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Abstract

Simone Weil had a short but distinguished career as a French intellectual. Writing
mainly between the two European wars of the twentieth century, Weil is more widely
accredited for her later spiritual work. This thesis seeks instead to discuss the political
aspect of Weil’s writing so that her early themes of labour and science can be charted
as they develop through the later themes of oppression, liberty, power and force. I will
show how her understanding of labour, liberty and science provide the foundation for
her understanding of oppression and force. In charting her formal education, her
Leftist syndicalist-revolutionary period and her critique of Marxism, | argue that her
prolonged adherence to a pacifist position delays her comprehensive understanding of
force, particularly during WWIIL. Importantly, it discusses the key stages
chronologically, spanning the period 1925 — 1940, and relates them to the historical
context of the period. This timeframe encompasses her earliest Lycée Henri- IV essays,
a large proportion of her trade union journal articles, Réflexions sur les causes de la
liberté et de | 'oppression sociale and L 'lliade ou le poéme de la force. | contend when
she rejects these beliefs through a combination of maturing analysis and reflective
experience that it became evident that oppression, power, and particualrly force are

not only undeniable and ineradicable but at times necessary.
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Introduction

In Discussions of Simone Weil! Rush Rhees expresses a sentiment that reverberates
when approaching Simone Weil’s thought and writing. In attempting to understand
how she described material things through Greek science and Descartes’s geometry to

achieve a religious view of the world, Rhees suggests that perceptions like these

invite academic criticism and seem wide open to it. But when | do try to criticise them in this
way, | always expect that | am being stupid, that | am failing (unable) to read what she has
written in the way that it should be read, that | simply misunderstood something to which my
eyes have not be opened. And then | conclude that | must leave it there.?

Acknowledging the depth and breadth of Weil’s body of work, this research
concentrates on Weil’s political thought from her earliest Lycée Henri-1V essays to her
writing around WWII. The purpose of this explicit concentration is to engage with her
writing as it develops though revolutionary syndicalism, Marxism and pacifism and is
achieved by investigating the philosophical and thematic nature of these transitions in
parallel to the evolving European and Russian political turmoil of the interwar period
of the twentieth century. I argue that Weil’s slow rejection of syndicalist-revolution in
response to the rise of National Socialism, her refutation of Marxism through analysis
of oppression in production-labour and the recognition of the limitations of pacifism
following a complex investigation of force over the course of WWI1I define and hinder

her philosophical development.

! Rush Rhees, Discussion of Simone Weil, ed. D.Z. Philips, ass. Mario von der Ruhr (Albany: State
University of New York, 1999).
2 Rhees, p. 64.



Aside from enhancing the undeveloped field of Weil’s political writing, | argue
that research of this kind must engage with her earliest philosophical-political writing
to reveal the foundation of her political thought.® As a methodology this thesis will
employ a chronological approach that identifies Weil’s themes with their development
alongside evolving politics. This approach is necessary because Weil’s thought
develops both in relation to intellectual ideas and the historical events to which they
correspond. Problematically, much of the secondary critique engages with the later
‘spiritual’ phase, or post-war phase, of her life, and because only a minority of the
secondary research engages with Weil’s political writings, this thesis contributes to
that limited field by concentrating on the development of her political thought in

relation to the evolving political crisis surrounding the two World Wars.

I contend that the distinction between the spiritual and political Weil has been
affected by the way her early work appeared in obscure French trade union journals.
However, the collection and serial publication by the French publishing house
Gallimard is an excellent resource, especially concerning her unpublished work of the
interwar period. If some secondary research relates to Weil’s political writings, a
minute amount engages with Weil’s earliest writing. No research has shown how the
themes of her political work are directly informed by her earliest writing. This is not
to suggest that Weil’s early preoccupation with science, labour and force do not extend
into the later work after WWII. I do not contend that Weil’s views on these themes do

not change. Whilst the main source for this research is the Gallimard* series on Weil,

3 There is, possibly, also merited significance to be drawn from an investigative person charting the
relation between her early writing and later work. However, it is not possible within the remit of this
research.

4 Simone Weil, Ecrits de Londres et derniéres lettres (Paris: Gallimard, 1957): Ecrits historiques et
politiques, Tome Il: L engagement syndical, Volume 1: (Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988):
Ecrits historiques et politiques, Tome II: L expérience ouvriére et I'adieu a la révolution, Volume 2:
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I also research a series of texts by Dorothy Tuck McFarland and Wilhelmina van Ness,
entitled, Simone Weil: Formative Writings 1929—1941° that gave access, not only to
Weil’s thesis on Descartes, her reports on Germany’s convulsions just before Hitler
became Chancellor, the journal d usine® and select essays on the political crises of the
1930s, but to a number of unpublished fragments from the late 1930s. Thomas R.
Nevin’s Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew’ not only addresses Weil’s
thoughts and her prejudices but examines her reasons for entertaining them and gives
them a historical focus. He claims that to Weil’s generation the Spanish Civil War, the
Popular Front, the ascendance of Hitlerism, and the Vichy years were not mere
backdrops but defining events. Lawrence A. Blum and Victor J. Seidler’s A Truer
Liberty: Simone Weil and Marxism® had a great influence on this research, showing
how Weil’s philosophy sought to place political action on a firmly moral basis. The
activity, freedom and dignity of the manual worker became the standard for political

institutions and movements.

Weil criticises Marxism for its confidence in progress and revolution and its
attendant illusory belief that history is on the side of the proletariat. As a noted scholar
of Marxism, David McLellan, in Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone

Weil® and Karl Marx: Selected Writings© lends a judicious sympathy indispensable to

Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1991): Ecrits historiques et politiques, Tome I1: Vers la guerre,
Volume 3: (Euvres Completes (Paris: Gallimard, 1989).

5 Simone Weil, Formative Writings 1929-1941, trans. & ed. by Dorothy Tuck McFarland and
Wilhelmina van Ness (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987).

6 Simone Weil, Ecrits historiques et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriére et l'adieu a la
révolution, Volume 2: Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1991), pp. 153-282.

" Thomas R. Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1991).

