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ABSTRACT

Simone Weil: A Study in Moral Psychology

and Observations on Religious Life

John Kerkhoven

At the heart of this thesis is the work of Simone Weil; at its centre is a critique of Iris
Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good. Murdoch was greatly inspired by Simone Weil and
also wrote in the tradition of Anglo-Saxon philosophy; a thorough critique of her book
therefore provides an opportunity to discuss critical concepts in Weil’s work in a context
meaningful to philosophers in the analytic tradition. I demonstrate the prima facie
implausibility of Murdoch’s portrayal of a moral agent as a psychologically isolated
rather than socially situated human being; I then critique her views by appealing both to
psychological evidence and to insights owing to linguistic philosophy. I show, in contrast,
that on Weil’s conception humans are socially and politically situated thinking beings
endowed with a faculty of attention and capable of consent. I further show how Weil’s
view of human relationships acknowledges the harm and isolation that people can
experience, and only experience, as social beings, and which are constitutive of the
phenomenon that she calls “affliction”. As an experience of the lack of a referring context,
affliction cannot be either acknowledged or named. The insight of linguistic philosophy
that meaning is tied to context proves helpful to understanding this. Finally, I extend the
notion of context beyond the social and argue for a four-stage schematism in the thought
of Simone Weil; this schematism begins with the individual, passes on to the social world,

then to the natural world viewed as necessity, and then to God.
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INTRODUCTION

Simone Weil is perhaps best known for her religious writing, as collected in Waiting for
God and Gravity and Grace. As soon, however, as one steps beyond these books and
encounters her political essays, social studies, reflections on history and science, her daily
journal from the time she worked in factories, her correspondence, her notebooks, and
The Need for Roots — the book-length document that she prepared for the Free French
Government in Exile in London during World War Two as an outline for the social
reconstruction of France after the war — one is struck by Weil’s erudition and her breadth
and depth of concern. One is also liable to be struck by the combination, especially in
some of her later essays, of moral, philosophical, political, social, and religious themes.
For Weil, these are all aspects of the same central subject: the human being in his social
and natural setting, bound to die, and born to participate in the love of God. It is part of
the burden of this thesis to shed light on this vision. I begin with the following outline of
her thought.

From the time she began writing, Weil was concerned with both the plight of the
oppressed as well as the conditions of their oppression. She took her cue from Marx
whose genius, in her estimation, consisted in studying and analyzing society as a natural
phenomenon in which forces are at play, much as a natural scientist would study matter

and the workings of material forces.' Weil adds to this, among other things, an analysis of

' Writing in 1942 or 1943, she says that “Marx was the first and, unless I am mistaken, the only one — for
his researches were not followed up — to have the twin idea of taking society as the fundamental human fact
and of studying therein, as the physicist does in matter, the relationships of force.

Here we have an idea of genius, in the full sense of the word. It is not a doctrine; it is an instrument of
study, research, exploration and possibly construction for every doctrine that is not to risk crumbling to
dust on contact with a truth.” (OL, 162)



liberty in terms of the relationship of thought to action.” From an initial concern with
each person’s ability to be the author of her own actions, Weil came to hold that the
power of thought and of reflection was, furthermore, the seat of each person’s dignity,
and of justice in the sense of preserving others from harm.’ As she expresses it, our concern
for our fellow humans is at its best a concern that each have the capacity to consent to the
circumstances which befall her, and of which she forms a part. Where this is impossible
because a person is so thoroughly constrained by her circumstances, as, for instance, the
person forced to work long hours for subsistence pay, that she cannot begin to determine
the course of her own activities, and in the furthest extreme, which Weil calls “affliction,”
a state of utter wretchedness and social degradation in which, in the eyes of those around
her, a person does not even count, another may yet consent to her conditions on her

behalf. “Whatever a man may want,” Weil says,

... the essence of his desire always consists in this, that he wants above all things
to be able to exercise his will freely. To wish for the existence of this free consent
in another, deprived of it by affliction, is to transport oneself into him; it is to
consent to affliction oneself, that is to say to the destruction of oneself. It is to
deny oneself. (WG, 147-48)

It is at this point that Weil’s work is inescapably religious. Continuing her thought,

she says:

