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VCE Philosophy

Unit 3: 2011 Support Material

Notes to support Microsoft PowerPoint slides

	Selected Area of Study: Unit 3 – The Good Life – Simone WEIL

Prescribed Text: Weil, Simone 2001, ‘The Needs of the Soul’, Part 1 in The Need for Roots: Prelude to a declaration of duties towards mankind, trans. Wills, A, 2nd edition, Routledge Classics, Routledge.


Introduction

Unit 3 considers the perennial question of what it is for a human to live well. What is the nature of happiness? What is the role of pleasure in the good life? What does the good life have to do with being morally decent to other people? 

The selected text is by a modern philosopher by Simone Weil who has had a significant impact on contemporary western ideas about the good life. Students critically compare the viewpoints and arguments in the selected text to their own views on how we should live, to contemporary experience, and to ideas about the good life presented in the other selected texts on the course and in a range of other relevant sources. What do they find convincing in what she has to offer? What criticisms can one make of her views? How relevant are her views to our lives and why or why not? How do her views of the good life compare to the views of the other philosophers in the selected texts?

Students are assessed on the following outcomes in Unit 3:

· On completion of this unit the student should be able to analyse and evaluate the philosophical viewpoints and arguments in the set texts in relation to the good life.
· On completion of this unit the student should be able to critically compare the viewpoints and arguments on the good life developed in the set texts.
· On completion of this unit the student should be able to critically compare the viewpoints and arguments on the nature of the good life in the set texts to other ways of thinking about how we should live, and evaluate their implications for contemporary debates.
This material is not intended to outline a plan for teaching the selected text The Needs of the Soul. Teachers may wish to select from the suggestions, activities and assessment tasks outlined below according to the needs of their students.
Simone Weil

Biographical details

Born February 3 1909, Paris, France – died August 24 1943, Ashford, Kent, England

Weil was born in Paris to secular Jewish parents who fled the annexation of Alsace – Lorraine. She grew up in comfortable circumstances, as her father Dr. Bernard Weil was a doctor and her mother Selma Weil (nee Reinherz) was an energetic and passionate believer in education. Her only sibling was André Weil (b. 1906) who would go on to become one of the greatest mathematicians of the 20th century. She suffered throughout her life from severe headaches, sinusitis, and poor physical coordination. Her brilliance, ascetic lifestyle, introversion, and eccentricity limited her ability to mix with others, but not to teach and participate in political movements of her time.
At five she refused sugar because the French soldiers at the front during World War I had none, and at six she was quoting the French dramatic poet Jean Racine (1639–99). In addition to studies in philosophy, classical philology, and science, Weil was proficient in ancient Greek by the age of 12 and she later learned Sanskrit after reading the Bhagavad-Gita. She taught philosophy in several girls’ schools in Le Puy-en-Velay (south central France) from 1931 to 1938 and often became embroiled in conflicts with school boards as a result of her social activism. 

In 1934–35, she took a job in an auto factory, where she observed the spiritually deadening effect of machines on her fellow workers. In 1936 she joined an Anarchist unit near Zaragoza, Spain, training for action in the Spanish Civil War, but after an accident in which she was badly scalded by boiling oil, she went to Portugal to recuperate. 
Soon thereafter Weil had the first of several mystical experiences, one of which was inspired on reciting the poem Love
 by George Herbert. In 1938, while on retreat at the Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes she experienced another mystical revelation and became devoted to the Christian tradition of Catholicism but refused to be baptised even after attempts from her spiritual advisor Perrin.
 

She escaped with her parents to the United States in 1942 but then went to London to work with the French Resistance. To identify herself with her French compatriots under German occupation, Weil refused to eat more than the official ration in occupied France. Malnutrition and overwork led to a physical collapse, and during her hospitalisation she was found to have tuberculosis. She died after a few months spent in a sanatorium in Ashford, Kent. 
Weil’s writings, which were collected and published after her death, fill about 20 volumes. Some of her works include: La Pesanteur et la grâce (1947; Gravity and Grace), a collection of religious essays and aphorisms; L’Enracinement (1949; The Need for Roots), an essay upon the obligations of the individual and the state; Attente de Dieu (1950; Waiting for God), a spiritual autobiography.

.

Historical Context

War. The early childhood of Simone Weil was dominated by the displacement her family were forced to make as a consequence of the devastating effects from the Great War and the subsequent decline into the depression of the 1930s that engulfed the world. Between the two world wars in July 1936 Weil fought on the side of the leftist republicans in the Spanish Civil War and against the rise of fascism in Germany and the totalitarian regime of Stalin in Russia. In her adult life she again was to endure the devastation of another world war, World War II. The Nazi Party under the leadership of Hitler came to power in Germany in the early 1930s and instigated their confrontational expansion across Europe which sparked WWII in 1939 and ended in their defeat by Allied forces in 1945.

Colonialism. The major colonial powers of the early twentieth century were Belgium, France, Germany, Holland, Russia and England. They held sovereign authority across much of the globe and contributed to their immense influence and power. Weil in the late 1930s supported the leftists and in particular the PCF (French Communist Party) that she believed would act decisively to stop the abuses and oppression of the indigenous people France was colonising in countries such as Vietnam and in particular Algeria and Tunisia in northern Africa. Her hopes were disappointed as she witnessed the incapacity of the PCF to act to empower the oppressed in the colonies of France.
Work and Technology. Weil understood that the beginning of the twentieth century was an industrial age where humans were put to the service of the industrial machinery. Their labour created great wealth and power for the owners of industry and for the nation states that provided the necessary economic conditions. 

Having visited a mine, where she was allowed to operate a compressed air-drill, Weil became obsessed with the emergent industrial technology. The drill, she wrote, is a ‘machine not modelled upon human nature but upon the nature of coal and compressed air; [its] motions follow a rhythm profoundly foreign to that of life; [it] bends a human body violently to its service’. Her sympathetic attitude toward the life of manual labour led her to embrace the politics of the left. Worker ownership of the means of production, she argued, is not enough: ‘The political revolution, the economic revolution will not be realized unless they are prolonged by a technical revolution which will re-establish concretely the dominion which the worker maintains over the conditions of labour’.

Although she continued to contribute to leftist journals, a disagreement with Marxist dogma isolated Weil from her former comrades. A point of departure from Marxism was that the idealised portrait of the worker in socialist propaganda was far from the reality of the dehumanising experiences of the labourer. Her own personal experiences in factory work and various labour intensive jobs led her to write:

… to work in order to eat, to eat in order to work … A squirrel turning in its cage … The great hardship in manual work is that we are compelled to expend our efforts for such long hours simply in order to exist. The slave is he to whom no good is proposed as the object of his labour except mere existence. (Gravity and Grace, pp. 159–9)

Her fundamental departure from Marxism, however, is based on her view that it (and equally so for her criticism of democratic capitalism) cannot provide for and satisfy the spiritual needs of the proletariat.

The Reading

Overview

‘Part 1: Needs of the Soul’ is the opening chapter from her book The Need for Roots which was first published as L’Enracinement in 1949 and was written during 1943 near the end of her life. At the time she was based in London and was working for the French Resistance led by Charles De Gaulle who later was to become President of France. 

Weil’s philosophy in this book is directed toward her compatriots in France and contains elements of both spirituality and politics. She emphasises an intense personal spiritual journey, while her political and social reflections emphasise the relationships between individuals and socially constructed groups. This intersection of thought developed in her an interest in healing the social divide suffered by the working class and providing for the physical and psychological needs of humanity. Her subtitle is ‘A prelude to a declaration of duties toward mankind’ indicating her intense conviction to provide a practical working document that could assist post-war France to recover and endow its citizens with spiritual sustenance. It is important to note that she does not subtitle it as duties toward one’s nation but rather ‘mankind’ stressing her universal and humanistic philosophy and not merely a narrow nationalism.

