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' * Abstract 

The aim of this dissertation is to explicate two aspects 
of the work of the French philosopher, .̂ intone* Weil fl909- • 
1043). The first of these is her account of the nature- of 
thought, and the second is -the foundational relation of this . 
account to the philosophy of education implicit within her 
writings. * 

' - (t * 
For. Wail, labour is 'the central point of contact ''between 

thought and. experience. On the one side, labour is the "most 
fundamental and elemental point»at which we come into con
tact with the world of nature 'and, on the other, it is * 
through the division and co-ordination of individual labour 
that we^ come into society and the entire process ofv our 
collective activity'within nature known as history/ 

In WeiFHs description, thought has two essential com
ponents; the revelation and the realization of idea within 
the individual's*experience of both nature^and so'ci'ety. For 
the human being, thought and action are to be defined only, 
in theif juxtaposition to each other. Within the entire * 
re^lm of human experience it is in work and labour that the 
revelation and realization of. idea are most .clearly juxta-
posedf for the individual it is there that thought and 
experience' coincide. . f ' 

However/ through the social division and co-ordination 
of labour, the collective organization of individual life 
can function to destroy the humanr-cliaracter of thought. In 
this context, manual and mental labour are contrasted by 
Weil with the realities of labour and work. The productivity 
of' manual labour is founded upon the more or less complete 
exclusion of thought from the- workli'fe of the individual. 
Furthermore, in mental labour only one of the two essential 
components of thought, the revelation of idea, is* left to 
the, individual. , . 

* » 
On ,the ba"sis of this analysis, Weil defines 'culture* as 

that form of social life in which thought and action remain 
juxtaposed within the worklife of the individual. 'Education' 
-in turn,.becomes" the prcfcess by which we come into culture 
in this sense, the process through which the individual 
learns not only to work and labour but also.to think the 
conditions of his-activity wiJhin nature and history. 

A' i 
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Nearly the en t i r e body of' Simone, Weil's work now ex i s t s 
in Engl ish t r a n s l a t i o n . Only t w o . s i g n i f i c a n t works do not.* 
These are (a) an essay en t i t l ed , '"Science* e t perception dans 
Descartes", -(published in Sur l a science, Par i s : Gallimard, 
1966), w r i t t e n as ' a p h i l o s o p h i c a l d i s s e r t a t i o n - f o r the dip-1-» 
lome d'e'tudes supefrieures during the 1929-30 academic year? 
and (b) La Condition Ouvr iere , ' ( P a r i s : Gall imard/ 1951), a,, 
journal recording her thoughts and experiences during a yearo^ 
of labour' iri the Renault factory tax Par i s . 

With t h e except ion 'of these works I ha,ve chosen t o r e l y , 
t h roughou t - t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n , p r i m a r i l y upon the fo l lowing 
SList of English t r ans l a t i ons , checking"them against, the o r i - . 
g ina ls w.henever, necessary. 

« ~- * " % 

First and Last Notebooks, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1970, as translated by Richard. Rees from Cahieqg, 
I, Paris: P'lon, 1970 and La Connaissance sfttrnaturelle, 
Paris: Gallimard, 1950. 

The Notebooks of "Simone vWeil, 2 vols., London: IJout-
ledge and Kegan Paul/ 1956, as translated by A.P. Wills-

* ' from Cahiers, I, Paris: Plon,* 1951, II, Paris: Plon, 
4 1953, and III, Paris:, Plon, 1956. . ' * I ' -

Gravity and Grace, London:, Routledge-and Keg*an Paul, 
1963, as translated by Emma* Craufurd from La Pesanteur 

' et la gr£ce, Paris: Plon, 1947. 

The Need for,Roots: Prelude to a Declaration of Duties 
Toward Mankind, London: Routledg* a$id Kegan PaCL, 1952, 
as translated by A.P. -Wills from L'Encrac'ineme/1%: Pre
lude a. une declaration des devoirs"envers' l'̂ -tre humain, 
Paris: Gallimard, 1949. ". ' ', ' : " 

. Oppression and Liberty, London: Routledge and Kegan 
"Paul, 1958, as translated.by A.F. Wills and John Petrie 
from Oppression et^liberte, Paris: Gallimard, 195.5. ' 

- * Intimations of Christianity Amqng the Ancient Greeks, 
London: Routledge and-Kegan Paul, 1957,/as translated 
by B.C..Geissbuhler from Intuitions pre^chretiennes, 

' • Paris: , LaColombe, 1951. 

•On Science, Necessity and the Love of God, London: 
„ Oxford University- Press,. 1968,^ a's translated by Richard 

t Rees from various published and unpublished' essays1 and 
, fragments. 

I 
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/ •<k 
- *- .Se lec ted Essays* 1933->43, Ldndon: -. Oxford, U n i v e r s i t y 

Press , 1962, .as t rans la ted by Richard Rees from various 
* sources. 

v 
• , , , = 

- Waiting for God,, New York: r Putnam's" 1951, -as translated; 
by "E. Craufufcd .from L ' A t f e n t e du _ lHeu, 1 P a r i s : 
jLaColombe* 1950.) *, , ... r _ ~ a 

t. 
Letter to a, Priest, London: Routledge and-Kegan Paul, 
1953> as translated b,y A.F. Wills from Lettre a un reli-
gieuxy Paris; Gallimard, 1951. " « ; 

Seventy Letters, LondonY Oxford University Press, 196|, 
as translated by Richard .Rees from published and unpub
lished^ correspondence.* • . " "* 

L . 

, In taddit:ion I have' relied upon Hugh- PrJLce's translation •» 
of Ar̂ ne Reynard-Gueritjhault's transcription of "the lectures 
given by Weil at a lycee in Ro-ann'e during the 1933-34 aca
demic year.\ Originally .published as Lecons de philosophie de., 

' Simone Weil, Paris: Plon, 1959, this translation is entit-
led, Lectures on Philosophy, Cambridge: ' Cambridge >.University 
PressT 1978. '.' . % "< 

I have also made extensive use of her issay entitled, 
"ExpertLertce de la vie d'usine'T originally published in -Ec'o-

• nomie et Humanisme, II, June-July, 1942, pp. 187-204", as 
• translated &y Felix Giovanelli under * the title, "Factory 
Work", 'this" translation was first published in Politics,tf 

• III, 11, December, -194-6, and- is reproduced. In The..Simone 
Weil. 'Reader, ed." G.A. Panchias, New'York:' David McKay, 1977, 

• pp. 53-72. ( M " * I ' " :. 
• . " - »~ . ? 

Throughout her writings Weil ci€es texts from the* 
ancient Greeks, .sometimes translating them into French. Her 
knowledge of Greek was excellent and when'her translations 

- differ from the standard English Equivalents the variations* 
are interesting, <• of ten illuminating,/and always'acceptable. * ° 

My policy towards these passages has been to accept the " 
English" texts as provided'by her translators, checking each 

< acaref ully against the standard,, English, versions provided by 
'Kathleen Freeman in her, Ancilla to the* Pre-socratlc Philoso- / 
pher.s, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1947", and G.S. '#irk and J.E.* • 
Raven in The. Presocratic Philosophers, Cambridge: Cambridge 

• University Pres.s., 1957. - v -

- \ 
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• / . I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Sim'one Weil was born in. P a r i s in 1909,. She \ i i e d in 
* ' v v 

England in 1943 at the agê  of thirty-four.•"-• m the. relative

ly shojrt space of ,the previous fourteen years she wrote a , 

vast, diverse -and brilliant s'erieslpsf works.' These range 

from a dissertation on Descartes -to fdwnal and highly polish-
j , - * *. < " . v »"• * . •, * -

ed essays on a variety of philosophical subjects., to* a >jour- * 
. ' , **' ' ' " > *\ -

nal kept during a year of factory labour, to copious note-
- . ' - * i ^ 

books* in which she concisely,' succinctly -and sometimes cryp-

tically recorded thoughts and plans for. future' works, to two , 

book length studies and a' series orf fragmentary texts„2 pew: 

of these works .were published during her lifetime'. 'Ill, 

health, -the war/and the-brevity of her life itself, prevented 

their formal completion. • • ' . * * 

Few have written with [more brilliance and'lucidity Of, -

expression. , Nevertheless, the reader will find her works 

difficult. They possess, first of all, the natural .diff1- ' 

culty intrinsic to philosophical- writing; Their themes are^ * 

the most universal and fundamental subjects of philosophy; 

subjects whose* treatment-can never be anything but difficult. 

A, further, aspect of" this difficulty natural' to philoso- , 

phy lies in the range of topics treated. Tbe oldest extant . 

usage of the term,-philosopher,.'occurs in attext "informing us 

that: ' ' '" J • _ ' / . •' ' " .-- - -

file:///iied


Men who lov̂ e wisdom must be inquirers 
into very many things indeed. 

Philosophy cannot retreat in the face of ignorance and no 

body of knowledge, no matter how esoteric, can be' exempted 

from philosophical scrutiny. Simone, Weil was an extra-
t ' * , «, ' * 

* t i * 

ordinarly r learned human being. She could translate ancient 

texts from Greek and Sanskrit or4, with equal authority, 
. ' ' ' " * v . • ' ' ' *• 

expl ica te the-most recent and complex advances of modern 

science and irjathemati/ws. I t would be easy to be overwhelmed 

by the s«dp"e of her knowledge, if i t were not fpr the fact 

that her erudition is always and 'everywhere in her writings 

, - ., purely subordinate to *the philosophic expression and i l l u s -

t r a t io r t 'Of idea . The ph i losopher 'must, indeed, be an 
£• 

' ' . . J 

inquirer in to ''very many things" and few have been l e s s in 
need of"an apology for the scholarly presumption' in t r ins ic to 

' ' * t-

< philosophy than Simone Weil. 

. - '- This having been said we must, however,, immediately add 

"' . a qua l i f i ca t ion . No one .who dies a t the age of t h i r t y - fou r 

• 'can be expected to have a t ta ined a fu l l maturi ty of opinion 

'.'" ' regarding the history* of philosophy. ^Simone Weil i s no 

exception and one cannot, help, but feel that had she lived her 

,. 'attitujjlfc toward "certain h i s t o r i c a l f igures would have 

changed. .Thus, for example, her contemptuous dismissal of 
Nietzche* seems both i l l informed "and superficial,5 Shê  c i tes 

1 5 * 

. i - - * • 
' . - Francis Bacon approvingly but seems unaware of how profoundly 
v ' i .his position runs counter' to-the one she is herself develop-' 

f * r .. " 

' . • c ' \ " J ' • 

•, , - ing-.P, she Subscribes to the language^ and occasionally to 



"*• ", ' '' ^ • ' " • - - *'*$'*/? •'" * ' l 

the influence,, of Descartes and Kant,, in way's^t^at are direct- , 

ly at variance with her own thinking.]7 She develops a poli-

t i c a l philosophy under'the influeji.ce of both Plato and Marx 
" - "' " ' « 

and, yet nowhere does^she acknowledge or clarify the- JBBafent 

contradiction',«bet'wee'n the hierarchism of, the- ancient and 

egalitarianism of- &Me% modern positions.8 We canjhote 'these 

V * * • 
oddities -simply in -passing f,or the genius of her writings is 

* . *"• ' • '• • "\ \ 
such^that these points are almost wholly of"a pedantic aftd-

< •• * 

minor interest . Any difficulty they may add- to an apprec'ia-
£ion '6*f her" wri t ings i s of an 'essent ia l ly superf ic ia l char-*-. 

• v ^ # * ' 

acter. ,. ^ ^ < < • .<••"•*-̂  
I t i s another speqies of d i f f i cu l t y i cha rac t e r i s t i c of 

her writings that i s the primary occasion of this , disserta-
' * * ' ' ' 

t ion. Thematically her wcfrk i s fragmentary. "A single idea 

may be t reated with ' s ignif icant ' themat ic-Varia t ions i-n a 

d ivers i ty -of• places. In a s imilar way r e l a t ed ' i deas -a re 

scattered discontihuously throughout her essays, books, note-

books and .correspondence. ' 'The- luc id i ty of her writing' i s 
. V . * 

' . I 

such tha t these var ia t ions and connections are more or less 
obvious, but in order to know her work i t i s necessary to.ke , 

intimately familiar with the whole; of i t . 9 S u c h familiarity 

" can only be the r e s u l t of long and careful reading during 

-which a diversity of related texts, scattered throughout the 

entire corpus of her writings, are contemplatively juxtaposed 

and compared. 

Thus the ideas explicit ly contained in her writings are 

fragmentary in the i r thematic presentation to the reader. 

She did not l ive long enough to set forth a systematic pre-

http://influeji.ce
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s e n t a t i o n ^ o f h e r i d e a s . 'What i s more, t h e r e i s -much t that i s 
4 , 

. con ta ined in her- t h i n k i n g j u s t below t h e su r face of a r t i c u l a -

'; t i o n . The re i s much t h a t i s i m p l i c i t b u t u n s t a t e d i n .her 

w r i t i n g s . T h i s , t o o , i s p a r t i a l l y t h e consequence- of t h e 

b r e v i t y of ' h e r l i f e ' b u t i t i a a l s o c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a l l r •>" 

g r e a t p h i l o s o p h i c a l w r i t i n g . . * f, _ ^ 

The s u b j e c t of t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n , i s Simone W e i l ' s -
'• . " ' * 

a c c o u n t of t h e n a t u r e of t h o u g h t and i t s r e l a t i o n - - a s a 
* " '"' 

f o u n d a t i o n - - t o a p h i l o s o p h y of e d u c a t i o n . The f i r s t of 
these- two s u b s i d i a r y pomponents of our s u b j e c t c o n s i s t s of a * * * * » 
connect ion between " t h e "concept ions of l abour and thought in 

""* , " ' ' * * ' " . . • * ' - ' * * •.." 
her w r i t i n g s . This connect ion i s o f t en e x p l i c i t bu t nowhere** 

i n h e r w r i t i n . g s do we f ind , i t e x t e n s i v e l y and t h o r o u g h l y 
. . . v • . * 

t r e a t e d . What we f ind a r e a weal th of wide ly s c a t t e r e d t e x t s 
•*« . 

d i r e c t l y and i n d i r e c t l y c o n c e r n i n g t h e s u b j e c t * I t i s , * 
-* /•" <-

t h e r e f o r e , t h e f i r s t and t h e p r imary aim of this , d i s s e r t a t i o n 

t o b r i n g t h e s e t e x t s t o g e t h e r fo r t h e pu rpose of e x p l i c a t i n g * 

t h i s ' c o n n e c t i o n f u n d a m e n t a l t o h e r p o s i t i o n . ' flhe. .-second • 

" component i s l o g i c a l l y s u b o r d i n a t e t o t h i s , ' f i r s t and b a s i c '* 
aim. It consists in an attempt to expose and' bring forth , 

something that is almost wholly implicit j.n her work,, namely, 

the connection between hex conception' of thoughtyattd the. 

foundation of a startling and radical philosophy of educa"-
r * • 

tion.- As onr jsubtitle — Preface to a Philosophy of Educa

tion -v- suggests the aim here is not the actual articulation ** 

of such a philosophy but sijnply of the foundation on whrch-.it 

might be constructed. ',« * t 
1 



In the vast secondary literature which,now, exists-^on 

Simone Weil1" the connection explored hVre between, labour and 

thought has never been, treated.±x To date her -commentators 

have focused on isolated aspects,of her account of -the•char-, 

acter of thought.^ The tendency,'in this'regard, has''beeh to 

deal w:j.th her description of the "faculty of attention"-'-2" or 
* *" ' 

her"'"account of thought as "reading"13 without, or," with i'nsuf-

ficient reference, to her fundamental definition;of .thought 

> in its relation to labour.S - " '" \ • • 

Due to both their profundity and thejLr thematic,fragmeh-

'•"tation the writings of Simone Weil require that most careful 

and contemplative, of readings'. It is always easy, to" dismiss 

,i,a body of work as syncretic.-^ In-the" case of Simone Weil, 
" * ' * > "• •• -

< ' . . . . 

it is, today, perhaps especially easy for the range of her 
mindv-is broad in comparison to the narrow professionalism 

* * J • " 

" characteristic of our technocratic culture. - As often as not 

this charge reflects more upon the readers in his failure to 

read/ than'upon the writer. By:its very nature philosophical 

reflection belongs,to that large category of things.that is 

worth "doing badly. It is worth* doing badiy because, badly .is 
v , * --
' -I e * ' - . > ' ' • 

r e a l l y the only way i t can be done.4-3 Philosophy must con-

cern i t s e l f with everthing —• with "very many „things-indeed" 

- - and, as such, i t i n t r i n s i c a l l y runs, beyond a l l p r o f e s 

s i o n a l boundar ies . There i s , / sure ly , a-very r e a l 'sense in 

which t h i s can never be dorie well. ' Simone Weil does i t about 

' as well as i t has ever heen done. • ;-, ' * * - . , > 



». r 
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if one can make an meaningful* generalization at all 

about,the body of vseccjndary literature on Simone Weil'it is, ,- -

I believe,, that it is characterized by an unduly specialist- ^ -

approach.1**' F ar from be'ing syncretic her vork, as«a whoie, 

is distinguished by an astonishing, coherence. ' Its parts and \ 

pieces cannot', without violent distortion,- be "separated -and 

disconnected from one another;* they are a whole, and one 

aspect.of'her position cannot be understood, without reference < 
ts- , . ' •• '• - , ''. ", -' . ' 
to its context". Even diachronically her work has an astound-. .: 

i. > °, * . ' . * , (f Jiff 

,' ing Consistency. What'she wrote as. an agnostic, is/ "for 

k- instance, generally,' and Often'deeply, ̂ consonant Vith the 

: *. • cLearly religious writings that followed Upon her conversion' 

experience.-1-',. We might say that over time her thought deep-

> - en.ed. rather than changed' (in 'any fundamental way). • . • 
- ' • - - -" ' " ' < " ' * 

J-. ' . In the chapters' that follow the aim is not tO interpret"', 
<• • - •T . \ 

[ or.to criticize.but simply to,explicate. This aim brings us 
' - i , » * t * i* * 

' J . ? » \ 
* " - * r * \ 

, -face t o f a c e w i t h a d i lemma u n a v o i d a b l e i n s'uoh s e c o n d a r y 
• \ ' . ' - : * * . - > " • » • / * ' ' , 

works of" p h i l o s o p h i c a l Commentary. On %he one hand,-One must 

,* '- . cove r iri an cibkre'vi 'ated form," a . s ' f a i t h f u l l y a s p o s s i b l e t o 

~* ~ " t he o r i g i n a l texts", ' t h e e n t i r e range" of i dea s and connec t ions 

' , , t h a t c o n s t i t u t e t he pos i t ion - of the t h i n k e r in ques t i on ; • On 
," ' ' " • . ' ' f * ' < ' ' . • : ' ' * ' - - • 

t h e v o t h e r , hand,, one i s ^ r e s t r i c t e d , by concen t ra t ing , , , on a 

. •. s p e c i f i c and l i m i t e d t o p i c , to- s t r e s s i n g c e r t a i n a s p e c t s of 
• , - * < • _ . _ - . . „ • " . V ' - I 

• t h a t ' . p o s i t i o n ac.cordihg t o . t he i r p rox imi ty t o . t h e s u b j e c t . ' i n 
' • . ' * • . ' , ' - ' ; . ^ - ' . . . . . . 

t \- >, hand. •- I n e v i t a b l y , t h e r e s u l t i s .a p a r t i c u l a r , r ead ing t h a t i s 
' ' . .always , spnrewh'at i d i o s y n c r a t i c ' . The • wbrk of- a ph i l o sophe r ^of 

' \ i . ~ - ' i '. - ' - . 

i" -' ' t h e . s t a t u r e " of , Simone Weil is ,* 'of c o u r s e , ' n e v e r £o be f u l l y 
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" * ' 'w 

.reproduced by scholarship.» -It is simply tfo be read and re-, 

read and no secondary work ought ever to be intruded between 

I 
the reader and the original texts. This is, as it 'sounds, an 

excellent reason for. not writing a dissertation on Simone 

eil*. By way of apology, I offer here the only reason for 

doing so — namely, that a study of this kind is* ind,isriens-

afel.e ,to those readers in the field of educational philosophy 

,— unfortunately myriad'-- who do not possess, or who will 

not take, the ,time and effort required to read and contem-

plate the diverse, varied 'and fragmentary-'corpus of her 

works,. ^ 

Th'e thesis-proper of this dissertation involves the ** 

relation of four'basic ideas in the philosophy of "Simone v>̂ __ 

Weil/ labour, though*, .culture and education. Of these, 
< ' " -

thought, as defined in its relation to.labour is the most 

essential: 'Her notions .of culture and of education arise, on 

<•/ 
the foundation of her conception of though^. * .. 

Let 'us here, ,by the .way,of introduction,' (1)' outline the 

connection she develops between these ideas^and (2) delineate 

the structural plan of the thesis that attempts to relate and 

• unite the chapters that follow in their effort to explicate 

these connections. ' ' ", , ' 

In Weil's writings'the term, labour, has'two.fundamental 

„me"anings. .First, it designates, the most basic reality of. 

1 human activity per ge, namely', the -reality of effort. The 

entire life activity of thevhum,an being requires the co'nti--

nued exertion of" effort; to accomplish anything at all 'we 

.mast exert a given force'over-a, given distance in time and 



space. In this most fundamental of its senses labour, thus, 

signifies that form of, necessity to which-the activity of •„•' • -

life itself is subject. Secondly, she uses labour in the : 

more ordinary Sense of the productive activity of - the spe-,4. ' • 
- . • * * • " • . , , \ • -

. cies. Labour; in this sense, • signifies that-form of human ' • * 
- . , * - . *>\ ', " 

. activity by'which something is made or'brought forth' It \is , - '" " 
. * . * • , " „ - - , - ] , ' /. 

only through such productive labour that we accomplish or* *" : • 

satisfy the ends set by human need and want. "* - ' 

This second sense of the term also, a£ course, 'contains - » -, 

the firsthand, . agcqrdingl'y, she.'identifies- two general 

species"'of labour: ,{1-) that which depends .Tor success, upon 

thought and the accordance of oup.ac.tions' to method, and- (2) , 

that which simply requires brutfe. strength and the exertion of 

effort f or the" accomplishment of what is desired".- ' ' " , ' 
/ * - ' : ,' 
I) Historically, thisj h"as been the basis of the distinction 
» •' • - > 

* , * * * 

between ,work air^ l abour ; a d i s t i n c t i o n t h a t has often been 

formulated in^ radical and categorical terms." The essen t ia l " <• ',p 

uniqueness of t h e - p o s i t i o n of Simone'We'il i s rooted (a) in 

her denial of the radical nature of th is ' d i s t inc t ion and (b) 

i n - h e r a n a l y s i s of t h e , s o c i a l dimension^ of ' the r e l a t i o n 

, between thought ahd action in labour.' ' , . - ,' .. ' 

Weil divides tha t *f orni- of, labour which requires thought, 

and the accordance of human ac t iv i ty" t o method -into t h r e e "• 

d i s t i n c t t y p e s : (1) manua4>lah6ur, (2) mental- labour and (3) 

-• work. Manual and mental .labour) alik-e a re the i s s u e of the 
*-' 

so'cial o rgan iza t i on of work .beyond a cert ,aih po in t . That 
. point i s , ' the unity or juxtaposit ion of 'thought and ac t ion . in 

J . 
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individual l i f e . .The actions, of the manual labourer are 

"determined by thought an'd are performed in "accordance with 

method. However, the thought -and method' i m p l i c i t -in his 

actions find expression in "things rather than "in the thought 

>of the individual labourer. • Here" thought i s .expressed ^n 

technique, machinery, and in the-organization of the faotory 

and the ' soc i e ty "of which* i t \s a functioning par.t. Mental 

. labour* i s sim'ply.the source of t h i s "'thought' by which the 

•-activities of the, indiviuals subject to a given col lect ivi ty 

are'brought in to co-ordinated r e l a t i o n . In the l i f e of the 

manual labourer, qua individual , act ion i s di-vorced from 
* 1 - i „ A 

•*" ' • > • • r ' . -
thought. ' Th'e.activity of the mental'labpurer lies in*'the 
expression of "thought îtself. •• . ',- , - .̂  -

' ' * ' * • ' •• • v, 

Thus, for Weil, Wdrk is a form of indirect action 
vrequiring thought for its successful issue;. Labour is direct 

J ~- ' *" ' , ' 

. action which pnly>requires human effort, 'iaboyr,'however, is 

' open to'thought. The labourer may'.understand."what "it ±$ -he 

is doing and-how it' is th*at-'he,is doing it. 'We might say 

..that Weil'Sdistin'ctionbetween work and labour-amounts to 

this: 'in work, thought necessarily precedes action /in the 

labour of the individual, in simple labour,' thought is free 

' - vto follow and illuminate action in indiyiclUal life.* 

Against the necessary an̂ d potential unison, of thought 
and act/ion for the - individual in work arid labour, Weil 

/ . : ' i ' . . -> - * 
opposes the collective realitie's of (manual and mentai labour. 

In the" wt)rk-life Of *the manual labourer, action is severed 



from t h o u g h t ; i n t h a t V s f t h e m e n t a l . l a b o u r e r , t h o u g h t i s 

d ivorced fjsom a c t i o n . In) manual and mental labour a l i k e , t he 

.work- l i f e of t h e indivq/dual i s de-humahized* 

I n W e i l ' s v i e w , *srociety — t h e v d i v i s i o n and c o - b r ' d i n a -

t i o n of labo-ar^ c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a c o l l e c t i v i t y — p o s e s a 

fundamental t h r e a t t o t he humanity of t h e i n d i v i d u a l . That-

t h r e a t i s e n s l a v e m e n t . The phenomenon of s l a v e r y i s t o be 

def ined p r e c i s e l y by t h e , d i v o r c e of, thought and a c t i o n w i t h i n 

t h e - l i f e of t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 1 ^ * L i r t g u i s t i * c a l l y , i t h i s s e p a r a -
i * - * * 

t i o n i s mani fes ted i n t h e spoken commands' of t he mas te r and 

t h e s i l e n t o b e d i e n c e pf t h e . s l a v e . The d i a l o g u e of s l a v e r y - ' 

i s a profoundly inhuman d ia logue ,be tween t h e deaf, onwthe one • 

s ' ide , and t h e dumb On t h e o t h e r . The 'power *o.f t h e m a s t e r i s 

t h e inhuman p o w e r v i * n t r m s i c t o l a n g u a g e i t s e l f ; t h e m a s t e r 

speaks , and h i s commands a r e f u f i l l e d w i thou t 'the e x e r t i o n of* 

e f f o r t t o which a l l human a c t i ^ t y ' i s subject". The s l a v e , by 

c o n t r a s t , s i m p l y l i s t e n s i n o r d e r t o u n d e r s t a n d i n which 

d i r e c t i o n h i s e f f o r t s a r e to* be c h a n n e l e d ; h i s l i f e i s . 

' . r e d u c e d t o a l e v e l -where *he- i s w h o l l y s u b j e c t t o t h e e f f o r t 

t h a t i s t he m o s t ' e s s e n t i a l r e a l i t y of a c t i v i t y . 4 

Language , f o r t h e human b e i n g h a s two pr invary c.ompo-, 

n e n t s : speaking and l i s t e n i n g * Thought- c o n s i s t s in a p a r t i -

c u l a r wapf of u s i n g language and i t r e f l e c t s t h i s b a s i c d i v i -

s i o n . The p r i m a r y ^ c o m p o n e n t s ' O f t h o u g h t a r e t h i n k i n g and 

under s t and ing (or ' reading*, . as . Wei l ' .me taphor ica l ly p u t s i t ) . 

To s e p a r a t e t h o u g h t and a c t i o n •'Within t h e l i f e of t h e i n d i r 

v i d u a l i s e q u i v a l e n t t o - s e p a r a t i n g t h e a c t of s p e a k i n g froin 
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' " ' . ' < ? • . - '• ' ' ' " ' 
the ac t s of l i s t e n i n g in human langlaa-ge. J u s t as human l a n 

guage would "be des t royed by sych 'a fundamental d i v o r c e , so 

I human thought i s destroyed inViiJ-s separation- from1 a c t i v i t y . 

• , The'usefulness'of language is 'founded ugon the fact t ha t 
' ' ' * < "v. I 

- there exis t s ' a cer ta in ;area of coincidence between the r e l a -

fa. t i o n of ' - l ingu is t i c s i g h s and t h e phenomenal events in the 

world , of our "experience.". Thought p rov ides a dual . l i nk 
* < 
, *betweeri>lang'uage and actiyity. Thejfe is, first of all, the 

"*" ' 
- • openly mysterious' relation' between thought and .language it-"' 

self. Thought cannot be expressed in language; it can only 

be occasioned by language.' We express a* thought by • the 

simple juxtaposition of linguistic signs. By this process of 

relating signs, we o'ccasion the appearance*of idea in our owff-

and in other minds. A second, and »an even more astonishing 

mystery, > exists between' 'these linguistic expression's of 

' thought, and our experience in arid' of 'nature. While thought 

i*̂* ." is not and never can be complete in its representation .of our 

. experience, it is, nonetheless, found to be-indispensable tô  understanding and to effective action alike. . ~x • 

In Weil's anthropology, the juxtaposition of thought and 

action constitutes' the very, centre of * our humanity. '.The 

mysteries of "that juxtaposition are the insoluble mysteries 

intrinsic to our being and lie fully open to view on the 

surface of our condition. When the social organization and 

co-ordination*jpf .labour proceeds beyond -the "point where 

thought and'acmon are juxtaposed within labour, ttien the. r 
s 

11 
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humanity of v,the individual i s attacked, a t its" most f unda-

mental level 'and culture*, the -co l lec t ive expression Of-our 

humanityf is- correspondingly distorted. ' 
- « - - t, y »• 

•It i s in work* and labour ~tha*t th is juxtaposition between 

language thoughtfully used and (©ur" active experience ' in and 

of the world^irs. most^cT&arly present t?o the indiv idual . In 

.work, thought m^sy precede "and guide the* auction of the work-

man; in labour, tho'ught i s not required' for success but, 

there, action i s ojben to the* thoughtful understanding of the 

individual. 
* 

• Thought, l ike, s igh t , i s occasioned by -act ivi ty: by the -

-activity of the world around us (natural process) and; 'by our 

. ac t iv i ty within nature (known, individually, as labour and, • 

•'•^colLectively, as history). u The flow of natural process and • 

" the defsire of man to act Within nature occasion the at tent ive 

focusing of the mind. Since nature , on the level of our 

J experience, i s in process i t ( l i t e r a l l y ) contains no-thing," 

nothing, tha t can^ serve as -the 'object ' or cjrientation of ^ 

thought: Thus, while' our experience of process I s 'the occa-

sion of ' thought, in thinking our a t t en t ion i s .d i rec ted away" 
< / . , • ' ~" '"' . ' 
[rom process tow"a*rd the realm of language, where things can 
\ ' •* * 
L •> "-b®*Tsbstracted from process and fixed before the- attention of 
?he mind. \-\ ». ^ > 

f > <-*~ • j A 
In. W/ei[l's account, a thought is an „ image, of relation*' 

. * * 
that is revealed in the mind suddenly and from nowhere dis-. 
cernible during this act of attention to. language. The -

> "* • 

revelation of thought through attention is purely-a function 
private and peculiar 'to the individual. Through expression, ̂  

-" ** ' 
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4 
...however,,-, thought enters into the public and collective domain 

pf> language. This social realm of language is, in her.des-

cription,of an ""essentially material character. Through 

expression^ thought is expropriated froim^the individual and 

embodijad'in things: in texts,.otechniques,* machines, skills, -
* 

habitŝ ', customs,' artifacts "of all kindsr and. in the organiza-

tiori1 of society itself.*x By its very nature, human language t 

is. such that expressions.of* thought oah serve as the basis of . 
v • . . . t • v -• 
afcti-vity without the need, or even the opportunity, of being 

re-thought and thus assimilated by the individual. . In this 
' , ' ' * ' * / « ' • J ' • 

way the signs of language, . i t s expressive and mater ia l .„ 

aspect, are something which constantly threatens to interpose 

i tse l f between thought and activity iri individual l i fe . . . 

Weil describes mathematics as the quintessehtial -form of-,, 

.huipan language. I t ' i s so because thought images.the most 

basic of a l l r e l a t i o n s : that of function (or number); A' 

functional r e l a t ion holds between two quan t i t i e s tha t vary 

proportionately by virtue of 'a fixed relationship. The con-

s^ant or fixed relation determines a part icular range or"set 

of va r i ab les . I t i s prec ise ly through l i n g u i s t i c images of 
> * " 

functional, {ox necessary) relation•that thought,combines "the * 

fixity of language (on of the 'theoretical') with the fluid 

.'character of 'our experience of 'a phenomenal-world in process. 

That these images of relation are indispensable although. 

forever inadequate to the*representation of human experience, " 
' , * 

and to the activity of mah in the course of his experience, 
' • *"' 

> 4 . . - > " . 
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'is "an insoluble "mystery, inseparable from the" mystery^of/our 

existence itself. „ In ttjis description thought is*,- intrin-

sically, a coming together of that which is.fixed and" that 

which isTluid.' In this, thought itsftHf images the central 

reality- of our* being; the reality of a middle ground located 

between the sense of language and -the senselessness of our 

tangible experience within and of ,a world, in process," of con-̂  

- stant* change. t r ' . ** ^ . . , „ x / 

tPo summarize, -there are three, major aspects to the 

connection between'labour and thought in the philosophy of „ 

.Simone Weil- First, labour,, in its" most ̂fî rtdamentail 'sense of * 

i effort, constitutes the whole'Of human activity., The very 

occasion 'of thought lies withih labour, in this basic sense," 

for'It-is only-in .the "course of our activity that ,-we-lare " 

forced to stop* and think.. Secondly,-it is' in that .form of 
• " , 

• labour- known ,as work that the' mysterious but essential rela- , 

tion betwe'eh human' thought and activity is' most fundamentally 

and lucidly disclosed to the individual. It'is the'.juxta-

position of thought and activity in labour that constitutes -
* ' • " " * ' • . ' ' < ' 

one of the primary foundations of human .language for this is 

the basis of it's relation to'our experience.- It is in work 

, that we most "clearly perceive the openly mysterious coinci-Y 
' ' . ' ' „ u / 

dence between the thoughtful use'of language and~the whole of 
our experience within nature. Thirdly, it is labour-which 

• • ' " * " . ' . ' . -
t ' * a , 

Constitutes the central axis of our relation to both nature* " 

and society. Our most essential and basic23 contact with the 

realm of natural, process -is provided by labour. It is 
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•through our laborious movement within the world that-we', come 
„ \ 

/ 

« t o exper ience and t o know _ na tu re . . " What ,i"s;-''mor,e,' every g iven 

f.o£m' o'f - c o l l e c t i v e ' l i f e , e v e r y s o c i e t y ' , i s . c o m p r i s e d oF ; a "• 
' * ' • - " ' ' - -'-'•' -^ . . - . ; •".' .",.*>*• • 'r " ' -'•'•'• '• •• »V -'-

/ particular'divisi-on-of the labour- of the individuals. cOmpos-

- " ing it., - In principle, nothing liSnits'-the development", of -.an ' 

- -' ' ever more -sophisticated- .arid' complex collective* organization 
' . ' " - - " -. .-' - . * . - - • . ' - " . - ' , . - , * - "' -* ' x : • ' , . . " , ' . 

.'.of, individual labour." Thus, In Wail's estimation1,, the. social, 
organization of labour constitutes a-.prof Oundl-y 'de-humani-zing '"• 

.-force once It passes a dertain, -more "or- less definable' limit, '< 
1 " . . . ' ' ' • * - ' * " ' • " • ' - - . ' ' ' ' " ' • ' . " ' -

namely r - the-point at "which thought and action: are juxta-

*posed wi th in ' the context of vindividual labour. / For; her/ the ''• 

- essence.of pur humanity.'; lies'-within' that, juxtaposition- an)d, 

, • to th'e extent, tha t it"''is* socia l ly , decomposed; / the ' 'human 

", -character of thought.and action is •'destroyed.,' ', . "/ _, " '" " 

/* . *• - I n Jier w r i t i rigs', ^Weil uses.'the term "culturer" iri„ tfyo ; 

. ', , .closely re la ted 'bu t d is t inc t ' sense^ . ' ,(1) "Culture -refers tor 

' "" the expression"of, th,oag,ht, within the- public- and'- col lec t ive ' .' 

• ' domain of-language. (2). 'In i t s ; -second ..sense" 'the. term, refers , 
, , ! ' , ' - ' . - . ' ; - ~ " ' - • . " - • ' > - - > • " ; • , - . ' • , ^ . / 

' - to a particular" form of social l i f e , "or, more, accurately,, to ' 
( 1 • ' , . ' , . 1 . . . . , J > , , 

; , /' ' .a given-range of human-societies; namely,, those-in-which-• ' 

:'• - / - thought and ".action remain* juxtaposed- within individual* 

• '. .labour.. • The degree - to .whi'ch a p a r t i c u l a r . co l lec t iv i ty sus-

• - * tains,this"unison comprises a- direct measure, of the depth of -
• • ' ' ' 1 ' :.'*''< . ~ \ -, < ' •' " ' . "' , ' , ' ' ' , - '1 • " - . • , . , ' " -

i t s culture. - . . , ' ; ,'• ' ' " , / . . • ', • - . , . ,* ' . 
• , . : ' . . . . ' . > . ' v ' > " • ' ' . ' - " ' - ' - - ' - ( . ' ' . x . • ' " * ' ' ' • " ' • ' \ , - " • • • • • 

.. '"., Naturally, in this f i rs t-sense, culture has 'two aspects -, 

"> -. -that correspond to- the dual aspect.sk-of..thought:^ - the, -one • 

; - ,' individual arid private,, the other'public-and. collective', "it, 

'. ' / i s the p r iva te and individual ab i l i ty , of the human being to • 
' - . ' > - . ' " - ' - . - . 

/ , < ' \ - ' • • 
• • \ ••••• - - ' ' ' * • • - • 15 ':•- • • .- - • • • : . . - . •- - . . 
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. 'th'in>k,.'to; handle'language thoughtful ly thx'o'ugh the . ac t "of. 

attention, that i s the' immediate." sOuree and origin' of, human 

" .culturev ' The expression of thought .iWlanguage —'» oral-and 

- l i t e r -a te '—,'and in things", lii Hiachihe's^techni-qu'es'-and the ' ' 

'. very "-organization . of] socie ty , " co^'*tltutes,-the'"pjablic and*'" 

collective . aspect of culture! -If. is^onl-y -through thought-as * 
, '- . * ',•,-- ' . '• ',. ' '.- ,.'. v-- . . . - " ' " - *« *J]ft "r> * •' / 

J reading**"-that, the-irid'i vidua! can "re-think' and, thus, assimi- •• 
, - i - - - ' . - r^ , • ; . - . ' - .- . • 

;late these-collective-expressions-of idea. , .-*./. 
"'.- . , ' For: Weil the term, -education,..'is intimately attached to 

- t h i s dual conception-of culture.," The oldest or ig ins of the 
" . _ . ' . ' - ' - . , ' ' . _ . - . • " " , * . " - , - . • • « ' 

','Word,';edu.cation, indica te , a--pr^cfcss >"of. Te'adirig, i t s l a t e r 

r.oots'a process of rear ing .or ' t raining. "The pr incipal 'and, 
' ' ' ,, J , } * • ' "' > ' > . J * **' 

;, perhaps,; the-most general meaning of the term i s that process 

of learning 'by Which we are lead" into" a pa r t i cu l a r form of 

' social" "lif.e,or , language. 4 - \& such, ' i t ; i s , of- course, a 

pcess', that occufs in a l l humari societies. " * 

'. . ; '• I t 'is,-,-however, ',f qr."us,a word tha t - s ign i f i e s more than " 

, 'this.. 'Education*is riot* simply 'the process of bur coming, into 

a*part icular language, the process of t he ' soc i a l i za t i on ' o f 

the individual -to a ' p a r t i c u l a r form- of co l l ec t ive -li^fe. * 

.Training maybfe a .part , , perhaps even, a condition of educa-

tion",, .but education i t se l f i s soifiething other and something 

more. . • • ' " / _•',,/ A. ' '' 
• For Weil, this other and deeper unknown essential to our 

-- * ' '" * - jrffc < 

.notion of education l i e s , -by.contrast, in the process of. t h e / 

' a.ce«lt.»iration-„of ttie individual . , I t i s here in '(a) -the 

content, tha t she gives 'to the conception of thought i t s e l f 

and (b) in her re la ted analysis of. i t s so,ciocult.ural-dimen-
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I l . • * . s ions, in both indiV iidual and co l l ec t i ve l i f e , tha t Weil 

-provides the basis for a fresh and coherent philosophy of 

• education. Through the' process of 'education, the individual 

comes (a) in to the a b i l i t y to think*, -to handle* language 

thoughtfully so as to" bring thought in to the domain of .cul-

t u r a l .expression and (b) to "'read*, to re- th ink and- thus", 

"" , ""*assimilate the thought expressed ih« the ,pollecip.ve medium.of 

•• ' s a given form of social l i f e . 

- * " No one wo«ld suggest tha t ' t o think'/and ' to speak' are 

""Jynonomous verbs. Tkought i s a part icular and a special form 

^ of speech.* To expr&es a thought in language i s to enter into 
- » -* 9 » 

action and'''t#ipugh,t ceases where, action begins. In Weil*'s, 
***r, .•» "" • *- *• .. ' 

aceourit thought,, and activity are not only prof oundly separate 

in their"juxtaposition within individual life, the expression 

. of thought and activity are equally distinct wrtnin collec-
* * • ' » ' ' ' * . * - - *• 

„ '-, „ ,./,*-tive' life. The actions of the individual workman ar.e never', 

- '"" "'. \ preperly -speaking methodical but, simply, in accordance with 
-" ' *-"•/'".": -*• * " - - ' • ' 1 ' • , « • -*"** ' : ' 

.•tfr . 9 * 

: . • - : ' • ' , method"- -This'.situation i s magnified on the co l l ec t ive or 

* . ' - soc ia l level of our existence.. „ 'By i t s Very nature human 

. language i s such that , we can act on," the bas i s of i t without 
* - . "^ *-" * « - . 

- , - . - . *-

, ' - " " . , the heed, 'or 'even the social opportunity, ,of thinking and/or 

«- - re - th inking ther"ralatio'ffs expressed by i t . I t i s thus tha t 

• -„ - language, through the soc ia l d iv is ion and co-ordination of 

"CSr* 4 <f~ -,*" tabour, can condition and determine the a c t i v i t y of the 

*,"*"" "-"individual withftut the expressions involved—Waving been 

thought or re-thought by hinu^-^ 

* Throtugh the juxtaposition**^ l inguis t ic signs, thought 

i s rlsveajed to the mind. Through the coincidence between 
•#• - * ' j • 

. ** * * v . , 17 * 
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these signs and the experiential-succession of-natural" events' '" 

thought is realized Within our* lives. Thought"is* 'fealised 

for us in two wa-yss "(1) in that it distinguishes the,,phehO-"--- -
* * < ' J*. V « 

"* i "" *• ^ J w * 

-mena of our experience from the indeterminate flp,w.of events" 

o h ' t h e micro-"and mapro.-'scopic, t h e » s p a t i a l and t empora l ' 
* - (, A * 

l e v e l s of being t h a t s t r e t c h " inf i -ni te ly-beyond our reach.- " ' 
" \ ' . ,-' . „ „ , ; . , ' . * / * . ' 

(2) Secondly, thought i s "^realized as- the? indispensable bas i s '** 

: ; „a o o n ^ o n o? e l e c t i v e , ae t i o„: • ' . " - . " . V . ' - " *"* "• 

t T.hus, for- Weil , t h e e d u c a t i o n a l t a s k of '"teaching -us t: o * "-. 

t h i n k invo lves both t h e r e v e l a t i o n of thought ( t h rough . the ' 
- a t t e n t i o n <* t » . p i n * ' t o r a n g u a ^ > ^ . t ^ A ^ o £ 

thought i n i t s r e l a t i o n ' t o t h e whole of our expedience . 

f
• ' * • " ' « . *« 

, Here, a basijc connect ion between labour and educa t ion i s 
*• v * ;• 

„ - v * • • ' • -' 
:d*"for the reve la t ion and the r ea l i z a t i on of thought, 

' ' - •. 
... in t h e i r r e l a t i on to one another, are most c lea r ly "and openly. 

* ' * . . . ' • • 

evident to- the individual in labour.. Labour" and work consti

tute that area of our existence wherein the thoughtful use of 
1 " . " A&<~ ! 

language,is most directly and immediately juxtaposed to the 
realization of idea in experience. Naturally, the preserva-

' V " 
tion of'.this area is a primary and vital concern for educa-

tion. - We might say that education itself consists' in the 

search for any and every means of expanding the clear and 
* m 

lucid juxtaposition of the revelation and the realization of 

thought, characteristic of'work and labour, within the whole 

of man's experience within nature and society. ' "Education, 

. , that is-, would become the process by which the thought of the 

individual is realized, to the fullest possible extent, with,-

in 'the total range of his experience. This could only occur 

18 
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/ -.:: 

«z 

- in a . s o c i e t y x f bunded upon a" mode of work t h a t , p r e s e r v e s t h e •• •' 

-;*• p r imary and e s s e n t i a l - unison of ' . thought, and -action i n l a b o u r . '.. , - * • 

,„* I t - c 'oUld- 'only o c c u r ; •in' o t h a r .words , - ln u . ' a C u l t u r e ; - i n a ' . " } 

' •"society* in" Which, t h e d i v i s i o n 'and1' co -ord l r ia t io r i ' of l abour i s ' ' - '-.«. -

'-' ^s'trictXy, l i m i t e d by t h e ' u n i s o n ' of heald and-Hand in, t h e l abour ' . - , •-«;* '• 

- /of t he i n d i v i d u a l . . • -. -."'* •/ - '- "• '" ' . .>• ' " - ' „ • ' , ' 
. . . . „ *̂ - . - • - ~ - ; " *• V ' • - ,J - , 

*• ' " " * ^ " , ' ' ,. ^ " / i * ' •' " ' ~ ^ • , " . , . - . - , 1 , ' " ' . ^ . 

y • . ,, I.t was Weil".s -view . t h a t the"es*se r i , t i a l , t r a g e d y ofv o u r ' . " , , 

be ing " l i e s i n " the r e l a t i o n betw.een. l anguage \ and human ,a,ctiy-"~ \ 

i t y . I t c o n s i s t s ; i n t h e f a c t t h a t we can-ac t . e f f e c t i v e l y 'dri "' ' 

«-v&l*e bas ' is of l i n g u i s t i c expression's" " tna t "haye nqt"..been- reajt- "'- " > 

" . i z e d by us i n t h o u g h t . \ I t i s , " thus . , l a n g u a g e , i t s e l f ' that", 
" " ' • « , * ' - ' •' i - , - , ' • ' , , - > " ' * _ . ,""'" - " - J " * *" , - • 

*•* allows" us to ' .ac^t beyond ' t he l imi t s , of , thought* t h e r e b y ' expos- -' "", . - ", 
' * ; » • < " " ' ' > ' ~- ' * ' ' ' ' " . " ' ' - ' * • / • . - ' • - . • -

* i n g u s t o . t he p l a y of ^hance t h a t we ' ou r se lv . e s have, b l i n d l y . - ' • " 
' • '.\ . ' " ", '*" » - ' - . ' - • '"' . "" ', ' ' . . ' . ' ' . . " ' " 

i n t r o d u c e d i n t p n a t u r e . What we t q d a y "ca l l ' t e c h n o l o g y ' i s " 
, • " - " | - v " ; ' * ' , ' \ \ • • ' • , ' * - ' , . . ' ' . , ' / . ' * 

,, t h e ; i ssue | of', a p rocess fo r . . b l i nd ly -exp lo i t i ng t h e ' p p s s i b i l i - ^ *. _ • •- . 
" ' " " / ' - - " " • ' * - • , * • - ' ' ' *' '" ' / " - - „' ' ' ' " f .,:.. '•-<> 

t i e s , of a c t i o n i n t r i n s i c t o language. We have exchanged "the*- «'* 

' , " freedom of ..thought f o r t h e freedom" of -speech, arid t h e freedom -' ' 

of̂  a c t i v i t y t h a t , f l o w s from i t , .w i thou t R e a l i z i n g , t h a t ; o u r ' -", " . 

freedom l i e s in thought alone.25. - ' ' " " 
- For Simopa Wei l c u l t u r e c o n s i s t s , above a l l . , " i n t h e * . ' 

• ' f reedom o f - t h o u g h t ; , a,"freedom t h a t l i e s ' b o t h ' , i n ou r a b i l i t y " * 
' • ' • " • . * . ' ' -

> l , " " _- .- " 'V 
, t o , Iiandle r language thought fu ly and . t o - r e a l i z e thought w i t h i n * 

. i n d i v i d u a l e« :pe r i ence . In t h i s , " s h # p r o v i d e s us* w i t h an 
- . <• . - - - • " " " ' ' ' ' , ' - • ' . 

a c c o u n t - t h a f e c o n s t i t u t e s th,e" f o u n d a t i o n of a p d t e n t i - a l ' a n d v 

, . ' , , . . . - 1 

' profound r e l a t i o n between labour .and educat ion. ' ' •< •> «v , 
. , . ' " '."'"• ' '' * , ' .'• 

/ ' .Let us now examine the plan, of .the thesis as'evidenced^ ' •', 
• • ' ' . ' - ' , ' " ' ' , • - ' 

/ \ . * . i ,- ,; 

in the relation, of the chapters below.' ., ^ " • 
i 
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I ' t -* 

/- / 

. ' In xthex -first 'cnapt-er^ntitled L— ^Activity*-without 

• '.Thought:, (Th'e" -Social Context '<of '"Manual /Labour* - - the problem 

/, ' Is-set,-.lay way ̂ qf, introduction, through 'an. examination- of 

', ; . Weil's!,acqburit of the.characte'r'and-implica'tiohs of manual/ 

r i •'labour.-. There-,' Manual,' labour is/defined a§ the, 'issue Of,-'the. 
• -- '"• . 

., * social* organization of Nlabour-.beyond .th.e point at which 
/ - - , ' ' ; , ' - - - " / • •' / - '' ' * - ' • ' . ' 
/ rt;hought, and action, remain juxtaposed/ within the , workl'if e,' Of "• 

' " ; ' " * - ' . , ' ^ ' • ' ' - - " " i . , - ; ' ' - I ' ' - * . ' • ' -

- / the individual. , y , ." ,- " . ' * . , . . - ' , ' ' • 
*--'„'"..- A "'•'•- •'•"' * " "" ^ • • , " ' " - - ' ' • . • 

•In the ;^ctivityx of the'individual-manual labourer* we see' 

-' the evidence'.-of- a .remarka'bla phenomenon:' while there \ is 

/ clearly-thought and iftethod implicit in his 'actions, there'is, 
- - . ' ' • * ' , " - ' - " • , ' " ' • . ' " ' • • * ' • . ' . - s " . 

'•just as clearly-- none, in his mind. - .The'thought'or) morei 
* • - • * . . " ' * . • ' " / - . - - > - - , \ • . . ' • ' , • 

v . accurately, . the" language which guides'and, determines his 
** , ' " " *\ ' ' ' ""<" ' '•' . . " .' . "**• X, ; :.• 

.• actions' o-riginated infthe" niirid .of. another human be.ing vdr 
J i • ^ , , * • . " . - ' ' - ' ' ' . " - • . ' > . ' ' ' 

/,beipgs and is expressed, not ,to his-mind but to his body-, in-
-i " all fcha-t materially -Constitutes''the division, and" Co-ordifEa-. 

> . , ~S ' . ' -,-f - * v - • • ' * ' " • * . ' t i o n . o f - l a b o u r i tself , , ' - ' ' « "* . '•'••>-' -,\ "> - '. ' 
' i . ' * .' . , " - ' ' , * v " - • * 

- ' - - ' • ' / . , ' . • - . , - . , , \ 

<. . ' ' By 'placing this situation squarely before our attention", , 
. ' - ' " • ' . ' • - "• ' . ' . ' / _ . , - . , ' • -: ' * • • - • - - - ' . . x - ' 

the.f.irst chapter functions to taise a series, of ,bas"ic. arid 
• ' • • • ' . - ' ; - ' '' - y . , r - • • " • 

introductory problems that* are explored;in detail throughput• 

the subsequent chapters'! The-'first of\ these' directly", con-' -
' • . • • • ' v v ' ' ' > ; - ' * , " - ! • . ' • 

cernsthe nature .and role.-of education .in -society., ,If by. 
- v ' . - • - • • < < ' . / • - * ; • ,,, • 

definition^, the vast majority of-- the population • are exempted 
'- ,' - ' ' , " \ * 

-• from the need, and even from the Opportunity/ of. thinking- in 
• . ' ' . . " ' ' " '" *' .• ' ' . ' '' ,' s .,' • 

that realm .of activity' that/ lies'"'at the y,ery" centre of their 
-A. ' /'"',,'•'; ,- •" ' •' 

collective existence, -then- it would' seem'that .the education 
*' <' A'' ' " ~"•' «,'i' '-•• - ' • ' 

of that majority-(as'thinking'^beings) is,' at'.bestT's.pGially 

<i' ? 

\. 
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» ' * I ' " " ' ^ 

• . ' - - V " - ' # unnecessary and, at worst,.socially impossible. Seoondly, \ 

/ 

and more fundamentally, we are meant to be perplexed by the 
' ' ' ' ' ' , ' 

" general "relation between language and human activity. Since 
' - \ ~ x ' \ x x " * ' • • ; ' • . . * ' . , * 

thought is, presumably, the content of .that relation, we are 

led, to wonder "about the,character.of thought itself. For the 
i _ i . i 

^ - \ ^ . \ * 
manual labourer/his activity is radically separated from 

"thought with the clear result that,his labour is de-humari-

iz.ed. -Iii a society founded upon such labour',is there a" 
- " > • 

K -complementary process of de-humanizatiqn in-the character of, 

thought on the level of mental labour? In order to. answer 

these questions:, we must examine Weil's account of <the char-' 

acter of thought in 'its 'relation to language, on the one 

hand, and activity, the "activity/or'process movement of 

..," 0 nature airound us and of us in nature, 'on 'the other hand. It 

v. .- <, , .is',only upon the basis of /this account of , the' character',of • 

* > * v f " * " ' * " * , ' ' \ \ s l v - v r - " 

"" ' - human thought that^thev social \problem. of education can be 
;„ - * ' / \ r * v - ' * < / '_ ' ' V- ' '. '.. 

" '"• , 'understood. Accordingly,! tha^three central, chapters of the 
• •' / ' *" ! v . - - N • : ' - v ' • -I ' - / * ' • ' ' * 

.' . dissertation explore NWeil\s description of the'nature of 
' * * , - » • ' « i . 1 * 

' '• " /' -thought.^ It is"" only in the final chapter that- the social ' 
' ' , * . .'' \ - " , ' -* 
. , foundations of the educational process are delineated. 

' ' *• • " / . • ' , , " < / - ' ' • - ' 

v **_, _ -^In "the second chaptef en-titled -•*• '-Nec,es,si"ty and the ' 
. "• . - , - * / 

- ' y Good:- Th£ Anthropological Context of Thought: — we begin"*by 

'- ' explicating'thd Platonic anthropology^, that constitutes the 
/ * ; , > , ' - „ \ >t. , / / ' . * > « ' ' • - . . J ^ - . i , , v 

^ , foundation of Weil's \de'scription of the general relation . ' 

-̂ ' , between thought vand action in human existence* • \ ,, , 
- * . * . ' / / - » \ ' ^ . - , > 

; ' ' There, the/nature of tho'ught is distinguished from'the"" 

' , , characters- of language and action. Xn language we are given , 
, . " ' ' , ' ' ' , 

N " , . access to a ;realm of being that is abstracted, to a sUff'i- i , 
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cient degree,'from the fluidity of process to be^capable of'-

fixity before the attention ,of the. mind. , It. is langu.age \' 

which supports the memory to give\ us things in time;' it is; 
*- *v-' v '• ' • \ '-. 'U A 

through language that' idea qrders arid relates' the discrete -', 

events of ouri tangible experience. Activity, hy contrast, 

gives something essential- that' language does not, namely', a -
r *- '"' > . * 

\ real and effective power qyer the--phenomena" of our exp.eri-? • 
ence.- -I.t is only through activity, • through .the-exertion of^ 

* *• -. i " - ' ,.- ' - ~ 

,bodily effort, that we, are given things in space. Thus, in 
;- - • • - ' »' . - ' - - - - ' _ ' , 

Weil's account,^thfe human reality of"thought -belongs upqn the ' • 

'middle ground of our being "where 'th/e linguist'.c expression "of 

ridea and activity jneet. ' . ' , ~ , / ; " / r •> 

The f i r s t portion of -chapter; II'examines Weil's re-con-' -'" 
• ' ' . - . ' . • • ^ - • ' - • , * : • ' '• 

struction of the Platonic account -of the being of man as- a • -. * -

creature who-is, in'his 'very essence', caught between the-

reality of. his own desire for the $foochand his existential . -i 

s " • ' v A ' . * : . ' - ' -c ' " • / ' * . 

subjection to -necessity in' the elemental forms Of. labour and' • 

death. / I t is /this- anthropological description of/ ourbeing ' .' 

that'^constitutes the foundation of .her a'ccount of the nature . 
' . 4 r • 1 , . - . • 1 " • -

of thought as a'mean proportional between language and'act1-

vity« In the second-portion of the^ohapter We focus upon* her • •'-

description., of "the faculty of ,attention" arid,;• thus,'-look in ' • 
' «• . , , , • " , * v 

some.detail at a basic .aspectof her account of the actual 
" . " , . . * ' . , " ' . , ' ' . . _ " ' " 

act of > thinking. •- . * . . ' - . . ' " * , ,, , . , 
In-a' 'sense, we begin dver again in the*third chapter 

*• v ' • . '" . . . ~ •: ' • . • - " ' - . . r ' ' • . . , 

entitled. — "Thought, Without Activity: The' Social Context of 

Modern Science." On' the foundation, of the, f i rs t chapters, 



\ 

\ . 

X 

Weil's critique, of mental labour is considered i'n detail. * 
* ' v ' 

The focus is on the History of modern science and the chapter 

' l ' - - - ' 

.is, thus, divided.into two pqrtions. Tn the first section we 
* ' . ' " " ' ' ' -

deai wittTmpdern science in its first or "classical" phase, a 

period that*stretches from its beginnings in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries to 'the advent of the "contemporary" 

period with the "quantum revolution" qrdinarily, and con-

ve.niently;' dated from-the year '1900, - > ~ 

• i-- In her critique' Qf the^erdassical period, Weil focuses 

v " ' x ' ' ' ' 

upon the foundations of this science as a form of1 thought. 

Implicitly, 'her-critique constitutes ,an attack upon the 

essential modern distinction between fact and value -.which , 
/ "• * i 

^lies at the root of this'science; -In this the first section 
' ' " ' . • -, , »* 

, - - - , * - I , 

vof-the chapter is based upon and continues the discussipn of 

the. corre'sponding . Platonic distinction "/between necessity and 
* *- 1 

'the good in ,the first part of the preceding" chapter. v 
< j * - * * . . ' ^ « ' > ' • * , 

1 - -, . . , > J 

Weil'.s conclusion is that classical,science as a form of 
* * * t * "" • . 

thought chose1to emphasize theJ"continubus" character of idea 
- • " • K ' " • " / ' 

over, ' and' at ±he expense of, the "discontinuous" character of ^ 

• our experience in' and of; the na tura l world.28„ 'That i s to. 

say, i t unconsciously chose the rea l i ty of language over the 
.. - ' ' t ' ' - " < , -• ' . 
experiential' rea l i ty of act iv i ty . .Classical science placed 

/ " ' - ( t > , / ' • • ' , " 4 « 

ah exaggerated .emphasis up,on the connection-between, thought-
: and language and thereby d i s to r t ed the equally essen t i a l ' 

> - ' - ' , „ * ' " " ' . * 
r e l a t i on between "thought;'and "act ivi ty. In t h i s c l a s s i c a l -

, , . * t - / ** * - > -
, 'science wasi- as a ,f oftn "of thought, radically incomplete, - i n -

spite, of i t s experimental preference i t affirmed the real i ty . 
of language at the'expense,of the rea l i ty .of "activity..- H" ' , 

• < • • 
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Weil portrays the quantum revolution as the intellect- * 
* ' 

ually inevitable and disastrous consequence of this distort 
-. * - -

tion of the character of human "thought. Thusvin her analysis 

of contemporary science'the,-quantum revolution is. viewed as • 
• " - " " " <" j/' ''. , - I 

1 the completion of this'process .of substituting language for 

thought. In her critique of the. contemporary period she 
y * i ' ' . .- - ' -

focuses upon the attempt of modern, algebraic mathematics to . 

project the language of science beyond the limits of the' 

human mind. Where 'class'ical -science ovar-emphasized ,tha 
*° * * J . » " » 

re la t ion between the. signs of language' and the thoughtful / 

conception of idea, -our a lgebra ic mathematics places the . ,' 

whole of i t s .'thepretical1 'emphasis upon the - simple deyelop-
. • >- ' "*' . _ ' * '% \ \ 

ment of l i n g u i s t i c r e l a t i ons . I t thoughtlessly juxtaposes 
v ' . .. . . . " / '• -

the signs of language and then tests them against our experi-1'. 
' ", : - ' • ' . - . " ' • - ;*' * 

ence of natural process in the hope.-of discovering which are 
* . • -

} useful within the course of human activity. »Thus, the latter 
• - , *. . ' V. -

_- portion of-.Chapter III complements and builds upon ,the foun- ' 
dation,provided in Chapter I in the account of the thought-

' > -

jless character of jaanu'al . labour. ( . 

' The function of Chapter I I I within ' the thes i s as a whole ' 

i s , largely, ' a'negative one. I t i s designed to expose Weil's 
, . , . . . , - • \, , 
.. ' c r i t i que of modern science ,as an account of what thought i s 

' - " ' '" "-"" * - - '"'''' A . 
'hot in r e l a t ion to both language' and a c t i v i t y . As such, i t 

*" ' ' - , "• * * ' 

A . constitutes a -foundation upon which *we .can meaningfully look, 

, , at* her pos i t ive descr ipt ion of thought, as de ta i led in her '. ' 

reconstruct ion of the mathematical natural and h i s to r ica l - , 
. ' - -' ' ' • • ' , " > ' " - „ V ' 

. - ^ » S. * . * . v 

. ' • " ' - . " , - ~ -."?/•' ** ^ "<• . ' 
. . . * . « 1 . * 
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sciences of Greeks, which follow in the Chapter IV-entitled 

— "Thought and-Necessity: The Mathematics of*the Pythagorean 
. *- - _ \ 

Tradition." *• *" ' * * - - - " -

It is here, in.the fourth chapter, that the full outline 

of Weil's conception Of the nature of human thought emerges. 
f **" t 

To this end t(he chapter is divided into two parts. In the 

first we deal with her reconstruction of the mathematical 

science of the, Greeks as a 'form of thought adequate-to the 

representation, o£ the'experience of mari in nature". In" the 

second we treat her analysis of the Iliad as-an equivalent 
' > 

, form- of thought representing the experience 'of man in-his-

tory. The first section* should be, seen as essentially 

•related to thje- account of the classical phase* of modern 

.science in*the preceding chapter; the latter section to the 

previqus account- of the contemporary pe'fiod of our science. 

Here we' see in detail her ""description of the revealed 

character qf human thought in .which "language becomes an 
* * .' 

intermediary (or mean proportional) between the intelligible 

, realm of the ideas and the tangible realm.of.phenomena which, 

together, constitute" the definitive contraries of man's con-

dition in this world. As we have briefly "stated above, in 

Weil's account thought consists in the conjunction of both 
v i 

the revelation 'and the realization of idea, within individual 

life. Thought consists .in̂ a dual coincidence between, on the 

one hdnd,-the signs, of language'and idea and, on the other, 

between* idea and our experience of process. With reference 

to the mmthematical idea of~ function she denfonstates that 

, 25 



thought, by' it's very, nature, is such that it . cannot be 

separated'!rem "activity: Th.ought is a particular relation 

between the linguistic fixlty of idaa and the fluidity and. 
•v I > " • 1 ' 

constant variation of natural and historical process. 
. * . - * * • . . 

, In the, fifth and concluding chapter entitled -v -"Work, 
*" i j _ 

Thought and Labour" -- we examine 'Weil's resolution of the 

tension between".the 'private"and individual character of 
' ' ' - ^ _ , v • *. ^ _ * 

» f 

thought and. the 'col lect ive and socia l nature of expression*. 
*" » ' + ' f \ h * 

It isihere that we see how her account of the nature of human 

culture constitutes the' basis for a radical philo-sqphy of 

education implicit within her writings! 

Here again the chapter divides into two distinct sed-

tions. In the first'we deal With the relation between 

thought and activity in individual labopr. In the se6ond we , 
v 

deal with the character of culture as the relation of thought' 

and activity within collective, life., Thus the. first section 

deals with the essentially private and individual relation of 
.* \ 

i- . * 

thought and activity in work; the second with the.assimila

tion, or "reading" aof thought as we find it embodied in the 

material expressions of a culture". * . . 

' Thus here in Chapter V education, at last, emergen into 

clear view as that process by which thought is infused into 

individual and collectiva life to the greatest possible 

extent. By returning- us to an ancient Conception of the 

nature of human thought, Simone,Weil provides us with the 

foundation of a radically new and-intriguing conception of 

education that is fundamentally centered upon the reality of 
/ 

labour. , , 
, 26 « 



C H A P T E R I 

ACTIVITY WITHOUT THOUGHT: * , 
•THE. SOCIAL'CONTEXT OF MANUAL LABOUR 

A s i g n i f i c a n t , ' i f n o t a c e n t r a l , i s s u e , - i n t h e c o n t e m p -

orary. pract iceNpf educa t ion c o n s i s t s i n a c o n f l i c t i n g concern 

w i t h (and em'phasis upon) e i t h e r labouring," or thinking. ' With-

, i r i , o u r sys t em-pf f o r m a l e d u c a t i o n (or s c h o o l i n g ) ' t h e g r e a t 
• ' * ° ' . * ' . ' * . ' * . ' • '- •,' .* . ~A- -' 

c h o i c e i s b e t w e e n the* t h e academic and t h e t e c h n i c a l . One 
pa th ' leads" t o something s u g g e s t i v e l y termed h igher educa t ion , 

' " * ' ' - . ' • ' - " " • ; *• ' ' ' * 

the- o t h e r ' t o s o m e t h i n g e u p h e m i s ' t i c ' a l l y , c a l l e d v o c a t i o n a l -

t r a i n i n g ; The f o r m e r i s a imed , * a t J. e a s t r h e t o r i c al ly, . , a t ', 

such g o a l s a s • t h e -development - o'f an a b i l i t y t o t h i n k f o r 

o n e s e l f , w h i l e the , lairfcer i s . d e p i c t e d as- t h e , r e l a t i v e l y 

t h o u g h t 1 e,s.s • (but h i g h l y , p r a c t i c a l ) - a c q u i s i t i o n of s k i l l s 

r equ i red w i t h i n - t h e . c o n s t a n t l y changing, w o r k l i f e of a t e chno - • 

' c r a t i c society." • ' * - , ' . / 

Labour i s , a t t h e very l e a s t , . ' a c e n t r a l , form of a c t i v i t y 

. i n human l i f e . '• T h e l i y e S of mostaipeople a t any g iven t i m e i n , 

-the human ^ a s t have' been predominant ly occupied by the t a s k s 

of. labour,. - That i s , most people dur ing most of t h e i r - l i v e s , 

are-' and always, have, been, workers'; l e i s u r e , i s ' a - p r i v i l e g e of . 

t h e e l i t e ^ o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y "?*hd m i n i m a l l y ex t ended t o t h e 
~ * , - \ - » , • " * \ „ . * , * - ! 

working classes. Hence, if education is in' some sense. a 
" . - * - ' > ' - • " , * ' ' ' ' " " " ' • ' ' . ' . " • " 

'preparation for human life, then even on .this superficial-
i V " ' i N " - ' ' ' 

' level, it would appear to be inescapably concerned with the 
"v ' ' • . ' ' 

- . - ' ' , .. , - *-" 

* fact of labour., Moreover, there are,few who would deny that " 
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education as 'a social'.process is geared to the production of 
' 

the workers — manual and mental -"- required by our v collec-

tive -form of life. */*•<• , 
• ' v " " ' ' ' - . : 

Various^ attempts have'been made,"- in "both the, philosophy v 
', ' '* -' - ''' " . % / . - • i 

- *" and the practice of education,- to b^itig labour and thought 
* •* > i 

*-' - * ' ' * * * 

together. , Let ns Briefly consider one-of the 'earl iest and 

more .interesting .of theserattempts. " - / , (' -

By the'beginning of the sixteenth century .technological 

advan'ces i*n certain of the old medieval craftsx had already' 

/ acted to accentuate and bring to public notice an increasing 
- division between head and hand in 'the workplace. „ By the "end 

'A 
-' j of the medieval period-the tasks of construction and produc-

" ' « ' - - • " ' ' \ . . . 
. - tion were already on such a scale as to stretch the talahts 

' , ** " - ' * ' / '/ * 
of the.individual craftsman to the limits of human resource-
fulness and ingenuity. From the ranks of the ordinary 

• * - ' , i 

craftsman there arose the great men o£ the Renai,ss"ahoefc 'the - ' 

-experimenting ma-sters;', the architects, the engineers and the 
i •" 

ar t i s t s of the fiffteenth and sixteenth Centuries. Their 

genius was called-forth in response to the.new industrial 
' ' - - '- * 
\ problems of the era. 2 

I t was during this period that mathematics first assumed , 
' " - \ ' ' - , ' ' " ' 

• i t s essential- importance in the, development of. technique ' 
t • ' * ' 

within the workshop. Perhaps more than' anything 'else ,it was 

.. the dramatic development in firearms that imposed mathematics < 

on craftsmanship. The -emergence of the artillery* gun created 

within the work of the artisan new"and essentially mathema-
"" > / 
tical" problems-such as: ' 
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• * >Y\ 

• / - ' .'. ".. •: •" the relationship, betw'een.' the -explosive ' • . • / / , 
' ' -*' ' ' - - ' . . ' ".force- 'and the weight-of the .cannon* "*and- . . --' 

'• .", " . ' ' ; • ' • .the', range of .fire;; -between /the l*6ngth> "•', * '.;'' -•'-' 
* .;' .•-; *' ;'*•' if/ thickness arid- material'.of - the- barrel;- "-'. " "-, ( . -

' '.; / •• - ./between; .the angla and "the vres'ul ting- path *,' / •-- •»'-*-
.'- s / ', -'-.."-, 'of -fiise,.3; - '• . ^ _ .' ." - . / . , * ,' •"'• ".'.'_, _,. -• %i. -.' . ' ' ',. ' . 

, -' ; ' ' * * ' / * - ' " • ' , - ' . • ' • ' - . ' ,' '•' ,J - '-'' ' •' '•' *''-'-'-! ' • ' • - . • . ' " [ '. 

-. •' ^The pasting- pfx jrtetals* was. totally -revolutionized* and military.. 

architecture-became', 'at. i ts .most essential level,- a new and a '. 
•-*- - "' mathematical science,- In all ' these emerging",industries-.the" 

1 " - * - ' . ' . - ' ' ' " ' ', .• " - • ' * - ' , / * '-'",'' 
', ' - ' workers wera'quickly\'a'nd necessarily reduced-to executing'the • 

- * * • ' / " f ' - . » . • , > • - . ' . " ' *• . , 

\

. _ • " " ' • ' - - • - - ' ' - . - i * ' i . - ' 

* -- specific ovrde,rs-of - th'e-',mathematic.ianV!maste"r; under. whose-' 
. ' - ' - - * • • v / ' . ' ' . , ' . " " ' • ' 

U ' direction" the tajsk'had ;to- b,e 'placed. >••-•, "~v ' i- y,.. - ' 
\ " j t "was ,in;" -response',to; this initially disconcerting* sit-

' • " • . ' . ' ' - / • - . ' . . • ' J . . , ' • * 4 

, . - , i.nation ,th,at Albre-cht purer (1471-1528.),.-artist,- artisan and 
• mathematician,, made , ah "attempt-to-, reform mathematics- into an 

"" > ' V'. * - *", I ' '"*:"'. .'' ' A \- ', : - :" ." 
• '.appropriate" and' accessible, discipline "for the ordinary work"-"- . 

A ' ' ' ' ' . - • . " , ' . - ' , 

-' . .man. In -two books, in s true tion s\bf' Measurement'.with- Com-

'.' - pas's-and .Ruler. ••(1525') and-Instruction^ . a-s to the" Fort if ica'-

' tion of' Town," Castle and" Hamlet (1527)','' he attempted,- 'deli-
" ' ' , - - . ••K. - ' • ' » " ' — • — " — I - — , | / I 

> ' - ' * " * * " - • * * . - * * * 

, berately, and as. Simply as" possible, 'to give- to .the worker. 

" , ' the knowledge of mathematics upon-which his .'labouring- -activ-'"' 

/ it'y'was now securely-baaed. .His'method and" intention are 

clearly set forth-in," this pas sage regarding the "doubling of . 
i . . . , , r \ > ' i ' . , - ' . . , " ' ' 

the cube' from Book IV" of the Instructions of Measurement; . 
' , i M—I- H- . III - -H i i - * • ••a . — • • • — - H J H I I * •••••nil MMH —•>•.... i n ™ n 

' • • . , * * ' " • ' - • / . : " , 

'. • ';'"" In this way they could-duplicate, -tfipli- ' . '. 
- cate' and 'infinitely. increase- and1-augment. 

the' cube and al l other -thugs'.- "Now as "•-"•• '. 
, , . , - , , ' -' such an ar t , i s of 'great- "uPw and . serves 

," the and'of" al l Workmen but Is^held by a l l " ' ' , ' , 
' the,lear-ned in ,the greatest secrecy and"' ,,,. . ; •, 

' . ; concealment., Î prdposq'to put ' i t ; to the'-- * ' 
, light and teach i t abroad.'" For with this ,• •' \ ' 

• \ art,"'firearms and bells' can.be,'Cast' . . . / ' ' , ' 

'I: 
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"barrels^, c h e s t s , gauges , wheels , rooms, 
', p ic ture ' s ' .and" what you w i l l . en l a rged . 
'..Thus "let every workman heed my words, for 
. Nt'hey- have; nev.er . to, my, knowledge, been 

gjven". in ."the .German language before t h i s 
., day-.-5- • . v : \ . . 

Durer," the educator, thus sought to * restore something of • the 

unity. 'of •theory "and practice or of, —'-more generally —' 

thought ,and action, to>the central human-activity of labour. . 

•His attempt, ' howeyar,'"to fashio'n an artisan geometry 
. ' * " - . * " ' * ' ' ' ' • . - " V ' * . . 

failed,* for what i t d id .no t cons ide r a re the l i t o i t s imposed 

upbn t h e t h o u g h t f u l ' a c t i v i t y o f ' t h e i n d i v i d u a l : For'Simone 

Weil - two l ines from'Goethe 's ,Faust succinct ly expressed the 
. / " . . , . v l ' - ' . ' -

essential phenomenon: " " , - • . - ' - ' . . , 

To -endv the -great,e*st "work designed, a 
' thousand hands need-but'one-mind. (Pt.IIj 
Act IV) <. - ' *-' - , . 

. The»fact t h a t thought and-ac t ion can be sepa ra ted i n t o t h e 

- „ d i s t i n c t functions of command" and obedience cons t i tu t e s the 

' " hec'essa,ry condition for human a c t i v i t y upon a ce r t a in scale; 
, .. . * 

That is, Beyond a certain point in the development of tech-

'" nique, one 'mind is" not.-merely "enough" but an essential 

condition for the successful completion of the ta*sk that 

requires a thousand, hands.; On a certain scale production "and 

construction can,pnly'be accomplished phrough the.social 

.- ' Separation of thought and action within the work-life of the 

individual./ •' , 

. A t this point the, choice is,, ultimately, between the 
' * - ' . " . ' '- . ' • • 

• thoughtful labour•of the individual and the simple capacity 

. of the collectivity to act. It is a choice that our form of, 

. :x" 
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modernity has*" made i 'mpli.city but empha t i ca l ly in favor-of 

Action. ' This choice, in e i the r d i rec t ion , implies an, anthro- ""* 

"•«»- pelogy in tba~-old p h i l o s o p h i c sense of an-/**(*fcount of ' t he 

nature and condition of man. As we shal l see., in some d e t a i l 

in "the, following chapter, * what i s taken in these.accounts as 
. - " " -* ~ . -- -

"* * fundamenta l . to man qua-man i s onfe or o the r 'of two b a s i c -
"*** " .'* - - Z "*• - " 'B v 

d e f i n i t i o n s of human l i b e r t y . L ibe r ty i s defined e i t h e r as *'* 

the" s a t i s f a c t i o n of d e s i r e er in terms, of "the r e l a t i o n .of 

">" ^thought to . action ii* the i i f e of- the individual . The former 

' *• - is the^bas i s of a t l e a s t one s t rand of modern thought t h a t * 

can, perhaps , Be sa id t o begin with Adam Smith ahd'.to inc lude 

among- i t s "greatest? representa t ives both G.'W.F. Begel a"nd*karl. 

Marx. The l a t t e r - i s * the "Tradition of Simone Weil, a t r a d i -
• ' • ; -

tion that she traces back to Plato and,the .Pythagoreans, 
\ - " . - • • > 

(in spite of the role played by the institution of slavery in 

the social life of the ancient world). _ .... 

The concern of this, thesis is solel^ with the ralation-

ship between labour and thought (and the basic significance 
':..- , -> •**' 

of that relation for the philosophy of education) in this 

latter tradition as represented by the writings of Simone 

Weil (1909-1943). Reference to the, former -tradition will be 

made only by Way of contrast,, clarification and defense. 

In this chapter We begin by examining the isolated , 

. ' character of manual labour in its estrangement from thought 

within-the life of the individual worker." . 

V. * ' • -
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Durer's attempt-was doomed to" Failure.' His venture of 
" . . , ' • * ' . " . • " . - " . ' - " " ' i '< • • 

uniting. labour* and thought,.'through education, failed.for it 
. - " , . . ' . ' : . . - * . . . . ; , - - • • -

,, was made within a-society'that-had already "(although, uncon-

sciously) depided- to unleash the, labour -activity" of '.roan from 

o the constraints imposed by an individual unity., of head and 
hand.' •"-„., . • • •""*"* ' - .;'...',... 

• * " •* . _ , . - • ? 

** The* progressive separation of the manual" from- the"" mental, "> 

was^of the-̂ very essence', of the so called "industrial, reyolu-

tion". 'As both Hegel and Marx recognized, ho one was mor'e < 

lucid,., about this connection than Adam-Smith.'(172,3-1790). It 
.' ' - ' • " ' • * ' -

is set f orth,.wlth the greatest clarity and coherenqe. in th'e_ 

first-,chapters of his: An Inquiry into -the Nature and' Causes 

* pf the Wealth of Nations • (A776).-' There, "the principle of the 

"division "of "'labour'".-is'defined as the' cause of the dramatic 

and, accelerating increases in the productive power of labour 

*• charadteris'tic of'the-ecohomy of. Western-Europe ".n the eight— 

'eith'^ntury,//; • .'."•''" "• ?'-"" '/ / , • / 

• - Although, subsequently infamous, the example he'chpse tO 

'illustrate this point is still wdrth attentive,consideration. 
- ' . ' ' "' ' v - • " " '. ' * -' " ' ' • 

-This is, of course, the. case of the manufacture of the common 
' v • * * - . - ' 

p i n : ' - . ' . * ' • ' . • . •• - * 

(. 

... a workman not educated to t h i s bus i 
ness" (which the -divis i 'qn *of labour has 
rendered a d i s t i n c t t rade) , nor acquaint-

* ed with the use of*.the machinery' employed 
, .in i t ( t o ' t h e i n v e n t i o n of .which the same 

d i v i s i o n of labour has probably given 
. o c c a s i o n ) , could, s c a r c e , pe rhaps , wi th 
his- utmost i n d u s t r y , make one pin in a 

• day,, and G'ertaih'ly• could not, make twenty. 
But ,in the 'way in which t h i s bus ines s i s 

-now c a r r i e d . o n , not only t h e whole work 
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,'- » - . i s a -peculiar t rade, -but i t is, divided - * ' ' • 
. . . . in to a' number of'branches, ,of" which the 

x g r e a t e r , part* are l i kewi se p e a u l i a r '/'( 
"*» t rades . -̂ /Ohe^ man draws ""Out the wire, •'' -' 

'' ; ."'* another s t r a igh t s i t , a th i rd cuts 5,t, a--* 
, . " ' .fourth points -itj a f i f th grinds i t , pit* ' , -* ,' 

the i-op for receiving the head;' to,- make * -, •" • / 
. the head requires two or three d i s t i n c t < 

' .: . - ' operations"; to* put i t on i s a -pecu l i a r , . ". • ,' -
. --% ",. ' 'business; to ^whiten the pins -,is another;, '• , ,.-

/ •' / i t i s even a t rade by>itself to"put them _ * 
*"'' , , in to*, paper; and the important business of * .-,'.' 

. . V -making/a pin i s , rin t h i s mahher, divided' " . . . , ' -
"„ *-r,ihto about t eighteen distiript pp'erations, 

/* *' ' Which' in some mahufacturies, are a l l ~ - "* 
-- 'performed by dist inct hands-... * "" . „' ' , , •-", 

• ' * * ^ v * * ' t „"• - V . * " , I 

J "-'' ' ,- * J " - ' "* " * __ *-

-.Thus-,., each and every( movement "that can be dist inguished In ' 

•athe process of:.a^\v&n work'is to be performed'by ah^individ-

ual labourer. - This r e s u l t s "in increased product ivi ty pre1-, » , ' 
''" ' ' ,•;" **• * - I A' ' , ''/'';' 

' cisely-,because i t .el iminates the , very occasion "'of thought \ -
* • ". / " " ' v - ' , * - ' 

. from the- laboUr pr.oces"s. For the worker in t h i s s i tua t ion . . 

..-" the" .unexpected .does ^not. opcur; the\material conditions of;our 

- activity ' .do n o t a r i s e t o force him to stop and'think. .All ' / " 

' ' that he must- do. is-repeat-indefinitely the" same'simple move- . . '• 

' -ment. The'activity of the wqrker is thus/reduced to "a level . ^ 

'of - s i m p l i c i t y f a r below t h a t in-which' any, thqnght* i s 
" ' " • • * . ' " ' • - ' - - , i * * -

.'' required."' - r , . , ', ' .'"''* -, 
. » ' - . ' - . • - ' " " - " " , . " • ' - • ' , ' . i 

"' - " 'However, while this- is -the. case' with, Regard to'the 
-i " ' '" ':- ' * -' ' ' , ' " * * ' / - * . : ' \ ' • ' 

individual manual wprker,-it-is. not-the whole story of the <-
- . .situation itself-.' Af-̂  Weil'put--it: 'there is .method'in the / 

I 1 • * *• , >. ' * 

'• activity of the worker-put none in his mind. °'* This method -

Whl.ch,/of course.,„ does require a 'mind, is-in that of the . 

, managing-director, pf thev factory,.- The division of labour 

requires "thought in the.form of the co-ordinationvof labour, 

so that the efforts o£.the individual workman are success-* 
" " ' - I . . ' ' ** 

i - • " * . . » . • v ' ' i • . . 
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fully-related to one another and to the end of the task-in 

hand. Th-e'situation is that the manual workers are mer'ely 

'cogs m a gigantic mechanism —' the.factory.;— whose control 

< 'and direction is in the hands of M:he management^ who co-
-.1 - r -

ordinate the aotion of the mechanism. • -

Here,.obviously, any attempt at bringing, thought and 

action "together in the, context of t,he individual's labour 
- • * . * * 

through' education Would not only be impossible, . (for no 
"• • "" ' \ ' 

• ' thought, is required}•,,,but counterproductive lfw i t were pos-
• v * - ' » >~ 

*.Bible. The p roduc t ive rewards of % this o r g a n i z a t i o n of human 
"' . tahOUrv are securely rooted in the• thoughtless activity of the 

'* " * * 

• many and thê  apparently thoughtful^ inactivity of the-few.*" 

"This is,, we might almost say,.' the ve/ry condition of -man 

-" within society for virtually avajSV *f orm of humra'n society 

'A ' W.A . ." ", " 
-known to us is just such»an organization of the activity of" 
the many by the elite,few of the .governing classes. -

' v • *'• 5 . ' r 
In this-lies t the ancient opposition" between^ philosophy 

and society or, to put i t morTs accurately at this point 'in 

the discussion, between the. thoughtful activity efv the indi-*" 

vidual and the collectivity to which he belongs. Smith's 

'account of the pin-making activity of some of the manual 

workers of lyLs day provides "us, in i t s very extremity, wi^h 

an image of the social, mechanism itself within human life. A 

"society'is, in essence, a particular division and co-ordina-

tiojr of * labour and all, the known' forms of human society 
J> * -*" , - " 

except 'one, "primitive communism", are characterized in v'ar-
- > * " v 

ious ̂ degrees by .'the oppressive enslavement of the'many-by the 

' few.13 '"• 
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"\ ' '.- ' ' " 
The pin-making labourer of Adam,Smith i s a s lave, "the 

. ' " • / ' \ " • ' . - * " - ' " " - ' , « ' ' ' < ' - " ' " 

factory 'relationship between manager and worker is there the 

\ •*" - y * H V s - , 

• , V, , " ' * " ' * • . ' ' 

, "precisely, commands, withp.ut the necess i ty of acting^ the 
. ^ » -> * . * - ' ^ • . 

qther acts ' or, father, obeys,- without the necessity of think7 
* • *' 'r, - , * " *" '" ' ' 'A ' 

ing. As, Weil exactly expresses it: / • , , - -

Man is a slave In so far as,' between 
aqtion and it's effect, between effort and, 
the .finished .product,. there ,is the inter
ference" 'of. alien wills'. '-< . " . 

. / • 

Few,- presumably, ,are;the ^philosophers whd-would deny ' , 
"•* ' » - . " • ' •* \ . ' • . •> 

tha t philosophy is, '--in i t s most fundamental' sense," the 
"-, * ' ' . - . . ' * ' / . .- ' ' ', 

.attempt oilman' to a-ct thoughtfully: increasingly'to subordi-* 
" " ' ' " • ' • ' . • ^ . i - " • ' . , " " " -

nate1^ that which we do to the control and d i rec t ion 6f the / 
"- * " ' " ' ." - 'r / ' - ' * ' , ~ ' ' '• 

mind. - -However,, the" concern of. the .history of philosophy -with • 

this relation has 'often been focused more on'the level of- the- . 
collectivity'than on that Of the individual. 'W,e must ask , 

' ' '. 
ourselves if-it is possible :f*or the collective."life of a'-

society "to be under the direction of human thought, .if that -

society' is "founded "on ',the thoughtless individual labour 'of 

the mass of its population? One "mind may indeed be enough 
" - . " " ' • - ' " ' • • " 

for the productive acisiyity of a thousand hands, but', is it • ' 

enough for the thoughtful activity of"man.in history? 
i • ' ' . ' " ' ' " • ' , " . 

As creatures^ within nature *we" are inescapably subject t o 

the se,eming"Ly blind "play'of ma te r i a l .forces tha t we term 
i /• * *• *• * * 

, "chance". , We are not,/ however,; merely "reduced to1 matter; -as 

thinking creatures wr stand, in opposition to i t - Thought or," -
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more accurately, thoughtful activity is precisely an attempt*. 
/ — ,• " ' , * ~ 

'to reduce the blind play of chance'in out lives. If .we ,' 
. - x ' 

cannot eliminate chance from our existence, (and we cannot), / 
~> ' . , • . " " " — " — ' 

, ' ** ' '' ' # ' * 
nothing stops us* from attempting to limit its scope and 

1 . . - * . . ' " ̂  A' ' - • 
„ effects in hum'an life." The whole of our experience in this 

• , * \ ' 

world, "as thinking creatures who carry - thought into action; 

tells us "that we can limit the play of chance through metho*-' 

dical actiqn. * .- > . **' ' . 
. . >. v i. > ^ 

i 1 0 

, In W.eiĴ s view, i t is solely the-individual who th,mks. 

There is no such entity as a "collective" or social mind; in • 
* * *•• f t 

society there ar.e only individual minds in command of .the -
, I a * 

.mechanism of the division of labour* or̂ of portions of that -" 
•-mechanism. It is of the-essence of "slavery"that thought is ' 
limited to what the individual mind can encompass, while 

*'"*,'. ' ' ' ' * 
command knows no limits. The master is "free" to command, 

anything but such freedom is not the freedom of thought for 
' r " < , 

i t lacks any basis upon which to distinguish between reality 
* ' . ' - ' ' ' " * ^ ' -

and fantasy. ' To command is id desire and to will but not 
necessarily to think." < * • 

' ' > \ ^ ' ' * * 
>' -For philosophy the real problem of slavery is tha t ' i t 

tends to* eliminate the occasion for thought from the lives of 
' - . , ' ' 

all those i t touches.,^The occasion of thought is absent' from ' 
- i / - » ' i 

the l ife of the individual - - be he in the position of master 

or slave —^precisely to the "extent-that thought and action 

' 1 fi" * • 

are separated m--his life. D , , / * 
' ' * . ' < / * - -

Thus is any social situation that is rooted in;the 
' ' 

sepaf ation of the manual and the mental' it is at best Only 

• some individuals who think and their thought prises within , 
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and in relation to an artificial world that, is the product of . " . • 

v the-social division of-labour.-*-7' This, in'ibself, "ought, to 
- ': ' • " • ' ; ' ' ** 

raise for philosophy and,- particularly, for the philosophy,'of 

.education, a basic concern with the apparently intrinsic, 

1 oppositioa bet;w*a*eh thought and society.' How'can, the individ- „ * 
i i - . 

