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PREFACE

The only kind of introduction which could merit
permanent association with a book by Simone Weil would
be—Ilike that provided by M.Gustave Thibon to Gravity
and Grace'—an introduction by someone who knew her.
The reader of her work finds himself confronted by a
difficult, violent and complex personality; and the
assistance of those who had the advantage of long
discussions or correspondence with her, especially those
who knew her under the peculiar conditions of the last
five years of her life, will be of permanent value in the
future. I lack these qualifications. My aims in writing this
preface are, first, to affirm my belief in the importance of
the author and of this particular book; second, to warn
the reader against premature judgment and summary
classification—to persuade him to hold in check his own
prejudices and at the same time to be patient with those of
Simone Weil. Once her work is known and accepted, such
a preface as this should become superfluous.

All of Simone Weil’s work is posthumous. Gravity and
Grace—the selection from her voluminous notebooks
made by M. Thibon, and the first volume to appear in
France—is admirable in its contents, but somewhat
deceptive in its form. The comparison with Pascal (a
writer of whom Simone Weil sometimes spoke with

I La Pésanteur et la Grace.
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asperity) may be pressed too far. The fragmentariness of
the extracts elicits the profound insights and the startling
originality, but suggests that hers was a mind of
occasional flashes of inspiration. After reading Waiting on
God? and the present volume I saw that I must try to
understand the personality of the author; and that the
reading and re-reading of all of her work was necessary
for this slow process of understanding. In trying to
understand her, we must not be distracted—as is only too
likely to happen on a first reading—by considering how
far, and at what points, we agree or disagree. We must
simply expose ourselves to the personality of a woman of
genius, of a kind of genius akin to that of the saints.
Perhaps ‘genius’ is not the right word. The only priest
with whom she ever discussed her belief and her doubts
has said: je crois que son dme est incomparablement plus
haute que son génie. That is another way of indicating
that our first experience of Simone Weil should not be
expressible in terms of approval or dissent. I cannot
conceive of anybody’s agreeing with all of her views, or of
not disagreeing violently with some of them. But
agreement and rejection are secondary: what matters is to
make contact with a great soul. Simone Weil was one who
might have become a saint. Like some who have achieved
this state, she had greater obstacles to overcome, as well as
greater strength for overcoming them, than the rest of us.
A potential saint can be a very difficult person: I suspect
that Simone Weil could be at times insupportable. One is
struck, here and there, by a contrast between an almost
superhuman humility and what appears to be an almost
outrageous arrogance. There is a significant sentence by the
French priest whom I have already quoted. He reports
that he does not remember ‘ever having heard Simone
Weil, in spite of her virtuous desire for objectivity, give
way in the course of a discussion’. This comment throws

2 Attente de Dieu.
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light on much of her published work. I do not believe that
she was ever animated by delight in her own forensic skill
—a self-indulgence to which T suspect Pascal came
dangerously near, in the Letters—the display of power in
overcoming others in controversy. It was rather that all
her thought was so intensely lived, that the abandonment
of any opinion required modifications in her whole being:
a process which could not take place painlessly, or in the
course of a conversation. And—especially in the young,
and in those like Simone Weil in whom one detects no
sense of humour—egotism and selflessness can resemble
each other so closely that we may mistake the one for the
other.

The statement that Simone Weil’s ‘soul was
incomparably superior to her genius’ will, however, be
misunderstood if it gives the impression of depreciating
her intellect. Certainly she could be wunfair and
intemperate; certainly she committed some astonishing
aberrations and exaggerations. But those immoderate
affirmations which tax the patience of the reader spring
not from any flaw in her intellect but from excess of
temperament. She came of a family with no lack of
intellectual endowment—her brother is a distinguished
mathematician; and as for her own mind, it was worthy of
the soul which employed it. But the intellect, especially
when bent upon such problems as those which harassed
Simone Weil, can come to maturity only slowly; and we
must not forget that Simone Weil died at the age of thirty-
three. I think that in The Need for Roots especially, the
maturity of her social and political thought is very
remarkable. But she had a very great soul to grow up to;
and we should not criticise her philosophy at thirty-three
as if it were that of a person twenty or thirty years older.