The Need for Roots is a philosophical reflection and analysis of the spiritual and ethical circumstances that define modern humanity and an evocation of how each of us can achieve the ‘good life’ through a spiritual realisation of the needs we hold as central. The language and imagery used by Weil aims to make the esoteric ideas she is concerned with more tangible and material to our everyday lives. For example, commentators have discussed how she uses the metaphor of a garden to explain and elucidate what the essential nature is of those needs and how we ought to care for, sustain and nourish our spiritual needs
. 

In particular, ‘Part 1: Needs of the Soul’ outlines what the ‘needs’ of the soul are in contrasting pairs: Order and Liberty, Obedience and Responsibility, Equality and Hierarchism, Honour and Punishment, Security and Risk, Private and Collective Property, and Truth and Freedom of Opinion. Perhaps this contrasting structure encourages a dialectic between the opposing needs, a movement between extremes to induce an active response. This is not meant in the sense of a mean as discussed by Aristotle who sought an identifiable action that was between extremes. Rather, for Weil, it is demand for action that springs from the sense of necessity for our needs to be met and finding an outcome that satisfies both. This is opposed to Aristotle in that Weil explicitly refers to the reasoning for her structure on page12: 
... the needs are arranged in antithetical pairs and have to combine together to form a balance ... What is called the golden mean actually consists in satisfying neither the one nor the other of the two contrary needs. It is a caricature of the genuinely balanced state in which contrary needs are each fully satisfied in turn.

T S Eliot’s preface to The Need for Roots suggests that Simone Weil might be regarded as a modern-day Christian heretic because she rejects the God of the Old Testament and Judaism; others have identified her as a Gnostic for similar reasons, as well as for her mystical theologisation of mathematics (in particular geometry) and her Platonist philosophy. For Weil the world is not a debased creation of a god but a direct expression of God’s love—despite the fact that she also recognises it as a place of evil, affliction, and the brutal mixture of chance and necessity. Her capacity to believe in and argue for God’s love while at the same time acknowledging that evil and suffering exists, leads her to construct a modern Christian theodicy, in others words, a rational proof for the omnipotence of God despite the existence of evil.

Weil’s Philosophy

Weil’s place in the philosophical tradition is one which warrants discussion as it is instructive of not only her overall purpose and method as a writer but also makes the reader aware of the preconceptions we may have of what philosophy is and how it ought to be communicated. Below are three quotes that point to the fact that Weil does not sit easily in the tradition of analytic philosophy which Western philosophy is dominated by (particularly in Australia at the present time). And importantly what they indicate is that not withstanding this, if we are willing to suspend a narrow interpretation of philosophy, we may be better able to judge the importance of her work.

On the question whether Weil writes as a philosopher or from another tradition of inquiry Gustave Thibon who met and knew Weil writes:

Between Simone Weil and a purely speculative philosopher there is the same difference as there is between a guide and a geographer. The geographer studies a region objectively: he describes its structures, assesses its resources, etc. The guide on the other hand leads one by the shortest route to a given destination. From his point of view everything which is conducive to this end is good, everything which hinders it is bad. Now Simone Weil is before all else a guide to the road between the soul and God, and many of her dicta gain from being interpreted, not as a description of the countryside through which we are passing, but as pieces of advice to travellers.

T S Eliot in his preface to the first English language edition of The Need for Roots writes:

In trying to understand her, we must not be distracted – as is only too likely to happen on a first reading – by considering how far, and what points, we agree or disagree. We must simply expose ourselves to the personality of a woman of genius, of a kind of genius akin to that of the saints.

Rush Rhees writes:

It is hard to see, or to formulate, what it is one can learn from what Simone Weil writes. She is not writing about the questions discussed in the philosophical periodicals. The most superficial view would be that if you can learn from what she says, then she must say something that you yourself will be prepared to assert and adopt. Nobody who is used to philosophy ought to think that way; but I guess some of them do.

Her work is so foreign to the habits of thinking of most people there. I was going to speak of provincialism, parochialism in our thinking, but these are not the right expressions. The fact that she is French is part of what makes it hard for people to fit her into their pockets. But I would bet that there are many philosophers in France who show the same kind of impatience, the same sort of misunderstanding, the same objection to having to try to follow what she says, that people do here.

If people can be brought to loosen up their joints a bit; if they can brought to see that there are other questions and other ways of thinking about them, it will have been worth doing. Not that the people will then be inclined to ask such questions or talk about them in these ways themselves; I am not suggesting that. But perhaps they will see that there is something to try to understand in what she writes; that sort of talk cannot just be dismissed as poppy-cock. That would be something. And it might bring them to see the problems differently on which they are engaged; it might widen the landscape in which they see these problems. To do this, they will have to resist the natural and strong inclination just to dismiss what she says.

Analysis of Selected Text: The Needs of the Soul
Key themes
Obligations

There are several key themes in the work. The first is that of obligation. For Weil, obligations have precedence over rights and unless a person understands that they have certain obligations in life, towards themselves, towards others, and towards society, notions of right will have no power or value. Also, Weil wants to move away from the torpid legalism implied by rights. 

The notion of obligations comes before that of rights, which is subordinate and relative to the former. A right is not effectual by itself, but only in relation to the obligation to which it corresponds ... Recognition of an obligation makes it effectual. (p. 3)
At the same time, obligations have a transcendental origin. They come from a realm that imposes an imperative—this must is a light from the other world which shines on this world and provides it with direction and order. This idea reflects Kantian influence in her work. For Weil, this is a spiritual concept—this means that it transcends the world of competing interests and power games. It opens up a world where justice is a possibility and a promise and provides the foundation upon which any purely selfish and relative means find their true perspective.

Obligations alone remain independent of conditions. They belong to a realm situated above all conditions, because it is situated above this world. The men of 1789 did not recognise the existence of such a realm. All they recognised was the one on the human plane. (p. 4) 

According to Finch, Weil’s conception of obligation has its analogy to the ‘Thou shalt not …’ of the Ten Commandments. It is the feeling of sacredness with regard to the holy. It is that which stops us from transgressing certain boundaries of ethical or spiritual behaviour. It is that which, if transgressed, inspires in us feelings and torments of guilt, and has its home in consciousness. It is recognisable in the feelings and emotions associated with harming something so essential to being human that if we violate it, we feel we violate something holy. This something in a human being is what makes them who they are and what they are.

Without the supernatural world, we are left to a human world where power and force hold sway. The struggle for power is the motor of human history, she believes. It is the human condition. It is the source of human suffering and injustice. In her analysis, there is no human answer to this struggle for power, nor is it possible to stop the struggle with any form of ideology, such as Marxism or capitalism or any other form of human-made political system.

The world of spirit, for Weil, confronts this struggle for power. Spirituality is not a way out, an unearthly and utopian dream, instead, she believes that there are techniques that enable humans to become spiritual. These techniques are the ones that the great mystics of every religious tradition have recognised and practiced. For her, the mystical practices of Saint Francis of Assisi or Saint John of the Cross are especially telling. For Weil, they are manuals for dealing with the pain and suffering of concrete life while maintaining a link to the transcendent world of God.

Rights, on the other hand, are those relative ends which we strive for and are conditioned by the circumstances of our lives. They are not eternal in the way that obligations are, and instead rely on obligations to have legitimacy. Unless we have an obligation to respect the humanity in people, rights cannot have any legitimacy.

