of the material
to the mystical, and deeply occupied with the specific details of that
relationship. Enigmatic and elliptical, but fiercely committed to the
sacredness and dignity of every individual, Simone Weil offers us a
chance to contemplate and learn from her lucid analysis of the failures
and the fears of her time to be better able to confront those in ours.
If we are “to reflect upon émigré scholars’ thought as an enrichment
of world political theorising in the twenty-first century” (Rösch 2014),
than we must make ourselves confront those theorists whose scholar-
ship challenges the very historical and contemporary parameters of any
discipline, especially when we find one who encourages us to “on pain
of sinking into confusion or apathy, call everything into question again”
(Weil 1973: 36).

Notes

1. I am not arguing that Simone Weil’s thought has languished in total obscu-
rity. The Cahiers Simone Weil began publishing in France in 1976; Peter
Winch’s study, The Just Balance, which analysed Weil’s philosophy, followed
Dietz’s by one year; and the American Simone Weil society has had an
annual colloquy on her work since its inception in 1981. More recently,
Julia Haslett’s 2011 film, An Encounter with Simone Weil, introduced her to
great acclaim. Notwithstanding this, within the discipline of political science
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and its subfields, Simone Weil is surprisingly unfamiliar, especially when
compared with her reception in the disciplines of poetry and theology.
See, for a sample, the 2012 comprehensive bibliography on her work (some
2,500 texts) compiled at the University of Calgary: http://www.ucalgary.ca/
simoneweil (accessed 10th January 2014).

2. She had earlier written that she “became more and more aware of what I
carry in my belly . . . I have the conviction that it contains the germs of great
things” (Pétrement 1988: 261).

3. And, in this way, she is also paying homage to Plato (whom she revered).
“Nothing surpassed Plato”, but he was also not sufficient for approaching the
“philosophy of work”, which she felt had yet to be developed. Although orig-
inally allowing Marx to help her to answer this question, she was dissatisfied
with his analysis, for it refused to accommodate the spiritual or supernatural
costs of oppression adequately. To this she dedicated much of her thought,
especially in her later years, as she grew more convinced that the only way to
escape the materiality of injustice and oppression (which too often had work
as its structure) was through a “supernatural operation of grace” (Weil 1973:
165). She constantly sought to imagine how to reconcile the supernatural
with the material.

4. The extreme pain of her migraines is a leitmotif (no less than her hunger
and self-deprivation) in her life and writings, but her descriptions of it are
elliptical and somewhat elusive as she is, in her words, aware of a “terrible
temptation . . . to use my headaches as an alibi, an excuse for my idleness
and all my failings”. The pain is made manifest in her descriptions of her
thoughts of death: “every time I go through a period of headaches, I ask
myself whether the moment to die has not come”. With great hesitation
she confesses to a friend, that although she does not like to mention her
headaches or allow anyone to witness them, “if you don’t want to risk often
being unjust to me, don’t forget that many things . . . thoughtlessness, inertia,
etc., can simply be the effect upon me of physical sufferings that I have
managed to overcome enough so that they are not outwardly perceptible”.
Yet, even with that confession, she reiterates that she wants no allowances
made: “I would prefer you to be too severe rather than too indulgent in my
regard” (Pétrement, 1988: 261–262).

5. In that same letter, Weil is adamant that this need is not simply a question
of character, but also of “vocation”, and something “too essential in me to
be modified” (Rees and Weil 1965: 157).

6. It was not solely her writing that incited such judgements. Her behaviour
throughout her life elicited exclamations of awe and devotion, as well as
of censure and bewilderment. Charles de Gaulle, on reviewing her plan for
placing nurses on the front lines, is said to have exclaimed: “She’s insane”
(Pétrement 1988: 667). Weil could often be oblivious to her effect, but she
was not always ignorant of it. Upon meeting a friend of a friend in Italy in
1937, and speaking to him frankly, Weil reports: “I fairly made him gasp. And
yet I did not do it on purpose. He thinks my legitimate and normal place in
society is in the depths of a salt mine. (He would send me there . . . as soon as
his people govern France)” (Rees and Weil 1965: 84). What she meant, pre-
cisely, by the term “his people” is not specified, but, considering the context
of the time and Weil’s political leanings, it can be presumed he was of a
Nationalist, fascist bent.
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7. For Weil, for example, food and love, especially God’s love, are analogies. She
muses: the “eternal part of the soul feeds on hunger . . . the hunger is hard
to bear, but there is no other remedy for our disease” (Weil 2002a). Both are
necessary, vital, and nourishing, but are also rejected or denied while desired:
indeed, the section in her published notebooks entitled “desire without an
object” is replete with images of food, hunger, and thirst, to capture the
yearning for God absent satiation (Weil 2002a). Of course, considering Weil’s
own tortured relationship with food, these are more than mere analogies in
her daily life.

8. In one of her notebooks she even referred to it as her “method of
investigation – as soon as one arrived at any position, try to find in what
sense the contrary is true” (Weil 2000: xxviii) And, at another juncture, she
inquired: “why should not the contemplation of the essential contradic-
tions of the human condition be the exercise of the higher faculty?” (Weil
2004: 31).

9. Albert Camus, 1957 Nobel Prize winner in Literature, spent time in Simone
Weil’s old room in France, paying homage to her before delivering his
acceptance speech. He was also responsible for first publishing some of her
previously unpublished work in France, but they never met.

10. As children, André was known as “genius” and Simone was “beauty” (Little
1988: 9). For a child, and later as an adult, consumed with what she believed
was her inadequacy as an intellect, to be described in purely physical ways
(over which she had no control or contribution) surely appeared to confirm
her lack (Pétrement 1988: 13).

11. Like all stances she took, this one was complex and deeply felt. As she
explained, “I feel that it is necessary and ordained that I should be alone,
a stranger, and an exile in relation to every human circle without exception”
(Weil 2000: 13). She did have friends, but believed “pure friendship” was
rare, while friendship made it all too “easy” for her to be hurt (Weil 2000:
134). She regards this not as “malice” on the part of others, but as caused
by the “animal trace” in all humans that makes them like “hens [who] rush
upon one of their number if it is wounded, attacking and pecking it” (Weil
2000: 46).

12. In Weil’s complicated lexicon, attention has many interrelated meanings.
Attention is also a form of justice, for it is a method of inquiry and for read-
ing past the presumptions and prejudices of the world to achieve deeper
insight and knowledge. Attention is also a form of prayer, a preparedness to
receive and a means for erasing the self.

13. Simone Weil is under no illusion that this stupor is simple to overcome, as
she, in a matter of weeks, found herself without any “rebellious reaction”.
She tells of the extreme battering of her own sense of “personal dignity, my
self respect”, both of which were “radically destroyed . . . by the daily expe-
rience of brutal constraint” and produced “the last thing I expected from
myself – docility. The resigned docility of a beast of burden” (Rees and Weil
1965: 22).

14. Weil was careful to distinguish the differences in the experiences of men
and of women. She wrote to a friend that her descriptions were of unskilled
work and “especially the women’s work” (Ibid.: 22). She underscored how
the women workers were in a far worse state than the men. She termed it “a
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doubly inferior position”, with the dignity and respect of women “hurt not
only by superiors but also, as a woman, by the workman” and the work itself
(Ibid.: 45).
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