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Preface

The texts in this volume are presented with the modest aim of bringing
Simone Weil's little-known or forgotten writings on colonialism to the at-
tention of English-speaking readers. By making them available, I hope to
contribute to the ongoing debate on the relationship between France and her
former colonies, all—colonizer and colony alike—modified forever by the
experience of colonization. As Simone Weil would have said, an honest ap-
praisal of a country’s past is a vital element in understanding that country’s
present and in maintaining a sense of rootedness.

Other writers whom she knew and whose works she drew upon for infor-
mation and insight are represented here. They, too, spoke out fearlessly
about conditions in the French colonies. With her, they reflect the rich di-
versity of the world then and now and the continuing struggle to affirm our
common humanity.

Many people have contributed to the final shape of this volume. My
thanks must go first to Richard Bell, whose generous backing helped to get
the project off the ground. I would like also to thank most warmly Florence
de Lussy, Conservateur Général at the Bibliothéque Nationale de France,
for her support throughout, and notably for her persistence in searching out
the elusive Viet Nam: la tragédie indochinoise. I am grateful to Jean-Louis
Panné for lending the text, and to Georges Charot for his generous contri-
bution to the hunt. Florence de Lussy also kindly supplied me with photo-
copies of the manuscripts of the letter to Dermenghem and of the New
York essay reproduced here. I acknowledge gratefully the loan by André A.

vii
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Devaux of the photo of Simone Weil used on the cover and Sylvie Weil’s
permission to reproduce it.

In putting together this project, I have benefited from the kindness and
wisdom of many scholars, in particular Robert Chenavier and Domenico
Canciani, authorities in the field of Simone Weil studies. My debt to Simone
Fraisse, who edited the volume of the (Euvres complétes in which the writings
on the colonies appear, will be obvious. For their response to specific queries
regarding translation, [ would like to thank Jennifer Yee for the Indochinese
context and Houssaine Afoullouss for the translation of Arabic words. Roger
Little’s reading of the completed translations and his suggestions were much
appreciated. Aedin Ni Loingsigh lent me at short notice a copy of Nicola
Cooper’s France in Indochina, and Barbara Wright responded with her usual
willingness to queries regarding Fromentin. The library staff at St. Patrick’s
College Drumcondra, in particular Molly Sheehan, have been most obliging
in tracking down other materials, and I thank them most sincerely. My
thanks also go to Serena Leigh Krombach, of Rowman & Littlefield, for her
enthusiasm for the project and her patience in helping me to realize it. My
greatest debt of gratitude remains that toward my husband, whose support,
both moral and practical, has sustained me throughout this project.

I am indebted to the Editions Gallimard for permission to translate the fol-
lowing articles: “Le Maroc, ou la prescription en matiére de vol”; “Le sang
coule en Tunisie”; “Qui est coupable de menées antifrangaises?”; “Ces membres
palpitants de la patrie”; “Réflexions sur la conférence de Bouché”; “Les nou-
velles données du probléme colonial dans 'empire frangais”; Fragment: “Sur le
régime colonial”; Fragment: “Aprés Munich”; a letter to Jean Giraudoux; “A
propos de la question coloniale, dans ses rapports avec le destin du peuple
frangais” (Ecrits historiques et politiques, 1960); “Lettre aux Indochinois”; “Un
peu d'histoire 2 propos du Maroc”; “Une protestation,” ((Euvres complétes, 11, 3:
Vers la guerre (1937-1940) [1989]).

[ am grateful to Routledge for permission to make and publish a new
translation of passages from L'Enracinement; to Les Nuits rouges for permis-
sion to translate and publish passages from Félicien Challaye, Un Livre noir
du colonialisme: souvenirs sur la colonisation; to the journal Esprit for permis-
sion to translate and publish Emile Dermenghem’s article, “La crise nord-
africaine”; to Sylvie Weil for permission to translate and publish the letter
to Dermenghem and to reproduce the manuscript of this and two pages of
the article “About the Problems in the French Empire.”

Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders of the remaining
texts, for which all rights are reserved.
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Introduction

Simone Weil wrote on colonialism from around 1937 until 1943, in the last
months of her short life, after writing some of her major articles on political
philosophy. But these writings form a very central part of her intellectual
and social preoccupations; they reflect many of her key concerns and the
central axes of her maturing philosophy. It is entirely characteristic that this
philosophy should take the form of a commentary on what she saw to be one
of the most urgent and historically significant phenomena of the times,
namely, the question of colonialism.

Simone Weil was a philosopher, but her philosophy has nothing of the ivory
tower about it: it is always profoundly rooted in the concrete and in the network
of relationships that are the hallmark of earthly reality, which she called, fol-
lowing the Greeks, necessity. “Truth is not discovered by proofs but by explo-
ration. It is always experimental” (FLN, 134), and thoughts to be real have to
pass the test of matter. Even in the pure distillation of ideas that flowed from her
pen during the final months of her life, one senses, as I hope to show, the real
human beings whose joys and sufferings have inspired these ideas. Simone
Weil’s writings on colonialism are cast in the same mold: they are for the most
part hard-hitting, passionate denunciations of the way in which France, the
colonial power, wielded power over the inhabitants of her colonial territories—
real people with whom, in her boundless capacity to feel the sufferings of the
unknown and the dispossessed, she was able to feel total empathy.

Simone Weil was born in Paris in 1909 into a comfortable bourgeois Jew-
ish family. Her immediate family were not practicing Jews; indeed, so totally
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assimilated were they into the general community that apparently Simone
was ten before she discovered that she was Jewish. Her childhood was un-
conventional and intellectually high-powered, despite her schooling being
interrupted by World War 1. Her obvious academic ability, however, was
overshadowed by the developing mathematical genius of her elder brother,
André. She recalled later that the affection between them could not forestall
a period of deep depression, in adolescence, at what she perceived to be her
inability to enter the world of truth reserved for genius. Nevertheless, this
provoked the realization—which was to have a profound effect on her later
development—that anyone, no matter how limited his or her natural facul-
ties, could have access to this realm, provided that he or she desires truth and
makes a constant effort to attain it.

Her schooling at the prestigious Lycée Henri [V was followed by the Ecole
Normale Supérieure, where she was a pupil of Alain (pseudonym of Emile
Chartier), the philosopher who had a profound influence on an entire gen-
eration of French youth. He intensified Simone’s native suspicion of author-
ity in all its forms: the state, the church—in short, the collective that cor-
rupts all. It was during these student years that she gained a reputation for
rebelliousness and for espousing left-wing causes, but she never joined the
Communist Party, being as wary of that collective as of any other. Her activ-
ities involved projects for the disadvantaged and the marginalized, notably
courses for a workers’ educational organization, as well as in collections for
what would later be called third world projects. She became increasingly
identified with pacifist thinking, a tendency that was to remain with her up
to the eve of World War II. Meanwhile, the months of intensive intellectual
effort involved in preparation for the highly competitive Agrégation, which
would qualify her for the top echelons of the teaching profession, set off the
first of the crippling headaches that were to have such a devastating effect on
her, with little respite, throughout the rest of her life.

As a qualified teacher of philosophy, Simone took up a succession of posts
in provincial lycées, where she gained a reputation for unconventional meth-
ods and total devotion to the intellectual interests of her pupils. She also got
involved with working people and the Syndicalist movement: in the little
town of Le Puy she became the voice of the local unemployed, while at-
tending trade union meetings in a neighboring town and writing articles for
various Syndicalist newspapers. She associated with revolutionary trade
unionists such as Daniel Guérin, who would be an important influence on
her anticolonialist stance.

The year 1931 to 1932 in Le Puy was followed by a significant visit during
the summer vacation to Germany, where she noted with anxiety the rising
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star of the Nazi ideology, but also commented favorably on the dynamism
and courage of young German workers. On her return she was posted to Aux-
erre, where her relationship with the school authorities became even more
strained than it had been in Le Puy. The articles she wrote on Germany dur-
ing this year chart her total disillusionment with the Communist Party in its
incapacity to stand up to Hitler, who became chancellor in January 1933.
This disillusionment with the Communist Party, allied to an increasing
alienation from the trade unions, was a feature of her political involvement
in Roanne, where she was posted in the following year. A major article, “Per-
spectives: allons-nous vers la révolution prolétarienne?” (“Prospects: Are We
Heading for the Proletarian Revolution?”) (OC 11, 1, 260-81), outlines her
concerns: she bitterly criticizes the failure of the Russian Revolution, the de-
feat of the German workers’ movement, and the impotence of the French
trade unions, while taking Marx to task for his failure to predict accurately
the way history would evolve. At the same time she was working on a major
essay, which she referred to ironically as her “Testament,” entitled “Réflex-
ions sur les causes de la liberté et de I'oppression sociale” (“Reflections on the
Causes of Liberty and Oppression in Society”) (OC, II, 2, 27-109). Taking
work as its central theme, it analyzes the way in which man has freed him-
self from the tyranny of nature only to enslave himself to his fellowmen in
the work situation. Feeling more and more acutely that only experience
of the workplace would allow her to envisage a solution to this dilemma, she
took leave of absence for “personal studies” at the end of the year in Roanne
and, having finished the essay, took a succession of jobs as a shop-floor
worker in factories in the Paris area.

Factory work was a shattering experience to her. Her health was poor, she
had no natural dexterity, and with an upbringing and background devoid of
material concerns she was probably less prepared than any of her fellow
workers for the physical and psychological hardships of life on the production
line in the mid-1930s. She managed nevertheless to keep a “Journal d’usine”
(“Factory Journal”) in which she noted not only the impossible rhythms the
workers were expected to maintain, but the constant humiliations of the sys-
tem and the way in which one’s mental faculties and powers of decision mak-
ing were simply and deliberately annihilated. It was a watershed experience,
and one that influenced both her view of herself and her subsequent think-
ing on the place of work in society and the relationship of the individual to
necessity and to matter.

It was in the state of total exhaustion to which factory work had brought
her that Simone Weil, on holiday with her parents in Portugal, experienced
the first of what she later described to her Dominican friend, Father Perrin,



4 —~ Introduction

as the “three contacts with Christianity that really counted.” Hearing the
songs “of heartrending sadness” sung by the women in a little fishing village,
she became convinced that Christianity was the religion of slaves par excel-
lence and that she, through her crushing experience in the factory, could not
help feeling a profound affinity with it, too. The two later experiences—the
moment in Assisi in Italy in 1937 when, for the first time in her life, she felt
compelled to go down on her knees, and the third experience, in Solesmes,
listening to Gregorian chant, again in a state of great physical wretchedness,
when, as she tells Father Perrin, “It goes without saying that the Passion of
Christ entered into me once and for all”—confirmed for her the feeling that
she belonged from birth to the Christian faith. These three experiences led
to a fourth and decisive one: she tells how, during the recitation of George
Herbert’s poem, “Love,” to which she had been introduced by a young En-
glishman in Solesmes, “Christ came down and took me.”!