Order and Truth

Weil has a rich paragraph when discussing the first and key need of order. What order may mean is not given an objective definition but rather, outlined in terms of the innate drive to make meaning of our obligations and bring them into harmony with one another for the ‘love of good’. In her discussion of order she outlines in broad terms how the need for order is in part the need for the universal good. This is given in her Platonic description:

Finally, a consciousness of the various obligations always proceeds from a desire for good which is unique, unchanging and identical with itself for every man, from the cradle to the grave. This desire perpetually stirring in the depths of our being, makes it impossible for us ever to resign ourselves to situations in which obligations are incompatible with one another. (p. 11)

In an inexplicable world ruled by the blind forces of nature we try to find laws. And those laws try to bring about a harmonious relationship between them to make the world meaningful. And in doing this we say we find the truth about the world. If this makes any sense, then it may explain why she places order before all the other needs. We subject the other needs to an intellectual order but her language also is expressive of the emotional reaction to this cognition as we ‘love the beauty of the world’. And the reason we love this beauty is because it reveals/shares in the truth she claims we all desire. These ideas are Platonic in influence.

Nevertheless, we have every day before us the example of a universe in which an infinite number of independent mechanical actions concur so as to produce an order that, in the midst of variations, remains fixed. Furthermore, we love the beauty of the world, because we sense behind it the presence of something akin to that wisdom we should like to possess to slake our thirst for good. (p. 11)

Weil suggests that the urge to order our obligations, those ‘imperatives’ that we feel we cannot deny, are borne from the ‘desire for good’. She provides an analogy from the apprehension and contemplation of the various obligations we experience when we contemplate art and the natural world. It should be noted that from the selected text we find it difficult to be definitive about her conception of beauty as she is not clear to whether what she has in mind is Kant’s conception of the ‘sublime’ in our experience of beauty.

Her constant use of the term ‘beauty’ is confusing; I wish she had considered aesthetics more precisely: the difference between ‘beauty’ and ‘greatness’, or what Kant called ‘das Erhabene’ (the sublime). Whether one would speak of the ‘beauty’ of the storm. Or whether one would call King Lear ‘beautiful’.

However, from the text it is clear that her analogy is meant to illustrate how the sense of beauty we feel is from the harmony achieved by the congruence in our consciousness of all the disparate elements of a work of art and the cornucopia of constituents in nature. When we are confronted with the beauty of art and that of the natural world we are sustained in our quest for the good because we are instructed in how to overcome incompatible imperatives and achieve truth.

Rush Rhees comments:

For Simone Weil, ‘the beauty of the world,’ the soul of the world’ (Incarnation’) is connected with understanding the world. And this latter, for Simone Weil, seems to be understanding the universal law or universal harmony; seeing the ways or forms in which this ???) harmony is evident; seeing how apparent disharmony could be explained, and so on. Beauty as the manifestation (or existence?) of eternity – what is eternal – in time.

Uprootedness
The concept of uprootedness and the need for roots is basic to Weil’s entire book. Why this metaphor? Is it a metaphor? In some passages she seems to speak quite literally – as though humans and their social environments are plants and gardens that can be grown and planted through effort.

As the title of the book suggests, there is a need for roots – that is, humans need roots to grow. Roots provide the stability and nourishment of a plant. The deeper they go, the more the plant can withstand bad weather and shocks to its system and the more extensive its root system the more nourishment it can receive to grow and remain healthy.
Obligations and the Good Life

How can we act to guarantee that the obligations that individual members owe to each other are carried out? How does a social organisation nurture and help bring to birth this awareness of one’s obligations to others? How does an awareness of our obligations assist us to achieve the good life? These are some of the problems that Weil realises she must answer if she is to provide a realistic and workable solution to the problem of injustice in the world. 

Change must come from inside for people to really change. But how do you make someone change? The answer for Weil, is that you do not, instead you must provide a social structure that meets certain needs and anchors them in a fertile and nurturing soil. Thus the metaphor of rootedness in her work. It is important to note Weil’s emphasis at the start on the individual. All elements of a socio-cultural entity begin and end with the individual. Now, the individual has both material and spiritual aspects. Weil does not buy into the notion that man is only a soul or only a body. Both aspects of a human have needs and these needs must be met or the individual is in jeopardy of dying.

Based on her analysis of obligation, Weil therefore posits that there are certain spiritual needs of the human soul. Without these, a human society will die and its dying will crush and destroy human souls. For her, every socio-cultural entity deserves respect. It is the sum of all human aspirations and wisdom. The flowering of human souls – past, present, and future – depends in many ways on a socio-cultural entity to thrive and grow. Her language suggests the metaphor of a garden but we need to be careful how literally we ascribe this metaphor to her writing. Weil seemingly suggests that the human soul is like a plant that thrives or dies, depending on the type of environment in which it grows. Like a plant that responds to good soil, sunshine and nutrients, the human soul responds to a nurturing social structure, the light of the spirit, and the elements of the state. For Weil, the nutrients of the soul, what she calls its food, when present in a society reflect overall health for both the individual soul and the society.

The Spiritual Needs of the Soul

The soul needs food just as the body needs food, warmth and shelter according to Weil. Each is the object of an obligation. The following summary is adapted from: http://sites.google.com/site/geodavit/peace/educationforpeace/simone-weil
Order
The need for order reflects Weil’s overall belief that the universe follows a rigid course of cause and effect. This order is a balancing of obligations and needs to achieve a sense of harmony between all needs and moderate contradictions between the various needs. Works of art are a model for how we try to achieve order.

Unlike things in the natural world, however, where there are opposites and extremes one must maintain a mean, the true nature of order allows all spiritual needs to be met and satisfied. With natural needs and desires, there are polar opposites, but with spiritual needs, they all need to be present for true freedom and justice to exist.

Liberty 
Liberty refers to the capacity we have for choice from a range of understandable and acceptable possibilities.

Obedience 

Obedience comes about through the free consent of all members of the society that are affected. There is obedience to rules and to those who enforce the rules and exercise authority over others. When these are obeyed through a free and open consent, there is not servility but obedience. Consent is the heart of obedience—since obedience out of fear of punishment or hope of reward breeds servility. She notes that in her own time, men are starved for obedience – yet there are those [read Hitler] who have exploited that fact and enslaved men instead.

If either one of this pair is not met the other is not met either.

Responsibility
What each person needs to feel useful and indispensable in their social life. Many people want to know the worth of their work; therefore, they want to know what the big picture is, how their work fits into the larger personal, social and related dimensions. People need to know the part that they play in every great or small undertaking. Closely related to responsibility is the need for initiative—the possibility to show your leadership.

Equality
Each individual deserves respect simply as a human being. Societies where opportunities depend on natural talents and expertise produce some inequalities. Society must ensure that these inequalities do not impinge on this need for equality. One way to obviate this is to provide stiffer penalties for those in positions of authority and power than for those without this status.

Hierarchism
Veneration of superiors as symbols, of what? ‘That realm situated above all men and whose expression in this world is made up of the obligations owed by each man to his fellowmen.’ The superiors should acknowledge this as the source of their authority, not their personal powers. ‘The effect of true hierarchism is to bring each one to fit himself morally into the place he occupies.’
Honour
This has to do with the respect due to each human being as part of his social environment. It is recognition of his role in and activities as part of a greater social purpose – this links individuals to a past and to the actions of those who went before him or her. Oppression rubs out true honour and the traditions and past accomplishments of men and women are extinguished. They lose their “social prestige.” Conquering rubs out these traditions and this memory, thereby desecrating the memory of those who have gone before and denying members of the conquered society and relationship to the heroism and traditions of their past. Instead, they are made to honour and venerate the heroes and heroines of the conquering nation. Modern societies have a warped sense of honour—while they honour certain types of heroes such as aviators, millionaires, and others like them. But the heroism of miners and others are left unacknowledged.

