HUMAN PERSONALITY

©

This essay, one of Simone Weil’s most powerful and beauti-
Jul, was written during the last year of her brief life, in the
late winter and early spring of 1942-3. The title on the
manuscript reads ‘Collectivity. Person. Impersonal. Right.
Justice.” She had recently arnved in England from New
York where she had finally left her parents after their Sflight
from Vichy France. As the Jollowing letter shows, she had no
idea how her work would be received by her superiors in the
Free French organization. Nevertheless England enchanted
her and she writes reassuringly:

‘Darlings,

1 received the letter addressed to Mme R’s. I am so glad you say .

You are happy, although I daren’t believe it....The spring is here,
and there are trees of pink blossom in the London squares. London
is full of delicious little squares. But I don’t see much of London
because work absorbs me. Not that I'm overworking at all. I am
automatically stopped from time to time by Satigue, which forces
me to rest until my energy revives; but 1 don’t go out much at those
times either. You say you are certain that my work is successful;
but the truth is, I haven’t the slightest idea if what I am doing is
likely to be effective. That depends upon far too many unknown
Jactors. But I cannot go into details. My companions are as nice as
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possible. You can tell A. that some of the things I was told when’l
was with you about the groups here were completely untrue. . ..

Nevertheless reaction from her Free French colleagues to
this work, as to much else she wrote at the time, was im-
patient. They wanted her to write on ‘something concrete,
like trade-union problems’. She was in fact doing precisely
that, though her approach was radically different from what
they had expected.

‘You do not interest me.’! No man can say these words to
another without committing a cruelty and offending against
justice.

‘Your person” does not interest me.’ These words can be
used in an affectionate conversation between close friends,
without jarring upon even the tenderest nerve of their
friendship.

In the same way, one can say without degrading oneself,
‘My person does not count’, but not ‘I do not count’.

This proves that something is amiss with the vocabulary
of the modern trend of thought known as Personalism. And
in this domain, where there is a grave error of vocabulary it
is almost certainly the sign of a grave error of thought.

There is something sacred in every man, but it is not his
person. Nor yet is it the human personality. It is this man;
no more and no less.

I see a passer-by in the street. He has long arms, blue
eyes, and a mind whose thoughts I do not know, but per-
haps they are commonplace. '

It is neither his person, nor the human personality in
him, which is sacred to me. It is he. The whole of him. The

! This essay appeared in La Table Ronde (December 1950) with the title ‘La
Personnalité humaine, le juste et V'injuste’ and in Ecrits de Londres with the title
‘La Personne et le sacré’ [R. Rees].

% The implications of the French personne cannot be conveyed completely by a
single word in English. What Simone Weil meant by ‘person’ in this context will
become clearer as the essay proceeds, as also will the pejorative sense in which
she uses the word ‘personality’.
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arms, the eyes, the thoughts, everything. Not without in-
finite scruple would I touch anything of this.

If it were the human personality in him that was sacred to
me, I could easily put out his eyes. As a blind man he would
be exactly as much a human personality as before. I should
not have touched the person in him at all. I should have
destroyed nothing but his eyes. ‘

It is impossible to define what is meant by respect for
human personality. It is not just that it cannot be defined in
words. That can be said of many perfectly clear ideas. But
this one cannot be conceived either; it cannot be defined
nor isolated by the silent operation of the mind.

To set up as a standard of public morality a notion which
can neither be defined nor conceived is to open the door to
every kind of tyranny.

The notion of rights, which was launched into the world
in 1789, has proved unable, because of its intrinsic inade-
quacy, to fulfil the role assigned to it. :

To combine two inadequate notions, by talking about the
rights of human personality, will not bring us any further.

What is it, exactly, that prevents me from putting that
man’s eyes out if I am allowed to do so and if it takes my
fancy?

Although it is the whole of him that is sacred to me, he is
not sacred in all respects and from every point of view. He
is not sacred in as much as he happens to have long arms,
blue eyes, or possibly commonplace thoughts. Nor as a
duke, if he is one; nor as a dustman, if that is what he is.
Nothing of all this would stay my hand.

What would stay it is the knowledge that if someone were
to put out his eyes, his soul would be lacerated by the
thought that harm was being done to him.

At the bottom of the heart of every human being, from
earliest infancy until the tomb, there is something that goes
on indomitably expecting, in the teeth of all experience of
crimes committed, suffered, and witnessed, that good and
not evil will be done to him., It is this above all that is sacred
in every human being.



52 SIMONE WEIL - AN ANTHOLOGY

The good is the only source of the sacred. There is
nothing sacred except the good and what pertains to it.

This profound and childlike and unchanging expectation
of good in the heart is not what is involved when we agitate
for our rights. The motive which prompts a little boy to
watch jealously to see if his brother has a slightly larger
piece of cake arises from a much more superficial level of
the soul. The word justice means two very different things
according to whether it refers to the one or the other level.
It is only the former one that matters.

Every time that there arises from the depths of a human
heart the childish cry which Christ himself could not re-
strain, ‘Why am I being hurt?’, then there is certainly
injustice. For if, as often happens, it is only the result of a
misunderstanding, then the injustice consists in the inade-
quacy of the explanation.

Those people who inflict the blows which provoke this cry
are prompted by different motives according to temperament
or occasion. There are some people who get a positive pleasure
from the cry; and many others simply do not hear it. For itis
a silent cry, which sounds only in the secret heart.

These two states of mind are closer than they appear to
be. The second is only a weaker mode of the first; its
deafness is complacently cultivated because it is agreeable
and it offers a positive satisfaction of its own. There are no
other restraints upon our will than material necessity and
the existence of other human beings around us. Any im-
aginary extension of these limits is seductive, so there is a
seduction in whatever helps us to forget the reality of the
obstacles. That is why upheavals like war and civil war are
so intoxicating; they empty human lives of their reality and
seem to turn people into puppets. That is also why slavery
is so pleasant to the masters.