8 Lawrence A. Blum and Victor J. Seidler, A Truer Liberty: Simone Weil and Marxism (Oxon:
Routledge, 1989).

° David McLellan, Utopian Pessimist: The Life and thought of Simone Weil (New York: Poseidon
Press, 1990).

10 Karl Marx, Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed. David McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000).



a study of Weil. Mary Dietz’s Between the Human and the Divine: The Political
Thought of Simone Weil! is partly related to this thesis. Drawing on Weil’s writings
from 1934-1943, Dietz examines Weil from the psychoanalytical perspectives of
rational dependence, impersonality and belonging and rootedness. Athanasios
Moulakis in Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial'? situates Weil’s political
thought within the context of the intellectual climate of her time, where he connects
her epistemology, her cosmology, and her personal experience. Moulakis is attentive
to the ideological climate of the time in which doctrine is inseparable from the last
days of the Third French Republic, the Spanish Civil War, and the rise and clash of
totalitarianism. Peter Winch’s Simone Weil: The Just Balance'® shows that Weil needs
to be taken seriously not only as a religious and political thinker but also as a
philosopher. Winch brings the later Wittgenstein to bear on his analysis of Weil and

traces her gradual move away from Cartesian dualism and rationalism.,

Rush Rhees’s Discussions of Simone Weil'* provides the most sustained
critique to date of Weil’s views on science and religion. Rhees’s observations on the
major themes in Weil’s philosophy of work and society, science, ethics and religion
show how he wrestles with the difficulties he found in the work of Weil. It is, however,
another example of where Weilian scholarship lacks political analysis as his starting
point is Réflexions sure les causes de la liberté et de | ‘oppression sociale. Assisting in

the production of Rhees’s Discussions of Simone Weil, Mario von der Ruhr’s Simone

11 Mary G. Dietz, Between the Human and the Divine: The Political Thought of Simone Weil (New
Jersey: Rowman & Littlefield,1988).

12 Athanasios Moulakis, Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, trans. by Ruth Hein (Columbia:
University of Missouri Press, 1998).

13 peter Winch, Simone Weil: The Just Balance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).

4 Rush Rhees, Discussion of Simone Weil, ed. D.Z. Philips, ass. Mario von der Ruhr (Albany: State
University of New York, 1999).



Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention®® is concerned largely with Weil’s middle to later
period. Written from the perspective of Weil as a religious mystic, his work is a
meditation on the essence of Christianity in relation to Weil. The early parts of E. Jane
Doering’s Simone Weil and the Specter of Self-Perpetuating Force'® informs this
research as it examines the material in Weil’s notebooks and lesser-known essays to
illuminate her evolving thought on power, force, violence, war, and injustice.
However, as the bulk of the book addresses Weil’s engagement with mysticism and
the Bhagavad Gita during her final years, it seeks to encompass the entirety of Weil’s
activist and intellectual search for moral value in a violent world. Accordingly, except
for Blum and Seidler, McLellan’s Utopian Pessimist and Nevin, many of the
secondary sources above limit their engagement with Weil’s earliest writings.
Consequently, after noting that Doering’s Specter of the Self-Perpetuating Force
begins with the rejection of pacifism, | sought to understand why, and so my research
intends to reveal the foundation of Weil’s position. This method of developing from
the textual foundation reflects the historical process as it relates to the development of
ideas in the twentieth century. Above all, this chronological approach reveals insights
into the development of Weil’s thought. A criticism of this method is the concern that
I reproach Weil’s thought for developing, that somehow, I believe that her thought
should remain fixed. I cannot conclude that what Weil initially believes or eventually
concludes is correct. My only concern is that it did and | suggest that it did so in

relation to political events. My critique is that it developed too gradually.

15 Mario von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention (London: Contunuum, 2006).
16 E. Jane Doering, Simone Weil and the Spectre of Self-Perpetuating Force (Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2010).



This thesis is divided into four chapters, namely, ‘Science and Labour in
Philosophical Education’, ‘Syndicalisme’, ‘Oppression and Liberty’ and “Justification
of Force’. It is structured chronologically to allow for a delineation of Weil’s writing
in relation to social and political events. The chapters are correlated so that the
development of the themes of science and labour, which are found in her earliest
student essay and publications, can be connected and developed chronologically
through to her syndicalist ideals and then to her engagement with Marxism before we
can understand the relation of force. This chronological method exposes the layers that

reveal Weil’s hesitant recognition of the limited acceptance of a justification of force.

Chapter One, entitled, ‘Science and Labour in Philosophical Education’,
discusses her writing that the Lycée Henri-1V and Ecole Normale Supérieure period
produced. The first and second sections details Weil’s philosophical topics in relation
to Emile-Auguste Chartier, who gave Weil her most important lesson: that knowledge
must be wedded to experience. Outlining Weil’s theory of labour, it will detail how it
informed her dissertation on Descartes. It concludes that the themes of science and
labour are central tenets to Weil’s earliest writing, which were to later underpin her

thinking on syndicalisme and Marxism.

Chapter Two, entitled, ‘The Socialist Left and Weil’s Syndicaliste revolution
retreat’, outlines how Weil’s active engagement and participation with syndicalism
began in Le Puy in 1931. This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section
describes the Socialist and syndicalist landscape. The second section situates Weil
within that landscape. The third section shows the relationship of the first and second
sections to her decision to withdraw from political life after she witnesses Germany’s

syndicalist and political movements rendered ineffective in halting the rise of National



Socialism. It concludes that Weil dismisses syndicalism as a method of heralding her
version of revolution. It is also of note that is developing a more refined philosophical
outlook. Finding more philosophical nuance in her syndicalist experiences, Weil’s

own writing reveals the need for a greater theoretical understanding.

Chapter Three, entitled, ‘Oppression and Liberty in Réflexions sur les causes
de la liberté et de | 'oppression sociale’,!” investigates Weil’s most developed writing
on Marxism. This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section discusses in
order, ‘Concepts of Oppression and Liberty’, her ‘Factory Labour’ and the correlation
between ‘Weil and Marxism’. The second section engages with the initial two chapters
of Réflexions; “Critique du marxisme’*® and Analyse de I’oppression’.'® The third
section reflects on the two concluding chapters of Réflexions; ‘Tableau théorique
d’une société libre’?® and ‘Esquisse de la vie sociale contemporaine’.?* This chapter
concludes that Weil rejects Marxism because of Marx’s partial apprehension of the
complexity of oppression, as she understands it, the consequence of which diverts him

to an incomplete conclusion.

