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ABSTRACT

Our purpose in this study is to show that the absence of God
in this world, or the non-intervention of God in this world, is the
idea par excellence which is at the heart of Simone Weil's thinking
about man's situation in this world. To be very specific, our purpose
in this study is to understand the significance of Weil's thinking about
the idea of the absence of God in the context of thinking with truth at
the same time about the affliction of men, the perfection of God, and
the link between the two; or, to express the same thing in different
terms, our purpose is to understand the significance of Weil's thinking
about the idea of the absence of good in the context of thinking with
truth at the same time about necessity, necessity's indifference to the
good, and how necessity and the good can be reconciled.

What this means, in effect, is that our entire study of Weil
is essentially an explication of the relationship that she sees as
existing between the question of necessity and Christ's cry of derelic-
tion on the Cross. Not only is Weil's thinking about the idea of the
absence of God completely unintelligible apart from a comprehensive
understanding of her thinking about necessity, but further, her thinking
about necessity is ultimately unintelligible apart from her thinking
about Christ's cry of dereliction. More importantly, Christ's cry of
dereliction is for Weil the most consummate expression of the absence
of God; it expresses the 'absence of God from God, and what this means,
as our study will endeavour to show, is that the idea of the absence of

God cannot be thought without at the same time thinking the idea of
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the presence of God. In other words, the idea of the absence of God
cannot be thought without at the same time thinking the idea of incarna-
tion. To attempt to understand what Weil is saying about the idea of
incarnation, especially in relationship to her thinking about the
question of necessity, is to attempt to understand an aspect of Weil's
thought which has neither been dealt with in any detail nor analyzed

in any depth. To attempt to understand what Weil is saying in this
context is, finally, to attempt to understand what she means in thinking
that the absence of God in this world is the reality of God, that this
world, in so far as it is entirely empty of God, is God Himself, and
finally, that necessity, in so far as it is absolutely other than the

good, is the good itself.

iv



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like in the first place, and above all, to dedicate
this thesis to my sister Faye. I am inestimably indebted to her
overwhelming generosity and unfaltering patience during the time
that I have been working on the thesis, as well as during all those
times when I have been occupied in other pursuits.

T would like, in the second place, to acknowledge the help
and encouragement that I have received throughout the past year,
especially from my present supervisor, Dr. Gérard Vallée, as well
as from the other members of my committee, Dr. Caroline Bayard and
Dr. John Robertson. In this respect I am also very grateful to Dr.
George Grant and Dr. Ian Weeks for their suggestions and advice during
the initial stages of the thesis.

Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Ivan Kocmarek and his

wife, Barbara, Dr. Wayne Whillier, and most especially, Catherine.



PREFACE

Anyone who has seriously engaged in the study of Simone Weil
is well aware of the widely divergent opinions as to wﬁo she was and
what she was saying. Her writings, virtually all of which were
published following her death in 1943, have generated a wealth of
secondary literature in which she has been characterized as a philoso-
pher, a social reformer, a syncretist, a Gnostic, a Platonist, an
existentialist, a nihilist, a feminist, an anti-feminist, a Christian,
an anti-Semite, a mystic, a saint, an atheist, etc., etc. It is too
late, of course, to ask 'the real Simone Weil' to stand up and to
clarify her position for us. Who, then, in his or her characteriza-
tion of Weil, is right, and who is wrong? Who then, indeed, in
light of such a divergency of opinion, can be said to have understocd
what Weil has left behind in her writings? She has been glorified
and she has been criticized -- but has she been understood?

Tt would seem to me that all too many of those who have
written about Weil have been concerned with little more than singing
her praises or descrying her faults, and that this praise as well
as this criticism is itself quite often little more than the expres-
sion of whether or not a particular writer happens to agree or to
disagree with whatever aspect of Weil's life or thought that he or
she has chanced to come upon. This is not to suggest, however, that
no one has the right to express his or her personal opinion. It is
to suggest, rather, that one's personal opinion, whether it takes
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the form of praise or of criticism, is of little worth if it is not
grounded in an understanding of the one who is being praised or
criticized. It is quite frequently the case, in this respect, that
those who write about Weil are only secondarily, if at all, concerned
with understanding her. We all have the right, or at least we all
should have the right, to express our personal opinion, to praise or
to criticize, to agree or to disagree, but first of all, and more
importantly it seems to me, we have an obligation to understand.
It should be realized, however, that this understanding is something
that can only be arrived at independently of one's personal opinion.
One's agreement_or disagreement with what Weil is saying, for example,
is entirely irrelevant to the task of understanding her. This point
is very clearly stated by a contemporary Christian theologian
(Herbert W. Richardson)1 in the context of explaining how a systematic
theologian, 1like himself, goes about reading, énalyzing, and inter-
preting a work with which he may or may not agree. He says: "As a
Protestant who also teaches in a Catholic seminary, I have constantly
to deal with books which present Catholic arguments or viewpoints.
While I may or may not agree with these views, I must still try to
understand them. In a sense, my own agreement or disagreement with
these views is irrelevant to the task of understanding 'bhem."2

My own study of Weil is concerned, above all else, with

understanding her. My concern, more specifically, is with understand-

ing what is certainly one of the most important ideas that she

thought about: the idea of the absence of God. This means, at least
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in one sense, that my study is not 'critical'; that is to say, it is
not my purpose in this study to discuss either my agreement with or
my disagreement with Weil. I am only concerned, as I say, with
understanding her, with clarifying and illuminating the way in which
the major aspects of her thought are inextricably linked to her
thinking about the idea of the absence of God. This does not mean,
however, that my study is written in complete ignorance of the many
other studies that have been written about Weil. T make constant
reference to the secondary literature throughout my study, either
to support certain arguments that are being made, or to illustrate
completely opposite points of view. 1In this sense, at least, my
study of Weil is critical, although it should be noted here, as well,
that my agreement with or my disagreement with the viewpoints of
other studies on Weil is not necessarily relevant to the task of
understanding her. The secondary literature is therefore of minor
concern to me in the main text of my study. For the most part, in
other words, the task of understanding Weil is one that I carry on
independently of the secondary literature. One of the principal
reasons why I am writing this Preface, in fact, is because I am not
overly concerned with discussing the secondary literature in the
main text of my study. It should therefore be of some help to the
reader if he or she is made aware of the different kinds of studies
that have been written about Weil, and also of where I stand with
respect to this literature.

The essential purpose in my writing of this Preface, conse-
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quently, is to review the secondary literature. This, however, is

not the only purpose that underlies the writing of this Preface. It
is also necessary that {ihe reader be made aware of the nature of Weil's
own writings, that much of her authorship consists, for example, of
fragments and unfinished essays, and that many of her writings were
not meant for publication. It is necessary as well, in this context,
that the reader be made aware of the method that I employ in dealing
with these writings. More importantly, I think, it is necessary that
| the reader understands why I have written my study of Weil in the way
that T have; that is to say, it is important to understand why my
study of Weil is not 'critical', why, that is, T am not concerned with
whether I agree or disagree with what she is saying, and consequently
why I am concerned only with what she 'means'. The reason, in turn,
why I am concerned only with what Weil means is directly linked to

her understanding of what philosophy is, and therefore it is necessary
that the reader also understands what she means by 'doing phiiosophy'.
It is necessary, finally, that the reader be made aware of what I
understand my own contribution to the study of Weil to consist of,
that he understands, in effect, how I distinguish between my presenta-
tion of and my interpretation of Weil's thought, for I have made no
effort, either in the main text of my study or in the footnotes, to
distinguish between what Weil says and what I add to or infer from
what she says. It is thus my concern in the Preface, to reiterate,
that the reader be made aware of the nature of Weil's own writings

and of the method I employ in dealing with these writings; that he



be made aware of the different kinds of studies that have been
written about Weil, and of where I stand with respect to this litera-
ture; that he understands why my study is concerned only with under-
standing Weil, and therefore that he understands what Weil means by
'doing philosophy'; and, finally, that he be made aware of what I
understand my own contribution to the study of Weil to consist of,
and therefore that he understands how I distinguish between my
presentation of and my interpretation of Weil's thought. -

To begin, therefore, with Weil's own writings, we should
note that virtually everything she wrote, and certainly everything
of importance, has been published posthumously in one of seventeen

volumes of her work. One further volume (Legons de philosophie),

which consists of the lecture notes on philosophy that were preserved
by one of Weil's students, Anne Reynaud-Guérithault, is usually
included among the primary sources of Weil's work as well. What

we have, in the end, is a diverse collection of material that includes
both finished and unfinished essays, fragments and notes from Weil's
personal diaries or notebooks (Cahiers), personal correspondance,

poems, an unfinished play, and one full length book (L'Enracinement:

Prélude 3 une déclaration des devoirs envers 1'étre humain). It is

obvious that Weil did not mean for all of these writings to be
published, especially not in the form in which we now have them. Be
that as it may, we are extremely fortunate to have all of her writings,
both the writings that were meant for publication as well as the

unfinished writings and the fragments. It is in the fragments, in



fact, that one encounters every important idea that Weil was to
struggle with, and where one discovers the underlying principles

which informed every aspect of her thought. The Cahiers, for example,
are comparable in their style and in their depth of insight to Pascal's
Pensées. If one were to ignore the part of Weil's authorship that

is in any way incomplete or unfinished, one would be ignoring the
richest source that we have of her thought.

Apart from some of the poems that Weil wrote in her child-
hood, the writings that we have can be dated from 1929 until the
year of her death in 1943. And there is only one significant change
of focus worth mentioning, I think, in the entire fourteen year span
of these writings. This change, which dates from the time of Weil's
first of three 'mystical experiences' in 1938,3 is constituted by
the presence of Christ in her life and in her thought. There is no
breach of continuity, however, between the earlier and the later
writings. Weil was concerned from the very beginning until the very
end of her life with the same questions. She was concerned with the
workers' condition, with social oppression, with what the conditions
of oppression were, how they arose, and how they could be alleviated.
Her concern for these questions was both practical and theoretical;
she wanted to understand not only why and how men were reduced to
states of extreme suffering, but also what could be done to prevent
this suffering. And all of these questions, in the final analysis,
can be reduced to one specific question for Weil: how is it possible

to think of God as being perfect when men have always and everywhere
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been afflicted? | Weil is entirely consistant throughout all of her
writings in addressing herself in one way or another to this question.
The only difference between her earlier and her later writings is
that in the later writings she is attempting to understand this
question in terms of Christ.J

My own study of Weillis specifically concerned with Weil's
attempt to understand this question in terms of Christ. In this
respect I am concerned more with Weil's later writings than with
her earlier writings, although I never hesitate to support or to
clarify my arguments by reference to the earlier writings, especially
in relation to my discussion of the question of necessity. The
reader should note, as well, that I use the standard abbreviations
for Weil's works throughout my study (except in the Preface). These
abbreviations and the editions of Weil's works that have been
consulted are listed under the fourth footnote of the Introduction.
I give the full title of Weil's works in the Preface in order to
familiarize the reader with the major texts that will be referred
to throughout my study. As for secondary literature, complete
bibliographical details are given in the footnotes (except in the
Preface). 1In the Preface, because I will constantly be referring
to and making lists of secondary literature, I have simply given
the name of the author, the title, the name of the journal (if
applicable), and the date of publication. This, I believe, will
facilitate the reading of the text. Full bibliographical information

is given, of course, in the Bibliography itself. As for the footnotes
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throughout the text, the reader should be aware that I have tried
to be as comprehensive as possible in supporting my arguments with
reference to Weil's own writings. This means that I will very fre-
quently list every place in Weil's writings where she discusses a
particular idea, and in this sense the footnotes can be said to
serve as an index. These references to Weil's writings are custom-
arily introduced by the word 'see', while the number of the footnote
in the text is customarily placed after a direct quotation from Weil
or at the end of that section in the text where I have completed

my discussion of a particular idea or theme. I will use other
footnotes, of course, to further explain certain points that have
been made in the text, and in these instances I may refer either

to Weil or to the secondary sources. It is the secondary literature,
in fact, that I would now like to discuss in some detail.

In order to review the secondary literature it will be
worthwhile, in the first place, to take note of the publication
dates of Weil's writings. Except for a few articles, nearly all
of Weil's writings were, as we know, published posthumously. The

earliest of these writings to be published was La Pesanteur et la

grice (1947), a collection of fragments and notes taken from Weil's
personal diaries or notebooks (Cahiers) and arranged under various
topic headings by Gustave Thibon.4 The rest of Weil's writings

(seventeen volumes) were published between 1949 (L'Enracinement) and

1968 (Poémes, suivis de 'Venise sauvée', Lettre de Paul Valéry).

The majority of her writings (eleven volumes) were published prior

xiii



to 1956, although it is significant that seven volumes were still
to be published between 1956 and 1968. The reason why this is
significant is that the majority of those who wrote about Weil in
the fifties did not, and could not, present a comprehensive analysis
of her thought, an analysis, that is, which could only arise out of
an understanding of the whole of her work. Many of those who wrote
during this period were concerned with either one or only a few of
the works that had Jjust been published. This is not to say that
all of this literature is uninformed or suspect; it is to say, rather,
because such a significant proportion of the literature that is
devoted to the study of Weil was written during this period, that
much of this literature is characterized by a very limited understand-
ing of her thought.

It has very often been the case, and is very frequently the

case even today, for example, that La Pesanteur et la grace has been

and is used as the primary source for understanding Weil's religious

and philosophical thought. There is no doubt that La Pesanteur et

la grace is an essential source with respect to Weil's religious
and philosophical thought. It is also certain at the same time,
however, that many of the ideas contained in this work are more
fully expanded upon and clarified in other works, works such as

Attente de Dieu (1950), La Connaissance surnaturelle (1950),

Intuitions pré-chrétiennes (1951), Lettre & un religieux (1951),

La Source grecque (1953), Pensées sans ordre concernant 1'amour de

Dieu (1962), and Sur la science (1965). More importantly, with
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the publication of the third volume of the Cahiers in 1956, La

Pesanteur et la gridce has been, or at least should have been, entirely

superseded. This, at least, is true for those engaged in a serious

study of Weil's thought, for the Cahiers, of which La Pesanteur et

la grace is but a small sampling, contain nearly all the writings

from her notebooks; they are virtually an inexhaustable catalogue of
everything that she reflected upon and of everything that she struggled
with over the years. 1In this respect the new edition of the Cahiers
which was published in 1970, and which includes a never before
published notebook, is the definitive edition of these writings,

and the one which should be consulted in any comprehensive investiga-
tion of Weil's thought. We might also make a note in this context of

the 1962 publication date of Pensées sans ordre concernant 1'amour de

Dieu, a work which contains the full text of what is often considered
to be one of Weil's most brilliant essays, "L'Amour de Dieu et le
malheur", an essay of which only the first part was originally

published in Attente de Dieu (1950). Another work that we might

take note of here, a work which is never mentioned in the early
writings on Weil, and that has rarely been considered since its publi-

cation in 1965, is Sur la science. Suffice it to say that it is

quite unfortunate that this work was not published earlier, and
also that it has largely been ignored since its publication, for it
contains a number of essays of inestimable value with respect to
Weil's understanding of the question of necessity.

The question of date should also be considered with respect



to the secondary literature which has been written in English, and
which is dependent on the English translations of Weil's writings.
Nearly all of Weil's major writings, through the work of Emma
Craufurd, Elizabeth Chase Geissbihler, Arthur F. Wills, and most
particularly, Richard Rees, have been translated into English. It
was not until 1968, however, that Richard Rees published his transla-

tion of the major essays from Pensées sans ordre concernant 1'amour

de Dieu and Sur la science (Science, Necessity, and the Love of God),

and not until 1970 that he published a translation of La Connaissance

surnaturelle and the third volume of the Cahiers (First and Last

Notebooks). Lecons de philosophie (translated by Hugh Price as

Lectures on Philosophy) did not appear until 1978. It is also the

case, therefore, that a significant proportion of the literature in
English that was written on Weil during the fifties and the early
sixties was concerned with either one or only a few of the works
that had Jjust been translated, and that much of this literature,
like much of the secondary literature in general, is characterized
by a very limited understanding of Weil's thought.

Tt is not surprising that so many felt inclined to write
about Weil in the fifties and in the early sixties. With the
publication of her first few books, one could say that she had become
an inétant celebrity, albeit posthumously. In one way or another
she provoked everyone who came into contact with her; each new
publication, it seemed, was either highly praised or vehemently

criticized. ©She is generally received even today in very much the



same way, although there has not been nearly as many reviews and
studies devoted to her in the past decade as there was initially.
What is important to keep in mind, however, is that much of the
secondary literature, particularly the literature which was published
during the initial stage of Weil's public reception, is very limited
in scope, either because it could not or because it simply failed

to take into account the whole of her written work. Many authors,

as a result, judge Weil in terms of either one or only a few of her
writings. The reader, consequently, should be very careful in either
accepting or rejecting the veracity of any Jjudgement that is made
concerning Weil, particularly when that judgement is based, as so
many are, on a partial reading of what Weil wrote. Let me just say
that it is extremely difficult (if not entirely unjust) to deal with
any aspect of Weil's thought without taking into account the whole,
and, more importantly, without coming to grips with the metaphysical
principles which underlie all that she thought. With these cautionary
remarks in mind, I think that we can safely proceed to introduce the
reader to the kinds of secondary literature that he or she is likely
to encounter should the need or the desire arise to go beyond the
primary sources.

My essential purpose in reviewing the secondary literature is
to provide the reader with a general overview of the different kinds
of studies that have been written about Weil. My concern, at the
same time, is to indicate to the reader where I stand with respect

to this literature. What I wish to do, therefore, is to discuss the
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different kinds of studies that have been written about Weil
in terms of six categories, categories which distinguish between
the general subject matter and the basic intentions of those
who have written about her. Some of these categories are, of
course, quite broad, as they are the reflection of a wide range
of articles and books which address themselves either to a very
general and modest introduction to the life and thought of Weil,
or to one or more specific aspects or themes of her work. It is
evident, in this context, that many of the articles and books on
Weil could be included under more than one category. In that
my purpose, however, is simply to present a general review of the
secondary literature, I have not bothered to list any article or
book under more than the one category which T feel is most repre-
sentative of its general scope. It should be noted, as well, that
the examples from the secondary literature that I do include under
any one category are in no way meant to be exhaustive. As I have
said, I wish only to provide the reader with a general overview of
the different kinds of studies that have been written about Weil,
and to indicate to him or to her where I stand with respect to this
literature.

1) Biographies.

Certainly the majority of those who have written about Weil
have had something to say about her life. What is of concern to me
under the heading of biographies, however, is the work of those who

have dealt exclusively and comprehensively with her life.
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The first comprehensive biography to be written of Weil,

Jacques Cabaud's L'expérience vécue de Simone Weil, was published

in 1957. Cabaud also wrote and published the English edition of

this same work (Simone Weil: A Fellowship in Love) in 1964, and

followed this with the publication, in 1967, of a work devoted to

the end of Weil's life: Simone Weil & New York et 3 Londres: Les

quinze derniers mois (1942-3). His work, at least up until 1973

(the publication date of Simone Pétrement's biography of Weil),
has clearly been the major source of information with respect to
the details of Weil's life. Simone Pétrement is herself frequently
dependent on Cabaud as a source of information. My only criticism
of Cabaud is that he occasionally has a tendency to be sensational-
istic.

It is fairly certain to say that the work of Cabaud has
been largely overshadowed since the publication in 1973 of Simone

Pétrement's biography of Weil: La Vie de Simone Weil, 1 & 2.

Pétrement's biography is certainly the most comprehensive and informed
account of Weil's life that has been written to date. There is no
doubt, at least in my own mind, that Pétrement's biography is, and
that it will remain, the definitive biography of Weil. Not only

is it both a significant and enduring piece of work because of the
wealth of detail and information that it offers the reader, but

also, and more importantly, because of the depth of understanding

that everywhere pervades Pétrement's discussion of her subject

matter. One could say, in fact, that no one was more qualified to
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write Weil's biography than Pétrement, for not only was she Weil's
closest friend, but she was also eminently qualified (agrégée de
philosophie, docteur &s lettres) to deal with Weil's thought. She
has a very clear understanding, for example, of the nature and the
extent of the influence that Alain (Emile Chartier) exerted on Weil,
as both she and Weil were students of Alain during essentially the
same period of time.5 As a highly respected scholar in her own right

(Le Dualisme dans 1'histoire de la philosophie et des religions: 1946;

Le Dualisme chez Platon, les gnostiques et les manichéens: 1947),
Pétrement also has a very clear understanding of the Platonic, Gnostic,
and Manichaean elements in Weil's thought, as well as of the many
other diverse sources which both underlined and contributed to the
formulation of Weil's thought. In the final analysis, and in rela-
tion to my own study of Weil, let me just say that I in no way
hesitate to refer to Pétrement in support of my own understanding
of Weil.

Tt is necessary, finally, to mention the biographical work

of J.-M. Perrin and Gustave Thibon: Simone Weil telle gue nous

1'avons connue (1952).6 Father Perrin (a Dominican priest) met

Weil for the first time on June 7th, 1941, while Gustave Thibon

(a Catholic writer and farmer) met her for the first time on August
7th, 1941, Tt was with Perrin, in particular, that Weil first
began to formulate and to express both the possibilities and the
impossibilities of her entering the Church. It was Perrin, in turn,

who made arrangements with Thibon for Weil to work on Thibon's farm



in Ardéche. Although Weil's relationship with Thibon was very
strained at first, it is nevertheless clear that Weil eventually

felt she could confide in Thibon. The spiritual turmoil that Weil
was experiencing at this time is well documented by both Perrin and
Thibon. Indeed, it was only Perrin (and Joé Bousquet) to whom

she later wrote about her mystical experiences, one of which occurred
during her stay with Thibon. It was Thibon, finally, to whom Weil
entrusted her notebooks (extracts of which Thibon published as La

Pesanteur et la grice) before leaving for New York with her parents

in May of 1942. The publication of Perrin and Thibon's Simone Weil

telle gque nous l'avons connue has provided us, ultimately, with an

important source of personal reflection on the life of Weil, one that
witnesses to both the character of Weil as well as to the spiritual
dilemma that characterized the last few years of her life.

2) Writings that essentially take the form of 'readers',
that present Weil's life and thought in a manner similar to La

Pesanteur et la grice.