In those who have suffered too many blows, in slaves for
example, that place in the heart from which the infliction of
evil evokes a cry of surprise may seem to be dead. But it is
never quite dead; it is simply unable to cry out any more. It
has sunk into a state of dumb and ceaseless lamentation,
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And even in those who still have the power to cry out, the
cry hardly ever expresses itself, either inwardly or out-
wardly, in coherent language. Usually, the words through
which it seeks expression are quite irrelevant.

That is all the more inevitable because those who most
often have occasion to feel that evil is being done to them
are those who are least trained in the art of speech. No-
thing, for example, is more frightful than to see some poor
wretch in the police court stammering before a magistrate
who keeps up an elegant flow of witticisms.

Apart from the intelligence, the only human faculty
which has an interest in public freedom of expression is that
point in the heart which cries out against evil. But as it
cannot express itself, freedom is of little use to it. What is
first needed is a system of public education capable of
providing it, so far as possible, with means of expression;
and next, a regime in which the public freedom of expres-
sion is characterized not so much by freedom as by an
attentive silence in which this faint and inept cry can make
itself heard; and finally, institutions are needed of a sort
which will, so far as possible, put power into the hands of
men who are able and anxious to hear and understand it.

Clearly, a political party busily seeking, or maintaining
itself in power can discern nothing in these cries except a
noise. Its reaction will be different according to whether the
noise interferes with or contributes to that of its own
propaganda. But it can never be capable of the tender
and sensitive attention which is needed to understand its
meaning. : ‘

The same is true to a lesser degree of organizations con-
taminated by party influences; in other words, when public
life is dominated by a party system, it is true of all organ-
izations, including, for example, trade unions and even
churches.

Naturally, too, parties and similar organizations are
equally insensitive to intellectual scruples.

So when freedom of expression means in fact no more
than freedom of propaganda for organizations of this kind,
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there is in fact no free expression for the only parts of the
human soul that deserve it. Or if there is any, it is infinitesi-
mal; hardly more than in a totalitarian system.

And this is how it is in a democracy where the party
system controls the distribution of power; which is what we
call democracy in France, for up to now we have known no
other. We must therefore invent something different.

Applying the same criterion in the same way to any
public institution we can reach equally obvious conclusions.

It is not the person which provides this criterion. When
the infliction of evil provokes a cry of sorrowful surprise
from the depth of the soul, it is not a personal thing. Injury
to the personality and its desires is not sufficient to evoke it,
but only and always the sense of contact with injustice
through pain. It is always, in the last of men as in Christ
himself, an impersonal protest.

There are also many cries of personal protest, but they
are unimportant; you may provoke as many of them as you
wish without violating anything sacred.

*

So far from its being his person, what is sacred in a human
being is the impersonal in him.

Everything which is impersonal in man is sacred, and
nothing else.

In our days, when writers and scientists have so oddly
usurped the place of priests, the public acknowledges,
with a totally unjustified docility, that the artistic and scien-
tific faculties are sacred. This is generally held to be self-
evident, though it is very far from being so. If any reason is
felt to be called for, people allege that the free play of these
faculties is one of the highest manifestations of the human
personality.

Often it is, indeed, no more than that. In which case it is
easy to see how much it is worth and what can be expected
from it.

One of its results is the sort of attitude which is summed
up in Blake’s horrible saying: ‘Sooner murder an infant in
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its cradle than nurse unacted desires’,' or the attitude which
breeds the idea of the ‘gratuitous act’. Another result is a
science in which every possible standard, criterion, and
value is recognized except truth.

Gregorian chant, Romanesque architecture, the Iliad,
the invention of geometry were not, for the people through
whom they were brought into being and made available to
us, occasions for the manifestation of personality.

When science, art, literature, and philosophy are simply
the manifestation of personality they are on a level where
glorious and dazzling achievements are possible, which can
make a man’s name live for thousands of years. But above
this level, far above, separated by an abyss, is the level
where the highest things are achieved. These things are
essentially anonymous.

It is pure chance whether the names of those who reach
this level are preserved or lost; even when they are remem-
bered they have become anonymous. Their personality has
vanished.

Truth and beauty dwell on this level of the impersonal
and the anonymous. This is the realm of the sacred; on the
other level nothing is sacred, except in the sense that we
might say this of a touch of colour in a picture if it repre-
sented the Eucharist. :

What is sacred in science is truth; what is sacred in art is
beauty. Truth and beauty are impersonal. All this is too
obvious.

If a child is doing a sum and does it wrong, the mistake
bears the stamp of his personality. If he does the sum
exactly right, his personality does not enter into it at all.

Perfection is impersonal. Our personality is the part of us
which belongs to error and sin. The whole effort of the
mystic has always been to become such that there is no part
left in his soul to say ‘I’

! It seems possible that Simone Weil took Blake to mean: If you desire to murder
an infant you should do so, instead of: If you stifle your desires, you are doing
something similar to murdering an infant. But her point does not depend upon
this itlustration [R. Rees].
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But the part of the soul which says ‘We’ is infinitely more
dangerous still.

*

Iinpersonality is only reached by the practice of a form gf
attention which is rare in itself and impossible except in
solitude; and not only physical but mental solitude. This is
never achieved by a man who thinks of himself as a m.ember
of a collectivity, as part of something which says ‘We’.

Men as parts of a collectivity are debarred from even the
lower forms of the impersonal. A group of human beings
cannot even add two and two. Working out a sum takes
place in a mind temporarily oblivious of the existence of any
other minds.

Although the personal and the impersonal are opposed,
there is a way from the one to the other. But there is no way
from the collective to the impersonal. A collectivity must
dissolve into separate persons before the impersonal can be
reached.

This is the only sense in which the person has more of the
sacred than the collectivity. .

The collectivity is not only alien to the sacred, but it
deludes us with a false imitation of it.