Punishment
There are two types of punishment: disciplinary and penal. Disciplinary punishment puts people back on track after making a mistake, much as we do for children. Failings against which it would be too exhausting to fight if there were no social support. Penal punishment welds a man back into society again after he or she makes/commits a crime of their own accord. This is best done with consent on his part – ‘the only way of showing respect for somebody who has placed himself outside the law is to reinstate him inside the law by subjecting him to the punishment ordained by the law.’ But punishment as fear is wrong. Punishment must be an honour. ‘It must not only wipe out the stigma of the crime, but must be regarded as a supplementary form of education, compelling a higher devotion to the public good. The severity of the punishment must be in keeping with the kind of obligation which has been violated, and not with the interests of public security.’ This last comment shows Weil’s concern that crimes committed by those with more public authority and power should be punished more severely in many cases than those committing ‘lesser’ crimes.

Security
By security she means that a person is free from fear and terror. Importantly, she does not mean something analogous to ‘safety’ or ‘protection from harm.’
Risk
For Weil, risk is a danger that provokes a deliberate reaction in someone, but not beyond her capacity. The absence of risk dissolves a person’s courage which in turn makes her more susceptible to fear.

Freedom of Opinion
The big thing to note here is her emphasis on the individual. Only individuals have opinions. This is important, because she opposes this idea to the idea that associations or corporations have opinions as well. This is seen in some countries, particularly the United States of America, where companies and political parties are said to have the right of freedom of speech.

Weil also asserts that individuals should be responsible for their words. They should not be simply allowed to express any shocking opinion, unless they are willing either to admit that they don’t stand behind their words or that they do; in the most egregious situations, individuals could be penalised for making outrageous statements that spurred others to perform immoral acts.

Truth
For Weil, truth is one of the most important needs of the soul because as in Plato, it gives the ultimate meaning to life. Weil describes it as ‘sacred’. And yet in most of the passage in the set text it is devoted to what we might describe as sophistry, propaganda, spin, or even using language to persuade. But she used the phrase ‘bad faith’ also to allude to the fact that many who are relied on for the truth know the truth and yet purposely lie and tell falsehoods. And she goes on to recommend strict controls to forbid and ‘suppress’ publications that ‘distorted the truth’. I wonder what she would say today about our press and online world of commentary such as blogs and wikis. And it seems as if the only guarantors of the truth are the philosophers, the lovers of truth.  This is the Plato of The Republic.

Overview of a range of learning activities

Students should be provided with the opportunity to undertake a range of activities selected from the set blow according to their need. They should also be provided with the opportunity to dialogue together on a range of ideas and prompts. 

Suggested activities outlined below include opportunities for research, description, comparison, dialogue and written responses:

Introductory activities

	Activity: Etymology of ‘Roots’ and the French ‘L’Enracinement’ 
Search the Thesaurus, either online or in hard copy, to gain a sense of the broad range of shades of meanings associated with the word ‘root’. Research the French word that it is translated from.

Make a list of some of the synonyms and consider:

· What connotations are suggested by the synonymous words and phrases? 

· What is the effect of using these words in place of ‘roots’?

· Do you think the English translation captures the French use?


	Activity: Introduction to a sense of belonging

· Provide students with a few yellow sticky notes.
· Ask students to write a few words on a sticky note in response to the question, ‘What does ‘belonging’ mean to you?’

· Each response should be written on a separate post-it note.
· Ask all students to stick their post-it notes on a display board.
· Next, invite students to look for connections between the ideas and group them into clusters.
· When all the sticky notes have been sorted, the whole group can decide on appropriate headings for the clusters.
· Students then reflect on what ideas were held in common. 

· Students may reflect on the differences between ideas.
· Students could then select one cluster of ideas and responses and: Write a reflective note about how the responses to belonging that they have created relate to their own lives. For example, the prompt could read; What do you think now about Belonging that you did not think before?


	Activity: Reading a biography of Simone Weil

Go to the following link:

www.abc.net.au/rn/encounter/stories/2000/116621.htm 

This is a transcript of an interview with Simone Weil’s first biographer, Dr Jacques Cabaud.
· List at least five interesting points he makes about her life.

· What are the key comments he makes about her life that you think are relevant to explain her philosophy on what makes a good life?


	Activity: Introducing: The Needs for Roots
Go the following link:

www.abc.net.au/rn/philosopherszone/stories/2008/2332471.htm 

Listen to the audio and read the transcript of the Philosopher’s Zone program: Uprootedness and National Conflicts with Jonathon Glover (16 August 2008).

Respond to the following questions:

1.
According to Glover how does Weil’s idea of the need for roots connect with the Israel and Palestinian conflict today?

2.
Why does Glover think that we in the modern world experience uprootedness more than one did in the past?

3.
What does the idea of self-respect have to do with conflict?

4.
If we accept Glover’s interpretation of Weil is correct then satisfying our needs for roots is important to finding solutions to conflict. Do you agree? Do you think she has a solution to offer?


	Activity: Prompt
Weil claims of her list of needs that ‘the list of obligations towards the human being should correspond to the list of such human needs as are vital, analogous to hunger ... They form, like our physical needs, a necessary condition of our life on this earth. Which means to say that if they are not satisfied, we fall little by little into a state more or less resembling death, more or less akin to purely vegetative existence’. (p. 7) 

· Do you agree with this claim? Why/why not?

· Can you think of any people who may not be able to satisfy the human needs Weil thinks are vital? And does this mean that refugees or those in war, for example, cannot achieve a fulfilled life?
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	Activity: Plato and the Metaphor of the Cave

In his dialogue The Republic, Plato is attempting to argue for and describe an ideal society1. Part of an ideal society he argues includes an education that teaches the truth.

The highest goal in all of education, Plato held, is knowledge of the Good; that is, not merely an awareness of particular benefits and pleasures, but acquaintance with the Form itself. Just as the sun provides illumination by which we are able to perceive everything in the visual world, he argued, so the Form of the Good provides the ultimate standard by means of which we can apprehend the reality of everything that has value. (Republic 508e). Plato offered a narrative in which he could explain his notion of the Forms and the Good this is the Allegory of the Cave.
PPlato is trying to illustrate that our lives are shackled by the limitations of our bodies and we only see the shadows of what really is, the Truth. The shadows are cast on the wall and we think that we see reality. If we could remove the limitations of our body and leave the cave we would emerge into the light of truth that is illuminated by the Good and we would finally see the reality of what is and not its mere shadows. The allegory also goes on to explain that once one has seen the Good, one has the obligation to return to the cave and enlighten those still chained. But, because one is still blinded by the light from the Good, one is stumbling and unsure when re-entering the cave and those chained do not have confidence in you.

1.
The cave is an allegory for everyday reality. Who are the prisoners? 

2.
What kinds of activities do the prisoners engage in? How does this compare to our perceptions? 

3.
Plato describes the process of the prisoner being liberated from the chains. Is this a voluntary liberation? 

4.
Who helps the prisoner make sense of realities both in and outside the cave? 

5.
What is the experience of release like for the prisoner? Can he immediately interpret the new images and realities? Why or why not? 

5.
Why does the prisoner have to return to the cave? Since we have established that the remaining prisoners will not welcome his return, why should we send this liberated prisoner back? 