— I - K " * I * • y . . * *• 

ual be educated as a thinking being when the 's'Ocial- condl- • - .• 

tions" of"hi,s life tend to eliminate the very occasion for 
• , . ' - - - . ' . v / ' " ' * • • * . ' 

thought from labour, the central activity of his existence?-* - '• " 
. ' * - - . ' " - - - ' . "-

** * - T \ - . . , ' - ' , • i 

-. '• What i s implied ,here i s a .certain accdurit of human.*"-, ' ' ,^, 
thought "defined in-the cpntext *of -what i s , "at ":he very* least , ' *"-,'• 

"' ' * . ' '' ' * < * " ' ' ' * * . < 

* a p r inc ip le form, of* a c t i v i t y , ' labour . . Thought .'"always ' • '•''-., 
• . ' - . 

requ i res an objecit, and, tha t object must be. something .hard, 

fixed,* determinate. As. the Greeks lucidly, saw, that' which i s 

caught in change or process ca'nnbt be the"object 'of .thought .' -

- -for, there^ i's l i t e r a l l y " no-thing to" be grasped. • Thought ' 
' - A : • * • " ' ' ' ' ' . . .'" ' " ' - • 

- requires a fixed foundation." 'The empirical -sciences of Wes't-^/ 
-•* > t - - ' " • - ' - ' , ' 

'ern Euroĵ e from the Renaissance to 1900 solved this'.problem 
^ , • • , « • • * ' " - ' . » ' ' V . 

.. by pps i t ing , s ight unseen,-the.'existence of 'primary quali-r 
* . ~- ' . - ii * " . . . -

t i e s ' beyond the "'buzzing, booming, -confusion" ofN the secbnd-
ary qual i t ies-of sens'e appearances.* The primary^qualit ies. , , '" 

_ . ' - . ' . • . \ " . • 

provided the 'foundation forethought.. Thus there arose a 
, . • > * ' • . * * - * 

. "conception of-the .world, qr nature .a,s - som.ethi.ng fixed and - v 
K ' " ' ' >• • . " " , " * > v 

determinate but only-so within, behind; or "aeneathi the. sur- *. .' 
/ • ' . - " ' * ' • ' * _ ^ - ' - . ' , * ' - -, 

> face'level -of- changing appearance. Bacon counselled his , 
. contemporaries "to "think things, hot words" andit was pqs-- ,• 

- . • ' * • * * • . , - . * > * 

' s * , 

' ,sible "to think things. Only, because the natural world of the ' "" -
, ' . # • . . " 'i • - . . • • • ' _ , . ' • - , 

senses" was not- 'fundamentally,.in 'process.-*-̂  , * • ' " 
• - ' .1 ' , - ,. .- ' i i j> " . - -

* * ' * * . * - , - . /N 

T ' • * . « * « 

f "* " * • . * * * - . * * * ' » " * ' 

" > * ^ . . i > 3 7 ' . w - , * - - • ., , > > 
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:- ' , ' / ' . - . .As /wi l l be': s een .£h ; . ' de t a i r i n the ' t h i r d / c h a p t e r , . the 

.; •. predominance of t h i s , conception in, the- physicals sciences, was 

'-•displaced around ' 1-9 00 when i t was' found . that light-.sometimes 

' 'behaved, in, accordance wi th the. p a r t i c l e theory and sometimes . 

. " ,--as i f i t had the discont inuous* c h a r a c t e r of.waye moyement. 
• . * , • • , ' - , . - . / . ,- i - . - - . " - ^ - ' . ' * . , - • ' 

• - ' ' . * ' *. • . ' - . . • i ' \ 
- -The hardness.-of - s t e a l w/as.-thought4 t o be' tlip r e s u l t - n o t of 

. . -" ' . . J • - / . * • • . - " • ' * " " * . . • --
' ' s t ruc tura l 1 properties'*vnidden'.within i t , "but of the.very rapid' 

• . r '"•* ' ' ' - ' . ;. "•" . " - . " * ' ' ~ v - ' * ' ' ' v , 

••--' motion of i t s constituent.- atoms./ -The 'physical-"sciences', l ike . 

- • the* life*" arid-the h i s t o r i c a l science's before them, were once 

• *r 'mqre:,faced.' wi th 'the; problem of *hpw. thought can- th ink . t h a t 

,* . ".which i s ^ i s ' coh t inuous ; t ha t -wh ich i s i n a cons tan t "process < 

..'• o f change and in"which'thexe..is,nothi*Tg*f ixed t h a t qa-n act.'as'. 
- * • * . " - * ' ' " ' " * ' > • . • " • ' • 

V an 'ob jec t 'for' thought?*;'9; >-• , " .," / "' -, '/"- ' *.'' *< '*-

-'.' • .The - l i m i t s 'of the ,mi.nd in time,, and space "were hence-

- forward' taken'aa- the .foundation of .thoughts; ' In ""the - inf in i te ' 

. . range- of -natural .phenomena w\e couldknow "only t hose which 
' '-•" '.- . . . . - . ' • ; '" • ' ."' ' • * • . / • ' '" • ' * • ' • - ' ••'* ' " . * \ • ' " . 

-' fa l l , within the 'minimum, time', and .'minimum space'- accessible . ' 
- ' ' • * ' - ' . . ' , ' . • - ' ' ' ' - * ' • - ' • • ; • ' . ' " " , . * • ' ' , ' . • ' ; . ; 

•'- to the "human being. -' • , / . ' " * ' , * ' ". "/ - ' ; • *' . 
• • ( • • ' - - " ' \ / " . • • ' ' ' - . ' , ' . . " - * . - ' 

* . ' \ . Soon „after] t h i s r e v o l u t i o n in Science the notion, of, 

* a c t i v i t y began to* gain ground rapidly' In contemporary p h i l o 

sophy. " In "the f i r s t decades, pf t h i s , century both Simone Weil 

' '""and Ludwi•g^wi.t'tgen"stein-"(1889-19"*?l>-'q,uoted the"same l i n e from 

• ' 'Goethe's Faus t as "the. formula of'. this* "revolution: .. ' 

i n the-beginning 

"V 
,/" 

was .the. deed. • ' 

,; \ 
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A c t i v i t y came t o be viewe"d a s - p r i o r and b a s i c t o thought . 

Both l i n g u i s t i c a l l y and phenomenologi.cally, human ac t i v i t y* * 

began to be regarded as the foundation of sense; the meaning' 
fa f t> < * 

-of words and of 'objects' became identified with their usage 

or the point of their participation Within a given form of 

human activity'or life. The end 'of'philosophy was proclaimed 

- It? 
When thought came to be dissolved-in the complete (and ter
rible) freedom pf our activity. 

•* ' 

^However, if this is where modern 'philosophy has come to 

an end, it also the point where the history of our philosophy 
' , •> 

began with the ancients. It is herb, too, that the respec- ' 

tive philosophical" positions of Weil /and> Wittgenstein 

radically part Oompany. . '/ ' 

We might say that for Wittgenstein thought is dissolved-* 

into activity. For him philosophy becomes a method (or ther- * 
M 

* 4* 

apy) for' the resolut ion of "conceptual d i f f i c u l t i e s by vsimply 

d i rec t ing our a t t en t ion to the speci f ic "language games', ih 

-which they occur. In t h i s way he a t t e m p t s tov e l i m i n a t e 

contradict ion from the play-of language. ^ 

By cont ras t , for Weil, as for the t r a d i t i o n of Socrates' * 

and Plato, 'thought i s not reduced,to a c t i v i t y ; i t a r i s e s put 

' o f . a c t i v i t y only to. s tand in opposi t ion* too i t . The b a s i c 
* oo ' ' ' ' 

ques t ion i s a lways: how ought we t t o l i v e ? -Contradict ion" ' 

wi thin, language c o n s t i t u t e s " the very occas ion for though t . 

Thought i s t h a t w h i c h ' a r i s e s out of the u n r e f l e c t i v e c o u r s e " 
' 

of our a c t i v i t y , in language as In the world, pnly when our - ' 
" ' * 0 •! 

activity runs* up against contradiction^-5 and is stopped-
* . * * * ,.. -' - - *, 

• ' • " • • " ' . • . • ; * . ' • • 
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Thought, that is to say,-only arises when it is required and '. 

this is equally the case in bpth'of "the fundamental ,compo-" ' 

nents of philosophy — logic a»d ethics..' The Soerat'ic method. . 
" - * » " » * * • " * ' • - ' . . " - I 

lay in the attempt to/r 'eveal ' the contr"adictibns'in language * . 
. - * - * . . , „ - , , -_ ., , j 

in order to.occasion thought. The "method of Wittgenstein^, in* * 
' ' * - • ' - * • ' 

keeping with what is--perhaps one of "the deepest tendencies of jfx 
* ' * ' / * 

our soe ia l form of l i f e , acts to e l iminate the occasion of „ 
i • ' . - ' • ' , " - - • ' ' , 

, thought itself. . ' * *• . * '' . ' , ' - . . ' , . , . . / • 

In this', regard *the thought of Simone Weil* departs -radio--'" *" 

ally from the history?5- of -our-"philosophy-, Returning to ,an '. 
j . - , ' , > ' , . •- - > i " * 

\ ' . • - . - " 

ancient definition of philosbphy as both a-his"torical and,; 
* - ' • ' • . . * ' . • • * A , '"- . . ' 

t rans-cu l tura l . ' Philospphy becomes that which dqes not have 
v ' " • ' " 

a h i s to ry ; -tshat which-is always? the, same, in. any. ti'm'e '.and - -
• • • -!'. - - *"* ". ' A . y ' .'•*,' 

place. The history of philosophy was born with' modernity • 
\ _ , •> "* " ' 

itself,,, when, a's the historians tell -us,, -the 'distinction /' -
* s . ' . '- ' ' , - - * • . . ( " • 

' * ' v ' . . . ' ' ' ' , " ' " - , . ' 

-between nature^and convention f i rs t 'emerges. , - This' i s the 

d i s t inc t ion , between thinking t h a t which we;da not wake and 

thinking t h a t which we*do.make.;-' I t ' i s a,t* this,; inoment vthat .-

the modern stance' f i r s t emerged from" the, t radi t ional world in 

which thought has; the character of revelation-. • ' ^ '• 

The his tory ' of .philosophy i s the history of. the dialec-,. 

t i c a l attempt to define the character' of thought' iri -terms pf -

e i t h e r -.nature or'conven 't"j-on ' . Thus, fpr example', thought is ' . • 

either in' nature (andv abstracted by the mind from the parti-*- / 
r * ' l 

-pulars, o)£ sen,se'experience) or. i,t i s a*fabrication produced \ 
• ' . " ' ' • ' ' , - • ' -

by the, mind and, imposed • a-priori upon" .nature.' These^ accounts. 
' '•' • • " . * ' " . ' - . ' ' ' A " * 

give us what .appears ' to be. a. highly p laus ib le (and.,, there---
fore, seductive) pictur'e of the character of thought. These' -̂  
'. - ' ,* ' * " . * ' " - • " ' . - - » . * ' ' V " - ' « 

• ' ' A • *: • -'• \ "46: 
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x - ̂  
"pictures However are purely hypothetical -and purport to giy'e ' 

' ' *.''-' - ' • ' ' ' " ' 
us precisely"that which is inaccessible to observation; they* 

- * - - - , + * » * , - - ' - • ' • 
attempt forgive us that1-which "^hidden-'within'. The pre-

' -' ' ' - ' - ' ' ' . ' . > 

sumption behind each of these accounts is: this is. how it 

must.be. *-, • .. < , ' _, , ' 
i . - / 

' - ,* For Simone Weil,, and the tradition she "claims to* be 1 

pursuing, the historical dialectic between nature and \conven- , 
I ' ' . - * - ' , -, ' ' < 

- " ' - * • " *> * i , ' 

t i o n I s ' r e j a c t e d . Ins tead of a l l o w i n g t h e ' i m a g i n a t i o n t o 

'' " f i l l ih" .the d e t a i l s of the^ hidden and inaccessible ^character" < 
•*•' - '" ' ' ' ' / 

. of thought, .she "begins with an~account of "the openly--jnyster-6 \ . ** *. ' . > < - . . 
- , , « V \ . » 
ious surface appearance o,f the phenomenon. By Way of simple 

* V " ' ' ' « , • - -

,. d e s c r i p t i o n , thought appears in" the mind suddenly, 'as i n a 

f lash ' , and, seemingly,/'out 'of ndwhere. * The epistemplogical 
, ,- , '„ > y ' ' , ' • * » 

..psychology cha rac t e r i s t i c of our philo'sophy since Ar i s to t l e 
* • - . *- . • ' . - - • ' " ' 

serves to mask from "us1"- thi~s simple description of the nature 
- » - * * . * " - . ) " 

t. « i -

• of human"thought by substituting*highly plausible (but purely, 

hypothetical) accounts of thought-as founded in either nature 

or the conventions established by, the human7 mind.-

There is something inescapably mysterious^abput human 

experience and it "is one, of the first .and the most essential 
' - ' ' 

tasks of philosophy t„o situate that, mystery in'its 'proper 
"• " ' , - ̂  . * 

place for,- if "it is hot sd placed," it Inevitably surfaces 
where 'it'does , not belong, with-consequences that are often 

% disastrous for human"life., " * ' * ' , 
• "*. " , - , " * ' ' * ' . ' - " « • - - _ - ^ -i * * ' * , . ^ *- f 

s* * Socrates was accused of having' profaned the mysteries. 
*** ,> * v ' *" ' * J - * * 1 

As, be appears in the Platonic dialqgue.s, he is, cqnstantly < 
- * & ' •* / • ' - • ' - , ' 

pointing to the surface (and, * theref ore,* open), mystery of 
*. *- i. " • . •* *" 

*. •*- v ' . v 

- ' . ' * ' . ' -v \ ( ^ 
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things. , Mysta*** is pf two varieties: open and closed.! 
* - - * ' ^jm. 
Philosophy .shoufta Certainly seek to avoid the latter but, if 

•- ' * - - . " " - "" " , * -> ' , \, 

the former exists, it cannot'fail tq take it into account. * 
_ ** ' * 

T " ' » , . ' * * *" " I _ — * 

When humanity f i r s t emerged into modernity, into Society 

in piocess -(or- 'history') from the t r ad i t iona l 'way" of l i f e , • 

> that >had been->_ revealed to the "first men", "the sons' of gods'" 

or to "those who had lived hear the gods",V they began by "^ 

.attacking this surface mystery of things.. They attempted to • 

dissipate it 'through-the distinction between nature and con- ' . 

yention. Intoxicated wjth a new. freedom of action, they did 
, i _ ^ A ' •> / '„ • ' ' " * v : 

. not notice th'e sudden bir th of a new species of myst-ery." 
Thus "the 'essence' xof.-a thing became a ' prof o'undly mysterious" -
, •' , , ( . 
entity, hidden within thev thing, in, its depths, and, if ' "-

, ' " * ' - *-' - .... 
'..accessible to the intelligence, 'only through an equally mys-

'"'•* A-"~~~ i "* " " ' ** 

terioiis process hidden from yiew in the depths of the-min*d. 

\ ' Philosophy is- everywhere 'and inescapably driven, up-
X 

against- the r ea l i ty 'o f an .op-enly mysterious Void at"the 
" * \ , . ' > ' ' • * ' ' 

\ center pf our experience. „ There is a leap from the • 'particu-
la"rs' of sense experience to ' the 'universal ' character Of 

. ' • * " * " 

concepts; from the'-use of an expression in"" language to under- * 

' standing; from'the'various appearances-of an qb*je*ct to-the 

" - perception of the object itself that is 'contained' in none, of -

the'appearances. /We desi re ' the solutidn' to a problem, We , 
r •""- ' ' " . " " N * 

direct attention toward the" given data, suddenly the solution * 
I ' • . \ I 

1 - 1 , ' 

appears„bo,the-mind. We look at a page covered, seemingly at . 
""" ' I < *' -

» -random, With dpts,, suddenly'the dots arrange themselves ih'an-, • 
Order and an "Image appears to the .mind.28 It is, as ̂w'e shall-

'''-'.'" " • ' ' '• . . .. v > 

• > 

• / 
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-see- in .some detai l*in the following chapters , -the open mys-

teary bf t h i s experience of the discontinuous tha t must be 
, T- . y * / 

-• " "" "" 
situated and rigorously, circumscribed by philosophy. ' . / 

, , , / ' . .. - , - - . * , ' •*-

<* -The discontinuous,-character, of our experience has come' 

—* primarily through .the notions of activity* and labour — to 
/ ' • " - * ' ; ; - • • * . ' • , ' " • " ' • ' * • 

^ play an increasingly significant rqle in contemporary phi lo-
* ' -„ " -" • . , - - *'" 

sophy from Marxism to Heidegger to*French existentialism to 
* • . . " " . , ' \ *- i ^^« * the l i n g u i s t i q philosophy of Wittgenstein. However,. In a . 

. « ~~ "* —* 
' *. / . > . . . * . ' \ - ) ' x 

"society such as*ours .which is* s ecu re ly founded napon a r e l i 
gion of * productivity this* is a tendency that must A be., suspect-
' * * 

The"basic 'd i f ference d is t inguish ing the" phi losophic ' 
# , * < * • A 

* - -
stancetofxWeil from.these contemporary traditions lies in her 

/ ' * -' » . ' _, < * , - * " > *-
- / - - " * * . • > . •* - ' 

'.account bf-labour and its' relation to'thought. To. begin 
" . « • ' " / » - ' 

with," for Weil, la'bour.',* in i t s most primary sense ;—, that of/ 
- s , - k . 

effort ,or force times distance — accounts, for the whole of I 
- • < v K : - / : . - * • , K 

human .actiyity per" se. ** Thus, labour indicates not'merely the ' 

cen t ra l , productive a c t i v i t y of human l i f e but is,, -in t h i s -

'* sense,* the- whole of our act ivi ty . She expresses this idea"in-
' ' ' ' ; . ' * * . ; * *• , ' - 1 ' , " , . . _ . 

the,following way: , - _ > ' - . - - - " / ' / *, * ". 
" Between any des i r e ' and- i t s sa t i s fac t ion 
; we are faced with, a dis tance which i s , i n 
! a sense the1 world i tself ' ; , i f * there i s a 

book pn the f loor and -I wish to see i t oh 
"- r the table, my -wish can pnly "be satisfied 

by l i f t i n g the .book* through., the . whole . 
distance> which separates the table, from *" 

* . / - the f loor . ' If we Consider, a horizontal 
plane "between that 'of"'the table arid-that' -

' '„ of• the floor., then in/no Case, 'whatever* 
may happen, no matter what event, may 

, , 6ccur .among a l l the' infinity of possible 
ones, w i l l the book be on the table^with-, . 

'out -having 'passed --through th i s plane \.. -
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„ The t o t a l i t y of geometrical and mechan-' 
i ca l necess i t i e s to which the action i s 
"always" subject cons t i tu tes the primal 

' ' 'curse which, f e l l upon Adam ... *° 

. The r e a l i t y of labour i s thus a t the very root of human ~ 

. experience and cons t i tu tes one of the two> most fundamental 

and inescapable contacts of. the human being with necessity."*"0 

If this" definition stands,-i t renders problematical the great 
„ * . . • » » - » ^ , 

- dre.a,m of modernity - - namely, our l i be ra t ion from labour. 
- • 

.Over t h e - g a t e s o f the modern world, as over those of 
'" * * ' 

Auschwitz, the legend reads: "liberty through labour" but, in '' -
* * . - * 

thi's .regard, we might do well to remind ourselves of. the 
1 ' * - . ' " i 

moral common to the folk or 'fairy' tale of our ancestors: 
~ * " ~ ' i t * ~\~\ 

"be careful ,for what you wish, you may get it'"JX % 

, 'For Simone Weil"liberty is not something achieved by the 

- ^ ' * . ' - * , " . ' " individual* in labour . 0-ur f i r s t exper ience i s one of 
' „ •> * - » 

thoughtless or unref lactive activity; l ike the Royal Bank /We*-

* f * f 

, do'what we "can do" and without any attempt to conceive/the . 

consequences. This i s why children must be watched, for the 

consequences are often painful and, occasionally, l e t h a l , 
•• - v * . * 

.and, so too with human soc ie t i e s and i n s t i t u t i o n s . If h i s - ' 
'• - ' • / ' • * " • *" 
tqr,y xsj as i t would cer ta in ly appear to be, a "disgraceful 
f renzy"/ , th is 'might be because Our co l l e c t i ve a c t i v i t y i s 

• ' ' r- " 

thoughtless. - t 

> The .world (or.reality) only arises for as in activity 

and .its f ir,st manifestation is the* fact that our activity * 
- . ' " "- ' 

requires labour in it»s primary sense of effort (or force 
tim'̂ s distance).- "A child wants a toy but it is on a shelf 



' .just out of reach. He struggles to reach i t again and again 

• but-cannot.' In his f rus ta t ion he c r i e s .and art" adult gets up 

'•and hands i t to him. The human cjatild" only ljves through the 
* - " 

fact that he/she is isolated from the .harsh .real i t ies of the' 

World by the,surrounding adul ts . The family stands imme-

diately between the child and the hard'indifference of nature 

to*l ts c r i e s , jus t as the social element of the division pf 
• * ' "' ' u 

. ^ . labour stands between the individual- and 'natural"necessity. 

• There i s , however, a t l e a s t , a po ten t i a l difference. The 

adult human being and the collectivity-within-which "heOlives 

qan thoughtfully order human activity toward certain ends. 

,' " * The world a r i ses for us as rea l only -to the extent tha t 
*-* "• / " - ' - « < 

• we tfuri up against it as an obstacle to our desires. > It is 
" i . *, . '• 

•real only because it is hard and stops us in the course of 

our unreflectiv'e activity. This running up against the world 

'as. an obstacle to desire is the occasion of thought. Our 

responses to this, occasion are limited: we can throw our-' 
• " " / . •* ___ » 

selves into a frenzied-^Iwrti- unmethodical exertion of effort; 
-we can, l ike the chi ld , cry; or, we can stop, focus our 

.„ " \ • -. « 

attention on the situation itself and attempt to think out 

the conditions of effective .action. Even if, in a particular 

"'situation," a.ll three appear to be equally successful, the 
- ' • . * - •» 

letter action al<)»ne is free in a sense proper to the human, 

being. " -* 

Let us briefly note here what is meant by/thought'. 

First of all, our desire for the attainment of the end in 

question is restrained from pushing us into unreflective 
• * • 

'. activity. Thought requires the cont«)l of the passions for 
1 -. < 
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they -(a)- tend -to drive, us into."thoughtless, fre,hz'ie<*t activity.< 
' ' r * • • • . ' . - ' , ' ' * * - - * * ''• • •* " '* 

and' (b*V they tend to d i s t o r t ,our, vision, so. tha t we see no t / * 
' ' ' ' ' .- .- . '.'.'/'.*.',' • •'-''. - ' - . "". '; V ' •;" ,' • • 

the , •thing-in-ritselfl" b.ut* whatever " i t i s /we 'want to see." So; . 
- ' * ' - . - ' ' - - ; - ' - . " * . - • - ' * ' * ' > ; ' ; . ' • * ; • • 

* ' ,, theie.^axists'a^ serise i n which "desire must ,'be "detached from- -. , 
". ' the .erid sought-so'- that , we .Can-look a t .the "situation*-purely..: • / 

At tJate same^time, a des i re for. the solution" (or, ra ther , -for, • 
* - ' « ' * . - , ' • ' " - ' -

< . " ' ' * . ' • - ' , ' • • . • . . . * ' ' • • , . , " , , , . ' . ' 

• ,bhe, t ruth) must.be'present. - Thus .the." mind, i s here .focused" * , 
- . • v i " , '. * < - ' - - . ' . - * > • -- , 

, attentively (Wr contemplatively) on"the "situation as'one, 

waits 'fpr the solution to.occur. "Love of " trdth, " in- "this;-
' * ' . ' . * i . ' .» , - • ; / . • - . • 

* • * • , • ., . - - . - , \ . .... 
, *" context*'-is simply the desire, for * contact with\a piece, of 

- * . ' , * . . . . , N. - . ' - . 
-* J'. \ • , - •' - ' ' r 

reality*. ...The thought which >is t h i s contact comes, i f- i t -* 

*• comes at a l l , suddenly* (and from nowhere d isoernible) ' in to 
[ thexmind.* Like Archimedes in his workshop, we' often attempt 

* % ^ , . ' • * ' " • , t -, *• „' > / . . * 

.' - to, seize-.hold: of ,*the "truth through . the active use/of-/the '/ 

intelligence, only to .find that "it cpmes unexpectedly and, one- -.••-

/ " might slmo'st say, gratuitously, - wvhen we are in* the bath. •»-' • 

#hus. the'object of our .thought in this, context is > real

ity in the form: of", the1 particulate conditions for the'attain-* 

ment - of" a/"given end. - 1 will move this stone only if ,a 1-' 
' ' +* -* * . t - * 

certain f orce* ,|s exerted .through*a given distance. It is* too 

heavy to be'lifted,-. I, think" al?out'the'situation and ,.the "idea. 
' I ' ' ' » *» . 

; of the lever occurs to me.- "The .lever is a means of making a,', 

weight less without making the object any less"."?f The lever 

is a means for physically establishing'a certain, definite 
„ „ ' '* * \ •*" • 

relationship between , a .given! force and .a given "weight. Thus 

theT^pbject'Of'thought i s a p a r t i c u l a r re la t ionship, between . 
' "" * • • • " * ' " * * 

opposing forces: the limits by which all phenomena are/. 
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defined in'terms qf necessity'constitute the %object of 
- » * 

thought." Thus the -obj-ect of thought is* necessity, ahd the * 
* * * r "i. "*** •• 

content of thought an< image of neces~sity. ' And in this we 

have^ what was, perhaps', the {great" surfa-ce mystery of thinga -
* " ' f "l ,'v ' " * J 

fpr the. aricient traditipn of'Socrates and Plato, for neces-

,sityj*is intelligible and. not tangible.33 ' Nowhere does the 

world' giye- us .that which* is necessary. All that -we can 
. " * i «. 

j. * *- * v 

safely a s se r t i s t ha t images of necessi ty appear"in the mind 
and t h a t t h e y a r e , w i th in qur exper ience , ind/Lspensible t o 
our understanding and t o our freedom of action and cpntrol in 

>*certain s i tua t ions . We can only be said, t o have understood a 
*• • 

.,-phenomenon insofar, a"s- we have established i t s l i m i t s . Hence, 

' the ob jec t of thought i s not \ the wor ld ' , the world merely 
* * 

provides the occasion for thought, an .occasion that only 

arises lout of the frustration of our ordinarily unreflective 

activity. 

"JJecessity for the' tradition of Weil is defined as rela,-

tion (or number, in the original sense of proportion). As 

- she writes in her essay entitled, "The Pythagorean Doctrine": 

,It is number, says Philolaus, which gives 
,things a body. He adds that number 
accompli shes 'this effect by making them 
understandable as is provided by the 
nature of the gnomon. The word gnomon, 
,if taken in its first sense, is the ver
tical stem of the sundial. This stem 
remains immobile while its shadow turns 

- - . and changes in - length. The variableness 
'*. • of the shadow is determined by the immo

bility of the stem on account of the 
movement of the turning sun. This rela
tionship is the one that mathematicians 
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„ tpday r e f e r t o by t h e names of t h e i n v a r 
ian t and jthe ^group of va r i a t ion . . This i s 
one* of the fundamental ideas of the*-human 
mind.3 4 / ~ ^ , "" . -' > - • 

• " * * " • • » * 

This idea^ might:, in f a c t , _be t e r m e d t h e ' idea of ^ h ^ 

i d e a s . -All that* we' haVe a r e mental . images of n e c e s s i t y ; no 

one h i s ever seen an i n s t a n c e of t h i s ' f undamen ta l r e l a t i o n 

ship- between*the ' " invar iant" ^and the ,"-"Troup of var ia t ion" in 

the world,' -anymore than someone, flas seen the f"*>"cm of a cube. 

And, y e t , what i s more r e a l than t h e s e images? Without the 
* ; - ; - , . . ' • 

t h i n k i n g of such relations"-human l i f e 'would; .-if*.it were 
v . '. '•'.•. "'. '• A A • 

p o s s i b l e a t a l l , be reduced t o a b l i n d f renzy. That we can 
, " * , - - > 

- a c t e f fec t ive ly in the. world-and, without destroying purse lves •' 

i s ' e n t i r e l y dependent" upon such thought . This i s why, for 

the t r a d i t i o n of Pla to , the ideas are tha t which i s r e a l ; far 

from being mere a b s t r a c t i o n s from the sen"se p a r t i c u l a r s of 

the world, they are a l l t ha t give a hardness and,a r e a l i t y to 

the "buzzing, blooming confusion*1 6tx n a t u r e ' and of human 

society in process. - . * . 
Wittgenstein made one of the many at tempts of modernity 

t o . r e c o v e r for phi losophy t h e hard ground of common-sense. 
- * 

In the history of our philosophy,*Vas he once put it/ it is* as 

if we had stumbled upon soft and boggy ground. An excellent 

analogy for the history of philosophy has been preeminently 

concerned "with solving the problem of the scepticism that 

inevitably arises out of our perception -of the world as; 

fundamentally characterized by change or process. The 

attempts to think proce-ss that are characteristic of the 



history'of philosophy a^teppt to .account for, ! eliminate,1 or 

in some way,'deny .the basic r e a l i t y of the,world of .nature as 

the .reali ty of'process, This never-succeeds" for the. rea l i ty 
. *, " ' ' i •*" *• ' 

**" * - ' * > i 

of'the world as change* isinescapable for the human, being. 

The-poets have always sung., .even in the most: ̂ traditional' 

societies,. 0# the mutability of all things. .The certainty of 

'common 'sense' is;not and never has'been the sort of philo- , 
' • ' * - ' * 

• sophic certainty "that founds-itself ""on the assumption'of* the, 
* ' ' "' - « * . * ' „ " ' - - * ' 

fundamentally unchanging character of being. ' No more -is this 

the certainty of the -Platonic -tradition. On the contrary, 
* • . * , » • • 

i " " ' ' • . . - , r »„ 

, the certainty of this tradition arises directly out .of the 

' experience of the, world as process. Our certainty, is not the 

ce'rt'ainty of things b,ut o'f thought itself,; it is not some

thing assumed to be hidden- in the-world, somewhere vaguely 

behind'or within',̂  the- reality'of, change; nor"Is it'the pre

sumed fabrication of the" mind; it'is something that, reveals 

itself in the mind" and is miraculously Verified in exper

ience.' - * . . , . ' * < - * ' 
"* « / * "* * 

• As we have briefly seen, it is the social element in the 

collective lives of men, the division of labour, that tends 

to come between the active life pf the individual, and 

thought. The division of labour acts to eliminate the occa

sion of thought from the lives of both those who command and 

those .who obey. The slave does riot have to think, only to. 

obey; the master, likewise, does not have to think, but, 

merely, to command. If the slave can be said to"think at all 

— and some are more fortunate m this regard than the manual 

workers of Adam Smith — it is simply about the means suit- • 
r *" 
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' • >* • - - , . - v • 
a b l e f o r a c h i e v i n g t h e ends commanded * b y . t h e i r m a n a g e r i a l 

A - ' " - . A . y " ~ 

masters". The- l a t t e r , , on the o t h e r hand* i f he t h i n k s , . th inks 

badly," f o r he t h inks s o l e l y about t h e ends wi thou t ^the nece's-

s i t y o f t h i n k i n g about t he means. * " . • * : ' \ . ' y 
, r ' - ' ' ' • - , ' / "" 

For Simone Wel l , a s we . s h a l l " see1 i n l a t e r - c h a p t e r s of 
— * v * ' . ' 

this. ' essa'y, l a b o u r , a r t and s c i ence a r e s imply d i f f e r e n t Ways • 
> - - " . ' ' * ' • . ' * " - . " v " ' • 

rf . , , . , . , 

of t h e - a t t e m p t of t h i n k i n g , to ' b r ing -humah - a c t i v i t y , i n t o a n / 

• i m i t a t i v e obedience t o t h e '"'order of the-World" . As. F r anc i s 

Bacop expressed t h i s ' -ancient idea c e n t r a l t q t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 
'-..'- * ' - . ... - -

cultures, of pre-mod'ern antiquity, we-only command nature by 
i » . - ' , ' " , ' ^ 

obeying her. ° - The whold-attempt of thought,is to conceive 
* t b -** * G ' \ * *• ' 

t h e cond i t i ons of e x i s t e n c e ,upon which our l i v e s r e s t , " and t o 
• h e j i i m i t s s e t keep human a c t i v i t y Wi th in t h e _ ^ i m i t s s e t by tho"se c o n d i -

t i d h s . 

* A c c b r d i n g ' t q W e i l , o u t r e l a t i o n t o n a t u r e .(in t h e - f c-irm" 
, • , * - - ' - * * y 

of the conditions of existence) assumes the character bf one . 
* • " * 

or other of the three relations that we have with other men. 
. ; * • 

r 

f t ' 

-In'fantasy, or by the exercise of spcial 
power, it seems to be his, slave./'In 

t, adversities, privations, grief, suffer-
- ings, but above, all in affliction, it ** 
seems an absolute and brutal master ... 

And, finally: ' 

. . . i n m e t h o d i c a l a c t i o n t h e r e i s a 
p , p o i n t o f ' e q u i l i b r i u m where n e c e s s i t y , by -

i t s - c o n d i t i o n a l c h a r a c t e r , " p r e s e n t s man 
a t once w i th o b s t a c l e s and w i t h means i n 
r e l a t i o n t o p a r t i a l ends which he pursues . 
and* where in , t h e r e i s a s o r t of e q u a l i t y . 
between a man's will* and v un ive r sa l neces-* • 
s i t y . 3 7 ' ' , 
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We cannot escape f£om necess i ty ' in the form of the 

"completely condit ional ,character , of our existence*. 'The .whale , , 
c\ < « ' * 

• of our l i f e a c t i v i t y i s s u b j e c t t o t he , i nescapab le dominion 
' i. * * • ** % * •" ~ " * * . , 

of labour as e f f o r t . Ef fo r t i s the d i s t ance - t h a t - s e p a r a t e s -

„ ' every desire, from i t s sa t i s fac t ion . HOweve'r,. contrary t o .the 

stance of modern l ibera l i sm, .for Simone-Weil t h i s .is not "the-

source of oppression i n human l i f e . . • ' - . ' . * . - ' , *- .*-, - . - - ., . \ 

In her ' ear ly 'wr i t ings ' Weil draws 'a theore t i ca l picture" 
•* " . ' . - " ' * » * * * < . - . . . . . . , " 

1 " • *-. R ' • ' - - f * 

.of "pri'to-itiv.e*' 'man • a,s -a being h a r r i e d d i r e c t l y by t h e ; 
natural.'compulsion pf need arid 'enslaved to ,the extent" tha t he-

' • ' " * . ' ' " / . - " ' • ' r-y *' •- - . ' - * * 
- f a i l s t o - t h i n k , r e s o r t i n g ' ins tead t o f6r,mulaic and r i t u a l - ' , 

'*" prac t ices 1 of* an impenetrable e'fficacy./ This picture^ "in he r . 
, - * ' . , * e ' 

own ' descr ipt ion, owes more -to'reason than t o e i the r histo'ry , * 
* • * - - ' . \ • * - , , . - • ' * > 

or ethnography and I t i s -of f ered r* s imply, .as a t h e o r e t i c a l , > 
- . * - . ° - . * . . * , ^ 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of -a social* extreme. I n such a s o c i e t y .man 

would be enslaved-, 'not by man,-'but by the. humari-like" de i t i e s . 
• :• - • > 

'. * of a capricious, character with which he' has'^chosen to people «-

. n a t u r e , and by" t h e i r , e a r t h l y representa t ives , the p r i e s t s who. 

.monopolize and main ta in cont ro l -over r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e . . 

Through' such a " r e l i g i o n the d i s t a n c e between" d e s i r e and 

' sa t isfact ion might seem to disappear but the" individual' would 
• ' . - - ' * ' . "* . ' ,' 

1 - be, left dependent upon.the .good will of another agent. .'The 
" * * - . " ' " * » ' . ' ' ' " > 

gods'and their priests in such a society Would come.tq.be". 
' • " i ' " * * 

interposed between thought and action in -the -context-of 

. ,individual, labour. /.'"'' .' . " - ' . ' 
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1 , *' 

* At the other extreme^ she' paints,an equally, theoretical 
. > - •* " &. * . . . -* * , ' v if . ' . -

"picture-of g an economically Sophisticated society, in which the " 
' - ' • > " ' ' * " . . " ' * ' v " " - ' • • / ' - . " • ' . / ' * ' . -

gods*are .displaced by machines ,and' technique, .and"' thei pr ies ts ; ,, 
-'' survive as* technocrats. ' Under such' .a" .social,' organizst-lon -rio 

, ^ ' <• , . . " . » . • , ' . - - • ' - • ' " ' . * " 

.-one w.ould 'be d i r e c t l y har r ied by the *pres"surer'of need and . • 
- .nature • would appe,ar to be man's, docile""-slave" but,'**in reality, , . 

"' '•' 7" -7 • .'- * '* / '.*-•*." *•' -'.'. A y "7 7 • ; - -. '• 
- we/would continue,-to he ipdir-eetiy subject t o --natural- heces-

. - * - , . * " r , / . . ' - . « - • ; , " ' . - - . . ' 

* ', sity. and, furthermore', directly subject'to the even greater. 

'exercise of social'force., ̂ r-.us this might be imaged in- the 

difference - b'etween. bur^chance/ subjection to - the natural-

." ,'forces of-.'hurricane and earthquake'; on the" orie'hand/'ahd'.to -

'-'the trans-natural forces of atomic energy that are,' on'the 
' . ' - - » ' • - . * , J ' " - . - * ' . . * ' • ' 

• ' " . . • " •*• - , • , . '" ' . . '* » '. " • , '• I 
* • • > * - ' • * . - r ' 

-qther ha,rid, a-creation.-of our social way of l ife. , •*•. * ** /• , 
\ , ; ' . . i ' , . . . " " • - * • _ . - . { " " ' - ' • , - -

- . / -' Fq-r WeiL 'there-* is , . ' in ^actual i ty , / only one -kind of,.".- . 
thought,, f r e e thougTiti and l iber ty , ha's. certain,"''objective' ** 

, , 'conditiohs. * I t cannot be. conceived" of as.-the/simple d i s -
' ' • * ' " , - . " ' - " • > ' •* ' • ' " " • " * - - ' . ' ' 

appearance of necess i ty . On-the contrary-, i t l i e s in the 
* * ' . - • * - * ' " . ' ' ' ' - " " " - - . ' ' * 

-•\ -very attempt 'to. conceive "the necessary. As. she-once'wrote: ••-''• 

y 
Trup l i b e r t y i s"not -def ined by a r e l a -

-tionship between desire and satisfaction, 
but "by a relationship"between thought -and 
.action; the absolutely free, man .would be 
he. whose every- aqtion proceded^ f*6m a 
preliminary judgement ^concerning* the end 
Which he set himself and the sequence of 
'means, su i t ab le /for attaining, t h i s end. 
' I t matters l i t t l e whet heir the 'act.i*ons 
themselves are {easy or painful* "or" even--
whether they are crowned-with success; , 
pain and failure ' can make" a man unhappy, -
.but cannot humil ia te him.so long as i"t'£« ' 
he himself * who d i sposes ' of h i s "own 
capacity.for action". And ordering one's-' 
pwn act ions does, not "signify "in lany way < 
acting a rb i t ra r i ly ; arbitrary actions., do* 
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not proceed from any exercise of judge
ment,-. v and cannot properly" spe"aking be 
, called * free. Every judgement >.bears upon, 
an objective set of circumstances, and 
consequently upon a warp .and woof of 
"iieces'sities. Living man .can oh no 
account cease to'be hemmed in on all 
sides by an absolutely inflexible neces
sity* but since he is a thinking crea
ture, he can.choose between either blind-' 
~ly submitting to the - spur,with which 
necessity pricks him on from the outside, 
or else adapting himself to the inner 
representation of it that he forms in his* 
own mind; and it is in this "that the 
contrast between servitude and liberty 
lies.'" 

.**" 

" \ ' 

If the social division of labour tends, to eliminate the 

very occasion for thought from the l i f e -of the individual , 

then there ex i s t s a basic (and l i t t l e examined) connection 

. between ''society and philosophy in .general.' 'Specif ical ly, .we 

are led to suspect tha t how a-.society conceives of the nature 

of education i s d i rec t ly , , re la ted to the role playecr by 

"*"• "thought"' within individual labour in that society. 

'-- On a -related but more fundamental level, we must wonder, 

given the social phenomenon of manual labour, about the 

relation between language and activity in human l i fe . Pre-
4 

I , \ 

• sumably, "the key to tha t re la t ion l i e s in the character of 

/ ' thought. Consequently, we .begin, in the following chapter, f 

, by examining the anthropological basis of Weil's account of 
A • A' ' '•-

vthe nature of thought.. On, this -foundation, in the central 
'. * - / ' - ' " " ' ' " ' > ' ' 
chapters tljat follow (Chapters III and IV) various aspects 

* ''" * •* '•.. - •* f i 

•''Vthe" nature of'thought in its relation'-, to'language and activ-
.,-ity -ire,examined within Weil's account. It is only in the 
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final and concluding chapter, upon the basis of her concep-

tion of the nature of'thought, that we return to our initial 

concern with the social character of the educational -process. 

i \. 
i * / -
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- C H A P T E R , 1,1- . ** 
', * ,. • < , 

NECESSITY. AHD.THE GOODs "\ ; 

THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF THOUGHT 

*-v 

'' . • ''For' Simone Weil, history is â  "disgraceful frenzy"';, it is * 
s ' ' • > . >' ' I* » * 

"so because the thought of man-withiij. society is a dialogue 

.between the mute and'thedeaf. , As we have already seen, at 

every stage .of human social history'(except dhe) we find an. 

oppressive'division 'betweeni those who act and those • who 

/ ' speajc- 'The ability* to handle 'language' is and,always has Been ' 

-a fundamental source 6f social pCwer. Consider, for , 
'" " ' r * *• . * -̂  •* V***""* " 

instance,, this lucid-piece of advice "frbm̂  father to son, 
• i << -' . v < 

- 'Contained in an Egyptian document dating'ffom- the 'JSew King-. 

dom: *" ,̂  . -' * '-- „ . . . '-•*%" 

- '" . 'Put w.riting in'-your heart that you- may 
•"• protect vour.self from hard * laboiir of'any , ^ 

kind and-be .a magistrate of hlgh^repiite. - „. 
1 The scribe i s released from manual tasks; , ' • 

' " ' i t Is he who commands .-.. Bo you not • ' 
-hold the'scribe's-palette? That'is wha,t x 

C ( makes the -difference between ,you and the . , 
, man who handles an oar. ' . - . < • ' 

'_ . » - • < 
• '•' . . * ' ' ' > * 

It is the will to poWef, to knowledge in Nietzsche's sense, 
" / * •, 

that always provides the primary motivation.behind f&rmal 
. » *> ** * 

, education. . • , * 
• ' s -

*. , * - „ • 

In economically primitive .societies the. ordinary run*of . 
men, knowing how to handle tools and weapons with the utmost 

dexterity and ingenuity have, nevertheless, a tendency to 
*• / , ' ' ' ' \ ' - ' * 

defer to the authority of certain other meji whose sole power 
** « k i 

seems to consist in the ability, to express^1 various customary 

*-> 
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formulae, that are, moreover", more or leas pb'viously bereft of-

'•any' ef'f eptiy.eness.~- These/pries.ts axe considered^ b.y/the/ 
. . ; ' . > " ' - * * ., - - • - ' • ' i ' - * ' " . v ' -

. silent -majority of .their .fellows" to 'possess an essential 
A" ••' '- •'''' '-- 7 ' •* ': * -*7 -. .**>.•- tA y y 
* superiority over* those who simply know ..how to'apt. -

- - . • , . - • ' * , - ' - > . * 

Nor is i t ,at all cl'e'ar that we, today**are in a position ^ 

; to dismiss contemptuously" this attitude-of the*'primitive'/.-• 

toward-language. -After ^all, .who .among us can claim"'to und,er- ,_ 
'A , .. • 'y A > *. - - . ' / , : ' ' • • • . . ' • " . ' . ' ' ' 

'stand the mathematical f orm-ulae,,that .have,produced and cbntir" * 
, • . w • * -» r - ' . ' i , , * - " , . . . . „ • 

. / . » _ „ • * - - - ' . ' . - . - - • , , , . - * 
. nue. to prqduqe' our wondrous technology' and. i*ts ever" changing . . 

, * ' * . •. • " •> , • ' . "• 

, . . ' - * . . . • . ' • - - - . - - j_ " - * 
** fprms of" l i f e ? \ For/philospphy*-simple" effectiveness'is, .sure- *-._ 

ly, "not a ŝuf f icient ba.sis; for discriminating between one ' * 
' - ' * : • ] .A. y- - A ' •. ' /." , * .. -- /:'.' :• 

, apparently magical use_ of language and another. * - • 
" • * * • , " ' . - * -. . • « • 

\ , ' - - --. • • „ * *' * "• * * • . 

.-" . v -To' Weil* i t was natural' that the human being. should' look 
>" — * • - * , - . , - *" • s . - ' , • i ' • r y * - * ' -

* . ' . . . , . • . - . - \ / *- _ • > , , 

upon, language aa upon, something miraculous. - .Without •• language 
we. would-be'incapable-.bf'thought, -.for" i t is/only -language 

"•. ' -' , - * • - ' - . ' - ' * * - - t 

. .< ' . . . • ,' - < ' < . . '- ." / v 

.-that gives us. the .id-ea" pf - ideas' "necessity'-, / Language", - _, 
* ,* A * •'•'"/ '.- ' '' 77-."-. *• / . •* - " 7 , * -- '*:; 
/moreover.,, is of an intrinsically'mysterious c-hara'cter. ' In / 
. f act," i*a "itself ,.*'it i*s'essentially magical in nature. ' , In 

' "• - > ' " . , • •• . ' - . - / ' " * ' . • ' ' > 

language the universe of things becomes for the human being a-. 
' . ' - - - - „ " ' . ' ' " . - • . . ' . / ' ' • 

-toy ,tq be .played "with. * Words, place" the sun,* ,earth/ moon and *-

; stars at our di's'po.sa.1.3 - In lanlg-uag.e- we-can accomplish any- • 

.- ,thing and We pan-accomplish-it effortlessly. I t ' i s only in,' 
' . ' • " - , / - „ . 

• and through language that we abstract ourselves from" our * 

natural sub jection to nefce-ssity in ,the form, of .effort, of', 

force times' distance or simple' labour. • The',difference 
* ' ' " ' - , \ " " • J * - i ; - ' 

between- our condition with and without language .is. embodied 

in the difference between's-aying - - "one', hundred pace's" — 
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. , * _ > - ' - ' * ' . ' " , ' " ' *• *•' • • - • * 

ajid t a k i n g one'hundred papes . 4 ^ Fur thermore , t he e s s e n t i a l *' * 

idea pehirid magic, namely,' t h a t ' w e - can aot upon th ings" 
* • . ' * * , ' . - ' ' - '*" 

•' through words I s ' a n , i d e a t ha t contains a".profound t ruth.^-
- i ' . ' 

However*, t.he complete na tu re ' o f language i s only d i s - <„ ' 
* • • » " « . * * ' • ' ' ' • . .- - , . • 

Closed to us »in its". Relation' to* our activity where it, is 
*• » - , , * ' * * ' . - , • ' ^ **•' - *' * ' " s 

' found to play a role that is, at. once, indispensable and %. ** 
* j . ,, , , ' ' "* " " ' * *. / 

, * inadequa te , If. We are" stbpped .by t h e world "(as an external- / 

o b s t a c l e jtq-our w i l l ) ' and , forced ^t'o t h i n k ' , our thoug*ht*can ** *-• 
1 * * " " ' , . ; . " " « "• 

" only be expressed By language*; by t ha t which is ,^by i t s Very / 
v ' . ' * - " * ' . - ' ' * "" • '• 

.nature, abst racted, from-the'world of our a c t i v i t y . Thus, we 
£ •;- < 'y \ > - *• , 

* encounter, here "a cer ta in ' .contradic t ion. On the one hand-, We 
*, . f ind t h a t ' l a n g u a g e "(or though-:.) i s - ' ' requi red p r i o r t o 'ac t ing „ 

i * - - . " ' f, , *. i 

i'n o rde r - t o pe r ce ive and to . fo rmula te ' the a c t u a l cond i t i ons 

'of o u r - a c t i v i t y ; >and, on t h e o the r hand,, in the process-of -* ' 
* ' ' *• * 

/ apting. methodically, . r e a l i t y , i s -.contained- precisely" in what 

"thought does "not a^low us ftp foresee . . Thus we -find r ea l r 

i t y i n n e i t h e r language trojr I n - a c t i v i t y ; i t a r i s e s for us 

only out' of a pa r t i cu l a r r e l a t i on between the two. 
» •* ' . • ' , ' « 

.i - * , * <t \ • . . 

,- , For Weil' there" are/ consequently, two sub-forms of real-
^ * ' 

ity for'the* human being: (a) the "'reality' of language^and 

(b) the 'reality' of action. 
- . e ' ^ » * 

. • t ' i * «, 

••*,•* "Langua.ge provides' that essential support for,human mem-
N * - . 

" • .- ' '* « 

ory which ^gives us things in ' t i m e ; , give's us, t h a t - i s , every-
th ing t h a t i s ' a b s e n t , a l l o w i n g us,-to r e l a t e the seen t o the 

' ' ." . * ' " , - , * 
unseen. . • , • ? I t i s language t h a t gives us everything: 

.. t h e p a s t , - future," what i s f a r off and ^ . " " 
- •>, near a t hand, what i s , absent and present , « 

• what i s imagined, t h e c e l e s t i a l sphere , 
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f**"-v * - * " 

' / 1 ' ' -
* - * * * * 

.-"' '"; ""I .'*"*.. " '. - ' • 
/ ' the atom, 'etc. but it does this only ', ^ 

. • through symbols. . \ 
y * 

<. " * - * «• 
V * 

Thus i t i s only language that gives,us order, that allows us 
-, - * 

to conceive relations between successive events. 
In "'contrast, act ivi ty, bodily movement, the exertion of 

•> 

ef for t , i s a l l t ha t gives us -things in space, i t i s only 
thrpugh act ion tha t we cariJae said to possess a rea l power 

" - " • ( 

over things and, significantly, only over what i s present to 
"• > , 

* - * * • -

/the body i iTsplce. The point i s , simply,"" tha t r e a l i t y for 
* 

the human being cons is t s so le ly ' in a p a r t i c u l a r r e l a t i q n of 
.time and space, a part icular conjunction of human thought and 

- * * 

A c t i v i t y tha t i s inherent ly , but-ppenly mysterious. Above 
. * 

* ** *v 

a 1-1 "else, philosophy i s the attempt to bring thought and 

act ion together within human l i f e . ' The supe r io r i t y of the 

t r a d i t i o n of Plato l i e s in the way tha t i t at tempts to accom

plish th is without doing violence to either of the component 

' forms of our experience.® __ . * . • ' , 

Thus, fpr Simone Weil, as for Socrates before her, there , 
J-*are two species of mystery to be. found in the human usse of 

language.. First-, there i s the i l legi t imate mystery of those 

uses^bf language in which the ' r e a l i t i e s ' of thought and of 

act ivi ty ar'e divorced from one another within the l i f e of the 

individual. The master-intellectual commands and his com-

mands, if fulfilled*, "are fulf i l led (for him) in a magical or 

semi-magidal' fashion, for their fulfilment does not require 

any-exertion qf effort-on his part*. He speaks and his wishes 
V ** 

-are effortlessly* fulfilled. In comparison, the slave-
1 ' • ** 'f ' 

labourer acts, but, precisely'to the .extent of his enslave-
*• * -
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_ itientV t o ^ t h e e x t e n t t h a t he a c t s upon'Oommand and wi thout" 

thought', the .products of h i s a c t i v i t y appear to him incompre-
r * • " • '>" ' " * - - n 

hensiv.ely outvof the thoughtless exertions of his body.y 

Secondly* however, ,' there also exists a legitimate mys-

, tery in ou# use-of language. "-As we have already seen, this 

mystery lies open to view-on the surface of our experience in 
. ,- « , > 

the' fact that language is at once ihdispensible and inade- • 
» * ' * * * ** 

•quate to. the demands of o u r : a c t i v i t y in tlfis world.-
' * • ' " • : , ' ' . . • ' . - • ' 

For .Weil philosophy, is. "revolutionary" and .the "revolu

tion" is of a- fundamentally- educational character.10. Philo-
. . " " * • 

sophy i s i n t r i n s i c a l l y revolutionary in character for, what i t 

seeks i s to bring thought and act ion "into r e l a t ion within the 

l i f e o£ \ t he i n d i v i d u a l , , and" t h a t t o the g r e a t e s t p o s s i b l e 
' * -* , 

vextent. This-conception of philosophy is-socially "explosive, 

- for the generative principle of society is that of the divi* 

sion of labour.' The social element in human life only devel

ops' through the- projgressive separation of thought and action 

, within the life-of the individual, and, -thus, 'for her, "a's for 

Plato, philosophy stands in intrinsic opposition to society 

and to history, to society in process. * v ,* 
' ' * >, ' ** 

The-"revolution" is, for her, of an essentially educa
tional character. • Its task stands in opposition to the 

, * . . . . . . , 

•social elimination of either thought or activity wi.thin 
' individual human life; it seeks, on the contrary the estab-

• ** 
lishmen't of a form of life in which,these cqmpqnents of our 
being are brought into their proper relation to one another.1-
This relation, proper to the being of man, is freedom; it 
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consists in" that relation-of the individual to activity in. 
* y -

which though%*precedes - action and attempts to li.mit the blind" 

play of chance in our individual and-, henqe, in our colleq-' 

tive forms of life. It is only "in this way that the life of 
t • > 

the individual can be, to some extent", of his own making. 

For Weil,* this revolution can only begin:in and through 
* * - ' • , ' * 
n.* As we see in this quotation from one of her . 

- ' • \ * . l •- -, 
earliest published essays,, (it, appeared in the leftist jour-
* - i • \ -

*nal, L'Effort, in 1931), she'saw the "revolution" a^ con-
** j. * 

sisting essentially in an educational appropriation of • lan-
** 

guage, theught and culture by the workers: 
'. * ' * -

* x ' i ** 

This respect accorded lang.uage and the 
' * 5 men who are best able to use.it n a s been 
. • - indispensable to human progress. Without 

** it - men <would have remained blind and 
-routine when doing,, the necessary»work of 
.life. It is out of religion that- all 

•- ' ••" human thought has developed, including 
the most positive form of science. So it 
is hot by inspiring them^with/contempt 
for -culture, 'described here "as bourgeois, 

v . that the workers can be' freed from the 
.• intellectual's ddmihation. J Certainly 

this superiority accorded up until now to 
intellectuals over producers ... must now 

* • * be absolutely rejected by the workers." 
J . Yet. this doea no£ mean that the workers • • 
" must reject the 'heritage of "human- cul-

*'„ tture; it means that they-jjiust prepare to 
* ( take possession*bf it, as they must pre- J 

, "' . ' pare themselves to take possession of the 
\ * . .entire heritage of previous generations 

Indeed this act of taking possession is 
'* *a "* the revolution. '- . ? * 

, » *• In Marx's eyes, perhaps the most impor
tant; conquest of the proletarian • re-#olu-
tion should be the abolition of what he 
calls the 'degrading division of work 
into intellectual and .manual work'. The 
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abolition of this degrading division can 
and must be achieved, and we must prepare 

•„ _ •*- fo*f it how'. """To this end we must, first t 
'-of all,, "give the workers the ability to 

, , \ handle language ..-. , ' 

We might", I believe', putit in this way: for Weil, the task 

of philpsqphy is to-orient the human mind (or soul) in that 

direction in, which it* becomes possible ,f or the' 'individual to"" 

appropriate thought and bring it into life in such a way that 

his activity (or labour) is increasingly shaped bv it. -Edu-
i *"B * ' r % 

cation is the process;,of this appropriation. * 
•* « 

Thus our'tendency to look upon language with an awe due 

, to the miraculous is not without a legitimacy. For it is in 

language and, specifically, in the forever mysterious corres-

pondence of language and 'the world' that the human being 

discovers what is, perhaps,- his most essential power, the 

ability to act in a noh-arbitrary way; the ability to limit. 

chance through*thought. The anthropological fact that the 

ideas found in the mind are, at once, indispensable and 
* * 

inadequate in defining the blind play of chance in'our lives 
'• ' ' 

is the-' central mystery around which epistemology perennially 

revolves. - , * 

The purpose of this chapter is as simple as it is funda

mental. It will attempt to explicate the" Platonic anthro

pology that constitutes the basis of Weil's' conception of 

'thought', for she'found in Plato's account of the condition 

pf man in this world a rigorous definitipn of-this episte-

mological mystery. Those genuine forms of myster.y which 

philosophy cannot banish without mutilating the character of 
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human'experience must, nevertheless, be rigorously circum-

scribed and it is this, above all else, that Plato's anthro

pology attempts. 

^ Hence, this chapter is designed to elucidate (a) Weil's 
** 

account of the 'philosophic act' as the condition of the very 

possibility of thought and (b) the most fundamental details 

of her description of the actual -character of thought. As 

such, the first portion of this chapter will deal with her 

characterization of the 'human act1 that is also the 'philo

sophic act' in terms" of the Platonic contradiction-(at the 

centre of human experience) between "necessity" and. "the 

good". Secondly, we will focus upon her description of the 

"faculty bf attention" and thus look in some detail at her 

account of the actual-'act' of thinking^ Within the thesis 

as a- whole this chapter is designed to constitute the frame-

work within which both her detailed critique (Chapter III) 

and"-her reconstruction (Chapter IV) of the nature of thought 

are* to, be understood. Furthermore, it will serve to comple

ment the final chapter in which the nature of thought is 

found to be fully disclosed only in its essential relation to 

human activity through labour. 

, If education is the process throifcgh which the individual 

appropriates the ability to think,and the her-itage of human 

thought (or culture), and in such a way as to bring both to 

bear within the scope of his active life7 then we must know 

what it is 'to think' and what cultural forms of expression 

(or, language) are, by nature, open to the thoughtful appro-

f 

-*••*• 
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priation of the individual. This chapter, in examining* 
*-

Weil's most basic account of the former, -will serve to pro- . 

vide the* foundation upon which the latter is to be understood 

in the subsequent chapters. , 

That an account of the nature of philosophy depends upon 

an anthropology is more or less .obvious but that the philo-

sophic and the human acts are one and the same is not, and it -

is this identification that -us at the root of-Weil's posi- , 

tion. According to the history-of our philosophy, philosophy 

begins at a particular nc»e„t and,#i„deea, among a particuXar 

people. It began in Greece with the' 'miraculous' discovery 
4. *• 

of a certain distinction, namely — the distinction 'between 

nature and convention, between, that is, the attempt to think * 

(a) that which we do not make and (b* that which we do make. 

In this account philosophy is born in'iritellectual contxa-^-

distinction to religion.-1-2 The 'Greek miracle1 was the* birth' ' 

of a new and non-religious form of. thought- • It is, however, * 

a way of thought that .must demonstrate its own possibility . 

and it is not, to say the least, very clear from the past of 

ohr philosophy that such a demonstration has been found, dn • 

the contrary,1 we are increasingly driven" to the conclusion 

that the history of philosophy is'the account of a; futile 

attempt to found thought in either nature dr"\ convention.1-3 v ' 

Within our civilization*there 'has always, existed another , 

account of the character of/philosophy, an a-histqri'cal " 
* * 

account, according to which philosophy is"precisely that,way 

of thought which does not enter into, which escapes from the ., 
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. determination of"history, which i s always and everywhere the 

. same. In th is account', which i s that "of-Simone* Wei"*,,- philo-

/sophy "and religion do not stand'in opposition to ,'one • another-. 

Weil,, following-.Plato, * defines the, human- being-in terms 

of a-contradiction that she takes to be 'central and "inescap

able-within'our, experience. > We are creatures who always and 

everywhere desire', "the' good" and-'wlio.ard, simultaneously,-

alwaysand inescapably, subjepi to those .apparently blind 

forces tha t cons t i tu te - the universe-of" matter and which *w£ . 

term, generally,- •neqessity1 .1? In thi*s world we fihd o'ur-
' - -*. ' - ' • • ' ' " " ' • • • ' ' . 

Selves not bhly in "nature but agaiixjst nature. The world 
} , " . 

' ~stihds against .us as'an obstacle b l indly i n d i f f e r e n t ' t q our 

." des i re for "the good1". .'For* us des i re i s .unlimited b u t - i t , 

. runs" everywhere In"the'world of bur, experience>up" against 

l imi ts . We are creatures1-who live in' constant 'subjection to , 
- * < '- ' ' '' - - ! , ' * ' ' . " - ' -

- ' need and to the effort -required for the satisfaction of need. 
* • , " - . * - • " ' . ' ' . 

- What we desire i s 'something uhccTOitional and our. existence 

" i s alway**" and everywhere .purely conditional. Inescapably, We 

run up'against such conditions as. against something hard' and 

in doing so we know the "misery of need""; know a l l . the phys

i ca l and psychological -suffering to 'which ou'r conditional, 

- ^existence makes us susceptible1, and, in the end', ,we find. 

ourselves face to. face with the ul t imate- l i m i t of our ,-

unlimited desire — death. Thus, for Weil, there exis ts . "a t 
i 

the centre of -the human heart" ai longing for an unconditional 
' '. Ji 

' ' 1 ! J good which is "never appeased by any object in this world". 
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' - '' - \ ' 

*• " To complain that the Platonic expression, ,. "the gbodVJ.s 
> ** 1 > > ' \ ' t • ' ' 

an empty one i s , simply,-"to *miss the \point* . I t is,- of-
' ' * - " . v • " " ' \ " • ' . - ' . • ' " 

,, course, in- a .certain- sense, .that. We are Inescapably .subject"* , u 

• to necessity ( i n ' i t s principal forms of labour, and* death}; *w.e, 

, can-know-necessity, ' i t i s - t h e t r u th , "the rieali ty, of our 
„ ' • ' * * t \ 

condition th'at is open to'perception, but v$ cannot kiiow or; 
> * \ - . **• , , 

think'"the-good".- For the tradition of Plato;, "the gdod" is 
- . i -' > i * ' , * 

that which we desire and "not that Which We-know/ * All that we-

- qan know are the particular goods df this world. * This is, in 

fact, why desire is Unlimited for the-human being-.-.- its-

' 'object' is unknown'and unknowable, 'if -it exists it is sit-

uated inaccessibly , beyond the'boundaries of. the world-of our -

experienpe". < The hum,an being „is a creature who knows, or'' 

thinks, only that which is ne,ces,s*ary but who, nevertheless, 

cannot stop desiring "the-good"*, * , - , * ' 

"The, good" (o-r God) 'is- an intellectual problem for 

philp'sophy of the first order. , .There is at least a, sense in, 

• Which the 'problem' of God for philosophy is analogous" to the 

problem of the "beetle in"the .box" in Wittgenstein's famous 

language game in the Philosophical Investigations."1'6' There, -

the point was/that it didn't matter in the least,' in the use 
' : * ' • • • '.' , * * ' • 

. of. la'nguage, whether or not there actually was a beetle in 
. \ ' ' * ' i , - * ' < 

the box. And such is-the case with "the philosophical" problem 
i * *t * 

of God; we cannot know, npr does i t matter, whether. the\good 

e x i s t s . ' What'does matter i s the vreality.of our des i re "for\ 

\ . J * * '.' • 
"the go6d*. Our des i re i s r e a l and \t i s the des i re i t se l f , 

, *, * * 

- t ha t we must grasp and, control on pain of introducing the 
* - . ' ' " -* . ' . , ' ' , • / * 

- . ' ; * * > • 
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' ' < * , 

1 caprlqiou's play of .a god-or gods,\in.t6^ the qou'rse*o-f ';our , >.'*v* 

"ii'ves.17. The' first- task'of -.philosophy isi.jtc? situate and % 
' ' • • ' - ' - • * , ' . - - ' , , ' *- •- < ' ! * 

.' circumscribe *th*is iheseajpable h^^hdeaire for "the" gopdjV. , ** *"• 

-x *forVt is a de'sireNwhich- ('heing uniimit"ed) dtpW not, beloim,'. \» ' ." 

- as "sash, t$> this world.-'; - ' ; l • ; \ •**. ";* ' .'"• "' / 

- ; • The piirpqse of the rest of this chapter is*, to claiify > ,-y ," 

this:anthropology.,! develop,its implications, and i l lustrate- , • •_ . 

. i t s .basic .'significance f or Weil's cpnceptipn c-f" the. character " ' 

• 'of• .thiughfc.' '-' ' * . . - ' • " ' •', ' * ' * . . ' ' " , , ' , " " *-.,,'"'- ' ',"•- "< 

•• . ' .The ' e s s e n t i a l a s s e r t i o n h e r e i s pu t ' ve r -y s u c c i n c t l " y . b y . *" "*t 
' \ ' \ " i • •' '• ' " • " " " , - • ' " " ' ' . * « ' » * . ' - " " " - * - ' » "* '*' 

\W.eil in *one pf\her "analyses,* c&*the* philosophical ..position of "" * *> 
• , '*• ' ' y ' * - ' . - " " ' . • ' , ' • ' ^ '. 

Han cannot bear for-more than a moment'to ' *', . " - '"-
b'e'alohe'in willing; the .good'. * He ne*eds '*- „ *' -,. 
.an' all-powerful ally.18- , " ; , *" - - , , . , . 

Themdre clearly we perceive the world as* a.texture of forces .-, 
- - \ , > i - . , - - ' * - , « ' " * , ' ' ' ' ' " 

biindly indifferent, to our desire for "the .good-,. the mpr,e 

intensely "we desire'.the existence .of;.-"the good", *here an<J -

now, within the world of our-experience- If materialism were •' 
' ' ' ' - ' ' * ' * ' • - ' " " / * ~ . " " "* ** •*• " 

-possible) we would,'b^ right tq be" material!spa, but-is' i t ' 
' . - • ' ' ' ' ' . * " i'" "• x ' -* - " "*- ' . ' * 

possible? .* "-/ ' - "' " • * ' . - ' . • - • • : ' ' - . - *. " 

' A 

. If the',materialist could set aside, al l 
' "concern fpr-.the good, -he woul4 be'-aer- * 

, ' - fectly .consistent. But he cannot.. xTh°e • , 
very being of man is'nothing, else but a 
pefpetual straining- '.after an -unknown' * 
good. And the materialist is ' a man.* • 
Tha't is why >he cannot- prevent himself; 

, , from -ultimately -regarding matter -as a* 
machine for .manufacturing the good. 9 
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'•>'. ' Thus,, intrinsic.to.our desire for "the good" (in this world) 
*, * > - • * - - , -

' " ' . < - , , . . - ' • ' *. • 
- •* is the* intellectual temptation to construct a consoling but 
\ •-•*'"". ' ' ' < '' ' ** ' v -' * *4, * '* » * '** 

fictitous,unity to -bridge the, void that eternally separates 
-''.*'"'" ' s . ' * «* •*'- 1 "r 

^"'•necessity', frorti the good at* .the • cehjtre of t human 1 experience. 
* '._ . - \ , ' - ', * * ' - - > \ 
,* . .' - Hehce,- for- Weil,- philosophy exists", before all else', to 

/ * ' ' - ' - - * ' ' • * - ' * ' * ' - . ' , 
' - - .prevent'aiid expose sucft_identifications be they implicitly" 
,\\ .*,"' embedded in a-particular form pf-human life or explicitly 

V developed in" theVdoctrine. of • a particular-thinker. The 
* \ * ' *'- - " ' \ " ""- ' - ' " - . " . 

,_ - "' second.,., and positive \ask of-philosophy1 is to-demonstrate how 

"• , i t is ppssible-f or-mahttq .think' l*n this context of this void 
: '- ' between-'necessity and; t 

_', "Let 'us begin by examining* the positj.ve phar'acter of 

i '..philosophy, in the'form of her\ account of how i t Is possible 
*' • - ' , - * . , ' '* ' •*.-'* 

. , - .to, think within-this*cohtradddtion and without̂ doing violence 
- v - • , . . : • • • > ; • , , • : ' • * . - - ' . - - • . • * . 

, ' to it'as the central terminus of human, thought in this world. ' 

- The problem of .thought is,'essentially',* the problem of 
' - . ' • • " . - • . - - • * 

-. , „ ' seeing 'pur.ely', of perceiving reality a,s'it-is, in i tself, 

• ' , 'and-not. as 'we may will 'or Imagine **it in-keeping-with out 
" ' v " ' , " * * , . - * I " V ' . " ' ' . • j I 

y V - t - . - , - . , . , • s * , . . - - ,, J 

, „ -desire for the goqd. ' Thus,' »n this level-,-' the question 
• - e . % • * " *. , - • ;- ' • 

« , .becomes., the ".rather practical one ôf 'how it might be possible, 
for .the hu.man being to look up"on necessity,, upon reality, 

*" * . - . - , ' „ i - «. 
- ' * upon, th-e" hard truth 6f our condition," withotft placing the 

' . " " * * 'i "' A 
.. " " mind at the service of the will? How, in other words-ppan w 

-. • ? 

e 
•- -. - - i . - -

•\ ^ * 

* teffectively situate and control our desire for .the good? If 
"" - "' . 

• we do not do. so', we leave ourselves- (inevitably) open to a 
,, ' 'V- ; - . - v - *•- - . - v > * 

kind of 'thought' '.that $eeks not a contact with reality but 

consolation; tq. a kind of thought that comes between *us *and 
v K * ' *. 
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the .simple -perception of r e a l i t y by d i s t r ac t i ng our -attention *-

with the fabr ica t ion ""of ..plausible,, ingenious, comforting .and 
' -- < ' 

^wholly conjectural systems In which necessity and the good 
x ' 0 0 ** " * " 

are 'brought into*" an imaginary coincidence.* In t h i s sense, 
phi losophy would be nothing o the r t han . a kind of theology 

*, . • j 

• t ha t aims a t manufacturing e i ther a god or gods in matter -in*' 
* . . . -

order t o provide us wi th a l l powerful a l l i e s in-our lone ly 

wi l l ing of the jjood.- , " * 

t ' .If i t i s t r u e t h a t we cannot look* upon -necess i ty wi thout 
\ •- . i * * - ' . 

an a l l - p o w e r f u l a l l y , then we must f ind a way of de tach ing 
. " * ' ' "* 
t h i s d e s i r e of man for God (in the form of ' " the good") from 

j* 

anything that falls within the boundaries of necessity,, with-

"dn the boundaries of this world. , ' , 
;. •; 1 ~ * A - ' •"*• \ - • » 
'- For the human being, the reality of this world, neoes-

• * * 

*- , ' * • • . , 
sity',* is, first and foremost, the reality of affliction. The 

t * *" m 

human mind is .Incapable of .acknowledging the reality of the ' 
• *- ' % - f s ,*, . - * 

wprld as purely that of, necessity for** this would mean conti;* 
, ' *. 

nually saying to,oneself: 
* 

' i ' m a y IOSJB at*a*hy *ii(jment; through t h e 
p lay of circum-stances over which I have 
no c p n t r p l , anything whatsoever t h a t I 
possess, including those things tha t are , 
so i n t i m a t e l y mine t h a t I cons ider them * , 
as being myself." There i s npthing tha t I ** 

"•might not l o s e . _. I t could happen-at any 
foment tha t what I am might be abolished " *., 
and rep laced by anything Whatsoever of 
t h e f i l t - h i e s t and most c o n t e m p t i b l e 
s p r t 1 . -*" . ' •( 

* ' . • : . ' ' ' > 

* 
Human thought will always flee from contact"with this truth. 

" * . ' - ' • * 
for it"is,1n the face of our desire for the" good, literally 

. * *. V ' ' 
" • ' . ' , • \ 

** * - / 

unbearable f 015, more than a moment*.*' What we require is a 

•\. '•*" ' *. "*. ' Z "*T**68 



support, but, if we are to think necessity purely, then. t?hat 
-̂  - , -. r . / j * - / -

support must l i e beyond, the'boundaries of the world. If we 
fa i l - to attach our desire to.a-purely transcendental good, we 

wi l l in one way or another, be .-unable %o r e s i s t the tempta-* 
y . . . : * ""- « --

tion of thinking "theologically rather than philosophically. 
As Plato expressed i t : *> i 

" ~ t 

, , A -« \ ) 
."They cal l just and, "beautiful things that { 

' are necessary, for ,they know not "how . * ^ 
* ' great irt r e a l i t y -is the distance! "that 

, separates the essence of"«the necessary * , 
i * from that -of the good.22 , *• " 

• > • , ' 

• • * » 

For Weil,--as fo.r .Plato, the notion, t ha t philosophy might be 

a - re l ig ious i s u l i rea l i s ' t ica l ly naive.'".-Human* thought i s 
- •*• ' ' ' • ' ' ' * . > ' ; 

in t r ins ica l ly religious;, we Have * simply, to choose< between a 
' •• ' * "*- . • " ' " " ' * 

, genuinely,-- re.ligibus stance founded securely within the very 
/ 

nature of our experience,or one or the other of two comple

mentary "base" forms- of religion, each of which attempts, t in 
„ " " - ' " " "* 

its own way, to'escape from the contradictory reality of .our „• ' *> 
1 v * , -

-experience. Thus Weil analyses 'two'.fundamental type*s of 

• i n t e l l e c t u a l . fa i lure c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of- the human pa^st - -

. • "idealism" and, "idolatry".2-3. , • ' • '* ' .* ,. > t 

< The " idea l i s t " tendency,-is toward the bel ief t ha t ' ou r 
< • ' - * , • » . > i 

thought a±>out "the good" possesse's a* f o r c e ' i n ' t h i s .world. . - , 
* . * * • „ * " ** * "V * 

.'For Weil- 'thisvinvolves a dual errorr '(1) in the belief, 
• * • * ) ' ' 

.* « . . \ * , . 
* " presumably rooted in the -'.reality' o"f language, 'to the effect ' 

* ' - " . - . " - - . " " , , •' • ' * , •* / 

^'that thought cons t i tu t e s a force; and (2") in the assumption^ 
that our thought is, capable of gra-sping or^.laying- hold of th© 

r* 

/ 

good; that w*e possess, access to the-good through the abtitfe 

' x' ~ * *• - .' - " * ''•*. 



\ 
I 

' I 

* 

• * . " - ' • . ! * ... • * I. 
-" * * ' ? T 

V * . * t » ', 

-. ' . ' A A** <•, * 
use* of intelligence.'/Since, the only subject •of4* thought in "\ 

this world is necessity, "the idealist seiz"es upon* an imag«l of ' . *, 
. • \ , . • ' •> * . 

the ,necess.ary and qonfounds "it with the good. The idbla- *. 
* ' ' > ; . » • * • , ' - * " - . • , *< 

trqus, by-contrast, 'are .given" -rio the* perfectly complementary;' 

-* iff '» 
belief that force itself, is directed toward .the good.. And 

» » ' j. . - • * - *• , 
, s f . . « *. *- * 
• J , * •-, 

they too are doubly mistaken: ;-(l) in" that force is separated-. 

# from* the good by ah unknowable'distance and (2) in-that it is * 
- •* ' * » « . . . 

not always and everywhere .'the stronger'.» The contradiction'., 

between these tW9 base forms of the religious life, is, more 
\ ' - > '. . . ,, v* '* ** » 

i • apparent than -jreal for intellectually and morally each lead's 
• ' .' ;• * '* ' - - . . . « . -

* .. I to the same results.2**. To the, individual victim-itf probably 
. . * * > • -* ' ' . J - . . - . ': , * "••* "• shatters l i t t l e whether he'is executed because of the victory 

i , - - - - . . . * * . 
. • ' " - • • • < " < 

* «• • '• <•' j of some 'absolute' idea* in this world or^beca.use Spatter •', 

H 
k f itself is .seen as blindly' and ruthlessly rushing toward "some*-, 
. t "i "*, 

conclusion in the way-of which he, accidently^happens "-to 
-
» "V| stand. 

As mentioned above, the alternative for1.Weil consisted'" 
\ . * • . , < • ' 

in the /choice"of a stance that was at once' rigorously intelr 
r- . "• *• 

>, (J r t i *• 

lectual and purely spi*ritjial. She proposes a way of thought 

in which philosophy and religion-* stand as one and, for her, ,* 

this stance constituted the heart of the -Platonic and the 

Chris'tian, traditions. I t was that which divided philosophy 
f. *" ' - , " * ' . 

from1 the history of philosophy. 
• " * * * - * • • * " * -

"For Weil the position of Plato was founded upon a .kind . 
\ of'Archimedian-point; upon something "subtle", '"infinitely 

• » - <*- , ' 

•M ' ,.»< "" ' small*1 ahd, yet,' "absolutely decisive'* which separated hiŝ  

*• *'""'. - ' , ' - . • ' 7 
,.v ' •* ' thought' from that of the materialist.21? This ;,ppi 15ft con-

-* .' . ' * -
, • 1 sisted, primarily "in his positing of a purely •secret" of 

•t . * - * - '. -

*-V 
. • ' ' -\ ' ?0 

( 

"0 '*• 



transcendental unity of necessity and the ''good existing 

beyond the boundaries of the world and, therefore, inacces-

' * 
sible to the-active search of .the human Intelligence. By „ 

j 

* * * < 

/ this means Plarto g^ve to human desire' its proper 'object , 

detaching it, simultanebusly,, from all that exists within the 
' • . 

boundaries of the world-. In this way hey liberated the mind, 

for its proper .task — ,the. simple -perception of the world'as, 
' ' ' » . . 

*• it is, of necessity,/unaffected and uncontaminated xby our' 

desire for the^good.26 This transcendental unity or, as * 

Plato expresses^it, trhis "secret persuasion" of necessity 
>' - • 

toward.the good, provides'us at ohce with a support for our 
"* . * r •* * 

desire for "the good' and a, place to stand fr*bm which we can 

look upon necessity purely, as if' from outside. , -

The key conception here is the Platonic idea of detach-

, mfnt. We must, if we are to think, be detached, on the one 

hand, from our passionate desire for the good which con-. 
• ' 

stantly threatens to interpose the intelligent imaginings of 
v # 

, the mind between us and the simple perception of the world as 
*" • • v *. I * » • ' ' ; 

; i t i s . -And, furthermore, we must be detached, on the other 

hand, from oui? subjection to necessity, if We-are to'perceive 

* - l t l The very idea of .necessity does not §nd cannot a r i s e if 
". *n " * 

» i . -

human,activity is compelled and blindly'driVen by the various 
\ f * * 

* , , -. / • * . • - • 

miseries of .need and suffering. , -The idea of a purely trans-
* * * • 

cendental God, in "freeing us from the passions, gives us, at 
**" 

"• one .and the same time, the courage, required to look upon the 
** - ' •>. **-

world as i t i s , (and not as we. would des i re i t to be), and, 

i t allows 'us ',to distance ourselves from the immediate spur of 

necessity to 'thoughtless action. 
r * e .» , ' 

, '* ' * • ' 
" * ' * * * ' . < • , . ' * • 
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\ * , ' 
• ' r . . " , * 

Thus thought, first ofv-all, exists within* the cpntext of ' 

this essential and inescapable contradiction .at the very 

heart of our experience in the world. The'-contradiction 

between our subjection to "necessity" and our desire for-."the »-

good" is an insoluble contradiction.2' To understand it is 

to recognize this as the most basic anthropological fact,. 

' Far from being a contrkdiction from which we can escape, we 
* 

must understand that we can only 'think', properly speaking, 
if its tension is rigorously defined and preserved. - For the 

. human being 'to think" means to look upon -the world as neces-* 
** '.. ~ 

sity, to look upon it purely, 'without any adaiixture-pf an 

imagined good within it and, at the same time, without for a 
v 

moment ceasing to desire the existence of a good that is .» 

purely transcendental. 

Weil, like Plato, maintains .that all thought which is 

not -purely of „ necessity is socially determined. A 
For t h e r e i s no t , t h e r e never was, t h e r e 
never w i l l be , any o the r t each ing -con
cerning morali ty than1, t h a t , o f . t h e mu l t i - ' 
t ude . . At l e a s t Jio o the r human""teaching. 
For concerning wha,t" i s divine there must 
be an e x c e p t i o n . ' Th is must be w e l l 
u n d e r s t o o d . Whatever i s saved and 
becomes 'what i t ought to- be., so long as 
c i t i e s have t h e i r p r e s e n t form, i f one 
means' to speak t ru ly , must be considered 
saved .by "the e f f ec t of a pfe'-'destinatj.on 
Which comes from God.28 

f 
clll This is the case simply because our so called lvalues',, our 

***, * ? * . . " * , ' . 
* i ' - * i 

language of pra ise , and blame,_ i s c o l l e c t i v e l y determined-
' . " ' . ' " * . , • 

• Every c o l l e c t i v i t y inevi tably produces an e th i c , ' aft cpncept^on \ 

of good'and of e v i l , "that . i s founded'upon nothing but i t s 
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particular fprnt.. of life, its" particular division of labour. 

In. Plato*-we find the same terrible image 'as in The Gospels, 
•̂  . . . . „ ^y 

namely —, that'-of "the Great Beast": 

* "'-,.. Take*f'Or comparison a g r e a t , power-
* i ' f u l b e a s t ; , h i s keeper l e a r n s t o know h i s 

a n g e r s and h i s d e s i r e s , ! how b e s t "to 
approach hi,m, from which s i d e „ t o touch -
him/ a t what moments--and for what reasons » 
he' becomes i r r i t a b l e , or- ' gen t l e , what 

- ca l l ' s he* c u s t o m a r i l y makes in suqh and 
such/a"*- humcmr, which words a r e ap t .to 

* . .soothe or e x c i t e him. j Suppose having 
" ." ' *" l e a r n e d a l l s\i^H>by p r a c t i c e qver a *>> 
. ". pe r iod of time*, t h e keeper c a l l s t h a t 

"̂  "wisdom, and he makes a mVfchocTof i t , and • . 
uses i t as subject matter for h is teach
ing. He knows nothing. in r e a l i t y of what 
among those opinions and des i res , i s beau--

. * t i f u l and* ugly*, good,or e v i l , , j u s t or 
u n j u s t . He u s e s - those t e rms as* they ',. . 

-apply t o the opinions, of" the great* beast . 
Whatever p l e a s e s t h e -animal he c a l l s 
good, whatever annoys^ him he c a l l s bad, 
and he has no o'ther c r i t e r i o n '.*» 

... Thus if anyone has deal ings with the 
mult i tude and cemmunipates a poem, or any 

•• '*. -. othe^rt«wprk of >art o.r p o l i t i c a l i d e a , i f ' . 
"• "he allows the" mult i tude to become master 

-.' ' ^ ,__ o u t s i d e the "domain of nece s sa ry t h i n g s , 
an iron necessity** w i l l force him to tha t 

* ' * „ which the mult i tude approves.2 9- ,'[ . 
' - . * ' * ' 

,. + . * * 

Thus all men'.are- cdmpletely excluded from the possibility of 

thinking "the good- except, perhaps, those,who ha've been 

enlightened by the' grace Of God.30 "Otherwise, all human 

'thought' on the subject of good and evil is socially deter-

. mined by the reflexes of the "great-beast".JX 

•At this point it is, perhaps, advisable to consider more 

cldsely p'recis'ely. what Weil means by that great (but,ever 
• . 

' .vague)'philosophical term, necessity.. While this is the 
• « • *• , 
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essen t i a l subject of the fourth chapter, we ought here br ief

l y t o cons ider her d e f i n i t i o n of the term in r e fe rence t o the 

d i a l e c t i c a l character o"f our' thought. Necessity i s here the 

idea of the i d e a s . In the,, sense of t h i s t r a d i t i o n , a l l 

thought has t h e c h a r a c t e r of a necessary or f ixed r e l a t i o n 

ship between two var iables . 

A natura l phenomenon-. fa rexample , i s only defined in so 

f a r as we have established i t s l i m i t s . A thought, images the 

contradict ion of opposing fOrces ,that def ine |a cer ta in 'pheno-
' menqn. ' The" idea of func t ion op. the l e v e l ofi mathematics i s • 

t rans la ted in to the . per fec t ly '""equivalent idea of equi l ibr ium; 
- * • *' . - * \ • ' ' l 

on the* ley,el of -natural s conce J " \ 
*~ , \ • « "**" 

. * * " • . . r < 
.s, Equi l ib r ium, in so far* as equ i l ib r ium 

• -defines l i m i t s , is*, theryessential idea of 
sc ience , by means off. t h i s idea every 
change, and therefore every phenomenon i s 

M -'• considered as a rup tu re «f equ i l i b r ium,* 
w l inked w i t J v a l l o ther "'changes thrc|ugh . ,. 

compensation of success ive rup tu re s of 
equilibrium; and this ' compensation makes 
a l l diVegjui l ibr ia an image* of e q u i l i 
b r i u m , #11 changes an image 'of t h e 

• - HlotiQjiless-' and "time "an ima^^ of e t e r -
•nxxiy • r % m 

» * **̂, 
Thus Archimedes' t h e o r y of f l o t a t i o n depends upon a f ixed 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between Kftie mass of a body and the amount of 

. water i t w i l l displace ' : ' -As w i l l be seen ih*"Chapter IV, f o r 
- ' ' * • ' • . ' - , ' , 

Weil,' the geometry of the Greeks was the' science of nature-
. . . ' . 

. » 
Human experience involves a constant running up against 

* -K' * ' - , ' - • 
that which "is limited. In both our activity in the world of 

things and in our aptlve use of language, we run Up against 
• ' ' • ' • " «. f * -*•.''., ' 
- contradiction. As we have briefly seen in the previous 

' '' "A • • ' • ~ • * . -• . 
J, i ** - r * • 

' ' * . - *** / * 



1 

chapter, it is this that constitutes the very occasion of 

thought. It is when we are stopped in the course of our 

activity that we are provided with the opportunity to think. 

And it,is here, at this point, that we are led a bit more 

deeply into Weil's account of the nature of thought. 

For her, as for Plato, dialectic is the "sole instru

ment" for developing .thought. 

But there is a legitimate and an illegi
timate use of contradiction. The illegi
timate use consists in combining incom
patible assertions as if they were com
patible. The legitimate use consists, 
when the human intelligence is faced with 
the necessity of accepting two incompat
ible truths, in recognizing them as such, 
and in making of them as it were the two 
arms of a pair of pincers, an instrument 
for entering directly into contact with 
the sphere of transcendent truth inacces
sible to our intelligence. 

In the "illegitimate", or false dialectic, the contradiction 

is not faced but simply dismissed from attention. It does 

not confront, silence and stop the intelligence for it is not 

recognized as a contradiction. 

V , in-the "legitimate"dialectic the intelligence runs up 

* * * " ' * * • 

•against a contradiction as sgaiiist something hard. ,Here, it 
••, . / 

i s t he a c t i v i t y of t he mind a.s we l l as t h a t of the body which 
- i . - ' - \ ' " *-?;* 

* i s stopped.'- Inactive** and s i l en t we, are compelled to content,-

#" ' " ' • * " " -.. ' ' " ' " . " ' 

t . .. . something, external and hard.* Thought 
" - " - ~ - * \ *• • 

'- - r equ i r e s Something* t h a t i s hard, d e t e r m i n a t e , f ixed , and iri 
running up .against contradict ion -i,t f inds precise ly t h i s . " ' 

• . " - * • * " - ' , » " 

1 . - • - . . , 
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In this experience we find the essential (but perfectly 

open) mystery of human thought. If we remain on the simple 
* -•* • 

level of anthropological description what appears„to happen 

i s t h i s : images of necessi ty come in to the mind 'as in a 

flash' and out of nowhere discernible; a l l that we can say i s 

tha t they are ' revealed' to the mind in the s i lence of our 

mute contemplation of r e a l i t y . And, miraculously, we find 

that they are par t ia l ly applicable within the scope of human 

act ivi ty in the world. 
Nowhere in the world, except in our minds, do we 

f encounter necessi ty (in the sense of r e l a t i o n ) . We do not 

see 'necessary* re la t ibnsh ips in matter anymore-than we see 

the form of the cube. We cannot say tha t i t i s the senses 

that give us that which i s necessary, nor can"we say that i t 

i s the mind that manufactures such relationships through some 

process deeply hidden from view iij i t s mysterious depths. 
**• i 

All we can do is offer a simple description of what does 
* 

happen on the level immediately- accessible to our conscious-

ness. And what happens is that images of necessity, images 

thatv are tentative and "which do not, • strictly speaking, 

correspond to anything "Within the external** wor,ld of our 
"'• 

experience, appear suddenly ih the .mind. .These images, which 
. • . ' " * « 

are a reflection of the intelligible realm of Plato, illumi-
* , * ' , " , ' «• 

nate the tangible realm of „ our experience,' and in sttch a way 
as to make-human life possible for our physical survival 

. , * -* 

surely depends to some extent upon our"ability „to think. 
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It is on the basis of this description of thought that 

Weil constructs what" she terms an "experimental" epistemb-

logy. It constitutes what amounts to a philosophical account 

of the nature of the educational proces"s. 