17 Simone Weil, ‘Réflexions sur les causes de la liberté et de 1’oppression sociale’, in Ecrits historiques
et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriere et [’adieu a la révolution, Volume 2: (Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1991).

18 Simone Weil, ‘Réflexions sur les causes de la liberté et de 1’oppression sociale’, in Ecrits historiques
et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriere et [’adieu a la révolution, Volume 2: (Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1991), pp. 31-47.

19 Simone Weil, ‘Réflexions sur les causes de la liberté et de I’oppression sociale’, in Ecrits historiques
et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriere et I’adieu a la révolution, Volume 2: (Euvres Compleétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1991), pp. 47-71.

20 Simone Weil, ‘Réflexions sur les causes de la liberté et de I’oppression sociale’, in Ecrits historiques
et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriere et I’adieu a la révolution, Volume 2: (Euvres Compleétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1991), pp. 71-93.

21 Simone Weil, ‘Réflexions sur les causes de la liberté et de 1’oppression sociale’, in Ecrits historiques
et politiques, Tome II: L’expérience ouvriere et l’adieu a la révolution, Volume 2: (Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1991), pp. 93-106.



Chapter Four, entitled, ‘From Pacifism to Justification of Force’, provides the
evidence for Weil’s evolution from ardent pacifism to a recognition of pacificism’s
limitations in counteracting an opposing, physical force deployed by humans. Despite
the subject of force holding a central place in Weil’s later political thought, I wait until
the final chapter to elucidate the subject so that the reader can have a greater
understanding of how her thought, which evolves through Cartesian activity, labour,
science, oppression and power, comes to recognise the limitation of pacifism. This
chapter is divided into six sections. The first section, entitled, ‘Power and Force’,
presents Weil’s understanding of force and power in Réflexions sur les causes de la
liberté et de |’oppression sociale. The second section of this chapter, ‘Reflections on
War’, briefly discusses Weil’s reflections on war. The third section of this chapter, ‘A
Response to Alain’s Challenge’, deals with Weil’s response to one of Alain’s
questions on war. The fourth section of this chapter, ‘The Spanish Civil War’, reflects
on Weil’s participation in the Spanish Civil War. The fifth section of this chapter, ‘The
Power of Words’, assesses how Weil attempts to expose the power of words. The sixth
section of this chapter, ‘The Tipping Point of Pacifism’, details an understanding of
Weil’s “tipping point” of pacifism. This chapter concludes that Weil, while still

retaining the principle of pacifism, recognises its limitations in physical confrontation.

Consequently, as syndicalism and Marxism’s ineffectiveness are recognised
and pacifism’s limitation is reached, As a method, the chronological nature of these
chapters relate how the corresponding political timeline affects Weil’s thought in
Réflexions and L ’lliade ou le poéme de la force.?? | conclude that if pacifism is limited

in its response to force, then force, in not only existing, is sometimes necessary. Force

22 Simone Weil, ‘L’Iliade ou le poéme de la force’, in Ecrits historiques et politiques, Tome I1: Vers la
guerre, Volume 3: (Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1989).

8



is not only a phenomenological characteristic of the world, but one which is required
for our survival. In accepting that force exists in nature, irrespective of man, Weil
argues that in society force continues to exist in the same natural guises but also
produces new and concurring features where man evolves in society. A product of
man’s interrelationship as he attempts to mitigate force manifests as power and the
race for power. It is fair to suggest that Weil does not completely reject the aspirational
merits of pacifism but recognises pacificism’s limits in counteracting an opposing,
physical force deployed by humans. | contend though, in failing to employ a rigorous
measure of doubt whilst advocating for syndicalism, Marxism and pacifism, it is
evident that Weil’s beliefs stifle her development. In finally accepting that force is
pervasive and weighs upon everyone, she then implores that it should be employed in

the full knowledge of its consequences.



Chapter One

Science and Labour in Philosophical Education

Introduction

To understand the themes that Weil will articulate in the years after she graduated
from the Ecole Normale Supérieure, this chapter outlines her philosophical education
as it relates to the influences and themes found in her texts. This summary is necessary
to underpin the first stage of this thesis that charts the development of Weil’s thought
from pacifism to a justification of force. This chapter will show how Weil’s theories
on science and labour derive from her earliest writing. The timeline of this material is
from her attendance at the Lycée Henri-1V in Emile-Auguste Chartier’s class, hereafter
known as Alain, in 1925 until her posting as a teacher in Le Puy in 1931 after

graduating from the Ecole Normale Supérieure.

Structurally, this chapter is subdivided into four sections. The first section,
entitled, ‘Philosophical influences’, outlines the educational relationship between
Weil and Alain and poses the question as to whether this relationship is as important
as the influences of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza and Kant, or indeed, the
climate of politics and social revolution in France, Europe and Russia during her
childhood and upbringing. The second section, entitled, ‘“Themes and Philosophers’,
correlates Weil’s earliest writing with the primary philosophers that are explicit in her

texts through the application of several secondary sources.? This section specifically

23 Athanasios Moulakis in Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, David McLellan in Utopian
Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone Weil, Mario von der Ruhr in Simone Weil: An

10



discusses her essays: Le Conte des cygnes dans Grimm,?* Le beau et le bien®and
L ’existence et | ‘objet?® before introducing a critique of the first of Weil’s published
articles, De la perception ou | ‘aventure de Protée.?’ It is through this first publicised
article that we encounter a burgeoning engagement with the theme of labour. The third
section, entitled, ‘Theory of Labour’, assesses Du temps? in relation to the Kantian
view of time as an a priori form of thought. Extending the implications of her
reflections on labour into more concrete areas, we observe in her later article, Le
travail comme médiation?® that Weil considers us separated from ourselves by work.
The fourth section, entitled, ‘Dissertation on Labour’, shows how her theory of labour
culminated in a dissertation, Science et perception dans Descartes.® In this major
work we find a critique of science and the shaping of her theory on labour, which |
discuss in the following chapter. Nevertheless, because of Weil’s youth and
developing education, this chapter is not overly critical of this early period. Instead, it
seeks to unravel an under-researched period to provide the methodical foundation for
a critique of science and labour so further chapters can consider their relation to

pacifism, syndicalism and Marxism.