After her factory experience, Simone Weil reentered the teaching pro-
fession, this time in Bourges, where she again made contacts with local
working people, through Monsieur Bernard, the technical director of a local
factory, for whose journal she wrote a fine short text on the Greek play
Antigone. Keen to get to know peasant life, she also had a spell as a farm-
hand, but by the end of the year her health was so poor that she asked for
another year’s leave of absence, partly to get the experience she felt she
needed for her writing.

But this was 1936, the year the Spanish Civil War broke out. Before she
could give a new direction to her life, she became deeply involved in the war,
enlisting on the Republican side with Durruti’s Anarchist column. She was
still a pacifist by conviction, but felt that, faced by the reality of war, her
place was where the action was. Her pacifism had always been based not on
a repugnance for killing or being killed but on the conviction that war in Eu-
rope was simply the worst of all possible evils. In this, of course, her position
was similar to many who had known World War I firsthand. She therefore
carried a rifle and was prepared to use it, but soon, due to an accident in-
volving boiling oil in the field kitchen where she had been put to work, she
was invalided out. By then she had already experienced increasing frustration
and disillusionment at the atrocities committed on both sides and at the
moral blindness and partisanship of most of the participants.

Her recovery from the accident in Spain was slow, and she was on sick
leave for the whole of the 1936-1937 academic year. Her last teaching post
was at St. Quentin, an industrial town to the north of Paris, but she was to
teach there for only a term, as her headaches had reached such a pitch that
she had to apply for sick leave once more. By the time she was able to apply
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for another post, the war and the German occupation of France had inter-
vened, and she was effectively barred from teaching by the anti-Jewish laws
promulgated by the Vichy government.

While at St. Quentin, she was able to travel to Paris to participate in
meetings of the Nouveaux Cahiers, a study group founded in 1936 by Au-
guste Detoeuf, for whom she had worked during her factory year. The colo-
nial question was one that was raised from time to time, especially in the
context of the approach of war. Like other intellectuals of pacifist persua-
sion, Simone Weil was increasingly alarmed by the military signals coming
out of Hitler's Germany but was still convinced that discussions with him
were possible in order to avert an all-out war. The question of colonialism
and the increasingly tense situation in Europe are brought together in a let-
ter she wrote to Gaston Bergery, replying to an article on Czechoslovakia
that he had written in his review La Fleche (EH, 283-89). She staunchly
maintains her pacifist position, holding that war in Europe would be a cet-
tain catastrophe, whereas a German hegemony in Europe, however painful,
would not necessarily be a total evil. Linking this to the colonial question,
she declares that for France to lose part of her independence would be less
shameful than to continue to oppress and exploit Arabs, Indochinese, and
other colonial peoples. She eventually came to regret bitterly what she sub-
sequently saw as shortsighted judgments, just as she reproached herself for
her feelings of relief at the Munich Agreement, which offered appeasement
to Hitler. It was also during this period, probably in the autumn of 1938,
that she and her family became acquainted with an Annamite, Nguyen Van
Danh, whom she saw subsequently on many occasions, in Paris, Vichy, and
Marseille and from whom she must have gleaned a considerable amount of
information regarding the situation in Indochina.

When war finally and inevitably broke out in September 1939, Simone
Weil’s pacifist convictions gave way to reality, as they had done at the out-
break of the Spanish Civil War, and all her energies went into analyzing the
new situation in articles that she published as best she could while she re-
mained in France. With the fall of France to the Nazi advance the follow-
ing June, she left Paris with her parents and ended up in Marseille, in the
so-called free zone, administered from Vichy by Marshal Pétain’s puppet
government. Simone Weil reacted with shame and outrage at France’s de-
feat, and much of her writing from this point onward is an attempt to un-
derstand why France had been thus overrun. While in Marseille she collab-
orated with the Cahiers du Sud, which published her fine article on the
Greek epic The Iliad, interpreted in terms of force; she read widely in the
spiritual writings of India, in particular the Bhagavad Gita; she worked for a
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Resistance network and was subsequently given an important role distribut-
ing the influential Resistance newspaper Les Cahiers de témoignage chrétien,
and had long discussions on spiritual matters and on her relationship to the
Catholic Church with Father Perrin. She maintained to the end her posi-
tion “on the threshold” of the church, largely through her unwillingness to
accept what she saw to be its exclusiveness and its tendency through the
ages to act as a temporal force.

Through Father Perrin she came to know Gustave Thibon, a farmer and
self-taught philosopher, and persuaded him to let her work for him as an agri-
cultural laborer. It was a significant meeting, although everything in their
backgrounds and temperament seemed to separate them, and it was to Thi-
bon that Simone Weil confided her Marseille notebooks when she left
France in May 1942, and from which he subsequently composed the volume
known as La Pesanteur et la grace (Gravity and Grace). It was during the year
and a half spent in Marseille, too, that she demonstrated her active interest
in colonized peoples by making contact with a large group of Annamite
workers whom the French government had brought to France during the
“phoney war” (that is, the period between the declaration of war and the
start of fighting) to work in the factories, especially the munitions factories.’
After the armistice in June 1940, they were moved to Marseille and housed
at Mazargues, in a half-constructed prison, without heat or electricity, and
during the winter were set to clearing snow from the streets of Marseille. Si-
mone Weil was scandalized by their treatment and not only struck up a
morale-boosting friendship with many of them, passing over a large propor-
tion of her food-ration tickets, but made representations on their behalf to
various influential people. Besides the Annamites, she tried to come to the
assistance of other aliens who had been arrested and interned at the outbreak
of war, notably writing a letter (in English) to Admiral Leahy, the American
ambassador to Vichy, in which she suggests characteristically that America
should withhold all aid to France until conditions in the camps improve, “for
the sake of these unhappy people, for the sake, also, of the French men and
women to whom honour is dearer than food.™

Desperate, however, at what she felt to be her inactivity, Simone Weil was
persuaded by her parents to set sail for New York. From there she hoped it
would be easier to get to England and thence back to France on a Resistance
mission. Arriving in New York in July 1942, she found that a passage to En-
gland was more difficult than she had anticipated, and it was only after sev-
eral months of frustration, during the early part of which she more or less lost
her capacity to write, that she was able to achieve her aim, arriving in Lon-
don in late November. She was enrolled in the Free French Forces under
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Louis Closon, head of action in France, but was put to work at a desk job, not
at all the sort of dangerous mission she had been hoping for. She set to, how-
ever, working on reports coming in from the unoccupied zone, and from her
pen there flowed in the next eight or nine months a series of essays aston-
ishing in their range, their maturity and their volume, regarding the causes
of the fall of France and the measures to be taken in the country's regenera-
tion after the defeat of the Nazis. The punishing routine she imposed on a
physique already severely weakened by chronic ill health and voluntary pri-
vation, together with the despair she felt at not being able to fulfill her vo-
cation of solidarity with the sufferings of her fellow countrymen, finally took
their toll. She was diagnosed with tuberculosis, and, unable or unwilling to
take the extra nourishment necessary for her cure, she died in the sanatorium

at Ashford, Kent, on 24 August 1943.

P

Simone Weil had always had a capacity for imaginative rapport with people
outside her everyday experience: as a child during World War I she and her
brother had readily given up little treats in order to send them to their filleuls
de guerre (“War godsons,” soldiers at the front “adopted” by families in France
who sent them regular reminders of home life), and during her student days,
she was frequently involved in collections for the needy in all parts of the
globe. But the event that brought home to her the political significance of
the French colonial empire, and France’s responsibility toward it, was Louis
Roubaud’s reporting in Le Petit Parisien of the massacre of Yen-Bay in In-
dochina in 1930 (see appendix A, pp. 127-66). The horror of the massacre,
itself a ringing indictment of relations between the French army and the
colonial power that it represented, and the colonial troops serving with it,
was made infinitely worse by the repression that followed, graphically por-
trayed by Roubaud. Simone Weil’s reaction to it was not set down on paper
until the winter of 1936 to 1937, in a project for an article in which she
makes it quite clear that reading Roubaud’s articles had opened her eyes once
and for all to the horrors of the colonial system as it was practiced (see pp.
29-30). Since that date, she writes, she has never been able to think of In-
dochina without feeling ashamed of her country. But some indication of the
way in which the colonial question was already obsessing her, even before she
wrote about it for publication, can be seen in a letter she wrote to her friends
the Thévenons in 1934, in which, disillusioned with the way the workers’
movement was developing, she talks of retreating into her ivory tower and only
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emerging to further the struggle against colonialism and against what she
calls “passive defense maneuvers.”

A significant aspect of Simone Weil’s discovery of the reality of colonial
practice was the context in which she read Roubaud’s reports. It was at the
time of the Colonial Exhibition in 1931, she writes, and the contrast be-
tween the dreadful events she read about and the crowds staring mindlessly
at the artifacts displayed in the exhibition was unbearable.’

That the Colonial Exhibition of 1931 should have been a watershed for her
is understandable. In the days before cheap travel and the entry of every part
of the globe into the living room via the television set, it was a huge “media
event” ahead of its time, the latest in a series of Great Exhibitions of which the
most recent had been the Universal Exhibition in Paris in 1900 and a Colo-
nial Exhibition in Marseille in 1906.¢ Although Marseille had understandably
wanted to host the event again in 1931, Paris was designated as the venue, with
the Porte Dorée (the “Golden Gate”) and the Bois de Vincennes to the east of
Paris chosen as the site as early as 1924. Marshal Lyautey, a legendary colonial
figure, was chosen to oversee the project, and in his opening address he re-
marked on the political significance of the site, a working-class area unused to
having culture on its very doorstep. Lyautey saw the exhibition as a means of
breaking down class barriers and keeping communism at bay. But it was above
all a means of displaying to the French public the greatness of France through
the richness and extent of her colonies and familiarizing them with the idea of
“la Plus Grande France,” the generic term adopted in the thirties for the geo-
graphical and political unity composed of the “old” metropolitan France and
her new “young” overseas territories. The military strength of these combined
elements was recalled in the bronze tower erected to the Overseas Forces, no-
tably the drailleurs sénégalais, the West African infantry who had so distin-
guished themselves in World War I, while the economic argument for the prof-
itability of the colonies appeared by the time of the exhibition to have been
won. It was in many ways the apotheosis of the colonial adventure: the visitor
was given the image of a confident France, apparently secure in the compliance
of its overseas territories, beneficent and magnanimous. Each area of the colo-
nized world had its own pavilion, where whole villages and elaborate monu-
ments had been constructed, peopled with real natives going about their busi-
ness in dutiful fashion.” The high point of these constructions, and one noted
by Simone Weil in her attempt to point up the scandalous contrast between
image and reality, was the great temple of Angkor Wat, that marvel of Khmer
art, faithfully reproduced in the surprising context of a Paris suburb.