She designates the silent contemplation of a problem, of 

a contradiction, -"attention". Attention consists, first of 

all, in what-appears to be a negative operation! In looking 

attentively at a particular problem (or phenomenon) we sus1-

pend thought, we force the mind to'desist, from its constant 

searching for possible' £nd plausible explanations and read

ings; -instead, the act of attention leaves the mind detachea, 

"empty and ready to be penetrated by the object": 

V 

... i t means*holding in our minds, with-: 
in reach of t h i s thought, but-on a lower 
level and not in contact with, i t , the 
diverse knowledge we have acquired-* which 
we are forced to make use of; Our 
thought should be • in r e l a t ion , to a l l 
p a r t i c u l a r and a l r e a d y formulated 
thoughts, as. a man on a mountain whô ,, as 
he looks forward, sees also below.^him, 

'without actually looking at them, a great 
-many, fores t s and p la ins . Above a l l our 
thought should be empty, waiting not 
seeking anything, but ready to receive in 
i t s naked t ru th the object which i s to 
penetrate . i t . 34 

». 

The basic claim' here i s tha t t h i s i s how, in r e a l i t y , the 
( "' ' ' ' ' " 

human mind wqrks and tha t al l .absurd, false and-faulty con

nections between, ideas are the r e su l t of thtft&ind'having 

act ively seized upon spine i,dea or other prematurely.^' The 

faculty of attention *is essentially the openness of the 'mind 
ff , * " " , " . • * ' ' ' 

tp the 'revelation' of idea.35 , * " . 

/-*--

/ 

*> A 

77 



** 

.Her most frequent and, as it were, archetypal example in 
y' % "*" ' ' 

/ * illustration of this is that of the geometry problem. It is 

an example that contains, analogously, the entire relation of 
'" **x . . . » 

man as a thinking beirig to the world of necessity in which he 

. finds himself. There, we are given a specific problem and a 
* 

set of data containing the solution tp the problem. The . 

sqlution. consists, in perceiving the necessary (or required) 
* 

relation between the elements. The question is: how do we 

V - •• ' 
arrive at the solution? On the mathematical level of the . 

V •" • • • 
geometry problem we might be tempted to say that the mind 
. V . * • "' ' . 

N works deductively. That we proceed slowly and, as it-were, 
"* a automatically, from one premise to another. We are' here 

, i » .' 

\ tempted to construe the mind as-?an instrument which, more o r 

* \ * * ' 

\ less mechanically, deduces-the solution froitiVthe given, prem-* 
ises. In a.similar, and perfectly complementary fashion, on 

* • 

*- ° the leVel of ourA immediate sense experience, w«3, are tempted 
* » * * .f^" 

.. " *to .construe the mind as "a kind of mechanism £hat moves induc-
, tively "f-rom the particulars*of the senses* to the universal 

^ **" *- *• * 

character of the concepts of the mind. * • , ,' , 
• * , * " « " • , • ' 

- I t * ' * * 

.• ; , , However, upon,a closer examination we "find t ha t induc-
• y ' . t i o n and deduction,-. .so^Cpnceiyed,-do "'riot a c c u r a t e l y d e p i c t 

. . <** "° ' ' I "' ' ' * 
the-phenomenon of thought a s we a r e consciou-s-of i t . Jtihat we 

*• . V , ? ' '. " ' . * • * ** -j, • 
a r e conscious-of , more-of ken t^an**»not," i s an a c t i v e .use-of 

. " ' » . * • - * . ' • " ' < - , * * * ' • v the ' i n t e l ' l i ^ n o e t ha t leads" nowhere* >ut-""to exhaustion,.'* only 
-» . '" '* '* ' * * *"r,

%i ', • - * '• " " . '" . h> 
•̂  »"' tb. f ind, l a te r ,1£h$t the solut ion comes *'as- in a f lash1 , whe î 

• * * « * - ' • ' ' ° ' - * , '• . . . . . . . . » 

-we'have ceftsed J o . s e a r c h . . But t h e r e iis,* fu r thermore , as, 
** , flit- •* « *** "̂  ' • 

' Wi/ t tgenstein *lihows in the In#"testigatio"as *• ah i l lusipn*-

-. inherent within ' our deductive/inductive* descr ip t ions of the 
" ' ' ' . * " ' ' *• ; 

I • : • • ...*• v - • . ' . „ •**"• 

»".«***.. 



- ' :••• - . ' - • • • i , 
. . * " » - ' * 

• c h a r a c t e r of thought , an i l l u s i o n t h a t may'very"'well mask 

from,us an important aspect of the nature of the phenomenon. 

. We have a tendency t o b e l i e v e t h a t we a re l e d ' au toma t i ca l ly 

'from t h e p remises - to the conclusion,- thai* we cannot , given 

the premise's, do.otherwise than come' to a pa r t i cu l a r conqiu-

" s iqn ; t h a t -the* conclus ion i s ' l o g i c a l l y necessary ' "and t h a t 
**, -. 

we are mechanica l ly compelled t o i t "by the J?ery form of the 7 
ty/of .syllogism. But i s t h i s the case? Clari ty/of context does no 

* * ." ' * 

doubt a id us in jumping t o «the 'righfc""cpnclusioi> but t h e r e 

i s , never theless , a leap from .the premises to the conclus ion . 

S i m i l a r l y , a i l t h a t we a re aware of i s the p e r f e c t d i s con -

. t i n u i t y -between the , ' p a r t i cu l a r s ' bf sense experience and the 

•universals ' of the conceptual level . • * • : ' * 

The P l a t o n i c account" of > t h e n a t u r e of th 'ought v ' a s 
" • ** 

revealed-preserves the'discontinuous reality of thought. If, 

this description is a "'simple' one, it is-all that-we are 
' * " . * 

• given access tp in consciousness, and its superiority may lie 

in what it does not pretend to give usv Namely — an addount* 
"* " • 

of the origin of thought Suggestively founded upon*- the 

required existence of 'unconscious' processes' forever hidden 

in the mysterious and totally inaccessible depths of- the 
0 . ' 

mind. • ' ' - ' " •, - >. ^ - ' 

In summafyy for WeiJ the b d s i t i n g . of,-a purely^ t rans -^ 

cendenta l u n i t y of n e c e s s i t y and the .gopd, t h e j p o s i t i n g of 
" • ' ' . * . , - - ' ) 

*th.e' e x i s t e n c e of t h e DeA-,,^Abjg'condi-tus, .the, God Who i s m i s -

sing, "Whorcaeated but"abandoned the world, serves to provide 

ant 

V 

* • „ , ' • ' ' • * \ ' • •' 

an incomprehensible solution to the essential human, problem; 
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That is to say, it allows us to live without doing violence 
* • t 

. to the most fundamental truth of our-being.— the bontra'dic-
' * ' T 

..tion between our unceasing d,esire for>the good and, our exper-
* 

ience of subjection to necessity in the -whole, or very nearly' 

the whole, of our lives. -This, first of all, allows us to 
" * ' ' v ' , - ' « . * ' . < * - " 

avoid the'formulation of false sblutions- to ttfis"1 most basic 
** * ** f "* 

' •* "• a 

I •* and insoluble of qontradictions, 'final solutions' that" have, 
implicit ly and explicitly,"; reduced the whole, of human, l i fe - to * 

- the ."disgraceful frenzy" of history." .Secondly, i t provides 
» . * . . * * ' , * * 

", us( with the pos i t ive foundation of an ,anthropology tha t * 

, ; serves as the basis of an account of philosophy tha»t, offers 

£ . u s the revolutionary p o s s i b i l i t y of a l i b e r a t i o n from our 
* ' * ' ' ' • \ 

• * historic -enslavement to both nature and socrety thrqugh the . 
transformation of the re la t ion of thought to pur a c t i v i t y . 

•0 > * i 

. ' " In this, education would seem to.play an indispensable role 
* . * " " ' ' '" - * . * " 

as the process through which the individual i s brought in to 

,s t h a t thoughtful r e la t ion to his oWn activity* which-cqnsti-

tutefs the basis"- of ,al'l genuine 'culture'. 

' ' Let us now 'briefly examine another way in which Simone, 
* 

Weil approaches this essential contradiction-between neces-
* • ' " • * . * . * . " * , *• 

s l t y and the good in o"ur experience, for .there are fur-ther 

" detai ls that i t is .indispensable to add to her account. * - * 

For the human being "the most primary appearance of 
" * , real i ty on the macroscopic" level of ou'r experience is that* of 

• • * ' . ' . . ' ' * , 

brute force, blind and tota l ly indifferent to our desire for 
6. ' ' 

, * . . . . 

the good.> -As we have "already, seen, this constitutes, irt" 
* "'*,-" ; -A' 

-itself, an .impossible positioh due to- human Weakness; to our 

inability to suppress all desire for the gpod. • "However, even 
1 "i * **••* 

' " * . . . . " -,''80 ' , ' • * . w. y 
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if i t were possible, i t would constitute a radically inqpm-" 

fplete Account"of rea l i ty . The brute"indifference of force~to 

our*desire -fpr the good accounts for almost but not qui te 
* ' „ * " ' - , - . 

' ' , - * ' . 

-.everything in our experience. What.it omits i s the operation 
* \ " 

of what i s subt le , almost invis ib le , and yet absolu te ly per-

'„ vasive and detfisive in our existence:, the pperat ion of the. 

"supernatural",- of "grace". *. ' , , , . I t i s true. that, the matter which consti
t u t e s the world i s a- t i ssue 1 of blind 
n e c e s s i t i e s , absolutely ind i f fe ren t to-
our des i res ;* i t i s t rue , too, in a sense, 
t h a t they are absolutely ind i f fe ren t t o , 
spir i tual aspirations, indifferent t o the 
good; but" a l so , in another sense, i t . i s 
not t rue . For, if there ,has ever be"en " 
r ea l sanc t i ty in^the world, even i-f only*" 
in one man and only for a. s ingle day, 
then in a sense sanctity i s something of. 
which matter i s capable; since nothing. 
"e\xists e x c e p t m a t t e r and what i s 
i n s c r i b e d in i t . Amman's body, and 
therefore" in t p a r t i c u l a r a sa in t ' s , body, 
i s nothing e l se but matter and i s a piece 
of-the world, of that 'same world tha t i s 
a t i s s u e of mechanical n e c e s s i t i e s ! We 
are ruled .by a double law: * an obvious 
indifference and a mysterious complicity, 
•as regards the good,"oi} the pa r t of the. 
rtatter which composes the world. 7 . 

,For .Weil, i t i s t h i s recognit ion which separates the t r a d i -

- t ion of Platp'.from "materialism". His philosophy-(which i s 

at root, an ai^^hifopologyN-ri^orously maintains the separation 
" - • • * . " * - ' ' ' / ' • ' 

for man of necessity- and the* goqd and, yet, i t does nprt. leave 
r*. . ' " ' " . * * " -' 

out-of consideration the operation of grape. - Thus/ Plato.was 
• ' • * * # < - . ' , 

l e d ' t o speak of a "secret -complicity" t or "persuasion*1 of, 
necessi ty toward'-the^ good." .For Weil t h i s "persuasion" is" 

' - ' • " • ' • * . - * . " ' 

- everywhere ' imaged for, us lrt 'nature% by such phenomena, a-s 
-Er 

- " / ' * • " . * ' 

".. *1" 
i. '" 

4 s . 
v 

» -•" 
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* , * 

"catalysts", "bacteria" and ."fermeriting .agents". . .The arche-

" typal example, for the Greeks, was the "centre of gravity", 

an infinitely small point that predominates over the mass of 

an object, if that, mass i s arranged around i t to' cer ta in 

.definite proportions.38 ' . , 

Weil I l l u s t r a t e s the deficiency of a pure materialism 

lis analogy:, , < 

•*t 

If an island completely cut off had never 
' had any 'other than blind inhabi tants , 

l i gh t would be for them what *bhe super
natural i s 'for us*,'One' i s tempted to 
think at "first that for them i t would be'' 
nothing, that by .creating for their use a 

- *-* • system of -physics, with a l l theory of 
\ • -light left out, one would be giving them 

•' ' a complete explanation*of the i r world. 
For l igh t offers np*pbstacle„ exerts no 
pressure, is weightless, cannot be *eaten. 
For..them i t i s absent.- But i t cannot be 

,. " . l e f t out pf accdunt. By' i t alone the 
trees», and ^plants, teach toward the sky in 
sp i te pf gravity* By" i t alone seeds, 

' ', - > f r u i t s , , a l l the th ings we ea t , are 
* ' " 'ripened-33 . 

There is a' legitimate contradiction between the images of the 
. "* . ' # . " * ' . . " .' • ' 

world contained in biology 'and in physics! The ascending 
•* * 

movement of a l l l i fe introduces the category of, the'disconti-
nuous into our experience of the world as force, (or conti-

" * » - • 
** * .• ---' . nuity'-*. As'"4. result any complete .account of' reality or, 
- 4 * " •*' " . . * ', % • 

rather,-any account attempting to approximate!to complete- ̂  

ness, .must cdntain both categories., As'we, shal'l see, in 

(-.. * 

deta i l in the following Chapter, this 'ha-s proven a, very 
- - * ' ' ' \ % * 

(selrious stumbling block in the history 'pf modern science. 
* • * 

"ft** ' . ' . * ' . * ' 
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This allows us ̂ :o introduce another (and by no means 

insignificant element) ipto her account of the essential' 

- character of human thought, namely -- the role that she 

. assigns to love in epistemolbgy. Without the support of a -
k •*• 

be l i e f ' ' i n a t ranscendental i den t i t y of necessi ty and the 

good, an(d of the even more- incomprehensible and, yet, indis-
* * * • 

> • 
pqnsable-belief to the effect that something of this identity 
' •*" ' v , 
• is communicated, to us in 'thohght, we would* sink into a nihi-

„ *, •* 

listic'-state of indifference. For the human* being, thought 

requires not only a direction, but a direction to which our 

attention is attracted by love. , It is, for instance, only 

the ''persuasion"" of love that separates' the attitude of 

Socrates.from that of Cratylus, the purest and 'the most 

inhuman of the ancient materialists. x 

* * ., «* 

On the one side, if-there is nothing in reality to love, 

if we find nothing there but blind force, then we run the 

strong (if not the certain)-risk of-.collapsing into the still 
* " . . *"* * . 

and mute indifference of Cratylus. But" there is another and 

far worse risk intrinsic to the would-be materialist's 

attempt to conceive the world solely in terms of force. This is the inevitable tendency", briefly discussed above, which, 

instead of fixing .upon nothing as the good, fixes upon fort 
. * 

itself as the good. Where the, mind finds riothihg t< 

on foftrex 

to love, ^ 

the imagination steps in to fill the v"oid. Hitler, for 

example, believed, in his own words, that:' . 

, T r 

force reigns everywhere and supreme over ' ., 
weakness, -which i t "either compels tq 
serve i t doci le ly or e l se crushes out of. •< 
existence. 

'"83. * - , . . . . ' 
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He drew this conclusibn, explicitly, from the conception of 

the world contained̂ in our science.,, In itself, however, such 
. \ , , 

a conclusion does not lead to anything active for it contains 

no principle of motivation. Hitler was'animated to "historic „t 

greatness** not by this .conception "alone, * but ,by vthis concep- ' , 
tion plus something further — namely, >. the additional convic-

tion that force itself is the good.43 Logically and coher-

' ently enough, ancient'xscepticism did not issue in activity. 
\ -

The,peculiarly active character of modern 'scepticism"ls the -

result of the failure of materialism in the direction of 

intellectual dishonesty. , Cratylus did not lie to himself, on • ,-
the contrary, he allowed his humanity to be* crushed-by a kind , ' 

i*. 

of inhuman honesty. In t h i s he was an extraordinary being. 

What Weil implicit ly suggests -is that Hitler and Stalin, and • 
* 

. before them Napoleon," Caesar and Alexander, were ordinary , 

beings who chose to lie and who-, in doing so, not only.crush- f 

ed.their own humanity but that of millions of their fellow 
beings. • 

• . * ' • " 

. This can, I believe, be clarified,"in its connection to 

the conceptionof thought, through.reference to the idea of 

reading ia Weil's philosophy. •,-

."The poem", she once wrote,' ".teaches.us to contempla-te 

thoughts. instead of changing them".44* We can, perhaps, best 

- understand what she means by "̂ his 'remark by,.considering the 

three senses in which we read a p"oem — or any text. , 
/ . - . » » - * * * 

' ' • ' • » • - * • _ • J 

. ' . ' • * " • • ' \ 

* . , ' • " • ' . 
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The first way is--simply to reproduce the words, audibly 

and/or mentally, without understanding. In point of fact, 

this is'probabiy the first way in'which we read a poem"; we 

hear it, first as music and love it without understanding. 

Then what may, and often does* happen, is that we are suddenly 
• 

struck by* a feeling of understanding;, suddenly we. perceive an 
,• * , ' x " 

order in the imagery and, then, we have the feeling bf read

ing the thought of the poet, in the text. We can, of course, 
i ' I *. « "-

be mistaken in,this feeling of understanding; we can mis-read 
** * •' J„ 

*„the t ex t . Nonetheless, t h i s feel ing i s far from being a 

purely -,'subjective', matter. The coherence and the be'auty of 

a part icular reading carry with them a kind of certainty. In 
• « « -

''as far as the reading fits the details of the po'em, and avoids 
* i • • " • * " • • 

doing obviou*s violence to its imagery and order, we possess a 

definite basis for this certainty. 

But there is still a further sense- of the term, "read-

ihg•"•"'. A sense which is, -today, not uncommon. We may 

• approach a text in an active rather thaif'in a comtemplative 

fashion; we may attack it with some principle or. other of 

interpretation and attempt to .'make sense' out of it. In, 

.this case We are^not open to hearing what the text has to 

say. We are, lamely - deaf to whatever it expressed. We are 

interested only in systematically rewriting or mis-reading 

the text. Here, too, there is an experience of 'certainty', 

a»d it may even appear to be more rigorous than the other, 

for it; has what looks like a sure foundation, a definite' 

principle of interpretation. On this level, the Marxian or 
*•"£• A 
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'***. Freudian-' approaches' to l i t e r a t u r e carry with them a power-
" " * • ' . * ' * -• ~ . ' ' » ' - . . . * . 

fu l ly convincing-kind of ' c e r t a in ty ' . They are. methods for 
' - - . ' - * • . ' ' * 

- •-. sys tenat ida l ly . . disposing pf". a l l >the l i t e r a t u r e one may 

encount-er. However, we need only reflect that these princip- '. 

les -are purely subjective, purely something external to the 
„ * • ' " * ' - " " . * 

i t ' - * 

text and -brought fo it "hy'us', .in other words",'.we need'only 
• * • reflect on this freedom-of .interpretation to see .that *ifc 
* -* , , - , ' - ' > . * , 

sol ipsis t lcal ly , destroys*the very,basis of a l l understanding" 
**\ „ in ^language, namely -.- the connection between speech'and. 

* *• ,, , ' - - ' - . ' - • 

N \ - 'hearing. There is no dialogue between the mute and the deaf 

unless it be -a "'comic' dialogue in ,the style of Harold 

v * ' Pinter; •""-,' ~"-s. , ' 

For Weil, * the essential problem-of epistemology lies in-
"•*• - . " ** • " "• 

choosing one or'/the other of these, ways of "reading". Our 

thought,* in relation to the universe of matter, can only be a 

- form of reading. As'' she once wrote: , * 

* How should human thought have any other- ) 
\ object .but "thought? '., That is' so well . i 

known a difficulty in the thebry of know--
' i ledge that .one gives up. trying to fathom "' * , 

' , _ it,.leaving it bri one side as an accepted 
fact. " But there is.,an answer..^ It'is 

, that the'object of human .thought is it— 
" , ""self thought.45' . "/ . • . V 

* / 

erund We might• be t te r understand Weil's-position in this regard by 

saying tha t a l l thought a'sstimes, i m p l i c i t l y or e x p l i c i t l y , 
* - * • . * 

. . that the"'world of our experience -is a kind of t ex t . What 
- • ' " 

•distinguishes otfe.form of thought from another i s the a t t i -

tude or orientation of the mind -toward that text. I t can be 
. ' - ' ' * \ 

approached in a purely 'descriptive' fashion as in the 'value 
•** I v ' * , 

1 s . , 
r " * ** 

f *• * * " 
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-free'- languages of- science and, espec ia l ly , of socia l s c i -

' ence. Or, thought majr attempt to read the world ' p re sc r ip -

. t ively*; it.may, tha t i s , .approach'the world pf matter as a 

per fec t ly blank t ex t upon which man has the complete (and 

terr ible) freedom to write whatever he wil l . But, in each of 

these cases, i t i s important tha t we c lea r ly recognize tha t 

we have come to a very definite and inte l lectual ly unjusti

f i ab le conclusion about (a)' the nature of the t ex t and (b) 
» * 

the character of our relation to it. In both cases, we are 

.closed to the simple possibility that it is a text properly 

speaking and that our .thought is a genuine reading ofî .that 
, vcXu. - '. . 

V "* ' 

In Weil's view., no one can demonstrate which of these 
i , • 

"possibilities is in actuality the case. However, the assump

tion of"each carries with it certain consequences and-only 

the latter is justifiable in terms of these consequences. 

Furthermore^, aa^e s"-hall see, it is. only the latter that is 

open enough to preserve that combination of scepticism and 

experimental certainty essential to the philosophic stance. 

If our thought is an attempt" to t read a text, that 

'attempt Can onlŷ . of course, be partially, even insignific

antly, successful. The "order of* the world", the meaning of 

'• that text* 'could only be seen from outside the world, and we 

• are creatures who are very muth inside the- world. 

ft 
87 

V 

x> " ' * ~ - ~ ~ — — "• ' W — m i y a . . 



/A 

. - - *"* 

We_ a»fe imprisoned in the world and the limits of our 

world are the limits of language (or'thought). Language, 

thoughtfully used, expresses relation. However, it. can. only 

'express a few relations because the operation of language 

requires* time.'4|f „ ' < , 

. When it is confused or vague,, without 
-• 'precision or order, .when, the -speaker or 

li'steher is deficient in the power of 
holding a thought in his mind, then lan
guage is empjfcy or almost empty of rela
tional content. When it is perfectly 

t) clear, precise, rigorous, ordered, when 
it- is addressed to a mind capable of 
keeping a" thought'present while it adds 
another to it and! of keeping them both 
present while it adds a third, and so on, 
•then in such <a case language can hold a 
fairly rich .content of relation's* 'But 
like" all-w.ealth, this relative wealth is 
abject poverty comparable to the perfec
tion which is desirable. " 

l4; is simply a matter of human experience, as we have already 

seen above, that the relational content "of human language is 

found to be, at once,, indispensible and inadequate within the 

active character of our ̂ pcistence. Limitation is for us the 
* • 4% ' ' ' 

'constituent principle of reality.' We can only conceive a 

phenomenon in so far as it is perceptible to us as a combina-
i 

t ion of opposing forces which l i m i t and, thus, define one 

another. 

But the l i m i t s of the world are t h e ' l i m i t s of language 

and we are in t h i s world'imprisoned .within both. -We are 

limited to the number of relations that words can make simul-

taneously present .to the mind and we remain in ignorance of 
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thoughts involving a grea ter number of r e l a t i o n s . We„ can 

only assume tha t there are thoughts which ex i s t o u t s i d e , 

language and that . * ' 

they are unfathomable, although they are 
perfectly rigorou's and clear and. although 
every one df t-he r e l a t i ons they involve 
i s - capable of p r e c i s e ' e x p r e s s i o n in 
words.- So the mind moves' in a closed ' * 
space of p a r t i a l t r u t h , which may be-" 
larger or smaller without ever being able 
so. much as to glance* at what i s out- -
side 47 

y 

For W e i l , . i t i s t h i s tha t Plato meant by the realm of the . 
/ " • " * • * - ' • • " ' ' • ' , " • 

videas, the r*ealm of the i n t e l l i g i b l e . I t i s the assumption 
\ ' - " • 

required by that form bf thought" which attempts t.O read the 
- . ' • • ' • ' . ' . . • • . " - . - ' . . , / 

.language of relation in'matter*as if .it, constituted a genuine 
- " ' * . , . " * . . • * , , / • , ' " . 

, text- " • * ' . * ' ' ' • . , - - " . ,* 
"""pistemology" demands a choice and .what we must choose i s 

. . . . . . . . y»s 
. a destiny. ' Is" ours the -destiny of Cratylus: * the simple . 

, , failure to Bead the text'of the world and the inhuman silence 
. * • *' ̂  

,• ' and inactivity that are the • logical consequence of that-

failure?4 Or .is* ours the destiny of human history: (a) the' 

'•freedom to imagine a foundation of sense, in our experience or 
. > a *" " 

(bpthe liberty, to .allow .the "mind -actively to manufacture 
- ' -. , '• ' . ' " " ' ' 

meaning in our lives by projecting reason into the void, into 

the .perfect discontinuity,* between o n e event and another? 

Human"hi'st|Or,y, issues in b°thvspeech and activity*but the 

' ". humanity''of'the spectacle'is open to question. , Or is our 
destiny tp think-, in the sense,df being/ open to the revela- * 

/- " tion of idea embodied in the forever .mysterious text of the 
• material world' considered „as aVcreation,'? '' „> „ **•. &< ,* ' 

- ; , , • - . " » ' " ' 

. . ' - .. • ~, '' ' * -*' " "' 
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Weil, unhesitatingly, affirms the lattej Et remains 

ally" ve r i f i ab le . 
P 

for us to clarify fully this affirmation and its-significance* 
J' " •*" -

for her. As we have seen, her epistemologv i s securely* 
* - , -* 

fqunded -upon the nature of thought, as revelation and* essen-
1 * 

t i a l l y , she makes two claims regarding t h i s a'ccount: (a)_ 
* i , 

that i t i s a description of the phenomenon that i s consonant 

with our consciousness of i t and (b) that i t i s "experiment-
' A • . 

Let us now, briefly, turn our attention toward this 
i * 

latter plaim. To begin with, she makes a distinction between* 

knowledge and truth. In 'research' we can use the intelli-* 

gence actively in order tp increase our knowledge, but the 
I • /* 

simple acquisition'of'knowledge does not faring ''us' any nearer 

to truth. It is only in certain cases that knowledge.qauses/ 

us to approach the truth. .Namely, in those cases where'it is 
* * ' 

a question of knowledge about something we love., In 'The 
Need for Roots she cites the following illustration: 

.- *r 

If a man surprises his wife whom he loves 
and in whom he has perfect confidence 
being flagrantly unfaithful to him, he is. 
suddenly brought into brutal contact with 
a_ piece of trttth. . If he happens to h6ar* 
that some womanVwhgm he doesn't 'know, 
whose name he. heW^ mentioned for -thê  
first t|me, in a town he doesn't know 
either,,, has deceivetf her husband, .that 
fact'doesn't alter his relationship tg 
the truth in the slightest.48 . -

Thus the truth is not'an object of our love. 

It is riot an object at all 49 ' V 

, t 
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' • . " " ' . ' . ' . • ) 

' - - " • / " 

The orientation of * our.Tove is reality, something that" exists 

and which^orie contemplates. Hence, the truth is, by its 'very 

( nature, not something that can be seized. Thought means 
' « - * * * 
y * ~ ' 

simply to contemplate or look upon things in love., waiting 

for their truth to-be revealed or disclosed to the *mindl To °f c Weil this, "waiting" and the revelatio/ of truth that myster-

lously flows, from itlcpnstitutes the source of all great "art,-

of all genuine science, religion and, indeed, of the whole of 
« 

the genius of human culture. All error and-mediocrity are 
•* ** • 

-the inevitable result of our active attempt to seize hold of 

the1 truth. " * , t " 
* * • > 

Thought, then,„is for Weil of an univocal nature. As we 

Will see more c lear ly in theyfollowing chapter, what Weil ' 

denies i s the 'modern' dist inction between fact and value, a 

\ distinction tha t stands at the very beginning of the 'history 

of philosophy' in the d i a l e c t i c between nature and conven-

t ion . If the aim of thought i s ' to read "the mysterious 

wisdom eternally inscribed in the universe"", then there can 

* be 1̂0 distinction br, rather, no opposition, between scient i -

fie and religious "thought. 
{ . . . • ' ' 

Scientific investigation i s Simply a form ' , 
" ^ religious contemplation.5 u 

. * # " 

* In this sense, thought belongs' solely to the "faculty of 

attention" and consists in focusing 'the attention of 'the mind 

* on a piece of reality, in the desire that its truth be dis-

J* 
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• * • * 

closed. To think i s , before a l l e l s e , to love, to de s i r e 

contact with a piece of r e a l i t y , and genius, as such, con-

s i s t s simply in the purity aVid intensi ty of that--love. 
. * *** ** 

There are p r imar i ly — in "this context'.— two forms of 
"human love. One whicHf desires to take possession, to grasp, 
i t s objec t ; and; another tha t i s cc-jitent to«res t cohtempla-

« • * * 
t 

-tively in desire of contact. - '.That th i s l a t t e r kind of love, t' 

, in . re'LatiOff to thought, r e s u l t s in the openly mysterious 

revelation of idea in the mind, i s to Weil 'something that i s -

open to view on the surface level of our experience. I t i s 

^something that we* can perceive and thus experimentally --serif y 

within our experience. y 

To perceive, however, i s not ' t o exp la in ' . ' What i s 

perce ived , i s the open and, yet , impenetrable mystery of the / 
\ : ' £•* i 

total discontinuity between the focusing of our' attentidnAn 

desire (or love) and the sadden revelation of idea in th**! 

mind. What *she proposes i's not an explanatory solution to 

this mystery but rather the adoption of a particular intel-

lectual and spiritual stance designed, precisely, to avoid 

any such solution to/what is intrin'slcally an insoluble" ' 

mystery at the very centre of our "being. "We must make an 
^ • - * -*•> i •* 

* ' 4 

assumption and nothing can guarantee for us the 'certaip* 

legitimacy .of bn£ assumption over another. At the* point of 

this initial choice we do not and we cannot know if there is 

a ""beetle in the box*", if there is a text. However, reason 

surely obliges us to choose the -assumption which does least-

'Violence to our, experience'.', F0r Weil it is this that justi-? * 
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< " I * " . " * ' 

l i e s the Platonic stance, for*it preserves in tac t the open 
•and, genuine mystery of the-simple discontinuity between con-

« 

templation and the revelation of idea 'in thinking."*1 

* • "* 
. To think',, in her sense of -"reading" the thought 

* ** 

inscribed in the, text of the universe, requires "grace"/- fotj 
•** ' . ' 

such thought cpulfl only exist, if it exists a,t all, outsifie 
' . ' / 

the limit's of the world and of language, outside any sphere * 
accessible to the active reach of the human intelligence: 

\ • 

• » ' • * . . * 

/ \ 

* " "** 
... in Pla to 's mind, j u s t i c e , temper

ance, courage and wisdom are- riot natural v 
' v i r t u e s . ^ Supernatural love i s t he i r , * 

in*spirati<">•»-. and immediate source, and 
they cannot proceed from elsewhere. The.*, . 

* in te l l igence where i t i s * c r e a t i v e , , in 
trfce poetry- and "even in techniques "where 
I t discovers things 'that are ' t r u l y new, • 
proceeds -directly from supernatural love. 
Herein i s a "capital truth, i t i s not .the*'* 

, natural capacity, the congeni ta l -g i f t , -
nor i s i t the effqrfc, the wi l l , the work, * 
which i n t h e in t e l l i gence has sway over 

. the energy'capable of making i t ful ly * » 
efficacious.. .It; i s uniquely the desire,," 
tha t i s the desire for the beauxjy*- » This", 
desire, givten a certain degree of in t en - / 

r s i t y and purity", i s -the samfe* -thing-,as 
genius. " At a l l ' l eve ls i t i s , the same 

. thing 'as attention.' I f th is were Under
stood^ the conception of teaching -would -
be quite other than i t i s ... 

1 t * 

On this level, education Would consist solely, in^he develop-

ment of the faculty of attention; of our capacity fpr "read-

'ing", in the proper sense of that term. This would- function . 

to -.sever the elitist 'connection between education and Intel-

ligence.5? " *• . > • 
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Whe^n'the wqrjjj stand's* in opposition, to our active 
* • > ** 

.attempt to wili the satisfaction of our needs through labour, 

we-feel ourselves subject to blind and ruthlessly indifferent 

force. Wĥ en we are enabled to do things easily and wit-hbut 

^ great effort, as through our technology-, we feel ourselves to, 

be the masters of force.-*' For men in economically primitive 
* ' 

societies, necessity,- "the order of the world", has1 the 

tendency to appear as a brutal »and irrational master; tfhile 
"Si" * r * 

for men in highly "sophisticated forms of" economy," nature 

appears simply as a s lave , docile,and obedient to our com-

mands. But thought, as we have already seen, implies an 

escape from this false and inhuman dia lec t ic pf the. master-
* • * . . * , i -

• ' - - . > " 
slave relation. What thought requires is -freedom in its • 
relation to* our- activity, and neither the master rtor the • 

- - ' , » , . . . * ' * ' • " • 

slave possesses such liberty:"'- . ' . ' 
, - - , - • * - _ , • - • . • , . , " " . * . . . 

Nature appears to us a contradictory juxtaposition .of 
& * * , . " *"*• - * *" J ' " -

both -"light-*' and '"gravi ty" , 5 3 On the "macroscopic leve l of 
- * * * ' . * " . ' 

Our experience, the world appears to us as a texture "of blind 

and indifferent' forces. * Simultaneously,' on the; microscopic 

level,• 'we find-*Images tb**vt- suggest a sub'tie and dec is ive 
- , , - > • • * . * • ' ' ' . ^ - * • ' ' ' * ' , • ' • 

movement of force, toward* the .good. '.We find, qu i te simply, 
i . • '" . - * " <• " • " - ' J 

tha-'t there iS'an apparent beauty/ln', the' order-of the'world.-
Ultimately, .nature (which is to say, the empire of .force).,. 

1 > ; - .• • * - .' ' y \ " -, J „ . , 
appears to us not as a place of blind,forces but, rather, as 

«•* ' ' -. v * - f - ' . - , » . * * 

a place where: < ' \ ' ] • ^ • - "-'' in • • - . • 
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•these innumerable blind for'ces' are 
limited, made.to balance^ one against the 
other, brought to form a united whole by 
something which we do not understand,*"but 
whi<*h We call beauty.54 

Contradiction or limitation is "the essence of reality for the 
• - . „ ' . . . - ' 

human being, for in the very .nature of .things no "unlimited 
« -

development is possible. The world, as we know it, rests • 
' " . * * * 

entirely upon measure and equilibrium, upon ratio or number * 
' - - ^ \ 

in the sense of the Pythagoreans, t Thus, what we love in the 
f 

world; the beauty of the world, Is precisely that which we 
find in thought: the limited or necessary, *"-<.* *• ,,, . 

--For Weil at the basis^of the faculty of attention there 

lies an "absurd act" - consent .to necessity,, to^the .order* of 

the world. If necessity is the ofclject of thought, then^we ' 

must consent to it before^we c"an contemplatively "*think it. 

Just as we must consent,to the independent existence of a •• 
• & t • * 

text before we attefrpb to read it with understanding. While 

' -this consent is, in itself, "absurd" it, nonetheless, ponsti-°» 

" tutes, the only possible basiso upon .which we can think neces-
' * ' < 

sity. Further, whether we consent 6r not, we remain in mind * 
•" • -i and in body purely obedient to the physical and psychological^ v 

, forces that go to 'make up the "conditions of our existence". 

Our only freedom appears, at first sight, as something infi- " 

nitely Ismail- We are free to„ consent to necessity or not.55 

\And, yet,. this act has the power to alter everything for us.-
. \ -K* , - , 4 " 

,It is only in thought that force (or compulsion") is 
' * 

transformed for us into necessity. • In thought we look upon 

V • . *•. . . ' . '.. ' - ' 
necessity with the attitude of neither the master nor the 

* - * - , 
I •* ' -> * 
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STave.^Our relationship to necessity i s , ,ther.e, simply the ° . 
( ' -v ''-%••- A' . " • *"• . * " > V 

' relation of thought-"to'.the qbject contemplate-a1. 'If we can* 
' "V * . « , 

.look upon.the world purely in.terms of necessity,-pure.ly in 

terms of th'e limitation*-or balance of .forces, and, .if, at the * * 
* • . ^- f 

same time, we "continue to desi-re the good,' -then we. wi*ll be' 
« , • •* * - . 

.brought, ,by.."jrace, to this superaatural consent to necessity, 
' " > " " * • -

'to the* existence'of the "order of world. For. Weil, this lis" ' 

" ' ' • ' - - V », • L 

not- Only' the foundation Of all genuine religion but of the 
entire range of human""thought": ' ' 

' . ' * * ' . ' . 

'" fclie love which St< John bore for Him who • : ' 
'was his friend and lprd when he was lean- „. 
ing.on His bosom during the-Last Supper,. ' 

v is the same lpve which we should bear 
to'ward th*$. mathematical- progression, of 
causes and effects which, from- timeVo 
time, make, of us a sor t of formless 
jelly. This is manifestly' .absurd* ' 

9 . ,, One of Christ's most' profound and obscure. •"* , • .... 
,-saylngS; revefls this . absurdity. The - f 

bitterest reproach.that men make of this 
* 'necessity i s its.absolute indifference1to • " . , 

• moral."values-, ' Righteous men and crimi- ' '» - * -" 
na-ls receive-an equal .share of the. bene- . * "• ••< 

" fit's of the sun and of t the ,rain; the, . * * ^ 
' righteous and the criminals equally suf- - "^ 

fer.t sunstroke, and drowning-'in floods." - ̂ . 
I t is" precisely this indifference which 

,-• ', . -the Christ invites us-to look upon and-to , *• , 
. •' Imitate as the* very expression of the 

-*• - . - perfection of" our Heavenly Fa-raier*. To , -
" . * ' ' ' - • imitate this indifference,is simply to *„- 7-

<*';••'" consent to -It, .that is,'" to accept the ' 
*>. existence, of a l l that exists , including 

.<*• " •#"• th*3 evil, excepting only that'portion of 
• > evil which„we have the possibi l i ty , .and 

' - the.obligation bf preventing.5?* -> - - \ ' 
* r * * « i **• •* 

" " • ' .*CJ * I * t C ' 

•* * *" * v "" 

," " ," Thus for,Weil the,object of ali thought —'et-hical as 
. . • < • • ' * - * • * - " " ' • ' 

' well as logical —: is necessity. Necessity is js-xactly that.- ; 

which' appears* to us as contrary to justide. There is np -'•*°». 
/ • **' 
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* identity .or oomplivcity between necessity and the good acces-' 

sible tc* the. intelligence, for the good, If it exists, exists, 

outside tha..boundaries o'f the world. Here,,the claim is'rchat'' 

\ ' ' -- " * ' . ' , " • ' • , • 

"what, we* mean by "thought*' is the expression (in language) of 
: ' -A A ' y~ ' • - . ' - . ' . -•• '•,''•' 
, - a nec'essary relation. Hence", necessity3.is so le ly the object 
1 3 • " . " . - " . ' - . ' " ' " " ' . 

f. and the content of thought.. In.this, the attempt to-thinlc- ' 

. justice is no different* from the attempt to-think'nature'in 

terms of equilibrium. .For Weil, 'tot:hj.nk̂  irreaiis to,think 
* » * **- . * -

• - * . - . - . » • * • - - . • • 

. necessity and — -since we cannot think "the good" — we must 

'.attempt* rigorously to ' cirqumscri.be the ' role it. plays -in " 

relation, to our activity, if we want to act thoughtfully. • ̂  ,, 
* - * • * * ' ' . ' . - ' * ' - * - : * "•' "At-f i rs t s ight , e th ics appears ,to us in the,form of: a 1 * * , ' - *-* -. -

- ' • • " " , - f * 

.; constant process of "choice: , we must choqse good or e v i l , 
i' " " " . . . ' '" , • ' * ', • : ."" - *' - : 

The . .necessary,"however, i s p r e c i s e l y t h a t , w h i c h exc ludes a l l 
, , * * ' . • " . • - ' , - . * • ' • ' - , r • . , v 

choice; a l l freedom, .excepting, only ' the l i b e r t y of, consent. 
Necessity i s , above, a l l e l se , , indifference., to* anything which 

, - * - * . * . • . . , * . ' ' • * . 

, we might term" "the good". Yet, a t the same t i m e , - i t i s the 
«* •" _, • : ' • , . • * • - ' " * ' , , " ' " .*' 

"pririciple of c0-"exi"stenc6" and, ultimate!*/, j u s t i ce f o r u s 
• - ' * " " . • l ' ' " ' .' ' '* v,. ' " "' - " ' " - ' . 

, cons.ists • i^. accepting the co-existence witlvourselves*of a l l -
.other beings"'— animate, and; inanimate. I t is* "permissible rto , ', 

' 1 . » * , ^ . "~ * " ' t - ° J ' 
' a " ' "•* • * "' 

have,.-enemies', •̂ uts*)* not to, des i re - tha t , they s h d u l d ' n q t ', 

. .exist,".5 .^What ^e- 'today • term .'valu.es'' are simply; i l l u so ry 

• .-pictures'of the gqOd,, which ,— by "unleashing the passions ' 
i , - " x * ' * • " ' ' • . ' " J ' ~ ' ' \ ' ' ' ' - * • ' 

t ;.. f fcm -.the control of,'thought,—.lead, us away- from the *imita-, 

f'tion'.of this-,indifference/ "We :fai l to think precisely.:to tfie 

. . / ex ten t ' tna t we "overlook 'geometry"j, to.-the extent" t h a t we ,; 

* ; ignore the limited or ne'qessary character of; reality. ' . I t i s ' ' 

A 
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' - * . ' , / • • t % 

through the failure to think that we are-, led blindly by our 
' 4 ' , * ' ' * • » ' / - ^ 

, • * fiesire £,or the good in to acqu is i t iveness a-itd* a l l form's- of 

*. imperialism.58 I t i s t h i s that '"constitutes the thoughtless 

fpenzy' of history. , * w[ / 
'("* Fur ther , within our- experience necess i ty i s a pre-r™ 
* .. •* * * ^ , •- •* \ 

'„- eminehf characteristic of the "ethical situation". Those 
• 0 . ' * . - -

' . . ' . * I 

actions which 'we -most unhesitatingly w;Lsh to term "good" are 
****•"• ' . i ' • • 

"" p rec i se ly , those tha t a re , in a sense," comSxelledj In the 

feeling of obligation there i s something imperative^ ' Hence, 

„, the character-qf -spontaneous acts of 'heroism': Weil-.some-

. - j where-cites-the case of a Sailor who"* jumps into the water: in." 
. * * - ~ ' . - « * , * 

• - ' - - . " " . ' ' - * . • ' < , ° 

order to v save someone who has 'fallen . overboard," and who •< 
. * o. , * ' . , ; ' , s , . - % ^ 

' ' " ' ' . * •' . 

% , a f t e r w a r d s d i s m i s s e s "his a c t i o n by a s s e r t i n g - t h a t he 

"'couldn't he lph imse l f ' . , if we have food, and persons Who 

. are s ta rv ing appear before lis,, we would' sure ly ' fjeel some 
' " - ' - " - ' ' . ' * ' . . " 

. -compulsion to feed them," We'might r,esis(t t h i s -fee ling,- but -
* ' , . ' - . - . • • 

'", can we* imagine a* human.being who "did-'not here .' feel 'a*ry* sense., 

of obl igat ion? To.Well it^was inev i t ab l e tha t we w i l l be / 

-'compelled ,to act by our desire "for the good. ,Xn such act iv- , 
" , - ' • , - ' , - •' " ' • " - ' " „ - • . - , , " , . . - * ' * * ' • ' 

•, - ity,. however,, we'-must attempt-to imitate 'the-.-indifference of/ 

necessity t o * '̂a.lue"so as' to' preserve, {in our'ignorance of "the 

"goody,.the„simple .co-exisftence of a l l , th ings . We Will.neither , 

harm nor1 a t tempt to "do, good" tP, other, c rea tu res and'beings , 
- ' . * - ' , ':'. • ' - - . • . . ' • - " r - . . . - ' ' " . " • ^ * , " ' 

. " outside of, thpse',casqs tha t are f e l t to^e-i&triofly, obl iga-
- ' - . * / - * • ' * • • ' • * ' . - " . • i 

\ ' tory/ % / ' " ; ' . _ • - . ' . . . _-• ( - , . . / " • ' . \ 
For Weil, , the-"experimental proof" of. tlje , reveal ed.char-

. , * • - . * - • ' • . 

, ac'ter.'of thought - l i e s in , i t s r e l a t i o n t o necess i ty . I n ' 
I • •/ looking at a box we'have, the' -certain' impression "that we. are 



v.. 

seeing, through a contact" at once 4irect and real, the form 
* . . •* 

of a cube. .And, yet,, this is not .the case; no one has ever, -

nor will, ever see a cube". The idea of the" cube, the neces-

i sary relation between the sides, is not to be found in any of 

the appearances.* .The idea of the cube is """revealed in the,, 

' mind; it appears there' suddenly and discontinuously- in rela-

ion .to our sense experience. The ability of human thought 
. . . %• 

•to "read" -necessity o£ r e l a t i o n in the oini.Yerjse of matter -
» * , - -

.constitutes an experimental prqpf' an"S leads to a quite def i -
• ' " • * • • - ' , " -
*• *- -*• „ - • 

.n'ite sense of ' c e r t a i n t y ' r-egarftFing the u l t ima te and t r a n s -
"< y. ' - **? 
celide*utaj/meaningfulness of the "book of nature". 

/ 
After having, read the I l i a d in Greek, no 
one would dream of wondering whether the 

• professor*who taught him the Greek alpha
bet had/deceived him-.59" • ' -

' I t i s t h i s that-con-st i tutes the foundation.of the c e r t a i n t y 

. ' . 'of Socrates^ i n ' t h e F.haedq,, a -ce r ta in ty even in the face of* 

/ death,- that res ts - upon the assertion, that the immortality of 

. vthe soul stands, o r ' f a l l s .upon the existence of the ide^s,. 

^ v 
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C.B A P T<E.B H I I * • " *V*$'*/T 

THOUGHT WITHOUT ACTIVITY: ^ 
THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF MODERN SCIENCE, 

it. & i • <- o 

"'?, " ' 5" * 

In the .•eanJLy decades **of 'this- century the French a r t i s t , 

Marcel li.uchamp, c lever ly "tei"«&Ted an exhibi t by, suspending a / 
• •.-*% m- y . ' 

geometry textbook but a P a r i s i a n window. 'By way. of exp la -
\ , ' ' • -r 

na t ion he s a i d - t h a t i t , amused him t o th ink of " a b s t r a c t 
' - . ? : « 

"principles" exposed a t j^ast to the elements. Such amusement^ 
a t the"evident f a i lu re of thought to represent .accurately the 

n * ' * * -^fj!,'' , 
i n f i n i t e complex i t i e s of t h e world of our exgerience*"Wis' 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of t ha t era of- revolutionary t r an s i t i on from 

,--• - * * . . . * ^ - • " . 
the nineteenth to the present century. Everywhere•the appar-< 

• , - -< • ' 

. .ent absurd i ty , of human existence* was p o s i t e d a g a i n s t "the 

demands of reason and the formulation of rigorous thought,. "* 

Here, as in a l l modern conceptual r evo lu t ions , „ i t was'of • 

• course s c i ence t h a t led the way. With Planck ' s formulat ion" ' 
* .* v 

of the "quantum hypothesis", published" in ".the year 1900, and 
.with the announcement of Eins te in ' s paradoxes," the r igq r -

. . . " * * ." • " " 
ous, c e r t a in and fixed i n t e l l e c t u a l ' e d i f i c e of "c lass ica l t 

* ' • - . . " * 

' S c i e n c e " co l l apsed . I t was as i f .thought, and human reason 
themselves had perished. Monsieur Duchamp's famous parodies , 

" • " • . " . - . * ' • . , . • * 

of the scientific, method came at a time when science itself 
-' * " <• . \ 

had become a parody of its past. ' • , ° 
* ' 

Simohe Weil lived and wrote at the height ,of this ' 
transitional era. She did .not, however, believe.in its 

- * 

"revolutionary" character. On" the contrary, she viewed the 
* ** „ " 

f ' • t "*• *"" 

' * 100 



"*, A" 
;'i; 

contemporary attack upon the", nature bf thought, as thê  inev,it- * . 
- ' • . ' • * * . . - • • * . < * • 

able culmination.of an historical praqess that .had attended.'„ 
- , * ' . . . ' . . - • » . ' - *•. ' 

the birth "of modern science in.the.Renaissance. .She regarded " 
***v !T*t " ' ' * - " « * • - " " ""- „ 

the misology of contemporary* culture as s^c^rely^rocvt^d^in 

the misanthropy with which modern science -had begun* Far-
s * • •*• < « ,* * - * 

** • * i. # - * 

S « A , « - " * - *• . " ^ * » * 

from constituting a revolutionary .advance she ..held, this ten-/"-"**' 
. ' • . , - . ' , . " - ' .- -v " - " • . : ' * ' - - ' • . ; - -

d-ency. toward the misological to be in conformity., with th"&-

• a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l requirements of a socie ty bent upbrr'the 

•destruction of thought and, indeed, of a l l t h a t isshuman." 

The purpose of .this chapter i s to exp l ica te Weil's 
. . . ,. - y. 

analysis of modern science as a form of 'thought. 'In. her 
* ' * - - v , ' - . - • > " r 

view, the thought cha*racteristic" of our .^cl'ehce. tissue's 
directly from the basic separation of , manual/, and mental 

*• i y v • * • • * * • ' - - « " 

l a b o u r t h a t , l i e s a t t h e "root ,of i n d u s t r i a l soViety.*..- As*-a 
'- *' *' ** •* •* ..'•.**,." "1 *- "in

form of t h o u g h t -our s c i e n c e d~evei&ped i n ' - e v e r "inc£e-a"sing 
• \ \ " - - . _ . . " - ' - • / ' * " ' , * . . * ' ' " / ' « * 

, isolation from contact with the World of man, and of "matter",in 
' ' - - • * • " * " ' " . , - . * ' * 

action. the, sensible or tangible world, of • *ouf'experience of 
process and d iscont inu i ty . ./Mode'rh-, science in i t s f i r s t or 

* ; * . - ' . • :•"" "J -:-

"classical" phase — between the Renaissance*,to around 1900 
.— placed a l l i t s .emphasis upctf* the ^continuous1 and th'e 

1 * . «* - ." , - . - * . 
'necessary' and attempted to expel.*-all evidence of the 'd ls-

' * * * . ; " " "* ' " . i . • * ' - " . - ' 

continuous' and the ' acc iden ta l ' from i t s represen ta t ion of 

< • * • 

the world of*our experience. I t i s Weil 'e-qpntention tha t 
in the very super f ic ia l i ty -pf i t ' s r evo l t against the 'pure 

. . . * • " ' . * 

thought', of i t s ' past,, contemporary science continues and 
i n f i n i t e l y advances the progressive a l iena t ion•of human, 

* •* •*-"-#• *f 

*** * ' ' **v •» *•" " 

thought from human "experience. .' „ „. 

101 



In what follows I have divided Weil's analysis and 
«•'' * '* ' 

• critique of modern science into two distinct, although/very 

"closely related parts, corresppnding to.this historical divi--

sion of our science into its "cla.ssical"y!ahd "contemporary". 

"PjKalses. »In her critique of the classical period [stretching .-

from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to about- 1900]. *, 
** * < * ' ' ' ' 

what she emphasizes amounts* to an implicit attack "upon'the . .* 
• , , • , - ' . . - ' - * • 

crucial "modern distinction between 'fact', and 'value'. 'As 
• * • * - . ; • " •• " , 

" such i t i s e s s e n t i a l l y re la ted to the secpnd chapter 'on'the. 
1 "\* * * ,* 

corresponding Platonic d i s t inc t ion , between ."necessity" and 

"the good". " On the other hand, her analysis-of tvhe.cpntemp-

orary period [from the/formulation of the "quaj^tupi* theojjy'":' 
,j, around (19Q0 forward] i s ' basically- concerned '"with\a 'critique •. 

"A" ' • '• . * • - " ' ' - • , " • " • . 
of modern algebraic mathematics.as an attempt to project the 

' • • - .' , • , " ' . ' - v . -

language of science beyond the t limits 'of the'-individual human '• 
*\ , . "'" ^ •"-."'.: / • AA " 

mind. -*£n this, it is specifically designed,.to complement' her - • 

analysis of the thoughtless character of manual labour as.' '" 

explained in the first chapter. Further",* in'"its entifety, ... 
° ' - i< . - - -> *- v , . i ' , \ ' 

• th i s v chapte r i s meant--tq.-constitute a basis-upon which ^to 

sketch her account/of the-possibi l i ty of scientific thought 

" i n tire*;subsequent chapter d'evoted -to her" acqouht of - t h e , , . 

. 1.. /spi.ence": and/maibhematics of. the Pythagorean "'tradition".'" • . */, -,".'. 

%.i'-
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- I. i The Classical', Period of Modern Science ' , . ' ., " * 
, • . , - - - ' • ' - - • . - , . - * » . , . « * , • > • . , 

" . - . " ' ' , ' t ' ' » * < •* . I ' / / \ - " ' ' ' ' • - * ' , , * * , * ' ' • ' . ' 

' " ''" , * > - ' . , . " " , ' , f - , . , " '' ^ , , , ' ' • ' * , - , - , , ' ' f* ' « ' ' \ , ' 
* - ' " .* . ' ' * . * " . "* ' . ' ' - ' J ^ . . * ' ^ , >, J 

' . * ' . ' - - , Ordinarily language functions ,„withou,f being ."either5. 

rigorously* or primarily 'representational, i- .However>""/'to 

...speak' ahd 'to think', arelnot synonymous. Thought- is -but ->One-
" ••-' "--•.. "'"-.* "*-' * / - " • '„ •"'. • . '•- ' . . --,,- Zv.. ,.- V 

*-, ...qf/a diversity of l inguistic f.unctions..*."The thoughtful.'use '• 

/• of language .is- that'.which-does require representation. ., To 

s .-* think-'-Is. to represent something--in'the-,,mind out" of, the "chao- „ 

t ic and 'senseless,' generality of ;,our experience, '• ' ** 

, ' . > .,'Ari* Wgil's account "-thought' and "'experience' 
v ''V\-.\ ' r A ' " - *•"'- '" ' -; • • " " / ' *"* ' ; _* , , * ' " ' ' 
* s. 'agaiftst'one another, a-s correlative "contraries. , Through."the 

« - " ' " , i • . ' , ' . . - * , * " . , * . * , . , ' * * ' • » . * 

, / " - . • • • • „ - • * • , . • . • ' . • , • • < ; ' • , 

.us'e.bf-language thought 'represents what is not given in the <-" 
' * * • . * • * , ' " * . • " " - . . .• , ' . ' • ' - ' * i . . » - * - , . 

. doitrse of, Our, experience of the,tangible world, namely - - - ' *• 

• '** that which we variouslyvterm: 'order', 'system'-, 'fcohtinu-.'*.'* 

. * <• ity'- and, 'necessity1.- ** Our experience of the tangible a s , ' 
. - " . " 7 - v , " , ' ' f ' , * ' * - \ | - . • • . • • " " 

- ' ' 4 ' ' . ' '" " - ; ' • " ' * ' " " ' ' " ~ \ '' - ' ' '* * ' 

.' quite simply'the experience of. process:! 'the constant flow of • 
, . . " - ' ' ' ' . ' ' : / '' -- - v * . . ' *„ 

,, - '.being in process -of becoming that which .it Is npt-° , *Z ' - ".,3. 
• ,-* ts A ," * -. *v ''-'*' ••'' > -' " 7' - -*"*" *" 

.1 v / - On all levels /process', is .the reality'of 'out. experience 

. •*•- -'' bf the* tangible. I t isi process-, the .sen-selejljisnesk, pf '"the • / 

i;, ' ," senses, that i s the 'occasion.', of bur thinking, at' ail." -It is '•* 
, 1 i* " f t ^ . . . . , , , > , . 

. v . / :•. .-" • »*. ;• -•••' .- . , , s ' . - ' . - . ' . . ' ' ." „ * ' -, • - x .-

' . - -the .pfocess 'charadter 'of our, experience * that' demands .thought,'.' 
' -• ' . ' - , « ' ' ' • ' / , / ' ' • ' * . * ' ' * • ' » ' - • * - • " 

/ _ --' .The! senses-"give*-us nothing ,that is fixed and "determin'at^-
. - ; that is solely*.a function'of thought*. As ,Well writes^:. . •*'- •, • .'-•' 

Z : Z "- * ,*• ,- , . '- •• . " . - - • . . . - ••• , .*/ :.*'..'• .'* . / ; 
•' . / , ' ' - " • / - ' M - • • . 

, • " . , ' . . v ' - , , - " . „ • " • • ' ' > . . " ' ' , ' - ' - , . ' ' . ' 

. ' "M̂an is; obliged to'make'def inite. system's ' . . J*..-
".,-*'Z- ' , f, of" himself; he himself tnus|; fix the". ',.'-. .̂  ',*.-,' 

' - j - ' . ' , . x . rules- for hi;*s .maVements'>and construct " * . ' " : ' . 
-' * ' - ' ,' " objects of well-defined 'form, instruments , ' -. - ' ., ' 

/ • , •'" "-' .'of .play- or Vqrk, or,',li"ke the scales,• of- ; : , ,""- -103 
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measurement.- He"'f°i8dsVno*de\finite-sys
tems ""ready- made'in" nature ground, him",* or. 
rather, ,he finds -rfnly ohef --7'the stellar 
system. , . / . - ' . 

To* Weil "the appearance' of the' s tars ih the night's'kies offers. ./" , '" 

.an image,p-' "like a'toy given ,b'y Gqd to man" - - of the-char- ' •'• • 

acter' of *thought./ Alone ,ln thfe universe pf-perceptible /.** 
*,' ' „• ~& * , *- - " • Z ' . > . - . , - ; . ' *' ' 

' phenomena the^sy&tem pf-the stars .corresponds"to -a central .*'"* 

'and" definitive human* need and desire, namely— our' want 1 of 
- * it . 1 • ' . . -

-'"a •c'iosed!) limited '^nd'^perfectly defined ^ni'verse".5 '"in 
Z ° •-" . ' - * * . " k • -

Other .words*' thought is occasioned by our need of' and .desire 
' . • , . . ." ,' - ' ""' • -'v' * ,: 

1 for.' something "that we are "not* given in our experience bf 

prpqe'ss: , order. "Game's, work, and -all \theoreticalT repre-- •, ' ,, 

spntatlons. of our experience of the -phenomenal world and • ; 

-, human existence , in general', .aim at imitating, the^ "perfectly -* 
* ' '"**- '"'"- ",'''*"• >Z '' ^ " - ' i - • ' , -* -,-. , ' ':< .* 
'definite sequence*, -the "rigorofctsly'defined" andJ ̂ thoroughly/ \ * < "/• 
•' ,' • "'Iy-*~ h ' * •" " ' + ; A , ' 

..closed" 'system of movements visible to the human eye in the . *' •*•-* 
night skies."- / , * '- * „ ' - . ' • ' .- , • ... '. ,, ', „. >. . 

« - . " ' . ' *z -. . '' ' Z . . .-• --/• &-- ., , . ' * 
/ " Tq jWeil'this was Jbhe aim of thought; However- 'since, at,- / / ' / 

.* - - " ' . * * ' ' ^ - ' ' ' ' " * . ' 
least oh the. level of appearance" 'we do not live-in -such a • ' ' . 

' * ' , - . , , . 1 - » ' t ' . - - v ' 
world ,but rather in a world'predominantly characterized bŷ  

' ' " - , . , ' " ' . •• .< . -' - ' ' ; ' ' , - , * , A 
"discontinuity"'1 and- "accident*.*" and, since, our existence' with- , r - ' . 

* ' . - • '" * " «- " , ' " * ' ' - , ' 

in „such. "A world is the' very occasion of our thinking/'thought, V*Z 

and experience 'cannot 1 be humanly' defined "other than in *their ' • ' • " , 

correlative .opposition'to one^another. ' The relation between 

thought and" the -experience pf "process and 'acti,vityx ih our 

l ives is an open but impenetrable, mystetfy.*' They-stand in; 
' , • ' , ' - " . ' • - <- • - - * , ' * • < _ * ' • / 

- 1 ' . . . - * . , i , * 

juxtaposition to one another. Fundamental to, Weil's critique 
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of the dlassical period of modern science is"her analysis of 

its characteristic attempt to eliminate <rom consideration 
"> . g,' 

'the experiential reality of the discontinuous. 

Classical'scie'nce had a single unifyirig aim. • It, 

attempted to find a representation of all the. phenqm-ena • 

occuring' in the universe.Z>As a model it chose the concept of 
work or, more accurately,( pf effort, the product of- force 

" - * " • ' , , ' -

times distance.1 It chose in other words the crudest and the 
A- , o '/- „ _ * . ' . ' " . ' 

'most elementary form of human work — lahour devoid of "prac-
• ' 7 • - . * . ' " * 

tice,-. knowledge, skill and inspiration" , devoid of all that 

is human. Unconsciously, "It chose, in fact,' the nature of 

manual labour characteristic of phe mode of production'of the 
" ' ' . ' , ' ' ° • ' 

new industrial society. • •• K 
\ • ' . . ' ' - " • . ' ' 

• \ In ta(e choice of this model classical science fixed upon 
'" / Z 

one-of t h e two most primary" m a n i f e s t a t i q n s of - n a t u r a l n e c e s 

s i t y i n human l i f e i n , a n y s o c i e t y . As .Wei l h e r s e l f p u t s i t " 

in a' p r e v i o u s l y c i t e d passage ; ^ „. • ' • 
0 » * ' ' -

' " . ' ' - '. - - , ' 
A" • - •••: • * - ' / * " 

'<. Between any d e s i r e and i t s s a t i s f a c t i o n y • ,; . 
,> - we a r e f a c e d w i t h a d i s t a n c e which i s , , . i n ., * " ,"-~ j * ' ' 

, Z , a s e n s e , t h e w o r l d i t s e l f ; ' i f - t h e r e Z l s a ' '*,* l *~ 
v. . . book on t h e f l o o r and I . w i s h t o ' s ^ e i t on " / ' , 

- . - t h e t a b l e , my wish can only be s a t i s f i e d ••-• *• 
^ , by l i f t i n g the'bopflc t h r o u g h t h e ; , W h o l e ' *' 

d i s t a n c e w h i c h , - s e p a r a t e s t h e t a b l e 'from,-, • ,- / ' - ' 
t h e f l o o r . 8 **>, . ' " ' ,' . - . - V" "• : -. '• '- '•. " th i s C o n s t i t u t e s t h e e s s e n t i a l condition"" of' a l l .humah«,act'iv-_ 

' . . . f * r - , , • * ' " , - - ' 

"i ty . The ' u n i t a i y At tempt of c l a s s i c a l ; s c i e n c e wa's" t o ' rqpfe-;" 
; ' ' ' - " " ' » , " i. ' ! • . " • " " . ' ' . . ' . . " ' , " " \ \ . ' . ' • " ' 

s e n t a l l n a t u r a l phenomena "by imag in ing , / between" two . s u e c e s - . 

s i v e s t a t e s c o n f i r m e d i n ' a .s ,yste"m(oy^oBuervat. ion, i n t e r l n e - , 

d i a t e s t a g e s analogous .tqv t h o s e - t f a v e r s e ^ / ^ y a man, execu t ing 
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• • > / • • • ' ' • 

, - • - • . / 

a simple manual labour".' As the basis of its attempt to 

formulate a positive science of nature, classical science 
"*• * * i J ft 

• chose as a model £he relation between human activity and the 

"totality.of geometrical and mechanical necessities" to which " 

our -actions are always subject. „ - .-
-•'. Interestingly/ it was at first- upon a theological basis / 

' ' • - h ' 
that, man was'eliminated from this representation of the' 

.universe. There could.-be no question of imagining anything^ • *" 

like human-will behind the phenomena of nature for, if such 

wills were at wqrk there, they were of a supernatural order -

and therefore essentially* unlike the human will in-being ^ 
.'exempt.from the'pondition .of labour* It.* was necessary to. 

• "reduce, the-reality of huitta'n" work to'"th'e-inhuman level of 
• • * - * . , • • • 4. ' *• • 

--simple.'manual labour fpr ' the ana'lpgy between work and tfie 
•>• . *" * » • * » v -f -. - ^ ^ r v « tv • 

phenomena <of.nature to" be, established... \ .' ,\ ' . , „ ""' \ 
. .* . ' . . . -" - - . , -- ** •, ; . , / ^ • . / *-. 

• " -/„ ,There.is, ,pf course, /.nothing..yety'surprising in.-an artt'i- .. 
- *•. . » * * Z * * - ' • ' * * . . . 

»" teleological and" anthropomorphic "bent .in any .attempt to for- * 
, y* '."''v •." ,'Z - y w* • -* . ° ,-" * -'." 

mulat'e a -positive science q.f ""nature* ' .The very* idea of • ' 
• • ' * - " • . . - - ' * . . " ' ' " " - ' : • ' ' ' " " ' ' * v ' ' ' * ' " * ' ' * " . ' ' . " ' • • " s ' 

•ftatuf e' was, qnly born in coh t rad i s t inc t ion t.o the^ manrmade • r 

or 'conventional ' world pf .human society.- -Nature was tha t 
. ' . , * * ' . » » ' , e , 

• ' ' ' ' v *" - ' ,* * ' - . ' ' . . 

"which ho man-had made. -' Consequently,,- a positive science is 
• ' • ' ' ' • ' . ' .-.' "*'" Z * - • , ' - " * - , " 

prec i se ly . the a t tempt . tp think tha t which m,.an has, not made, 
- * «• • , . 

, . " , * ' .- * . > _ 

an-a t t empt ' t ha t require"s---the rigorous" cltciim script^, on of , • 
man's'desires, and assumptions-^- ' , Z -
'A ' '• s -..**•"M 

• ' The aim'of classical 'science was to, achieve a represen-
- • '- -. * > " " ' l . ' ' - - b , * , ' " * " " 

feation of ,the, universe solely in terms. of natural necessity." 
' ' • •' . . - i ,&s we\hWe. seen,- in'.this attempt it seized upon the fact-of 

5 - • ,* r "" o 
- - • " • * * . . 

labour as one of .the tapst fundamental manifestations of thips/ 
* * • , ' * £ « ^ " "* ' - * • • " ' 

' * . .*: 1Q6 

r-



r 
necessity in'huinai-i existence. There exists, however," still 

»,' . * » • . 
another/form "of natural, necessity which weighs' equally with 

labour upon human,life. It consists"in the fact that time, 
•* * v *' \ ' j - °, <-' 

has a direction-and, *as Weil expresses it, that it is never a 

. y ' 

matter of ^indifference,* "to us in which direction a <parti6uilar 

transformation takes place. As*\she explains'; ' -
I t sometimes"requires almost no time*or 

- * • effort to knock a book off a table, dis-
/ arrange some papers,- stain .one^s'clothes,. ,' ' v 

crumple some linen, burn a"field of 
.Wheat, or k i l l a man; but' i t ta'kes time 
„and 'effort to l i f t a-book, .put, papers in . 

, ,order, clean one's clothes or launder, • . 
« ' linen, and i t requires a* year of labour 

-and trouble*to ..raise a new crop in the * 
field; a dead man canno.t be brought back • « 
to l i fe , /.and'" it-takes-twenty years to .*, 

\ replace^a* man in the world. 2 ^ -
* & ' •» s - , 

For the analogy between the conditions of lafaqur and 
- ' » -

• • * 

natural phenomena to be complete this second mamf e^tation_ of 
** <a * 

necessity had to be taken into accomnt. This was "the 

^achievement of J,R.R. ClcJussiuŝ  <1822T1888) Who/invented the , 

idea of entropy and found an algebraic formula for i t s 

expression as a'function of energy. Henceforth, i t was 

assumed that every phenomenon involves a transf o!rma"tion of 

energy such that i t is* impossible und\er any imaginable cir-

cumstances to, restore exactly the initial state, of energy i„n, 
** *• - * "* 

i 

that system. For We'll this w&s the culminating adhievement 
of classical science and represented the m-ost complete 

. - , - * • - \ \ ' ' 
triumph "of the idea of limit- in Western science since 

*. ' I 
" ' * ' * • * • ( 

Eudoxus. The functional relation of energy ^hd entropy 

appearedZto justifyvthe great optimism of sc/enqe in the 
' ' 
107 
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nineteenth century.. I t was now thought poss ible %o read*.', 
• . * •. .- •* . w ' 

( through,-the*aid of--, Calculation and measurement, simple varia-
- - . • • ' / . ' . - A ' • • » * / ' •- - - • * '*• , 

tipns of energy ,and entropy ,in-accord, with -aZ single'-and' 
,, , simple law in all the' phenomena of ffche'material* uniyerse. _-v',: .•_'..*-'*• -",- -•-' I x ' ' ' :' ** ' 

, HoWever, ,as we, shall-see, this intoxrfelftting prospect was 
. ' - - • • . " , * ' _ * . * * ' * < • ; • ' • 

, / merely -the; prelujie to intellectual disaster for classical 
- * ' ' 1 3 . ' * - : " . ' \ ' - * . " " - ' , " . ' > - • . . • 

s c i e h c e . , . " , * 
*~"Qhe' sole "endeavour' of' -classica"! science Was, to use* 

'"« " , ' • " - - ' ' ' • '*- -' v ,- » " . * . ' *• 

Weil's, terminology, the seduction of "all natural phenoirtena" to 

representation 'in rterms of "continuity". 
- • • • - x ". ' • V**" 

*V of 

V* 

»; ' The whole e ' f f o r t ' o f science", f s i n c a ' , * 
- . - Galilee*, consisted in reducing a l l pheno-

' . . mena^without exception* to .changes in the 
'<, .. * ,t " re la t ionship between' 'space and' ti.me, * \ 
.*•' ' ", . admitting*' ho var iab le f a c t o r s except t / 

- ' - ' d i s t a n c e , v e l o c i t y ,and accelerat ion." 
*0 i Space and >"timte can only "be represented as* * r y , 

„ . . continuous quan t i t i e s , - and .energy, i s . ' 
) * - p rec i se ly the idea thfbudh which-every- I 

„ - ,' y thing ,6an"be reduced to space.and 'time.' •? , *. 
. • •' . . ^ If I am two kilometres away from a 'p lace . t 

, "and" walk u n t i l I am pne 'ki lometre ' f rom «. 
, c- it ,* th;en no matter what road I have ";aken ' -

- or what detours' I have made,- I shall,have , , -
" -' ,,//- "passed "through a'll the.,intermediate" d is 

tances between two ki lometres and pne " 
.. ' ' kilometre*...i-1 , - - . • * -

• - / A' •'"-•. ' '"* : * -' • * ' * 
* • - * - ' . v " r ' • - ' 

. I t i s j u s t t h i s a t tempt ' t h a t i s - a t the centre of Weil''s 

* cr i t ique, of classical science ^ f or' i t i s -exactly here that ilt 

fa i l s as *a form* of * "thought: . "' '> ' * ' / , * • ' L. 
. " i - - .- - - . 7 . 

" For. Weil, as we have alrea,dy mentioned, thought'involves 
* ** "v A 

by i t s very nature, a juxtaposition ,of the" continupus and' the 
' ' ,. - - . Z . . . •• > • * .- . 

-••discontinuous; a correlation that -reflects, the contradiction 
. -• " * * . . • . • - } "* v , ' > • y , ' \ 

between thought *-and expeStence essential^ to the humanbeing,-

. ' . ' - • • , ' • • • : < • ' " . . - • - • • • " ' ' ' • - ' • ' . : . / 

" ' * * "- . ' ', * 1 0 8 ' , -- '" ..*.<- . . * 
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. V * , - • , • • -

,-As a consequenOe -the heart of 'her critique of classical 
.- . ***. " * -

^ •* . . - \ - • # - • • » „ • ,. 

'* -"science ̂ involves its characteristic attempt att repres'enting 
• '*•-•> •' k . . * ' -. . ' 

the natural world solely in terms of-the continuous. ' , . 
, „' * * ' - ' ' . * - * - -

* „ ' , -• \ ^ .,-. "• *, 

At first sight this might appear a strange cbmplaiht 
. /' - - ' *" .•,.•"*-• 

'Z against 'our' science," and particularly so, at1*'its nativity.*' 
* After all, it is the empirical claim'of this science that has _ 

-.' -. * *,".-"' ' A'A ''.* 
, always defined its ndvel and revolu£idn?ry'departure*from the , 

*"'"', , . "* '"/"V A ^ ^ '.*"•>* 
previous'history of humdh' du-lture. . It" has .long been held. 
' • « :* ' • A{ A J ' ' ' , *• • •' " • • • 

' t h a t t h e e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of thmmodern s c i e n t i f i c 
- - . j ^. ' . * • ,, '• • • ••• -'.- ....... . 

•• mpde of thought is its experiential reference and its prin-
« * . ' 

A c i p l e 'of* -empir ical v e r i f l a b i l i t y . 
t- "" " * ** * ' . * 

- . ' - N o n e t h e l e s s , . the "basis.-.of W e i l ' s . c r i t i c a l - a n a l y s i d i s 
• ' * - ' * * . - „ 

" -, t h e - c h a r g e ° tha t our s c i e n c e , from . t h e f i r s t p h a s e s pf I t s 
" h i s t o r y , t o o k t h e ' r e a l i t y . o f " l anguage —•*• -in t h e form,of i t s 
- i« , *V ' Z" v * .* ' '" ' • . - • " 

* " -own r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of n a t u r e —• t o be the- .complete- r e a l i t y of . 
' ' " ~ ^ - / - . . • . , * . ' . , ' . ' 

* t he phenomenal-world. P r o g r e s s i v e l y , i t chose' t h e r ea l i ty* of 
*• • •* , , • t * i 0 . • * > . 

" language, and specifically of" mathematics-.'" over th&" reality 

of things lor, more accurately,- of events.. -' To" express this in. 

a, different but "-equivalent fashion;, classical" science chose. 
, -'*-"• • * " • J* " " • - . , * 

the. continuous character* of' thpiight, over' the discontinuous 1 
". ' . . "7 -' '" ". ' A *:A } . "v - "' ' /' ' - -""* 

process reality of human' experience. • Such' a- choice between < 
' '/-"'* / ' * " ' '. \ -' • " "Z ' ' - '-• '.".'" 

*, .Woods'and-^thirigs,. between thought, itself and-the experience-
I I * * - * "I* ,. ' .-

v * 1 * , n ^ - " ' • » * - . # ' *" " ^ •" s t i> ** 

. .of prpces-s i s ' h o t f gt . the human be ing ' v - '' # - ' . _ . . ' - -' 

I t i s Wei l ' s - v i e w , t h a t , f o r "the human b e i n g , r e a l i t y ' i s 

def ined s o l e l y by the open..[;but profoundly- mys te r ious ] - ^ r r e - Z . 

%; l a t i o n between our ' thought fu l ruse bf l^nguag^ 'and the* e^perit* ' 

... e n t i a l wor ld -o f p r q c e s s i n -wh iph .we a r e , f o r b e t t e r o r . f o r -
*'. . , * ' - - r •' . ' " " - ' ' ' - ( * * , " ' ' - - ' i 

. ' * -v. ' . -» ." ' - ' - - * - ^ ' - ' ' > , ' ' - . 

v • • . - . - • ' ' " " ' , ' " • ; " ' : : 

'i *. * - . J ' -'••'*' 1Q9", / ' . , ' " ' , . . ' ' - ' 

i 

," * i 



worse, mescapably'-.caught. * The nature- of. thought" is-thus, 

roqted; in the' e s sen t i a l .contradiction of our being'.- / 
' ' ' ' - '" "' „ " ' * • * • ' " " _ « . , ' / • • ' . - , * " - ' : i - . * . - , . . ' " " 

jgnthropologioal situation is that'"of a "thinking' being": 

. '".. ' '' 'divided, frPit^'himself i n h i s "most'animal" _ -. 
5 •" desire „arid -in-.«his- highest--'aspiration, ,.>3N: "-

^-* the 'dis tanoe ' l r f time between 'what he : i s ;V 
'""'*' ,,and,Vh*at he Is tending'to be.i-' * 

The 

o ,'" **\ 

What is. more he "Is a creature** who exists within an "extended 
...*-,, - . ' ' /";*' .'"* • -, , "- » *" •'/'".-

World'1 .comprised of all that escapes hi"m .-for: '* ..- "; ,.- * -
-•..' •*'',"* '" ' ,' ° ' -. *" • ' , "" » -< •• - " '., J 

' ,„ .- ' / .he l,s confined tO'; cfne- p o i n t , l i k e a ••*., "y 
\ ' chained .prisoner," and cannot be anywhere'..' ,* 

e lse ^.except, a t - the- pr ice of time, and - ,«*. ' --
e f fo r t and of." abandoning, the poin t he'" " '• * ' -",. 

-- " - , „ started from'.16' ' " "" - A'f '*•• / A'- • 
- *< *' A A - "*• '* " .'•• \ ; '" - » / • . • . * - ' * ' • ' • ' -' '"• 
» « * , l , ( • ' ' ' . . - ' ' * ' 

X ' * - ' t - l - v ' * - * . . ' / * ** ' ' 

Space"' and time thus constitute a .single for'm,'of* necessity, . " 
. ' / '' '• * ' » , "-, ' " ,- ' "• / ' - - • " ' ' ' ' ' ' ' • • 

- sensed' an" different" ways. Intrinsic, to, the- human being/ '. 
- '- ' ' ' . - •' , , v • . ' ' . ' ' , . • 

'however, is an irrepressible desire* that drives thought %t'o 
. " ' ' . ' ' , . - - . • ' " AA"-'^' -• -•'"•'"' *'• A'' '' '• -"''"*' 

i rea'ch beyond time' arid. ,,space./'" In Weil's opinion .we only "" 
•aspire to think'because we'* feel ourselves "made for something"-' 

• ""* ' . . • ' " ' * * < . ' . ' ' - ' - - * , * • - ' . ' - , , - ' - " , , . ' 

, ot.her, than time "and space".' The ultimate, .'and impossible aim 

of* 'all-»thought i s not; necessity, but .the eternal.- • "Thought-'is- ,-* 

"•4 Ohciracteri'yed -by'a-"striving toward the" mastery pf time' -and Z" 

"space. It" i s .the. Vefy nature of human thought, to-seek "to •". 

. dwell in eternity", to-'em'brace. and-dominate time, to grasp'the - " 
* , . ' * ' . . - . * ' ' . " • * * , • - ' • - . ' 

1 . '. . ' ''' . • ' , ' , ' - • '"I *7 

• whole extended universe-^ a t a l l i t s ^points at once". '• ^fterice -, 

' i t i s prec ise ly as /'thinking creatures'-'' t ha t we' are caught , 
-• - ' > ' . - - * '• • " . ' M " , ' - " ' • ' , " ' ' . • ' , ' ' . ' ' ' . ^ 

.between a" subjection tb'the. "necessary"-,* in ,the, elemental-

* form of-time, and space, and our'*, desire for "the g'o'.od." in the'*' 

,- form of" the eternal... This contradiction which- defines our *' 
110. '-""', "Z .'.• -. V '""'. ' ' " 

- * ' "- ' * ' , ' - * , - ^ . " - . '-' - «•' ' • 



••."- ' .. Z ' -• '• .- . ' • , . " . • . • " V - • • • * . . ' . -- "' .• '. . « 
• ' ' ' ' " • ' ' ' , " * . . . - „ - ' • . ' ' . ' ' ' " . ' -•••" - ; . - ' • . • „ 

"J condition is-*-the ". anthropological "f ouhdatipn* pf '.the co.rr.ela-

* fion -between-the •pa.rt'icula'rs' 'of "pur'/exper ience cind'the- '< 

'''universals* pf bur thoudht. "„ * " ' *. '/' ' ."' ' .*• •.'•*"" 

., The-necessity-'ol time'and "sp^ce. stands forever opposed,;-' 

,tp t h i s iul"tim ate a'spir'ation-of'thought tibward the eternal , - . ' 
' j * • * • , ' * " ' , r •*" , ~ A •* *. ' . , v , 

and- i t ' i s t h u s . t h a t thought: is-.always both" d i f f i c u l t and' • 

incomplete*. The wonder is-.this: that through the thoughtful J., 
<.'- '-, --Z " *- '.".','«• -' •'•'• Z , **" ' . . •. "' '• ,"- . . . , -" .•" 

..-Use of language-, sounds *anc| objects that only exist ,within. the 

'bounds*>of time and space- nevertheless .offer*, the* human beirig .' 

-ImagesZpf-the-eternity'that'"he desires* ' - ' ' " ' . •, . 
- ; . . . . " - * . ' . • . . ' ' ' - ' , - - - - • . * , . - " 

. ' < • • • - ' . - • ' • . • . ' . ' • , ' . ' , • * • " - • " - ' * - » ' . - • , / - " "' ' • > ' . • ; . ' . " - * " ' - -' ' * - / ' ' ; ' ' ^ ' •' -'. \_ •:-In'certain of the works of man this ' lmage ' ^ . 
/ ' . / . ,.. is-provided, by' such conceptions', as -limitV . -,. , Z / ^ 

- ; ' " •• .'order*. -harmpriy,',proportlQh",Z regu la r - •" •: 
''• . . recurrence, t>y everything whic.h enables. , \ . " 

' Z man to embrace in^a single, a'ct'of thought" ', " „\ 
-• . , . Z " Z. a - juxtapositiqn 'of places', which, is-equi- , \ /• 

• \. '-./• - - /valent t o -all* places, , a -succession - qf - .' ,,' •' 
-"'" '" instant's equivalent to a l l instants f- as , 

„-•' •'• > /• though, m'ari could.,be everywhere a*t a l l * - - ;• 
•• * •__ times, "as though',he was" eternal . ;* --'*." 

'-' " . - " • " ' .- ' i A ". " •' - . . ' ' " " ' 

' . I t i s these" "images", which fqf'Well cons t i tu te ' t h o u g h t ' i t - "-

'- 'selfi* I'u,-'science, or in a r t - the / r e a l i t y ' ' which ...thought , 

defines Zand, represents to, "the. mind consists "in'a just blend' ' 
-,•*. " ' - -. • . . ' ' ' - , ' - '. . 

' of uni ty with, that which opposes-unity". As'will be argued" 
- ' - ' ' / . - ' * ^ \ ' ' ' . ' ' • ' - • « • . . ; , , ' * . ' • 

, irf the„,.subsequent chapter, on her reconstruction.-of Greek 
* . . , , . ' . \ * , • . ** ' . • >- ' '• , . i ' ' ' 

•^-science/ i t . i s 'precisely this which'constitutes--the, practice 

of mathematics. • - " , ' • . - ' > '„ '"• ' "..; 

- ' -In.Weil 's analys is , i t i s /he re that" "t-he. b a s i c f au l t of 

classical science , l i e s . " In', i t s drive!-to find a' single,,'repre-^ .* 
•' " ''" ' "Z,*' '•-Z '„ • A •"' y ' ': • • . ;.**'" 

.-.sehtation for all" na tu ra l phenp'mena- i t was increasingly'• '• 
.forced to ignore, and,to deny the r e a l i t y of the 'di ' scont inu-

' ' ' . • . " ' - ' . ' • * • - • • , . • -

- ' - ' . - ' - • . , . , • ' . 

- • • ' " '' ' * *-• > ' , ' " * -- - v - v " ' * , • " * - , • , . 
•,: ' "" . . . . . . . ; ' . "Z"' ' 1 1 1 • ' ' ' ' - , ' ; 
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outs'. As we shall see, later, classical science -was, built 

explicitly upon a rejection qf hu.man experience as '-subjec

tive' and 'illusory'. In building her case Weil relies -"" 
" - . i ' 

. " " " " ' , • ' ' » - ' j 

„ equally upon the ro le played by.the nptidn of the"" "neg l ig -
ible" in physics and the essentially theore t i ca l character of 

*» * ' ' ' 
scient if ic experiment and observation.* "' * ,, " v ,-
-. All the clata concerning a 'particular phenomenon tha t ,dld. 

, - „•*• i ' i 

not f i t t h e representat ion, of t ha t phenomenon, as 'der ived 
* ' - J ' /• ' . i 

from -the predominant mass of data, was placed by physics, in a' 
- * * * • * "** *• 

category that "it, termed ."the negligible". Classical physics . . 
not Only neglected the,vcontent of t h i s category", as i t was } 

' ' j - * , , • . 

' , , ' - . - - • . • - • . . -

meant to ..-do by definition, i t also-neglected-and repressed as, -
. 4 - : ' « • - " • - , • " ' 

•far as possible any consideration of the very'notion of the 

negligible. <lt simply dismissed̂  the negligible as that,'which 
is insignificant. Weil,'on the contrary, insists that.the 

' " -' * * '' • "-.-'; " ' 

negligible, is precisely that which must be neglected if , 

"physics is to 'b'e constructed.^° For every thought Which' , 

- attempts-to represent experiencê  there is something which-is. 

Zneglected, and that something is nothing"more nor" less than , 
*' ' ' , ' > i , 

-the "infinite eirrpr"" which i s the price .of al l , thought. *. < 
* * , . . ' 

.„ > • > What-is neglected is'al-ways as* large-as -
- ** the world, exactly as* large/ ^because the 
' phys ic i s t negiects ' the whole difference , * 

'-*• . ' -between something tha t happens in front 
. o f his eyes and,a per fec t ly c losed , 'per - * • " 

, feetly.definite system which he conceives , * - , 
' i n /h i s mind and represents on paper 'by ' 

symbols and signs;, and this difference i s . • 
' • the_ world i t se l f ; the world which',presses / -

- • around every'morsel of mat ter , a:nt"C f i l r * • 
• ' , _ - t e r s into ' i t , and i n s e r t s i n f i n i t e / v a r -

ie ty between, two points, no, matter how - " ' . - • ' 
Olose together, the "world which makes any.. 
closed system absolutely impossible.21 

-.- " *> 
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ZClass ica l science attempted to useVthe notion of t he .neg l i -

-gible tp suppress, in "the hope-.that-it could ultimately deny, 
# ' . -* z *" * - v '-* . 

the exis tence o ' f / a l l ' t he data - that , did not ' f i t in to , i t s 

" ,<mec,hanical' a'nd "flat" .representations. All tha\*did not' fit* 

• w,ith i t ' s theoretical. ' imagef was thus ' .convenient^ disposed 

of. *Iii th is , "classical" s'cience 'radically chos|\ t he ' r ea l i t y qf 

langiiage' and theory.* the, reality-of the-continuous, -over that 
. A .•••••*• .* •* .'/*•'* 'v "."• ..- • - * *J-

6i humVn^experie|iee where we are everywhere f a:ced with the 

discontinuous flow of process'.' "In" dismissing from considera- * 

i", tibn the role.playedby- the negligible' in' the formulation of 

. - sc ient i f ic thought , c l a s s i c a l .science dismissed the very 

* ." difference which'separates thought and language from experi-

'" r- - encel', In h i s mental labours, the phys ic i s t pf-the c l a s s i c a l ^ 

,," e r a l i yed - in sa laboratory 'world of ' r igorous-constructs," a 

* - 'world fixed 'and determinate "and in str iking .contrast to the 
' - - , * - > . , ' . " , . - - - " • , * * 

, . ordinary'world of everyday human'experience. -This opposition 
. ; - : . , • : - - " " / - ' " / ' - * * - . - ' " " - . * - < " v - - ' • ' " " . . ' 

-wa§ not clearly" conceived "and by the end of .the' nineteenth 
Z' , * " • " " ' ' . / " - i, - ' ' . - ' - ' ! , y * * 
- century our sclent!sts.'had.come to believe that*"there were* 

, " ' • • ,. " • - ^ " ' - ' • , < ' . f 

• no- more" things In -heaven' and earth-than in their* laboratories 
;— and indeed in the i r laboratories pnly at the momen't when* 

"~ ; '- '-' " * " " oy ' • v »- -* 
. an experiment succeeded".-'1"'' *, _. , 

- * ' ' - • / • • - " * • * * " " * 

\ * . * * - * » * " * - J * ^ ' * +J . . » % 1 "• 

' • .' * ' In "Weil's analysis to*, think is tp,apply language to ' 
" ^ \ ' <- ' ,. " ' . *" "' * *" 

«- - - - " ' , f 4 . ' • • . ' - " ' ' . . K 

experience; i t is1 t o use language to determine and thu-s to 
< - . , / ' • * • • ' • m « 

- , , > - > 
* 'represent^ that experience to the mind. ..Classical science "was 

' < ' " . ' ' , y ' - • " , , " * 

, /. ah- attempt: to apply language-, thoughtfully to nature [-- the 
realm o'f being-external to the world of-human c r e a t i v i t y ] . 

" ' '. ** 1 j ' ' * * - "• 

. Spec i f i ca l l y , i t , a t t emp ted to.apply~a p a r t i c u l a r mode of 113 



language to* nature , nanvely, the language of" mathematics; 

Mathematics has long "bqeft corisidfired the quintessential Ian-*-
N. ' " ** , «, " ^ ^ 4 *" * - ' 

gaage of', thought. For Simone Weil,' as for^Plato and-"the 
v Pythagoreans, t o think means to think mathematically. In 

- / ** ' *"» *" 

their definition thought consists in the application- of num-t 

""'tier in i t s o r ig ina l sense of r a t i o — two quan t i t i e s tha t 
i "• 

vary proportionately1 without ceasing to be linked by a fixed 
•** ^ * ŝ̂  

relationship -- tto the world of our experience, andNto the 

process of c<ur ow» activity in that world. °̂ - N. , ? ' • 

Mathematics, no less than any other form of language, is 

only* appliad to the phenomena -of our experience at the price 

* of all thought: the "infinite error" of all that is automa-
* " . • • - . , . * 

ticaljy neglected. What is more, there is an "infinite 
error" implied in language itjj-alf in so far as it' needs 

objects and ima,g*s, for the signs, and symbols of language 

-differ infinitely from the ideas that tl^y represent. Ijv* 

repressing, while using, the idea of the negligible*, clas-. 

sical science failed to recognize the "existence of this 

"infinite error* in-̂ the linguistic" character of thought it-

i self. "As a result it mistook its images and 'words' for the 
*" n "• 

phenomena that were the supposed object of i t s study.24 

The idea**'of.-the" s t r a igh t l ine and the chalk "mark on a 

"*"" blackboard representing i t are* two quite dis t inct en t i t i es . 