It may be, in that Weil is a thinker of considerable difficulty,
that the form of a reader is felt by some to be an appropriate manner
in which to introduce the reader to her thought. This is certainly
true, of course, with respect to primary sources of Weil's thought

such as La Pesanteur et la grice. In this context we should be aware

of the recent publication in English of The Simone Weil Reader (1977),

edited by George A. Panichas. Apart from Panichas' short introduc-

tion to each chapter of this volume, The Simone Weil Reader is basically
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patterned after the style of La Pesanteur et la grice, although it

draws its material from all of Weil's works, not being limited, as

La Pesanteur et la grice is, to the Cahiers. The English reader

will find The Simone Weil Reader to be an extremely good and a

comprehensive introduction to Weil's thought.
It is a different story, however, when a secondary study of

Weil's thought is patterned after the style of La Pesanteur et la

grace. Studies of this nature have a tendency to read like department

store catalogues. A good example, I think, of this kind of study is

that of Luce Blech-Lidolf, La pensée philosophique et sociale de
Simone Weil (1976). Let me say, in the first place, that Blech-Lidolf
does provide the reader with a fairly detailed and systematically
ordered account of her subject matter, and that her frequent reference
to other thinkers is often very useful for purposes of comparison. On
the other hand, because of the overwhelming number of headings and
subheadings that she has used in her study (the number of direct
quotations from Weil is even greater), she is rarely able to deal

with or to develop any central idea of Weil's thought for more than

a single page. It is not possible in this type of format, for example,
to provide the reader with a comprehensive understanding of what

Weil means by freedom, or necessity, or incarnation, to mention

just a few of the ideas that Blech-Lidolf has treated in her study.
This kind of study, in other words, has a tendency to be more of a
detailed résumé of Weil's thought than a comprehensive understanding

of it. It is for this reason that I, for one, am not entirely sold
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on the validity of this kind of study.

3) General and modest introductions to the life and thought
of Weil.

The greater part of the secondary literature that has been
written about Weil could be included under this particular cate-
gory. However, as many of these secondary works introduce Weil in
terms of a general or a particular theme, in terms of her position
with respect to Christianity, for example, or in terms of the question
of suffering, I feel that it will give the reader a much clearer
overall picture of the nature of the secondary literature if I
make a distinction between the general and the particular themes
in terms of which certain authors approach the study of Weil, and
therefore if I discuss these works under the different categories
that I use below.

In relation to general and modest introductions to the life
and thought of Weil, the reader might refer to Victor-Henry Debidour,

Simone Weil ou la transparence (1963); to Frangois d'Hautefeuille,

Le Tourment de Simone Weil (1970); and to the extensive work of

Marie-Magdeleine Davy, Simone Weil (1961), Simone Weil: sa vie, son

oeuvre avec un exposé de sa philosophie (1966). In English, he might

refer to David Anderson, Simone Weil (1971), who is one of the only
writers to take Weil's thinking about mathematics seriously, and
who, in his chapter on "Analogies" (pp. 99-115), deals with the
religious significance of Weil's thinking about 'incommensurables'

or 'irrational numbers'; to E.W.F. Tomlin, Simone Weil (1954), whose
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work, considering its date, is a very accurate and penetrating study
of Weil, especially with respect to his treatment of the relationship

between affliction and Creation; and to Richard Rees, Brave Men: A

Study of D.H. Lawrence and Simone Weil (1958), Simone Weil: A Sketch

for a Portrait (1966), whose writings I feel obligated to discuss

at greater length.
Rees, as we know, was the man chiefly responsible for the

translation of Weil's writings into English. In Brave Men and Simone

Weil: A Sketch for a Portrait, as well as in A Theory of My Time:

An Essay in Didactic Reminiscence (a work, published in 1963, which

is greatly influenced by Weil), he has also left us with his own
understanding of Weil's thought. One might say, in general, that
Rees' discussion of Weil's thought is characterized by a high degree
of moderation; he certainly cannot be accused of engaging in unfounded
speculation. He is well aware of his own limitations in discussing
certain aspects of Weil's thought, in discussing, for example, the
question of necessity, and therefore he exercises a proper degree

of restraint in dealing with these aspects of Weil's thought. There
is no doubt, however, that Rees has an excellent grasp of Weil's
thought as a whole. Indeed, his understanding of what Weil is saying
about modernity, about humanistic and evolutionary philosophies,
about freedom and progress, is probably unsurpassed in any of the
secondary literature. I feel no hesitation, in the final analysis,
in using Rees to support many of the arguments that I deal with

in my own study, to support those arguments, at least, where I am
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not myself engaging in an interpretation which goes beyond the bounds
of what is absolutely clear in Weil herself.

4) Writings which, while tending to situate Weil within
the context of both Christian and non-Christian traditions of
spirituality, are either sympathetic or critical of what they under-
stand Weil's position to be with respect to these traditions.

It would indeed be difficult for anyone writing about Weil
not to address himself, in one way or another, to Weil's position
with respect either to Christianity or to the many other spiritual
traditions which informed both her life and her thought. The concerns
which are generally addressed by writers in this context are, for
example, Weil's position vis-a-vis the Church, the question of her
being a saint, her understanding of Christianity, especially in
relation to the Incarnation and the Crucifixion, her (as some see it)
syncretism, her understanding of Judaism and the Romans, and her
understanding of history, which, once again, raises questions concern-
ing her views about Judaism. In that the various reactions of many
of these writers to most of the preceding questions are dealt with
in the Appendix, and in that I also refer to many of these writers
throughout my study in the context of my own concern with Weil's
understanding of the central aspects of Christianity, it will there-
fore suffice at this point to simply list a number of writings which
are representative of this general category of the secondary
literature.

The reader, therefore, might refer to the following: Gerda
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Blumenthal, "Simone Weil's Way of the Cross", Thought (1952); Paule

Bugnion-Secrétan, Simone Weil, itinéraire politique et spirituel

(1954) ; Melville Channing-Pearce, "Christianity's Crucial Conflict:
The Case of Simone Weil", Hibbert Journal (1950-51); Marie-Magdeleine

Davy, The Mysticism of Simone Weil (1951); Dina Dreyfus, "La

Transcendance contre 1l'histoire chez Simone Weil", Mercure de France

(1951); Bernard Halda, L'Evolution spirituelle de Simone Weil (1964);

Gaston Kempfner, La Philosophie mystique de Simone Weil (1960); J.P.

Little, "The Symbolism of the Cross in the Writings of Simone Weil",

Religious Studies (1970); J.-M. Perrin (editor), Réponses aux questions

de Simone Weil (1964); Robert Rouquette, "Simone Weil, Mathématicienne

de Dieu", in André Rousseaux, ed., Littérature du XXe sigcle (1953);

Louis Salleron, "La théologie de Simone Weil", Pensée Catholigue
(1974).

There are four writings in this context, finally, that I

would like to discuss separately. These are the writings of Leslie A.
Fiedler, "Simone Weil: Prophet out of Israel, Saint of the Absurd",
Commentary (1951); Martin Buber, "The Silent Question: On Henri
Bergson and Simone Weil" (1952), in his On Judaism (1967); Elizabeth
Jennings, "A World of Contradictions: A Study of Simone Weil", The
Month (1959); and Maurice Friedman, "The Modern Gnostic", in his

To Deny Our Nothingness: Contemporary Images of Man (1967). The

authors of these four writings share two things in common; in the
first place they are all extremely critical of what they understand

Weil to be saying in relation to the denial of the self; and in the
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second place they are all extremely critical of what they understand
Weil's position to be with respect to Jews and the Jewish religion.

There is no doubt, to begin with, that Weil thought about
the self (the 'I') in the most negative of terms, terms that expressed
her conviction that the self is something that should be annihilated
(killed, destroyed, denied, etc.), and there is no doubt that her
views in this connection have been greeted with a great deal of
criticism. She is criticized both in terms of the way in which
she treated her own self (her life and death), and in terms of her
theorizing about the self. She is criticized, for example, because
it is felt that she pursued her own destruction (Jennings), because
of her contempt for reality and her self-hatred (Fiedler), because
she contested the 'I' (Friedman and Buber), and because her writings
express a strong and theologically far-reaching negation of life,

a negation of both the individual and society as a whole (Buber). It
is my view, however, that the majority of those who have criticized
Weil in this regard have not fully understood what she is saying
about the self.

As T have discussed this question in great detail in the
third and fourth chapters of this study, it will be sufficient for
our purposes here if T simply summarize what I understand Weil to
be saying about the self. Very briefly, then, it can be said that
the self, for Weil, represents all that is imperfect or impure in
man. She therefore identifies the self with the state of sin and

sees it as being the cause of all suffering and evil. That which
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constitutes the self, in the final analysis, is everything in or
associated with a human being that in any way expresses or says 'I',
which is to say that the self is constituted by all of the faculties
(the will, the intelligence, etc.) that all human beings are said
to possess in common and in terms of which all aspects of their
individual personalities are formed and characterized. It is the
self, for Weil, that prevents man from knowing the truth, that
prevents him from being virtuous or just, that prevents him, in
essence, from loving; -- and man can only love, according to her,

if God is present (grace), and God, in turn, can only be present

if the 'I' in man is not present. In other words, Weil does not
think it is possible to truly practise philosophy (the art of dying,
following her interpretation of Plato), or that it is possible to
be truly just or virtuous in this world -- not, that is, if one's
'I' is present as the source either of one's thought or of one's
actions. It is her belief, more importantly, that love can only
have as its object that which is absoclutely worthy of love, i.e.
God, Jjust as desire, for her, is always, in essence, desire for the
good. It is thus axiomatic for her that only God can love God,
which is to say that only God incarnate (the God-Man), and those
who imitate Him, are capable of love in this world. Such an incarna-
tion, however, necessitates the death of the 'I' or the denial of
the self. The denial of the self is thus conceived of as a process
of purification which brings about the possibility of love in this

world, that brings about, therefore, the incarnation of God in this
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world.

On the one hand Weil is denying existence as it is lived
in terms of this world alone, while on the other hand she is affirm-
ing existence which is lived in harmony with the Truth. This is
not to say that she is denying that reality for a man consists in
his existence on this earth. Indeed, she would affirm this assertion
even for Christ, even, that is, for an incarnation of God.7 This,
however, does not mean that the existence of the less perfect (he
who lives his life in terms of this world alone, or 'non-de-created'
existence, to use Weil's terminology) participates in the same reality
as the existence of the more perfect ('de-created' existence). Weil
does not want to confer the same reality on non-de-created existence
as she does on the Incarnation, for example. Although reality for
a man consists in his earthly existence, strictly speaking this
existence is but a shadow of reality; it would possess the fulness
of reality only if it were to become perfect. In other words,
existence and reality are not the same thing for Weil. Existence
possesses more and more reality to the extent to which it corresponds
to perfection, to the extent to which it participates in that which
is absolutely pure. De-creation (the destruction or denial of the
self, the death of the 'I') is thus a process of purification which
allows man to leave behind his 'old being' (his non-de-created
existence) and come into contact with God. And the being who has
come into contact with God, unless there is a literal death as a

result of this contact, does not 'disappear' from this world. His
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new being is 'incarnated', for it is only through contact with
God in this world that evil can be destroyed, that God's love and
justice, God's perfection can be revealed; it is only through the
possibility of contact with God in this world that one could forgive
God for the affliction of men at any time and in any place. Neither
Christ nor the Boddhisattvas forsook this world. Plato is yet
another who indicates that the emancipated being (the philosopher)
who has emerged from the Cave, who has seen the sun itself, as it
is in itself, re-enters the Cave in order to lead others out of it.
This, of course, is an extremely brief and abstract account
of Weil's thinking about the self, but it is sufficient, I think, to
allow me to address myself to the criticisms mentioned above. Let
me say, to begin with, keeping in mind that I have discussed these
questions in great detail in the main text of my study, that Weil
cannot be accused, as Buber accuses her, of expressing a strong
and theologically far-reaching negation of life.8 This is not to
say that she did not contest the 'I', or even that she did not hate
her 'self'. She did wish to destroy her 'I' or her 'self', but not
in the sense of a literal self-destruction (the destruction of 'her-
self'), i.e. suicide. I think that Fiedler and Jennings are also
wrong in this respect, for the destruction of the self that Weil
is speaking about should be understood in terms of a 'self-emptying',
a getting rid of or a transcending of all that is impure or tainted
in one's self. This 'de-creative' process, far from being a negation

of the individual or of society, is an affirmation of existence,
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existence, that is, which is lived in the fulness of reality and
in harmony with the Truth. Weil's thinking in this context is
informed by a 'love of reality', not, as Fiedler would have it, by
a 'contempt for reality'.9 And the ultimate example of a being who
loves reality, and who lives his or her life in the fulness of reality,
is, like Christ, an incarnation of God. Weil does not, therefore,
as Friedman claims, conceive of God as being so transcendent that
He has nothing to do with the world.lo If this were so, then the
whole notion of 'incarnation' would be foreign to Weil's thought.
It might be said, finally, that Buber's criticisms may stem from
the fact that Weil would want to remove the 'I' in his 'T - Thou'
relationship before she would want to say that the 'Eternal Thou'
(God) is present in that relationship. Be that as it may, I think
that all of these writers have failed to fully underétand what Weil
is saying about the self. I doubt, in the case of Buber and Fiedler,
considering the date of their articles, that they were very well
acquainted with Weil's writings. Friedman, on the other hand, may
simply be following the criticisms of Buber, for he is not only
the English translator of most of Buber's works, but also a devoted
follower of Buber's thought.

The writings of the four authors that I have been considering
here in relation to their criticism of Weil's thinking about the
self are also critical, as I remarked earlier, of her thinking about

Judaism. In fact, she is frequently criticized in this respect,

for she is often extremely harsh and abrupt in her reactions to
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certain aspects of the Jewish religion. Apart, however, from her
reading of the 0ld Testament and Spinoza, there is little indication
in Weil's writings that she was familiar with very many of the major
Jewish writers and thinkers. There is no indication, for example,
that she was aware of the Hasidic tradition, to which, I think,
she would have been very sympathetic. Nevertheless, there is no
reason to think, had she been more familiar with the Jewish tradition,
that she would have changed her mind about important theoretical
questions. She may have been less harsh in some of her statements,
but even that is debatable. After all, she was extremely critical
of Christianity (and far more often than she was of any other religious
or philosophical tradition), even after she was 'taken possession
of by Christ'. The question, I think, which is at the heart of
her criticism of Judaism has to do with the notion of 'Providence’.
Let me simply say, as once again this is a question that I discuss
in detail in the fifth chapter of my study, that the notion of God
intervening in this world, whether on behalf of an individual or a
group of individuals, or in the sense of directing the flow of events
in time, is a notion which is absolutely unacceptable to Weil. I
believe that most of Weil's criticisms of Judaism arise out of her
thinking about the question of Providence.

Tt would seem that many who write about Weil from within
the Jewish tradition feel that their people and their tradition
have lost a great mind and spirit in the person of Weil. This is

certainly true of Buber, who also thinks of Henri Bergson in this
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way. Fiedler is another who expresses this sentiment in his claim
that it is Weil's tragedy as well as Judaism's tragedy11 that she
could not turn to Judaism. This same sense of remorse is also ex-
pressed by many who write about Weil from within the Christian
tradition. They too feel a great loss in the fact that Weil refused
to be baptised, and therefore that she never officially became a
Christian. In fact, she refused to become a member of any group
or organization, whether political, ideological, or religious.

She stood outside of all such groups, taking from each the truth
that could not be confined within strict boundaries but which
belonged, at any time and in any place, to whosoever desired it:

It is unfortunate, however, that her position in this respect has
drawn such harsh criticism from within both the Christian and the
Jewish traditions. In spite of the fact that many think of Weil
as a saint, she is also thought of as a heretic. From within the
Christian tradition, at least, there can be no harsher criticism
than this. The criticism that Weil is subjected to from within
the Jewish tradition, on the other hand, reaches its limits when
she is thought of as a Jewess who hated Judaism (Jennings),12 that
is, when she is thought of as a passionate anti-Semite (Fiedler).13
This, without a doubt, is the harshest criticism that Weil is
subjected to in any of the literature that is devoted to the under-
standing of her position with respect to both Christian and non-
Christian traditions of spirituality.

5) Writings which discuss Weil's thought from a certain
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angle or in relation to a particular theme.

The writings that I would include under this particular
category are those that are primarily concerned with Weil's
thought, and not with her life. They are writings which concentrate
on a particular theme in Weil's thought, and attempt, in varying
degrees, to come to grips with the metaphysical principles which
underlie Weil's thinking in relation to this particular theme. I
would, for example, include my own study of Weil under this particular
classification of secondary literature. I am not only concerned
with a particular theme in Weil's thought ('the idea of the absence
of God'), but I also approach her thought from a certain angle;
that is to say, I am also concerned throughout my study of Weil
with understanding how her thinking about the idea of the absence
of God can be said to be the 'link' which would enable us to think
with truth at the same time about the affliction of men and the
perfection of God. I would say, at least generally, that most of
the writers who focus on a particular theme in Weil's thought are
genuinely concerned, above all else, with understanding her. I
say 'generally' because certain writers do not appear to be concerned
with understanding her. In this context I would like to look
specifically at the work of both Miklos Vetd (one who is concerned
with understanding her) and Susan A. Taubes (one who does not appear
to be concerned with understanding her). To begin with, however, I
will indicate to the reader a number of writings that might be con-

sulted in relation to this particular category of secondary
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literature.

The reader might therefore consult the following: Maurice
Blanchot, "L'Affirmation (le désir, le malheur)" in his L'Entretien
infini (1969); André-A. Devaux, "Liberté et nécessité selon Simone

Weil", Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie (1976); Alain Goldschliger,

"Remarques sur la notion de Dieu chez Jules Lagneau et Simone Weil",

Pensée et les Hommes (1977); J.J. McManmon, "Simone Weil and the

Tyranny of Self over Spirit", Chicago Review (1964); Michel Narcy,

Simone Weil: Malheur et beauté du monde (1967); Hilary Ottensmeyer,

Le Théme de 1'amour dans 1'oeuvre de Simone Weil (1958); Susan Anima

Taubes, "The Absent God", Journal of Religion (1955); and the

extensive work of Miklos Vetd, "Uprootedness and Alienation in Simone
Weil", Blackfriars (1962), "Le Pidge de Dieu: 1'idée du beau dans

la pensée de Simone Weil", La Table Ronde (1964), "Simone Weil and

Suffering", Thought (1965), "La Connaissance et la mort", La Table

Ronde (19%65), "Le Mal selon Simone Weil", in Akten des XIV. internation-

alen Kongresses flir Philosophie, IIT (1969), La Métaphysique religieuse

de Simone Weil (1971).

Of the two writers that T would like to discuss separately,
Miklos Vetd and Susan A. Taubes, I shall begin with Taubes. The
reason why I am particularly interested in the article by Taubes
("The Absent God") is that its title very clearly suggests that
she is concerned with understanding Weil's thinking about the idea
of the absence of God. This, unfortunately, is not the case. Taubes

is not concerned with understanding Weil's thinking about the idea
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of the absence of God; she is concerned, rather, with the idea of
the death of God, and with showing how Weil, following in the wake
of Nietzsche, has formulated a new kind of atheism -- "a religion

of a dead God".iu

Not only has Taubes failed to grasp what Weil
means by the absence of God, but what is worse, she has identified
the idea of the absence of God with the idea of the death of God.
In the first place, the very essence of what Weil means by the
absence of God is expressed for her in Christ's cry of dereliction
on the Cross: "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?" This
cry, far from expressing the death of God, expresses, rather, the
'absence of God from God', and what this implies for Weil is that
the idea of the absence of God cannot be thought without at the
same time thinking the idea of the presence of God, without, that
is, thinking the idea of 'incarnation'. Weil's thinking about the
idea of the absence of God is simply incomprehensible apart from
her thinking about the Cross and the idea of incarnation. The total
lack of consideration that Taubes gives to these ideas, and to the
fact that they are inextricably tied together, is clearly indicative
that she does not have the slightest conception of what Weil really
means by the absence of God.

In the second place, the 'death of God' and the 'absence of
God' are terms that cannot be identified in Weil. I doubt, in fact,
that Weil's theoretical position would even allow her to conceive
of the death of God. Let me explain by reference to a passage from

Weil's Cahiers, a passage that Taubes herself quotes.15 Weil says
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that "Ce monde en tant que tout & fait vide de Dieu, est Dieu lui-
méme", and that "La nécessité en tant qu'absolument autre que le bien

)16

est le bien lui-méme." (Cahiers, III, p. 39 This, in my view,

is one of the most important passages in all of Weil's writings; it
is, at the same time, one of the most difficult passages to understand.
Weil is making an identity here, an identity between this world and
God, and between necessity and the good. The difficulty lies in
determining on which level this identity is being made, whether,

that is, it is being made on the level of this world or necessity,

or on the level of God or the good. In other words, is God or the
good being subsumed in this world or necessity, or is this world

or necessity being subsumed in God or the good? It is my view that
Weil is saying the latter (even the construction of the two sentences
would seem to indicate this), even though it is not until the
Conclusion of my study that I feel I have satisfactorily worked

out her position to the extent that I can unreservedly make this
claim. To make this claim is to deny that Weil is identifying God
and this world on the level of this world, because then she would

be affirming that God is dead, that God has never been, is not, and
never will be anything other than a fiction for us. God is a reality
for Weil, however, and therefore she is not referring to the death

of God when she speaks of the absence of God. Taubes, on the other
hand, has interpreted the passage that is quoted above to mean that
Weil is identifying God and this world on the level of this world,

to mean that God is subsumed in this world, that God, in effect,
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is dead. She does not explain how she comes to interpret Weil in
this way, but simply assumes that Weil is speaking about the death
of God whenever she is speaking about the absence of God.

I believe, in the end, that Taubes has not only misunderstood
Weil, but that she has interpreted her in a way that is diametrically
opposite to the way in which she should be interpreted. 1In spite of
the fact that she speaks of the 'religious atheism' (a term which
has 1little, if any, meaning) of Weil, and distinguishes between
this form of atheism and secular atheism, there is ultimately no
argument presented by Taubes that suggests why 'religious atheism'
is not 'atheism' pure and simple. She cannot present such an argument,
in fact, for she completely fails to understand the way in which
the idea of incarnation is inextricably linked to the idea of the
absence of God for Weil; in other words, she completely fails to
understand the idea of the absence of God from God. Her article
on Weil is misleading, to such an extent, I believe, that it misleads
Thomas J.J. Altizer into thinking that it is an accurate reflection
of Weil's thought, and, as such, that it should be included in the
first part, "The death of God in the Modern World", of his (the

editor) Toward A New Christianity: Readings in the Death of God

Theology (1967). Why, I wonder, did he not use selections from
Weil's own writings, as he did with William Blake, for example, or
Dostoevsky and Nietzsche? -- except for the fact, if he had read
Weil, that he would find nothing in her writings that could be

construed as a 'death of God theology'. My own study of Weil should,
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I hope, dispel any illusions concerning Weil's 'atheism'.