Idolatry is the name of the error which attributes a sacred
character to the collectivity; and it is the commonest of
crimes, at all times, at all places. The man for whom the
development of personality is all that counts has totally lost
all sense of the sacred; and it is hard to know which of these
errors is the worst. They are often found combined, in
various proportions, in the same mind. But the second error
is much less powerful and enduring than the first. _

Spiritually, the struggle between Germany and France in
1940 was in the main not a struggle between barbarism and
civilization or between evil and good, but between the first
of these two errors and the second. The victory of the
former is not surprising; it is by nature the stronger,

There is nothing scandalous in the subordination of the
person to the collectivity; it is a mechanical fact of the same

o i
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order as the inferiority of a gram to a kilogram on the scales.
The person is in fact always subordinate to the collectivity,
even in its so-called free expression.

For example, it is precisely those artists and writers who
are most inclined to think of their art as the manifestation of
their personality who are in fact the most in bondage to
public taste. Hugo had no difficulty in reconciling the cult
of the self with his role of ‘resounding echo’; and examples
like Wilde, Gide, and the Surrealists are even more ob-
vious. Scientists of the same class are equally enslaved by
fashion, which rules over science even more despotically
than over the shape of hats. For these men the collective
opinion of specialists is practically a dictatorship.

The person, being subordinate to the collective both in
fact and by the nature of things, enjoys no natural rights
which can be appealed to on its behalf.

It is said, quite correctly, that in antiquity there existed
no notion of respect for the person. The ancients thought
far too clearly to entertain such a confused idea.

‘The human being can only escape from the collective by
raising himself above the personal and entering into the
impersonal. The moment he does this, there is something
in him, a small portion of his soul, upon which nothing of
the collective can get a hold. If he can root himself in the
impersonal good so as to be able to draw energy from it,
then he is in a condition, whenever he feels the obligation to
do so, to bring to bear without any outside help, against any
collectivity, a small but real force. !

There are occasions when an almost infinitesimal force can
be decisive. A collectivity is much stronger than a single man;
but every collectivity depends for its existence upon opera-
tions, of which simple addition is the elementary example,
which can only be performed by a mind in a state of solitude.

This dependence suggests a method of giving the imper-
sonal a hold on the collective, if only we could find out how
to use it,

Every man who has once touched the level of the im-
personal is charged with a responsibility towards all human
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beings; to safeguard, not their persons, but whatever frail
potentialities are hidden within them for passing over to the
impersonal.

It is primarily to these men that the appeal to respect the
sacredness of the human being should be addressed. For
such an appeal can have no reality unless it is addressed to
someone capable of understanding it.

It is useless to explain to a collectivity that there is some-
thing in each of the units composing it which it ought not to
violate. To begin with, a collectivity is not someone, except
by a fiction; it has only an abstract existence and can only be
spoken to fictitiously. And, moreover, if it were someone it
would be someone who was not disposed to respect any-
thing except himself.

Further, the chief danger does not lie in the collectivity’s
tendency to circumscribe the person, but in the person’s
tendency to immolate himself in the collective. Or perhaps
the first danger is only a superficial and deceptive aspect of
the second. :

Just as it is useless to tell the collectivity that the person is
sacred, it is also useless to tell the person so. The person can-
not believe it. It does not feel sacred. The reason that pre-
vents the person from feeling sacred is that actually it is not.

If there are some people who feel differently, who feel
something sacred in their own persons and believe they can
generalize and attribute it to every person, they are under a
double illusion.

What they feel is not the authentic sense of the sacred but
its false imitation engendered by the collective; and if they
feel it in respect of their own person it is because it partici-
pates in collective prestige through the social consideration
bestowed upon it.

So they are mistaken in thinking they can generalize from
their own case. Their motive is generous, but it cannot have
enough force to make them really see the mass of people as
anything but mere anonymous human matter. But it is hard
for them to find this out, because they have no contact with
the mass of people.
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The person in man is a thing in distress; it feels cold and
is always looking for a warm shelter.

But those'in whom it is, in fact or in expectation, warmly
wrapped in social consideration are unaware of this.

That is why it was not in popular circles that the philos-
ophy of personalism originated and developed, but among
writers, for whom it is part of their profession to have or
hope to acquire a name and a reputation.

Relations between the collectivity and the person should
be arranged with the sole purpose of removing whatever is
detrimental to the growth and mysterious germination of
the impersonal element in the soul.

This means, on the one hand, that for every person there
should be enough room, enough freedom to plan the use of
one’s time, the opportunity to reach ever higher levels of
attention, some solitude, some silence. At the same time the
person needs warmth, lest it be driven by distress to sub-
merge itself in the collective.

*

If this is the good, then modern societies, even democratic
ones, seem to go about as far as it is possible to go in the
direction of evil. In particular, a modern factory reaches
perhaps almost the limit of horror. Everybody in it is con-
stantly harassed and kept on edge by the interference of
extraneous wills while the soul is left in cold and desolate
misery. What man needs is silence and warmth; what heis
given is an icy pandemonium.

Physical labour may be painful, but it is not degrading as
such. It is not art; it is not science; it is something else,
possessing an exactly equal value with art and science, for it
provides an equal opportunity to reach the impersonal stage
of attention.

To take a youth who has a vocation for this kind of work
and employ him at a conveyor-belt or as a piece-work
machinist is no less a crime than to put out the eyes of the
young Watteau and make him turn a grindstone. But the
painter’s vocation can be discerned and the other cannot.
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Exactly to the same extent as art and science, though in a
different way, physical labour is a certain contact with the
reality, the truth, and the beauty of this universe and with
the eternal wisdom which is the order in it,

For this reason it is sacrilege to degrade labour in exactly the
same sense that it is sacrilege to trample upon the Eucharist.

If the workers felt this, if they felt that by being the
victim they are in a certain sense the accomplice of sacrilege,
their resistance would have a very different force from what
is provided by the consideration of personal rights. It would
not be an economic demand but an impulse from the depth of
their being, fierce and desperate like that of a young girl who
is being forced into a brothel; and at the same time it would
be a cry of hope from the depth of their heart.

This feeling, which surely enough exists in them, is so
inarticulate as to be indiscernible even to themselves; and it
is not the professionals of speech who can express it for
them. :

" Usually, when addressing them on their conditions, the
selected topic is wages; and for men burdened with a
fatigue that makes any effort of attention painful it is a relief
to contemplate the unproblematic clarity of figures.