Apprenticeship in Attention, Miklos Vetd’s in The Religious Metaphysics of Simone Weil and Thomas
R. Nevin in his Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew.

24 Also translated by McLellan as Grimm’s Fairy Tale of the Six Swans.

25 The Beautiful and the Good.

26 Existence and Object.

27 Concerning Perception or the Adventures of Proteus.

28 Concerning Time.

29 Work as Meditation.

30 Science and Perception in Descartes.

11



1.1 Philosophical Influences

Despite attending lectures given by René Le Senne and Leon Brunschvicg in the Lycée
Henri-1V and the Ecole Normale Supérieure, Moulakis argues in Simone Weil and the
Politics of Self-Denial that ‘[Weil] acquired the most important part of her schooling
in philosophy from Alain’.3! There is little argument that Alain influenced Weil. But
we cannot truly know nor dismiss Alain’s influence on Weil’s thinking. Her education
would have also been heavily influenced by the French tradition of Descartes.
Moulakis states that ‘French philosophy was shaped by Descartes [and that] [f]or three
centuries Descartes remained the patron saint of French thought’.3? One of the
endearing qualities of Descartes was that ‘[h]is style not only satisfied literary taste; it
shaped it to a considerable extent [and] [...] his work could be influential in a way that
could not be achieved by, say, Auguste Comte with his convoluted French’.®® David
McLellan is more definitive in Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone
Weil when he states that Alain ‘had more influence on the development of her thought
than any other of her contemporaries’.3* However, Thomas R. Nevin states in his
Simone Weil: Portrait of Self-Exiled Jew that Alain’s ‘influence on her can be read
throughout her mature writings’,% which implies that Alain was not as influential on
Weil’s early writing as McLellan states. The problem that McLellan states is that,

while ‘Alain presented his pupils with a view of the world, % which left a profound

31 Moulakis, Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, trans. by Ruth Hein (Columbia: University
of Missouri Press, 1998), p. 80.

32 Moulakis, Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, p. 82.

3 1bid.

3 David McLellan, Utopian Pessimist: The Life and thought of Simone Weil (New York: Poseidon
Press, 1990), p. 12.

3 Thomas R. Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1991), p. 39.

% <Alain rejected any idea of system and his favoured vehicle was the short essay or Propos, dealing
with a single highly specific question or event, of which he published thousands during his lifetime.
Alain himself concentrated on style and approach more than originality of doctrine. A radical in politics,

12



impression on them, [it was] difficult to summarise’.®” When Weil presented her thesis
titled, Science et perception dans Descartes®® to her Ecole Normale Supérieure
dissertation supervisor, Leon Brunschvicg, Moulakis states that ‘the work is
influenced by Alain, who was a Cartesian in the sense that he not only accepted
Descartes’s dualism as the truth but went further to raise it to the absolute criterion of

those philosophies that can be trusted’.®

If one agrees, as Moulakis states, ‘[i]ln Alain’s work, as in Weil’s, [that
Cartesian] dualism was the indication of critical philosophy, as opposed to ontology
and ideology, [and thus, a] protection against creating a closed system, Alain’s refusal
to present his work in systematic form, his use of the format of the propos, is part of
this attitude’,*° then one finds Weil’s early precepts. This is evidenced by Winch who
states that ‘she is concerned, roughly, with the nature of human beings, material beings
in a material world, who think; and with the relation between the human thinking and
the materiality of the human world.’** As evidence, one finds echoes of Moulakis,
McLellan, Winch and Nevin’s line of thinking in Miklos Vetd’s passage in The

Religious Metaphysics of Simone Weil. * The statements are intended to show that

he had been an active defender of Dreyfus and, although an ardent pacifist, had enlisted in the war as a
simple foot-soldier as an act of solidarity - an example that Weil was to follow later in Spain. An
essayist, therefore, as much as a philosopher, he was also a great classicist, and denied that there was
any progress in philosophy, and had no time for historical detail. His aim was to re-think the great
tradition of Plato and Descartes in the light of Kant, whose ideas had been transmitted to him by his
own philosophy teacher, Jules Lagneau, for whom Alain conserved an unbounded admiration.’
McLellan, Utopian Pessimist, p. 12.

37 1hid.

38 Science and Perception in Descartes.

39 Moulakis, Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, p. 83. Quoted from André Bridoux, ‘Extraits’
in Alain. Sa vie, son eceuvre avec un exposé de sa philosophie (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1964), p. 99. See also Simone Pétrement, Simone Weil: A Life, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (New York:
Schocken Books,1976), p. 38.

40 Moulakis, Simone Weil and the Politics of Self-Denial, p. 83.

41 peter Winch, Simone Weil: The Just Balance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p.2.
42 <[Weil’s] thought, which betrays a certain heteronomy of philosophical, religious, and, occasionally,
openly scientific ideas, hardly corresponds to the traditional conception of metaphysics. Descartes was
the thinker who influenced her the most, after Plato and Kant; but toward the end of her life, she would
not hesitate to affirm that, to her mind, the founder of Cartesianism was not a philosopher in the
authentically Platonic and Pythagorean sense of the word, and to conclude that ‘ever since the
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Weil was traditionally orientated in her educational atmosphere. From Alain, Plato,
Aristotle, Spinoza and Descartes we find a large proportion of Weil’s philosophy, or
at least its influence. There can be disagreement or discussion to the extent of their
influence, or whether she is concerned more with Spinoza than Descartes, or Plato
rather than Aristotle. The most notable point to observe is that Weil was eminently
educated in the pillars of philosophy. Mario von der Ruhr writes in Simone Weil: An