Similarly/ a world of difference exists-between the beam^of a 

i ^balance and the phys ic i s t ' s conception of i t ag a s t r a i g h t 

l ine revolving arpu'nd'a fixed point . S t ra ight l ines and 
^ % ' * ' * ' 

• • fixed points are*'not things that can be seen, and touched for 
* they-'a re not 'things' at all. They are ideas. Physics can 

-/ ,' - .-
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only be/constructed -by' ignoring' this -difference ;in favour of; 

•'.idea and that is*what both "Archimedes and Galileo did. ~They* -

I.-/ chose,t<?cbel"ieve the image .in the eye*of the: """"ind ovej*" tha t „ 
~' 4- ' . . ' , ' - - * * " • - • - ' • - . ' • . j . - . •" . y , - „ ~ _ 

. "* . in, the-eyes of the 'senses*.2'5 'As' wil l "be ^een,jnqre c lear^y^ir r r^ '^ 

" , the next chapter; an essential ' dist inction "'between/m,'odt«rn -and' "* ".' 

Greek 'science liesZin" the" fact tha t Archimedes" was-fully 
" • • , , - "t 1 * K ' " " * . , , * * * . - -• 

\ ; ..' * conscious--of'; the./dif f erence*between- the tangible.-aiid the 
« " ' - „ ' ' * " - • * . ' * . _ " * * " . "" *•' ** * ' ' - - - * *- , " - * * - - . * • -

.' Z , i n t e l l i g ib l e while' Galileo was nptZ26 " " . * " - ' . /*.r-' 

/ *', * . " ' . ' The-either/or dilemma characterist ic of ,the modern, epî -** 

tem'ologipal. attempt to" determine the.relation,between- 'words'*- -

and ' th ings 1 mls-ses/the'open but^profoundly impenetrable , 

character of tha t re la t ion." In* Weil's-account a.1'1*that Can. »-' y 
' be saidsof this"-relation* is) / " •, , ' *- , ., . ' J • - ;'X^ 

/ . ^ tha t - the chalk on-the blackboard .allows 
' Z \ me to imagihe' a, s t r a igh t line;-and i t i s , * ' 

." only in thiJJ sense t h a t . f i g u r e s can be . "' 
. images-of' geometrical. Ideas, not because ;-. • "* 

-• they rese'mblef them, but" in .so* far as . -
they allow, us-to imagine thejn-. / ' \ .Z . . . 

* " , ' • " . • • • - z . - - '*• ~' y ... -

Now, there i s . an important sense in which . sc ient i f ic 
* * - « . * . * • ' 

observation and experiment are analogous to the f igures of, 
the gebmeter. - In formulating a p^^lem the geometer begins" 

'by conceiving Zand'imagining a perfectly - systematic* arrange-
. f"-. , • • • • '• * •, - *-•*": * • - ' 

ment-qf elements such" as point s,"**al--sta,ncea and angles*., "If, 

the resultant figure suggests to his imagination, an element , 

or elements that he has not placed in i t , then lie .sbifaps .that 
* • ' ** • " ' * > * * - , , -

figure "and 'draws another free from- .these foreign, intrusions. 

It is. In a perfectly' equivalent fashion that a physicist; in' 

rrv " ). . . " ' - ' • . . '-',''. •, - . 
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-the- s tudy of a problem, imaginesZa p e r f e c t l y ; c l o s e d and -
• - ' , / , . ' -*•-••• ' • ' ' / - ' . - , ' v • i ' - '" 

systematic arrangement of * elements i n ^which' nothing I s , p'er- • 

, mit ted t o eh'tef' except what he himself has placed " the re / \ ' 

' ' '.. * In-what we'today term "pure"' or* "mathematical" physics, 

. - th i s ^system .of elements -±s "comprised -of mathematical symbols' 

'-combined/ih*' formulae.," • -When these equations ' are represented 

• -by "bb.jects we hdW> an-* 'experiitierit ' andc_:the> 'experimental" ;-

- sci'en-ce bf.phy.sics. .The expe r imen ta l physicis t* t r ans la t e s - " 

the-'symbols of hps equa t ions ' i n t o o h j e c t s i n - t h r e e 4imen-

' sional- space . He a r r anges t h e s e , o b j e c t s i n . r e l a t i o n " t o one. 
* - . . - ' " ' " ' - - . . * * * * ' * f • ' * 

. another i n accordance with the r e l a t i o n s governing the mathe* -
' matical sigjujj'. He then -leaves the experimental system "'open*" 
, '" ' ' A' > ' ' ; - - , .- ' . ., - ' z,, ' ' -• ."*-'' ' 

, t q change and observes wha,t pccurs . . * • • • " ,,-- -
i. " " ' a „ . . . - "" "S 

' ' * . ' - * , ' ' * - ' * ' - ' ' , ' • ' " 

, ' ,s, The'suc.cess or failure of an experiment is judged by. the-

* •' ' * y - ' :z - . - - ' A --
decree to which"th'e "relations< between .the things-accord with, 
t h e r e l ' a t i o n s between t h e signs,.*-'In the -ev'ent of f a i l u r e ' , -

' ' " . * , . * ! ' ; * - ' : " • 

Z t h e . p h y s i c i s t , l i k e ' the 'geometer , a t tempts- to" modify h i s 
• experimental-system -so t h a t i t more* exactly 'accqrd's with, the 

" * " . * ** « « "* * r, "' * 

. pure ly , t h e o r e t i c a l system of l i n g u i s t i c s igns in h i s . mind. ' . 

, And/ often-Z.in view of unsuccessful experimental r e s u l t s , he -

i s led t o "modify h i s - t h e o r e t i c a l -system so tha.t" i t "can be • 
" ' ' - • ' ' ' : s • , , v • - - , ' • - - . 

more- e a s i l y .Represented by objects'! But here too* the method 
< . " • " * - . ' , " ' * * ' * ' ' * -. "• / " 

1 i s ineyi tably the tsairie: *" , -_" < .' * , * - "- • . , 

. the expe r imen ta l dev ice i s always ah 
• im i t a t i on of a p u r e l y theo re t i ca l systeifi, 
.even. ih. t h e ease where t h e system has" 
'been r e c o n s t r u c t e d ' a f t e r a se tback , i n 
t h e l i g h t of experiment.2 8 
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•„ .This, is .int fact'th'e only-way in which necessity qan be con-,* 

ceiled.. Necessity can only be - represented to-the mind, in the 

'- form of va small * num,ber Of determinatej*ponditipns. The .price' 

, *-of..our thought is'an infinite error, because the actual condl**-

' tions. to which, we _a.re sub'ject are- ihnujherableV and beyond -

.•'.expression' in'cl«ar and conscious language. "Thus, pur thought' 
- , ' *• - ' , , ' • • ' * * 

*''is* such that; we must always be prepared for accidents and, 
Z - ' , ' • * ' " „ * , » ' - - ' • . 

surprises. Classicalvscience was not so prepared ahd.it" was'* 
* * . - , ' ' , ' - -* 

"' eventual!Y"'*£O. be destroyed by a variety of accidents and' 

surprises that it had itself-consigned to the'Pandora's box, 

N , of~-"the. negligible". - • " " •* •' - ' • '-'-'„. 
- 4 ' * ' • , '1 ' V - *• • ' - . » ' ' . 

L-et us now'examine more closely Weil's account of the--' 

** open and yet impenetrable. m#stery fof the o r i g i n a l i t y o'f 
, / , 4 , 

..thought that lies oh the surface of language in the* relation 

between idea and,the expression of .idea. > . - - ' ' 
y - f ' , . ,*. ^ 

1 ' rA * 

x - Once _we have clearly understood that .scientific e'xperi-
- " - , * • • , ' - * * ' ' * 

/ ment and - observation _ are' -*imitations" of mathematical, idea's 
we are s t i l l l e f t wondering a t the r e l a t ion between these 

l 4 4 ' ' "<• ~ '", 

" . * fc * -*-

„ 'ideas and the''things' or .'.events' of nature which are s,up-
, posed t6 constitute the robject*' of physics.- .,.-**" 

. * . * * - . ' - * - ' .. - *. ,. 

•' . The essential question then becomes: ""what is meant by.-
I " ' ' ' Z - • * * *"*• * 

*• ', the term 'imitation' in reference tp this relation? Tradi-,.' 

, , tionallV, this is.,, of course, the first question of episte--** 

- mology. "it is"also the* first question pf modern philosophy; " 

that is"to say,, of the philosophy, pf "Western"Europe that Was-' 

' -'born in conscious'telation and reaction ta the intellectual 
'. * • ' " "" " v ,. '* *- ' . " • ' I 

'ptoblems/'and-the''discoveries* 'of' the new sciences of the 
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. . ., 

. sixteenth^'and* seventeenth vcenturies. .'It is, inevitably; the* 
- , ' . ' -- ' - \ ' .4 * - . " , - - ' - , • . 

first question of .any philosophy that claims to be the philo-
i , , »* • . , • 1 « - .."• , . 

sophy of a' positive science' of nature. ., . . . 
' t r * - * - ' , , . " / 

, 1 4 - . J , X j *• i , 

-. Weil rejects the'philosophical primacy of th i s .question1 

in favour~6f a simple descr ip t ion of t h i s r e l a t i on as i t i s 
*. *. •„ x \ - . **. . •- * . . -

found on the/'surr'ac'te*- of, human language, J - ~ ' - Z~ 
' - * • ' " " ' . " " , 4 - ^ 4 , , ' " ' ^ 

Z She tikes-- for example,.the case of two mark's drawn "by a 
' « . ' ' . ^ - ' < * '- ' -* „ .. " -

'geometer in. chalk. ,pne> i s designated a, " s t r a igh t l ine",ahd' 
/• *~ . . * ' ' " _ * 

•the"5" other a •"curve'''.-' While the,mathematician can ignore the • 

epistemplogicai questioh of' what cons t i tu tes ' the "difference 

" bejfween the two .chalk marks,' the phys i ca l ; s c i en t i s t , cannot 
•y\ - . - * z ""r '-"•- . - * ' * ~, - ' 

/ . for he . is concerned ultimately? /**- . '* ' ' . • * ' • * . ' ' 

<*> 

not ""with th 'e/closed systems' which"' he, 
cons t ruc ts in 'his mind with' the help ^f 
symbols'and f igures , /but- in the, relation*" 
'between these syst&ms and "the. things iii, 
'the .world.29 - • , . - * ' • " ' . , 

i s 

In her view i t i s of the- nature of* . this r e l a t i o n t h a t it" is-
<i * x ' ' , • ' - - . <• " * 

** - , , ' - > . ' . • - t 

and must always-remain--"impenetrably, obscure". 
' *.* * f - -v

 f . -v - ', - < -* > 
F i r s t of", a l l , if we ' t ake the simple"case-ofxthe.-s±raight 

' -, *; :"' ' A A -*r' i - . ' y A _ . 
. l ine ahd'ask:" what i s i t t h a t makes or a l lows-i ls to think of* 

• - " < '- ' ' - - / ' / - * " . * « - ' , C 

-it in. relation to the .chalk.-mark, we find that- ' i t i s "direct-
i f* + r • f w 

i * "* * ' 

eel movemeh t " : - , * , • ,̂  / . * . * , , ' „ , -, 

i 

\ * \4 
t 

* t-
r 

I ' * 

'piace,. ,if • he th inks /of 'a path, leading 
-from .one to tire "other,, or of' the mark' * 
l e f t / by the-movement t raced by/""J mind- k 

thinking, of a 'straight? l ine ••— t̂" mark: of . „, 
' cha lk 'on', a b lackboard , ,of, p e n c i l ' on •_ 
paper, of a / s t i c k in the sand,,, or any 
'Other mark."i,u , - / . " * * . ' • ' / 

w ' V 

V • 



, I 

• * . ' * ' . 

' - . . T T V , " , ' . - 4 \-

.- \ V « .' , * : • • ,-
V * . , '- I" • 

. / 

•We only see -because of movement; t h e movement-of t h i n g s r .about' ,, '*„-- -
j -*- ** ' * <-,— , * . . - ' * * , , ( . , t - _ •* 

"usv-and ou r movement ' a b b u t t h i n g s . . * However., a s ' s e e n in^an 1 ' ' . J u 

*"" ' -- ' e a r l i e r . chapter - , t h i s * • r e l a t i o n Which c o n s t i t u t e s t h e ' v e r y •' '-"* 
"* *. * -,' *TZ • ' ' - . . ' .v --, , , . ' - . -

'-. founda t ion of p e r c e p t i o n ,i.s , i t s e l f -an i m p e n e t r a b l e , master"*). -. * , / - i 
* , ' ' ' - , . * - - , . ' - * " • ' " ' ' " " . . ' " . . * • * * ' * • • *-

, " "Our men ta l images of ' t h i n g s ' a r e 'not- contained'" An any ofZthe-Z '* ' ' ' 
* N ' .** • - ' " ° • v - , , < • • - ' ... * . ' . , " -' "" , 1 / *. •"' 

perceptions of the-thing*'* , And here too there - is >no* discern*-- , / - , \ 
•" •• * . . - ' . . . . > ' * * T ' - - - ' * - * , - - ' * ' . " ' * • * v 

* . J . . . . -. **- ^ - , . • - \ " * 

* ' ib le . "connec t ion between movement, o r t h e "proje'ctZof-"movement"' *.' -.1 
-" i . " " • * . , „ ' ' • * •" . ' Z *-" . -» 

- S ' , . . . . . v ( > " V r *. - * 4 , 

and ' the* i dea of- th'ei s t r a i g h t l i n e . - * * ' ' * " , - '•"- •* * ' - • ' * - * * * . 

z --'"'- - •*',*•* ""•• - / * ' ' '-.- '"'v "? -•* *-' "-
Fox Weil this is not the only.mystery intrinsic to-the . 

-; - • ' -• , " . ' « ' - ' • *, " ' - >..*.._.,/ • '. . , Z-* 
-" "' . symbol *of ,<th"e . straight line. , ,' There"- are others.- 'In- h"er.' • 

J " - . - - * - * • " „ / ' , • - • ' -

*• ' * , \ - , N ., " * . " - " • - - , " . i 

" " essay,*, "Classical •Sciencei-and'After-",, she lists three-, con- ' 
1; . - .. . * \ .'- -,. - • "' . - * / 

* -*" - - ' . ' » , * * ' - . . 
I,". eluding-that they "admit of noNclarification beyond stating" -

"»•' . "' - ' * * ~ l ' . " , ' * . > • ' . . " - , ' ' 
\ v ' * *^ 1 * » . ' 

*.' tHqm and d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between them"*-1- * , ' . , , ' " ' , - * ' • ' 
, \ ". *" ' " " * ' - ,', Z " . ' . ' " • 

*"*' " - . F i r s t of a l l ) ' i h . t h i n k i n - g of " ' ' s t r a i g h t l inens," 'p l ire 
* - . . - " X . *• V - ' < - ' " i , " ' . k " " r " * ' . ' , - ' * " * . 

.f, a n g l e s , and p e r f e c t . t r i a n g l e s "we a r e . a w a r e o'f an" a c t >qf 
- •* " „-•* '' - - "' * ' ' '. > Z ' . • • ' . ' ' " . . . * - ; / ' 

t h o u g h t t h a t , i s "consc ious ly detached from t h e .^tangible w o r l d ' . / 
,' ^ / / ' ' - * * , - • " 

"/ ' - of p r o c e s s : * As a cons 'eque.npe, we a r e - . g r e a t l y t e m p t e d , t o ' < 
e/ ' * v \ • • • 

•* / / * — 

conclude that these Conceptions are' an active product bf out 
" *- own minds; that we invent themi In fact this has long been a' , 

* - • - « . l ' " * *, - • ' . ' ' ' ' 

, •* conclusion, to which'" one tradition' of our, philosophy has"r been 
* . . . , 

* d r i v e n . . ,As -a c o n c l u s i o n , however , JL.t i s by. i t ' s v e r y n a t u r e , • 
' . ' . ' » « / 4 , 

"/ purely hypothetical. It cannot be/substantiated; it can"" only-

'' . be assumed as a plausible and possible account., What is 

\> ' 

mo,re, i t f a i l s t o e x p l a i n an e s s e n t i a l f e a t u r e of* t .hpse 
• t - ». - , . " , * 

c o n c e p t i o n s , name ly - - . t h e ' o r i g i n of t h e " n e c e s s i t i e s and 

. i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s " t h a t / a r e i n h e r e n t l y a' p a f t of t h e s e i d e a s . 
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For example* , the ' Imposs ib i l i t y , , o f count
ing t h e ppints,:-in .a~ s t r a i g h t lineV or t h e 
i'mpbssib-Ili*t.y of j o i n i n g - two p o i n t s by 
^tore than one s t r a i g h t ' U r i e l 3 2 .*• 

/ N 

-1 |H 

These/ar4" not*.Invented, t h e y a r e d i scovered by t h e mathemat i -
•'• *-'"~ / z * <- ' * * • - • ' . - * / 
c l a n . J i t ' i s " p o s s i b l e - , p f / c o u r s e - , , t o . . c o n s t r u c t , o r ^ i n v e n t ' "' • , 

(-purely c o h v e n t ' i p n a l fo rms 'o f - " l anguage . .The n o n - E u c l i d e a n 
. ' - . - ' • " ' ' *-" ' \ *>.-"• Z ' - ' , , . ' • -

!./ geomet r i e s ofijpr contemporary, mathemat ics a r e a case i n p o i n t ? ^ 
' " * ' " . ' ' . . , ' " " - Z - * ' " , * ' ' , ' " ' " " • - ' * 

iSere, t he re* a r e n o - " ' n e c e s s i t i e s arid i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s 1 ' ' ' t o be % . . 
• - . , * . * "Z - * * ' • ' ' . * Z . * " ' i - ' * '*" 

. ^ d i s c o v e r e d . - However, f o r t h e human"-being 'as ' a t h i n k i n g ' A 
{ * • * - - • ' * • ' : - ' ' ' . " ' ' / > ' • ' « ' . * - - ' " , . -

c r e a t u r e , " t h e 'Euclidean ^and -non-Euclidean .-geometries, a r e on , 
• " ' 4 I ' " * • * i / • ' ' ^ „ " . ^ 

" d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s . * in- t h e i r v e r y l i b e ' r a t i p n from t h e s e ' v' 
<"-' -y - \~ •• • - , . " . * . ' " . > - . . ,- . - - " • • * v 

. " n e c e s s i t i e s arid i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s ' " , t h e hpri-Eucl . idean geome- / " * -

, . . t r i e s a r e u n i m a g i n a b l e - ' Their, . 'Ideas,*"' ra*r6/hon-*r-epresenta- . . ' * 

, t i o n a l * and. i n fo rmula t ing / them we a r e d r i v e n ' t o such despjer- , • 
' ' ' , . * / •" • ' " . - - ' ' - . ' * ' • ' " 

"( a t e and -senseless ' expedients , a?" a t t e m p t i n g t o imagine curves A'> ' ' 
4 - • . " ' / „ . . J ' . ' , t f * 

l", when - s t r a i g h t l i n e s .a*te .spoken .of. - I t " i s ^ p r e c i s e l y t h a t " 

whlphZis "d i scove red -by t h e mind i n 'Euc l i dean g e o m e t r y , t h e > " > - Z ' 

', and , t h e " i m p o s s i b l e " , - . t h a t . c o n s t i t u t e s t h e **' > >. 

t hough t fu l c h a r a c t e r - o f , t h i s .-mathematics as a form, of "human* \ , ' 
f *' ' ' ' * ' ' ' - , * . ' '** *," 

anguagfe.^ The n e c e s s i t i e s . r evea led I n / t h e Eucl idean ged- ; / ' , „ 
/'" " - '' * - * ' *" / . " ' * - . - , - ' '* ' . C JCW 

t r y , a r e imposed d i r e c t l y , on t h e mind 'and w i t h t h e . f u l l *-,&*•< *'*r 
, " • • / - * ' . , . - , _ . < • ' ' * • , * • • 

, , . <• ' > - • „ < 

.force of t ^ e imaginat ion . . We*see them*.1- - - * * • * - '«• • 

:* / , A--.second* mystery concern ing ' t h e 'S t ra igh^, l i n e i s - t h a t , we" // , 
/ z ' Z *, - .- \ '' ' *' ' / / . ' / " - *-'•.*..,-, .- *• 

can oril-y t'hi-nk o f i t ' " w i t h ' t h e ' h e l p ' - o f - ' o b j e c t s " - r .Z a t r e e . . . . ' '" . 
-branch, - a chalk* mark or t h e pa th t r a c e d jay a human movement. • ' , ' - ; 
• _ , ' • - - • " . • , , . • • ' . ' ' . * ••- ' ' • ' - * • ' ^ 

< F u r t h e r m o r e f i t i s ( i t o t , ' jus t , an'y^ 6b j e c t ' b u t ' o n l y . c e r t a i n 1 ' " ' 
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H - 1 * ? * - * . ' 

. objects t h a t can rep ' teseht 'par t icu lar ideas.- -While a t r e e 
" • * , • ' - • 

branch i s something infinitely, removed from a straight line.,* 

*it is* capable/ of .-representing the idea. An apple i s not. . - "' 

f inally, there i s the astonishing fact that language in '• 
' . - " ' ' , ' • ' " •* ' " - ' - * ' „ . - * • " • ' ' - - ' " -

general-,.-and mathematics in p a r t i c u l a r , works.- "By, using 

'these, objects' that are infini tely removed -from the ideas that 

"they serve to represent, we can and do act effectively. 

A branch tossed by the wind bends a *li"t- , 
t i e , but i% s t i l l sugges t s t o me a ' 

" s t r a i g h t l ine in r e l a t ion to the an'gie-
If I bfeak i t of f , , inser t one end beneath • 
a s*tone, and press on the other end to 
r a i s e the. stone," i f i s s t i l l wi th- the * 
thought of, the- straight l ine in relat ion, , 

„ to the angle; and, Although there i s . 
nothing in common between the branch of a 
. tree and a*Zstraight li"}e, and I'know i t , t 
I am often -successful. ' .. •* 

That lahguage-.should be a condition for effect ive action i*s 

.•profoundly mysterious. '"•"/- . y- ' ../ • • • 

^o^Weil "each., pf these* cons t i tu t e s a d i s t i n c t arid open 
*• * !, "Z • • ' ' ' » ' ' 

" " " ' - "[ , - ' ' ' 

but ""irreducible mystery exis t ing .on-, the -surface 'of our v 
thoughtful-use of human language. " I f we pos i t an account**'; 
, ' -- ./.- ' * . , . ' / / - f - , • . . . 
which- suggestively solves the mystery Of one, we succeed only 

> 'Z • - ,7.' , • , V -«• Z. "' • "' 
• at ttie.qqst'of'deepening the others. '' 

' For example,,' if vws admit that geometrical 
."relations r e a l l y are the laws "of the 

-un ive r se , we" make' i t more ' astdnishing 
/than ever -that actions should b,e success-
\t,fui which are regulated by a deliberately 

and i n f i n i t e l y errohebus appl icat ion of 
;those r e l a t i o n s ; 'and, if, on* the other 
,°hand,/we admit tha t they are mere ep i 
tomes' derived* from a' large number 'of 
successful cases,, then" we fa i l to account 
f or,, the necessi ty which i s attached to 
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them arid, which 'does hot -appear In an * 
abstra6t,epitome of them, nor for the*,, 
purity which is their essence and makes 
them foreign to the world. " \ •* 

"As tw« shall see, in ,relation to the historical dialectic. 
1 * "-

between "classical" and "contemporary"" science-, the dilemma-

int'rinsic"to such attempts is,* perhaps, written into theirN* 

assumptions. ' ' ' • '* ' « 
* • • • * > ' - w - * - i 

- • * " ' * * " =, 44 4 " 

* Weil' summarizes her position concisely" in the following 
y " " ' 

' * • " • • . ' . , ' 4 

manner: • , , i * * * < • * 

When thin.kirig g'ebmetri dally, wp always 
think that7* the line is'something pure, a, 
work of the miri'd, and outside J-he world 
of appearances; ând that ceri^ain/necessi-
t ies rare attached to i t ; and that these 
necessities really are the actual-laws of. 
the world; -arid that certain objects In 
the world--which help us to imagine the' 
straight line, and without which we 
carinott imagine i-t., ar^ infinitely differ-"" . 
ent from It ; ' and .that by acting/as if 
they wer% -straightv lines our action will, 
be effective. ( There is «ore than one 
contradiction here. And, yet, st,ra.nge to 
say, these .contradictions,' "-which are 

"impossible to eliminate," are what gives a 
.yalue to geometry. , They reflect the 
contradictions of human condition. , 

- \ 
*. 

As will be seen more clearly in the following chapters, it is 
- - ' 

** *. - " * 
precisely the attitude of mind toward these contradictions • 

If 
that cti^tiiixguishes the science $nd mathematics of the- Greeks ^ 

* • -

from that of modernity. T • 
1 h u i 

It Was from these contradictions that encompass and 

define bur being that classical science attempted tds escape. 
r \ , * ' 

< • v * * . * * • ' " 

The many intellectual peculiarities of this science1, a*s*a 

iox-.of thoUght'; ara roota, in this att*^. sinca"it, Oirth 
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modem 'science, has been^a (-RE 'not the), predominant source 'of.. 

'. p h i l o s o p h i c concern, and pe rp l ex i t y . / " I,n, a c t u a l i t y modern,'* 

Z philosophy" was* born,.out o f "the ep£>temological -problems and 

'• - a t t endan t d i scover ies* of t h e new-sciences".' Descartes'-' on / ' 
•'" . ••"'" . " • ' ' . ' • ' * - o. * , - -^ y :\ " * - ' . * " . - • """ '•' * 

. .-. hearing-,of " iGai l i l eo ' s t r i a l . . .andZcohd.emnatlohv - considered, , , -
' * ' , / * • , • • - , ' - " • - ' *• - • " ' • ; > K , - . - . 

, ",;buriiing-his- manuscripts' for "if "the movement',qf the earth* i s • ' 
- » , , , , , ' , j - „ , • * . $ • ' " - ' . ' . ' ' • i . " ' , . * " < '• ' - . ' ' - • -- •- , * " • 

f a l s e / a l l the?' f ounda t ' i pa s 'of .my . p h i l o s o p h y ,arq al-sq • 
r r>'* ^ . "• tiur , . ' - " > . ' - , \ ", ' ' 

*- w ' - . - ' " . ' , - • " " * * •'' , ' - : 

, f^alse""".-/ ' S i n c e . t h e Renaissance, our -philosophy has often,, 

. . been described, and. has .often descr ibed ; . i t se l f f a s . the . ' hand- •: 
" ' - ' * . ' ' " " • • •. • • , ,. ' - - , ' '"**." ' . ' . , ' . ' • ' ' • *' - V r , - ' • ' " • ' , 

.maid'eri'"of,,modern s c i e n c e . - Few varf5 thpse-.who'worild 'dispute- ' ' 
' - ' . " > - • ' . j . : * • , , ' . ' • , • • : , • - ' 

- . . - ., » " , • * , • . , -- " - - " - " • • J ' • • -• * • " ' 

•" -*. t he claim*, that ' - s ince"- that pe r iod va primary, a t tempt*of "our-'"•, 
•"."*' -, '-- '- , • '' I 7- , - "'' Z ' • "* ,/ . .'- ' 

J --philosophy has been" to'proyi.de a" f i r m ' I n t e l l e c t u a l basis for 

the s c i e n t i f i c , and!"- technological *enterprise' Pf the past five- ,; 

. - centtiries.'. . - * ' • * ' - -̂  ' 7 7 * . , , ' v , -."..,*', 

* . The a t tempt 'Cf phi losophy t o provide "feuch.a'foundation •,, 

was condit ioned and determined., by the ' 'pecul ia r i n t e l l e c t u a l . '. 

-origin of modern s c i e n c e . ' The p e c u l i a r i t y , qf t h i s Origin* 

* stand's- disclosed -'in the subordination of „ philosophy t o " sci*--< *• 

ence.'*" Chronologically, modern science, preceded modern p h i l q - / . 

. ' sophy;- the-latter"".K»ri-giriated out of. and d e f i n e d ' i t s e l f ' , ' i n ' Z . 

r e l a t i o n t o the former. "In t h i s t h e . - t r a d i t i o n a l r e l a t i o n . 

•'• * he.tween philosophy''* and' sc ience i s . i n v e r t e d , : for s ince . -

A r i s t o t l e , - i f n o t . s i nce Thales,- , the ' t r a d i t i o n a l - ro le of,'* 
' - " - • . , ' . ' " ' " ' - 1 . , - . ' - ' ' ' " - . ' > . ' ' ' , • * 

, ', ph i losophy -was as the f i r s t arid; the'*most ,'uniyer.sai -ot t h e , 

- / - .sciences. ' Ph'ilosophyrwas. the ontologicai 1 ' sb ie 'nce of bei-ng -
, (» - „ - * - "*• - *. -' , i' ~ y* ** . . \ 

.underlying 'all the 'particular 'sciences.'38 ,-0Ur. torm' qf' Z; 
- * " * • ' . 1 . ' ' " > , . ' _ . , . 

• | • * . 4 • • » . > - , . - . ' -

•mpdernityopened,*- in a l l i t s i n t e l l e c t u a l odd i ty , wi th the" ' 
v*. ' _ _ —" ' " 1 '•• i.-1* " 

* " ' ' \ ' • ' ' 

. -casual and, even unnoticed "inversiori.of this • relation* v , -.-,;. * 

• - * * - . ' * •' - 7*' ', '' " \ . ' ' ' • * ' . ' - ~', '/'''''-. ' 

• • ••• •-; . ^ " - . .123- •' .- • . - • . . " • • 
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As one historian-of trip philosophy of OUT sciences has 

noted, one of i t s salient features has been, from the begin-
• » "• -• i » 

mug, the "curious and exasperating", faqt that : 
t '-4 t 

Z none of i t s great representatives appears 
* to have known with satisfying, c l a r i t y " " \ , 
' jus t what-he,was doing or how he-was 

doing i t . 3 9 "/ , 

'"" . V^\ ' ' ' , , " * ' ' 
In fac t , a l l they knew waVthat they4 had -discovered din exc i t -

jlng and an in toxica t ing new a c t i v i t y tha t was seen to y i e l d s 

novel and a strangely fascinat ing "body of'knowledge with^ 

technical applications capable of dramatically transforming r , 

the,social scale of our act ivi ty in th is world. t f 

•» We. can perhaps see tha t under these -seductive cir-cum-

starices i t peemed relatively unimportant that no one knew the • 

'what' or the 'how' of this^new a c t i v i t y . i In the interim i t 

seemed both-safe and neces-sary tof.assume tha t scien.ce was a' 

'thoughtful form of human act iv i ty? -that i t was, indeed, the ' ' 

most preminently "thoughtful of human a c t i v i t i e s . This 
y * . 4 y " ' " * - . ' " * 

assumption was intellectually-required for the continuance of 

,the practice of science and the famous 'scepticism'"of-modern 

philosophy was.from the outset l imi ted by^an acceptance of 

t h i s requirement. Although Weil herself does not put i t in 
, , "• " ' ' • • - - * 

these terms, we can, perhaps, best understand her position by ' 
saying t;hat the f i r s t question of modern philosophy became i ' 

* . ; , * *- i * 

the epistemological .question, implicit in* the1" success, of' the 
i i t ' ' . 

new science of nature, namely — how i s - I t possible to think . 

ac.world in which a l l phenomena are caught in temporal and 

spa t i a l process? How i s i t possible for 'us tp" think tha t 
\ " -

V ' 

"' " 1 2 4 
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- J •> 

; which is*, ,by definition*, unlimited and indeterminate in its , 
" * - - . .• '- N , . I • ' ' 

" ' r e l a t i o n to the human mind arid,the basic instrument of i t s 
' - . * , - '** * 

I • ' • > 4 ' , . , . '-

. .. thought, ,lan*guage?' '• ' . * , . , - ; 
V *: ,** -''"'• ,Z * * ' ,' " '. ' ";*" "' ' '' , ' * • , , • - ' • 

. , ^ Descartes i n i t i a t e d a*procedure t h a t was ' to be copied , 
,, more' * than' oriOe in the 'succeeding centuries. (He attempted to <• 

' ' '* '-'-'.' • ' .' 7 -, • •'••'- 'A •.' :'~ '*'• ' A- " * ' . ' • ' " ' " ' ' 
,. + use. "methodical "dbubt"-"lh "order to establish a foundation' for ' -

- * . ' / . ' . " , ' • " ' * ' . - " '~ ' • ' ' - ' • , ' " ' / ' " " " " ' " ' . ' " - T " ' - - ' * . " ' ' ' . " ' 

7-- thought. However', something remained beyond the^.reach' Of• a l l ' 
'*" - • '' -- . Z 4 '"*'" • -' *. * ' . • * , " ' 

."dioubt," namely —..the p o s s i b i l i t y of our "being able t-b. think 

* -- process . ' -The question of scepticism,'— , i s l t* 'poss ib le to 

7 . .think process,-'- "has"philosophical primacy oyer the question:" 

"' . ' howls ' i t pos-sible?' ' For .us," however, ' the former question 

aros£, 'ncrt: at the -be£±nnl-h& df;the scient i f ic , enterpriser -but . 

"iri i t s midst.. I t ' a r o s e i n the "'•middle of one qff the most . 
1 ekc i t ing and promising forms'-of human a c t i v i t y ever &i"s-

-• /- covered. I t , arose, at* a ppint ;where'fit seemed impossible arid 
; ' " ' ' - " " ' , ' . ' ..••" ' " . - - • ' 7 * -'•- ' :• ' « , ' " ' * . / - ' • 

unthihkable/that the answer,might be, negativeJ It, appeared. 

. t ha t t h e answer'must be:".-y'5^/'"0f'poui:'sei i t i s possible^ to 

', . "think'"process for that is-"what Cur"" science 'is" doing/ .and . i t s - . 
• -' ZZ* ••' ~ A * x -' - > ,'• " -' ' '* '. , -' - . '*, • ' * ' . " , . " 

. • ac t iv i ty is-undeniably and magnificently, successful,, ,'" , • 
! ,• '' -It**is, perhaps, - in, , this -way t h a t modern philosophy, ,' 

Z v throyfgH i t s ' subordination tq .modern 'science, became caught' iri*" . 
. ' ' . , / " , * A ' * ' y . » ' . , ' 

4 "" » ' i . / " J - *• i * J / \ * ' * * ' J \« " ' ' h ' -. •** 

what Weil^describes,as a /dilemma".', .It became'.limited to, the ;. 
* . * .* ', r , * " ' . ' . • ' ' ; • -" '"' • - / , . . y ''- ' 

.--•"attempt to demonstrate, how it.-is possible for the hiiman being ••/ 

.,. to th ink jproced-a. '-: Here, there-are only two basic p p s s i b i l l - 7 

Z' t i e s and';;f or the sake> bf c l ea r ly understanding. Weil.'S. own" 
y 

-,f qrmulatiqn" of t h i s dilemma plater in;.th'e/Ch,apt;er, , l e t û s ' •" 

'•Itriefly examine theii. - ": 7 .- A • ' , . - , - Z Z - *' \ ' '" • ,* A •' " 
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First, we'parr'attempt to deny the appearance'of process" 

". by assuming the existence of- something, elemental,- something 

- 'fixed and* determinate;, -beneath "or-behind' the. sensible level 
- , - * "A ' r * " ' " ' ' '• • ' * - <•' -' * r * " ' ' 

- * of' appearances.. ,Thus classical science ass'umed the existence 

' •' ' of _ 'primary' , or -'.objective'* qualities underlying, the 'seeond*--
Z • , ' - ' ' . < ' , ' " ' ' " ' - " ' ' " • ' ' ' " , . ' * 

(. ," ary' or 'subjective' 'qualities "of. our sea&e' experience.*" 

-* * y » ' - ' ' / - / : -Z "'' •- _ • , . ' -

- " Science was the art of'thinking hard fapt. The 'ob'ject7of " 

, ' .scientific-thought was the disclosure of this fundamental 
• •.% . . _ - • , , . > _ I . -

. » . ' v ( - ,, 

., % level of . reality *, inaccessible - to the perception of the 
* > , ' - * " * ' "* , - ' " * ** J" -» * ""* 

' ' ' " " . ' y ' i **" 

senses. In- this way the-* entire sensible world of human , 

I '•' , - . - - " • - , - - -
',• . ,expari6nce was swept away'in' favour 'of-a World-" of cold," 
/ • .monotonous" and'dreary abstraction. , Now, the problem-with 

.%,t this assumption of the de"*-arminate. a s . the basis of• epistemp- ' 
•logy is 'that the- evidence of the i'nd"et'er'minate' cannot be 
' - -* - ' •• ' - >. ' " ' * , ' 7 . ' r - * ' • - '• s ' ,v ' ' 

forever repressed. ' / : • . Z . • A ' 
' - ,,"'Henqe, this' 'first •"-solution1'* to the problematic' possi-. 

bil i ty of thinking process leads invariably to'another, and 

- " contradictory con'clusiqn.' *NameJ.y- that the foundation ,-of ' 
' ' * ' . " ' „ . ' ' - . ' - ' * * . " ' , * - ' - ' * . • ' " > , " " * • . 

thought l ies in the mihd itself and is constituted, by"the 

• A '.: * -' ". ''-.'-' - \' A A ' "' ' •• -
. limits of ,the mind̂ s reach into the Infinities- Of spatial and. 

' • , * v . - . v * . ' * • * • . . . ' 

. temporal process.' In thi-s' way the natiixa,""., science of the 

. / classical" era Was succeeded by the- contemporary .conventional 

* - or historical science of man and.matter in process'. Here the 

' . foundation of -thought becomes,the1 "minimum ,time" and "minimum 
. • • , • ' • • • • . . - r . - . ". .- -' • 

•̂  space" .required^ for phenomena to be-manifest, to'human1 sensi-

. -.bility.*6 ' But this -too is a 'foundation' built upbn thin air 
'••-'-' - , - - - " . , A ,. -^kt- *,. - *v 

for*'Implicit in i t - is the recognition pf the 'existence • of an 
h ' , - ' • • ' . , * > * * ' » * • - \ ' " , 

• ' / , - - " , . - , - . - • • * • . 

V .-., infinite range,Of processes tob small and* too rapid or'too. 
, ' , ' ; " " ' - ' - ' A- "Ay. A •* * .. v . ' 

- ' " ' , ' ';' ' , - ' ' . . * . - " ' - • 1-26 , * * ' , * "' '• , 7 - -

<£» 
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• * . . • / •» 

- vast and_ slow for human perception. „ The recognition of this 
* • z * - * ' 4 y~ * - - ' 

, o b y i o u s f a q t I s - q f t e n h e l d t o ' m e a n t h e 'end o f " p h i l b s o p h y . 

However', i f t h i s i s where p h i l o s o p h y e n d s , i t i s a l s o where -

I t b e g a n . . ,» * * • , « " ' , . .« 

I t ' " i s - t h i s d i a l e c t i c of . h i s t o r y , "̂  °bornt o u t * q f t h e 
, * ' * " / , ' • " • , - , 

• modern a t t emp t t.9 fo rmulk te^a phi losophy of n a t u r a l , sc ience>" . *, 
* > " v ' ' * - . " * ° - ' > ' - - ' » . . \ 

t h a t c o n s t i t u t e s ' t h e b a s i s of" what i s pe rhaps t he "most char- '" 
* • • " ' . „ " ' " " y , *•*. " . * " " " 

a c t e f i s t i c d i s t i n c t i o n of moderni ty ; t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between , 
' *< 7 '" " ' , * , . v '. ; - ' * * - . ' , • " , ' 

-* ' f a c t ' , and / v a l u e ' ' . 4 2 - The e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s 

. r e q u i r e d by c l a s s i c a l - s c i e n c e ,g$ve " r i s e t o "the >view ' t h a t 

" l a n g u a g e , (and consequent ly though t ) , i s d i v i s i b l e i n t t 'des- ' " 
" ' - ' \ - " *' '. ' * 

c r i p t i v e ' and - ' p r e s c r i p t i v e ' components*, co r re spond ing ' t o t h e » 
• \ "• * ' y . - % Z ^ •• ' - < • " ' 7 . , - '•> 

• - ' d i s t i n c t i o n between 'primary- and ' secondary ' ' q u a l i t i e s . In 

t h e c l a s s i c a l . ' s c i e n t i f i c e r a , t h e 1 , d i s t i n c t i o n was h e l d i n 

, f a v o u r of f a c t ; -̂ T?he thought of< s c i ence was p o s s i b l e because 

' of " the hardness" of t h e f a c t u a l r e a l m / o f t h e p r i m a r y q u a l i - " 
' . '* " ' . * • ' • • • ' " * . ' ' ' * ' ' * ' 

t i e s . " ^ As ia, d i r e c t ' i m p l i c a t i o n " 'va lue ' was deemed t o be 
"" . ' " *. » 

un th inkab le "because bf i a ts . e ' s s e h . t i a l l y ' s u b j e c t i v e ' c h a r a c -
• t e r . F rom' the* 've ry beginning* t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n took t h e .form 

- / 7 , - '« i " , -
of atdiiemm4:, either it is'possible to think fact and im-pos-. 

r *• *- *• 

sible" to thijikZ value'or it is p*ossible %o think value and 
. , ' . ' - "• 

, -, •* * 
-*-, i m p o s s i b l e " t o t h i n k " f a c t . ' ' - ' S c i e n c e i s e i t h e r n a t u r a l o r „ 

. - . ' •> <" , .•* 
' , ' - * ' . • . • ' , * ' 

" c o n v e n t i o n a l ; i t i s " p i t h e d t h e knowledge and thought of t h a t 

^ wh'ich^ we*-do', n o t - c r e a t e or i t . i s t h e knowledge and'-thought pf ' 

t h a t which we do c r e a t e . 4 ? I m p l i c i t i n Wei l ' s p o s i t i o n i s a r 

s t r i k i n g * r e j e o t i o n of t h i s d i l emma. I t I s a r e j e c t i o n . t h a t 

A\ 

t 
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, • " • ***" - * ^ - f r f 

i s "implied in'her. .analysis and-cri t ique of 'the d is t inct ion, 
+ * * - * • « • • - . * * " - *** » *~ " 

Between the c l a s s i ca l and ^contemporary .phases of modern 

• * . • 

'\"". y For Weil what i s represented by-th ought i s not proojiKss 
* 4T4 4 

t* -but ra ther .som-ething which stands against process and i s 

"Z' irifinitely removed from the phenomenal wprld. 'It ;is neither 
* - ' N * ' * ' * . " 4T? -4 

-... f a d t ' nor 'value*-that we think; ne i ther "necessi ty! in 

y itself, nor" 'the good' but, in the words*'of Plato, the -"secret 

"-"persuasion" of necessity towaird the good, "As we will see in 
' • '. * 

-• more d e t a i l in the next chapter,, our- s i tua t ion as thinking 
*"-

"creatures-*16Pa*ted betwepn ignorance and*wisdom, ma-kjes the 
•* ,-*•*> i - i • 

« a? - ^ 

"limited" or 'natural* good of the ancients and the^rimi-* 

#;' tives the real-^object of human, thought. In this^ an>idea — 

• l -.su'ch as the idea of .'justice' -"N^becomes a particular, trans

lation, of the idea of the ".ideas: necessity. If.justice 
\ 44." . * 

, consists in the natural equilibrium between ourselves and all 
iff - 4 ** 

Other creatures, injustice and its attendant punishments in 
/*-* *. •* 

the nemesis of upsetting that equilibrium*, then it becomes as 
-,' 

, r « 

thinkable, as,the traditional Ideas of science* 
* * /V » 
* >. f — * * 

Thus., v* in Weil's opinion we cannot philosophically main-
4 4 4 

t a in tha t" t he ori-gin of thought l i e s ih e i the r na tu re or 
* < y ""'* » 

-*' convention. Each of these positions requires "the assumption 
' 7-' \ 

of something vital that\ we are not 'giVen"*. In the first 

\ , -< 
-'• scase, which i s - tha t of c l a s s i ca l science,^ what i s required 

- * , 

*' and "appropriated is the existence of, something .'primary*- and 

. - 'elemental' "Within nature. What is required here is a god. 
A "*"• 

, In the second case, which i s that of cori%emporary science, 
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*\ 

what is assumed, or rather presumed ,is our own'divinity. "We ' 

beqome 'the*, .sole originators eft thought and significance ,in a, 

universe *of accident's and senseless chaos. rAs .in the. philo-
a * - , f •". 

. *' - " • 
sophy of Thomas Hobbes'we become,gods" iri n a t u r e c r e a t i n g ' a ' 

# . * ' * - - " , ' . " , . " * ' • 

universe of values. Against the,.dreary- and inhuman 'determin- , 
' * / ' Z " " ; • " - / . . . *' » ; ' - • • 

Ism of t h e .one -and the- d r ead fu l and f a l s e l i b e r t y of - the 
z* " :/ -.' "• • - " ' z" . , . i - *' * 

other, .Weil poses/the traditional religious and.philosophical 
' * • , " " . , * * • - * * . - " • ' * » •* 

stance as the only hope Of our avoiding the final solution' . 

to "what" is, the;central and insoluble mystery of 'bur being. 

* Namely,' this? " whence comes the idea of a straight line when" 

«I look "at t,h,e 'beam Of a balance that is„a thing nothing like 

. a, straight line? ''",.„ . * ' • " • • . ' . 
. f • • " " . • ' -. . * " 

To this question there i.s no' answer accessible to the," 
W " -' ' - • ' . . ' • -*** .' • , " " ' " ' , ' ' 

hum'an* be ing , ."Weil's descr ip ' t ipn of t h e su r face mystery ' • 
•• i n t r i n s i c to" the thoughtful use of human language cons t i tu tes* 

• • - $ , , • • - • • • • ; . ' " " . * • . . • • . ' ' • • • • 

"an attempt"**(a) t o compel us t o r e c o g n i s e - t h a t t h i s mystery , 
' ' ' " • ' ' "" ** • . " * \ • 

v while -fully open to view, i s impenetrable and insoluable ari^/ 
• ' ' a " , " ' - • ' , , . > - - . * • . 

as such, cons t i tu t e s the very essence of the" human s i tua t ion ; 
> ' , " ' . . ' I " * '/ 

and -(b) t o d i s c l o s e something Of t h e . i n t e l l e c t u a l cense,-'-

quences of,"such s o l u t i o n s ' t h a t * a re bought o n l y , a t t h e p r i c e . 

* -of violence t o our humanity as thinking beings. . . ' ' . 

As wilJ-*be seen in t h e next Ghapter, W e i l ' r e j e c t s t h i s 

historical!. ' d i a l e c t i c 1 ' i n favour of an anc ien t account of the , 
f t * . * "* • 

mathematflcal character* of • thought. . In her. reconstruct ion o f ' ' 
. * / *-*' • .. - •" * • . • - ' • " ' .," A ' 

the mathemat ica l - sc ience of the Greeks she a rgues t h a t tq* 
,'• - - * * " , ' * " " ." - , , ' , 7 ' 

t h ink i s ' f t o thinks ma thema t i ca l l y , " and* t h a t mathemat ica l , 

thought involves the a r t i c u l a t i o n of an in te rmedia te r e l a t i on * •« 

l y i n g ' b e t w e e n the* cont inupus and the 'd i scont inuous . , t he / ' 
* * ' . ' • \ . " • • * • ' : : - ' ' • • • • • « ' . 
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. " * • • 

determinate and(.the indeterminate, unity (1) and plurality 7 

.,-'(2). As f or^the" world bf nature: all that we'can'know and 

•. - "' s-ay pf", it. is that.it is, subject to necessity,.- Subject jto a_/_, 

- necessitythat-can only be defined by laws of quantitative 

: -, variation- iĥ wh-i'ch-there is,Strictly'speaking", no quantity 
- - " y . ' ' , V. - - * ' r " . ' 

' , ' - V , . . . ' ' • • ' 

% • - b,ut something analogous to both, quant i ty and qua l i ty . -That 
' ' " ' < ' ' • ' » • * * * j , ' ' , ' . 

is* to, say, '.by* a f unction- a unity of quantity and quality ,; 
" • / . " ' ,* , ,, 5 " • ' -' ' . 1. .. ' 

characterized" by a degree of certitude intermediate between 
: - ' > ' - • , » ' . . . - ' . ' - . A - - * ; . • • *. •* 

the, ab so lu t e ' c e r t i t ude of the determinate ,andt the chaotic 
' 7 " * * . " . • - '.. % * \ • - • ' ' - " ' y , • ' 

: .uninte l l ig ibi l i ty of the' indeterminate j" a- middle ground por- ' 

. - - • responding to our s i t ua t i on"as 'human and th inking-beings ' 

-* , '.lo^atgd. between ignorance arid wisdom.* . - "'" >'. ^ ' t 

\ 
V, " 

r • 

II. ' The Conteuttporary .Period of Modern Science 

- * * , - * • 1 * * — — 

, ,' " ' ' 'Let us now t u r n ' t o a n examination of Weil's account o f Z, 
' .•* ' - , ' • ' ' " / 

- * ' , i ** , ** * 

,,-cqntemporary, science, born with1"Planck's publication of ,the "" 
"quant.um theory"".in 1900. In her viewf> contemporary science-

" • " . > • ' - " • . ' ' , * - • ' ' ' > ' - v . , . . • " - - ' • 

•constitutes a further and an even more disastrous development 
. " ' - " * ' ' ' ' . - . . - - ' 

in the, history of modern culture., .By the end of_,the nine--, 

. teenth ' qehtuiry science 'could* no longer suppress evidence of',. 
• , • • ' , , ' . * . J 

/ the discontinuous in 'nature. ' • In every branOh 'and, department 7 

. of c l a s s i c a l science the discontinuous emerged and imposed*-

' I t s e l f .upon the a t t en t i on of the s c i e n t i s t . Jln^itSelf ..this.- 4 

• wa's a p o t e n t i a l l y "posit ive development. ' v l t provided-'an 

opportunity-f-Or repa i r ing the i n t e l l e c t u a l Inadequacies of . 
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r 
. . ' , ' " ' ' _ ' - ' - l ' ' • • 

' t h e - s c i e n t i f i c p a s t . ' T h i s , however , { d id" n o t happen.•- In " 

. -• V e i l ' s ' a n a l y s i s ' w h a t happened, w i th t h e fo rmula t ion ,and ' "the,*' 

accep tance of t he "quantum theory",I c o n s t i t u t e d - i n s t e a d t h e 

' ' f i n a l "arid t h e most- c o m p l e t e t r i u m p h ,of l a n g u a g e ~-: i n t h e 

. „ "f orm of an. a l g e b r a i c mathemat ics - - p v e r thought*. The r e s t 
/ 44 4444 , * , ' - " - ' » ' 

' * * . ' , . ' ' " I * 

of-this chapter will be devoted to an explication and an 
v * •,--*.'* -'-',- \ A ' • ' » '"' '*,""* ' 

-*, examination of this claim". - , .,*','' J -' , , 
- * * '̂  ** ' 

• j, - - - - ' . '' 

' /To Weil contemporary science was classical, science'". 
J ~ - ' . ' * ' « _ " * " • ' 

. ".'minus something", and that something which, had been s*ub-
' • ' ' • - . ' " - " . 

' - t r a c t e d from " i t was i t s i n t e l l e c t u a l co re . Hpr 'Claim i s that , , 

N the-^ 'quantum h y p q t h e s i 3 " / r e m o v e d - ' t h e v e r y p r i n c i p l e * upon 
< T • - . * , " * • • 

which C l a s s i c a l ' -sc ience t h&&. -been 'founded';' -'namely,- " " i t s^p r in - * 
" , -* ' ' ' ' " \ ' 

' " ci ,ple ofJ r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; ' 1 t h e analogy between the phenomena "of 
' • ' ' " ' , * ' ' ' • " , " — • ' ' - ' • ' : 

n a t u r e and" t h e condi t ion 's of human* labour . ' ' •> - ; ^ 
- ' ' . . " ' / . • „ - *' , , * * - - - ' " < ^ t l ***"'• * 

v A c c o r d i n g t o h.er a c c o u n t - w h a t happened \xn/ p h y s i c s , a t . • 

- . the c e n t r e b f ' c l a s s i c a l sfcien'ce, was t h i s . C e r t a i n e x p e r t - - -' 
' '•' ' * " .* "" /") ,'*Z"T ""*''...' ' * 
.' ments qdncernirig t h e n a t u r e of light-"we'r%/ performed »and : t h e 

* - >"" *' ' ' 'c y , * '• * * ' ; " " ' - . ' 
r e s u l t s * l e d t o ' c o n t r a d i c t o r y * c o n c l u s i o n s of a v e r y I fas ic s 

» . * * • ' ^ ' j . - " « • • . • * » * 

charac te r . . I t was foUnd t h a t l i g h t r a y s someti'mes appear t o ' 

* A * * > ' " . * ' / - " ' , . ' '' ^ \ 
• • . act *in"accordance with the-, "partible theory", of "matter,, which-' ' 

* ' , " ' . . v t „ "* A * . ' « - -

- . ' , - , • , \ ' 

. • was f u n d a m e n t a l t o . c l a s s i c a l . * s c i e n c e , / and s o m e t i m e s - ' t h e y 
7 . ' ' . . ' • < - * > - . . * 

, ' K 4 44 [ 4 * , 

, a p p e a r t o . a c t t i k e ' waves. ' 'That i s " to ' s a y , irj, t h e one c a s e 
; they appear toJpe, compqsed of f ixed and cont inuous e lements 

• ,' * , " " ' - / " . * . 

. and-* in the\other, of a proces's of di'scontinuous mpyement or*'-
' ' .' - - / > ' ' . , . f, ', ' • 

activity. The discovery pf this "contradiction struck at the 
\ - • . ^ " • ' ' y '• '- •-.„••' 

* very heart of^phys>ics and-, through physics, at the whole of 
- *1' ' .. Z - *" ' ' ' ^ 5 v . -

' *• v 4 * * , \ A s 

c l a s s i c a l - s c i e n c e , f o r i t d i r e c t l y i n v o l v e d one of *the most 
' . ' ' - ' dfc. - ' Z ' ' • ** .-• - , . 

. ' b a s i c concept ions *of t h ^ t s c i e n c e , , t h e ^notion of ' ene rgy ' . 4 

< * . - « - - > 
• " ) - * , , *• 1 * ' ** > 4 4 * 
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' " * • • The .scientific" r'e-di scoVery* of .the reality of the dis-7 

contlnuous-cfught to'have'halted theprogress of .science'and"' 
• ' - ' ^ - : : - . , , - . • w • * " * . ' . . - . . . 

re-sulted 'in" a re-thinking of its foundations*, What* happened, • 
- • ' . • . - - * , - , -" " • • • -' .- . •" . . 

• * • - • > * . < - • * - - ' . • 

7 -was something else. - * The • principleTof the discontinuous,.was <t, 

blindly, incorporated into the "v.er'y'-h'eart ,of classical.sci-
. ' * ' , . i \ ' ' * • ' ! . , ' . 

' v ence.'. 'The "quantum" theory" simply embodied the-y'contradiction . 

N byiignojting i t . . Irf th^ past science,-had stfcceeded/largqly ><, 

throii'gff the accumulation of "results, and this new situation , "" 
" - - ,/7 «" ' v v. i < *% " ' > ,,-
did *ryot appear to be'radically different*. By igrioring-the 

- - ' ' j-/ \ ' ' * • * . , - ' 

contradiction), in- i ts experimental results the activity begun 

by classical science was allowed'to continue, and. i t rushed 
-* . . . . - ( 4 

~'on* tQ i t s twentieth century'developm'ents and achievements* 
*'" ^ . ' . " - - ' * > ' . . _ • " ' * ' * - *• 

.either oblivious, to i t s own .intellectual destruction or ; 

• actively glpryihg in,".the triumph^of the irrational over the - \ 

-dreary," monotonpus .arid inhuman- rationalism of its- classical .' 
»•» f ' , •* ^ , 

*** * * 

Pa s t* ,. '" :" v % A z ' -A - '. Z . 
v - 4The "quantum theory" attempted to think of energy or, 
u /. J- ** - ' ' v -

more exactly, of, a*ction, the product of energy and time: - ' 

- as,-a quantity'.which varies discontinuous-
i ly, ' in -̂ successive jumps. ' 

A 

.'\ 

-' "It is each of these "jumps" that' is defined as a 'quantum'- .of 

•* energy*. • It is perhaps best^to quote here Weil's-.own. succinct 

and concise statement pf. why the*, intellectual attempt of the 

" " "quantum theory" is impossible/ She puts* it this .way: -' , " * 

*' , .energy i** a function, of. spape- and space 
" i s - . c c - " " - • ' -*"- "—*----•-------- - - - ' -

e x c e l 
i s " . c o n t i n u o u s ; I t I s . - c o n t i n u i t y , p a r , ' 

l e n d e ; i t ' is* t h e ' w o r l d c o n c e i v e d " 

13"2; 
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' 
4* 

' . from the, point of view of -continuity; i t , , ;"'-• 
1 ' "*,is th ings , in*-so far as their/vjuxtapbsl-

t ion ̂ encloses, the" continuous* v ' ' - ' ' • .- ' 
* ^ / ' ^ , ., , ^ , %• „ - * . ' , , , 

.' . - '"'Clearly//we-ca'nnot think /of- --space and,' 'Consequently "of ener- *-
,- " • " - -.**•* r " . , - ' . , *" " 
gy, in , t h i s way for in order tp do so we would- 'have <td be 

"•• ,-', - ' ,' -y ' -y * ' • '' *' 
able to thihk of con t i nu i t y ' i t s e l f as discontinuous. I t i s 

. , . - ' ' . ' ° " * ~ - - *" ' - ' : ' ' , ' " - " '" . 

• , ' * ' an'.undeniable fact of. the h is tory of contemporary science -
\- ' •/ A' ' ' ' " * / - / '' - ' - •' ' • " . " -
" ' " * { ' * that-this simple contradiction in terms constitutes the , 

r " ' - " - ' . -' ' 

intellectual basis of its active technological enterprise' in • 
'. ''V ' • . ' - , " ' , , \ - <•' ' '„ " 

., the world; ^av situation which" Weil cpmpa'res to that in the-
.-'*' * -" ~ .,*,.." -- . * ' v - _ *. -. ̂  *, 

plas,sip f a i r y t a l e ^t£ Hitns Anderson, "The Emperorls New "•' 
* . ' J , ' . *v " ' ' . . ,. » "v i ." ' 

4 •'' . ' " C l o t h e s " . 4 7 ' . ' . . . - ; " '" * ' 
/ ; . - I y -''- ' - • ." ,- '7. ' ,' v ' •* ', / A ' ~ A '• '< 

y , /',. ' In WeiT's -view, I t i s t h i s simple and' f Undam'ental obn-
- / . " - . * r . • * - ' • • " - " * " , 

1 . • t r ad i c t i on Invterminology tha t accounts for the*, new-f Oiihd " 
» „- * ' ' * * , ' 
-.* * mystical profundities bf contemporary p(hysics- that are 'so „ 

"• 7 , v ' •' • - 7 . > . - ' , " • * ' * ' » ' - , " 

• "• ' notoriously, diff icul t £0 express." The problem is . simply that 7 
"' ' •• •' • • 1 , - „ ""• • ' ' •• ' " ' • * *-* 

••- - the, mathematical formulae in which its- theory i s embodied -are -
'" 7 ' ' ' - - * . . •* " " ",- -

'1 devoid of meaning. '-They ^represent ' p.ufe contradic t ions ih * 
* . ' - * . "** . , - "* ' " y A 

* ' *. 1 - * * * j + s 

•k ' terminology-that can neither be translated into* ordinary 
' » . " • . . Z * , 1 ." • 

language nor' in any ,way expressed imaginatively in the "mind. "* ' 
' *.-' .,'. ' * " ' A ' ' . - .- . * ' " ' - ' - ; ' ' • 

1 ' n ' ^44 " * ~~ ' ' This i s hot a ' s i t ua t ion tha t i s hidden in contemporary ••" 
> ^ * * * . • , » ' - * . 

- , > , . _ , , . - " ' , * • ' • . -

\ . sc ience. Planck himself~< was .quite lucid -about the new 

method.48 -The, only, cri terion by which a par t icular scient i -

f l c formula i s now to be;judged* i s the success of cer ta in 
' ' " ' ' , , * ' . - y > ' 

•calculations, experiments and technical applicat-j.ons. derive^ 
* " . - " ' • . - " * ' * . " • ' " ' 

from i t . I t s s ignif icance l i e s in nothing pther t h a n . i t s ' 
u t i l i t y , This reduces science to a s tate that i s in te l i ec t -

. . . - * . , - - - ' 

. ually equivalent -to the, practice of magic. ./Science becomes' 
•* . - ' "''f' ' - " • A- - . " ' . ' , ' 

. "-- " -' " • - '" ' '. "133 . " , *' ' . ' . - . ' 
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nothing, more nor l e s s - t h a n ' t h e t e c h n i c a l succes s of c e r t a i n 

y ^sighs-and. numbers combined in formulae . That . i s . t o say, i t 

becomes t h e *s*uqcessA of- language d ivorced from both though t 

7 ' find understanding' a like..4 9 ' " / • / , - .* V-" ' ,_ , ; ' • ' , ' AA 

' '* - ' Ppr-Weii th'e "quantum theory" was the- f ina l" s t e p i n an*'1 

' * / - - •' ' ' " ' < . ' . . * . • • . , - . ' ' ' - ' , Z ' • " . . ' ; 
• • h i s t o r i c a l process ' , -going-back, t p t h e * b i r t h of 'modern s-ci-^. 

"- ence, i n ,which ' l anguage- i t se l f came increas ingly t o ' d i s p l a c e 
- " ' . . " " . " * - ' / , - " • ' , - ' " l * ; . . - . . ' " ' " - ' " -

. -„ thought.' .With the.' triumph * of the -^quantum revolution",- t h a t -
* * * - i, . . « * " » - ' . ' .' - & • ' , ' \ , , 

j J 1 ' ' . " - . > . 

. „process had finally come t6' completion, find science had ended 
- . 7 • ' ' • •, . ' 

•' , by ̂becoming simply a1 method' for manipulating' the conventional* 

signs* and symbols of language in* order to achieve certain 
4 * • - • ' * • • - ' " . ; , 

; technical.results. Even to term the -use of mathematics in 
? • • ' - " - . -•,**--
' % . * • * . . . . , « V' . , ' -« 

contemporary science a triumph of language ove,r thought is' 
"y. I . . , -* * ./ ** . / /• . " ' - - . Z : 

7r problematical, ,f or this'., language-has, a-notable peculiarity: - 7 
; - ' " ' * • « > . ' ' ~ " * - ' . . - ' ' . * ' ' ' 

.: - . _' " -' '" i t means noth ing . ' "A p e c u l i a r i t y t h a t „ " -
. , * ".* * ., * .makes i t d i f f i c u l t ' t o , t r a n s l a t e . 5 0 - v 

*.'•'' •* '"* - * "' ' -" V ' * - 7 -" , * \ \ - "* **, . -
- v. " ' .' In this, WeUl's analysis is supported by the history of . 
, * . • • • - - ' . l - . 4. -, - * ' Z •> 

,*i.\ * . v * ' * 

_'modern; Science. Fijom "its'beginnings qur-science required a -
. ••' -• . ' . . " - . , ^ - > z , - ,_ • . -

; , - new form of human language . I t r e q u i r e d a language ' 'capable * 

*_ -', of p r o j e c t l o n ' b e y o n d the. r 'arige/of-the human senses', ' on"the;' 

, . ' ' one .hand, in to the dim and microscopical ly d i s t a n t wprld of 
' * - ' • " ; 7 "- - "" 4 ,' • ' *.„ " • " ' / " • • , . • - • 

"-*... -'objective', '-primary'-"qualities-and, on fhe other,'"to ,all 
• . * - * * . . - * ' . . . . , ,, - - . , « - • * . ** * - . * * ' ." 

N t h a t was*"£po,.vast and t o o slow in : t he movemerit"bf t h e heaven's 
V ' . - • ' ' > ^ ' - V ' ' 

-for human perception, Specifically,' it required a new raathe--
" • , * ' " • * * • • • , » ' ' " ', - - * " * - « " • ' - ' - . ' • ' *- * 

^ ^ • -iq'a.tics' t h a t was not l imi ted to t h e s p a t i a l world of "geometry. >• 
The invention,* arid Introduct ion ,of . algebraic" sy|ribols, for '-geq^^ 

' - ' " ' ' . . ' . " " • / ' v , - " " , ; • ' ' • 

•' - toetrlc . r e l a t i o n s , , a ' p r o c e s s t h a t , began „in the . - f i f t een th ' 
* t % , ' ' ** ' ' 

, .* ** " * " - • ' . , ! ' ' ' - - ' . - * , V». 

* . 'A • . > :~ - y* - .' . , . -- * • ' ; - * . / • - . 
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century, provid,ed precisely such a language. At .first, how-7-
• » > ' - * " . - " / 

over"."' this new language was allowed only in tĥ e carefully 
'"A '" 4 ' " l * - A 

circumscribed , sclent if ic role* of an auxilliary language. 
? ' . * • " " * • '' f 

U n t i l i a t e i n t h e s i x t e e n t h c e n t u r y m a t h e m a t i c s , i n i t s "• /• 
a p p l i c a t i o n to . f t a tu re . / th rough t h e new s c i e n c e s of mechanics , 

. - -. - , *' . , ' 
. . t , . 5 . , . a /. 4 r .4 

-hydraulics- optics'an'd astronomy, was characterized by" a *** 

rigorous .insistence upon, a 'method of "geometrical reduc-

''ti„:.5l ' ^ e ^ / e ^ e Z t h e U y W poSsible, si-^ity '** 
clarity of expression in its-geometrical representations. ? 

. " - - * J' * - . " - • • 

Thus all complex figures had to be- reduced to the simplest 
. . . . / 

44° * ' 
• • i 4- . *• 

4 p o s s i b l e e q u i v a l e n t - f i g u r e s . "'At t h e t i m e - t h i s Was, i n i t - * 

• - s e l f , a ver*"y c o m p l i c a t e d , and t i m e - c o n s u m i n g p r o c e s s and 

- - v a r i o u s mechanical schemata "were I n v e n t e d ' t o a id t h e s c i e n -
* • • - ' - : . i * 

* •• , / ' — V v 

" t i s t ma themat i c i an . • Such, for i n s t a n c e , was t h e "geomet r i ca l 
• ' •"-' -

compass" invented by1 Galileo' in '1577.52 • •' 7 *" x \ ' 
' 'y <i' 

- *• This,Nconcern and t h e t r o u b l e " i t i nvo lved g r a d u a l l y came 
•*• * ' ' * ' ' . ' . , - , • ' " ' . , -

t o be se'en a s a f a c t p r r e t a r d i n g , t h e p r o g r e s s of s c i e n c e . ;An 
. * " , . ' • ' '<• ** - r" . 

•• i n s i s t e n c e upon t h e g e o m e t r i c expr^sj-sion of t h e r e l a t i o n s 
ft 4 ' **• * ' 4, ' 

representing natural phenbmena slowly came'to be regarded*'a.s • 
X . . 4 , 1 , " ' ' ' ' ' . ' • * 

a conservative-and unnecessary dependences.-of the mind qn , * 
visual ima,g6s. A dependence that' would inevitably check- the 

* / » * * 
- 7 ' • " " * * . . • \ 
- advance of s c i ence as s p e c i a l i z a t i o n r e s u l t e d i n t h e increa-s -

i n g a c c u m u l a t i o n and c o m p l i c a t i o n of da ta . - . T h i s happened* 
I*. * ' * r " ' -' /". , s , * 

gradually Over, the course of centuriqs and was only to Come 
* j * - * . -.. 

to" complete 'fruitipn -with the birth of contemporary science 

/ around "190.0". ,Z ' •' , " ' , 

A 
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' * * - <• 
* " ,*> - - f , *: 

5*. * 

"* •* 
The general question of the relationship between thought . -

- » ' * 4 

* ' ' * ' •• V •* 

and. representation, is philosophically, a very difficult one. 
f ' !- ' " . 

Here, however, we are dealing.with"" a specific case, namely, - , 
the relation between- scientific thought and representation. 

•- " . - ' * ' ' / ** „ 

I t is this 'case which is basic to Weil's argument in her 7 -
Critique of the algebraic .language of "mathematics. A p'osi-' Z. "7 

" \ ' ' • ' * ' , . . 
v tive science consists in the attempt to think natural /pherio-

'" . "*_ * . 
mena and, as "such, if it is possible, it is a form of thought ' , 
that must exist on the level qf sensible representation." r » 

**• , •• -• '; . -/ ""• * 
. Such a science is precisely the attempt to think'that "which 

is sensible and a 'scientific' explanation/that cannot be 
* ** • 3 , 

* *" A •$ ** n 

represented to the mind is neither" 'scientific' nor 'ê xplana- - - • - > , 
m * >" • "• ' 

tory*. In Weil's analysis the fault of classical science was/ 
;; ' > 

not that it was non-representational but that it presumed to 
< ' _ ' f , # ' . ' " ' 

offer partial and incomplete representations as'if-they we're/ Z -
"* *./ ' % • 

not themselves thoughts or 'images'" but p^otures of the 
c 4 ' * 4 .' • " -

,'actual phenomena. * It mistook the rigpur and fixity of 
• * i y ," 

' -4 If r "* y 

thought for the determinate structure of nature-itself. The 
" . ... " . ' - * / ' 

* essential fault ""of" contemporary science lay in its* radical " 
fV " * » ' " \ 

continuation of this trend in which ..even'these' impoverished ' 
* .."pictures are abolished. - *Z'~V * ' " * , ' *"" " 

• * » ' , * • [ • < J 

Science consists i,n the application of human'language, 
-" *v y . « . . . 

(in the quintessential form of mathematics') directly to the** „ , 
" ' * ", F ' • • , " ' ( ' * " ' " 

world of natural process. With.'geoiftetry we'are capable of 

representing relations and relations-that are lucidly per-- > ,_ " 
4 * •* - , / V "- , *, "* ' „ 4 

» * .» " * ' 

ceptible to' the human intelligence: •, The virtue of fcreoirtetry- t" 
* *" 7 ^ ^ ' t f * * •" * 

*"*" • "* * ^ " J h° 

as a form bf humagEi language, i s t-hat I ts limits are the ; * 
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limits of representation* and r "hence,- scientifically, of / 
'" ** -' • " ' * • - . * - ~ . .-• ' ' " * ' " 

thought. ' In geometry, language is, as closely'tied to thought 
'" " " , • • „ - " - • ' / ' ' ' . • • . " * 

s as possible. As^form of t language an*algebraic mathematics 
- , » * * * & / - , ' * 44 

I f -4 , 

constitutes an entirely different dase. • / '.' .. 
' - " - ' " l ' - " ' ' 

'. . According-to Weil, in algebra the -signs are combined ' 
* * 1 " * \ *- " - , " * " 4 . • " 

into formulae acbording tQ the lawjs governing fhe'- things (or* .• 
* *' ' - .** \. r *, y • * * ; 
, processes) to which,they" correspond.' 'The difference between 

. ̂  y t - •< • - • • . z -v - ** . -.. ' ,' . 

algebra and geometry i s tha t the signs of algebra dp 'not, 

, d i r e c t l y represent or image these r e l a t i o n s t o the mind.. -

What i s more/ onp cannot "in fact'handle- them and, a t the same - ' 

time, keep the .relations they signify present to the intejUi-
• • . " ' " ' * r ' * 

gence. The result? which is-"an Immediate .result of algebra, •* 
** « . - r ' 4. , 

I 4. 

is that: / • * ' . . . :, 

one .handles them * as if they combined 
together according to their own laws.55 
** *• . 

'« * * * • / . ^ 

Given a certain definable level of complication, dependent 

upon the variable men.tal acuity of the. individual, the mind 
„ ' ' ' 44 • . f " 

1 cannot translate and geometrically represent to.itself "̂ he 
* ' ' * ' , 

relations involved after the equations have been handled.' -
x . • • " " * • > ' ' -

However, the data which constituted the" subject-matter 

of modern science was*unlimited in its complication. ,As a 

Consequence a mathematical language was required by.science 

that could deal with such infinitely complex relations. With 

the fundamental separation of mental from manual labour at/ 
' ' ' , • ? * 

' the root qf ,modern industr ial society, specialization became 

as „cha rac t e r i s t i c of i n t e l l e c t u a l cu l tu re as of economic 
1 *• \ * 

production, and with equivalent quantitative results. ' As a 
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• resul t the progress of science depended - upbn- the; development 

pf an ever mor"' sophisticated algebraic instrument.-'Increks-^ 
:- ingly,"'mathematics became a purely l i n g u i s t i c science o'f 

' ? ' * * • - . * * 

<> , * * . . ' » . , 

'. signs.: I t developed by working to widen the significance-bf 
sign's,*'to invent new signs t o s ignify .signs* and, a,'s* Weil 

. * ' * . * , ' . . -
. g r a p h i c a l l y p u t & . i t : , . ' <" , • • * , . . , ' > ' 

.t \ 

a t each f loor ' - - ' i f one may $o*express,'it "• 
— one i h e ' v i t a b l y l o s e s - s i g h t o f ' t h e i 
relations-hip'between" sign and. thing sigr 
n i f led ," the combinat ions of signs-, 
although they remain' rigorously method
i c a l , very, soon become impenetrable to , 
the mind.515 : ' ' ' . . " - y- -' *.' ; ' 

• r 

r\ 

I t ' • ' 4 

A„ leve l i s ' quickly/reached in, which no human mind could 
4 represent , tp-' itsvelf the complexity of r e l a t i o n s ,involved. 

Weil l ived -some fo r ty years before the advent'of the.'home 
'" ' '• .' / * " ' • / ' '• " * » ' " ' ' 

.computer' but, 4he clearly-saw "the purely automatic and mech-*-
; ' . ' . ' ' " , " " - ' • ' ' . ' 1 

•4 anical .character of an algebraic - mathematics.- Her point is 
V 1 " * ' • ' A 4 ' , * " 

/ t oday empirically i l lus t ra ted "by' the existence-6f an "alcje-
* "* * 1 * " ' ' " . - ' * "t < - ' . * r 

braiO*"machihe"r' in the- fpriji .of the ^computer'" t h a t l s now 
7 - . ' * - < • . ' ** *- "* 1 

- • . • < * • - ' . 4. 

indispensable to the progress of Oontemporary science.'/ ' ... . • 
. ' • • " , * A- ' ,, • * ' * A : v , ^ ' - •"',- •' " , „ ." '* 

- "• ' ..With'thp mechanical role of' algebra "now materially and 
" , . ' • * ' ' ' . ' ' ' ' " - ' "" ' *" \ 

•' officially established an'd universally recognized in the 
formulation.of scientific theory,'hef criticism becomes irifl-
'- , " , • - \ ' • • _,, , . - . , - , '• . / * „ • ' " , " 

'• nite-ly more poignant.;"-.' Z « - , • ' • - . ' . '-'*-: 
< - . . * » • ' . " ' > . ' • • ' - - , " • 

• ~ "• * . . * * ' - > 

' Z- • " ..." 7 * ' 
, , -. /f Th'e process -o f ' ca lcu la t ion -places •.the*-
/ * . . signs in r e l a t i on to ope another on the / 

.' , • ,-. sheet.'of 'paper, without the* bbjects* 'so 
; " ' s ignif ied being in relat ion in (the mind; Zv '• "' 

,, ' . j Wisth • thV resul t „that the actual, question 
6f the s ignif icance of.si,gns e'nds by no ' ,* . 7 '•* 

*.. - lohge'r possessing "any .meaning. - One'thus *. '•'' 
} ' A f-inds oneself in the* pos i t ion of "having ,*, \ ". 

' .138 ' » . . 



solved a problem-by a/species of magic, ,' 
- without -the mind having connected theZ 
- data -with the s'olutibn. .Consequently . . . 

as in the 6a.se, of the* automatic machine,. 
. method seems to have"material Objects.for "*""• 

-it.s Sphere instead of mind; pnly in, this 
case, the -material objects* are not pieces • 

•- of "metal but-mark's oh. white paper.5, ' -

The thoughtful use' of language vis "a primary condition of the s .- _ . -. ^ y - - y . * . _ « " , / . : 
, -effective activity of the individual in' this world. Also-* i t 

* - * , . . . . - » x, *• - •* " * 
' ' » ' ' - 4 > ' ' ' . ^ 

- is only the existence of "language that' allows 'us to acti v-
• * A ' * " "" ' . " * ' - * • ' " , ' . ' " ' * * ••' 
collectively. As Weil write?: ,* .. . v * " 'y . / 

*' , - *" . ' * , * Z ' -
k 7 i • , . ' ' ' 

,. - ' signs constitute the material of ,social . 
* " relations, whereas, %he% perception "of, . * ' * / 

-reality is' something individual.*9 "" ' ' ' * 
* * 

•. * ' y . . i 7 » 
' ' . • • 4 

Thought itself is a function peculiar and private *to the ̂  

" hurfan individual.6*Q However,-the expression of thought in ., 
' "- l K ' * ,1 , * ' - * ' , . . „ ' ' 

language is a public and -a - Collective .pheriomeftoni - " 
, 4 H _ ' , 1 „ - - 4 > , 

,- \ I » „ " *- " * 

Through expression thought isT^apprppra^ated 'from .the' 
individual and embodied in "things' external ,,td -the "mind'. It 
ist these things — 'algebra', 'mdchines', 'bureaucracy', / 

\ . y , , , - - * . - * * ' • * - • . -,rV „-. ;, / 

' 'monjey',DX — that we refer to in-general/as^'language'-or, ^ 

° as today, by the term, ' 'technology*,62 .The thought 'embodied 

in such things need not, <„of' course, be-rethought and "assimi-f 

**lated by the individuals who act on th'e basis o'f i t . The • ' 
••. - * • • , , < 

individual inherits' language 'not .simply'as avpure instrument 
V "• * * ' 4 

of thought but as* 'something already shaped by the thought, of 

others. Indeed, 'as such expressions, of thought accumulate-* a * 
44 ' ^ " " * ? * - ' 

shaping and conditionings giye,n.form of sbcial i i f e,, they *'< 

reach; beyohd (the t "comprehension of the individual Mind in the * 
** * **' - - ^ 44! 

fcomplexity Of their, relation. • This gives-* an ,app*eatance of" 
V , . * „ " ' " " ', 

V * " I " 4. . 

» . 1 3 - 9 . ~ ' • ' < "• - - ' '• 

/ * 
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. t'hbught -and system-to social l i fe-where in, regality none ___ 

^exists. ' In so far as language, escapes from the thought "-and' 
* * , - -' ' • • ' * i : "- • ' " **- . ' " - -

^ . the- control*of t h e indiv*Ldual,'mindV ' i t i s seized upon by* thev 

' - : /collectivity;.-the thoughtful, relation 'of * sigh to thing, signi^ 

* \ f ied i*s replaced by t h e purely l lng 'uis t ic r e la t ion between 
, - -N-' -. * ' " ; . * - / "* • i i Z ' / y " " *• 

sign's.' I t i s - i n this "~w|iy. that 'social '7 l i fe can be" rigorously ; 
' • > * ' '*• - ' * 7 , i . " ' . - " ' * * ; , * " , / 
'- , ••andi systematical ly ordered",apd , yet 'impenetrable to the,v 

' ' *" . . - . - * ' * " ' * ' ' ' * . . . "" ' 
• -/thought of-the individual.; •- A >y *-•'.'.- " * -

-. ih»al.l spheres, thought, the 'pfrogat ive -« 
of the individual, is. subordinated to" the -

- -Vast, mechanisms-which'crystallize qollec-1 

* t i ^ e - ' l i f e , and. that" i s sd t o ' such an 
ex ten t t h a t ,we have -almost:' l o s t , the, 

-notion'of what rea l thought, i s ..'. signsZ, 
words and, algebraio-formula i"n the f ie ld . 

""• of'knowledge, * money-arid-credit symbols in* ., 
economic l i f e , play'the par t of r 'eallties 

,'^of which th*& actua,l" things themselves 
"cons t i t u t e only the' shac".bw.s,"'exabtly a*s 

in- Hans "Anderson's t a l e / in which the 
scientist and/hi's shadow exchanged"'rol.es 
• * « • . • „ • * * . * - . ' > . . ' » *• - ,* , 

, ' 

H&nce) there, i s nothing verv surprising irj-the fact that our 

science 'works'^ that, i t is . magnifieently sudce^ssf ul 'as a 
*- / * * . ' • > • - • • . ' • . i^ y ' y 

basis for the' .social ^activity bf the col lect ivi ty ' and i s , at - ' 
' - • ' . • • • . j ' ' i ' 

the same time, thoughtless* ."The act,iqn of. a social mechanism • -. 
. * - - v " 7 ' , * •. "' '- "" •" 

i s no more astounding .than that "of any* other-'machine,. -Human-
v - ' * . * " - - , " • ' ' ' ' ' • * ' , -

, language is such ,t̂ a"t "method", can be. mindlessly embodied in 

I*.- - " ' * " ' • * ' ' . ', ' 7 '•• 
t h i n g s . • . r - «*> • 

* ' ' ' , . , , ' • ' . . • 

'* • - y - ' - - . . -

-"For W(eil this" collective aspect\of language constitutes / " 
a*.kind qf "social- matter" that 'divides, the. l i fe ,of" the indi-7 _r „ 

' > 

vidual as, a "thinking* and*- a- "social" being... As we,-have , 
'seen,- th is "social matfei" is 'consti tuted by anything mater- .< 

' - - l . ' • " • " " . • . • , " * . - , / ' 

A "' • . - •** 1 4 0 " * -
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ial into which" thought has been infused through human active 

ity*a*nd it includes not only the whqle..of oral and literate 
r " ' r i- *** " • 

language but tooILs, machines, ' ski l ls , and a l l customary "forms 
• * * ' * " > 1 v * *v 

"bf behaviour. In s h p r t ^ l t i s comprise^ of everything that" 
* . '- • - -

we term,-culture, by the whole of a p a r t i c u l a r social»'form . 
• . ' ' *" •> 4 r. 7 y • 4 , " - . *' 

of life'-. I n ' t h i s her-position i s characterized by ah essen-
. . . - ' . _ \" *' . • -

* 1 _ . 44, ^ ' / . . < . S * 

t i a l ' a n d fundamental pppos i t ion betweeh the ind iv idua l and 

mental • character of ' thought," arid- the collective 'and material 
Z * " . ' - , V 

* nature of language. l""or her the cu l tu fa l and . co l l ec t ive 

aspect ofr. language forever stands-*apa/t^froin ' the private-

ab i l i ty of the individual to thinks'64" -**" 
4 ** * ~ 1 

' y ~ ' f • 

• As we shall see in the final chapter, on Weil's account 
' ' * * , ' . . 4 1 , 

' ' * • - , ' " - • ' " J " f " 

. of the r e l a t i o n -between thought and/labour, t h i s tension i s 

, roote.'d in ah inesjcapable dTspect 'of the human character . 

Ultimately, in her analysis^ "thought"is profoundly "separated 

from action.6-^ : » . ,. " ."" 
- ' ' „ ' ' ' ' • * -v 

Th threat of thought being:."socially overwhelmed by the 
1 * ' - 4*. 

collective aspect of language ?is one that has often found 
4 •• J *" 

dramatic*'expression in modern, literature.- Weil, like 

*Dostoevs""ky and.Melville before her, conjures up for us the 
' . . „ 1 4 ' 4" 

' . _ . " * " . • -

"a l l tbo' real-1 spectre of: J- "" " 
a'*''Civilizati~on in which a l l human 

, a c t i v i t y , in the sphere* of labour as in 
that of speculative theory, i s subjected 

. r igh t down to mat ters of d e t a i l to an 
a l toge ther mathematical s t r i c tness , and 
that1 without a- single human bfeing under

s t and ing anything a t a l l about what he i s 
doing, the idea of necess i ty would then 
be aijsent-from everyone's mind, and iri a 
far^more* radical fashion than i t i s among? 
primitive t r ibes . . .6 6 
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In fact it was Weil's view that in the transition-from class- -
° , 

i c a l to contemporary science i t was p rec i se ly t h e Idea of •* 
•.>**-" - . » . * * * " ' . ' 

• necess i ty whicfarwas l o s t , efc loss made p o s s i b l e / if n o t , 
'" inevitable, by the role of algebra, in mode'ift "science. « 
3» -* , ' * * -

In the-des ire-"for power over na ture , science and magic 
. . "* ' - / . . - ' ' 

share, jjot only a similar motivation but an identical .instru-
* - , . 4 ° «* * * 

ment, language. Magic plays with language in the hope o'f 

"dis'cdverlng theZp'ower intrinsic' to words. Science*,, an the 
\ „ . _. "^ ,,. - _ 7 s _ '• M»-:. : 

contrary, was - supposed t o consist in ah attempt-to work with 

language; to disclose i t s powers t'a the control and'yjudg'ement 

of human understanding,through" thought../- Now, as we have 
* 

already Seen, basic to Weil*,s,.position i s the conclusion of 
"v * * " _ " * * * * ' 1 ' 0 

Plato0' to the effect that the cultural 'lives of all men in 
' --_ J 4 ' > ' 

all societies are constituted, more or less completely, by-. 
" • . "- A «'• 

the thoughtless use of language. .This, as willbe seeh'in 

,the next chapter, is written into the. human nature of thought 

itself an<3 reflects the essential condition of our being in 

the world as thinking, creatures. In this .the "aim of*philoso~* 
' f * ' a. . y *«. 

r f J - "" * *, 

p'hy can, only be the educational aim of widening as far .as. 

poss ib le , under given socia l circum'stances", the", .role of 

thought in "the individual's use of- language. Or, to put this 

in another but equivalent way, in the whole of an individ-
• • * " ' " * - . 

"ual 's form of l i fe . - ' " " ' 
*. . ' 

- The 'sqcial.-determination of thought i s a characterist ic 

and'by rio means ins ign i f i can t modern pos i t ion . Weil, how-

ever, unlik,e.,cofttemporary Marxists or S t r u c t u r a l i s t s , does* 

not believe tha t thought can be soc ia l ly or co l l ec t ive ly 

o 
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V , f . . 4, . • * . ', , 

determined* ' For her, thqught* Is" purely, a .function-/pf the, .- .* 

Ind i vidua 1.\" "Social * l i t e - ' i s *hot;* capable qf * * detetminifrg * \ " 
**/**̂ " * s . y . , * . • * . * ' , . . • , ' ' . , 

thought^ only, of ..displacing it- injthe- life^ of ;tKe;".ihdividua3. ^ J 

through the substitution of -".social matter".^-,- *„•'*. 
'.. • "In her analysis Weil • profoundly' "questions.-the thoughtful '. 

• • ' . . . - . - . ' - - * . , * ' t * . . . - • 

, *. * . - • . .- * t * •„ i.. . . * , -

character of the .whole Of modern science.. Prom its'-.begin--. , * 
- • ' A , --•..*"...' "*- . • • <* • -, •' . , - . - - ' 
nin.gs in- the sixteenth and seventeenth-qenturie,s.she loqks „*• i 

A ' * • ' . ' ' . *.' , ,- * -\A •.,'.- .! ' *'.",' Z 
upon-its many intellectual peculiarities as'evidence Of a 

fundamental displacement j^f .thought "by "social matter".! .Mod-. " 

e'rn 'science "i-ssued-directly^f rq.m one.of the* most basic and . "'-

r^diqal intrusions .of trie colTective.'intq the'life of" the/ ' • 
,,"*-" " *" <"*"- " \ ' '*'' • ' " "•• 7 ",*'''';' "' 

•Individual; , . the separat ion of*'thought from a c t i v i t y in 
I'at'o^PVnd t'he*c'onsequent spec ia l i za t ion of indiv iduals 'as'- '< * 

/ . \ . *•• . " y • , • ,- * . 

\ " * . . - * 
' thinkers\ and 'doefs*. in this , regard she raises a question " -, 
' • » . ' - ' ' "• . ' * ' A * ' / ' . , • 
as simple as i t i s .basic; _ i s - i t .possible to separate'thought .,. , 

.' ' * * . * . ' . * - • 
from ac t iv i ty , so fundamentally arid radically In the l i f e Cf>. *'. 

' ' • . • . . ' * - ' " . / - ' - " • ' : " . ' - ' . ' • - ' 

the individual? Given such fundamental l inks as t hose , > 
' ' - ' ' ' . " * - \ * . ' . ' . ' » • * • * . - ' • • . . 