On the principle of the exhibition, there was almost unanimous agree-
ment. The public believed what it was shown, and few sought to look behind
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the artful reconstructions and the docile natives to discover the reality of
colonial life. Among the few to raise a voice of protest, the best known are
probably the surrealists, André Breton, Paul Eluard, Aragon, René Char, and
others, with their leaflet bearing the banner headline “N’allez pas & 'Exposi-
tion Coloniale!” (“Don’t go to the Colonial Exhibition!”). It is noteworthy
that all were communists at that time, and their protest was in large part in
the name of the international proletariat and the perceived solidarity be-
tween the workers of metropolitan France and those of the colonies. The
leaflet went on to outline the three main themes of their protest: a reminder
of the sacrifice of the Black African troops in the trenches in the 1914-1918
war, the exploitation of the natives, and the system of forced labor still in op-
eration. The scandal of the conditions under which the “Congo-Océan” rail-
way was constructed from Brazzaville to Pointe-Noire in the French Congo
had recently been amply documented by Albert Londres (see pp. 167-77),
and around the same time the celebrated writer André Gide had published
his accounts of travels in Africa, Voyage au Congo (1927) and Retour du Tchad
(1928), in which he denounces the terrible mortality among the wretched
natives hounded down like beasts to work in appalling conditions on the rail-
way.® Simone Weil mentions both these writers as sources of her information
on real conditions in the colonies, and it is clear that they formed a parallel
to the revelation afforded her by Louis Roubaud.

Surrealists, socialists, and communists alike took advantage of the Colo-
nial Exhibition to publicize events in the colonies, and to bring to the at-
tention of an ignorant and uncaring French population what was going on
behind the glitter of the huge and wonderfully stage-managed event. The
communist newspaper L'Humanité (which Simone Weil was in the habit of
reading as a student and later as a young teacher in Le Puy, as a provocation
to the authorities, some would say, rather than because she was a communist
sympathizer) took up Albert Londres’s denunciatory cry: “Un négre par tra-
verse” (“A black for every railway sleeper”), referring to the construction of
the railway, where seventeen thousand Africans lost their lives in the build-
ing of two hundred kilometers of railway. But Gide recalls other horrors: on
the road between Bangui and Nola, for instance, he came across a group of
women and children press-ganged into road repair, extracting from vast
holes, often three meters deep, and without proper tools, material to be used
for the road bed. Frequently the walls of the hole would collapse, burying
women and children alive.’

Gide’s account and Albert Londres’s journalistic reports were used promi-
nently in one of the displays of the “Contre-Exposition,” the “Counter-
Exhibition” organized near to the main exhibition by the surrealist writer
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and poet Aragon, which opened its doors in October 1931. Did Simone Weil
visit it? She does not mention it, but the fact that she mentions Gide and Al-
bert Londres in the same sentence, as writers who were not fooled by the of-
ficial line on the colonies, suggests that she might have done, since they were
so grouped in this exhibition of protest. The title of the exhibition, “La Vérité
sur les Colonies” (“The Truth about the Colonies”), would have met with her
approval. But the one-third of the exhibition devoted to ethnographic art
from Africa, Oceania, and North America would not have attracted her at-
tention in particular, given that her tastes were formed in the classical mold
of ancient Greece. A second part, the Pavilion of the Soviets, was clearly
highly politicized, with quotations from Lenin such as “Imperialism is the last
stage of capitalism” and from well-known left-wing writers and activists such
as Henri Barbusse and Romain Rolland. Politicized also was the section
graphically presenting nationalist movements throughout the world—
provided they were recognized by the Komintern. This approach would cer-
tainly not have found favor with her, either.

Unrest in the colonies was clearly exploited to its fullest extent in the left-
wing press of the time. Léon Blum, then leader of the SFIO (Section Frangaise
de I'International Quvrier), who was to become France’s first socialist prime
minister with the Popular Front government in 1936, took as the starting
point for his article on the inauguration of the Colonial Exhibition the cel-
ebrations of May 1 in which several hundred peaceful demonstrators were
shot dead in Annam by French troops, who suffered no casualties themselves.
His conclusion forecasts the terms in which Simone Weil would express the
cruel dichotomy between image and reality: “Here [at the Colonial Exhibi-
tion] we are reconstructing the marvelous stairway of Angkor and making
the sacred dancers spin, but in Indochina we are shooting, deporting, im-
prisoning.”

The various manifestations of protest around the Colonial Exhibition are
in some ways deceptive, however, and we should not be led into believing
that an anticolonialist stance was common at that time, or indeed at any
time previously. For most French people who bothered to consider the ques-
tion, France possessed her colonies as of right, and what she did there was en-
tirely proper. Jean-Pierre Biondi and Gilles Morin, in their important contri-
bution to the history of anticolonialism in France, Les Anticolonialistes
(1881-1962),"! note the paucity of voices raised against the system, citing
Robert-Jean Longuet alongside Simone Weil’s article on the drama unfold-
ing in North Africa and the suppression of Messali Hadj’s L'Etoile Nord-
Africaine'? as lone protests in a sea of indifference in the buildup to World
War II. The PCF, the French Communist Party, always closely identified
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with Moscow and following the directives of the Communist International,
developed eatly an anticolonial stance. But its anti-imperialism was seen by
most Frenchmen as an offshoot of their revolutionary internal politics, a per-
ception that clearly had a profound influence on its credibility with the
French public. Colonial oppression was always linked to the oppression of
the working class. Its position was, in any case, modified with the approach
of World War II. The socialists and the SFIO tended to argue for a more prag-
matic approach, looking on the colonial fact as something that had to be
faced as a temporary necessity. Refusing to condemn colonization as such,
they limited themselves to a condemnation of the abuses of colonial prac-
tice.! But Simone Weil was a witness, and a highly critical one, to the way
in which movements of the Left tended during the 1930s to split along ide-
ological lines, so that, for example, the potentially dynamic Ligue contre I'op-
pression coloniale et I'impérialisme (League against colonial oppression and
imperialism), international in scope, which was founded in Brussels in 1927,
lost much of its impetus through internal dissent and a split into communists
and reformists. In the same way, the PS (Parti socialiste: Socialist Party) threw
out its anticolonialist wing under Daniel Guérin (with whom Simone Weil
worked in the group around La Révolution prolétarienne). Guérin subsequently
formed the PSOP (Parti socialiste ouvrier et paysan: the Socialist Industrial and
Agricultural Workers’ Party), which Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch
and Charles-Robert Ageron, in their Histoire de la France coloniale, charac-
terize as the only anticolonialist grouping at the outbreak of World War IL.14
As already noted, even the PCF was backtracking on its former hard-line
policy of simply withdrawing from the colonies, nervous at the possibility of
another power stepping into the vacuum thus created.!’

Some of the vehemence of Simone Weil’s writings on the colonial ques-
tion stems from the historical context in which she was writing. The Popu-
lar Front government which came to power in 1936 was an alliance of the
Left, and Simone Weil, like many others, had great hopes of a strong and co-
herent colonial policy that would right wrongs and put a stop to abuses. She
was deeply disappointed at the indecisiveness and timidity of the Popular
Front, whose actions in no way lived up to its promises.!¢ She felt that Léon
Blum as prime minister lacked resolve on the colonial question, whereas it is
clear that as leader of the SFIO he had been hard-hitting in his criticisms.
She also felt betrayed at the lack of solidarity between French working peo-
ple and the oppressed peoples of the colonies (see p. 48). Her concemn is in-
tensified by the economic situation in the colonies, which had become
increasingly desperate for the indigenous peoples, with the general world re-

cession in the 1930s.17
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If organized movements critical of colonialism, with the exception of the
Communist Party, were unstable and few and far between, there were
nonetheless a number of voices raised conspicuously against either the colo-
nial phenomenon itself or against the abuses that it seemed all too frequently
to produce. Daniel Guérin is a case in point in the first category, and Simone
Weil would have been familiar with his views from moving in the same cir-
cles (although the extracts from the Weil letters given by Simone Pétrement,
in which Guérin is mentioned, suggest that the subject of their exchanges
was in general limited to Syndicalist matters).!® An avid reader and collabo-
rator of La Révolution prolétarienne, she would have followed with great in-
terest the articles of critics such as Léon Werth, Magdeleine Paz, and others.
She in fact evokes “a moving series of articles” on Morocco published by this
latter journalist in Le Populaire (see p. 51). She would also have known Féli-
cien Challaye, another prominent collaborator of La Révolution prolétarienne
and strong critic of the colonial phenomenon and of its abuses (see pp.
179-202).19 Paul Vigné d’Octon, although of an earlier generation, was an-
other passionate opponent of colonial abuses whose writings Simone Weil
may have come across. La Sueur du burmnous (1911), the result of an enquiry
he conducted principally in Tunisia, could not have failed to impress her,
given her interest in North Africa. She is likely to have known also the writ-
ers of the noncommunist Left grouped around Henri Barbusse's weekly
Monde, which included Challaye and Guérin, but also Charles-André Julien
and Paul-Louis.?’ Returning from Hanoi in 1930, Guérin also denounced in
Le Cri du peuple the repression of Yen-Bay recounted by Louis Roubaud,
which had such an effect on Simone Weil. She may well have known also
Andrée Viollis's condemnation of the same episode.?! She quotes approv-
ingly the accounts of the journalist Albert Londres (see appendix B, pp.
167-77), who recounts the horrors of the unbridled exploitation of the na-
tives and natural resources in French Equatorial Africa, during the construc-
tion of the railway from Pointe-Noire to Brazzaville (see pp. 170-74), and
André Gide’s denunciation of similar abuses, already mentioned. But, as
Biondi and Morin note, in spite of these prominent figures, who were indeed
heard and read if only by a small minority of the population, there were no
strongly developed anticolonial circles as there were pacifist, antimilitaristic
circles. Such forces as there were tended to be marginal and dispersed.??