Apprenticeship in Attention that Alain and Weil

realised that there was a strong temptation to model non-scientific modes of discourse on the
structural and stylistic templates dictated by the natural sciences, and that the failure to resist
that temptation invariably generated conceptual confusion and, by implication, a certain kind
of superficiality in thought and feeling.*®

It can be inferred from von der Ruhr’s passage that Weil has not yet begun to form the
themes that mark her political thought. | argue, however, that the essential hallmark
of Alain’s influence on Weil is not overtly philosophical, in terms of the people or
subjects he taught, though that is undeniable as evidenced above. One can propose that
the more prevailing influence may not have been a Cartesian or philosophical
direction, but, as McLellan states, that Weil’s ‘indignant opposition to the prevailing
social order and her enthusiasm for the cause of the underdog found a ready echo in
Alain’s teaching’.** Sian Miles in Simone Weil: An Anthology states that Weil
‘believed, like Alain, that philosophy is the explanation of the obvious through the
obscure.”® The most important method in revealing the obscure is Weil’s engagement
in active philosophy. It was Alain’s friendship with Lucien Cancouét, a railway worker

and active member in the Communist-affiliated union, C.G.T.U (Confédération

disappearance of Greece, there has been no philosopher’.” Miklos Veto, The Religious Metaphysics of
Simone Weil, trans. Joan Dorgan (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), pp. 2-3.

43 Mario von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention (London: Contunuum, 2006), p.
51.

4 McLellan, Utopian Pessimist, p. 14.

45 Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. by Sian Miles (London: Penguin Classics, 2005), p. 10.
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générale du travail unitaire), that began Weil’s participation in teaching trade-
unionists. Aside from preparing her for a professional career teaching philosophy,
Alain’s influence stirred an ‘interest in labour relations and in the nature of labour

itself [...] long before Simone Weil became an undergraduate.’*® Miles states that

[t]he connection between her experiences at the working men’s school in the rue Falguiéere and
her studies at the Ecole Normale Supérieure was crucially important. It provided the link
between her most deeply held beliefs and the means of their implementation.*’

This is Alain’s most important legacy passed to Weil. As Winch states, the main issue
which Weil attempts to confront is that ‘human beings are essentially active beings,
[that] [t]heir greatest good lies in the exercise of their activity.”*® The nature of this
activity quickly evolves to become one of Weil’s lifelong themes: labour. Weil
expressed this continuing commitment to workers’ education in a letter to a former
student in 1934, stating, ‘[tJhe most important [positive work for the foundation of a
new and more humane order than the present one] is the popularisation of knowledge,
and especially scientific knowledge. Culture is a privilege which, in these days, gives
power to the class which possesses it.”*® When Lawrence A. Blum and Victor J. Seidler
state in A Truer Liberty: Simone Weil and Marxism that ‘Alain was suspicious of
organised political parties, [that] he emphasised the importance of freedom of
individual thought, was sceptical of political ideologies, and criticised socialism for
insufficiently protecting the individual against abuses of power’*° one can almost find
Weil’s entire canon and life unfolding in a few short lines. Her ideas and her life,
though bound tightly, are not as closely linked with Alain as some sources suggest.

Providing a pedagogical framework instead of strict systematic adherences, he

4 Simone Weil: An Anthology, ed. by Sian Miles (London: Penguin Classics, 2005), p. 9.

47 Miles, p. 10.

4 Winch, p. 6.

4% Simone Weil, Seventy Letters, ed. and arr. by Richard Rhees (London: Oxford University Press,
1965), p. 2.

% Lawrence A. Blum and Victor J. Seidler, A Truer Liberty: Simone Weil and Marxism (Oxon:
Routledge, 1989), p. 1.
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instilled his students with a social concern, as citizens, and taught philosophy as an
active subject, one practised and experienced. One can argue that Alain nurtured
intellectual, cultural, historical, political and literary curiosity in the French and
European traditions. This abound foundation, when combined with a broad
philosophical skillset, encouraged students to question, why this world, and what 1
ought to do? These are aspects to consider when we engage in the next section with

some of Weil’s earliest writings during Alain’s class (Oct. 1925 — Jul. 1928).

16



1.2 Themes and Philosophers

During her first year at Henri-1V, Weil’s main interests were around human action and
morality, as evidenced by two essays that she wrote. In an (Nov. 1925) essay, entitled,
Le Conte des cygnes dans Grimm,®! Weil recounted the story of a young woman whose
six brothers have been changed into swans.>? The lessons that Weil draws from this
story is that ‘pure abstention is active [...]; the only force in this world is purity;
everything that is without admixture is a piece of the truth [...] [and that] the only
force and the only virtue is to abstain from action’.>® At the time of writing this essay
Weil had yet to become involved in the active philosophy outlined earlier. Abstention
as activity changes completely to engagement. Her references to force as purity and
virtue will undergo radical alteration. This essay does highlight Weil’s engagement

with Aristotle and Plato, though it is Plato who Weil cites on four occasions, where

51 Simone Weil, “Le conte des six cygnes dans Grimm’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome |: GEuvres
Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 57-59.

52 To have them changed back into their true selves, she must sew six shirts from white anemones while
keeping silent. This takes her six years, during which she marries a king and is accused by her mother-
in-law of murdering her children. Not being able to reply, she is condemned to death and is on the point
of being executed when the six swans arrive. Throwing the shirts on them, they are transformed.

