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ABSTRACT 
 

Simone Weil on Attention and Education: 
Can Love Be Taught? 

 
Kazuaki Yoda 

 
 
 

The concern of this study is the loss of the meaning or purpose of education and 

the instrumental view of education as its corollary. Today, education is largely conceived 

of as a means to gain social and economic privilege. The overemphasis on school 

children’s test scores and the accountability of teachers and schools is evidence that 

education has lost its proper meaning. In such a climate, we observe general unhappiness 

among teachers, school children, and their parents. Society as a whole seems to have 

given up on education, not only school education but also the very idea of educated 

human beings. There is an urgent need to reconsider what education is and what its 

purpose is. However, these questions—once being the primary concerns of philosophers 

of education—are barely discussed today. I intend to energize the discourse of the aims 

of education by examining Simone Weil’s thesis that the sole purpose of education is to 

nurture attention.  

It is very hard, however, to agree with Weil’s thesis that the sole purpose of 

education is attention. Is there a single definite purpose to education? Weil suggests that 

the purpose is attention, but her notion of attention involves religious language and takes 

essentialist formulation. How can we take her thesis seriously? By addressing such 

difficulties and potential problems, I argue that her thesis is still compelling if we 

adequately emphasize her realistic approach to philosophy.    



 Attention is the disposition of the subject that is open and available to the reality 

of other people, ourselves, objects (natural and artificial), customs and traditions, ideas, 

and words such as good, truth, beauty, and God. Attention is also synonymous with love. 

As the disposition takes various objects, love is also inclusively discussed. The purpose 

of education, then, is to learn to love.   

This study discusses two important aspects of love: the love of other people, 

which for Weil is nothing but justice, and the love of God. Justice for Weil is not about 

enforcement of rights as typically understood today. It is equivalent to love in that it 

involves the recognition of others for themselves, not as a means for our satisfaction. We 

tend to see other people from our self-centered perspective, but we must stop doing so to 

partake in justice and love. This detachment from the self-centered perspective is crucial 

not only in attending to other people, but in attending to everything. Weil proposes the 

imitation of the divine perspective—or quasi-perspective, to be precise—from which 

everything, including the most abhorrent human misery, is capable of being loved 

because it is the result of God’s love. By changing our perspective, we learn to love God.  

Although it is perhaps inappropriate to include the love of God in the purpose of 

education (especially school education), the claim that we need to learn to change our 

perspective and read (in Weil’s language) reality better is still compelling. To learn to 

love is to change how we read. Through proper apprenticeship, we learn to create a 

comprehensive reading and read reality better. This is achieved through the 

contemplation of contradictions. Thus, education is apprenticeship in reading and the 

learning of the method of contemplation.     



 I conceive of Weil’s thesis as a comprehensive response to the question in Plato’s 

Meno: “Can Virtue be Taught?” Replacing the term “virtue” with “attention,” Weil 

responds that it can be taught and it should be the sole purpose of education. Like Plato, 

Weil considers education to be the conversion of the soul to the Good, while attention is 

the orientation of the soul to the Good (or God). As we turn to see the contradictions 

between the transcendent Good and the reality in this world, we need to contemplate the 

without losing the love of the Good in life’s bitterness and confusion.  

 By learning to contemplate, reading better, and changing perspectives, one could 

learn to love better. Weil claims that this should be the sole purpose of education. This 

grand vision of education may re-kindle the meaning of education and suggests a 

compelling alternative to the now dominating instrumental view of education. It might 

then save the downcast situation of education observed in teachers, schoolchildren, their 

parents, college professors, and our society as a whole.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

More than two thousand years ago, Plato posed one of the most important 

questions in the history of education in his dialogue named Meno: Can virtue be taught? 

The dialogue, as is usually the case with Plato’s dialogues, ends in aporia—readers are 

left without a final conclusion about what virtue is much less its teachability. Still, the 

value of the dialogue is unshakable. It compels us to ponder what the most precious thing 

that education should nurture—what education is, and what its purpose is.  

This grand question is almost forgotten among education scholars except only 

part of the philosophers of education who recognize the value of the question of the aims 

of education. Instead, the economic perspective is favored in most discourses about 

education. Paul Standish, for example, noted the current utilitarian climate and the tacit 

understanding that education’s aim is economy. He quoted the European Union’s White 

Paper Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society, published by the European 

Commission in 1996, that “confidently asserts that debates over the aims of education are 

now at an end: the purpose of education is to serve the economy.”1 Standish adds that the 

public has largely accepted this view of education. Indeed, this is evident in today’s 

overemphasis on test scores and teacher and school accountability. On one hand, test 

scores on the macroscopic level are the index of the future national economy; on the 

other hand, they are the rationale by which the allocation of budgets is decided, including 

school budget and teachers’ salaries. Any discussion of right or wrong about an education 

                                                
1 Paul Standish, “The Nature and Purposes of Education,” in A Companion to the Philosophy of 

Education, ed. Randall Curren (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 221. 
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policy is not guided by the vision of what education is (and should be), but is mostly 

processed by accountability that can be reduced to economic calculations.  

This economic and instrumental view of education seems to be accepted on the 

microscopic level as well. Many parents want their children to have a college degree, 

preferably from a prestigious college or university. They believe it is vital for the quality 

of their children’s lives because a degree will eventually provide a great advantage in 

finding good employment. Some children in a secondary school also share this belief and 

increasingly think of higher education in terms of a possible job and income after 

graduation. Stainburn reported on this situation in a New York Times article: we now have 

college ranking based on the income of graduates and more people are choosing college 

based on future incomes.2  

Because of this instrumental view, education is losing its meaning. Education for 

children is not about the joyful experience of learning and studying. It is more a matter of 

mastering techniques to solve problems and memorizing facts in order to earn higher test 

scores. Some children who are good at school studies do not find this too overwhelming 

or stressful, feeling happy instead to be able to please their parents and teachers. Other 

children who struggle with tests and studying suffer when they are judged unfairly for 

their low performance and blamed for their incapacity. Their dislike for school and 

studying grows as they are forced to learn and be tested in rigorous and superficial ways. 

The negative atmosphere can be detected among teachers as well. Although some 

teachers find beauty in their practice of teaching, their enthusiasm and enjoyment are 

                                                
2 Samantha Stainburn, “Following the Money,” The New York Times, August 2, 2013.     
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challenged as their practice becomes controlled and bounded by education policies, the 

primary concern of which is far removed from children’s happiness. Currently in the 

United States, many teachers are being pressured by evaluations from school 

administrators, who in turn are worried about school evaluations by the state that can 

deeply affect their career and life. To continue one’s career as a teacher, one needs to 

teach in the way that meets this evaluation scheme based almost exclusively on raising 

test scores. Michael Winerip, a columnist for The New York Times, reported on how a 

teacher was unjustly evaluated by the test scores and her career is now jeoparadized as a 

result.3 It is natural that many teachers stop thinking about the deep meaning of their 

vocation and conclude that they now teach not because of the inherent joy of teaching but 

because of the necessity of keeping their jobs. In such a climate, we hear regrettable news 

that directly results from their pressure: teachers cheated on the tests so that their students 

can earn better scores.4 Depression is no longer uncommon among teachers as they 

contend with the demand of accountability, witness children’s general unhappiness about 

test-oriented classes, and are targeted for criticism from administrators, parents, and the 

general public.  

 This disquieting state of affairs over education is not limited to elementary and 

secondary school education; higher education is also guided by the instrumental view. 

Anthony Kronman, a professor of law at Yale Law School, discussed how higher 

                                                
3 Michael Minerip, “Evaluating New York Teachers, Perhaps the Numbers Do Lie,” The New 

York Times, March 6, 2011. 
 

4 Trip Gabriel, “Under Pressure, Teachers Tamper With Tests,” The New York Times, June 10, 
2010. 
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education has lost its sense of meaning.5 The humanities are compressed almost to 

oblivion, while STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) and 

practical and business-oriented studies are favored in higher education institutes.6 

Professors are expected to be productive in receiving research funding rather than 

spending time to prepare for their teaching or developing casual relationships with their 

students.  

An urgent need underlying this confusing and negative state of affairs in 

education is to return to Plato’s question. This question invites us to ponder the most 

precious thing that education should nurture and to reconsider what the meaning and 

purpose of education are. In her book first published in 2003, Nel Noddings lamented the 

absence of the discussion of the purpose or aims of education in educational scholarship 

over the past several decades. She argued for the critical need to retrieve the discourse 

that was once a major task of the philosophy of education.7 However, there are only a few 

articles that primarily discussed the aim of education in major education journals in the 

last decade and they do not succeed in forming an organized discourse.8 As I will show in 

                                                
5 In discussing the loss of meaning in education, Anthony Kronman traced the history of higher 

education in Education’s End: Why Our Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of Life 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007).   

 
6 See Martha C. Nussbaum, Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2010). In this book, she expresses her concern about the prevalent economic 
view of education and argues for the need for humanities in a democratic society.    
 

7 Nel Noddings, Happiness and Education, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). See 
particularly pages 74-93. In her book, Noddings suggests that happiness should be the central aim of 
education. 
 

8 To name a few articles: Paul Standish, “The Nature and Purposes of Education,” 221-231; 
Michael S. Katz, “R. S. Peters’ Normative Conception of Education and Educational Aims,” Journal of 
Philosophy of Education 43, no.1 (2010): 97-108; David L. Shields, “Character Education as the Aim of 
Education” Phi Delta Kappan 92, no. 8 (2011): 48-53.   
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Chapter 2, philosophers of education seem to be more negative in seeking the meaning of 

education because they are aware of the impossibility of defining education and the 

danger of determining and fixing its aims while neglecting its diversity and changeability. 

In short, the revival of the aims-talk in education has yet to be seen.9  

 

1. 1. Simone Weil’s Thesis on the Purpose of Education 

This study intends to fuel the attempt to revive aims-talk by introducing Simone 

Weil’s thesis on the purpose of education. In a later section, I will explain why I find her 

philosophy appealing to my inquiry, but here let me briefly note what she says about 

purpose. Weil claims that the purpose of education is to nurture attention. In her essay 

titled “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a View to the Love of God,” 

she writes:    

Although people seem to be unaware of it today, the development of the faculty 
of attention forms the real object and almost the sole interest of studies. Most 
tasks have a certain intrinsic interest as well, but such an interest is secondary. All 
tasks that really call upon the power of attention are interesting for the same 
reason and to an almost equal degree.10 
 

Weil states that the sole aim of school studies is to nurture the power of attention.11 She 

acknowledges the distinctive value of each subject matter, but claims it is only secondary. 

                                                
9 I should note that I use both “purpose” and “aim.” I prefer the former because it implies valuing 

process and development rather than an end or object. “Aim,” however, is more commonly used in 
education scholarship. I will not use other synonyms such as “end,” “object,” and “goal.” “End” is not 
preferable because of its emphasis on the result. “Object” seems unsuitable to education because it sounds 
like the end of certain project. “Goal” implies visible reward after the achievement, which is not yet a 
certainty in education.    
 

10 Simone Weil, Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New York: Putnam, 1951), 105-6. This 
book will be henceforth abbreviated as WG. 
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She insists that the ultimate purpose of education must be common to all subject matters: 

it is attention.12  

Here, I should clarify Weil’s use the term “education.” In the essay quoted above, 

Weil’s main concern is school studies and thus her claim on the purpose is about 

education in school institutions. However, as Weil considers learning of attention to be a 

life-long endeavor, it is not limited to the education of school children.  

The authentic and pure values, truth, beauty, and goodness, in the activity of a 
human being are the result of one and the same act, a certain application of the 
full attention to the object. Teaching should have no aim but to prepare, by 
training the attention, for the possibility of such an act.13 

  
Weil thinks that attention is the underlying (or overarching) principle for all truly 

valuable human actions, and so the aim of teaching is to train attention and prepare for 

such actions. In thinking of education, Weil proceeds from her thoughts on the general 

experience of teaching and learning and applies them to school education. Her treatment 

of education is continuous; she does not consider separate meanings for school studies 

and human life. While some may criticize this approach, I believe it is fairly reasonable 

to draw the meaning of school studies from the vision of the development of human life. 

Indeed, great philosophers of education have taken this approach as we see in Plato’s 

                                                                                                                                            
11 Weil uses both “faculty” and “power” of attention. I am not sure what difference (or non-

difference) Weil intended to imply. I choose “power” but one could perhaps say “power of the faculty of 
attention” or simply “faculty of attention.” 
 

12 I should note that Weil wrote this essay for Father Perrin and the Christian students he was 
going to meet in Montpellier. It is evident that the essay was primarily addressed to people of the Christian 
faith as Weil equates attention with prayer to God. However, Weil insists that her thesis is not limited to a 
particular religious faith (WG, 116). Hence we must not limit her thesis of educational purpose to a 
Christian conception of learning.       

 
13 Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, trans. Arthur Wills (New York: Putnam, 1952), reprinted with 

intro. by Gustave Thibon (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997). Citations are from the UNP 
edition, 173. The book will be henceforth referred as GG.   
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conversion of the soul and Dewey’s growth of a living organism. The opposite of this is 

the problem of our time. School studies are alienated from life and have become too 

formal, technical, and abstract. 

Following Weil’s approach, I use “education” in its broadest sense. The focus of 

this study is to reflect on the grand vision of education, which should come prior to the 

consideration of school education. In this study, I will not be able to provide practical 

comments on school education very much. In order to think about the application of 

Weil’s philosophy to education, we need first a well-rounded preparation and this study 

will spend much of the space on studying Weil’s text.  

 

1. 2. The Notion of Attention 

The notion of attention is central to Weil’s philosophy and I am going to discuss it 

in detail in the following chapters. However, I now provide a substantive summary of the 

notion primarily drawn from her essay on school studies. This text that focuses on the 

notion as its main subject and I believe it is suitable for gaining an overview.14 In 

explaining the notion of attention, Weil often uses the metaphor of “waiting” and 

characterizes it as openness. In her essay, Weil claims school children and students 

should learn the method of waiting, that is, to wait until the truth presents itself and to be 

open and available until it does.15 As Weil writes: 

                                                
14 The essay “Reflection on the Right Use of School Studies” is included in WG. 

 
15 I owe the word choice “available” to Eric O. Springsted. He pointed out that Weil uses the 

French word “disponible” to explain the notion of attention and it is sometimes translated as “detachment” 
in English texts, but it literally means “available.”   
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In every school exercise there is a special way of waiting upon truth, setting our 
hearts upon it, yet not allowing ourselves to go out in search of it. There is a way 
of giving our attention to the data of a problem in geometry without trying to find 
the solution or to the words of a Latin or Greek text without trying to arrive at the 
meaning, a way of waiting, when we are writing, for the right word to come of 
itself at the end of our pen, while we merely reject all inadequate words.16 
 

Waiting is contrasted with searching for the solution. It is not about aggressively looking 

for the result, whether it is a solution to a problem, a correct meaning, or a beautiful line 

of a poem. Waiting is a negative effort of not seeking for such results and keeping 

ourselves available to the objects as they present themselves. Thus, Weil writes:  

Attention consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached [available], 
empty, and ready to be penetrated by the object; it means holding in our minds, 
within reach of this thought, but on a lower level and not in contact with it, the 
diverse knowledge we have acquired which we are forced to make use of. Our 
thought should be in relation to all particular and already formulated thoughts, as 
a man on a mountain who, as he looks forward, sees also below him, without 
actually looking at them, a great many forests and plains.17 

 
Unlike psychologists’ typical understanding of attention as a highlighter that allows 

certain information to stand out from the whole, attention for Weil is not giving a focus 

and sustaining it.18 It is just to keep looking at and contemplating on whatever comes to 

                                                
16 WG, 113. 
 
17 WG, 111-12. “Detached” in the English translation is “disponible” in the original French that 

literally means “available.”  
 

18 Psychologists have defined attention as a “spotlight” or “bottleneck” that filters information to 
consciousness. Susan Blackmore explained this typical definition, quoting the most often cited passage 
concerning attention from William James’ Principles of Psychology: “Every one knows what attention is. It 
is the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several 
simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its 
essence. It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with others (James, 1890, Vol. 
i: 403-4)” (Blackmore, 51). However, recent research has shown that the theory is problematic and has 
argued that rather than spotlight, attention is “more like the outcome of many mechanisms by which the 
nervous system organizes its resources, giving more to some items (or features or senses) than others” 
(Ibid.). Others simply conclude that “perhaps the very concept of attention was at fault” (Ibid.). Thus, what 
attention really is remains an ongoing question. Susan Blackmore, Consciousness: An Introduction (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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us. In fact, it is almost the opposite of giving a focus because if we focus on one object, 

we only see what we expect and fail to see what we do not. Weil writes that we need to 

be penetrated by the object. We need to be open and make ourselves available to reality; 

we cannot be bound and stuck to one perspective, but we must accept multiple 

perspectives. The image of the man on the mountain in the quotation above is important 

and I will revisit it as I discuss the issue of perspective and contemplation in Chapter 4.  

 Weil distinguishes this negative effort from the function of will, or what she calls 

muscular effort, which she claims is improper for the objects we are waiting. “We do not 

obtain the most precious gifts by going in search of them but by waiting for them. Man 

cannot discover them by his own powers, and if he sets out to seek for them he will find 

in their place counterfeits of which he will be unable to discern the falsity.”19 As I will 

note shortly, the primary object of attention is God and good, followed by truth and 

beauty. These cannot be grasped by the sheer effort of will utilizing human intelligence. 

They are beyond our reach, transcendent and thus ever mysterious to us.20 If one tries too 

hard to look for them, one will end up grasping faults without realizing it. For such 

objects, all we can do is to wait patiently until they present themselves to us. 

Weil thus writes:   

Most often attention is confused with a kind of muscular effort. If one says to 
one’s pupils: ‘Now you must pay attention,’ one sees them contracting their 
brows, holding their breath, stiffening their muscles. If after two minutes they are 
asked what they have been paying attention to, they cannot reply. . . . They have 
not been paying attention. They have been contracting their muscles.21  

                                                
19 WG, 112. 

 
20 Mystery is an important word for this study. I will explain more as I proceed.  

 
21 WG, 109-10. 
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Weil conceives attention differently from the attention teachers demands of their students 

in schools. For them, attention usually means attention as used in psychology—the 

momentary endeavor of the will to focus on an object. As I noted, Weil considers such as 

a muscular effort differs significantly from her sense of attention. Thus she claims that 

studies should be pleasant and joyful. “Contrary to the usual belief, it [will power] has 

practically no place in study. The intelligence can only be led by desire. For there to be 

desire, there must be pleasure and joy in the work. The intelligence only grows and bears 

fruit in joy.”22 

This difference in talking about attention as viewed by Weil and by 

schoolteachers seems to come from the difference in viewing the meaning of school 

studies. For Weil, studying is neither a matter of problem solving nor mastering skills nor 

memorizing formulae. It is preparing for higher modes of attention that take “precious 

gifts” such as truth, beauty, good, and, above all, God as she claims “the highest [form] 

of attention only makes contact with God” and such attention is prayer.23 Weil therefore 

claims that in studying, students should not aim to obtain good scores, pass exams or 

improve the school grades.24 Moreover, it does not matter whether one is good at a 

subject or not. Pupils should not say, “‘For my part I like mathematics’; ‘I like French’; ‘I 

like Greek.’ They should learn to like all these subjects.”25 What matters is not the direct 

                                                
22 Ibid., 110.   
 
23 Ibid., 105. 

 
24 Ibid., 108. 

 
25 Ibid., 106. 
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consequence. Even when it seems no progress is being made, all genuine efforts at 

waiting will improve our attention. “If we concentrate our attention on trying to solve a 

problem of geometry, and if at the end of an hour we are no nearer to doing so than at the 

beginning we have nevertheless been making progress each minute of that hour in 

another more mysterious dimension.”26 Weil conceived of school studies as the 

preparation for developing this “mysterious dimension” which is to learn to be open and 

available to something beyond the reach of human will and intelligence.  

 Related to this point, Weil claims that attention is inseparable from the virtue of 

humility. As I noted, attention is oriented to truth, beauty, good, and God. The proper 

attitude to such objects is not to contract the muscle and try to grasp them because to do 

so is arrogant. Attention is the opposite of such an attitude. It admits the imperfection of 

human intelligence and allows us to be open to those values that are beyond it.27 “The 

virtue of humility is nothing more nor less than the power of attention.”28 With regard to 

school studies, by focusing problem solving, mastering skills or memorizing formulae, 

we seem to nurture arrogance in students being more capable of solving problems, 

scoring better on tests, and becoming more powerful in that sense. School studies, then, 

nurture arrogance than humility. Indeed, it often happens that children who do not do 

well in school studies are looked down on by some of the “better” students, and perhaps 

                                                
26 Ibid.  
 
27 Vance Morgan’s article is suggestive here. Drawing on Iris Murdoch and Simone Weil, he 

claims that humility can only be discussed properly in a “religious” framework and secular talk about it 
using naturalistic language is only misleading. What he means by the “religious,” I understand as 
transcendence and mystery—something beyond human intelligence. Vance G. Morgan, “Humility and the 
Transcendent” Faith and Philosophy 18, no. 3 (2001): 307-22. 
 

28 GG, 182. 
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even by teachers and parents. Weil’s image of a mind in a prison is particularly relevant 

here.29 She writes, “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.”30 Humility is knowing that our intelligence is limited and what is 

truly precious lies beyond our limited capacity. A man of humility cannot be proud of his 

intelligence nor be arrogant to others because he recognizes that the difference between 

himself and others is essentially worthless before the values that transcend human 

intelligence. Humility is to know our intellectual limitation and to accept our ignorance, 

as Socrates pointed out in knowing that we do not know. 

 Summarizing up to this point, attention is neither the mental effort of focusing nor 

function of will; it is the openness and availability to the most precious things such as 

truth, beauty, good, and God and is humility toward them. School studies are meant to 

nurture attention and prepare for its higher forms that take such precious objects.  

Regarding the higher forms of attention, Weil claims that attention is the 

substance of both the love of God as well as the love of neighbor. “Not only does the love 

of God have attention for its substance; the love of our neighbor, which we know to be 

the same love, is made of this same substance.”31 I touched on the love of God, but I have 

                                                
29 Simone Weil, “Human Personality,” The Simone Weil Reader, ed. George A. Panichas (New 

York: David McKay Company, 1977), 330-31. 
 

30 Ibid., 331. Weil also writes that when a child makes a mistake, it is his fault; when he gets a 
correct answer, it is NOT his honor (see Weil’s “Human Personality,” 318.)    
 

31 WG, 114. 
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not yet done so for the love of neighbor or what Weil calls justice or simply love. Weil 

claims that the proper use of school studies will help improve the way we love others.      

Paradoxical as it may seem, a Latin prose or a geometry problem, even though 
they are done wrong, may be of great service one day, provided we devote the 
right kind of effort to them. Should the occasion arise, they can one day make us 
better able to give someone in affliction exactly the help required to save him, at 
the supreme moment of his need.32 

 
Weil is well aware that most people do not relate study of mathematics or Latin with the 

love of other people and doing justice to them. Indeed, we see people who are perfectly 

capable of giving attention to numbers and geometrical figures but totally unable to do so 

to human beings. Thus, we believe that the two capacities are unrelated. Weil believes 

this is untrue: school studies do nurture such love. She reasoned that if we understand 

attention not as the function of will but as an openness and availability to reality, and if 

we make proper use of school studies and nurture this sense of attention, they will 

prepare us well for such love. Because school studies are only preparation for the higher 

forms of attention, it is still possible that students, being able to give attention to Latin 

prose, cannot do the same for other people. This, however, does not mean that there are 

two unrelated kinds of attention. Rather, these students’ attention is underdeveloped and 

their learning of attention in Latin will still prepare attention for the love of others. 

Attention, being open and available to the reality of others, is continuous, whether it is 

directed to mathematical objects, Latin words or other people. In this sense, school 

education, regardless of subject matter, is tied to moral education. In fact, “tied” is too 

                                                
32 Ibid., 115. 



 14 

weak; education in general is moral education.33 Weil believes that the purpose of school 

studies is to nurture attention and prepare for the higher forms of attention that includes 

the love of others.  

 As I noted earlier, I use the term “education” in its broadest sense. My concern is 

not limited to school studies, but extends to the life-long education for which follows and 

is formed by them. I will thus primarily explore attention’s higher forms such as the love 

of God and the love of other people for which school studies are only preparation. The 

love of the order and beauty of the world should also be discussed, but because of the 

difficulty I mention in Chapter 4, I will only slightly touch on this kind of love. I do not 

deny the value of discussing attention thoroughly within the context of school education, 

i.e., as openness to the truth and beauty encountered in school studies. However, I believe 

the priority here is understanding what school studies are preparing for. Therefore in 

Chapter 2, I will address difficulties that include a religious aspect of Weil’s notion of 

attention. Given that Weil claims the highest form of attention is prayer which makes 

contact with God, I believe it is necessary to address this aspect in order to argue for the 

value of Weil’s thesis of attention as the purpose of education. The love of God will be 

discussed further in Chapter 4, after I discuss the love of others in Chapter 3.  

 

1. 3. Attention as Love 

One crucial reason that makes Weil’s thesis of educational purpose appealing is 

that attention is synonymous with love. The purpose of education is to nurture love. To 

                                                
33 Philosophers like Plato and Dewey would agree on this. 
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fully appreciate this claim requires careful deliberation. I do not hope for people to take 

this claim too easy. Love is an ambiguous word, and to say it is the sole purpose of 

education should raise confusion before it is understood properly. I am more sympathetic 

with people who are skeptical about using the word “love” in such a context. When we 

talk about love, we usually refer to personal love such as sexual love, courtly love, 

romantic love, parental love for children, and so on. In fact, analytic philosophers of love 

usually focus on these types of personal love and seek its definition to differentiate it 

from other kinds of love such as compassionate love of other people and love of 

impersonal objects including nature, abstract ideas, and God.34 

Weil does not initially separate love into its various types but approaches it 

inclusively. Some might find this a disadvantage for a philosophy of love, if not invalid, 

because it is too general, lacks focus, and thus makes the inquiry unclear. I value such 

criticism. It certainly creates an important limitation of Weil’s philosophy and my study 

of it. I understand, however, that Weil’s concern differs from that of the philosophers of 

love whose target is a definition of love. Her primary concern, as far as I understand, is 

educational: how we can prepare and nurture attention in order to love better. In 

upcoming sections, I will show that this inclusive approach can indeed be considered a 

positive feature in thinking of the purpose of education.   

                                                
34 Helm gives a brief summary of representative philosophers of love, and suggests there are six 

main ways of defining love: love as union, love as robust concern, love as appraisal of value, love as 
bestowal of value, love as emotion proper, and love as emotion complex. He summarizes each position and 
compares the advantages and disadvantages of each. Bennett Helm, “Love,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Fall 2009 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, accessed October 2010, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2009/entries/love/. 
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In Weil’s view, love is construed broadly, including personal love, compassionate 

love of other people, love of truth, beauty or the order of the world, and love of God. 

Weil does not specify love’s object because, as I noted above, attention is openness and 

availability to an object’s reality and thus concerns a disposition of the subject. Weil’s 

attention is less dependent on what kind of object it takes unlike the notion of caring that 

is fundamentally relational.35 As I will note shortly, it is close to the erotic love of Plato 

who construes eros as that which make people attracted to a variety of beautiful things 

such as human beings, mathematical objects, nature, and ideas of absolute good and God. 

Weil’s inclusive treatment of love makes sense because she does not discuss love as a 

form of relationship but rather as an orientation of the soul to reality in general.36  

I agree that talking about love can be naïve. Nevertheless, love is undoubtedly one 

of the most important words we can use. People are driven by love. Many of the worries 

and problems that we encounter in life are love-related. We do not really suffer when our 

love (desire) is not serious. Even if it the suffering is at times unavoidable, most of us 

know we will learn from our experience of love and thus love enriches our life. Thus, if 

we see that love can be educated, we can likely agree with Weil’s thesis that the purpose 

of education is love. Moreover, how we use and understand the word “love” has 

tremendous moral implications for all facets of life. They can affect how we actually love. 

Given that Weil treats love inclusively and connotes love with a range from romance to 

                                                
35 Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education, 2nd ed. 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003). 
 

36 Here I should perhaps clarify that Weil does not mean there is something like “attention in 
general.” Attention is always attention to some thing. By attention to “reality in general” I mean simply that 
attention can take various objects without transforming itself according to the object it takes.    
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religion, it is not an understatement that how one lives depends on how one loves. There 

are implications to broader issues: daily communication issues with other people, 

environmental issues that call for love of nature and the earth, issues of social injustice or 

natural disasters that draw on moral imagination and empathy, or issues of well-being for 

those undergoing existential crises and depression that only love and forgiveness can 

resolve or heal. Each issue demands substantial study from broad perspectives. While 

these issues are beyond the scope of this study, I believe this study can begin to offer 

some insights into these issues and concerns and suggest the vital role of education in 

facing them.  

This is an urgent task. Today our opinions and beliefs of love are strongly 

affected and even formed and manipulated by the media. Some may dream about a 

romance they see in a television drama or Hollywood movie. Others may be cynical 

about love when hearing the disturbing news of child abuse, increase of divorce rate, 

scandals of a religious authority, and so many other human disgraces. Despite recent 

major environmental concerns, advertisements promote mass consumption—cars, 

electronic devices, fashion, junk food, and so on—that reflects nothing of them and the 

streets in big cities like NYC are full of heaps of garbage bags as if loving nature and the 

earth is nonsensical. Media can be dangerous in affecting how we love. Although we 

should bear in mind the opposite danger of totalitarian censorship, as exemplified in 

Plato’s removal of poetry from the city-state in order to raise people who are desirable for 

the ideal city-state, it is urgent to discuss how media has formed and even distorted our 

understanding of love by presenting a limited conception of it and disabling our capacity 
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to observe and reflect on our experience of love.37 In my understanding, this is exactly 

what Weil demands and encourages us to do: to see the reality of love with its joy as well 

as inescapable bitterness. 

 

1. 4. Love in the Field of Education 

In education, love has not received much attention. However, the situation is 

changing, as a recent collection of essays edited by Daniel Liston and Jim Garrison 

indicates.38 This is a rare effort to draw serious attention to the theme of love and to 

launch the discourse on love in the education field. The book was only published in 2004, 

reflecting the only-recent interest of love in the field of philosophy of education. In their 

introduction, the authors point out the “scholarly disdain for love” that claims love is 

irrational and an improper subject for academic study.39 However, they stress the time 

has arrived to begin a bold discussion of it.40  

In addition to the scholarly disdain of love broadly observed in educational as 

well as philosophical scholarship, Liston and Garrison point out there is no space for love 

in educational settings because it is regulated by policies adhering to standards that are 

defined by test scores:   

                                                
37 See Plato’s Book 2 and Book 3 of The Republic. Plato, “The Republic,” trans. and intro. C. D. C. 

Reeve, in Republic (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2004). 
 

38 Daniel Liston and Jim Garrison, eds., Teaching, Learning, and Loving: Reclaiming Passion in 
Educational Practice (New York: RoutledgeFalmer, 2004). The book will henceforth be abbreviated as 
TLL.  
 

39 TLL, 4. 
 

40 Ibid., 1.   
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These days practicing teachers and future teachers are told to never touch their 
students and, at times, to overlook the lives their students lead so as to teach the 
test. At other times this neglect seems to be the outcome of simply trying to 
“meet” the new state standards. Increasingly, and in effect, we are asked to 
disavow our loves, our love of learning, our passion for teaching, our care and 
concern for our students so as to meet federal, state, and district requirements. We 
are being “asked” to dismantle the vocation and profession of teaching.41 

 
Love is considered out of place under the current bureaucratic control of education. 

Teachers are not expected to bring their love to school. Thus, we are not hearing 

substantial conversations about love in education.  

In response to this withdrawal of love in the practice of teaching, Liston, Garrison, 

and the other authors of the essays in the volume appeal to their idea of teaching that 

cannot occur by following standards stipulated by policymakers. They claim that 

education is necessarily a practice of love and passion: teachers interact with students 

through both minds and hearts, knowing that any inquiry into the world, which is 

crystalized as the subject matter they teach, is impossible without passion and love.42 To 

force teachers not to bring their love into the classroom contradicts the very nature of the 

practice of teaching. Furthermore, the authors contend that love is not only indispensable 

to the nature of the practice of teaching, but is also conceived of as the source of a truly 

educative experience:  

Love makes us vulnerable and that vulnerability invites loss and grief. These 
are the necessary shadows, the natural corollaries to a loving engagement. 
Learning how to deal with these losses is part of life and ought to be part of 
learning—if we are learning to be creative, human, and wise. This sort of 
learning and teaching will not be produced by the instrumental, patriarchal 
logic of a bureaucratic, linear means-ends rationality, one that demands 

                                                
41 Ibid., 2. 

 
42 Ibid., 5. 
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teachers unquestionably accept pre-assigned ends (e.g., curriculum 
objectives) and the means for obtaining them (hence the supposedly “teacher 
proof” curricula).43 
 

Love provides both the occasion for and the support of learning. It is indispensable as the 

energy source of an educational experience, especially if the aim of teaching and learning 

is to let students (and teachers) “be creative, human, and wise.”44  

Although the collection provides useful resources to see how love is discussed in 

current education research, it also shows that the discourse on love is still very much 

underdeveloped. Each author approaches love differently and independently from the 

other; for example, Goldstein and Kessler discuss the need for caring in teacher education 

while Dale examined the use of imagination to rethink education.45 In some essays, love 

sometimes means openness, but in others, it means passion. In short, these treatments of 

love are disorganized. Liston and Garrison admit it and write: “Our task in this collection 

is to begin a conversation we wish to cultivate and continue so that we may build about it 

a community.”46 Indeed, I believe we must begin talking about love by first admitting our 

ignorance of it. 

There are philosophers other than Weil who are studied by philosophers of 

education, for whom love seems to be the central theme: Emmanuel Levinas, Jacques 

Derrida, and Martin Buber. Sharon Todd advocates Levinas’ idea of face-to-face 
                                                

43 Ibid., 2. 
 
44 Although they do not address the issue, Liston and Garrison problematize purpose(s) of 

education here. 
 

45 Lisa S. Goldstein, “Loving Teacher Education,” in TLL, 35-47; Rachael Kessler, “Grief as a 
Gateway to Love in Teaching,” in TLL, 137-152; Michael Dale, “Tales In and Out of School,” in TLL, 65-
79. 
 

46 Liston and Garrison, TLL, 186. 
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relationship and its value for education. In discussing the importance of attentive 

listening, specifically for those suffering from traumas, Todd claims that this kind of 

listening is the condition for responsibility and social justice.47 Julian Edgoose also 

explores Levinas’s face-to-face relationship and Derrida’s deconstruction. He compares 

them with Nel Noddings, pointing out their similarities and differences.48 Buber’s I-Thou 

relationship is another way to construe love. Alexander Sidorkin discusses Buber’s 

interpersonal relationships claiming that teachers need to establish direct relationships 

with children in schools.49 Noddings also acknowledges Buber’s influence on her theory 

of caring and admits her theory of caring shares similarities with the ethics of alterity by 

Levinas and Derrida.50  

While I value these studies, they do not meet my inquiry because they do not 

discuss love in relation to educational purpose. They do speak to the importance of love-

related qualities in thinking about education, but none seems to reflect seriously on the 

purpose of education. Perhaps Noddings is the exception as in her theory of caring, she 

claims that happiness should be counted as a purpose of education.51 I am interested in 

comparing Noddings’ caring with Weil’s attention in a specific consideration of the 

                                                
47 Sharon Todd, “Listening as Attending to the ‘Echo of the Otherwise’: On Suffering, Justice, and 

Education,” Philosophy of Education (2002): 405-12. 
 
48 Julian Edgoose, “An Ethics of Hesitant Learning: The Caring Justice of Levinas and Derrida,” 

Philosophy of Education (1997). 
 

49 Alexander M. Sidorkin, “The Pedagogy of the Interhuman,” Philosophy of Education (1995). 
 

50 Nel Noddings, Philosophy of Education, 2nd ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 2007). See 
particularly pages 229-231. 
 

51 Noddings, Happiness and Education. 
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purpose of education, but to focus this study on a foundational aspect first, I will discuss 

only Weil’s philosophy and I save the comparison for future exploration.  

I should also mention Garrison’s book Dewey and Eros with which this study 

shares a similar concern.52 Garrison maintains the importance of education of eros as the 

purpose of education. He refers back to ancient Greek tradition, in particular Plato and his 

idea of eros. The education of eros is, according to Garrison, letting students (or learners 

in a broader sense) “passionately desire what is truly good.”53 Garrison, however, shows 

dissatisfaction with Platonic eros and his educational ideal for two reasons. First, he 

criticizes Plato’s elitist conception of education, as connected with the idea of the 

philosopher king. Second, he points out a crucial lack in the Platonic conception of eros. 

Garrison believes good teaching demands more than erotic love, which is thoroughly 

appraisal; it involves bestowal love.54 Garrison states teaching is “self-transcending,” by 

which he means that teachers desire the best for their students, which involves letting 

them desire the good by themselves and bestowing values on them.55 Following John 

Dewey and his democratic conception of education, Garrison thus attempts to reconstruct 

the Platonic education of eros.56 Although I share with him the same root, i.e., the 

                                                
52 Jim Garrison, Dewey and Eros: Wisdom and Desire in the Art of Teaching (Charlotte: 

Information Age Publishing, 2010). 
 
53 Garrison, xiv. 

 
54 Garrison borrows the idea of bestowal love from Irvin Singer, Philosophy of Love: A Partial 

Summing-Up (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009). 
 

55 Garrison, xiv. Cordner agrees with this understanding of the lack of bestowal love in eros. He 
compares Platonic eros with Christian agape and highlights the importance of their difference. Christopher 
Cordner, “Two Conceptions of Love in Philosophical Thought,” Sophia 50, no. 3 (2011): 315-29. 
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Platonic philosophy of love, and his emphasis of eros in thinking of the purpose(s) of 

education resonates with my project, I do not agree with his interpretation of Plato and 

his upholding of Dewey as a neo-Platonist. I do not read Dewey as a Platonist while I 

believe Weil is. Although I understand Garrison’s dissatisfaction with Platonic eros and 

his intention to improve upon it, it seems to me that Weil provides a smoother and more 

natural way of developing or reinterpreting Platonic philosophy. I will expound on this 

further in a later section.    

 

1. 5. Why Simone Weil? 

Weil’s thesis is attractive not only because she suggests love as the purpose of 

education, but also because of her approach to the notion of love. I noted above that 

Weil’s treatment of love is inclusive and could be understood as disadvantageous. One 

such critical response was offered by philosopher Christopher Cordner, who rightly 

pointed out the significance of the tension between two kinds of love (eros and agape) 

given the ambiguity of the word “love” in western tradition.57 There is a crucial 

difference between moral love that is characteristic of Christian love of neighbor or 

Kant’s love of humanity, and aesthetic love that is characteristic of Platonic erotic love.58 

On one hand, in moral love, we are supposed to love because of moral obligations or 

                                                                                                                                            
56 Simpson and Johnston examine Garrison’s criticism of Platonic eros and claim that Plato is in 

accord with Garrison more than he believes. Timothy L. Simpson and James Scott Johnston, “Eros between 
Plato and Garrison: Recovering Lost Desire,” Educational Theory 52, no. 2 (2002): 223-39.  