In the work of such a writer we must expect to
encounter paradox. Simone Weil was three things in the
highest degree: French, Jewish and Christian. She was a
patriot who would gladly have been sent back to France to
suffer and die for her compatriots: she had to die—partly,



it would seem, as the result of self-mortification, in refusing
to take more food than the official rations of ordinary
people in France—in 1943 in a sanatorium at Ashford,
Kent. She was also a patriot who saw clearly, as this book
shows, the faults and the spiritual weakness of
contemporary France. She was a Christian with an intense
devotion to Our Lord in the Sacrament of the Altar, yet she
refused baptism, and much of her writing constitutes a
formidable criticism of the Church. She was intensely
Jewish, suffering torments in the affliction of the Jews in
Germany; yet she castigated Israel® with all the severity of
a Hebrew Prophet. Prophets, we are told, were stoned in
Jerusalem: but Simone Weil is exposed to lapidation from
several quarters. And in her political thinking she appears
as a stern critic of both Right and Left; at the same time
more truly a lover of order and hierarchy than most of those
who call themselves Conservative, and more truly a lover
of the people than most of those who call themselves
Socialist.

As for her attitude towards the Church of Rome and her
attitude towards Israel I wish, in the space of a preface, to
make only one observation. The two attitudes are not only
compatible but coherent, and should be considered as one.
It was in fact her rejection of Israel that made her a very
heterodox Christian. In her repudiation of all but a few
parts of the Old Testament (and in what she accepted she
discerned traces of Chaldaean or Egyptian influence) she
falls into something very like the Marcionite heresy. In
denying the divine mission of Israel she is also rejecting the
foundation of the Christian Church. Hence the difficulties
that caused her so much agony of spirit. I must affirm that
there is no trace of the Protestant in her composition: for
her, the Christian Church could only be the Church of
Rome. In the Church there is much to which she is blind,

31 use the term ‘Israel” as she used it, and not, of course, with
reference to the modern State.



or about which she is strangely silent: she seems to give no
thought to the Blessed Virgin; and as for the Saints, she is
concerned only with those who attract her interest through
their writings—such as St. Thomas Aquinas (whom she
dislikes, perhaps on insufficient acquaintance) and St. John
of the Cross (whom she admires because of his profound
knowledge of spiritual method).

In one respect she has, at first sight, something in
common with those intellectuals of the present day (mostly
with a vague liberal Protestant background) who can find
their way towards the religious life only through the
mysticism of the East. Her enthusiasm for everything
Greek (including the mysteries) was unbounded. For her,
there was no revelation to Israel, but a good deal of
revelation to the Chaldaeans, the Egyptians and the
Hindus. Her attitude may appear to be dangerously close
to that of those universalists who maintain that the
ultimate and esoteric truth is one, that all religions show
some traces of it, and that it is a matter of indifference to
which one of the great religions we adhere. Yet she is
saved from this error—and this is a matter for admiration
and thankfulness—by her devotion to the person of Our
Lord.

In her criticism of the Jewish and the Christian faiths, I
think that we have to try to make for ourselves a threefold
distinction, asking ourselves: how much is just? how much
is serious objection that must be rebutted? and how much,
in the way of error, can be extenuated on the ground of
the immaturity of a superior and passionate personality?
Our analyses may differ widely: but we must ask and
answer these questions for ourselves.

I do not know how good a Greek scholar she was. I do
not know how well read she was in the history of the
civilisations of the Eastern Mediterranean. I do not know
whether she could read the Upanishads in Sanskrit; or, if
s0, how great was her mastery of what is not only a very
highly developed language but a way of thought the
difficulties of which only become more formidable to a
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European student the more diligently he applies himself to
it. But I do not think that she shows, in this field, the mind
of an historian. In her adulation of Greece, and of the
‘wisdom of the East’, as in her disparagement of Rome
and Israel, she seems to me almost wilful. In one quarter
she sees only what she can admire; in another, she
repudiates without discrimination. Because she dislikes the
Roman Empire, she dislikes Virgil. Her admirations, when
not motivated by her dislikes, seem to be at least
intensified by them. One may sympathise with her horror
at the brutalities of expanding or imperialistic peoples (as
the Romans in Europe and the Spanish in America) in
crushing local civilisations. But when, in order to enhance
her denunciation of the Romans, she attempts to make out
a case for the culture of the Druids, we do not feel that
our meagre knowledge of that vanished society gives any
ground for her conjectures. We can share her revulsion
from the atrocities committed in the suppression of the
Albigensian heresy, and yet speculate whether the peculiar
civilisation of Provence had not come to the end of its
productivity. Would the world be a better place today if
there were half a dozen different cultures flourishing
between the English Channel and the Mediterranean,
instead of the one which we know as France? Simone Weil
begins with an insight; but the logic of her emotions can
lead her to make generalisations so large as to be
meaningless. We may protest that we are so completely in
the dark as to what the world would be like now if events
had taken a different course, that such a question as that
whether the latinisation of Western Europe by Roman
conquest was a good or bad thing is unanswerable. Her
flights of fancy of this kind must not, however, be taken as
invalidating her fundamental concept of rootedness, and
her warnings against the evils of an over-centralised
society.