"between a c t i v i t y and human perception,-and,thought and the • 
. * 44 * » ' i "* 

. **' ' " . . 
process Oharacter of human .experience, this question gpes t o 

• $ • » • ' "* ' 

'the foundations of philosophy. . * * • 
On the one s ide , in the work l i v e s of t h e manual, labour- • 

.4 . . I * * * . ' 

ers of the industrial society, the displacement of- thought is y y 
* « * t 

obviously and uride'niably'evident. On • the other Sid's'," in the*/ / -
work l i v e s of our ' i n t e l l e c t u a l s ' ' and 'managers** thought ZZt? -

* * - * , * * . * * * .*-..-' * 

appears t p b e ' a s obviously and undeniably p*,esentr "It" is,',". 

however, t h i s very d i s t i nc t i on between the "•mantfal1' an4..theZ . -'" 
'nrental' which Weil's analysis brings ' into question^ • Wa.s the ' . . * 

» ' " *• ( '* - ' . * , ' ' * 
' sc ience ' of the c l a s s i ca l era a form of thought ''or,# as , , I ts 7-

. ' * < * » 

143 



historical*"genesis would" suggest-, simply" a new kind of actiy-
, / .. - * •> - • 

'. - , . • > * '. - - ' -,.--.'-
„.-ity'involving a novel but essentially thoughtless * manipula-• < 

•" -:•:us,rfa'w.^ • - ' . , - - ' - . ' " :. -•.-: Z.7- :.:" 
' " .-.. tfo Weil 'the- lajter-' was* almost certainly % the' case. 
., _* ^ - , * . * < > - . ' 
, " Scientific thought qnly exists against and in"relation tq / 

V ^ * " . * , * ** * . . . . ' -
* • * ' * ' , * - 4 ' . ' -

• human 'experience'-;" i t .is avspecific mental function bf the 

* - openly mysterious coinOidence between- the words of language 

• .'" and the activity of* the natural world. -Now,' as We have- seen, 
* 1 - Z • - ' , • s ' 
^ -classical science becfan precisely with the attempt'to sup--- ' 

' . " - " . - •*- « ' " , ' " 

-- " ptess an£ deny the process character of the world of our 

- experienbe. For the world of process^, the experiential * world 

pf the tangible*-or sensible, i t substituted thte abstractions 
• •' - j- . ' - * * 

"• ' , of t,he laboratory world of .experiment and observation.- It 
. . „ • ' . _ ~ - \ • - * * . . . 

• substituted, that is, a purely linguistic world of cpnven- ; 

ti ' ' tlonal signs.- In the scientific experiment it is not the 

wqrld of nature that is the *•object', of thought but a conven- ' 

' , v ~ tipnal world of signs arranged'in relation to one, another., 
* . * " * * 4 • ' ' • -. 

^ 4 ' 

, As Helsenberg-expresses *'it: ', - , . -, * 
; ., , , ' ' - . ' ^ ' . " r , . , 

i > " - • . 

*, " ", • ' Our'experiments 'are"not nature itself, , 
, ; - - but a nature changed'and transformed by 
- ' - . - our*"activity in t̂ e" course of research. 9 ' ' 7 

' ** • * 
' * < •- » , ' , • , N -• - , • 

-, t ,. Modern science was compelled tq this obvious conclusion by 
-> . - ^ - -

. * r the re-em,er'g"ence of the reali ty of the discontinuous. • 'Co,n-
*/ • temporary science, however, went one step further. -On the 

' . basis of this trufh it-assumed that 'We can know and think , 
k ' - - . ' , -

- ' only that'which we create. Where classical science stressed'-
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t h e • o b j e c t i v i t y ' ,of ' f a c t ' as the* founda t ion .of -thought,' 
, ' . . ' ' ' * ' - V • • - - ' - ' * 

contemporary science emphasized the subjectivity of interpre-

tation (or 'value-'). .. \ * ' • . ' t , ' 
** v I v « » ' . . " . 

At fv i rs t sight* we might \ be . t empted t o - see, t h e - f e -\ . 

^ discovery of the discontinuous for proces's' reality of out 
* * - ' - . . ' " * ••" - ' ' ' . . * * • * - - . • 

. * .. - - ' 7 *•* '• - ' •. . ' r' * ' • • 

4 experience by contemporary science* as,'a. return to. 'common" 
' ' y }.' ' ,v ' * , " . " , " • - : ' " - ' • ' ' ' " "v.-, ! . , > ' 

"sense ; ' i f not to - though t s . Per Weil sli'ch-.wa's riot t h e case . , 
' • - ' ,, ' ' - ' 4 ' > < 

r " . . . * ' f ' " " . , ' " • * . - , . . 

Contemporary sc i ence simply," abandoned t h e / v e r y idea of-
i ." , ' • ' - . - - . " „* 7 / '' 7 ' « • *, / - • , ' , / 

t hough t . . - In /do ing so \ i t ff u-lly." ""realized flje" e s s e n t i a l l y 
; " ** * _ ' - ' * , / - / 

- ac t ive character of i t s c l a s s i c a l pas t ; " ' " •-•••*• -

vv 
>.-> 

> v > 
In I l l u s t r a t i o n qf the" differentie. and pf the oont inui ty ~', 
' * .- •• / , . - * . " * . - ' - - • - . „ * .-

. "_ . • • J - - , ' • 
between c l a s s i c a l and contemporary" s c i ence We'll ' o i t e s . t h e , 

v * " ' I *, . - ' ' * - 1 

. " * » ' - . ' ' ' • ' ' ' . " , " • - " ' ' - o 
qqlebr.ated' case o'f Eins te in ' s •"•restricted r e l a t i v i t y " , theory,". . , 
\ '•; **• • «. ^' " • •* • " •'-"' ' - - ' '• .' ' " AlA / '- " 
As she -wr i tes : ** . - - . , - • ' 

I t i s a. v e r y ' s i m p l e t h e o r y , _ so" long-"as ' 
one 'does not- t r y t b unders tand "it..-* To. : 

b e g i n w i t h , "the work O f ; G d p e r n i c u s , 
Kepler, Galileo' and Newton had l e d 'to* the * 
a t t r i b u t i o n qf c e r t a i n movements, t o the- . 
e a r t h and the .va r ious" heavenly bodies;» 
then, a s e r i e s of. experiment's resul ted in •' 

- a d e f i n i t e ' measurement 'of t h e .speed of Z 
"light; and f i n a l l y , .as the' r e s u l t ,of 

, c e r t a i n . .experiments, a t t,he7,end * of t h e " , 
' n i n e t e e n t h cen tu ry , t h e speed of l i g h t 
•came t o be, regarded as c o n s t a n t in., a l l 
d i r ec t ions . ' These r e s u l t s a re cont fad ic - , •'* 
t o r y . A f i n i t e speed canriot be constant," 
in. a l l . directions* if measured by s t a r t i n g 
from a system, which i s i t s e l f in movement 
in . a ce r t a in d i rec t ion . - - «*,-

Th i s i s c l e a r enough a n d ' i t se rves vqry n ice ly ,as* an i l l i i s -
' , . ' , * 

tration of the kind of contradiction that suddenly* emerged'in 

all the branches pf classical science around trie'turn of the] 

century. , * . . ' * ? 
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- h' 

' , 

." ", 7 The/way in.which Einstein proceeded-to deal with- this'' 

.,. contracliqti-on is also, splendidly characteristic,of the new, .- " ' . r 

method of contemporary,''.science.' He siitfply went .ahead by--' - ** ' --Z 
\ ,' ' '• ' ' ' A ' '* -4. • ' - ' '" " , - " " ' . 

'translating, these irreconcilable "conclusions into-appropriate" / ", Z' w 

*-_ * algebraic .formulae; and then, uniting- the sV formulae, according / : 
-' . , , * ^ • " 4.; * • • , ' :* - y 4," - - ' 

/ to the laws of-.argebra,."as..i*f they all; could"- be simultane-*. * Z " ' 

piisly true,-and'derived-equations frqm them*'.71 • Not surpris*-*'..- ' , -_ ". 
' * , ' * * < - . ' - " " "* - * ' i ; Z , , > 7 .' ' - - . 

, ingly, .the attempt to'translate, these questions iritp pr dinar y. , ;7 , , 
- ' '• *" ' • " , . . , * ' • , - •** .- ' , ' • " ' , • ," " *-" • V • ' 
language produced.-startingly...-senseless-results;, "result's that --* . v 

" ' . " • " . "• ' - Z ' * ' - * 

* are neither expressible inspe'ech-,-nor rep-resentable, to/the u " , 
' Z " **"' v* ' , . ' . ' , - ' ' * ' • * 

. human' imagina t ion^ " ' • " . • * - . , ,* -, < - - * . * , • . 
\ * ' . , . , , , . ' " * ; ' * • ' 

- ' ' ,' " ' ' * ' 
In classical"science, given *care ,and trouble, reach for- > 

• - > * . . v . . . . ' ' " * * ' 

. . . . " * . ' * , ' ' " " . " 

. vmula could* be translated into' the ordinary language of every-
' ' . " ' , * ' * v • i a * . . . , ' 

day.common'' sense 'and represented, to the mind "in-terms of a , ,, -.' ' ' 

. ^mechanical-image of' a particular/relation between, forces-and \ 

"distances. 2 This was-possible because ineach of these ^ <• 
• , ' • > • - i * - • , . -

, . " ' - " • . - * . ' . . i . 7 , • 

formulae the central'analogy bf,'classical science',-- the , 

.analogy between phenomena, and the conddtipns of .simple labour Z' • 

,"— was still1"present. "* A'f ter the acceptance qf the "quantum 

hypothesis*, 'however, this analogy disappeared. , -" 

'Weil's objection here is riot .against the .fact of contra- v - . , "• 

;* diction;,7;-*. ".On th6/contrary,'like Plato ,anci the ancients In '. 

' " general, her'definition of thought is in dlale'ctical terms. -

--She objects, rather, to the way in "which contradiction is 

•.used. here. Tp. Oppression and Liberty she 'distinguishes*.' ' 

cle^r-ly between the legitimate and the illegitimate uses of 

• contradiction in the formulation of thought: ' - -
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The i l l e g i t i m a t e use l i e s in coupling 
together incompatible thoughts as if they 
were compatible. The * l eg i t ima te use 

-- Z' l i e s , f i r s t of all/ 'when twq incompatible 
truths present themselves tothe ' iaind, ,in 

' _ v* ' exhausting a l l the .powers\^of the i n t e l 
lect • in an attempt to elimijftatej at least 

/ , one of them. If t h i s i s ' imposs ib l e , if 
both must-be*" accepted, the contradiction 

• t- , must be then recognized as a -f cjrct.7^ 
' - 7 

* * 

Contradiction in language is the verys'Occasion* of 'thought; 
we ought to be*stopped by it and forced to focus ouf atten-

" ' 44 

tion on it contemplatively until another thought is disclosed 
I * > *. , v ' - ' 

to thev*mind fevealing a relation. The contradictions 
"- ** 

encountered, by classical science at the end of the * nineteenth • 
/ '. - < 

century Were' of the most -elementary nature. They reflected 
•* ' . >• 

*• / « > . * _ , 

the vejry l i m i t s within which the hum.an mind moves in l a n 

guage. They-could nqt ,have been .'solved' but they ought ' to 
, • ' ' -

have stopped the act ivi ty of science and forced a re-thinking... 
r , t <'• ' " 

•of i t s i n t e l l e c t u a l foundations. ^ I n s t e a d ^ . n Weil'-s analy-

s is , contemporary science wasv"born when i t rushed past these 
4 " i * ~ 

contradic t ions by the simple expedient of ignoring them' -

Algebra wqnderfully f ac i l i t a t ed , th i s , for i t i s not subject, 

to the same' log ica l requirements a-s the formulation of 

thought in' ordinary speech. The relations between the sym-

bols of algebra do not exactly coincide with the ideataqnal 
* j ""• * * 

relations they are supposed to mirror*, As a consequence: 

"incompatible assertions may have equational equivalents 
* * * m. 

which are by no means incompatible". '*"* ln„fact, as» m ordi

nary language, only with greater ease and behind an impres-* 

si"j«e intellectual facade, one can, without the restraint of 

thought, say anything. ' 
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, • *• ,' Classical'science was intellectually suffocating.*. Its. 
* 1 * . ' * r 4 4, 

' V 4 i ' - * abstractions were, indeed, of th'e varietfy'that-.might "profit- -"/^ 

ably be exposed to the elements./ However, if art,, in* jubila-
» *-• " ' • ' ' ' * „ - . ' 

' - t ion a t the 'defea t of t h i s -science, ;was, inspired to hang/a . 
• * " . % "*• •* ' > ' * • * , ' 

' - '* geometry Book out a window, contemporary science*.'went much 
'"' ~ " " " . * ' ' * * * " • " * ' V Z'<" • ,; -

,. fu r the r : , i t simply, tossed the volume btit a l together! To 
- ' * ' , ' " . '" . "7* • . ' • • ' . - * > y • , 

."„ / quo te Wei l l ' r ' ."* ' " " , A- ' \ ' . ' Z ' 
• * - * * ' v ' - - . " * ' -* J ' '•""- * ' " " . " . « . 

• » 4 •; J - . ' . -, - - . ' . ," < • ' 

"" - ''Men- who called" themselves" philosophers, *- ' l " .̂  ' • ' 
* being weary .of reason ~.«no dpubt "because . ^ / "" ,* 
' i t , Is ' , too e x a c t i n g ' - - rejoiced at -the-•' * , • -

t . « " Z idea of a* c l a sh betweeri. reason "and , ' -. * 
* J- / -",- ;• v ' . ^science; and frieedless to s,ay t h e i r ver- . .*" ,-. '- .-

^ , ~ diet was unfavorable-to reason.7. " * • - . , ' •* 

- •* ' * _ ' '- • -„. . . ' • ' - * * • *' . ,». ,. '. z . "» « '' • *' 
•Modern ".absufdism*7.7- was born in this/reaction'j£4j£ delighted/ »*' 

/' -' .* .' • ' , --A .:" A-y . . . 
. in the idea t ha t the rigoroliv neces s i t i e s of c l a s s i ca l >sci-" 

* • ' - " - . - . » - * * , * *** * . " " 

'"ence, long held- to-be obyioua .and immufable,, had) prpve^n, With" ' x" 
- " . " - • . " ' . ' - * . '•> - ' ' 

- the1 aid of ne*w and more sophisticated instruments pf 'measure-** ' • 
* ' • 4 ' • ' ' . " ' ' * " . " " " ' * -

•. ^ment a'nd" t^e atomic theory* of matter,,to.be merely approxl;-
t, ".-*.*".•*.. • 

mate and ptobable. '*.,-;",-, .^ " ' -
.'• " The introduction of the .atom into classical science at' 

' - * ' * ' * * • ' • " , ' ' " ' . • ' • . ' " " • 

' t-he/xbeginning-of the" nineteenth "century* had caused",- and" -

'.' naturally so'"in Weil's view',* a series-'qf fundamental diffi-.' 
x a ' ' • * • 

cultips which already-implied a l l the Intellectual- implica- «' 

tloris of-' .the. "quantum revolution"-.78 _ As we'-have. Veen, in 

* order to" construct 'a positive science, classical ..physics had 
' ' - _ • * , * - .*' * - - . - " • * 

to assume" the existence o'f a /''primary'* and "elemental" level.-
* - bf r e a l i t y as a foundation'In sense'."- I t was on the basi*s of 
' . - * ' ' '. • • .* 

. -. J,
 s -. * 

'this foundation that phenomena on', the level of sensible 
* 
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* ' 

A* * 

"-.-' *' f 7 "-
" . * , . , " ' 

appearances, were represented to the mind. The atomic theory 
* ** M"' - • 
of matter brought this trend in science to its*logical and 
.ineviZbie .condusio*.' ". ' - ! -- ' ' . "7 • ' ' 
» ... 7 ' - i > ' 

** " On* the'Intell'ectual" basis of the„ 'pnrfary qualities' 

classical science dealt'with phenomena perceptible on the 

level of the human serjses.. This is the only level on which* 
* . - . * * ' " * ,. * ' " • 

nepe-ssity can'be imaged to thevhuman imagination.** „On' the 
• / • < • • ' ' - * * * • " * l , f ' * * •-

microscopic 1-eve'l of: the* .atom the situation i-s another one 
• - • "* "• " " ' _ / » * 

"*" *- " "" , ** 
altogether.7 'J'• , • , ' ' * "S 7 , .. " * ' 

.." . . ' / . • . . ' * / J-" / , ,, * 

irded a stofie:' Classical soience rega 

when . i t ' i s l i f t e d , a s / a single, point 
describing *a ver t ical ^rect i l inear t ra jec
tory; in*a word, ,.it ' regards the whole 
stone as a s ingle 'a tom, an<"l t h a t i s how 

.-it- Calculates energy.79 % 7 , -\ • 

'When orfe'replaces. such a conception with, the idea tha t 'what ; 

* i s involved'here i s the combined. motidn;*of Innumerable, atoms' 
" ', t _ " > ' " - . * ' 

df stone and air, one descends to a level., of complication 
"i - ' 1 ' ~ * ' ' 

• that is far beyond the range of the imaginative pdwers of,the 
. - ^ - - -

human mind. Weil, compares this "situation to that "which we 

'face in gamas of chance. " If I throw a die,.,l cannot* fqrsee* 
* . i * * ' ' , ' 

- " the resul t : -. 7 * ' ' " - - - >' . / . ' . , ' 

but t h i s i s hot'be'caus-e t h e phenomenon .is 
,•* ' . inde te rmina te . I t i s because. I d"0: not 

• ,' » Z * -know a.U -the data of the problem.. / 
" - " * . ' • • « . , * " " * • 

.Cftance i s t h e haitfe which we "give to/,this ' i-gporance-. j y » 

\' . 
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'• - Far-* from .being incompatible with the idea of'necessity, 
chance can only be defined in relation to, necessity. The 
. • ' . ' ' . " , *' "* > '. - * u * -

ato.mic theory of matter automatically reduced science to a 
->'.-) 

- level of complication where tĥ e motion qf 'matter inevitably «. 
" * - ! . T -> *•" * 

app̂ e'â ed to* the.human- mind in the guise of chance. For, as 

*WeiT writes; 
' " , £>. 

t ' 

**f. • , ' . * • . * , , . . •» *• , „ 

t i f I "conceive. >an aggregate "of atoms in 
.'movement, , s*"Uch" tha t each movement i s 

s t r i c t l y i determined, and c a l l "it the 
univet.sejj and if I ask myself what the 

• development bf phenomena wi l l be on a 
,, ' scale', inaccessible ,tc the. ^eyes of observ-
' ers to whom the atom i s^ inv i s ib le , I can 

Zqonceive absolutely no reason why t h i s 
• development should present any appearance 

of, constancy} regu la r i ty or co-ordina
tion,- or even why i t should be poss ib le 
tb repeat"an experiment a second time. 
And i t i s obvious tha t if "it, i s impos
s ible to repeat experiments there can be 

, no physics.* 

.3* 

In (antiquity the atom had been* l inked, i n t r i n s i c a l l y , to 
^ 4 . - , ' " * 
""chance butV tq. modern sciehpe this connection was not * appar-

• * " ' , . • * " * * ' 

eht. * k*s, Well shows, in the .classical era, with its attempt 
* v * 

' • * • : • • ' • ' . - * 

to .reduce all phenomena to" representation in terms of a 
"' "' * y *' 

"rigorous" mechanical necess i ty , the 'sudden, appearance of , ' 
» * ! * ' * * « " " « 

\ K 4 - " • * * 4 . * 

qhanoe in .spiepce was a profoundly perplexing and unexpected 
' ' -7 . * * "• Z ' • " < 

, ev*ent. r Previously,* chance.had appea*red bnly-ln the. guise 
• * * - . ' . 

of 'the, "negligible"'. „*'-*- "*, - „ . , „-
••""•*- *- * ' . * , "' ' "A". 

v * \Wi.th the advent bf %he atom,* classical-science'was fa'ced- ; 
v 'x**. * , . • * * - * . " , . * 

with a rupture betweejp. the new atomic physiOs* of impercept-
" • ""' . - **J , * * . ' . * » * 

ible phenomena .and the old ""mechanical physics of the" perCep-
, >' - • . " *• ' v 4 - ' ' " * . 

tible .world. ;'it' w^s only with the, aid of'the mathematical 

: i* .150, 
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idea of 'probability' that a link was established, between*the 
* | . , * ' * 4-

two physics. The notion of probability simply makes chance 
an "experimentally control lable conception". J Again, to 

, » , 
quote Weil directly: 

When I consider, in games of chance, the 
;continuous t o t a l i t y of causes and the 
* small number of categories among which 

the effects are distributed, I recognize 
.that, although each effect i s rigorously 

Zlinked tq -cause , there i s absolutely 
, nothing' in the t o t a l i t y of causes which 

corresponds, t o these categories, .and this" 
-is* to .rfecognifce chance. So a l l the cate
gories have" .an identical relation to the' 
t o t a l i t y &£ causes, which i s equally 

„. indi f ferent to a l l of them; and this., i s 
" w'hat'*I mean whpn.I s'ay t ha t they are a l l 
* equally"probable. .The notion of prob-
' a b i l i t y '.always Implies a d i s t r i bu t i on 
f^stwe'en equal 'probabilit ies. I(n-the case 
, *;off a-die with the* flg'ure 1 on f ive of ib£ 
„ s'|jaes and'the figure 2 qn the sixth face' 

there are. six •e.qual p r o b a b i l i t i e s , but 
^'five/of them Coincide; "and t h i s i s the 
- only'way in which'we can conceive unequal 
7 probabilities.84 . ' *"' 7 

*> * 

Thus the relation between the perceptible world of the 'senses 
, 4* ° 

,, and the imperceptible, micrqscopic', reality-of the atom was 
* • . • * • , 

-. only established by,, implicit ly continuing the basic assump-
.-• ** % 

* *,tion of the whole of classical science, namely, the determi-

nate and necessary character of the process r e a l i t y of the 
'" ' *' 

"• ' phenomenal world. Thexnotion of p robabi l i ty was d i r ec t ly 
" - / , < « > • • 7> > > \ 

derived fr©"m the" idea-of .necessity and it played a role in 
- **• * * • * • 

** ' • - * • * • 

'.'experiment vexactly 'ajialogotis, to that of necessity: 
- * " ' * .. •" * *' 

- . . - • " . ' 7 •• - ' * . • , 
- / - Tne e;xperin".*ent> p r e s e n t s an image of. 

**" ' . * necessi ty when," by ..varying a cause, w/' 
*• k , obtain'"ef f ects, tha t Vĉ ry according to/ 

'7- • - functibn; i t ' p r e sen t s ah image of prof 
• .. abi l i ty when the distribution of effepts 



' t 

* " '*•- amdng 'ca tegor ies becoraesZcloser, the . 
t „ y longer^the ef fec ts accumulate, to the- , , ^ 
"'' 7 ' \ proportions indicated b^ calculation*. .. . , 

* . - * * * "* 
)". * ' « - , ' * V . , , * -

"Classical science'founded i tse l f Zupon* the assumption of' thfc 
r 4 ' , 4 . s. i ' i 

determinate st:r;utotureuof. matter in r e l a t i on to the human v 
" ' ' ' . , * , ' . * • • " - » * ' ' . 

mi-rid. Contemporary science-was born.with the i n t e l l e c t u a l / 

re-discovery* of the obvious, namely, that the process r ea l i t y 
** t r * - • * * * . * * *»* 

'of natur-e* peaches infinitely beyond the range of the'mind \ 
i4-

4, s * ; 

micro and macro-«soopicall-y, temporally and spatially. 

* Where classical science had mistaken the determinate** 

character of thought for the reality of the phenomenal world, 

contemporary science fixed upon -the indeterminate nature of" 

human experience as the ejs-ŝ nce of that world. In Its first 

phase, modern .science disposed of human experience, in its -. 

secpnd phase, it disposed of human thought. t For ̂-both it has 
"* * < * v l 

,. substituted language in the" form of an algebraic mathematics. 

As a* consequence df the "quantum theory" the probable 

was introduced among the atoms themselves; the trajectories 

of these invisible particles were no longer considered to be . 
-•V ! 

necessary but simply probable. With that the idea of neces-
*• " * 

sity went completely out of science. And yet, as we have 
' already seen'.' " . . * ' " . 

probability can only be defined as a 
rigorous necessity; of whose conditions 
some are known and others unknown; the 
conception of probability, divorced frpm 
that of necessity, is meaningless. ° ' 
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4* 

*> * ' - ' . . . , * * <*>' - * • . * ' ' . * * ' ' , ' " • - . - ' 

• :- \ -•• -* ;-- ; .* -(. _z • - ' / , ; >•; .,'.-. .*- •' 
7-,'Where once'* science had "found a' rlgdrous necessity, in the.. 

.. s '.\: A''A ** * ' , - - . . . " • 
guise*' of causal-determination,, i t now founds ^rtly, "probability 

**"* ' . *. 7 ' '- • ,' *' \- ,v ' ' " , / • ' 
laws"".' Werner'Heij.senbergv following the "lead of Louis de , 

4 - , 4 «* x. ' 7 » > ' v . . ' 
• ' * * • ' . ' * - - ' -

Brpglie-, J Edwin Schrodinget andj.Max B'orn, formulated the so-

called "principle of indeterminacy'*' which postulated the 
. " * * " . * * " ^ - , ' J - ' - *-

• * ' " '-= ' V • • . ': 
'^"existence of , a" specif ic indeterminacy in the trajectories ""of-, T 

' A ' . x ; ' .• <, ' ' v. 
,.-the atomic particles 'themselves".' -Thus*', where classical sci-

' - " - ' " \ . i \ , ' / ' • ' " ' ' , " * - ' ' ' 
ence ,had' assumed t£e determinate as*" a foundation, contemp-

' - . • . - . • - * * " ' , * * * - ' - ' 
. orary science Substituted the indeterminate. The cpnditional 

' ' ; . t
 s , -'**•''" '* ^ -.'-*' * "'-

"if-then"" ,of classical 'physics vwas replaced by an "if-then, in 

a' certain percentage"; 7 arid science was reduced to the mathe-V 
* s / matical level of statistics*., ' 

. , . ' ' ' - * ' ' ' 4 " 4, 

" * *'* - r ' , * . , 
In its' attempt to apply .mathematics' to nature,'' modern 

* ' > •*. •*- r ; -
_ ' , * * i » 

- ..science began with a "divorce between 'quantity'-- and 'qual-
' 4 4 -4 4 , , . 

. ' • , • * t * . "i i • •> .- ' 

j ' '• i ty ' . The price of such a positive science of naturp was a 
* i - -

reductive impoverishment of mathematics"; itself.°.°, In class- , 
> ' -

{ .. ' *-* -t i <• 

ical science the 'real world' was the realm of the* 'primary . 
*• \ - . . - " ' ' , " . » ' 

qualities' which were purely 'quantitative and determinate in 
i " ' • - , * , * 

character., The differences between one thing and 'another*, • 
" ' . - Z • '. tl 

visible on the level of human perception were due .solely to 
differences ih number, conceived as quantity. This was the 

• ' " . " , " " -

real world of*'hard fact' which constituted the only obje'ct 

of 'human thought. For contemporary science i t is not* the 

objective world of matter that is mathematically structured, 

• the assumption runs in the other (although complementary} 
i 

direction. The structure of mathematics. corresponds to the 

structure of the human mind. The assumption here was clearly 
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expressed by VicoVhan, ini the^eighteenth century, he aban-
' / ' - . . ' "' '• J "• 

doned the natural/ sciences for the hew social science oij* 
*- i \ i * '*• **• *" 

- ' " . : ; - > • * * " - " , ' -1 ' / - , v ftq 

history:" ."We can prove geometry because- we make it".83 With -
.. .- A. : • : , , 

the, contemporary period human thought assumes the subjective 
• 4* 4 ^ ' « *• 

char'acter "of 'val&e', and if we a^ i l l seek' the s c i e n t i f i c 
\ * Ay'. "' - ' - - '* ;- - .' y ,. - / • 

application-OS"/mathematics td 'nature that i s not, because our 
- ' - ' i- . 4 1 , " . - » 

algebra* is"'a"*w&y of knowing the-world but rather because it 
is a "science df^the structure of'the human mind"*° i n its : 

' - • • • v ,, -, . '*• -*, 7 - 'V . 
reach into the infinities of natural process. 

». * * > ' , - • . ' • *- i •*" 

* In this -chapter we have examined in detail Simone Weil's 
*• *r ; * * y 

accouht!'of what scientific.thought is riot in relation to (a) 
** * * * •* t 

, " < * * .- ' * 
language and (b) -axperienee. In the following chapter we i turn fed'her positive account of what'thought is. * There, in 

y 
y , * 

her "treatment 'of thke character of thought in Greek mathe-

matics, we will ..examine"her description of the disposition of 
thought authentic tovthe human -being as consisting in (a) the 

f * • * 

revelation* of. idea in language and (b) .the realization of 
idea within our expedience of nature land history. 
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C H A P T E R I V 

THOUGHT AND NECESSITY* 
THE MATHEMATICS OF THE PYTHAGOREAN TRADITION 

, •'* In Weil's 'account the or ig inal i ty , and unity of Greek 

cu l ture lay in t h e i r discovery [or perhaps in t h e i r r e d i s 

covery] of a s ingle idea — the mathematical concept of--

function --» and the application of th is idea to nature and to 

human experience in general. . The Greeks, "according to* Weil, 

.di*d not Invent mathematics but they did advance i t to the 
"• <** 

science of human, thought. Before them the Babylonians pos-

, sessied. an algebra subs tan t i a l ly s imi la r to'Our own and the 
**' * n "4 

Egyptians ,a geometry in i ts ' l i t e r a l [and ..etymologicalJ sense 
* * . ' , . * " " ' " -. 

of-a mathematical technique of land measurement.-1- After 

them,, the Romans,* avid for technical applications, pillaged 

mathematics. As Cicero once wrote, with- the indigenous and 

ever practical self "-satisfaction of the Romans: 
•The Greeks held the geometer in the high
es t honour, and ^in t h e i r esteem no one 

- came before the,-mathematicians. But we 
., . Romans have, established, as the l imit of 

' th is "-art, i t s . usefulness in measuring and 
reckoning. ' -

. 1 / - « - . , 

The l imits of th is "useftilness" were, however, the l imits of 

Greek mathematics, arid' onW-ihe-theoretical discoveries of the 

-Greeks had. been exhausted there were 'no • Roman advances. For 

the Greeks mathematics was a Way of knowing the'Wo'rld, for 

their Western predecessors and their.successors alike i t was 
*> . h , 

' . * " " ' -3 ' "" ; " . ' - , ' 

a technique for doing. .. *. * ,, ', 
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. . • ' 4* 

^either the Egyptians nor the "Babylonians possessed the 
* , -~ - . ' -. 

idea of function* and it was just this conception that the 
s*w * 

Ramans failed to appropriate in their sack of the mathematics 
* ' * ' > - . , * ' - ' 

[and,the general cu l ture] of the Greeks. Simply expressed 
- * / - " * - - ^ ' _ " * ' . " , . ' - t a 
the concept of function is the idea of' proportion: '"bf two 

' * • , * - * " •* • * * ' ' 

•* . , ' 

quantities that vary proportionately without .ceasing to be 

linked by a. fixed relationship".4 According to.' Weil, the 

first, and perhaps the clearest, image of function is pro-

•vided by-the geometric idaa of similar triangles attributed 
'£ * -*7 ' . . . 

to Thales.-"" There we-find a proportion expressed in four 
• \ * " ' 

terms: ' - , , • • ' • - . " 

• - :Z^ -
1. ' « 

Here a i s to b as c i s to d. Given the fixity, of t h i s • 

relation,, a variation in one quantity automatically leads tq 

a proportionate variation in the other. This relatioh, ' l ike 

a l l relat ions, i s reducible to t h e mediation of three terms: 

the figure ABE, the, figure"5*CDF and the fixed relation between", 

them. The relation between similar, triangles 'discovered by 

Thales" i s exactly comparable £q tria^. between two geographic 

charts of the same area drawn to different scales.'3 

Weil a s se r t s tha t as . fa r as i s known,\the Greek's Were 

not only the f i r s t to discover t h i s Idea but a lso the f i r s t 

to d i s c o v e r , i t s r e l a t ion to our experience qf nature and,' 



rv 

indeed, to the/whole of our-" experience.* in natural ' and-.his.- - ..- „' 

tor iq .process. Fundamental *t"o Weil's-'reconstruction o f ' the ,.--"' 
. f • " - .•'"."- . - ' " T* ;'-'*""*' " * .,-

sc i en t i f i c and mathematical thought of the Pythagorean, t r ad i -
t ion- i s heir*.claim t h a t the Greeks only discovered the idea .of " I * 

• - ' . * ' ' -' «* ' . " ' • . * ' *• 
* • • *• . v /. - • * . , - • . . , 

function by turning away from thev tangible** realm* of our sense 

experience toward the*•*-*'continuous" 'realm * qf "thought Itself, ". 

By contrast the-mathematics of the Babylonians, o'f the Egyp̂ - * '* 
• - • , • "• • ' " - , . * - j » 

* - - -, - . 

t ians and the Romans attempted'to be p o s i t i v e , or- 'empirical '. 
A *' ' ' •' " 

sciences*. Tha,t I s to say, they we're directed4, toward, the "• 

- V- • ' * " " . "" \ . '"' 
t angib le world as object . Zof a H thevpepple's. of higtp ' r ical -." 

44 ^ ^ * ' ,-

"antiquity the Greeks alone converted their attention from the - - . 

empirical to found mathematics" upon «th'at which is not found* * 
** *V A * - * * 

anywhere in sense experience -•- namel,y7 that which is per"-
j v • * , . - " • * . * " * • ' _ * n 

fe'ctly defined and purely r igorous, t ha t Which i s e x a c t l y •. 
'- <' 7 :A. . * - ' 

determinate 4 and limited. The wpndeir ,,of.- the i r in te l lectual .*. ' * 
' ' % * ' -4 

aeheivement lies in their experiential discovery that this * "•* 
* • -' ' 

» ' V , 4' 

conversion-of. the attention of the mind was,, at ojppe, the key" -. 
.* *' *i - ** 

ft " (- *' _ 

to the advancement of theoretical mathematics and, the unique . * . 

Source of all systematic, knowledge of nat&fce and history. - *Z •"' 
\ * n. ' U'. 

In a brilliant''essay on the Pythagoreans Weil develops 
* » fc * V 

. """ • ' " ' * ' * • ' * . * " > " - . . ' " - " * - ' - and clarifies this claiits -throttgh reference to a passage 
' * * ** *" -» - ' ' " . * * ' * 

attributed to Philolaus, to the effect that it is number that 
< - K • . -" ' ' 

constitutes, the bpdy of all things: . . "* ~-\ • 
. * ' 

*'.*•*' A * -' , . •• . 
*- '* '*•' ' as is provided by the nature "bf the gno- , ' 

mon'.i v '- . -- - , . . " * -
157 
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r ,-

- She traces the word gnomon to .its-original sense as the . 

*d-i 3tem •„:«,. sondlaX. A? She „ " ^ in -. p_ g e:. 

previou-sly qtiotedr • -/ 7 , 
t * I 4 f 

. * ' • • ' - " * - ' * - • * ' ' 

. 4. > • , The"" stem remains imm-obile whi le i-ts . k 2 
shadow turns and phanges ' in length." The c 

• . ' var iableness of .the* shadow i s determined * *" -
by the* immobility of the stem on account 

A4, '• - ' of the movement of- the turning sun. This ' ' • 
re la t ionship , i s t h e .one whidh mathemati- - ' ,* 
cian's to<jtay r e f e r t o by the*names of t h e , 

j _ , invar ian t and the;grpup of var ia t ion ." 
' , , *> , - - \ * - • 7 

' : " . • ' \ ' * ' 

This relation is that of function and it is the most funda-
4 ' • , 

mental of a l l i d e a s ' o r r e l a t i o n s . I t i s t h i s mbst e s s e n t i a l 
' ' / ' - • ' - « • * . ' - ' " * ' / 

of r e l a t i o n s t h a t t h e Greeks' termed,number, a r i t l m o s , 0* 
• . ' ' -* - - • 

- logofl.-'-y Using Jules Lagneau's analysis of sense-.percep- ' 
11 * ,- ' . " " * '• - : 

' tion,-*-*; Weil sought to demonstrate that it is "number1*, in 

this 'sense of functional relation, " which constitutes, for us 
. , t » 1 -4. ' „ > ( „ 

the* very body of the* o b j e c t s ' of euf' s'ense perception. " 
y . « ' s . - . ' - : 

, *• Confronted with a "cubic: box we taay e i the r turn i t around _ 

' .or move around I t bu t a l l t h a t we p e r c e i v e of i t a t any given , 
* . - * ' • " » - , V \ 

• " ' - * , moment i s - a p a r t i c u l a r appearance in which the cubic form of 
*. * • ' * 

', '-• , „ - • - • 

the box'is'never given. Yet, in out experience of the box, 

we know and are certain*that it is the .cubic f or,m that deter- ' 

mines the various and* successive appearance's-perceived, and*. 

'that-to1* such an ekteht .that we are"* strongly disposed tO 
• ,* . z * • , * • • ' y ' " 
believe'that we have aqtual'ly seen'the form 6f the ci".be*in, , 

* * . . . ' 4 - , . 4 • 

• the appearances.•"•'*• However, contrary to belief, iwe know 
* . * . . - * 

that-: f ^ ' v 7 . . . 
1 - . ~ - - • « ">, 
* There i s no po in t of view from which the 

*. , box has- the, appearance of a cube, one 
n e v e r ' s e e s inore ' than one f l a t s i d e , t he x 
angles do not seem s t r a igh t ; the' ,sides do x 

. * r 4-

* . • / 

* ' • ' ' . % * • ; ' 1 5 8 ' * 



>. y ' not seem, equal. ,-No one has ever êen', no *"" , 
orie'ever will see,-a cube.-' Neither has '"- , • 

."., ' anyone ever touched, nor will ever touch *" . 
t *a cube, tor analogous reasons. Jf -one : " , 

.r Z goes around. the box) one engenders an •'.' 
- -indefinite variety pf 'apparent forms., / . ' , ." 

, - - The cubic form is none of these." . it Is • '/ 
"different from all of them, exterior to ". . 
them'all, transcendirig their domain. At . .„, 

./the same timer the. pubic form constitutes / ^ 
""- -, ' their vuriity'... , . '• " 

- ' -i ' t *• * "• 

\ 
' " ' *' y > - - - ' ' ' A A' 
Here, our experience of the boxf i s determined by something 

r - - * ,'• . ' * ' 
in tangible and purely i n t e l l i g i b l e : the idea qf the cube * 

itself. ' I t i s nothing other than the "functional relation (or 
, • ,*- • 

number ih .the* Pythagoraean,sense) between the various appear-

""-,',* * " ' 
ances Cand contained in none of them> that constitutes the 
very b©dy of the-.box for us. .'The relation between the -cubic Z 

A ** 
'' , • ' ' 

form arid the various? appearances.produced by perspective is 

exactly, analogous' to the gelation between the stem (or^ 

gnomon) of the sundial and the movement of the-shado'ws upon 

its face., In this' lies the key to "the-Pythagorean' assertion 

that "all i's number".., We perceive (or think) a*"phenomenon 
* * •» ->" 

» > i 

. when the functional relation wh.ich l imi ts and .determines that 
4 ^ 

* , . 

phenqmenon becomes^manifest to-the mind. For the Pythagor-

eans ,Wei l maintains, 'the concept of number was iden t i ca l 

• with, that of r a t i o or l i m i t . H* Their numbers were constants 

determining variations. •, 

If we are in doubt regarding the i den t i t y of an object, 

("such as a cubic box)- we move around i t . Î j, trie midst of 

this movement i t s rea l i ty (as a- cubic Box) i s something' that 

suddenly strikes, us. Our doubt is dissipated in a moment of 

realization..1 •-- What i s "perceived" in t ha t milHe t̂ i s not 159 



, --' something tangible* but ra ther an i n t e l l i g i b l e and purely. 
y - - *,' . . . , Z- • , 
C^ , *' i n t ang ib le relat ion." Thus, in t h i s way,"the revela t ion of'.', 
A ' '* Idea' i s contained within our perception i tself , - " • .. ' * 

Even ".where" the objects of the' senses* are 
concerned, i t becomes c lea r , as sbori as 
one•analyses.the.perception-of them in a 
fair ly s t r i c t manner, that what one cal ls 
objects \ r e simp'ly-groups qf th.e r e l a 
t ionsh ips which "impose themselves,,-upon* 
the mind vby, t he - i n t e rven t ion -of the" 

^senses. I t i s the'same, with sentiments, 
ideas-and the whole psychological pontent 
of human' consciousness. - / ' . 

•That-which .we 'perceive' i s always 'thought' in th is sense of*, 

r e l a t i on . For the hdm'an being the percept-ion of sensible 

objects i s ••conditioned1 by the existence of mathematical rela-
1 , . - - • 

• - "l ft -

t ipns, ratios, or functions. , Through our sensibility, these* 
' . ' " " , 

re la t ions- impose , themselves d i rec t ly 'on the mind thfough " 
the representa t ion of percept ib le 'ob jec t s ' . Through t h e i r 

• • . - * - >v 

mathematics the Greeks discovered thatp _by virtue of a wofî -; > \ *- * 
drous "coincidence M, the whole of human thought is capable 

, - . *> -' >. 

of being ' sensibly represented to the mind' through geometric 

relation. Through geometric representatipn "all ideational' 

relations could be,-imaged in such a way as. to impose them-
•, ". * • ' 

selves upon the' mind through the senses. As Plato expressed 
* ' - ' . - ' - , . "i 

it In the 'Epipomis (990d):' • • ' ," A * 

y? • 

, . It is, clear to anyone who is able to 
. .' understand it that* this "marvel ̂  is not of 
' human but. of 'divine origin. ' . • 

t, 
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In, Weil's viewk we could not reasonably doubt that the Greeks 

knew of tja^ajjgebraic mode of expressing mathematical idea. 

"She saw thei r refusal to use that form of- mathematical l an-
- * , - " ' * • ' 

gUage as a 'de l ibera te and conscious re-jection based upon 
sound in te l lec tua l and religious grounds. 

* «** * , 

• • In any r igorous ,analys is of the content of sense per-
' * * ". ception 'we cannot escape encountering* a cbntradict'ion cen- ' 

f * y * 

tral c(nd essential to -being"huntctn. In a passage found in her 

Notebooks Weil deals succintly,' with this contradiction. Fqr 

the human being reality is not sensibly given. What is . 

given to us — tangible appearance — is not real. 

' * 
' And yet • what I 'construct i s not rea l ' • 

e i t he r . The rea l i s tha t w^hich has a 
, certain*relationship to what i s given.19 

. * ' 
V * - V , 

,That i s to sa'y, i t i s ne i ther what -we today teirm. theory, nor 
* • •*, * " J * * 

what we call practice (or sense experience), that "constitutes 
* ' . * * . * 

the -real. Reality, for Simone Weil, is a feeling that issues 
"*" i * 

*directly 'from the meeting-between idea and sensibility"in 

the course of our experience. Weil, opposes*the modern episte-

"mological philosophies of doubt and certainty with an ancient 

account of idea as the basis of realization. , 

The perception of " .reality" is distinguished from such 

states as ."hallucination", "fantasy", "illusion", "nightmare" 

and "dream": 
T*. 

only because the real includes a contact v 

with necessity.20 *" „ 
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• In the simple cage -.of the cubic box we move around i t and,« 

i m p l i c i t l y or e x p l i c i t l y , we* r e a l i s e it*s, rreali'ty when we 

' / p e r c e i v e that* itZ-isvJthe cubic form^which d e t e r m i n e s the 

variation in appearances perceived, >»«<5ur s^nse of\ i t s rea l 

i t y i s sues d i r e c t l y from"this contact with the determinate 
" ' ' >y " ." *" * - -• • * '" « 

and* necessary form r e l a t i ng -the sides, of" the box. to one 
\ * , r, -. 7 "• - " ' • 
•*lV.another iri qur experience'1. For the' human mind rea l i ty "always 

. involves such a contact with riece-ssit'y;.*with tha t which i s " 
Nix . » " « 7 *" <" . 

. hard and determinate, constant and invariable. As "Weil -puts 
• \ - * 

it: 

Necessity 'always appears tq us as an 
ensemble of laws of variation,'determined 
by fixed'relationships and invariaritsv21 * 

The contradict ion heije i s c lear . Necessity, so defined, i s 
. - • ' • * * " * . , . . • * • 

-purely in te l l ig ib le and never, tangible. 7 ' 

On the level of our experience involving* the scient i f ic 

representation of phenomena the situation i s perfectly analo-
•* * ** 1 

gous* to that involving the jsimple perception of a cubic box. 

One of the first recorded, and certainly "still one-of the. 

most lucid and brilliant,, application's Of the idea of func-*, 

tion to nature is Archimedes' theOry ,'of flotation (ox; dis1* • 

placement). As Weili succinctly states his discovery:' 

When a body floats, 'the'load water line 
is such that the relation or ratio of'the "' 
immersed volume to the total volume is 
identical to the relation between the/* 7 *• 
densitv of the volume and that of the' 
water. **\ 

\ 
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V 

* V 
* * • , ** 

As she .maintains, -this 'discovery 'couldn't be,' as, it isZsom'e-
] A . ' - « " ' •*•"'"''•.»" •'."." ' - . '• v 

* "times depicted in the history "of .our. science, 'the issue of-*" a*. 
«- ** «- * * *. ' \ 

purely empirical observation of nature.' ."Never in our 'exper-
* * * " * * * ' * • * • • " * * 

' - -* * * fc " •• * * * , , , ^ , ' ' 

;"..ienoe* of- tangible, p'henbmena *ls;'such' a relation* or-»any rela-

"tipnZ' ta"ngi,b\y .given.* Just as ih* simple arithmetic," where 

..the integers "V21 and '2'( would-- remain side" by sld^ forevpr 

' and-never amount to '4' without the leap of attentive Intel-* ' , 
' „ ' • , 4 * ' / " " \ 

, " ' , * S, ". 4 , - . -,4 , " ' 

Zligence' known' as addition-,- So alfep' in the general .conception ->. 
*-* ^ "' * -"" ' - , * ' . . / . . * * : , . 

>.or perception of nature,.'* ln,-ourtexperience.of. the -jiangible 
?"* - ' , * • * • - - - -, . 

' »qne eVe'nt oequirs and tlien' another .but nowhere, are we given a 
- . -4 4 V - - - * 

- 7 - * • ( ' , - " • • ' » - . 

-V teftgible connection between these events. * All connections, 
"• \ ' -• - J* 

\ - * _ - • i • • 

* * * , ! " " • ' • > - . 

• •all relations, are theNLssue of,that interpretative'reading ** 
" *- * ' '. / . . : * • " ' . . " ' - . -*' * 

* af*, the world'khown to us as *th'pught,.\ ,In We'il's .view a l l \ * 
• < 

the most careful and rigprous analyses of sense perfeeption 
y ^ A • ' " • ' * ' - ' ' ' 

demonstrate for us a f uhdamental, tenth- of the fi,rst infpor-

tance. It is thi*s: the * reality pf" perceptible objects (or* 
i * *• \ «. • * - •, ' " * A.' 

phenomena) is not to be' found m sensible impressipns as 
' V * ** * "* , 

such. The impressions, are merely the occasion of*idea 
;•-. *" '. r *' ' . -A, : 

appearing in the mind, whiie the revelation bf'idea to"the -
* " . , , " ' • ' . ' . ' • 

ind i<s, in turn, the-occasion of the appearance; of the 
« - - . . ' . . I 

phenomenon itself out of the formlessness of the impres-

- ., , ' *' •" ', -
si'ons. This is as true": of the perception of complex natural > 

V " » " -4 ' 

" .* ' * - ' 
phenomena (in science) as ft is of the perception' of, a siitlple • 

*- - . , - * ** 

object in the ordinary course of. out experience. * - ' * 

• I.n this regard, sense inipressipns efr.e analogou's to , the ' 

' signs,of language.-' .Jusvt 'as the,sign dOes not contain'but 
'.' . . . ' , " * - * 

occasions the idea that "Is i ts significance'- so sense impres-

I .-i 

m 
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* » „ - * * - *" 0** ' •* 

sions **do ̂ not* contain the phenomena of our experience, * They 
*» . " - ' * . . ,, .•-' , k * •* 

contain, nothing. -They-are, as far as'we. know oj w-il'l ever 

r, 

. know, simply the pcca-sion of -the revelation of, idea,**just7 
• v , . " * " . * ' *, * . ' ' *• 

" the appearance of idea* to ̂the ,mind''Is the occasion of the 

> • * - . •' ' * " ~ y ' " • ; . ' * • * ' - / ."•" ' . -•• 
realization of phenomena, in'human, experience. Thusxit Is,' —• . '.- • , , 

. * * : • - * • . N - - ' ** . - " • 

as we read in'a fragmentary "text attributed to Philolaus* — 
-• •• ' - , , - " " V - ., t 44 

. * * • * 4 . , V , . . ' v - * * « . \ 7* • v * *• -

' '-number, thatxfits ". all, things in^the .soul through sense 
•* * \ " - ' - / " " " - * « ' * i " ' " *, ' * » * * . . * * 

. . , perceptidn".^*1 '"" ' . - ' • ' *. Z* ' *» ' -- - * ' 
" ' - • * * " " - ' * • . - . , ' „ ,, ' 

' \ * Reality is'something that suddenly strikes" us:^ -These "7 ^ \ 
" ' - A ' * ' * " '" "' V * * * "* "' ' >" " * *"* *" * "«.•'"* 

momentary ,f lashes of,, real izat ion issue from the Contact*. •* ' » ' : 
» * betweeii thought» and sensibility on the' middle ground of our '_ 

. > *« " "*\ *• ' " 7 j T " - . » ' -

.. ' 'being. The ldea-that osoured to Archimed£S-*er a functional ' • * . . . , 

* * , :A y ' '* - ''"'•'- /rz\:.":' ~. '" . • ' * z* ' - . 
. 'relation between -d ens i t i e si and 'vqiumes had * no reality (-upon 

, , , v » r ' . , ^ 7 .^ , - t v } 7 s * , * -4^ • > - v ' . 

~r \t*he middle ground, of ppr being J'"'in iftself; nor did, the pe^- ,_ - > 
' - „ cepti^le phenomena* that were -the occasion pf its* appearance^ -. . 

7 - >v *: , '*' •* r ''A -•' \ y **"'" . ' '* ' " * * *',v „ 

-"Hete, the" sense Of real i ty/ issupsZfrom the open _ (but^gso4-; * « * -

-. fo'undly mysterious '"coincidence"1 or "harmony" of• the id§- , 
, *. ' : * - v * - * •»•; - • * , •• -4 / . * . . .» . . -

atiorijal"* and the phenomenonal.. .The idea•• fit- the phenqmerion* ' * 
- " • . ' - ' . - " * * " • * ' ' ' * * ' . - , ' ' ^ 

and its'r,Reality emferged ,only, when i ts1 unity, * i t s determinate * *" . 
*" 7 * ' " " ' , - , ' * • - * i* ' " - . " r, * * 

/ v l imi ts ' , were disclosed. -JWe m'ight say that if the'senses 
-" » *' '. - , 7 *» - v ' # "" .* *' 

, - * * ' " • ' » , ^ > , * - > . " , ' * 
' " provide1 the occasi'pn of' thought arid perception, the' ideas sp * - - '. 

'disclosed to the mind are- the .condition- of our experieij-ctrig , \ 
* 'A, .-. * • / . ; ; . ;• " . ' -,- •* „_Ay> >T" y V * - „' ".' " ' 

• anything - a t a l l - Z ,* , <• - , . * ,',.^ ' • , ' , , * "-
^ - ; • ' ' * : "'••".-7 , -" Z' , " , . •- , :,- - ; 

I t - i s the fixed*, the immobile," inj^afiable-tstem of Ĵ he ' ' Z ' 
. - i ' tb * - * • * * - ' . * * - . " * V . 

" * sundiai that conditions and determines the", existence', and' the 
- •' . movement* of the .shadows pn the surface. For. the .human'* bging. - ' ,' -

, »' • , , . " ' - ' . , ' ' " _. ' 'T . ', 
there 'is no experience . not even in'the simplest cases of - '. *-

• - ' » - . , 44 , , ' ' ' ' i f . * * > " ' « ' ' 

. • . - - ' , --7 - * , ' . ' """" <" / »' » "* . * ' 
perception —'s^without the mo,St. fundamental ""of, a l l , the/.." • 

" • ' ' 4 V . ' * ' . J . 
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T- <- , * . * • • « v 

icleds;- the-*, idea of'necessity, mathemaftically expressed by 

.yy^ A «.eyy * W ™ ,nZ- t e I <* pMPOr-
** * ' - * I » "**- "- ^ „.•"*• * • * . . * . 

"•" - " "• J 
~ W c "* "• , 

tion). \ As W îl, writes;, \ 
1 ' - * **• J -*• * * 

" * For us, -matter "is- simply' what is subject 
to necessity.,-< We knoW nothing else about 

. \ ' Z it.2? *' _ "*< , 7 
'* • • \ ' ^ 4 4 - c *• .' ; 
" . '' ' . • • ' ' ,- - ', - . ' 

The reality of, matter' is not in matter for our sense of 

'• . • " ' ' - -• '• * . X :• * 
reality is 'only engendered by contact with necessity. It is 

*"' • > A. • 
only but'of. our contact with" intelligible "relations that the 

4 " * - 7 • < * ' 
* ' . ** . v 1 

perception of^real objects arid phenomenon issue. , 
.""" Strictly sjeaking we are not given idea in either per-

- ' " - ' ' , - ' ' ' - * * .. 1 -* v 
ception or in, language; -what ,we are -given is something else, 

, " ' . ' * ' - - ' - v - , ' * • » * • - > -

images.' If the. idea of the^cu-be is not ' to be •'found in 
" * . , * * - - • ,*. „ > • 

sensible impres'siOri's, *ho mo're-is it-to be found in the sen-
„„*• \ -*- ,1 * ' , 1 k 

sible expressions qf language- The' void ^separating" percept- ' 
- * » • / - , • - • < • ' 

'ble impressions from th'e. for,m or body of an objept is.exact-
« • • ' * * . • 4 , 4 " - ' l , 

* . ' , H 

' Ty,-repe'ated on,* the linguistic level of thought. We are 
* ' , v A * • . . * ' - * 

. - ' , V . » "" " *". - ' ' «• ) * ' 

«'y".i n capable" of * capturing: idea in-the expressions-of language; 
: •*' ; - H : * -•" v ' ; * A'' . , ' • •« *-' • ' 

' .all that we can do is tbimitate sensible'nature b,y juxtapos-
'• - "*'' * V ' *f *• -" 

« ing^(i,n time "and .space) signs, or words in the hope of thereby 
" • « - ' • • • . • . . ' • ' • ' * - - * 

*• k. J *. » *• 

"- •* , * occasioning the occurence- of the idea to another,, or its re-
Z"7 , z *• ' **• *- y \ ' -.' ** ' 
Z .occurence/to- Oneself I For the dreeks geometry was that fprm , 

*•*-" . ' * * ,. 

,7 , ,of« human language mos,t ̂ perfectly s"uited tp the-expression of 
' , ' *< * ' 7 - * * • ' ' 

. ° 4 * \ 44 H , , . ^ 4 , 

> • idea for in i t ' relation found the perfect- rigour of thought f 

allied, direotly and i"mmediately to the-perception of the-
" , . . ' " - i - " * ' . "v - / " • ' . ' " " * ' * 

* . i - , ,*r v • ' •* * % 

s .. 7*sense's; • : Z - ' , * " . • * . * *, . *• ;r* * ' 
" , - ; ' - . - ' - - , - ' , . «• . - » 

1 »• . , . *. ^ * 
*• 1 * » , , ' ^ - ' • S 

j * / ' - . * < •*•. * . . - - ' . . . 

'•'.,"* * ' ' ' . . ' - 7̂  *' ' . „ • ' *̂  -
z' *. i , ; ^*• , * / , r - . •• " ' ' •* 165. _ , . * * , ' 
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The relations' established between signs are exactly 

analogous to the relations established in sense perception 

between the various impressions.. .Thus the figure of a, 

straight line, drawn let us say in chalk upon a blackboard,-

does not contain the idea of the straight line, here, as in 
I " 

all geometric figures,, expression, allied with impression, 

serves as. the occasion of our conceiving the idea. The chalk' 

line is a thing and it is as infinitely removed from the idea 

of ja straight line as is the word 'justice' from any human 

actions so described. It is so removed in just the same wa-y 

s our sense impressions are removed from the perception of- a 

pubic box.a In all cases of human thought what we are given 

/is neither an object nor an idea but an image. , ' - «. „ 
,-,- . " ' *> 

" In this the direction or orientation,-of th*"-' mind iri 
4 » + ̂  ' 

perception and thought becomes cledr. In th'fe. words of the 
, . ' ' , . • ' * 

'*•• *• • - & 

French poet, Paul Valery, as cited by Weil: - ,- "*• 
\ * 

The proper, Unique and perpetual"*object ' 
pf thought i s t h a t which * does ^not -

• ' exis t . ^ * '' * 

Another" .name** in thirs" context, for "that which does-not 

ex i s t " i s .j|ferfectiom. I t i s* ' th is tha t accounts, for the 

So'cratic experience of\ the conversion qf the soul -from the 
\ "" tangible,, to the i n t e l l i g i b l e as described by Plato ,m The 

Republic and throughout the dialogues. Perfection, something 

tha t i s never to'be.found in t h i s world, i s the condition of 
' " 4 * *• 

perception "and of. 'thought alike.^8 I t i s , for example, only 
the "Idea of equilibrum (or perfect balance) that allows us to 
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r -* "t 

define by der iva t ion various s t a t e s of disequil ibrum or 
,*". 

imbalance. Nowhere within the boundaries of our t ang ib le 
experience do we -find a s t a t e of perfec t equilibrum or-

* v 
immobility. The tangible experience of prqcess is- an exper- » 
ience of change or ..sensible motion.*• Yet, as Weil'notes,»-lt 

* • - ' " ' V ' * ' \ ' . ' 

i s uniform motion —• "the. only kind which you do not. see" -"*-

• t h a t c o n s t i t u t e s the foundation of a l l science. As Plato , 

makes abund&ntly c lear in The Republic"", the 'object ' of 
a. - . 

thought l i e s airtpng the "beautiful things that don't exist". ** 
•*! . * • * 

I t i s .in t h i s t h a t thought and the p rac t i ce of mathe

matics coincide: the "unnamed -constants" of* the one are the 
« ' • - * ' ' * 

"words without words" and "thoughts beyond thought1'' of the 
t 

other. The 'object' of all' thought^lies beyond its expres

sion in the signs and symbols of language. The 'objesCt' of 
vthought in the' world lies beyond the world. *' However, just as 

«' < 

we no longer see the obtuse and acute angles in looking at .a 
\ 4, 4-"' • * . 

7 box but only a cube witfr straight^lirifes and right angles, so 
*"- v . 

in the general cour*se pf our thoughtful experience in the 
world, we may come to see in "thfe apparently senseless pro-

" - ' ; • " • " " 

cesses of nature ""and histfcry "a single, fixed and unchanging 
order of the world".30* 

k « • 
* • , * " 

We see through idea [or number]. The eyes are the -eyes 

of the soul for wha t ' i s perceived 'as well as what i s con-

ceived i s nothing p ther than-mathematical re la t ion^ It, i s 
• - ' ' ; ' ' 4. *• 4 , . ' 

the very .mathematical perfection arid rigour of idea that, "* 
t . , . '" * . ,* 

allows us to see, for it is the* source of all that is limited 
* *• * ,T •' 

« 4, , ^ I 

and determinate in o"ur experience of the world, and i t i s 
*" • 

only by the establishment of" such limits that the unlimited ( 167 
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\ 4 * * 

,'" If » , * " '* 

' , V ' • -
•* 

[in bqth time and space] and indeterminate processes of the 

phenomenal world can be distinguished. -It is only from the 
* • **"• ' ' y ^ • - * 

."fixity [or necessary character] ,of idea itself that phenomena 

can be defined in a derivative manner. As the gnomon defines 
the shadows*©f the sundial,-so the ideas of th\e human imagin-

/Z '" ' J -

7,ati<"j>n delimit and" define the world of our tangible experi

ence. ; v .' 

. • ' Ijt -is this that Weil finds beautifully expressed in-a 

famous formula of Anaxima'hder's: 
* ' 

Things are created out of indeterminate " • 
-' matter, and .destruction is a return- to 

the indeterminate, according-to'neces-
4 sity; for things are exposed to a mutual ' 
/ • punishment arid expiation towards qne 
/ another because .."of their injustices4 
Z- * according to the order of time. * Z • 

For.Weil this defines, for example, the most essential idea 
* «'* i' 

of science: the"* idea, of-, equilibrium.. 'As she writes: 

i - / 

' ., *' '* by means pf thi,s idea every change, and 
,\ ,'therefore every phenomenon*, is. considered 
' * as a rupture bf equilibrium, linked with 
} ' •'- all "other phanges through compensation of 

• *" •*•- "successive ruptures* of .equilibrium.32 

y' . : •". ,%
 A' A. - •'>• ' . 

•• % The action/reaction relation here of successive "compensa-* 
* " " ' ' " " " " , • . 4 

tians*". makes each particular state of disequilibrium an image 

Of equilibrium; and it is seen that it is only tfi'rough appli-* 
f > • - * , 

cation ©f the' ide'a of equilibrium tha"̂ * th'e- particular states, 

of »isequil4br.ium are derived. . 
.. .'v 
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In Weil's account, Archimedes founded the5" sciences of 

phys.ics and mechanics, upon £he idea of balance, an idea that 

he formulated in the most rigorous of "geometric terms, 
.** * * 

There i s equilibrium when the relation or < 
ra t io between the weights i s the inverse 
of the r e l a t i on or r a t i o between the 
dis tances from the weights to the point 
of support.33 

Where there i s equi l ibr ium, in p ther words, there i s a lso 

symme-try. Any bddy can be supported or balanced against the 

force of gravity, i f the ma'ss-'of tha t body i s symmetrically* 

disposed to certain-, definite proportions around an '""Infinite-
\ > "-* "- » 

ly small" .-point known as its -"aentre of gravity". |t was a 

discovery of the Pythagoreans' that in music, while the scale 

contained no note corresponding to the "harmonic mean",* there 

was nonetheless an invisible point about which the notes were 

harmonically disposed. The idea of equilibrium or balance 

was, according^to Weil, the very core of all Greek thought. 

It was* applicable, through suitable transposition,34 to 

thought in every branch and department of their culture. The* 

ideas of equilibrium in physics, of proportion in geometry, 

of harmony in music and of justice in ethics were all equiva-

lent translations of this single, most basic of- ideas. 3 

Hence, she argues that it was only in relation to this idea 

— which' is the idea of idea itself — that the phenomena 

dealt with in any and every department of human cuItMre were 

to be defined. The centre of gravity, an infinitely small 

point that nevertheless predominates over the mass of a body 

• -* 
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when̂ fafid only, when] that mass is symmetrically or proporr 

tiqnately arranged around it, was for th'e Greeks a splendid 

image of thought, itself. Like thou-ght it -was something 

intangible and, yet, absolutely decisive.; something whose 

discovery had the.pffect .of neutralizing gravity, bthe weight 

of necessity, in human life. As. we Will see later, in more 
" '; .<* ' Z '"* • ' ' -

d e t a i l , she m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h i s was t h e foundat ion of t h e 
'• '-*. t-

ancierrit concept ion of l i b e r t y as i s s u i n g s o l e l y from the 

obedience of human a c t i v i t y [Or being! t o necess i ty defined 
J- •> T. 

as the Order f&nd beauty] qf the world* * 

The juxtaposition^of pbjects, •{including linguistic^ 

signs], in time and space constitutes for-the human being -
. • *-

images of ideas that;-, by their very nature, liebey'ond the 
"**"** * " " 

' 'V *V ^ ' ' Tt * ** "" ' 
boundar ies of t ime and^space. I t ' i s ^ a s an immediate conse-

^ * - *44 •* 

*"• ' *, 
quence of t h i s s i t ua t i on t h a t the" l i m i t s of human., thought l i e * 

.7'*.. * ' " - **• 

within the n a t u r a l l i m i t s of the human imagination. We would 

be qu i t e incapable ofe Imagining or expressing any conception 

of equil ibrium i f we were, not given images^ of equilibrium on 
"-J.-" •* 7 our own s c a l e of being." '-'As we h.aVe a l r e a d y seen, i n -Wei l ' s • 

V r 4, - ' 

description of the phenomenon of thought* the id*ea of the 
*. • 

cubic form is disclosed to us In "the midst of our tangible 
. *. 

experience of cubic things. In a similar way the idea of 
equilibrium occurs to us in the.midst of our general experi- • 

. "7 , ' 
ence of natural process. However,' as Weil writes: 

it would be necessary in order tp per
ceive an image of equilibrium in thê  
.indefinite succession of ruptures of 

i 
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\ equilibrium, to embrace the universe and 
of t ime; and t h i s i s not granted to man, 
whose thought ins'ofar as i t i s^ re la tes to 
objects, i s tlimited.*^6 

• ' • • " " ' ' • " ' " ! ' ' -

Science, be i t natural or h is tor ic , i s forever .circumscribed 

by the l imi ts of the individual capacity for perceptual and 

' r. (Conceptual representation. The l imi t s of both parception. and 
^" i • thought- are const i tu ted by the 'minimum time' and 'Iminiirtum • 
" - > „••*•" - . ' - 1 

space' for a phenomenon* to be manifested to the humanl senses. 

No mat ter how defined and sophis t ica ted the instruments ' 

invented to extend the range of human sensibi l i ty , prppess .jtn 

"time and i n space r e a c h e s ' i n f i n i t e l y beyond us , micro and 
> - ' - '' ' \ * 

* macro-scopically. -On the Conceptual (or l i n g u i s t i c ) ' level 
analogous l imits apply. In -Weil's" description, there"fexists 

' ". # ' ' 
^ " . > . 4 \ 4 

a point, dependent mgon the variable^imaginative capacity of 

the ind iv idua l , beyond which'rio one*can go in"'the mental 

representation of ideas (or relations)': '* , . '( , : f „ 0 A t the* very bes t , -a .mind enc losed . in 
^ - ^ ' language i s in prisorfr* I t i s l imi ted to 
^ '. the number of r e l a t i o n s which w&rds can 

make "simultaneously present t o i t ; and , 
remains in ignorartce of thoughts" whit:h. 

' - involve the combin-at^on , p£ a greater . 
number. * - These thoughts are outside la**^,' 
guage, they ar.e unformable, although they 
are pe r fec t ly r igorous and c lear arid 
although-every one of the* relat ions they 

, . involve i s capable of precise egress ion 
. '( - *' " in words.- So the mind moves in a closed 

space of "part ial t rulA, which, may be 
* Z ^ ;; l a r g e r or» sHtall'er; t-y.tb.out ever being 

* able so much" as to glance a t what i s 
- * " , ' ou t s ide . 3 / 

• * 

Z 
* « . 

"•• C 171 (' \ . • ' • 

*\ r v - . . ." ' - v. • . - " . * * 
- ' I * * * . ' * * * > * -

- I , f 44 * > 

f . - * . > * 

i * * — — — - - • . ' " ' * ' _ ' " • " *"""—"".' ' " • mmmmmmmm^fftmmm 

* 

L 

http://t-y.tb.out


\ 

* 

Thus, both linguistically and phenomenonologically, we are 

limited to the .middle ground-of our-being located, as Plato *-
T 

says, between ignorance and wisdom. For human thougfht there 

can be.no escape from theie limits. ' ^ 
" • • , ' » * • 

• Weil portrays the Greeks as having formulated in con-
' " ' ' *• 

' trast to us, a-science whose limits were strictly those of 

-»the imagination. As intimated above, it was in her opinion, 

for related reasons t;hat the"y restricted the mathematical 

expression of idea to the terms of geometry. , As we have 

seen, in geometry the expression of idea is tied as closely 

as is possible,- to the impressions of, sense. This has at 

: least two significant consequences: (1) the ideas are so 

lucidly expressed in sensible terms that they are readily 
* 

• comprehensible to the mind. The lucidity of the geometridal 

expression of .relat ion i s such that the ideas involved read-

i l y impose themselves upon the mind, and with the kind of 
immediate c l a r i t y and ce r t i tude found in the perception of 

*. 

• simple Objects. (2) In geometry non-sensical uses of lan

guage are either impossible or else direct ly evident. To be 

, represented (or expressed) geometrically, a relation must be 

real/ra-nd present to "the mind. As. noted in the preceding 

qhaptelr, an a lgebraic mathematics* eliminates precisely this . 

menti-l" connection — .or ra ther the; *ne"6esslty of i t s }?re-

» 
V> sence "- , between the sign'^Nld the "idea that i t i s meant to 

"-* *' . ' * . - ' . ^ ' * <*" 
• » - . * • > • • 

occasion. 

ft* 
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- On the empir ical plane the whole of Greek I c i ence 1 was 

f ormulatedv*on the level immediately access ib le to ordinary 

, human perception.3° As Weil writes, the Greeks knew that if 

man ventures outside: 
V 

t * 

his natural scale, by the accumulation of 
experimental facts and by the increasing 
perfection of telescopic and microscopic 
ins t ruments , he may eas i ly find himself 
among a complexity of f a c t s . i n which he 
can discern no necessity because in order N to do so he would need t o embrace e i t h e r 

- * a great deal more or a great deal l ess . 3 9 • 

Weil i s very clear in her a t t i tude regarding the crigin 

of the images t ha t are the content of our thought. We know 

t h a t they do not l i e 'ob jec t ive ly ' anywhere in the t ang ib le 
4 \ 

realm of our experience. Nor, she maintains, can we JLegiti-
* ' * 

mately claim tha t these a re the invention of- the mind, for 

th i s would require the adoption of an unverifiable 'assumption 

and, furthermore, i t would only serve to increase the mystery 

of the gratuitous, correspondence between these images and our' 

phenomenal experience. The t radi t ional^ ' pre-modern account 

of the character of "thought as revealed to the mind in the 

midst of experience i s an account that depicts the phenomenon 
v **" • - -* 

;y without at tempting to explain i t s l eg i t ima te , open and 
* 'v 

inescapable mystery away in purely f ic t ional -«nd suggestive 
( - ** * , 

-* • terms. I t s "superiority, in other words, l i e s in i t s very 
. - ** 

. . simplicity: . in what it does not give us. In its acceptance \ 

, * of *the open, surface mystery of thought, it avoids giving us 
• • i ' 

» 

a hypothet ical account t ha t dismisses t ha t mystery only to 

. engender another and closed species of mystery. .The account 
/ 4 I 
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of thought as revealed is consistent with all that we know of, 

the phenomenon. Idea comes to us through' a blank act ."of 

attention and its revelation precedes demonstration. In 
•"•. > , , , , 

deductive [as in inductive] reasoning there -is always a leap 

from the. premises to the conclusion; it is suddenly, 'as, in a. 

flash', that we realize or discover what is implied. The 

implication is not'contained in the.premises; it"is onlys 

found in th'e mind and only there - through ari act of intellec-. 
*• "• -

tual attention. '• ' ' ,' '' , . 

S c i e n t i f i c a l l y we isola te-a icrocosmic port ions of the 

universe and imagining them as "closed vessels", limited .in 

both time and space, we discern,within them images of equi l i 

brium. These images- are always approximate for t h e purely 
• ' ' « * • . 

fictional character of the microcosm is -evident from .the role 

played by the "negligible" in its construction* What all our 
* * • * . ' ' 

images of equilibrium neglect Is the universe itself. As1 

such, as i.ag«», they do not picture*existent phenomena and," 
• * • , * • ' ' ' 

t, "they are more real than the phenomena present to the 

nses".4^ They are so because they are all that serve to 
" ' ***" '-• 

» « * *. 

. limit and define th&se phenomena, making them perceptible to 

the mind, - The indispensable role,played by the imagination 

*V . in scientific, as in all thought, discloses the imppssibility 

of a positive science. - **,« ' 
r- - "f . »„ , 

• In Weil's ac'count*of the revealed character -of human 
• - " ' 

' . thought.'language becomes an< intermediary'or "mean propor-
S< ' "* ' * 7 " . " ' - • • . ' 

* "* tipnal" between the intelligible realm of the ideas andfrbe' 

tangible realm of phenomena. In',her analysis thelre are two. 
*' - " . •, 

r ** 

y .'.-'' I 
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relations [of*'coincidences*; ] found in language. First o'f\ 

all, experientially and logically, .there is the coincidence . 

between -sign* and ' idea. .The sign is the occasion qf our 
44- •* . " . V * • 

yHsuddenly conceiving .the. idea of r e l a t ion tha t i t -represents 

but doe.s not c o n t a i n . This i s s o l e l y t h e r e s u l t of t h e ' 
Z • - 7 ' * y 

7 a t t e n t i v e thought of t h e i n d i v i d u a l and", a's such, i t r e p r e -

s en t s the p r i v a t e r r e a l m of language. ' Secondly, 'and subse - . 

quently, there' i s the**coincidence hetween sign and phenomenon 
•* / ' 

signified. In thought we turn away from the tangible toward 

the intelligible and, yet, something very strange happens — ' 

we find that We are thereby given, the world itself. We find • 

that idea, \e;xpressed in language through - the representation 

.of image,* gratuitously Corresponds* in an approximate [and yet 

indispensable,] way to the phenomenal world of bur tangible. 

experience. The expression or representation of idea corres-
\. ^ ' ' "• • * 

poftds to the public and collective character", of'language. On 
4 

. each hand there is a mystery: open, inescapable, arid insolu-*-* 
* • ,* ' ' - . • * 

. b l e . I t i s , i n whatever way we may choose t o fo rmula te i t , 
v * . . , . « • , 

the mystery of the middle ground of our being. Ift the t r a d i -
, * . 

. - i 

t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s and p h i l o s o p h i c a l ^ a c c o u n t . o f thought as 
r * • « 

' , V 1 - . * 4 

revealed-this" kystery is, at once, preserved and cirpum-
* 4 * *' 

" '« - , ' - * 

- scribed. ' • . ,. «. 
»• _ , * . . * . •". ' { • • • ' • • . 

^. In hex reconstruction „6f trie- Pythagorean! tradition" Weil - • 
-,* •- « f ' - . * • • : ' ' f . * 

.contends t h a t t he Greeks he fd mathemat ics to} be t h e -quint- ' . - " . 
• • . ' . " * , - . essen t ia l ' form ojN'human language.* The . 'principal meaning o*€- "• •• 

~ • ' * • • . . * fc " * * • " , \ . " . , ' 

. . . - . . ' ' ' - * * , '.***" ,*-.. * *' 

" the Greek word-Zlo^psV""she..argues,"' i s the- *fdea of f linction', •** *. - *» 

the quan t i t a t i ve law' of var ia t ion tha t cons t i t u t e s , the notion ( *, 

of necessi ty*"4 1 In t h i s the?Gr*eek words logos and -arithaos' 
> - . . . . . . - • ' • . " * z * » . • -' y ' 

•>i**" *»-

' ' 
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becowe .synonomoiis; the word i s a lso a number. 42 It is by*: 

• virtue of the word as number that we are able to express or * 
I 

. image idea and thereby to perceive phenomena.* * '".. .»,."'•• 

- . , * ' . ' *** . » 
* -* - , - *,„ * -

The universe --provides these Images thanks • * » 
., , t o a divine*favour accorded to man. which' 

allows him to make use of nu'mber in a* * *" 
cer ta in way. as intermediary, in P la to ' s 

•• ', ' ' terms, between the Nane and the unlimited, f 

the i nde f in i t e , the indeterminate ~*r v 

. ' , 7 between uni ty , a s man i s able to'qonceive _ _, 
- . * ' i t , and eve ry th ing t h a t * opposes"* h i s . * 

7 attempt to conceive i t . The number which 
ac ts as "intermediary i s ndt the number ' . , 

' which enumerates nor that which i s formed /> 
\>y continually repeated addition; rather / c ' * 

,*it i s .the n.umber'" which a p p l i e s t o / . . 
. r a t i o s* ' 3 " « . '* 

A ra t io involves ^quantities that may vary indefinitely with

out ceasing to be linked by a fixed and per fec t ly definite" 

relation.* Through the word defined as number (in th is sense). 
A %•', - - * * * *"'" ' •' 

human language becomes an instrument uniting the universal , 
„** • ** * 

'and invariable character of idea with the particular and^ 
7 / * ' * ' - - , • \ 

variable content of our experience in this world of- natural-

•and historical^ process'. What number, so defined, provides is 

an image* of the .union of 'the one of the many*, of that which • 
limits .with that which is unlimited. 4.4" 

. * "i 
* •**• 

Apart from the- fixity of idea as imaged-in language," 
*" ' • *. ' 

there.is -no rest in the flow of natural and historic process. ' 

In both nature and" history al.1 is caught in the motion of 

change and* -becoming; * For/ the Greeks, Weil •assertils,* the 

ideational implied a statue, of re,st̂  The 'idea of equillbrum *" t 
'•i 

or,*balance; f or-instance-, implies a s-tate of t-eirig in whl^h 
> 

• there i s nq movement. I t 1 s-1 he ̂ t hernia t i c a l character of'*, 
* If • * * J. » "• 1 ~ 

*' - . "v . • , . " . . . 1 7 6 ' ' ; ' 

'-"''•, '•- ^ '. . " .' t 



* * • • . ' . * * * . ' • • \ 

-'•'A • " . •"• '\ 
» * • • • • • \ 

language t ha t provides"the l ink or intermediary between these \ 

•Respective and c o n t r a d i c t o r y c h a r a c t e r s ' o f 'thou-ght'J" and" -
^* * - ~ * " „ 

tangible 'experience'. ,*• < . . . 

It is, she argues, precisely the Pythagorean notion-di 
* * » " • » 

the word as- number or function that furnishes the link. For ' . 
, - " ** ' 7. "-"' -A '"'• . - ** ' 

i n s t a n c e , in s c i ence motion i s only rendered ' mensura te 
4 * / . • . - * . ' • ' < . ' 

» 4S • ' * • 4. • , 

a g a i n s t t h e idea of 'uniform motion 1 , , t h e only kind t h a t we 
' " •. - * 7 * , - v ' *" -
*do not, find in nature* 'The image of uniform mot idn,consis ts ' , 

)" '** • • -. * 4 , " * ". 7 . 
of-the combination* of a c o n s t a n t and a v a r i a b l e . . I t i s . thus ' .. 

* * '̂- * . * 
. t. -a p a r t i c u l a r t r a n s l a t i o n ' o f • t h e idea of func t ion i t s e l f . <"• 

- . . - . ' . ' * ~t * • • . - . . . 
. ^ ^ . . - . . - » 4" 

Something .happens *-- a body, *x', ' changes pos i t ion - - t>ut-- i t * 
does so a t a fixed and determinate r a t e , • * v 7 - ' " " . ' 

. ' • « . • . * ' -; 
4 % 

-.She maintains that, for the Pythagoreans the most per-' * 
. ' - * -" - " 

feet-image-bf uniform motion was the idea of ci,rc*£Lar mot ion : ' 
' ' 7 > 

. ' . ' • • . " ' - "• • ' v * 

* • . ' • * ' . ' - ~ - " . ' " ' 
' . ^ To'understand* the* range of meaning which" - . 

;. Z ' P l a t o cojpprized under t h e symbplisnr of . . 
c i r c u l a r " motion i t should be n ' o t e d t h a t 

., . th is- motion i s the perfec t 'combination of .-
• -. ' • whole* number" and continuity." The - moving ' Z 
<• ' p o i n t p a s s e s from one p o i n t t o the next r * ,, 

. ' -"without any break in c o n t i n u i t y , as I t ' ' 
would in p a s s i n g a long-a s t r a i g h t l i n e . , 

, '* But a t t h e same t i m e , i f one f i x e s ' o n e ' s 
- - ,. a t t e n t i o n . on **any p o i n t of t h e c i rcum

ference, the descr ibing point must neces-' """..' 
, s a r i l y pa s s over i t an i n t eg r ' a l numberof . \ 

t i m e s , c i r c u l a r motion i s thus* an image'*. 
of . t h e unison of. t h e l i m i t e d .and' t h e , * 

* l i m i t l e s s of which P l a t o says . in the ' . *• 
Ph.il ebus t h a t i t i s t h e key of a l l know-" ( ' " , ' • 
l e d g e and t h e g i f t ' t o m o r t a l s from 
Prometheus.4 5 - * ' " # * * ' " 

. * - -, * * - , * * , * 

• C i r c u l a r motion i s thtis t h e p e r f e c t "image "pf t h e wqrd as ' 

' nuiftber or func t ion , for i t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y con t a in s both 
' movement and" &n* absence, of change.* At One and the same time 

% " - ' ' ' . - • • * , * ' «, r 
— , > v, * * . * • . ' " . . . * ' 

. •- v 1.77 , * * - , . * 

/ * 

* ... \ 
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H ' r 7 «** : z* y ' : • 
*- . z • • • • • _ ' . - '. - -- -. • . . . ' • • 

it" was also aZperfect. image of the unison *of, the principle* 

which limits -(-the Creator) with that Which receives i t s 
* • , * . " ' * ' - ' "" " ' * ' * . ' . ' " ' * 

limits front the butside" (the creation), y v -
/ " * * • ' ' * ' ' " • - . 

7,~ /'In circular motioh.*'that which varies is'completely-sub- : 

A * " / * z. .* /"- ' • - . ' ••' ' - - A. \AA A 
prdirfate; to/and. determined by -that which i:s -constant and -- . 
invariable^ "n4mely —"the radius, the distance-from the' pen--' • 

- * > • * • * . - * - ; * ' * • ' . * ' 

tre to any point crix the circumference. . It is for this re*a-* 

son, Weil'maintains, that circular motion is.-ascfibed t p the^ 
, « . . * ' . * * * — . , - * 

Ideas in, the" Pj.atonic dialogues.*? Idea,can qnly be invi||fed *-
* . - * • ' "- * ' i * * » ' 

in terms o£ a''functional relation arid I t is. the circle that 
" • • * * ' - ' , . * ' • ' ' ' . * * ; * -

furnishes, the 'best image* of'that relation, in itself. As 

' ,Plato expresses* it in the Phaedo, while, "on the tangible -• 
( V "* - • " * , ' ' • I » ' * ' ' * 

level of o^ar^xperience,'.""opppsite things produ'ce, opposite *-

things", on7the ^Intel'Ligib.le^ level of the ide'a's, "the" 7 

oppOsite-in-its'elf cannot .bevppposite'1-tq-itseLf "*. " - CH| the ^ 
* '* / ' •"* - "• ' ' ' J 

. ideational ievel the relation' between .such, contraries as. <in̂  >* 
' v "" ' ' / ' ' ' ' 

Plato) the same and the 'other,1 identity, and, diversity,, unity 
' . " - * ' 

and multiplicity," and so oh, -is jriot tahat of a symmetrical 
: " ' z ' y - y i * ' . , . • c , 

opposition' in each case, .she asserts, the second term is „ 
- ' * v t y ' -

subordinate to and derived from.the first.*?8 it"lis the point' 

at the centre*'that-defines th'e circle, " T?Te 4dea of, *balanqe, 
' "" " J 4. - , "• ' I * ' * - . - . . ' . 

for^Instancef contains (like a mathematical set} all cdses of1 . 
* ** * * •. » • * 

imbalanceC - • ". . ' * "' * ' • ' ~ 4 • 
-. » * ^ t *• *• ** * 

.' . - - , ' > - - * ' , 
, For the Pythagoreans, in Weil's reconstructive. account, '•* 
, . - ** . ' ' , ' ' \ -J - * ' * 

the orientation of all-human thqu^frtis identical tq. the ," 
' " 4, , - t 4 > W \ 4 

orientation of the mirid in mathematics. In bojth the mind is 
' * » . *• * * < " " . , " " * • • - -' , 

directed, tqw&ird the existehce^'of. somethirig beyond the. bound.- . 
''.af iefJ of the perceptible world and of" lang&age .in^ the'per,-** -• 

' - " * " • • *• " ' . * * • - • * , , ' - , . . « 

7 ' , •* • * . • , ' 

. '* / - 178 ; . . . . • " ." . ' " . . . 

t 
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'V, 

c e p t i b l e wqrid. , "That something, t h e so c a l l e d Job ject'--qf-» 

thought , - . l i es beyond even necessary or f unq£irc"nal re,lat"*ton. 

.Mathematics i s simply the name tha t we confer upon the*most ' 
' . i * ' » " ' . -"* - . •* 

.basic, rigorous' and, "theoretical* of -our s tudies of necessary ' 
re la t ion- .„ **"*his conception!1 cons t i tu tes a radical*"departure ' 

* 44 4 

. from the histqry\of- western philosophy, rfrid, .particularly, 
' ' * ""*-' ' "' . ' .' *" v ' 

f r o m ' t h e s c i e n t i f i c .or ep i ' s t emolqgica l phi losophy of t h e 
" -. *"' * * 

modern .era . I t means, / for example, t h a t ethj.cs and^physics ' 
" as branches or department-scpf human thought and cul ture have 

«,-*' . . 7 - -
- the , saine 'object*1 i (pr fOcus) and the same foundation.^ • In 

j . * . , i - ' 

t h i s the fundamental d i s t i n c t i o n of modernity i s denied: the 
' -

d i s t inc t ion between f a c t and va lue . The" "Pythagorean* 'conCep-
^ ' * . s. *- ' ' 

tiori' o'f ffumber-implies'a-profound, r e l a t i on between q u a n t i t y 
* . - * ' - " - . *" 
ajid qual i ty* as we l l as** between t h e ' a v p r i o r i c h a r a c t e r of 

.•mathematical idea and .the a -pos t e r io r i . " ' ' , 
Let us "now tu rn t o a c l o s e r examinat ion of t h i s c la im in 

• - *' *v **• *• 
* > " . * $ . * ' " • • * 

Weil's wri t ings,* f i r s t , In reference t o na tura l and , ' second- ' 
* * ly, ih". reference t o h i s t o r i c a l .phenomena. • 
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The Natural Science of the Greeks 

' *. .' 
,, - ' -'* In looking a t the natura l world-our-, f i r s t impression i s 

•* ' *" * . * » , *• * 

"' : . Z , - •# " '-7f • • " -
'4 surely of f̂ orce: of f.p."rce reaching infinitely beyond the 

' * • " " ' - • • * , \ 
' • * " " 4*L '• " * * " " * 

* sc*ope or* human knowledge and power; '-and, "if n o t ' a t varia^jce 
Jt* A." ~ -• % ' * «> • -
J yx-tii; then sorely "indifferent \o human desire. Unless we <Z 

. " ' ' 4> ^ ,* * V * 

people nature with divinities of caprice and/or of * an 
. , • • • - ' * , ' 

i > • -, 

* , """ - ' - -,. 
,-*> -«•» 
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y . . \ . \ 
immanent pĵ avldence the'n'atural rê alm of force surely appears 

to us as' blind' and deaf tovthe des/ires,*to t-he needs and the 

* wants, of, the hiiman "being. -We are, as in the definition of'**" 
• ' ' ' i \ ' . • ' • . ' - * * » 

" plato offered 'in Chapter 11,'"creatures" who "'desire the gdod" 
" • * " * . * " • , ' " . , " ' . * " • , . » 

. and who are subject^to* a phenomenal-world'composed of forces 
* . ' " * ' - ' * • • . - , . . " - * ' * . . ' • » \ 

blindly and' s i lently indifferent to whatever "we happen, to 
>t ' ' ' • 4 - . 

* 4 , ' ',' ^ • '-' * . , ^ ** * - ' desiire. In the "present, as m previous centuries, this" ' 
. ' ' . . • f , *' . " * * , - - . ' . 

perception has served as a support to the advobates o€ vio-

Ience: to the ".great'men" and imperial peoples ..of history.* 
' * r . . . . . * 

• - • . ' * *L " » » 

If it is force that'is sovereign in nat-tf̂ e, then the good of 
, ' * • • * ' * "" •*• - - * ' " ' 

pur desire 'can* only "lie in,the^direction of its "a-cquisit-ion. 
' " " " * , ' 4 ' % 4 . . " , 

JEt is only this equation that motivates our own sdientific 
"" - a 4 < , t 

' 7 * 4 • - and technological drive -"toward the t'masterys* a"n<r̂  ''domination* 
A ' <• "' " • , • *< *' 

. of nature. It* was also, in Weil's view, precisely .what 
* a 

* " * _ •. I \ . ' 4 ' * "" 

accounted for the ruthless* 'conclusions .of at least one of the 

, many Would-be .Caesars of the twentieth century, Adolph 
t ' - ' ' * , - •* \ ' 
'- ' .* Hitler.50 \ \ " , ' •, ' "* y 

* *" 

This'^'perception!/ however, is not the truth. The truth 
* « " • * * - * , 

•'**•„ " 'is that expressed in the formula of Anaximander cited ear-
t * 4* *• **• 

" " ' " ' . " , * < . ** 

lier. -JThe-ribtion of force corresponds*to the perception of 
- ^ 4 4' ' 

movement iri a particular direction. What we find in nature 
" * s ' ." ' • '4k 

" • ' is not simply force; it is not simply movement in a parti-

cular direction. 'What we find in nature is this: that there 

w is n'o unlimited movement irv, any,direction. A movement of 
- * * ' * * 

, force is always limited (in advance) by a movement of forde . 

, . ^ > „ * -

, .-• in another direction. Xll changes in * nature .are accompanied -
: * . * * . 

* by- "compensatory phenomena". * A body, for instance, in motion 

• " , i s eventually b,rougnt,to"rest by fraction.5 1 For the human " 
V - v ' * * • "' V * ' " * . ' ' -

. 1*80 •• . " " * ' . . 



being nature is not simpFy composed of force or process; it 

Is composed, of two analogous types of change for all pro

cesses are either limited or cyclical.52 What we perceive 3%. 

nature is not force but the interplay of a balance of forces. 

Human perception is dependent upon motion,. Psychology 
'v 

,A has long demonstrated that without the movement of the 
.**' " .. '".'*•• 

.- environment around us we w.ould not perceive anything. The 
* 

tangible experienceof the senses is entirely, founded upon 
- * . * . , - -

, J 4 4 - 4 4 

motion. Furthermore, it rest.s upon motj#>n o'f a particular, 

kind. -.When we-are in doubt regarding the reality of an 

object, we move around it, we circle, it,,and it is our rota

tion around the fixed point of the object that engenders the 
* « * 

succession of appearances tha t occasion our r e a l i z a t i o n qf 

the th ing. Thus, we would nbt perceive three dimensional 

objects at a l l but for*' (a) the motion of'things around us and 

(b) our motion around things. 