In sharp contrast to the work of Taubes, and indeed to most
of the secondary literature on Weil, is the work of Miklos Veto.
Vetd is one of the very few who have endeavoured to present a compre-
hensive and systematic explanation of the very foundations of Weil's

thought. His work, I believe, particularly La Métaphysique religieuse

de Simone Weil, is unparalleled in this respect. Vetd has attempted

in this work to enucleate the essential roots or foundations of
Weil's thought, and he has done this by concentrating on a conceptual
study of 'conversion' (the conversion of the individual, i.e. his
return to God) as well as on the metaphysical-theological context
of this idea as it is developed in Weil's thought. He endeavours,
at the same time, to situate her thought in relation to the two
thinkers who most decisively influenced her, i.e. Plato and Kant.
In this respect, once again, his contribution to the Weilian scholar-
ship is unparalleled. I, at any rate, am not in the least hesitant
in referring to Vetd throughout my own study of Weil, as I feel that
his work is probably the best, if not the very best, of its kind
that has so far been published on Weil.

T think it is an acheivement of a high order, in fact, that
a writer such as Vetd is able to evoke in a reader the true desire
to understand a thinker of Weil's stature. He has certainly evoked
this desire in my own case, especially, for example, in relation
to the question of the 'identity and continuity of the self', a

question which Vetd raises near the end of La Métaphysique religieuse.
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T was simply unable, as it were, to allow this question to stand
there without responding to it, and my response, in turn, forced

me to think very clearly and at length (pp. 153-182 of Chapter Four)
about Weil's position in relation to this question. It may be, in
the end, that I go too far in my extending of the language of
'absence' in order to develop analogies that reflect, in my view,
the position that Weil adheres to; and it may be that my response,
which is an attempt to understand the question of the identity and
the continuity of the self in terms of my interpretation of Weil's
thinking about the idea of 'incarnation', will not satisfy Vet©d
himself. It is not, however, that I have attempted to 'resolve'
this particular question in my study; I have simply attempted, in
my own way, to elicit a deeper understanding of some of the more
significant issues that are related to this question. I may, of
course, be wrong in my interpretation of Weil in regard to this
particular question, or in regard to the many other questions that
T have discussed in her thought, but T would not easily or quickly
change my mind -- not, that is, unless someone with as deep and
clear an understanding of Weil as Vetd has were to clearly demonstrate
that I was in error. 1In summary, then, I would highly recommend
the writings that Vetd has contributed to the study of Weil, partic-

ularly La Métaphysique religieuse de Simone Weil.

6) Feminist literature.
We come, finally, to a form of literature of which we have

seen a great proliferation in the past two decades. It would seem
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that virtually any woman who in any way has asserted her independence,
who in any way has distinguished herself -- whether in the world of
letters or in the world of art, in business or in government, in
sports or in any other profession (including the 'oldest') or activity
whatsoever, in the past, the present, or the future -- has, is, or

is likely to become a topic of discussion for the growing number

of those who champion the feminist cause. At least we are certainly
more aware today than we have been in the past of the lives and the
accomplishments of the fairer sex. Their achievements, largely
unnoticed or ignored throughout our historical past, have often

been given the recognition that is their due through the work and
dedication of the feminist movement. The more we are made to realize
that women are not inferior beings, that they possess the same
abilities and faculties that men possess, the more, I think, the
feminists should be applauded. This leads me to wonder, however,

why it is that Weil has largely been ignored by the champions of

the feminist cause. I say this because I am only aware of two
writings about Weil that are in any way associated with the feminist

movement. These are the writings of Megan Terry, Approaching Simone

(1973; Feminist Press), and Elizabeth Hardwick, "Reflections on
Simone Weil", Signs (1975; 'Journal of Women in Culture and Society').
Before specifically discussing these writings, however,
it may be helpful to reflect on the stance that Weil herself would
take with respect to the feminist movement. To begin with, I think

that we should be aware of Weil's attitude towards women in general,
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to the fact, that is, that she found nothing that was specifically

or typically feminine to be in any way worth emulating. ©She did

not care for the chit-chat, the fashions, or the coquetry of the

female. She did not feel, for example, that one's clothing should

reflect the social class of which one was a member. Dress, unfortun-

ately, is a constant reminder to the majority of people everywhere

that equality is something that they do not possess. Weil herself

was unconcerned with 'personal appearance'; she dressed simply,

almost austerely, more like a man than like a woman, and never in

the style of the day. Her life was equally austere, passionately

devoted, as it was, to the plight of human beings, to their afflic-

tion and oppression, to how they came to be in this state and how

their condition could be alleviated. If Weil was lacking anything

in this respect, it was the physical strength to do all that she

wanted to do. In this respect, in fact, she felt that it was unfortun-

ate she had been born a woman.17
I think, more importantly, that it is necessary to be aware

of Weil's unwavering desire to seek and to uncover the 'truth' and

the 'reality' of man's situation in this world, and that such a

desire prohibited her from categorically adopting the policy or

the doctrines of any group or organization, or from becoming a

member of any group or organization. The feminist movement would

be no exception in this context. Weil would be as critical of the

feminist movement as she was of all other groups and organizations,

for all of them would be guilty, in varying degrees, of keeping the
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truth about man's situation in this world hidden under a cloak of
prestige or ideology. It is difficult, especially from 'within', to
penetrate beneath the prestige or the ideology that is draped around
any group or organization; that is to say, it is difficult to deter-
mine the extent to which any group's opinions correspond to the

truth when it is so often the case that it is precisely the doctrines
or the opinions of the group that are imposed upon the individual
members of the group, and that determine how and what they are
expected to think. However, it is not only the 'We' of groups and
organizations that tend to prevent an individual from clearly seeing
what is real, it is also the 'I' of every individual that tends to
keep truth and reality hidden behind a veil of falsehood and illusion.
The whole process of thought (which, for Weil, is something that

a group, a 'We', is incapable of) that is involved in coming to

grips with truth and reality is one that involves a continual self-
effacement; it is a process which is not possible if one's thinking
is determined in advance by the dictates of some group or organization
to which one adheres or belongs. It is a process, so it would seem,
that few people have the desire to engage in, and so it is that

they escape from thinking either by covering themselves in a blanket
of security that is provided from within the confines of some organiza-
tion or movement, or by using the prestige of some organization or
movement to further their own prestige and status in this world.

What consistently happens, of course, is that instead of the truth

that may be expressed or contained within any individual or group
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being made the sole object or concern of one's thinking, it is both
the individual and the group who are made the sole object or concern
of one's thinking, who, in effect, are idolized.
It was Weil's hope, in the end, should anyone read her,
that they would focus on whatever truth might be contained within
her writings, and not on her life. She did not feel that the life
of any being, unless such a being happened to be perfect (an incarna-
tion of God), was worthy of special consideration, and least of all
of adoration. To understand what she was trying to say, on the other
hand, which is what she wanted, demands of the reader as much an
effort of attention and a degree of self-effacement as she herself
possessed. This in itself is surely one reason why Weil has not
become a model for the champions of the feminist movement. She
is not as easily accessible, for example, as a Virginia Wolf, a
Sylvia Plath, or a Simone de Beauvoir, and she is not likely to
become 'popular' in the way that such writers have become popular.
Nevertheless, in relation to many of the questions that are of deep
concern to the feminists, questions such as 'equality', 'working
conditions', 'rights' (and 'obligations'), it must be said that
the very significant contribution to these questions that has been
made by Weil has largely gone unnoticed by the feminist movement.
The two writings which can be considered as being written
from within the framework of the feminist movement, the writings
of Elizabeth Hardwick and Megan Terry, are, unfortunately, concerned

more with Weil's life than with her thought. Hardwick's article,
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"Reflections on Simone Weil", is a very brief and general (although
accurate enough) discussion of the uniqueness of Weil's thought

and of the 'courage' of Weil's life. She is essentially dependent
on a few of the English translations of Weil's writings, and on

the work of E.W.F. Tomlin, Simone Weil. Terry's work (Approaching
Simone), on the other hand, is an excessively inaccurate portrayal
of Weil's life in the form of a play. One must assume, however,
that Terry, as a playwright, has the licence to portray her main
character in whatever way she pleases. One must assume, as well, I
suppose, that the portrayal of Weil's life in dramatic form would
not work in the theatre without a great deal of sensationalism.

As Terry's play is not an accurate reflection of Weil's life, and
as it is extremely sensationalistic, I find it difficult to assess
either its validity or even the purpose that the author had in mind
in writing it.18 It is best, I think, if the reader Jjudges this
play on his or her own, for T am probably not a good judge of drama.
T remember, for example, the time that I went to see Samuel Beckett's
En Attendant Godot. I was greatly irritated during the performance
of this play, not because of the play, mind you, but because of the
audience -- because the audience was continually laughing. I
suppose that I could not take part in this merriment because of

a lack of understanding on my part, for I did not find anything
tremendously or even remotely humourous about the play that was
being performed. I find nothing even remotely humourous about Weil's

1ife (or thought) either, and I think that Terry's play would make
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the audience laugh, and that they would probably leave the theatre
with smiles on their fa.ces.19

T would think that the reader has by this time a much clearer
picture of the different kinds of studies that have been written about
Weil, as well as a clearer picture of where I stand with respect to
this literature. That which remains to be clarified is the problem
of how to distinguish between my presentation and my interpretation
of Weil's thought. More precisely, it is important that the reader
understands why I have written my study of Weil in the way that I
have; that is to say, it is important to understand why my study
of Weil is not 'critical', why, that is, I am not concerned with
whether I agree or disagree with what she is saying, and consequently
why I am concerned only with what she 'means’.

Let me say, in the first place, that I do not think it is
possible to understand the thought of another person unless one is
able to think in the same way that that person is thinking, unless,
that is, one is able to think the same thoughts that that person is
thinking. To think the same thoughts that another person is thinking
is not, however, something that is easy to do, for it means that
“one must be detached from one's own thoughts, that one must be detached,
for example, from the thought of whether what is being thought is
true or false. One's personal opinion concerning that which is
being thought has nothing to do with what is being thought, and
more often than not will prevent one from truly thinking that which

is being thought, and thus from understanding the thought that one

x1vi



supposedly desires to understand. The extent to which I understand
Weil depends, therefore, on the extent to which I succeed in detaching
myself from my own personal opinions; in other words, it depends on
the extent to which I succeed in getting rid of my 'I'. This, in
fact, is what Weil would say is required of herself in thinking,

and thus understanding, what others have thought; it is the criterion,
indeed, in terms of which she understands the practice of philosophy.
The reason why I am concerned only with what Weil means is directly
linked to her understanding of what philosophy is, and therefore

it is necessary that the reader also understand what she means by
'doing philosophy'.

Weil felt that there are two kinds of philosophy, and thus
two kinds of philosopher. On the one hand there are those who build
or construct systems (Aristotle, Hegel), while on the other hand
there are those who are attached to the Platonic tradition (Descartes,
Kant), and whose entire study is oriented towards salva.tion.20 There
is absolutely no doubt, however, that it is the latter who are considered
by Weil to be the true masters of thought; indeed, they are the only
ones in her view that truly deserve the name of philosophers.21
Philosophy, as such, is neither concerned with the building of
systems nor with the acquisition of knowledge; it is concerned,
rather, with bringing about a transformation in the orientation of
the soul with a view towards the assimilation of the soul to God.

Such a transformation, in turn, is brought about by 'detachment'.

Weil explains what she means by detachment in the unpublished essay,
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"Quelques réflexions autour de la notion de valeur".

La réflexion suppose une transformation dans
1l'orientation de 1'adme, que nous nommons détachement (...).
Le détachement est un renoncement & toutes les fins
possibles sans exception, renoncement qui met un vide
a la place de l'avenir comme ferait 1'approche imminente
de la mort; c'est pourquoi dans les mysteres antiques,
dans la philosophie platonicienne, dans les textes
sanscrits, dans la religion chrétienne, et tres
probablement toujours et partout, le détachement a
toujours été comparé a la mort et 1l'initiation a
la sagesse regardée comme une sorte de passage a
travers la mort. (...) Mais le détachement dont il
s'agit n'est pas vide d'objet; la pensée détachée a
pour objet 1'établissement d'une hiérarchie vraie entre
les valeurs...; elle a donc pour objet une maniere de
vivre, une meilleure vie, non s ailleurs, mais en
ce monde et tout de suite (...). En ce sens, la
philosoBBie est orientée vers la vie a travers la
mort...

There is no doubt, as well, that Weil was greatly influenced
in her thinking about philosophy by Alain. Alain himself was deeply
rooted in the Platonic tradition. He thought, in fact, that Plato
not only had not been left behind but was far ahead of us, and in
this context Alain was totally opposed to the idea of progress in
philosophy.23 It is precisely this, i.e., the denial of the idea
of progress in philosophy, which is at the very heart of Weil's
understanding of philosophy. To deny that philosophy can progress
or evolve is to deny that there can be anything new in philosophy.
Tt is, at the same time, to affirm all of the following: that there
is a universal standard of truth that can be known by all men at
all times, a standard of truth which is the limit of all human
thought and all human action and in terms of which they should be

limited; that the good (or perfection, truth, justice, love) is not,
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as the modern notion of progress would have it, situated in
chronological sequence (the temporal); and lastly, but most important-
ly, that the Redemption is not a temporal operation, that it is not
a historically unique 'once for all' event. There is no thought

or action which does not find its true meaning in the Eternal for
Weil. For her, all changes take place within an order that is
eternal, and that order, in turn, is not affected by these changes.
Her position is clearly that of the classical philosophical tradi-
tion. Tt is a position which modernity is not at home with. Indeed,
it is a position which, because it entails that man is not his own
(the denial of human freedom), sounds the death toll of the modern
notion of progress.

If we focus on the question of how it is possible to conceive
of God's perfection when men have always and everywhere been afflicted,
we can say that it is the answer to this question which gives rise
to Weil's philosophical position. If the answer to this question is
to be valid for all men, then something is being said about the
nature of truth. Thus the answer to this question leads Weil to
formulate a general criterion for truth: "Il est impossible que la
vérité entiére ne soit pas présente en tout temps, en tous lieux,

a la disposition de quiconque la désire", and "Tout ce qui n'a pas
toujours été en tous lieux & la disposition de quiconque désire la

vérité est autre chose que la vérité." (La_Connaissance surnaturelle,

P. 270)24 This means, in turn, that "L'esprit de vérité, de justice

et d'amour n'a absolument rien & voir avec un millésime; il est
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éternel."” (L'Enracinement, p. 289)

At least for Weil, there is no answer to man's affliction
if truth is not eternal. The fact that one can speak of acts of
cruelty as being good in one century and evil in another is indica-
tive of the hopeless situation that is encountered when truth is
seen to be relative. Philosophy is usually viewed as a conjectural
state of affairs in this context, and those who practise it are
usually the ones who construct the systems which have as their main
purpose the elimination of contradictions. If truth is relative,
and thus something we make for ourselves, then these systems of
thought can be varied to infinity. As such there is no reason for
choosing one system over any other system. Conversely, however,
when truth is viewed as being eternal, the task of philosophy is
radically changed. It is no longer concerned with the formulation
of systems, but rather with the taking of an inventory of the thoughts
which are given to the human mind. As Weil says: "A proprement
parler il n'y a pas de nouveauté possible en philosophie. Quand
un homme introduit dans la philcsophie une pensée nouvelle, ce ne
peut guere &tre qu'un accent nouveau imprimé a une pensée non

seulement éternelle en droit, mais antique en fait." (Sur la science,

D. 184)25 What, then, is the purpose of philosophy if philosophy
can neither be said to progress nor to evolve? "Le seul renouvelle-
ment dont elle [ la philosophie] soit capable est celui de 1'expres-
sion, quand un homme se 1'exprime & lui-méme et 1l'exprime a ceux

qui 1l'entourent en des termes qui ont rapport avec les conditions
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de 1'époque, de la civilisation, du milieu ou il vit. Il est
désirable qu'une telle transformation s'opere d'ige en dge, et c'est
la seule raison pour laquelle il peut valoir la peine d'écrire sur
un pareil sujet aprés que Platon a écrit." ("Quelques réflexions
autour de la notion de va.leur”.)26

It should be clear from this brief summary of Weil's under-
standing of philosophy why my study of Weil is not 'critical', why,
that is, I am concerned only with understanding her. If one follows
her conception of what philosophy is (which one must do if one is
to understand her), then it should be clear that the main purpose
of philosophy is to think upon that which is eternally true or
unchanging. To think upon that which changes in this context would
be to think upon that which takes place within an order that is
eternal and unchanging, an order, that is, which is not affected
by these changes. Philosophy is thus concerned with those thoughts
that have been, are, and always will be given to or imposed upon
the human mind. Tt is not concerned with the discovery of something
'new', for strictly speaking there is nothing new for philosophy
to discover; nor is it concerned, therefore, with the construction
of new systems which are progressions or advances over older systems,
for strictly speaking philosophy cannot progress. This, of course,
is how Weil understands and practises philosophy. If I am to
understand what she is saying I must also 'practise philosophy' in
the same way -- irrespective of whether I agree or disagree with

this conception of philosophy. I would not understand her, therefore,
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if T attempted to assimilate her thought into some system in terms
of which it could be judged or analyzed, nor would I understand

her if T attempted to discover new ideas that superseded those that
she thought about. 1In her own terms, Weil herself made no progres-
sion over the thought that she came into contact with, nor did she
discover anything new. Whether or not I agree or disagree with

her, T nevertheless take what she says about philosophy seriously,
and consequently I desire above all else to understand her thought
in terms of the limitations that her thinking about philosophy
imposes upon me. These limitations, in fact, prevent me from
engaging in any form of criticism that is based on my own personal
opinion; they prevent me, in the final analysis, from trying to

do anything more than understand Weil. If I do add anything to

the understanding of her thought, it cannot be a new idea or anything
that goes further than what she herself is thinking about; it can
only be, as she herself suggests, a new 'accent' that may help to
clarify and illuminate some thought that is not only eternal by
right, but ancient in fact. Indeed, it is only because of this
'accent' that it is necessary to distinguish between my presentation
of and my interpretation of (or the 'accent' that I bring to) Weil's
thought. If this 'accent' were not present in my study of Weil
there would be no reason (beyond my own desire to understand her)
for my having written it, nor would there be any reason for anyone
to read it, to read it, that is, in addition to the reading of

Weil's own writings.
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If, therefore, I do add anything to the understanding of
Weil's thought, it can only be in the sense that I help to illuminate
the way in which the major aspects of her thinking are inextricably
linked to her thinking about the idea of the absence of God. The
way in which T develop and expand upon her thinking about the idea
of the absence of God, the way in which I relate this idea to the
other major aspects of her thought, the images and the analogies
that T use to make and to support these relations, and finally the
conclusions that I draw -- all of this, if you will, is the reflec-
tion of my own contribution to the study of Weil's thought. If it
is thought that this contribution is in any way original, so be it.
T, however, make no claims to originality. To make such a claim,
in fact, would not only prove that I have not understood Weil,
but also, because of the fact that I have not understood her, that
my study does not and cannot contribute to the understanding of
her thought. Those, in turn, who claim that Weil is an original
thinker have not fully understood what she herself understands by
philosophy.

With the understanding, therefore, that I am not attempting
to say anything 'new' in my study of Weil, the reader should be
aware that I have made no effort, either in the main text of my
study or in the footnotes, to distinguish between what Weil says
and what I add to or infer from what she says. In other words, I
make no effort to distinguish between what she says and how I

interpret what she says, as I believe that what I add to and infer
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from what she says is an accurate reflection of her thought. The
reader, nevertheless, should be able, at least for the most part,
to distinguish between my presentation and my interpretation of
Weil's thought -- and this in spite of the fact that I never write
in the first person singular in the main text of my study. It is
much easier, I believe, to follow the main arguments in the text
without my constantly interrupting the reader in order to point
out that it is 'I' who am making such and such an infeerence, state-
ment, or claim, or that it is 'I' who am using such and such an
image, phrase, or analogy, etc., etc. On the other hand, however,
it is still necessary that the reader be aware of where I would
make these interruptions, if, that is, I were to make them in the
main text of my study.

The reader should realize in a general way, to begin with,
that many of the images and analogies that I draw upon to illustrate
certain arguments in my study are not necessarily those of Weil.
The same is true, of course, with respect to many of the inferences
and claims that I make in my study; that is to say, it is not
always the case that Weil has literally expressed herself in exactly
the same way that I express myself. I make certain inferences and
claims, for example, which, although I feel they are accurate
reflections of Weil's thought, are not explicitly stated by Weil
herself. Once again, however, I think that the reader should be
able to distinguish between my presentation and my interpretation

in most cases, as these differences are usually sufficiently clear
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in the text itself. It is what I say that may not be clearly
distinguishable from what Weil says which I feel it is necessary
to discuss here in the Preface.

It should be noted, in the first place, that I use the
language of 'absence' far more freely, and certainly far more fre-
quently, than Weil uses this language. There is one phrase, in
particular, that I quite frequently use in this context: 'the
sovereign presence of that which is absent'. I derive this phrase
from the only passage in Weil's writings where she expresses herself
in a similar fashion. She is speaking about the idea of the cube,
and she says: "Le véritable cube, jamais vu, est un exemple de
1'absence qui est souveraine présence." (Cahiers, ITI, p. 112)

I, however, will use this phrase, 'the sovereign presence of that
which is absent', in relation to far more than Weil's thinking about
the idea of the cube. I will use it, for example, in relation to
any aspect of Weil's thought which has to do with her understanding
of the idea of 'incarnation'. What I mean in each instance, in
turn, is entirely clear in the context, whatever it may be, in rela-
tion to which I use this phrase, Jjust as it is entirely clear what

I mean by 'absence' in the context in relation to which T use the
language of 'absence'.

There are, in the second place, certain images and analogies
that I use in my study of Weil which she herself does not use. There
are, as well, certain images and analogies that I derive from her,

but which I either develop in a different way or use in a different
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context. It is necessary in the second place, therefore, to dis-
tinguish between certain images and analogies that I use and those
that Weil uses.

I speak, both in the Introduction and in the Conclusion
(pp. 15, 232-233) in terms of understanding what Weil means by
affliction in relation to the 'word become flesh', and in terms
of my study of her thought being the study of the 'poetry' which
she feels God has written. Weil does not speak in these terms.

T use the analogy (p. 26) of a thermometer which, like a
thermometer which is able to read the freezing point of various
gases, 1s able to read the point at which each individual soul is
reduced to a state of affliction. This analogy is entirely the
product of my imagination.

T use the analogy of a circle three times (pp. 52, 53, 58)
in my discussion of the question of necessity. In the first instance
I am simply trying to explain what Weil, in terms of her own use
of the circle as an analogy in this instance, is saying about

necessity in Intuitions pré-chrétiennes (pp. 151-152, 159-160). I

develop the analogy of the circle in the second instance in an
attempt to explain the idea of mediation in terms of seeing the
Word (Christ) as a 'mean proportional' or 'mediator'; while in the
third instance I am attempting to explain the 'snare of time' in
terms of a circle which encloses us on all sides.

In the context of my discussion of the idea of 'choice’,

T use the analogy (p. 69) of 'a ball bouncing back and forth between

1vi



two walls in a vacuum'. This analogy, once again, is entirely
the product of my imagination.