This book was written during the last year or so of
Simone Weil’s life, during her employment at French
Headgquarters in London; and it issues, I understand, from



Xii

memoranda which she submitted in connexion with the
policy to be pursued after the Liberation. The problems of
the moment led her to much larger considerations; but
even those pages in which she is concerned with the
programme to be followed by the Free French during the
war and immediately after the Liberation show such
foresight and maturity of judgment that they are of
permanent value. This is, I think, among those works of
hers already published, the one which approximates most
closely to the form in which she might herself have chosen
to release it.

I have dwelt chiefly upon certain ideas which are to be
met with in all her writings, with some emphasis upon her
errors and exaggerations. I have taken this course in the
belief that many readers, coming for the first time upon
some assertion likely to arouse intellectual incredulity or
emotional antagonism, might be deterred from improving
their acquaintance with a great soul and a brilliant mind.
Simone Weil needs patience from her readers, as she
doubtless needed patience from the friends who most
admired and appreciated her. But in spite of the violence of
her affections and antipathies, in spite of such unjustified
generalisations as I have instanced, I find in the present
book especially a balanced judgment, a wisdom in
avoiding extremes, astonishing in anyone so young. It may
be that in her conversations with Gustave Thibon she
profited more than she knew from her contact with that
wise and well-balanced mind.

As a political thinker, as in everything else, Simone Weil
is not to be classified. The paradoxicality of her sympathies
is a contributing cause of the equilibrium. On the one
hand she was a passionate champion of the common
people and especially of the oppressed—those oppressed
by the wickedness and selfishness of men and those
oppressed by the anonymous forces of modern society. She
had worked in the Renault factory, she had worked as a
tield labourer, in order to share the life of people of town
and country. On the other hand, she was by nature a
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solitary and an individualist, with a profound horror of
what she called the collectivity—the monster created by
modern totalitarianism. What she cared about was human
souls. Her study of human rights and human obligations
exposes the falsity of some of the verbiage still current
which was used during the war to serve as a moral
stimulant. Not the least striking example of her
shrewdness, balance and good sense is her examination of
the principle of monarchy; and her short review of the
political history of France is at once a condemnation of
the French Revolution and a powerful argument against
the possibility of a restoration of the kingship. She cannot
be classified either as a reactionary or as a socialist.

This book belongs in that category of prolegomena to
politics which politicians seldom read, and which most of
them would be unlikely to understand or to know how to
apply. Such books do not influence the contemporary
conduct of affairs: for the men and women already
engaged in this career and committed to the jargon of the
market-place, they always come too late. This is one of
those books which ought to be studied by the young
before their leisure has been lost and their capacity for
thought destroyed in the life of the hustings and the
legislative assembly; books the effect of which, we can
only hope, will become apparent in the attitude of mind of
another generation.

T.S.ELIOT

September 1951



TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

This book, published in France in 1949 under the title of
L’Enracinement, and now offered in an English translation,
was written during the early months of 1943, in London.
Towards the end of August of the same year, the author
died at Ashford, Kent.

Shortly after her arrival in England, the previous
November, Simone Weil had been asked by the Free
French in London to write a report on the possibilities of
bringing about the regeneration of France.

That report is this book, and in calling passionately
upon her fellow-countrymen to set about recovering their
spiritual roots before it is too late, and suggesting to them
how this may be done, Simone Weil addresses herself to
men of every nationality, but more particularly, of course,
to those who share the spiritual heritage of the West.

Every effort has been made to give a faithful rendering
of the French text, to preserve its substance, style, actuality
and sense of urgency. Both the publishers and the
translator felt that to tamper in any way, on any grounds,
with the original would be totake away from its
directness of approach. Footnotes have therefore been
added where considered necessary to situate any remark
or reference no longer applicable, or only partially so, or
having particular reference to France.
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It only remains for the translator to salute the spirit of
the remarkable human being who lived and wrote the
original.

Paris

December 1950



Part I

The Needs of the Soul



THE NEEDS OF THE SOUL

The notion of obligations comes before that of rights,
which is subordinate and relative to the former. A right is
not effectual by itself, but only in relation to the obligation
to which it corresponds, the effective exercise of a right
springing not from the individual who possesses it, but
from other men who consider themselves as being under a
certain obligation towards him. Recognition of an
obligation makes it effectual. An obligation which goes
unrecognized by anybody loses none of the full force of its
existence. A right which goes unrecognized by anybody is
not worth very much.

It makes nonsense to say that men have, on the one
hand, rights, and on the other hand, obligations. Such
words only express differences in point of view. The
actual relationship between the two is as between object
and subject. A man, considered in isolation, only has
duties, amongst which are certain duties towards himself.
Other men, seen from his point of view, only have rights.
He, in his turn, has rights, when seen from the point of
view of other men, who recognize thatthey have
obligations towards him. A man left alone in the universe
would have no rights whatever, but he would have
obligations.