53 <Ici, ’abstention pure agit. L>amour du roi, les accusations de sa mére rendent I’épreuve plus difficile;
mais sa vraie vertu n’est pas la. Il faut qu’elle soit difficile: I’on ne fait rien sans effort; mais sa vertu
est en elle-méme. La tache de coudre six chemises ne fait que fixer son effort et I’empécher d’agir: car
tous les actes lui sont impossibles si elle doit la mener a bout, excepté parler et rire. Le néant d’action
possede donc une vertu. Cette idée rejoint le plus profond de la pensée orientale. Agir n’est jamais
difficile: nous agissons toujours trop et nous répandons sans cesse en actes désordonnés. Faire six
chemises avec des anémones, et se taire: c’est la notre seul moyen d’acquérir de la puissance. Les
anémones ici ne représentent pas, comme on pourrait croire, I’innocence en face de la soie des chemises
enchantées; quoique sans doute celui qui s’occupe six ans de coudre des anémones blanches n’est
distrait par rien; ce sont des fleurs parfaitement pures; mais surtout les anémones sont presque
impossibles a coudre en chemise, et cette difficulté empéche aucune autre action d’altérer la pureté de
ce silence de six ans. La seule force en ce monde est la pureté; tout ce qui est sans mélange est un
morceau de vérité. Jamais des étoffes chatoyantes n’ont valu un beau diamant. Les fortes architectures
sont de belle pierre pure, de beau bois pur, sans artifice. Quand I’on ne ferait, comme méditation, que
suivre pendant une minute I’aiguille des secondes sur le cadran d’une montre, ayant pour objet I’aiguille
et rien d’autre, on n’aurait pas perdu son temps. La seule force et la seule vertu est de se retenir d’agir’.
Simone Weil, ‘Le conte des six cygnes dans Grimm’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: Euvres
Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 58-59.

17



she iterates, that ‘[t]his is not a tale but a discourse, Plato would say’.>* We must,
however, be careful about drawing too many inferences from this essay as she is still

learning and developing her philosophical studies.

In the second (Feb. 1926), more extensively developed, essay, entitled, Le beau
et le bien,> Weil identifies the good with an act of free will by which the individual
conformed to the moral law. Nevin states that ‘she showed the influence of Alain’s
Protagorean devotions>®® by equating God with humanity and the human spirit, ‘[a]
position quite foreign to her later thinking’.>” The example of such a beautiful act is
Alexander’s refusal of the helmet full of water that one of his soldiers brings him when
the army is marching through a desert. When Alexander poured the water on the
ground, his action might be apparently useless and wasteful. For Weil, however, this
ceremonious renunciation of water creates a solidarity with his soldiers, whose thirst

is quenched by their leader’s act. The moral is that to

save the world it is enough to be just and pure; which is expressed by the myth of the Man—
God who redeems the sins of humanity by justice alone without any political action. We must
therefore save in ourselves the spirit of which external humanity is the myth. Sacrifice is the
acceptance of suffering, the refusal to obey the animal in ourselves, and the will to redeem
suffering humanity by voluntary suffering. Every saint has poured the water away; every saint
has refused all happiness which means being separated from the sufferings of humanity. %8

5 <Ce n’est pas la un conte, mais un discours, dirait Platon’. Simone Weil, ‘Le conte des six cygnes
dans Grimm’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: (Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p.
58.

% Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: Euvres Complétes (Paris:
Gallimard, 1988), pp. 60-73.

%6 Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew, p. 48.

57 Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew, p. 49.

%8 <I1 suffirait donc d’étre juste et pur pour sauver le monde; ce qu’exprime le mythe de I’Homme-Dieu,
qui rachéte les péchés des hommes par la seule justice et sans aucune action politique. 1l faut donc se
sauver soi-méme; sauver en soi I’Esprit, dont I’humanité extérieure est le mythe. Le sacrifice est
I’acceptation de la douleur, le refus d’obéir a I’animal en soi, et la volonté de racheter les hommes
souffrants par la souffrance volontaire. Chaque saint a répandu I’eau; chaque saint a refusé tout bonheur
qui le séparerait des souffrances des hommes’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits
philosophie, Tome |: Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 71.
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Duty to oneself, therefore, coincided with duty towards humanity and consisted in a
self-mastery, which enabled one freely to choose to share the common position. Mario
von der Ruhr states that Weil ‘is concerned with the kinds of considerations that would
prompt us to say of an action that it is beautiful, and how, indeed, the notions of beauty

and goodness are related to each other’.%

These moral considerations are complemented by more strictly philosophical
concern, as Weil saw an intimate link between will and thought in that perfect freedom
coincided with perfect knowledge. We can also read the influence of Aristotle and
Spinoza on Weil, in that they both regard that man’s greatest attribute — the attribute
of reason — must be demonstrated practically as well as theoretically. Fulfilling our
nature depends upon establishing order over the emotions. Relating this connection,

Weil writes:

Let us consider then a beautiful action. There is none more universally admired than that of
Alexander who, suffering from thirst along with his whole army which he was leading across
a desert, poured out on the ground a little water that a soldier had brought to him in a helmet.
What are we thinking when we say that this action is beautiful?¢°

Von der Ruhr offers the critique that Weil is aware of the difference in approach to
this seemingly wasteful use of water. He states that ‘Weil knows that there will be
readers who [would not] think that Alexander’s action was beautiful at all — that
pouring the water away was useless, for example, as Alexander was leading an army,
and a thirsty leader is less likely to be efficient than one whose thirst has been
quenched’.%! However, Weil argues that a defender of Alexander will reply that the

action of shedding water is more useful to the army than water could have been,

%9 von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention, p. 57.

60 <Considérons donc une belle action. Il n’en est pas de plus universellement admirée que celle
d’Alexandre qui, souffrant de la soif, avec toute son armée qu’il faisait passer par un désert, versa sur
le sol un peu d’eau qu’un soldat lui avait apportée dans un casque. Que pensons-nous quand nous disons
que cette action est belle?’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I:
(Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 67.

6 von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention, p. 58.