Weil sometimes uses the imagery of 'breaking the shell of
an egg' when she is thinking about both Creation and individual
salvation. I use this imagery (pp. 108-109) in terms of the latter,
i.e. individual salvation, and specifically in relation to the idea
that it is the 'I' which constitutes the shell that is placed as a
screen between God and God, and which, as such, must be broken or
destroyed.

Finally, I use the analogy of 'wearing different coloured
glasses' (pp. 110-111) as a means of describing the different individual
perspectives which colour things in this world. These glasses, as
I explain, must be removed before one can see the true colour of
reality. This analogy can nowhere be found in Weil, although it
is not entirely the product of my imagination; Frederick Copleston,
as I recall, uses a similar analogy in his study of Kant.

There are, in the third place, certain statements or claims
that I make in my study which are not explicitly or literally made
by Weil. Most of these statements or claims are made in relation
to how I interpret Weil's thinking about the idea of incarnation,
and these I will discuss separately. For the moment, however, I
wish simply to make the reader aware of a few very significant and
central claims that I have made in my study. If I am wrong in
making these claims, it is important that the reader realize that

it is 'I' who am at fault, and not Weil.
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For example, I will occasionally make the claim in my
study of Weil (pp. 65, 85, 202, 225) that 'to be free is to think
clearly about our not being free'. Weil does not express herself
in this way, although here, at least, I am quite certain that what
is being said is an accurate reflection of her thinking about
freedom.

In the third chapter of my study (p. 87), I say that
'salvation is nothing less than the revelation of God to Himself'.
This is an inference on my part; Weil does not literally say this.

In the fourth chapter of my study (p. 141), I make the
claim that 'evil is the absence of good'. Here again, although
Weil does not literally say this, I am quite certain that this
is an accurate statement concerning her thinking about evil. T
give further support to this claim, in fact, in footnote 26 of
the same chapter.

T make the claim in the fifth chapter (p. 205), finally,
that 'good is nothing less than the absence of God from God'. This
is very much an assumption on my part, and here it is very difficult
to know with certainty whether Weil would agree to this, and if
she did, whether or not she would express herself in such terms.

There are, in the fourth place, many ideas in Weil's
thought that I reflect upon and deal with in different ways than
Weil does herself. For the most part it is simply the way in which
I emphasize particular aspects of her thinking about certain ideas,

and the way in which T develop and underline these particular aspects
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of her thought, that can be said to constitute the 'accent' that
I bring to or add to her thought. With respect to my discussion
of the question of necessity in the second chapter, for example,
I attempt to clarify Weil's thinking about necessity by distinguish-
ing between and emphasizing the 'two sides or faces of necessity’,
while in the fifth chapter as well as in the Conclusion I concentrate
on understanding Weil's thinking about necessity in terms of what
the identity of good and necessity would mean for her. My discussion
of freedom in the second chapter is characterized by my underlining
of what T see in Weil as a 'practical way of looking at freedom'.
When I look at the question of sin in the fourth chapter, my discus-
sion is developed in terms of drawing out and expanding upon what
T understand Weil to be saying about the story of Adam. My discussion
of evil, in turn, both in the fourth and in the fifth chapters, is
characterized by an emphasis on the idea of 'limits'. There are
two ideas that I deal with in my study of Weil, however, which I
feel it is necessary to discuss in more detail. These are the ideas
of 'predestination' and 'incarnation'.

Weil rarely speaks about the idea of predestination, and
when she does it is usually in the context of her understanding
of Plato's Republic. I, on the other hand, will frequently use
the language of 'predestination' in my study (pp. 35-40, 92-94, 131,
151, 156, 157, 192, 256: footnote 22, 264: footnote 51), and what
I mean by this term is based largely on Weil's understanding of

Plato, which is to say that I understand 'those who are predestined'
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to mean those emancipated beings (the philosophers) who have left
the Cave, seen the sun itself, as it is in itself, and re-entered
the Cave in order to lead others out of it. Predestination, at
least according to the way in which Weil interprets Plato, is directly
related to the idea of salvation. There is no doubt in my mind,
and I am certain that there would be none in Weil's mind, that
this notion of predestination can be applied to anyone who anywhere,
at any time and in any way (by whatever method) has received the
grace of God in this life. When I speak of predestination, therefore,
T am not referring only to those who, according to Plato, are truly
philosophers; I am referring to anyone who has ever been the recipient
of God's revelation.

Probably the most important idea that I deal with in my
study of Weil is the idea of incarnation. I say this because I
do not think it is possible to understand what Weil is saying about
the absence of God if one does not understand her thinking about
incarnation. These two ideas are inextricably tied together in
her thought; they are tied together, most specifically, in her
thinking about those immortal words of Christ on the Cross: "My
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?" They are tied together,
in other words, in the idea of the absence of God from God. This,
at least, is what my study of Weil will attempt to demonstrate.
This means, in turn, that I will be placing a great deal of emphasis
on the importance of the idea of incarnation in my study, far more

so, in fact, than Weil does herself. It should be noted, however,
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that I do not seriously discuss the idea of incarnation in any
depth until that point in my study (p. 153) where I am about to
engage in a lengthy discussion of the question of the identity and
continuity of the self, although from this point in my study until
the very end of my study it is the idea of incarmation that quite
clearly underlies and informs my discussion of whatever aspect of
Weil's thought that I happen to be dealing with. The reader should
consequently be aware that the way in which I develop this idea,
the contexts in which I use it, and the analogies in terms of which
T attempt to describe it, are all very much the reflection of how

T think Weil can and should be interpreted.

To begin with, then, it should be noted (pp. 165-167) that
T use Weil's thinking about the necessities and impossibilities
involved in thinking pure geometrical forms as an analogy for thinking
about the possibility of the incarnation of absolute good in this
world. The connection that I make here (which is fully explained in
the text of my study) between thinking pure geometrical forms and
thinking the possibility of the incarnation of absolute good is not
a connection that Weil makes herself.

At the end of the fourth chapter (p. 182) I make the asser-
tion that it is the Incarnation (in the form of the absence of God
from God) which is the link that enables us to think with truth at
the same time about the affliction of men and the perfection of God.
Weil does not explicitly make such an assertion. I also conclude

at this point in my study (p. 182) that redemptive suffering is an

1xi



operation involving nothing less than an incarnation of God. This,
too, is an inference on my part; Weil does not literally say this.
What I say in the fifth chapter (pp. 204-207) about the
death of the innocent being in conformity to the will of God, as
well as what I say about death and salvation in general, is entirely
inferred from how I think Weil can be interpreted in this context.
At the end of the fifth chapter (p. 218), I conclude that
'if we are to give an explication of why God abandons Christ on
the Cross, it can only be because that is the only way God can be
present in the souls of the innocent who suffer affliction'. This,
at least, is what I think can be legitimately concluded here; it is
not a conclusion that is explicitly or literally made by Weil.
Everything I say, finally, that has to do with the question
of how it is possible to think with truth at the same time about
the affliction of men and the perfection of God, or about necessity's
indifference to the good and how necessity and the good can be recon-
ciled, is the reflection of how, in terms of Weil's own thinking, T
think that she would respond to this question. The entire Conclusion
of my study, in this respect, is a summary of my reflections concerning
how I think Weil would respond to this question; it is a summary, in
effect, of the 'accent' that I have brought to her thought, an accent,
hopefully, that will help to clarify and illuminate one of the most
important ideas that she thought about: the idea of the absence of
God.

I hope, in conclusion, that the reader has at least a clearer
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picture of the major concerns that underlie both my approach to
Weil's thought and what I hope to accomplish in my study of her
thought. The Preface, consequently, has served to introduce the
reader to Weil's own writings as well as to indicate to him or to
her the method I employ in dealing with these writings; it has
served to introduce the reader to the secondary literature as well
as to indicate to him or to her where I stand with respect to this
literature; it has served to make the reader aware of why my study
is concerned only with understanding Weil and therefore of what
Weil means by 'doing philosophy'; and, lastly, it has served to
make the reader aware of what I understand my contribution to the
study of Weil to consist of, and therefore of how I distinguish
between my presentation and my interpretation of Weil's thought.
It has been necessary, finally, to deal with all of these concerns
in the Preface because I do not explicitly deal with them in the
main text of my study. In this context the Preface is little more
than a series of cautionary remarks on my part which serve to make
the reader aware of the limitations that are involved in both my
approach to Weil's thought and what I hope to accomplish in my study
of her thought. I believe, nevertheless, that the main text of
my study of Weil can be understood and Jjudged independently of

the cautionary remarks that have been made in the Preface.
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INTRODUCTION

And why do we speak today of the 'absent God,' a term
which plays a role in literature and art, and most of all in

the personal experience of innumerable people. . . . Let
me say something about the 'absent God,' by asking -- what
is the cause of His absence? We may answer -- our resistance,

our indifference, our lack of seriousness, our honest or

dishonest questioning, our genuine or cynical doubt. All

these answers have some truth, but they are not final. The
final answer,6to the question as to who makes God absent is

God himself:

It is true that much of the literature and art of this century
addresses itself to the idea of the absence of God. In fact, it is
even more common to hear another phrase in this context, that of the
'death of God'. There are undoubtedly many similarities between
these two phrases, but nevertheless they entail essentially different
meanings; they are not equivalent.2 Be that as it may, there is
little doubt that in this century the greater number of people who
have provoked us to think seriously about God's absence have done so
out of and in relation to situations of violence and terror, situations
of staggering affliction resulting from man's propensity for engaging
in war. Of course this propensity for engaging in war is not exclusive
to this century, for there have been few periods in history when
men have not somewhere been engaged in armed conflict; but we have
more records from survivors today than we did in the past, and it is
from these, the survivors, as well as from many who also left records
but who did not survive in the midst of this century's atrocities,

that we have received the clearest and most profound proclamation of

the absence of God. Indeed, it is from one who did not survive the



devastation of the Second World War, Simone Weil, that we receive
one of the most penetrating interpretations of the absence of God
and of the contradictions inextricably imposed upon human life
because of that absence. The absence of God in this world, as one
commentator has put it, became the cornerstone of both Weil's personal
experience and her dia.lectic.3

The entire written testimony which has been bequeathed to
us by Weil is nothing less, in fact, than the spiritual legacy of
a soul patiently waiting upon or attending to the contradictions
imposed upon human life because of God's absence. This is not to
say that Weil attempted to provide solutions to what she considered
to be life's essential contradictions. She was as baffled as anyone
else when confronted with the inexorable contradictions at the heart
of human life, but she had the courage to contemplate these contradic-
tions tirelessly and ceaselessly. And it can be said that it was as
a result of her contemplation of these contradictions that she was
led more and more to see the absence of God as being the fundamental
fact with regard to the universe, a fact which, ultimately, leads
her to see Christ's cry of dereliction on the Cross as the supreme
example of man's situation in this world. Indeed, it would not be
going too far to say that her contemplation of these contradictions
constituted or formed the catalyst for her eventual person to person
contacts with Christ.

As Weil's writings are nothing less than a tireless and

ceaseless contemplation of the contradictions which are inextricably

imposed upon human life, it should not be surprising that the very



essence of her thought is itself expressed in the form of contradic-
tion. We can see this with the utmost clarity in the following three
passages.
La contradiction essentielle dans la vie humaine,
c'est que 1'homme ayant pour étre méme 1l'effort vers le
bien est en méme temps soumis dans son &tre tout entier,
dans sa pensée comme dans sa chair, & une force aveugle,
a4 une nécessité absolument indifférente au bien. GC'est
ainsi; et c'est pourquoi aucune pensée humaine ne peut
échapper & la contradiction. (OL, p. 228)
J'éprouve un déchirement qui s'aggrave sans cesse,
a4 la fois dans 1'intelligence et au centre du coeur, par
1'incapacité ou je suls de penser ensemble dans la vérité
le malheur des hommes, la perfection de Dieu et le lien
entre les deux. (EL, p. 213)
Comment peut-on sans accuser Dieu supporter la
pensée d'un seul esclave crucifié il y a vingt-deux
siécles, si on pense qu'ad cette époque le Christ était
absent et toute espéce de sacrement inconnue? (AD, p. 147)5
The thought that Weil is expressing in these lines is that
which she feels to be the very essence of man's situation in this
world. Is there really anything else to consider except the affliction
of men, the perfection of God, and the link between the two? To put
this in another way, is there really anything else to consider except
necessity, necessity's indifference to the good, and how necessity
and the good can be reconciled? Weil thought at great length about
the questions raised in the above lines, and her thinking eventually
brought forth some very startling ideas which can be summarized in
three further lines. She said that "L'absence de Dieu en ce monde
est la réalité de Dieu", that "Ce monde en tant que tout & fait vide

de Dieu est Dieu lui-méme", and finally that "La nécessité en tant

qu'absolument autre que le bien est le bien lui-méme." (III, p. 39)



The absence of God in this world (or the non-intervention of
God in this world) is the idea par excellence which is at the heart of
Weil's thinking about man's situation in this world. Our purpose in
this study will be to understand what Weil is saying about man's
situation in this world with respect to the idea of the absence of
God; in other words, our purpose will be to understand the relationship
between this world and God in the context of the absence of God, and
therefore to understand the relationship between necessity and the
good in the context of necessity's indifference to the good. To be
even more specific, our purpose will be to understand the significance
of the idea of the absence of God in the context of thinking with
truth at the same time about the affliction of men, the perfection of
God, and the link between the two; or, to express the same thing in
different terms, our purpose will be to understand the significance
of the idea of the absence of good in the context of thinking with
truth at the same time about necessity, necessity's indifference to
the good, and how necessity and the good can be reconciled. This, in
turn, will mean that we will also be concerned with understanding what
is meant in thinking that "L'absence de Dieu en ce monde est la
réalité de Dieu", that "Ce monde en tant que tout & fait vide de Dieu
est Dieu lui-méme", and that "La nécessité en tant qu'absolument autre
que le bien est le bien lui-méme." (III, p. 39)

Our study will consequently be focused on those aspects of
Weil's thought that most clearly reflect her thinking about the idea
of the absence of God in terms of the relationship between this world

(man) and God, and in terms of the relationship between necessity and



the good. We will therefore develop the idea of the absence of God
in terms of five major themes: 1) the question produced in the depths
of the soul by affliction; 2) the cause of affliction: necessity;
3) the art of dying: the bringing about of the absence of God; 4)
redemptive suffering: the bringing about of the fulness of the absence
of God; and 5) the absence of God in Creation. Our discussion of these
five major themes in Weil's writings will reveal to us, in turn, that
the idea of the absence of God is completely unintelligible apart
from a comprehensive understanding of the question of necessity, and
that the question of necessity is itself ultimately unintelligible
apart from an understanding of Weil's interpretation of Christ's cry
of dereliction on the Cross. It will therefore be necessary to deal
with and to emphasize the question of necessity as well as Weil's
interpretation of Christ's cry of dereliction, not only in and of
themselves, but also in relation to each major theme that will be
discussed in our study.

It is not possible to consider the idea of the absence of
God in Weil's thought without looking at the Cross; indeed, the two
cannot be separated. As Bugnion-Secrétan says of Weil: "Elle aussi,
comme tous les mystiques, connalt parfois 1l'absence de Dieu. D'avance,
elle 1l'accepte, elle l'aime; c'est pour elle 1l'équivalent du point
culminant de la crucifixion, de ce cri du Christ qu'elle écoute
constamment: Mon Dieu, mon Dieu, pourquoi m'as-tu a.bandonné?"6 Anyone
who writes that "I1 n'y a, il ne peut y avoir, dans quelque domaine
que ce soit, aucune activité humaine qui n'ait pour supréme et

secréte vérité la Croix du Christ" (PS, p. 126), that "La seule



source de clarté assez lumineuse pour éclairer le malheur est la

Croix du Christ" (PS, p. 124), and that "La Croix du Christ est la

seule porte de la connaissance" (III, p. 63), is expressing as clearly

as possible the locus classicus of the theology of the Cross: "to know

nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified."” (I Cor. 2:2)
As the contemporary Christian theologian, Jirgen Moltmann, says: "All
statements about God, about creation, about sin and death have their
focal point in the crucified Christ", and thus "every theology which
claims to be Christian must come to terms with Jesus' cry on the cross",
that is to say, "with the knowledge of God in the crucified Christ,
or, to use Luther's even bolder phrase, with the knowledge of the
'crucified God'."7 There can be absolutely no doubt that Christ's
cry of dereliction is at the very heart of Weil's thinking.8 She
quotes the cry of dereliction in full more than twenty times in her
writings.9 Further, every time that she speaks of the cry in the
depths of the human soul, or of the question 'why?' uttered by those
in affliction, she is also referring to Christ's cry of dereliction.
Christ's cry of dereliction, as we shall see throughout our
study, is most consummately expressed in the idea of 'the absence of
God from God'. Here, in a nut shell, is the idea that we will have
to enucleate in order to see that God, for Weil, is not only totally
absent from this world (that the good is not only totally other than
necessity), but that God is also totally present in this world (that
the good is also totally inscribed within the very fabric of necessity),
that God, in effect, is simultaneously both totally absent from and

totally present in this world (that the good is simultaneously both



totally other than and totally inscribed within necessity). In

other words, that which we will ultimately draw attention to in dis-
cussing the idea of the absence of God in Well is the idea of the
sanctity of matter, the union of divine spirit with matter, i.e., the
presence of God in this world: Incarnation. This presence, for Weil,
is the source of all pure truth, justice, good, and beauty which can
exist in this world. It is a presence, however, which is the plenitude
of absence, for it is constituted by the absence of God from Himself
in the Creation. There is nothing more crucial to an understanding
of Weil than the recognition that God's absence is always and every-
where the reflection of the true reality of God. Whether she is
thinking of the absence of pure forms from all the apparent forms that
we perceive in the contemplation of theoretical necessity in the under-
standing of the world, and of the necessities and impossibilities
attached to the possibility of the incarnation of these purely
theoretical conceptions in technique and in work, or whether she is
thinking of the feeling of the absence of good produced in the depths
of the soul by affliction, and of the necessities and impossibilities
attached to the possibility of the incarnation of absolute good in
that soul, what she is underlining, and therefore that which we must
endeavour to understand in our study, is that the very reality of

this universe and all that takes place within it is constituted by

the sovereign presence of that which is absent; it is constituted,

in other other words, by the sovereign presence of He who is absent:
God. God can be present in Creation in no other form than absence.

The ideas which are presented here, all of which are extremely



important within the context of our study of Weil, will be discussed
in detail in the main text of our study. That which we should take
note of in the present context, however, is again the fact of how
important both the question of necessity and Weil's interpretation

of Christ's cry of dereliction are to an understanding of her thought.
We cannot over-emphasize the importance of either of these aspects

of Weil's thought; the one, in fact, cannot be thought without the
other. Our entire study, in a sense, is therefore essentially an
explication of the relationship that Weil sees as existing between
necessity and Christ's cry of dereliction, the relationship that she
sees as existing, in effect, between this world and the absence of
God. Weil's thinking about the question of necessity, as well as

her interpretation of Christ's cry of dereliction, whether they are
considered in and of themselves, or whether they are considered in
their relationship to each other, are aspects of Weil's thought which
have not been sufficiently and thoroughly analyzed in the existing
scholarship that is devoted to her thought.io To deal with these
aspects of Weil's thought is, of course, to deal specifically with
her thinking about the idea of the absence of God; but more importantly,
it is to deal specifically, at the same time, with her thinking about
the idea of the presence of God, and therefore with her thinking about
the idea of incarnation. We cannot separate Weil's thinking about

the absence of God from her thinking about the presence of God, and
thus we cannot separate her thinking about necessity from her thinking
about incarnation. It is not simply the absence of God from this

world or necessity's indifference to the good that we must understand



in Weil's thought; what we must also understand, and what, indeed,
is more important to understand, is that the distance which separates
this world from God or necessity from the good is not absolute, that
God is also secretely present in this world, and that the good is
also mysteriously inscribed within the very fabric of necessity. This
is so, according to Weil, because the supreme expression of the absence
of God, the absence of God from God (Christ's cry of dereliction),
implies Incarnation. To attempt to understand what Weil is saying
about the idea of incarnation, especially in relationship to her
thinking about the question of necessity, is to attempt to understand
an aspect of Weil's thought which has neither been dealt with in any
detail nor analyzed in any depth. This, in essence, is what we hope
to accomplish in our study of the idea of the absence of God in
Simone Weil.

We must be careful to understand, however, that Weil was not
a Christian theologian. Her thought is certainly centred in Christ,
but she herself stood outside of the Church. This, of course, does
not necessarily invalidate the meaning and significance that she
attaches to the Christ event, but it does raise certain difficulties
that lie beyond the scope of this study. It lies beyond the scope
of this study, for example, to examine the many interpretations of
the Christ event which have either been accepted or rejected as
official Christian doctrine, and whether Weil's thinking agrees or
is in conflict with these many interpretations. Not only is this an
unfeasible task, but it is also one that is wrought with further

complications because of Weil's situation vis-a-vis the Church, and
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because of the differing views as to whether or not she was a Christian
or even a saint. It is, of course, as a result of Weil's having been
taken possession of by Christ, and of having refused baptism that this
debate arises. Lacking all authority to speak to these questions,
we can only refer the reader to the writings of Weil where she speaks
of her mystical experiences, and to the writings of those who felt
qualified to comment on these experiences, as well as on her position
with regard to the doctrines of the Church.11

We should note, finally, before proceeding directly with our
study of Weil, that when we refer to or quote secondary sources in
order to illustrate certain ideas in our discussion, we are in no way
suggesting that the authors of these quotations are in agreement with
the whole of Weil's thought. On the other hand, it is not our inten-
tion to discuss all of the discrepancies that exist between the thought
of Weil and that of other writers, although we will, when necessary,
point out any major differences. We should note as well in this con-
text that we will not be directly examing the thought of the two
thinkers who most clearly influenced Weil's thought, i.e., Plato and

Kant. 12

Weil drew from many sources, and therefore in discussing her
thought we will necessarily be looking both implicitly and explicitly
at her interpretation of those sources. Again, however, it is not
within the scope of this study to examine the discrepancies that exist
between Weil's thought and that of her major influences, nor to
analyze whether she is right or wrong in her interpretation -- be it
of Plato, Kant, quantum physics, or the doctrines of traditional

Christianity.
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It is not our purpose, in the end, to agree or disagree with
what Weil is saying in relation to the idea of the absence of God.
Our purpose, in the first place, is to understand the contradictions
that she believes are inextricably imposed upon human life because of
the absence of God, and in the second place, it is to see whether or
not her thinking about these contradictions is consistent with her
thinking about Christ's cry of dereliction on the Cross. In that it
is the Cross of Christ which is exemplified as the secret truth of
all human activity for Weil, this truth immediately brings us face
to face with a seemingly monstrous scandal and a profound contradic-
tion. After all, Jesus died crying out to God, "My God, my God, why
hast thou forsaken me?" As Moltmann says:

That 'God', the 'supreme being' and the 'supreme good',
should be revealed and present in the abandonment of Jesus
by God on the cross, is something that it is difficult to
desire. What interest can the religious longing for fellow-
ship with God have in the crucifixion of its God, and his
powerlessness and abandonment in absolute death? 1In spite
of all the 'roses' which the needs of religion and the
theological interpretation have draped round the cross,
the cross is the really irreligious thing in Christian
faith. It is the suffering of God in Christ, rejected and
killed in the absence of God, which qualifies Christian
faith as faith, and as sggething different from the pro-
Jjection of man's desire.