6.
We have two very different models of enlightenment: blank slate information delivery (i.e., the prisoners in the cave who learn the names of the shadows through repetition) and the discovery process in which the prisoner is forced to experience and explore realities outside of his comfort zone. Is one method better than the other? If so, why? 

7.
Does the good life benefit from passive observation or the active process of discovery?

For more on the Allegory of the Cave see: http://faculty.washington.edu/smcohen/320/cave.htm


	Activity: Beauty and the Good Life
Weil claims that our experience of beauty in art is an example of ‘a desire for good’. She makes this claim because she believes that our desire for the good is analogous to the need to find order in a work of art. When we contemplate a work of art we encounter ‘ensembles’ of imperatives and obligations and it is in the urge to find congruence between these that we construct an order. And it is in the consciousness of order that we experience beauty. In other words it is in our contemplation of art where contrary imperatives and obligations are brought into a congruence that we achieve a sense of beauty that is, in itself beyond understanding. (pp.10–12) 

· Do you agree with the two claims made here: 

1. Our experience of beauty in art is the result of our need for order 

2. The need for order comes from our desire for good

· To test these claims conduct two Communities of Inquiry (CoIs) (or Socratic Dialogues). Each CoI is dialogue that is prompted by each of the claims at a time where a work of art (music and/or visual) is used as a stimulus.

Suggested Structure of a CoI

· Students sit in a semicircle in front of a white board

· They view the stimulus art work and report their initial responses. (A thinking tool such as a Y chart can be used to scaffold responses.)

· Student initial and intuitive responses, questions and statements are recorded on the white board with identified with their name. 

· Each response is clarified, explained, justified and supported with examples as needed. 

· The student responses are grouped according to similarities and differences. What groups them? These groupings are identified and described they are the central, common and contestable concepts of the dialogue.

· Examine together the question: ‘Do these concepts represent the different imperatives and demands on the artist?’

· Students collaboratively and in dialogue respond to each claim:

1. Our experience of beauty in art is the result of our need for order 

2. The need for order comes from our desire for good

Concluding Activity: In a journal, students record their responses to the following questions?

1. Does the dialogue support or contradict Weil’s thesis on beauty and the good?

2. What conclusions can you draw from Weil’s thesis on the need for order and the good?


Appendix

Love

Love bade me welcome; yet my soul drew back,
Guilty of dust and sin.
But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack
From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning
If I lack’d anything.
“A guest,” I answer’d, “worthy to be here:”

Love said, “You shall be he.”

“I, the unkind, ungrateful? Ah, my dear,
I cannot look on Thee.”

Love took my hand and smiling did reply,
“Who made the eyes but I?”

“Truth, Lord; but I have marr’d them: let my shame
Go where it doth deserve.”

“And know you not,” says Love, “Who bore the blame?”

“My dear, then I will serve.”

“You must sit down,” says Love, “and taste my meat.”

So I did sit and eat.
George Herbert
Source: Herbert George, ‘Love’ at http://simoneweil.net/love.htm
Accessed 22nd November 2010
The following letter is from Simone Weil to her spiritual advisor Father Perrin and was originally published in Weil’s Waiting For God (1951).
P.S. To Be Read First
This letter is fearfully long — but as there is no question of an answer — especially as I shall doubtless have gone before it reaches you — you have years ahead of you in which to read it if you care to. Read it all the same, one day or another.

From Marseilles, about May 22

Father,

Before leaving I want to speak to you again, it may be the last time perhaps, for over there I shall probably send you only my news from time to time just so as to have yours.

I told you that I owed you an enormous debt. I want to try to tell you exactly what it consists of. I think that if you could really understand what my spiritual state is you would not be at all sorry that you did not lead me to baptism. But I do not know if it is possible for you to understand this.

You neither brought me the Christian inspiration nor did you bring me to Christ; for when I met you there was no longer any need; it had been done without the intervention of any human being. If it had been otherwise, if I had not already been won, not only implicitly but consciously, you would have given me nothing, because I should have received nothing from you. My friendship for you would have been a reason for me to refuse your message, for I should have been afraid of the possibilities of error and illusion which human influence in the divine order is likely to involve.

I may say that never at any moment in my life have I ‘sought for God.’ For this reason, which is probably too subjective, I do not like this expression and it strikes me as false. As soon as I reached adolescence, I saw the problem of God as a problem the data of which could not be obtained here below, and I decided that the only way of being sure not to reach a wrong solution, which seemed to me the greatest possible evil, was to leave it alone. So I left it alone. I neither affirmed nor denied anything. It seemed to me useless to solve the problem, for I thought that, being in this world, our business was to adopt the best attitude with regard to the problems of this world, and that such an attitude did not depend upon the solution of the problem of God.

This held good as far as I was concerned at any rate, for I never hesitated in my choice of an attitude; I always adopted the Christian attitude as the only possible one. I might say that I was born, I grew up, and I always remained within the Christian inspiration. While the very name of God had no part in my thoughts, with regard to the problems of this world and this life I shared the Christian conception in an explicit and rigorous manner, with the most specific notions it involves. Some of these notions have been part of my outlook for as far back as I can remember. With others I know the time and manner of their coming and the form under which they imposed themselves upon me.

For instance I never allowed myself to think of a future state, but I always believed that the instant of death is the center and object of life. I used to think that, for those who live as they should, it is the instant when, for an infinitesimal fraction of time, pure truth, naked, certain, and eternal enters the soul. I may say that I never desired any other good for myself. I thought that the life leading to this good is not only defined by a code of morals common to all, but that for each one it consists of a succession of acts and events strictly personal to him, and so essential that he who leaves them on one side never reaches the goal.

The notion of vocation was like this for me. I saw that the carrying out of a vocation differed from the actions dictated by reason or inclination in that it was due to an impulse of an essentially and manifestly different order; and not to follow such an impulse when it made itself felt, even if it demanded impossibilities, seemed to me the greatest of all ills. Hence my conception of obedience; and I put this conception to the test when I entered the factory and stayed on there, even when I was in that state of intense and uninterrupted misery about which I recently told you. The most beautiful life possible has always seemed to me to be one where everything is determined, either by the pressure of circumstances or by impulses such as I have just mentioned and where there is never any room for choice.

At fourteen I fell into one of those fits of bottomless despair that come with adolescence, and I seriously thought of dying because of the mediocrity of my natural faculties. The exceptional gifts of my brother, who had a childhood and youth comparable to those of Pascal, brought my own inferiority home to me. I did not mind having no visible successes, but what did grieve me was the idea of being excluded from that transcendent kingdom to which only the truly great have access and wherein truth abides. I preferred to die rather than live without that truth.

After months of inward darkness, I suddenly had the everlasting conviction that any human being, even though practically devoid of natural faculties, can penetrate to the kingdom of truth reserved for genius, if only he longs for truth and perpetually concentrates all his attention upon its attainment. He thus becomes a genius too, even though for lack of talent his genius cannot be visible from outside. Later on, when the strain of headaches caused the feeble faculties I possess to be invaded by a paralysis, which I was quick to imagine as probably incurable, the same conviction led me to persevere for ten years in an effort of concentrated attention that was practically unsupported by any hope of results.

Under the name of truth I also included beauty, virtue, and every kind of goodness, so that for me it was a question of a conception of the relationship between grace and desire. The conviction that had come to me was that when one hungers for bread one does not receive stones. But at that time I had not read the Gospel.

Just as I was certain that desire has in itself an efficacy in the realm of spiritual goodness whatever its form, I thought it was also possible that it might not be effective in any other realm.