 
57 Cordner, “Two Conceptions of Love.”   

 
58 I am not doing justice to Plato, Christianity, and Kant here. Each of their conceptions of love is 

much more complex and rich. I only mention their names based on how they are commonly interpreted and 
characterized. 
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duties, despite our inclinations and desires. Kant in Lecture on Friendship writes, “There 

are two motives to action in man. The one—self love—is derived from himself, and the 

other—the love of humanity—is derived from others and is the moral motive. In man 

these two motives are in conflict.”59 Kant then claims the priority of the latter: “self-love 

is superseded by a generous reciprocity of love.”60 We should love the other even if—and 

especially when—we are not attracted to the other person. This is often formulated as an 

imperative proposition, as we can see in Kant’s moral theory. On the other hand, in 

aesthetic love, what counts as love is the attraction to the beloved object. When we love 

something, we are drawn into it, often against what morality dictates. We often love what 

we should not and hence it sometimes becomes madness. Thus it is reasonable to 

consider that these two forms of love are dichotomous. Loving morally disables loving 

aesthetically and vice versa. Cordner thus claims that the two modes of love—self-love 

(love from inclination) and love of humanity (love out of duty) should be clearly 

distinguished from each other.61 As a result, Weil’s inclusive treatment seems 

problematic from this perspective.  

This separation, however, is not beneficial in thinking about education, 

particularly moral education. People who focus on the moral side of love would claim 

that we should love because it is our duty. Their talk of love is prescriptive: we “should” 

love the correct object in a correct manner. Education of love is a part of didactic moral 

                                                
59 The citation is from Michael Pakaluk, ed., Other Selves: Philosophers of Friendship 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991): 210-17. 
 

60 Pakaluk, 211. 
 
61 Cordner, “Two Conceptions of Love.”   
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education based on deontological morality. It tends to be about the inculcation of values 

and hard discipline, and our feelings of emotion and passionate desires are neglected. 

This is the same point Noddings emphasizes in distinguishing her approach to morality 

from Kantian moral theory.62 Moral education is not a matter of coercion and compulsion 

of moral values and duties. Inclination and duty do not have to contradict each other in 

this picture. Instead of caring, I suggest love in this study.63 The word “love” perhaps 

provides the best space to unify the two separated dimensions, i.e., aesthetic and moral 

(or desire/inclination and duty). 

Meanwhile, people who focus on the aesthetic side of love would claim that love 

should be free and does not need any justification: let attraction guide our lives without 

condition. The only education of love would be “Love whatever you love.” How we love 

would be an issue totally separated from how we live. When simply construed as 

aesthetic love separated from moral love, love is also inadequate for thinking about the 

education. When Weil asserts that the purpose of education is to nurture attention, she 

means both forms of love. She acknowledges their difference, but stresses that they are 

not separated—they are in fact connected substantially. 

In fact, Weil is not the only philosopher who believes these two kinds of love are 

connected. Velleman, for instance, discusses the possibility of doing justice to the two 

                                                
62 Nel Noddings, Educating Moral People: A Caring Alternative to Character Education (New 

York: Teachers College Press, 2002). See the introduction in which she situates her view of morality by 
comparing it with Kantian deontology as well as virtue ethics. See also Noddings, Caring. 
 

63 Although caring and love (in this study) are similar, there are important differences. I note two 
of them here. First, caring is fundamentally relational, always treated by a pair of one-caring and cared-for, 
while attentive love is largely about the attitude of the subject independent of the object. Second, Noddings 
is skeptical about universal love and that is one reason why she avoids using the word “love.” Meanwhile, 
Weil’s attentive love is universal.         



 26 

perspectives of love, claiming that love is a moral emotion.64 He reviews the conflict 

between love and morality (corresponding eros and agape above) and confirms that the 

tension is particularly tight in Kantian morality. Responding to Kant scholars’ effort to 

save space for love in advocating Kantian impartial morality, Velleman writes:  

To argue [as Kantian scholars such as Henry Allison, Barbara Herman, and 
Marcia Baron do] that conscience can leave room for love by withdrawing into 
the background of our thoughts is implicitly to concede that it would interfere 
with love if permitted to share the foreground. A conflict in spirit is thus admitted 
but shown to be manageable, through segregation of the conflicting parties. 
If love and morality were even potentially at odds to this extent, then love would 
have to be, if not an immoral emotion, then at least non-moral. But love is a moral 
emotion. So if we find ourselves segregating love and morality in order to keep 
the peace, then we have already made a mistake. . . . Love is a moral emotion 
precisely in the sense that its spirit is closely akin to that of morality.65 

 
Velleman in this article intends to develop an understanding of love that is compatible 

with morality within the framework of Kant’s morality, suggesting his interpretation of 

the notion of respect and relating it to love. It is neither my purpose to develop an 

interpretation of Kant’s moral theory that properly accommodates love nor to participate 

in the discussion of love’s compatibility with morality. My point here is only to note that 

Weil’s treatment of love is not out of the context of the contemporary philosophical 

discussion of love. 

 
1. 6. Retrieving Plato: Can Love Be Taught? 

Weil’s thesis on the purpose of education models itself on Plato’s philosophy. To 

be more specific, Weil agrees with the view of education as the turning of the soul to the 
                                                

64 David Velleman, “Love as Moral Emotion,” Ethics 109 (January 1999): 338-74. Velleman 
mentions in the footnote that philosophers such as Julia Annas and Neera Badhwar Kapur “think that love 
is compatible with morality, properly conceived” (339). 
 

65 Velleman, 341. 
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absolute good (the Good) that Plato presents in The Republic.66 Weil’s thesis that 

attention is the purpose of education can be understood as a response to the question 

asked in the Meno, “Can virtue be taught?” In the dialogue, Meno asks Socrates the 

question “Can virtue be taught?” In responding to the question toward the end of the 

dialogue, Socrates assumes that knowledge is equivalent with wisdom and tentatively 

concludes that virtue can be taught because virtue is knowledge (= wisdom) and 

knowledge can be taught. Of course, this response is not conclusive because one can 

immediately challenge whether knowledge is really equivalent to wisdom and if all 

knowledge can be taught. Although Plato does not provide answers to these challenges in 

the Meno, one important implication for this study comes from the dialogue. Plato 

conceives of virtue as inseparable from knowledge. In other words, there is no separation 

between theory and practice. In distinguishing knowledge from opinion, Plato claims that 

a person of wisdom or knowledge is the one who has the vision of ideas (or forms).67 

Moreover, this person of knowledge acts accordingly: if one truly knows justice, one 

cannot act in injustice.  

 Instead of virtue as knowledge and wisdom, Weil suggests attention and love and 

responds positively to the question in the Meno: it can be taught (nurtured) and it should 

be the sole purpose of education. Weil’s understanding of Plato can be recognized most 

clearly in the essay titled “God in Plato.”68 Quoting a passage from The Republic, she 

                                                
66 See The Republic Book 7 (518b-). I used “Good” with a capital “G” when I specifically mean 

Platonic absolute good. 
 
67 See Book 4 and Book 5 of The Republic. 
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confirms that education is a matter of turning the soul to the Good.69 She writes, “The 

wisdom of Plato is nothing other than an orientation of the soul towards grace,”70 and this 

orientation is love: 

Texts: Republic, Phaedrus, Symposium, Plato makes use of images. The 
fundamental idea of these images is that the disposition of the soul which is 
granted and receives grace is nothing else but love. The love of God is the root 
and foundation of Plato’s philosophy.71  
 

Weil then combines this orientation of love with knowledge. “It is only in so far as the 

soul orients itself towards what ought to be loved, that is to say in so far as it loves God, 

that it is qualified to know and understand.”72 Weil understands Plato’s virtue, which is 

equated with knowledge and wisdom in the Meno, as this orientation and it is love. Thus, 

it could be said that Weil pushes forward the conclusion of the Meno and suggests an 

answer to the question using the notion of attention and love as its substance.    

  What Weil means by these claims will become clear by the end of this study. My 

intention here is to view Weil’s thesis of educational purpose as a comprehensive 

response to the question posed in Plato’s Meno. It is not my purpose to examine whether 

Weil presents a fine interpretation of Plato, which would require a separate study.73 

                                                                                                                                            
68 The essay is collected in Simone Weil, On Science, Necessity, and the Love of God, trans. and 

ed., Richard Rees (London: Oxford University Press, 1968). The title is henceforth abbreviated as SNL.  
 

69 Ibid., 103. 
 

70 Ibid., 99. 
 

71 Ibid., 101. Weil also writes: “Plato’s philosophy is nothing else but an act of love towards God” 
(SNL, 104).  
 

72 Ibid., 104. 
 
73 A collection of essays that discusses Weil’s Platonism is E. Jane Doering and Eric O. Springsted, 

eds., The Christian Platonism of Simone Weil (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004). 
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Nevertheless, I will mention three points in terms of her interpretation of Plato. Because 

education scholars often hold negative views of Plato for his elitism and abstract 

theoretical doctrine, it would be a meaningful effort to show that Weil does not 

understand him in that way. First, Weil reads Plato’s Republic primarily as a book of 

education rather than that of politics. Weil claims that the “construction of an ideal city in 

The Republic is purely symbolic. This is frequently not understood.”74 What she means 

by symbolic construction of an ideal city is that different classes of people in the city are 

the representation of different parts of the soul: “We must remember that this city is a 

fiction, is purely a symbol representing the soul. The different categories of citizen 

represent the different parts of the soul. The philosophers, those who come out from the 

cave, are the supernatural part.”75 By interpreting the construction of an ideal city as a 

symbol of the soul, Weil reads Plato’s Republic not primarily as a work of politics, but as 

a work of education—the construction of the ideal soul.  

This leads to the second point: Plato is not an elitist. Because Weil thinks the 

construction of the ideal city is a fiction, she does not take different categories of citizen 

literally: the ruler class, the warrior (auxiliary) class, and the producer class actually 

indicate different qualities of the same soul. The same applies to Plato’s myth of the 

metals: gold, silver, and bronze do not mean there should be different classes of people.76 

Rather, each soul has gold, silver and bronze qualities. Education as the turning of the 

                                                
74 SNL, 100. 

 
75 Ibid., 112. 
 
76 The Republic, 415a. 
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soul is thus open and available to all. We only need to turn the soul to the Good and love 

it. 

Third, Weil does not understand Plato as an abstract metaphysician of Ideas. “He 

[Plato] was not a man who invented a philosophical doctrine.”77 As I quoted earlier, by 

Plato’s philosophy, Weil does not think about the system of philosophy constructed upon 

the theory of Ideas. Instead, she thinks of the soul’s love and its orientation to the Good. 

Education is not a preparation for a systematic theoretical invention; it is about turning 

the soul to the Good. I will discuss this point in Chapter 4, but it suffices at present to 

note that to turn the soul is to learn the method of contemplation. Here, contemplation 

does not merely take abstract concepts as its objects, but it takes contradictions that we 

encounter in real life.78 It is to keep orienting our soul to the absolute good in the face of 

life’s ambiguity and uncertainty which involves conflicts and contradictions. On that 

point, then, Weil would see Plato as very much a realist. 

Weil thus follows Plato’s view of education as turning of the soul to the good. 

Instead of “Can virtue be taught?” we may ask, “Can love be taught?” There are two 

interconnected reasons why I rephrase the question by substituting “virtue” with “love.” 

First, love is more appropriate than virtue since the word “virtue” seems to have lost its 

Platonic connotation. When we hear “virtue” in current education academia, it primarily 

connotes a set of features of personal character that education aims to nurture in 

individuals. It is virtue in the Aristotelian sense, as with the various features of character 

                                                
77 SNL, 91. 

 
78 In this sense, contemplation in Weil is different from contemplation in Aristotle.  
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described in the Nicomachean Ethics. 79 For Plato, virtue is not a set of values shared in a 

particular community. Rather, as I mentioned above, virtue is strongly tied to knowledge 

and wisdom, which are not relative to communities but are pursued by erotic love of the 

absolute good. Besides, Plato does not separate theory and practice when he equates 

knowledge with wisdom. This is in sharp contrast with Aristotle who seems to separate 

them. One may then say that Aristotle allows virtues to float off the anchor of truth and 

permits modern readers to construe virtues as solely practical matters.  

Alasdair MacIntyre, a representative of the modern Aristotelian scholar, 

contributed to retrieving virtue ethics in contemporary moral and political philosophy.80 It 

is favorable that the notion of virtue is brought back to the discussion of morality and 

ethics. I am sympathetic to MacIntyre’s response to emotivism and anarchistic relativism, 

and his criticism of enlightenment’s champion of reason. However, one crucial point 

pertinent to this study is that MacIntyre understands virtue as a set of values that can only 

be created within a particular community. Using the notion of narrative, he claims that 

virtues can only make sense within a narrative that can only exist within a particular 

community. Although he saves virtues and morality from emotivism, they are still 

relative to community and there is no link between virtue and knowledge in the Platonic 

sense.  
                                                

79 To be precise, this is a modern reading of Aristotle that construes virtue as primarily a set of 
moral values attributed to a community. Aristotle himself thinks there are two kinds of virtue: intellectual 
and moral. A modern reading of Aristotle seems to overlook theoretical virtue and pick up only the latter in 
discussing virtues. However, as I write above, Aristotle is responsible for this oversight to a certain degree. 
There is a separation between theory and practice in his philosophical framework (think of ideal life as 
political life or as theoretical life in Nicomachean Ethics) and this allows readers to ignore the theoretical 
virtues.  
 

80 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1984).  
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Unlike MacIntyre, Weil would not place such emphasis on community. She 

values community simply as a means to a further end; it does not define the end by itself. 

For Weil, like Plato and some existentialists, what is important in ethics and morality is 

the orientation of the soul or the attitude of subjectivity in relation to the Good. Weil thus 

cherishes solitude and criticizes social structures and forms of collectivity that can create 

idols to worship and thus disturb our contact with the reality.  

Further, as I already noted, the primary virtue for Weil is humility. It concerns our 

relation to transcendence, not to virtues as morally favorable features defined by a certain 

community. This point carries an important implication for moral education and allows 

us to see another contrasting point with Aristotle. For Weil, humility is the most 

important virtue and this is another reason why Plato rather than Aristotle should be the 

more important figure for this study. When he enlists various virtues, Aristotle 

purposefully excludes humility, which Weil considered the most important virtue because 

it is an essential character of attention and love.81 Although she calls it a virtue, humility 

is not comparable to other virtues such as courage that nurture self-pride. Humility’s end 

is negative: it is to deny one’s self, to be detached from the self so one can be open and 

vulnerable to the reality of the other. While virtue education aims for the perfection of the 

personal character, Weil’s teaching of love aims for a different kind of perfection—

perfection of purity, in which such features of character are readily given up if they 

enhance in people a narcissistic attachment to the self. 
                                                

81 In Book 4, Chapter 3 of Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle, counting magnanimity as a virtue, 
claims that “someone who thinks he is worthy of less than he is worthy of is pusillanimous” and “the 
pusillanimous person is deficient both in relation to himself [i.e., his worth] and in relation to the 
magnanimous person’s estimate of his own worth” (1123b). (This translation is by Terence Irwin and is 
published by Hackett.)   
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  Weil is thus deeply inspired by Plato. She retrieves Plato’s philosophy, especially 

his view of education as the conversion of the soul. To my knowledge, no individual has 

done such valiant work in modern times, unlike modern revival of Aristotle. For this 

significant reason studying Weil is particularly valuable for thinking about the purpose of 

education.  

Despite the potential contribution of Weil’s philosophy to the field, only a very 

limited number of studies are available in the field of philosophy of education.82 Angelo 

Caranfa is a rare scholar in this field who writes continuously about Weil’s philosophy. 

In one article, he introduces Weil’s provocative essay on school studies, advocating her 

thesis and attempting to introduce her notion of attention to the field of education.83 

Although he explores her texts and provides an overview of her philosophy, he discusses 

too many concepts too quickly without addressing apparent difficulties and confusions 

that readers not familiar with Weil’s philosophy would encounter. In other words, his 

article provides an adequate review for those sympathetically interested in Weil, but it 

does not introduce her idea to those who are not. Peter Roberts writes an article about 

Weil’s philosophy and its implication higher education. Like Caranfa, he does not 

address potential difficulties involved in Weil’s philosophy and moves to the application 

                                                
82 This neglect is not just for the field of education. See Sissela Bok, “‘No One to Receive It?’ 

Simone Weil’s Unforeseen Legacy,” Common Knowledge 12, no. 2 (2006): 252-60.  
 

83 Angelo Caranfa, “The Aesthetic and the Spiritual Attitude in Learning Lessons from Simone 
Weil,” The Journal of Aesthetic Education 44, no. 2 (2010): 63-82. Also, see Angelo Caranfa, 
“Contemplative Instruction and the Gifts of Beauty, Love, and Silence,” Education Theory 60, no. 5 
(2010): 561-85.  
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to higher education too hastily.84 Other journal articles have taken up Weil’s notion of 

attention, but only covering limited aspects of it without acknowledging how it is woven 

into the whole picture. For example, Liston explores various conceptions of attentive love 

and claims they should guide critical pedagogy.85 He mentions three philosophers who 

developed such conceptions of attentive love: Weil, Iris Murdoch, and Sara Ruddick. The 

discussion of Weil, however, is limited to only one aspect of the notion of attention—

detachment—leaving other important aspects of her philosophy almost untouched. 

Attention indeed is the central idea in Weil’s philosophy and it is tempting to borrow it 

and draw implications for education. However, it is not a balanced consideration if we 

fail to acknowledge the connections that are important for Weil; such an interpretation 

becomes shallow if it utilizes a concept without exploring its depth and breadth. Weil’s 

discussion of attention is inextricably connected with moral notions, such as love of other 

people and justice, as well as religious ideas such as God, grace, and the supernatural. 

Philosophers of education have hardly addressed these aspects of Weil’s work. Some 

researchers mention her name to suggest their interest in her and her potential 

contribution to the field.86 Other researchers only refer to her through Iris Murdoch who 

borrows Weil’s idea of attention.87 I do not suggest that one cannot offer meaningful 

                                                
84 Peter Roberts, “Attention, Asceticism, and Grace: Simone Weil and Higher Education,” Arts 

and Humanities in Higher Education 10, no. 3 (2011): 315-328. 
 

85 Daniel P. Liston, “Critical Pedagogy and Attentive Love,” Studies in Philosophy and Education, 
27 (2008): 387-392. 
 

86 See, e.g., Susan Huddleston Edgerton, “Learning to Listen and Listening to Learn: The 
Significance of Listening to Histories of Trauma,” Philosophy of Education (2002): 413-15, and Nel 
Noddings, “Why Should We Listen?” Philosophy of Education (2003): 19-21.  
 



 35 

study without understanding these facets of Weil’s philosophy, but my method will be 

different because I believe it is important to pay attention to the whole.  

 

1. 7. Method 

Most of this study is devoted to developing an interpretation of Simone Weil’s 

texts, which demands a significant amount of work for various reasons. First, Weil’s texts 

contain a mix of religious and philosophical remarks. As some commentators have noted, 

how one should receive Weil’s language is confusing. For instance, D. Z. Phillips writes: 

Certainly anyone who has attempted to study her work at all seriously, will have 
experienced the difficulty in distinguishing between her philosophical remark and 
religious observations. Language which may be acceptable offered as part of a 
religious meditation, may raise all sorts of difficulties if offered as part of a 
philosophical analysis.88 
 

Since I intend to study Weil’s texts from a philosophical perspective, I cannot (should 

not) avoid this difficulty. It might be possible to discuss Weil’s philosophy by 

circumventing its religious aspect. Nevertheless, this seems like a disservice because the 

religious aspect constitutes the most fundamental part of her philosophical thinking. Thus, 

I take it as a crucial task to address how we may understand her religious language in a 

philosophically meaningful way.       

                                                                                                                                            
87 See, e.g., Susan McDonough, “Iris Murdoch’s Notion of Attention: Seeing the Moral Life in 

Teaching,” Philosophy of Education (2000): 217-25; Daniel Liston, “Love and Despair in Teaching,” 
Educational Theory 50, no. 1 (2000): 81-103; and Margaret Buchmann, “The Careful Vision: How 
Practical Is Contemplation in Teaching?” American Journal of Education 98, (November 1989): 35-61.   

 
88 D. Z. Phillips, “God and Concept-formation in Simone Weil,” in Richard H. Bell, ed., Simone 

Weil’s Philosophy of Culture: Readings Towards a Divine Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993), 77.  
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Weil’s method of philosophy adds further difficulty. As she writes: “The proper 

method of philosophy consists in clearly conceiving the insoluble problems in all their 

insolubility . . . simply contemplating them, fixedly and tirelessly, year after year, without 

hope, patiently waiting.”89 Quoting this passage, Teuber explains that “she is captivated 

by a few select words” such as love, justice, truth, good, and beauty, and “she keeps 

coming back to [them] in an effort to deepen her understanding of the power they have to 

convey.”90 Weil believes those words are not graspable by the human mind, and in that 

sense they are ever mysterious to us.91 Given this point, it is almost impossible to explain 

fully what Weil means by the word “love” and other words equally crucial to her.  

Related to this, Weil’s texts contain many contradictory statements. Teuber thus writes, 

“she [Weil] delights in contradiction.”92 In reading Weil’s texts, it is easy to become 

confused by her contradictory statements and so it is easy to criticize her for 

inconsistency and disregard the value of her writings.  

Nevertheless, I understand that Weil is trying to point to an intangible element 

that cannot be displayed without contradictory remarks, as she notes, “The contradictions 

                                                
89 Simone Weil, First and Last Notebooks, trans. Richard Rees (London: Oxford University Press, 

1970), 335. 
 

90 Andreas Teuber “Equality as Compassion,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 43, no, 
2 (1982): 221.  
 

91 Eric O. Springsted writes comprehensively on mystery and its significance in “Contradiction, 
Mystery, and the Use of Words in Simone Weil,” Religion and Literature 17, no. 2 (1985): 1-16. See also 
his “Mystery and Philosophy,” collected in Rebecca Rozelle-Stone and Lucian Stone, eds., The Relevance 
of the Radical: Simone Weil 100 Years Later (London and New York: Continuum, 2010), 91-104. 
Springsted concludes in the former article that “Mysteries are not obscure; rather, when they are incarnate 
they show us reality.”   
 

92 Teuber, 222. 
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the mind comes up against, these are the only realities, the criterion of the real.”93 Her 

frequent use of contradiction is a means of approaching the mystery. Thus, rather than 

hastily judge the consistency of Weil’s fragmental statements, I follow Weil’s method of 

contemplation to understand the meaning behind the contradictions. This is not an easy 

task, as Teuber cautioned: “How nervous and wretched we are made by Wei’s use of 

contradiction or by her use of words which she believes contain, ‘in themselves, as words, 

the power to enlighten’ [from Weil Selected Essays, 33] will depend on what we expect 

to get out of reading her.” Because this study discusses those words (love, justice, and 

God) with the intention to draw out serious implications for education and its purpose, we 

need to be prepared to be perplexed in working closely with her texts.  

I would like to note that Weil had not intended to publish many of her work. She 

entrusted her manuscripts to her friends: Gustave Thibon, who after her death edited her 

notebooks into the book Gravity and Grace, and Father Perrin, who edited her essays and 

her letters addressed to him under the title Waiting for God. Although both have been 

trustworthy editors of Weil’s writings, serious readers should bear in mind the possible 

effect of their process of editing and publishing on the original works. Thibon, in 

particular, edited the book from her large amount of notebooks, choosing some lines and 

discarding others. He re-ordered statements and created new sections in the way he 

thought was most relevant. The result, of course, must be understandably biased, even if 

it is done by a most reliable person. 

                                                
93 GG, 151.  



 38 

Some might point out that we should also recognize that those books were 

published mostly without Weil’s intention. Unlike authors who wrote with specific 

reading audiences in mind, Weil most likely did not picture particular readers as she 

wrote in her notebooks, and she wrote letters privately to a select few, never imagining 

they would be published and exposed to the eyes of the general audience.94 While I agree 

we should be careful about how we read her personal notebooks and private letters, I also 

think too much caution is unwarranted. It is evident that Weil’s language is dedicated to 

what she found to be true and her concern was how close her writing could approach this 

truth before how her audience would receive it. In fact, when Weil entrusted her 

notebooks to Father Perrin, she told him that she abandoned the manuscripts and they 

were to be used at his discretion. In a letter addressed to Father Perrin, Weil writes: 

So now they [notebooks] belong to you, and I hope that after having been 
transmuted within you they will one day come out in one of your works. . . . I 
wish nothing better for those [ideas] which have come in my direction than that 
they should have a good establishment, and I should be very happy for them to 
find a lodging beneath your pen, while changing their form so as to reflect your 
likeness. That would somewhat diminish my sense of responsibility and the 
crushing weight of the thought that through my many defects I am incapable of 
serving the truth as I see it, when in an inconceivable excess of mercy it seems to 
me that it deigns to allow me to behold it. I believe that you will take all that as 
simply as I say it to you. In the operation of writing, the hand which holds the pen 
and the body and soul which are attached to it with all their social environment 
are things of infinitesimal importance for those who love the truth. They are 
infinitely small in the order of nothingness. That, at any rate, is the measure of 
importance I attach in this operation not only to my own personality but to yours, 
and to that of any other writer I respect.95  
 

                                                
94 In the introduction to Gravity and Grace, Father Perrin describes the emotional and contextual 

difficulties he had in deciding to publish the letters.  
 
95 GG, 10-11. 
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What we observe in this letter is Weil’s profound commitment, humility, and love of the 

truth. Her concern is on the side of the truth. It is important to remember these are 

notebooks and letters, not formal treatises, but we do not need to mind much that she 

formulated her opinions differently depending on her audience.   

Bearing these points in mind, I consider it important to read Weil’s writings as 

broadly as possible. However, because her volume of work is enormous and only 

partially available, I need to set a limitation. First, I will not focus much on her early 

writings. Some scholars like Miklos Vetö disregard them also, considering that the ideas 

they contain are more developed and refined in her later works.96 Nevertheless, other 

scholars, such as Peter Winch and D. Z. Phillips, consider that some early writings are 

crucial for interpreting Weil; these include her dissertation on Descartes and lectures on 

philosophy.97 Since I value the scholarship of Winch and Phillips very much, I feel 

saddened not to give more focus to Weil’s early work, but to supplement this lack, I will 

draw from secondary resources that Winch and Phillips have written.  

Second, I will also limit myself by not exploring the majorities of her writings on 

political and social philosophy because they are not directly related to the focus of this 

study—attention and the purpose of education. However, I will use part of the Need for 

Roots, one of her major political works, because it will shed a crucial light on Weil’s 

philosophy and her thoughts on education. I discuss some passages from it as needed and 

otherwise will not refer to any additional political works.  
                                                

96 Miklos Vetö, The Religious Metaphysics of Simone Weil, trans. Joan Dargan (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1994). See the Introduction, particularly pp. 5-9. 

 
97 Peter Winch, Simone Weil: “The Just Balance” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1989) and D. Z. Phillips, 77-92.  
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The main task of my study is to read Weil’s philosophical writings carefully and 

unpack and examine her thesis of educational purpose. Although I am aware of the 

potential contributions other perspectives could make, I will not discuss the scholarship 

of other disciplines such as psychology, anthropology or sociology.98 Indeed, Weil’s 

philosophy contains important remarks about psychological dynamics, makes keen 

observations of human suffering found in real life and in the myths, and critically 

analyzes power dynamics in society. While it is appropriate and beneficial to draw in 

literature from those disciplines to support her sometimes speculative remarks, my focus 

here is to capture the nature of Weil’s philosophy (if there is one) and set a foundation 

that invites studies from other disciplines. I hope to show that Weil’s philosophy attempts 

to fill the gap between reality in this world and metaphysical/religious reality with the 

clearest language possible.  

I want to note that in interpreting Weil’s texts, I emphasize her realism throughout 

my entire study. Here, by realism I do not mean a philosophical theory that, for example, 

opposes nominalism in the medieval problem of universals or of naïve realism.99 I 

consider realism as the phenomenological approach that sees things as they appear.100 

                                                
98 Eric Fromm’s The Art of Loving is a good resource from the socio-psychological perspective. 

He claims there is wisdom in love which can be taught because there is an art in it. He begins his discussion 
from romantic love and moves to love as an existential condition. In that sense, his scholarship nicely 
complements the lack in this study in which romantic love is put aside. Eric Fromm, The Art of Loving 
(New York: Harper, 1956).    

 
99 Weil’s substantive reference to Plato, in particular to his image of the cave, may mislead readers 

to understand her as an idealistic realist who advocates the existence of universals. However, Weil does not 
interpret Plato as a theorist of Ideas and thus she should not be understood as a realist subscribing to the 
theory of Ideas.    
 

100 The Greek etymological origin of the verb “appear” is phainomai, which is also the origin of 
the word “phenomenon.”  
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Weil utilizes examples from the myths, Greek tragedies, and Biblical stories, on one hand, 

and various analogies on the other to display her points because her belief that we cannot 

capture them by logical arguments alone. We need examples to see reality directly and 

analogies to use as a lens to see it. This resonates with Martha Nussbaum’s comments on 

how we may approach to (the notion of) love. Admitting that love cannot be defined by 

general propositions, she seeks other ways or methods through which we may inquire 

about love. At the beginning of her book of essays entitled Love’s Knowledge, Nussbaum 

asks: 

What if it is love one is trying to understand, that strange unmanageable 
phenomenon or form of life, source at once of illumination and confusion, agony 
and beauty? Love, in its many varieties, and their tangled relations to the good 
human life, to aspiration, to general social concern? What parts of oneself, what 
method, what writing, should one choose then? 101 
  

She then questions what the proper approach to love would be. Acknowledging the 

complexity and contradictions of our experience of love, she responds that rather than 

analytic approach that grapples with general concepts and propositions, we can employ 

the phenomenological approach that uses concrete examples from literature. In a similar 

spirit, Weil writes, “Experience of the transcendent: This seems contradictory, and yet the 

transcendent can be known only through contact, since our faculties are unable to invent 

it.”102 We can only understand certain ideas through contact, not by discursive thinking 

and conjecture but actual experience and direct witness. Weil’s language is rooted in her 

observations of the phenomena of love and human misery. Winch thus writes: 

                                                
101 Martha Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1990), 4. 
 
102 GG, 175. 
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One of the most striking and, to my mind, most valuable features of Simone 
Weil’s philosophical procedure is to root the concepts which are most important 
to her in actual, very concrete, features of human life. Although she is no enemy 
of abstract theoretical considerations, she does not start with these, but with the 
circumstances of life which give rise to them. Her procedure is strongly 
reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s characterization of his own procedure as the 
offering of “remarks on the natural history of mankind.”103 
  

As I will discuss in detail in Chapter 2, Weil does not assert that attention is love nor did 

she preache that one should love in the way she prescribes. She does not talk about God 

by subscribing to a particular system of religious belief. Instead, she begins with an 

attentive observation of love within the reality of human suffering, develops an 

understanding of love and God as the ultimate point to which this love is oriented, and 

return it to the context of reality. I presume that both education and love are ideas that 

cannot fully be grasped by propositions; understanding them requires more than logical 

arguments.  

By engaging with Weil’s thesis on educational purpose, this study intends to offer 

her view of love as a way to challenge and improve our understanding of it. In so doing, 

the study strives to resurrect or, more humbly, contribute to revitalizing the discourse of 

the aims of education. This can shed light on the confusing and downcast conditions of 

today’s education that I portrayed at the beginning of this chapter.  

 

1. 8. Overview 

In Chapter 2, I consider some crucial difficulties we can face when introducing 

Weil’s thesis of educational purpose. First, I review some critical studies on the aims of 

                                                
103 Winch, 190. 
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education to show the potential hostility that could be leveled at Weil’s thesis of the 

purpose of education. From this review, I discuss three difficulties that are most 

important to address so that Weil’s thesis can receive further scholarly attention: (1) the 

religious-metaphysical feature of Weil’s notion of attention, (2) the essentialism 

permeating through the notion of love and education, and (3) the un-inhabitability of 

Weil’s ideal. In my examination of each, I will show that these difficulties, although 

demanding further inquiry, are not fatal problems if we acknowledge the realistic nature 

of Weil’s philosophy. I will argue that her thesis is not a result of speculation and 

dogmatism, but is deeply rooted in the reality of human suffering and love.  

After I engage with these difficulties and set up the background, I will discuss 

Weil’s thesis more positively. In Chapter 3, I will grapple with explicating attention. In 

so doing, I explore its moral aspect that, for Weil, is justice and the love of other people. I 

introduce her notion of force and show that justice is a refusal of the logic of force and 

seeing and recognizing others’ reality as itself. Weil claims force is that which makes us 

morally blind, and under its influence, we cannot stop following the logic of force and 

exerting power over others disregarding their reality. We see others only as a means to 

satisfy of our ends. By refusing the logic of force, we see others as they are. This special 

mode of seeing enables us to see ourselves in the suffering of others. Justice and love rely 

on or, rather, are equivalent with this seeing. I will indicate that this discussion of justice 

has a direct implication for the purpose of education. Contrary to Weil’s view, education 

today is by and large subscribing to and reinforcing the logic of force. Weil thesis that 
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attention (justice and love in Chapter 3) is the purpose of education provides a critical 

challenge to our instrumental view of education today. 

After I discuss this implication for the purpose of educational, I next present two 

possible criticisms. The first is that pursuing such justice and love is absurd and mad. 

Using Plato’s Gorgias to highlight, I will show how absurd it is to refuse the logic of 

force for the sake of justice in itself. The second criticism is that refusing the logic of 

force is difficult, even if one subscribes to Weil’s justice. I will argue that these criticisms 

are well taken, but Weil’s claim of justice and love is still valuable if we should earnestly 

consider the reality of other people who suffer.        

In Chapter 4, I continue the discussion of Weil’s notion of attention from a 

different angle. Introducing the notion of reading, I recapture the nurturance of attention 

as an apprenticeship in reading. Reading is a special notion in Weil’s philosophy and it 

concerns perspective: the world (reality) is what we read. Weil thinks we need to learn to 

read better because by changing how we read, we change how we act, love, and live. 

Naturally we tend to read the world from a self-centered perspective. We should stop it 

and learn to imitate the divine perspective which is accepting the existence of human 

misery as God’s love.104 Weil’s notion of decreation is critical: God created human 

beings and the world out of His love, and because God loves us, He abdicated from this 

world and let the blind necessity of nature reign in this world. God out of His love allows 

us to have autonomy and freedom, but this implies the unavoidable existence of human 

suffering under the violent mechanism of blind necessity. Through seeing and 

                                                
104 As I will note in Chapter 4, divine perspective is a misleading phrase because God does not 

have a perspective. To be precise, we imitate God’s action of renunciation. 
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experiencing unavoidable misery, we may choose to accept and consent to God’s love by 

renouncing ourselves. Our love of God in return for His love is decreation.  

Along these lines, I will also address one critical response to Weil’s love of God 

that she glorifies suffering in suggesting the love of God. Admitting so, I will claim it is 

still important to examine in what sense she does this. I will show that she values 

suffering not in a way that glorifies a person for his suffering as a result of God’s love to 

him. Weil does not think that God chooses a particular person and makes him suffer 

through a particular incident to show how special that person is special to Him. I will 

emphasize that no particular person is glorified for his suffering in Weil’s view.       

Finally in chapter 4, I will explore Weil’s three levels of reading and discuss that 

reading better incorporates multiple readings and creates comprehensive reading. 

Because Weil believed that through contemplation we superpose contradictory readings, 

apprenticeship in reading is equal to learning the method of contemplation. 

Contemplation for Weil is not theory contraposed with practice. Its object includes 

contradictions that we encounter in real life (though not exclusively). School studies 

should make children learn the method of contemplation because it prepares for higher 

levels of reading that will enable them to love other people, love the order and beauty of 

the world, and love God. Education’s emphasis on problem solving and testing needs to 

be reconsidered if we agree with Weil on the indispensable value of contemplation.   

In Chapter 5 which concludes this study, I will summarize all the previous 

chapters. I will then return to the question of Plato’s Meno and confirm that Weil’s thesis 

of educational purpose indeed can be understood as a comprehensive response to this 
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question. I will end the chapter by remarking incompleteness of this study and pointing to 

further development.
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CHAPTER 2  

Three Difficulties Concerning Simone Weil’s Thesis 

In this chapter, I will address the difficulties of Weil’s thesis of the purpose of 

education before proceeding to discuss the notion of attention. To my awareness, Weil’s 

thesis that the sole purpose of education is to nurture attention has never been seriously 

considered by philosophers of education. This is not surprising given the inherent 

problems and difficulties in this thesis. In reviewing the typical criticisms and concerns 

that philosophers of education level at the attempt to discuss the purpose of education, I 

will enumerate three principal problems that seem necessary to address in order to show 

that Weil’s thesis is worthy of further scholarly inquiry.  

The first problem concerns Weil’s essentialism with respect to the conception of 

love and education. When Weil claims attention is the substance of love, she is defining 

what love is by pointing to its essential criterion. This essentialist thinking (defining X by 

pointing to its essence) deserves criticism because of its reductionist definition of love, its 

dogmatism (preaching what love should be), and its rejection of pluralism (denying 

diverse meanings of love and their value). The same problem arises in her thesis on 

educational purpose. By claiming the sole purpose of education is to nurture attention, 

Weil appears to define education by pointing to its essence and thus committing to the 

essentialist thinking again.  

The second problem concerns Weil’s religious language. In explaining attention, 

Weil introduces the notion of decreation that seems to presuppose God’s existence as the 

Creator. Decreation is our imitation of God’s love in Creation. God created the world and 
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all its creatures. After Creation, God renounced Himself and allowed all earthly existence 

to be governed by uncompromising necessity. Weil says this is an act of God’s love. In 

this way, human beings are blessed with free will and autonomy. For Weil, we imitate 

God’s love when we love attentively. “Renunciation. Imitation of God’s renunciation in 

Creation. In a sense, God renounces being everything. We should renounce being 

something. That is our only good.”1 To love God is to return His gift of love to Him, i.e., 

our being or more specifically our autonomous “I,” so that God can regain His full 

existence. As stated above, this reflection of God’s love is decreation. If Weil’s attention 

requires us to assume the doctrine of Creation, we will find no place for it in the current 

secular discourse of education.  

The third problem is that Weil’s thesis of educational purpose appears to be 

uninhabitable, given her descriptions of attention such as total detachment, the madness 

of love, the acceptance of void, nothingness and death. Her rejection of autonomy as the 

source of evil particularly opposes the tacit agreement of modern liberal education that 

nurturing independent and autonomous human beings is one of the indispensable tasks of 

education.  

Although I will not be able to provide a comprehensive response to those critical 

questions, I would like to suggest a direction of interpretation that can be named Weil’s 

realism, in the sense it is rooted in her observation of human suffering and love.2 I find 

this orientation makes her thesis on educational purpose more compelling. While this 
                                                

1 GG, 79. 
 

2 I used “phenomenological” particularly to capture Weil’s methodology. However, I use “realism” 
from now on because it is less about methodology and more about Weil’s philosophical attitude. As I noted 
when I used the word “phenomenological,” I conceive of these two words as being basically the same. 
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might sound as if I am twisting Weil’s ideas to suite my study, namely to promote her 

thesis of educational purpose, I do believe it does not distort her meaning, given that the 

salvation of human beings through attention is of central concern to Weil herself.  

Through this interpretation, I will argue that Weil’s philosophy cannot be 

captured by the binaries between God’s existence and non-existence and between 

essentialism and pluralism. What is more important is to clarify the sense in which Weil’s 

philosophy is religious and non-religious, and where we can position her treatment of 

love and education in the space between essentialism and pluralism.   

 

2. 1. Aim(s) of Education? 

I will first present some criticisms raised against the attempt to state the purpose 

of education in order to see the potential hostility to Weil’s thesis on educational purpose. 

The following is a quotation from an essay by Kevin Harris, a scholar of philosophy of 

education, which helps to demonstrate how aims-talk is disregarded, if not even despised. 