It is hard to imagine any greater contradiction than that represented
by Christ being abandoned by God on the Cross. Nevertheless, it is
solely in terms of Weil's thinking about this contradiction that we
believe we can come to understand the idea of the absence of God and
the manner in which her interpretation can be said to be the form of

answer that would enable us to think with truth at the same time

about the affliction of men, the perfection of God, and the link
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between the two.



CHAPTER ONE

THE QUESTION PRODUCED IN THE DEPTHS OF THE SOUL BY AFFLICTION

Weil thought that the two essential truths of Christianity
were expressed in the Trinity and the Cross, the one being perfect
joy, the other perfect suffering (affliction). She thought that
it is necessary to know both of them, as well as their mysterious
unity. On the other hand, however, she felt that "ici-bas nous sommes
placés par la condition humaine infiniment loin de la Trinité, au
pied méme de la Croix. La Croix est notre patrie." (PS, p. 113)
Weil consequently writes about affliction far more than she does about
joy. It is affliction (and more specifically, the affliction of the
innocent) which most clearly reveals to Weil the reality of human
life.’

It is not surprising to her that the innocent are tortured
and killed, driven from their homelands, reduced to slavery or thrown
into concentration camps. Nor is it surprising that some are paralyzed
and crippled for life, or die in the wake of floods and famines. For
those who have been spared from disease and the devastation of natural
disasters, there are always enough human beings in the form of criminals
to reduce the rest to slavery or to kill them. Disease, natural dis-
asters, and criminals are all of the same order; that is to say, they
are all part of the universe, and as such they are all at the mercy
of a mechanical, mathematical, absolutely deaf and blind necessity |

which is sovereign throughout the universe. What is surprising to

13
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Weil is "que Dieu ait donné au malheur la puissance de saisir 1'adme
elle-méme des innocents et de s'en emparer en maltre souverain. Dans
le meilleur des cas, celul que marque le malheur ne gardera que la
moitié de son &me." (PS, p. 88)

It is affliction which causes us to feel that human life is
impossible. It does this because affliction is the feeling of the .
absence of good.2 At least this is what Weil claims to be the feeling
of those who have suffered affliction. This is not to say, however,
that this feeling of the absence of good is intelligible. A contem-
porary Jewish writer, Elie Wiesel, speaking of the survivors of
Hitler's death camps, says that they, being "more realistic if not
more honest, are aware of the fact that God's presence at Treblinka
or Maidanek -- or, for that matter, his absence -- poses a problem
which will remain forever :‘Lnsoluble."3 This unintelligibility is
universalized by Weil. She reflects on it in relation to all beings
who have died at any time and in any place. The problem is stated
very succinctly when she says: “quel saint transfigurera la misére
des esclaves morts sur la croix & Rome et dans les provinces
romaines au cours de tant de siecles?" (II, p. 151)

The way out of this darkness for the Christian is found in
the contemplation and imitation of Christ. This is also the way that
Weil follows. The affliction of innocent souls and their complete
subjection to the absolutely deaf and blind play of mechanical
necessities are unintelligible unless "on pense que nous avons €té
créés comme les fréres du Christ crucifié", and unless "on pense que

l'univers entier dans la totalité de 1l'espace et du temps a été créé
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comme la Croix du Christ." (IP, p. 167) The Cross of Christ becomes
for her the only source of truth, the only source of light bright
enough to illumine affliction in no matter what age or country. And
even if the story of Christ is a symbol, a metaphor, Weil is of the
belief, as the ancients were, that metaphors produce themselves as
events in the world.u To refer to the German concentration camps
once again, with specific reference in this context to the work of
Terrence des Pres on the subject of the survivors of these camps, it
may be said that for the majority of us, "what we experience symbolical-
ly, in spirit only, survivors must go through in spirit and in body.
In extremity, states of mind become objective, metaphors tend to
actualize, the Word becomes flesh."5 It is our purpose to understand
what Weil means by affliction in relation to the 'word become flesh',
and thus to come to grips with the form of poetry which she feels
God has written.

In a letter to an English poet whom Weil had met in Solesmes
in 1938, she says that it was not till Christ had known the physical
agony of crucifixion that he uttered his immortal cry, "a question
which shall remain unanswered through all times on this earth 'My God,
why hast thou forsaken me?' When poetry struggles toward the expressing
of pain and misery, it can be great poetry only if that cry sounds
through every word."6 That cry sounds throughout the Gospels. Here
we have not simply the revelation of human misery, but the revelation
of misery in the person of a being who is at the same time human and
divine. The accounts of the Passion tell us that a divine spirit united °

to the flesh is affected by affliction, suffers and trembles before
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death, and at the moment of deepest agony, feels himself separated
from men and from God.7

In our opinion, all of Weil's thought is grounded in the
'why?' which Christ uttered on the Cross. Her thinking not only
begins from this point, but it also ultimately leads back to this
point. From the cry of dereliction she is able to define affliction
and distinguish between it and suffering. She is able to speak about
the cause of affliction (necessity) and the various forms this cause
takes (for example, time) in relation to it. As well, she is able
to look at the questions of finality and freedom in terms of it. Her
thinking about the 'I' and the necessity of destroying it (expiatory
suffering) is essentially man's way of preparing himself for the
'why?' Her analysis of redemptive suffering, in turn, is the very
essence of her thinking about the 'why?' Finally, it is the 'why?',
Christ's cry of dereliction, which leads her to conceive God and the
Creation in the way that she does, i.e. in terms of 'absence'.

What is it that Weil sees in Christ's cry of dereliction?
It will be best if we begin by simply summarizing the essential ideas
that Weil sees as arising out of Christ's cry on the Cross, to have
the essential framework of her interpretation behind us, as it were,
before discussing each idea separately. In the first place, the cry
that is addressed to God by Christ, 'My God, why hast thou forsaken
me?', is understood as being addressed to God by Himself. God does
not answer Christ; He does not answer Himself; He is silent. It is
this silence which is the key for Weil, for it means that God has

abandoned Christ, that God has abandoned God. The same thing can
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be expressed by saying that God is absent from Christ, that God is
absent from God. What must be kept in mind here is that the absence
of God from Christ does not have the same significance as does the
absence of God from myself, for example. The criterion for the absence
of God from Christ being equivalent to the absence of God from myself
(or any other human being) is innocence (the state of perfection).
One must be innocent, and then reduced to a state of affliction,
before one can share in the absence of God from Christ. Then the
absence of God takes on its full significance; it becomes the fulness
of the absence of God: the absence of God from God. *
That which Weil emphasizes above all else is the unity of

! Christ and Ge@.s From this unity, the words of Christ on the Cross
do not simply mean 'My God, why hast thou forsaken me?', but at the
same time, and more importantly, 'My God, why hast thou forsaken
thyself?' This latter 'why?' (although, strictly speaking, it is
identical to the first 'why?') is a question which, if answered,
would provide the key for unlocking the mystery of the Creation. - The
absence of God from God suggests to Weil that the Creation is best
understood as a withdrawal on the part of God, as an abdication or
abandonment of a part of God by God. God's abandonment of Christ on
the Cross is the model for Weil's thinking about the Creation. Christ
was allowed to die on the Cross. He was subjected to the cold and
pitiless mechanism of necessity that rules throughout the universe
(the Creation itself). He died like a common criminal, his body
itself bearing the marks of nail and spear. Christ's immortal cry Vv

indicates that God does not intervene in the universe, not even to
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save Christ -- not even to save Himself. He allows necessity to rule
as sovereign master. The absence of God from Christ, and thus the
absence of God from the universe imply that the universe would not
exist, that is to say that there would not be a Creation, unless God
was absent and eternally maintained this absence. And further, it is
only when God is totally absent -- the absence of God from God
(Christ's cry of dereliction) -- that God's presence is revealed. |
To understand this presence would be to understand the Creation
itself.9
It is God's abandonment of Christ on the Cross which leads
Weil to conceive of both human and non-human nature in the same way.
Since God has withdrawn in the act of Creation, the universe and
everything in it are subjected to a harsh and brutal network of
relations constituting necessity. We cannot have a thought or take
a step without running up against necessity. What this means is that
Weil's conception of the universe is one in which human beings are
determined and have no freedom. This is an extreme view; but then
Christ was not free to come down from the Cross. If we take the view
of man held by behavourial psychology, and the view of the universe
held by empirical science, we have, in a nut shell, the views of both
human and non-human nature that Weil would subscribe to as being the
only really legitimate views. On the other hand, however, because
of her interpretation of Christ's cry of dereliction, she does not
believe that these views are absolute in and of themselves. The
affliction of Christ is such that, even though human beings are not

free, Weil can see human suffering as having a significance above



19

and beyond the deterministic world view of the natural sciences.
The 'why?' of Christ carries us beyond any 'cause and effect' answers
of this world. For this reason she can speak of the destruction of
the human being, and of the notions of sin and evil, as‘having meaning
in terms of expigtory and redemptive suffering. Indeed, it is by
means of the crucifixion that Weil comes to see redemptive suffering
and extreme evil as being inextricably tied together. Christ's
cry on the Cross leads her to conceive of God as being present in
extreme evil, as being present through redemptive suffering. The
absence of God from God is the divine form of presence which corres-
ponds to evil, an absence which is felt by Christ, and therefore by
God. 10

A1l that we have said in this brief summary of the ideas
that Weil sees as arising out of Christ's cry of dereliction is
necessarily very abstract and paradoxical. At least now we have some
conception of the very intricate and complicated position she adheres
to. What she is frying to do is to think as true at the same time
both the affliction of men and the perfection of God. In that she
characterizes affliction as the fge}ing of the absence of good (the
absence of God), then what she is attempting to do is seemingly
impossible. She feels, however, that the affliction of men does
not deny or negate the perfection of God, but that, rather, the
absence of God as reflected in the affliction of men is itself the
necessary clue that is needed in order to unveil the very nature of
God's perfection. Consequently, if we are to understand Weil's

thinking about the nature of God's perfection, we must first of all
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look in some detail at her thinking about the question of affliction.

Weil's understanding of affliction is based upon her interpre-
tation of the crucifixion. In the essay 'L'amour de Dieu et le
malheur' she uses the metaphor of a hammer and nail to describe the
crucifixion. From this metaphor we are given a most comprehensive
picture of the dimensions of affliction. The passage in question is
worth quoting in full.,

Quand on frappe avec un marteau sur un clou, le choc
recu par la large téte du clou passe tout entier dans la
pointe, sans que rien s'en perde, quoiqu'elle ne soit qu'un
point. Si le marteau et la téte du clou étaient infiniment
grands, tout se passerait encore de méme. La pointe du
clou transmettrait au point sur lequel elle est appliquée
ce choc infini.

L'extréme malheur, qui est & la fois douleur physique,
détresse de 1l'ame et dégradation sociale, constitue ce clou.
La pointe est appliquée au centre méme de 1l'dme. La téte
du clou est toute la nécessité éparse a travers la totalité
de l'espace et du temps.

Le malheur est une merveille de la technique divine.
C'est une dispositif simple et ingénieux qui fait entrer dans
1'4me d'une créature finie cette immensité de force aveugle,
brutale et froide. La distance infinie qui sépare Dieu de
la créature se rassemble tout entitére en un point pour percer
une ame en son centre.

L'homme & qui pareille chose arrive n'a aucune part a
cette opération. Il se débat comme un papillon qu'on
épingle vivant sur un album. Mais il peut 3 travers 1l'horreur
continuer & vouloir aimer. Il n'y a & cela aucune impossibilité,
aucun obstacle, on pourrait presque dire aucune difficulté;
car la douleur la plus grande, tant qu'elle est en degd de
1'évanouissement, ne touche pas & ce point de 1'dme qui
consent & une bonne orientation.

I1 faut seulement savoir que l'amour est une orientation
et non pas un état d'a4me. Si on 1l'ignore on tombe dans le
désespoir dés la premiére atteinte du malheur.

Celui dont 1l'ame reste orientée vers Dieu pendant qu'elle
est percée d'un clou se trouve cloué sur le centre méme de
1l'univers. C'est le vral centre, qui n'est pas au milieu,
qui est hors de l'espace et du temps, qui est Dieu. Selon
une dimension qui n'appartient pas & 1l'espace, qui n'est pas
le temps, qui est une tout autre dimension, ce clou a percé
un trou a travers la création, & travers 1l'épaisseur de
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1'écran qui sépare 1l'dme de Dieu.

Par cette dimension merveilleuse, 1l'dme peut, sans
quitter le lieu et 1'instant ol se trouve le corps auquel
elle est liée, traverser la totalité de l'espace et du
temps et parvenir devant la présence méme de Dieu.

Elle se trouve & 1l'intersection de la création et du
Créateur. Ce point d'intersection, c'est celui du croisement
des branches de la Croix. (PS, pp. 103-105)

It is evident from this passage that Weil's thinking about
the nature of affliction takes on a cosmic dimension when it is seen
in relation to the crucifixion. This dimension is such that every
man who suffers affliction can be said to participate in the same
cross. This cross is "la totalité de la nécessité qui emplit
1'infinité du temps et de 1l'espace, et qui peut, en certaines circon-
stances, se concentrer sur l'atome qu'est chacun de nous et le
pulvériser totalement." (PS, p. 110) To bear one's cross is to
be aware that every part of one's being is subjected to this blind
and brutal necessity, except that point in the soul which can go on
wanting to love. This point in the soul is so secret that it is
inaccessible to the consciousness. It is what Weil refers to as the
eternal part of the soul, the part of the soul which can go on wanting
to love, the part of the soul which can consent to affliction. From
the dimension of affliction depicted in the above passage it is clear
that this point in the soul is equivalent to Christ, and therefore
equivalent to God, for only God in Christ could consent to (love) the
immensity of affliction imposed by the whole of necessity throughout
all space and time -- even unto death.

Weil describes affliction in this passage in terms of

physical pain, distress of soul, and social degradation. Near the
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beginning of the same essay she says: "Il n'y a vraiment malheur

que si 1'événement qui a saisi une vie et 1l'a déracinée l'atteint
directement ou indirectement dans toutes ses parties, sociale,
psychologique, physique. Le facteur social est essentiel. Il n'y

a pas vraiment malheur 1a ol il n'y a pas sous uﬁe forme quelconque
déchéance sociale ou appréhension d'une telle déchéance." (PS, p. 87)
This is simply the characterization of the affliction of Christ.

Christ's death was not that of a ma.r'tyr.11

For Weil, Christ died
like a common criminal, in the same class as thieves, only somewhat
more ridiculous. He was made a curse for us. Not only his body with
the marks of nail and spear was accursed, but his whole soul also.
Every innocent being in affliction feels himself accursed in the same
wa.y.12 It is therefore essentially in terms of the humiliation of
Christ that Weil is making this particular characterization of
affliction. Suffering is intrinsic to affliction, but it is not
the most important element. The most important element of affliction °
is humiliation.13 It is humiliation which ultimately makes of
affliction something impossible to desire, for this humiliation goes
as far as death. Christ died on the Cross.

Indeed, one need look no further than to the question of
death to understand what Weil means by affliction. It is in terms
of death (quite literally) and of those states approximating death
that she describes the essential nature of affliction. It is hard
to imagine imagery of a more austere nature than that which she uses

to depict the state that one is reduced to by affliction. Some of

the images she uses are: 'matidre inerte', 'une pierre', 'une chose',
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'un ver & demi écrasé', ‘un cadavre', 'une chose déchirée et

sanguinolente happée par les dents d'une machine', 'n'importe quoi

14 As such, affliction is the experience

jpa——

de vil et de méprisable’.
of non-being ("1le néant"); it is a death of the soul, either quite
literally, because affliction can quite literally kill a man, or
else it is a death of the soul in a man who still 1ives.15 To
acknowledge the reality of affliction, and consequently the imminent
reality of one's own death is something that human thought recoils
from. It would mean saying to oneself: "Un jeu de circonstances que
je ne contrdle pas peut m'enlever n'importe quoi & n'importe quel
instant, y compris toutes ces choses qui sont tellement & moi que je
les considdre comme étant moi-méme. Il n'y a rien en moi que je ne
puisse perdre. Un hasard peut n'importe quand abolir ce que je suis
et mettre & la place n'importe quoi de vil et de méprisable." (EL,
p. 35)

One might think that Weil can be accused of associating
Christianity with a morbid preoccupation with suffering and grief.
In one sense this is true, for Christianity is concerned with suffer-
ing. Suffering is part and parcel of our human condition in this
world. ¥hristianity, however, does not seek a supernatural remedy
against suffering, but a supernatural use of suffering.' In this
context Weil is thinking of suffering ("la souffrance") in terms of
the most extreme form it can take, i.e. égéiiction ("le malheur").
Suffering in itself is not the same as affiiction. Suféering and
grief are something quite different from affliction; they are sensa-

tions or psychological states which are to affliction what opinion
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would be to 'bruth.16 To be as precise as possible, what distinguishes

suffering and grief from affliction is that our natural faculties are
still in operation in the former, whereas they are not in the latter. |
Anything at all, whether it be the intelligence, the imagination,

even the biological function of self-preservation, which prevent a
soul from fully experiencing death, is no more than a sensation or

a psychological state. Pain, whether it be physical or psychological,
is nothing once it is over. We are always able to think that the

pain we are suffering will not last, or imagine that the distress

we are feeling is not the way things really are and that the future
will see us in a better state of affairs. If our suffering is intense
enough, we are at least able to console ourselves in thinking that

we are nevertheless alive and that survival is surely better than
death.17 While suffering of whatever nature is being endured, it is,
in essence, the nind, through the imagination, which is capable of
eliminating it to a great extent by focusing on something else. And
whatever the mind focuses on is a form of consolation which prevents
the soul from truly experiencing affliction.

Suffering and grief which are bound up with any form of consol-~
ation are incapable of marking a soul with the unique and irreducible
mark of affliction: sla.ver'y.18 This mark of affliction is not a
psychclogical state. It is a pu;verization of the soul by the blind
and pitiless mechanism of circumstances which reduces it to a more
or less attenuated equivalent of death. It is imposed from without,
quite against a man's will, effecting, in turn, a transformation of

his human condition into one analogous to a half-crushed worm writhing
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on the ground. The horror and revulsion of the whole being which is
felt by the victim is the very branding of the soul which constitutes
affliction; it is the experience of the humi;igtion of Christ. .-
Although affliction is quite distinct from physical suffering,
it is nevertheless inseparable from it. Physical pain is the only
thing possessing the power to chain down men's thoughts here below,
the only thing that can keep thought from turning away from the con-
tempt and hatred which are inextricably attached to affliction. There
are many things which are capable of chaining down men's thoughts
(beyond, of course, brute force, which is the essential thing),
including certain phenomena which are not exactly physical but which
producean equivalent result. One can imagine, for example, a survivor
of Hitler's concentration camps who, following his or her release,
and after the war has ended, runs into a German soldier in uniform.
The suffering of the survivor in this situation results from the
1link between the uniform and the hell of the concentration camps.
In other words, there are certain things which cause no suffering by
themselves, but which, due to an association between a sign (the
German soldier's uniform) and the thing signified (the hell of the
concentration camps) cause us to suffer a pain which is felt by the
body. And it goes without saying that if the survivor were to run
into German soldiers in uniform every day for several weeks or months,
it would not be very long before he or she was again reduced to the
self-same state of affliction that was lived through in the concentra-
tion ca.mps.19

It is obvious, however, that not everyone will be brought to
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affliction through the same causes. The multitude of factors that
go to make up physical pain, distress of soul, and social degradation
(and all of these together) is such that on a purely objective plane,
it is not possible to tell at which point a person may be reduced to
afflictionazo The same event could plunge one person into affliction
and not another. Again, for Weil, the criterion here would seem to
be innocence.21 In her essay, 'Formes de l'amour implicite de Dieu',
she says:

D'une manidre tout & fait générale, il y a malheur
toutes les fois que la nécessité, sous n'importe quelle
forme, se fait sentir si durement que la dureté dépasse la
capacité de mensonge de celui qui subit le choc. C'est
pourquoi les étres les plus purs sont les plus exposés au
malheur. Pour celui qui est capable d'empécher la réaction
automatique de protection qui tend & augmenter dans 1'dme
la capacité de mensonge, le malheur n'est pas un mal, bien
qu'il soit toujours une blessure et en un sens une dégrada-
tion. (AD, p. 157)

JM"La capacité de mensonge" is the source of the consolations that
prevent the soul from truly experiencing affliction. What is certain
for Weil, however, in that no one can escape the possibility of
affliction, is that there is a limit, a limit on this side of which
the most violent, deep, and long lasting misery is not affliction,
but on the other side of which there is affliction. If it were
possible to make something analogous to a thermometer which can read
the freezing point of various gases, the thermometer which would be
able to indicate the 1limit beyond which one is plunged into affliction
would indicate a different point at which each individual soul is

frozen (death), just as there is a different reading for the freezing

point of different gases.
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. Affliction is ultimately a mystery. For Weil, there is

nothing more difficult to comprehend than affliction, for affliction
is mute.zz Affliction is felt as being something impossible; it is
impossible (i.e. a contradiction) from the point of view of logic that
a human being should be reduced to being no more than a thing. This
impossibility is felt as a rent in the soul (the feeling of the absence
of good), and it is this feeling which is at the heart of Weil's
interpretation of the Cross.23 One can neither regard suffering as
an offering nor as a punishment, for these are no more than consola-
tions which throw a veil over the true reality of suffering. "La
souffrance n'a pas de signification. C'est 1l'essence méme de sa
réalité. Tl faut l'aimer dans sa réalité, qui est absence de significa-
tion. Autrement on n'aime pas Dieu.” (IIT, p. 112) Even God cannot
be present to the sensibility in affliction, because even this is
yet another form of attachment. It is for this reason that "Il faut
passer par 'Mon Dieu, pourquoi m'as-tu abandonné?' Le malheur
extréme dte Dieu, comme tous les autres objects d‘'attachement, 3
la sensibilité." (II, p. 112) The absence of God from the sensibility
is what characterizes extreme affliction as an impossibility, an
impossibility, however, which becomes reality in the absence of God
from God as reflected in Weil's interpretation of Christ's cry of _
dereliction.

Tt must be clearly understoocd from the very beginning that
the question ‘why?' cannot be given an answer. When Christ uttered
the cry of dereliction he did not receive an answer. God was silent.