Simone Weil’s own views were thus formed inevitably, at least in part, by
the circles in which she moved and the writings she had the occasion to read,
although she moved far beyond the Syndicalist approach of her initial con-
tacts. Never a member of the French Communist Party, as we have seen, she
rejected at an early date their doctrinaire approach to the analysis of society,
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while continuing to appreciate some of Marx’s insights. Simone Pétrement
charts her friend’s political allegiances in terms of her relationships with the
various trade unions, and her criticisms of both the CGT (Confédération
générale du travail: General Confederation of Workers), of socialist tendency,
and the CGTU (Confédération Générale du travail unitaire: United General
Confederation of Workers), which included communists. Rejecting commu-
nism, she rejected also the revolutionary approach to colonial problems (see
“New Facts about the Colonial Problem,” p. 68): an insurrection would have
little chance of success, since superior force would be on the side of the colo-
nial power, and even if such a revolt succeeded, independence would come in
conditions such as would render the creation of a peaceful democratic regime
extremely difficult. Her position was a pragmatic one in the first instance, and
as such was close to that of the socialists: since we have this colonial empire,
what should we do to ensure the least possible suffering of the peoples that in-
habit it? Her perception that the abuses that so scandalized and distressed her
came about because of the inferior status of the colonized peoples, putting
them totally at the mercy of the colonizer, led her to believe that conferring
equal status on them by making them all citizens instead of subjects was a first
priority (see p. 69).2% In a sense her recommendation was thus based on moral
considerations of dignity, rather than strictly political ones. This is the closest
she gets to addressing the great assimilationist/associationist debate that
veered backward and forward until the outbreak of World War 11, with a mod-
ified assimilation, strangely resembling association, having the upper hand in
the metropolis a lot of the time. Assimilationist thinking is based on the egal-
itarian ideas inherited from the French Revolution: all men are by nature
equal and have the right to equal treatment. But since French culture is in-
herently superior to any other, assimilation takes time, during which France’s
civilizing mission ensures, through appropriate education, the elevation of the
colonized peoples to the dignity of Frenchmen. Association believes rather in
the unbridgeable distance between peoples of different cultures and leads to a
policy of separate development, which is not necessarily racist in character
but in practice has often been so, when “different” has been interpreted as “in-
ferior.”

Simone Weil’s position in the debate is complex: her thinking in some
respects is assimilationist rather than associationist, as implied by her rec-
ommendation of the granting of citizenship, although she proposes that this
should be more or less immediate, rather than at the end of an educative
process—a judgment based no doubt on her sense of the urgency of the
times, but also on her idealism outweighing her pragmatism. But her think-
ing tends to presuppose education in the French mold: that is, she does not
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address the problem of how, without it, the colonized peoples are to become
sufficiently part of the French system to exercise their newly granted rights
of citizenship. However, in “New Facts about the Colonial Problem in the
French Empire” (see pp. 65-71) she discusses some of the ambiguities in-
herent in assimilationist doctrine. For instance, assuming this education in
Western values of liberty and equality, there is likely to be a rapid reevalua-
tion on the part of the natives of their subordinate status as colonies and an
inevitable demand for independence. This seems to have been an assump-
tion that Simone Weil was increasingly able to accept: independence in the
long term was the only possibility, in her view, since the colonial system was
inherently unjust, an illegitimate “ownership of human flesh.””* She was
acutely aware, too, of the dangers of acculturation and déracinement, and
here she would have been more in tune with certain aspects of the associa-
tionist approach. How is it possible—indeed, is it possible—to give an An-
namite child, a Senegalese child, a Moroccan child, an education in French
values, while preserving intact the traditions and native lore of that child’s
culture?® The best and most intelligent associationist thinking, while it
tended almost inevitably toward paternalism, had a natural tendency to the
preservation of native traditions. A figure such as Georges Hardy, who held
several major education posts in the French colonies in the first half of the
twentieth century, was generally in favor of a limited assimilation for an
elite, but his policies had strong associationist implications; a passionate
ethnographer, he was always mindful of the intellectual and cultural inter-
ests of his pupils, and Simone Weil would have found a good deal to admire
in the programs he devised for them.?¢

Simone Weil’s criticism of the colonial system is based, broadly speaking,
on two grounds: the physical and moral abuses committed against the subject
populations, and the way in which they have been uprooted from their native
culture. Her deep sense of the importance of origins made her reject absolutely
the destruction through conquest of a people’s collective past. In the late es-
say “The Colonial Question . . .” (pp. 105-19) she asks how it is possible for
the French to understand anything about other peoples if they forget that
these peoples have a past (p. 108) and comments in moving tones on Alain
Gerbault’s exposure of the death of Polynesian civilization by the destruction
of their culture through the French colonizing process, and the way in which,
for cynical political reasons, Annamite intellectuals were forbidden access to
documents relative to their own history (see p. 94).

It is perhaps a pity in this respect that she does not seem to have come
across the Négritude movement, that assertion of black identity proclaimed by
African and Caribbean writers such as Aimé Césaire (who is credited with in-
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venting the term) and Léopold Sédar Senghor, the future president of Sene-
gal. During the 1930s, Paris was the meeting point for a large number of black
intellectuals, who founded small literary and cultural magazines (Légitime
Défense, L Etudiant noir) where they tested out ideas relating to the reevalua-
tion of black culture and an assertion of black identity. Simone Weil would
certainly have found food for thought in their ideas, but she never evokes the
movement, and it does not seem to have played any part in the evolution of
her own position. The fact that the movement was essentially Paris based,
while Simone Weil was not, during the crucial years of the 1930s, may have
had something to do with it, as may aesthetic considerations: the poets and
thinkers of Négritude were often heavily influenced by surrealism, which Si-
mone Weil rejected and, as we have already noted, she had little natural sym-
pathy with the African aesthetic tradition. She does not seem either to have
known the more radical black movements of the 1920s, led by figures such as
Lamine Senghor, René Maran, and Kojo Tovalou Houénou, in spite of their
presence in Paris, but her extreme youth at the time—she was, after all, only
in her teens—could explain this.

We have noted the affinities of Simone Weil's position regarding the
colonies with the thinking of the socialists, in that they, like her, tended to
adopt a pragmatic approach when considering policy. If abuses were halted
and as a result the anger of the colonized peoples was stilled, she could fore-
see an indeterminate period of progressive emancipation during which the
colonies remained attached to France. She was indeed not the only one to be
cautious regarding independence for the colonies: the first black deputy,
Blaise Diagne, did not envisage it as a real option, and Ferhat Abbas, who was
to become one of the leaders of Algerian nationalism, published works in fa-
vor of assimilation, declaring in his journal, significantly entitled L’Entente:
“We are Muslim and we are French; we are native and we are French.”?’ In
1936, he stated that he had not found any evidence of Arab nationalism. The
leader of the PCF, Maurice Thorez, similarly, while maintaining in 1937 the
right to independence on the part of colonized peoples, added that “the right
to divorce did not mean the obligation to divorce.”?

This reluctance regarding the granting of immediate independence to the
colonies does not mean, however, that Simone Weil justifies the taking of
colonies in the first place. She makes her position clear in the essay “New
Facts about the Colonial Problem in the French Empire”: colonial problems
must be seen above all in terms of force, she writes at the beginning of the
essay, because colonization begins almost always by the use of force in its
purest form, that is to say, by conquest (p. 66).% It must be recalled that Si-
mone Weil was writing these essays and reflecting on the colonial question
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generally as war in Europe was becoming more and more likely. In “The
Colonial Question and the Destiny of the French People,” she makes
the link specifically between Hitler’s designs on Europe and colonization in
general. If Hitler had not been stopped by Britain, Europe would have expe-
rienced exactly the same uprooting through force that is an inevitable result
of colonization (p. 110). The state of uneasy truce into which a colonized
people sinks after the violence of conquest is still a situation ruled by force:
colonization differs from war only by the fact that one side is deprived of
weapons (“New Facts about the Colonial Problem in the French Empire,” p.
67). Force, its use and its consequences, are central to her preoccupations at
this time, as is testified by the remarkable essay on the Iliad, which derives
much of its power from the way in which Simone Weil generalizes the idea
of force: although ostensibly she is writing about the Iliad and does not men-
tion the war with Germany, which had just begun, she is in fact reflecting
on conflict in general. Her earlier pacifist conviction, that war is simply the
worst of all evils, is amply demonstrated by the human misery generated on
both sides of the conflict: no one wins a war in human terms, and this is be-
cause, in Simone Weil’s eyes, force takes hold of the person who wields it as
much as the one subjected to it. The only difference is that neither side re-
alizes it, the stronger lives in unreality, meeting no resistance to his aggres-
sion.’® This unreality is also present when the enemy is absent, so that war
seems to be a game, but becomes real at the moment when the thought of
death intervenes. The thought of imminent death, the ultimate manifesta-
tion of force in warfare, is impossible to bear, says Simone Weil, and literally
“changes a man to stone,” changes a living being into an inert object, “a
thing which has a soul” (IC, 25-26; SG, 13). One is reminded here of the
perceptions of postcolonial writers such as Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon:
Memmi writes of the colonized black man who, in the eyes of the colonizer
is “hardly yet a human being,” “tending rapidly towards the status of ob-
ject,”! whereas Fanon, recalling the discovery of his “blackness,” found that
he was “an object in the midst of other objects.”3? Simone Weil, too, em-
phasizes this fundamental difference of nature in the person obliged to sub-
mit to force: he is not simply someone in more difficult circumstances than
another, he is a different species of human being, “a compromise between a
man and a corpse” (IC, 28; SG, 16). He is in fact no better than a slave.
Slavery is a recurring theme in Simone Weil’s writings. It is what charac-
terizes all too often a colonized people, for instance (‘Who Is Guilty of Anti-
French Plots?” p. 49). But her most notable and also most personal use of the
term is in connection with the time she spent as a factory worker. We men-
tioned in passing the perception she had of having been reduced to the
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status of a slave through her experience, and in the context of her commen-
tary on colonialism, it may be relevant to evoke again her reaction to factory
work. What broke her spirit was not the physical hardship. In an essay re-
flecting on her factory experience but written in Marseille, soon after the es-
say on the Iliad (when she was deeply preoccupied with both the war and its
relationship to the colonial question), “Expérience de la vie d'usine” (“Ex-
perience of Factory Life,” OC, II, 2, 289-307), she analyzes what was and
still is wrong with factory life, which she sees in a psychological and moral
perspective, rather than a physical one. Physical hardship is intrinsic to cer-
tain occupations, she says, and of itself is not an evil. The fundamental prob-
lem is that the workers are not free men; they are as it were in exile, strangers
tolerated as simple intermediaries between the machines and the objects
they are making. They are uprooted, slaves to the machine, but above all
slaves to orders conceived and issued by others. The workers have thus no au-
tonomy, because they have no understanding of the process they are carrying
out. When in addition the orders are given in such a way as to humiliate the
workers, the enslavement is complete; the mind, unable to envisage the fu-
ture without undergoing a humiliation, shrinks back, “freezes,” and ceases to
operate. The condition of the workers is a form of affliction, and no human
mind can focus on affliction for long. Thought escapes by any means it can.
The analogy with the slave who has no part in the decision-making process,
no autonomy, and is constantly subject to the whim of his master, is clear, as
is the link with Simone Weil’s analysis of the Iliad, whose central message, in
her view, is the way in which force, a necessary and inevitable part of war,
transforms men into things. The same process would seem to be going on in
factory work and also, of course, in the practices of colonialism. Alain Rus-
cio, in his fine book on colonization, shows the necessarily violent nature of
relationships between colonizer and colonized, when he evokes “the essential
relationship domination/subordination, which underlay all human relation-
ships, [and which was] itself violence.”*? Likewise, one has only to read, as Si-
mone Weil did, the accounts of Albert Londres (appendix B) to understand
how she would immediately have made the analogy with all the other ille-
gitimate uses of force which she charts, and which turn men into slaves.
What is lacking in any situation that deprives a person of his freedom is
the capacity to consent, and this idea receives increasing attention in the
latter part of Simone Weil’s writings. In her reflections on work, there is a
late piece, found among her London papers and most probably written
there, which begins “Le travail physique consenti . . .” (“Manual work con-
sented to . . .””) and which has been inserted at the end of The Need for Roots.
In it she demonstrates that true freedom is the freedom of the mind and not
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avoidance of hardship. Physical hardship is a part of necessity, and therefore
inevitable to a certain extent, and thus it is consent to hardship, consent to
obey necessity, that makes a person free. There is undoubtedly a parallel
here with her attitude to the church and her reasons for remaining outside
it. In her “Spiritual Autobiography,” a letter she wrote to Father Perrin ex-
plaining her position, and which we have already evoked, she makes it clear
that one of those reasons is the use the church has made of the “Anathema,”
the exclusion of an individual on the grounds of nonorthodoxy. For Simone
Weil, “the proper functioning of the intelligence demands complete free-
dom, implying the right to deny everything, and refuses domination” (AD,
46; WG, 29). Dogma itself is “an object of contemplation for love, faith and
intelligence, three strictly individual faculties” (AD, 47; WG, 29). In the
spiritual domain, the intelligence can never be suppressed by force; consent
is the only appropriate response.