Harris begins his essay as follows:  

There is a common belief, significantly shared by many beginning formal tertiary 
studies in education, that “education” has a fixed meaning, and distinct aims, 
which can be unveiled either by turning up a dictionary or by consulting a 
favoured authority. So, in the very first lecture of my every course I give, I stress 
that “education” is a changing, contested and often highly personalised, 
historically and politically constructed concept. To illustrate this I read a few 
dictionary definitions of “education,” as well as a selected set of stated “aims of 
education.” When students hear that D. H. Lawrence claimed education should 
aim to “lead out the individual nature in each man and woman to its true fullness,” 
that for Rousseau the aim of education was “to come into accord with the teaching 
of nature.” That R. M. Hutchins saw the aim of education as “cultivation of the 
intellect,” that A. S. Neill believed the aim of education should be to “make 
people happier, more secure, less neurotic, less prejudiced,” and that John Locke 
claimed “education must aim at virtue and teach man to deny his desires, 
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inclinations and appetite, and follow as reason directs;” hopefully the penny has 
dropped. Just in case it hasn’t I add in that while Pope Pius XI was declaring that 
the aim of education was to “cooperate with divine grace in forming the true and 
perfect Christian,” Sergei Shapovalenko insisted that education should aim “to 
inculcate the materialist outlook and communist mentality.” That usually does the 
trick.3 
 

This passage successfully presents some possible negative responses from philosophers 

of education to any attempt to state the aim(s) of education, including Weil’s thesis. It is 

not hard to imagine that Harris would include Weil’s thesis on his list. As I confirmed in 

Chapter 1, Weil does seem to provide a fixed aim when she claims that the sole purpose 

of education is attention. Besides, Weil’s attention is formulated with highly religious 

language, of which Harris is particularly critical.    

However, Harris’ criticism is still unclear. He mixes multiple points together and 

so it is difficult to see what exactly he opposes. At one time, he rejects a fixed aim or 

predetermined aim(s). At another time, he denies the existence of any justifiable authority 

in claiming the aim(s) of education, whether it is a dictionary or philosopher. Yet another 

time, he seems to appeal the danger of setting the aim of education as the inculcation of a 

particular religious faith or political ideology.  

Because these points are interrelated, I will not separate them as if they were 

independent of each other. However, we should at least acknowledge the difference in the 

nature of authority between a religious or political leader and a philosopher. When Harris 

mentions a Pope and a communist leader as authorities, he opposes education as an 

inculcation of a set of values, whether religious, political or moral. This differs from his 

                                                
3 Kevin Harris “AIMS! Whose aims?” The Aims of Education, ed. Roger Marples (London: 

Routledge, 1999), 1. 
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mention of the philosophers Rousseau or Locke because education under their authority 

does not necessarily imply the inculcation of such values. Although Rousseau and Locke 

in Harris’ passage seem to be defining a fixed aim of education, their aims are not fixed 

as a particular set of moral, political or religious codes; in that sense, their authority is 

different from the authority of the Pope and the communist leader.        

In reading Harris’ entire essay, we actually see the discussion of an example of 

controversy over the choice of curricula one of which is campaigned to maintain the 

value of a particular religious faith. Harris is most concerned about and reacted against 

not the rejection of all sorts of authority, but rather the rejection of the former kind of 

authority, i.e., authority that is connected with the inculcation of particular values and 

worldviews. This authority determines education’s aim to promote and empower itself. 

Harris’ rejection of this type of authority, then, can be better understood as a response to 

a view of education that is a means of achieving political or religious ends. His discussion, 

however, falls short of providing an adequate argument to criticize all kinds of authority. 

Harris only hints at this at the beginning of the above passage when he states that the 

concept of education is “a changing, contested and often highly personalised, historically 

and politically constructed concept.” With this remark, he is probably referring to a 

Wittgensteinian critique of metaphysical essentialism to which I now turn. In any event, 

given Harris’ criticism, it will be necessary to discuss the religious nature of Weil’s 

philosophy to the degree that her thesis of educational purpose differs from the 

imposition of a religious doctrine.     
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Thus I must address another line of criticism of the endeavor to state the aims of 

education: the Wittegensteinian argument against aims-talk based on the rejection of 

dogmatic metaphysical essentialism. Peter Gilroy’s essay “The Aims of Education and 

the Philosophy of Education” exemplifies this line of criticism.4 In this essay, Gilroy 

criticizes R. S. Peters’ treatment of the aims of education through a conceptual analysis 

and claims that it is an inadequate approach for discussing aims. Gilroy points that Peters’ 

approach to the aims of education begins with an analysis of the concept of education, i.e., 

Peters derives criteria by which some activities are called educational through an analysis 

of the concept. Utilizing these criteria, Peters identifies the intrinsic value of education 

and concludes that education is a normative concept. Based on this conception of 

education, Peters claims that the aims of education can be stipulated by the normative 

aspect of the concept.5 

Gilroy attacks this approach based on his Wittgensteinian creed. He briefly notes 

that Wittgenstein turned down his own earlier logical atomism by criticizing its 

commitment to a form of essentialism. He then reconstructed a meaning theory based on 

the function and actual use of language in society rather than on essential meanings and 

strict formulations. Gilroy then asserts that Wittgenstein’s self-accusation applies to 

Peters’ conceptual analysis. Acknowledging that Peters’ approach is not directly involved 

with the form of essentialism seen in logical atomism, Gilroy nevertheless accuses Peters 

for establishing criteria and, thus, the essential meaning of education and its aims:  
                                                

4 Peter Gilroy, “The Aims of Education and the Philosophy of Education,” The Aims of Education, 
ed. Roger Marples (London: Routledge, 1999), 23-34. 

 
5 Gilroy, 24. For Peters’ own account, see the following book: P. H. Hirst and R. S. Peters, The 

Logic of Education (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), especially the second chapter.    
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The arguments that Wittgenstein came to use against his account of meaning 
based on Formal Semantics should apply with equal force to Peters’ account of 
meaning. The most important point of change is the recognition that attempts to 
analyse meaning so as to reach some sort of essence of meaning is radically to 
misunderstand both the nature of philosophy in general and meaning theory in 
particular. 6 
 

Gilroy argues that Peters’ belief that he found the essential criteria is a complete mistake 

because there is no justification for them. Peters was too focused on conceptual analysis 

and the question of the essence of education and he disregarded how education actually 

exists in a particular society. Given the lack of justification, Peters’ claim for the aims of 

education as derived from his understanding of the essential meaning of education is self-

righteous and dogmatic. Gilroy thus argues that philosophers of education should reflect 

on the aims of education not by formally analyzing the concept of education, but rather 

by inquiring into the function and the use of language that education involves in a 

particular social context.   

The Wittgensteinian criticism modeled in Gilroy’s attack on Peters can be a 

serious concern when examining Weil’s thesis on the purpose of education. Weil’s claim 

that the sole purpose of education is attention can be easily interpreted as essentialist 

because saying that attention is the sole purpose is setting a criterion for what education 

is and stipulating the essential meaning of education, just as Peters did according to 

Gilroy. I will address this concern shortly. 

Despite such negative reactions to the discussion of the aim(s) of education, some 

scholars are similarly critical but more sympathetic to the discussion. In addition to Nel 

Noddings, whom I mentioned in Chapter 1, Paul Standish wrote a few essays on the aims 

                                                
6 Gilroy, 28. 
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of education.7 He opposes to set a fixed aim of education, but his position is more 

nuanced than the aforementioned scholars. Indeed, I believe Standish’s position is not too 

far from Weil’s thesis on educational purpose, particularly when he refers to such 

philosophers as Plato and Iris Murdoch.   

In one essay, Standish argues against an instrumentalist view of education, but his 

concern differs from Harris’ concern. Standish notes the current utilitarian climate and 

the tacit understanding that education’s aim is economy. He quotes the European Union’s 

White Paper entitled Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society, published 

by the European Commission in 1996, that claimed “that debates over the aims of 

education are now at an end: the purpose of education is to serve the economy.”8 Standish 

then notes that this view of education is largely accepted by the public.  

Responding to this situation, Standish claims that education should not be 

conceived as a mere instrument for economy or any other fixed aims. As he writes:  

It is a mistake to suppose that behaving purposefully and meaningfully in 
important aspects of life such as education depends upon determining a goal and 
then calculating how to act to realize that goal. Instead, it is the other way about: 
it involves knowing how to behave in a certain way and trying to behave in that 
way. To speak of the goal or aims of such an activity will then be a kind of 
shorthand expression of this knowledge and behavior. It will not be a program . . . 
of action. Educational institutions are not contrivances of some sort with a 
particular function, appropriately stipulated by a statement of intent. To see them 
in such terms is already to have thrown something valuable away.9 
 

Like Harris, Standish is also critical about setting fixed aims for education and both have 

rejected modes of instrumentalism. Standish’s point, however, differs from Harris’ in that 
                                                

7 Standish, “The Nature and Purposes of Education,” 221-31. 
 
8 Ibid., 221. 

 
9 Ibid., 222. 
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he appeals to the basic nature of education. Education is not about achieving 

predetermined goals: it is not a “program of action.” Unlike Harris’ concern with the 

political and religious use of education, Standish seems more concerned about our 

understanding of education as such and the situation of economic instrumentalism as the 

result of our neglect and inattention to what education is.         

Moreover, Standish differs from Harris in that he is more careful in understanding 

the fixed-ness of the aims. He distinguishes perfectionism and teleological perfectibility 

and claiming that he is rejecting the latter in arguing against fixed aims. What Standish 

means by teleological perfectibility is the thinking that “human beings and their politics” 

can be “perfectible—in terms of ends that are in principle realizable.”10 Fixed aims in this 

thinking are clearly stipulated; they are goals to be achieved. This teleological thinking of 

the aims of education degenerates education into a mere program of action and even turns 

it into a grotesque act of coercion. Meanwhile, Standish refers to Stanley Cavell’s 

Emersonian perfectionism and saves the possibility of aims-talk. Standish notes that 

Cavell’s Emersonian perfectionism only sets down “a loose set of features” and writes:  

Unlike the (supposedly realizable) perfectibility envisaged in Leninism or 
National Socialism or Skinnerian behaviorism . . . , Emersonian perfectionism 
involves the recognition of our partial nature, our essential incompleteness, and 
this engenders at once a poignant sense of lack and an elevation by something 
ahead of us, beyond our grasp, something if not ineffable at least defiant of any 
tidy literal formulation. This—let it be emphasized—is an essential 
incompleteness, not an incompleteness to which we might add some missing 
components to make ourselves “complete.” It suggests the messianism of a 
fulfillment that is always still to come. Utopian vision here functions as 
something non-real but visionary, and having such leverage on our real world as 

                                                
10 Ibid., 227.  
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to enable the raising of standards in its pursuit, standards enabling us to live a life 
more fully recognized.11   

 
Although no living human being can achieve a state of completeness, this does not mean 

that humans should give up perfection: there is a salvation. A vision of the ideal, though 

itself non-real, orients and guides humans to live better. Based on this perfectionism, the 

aim of education does not need to be disregarded; rather, it is of crucial importance. By 

distinguishing teleological perfectibility and perfectionism, Standish demonstrates that 

fixed aim(s) of education should be refused as far as it clearly stipulate realizable end(s), 

but the aim(s) does not have to be turned down if it is only loosely conceived as a sort of 

vision of inexpressible perfection.  

Nevertheless, this last point, as far as I understand, was not well conveyed 

through Emersonian perfectionism. In my view, Standish offers a stronger case in another 

essay entitled “Education Without Aims?” in which he discusses Plato and Iris Murdoch. 

With the same spirit of defending aims-talk, Standish mentions Dewey, Plato, and Iris 

Murdoch, suggesting a different approach to talking about the aims of education.12 In 

responding to the criticism raised against the fixed aims of education, he first points to 

Dewey who, he claims, provides a balanced view of the aims of education. According to 

Standish, Dewey is critical about aims that come from outside of the learners but he 

embraces aims that come to them. Standish thus writes: 

Persons, parents and teachers have aims, Dewey reminds us, not an abstract idea 
like education. . . . Aims are to be understood first in terms of the purposiveness 
of human activity, as internally related to particular activities. Truly general aims, 

                                                
11 Ibid., 229-230.  
 
12 Paul Standish, “Education Without Aims?” The Aims of Education, ed. Roger Marples (London: 

Routledge, 1999), 35-49. 
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if such there are to be, should broaden the outlook, enabling a wider and more 
flexible observation of means and exposing the endless connections of particular 
activity: teaching and learning should lead indefinitely into other things.13    
 

What interests me most is Standish’s defense of Plato from Dewey’s criticism in terms of 

aims and his summoning Murdoch to support his point. Through Plato and Murdoch, 

Standish presents best his insight into the vision of the ideal without a clear stipulation of 

realizable ends or perfection. Standish confirms Dewey’s famous criticism of Plato’s 

view of the aims of education in The Republic. Dewey sees in Plato a kind of top-down 

thinking for setting the aims of education, and that is exactly what Dewey opposes. 

Standish acknowledges that Dewey’s interpretation is well accepted, but he suggests a 

different interpretation of Plato by attending to his dialogic style and dramatic details. 

Standish quotes a passage from The Symposium to suggest how Plato, in utilizing his 

dialogic style and occasional use of myth, intends indirect approaches to expressing his 

view of the ideal good or perfection. Plato avoids explicit utterances of ideals or ends 

because he was well aware that they would miss the point. Furthermore, quoting 

Murdoch’s comment on the myth of the Cave in The Republic, Standish summarizes his 

interpretation of Plato’s view on educational aims as follows: 

Writing about the good in this way Plato writes about what an education might be; 
he presents, if you like, the aims of education. But the attention is turned 
increasingly away from the ineffable and fixed end and toward the movement of 
Eros, itself intimated by the literary movement in the text. Murdoch see Eros, 
understood in the sense of this energy described and shown in The Symposium, as 
picturing ‘probably a greater part of what we think of as “the moral life”; that is, 
most of our moral problems involves an orientation of our energy and our 
appetites’ (ibid. [Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals]: 497). Our practical lives, our 
relations with others, our work and leisure, what we do in school, provide daily 

                                                
13 Standish, “Education Without Aims?” 42. 
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experience of possibilities of good where the immediate incorporates a glimpse of 
something beyond.14 

 
Agreeing with Dewey’s rejection of the top-down thinking of the fixed aims of education, 

Standish maintains the possibility of talking about the aims of education through the 

indirect approach that Plato exemplifies and Murdoch highlights particularly in Plato’s 

concept of Eros. This orientation is implied by the vision of the Good that is ineffable, 

yet discernible in everyday experience.15   

 Standish’s nuanced support for the discussion of the aims of education is similar 

to what I see in Weil’s thesis of educational purpose. Indeed, both Plato and Murdoch, 

whom Standish mentions, are figures we could easily associate with Weil: Weil was 

strongly influenced by Plato and Murdoch borrowed Weil’s idea of attention. Moreover, 

as I will examine Weil’s thesis by addressing its difficulties later in this chapter, I will 

argue that Weil’s ideal is a regulative ideal that resonates with Standish’s Emersonian 

perfectionism. As the scholars cited above mention, there are potential dangers in 

thinking about the aim(s) of education. However, I agree with Standish that there is a 

grave need for such thinking and there should be ways to do so. In the following section, 

I will try to show that Weil’s approach is one way to pursue this thinking.    

                                                
14 Ibid., 45. 

 
15 I should note that Standish’s stance to the fixed-ness of the aims of education still seems unclear. 

It seems to me he is holding two different positions when he argues for Emersonian perfectionism on one 
hand, and Plato and Murdoch on the other hand. The former seems to assert the non-existence of a fixed 
end and holds a circular and thus limitless model of life, while the latter seems to emphasize the ineffability 
of the end for which we can perhaps say “fixed,” at least when we call it as “good” and in so far as it 
implies a sense of limit to human life. To put this differently, when Standish discusses Emersonian 
perfectionism, he is clearly against teleological thinking. Meanwhile, in reading Plato and Murdoch, he 
seems to allow teleology if it does not presuppose a direct statement of what the end exactly is. Regarding 
this point, I am inclined toward the latter explanation and I see more connection with Weil when Standish 
employs Plato and Murdoch than Emerson.  
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2. 2. Three Problems 

Having considered some criticisms against the attempt to claim the aim(s) of 

education, I argue three problems need to be addressed. Our first problem is the concern 

that Weil seems to commit a certain form of essentialism which Gilroy sees in Peters and 

Harris hints as one of his concerns. When Weil states that the sole purpose of education is 

attention, she seems to assert an essential criterion of education. That is, education by 

definition is a practice that nurtures attention and it implies that all other activities that do 

not help develop attention cannot be called educational. Gilroy would categorize this as 

essentialist. Moreover, it appears that this essentialist thesis disregards the diverse 

meaning of how the word “education” is used in different contexts. There are different 

subjects (math education, science education, music education, physical education, etc.), 

levels (elementary, middle, colleges, and universities), and kinds (public schools and 

private schools, liberal education, vocational education, and adult education) of schooling 

and education. As noted in the passage in Chapter 1 (see section 1), Weil acknowledges 

the value of each subject matter, but claims the value is only secondary. Thus, she seems 

to underestimate, if not disregard, the particularity and distinctive value of each subject 

matter. The value of studying mathematics, for example, and the value of studying 

literature are the same: nurturing attention. This may sound strange to teachers today. 

Teachers of mathematics do not usually believe they share the same purpose with 

teachers of literature. They believe that the study of mathematics is valuable because of 

its particular content: the value comes from the fact that the content is mathematics, not 

literature. Not only do teachers feel this way about their subjects. We generally believe, 
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for example, that liberal education has different aims than vocational education. Weil’s 

thesis of educational purpose seems to reject the diversity.    

The same sort of essentialism and anti-pluralism permeates Weil’s notion of 

attention. As she writes: “Not only does the love of God have attention for its substance; 

the love of our neighbor, which we know to be the same love, is made of this same 

substance.”16 I will soon address the problem of Weil’s religious language; however, our 

concern here is her understanding of love. Weil says that attention is the “substance” of 

all forms of love, and here “substance” most likely means essence. By saying attention is 

the essence of love, Weil is basically stating that love, which does not partake in attention, 

is not really love. This claim seems to disregard our varied experiences of love. What 

justification or legitimacy, then, could a philosopher have in claiming what love 

essentially is?  

Hamilton raises this question when criticizing attempts to define love. In 

mentioning Wittgenstein’s notion of family resemblance, Hamilton denies the existence 

of the essential meaning of love and emphasizes that the meaning develops as its use in a 

specific context. 17 He claims that love is not a vague concept which needs clarification; 

rather it is an essentially contested concept. 18 All we need is to broaden (rather than 

deepen) our understanding of love in diverse contexts without requiring a single universal 

definition. Hamilton also argues that by claiming the essence of love, a philosopher is 

                                                
16 WG, 114. 
 
17 R. P. Hamilton, “Love as a Contested Concept,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour 36, 

no. 3 (2006): 239-59. 
 

18 Ibid., 252.  
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making a moral claim on what love “should be” and thus how we should and should not 

love. “Saying what love means cannot be usefully separated from what it ought to be and 

thus any attempt to define love encounters an insuperable problem of warrant.”19 Because 

of that, “attempts to state definitively what love means run up against its contested-ness 

and risk placing the philosopher in the uncomfortable position of moral arbiter.”20 By 

claiming what love is, a philosopher becomes a preacher of love, and this necessarily 

begs the problem of warrant and justification. Weil’s notion of attention as the essence of 

love does not seem to be free of these concerns and problems.  

If Weil subscribes to essentialism in terms of love, this would also undermine her 

claim of attention as the purpose of education. By saying attention is the purpose, Weil 

basically claims that the purpose is to learn love based on this essentialist definition of 

love, not to mention making a moral claim that one should love in a certain manner. Thus, 

to argue for the potential value of Weil’s thesis on educational purpose, it is necessary to 

respond to Weil’s seemingly essentialist language and her anti-pluralism concerning both 

love and education. 

The second problem concerns Weil’s notion of decreation corroborating attention. 

As noted before, decreation is the reflection of God’s love in Creation. Out of love, God 

abdicated from this world and gave human beings free will and autonomy. To love God 

with attention means to imitate God’s love and return Him His love, i.e., our autonomous 

“I,” so that God can regain His full existence in this world. Thus, in prescribing attention 

                                                
19 Ibid., 240. 

 
20 Ibid. 
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as an imitation of God’s love, it appears Weil assumes the doctrine of Creation, which 

presupposes the existence of God as the Creator. If this is the case, Weil’s notion of 

attention at its most basic level assumes religious doctrine that seems to repel 

philosophical examination. It would not be surprising for Harris to attack Weil’s thesis.  

The notion of decreation is problematic not only because of its religious 

formulation, but because of the evident concern for whether decreation is inhabitable and 

thus it constitutes the third problem. In postulating decreation, Weil views autonomy as 

the source of evil and emphasizes the need for total detachment from the self, accepting 

void, being nothing, and even dying.21 Moreover, when Weil discusses justice as a form 

of love, she calls it “madness.” This language inevitably causes trouble. It is easily 

related to her own death and, because of it, some interpreters have categorized her mind 

as masochistic.22 Indeed, how could one subscribe and advocate such activity to negate 

oneself? Even if that is acceptable, is it an inhabitable ideal? Could one ever detach from 

the self completely? These questions gain more importance when attention is prescribed 

as the purpose of education. Can we rightly imagine ourselves recommending and 

encouraging children to deny themselves and be nothing?23  

I believe that these three concerns or problems need to be addressed if Weil’s 

thesis on educational purpose is to be taken seriously. While that these problems should 
                                                

21 By autonomy here, I do not mean Kantian moral autonomy as much as the ability to act in 
accord with universal moral law and duty. In this study, this is more broadly construed as the self-
organizing principle.  
 

22 An example of such interpretation can be found in the biography by Francine du Plessix Gray, 
Simone Weil (New York: Viking Penguin, 2001).  

 
23 Here I should recall that Weil acknowledges school studies are only meant to prepare for a 

higher level of apprenticeship in attention. Thus, Weil’s radical language of self-negation should be taken 
with some reservation, particularly when we think of children.  
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not necessarily undermine the validity of Weil’s thesis, some interpretative work of her 

texts is necessary to show this validity. In the following sections, I respond to the three 

points mentioned above. A comprehensive response for all aspects is beyond the scope of 

this study, but what is presented will show the orientation of a realist interpretation that 

makes her thesis more compelling.  

 

2. 3. Religious Metaphysics? 

First, let me consider the second problem, i.e., how are we to interpret Weil’s 

religious language and, more specifically, does she presuppose the existence of God and 

can we accept the notion of attention without the doctrine of Creation? I treat this 

problem of religious language first because it is more specific and prepares for my 

responses to the other two problems.  

To the point, then, I interpret that Weil neither presupposes God’s existence nor 

prescribes attention based on the doctrine of Creation. Her remarks on God and 

decreation are consequences of her observations of human wretchedness and reflections 

on contradictory human desires. Her remarks are not the result of mere speculation, but a 

consequence of her vision of reality. Her religious language does not necessarily need to 

be understood as constituting the foundation for the notion of attention; instead, we can 

understand that it simultaneously accompanies the notion of attention.  
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The point of the argument for this realist interpretation lies in Weil’s discussion 

that God is non-existent.24 Weil argues that God has to be non-existent and her argument 

for this contention is relatively simple: If our desire and love are true, the object of them 

must be non-existent because ultimately nothing that exists can satisfy our desire and 

love. Therefore, if our love of God is true, God as the object of our love must be non-

existent. Let us take a closer look at this argument. Weil develops it from her observation 

that human desires are contradictory and thus impossible to be satisfied. She writes:  

Our life is impossibility, absurdity. Everything we want contradicts the conditions 
or the consequences attached to it, every affirmation we put forward involves a 
contradictory affirmation, all our feelings are mixed up with their opposites. It is 
because we are a contradiction, being creatures, being God and infinitely other 
than God.25  
 

In satisfying one desire, we often have to give up another because many times one desire 

opposes another within us. For instance, we have numerous stories of tangled love 

between a married man and a single woman. He wants to be loyal to his wife, but at the 

same time he cannot stop his desire for an affair with another woman. In another example, 

one may desire to know the truth, but at the same time not desire it because one does not 

want to suffer the pain it might bring. To illustrate, an adopted child seeks for the truth 

about his biological parents, parents may suspect their child’s involvement in a serious 
                                                

24 See Rowan Williams, “The Necessary Non-existence of God,” in Richard H. Bell, ed., Simone 
Weil’s Philosophy of Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 52-76. Williams discusses 
the same point quoting passages mainly from later notebooks. He claims that what Weil offers through her 
observation of this impossible nature of human desires is the grammar for the word “God.” “The grammar 
of our talk of God can appropriately be refined, so that we know what we area talking about—that is to say, 
there is a proper place for objecting, ‘You can’t say that about God.’” Thus, Williams notes God “cannot 
be an object among others in the world inhabited by the needy ego. There is no thing in the world’s reality 
to which the name ‘God’ applies” (57). As I will note in discussing D. Z. Phillips’ essay, I foresee the 
potential contribution of Wittgensteinian notion of grammar to Weil’s philosophy, particularly on God and 
love.   
 

25 GG, 148. 
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crime. In such cases, people do not know what they truly desire and they often find 

themselves caught in a contradiction.  

It is true that these incidents do not occur very often and we feel confused about 

our desires only occasionally. More realistically, when we are hungry, we eat. When we 

are bored, we go to a movie or shop. The solution is usually that simple for many people 

living in a developed society. Even when faced with critical issues, we can find multiple 

ways to satisfy our simple desires and in the process forget the difficulties. We do not 

need to see the harsh reality. 

 As a result, Weil’s contention that our life is impossible because our desires are 

contradictory may not be received well. However, as I will argue further in the other 

chapters, Weil is emphasizing the need of see and face the reality. We think we are not so 

confused about ourselves because we do not see the reality of ourselves and others deeply 

enough to cause us confusion. Instead, we tend to avoid facing reality creating an 

imaginative world around us. As Weil writes: 

The good is impossible. But man always has enough imagination at his disposal to 
hide from himself in each particular case the impossibility of good. . . . Man’s 
imagination at the same time prevents him from seeing “how much the essence of 
the necessary differs from that of the good” and prevents him from allowing 
himself really to meet God who is none other than good itself, good which is 
found nowhere in this world.26 
 

We tend to satisfy ourselves with imaginative fulfillments that allow us to avoid 

contacting the harsh reality of the impossibility of the good. Impossibility here means that 

even if we truly desire the good, which Weil equates with God in this context, that which 

                                                
26 Ibid., 147. 
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we desire cannot be found in this world. We cannot rightly appreciate Weil’s contention 

of the impossibility until we start seeing the reality more directly and clearly.  

To this point, Weil then argues: because “desire is impossible[,] . . . we have to 

desire what is nothing.”27 It is illusory or false to desire things in this world.28 We are left 

with nothingness. But because we cannot bear it, we tend to invent an imaginary God to 

fill the void created by unsatisfied longings. Weil thus warns us about the use of 

imagination that can fill the void and claims that atheism has the advantage in purifying 

us from the illusory love of God.  

Of two men who have no experience of God, he who denies him is perhaps nearer 
to him than the other. The false God who is like the true one in everything except 
that we cannot touch him, prevents us from ever coming to the true one. We have 
to believe in a God who is like the true God in everything, except that he does not 
exist, since we have not reached the point where God exists.29 
 

Provided with Weil’s discussion of a non-existent God and her point about the advantage 

of atheism as purification, it is unlikely that Weil presupposes God’s existence or embeds 

her notion of attention in the doctrine of Creation.      

Weil’s non-existent God, however, does not mean that God does not exist. Saying 

“God is non-existent” differs from saying “God does not exist.” Weil maintains the 

existence of God, and seeing how she does so also indicates that she does not start from 

assuming God’s existence. Weil writes: 

God exists. God does not.  Where is the problem? I am quite sure that there is a 
God in the sense that I am quite sure my love is not illusory. I am quite sure that 

                                                
27 Ibid., 147. 

 
28 Ibid., 149.  

 
29 Ibid., 167-68. Weil also writes, “Religion, in so far as it is a source of consolation, is a 

hindrance to true faith: in this sense atheism is a purification” (GG, 168). 
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there is not a God in the sense that I am quite sure nothing real can be anything 
like what I am able to conceive when I pronounce this word. But that which I 
cannot conceive is not an illusion.30 
 

Weil confirms the point of God’s non-existence but claims that God exists as far as one’s 

love of God is not illusory. She states that if one is sure about one’s love of God, it must 

be that one is also sure about the existence of God. In other words, God’s existence is 

demanded based on the truthfulness of one’s love: because one loves God, He exists. 

Weil writes: 

Nothing which exists is absolutely worthy of love. We must therefore love that 
which does not exist. This nonexistent object of love is not a fiction, however, for 
our fictions cannot be any more worthy of love than we are ourselves, and we are 
not worthy of it.31 
 

Things are real if they can be loved truly. Based on this understanding of the relationship 

between love and reality, all existing things including ourselves are less real than God 

because they deserve to be loved less than Him. Weil makes a similar comment about 

good: “The good seems to us as a nothingness, since there is no thing that is good. But 

this nothingness is not unreal. Compared with it everything in existence is unreal.”32 

Good (another name for God) is more real than anything else that exists in the world.    

 This conclusion is certainly baffling. How can we agree that God’s existence is 

more certain than anything else including our own existence? Why does Weil think 

things are real if they can be loved truly? I am not yet sure how we can interpret Weil’s 

language here. Nevertheless, this problem does not need to be answered at present. The 

                                                
30 Ibid., 167. I will discuss the issue of contradiction in Chapter 4.  

 
31 Ibid., 163. 

 
32 Ibid., 58. 
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main point here is seeing at least that Weil intends to offer a certain account for the 

existence of God and, in that sense, she does not presuppose it from the outset. Weil 

thinks that our observation of and reflection on love and suffering come simultaneous 

with, if not prior to, reflections on God’s existence. As Weil writes: “Impossibility is the 

door of the supernatural”33 and “Human life is impossible. But it is only affliction which 

makes us feel this.”34 Thus, we contact God through awareness of the impossibility and 

we learn impossibility through affliction.  

Regarding this point, I find D. Z. Phillips’ essay “God and Concept-Formation in 

Simone Weil” very useful.35 With a Wittgensteinian approach, Phillips discusses the 

importance of concept-formation in Weil’s exploration of God and argues that what Weil 

provides is a proper grammar of God and that is formed through our act of love. 

Following Winch, Phillips begins by pointing to Weil’s emphasis of the importance of 

action in the perception of the external world. According to Phillips, Weil was 

dissatisfied with the traditional way of understanding perception that assumes the 

passivity of the subject in perceiving the external world. This understanding of perception 

creates a gap between the subject and the external world in the sense that it cannot 

properly explain how we can be sure the world we perceive really corresponds to the 

external world. Weil thinks it is through our action and active engagement with the world 

that we form various concepts and come to perceive the external world. Phillips claims 

                                                
33 Ibid., 148. 

 
34 Ibid., 147. 

 
35 Phillips, 77-92.  
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this concept-formation applies to Weil’s reflection on God.36 Instead of action, we relate 

to God with love, and only through love may we contact God. “If we paid attention to the 

actual surroundings, Simone Weil tells us, we would find that belief in God is formed via 

a hunger for an absolute goodness and love which cannot be satisfied by any object, by 

anything that exists;”37 therefore, “if we want to see how the word ‘God’ is used, instead 

of emphasizing that it is a substantive, we would do well to see how the word concerns 

the reality of a certain kind of love.”38  Thus, Weil’s anomalous claim that God is more 

real than anything else in the world could be understood to mean that God is most real, 

not in the sense of existing as an independent object separated from the subject, but as the 

result of our relationship to God established by pure love of God. The following remark 

by Phillips confirms and summarizes this point well: 

Philosophers have said that love of God presupposes belief in the existence of 
God. Simone Weil thinks such talk is idle as a characterization of what she means 
by contact with God, since she insists, ‘There is no other relation between man 
and God except love’ (SNLG, 157). The route to God is via hunger, not via an 
assessment of belief of the kind which preoccupies so much of the epistemology 
of religion.39 
  
In summary, then, let us return to the question of whether we can understand 

Weil’s notion of attention without assuming God’s existence and the doctrine of Creation. 

Is not God’s love postulated both logically and causally prior to the notion of attention? 

In responding to this, I argue that Weil did not presuppose God’s existence, and it was 

                                                
36 Ibid., 78-79. 
 
37 Ibid., 80. 

 
38 Ibid., 81. 

 
39 Ibid., 91. 
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unlikely that she postulated the doctrine of Creation and God’s love as basic premises for 

the notion of attention. How Weil interprets the doctrine of Creation and God’s love 

cannot be separated from her reflection on the grammar of God that was developed 

through her observation of human desires and inescapable suffering.  

 

2. 4. Must Essentialism Preclude Pluralism? 

Our next problem is whether Weil commits essentialism by rejecting pluralism 

concerning both love and education. Let me start with a discussion of love. As I noted, 

Weil writes that attention is the substance of love, and there seems to be no doubt that 

Weil conceives of attention as the essential criterion of what true love is. Nevertheless, 

Weil is not so concerned with the strict definition of love, unlike many contemporary 

analytic philosophers who proclaims, for instance, that love is the bestowal of value; love 

is a robust concern or the union of a lover and a beloved.40 Instead of seeking a strict 

definition that is exclusive, Weil’s approach is inclusive. She mentions implicit forms of 

love and affirms their value as love: “This [implicit form of] love cannot have God for its 

object, since God is not present to the soul and has never yet been so. It must then have 

another object. Yet it is destined to become love of God. We can call it the indirect or 

implicit love of God.”41 Weil mentions three forms of the implicit love of God: love of 

neighbor, love of the order or beauty of the world, and love of religious ceremonies.42 

                                                
40 Helm, “Love.” 

 
41 WG, 137. 

 
42 Ibid., 137. 
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She adds friendship as a special case.43 All of these forms of love have equal value to 

prepare for the love of God, and they should be nurtured so that each love may come 

closer to the ideal: “These indirect loves have a virtue that is exactly and rigorously 

equivalent.”44 Weil does not reject implicit love as imperfect or inauthentic. Rather, she 

counts it as love by adding the adjective “indirect” or “implicit,” thinking that this love 

could be developed into pure love of God.  

One may ask why Weil can be so certain that implicit love is destined to turn into 

the love of God. This is a fair question and returns to the discussion of what it means to 

love God. As discussed earlier, what one really loves in loving God is not an object to 

which we give the name “God.” God has to be non-existent. Weil develops this 

contention from the observation of desires and their impossibility. Thus, Weil is meaning 

of the claim that implicit forms of love are destined to become the love of God is that 

such forms of love will eventually turn out to be impossible as we experience 

contradictions and bitterness. Some people may lose the place of worship through natural 

disasters; others may lose their best friend because a tiny misunderstanding can disrupt 

their relationship. As far as the object of love is an earthly entity, it always has the 

possibility of being lost. Through the experience of suffering, our love will ultimately be 

left with emptiness. 

One may object that only a limited number of people will be left with emptiness 

and many others end their lives without suffering so much as realizing ultimately that 

                                                
43 Ibid., 138.  

 
44 Ibid.  
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nothing in this world is worthy of love. Weil seems to assert without warrant that human 

beings will end up loving non-existent God. Does she have any justification? 

  The point again lies in Weil’s realism and emphasis on seeing the suffering of 

others. It is perhaps true that many people do not suffer by themselves so much as to love 

nothingness, but we do know that some people suffer extremely. Weil thinks seeing this 

latter group would be enough to realize that we can only love a non-existent God. 

A man whose whole family had died under torture, and who had himself been 
tortured for a long time in a concentration camp. Or a sixteenth-century Indian, 
the sole survivor after the total extermination of his people. Such men if they had 
previously believed in the mercy of God would either believe in it no longer, or 
else they would conceive of it quite differently than before. I have not been 
through such things. I know, however, that they exist: so what is the difference? I 
must move toward an abiding conception of the divine mercy, a conception which 
does not change whatever event destiny may send upon me, and which can be 
communicated to no matter what human being.45 
 

Even if we ourselves do not experience extreme suffering, we know of people who have. 

If we see the suffering of others squarely, we then necessarily seek a conception of God 

that could account for their suffering. Weil’s love of absent God is a consequence of her 

vision of a reality of human misery and love of other people.  

Weil’s love of God, then, is not a dogmatic teaching. In addition, it should be 

noted that in mentioning the love of God, Weil does not mean that love of earthly things 

is worthless. Such love is indispensable for learning to accept emptiness and love truly. 

“We have to love life greatly in order to love death still more.”46 By this, Weil means that 

in order to love truly, i.e., to be able to accept the impossibility of desire and to love a 

                                                
45 GG, 168. 

 
46 Ibid., 136. 
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non-existent God, one needs to love earthly things. If we do not love mundane things, our 

suffering and bitterness will not be truly serious and we will never learn to accept the 

void. “The better we are able to conceive of the fullness of joy, the purer and more 

intense will be our suffering in affliction and our compassion for others. What does 

suffering take from him who is without joy?” By loving earthly things, we learn the 

impossibility of desire and the real object of love. Thus, Weil’s treatment of love is much 

more nuanced and we cannot easily say that her understanding of love is essentialist. 

Weil’s theory of love is better characterized as a regulative ideal than as an 

essentialist ideal. The former differs from the latter that suggests an end that can be 

achieved. As seen in Chapter 1, Weil’s metaphor of waiting and her emphasis on the 

value of humility make it very clear that it is impossible to arrive at the perfect state as a 

living human being. However, if we love the good, there is a point, though unreachable, 

that orients us as we live along with the reality of human existence. “It is only necessary 

to know that love is a direction and not a state of the soul. If one is unaware of this, one 

falls into despair at the first onslaught of affliction.”47           

Weil’s discussion of implicit forms of love not only suggests that we should not 

interpret her treatment of love as thoroughly essentialist, but also that Weil does not 

disregard the diversity of individual personalities. In that sense, she is not against 

pluralism.  

It depends on circumstances, temperament, and vocation which [form of love] is 
the first to enter the soul; one or other of them is dominant during the period of 
preparation. It is not necessarily the same one for the whole of this period.48  

                                                
47 WG, 135. 
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Which form of love comes first depends on each individual’s natural inclination and 

environment. Some may indicate their love in love of neighbor. Others may indicate it in 

love of beauty. Yet others may do so in relationships with friends. Weil also 

acknowledges that the affinity to one form of love can change into another throughout 

one person’s life. In claiming that the purpose of education is attention—an ideal form of 

love, so to speak—Weil does not offer a dogmatic thinking of what love must be. Instead, 

she begins from a particular condition of each individual and emphasizes the value of 

each perspective and approach. Weil then, is hardly rejecting the diversity of personalities 

and the pluralism of the values of approaches from different forms of love. In fact, it 

seems the opposite: Weil takes for granted the pluralism of the approaches to the ideal.  