"Dieu a laissé Dieu crier vers lui et n'a pas répondu." (III, p. 274)
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It is this silence of God, this non-answer, that Weil finds so
significant. Nothing can mark the soul of the afflicted in so lasting
a manner as the silence of God. "Le malheur contraint & poser
continuellement la question 'pourquoi', la question essentiellement
sans réponse. Ainsi par lui on entend la non-réponse. 'Le silence
essentiel. . .'"" (CS, p. 27) The afflicted feels this silence of
God, this absence of God, as an impossibility. From infancy until
death, every human being goes on indomitably expecting that good and
not evil will be done to him, and this in spite of the crime and
suffering that weighs so heavily on human life. Indeed, it is that
which, at the bottom of the heart of every human being, goes on
expecting good and not evil to be done to him, that is sacred in
every human being. There is only one source of the sacred for Weil,
and that is the good and all that pertains to it.24 And yet it is
precisely that which is sacred in human beings that is put into
question by the afflicted when they cry out 'why?' "Le malheur a
contraint le Christ i supplier d'é&tre épargné, & chercher des consola-
tions auprés des hommes, & se croire abandonné de son Pere. Il a
contraint un juste & crier contre Dieu, un juste aussi parfait que

la nature seulement humaine le comporte." (PS, p. 88) "Le malheur
rend Dieu absent pendant un temps, plus absent qu'un mort, plus
absent que la lumidre dans un cachot compl®tement ténébreux." (PS,
P. 89) The 'why?' of the afflicted is without an answer. His world
is the world of silence; it is the world of the dead, of the millions
murdered throughout the centuries. It is a world no longer present,

the intimate absence -- of God, of man, of love -- by which he is
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haunted. In the cry of the afflicted the dead's own scream is active.
The cry of the afflicted is the single thing which is mentioned
more often than anything else in the writings of Weil. It is: 'un
cri appelant une finalité'; le cri 'pourquoi me fait-on du mal?'; 'un
cri silencieux qui sonne seulement dans le secret du coeur'; 'un cri
de douloureuse surprise'; 'un cri muet'; 'un cri pour une réponse qui
ne nous est pas accordée'; 'un cri & vide'; 'un appel éternellement
sans réponse'; 'un cri de privation et de douleur'; 'un cri d'espérance
issu du fond du coeur, tellement inarticulé qu'il est indiscernable
pour ceux qui crient'; 'tout ce qui contraint impérieusement la
partie sensible de 1l'dme & crier: Je n'en peux plus! Que cela finisse!'25
It is the cry which, for a moment, deprived Christ of God; which
constrained him to believe that he was forsaken by the Father; which
accused his Father of having abandoned him; which accused God Himself,
through the mouth of Christ, of the Passion; which removed the feeling
of God's presence from Christ; which made Christ feel, at the moment
of deepest agony, that he was separated from men and from God; which,
for an instant, prevented Christ from knowing that the void is the
supreme plenitude.26 "Le cri du Christ et le silence du Pére font
ensemble la supréme harmonie, celle dont toute musique n'est qu'une
imitation, & laquelle ressemblent d'infiniment loin celles de nos
harmonies qui sont au plus haut degré 3 la fois déchirantes et douces.
L'univers tout entier, y compris nos propres existences qui en sont
de petits fragments, est seulement la vibration de cette supréme
harmonie." (IP, pp. 168-169) For Weil, the harmony between Christ's

'why?"' (ceaselessly repeated by every soul in affliction) and the
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silence or absence of the Father is supreme mediation.27 Indeed, the
cry of dereliction, 'My God, why hast thou forsaken me', is the

28 and thus the absence of God from

perfect praise of God's glory;
God (the form that God's presence takes in this world) expresses the
true glory of God.

The cry which is incessantly repeated by the soul in affliction
is really the cry: 'Why are things the way they are?' The afflicted
man naively seeks an answer from anything or everything, whether it
be from men, things, or God (even if he disbelieves in Him). He is
asking why it is necessary that he should be hungry, or worn out with
fatigue or cruel and brutal treatment, or be in prison or a concentra-
tion camp, or be killed or executed. He is asking a question which
cannot be given an answer, because his question is not looking for a
cause, but rather, for a purpose. Even if one could take into account
the whole of the complex interaction of circumstances that led up to
his being reduced to a state of affliction, it would not seem to him
to be an answer. Indeed, if a comforting or satisfactory reply is
found, it can only be that one has constructed it oneself, and the
fact that one has been able to do this is indicative that one's
suffering has not really attained the degree of intensity necessary
for affliction to have entirely gripped the soul.29 The cry of the
soul that is truly torn by affliction expresses the search for an end.
There is, however, no answer to its cry, for the world is necessity
and not purpose. For Weil the whole universe is devoid of finality.

This world does not give us final causes; affliction would not be the

feeling of the absence of good if there were finality in the world.



31

It is the feeling of the absence of good, the absence of God, which
leads Weil to place the good outside of the world, i.e. to see it as
transcendent.

When the soul torn by affliction continually cries out for
a finality, it touches what Weil calls the void ("le vide"). It is
in this void that the soul feels the absence of God, the absence of
anything to love. Yet the soul must go on loving, or at least wanting
to love, even if with only an infinitesimal part of itself. "Si elle
ne renonce pas a aimer, il lui arrive un jour d'entendre, non pas
une réponse a 1a7question qu'elle crie, car il n'y en a pas, mais le
silence méme comme quelque chose d'infiniment plus plein de significa-
tion qu'aucune réponse, comme la parole méme de Dieu. Elle sait alors
que 1l'absence de Dieu ici-bas est la méme chose que la présence secrete
ici-bas du Dieu qui est aux cieux." (IP, p. 168) It is necessary,
for Weil, to have been forced to seek vainly for a finality before
one is able to hear the divine silence, and only two things possess
the power capable of forcing one to do this, either affliction or
pure Jjoy which comes from the perception of beauty.30 She feels that
beauty has this power because, although it contains no particular
finality, it nevertheless presents one with the imperious feeling of
a finality.31 As we mentioned earlier, affliction (the Cross) and
pure joy (the Trinity) are two ways which are equivalent for Weil,
but in that affliction is the way of Christ, it is consequently
affliction which is of concern to us.

Another point that we should make in relation to the cry of

the afflicted is that this cry is not a personal thing. There is
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another cry which is essentially related to the personality and its
desires, and that is the cry: "Pourquoi l'autre a-t-il plus que moi?"
Injury to the personality and its desires refers basically to rights.
The cry that is evoked in relation to this personal protest can, for
the most part, be answered in terms of this world with the help of
our law enforcing agencies and the legal minds which are capable of
solving problems of this kind.32 It is a cry, however, which is of
an entirely different order than the cry: 'Why am I being hurt?' This
latter cry does not refer to rights; it is not a personal thing. It
is a contact with injustice through pain, a contact with the cold and
merciless mechanism of mechanical necessity (whether of human or
non-human nature) which reduces a man to a thing; and it is always

an impersonal protest. "Il constitue toujours, chez le dernier des
hommes comme chez le Christ, une protestation impersonelle." (EL, p.
16) The cry: 'Why am I being hurt?' "pose des problémes tout autres,
auxquels est indispensable l'esprit de vérité, de justice et d'amour."
(EL, p. 38)

That the cry of the afflicted raises problems that only the
spirit of truth, Jjustice, and love can respond to is evident in the
description that Weil gives of affliction. It is necessary to repeat
(by quoting) part of what we have already said about affliction, so
that we will be able to see as clearly as possible the essentially
paradoxical nature of the truth, Justice, and love that Weil feels
is capable of responding to the question 'why?'

Le malheur rend Dieu absent pendant un temps, plus

absent qu'un mort, plus absent que la lumiére dans un cachot
complétement ténébreux. Une sorte d'horreur submerge toute
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1'3me. Pendant cette absence il n'y a rien & aimer. Ce

qui est terrible, c'est que si, dans ces téndbres ol il

n'y a rien & aimer, 1l'dme cesse d'aimer, l'absence de Dieu

devient définitive. Il faut que 1'ame continue & aimer &

vide, ou du moins & vouloir aimer, flit-ce avec une partie

infinitésimale d'elle- méme. Alors un jour Dieu vient se

montrer lui-méme 2 elle et lui révéler la beauté du monde,

comme ce fut le cas pour Job. Mais si 1'Ame cesse d'aimer,

elle tombe dés ici-bas dans quelque chose de presque

équivalent & 1'enfer. (PS, p. 89)

When the soul in affliction feels the absence of God, that
is to say, when it can no longer believe that God is a reality, if it
nevertheless continues to love while holding in horror everything in
this world (riches, honours, prestige of any form) which would take
his place, then it is that God reveals Himself to the soul. For Weil
this moment is what St. John of the Cross referred to as 'the dark
night of the soul‘.33 What would seem to be assumed here by Weil is
that God does not abandon the soul completely to the mercy of chance
and men's caprice (necessity). She says that "Le mal infligé du
dehors & un étre humain sous forme de blessure exaspére le désir du
bien et suscite ainsi automatiquement la possibilité d'un remede.
Quand la blessure a pénétré profondément, le bien désiré est le bien
parfaitement pur. La partie de 1l'dme qui demande: 'Pourquoi me fait-on
du mal?' est la partie profonde qui en tout étre humain, méme le plus
souillé, est demeurée depuis la premi®re enfance parfaitement intacte
et parfaitement innocente." (EL, p. 39) And yet, if the soul refuses
to love or ceases to love while it is in the void (the dark night of
the soul), the absence of God becomes permanent and the soul falls
into something which, even in this life, would be almost equivalent

to hell.
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Weil is not always clear with regard to what is being said
here. On the one hand she presents us with a picture of the universe
in which we are invariably subjected to necessity. In this respect
we are no different in our attitude towards affliction than a flock
of hens who rush up and peck another hen who is injured. Through
our senses we attach to affliction all the contempt, all the hatred,
and all the revulsion that our reason attaches to crime. This is as
automatic a phenomenon as gravitation, and it holds equally with
regard to ourselves. For someone in affliction, all the contempt,
hatred, and revulsion are turned inwards to the centre of the soul
from where they colour the whole universe with their poisoned light.
Weil believes that this second result can be prevented from coming
about, but not the first. Every soul in affliction will feel
accursed, Jjust as Christ felt accursed. The humiliation that this
accursedness embodies is the very essence of affliction. She feels,
however, that those whose soul is inhabited by Christ will not despise
the afflicted, and that supernatural love (the soul inhabited by
Christ), if it has survived, will prevent the contempt, hatred, and
revulsion of the afflicted from tarnishing the world.34 "I1 est
parfois facile de délivrer un malheureux de son malheur présent, mais
il est difficile de le libérer de son malheur passé. Dieu seul le
peut. Encore la grice de Dieu elle-méme ne guérit-elle pas ici-bas
la nature irrémédiablement blessée. Le corps glorieux du Christ
portait les plaies." (PS, pp. 91-92)

On the other hand, for those who cease to love in the void

where there is nothing to love, the absence of God becomes permanent.
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This can only mean that the cry 'why?' has not really arisen in the
depths of those souls which have ceased to love, because, according

to Weil, every time that "ce cri monte au coeur d'un homme, la douleur
a éveillé dans les profondeurs de son dme la partie ol git, enfouie
sous les crimes, une innocence égale & celle méme du Christ." (CS,

p. 308) One cannot awaken this part of the soul without grace. In
having an innocence equal to Christ's own, this part of the soul is
clearly the 'eternal part of the soul'; it is the only part of the
soul which is at the same time both the source of supernatural love
and the recipient of supernatural love; it is equivalent to Christ,
and therefore to God. Consequently grace and revelation are inextricably
attached to the 'why?' They are, however, lacking to those souls
which cease to love. Indeed, these souls are unable to love precisely
because grace and revelation have not been given.

To say then that the absence of God becomes permanent is to
say that certain souls are not saved. There are many obstacles which
may prevent a soul from receiving grace. We will discuss the nature
of these obstacles specifically when we come to discuss expiatory
suffering. Suffice it to say for the present that anything of this
world (this universe) which acts as a veil or a screen placed between
God and God will prevent the soul from receiving grace. Grace can
only be received by that part of the soul which is equivalent to God.
Strictly speaking, therefore, only God can reveal Himself to God.

What gets in the way of God completely revealing Himself to Himself
is the universe, the Creation. To say this in another way would be

to say that the eternal part of the soul (which is God) does not
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receive grace (is not revealed to itself) because the universe is
placed between it and God (between God and God). The permanent
absence of God must consequently refer to the separation of God from
the eternal part of the soul (or from Himself) constituted by the
universe, i.e. the Creation. But in that the etermal part of the
soul is equivalent to God, what is implied is that God's absence from
Himself is the very reason for there being a Creation at all. The
moment that the universe is no longer placed between the eternmal part
of the soul and God, Creation is, as it were, undone; or , to use
Weil's language, it is de-created.35 The fullest expression of this
de-creation is embodied in Christ's cry of dereliction for Weil, in
the absence of God from God, which, for her, is the plenitude of

the absence of God, i.e. the presence of God, or the fulness of the
reality of God.

Even though we shall discuss the Creation in detail in the
final chapter of our study, it is imperative at the moment to continue
with our reflection on certain aspects of Weil's thinking about the
Creation, for her thinking in this context is intimately connected
with the question that is not entirely clear to us at present. That
question is: what does it mean to say that the absence of God becomes
permanent for certain souls? Or, why are certain souls not saved?
There are many reasons, as we said, why a soul might not receive grace.
There would seem to be a natural compulsion on the part of the afflicted
to rail out against nature or other men for having reduced them to
their present condition. It might be the case of revenge, or of

the imagination intervening to lessen the horror of the void by any
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number of seductive illusions, or anything else whatever (whether it
be rhysical or psychological) which places a part of the universe as
a screen between God and the eternal part of the soul. The afflicted
could quite literally die before the eternal part of the soul is
opened up to grace, before he has had a chance to attain to an
innocence equal to that of Christ. In that Weil sees every part of
our being, except the eternal part of the soul, as subjected to an
absolutely deaf and blind necessity, it is only Christ who can speak
to and touch the eternal part of the soul of those in affliction, and
therefore it is only Christ who can hear the silence of God, feel

His touch, and receive His grace. In a world where everything is
determined, where there is no freedom, it is not likely that many
souls are going to be saved. In other words, how often do incarnations
take place? As Weil says: "il n'y a peut-étre qu'un homme sauvé dans
une génération." (CS, p. 183)

Necessity is such for Weil that men cannot go towards God;
they cannot take a step vertically. It is only God who can descend
and come to men. What is suggested here is that grace, revelation,
and incarnation (which are all of the same order) can all be understood
in terms of the idea of predestination. There is nothing in Weil's
thought which is radically opposed to this notion. In fact, in rela-
tion to her thinking about the collective (Plato's 'Great Beast') she
speaks quite explicitl& about predestination. "La pensée centrale,
essentielle de Platon, qui est elle aussi une pensée chrétienne, c'est
que tous les hommes sont absolument incapables d'avoir sur le bien

et le mal d'autres opinions que celles dictées par les réflexes de
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1l'animal, excepté les dmes prédestinées qu'une grice surnaturelle
tire vers Dieu." (OP, p. 236) What Weil says here refers to the
Republic (VI, 492a-493a) where she feels that Plato has asserted
quite categorically that grace is the only source of salvation, and
that it is only from God that salvation comes.

Car il n'y a pas, il n'y a jamais eu, il n'y aura

Jjamais d'autre enseignement concernant la moralité que celui

de la multitude. Du moins pas d'autre enseignement humain.

Car pour ce qui est divin il faut, selon le proverbe, faire

exception. Il faut bien savoir ceci. Quiconque est sauvé

et devient ce qu'il doit &tre alors que les cités ont une
telle structure, celui-l3a, si l'on veut parler correctement,
doit étre dit saugé par 1l'effet d'une prédestination qui
procéde de Dieu.”
There is no difference here, at least on one level, between what
Nietzsche says about morality and what Plato says. In all societies
without exception ("il n'y a pas, il n'y a jamais eu, il n'y aura
jamais") it is the herd, in one way or another, which imposes its
values. But for Nietzsche, as opposed to Plato, there is nothing
beyond social morality which can be revealed to those who are
enlightened by grace.

Weil folloﬁs Plato here, and therefore in relation to what
she says about the absence of God becoming permanent, and of those
souls which fall into something almost equivalent to hell because of
this absence, the idea of predestination is certainly not out of place.
The 'why?' of the afflicted may mean no more than that things were
ordained in this way from eternity. If the eternal part of the soul
of every being in the universe were to be, in Weil's terms, de-created,

i.e. if every being were to become innocent, the Creation would be

undone. The universe would no longer constitute that which separates
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God from Himself. The universe would be God and God the universe,

or, more exactly, since the Creation would be 'uncreated', there would
only be God. Obviously the Creation itself remains a mystery. The
mystery of the Creation is expressed for Weil in terms of absence,

the absence of God; and it is this absence of God which maintains the
universe in place, which separates God from Himself, which keeps God
from being fully united with Himself, and which, finally, is the
reason for certain souls not being saved -- the reason for God not
being fully God.J! Predestination has wltimately only to do with
God, with: 'Why did God create?'

Whether or not we can legitimately speak of the idea of
predestination (more specifically, the predestination of souls) as
being intrinsic to Weil's thought is something which we will only
fully be able to determine when we have completed our entire study
of her thinking in relation to the Cross. It is nevertheless certain
that the form of answer given to those souls in affliction who utter
the cry 'why?' is the key for unlocking the question of salvation for
Weil. It is the link between the affliction of men and the perfection
of God. Christ's cry: "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"
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was the cry of all humanity in him. The answer to his cry, and
therefore the basis for Weil's thinking about the perfection of God,
was silence. "Une sorte de convention divine, ume pacte de Dieu avec
lui-méme, condamne ici-bas la vérité au silence." (CS, p. 312) "Le
silence du Christ frappé et bafoué, c'est le double silence ici-bas
de la vérité et du malheur." (CS, p. 312)39 "Les créatures parlent

avec des sons. La parole de Dieu est silence. La secréte parole
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d'amour de Dieu ne peut pas étre autre chose que le silence. Le
Christ est le silence de Dieu." (PS, p. 129)40

It may be, as Weil says, that on the level of man we can
explain all human atrocities (even Auschwitz); but on the level of
God they will always remain the most disturbing of mysteries. The
explanations that we can produce, whether they be in the realm of
the physical or the psychological, are related to 'causes'. But
the 'why?' of the afflicted is not seeking for causes; it is seeking
for an 'end', a 'purpose', a 'finality's. In the feeling of the
absence of good, the absence of God, the afflicted is seeking for a
metaphysical 'why?'. He finds himself, however, in a universe devoid
of finality and totally subjected to necessity, to that which, in
effect, is for Weil the vibration of God's si:l.ence.l'l'1 And yet it is

necessity which is the sole cause of affliction.



CHAPTER TWO
THE CAUSE OF AFFLICTION: NECESSITY

The question of necessity is an obstacle which it is impossible
not to run into when reading Weil. We have said from the beginning
of our study that Weil sees everything in nature, including psychologi-
cal nature, as being under the dominance of a mechanical, mathematical,
absolutely deaf and blind necessity. The mathematical aspect of
necessity is something that must be discussed separately in relation
to the question of human perception, i.e. in relation to the work of
the pure intelligence applied to the contemplation of theoretical
necessity in the understanding of the world. We will do this in the
fourth chapter of our study.1 What we are concerned with now is the
idea of necessity as might or force, with that blind mechanism,
indifferent to degrees of spiritual perfection, which throws men in
all directions, and which tosses a few of them at the very foot of
the Cross. Christ himself was helpless before this blind mechanism.
Christ's abandonment by his Father indicates to Weil that God does
not intervene in the world, not even to save Himself. The silence of
God in response to Christ's cry of dereliction is therefore indicative
of the nature of God's Providence. Christ's abandonment by God
suggests that it is by His Providence that God allows necessity to
rule as a blind mecha.nism.2 It is not that God's Providence is absent,
but rather, it is by His Providence that necessity is allowed to rule

as sovereign master in this world. The non-intervention or silence

41
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(absence) of God is that which ultimately constitutes God's Providence
for Weil. Thus, when the blind mechanism of necessity marks certain
men with the brand of affliction (slavery), and tosses some of thenm
at the very foot of the Cross, this is, metaphorically speaking, the
touch of God's hand.

We must be very careful in understanding what Weil is saying
here. Providence for her is the order of the world itself; or, to
be more precise, it is the ordering principle of the universe.
Providence is equated by her to the eternal Wisdom (of which Plato
spoke) that extends throughout the entire universe in a sovereign
network of relations. In this context she does not see 'brute force'’
as being sovereign in this world (which is by nature blind and
indeterminate), but rather determinateness or limit. The universe
is constructed out of indeterminateness and the principle which
determines or limits, and it is the latter which is always dominant.
The blind forces of matter, which we see as necessity, are (following
Weil's interpretation of Plato) constrained to obey the etermal
Wisdom (Providence) because of a wise form of persuasion -- love.3
The model for understanding this wise form of persuasion is the Cross.
The Cross stands as the limit of all our knowledge; it is the source
of the double understanding of might which is at the heart of Weil's
thinking. It is also the source of her thinking about the love of
God.

La connaissance de la force comme chose absolument
souveraine dans la nature tout entiere, y compris toute la

partie naturelle de 1'dme humaine avec toutes les pensées
et tous les sentiments qu'elle contient, et en méme temps
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comme chose absolument méprisable, c'est la grandeur propre

de la Grece. . . . Pourtant, cette double connaissance est

la source la plus pure peut-étre de 1l'amour de Dieu. Car

savoir non pas abstraitement, mais avec toute 1l'dme, que

tout dans la nature, y compris la nature psychologique, est

soumis & une force aussi brutale, aussi impitoyablement

dirigée vers le bas que la pesanteur, une telle connaissance

colle pour ainsi dire 1'dme & la fenétre de sa cellule,

comme une mouche reste collée au fond &'une bouteille par

son élan vers la lumiére. (IP, p. 53)

The difficulty in understanding Weil's thinking about force
is that on the one hand she says it is absolutely sovereign in this
world, and on the other hand she denies that it is absolutely sovereign
in this world. Clearly she thinks, on the one hand, that everything
in this world is exposed to the contact of force, and that everything
is degraded or defiled by this contact. Whether one submits to or
exerts force, strikes or is struck by force, one is in the same way
and in the same measure subject to its degrading empire. Whether one
is wounded by the sword or wields the sword, the contact with force
is such that it petrifies and transforms a man into a thing.5 The
slave and the tyrant, the vanquished and the victor -- all men are
defiled by contact with force. Not even Christ could look on the rigours
of destiny without anguish. He, however, was not protected by an
armour of lies, by the illusions, intoxications, or any other form of
fanaticism (prestige) which appear to place some men above human
misery by disguising the rigours of destiny in their own eyes. Unless
protected by an armour of lies, men are unable to endure the contact
of force without suffering a blow in the depths of their souls.