As for the spirit of poverty, I do not remember any moment when it was not in me, although only to that unhappily small extent compatible with my imperfection. I fell in love with Saint Francis of Assisi as soon as I came to know about him. I always believed and hoped that one day Fate would force upon me the condition of a vagabond and a beggar which he embraced freely. Actually I felt the same way about prison.

From my earliest childhood I always had also the Christian idea of love for one’s neighbor, to which I gave the name of justice — a name it bears in many passages of the Gospel and which is so beautiful. You know that on this point I have failed seriously several times.

The duty of acceptance in all that concerns the will of God, whatever it may be, was impressed upon my mind as the first and most necessary of all duties from the time when I found it set down in Marcus Aurelius under the form of the amor fati of the Stoics. I saw it as a duty we cannot fail in without dishonoring ourselves.

The idea of purity, with all that this word can imply for a Christian, took possession of me at the age of sixteen, after a period of several months during which I had been going through the emotional unrest natural in adolescence. This idea came to me when I was contemplating ~ mountain landscape and little by little it was imposed upon me in an irresistible manner.

Of course I knew quite well that my conception of life was Christian. That is why it never occurred to me that I could enter the Christian community. I had the idea that I was born inside. But to add dogma to this conception of life, without being forced to do so by indisputable evidence, would have seemed to me like a lack of honesty. I should even have thought I was lacking in honesty had I considered the question of the truth of dogma as a problem for myself or even had I simply desired to reach a conclusion on this subject. I have an extremely severe standard for intellectual honesty, so severe that I never met anyone who did not seem to fall short of it in more than one respect; and I am always afraid of failing in it myself.

Keeping away from dogma in this way, I was prevented by a sort of shame from going into churches, though all the same I like being in them. Nevertheless, I had three contacts with Catholicism that really counted.

After my year in the factory, before going back to teaching, I had been taken by my parents to Portugal, and while there. I left them to go alone to a little village. I was, as it were, in pieces, soul and body. That contact with affliction had killed my youth. Until then I had not had any experience of affliction, unless we count my own, which, as it was my own, seemed to me, to have little importance, and which moreover was only a partial affliction, being biological and not social. I knew quite well that there was a great deal of affliction in the world, I was obsessed with the idea, but I had not had prolonged and first-hand experience of it.
As I worked in the factory, indistinguishable to all eyes, including my own, from the anonymous mass, the affliction of others entered into my flesh and my soul. Nothing separated me from it, for I had really forgotten my past and I looked forward to no future, finding it difficult to imagine the possibility of surviving all the fatigue. What I went through there marked me in so lasting a manner that still today when any human being, whoever he may be and in whatever circumstances, speaks to me without brutality, I cannot help having the impression that there must be a mistake and that unfortunately the mistake will in all probability disappear. There I received forever the mark of a slave, like the branding of the red-hot iron the Romans put on the foreheads of their most despised slaves. Since then I have always regarded myself as a slave.
In this state of mind then, and in a wretched condition physically, I entered the little Portuguese village, which, alas, was very wretched too, on the very day of the festival of its patron saint. I was alone. It was the evening and there was a full moon over the sea. The wives of the fishermen were, in procession, making a tour of all the ships, carrying candles and singing what must certainly be very ancient hymns of a heart-rending sadness. Nothing can give any idea of it. I have never heard anything so poignant unless it were the song of the boatmen on the Volga. There the conviction was suddenly borne in upon me that Christianity is pre-eminently the religion of slaves, that slaves cannot help belonging to it, and I among others.
In 1937 I had two marvelous days at Assisi. There, alone in the little twelfth-century Romanesque chapel of Santa Maria degli Angeli, an incomparable marvel of purity where Saint Francis often used to pray, something stronger than I was compelled me for the first time in my life to go down on my knees.

In 1938 I spent ten days at Solesmes, from Palm Sunday to Easter Tuesday, following all the liturgical services. I was suffering from splitting headaches; each sound hurt me like a blow; by an extreme effort of concentration I was able to rise above this wretched flesh, to leave it to suffer by itself, heaped up in a corner, and to find a pure and perfect joy in the unimaginable beauty of the chanting and the words. This experience enabled me by analogy to get a better understanding of the possibility of loving divine love in the midst of affliction. It goes without saying that in the course of these services the thought of the Passion of Christ entered into my being once and for all.

There was a young English Catholic there from whom I gained my first idea of the supernatural power of the sacraments because of the truly angelic radiance with which he seemed to be clothed after going to communion. Chance — for I always prefer saying chance rather than Providence — made of him a messenger to me. For he told me of the existence of those English poets of the seventeenth century who are named metaphysical. In reading them later on, I discovered the poem of which I read you what is unfortunately a very inadequate translation. It is called “Love.” I learned it by heart. Often, at the culminating point of a violent headache, I make myself say it over, concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging with all my soul to the tenderness it enshrines. I used to think I was merely reciting it as a beautiful poem, but without my knowing it the recitation had the virtue of a prayer. It was during one of these recitations that, as I told you, Christ himself came down and took possession of me.
In my arguments about the insolubility of the problem of God I had never foreseen the possibility of that, of a real contact, person to person, here below, between a human being and God. I had vaguely heard tell of things of this kind, but I had never believed in them. In the Fioretti the accounts of apparitions rather put me off if anything, like the miracles in the Gospel. Moreover, in this sudden possession of me by Christ, neither my senses nor my imagination had any part; I only felt in the midst of my suffering the presence of a love, like that which one can read in the smile on a beloved face.
I had never read any mystical works because I had never felt any call to read them. In reading as in other things I have always striven to practice obedience. There is nothing more favorable to intellectual progress, for as far as possible I only read what I am hungry for at the moment when I have an appetite for it, and then I do not read, I eat. God in his mercy had prevented me from reading the mystics, so that it should be evident to me that I had not invented this absolutely unexpected contact.

Yet I still half refused, not my love but my intelligence. For it seemed to me certain, and I still think so today, that one can never wrestle enough with God if one does so out of pure regard for the truth. Christ likes us to prefer truth to him because, before being Christ, he is truth. If one turns aside from him to go toward the truth, one will not go far before failing into his arms. After this I came to feel that Plato was a mystic, that all the Iliad is bathed in Christian light, and that Dionysus and Osiris are in a certain sense Christ himself; and my love was thereby redoubled.

I never wondered whether Jesus was or was not the Incarnation of God; but in fact I was incapable of thinking of him without thinking of him as God.

In the spring of 1940 I read the Bhagavad-Gitta. Strange to say it was in reading those marvelous words, words with such a Christian sound, put into the mouth of an incarnation of God, that I came to feel strongly that we owe an allegiance to religious truth which is quite different from the admiration we accord to a beautiful poem; it is something far more categorical.

Yet I did not believe it to be possible for me to consider the question of baptism. I felt that I could not honestly give up my opinions concerning the non-Christian religions and concerning Israel — and as a matter of fact time and meditation have only served to strengthen them — and I thought that this constituted an absolute obstacle. I did not imagine it as possible that a priest could even dream of granting me baptism. If I had not met you, I should never have considered the problem of baptism as a practical problem.

During all this time of spiritual progress I had never prayed. I was afraid of the power of suggestion that is in prayer — the very power for which Pascal recommends it. Pascal’s method seems to me one of the worst for attaining faith.

Contact with you was not able to persuade me to pray. On the contrary I thought the danger was all the greater, since I also had to beware of the power of suggestion in my friendship with you. At the same time I found it very difficult not to pray and not to tell you so. Moreover I knew I could not tell you without completely misleading you about myself. At that time I should not have been able to make you understand.