The notion of rights, being of an objective order, is
inseparable from the notions of existence and reality. This
becomes apparent when the obligation descends to the
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realm of fact; consequently, it always involves to a certain
extent the taking into account of actual given states and
particular situations. Rights are always found to be related
to certain conditions. Obligations alone remain
independent of conditions. They belong to a realm situated
above all conditions, because it is situated above this
world.

The men of 1789 did not recognize the existence of such
a realm. All they recognized was the one on the human
plane. That is why they started off with the idea of rights.
But at the same time they wanted to postulate absolute
principles. This contradiction caused them to tumble into
a confusion of language and ideas which is largely
responsible for the present political and social confusion.
The realm of what is eternal, universal, unconditioned is
other than the one conditioned by facts, and different
ideas hold sway there, ones which are related to the most
secret recesses of the human soul.

Obligations are only binding on human beings. There
are no obligations for collectivities, as such. But they exist
for all human beings who constitute, serve, command or
represent a collectivity, in that part of their existence
which is related to the collectivity as in that part which is
independent of it.

All human beings are bound by identical obligations,
although these are performed in different ways according
to particular circumstances. No human being, whoever he
may be, under whatever circumstances, can escape them
without being guilty of crime; save where there are two
genuine obligations which are in fact incompatible, and a
man is forced to sacrifice one of them.

The imperfections of a social order can be measured by
the number of situations of this kind it harbours within
itself.

But even in such a case, a crime is committed if the
obligation so sacrificed is not merely sacrificed in fact, but
its existence denied into the bargain.
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The object of any obligation, in the realm of human
affairs, is always the human being as such. There exists an
obligation towards every human being for the sole reason
that he or she is a human being, without any other
condition requiring to be fulfilled, and even without any
recognition of such obligation on the part of the
individual concerned.

This obligation is not based upon any de facto
situation, nor upon jurisprudence, customs, social
structure, relative state of forces, historical heritage, or
presumed historical orientation; for no de facto situation
is able to create an obligation.

This obligation is not based upon any convention; for
all conventions are liable to be modified according to the
wishes of the contracting parties, whereas in this case no
change in the mind and will of Man can modify anything
whatsoever,

This obligation is an eternal one. It is coextensive with
the eternal destiny of human beings. Only human beings
have an eternal destiny. Human collectivities have not got
one. Nor are there, in regard to the latter, any direct
obligations of an eternal nature. Duty towards the human
being as such—that alone is eternal.

This obligation is an unconditional one. If it is founded
on something, that something, whatever it is, does not
form part of our world. In our world, it is not founded on
anything at all. It is the one and only obligation in
connexion with human affairs that is not subject to any
condition,

This obligation has no foundation, but only a
verification in the common consent accorded by the
universal conscience. It finds expression in some of the
oldest written texts which have come down to us. It is
recognized by everybody without exception in every single
case where it is not attacked as a result of interest or
passion. And it is in relation to it that we measure our
progress.
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The recognition of this obligation is expressed in a
confused and imperfect form, that is, more or less
imperfect according to the particular case, by what are
called positive rights. To the extent to which positive
rights are in contradiction with it, to that precise extent is
their origin an illegitimate one.

Although this eternal obligation is coextensive with the
eternal destiny of the human being, this destiny is not its
direct motive. A human being’s eternal destiny cannot be
the motive of any obligation, for it is not subordinate to
external actions.

The fact that a human being possesses an eternal destiny
imposes only one obligation: respect. The obligation is
only performed if the respect is effectively expressed in a
real, not a fictitious, way; and this can only be done
through the medium of Man’s earthly needs.

On this point, the human conscience has never varied.
Thousands of years ago, the Egyptians believed that no
soul could justify itself after death unless it could say: ‘I
have never let any one suffer from hunger.” All Christians
know they are liable to hear Christ himself say to them
one day: T was an hungered, and ye gave me meat.” Every
one looks on progress as being, in the first place, a
transition to a state of human society in which people will
not suffer from hunger. To no matter whom the question
may be put in general terms, nobody is of the opinion that
any man is innocent if, possessing food himself in
abundance and finding some one on his doorstep three
parts dead from hunger, he brushes past without giving
him anything.

So it is an eternal obligation towards the human being
not to let him suffer from hunger when one has the chance
of coming to his assistance. This obligation being the most
obvious of all, it can serve as a model on which to draw
up the list of eternal duties towards each human being. In
order to be absolutely correctly made out, this list ought to
proceed from the example just given by way of analogy.
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Consequently, the list of obligations towards the human
being should correspond to the list of such human needs
as are vital, analogous to hunger.