In this way, they forget that the subject of the bargain,
which they complain they are being forced to sell cheap and
for less than the just price, is nothing other than their soul.

Suppose the devil were bargaining for the soul of some
poor wretch and someone, moved by pity, should step in
and say to the devil: ‘It is a shame for you to bid so low; the
commodity is worth at least twice as much.’

Such is the sinister farce which has been played by the
working-class movement, its trade unions, its political
parties, its leftist intellectuals.

This bargaining spirit was already implicit in the notion
of rights which the men of 1789 so unwisely made the
keynote of their deliberate challenge to the world. By so
doing, they ensured its inefficacy in advance,

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

There is a number of other notions, all in the same
category, which are themselves entirely alien to the super-
natural but nevertheless a little superior to brute force. All
of them relate to the behaviour of the collective animal, to
use Plato’s language, while it still exhibits a few traces of the
training imposed on it by the supernatural working of
grace. If they are not continually revived by a renewal of
this working, if they are merely survivals of it, they become
necessarily subject to the animal’s caprice.

To this category belong the notion of rights, and of
personality, and of democracy. As Bernanos had the cour-
age to point out, democracy offers no defence against dic-
tatorship. By the nature of things, the person is subdued to
the collectivity, and rights are dependent upon force. The
lies and misconceptions which obscure this truth are ex-
tremely dangerous because they prevent us from appealing
to the only thing which is immune to force and can preserve
us from it: namely, that other force which is the radiance of
the spirit. It is only in plants, by virtue of the sun’s energy
caught up by the green leaves and operating in the sap, that
inert matter can find its way upward against the law of
gravity. A plant deprived of light is gradually but inexor-
ably overcome by gravity and death.

Among the lies in question is the eighteenth-century
materialists’ notion of natural right. We do not owe this to
Rousseau, whose lucid and powerful spirit was of genuinely
Christian inspiration, but to Diderot and the Encyclopédistes.

It was from Rome that we inherited the notion of rights,
and like everything else that comes from ancient Rome,
who is the woman full of the names of blasphemy in the
Apocalypse, it is pagan and unbaptizable. The Romans,
like Hitler, understood that power is not fully efficacious
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unless clothed in a few ideas, and to this end they made use
of the idea of rights, which is admirably suited to it. Mod-
ern Germany has been accused of flouting the idea; but she
invoked it ad nauseam in her role of deprived, proletarian
nation. It is true, of course, that she allows only one right to
her victims: obedience. Ancient Rome did the same.

It is singularly monstrous that ancient Rome should be
praised for having bequeathed to us the notion of rights. If
we examine Roman law in its cradle, to see what species it
belongs to, we discover that property was defined by the jus
utendi et abutendi. And in fact the things which the prop-
erty owner had the right to use or abuse at will were for the
most part human beings.

The Greeks had no conception of rights. They had no
words to express it. They were content with the name of
justice.

It is extraordinary that Antigone’s unwritten law should
have been confused with the idea of natural right. In
Creon’s eyes there was absolutely nothing that was natural
in Antigone’s behaviour. He thought she was mad.

And we should be the last people to disagree with him;
we who at this moment are thinking, talking, and behaving
exactly as he did. One has only to consult the text.

Antigone says to Creon: ‘It was not Zeus who published
that edict; it was not Justice, companion of the gods in the
other world, who set such laws among men.’' Creon tries to
convince her that his orders were just; he accuses her of
having outraged one of her brothers by honouring the
other, so that the same honour has been paid to the impious
and the loyal, to the one who died in the attempt to destroy
his own country and the one who died defending it.

She answers: ‘Nevertheless the other world demands
equal laws.’ T'o which he sensibly objects: “There can be
no equal sharing between a brave man and a traitor’, and
she has only the absurd reply: ‘Who knows whether this
holds in the other world?’

! We have translated the author’s own versions of the Greek [R. Rees],
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Creon’s comment is perfectly reasonable: ‘A foe is never a
friend, not even in death.” And the little simpleton can only
reply: ‘I was born to share, not hate, but love.’

To which Creon, ever more reasonable: ‘Pass, then, to
the other world, and if thou must love, love those who dwell
there.’

And, truly, this was the right place for her. For the
unwritten law which this little girl obeyed had nothing
whatsoever in common with rights, or with the natural; it
was the same love, extreme and absurd, which led Christ to

-the Cross.

It was Justice, companion of the gods in the other world,
who dictated this surfeit of love, and not any right at all.
Rights have no direct connection with love.

Just as the notion of rights is alien to the Greek mind, so
also it is alien to the Christian inspiration whenever it is pure
and uncontaminated by the Roman, Hebraic, or Aristotelian
heritage. One cannot imagine St Francis of Assisi talking
about rights. :

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

Relying almost exclusively on this notion, it becomes
impossible to keep one’s eyes on the real problem. If some-
one tries to browbeat a farmer to sell his eggs at a moderate
price, the farmer can say: ‘I have the right to keep my eggs
if I don’t get a good enough price.” But if a young girl is
being forced into a brothel she will not talk about her rights.
In such a situation the word would sound ludicrously
inadequate. ‘

Thus it is that the social drama, which corresponds to the
latter situation, is falsely assimilated, by the use of the word
‘rights’, to the former one.
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Thanks to this word, what should have been a cry of
protest from the depth of the heart has been turned into a
shrill nagging of claims and counter-claims, which is both
impure and unpractical.

*

The notion of rights, by its very mediocrity, leads on natur-
ally to that of the person, for rights are related to personal
things. They are on that level. ;

It is much worse still if the word ‘personal’ is added to the
word ‘rights’, thus implying the rights of the personality to
what is called full expression. In that case the tone that
colours the cry of the oppressed would be even meaner than
bargaining. It would be the tone of envy.