* “True liberty,” she writes, “is not defined by a relationship between desire and its satisfaction, but by a
relationship between thought and action....” (OL, 81) In the same context, she writes that “every judgment
bears upon an objective set of circumstances, and consequently upon a warp and woof of necessities. Living
man can on no account cease to be hemmed in on all sides by an absolutely inflexible necessity; but since he
is a thinking creature, he can choose between either blindly submitting to the spur with which necessity
pricks him on from outside, or else adapting himself to the mere representation of it that he forms in his
own mind; and it is in this that the contrast between servitude and liberty lies.” (ibid.) Similarly, she says:
“It is true that we can never act with absolute certainty; but that does not matter so much as one might
suppose. We can easily accept the fact that the results of our actions are dependent on accidents outside our
control; what we must at all costs preserve from chance are our actions themselves, and that in such a way
as to place them under the control of the mind.” (OL, 83)

? “The man who is the possessor of force seems to walk through a non-resistant element; in the human
substance that surrounds him nothing has the power to interpose, between the impulse and the act, the tiny
interval that is reflection. Where there is no room for reflection, there is none either for justice or prudence.”
(SWA, 173)



In denying oneself, one becomes capable under God of establishing someone
else by a creative affirmation. One gives oneself in ransom for the other. Itis a
redemptive act. (ibid.)

Through what she described as her own contact with affliction, Weil discovered conditions
not merely suitable to, but, by her own account, requisite of, religious expression.
Moreover, her religious thought, far from supplanting her previous concerns and her
critical thought, recast these in a new light.

With this outline, the essential elements of Simone Weil’s thought are in play where
this thesis is concerned. I will elaborate on this sketch in the pages that follow, and in the
final part of this work, situate the progression in Weil’s thought that [ have just outlined in
terms of a four-stage schematism which I propose as a new contribution to the reading of
Weil. In addition, I intend by this thesis to extend Weil’s thought, to carry on with the
work she began, and to do so in ways that make connections with more contemporary
thought and, more specifically, with recent Anglo-Saxon philosophy. In this thesis, then,
[ also offer a treatment of psychological and religious themes in a way that is intended to
be relevant to philosophy and, I think it is not pleonastic to say, to philosophers.

At the heart of this thesis is the thought of Simone Weil; at the centre of it, however,
is a study of Iris Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good. The rationale for this is as follows.
First, Murdoch was greatly influenced by, and openly acknowledged her debt to Weil;
and second, Murdoch wrote the three essays in The Sovereignty of Good to challenge the
dominant views of analytic moral philosophy of the mid-century. A study of this book,
then, provides a point of reference for understanding Weil’s thought, and it allows us to
see how one author critiques, from a perspective inspired by Weil, moral philosophy
from the analytic tradition.

In part one of this thesis, I present and juxtapose the views of both authors. The

dominant themes in Murdoch’s moral philosophy are that vision is central to morality,



that it is clouded by selfishness, that several techniques exist for overcoming selfishness
(or defeating the ego, as she puts it), and that, where morals are concerned, art is foremost
among these techniques, because art, especially literature, often represents moral life
itself. Furthermore, if we attend well to the world around us, Murdoch believes, then

our actions will, in measure, be right actions. Her outlook is pessimistic, though, because
vision, she believes, forever falls short of apprehending reality, and, as she further believes,
though we strive for good in its perfection, this is not either attainable. This pessimistic
view is only underlined by her adoption of a loosely Freudian image of the self as that
entity whose selfishness needs to be overcome. The view that emerges is that the moral
agent is someone whose clear vision of the world, to say nothing of whose contact with
the world, is continually, if not continuously, frustrated.

In the course of the discussion, I introduce notions that Murdoch borrows from
Weil, particularly the concepts of attention and obedience, and show how differently
these function in the thoughts of each writer. Murdoch does not show an appreciation for
the versatility these concepts have for Weil, or for the careful and consistent way in which
Weil uses them. There is a similar point of contact and difference between the authors in
their appreciation of the ability of some artists to represent human misery truthfully. In
Murdoch’s exposition, this is presented as an impressive fact, but never developed. Weil,
on the other hand, is able to tell us important things about such representation. I conclude
part one by showing that, whereas Murdoch is preoccupied with the moral agent’s vision
and the impediments to vision, Weil writes about and within a world of social and
political realities. More generally, Weil holds up an image of the human being taking his
place in the social, political, and material world as a person who thinks, quite possibly

one who engages in physical work, and as someone who certainly suffers, and who may



respond to the suffering of others, and at all events, may acknowledge their capacity for
consent and their own proper ability to attend to the world that surrounds them.