"Une fois les armes mises & nu, la domination du prestige est installée;

la non-résistance n'est pas un moyen de s'y soustraire; le Christ
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méme a €té un moment privé de Dieu. Le contact avec la force, de
quelque coté qu'on prenne contact (poignée ou pointe de 1'épée) prive
un moment de Dieu." (I, p. 134) Grace can prevent contact with force
from corrupting the soul, but not even it can prevent its wound.
Christ's body and soul were a.ccursed.6

On the other hand, however, there 1s one thing which is not
exposed to the contact of force: supernatural love.! “Seul mérite
le nom de bien ce qui échappe & ce contact et aussi, pour une part,
ceux des hommes gui, par amour, ont transporté et caché en lui une
partie de leur ame." (IP, p. 54) That is to say, only the eternal
part of the soul (which is equivalent to God for Weil) escapes from
the contact of force. Supernatural love, which issues from the
eternal part of the soul, cannot, however, protect the soul from being
wounded, from feeling, for a moment, the absence of God. If we desire
some form of earthly attachment, some form of love which shall protect
the soul from the coldness of force, we must love something other
than God.8

On the one hand, therefore, force is seen by Weil as an
absolutely sovereign thing in all of nature, including psychological
nature. It fills the infinity of space and time and can be concentrated
on any one of us at any time, completely destroying us. One must be
aware that one is entirely subject to this blind necessity in every
part of one's being. This is one side of the double knowledge con-
cerning force. "Si cruellement qu'un homme souffre, si une partie
de son &tre est intacte, et s'il n'a pas pleinement conscience qu'elle

a échappé par hasard et reste 4 tout moment exposée aux coups du
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hasard, il n'a aucune part & la Croix." (PS, p. 110) On the other
hand, however, one must recognize force as an absolutely detestable
thing. What brings one to this realization is that contact with
force deprives one for a moment of God. If one can go on wanting to
love God in spite of the feeling of His absence, then one will
uncover that point in the soul which is as hidden as God is (which
is God) and which is not exposed to the contact of force. To know
this is fully to bear one's cross. To know this is also to know
that the blind forces of matter, which we see as necessity, are not
sovereign in this world. What is sovereign is that which is not
subject to the empire of brute force, and which, in effect, constitutes
the 1limit of brute force. That limit is God. It is represented for
us by supernatural love, by that love which Christ bore for all men
as well as for his Father when he himself felt abandoned by both men
and God. It is love (a wise form of persuasion) which constrains
the blind forces of matter to obey the eternal Wisdom constituted

by God's Providence.

We must say then that Weil is looking at force from two
points of view, both of which she feels are true. That is why she
can speak of force as being absolutely sovereign in this world, and
at the same time deny it. It may help if we examine this contradic-
tion by looking more specifically at the question of '1imit',9
although in certain ways we may be simply stressing further diffi-
culties that are involved in thinking clearly about this problem.
There is no doubt that Weil sees a rigorous necessity governing all

aspects of human and non-human nature. We can call this necessity
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the laws of nature or the order of the universe, for that, indeed,
is what it is. We have also been saying that necessity is brute
force, and brute force is described by Weil in the following terms:
'aveugle et indéterminée'; 'un mécanisme aveugle, qui ne tient nul
compte du degré de perfection spirituelle'; 'la rigueur du destin';
'une fortune variable'; 'le hasard'; 'un caprice absolument déréglé’;
'i1limité'; and so on.10 Apart from the adjectives which simply describe
certain characteristics of necessity, necessity is all of these things.
It is brute force, might, power, fate, fortune, destiny, chance, and
so on. Weil uses all of these terms interchangeably. In her mind
they are all equivalent; that is to say, they are all simply various
names which we give to the selfsame reality, to that which we see as
necessity.

The reason that Weil can seem so confusing is because she
does use all of these terms interchangeably. Clearly it is not every
day, if it is at all common, that chance and necessity are equated.
Weil does equate them, however, and that is why she is not contradict-
ing herself when she says: "Une nécessité rigoureuse, qui exclut
tout arbitraire, tout hasard, régle les phénoménes matériels."” (ITI,
p. 151) And the reason that all of the above terms are embodied within
the more comprehensive term necessity, and are ultimately equated to
it, is because everything in this world is limited. Once more, this
is a view that is not at all widespread, particularly among those
living in today's modern industrialized nations, for the idea of
progress which is the driving force behind modern technological

societies is essentially predicated on the notions of unlimitedness,
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unbounded freedom, and infinite possibility. What is of concern to
us at the moment is the notion of the unlimited and its relationship
to the idea of limit.

Weil says that what makes brute force or power terrible is
that it contains the unlimited. It makes the tyrant mad. It
reduces the slave to a state of inert matter. Even the greatest of
stoics are degraded by the simplest cruelties (hunger, imprisonment,
torture, . . .) when they are inflicted as the result of an absolutely
lawless whim. Human misery and cruelty are unlimited, and according
to Weil it is necessary that they should remain unlimited, because:
"Des rapports de force doivent apparaitre en éclair ol 1'homme perd
soi-méme, Dieu, 1l'univers, tout." (I, p. 136)11 It is also necessary,
however, that power ceases to be unlimited. Here again, we are
presented with Weil's double understanding of might. In her essay,
'L'Tliade, ou le poéme de la force', Weil depicts the limits necessar-
ily imposed upon those whom destiny has lent might.

I1 ne se peut pas qu'ils ne périssent. Car ils ne
considérent pas leur propre force comme une quantité
limitée, ni leurs rapports avec autrui comme un équilibre
entre forces inégales. Les autres hommes n'imposant pas
4 leur mouvements ce temps d'arrét d'ol seul procédent nos
égards envers nos semblables, ils en concluent que le destin
leur a donné toute licence, et aucune a leurs inférieurs.
Dés lors ils vont au-deld de la force dont ils disposent.
Tls vont inévitablement au-deld, ignorant qu'elle est
limitée. Ils sont alors livrés sans recours au hasard, et
les choses ne leur obéissent plus. Quelquefois le hasard
les sert; d'autres fois il leur nuit; les voilad exposés
nus au malheur, sans l'armure de puissance qui protégeait
leur ame, sans plus rien désormais qui les sépare des
larmes. (SG, p. 22)

In reality man never actually exercises force, no matter

what the circumstances. Nobody possesses the ability to exercise



48

force because force is a mechanism; it is a pure concatenation of
conditions. The ability to exercise force is an illusion. Force
is imposed upon man; he is subjected to force in his every move; he

is subject to the weight of the entire universe. "Savoir (en chaque

chose) qu'il vy a une limite, et qu'on ne la dépassera pas sans aide

surnaturelle, ou alors de trés peu et en le payant ensuite par un

terrible abaissement."” (I, pp. 267-268) He who is not aware of the

extent to which necessity is imposed upon and dominates the human
soul cannot treat his neighbour as an equal, nor love as himself all
those whom chance has reduced to affliction. To be capable of love
and Jjustice he must know the empire of might, that it is a limit,
and that it is an absolutely detestable thing. Those who have been
reduced to affliction do know that necessity is ultimately a limit,
for at the moment that affliction falls they are no longer under the
illusion of possessing liberty; they know only constraint. Not only
do they suffer by constraint, but as well, their suffering is inflicted
by constraint. This, for them, is the recognition that it is the
principle which determines or limits which is sovereign in this
world. It is the recognition of Christ's words to St. Peter:
"Another shall gird thee and carry thee where thou wouldst not."
(John 21:18)12

Ultimately, therefore, we must say that Weil is looking at
two sides or two faces of necessity. That side of necessity which
is referred to as blind and indeterminate is probably thought of
most clearly in relation to terms such as chance and fate. It is

that side of necessity which, in the context of human suffering and
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affliction, suggests the blind and indeterminate nature of brute

force. At any moment, in any place, any human being whosoever can

be reduced to a state of inert matter. The thought of being struck

down at any moment as if by a bolt of lightning makes necessity appear

to us as blind and indeterminate. And if the extent to which we have

suffered is great enough, human misery and cruelty will appear to us

as unlimited; that is to say, necessity will appear to us as contain-

ing the unlimited, for if we have suffered enough, we will lose

everything, including ourselves, and we will feel the absence of all

good, the absence of God. This side or face of necessity is not,

however, the full reality of necessity. It appears to us as sovereign

in this world, as the very warp and woof, as it were, of human existence.

But if this side of necessity is absolutely sovereign, then the

unlimited must be taken as the sole reality of human misery and cruelty.

This would make human life meaningless for Weil; it would mean that

‘everything is permissitle'.l3
That is why Well does not see indeterminateness and unlimited-

ness as the full reality of necessity. It is not brute force which

is sovereign in this world, but rather determinateness and limit.

In fact, in that no one can escape the crushing weight of brute force

(not even Christ), the idea of limit would seem to be inscribed

within the very fabric of the universe itself. The difficulty for

us is that we think in the first person, and therefore we see

necessity from below or from inside. Necessity encloses us on all

sides as the surface of the earth and the arc of the sky. Affliction,

however, deprives us of the ability to think in the first person; it
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deprives us of everything that we can call our own. If we neverthe-
less consent to necessity, we will see it from outside, from beneath
us, for we will have passed to the other side of the unopenable door.
"La face qu'elle nous présentait auparavant et qu'elle présente
encore a notre étre presque entier, 34 la partie naturelle de nous-
mémes, est domination brutale. La face qu'elle présente apres cette
opération & ce fragment de notre pensée qui est passé de l'autre cdté
est pure obéissance. Nous sommes devenus les fils de la maison, et
nous aimons la docilité de cette nécessité esclave que nous avions
pris d'abord pour un maitre." (IP, p. 153)

The consent to necessity is supernatural love, the only
thing which is not exposed to the contact of force. It is the work
of grace. For Weil it would have to be the work of grace, for this
consent is manifestly absurd. It means that the love we bear for
Christ is the same love "que nous devons porter a 1'enchalnement
mathématique de causes et d'effets qui, de temps & autre, fait de
nous une espece de bouillie informe." (IP, p. 150) The absurdity
of consenting to necessity is clearly revealed when we look at the
indifference of necessity to moral values. Just as all of us equally
receive the benefits of the sun and the rain, so also is it the case
that all of us, whether criminals or righteous men, equally suffer
violent deaths at the hands of both human and non-human nature. Yet
it is precisely this indifference of necessity which Christ bids us
to look upon and imitate, for this indifference of necessity reveals
to what extent matter is obedient to God.

Necessity, in fact, is nothing other than the obedience of
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matter to God. "Ainsi le couple de contraires constitué par la
nécessité dans la matiére et liberté en nous a son unité dans
1'obéissance, car étre libres, pour nous, ce n'est pas autre chose
que désirer obéir a Dieu. Toute autre liberté est un mensonge."

(IP, p. 152) This is to say that just as we are subjected to
necessity, necessity is obedient to God. Necessity is thus an inter-
mediary between matter and God. "Comme un plan horizontal est 1l'unité
de la face supérieure et de la face inférieure, la nécessité est

pour la matiére 1'intersection de 1'obéissance & Dieu et de la force
brutale qui soumet les créatures. A ce niveau méme de 1'intersection,
il y a dans la nécessité participation d'une part & la contrainte,
d'autre part & 1'intelligence, & la justice, & la beauté, & la foi."
(TP, pp. 153-154) Thus it is that we must always be aware of the two
sides of necessity if we are to understand what Weil is saying about
necessity.

For Weil, "Toute connaissance précise des choses qui passent
découle de ces propositions éternelles qui enferment un jamais." "Les
choses sont naturelles, temporelles, mais les limites des choses
viennent de Dieu.” (CS, p. 74) This, according to her, is what the
Pythagoreans said, i.e., that there is the unlimited and that which
limits, and that which limits is God (the eternal Wisdom, Providence).
Therefore limits are eternal. God said to the sea: 'Thou shalt go
no further.' Every visible and palpable force is subject to an
invisible 1limit which it will never transgress. "Dans la mer, une
vague monte, monte et monte; mais un point, ol il n'y a pourtant que

du vide, 1l'arréte et la fait redescendre."” (En, p. 361)14
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Anaximander said: "C'est & partir de 1'indétermination que
s'accomplit la naissance pour les choses, c'est par un retour a
1'indétermination que s'opére leur destruction conformément & la
nécessité; car elles subissent un chidtiment et une expiation les
unes de la part des autres, & cause de leur injustice, selon 1'ordre
du temps.” (TP, pp. 151-152)15 If we think of a circle turning
upon itself, a movement involving no change and one that is completely
self-contained, and if we think at the same time of the alternating
movement of a point which comes and goes upon the diameter of the
circle, we have an image made of all becoming here below, an image
reflecting the successive and contrary ruptures of equilibrium in
action. Anaximander applied this conception to nature itself; the
whole course of nature was viewed as a succession of disequilibriums
compensating one another. For Weil, this becoming is a projection
of divine life on earth. To contemplate the moving point upon the
diameter which is enclosed by the circle, is to contemplate all the
becomings of this world which have been assigned their limits by God.16

The picture of necessity that has been drawn for us is thus
a two sided picture where, on the one side, we have an image of man
subjected to the entire weight of the universe, and where, on the
other side, we have an image of the world beyond which acts as a
counterweight. If these two sides of necessity are to exist in
harmony, that is to say, if they are united in some way, then there
must be some form of intermediary which locks them together. The
form of mediation that Weil thinks will work is derived from Philolaus

and Plato. She quotes Philolaus: "Les choses qui ne sont ni de méme
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espéce ni de méme nature ni de méme rang ont besoin d'étre enfermées
ensemble sous clef par une harmonie capable de les maintenir en un
ordre universel.” (IP, p. 164)17 Christ is that key. Christ locks
together the Creator and Creation. Christ is Mediation itself. To
use the analogy of the circle again, if we think of a circle which
is divided into four equal quadrants, the centre point on the diameter
(the Word) is an intermediary between the two parts of the diameter
which are on either side of the point, as well as being an intermediary
between the diameter and the circle. Plato speaks of the most
beautiful bond between contraries in terms of that which brings
perfect unity to itself and the parts linked. This bond, reflected
in the idea of the circle, is achieved by geometrical proportion.
Car quand de trois nombres, ou de trois masses ou
de quelque autre quantité, 1'intermédiaire est au dernier
comme le premier est a4 lui, et réciproquement le dernier
a 1l'intermédiaire comme 1'intermédiaire au premier, alors
1'intermédiaire devient premier et dernier; d'autre part le
dernier et le premier deviennent tous deux intermédiaires;
ainsi il est nécessaire que tous en arrivent 3 étre 18
identiques; et, étant identifiés mutuellement, ils seront un.
What is so significant in thinking about the Word as a mean proportional
is that the terms between which a mean is sought are not always in
the relation of one to two, and when this is the case, it can be
demonstrated that no whole number will furnish the solution. The
solution would, in fact, be at once even and odd. The opposition
between the odd and the even was considered by the Pythagoreans to

be an image of the opposition between the supernatural and the natural

(vetween God and His creatures). They related the odd to unity.19
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The idea of mediation (unity) is one of the most important
elements in Weil's thought. When she is thinking about the affliction
of men, and conversely, about the perfection of God (two things which
are of entirely different orders), it is always the link between the
two which she is trying to lead forth. She does not try to do away
with either side of this dilemma; she attempts, rather, to find a
means of deepening our understanding of both sides by means of some-
thing which is common to both or which shares in both. And clearly,
that which is common to both or which shares in both will appear to
us as contradictory; it will appear to us in the form of paradox.

In the context of the question of necessity, the mediator (Christ)
which ties together the affliction of men and the perfection of God
inevitably involves us in the ultimate paradox at the heart of the
Christian religion. The idea of the absence of God from God that
arises at the moment when Christ utters his immortal cry is such
that: "A ce moment Dieu apparalt comme soumis & la nécessité; non
seulement Dieu comme victime, mais Dieu comme bourreau; non seulement
le Dieu qui a pris la form d'un esclave, mais aussi le Dieu qui a
gardé la forme du maitre." (IP, p. 105) The absence of God from
God is the form of response (the link) that arises in relation to
the Cross. It is the link between Christ rendering to Caesar what
was due to Caesar and at the same time, his rendering to God what
was due to God. It is the link between the greatest evil being
inflicted on the greatest good, and the love that one should bear
towards that (blind necessity, the order of the world) which allows

such a thing to be possible.zo If we can understand what is being
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said here, we will be able to understand what Weil means when she
says: "Le spectacle de la nécessité aveugle est beau parce que il
suggbre un accord NON REPRESENTABLE avec le bien." (II, p. 162)

There are, of course, many other ways of approachinrg the
question of necessity. If we are fully to understand what Weil says
about the affliction of men in relation to the limit constituted by
necessity, it is necessary that we look at what she considers to
be the purest form of necessity, i.e. time. Weil's thinking about
time clarifies the limits imposed upon human beings in terms of work
or labour (the question of means and ends: finality), as well as in
terms of human freedom and the will. The problem of human freedom
and the will is, in turn, very important in terms of expiatory and
redemptive suffering; for physical suffering is nothing more than the
constraint of time felt by the soul. It is time which always leads
us whither we do not wish to go.21 "Le temps est la croix." (II,
p. 293)%%

Strictly speaking, there is no other necessity for Weil
than time. Space would simply be the same necessity sensed in a
different way.23 In one of the first essays that Weil ever published,zu
and which was written on the question of time, she speaks of man's
sufferings, desires, doubts, etc., as so many ways of saying that
what a man is does not satisfy him and has become him without his
consent. What he is, is simply endured. She speaks of the future
of man in relation to the fact that he is not immediately in his

own power. "Demain n'est autre chose pour moi que ce qui ne m'est

pas immédiatement donné, ce que je ne puis immédiatement changer,
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ou, pour mieux dire, demain est moi que je ne puis immédiatement
changer. Ce rapport entre le présent et l'avenir est ce qui constitue
le temps." ("Du Temps", p. 388) Time is therefore the separation
between what one is and what one would like to be. And work is the
only road from self to self. Consequently man cannot free himself
from time except by bringing his actions into conformity with the
conditions that time imposes on him.25

If I see a book on the floor and T wish to see it on the
table, it is only by lifting the book through the whole distance
which separates the table from the floor that my wish can be satisfied.
There are an infinite number of possible events which may occur in
the interval which separates my wish from its fulfilment, but in no
case will my wish be fulfilled unless the book has passed through the
horizontal plane between the table and the floor. "L'ensemble des
nécessités géométriques et mécaniques auxquelles une telle action
est toujours soumise constitue la malédiction originelle, celle qui
a chitié Adam, celle qui fait la différence entre 1l'univers et un
paradis terrestre, la malédiction du travail.” (S, p. 125)

Since time expresses the complete impotence of man's will
to legislate without doing, time is beyond time, time is eternal,
time is, in some fashion, present by the very presence of this alien
existence which imposes it upon man. It is in this sense that man
does not have to go outside himself to discover what is foreign to
him.

Ce qui seul n'est pas mien en une impression quelconque,

c'est la loi par laquelle je ne puis passer i une autre
sans passer par des impressions intermédiaires, étrangeres
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4 la fois & celle que je ressens et & celle que je désire
ressentir, étrangéres les unes aux autres sinon par ceci
méme que chacune d'elles succéde & telle autre, étrangéres
chacune & n'importe quelle autre impression. Or cette loi
est la loi méme du temps, selon la vue géniale de Kant,

et c'est par cette loi du temps comme forme du travail, que

e saisis en chaque impression 1l'existence du monde.
f'Du Temps", pp. 389-390)

What is ultimately so significant in thinking about time
is that time, strictly speaking, does not exist. "Nous sommes

soumis 3 ce qui n'existe pas. Qu'il s'agisse de la durée passivement

soufferte -- douleur physique, attente, regret, remords, peur -- ou
du temps manié -- ordre, méthode, nécessité -- dans les deux cas,

ce & quoi nous sommes soumis, cela n'existe pas. Mais notre soumis-
sion existe. Réellement attachés par des chaines irréelles. Le
temps, irréel, voile toute chose et nous-mémes d'irréalité." (I, p.
188) The unreality of time can be seen in relation to the past, the
present, and the future. The past is out of our reach because it
exists no longer; it is irretrievable. As such it has the character
of inevitability ("la fatalité") for Weil. In relation to existence,
the past has no existence whatsoever. If we think of the present
without any reference to thoughts having to do with the past and the
future, we are left with something that immediately disappears.

What we do possess, in fact, is something non-existent, i.e. some-
thing that is present to consciousness only as something past. The
future, in turn, appears to us as chance, and therefore as something
blind. We are completely helpless in relation to time: "nous ne
pouvons rien sur le présnet parce qu'il existe26 (du moment que c'est

présent, c'est un fait); nous ne pouvons rien sur le passé parce
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qu'il n'existe plus; nous ne pouvons rien sur l'avenir parce qu'il
n'existe pas encore." (LP, p. 212) It is no wonder that the fleeting
character of time gives rise to the feeling that life is a dream,

that existence is nothing.

Our impotence in relation to time is the source of all real
tragedies. We can momentarily escape time's enslavement through
entertainment (through any number of vices -- intoxication, dreaming,
wha:bever),z7 but inevitably we will always find ourselves in the
same predicament; that is to say, we think that by moving horizon-
tally we will progress (escape from time), yet ultimately we only
turn round in a circle like a squirrel revolving in its cage. The
snare of time is like a circle which encloses us on all sides. We
can move back and forth along the diameter or along any one of the
innumerable radii, but we cannot get beyond the circumference which
is the limit constituted by time. The circumference is the whole
extent of necessity throughout all space and time. To traverse
the whole length and breadth of this distance (the Cross) which
separates us from God would mean progressing vertically for Weil.

It would require grace.28

One cannot pass from time to eternity, however, without
suffering. To know that one cannot be sure of oneself for the future
is to know that each second of time that passes may bring any one of
us in spite of ourselves nearer to that which is unbearable. As well,
to be deprived of the connecting link between the past and the future
(or of either of them separately) is the very essence of suffering.

When one is deprived of the past, one is uprooted, degraded socially,
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and enslaved. It is to lose everything that one thought to be one's
own, or the annihilation of what one had been -- of everything
associated with the 'I': affliction. Analogously, to be deprived
of the future is nothing less than a sentence of death. To be
reduced to Jjust waiting for what the next moment will bring, and
to accepting whatever the present moment has brought, is time's way
of gluing one to the present against one's will. This is the reality
of suffering; it removes from time all that has to do with the past
and the future, i.e. time's orientation. And without time's
orientation, the reality of suffering is simply that suffering is.
To accept suffering in this form is to accept time; it is to accept
the Cross.29
The Cross, however, is an intermediary, and therefore the
world in which we live is seen by Weil to be a mixture of time and
eternity. If there was only pure time, we would, in her view, be
living in Hell. If the Cross (time), through the mediation of Christ,
did not participate in both this world and the world beyond, then to
be deprived of both the past and the future would be equivalent to
living in Hell (unlimited evil). But in that Weil sees Christ as a
mediator between this world and the world beyond, she sees the
affliction of Christ as participating in the good (God). This is
why she can say that the possibility of being deprived of either
the past or the future (of which Christ was deprived) represents a
good; indeed, that: "La possibilité du mal est un bien." (I, D. 239)
The Cross indicates that evil is limited by the good (God). To

share in the Cross is to know this good through the possibility of
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evil that can be inflicted on any one of us at any moment, just as
Christ suffered the plenitude of evil while remaining perfectly good,
while remaining identical to his Father. We can say, therefore, that
the possibility of any man being reduced to a state of affliction
which leads him to share in the Cross (and therefore in the affliction
of Christ) is a good.