For the full expression of personality depends upon its
being inflated by social prestige; it is a social privilege. No
one mentions this to the masses when haranguing them
about personal rights. They are told the opposite; and their
minds have not enough analytic power to perceive this truth
clearly for themselves. But they feel it; their everyday ex-
perience makes them certain of it.

However, this is not a reason for them to reject the
slogan. To the dimmed understanding of our age there
seems nothing odd in claiming an equal share of privilege
for everybody - an equal share in things whose essence is
privilege. The claim is both absurd and base; absurd be-
cause privilege is, by definition, inequality; and base because
it is not worth claiming,

But the category of men who formulate claims, and every-
thing else, the men who have the monopoly of language, is a
category of privileged people. They are not the ones to say
that privilege is unworthy to be desired. They don’t think
so and, in any case, it would be indecent for them to say it.

Many indispensable truths, which could save men, go
unspoken for reasons of this kind; those who could utter them
cannot formulate them and those who could formulate them
cannot utter them. If politics were taken seriously, finding a
remedy for this would be one of its more urgent problems,
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In an unstable society the privileged have a bad conscience.
Some of them hide it behind a defiant air and say to the
masses: ‘It is quite appropriate that I should possess privi-
leges which you are denied.’ Others benevolently profess: ‘I
claim for all of you an equal share in the privileges I enjoy.’

The first attitude is odious. The second is silly, and also
too easy.

Both of them equally encourage the people down the road
of evil, away from their true and unique good, which they
do not possess, but to which, in a sense, they are so close.
They are far closer than those who bestow pity on them to
an authentic good, which could be a source of beauty and
truth and joy and fulfilment. But since they have not reached
it and do not know how to, this good might as well be
infinitely far away. Those who speak for the people and to
them are incapable of understanding either their distress or
what an overflowing good is almost within their reach. And,
for the people, it is indispensable to be understood.

Affliction is by its nature inarticulate. The afflicted silently
beseech to be given the words to express themselves. There
are times when they are given none; but there are also times
when they are given words, but ill-chosen ones, because
those who choose them know nothing of the affliction they
would interpret.

Usually, they are far removed from it by the circumstances
of their life; but even if they are-in close contact with it or have
recently experienced it themselves, they are still remote from
it because they put it at a distance at the first possible moment.

Thought revolts from contemplating affliction, to the
same degree that living flesh recoils from death. A stag
advancing voluntarily step by step to offer itself to the teeth
of a pack of hounds is about as probable as an act of
attention directed towards a real affliction, which is close at
hand, on the part of a mind which is free to avoid it.

But that which is indispensable to the good and is impos-
sible naturally is always possible supernaturally.

*
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Supernatural good is not a sort of supplement to natural
good, as we are told, with support from Aristotle, for our
greater comfort. It would be nice if this were true, but it is
not. In all the crucial problems of human existence the only
choice is between supernatural good on the one hand and
evil on the other. :

To put into the mouth of the afflicted words from the
vocabulary of middle values, such as democracy, rights,
personality, is to offer them something which can bring
them no good and will inevitably do them much harm.

These notions do not dwell in heaven; they hang in the
middle air, and for this very reason they cannot root them-
selves in earth.

It is the light falling continually from heaven which alone
gives a tree the energy to send powerful roots deep into the
earth. The tree is really rooted in the sky.

It is only what comes from heaven that can make a real
impress on the earth.,

In order to provide an armour for the afflicted, one must
put into their mouths only those words whose rightful
abode is in heaven, beyond heaven, in the other world.
There is no fear of its being impossible. Affliction disposes
the soul to welcome and avidly drink in everything which
comes from there. For these products it is not consumers
but producers who are in short supply.

The test for suitable words is easily recognized and applied.
The afflicted are overwhelmed with evil and starving for good.
The only words suitable for them are those which express
nothing but good, in its pure state. It is easy to discriminate.
Words which can be associated with something signifying an
evil are alien to pure good. We are criticizing a man when we
say: ‘He puts his person forward; therefore the person is
alien to good. We can speak of an abuse of democracy;
therefore democracy is alien to good. To possess a right
implies the possibility of making good or bad use of it;
therefore rights are alien to good. On the other hand, it is
always and everywhere good to fulfil an obligation. Truth,
beauty, justice, compassion are always and everywhere good.
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For the aspirations of the afflicted, if we wish to be sure
of using the right words, all that is necessary is to confine
ourselves to those words and phrases which always, every-
where, in all circumstances express only the good.

This is one of the only two services which can be ren-
dered to the afflicted with words. The other is to find the
words which express the truth of their affliction, the words
which can give resonance, through the crust of external
circumstances, to the cry which is always inaudible: ‘Why
am I being hurt?’

For this, they cannot count upon men of talent, person-
ality, celebrity, or even genius in the sense in which the
word is usually employed, which assimilates it to talciant.
They can count only upon men of the very highest genius:
the poet of the Iliad, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Shakespeare as
he was when he wrote Lear, or Racine when he wrote
Phédre. There are not very many of them.

But there are many human beings only poorly or moder-
ately endowed by nature, who seem infinitely inferior not
merely to Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Shakespeare, and
Racine but also to Virgil, Corneille, and Hugo, but who
nevertheless inhabit the realm of impersonal good where
the latter poets never set foot. _

A village idiot in the literal sense of the word, if he really
loves truth, is infinitely superior to Aristotle in his thought,
even though he never utters anything but inarticulate
murmurs. He is infinitely closer to Plato than Aristotle ever
was. He has genius, while only the word talent applies to
Aristotle. If a fairy offered to change his destiny for one
resembling Aristotle’s he would be wise to refuse unhgs:-
tatingly. But he does not know this. And nobody tells him.
Everybody tells him the contrary. But he must be told.
Idiots, men without talent, men whose talent 1s average
or only a little more, must be encouraged if they possess
genius. We need not be afraid of making them proud,
because love of truth is always accompanied by humility.
Real genius is nothing else but the supernatural virtue of
humility in the domain of thought.
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What is needed is to cherish the growth of genius, with a
warm and tender respect, and not, as the men of 1789
proposed, to encourage the flowering of talents. For it is
only heroes of real purity, the saints and geniuses, who can
help the afflicted. But the help is obstructed by a screen
which is formed between the two by the men of talent,
intelligence, energy, character, or strong personality. The
screen must not be damaged, but put aside as gently and
imperceptibly as possible. The far more dangerous screen
of the collective must be broken by abolishing every part
of our institutions and customs which harbours the party
spirit in any form whatsoever. Neither a personality nor a
party is ever responsive either to truth or to affliction,

*

There is a natural alliance between truth and affliction,
because both of them are mute suppliants, eternally con-
demned to stand speechless in our presence.