In part two, Weil remains, for the most part, in the background while I critique
Murdoch on her own terms. I take a more careful look at the view of morality that
Murdoch presents us with, highlighting its positive contribution that moral deliberation
is as much a matter of the attention a person brings to her ongoing situations as it is a
matter of explicit choice. This is as far as Murdoch gets, however, for what one does is
still a matter of concern to moral philosophy and she is unable to broach this. The sum
of my arguments in this part of my thesis is that Murdoch has no account of human
relationships, and no account of social life; consequently, she has at best only a partial
account of morality. I make these points in a number of ways, including reference to
Murdoch’s own examples of moral situations. To begin with, her examples are curiously
at odds with her exposition. When Murdoch offers examples of moral conflict, the ongoing
attention to the detail of daily life that she would have us believe is so important to morality
is not developed; and oddly enough, the moral agents in her examples are solitary agents
facing down a consequential choice — rather like the moral agents described by her
contemporaries, with whom she takes so much issue. The only elaborated example in
Murdoch’s book — the fairly well-known case of M, a mother-in-law, and D, her daughter-
in-law — is deliberately designed to challenge the views of morality of her contemporaries
who portray the moral agent as a solitary and rational person whose moral life is largely
characterized by his public acts and his moments of choice. In this view of her philosophical
adversaries, Murdoch sees the elimination of the realm of the private from moral concern,
and sees that as derivative of linguistic philosophy’s elimination of the private as anything
verifiable. She argues that moral concepts are importantly different from other concepts

because they are learnt in the context of an individual’s personal history. Moral concepts,



and more generally, mental state terms, are importantly different from other concepts,
but not in the way that Murdoch thinks. They are different because the context that gives
them their meaning is social context itself. As it happens, Murdoch’s example contains
within itself precisely the reference to the social world that makes the situation she describes
intelligible; only she does not give these features of her thought experiment any particular
theoretical status. Unable to situate the meaning of mental concepts in specifically social
situations, Murdoch retreats to the suggestion of a substantial (again Freudian) self, thereby
impugning, at one and the same time, the results of linguistic philosophy and her own
moral vision. Finally, I address some of Murdoch’s thoughts on religion. Murdoch tries
to identify religion, and more specifically, mysticism, with morality, but the identification
is far too strong and instead of buoying up her other thoughts, it tends only to weigh
them down.

In part three, I return to Weil and the moral problem that Murdoch has left
unaddressed, i.e. the problem of right action, related to which are the matters of
responsibility and blame. I aim to show that Weil has the resources to address these
issues, and, moreover, that her understanding of relationships, rooted in the capacity
each person has for consent, and in the fact that each person has a faculty of attention,
not only of itself provides an account of human dignity, but further accounts for the
isolation and harm that people sometimes suffer owing specifically to the social situation
of which they are a part. Thus I focus on a constitutive aspect of the phenomenon that
Weil calls “affliction”. Affliction is an experience that, insofar as it exists, can neither be
named nor acknowledged because it is the experience of the lack of a referring context.
Just as words require a context to have meaning, so too do our experiences require a
context in order to have meaning. When circumstances are such that the social context

of which they are a part is unable to provide the resources to acknowledge some aspect



or another of a person’s experience, that person either has to live with a silence that is
in proportion to the unacknowledged dimension of her experience, or she must find an
external context in order to shed light on what her experience is and has been. I exemplify
situations of this kind with reference to E. M. Forster’s Maurice.

It is here that the notion of “moral psychology” plays its part in my thesis. As I argue
early in this part of my thesis, to be a moral agent is to be blameworthy, not only on a
given occasion, but generally. If we accept that, then being moral is part of what it is to be
a social being, and a part of what it is to have dignity. Following Weil, though we may rely
on our own intuitions here, human dignity concerns as well, and among other things, the
ability a person has to think and feel and be able to express herself. It becomes clear that
a person has dignity or falls away from it on all fronts at once. Insofar as the structural
features of a situation may strip a person of dignity, it will do so in ways that are tied to
her status as a moral agent, and it thus becomes important that social context be a part
of the meaning of “moral psychology”. Put another way, my claim is that it is only in the
context of a world of shared and mutually recognized human purposes that we can exist
as moral agents. Thus, it is crucial that we be able to register the structural features of our
social lives if we are to talk of morality. It is furthermore the case that we must refer to
the structural features of our social lives if we are to talk of moral psychology. I intend,
therefore, to displace Murdoch’s use of the term “moral psychology”, on which morality
is understood in relation to a loosely Freudian conception of psychological mechanisms,
with my own use of the term, on which morality and psychology are both understood in