Among such needs, there are some which are physical,
like hunger itself. They are fairly easy to enumerate. They
are concerned with protection against violence, housing,
clothing, heating, hygiene and medical attention in case of
illness. There are others which have no connexion with the
physical side of life, but are concerned with its moral side.
Like the former, however, they are earthly, and are not
directly related, so far as our intelligence is able to
perceive, to the eternal destiny of Man. They form, like our
physical needs, a necessary condition of our life on this
earth. Which means to say that if they are not satisfied, we
fall little by little into a state more or less resembling death,
more or less akin to a purely vegetative existence.

They are much more difficult to recognize and to
enumerate than are the needs of the body. But every one
recognizes that they exist. All the different forms of cruelty
which a conqueror can exercise over a subject population,
such as massacre, mutilation, organized famine,
enslavement or large-scale deportation, are generally
considered to be measures of a like description, even
though a man’s liberty or his native land are not physical
necessities. Every one knows that there are forms of
cruelty which can injure a man’s life without injuring his
body. They are such as deprive him of a certain form of
food necessary to the life of the soul.

Obligations, whether unconditional or relative, eternal
or changing, direct or indirect with regard to human
affairs, all stem, without exception, from the vital needs of
the human being. Those which do not directly concern
this, that or the other specific human being all exist to
serve requirements which, with respect to Man, play a role
analogous to food.

We owe a cornfield respect, not because of itself, but
because it is food for mankind.
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In the same way, we owe our respect to a collectivity, of
whatever kind—country, family or any other—not for
itself, but because it is food for a certain number of human
souls.

Actually, this obligation makes different attitudes,
actions necessary according to different situations. But,
taken by itself, it is absolutely identical for everybody.
More particularly is this so for all those outside such a
collectivity.

The degree of respect owing to human collectivities is a
very high one, for several reasons.

To start with, each is unique, and, if destroyed, cannot
be replaced. One sack of corn can always be substituted for
another sack of corn. The food which a collectivity
supplies for the souls of those who form part of it has no
equivalent in the entire universe.

Secondly, because of its continuity, a collectivity is
already moving forward into the future. It contains food,
not only for the souls of the living, but also for the souls
of beings yet unborn which are to come into the world
during the immediately succeeding centuries.

Lastly, due to this same continuity, a collectivity has its
roots in the past. It constitutes the sole agency for
preserving the spiritual treasures accumulated by the dead,
the sole transmitting agency by means of which the dead
can speak to the living. And the sole earthly reality which
is directly connected with the eternal destiny of Man is the
irradiating light of those who have managed to become
fully conscious of this destiny, transmitted from generation
to generation.

Because of all this, it may happen that the obligation
towards a collectivity which is in danger reaches the point
of entailing a total sacrifice. But it does not follow from this
that collectivities are superior to human beings. It
sometimes happens, too, that the obligation to go to the
help of a human being in distress makes a total sacrifice
necessary, without that implying any superiority on the
part of the individual so helped.
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A peasant may, under certain circumstances, be under
the necessity, in order to cultivate his land, of risking
exhaustion, illness or even death. But all the time he will
be conscious of the fact that it is solely a matter of bread.

Similarly, even when a total sacrifice is required, no
more is owed to any collectivity whatever than a respect
analogous to the one owed to food.

It very often happens that the roles are reversed. There
are collectivities which, instead of serving as food, do just
the opposite: they devour souls. In such cases, the social
body is diseased, and the first duty is to attempt a cure; in
certain circumstances, it may be necessary to have
recourse to surgical methods.

With regard to this matter, too, the obligation for those
inside as for those outside the collectivity is an identical
one.

It also happens that a collectivity supplies insufficient
food for the souls of those forming part of it. In that case,
it has to be improved.

Finally, there are dead collectivities which, without
devouring souls, don’t nourish them either. If it is
absolutely certain that they are well and truly dead, that it
isn’t just a question of a temporary lethargy, then and only
then should they be destroyed.

The first thing to be investigated is what are those needs
which are for the life of the soul what the needs in the way
of food, sleep and warmth are for the life of the body. We
must try to enumerate and define them.

They must never be confused with desires, whims,
fancies and vices. We must also distinguish between what
is fundamental and what is fortuitous. Man requires, not
rice or potatoes, but food; not wood or coal, but heating.
In the same way, for the needs of the soul, we must
recognize the different, but equivalent, sorts of satisfaction
which cater for the same requirements. We must also
distinguish between the soul’s foods and poisons which,
for a time, can give the impression of occupying the place
of the former.
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The lack of any such investigation forces governments,
even when their intentions are honest, to act sporadically
and at random.

Below are offered a few indications.