Just as a vagrant accused of stealing a carrot from a field
stands before a comfortably seated judge who keeps up an
elegant flow of queries, comments and witticisms while the
accused is unable to stammer a word, so truth stands before
an intelligence which is concerned with the elegant man-
ipulation of opinions.

It is always language that formulates opinions, even when
there are no words spoken. The natural faculty called intel-
ligence is concerned with opinion and language. Language
expresses relations; but it expresses only a few, because its
operation needs time. When it is confused and vague, with-
out precision or order, when the speaker or listener is
deficient in the power of holding a thought in his mind,
then language is empty or almost empty of any real rela-
tional content. When it is perfectly clear, precise, rigorous,
ordered, when it is addressed to a mind which is 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 relations. But like all wealth, this relative wealth is
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abject poverty compared with the perfection which alone is
desirable.

At the very best, a mind enclosed in language is in prison.
It is limited to the number of relations which words can
make simultaneously present to it; and remains in ignor-
ance of thoughts which involve the combination of a greater
number. These thoughts are outside language, they are
unformulable, although they are perfectly rigorous and
clear and although every one of the relations they involve is
capable of precise expression in words. So the mind moves
in a closed space of partial truth, which may be larger or
smaller, without ever being able so much as to glance at
what is outside.

If a captive mind is unaware of being in prison, it is living
in error. If it has recognized the fact, even for the tenth of a
second, and then quickly forgotten it in order to avoid
suffering, it is living in falsehood. Men of the most brilliant
intelligence can be born, live, and die in error and false-
hood. In them, intelligence is neither a good, nor even an
asset. The difference between more or less intelligent men
is like the difference between criminals condemned to life
imprisonment in smaller or larger cells. The intelligent man
who is proud of his intelligence is like a condemned man
who is proud of his large cell.

A man whose mind feels that it is captive would prefer to
blind himself to the fact. But if he hates falsehood, he will
not do so; and in that case he will have to suffer a lot. He
will beat his head against the wall until he faints. He will
come to again and look with terror at the wall, until one day
he begins afresh to beat his head against it; and once again
he will faint. And so on endlessly and without hope. One
day he will wake up on the other side of the wall.

Perhaps he is still in a prison, although a larger one. No
matter. He has found the key; he knows the secret which
breaks down every wall. He has passed beyond what men
call intelligence, into the beginning of wisdom.

The mind which is enclosed within language can possess
only opinions. The mind which has learned to grasp thoughts
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which are inexpressible because of the number of relations
they combine, although they are more rigorous and clearer
than anything that can be expressed in the most precise
language, such a mind has reached the point where it al-
ready dwells in truth. It possesses certainty and unclouded
faith. And it matters little whether its original intelligence
was great or small, whether its prison cell was narrow or
wide. All that matters is that it has come to the end of its
intelligence, such as it was, and has passed beyond it. A
village idiot is as close to truth as a child prodigy. The one
and the other are separated from it only by a wall. But the
only way into truth is through one’s own annihilation;
through dwelling a long time in a state of extreme and total
humiliation. :

It is the same barrier which keeps us from understanding
affliction. Just as truth is a different thing from opinion, so
affliction is a different thing from suffering. Affliction is a
device for pulverizing the soul; the man who falls into it is
like a workman who gets caught up in a machine. He is no
longer a man but a torn and bloody rag on the teeth of a cog-
wheel.

The degree and type of suffering which constitutes afflic-
tion in the strict sense of the word varies greatly with
different people. It depends chiefly upon the amount of
vitality they start with and upon their attitude towards
suffering.

Human thought is unable to acknowledge the reality of
affliction. To acknowledge the reality of affliction means
saying to oneself: ‘I may lose at any moment, through the
play of circumstances over which I have no control, any-
thing whatsoever that I possess, including those things
which are so intimately mine that I consider them as being
myself, There is nothing that I might not lose. It could
happen at any moment that what I am might be abolished
and replaced by anything whatsoever of the filthiest and
most contemptible sort.’

To be aware of this in the depth of one's soul is to
experience non-being. It is the state of extreme and total
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humiliation which is also the condition for passing over into
truth. It is a death of the soul. This is why the naked
spectacle of affliction makes the soul shudder as the flesh
shudders at the proximity of death.

We think piously of the dead when we evoke them in
memory, or when we walk among graves, or when we see
them decently laid out on a bed. But the sight of corpses
lying about as on a Lattlefield can sometimes be both sinis-
ter and grotesque. It arouses horror. At the stark sight of
death, the flesh recoils.

When affliction is seen vaguely from a distance, either
physical or mental, so that it can be confused with simple
suffering, it inspires in generous souls a tender feeling of
pity. But if by chance it is suddenly revealed to them in all
its nakedness as a corrosive force, a mutilation or leprosy of
the soul, then people shiver and recoil. The afflicted them-
selves feel the same shock of horror at their own condition.

To listen to someone is to put oneself in his place while
he is speaking., To put oneself in the place of someone
whose soul is corroded by affliction, or in near danger of it,
is to annihilate oneself. It is more difficult than suicide
would be for a happy child. Therefore the afflicted are not
listened to. They are like someone whose tongue has been
cut out and who occasionally forgets the fact. When they
move their lips no ear perceives any sound. And they them-
selves soon sink into impotence in the use of language,
because of the certainty of not being heard.