This interpretation is supported not only by the discussion of the implicit forms of 

love. It can also be well observed in Weil’s concept of metaxu and the notion of 

rootedness, as Eric O. Springsted’s essay “Rootedness: Culture and Value” discusses 

comprehensively.49 I will not summarize his argument here nor discuss the concept of 

metaxu because my primary concern is not pluralism of cultural values or moral values 

per se, but rather pluralism concerning love and education. Because I have discussed the 

pluralism of love, I will briefly note the pluralism of education. Weil’s suggestion for the 

education of farmers in Chapter 2 of The Need for Roots is perfect for highlighting this 

point. She writes: 

                                                                                                                                            
48 Ibid., 138. 
 
49 Eric O. Springsted, “Rootedness: Culture and Value,” Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture, 

161-188. 
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Science should be presented to peasants and workmen in very different ways. In 
the case of workmen, it is natural that mechanics should occupy the foremost 
place. In that of peasants, everything should be centered around the wonderful 
cycle whereby solar energy, poured down into plants, is retained in them by the 
action of chlorophyll, becomes concentrated in seeds and fruits, enters into Man 
in the form of food or drink, passes into his muscles and spends itself on 
preparing the soil. Everything connected with Science can be situated around this 
cycle, for the notion of energy is at the heart of everything. Were the thought of 
this cycle to sink deep into the minds of peasants, it would permeate their labour 
with poetry. Generally speaking, the main object of all education in the village 
should be to increase the feeling for the beauty of the world, the beauty of 
nature.50  
 

It is evident that Weil respects and values the diversity of human life and advocates the 

need to create a proper educational curriculum that reflects the diversity. The education 

of the farmers must be different from the education of the workers. The aim of educating 

farmers is to nurture love of the beauty of nature and endow their life with poetry that is 

distinct from that of the workers. It is not easy to apply this to any current situation 

because jobs have become much more diverse and complicated than in Weil’s time.51 

However, it is not hard to detect some resonance between Weil’s statements and 

progressivism and child-centered education.52 It is true that the thesis that the sole 

purpose of education is attention seems to reject pluralism. However, this is not the case, 

as this passage well illustrates. The thesis of educational purpose does not imply any 

negation of the pluralism of educational values. In fact, it actually re-energizes the 

diverse values of education by re-conceiving its true position.   

                                                
50 Simone Weil, The Need for Roots: Prelude to a Declaration of Duties Towards Mankind, trans. 

A. F. Wills (London: Routledge, 1952), 83. Henceforth I abbreviate The Need for Roots as NR. 
 
51 In addition, to comment on college preparation and professional training, it is necessary to 

interrogate college education and the profession for which one is trained in advance. 
 

52 This does not mean, of course, that Weil subscribes to progressivism. Weil is sympathetic with 
conservatism in the sense that she highly values tradition. It is impossible to categorize her in such terms. 
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I am aware one may still argue that Weil is very much essentialist in terms of both 

love and education. Indeed, what I argue above is not that Weil’s conceptions of love and 

education themselves are pluralistic, but that Weil acknowledges values of diverse 

approaches in love and education. She still maintains that true love is attention and 

education is nurturance of attention.  

My point, however, is to show that it is impossible to capture Weil in the binary 

between essentialism and pluralism. To clarify this, I believe it is helpful to picture a 

geometrical image constituted by a point and some vectors. Vectors are arrows that have 

directions and magnitudes. Suppose a point that indicates the moral ideal of attention; it 

is an end point. Below this point are multiple vectors directed to different orientations. 

These vectors indicate different approaches to (or escapes from) the end point. 

Essentialists value only the end point and consider that arrows are only valuable 

to the extent they proceed to the end point. In other words, they reduce a vector to its 

right-oriented component. If the point is at the north pole and a ship moves north-east, 

only the motion toward the north is counted as a meaningful motion while the other 

component, the motion toward the east, is worthless.  

In translating this to our current discussion of the treatment of love, essentialists 

are those who think true or ideal love is the only love indicated by the end point and they 

value imperfect forms of love (vectors) only in so far as they are directly related to or 

contribute to the ideal love (right component).  

Weil is an essentialist in the sense that she values implicit forms of love because, 

and only so far as, they are destined to become the ideal love or pure love of God. Yet, 
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she is not an essentialist when she seems to reject the idea of reducing the value of a 

vector into its right components. As she says, all vectors (implicit forms of love) have 

exactly same value. They are equal in value for Weil because she does not judge the 

value of each approach reducing all of them to their right components, i.e., the quantity of 

how much they move closer to the ideal.  

It seems that Weil does not reduce a vector into its right component because she is 

aware that the ideal is unachievable and mysterious. Imagine a mountain of a height of 

8,000 feet. The move from 6,000 feet to 7,000 feet will be much more difficult than the 

move from 2,000 feet to 3,000 feet, even though the distance upward that is climbed is 

the same: 1,000 feet. Thus, it is impossible to measure and compare the value of each 

vector. Moreover, in our discussion of the ideal, the top is unreachable and unknown. If 

so, it is likely that we will stop measuring and comparing how much we have climbed. 

What is more important is that one is moving or desiring to move toward the dim ideal. 

Indeed, Weil, following Plato, considers that education is the conversion of the soul to 

the Good, as I noted in Chapter 1. What ultimately matters is the orientation.   

Moreover, no one is sure about how the vector will move from moment to 

moment or what its previous movement was like. A well-oriented arrow can gradually 

turn around and escape the end point. An ill-oriented arrow can be followed by a sudden 

change of direction to the end point. If no one can tell how one movement is related to 

another, we cannot judge the value of each arrow. Saying that we cannot judge these 

value (but still value them equally) is like saying that the arrows are valuable by 
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themselves, independent of their direct relation to the end point. This is very pluralistic 

thinking. 

Weil is a realist, not a dogmatic moral preacher. She does not seem to have 

intention to coerce people to believe in the absolute value of the end point. Rather, she 

thinks that each individual needs to learn it through a life composed of the experiences of 

love and suffering. Weil’s teaching of attention is not about a prescription of how we 

should love as it is about a description of how people love, or more precisely how people 

learn to love through life. In other words, Weil’s moral teaching is not founded on the 

positive assertion of the ideal. It leaves its significant part to each individual. Her claim 

of attention as the end point has very different implications from an essentialist’s end 

point that tends to be preachy and accompanied by a positive presentation of the ideal.       

Clearly, Weil thinks that love has hierarchical levels, some are more pure than 

others, and thus they are higher in value. But as I discussed in the previous section, Weil 

does not presuppose any religious doctrines or metaphysical principles in asserting the 

love of God. Her thesis is developed from her observation of love and suffering found in 

the reality of human existence. It seems that Phillips’ notion of concept-formation and the 

grammar of God are also helpful here. Although the point requires further inquiry, we 

might be able to say that instead of the grammar of God, we see in Weil’s treatment of 

love the grammar of love. Just as there are proper ways to talk about God, there are 

proper manners to talk about love. One rule to note is: “you cannot place the implicit 

forms of love on the level of the love of God.” Given our careless use of the word “love” 

particularly in today’s English, this might be difficult to claim. But the point of grammar 
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of love is still open to further inquiry and it seems to me that is what Weil means by 

“God is love”53: the grammar of God and the grammar of love are simultaneous.  

 

2. 5. Inhabitable? 

The third problem is the concern that Weil’s thesis of educational purpose is 

uninhabitable. Weil’s radical language, such as destroying our self, being salve-like, 

being nothing or even dying, will sound disturbing to most people even if the words are 

understood metaphorically. The partial response to this concern was already given by the 

consequence of the last section. When I argued that Weil’s treatment of love and 

education was not really essentialist and thus she was not against pluralism, I emphasized 

that the ideal was not a point to be achieved, but rather it was an orientation. This point 

guides us on how we can receive Weil’s radical language. Her radical words should not 

be understood as the ends to be achieved. Rather, they are words that describe the ideal 

state which itself may be unachievable by all human beings, but can still indicate the 

direction to pursue.  

Moreover, it should be noted that Weil never states we “should” die or we 

“should” destroy our self. She is very clear that destruction of the self is not something 

we should desire.54 Suffering must not be desired; it must not be sought as a program. 

                                                
53 This statement appears, for instance, in the essay, “The Love of God and Affliction” in WG (see 

p. 126). Phillips also picks up this phrase and comments on it, but does not seem to interpret it as an 
indication that Weil’s treatment of love is not essentialism. In fact, Phillips seems to agree and criticize 
Weil for her essentialist claim of love. See page 81 for the comment on “God is love” and page 88 for his 
accusation of essentialism in Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture.  
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“We should make every effort we can to avoid affliction, so that the affliction which we 

meet with may be perfectly pure and perfectly bitter.”55 It is important that we experience 

bitterness purely so we can utilize it for the process of detachment. Suffering must come 

from outside. It is pure only when we are struck by it unavoidably.56 I note this point to 

emphasize that Weil’s radical ideal should never be misunderstood as a recommendation 

of masochistic seeking of pain and self-destruction. In questioning inhabitability, this 

important point is the first to clarify and understand.   

 Given this basic prospect, it is still important to discuss the issue of autonomy. 

Weil’s rejection of autonomy as the source of evil draws out her radical language. 

Denying or nullifying the self means the complete renunciation of autonomy. Weil 

strongly tended to consider human beings as fundamentally sinful and distanced from 

God. Returning to the notion of decreation, God gave autonomy to human beings and the 

only good we can practice is to return autonomy to God by imitating God’s loving 

renunciation. All else we do as autonomous human beings is evil. Human beings as 

autonomous beings are essentially sinful.57 I have already discussed how we can 

                                                                                                                                            
54 I cannot discuss Weil’s death here. It is very regretful that her radical language is often 

associated with her own death and her death has been interpreted as a suicide. I believe Weil is very clear 
about the distinction between suicide and decreation, and killing herself as such was not what Weil chose.  
 

55 GG, 132. 
 

56 Weil further notes that the initiative of our experience of suffering is on the side of grace: 
“Grace fills empty spaces, but it can only enter where there is a void to receive it, and it is grace itself 
which makes this void” (GG, 55). Weil thus thinks our gratitude is true when we thank suffering as much 
as joy: “Love of God is pure when joy and suffering inspire an equal degree of gratitude” (GG, 111). 

 
57 For instance, Miklos Vetö emphasizes this aspect of sin in Simone Weil. He places the notion of 

decreation at the center of his interpretation and discusses autonomy only as the source of evil. It seems this 
interpretation is very common among Weil scholars as I could not find any research papers on Weil’s 
positive account of autonomy. See Vetö, The Religious Metaphysics of Simone Weil. 
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understand Weil’s religious language and the notion of decreation. Nevertheless, it is still 

necessary to examine how Weil treats autonomy in interrogating the inhabitability of 

attention. Moreover, Weil’s rejection of autonomy is particularly important in our 

discussion of educational purpose because raising autonomous individuals is considered 

as an important task of modern liberal education.  

Despite Weil’s critical comments on autonomy and her fundamental contention 

that it is the source of evil, Weil does not reject its value totally. She does claim that 

autonomous “I” is evil, but some elements of autonomy are indispensable for the 

development of attention. The will is one faculty that should be treated first because Weil 

contrasts the will with attention. As I already pointed out in Chapter 1, Weil distinguishes 

attention from the function of the will utilizing the metaphor of waiting. The function of 

the will is the “muscular effort” that has nothing to do with the truth.  

The will only controls a few movements of a few muscles, and these movements 
are associated with the idea of the change of position of nearby objects. I can will 
putting my hand flat on the table. If inner purity, inspiration, or truth of thought 
were necessarily associated with attitudes of this kind, they might be the object of 
will. As this is not the case, we can only beg for them. To beg for them is to 
believe that we have a Father in heaven. Or should we cease to desire them? What 
could be worse? Inner supplication is the only reasonable way, for it avoids 
stiffening muscles which have nothing to do with the matter. What could be more 
stupid than to tighten up our muscles and set our jaws about virtue, or poetry, or 
the solution of a problem? Attention is something quite different.58 
 

For Weil, attention is not muscular effort. It is instead characterized by such words as 

inner purity and inspiration, and they are not objects of the will. Only people who keep 

longing and waiting for them patiently will receive purity and inspiration. Seeking good, 

                                                
58 GG, 169. Similarly, Weil also writes: “We do not obtain the most precious gifts by going in 

search of them but by waiting for them” (WG, 112). 
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beauty or truth via the effort of the will disturbs the posture of waiting. Attention means 

patiently waiting rather than enacting will and actively searching. It seems that Weil 

completely disregards the positive function of the will.  

Without question, Weil contrasts the will with attention, claiming that attention 

takes us to the truth and the muscular effort of the will only leads us to faults. However, 

in the passage below, Weil clearly admits the positive value of the will in the process of 

detachment: 

When a struggle goes between the will attached to some obligation and a bad 
desire, there is a wearing away of the energy attached to good. We have to endure 
the biting of the desire passively, as we do a suffering which brings home to us 
our wretchedness, and we have to keep our attention turned toward the good. 
Then the quality of our energy is raised to a higher degree. We must steal away 
the energy from our desires by taking away from them their temporal orientation. 
Our desires are infinite in their pretensions, but limited by the energy from which 
they proceed. That is why, with the help of grace, we can become their master and 
finally destroy them by attrition. As soon as this has been clearly understood, we 
have virtually conquered them, it we keep our attention in contact with this 
truth.59    

 
Until our bad desire loses energy, we must keep up our will for the duty. Weil gives to 

will a positive and indispensable role in the process of detachment. It is true that Weil 

cautions us not to lose energy in fighting against bad desire and recommends that we 

simply direct our attention and wait; however, this very waiting or directing of our 

attention requires persistent work of will. If we decide to wait, we continue to will to wait. 

                                                
59 GG, 174-75. Weil also writes: “As we have also a principle of violence in us, that is to say the 

will, we must also, in a limited measure, but to the full extent of that measure, use this violent principle in a 
violent way; we must compel ourselves by violence to act as though we had not a certain desire or aversion, 
without trying to persuade our sensibility, compelling it to obey . . . Each time what we do violence to 
ourselves in this spirit we make an advance, slight or great, but real, in the work of training the animal 
within us. Of course if this violence we do ourselves is really to be of use in our training it must only be a 
means. . . . Violence against ourselves is only permissible when it is based on reason (with a view to 
carrying out what we clearly consider to be our duty)” (GG, 178-79). 
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Will by itself cannot let us reach the truth; however, it has a role to play in wearing down 

the energy of the self and persistently waiting. When we use will properly, we fight 

against our autonomous self and gradually become detached from it. Will as such is not 

evil; the point is how we use our will. Weil’s critical comment on will is not to reject its 

functional value. Rather, it is meant to ask and reconsider the value we give to it.  

Weil also values other natural faculties such as intelligence and desire that 

constitute the autonomous “I.”	  

It is incontestable that the void which we grasp with the pincers of contradiction is 
from on high, for we grasp it the better, the more we sharpen our natural faculties 
of intelligence, will, and love. The void which is from below is that into which we 
fall when we allow our natural faculties to become atrophied.60 

 
Here Weil explains the positive use of intelligence and other faculties. These faculties 

help us approach the truth if we do not cease to look at the reality of which contradiction 

is a sign. However, these faculties become degraded when we stop seeing the reality and 

use them instead as means of achieving imaginary satisfaction. It is evident that “love” in 

this passage is not the love synonymous with attention. Here, it is more closely means 

“desire” that includes both positive and negative elements. Weil does not refuse the value 

of desire all together. She thinks desire needs training so that it can be nurtured into 

attention. In this sense, desire is indispensable.61 Even when Weil recommends 

detachment from desire, her target is only bad desire, as we see in the above passage.  

                                                
60 Ibid., 175. 

 
61 Weil’s reading of Plato’s Phaedrus, particularly his metaphor of the chariot, is pertinent to this 

point. Weil writes how desire is indispensable for the soul’s soaring to the heights. See Weil’s essay, “God 
in Plato.” (The essay is only partially translated in Intimations of Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks. 
The full translation can be found in On Science, Necessity, and the Love of God, which is currently out of 
print, unfortunately.)    
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In terms of intelligence, which Weil defines at one point as “that part of us which 

affirms and denies and formulates opinions,”62 She values it so far as it is construed as a 

means. “We know by means of our intelligence that what the intelligence does not 

comprehend is more real than what it does comprehend.”63 Further Weil writes: 

Intelligence has to recognize by the methods proper to it, that is to say by 
verification and demonstration, the pre-eminence of love. It must not yield unless 
it knows why, and it must know this quite precisely and clearly. Otherwise its 
submission is a mistake, and that to which it submits itself is something other than 
supernatural love.64 

 
Weil recognizes a crucial role of intelligence here. To admit the true value of love as the 

only way to contact a transcendent reality, one needs to exhaust all efforts of intelligence 

possible to oneself. Otherwise, one will not be able to submit sincerely and the resulting 

love will be different from the true love of God. It should be remembered that Weil 

values atheism as a purifying principle; intelligence is also indispensable for the clear 

recognition of the limitation of human understanding. In this manner, intelligence plays a 

key role in nurturing humility and obedience. By clarifying our limitations, intelligence 

leads us to true humility and obedience.65 

Thus, it is unlikely that Weil disregards the value of autonomy all together. Rather, 

she accuses autonomy in so far as it functions against the development of attention. 

Faculties of autonomy such as will, intelligence, and desire are valued for how they serve 

                                                
62 GG, 184. 

 
63 Ibid., 182. 

 
64 Ibid. Weil also writes, “Intelligence can never penetrate the mystery, but it, and it alone, can 

judge of the suitability of the words which express it. For this task it needs to be keener, more discerning, 
more precise, more exact, and more exacting than for any other” (GG, 185). 
 

65 Ibid., 184. 
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as a means of self-control, enabling us to clarify our limitations and cultivate true 

humility. Weil’s criticism of autonomy, then, is not a total rejection of it. 

The question of inhabitability, however, remains. Although Weil values autonomy 

as a means of achieving detachment and nurturing attention, and so this makes her claim 

sounds less problematic, she maintains her radical ideal. Autonomy is still to be negated 

and destroyed. One might say that because Weil does not believe in the achievability of 

the ideal, the question of whether that ideal is inhabitable is improper. Nevertheless, even 

if the ideal is unachievable, we should still interrogate the plausibility of the ideal as an 

orientation. Why should we pursue the orientation stipulated by that ideal? To be more 

precise, the question, then, is not about the inhabitability of the ideal, but about the 

plausibility or desirability of Weil’s ideal. We need to return to the issue of justification 

of Weil’s ideal. I will continue to do so in Chapter 3 when I discuss love’s madness and 

in Chapter 4 when I discuss imitation of the divine. At this point, however, it is worthy 

confirming that Weil’s ideal is not embedded in religious doctrines or metaphysical 

principles. Rather, it is elucidated through seeing the reality of human suffering and love. 

This ideal is not given to us from the outset; it is something we come to see in actively 

engaging with the world and ourselves, continuing to desire the good, and waiting for 

God.  

 

2. 6. Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed three critical concerns about Weil’s thesis of 

educational purpose: her religious metaphysical language, her essentialist tendency, and 
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the inhabitability of her ideal of attention. By discussing some crucial passages from her 

texts, I argued that these problems do not necessarily undermine the thesis.  

Although I could not provide a comprehensive interpretation to maintain Weil’s 

thesis, I believe I was able to suggest a direction for proceeding in this inquiry. It seems 

to me we could put more emphasis on Weil’s realism rooted in her observation of the 

phenomena of love and human misery. Perhaps Weil would respond to the question of 

the ideal by saying that this is how things are and this is what we do. Ultimately we 

cannot love otherwise; this world does not allow us to live in any other way. That is the 

grammar of God, of love, of good, and of education. It is not about what it “should be” 

before it is what it is. The word “ideal” in that sense may be improper. However, if we 

return to its etymological origin, “id-” is related to vision, and that is suitable for 

expressing Weil’s vision of reality.
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CHAPTER 3 

Attention as Justice and Love 

In Chapter 2, I discussed three critical concerns with plausibility of Weil’s thesis 

on the purpose of education. I argued that although it may involve some problems, we 

can maintain her thesis by emphasizing Weil’s commitment to reality when interpreting 

her texts that contain a mix of religious and philosophical remarks and some radical 

expressions. The interpretation may not be comprehensive and still needs further 

examination, but I hope it is adequate to show an orientation for additional inquiry. In 

this chapter, rather than continuing to develop and refine this line of interpretation to 

support and justify Weil’s thesis apologetically, I will to illustrate the thesis more 

positively, including the notion of attention itself.  

As I provided in the summary of Chapter 1, attention for Weil is a complex notion 

and has multiple aspects. Because it is impossible to offer a complete exposition of the 

notion in this study, I focus specifically on its moral aspect in this chapter. I believe this 

aspect is the most pertinent and crucial to the discussion of educational purpose because 

in thinking about education, the issue of morality seems to have the prime importance. 

Furthermore, as I will point out at the end of this introductory section, Weil’s discussion 

of it is very relevant today because it provides a critical perspective for reflecting on the 

current instrumental view of education.  

The moral aspect of attention is justice and love of other people. Justice for Weil 

is synonymous with love and is distinguished from rights. As Peter Winch writes, Weil’s 

use of the term “justice” is very different from its common use today: “it is not clear on 
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the surface what the relation is between her use of the term [justice] and the uses to which 

we are most accustomed [i.e., the one presented in John Rawls’ Theory of Justice] in 

discussions of moral, social, and political issues.”1 I now begin to expand on my 

discussion with a summary of the difference between justice and rights in order to 

introduce Weil’s sense of justice. I will then explain in what sense justice is synonymous 

with love. It is my hope this discussion will elucidate a crucial aspect of what attention is. 

Three of Weil’s essays are of critical importance for this chapter. First, I will 

consider “Human Personality” because in this essay, Weil sharply contrasts justice with 

rights.2  The second and third essays are “The Iliad, or The Poem of Force ” and “Are We 

Struggling for Justice?”3 With these two essays, Weil demonstrates us what justice is, 

particularly in what sense it is a synonym of love. In the latter essay on justice, Weil 

claims that justice is accepting others’ (particularly weak people’s) power to refuse and 

seek consent from them. She emphasizes how this is unnatural to do and thus against the 

necessity that she calls force. The notion of force is the main subject of Weil’s essay on 

Homer’s Iliad. There, she presents her view that the human mind is captured by the logic 

of force and it intoxicates and makes us morally blind. She thus claims we need to realize 

the persistent influence of force, not to worship it, and refuse its logic. Weil thinks justice 

                                                
1 Winch, 179. 

 
2 The essay “Human Personality” is one of several essays written right before Weil died at the age 

of 34 when she lived in London. I use the translation corrected in The Simone Weil Reader. 
 

3 For the essay on The Iliad, I use the translation by Mary McCarthy published from The Chicago 
Review (1965); the essay was written in 1940. For the other essay, I use the translation by Marina Barabas 
published in Philosophical Investigation (1987). This essay was also written when Weil lived in London 
and wrote the essay “Human Personality” as well as The Need for Roots.  
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as consent consists of seeing the suffering of others and attending to afflicted people.4 To 

say that attention is the purpose of education, therefore, is to say that education should 

nurture and cultivate this special mode of seeing by helping us to realize the influence of 

force and free ourselves from its logic.  

Understanding Weil’s sense of justice and its comparison with rights is crucial for 

thinking about the purpose of education. I argue that education today, viewed 

instrumentally, not only ignores justice in Weil’s sense, but in fact might be enhancing 

injustice. Justice is often discussed as equality in the education field, but often this is 

justice as rights, not as love. Weil’s claim that the purpose of education is to refuse the 

logic of force taken seriously, would pose a critical challenge to the economic and 

instrumental views of education broadly subscribed to today. It would also suggest a way 

to address the problem of educational inequality differently. 

Having examined Weil’s view of justice and its implication for education, I will 

now consider two critical concerns about it. First, seeing the reality of suffering is 

miraculously difficult; it requires substantial detachment. Although the notion of 

detachment requires a separate discussion, I will examine it enough to clarify the 

difficulty of seeing reality and thus partaking in justice. Another problem is that Weil’s 

justice is, as she herself admits, the madness of love. To say education should nurture 

such madness may appear an insane idea and requires careful treatment.    

                                                
4 Weil distinguishes affliction from suffering. To be concise, while suffering is the general 

experience of pain (physical, psychological or social), affliction is the stigmatized state of the soul of a 
person beyond a critical amount of suffering. (See Weil’s essay “The Love of God and Affliction” included 
in WG.) This distinction is particularly important when affliction is understood as the gap between God and 
human beings and thus is accepted as God’s love, which I will discuss in Chapter 4. In this chapter, the 
distinction is not very significant, so I use “suffering” most of the time unless I find it better to use 
“affliction” instead.  
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3. 1. Justice and Rights 

In the essay “Human Personality,” Weil contrasts justice with rights by relating 

them to two distinct cries. One is “Why has somebody else got more than I have?” which 

refers to rights. The other is “Why am I being hurt?” which corresponds to justice.5 The 

former cry is the cry of “a little boy [who watches] jealously to see if his brother has a 

slightly larger piece of cake.”6 This is a cry for a rightful share and fair distribution. 

Meanwhile, what is at stake in the latter is what Weil claims is sacred in each human 

being. As Weil writes: 

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.7      

 
Sacred in each human being is the expectation that no harm will be done to him or her. 

Thus, when a cry rises from the depth of the heart and the soul—“Why am I being 

hurt?”—there is always injustice.8 Thus, Weil concludes, “Justice consists in seeing that 

no harm is done to men.”9 She claims that these two cries and thus two levels of justice—

one concerning rights, the other concerning the sacred and the good—must be 

distinguished. “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 [expectation of good] that 

                                                
5 Weil, “Human Personality,” in The Simone Weil Reader, 334.  

 
6 Ibid., 315. 

 
7 Ibid. 

 
8 Ibid., 314. 

 
9 Ibid., 334. 
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matters.”10 Here, I should note that Weil’s expression is too strong in negating the 

language of rights altogether, and I agree with Winch, who clarifies that is not what Weil 

really means. He writes: 

Although, as we see, she expresses herself strongly about the language of rights, it 
is important to realize that she is not rejecting it as always inappropriate. I think 
her discussion does not even rule out the possibility that injustice may, in some 
cases, actually take the form of a violation of somebody’s rights. That is not the 
same thing as saying, though, that this is what the injustice consists in. . . . [I]t 
may be that in some circumstances to struggle for rights is the best way of 
struggling for justice. But that does not mean that the struggle for justice is the 
same as the struggle for rights. . . . And if the distinction is forgotten, there is the 
danger that a concern for rights will take one farther and farther away from 
justice; or that the quest for justice will be entirely submerged.11 
 

I agree with Winch and think Weil could have emphasized that justice is not only a matter 

of rights, and hence injustice is not only a matter of the violation of rights. However, the 

point should be well maintained: something critically important is missing in the 

language of rights.  

One of Weil’s reasons for the inadequacy of the notion of rights concerns its 

theoretical validity. The notion of rights is unreliable because it is based on the notion of 

person which is believed to be indestructible but in fact can be destroyed by the unjust 

experience of suffering. Weil has in mind the French Declaration of the Rights of Men in 

1789 and its fundamental assumption that it contained an indestructible core, i.e., a 

person that serves as the object of respect and in which inalienable rights can reside. 

Based on her own experience of working in a factory, Weil finds that this assumption to 

                                                
10 Ibid., 315. 
 
11 Winch, 181. 
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be invalid because one may completely lose self-respect and become like a slave. In her 

autobiographical essay, Weil writes: 

What I went through there [in the factory] marked me in so lasting a manner that 
still today when any human being, whoever he may be and in whatever 
circumstances, speaks to me without brutality, I cannot help having the 
impression that there must be a mistake and that unfortunately the mistake will in 
all probability disappear. . . . Since then I have always regarded myself as a 
slave.12 
  

Factory work can make a slave out of a person for whom respect is unavailable. The 

assumption of the indestructible core is invalid. It cannot provide the basis for respect and 

human rights. Weil thus believes we need a different language other than rights with 

which to formulate justice.  

There is another reason why Weil thinks that the notion of rights is inadequate 

and it concerns the use of language. She considers it is inadequate because its commercial 

flavor is improper for expressing what it fights for and its tone of contention forecloses 

the possibility of justice as love. Weil characterizes the language of rights as follows:     

The notion of right is linked with the notion of sharing out, of exchange, of 
measured quantity. It has a commercial flavor, 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.13 

 
There is nothing wrong with a commercial flavor to the notion of rights if rights could be 

exchanged with money. However, whenever there is injustice, the person’s entire 

                                                
12 WG, 67. The essay is entitled “Spiritual Autobiography.” See also Weil’s “Factory Work” 

(collected in The Simone Weil Reader). The essay is based on her experience as a day laborer in various 
factories in 1934-1935. David McLellan mentions the significance of experience of factory work for Weil’s 
thought. David McLellan, Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone Weil (New York: Poseidon 
Press, 1990), 93-117, particularly 116-7. 

 
13 Weil, “Human Personality,” 323. 
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existence—which Weil considers sacred—is at stake. Weil’s contrast between a farmer 

and a young girl is illuminating: 

Relying almost exclusively on this notion [of rights], it becomes impossible to 
keep one’s eyes on the real problem. If someone 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.14 

 
The young girl’s claim for her rights in this scenario would be ridiculous because the 

language of rights implies that money can buy her existence. What is at stake is nothing 

comparable with eggs.15 Rather, the sacred being of her existence makes the girl cry from 

the depth of her soul, “Why do I have to be treated like this?” This cry should be enough 

to admit that this injustice must not exist.  

In the passage quoted above, Weil also points out that rights usually rely on a 

collective of people and their admission of the rights. If other people do not admit the 

rights, then such rights become ineffective and empty.16 This is the meaning of Weil’s 

statement: “it [the right] must rely upon force in the background.” Rights will become 

invalid if one has no power to make the rest of the world admit these rights. If a girl 

claims her rights without others admitting her rights, she “will be laughed at.” 

Nevertheless, even if no one admits the young woman’s rights, it is still unjust. As far as 
                                                

14 Ibid., 325. 
 
15 This resonates with Kant’s distinction between dignity and price. Kant writes: “Whatever has a 

price can be replaced by something else as its equivalent; on the other hand, whatever is above all price and 
therefore admits of no equivalent, has dignity” (435). The page number is Academy edition of the book. In 
the translation I used, it is page 51: Immanuel Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, 2nd ed., 
trans. Lewis White Beck (Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 1997).  
 

16 Weil begins The Need for Roots by writing “The notion of obligations comes before that of 
rights” (NR, 3). Rights are effective only when they are accepted by others, while obligations are always 
valid without such admission.  
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justice is discussed at the level of rights, the young woman’s unjust suffering will not be 

addressed. 

In addition, the language of rights has a tone of contention which forecloses the 

possibility of justice and love. Weil observes the difference of the tone between the 

language of justice and the language of 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.17 
 

When one claims one’s rights, one must make others admit them, or else they are empty. 

But when someone (e.g., a man) claims rights that conflict with a woman’s rights, she 

must strongly argue for her rights and compete with him. Thus, claims of rights tend to be 

contentious. Weil suggests that instead of using the language of rights, we may use the 

language of justice. If the word “justice” is properly received, it can promote reflection 

on one’s behavior and evoke love in the person. Using the language of rights in such 

contexts can paradoxically prevent a manifestation of justice and mislead us into 

unnecessary contention.    

 

3. 2. Force or Consent 

Justice is primarily not about rights. Weil considers it is synonymous with love. In 

what sense, then, is justice love? To respond to this question well, we need to understand 

the notion of force that Weil introduces primarily in her essay on The Iliad. I will explain 

                                                
17 Weil, “Human Personality,” 325. 
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this notion and how justice and love are conceived within it. Anticipating the discussion 

of this section, Weil thinks that there is a certain necessity, which she calls force, 

influences us to be morally blind, exert power over others, and use others to achieve our 

ends and feel satisfied. Thus, justice is realizing this influence of force and refusing its 

logic. This also means seeing and recognizing other people’s reality as nothing different 

from ours and feeling compelled to seek their consent. Because of these features, justice 

is synonymous with love. Given this overview, let us now turn to Weil’s texts. The first 

task is to understand the notion of force.   

In “The Iliad, Or the Poem of Force,” Weil provides an original interpretation of 

Homer’s Iliad.18 According to her, The Iliad is an acute description of human misery 

under the influence of force, which she defines as that which “turns man into a thing in 

the most literal sense.”19 Weil surprises us with this preposterous claim that a human 

being, under the influence of force, can be turned into a mere thing. As Weil writes “most 

literal,” her initial example of this transforming influence of force is a man killed and 

turned into a corpse. Weil, then, claims that the more horrifying effect of force is “to turn 

a human being into a thing while he is still alive.”20 Here, she means is that the victim of 

force loses everything other than his/its existence as a physical object. Despite being alive, 

he/it retains no freedom and is forced to obey the victor.21 Quoting from a scene from The 

                                                
18 Simone Weil, “The Iliad, or the Poem of Force,” trans. Mary McCarthy, The Chicago Review, 

18, no. 2 (1965): 5-30.  
 

19 Weil, Iliad, 6. 
 

20 Ibid., 7. 
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Iliad, Weil describes this effect of force. (In the scene, Lycaon [a son of Priam, the King 

of Troy] is captured by Achilles [a heroic Athenian general famous for his valor] and 

implores him to save his life.)  

A man stands disarmed and naked with a weapon pointing at him; this person 
becomes a corpse before anybody or anything touches him. Just a minute ago, he 
was thinking, acting, hoping: 

 
Motionless, he pondered. And the other drew near, 
Terrified anxious to touch his knees, hoping in this heart 
To escape evil death and black destiny . . . 
With one hand he clasped, suppliant, his knees, 
While the other clung to the sharp spear, not letting go . . . 
 

Soon, however, he grasps the fact the weapon which is pointing at him will not be 
diverted; and now, still breathing, he is simply matter; still thinking, he can think 
no longer: 

 
Thus spoke the brilliant son of Priam 
In begging words. But he heard a harsh reply: 
He spoke. And the other’s knees and heart failed him. 
Dropping his spear, he knelt down, holding out his arms. 
Achilles, drawing his sharp sword, struck 
Through the neck and breastbone. The two-edged sword 
Sunk home its full length. The other, face down, 
Lay still, and the black blood ran out, wetting the ground.22  
 

Because of the influence of force, the victim (Lycaon) is seen by the victor (Achilles) as a 

thing, a mere pebble on the street which Achilles can kick off the street into a ditch—he 

can do whatever he wants to Lycaon. He is totally deprived of freedom and no power to 

refuse is recognized in him.23 As I will mention soon, consent is totally meaningless 

                                                                                                                                            
21 This recalls Kant’s point that one should treat a person as an end, not merely as a means, which 

is comparable to treating them as a thing.  
 
22 Ibid., 7-8.  

 
23 Winch emphasizes the importance of power to refuse in understanding Weil’s justice and saves 

one chapter to it (see Chapter 9 of The Just Balance, 102-19). 
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when no power to refuse is granted. For Achilles, Lycaon’s whole being has no 

significance other than to provide him satisfaction. The begging words of Lycaon do not 

reach Achilles’ ears. His facial expressing of desperate hope for mercy means nothing to 

Achilles. Lycaon’s fate is fully grasped by Achilles. 

The influence of force does not just reduce a victim into a position of matter. The 

influence of force on a victor is characterized as self-intoxication and he is turned into 

matter through it. In believing one possesses force, one becomes blind to the reality of 

others and acts like a machine to overpower them mercilessly. As Weil writes, “Force is 

as pitiless to the man who possesses it, or thinks he does, as it is to its victims; the second 

it crushes, the first it intoxicates. The truth is, nobody really possesses it.”24 Achilles 

under the influence of force is absorbed by the self-intoxicating thought of possessing 

force. This belief is illusory because it is Achilles who is possessed by force, not vice 

versa. In capturing Lycaon and holding him before his eyes, Achilles has deluded himself 

that has power and automatically stubs and kills Lycaon with his sword. He acted like a 

guillotine—mechanical, automatic, without a moment of hesitation or reflection. He 

cannot help but enact this power over his enemy, achieve his end, and feel self-

satisfaction. While force intoxicates, it paradoxically possesses its possessor without him 

realizing.  

One modern example from film perfectly testifies to Weil’s claim about the 

influence of force. The Act of Killing is a documentary directed by Joshua Oppenheimer 

                                                
24 Weil, Iliad, 11. 
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about the genocide in Indonesia in the mid-1960s.25 The killing was an anti-communist 

(intellectuals) and anti-ethnic Chinese movement directed by the then-government that 

employed local gangsters and organized a death squad to massacre more than 500,000 

people. Today, Anwar, a leader of the death squad, is respected as a founding father of 

Pancasila, the military rightwing organization. The director invites the leaders and 

executors of the death squad to create their own story about their “heroic” operation. The 

film not only displays the details of how they killed so many, but it also documents their 

feelings about the killing. In one scene, Anwar almost boasts how he first killed people 

by cutting their necks but decided to strangle them with a metal wire because the amount 

of blood was too much and it got the drain stuck. Toward the end, he begins to show 

some doubt whether his acts were wrong or not. In reflecting, he begins to feel the 

suffering of the victims and he confesses he sometimes has nightmares. At the end, he 

revisits the rooftop where he killed people with the wire and is overcome with terrible 

nausea and vomits awfully. By the end of the film, however, we cannot be entirely certain 

if he regrets his killings. 

 The film is not about barbarous people who are remote from us. Rather, it testifies 

how normal human beings can become intoxicated by force and act so violently to other 

human beings without hesitation or remorse. The government asked the gangsters to kill 

those “communists” and gave them the authority and power to do so. They believed they 

were completely right and deservedly proud, even decades later. Although the killers 

were young gangsters, they were not killers before the government handed them the 

                                                
25 Joshua Oppenheimer, The Act of Killing (Austin: Drafthouse Films, September 2012). 
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commission to kill. Once that happened, the force made them morally blind, as Weil 

would say. 

 The Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) also supports this analysis of the 

Indonesian genocide and testifies to Weil’s thesis of force. This psychological experiment 

was conducted by Stanford University psychology professor Philip Zimbardo in 1971.26 

Participants were randomly assigned to play the role of either a prisoner or a guard and 

they were kept in an experimental prison, while Zimbaldo took the role of the 

superintendent. In video recordings of the experiment, we can observe him telling the 

“guards”: 

You can create in the prisoners feelings of boredom, a sense of fear to some 
degree, you can create a notion of arbitrariness that their life is totally controlled 
by us, by the system, you, me, and they’ll have no privacy. . . . We’re going to 
take away their individuality in various ways. In general what all this leads to is a 
sense of powerlessness. That is, in this situation we’ll have all the power and 
they’ll have none.27 
  

Over the course of time, the guards begun to punish the “prisoners” voluntarily without 

any supervision or order to do so, and ultimately inflicted on them both physical and 

psychological torture. The guards forced the prisoners to urinate and defecate only in one 

bucket placed in their cells and sometimes did not allow them to empty the sanitation 

bucket as a punishment. When a prisoner resisted, he was sent to solitary confinement. 

Several guards became increasingly cruel and sadistic and were even upset when the 

experiment, which had been planned to continue for two weeks, had to be terminated on 

the sixth day. Zimbardo himself admitted that he was also under the influence of the 
                                                

26 See the following website for an explanation of the experiment: <http://www.prisonexp.org> 
 

27 Philip G. Zimbardo, Quiet Rage: The Stanford Prison Study Video (Stanford: Stanford 
University, 1989).  
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experiment and absorbed by the role of the superintendent. This experiment well uphold 

Weil’s claim of the influence of force. When given power and authority, even perfectly 

ordinary human beings will become intoxicated and morally blind, and willingly inflict 

violence on others.     

Thus is the influence of force upon us. Weil believes that in order to partake in 

justice we first need to realize this intoxication of force upon us. Further, justice means 

rejecting the logic of force and seeking consent from the other. It means not to treat 

others as a means to achieve one’s end and feel satisfaction, even when one has the 

power to do so. In the essay “Are We Struggling for Justice?”28 Weil claims justice is 

consent and to go against the necessity of nature. Quoting from Thucydides, she repeats 

the theme of force that she had presented in the essay on Iliad: [Utterance by Athenians 

invading the small wretched city of Melos] “Regarding the gods we have the belief, 

regarding men the certainty that by a necessity of nature each one always commands 

wherever he has the power to do so.”29 By the necessity of nature, the strong controls the 

weak. Human beings are subject to the influence of force and its necessity makes the 

powerful wield power over the weak without seeking consent. “When there is equal 

strength on both sides one seeks the conditions for mutual consent. When someone does 

not have the capacity to refuse one is not going to look for a way of obtaining his 

consent.”30 Naturally, when we have power and another person is subordinate to us, we 

                                                
28 Weil, “Are We struggling for Justice?” trans. Marina Barabas, Philosophical Investigations 10, 

no. 1 (January 1987): 1-10. The essay was written in 1942 when Weil was working for Free France in 
London just before she fell sick and died in a sanatorium in Ashford in 1943.  