ORDER

The first of the soul’s needs, the one which touches most
nearly its eternal destiny, is order; that is to say, a texture
of social relationships such that no one is compelled to
violate imperative obligations in order to carry out other
ones. It is only where this, in fact, occurs that external
circumstances have any power to inflict spiritual violence
on the soul. For he for whom the threat of death or
suffering is the one thing standing in the way of the
performance of an obligation, can overcome this
disability, and will only suffer in his body. But he who
finds that circumstances, in fact, render the various acts
necessitated by a series of strict obligations incompatible
with one another is, without being able to offer any
resistance thereto, made to suffer in his love of good.

At the present time, a very considerable amount of
confusion and incompatibility exists between obligations.

Whoever acts in such a way as to increase this
incompatibility is a trouble-maker. Whoever acts in such a
way as to diminish it is an agent of order. Whoever, so as
to simplify problems, denies the existence of certain
obligations has, in his heart, made a compact with crime.

Unfortunately, we possess no method for diminishing
this incompatibility. We cannot even be sure that the idea
of an order in which all obligations would be compatible
with one another isn’t itself a fiction. When duty descends
to the level of facts, so many independent relationships are
brought into play that incompatibility seems far more
likely than compatibility.

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

In a minor degree, really beautiful works of art are
examples of ensembles in which independent factors
concur, in a manner impossible to understand, so as to
form a unique thing of beauty.

Finally, a consciousness of the various obligations
always proceeds from a desire for good which is unique,
unchanging and identical with itself for every man, from
the cradle to the grave. This desire, perpetually stirring in
the depths of our being, makes it impossible for us ever to
resign ourselves to situations in which obligations are
incompatible with one another. Either we have recourse to
lying in order to forget their existence, or we struggle
blindly to extricate ourselves from them.

The contemplation of veritable works of art, and much
more still that of the beauty of the world, and again much
more that of the unrealized good to which we aspire, can
sustain us in our efforts to think continually about that
human order which should be the subject uppermost in our
minds.

The great instigators of violence have encouraged
themselves with the thought of how blind, mechanical
force is sovereign throughout the whole universe.

By looking at the world with keener senses than theirs,
we shall find a more powerful encouragement in the
thought of how these innumerable blind forces are limited,
made to balance one against the other, brought to form a
united whole by something which we do not understand,
but which we call beauty.

If we keep ever-present in our minds the idea of a
veritable human order, if we think of it as of something to
which a total sacrifice is due should the need arise, we
shall be in a similar position to that of a man travelling,
without a guide, through the night, but continually
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thinking of the direction he wishes to follow. Such a
traveller’s way is lit by a great hope.

Order is the first need of all; it even stands above all
needs properly so-called. To be able to conceive it, we
must know what the other needs are.

The first characteristic which distinguishes needs from
desires, fancies or vices, and foods from gluttonous repasts
or poisons, is that needs are limited, in exactly the same
way as are the foods corresponding to them. A miser never
has enough gold, but the time comes when any man
provided with an unlimited supply of bread finds he has
had enough. Food brings satiety. The same applies to the
soul’s foods.

The second characteristic, closely connected with the
first, is that needs are arranged in antithetical pairs and
have to combine together to form a balance. Man requires
food, but also an interval between his meals; he requires
warmth and coolness, rest and exercise. Likewise in the
case of the soul’s needs.

What is called the golden mean actually consists in
satisfying neither the one nor the other of two contrary
needs. It is a caricature of the genuinely balanced state in
which contrary needs are each fully satisfied in turn.

LIBERTY

One of the indispensable foods of the human soul is
liberty. Liberty, taking the word in its concrete sense,
consists in the ability to choose. We must understand by
that, of course, a real ability. Wherever men are living in
community, rules imposed in the common interest must
necessarily limit the possibilities of choice.

But a greater or lesser degree of liberty does not depend
on whether the limits set are wider or narrower. Liberty
attains its plenitude under conditions which are less easily
gauged.

Rules should be sufficiently sensible and sufficiently
straightforward so that any one who so desires and is
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blessed with average powers of application may be able to
understand, on the one hand the useful ends they serve,
and on the other hand the actual necessities which have
brought about their institution. They should emanate from
a source of authority which is not looked upon as strange
or hostile, but loved as something belonging to those
placed under its direction. They should be sufficiendy
stable, general and limited in number for the mind to be
able to grasp them once and for all, and not find itself
brought up against them every time a decision has to be
made.

Under these conditions, the liberty of men of goodwill,
though limited in the sphere of action, is complete in that
of conscience. For, having incorporated the rules into their
own being, the prohibited possibilities no longer present
themselves to the mind, and have not to be rejected. Just
as the habit, formed by education, of not eating disgusting
or dangerous things is not felt by the normal man to be
any limitation of his liberty in the domain of food. Only a
child feels such a limitation.