That is why there is no hope for the vagrant as he stands

before the magistrate. Even if, through his stammerings, he

should utter a cry to pierce the soul, neither the magistrate
nor the public will hear it. His cry is mute. And the afflicted
are nearly always equally deaf to one another; and each of
them, constrained by the general indifference, strives by
means of self-delusion or forgetfulness to become deaf to his
own self. :

Only by the supernatural working of grace can a soul pass
through its own annihilation to the place where alone it can
get the sort of attention which can attend to truth and to
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affliction. It is the same attention which listens to both of
them. The name of this intense, pure, disinterested, gratu-
itous, generous attention is love.

Because affliction and truth need the same kind of atten-
tion before they can be heard, the spirit of justice and the
spirit of truth are one. The spirit of justice and truth is
nothing else but a certain kind of attention, which is pure
love.

Thanks to an eternal and providential decree, everything
produced by a man in every sphere, when he is ruled by the
spirit of justice and truth, is endowed with the radiance of
beauty.

Beauty is the supreme mystery of this world. It is a'gleam
which attracts the attention and yet does nothing to sustain
it. Beauty always promises, but never gives anything; it
stimulates hunger but has no nourishment for the part of
the soul which looks in this world for sustenance. It feeds
only the part of the soul that gazes. While exciting desire, it
makes clear that there is nothing in it to be desired, because
the one thing we want is that it should not change. If one
does not seek means to evade the exquisite anguish it in-
flicts, then desire is gradually transformed into love; and
one begins to acquire the faculty of pure and disinterested
attention.

In proportion to the hideousness of affliction is the su-
preme beauty of its true representation. Even in recent
times one can point to Phédre, L’Ecole des femmes, Lear,
and the poems of Villon; but far better examples are the
plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles, and far better still, the
Iliad, the book of Job and certain folk poems; and far
beyond these again are the accounts of the Passion in the
Gospels. The radiance of beauty illumines affliction with
the light of the spirit-of justice and love, which is the only
light by which human thought can confront affliction and
report the truth of it.

And it sometimes happens that a fragment of inexpress-
ible truth is reflected in words which, although they cannot
hold the truth that inspired them, have nevertheless so
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perfect a formal correspondence with it that every mind
seeking that truth finds support in them. Whenever this
happens a gleam of beauty illumines the words.

Everything which originates from pure love is lit with the
radiance of beauty.

Beauty can be perceived, though very dimly and mixed
with many false substitutes, within the cell where all human
thought is at first imprisoned. And upon her rest all the
hopes of truth and justice, with tongue cut out. She, too,
has no language; she does not speak; she says nothing. But
she has a voice to cry out. She cries out and points to truth
and justice who are dumb, like a dog who barks to bring
people to his master lying unconscious in the snow.

Justice, truth, and beauty are sisters and comrades. With
three such beautiful words we have no need to look for any
others.

*

Justice consists in seeing that no harm is done to men.
Whenever a man cries inwardly: ‘Why am I being hurt?’
harm is being done to him. He is often mistaken when he
tries to define the harm, and why and by whom it is being
inflicted on him, But the cry itself is infailible.

The other cry, which we hear so often: “‘Why has some-
body else got more than I have?’, refers to rights. We must
learn to distinguish between the two cries and to do all that
is possible, as gently as possible, to hush the second one,
with the help of a code of justice, regular tribunals, and the
police. Minds capable of solving problems of this kind can
be formed in a law school.

But the cry ‘Why am I being hurt?’ raises quite different
problems, for which the spirit of truth, justice, and love is
indispensable.

In every soul the cry to be delivered from evil is incess-
ant. The Lord’s Prayer addresses it to God. But God has
power to deliver from evil only the eternal part of the soul of
those who have made real and direct contact with him. The
rest of the soul, and the entire soul of whoever has not
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received the grace of real and direct contact with God, is at
the mercy of men’s caprice and the hazards of circumstance.

Therefore it is for men to see that men are preserved
from harm. ‘

When harm is done to a man, real evil enters into him;
not merely pain and suffering, but the actual horror of evil.
Just as men have the power of transmitting good to one
another, so they have the power to transmit evil. One may
transmit evil to'a human being by flattering him or giving
him comforts and pleasures; but most often men transmit
evil to other men by doing them harm.

Nevertheless, eternal wisdom does not abandon the soul
entirely to the mercy of chance and men’s caprice. The
harm inflicted on a man by a wound from outside sharpens
his thirst for the good and thus there automatically arises
the possibility of a cure. If the wound is deep, the thirst is
for good in its purest form. The part of the soul which cries
‘Why am 1 being hurt?’ is on the deepest level and even in
the most corrupt of men it remains from earliest infancy
perfectly intact and totally innocent.

To maintain justice and preserve men from all harm
means first of all to prevent harm being done to them. For
those to whom harm has been done, it means to efface the
material consequences by putting them in a place where the
wound, if it is not too deep, may be cured naturally by a
spell of well-being. But for those in whom the wound is a
laceration of the soul it means further, and above all, to
offer them good in its purest form to assuage their thirst.

Sometimes it may be necessary to inflict harm in order to
stimulate this thirst before assuaging it, and that is what
punishment is for. Men who are so estranged from the good
that they seek to spread evil everywhere can only be reinte-
grated with the good by having harm inflicted upon them.
This must be done until the completely innocent part of
their soul awakens with the surprised cry ‘Why am I being
hurt?’ The innocent part of the criminal’s soul must then be
fed to make it grow until it becomes able to judge and
condemn his past crimes and at last, by the help of grace, to
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forgive them. With this the punishment is completed; the
criminal has been reintegrated with the good and should be
publicly and solemnly reintegrated with society.

That is what punishment is. Even capital punishment, -
although it excludes reintegration with society in the literal
sense, should be the same thing. Punishment is solely a
method of procuring pure good for men who do not desire
it. The art of punishing is the art of awakening in a criminal,
by pain or even death, the desire for pure good.

*

But we have lost all idea of what punishment is. We are not
aware that its purpose is to procure good for a man. For us
it stops short with the infliction of harm. That is why there
is one, and only one, thing in modern society more hideous
than crime — namely, repressive justice.