In*a s imi la r and per fec t ly analogous fashion i t i s the 

motion'of force in the tangible world tha t i s the occasion of 

- our perception of the natural phenomena of science. From the 

fixed point of our a t t en t ion 'what we see in the flow of 

na tura l process I s not simply'motion-but an o s c i l l a t i on of 

.forces moving in contrary directions. In other words, what 
'* /. 

* we perceive i s not finear motionln a given d i rec t ion but the 
- - « * • , * ' * < , * •» 

. . . , , « 

semi-ciroular motion of a pendulum, (or -of a balance* or 
•scale.)? this is the motion described by a World in which 

4 4. . 

opposite*.-fchings. produce opposite things., 
' * " . - v • 

- 4 , - < 4 > 

v J> is* * 
m •• • ' » ' * . ' 

.. ** ' •,«: ,"• :-' -1 lei1 "• > - • ; 

- - 'V,.. - • ' • ' ' , . * . . *>*• 
S ' * ' 

— / 

•rs ' -- - • \ • ' - ' 



,. 

t 

Hence, what we„ experience in nature, and all that we 
•* " 

experience, is motion limited in particular directions, 
' • ' * Z • * 

Nowhef^'-in n a t u r e So we encounter r e s t bu t we do encounter 

something not Unrelated to r e s t : namely' the moment in which 

for'ce,, exe rc i sed in one d i r e c t i o n , i s a r r e s t e d by. fo rce 
* + 

exercised in another direction.'. As Weil writes: 
* 

*" J •** ' 

Every visible,, and palpable force Is sub
ject to an invisible limit, which it 
shall,never cross. In the sea, a wave 
mounts higher and higher; but at a cer
tain point, where there i§ nevertheless 
only space.it is arrested and forced to 
redesce.nd.53, • 

* ;*" 
K *• 

Here again, just as in Lagne*u's analysis of our perception 

of a cubic box, thought (or perception) is oriented toward 

something not contained in the phenomenon itself.••' Like fthe 
jo- * 

waves of the ocean, nature is comprised of a constant oscil--' 
lation of forces. - rIn nature 'limit' is that which is.-always.' 

* i ' ' ' "7 
"* ' . . . ^ • 

exceeded but which imposes a "compensatory oscillation*".5*1 

** * " . . * ' ' 
* Nowhere -wiithin our. exper ience in t ime and space do we 

* •*"" •* K s ' 
<t J ' •*"" * 

find a state of balance, of equilibrum and rest, •ibut̂ , the" 
/ - ' 

motion of the phenomenal world is the occasion of the reali

zation of the idea bf balance. Through this idea the reality 

of sensible motion, a.s limited and cyclical in character, 

c - • 
emerges. The sense 'o f r e a l y t y confer red upon na tu re by ' the w 

human sc i ences i s s u e s d i r e c t l y ' f r o m t h e "cohesion" between ' 

t h i s idea and phenomenal experience. In science we have only 

seen -and understood something when* we p.ave d i scbvered an 

/ ' * • < 
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-.A; • ' equilibrum and limits in relation to it, limits that corres-
•7 
pond;, to the. semi-circular mqvement of forces in the natural 

*- "4 

world. *" /-

That is to say, if the motion of the phenomenal world is 

the occasion of the revelation of scientific idea, it is the 

revelation of idea that occasions the realization of particu

lar phenomena. Through the ide"̂  the phenomenon is suddenly 

disclosed to the mind. It is this, Weil maintains, that the 

Pythagoreans meant by asserting that all things are rtumber. 

^ For the human being every phenomenon is comprised of a parti

cular functional relation between forces. When an idea is 

revealed, to t;he"itiind it can be the occasion of our realizing 

something. Where, a moment previously, there was nothing but 

an indeterminate experience of forces, the determinate char-

'"'acter, of a particular phenomenon is now realized. It is in 

this way that our sense of reality issues from the "revelation 
? '. ' * ** • " " " ' ''' ' * 

d( scientific idea. * •* 
" *. t 

How, we might ask, does. Weil distinguish between the 
* 

'truth' 'and falsity of ideas? Surely, given the role of 
" \ '** ' 

desires in the composition of our being, w.e are in constant 

danger ,of .the imagination being placed in the service, of the 
' » • 

will, sb that we image in thought not what is but what ought 

to be according to'our desires?. N -

" ' First of all, Weil suggests, this conception of idea is 

the Pythagorean conception of number-or function and, as 
'** '- «"' 

such, it admits* in, the words of Philolaus,, "of no falsehood, 

for this its unrelated to" it." All that idea can express iŝ  
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relation and because there are always an infinity of rela-

tions beyond language", and the movement of the mind in Ian-
• * . 

guage, we cartaot distinguish between particular relations as 
" * 

•• •*• • 

'true' and 'false'. It is, perhaps, for this reason, that 
the poets ase^iven '.license' to do as they will with lan-

. (-

guage. Strange "as it may seem, the search of the mathemati
cian for 'unnamed constants' is also a form of this same 

A "* *• - ' ' i 

' l i c ense ' . This i s , in fac t , -the 'freedom -of thought ' . 

_ Following the tradit ion of Plato and the Pythagoreans, Weil 

i d e n t i f i e s thought and mathematical thought "for a l l tha t a 

, geometric mathematics i s capable of expressing i s relation. 

' There,"* either a thought or relation i s demonstrable or i t i s p 
r r , * ' 

not. All demonstrable, relations are true, those that are not «*• 
demonstrable are not fa l se but simply beyond demonstration 

> * 
and expression. * 

i 

I t i s p rec i se ly a t ' t h i s point tha t Weil denies the 
* 4 

modern distinction between the thinking of fact and the 

thinking of value. Her usage of the Pythagorean definition 

of, thought in terms of demonstrable relation severs'the J-
n * "' J 

connection between human desire and perception. To take a ' 
„ -

simple ex*ampl»e from-arithmetic: we may desire tha t 3 + 2 = 6 
' *- * 

* 

but nevertheless i t r i s always 5. We can 'see'- by demonstra-

t ion tha t i t ^a 5; We cannot 'see* tha t i t i s 6. The Pytha

gorean def in i t ion of thought as^number or function thus V 
$ 

transforms thought into something completely hard and indif
ferent tp human desire. • 
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. We judge the images and the arrangement of images in a 
A . 4 
poem, not on.the basis of truth and falsity, but rather on 

« 

the-basis of appropriateness. It is by a feeling for its 
4 0 y 

order that a poem touches us. Every word seems* to fit exact- • 

ly where the poet has placed it. Just as every element in a 

; ' ,* , J 
geometric demonstration f i t s exactly i n to i t s place in the 

'order of 'demonstration'. A poem, by virtue of thexprecision 

of i t s order, i n t r i n s i c a l l y ca r r i e s with, i t a fee l ing tha t 

Imposes i t se l f upon us. « . 
• - v * ' -

In a s imi l a r fashion,- the only c r i t e r i o n by which we can1 

• ' i / ' * - , 
judge an idea i s i t s appropria teness , 'and t h i s i t "car r ies 

* , * *-
w i t h ' i t . ' As we have seen,* every idea (in the Pythagorean 

-.. „ "** 

sense) i*s_t*he- occasion of the realization of something pheno-
i " * ' , * " . . . • ' 

menal. I n t r i n s i c t o i t s - r e v e l a t i o n i s a feel ing of appro-
- priateness. In short, the* more* appropriate an idea, the more 
*- . ' . . * . * , 

i t f i t s our experience*, the more s trongly tha t i t imposes 

i t se l f upon tUfe intel l igence. , Through demonstration" we are--

thus, 'forced' by means pf persuasion, to 'adhere to particu-
• ** p ' t * ' - ' * 

lar ideas. In this way every idea involves a contapt'with 
*i ' . . '.' 

necessity, a contact through which^human „de'sire is checked ' 
/ * . 7 

• and. restrained. Idea imposes itself against pur desire for 
, . ' i . i 

a -. * * ' , " 

' the good. It is for this reason that.thought Is always hard. 
Hard, not only in the sense of difficult to conceive,' but 

/ " 
also in the sense of difficult to bear.- Given the' Pytha-' 

4% 4 * - * . 

" "* . , - » 

gorean definition of thought as function, desire is ihcapable , 

of constructing thought to its own specification., but it is 

capable, of distracting and diverting our attention away from'. 
185 



* 
» 

y. 

** - • - » 

the perception or conception of r e l a t i o n . Idea,, in t h i s 

sense, always involves nothing but the r igorous (mathema-
- - , . * - ' * . ; . - • 

tical) conception of necessity, and it is from contact with 
.* necessity, above all else, that our desire "fpr the good 

. - *. - , , 

impels us to flee. ', 
- • I •* 

Thus, in conclusion, in science . i t i s ne i ther ' force ' 
nbr -"matter* toward which thought i s directed. The Vabject' 

* ' "1 
•- * . . 

of scientific thought is'that necessity, to which both force 
- , - <- * . * , * • . - . - *• - .' -

„ , ' - . «, i 

^, • 4 and matter are subject', a web of invisible relations that 
- / ' 4t . • • * 

" -Hk * - " " - - . 
v - . determine and limit movement in'all directions. 

II: • The,Historical Science of the Greeks ... " 

* . * * ' , -. ^4444 

, .,- ' . . , - • . , - f"*. ^ 

, _ For the .Greek's the" balance was the. symbol not only pf 

• ' ' equilibrium in the physical world of nature, it was also the 

symbol of equityor justice, the most primary of-the virtues. 
'' • • *,',.* - *** . • y 

In her account of the'Pythagorean, t radi t ion, Weil claims .-fhat' 
' " • ' ' -*. ' 4. 

*" ' » 

-* this analogy is perfectly exact. - v 

-It was Weil's, view that the "author (pr authors) of the 
' * • . • • , v > ' ' ' 

Iliad,were to„ ethics (as a-form,or department of human 
* < • . ' • . - • '" • - . '"' • ' , . - ' " < 

,< .thought) what Ar-chin-edes had been to the study" of nature. 
." •• ' '• - , A' 

' "There, we find exaptly the same conception applied with the 
1 , ' , - * ' . . * * . -
1 . - ' 4 4 

f same.rigour»to the participation of man in*the activity of 

* , the' collectivity,- or history.- -
<V 

• : ;z . : *»;.• '•:• 
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* * 

'/ 
In h i s to ry , as in nature , our a t t e n t i o n ' r e s t s —. f i r s t 

j ' " 7 • * a 

and last- — upon force. The socia l world-of. the I l iad i s a 

world a t war. That i s 4 t o say,*a°w'orid in which the'primary 

spectacle i s inescapably the spectacle of force: • * -

, Force i s tha t which makes a thing of •" 
anybody who comes under i t s swayl When' 
exercised to the f u l l , i t makes a thing ; 
of man In ' the most l i b e r a l | sense, f o r . i t .. 
makes him a corpse. There where someone *' 
stood a moment ago, stands no. one. That" 
i s the spectacle 'which the I l iad never Z 

' t i r e s of presenting. > .*"..' 
i . 

I t i s , furthermore, in Weil's estimation, a-'spectacle that i s ,„ 

presented in t h i s poem with a s impl ic i ty $#d impa r t i a l i t y ' 

that i s complete." No consolations are- offered, nothing" dis--- -

yguises the cold and brutal real i t ies ,qf-war! 'Nothing* in te r -
' * ' ' ' - • ' * , > • • ' . ' ' . " 

venes' t° exalt or to diminishJan individual or a col lect ivi ty 
7 ' ' "^ 

above or below the level .of miserycommon to all men. ;The .' 
• "C - ' * - • " " " . " . -

. victors arid the vanquished alike are shown equally close to', 
the common humanitfy of poet and audience. If* there is any 

* l *.y 
difference it Is that the misery of the vanquished Is more -

** * 4> I * " 

o clearly and'bitterly felt.
57 ' ,•..•- •- ^ _ . t< 

V* * • • • " • A- ' • 
The extraordinary equity t ha t i n sp i r e s" 

* ' .' , the I l i a d may have had other "examples 
unknown^o us; i t has had no/ imi t a to r s . • 

' ^ One i s hardly made to' feel tha t the poet* .-* • 
i s a Greek and not a Trojan ,;V-fchis poem* 
i s a mirraculous object. The b i t t e rness . " ,* ' -% 
of i t i s spent upon the only' t rue cause -
of bi t terness: the subordination" of the 

Z human soul to force ... That subordina— . .- , 
*w t i o n i s the- salme for a l l mortals-, -

- although- there i s a difference .according 
, to the.-soul's, degree'of virtue, ac.cordlng; ,, * 
"to the way in which each soul »endures it.' - ". •" 
No iSne. in*the I l i a d is spared, jUsf as "no ;' . 
one. escapes i t . ,None of those who SUC.R •- " ., . -

' cumb' to' it-*is fpr that reason despised, j •' " 
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The bas-ic source of'tragedy in the Iliad is the same as that 

found in human existence generally: , our power to *act exceeds 
- * * 

our knowledge of the consequences,"59 and" we*are led by £eslre 
- - ** . - ' 

"" M 4 ' 

to act beyond the strict" ljinits .of our thought, 

v, /in the Iliad tragedy fjfows from "the" simple possession of 

force.* Possessed of power man "moves in an atmosphere that 

offers"him no resistance. There is nothing to stop or delay 

action and. thus there is, no occasion for thought.. %The" result 

is inevitable and the consequences automatic: the man 
4 -* 

possessed-af force, believing himself to. be a l l powerful, 
believing himself unlimited in the direction of his activity, 

7" • moves beyond the l imits of'his power and* perishes. This is 

the human spectacle constantly repeated in the Iliad. /In the 

' poem no one is ex.empted either from the experience^ of power 

or of powerlessness. Even Achilles, the hero* and victor? is 

shown in moments of humiliation and once even he 

K y -
trembles and groans with fright, riot, i t 
i s true, before a. man t*u"*- ,before a great 4 

*» river.6 ° \ / ' 

i 

m. In the pô em all men are shown as subject to force,fo:: nothing 

hie. within the boundaries£f nature is exempt from its r 

The dialectic of force in thispoem is not the dialectic 

of the master/slave relation described by Hegel as the 

essence of history and, later, bv Nietzsche, as the character 

of existence itself. In the Iliad humanity is not a spepies 

divided into two classes of being: the victors and the 

vanquished, the winjners. and the losers. There, the dialectic 

t 
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i 

lies elsewhere. It lies in-the relation between fqr.ce and 
*' ' 

.* all«'hum*an beings as such. The dialectic^ i s between man as a 
creature" who^iesires* the good and, i s subject everywhere and 

* - T | . * ' * ( • " 
always to tffte play qf force. In the 'Iliad i t i sUnev i t ab l e 

i • » * - " - ' . 

*that -men parish: ., » 
• * . . 

, - " •"' /' 

A 

/ 

-For they never think of their own ., 
strength as* a limited quantity, njor of 
'their relations with others as an equi-. 
'librlUm of unequal "powers. Other men do„ . 
not impose upon-their acts that moment' ' 
for pausing from- which alone our cpnsid- _ ' 
eration for our fellows,proceeds: "they -" . , 
conclude, ̂frdm this that 'destiny, h,as . 
giye'n̂ all license to them -and -none to 
theijy inferiors. Henceforth they' gq* 7 
beyond the /measure of their strength, ( ; 
inevitably.so because' they do' nof know „' " *« 
its limit.V* * , . ,.• 

/ / • 

It is never anythingrput desire that leads usfbeyond these Us/fc 

l i m i t s . ^,In t h e J*Liad t h e d e s t r u c t i o n of t h e c i t y / l s a d i r e c t . b * 
t . ' * • . . . '«• 

•consequence of a'Trojan advance, beyond the scope .of the force „» 
' • . . « ' * * ' * - ,',, 

. . * * . * . « * . t - • - ^ , 

placed at their disposal. Only two days -previously_they "had 

, been v ic to r ious in b a t t l e and the Greeks ha$"l fled before' 

them. Instead qf allowing the enemy -departure,- however;,,,. . 
' **. - * • * " . - -

- Hectqr' counsels, his compatriots to press their advantage 'so; 
'. * ' - , " • < ""' ' A' r' 

that "all* the, world" may "be afraid, to br'irig-to the 
- • . * < , 

Trojans, tamers of horses,, the misery qf war.'""'" I t "is; when.7. 
. our desire i s mis-directed toward the acquisition 'of the good • 

' 7 - ' *-4 . . • ', 
•. in this*'world that tragedy follows.. . • * 7 
-. • - I t ' i s Weil's view that ' i t leads to' tragedy-because i t 

. increases th'e na tura l play of chance i'n human l i f e . Due t'o 
u ." ' * • . 

the complexity of relations between forced" to "|*hich we,are 
l' • ' .' • . " ' W " ' %' 4 

subject'in,nature, we can never* -be certain of, the pori-' 
' • ' , . . • • ' * 

1 ,»• ' , ' " " ' . .v"i89 - ' .' • r y ' >' 
* . ^ • ** , , 
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•sequences of any a c t i o n . None the less , i t i s an . "exper ien t i a l 
* * 

. v e r i t y of our c o n d i t i o n t h a t we can, by o r d e r i n g our act ion 's 
" * " • " 

in accordance w i t h . t h o s e images of n e c e s s i t y r evea led t o us 

on our-'own s c a l e of be ing , reduce t h e b l i n d p l a y of chanc'e in*. 

t h e ' c o u r s e of o u r l i v e s . Al* t o o l s , a l l t e c h n i q u e s , a l l 

Human work i s founded- upon, t h i s f a c t of our c o n d i t i o n . A 
' . . " ' * ' - . ' 

t o o l , - f o r ' e x a m p l e , i s p r e c i s e l y "ah i n s t r u m e n t f o r d e f i n i n g 
and l i m i t i n g t he p lay of chanpe in a p a r t i c u l a r human a c t i v -
„ . _ - . . _ . . • • v - * " ' 

i"£y. . The o n l y p o s - s i b i l i t y of a v e r t i n g t r a g e d y d i s c l o s e d b y 
"«•"-. *' * . - . . 

the Iliad lies in the possibility of thought. , ,Z 
l 4 * $" 4 , * * 

* ' A s , w a s Seen in t h e p r ev ious c h a p t e r , chance and n e c e s s i t y 

. a r e ' n o t c o n t r a r y c o n c e p t i o n s . Chance i s o n l y t o bef d e f i n e d 
r » * / 

i n r e l a t i o n t o a r i g o r o u s and p u r e l y mathematical" concept ion 

of n e c e s s i t y . When we say t h a t s o m e t h i n g happens by chance 
' *" ' "*" V 

we. do "not mean that it is indeterminate; we mean simply that 

the' complexity of factors involved in its conceptionsis 
< 4- \ ' . , 

* beyond, t h e scope of ou r i m a g i n a t i o n . " I t is* t h e p r o f o u n d 
ignorance f e l t by any movement o u t s i d e t h e n a t u r a l s c a l e of 

" "** ** ** • a *3 

.our b e i n g t h a t e n g e n d e r s t h e f e e l i n g Of o h a n ' c e . - 1 Tha t we 
' ' . a r e g i v e n "images of n e c e s s i t y on t h e . ( n a t u r a l ' s c a l e of our . 

b e i n g ' i s a m a t t e r of g r a c e i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e from t h a t by 
• * • • • j 4, 

which, we are given existence itself. It' is by virtue of the*' 
J! "* *" 

p r a c t i c a l ^coincidence ' ' between t h e s e images and our ac* 

i n t h e world t h a t our e x i s t e n c e i t s e l f i s s u s t a i n e d . 

In t h e J l i a d , Wei l a rgue .s , s l a v e r y e n s u e s from t h ' e 
"h ~ 4, , " 4 > " • 

4 ' 4 

• 4. s u b j e c t i o n bf -man "to man through chance. More a c c u r a t e l y , in 

'•« h e r view., " i t i s r e a - l l y from .the r e l a t i o n of" man t o c h a n c e 
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' \ J 
•\ 

\ 

that i t floWs. I t i s , thus?, that slavery oppresses both*Zfk*he 
• * * * 

, victim and the victojr. I t i s n o t the case tha t the one i s 

'free,' and the other 'enslaved!; both are enslaved. • What? the 

strong fcaerra ' l iber ty ' i s merely the power to apt, a power, in 

so far as i t i s exercised*thoughtlessly, tha tau tomat ica l ly 

increases one's subjection to the play of Chance. I t i s th is 
. A * tha t accounts for the "disgraceful frenzy" ofChistory as 

„ ' d - •* ' 

* -• 

, presented in "the I l iad inrthe constant o s c i l l a t i o n of force 

between victor and vanquished. Force i s never wholly on theV 

side of the one and abserrt from t h a t of the other. In the 

I l i a ^ t k e war does not progress towards i t s conclusion^ that 

conclusion opcurs by chance, for force is"never unlimited in 
V ' '" 

any given d i rec t ion . Victory passes i n to defeat and defeat8. 
, * ** B t 

- into victory according to that order of nature J-ay which 
T * V « 

^opposite things* produce'opposite things". What determines Z 
4. * *- - * "*"~^ " " 

the outcome of the'war is not strategy but a blind-play of 

forces pn the balance of nature. For the ancient author or. 

authors of the Iliad, as for Plato in a much later phase of 
** " * 

the same culture, l iber ty i s not to be found in the relation 

between des i re and the power to s a t i s fy des i re through 

ac t ion; i t l ies ' , ins tead, in the openly mysterious r e l a t i on 

between thought and action on. the middle ground of oUr being. 
* w C) ' 

Liberty rests solaly upon th§ fact that we can reduce the 
•4. 'blind play of ehance inl our lives through the thinking of 

' - .s*-̂  ' "* 
necessity. . 

It was, she argues, because of the very/blindness of the * 
' * 

"play of "forces within the order of the world that^the 
Greeks chose the bplarfce as the symbol of jus*xce or equity. 

* 4 < , 

4. • , . " 
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* V * J * 

The conception involved here is found not only m the Iliad 

but ifm The Gospels and in iSany of the anc>e1it religious t-exts 

of the orient.*5* In the New Testament we are told that* he 

who lives by the sword/ dies by the sword. In the Iliad the 
-s - *** *"• 

same perception isj uttered in almost the same words* wA3:es 

is equitable, he kills, those who "kill",65 The cbnception of 

retribution behind these lines is one of a geometric strict

ness and rigour. It is exactly"5*equivalent to the rupture *of 

a state of equilibrium as defined in the scientific study of 

natural phenomena. " ^ -

Perhaps we-might express this conception as follows: as 

a state of being, injustice is to justice as, in a given 
' m "" 

physical system, disequilibrium is to a state of equilibrium. 

If, for instance, we suspend\two-equal weightsvfrom a balance 
J » 

we e s t a b l i s h a system in which ( theore t i ca l ly ) tliere i s an 
**• * * 

** *». "• 

equilibrium expressed in the (apparent)*rest of the " arms of 

'the balance. If, however, we .add a weight to one side, the 

system is 'upset'; a state of disequilibrium ensues as the 
4~ 

44 4 

arms of the balance move f i r s t in one d i r ec t i on , then in 

another. . Eventually, as the exertion of force in*one direc-
" V 

t ion i s "compensated" by an exert ion in the opp'qsite d i r e c -
* • » * » 

* ,. 
tion, a balance is again established in the shape 0%. a new 
state of equilibrium. 

' • „ * ' * 

*• In the I l i a d the soc ia l phenomenon of war i s depicted in 

an equivalent and quite analogous fashion. The cause of the 
"1 *> •» 

war is desire itself, desire umlimited by any constraints; 
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r .-.,*.'• *- « * > v 
'- , What they want is no lessHhan all. A"fr. 

«. " * 3. ' the riches of- Troy "as booty, all" the 
4 palaces, the ̂ temples and the houses in 

• ashes, all the women and all the children ' " 
, as, slaves, all the me*tt as corpses.bb « . * 

A* , . * • 

What they fo rge t i s t h a t whi le they may win t h i s , depending 

u£>on'chance circumstances, victory w i l l come-only a t a p r ice 
'• , . . * . 

'set* by .Nemesis for they are not a l l -powerful ; 

In jus t i ce thus becomes "a -s tate Of being tha t automatic**-* 

a l l y and inevi tably r e s u l t s from the f a i l u r e of man t o regard 
* ~ ' 

l i m i t s . - That i s , from t h e f a i l u r e of man t o think". -In 

' u p s e t t i n g , through; the t h o u g h t l e s s course 6f h i s a c t i v i t y , 

the tex ture of * forces tha t cons t i tu tes the very condition of 
# \ " 

his exis tence, he s e t s in motion a sequence of .events beyond 
' < \ --* 

his power to control ; the s t a t e of apparent chaos thus engen-
' * . • "' '" ' • * - • " i • . . : 

deiced"* on t h f middle ground**of our e x i s t e n c e , t wi tn b o t h i t s 

momentary, v i c t o r i e s and!' losses , i s the i n t r i n s i c , automatic 

and'purely impersonal punishment of i n ju s t i c e , • 

Z This, Weil contends', i s f;he same conception fojind in The. 

Gospels , To repeat 'a passage c i ted e a r l i e r : 

* •# 

v 

*, 

\ t 

The bitteresttreproach that men make qf-
this necessity' is iiiS absolute indiffer
ence to moral values. Righteous men and* 
criminals receive an equal share of the 
benefits of the •*3im a„nd Pf t h e rain;, the 
righteous and' the criminal equally suffer . 
"sunstroke, and drowning ill floods.. It is 
pr.ecise.ly .this indifference that" the 
Christ"'invites, us. to look upbn and to 
Zfcmitate-. as the' very expression of the ' ' 
perfection of our Heavenly Fe^her. To 
imitate this indifference^is simply to- . 
consent tp It, that is, to accept the 
existence'* of all that'exists, including'*"-
the evil, excepting'only that portion of 
evil which we have the possibility, and 
'the'obligation, of preventing. By this 

/ 
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simple thought/ the Christ annexed all 
\ . . Stoic thought, and by the same token all^# * 

' of Heraclitus and Plato.6' , J*K\ - ' * ' 

v .< ." 
%4, * » , ' *̂  

* ** Precisely to. the extent that we are capable of this consent 

*• ̂  . to 'the existence of all that, exists", to necessity conceived 

of in terms of the 'order' and 'beauty* o'f the world, we 

participate in justice and neither do nor suffer injustice. 

If consent to necessity is possible}" it changes everything 

for the individual capable of it. Of two men in an identical 

state of affliction — awaiting execution, for example — the 

world of the one who consents and' that of the one who does 
f * j 4 

*•" / 

not are e n t i r e l y d i f fe ren t places . The'qne"suffers i n ju s -

t ice , the other does not. 

- * * Through the blind indifferenpe of th is conception Weil-

argues tha t j u s t i ce comes to share in necess i ty . In' the 

Platonic account: , 
.f % : there i s not , there never was,' there 

*• - never wi l l be, any other teaching con-. • cerning morality than that of the multi-
it * * tude. 

14, •> 

•Cj We label certain things and beings in this World by the names 
*t"? . 4 , ' r 

of -good' and ''evil' in accordance with the things that we 
**•> " - 4, • 

' desire (or 'value'). The particulars toward which desire 'is* 

.directed are largely determined by the place that we occupy 

in a given.social collectivity,at a given moment in time. 
* 9 *• / *• 

*' * r * "* 

Such morality always presents i t se l f in the form 6f a choicfe; 
a choice of gopd and" rejection of evil . * Hpwever, in a world 

" < . , * 
in which "opposite things produce opposite things", w'e can 

* + * ' 

know nothing of 'good' and "evi^1. 
•1 
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• For, Weil the ancient conception of justice participates 
. ' * - • • ' 4 _ ' - 4 

in necessity in two Ways:- (1) in that it is characterized by 
* * • ' - ' ' - * 

an absence of choipe iri the form1 of an, indifference "to the 

"values' assigned by desire. It is this indifference that is 
<* * *.- . " ' " - - . * - - . -

the very basis- bf the principle ,of ce-existence. . For the" 

human' being, -justice, is, above all else, the simple co-
• ' " A A ' • ' '• , V u •*" . " 7 • 
existence with ourselves of ail-.ljpie creatures and things that 

«*- * r " t - ** 

* ''* " . * * ' •- •* 

make up the existent order of ...the*"-world." , As Weil writes, in 
" • * * * * * * • " . . * , ' • ' " < * • • "* 

paraphrase of. The- Gospels-, "it is permissible-'to have 
„ . . -s ' . •* s ' - . 7 ' -

enemies, but not to desire that they should "not,exist.'*-'9 

(2> Justice participates in necessity for*1 the human being in 
* .' " o t ' ' 

•h* * V -

t h a t c e r t a i n , of our m„oral a c t i o n s a r e of a n ' i m p e r a t i v e or 

' o b l i g a t o r y . na ture* Ther& atfe c e r t a i n c a s e s , by no means 
'* ' 4 . . * , - , . , " --I*"-

negligible, in the course.of human existence,.in which mdi-

viduals areimpelled, in spite' of" thems "lives, to act; for the 

preservation of being, in accordance with a'conception.of 
. - • < • * * ' ",».'* • * / " * . * . 

"justice. Pertaps, for ex'ample, i£ was out o.f a*̂ feeling*of 
" * • - * 3 > . * * ' - ^ _ . - ' •*. ' , -* ' i 

» • . i « * * • * • , • „ s l > 

n e c e s s i t y t ha t the. Catholic population of "Beziers, a town in 

t h e sou th of France in t he -beg inn ing of the t h i r t e e n t h cen-
i. * 

> * ' '» v* '' 

tury,-went to their deaths rather than relinquish- "a handful 
" 7 >c . ' 

of so-called heretics to the crusading army,around their-
i.. ° ' •• , . ' » 

' w a l l s . ^ ' Such a f e e l i n g , pe rhaps , prompted . c e r t a i n i n d i - •" 
- " • ' ' . " ' • . - J i ' ' \S* " J ' " " " " -

v i d u a l s i n s i d e t h e b o r d e r s of t h e Third-Reich t o r i s k l i f e , ' 

l imb, and even the "pursuit of happiness", in the-a t tempt t o 

p r e s e r v e t h e l i v e s of c e r t a i n o the r i n d i v i d u a l s from dea th 
> - *> 

*. , - -

and a f f l i c t i o n . - ., ' - '. * 

**. 
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The" possibility of a science of ethics' rests upon the 

existenqe of that which is good by nature. 'What is good by 
t "» 

nature is not something in nature,' but something perceived 

beydnd nature. In Weill's reconstruction,3 the natural good 

.for the Pythagorean's lay in' the idea of a relation or balance 

« of forces constituting each individual phehomdnon and the 
' - ' ' " . 

order of the world within which^all phenomena 90-exist. , That 

which is good by nature\is that .which* is limited; that whose 

movement in any given direction is arrested and reversed by 

movement in a contrary direction. • The natural good is the 

* order of world that condition^ the existence of all that 

exists. 
" " ** 1 ' 

Here, again, we are brought'back to mathematics for i t 

i s the purest a n d ^ o s t rigorous study of necessary r e l a t i pn 

qr order. For Weil moral and geometric reasoning could 

hardly be more closely allied." 'Since she conceived of j u s -

t ice a,s the working out of a geometrically s t r i c t necessity 
• * • - * . ' i t became an idea as accesible to thought and as expressible 
in the imagery of language', as the essential idea of natural 

science, equilibrium. More fundamentally, a l l science, a l l 

knowledge, a l l thought i s of an e s s e n t i a l l y mathematical 
. ". * . •. ' " " , , 

' charac ter . The "miraculous species of beauty" to be found,' 
according t o P la to , through mathematics i s , by a wondrous 

**k t 7 " -

. .coincidence, the order and beauty of the world. 
* . ' 

t . I t i s Weil's argument that the geometrical'mathematics 

- of the ,Greeks was, from i t s beginnings, nothing other than a 

search for proportion in the form of a r a t i o between e i t h e r 
196 
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^ " ' ^ three or four'terms.* <l)*a/b - b/c-or (2 *e %/*$. = c/d?-1. • In 

other words, she claims that their geometry was a science 
„ • • * . „ * 

founded upon "the ^theory- of real.pumber" which is today 

conventionally held to constitute the essential diTEfBrence 
•* 

V 
•between' algebra anc"". geometry, and the basis of the mathe- . * -

* . (St" . ? V 
matical advance of the One over^the other. She**constructs 

^ " . . . * i 

"her argument, through reference to the h i s t o r y of Greek 
' -. . *? -

mathdriiatics and science, with^a simple and b r i l l i an t luci&--
* v % 

i t y . •»• ' 

Whole, numbers72 fall into two sets: (1) the rational ~or— 

square numbers; that is? those such,''as 4,- 9, 16, that are 

linked to unity by avJm'ea,n proportionates,, for example, 3 
> * < o . * • 

links 9- to 1 by the equation 1/3 =-3/9;- and (2) • all" other 
4 »' ' ' . 

numbers. The latter integers are those termed irrational. 
' ' ' * . . * * * " * . ' '* * 

According to the contemporary history of mathematics,'the 
• • * , * 

discovery of the irrational'in geometry.occured when* the . 
Gr-eeks discovered that the hypotenuse of a right angle tri-

-
.angle is'not commensurate with any"one of the sides. That, 

i-n othê jj. words, there is no expressible proportion between^ 

the hypotenuse and the sides. This discovery o'f the ir'rp*.- -

tional quantity of the'hypotenuse is supposed to have occa

sioned a crisis in the rationalism of Greek.culture., It is 
* * i 

* *-

Weil's contention that this crisis, — often referred to as 
the "drama* of «the incommensurables" -r was enacted in circles 

wholly outside of the Pythagorean and Socratic traditions, 
-j. ' . 

Weil demonstrates that, far from' posing the problem of 

irrational number in the form of the incommensurability Of 

the hypotenuse, the, Pythagorean Theorem solved it. What is . 
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. * . ' > : . ' ) 
- t * < - - ' * - . . *• * 

"more* i t - did so only-thanks.'to geometry. Si*, reference t o the 

pure ly geometric-prpperties-*t>f plane .f igures,* the^ theorem 
' - *' ' * . • ' " - .. ' * "1 A *'*.-*- "" '" 
»-„ provided a completely .r igorWs assimiiation'.^qf. the-quant i ty 
44 ,' ' . . . * 444 4' . . * " " " . * ' ^ 

•* of the-hypotenuse by way of- j-orbpo-rtionality. The s q l u t i o n 
* ,, ' ' ' y ^ y * ,Z * . . ' , • * ' . - -

' consis ts in squaring "the .figure" of- the right-sangled t r i a n g l e 

'- A6C: -* * ' •'- '*'Y\."*- ? " . ' • » * * •..-* "*' * . " , < ' 

r'•* 

f " W ' I "*"•, 1*̂  1 ij>7" ••fif^t^*.*? -

ft ^ 4- ^ » * I-**" . . • 
J * * . " - » 

-j*?* 

-" while neith'e*^' ab~»qr"ba,equal.ac,.--a'cpoirdiiig t o thfe theorem-,*.-
. -„ - ^Al^ ~'A "-"A ~ "** '""'. • •• , 

• the s*q%are ,ô f t h e hyjpQ-fceau.sewifl-**1 equal t o the sum ,q*f "the 
* *. 3 . . y i»-^, , ^ ' < " ' ' C . * v . ' " * " " • 

squares? of the side's*. * ""̂ rle hypotenuse of the triangle ABC is 
' "' * ., ,„ Zf1 **- * _ - _ 

, .. * the iftortuifon^hypotenuse" of" two right-angled t r iangles . Thus, 
- * * * * . 4 - 4 4 4 4 4.4 4 4 

- i r i ' t he "f-î Zj-fe above*, ah i s t o ac as dc i s t o ac . In t h i s way 
• • . • * * , • ' ' * • v • • „ . ' r ** 

t h e Pythagofearrs^^Ometrica'lly demonstrated that there i s a 1 -t̂  ie, "sice' 74 pfopgrtrtioh between tjne hypotenuse and the, "sj^aes. 
+ « * . . . 5* , 
** This can b«„shown in another and eve** more s i g n i f i c a n t 

• * • y - ." ' • . - * '. 
way. The a l t i t ude of "a right-angled t r i ang le i s established 
thro'u'gh th« "bi-section of thlfc-angle: 

" * t. 4- " * . ' / * • " " " 
* - ~ "* . 3 * - - * 

• * * * * " ' ' * * • 

, i - - •1%8.* \ -



This gives us two perfectly similar right-angled triangles-in 
< - - *» -

in which bcf =- ad = dc. Furthermore*, the bi-section of the 

r- , . - * •*** - - * 
angle a l l ows the r i g h t - a n g l e d t r i a n g l e - - t o be i n s c r i b e d i n a 

s e m i - c i r c l e , for t he po in t of con tac t between the a l t i t u d e 

and the hypotenuse ds t"*ne cen t r e of a, c i rc le . 7 "? . ' T r a d i t i o n 

has i t t -hat P y t h a g o r a s o f f e r e d a s'aOrificeT for ' t h i s 

discovery. Weil maintains tha t for the Pythagoreans th i s .was 

'Jthe most wonderful of discover ies , , for i t demonstrated t ha t 
0 * * 

the c i r c l e is the locus of a l l geometric means. ^ ' ~ 

Greek sc i ence .began with-.Thales ' d i scovery of s i m i l a r 

t r i a n g l e s and, we a re t o l d , t h a t i t was t h i s idea t h a t p e r -

' m i t t e d him t o measure t h e he igh t ,(or a l t i t u d e ) of t h e Egyp-

t i an pyramids: , - -" 
by . the i r ' shadoWs and the re la t ionsh ip , or 
r a t i o between the* he igh t and t h e shadow 
of a man a t the same hour. ' 

< * • 

' * * 
In t h i s way, "as i s provided by the n a t u r e of the ,gnomon", 

#• ' . , 
number becomes propor t iona l i ty .(or function) and al l - t h ings 

7 0 ; 

become commensurate.' - * 

Thus, the geometry of the Greeks was a science of ' r e a l ' 

or 'generalized' number in which mediation i s sought between 

any number and u n i t y . I t i s a mathemat ics i n t h e sense 

defined by Plato in the Epinomist 
What one r i d i c u l o u s l y c a l l s geometry i s 
the ass imi la t ion of numbers not n a t u r a l l y " 
s imi la r among themselves. Their"assimil
a t i o n becomes mani fes t when app l ied t o 
the p r o p e r t i e s pf p lane f igures ' , and ' 
t h i s , t o whoever i s . capable of .thought, v-
i s .a marvel which cpmes from God and riot " 
from men. ' * " , • ' ' • 

* • 
• » •* * " *• *. ' *" » 

1 " " ' ' X ' / 

•**• * • - " * 
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Thus defined, geometry-becomes the science' of. the *5o"-calledt 
'. ' * * ' • ' ' 

•irrational .square "roots.'*- ',•'>--«-,'* . - . . • . 
, - * * - . . ' • ' - ' * ' > \ • ' - - . • ' 

-;* Defined as - ratio, as the functional relation holding 
' * *. . . . * * 

between a-"cpristant" and-the "group of variation", riuirtber 
. , • ', " , *' . ' . ' * * . ' '" 

becomes the-.unity or harmony qf the one and the many. It is, 

•in, other words, from this" conception "of, number that the 

- , . . * - V -"' ; ' - ' * . - ' . . ' ' ' " 
fundamental and' .contrary components of o.ur being - - **"the 

* * . • • 

continuous"-and the" "discontinuous" — are brought into rela-
• . i • , -* . -, 

V* . . . . . 
* tion#" • It is,* number so conceived that bonds thought' and 

* ' » 

•sensible experience together.., I t is from this number tSfjat 
', ' ' ' • - ' ' ' ' , " . -

our images jbf sensible 'objects' is-s-ue, and it , is','i likewise, 
' - , ' • ' • ' - *'• " *v -y 

out of number that the whole of our sense-of reality flowsx 
- • f « * 

.Number is the conditiqn of the.realization of the'whole of 

• human experience: an experience lived upon'the "middle groUnd 

. of qur being, situated between the continuous arid -.the' discon-" • 
. ' * " , " Z • , ' ' Z ' ' ' . " " ' 

, tinupus*: the intelligible and ,the tangible. 1 */• 
-. * ', - '•' • * v '* * - ' * . Z - '• " -
. ' ,As we have already seen, the best symbol of number was, 

• * « . ' * . , ' ' • . ' ' . , > * 
444- 44 % ' * " * , ' . , ' 

Z • for the- Greeks, the circle.- ,ln this l ies the. key tq our. 

understanding something of the complete" unity of the ' reli

gious' and^the 'scientific^, of the 'sacred' and the-'pro-
•* - ' - . * ' ' - , 

4 , I *44 , , 44 ' 

fane', that characterized their "conqepti-on, of thought'as 
' * ' • * " . * ' * *' 

lying in the mathematical use of language- ^ , . . 
What they discovered*»in..the image of, the cirple. was-the 

f . ' ' . - • - • - > - ' 

symbol of'the^perfect act of "Being of, God: ' a* mOvdmept with--
* ' ' J 5 . ' " * 

. , -out ..change. ' On'the one hand, they-dispovered a marvelous ' 
•" - ' ' • • . ' ' " ' ' , " " " ' " 

correlation between the, truths' of mathematics and the divine 
. " . ' • ' ".* • " ' .A * * - ' 

'verities of the faith. -On* the other hand, from this dis-
' *.. - : • . " , ' , - " , , " . " ' - ' 
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*} 

* 

., « 

covery of idea-in-itself, made only by turning,away from the 

tangible world'of the senses toward the purely immaterial and 
, - • . * . * _ . -

theoretical realm of mathematical necessity, there, issued an 
y »' . . . ' " ' * '•*"' 

"' ' even more wondrous' coincidence. ' , This same, image' was found to . 
-• •» a p p l y t o t h e t a n g i b l e wor ld of t h e s e n s e s and. t h e " s c i e n c e s 

ftn ' - >. 7 v. *• - * 
• a l i k e . o v The .".object* of mathemat ics — forever beyond reach 

* , - • ' " " ' ' . - , • > 
.--- i s t h a t unnamed c o n s t a n t w h i c h , ' i s ' t h e r e l a t i o n of a l l * 

. n e c e s s a r y " r e l a t i o n s . The* d i s c o v e r y t h a t ' " i n t o x i c a t e d t h e ' 
' - . ' • • " ' " ' . ' , " * . - • ' « 

Greeks" was t h e r e a l i z a t i o n * t h a t t h i s ' o b j e c t ' i s - b o t h God' 
, - • . . " * *" 

and "the* o r d e r ' and b e a u t y ' o f t h e World". In t h i s our d e s t i n y -

becomes, our o r i g i n : t h a t , i n f i n i t e l y s m a l l . a n d unnameable , , . 
i . \ , . * - -•* » *.-

. < • - - * * \ \ . ' - -

« -point around which q.ur being oscillates in,the order of all. 
a .4, " ' / , " ' ' . * 

t h e becdmings o f - t h i s worlcjU *. * ' 
, •**" ' • • 7 - - -* " V**OL-

• / ' 

:n cha 

1 

. -In C h a p t e r s I I , , I I I and IV we have e x p l o r e d i n d e t a i l . 

Simone W e i l ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e r e l a t i o n . b e t w e e n l a n g u a g e 

and (a) t h e - e x p e r i e n c e of man i n ^ t h e world, of n a t u r a l p r o c e s s •• 
-" ' . * '* ' Z 

and (b). i n t h e a c t i v i t y of- h i s .own e x i s t e n c e w i t h i n n a t u r e 
' " • ' ' , » - ' * • - .'. ' « 

'-,[an a c t i v i t y t h a t we k n o w , . i n d i v i d u a l l y a s l a b o u r and , p o l -
' . ' • , v • - * , * ' * ' ' * 

l e c t i v e l y , ' a s - h i s t o r y ] , <This was done i n a p o s i t i v e f a sh ion , 
'* - ' " , -

* . * " 4 •in Chapters II and "IV where this-relation was described -as . 
* , i 

I 4 44 

consisting, in the'thoughtful-handling of language by the 
7- ' . ' ' ' ' , ' - ' \ 

* human being in such a way' that the revelation and the reâ ci- • 
" > r i* •• 

"zation of thought occurred jwithin i n d i v i d u a l expe r i ence . In 
- ' . * • , " , , * • ' - . . ?* - ̂  

Chapter lllswe explored Weil's critique of.the thoughtless 
* 

" * '' " v' - -- - ' . , - ' • ,exploitation of the coincidence between linguistic relation , . • - , - - -.'..* 
and t h e r e l a t i o n of- 'events w i th in t h e ^ n a t u r a l flow of. p r o c e s s 

i- -r *. " ' " ( * ' *" 

t h a t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of modern s c i ence . •* y 
' * * • • * ' 

. • Z - ' * ' 2 0 1 • '"* 
* < * ' ' " ,.' > 

' / I* I . 1 . • 

V . ' ' ; . • ' ' - " 



* * ' v - ' . * , 

Thus, in the third chapter's .critique of mental - labour, 

we returned to the beginning of the d i s s e r t a t i o n : Weil's" 

complementary description of *the thoughtless but methodical 
- * \ * - * 9 

character of manual iabou^r [Chapter I ] . Irf^the following 

chapter, we will, again return to th is start ing, point. There, 

on the foundation of Weil's descr ip t ion of the qharapter of 
' - * - - ' . -i > * * \ " " 

thought [as developed in 'Chapters I I , I I I and'IV] w.e w i l l y ;* " 
proceed to examine"" her account of how language can* and ought , • ' i' c 

- i 9 * ,.* * 
"t- 4 "' " * !•' 4. 

to be thbughtfully related to the experience of the individ- „ " 

• • 'A '. ; ' V \, -. ' -' 
ual in both nature and society. * . e , , * '*'"'*/ 

• In th'e -first'of "the"'two- major sub-sefctions of Chapter V , 
• " - " . ' • - ' • • % * 

I "" w " " 
-̂  entitled, "Work*: The Relation of ""thought and Activity in , / 

4 * » i ' 

• ' "* * ~ » 
-. Individual Labour", we will dea"L with.her aq-count of labour * 

* - • ' • ' . . ' * • - "• . . 

as -the central point of contact for the individual with the 

/

world of nature, on the one hand, and that qf society on the 
" '. . . - • • • " 

other. .Here, a fundamental aspect o'f the*'relation,""between 

* i *" * r 

labour and education implicit in -Weil's philosophy will " . 
\ "• ~*s 

emerge. She argues that it is* in the. context of the work f 

process that the relation between the thoughtful handling ofs 

language and the activity of nature, and'of. man^in nature, is -7-, 

most clearly and lucidly disclosed to the individual. That v 

is to say, it is in work that*„we come to-realize the esSe*n-*> 

tial character of human language in ,.its relation to our 

experience in and of the natural world. Obviously, the 

process of bringing (the individual into this basic realiza-

tion of the-character, of -thought-, is 4of primary educational 
' *• - * ' 

1 
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importance. Within the context • of heir thought'education, '>as Z " 
.-"*""* - • • '' A ' 7 •' " . ' ' . " • - - / . - " Z 

i t r e l a t e s to- the i n d i v i d u a l , , thus becomes- a prbeesV of', * . 
• • - • , ' " v , ; , , - * * ' ' -. ' \<r ' ."A '. ••" 

*• learning that must be ,'f ocused upon the phenomenon of-. Work'. 
; - i- • ' - . • , -' ' . * ' . - ' • 

- v i - - 44*' ** . * " ' * - - - J 
"In the second section of Chapter VJ entitled," "Culture: ' 

* ' *• ' • . * „ , . ' - " 7 '' J , * 
The Relation of Thought to Activity in-Collective Lite", we . • ' 

" < ' - . ' , . - ' ' - '. 4- 4 
" • " * * " ' ' • " . * • . * * 

"will, firstly, examine-Weil's account' of*., what is required for,-. 
'•* ' "* " - . l * , ' . - " ' - " v 1 4 A ~ ' h > ' "'\ - " % 

the social co-ordination of individual labour to .be in '. , 
" . . ' . . . . A ' * •< 'A '' . ;" ' : • • : ' ::. •' '*• "*'•' z - ' 

accordance with thought*.. . There-,' we w i l l <f"irid,that the- juxta-
*" - -A : - • • VZ ,\ . • • . > A" A. 'A •' 
.. ,-p'osition of thought and-ac t ion i n - i n d i v i d u a l l abour . ' i s an > 
-. •* - ' * \ , *> - „-'-,,. • - * 

' . ••" / ', - • - » .* *• 
indispensable condition for'the,thoughtfur mqyeAent of man 
Within the social process of history. Secondly, '-we' will 

y" < • r - t4 -\ ,'• - •' -• - ** « • *• 

concent-rate upon her description' of*-how the "individual can , -' 
. ' Z - ., . 7 ' ' ,-. ' '' '"' ' • .:"' . , 
best assimilate, or ''read" the thought embodied implicitly and "" 

, * - - * * • « , .. . v - * - v. * 
* > * ' . - - ' • • ' , 1 , • V* 

e x p l i c i t l y ih the . cul ture- , J m, the, ^ent i re way of. l i f e . , ,to 
. •-..», ' « , - • - • * • . , . • »-, 7- J- . *. , , . 

which he be longs . Here, We,wil l meet t h e se-corid a spec t of 
'. "•.,,'-"•- ' ' ' '' •'- ,' 'A: y •' • -. Z . • " " ' . 
*"" her pos i t ion tha t iV of primary and fundamental importance to 
- „ the phi losophy of education" i m p l i c i t wi th in*her w r i t i n g s . 

** ' .- '. -v"- ! •' ,--.- "'" * •- •* ' s. 
Education must "not only seek to bring the- individual i n t o the, 
» " - * . . « * ' • , ' . - . - , / ' • » 

v ' ability tp handle language' thoughtfully, arid,' thereby, become • 
1 ' 'v • -. ' * z*•* -• y * '1 - ' ' . , - ' * 
a channel for cultural expressiph,"it must also bring the 

' ' • * • „ • " , • 

I n d i v i d u a l i n t o t h e a b i l i t y t o "read" or unders tand the . 
, . ' - - 7. .- Z " '" ' *-'i ' ' '"" ''• , ' , ' - " • * '' 

. expression of thought Within^ the wide range., of' phenomena t h a t 
' * • * • . "X ' • • * * -" - ' ' ' 

•comprise.'the ^exprtessive medium of a-cul ture" . In t h i s sense. 1 
* j 

eduoation must strive tOs bring"him (a) to, the realization of 
'( * V . "' ' '-*" • ' , ' * - . ' - . • " . > '• ; 

. t h e ' t h o u g h t ' i m p l i c i t l y grounding -and.shaping his way-of l i f e 
' • - - k * « ' * . • - • 

*• > * , - -

/ through thfe form of t h e . s o c i a l d ivis ion and eb-ordinatioft of" 
* .• " " - , . . " • " . * ' 

* • ' • ' • - * * . « . - • ' , ' '• y t4>"> 1 ( * " : . ' "* 

. "' ' '• • '• ' ," Z1.: Z ••, "" ' ' •-
' - ' - , \ ' *- / * - . • * • . ^ : . 

• ' ' 7 . •'-• - >• ' - - ' . * - , . . 
- » Z , ..-" * - - . v 203. / 7 ..7 , ', 

. „ , ' \, y - * , _ . - • . . ' . . : • • . . 
/ • , , "' - • » " . . • ' . ' " , . " A ' ' . »"'• . 
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* • * * ' » 
--sj» ' *- ' ' i * 

labour; and (b-*) it nhast teach him to listen and to read the 
'*..' ' - •'• ' - * \ " - f\ " • 

thought explicitly expressed in "speech and text within, his-
S fi •. 4 , '' >' 

; . \ 

.culture. ' • 
. -*• -

Here, again, th/4* central impqrtance of labour.iij Weil's 
.account dmeirges, for. it is" als'd upon'the laboUr process that * 

" " * - * • * ' * " " ' . * 

education must* focus-in this second Of its fundamental con- > 
cerns* .. Accordingly, the.second portion pf Chapter V will be 

, ' . - » * " . ' • 

sub-divided into* twp sections, dealing with the role of educa--. 
,. . .. - . . . . 

, - i - • * - . 

t ion within (a) a forlrt of cu l tu re su i t ab le to the condit ion , 
of the worknjari and. (b)* within tha t form su i t ab l e ,€o the„* 

' " •• , *'".' " ' *'-', A 
condition "of the agricultural or peasant labourer. - Thus, by 
way of «conclusion, -Chapter V. will seek td disclose, upon the 

Z * * • 

, bas i s of Well's conception of the nature of thought, the 
• f » •# * foundation of the.notions of culture and education implicit* 

4 4.4 ' « 

t ' • * 

within her philosophy. s ' , 

'*.' > " ' ' ' 
* 4. - J ' 4 ' 

' 4 f I . 
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7 . C H A P T E R V 
• ., * •' *" # 

WORK: THpOGHT AND LABOUR 

*.* 

. - ' ' " • : ' " . ' - • - x > . . - * - • I 

>- * ;- I n - h i s t o r y , as in nature,,- what most. Impresses us i s 
- -," Z '• '" . " ' . , ' * ' • • i • ' * • . - , •-' °- ' * -- ." 

-«L force. In h is est imation pf the past the h i s to r i an i s chief- • 
''•J ' • - ' - - v* ' ' ' * - . ' ' - ' : ' . - . '*"•••-',.' - • *. • 
''-- , ly enthralled "by the sheer power qf"the collectivity tq act., 

• In the books of the 'historian .the grandeur of- a civilization 
« * Z '. - „ ' ' * „"" ' v ; • » 

.-mSfi a function of the material evidences of such power left in' . 
t . - '' -• . - . ' * ' * 

its wake. Hispory*consists mainly' in measuring the depth-^of 
'' . Z' . ' • . ' . " ' " ' - , ,,' - ' • 
trash piles. Thus Rome was a g^eat civilization because it 

1 . , - - * * '*•*> - " ' * . 

, . eonquered the ancient Mediterranean world 'and littered the ' 

cultural landscape! of Europe and the Mid-East with monuments 

that impress,:, roads, acquadupts/ amphitheaters and lavs. 
>- , ' • ' . - '* ' 

;. , "The Boethucks'of Newfoundland, on the other hand, were, for 
A | . , * " - . , . . _ , , . , * • • . 

, .one and the same reason , both a ' p r i m i t i v e ' and a . ' p r e 

h i s to r i c ' , people for they l e f t behind nothing more than a few 

. *. ihuseum" cases' of mater ia l , artifacts*. In'wandering past these 

pases^ in an ^obscure corner of the Newfoundland Museum 'no one 

i s unduly impressed by the, ambition and scale of col^e^tiVie » 

a c t i o n evidenced t h e r e i n . In h i s t o r y tfy-g, Romans have QW" 

,- a t t en t ion and our admiration,, the Boethucks' have ne i ther : ) \ 

' •philosophy, - in"' many ways and profoundly , standfs^in 

*Z 'oppos i t ion . to h i s t o r y . The concern of phi losophy l i e s " not , 

/ w i t h t h e simafct, power of the s o c i a l c o l l e c t i v i t y t o do but 

with thfe* thpirfghtful determination and circumscriptiori. of the 
'•-'' ' * ' ' * , * • ' ' •• ' - " 7 "' 

power of action intrinsic to the human being..-. As seen in the 

' * ' Z ,•'."' ' .'",-'' v , _ *. . 
•" ' ' '' . ' 205 , ' * 
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preceding chapter, for 'Simone Weil, the essential tragedy 

contained in "the" spectacle of history lies precisely in the 
^ . 4A 

. . . ' * * I ' • 

fac t that-man i s empowered tq ;act*beyond the*f a b i l i t y of _ h is 

thbught to conceive the consequences thereof".' * 

In Weil's view j^his tragerdy i s an inescapable - but riot an 

' i r r e d u c i b l e ]faĉ fepr in qur 'condition.' Philosophy, in her* 
* * Ji \A - * 

v.iew, i s p rec i se ly the a t t e s t to pounter and" mi t iga te the 
« « 

force, of- th is tragedy. The most basic* the defini t ive goal, 
of philosophy i s to expand, increas ingly , the thoughtful 

* * 

character of human activity. , , A * 
- . i t , i 4. 

is. % 9 « 

* As we have seen, thought for Siiaone Weil is essentially 
• 

individual in character. As detailed in the last "chapter, 
V . * 7 ' -

she. regatded the 'miracle of Greece' as consisting m the 

discovery of the true character of human thought in i,ts 

relation to the activity of nature and of man in nature 

thistory]. We mi#ght, perhaps, summarize that discovery as 
* 4 ' 

follows. In thought the human being is oriented," first of 

all, away from the experiential world of natural and historic 
4 

process toward the l inguis t ical ly conceivable realm of pure 
/ . * * * "t 

/and perfect ideational relations. Secondly, in th is orienta-
* » ' •> ^ . . * 

t ion of the attention* of the mind in thought toward an non-

existent 'qbjept' there occurs, miraculously, the revelation 

of images of necess i ty expressible in language. By another 

.ancl no less, miraculous coincidence these images are a l l that 

,' serve to delineate^ and define the phenomenal world of natural 

and h i s t o r i c propels , and a l l t ha t provide a foundation for 

. Our acting in accordance with method in that world. ' * 
206 



*'" * Z Language, in, her view, is the primary and the essential 
*\ . • . * " " „ ' * ' ' • ' • * ' Z •' , ' '•1' *** r • 
^ " instrument of thought,"" but i t is an instrument that can only ' 

. . . . . be thoughtfully iksed'.by the-individual* ' A thought occurs ih 
' " / " ' ' ' - ^ . • \y\ • * " * • " • 

-" language to the 'mind of a' particular "Undividual" and, the ' 

" : < -moment of that, pc cur rende isc entirely .privateZ It is "only i n 
> ' . ' - %. * . * • . . • * - . , -

. • . » * ' . ' < • » .--

expression that .thought enters into the,public "and collective-
' » * ' , * * • "• ' - ' • < - . . - ' - - % ' - ' " ' " " " . • 

7 ' • , realm,of- language..' Through expression an idea is imaged in 
" " . ^ . « ' 4 " ' 4' J 

" ' " * > 

•. - language by the simple juxtaposition of - signs ih • relation to -

- / qne .another, in the hope and expectation that this particular . 
* ' - • • >• ' ' A . v,•- y •: . . , ' • " . . ' ; " • ' . : . ; : 

relation of1signs will occasionthe occurrence of the idea . 
. ( . - - . ' • . , . • • ' , - • -* 

• - - * . ' . • ' • • , . . > 
i - >• fepresented to another human being", Or i t s ' re-occurrence to 

'r t \ "* * t A * - *.N , o n e s e l f . •*' * , * * % . ) • . ' \ - , " ' - " -
4 4 4 4 

I' " • 4- T - . 

- •*"**'""* I >.'' Fbir Simone Weil i t ' i s in the expression of idea1, inthe '• 

, , public and collective, realm of language," that the' 'essential ' 
' ' | < /4 I" ' "ft 

- ' • ' " ' • # , . ' 

problem of philosophy -— the- relation of thought to action •*••"•* -
i • • ' . , " • - > i , ' , . ' - . . . , - - * . ^ , . 

arises. -Strictly speaking, idea cannot, be, contained in-Ian- . 
' ' " ' . - ' ' -' ' " / - ' ' . - - f '**' 

guage.. LanfĴ age can only occasion i t s occurrence- to others , 

as to oneself-. However the, Most powerful aspect of -language • 
'• * " - ' ' - ' . ~ " ' * • * . ' ' ' Z , ' ' " • • 
* • , * * . l#e§" in .its* material character. One, of the two great surface ' 

,1 L' ' ^ • r f \ , . -4 . \ 
4 4 4 \ 

f4. 4 

mysteries of language is the simple and inescapable fa,ct that 

it works; that some/of the relations, between signs correspond 
' ' . * " ' ">" • A^ ' • / i , * * 

to relat ions Between -processes, in*, the natural world. 
. - . ' • • ' * - ' i * ' . * ' , ' * 

- " ' . " , . - ' , ' ' * ' ' ' " • 

A. ' ». • , Machines- provide a . striking .example of "this-'Cor-respondence. 

A machine is pomposed o'f bits of matter arranged in„ relation 

to one another according to the pattern,-of linguistic" rela- '-'• 

Z .tions present to the iiind of its inventor, . i n this sense i t • 

is a piece bf language. ) ' ' * 

"2Q1 

C V ^ 



- . , • • . -' - v 

•Matter is thus capable of 'embodying, independently of ,. 

mind, linguistic relations. Furthermore, language itself has 

'a purely material .aspect. The sounds of* the"human voice, „ , 

• like the marks of a hand writing on a sheet of paper, are' 

things and they can be'artificially arranged in-relation to 

one'another according to the" rules of custom and. convention. 

From this perspective a machine-is a piece of language that 
-" """ \ 

,' ' - " ' *- - - -

functions to produce a certain effect without the need '[or' - -
" " * " ' „ v •* '-' Z' • . - , •' . 

even, the opportunity! of its thought being present to the ., -
* ' ^ * - ' 

* -mind pf-the individual using it. Customary forms-of b<ehav-
- . ' • * - ** * . " - . ' • " . - ' " 

' iour,' formulaic expressions, of all kinds*, skills, habits, 
*-* r ' ' , ' , * • * . - , , " 

- techniques, and the very social organization of 'labour, are 
i . • v ' ' > • i . 

i - - * 

a l l collective ways in which' human act iv i ty i s governed and 
'd i rec ted .hy the mater ia l es tabl ishment of l i n g u i s t i c r e l a - -

» ., * . . " . - • * , 
. . \. * 
t i ons otitside the sphere of individual consciousness. In 

• - • " . * • . -

t h i s way, in^any society, the l i f e of" the individual becomes. ' 
s . ' • " , . . 

a dance in which the steps are more or le.ss thoughtlessly , 

x dictated.by (a) relations materially established in language 
•*• ' f 

by the* thpught: bf others and (b) by relations that are the 
1 ' 44^ ' • ' 

' issue not of thought at all, but of.the handling of language' 
- *• * -I * " « • . " * 

according to the rules of custom or by sheer caprice. * 
Labour is the most'primary and the 'most elemental .forin- ' 

•' - ., '* • " "* '' ' A 
* of human-activity that may, be governed by thought. It is "so • 
for a variety of reasons. First of all, in* its most basic •' 

- - . , -i " -

"- sense of effort,, of force *time* distance,-labour,is human, 
v - " ' ' . - .r i * , 

activity per sef"secondly, .because labour is the productive 

activity essential to sustaining the physical life bf. the <* 
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individual, the social'^ collectivity and the-species itself. • 
** - • 7 

Lastly, arid by.no means insignificantly,,'because it i's dir-., 

ectly through labour that, man enters into society,and the 
» 7 : . , - ' 

activity of the collectivity, history. 'A society is nothing,' 
" " - •, -' y ' 

other than a particular division and co-ordination of.the . 
- - . * ' - - . * * 

labour activities of the individuals composing it- -The his-
t ,* • ' •* 4, "* 

* ' ' " *. , % • . ' . - - ' • 
,tQry of- a society is nothing- other than the story of what , -

4 4- , , . ^ 
* . . " - V , 

this division, and .co-ordination of "labour has allowed a 

' people'to do* If thought i s €o be* related to activity within , 

human life, i t -can only be through'the* labour of theindivid-
: *' y y * . *, -

' ual. • ,- . . • 
• " . • . . . ^ - • - - . * 

, f As seen., briefly,, in Chapter I I I , there are, for the 

human being, essentially two ways of coming'to grips with' the. 

order of the world". Fitst , through the thoughtful use"of 

language, we cb'me to dominate time.- *it- i s , -in .Weil's * 

"account, language that gives'us the .past and the.future, what 

i s near at hand'and whatsis far off, and* it. is only-language 

that is'capable of fixing them before our.attention. Second-

ly, i t is only through action'[or labour] that we,possess 
' * - - - , - ' , * " , ' , • 

reaff" power over-what'-is physically present to us. ,It is , in 

.other -words, only .through labour that we dominate, space. 

In,"general," Weil distinguishes between two forms of ' 

. human labour:- methodical and'un-^methodical or, t6 be more 

exact, labour that is in accordance, with method a'nd-labour 
- . , . . ' • * * * • - . . ' ' ' . * * - . 

1 - that is without."ahd unrelated to method. * Unmethodical •.labour . 

involves the simple exertion' of effort. Here, neither lari-
. ' " » - \ A'' . '- :' ' . •*" z 
- guagp. not thought plays a role* for all that -is ,required is, 

' . - ' ' - . ' ' • ' • ' 

brute strength*.. By-far.the greater part of human activity, 
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/ "• . '** - "- " « ' ,7 - • 7 - . " ' . \ 
, i n any s o c i e t y ; i s o f ' t h i s variety.'* The s c a l e of- unmethod- .1 

i c a l .labour ,cari, . 'perhaps, be.-redueedfbut .'it-- cannot .'be eJTimi-' 
'" ' ' 7 " "Z" ' ' '" ' ' " x. ' ' , ' , ' " * ' * * *"**-
° na ted . As , w i l l b e ' s e e n l a t e r r for WeJS^ th i s* r e a l i t y of q.ur 

if'*" - %' '* '" '""' ^ 
.'fiftndition i s ' o f b a s i c - s p i r i t u a l s ignif icance 
"4r. * * - , ' : " ' " . - • ' ' - * ' ? • '-X ;B . ' . .*" 

Weil's analysis and critique, qf labour, as-"detailed in 
- . - ., ,/*.'-'-..-- -^ - ' -

the previous chapters is cprice'rned exclusive!^-with labour 
• ' •' * ( . i- ' ' • . ' ' , , - • . - ' , ' . ' " -' • ' --' 

t h a t i s in-accoijaanqe y i t h method. ' She 'divides t h i s form .of 
y ' A . • " " , ' " . . . V / - '• - , Z " ,-*.'*" * *-
.labour i n t o t h r e e types.: manual l a b o u r , mental l abour and 
work. ; Chapter I d e t a i l e d .-her a n a l y s i s of .manual labour:-

. , ' • > ' ' " ' • ' " ' • ; - , ' - . . • • , . - ' , ' . - - ; . • ' * * -

.There i t ' " w a s shown t h a t * thanks "to,-the d lv i e ion . and op- ' 
' • 4 • * ' , „ * ' - - ' , - . - -

ordinat ion of labour, there i s method i m p l i c i t i n the ac t ions 
" ' . * ' < • ' " - ' . : " * . • • ' . - ' " - • " - - • , - • • * • * . ' 

of. the individual workman but none in his mind. The* slav"» 
• - - ' ' " ' . - . " " , . ' , ' , • ' , * • * 

ac t s in ' response to. the'commands of h is master. , The* labour-
" '" " . " ' . ' " " - • * *' 7 *" - . 7 -

e r s i n Adam Smith ' s p i n - f a c t o r y perform a s i n g l e and'..simple 

act ion the-method,, of which,, l i e s in the* managerial ©rganiza-
^ ' - . ' - ' * *' " > ' - A A ' 'A , •• - 7. .., . Ay ^ • 
t i o n of t h e f a c t o r y . The t h i r d c h a p t e r , p r o v i d e s an account 

.of .Weil ' s a n a l y s i s , of mentkl l a b q u r ' ^ n r e f e r e n c e t o * ' t h e " 

method of•,soSLentific ' thought' as t he generat ive "'fprbe behind;' 

"' * ' technological* "advancement today. There the conclusion ("Was- / 
' • . . . ' . , - . j . * * w * 
* . . • . < . • , "** . "a " 

.*.-*. t h a t the "mental labour"'Of modefh science f a s not *a form of 

*'" ' thought , , not a- way of knowing the wor ld , "Srutsimpiy a, means" 
. . ' * - * - - * r,*- •**" * * ' . ' *-

• ' 7 * 7 ' , - * • » ' * • - . , • * * . :" ' - •-. - • • , -̂  

..of handling:. language w i t h ' a view t o incartfasing t h e s c a l e of"*-
' • •- • - 7 • ' • * ' ' ' * " ' -" : '•* -' ... i " • ' ' " . * • " Z 7 

(. '* co l l ep t ive act ion. ' . ** ; - ' ' " ' , - *•>• . 

. Z' • . ' ' Here, 7 in the, concluding chapfcar, we* w i l l examine" Weil's^ 

7 ' account of- t he n a t u r e Of work ais t h a t form of- me thod ica l 

labour i n - which thought i s present to the mind as well as t o 
.-, t h e .hand in "act ion. " -To t h i s ejnd itj^seems convenient to ' 
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'» * 
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s -

~p 
- * * • * • 

d i v i d e t h e chapter., i n t o ' t w o dis t incfc^but complementary s e c 

t i o n ' s : Trip f ' i r s t wrUl "de%l w i t h t h e i m m e d i a t e . ^ r e i a t i o n 
" t * ^ * * <-

« betwe.en7theZthq.n*^t land- t h e a c t i v i t y of the* i n d i v i d u a l i n 

work. ' The,secandTwit-h* HEfie * r e l a t i o n which a l l o w s us t o a s s i -
. - ^ • 4. - y » _ _ - j^r- _ » - < * j j j ^ 

i i i i la te , t o ' r e - t h i h k f pjs o u r s e l v e s , ' the*.thoughts of-.otfcfers as* 

/ ( 'embodied-in t h e language of t he s o c i a l \ j c p l l e p ' t i V i t y r t o which 
' " . - * , . . ' " w Z*. . * * * -r -*? -*^ 

77 we .belong'.\ T h a t ^ i s traif isay, ' the f i r s t s"*Sctio«i w i l l i - i e a l wi th 
- 7* -* - . "- , • . *"" -•«*.-- . , x , .* . ' 

--* the *e s sen t ' i a i l y p r iva te - arid iogividi^al character* of t h e r e l a -
' t . - - " -4*4 " * T * i . * ' ' * . -

t i o n of t h o u g h t t o - a c t i v i t y * i n ia$i«ar-, <>ar*d t h e second w i t h 
• - ** - ~y* —•**- T .** t^s/f- •* ~ 

/-Z- thqug""*"£.-as "reading-*"""*; . t he assimi2*atiOTr*"of .thought .as embodied 
•in t h e , m a t e r i a ' " e x p r e s s i o n s * of a c u l t u r e . Throughout t h e 

* 3JP*" * -*S« «*• v *- > - •"**", * •" 
chapte r a t t e n t i o n w i l l be' f oCtiled upon the b a s i c . -s ignif icance 
4 * - «"*v ..*•*• J . " * * - < ^ * 

t,*We-il's description ofthe relation between thought and * 
* • * * * , . • ' . . ' " - * - ' ' - * . ' . * ! ' . — 

labour ,-#*!> the^ phi losophy of .'educatipttC * •• 

. J * 

V, 

¥7- '" 
7V7-i 

• 

t 
*„ - .^-r 

I . 'Works-, The Relation *of Though**, and Activity in Individ-
u«l- Labour *• 

***k r* . •• ; ^ - * 

- v . * • • , ; f * *"" 
• * * " . . . * * * ' * - * , " " 

. As previously detailed* for Simone' Weil -the most basic •* 
*• v*»" " ' 

* - -- T * " " B . * " ' * 

aim of thougjfit i s t o p«ea^^fcE ftcfm chance t h e a c t i v i t y of t h e 
„*"!"• *7 ' *** - 'A A *A "^ 

individual"* and t h a t of t h e - c o l l e c t i v i t y " t o which he be longs . 
. - *7- ' 

Since labour i»-,,--%t once, t h e most fundamental and e s s e n t i a l 
.form of i n d i v i d u a l a c t i v i t y , . i u t i K s i n c e t h e a c t i v i t y of a 

•r ' 

s o c i e t y i s < t h e isHj&£y®£ i t s c o l l e c t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n of,*' 
- 7*> ^ 

labe»4r^ Wel l s e e s "-t€e w*fiole of p h i l o s o p h y a s ' c e n t r a l l y con-*-

"cerned w i t h t h e ' r e l a t i on^ t j - f thqAight t o a c t i o n i n l a b o u r . 

WoJtrk, i n - h e r sense", may b'e d e f i n e d a s t h a t form of "method-

«". 
« . 
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4V . . _ " * ' . -. ' 

. > V . > * *- * * " * 

7*-- ,. . - * ' ' * *-fc** T 7 " J ' * -

ica l latosottr" *ijrt* which the-thought ofcihe* individual governs ^ 
• . • , * . . - . - - ' ' * • " ' * " . - ' - * A.-'—^« 

' . * * - . - - 7 *• * - - * . * - - • ~ * »* ->-*»~*^y 
«-ftiig actions to preserve the-ar fr'om tne* blind.play^oficharic^. 

.* . . In .other words,"--w;osfc "is that form,-ô f labour?* in which the 
; -. « , - "A ' . • :, 7- - . Z . • "*',.*»** ***" 

individual directly strives, by means of-thought* to reduce 
. - * * * ' 4°. Z * .. " . . " * . * - * 

, . . ** • , 4 4 ^ * ' • * . . * » „ » * * • * ^ * 

-and oirpamscribe the. rol'e of -pKahoS within the srJhere of his. 
•• ' ' . " ' * ' " , . • . *• ' . . *• •* •*• * , -

- - ' • • • . - « ' . • 

* " * labour activity, r Por'Weira* free commtinity i s one in- which **.-
* - - „ . , . « • , * * * * . . - . » •* 

~ 4 " , " " " • « \ " ' . * . * _ 

, . . . . • the social structureless, „as far as po"§sd,bler a .division and -
. ' - •*- Ay . * * ' " . - " • ' • V.-v Z : • " -*> " "-"•*«*"' ' i . 

,-, ' - '"-* c o - o r d i n a t i o n of "wo^r-ki.^Pac her- the^ th*q*ightfUrl d e t e r m i n a t i o n * 
* ' * . ».* ' * * - " • V* * J*," » • 

-.of Jhistory is dependent upon and a direct function of the 

thoughtful:'Action of the Individual in .labour. * '" ' •-*: .*„**. 

"» * - „ -The most obvious and/seelningly,* the most insuriapuntabie 
*" * ' . * * • * / . - .„ - , ' -* - - ' V * , • ' . ' . - "* 

"7 . obstacle to human" thought is both the* stae arid the complexity*" 
*• - , - - . ^ ••• 4' • - -*• * . . ; " ' * „ • 

, • * . - - , ' • " < "• * . • * » ' * * . " • * * ' » « *• 

. of*the material world in which we live, i n Weil'ŝ qrWn words: * ' 
• "•• A\:* A ';'..,„ - . . -' -A. -\:A'XA •- " " ' -

" ' * • z '" * * *' - * ' - - . - - * "* * * * * . - . ' , . '* * ..' 
'* "*••"-.* Tije* diff icultie's -of 'real 4i"fe7dP*riot - . - , "-*" ' - . . 

• - ' ' '" , *; c'on.stit(ite'problems made" to our 'scaler;. '•"".*• " ** .. 
* . ' ' * ? .• they "are like ' problems possessing ..an - ' * , * - * 

4. " ». - w innumerable quantity of dat^', „fpr matter " * - • * ' . - • 
"y. • , * i s doubly indefinite, Irota the gqirit ,of- * , -. 

. . . . view of e-xtenl"7and from that bf divisi"-' * •* A"' '• 
A' ' " -"..*" -*bility;. fhat. is wfif i t ' ' is impossible for' \ . ";• , , 

- , *. - "•• * a human mind tbtake into accpunt a l l the'"• > j*. •' ; 
factors on which .the success of Vhat • *" ' . 

\ 4 <• seem-s to bew thfr,Simplest "action depends*;* "/- . 
"*> , *7 *-, any given, situatiqri whatever leaves'the* ."-*•'".,. • .-*. 

,, door o'pen ' toT innumerable chalice' poss'ibi- ' " . . . . r lities,%- and tjujng* escape pur mind -as • - ,' ." -
A 'dqe.s ,w a te'r "between* the. fingers' of our" 

"cupped >hands.? Z - * ,.-. " -
• * - * » ' . • . - ' " - * 

- • * • • " . 4- y • , 

' - ' 'J t * ' ' ' • ' . ' ' . ' 

Thus, at first sight, we are tempted to conclude- that thought 
^ohly functions to arrange arid order*"perfectly abstract*and 

• • ' ' '. " - Z "" *r ' " ' • " *. 7 ' " 
unreal' coitibinations of .linguistic signs',-, and that a l l human' 

' O * * / ' *' *•'. •' . . - " ' - . . . " ' ' ' " . 
' activity, iri the final analysis,, is* merely an intellectually . 

. w ' * * " • ' • 

» ' * . ' "* 
' Z blind movement in, the dark.. Each" of us, however,'"knows, from 

.« *s » * . ' 
* 

-^ - * . -, \ ' , ; ' \ 
. . . % \ , 

, • • • . < ' ; [• 2 1 ^ 
Z • , . , ' < , * * " 
S i ' • 

«• 
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f ' \ ' • - - 4. S , 

experience that this is not so.. While it is true that we can -
, - v • „ „ „ - ' » % 

1 ' . . / - * < ' 4 ^ 44. 

"never ac t with complete ce r t a in ty , i t i s nlo l e s s t rue t h a t ' , 
' - the supcess of many of our actions" depends, upon thought. 

» - « - , t > * • - - , ' - * >. * -

' . - " As distinct,from labour, work is indirect'action. If .1-

- -* ,. *' • ' ' 7 7 ' - ' * - - " ' * -

wish^to move a-stone from one point "to anqtheir and I, pick i t t 

up'an<r""parry i t , t h a t i s simply ah" act of l'abo'tfr. ' If, how^- ' 

Z ever, i t i s too heavy to be l i f t e d , I must think of p e r t a i n ,"" 

' i n d i r e c t . ac t iohs , -^certain means,*'to achieving. the erid * '. 
' ' . - „ - . . ' ~ " * -

'•-,desired.* I. am .obliged to conce.ive , "a "chain ̂ of̂  inter

mediaries'*5'-linking t.he movements I am capable of making to 
<«r**̂* ' **;""*" •- . ' 

the end sought, in .order, to-achieve this* .thought must turn - , 
.- L *• - > * 

away from.the phenomenal world of pfocess* >and concentrate. -
"Z "* , - *" • " " -7 ' ") ' ' , 

attention, upon that-which -is, by its very - nature,, abstracted,, 
7 ' " " * « ' , ' » , - - , . . * . * 

from the realm of process: language. Thought arranges the - Z 
, • . " " ' N\ ' - - - - ' : * " • . - * ' . ; 

signs of ianguage in relatidn to one another so, as to repre-* 

sent to the imagination a '-'chain of intermediaries" 'cqnstitu-' 
' " , ' 7 ' ' ' ' - " , ' " ' 4 

t i ng "an'* abs t r ac t .plan of act ion". As we' have: seen, the. 

'coincidence between.sign' and idea in thought i s one of. the -

•' tyo 'great surface mys'teries of language. , . ' , - " , ,. 
v " - • - ' - . / '.' . * - y •,''"' 

The second of these mysteries is- the coincidence, in work 
" . ' ~ ' ' '- ' " ' , -1 ' ' - • * ' 

between such "abst ract" plans and the successful,, issue- 6f 
human effort. While this 'coincidence."is not complete,- i t i s 

, ' ' . * " • Z • V 

undeniably real: When we begin to execute An action on the 
' ' * * • * '-" - * , " ' * > , 

• - basis of thought we find,- of course, that accidents arise fat 

everV moment, to frustrate our plans. In thinking we dp'not 

and cannot-eliminate chance'but we ban and we do define and 
limit its role in our actions. By thought we "filter",, 
chance:. " • - ' " . > * * , 213 
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- - ,4 by,.classifying with respect' t o th i s par-
. .*, ,tic'ular^plan tJryjxundef inad mass pf 'pbsr 

y ,sible .acciderits^n avfew (clearly defined 
„ * ser ies . 6 -' ' . \ 

WorJ$ i s thus., preeminently, tha t form ,of human a c t i v i t y in 
-' **" ' . s • ' ' 

; whidh the dual-surface mysteries of language' are' evident t o . 
! • * • " • * • ' • * * " , , , 

the individual. In Weil's'account, of "the other two forms of 
- ' ' * - , ' . . 

human,'activity ,that are'in-.accqrda.nce with method — manual* „ 
*- * 4 4. * ' 

• , I . - • "* . , 

, . and -mental labqur —* these' mysteries are divorced from -one 
• - -- . * . , . , .-- . -

i-another and each, in i t s exclursivity, plays an exaggerated,.., 

arid, a'"false .role in t h e experience'of the individual . .Thus 

i t i s t ha t scien.ce today-is:_ - . ' '" • . ; . .„ -
' " ' * * . - " - , , - , - - 7 

' . . ' .7 -regarded by some as a mere-catalogue of* -
A ,' • technical.recipes'," by others as a body of - • 

*' '. pure .intellectual speculations which' are ,A . ., 
. . * . - suff ic ient unto themselves; the former . 

* set t o p ' l i t t l e - v a l u e on the i n t e l l e c t , 7i 
- -the. la t ter ,on the world.'; - 7 • 7 

- . . , . ' ; ' . x • " - - . ' , ' ' ' ' . : • , ; . 

' - ' ' • ' " " • " - , ' , ' . ' - " ' , ' * ' ' ^ . 

- ; ' Hence* . for ZWeil,, thought does not preserve usTprom 
- - ' - ' - ' " * ' - ' s ' ' ' • - y. • • , * ' • ' , ' ' 

chance, rather it p'reserves'our actions themselves from 

chance.. As an example of. this distinction and an illustra- * 
* - ' ' . . ' / " . , " , " . 

v-tion of the role, of" thought inhuman life s.heuses, in sev-77 

• "efal places, the image of the boat- ' "The'intelligence", '*she . . 

- writes: * • • _ . • • *. . ' 
* . • * 

• - i s pqwerless to,get its bearings amid the * . ''' ',' 
-\ 4 ' * innumerable eddies formed by wind, and ', ' ' 

-. 'water on the; high-seas;, but if'we pl'a'ce * ,,, 7\ -
* inthe midst of these "swirling waters a., 

' . ' .' boat w-hb.se sails and rudders are fixed in , ;, . 
* such and such a manner it "is possible* to" > • . , " . 

• .*draw up-a list of "the actions which they 
can cause it to undergo.'- All, tqpls are ''." "•*," -

- .. ," thus, in-a" more or'less perfectway, in > . ' .*' 
m .. the manner of instruments for defining * , ; ' y* 

y , > '••' "1 , .' •. * r * 

- / 

chance' events,-
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Like human existence in general, the boat launched upon the 
' '" * . ' ' - . ' * ' » 

seas, is subject to chajice. Accidents happen and ships sink 

but with a boat in, the'midst "of the ocean'we are less subject 

to the blind play of chance,than We* are without one. That 

much is clear.-*-0 ^ """/'' , -

< Tools .may either be 'invented' by humap thought or* 

\simply, 'discovered' in "the course bf.'experience. In the 

'first case af piece- of matter is directly fashioned according 
* „ „ **- "* 

to the abstract design of thought, 'In the latter case a 

piece of, matter is fbund to be 'useful' 'in -performing a< 

certain role in a given form of human' activity. In both 

cases topis are instruments for establishing certain rela-
? „ * *• -. 

tions in matter with a yiew to the aphievement bf'certain 
- • « - ' . - ' . . . . 

specified ends. In the course'of pur labour these relations* 
* * 

may or may not-be present to the mind of the individua.l"using' 
' ' ' , ' ' , - - -

t h e t o o l . -. ' . " . v . 
< ' r ' i ' * 

It is only*, through language that relation can be present 
'J 1 • " " " /' " * * ' * " 7 

tb the-mind, for i t is only language that supports the ,mem-

ory r allowing us,to connect one" -event with- anothef. ^ To 

'invent' a tool iss to give material expression ""tq a thought 
present to the jnind in an image constituted^ by the juxtaposi<7 
tion of linguistic signs. , T"o 'discover' • a tool in the course 

1 * \ - ' • - J ' ' " . " ' , . ' " ' 
of experience iSf implicitly, to assign'a linguistic rqle to 

' a piece of matter. *l?hat i s to saYW'to handle matter in work 
, . . ^ . ' 

tis to,handle i t lihguisticaliy; i t is to'establish'relations 
V * ' ' 4 

in it by' -juxtaposing oneZpie'ce of matter ip relation to* 

another. In- the course of experience we can do this blindly 

on the basis-of 'trial and1 error' -but, in order to understand 

-• . * : 215 
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how a tool functions in a given form„q,f ac t iv i ty , we must 

represent t ^ t h e mind the relations?' i t ^establishes, and thai?, 
• <" 

can only be done in language. 

I t i s by reason of t h i s dual^ in te rp lay betweej-*. thought .t 

and matter that tools are to ,be considered a p a r t of lan-*-

guage. Thoughtfully used language i s the supreme too l : - i t 

i s the e s s e n t i a l instrument by which thought defines and 
i 

limits the play of chance in the course pf human activity. „ 
* • . 

Nothing, however, insures the thoughtful use of lan

guage." If thought is occasioned By the juxtaposition of 

linguistic sign's in the mind of^the individual, activity -*c 

be it that bf the process of the world around us [nature] or 

of ourselves in the-wor,ld [history]- — is occasioned only,by 

"the conjunction of "thingŝ 1 [or * 'processes'] iri* phys^pal 
> ** 

relation to one another. - "Jhe power intrinsic to language is 
-i '" * 

founded upon . this * facti certain linguistic relations trans-
* *"• " 

*** •* ^ •* J 

lated into-material relations, issue in .activity, and they do 

so whether", or not t h e i r e l a t i o n s involved are present in 
1 1 > > "" > 4 4, I 

. «• ~ J \ ' 

thought tq the mind(s) of the" individual (s-), acting. 
** •* "** ^ * *- * 

In'nature rela*ribris between events" are not, of 'course,-
• 

determined by human thought. We can and we do 'read' r^la-
44 • > "• " ' " - ' , 

I 4- 4 4 444 „ V 

1 t ion in nature hut we do not es tab l i sh i t \ In his tory we do 
establish such relations; thqre'wq act within nature to bring 

• * . * 
' } 44 ' * *" * ^ 

processes into relation to one" another.so as to-occasiOn* 
•< ' - ' "" ' . cer ta in other processes. The h i s t p r i c a l process i t s e l f by 

i ' " * - . *• 

"which man directly intervenes în ,nature" to occasion certain' 
* i ' . • -

desired r e s u l t s , oa?n be e i ther thoughtful or thoughtless. 
i . * ' * • > 

* 
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PrOm* the ,pdint of view of 'aptivity* the greatest moitf&nt in 
" , 4 4 * J 

» ^ - \ / 4* 

hum'an h i s to ry i s surely the-presen t moriient. Through tha t 

mysterious force k,nqwn to us as ' technology'.we hdave, over 

the qourse of the past few centuries, re-orga'nizedf the .forces 

of nature so as to produce certain dramatic resul ts that have, 
- * » * ' 

^allbogether change'd* the previous sca le of. our a c t i v i t y ' in 

• na ture . tin,one level we-appear, "at l e a s t momentarily, to 

have thus grea t ly reduced the play of phance events in-dur 
4 4- < 

l ives . Thus, for example, many'of the i i spases ' that plagued 

humanity in the past hav% been, e l iminated*or reduced, to" 
4. 

insignificance through the advances of mOdern medicine. On 

* the other hand,"we now find ourselves threatened on all sides 

• — in ways both obvious and insidious — by chanc'e destruc-

tion, and on a scale transcending anything previously known 

• in either nature or history, by the very forces implicit in 

and unleashed by our 'technology'. From the perspective of 

'common sense* we aire today forced to _conclude*that 'tech-

nology" has done nothing to reduce the play of chance in*"*bur 

44 i * * 

lives and indeed that its achievement in" that regard was only 
V 

to alter^ dramatically the sPaleof its presencê r̂ n human 
* *- i " , 

existence. The bubonic plague was certainly no worse than 
*. 

modern warfare and in its potential for destruction it was as 
' # > 

nothing compared to our aisenal of atomic weapons. This 
* * 

o b s e r v a t i o n in i t s e l f ought to be enough t o b r ing the 
y thoughtful character of the path of ' technology' in to ques

t i on . If i t i s not it* i s "only <be£ause ,wp are "dazzled, by the 
' ; / * •* - - . ~ " 

sheer spectacle of i t s dance, 

4 \ • • 
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As, seen in earlier chapters, in" Weil's analysis', our ' 
• - 4 -. ' - »-

* ' *• •* 

' t echnological ' path i s not a thoughtful 6ne because for us 

language i s not an instrument of thought but, on'*the con-' 

trary, simply an instrument >̂f act ivi ty. For rxi thought has 
„ , r \ * 

-- , . *- 1 " 

become „an instrument of language. tfhereZexists a stirange. and 

s t r ik ing s i m i l a r i t y between the-magical use*"of language«in 

cer ta in economically pr imit ive ' soc ie t i e s and the current , 

^ ^ w ^ - w . tHe ̂  A-: 
ture' of 'technological*'society, Weil'provides*this connec

tion. In those primitive societies-*-2 where i t i s the body of 

the individual tha t plays the predominant ro l e in labour i t 

i s only with the g rea tes t d i f f i cu l ty t h a t the most funda-. 
* ' > 

mental, of the ideas — the notion of necessary,relation — 
•» " » 

** 
emerges. All labour involves a transformation of'-movements. 
In labour that is in accord with method this"transformation 

' * * * ~t 

occurs afccording to the" diagram of "thought.' While the human' 
. ' ' . . ' V 

body i s a machine designed for the aacomplisTiment of such 
transformations, i t i s an exceedingly -complex madhine. In 

* * * 

its' complexity i t i s impenetrable to the mind.13 
The extreme complexity of v i ta l phenomena 
can perhaps be progressively unravelled, 
a t any ra te to a cer ta in extent; but the 
im-mediate r e l a t i o n s h i p liftking our 
thoughts to our movements wi l l always'' 
remain wrapped in an impenetrable obscur
i t y . In t h i s sphere wKe cannot conceive 
any form of necessity., from the very fact 
tha t we "cannot determine what are the 
intermediate -links ...y , 
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Thus the human body itstelf stands between thought and action 

in the labour of the individual. *• When the body plays* a-

direct role in labour thought conceives a" certa'in desired 
i 

end, and if one's actions are successful i.n the attainment, of 
t - * 

that *end, then it appears that -nature is [anthropomorphical-

ly] complying with our desires .and conversely when our 

efforts are frustrated, 'it is in this way that the gods 
i *• 

* 
appear { l i t e r a l l y out pf the human body] to people nature 
with divini t ies• that are only to be manipulated psychologic-

** * . 

a l ly by supplication and threat. 3 . . * 

•H ' I t i s only with the emergence of too ls sophis t ica ted 

enough^to force the body to adapt i t s "movements t o " the i r 

shape that the connection between thought and,action emerges 
"•*£*• -, I 

lucidly into the focus, of human consciousness. -As Weil writes: 

Thenceforward there i s no,'' longer any 
correspondence between the motions to be 
Carried out and the passions; the mind 
has to get away from des i re and fear, and 
apply i t s e l f sole ly to e s tab l i sh ing an 

'exact relationship between the movements 
imparted to t he i n s t rumen t s and the 
objective aimed at., The docil i ty of the 
body in such a case is"a kind-of miracle, 
but a .miracle which the mind may ignore; 
the body ... simply causes the movements 
conceived in the mind to pass in to the 
instruments . The a t t en t ion i s d i rected 
exclusively to the combinations formed by 
the movements of i n e r t mat ter , and the 
idea of necessity appears in i t s purity, 
without any admixture of magic. 