We are clearly dealing with an unfathomable notion here in
the idea of 'possibility'. Again, it must be said that the only way
in which one could fully fathom what is being said here about evil
and the good (the unlimited and 1limit) would be to unlock the
mystery of the Creation. We will look more closely at the question
of evil and at the Creation as we progress in our study of Weil's
thought, although we might use an analogy at this point to tie
together what has been said about necessity (and therefore about time)
and what has been said about evil. We said earlier that that side
of necessity which we see as brute force (which is blind and indetermin-
ate by nature) is not sovereign in this world for Weil. What is
sovereign, rather, is determinateness or limit (God). Time is
simply another way of looking at necessity, and it too is characterized
by two sides or faces. Like brute force, it is that to which we are
subjected. It also appears to us as blind because of its fleeting
character. We cannot even say, strictly speaking, that time exists;
but we know, nevertheless, that it is the conditions that time imposes
upon us which come between and separate what we are from what we
would like to be (the relationship between the present and the future).

No matter what we do, therefore, we must bring our actions into
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conformity with the limits imposed upon us by time. By this very fact,
then, we can see the other side of time, i.e. limit. Time indicates
to us the full extent to which we are impotent to legislate without
doing, and thus time can be seen to be beyond time; that is to say,
time is eternal, and is present by the very presence of this alien
existence which imposes it upon us. The sovereignty of this side of
time (time as a 1limit) is clearly revealed in the case of someone

who has been deprived of both the past and the future.

Evil is also inextricably linked to the question of necessity
for Weil. It also appears to us as blind and indeterminate, and if
our suffering has been great enough it will appear to us, Jjust as
brute force appears to us, as containing the unlimited. Evil, like
brute force, appears to us as unlimited because it can reduce us to
a state of extreme affliction which deprives us for a moment of the
good or of God. If this side of evil, like that side of necessity
which is brute force, is absolutely sovereign in this world, then
the unlimited must be taken as the sole reality of human misery and
cruelty. This side of evil is not, however, the full reality of evil.
It appears to us as sovereign in this world. Force appears to us in
the same way. But appearance is not reality; it is not being. In
the picture of necessity that Weil has drawn for us, appearance and
being (reality) are virtually glued together. It is as if one must
experience or know the one to the depths of one's being before one
can experience or know the other. That is why necessity is always
presented with two faces. Extreme affliction, however, tears the

two sides apart. As Weil says in relation to time: "Le cours du
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temps arrache le paraltre de 1'étre et 1'étre du paraltre, par

violence." (II, p. 120) Just as force and time inevitably show us
their other side in extreme affliction, the side of constraint and
limit, so also does evil show us its other side when it comes into
contact with that which is pure. Just as the good (supernatural love,
that which is pure or innocent, the etermal part of the soul) is not
defiled by the contact of force, so also is the good not defiled by
evil. Good is the limit of evil. When evil encounters the good,

as in the case of Christ, the evil disappears; it is taken up into
God.

Everything that Weil says about necessity, whether she is
speaking in terms of brute force, time, or evil, has to do ultimately
with the question of limits. Everything that can be thought about
the human condition is expressible for her in terms of limit. Nothing
escapes Weil's criticism in this context, not even the idea of the
will. For man, there are no other restraints upon his will than
material necessity and the existence of other human beings around
him. Necessity is experienced by man only in so far as it is at
once an obstacle and a condition of accomplishing his will. Yet
necessity, in the form of fatigue, illustrates to what extent the
will is limited or in fact illusory. In a state of intense fatigue
man no longer clings to his actions or even to his own will. He
sees himself as a thing which pushes others because it is itself
pushed by a constraint.Bo "Effectivement la volonté humaine,
quoiqu'un certain sentiment de choix y soit irréductiblement attaché,

est simplement un phénoméne parmi tous ceux qui sont soumis & la
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nécessité. La preuve est qu'elle comporte des limites. L'infini
seul est hors de 1l'empire de la nécessité." (IP, p. 145) The
exercise of will always involves illusions in the practical experi-
ence of necessity.

Tt is obvious that Weil would see the idea of freedom in
terms of limitation as well, for it too would be subjected to
necessity. To give the idea of freedom a concrete definition in her
terms would be to say that freedom is when the thought of an action
precedes the action. Therefore, a statement such as 'I am frightened,
therefore I am running away' is incorrect. It should be changed to:
'there is danger, therefore I am running away'. The content of this
thought can be nothing other than necessity, for thought has no
other object than the world. What is freedom then but a 1limit? And
since necessity is the obedience of matter to God, and since the pair
of contraries constituted by necessity in matter, and liberty in us,
has its meeting in obedience, freedom for us is to desire to obey
God. Any other liberty is false. Thus not to be able to sin
(Augustine) would be the only freedom. Weil wants us, in the final
analysis, to get rid of the illusions of freedom and the will. She
reduces them to obedience, for in relation to necessity, they can be
nothing else. To renounce them, in turn, is to consent to be purely
obedient to necessity as Christ was; it is to love God.31

It is difficult, however, if not impossible, to do away
with the language of freedom and the will. Not even Weil can do it,
although she thinks that everything about the human condition can be

described in terms of behaviour without mentioning terms such as
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freedom, spirit, and the soul. Action, thought, love even freedom
32

itself, can be described in terms of behaviour. Of course, we

know that she does not think that the picture of the universe held
by behavioural psychology is true, for it is not the whole picture;
it represents only one side of necessity. There is always something
for Weil which escapes being included in a wholly deterministic view
of the universe, i.e. that which limits. In the case of freedon,
that which escapes the behaviouristic interpretation of the human
condition is that which, since it is thinking, cannot be thought.
That which does the thinking is outside of our grasp. It is in terms
of this idea that Weil can speak of freedom or liberty at a practical
level.

We normally think of freedom as a relationship between
desire and its satisfaction (between what we are and what we would
like to be). We think that we are free to do and think as we please.
At least this 1s one way in which we commonly think of freedom. The
idea of rights is, for the most part, no more than an expression of
this way of thinking about freedom, far rights are generally related
to personal things that we desire and therefore do not possess. We
often hear: 'It is my right (I am free) to do what I want and to
think as I please.' We have seen, however, that we cannot become
what we would like to be without bringing our actions into conformity
with the conditions that time imposes on us, and that we cannot have
what we want without the threat of losing it at any moment under the
crushing weight of blind necessity. Chance can deprive us of anything

attached to the 'I', including the 'I' itself. This is why Weil
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considers the idea of freedom in terms of the relationship between

thought and action rather than in terms of that between desire and

its satisfaction. This 'thought', in turn, is nothing other than

the thinking about necessity, about the limits (conditions) necessarily

imposed upon us and which deny our freedom. In this context, to be

free is to think clearly about our not being free.33
The idea of freedom that Weil employs is what she refers to

as "la sagesse commune". It is a practical way of looking at freedom.

By this view, as we indicated earlier, a free man would be one who

had thought about the conditions imposed by necessity which separate

his present situation from what he hopes his situation will be like

in the future, before proceeding with any action. In other words,

he would think about the end that he wishes to attain, and also about

the sequence of means that would be required to attain this end. He

would adapt his actions to the representation of necessity that he

forms in his own mind. He will still, of course, be hemmed in on

all sides by an absolutely inflexible necessity, but the fact that

he orders his actions in terms of his thoughts, rather than blindly

submitting to necessity, is the difference between freedom and servi-

tude. If a man's actions proceeded only from the irrational reactions

of the body to necessity, or from the minds of other men, or from the

dictation of machines, that is to say, if all his actions proceeded

from a source other than his own mind, he would be completely a sla.ve.34

On the other hand, if the performance of any work whatsoever consists

in as methodical a combination of efforts as the combination of

numbers by which the solution of a problem in mathematics (all the
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elements for the solution being given) is brought about by reflection,
this performance would be an example of complete liberty. Clearly,
however, the two sides of this contrast, complete slavery and complete
liberty, are only ideal limits. Human life moves between these two
ideals, but it can attain to neither of them fully without ceasing

to be life.

It can be said, at least on one level, that Weil is simply
trying to put man's fate into his own hands. She is trying to tear
him away from the blind grip of passions and to place him in a position
where he cannot change, bring about any change, or obtain anything,
without having a clear view of the necessities and impossibilities
that confront him. She wants man to have a clear view of what is
possible and what impossible, what is easy and what is difficult, of
the labour (means) that separate any project from its accomplishment
(end). Only in this way will life lose some of its unchecked frenzy
and take on the virtues of moderation and courage.

On ne peut rien concevoir de plus grand pour 1'homme
qu'un sort qui le mette directement aux prises avec la
nécessité nue, sans qu'il ait rien 3 attendre que de soi,
et tel que sa vie soit une perpétuelle création de lui-
méme par lui-méme. L'homme est un &tre borné & qui il
n'est pas donné d'étre, comme le Dieu des théologiens,
1l'auteur direct de sa propre existence; mais 1'homme
posséderait 1'équivalent humain de cette puissance divine
si les conditions matérielles qui lui permettent d'exister
étaient exclusivement 1'oeuvre de sa pensée dirigeant
1l'effort de ses muscles.__Telle serait la liberté
véritable. (OL, p. 117)35
As an ideal limit, this liberty cannot be found in reality

any more than perfect triangles or straight lines can be drawn on

a blackboard. What separates us from this ideal is the infinite
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number of conditions (as well as the complexity of their relations)
that confront us in this world. There are an infinite number of
things that may occur between any task and its accomplishment, Jjust
as there are an infinite number of conditions (whether on a microscopic
or macroscopic scale) that a physicist cannot take into account when
he is formulating an hypothesis. Necessity is essentially conditional
for us; it is consequently revealed to our minds through a small
number of perfectly definite conditions. The world, however, is
able to impose upon our actions an unlimited number of conditions,
conditions which can neither be enumerated nor expressed. In
formulating an hypothesis (a method by which to complete a task) we
can only hold in our minds a certain number of the conditions which
have been revealed to us. We certainly cannot hold in our minds those
conditions which have not been revealed to us, and which could surprise
us at any moment. What we do, therefore, is provide ourselves with
a closed system, a system in which nothing else is included except
those few perfectly definite conditions we have chosen. We then
proceed with our task.

We will not, of course, be acting with absolute certainty,
for we know that the results of our actions are dependent on conditions
or accidents outside our control; but in placing our actions under
the control of the mind, we can at least circumscribe and limit the
role that chance might play in thwarting our actions. We can never
entirely eliminate chance, but we can conceive of a chain of inter-
mediaries which link the actions we are capable of performing to

the result that we wish to accomplish. What is surprising, in that
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we cannot take into account the infinite number of conditions which
have not been revealed to us, and which can arise at any moment to
thwart the most carefully drawn-up plans, is that so often we can
attain the results that we hoped to attain. It would seem that, in
spite of the blind cross-currents of the universe, a relative stability
exists on the scale of the human organism. Without this stability,
it would be difficult to imagine how any of our actions could be
accomplished. As it is, it is quite astonishing that any of our
actions are successful, because they are regulated by a deliberate
and erroneous application of principles which involve an infinite
error.36

We have, in the end, discussed freedom and the will within
the framework of the question of necessity. This has been inevitable,
for once again, what we have been discussing is the idea of limit.
It has been necessary to explicate the two sides or faces of freedom
and the will, the one which appears to us as unlimited desire (choice),
and the other which constrains us to realize the limits imposed upon
us in relation to the satisfaction of desire. The practical or
concrete idea of freedom that we have been speaking of is really
nothing other than the clear contemplation of necessity, that contempla-
tion which is necessary before the will is exercised in carrying out
any action in this world. The limits involved in this definition of
freedom and the will have been illustrated in terms of the infinite
number of conditions that cannot be taken into account in formulating
a method for work, the infinite number of conditions that can intervene

between the formulation of the task and its accomplishment, preventing
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the task from being realized, as well as the limits imposed upon the
human body by fatigue (not to mention death).

On the one hand, therefore, when we think that we have a
choice, it is because we are unconscious, because something other
than our own mind is dictating our responses. In this context, we
are like a ball bouncing back and forth between two walls in a
vacuum. Our choices are nothing but illusion. And no matter what
we choose to think or to do, our choices are the result of the
necessities and impossibilities that are necessarily imposed upon
us by necessity. We can never escape the domination of necessity in
this world. All choices made where the mind is not involved in the
operation can, as Weil says, be explained without recourse to anything
other than behaviour. Indeed, all our actions are determined; we
are not free to choose, but rather, our choices are determined for
us in advance by conditions that are foreign to us. On the other
hand, the freedom that Weil speaks of, i.e. the preliminary judgement
made prior to any action, is also involved in necessity. It is, in
fact, the contemplation of necessity itself. "On cesse d'étre un
jouet en s'élevant au-dessus de 1'illusion jusqu'ad la nécessité,
mais alors il n'y a plus de choix, une action est imposée par la
situation elle-méme clairement apergue. Le seul choix est celui de
monter." (I, p. 1?1)37 The necessity involved in the contemplation
of necessity, however, is not the same necessity that is involved
in the 'blind' submission to necessity. Actions which are carried
out where a preliminary Jjudgement has been made concerning them are

actions which may 'possibly' lead to better conditions, in which duty
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may be less mixed up with evil.

We must remember that we are only speaking about an ideal
limit. Weil says: "On n'est pas souillé par les actions dont on
est ainsi absent (ainsi, car il y a une autre manidre d'é&tre absent),
bien qu'elles soient mélangées de mal." (I, p. 171) "“La liberté est
une limite [la liberté comprise comme nécessité surmontée, car la
liberté d'indifférence n'est qu'un réve) . L'esclavage aussi.
Toute situation réelle se place entre les deux." (I, p. 35)38 To
say, however, that we should act in such a way that we are absent
from our actions, is to express what complete freedom would be if
it were possible. It implies that we must also be absent from good,
for complete freedom is complete obedience, and thus to act in a
manner which is completely free (and therefore completely obedient)

is not to act "pour quelque chose, mais parce qu'on ne peut pas

faire autrement." (I, p. 171)

If we do not act for something, for some particular end,
then Weil is saying that there is no finality in this world. "La
nécessité est l'essence de la réalité des choses d'ici-bas. Autrement
dit leur essence est conditionelle. Leur essence est de n'étre pas
des fins. Leur réalité méme est qu'ils ne sont pas des biens." (III,
p. 124) "Comme Dieu est un bien qui n'est pas autre chose qu'un
bien, la matidre n'est pas autre chose qu'un non-bien." (III, p. 124)
Even the ends that Weil speaks about in terms of practical freedom
are not really ends; they are means. "Partout, sans exception,
toutes les choses généralement considérées comme des fins sont par

nature, par définition, par essence et de la manidre la plus évidente
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uniquement des moyens. On pourrait en citer autant d'exemples qu'on
voudrait dans tous les domaines. Argent, pouvoir, Etat, grandeur
nationale, production économique, dipldmes universitaires; et
beaucoup d'autres." (EL, p. 132) Any form of labour or work is

but a means for acquiring money or some kind of exchange (means)

in order to be able to eat, which, in turn, is a means of maintaining
life so that one can continue to work. The cycle is clearly without
end, so long as one is still alive. Existence never becomes an end
for us until death is close at hand. When we are not threatened

by death, however, we take existence for granted; but the ultimate
purpose of this existence must be sought elsewhere. "Les moments

ol on est forcé de regarder la simple existence comme unique fin,
c'est 1'horreur totale, sans mélange. GC'est 13 1'horreur de la
situation du condamné 3 mort, que le Christ méme a ressentie." (III,
p. 184)

Everything in this world that we take for an end becomes,
once we have it, a means to something else. This is true, in work,
of the material, the tools, the body, and even the soul. When we
look at the question of ends in relation to the idea of power, and
thus in relation to the question of social oppression, we can see how
Weil radically reverses the relationship between means and ends.

Le pouvoir, par définition, ne constitue qu'un

moyen; ou pour mieux dire posséder un pouvoir, cela consiste

simplement & posséder des moyens d'action qui dépassent la

force si restreinte dont un individu dispose par lui-méme.

Mais la recherche du pouwoir: du fait méme qu'elle est

essentiellement impuissante a se saisir de son objet, exclut

toute considération de fin, et en arrive, par un renversement
s e . . . s -
inévitable, a tenir lieu de toutes les fins. C'est ce
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renversement du rapport entre le moyen et la fin, c'est
cette folie fondamentale qui rend compte de tout ce qu'il
vy a d'insensé et de sanglant tout au long de 1l'histoire.
L'histoire humaine n'est que 1l'histoire de 1l'asservissement
qui fait des hommes, aussi bien oppresseurs qu'opprimés,
le simple Jjouet des instruments de domination qu'ils ont
fabriqués eux-mémes, et ravale ainsi 1'humanité vivante 2
étre la chose de chosesinertes. (OL, p. 95)
Power is consequently nothing but a pure means. It is nevertheless,
and almost inevitably, taken to be the supreme end by all those
who have not understood that there is no finality in this world.
The evil in this world results from this inversion of means and ends;
but it is inevitable, because there are no ends. Evil results from
taking as an absolute end that which is purely a means, and that
which is purely a means is ubiquitous, and therefore an ersatz form
of an absolute end.39
We come, once again, to understand that Weil is speaking on
two levels. We obviously cannot function in this world without many
relative ends, and the knowledge that is necessary to know these
ends. The kind of practical freedom that we have been discussing
in Weil's thought indicates that all men pursue various ends, that
they make choices, and that they follow a program designed to direct
their actions toward the ends they have chosen. Excepting those who
are in a state of unconsciousness, man cannot avoid thinking about
ends and about the means necessary to bring about those ends, and
therefore he must necessarily make certain choices about what ends
to pursue and the manner in which to pursue them. This is simply the

way in which everyday life appears to us. It is one side of necessity.

It is not, however, the full reality of the way things are for Weil.
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The full reality of the way things are is that we are limited. Every
thought we have is a thought of necessity, and therefore of limit.
Methodical action based on our thinking about necessity is action
which corresponds to the limited picture of necessity that has been
revealed to us, for, as we explained earlier, there is always an
infinite number of conditions that have not been revealed to us and
which we cannot take into account. The choices we make in pursuing
one end rather than another are therefore not really choices at all,
for whichever end we pursue, it is necessity which has determined
or limited our choice in advance. We are not free to choose; we
can only obey the limits that have necessarily been imposed upon us.
This means that the ends we pursue are dictated by necessity as well.
Food is necessary in order to appease hunger; money is neces-
sary in order to buy food; work is necessary in order to acquire
money; food 1s necessary in order to work; and so on. Not only are
all our ends a reflection of the limits imposed upon us by necessity
but they are ultimately transformed by necessity into being nothing
more than means. It is especially in terms of manual labour (the
curse that fell upon Adam and which constitutes the difference
between this world and an earthly paradise) that Weil illustrates
this point. In manual labour, or, in general, in any work of execu-
tion, there is an irreducible element of servitude which not even
a perfect social equality could eliminate. "C'est le fait qu'il est
gouverné par la nécessité, non par la finalité. On 1l'exécute 2
cause d'un besoin, non en vue d'un bien; 'parce qu'on a besoin de

gagner sa vie', comme disent ceux qui y passent leur existence. On
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fournit un effort au terme duquel, & tous égards, on n'aura pas

autre chose que ce qu'on a. Sans cet effort, on perdrait ce qu'on

a." (CO, p. 355) We are like a hampster turning around on its

little wheel; we always come to rest at the same spot that we began.

A1l of the ends that we run after are ultimately means of taking us

nowhere at all. This is what necessity shows us, i.e. that all our

efforts are without finality. This is the other side of necessity,

and it is that side of necessity which, for Weil, we should consent

to as such. Only efforts without finality, efforts without any end

attached to them, are pure. They are pure because they are an acceptance

of death, an acceptance, in the final analysis, of a finality without

end, of the absence of God.uo
We are always led back to the idea of the absence of God as

reflected in Christ's cry of dereliction. The silence of God in

response to Christ's cry is the acceptance by God, through Christ,

of a finality without end. It is the transformation of finality into

necessity. The absence of God and the obedience of Christ to the

necessity (the finality without end) that this absence represents is

the very essence of the notion of obedience (and therefore of freedom).

It means, in effect, that the utter lack of finality in human life

is God's way of showing us that our true home is not in this world.

There is no end in this world that can ultimately satisfy our desires.

That end is absent. If we are nevertheless to act in accordance with

that end, then we must act in such a way that our actions correspond

to the lack of finality in this world. "The Good has nothing to do

with purpose, indeed it excludes the idea of purpose. 'All is vanity’'
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is the beginning and the end of ethics. The only genuine way to be
good is to be good 'for nothing' in the midst of a scene where every
'natural thing', including one's own mind, is subject to chance, that
is, to necessity. That 'for nothing' is indeed the experienced
correlate of the invisibility or non-representable blankness of the

idea of Good itself." !

Here we have, in the words of Iris Murdoch,
the essence of Weil's thinking about finality.

All of the aspects of the question of necessity that we have
discussed (brute force, time, freedom and the will, and the idea of
finality) indicate the extent to which Weil's thought is incompre-
hensible without a firm grasp of her thinking about necessity. We
have demonstrated how each aspect of necessity that we have considered
can be shown to have two sides or faces, that side which appears to
us as indeterminate and unlimited, and that side which is limit.
Whatever side of necessity we are looking at, however, it is clear
that we have no other choice but to be obedient. Whether we blindly
submit to necessity, or whether we clearly perceive that we are
completely limited by necessity, we are ultimately free only to obey.
Nevertheless, there is a profound difference between the obedience
entailed in the one case and in that of the other. We are obedient
in both cases, but in the first case we do not consent to be obedient.
We do not love that which can reduce us at any moment to being no
more than a half crushed worm writhing on the ground. What Weil is
saying is that in the second case, even if one is reduced to a state
of extreme affliction, it is possible just the same to consent to

(love) the necessity which has reduced one to a state analogous to
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death.

The crucifixion of Christ, in turn, is the model in terms of
which this possibility is understood. It is the model of extreme
affliction, of the absence of God from Christ, of the absence of God
from God. It is the model of a perfectly innocent being abandoned
by both men and God to the mercy of a mechanical, mathematical,
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