To make the idea of repressive justice the main motive of
war or revolt is inconceivably dangerous. It is necessary to
use fear as a deterrent against the criminal activity of
cowards; but that repressive justice, as we ignorantly con-
ceive it today, should be made the motive of heroes is
appalling.

All talk of chastisement, punishment, retribution or
punitive justice nowadays always refers solely to the basest
kind of revenge.

The treasure of suffering and violent death, which Christ
chose for himself and which he so often offers to those he
loves, means so little to us that we throw it to those whom
we least esteem, knowing that they will make nothing of it
and having no intention of helping them to discover its value.

For criminals, true punishment; for those whom afflic-
tion has bitten deep into the soul, such help as may bring
them to quench their thirst at the supernatural springs; for
everyone else, some well-being, a great deal of beauty, and
protection from those who would harm him; in every
sphere, a strict curb upon the chatter of lies, propaganda,
and opinion, and the encouragement of a silence in which
truth can germinate and grow; this is what is due to men.
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To ensure that they get it, we can only count upon those
who have passed beyond a certain barrier, and it may be
objected that they are too few in number. Probably there
are not many of them, but they are no object for statistics,
because most of them are hidden. Pure good from heaven
only reaches the earth in imperceptible quantities, whether
in the individual soul or in society. The grain of mustard
seed is ‘the least of all seeds’. Persephone ate only one grain
of the pomegranate. A pearl buried deep in a field is not
visible; neither is the yeast in dough.

But just as the catalysts or bacteria, such as yeast, operate
by their mere presence in chemical reactions, so in human
affairs the invisible seed of pure good is decisive when it is
put in the right place.

How is it to be put there?

Much could be done by those whose function it is to advise
the public what to praise, what to admire, what to hope and
strive and seek for. It would be a great advance if even a few
of these makers of opinion were to resolve in their hearts to
eschew absolutely and without exception everything that is
not pure good, perfection, truth, justice, love.

It would be an even greater advance if the majority of -

those who possess today some fragments of spiritual auth-
ority were aware of their obligation never to hold up for
human aspiration anything but the real good in its perfect
purity.

*

By the power of words we always mean their power of
illusion and error. But, thanks to a providential arrange-
ment, there are certain words which possess, in themselves,
when properly used, a virtue which illumines and lifts up
towards the good. These are the words which refer to an
absolute perfection which we cannot conceive. Since the
proper use of these words involves not trying to make them
fit any conception, it is in the words themselves, as words,
that the power to enlighten and draw upward resides. What
they express is beyond our conception.
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God and truth are such words; also justice, love, and
good.,

It 1s dangerous to use words of this kind. They are like an
ordeal. To use them legitimately one must avoid referring
them to anything humanly conceivable and at the same time
one must associate with them ideas and actions which are
derived solely and directly from the light which they shed.
Otherwise, everyone quickly recognizes them for lies.

They are uncomfortable companions. Words like right,
democracy and person are more accommodating and are
therefore naturally preferred by even the best intentioned of
those who assume public functions. Public functions have
no other meaning except the possibility of doing good to
men, and those who assume them with good intentions do
in fact want to procure good for their contemporaries; but
they usually make the mistake of thinking they can begin by
getting it at bargain prices.

Words of the middle region, such as right, democracy,
person, are valid in their own region, which is that of
ordinary institutions. But for the sustaining inspiration of
which all institutions are, as it were, the projection, a differ-
ent language is needed.

The subordination of the person to the collectivity is in
the nature of things, like the inferiority of a gram to a
kilogram on the scales. But there can be a scales on which
the gram outweighs the kilogram. It is only necessary for
one arm to be more than a thousand times as long as the
other. The law of equilibrium easily overcomes an inequal-
ity of weight. But the lesser will never outweigh the greater
unless the relation between them is regulated by the law of
equilibrium.

In the same way, there is no guarantee for democracy, or
for the protection of the person against the collectivity,
without a disposition of public life relating it to the higher
good which is impersonal and unrelated to any pohtlcal
form.

It is true that the word person is often applied to God.
But in the passage where Christ offers God himself as an
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example to men of the perfection which they are told to
achieve, he uses not only the image of a person but also,
above all, that of an impersonal order: “That ye may be like
the children of your Father which is in heaven; for he
maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and
sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust.’

Justice, truth, and beauty are the image in our world of
this impersonal and divine order of the universe. Nothing
inferior to them is worthy to be the inspiration of men who
accept the fact of death.

Above those institutions which are concerned with pro-
tecting rights and persons and democratic freedoms, others
must be invented for the purpose of exposing and abol-
ishing everything in contemporary life which buries the
soul under injustice, lies, and ugliness.

They must be invented, for they are unknown, and it is
impossible to doubt that they are indispensable.

From Selected Essays 1934-43 by Simone Weil, chosen and translated by
Richard Rees, Oxford University Press, London, 1962. Originally pub-
lished as ‘La Personne et le sacré’ in Ecrits de Londres et dermiéres lettres,
Gallimard, Paris, 1957.

THE SELF

©

We possess nothing in the world — a mere chance can
strip us of everything — except the power to say ‘I’.
That is what we have to give to God — in other words, to
destroy. There is absolutely no other free act which it is
given us to accomplish — only the destruction of the ‘I’.

Offering: We cannot offer anything but the ‘I’, and all we
call an offering is merely a label attached to a compensatory
assertion of the ‘I’.

Nothing in the world can rob us of the power to say ‘T’
Nothing except extreme affliction. Nothing is worse than
extreme affliction which destroys the ‘I’ from outside,
because after that we can no longer destroy it ourselves.
What happens to those whose ‘I’ has been destroyed from
outside by affliction? It is not possible to imagine anything
for them but annihilation according to the atheistic or ‘
materialistic conception.

Though they may have lost their ‘I’, it does not mean
that they have no more egoism. Quite the reverse, To be
sure, this may occasionally happen when a dog-like devotion
is brought about, but at other times the being is reduced to
naked, vegetative egoism. An egoism without an ‘I’,