 
29 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 1.  
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do not recognize in him the power to refuse. If he does not have the power to refuse, we 

do not seek consent from him. It makes no difference if he is not allowed to say “no.” 

Weil explains the same idea by saying that if a person does not have the power to refuse, 

“he does not constitute an obstacle nor, consequently, a limit,” for “human action has no 

other rule or limit than obstacles.”31 To return to the moment when Achilles kills Lycaon, 

because Achilles has fully grasped Lycaon’s fate, the victim has no power to refuse. In 

such a state, Achilles finds no limit to bind and stop him from crushing his enemy. With 

no limitation, Achilles proceeds to wield power over Lycaon and achieves his end by 

killing him. Granted the power to refuse, Lycaon would have created as an obstacle for 

Achilles that would limit what Achilles could do to him. Thus, human beings are 

naturally inclined to follow the logic of force by which we exert power over another 

whenever we can.32 Justice, then, rejects this logic and seeks consent from the other. Here, 

consent is different from agreement in a contract that is on the level of rights. “Consent is 

neither to be bought nor sold.”33 It is consent that concerns the cry “Why am I being hurt?” 

As Weil claims, justice is more than a mere matter of rights and should be responsible for 

such a desperate cry. Indeed, this cry would vanish if we only sought consent whenever 

we needed other people to achieve our ends.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
30 Ibid., 2. 

 
31 Ibid. 

 
32 Weil writes, “Not to exercise all the power at one’s disposal is to endure the void. This is 

contrary to all the laws of nature. Grace alone can do it” (GG, 55).  
 
33 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 6. 
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3. 3. Seeing as Love 

We have seen that justice resides in our seeking of consent from another. Adding 

another crucial point, justice as consent also involves a special mode of seeing. Weil 

often describes attention and love with this mode of seeing. Justice is synonymous with 

love that is seeing others as themselves not as a means for our ends; this thus involves an 

epistemological dimension. As Winch writes: “Justice is to be considered not as a moral 

or social ideal to be striven for, but as a point of view from which alone a certain sort of 

understanding of human life is possible: as an epistemological concept, therefore.”34 

Consent is inseparable from seeing the person as himself, not as a means to achieve our 

ends. In order to seek consent, we need to see other people, particularly those in affliction, 

as being no different from us. They are not separate beings from us; their affliction is not 

unrelated to us. If we realize that the misery of others is possibly ours, why would we not 

admit them the power to refuse? We seek consent as we see ourselves in their suffering.  

Weil thinks it is indispensable to see ourselves in the suffering of others. Justice 

and love demands that we see the reality of human misery. “The sense of human misery 

is a pre-condition of justice and love.”35 It is critical to realize that force and the misery it 

causes are the ontological conditions of human beings. A victor at one time will be a 

victim at another. Returning to the essay on Iliad, Weil writes, “The human race is not 

divided up, in the Iliad, into conquerors and chiefs on the other. In the poem there is not a 

single man who does not at one time or another have to bow his neck to force.”36 Weil’s 

                                                
34 Winch, 179. 

 
35 Weil, Iliad, 28. 
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examples are the characters from Iliad such as Achilles, Agamemnon, Hector, and Ajax. 

At one time, each of them possesses the power to control other people and is intoxicated 

by the illusory greatness of oneself and pride. But at another time, each one of them is 

made to be ashamed or frightened by the force others possess. It is an inevitable condition 

of human beings.  

Perhaps all men, by the very act of being born, are destined to suffer violence; yet 
this is a truth to which circumstance shuts men’s eyes. The strong are, as a matter 
of fact, never absolutely strong, nor are the weak absolutely weak, but neither is 
aware of this. They have in common a refusal to believe that they both belong to 
the same species.37  
 

Not one of us is free from suffering the violent influence of force. Every victor is one day 

a victim because no one is “absolutely” powerful. One is more powerful than the other 

only relatively and temporarily. There is always certain potentiality to be powerful at one 

time and the weak at another. Moreover, this truth is not only valid in the battlefield. A 

rich person, who achieved enormous success and believed he was a winner in the socio-

economic competition, may one day lose everything, perhaps through a sudden economic 

depression, a betrayal from a colleague or some other unpredictable incident. People 

easily overlook this reality and forget that everyone is equal on these terms.38 Thus Weil 

writes:  

                                                                                                                                            
36 Ibid., 11. 

 
37 Ibid., 13. 
 
38 This must not be taken as overseeing and disregarding the inequality and social injustice that we 

face in today’s society all over the world. When Weil says everyone is equal under the influence of force, 
she does not mean all of us suffer the same amount of pain. Weil was very acutely observing inequalities in 
French society and daring the wars of her time, and she actively participated in social activities to resolve 
them. See Weil’s biography: Simone Pétrement, Simone Weil: A Life, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1976). Weil’s claim about equality is not an observation or a diagnosis of what was 
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He who does not realize to what extent shifting fortune and necessity hold in 
subjection every human spirit, cannot regard as fellow-creatures nor love as he 
loves himself those whom chance separated from him by an abyss. The variety of 
constraints pressing upon man give rise to the illusion of several distinct species 
that cannot communicate. Only he who has measured the dominion of force, and 
knows how not to respect it, is capable of love and justice.39 

 
Seeing the misery of others is of the utmost importance for justice and love. Only by 

seeing ourselves in the suffering of others, understanding that all human beings equally 

share this wretched condition, and without worshiping force, can we really “learn that 

there is no refuge from fate, learn not to admire force, not to hate the enemy, nor to scorn 

the unfortunate.”40 Seeing others in affliction is contrasted with seeing others as a means 

for our ends. Force motivates us to the latter mode of seeing, but love requires the former. 

To love is to see others as themselves, not as a means.  

This is why Weil admires Iliad so much. It embodies this manner of seeing 

through the compassionate eyes that look squarely at human suffering. It displays to us 

the suffering of people under the influence of force without hiding the most brutal and 

violent scenes, and it does so with gentle and loving perspective: no character in the 

poem is seen through the eyes of contempt. Iliad is written with the understanding that 

each of us can be one of the characters, as Weil suggests in the opening of her essay: 

For those dreamers who considered that force, thanks to progress, would soon be 
a thing of the past, the Iliad could appear as an historical document; for others, 
whose powers of recognition are more acute and who perceive force, today as 

                                                                                                                                            
actually happening. Instead, it is about the ontological condition of human beings on which other 
contingent constructs could build.  
 

39 Weil, Iliad., 28.  
 

40 Ibid., 30. 
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yesterday, at the very center of human history, the Iliad is the purest and the 
loveliest of mirrors.41 

       
Iliad, written several thousand years ago, offers humanity a crucial lesson about how 

force can brutally nullify human existence: on one hand by intoxicating the victor; on the 

other by letting the victim suffer from the victor’s subjugation. No character, whether 

victor or victim, is alien to us. In the miseries of the poem, we should recognize ourselves 

as beings who share the same ontological condition of the human species.42 

For Weil, Iliad should clearly be distinguished from a didactic novel or a moral 

play. It contains no judgments about who is good and who is bad, or what is right and 

what is wrong. These kinds of moral judgment are not the theme of the poem. This might 

be an unorthodox interpretation of Iliad because the poem, displaying virtues and vices 

through the actions of various characters, is believed to have had a role in educating on 

morality in those days. I do not intend to argue against such an interpretation of Iliad. 

This point, however, has a crucial implication for discussing the use of literature in moral 

education. This topic deserves a separate study, but I will note the point briefly. What 

Weil finds precious about the poem is its pure description of human misery. She does not 

expect us to read the poem to draw out a direct moral teaching, but to see the reality of 

                                                
41 Ibid., 6. 

 
42 It should be noted here that Weil’s interpretation of the Iliad has been criticized. See, for 

instance, Seth Schein, The Mortal Hero: An Introduction to Homer’s “Iliad” (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984). Schein claims that although Weil’s essay on the Iliad is the most eloquent example 
of reading the Iliad as an antiwar epic, “her interpretation is one-sided and fails to recognize the nobility 
and glory of the slayers along with the humanity and pathos of the slain. Weil makes this omission because, 
like others who read the Iliad as an antiwar poem, she tacitly substitutes for its social and cultural values 
her own spiritual categories” (83). Michael Ferber also criticizes Weil’s interpretation of the Iliad, saying 
that compassionate love and justice are not the main theme of the poem and that Weil disregards the virtue 
system in the society of warriors and honor and shame defined in it. Michael Ferber, “Simone Weil’s Iliad,” 
in Simone Weil: Interpretations of a Life, ed. George Abbott White (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1981), 63-85.  
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each character’s suffering and see ourselves therein. Weil’s hope is that people become 

acute observers of suffering and force, and see that all those physical and emotional pains 

and brutal deaths are theirs too. Thus for Weil, using works of literature makes the most 

sense when they allow us to see and contemplate the reality of human suffering rather 

than when they inculcate values and virtues as a means of character education. 

 
3. 4. Is Education for Force? 

We saw how love and justice reside in a particular kind of seeing, i.e., seeing 

ourselves in the suffering of others, seeing ourselves as equally vulnerable as people in 

affliction. With that, we admit in others the power to refuse, and rather than exerting 

power over them, we seek their consent even when it is not necessary. Reflecting on this 

understanding of the moral aspect of attention, Weil’s thesis of educational purpose 

entails that the purpose of education is to reject the logic of force, see the reality of others’ 

suffering, and seek justice and love.  

Based on this view of justice and love, Weil herself remarks on the critical role of 

education. She claims that an important part of education (particularly public education) 

is to provide the language to express affliction and help the cries from the depth of the 

heart be heard. As Weil writes:  

Nothing, for example, is more frightful than to see some poor wretch in the police 
court stammering before a magistrate who keeps an elegant flow of witticisms. . . . 
What is first needed is a system of public education capable of providing it [the 
point in the heart which cries out against evil], so far as possible, with means of 
expression43 
  

                                                
43 Weil, “Human Personality,” 316. 
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Education should provide the means of expression for all afflicted people. At the same 

time, it should nurture one’s capacity to listen to the language of the afflicted. If no one 

listens, freedom of expression is a mere formality: whatever the afflicted say will not be 

heard anyway. “The public freedom of expression is characterized not so much by 

freedom as by an attentive silence in which this faint and inept cry can make itself 

heard.”44  

As for the importance of listening, I would like to mention two contemporary 

education scholars who resonate with Weil’s view. Sharon Todd emphasized the 

importance of listening to others, particularly to those who suffer, and its critical role in 

the discourse of social justice and responsibility. 45 She explores what it means to really 

listen to others attentively. Susan Huddleston Edgerton confirms the significance of 

Todd’s study on listening and herself explores the connection between listening and 

suffering, particularly when considering the victims of trauma.46 Both Todd and Edgerton 

argue for the importance of educating for the capacity of listening and discuss difficulties 

involved in truly attentive listening. Todd emphasizes the need for self-renunciation by 

both the speaker and the listener. Each will face situations when they are compelled to 

change previous ways of understandings. This is a kind of experience of loss. Thus she 

writes: “There is always a riskiness implicit in the act of speaking and listening.”47 The 

                                                
44 Ibid. 

 
45 Sharon Todd, “Listening as Attending to the ‘Echo of the Otherwise’: On Suffering, Justice, and 

Education,” Philosophy of Education (2002): 405-12.  
 

46 S. H. Edgerton, “Learning to Listen and Listening to Learn: The Significance of Listening to 
Histories of Trauma” Philosophy of Education (2002): 413-5. 
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need of self-renunciation resonates perfectly with Weil, as I will discuss in the next 

section on the need for detachment. Edgerton raises similar difficulties: “Most people do 

not wish to hear about another’s trauma,” “There is a tendency for people not to believe a 

victim’s testimony,” “Trauma victims can re-experience a trauma should they decide to 

testify and are then not believed.”48 Referencing psychiatrist Judith Lewis Herman, 

Edgerton also points out that “it is tempting to take the side of the perpetrator” rather than 

the victim and “victims may wish to forget the past and move on” because of their feeling 

of powerlessness and lack of support.49 Edgerton ends her article by mentioning Weil’s 

notion of love and self-effacement and acknowledging that Weil’s claim of justice and 

love makes a significant contribute to the discussion of listening in the field of education. 

Returning to the discussion of the role of education, it is not hard to notice that 

today’s education when viewed instrumentally, caters to the logic of force and thus is 

directed to the opposite end of Weil’s suggestion. I raised this issue in Chapter 1: that 

education in many contexts is considered a means of economic prosperity, at either the 

national level or the individual level. We see a definitive statement in the European 

Union’s White Paper Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society, published 

by European Commission in 1996: “[D]ebates over the aims of education are now at an 

end: the purpose of education is to serve the economy.”50 Under the pressure of a 

competitive global economy, greater emphasis is put on STEM (Science, Technology, 
                                                                                                                                            

47 Todd, 406. 
 
48 Edgerton, 413. 

 
49 Ibid.  
 
50 Standish, “Nature and Purposes of Education,” 221. 
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Engineering, and Mathematics) education, while the arts and humanities are 

downplayed.51 Arguably, STEM education is critically important for the national 

economy which is fueled by scientific and technological innovations. The emphasis on 

test scores is a result of such a view of education. More and more people are becoming 

interested in how much salary and social status one can expect from having a college 

degree.52 I do not disagree with such incentives because it is reasonable that one 

considers cost effectiveness in choosing a college to attend, particularly when college 

tuition is soaring and a successful career is no longer assured with a college degree 

because of academic inflation. However, it is regretful that people conceive of education 

primarily as a means of acquiring a desirable career that guarantees social and economic 

privilege.  

In such a climate, equality is one of the main issues in the sociological and 

economic study of education.53 Scholars in sociology and economics analyze whether 

today’s educational system actually decreases inequality and they argue for reforms that 

enhance social mobility and achieve justice as equal opportunity and access. Some argue 

                                                
51 For the current STEM education trend, see the following study: Heather B. Gonzalez and 

Jeffrey J. Kuenzi, “Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) Education: A Primer,” 
Congressional Research Service (2012). For the downplay of the humanities, see, for example, the article 
by Patricia Cohen, “In Tough Times, the Humanities Must Justify Their Worth,” The New York Times, 
February 25, 2009. 
 

52 See the article by Samantha Stainburn, “Following the Money,” The New York Times, August 2, 
2013. James B. Stewart also discusses the same issue in “New Metric for Colleges: Graduates’ Salaries,” 
The New York Times, September 13, 2013.  
 

53 See, for instance, the articles collected in Martin Carnoy’s book “Schooling in a Corporate 
Society.” Although the book is rather dated (first published in 1972), the climate of the research does not 
seem to have changed since. Martin Carnoy, ed., Schooling in a Corporate Society: The Political Economy 
of Education in America (New York: McKay, 1972).  
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that, rather than diminishing inequality, education reproduces social inequality.54 For 

example, high-income parents can “buy” their children a “better” education from early 

childhood. Their chances of being accepted by prestigious colleges and universities are 

higher than for children from low-income parents. As a result, income differences 

between the two groups and so the structure maintains itself, if not enlarged.55 Moreover, 

income is not the only factor, given the other inequalities based on social class, race, 

gender and cultural resources available.56 While I do not deny the value of such analyses, 

they often leave unclear what equality they are supporting, which indicates their lack of 

reflection on the meaning or the purpose of education and their subscription to an 

instrumental view of education.57 They conceive of education as a means of social justice 

understood as an equal distribution of privilege and power.    

Weil would say that the equality fostered in socioeconomic studies of education 

concerns justice on the level of rights, not justice as love. In contrasting justice against 

rights, Weil argued that justice cannot be properly discussed with the language of rights. 

Her point is that the notion of rights concerns the sharing of privilege (like sharing a 

                                                
54 The reproduction theory was introduced by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Pierre Bourdieu 

and Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, trans. Richard Nice (London: 
Sage Publications, 1977).  

 
55 Ryan Wells, “Education’s Effect on Income Inequality: An Economic Globalization 

Perspective,” Globalisation, Societies and Education 4, no. 3 (November 2006): 371-91. 
 

56 See the collection of essays by Michael W. Apple, ed. Cultural and Economic Reproduction in 
Education, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982). 
 

57 Nel Noddings points to the ambiguity of the notion of equality that is tied with the absence of 
reflection on the aims of education (see her Happiness and Education, particularly pages 74-93). For a 
philosophical criticism of the notion of equality in education, see the article by John Wilson, “Education 
and Equality: Some Conceptual Questions,” Oxford Review of Education 17, no. 2 (June 1991): 223-30. 
Wilson points that education is not like a cake which  can be sliced up; this often seems to be one of the 
premises made by people arguing for equality.  
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cake) and such language has a commercial flavor. Her point is well applied to the 

discussion of equality in education as it is conceived instrumentally. She writes: 

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 absurd and base; absurd because privilege is, by definition, 
inequality; and base because it is not worth claiming.58 
  

Although education is viewed as a means of attaining social and economic privilege, it is 

absurd to claim equality because privilege by definition implies inequality. I should note 

that despite her harsh language, Weil would not be totally against the endeavor for 

equality. As I pointed out earlier in this chapter with Winch’s comment, in certain 

situations, fighting for rights is the best way to fight against injustice. Weil would admit 

that fighting for equality is sometimes the best way to fight against injustice. Weil would 

claim, however, that there is a crucial missing component in such a discussion. Justice is 

more than a matter of rights and privilege, and education’s purpose is justice as love. 

Weil thus defines equality very differently from the way socioeconomic studies 

define it. For her, it is not equal opportunity or access to privilege, but equal respect that 

is tied to justice. It is “a vital need of the human soul” and “it consists in a recognition . . . 

that the same amount of respect and consideration is due to every human being”59 

Respect demands that we seek consent from others and thus it is tied to justice as love. 

We need, then, not to rush into fighting against injustice as an inequality of opportunity 

and privilege, but to reconsider what education is as well as what justice is. Weil claims 

that the purpose of education is to nurture justice which is much more than rights and 
                                                

58 Weil, “Human Personality,” 326. 
 
59 NR, 15.  
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equal privilege. Justice requires us to oppose the logic of force and seek equal amounts of 

respect.60  

Some people choose to do manual labor, are proud of their work, and feel happy, 

despite having a lower salary and social status. Nevertheless, education currently does not 

seem to support these individuals and their way of living. By subscribing to and 

enhancing the logic of force, education discourages them and even makes them suffer 

with such a title as “high school graduate” instead of “college graduate.” In reflecting on 

education, we should consider the means of giving proper respect to work that is so 

undervalued; we should pay more attention to those who labor and reconsider what it 

means to work. As Weil writes, “Let us look on the professions of miner and minister 

simply as two different vocations, like those of poet and mathematician. And let the 

material hardships attaching to the miner’s condition be counted in honour of those who 

undergo them.”61 Noddings claims the same point, referring to Walt Whitman’s poems: 

“Who could despise his own work when he sees it celebrated by Walt Whitman?”62 

Noddings continues: 

Perhaps every child [presumably in the US] should hear Walt Whitman’s lovely 
“Song for Occupations” and be invited to create a new song for the present day in 
his or her own place. It is commendable, of course, to give every child and 
opportunity to choose college-related study if he or she is so inclined, but no child 
should be made to feel that other forms of work are only for those who aren’t up 
to the work that really counts. This is a delicate and difficult issue, but teachers 

                                                
60 Given this point, one may wonder if love (justice) for Weil is equal to respect. I cannot discuss 

the distinction substantially. To point out a crucial difference, love demands openness that makes us 
vulnerable to the reality of others, while respect is not. I will touch on vulnerability/danger of love later in 
this chapter when I discuss detachment and madness associated with love.   

 
61 Ibid., 18. 

 
62 Noddings, Happiness and Education, 33. 
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who think it through carefully may begin to stretch the standard curriculum so 
that it includes the interests and talents of all children and not just the few.63 

 
Our conception of career and work should change to such a degree that we no longer find 

it strange when a child from a rich family chooses not to go to college or university but 

instead becomes an apprentice of a plumber, at least as much as a child from a poor 

family aspires to become a doctor. Only then will equality of opportunity create a 

valuable principle. As Noddings rightly notes, this is a delicate issue. But Weil seems to 

offer a way to proceed: the way of justice and love. Refusing the logic of force, we can 

start to value justice and love more than social and economic privilege.  

At this point, then, we can discover, in Weil’s language, the spirituality of labor: 

“The spirituality of work. Work makes us experience in the most exhausting manner the 

phenomenon of finality rebounding like a ball.”64 Such workers are better positioned in 

terms of learning justice not to worship force, but to find meaning and beauty in their 

labor.  

No terrestrial finality separates the workers from God. They alone are so situated. 
All other conditions imply special aims which form a screen between man and 
pure good. But for them no such screen exists. They have nothing superfluous of 
which they have to strip themselves.65 
 

Weil describes how labor can be meaningful despite our prejudice that it is not a job for 

“well-educated” people. Labor may actually be more spiritually rewarding than other jobs 

such as lawyers and executives, whose practice is tightly entangled with the values of 

social and economic privilege.  
                                                

63 Ibid., 35-6. 
 
64 GG, 233. 

 
65 Ibid., 234.	  
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Simply claiming justice as equal opportunity is not wise; what is primal and more 

urgent is challenging the logic of force and pondering what education can do by returning 

to its nature. Weil claims that education should not subscribe to the logic of force. On the 

contrary, it should help us learn not to worship force but to reject its logic. Education 

should nurture love and justice. This thesis demands us to rethink education’s meaning in 

relation to happiness and work because we usually think, like connected beads on a chain, 

that happiness requires good jobs and good jobs require good education.66 Weil’s thesis 

encourages us to challenge this chain linking education, happiness, and work and instead 

closely examine the beauty of each bead.  

 

3. 5. Detachment 

Having discussed Weil’s notion of attention as justice and love, I would like to 

turn to two critical concerns here. The first concern is the difficulty of seeing the 

suffering of others, which Weil considers as vital to justice and love. The second is the 

concern that such justice as the rejection of force is absurd and mad. In this section, I 

discuss the former, and will address the latter in the next section. 

The first concern involves the difficulty of seeing others in affliction, which is 

never easy. Weil claims that we need detachment to see this reality of affliction and it is 

miraculously difficult. She writes: 

                                                
66 Weil as usual leaves paradoxical claims about happiness. On one hand, she claims that 

happiness is only available to those who fully develop attention (GG, 68-9). On the other hand, she claims 
that happiness concerns earthly objects or, in Weil’s language, metaxu—“which warm and nourish the soul” 
such as “home, country, traditions, culture, etc.” that are means for developing attention (GG, 202). This 
point of happiness returns to the discussion of a regulative ideal and essentialism of attention in Chapter 2. 
Discussing Weil’s understanding of happiness and comparing it with Nel Noddings’ Happiness and 
Education is one of my future assignments.  
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Those who are unhappy have no need for anything in this world but people 
capable of giving them their attention. The capacity to give one’s attention to a 
sufferer is a very rare and difficult thing; it is almost a miracle; it is a miracle. 
Nearly all those who think they have this capacity do not possess it. Warmth of 
heart, impulsiveness, pity are not enough. . . . The love of our neighbor in all its 
fullness simply means being able to say to him: “What are you going through?” It 
is a recognition that the sufferer exists, not only as a unit in collection, or a 
specimen from the social category labeled “unfortunate,” but as a man, exactly 
like us, who was one day stamped with a special mark by affliction. For this 
reason it is enough, but it is indispensable, to know how to look at him in a certain 
way. This way of looking is first of all attentive. The soul empties itself of all its 
own contents in order to receive into itself the being it is looking at, just as he is, 
in all his truth. Only he who is capable of attention can do this.67 
 

In this passage, we may confirm the link between attention as justice and a special mode 

of seeing. To see afflicted people as themselves is to recognize their reality as human 

beings with whom we share the same condition of human misery. Any display and pose 

of a warm heart or pity are inadequate if accompanied by the thought that they are 

different from us. Such a pose often results from our seeing them in categories of 

“unfortunate” persons. By categorizing, we separate them from us and consider that their 

suffering has nothing to do with us. As I noted earlier in this chapter, we are required to 

see ourselves in the suffering of others. The words “What are you going through?” is 

expressed in the same spirit as a spirit seeking consent from others. Their suffering 

matters and one cannot help wonder about it. Weil claims this manner of addressing 

others is extremely difficult, and even calls it a miracle.  

The reason for this difficulty is that the manner of addressing others requires 

detachment and involves significant pain in going against the natural tendency. The 

notion of detachment plays a crucial role in Weil’s philosophy and requires separate 

                                                
67 WG, 114-5. 
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consideration. Because my purpose here is only to articulate the difficulty of seeing the 

reality of affliction in terms of justice and love, I will not offer a comprehensive 

discussion. Instead, I will provide only a brief overview of the notion that suffices to 

inform the difficulty.  

In the passage above, Weil only states that this manner of addressing others in 

affliction requires us to empty our souls and it is the reason for its miraculous difficulty. 

In another passage, she mentions the need for detachment, providing more details about 

its difficulty: 

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, 
anything 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 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. . . . 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.68 
 

Here, although Weil talks about listening rather than seeing, her point is basically the 

same. It concerns a manner of addressing others in affliction. Weil explains that 

acknowledging the reality of affliction requires us to experience “non-being,” “the death 

of the soul” or self-annihilation. What each means, she explains, is thinking and 

                                                
68 Weil, “Human Personality,” 332. Similarly, Weil writes: “Renunciation demands that we should 

pass through anguish equivalent to that which would be caused in reality by the loss of all loved beings and 
all possessions, including our faculties and attainments in the order of intelligence and character, our 
opinions, beliefs concerning what is good, what is stable, etc.” (GG, 82-3). 
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imagining a situation as if it is real: that is, one loses every possession as part of one’s 

identity, including the dearest people, objects, and ideas of greatest value, as well as 

one’s past achievements and future aspirations. We could call it one’s natural history.69 

Because each of us is attached to a natural history that constitutes our identity, losing 

everything is tremendously painful even if it happens only in our thoughts and 

imagination.  

Weil thinks this kind of detachment is necessary because of our persistent natural 

tendency to place ourselves at the center of the universe. Weil calls this natural tendency 

gravity. She thinks that human souls are governed by the principle of necessity analogous 

to the gravity of physical bodies.70 “All the natural movements of the soul are controlled 

by laws analogous to those of physical gravity. Grace is the only exception.”71 The 

natural movement of all human souls is dominated by mechanical necessity, which 

drives them to a lower state just as a physical body is pulled down by physical gravity. 

Here, lower states mean states that are defined by lower ideals and feelings that originate 

in putting ourselves at the center of importance. Some examples Weil mentions would be 

helpful here. She writes, “the same suffering is much harder to bear for a high motive 

                                                
69 I found the word “natural history” in Winch’s The Just Balance (221).  
 
70 Weil uses the word “necessity” in a different sense. It is a physical or cosmological necessity 

which is different from necessity working in a human being, that will be discussed later in this section. 
Weil considers this necessity is both a cause of human misery and a divine gift or God’s expression of 
Himself. Weil	  writes: “Relentless necessity, wretchedness, distress, the crushing burden of poverty, and of 
labor which wears us out, cruelty, torture, violent death, constraint, disease—all theses constitute divine 
love. It is God who in love withdraws from us so that we can love him. . . . Necessity is the screen set 
between God and us so that we can be” (GG, 78-9).  Also, “The sun shines on the just and on the unjust. . . . 
God makes himself necessity” (GG, 90). I will return to this ambiguity in the use of the word “necessity” 
later in this chapter. 
 

71 GG, 45. 
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than for the base one (the people who stood motionless from one to eight o’clock in the 

morning for the sake of having an egg, would have found it difficult to do so in order to 

save a human life).”72 Satisfying one’s appetite for food has more appeal than fulfilling 

one’s moral duties. People are more easily motivated by lower aims because they are 

more concerned about their advantage. Seen from a self-centered perspective, the eggs 

we eat are more important than the lives of total strangers. Weil also gives examples of 

lower feelings such as fear, covetousness, desire to break records, outward honors, envy, 

and resentment.73 These also are the result of placing ourselves at the center of 

importance. For instance, for fear of losing fame and honor, a man may claim another’s 

work as his own and be deceitful about it. Being so concerned about his advantage, he 

cannot afford to see from the position of the person from whom he stole the work. A 

woman who is envious of her friend may try to ignore her and avoid contact with her. 

The existence of this friend challenges and deprives her of self-importance and pride, and 

she is more concerned about those feelings than about her friend. Relating this self-

centeredness to the discussion of force, we can understand that seeing others as a means 

to our ends is exactly like seeing them from our self-centered perspective.74   

                                                
72 Ibid., 46. 

 
73 Ibid., 52-3. 
 
74 I should comment on the relationship between gravity and force. We notice that gravity is used 

primarily to make an analogy between physical gravity and moral gravity, and thus concerns natural 
necessity functioning within a subject’s soul. Force, on the other hand, has objective dimension. It is the 
effect of necessity that comes from without. Hence, force is defined as that which turns a man into a thing. 
Weil would find odd if one said that we exert gravity on others (I owe this point to Eric O. Springsted). 
Moreover, gravity is contrasted with grace, which is not the case for force (I owe this point to Megan 
Laverty). However, as Weil herself sometimes uses these terms interchangeably, the difference between the 
two notions does not seem strict. (See, for instance, her essay entitled “Morality and Literature,” in which 
Weil uses the word gravity in discussing force. The essay is included in The Simone Weil Reader.) As far as 
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 This natural tendency towards self-centeredness is at work in seeing the reality of 

the afflicted. In the quotation above, Weil mentions how the “naked spectacle of 

affliction makes the soul shudder as the flesh shudders at the proximity of death.” This 

statement suggests that seeing and listening to the afflicted go against the natural 

movement of the soul. There is a strong tendency to avoid seeing the suffering of others 

because facing it demands that we change our position in the universe, which can cause 

us significant pain. As Weil writes:  

The relations between destiny and the human soul, the extent to which each soul 
creates its own destiny, the question of what elements in the soul are transformed 
by merciless necessity as it tailors the soul to fit the requirements of shifting fate, 
and of what elements can on the other hand be preserved, through the exercise of 
virtue and through grace—this whole question is fraught with temptations to 
falsehood, temptations that are positively enhanced by pride, by shame, by hatred, 
contempt, indifference, by the will to oblivion or to ignorance. Moreover, nothing 
is so rare as to see misfortune fairly portrayed; the tendency is either to treat the 
unfortunate person as though catastrophe were his natural vocation, or to ignore 
the effects of misfortune on the soul, to assume, that is, that the soul can suffer 
and remain unmarked by it, can fail, in fact, to be recast in misfortune’s image.75 
 

Temptations keep us away from seeing the reality, which in this case is about how human 

beings can be affected by a fate we cannot control. Our life is under the influence of 

merciless necessity that can occasionally break and change who we are, despite our 

strongest efforts to stay together. It is painful to admit that we are so conditioned, and it is 

difficult to contemplate that any affliction we encounter can one day be ours. Being self-

centered, we stay in our comfortable niche rather than admit the reality—our reality—of 

the afflicted. Weil mentions how lower feelings and desires enhance our temptations. Out 

                                                                                                                                            
I know, no research has been done on the difference between the two notions. In any event, I do not intend 
to differentiate them in this study.  

 
75 Weil, Iliad, 28. 
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of pride, a person wants to believe that privileged positions are the result of sheer 

capacity and effort and the affliction of others is “theirs,” not “mine.” He blames and 

despises afflicted people, thinking they are responsible for their own suffering. For him, 

admitting otherwise would be to compare himself with them and can create shame which 

is uncomfortable. Whatever reveals to this person the unfavorable reality causes him to 

hate, ignore, and forget them.  

 Thus, seeing the suffering of others is difficult because it requires one to decenter 

the self. To do so, one needs to learn that “I” am not the center of the world and to lose 

the sense of self-importance. Words such as the death of the soul, non-being, and self-

annihilation refer to the experience of suffering. Because we are attached to the natural 

history of our self that is full of treasures we claim to need, we are challenged in the task. 

As one experiences suffering, one gradually learns to decenter. This is equivalent to 

learning the impossibility of love that I mentioned in Chapter 2. Through experience of 

love and loss (suffering), one gradually learns that nothing in this world can be the object 

of love and thus love’s object ultimately is nothing, unless we deceive ourselves with an 

imaginative God. This form of love is detached from any mundane desires. Through the 

suffering of love, we gradually learn to decenter the self and nurture attention to love 

truly.       

Weil believes detachment is necessary or else we continue to place our self at the 

center of the universe and see others and the world only from that narrow perspective. 

We fail to see the reality of the afflicted and partake in justice. However, we may rightly 
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ask: Why should anyone undergo suffering to see the reality of the others who suffer and 

love them? Is this not mad and absurd?     

 

3. 6. Madness 

As already proffered, Weil views justice as the rejection of force, and not exerting 

power over another even when doing so is easy and tempting. Justice resides in 

recognizing the power to refuse and seek consent from others when it is totally 

unnecessary. Although we can admit there is a certain beauty in this view of justice, we 

cannot ignore the voice that says it is naïve, absurd, and even mad.  

Such an objection is beautifully presented by Calicles in Plato’s Gorgias.76 He 

argues it is perfectly just that the strong rule the weak, and it is absurd to reject power and 

insane to negate the logic of force, to use our language. In this dialogue, Socrates 

discusses the just use of rhetoric. He claims that rhetoric should not be used for the sake 

of concealing injustice and wrongly benefitting. Instead, rhetoric should be used to 

persuade people to be just. In responding to Polus, an interlocutor preceding Callicles—

the prime interlocutor of the dialogue, Socrates says:   

Then for pleading in defense of injustice, whether it is oneself or one's parents or 
friends or children or country that has done the wrong, rhetoric is of no use to us 
at all, Polus; except one were to suppose, perchance, to the contrary, that a man 
ought to accuse himself first of all, and in the second place his relations or anyone 
else of his friends who may from time to time be guilty of wrong; and, instead of 
concealing the iniquity, to bring it to light in order that he may pay the penalty 
and be made healthy; and, moreover, to compel both himself and his neighbors 
not to cower away but to submit with closed eyes and good courage, as it were, to 
the cutting and burning of the surgeon, in pursuit of what is good and fair, and 
without reckoning in the smart: if his crimes have deserved a flogging, he must 

                                                
76 Thrasymachus in The Republic is another character to mention. 
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submit to the rod; if fetters, to their grip; if a fine, to its payment; if banishment, to 
be banished; or if death, to die; himself to be the first accuser either of himself or 
of his relations, and to employ his rhetoric for the purpose of so exposing their 
iniquities that they may be relieved of that greatest evil, injustice.77  

 
In his analogy between health and justice, Socrates claims that it is better to be properly 

punished when one does wrong because it helps one live along with justice. Being 

punished is better than not being punished for a wrongdoing. Thus, one should eagerly 

accuse the crime of his family and those close to him more than the unjust behavior of 

any others. Using the same reason, he claims it is better to be wronged by someone than 

to do wrong to him.78  

Unable to raise any objection to this Socrates’ perplexing claim, Polus surrenders 

to him. Callicles, unconvinced and feeling discontent, doubts whether Socrates is serious 

about his claim of justice and asks Chaerephon, an inactive participant of the dialogue, 

“Tell me, Chaerephon, is Socrates in earnest over this, or only joking?”79 For Callicles, 

Socrates’ claim of justice is nothing but a joke; its absurdity is obvious.80 Many people 

today must be sympathetic to Callicles. Who would be eager to charge one’s own crimes 

and crimes of people close to us? Is it not much easier to relate ourselves to a person who 

                                                
77 Plato, Gorgias, 480b-c, quoted from Perseus Project: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/.  

 
78 Ibid., 479d-e. 

 
79 Ibid., 481b. 

 
80 Marina Barabas, taking up Calicles’ claim in the Gorgias, articulates the madness (strangeness) 

of Socrates. She interprets Plato’s Symposium, particularly the speech by Aristophanes, and claims that his 
speech is a charge raised against Socrates. Referencing The Cloud, Barabas says that the criticism concerns 
hubris, which means excess of human limits: by desiring the impossible, Socrates forgets that he is a 
human being and believes he can reach the gods’ place, therefore lacking moderation. This, of course, is 
Socrates’ strangeness. Barabas ends the article with a brief note on the possibility of defending Socrates 
against this verdict. It seems to me that Barabas, who translated Weil’s essay on justice, is thinking of Weil 
as someone who inherits and succeeds Socrates’ spirit. Marina Barabas, “The Strangeness of Socrates,” 
Philosophical Investigations 9, no. 2 (1986): 89-110.    



 123 

tries to hide the crime of her close friend? If we know we can absolutely escape a penalty, 

would we really want to turn ourselves in to the police? Socrates’ argument might be 

logically understandable, but we too would like to ask along with Callicles whether 

Socrates is serious.   

Moreover, Socrates leaves an important question unanswered: In what way can 

we confirm that the analogy between justice and health is valid? In other words, is it 

really the case that being punished when we do wrong benefits us? Socrates may claim 

that justice is beneficial in itself just as health is. However, it is not persuasive unless he 

can show in what way justice is valuable in itself. He neither shows this nor he does 

adequately define what justice is in this dialogue. He simply uses this analogy and ends 

the dialogue with the myth of judgment after death.81  

Callicles rejects Socrates’ argument and deploys his own definition of justice. He 

provides a naturalistic definition of justice, claiming it is allowing strong people to have 

more. As Callicles claims:      

I suppose the makers of the laws are the weaker sort of men, and the more 
numerous. So it is with a view to themselves and their own interest that they make 
their laws and distribute their praises and censures; and to terrorize the stronger 
sort of folk who are able to get an advantage, and to prevent them from getting 
one over them, they tell them, that such aggrandizement is foul and unjust, and 
that wrongdoing is just this endeavor to get the advantage of one's neighbors: for I 
expect they are well content to see themselves on an equality, when they are so 
inferior. So this is why by convention it is termed unjust and foul to aim at an 
advantage over the majority, and why they call it wrongdoing: but nature, in my 
opinion, herself proclaims the fact that it is right for the better to have advantage 
of the worse, and the abler of the feebler. It is obvious in many cases that this is 
so, not only in the animal world, but in the states and races, collectively, of men—

                                                
81 Plato, Gorgias, 523a.   
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that right has been decided to consist in the sway and advantage of the stronger 
over the weaker.82 

 
Callicles here distinguishes justice by nature (phusis) and justice by convention (nomos). 

He criticizes justice by convention because it is justice created by masses of weak and 

inferior people. They construct laws to hold down the power of superior people and 

protect themselves. By making the law claim that it is unjust to acquire more advantage 

than others, they safeguard their own share. Instead of this sick justice, Callicles 

advocates justice by nature that will allow stronger people, who are “healthier” and have 

more abilities than others, to be the masters of those who are inferior. Callicles thus 

concludes that justice (of convention) and temperance are ugly and harmful, and make 

superior people unhappy.83 It disturbs them to utilize their natural gifts and restrains their 

freedom to satisfy their desires and appetites. Callicles thus rephrases his justice:    

Natural fairness and justice, I tell you now quite frankly, is this—that he who 
would live rightly should let his desires be as strong as possible and not chasten 
them, and should be able to minister to them when they are at their height by 
reason of his manliness and intelligence, and satisfy each appetite in turn with 
what it desires.84 

 
Desires and appetites should not be restricted by conventional justice or any other virtues. 

It is by nature just that we have more desires and stronger appetites, and strive to satisfy 

them.  

                                                
82 Ibid., 483b-d. One can associate Callicles’ claim with Nietzsche’s particularly in The Genealogy 

of Morals where he attacks traditional Christian morality as the morality of slave and advocates for the 
morality of the strong. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce Homo, trans. Walter 
Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage Books, 1989). 