relation to social contexts.*

* With my emphasis on the social, I cannot imagine any other use of the term “moral psychology”. If someone
were to discuss the neurological conditions that are correlated with moral deliberation, for instance, “moral
psychology” would be a bad term to use. Something like “the neurological correlates to moral behaviour,”
would, I think, be better. (One might propose “the biological basis of morality”, but this has a reductionistic
cast to it that [ think is best avoided.)
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I approach by degrees Weil’s account of affliction which is a severely adverse physical,
psychological, and social condition which a person may not have the resources to help
herself out of. As I emphasize the structural features of social situations, so too does Weil

emphasize the structures that give rise to oppression. She goes so far as to say that

The notion of oppression is ... a stupidity: one only has to read the Iliad. And
the notion of an oppressive class is even more stupid. We can only speak of an
oppressive structure of society. (GG, 156)

In some respects, the worst tyrant or dictator knows the evil that he commits. Oppressors
are not altogether blind, nor is oppression altogether accidental. The following, from her

essay on the Iliad, helps to make clear what Weil means.

We see Achilles cut the throats of twelve Trojan boys on the funeral pyre of
Patroclus as naturally as we cut flowers for a grave. These men, wielding power,
have no suspicion of the fact that the consequences of their deeds will at length
come home to them — they too will bow the neck in their turn. (SWA, 174)

When Simone Weil says that “we can only speak of an oppressive structure of society”,
she is deliberately avoiding the all-too simple deception that there is some person or
group of persons who could put an end to oppression, and that for two reasons which are
closely bound up with each other. One is that no one understands sufficiently the nature
of oppression (to say nothing of the nature of peace’), the other is that society being what
it is, there is nothing stopping those who are oppressed from becoming oppressors in
turn. Furthermore, the words “oppressed” and “oppressor” do not divide the social world
into two neat and tidy categories. In a late essay, “Is There a Marxist Doctrine?”, Weil

observes that

The selfsame men are oppressed in certain respects, oppressors in certain other
respects; or again may desire to become so, and this desire can override the desire

», «

* Weil writes near the end of her essay “The Power of Words™: “Once all the real data of a problem have
been revealed the problem is well on the way to solution. The problem of peace, both international and
social, has never yet been completely stated.” (SWA, 237)



for liberty; and the oppressors, for their part, think far less often about keeping
those under them obedient than of getting the better of their equals. Thus there is
not the counterpart of a battle with two sides opposing each other, but rather an
extraordinarily complicated tangle of guerilla forces. (OL, 179)

She concludes this thought with a typically empirical consideration: “This tangle is
nevertheless governed by laws. But they remain to be discovered.” (ibid.) I see in the
attention I bring to the structural features of personal relationships a continuation of
Weil’s work in this direction.

Part of the overwhelming difficulty that exists for people who suffer for social
reasons of any sort is to recognize the structures of the oppressive relationships that
are operative in their lives — be they relationships to other individuals, to groups, to
institutions, or to yet other social structures. “Conscience,” Weil says, “is deceived by
the social. Our supplementary energy” — by which she means the “energy which a man

directs as he pleases towards what he thinks good for himself”® (FLN, 221) —

... is to a great extent taken up with the social. It has to be detached from it. That
is the most difficult of detachments.

Meditation on the social mechanism is in this respect a purification of the first
importance.

To contemplate the social is as good a way of detachment as to retire from the
world. ... (GG, 166)

She speaks here of a purification that can enable a person to bear the suffering that might
come her way, though it is a mistake to read prudence into this as it has everything to do,
for Weil, with the discipline of one whose attention is directed to God. The hard truth that
lies in this thought is that those who do not suffer from their social circumstances, or who
suffer little, will have, in measure, little understanding of the conditions of those who do
suffer, and who may suffer greatly; they will also be ill-disposed to detach themselves

from the social precisely because they are at home in the social circumstances that they