Those who are lacking in goodwill or who remain
adolescent are never free under any form of society.

When the possibilities of choice are so wide as to injure
the commonweal, men cease to enjoy liberty. For they
must either seek refuge in irresponsibility, puerility and
indifference—a refuge where the most they can find is
boredom—or feel themselves weighed down by
responsibility at all times for fear of causing harm to
others. Under such circumstances, men, believing, wrongly,
that they are in possession of liberty, and feeling that they
get no enjoyment out of it, end up by thinking that liberty
is not a good thing.

OBEDIENCE

Obedience is a vital need of the human soul. It is of two
kinds: obedience to established rules and obedience to
human beings looked upon as leaders. It presupposes
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consent, not in regard to every single order received, but
the kind of consent that is given once and for all, with the
sole reservation, in case of need, that the demands of
conscience be satisfied.

It requires to be generally recognized, and above all by
leaders themselves, that consent and not fear of
punishment or hope of reward constitutes, in fact, the
mainspring of obedience, so that submission may never be
mistaken for servility. It should also be realized that those
who command, obey in their turn, and the whole
hierarchy should have its face set in the direction of a goal
whose importance and even grandeur can be felt by all,
from the highest to the lowest.

Obedience being a necessary food of the soul, whoever
is definitely deprived of it is ill. Thus, any body politic
governed by a sovereign ruler accountable to nobody is in
the hands of a sick man.

That is why wherever a man is placed for life at the
head of the social organism, he ought to be a symbol and
not a ruler, as is the case with the king of England;
etiquette ought also to restrict his freedom more narrowly
than that of any single man of the people. In this way, the
effective rulers, rulers though they be, have somebody over
them; on the other hand, they are able to replace each
other in unbroken continuity, and consequently to receive,
each in his turn, that indispensable amount of obedience
due to him.

Those who keep masses of men in subjection by
exercising force and cruelty deprive them at once of two
vital foods, liberty and obedience; for it is no longer within
the power of such masses to accord their inner consent to
the authority to which they are subjected. Those who
encourage a state of things in which the hope of gain is
the principal motive take away from men their obedience,
for consent which is its essence is not something which can
be sold.

There are any number of signs showing that the men of
our age have now for a long time been starved of
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obedience. But advantage has been taken of the fact to
give them slavery.

RESPONSIBILITY

Initiative and responsibility, to feel one is useful and even
indispensable, are vital needs of the human soul.

Complete privation from this point of view is the case
of the unemployed person, even if he receives assistance to
the extent of being able to feed, clothe and house himself.
For he represents nothing at all in the economic life of his
country, and the voting paper which represents his share
in its political life doesn’t hold any meaning for him.

The manual labourer is in a scarcely better position.

For this need to be satisfied it is necessary that a man
should often have to take decisions in matters great or
small affecting interests that are distinct from his own, but
in regard to which he feels a personal concern. He also
requires to be continually called upon to supply fresh
efforts. Finally, he requires to be able to encompass in
thought the entire range of activity of the social organism
to which he belongs, including branches in connexion with
which he has never to take a decision or offer any advice.
For that, he must be made acquainted with it, be asked to
interest himself in it, be brought to feel its value, its utility
and, where necessary, its greatness, and be made fully
aware of the part he plays in it.

Every social organism, of whatever kind it may be,
which does not provide its members with these
satisfactions, is diseased and must be restored to health.

In the case of every person of fairly strong character, the
need to show initiative goes so far as the need to take
command. A flourishing local and regional life, a host of
educational activities and youth movements, ought to
furnish whoever is able to take advantage of it with the
opportunity to command at certain periods of his life.



THE NEEDS OF THE SOUL 15

EQUALITY

Equality is a vital need of the human soul. It consists in a
recognition, at once public, general, effective and
genuinely expressed in institutions and customs, that the
same amount of respect and consideration is due to every
human being because this respect is due to the human
being as such and is not a matter of degree.

It follows that the inevitable differences among men
ought never to imply any difference in the degree of respect.
And so that these differences may not be felt to bear such
an implication,- a certain balance is necessary between
equality and inequality.

A certain combination of equality and inequality is
formed by equality of opportunity. If no matter who can
attain the social rank corresponding to the function he is
capable of filling, and if education is sufficiently
generalized so that no one is prevented from developing
any capacity simply on account of his birth, the prospects
are the same for every child. In this way, the prospects for
each man are the same as for any other man, both as
regards himself when young, and as regards his children
later on.

But when such a combination acts alone, and not as one
factor amongst other factors, it ceases to constitute a
balance and contains great dangers.