19



because it is calculated to give courage.®? This is a point of interpretation because
drinking the water is as useful as pouring it away. Nevin, however, outlines that this
passage exemplifies an element of rigidity in Weil’s early thinking on morality,

stating:

[Weil] takes up both the beautiful and the good without seeking their identification and
concludes by affirming it. Weil presumes that because a human being has ideas of the good,
the beautiful, and the true, they have a kind of unity in the human, but she recognises that a
work of art might not be conformed to the good. Further, good conceived merely as morality
is rigid and severe, yet the Jansenists’ disapproval of art suggests to her that there might be a
chasm between beauty and the good.%

We must assume that Weil is not stating that the pouring of water sated the thirst of
the soldiers, while the point of courage is also moot. Rejecting both these ideas, Weil
argues that “the utility of his action is in effect beside the point’.%* If we want to get to

the heart of the matter, we must pay attention to other aspects of Alexander’s action:

Alexander, after a first movement that is purely mechanical, stands motionless while the
soldier draws near. The army does not spring toward the water either, and it does not even look
on it with greed; it directs its gaze to human signs, that is to say, it looks at its leader.
Alexander, all the while the soldier was coming toward him, made no movement toward the
water; when the soldier is close by, he finally takes the helmet, and stands motionless a
moment. The army stands motionless too, its eyes fixed on him; and the universe is filled with
the silence and the tension of expectation of these men. Suddenly, at the necessary instant,
neither too soon nor too late, Alexander pours out the water; and the tension toward it is as it
were released. No one, Alexander less than anyone, would have dared to foresee this
astonishing action; but once the action is accomplished, there is no one who does not feel that
it had to be like this.5®

62 <Un défenseur d’ Alexandre répondra que I’action de répandre I’eau était plus utile & I’armée que I’eau
n’aurait pu I’étre, parce qu’elle était propre a donner du courage’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in
Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 67.

8 Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew, pp. 148-149.

6 <Bon, dira I’autre, Alexandre était un habile général; cela n’est pas encore beau. Et I’utilité de I’action
d’Alexandre est en effet en dehors de la question’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits
philosophie, Tome I: Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 67.

8 <Alexandre, aprés un premier mouvement purement mécanique, reste immobile tandis que le soldat
s’approche. L’armée non plus ne bondit pas vers I’eau, et ne la regarde méme pas avec convoitise; elle
dirige ses regards sur les signes humains, ¢’est-a-dire qu’elle observe le chef. Alexandre, tout le temps
que le soldat venait vers lui, n’a pas fait un geste vers 1’eau; quand le soldat est tout pres il prend enfin
le casque, et reste un moment immobile. L armée reste immobile aussi, les yeux fixés sur Alexandre;
et I’univers est rempli du silence et de I’attente de tous ces hommes. Soudain, a I’instant qu’il faut, ni
trop tét ni trop tard, Alexandre répand I’eau; et I’attente en est comme délivrée. Personne, Alexandre
moins que tout autre, n’aurait 0sé prévoir cette action étonnante ; mais une fois I’action accomplie, il
n’est personne qui n’ait le sentiment que cela devait étre ainsi’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in
Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome |: Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 68.
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The beauty of Alexander’s action is ‘therefore the same as that of a ceremony; and it
may be said that the action of Alexander is ceremony’,% meaning, as von der Ruhr
states, ‘he remained still at the crucial moment, and that his subsequent pouring out of
the water is part of a geometry of renunciation in which his own motives and those of

his soldiers are perfectly aligned’.%’

Concentrating on the utility of Alexander pouring or drinking the water misses
the point. In rejecting water that they could not also drink, Alexander shares and binds
the suffering of his men. In rejecting the solution to their thirst, Alexander rejects a
desire and his position as leader. The beautiful act is stripping Alexander and his men

of their differences and binding their faith together, for Weil states:

And in effect the soldier who brings the water, and the army that looks at it, renounce the water
too; they renounce it for Alexander; he renounces it for them; each man is, like the stones of a
temple, at once end and means.58

We again observe that Weil is stipulating that the goodness of an action is derived
from a non-action, which is also found in Le Conte des six cygnes dans Grimm. Nevin
argues that ‘[Weil] never quite relinquished Plato’s prejudice that the love of beauty
is the one immediate avenue to the good vouchsafed to this life—a reflection of the
Greeks’ inclination to blur differences between the aesthetic and the moral’.%® If an
ethical decision is to be considered and there is no obvious solution to sharing a minute
amount of water with an army, then adhering to an act that is empathetic to the plight

of his soldiers allows Weil to cast Alexander in the light of Aristotelian goodness,

8 <L_a beauté de I’action d’ Alexandre est donc la méme que celle d’une cérémonie; et I’on peut dire que
I’action d’ Alexandre est cérémonie’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits philosophie,
Tome I: Euvres Completes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 69.

67 von der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention, p. 58.

8 <Et en effet, le soldat qui apporte I’eau, et I’armée qui regardent, renoncent aussi a cette eau; ils y
renoncent pour Alexandre; Alexandre y renonce pour eux; chaque homme est, comme les pierres du
temple, a la fois fin et moyen’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome
I: Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 69.

%9 Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew, p. 148.
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where truth is emphasised alongside virtue and beauty. At this early point, that Weil
is aware and is basing these ethical considerations on Greek philosophy is prescient as

her writing attunes to unfolding political events.

Weil rearticulates the virtues of the decision by presenting an image of
Alexander alone in desert. Again, finding water, the consideration to drink is
undeniable. Yet, Weil’s response is clear. Were Alexander to drink the water, the

beauty of the action disintegrates.

The sacrifice consists in the acceptance of pain, in the refusal to obey the animal in oneself,
and in the will to redeem suffering men by voluntary suffering. Every saint has poured out the
water; every saint has refused all well-being that would separate him from the sufferings of
men.”

Von der Ruhr is satisfied that ‘[t]here is something saintly in this renewed
renunciation’.”® In heightening the moral implications of acting dutifully, even when
nobody is watching, Weil wants to underscore that proximity is not the basis for action.
It is more important for Weil that we are cognisant of others’ suffering even when we
cannot witness it. Nevin surmises that Weil insists that ‘[Alexander’s] action was good
[...] because he delivered himself from the thirsty animal within him, he gave up the
water on behalf of his men as they did for him. His action was beautiful because he
and his men, serve in this story as means and end’.”> Weil identifies the good with an
act of free will by which Alexander conforms to the moral law. I believe that empathy
is this moral law and that beauty is in the acceptance of a shared sacrifice. The
Aristotelian or philosophical ideas have merit, yet the essay is essentially a student

exercise in philosophy. The main point to draw from the essay is the idea of shared

0 <L e sacrifice est I’acceptation de la douleur, le refus d’obéir a I’animal en soi, et la volonté de racheter
les hommes souffrants par la souffrance volontaire. Chaque saint a répandu ’eau; chaque saint a refusé
tout bonheur qui le séparerait des souffrances des hommes’. Simone Weil, ‘Le beau et le bien’, in
Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: (Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 71.