§ Weil contrasts ‘supplementary energy’ with ‘vegetative energy’ which is the energy “by which the chemico-
biological mechanisms necessary for life are maintained”. (FLN, 220)



know, like a chick in its nest, altogether unaware that one day it must learn to fly. One
may take or leave the metaphor — Weil uses the metaphor of a chick in its egg, which
must one day crack the shell — but the fact is that those who have the greatest strength
and the most resources to help the afflicted are often as not those who are most removed
from their condition and most unlikely to come to know it. For their part, the afflicted
are so rarely able to begin the process of understanding that would free them from their
condition. The metaphors I just introduced of the chick in its nest, or Weil’s of the chick
in its egg, seem less quaint when applied to the afflicted for whom liberation is to see and
to love their situation as it is, which is, in Weil’s terms, to love the order of the world.
What follows from all of these considerations is that it remains possible, sometimes,
for a person both to suffer and to contemplate affliction, to see the social nature of one’s
suffering and how it deprives one of participation in the social. One finds oneself then
to be a bit of matter in the universe with the exception that one is conscious. Consent,
which is so important for Weil in a social context, now may be expressed towards the
universe itself. At which point, if Weil has any say in the matter, one is very near to God.’
I conclude my thesis with the proposal of a schematism for understanding Weil’s
thought. To my knowledge, no one has proposed this schematism, and nothing anyone
has said contradicts it. It is a four stage sequence of awareness. Which level of awareness
one is at determines if and how the other levels are viewed. The passage from one level to
the next may be understood as the emergence from one context or frame of reference to
another one that encompasses the previous ones, and from which the previous ones are

re-evaluated and the next level of awareness (obviously ascending no further than the

7 “If the soul is set in the direction of love, the more we contemplate necessity, the more closely we press its

metallic cold and hardness directly to our very flesh, the nearer we approach to the beauty of the world. That
is what Job experienced. It was because he was so honest in his suffering, because he would not entertain
any thought that might impair its truth, that God came down to reveal the beauty of the world to him.”
(WG, 177)



11

fourth level) is seen. The four points on this path are: the individual, society, the universe
viewed as necessity, and God.

I intend for this thesis to show, on the one hand, my own view of things through the
lens of the thought of Simone Weil, and on the other hand, for it to show the thought of
Simone Weil through the lens of my own reading and thinking. I am sufficiently postmodern
to believe that there is no single true reading of an author. At the same time, I hope that
an image of Weil emerges that those who know her work will recognize, and that she
herself would not be ashamed of, or embarrassed by.

There is a considerable literature surrounding Weil’s work, much of it recent, and
notably diverse, which only emphasizes that there is more than one way to read Weil.
Peter Winch (Sirmone Weil: A Just Balance), for instance, reads Weil from a secular,
Wittgensteinian perspective. He is able to draw out resonances of Weil’s work with
Wittgenstein’s, and able, as well, to give a confident portrait of Weil’s thought with
careful attention to the development and interrelationship of key concepts in her
thinking. Miklos Vet (The Religious Metaphysics of Simone Weil) writes out of the
Rationalist-Enlightenment tradition, and is Winch’s equal in his erudition and skill;
where Winch deliberately tries to downplay Weil’s metaphysics as far as can be done,
Veto engages it fully — certainly far more fully than anyone else has. Graham H. Bell
(Simone Weil: The Way of Justice as Compassion) is interested in a Weilian vision of a
society inspired by compassion. As such, he is interested in Weil’s mature, arguably
communitarian thought, places more emphasis on The Need for Roots than other writers
do, and devotes little time to her early work. Lawrence A. Blum and Victor Seidler (A
Truer Liberty: Simone Weil and Marxism) devote themselves to Weil’s political thought.
Finally, though the list could go on, Diogenes Allen and Eric O. Springstead (Spirit,

Nature and Community: Issues in the Thought of Simone Weil), true to the title of their
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book, examine specific issues in Weil’s thought.® Though a separate thesis on Weil’s
thought could be written based on a study of these books, it has fallen outside of the
scope of this project to do more than refer to them from time to time where it has been

helpful to do so.