Until last September I had never once prayed in all my life, at least not in the literal sense of the word. I had never said any words to God, either out loud or mentally. I had never pronounced a liturgical prayer. I had occasionally recited the Salve Regina, but only as a beautiful poem.

Last summer, doing Greek with T—, I went through the Our Father word for word in Greek. We promised each other to learn it by heart. I do not think he ever did so, but some weeks later, as I was turning over the pages of the Gospel, I said to myself that since I had promised to do this thing and it was good, I ought to do it. I did it. The infinite sweetness of this Greek text so took hold of me that for several days I could not stop myself from saying it over all the time. A week afterward I began the vine harvest. I recited the Our Father in Greek every day before work, and I repeated it very often in the vineyard.

Since that time I have made a practice of saying it through once each morning with absolute attention. If during the recitation my attention wanders or goes to sleep, in the minutest degree, I begin again until I have once succeeded in going through it with absolutely pure attention. Sometimes it comes about that I say it again out of sheer pleasure, but I only do it if I really feel the impulse.

The effect of this practice is extraordinary and surprises me every time, for, although I experience it each day, it exceeds my expectation at each repetition.

At times the very first words tear my thoughts from my body and transport it to a place outside space where there is neither perspective nor point of view. The infinity of the ordinary expanses of perception is replaced by an infinity to the second or sometimes the third degree. At the same time, filling every part of this infinity of infinity, there is silence, a silence which is not an absence of sound but which is the object of a positive sensation, more positive than that of sound. Noises, if there are any, only reach me after crossing this silence.

Sometimes, also, during this recitation or at other moments, Christ is present with me in person, but his presence is infinitely more real, more moving, more clear than on that first occasion when he took possession of me.

I should never have been able to take it upon myself to tell you all this had it not been for the fact that I am going away. And as I am going more or less with the idea of probable death, I do not believe that I have the right to keep it to myself. For after all, the whole of this matter is not a question concerning me myself. It concerns God. I am really nothing in it all. If one could imagine any possibility of error in God, I should think that it had all happened to me by mistake. But perhaps God likes to use castaway objects, waste, rejects. After all, should the bread of the host be moldy, it would become the Body of Christ just the same after the priest had consecrated it. Only it cannot refuse, while we can disobey. It sometimes seems to me that when I am treated in so merciful a way, every sin on my part must be a mortal sin. And I am constantly committing them.

I have told you that you are like a father and brother at the same time to me. But these words only express an analogy. Perhaps at bottom they only correspond to a feeling of affection, of gratitude and admiration. For as to the spiritual direction of my soul, I think that God himself has taken it in hand .from the start and still looks after it.

That does not prevent me from owing you the greatest debt of gratitude that I could ever have incurred toward any human being. This is exactly what it consists of.

First you once said to me at the beginning of our relationship some words that went to the bottom of my soul. You said: “Be very careful, because if you should pass over something important through your own fault it would be a pity.”

That made me see intellectual honesty in a new light. Till then I had only thought of it as opposed to faith; your words made me think that perhaps, without my knowing it, there were in me obstacles to the faith, impure obstacles, such as prejudices, habits. I felt that after having said to myself for so many years simply: “Perhaps all that is not true,” I ought, without ceasing to say it — I still take care to say it very often now — to join it to the opposite formula, namely: “Perhaps all that is true,” and to make them alternate.

At the same time, in making the problem of baptism a practical problem for me, you have forced me to face the whole question of the faith, dogma, and the sacraments, obliging me to consider them closely and at length with the fullest possible attention, making me see them as things toward which I have obligations that I have to discern and perform. I should never have done this otherwise and it is indispensable for me to do it.

But the greatest blessing you have brought me is of another order. In gaining my friendship by your charity (which I have never met anything to equal), you have provided me with a source of the most compelling and pure inspiration that is to be found among human things. For nothing among human things has such power to keep our gaze fixed ever more intensely upon God, than friendship for the friends of God.

Nothing better enables me to measure the breadth of your charity than the fact that you bore with me for so long and with such gentleness. I may seem to be jolting, but that is not the case. It is true that you have not the same motives as I have myself (those about which I wrote to you the other day), for feeling hatred and repulsion toward me. But all the same I feel that your patience with me can only spring from a supernatural generosity.

I have not been able to avoid causing you the greatest disappointment it was in my power to cause you. But up to now, although I have often asked myself the question during prayer, during Mass, or in the light of the radiancy that remains in the soul after Mass, I have never once had, even for a moment, the feeling that God wants me to be in the Church. I have never even once had a feeling of uncertainty. I think that at the present time we can finally conclude that he does not want me in the Church. Do not have any regrets about it.

He does not want it so far at least. But unless I am mistaken I should say that it is his will that I should stay outside for the future too, except perhaps at the moment of death. Yet I am always ready to obey any order, whatever it may be. I should joyfully obey the order to go to the very center of hell and to remain there eternally. 1 do not mean, of course, that I have a preference for orders of this nature. I am not perverse like that.

Christianity should contain all vocations without exception since it is catholic. In consequence the Church should also. But in my eyes Christianity is catholic by right but not in fact. So many things are outside it, so many things that I love and do not want to give up, so many things that God loves, otherwise they would not be in existence. All the immense stretches of past centuries, except the last twenty are among them; all the countries inhabited by colored races; all secular life in the white peoples’ countries; in the history of these countries, all the traditions banned as heretical, those of the Manicheans and Albigenses for instance; all those things resulting from the Renaissance, too often degraded but not quite without value.

Christianity being catholic by right but not in fact, I regard it as legitimate on my part to be a member of the Church by right but not in fact, not only for a time, but for my whole life if need be.

But it is not merely legitimate. So long as God does not give me the certainty that he is ordering me to do anything else, I think it is my duty.

I think, and so do you, that our obligation for the next two or three years, an obligation so strict that we can scarcely fail in it without treason, is to show the public the possibility of a truly incarnated Christianity. In all the history now known there has never been a period in which souls have been in such peril as they are today in every part of the globe. The bronze serpent must be lifted up again so that whoever raises his eyes to it may be saved.
But everything is so closely bound up together that Christianity cannot be really incarnated unless it is catholic in the sense that I have just defined. How could it circulate through the flesh of all the nations of Europe if it did not contain absolutely everything in itself? Except of course falsehood. But in everything that exists there is most of the time more truth than falsehood.

Having so intense and so painful a sense of this urgency, I should betray the truth, that is to say the aspect of truth that I see, if I left the point, where I have been since my birth, at the intersection of Christianity and everything that is not Christianity.

I have always remained at this exact point, on the threshold of the Church, without moving, quite still, greek for waiting patiently (it is so much more beautiful a word than patientia!); only now thy heart has been transported, forever, I hope, into the Blessed Sacrament exposed on the altar.

You see that I am very far from the thoughts that H—, with the best of intentions, attributed to me. I am far also from being worried in any way.

If I am sad, it comes primarily from the permanent sadness that destiny has imprinted forever upon my emotions, where the greatest and purest joys can only be superimposed and that at the price of a great effort of attention. It comes also from my miserable and continual sins; and from all the calamities of our time and of all those of all the past centuries.

I think that you should understand why I have always resisted you, if in spite of being a priest you can admit that a genuine vocation might prevent anyone from entering the Church.

Otherwise a barrier of incomprehension will remain between us, whether the error is on my part or on yours. This would grieve me from the point of view of my friendship for you, because in that case the result of all these efforts and desires, called forth by your charity toward me, would be a disappointment for you. Moreover, although it is not my fault, I should not be able to help feeling guilty of ingratitude. For, I repeat, my debt to you is beyond all measure.