Simone Weil’s thinking on the development of the colonies is clearly based
on the same reasoning. She has a very French perception of the crucial dif-
ference between the status of subject and that of citizen; by this reasoning, a
citizen consents to laws in the making of which he has participated, whereas
a subject is, as the word suggests, subject to the law of his masters. She there-
fore felt that to give colonized peoples the rights of citizens would guarantee
at least to a certain extent their participation in the decision-making process,
and thus the freedom of consent. Not that Simone Weil had on overly posi-
tive view of the democratic practices of the French Republic, as is evidenced
especially by the last great texts of her career, the London writings (EL) and
The Need for Roots. She felt indeed that to create a genuinely free society
based on consent was so difficult that it had been achieved very rarely in hu-
man history, and the experiment had never lasted long, as such societies were
by definition vulnerable to the exercise of force from the outside, and thus un-
der constant threat of destruction.

One such society to which she devoted her attention, while in Marseille
and then again in London, was the Occitanian civilization that flourished in
the twelfth century and was obliterated by the Albigensian Crusade. In the
two articles that she devotes to it, “En quoi consiste 'inspiration occitani-
enne!” (“The Romanesque Renaissance,” EH, 75-84; SE, 44-54) and “L'A-
gonie d'une civilisation vue A travers un poeme épique” (“A Medieval Epic
Poem,” EH, 66-74; SE, 35-43), she demonstrates that this civilization took
its inspiration directly from classical Greece, its main characteristic being the
knowledge of force, a knowledge that she defines thus: “To understand force
is to recognize that it is almost absolutely supreme in this world, and yet to
reject it with loathing and contempt” (EH, 79; SE, 48). In her interpreta-
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tion, public life in this civilization was an example of the refusal of force, in-
sofar as it refused the collective, an incarnation of Plato’s “Great Beast,” and
one could swear allegiance to a superior without any loss of pride (EH, 82;
SE, 51). In the same way, the courtly love that flourished in this civilization
was based on a refusal of power; it manifested itself as a waiting on the
beloved’s consent (EH, 80; SE, 49). The beliefs and way of life of
the Cathars, a fundamental part of this same Languedoc civilization, who
represented a heretical tendency within Christianity and against whom Pope
Innocent 1II launched the Albigensian Crusade in 1208, were again an illus-
tration for Simone Weil of this refusal of force in all its forms. She admired
their lack of dogma and the spirit of tolerance and sobriety with which their
society was imbued. While her interpretation of the Cathars is sometimes an
idiosyncratic one, there is no denying the impact that their ethical values
and principled living had on the society of the times, or the threat they posed
to the medieval Catholic Church—hence the Albigensian Crusade, and
their eventual annihilation.

If the erasure of Occitanian civilization in the twelfth century was an
example of a crushing by force brought against a society based on genuine
spirituality, Simone Weil suggests that it is only perhaps the most dismal ex-
ample of France’s history of forcibly subduing any surrounding peoples who
were too weak to resist her. In The Need for Roots, she evokes the peripheral
regions of France—Provence, Brittany, Alsace, and Franche-Comté—and
their conquest by France at various stages in her history, making a direct
comparison with the contemporary designs of Hitler on the rest of Europe.
Why is it different? she asks (see p. 123).34

Simone Weil demonstrates again here her remarkable capacity to go be-
yond a narrow nationalism and the restricted point of view either of the
self-centered individual or of the collective. Indeed, one of her most no-
table contributions to the whole colonization debate, as it was manifest in
her times, is her ability to look down the other end of the telescope, to be-
come, literally, “the Other.” Her patriotism is as far as it could possibly be
from an unquestioning acceptance of “my country, right or wrong.” True
patriotism was for her a sort of tender pity for the fatherland, but could not,
should not exclude criticism.?> If she felt such shame at the conduct of
France in respect of her colonies, it was because she identified so closely
with her native land, the natural “center” of her affinities, while displaying
a rare gift for identification with the “periphery”; France’s conduct pre-
vented her from feeling the pride that she considered her legitimate due.
Although I have characterized her views on the future of the colonies as in
some ways pragmatic, ultimately her approach is clearly ethical.’® It was
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ethical considerations that provoked her sense of shame at learning from
Roubaud’s account what was going on in the colonies, and ethical consid-
erations that led her to question the very idea of France being a colonial
power. Recalling the principles of the French Revolution and the moral su-
periority that France had always claimed as the promulgator of these prin-
ciples, there seemed to be little justification for the idea of a French Em-
pire. As she says in The Need for Roots, “Every other nation might possibly
have had the right to carve out an empire for itself, but not France; . . .
When one takes upon oneself, as France did in 1789, the function of think-
ing on behalf of the world, of defining justice for the world, one may not
become an owner of human flesh and blood” (NR, 161; see p. 124).

The ethical dimension of Simone Weil's thinking on colonialism becomes
even clearer when one considers the way in which her thought in this area is re-
flected in her writings in other domains. Whether she is considering slavery or
questions of French history, or analyzing Greek texts, the same ethical princi-
ples shine through. Nowhere is this more obvious than in some of the London
texts where, even when she is not specifically concerned with the colonies, she
is in fact putting forward the principles that underlie all her late thought. An
example comes to mind from the beginning of The Need for Roots, where she ar-
ticulates the obligations toward the human person, going far beyond particular
cases to principles of universal application. Starting from the basic premise that
every human being possesses an eternal destiny, she concludes that this fact im-
poses only one obligation—respect (NR, 6)—and that this obligation is fulfilled
in reality only if the respect is expressed in tangible form, through the medium
of a person’s earthly needs. It is universally accepted, she says, that there is an
obligation to feed a man who is hungry, and this applies at all times and in all
places. Other obligations are based on this most fundamental one and are most
clearly demonstrated through the needs to which they correspond. Physical
needs are easy enough to articulate: protection against violence, housing, cloth-
ing, heating, basic hygiene, etc. But man’s moral needs are equally important,
though more difficult to define. She includes in this category respect for the col-
lectivity (bearing in mind her conviction of the supreme importance of rooted-
ness in one’s milieu) but also includes pairs of obligations that are to some ex-
tent opposites: order (but also freedom), obedience (and also responsibility),
equality (but also a sense of hierarchy). These are needs that we have an eter-
nal obligation to satisfy, wherever they arise, whether among people in our own
town or village or in communities at the other end of the earth.

Simone Weil’s universalizing tendency finds its ultimate expression in two
texts published in the Ecrits de Londres, the “Etude pour une déclaration des
obligations envers I"étre humain” (“Draft for a Statement of Human Obliga-

tions”: EL, 75-84; SE, 219-27), and “La personne et le sacré” (“The Person
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and the Sacred”: EL, 11-44; SE, 9-34, under the title “Human Personality”).
In these essays she goes beyond not only particular cases, but also the revo-
lutionary principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity that are a reference
point in some of her earlier writings. It is as if, disillusioned with what she
perceived to be indifference to her arguments on behalf of special cases,
she was looking for arguments of universal application that could not be re-
futed. And certainly there is an ex cathedra quality about some of this writ-
ing.}? The “Draft for a Statement of Human Obligations” begins:

There is a reality outside the world, that is to say, outside space and time, out-
side man’s mental universe, outside any sphere whatsoever that is accessible to
human faculties.

Corresponding to this reality, at the centre of the human heart, is the long-
ing for an absolute good, a longing which is always there and is never appeased
by any object in this world.

.. . Those minds whose attention and love are turned towards that reality
are the sole intermediary through which good can descend from there and
come among men.

Although it is beyond the reach of any human faculties, man has the power
of turning his attention and love towards it.

Nothing can ever justify the assumption that any man, whoever he may be,
has been deprived of this power.

It is a power which is only real in this world in so far as it is exercised. The
sole condition for exercising it is consent.

The longing in the depth of the heart for absolute good, and the power,
though only latent, of directing attention and love to a reality beyond the
world and of receiving good from it—constitutes a link which attaches every
man without exception to that other reality.

Whoever recognizes that reality recognizes also that link. Because of it, he
holds every human being without exception as something sacred to which he
is bound to show respect.

She recognizes human diversity, but this diversity is of a different order:

Men are unequal in all their relations with the things of this world, without
exception. The only thing that is identical in all men is the presence of a link
with the reality outside the world.

All human beings are absolutely identical insofar as they can be thought of
as consisting of a center, which is an unquenchable desire for good, surrounded
by an accretion of psychical and bodily matter. (SE, 219-20)
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This, then, is the foundation stone of equality between human beings,
which has nothing to do with their particular social, political, or ethnic cir-
cumstances. To recognize the link with absolute good is to recognize equality
amongst human beings: “Anyone whose attention and love are really di-
rected towards the reality outside the world recognizes at the same time that
he is bound, both in public and private life, by the single and permanent ob-
ligation to remedy, according to his responsibilities and to the extent of his
power, all the privations of soul and body which are liable to destroy or dam-
age the earthly life of any human being whatsoever” (SE, 222).