Late in 1934, having taken a year’s leave of absence from teaching, and having just
completed “Reflections on the Causes of Liberty and Social Oppression,” the essay that
capped off her juvenilia,’ the 25-year old Weil began several months of work in industrial
factories in the Paris region. Her goal, as she put it in a letter, was to “make a little contact
with the famous ‘real life’.” (SL, 10) Weil’s factory experience was a turning point in her
thought and her life. Only after she experienced first hand the exhaustion and degradation
of one who must submit endlessly to the orders of other people did she develop a clear
understanding of the bases for self-respect that are typically external to a person and what
it is to be systematically deprived of these. It is at least in part because of this experience
that she began to speak of affliction rather than of oppression, the difference being that
“affliction” puts the emphasis on the individual who suffers, whereas “oppression” puts

the emphasis on the external conditions which occasion the person’s suffering. From her

own loss of self-respect and her regaining it,'* Weil began to understand compassion, not

# The literature on Weil far exceeds what I have indicated, and Bell’s “Selected Bibliography” is a good point
of departure for recent Weil scholarship. (Bell, pp. 243-249) There exists a bibliography of Weil’s work and
secondary literature up to 1979 compiled by J. P. Little: Sitnone Weil: A Bibliography, Grant and Cutler,
Research Bibliographies and Checklists, no. 5, 1973, London; and Supplement No. 1 to the same, 1979.

° Miklos Vetd argues more precisely — and to my mind, convincingly — for a tripartite division in Weil’s
work, placing “Reflections on the Causes of Liberty and Social Oppression” and her factory experience at
the end of the first half of the second phase of her development. See Vets, 5-7.

10 “What working in a factory meant for me personally,” Weil wrote to a friend, “was as follows. It meant
that all the external reasons (which I had previously thought internal) upon which my sense of personal
dignity, my self-respect, was based were radically destroyed within two or three weeks by the daily experience
of brutal constraint. And don’t imagine that this provoked in me any rebellious reaction. No, on the contrary;
it produced the last thing I expected from myself — docility. The resigned docility of a beast of burden. It
seemed to me that I was born to wait for, and receive, and carry out orders — that I had never done and
never would do anything else. [ am not proud of that confession. It is the kind of suffering no worker talks
about; it is too painful even to think of it. When I was kept away from work by illness I became fully aware
of the degradation into which I was falling, and I swore to myself that I would go on enduring the life until
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so much as a response to a perceived need, but in terms of attention to another person
who suffers a loss or a lack of self-respect. All of these developments are further related to
her later religious awakening and the writings for which she is best known.

To live and think and work as Weil did is, as she recognized, vocational; a person
must be called to such a life. She understood perfectly well the expression “C’est le métier
qui rentre”: it is the trade entering the body. “When an apprentice gets hurt, or complains
of fatigue,” she writes, “workmen and peasants have this fine expression: ‘It’s the trade
getting into his body.”” (SNLG, 180) Tiredness and pain are the result of having exceeded
one’s limits. Apprenticeships involve the exploration and discovery of one’s limits in
relation to a craft, a skill, a trade. Simone Weil extends this idea to our relationship with.

the social and natural world — with, in a word, the universe.

Whenever we have some pain to endure, we can say to ourselves that it is the
universe, the order and beauty of the world, and the obedience of creation to
God which are entering our body. After that how can we fail to bless with the
tenderest gratitude the Love which sends us this gift? (ibid.)

It is not for us to seek out pain, any more than it is for the apprentice workman to do so;
but it is possible for us to learn, Weil believes, how to read pain when it occurs. Affliction
she describes as a category of pain unto itself, in which a person’s existence as a social

being is obliterated.

In affliction, if it is complete, a man is deprived of all human relationship. For
him there are only two possible kinds of relation with men: the first, in which he
figures only as a thing, is as mechanical as the relation between two contiguous
drops of water, and the second is purely supernatural love. All relationships
between these two extremes are forbidden him. (SNLG, 191)

the day when I was able to pull myself together in spite of it. And I kept my word. Slowly and painfully, in
and through slavery, I reconquered the sense of my human dignity — a sense which relied, this time, upon
nothing outside myself and was accompanied always by the knowledge that I possessed no right to anything,
and that any moment free from humiliation and suffering should be accepted as a favour, as merely a lucky
chance.” (SL, 21-22)
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In affliction, one is not merely subject to “the universe, the order, and beauty of the world
and the obedience of creation to God” entering one’s body — one is reduced to an irrelevant
entity subject to the blind play of forces. Love alone remains possible for the extremely
afflicted; and the love they experience, if they can experience it, is, Weil as much as assures
us, the love of God.