I should like to draw your attention to one point. It is that there is an absolutely insurmountable obstacle to the Incarnation of Christianity. It is the use of the two little words anathema sit. It is not their existence, but the way they have been employed up till now. It is that also which prevents me from crossing the threshold of the Church. I remain beside all those things that cannot enter the Church, the universal repository, on account of those two little words. I remain beside them all the more because my own intelligence is numbered among them.

The Incarnation of Christianity implies a harmonious solution of the problem of the relations between the individual and the collective. Harmony in the Pythagorean sense; the just balance of contraries. This solution is precisely what men are thirsting for today. The position of the intelligence is the key to this harmony, because the intelligence is a specifically and rigorously individual thing. This harmony exists wherever the intelligence, remaining in its place, can be exercised without hindrance and can reach the complete fulfillment of its. function. That is what Saint Thomas says admirably of all the parts of the soul of Christ, with reference to his sensitiveness to pain during the crucifixion.

The special function of the intelligence requires total liberty, implying the right to deny everything, and allowing of no domination. Wherever it usurps control there is an excess of individualism. Wherever it is hampered or un-easy there is an oppressive collectivism, or several of them.

The Church and the State should punish it, each one in its own way, when it advocates actions of which they disapprove. When it remains in the region of purely theoretical speculation they still have the duty, should occasion arise, to put the public on their guard, by every effective means, against the danger of the practical influence certain speculations might have upon the conduct of life. But whatever these theoretical speculations may be, the Church and the State have no right either to try to stifle them or to inflict any penalty material or moral upon their authors. Notably, they should not be deprived of the sacraments if they desire them. For, whatever they may have said, even if they have publicly denied the existence of God, they may not have committed any sin. In such a case the Church should declare that they are in error, but it should not demand of them anything whatever in the way of a disavowal of what they have said, nor should it deprive them of the Bread of Life.

A collective body is the guardian of dogma; and dogma is an object of contemplation for love, faith, and intelligence, three strictly individual faculties. Hence, almost since the beginning, the individual has been ill at ease in Christianity, and this uneasiness has been notably one of the intelligence. This cannot be denied.

Christ himself who is Truth itself, when he was speaking before an assembly such as a council, did not address it in the same language as be used in an intimate conversation with his well-beloved friend, and no doubt before the Pharisees he might easily have been accused of contradiction and error. For by one of those laws of nature, which God himself respects, since he has willed them from all eternity, there are two languages that are quite distinct although made up of the same words; there is the collective language and there is the individual one. The Comforter whom Christ sends us, the Spirit of truth, speaks one or other of these languages, whichever circumstances demand, and by a necessity of their nature there is not agreement between them.

When genuine friends of God — such as was Eckhart to my way of thinking — repeat words they have heard in secret amidst the silence of the union of love, and these words are in disagreement with the teaching of the Church, it is simply that the language of the market place is not that of the nuptial chamber.

Everybody knows that really intimate conversation is only possible between two or three. As soon as there are six or seven, collective language begins to dominate. That is why it is a complete misinterpretation to apply to the Church the words “Wheresoever two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” Christ did not say two hundred, or fifty, or ten. He said two or three. He said precisely that he always forms the third in the intimacy of the tête-a-tête.
Christ made promises to the Church, but none of these promises has the force of the expression “Thy Father who seeth in secret.” The word of God is the secret word. He who has not heard this word, even if he adheres to all the dogmas taught by the Church, has no contact with truth.
The function of the Church as the collective, keeper of dogma is indispensable. She has the right and the duty to punish those who make a clear attack upon her within the specific range of this function, by depriving them of the sacraments.
Thus, although I know practically nothing of this business, I incline to think provisionally that she was right to punish Luther.

But she is guilty of an abuse of power when she claims to force love and intelligence to model their language upon her own. This abuse of power is not of God. It comes from the natural tendency of every form of collectivism, without exception, to abuse power.

The image of the Mystical Body of Christ is very attractive. But I consider the importance given to this image today as one of the most serious signs of our degeneration. For our true dignity is not to be parts of a body, even though it be a mystical one, even though it be that of Christ. It consists in this, that in the state of perfection, which is the vocadon of each one of us, we no longer live in ourselves, but Christ lives in us; so that through our perfection Christ in his integrity and in his indivisible unity, becomes in a sense each one of us, as he is completely in each host. The hosts are not a part of his body.

This present-day importance of the image of the Mystical Body shows how wretchedly susceptible Christians are to outside influences. Undoubtedly there is real intoxication in being a member of the Mystical Body of Christ. But today a great many other mystical bodies, which have not Christ for their head, produce an intoxication in their members that to my way of thinking is of the same order.

As long as it is through obedience, I find sweetness, in my deprivation of the joy of membership in the Mystical Body of Christ. For if God is willing to help me, I may thus bear witness that without this joy one can nevertheless be faithful to Christ unto death. Social enthusiasms have such power today, they raise people so effectively to the supreme degree of heroism in suffering and death, that I think it is as well that a few sheep should remain outside the fold in order to bear witness that the love of Christ is essentially something different.

The Church today defends the cause of the indefeasible rights of the individual against collective oppression, of liberty of thought against tyranny. But these are causes readily embraced by those who find themselves momentarily to be the least strong. It is their only way of perhaps one day becoming the strongest. That is well known.

You may perhaps be offended by this idea. You are not the Church. During the periods of the most atrocious abuse of power committed by the Church, there must have been some priests like you among the others. Your good faith is not a guarantee, even were it shared by all your Order. You cannot foresee what turn things may take.

In order that the present attitude of the Church should be effective and that she should really penetrate like a wedge into social existence, she would have to say openly that she had changed or wished to change. Otherwise who could take her seriously when they remembered the Inquisition? My friendship for you, which I extend through you to all your Order, makes it very painful for me to bring this up. But it existed. After the fall of the Roman Empire, which had been totalitarian, it was the Church that was the first to establish a rough sort of totalitarianism in Europe in the thirteenth century, after the war with the Albigenses. This tree bore much fruit.

And the motive power of this totalitarianism was the use of those two little words: anathema sit.

It was moreover by a judicious transposition of this use that all the parties which in our own day have founded totalitarian regimes were shaped. This is a point of history I have specially studied.

I must give you the impression of a Luciferian pride in speaking thus of a great many matters that are too high for me and about which I have no right to understand anything. It is not my fault. Ideas come and settle in my mind by mistake, then, realizing their mistake, they absolutely insist on coining out. I do not know where they come from, or what they are worth, but, whatever the risk, I do not think I have the right to prevent this operation.

Good-by, I wish you all possible good things except the cross; for I do not love my neighbor as myself, you particularly, as you have noticed. But Christ granted to his well-beloved disciple, and probably to all that disciple’s spiritual lineage, to come to him not through degradation, defilement, and distress, but in uninterrupted joy, purity, and sweetness. That is why I can allow myself to wish that even if one day you have the honor of dying a violent death for Our Lord, it may be with joy and without any anguish; also that only three of the beatitudes (mites, mundo corde, pacifici) will apply to you. All the others involve more or less of suffering.

This wish is not due only to the frailty of human friendship. For, with any human being taken individually, I always find reasons for concluding that sorrow and misfortune do not suit him, either because he seems too mediocre for anything so great or, on the contrary, too precious to be destroyed. One cannot fail more seriously in the second of the two essential commandments. And as to the first, I fail to observe that, in a still more horrible manner, for every time I think of the crucifixion of Christ I commit the sin of envy.

Believe more than ever and forever in my filial and tenderly grateful friendship.

SIMONE WEIL
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