 
83 Plato, Gorgias, 492b. 

 
84 Ibid., 491e-492a. 
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As I quoted earlier in this chapter, Callicles’ claim is the same with that of the 

Athenians by Thucydides that Weil quotes: “Regarding the gods we have the belief, 

regarding men the certainty that by a necessity of nature each one always commands 

wherever he has the power to do so.”85 The people of Melos appeal to divine justice, 

while the Athenians reject it, saying justice by nature is on the side of the powerful.86 

Although Weil claims that justice means rejecting force and seeking consent from others, 

particularly the weak, it is very hard not to admit that this sort of justice is absurd. Who 

would reject force when it can bring good (or goods) to them? If one rejects goods, others 

will take them and one will have nothing while others enjoy all the advantages. What 

reward comes from partaking in a justice devoid of mundane privilege? Plato’s (or 

Socrates’) typical response is that the reward of justice is justice in itself.87 But what 

value there is in justice in itself other than the goods attached to it?88 No comprehensive 

response, as far as I know, is available. It is then absurd to strive for justice, while it is 

perfectly sane to subscribe to the logic of force. 

 Indeed, Weil admits this sort of justice is absurd. She calls this justice a madness 

of love. A person who seeks justice in Weil’s sense would appear absurd and insane to 

                                                
85 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 1.  

 
86 We see the same contrast in Weil’s essay on Antigone, a Greek tragedy by Sophocles (see 

“Antigone,” in Simone Weil, Intimations of Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks, 18-23) In the essay, 
Weil contrasts two conceptions of justice: one is divine justice according to Antigone, the other is the 
mundane justice that Creon claims as the king of Thebe.     
 

87 Agreeing with Plato, Weil thinks the reward of justice cannot be other than itself. That is why 
she says we love God only as nothing, which I discussed in Chapter 2. 
 

88 At this point, Plato gives up arguments (logos) and tells myths. See the ending of Gorgias 
(523a-) as well as Book 10 of The Republic. It is worth asking if Plato’s use of myths is convincing and 
why Plato chooses to tell myths to show the validity or plausibility of his position. 
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reasonable people who follow the logic of force and take advantage of power whenever 

possible. “Men struck by the madness of love need to see the faculty of free consent 

spreading throughout this world, in all forms of human life, for all human beings.”89 A 

just person is taken by the thought of whether the afflicted have the chance to consent 

freely, particularly in their suffering. If not, it torments a just person because he 

recognizes each person’s sacredness and loves each one. 

Men mad with love for their fellows suffer under the thought that everywhere in 
the world human beings serve as intermediaries to the will of others without 
having consented to it. They find it unbearable to know that this is often true of 
their own will and of that of the groups to which they belong. In all their actions 
and thoughts relating to human beings, whatever be the nature of the relation, 
each man, without exception, appears to them as constituted by a faculty to 
consent freely to the good through love, a faculty imprisoned in the soul and in 
flesh.90 

 
A just person suffers from observing people being used without consent as a means for 

others’ ends. It is unbearable for a just person to learn that he participates in a 

relationship of means and ends. Weil notes that this consent has to be a free consent. 

There are some cases when oppressed people reluctantly agree with their oppressors. If a 

young woman consents to work as a prostitute to support her otherwise starving family, it 

is not a free consent unless another possible solution is provided for her.  

A person so concerned about the illegitimate suffering of others abandons his 

privileges and goods for the sake of justice and love. “[The madness of love] compels one 

to abandon everything for compassion and . . . to empty oneself.”91 Here, emptying the 

                                                
89 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 4. 

 
90 Ibid. 

 
91 Ibid., 9. 
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self means decentering the self, as noted in the previous section. Weil states: “It truly is 

madness. It hurls one into risks one cannot run if one has given one’s heart to anything at 

all that belongs to this world, be it a great cause, a Church or a country.”92 A person 

caught in the madness of love looks like an idiot because he seems not to calculate the 

advantages or disadvantages of his situation as normal human beings naturally do 

everyday. His value is totally different. He risks his own goods and well-beings to 

achieve justice that is the manifestation of the capacity of free consent for everyone 

around the world.  

Dostoevsky’s The Idiot beautifully illustrates a person who has the madness of 

love and justice.93 As the title implies, the person is an idiot, one who looks mad to others, 

but is capable of love and justice. Prince Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin is a young man in 

his late twenties. After spending several years in a sanatorium in Switzerland because of 

his mental and intellectual disorder, he returns to Russia and visits his distant relatives in 

St. Petersburg. There, he meets Nastassya Filippovna, another main character of the story. 

When Nastassya was young, her family went bankrupt and she was cared for by a 

wealthy aristocrat who anticipated her beauty. Because of this man and the Russian high 

society, she was corrupted and deprived of her dignity as a human being. She acts 

recklessly and lives perversely. Most people despise her. Women look down on her fickle 

and prodigal life. A man, charmed and obsessed by her appearance, tries to possess her 

and ignores her dignity. Another man tries to marry her for her property and fortune 

                                                
92 Ibid. 

 
93 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Idiot, trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: 

Vintage Books, 2003). 
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promised by her immoral guardian who intends to ditch her and marry a younger woman. 

Only Myshkin recognizes Nastassya’s pain and suffering in her eyes and is attracted by 

the true beauty hidden behind her degenerate appearance and life style. I understand 

Myshkin’s loving look toward Nastassya as exemplifying Weil’s notion of attention.94 It 

is not that he gets lost in his feeling for her. It is often said that love is blind, but his love 

is not the result of blindness. Only he can see Nastassya’s true being.95 He respects her, 

confesses his love to her, and asks her to live with him.  

Recognizing Myshkin’s deep feeling for her and the wisdom behind his strange 

manner of behavior which is alien to Russian high society, Nastassya loves him too. 

However, she leaves him for another man (Rogozhin), thinking that she cannot ruin 

Myshikin’s otherwise hopeful life. Myshkin cannot bear to let her continue her wretched 

life and chases her down without minding his own life. He spends his fortune and 

sacrifices his possible happy marriage with Aglaya, the youngest daughter of General 

Yepanhchin, with whom he fell in love romantically.96 For him, knowing that Nastassya 

is continuing her life of affliction is unbearable and this concern consumes his mind, 

leaving no space for his romance. Those who care about him, especially the Yepanchin 

family including Aglaya and their friends, do not understand him and they feel sad and 
                                                

94 It is known that with the novel The Idiot, Dostoevsky intended to describe an unconditionally 
good man and took Christ as his model; Christ is also Weil’s model of a person who is capable of attention. 
“What man is capable of discerning such souls unless Christ himself looks through his eyes?” (WG, 119). 
 

95 Here we must notice that the madness of love is different from being madly in love, i.e., getting 
lost in one’s feelings. Weil’s madness of love is the opposite of blindness; it is a vision. A just person can 
see the reality of suffering so well that he cannot stop worrying about it. 
 

96 Explaining to Aglaya why he had to chase down Nastassya, Myshkin tells Aglaya that he loves 
her, but he also loves Nastassya albeit differently. I understand that he is romantically attracted to Aglaya 
as a man, but his love for Nastassya is beyond romantic love and is closer to friendship. I need to think 
about this point further.   
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even angry. In the end, Myshkin loses Nastassya in a tragic incident. His illness relapses 

and he returns to the sanatorium. 

Weil’s justice and love involve a certain kind of madness that is comparable to 

Myshkin’s idiocy. Her idea should bother us and turn us back to the concern of whether 

the ideal is inhabitable, which I addressed in Chapter 2. As the title of Dostoevsky’s book 

suggests, this love is idiotic. Perhaps only an abnormal and sick person can manifest love 

to that degree. Myshkin, at the end, returns to the sanatorium, which suggests that a 

person like him who truly loves another person has no place in society. In a similar way, 

Weil’s justice might have no place in this world. Although it is noble of Weil to say we 

should renounce any power that allows us to treat others as a means for our ends and 

reject the logic of force, it is perhaps absurd and mad—as Weil herself admits.  

If justice is absurd and love is madness, Weil’s thesis of the purpose of education 

leads to a dangerous implication. To make it short and direct, Weil claims the purpose pf 

education is to nurture this absurdity and madness. How can we agree with this 

astounding claim? Who would want to be educated in that way? How can we allow our 

children to learn to love, knowing it implies madness?     

Nevertheless, I believe it is still valuable to present this love and justice as an idea. 

Weil would say that such a complaint against her thesis is the result of the lack of 

observation and contact with the reality of human suffering. As I continue to emphasize, 

Weil is a realist. Her view of love and justice is a result of her acute observations of the 

reality of human suffering. Her claim about justice contrasting with rights and the notion 
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of force are developed through her own experiences of participating in labor union 

activity, factory work, and the Spanish civil war.97 Indeed, she writes: 

Those who do not realize this [justice as love that is distinct from justice as rights] 
have either never been in one of those situations where there is every license for 
injustice, or else were so entrenched in falsehood as to believe that they had no 
difficulty in acting justly.98 
 

We find it hard to agree with Weil’s thesis of justice as a madness of love because of our 

inability to realize the reality of how difficult justice is and how evil we can be under the 

influence of force. If one has never possessed power, one cannot know its dangers. If one 

realizes the persistent influence of force, one will realize the rarity of justice. If we think 

Weil’s view is absurd or insane, it might be that we do not take the reality of human 

suffering as seriously as she does. We should ask ourselves whether we want to ignore 

the reality of other people’s suffering and affirm the logic of force, or face their reality 

and seek justice. We might not be able to choose immediately; however, it could at least 

be said that we should not ignore Weil’s view merely by saying it is absurd and insane. 

The choice requires time and thought. We do not know what would happen if people 

begin to see the reality of human suffering and take it more seriously.  

It might be that Weil has the point and we really need the madness rather than 

sanity. As she writes,  

The madness of love, once it has seized a human being, completely transforms the 
modalities of action and thought. . . . It is not doctrines, conceptions, inclinations, 
intentions, wants, which thus transform the mechanism of human thought. For this 
madness is needed.99 

                                                
97 See the biography by Pétrement. 

 
98 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 5. 
 
99 Ibid., 4. 
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If we want education to be truly transformative, i.e., to improve our manner of action and 

thought from the depth, the madness of love seems indispensable. It cannot be achieved 

either by teaching doctrines or moral concepts or by education of moral inclinations, 

intentions, desires, and emotions.100 Weil perfectly understands the difficulty of her thesis 

of justice as madness and yet she means it. Then we may also interpret The Idiot’s 

madness differently. Instead of the impossibility of love in the society, Dostoevsky 

showed us that although it must involve obvious difficulties, a person like Myshkin and 

his virtues are incredibly needed. 

Even if it sounds insane to contemplate an education of madness for children, we 

should note that this is largely because our adult mindset is so firmly established. It does 

not allow us to view the world of values in any other way. Weil’s thesis of justice and 

love may be alien to our way of thinking and so we find it absurd and mad. But if we 

adults begin to realize the value of Weil’s thesis, it might become less difficult to 

consider an education of children based on her idea. Weil gives a moderate note of hope 

for such a possibility. “If the order of the universe is a wise order, there must sometimes 

be moments when, from the point of view of earthly reason, only the madness of love is 

                                                
100 It is worth thinking further about the nature of Weil’s moral education. It is clear that she 

rejects any type of moral education that simply teaches principles of right and wrong, or good and bad. She 
also seems to reject a type of education that cultivates certain moral inclinations, intentions, desires, and 
emotions. In short, education of a moral disposition also sounds inadequate to Weil. For her, it seems that 
morality is not a thing to be cultivated. It is already within us, as Rousseau believes in claiming General 
Will, or as Kant postulates as Good Will. What is needed is “negative” moral education, not to cultivate it, 
but to discover it. 

 



 132 

reasonable.”101 Perhaps we need to reflect on our adult mindset before we think about 

education for children. 

 

3. 7. Summary 

In this chapter, we focused on the moral aspect of attention, i.e., justice and love. 

Weil views justice as not merely a matter of rights, but as a synonymous for love. Justice 

is rejecting the logic of force that intoxicates us and makes us dominate and exploit 

others blindly. This requires us to see the reality of others’ suffering and recognizing 

ourselves in it. In this way, we see others as themselves, and not as a means for our ends. 

We recognize in others the power to refuse and to seek consent from them. Contrary to 

Weil’s claim of attention as the purpose of education, education today seems to subscribe 

to the logic of force. This prevalent instrumental view of education reduces it to a means 

of success in an economic competition; far from renouncing and nurturing justice, it 

worships force. Weil’s thesis urges us to think of what it means to educate and to 

recognize justice and love as education’s crucial task.  

The issue, however, is not simple. Weil’s thesis should not be agreed on and 

accepted so easily. I noted that the mode of seeing that Weil’s justice demands of us is 

extremely difficult. It requires a radical degree of detachment that she expressed with 

such words as “death of the soul” and “annihilation of the self”; this detachment goes 

against the natural necessity. Furthermore, this concept of justice may seem absurd and 

mad. It seems perfectly sane to hold on to the logic of force. Weil admits as such, but she 

                                                
101 Weil, “Are We Struggling for Justice?” 10. 



 133 

also believes that we may understand that such justice is what we truly need if we see the 

reality of the afflicted and choose to attend to their suffering. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Apprenticeship in Reading and the Method of Contemplation 

In Chapter 3, I focused on the moral aspect of attention, where attention is 

synonymous with justice and love. Taking up three of Weil’s essays, I discussed her 

notion of force and argued that we need to refuse the logic of force and not worship it in 

order to partake in justice and love. I emphasized the importance of seeing the suffering 

of others in this endeavor. Although I pointed out the difficulty of achieving such seeing 

and noted the need for detachment, I did not discuss much about how we can learn that 

special mode of vision. I complement this lack of discussion as I proceed with this 

chapter. In other words, the emphasis of this chapter is how attention is compared with 

what attention is, which was the emphasis of the previous chapter.   

I continue to explore the notion of attention from another crucial angle. The 

central theme here is the notion of reading. Not only is it a key notion in Weil’s 

philosophy as a whole, but I have two reasons why this notion should be discussed 

comprehensively in this chapter. First, the notion of reading is pertinent to the issue we 

left at the end of Chapter 3, namely the special mode of seeing. I will explain this notion 

shortly, but to note in brief, it concerns one’s perspective. What we see as reality is what 

we read from our perspective. In this sense, reading is an alternative or, for the reasons I 

mention below, a refined notion of seeing. As I wrote in Chapter 3, Weil thinks our 

natural untrained perspective is self-centered. To be capable of attention and partake in 

justice and love, we need to decenter the self so that we can see the reality of others, 

particularly those in affliction. 
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The second—but perhaps more important—reason is that this notion has 

significant implications for our discussion of the purpose of education. Getting to the 

heart of the matter upfront, Weil thinks that we need to learn to read better, and this is 

equivalent to the nurturance of attention. Hence, reading better should be the purpose of 

education. As blunt as this sounds, we should ask: Why should the purpose of education 

be to learn to read well? The discussion in this chapter will provide a response. But to 

anticipate its relevance, it would be helpful to look at Amélie Rorty’s article on reading. 

Asking “Why bother learning to read well?” Rorty concludes, “Learning to read well is 

on the way to learning to live well.”1 Although the article devotes much space to tips for 

reading books and other texts, Rorty views reading as a much broader notion, as she 

writes in opening the essay: “Virtually all we do involves reading.” Similarly, Weil 

formulates the notion of reading broadly and relates it to how we live. She considers that 

the reality is what we read, and by changing how we read, we change how we act, love, 

and live in this world. The purpose of education then is an apprenticeship in reading. It is 

through an apprenticeship in reading that we learn attention and love. 

Unlike the previous chapter that focused on the moral aspect of attention, i.e., 

justice as love of other people, this chapter, through the notion of reading, concerns 

another crucial aspect: the love of God. I find an understanding of this aspect is 

indispensable to understanding the notion of attention properly. The notion of attention 

depends much on Weil’s insight into the relationship between God and human beings and 

                                                
1 Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, “The Ethics of Reading: A Traveler’s Guide,” Educational Theory 47, 

no. 1 (Winter, 1997): 85-9. 
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it cannot be other than a religious or spiritual notion.2 I will start this chapter by 

explaining the notion of reading and discuss that the change of reading Weil suggests is 

the imitation of divine action with His quasi-perspective.3 From the divine quasi-

perspective, the existence of suffering and human misery is recognized as the gap 

between God and human beings, and this gap is understood as the result of His love. 

When suffering, a person usually asks why “I” have to suffer and blames the incident and 

its causes. As we change the reading, we stop seeing suffering from a self-centered 

perspective and start seeing it more from the divine quasi-perspective, and thus receive it 

as God’s love. The change of reading, then, opens up the possibility of a radical level of 

love at which we can accept the existence of human affliction and the most abhorrent 

incidents of this world. Our love of God arises through our change in how we read: we 

love God even though He allows the existence of human misery in this world.  

I will address two critical responses concerning the love of God. First, it is a fair 

response to ask if Weil glorifies suffering in suggesting such a radical form of love. 

Indeed, I must admit that she does glorify suffering with the idea that we should learn to 

read human suffering as the representation of God’s love. I will note, however, that it is 

important to acknowledge how Weil glorifies it. She does not glorify a particular 

suffering nor a particular person who experiences it. The idea that God chooses and 

favors a particular person and makes him or her suffer from a particular incident is 

completely alien to her. 
                                                

2 I already discussed in Chapter 2 how Weil’s religious language could be received. 
 

3 It is a quasi-perspective since God does not have a perspective. I will clarify this point later in 
this chapter. For simplicity, I use the phrase “imitating the divine” to mean imitating divine action that 
embodies this quasi-perspective. 
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The other concern is that it seems improper to suggest such a radical level of love 

as the purpose of education. How can we imagine an education that teaches us to love 

everything? In response, I would first like to confirm that I use the term “education” in its 

broadest sense, not limiting it to mean school education alone. It is perhaps unreasonable 

to aim at such a radical level of love for school children. However, what we are 

considering here is education that extends life-long, and school education is considered as 

its preparation.  

What I find more important to point out in addition to this note, though, is that 

there are different levels in reading. The purpose of education is not just achieving the 

highest point, but learning to read at higher levels. In fact, the imitation of the divine 

above must not be understood as transcending all perspectives. Rather, Weil claims the 

superposition of multiple readings. To learn to read better is to create a comprehensive 

reading that incorporates different readings.  

Thus instead of directly suggesting the love of God as the purpose of education, 

we can understand that Weil proposes a method of contemplation. As we will see, Weil’s 

contemplation is a little different and its primary object is contradiction. Superposing 

multiple readings that are different from each other necessarily involves contradictions, 

but this should not be understood as a negative. Weil repeatedly claims that contradiction 

pulls us up, which I understand to mean as gradually learning to superpose readings and 

read better through the contemplation of the contradiction. Indeed, one important sense of 

the superposition of multiple readings is realizing that one’s reading is just one of many 

readings of other people, and this realization is initiated by finding a contradiction 
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between one’s reading and another person’s reading. This returns to the sense of justice I 

discussed in Chapter 3. Justice as seeking consent from others is understood as the 

acceptance of those individuals’ readings. It is recognizing another person as being 

capable of reading and whose reading potentially culminates in consenting to God’s love 

and loving Him. In contemplating the contradiction and making good use of it, we learn 

to superpose multiple readings, which is equivalent with nurturing attention. The purpose 

of education therefore is to learn the method of contemplation.  

 

4. 1. The Notion of Reading 

The notion of reading appears broadly throughout Weil’s texts. However, one 

essay thoroughly deals with this notion and it is simply titled “Essay on the Notion of 

Reading.”4 Peter Winch counts this essay as one of the most important of Weil’s texts, 

and scholars such as Eric O. Springsted, Diogenes Allen, and Martin Andic have written 

about it. Thus, I will rely heavily on this essay in discussing the notion of reading.5 Weil 

begins the essay by writing: “What we are here attempting to define is a notion which has 

not yet received a suitable name, and to which the name “reading” might lend itself.”6 

                                                
4 Simone Weil, “Essay on the Notion of Reading,” trans. Rebecca Fine Rose and Timothy Tessin, 

Philosophical Investigations 13, no. 4 (1990): 297-303. The essay was originally published in 1946 as 
“Essai sur la Notion de Lecture” in Les Études Philosophiques. This will henceforward be abbreviated as 
ER. 
 

5 Some of the articles that discuss the notion of reading are: Diogenes Allen’s essay “The Concept 
of Reading and the ‘Book of Nature’” and Martin Andic’s “Discernment and the Imagination.” Both are 
collected in Richard H. Bell, Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture: Reading Toward a Divine Humanity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). Another helpful paper is by Eric O. Springsted, “On 
Philosophy” presented at American Weil Society in 2013, which will be published as the introduction to the 
forthcoming book tentatively titled Simone Weil: Philosophical Writings. I will make reference to these 
essays as I develop my discussion in this chapter.    
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What reading is and the reason she names the notion “reading” could be understood best 

by consulting with her examples.  

Two women each receive a letter, announcing to each that her son is dead. The 
first, upon just glancing at the paper, faints, and until her death, her eyes, her 
mouth, her movements will never again be as they were. The second woman 
remains the same: her expression, her attitude do not change; she cannot read. . . . 
It is not the sensation but the meaning which has grabbed hold of the first woman, 
reaching directly, brutally into her mind, without her participation, as sensations 
grab hold of us. Everything happens as if the pain resided in the letter and sprang 
up from it into the reader’s face. As for the sensations themselves, such as the 
colour of the paper or of the ink, they don’t even appear. What is presented to the 
sight is the pain itself.7 
 

Weil names the notion reading because the example that captures the notion is literally 

about reading. Unlike “seeing,” which is usually understood as the mere reception of 

sense data through the eyes, one needs to be literate in order to read. Thus, Weil’s notion 

of reading assumes that one who reads is already immersed in the system of language.8 In 

addition, our experience of reading is not procedural as in this example of reading bad 

news. It is not the case that we first get a sensation from a series of letters (presumably 

this alone is what seeing commonly means), understand this meaning, and then are 

grabbed by them. Weil claims all these steps occur immediately as we read. Reading then 

is thus neither sensation nor interpretation. “If I hate someone, there is not him on one 

side, my hatred on the other; when he approaches me something hateful approaches me.”9 

It is not mere sensation because there is no bare sensation separated from the meaning. 

                                                                                                                                            
6 ER, 297.  
 
7 Ibid., 297-8. 

 
8 This resonates with Wittgenstein’s idea of language game and Heidegger’s thrown-ness of being 

in the world. 
 

9 ER, 299. 
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This is also different from interpretation because interpretation implies something to be 

interpreted, given in advance by a bare sensation. Moreover, unlike interpretation that 

comes from inside (i.e., an interpreter gives meaning to the thing interpreted), meaning 

arrives from outside in reading.10 For these reasons, Weil considers that the notion of 

reading is new to us.11   

It is not the purpose of this chapter to examine this notion in detail by situating it 

within various theories of knowledge and philosophies of language. This requires a 

separate study and may be one of my future assignments.12 Since our present concern is 

the change of reading that helps us understand how attention is, I would like to mention 

the following three points that are necessary to prepare for that inquiry.  

First, reading concerns our perspective.13 “What we call the world are the 

meanings we read.”14 Weil thinks that “reality” is what we read from a perspective, and 

without apprenticeship we are inclined to read from a self-centered perspective. Weil 

writes, for example:  

                                                
10 Ibid., 301. 

 
11 For a more comprehensive study of reading, see Diogenes Allen’s essay “The Concept of 

Reading and the ‘Book of Nature,’” in Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture: Reading Toward a Divine 
Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 93-115.  

 
12 As Martin Andic mentions, Wittgenstein’s account of reading in Philosophical Investigations, 

relating Weil’s notion of reading to Wittgenstein’s account, might be a useful way to situate it in the 
scholarship of philosophy. See Andic’s essay “Discernment and Imagination,” in Simone Weil’s Philosophy 
of Culture: Reading Toward a Divine Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 147.  
 

13 Diogenes Allen summarizes: “We usually read from a perspective. The meanings we receive are 
not false. Given a perspective, what we read is indeed what out to be read from that perspective” (see 
“Concept of Reading,” 99). 
 

14 ER, 298. This sentence is followed by an intriguing claim: “It [the world we read] isn’t real. But 
it grabs hold of us as though from outside—so it is real. Why do we want to resolve this contradiction.” I 
will discuss the significance of this passage when I explain multiple readings and contradictions later in this 
chapter.  
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A beloved being who disappoints me. I wrote to him. It is impossible that he 
should not reply by saying what I have said to myself in his name. Men owe us 
what we imagine they will give us. We must forgive them this debt. To accept the 
fact that they are other than the creatures of our imagination is to imitate the 
renunciation of God. I also am other than what I imagine myself to be. To know 
this is forgiveness.15 
 

We see others from our egocentric perspective and hope them to be as we imagine them 

to be. We would feel saddened, angry or disappointed when our expectations are betrayed. 

As I noted in Chapter 3, we are naturally inclined to take this perspective, which Weil 

calls the binding force as gravity. “Gravity. Generally what we expect of others depends 

on the effect of gravity upon ourselves; what we receive from them depends on the effect 

of gravity upon them. Sometimes (by chance) the two coincide, often they do not.”16  

Unlike our common use of the word, “forgiveness” in the block quotation above 

is not about pardoning someone for an action that harmed us. It is forgiving the very 

existence of other people: freeing them from our imaginative judgments and appreciating 

their value. It thus carries a special meaning that is independent of the philosophical 

discussion of the concept of forgiveness.17 Weil relates this specific sense of forgiveness 

to justice. As she writes:  

One reads, but also one is read by others. Interpositions of such readings. To 
force somebody to read himself as you read him (slavery). To force others to read 
you as you read yourself (conquest). . . . Justice. To be continually ready to admit 
that another person is something other than what we read when he is there (or 
when we think about him). Or rather: to read in him also (and continually) that he 
is certainly something other than what we read—perhaps something altogether 

                                                
15 GG, 54. 

 
16 Ibid., 45. 

 
17 This does not mean Weil always uses “forgiveness” in this sense. For instance, when she talks 

about forgiveness in her discussion of revenge, it means a usual sense of forgiveness. It seems that, for 
Weil, forgiveness has a broader sense just as love and justice do.  
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different. . . . Every being silently clamours to be read otherwise. Not to be deaf to 
such cries.18  

 
As discussed in Chapter 3, justice is synonymous with love and it is, first of all, seeing 

the reality of the other person, not exerting power when one can do so but instead seeking 

consent from the other person. By seeing and contemplating the soul of a person, we 

recognize and respect his or her value.19 In that way, it is impossible for us to follow the 

logic of force and crush the person. Weil presents this idea using the notion of reading. 

Justice is to stop reading from a self-centered perspective and be open to other possible 

readings. 

It is crucial that Weil relates this manner of forgiveness to the imitation of God’s 

renunciation, which goes back to the notion of decreation. To recall briefly, Weil thinks 

that God, after the Creation, resigned from this world because of His love and forgiveness. 

He allowed human beings to have autonomy so that they can choose by themselves to 

imitate His renunciation and consent to return their being and love Him back. The change 

of reading to be discussed in the next section is this imitation of the divine act of 

renunciation detached from the self-centered perspective.  

The second point I would like to note on the notion of reading is that Weil thinks 

it is impossible not to read. “As for not reading at all—it’s impossible; one cannot look at 

                                                
18 Simone Weil, The Notebooks of Simone Weil, trans. Arthur Wills (London: Routledge, 2004), 

43. This will henceforward be abbreviated as N. See also GG, 188. 	  
 

19 This looks similar to Kant’s notion of respect. However, while the object of Kant’s respect is the 
rationality of a person or universal moral law, that of Weil’s love concerns the whole person as a being, 
each carrying something sacred that she calls “impersonal.” See Weil’s essay “Human Personality.” As 
Eric O. Springsted writes, impersonality does not mean an essential core of a person and thus “carrying 
something sacred” may be misleading.    
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a text printed in a language one knows, appropriately placed, and read nothing.”20 This 

statement not only confirms that sensation and interpretation are inseparable, but 

indicates that Weil does not seek pure sensation devoid of a meaning or a perspective-less 

vision. I emphasize this point because in explaining attention, Weil claims it as if she 

were suggesting one should achieve that kind of absence of perspective or “view from 

nowhere.” Weil writes:  

The reality of the world is made up for us of our attachment. It is the reality of the 
‘I’, which is transferred by us into material objects. It is in no sense external 
reality. The latter only becomes discernible through total detachment. Should but 
a thread remain, there is still attachment.21 
   

From this passage, it seems as if she was advocating a perspective-less vision given her 

claim that reality is independent of our perspective and different from the reality seen 

from a self-centered perspective. In another passage describing attention, Weil writes: 

“the soul empties itself of all its own contents in order to receive into itself the being it is 

looking at, just as he is, in all his truth.”22 Moreover, she often claims attention to be the 

vision of the “naked” truth.23 All of these descriptions seem to imply that Weil is thinking 

of the possibility of a perspective-less vision or “non-reading.”24 However, as we saw in 

the first quotation of this paragraph, Weil believes that a perspective-free vision of reality 

                                                
20 ER, 298. 

 
21 N, 318. Also see GG, 59. There, the passage continues, “Attachment is a manufacture of 

illusions and whoever wants reality ought to be detached” (GG, 59). 
 

22 WG, 115. 
 

23 Ibid., 112. See N, 120. There she claims that true renunciation of the self requires achieving 
spiritual nakedness by renouncing spiritual goods as well as material goods. Also, page 282 for more on 
nakedness as the condition for the love of God.  
 

24 N, 42, 63. 
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is impossible and not an option for her. I will clarify this point further as I discuss change 

of reading and explore where Weil is headed. 

The third point is that reading will necessarily be followed by a certain response. 

Thus, how we respond and act in this world changes as our reading changes. As Weil 

writes:  

I believe what I read, my judgments are what I read, I act according to what I read, 
how could I do otherwise? If I read the possibility of winning honour in a noise, I 
run towards the noise; if I read danger and nothing else, I run far from the noise. 
In both cases, the necessity of acting in this way, even if I feel some reluctance, 
forces itself on me in an obvious and direct way, like the noise, and along with the 
noise; I read the necessity in the noise.25 
 

Our action is the result of our reading, and by necessity, reading is followed by action and 

other internal response. Thus, Weil thinks morality is primarily a matter of how we read. 

We act virtuously only when we read well and such an action is always a spontaneous 

result of reading. As I have already noted, this practical implication of the notion of 

reading is one crucial reason why this notion is so important for our discussion of 

educational purpose. The point is also indispensable for understanding Weil’s view of 

morality and moral education. To note only briefly, Weil thinks that virtuous action 

results only as the spontaneous outcome of well-trained reading, and what is 

indispensable and central in moral education is learning the method of contemplation by 

which we learn to read better. Although this point is not separated from the main concern 

of this study, i.e., the purpose of education, it does deserve a separate study, which I will 

discuss on another occasion in the future.    

 

                                                
25 ER, 300. 



 145 

4. 2. Imitating the Divine 

The change of reading Weil proposes is becoming detached from the self-centered 

perspective and imitating the divine perspective (quasi-perspective).26 Now what does 

imitating the divine mean? To respond to this question, we need to review Weil’s 

understanding of God’s Creation. God created the world because He willed something 

other than Himself to exist so it could love Him.27 However, because God is all, He 

needed to abdicate and resign from the world He created. As Springsted writes: “Weil 

sees creation not as an act of power or as an expansion of God’s being, but one of the 

renunciation of power. This is one of Weil’s most distinctive—and characteristic—

theological contributions.”28 God abdicating His power from this world allowed necessity 

to reign this world and affliction to exist because of the blind mechanism of necessity. 

Human beings are given autonomy so that they can imitate God’s renunciation and 

consent to return what they owe to God, i.e., His love and their being. Thus, God Himself, 

being love, loves and is loved.  

                                                
26 Imitation of the divine is a deeply Platonic theme. See, for instance, Plato’s Theaetetus: “A man 

should make all haste to escape from earth to heaven; and escape means becoming as like God as possible; 
and a man becomes like God when he becomes just and pure, with understanding” (176b). Plato, 
Theaetetus, trans. M. J. Levett, intro. Myles Burnyeat, in The Theaetetus of Plato (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1990). As Weil herself notes, divine perspective is a contradictory word since God does not have a 
perspective. As she writes, “I cannot apply this notion of reading to the being I conceive when I speak of 
God” (ER, 302). I parenthetically added “quasi-perspective” to preempt the confusion; however, for 
simplicity, I write imitation of “the divine” by which I mean imitation of the divine action that embodies 
the quasi-perspective—an epistemological component. Miklos Vetö does not seem to be careful about this 
confusion. He uses words such as “the divine perspective,” “the perspective of God,” and “God’s 
perspective” (see his Religious Methaphysics, 31-32). 
 

27 WG, 123, 125-7. 
 

28 Eric O. Springsted, “Divine Necessity,” in Spirit, Nature, and Community: Issues in the Thought 
of Simone Weil (New York: SUNY Press, 1994), 42. The book was written (not just edited) by two authors: 
Springsted and Diogenes Allen. However, the chapter that I am referencing here is attributed to Springsted.   
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To imitate the divine is to see affliction from God’s side, i.e., to understand that 

the reality of affliction is the gap between God and human beings and the result of His 

love. Weil’s comment on Ivan Karamazov’s (a character of Dostoevsky’s The Brothers of 

Karamazov) claim illustrates the point well: 

Speech of Ivan in the Karamazovs: “Even though this immense factory were to 
produce the most extraordinary marvels and were to cost only a single tear from a 
single child, I refuse.” I am in complete agreement with this sentiment. No reason 
whatever which anyone could produce to compensate for a child’s tear, would 
make me consent to that tear. Absolutely none which the mind can conceive. 
There is just one, however, but it is intelligible only to supernatural love: “God 
willed it.” And for that reason I would consent to a world which was nothing but 
evil as readily as to a child’s tear.29 

   
The world is full of evil incidents that are comparable with one that makes a child cry.30 

Agreeing with Ivan Karamazov, Weil insists it is impossible to accept such incidents. 

However, Weil names that there is one condition under which she would accept them: if 

it is what God willed. Weil’s language here seems a bit misleading and not accurate 

enough to convey her real meaning. Weil does not exactly think that God willed the tears 

of that particular child. God’s will is related to His love as the resignation from this 

world, and it does not mean He wills the occurrence of a particular incident. 

Commenting on the existence of affliction, Weil writes, “It does not mean that God’s 

Providence is lacking. It is his Providence that God has willed that necessity should be 

                                                
29 GG, 126-7. Weil is not talking about the tears that a spoiled child shows when his parents do not 

buy him a toy. Rather, these are “pure” tears that comes from a child’s most basic desire that good and not 
evil is done to him. I pointed this out when I discussed the difference between justice and rights in Chapter 
3.    
 

30 I am not going to discuss in detail what Weil means by evil here. Weil writes, “Space, time, and 
the mechanism that governs matter are the distance. Everything that we call evil is only this mechanism” 
(WG, 127).    
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like a blind [my emphasis] mechanism.”31 It is not that God chooses particular people to 

suffer from particular incidents. He just allows blind necessity to reign in this world. By 

God’s will she only means the will found in God’s resignation and the distance he created 

between Himself and the human species. Thus, what she means by her comment on Ivan 

Karamazov’s claim is that she would accept the misery only if it is the result of God’s 

love found in that distance. “One can only accept the existence of affliction by 

considering it [as] a distance.”32 To consider affliction as a distance is to understand it as 

the result of God’s love. “Relentless necessity, wretchedness, distress, the crushing 

burden of poverty, and of labor which wears us out, cruelty, torture, violent death, 

constraint, disease—all these constitute divine love. It is God who in love withdraws 

from us so that we can love him.”33 God’s love is found in His absence in this world, not 

in His presence in this world.34 That He allows evil things to exist in His absence is His 

love and because of this love, autonomy is given to us and we are able to give consent 
                                                

31 WG, 125. 
 

32 Ibid., 123. There is an important error in translation (or perhaps misprint). It says “at a distance,” 
but the original French is “comme une distance” that should be translated as “as the distance.” 
 

33 GG, 78. 
 

34 This point of God’s love in His absence, however, is more complex. It is related to the two 
senses of necessity in Weil that Springsted discusses well in his essay “Divine Necessity” in Spirit, Nature, 
and Community. He confirms there are two senses of necessity. One is blind mechanism that I have 
mentioned. The other is necessity as the order of the world, which is equivalent with beauty and the object 
of science, i.e., set of laws of nature. (This is not just a matter of interpretation in the way that one 
interprets necessity as order and the other interprets the same necessity as blind force. These are 
descriptions of two different things. Springsted thus writes that the point concerned in the essay is not its 
hermeneutic dimension, but its descriptive one.) God’s will and Providence, then, can be understood two 
ways. One is His love as the distance manifested in the blind necessity of nature. The other is His love 
manifested as order and beauty, which Springsted argues is analogously understood as Incarnation and 
Son’s existence in this world. Thus, there is a paradox. The first term of God’s will requires His complete 
absence in this world, while the latter term seems to claim His positive existence in this world. I will treat 
this point further in a later section in this chapter. For this section, I believe it is still valid to claim God’s 
absence in this world as His will and the absence allows affliction to exist because of the blind mechanism 
of necessity. 
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and return love to Him. Thus, to imitate the divine is not judging incidents or people from 

the delusion of Providence, as embodied in a statement like “He was killed in an 

earthquake and it was God’s punishment.” This kind of judgment in fact comes from a 

self-centered perspective because it is more likely uttered by the speaker to produce a 

feeling of self-satisfaction. Imitation of the divine has nothing to do with this; it is to 

understand the reality of unacceptable human affliction as God’s love in his renunciation.  

 To imitate the divine is to change how we read necessity. Originally taken as a 

brutal power that causes human misery and affliction, necessity can be read as the gift of 

God, to which our correct attitude is acceptance (obedience) and gratitude. Weil thus 

describes this change in perspective:  

Seen from our present standpoint, and in human perspective, it [the mechanism of 
necessity] is quite blind. If, however, we transport our hearts beyond ourselves, 
beyond the universe, beyond space and time to where our Father dwells, and if 
from there we behold this mechanism, it appears quite different. What seemed to 
be necessity becomes obedience. Matter is entirely passive and in consequence 
entirely obedient to God’s will. It is a perfect model for us.35   

 
If we change our reading from a self-centered perspective to the divine quasi-perspective, 

what seemed to be blind necessity is now understood as perfect obedience to God. We 

may think of a tsunami here to see what Weil means. From a self-centered perspective, 

we may experience a tsunami as an evil rage that can throw many people’s lives into 

affliction. Upon facing the misery, it appears to us as unacceptable. Meanwhile, if seen 

from the divine side, the tsunami is the result of perfect obedience of matter to God’s will 

that allows blind necessity to reign in this world in His absence.36  

                                                
35 WG, 128. Again we should be careful about the words “God’s will.” 
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Weil thus writes that matter is “a perfect model for us.” We should not understand 

it to mean we should behave as matter and follow as necessity dictates. Weil’s point is 

that we should accept necessity not as matter, but as a human being. The human’s way is 

not to simply follow, but to choose to accept and be grateful. “God gives himself to men 

either as powerful or as perfect—it is for them to choose.”37 It depends on us whether to 

change the reading and to understand God’s perfection behind the brutal power of 

necessity. This choice is the choice of love. “To love purely is to consent to distance, it is 

to adore the distance between ourselves and that which we love.”38 Distance, at the same 

time, implies closeness. “Two prisoners whose cells adjoin communicate with each other 

by knocking on the wall. The wall is the thing which separates them but it is also their 

means of communication. It is the same with us and God. Every separation is a link.”39 

Weil uses the image of the handshake to make the same point: “If our hand is shaken by a 

beloved friend when we meet again after a long separation, what does it matter that he 

squeezes it hard and hurts us?”40 Affliction is the pain of a handshake with God. The 

                                                                                                                                            
36 This point could be compared with Rousseau’s claim that we should learn to accept necessity. 

As he writes, “Remain in the place which nature assigns to you in the chain of being. Nothing will be able 
to make you leave it. Do not rebel against the hard law of necessity; and do not exhaust your strength by 
your will to resist that law—strength which heaven gave you not for extending or prolonging your 
existence but only for preserving it as heaven pleases and for as long as heaven pleases.” A few pages later, 
Rousseau also writes, “Let his [pupil’s] haughty head at an early date feel the harsh yoke which nature 
imposes on man, the heavy yoke of necessity under which every finite being must bend.” Citations are from 
the Book 2 of his Emile, page 83 and page 91, respectively, of the Basic Books edition translated by Allan 
Bloom. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile or On Education, trans. Allan Bloom (Basic Books, 1979). 
 