I have written this thesis in such a way as to present Weil’s thought above all in its
social and religious dimensions. I have also tried to be as faithful as possible to her thought
that we may find the wellsprings of our own thinking and feeling therein. Simone Weil is
someone whose thought is a reflection of her engagement with the world, not a prelude
to engagement. She encourages us to think and to feel, and ultimately to love, as fully as

it is given to us to do.



Part One — Weil and Murdoch

Iris Murdoch, who lectured in philosophy at St. Anne’s College in Cambridge for many
years, wrote with an ear for, if not in the style of, British-North American philosophy of
the mid-century, and her corpus of philosophical writing is a substantial complement to
her accomplishments as a novelist.' Simone Weil, who received an excellent philosophical
training, and taught philosophy for four and a half years in lycées for young women,
wrote principally social and political essays and articles, though much of her later work
includes religious themes, and most of the later work, regardless of its themes, expresses a
religious viewpoint and conviction.” I draw upon several of Weil’s writings in this thesis,
but to begin the discussion, I refer to her late essay, “Human Personality”.” My reading of
Murdoch focuses on The Sovereignty of Good," in which she openly acknowledges her debt
to Simone Weil.

The difference between Weil and Murdoch, in its shortest form, is that Weil has a
social critique and analysis and Murdoch does not. The character of this difference and its

importance will become increasingly clear as this thesis progresses. For not only — I say in

' Murdoch’s books in philosophy (in addition to her 26 novels) are: Sartre, Romantic Rationalist (1953),
The Sovereignty of Good (1970), The Fire and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists (1977), Acastos: Two
Platonic Dialogues (1986), Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (1992), and the book of essays collected near
the end of her life, Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on Philosophy and Literature (1997).

2 Weil’s central works, with (to the best of my knowledge) original English publication dates, include: Waiting
for God (1951), Gravity and Grace (1952), The Need for Roots (1952), Letter to a Priest (1954), Notebooks
(1956), Intimations of Christianity among the Ancient Greeks (1957), Seventy Letters (1962), First and Last
Notebooks (1970), Oppression and Liberty (1973), and Lectures on Philosophy (1978). Several important
essays can be found in: Selected Essays: 1934-1943 (1962), On Science, Necessity and the Love of God (1968),
Simone Weil: An Anthology (1986), and Formative Writings (1987).

* In Simone Weil: An Anthology (1986), Sian Miles, ed., pp. 49-78.

* Hereafter referred to as “SG”. I refer throughout to the 2001 Routledge Classics edition, which corresponds
closely, but not exactly to the 1970 Routledge edition. Citations appear a little bit later, in terms of pagination,
in the earlier edition.
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anticipation — does Weil’s understanding of the social in relation to the individual
provide the context for her moral vision, it also forms a part of a larger hierarchy of
understanding which provides clarity for her religious thoughts. Coming to terms with
her notion of affliction is a good way to see this, and will form a large part of the discussion
in part three. One of the points I hope to convey is that Weil’s religious thought cannot
be properly understood in the absence of her analysis and understanding of social life
(though that is not sufficient for understanding her religious thought). As for Murdoch,
the absence of a similar analysis paralyzes her moral vision; and her attempt to link
morality with religion only results in confusion. I begin by outlining some of the main
ideas of each author.

Murdoch wrote the three essays of The Sovereignty of Good largely in response to
the dominant views of British moral philosophy of her day. Those views emphasized a
rational agent who exercises his morality in moments of overt moral choice (however
rightly or well he chooses). This, believed Murdoch, did not give any, let alone enough,
moral credit to the experiences of the agent between such moments. The alternative
picture of moral agency that Murdoch presents us with, consists, on my reading of her
book, of five principal and interrelated themes, echoed across the three essays. First, we
are selfish beings in a finite universe and there is no felos to our lives; our selfishness
detracts us from moral achievements; and “the real”, as she puts it, occasioned through
attention to nature, art, and intellectual disciplines (technai), provides a focus to free us
from the hankerings of our egos. Second, vision is a better metaphor for moral life than is
movement (action and the effects of action); in particular, vision for the sake of morality
is best seen as loving attention. Art and morality, Murdoch claims, both rely upon this
ability to attend, art being, in fact, a case of morals. Third, morality and the attention that