It is in such passages that the theoretical justification for Simone Weil’s
condemnation of the practices of colonialism is revealed. The appeal is not
to the secular rights of man—she was suspicious of the notion of “rights,”
maintaining that rights had meaning only if others were prepared to respect
them—but to a human being’s essentially ethical nature, his relationship
with goodness, and in that respect all beings are identical.’® It is clear that
she is writing in this passage of every human being, not of Frenchmen, or
Chinese, or Moroccans. Justice is simply a matter of “seeing that no harm is
done to men” (SE, 30; “La justice consiste a veiller a ce qu'il ne soit pas fait
de mal aux hommes,” EL, 38). Beyond the accidents of history and the en-
tirely positive manifestations of cultural diversity lie the unanswerable and
imperative obligations toward every person, whatever his origin—one of
which, of course, is to respect the cultural milieu of every individual without
exception. The abuses she read about in Louis Roubaud’s account of the sit-
uation in Indochina, and found again in Albert Londres and Félicien Chal-
laye, are radically unacceptable, because in the hidden center of every one of
these abused human beings is the question: “Why am I being harmed?” In the
broad ethical sweep of Simone Weil’s “Declaration,” the colonized peoples
are taken into consideration in exactly the same way as are the workers in
the Renault car plant or the village idiot whom she evokes in another con-
text. Colonization ultimately is an evil because it imposes and maintains in-
equality by force, rendering the colonizer blind to the reality of the situation,
while making it infinitely more difficult to understand that simple and per-
fect equality that ought to govern all human contacts in their relationship
with absolute goodness.
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Richard Rees notes: “Simone Weil left two almost verbally identical copies of this
text. One of them was untitled and was preceded by this note: ‘Beginning of the
book (the book which should contain these thoughts and many others).” (FLN,
63) He then gives his translation of this text at the start of the New York Note-
books. Thus the supernatural was not something to be opposed to the secular;
rather, it was to inform the whole of life on this earth, just as it informed all the
thinking of the latter part of her life.






CHAPTER ONE

g

Colonization

This brief passage is taken from Anne Reynaud-Guérithault’s notes from Simone
Weeil’s philosophy classes in Roanne in the 1933—-1934 school year. It shows that
she already had a grasp of the economic pressures behind colonization and the way
in which the domestic régime is inextricably bound to the colonies. While mention-
ing some of the benefits of colonization, she uses Louis Roubaud’s account of abuses
in Indochina (see appendix A) to underscore some of its horrors. Her fundamental
view of the evils of colonization, as of the industrial process, can be summed up by
the way in which men are transformed into things. Note that it was only at the end
of the year in Roanne, after Simone Weil had already finished writing what she re-
ferred to ironically as her “Great Work,” or her “Testament,” the “Réflexions sur
les causes de la liberté et de I'oppression sociale” (“Reflections on the Causes of Lib-
erty and Oppression in Society”), that she entered factory work.

It’s the same problem as that of capitalism. You colonize to develop com-
merce, not for the well-being of the colonized. Saying: “Colonization must be
reformed” is the same as saying: “The social regime must be transformed”;
you must see men, and not just things.

We can resume the question of colonization by the following table:

Benefits: roads, railways, factories, hospitals, schools, destruction of super-
stitions and family oppression (the yoke which burdens women, etc.).

Disadvantages or horrors: See the articles in Le Petit Parisien published by
Louis Roubaud.! Corporal punishments, massacres, bombings; the French
masses do not care about the fact that an overseer can massacre a native with
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impunity. Stories from Madagascar: the prisons are so full that there is no
more room for those who are sentenced, so forced labor is resorted to. See
Gide: Congo, forced labor; it has been calculated that every meter of railway
cost one human life, etc.

Conclusion: Colonization has often been initiated by admirable people:
explorers, missionaries. The problems come from the interior workings of the
state. Things will continue to be thus as long as men are subordinated to
things. Between what happens on the domestic front and what happens in the
colonies, there is a difference of degree, not of nature. One could nevertheless
try to reduce these horrors with a little more humanity.

Note

Simone Weil, Lecons de philosophie, présentées par Anne Reynaud-Guérithault (Paris:
Plon, 1959). English translation by Hugh Price, with an introduction by Peter
Winch, under the title Lectures on Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1978). This translation is by . P. Little.

1. Published as Viet Nam: la tragédie indochinoise (Paris: Librairie Valois, 1931).
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[etter to the Indochinese

This is a draft for an article that Simone Weil intended for an unknown journal,
which, it seems, had proposed to act as link between the Indochinese and French peo-
ple wanting to help them. Simone Pétrement dates it from winter of 1936-1937. Its
importance stems from the clear expression Simone Weil gives of her discovery of the
Yen-Bay massacre and the repression that followed it, through her reading of Louis
Roubaud’s articles in Le Petit Parisien in October 1930,! and her reactions of
shame that such things could be done in the name of France.

It is with feelings of pain and shame that I, a young Frenchwoman who has
never left Europe, am writing to the Indochinese through the intermediary
of this newspaper. This pain and shame go back a long way. More than five
years. For more than five years they have constantly weighed me down.

I will never forget it. It was at the time of the Colonial Exhibition.? The
bloody affair of Yen-Bay, which was followed by an equally bloody repression,
had reminded France that Indochina existed. Le Petit Parisien published on its
front page a courageous and well-documented enquiry by Louis Roubaud. 1
bought it every morning; while I took a hasty breakfast, I devoured Louis
Roubaud’s articles. I learned from them how coolies were recruited, how they
were beaten, how white overseers sometimes kicked to death or maimed Anna-
mite workers in front of their colleagues who were too terrorized to intervene.
Tears of shame choked me, and prevented me from eating. At the Colonial Ex-
hibition, I saw the crowd, many of whom read Le Petit Parisien, contemplating
the reproduction of the temple of Angkor with foolish admiration, mindlessly
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indifferent to the sufferings caused by the regime thus represented. Since that
time, | have never been able to think of Indochina without feeling ashamed of
my country.

Today, we have a Popular Front government. The so obviously generous
and humane spirit of the head of government wins the allegiance of all men
of good faith.> The minister for the colonies is a Socialist.* For the first time
there is hope that Indochina will one day cease to be a subject of shame for
informed French people.

However, the power of a government is limited, especially when there are
so many enemies and so many difficulties to overcome. You, our friends, our
Indochinese brothers, you should help this government to improve your lot,
to bring your liberation closer. Admittedly, that is a difficult idea, a danger-
ous one, which will, alas, create victims and demand sacrifices. The head of
government and the minister are Socialist, but the people who carry out their
instructions, who brief them and surround them with their influence, are not.
This newspaper must help to provide the link between you and those who,
in France, think of you. Use it to bring yourselves once more to the attention
of the French people; to inform yourselves, to tell us what is better than it
used to be and what, in spite of the change of government, is still not right.
Share your thoughts, hold nothing back. One flatters tyrants, but tells the
truth frankly to friends.

Notes
First published in OC 11, 3, 121-22 under the title “Lettre aux Indochinois.”

1. See appendix A.

2. See introduction, pp. 8-10 and p. 23, n. 5.

3. Léon Blum was prime minister in the Popular Front government after the elections
of April-May 1936 had given power to the alliance of the Left (Socialists, Radicals and
Communists).

4. Marius Moutet.
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Morocco, or A Lesson in Theft

The tone of biting irony adopted here is characteristic of several of Simone Weil's
articles on the colonies. Her scorn is provoked primarily by the hypocrisy and lack
of principle surrounding France’s acquisition of Morocco. She also underlines the
extent to which the Moroccan question had threatened to break the uneasy peace
between France and Germany in the early years of the twentieth century, the link
thus made between colonial affairs and war being a theme that recurs in other es-
says, as it does in Challaye’s writings.! Indeed, the immediate motive for the writ-
ing of this short article was the arrival of a French warship off Ceuta, in Morocco,
on 7 January 1937.

The beginning of 1937 saw us on full alert. The territory of the fatherland
was threatened. The daily press in its entirety and without exception, show-
ing the same unanimity as it has over these past four wonderful but all too
fleeting years, when the hearts of all French people have beaten in unison,
that same press in its entirety has risen up proudly once more in the defense
of this sacred soil. Civil dissent has given way before this magnificent fervor.

Yes, the territory of the fatherland was threatened. Which part of the ter-
ritory, in fact? Alsace-Lorraine? Yes, precisely that. Or rather, no, not exactly
Alsace-Lorraine, but something equivalent. It was Morocco. Yes, Morocco,
that quintessentially French province. It’s hard to credit, but it seems that
Germany was manifesting a vague impulse toward getting its hands on the
Moroccan people, snatching them from the traditions inherited from their
ancestors, the blond-haired, blue-eyed Gauls. Absurd claim! Morocco has
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always been a part of France. Or if not always, at least from time immemorial
(well, almost). Yes, precisely since December 1911. To any impartial mind,
it’s obvious that a territory that has belonged to France since 1911 is French
by right for all eternity.

Indeed, that’s what appears even more clearly if one looks at the history of
Morocco. That history must make even the most indifferent feel that Mo-
rocco is in some ways a second Lorraine for France.

P

Up until 1904, the independence of Morocco had never been questioned, at
least in diplomatic texts. It was simply agreed under the Madrid Treaty of
1880 that, in regard to trade, all the great powers had a right to the status of
most favored nation.

In 1904, France and England felt the need to settle scores, following the
defeat inflicted on France at Fashoda.? France, up to that point, had nobly
defended the independence of the Egyptian people in the name of the rights
of man. In 1904, she allowed England to crush that independence underfoot.
In exchange, England handed over Morocco.

A treaty was signed, comprising England’s immediate seizure of Egypt and
the possible division of Morocco between France and Spain. As France is al-
ways trustworthy, this division was written only into the secret clauses of the
treaty. The public clauses, on the other hand, solemnly guaranteed the inde-
pendence of Morocco.

Did Germany get wind of something? In any case, this Anglo-French
treaty was bad news. She wanted her share in Morocco. An unsustainable
claim! From that moment, Morocco belonged by right to France. Had she
not paid for it? She had paid for it with the Egyptians’ freedom.

Wilhelm II made a resounding speech in Tangiers. Germany demanded an
international conference to resolve the Moroccan question. Delcassé, minister
for foreign affairs, held firm. We were on the very edge of war when Delcassé
was set aside. It was, as one might say, five minutes to the hour. Delcassé’s suc-
cessor gave in.

The Act of Algeciras (1906), signed by all the European powers, gave no
advantage to France, except that of supplying the sultan with a few dozen
instructors for the native police force over five years. There was to be no Eu-
ropean military force, and the different powers were to enjoy equal eco-
nomic rights.
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From that point on, the question was: how to violate the Act of Alge-
ciras? Indeed, that act was rightfully null and void, since it did not give
Morocco to France. That point must be obvious to anyone of average in-
telligence.