37 GG, 144. 
 

38 Ibid., 115. 
 

39 Ibid., 200. 
 

40 Ibid., 195; see also N, 278. 
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separation from God is His absence in this world where the blind mechanism of necessity 

reigns. If we truly love God, then pain is good for us because it implies His existence.41 If 

we consent to the distance between God and us in that way, we can accept and even thank 

the existence of affliction and evil. “Love of God is pure when joy and suffering inspire 

an equal degree of gratitude.”42  

Seeing what is involved in the change of reading Weil proposes, most readers 

would find it hardly acceptable. How can we thank suffering? Is it not too difficult, if not 

abnormal? Is it not similar to the custom of glorifying suffering in a religious tradition? I 

am perfectly sympathetic to such complaints. In the following section, I will address two 

critical concerns expressed by such questions. First, I examine the sense in which Weil 

glorifies suffering, admitting that she does. I will confirm the above discussion and argue 

that Weil does not glorify a particular suffering as a sign of the positive existence of God. 

After I examine Weil’s valuing of suffering, I will address the concern that Weil’s 

suggestion of the imitation of the divine and the love of God is not appropriate to raise as 

the purpose of education. Her suggestion is perhaps unreasonable, particularly when we 

think in terms of school education. However, I will show that in imitating the divine, 

what we actually do is to contemplate the contradictions and superpose different levels of 

reading. In that way, our reading becomes more comprehensive and thus higher in level. 

Love of God, which I have discussed above, is the highest level. Thus, Weil believes that 

                                                
41 The point goes back to the discussion in Chapter 2 that our love of God testifies to His existence.  

 
42 GG, 111. Weil also writes, “When we love God through evil as such, it is really God whom we 

love” (GG, 126). 
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school education, rather than directly aiming at the highest level, can be used only for 

preparation.  

 

4. 3. Valuing Suffering? 

Given Weil’s idea of appreciating affliction and pain, it is not hard to imagine the 

objection to her glorification of suffering. Indeed, in her image of the handshake with 

God, she evidently considers suffering and pain are good and valuable because we make 

contact with God through them. She even claims that they are our hope:  

As for us men, our misery gives us the infinitely precious privilege of sharing in 
this distance placed between the Son and his Father. This distance is only 
separation, however, for those who love. For those who love, separation, although 
painful, is good, because it is love. Even the distress of the abandoned Christ is a 
good. There cannot be a greater good for us on earth than to share in it. God can 
never be perfectly present to us here below on account of our flesh. But he can be 
almost perfectly absent from us in extreme affliction. This is the only possibility 
of perfection for us on earth. That is why the Cross is our only hope.43   
 

I have not explained Weil’s interpretation of the Christian Trinity or the Cross, but her 

point is clear, given the discussion of the gap as being God’s love through the image of 

handshake. The abandoned Christ on the Cross is the symbol and the prime example of 

human affliction and Weil claims it to be good and our only hope.  

It is undeniable that Weil glorifies suffering. However, it is important to clarify 

the sense in which she does so. As I noted earlier in this section, Weil rejects a tendency 

to think that one’s suffering is God’s glory because it is a mark that God chose him. This 

is far from Weil’s point: 

                                                
43 WG, 127. 
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If I thought that God sent me suffering by an act of his will and for my good, I 
should think that I was something, and I should miss the chief use of suffering 
which is to teach me that I am nothing. It is therefore essential to avoid all such 
thoughts, but it is necessary to love God through the suffering.44 
  

One should not glorify suffering as God’s gift directed particularly at a person for his 

own good. This thinking only elevates one’s sense of self-importance: “I suffer from this 

pain because I have some value to God and he wills it for me.”  This thinking also 

opposes detachment and spoils the good use of suffering as a means to teach that “I am 

nothing,” which means detachment from a self-centered perspective. Suffering thus must 

not be taken as a reason to glorify the person who experiences it. All Weil says is that 

God is absent and His absence is His love to us, and this is a condition we are all 

endowed with.    

Weil values suffering as the condition of human beings, that is, the separation 

from God and His love at the same time. Moreover, she values the experience of 

suffering and pain as a means of achieving such an understanding of God’s love. To show 

this, I want to emphasize an important property of reading. Weil calls the change of 

reading as apprenticeship and the reason is that she highlights the importance of bodily 

element in reading. Thus far, we saw that change of reading was the imitation of the 

divine. What was not emphasized enough is that this change is achieved through 

apprenticeship, i.e., through training that necessarily involves a physical dimension. Weil 

writes that “the body plays a part in all apprenticeships” and that “every apprenticeship is 

learning to read in a certain way.”45 She, then, compares the change of reading with an 

                                                
44 GG, 165. 
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apprenticeship in manual labor: “As one has to learn to read or to practice a trade [hand 

work], so one must learn to feel in all things, first and almost solely, the obedience of the 

universe to God. It is really an apprenticeship. Like every apprenticeship, it requires time 

and effort.”46 Through apprenticeship, we need to learn to feel the obedience of the 

universe to God, which is identical to reading God’s love in blind necessity. It is 

significant that Weil uses the sensual verb “feel.” This apprenticeship has to be physical. 

Not only does it require bodily training, but what we acquire from apprenticeship is also 

physical: it is a change in how we feel (read).  

Given this indispensable involvement of the physical element, it should be 

confirmed that change of reading is not merely a matter of understanding as a function of 

mind. I wrote that the change is understanding that the existence of affliction and the gap 

between God and us originated in His love. The imitation of the divine is a matter of 

understanding. It may sound as if the change can be achieved quickly, just as we see an 

object from a different angle simply by displacing our position. This, however, is not the 

case. As I noted above, apprenticeship demands time and effort. One cannot just say, “I 

understand it (that affliction and brutal necessity are the result of God’s love)!” To really 

understand it, suffering and pain are necessary, just as is the case with a craftsman:  

To change the relationship between ourselves and the world in the same way as, 
through apprenticeship, the workman changes the relationship between himself 
and the tool. Getting hurt: this is the trade entering into the body. May all 
suffering make the universe enter into the body.47 

                                                                                                                                            
45 WG, 132, and ER, 301, respectively. 

 
46 WG, 131. 
 
47 GG, 195. 
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Weil compares change of reading with the apprenticeship of a workman who uses his 

tools.48 Through training that necessarily involves physical pain, the workman’s tools 

become part of his body, which means that he now senses and reaches out to the material 

with the tools. In the same way, through our experience of affliction, our body learns to 

feel God’s love in the universe.49 Another image similar to the workman is a sailor: 

For the sailor, the experienced captain, whose ship has in a sense become like an 
extension of his body, the ship is a tool for reading the storm, and he reads quite 
differently than the passenger. Where the passenger reads chaos, unlimited danger, 
fear, the captain reads necessities, limited dangers, the means of escape from the 
storm, a duty to act courageously and honourably.50 
  

In this passage, Weil explicitly uses the word “reading” to express the same idea. In 

addition, she occasionally uses the image of a blind man’s stick to convey the same idea: 

“Let the whole universe be for me, in relation to my body, what the stick of a blind man 

is in relation to his hand. His sensibility is really no longer in his hand but at the end of 

the stick. An apprenticeship is necessary.”51 Although they are separated, the blind man 

can use the stick to sense what is at the end of it. The gap between human beings and God 

is the gap between the blind man’s hand and the end of the stick. Although human beings 

                                                
48 Spinoza makes a similar claim. According to his body-mind parallelism presented in Ethics, the 

phenomenon occurs in the body is reflected as parallel to that of the mind. In Book 2, proposition 7, he 
writes: “The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things” (119). 
Benedict de Spinoza and Edwin Curley, ed. and trans., A Spinoza Reader (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1994).  
 

49 Similarly, Weil writes: “When an apprentice gets hurt, or complains of being tired, the workmen 
and peasants have this fine expression: ‘It is the trade entering his body.’ Each time that we have some pain 
to go through, we can say to ourselves quite truly that it is the universe, the order, and beauty of the world 
and the obedience of creation to God that are entering our body” (WG, 131-2). 
 

50 ER, 301-2.  
 

51 GG, 194-5. 
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are separated from God, we can nonetheless sense His love by making use of the universe 

that brings us affliction.  

 Thus, given this discussion of Weil’s emphasis on physical element, the 

recognition of God’s love and the change of reading demand one’s experience of 

suffering.52 I should note that Weil does not think that suffering is the only way to 

recognize God’s love; she mentions joy as another indispensable experience. “Joy and 

suffering are two equally precious gifts both of which must be savored to the full. . . . 

Through joy, the beauty of the world penetrates our soul. Through suffering it penetrates 

our body.”53 Thus, Weil conceives of both joy and suffering as indispensable paths for 

recognizing God’s love.  

Weil, however, immediately continues to point to the priority of suffering when 

she emphasizes the bodily components of the apprenticeship: 

We could no more become friends of God through joy alone than one becomes a 
ship’s captain by studying books on navigation. The body plays a part in all 
apprenticeships. On the plane of physical sensibility, suffering alone gives us 
contact with that necessity which constitutes the order of the world, for pleasure 
does not involve an impression of necessity.54  
 

Joy alone is not enough. We need suffering because our apprenticeship always involves a 

physical dimension. Weil believes suffering is essential because the “impression of 

necessity” lacks in pleasure. By this, she means that the experience of joy and pleasure is 

missing the feeling that what one experiences is unavoidable. Through the experience of 

                                                
52 In the same way, when I use the word “contemplation” later, it should not be understood as the 

activity of our thinking alone. It is also physical.  
 

53 WG, 132. 
 

54 Ibid. 
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suffering, we experience inevitability: one seeks to avoid it, yet one ends up in suffering. 

Necessity as blind mechanism and the cause of affliction needs to be accepted along with 

this feeling of inevitability, which informs human limitation and the gap between God 

and us. 

Having explored Weil’s emphasis on the physical element, I can more properly 

comment on her valuing of suffering and physical pain. She values them not because she 

finds pleasure in them, like a masochist would. Rather, she considers them unavoidable if 

we want to apprentice in reading. Weil is also very clear unnecessary suffering and pain 

in apprenticeship are unacceptable. 

One could beat a dog all day long without its learning anything. Pains inflicted on 
ourselves are useless and even harmful unless they are part of a method designed 
for the purpose in view—which is that the flesh should not interfere with the 
action of grace. The method alone is what matters. We ought not to give the 
animal in us a single stroke of the whip beyond the minimum required for the 
purpose in view.55  

 
Pain added to ourselves in the apprenticeship is acceptable only as a method, i.e., as a 

means with a purpose in view, but surplus pain must be rejected because it is useless and 

potentially harmful. “If he [a man training a dog] beats it [the dog] without any method 

he ends by making it unfit for any training, and that is what the wrong sort of asceticism 

does.”56 Thus, calling Weil masochistic is as nonsense as saying all craftsmen are 

masochistic.57 

                                                
55 SNL, 127.  

  
56 GG, 179. 

 
57 See the biography by Francine du Plessix Gray. She treats Weil as a masochist. Martin Andic 

wrote a review of her biography and expressed his regret about this point. See Martin Andic, “Simone Weil 
by Francine du Plessix Gray,” Philosophy Now, 35 (2009): 44-45.     
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 In thinking of education, I should emphasize that Weil’s point should not be 

understood to mean we should impose suffering on children. Even if it is “proper” 

suffering in the sense I noted in the previous paragraph, i.e., with a purpose in view, Weil 

would not support the imposition of suffering on children. Rather, her valuing of 

suffering is in how it helps us rethink our belief that suffering is only bad and should 

always be avoided.58 Weil does not question our best efforts to decrease suffering.59 

Nevertheless, given that human beings have a limited existence and there is the gap 

between God and us, there will always be suffering even if we do our best to annihilate it. 

We should not deceive ourselves and pretend there is no suffering. Instead, we should 

face reality and learn to accept and even feel gratitude for suffering as God’s love. Thus, 

Weil’s valuing of suffering should not be understood within the context of discussing 

whether or not to impose suffering on children. The right context for her point is to 

rethink our view on suffering and its value. In other words, the implication we can draw 

should be negative rather than positive. That is, we should not be overly afraid of 

situations in which children suffer nor should we hide the reality of suffering from them. 

This differs from the claim that we should impose suffering on children because it is 

valuable for them.60  

                                                
58 Charles Taylor points out that people in the modern era are much more sensitive to suffering 

and consider it is important to avoid suffering. See Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the 
Modern Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), 12-13.     
 

59 Weil writes, “We must eliminate affliction as much as we can from social life, for affliction 
only serves the purposes of grace, and society is not a society of the elect. There will always be enough 
affliction for the elect” (GG, 215). 
 

60 Plato’s metaphor of Socrates as an intellectual midwife is helpful here (see Theaetetus, 148e, for 
the metaphor). Delivering a baby (knowledge) is inevitably painful. But it is not because the midwife 
(teacher) causes the pain, even if he may stimulate it to come. Avi Minz in his dissertation took up the 
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4. 4. Multiple Readings 

In the previous section, I addressed one critical response to Weil’s love of God. In 

this section, I will discuss the second concern I mentioned: whether it is reasonable to 

suggest as the purpose of education the imitation of the divine, together with radical level 

of love, including the love of God. To respond to this, I will point out that there are 

different levels in reading and the imitation of the divine involves multiple readings. By 

emphasizing this point, I claim that Weil, rather than aiming at the divine directly, really 

proposes learning to compose comprehensive reading by superposing and incorporating 

multiple readings.   

The imitation of the divine involves multiple readings. This is not reading from 

the perspective of God, which, as I noted already, is inappropriate because God does not 

have a perspective.61 Moreover, imitating the divine is different from actually being the 

divine. We imitate the divine as human beings, not as gods. Thus, as I have already noted 

earlier in this chapter, what Weil suggests in the apprenticeship of reading and imitating 

the divine is not transcending all perspectives and achieving a “view from nowhere.” 

Instead, she is suggesting multiple readings and their superposition. Thus, it is not the 

absence of perspective, but a “comprehensive perspective.”62  

                                                                                                                                            
midwife metaphor and discussed the role of pain in teaching and learning. He claimed that pain is 
indispensable for all educational experience. Avi Minz, “The Labor of Learning: A Study of the Role of 
Pain in Education” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2008). 
 

61 ER, 302. 
 

62 We see the expression “comprehensive perspective” repeated in the essay by Diogenes Allen 
that I already mentioned. He rightly (it seems to me) understands what Weil means by “non-reading” as 
comprehensive reading, not the absence of reading. 
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 Weil scholars often cite a crucial passage in discussing the notion of reading, and 

it is particularly important for understanding the superposition of multiple readings.63 

“Supposed readings: we should read necessity behind sensation, order behind necessity, 

and God behind order.”64 Three levels of readings are suggested here: (1) reading 

necessity behind sensation, (2) reading order behind necessity, and (3) reading God 

behind order. Let me explain them by returning to the example of the sailor. The 

experienced sailor (captain) is able to read reality differently from the passengers. When 

a storm hits, the passengers are terrified by the violent rocking of the ship and the sound 

of the wind. They find the storm evil and resent their suffering that is the result of the 

mechanism of necessity. However, the captain reads the storm differently. Like a 

physicist, he can read the order behind the movement of the ship in the stormy water. 

Because of this, he can analyze the situation and the danger it poses to the ship and he 

can determine what should be done to avoid a shipwreck. Further, the captain 

understands that the order of nature makes no exceptions for anyone. No one is singled 

out for suffering or blessing. He accepts with calm and equanimity what will happen to 

him and his passengers, even if he finds the storm is unavoidably fatal.65 He might begin 

to accept the sinking of the ship and the death of all onboard. He understands the 

                                                
63 For example, one can find the passage referenced in the essays by Diogenes Allen, Martin 

Andic, and Eric O. Springsted that I already noted. 
 

64 N, 267 (see also GG, 190). This resonates with Plato’s image of the divided line in Book 6 of 
The Republic. We could translate it as: to read objects behind images, to read intelligible (mathematical) 
objects behind objects, and to ideas behind intelligible objects. 
 

65 It seems to me that modern physicists—being able to read on the second level—may not be able 
to accept what order (necessity) brings to them with this kind of stoic calm. In that sense, there may be sub-
divisions within the second level of reading.  
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limitations of human existence as material beings that cannot avoid the misery. If he is 

able to read on the third level, he sees the gap between God and us and accepts order as 

God’s love. He reads God in the storm.66 Again, this not to say that God willed the 

shipwreck and the suffering of the captain and his passengers.  

  The third level of reading, however, needs further discussion. We are still left 

with ambiguity in the relation between order and God. Upon accepting order, the captain 

does not need to relate order with God. He can accept the order as it is, as Stoics’ notion 

of cosmos, which does not necessarily imply a divine being outside the cosmos itself. 

There is no semantic difference between order and God. However, this is not the case for 

Weil. Reading God behind order—the third level of reading—must be distinguished from 

the Stoic understanding of order. 

 Indeed, the difference will be significant when we think of affliction as distinct 

from suffering because of natural disasters. Stoics could accept a natural disaster as the 

result of order’s proper work: it is what nature does. However, they would find it difficult 

to accept the existence of affliction that is not a direct consequence of the order of nature. 

Affliction has a social dimension, as Weil saw when she engaged in factory work.67 I also 

want to recall Weil’s remark on Ivan Karamazov. When she states she would accept the 

tear of a child, the tear indicates affliction, not suffering to be precise. Even if Stoics may 

                                                
66 Allen also takes up the example of the captain and discusses levels of reading (see “The 

Concept of Reading,”100.) 
 

67 For a distinction between affliction and suffering, see Weil’s essay “The Love of God and 
Affliction,” which is included in WG. I would like to note that at this point that Weil’s autobiographical as 
well as biographical study is relevant to understand how her own experience of affliction and the revelation 
that followed it reflected on her philosophical thinking. For autobiographical description, see Weil’s 
“Spiritual Autobiography” also included in WG.    
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accept the existence of suffering, they cannot possibly accept the existence of affliction as 

Weil does.68 Thus, the third level of reading concerns the acceptance of affliction rather 

than suffering.    

We have now seen three levels of reading. However, we are left with the question 

“How are we to understand the relation between God and order in Weil?” I explained that 

God out of His love abdicated from this world and His absence is His love. Provided this 

point, it is difficult to identify any difference between necessity and order. Things are 

said to be ordered because we find necessity in their movement and a pattern coming out 

of the repetition of those movements. Indeed, as I will comment later, many modern 

physicists would make no distinction between necessity and order. Is order, then, not 

recognized as more than mere necessity only when it is related to God? However, if the 

order of the world is related positively to God, we may be troubled because we confirmed 

that God totally abdicated Himself from the world and nothing remains that ties the order 

of this world to Him, other than the simple fact that He created it. 

 To engage with this confusion, it is necessary to discuss in detail Weil’s concept 

of necessity, as Springsted does in one of his essay.69 Although discussing it will deviate 

from our current point, I find it is indispensable to mention this even briefly. At the 

beginning of the essay “Divine Necessity,” Springsted mentions the difficulty of the 

notion of necessity in Weil’s philosophy in that two distinct senses seem to conflict with 

each other. Asking what necessity is in Weil’s philosophy, he writes: 
                                                

68 Stoics are likely to consider that a truly virtuous person would not be bothered by the reality of 
affliction. However, there is a significant difference between saying that a person is not bothered and a 
person accepts and reads God’s love, although she is deeply bothered.  
 

69 Springsted, “Divine Necessity,” Spirit, Nature, and Community, 33-52. 
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This is no easy question, for necessity in those works exhibits a paradoxical 
character. At one and the same time, it is that which crushes us and yet allows us 
life. It is incommensurate with the Good and yet, if we consent to suffer it, it is a 
medium through which God touches us. Furthermore, God abandons the creation 
to its governance, and yet necessity is the will and the providence of God.70  

 
Springsted mentions two paradoxes. One paradox I have already discussed earlier in this 

chapter. Necessity, while understood as the blind mechanism that causes evil and misery, 

is at the same time accepted as God’s love. This paradox resolves if we change how we 

read and imitate the divine. I now want to address the other paradox that is stated in the 

italicized sentence above. This paradox concerns God’s existence (or non-existence) in 

this world. As I explained before, God’s love is His absence in this world, and His will 

and Providence lie in His abdication. However, Weil also suggests, according to 

Springsted, that necessity in this world is God’s will and Providence. To state the paradox 

more simply, while necessity is the indication of God’s existence negatively, it is also the 

positive indication of it.      

 In the essay, Springsted explains necessity as the positive indication of God’s 

existence by comparing the doctrine of creation in Plato’s Timaeus, which was deeply 

inspirational to Weil herself.71 Springsted explains how the crucifixion and the Trinity is 

critically important for understanding necessity and order. Mentioning God’s Creation 

and abdication from this world, Springsted writes:  

There is also a crucifixion in God himself whereby the Son is separated from the 
Father and incarnated in the body of the world. The withdrawal is this 
“crucifixion.” When the Son is so “crucified” he then becomes the Logos or order 

                                                
70 Ibid., 33 (emphasis added).    

 
71 For Weil’s commentary on Timaeus, see her essay “Divine Love in Creation” collected in 

Intimations of Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks, 89-105.   
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of the world, which is precisely necessity in Weil’s second sense; “God makes 
himself into necessity” (NB, 190).72      
 

The Son is the existence (positive existence) as well as the absence (negative existence) 

of God in this world. Necessity exists as the order of the world which comes about with 

the crucifixion of the Son. The crucifixion of the Son imposes “rigorous limits” on the 

limitless blind forces of necessity, which results in order.73 Order concerns the balancing 

point between limitless forces and does not exercise any force per se but governs 

individual blind forces.74  

Diogenes Allen adds that order is what Weil calls “eternal Wisdom.”75 Eternal 

wisdom is the thought that gives limits to the unlimited. Allen acknowledges that Weil is 

informed by ancient Greek science, particularly the distinction between limited and 

unlimited, rather than by modern science that employs a Cartesian framework of 

extension (matter) and the laws of motion.76 It is beyond my capacity to offer an adequate 

explanation of the notions of limit and unlimited in ancient Greek science. However, at 

the heart of the matter is the argument that (1) we cannot think of unlimited and (2) 

thought can limit the unlimited. Based on these assumptions, Allen confirms that (3) what 

limits the unlimited brute forces of nature is a thought and (4) it cannot be human thought 

                                                
72 Springsted, “Divine Necessity,” 43. “NB” stands for The Notebooks of Simone Weil which is 

abbreviated as “N” in this study.   
 

73 Ibid. 
 

74 Ibid. 
 

75 Allen, “The Concept of Reading,” 106-7. The words “eternal Wisdom” appears in Weil’s The 
Need for Roots on page 278 in my edition (page 291 in Allen’s essay, which uses a different 
edition). 

 
76 Ibid., 104. 
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since it does not limit brute forces. Therefore, as far as forces are limited, there must be a 

thought beyond human thought that limits them. That is eternal wisdom.      

 Given the two senses of necessity (unlimited blind forces and the limiting 

principle of order) that we saw in Springsted and Allen, we can obtain a better sense of 

order. Order is something that limits the otherwise unlimited blind forces of necessity. 

The second reading—reading order behind necessity is reading the eternal wisdom 

behind necessity.   

 Although these essays are helpful, I am still left with the confusion of the paradox. 

On one hand, I have shown that God abdicated from this world and allowed affliction to 

exist for human beings because of His love. In His absence we see His existence; it is 

only negatively affirmed. Put in another way, that God does not exist positively is His 

love and His existence. This interpretation seems undermined, however, if we admit 

God’s existence in this world positively in the form of order or eternal wisdom.77  

 At this point, I find it is necessary to study Weil’s philosophy of science. One 

critical reason for this difficulty in understanding necessity is the fact that Weil owes her 

ideas to ancient Greek science. In modern science, necessity and order are not discussed 

separately. The necessary motion of the body is dictated by the laws of motion, i.e., the 

order of the universe. The necessity that science studies is the blind necessity as well as 

the necessity of order. It does not distinguish between the two senses of necessity. In 

                                                
77 I am also concerned that Weil’s view of beauty involves the same confusion. Beauty for Weil is 

the order of the world, but at the same time she claims that nature is beautiful because it obeys the blind 
mechanism of necessity in the absence of God. Nature is beautiful strictly because it is blind and unlimited. 
For instance, she mentions that a wave is beautiful because of its perfect obedience to the blind force. She 
then continues to discuss works of art and mentions the Iliad as a beautiful work of art because of its 
expression of brute necessity (see WG, 129). Thus, we see two senses of beauty in the same way we see 
two senses of necessity. 
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Weil’s take on ancient Greek science, which I introduced through Springsted and Allen, 

there is necessity as the unlimited and there is necessity as that which limits the 

unlimited—order. To clarify and resolve this difficulty is beyond my capacity. 

Discussing Weil’s works on science is yet another intriguing future assignment.78       

 Let me return to the discussion of multiple readings. Although some confusion 

remains, we nonetheless saw three levels of readings: reading necessity behind sensation, 

reading the order behind necessity, and reading God behind the order. I used the example 

of the captain of a ship to see what each reading means, but my exposition lacked an 

exploration of the moral implication of the three readings. I turn to that implication now. 

  In the first level of reading, i.e., reading necessity behind sensation, one reads 

only from a self-centered perspective. This is what people do by necessity. One sees 

people and things in the world only in terms of the good and evil they bring to them.  

In the second level of reading, i.e., reading the order behind necessity, we are 

aware of the fact that each one of us reads. First, one should realize that by necessity “I” 

read from a self-centered perspective. “To read, and read at the same time one’s own 

reading, the notion of reading, the mechanical or quasi-mechanical necessity for that 

particular reading.”79 In the same way, other people read from their own perspective. “A 

centre from which may be seen the different possible readings—and their relationship—

and our own only as one among them.”80 It is indispensable to notice that “my” reading is 

                                                
78 For a comprehensive study of Weil’s philosophy of science, see the valuable contribution of 

Vance G. Morgan, Weaving the World: Simone Weil on Science, Mathematics, and Love (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2005).   
 

79 N, 42. 
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one of many other readings, all of which are deficient and “incorrect”81 because one’s 

reading is bounded by a self-centered perspective. 

In addition, the second level of reading is also related to justice and forgiveness, 

which I have discussed in Chapter 3. Here, it is important to find the point of balance 

between different readings and consider others’ readings as equally acceptable as our 

own. “To regard one’s own reading and that of another person as equivalent (like the 

perspectives).”82 Justice as seeking consent from others is equivalent with this acceptance 

of others’ reading. I argued that this requires the rejection of the logic of force which, in 

the language of reading, is to stop reading from a self-centered perspective.  

The third reading, i.e., reading God behind the order, signifies the recognition that 

justice is the imitation of God’s renunciation of love. God seeks our consent to return His 

love by renouncing our self which He gave each one of us upon creating us. God’s love is 

composed of the distance He created to allow our freedom and waiting for us to consent 

to Him. Imitating this, we seek consent from others. This, then, accepts the distance and 

finds connection by the very fact that we are separated. We then can recognize that 

another person is a creature of God who has the capacity to consent with God and love 

Him just as we do.  

 In suggesting the imitation of the divine, it may seem we are expected to be 

capable of only the third and highest level of reading. I argue, however, that the aim of 

                                                                                                                                            
80 Ibid., 47. 

 
81 I took the word “incorrect” from Andic’s essay (see page 126 of Simone Weil’s Philosophy of 

Culture). 
 

82 N, 39. 
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the apprenticeship is the superposition of all levels of reading. “That which distinguishes 

higher states from lower ones is the co-existence in the higher states of several 

superposed planes.”83 This quotation comes from Weil’s notebooks and is an independent 

block for which we find no context. I cannot tell what “state” she is talking about, but I 

take this passage to involve perspective and reading, as illustrated in the image of the 

man on the mountaintop below. This image appears in Weil’s explanation of the notion 

of attention and it allows us to picture how the highest level of reading involves the lower 

readings. 

Attention consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty, and 
ready to be penetrated by the object; it means holding in our minds, within reach 
of this thought, but on a lower level and not in contact with it, the diverse 
knowledge we have acquired which we are forced to make use of. Our thought 
should be in relation to all particular and already formulated thoughts, as a man 
on a mountain who, as he looks forward, sees also below him, without actually 
looking at them, a great many forests and plains.84 
  

In this passage, Weil explains that attention consists of detachment and she uses the 

image of the man on the mountaintop to describe it more vividly. The point is that the 

perspective of a man on a mountaintop does not exclude the views of the forests and 

plains he saw when he walked through them nor does it remove the lowever perspectives 

he had taken before reaching the mountaintop. Detachment does not indicate a complete 

cut-off from the views we have acquired, but it does place them on their proper (lower) 

level. In imitating the divine, it is clear Weil suggests to read God’s love in affliction. 

However, this reading should not exclude the lower readings we had before we acquired 

                                                
83 GG, 101. 

 
84 WG, 111-2. 
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the highest reading. To be able to read on higher levels, one needs to superpose the lower 

levels. 

 In thinking of the purpose of education, it might be unreasonable to simply 

suggest the highest reading, which is imitating the divine, and accepting, loving, and 

thanking Him for everything in this world, including the existence of affliction. 

Nevertheless, suggesting the second level of reading, which is tied to justice and love of 

others, seems still compelling. Therefore, in understanding Weil’s thesis of educational 

purpose, we might want to suggest the second level reading rather than directly proposing 

education that aims at the highest reading and love of God, and then emphasize that 

orientation matters more as we learn how to ascend to a higher reading.   

 

4. 5. Contradiction 

Apprenticeship in reading, then, is to learn to superpose multiple readings. 

Because the superposition of different readings necessarily involves contradictions, it is 

equal to learning how we encounter contradictions.85 Weil repeatedly writes that 

contradiction draws us up to a higher level, which I take to mean that contradictory 

                                                
85 To be precise, I understand that multiplicity has two distinct senses (this point does not seem to 

be well addressed in either Allen’s essay or Andic’s). However, I only mention it in this footnote because I 
find it makes the discussion unnecessarily complex. In terms of multiplicity, one is horizontal multiplicity 
and the other is vertical multiplicity. The former concerns different readings on the same level. As I noted, 
each one of us reads differently and it is important to accept all possible readings even if they are 
conflicting. Multiple readings in this sense are diverse readings from different perspectives on the same 
level (see Andic’s essay, page 126). The superposition of this sense of multiple readings seeks the balance 
between contradictory readings (see Winch’s treatment of justice as balance). By superposing contradictory 
readings, we move to a higher reading. Weil thus repeatedly writes that contradictions draw us up to a 
higher level. The latter sense of multiplicity involves the superposition of different levels (hence it is 
vertical superposition). Multiplicity signifies the three levels of reading and superposition is concerned with 
different levels of readings, as in the image of the man on the mountaintop. 
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readings can be superposed and lead to a higher reading.86 Thus, this use of contradiction 

is crucial for understanding how the superposition of multiple readings occurs. I would 

like to explain this through an example.   

 Let us suppose a person is protesting the practice of logging. She loves trees, 

values green and the natural environment, and is concerned about global warming and her 

children’s future. She believes it is no longer right to cut down trees. She reads this as 

injustice and even feels hatred for the act of cutting down trees and for the people who 

make money for it. For her, logging is irresponsible and selfish because she believes it 

disregards the value of the forests and the life of future generations. 

 Suppose this protestor meets another person who reads logging completely 

differently. He thinks that logging is perfectly just as long as there is the market demand 

for the wood. He values the freedom of economic activity and thinks it is not right to ban 

logging because it disturbs the otherwise free dynamics of the market. There is a 

contradiction between the two individuals in the sense that one reads injustice and the 

other reads justice in the same thing. 

 In facing this contradiction, the anti-logging protestor may get angry at the 

advocator and despise him. Or she may start examining her way of reading. We cannot 

force her to reflect on her own reading and we need to wait until she starts doing so on 

her own. For instance, a close friend of her may tell her that she saw a documentary on 

TV about people who cut trees down in order to protect and manage the forest. Proper 

                                                
86 One essay discusses how contradiction is crucial to understanding superposition of readings as 

well as Weil’s conception of philosophy: André A. Devaux “On the Right Use of Contradiction According 
to Simone Weil,” trans. J. P. Little, in Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture: Readings Toward a Divine 
Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 150-157.  
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and wise logging actually helps to maintain the healthy woods. She may notice her belief 

that cutting trees is equal to destroying the forest must change. She needs to examine if 

she is still opposed to logging and this requires her to examine why she reads it unjust.  

 In examining her own reading, she may notice various reasons for why she is 

against logging and what exactly she opposes. She may realize that it is her preference for 

the natural environment over the urban setting. It can be her anxiety and fear in thinking 

about the future of her children. From such an analysis, she may even notice that her 

reading is personal and, further, that other people can read the same issue differently. She 

notices that she is reading from her personal perspective. Moreover, she may accept that 

her reading is one of many other possible readings. Some people may admire the urban 

life. She may find that her reading disregards the anxiety of people who engage in 

forestry, carpentry, and woodworking. What would happen to their lives if logging were 

completely banned? Just as the protestor has her own children, they have their children 

and worry about their future. Moreover, forestry, carpentry, and woodworking have long 

histories; they comprise a culture with its own wisdom. If they were not allowed to 

participate in the market and economic activity, the tradition would eventually be 

deserted. Thus, the protestor may start to see the value of the reading she had completely 

opposed before. 

In facing the contradiction and examining one’s own reading, one may see that 

other possible readings can arise and so one may create a more comprehensive and, thus, 

higher level of reading. When noticing that there are other valid concerns and reasons 

with others’ readings, one cannot conclude that one’s reading is the only valid reading. 
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However different they, one can at least accept their existence and respect them. This 

demands adjustment and conditioning in how one reads by taking into consideration the 

concerns and reasons behind others’ readings. As the example of the anti-logging 

protestor demonstrates, once she realizes the fact that she reads and admits the possibility 

of other readings, she can start to consider the perspectives of a forester, a carpenter, or a 

woodworker. This will change how she reads logging: it was initially an unjust activity, 

but now it might be a respectable vocation. The change comes from her realizing that her 

perspective was limited by her own concerns and she should allow others to have their 

own perspectives. Her reading becomes more conditioned. She might agree with logging 

in so far as it is conducted to protect and manage healthy forests. She might further agree 

with it so far as the amount of the cutting is necessary to maintain the traditions and lives 

of the families of foresters, carpenters, and woodworkers. This does not have to mean 

that she reaches a complete agreement with others. She does not need to stop preferring 

green environments and feeling anxious about her children’s future. Rather, her concerns 

are no longer her only concerns. In this sense, the contradiction is not totally resolved. 

However, through superposition, certain relationships are created among the 

contradictory readings. The protestor gives her concerns only a limited amount of validity. 

While her concerns are real, they do not make her reading absolute. Her personal concern 

is actually comparable with other people’s personal concerns. By acknowledging that her 

own reading is limited and then incorporating many other readings, her reading becomes 

more comprehensive. This comprehensive reading has reached a higher level than her 

initial reading, which was mostly self-centered.               
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By observing the contradiction of readings and not compelling oneself to resolve 

it but only to contemplate on it, reflection then will be promoted on one’s own reading 

and one will recognize the possibility of other readings. With this realization and keeping 

the contradiction as is, one can clarify how and in what sense each reading is 

contradictory, find the priority of one reading to another, and set proper limitations on 

each. Thus, because contradictory readings are related to each other and superposed, one 

can be led to a higher reading.  

 While superposition then leads us to higher levels of reading, how many readings 

should we superpose? Where do we arrive in the end? Is there a conclusive reading? 

Moreover, how do we define the hierarchy of the levels of readings? Although the 

hierarchy is already assumed by such words as “high” and “low,” do we have any 

standard or clear point of reference?     

 I do not have clear answers for these questions. They seem to be ongoing 

questions for Weil herself, as she suggests at the end of her essay on reading:  

The problem of value developed around this notion of reading is related to truth 
and beauty as well as to the good, without it being possible to separate them. 
Perhaps in this way their relationship, which is a mystery, might be clarified 
somewhat. We do not know how to think about them together, and they cannot be 
thought about separately.87   
 

Weil continues to write about the notion of value in a separate essay titled “Some 

Reflections around the Concept of Value: On Valery’s Claim that Philosophy is 

Poetry.”88 The main issue of this essay is what philosophy is. Weil claims that philosophy 

                                                
87 ER, 303. 
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in its strictest sense is the study of values exclusively. She opens the essay by writing, 

“The concept of value is at the center of philosophy. All reflection bearing on the notion 

of value and on the hierarchy of values is philosophical; all efforts of thought bearing on 

anything other than value are, if one examines them closely, foreign to philosophy.”89 

The claim is dense and requires further examination. In fact, as Springsted writes in his 

introduction to her essay, it is an incomplete essay and it is hard to comprehend. It is not 

my purpose to interpret and examine the essay here. I would only like to indicate that the 

questions I mentioned are the questions philosophy tackles, and Weil does not think then 

answers are given from the outset. We simply do not know how many readings we are 

supposed to superpose. Nor do we know the standard of values by which we order this 

superposition. Answers to those questions are what we hope to discover by actually 

engaging in philosophical inquiry.  

Here, philosophy is used in Weil’s sense, and it is not necessarily an academic 

discipline and the study of various philosophers’ theoretical systems. The distinction 

resonates with the one posed by Pierre Hadot. In the introduction to What is Ancient 

Philosophy? Hadot indicates the difference between philosophy and philosophies: “The 

history of ‘philosophy’” is not the same as the history of philosophies, if what we 

understand by ‘philosophies’ are theoretical discourses and philosophers’ systems. In 

addition to this history, however, there is room for the study of philosophical modes of 

                                                                                                                                            
88 The essay was only recently translated into English by Eric O. Springsted. Eric O. Springsted, 

“Some Reflections Around the Concept of Value: On Valery’s Claim That Philosophy Is Poetry,” 
Philosophical Investigations 37, no. 2 (2014): 105-12. 
 

89 Ibid., 106-7. 
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life.”90 Hadot turns to ancient philosophy because he considers philosophy is primarily “a 

certain way of living and of seeing the world” and moderns do not do justice to it.91 He 

adds that philosophy demands an initial choice. “The choice of a certain way of life and 

existential option which demands from the individual a total change of lifestyle, a 

conversion of one’s entire being, and ultimately a certain desire to be and to love in a 

certain way. . . . In other word, it is the application of a certain ideal.”92 Like Hadot, 

philosophy for Weil is primarily a way of life and of seeing the world. To repeat what I 

said in earlier chapters, it is the orientation to the Good or God, and it is mystical in the 

sense that it requires something beyond intelligence. Even if our intelligence cannot 

define what the Good is or prove that God exists, we can still desire it and have faith in 

it.93 It is not coincidence that both Hadot and Weil are deeply inspired by Plato (and in 

Hadot’s case Aristotle and Plotinus as well).  

We can at least be clear that Weil believes superposition of readings will lead us 

to a higher level. As we saw in the above discussion, this claim does not seem to require 

further justification. Superposed reading is more comprehensive and goes beyond the 

level of reading from a self-centered perspective to reflect other possible readings. 