To begin with, for a man who occupies an inferior
position and suffers from it to know that his position is a
result of his incapacity and that everybody is aware of the
fact is not any consolation, but an additional motive of
bitterness; according to the individual character, some men
can thereby be thrown into a state of depression, while
others can be encouraged to commit crime.

Then, in social life, a sort of aspirator towards the top is
inevitably created. If a descending movement does not
come to balance this ascending movement, the social body
becomes sick. To the extent to which it is really possible
for the son of a farm labourer to become one day a
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minister, to the same extent should it really be possible for
the son of a minister to become one day a farm labourer.
This second possibility could never assume any noticeable
proportions without a very dangerous degree of social
constraint.

This sort of equality, if allowed full play by itself, can
make social life fluid to the point of decomposing it.

There are less clumsy methods of combining equality
with differentiation. The first is by using proportion.
Proportion can be defined as the combination of equality
with inequality, and everywhere throughout the universe it
is the sole factor making for balance.

Applied to the maintenance of social equilibrium, it
would impose on each man burdens corresponding to the
power and well-being he enjoys, and corresponding risks
in cases of incapacity or neglect. For instance, an employer
who is incapable or guilty of an offence against his
workmen ought to be made to suffer far more, both in the
spirit and in the flesh, than a workman who is incapable
or guilty of an offence against his employer. Furthermore,
all workmen ought to know that this is so. It would
imply, on the one hand, a certain rearrangement with
regard to risks, on the other hand, in criminal law, a
conception of punishment in which social rank, as an
aggravating circumstance, would necessarily play an
important part in deciding what the penalty was to be. All
the more reason, therefore, why the exercise of important
public functions should carry with it serious personal risks.

Another way of rendering equality compatible with
differen tiation would be to take away as far as possible
all quantitative character from differences. Where there is
only a difference in kind, not in degree, there is no
inequality at all.

By making money the sole, or almost the sole, motive of
all actions, the sole, or almost the sole, measure of all
things, the poison of inequality has been introduced
everywhere. It is true that this inequality is mobile; it is
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not attached to persons, for money is made and lost; it is
none the less real.

There are two sorts of inequality, each with its
corresponding stimulant. A more or less stable inequality,
like that of ancient France, produces an idolizing of
superiors—not without a mixture of repressed hatred—
and a submission to their commands. A mobile, fluid
inequality produces a desire to better oneself. It is no
nearer to equality than is stable inequality, and is every bit
as unwholesome. The Revolution of 1789, in putting
forward equality, only succeeded in reality in sanctioning
the substitution of one form of inequality for another.

The more equality there is in a society, the smaller is the
action of the two stimulants connected with the two forms
of inequality, and hence other stimulants are necessary.

Equality is all the greater in proportion as different
human conditions are regarded as being, not more nor less
than one another, but simply as other. 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.

In wartime, if an army is filled with the right spirit, a
soldier is proud and happy to be under fire instead of at
headquarters; a general is proud and happy to think that
the successful outcome of the battle depends on his
forethought; and at the same time the soldier admires the
general and the general the soldier.

Such a balance constitutes an equality. There would be
equality in social conditions if this balance could be found
therein. It would mean honouring each human condition
with those marks of respect which are proper to it, and are
not just a hollow pretence.

HIERARCHISM

Hierarchism is a vital need of the human soul. It is
composed of a certain veneration, a certain devotion
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towards superiors, considered not as individuals, nor in
relation to the powers they exercise, but as symbols. What
they symbolize is that realm situated high above all men
and whose expression in this world is made up of the
obligations owed by each man to his fellowmen. A
veritable hierarchy presupposes a consciousness on the
part of the superiors of this symbolic function and a
realization that it forms the only legitimate object of
devotion among their subordinates. The effect of true
hierarchism is to bring each one to fit himself morally into
the place he occupies.

HONOUR

Honour is a vital need of the human soul. The respect due
to every human being as such, even if effectively accorded,
is not sufficient to satisfy this need, for it is identical for
every one and unchanging; whereas honour has to do with
a human being considered not simply as such, but from
the point of view of his social surroundings. This need is
fully satisfied where each of the social organisms to which
a human being belongs allows him to share in a noble
tradition enshrined in its past history and given public
acknowledgment.

For example, for the need of honour to be satisfied in
professional life, every profession requires to have some
association really capable of keeping aliye the memory of
all the store of nobility, heroism, probity, generosity and
genius spent in the exercise of that profession.

All oppression creates a famine in regard to the need of
honour, for the noble traditions possessed by those
suffering oppression go unrecognized, through lack of
social prestige.

Conquest always has that effect. Vercingetorix was no
hero to the Romans. Had France been conquered by the
English in the fifteenth century, Joan of Arc would be well
and truly forgotten, even to a great extent by us. We now
talk about her to the Annamites and the Arabs; but they