As a labourer in a society devoid of too ls man i s borne 

alonglbv the impulsion of his des i r e s , by h is wants and his 
f ea r s . Again,- W£il* uses the example ofZthe s a i l boa t to 

"/- "V- - . , -, •, _ ; 
. • 2 1 9 
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i l l u s t r a t e the d is t inc t ion . Onrdry land a man may pass-from 

one place to another without ,any need of thought, impelled 

and occupied by fear,or anticipation alone. 

[0]n the sea , on t h e o t h e r hand, as 
r "desires,*and fears have no hold over the 

• boat, one ha's pon t inua l ly to use c ra f t 
* and s t r a t e g y , s e t s a i l s and rudder , 
, t ransmute ' the t h ru s t of the wind by a 

s e r i e s of* device's which can only be the i-
, • ' work of a clear intelligence- , . 

J. , 
' 4, . • " , * 

In order to complete the picture, by way o'f contrast, one1 

might extend." this general series of technical developments 

^ one "stage further to include the automated 'supership* of the 

^present day. ^The.sailboat bf Weil's, illustration is a tool 
^ *, 

•that demands the clear and lucid exercise of thought in the 

- activity of its use. . iike the .human body, the super-tanket 

is'a gigantic and immensely complicated machine. Whatever 

the.labour activities "of the individuals sailing at, there 
•* , -

7can be no question of their- conceiving how it is that their 

actions are transformed into the specific movements of the 

.ship. Here again, as" on the other ethnological side of the 

tool in human'society, we have an equivalent situation. In 
•* , . 

the world qf 'high-tech*> as in that of the non-technical 

savage, a machine, a complex relation of relations, is 

materially interposed between thought and activity in indi

vidual labour. For the savage it is nature itself, in the 

form of the human body, that destroys the relation between 

thought and action;** for the 'high' technician, on the other 
» t *, * 

hand, it is language, materially expressed m the -form of the 

* 
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machine, tha t does so. What we-today term 'technology' i s 

nothing other than t h i s mater ia l i n t e rpos i t i on of language• 
' ' - ' ' '• s ", , • '"' 

i t se l f between thought and activity within the labour • of-.the 

individual. . , ' •" •, . ' ' . " * " . , ' 

' I t would seem, from th is that , by i t s very nature, . human' 

language i m p l i c i t l y threatens, the r e l a t i on Pf thought to , 
~̂* \ • , " A • A z, •-; 

action." In Welles analysis the-second great obstacle to the, *, 

.unity of thought* and' action^in labouf ^consists of' the '"pro

found difference'-in kind"1 8 "separat ing the expression of * 

thought in language from the act of i t s execution, fiven if 
* ° , ' * ' " , ' " ' 

. the conditions of.labour in a society were to be transformed 
so tha t the-actions of the worker were sole ly determined by 

* . * . . ' „ " - . - . ' ^ 

his thought, his actions Would s t i l l ' not be 'methodical' but simpfy in accordariqe with/fiiethod. AS'Weil, writes: 

i n .reality,1 there i s nothing-in common ' , 
.between, the solution "of a'; prqblem and the * * 
carrying, out of an even perfectly method-. 

. . i c a l piece of work ..-. - * • * " ' ' 
. ' " " ' " * 7 

The sequence of the ideas in, a theoret ical - solution,-of a 'ft? 
v. - ' 

• problem is not that of the sequence, of actions in-the activ-
. 4 . . . . 

ity of- execution. In the* Cartesian language qf W.eil'svdes-

- - " * , - r 

cription, we proceed in the systematic; formulation- pf thought-
' '"• .- , : "• \A ' • ' 

from-what i s s imple andZclear to ' what--, is , complex and 

obscure,2 0 in the manual -execution 'of a piece of work one 

action precedes another merely because i t i s the condition of ,, -
those that follow. ' *. * " - , , . , " ' , - i -. 

Moreover, the" mind more" often than-not-
rnusters together what execution has to 
separate, or separates what execution has 
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*7-', . t o l i n k up. ' T h a t i s - why, -when some p i e c e A '" 
'•> 7 , , • of workror other presents the mind,With r , ; .V . 

. '*',* ' .difficulties"" that cannot "immediately be' • <.•*-
' ' overcome,, i t - is impossible:,to .combine the' 7 ,-.-. 

t'A'\ examination of these difficulties with i , . ' ' "' 
- the accbmplishment of the. work r the 'mind, " . ,' 7." ., 

. A A has\first of all to solve the theoretical- y 7, .*'*"-,' 
1 . '7, pr'ob"Lem by I ts ' own .particular m@,thods>7*1'7 >; , .. .' "' 

* , -' , .and afterwards the solution, can "b*e ' " " \ ' 
A J . " • applied to the' action.2*1: :,'- . *. \ .. ' .' " • '-'" A 

4.. ' It.ris.'upon this ;fundamental separation';between' thought 7 

,.and action in language'itself that the pqssibility'of tech-

•'nique . rests."""' "J"hanks to. "this'inescapable'separation between Z 

,- thought>and action in the execution,of work there is*no~need -, 

- v for.the individual who .is applying .method tq co'hceive-it in -

"Z" his; mi ridA ei ther before*' during, qrl-after, application,'' s ' 

"Indeed", as Weil* writes: " A , i * 

f . 
•*7.'. " if i t ' i s a question qf. something compli-

.,*" •'-. 7 • qated, (he , is", unable t,o,' even should -he"-' " ' . ,. . . 
* ,. ..-have'elaborated i t to himself > far the ;,'" ; y v 

A attention, .always forced-, to .concentrate ... • -*, 
. - , itself on the" actual moment, of- .execution,,'Z •-A "-

Z- . ' •"• cannot _ embrace' at the -same' time, the"Z-- - •, •• v-
• Z .- series bf relationships'Sri "which execu- ' / ' , ''•' ,_*-. 

tion "as a whole depends.22 * - , . ' ," * ' Z 
7 - . - « ' AA -A -'''",.'j<. *' 'A A,\ Z.z- 7. ';' 

Strictly-speaking, what is executed is never "a thought" but 7 

. simply an "abstract .diagram" .dictating a' particular sequence 

qf movements'. At'the-moment of execution-the attention of 

the mind is focused upon,and occupied̂ t>y.*the> specific actions/ 

to be performed in the piece of work at'hand,. In'this i t i s ; 
: ' * . . * • " 1 - , ; - ' - - •> ' J 

. ' , ' - '-' j . • * . . . - • - " " ' 

.guided not by thought but-by an' expression .of thought in 
7 „ . ' - , _ , • . i . - • . • . * . . . . . . -. ( .' _ . 

. "".anguage and this, expression-is;', ', • ',,- . :,t 7-' 7 ^ ^ . 

• * ' - *r* 
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, « as. little- penetrable by the mind, at* the '• , ,' , , '• 
v *"" ' moment, .of. execution", as i,s * s"jme formula * - , 

" y Z resulting froro.mef'e. rputine or some magic : • ' 
'•'A . r i t e . ? , ' -* ' , '.. , ' - * - • , 7 . ' '. * ' .""'--

-v r - * * . * ' • * „ . * * ' * " 

' As "seen previously", fo r Wei l , t h o u g h t cannp t .be cqntai-ri'ed ' i n 

l a n g u a g e ; - . t h r o u g h e x p r e s s i o ' n 7 i t . . can o n l y be occa s ioned . I r i . 

language.-1 Inv ac t ing , pur* a t t e n t i o n i s absorbed" b y what i t ' i s ' 

t h a t ' w e a r e d o i n g and t h u s t h e ' occas ion^ f o r ' u s ihg^ l a n g u a g e to* 

reprjesejit thought t o t h e mind i ' s ' a b s e n t . ,'" ,*'. -" - -.* , 
• - " " ' . ' : ' . ' - .'''''",.' X- '"''" ' * " ' • / - 7 •. 

To put this.matter, as simply as', possible,.- the expression* 
i - - - • - ' ' . " • * * ' • ' / - . • ' * * ' * • - . -

I * • • ' , 7 \ . I ' • . * ' • 4 v 'of t h o u g h t i n . l a h g u a g e t e n d s JtO d i s p e n s e , w i t h t h e n e e d f o r . , y ,. --, • " . . - < • ; _ - - > - ~ ^ Y *7 
•thought. , Expression' i s ^ p u b l i c and-can be "applied'-by* i n d i v i d - . 

u a l S who' have n e i t h e r . , t h o u g h t n o r u n d e r s t o o d ."it.-* What i s 
, ,' * . * *̂ *- ' . - . ' - ' .-. > . , 

-moire, with or' without minor changes? in- detail? * the .same 

expression of. a thought is .indefinitely applicable. "Although 

the'mind may sudde'niy'conceptually embrace a series bfZpos-
' • ' ~ j - , ~ . ' * ""• •* . ' ^ , ' . " ' 

s i b l e a p p l i c a t i o n s - t h e r e , i s no rieed;' f or t h e i n d i v i d u a l ,to- r e 

t h i n k each t ime an. a p p l i c a t i o n i s made.'; As Weil p u t s i t , for 

e v e r y " .f lash o f t h o u g h t " c r y s t a l l i z e d , , i n ,thev e x p r e s s i v e 

medium of l anguage t h e r e " f o l l o w s an -unl imi ted" number of * 

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y b l i n d a c t i o n s . - In t h i s way we corner 

f a c e t o f a c e - w i t h Z a - p a r a d o x r e a l ' s i t u a - Z . 
' ' • ' t ion; , . namely, tha t* there- i-s method in., the ' -
. . - m o t i o n s . o f work-, "but" p.pne i1*- the, mind of' . * 

.the worker. " I t would seem as , though-the, 
, . ' , , 'method had t r a n s f e r r e d i t s abode "from the ' *- -

- „• mind i n t o the* m a t t e r , OA * " ' " 7 * -*"**< 
* , " " > . . ' ' ' * ' . • • , ' " * • ' < 

*'- 7 • - - - -

Thus t r a d i t i o n , r o u t i n e s ; s k i l l s ; techniques, , a n d ' t h e custom-

"afy " t r i c k s ' o f t h e t r a d e " , a l l c o n s t i t u t e " m a t e r i a l "expres 

s-ions of r e l a t i o n ' t h a t can be a p p l i e d ' t o a c t i o n ' w i t h o u t t h e -

A 
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; » necessity of thought*.' ^hey, are, .in fact.* ways of furthering 
* ' • - " ' - * . ' * 7 j * - • ** 

• act ipn by dispensing with the need for thought. As we saw in . 
' , " - - \ < " • • - v " - (*• " ^-S , 4 * 

. ' - - ' * A. r 4 . " * ' , 

4 the .first chapter, the inst i tut ion of slavery i s also rooted 

. i n this* r e a l i t y of lariguaget.; as "are aj.1 forms of sopia l t 
" " * • " ' • * • * " „ v # % 

organization* "The labour.of countless*individuals pan be J ' 7 -. *. ' , ' - . . , * * . w"
 e " 

, * 7'divided/., and 'cq--ordinated'-.by ̂a ̂ single mind only because it 
\ *-,( is" possible' to obey p.n prder ̂ without thought. ' *' 
'- 7 -" . , 7 *", 4 i" • „-'**"' * <- I 

* •' - -,Th*e most . striking illustration of this davorOe between„ 
- , - * - * - . . * « ' * * „ * ^ •--, , thought-and expression* cen t ra l t o language i s -furnished by' 

-. • - - r ', -• , * - * t . 
' - ' - * ' • * • . " * * " - ; , ' • "• - .machines. 7 Weil;- identifies, arid .sketches three* stages in the 

" >* -*'-"•; < ,_-*•"_, 'A ' A ^ 
- * - material development of. technique^ •* First. iS* the simple *kct J 

-"7* 4 '"--."". : ' *- * " ' * ' ' *- "- * ," - " 
, 7'qf':*'•• ' '• .'",, , i. : ,Z , - •'* * „Z " ' ' 

" v * > * • ' « ' "" * * + . * > 
\ ^ ' t-> 1* "" T , • * - - . "" * ^ . 4. -

' " <,.-• y f " * * « 

. ' • en t rus t ing to obj'e&cts'disposed in suit-* 
* - ('.;" 7 ' "ablte ,'places, a l l those/ efforts 6f ' res i s t - " >*• 

* '" . \ ance whose aim , i t i s to prevent*certain ' \ 
i Movement 's -on , the p a r t - of* c e r t a i n 

; 7 \> ' 7 things.2 5J - ' "* - * , . - * : 7 . ' , * 

- 7 The second phase'consists in* mechanization proper. Herel o n e -
' " ' * - - , - * ' ' . * . - • / * , - * * 7 

. - . , , • - , - * . ^ ... 

../disposes in r e l a t i on to one .another pieces of i n e r t mat ter , 
-' ' ' J m ' ' ' t" " '' - ' - J * 

- " . /not "simply to ensure immobility,,- but,to* establish and main*-: 
v ' -"' /* , "*• - z • , .'« 
,-, - tain "a relation bf. movements with- one another. Previously, . 

' " * * . * 7 • . ~ ' • * - , ' * . * ** 

these relations had to be established each time by the atten--
, 7 ° . -' ** ', '" * '' ?• ' •' - - A 

" tiOn o'f a human miiK*-.- - For raec*ha;nization' a l l that* i s -
' 1 • * * . *• • • 

.... • -., , , 

required: . - - * / ' ' - - ' ' *. - *" Z 
..is tha t one should haire been 'ab.le-'to*' 

Register t he se , r e l a t i onsh ip s , su i tably / 
',,transposed,. in - the forms Impressed on . ' 

"solid m a t t e r ^ , */ ' '- ' 
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The-last stage is tKat "of automation. There," "matter is 
" ' ' ' " ' ' * . -

entrusted not meekly with a- single and invariable operation 

but rather with a whole set' of diverse operat-*£on,s. ThusZ 

thanks to the very nature of.language itself, an individual 

who'has worked out a method of action can be relieved from 
*" t *• **• " ^ -» 

the task of its execution. As in the factory described by 

Adam Smith,, soirt the organization of any social collectiv-
' * „ * * * . " , , . . 

ity, the*task of execution can be handed.over to others or,* 
* ; * - ' * " f v * " •"'. , 

even more -efficiently, entrusted to pieces ,of metal tended by 
* - . . - * ' * - * » *• 

other men.*". , , „ . - * 

What is "motrev as we saw briefly in the thir<| chapter, 

this separation-of thought from action is repeated, in "an 

absolutely identical form", on the level of pure thought 
* * * , , , * • • 7 

" * • - . ? . ' * • • ' 

i t s e l f . . . - ' " . *- . • ' „- u-
To'take A s imple example, i £ i s ab-solute-* 

. ly impossible,, a t the moment when one i s 
.working out a dif f i c u l t *&ivisipn, sum, t o . 
have t h e t heo ry of d i v i s i o n p r e s e n t t o 
t h e mind; and t h a t i s not only because 
t h i s t heo ry , which i s based!ori t he r e l a - ' 

.tionj&hip^ qf d i v i s i o n to m u l t i p l i c a t i o n , 
' i s of a ce r ta in complexity, "but above a l l 
because when ca r ry ing out each qf. the 
p a r t i a l o p e r a t i o n s a t t h e end o,f which 
the-d iv is ion i s accomplished, one forgfets 
tha t the numbers represent now u n i t s , riow 
tena"? now hundreds.2 8 ' . -

As d i s t i n c t frogf other forms of human language, mathematics,' 
. - * * .. . » -**** 

* •* 44 4 

in its scientific .application to experience, is essentially • 

the attempt to handle language logically. That is, the rules 

igoverning 'the mathematical combination of -signs*are supposed 

tq- be identical to the/ rules governing the combination of. the" 
Ji J iff** " ^ 
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^things' signified. However, if the language used is such 

that it is difficult, or even impos-sible, to keep the rela-

0 tion of sign to 'thing'-signified present in the imagination, 

' one is forced to handle language a« if its *signs combined 
* 

merely according to laws of- linguistic convention. In such a 
i ' 

-*, ' 
situation language ceases to be a- tool for the expression of '\ 

thought; it becomes, instead, something like an automatic 

machine; its operations are unintelligible and follow auto

matically from one "another. Either language isyma'stered' to 

become the thoughtful instrument of individual expression'or 

it is seized upon by the social collectivity and dictates the 

actions of the individual. * We either use language thought-

, - - ' fully or we come to be used by it, thoughtlessly. 
* ' » 

k ' " .In Weil's view, Descartes sought, but failed, to find a 
* * • - ' 

way to prevent "order" [or relation] from becpming a thing, 

as opposed to a thought, as soon as it is conceived and 

expressed in language. According to Weil this occurs from 

*„ - the moment we begin to treat a series of relations as a 

reality separable from the individual terms of which it is 
composed, by designating the whole by means of a single sign. 

Z i 

/

fin mathematics t h i s i s the essence of the a lgebra ic mode of 
.. *- ' 

expression.29 As we have already seen, algebra replaced the 

gepmetric images of relat ion with signs that could be manipu

la ted in r e l a t i o n to* one another as th ings , as marks on a 

/ piece of paper. This, of course, functioned to destroy the 

very occasion of thought in language, for i t i s then e i t h e r 

very, d i f f icul t or quite impossible for the signs of algebra, 
in t h e i r juxtaposi t ion t o -one,'-another-, to occasion the 

** * * . . . ' 
* -
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appearance of representa t ional images in the .mind.--30 The 

s igns of an a l g e b r a i c mathematics a r e , in t h e i r very 

'abstract ion*, too far removed - from•the imagination for 

representatioiiKfend, in t h e i r r e l a t ion t o . one another, they 

are too complex t o be held within the vision of the mind'. I t 

f o l lows , as a ma t t e r of, course , t h a t the; fo rmula ic 

expressions , of an algebraic mathematics bear no d i sce rn ib le 

intel lectual connection to their practical applications* As, 

a consequence, their efficacy appears to be as fortuitous as 

that of a successful magical formula. In this labour becomes 
" " " * " " ' ' • 

"automatic to the second power"-3*'- for here both the execution 

and the elaboration of the method occur outside the domain of 

the human mind.. In th i s essential regard the 'technological' 
i **" * ' 

society constitutes an, advance In thoughtlessness over both 

the" slave soc ie t i e s of ant iqui ty and the most economically 

primitive of cultures. . * -

Thus, for Weil, thought, in i t s relation to human act iv

ity* i s a tool not for the elimination but, simply, for the 

"reduction of chance in.our lives. Nor, by the very nature of 
.. ' " ' i ' 'U> 

language, can thought be directly wedded to action. ' All that 

language permits i s the juxtaposition of thought and act ivi ty 

within the l i fe of the individual. Further,,, it* i s impossible 

" tha t a society pould achieve a mode of production in which 

a l l the. act ions "of i t s workmen were in accord .with method 
' . " . • ' . , • • • - ' " - / 

that had been lucidly conceived in their own minds. In l i fe 
we cannot avoid the performance of'thoughtless actions, for 

' • > : 7 ' " ' • ' " . ' '• 

we are forced by the circumstances of need to depend, as 
j • ' ' ' • .' 7" l 
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s 

often as not, upon trial and error,- custom, instinct, formu-

las and ready-made rules of alt kinds. For Weil what is 

possible and sufficient is the fact that .we can gradually 

widen the sphere of consciousness in work. Work is precisely 

that forit\ of human activity in'which thpught and action are 

immediately juxtaposed. It is solely in work that the dual 

surface mysteries characteristic of language are clearly in 

.the focus of the individual. It is only in work that the 

human being uses language as a tool for the limitation of 

chance in life.* 
• 8 *. 

The possibility of craftsmanship"*2 is ofIvital impor-

tance for Weil. In her view, all genuine fernvs of civiliza-

tion and culture deperid upon the social preservation of* work, 

as the mode of production*3-? MF£rr. her the -least evil of 

societies, those in whigh men are the .least subject to blind 

chance, are those in which.we are most often obliged to think 
7 . • - r 

in the course Of ,the activity of labour. The work process 

always has been and always will be, more or less, external to 
' m A 

the individual. In the most economically primitive of socie

t i e s t ha t process i s b l indly 'embodied in the t radi t ional^ 

customs and conventions of the group. At the other end of 

the .ethnological sca le , our end, the methods of work are 

increas ingly , and no less, b l indly , fixed in tha t autonomous 

web called 'technology'.-55 The thoughtful circumscription of 

coMective action can only be achieved through increasing the 

role of thought in individual labour. 
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" Through thought, we must attain to 'liberty' not only in 

.relation to natural need but also in reference to the compul-
• * • . •* 

sion of force exercised by „the social collectivity. In 

Weil's account* the individual is subject to the collectivity 

in all .ways except one. The individual is possessed of mind 

and capable of thought. In this and this alone: 

the individual surpasses the collectivity 
to the same extent as something surpasses 

•v nothing, for thought only takes shape in 
• a mind that is alone face to face J^ith 
itself; collectivities do not think.3.6 

.Thought, of course, in itself, does not constitute^ force; 

it does so only to the extent that it is materially indis-

pensible t° the action of the collectivity. The problem is 

to make thought and the individual as indispensible to 

society as possible for, while the collective does not think, 

it is possessed of language, and linguistic relations can be 

thoughtlessly exploited in the course of collective action. 

. As detailed in the third chapter, thisis splendidly illus

trated, for Weil, in the 'applied ntathematics*5 of modern 

science. 

We cannot escape from our, bondage to necessity. As 

existent creatures we are, completely enclosed within a uni-

verse of material forces entirely and perfectly Obedient to 

necessity. Our subjection to necessity is one and the same 
* • • 

"as our .subjection to "chance. As * previously i l lus t ra ted , , [in 

Chapter. I l l ] , Chance is engendered as the feeling of-"'ignor

ance' t ha t r e s u l t s from.- our movement, micro or macro-
4 *"" * 

* i •*• 

* f 
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scopical ly , away from the natural scale of our being in a 

mater ia l universe tha t i s for us. indeterminate in time ahd 

space. I t i s only upon our own scale of being that images of 

necessi ty are found by the human- beina. These image"s--on4y 

occur to the individual through the revelat ion 'of thought, 

. and they are our only tool for. the limitation of chance. For 

Weil,our choice l i e s between e i ther -a blind submission- to 

nature and society or the conscious adaptation of our activ

i ty , as far as i s possible, to these images.37 The possibi

l i t y of talis adaptation occurs' solely in the process of work. 

In. t h i s regard', imp l i c i t to Weil's posi t ion i s the 

conviction that,education involves the appropriation, of Ian- ' 

_gua^e by the individual as a tool; that i s , as an instrument 

for t h e , d e f i n i t i o n and t h e , l i m i t a t i o n of chance«in human 

"•jife.. Since i t - i s . within the work„process that t h i s occurs 

labour becomes, in"her view, a central concern of education. 

The human creature l ives not on ly in the universe of 

'matter ' but also in tha t of language. For Weil the t rue 

character , the s c a l e / of the human s i tuat ion, is . only di's-

. closed in work'for i t i s t he re / ' above' a l l , that these worlds 
' '" • ** 

meet to disclose the limits of our being. ,In-work the dual 

surface mysteries of language are disclosed as the essential 

and open mysteries pf our being in the world. ' For Weil the 

vocation of-man'as labourer is "the contemplation of -. 

.things".38 *' We are stopped in our activity by a .difficulty. 

We turn, in thought, away from the experiential world of l* 

process, our minds attentively foqused, waiting for the reve-

latipn of idea. A,thought comes, to us and. is expressed, to 
' ' ** . 

4f 4 - . . " 
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"ourselves as to others, by the juxtaposition of linguistic 

signs. We then turn back towards the world, anj& acting on 

the basis-of this, expression of thought, we find ourselves 

free to „do what was previously impossible. It is in work 

that we most directly come tp know the true character of the 
*» Q 

relation between thought and "activity fundamental to our 
* * 

being. 

*•- "Thus, for Weil, it is work, the conjunction of thought 
** . 

and activity in individual labour, that is the most esseni-

tially human of all activities." In her*view work is the 

centre and the basis of culture. Preeminently, education is 

the process by which we learn to work; the process in which 

the individual is equipped and prepared f6r life: 

so that he may maintain, both with this 
universe which is his portion and with 

i his fellows whose condition is identical 
with his own,- relations worthy of the 

r greatness of humanity.
3 * 

\ 

The aim of education, in this*sense, is the individual appro-

priation of language as a tool for the establishment of an 

equilibrium between one's will and both nature and society. 

Labour is the most fundamental context in which that appro-
m * 

** h 

priation can occur for it is there that man enters into 

direct contact with both nature and society. It is thjere 

that the sociology and the philosophy of education meet. 

Except in appearance, thought cannot be exercised in a 

* vacuum, devoid of contact with the activity- of-the world 

around us and of our activity in the world. Weil argues that 
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we must aim far a form of language in which: (a) it would be 

difficult or impossible to understand scientific notions, of 
' 

' even the most abstract variety, Without clearlyperceiying 

their possible applications; and (b*< fn which it would be 

equally difficult or impossible to apply such expressions of 

ideal without first.thinking*and understanding them. The 
• "•* \ 

"mental labour" of modern science itvust b<a rn^fce cap.cxetef and 
* * *" 

the "manual labour" of the ' i n d u s t r i a l ' mode of production 
must be rendered conscious.40 Manual and mental labour alike 

musjt be transformed into work. rXn Weil's* estimation th i s was 
• ^ I* 

, the essential aim and fai lure of Descartes. His "Craftschool 
"* S 

Proposal" for the reformation of education was betrayed)* by 
1 ' 

his e f fo r t s to formulate ' the ana ly t i c geometry required by 

the new physical sciences.4,-1- , ' ' * n 

In a l e t t e r , written in 1933, to Emile Chartier "[Alain], 

her former professor a t the' Lycee Henri*IV, she.tspeaks' of a 

"new way of conceiving mathematics" by means, of analogy, 

• i . I t i s only the use of "analogy that "offers 
a way of conceiving a s e r i e s without 

C ' separat ing i t from i t s terms ... And i t 
^ ' i s only analo'gy tha t makes i t possible-

for thought t o be a t the, same t ime 
absolutely pure and absolutely concrete. 
Thought i s only about part icular objects; ' 
reasoning i s only about the universal .-

. Through the t r i c k by which i t has t r i e d 
to resolve t h i s . c o n t r a d i c t i o n , modern 
science has l o s t i t s soul; t h i s t r i c k . 
consists iri reasoning only about conven
t i o n a l symbols, which are p a r t i c u l a r 
objects by the fact t h a t they are black 
marks on white paper, but which are uni- , 
versa l by v i r t u e of t h e i r de f in i t ion .* 
The other way to resolve th i s contradic
t ion would.be by analoq-y. And t h i s sug
g e s t s to me a new way of conceiving" 
mathematics — as mater ia l i s t ica l ly and, 
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so to speak, cynically as possible — so 
tha t i t cons i s t s purely and simply of 
combinations of symbols; but so that i t s 
t heo re t i ca l and p r a c t i c a l value, which -
would no longer be d is t inc t , would reside 
in analogies , c l ea r ly and d e f i n i t e l y 
conceived, between these combinations and* 
the concrete problems to which they are 
applied in the course of man's s t ruggle 
with the universe.42 

As detailed in the preceding chapter, Greek geometry was for 
m 

Weil precisely such a mode of expression. A form of work 

founded upon such a language would not only make it possible 

but necessary that thought be used in application' and appli

cation discovered in thought.43 Work would then come to 
* 

occupy its rightful place at the centre of culture, for 

thought in one sphere would be readily translatable into its 

applicability in other spheres. Later, in the following 

section of this chapter, this will be explored in greater 

detail.t 

It is, here, Weil'-s contention that the analogical use 

of signs [for the expression of relation] would automatically 

function to reduce language to its proper role as an instru

ment of thought. In such a\ language the signs would be 
* 

intrinsically limited by the power of the individual imagma-

tion to hold them together in a conceptual image.* In such a 

form of language the'significance of the signs would lie in 

the images occasioned in the railed by their juxtaposition and 
* * i 

not, as in algebra, in the purely external and conventional 
•a r n 

relat ion of.sign to sign. In this language would become the . 

instrument of a kind"of conceptual perception. Each pdrticu-

l a r conception would be perceived in the mind in an image 
23? . , 



occas ioned by the s igns of language and a p p l i c a b l e , by a n a l -

ogy, throughout a d i v e r s i t y of c o n t e x t s . Thus s c i e n t i f i c , no 

l e s s t h a n a r t i s t i c , e d u c a t i o n would 'come t o c o n s i s t i n t h e 

t r a i n i n g of t h e i m a g i n a t i o n i n t h e p e r c e p t i o n of a n a l o g i e s . 

Through t h e con juc t ion of thought and a c t i o n , of i language and 

t h e world-, i n work, t h e s e images would i l l u m i n e bo th human 

l a b o u r and human c u l t u r e . Hence, a s seen i n t h e l a s t cUap-

t e r , t h e image of symmetry i n Greek geometry was a p p l i c a b l e , 

,by analogy, t o n a t u r a l s c i e n c e , e t h i c s and a e s t h e t i c s w i t h i n 

t h e c u l t u r e of t he Pythagoreans. Here, t h e depth [or . s i g n i 

f i c a n c e ] of an image would l i e p r e c i s e l y i n t h e e x t e n t of i t s 

a p p l i c a b i l i t y , and each form of human labour would be brought 

i n t o an i m m e d i a t e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e c u l t u r a l c o n t e n t of 

• the form of s o c i a l ' l i f e of which i t i s a p a r t . . , 

Due t o our d e p e n d e n c e , n o t upon work , b u t upon manual 

and*- m e n t a l l a b o u r , a f u n d a m e n t a l d i s t o r t i o n c h a r a c t e r i z e s 

every a spec t of c u l t u r e in contemporary s o c i e t y . . In t h e Need 

f o r F o o t s Weil draws a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e example of t h i s d i s t o r 

t i o n from two* extreme, but c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , approaches t o t h e 

i e a b h i n g of geometry in our schoo l s . * On the one hand- t h e r e 

"are t h e mathemat ica l ' p u r i s t s ' who, out of a p e r f e c t l y l e g i -

. t i m a t e c o n c e r n w i t h p r e s e r v i n g t h e n e c e s s a r y c h a r a c t e r of 
• y 

g e o m e t r i c a l r eason ing , p r e sen t geometry t o s t u d e n t s as i f i t 

b o r e no r e l a t i o n w h a t e v e r t o t h e r e a l w o r l d of our e x p e r i -

e n c e . Out of t h i s q u i t e l e g i t i m a t e c o n c e r n such p e o p l e ar,e 

of ten l ed t o d i s p l a y a sovere ign and f o o l i s h contempt fo r t he 

e x p e r i e n t i a l world i n which we l i v e . 
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The majori ty of them w i l l always remain 
ignorant of the f ac t t h a t near ly a l l our 
ac t ions , the simple ones as well as the 
judiously combined ones, are applications 
of geometrical principles; that the. uni
verse t h a t we inhabi t i s a network of 
geometrical relat ions, and that i t i s to 
geometrical necessity that we are in fact 
bound, as creatures enclosed in time and 
space. This geometrical necess i ty i s 
presented to them in such a way tha t i t 

1* appears a r b i t r a r y . Could anything be 
more absurd than an arbi trary necessity? 

4 ' 

On the other hand, stand those even more pedagogicaliy per

verse individuals who, seeking to make geometry 'relevant', 

popularize its utility in relation to human experience by the 
* 

simple, and totally disasterous, expedient of omitting the 

demonstrations. When they have finished exposing geometry 

'to the elements' nothing remains but "a few formulas totally 

devoid of interest".45 At their hands geometry is gutted of 

its very essence as that branch of study devoted to the 

subject^f necessity. Thus we act as if forced to choose 

between thqught and experience, when in reality no such 

choice is possible. 

Weil's solution to this rather typical pedagogical con

troversy46 clearly illustrates her conception of the proper 

relation of thought' and action in human life. That solution 

consists in associating "theoretical* study and the workshop": 

One would say to the children, 'Here are * 
a certain number of tasks to be carried 
out [Constructing objects fulfilling such 
and such requirements]. Some of them are 

*#- possible, others impossible. Carry out 
» the ones that are "possible, and as 

regards the ones you don't carrŷ  out, you 
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-must be ab l e t o fo rce me t o admit t h a t 
t h e y a r e i m p o s s i b l e * . Through t h i s 

* . crack, the whole of geometry can be made 
t o pass i n t o the sphere of p r a c t i c a l * 
work. Execution i s a s u f f i c i e n t empir
i c a l proof of t h e p o s s i b l e ; bu t as f o r . 
the imposs ib l e , t h e r e i s no e m p i r i c a l 
proof, and a demonstration i s necessary. 
The imposs ib le i s n e c e s s i t y in i t s con
c re t e shape. ' - „ „ 

In t h i s way, through the thoughtful use of ^Language in work, 

we might.come to^know the world, t o understand,*on t h e one 

hand, the conditions underlying our possible act ions and, on 

the o t h e r , t h e i m p o s s i b i l i t i e s t h a t c o n s t i t u t e t h e very 

groulid bf our being. 

Our s i tua t ion within the ' technological ' c i v i l i z a t i o n of 

t h e p r e s e n t Weil compares t o being "in a motor car launched 
"¥ * 

a t fu l l speed and d r ive r l e s s across broken country".^0 .While 

a w a i t i n g t h e i n e v i t a b l e c rash , a l l t h a t we can do i s t o 

endeavour t o i n t r o d u c e thought i n t o labour whenever and 

Wherever possible . What i s required is*a fundamental t r a n s 

format ion in the very t e c h n i c s "of labour aimed, not- a t 

i n c r e a s e s in power and product ion , ' but a t making the labour 

* of the i n d i v i d u a l more conscious and though t fu l . The 

transformation of manual and m'ental labour in to work requires 

a thorough t e c h n i c a l s tudy of the c u r r e n t modes of produc

t ion; a study,conducted, not from a purely technical point of* 

view regarding productive capacity, but from the Respec t i ve 

of t h e i r r e l a t ion to human thought. To t h i s end i t wou/d be 

-necessary t o c lass i fy a l l the means of production according 

t o : ' (a) t h e r e l a t i o n s Impl ied in t h e i r manipu la t ion by t h e 

» * * 
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human being; and t{b) as' to whether theAnachine or technique 

in question is such as to allow these^pelations to be clearly 

perceived, dimly conceived, or not perceived at all. u 
' t 

,- Thus Weil descr ibes two extreme types of machinery. The 

instrumental machine adaptable by the workman t o a va r i e ty of 

t a s k s and t h e automatic machine which l eaves t h e l a b o u r e r 

n o t h i n g t o do but tend i t . i We hav'e long possessed a u t o -
4 * " 

matic multiple function, machines that can be'shifted from one 
* * * ' 

-task to another by the simple substitution of one cam for 

another. A new mechanical mode of production could be insti

tuted using such machines. Prom the point of view; of the 

conjunction of thought and action in the labour of the indi

vidual workman, it would be a mode*of. production quite the 

opposite of that which increasingly holds in this era of 

'technological' automatism.52 

It is only the individual who can think and the reality 

of thought is only fully and clearly evident in'its relation 

to activity. .First of all,' in relation to the activity of 

the world around us, nature, and secondly, in relation to our 

own activity in naturp, history, an activity that -is intrin

sically conditioned by our participation in social or collec

tive life. The cultural centrality of labour lies in the 

fact that it.constitutes the point of contact between the 

individual and,,on the one hand, our tangible experience and, 

on the other, the social world of organized and co-operative 

labour. Work, the conjunction of thought, and action in 
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labour, is a measure of the conscious mastery of the" individ

ual of nature, and society alike. AS. such the work situation -

is the foundation of Oulture and the condition of education. 

II. Culture; The Relation of Thought and Activity in Col
lective Life . -: „• 

7 It* is not only individually in its ^division' that " 

labour must be in accordance with thought but also collec-

tively'in its social 'co-ordination'. For Simone Weil "the 

thoughtful direction of collective- action requires the exis-
, -4 V ** 

tence of ce r t a in 'ma te r i a l conditions underpinning our very 

way of l i f e . For her,- a's we .have seen- the subjection of 

collective l i f e to thought means the subjection of (the^social . 

c o l l e c t i v i t y to the indiv idual , , for--thought i s a function ^ 

unique and proper to the human indiv idual . To this-efto a l l 

our efforts must be directed toward the unobtainable goal of: 
, » * " -

a form of material existence wherein only 
'efforts exclusively directed by a clear 
intelligence would take place, which, 

, would imply that each worker himself had 
to control-,' without referring to any 
external rule, not only the adaptation of 
his efforts to the piece of work to be 
produced, but also their co-ordination 
with the efforts of all the other members 

" of the collectivity.53 

It would thus be-necessary that: -fl) the techniques used in 

production would only be such as demand the thought of the 

individual handling them; and (2) that the various techniques 
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*.*- •' 

used in all the labour tasks of the social order wbuld be 
• ' • " ' ' i < > . - •• <> 

sufficiently similar, and technical education sufficiently 
•• - '".••*• •- - «. 

popular, to allow each labourer to have a alear idea of all 
- • . *-

- -specia l ized form* .of work. (3^ The "co-ord ina t ion of t h e 
labour of a l l t h e members of t h e c o l l e c t i v i t y Would Save t o 

-* ' • * * " ' • • , . ' ' . i - , ' a 

be simple enough t o allow everypnfe access tq a precise know-* 
- ' ' '*• - " " " * * * . - " • ' . 

ledge of the* whole organization with''reference to both the 
* " • " ' w 

co-operation between workers and-the economic exchange of" 
products. The size of all social collectivities would have 

, •' , 7 -'*0 
to be limited according to the pbwei of the imagination to 
hold the relations involved,present"to the mind, 

continues: -'•".•'.-' 

As .Wei i, * 

and as pach, individual wo'Uld be in $7 
-.".if position to exercise qontrol over the 

collective-life as'a whole, the latter 
would always b-er in accordance with the 
general will. \Privileges founded upon 
the exchange of products, secrets of 
production or co-ordination, ̂of labour 
would "automatically be done away with. 
The function of"co-ordinating would no 
longer imply1 power, since, a- continual' 
check exercised by each".individual would 
render any ark&trary decision impossible. 

. "V Generally speaking,-men**s dependence with 
regard to bhe another would no longer-
imply that their fate rested in the hands 
of arbitrary factors, and would- cease to 
introduce into, human life any mysterious 
element whatever, sinceyeach would be "in 

7 ,- a.position to verify the activities of 
''.all the rest byusirwg his own reason.54. 

.- & 
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Ct goes, of course,"-without saying, that there is not, never 

was, nor ever will be, suph a'f.or'm of social life. Weil's 
\ '*• 

"theoretical picture of a free society"55 is offered as 

representing a goal that it is sufficient -for us to strive 
* ' . - . ' ' . 

towards. - . 

. • - At present it is clear that the organization of social 
*J5" 4 ' • * 

l i f e reaches far beyond the representa t iona l powers of the 

human imagination. For Weil the increasing chaos .in a l l 

spheres of our,society,,,and in the economic sphere in pa r t i -

cular,- i s d i r ec t l y due to the thoughtless "land therefore 

irresponsible} subordination of the labouring masses to lead-' 

ers who a r e , themselvesr i r respons ib ly thoughtless and, in 

any case, overwhelmed by an unthinkable mass of d e t a i l . ° 

Hence i t i s t ha t in a l l the aspects of our cul ture success 

cqittes to'se.em more and more arbitrary, more and more the pure 

r e s u l t of the play of chance fac tors . The .only source of 

responsible-action i s the individual's ab i l i ty to think. 3"or 
- s - * 
the action of the social collectivity as a whole * to be 

thoughtful and responsible, it must be subject .to the direcr • 

tion and control of the individuals composing itAl 

Thus, to summarize, there "are in Weil's view two essen

tial conditions for the thoughtful direction of collective 

action. First, that the technics of labour should be such as. 

to allow, and to demand, to the fullest .possible'extent, the* 

thoughtful action of the individual. Secondly, that the co

ordination or social organization of labour be on a .scale 

accessible to "representation in the mind. 
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As we have seen, "in this regard what is required of 
}lr ' ' - * ' 

language is not a simple .material capacity for holding rela-

tions but,* father, a means of holding relationspresent to 

the individual imagination". For Weil the analogical language 

Of Greek geometry was well suited to such a task. It was of 

such simplicity and lucidity as to be generally applicable to 

nature and the activities of man,in nathre. Nearly all 

natufal processes and all human"actions can be represented as 

instances or applications of geometric principles. By means 
i 

of such a language the individual pould be brought into an 

funderstanding not only of his own actions but also of the 

specialized work activities of the other labourers of his 

society. What is more, by a process of analogical transla

tion the images of geometry are uniquely .applicable to the 

expression of thought ih. all branches of human culture. 

For Weil the term 'culture' signifies* the general rela

tion of thought and labour in human life. The widest defini-, 

tion of the term is constituted by two subsidiary meanings. 

In the first of these the word, 'culture' refers to the 

expression of thought within the,, collective realm of lan

guage. Using the term.s broadly,' 'att' an<rl 'science' desig

nate for *jfeil the 'content' of culture in this first sense. 

In the second definition, 'culture' signifies the organiza

tion of'labour that constitutes the whole of'a particular" 

form of* social life. 

If culture originates through the thought of the soli

tary individual, inevitably, in all societies, it assumes 
0 

through expression a public, collective and material form. 
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Thought requires language and language is intrinsically col-

lective. We are not simply creatures who, as individuals, 

think; we are also creatures who 'speak', who expect our 

thoughts to be 'read' ahd who expect to 'read' the thoughts 

V ' - \ 

of others. Thus, for Weil, there is a second and no less 

important aspect to the thoughtful appropriation of language 
* 

by the individual; namely^ the assimilation of thought from 

the expressive medium of language or culture. 

Impl i c i t in Weil's pos i t ion i s a d i s t i n c t i o n between 

'culture* and 'society*. Thanks to language human existence 

i s in t r ins ica l ly collective; and every human col lect ivi ty i s 

a 'society' by virtue of the co-ordinated division of labour 

t ha t holds between the individuals within i t . By i t s very 

nature social development i s unlimited or, a t least , subject 

" to chance fac to r s , capable of an indeterminate degree of 

sophistication. The 'technological' s t a te corresponds quite 
"• 

simply to that form of collective life in which the'genera

tive principle of society, the division and co-ordination of 

labour, is urffettered by human restraint. \ 

On the other hand, not every society is a' culture.^ 

For Weil the term culture corresponds to a particular kind^of 

social state. We might say that for her a -culture is a 

social formation founded upon a division and co-ordination of 

work between the individuals composing it. That it to say, 

^in a culture the social structure is limited in its develop-

ment by the unison of thought and activity within the labour 

of the individual. In this the two subsidiary definitions of 
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• culture merge within the philosophy of Simone Weil for, in so * 

far as they are expressions of thought, art and science alike 

arise out pf and exist in relation to work; 

As we have seen in the preceding chapters, what thought 

attempts to express by language is' necessary relation; and, 

to the extent that these images correspond to our experience, 

they constitute the very foundation of 0,ur sense bf 'real

ity'. They are the occasion of the 'realization' of our 
4 f 

experience. In this context Weil identif ies three principal 

ac t iv i t i e s * constituting th is process of 'realization' within 

a part icular culture:" (a) science, (b) a r t and (c) labour.59 

Again, from t h i s perspect ive, the most cen t ra l i s 

labour. As already detailed, i t i s through the use .of tools 

in the context of the human labour process t h a t the idea of 

t h e ideas , necess i ty , a r i s e s . I t i s ,only when the complex 

movements of the body are subordinated to the d i rec t ion .of * 

thought, through the tool , that the instrumental character of ." ' 
*i ' 

language is disclosed in its relation to human activity. Art -

and science alike consist in the attempt to represent human • 

experience in images of necessity; attempting tp depict that 

"just blend" of unity and all that opposes unity in the order . 

of the world as we perceive it. In this sense, the very ' 

notions of art and science arise out of,the context of. the 

work situation. ̂  "' 

In' Weil's description, the human intelligence can be • 

used in three distinct ways. (1) It can be exercised with a 

view to action. Thus, for example, the mind can conduct a 

search for the technical means to 'achieve a certain end* (2) 
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The mind can be used in the process of choosing between the 

various ends that it is possible for us to pursue. (3) The 

intelligence can function alone and in isolation from these 

active faculties of the mind. In contemplation the mind 

turns away from activity, and all questions of action, to 

await, the revelation of idea.61 It is Weil**s contention that 

these are, each in its place, legitimate functions of 'the' 
* " 

intelligence but that only the latter Is thought. 

• In the activity of the labourer who works there are 

moments when thought, in this sense.of the contemplative^ 

attention of the mind, is indispensable. What he.requires is 

a clear perception of the reality.of a piece.of the sensible 
* *, - *-

universe; that rea l i ty , the rea l i ty of the microcosm, is only , 

prpvlded by the r eve la t ion ofAan image Of 'necessity-'., . 

exp*re'ssible by*, a par t icular combination' of l inguis t ic re la -
- '• A '. '"' A • -y • 

t ions that immediately vanish without the focused concentra-
'' ' ao " i * 

t ion of the mind,.0^" .Now,*, while the notion .of necess i ty i s 
. * - , 

evident in games, its relation to human activity is disclosed 
v £ 

in work. However, * this is simply the most "basic xaf the *-

relations between thought and human activity..- -The relation 

between thought and labour' in human life reaches far beyond 

the realm of .productive activity. T The task of thought is not 
i* •*" 

simply to determine* "what we "can do" but, even more signific

antly, how we ought to live. In asserting that these are 

tasks of thought, I mean to indicate that, for Weil, it is 

not just our movements in work that should be guided by the 
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images of-necessity [revealed to the mind in thought] but the 

whole 'of our existence. It is just such images that the art 

and the science of a culture express. * , 

t As previously detailed, Weil depicts the* ethnological 

past of the species in terms of av general- scale ranging from 

those societies possessed of only the most primitive of tools. 

to the 'technological' civilization bf the present in which 
* . * - ' „ « " " - t 

,» 

'men l i v e ins ide an a r t i f i c i a l universe of increasingly com-
plex .machines and methods. At* pne, end,.,through need, man ' i s 

-*. •* 

enslaved t o n a t u r e and, a t the other, , t o s o c i e t y and j i a tu re 
'*• * ' ' • ! • ' ' • 4 

\ f 

together. At both ends'of ̂ the spectru*m.,what ,is lost is the 
*•* *• | 7 "" -• 

connection-in-individual life [where alone" it can exist] 
- i • -• * • 

between "thqught and* action. ' As she writes/ *•'• 
* • • ' ' , > *> 

. * • . < " , * 

People used to sacr i f i ce to the gods, and 
the wheat grew. Today qne worlds a t a-

.machine and* one g e t s .bread f torn th'e 
b a k e r ' s . The rp la t ionZbe tween the a c t * -
and i t s , r e s u l t "is no c l e a r e r t han , 

' < i_ JT' 6 3 > -.' . , , before.0-3 * , ' - . -- - * * . . ' < . * 

f 4 
4 4 4 " -

This i s , she e x p l a i n s , / the reaspn why t h e w i l l seems t o 

become increasingly negl ig ib le in.contemporary l i f e . We are 
«led, .by the veryf s o o i a l form of our l i v e s , to , spend our 
', ' * , -* •" . ' 

existence wishing and' gambolling. 

The s o c i a l cpnd i t ion pf l i b e r t y , ' of thought and of. 

c u l t u r e , l i e w i th in a middle range' of7sd~cieties s e c u r e l y 

founded upon an instrumental technique. Weil, ldbJcing.more 
* ' „ " . ' ** *' ' 

^ 4 . V *• 

-to reason than to the flaw.ed and imperfect models of the 

human past, defines two fundamental forms of Cultural life • 
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founded upon such a technique: (1) the culture qf the 
'« 

craftsman (or workman) and (2) tha t of the a g r i c u l t u r a l 

labourer (or peasant). 

In the labour, of the primitive* who i s not possessed of 
•* 
tools thought and action may be wholly separate.64 In his 

e"" 

labour the movements of such a.man would be dictated by trial* 

and error, the caprices of custom, and, perhaps, by the* 

dictates of anthropomorphic deities hidden wpthin nature. In 

/the modern factory, as ih the 'technological* society as a 

whole, our movements in labour are dictated by method but by 
• * ' * > 

method blindly embodied in. things and in the general or;gani-

• za'tion of-collective*iif e. It is in work that thought and 

action are united in individual and-.in social life. And 

there, as*we have seen, their unity*lies- in, conjunction 

* rather, than in a direct and. immediate relation,.* Thought and 

action, by the very nature bf eatch, are distinct and" separ

able. In thought we are forced to turn away from* action arid,' 

conversely, * in acting we are forced to turn away from 
'. < . -" * 

thought. This .""profound difference in kind" between thought 
. * , * 44 ' 

and action is an unalterable aspect of our being. 3 
f * 

In- the l a s t of her wr i t ings , The Need for Roots, Weil 

^attempts to demonstrate the univocal c e n t r a l i t y of work in 

culture. In i t s preservation and disclosure of the essent ial 

r e l a t i o n between thought and action in,human l i f e , work i s 

the source of human culture. i t i s th i s relation that gives 

science and ar t alike the i r significance and their s tatus as, 
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something more than mere games for the humah being. It is 

thus Weil's contention that culture^ byits very nature, is 

to be defined in relation to the work situation. 

Here-again a fundamental and a "direct connection with 

education arises. It is through education that we come into 
K 

culture, [as opposed to the mere process of 'training' or 

""schooling' byv which we are wont to enter collective life as 

cogs in the wheels of the social mechanism]. The essential 

concern of education lies with that process of learning by 

which we come into the thoughtful mastery of language. 

.Through education we learn (a) to think and (b) to read or 

assimilate the thoughts of others belonging to the present 

and the past of our own and of other cultures. So far we 

have traced Weil's account of the connection between thought 

and action in work as one of the two bases of culture. .The 

remainder of this chapter will consist in the attempt to 

complete this picture by providing* her description of the 

other basis of culture; namely, the assimilation Of thought 

by the individual from the collective medium of language. 

According to Weil's analysis this aspect of the educational 

process also depends upon the relation of, thought to action 
:within the context of human labour. As will„be seen, it 

depends upon the possibility of having the cultural expres

sion of thought las' in art and science], converge upon the 

situation of the individual in work. In this work becomes 

the bentral context of the educational process in its two 

most fundamental aspects, in thought and'in the reading of 

thought. 
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Let us" now turn directly to' this account as we find it 

in The Need for Roots and in her essay entitled, "Factory 

fifi "" 

Work",00 focusing upon her consideration of the possibility 

of educationally fostering the development of a modern work

man's culture and, secondly, of an equivalent form of culture 

suitable to the'condition of the agricultural labourer. 

A. Education and a Workman's Culture 

y ,0n the basis of Chapter III we can here assert that 

^finere can be no question of any educational assimilation of 

modern science in its contemporary mode. This for the simple 

but excellent reason that the paradoxes of quantum physics do 

not contain any thought to be understood and assimilated. 

The case of the "classical" era of our science is, however, 

another matter. As we have fseen, "classical science" was 

derived from and founded upon: 

an analogical method, consisting in 
transporting into the realm of nature the 
relations that govern human labour. Con
sequently, it is far more a natural con
cern of the workers, if one knows how to 
present it* to them properly, than it is> 
of secondary school boys. ' 

.* 

'The content of this science ought to be intimate.ly and pre-

eminently accessible to workers. In this we can clearly see 

the educational advantage that Weil has in mind in advocating 

the convergence qf>xhe scientific component of our culture 
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upon the labour process . This advantage i s of a dual and 

rec iproca l charac ter : (1) the a c t i v i t y of the worker would 

be illumined by a new found consciousness of the in te l lec tual 

foundations and dimensions "of his labour; and (2) the expres

sion qf idea in' the ' theoret ioal* sphere of science i t s e l f 

would benefit greatly, for i t s ideas would -have tp< be expres- • 

S'ible, with t h e utmost Olar i ty and l u c i d i t y ! in an Ordinary 

and accessible form of language. That i s to say, sc ient i f ic 

ideas would have to 'make sense ' . This, a f te r a l l , would 

serve to go a long way toward remedying the basic, and u l t i 

m a t e l y - f a t a l , flaw of "c lass ica l science", namely, i t s 

increasing abstraction from the sensible world of„our exper-
E -* 

ience. . . 
•<** * 

, i 
- r .•• 

- Wi.th equal force the same argument holds in" relation to 

that other great branch of culture designated, in general, by 

the term "letters". There,the basic subject is the condition' 

of man in this world and, for Weil, it is "le peuple", those 

who labour', who possess'the most direct and the truest exper-
, ** 

ience of the conditional or worldly character of our exis

tence. As she writes: 
i - * - * , . ' 

On the whole,, and saving exceptions, 
second class works and bqlow are most 
suitable for the elite, and absolutely 
first class works are suitable for the 
people. , „ 

, For example, what .an intensity of under
standing could spring up from contact 
between the people and Greek poetry, the 
almost unique theme of which is misfor
tune! Only one would have.to know-how to • ^ 
translate and present it. A workman, for "*-
instance, who bears the anguish of unem
ployment deep in the very marrow of his • 
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' bones, would understand the feelings of 
* Philoctetus when his bow is taken*away 
.from him, and the despair with which he 
stares,, at his powerless hands. He would 
also understand that Electra is hungry, ,v 
which a bourgeois is absolutely incapable 

, of understanding ... ° 

Human life is predominantly, and ultimately, an adventure in 

misfortune. Education must, of- course, be a process of 

coming into contact with the hard realities of bur situation 

as human creatures'. / 

The key here lies in Weil's Use of .the term: transla

tion, "a process that she opposes to the mass educational 

practice of "popularization**. To every form of social life 
' 

there correspohd"s*"~a<particular comportment and, as a result, 

a peculiar disposition of feelings. Our sensibilities are 

directly moulded by the character of the activities in which 

we participate in collective life. As a consequence there is 

always something foreign and irrelevant a!bout cultural 

' expressions formulated for an audience other than our own, 

and that even within the social strata of a single society. 

""By more or less intense efforts of empat,hetic attention we 

can on our own overcome such barriers. However, this 

requires and presupposes an abundance of time and energy not 

generally available to those who spend their days in labour. 

Translation is thus a necessity in the access of most of us 

to the heritage of human thought. ' 

Although supremely difficult, the art of translation is 

of great cultural value. It is valuable, first of all, 

because in order to effect a translation: 



one has to "have placed .oneself at the 
centre of a truth and possessed it in all 
its nakedness, behind the particular form 
in which it happens to have found expres
sion.69 

.Secondly, in that the transposition of* a truth from one level 

and context to another constitutes an effective criterion of 

truth. . , 

A truth which cannot be transposed isn't 
a truth, in the same way that what 
doesn't change in appearance according to 
the point of view isn't a real object, 

§- but a deceptive representation of such. 
In the mind, Jtpo, there is three dimen-

„ sional space.70 

Thus here, again, we have a means for the purification of 

culture from what is false, senseless 'and mediocre. • Further-

more, translation would serve to stimulate artistic expres

sions of a first rate cha^a^ter by clarifying the relation 

between our language and the experience it,attempts to repre

sent. At present it is imperative that we direct our steps, 

no matter how slowly and tentatively, away from that pole of 

artistic expression represented by the classic American 

depiction of "Bambi in the Garden of Gethsemane". 

B. Education and a Peasant Culture 
•n 

The labour of the agricultural worker72 is of a differ

ent variety from that of the* 'industrial' worker or crafts

man, .and as such, Weil argues that a different kind of cul-
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ture is required by the 'peasant' communities of the country

side. Perhaps the most significant difference between these 

forms of labour lies in the role of thought as a determining 

factor in the work process. It would seem that the crafts-

man, to a greater extent than the agricultural labourer, must 

use thought to determine his actions. Where the craftsman 

works, the agriculturalist labours, for the success of the 

actions of the latter would appear to be more dependent upon 

effort than upon thought. Here, again, we encounter a cen

tral and significant aspect.of Weil' position. Far from 

denigrating the character bf labour in the fields she con

tends that such"labour is the most central* and the most 

spiritually significant of the basic -Ways in which the human 

being contacts the reality .of the world as^'necessity'. As 

we have seen in the preceding chapters, her critique is 

decidedly not of 'labour' but of two specific forms of 

labour: "manual" and "mental" labour; labour that functions 

on the basis of a"disjunction between thought and action in 

individual' life. 

If in his labour the agriculturalist is less dependent 

upon the guidance of thought, this does not for Weil imply a 

disjunction between thought and action in the worklife of the 

peasant. On the contrary, she* contends that through the 

convergence of thought upon labour in the fields one of the 

highest forms of human culture qpuld be ̂gj&nerated. 
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Thus science,, by irieans of a translation different from 

that suitable* to a workman's culture, could be brought into 
tr. 

an i m m e d i a t e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h l i f e i n t h e c o u n t r y s i d e . 
* * » * **, 

.While , as Weil w r i t e s : 0 

I n t h e c a s e of workmen,- i t i s n a t u r a l 
t h a t mechanics should occupy the foremost , 
p l a c e . I n t h a t of p e a s a n t s , e v e r y t h i n g * • hv 
s h o u l d be c e n t r e d a round t h e w o n d e r f u l 
c y c l e whereby s ,olar e n e r g y , p o u r e d down 
i n t o p l a n t s , i s r e t a i n e d i n them by the , 
a i t i o n of c h l o r o p h y l l , becomes c o n c e n 
t r a t e d i n s e e d s and f r u i t s , - e n t e r s i n t o 
Man i n ' t i f e form of food o r d r i n k , p a s s e s 
i n t o h i s m u s c l e s and s p e n d s i t s e l f on 
p r e p a r i n g t h e s o i l . Every th ing connected 
w i t h s c i e n c e can be s i t u a t e d around t h i s 
c y c l e , fo r t h e no t i on of energy i s a t the ' . - ' 
h e a r t of e v e r y t h i n g . Were t h e , thought of 
t h i s c ^ c l e t o s i n k deep i n t o t h e minds of 
p e a s a n t s , i t would permeate t h e i r labour 
w-j.th pOetry. 7••' 

l* 

Hence, through* e d u c a t i o n , s c i e n t i f i c thought could be brought 

i n t o an a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h labour fo r t h e r e c i p r o c a l i l l u m i n a - . 

t i o n of e a c h . .? 

" . So, i n a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n , c o u l d t h e ' l i t e r a r y ' e x p r e s 

s i o n of t h o u g h t be a s s i m i l a t e d by an a g r i c u l t u r a l p e o p l e . 

Thus , w i t h a v i ew t o t h e r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of F rench c u l t u r a l 

l i f e a f t e r t h e w a r , Wei l a r g u e s t h a t ' u r b a n ' and ' r u r a l ' 

s c h o o l - t e a c h e r s o u g h t t o be s e p a r a t e l y and d i s t i n c t l y e d u 

c a t e d 7 4 . A s i g n i f i c a n t p o r t i o n of t h e t r a i n i n g of t h e l a t t e r 

ought t o be devoted, t o t h e su rv iv ing f o l k - c u l t u r a l a r t i f a c t s 
t * 

and " n o t a s an o b j e c t of c u r i o s i t y , b u t a s s o m e t h i n g 

.-..superb".75 The aim of such an e d u c a t i o n a l e f f o r t would be t o 

make t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r e r f e e l , j*"tfice more , a t home i n 

t h e h e r i t a g e and i n t h e express ion of human thought . 
, „••»•* 

4. • 
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In Weil's view the assimilation of religious texts, in 

particular,^gpuld do much to bring about a conjunction of 

labour and thought within culture. "If", as she writes, 

on--the one hand the whole spiritual, life 
of the soul, and on the other hand all 
the scientific knowledge acquired con
cerning the material universe are made to 

y converge upon the act of work, work occu-
\ pies its 'rightful place in men's 
- •. thoughts. . Instead of being, a kind of 
\prison, it becomes a point of contact 
petween this world and the world 
beyond.76 

She illustrates this by reference to the parables of the 

New Testament drawn from an agricultural context. j*"Why"*, she 

asks, -could not a peasant engaged in sowing: "" 

have at the back of his mind, without s. 
shaping words — even unspoken ones — oh ' 
the one hand certain 'similes drawn by 
Christ, such as: 'unless the- seed" die 
...', 'The seed is the word of God ,*•••, 
'The grain, of mustard seed ... which is , . 
the .least of all seecfs .1,', and on the 
other hand the double mechanism of 
growth; the one whereby: the seed, by -
consuming itself and with the aid of * 
bacteria, reaches the surface of the 
soil; 'and the other whereby solar energy 
pours down in rays of light, is captured 
by the green colouring" matter qf the 
plant stalk, and rises upward *in a,n 
ir'resistable ascending movement. The,-*',.* ~) 
analogy, which makes the mechanism of * ̂  
this' world a reflection of the super
natural mechanism, if one may use that 

• expression, then becomes luminously 
* "**"** clear, and the fatigue induced by work,,"" 

•Ho use ordinary popular speech, gets It v 

into, the body. The toil always moî p* or' 
less",, associated With the work effort 
becomes the pain which makes the beauty 
of the world penetrate right to the very 
core of the human bein'g. 
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Naturally, ih labour in thef fields, as in the workshop, the 

attention of the individual must be concentrated upon the 
* " - - • * 

task at hand and not upon the scientific and literary formu

lations of thought that constitute the content of education. 

However, as Weil points out, in labour,,and to a lesser 

extent in work, exedution doesn't absorb the whole of our 

mental attention. There is always a part of the mind left 

free and it is the penetration of thought into this unabs'orh-

ed portion of the attention that determines the, Cultural 

context of a particular piece of labour.78 Weil uses a 

striking example to illustrate how this association of 

thought and .action can transform, for better or worse, the 

human setting of our labour* activities. She asks us to 

imagine two young women engaged in exactly the same task, the 

sewing of a layette. The one, a mother, happily expecting 

the birth of her first child, the other, a prison convict. 

The attention of each is absorbed by the same technical 

difficulties and, yet, how radically different is the work of 

eaOh. For Weil the most essential of our problems is hbw to 

transform labour from one to the other of these conditions.7-' 

In answer to this difficulty she suggests*a method as 

specific as.it is intriguing: "What is required" she writes, 

is "that this world- and the world beyond" [that is, the realm 

represented by thought] should .be present to the individual 

"in their double beauty": 

and" associated in the act of "work, like 
the 'child about to be born in the making 

' """ of the layette. Such an association can 
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be achieved by a mode of p r e s e n t i n g 
thoughts which r e l a t e s them .d i rec t ly to 
the movements and operations peculiar to 
each sor t of work, by-a process of a s s i -

, railation sufficiently complete to enable 
them to penetrate into the very substance 
of the individual being, and by a habi t 
impressed upon the mind and connecting 

^ these thoughts with the work movements.80 

Jus t as there are but c e r t a in . s i gns in language"that w i l l 

serve to occasion certain thoughts,' Weil i s here suggesting 

tha t ce r t a in ac t ions or movements of the human body are 

na tu ra l ly sui ted to the expression of c e r t a i n ideas . The 

s t ructure , of the act ion would seem tq suggest t h a t of the 

thought involved.8-'- , If t h i s i s the case, then we* have d i s -

covered a powerful means of bringing cultural expressions of 

thought in to an immediate .associa t ion with the- spec i f i c 1 

labour ac t iv i t i e s qf-the individual. Education,., by exploit

ing th i s association, could serve to- transform, radically and 

fundamentally, any given form of social l i f e for the individ

uals subject to i t . 

In t h i s we see what c o n s t i t u t e s , for Simone Weil,, the 

task of popular education. I t i s to debrease, in a l l pos**** 

s ib le ways, the d iv is ion of the l i f e of the indiv idual in to 

that of a- creature who. acts without thought and thinks with

out acting. I t i s to abolish, as far as possible, the social 

collaboration between No and Ti: 

'one haying to think without saying any
th ing/ the other to write wUppat think- ; 
ing anything.82 

' * > K ' 

J , ' 4 44 
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Thus, both labour and thought would be il lumined through 

their mutual relation and association. 
*-r * s " 

For Weil the superiority of physical labour over a l l 

other forms of human a c t i v i t y l i e s in t he ' f ac t t h a t i t i s , 

af te^ death willingly consented to, the most perfect form of 

the obedience [or imi ta t ion] of our being to the "order of 

the world". I bel ieve tha t we ought to understand t h i s 

specifically in reference to agricultural 'labour-' We, c i t i 

zens of a 'technological' capnlization centuries old, have a 

deeply ingrained sen.se of the super io r i ty of c ra f t bver 

husbandry. I t i s an assumption' t ha t i*3 "not shared with 

Weil's pos i t ion . 

• As we ,have seen, for Weil, the act of t h ink ing is" con-
• s ,. ' " c 

templative in character-. It is the attention of the mind 
•*• \ 

waiting, , focused in desirre for contact "with a piece of 

' rea l i ty" . 8 3 The r ea l i z a t i on of t h i s contact i s the moment 

when thqught pomes into expression [and-"perception*] through 

the representa t ion of necessi ty in the form of a l i n g u i s t i c 
*- *** * 

image. We have already in t h i s chapter e'xamined^Weil's 
/**""" ' ' ' 

account of how, through t h e use- of t o o l s , t h e idea of n e c e s -
' Y - ' *-

s i t y a r i s e s , i n t h e c o n t e x t off t h e ; work p r o c e s s t o d i s c l o s e . -
••> . ' , • I . 

l u c i d l y t h e e s s e n t i a l r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n the" t h o u g h t and t h e 

a c t i v i t y of man. We h a v e a l s o s e e n why i t i s t h a t t h e l a b o u r 

of . tne n o n - t e c h n i c a l p r i m i t i v e f a i l s t o -d i sc lose t h i s r e l a - " 

t i o n . i . > . 

X ^ 
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The point here i s to make c lear t ha t we would be g rea t ly 

mistaken to identify casually the labour of the agricul tural

i s t with t ha t of the non-technical savage of a simple food-

gathering or predacious hunting socie ty . The one i s separ-

ated from the other by a revolution in technique as great, if 

not greater, than that separating the farmer from the work

man. We tend to forget t ha t the f i r s t and the most funda

mental of the so cal led ' i n d u s t r i a l revolut ions ' was t ha t 
f 

occasioned by the domestication of plants and animals, and 

completed in the early Neolithic periocl. Of the great pre-

historic matriarchal civilizations in which this was accom

plished we know nothing. But of this,we may be certain: 

thfeir achievement was the issue of thought. 

• The successful cultivation of other plant and, animal 

species must have demanded the intense attentipn of human 

thought to the details 'and cycles of biology. For' centuries 
men [or more likely, women] must have' contemplate-"" the 
f 

natural world* from the perspectijrfi of the 'life sciences' as 

an organic web of inter-related beings; for centuries and 

perhaps millennia the primary focus of human thought must 

have fallen directly upon necessity in the**,guise of the 

organic "conditions of existence". If agricultural labour 

was later to become a way of life governed largely by the 

custom and the routine of tradition, it must have been of a 

far different character initially. The labour of these peo-

pies must have constituted a conscious form of work in which 
$ 

the thought of the" "conditions of existence'* guided and 

determined the activity of the individual. 
• . . * \ * 
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It is in this context that Weil records the traditions 
T 

relating the part played by shepherds -in the first known 
\ •» 

scientific speculations made by the human nHnd, namely, those 

concerning the starst 

and also — as the comparisons which 
continually occur in ancient texts indi
cate — those concerning good and'evil.84 

* 
As previously seen, the great guiding conception,qf pre-Roman 

antiquity was then "imitation of the order bf the world".85 
e *" 

The order of the world is disclosed to us negatively through 

the perception of the conditional* character of all activity. 

Pre-eminently, work is indirect ̂ action. In the agricultural 
«* 4 , 

task 'of growing wheat, for 'example, the- wheat i s not the 

direct product of the labour involved. Human effort simply 

provides some of the necessary conditions. 

,It i s the sky i t s e l f which gives of i t s 
subs t ance , in the form of l i g h t and 
water, and thus comes down, t p be t r a n s 
formed into an ear of. wheat.86 

This i s equal ly the case in the work of the craftsman where 

too l s are thoughtfully manipulated to the achievement of a 

ce r t a in end. Craft t o o .functions simply t o . b r i n g th ings 
*> "*" a. 

about or into being by arranging conditions in a given order. 

Thus, by 'means^' of a lever I succeed i n ' r a i s i n g a heavy 

object, but only if I manipulate the lever in accordance with 

-.'certain de f in i t e conditions.* I succeed only to the extent . T 
that my actions are in obedience to the general "order of the 

world". As is so often the case in human li£e it is,' how-
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ever, the very virtue of the craftsman's mode of labour that 

contains a danger. Through the use of tools in work the 

44 *" % A L 
conjunction between human thought and activity comes sharply 

, and Clearly into focus, but i t is this very lucidity that cakn 

mislead us*. It*is precisely the unity of thought arid actibn 

-in the ski l l of the craftsman that teiftpts us* to see his 

activity as what i t is not: 'creative'. In reality he i s , 

* simply — like* the agriculturalist — a medium through which 

beings come into existence. We do not 'create', we 'produce' 

• ,i'.n the ancient sense of 'bringing forth' or 'to birth*. 

1 Whatever the worker' accomplishes, he accomplishes within the*" 

"order of the world". '"Here, again, we meet with a denial of 

-that distinction with which," the historians t e l l us> the 
\ • ' ' . ' -

history of philosophy began: namely, the distinction between ' 
- » * 

'the realms of nature*'a'nd convention. For Simone Weil all 

being belongs to thej realm Of" nature. " At the worst we -may * 

mutate being to bring forth 'monsters',87 we cannot 'create' . * , 

being. . , - y . •*" 
1 ' **• •* 

Since this point is central to Weil's formulation of the 

ancient conception op thought a!s*the perception of the "order ' * -^ 

of the world",1 and of the being* of man as the "imitation" ''and ' ' * 
i • . 7 . « 

"obedience" of his activity, to this order, let us pause "here ^ 

briefly to i l lus t ra te the point'more clearly^ According to* • 

Edmund Carpenter, the Canadian anthropologist and art histor- Z 
• , '' ' ' ' * ' „ ' * 

ian* the Inuit languages have no equivalents of pur words Z 
'create' or 'rtake'. * * 
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The closest Eskimo term means *to work 
on', which also involves an act of will, 
but one which is restrained.88 

This was reflected in the traditional character of Inuit art. 
\ 

The carver, for example, picks up and examines a piece of 
4 * *• 

ivory, not with the intention of carving a particular figure, 

but in order to perceive what figures the material contains. 

In working on the ivory his intention was not to impose a 

form upon it, is. acdbrdance with his own desires, but to 

'release', to bring\forth, the form /kost characteristic of 

the piece of mate^ial\in hand. 

" Thus Carpenter̂  recbrctŝ  the case of a European who sought 

. to commission a chess set \from an Inuit carver^ but who 

received a set in which all\the pawns were different"even 

though his explicit instructions had been, clearly understood. 
«* 

,The "carver simply explained that the forms requested were not 
• * < • 

in the ivory supplied! This, I be l i eve , i l l u s t r a t e s the 
•* * ' • 

orientation of mind involved in Weil's reconstruction of the 
conception 'of' the "order of the worjsd". The woM d̂, l ike the 

4, ' . - V ' 

carver's piece of ivory,Ccontasins -an indeterminate, but none

the less de f in i t e number of forms.']' -We cannot impose forms 
•upon* i t , we canonly bring forth those cpntainedr within i t s 

y , - . ' ' - • 

'shape's^ Finally, ' as» fo r - the Eskimo ar t i s t ' ' . - so for the 

ancients.of Weil's description, the aim, of contemplation i s 

.v to"discover, t ha t form which i s most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 

'shape' of the material, that, form which i s disclosed' by the 

l eas t "work on" the' shape. ' 
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In t h i s our notions of ' i nven t ion ' 8 9 and ' c r e a t i v i t y ' 

move in the opposite d i rec t ion toward those forms of being 

that are the l eas t character is t ic of the "order of the world" 

and which require the most amount of 'w'ork on' the mate r ia l 

in hand. The ' labour* of c h i l d b i r t h and the ' l a b o u r ' 

involved in genetic engineering are on two decidedly differ-* 

ent scales. 

Weil makes a d i s t i n c t i o n between truth and knowledge 

t ha t i s , perhaps, s ign i f i can t in t h i s context. Knowledge 
\ 

comes i n ' b i t s ' and 'p ieces ' of i n fo rma t ion ' , in conscious 
representations of part icular relat ions such as 'the book is , 

• "• 

on the floor* or 'Halifax is the capital of Nova Scotia1. 

Knowledge can be accumulated indefinitely without any 

approach"to truth. There is, she argues, only a single case 

in Which.a piece of knowledge brings us into contact with 
-" 4 • 

truth,0 and that is when it is a question of knowledge about 

something loved. In a passage cited earlier,;-she uses this 

illustration: * -

If a man surprises his* wife whom he love's 
and in whom he has perfect confidence 
being flagrantly unfaithful to him, he is 
suddenly brought into brutal contact with 
a piece of truth. If he happens to hear 
that some woman whom he doesn't know, in ' 
a.town that he doesn't know either, has 
deceived her husband, the fact doesn't 
alter his relationship to truth in the 
slightest.90 

For Weil, thought is identical with this moment, of coming 

into truth; this moment of 'realization' that has the power 

to change everything fpr us. In her own beautiful phrase, 
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t r u t h i s "the radiant manifestat ion of r e a l i t y " . 9 1 In t h i s 
» 

moment the ' r e a l ' suddenly s t r i ke s us with a force propor

tionate in i t s intensity to our desire [or love]. To desire 

t ruth, for Weil, means simp*"ly to desire contact with a piece 

of rea l i ty , to love. 

The a c t i v i t y of the world around us, and the", whole of 

our act iv i ty i n the world, i s conditioned by the relat ion or 

juxtaposi t ion of one ' t h ing ' , of one 'event ' or' 'process ' , to 

another. Thus, we only possess effective power over what i s 

present to us in space. For man a l l knowledge i s of r e l a -

t ion , and a l l r e l a t i ons are l i n g u i s t i c in character . The 

power of knowledge i s founded upon the g ra tu i t i ous cor res 

pondence between l inguis t ic and 'material ' relation. On the 

basis of knowledge we can actively manipulate material re la

tions so as to do. I t i s thus that the craftsman determines 

his a c t i v i t y within the context of the work process. ' This, 
* 

in Weil's view, i s an important, a fundamental and a v i t a l 
aspect of the general r e l a t ion holding between thought and 

act ivi ty in human l i f e . 
** *" . \ 

I t i s not, hpwever, the highest of these relat ions. For 
her the highest r e l a t i on holds between thought and labour 

*-, " * 

itself. To understand this we must return to her notion of 

obedience". 

For'̂ toeil, thought ia directed toward the "order of the 

world,'and, to the extent that we are in the world, thought 

seeks not only the knowledge of what we 'can do' but the 

truth of where it is we are; it seeks the truth of our being 
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that is constituted by a precise point within the "order of 

the world". Often, in human existence, the question of means 

— how can I live? — is of vital importance. However, for 

Weil, the question of thought is thei ancient Sbcratic ques

tion: how ought I to live? For her, as for the ancients, 

this question did not signify the ""Shoilce of ends by man. The 

answer to this question was seen to provide both the 'ends* 
. **- < 

and the 'means' of the 'human" act'. This answer lay in the 
* **l 

silent pointing of thought beyond the world toward that which 

cannot be in the world, namely, its order. 

All that we know of this "order" is contained, thanks to 
- * 44- 4 -

the revelation of idea ori the scale of our being, in the 

images of .'necessity' occasioned in the imagination by the 

juxtaposition of the signs of language. To direct human 

activity in accordance with thought means to adapt it into 

"obedience" or "imitation", of the order expressed in these 

images. For Simone Weil thought intrinsically seeks, in its 

relation to activity, to imitate and obey the "order of the 

world". ^ 

Hence, for her, the virtue of work lies in the individ

ual's clear perception of this obedience, vlnevitably" how-

ever, to some extent the workman always attempts, through 

craft, tp. adapt the order of the world to-, his ends. With 

equal inevitability,' he is implicitly led to answer for 

himself the question: how ought I to live? And the tendency 

, of that answer is always in the simple direction of: 'as I 

am empowered to act*. If.it-is human need that leads to 

I 
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tragedy at one end of the social scale of our being in this 

world, it is human desire [want] that does so at the other 

end. 

For Weil, the superiority of labour over all other forms 

of human activity lies in the type of obedience it demands. 

Throughout her writings she- analyses the relation between 

thought and labour in terms of the role of time and rhythm as 

factors in the work process. Above all else, time is for the 

human being the flow of process in a linear direction. It is 

against this linear movement of time as process that thought 

stands. For Weil, thought is, first of all, time endured in 

the waiting of the attention for the. revelation of idea. 

Secondly, through the expression of idea, thought actively 

handles time; through, the expression of thought in images of 

necessity, time is ordered and thereby mastered by the human 

being.92 AS detailed in the, last chapter, this mastery is 

accomplished by the transformation of the movement of time 

from * a linear to a circular direction. All images of neces

sity or relation- are founded upon circular or,semi-circular 

motion, or of a movement that is analogous. " • ' 

It was probably with a view to the nurture'of his sheep-
• '' 

that the shepherd first directed his" attention toward the 

night skies. What he found there in the rhythm and pattern 

of the stars was an image of more archetypal significance 

than any to be fpund in the use qf tools. What the astrono-
• * ' 

mers of"antiquity discovered was the coincidence, between the 
beautiful appearances of the'night sky and the*natural*f low 

• 

» • 
> . 
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of time in the cyclical succession of day and night, and of 

the seasons. The stars appeared as a visible image of the 

rhythmical character of time; of a' motipn at once uniform and 

varied. As the seasons change so does the appearance of the 

stars. The succession of day and night, the cyclical phases 

of the moon, the relative positions of the sun and the moon, 
i 

the planets and the. stars, accompany the natural flow of time 

anci constitute a visible image of the "systematic handling of 

time that is thought.9^ In the stars .the ancients„discovered 

the instrumentality of thought -in the most essential of all 

tools: language itself. In the rigorously-defined and per

fectly closed system of the stars as visible in. the heavens 

they found the most universal image of that which language is 

capable of representing: order. 

For man this is, however, an image. Thought is never 

anything else. As creatures in this world we do not dwell in 

etefnity. Our lot is that of labour and death, a slow, 

monotonous arid painful journey through time "minute in arid 

minute out".94 

This travail is our lot, and the monotony 
of work is but one of the forms that it 
assumes. , But it remains not the less 
true that our thought was intended to 
master time, and this vocation, fpr such 
it is, must be kept inviolate^in every 
man. The absolutely uniform and at the 
same time varied and continuallj^urpris-
ing succession of our days aiflpteasons 
are exactly comf ormable to our msery and 
our grandeur. Everything that is in some 
degree .beautiful and good reproduces in 
some way this mixture of uniformity and 
variety; everything that does not is bad 
and degrading* The peasant's toil J*s 
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necessarily obedient %c the world's 
rhythm^' The working man's labour is,'by 
its very nature, relatively independent 
of it, but it could approximate it.95 / 

In thought the human mind dominates time, simultaneously 

surveying past and future, the near at hand and the far off,) 

but in labour — in action itself — we are subject to time 

in the way of inert matter: 

t * 

that can only^ove slowly from one moment 
to the next."96 "*> 

I t i s precisely th i s monotonous pace of action, [in compari

son to t h a t of thought ] , t ha t cons t i t u t e s the suffering of 

physical labour. Thus Weil c i tes several expressions charac

t e r i s t i c of the fee l ing of t h i s violence of labour t o human 
' Q7' 

nature; m labour we find that the "hours drag"3' so that one 

comes to think "the day would never end".98 
9 4. t 

•j*-. 
For Weil fchfi.3 character of labour i s , in i t se l f j a t once 

" inevi table and f i t t i n g " 9 9 to the condition of man in t h i s 
* \ 4 

world. For ma*n nothing is nor can be free"cfrom monotony. 
j 

The problem of human labour i s to find tha t spec i f i ca l l y 

human point of balance between the freedom of our thought and 

the bondage of our movements to mate r ia l condit ions. I t i s 

in th i s that the essence of her cri t ique of the "manual" and 

"mental" forms of labour l i e s . ^ 

For the "manual labourer-1 in our f ac to r i e s the flow of 

time i s l i nea r and the tedium and monotony of labour exces

s i v e in t h e i r b r u t a l i t y . There, the l iv ing f lesh of the 

worker i s transformed, as far as possible, into a subordinate 
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function of the machinery and the, organization pf production. 

Thought, the domination of time, is banished from the life of 

the labourer as far as is possible. As W^il contends, on the 

basis of her own experience,100 the most ^rerfdful aspect of 

"' *0 I. 

such labour lies in the incomplete way iri which thought is 

banished from within it. It is only possible to banish one 

portion of the relation of thought to time lln* labour, -namely, 

its active handling by the individual worker. , The mind, "in 

"manual labour", *is not freed; on the contrary, - it must 

remain "constantly, focused, waiting, £o guide, over and over 

again, -some more or less simple action.. In,manual labour-
A\ • • " 

"time is not handled by the worker, it is simply endured. 
**• \ r • 

As we have seen, i t is through the handling of ti'me that 
thought functions as a -tool,- filtering the play of chance iri 

, our activities.•' For the manual labourer in the factory the 
Jte a 4,' ^ , i j - *• r 

•existence of chance iswJunrecognized' by virtue of that method-
' ^ . * " 4 ^ 

* ical scheme of things that is the factory itself. Yet, the 
~ ' * • . " *' •» *' ' 

factory is a place "*?here accidents, ofteii of a violent phys-

ical nature, do in fact happen. As Weil^'Vrites: 

Nothing is worse than^a mixture of mono- "Z 
tony and accident* «They are mutually 

, "aggravating, ̂ t least when accident is 
bdiyid up, with anxiety. , I# a factory, 
- accident is%.source of anxiety, for the * *-. 

* •* „ * very *eason that accident has nc status*" -. , , 
there ... Thought is obliged' t"0 remain - -
,in constant readiness not only to follow 

, the 'monotonous;* progress of movements . 
4 y indefinitely repeated, but to findZwithin* 

itself resources* to cope vd.%ti the un-
• expected. Such an obligation**^ , contra- * . 
dictory, 'impossible, and exhausting.101 

( * * . -

.. , ft• . 
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In'manual labour it is the mind, even.more than the body, 
• * , « *• 

that"emerges exhausted from the factory." It is not'the 

'soul-lessness' of manual labour that Weil*-condemns but, 
*• •* ' 

rather, the way in which the human soul is brutalized*by its 

contact with time in such labour. * - • 
4 ' -

From th is perspective "mental labour" i s characterized 

by a complementary defect. In mental labour the individual 
* . *, 

i s cqnfined to playing with language, and in t h a t play he 

does'nbt encounter the'"reality of our active movement in and 

domination of space. The freedom of thought i s thus t r a n s -

formed into an intoxicating license. The consequence of th is 

l icense i s an a l i ena t ion from the r e a l i t y of the tangib le 

world as 'disclosed in the 'active cotirse. of our experience; we 

are thus, overcome by a dizzy feeling of abstraction from the 

conditional world that i s the location of our being. 

• „ In manual labour the individual enters into contact with 

the tangib le world and comes to dominate space through his 

act ivi ty , but only a t the price of a brutal subjection to the 

monotqnous flow of- time. In mental labour time i s dominated, 

but a t the p r ice of our sensual contact with the world. In 

manual and mental labqur human act ivi ty i s obedient to* order 

[of method], but b l i n d l y obedient to order as embodied in 
" ' * ' , * . , ' " 

things *"•— in. machines, iii technique, and in the social organ-
•. . * . * " *tf 

ization** of labour i t s e l f . A labourer l iv ing in a p r imi t ive 
«. « . i * 

society, - without tb$Ls capable, of subordinating the body' to 

the mind, -would l ikewise l ive in.-blind obedience to the 
' i> , . * 4 ' 

- . - . 4 - 44 ' 4 
• ' " • • . . I " <• 4> • * 

"order of the world". It is only the relation of thought to 
human labour* tnat contains the possibility of a conscious 

. -
* <• 
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obedience to the "order of the world". It is, in turn, only 

this possibility that permits obedience to be informed by 

consent. 

To enter into physical labour is to enter into a kind of 

death." In Weil's view we k,now nothing about 'matter' other 

than its obedience to necessity, and to labour is to enter 

into the current of inert matter very much in the manner of 

death; it is to reduce oneself to the role of an intermediary 

between one state of inert matter and another. For man 

labour and death are the two primary points of contact 

between our existence and the "order of the world**. Both, 

for the human being, are matters of necessity and not of 

choice. We can,,however, enter into this contact with "the 

order of the world" in one of two ways: (1) in an attitude 

of revolt or (2) in ah attitude of obedience founded upon, 

and transformed by, conscious consent. It is solely the 

'absurd* possibility of our consenting to,the "order of the 

world" that is capable of transforming human existence from 

bondage tq liberty. * For Weil it is the possibility bf this 

"absurd act" that is the most distinctive and essential qf 

human characteristics. / <• 
*• - *» 

I t i s only in the work of the craftsman and the labour 

of the agr icul tura l i s t that the poss ib i l i ty of' the* conscious 

relation- of thought and action exist for the individual. I t 

i s only t h e r e t h a t t h e combinat ion of "monotony" and 

"var ie ty" , "order" and' "accident", "misery" and "grandeur" 

proper to Human existence, i s to be discovered. 
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For the craftsman work must be such that thought and 

action are conjoined in the activity of his labour in a way 

similar to the natural succession of the days and the sea-

sons. Within his labour the regularity of thought must be 
• ' » 

'mingled with the variations qf chance and accident" disclosed 

in the course of experience. His labour must come to imitate 

the rhythmical movement, of time as imaged • in the movement of 

the sun and the stars. ' , 

For the sun and, the stars,- time is filled 
beforehand with a framework bf ordered 
and* limited variety having regular, recur
rences. This framework may lodge an 
infinite variety of events that are abso
lutely unforseeable and partially innor 
cent -of order.102 

This is precisely the relation, characteristic of thecon-
-. . * ' . 

junction of labour and thought in human life." 