                                                
90 Pierre Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy? trans. Michael Chase (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2004), 1. 
 

91 Hadot, 3 (emphasis added). Weil’s emphasis of seeing and her notion of reading that is 
necessarily tied to how one acts and lives can be observed well in Hadot’s language here.    
 

92 Ibid. (emphasis added). As I pointed out in Chapter 1, Weil succeeds the Platonic theme of the 
conversion of the soul and recognizes that it concerns the love of the Good.  
 

93 Here, my understanding is influenced by Springsted, particularly his paper “On Philosophy” 
presented at the Colloquy of the American Weil Society in 2013. The point resonates with Plato’s use of 
myths at the end of Gorgias that I mentioned in Chapter 3. It also goes back to Standish’s dim ideal in Plato 
that I introduced in Chapter 2.   
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Moreover, recalling the discussion of the imitation of the divine, reading God’s love in 

human affliction is higher than reading evil in it.94  

So far we have only discussed the contradiction of one’s reading with other 

people’s readings. Nevertheless, superposition applies to contradictions within ourselves. 

Indeed, Weil’s primary example of contradiction is the Cross of Christ, which concerns 

the tension between good (or the Good if emphasizing association with Plato) and 

necessity in a subject. Weil thinks that Christ on the Cross holds a contradiction. On one 

hand, Christ desires that God’s will be achieved and suffers on the Cross despite his 

innocence. Nevertheless, he cannot help but desire otherwise by asking: “My God, my 

God, why hast thou forsaken me?”95 Christ’s reading of the Cross is contradictory 

between good and necessity. Here, good is God whom Christ loves and necessity is what 

makes Christ wish for the disappearance of his unjust suffering. Weil thinks this 

contradiction makes Christ’s existence for us supernatural. “The mystery of the cross of 

Christ lies in a contradiction, for it is both a free-will offering and a punishment which he 

endured in spite of himself.”96 Through this contradiction, Christ recognizes God’s love 

and finally returns to God. I have discussed this acceptance of the existence of affliction 

as God’s love earlier in this chapter. Just as the contradiction of others’ readings leads 

                                                
94 At this point, one may wonder whether reading God’s love in everything is the highest and thus 

ideal reading. But as I noted above, purely reading God’s love without contradiction is not available, even 
for Christ on the Cross. The point goes back to the discussion of ideal in Chapter 2, in which I argued that 
the ideal is not achievable and is only regulative ideal. 
 

95 GG, 139. 
 
96 Ibid., 156. 
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one to a higher level, contradictory readings within a subject also draw us up to a higher 

level. 

We can think of the Cross of Christ on the level of our ordinary life. The tension 

between good and necessity is an everyday issue for many of us. We desire good, but we 

often find it impossible to attain.97 It is impossible because we live a material existence 

that is inescapable from the mechanism of necessity. As long as we keep desiring the 

absolute good, there will always be contradictions. For instance, suppose a person who 

desires to be more generous and forgiving, and this desire is rooted in her love of the 

absolute good. When someone insults her, one part of her reads that she needs to forgive 

the person. It could be that she recognizes him as giving her an occasion she can utilize. 

However, she may also find herself becoming angry with him because she is not yet 

generous  (that is why she still desires to be more generous).98 She reads in him a person 

to get angry with. Thus, there is a contradiction between good and necessity.  

Facing this contradiction, this person may try to ignore either her emotion of 

anger or her desire for the absolute good. In that way, she may pretend there is no such 

contradiction. On one hand, it might not be very hard to give up the desire 

momentarily—simply forget about being generous and go off on him. However, if her 

desire is real, she will regret this later on when she reflects that her behavior comes from 

anger. Meanwhile, it will not work either to suppress the feelings of anger. It is usually 

                                                
97 See the discussion of desire’s impossible-ness in Chapter 2. As we see there, the notion of 

contradiction is closely tied to the impossibility of desire.       
 

98 It is by necessity that we get angry when someone insults us. 
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the case that even if one makes every effort to suppress negative feelings, one still feel 

them—it seems beyond one’s control.  

Thus, one would have to accept the contradiction as a reality unless one deceives 

oneself. This person would need to recognize and accept that angry feelings exist within 

her. If she maintains the love of the good and the desire to be generous and not feel angry, 

she will find herself left with a contradiction. But, if she continues to contemplate the 

contradiction, she will eventually move to a higher level, which means closer to the good 

to which she orients herself. As I discussed for the role of will in Chapter 2, Weil thinks 

that if we continue to direct ourselves to the good with persistent will, the energy that 

distracts us (energy of anger, for example) will be consumed and our desire for the good 

will ultimately win. Although I only used the example of anger as one kind of emotion, 

the same applies to anything that originates in necessity and thus contradicts the good. As 

noted in Chapter 3, it can be the desire for power and privilege. Thus, the superposition 

of contradictory readings can lead to a more comprehensive and, thus, higher reading.  

 

4. 6. Contemplation 

In the previous section, I referred to contemplation because our attitude in facing 

contradiction is largely negative: we do not try to resolve contradiction, but keep looking 

at it as it is and wait until it lifts us up spontaneously. Contradiction here shares some 

similarities with Aristotle’s theoria but their differences are more crucial and I will 
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emphasize them here.99 One important difference is that contemplation for Weil is not a 

leisure activity of happy individuals who find joy in purely theoretical and other-worldly 

objects separated from this world. The object of contemplation can be the absolute good 

or God, beauty of nature, and words such as justice and love. However, it is not limited to 

them.100 Contradictions are crucial objects of contemplation for Weil.101 We face 

contradictions in purely theoretical activity such as studying mathematics, but we also 

face many of them in everyday life. Moreover, contemplation is not an activity only for 

leisure. We do face contradictions as we read works of literature in our leisure time, but 

they are pervasive in actual life. Furthermore, Weil highlights that we should contemplate 

the reality of human affliction. Although I did not use the word “contemplative” when 

discussing the acceptance of human affliction as God’s love, it is in fact deeply 

contemplative. I also discussed in Chapter 3 that we need to see the reality of human 

misery and people sharing the same condition. In that way, we can see other people as 

they are through the special mode of seeing that is attention. This mode of seeing and, 

                                                
99 For Aristotle’s theoria (contemplation), see Chapter 7 and 8 of Book 10 of Nicomachean Ethics. 

In those chapters, Aristotle mentions such features of contemplation: it is the activity of the supreme virtue 
and thus constitutes happiness; it is divine (most fitted for the divine); its objects are supreme objects of 
knowledge (nous); it is the most continuous, most pleasant, and most self-sufficient activity; it is liked 
because of itself alone; and it is leisurely. The following article discusses Aristotle’s contemplation and its 
value in education: Jeffrey Morgan, “Leisure, Contemplation and Leisure Education,” Ethics and 
Education 1, no. 2 (October 2006): 133-47.        
 

100 Caranfa argues for the importance of contemplation in education by discussing Plato and Weil. 
I am very sympathetic with his thesis, but he equates contemplation with aesthetic appreciation and ignores 
contemplation of the contradictions. Angelo Caranfa, “Contemplative Instruction and the Gifts of Beauty, 
Love, and Silence,” Educational Theory 60, no. 5 (2010): 561-85.   
 

101 Arthur Zajonc, professor of physics at Amherst College, recognizes the significance of 
contradictions as objects of contemplation. He claims that sustainment of contradiction is a critical step in 
his pedagogy of contemplation. See his article, “Love and Knowledge: Recovering the Heart of Learning 
Through Contemplation,” Teachers College Record 108, no.9 (September 2006): 1742-59. I will talk about 
this paper more because I hear deep resonance between Weil’s thesis of educational purpose and his.  
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thus, attention are contemplative. These points indicate that contemplation in Weil is far 

more than a leisure activity of happy individuals, unlike Aristotle’s view. Contemplation 

is deeply rooted in the reality of this world.102  

The apprenticeship of reading thus involves the important element of learning the 

contemplation of contradiction. We should not pretend there is no contradiction, but 

rather accept and contemplate it. The correct attitude is waiting without giving up the 

desire for the Good or faith in God. By facing contradiction in this way, we can move to a 

higher reading that is more comprehensive. Given that our lives as well as the lives of our 

children are filled with uncertainty and ambiguity, which implies the existence of 

contradictions in both the public and personal spheres, why should education be 

indifferent to contradictions? It seems there are only limited effort to pay attention here 

because of the current overemphasis of problem solving and models of scientific 

knowledge that abhor uncertainty and ambiguity—not to mention contradictions. If 

reality is filled with contradictions—as Weil thinks it is and I agree—what we should do 

is learn how to face them, not to evade them as if reality is always consistent. Thus, if 

education should teach us how to deal with contradictions, the method of contemplation, 

as Weil suggests, seems to be a compelling proposal.  

So far, I have only discussed contradiction in the moral and religious contexts. 

However, for Weil, the theme of contemplation of contradictions has broader scope. She 

                                                
102 Margaret Buchmann discusses that contemplation does not have to be a merely theoretical 

activity apart from practice. Buchmann asserts that, although teacher thinking is often understood as 
planning and decision making, contemplation—a different sort of thinking—is crucial for teachers. She 
characterizes contemplation as careful attention, setting aside one’s wills and emotions and suspending 
thoughts and calculations of utility. Margaret Buchmann, “The Careful Vision: How Practical Is 
Contemplation in Teaching?” American Journal of Education (November 1989): 35-61. 



 180 

mentions examples of contradictions from mathematics and science. The discovery of 

incommensurables and real numbers (rational as well as irrational numbers) by the 

Pythagoreans is one example.103 She also mentions the contradiction of waves and 

particles in quantum theory. Examining Weil’s remarks on quantum theory, Vance G. 

Morgan writes:  

The heart of Weil’s critique of quantum theory is not that the theory introduced 
contradiction into the scientific model of the world by reintroducing discontinuity 
into the classical model that had focused only on continuity. What disturbed Weil, 
rather, was the manner in which contemporary scientists incorporated this 
contradiction into their newly developed model of reality. . . . When contradiction 
is encountered in human experience, one must not attempt to eliminate the 
contradiction by ignoring one of the contradictories (as classical science did) nor 
by attempting to impose a premature and misguided unity on the contradictories 
(as in Weil’s estimation, contemporary scientists did). The proper attitude toward 
contradictories, according to Weil, is contemplation.104  
 

It is then easy to see that contemplation is not limited to our relation to moral goodness 

and God. Truth and beauty in mathematics and science are also objects of contemplation, 

and we encounter contradictions in these contexts as we do in moral and religious 

contexts.105 Indeed, Weil sees the value of school studies in these broader contexts 

                                                
103 See, for instance, Weil’s essay “The Pythagorean Doctrine,” collected in Intimations of 

Christianity among the Ancient Greeks (Routledge: New York, 1957). She writes: “Among the 
Pythagoreans the words ‘arithmos’ and ‘logos’ were synonyms. They called the irrational relationships 
logoi-alogoi. To bind those numbers which are not square to unity requires a mediation which can only 
fulfill this function at the price of a contradiction” (162).  
 

104 Vance G. Morgan, Weaving The World: Simone Weil on Science, Mathematics, and Love 
(University of Notre Dame: Notre Dame, 2005), 54. 
 

105 Although I may not discuss Weil’s notion of beauty here, I would like to quote a passage from 
her notebooks that made me include the word “beauty” in this sentence. “Beauty is the manifest appearance 
of reality. Reality represents essentially contradiction. For reality is the obstacle, and the obstacle for a 
thinking being is contradiction. The beauty in mathematics lies in contradiction. Incommensurability, logoi-
alogoi, was the first radiance of beauty manifested in mathematics” (N, 387). Weil also writes: “The subject 
of science is the beautiful (that is to say order, proportion, harmony) in so far as it is supersensible and 
necessary. The subject of art is sensible and contingent beauty discerned through the network of chance and 
evil” (GG, 204). For a nice summary of Weil’s aesthetics and its relevance to contemporary aesthetics, see 
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ranging from truth and beauty to good and God. If school studies are to be used properly, 

she writes, there must be a method, and it is the contemplative method. 

Studies and faith. Prayer being only attention in its pure form and studies being a 
form of gymnastics of the attention, each school exercise should be a refraction of 
spiritual life. There must be method in it. A certain way of doing a Latin 
translation, a certain way of tackling a problem in geometry (and not just any 
way) make up a system of gymnastics of the attention, calculated to give it a 
greater aptitude for prayer. . . . Method for understanding images, symbols, etc. 
Not to try to interpret them, but to look at them till the light suddenly dawns. 
Generally speaking, a method for the exercise of the intelligence, which consists 
of looking.106 
 

School studies, whether Latin, geometry, or any other, should be engaged with the 

method of contemplation. This does not mean interpreting or searching for the solution 

but looking. By doing so, way we may train and nurture attention, the purest form of 

which is prayer. In that sense, school studies and faith share the same method and are not 

two independent activities.107 In understanding the claim that attention is the sole purpose 

of education, we may thus conclude that Weil is proposing the learning of the method of 

contemplation that makes contradictions in broad contexts its object. To reiterate an 

earlier statement, this involves learning to superpose multiple readings and composing a 

comprehensive reading. Through this apprenticeship in reading, we change how we read, 

                                                                                                                                            
Patrick Sherry, “Simone Weil on Beauty,” Simone Weil’s Philosophy of Culture: Readings Toward a 
Divine Humanity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 260-276.  
 

106 GG, 173-4. See also the following passage from Weil’s essay on school studies, which I have 
already quoted in Chapter 1. “In every school exercise there is a special way of waiting upon truth, setting 
our hearts upon it, yet not allowing ourselves to go out in search of it. There is a way of giving our attention 
to the data of a problem in geometry without trying to find the solution or to the words of a Latin or Greek 
text without trying to arrive at the meaning, a way of waiting, when we are writing, for the right word to 
come of itself at the end of our pen, while we merely reject all inadequate words” (WG, 113). 
 

107 At this point, I should note that contemplation can only properly be recognized as such in a 
religious or spiritual framework. This resonates with Vance G. Morgan’s claim about humility that it can 
only be properly discussed in a religious framework and secular language is misleading. Morgan, 
“Humility and the Transcendent.”  
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which in turn changes how we act, love, and live. Education is nothing but this 

transformative experience.  

In closing this section, I would like to mention an article by Arthur Zajonc, 

professor of physics at Amherst College. Based on his experience of teaching for more 

than twenty-five years, he argues for the need for contemplative education (though 

mostly in higher education settings) and reports on the course he and his colleague 

designed and taught together that aimed at the learning of contemplation. Zajonc’s article 

fits perfectly with the discussion of this chapter as well as the whole study. His main 

concern, as is ours, is what education is, and his inspiration comes from Rainer Maria 

Rilke who claimed that one must learn to love. Zajonc asks, “If I were to ask what should 

be at the center of our teaching and our students’ learning, how would you respond? Of 

the many tasks that we as educators take up, what, in your view, is the most important 

task of all? What is our greatest hope for the young people we teach?”108 In responding, 

he quotes a passage from Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet: 

To take love seriously and to bear and to learn it like a task, this is what [young] 
people need. . . . For one human being to love another, that is perhaps the most 
difficult of all our tasks, the ultimate, the last test and proof, the work for which 
all other work is but a preparation. For this reason young people, who are 
beginners in everything, cannot yet know love, they have to learn it. With their 
whole being, with all their forces, gathered close about their lonely, timid, 
upward-beating heart, they must learn to love. (p.41)109 
        

Zajonc takes this passage to heart and claims that the learning of love should be the 

central aim of education. This is also the argument of this study in following Simone 
                                                

108 Zajonc,“Love and Knowledge: Recovering the Heart of Learning Through Contemplation,” 
Teachers College Record 108, no. 9 (September 2006), 1743. 
 

109 Ibid., I found this passage on page 31 on the Dover Publications edition with some differences 
in translation, but I kept the passage as Zajonc cited.   
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Weil’s philosophy. Furthermore, Zajonc’s claim for the need for contemplation is derived 

from his belief of what education should be. He thinks we should learn to love through 

contemplative education. The point is also well taken when considering our discussion of 

contemplation in this chapter.  

Zajonc conceives love as the opposite of separation. Love is a matter of creating 

empathetic relations to other people as well as to the natural environment.110 Moreover, 

love has an epistemological dimension. Love and knowledge converge as they develop 

into a higher form. We know others and things in the world when we engage with them 

closely and relate to them empathetically. We can do this through the contemplative 

inquiry and come to know truths in this proper sense. Zajonc calls this mode of 

knowledge “insight” which lets us love others and the world better. Contemplation is like 

a cogwheel for love and knowledge. This point also resonates with this study. The notion 

of reading has an epistemological dimension. Moreover, attention as justice and love has 

an epistemological dimension, as I pointed out via Peter Winch in Chapter 3. Finally, as I 

relate this study back to the central question of Plato’s Meno, our discussion of attention 

and love is a continuation of the inquiry of virtue as knowledge/wisdom. As I stated in 

Chapter 1, Weil viewed Plato’s wisdom as nothing but one’s orientation of the love of 

God.  

 With his colleague art historian Joel Upton, Zajonc designed a course entitled 

“”Eros and Insight” at Amherst College that explores the relation between love, 

knowledge, and contemplation. They made sure to provide students with enough time for 

                                                
110 This resonates with Noddings’ caring. 
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reflection on each reading and assignment. They read texts such as Henry David 

Thoreau’s Walden, Simone Weil’s Gravity and Grace, Basho’s haiku, Lao-tsu’s Tao Te 

Ching, and other works. Readings were short but powerful, and were intended to explore 

the features of contemplation and its relation to love and knowledge. They also 

incorporated some unusual class activities such as listening to bells in silence and 

painting squares in black and white to create a sequence of the squares in different shades 

of grey to discern the differences. While I cannot comment on the nature of these 

activities, the students’ response to the course was positive, according to Zajonc: 

Students quickly realized that Eros and Insight was like no other course at 
Amherst. Several students told us that they had given up on education, becoming 
cynical about it in high school. They learned to perform whatever was asked, even 
if it failed to connect to their lives, their deepest questions and most intense 
longings. Big jobs with big salaries were the material carrots for high 
performance, and Amherst was merely a means to that end. Set the bar anywhere, 
and they would jump over it, not out of sincere interest, but because they were 
smart and well trained. It took time to win them over, to reawaken in them the 
root aspiration that they all have, which is not primarily about education as an 
instrument for wealth acquisition. Instead, it is about transformation, development, 
and becoming all they can be.111 
         

This seems a powerful testament to the idea that the education of contemplation, love, 

and knowledge revives the true sense of education, unlike the education that is currently 

viewed instrumentally. As Zajonc writes about the course: “In my 25 years of teaching, 

Eros and Insight was the most gratifying teaching experience I have ever had.”112  

  

                                                
111 Zajonc, 1750. 

 
112 Ibid. 
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4. 7. Summary 

I began this chapter by introducing Weil’s notion of reading and discussing the 

the learning of attention as the change of reading from a self-centered perspective to the 

imitation of the divine. By imitating the divine, we accept the reign of necessity in this 

world and the existence of affliction as God’s love. In other words, we learn the love of 

God equally through joy and suffering. I emphasized that Weil’s glorification of suffering 

must be taken guardedly. I also cautioned that imitation of the divine is different from 

taking the perspective of God, which is non-sense. Rather, it means superposing different 

levels of reading, not isolating the highest level of reading from the lower levels of 

reading. In this way, we can achieve comprehensive reading that is more just and loving. 

This apprenticeship in reading was, then, identified as the learning of the method of 

contemplation. Superposition occurs as we contemplate contradictory readings without 

resolving them in false harmony. The learning of attention is equivalent with an 

apprenticeship in reading and learning of the method of contemplation.
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I first summarize all four the previous chapters and confirm their 

outcomes in terms of our consideration of educational purpose. As I do so, I return to the 

question in Plato’s Meno that I mentioned at the beginning of this study. By revisiting it 

after this exploration of Weil’s thesis, we can better see Weil’s response to the question. I 

will, then, note the limitations and incompleteness of this study and end the chapter by 

proposing further development.  

 

5. 1. Summary 

This study examined Weil’s thesis that the sole purpose of education is attention. 

Noting potential hostility to the thesis, I first addressed some of the difficulties I found to 

be most critical. I raised three serious concerns: (1) Weil’s religious formulation of the 

notion of attention, (2) essentialism in terms of both love and education, and (3) the un-

inhabitability of the ideal. In interpreting Weil’s text, I emphasized her realism and 

argued that these three concerns do not necessarily undermine the validity of her thesis. 

For the first concern, I claimed that Weil’s religious language did not have to 

assume religious doctrines or any system of faith. It did not assert the existence of God 

from the beginning, but the existence is the result of observing love and suffering in 

actual human life. My point was that Weil is not a dogmatist—she is a realist. To support 

this reading, I mentioned D. Z. Philip’s suggestion that Weil’s language of God is best 

understood with the Wittgensteinian notion of the grammar.  
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In terms of the second concern, I confirmed that Weil’s thesis of the purpose of 

education seemed to involve essentialism in two senses. By saying the sole purpose of 

education is attention, Weil seemed to point to the development of attention as the 

essence of education. In addition, she claimed that attention is the essence of love. I 

argued that although Weil’s language of love and education has a tone of essentialism, it 

cannot be captured in the binary between essentialism and pluralism. I showed how her 

understanding of love as well as education has a pluralistic tone in that she admitted there 

were various forms of love and diverse approaches and practices in education. Moreover, 

the ideal of love that she suggested is a regulative ideal indicating a point of reference by 

which we may orient ourselves, not a point to achieve. I also noted that the notion of 

grammar was carried through into the second concern. Weil’s seemingly essentialist 

language of love may be understood as the description of how love exists in actual human 

life. In that sense, Weil is pointing to the grammar of love. 

The third concern was that Weil’s ideal is too high to inhabit. I first confirmed 

that her ideal is a regulative one and only suggests an orientation. I particularly addressed 

Weil’s view of autonomy as the source of evil and showed that although she thought 

autonomy is evil and should be renounced, she did not reject its value altogether. We 

need autonomy to renounce itself, and in that sense, it is indispensable for the 

development of attention. Nevertheless, the concern of un-inhabitability remains 

unresolved. We should keep this concern in mind as we develop a more comprehensive 

interpretation. Thus, my interpretation is incomplete; however, I believe I was able to 
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suggest a potential interpretation and show that these problems do not necessarily 

undermine Weil’s thesis.   

After defending Weil’s thesis of educational purpose apologetically, I devoted the 

following two chapters to a more positive discussion of Weil’s notion of attention. First 

focusing on the moral aspect of attention, I argued that the purpose of education involves 

the nurturance of justice. Justice for Weil is different from the enforcement of rights, but 

it is synonymous with love. Justice means seeing the reality of other people in affliction 

as themselves and recognizing that we are no different than they are. Because we share 

the condition of human misery, the suffering of others is also ours. Given the influence of 

force, our eyes are overwhelmed and fail to see the reality of others, and so we use them 

as a means for our own satisfaction. We need to refuse the logic of force in order to 

recognize other people’s reality as itself and thus love them.  

Refusing the logic of force, however, requires detachment from the tendency to 

see the world from a self-centered perspective. This is difficult because detachment goes 

against nature; we take an egocentric perspective so naturally that not doing so requires a 

rupture from the self. I concurred with Weil that this idea is absurd and mad. 

Nevertheless, I argued that this madness of love is perhaps necessary if we want to (and 

should) attend to and not ignore the suffering of other people and their reality. I noted 

again that Weil is a realist in this sense. Her view of justice and love is not simply a 

utopian ideal flight from reality. It is, in fact, deeply rooted in actual human suffering. 

 From this discussion of justice, I posed an observation that education today in its 

instrumental view, subscribes to the logic of force and may even be reinforcing this logic 
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in today’s social-economic system. People invest in education to gain social power and 

privilege; education’s aim is force. Weil’s claim of justice directly opposes the current 

view of education and thus provides a critical perspective that allows our reconsideration 

of what education is and what its purpose is. Education’s aim is not to strengthen force; 

rather, it is to renounce it and reject its logic. It is to nurture justice and love.   

After examining what attention is, particularly focusing on its moral aspect, I 

proceeded to discuss Weil’s notion of reading. Here, the purpose of education was 

recaptured as an apprenticeship in reading. The reality is what we read, and by changing 

how we read, we can change how we act, love, and live. We naturally read the world 

from a self-centered perspective. Through apprenticeship, though, we can learn to read 

better. I pointed out that reading has three different levels. On the lowest level, one’s 

reading is self-centered. To read better is to acknowledge and respect other people’s 

readings and seek balance between them. It is to create comprehensive reading by 

superposing and incorporating contradictory readings. This returns to the claim of justice 

and love. The outcome of this apprenticeship is deeper. It culminates in the love of God. 

To love God is to accept everything, including the existence of the most abhorrent 

incidents of human misery and appreciate them. It is to read from the quasi-perspective of 

God and see that human misery is the result of God’s love. God abdicated from this 

world and let the blind mechanism of necessity reign. The love of God, then, is 

inseparable from the love of the order and beauty. Although I did not discuss this point 

much, nature is ordered and beautiful because of its perfect obedience to God.  
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All forms of love—the love of God, love of the order and beauty, and love of 

other people—are nurtured by an apprenticeship in reading. The method of contemplation 

is crucial in this apprenticeship. By contemplation of contradiction, the superposition of 

different readings occurs and we can learn to read better. Even if the highest level of 

reading, i.e., the love of God, is an improper aim for school education, it is still valuable 

to have children learn the method of contemplation.   

Contemplation here should not be understood as an activity of theory as opposed 

to practice. It is not an otherworldly or leisurely activity of the elite, but it is deeply 

rooted in the reality of the actual lives of all human beings. It takes the form of keeping 

desire for the Good or faith in God, despite the uncertainty, ambiguity, and impossibility 

of life that is filled with contradictions, and despite the existence of human suffering and 

affliction. It is to wait patiently without trying to find a solution. School education today, 

focusing too extremely on problem solving and test scores, overlooks the importance of 

letting children learn to face and contemplate contradictions. 

 

5. 2. Revisiting the Question of Plato’s Meno 

Having summarized the body of this study, I now return to the question of Plato’s 

Meno—“Can virtue be taught?” or rather its variation “Can love be taught?” as I 

mentioned in Chapter 1. I argued that Simone Weil’s thesis that the sole purpose of 

education is to nurture attention can be understood as a comprehensive response to this 

question. Now that we have examined her thesis, we should be able to understand her 

response better.  
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Love can be taught, and it should be the sole purpose of education because 

education by nature is teaching and learning to love. By the word “love,” I mean attention, 

and its two most important aspects has been examined: moral and religious or spiritual. In 

both aspects of love, i.e., the love of others and the love of God, we can learn to love 

through an apprenticeship in reading, a detachment from a self-centered perspective, and 

an orientation of ourselves to imitate the divine. School studies can prepare this learning 

to love by teaching the method of contemplation. In an apprenticeship in reading, we can 

achieve a more comprehensive reading by superposing multiple readings, and this occurs 

through contemplating on contradictions. 

I already noted that to contemplate is to keep desiring the Good or having faith in 

God, despite the existence of human suffering and affliction. Contemplation is rooted in 

reality. It involves seeing the reality as is and patiently waiting. It is admitting that human 

intelligence has limitations and there is mystery beyond these boundaries. The virtue of 

humility is thus central: it is Socratic wisdom to know that one does not know. It is the 

method of how we as creatures in this world relate ourselves to transcendence. This 

orientation of the soul is attention. Weil thinks this orientation is Platonic wisdom or 

virtue in the question of the Meno. “The wisdom of Plato is nothing other than an 

orientation of the soul towards grace.”1 Weil confirms that this orientation and wisdom 

are love. 

Texts: Republic, Phaedrus, Symposium, Plato makes use of images. The 
fundamental idea of these images is that the disposition of the soul which is 

                                                
1 Weil, SNL, 99. 
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granted and receives grace is nothing else but love. The love of God is the root 
and foundation of Plato’s philosophy.2 

 
Weil’s claim that the sole purpose of education is attention thus is a comprehensive 

response to Plato’s Meno. Virtue in the Meno is attention, love, and wisdom. Wisdom 

(knowledge) and love converge in the activity of contemplation and attention is the best 

word to describe this convergence. Education is a matter of detaching from self-

centeredness and turning the soul toward the Good. This love of the Good or God 

involves love of other people, and love of the order and beauty in the natural environment, 

works of art, and studies of mathematics and sciences. School studies should be used to 

prepare children for the path of love. By teaching the method of contemplation, we can 

nurture in them the possibility of all sorts of love. 

Education’s purpose is love in broad contexts. It can be the love of the beauty of 

the world, including objects in nature and works of art. Or it can be the love of other 

people (i.e., justice) or the love of God. By learning to contemplate, read better, and 

change perspectives, one can learn to love better. Weil claims this should be the sole 

purpose of education. This grand vision of education may re-kindle the meaning of 

education and suggests a compelling alternative to the dominant instrumental view of 

education today. It might, then, rescue the depressing situation of education currently 

observed among teachers, schoolchildren, parents, college professors, and society as a 

whole.  

                                                
2 Ibid., 101. Weil also writes: “Plato’s philosophy is nothing else but an act of love towards God” 

(SNL, 104).  
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 Education in this view cannot properly be understood without transcendence. 

Contemplation is commitment to the Good or God, and it is a religious or spiritual 

activity and way of life. Contradictions in this world are real and significant for us as far 

as we keep our commitment to the Good or God. Without such commitment, we may 

ignore contradictions. The claim for transcendence may sound uneasy to many education 

scholars today, as shown in Gert Biesta’s paper presented at the annual meeting of the 

Philosophy of Education Society in 2011.3 Suggesting the need for reflection on 

transcendence, Biesta cautiously noted at the outset, “I am aware that this exploration 

takes me in a direction which some may find difficult to give a place within the 

conversation of philosophy of education, as it implies engagement with religious 

language and theological argument.” 4 He ended his talk confirming that it was only “an 

attempt to challenge a taken-for-granted configuration of the field.”5  

Since Biesta’s paper is relevant here, I will provide a brief summary of it. The 

paper argues that constructivist pedagogy has disrupted the idea of teaching by assuming 

that learning occurs entirely within the learner-subject, and teachers have nothing to teach 

and students have nothing to learn from teachers. Teaching is only a matter of facilitating 

the learning environment. To retrieve the idea of teaching and the identity of teachers, 

Biesta appeals to the need for transcendence. He first draws nn Sharron Todd’s 

Levinasian criticism of constructivist pedagogy, and confirms that teaching is more than 

                                                
3 Gert Biesta, “Transcendence, Revelation, and the Constructivist Classroom,” paper presented at 

the annual meeting of the Philosophy of Education Society, 2011. 
 

4 Ibid. 
 

5 Ibid.  
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facilitation of the environment. Being the Other, teachers do teach something to the 

learner-subject. Biesta, however, is dissatisfied with Todd’s treatment of “transcendence 

contained to the Other as another human being”6 and he suggests the possibility of the 

Other as God maintaining Levinas’ original connotation. Drawing in Merold Westphal’s 

study of Levinas and Kierkegaard, Biesta discusses their idea of teaching as revelation. 

Here revelation does not reveal something “that is comprehensible” but “something that 

is ‘beyond’ my cognition and comprehension—and therefore even ‘beyond being and 

‘beyond reason.’”7 Teaching is revelation in the sense that it “is presenting students with 

something that ‘is neither derivable from nor validated by what [they] already 

know,’[Biesta quoting Westphal] but that truly transcends what they already know.”8 

Thus Biesta believes some notion of transcendence is necessary to reflect what it means 

to teach and to educate. Although Biesta’s concern might be different from ours, his 

suggestion clearly resonates with this study’s religious and spiritual orientation.  

 

5. 3. Further Development 

This study is admittedly incomplete both as a research on Simone Weil’s 

philosophy and a study of its implications for education. In terms of the former, I hope I 

succeeded in showing that Weil’s thesis of educational purpose does not assume religious 

dogmas nor subscribes to metaphysical essentialism. On the contrary, her philosophy is 

deeply rooted in her observation and description of reality, particularly the reality of 
                                                

6 Ibid. 
 

7 Ibid. 
 

8 Ibid. 
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suffering and love. Because of space limitation, I had to leave omit some points without 

deeper examination, for example, the interpretation of Weil’s religious language, 

particularly with the Wittgensteinian notion of grammar; the position of her notion of 

reading within current epistemologies and philosophies of language; her reflection on 

values as well as her view of what philosophy is and the significance of Ancient Greek 

sciences in her philosophy. I believe further exploration in these issues will be beneficial 

in examining and promoting Weil’s thesis of educational purpose.  

 In terms of implications for education, I mostly focused on the discussion of the 

purpose of education throughout this study and did not explore much of other aspects of 

education. Among many possible future developments, I am interested in picturing and 

examining Weil’s moral education and situating it in the current scholarship of moral 

education. As I noted in explaining the notion of reading, Weil considers that we need to 

change action by changing how we read. Moral education is a matter of having an 

apprenticeship in reading. She considers that virtuous action can result as a spontaneous 

outcome of contemplation. In fact, her view of moral education runs continuously with 

her claim of the purpose of education. For her, education itself is a moral practice. In any 

event, Weil’s view of moral education can be situated in a continuing dialogue between 

character education and Kohlberg’s moral developmentalist approach, and additional 

contributions made by the feminist approach.9  

                                                
9 For a nice overview of the movement of moral education, see Graham Haydon, “Moral 

Education” in A Companion to the Philosophy of Education ed. Randall Curren (Malden: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2003), 320-31. For Kohlberg’s moral developmentalist approach, see the paper, Lawrence 
Kohlberg, “The Cognitive-Developmental Approach to Moral Education,” The Phi Delta Kappan, 56, no. 
10 (1975): 670-77. For character education, see the work by Thomas Lickona, “Eleven Principles of 
Effective Character Education,” Journal of Moral Education 25, no. 1 (1996): 93-100. For the feminist 
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In this light, a comparison with Nel Noddings’ scholarship would be especially 

fruitful. Weil’s notion of attention could be related and compared with Noddings’ notion 

of caring. In fact, Noddings herself recognizes the resonance between her caring and 

Weil’s attention and comments on this in The Maternal Factor.10 Emphasizing the 

exercise of the carer’s receptive attention, Noddings refers to Weil and her notion of 

attention. She writes: “Simone Weil discussed this form of attention [receptive attention] 

and its place in moral life. The basic attitude of one exercising receptive attention is 

captured in the question asked (explicitly and implicitly) by carers: What are you going 

through? . . . In Caring, I used the word engrossment to name this form of attention. . . . 

The carer is engrossed in (or receptively attentive to) the needs expressed in an 

encounter.”11 Noddings, however, shows some dissatisfaction with Weil’s attention and 

distinguishes it from her notion of caring.12 To mention a few of her dissatisfactions, 

Noddings accuses Weil’s claim that attention to school studies such as mathematics can 

nurture attention to other people. She points to people who can give perfect attention to 

mathematical content but cannot do so to other people; thus, she concludes that attention 

to mathematical objects differs from attention to other people. In addition, Noddings is 

critical of Weil’s religious language as well as her discussion of justice based on the 

                                                                                                                                            
approach, see Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982) and Nel Noddings, Caring. I already cited the second edition 
of Noddings’ Caring published in 2003; the first edition was published in 1984. 
 

10 Nel Noddings, The Maternal Factor: Two Paths to Morality (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010).   
 

11 Ibid., 47. I already commented on this problem in Chapter 1. 
 

12 Ibid., 52-53.   
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notion of “impersonal.”13 I understand Noddings’ concerns based on her interpretation of 

Weil; however, I think Weil can be interpreted differently and just as fruitfully, as I hope 

this study succeeded in suggesting. I believe further comparison is meaningful as one 

continues the inquiry of Weil’s philosophy. I am curious how this difference between 

caring and attention may result in different views of moral education. Moreover, 

Noddings’ claim that happiness should be the central aim of education is pertinent to this 

study.14 Weil’s view of happiness and attention’s role in it can be compared with 

Noddings’ understanding of happiness, given her emphasis on the creation of the caring 

relationship as its primary element.         

 Another implication we can draw concerns the curriculum. As I noted in Chapter 

1, Weil in considering school studies seems more concerned with how children study 

rather than what they study. To repeat some of these points, Weil claims that they should 

study all subject matters regardless of their natural talents and tastes. Weil even says that 

studying the subject that they are not cut out for is better. Such remarks might elicit 

objections from advocates of progressivism and child-centered education because Weil 

seems to be disregarding children’s interests. Nevertheless, I believe this is not true. At 

one point, she emphasizes the importance of children’s desire to learn and claims that 

study must be joyful and pleasing.15 She claims that children should study all subject 

                                                
13 Ibid., 53. I did not mention the “impersonal” when I discussed Weil’s justice in Chapter 3, as it 

would make the discussion too complex. The impersonal is a controversial notion and seems often 
misunderstood. The essay by Eric O. Springsted, “Rootedness: Culture and Value” is particularly helpful to 
understand it properly.  
 

14 Noddings, Happiness and Education. 
 

15 WG, 110. 
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matters not because she disregards children’s experience, but because she believes all 

subject matter, when properly utilized, can serve the purpose of nurturing attention and 

learning the method of contemplation. Studying in a way that develops the method of 

contemplation in conjunction with children’s own desire to learn is very important to 

Weil—even more so than what subject matter to study. 

 This, however, does not mean we should not think about “what” to teach. I 

believe it is valuable to consider a curriculum that optimizes children’s learning of the 

method of contemplation. In advocating the learning of the method of contemplation, we 

have noted mostly its negative side that it can be developed by not seeking out the truths 

but by waiting. On this point, Weil emphasizes the importance of admitting one’s own 

mistakes, recognizing their origin, and correcting them. It is necessary “to take great 

pains to examine squarely and to contemplate attentively and slowly each school task in 

which we have failed . . . without seeking any excuse or overlooking any mistake . . . 

trying to get down to the origin of each fault.”16 This point, however, is more on how to 

learn than what to learn. In terms of what to learn, we may infer that Weil would value 

mathematical studies as well as literature, film, and other works of art that invite us to 

encounter contradictions. Of course, some contradictions might be unsuitable for children 

and we would need to select the sorts of contradictions to which they should be exposed. 

We could incorporate works of literature and film into the curriculum that might resonate 

with contradictions they encounter in their actual life. Seeing how characters in certain 

stories respond to similar situations would invite them to contemplate their own situations. 

                                                
16 Ibid., 108. 
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At times we may teach them more directly what love looks like or instruct them how to 

contemplate an object, not merely facilitating the learning environment. We might also 

want to take into account Zajonc’s course “Eros and Insight” and his class activities, 

entertaining Weil’s own sense of contemplation instead of Zajonc’s. In any event, we 

should reflect further on how the learning of the method of contemplation could (and 

should) be taught. 

 Weil’s notion of attention and her thesis of educational purpose should certainly 

incite reflection on the practice of teaching in the classroom. If the purpose of school 

studies is the nurturance of attention, then how teachers attend to their youn students as 

well as to the subject matter is tremendously important. On this, I agree with Christopher 

Nelson’s comment that a teacher can be an example for children.17 If teachers agree with 

Weil and her view of what education is, it would necessarily reflect on their classroom 

practice, including how to interact with children, how to present and deal with subject 

matter, how to give assignments, how to grade, and how to give feedback. Perhaps by 

being exemplars of Weil’s attention and practitioners of the method of contemplation, 

teachers may best nurture attention and teach the method to the children. 

                                                
17 Christopher A. P. Nelson, “‘To Make Known This Method’: Simone Weil and the Business of 

Institutional Education,” in The Relevance of the Radical, ed. A. Rebbeca Rozelle-Stone and Lucian Stone 
(Continuum: London and New York, 2010), 76-90. 
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