Only the simpleminded could possibly associate the violation of the Act
of Algeciras and the Treaty of Versailles. Those two cases have nothing to do
with one another. The Act of Algeciras was unfavorable to France and was
therefore invalid from the start. The Treaty of Versailles was designed to be
eternal, for the opposite reason.

After 1906, various schemes were tried with Germany, but—what mon-
strous greed!—on the condition that France get something out of it. She was
even offered a port in Morocco, with Hinterland. They even tried sharing
economic power in Morocco with her, but since at the same time France in-
sisted on keeping all political power for herself, that solution proved to be
impracticable.

In the end, in 1911, France felt it was time to act. She simply sent troops
to Fez, the capital of Morocco. She alleged the beginnings of unrest, which
was putting the lives of Europeans in danger, and promised to withdraw the
troops as soon as security was reestablished. It was never known whether or
not there had in fact been any danger. In any case, the military occupation of
Fes, carried out without formal consultation with the powers who were signa-
tories to the Act of Algeciras, effectively tore up that ridiculous act.

Once established in Fes, it goes without saying that France never left.
Concerm for prestige, much more important—when it concerns France—
than international law, forbade her.

After some months, Germany, seeing that the French troops were still in
Fes, sent a naval warship on to the Moroccan coast, to Agadit. She went on
demanding her share.

Caillaux,’ who had just come to power, began negotiations. They ended at
the end of 1911. In the interval, an outbreak of war had been imminent on
several occasions. Finally a Franco-German Treaty recognized the French Pro-
tectorate of Morocco, against the cession of a small part of the French Congo
to German Cameroon.

The German government had been taken in. Germany felt it. The explosion
of August 1914 was doubtless in part a follow-on to the military expedition to
Fes. At least that is the opinion expressed by Jaurgs? in his last speech (at Vaise,
28 July 1914).

To cap it all, after the victory, France took back that part of the Congo
ceded in 1911, and took the Cameroon, and kept Morocco.
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At the present moment, Germany claims to dispute the colonial clauses of
the Treaty of Versailles. She can do it in two ways. She can demand owner-
ship of the Cameroon as she had it in 1914, or she can consider the treaty of
1911 as annulled by Versailles and demand the rights over Morocco that she
had exchanged for the enlargement of the Cameroon.

Happily, there is no question of that. Everyone knows that the Treaty of
Versailles is untouchable. And then Morocco has become the very flesh of
France, because of the sacrifices made for it. Sacrifices not only in men and
money, but of a much more serious order. In respect of Morocco, France be-
haved like a real “colonial power”: she sold Egyptian freedoms, she signed a
treaty whose secret clauses contradicted the public ones, she openly violated
another treaty. Such moral sacrifices, for the most trustworthy nation on
earth, confer sacred rights.

And so—let Germany be well aware of this—the most modest landing of
German troops in Morocco would find us all resolved to kill and to die!

It is true that according to the latest news it seems that there have been
no German troops in Morocco. So what? The presence of German engineers
in Spanish Morocco is indisputable; the export of Moroccan iron ore to Ger-
many equally so. It is obvious that any economic seizure of a part of Morocco
would be intolerable. No treaty forbids it, but the prohibition is implicit.

Germany lacks the most basic sense of decency. You have only to look at
the business of economic concessions in the Portuguese colonies. Of course,
no treaty forbids Portugal and Germany from making this kind of agreement.
But should it be necessary to forbid it?

Since Germany needs to have it spelled out, we will do so. We had
wanted, out of politeness, to spare her certain disagreeable truths, hoping
that she would know how to toe the line.

Since she doesn’t, let our government call an international conference to
supplement the Treaty of Versailles by two additional clauses:

One in the preamble, containing the following definition:

“Any international situation in which Germany is economically, militar-
ily and politically inferior to France constitutes a state of peace. Anything
which might make German forces tend to equal or to surpass French ones
constitutes a state of war.”

And a new clause, whose legitimacy is blindingly obvious:

“Any economic expansion of Germany, relating either to outlets or to raw
materials, is contrary to international law. Exceptions will only be possible
with the express permission of France.”
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If the Popular Front government, and the parties of the Popular Front,
have not yet understood that it’s there that duty lies, the Watch Committee’
will know how to remind them.

And based on so just a policy, the union of the French nation will be
achieved!

Notes
Vigilance, no. 48/49, 10 February 1937. Reprinted in EH, 331-35, and OC 11, 3, 123-27.

1. Appendix C, pp. 179-202.

2. The location on the Upper Nile where a violent confrontation took place be-
tween French and British troops in 1898. Outnumbered, the French forces were or-
dered to retreat by the new minister for foreign affairs, Delcassé.

3. Joseph Caillaux was leader of the Radical Party before World War I and Président
du Conseil in 1911, at the time of the Agadir incident.

4. Jean Jaures (1859-1914), leader of the French Socialist Party and a man of con-
siderable intellectual and moral authority. Immediately after the victory of the parties
of the Left in the elections in 1914, he was assassinated by a fanatic as the interna-
tional crisis developed into World War 1.

5. Le Comité de vigilance des intellectuels antifascistes. See “A Protest,” p. 59.






CHAPTER FOUR

A Little History Concerning Morocco

In all circles, as in all sections of the press, from the extreme Right to the
extreme Left, emotions were running high not so long ago on the subject of
Morocco. Now that calm has been provisionally restored, it is appropriate to
recall a few historical facts. Of course, it is a question of facts that are
proven, verified, indisputable.

It was after the defeat of 1871! that French statesmen, searching for
compensations to restore prestige, turned toward colonial conquest. The
German government encouraged them, seeing in this a diversion from the
spirit of revenge; Bismarck, indeed like many French nationalists at that
point in time, did not understand the importance of the colonies. When
Germany in her turn became interested in the colonies, France had already
taken a considerable lead.

At the beginning of the century, the French State, which had been in pos-
session of Algeria since 1847 and Tunisia since 1881, began to think of Mo-
rocco. Since 1881 Morocco had been the object of an international convention
guaranteeing equal economic rights to the European states.

In 1904 a Franco-British treaty was signed, the result of hard bargaining.
Up until then, France had defended the independence of the Egyptian peo-
ple against Britain, in the name of high principles; in 1904, she delivered up
the Egyptian people to Britain in exchange for Morocco. The treaty, in its
public clauses, guaranteed the independence of Morocco, while granting to
France the right to “maintain order” there; the secret clauses, revealed later,
provided for the partition of Morocco between France and Spain.
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Germany reacted vigorously. She claimed that the status of Morocco, the
object of an international convention, could only be modified through an in-
ternational conference. The reckless intransigence of Delcassé, the French
foreign minister, brought Europe to the very brink of war. He was sacked just
in time. His successor gave way. The international conference took place.

The Act of Algeciras (1906) was the result, guaranteeing once again the
independence of Morocco, conferring more or less equal rights on the vari-
ous European states, and entrusting the task of maintaining order exclusively
to a Moroccan police force, which was to be led for a period of five years by
French and Spanish instructors.

In May 1911, France sent an expeditionary force to occupy Fez, the capital
of Morocco. The stated reason was a threat of unrest, which, it was said, was
putting French lives in danger. Such claims are always impossible to verify af-
ter the event. In any case the military occupation of Fez was a flagrant viola-
tion of the Act of Algeciras. Germany had not tried to oppose this violation;
what she wanted was less to prevent the partition of Morocco than to have
her share. She expressed, however, serious reservations.

Once order was restored, France continued to occupy Fez, which constituted
a second, and much more serious, violation of the act. In July, Germany coun-
tered this violation by sending a warship, stationed off the Moroccan coast, to
Agadir. For a second time, Europe was on the brink of war. Caillaux? had just
come to power. There were long negotiations between him and the German
government, during which war seemed imminent on several occasions; but
both sides preferred to avoid it. A treaty was signed on 4 November 1911. Ger-
many abandoned Morocco to France and received in exchange part of the
French Congo, which was thus added to her Cameroon.

This treaty, which was a striking success for French diplomacy, was felt in
Germany as a defeat and a national humiliation. The German minister for
the colonies resigned.

It could be said that the war of 1914 was in some respects a simple con-
tinuation of this conflict of 1911. That at least was the opinion of Jaures,?
who said in his crucial speech of 1914: “The act of penetrating Morocco by
force of arms opened Europe up to the era of ambition, greed and conflict.”

Today, as Germany is preparing to contest once more the colonial clauses
of the Treaty of Versailles, could there again be a Franco-German problem re-
garding of Morocco?

Many things could be said on this subject. But there is a question that one
cannot help asking, and asking with anguish and shame.

Is history about to repeat itself? Are we going to allow it to repeat itself?
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Notes

This article can be seen as a draft for “Morocco, or A Lesson in Theft.” It was published
in Syndicats, no. 17, 4 February 1937, and reprinted in OC II, 3, 286-87.

1. The defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian war.
2. For Joseph Caillaux, see p. 35, n. 3.
3. For Jean Jaurgs, see p. 35, n. 4.






CHAPTER FIVE

Blood Is Flowing in Tunisia

This article was written as a reaction to the deaths of strikers at Metlaoui in Tunisia
in March 1937. A group of miners had gone on strike and occupied the courtyard
of the mine at Metlaoui. When they refused to leave, the police fired on them, caus-
ing between fifteen and twenty deaths.! Simone Weil's article is burning with indig-
nation, not just at the event itself, but at the indifference of the French public: the
Tunisian miners are too far away for their plight to have any impact on a popula-
tion much more interested in an increase of a few francs on their oun salaries. The
government is less to blame than the public, as it is they who direct the government’s
attention to their own concerns.

“Blood is hitting the headlines” in the working-class press. Blood is flowing
in Tunisia. Who knows about it? It will perhaps be recalled that France is a
small corner of a great empire, and that in that empire millions and millions
of workers are suffering.

The Popular Front? has been in power for nine months, but we’ve really
not had the time yet to think about them. When the steel workers of Bil-
lancourt have problems, a delegation goes to see the Président du Conseil;
he takes the trouble to go and lecture the building workers; he prepares a
fine speech for the radio, expressly to calm down the civil servants who are
complaining. But the millions of workers who suffer, exhaust themselves,
and despair throughout the French Empire had been forgotten. We’d all
forgotten them.

It is true that we had excellent reasons for not thinking about them.
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For a start, they are a long way away. Everyone knows that the magnitude
of problems and people, the seriousness of injustices, the intensity of suffer-
ing all diminish in proportion to their distance. The injustice done to a man
in Indochina who endures beatings, exhausted with hunger, trembling before
his masters, is less acute than that experienced by a Javel steelworker who
doesn’t get his 15 percent increase, or a civil servant who doesn’t manage to
abolish decree-laws.? It’s a phenomenon whose mathematical formula one
could try and establish; as with magnetic attraction, it’s doubtless a question
of a variation in inverse proportion to the square of the distance. Distance
diminishes the weight on our minds of acts of injustice and oppression, in the
same manner as it acts on gravity with respect to objects.