goes with being moral are ongoing activities; to speak in terms of virtues is a better way of
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talking about morality than to speak in terms of freedom, the will, and reason; virtue
words connect up with the specificity of individual lives and individual experience, and so
our knowledge of their meaning alters and develops over time; for this reason, Murdoch
argues, where morality is concerned, personal experience is the arbiter of the meaning
of words. Fourth, morality is connected with change and progress; the very notion of
standards in human activities and human conduct leads on, via the notion of excellence,
to the idea of perfection, which, in turn, leads on to the idea of the good. Fifth, the good
provides unity among our concepts, particularly our virtue concepts, and is a transcendent
reality, non-representable and indefinable, in the light of which we see the reality of this
world; love, in its refinement, allies us with goodness; to love attentively is the way to relate
morally to others and to reality in general. This summary does not exhaust Murdoch’s
concerns in the book, but it is a good indication of her priorities, and of the kind of
language — psychological, emotional, artistic, philosophical, and classical — that she uses.

Weil’s moral vision likewise consists of a constellation of themes and is succinctly
presented in her essay “Human Personality”. At the centre of this vision is a conception
of justice that Weil traces to Greek and evangelical sources, and which is a counterpart to
Christian love, and distinct, as Weil emphasizes, from the notion of rights.’ In reference
to Antigone’s love, for instance, Weil writes, “It was Justice, companion of the gods in
the other world, who dictated this surfeit of love, and not any right at all. Rights have no

direct connection with love.” She continues: “Just as the notion of rights is alien to the

* In addition to her discussion in “Human Personality” see also Weil’s discussion of “The Love of Our
Neighbour” — the first part of “Forms of the Implicit Love of God” in Waiting for God, especially pages
139-140. In “The Iliad, or the Poem of Force”, Weil juxtaposes the conception of justice as love with the
conception of force (another important concept for her): “Justice and love, which have hardly any place
in this study of extremes and of unjust acts of violence, nevertheless bathe the work in their light without
ever becoming noticeable themselves, except as a kind of accent.” (SWA, 188) (Though she says “Justice
and love” it is inconsistent with Weil’s meaning that she should here mean justice in the sense of ensuring
people’s rights.) See, further, the opening pages of The Need for Roots where Weil makes the distinction
between rights and obligations, arguing that the notion of rights “is subordinate and relative to” the notion
of obligations. (NR, 3) There is thus a connection, for Weil, between the conceptions of justice and of
obligations.



Greek mind, so also it is alien to the Christian inspiration whenever it is pure.... One
cannot imagine St. Francis of Assisi talking about rights.” (SWA, 63) Weil is not asking us
to abandon our sense of justice that is based on a notion of rights, but to situate it relative
to a sense of justice based on impersonal love.

Justice centred on rights is characterized by a concern for the equal distribution of
goods and opportunities; justice centred on love is explicitly about ensuring that people
are not harmed. It is only in a spirit of loving justice that the harm suffered by others, or
potentially suffered by others, can be registered, or, as Weil puts it, that the cry “Why am

I being hurt” can be heard.

If you say to someone who has ears to hear: “‘What you are doing to me is not
just’, you may touch and awaken at its source the spirit of attention and love. But
it is not the same with words like ‘T have the right ...” or ‘you have no rightto ...".
They evoke a latent war and awaken the spirit of contention. To place the notion
of rights at the centre of social conflicts is to inhibit any possible impulse of
charity on both sides. (ibid., 63)

Making the point in a slightly different way, she says that the sense of justice associated
with rights can have limited efficacy in acknowledging the cries of the wounded since
rights are ultimately backed by, or subject to, the workings of force. “The notion of

rights,” she says,

is linked with the notion of sharing out, of exchange, of measured quantity. It has
a commercial flavour, essentially evocative of legal claims and arguments. Rights
are always asserted in a tone of contention; and when this tone is adopted, it
must rely upon force in the background, or else it will be laughed at. (ibid., 61)

Only a spirit of justice in the form of love can act to countervail the workings of force,

because justice in this sense is shown as a consensual suffering of force.

¢ Weil does not develop the notion of justice as a consent to force in “Human Personality”, but does so in
“The Love of Our Neighbour”, the first part of “Forms of the Implicit Love of God” in Waiting for God. On
the part of the stronger in a relationship, a spirit of justice will allow him to prevail from exercising force;
on the part of the weaker, it will allow him to accept the force he is subject to without either submitting or
revolting. (WG, 143-144)









































































































































































































































































