L yvon der Ruhr, Simone Weil: An Apprenticeship in Attention, p. 59.

2 Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew, p. 150.
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sacrifice. It is this concept that endures in Weil’s work longer than any impressions of

goodness and beauty.

In 1929, the journal Libres Propos published the first of two articles where
Weil now concentrated on the idea of work. In the first published article, entitled, De
la perception ou | ‘aventure de Protée,”® Weil recounted the Homeric myth of Proteus,
a sea-god of ancient Greece, who had the gift of assuming any shape he wished.
Proteus is analogous for the age-old problem of correct perception: ‘We all learn to
perceive between the ages of one and four and all our life, through science, culture, art
and work, we merely commemorate this first revolution’.’* For Weil, the Protean
impressions that the external world made upon the mind were not to be brought to heel
by reflection alone, whether it was that of the geometrician or the physicist.
Essentially, the concept of space is essential to perception and it is labour that provides

an understanding of space.

Thus, for a man who takes refuge in a cave and wishes to block the entrance with a large rock,
necessity dictates first that the movements that permit him to do this have no relation to the
spontaneous movements that, for example, cause him to fear ferocious beasts, and are even
their direct opposite.”™

3 Simone Weil, ‘De la perception ou I’aventure de protée’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I:
(Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 121-139.

4 “Nous apprenons tous a percevoir entre un an et quatre ans, et toute notre vie, par les sciences, la
culture, les arts, le travail, nous ne faisons que commémorer cette révolution premiere’. Simone Weil,
‘De la perception ou ’aventure de protée’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome |: Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 134-135.

s “Le travail, par opposition a la réflexion, a la persuasion, a la magie, c’est une suite d’actions qui
n’ont aucun rapport direct, ni avec I’émotion premiére, ni avec le but poursuivi, ni les unes avec les
autres; ainsi pour un homme qui, par exemple, abrité dans une caverne, veut en boucher I’entrée par
une grosse pierre, la loi est d’abord que les mouvements qui lui permettront de le faire n’ont aucun
rapport avec les mouvements spontanés que causait en lui, par exemple, la peur des bétes féroces, et
leur sont méme directement contraires. Simone Weil, ‘De la perception ou I’aventure de protée’, in
Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: Fuvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 125.
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Conjuring the Plato of L existence et | ‘objet’® and again the geometrical or algebraic
movement found in Le Beau et le bien, Weil insists that ‘a workman who ceaselessly
experiences the law of work can know much more both about himself and the world
than the mathematician who studies geometry’. /’ McLellan argues that the ‘rather
forced and awkward argument of this article reflected Weil’s desire to integrate
manual labour into her previously more abstract philosophical considerations’.”® In Le
Conte des cygnes dans Grimm, Le beau et le bien and De la perception ou | ‘aventure
de Protée we find Weil grappling with abstention as an activity in Le Conte, which the
transmutes to a working engagement in Protée. Her references to force as purity and
virtue will undergo radical alteration, while Le beau et le bien constitutes Weil’s
foundation in a shared suffering. Whether this suffering is beautiful is somewhat
beside the point. The important aspect is that she believes that only sharing the
experience of other people’s suffering constitutes a virtue worth pursuing. Alain’s
legacy to Weil is a philosophy of participation; Weil’s participation is empathy

through activity.

76 Simone Weil, ‘L’existence et I’objet’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I: Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 80-88.

7 <Bien mieux, un ouvrier qui éprouve sans cesse la loi du travail peut connaitre bien plus et sur lui-
méme et sur le monde que le mathématicien qui étudie la géométrie sans savoir qu’elle est une physique,
que le physicien qui ne donne pas leur pleine valeur aux hypotheses géométriques. L ouvrier peut étre
sorti de la caverne, les membres de I’Académie des sciences peuvent se mouvoir parmi les ombres’.
Simone Weil, ‘De la perception ou I’aventure de protée’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I:
(Euvres Complétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 136-137.

8 McLellan, Utopian Pessimist, p. 22.
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1.3 Theory of Labour

These reflections on labour were continued in the second article that Weil published
in Libres Propos. Du temps’® and consists of an analysis on Kant’s view of time as an
a priori form of thought. For Weil, time was ‘this separation between what | am and
what | want to be, such that the only path from myself to myself is work, a relationship
between myself and myself that is forever being undone and that only work can tie
together again’.® The law of time, therefore, is the law according to which ‘effort, an
action of the mind is the only means of passing from project to work; from the project,
going to work, | exercise my power’.8! Since the world was composed of objects that

were simply juxtaposed without any necessary connection

it is only by the trial of work that space and time are presented to me, always together, time as
the condition, and space as the object, of any action; the law of work prescribes, with regard
to my action, that it has duration, with regard to the world, that it is extended.?

Weil concludes that we must ‘awaken again to the world, that is, to work and
perception, while still having the courage to observe this rule [...] to lower our body

to the rank of a tool, our emotions to the rank of signs’.8® Weil is concerned with

™ Simone Weil, ‘Du temps (1928-1929)’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome |: Euvres Complétes
(Paris: Gallimard, 1988), pp. 141-158.

8 ‘Le temps est cette séparation entre ce que je suis et ce que je veux étre, telle que le seul chemin de
moi a moi soit le travail, ce rapport toujours défait entre moi et moi que le travail seul renoue; désirer
étre a demain ¢’est désirer avoir rendu la planche lisse sans avoir poussé le rabot, le plancher net sans
avoir manié le balai’. Simone Weil, ‘Du temps (1928-1929)’, in Premiers écrits philosophie, Tome I:
(Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 143.

81 <C’est par un effort, une action de I’esprit que je passe du projet a I’ceuvre; a partir du projet, allant a
I’ceuvre, j’exerce ma puissance’. Simone Weil, ‘Du temps (1928-1929)’, in Premiers écrits philosophie,
Tome |: Euvres Compleétes (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), p. 151.

82 Ainsi ¢’est seulement par I’épreuve du travail que me sont donnés, et toujours ensemble, temps et
étendue, le temps comme la condition, I’étendue comme 1’objet de 