In addition, all those people—Asiatics, blacks, “wogs”"—are not of the
same species as we are. They’re not made like us. They are used to suffering
and submitting. It’s well known. They’ve been starving to death and deprived
of all rights for so long that they're used to it. The proof is that they don't
complain. They keep quiet, therefore they’re happy.* In fact, they’re made for
slavery. They have a servile nature. Otherwise they'd resist.

There are indeed a few who resist; but they’re a handful of “troublemak-
ers,” “agitators,” rowdies very likely manipulated by Hitler and Franco and
against whom one can use only forceful methods, as in the case of the Etoile
Nord-Africaine.’

Besides, the tragedy of those people is not really very gripping. At least it
wasn't until these latest incidents. Shootings, massacres are things that speak
to the imagination, that are sensational and make an impact. But tears shed
in silence, mute despair, revolt suppressed under the pressure of constraint,
hopeless resignation, exhaustion, slow death—does all that count? Kids killed
by bombs in Madrid provoke a shudder of indignation and pity. But we have
never given a thought to all those ten- and twelve-year-olds, starving and
overworked, who have perished from exhaustion in the mines in Indochina,
even though our country has direct responsibility for them. They died with-
out shedding blood. Such deaths don't count; they aren’t real deaths.

Doubtless, not one of us has ever expressed publicly all these reasons for
our indifference. But were these not our real and deepest reasons? Did we
have any more valid ones? We had in fact no valid ones at all.

In the end, we—and by we | mean all those, without exception, who belong
to the Popular Alliance®—we have the same mentality as the bourgeoisie. The
middle classes are not in any way untouched by manifestations of wretchedness;
they are capable of being moved by a beggar they pass in the street; it’s just that
the distance from the Champs-Elysées to Billancourt exceeds the capacity of
their imagination, just as the distance between Paris and Saigon exceeds ours.
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What's more, they consider the workers as beings of another species, born for fa-
tigue, privation, obedience, and they find the proof that such a state of affairs is
appropriate to working people in the fact that the people keep quiet, whereas it
is they themselves who impose this silence by the most brutal constraint and
treat with pitiless severity those who dare to raise their voices. That was how
things happened in France, before June.” And we, too, French people of “the
Left,” we are responsible for the same burden of constraint and terror that has
been weighing down the natives of our colonies for so many years; and we be-
lieve that the silence that we impose on them, and which they are forced to ob-
serve, is an adequate excuse for our not thinking of them.

Blood had to flow. As long as none had flowed, we did not give a thought
to the millions of human beings whose only hope was in us, who from the
depths of an abyss of slavery and affliction turned their eyes toward us, and
who for the last nine months, without fuss, silently, have been moving pro-
gressively from hope to despair.

Does not the bourgeoisie at all levels manifest its stupidity, its brutality, its
narrow-mindedness primarily by getting interested in a particular crime, a sui-
cide, a railway accident, and ignoring the fact that millions of lives are slowly
crushed, ground down, and destroyed by the everyday workings of the social ma-
chine? For the middle classes, the social question starts to be posed the day that
it gives rise to news that is sufficiently sensational to relegate crime to page two.

We are exactly the same. To gain our attention, the colonial tragedy must
take the form of a miscellaneous news item, the only way of reaching our
primitive sensibility and intelligence. From now on we can no longer con-
gratulate ourselves that the “experiment” had never given rise to bloodshed.
Blood has now stained it.

It is easy to say that those responsible will be hunted down, it is easy to
talk of sabotage. There is no need of an inquiry to know who the culprits are.
Every one of us can see one of the culprits by looking in the mirror.

Doubtless, someone gave the order to make the troops march against our
unfortunate brothers, the miners. But that order is not the only cause of the
drama. There is a cause of a more general order, and that is that the Popular
Front has not granted to the native workers in the colonies those democratic
freedoms that are indispensable for organization and for struggle; it is that it
has not extended to them the protection that it has given to French workers
in their protest action.

It is not the government that should be taken to task. Our comrades charged
with governmental responsibilities are so overwhelmed, so overworked, so
pulled in all directions, that their activity depends to a large extent on the pre-
occupations that are thrust upon them. If, for example, Léon Blum had had the
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impression that we were more preoccupied with colonial slavery than with the
salaries of civil servants, he would have devoted to the colonial problem the
time that he spent preparing a fine speech for the civil servants.

However that may be, we must recognize that governmental action with
regard to the colonies has been more or less limited until now to the dissolu-
tion of the Etoile Nord-Africaine. It will be said that the agenda drawn up by
the Popular Alliance does not specify colonial reform. The dissolution of the
courageous Etoile Nord-Africaine was not specified either. These are deaths
that are extra-agenda.

When I think of a future possible war, the feelings of fear and horror that
such an image evokes in me are mingled with a slightly reassuring thought,
that a European war could well perhaps signal the revenge of the colonial
peoples to punish our lack of concern, our indifference, and our cruelty.

It is not a joyful prospect, but the need for immanent justice finds in it a
certain satisfaction.

Notes

First published in the Feuilles Libres de la Quinzaine, vol. 111, no. 33 (25 March 1937),
and reprinted in EH, 336-37 and OC 11, 3, 128-31. The version in EH is taken from
the manuscript and presents slight differences from the version printed in the Feuilles
Libres de la Quinzaine and reprinted in the OC. Notably, the final sentence, “It is not
a joyful prospect. . . .” does not figure in the manuscript.

1. See SP, 297; VSW/, 11, 138.

2. The Front Populaire was an alliance, essentially against Fascism, formed in 1935
between the Communist Party, the SFIO and the Radical Party. Upon winning the
elections in 1936, it came to power with Léon Blum as prime minister.

3. The decree laws (décrets-lois) were a device, frequently used from 1927 but abol-
ished under the new constitution of 1946, whereby complex issues could be settled
rapidly by the government without consulting Parliament, although they were sub-
ject to subsequent ratification.

4. In her phrasing here, “Ils se taisent, donc ils sont contents,” Simone Weil is per-
haps making an ironic reference to Descartes'’s celebrated “Je pense donc je suis” (I
think, therefore I am—cogito ergo sum in the Latin).

5. The Etoile Nord-Africaine, an organization founded by Messali Hadj, bringing
together Algerian workers in France, was dissolved by the Blum government on 26
January 1937. See “Who Is Guilty of Anti-French Plots?” pp. 45-50.

6. The “Rassemblement populaire” was an electoral agreement among the various
parties of the Left made after the first ballot in the 1936 elections, having as its ral-
lying cry “Le pain, la paix, la liberté” (Bread, peace, freedom).

7. The occupation of the factories in June 1936.



CHAPTER SIX

Who Is Guilty of Anti-French Plots?

Messali Hadj is considered to be in many ways the father of Algerian nationalism. In
1928 he took over the Etoile Nord-Africaine, an organization grouping together Al-
gerian workers in France, and gave it an orientation more nationalist than its commu-
nist beginnings in 1926. The relationship between the Etoile and the French State was
from the beginning very tense, and in 1929 it was dissolved for a first time and Mes-
sali put in prison. When freed, he reconstituted it under the name Glorieuse Etoile
Nord-Africaine, but, threatened with imprisonment once more in 1934, he fled to
Geneva, where his association with the influential Emir Chekib Aslan completed his
transformation into an ardent nationalist. Granted amnesty in 1936, he returned to
Paris, with the object of creating the conditions for the election of an Algerian parlia-
ment. After the Etoile was banned again on 27 January 1937, Messali tried to re-
suscitate it under the name Parti populaire algérien (Algerian People’s Party) , which
the Communists immediately accused of being an ally of international Fascism. He
was arrested in August for this apparently illegal act and, at his trial on November 2,
sentenced to two years in prison. This sentence was confirmed by the appeal court in
Algiers on 7 January 1938, and it is to this second judgment that Simone Weil refers
when she evokes the “anti-French plots.” She had come to know Messali and admired
his patriotism and his desire to be free of France as a colonizing power. What scandal-
izes her particularly in the Messali affair is the fact that it is a Popular Front govern-
ment that is acting thus against an oppressed colonized people. Her target, in language
that recalls Zola’s famous “J’accuse” (“I accuse,” leveled against the incriminators of
Dreyfus in the notorious Dreyfus affair), is thus Blum'’s government, but also the
French working class, who have failed to see that the plight of the North Africans work-
ing alongside them is in fact even worse than their oun.
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When it sentenced Messali to two years in prison, the tribunal set aside the
charge of anti-French plots. What can one conclude from this, except that
they were unable to find anti-French plots among the Algerian People’s Party?!
And doubtless, if they couldn’t find any, it’s because there weren't any.

It is no less certain that the love of France is not very strong at the mo-
ment in the hearts of the peoples of North Africa. There are anti-French
plots being hatched in these territories. But who is doing the plotting? Who
is guilty of playing the Fascists’ expansionist game by discrediting France and
democratic rule?

As for me, I am French. I have never been to North Africa. [ know noth-
ing of the complicated intrigues that Germany and Italy may get up to among
the Muslim population. I think, however, that I know enough about the sit-
uation to make an accusation. An accusation that no court of law will con-
firm, of course.

I accuse the French State and the successive governments which have rep-
resented it up to the present time, including the two Popular Front govern-
ments; | accuse the administrations in Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco; | accuse
General Nogues,? | accuse a great number of the colonists and French civil ser-
vants of anti-French plots in North Africa. All those who have on occasion
treated an Arab with contempt; those who get the police to spill Arab blood;
those who have carried out and are still carrying out the progressive expropri-
ation of native farmers; those colonists and industrialists who treat their work-
ers like beasts of burden; the civil servants who accept, even demand that they
be paid one-third more than their Arab colleagues for the same work; these are
the ones who are sowing hatred of France in the African territories.

During the occupation of the factories, in June 1936, France was divided
into two camps. One camp accused the militants, those “troublemakers,” those
“agitators,” of having stirred up the unrest. The other camp—and this was
composed notably of members and sympathizers of the Popular Front—replied:
No, the ones who have instilled in the workers’ hearts so much revolt, so much
bitterness, those who have led them to have recourse in the end to force, are
the bosses themselves, because of the weight of constraint, terror, and
wretchedness with which for years they burdened the factory workers.

At that moment, in June 1936, the men of the “Left” had understood the
nature of the problem in France. Today, it’s a question of North Africa; and
those same men no longer understand anything. It is nevertheless the same
problem that is being posed; but they haven’t noticed. Always, everywhere,
it’s the same problem. Always, everywhere where there are oppressed people.

Wherever there is oppression, it is always a matter of knowing who is put-
ting bitterness, rancor, revolt, despair into the hearts of the oppressed. Is it












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