The labour pf the peasant agriculturalist necessarily 
* i 

follows the rhythm of time. For Weil this is the origin of 

the essential superiority of this mode of labour. It is in 
• " • * * " * - ' • 

this context that.,she brings into, question bur conventional 

reading"of* the penal character of labour as contained in the 

account in Genesis. We have, she suggests, misunderstood the 

import °f this text: 7 ' ' 

for want of a just notion -regarding pun
ishment. . 

v- • . - * • - A • •/ 
Par'from expressing a disdain for physical labour,* she ̂ on-* 

* • ' ' * tends that it is far more likaly'the-inheritance of sortie very 
# " -

ancient civilization in which physical labour, was "the most 
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\ •*-

pre-eminent of all cultural activities. For the ancients, 

she*postulates, this 'punishment' of labour [and of death 

itself] was a "marvelausH process of re-integration into the 

"current of the Good" as represented by the "order of the 
T, 

world". labour was the way through which daily l i f e could be 

brought into an immediate imitation of that order.104 

This, i s clarified in her examination of the few remain-" 

ing in t imat ions 'o f the. existence of such a c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

Thus, for ins tance , she points out tha t what we know of the 

Mysteries — "a religion that embraced the whole of pre-Roman 

antWuity"10* - suggests that they were founded upon symbol- ' 

ic expressions regarding salvation derived. from agriculture 
*° a ' 

[like so many of the NeW Testatnent parables]. Similarly: 

', . The role of Hephaestus in the Prometheus . 
of Aeschylus seems to recall'a religion 

» of blacksmiths .... • One can imagine a ' 
blacksmith's religion seeing in fire, 
which .renders iron ductile,, the image of 
the operation, of the Holy. Ghost, upon 

' human nature. 6 

* 4 

On the .basis of such fragmentary-hints she: pos tu la tes the 
existence of a time when the religious expressions of truth 

* -

were t r ans la ted ip to d i f fe ren t systems of images , each.of 
which was*,vespec±ally ^adapted t o ' a given type* of physical 

« n " ' *• * * 

labour.^In this way the very .movements >o£ the labourer kin 

work could have.been a direct expression of the truths" of the 
\ # > - - • '• ' » 

•faith. ' • . -I. ,Si 

. . . . . . ' . " ' ' . • . ' Z 
', , . * |-For Weil,- wftether or not this^ was ever.,the> case, it*' 

' 4 * Z ,„4 ' A 4 ' •£ „ .' '*. , 
. dpens the ̂ ossibTllty "of a profound relation between labour • 

" ' / . 44> " 4 " . ft' ' ' • . ' 4. ' * ' , # 

» ;. and thbught in culture. As we have seen, throughout this 
" ' ' \ 7 ** " 

-- " l "" ** 
, ' " . ̂. •'- 272. * " ' - > ' ' • » ' 
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X . ' . 
* • , " * attempt to reconstruct her argument, there is, for example, 

7 , - * -» 
no reason why, in a Christian culture, the parables "of the 

New Testament and the truths of science could not be made to, 

converge upon the act of .labour. In this both thought and 

labour would gain in dimensionality, for.it is only in Hjhis 

way that the culture, the way ofT life, of a people caft 

acquire the living depth of thought. In her notebooks she 

outlines in great detail how, through a process' of education, 
v . • • 

- t h i s might be achieved. We find, for example, the following -

summary of t h e content of such a curriculum; 
r- . ' 

... there should be presented in corre
lation the current scientific ideas bf 
the transformation of energy in the 
growth of plants, in nourishment and in . 
work. Add to thS.s a conspectus of the *' 
elementary and essential .knowledge of-
astronomy, mechanics; physics, chemistry 
and biology, and relate the whole to the * 
" sequence of the parables.107 ~ 

', 

Here, the idea is of*a culture that reaches in two Sirec-m 

tions, 'upwards' and 'downwards', in the attempt of thought 
-* . . - ** c 

to understand and to contact the truth of-our existence as * 
* f • ' . ' * * • ' 

creatures living upon the' 'middle ground*' of our .being, 

located between the 'wisdom' of thought and the ignorance of 

our existential" experience. > 

v yjr 

' "V. 
* • » 

7 -• ~ ' 

,-t 

' ) ' - - '• •• * • " ' " • * ' • ' • . ( 

r . " - :,y . - - . \ 
».--*• . . . A- • - . " * . • • ' * ° - . 
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N O T E S T O I N T R O D O C T I O N 

1. There e x i s t s a weal th of b i o g r a p h i c a l l i t e r a t u r e on 
Simone Weil. The most au tho r i t a t i ve biography i s by her 
fr iend, Simone Pe'trement, La Vie, de Simone Weil,' (Par is : 
L i b r a i r i e Artheme Fayacd, 1974). This work h a s been 
published, in, an abridged English' t r a n s l a t i o n by- Raymond 
Rose'nj-hal, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1976). This 
biography l a r g e l y supercedes the e a r l i e r volume by 
Jacques Cabaud, Simone Weil ; A Fe l lowship ih Love, 

. (London: Havri l l Press , T964). . . • • • ' * . 

2. • Although incomple te and composed of ' f ragmentary t e x t s 
, ' t h e f i r s t of t h e s e bpok l e n g t h s t u d i e s i s the .volume 

e n t i t l e d Oppression e t l i b e r t e , Par is : ' Gallimard, 1955 
and t r a n s l a t e d as Oppression and L ibe r ty by A.F. Wi l l s 
and J o h n ' P e t r i e , (LOndon: Routledge and Kegan Paul , 
1958). - "Ehe .o ther i s L 'Enracinement: Pre lude a une 

• d e c l a r a t i o n d e s d e v o i r s enyers T%tre humaine, (Par i s ' 
Ga l l imard , 1949) and t r a n s l a t e d by A.F. Wi l l s as The 
Need for Roots: * Prelude t o a Declaration of Duties 
Toward Mankind, (.London: Routledge and Kegan Paul , 

. X9~52TT~ , ' ' ' A 
Oppression and Liberty is compo'sed of a series of frag
mentary texts'written between the early 1930's and tlje 

* '* .year of her death, 1943. The main fragments entitled 
- "Reflections Cpncerning the causes "of Liberty and Social 
Oppression" and "fragments 1*933-38" are known to be 

7 first drafts of, a work, on the notions of .oppression and' 
liberty fundamental to political philosophy. 

The Need for Roots is her only complete book. It was 
finished in London during" the war* and deals,/specif ic-
• ally, with the problem of the cultural reconstruction of 
France after the war. It was commissioned as a report-
,by the Gaullist government in.exile. . . , 

*' * * . . * * 
: -We also possess a remarkable ;second-hand account of the 

lectures in philosophy that she gave at a *Lycee in 
Roanne during the 1933--34 academic.year. These notes, 
taken by-Madame ReynaudrGuerithault, a £upil.in^her 
class, appear to be remarkably accurate. O'riginally 
published as Lecons de bhilosbphie* de _SimoneZWe>l, 
(Paris:.- Plon* 1959)", "it has; beeri~"translated 'by'Hugh 
Price {with an introduction, by Peter.Winch) as Lectures 

• .'on,Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
. X9"7F"n - , .."*.*/ Z '*' I 

•0 
\ 

" .. '/ 

' *' 4 7 ,.*•--- 7 
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3. The most s ign i f i can t of these a re as fol lows: "L'Agonie 
d'une c i v i l i s a t i o n ' vue a t ' r ave r s un poeme ep ique" , 
£5.Jli£."£."!._£H—-HSl' x x * ( A u g u s t - O c t o b e r , 1942)0 
"Anti gone","~Entre Ngur (Chroniques, de R 'os ieres) , V.5, 
1936; '-A propqs des J o c i s t e s " , Cah ie r s du Sud, XIX, 
(April , 1941); "En quoi cons i s te l ' i n s p i r a t i o n occi tan-
i enne" , Cah ie r s du Sud,' XX," (August - October, 1942); 
"Experience^de la- v i e d ' u s i n e " , Economie et" Humanisme, 
I I , (June - July, .1942); "Ne recommencons pas la guerre 

„ de Tro ie" , Les Nouveaux Cahie r s (Pa r i s ) , I I , 1, ,1937; 
""Notion du s o c i a l i s m e , s p i e n t i f i q u e " , L-Effort" (Lyon) 

' *- XVI, 12 / 1933; "De la- Pe rcep t ion ou l ' a v e n t u r e de Pro-
t eq" , Libr.es Propps , V,(May, 1929); "Ref lexions a p r o -
pos~" de~ la t h e o r i e des ' -quanta ' s C a h ^ r s du Sud,. -XIX,' 
(December, 1942. * •. ^ ] ! ~ 

. • • - . ' . . • • - ' " 

4. ' This.text is attributed'to Heraclitus. See Kathleen 
Freeman's Ancilla to the Pre-So'cratic Philosophers, 
(Oxford:. Basil Blackwell, 1971), fragment No. 35."The 

- translation is hers. * • " 

I make this statement on the authority' of 'Professor 
Joseph Owens who has written: "If the" word,'philosoph
ers' or 'lovers of wisdom' in fragment 35 is genuine, 
the fragment is the oldest extant passage in which the 

, term occurs", A History of'Ancient Western Philosophy, 
(New York:, Appleton, Centriry, Crofts, 1959), footnote 
17, p. 46. ' , 

5. - See, .for example, a letter to her brother, Andre, dated 
between January and April, 1940, translated in Seventy 
Letters by R. Rees (London: Oxford University Press, 

* .1965), pp. 122-23. . , , . - ' . . __ * ' . 

6. See. Oppression and Liberty, pp. 106-107.. 

7: Thus,, particularly in her early writings .such as. Oppres
sion and Liberty, she**-uses the- Cartesian language Of 
•mind' and 'world*, '•sub'jeet' and- 'object', and the 
modern, philosophic' vocabulary rooted in.the distinction 
Between, fact and value .that her Platonic position deeply 
re jec ts . -- • " . ""• ^ 

• - • -* •• . i , 

. ' » \ 
For i n s t a n c e s of the i n f l u e n c e of Kant- I - r e f e r t he 
r eade r to t h e fo l lowing* , "Sc i en t i sm: A Review**, On 

• Science, Necessity .and—the • Love 'of God, (London:* Oxford 
"Univers i ty P r e s s , 19^68), p.--3 01? "Forms of t h e - I m p l i c i t 

' , Love of "God" i n ' The_Simprie—WeilJReader , *fd. G.A'. 
. P a n c h i a s , (New Yorkr^DaviJldc^ay^"!,9~77l and t h e Note
books of Simone-*Weil, t r ans l a t ed by A.F.. Wil ls , {'London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul* 1956), Vol'.' I I , p . 526.* 

. * ' N» 
s , , , / 

* . V ' • * • « 
• - , . * • „ * t 

7 '* * * . . . - . • - ' \ * , • * " . 
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8. In the opening pages of S^nseed for.Roots she does l i s t 
both ega l i ta r ian ism and hierarchism as ".needs of the 
soul", pp. 16-19. I t " i s quite clear within her writings 
that she would have dismissed th is opposition, charac
t e r i s t i c of the history of our po l i t i ca l philosophy, as 

'an i l legi t imate one. 

9'. In h i s inaugural l ec tu re to, the Londori School of Re l i -
giqn e n t i t l e d , "Does Rel ig ion Stand t o Reason?", 
Viscount Samuel charged tha t Weil 's wr i t ings were too 
fragmentary and unsystematic to bear special is t c r i t i 
cism. * . *• 

4 

jerself was acutely aware of this simple failure to 
read wffit-Zsh'e had written. In a letter to her mother, f 
less than a month before her death, she writes: 

Some people feel in a confused way that there 
is something [i.e. in- her,, -work]. But once 
they have made a few polite' remarks about my, 
intelligence their conscience is clear. After 
which, they listen to me or read me with the $ 

*. „, , ̂ .same hurried attention which they give to 
everything, make up their minds definitely 
about each separate little hint of an idea as 
soon as it appears: 'I agree with this', "I 
don't agree with-that"i 'this is'marvellous', 
'that is completely idiotic*.(the latter . . 
anthesis comes from my chief). In the end 
they say: 'very interesting', and pass on to 

. something else. They have avoided* effort. 
Seventy Letters, op. cit., pp. 196-97.,, 

With a few notable exceptions such as M. Veto's La 
* Metaphysique'religjeuse de Simone Weil, (Paris': Vrin, 

1971), this could sta»d as'a critique of the secondary 
literature on her thinking. . 

,,10. J.P. Little published a bibliography on Simone Weil in 
1973 (London: Grant and Cutler) listing .hundreds* of 
secondary articles and books from & diversity of per
spectives, and disciplines. In the subsequent ten years ' 
there has probably been as much agaiij published. , " 

This'^literature appears to be dominated by two primary 
concerns: (1) the religious aspects of tier thought 
(considered more or less in isolation Sjbm the whole Of 
her thinking) and (2) her political and sdqial thought. 

* *A third and voluminous category of this secondary liter-

r 

*V 

jdture focuses on her l i f e . 
V1 

. * - * 
-*T- . * "• r » .* ' , / 

* ? * - •> ». • . ' • .* / 

I 
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A few s t u d i e s on her c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n of work do e x i s t 
but they are wr i t t en from a theologica l perspect ive and 
do not focus any fundamental a t t e n t i o n on the r e l a t i o n 
of thought to labour m her wr i t i ngs . See, for example, 
the following d i s s e r t a t i o n s : Cla i re Fricker , "The Fiery 
JiVridge: Simone Wei l ' s Theology of Work",? unpubl ished 
d o c t o r a l d i s s e r t a t i o n , Theological" Union, Berkeley , 
Ca l i fo rn ia , 1982; and Michel Bourgeois^1, "La S p i r i t u a l i t e 
du t r a v a i l selon Simone Weil", these de l icence , Faculty 
of Pro tes tan t Theology in the Univers i ty of Par i s , 1961, 
See a l s o the f i r s t and t h i r d c h a p t e r s of Luce Blech-
L i d o l f ' s La pensee ph i lo sqph ique e t soc i a l e de Simone 
Weil , (Berne:- Herber t Lang & Cie SA., 1976), pp. 49-64 
and pp." 75-83. 

See, for example^Jtowight D. Harwel l , " A t t e n t i v e F r u i 
t i o n : Simone Weil*s voca t ion of a t t e n t i o n " , t h e s e de 
doctora t , University of Strasbourg, Faculty of Pro tes 
t a n t Theology, 1959; Nicole Labeau, "L 'At ten t ion chez 
Simone Weil", These de l i cense , Universi ty of Montreal, 
1962; and , t h e b e s t of t h e s e s t u d i e s , M. V e t o ' s 
"L'Attention selon Simone Weil", Ecoute, July, 1970, pp. 
49-55. • • -

See, for ins tance, Luc Baresta', "Siihone Weil: 1 'at ten-
t ion aux symboles", La France Catholique (Paris) , I , 2, 
1963 and.C. Blazy, "La Pensee s c i e n t i f i q u e e t l e r e s t e 
de l a pensee humaine", Dep^che du Midi, I , 6, 1966. 

As did Pe te r Watkins in an a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d , "Simone 
Weil: Antisemitism and Syncre t i sm" , Church Qua r t e r ly 
Review, CLXIII (1962), pp. 463-73. 

I t was, I b e l i e v e , ' G.K. Ches te r ton who once made t h i s 
p o i n t , say ing : "If a t h i n g i s worth doing, i t i s worth . 
doing badly" , meaning t h a t the^-things t h a t a r e worth 
doing can only be done badly. 

4 " ' ' 

• f 

The Worst combination seems to ]£- such a* specialized 
approach and the intention of providing an introduction * 
to her position. Witness, for example, John Hellman's 
Simone* Wei'l: An Introduction to Her Thought, (Waterloo, 
Ontario: Sir-Wilfred Laurier Press, 1982) which concen
trates on her critique-of the Old Testament and Roma 
strains of influence upqn our civilization only to con
clude that her: " ' , 

denial of the beneficial effect of^ techno
logical progress associated *with productive 

/ labour is surely a major weak point in her 
analysis,- Indeed a.sympathetic reader would 

i portray it as 1b,n extreme Luddite view adopted 
for rhetorical purposes. (pp. 98-9,9) 
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Such a 'reader' could only have substituted his sympath
ies for the text of Weil's work. 

17. At the Benedictine abbey, of Solesmes, Easter, 1938. 

18. It should be noted here that Weil uses the term 'activ
ity' in its ordinary sense of movement through time ̂.nd 
space. It does not bear the connotation of that re'̂ lm 
of human activity free and separate from the realm of 
necessity characteristic of the Aristotelian and Thomis-
tic traditions. On the contrary," in its subjection to 
the reality of effort (or labour) it constitutes, for 

. her, one of the two most primary manifestations of 
necessity in human,life. Tĥ e other is death. 

•1-9.. See, for example, Gravity and Grace, (London:- Putnam's," 
1952), p. 212, Vriere she writes: 

'}• 
Man-is' a slave in so far a s , .between act ion 
and i t s effect, between effort and the finish
ed work, there i s the in ter ference of a l i en 
wi l l s . 

See also Chapter I , pp. 8-9 where the quotation i s 
repeated. 

20.' By nature what i s meant "here i s the world in process or 
movement of change around us; that realm of being which 
man does not 'make'. By con t ras t , h i s tory ind ica tes 
that realm of conventional being brought forth by human 
effort . 

• * • 

In -English, as in other languages, the term 'history** 
has a confusing ambiguity in tha t i t i s ' used to denote 
two quite- d i s t i nc t " senses . I t d i s t inguishes (a) the 
domain of human existing i tse l f which i s characterized t 
by the1 production qr bringing forth of being within 
nature and (b), the scient if ic or scholarly study Of" the 
human pas t . "Throughout* the body of t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n 

,, the term is* used,.in the former of these senses. 

I An* indebted to a wprl"", of my supervisor, Professor G.P. 
,;, Gnant for a c lear account of t h i s d i s t i nc t i on and i t s 

" -' significance. See his : "iime as History, (Toronto: CBC 
-* Publications, 1969), .especially pp. 1-4. • / 

• /* * « 
The term, --'process', here indicates , the movement of 
nature around us. I t , i s contras ted,with the realm of 
human act ivi ty within nature (Labour, work and history). 
For "Weii h is tory has ah individual and a co l l ec t i ve 
character. To' the,extent that the -social or collect ive. 

' - organization of labour goes beyond'the individual unison 
- of thought and actaion ^characteristic .of human 'making'i, 1 the realm of human actrterey coincides.' with the .reality or 

* • • 

y 
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natura l process . Thus, today, we often speak of the 
h i s t o r i c a l process ' in the same terms as we speak of 
na tura l process. History, l ike nature , thus becomes a 

•realm of being in which we are inescapably caught; whose 
direction l i es beyond the control of the human individ
ual. -History then becomes not something that men 'make' 
but something t h a t shapes and moulds man himself in 
whatever way i t wi l l . 

In current ethnographic theory ' cu l tu re ' i s often seen 
as e s s e n t i a l l y mate r i a l , for a l l t h a t i s open to study 
i s ' t h e expression of a cul ture and tha t expression i s , 
of course* materially manifested in one, way or another. 
The .term "material culture" designates the purely a r t i -
factual study of part icular forms of social l i f e . See: 
R.A. Armstrong, Wellspring; On the Myth and Source of 
Culture, (Berkeley! University of California Press , 
1975) and M. Richardson, ed., The Human Mirror: Mater
i a l and Spatial Images of Man, ("Baton Rouge: . Louisiana 
State University Press, 1974). 

Machines are, perhaps, the most str iking example of the 
material expression of l inguis t ic relation. A machine 

*'is a thought expressed in the spec i f ic r e l a t i o n of one 
piece of matter to another. In order to use the machine, 
we need no t , o f . , course , unders tand or "think t h a t 
thought. • • • . . -

'1 - - , „ 

Essential in that labour, in "its subjection to the' 
necessity of effort, is the most basic reality of human 
activity. Primary in that productive activity is, in 
any society, the central activity in the lives of most 
of its • population. Even for those who are, for whatever 
reasons, 'unemployed' in such a society, it is the 
division and co-ordination of, labour that conditions and 
shapes their' iives. 

•This ideritity between 'language' and- social life is 
founded on a mutual interplay between the two. On the 
one hand, it is only language that allows us to*divide 
and co-ordinate our individual activities and thus to 
enter into social or collective life. On the other, it 
is bhrouglythe juxtaposition of language within the 
context of (specific social activities that we come into 
a particul/r language. . •* . 

Hence, while we live in a time^when marj, is free to act 
on' a scale unprecedented in the known past qf our 
species'," we f,ind ourselves, at the very same moment, 
subject "to a blind play of natural and social force 
equally unprecedented.. Our scientific "conquest and 
domination" of nature has issued in a terrible loss of 
control that threatens the continuance of the species 
"and, indeed, of life itself on this planet. . 
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Here and throughout this dissertation the term 'anthro
pology' is used in its old philosophical sense, signi
fying a description, of th'e nature of human being. 

The course of our active experience in nature (work and 
labour) ought to be distinguished here from our experi
ence of nature* (-process). Idea represents our experi
ence of. process, allowing us to distinguish phenomena in 
the endless flow of events that we term, 'nature'. It 
also allows us to act within nature and to represent our 
experience of our collective or social activity within 
nature (history). 

Idea connects and thereby renders what was previously 
discrete a unitary whole. Space is the example,'par 
excellence, of what Weil means by the "continuous". As 
examples of "discontinuity" she cite£ the fact that we 
can find no intermediary between iron and gold, that we 
cannot pass,from one side of a river to the other with
out crossing it and that we do not find a note corres
ponding to the harmonic mean on the musical scale. 
Throughout her writings the image of the waves of the 
sea stands in representation of the discontinuous as -it 
is found everywhere on the surface of human experience. 

28U 
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N O T E S T O C H A P T E R 

There i s , of c o u r s e , a v a s t l i t e r a t u r e of s o c i o l o g i c a l 
a n a l y s i s t h a t b e a r s upbn th^Ls s u b j e c t . For i n s t a n c e , 
see:" S. Bowles and H. G i n t i s , Schooling in C a p i t a l i s t 
America, (New York: Basic Books, 1976); M.-Carnoy and, 
ST Levin, The Limits of Educational Reform, (New York: 
David McKay, 1976) -r and S. Bowles, "Unequal Educat ion 
and the Reproduction of the Social Division o% Labour", 
S c h o o l i n g ' i n a .Corpgra t e Soc ie ty , ed. M. Carnoy, (New 
York: Davit* McKay, 1975). 

See Alfred Sohn-Rethel's I n t e l l e c t u a l and Manual Labour: 
A Cri t ique of Epistemology, (London: . McMillan, 1978), 
pp. 115-116. This l i t t l e known work .attempts t o e x p l i 
cate and develop Marx's c r i t i que of the d iv is ion between 
manual and mental labour... -

Ibid.,-, p . 113. 

Another and more precise attempt along these lines was 
envisioned by Descartes-in the'form of a proposal for 
"craft schools" Hhich would allow the artisan "a form of * 
education thiK^would give him access to the knowledge — 
mathematical and scientific — on which his labour is 
founded. This would allow him to know and to understand 
what he is doing .even if he were not free to think it . 
out for"' himself. 

The over-riding concern of Descartes with clarity and.' 
simplicity had, at least in part, an educatiorial "mot.ive 
or implication. As he wrote in Principles "lof Philos
ophy ' * ' • "^ ~] 

I have noticed on examining the "nature op many 
different minds, that there^were almost none , 

**of them so dull or slow of"'understanding that \ 
they were incapable of high feelings, and even \ 
of attaining to all the profoundest sciences, . 

* were they trained in the right way. 

This passage is cited from Philosophical Works,<frvol. I, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911), p. 210. 

Quoted and translated by Sohn-Rethel^ p. 115". 

See Appendix I below entitled, "A Note on Weil's Atti
tude Toward Slavery in the Ancient World". - . 

' ' , * * * " 
It is, perhaps, worthxnothing here that 'modern'-philos
ophy in the West was b&rn at the same time and in a form 
that would seem to parallel the manual/mental division 
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Charac t e r i s t i c of the new mode of labour. In d i r e c t 
•response to the problems and discover ies of the new 
science of .nature, the ' d i a l e c t i c ' of .tfKis philosophy 
was, rooted in the epistemolog'ical attempt* to define the 
r e l a t i o n between "Mind"..and "World". \ See the f irs t '* 
secflion of'Chapt.er I I I 'be low on the natjure of thought , 
•characteristic of this- f i r s t phase of modern science. 

« r> 

Of course all spciaJL revolutions •. are industrial revolu
tions for if -the division ana co-ordination of labour is 
hot'altered, then nothing changes in the structure of 
society. " * * , '• „ ' 

Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and .Causes of "the 
Wealth' of Nations, (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1903),. 
Book 1, Chapter 1: "Of the Division of Labour", pp.* 5-
6. " ' •. 

See, for example,-Lectures on Philosophy, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), pp. 146-47. 

r \ 
See the, "Introduction" above (p. 3) and, especially, 
footnote 8. ' -

*" ' * 
See the-^dpmmentary of Leo Strauss on the.theme of this 
conflict within the philosophy o'f the Classical era in 
Greece, The City and Man, (Chicago: Rand McNally, 
1964), -

See -Oppression arid .Liberty, (London': . Routledge >,,and 
Kegan P a u l , 1,958), p . 1 4 3 . - . ,-.-

i 
4 * M 

G r a v i t y and dfrace, (London: 'Rou t l edge and <> Kegan Pau l , 
1 9 5 2 ) , p . " 1 4 3 . . . " " • ' • • , 

See footnote 18 of the "Introduction" above-

This is, of course, a legitimate absence in so far as it 
*is dictated by necessity _and/or conscious consent. 
Every society rests upon certain/material conditions of 
existence mainly determined by such factors as: its 
access to natural'resources*, its population, the state 
"of its technology and the existence of competitive 
social entities. • * ' 

The strangely inhuman and artificial Character of the 
world of the master is captured in a remark of Plinius; 

»W-e walk with alien feet, we see with alien 
eyes ... 

I refer the' reader to'the resrfĉ of this passage from 
Naturalis historia, XXIX, 19i • 
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18'. See R.G. Collingwood's The Idea of Nature, (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press-, 1,945), pp. 1-26.-., r 

19. For an ' account of t h e h i s t o r y of modern phi losophy "in 
, terms, of t h i s ' d i s t i n c t i o n see L. .Strauss ' Natural ' Right 

and H i s to ry , (Chicago: • U n i v e r s i t y of Chicago P r e s s , 
•1955)*, pp. 74-117. T h i s . i s „ d e a l t wi th i n d e t a i l i n t h e 
t h i rd chapter below. / . ' * - . ' ' 

20. Weil's quotation1 bf t h i s l i n e i s found in her F i r s t and 
Last Notebooks, {L**ondoni Oxford " u n i v e r s i t y Paess , 

• 197^0), p. 24. Wit tgenstein 's c i t a t i o n occurs in On C e r 
t a i n t y , (Oxfords Basil Blackwell," 1969), p'. 51. 

, „ t v, . 

It should also be noted that this linê , in its original" 
^context- begins Goethe"'g attack up'on Christianity."v.It 
( is, of course, an intentional parody of the opening line 
of the "Gospel According to St. John":. ,, * 

» 
In the' beginning was the word. > 

' •* „*, i 

Neither Weil nor Wittgenstein intended, in" their^" usage 
of t h i s l i n e , t o imply a n ' a t t a c k upon the C h r i s t i a n 

". '• t r a d i t i o n . . . - % 

21". He' l o c a t e s c o n t r a d i c t i o n in language on trhe "sur face 
l e v e l ""of grdmm^r and p o i n t s to" i t ' s r e s o l u t i o n - o n the, 

- * leve l *of* I'depth grammer". . * • 

"* For an i n s t r u c t i v e "comparison of the p h i l o s o p h i e s pf 
** * Wittgenstein- and Weil see Peter Winch's "Introduction" 

to Lecturers on Philosophy, pp. 1-23. . ' ,, 
J « ' 

* 44 ' * 

22. For Wittgenstein this too"is a basic 'question but one 
that has no answer within-philosophy. Caught in the 
fact/value" distinction*" at the root of modern philosophy 
his account of thinking is., ultimately, biased in the 
direction of a "natural history" of language. 

23. I.t ought'to be noted 'here- that Weil uses the term, 
"contradiction";. . as -a synonym for the ancient notion of 
the- 'contraries'.. .Thus, here and throughout the follow- ' 

*» ing chapters, her use of this term shotild .not be con
tused with, for example," the notion of .contradiction in 

f logic: a relation between propositions such that both 
can be false' but only one true. 

- *- .. ' 

She distinguishes between legitimate and illegitimate 
contradictions as "follows: 

The illegitimate' use lies in coupling together" -
, incoihpatibie thoughts as"- if they were, cbmpat- m 
ible. The legitimate use lies, feirst of ail, 

* - when - two incompaiftble thoughts present them- , 

/ 

283 y* 



« 

s e l v e s t o the mind, in, exhaus t ing a l l t h e 
powers of the i n t e l l e c t i n ' a n attempt to e l i 
m i n a t e a t l e a s t ofie of them. If t h i s i s 
i m p o s s i b l e , i f both must be accep ted , t h e 
c o n t r a d i c t i on must the'fi) be recognized *a* a , -

" f a c t . I t must then be used as a two-l imbed 
t o o l , l i k e a p a i r of' pincergs, SP t h a t through 
i t d i r e c t contact may be made with t h e - t r a n s - ->.-
cendental sphere of t r u th beyond the range jof 
the human f a c u l t i e s . . c 

"" * o ' « • 

Oppression and Liberty," p. 173. This de f in i t ion of the 
l eg i t ima te use-of contradic t ion cons t i tu t e s her concep-' 
t i on of the d i a l e c t i c of the ari*cients. - See Chapter^JII 
below (pp. 146-147) where t h i s quotation i s ^repeated*. „ . 

Technique i s a f t e r a l l , by d e f i n i t i o n , a way of a c t i n g " 
t h a t succeeds prec ise ly" by„ e l i m i n a t i n g the need" for 
thought. . ' * 

* B \ 

c ° 

See footnote 20 in the "Introduction" above. *" 

Thus,, for example, we might see the'anthropological 
foundation of Aristotle's position as a distortion of 
the open mysteries of the beinglof man, a disto.rtiqri 
that, led to doctrines like^ that Of natural slavery. 
Fundamental mis-conceptions, regarding - the character' of 
our being' can have enormous consequences in political 
and social life. In Oppression and Liberty, Weil anal- s 
yses the position of Marx from 'this perspective. ,In the 
Need for Roots, (London: Routledge- and Kegan Paul, 
1952), she shows how the. anthropological implications of, 
modern science influenced and"supported Hitler's concep
tion of justice. (See p. 240 and pp. 79-80 of the 
following- chapter.) * •••>•*» 

See Strauss, op. cit., pp. 82-84." ' ' , -
* . ' i-\ 

The rigorous, analysis of sense appearance d i sc loses t h i s 
discontinuity.'*' This contention i s perhaps best support
ed by t h e ana lyses of t h e G e s t a l t school of modern 
psychology. ^See, for example., G. Humphrey, Thinking, 
"('New York.: John Wiley and 'Sons/ 1962), e s p e c i a l l y , 
.chapter v i ; W. Kohler, G e s t a l t Psychology, (New York: 
H. L iver l igh t , 19'29); and K. KoffkaV Pr inc ip les of Ges- ' 
t a l t Psychology, "(London: Routledge an,d Kegan Paul , 
1935). * 

Weil, "Classical Science and After", On Science, Neces
s i t y and t h e Love of God, (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y . 
'Pres«, 1968) , -p . 6. \ 

3 •*> „ •*• •*• *• 

The other is, of course, the reality of death. 
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In Pla to ' s Laws, I I I (688cJ we find a perception perhaps 
.very s i m i l a r ' t o t h i s one. "1 look on p rayer , I say,,.as 
a dangerous ins t rument in the hands of the man wi thout 

" i n t e l l i g e n c e ; j t del ea t & h i s wishes" . The1 t r a n s Tat ion 
i s t h a t of A.E. Taylor , (London: "Everyman L ib ra ry , 
1934), I am indebted to Professor Stfeven 'Burns f o r ' t h i s 
reference. ' „ * -
-. , .r A,' 
Lectures on Philosonfty, p. 72. mx 

» 

'See Weil's-essay entitled, "The Pythagorean Doctrine", 
Intimations of Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks, 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, -1957), p. 178. 

Ibid. . . , ' 
' \ "• 

In the radical division of labour between manual and 
mental workers described by Adam Smith it is, of course,; 

simply the latter who ca.n be'sai,d to'think at all in the 
course of their labour. However"1, it' should- be noted 
that in such a society the thought of the managerial 
class is not fre'e- They must think in term's of the 
conventional,or^social necessities imposed by the organ- ' 
ization of labour itself. " * 

*» ., . _ 

' In Oppression and Liberty, pp. 106-07, Weil claims that: 

the idea of labour considered as a human-ya'lue 
is doubtless t̂ he one and only spiritual con- ' 
ques.t achieved by the,human mind since the'* ,-
miracle pf Greece; this was perhaps the only 
gap in the ideal of human life elaborated by 
Greece and left"behind by her as an undying 
heritage. ' ' ,̂ 

t, 4 ", 

Further, she writes: , • 

" Bacon was the first to put forward this idea. 
For the ancient and heartbreaking curse con
tained in Genesis, which made the world appear'" * 

' as a convict prison and labour as the si<m' of - * 
men's servitude and abasement, he substituted- -
in a flash" of genius the veritable charter 
expressing the relations between man and the 
world: -'We cannot command nature except by 
obeying her'. * * 

This is from an early textj (it was written in 1934) and 
is a position that is significantly qualified in her 
later writings. % See: The Need for Roots, pp. 295ff. 
The,reader may also.,compare the* above.passage with one 
in Lectures on Philosophy, pp. 214-16. 
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* / ' . 
Whatever th*"? extent of Weil's knowledp* of the wr i t ings 
of Sir Francis Bacon i t -should here be' repeated -that h i s 
genera l p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o s i t i o n i s con t r a ry t o her own. 
Fpl-e i f ical ly , her account of s t ' ^ 'n^e sui i re ly has 1 i t t l *> 
3n common walls that oi n Lord chancellor af England who 

_ . . 4~ l e S " 

tion" 
urged W||S cont femporaries "to put na tu re t o the que 

37. ."The Pythagorean Doctrine",* Int imat ions , p . 180. 

38. By t h e term, 'pr imi t ive '* , here she means, of cou r se , 
economically -primit ive. Such" a society "would b'e one in 

r-, which (a) the divis ion of labour i s const i tu ted, -priniar-
' \ i l y , by the s imple dimorphic d iv is ioncof the sexes and 

(b.) in w h i c h ' t o o l s a re so -rudimentary t h a t - i t i s t h e 
-human body i t s e l f t h a t p l ays t h e predominant j ro le in 
labour. " '• ' /* * 

- . - * • . . . 

In her ear ly wr i t ings Weil draws a p ic ture of ^'primitive-, 
man" as a s l§ve t o the d e i t i e s ' t h a t hie p r o j e c t s i n t o 
nature. , "(Set, • for example, the following t e x t s : Fi'rst
and Last jjotebooks, pp. 2.0-21;, and Oppression and Lib-

. e r t y , p°p. 61-62" and pp.. 86-96.) Her content ion- î s 
' e x p l i c i t l y t h a t such d e i t i e s a r i s e out of t he ro le" 

played by t h e bbdy in labour w i t h i n such s o c i e t i e s . • 
(See Chapter V, pp. 13-15-**Delow.) ' * . 

/y . y / > -
This ought not tp / be understood as an at tack upon poly- • 
t he i sm. F i r s t o""£ a l l i t could only be an a t t ack 'upon a 

"speci f ic foi*m of polytheism,-namely, ' one ih"{ which r e l i - . 
gion comple te ly o b l i t e r a t e d t h e s o c i a l occas ion of 

. •„ thought w i t h i n t h e contex t of i n d i v i d u a l l abour . Of 
course, no s u c h . r e l i g i o n has or w i l l ever e x i s t . The 
case i s ' a pu re ly extreme one meant t o r e p r e s e n t a " t heo 
r e t i c a l p ic ture" of the *nature of social Oppression aAd 
the conditions required for socia l l iberty* 
Weil's l a t e r wri t ings §ive ample evidence of her -a|JpY,e*-
c i a t i o n f o r the beauty of po ly the ism as found i n the" 

. , r e l i g i q u s express ion of the a n c i e n t s * (such • as t h e 
I l i a d ) of our t r a d i t i o n and of t h e •primit ives ' ' of tlWB" 
o the r c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n s t h a t our c i v i l i z a t i o n h***s 

l a rge ly destroyed.- ' , • 

39. In one of the l a s t of her wr i t ings , The Need for Roots, 
p . 252- Weil defines the "sin of polytheism" as cons i s t 
ing ' in the b e l i e f t h a t "ther-e a re seve ra l d i s t i n c t and 
mutually independent forms of good, l ike t r u th , beauty, 
and morali ty .. .3and not j u s t simply allowing the imagi-

- n a t i o n t o p l ay wi th t h e no t ions of Apollo and .Diana". 
Thus defined the r e l i g i o n s of economical ly p r i m i t i v e 
c u l t u r e s a re seldom given t o the s i n of po ly the i sm. 1 
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• refer the reader to M. El iade 's The Qfaest: History and 
Meaning Tin R e l i g i o n , ("Chicago: U n i v e r s i t y of-"Chicago 
Press* 1969), ppl 23-2.5, .for a b r i e f and e x c e l l e n t 
summary of the f indings*of 'ethnology in t h i s regard. 

• • ' . * " ' * 

Oppression and L i b e r t y , ' p p . 85-86. 
• • 

/ 
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H'O T B S T O C H A P T E R ^11 

•K 

, 9 

*1. 

2. 

**. 

3. 

* ** , ' 4 ' . . . . " ^ 

As *cited by V. Gordon "Childe in Man Makes Himself-, (New 
York: The" ""Jew American Library, 1955), p. 149. , Or 
consider the following* text from the ancient Chinese 
cited and'translated by Arthur Waley. in his fascinating 
"Introduction to the Tao -TH** Chihg in The Way"'and Its 
Power, (London:, George Allen and Unwin, 1977); -

Some work .with their minds, others ̂with their ^ ' 
bodies. Those who work with the mind .rule; ' V" 

- those who* work with the body are ruled. Those 
who are ruled feed their rulers;,those who ^ 
rule, feed upon those they rule. ^ 

5.ee "La Vie, Syndicale en Marge du Comite d'etudes", 
L''Effort, December 19, 1981. The English translation, 
here is that of Raymond Rosenthal in his, translation of 
Petrement's Simone_Weil:*. A Life, (New York: Pantheon 
"Books, 19,76), pp. "88-89. 

Weil, Lectures on Philosophy, (Cambridge: 
University Press/1978), p. 68. 

Throughout her writings Weil uses the term, 'magic', in 
this connection. It simply indicates the ef fortlessne-sft 
that is characteristic of our handling of linguistic 
relations. As she expresses it" (in the text cited 
above) 

I have...no 'power, whatsoever over the sun and 
•' the stars; but I have Complete control of* the 
word,, 'sun'. So 'open-sesame', is a symbol ... 
* Through the words I speak, I have the earth, , t 
the sun, the stars- at my disposal". 

Nothing more than this ought, to be. read'into'use of the 
term. It is used^Xere and in the chapters that follow 
simply to,contrast this essential character bf language 
with that of our activity, effort and • labour.," . 

1 
4; 

5.: 

6. 

? • : 

8. " 

.Ibid., p. :71-72 

Ibid, p. ,6*8., 

Ibid,,' p. 677, 

. ibid.7 p. 69. 

Ibid.,-' 

? 
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ĴPhe reader might 'find i t i n s t r u c t i v e t o comparfe. t h i s 
"with the analysis of th%* "master/slaveViSlalectic in*the 
chapter e n t i t l e d , "JLordship and- Bondage" iriN-HegeFs 
Phenomenology, t h e i n s p i r a t i o n for which was Adam 
Smith**s Wealth of Nations. . - «• , ' * "-

' ' ' ' ' 4 4 4 

For Hegel, t h e - s l a v e i s , a t l ea s t potentially,'• superior* 
t o the master . . F i r s t , in t h a t he works, d i r e c t l y wi th 
the worid of o b j e c t s , with'a""World> t h a t submits t c h i s 
own labour. ' - Hence, for Hegela t he ' slave re ta ins a unity %° 
of thought arfd action unknqwh to the master. Secondly, * 
in t h a t the master i s dependent upon the slave- for the , 
s a t i s f a c t i o n of h i s needs and d e s i r e s . The s l a v e , in 
this* sense , c r e a t e s the master . Th i rd ly , in t h a t the.""*, 
slave knows the fear pf death, the absolute master,, and 
may thereby possess' a'knowledge of how to free himself 
from i t within ' l i f e . See also Jean Hyppolite's Studie°s 
on Marx and Hegel, t r ans ' J. -O^Neill, (New Yor*£: Basic 
Books,, 196_9), XI I I , pp. 159,-60. 

For* example, see Oppression and Liberty, (London: Rout
ledge and Kegan Paul , 1958)," p . 34. .* 

is 

"La Vie Syndicale ...", Simone Weil: A Life*, pp. .88-89". 

See footnote^ 20, "Chapter I, above. ' v •• A-
Such analyses are hot uncommon in contemporary philoso
phy. /An account of the dialectical determination of 
thought*" is at the root of. such contemporary French * 
thinkers as M. Foucault's work, as exemplified, fpr 
instance, in -his, The Order of Things. .So also -with the 
writings of the French, intellectual historian," "1M, 
Gueroult. „ ' ' 

Throughout her writings Weil uses the term, " 'necessity', 
in two basic and related senses,, The first and most 
common bf these is what she herself calls "universal 
necessity" (see "The Pythagorean Doctrine", Intimatiohs, 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1957), p. 180).- In 
this* sense "the word refers to the general "order of the 
world" which lies beyond the world*. In the second sense 
it refers, to necessary relation within the-World. "Thus, 
the constant or fixed relation' bf idea provides a ,neces-r .. 
sary link or connection between a certain group of 
variables. 

«, • - , ' 
See Weil's "Draft for a" Statement of. Human Obligations", , 
Selected Essays, 1933^43, (O.xford: Oxford University 
Pres!*» 1962), £. 219* • ' . . -

(Oxford:'' Basil Blackwell," 1976)*, I, (293) & ff. 
(. ' r 
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* • • *i . 
i imone W e i l , I , « (London : 

Kegato P a u l , 19761," p . "28. 
* * r 

"* h * 
18." Weil, 'Oppression, p. 17*3 & p.- 163. . 

- " . * 
19.* Ibid., p. 173. 

17- "Notebooks of Simone Weil, I,«(Lcfndbn: Routledge and-

« 
*-\ 

^20. ^This distinction is equivalent to the way of 'belief or , 
1 . 'opinion' .versus the "way of truth" in the Platoni"*" 

dialogues. The former is a way of systeftat-ic delusion*. 
•7 - * *«, -* 

2 1 . Weil , "Human uPersonal i ty" , Se l ec t ed Essays'; p . 2 7 . 

22 . P l a t o , The RePUblic-"""*B*ook VI , 493°c. C i t e d by* Wei l ^in 
- t O p p r e s s i o n and L i b e r t y , p . 183 . We f i n d t h i s p a s s a g e 

t r a n s l a t e d a s f o l l o w s "by P a u l S h o r e y , (London:^ Loeb 
C l a s s i c a l ^ L i b r a r y , 1930): " ' • . I 

• -A • ° , - • " ' . . "'* 
. . . c a l l .what - i s n e c e s s a r y j u s t and honor-*. , •• 

a b l e , n e v e r ; h a v i n g o b s e r v e d how g r e a t i s t h e 
r e a l d i f f e r e n c e between t h e neces sa ry and t h e 
diood." ' • - \ . 

2 3 . See " I s There a Marxis t Doctrine?"",, i b i d . , pp . 169,-95. 

24. See "jhe above, p p . 18;0-83^ 

-25. - ib fd . ' , ppf 174-75. ' . * 

'26. Our desire for "the good" is, of course, the source of 
the passions intrinsic to our being in "the Platoifiq 
. account. * ' ° . ' 

27. The re.ader should, perhaps, be reminded here^ of the 
sense in which Weil uses- the term, •'contradiction' as 
explained ih footnote {24, Chapter 1°., 

•- ' * . . . . . 
28. P l a t o , R e p u b l i c , Book VI , 492c . .This t r a n s l a t i o n i s 

from W e i l ' s "God i n P l a t o " , J f n t - i m a t i o n s , p. ,85, . * Shorey 
. (op. c i t ; ) t r a n s l a t e d t h i s passage as fo l l ows ; p * " 

*• 
For there is nqt, never has been, and never 

\ ' 4- will be a divergent type of character and 
virtue created by an education running counter • 
to theirs — humanly speaking", I -mean, my 
friend.. For the divine, a« the proverb says,. 
all rules fail. And-yqu may be sure that, if • 
anything Is saved and turns but\ well m the 

t '-, .present condition of society and\government, 
in saying1)that the providence^-of God preserves. 
it you will 4. not be speaking ill. ' 

X 

290 

/ 



Republic, 4933*^ Weil/,- ibid;., pp. 85-86. Again, the 
text of the Shorey translation is very closest© one 
'q'iven here by Weil's translator. 

The notion of 'grace' in this context is essential "Jjy, 
related tp the character of .thought as revealed in the 
contemplative waiting of the mind in attention." See the 
discussion below (pp. -80-63). 

Weil's use of the term indicates all that we are given. 

In'the passage-quoted below (p. 36) from her essay,*. "The 
Symposium of Plato", she explains her. application of the 
term to Plato. • , . v 

See Weil, Oppression, pp. 181-85. 

As she notes here, differences of opinion do not contra
dict this description for two reasons: (1) They are 
oftê n more apparent than real for "the most violent 
struggles often divide people who think exactly, or 
almost exactly, the same thing". This is a truth we 
have fully come to know in the twentieth century. (2.) 
Society is huge and composed of various groups each of 
•which is differently placed within its order. Hence, 
there is a natural variation of morality from one group 
to another within" a particular society. , . 

V"* 4J-. 

Weil, On" Science, NeftSssity and the Love of God, 
(London: 'Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 79. 

Weil, *Oppression, p."159. 

""Weil; "Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies 
With a View to the Love of God", Waiting on God, (Lon
don: Routledge^ and Kegan Paul, 1951), p. 56-

It might be instructive here to contrast briefly "Weil's 
description of the "revealed" character of thought to 
the Conception of Kant. For Kant thought represents the 
natural world -- the material world of Galileo and 
NHwton -- as the rational and necessary issue of the 
human mind itself. The mind does, not create nature but 
it makes nature. Due to the limits of the human mind's 
reach into the secrets, of matter Kant believed that we 
do not know the-thing---in---itself; we know it through, the 
thought of -the "mind. In Weil's account, by contrast, 
the mind'cannot be 1said to shape the phenomenon. All 
that, can be said is that it is in the mind that the 
phenomenon>is perceived or disclosed. , 

** 

See the Philosophical Investigations, pp. 324-25 & p. 
486, for example. • ,. 

• < 
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37. Well, "On Spience, p. 12. , * 

38. Weil, Oppres'sion, pp. 174-75,. 

39. Ibid., pp.' 175-76. • ' • " . " 
* 

* « -

40. Ibid.,r p. 176. ' * - . ^ * 
, t ' . 1 

41. Actually,' Cratylus was Only a wguld*-be itfaterialist.- It 
, was he who said that Heraclitus %ad been wrong to think 

tha|; one could step into a river even /once!.- He is*, 
7 perhaps, the° greatest' of the. 'sceptics'. I 

* .' * * c* i . 4 
"Like Socrates, in his youth, Cratylus* attempted natural 
^philosophy but never succeeded in "-finding a foundation 
for thoutjht in the appearance* of the world as" change or •> 
process. He ended by abandoning the search.and renounc
ing both speech and .action*. According to one tradition 

. Plato had, originally, been the student of Cratylus and 
- was rescued from him by Socrates. * ' 

42.* Weil, "The Need'for Roots, (New York: Harper and Row, 
• 1952), p. 240. This passage - appears to have been trans

lated by Weil directly from Mein Kampf. See the ori
ginal passage in L'Enracinement, (Paris: • Gallimard, 
1949),* pp. 241-42. > ~^r " . • .| 

43. "The Need for Roots', -ibid.', pp. "240*\43. 
» ' " ' 4. 4. 1 

44. Firsthand Last Notebooks,* (London: Oxford University 
Pr^ss,, 1970), p. 4 2. 

45. Weil, The Need for Roots, p. 262. J-

46. Weil, "Human Personality", Selected'**Essays, "p. 26. 

47. " Ibid., pp. 26-27.. • • 
a A * * 

48. , Weil, The Need for Roots, p. 253. " 4 

49.' Ibid. " . \ , . ° 
' ' \ - • ' .' 

50. .Ibid., p. 262." - ' \ >* 

/ V *. * A• . • 
51. Weil, "The Symposium Of Plato"; Ihtimatioris, p. 123. 

; iht 

52. See her essay, "Reflections on the" Right Use of School 
Studies",, Waiting on God, pp. Si-Si"). 

53.. Weil- Gravity and Grace, (London:/" Routledge and Kegan ."' 
Paul, 1952). The first line reads as follpws; "Two. 
forces rule the universe:* Light and Gravity". 

54* Weil,--'The.Need for Roots, p./ll, 
4 <• 
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V 

,55. Wei l , I n t i m a t i o n s , p . 182. 

56. I b i d . f p . 184." 
» 

57.. I b id . ' , p . 189. 

5 8 . See On S c i e n c e , p . 115. Alsj? P l a t o ' s " G o r g i a s , , 507e -v 

• 508a. * . . • • . ' . 
'• ** 

59 . , Weil , I n t i m a t i o n ^ , p . 201 . ' - * 

\ , 

/ 
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N O.T E S . F O R Q H A P T E R ' I I I 
. * ' * ' ' •***• 

/"*» • ' • * • . _ *A Z / T - A * 
' * ' •-£#• A 

!•>• ' Throughout ' he r w r i t i n g s * Weil u s e s t h e * t e r m , v ' m a t t e r ' . 
I t i 's n o t a word v e r y w e l l s u i t e d ' t o t h e e x p r e s s i o n , of 
her p o s i t i o n . , -* 

4 

^ 

As f a r a s . we know i t oflly e n t e r e d i n t o t h e ' v o c a b u l a r y of 
- p h i l o s o p h y w i t h A r i s t o t l e . Where ' A r i s t o t l e ^ s g B P k s of * f ' 

"•matter*", '-"Pla.to speaks", . s imply, bf bod ie s . For P l a t o — 
-*• o r ' f o r t he t r a d i t i o n t h a t both he and "Simone Weil c la im . * .*-

t o b e ' f o l l o w ^ ^ ,— t h e phenomenal world of pur e^cperi- § 
ence was cohsti-buted by* tw6^pr inc ip l e s : theVLimited 'and 
n o n l i m i t e d . A s ^ w i l l be se,en b e l o w , i n f o l l o w i n g t h i s )' 
t r a d i t i o n , Weil a s s e r t s t h a t a l l t h a t , w e J a i o w of m a t t e r 
i s i t s s u b j e c t i o n t o - n e c e s s i t y i.e". a* combinat ion-of t h e 

' l i m i t e d and' n o n l i m i t e d . • "* *- .. 
' . « ° ' 4 

v ' - , 

The additional modern connotations of this term make her • 
'use of it an excellent ejxample of the historical diffi
culty of her language referred- to in the "introduction*---- _ 
above. •*• • ' *• A^*'* Z • 

*«• « * • ' - * ' . „ • 

.For an account of the difference of the philosophies o'f 
-Plato and Aris*tqtJ.e in this content- 'see Wilhelm 
Windelband',s A History of Philosophy, Vol. I, New .York:' 
Harper and Row, 1958], pp. 139-40.' • • * . " 

** " ' • 
' In- light*of our subsequent'discussion of the science of 
the classical- eta in Greece the reader.«nay "finf*. the "''use 
-of the phase, "claS'sica'l science", here confusing*. "This "" 
is »the term, however, that'is ordinarily' use.d to desig
nate this,period in the history of modern science..-*" See, 7 
for example, Werner' HeisenBeg's Physics ancj-ghilosbphy, 

* [New York: .Harper .and Row', 1958], particularly, the 
historical chapters II •& II. '* - °"' , *, . 

The choice bf the year 1900 as -the date dividing- the 
classical and the contemporary periods is, of course, 
somewhat arbitrary for. the theories and discoveries* that . 

. eventually issued in the "quantum- revolution" goZbdPck. 
into the last decades of the nineteenth century", ,£*ij".ch 
' of Einstein's work, for instance, dates from before 
1900. Nevertheless, Planck's publication .of the "quan-
"tum hypothesis" in December of̂ l19'")0 "is generally accept
ed as thp turning point. 

v . , • 

Here, andxin what follows, the term, process, generally 
signifiQfSpthe movement of nature around' us. It is 
relate(fand contrasted with activity the movement of man *> 
in •nature individually called 'labour' and collectively 
termed 'history*. Our experience is the issue of both '„ 
of these types of motion. - , • • 
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"• '•'• ,..'•• z'- . *. •->•';" • 
4. Weil , " C l a s s i c a l Scienbe and A f t e r ' V ^ n - S c i e n c e * Neces

s i t y and t h e Love, of God, I iondon: ' O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y 
P r t f s s , 1968 , p." 40 . Z *" * 

- 5 ; I b i d . , p . 37.- . '. 
t . , A t •• ** 

6 . See f o o t n o t e #27' i n t h e . " I n t r o d u c t i o n " above . " "In a '„ 
r e v i e w - ' e n t i t l e d , ".-"Scientisffi",* ; i h i d . , she u r g e s t h e >*<? 

', s c i e n t i s t t o look a t t h e waves of- t h e s e a "and say i f 
t h e s h a p e s of t h e waves -appea r " to r e v e a l a v s . r y ' r i g o r o u s ^ rt 
n e c e s s i t y " before--speaking of t h e "apparent de te rmin i sm 

• ' of the- m a c r o s c o p i c s c a l e " . -* ,In theiyr i n d e t e r m i n a t i o n 
l y i n g ' d i r e c t l y , oh t h a ' s t i r f a c e of p u r - e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 
phenomena l t h e w e a t h e r . a n d t h e waves of. t h e ocean a r e < -, * 
o r d i n a r y e x a m p l e s of the-" 'dj .scbntinupus** c h a r a c t e r of > , 

.our expe r i ence . ' * " '-' . ' , ••,. ' ' -': * /-»•• * <* ' •» 

7 V Op. cit.i p* 5, _' • -.-. -"- "-

8. _ Ibid., p. 6.; -' ' _"* ' .t.7 * - - , "• 

9. "Ibid. • '/ ': 'A- : -'' -"''- . \ ./", " > 
" "" ' * ' ' J "- -i *• 

10. See E.A.- Burtf's Metaphysical* Foundations of Modern 
Science, London: " loutledge and Kegan,Paul, 192~4, pp. 
178-93,.,. •-..", " /Z • - ','. . . , \ 

. " * . ' *•- Z-s 

,11.* See Leo S t r a u s s , N a t u r a l Right... and "History-.. C h i c a g o : 
. U n i v e r s i t y of Chicago*Press , 1*955 "for an account of t h e 

d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n ' n a t u r e ' , and "-convention ' i n r e l a -
. t i o n ' t o ph i losophy and t h e . h i s t o r y of ph i losophy , pp. 82 

& f f . A l s o . kZG. C o l l i n g w o o d , The I d e a of N a t u r e , 
Oxford : f h e ' C l a r e n d d n P r e s s , 1945 f o r a n ~ a n a l ' y s i s s of 
t he r o l e • o f t h e anthropomorphic and t h e t e l e o l o g i c a l i n 
t h e h i s t o r y , of we s t e rn s c i e n c e , pp.* 84 & ff. * 

*> 12 . "Weil, " C l a s s i c a l Science "and A f t e r " , On Sc ience , p'. 8 . 

13." Ib id . . , pp." 9.-1.0. . . " * - , . 

' 1 4 . . .Weil;, " R e f l e c t i o n s . o*h the -Quan tum Theory" , i b i d . , 50 , 
p p . ci-t. ' , 

•15-..- . I b i d . , p . 16 . •« , . -. • 
y*,. - * - . Z *' 

' 1 6 . • I b i d ; . . . . " " ' ' • . -. 

, . , 1 7 . ' I b i d . , p . ; 17 . . " . ' . . ' " * * 

is.- .ibid.- , ' -•"*- y- y A * 

19 . I b i d . _. "_ y .•• 7 ' ' " " " , Z * „ . * > ' -* ' .,,"7 

*, ^O, I b i d . , p . - 3 1 i * .- 7 ; Z-„ " ' " " ' ' . , **•-, • 
* ' " . - * " , , . , " " ' • ' * ** • * • " * ' 

. fr - * ' . . . , " ' . , , « - 4 » * > , 

-<* ' ' - - 29t> - - - „•*.'- ' ' . , . . ' " 
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21. . I b i d . , pp. 31-32. 
, . - t 

• . - , . * , 

22. " "Sc ien t i sm: A Review", i b i d . , *p*.„ 68. As E.A. Bur t t 
w r i t e s , "the world depic1|%d* by c l a s s i c a l s c i ence was a 
place "hard, cold, colour less , s i l e n t and dead; a world 
of q u a n t i t y , a world/Zpf ma thema t i ca l l y "computable 
motions in mechanical / regular i ty" , op": c i t . , pp. 236-37. 

tr 7 

23. See Weil's essay, "The Pythagorean Doctrine", -Ihtima-
' tions of Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks, London: 
Rputledge and Kegan Paul, 1957, p. 16-3. > 

24. "To take a fundamental example from the history.of clas
sical science consider the respective attitudes of 
Galileo and- Newton toward the mathematical, character 'of 
the "primary qualities". 

Galileo insisted that the 'real' world of scientific 
- study was a wqasld of mathematical relation hidden • from 
- view behind sensible appearances.' " 

Ne'wton, placing a greater emphasis, upon" the *a poster
iori, experimental character of science,, nevertheless 
saw the world as; constituted by laws of. _a mathematical 
strictness. The great ,debate -characteristic of the 
history of ' classical science over the emphasis in 
science of the a priori nature'of mathematics or the 
a posteriori character of experiment and observation wa.s . 
enacted within the assumption that the 'world' of our 
experience has the determinate structure of linguistic 
relation, and that the ^qbject' of science is that 
structure hidden within the world. 

See E.A. Burtt's account of the history of the relation 
between mathematics and science in op. cit., pp. 29 ""• 
ff. . -

25. Ibid., p. 62. * 

26. Weil, "Classical Science and After", On Science, p. 37. 
* 3 

27. Ibid. , p. 32_. 

28. Ibid., p." 33. , • , . 
t 

29. Ibid., p. 34. . 

3.0-. Ibid. ' • , „ 
r 

31. Ibid., p. 35. 
i» 

32. Ibid. 
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* 

33< The reader might f ind i t i n s t r u c t i v e t o c o n t r a s t t h i s 
view with t h a t of Hans Reichenbach, "The Nature of 
Geometry", -The Rise of Sc ien t i f i c Philosophy, Berkeley: ». 

• University of California Press, 1951, pp. 125-43. A 

34. Op. cit.", pp. 35-36.* ' . • y".a 
. . * • • ' 

35. I b i d . , p . 36. 
' * • 

36j. I b id . - . , 

37. O r i g i n a l l y from a l e t t e r t o Mersenne dated November, 
1633. Quoted by"Hannah Arfendt, The Human Condi t ion , 
Chicago: . University of Chicago Press, 1958, p. 273. „ 

38. If t h e Greeks d i d n ' t d i s t i n g u i s h p h i l o s o p h y from 
t science, they did d is t inguish metaphysics from physics, 

and the , former was^-the sc ience t h a t underlay.*©! 1 %h#°t • 
others . , . * " • > , 

• . , ,t A, 
39. Burtt/ p. 203. , 7 *v 

40. SeeCollingwood. pp. 152-77 and Strauss, pp. 174-78. 
• * « 

41. In the -Theaetetus (180,d-;181) Plato describes this dia
lectic as characteristic pf the history of philosophy in" 
his day. In "this sense, we can, perhaps, define 'his
tory' as the attempt to think process: natural and 
social. The history of philosophy is the entry of 
philosophy into this attempt. As such, it/is** distin
guished from philosophy itself or, at least, from that 
philosophical tradition that does ̂ not enter into this 
attempt and consists, instead, in the th-inking stance of 
the human being that is always and everywhere the same. 

42. An,- interesting account of the modern philosophical dis
tinction between fact and value is provided by "H. Putnam 
in^ Reason, Truth and History, Cambridge, Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1981. ,'§ee especially the chapters 
•entitled "Fact and Value" and "The Impact,-,of Science on 
Modern Conceptions of Rationality". 

.43. See Strauss, pp. 39-41. ' < 

44; Weil, "Reflections on the .Quantum Theory, On Science, p. 
50. __ " 

45. ibid". 

46. Weil, "Classical Science and After", Ibid., pp. 22-23. 

47. Weil summarizes this story as follows: "two weavers 
promised him ,some clothes of a material invisible to the" 
eyes of fools- so he walked naked in the streets of his 

* ' « " 

, \ - 29,7 



. ..a 

y 

capital while neither he nor any of tffe spectators dared 
to recognize'that he was naked". From: "Reflections on 
'the Quantum Theory", p. 55. ** • , ' 
..' * ' 

48. "flee Ibid., pp. 53-54. 

49. Presumably the situation here is -this one: one does 
something with language and,- then, retrospectively 
reflects upon the result in the hope of discovering i ts 
significance. ' it. is in this way that the modern scien-

. tific-mode of thought coincides With the^mode of his
torical thought. There thought follows rather than 

& .precedes "action* .If does so on the assumption that one' 
can at least contemplate and understand what one's pen
cil-tot computing'machine) has wrought,"an assumption, , 
unjustified for a variety,of' reasons concerning the 
relation,, of language to thought in this, science. 

,50. Weil, "Classical Science and After", p. 24. 

51* . See Burtt, pp. 3i-32. ' • • - . ' . . -

52. Ibid., p. 32. : * ' - - ' ' " ' . ' . "* ' ' 
. * ' * 

53.7 See Weil, """Classical Science and Alter", pp. 34-35.. v*-<-»--

54'. - An image may be defined as a representation to which 
many pictures -can correspond. Wittgenstein makes a ' 

- distinction of this character between these two terms in 
his Philosophical Inyestigatibns, Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 19767 p.~ 101, #301. ~~" 

,55.' Wei.l, Oppression and Liberty, London: Routledge and. 
Kegan Paul, 19.58f p. 93-

56. 

57. 

58'. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 

59. Ibid., p. 111. 

60. Ibid., see ,.p. 98'. '} , " ' ' " 

61. , Ibid., p. 111. . " .'< 

6?. This strange modern word is"derived from the Greek, 
'techne,- meaning an art or artifice and logos, meaning 
human reason as expressed in speech. This etymology 
from "i. Bloom's translation of Plato's' Republic, New 
York: Basic Books, 196-8," footnotes to, Book I. 

63. Weil, Oppression;- p- 111. 

'^'' ' -
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U l t i m a t e l y , what i s involved he re i s t he q u e s t i o n of t h e 
o r i g i n a n d , c o n s e q u e n t l y , of t h e o r i g i n - a l i t y of 
t h o u g h t . , In O p p r e s s i o n . a n d L i b e r t y , she r e j e c t s b o t h 
t he ' m a t e r i a l i s t i c ' p o s i t i o n of Marx t o the e f f e c t . t ha t 
a l l ' t hought i s s o c i a l l y or c o l l e c t i v e l y determined and 
t h e ' i d e a l i s t i c ' p o s i t i o n ' o f Hegel. ' " 

•% ' * , *• 
For i n s t a n c e , see her . ana lys i s of t h i s d i f f e r e n c e as one 
of t i re t h r e e e s s e n t i a l o b s t a c l e s t o human l i b e r t y i n 
Oppression and L i b e r t y , pp . 89-92. 

I b i d . , p . 95 . 

As f o r example i n t h e " G r e a t , B e a s t " a n a l o g y , i n The 
R e p u b l i c , Book VI , pp . 493 & f f . . 

Such arguments seem t o i n v o l v e , i m p l i c i t l y or e x p l i c i t 
l y , an a s s u m p t i o n r e g a r d i n g t h e o r i g i n of l a n g u a g e and 
(hence) pf t h o u g h t . The argument fo r t h e s o c i a l . ' de te r 
mina t i on of thought u l t i m a t e l y ' r e s t f s upon-the assumption 
of a conven t iona l o r i g i n for- language. (As, pe rhaps , in 
the- W i t t g e n s t e ' i n i a n - a c c o u n t of i n i t i a l " a g r e e m e n t s ' in 
'"judgement"). ^ The argument fo r t he n a t u r a l d e t e r m i n a t i o n 
of t h o u g h t r e s t s , e q u a l l y , upon t h e a s s u m p t i o n .of a 
phenomenologiGal o r i g i n -{"or language; (As i n Wi t tgen
s t e i n ' s ' " p i c t u r e t h e o r y of l a n g u a g e " i n t h e T r a c t a t u S 
Logico '-PhilosOphicus, London: Routledge and Kegan Pau l , 
1 9 2 2 ) , where " p r i m i t i v e o b j e c t s ' ' a r e assumed a s t h e 
foundat ion of sense . 

* 
H e i s e n b e r g , P h i l o s o p h i c a l Problems of Nuclear Science', 
New0York: Pantheon Books, 1952, p . 80. 

W e i l , " R e f l e c t i o n s on t h e Quantum Theory" , On S c i e n c e , 
p . 49. , 

I b i d . , p . 49 . - : 

See "Classical Science and After", ibid., p. 22-23. 

See Chapter 1,,-tootnote #24. , 

Oppression and L i b e r t y , p . 173. 

W e i l , "Reflect ion£r~qn t h e Quantum Theory"^ On S c i e n c e , 
p . 64 . j ' -tp 

Weil, "Classical Science and After", ibid., p.,30. 

Weil makes this splendid distinction between two oppo
site varieties of absurdity: "The true mysteries of the 
Faith are themselves absurd, but their absurdity is such 
as to illuminate the mind and cause- it .to produce in 
abundance ..truths that are clear tq. the^intelligence. 
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* - , '' * 
The other absurdities are"maybe diabolical mysteries. 
Both the former and the latter are found mixed up 
together in current Christian thought like tares with 
the wheat", • The Need for Roots, London: G.P. Putnam's, 
1952, p. 279. Clearly, her attitude toward the "absu'r'd-
,ity'"of human'existence is to be considered ajSart from 
, the Views often described as "absurdist" in modern 

, *•' thought-. , • 0 - i 

. •'. •' . * " * " 1 7 
78.. Weil, On Science", p. 26. •' /, * -, 

,79. Ibid., p. 26. 

80.' Ibid.., pp. 24-25. . •' ' ' " ' "•• 

'81. .Ibid., p. 25." "* ' -\ '" ' ' . Z' 

.82*'"Ibid., p. 24. ,' 7 r 

83. Ibid., p. 25. *' , - ,-7" 

84. Ibid., pp. ,25-26. , * " . 

'-85. •* Ibid-'. - t, ..' • ;,--,' , 

86. Ibid.," p. 61, • ' ' • ..'.., 

87. Reichenbach, pp.« 174-75'. , - '. * ' •- • \ 

88r Collingwood, pp. 39-53 and 'Burtt, pp. -,.63-93. '7 
4,4. 'I * \ 

89. Cited by Arendt, p> 29.8 from Vico's Scienza Nova, 

r 90. Ibid. , p. 266. * • ' " . * ' ",-".-' V 
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N OJT E S F O R ' C H A P T E R I V 

/ 
See, "for exampFej. the following- l e t t e r s to her brother , 
the mathematician, Andre Weil contained,.(and t r ans la t ed ) 
i n Seyehty Letf ters , Oxford: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 
pp. 111-13; pp) 113-19; pp. 119-27. 

V s - „ I, 

Q u o t e d b y j M . J . G a r y a n d . T . J . H a a r h o f f i n 
L i f e . and Thought i n t h e Greek and Roman" World , London: 
Methttdto and Co, , 1 9 6 1 , p . 195. 

* ' t . - 44 
<4 > » 

See, for instance, "Classical Science and After", On' 
Science, Necessity and the-Love of- God, London: Oxford 
University Press, 1968, pp. 3-5. 

"The Pythagorean',Doctrine''', Intimations of Christianity 
Among the Ancient Greeks, ,London: "Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1957, p. 163. 'Or, where there are no quantities, 

° strictly speaking, there is- to be found something analo
gous -— a quantitative law of variation. s ' 

* - vv . 

pp. 179-80.- Also p. 161-63... 
« >, ' 

See: Weil, "The Republic", Intimatioris, p. 141. 

Weil, "Classical Science and After",' 'On Science, pp. 4-
5. For Weil it was the discovery of the mathematical 
form of this idea (i.e., its most precise, basic and 
rigorous form) that constitutes (in the phrase of Edith 
Hamilton) "the Greek miracle". Other,cultures may have 
possessed non-mathematical 6quivalents.-vOf the idea as 
many of her own comments 'on the folklore, myths and 
religious traditions of other peoples would indicate. 

K. Freeman, Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers, 
Oxford: 'Basil Blackwell, 1947, fragment #11, p. -75t In 

^view of the following argument, this passage is perhaps ' 
worth citing here: "I******v > \ 

For the nature of number is thecause of 
recognition, able to give guidance and 
teaching to every man in what is* puzzling 
and unknown. For none of existing things 
would be clear to anyone, either in them-" 
selves or in their relationship to one 
another, unless there existed number and 
its essence.* But in fact number, fitting 
all things into the soul through sense' 
perception, makes them recognizable and 
dbmparable, as is provided by the nature 
of the Gnomon, in that number gives them 
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W A 
y ,body and divides the d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n -
( sh ips of t h i n g s , whe/lVer t h e y . b e ' n o n - j " , J -

' l imi ted or l im i t i ng , iniSJ t h e i r separate. , 
groups. . ***•," 

'*• 

c.From "The Pythagorean Doctrine'", ' I n t i m a t i o n s , - p . 178. 
Previously-c i ted in Chapter I , p." 22. '-'"*" 

10. I b i d . , p . 179, 
**< 11 . Lagneau (1851-1894) was the t e a c h e r of Emile C h a r t i e r , 

"Alain", who was Weil 's most in f luen t i a l* t eache r . ' - ._ 

12. See "The Pythagorean .Doctrine", In t imat ions , pp* 178-79'. „ 

13. I b i d . , pp. 199-200. . ' . " * , ' ' 
- - "• 

14. See The Nofeehooks -of Simonfe Weil, London: Routledge and„ 
"Kegan Paul,.1956, II, p. 459 where we read: 

..." a ratio sets a limit "to an unlimited 
series. ThevPythagbreans gave the name •> ' 
number to sucli a ratio. The Pythagorean 
numbers are constants. . The cube and the ^ 4 
unlimited series of its aspects. -

15. As she writes in NBsSW, I,* p. 312: "It is realization 
that corresponds to doubt". , *• , 

• **. <\ 
16. Weil, "The Pythagprean Doctrine", Intimations, pp. 192-

'93. , . 

17.„ Ibid., p. 197. 

18. Ibid., p. 193. 
4l 

19. NBsSW, r, p. 84.' 

20. Weil, "The Pythagorean Doctrine", Intimations, p. 178. 
n -

21 . Ib id . 
4, | 

22. Well, "A Sketch .of a History of Greek£*3cience", In t ima
t i o n s / p. ' 207. 

23. Weil , The Need for Roots , New York: Harper and Row, 
1952, pp. 292-93". 

24. Ci ted abo^e in footnote" #8. See "The Pythagorean Doc-* 
* trine",* Intimations' , p'. 154. • , / ' - ' 
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'27. ' NBs'SW,''-!, p. 84. * ' 
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. js- - ' ** -

28. In Weil's view this is, the foundation of -the, "onto-
logicai proof" (or the" "proof by perfection",*. See "The 

y Pythagorean Doctrine", intimations, p. 169-70., 
29.'>NBsSW, ° I , p . 118. Z.7 , '„ 
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»30. Wei l , / "The Pythagorean IJoc t r ine" , I n t i m a t i o n s , pp. 199-
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31. From "Fragment: Foundation of a Ne.w Science", On Sci
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cydes, .Anâ imander and Philolaus", pp. 140-41; The Need" 
for Roots, p. 287; NBsSW, I, pp. 115-16; and "Classical 
Science and After", On Science, pp". 16-17. 
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" ' The Non-Limited is the original material 
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- * ' from which existing things derive their 
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Fragment #1, p. "19'. 
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32. "Fragment: Foundat ion of a New Sc ience" , On Sc ience , p . 
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35. Weil, "A-Sketch of a History3 of Greek Scî iLceJ"̂ , 
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34. „ In this context Weil uses the terms translate and trans
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" (Paris: Gallimarc}"',- 1949), pp. 64-65. * 

35. The phase, "the idea of the ideas" is, perhaps, paten-' 
' .' tially confusing. I mean to indicate by it solely the 

idea of function or proportionality, the most funda
mental of all mathematical ideas. It must not be taken 

, tq "mean the 'object' of thought itself which, of course, 
' for Weil as for Plato,, lies beyond all language, includ
ing the language of mathematics. 
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A.E. Taylor translates this passage as follows: r -
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N O T E S F O R C H A P T E R V 

.* »1. The term,-, * i d e a ' he re and i n what fo l lows i s used t o 
s ignify a functional or necessary r e l a t i on as "described, 
in the preceding chapter (pp. 3-

2. Weil , Lec tu re s on P h i l o s o p h y A t r a n s l a t e d by H« P r i c e , 
Cambridge: Cambridge, University Press , 1978°, p . 69.- ' 

3 . Wei l , Oppression and L i b e r t y , London: Rout ledge and 
Ke<?an Paul*,.^1958, p . 88. 

4. Simone P^t rement , Simone Weil: . A Life', t r ans l a t ed by 
Raymond Rosenthal , ' New York: Random House, 1976, pp. 
61-62. * . " . - . . ' • 

5.,.* Weil, - Oppression, p. 88. 
-1 , . - ,' .. 

• ?V Ibid., pp. 104-05. ** *- ' 
"\ * ™ " 

8. For instance, see" First, and Last Notebooks, London: 
Oxford University Press, .1970, p., 20. 

9. Weil, Oppression, pp. 88-89. 

liO. Her attitude^ toward the historic conflict-between the 
*̂ advocates of "determinism" and "free will", emerges here. 

Through -language, the principal human tool, man is 
related to the world, of his experience"1 exactly as he is 
related by a ship tolthe swirling masses of water and 
air on the surface, of the ocean. The -'determinate' 
. character".of the world is that revealed in the thought-
• ful handling of the ship in relation, to the forcesgpf. 
air and water' Our freedom consists, in the ability Tito, 
think and adapt our actions to the images of necessary 
or functional relation revealed in thought; * 

11. See Weil, Lectures,' pp. 64-71. ' 

12. In ethnological f.act such societies probably don't 
exist, - for the human being is very much a user of* tools. 
Many 'economically primitive' cultures are, in fact, 
possessed of highly "sophisticated tools* The account 
. that follows should be undersljiod as a purely theoretic
al' representation of two social extremes. See Chapter 
I, pp. 26-27* and footnote #8 below. 

13. Weil, FLNBS, pp. 21-22. See also p. 5. 

14. Weil, Oppression, p. 89. * y 
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15.- Ibid., this is not to be understood as constituting an 
argument against^pcalytheism.-" See Chapter I, footnote-
#39, below. . • ' * 

.16. Ibid.,, pp. 90-91. * *. . 

17. Ibid., p. 91. , -1 * ' . . * 

18, Ibid. " . . . * . ' 

19. Ibid. , •'"*"*. 

20, Weil's language here- is very much that of\De*carte,s. - "In 
fact this passage appears to ecftp 4irectiy Descartes' 
"Rules for the direction of. the Mind" Y artd Vi. Rule V 
reads as followsj " 

A p . 
• •*"* "Method consists entirely in the—order and 

•*l» , c disposition, of the objects toward which 
pur mental vision must be directed if we -.. : . 

. - would findftout any. truth. We shall, com-
4, ply with it exactly if we reduce involved 
^ and obscure propositions step by • step to 

, 9 those that are simpler, and then starting 
with the intuitive apprehension of all -
those^ that are absolutely simple, attempt 

^ to ascena to knowledge ef all others by 
precisely similar steps./ j 

The translation is that of E.S. Haldane and G.R..T. - Ross 
i*** The Philosophical Works of Descartes, .Vol. I, 
Cambridge:' Cambridge University Press, 1911, p.*14. 

21% Weil, Oppression, pp. 91-92. • 

22.' Ibid., p. 92. Z , , " 
* • » 

23. Ibid. ' 

24. Ibid. , 44 

25. Ibid., p. 51_. 

26. Ibid, , • . . 

27. Ibid., p. 92. 

28. Ibid., p. 93.' 
29**t Weil, Seventy%-etters, London: Oxford University Press, 

1965, pp. 3-4. -Mf^S 
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30. ,* Consider , for eicatatple* t h e complex i ty of m a t h e m a t i c a l 
r e l a t i o n s tha t XSac! Einstein t o Kis" famous "formula.: 

A. 

rv 

E-MC2 

31. Weil, Oppression, ppl 94-95. 

32V It should be notea* here that for' the Greeks, techne, was 
- ,'' simply a branch ,Of poeisis or making characteristic*' of 

. the. being of" man. As seen below, the 'making.' of the 
- - ' . Craftsman is contrasted with the.modern view of man as a 

. '.creator' .."**'•' 
- -""- IB'* -• * • *"* 

33. Weil, RLNBs,,"*p. 45* ' ' +. 
•*» ' , . ' ! ' - • " • 4 , ._ 

34.-- .,WeilT, Oppression-, p. 103. .. * 

35. WeilAEfcNBs, p. '59.'-.» y .'.•".' V. \ 

36* Weil, Oppression? p. 98. * " . * " •" 

37". ' Ibid., p. *86. • * ' ' ' 7 - - * -

38Z Weil, FLNBs, p. 93. " --•.-' 

39. Weil, oppression, p. 104. 

40. Ibid., pp. 104-05. ^ . . . 

£.1. S&e: Ibid., and' Seventy Letters, pp. '3-5.* Also Chapter. 
.I* footnote #4, above. - . ^ ' " ' 

42." Weilfi Seventy Letters, p. 3. . ' " * * , 

43. Weil, FLNBs, p. 9. The question of just what siibh a 
form of work would be like is a difficult one. She is 
very clear that it would mean not".only a new geometric 

. form of language but also a fundamental transformation. 
In the techniques and the machinery of- labour as we know 
them. ' ' 

*•< As seen above, it is also clear that it would consist 
largely in the educational training of the imagination 
(see Seventy Letters, pp. 3-4) in order to develop the 
individual capacity for conceiving analogies. 

Presumably, the student would be introduced to a geo
metric mathematics capable of representing all the basic 
relations of human thought and then be trained to solve 
problems arising out 6f as wide a variety of work prob
lems as possible by suitably transposing these rela
tions. See the discussion below regarding the teaching 
of geometry in the schools. 

309 



0 * 
Weil, The Need for .Roots, New York: Harper and Row, 
1952, p. 69. 

. Ibid. , ' , 

See, for example, R.S. Peter's "'Mental Health" as' an 
[Educational Aim", Aims of Education, Manchester," 
•Manchester University" Press, 1964, ed. T.H.B. Hollins, 

Weil, The Need for Roots, pp..69-70, , 

Weil, Oppression, p. 121. * ' 

Ibid., p. 105. Here, the reader ought not to^think of 
• the type of industrial reforms characteristic of social 
democracies such as the Scandinavian or of the innova
tions of the Japanese ih fine tuning the nature of 
industrial labour to the psychological requirements of 
the human-, being- (and/or vice versa). 

However, this is obviously, an area in Which no hasty 
generalizations should be made. Weil, herself, was 
always .careful to study the relation between thought and . •* 

' action in the individual's use of any new piece of 
'technique*. Each technical and organizational change 
would thus have to be considered from this point of 
view. It is possible that there are in certain areas of 
recent technical development changes of which she would 
have approved. These would, however, certainly be iso
lated cases. " 

Weil, Seventy Letters, p.'4.' 

Weil, FLNBs, pp. 38-39. 

Weil, "Factory Work"-, The Simone Weil Reader, ed. G-A. 
Panichas, New.York:. David McKay, 1977, p. 69. While 
the ' revolu t ion ' from a mechanical to ian' e l ec t ron i c 
•technology* has occured since Weil's day and brought, 
thanks to the computer, the increas ing automation of, 
indust ry , the s i t u a t i o n she descr ibes i s not only l e f t 
pe r fec t ly i n t a c t , i t has been heightened to the nth 
degree. In t h i s l a t e s t ' industm.al revolut ion ' within 
the workplace,mental labour i s sxmply displacing manual 
labour and, thanks to the co-ordinat ing capac i t i e s of 
the computer, the thoughtless character of our col lec
t i v e act ion i s progress ively increased with the ever 
more complete embodiment'of thought "in things. ~ '• * 

Weil, Oppression, pp. 98-99. 

Ibid . , p . 99. '.'," ' 

/ 

310 



55. -The title of a section^pf Oppression and Liberty, p. 83-

io8. *' w r 
56.- Ibid., p. 113. 

57. *Weil, Need for Roots, pp. 15-16. 

58- A similar distinction characterizes one tradition of 
modern European (particularly, modern French) social 
philosophy. See H. Arendt, "The Crisis in Culture", 
Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political 
Thoughtr Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1954, p. 197 & 
ff. As Arendt shows this distinction is pivotal to the 
'debate regarding the 'cultural' character of 'mass' 

,. society. - - . ' 

59. The choice ofZthese three particular activities should 
• be understood as simple abbreviations within an abstract 

sketch of the character of culture. Science and art 
should here be taken in their broadest senses as,1 res
pectively, - the realm of human expression that attempts 
to depict the ."character of the natural world and- the 
realm of expression that attempts to capture the reali
ties and peculiarities of man's conditional being within 
nature and history. As is explained below, labour is 
that which gives a value to both art and science (see 
pp. 40-41 below). , i 

60.* See FLNBs, p. 9, p. 42, p. 44. * • 

61. Weil, The Ne<ld for Roots, P- 23. **%. 

62'. Ibid.*, pZ 293. 
p <* 

63. Weil, FLNBs, p. 19. (Again i t should be noted t h a t t h i s 
remark of Wei l ' s i s not m e a n t / t o imply an a t t a c k • o n 
polytheism.) 

/ 

64. Again, we must nd^ethat^thi/S is a theoretical and not 
an ethnographic picture^TSven in those 'economically 
primitive' societies where man may not possess tools — 
if any such exist — the labour of the individual would 
be open to the penetration *of thought. In fact, Weil 
attributes the first" scientific speculations of the 

• human mind to the observation of shepherds.' See the 
discussion of a form of culture founded upon an.agricul
tural labour below (pp. 47 & ff) and footnote #78. 

55. Weil, FLNBs, p. 20. * 

66« Reader, pp. 53-72. - , 7 i 

67. Weil, The Need for Roots, p. 70. i 
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68. Ibid., pp. 70-71. " * {t 

63. Ibid., p. 68. 

70. Ibid. 
1^ 

71. This is the title (and, indeed, even the 'subject') of a 
painting (and* best selling issue of post cards) in the 
poss'ession of a certain religious Institution in 
California. I am indebted to Mr. Roland McCaffrey for 
my reproduction. * 

72. Today, of course, all over the globe, agricultural 
labour, as it has been known to man since Neo-lithic 
times, is rapidly disappearing with the mechanization of 
food production. Where men still work in the fields 
they are often, as in the Fraser Valley in British 
Columbia, unfortunate immigrants uprooted from their 
native cultures and employed as little better than slave 
labourers. The situation of these people is not that 
refered to in the pages that follow. 

73. Weil, The Need for Roots, p. 87.i 

74. Even today France is the "country in Western Europe that 
has the largest percentage of small peasant landowners 
and farmers. . / 

75. Weil, The Need for- Roots, p. 88. 

76. Ibid., pc 94. 

" " f 
77. Ibid. • ** v 
78. There is a great deal of ethnological evidence that„ 

suggests precisely such a penetration of thought from 
the cultural context into the labour activities of the 
individual in many 'economically primitive' societie 
For instance, in certain Western folk-societies ther 

• a well documented tendency for the Bible to serve as 
basis of etioiogidal "legends concerning the feature 
characteristic of the environment. See:" Francis L 
Utley, "The Bible of the Fqlk", California Fplklor 
Quarterly, IV (1945). 

In Newfoundland the anther once collected a series 
such legends accounting for the origin of everyth' 
from the marks on the back of the haddock (the imprint" 
of-the Devil's fingers) to the characteristics of trees 
(due to their participation in the Crucifixion as the 
"tree of the Cross") to the pile of rocks in a, farmer's 
field (the ballast from Noah's Ark!), 
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Weil, The Need for Roots, pp. 94-95. See R.S. Peters ' 
account of the 'transformational'* aspect of education in 
"What! is,/an Educational Process?"*, The Concept of Educa
t ion, London: Routledge and*'Kegan Paul, 1967, p. 7 & * 
ff. . . 

Weil, Ibid., p. 95. o U , 

Consider the following from Peter Freuken, The Book of 
'the Eskimo, New York:/ World Publishing, 1961, p. 153: 

- " iThey turned out t o -̂e 'fine anatomists: 
every man knew" exactly which* joints to 
cut through and where they Were ... If a 
man happened, to be a little off, it was * 
taken as a sign, that he had li-bd the same" ' 
day. Then everyone laughed and said that 
he was a man who had "wasted his thoughts - » . 
by failing to speak- the-truth, and so he . , 
had forgotten that .animals were' created 
with joints that serve to divide them. 

The analogy here is between a conception of truth and a" 
specific act of physical labour. 

Weil, NBsSW, I> London: Routledge and Kegan Paul*, 1956, 
p. 87.' No, and-Tj^, are, perhaps, characters from an 
ancient Chinese text. The .passage quoted here is cited 
by Weil with no explanation or source given. 

Weil, The Need for Roots, p. 253. 

Ibid., p. 89. 

Weil, Oppression, p.' 16,8. 

Weil, FLNBs, p. 266. ', -
** i 

By way of justification for the use of the*word 'mon
ster' in this context, I point to its derivation from 
the Latin verb, monere, 'to admonish', or/warn'. The 
•monster' was a portent or messenger"from the^gods.. 

Edmund Carpenter, Eskimo Realities, New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1973, p. 62, 

It should be noted that the ancient significance bf the 
word, U-nvention' was a bringing tb birth, a bringing 
forth being from within the order of the world. 

Weil, The Need for Roots', p., 253. This "passage was 
cited previously in Chapter II, p'. 3 0,,, above.' 

Ibid. , ' , , . , 
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92. NBsSW, I, p. 71. " . 4 , 

93. Simone Weil, "Classical'Science and After", On Science, 
Necessity and the Love of God, Oxford; Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1968," pp. 40-41. 

94. "Factory Work", Reader, p. 62.. '• 

95. #Ibid. "< f 

*" * -' *1 

96. Weil, Need for Roots, p. 301. * 

97. Ibid. 

98. "Factory Work", Reader, p. 62. 

99. Ibid., p. -69. ^ -» t * 
100. Ajt t he Renaul t Works in Paris1 , 1934-35. She recorded 

her expe r i ence in d e t a i l in a journal .now e n t i t l e d , La 
(, Condition Ouvrieve, P a r i s : Gallimard, • 1951. } 

101. "Factory Work", Reader, pp.' 58-59. " 

102. I b i d . , p. 69. ' 

103. Weil, The Need for Roots, p, 2 95. • "** 

104. Ibid., pp. 299-300. _ ' 

105. Ibid., p. -296. *° . ' - • ' -

106. Ibid. 

107. Weil", ..FLNBs, p. 266 f * A - - > (, . • 
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"*. A P P E N D I X 

A NOTE ON WEIL'S VIEW OF THE ATTITUDE OF THE. 
ANCIENTS TOWARD SLAVERY 

In The Need for 'Roots, New York: Harper and Row, 1952-, 
Weil argues that writers ought to be publicly condemned for 
avoidable errors. As an example she^cites a statement made 
by the Catholic philosopher, Jacques Maritain, tb the«effect 
that: '"The greatest thinkers of antiquity had not thought of 
condemning slavery*"-. . She points out that we could, reason
ably, expect Mbnsieur Maritain to be familiar with the only 
important refe'rence to slavery that has come down to us f torn 
the Greeks, namely, a sentence of Aristotle's-that 'reads: 
"Some people assert that slavery"'is absolutely contrary to 
nature* and reason". As^ she points out, we have no reason to 
believe that these men were not among-, the "greatest thinkers 
pf antiquity". * Maritain-'s statement, she concludes," is "an 
outrageous calumny agairist an entire civilization". * 

•*f *T 

This very succinctly states her attitude toward the com
mitment to slavery "of the Greek* thinkers of antiquity pre**-
vious to Aristotle. We have no reason to believe that the 
philosophers of th£" Socraticor Pythagorean traditions-(or 
tradition) approved"of slavery. In" fabt, what little we 
possess of their'thought suggests the contrary, and in her 
reconstruction of that tradition the position developed is 
one that stands in profound condemnation of slavery. ^ • 

.Well's passionate dislike, of the philosophy of Aristotle 
is explicitly (and- particularly) rooted^in his attempt to 
justify the institution of slavery. As she writes, in refer
ence to the Nazis: 

Their conception of- a ."just order, which 
is to be the final outcome of their vic
tories, rests' upon the conviction that, 
for al,l who are slaves" by nature, servi
tude is the condition that is-at the same 
time the "happiest and the most just. Now 
this is precisely the conviction x 
'Aristotle held, and*which inspired his 
great argument in justification of slav
ery (p. 243). , 

» 4, . 

For Wexl, at the very core of the Platpnic position there lay 
a conviction that runs deeply counter to any such attempts tp 
j u s t i fy the existence of slavery. In a fragmentary tex t 
e n t i t l e d , "Draft for a Statement .-of Human Obligations", she 
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expresses this conviction as follows: "All human beings are 
absolutely identical in so far as they can be thought of as 
consisting of a centre, which is an unquenchable desire for 
good,. surrounded by an accretion of psychial and bodily 
matter", Selected Essays, 1934-43, London: .Oxford University 
Press, 1962, p. 220. 

The reader is also referred to a passage in one of her 
London notebooks where she cites a portion of a commentary of 
St. Thomas Aquinas on Aristotle's Ethics1, VIII, 7, to be 
found in First and Last Notebooks, London: Oxford University. 
-•Press, 1970, p. 355. T*|ere she sets the Aristotelian defini
tion of friendship and justice against the conception con
tained in the Gospels and in the tradition of Plato and the-
Pythagoreans. 

Her0 contention that the Aristotelian .doctrine of 
'natural"slavery1 constitutes a clear link between the cul
ture of our civilization and much that is atrocious in our 
past is brilliantly supported ih the work of phe American 
intellectual historian, Lewis Hanke. In Arisftbtle and the 
American Indians^ London: Hollis and Carter, 1959, for exam
ple, he traces, in terrible detail, -the use of Aristotle for 
the justification of the enslavement and murder of the abori
ginal peoples of Hispanic America. (In1 North America no' 
intellectual justifications were deemed necessary.) 
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