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ABSTRACT

PhD (2006)

THE ‘VOID’ IN SIMONE WEIL AND THE ‘BROKEN MIDDLE’ IN GILLIAN
ROSE: THE GENESIS OF THE SEARCH FOR SALVATION

By Gregory David Parry
This thesis aims to examine the respective ways in which Simone Weil and Gillian
Rose assess the human condition as the conflict and tension of human life. The use of
the notion of ‘contradiction’ represents conflict. Employed by both women,
‘contradiction’ will be explored through their assessments of the human condition.
With their respective uses of this notion, Weil’s and Rose’s assessments develop into
a wider field of application using very specific, conceptual precepts: the ‘void’ by
Weil and the ‘broken middle’ by Rose. The essential constructive claim is that each of
these conceptualities can properly be viewed as attempts to explore what shall be
referred to as the genesis of the search for salvation; the attempt, that is, to elucidate
through both women the possibility of negotiating in and with ‘contradiction’ towards
a sense of inner-transformation. This claim is supported by their illumination of what
it means to live with, in and through contradiction in the world in relation with God.

Given that Weil and Rose identified with Gnosticism, neo-gnostic soteriology, which
draws the human condition into a fulfilled sense of self-realisation about the divine,
will be used to test these claims made by both women. Despite the fact that they have
each attracted significant academic interest over the years, this is the first work to
bring these two thinkers into relation with each other.

This thesis is divided into four distinct parts. Part I identifies the wider
philosophical, existential and theological issues at play. Part II explores Weil’s
relation to and use of the concept of the ‘void’ (that acts as an intermediary between
the human and divine) both impersonally and personally in order to uncover her
perception of the human situation in relation to God. In turn, Part III explores Rose’s
personal and intellectual vocation. More importantly, Rose’s ‘broken middle’ will be
explored, which broadly speaking, addresses the difficulty and tension (contradiction)
of the middle between the universal and the particular. Part IV places the respective
accounts of the human condition and contradiction in Weil’s ‘void’ and Rose’s
‘broken middle’ in explicit conversation with each other in order to establish and

elucidate what they each separately and together suggest about the genesis of the

search for salvation.
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PART I

AN OVERVIEW




Chapter I: Contradiction as a Way of Life

[...] Are you willing to suspend your prejudices and judgments? !

1.1 Introduction

Stated in the broadest sense, this thesis aims to investigate and examine the respective
ways in which the French mystic, Simone Weil, and the Hegelian philosopher, Gillian
Rose, assess the human condition as an inner tension or conflict of the human being in the
world. Broadly speaking, the notion of ‘contradiction’ used by both women in their
writings, represents this conflict and tension.” For both thinkers, this condition is based
upon the relationship between two diametrically opposed forces working within the
reality of the human being. The one force is this world ~ human, finite and imperfect —
whilst the other is the divine world as all-knowing, infinite and perfect.” Their
examination of the human condition is about how this relationship appears through an
individual’s experience of God in the world. By addressing, therefore, the human
condition through the writings of Weil and Rose, we extend our inquiry into the nature of
individual transformation in relation to a divine reality — the genesis of the search for
salvation.

Alternatively stated, 1t will be found that Weil and Rose are each concerned to
explore the way in which conflicting events in our thoughts and in our lives are the result
of how particular ethical, spiritual or religious ideals have failed to bring about their
anticipated fullness and perfection in the experiences of human beings. In other words,
failing to acknowledge the value of human conflict for a better or ‘other-worldly ideal’,
is, according to Rose and Weil, an inherent failure to appreciate the difficulty and
struggle between two opposing, and often irreconcilable, viewpoints. With both women,
this contradiction establishes the division or duality between two worlds — the human and

the divine, the finite and the infinite — that have struggled since the birth of human

! Gillian Rose, Love’s Work (London: Vintage, 1995), p. 72. Hereafter, cited as LW.
? The notion of ‘contradiction® will undergo further explanation in this chapter in the course of developing
several conceptual ideas and terms used by Weil and Rose.

? Their representation of these two opposing forces will emerge through introductory discussions in this
chapter.



consciousness to meet in harmony and balance.® In that case, this thesis will explore
Weil’s and Rose’s own response to this duality in view of their assessment of the human
condition. This, in turn, will attempt to establish their belief of how one might begin so to
handle tension and conflict in which to also recognise a greater sense of what it means for
a human being to live with it in the first place.

This thesis intends to investigate their assessments of the human condition with
their view that human existence has a purpose. This purpose is soteriological. In other
words, the suggestion is that the human condition is divinely orchestrated for the
salvation of humankind. One is not asking whether, or if, our present condition is
deterministic or coincidental for the broader investigation assumes, given both Weil and
Rose conceived of a supernatural, divine reality, that human life is not just about a series
of random experiences. To debate the supernatural validity of human experience is itself
irrelevant. This thesis assumes that human reality is supernaturally significant and
meaningful. The question, instead, is ironically supernatural in itself: what is the nature of
their supernatural realities that juxtapose their respective understandings of the human
condition? Our inquiry into the purpose of the human condition is not just intended to
reflect upon the working relationship between the human and divine, but also to
recognise this relationship as a transition of the human being from a radically
unsatisfactory state to a limitlessly better one.

With consideration given then to the soteriology of the human condition, the aim
is to show through both women how intense and conflicting events can be negotiated to
give rise to an inner transformation of the human being in the world. This concemn is
referred to here as the genesis of the search for salvation. The transforming power in the
genesis of the search for salvation will rest with the way the human being relates, in this
world, to the divine. Asking what illumination both women bring to what it means to live
with, in and through contradiction in the world in relation with God will be a way iIn

which to examine their relation (in this world) to the divine reality, and their capacity to

‘ The American Roman Catholic Theologian, Thomas Weinandy, for example, illustrates this problem
between the human and the divine in the manner of how human beings struggle to understand their place in
the world and in relation to the divine. See T. G. Weinandy, Does God Suffer? (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
2000), pp. vii-x, 26-7. This particular problem goes to the heart of Weil’s and Rose’s own conception and

experience of God in as much as the tension and conflict that emerges in their assessments of the
relationship between the human and the divine.



be transtformed. This will be a key approach to the development of the genesis of the

search for salvation.

1.2 The Soteriology of the Human Condition

We have noted up to now that their appraisal of the human condition is defined by an
inner-conflict and tension that proceeds from the nature of the relationship between the
human being in the world and the divine. This condition and their view of God’s relation
to the world will be investigated in order to address the human condition as the genesis of
the search for salvation. The understanding of salvation will emerge here from the
manner in which Weil and Rose in specific ways use and work with contradiction for
self-transformation. Their concept of inner-transformation will also take into account
their relation to the world and fo God. By what means, though, are forthcoming
investigations going to test and challenge the respective contributions of both these
women in order not only to appreciate the distinctive significance and importance of their
respective contributions to the value of human life, but also, to the movement of all
theological and philosophical investigations?

Since there 1s meaning attached to Weil’s and Rose’s assessment of the human
condition it is important to elucidate this meaning within a formal soteriological
framework. Not only will this framework help to reflect upon the importance of the tenets
of both women, but 1t will also broaden their contributions to the study of salvation. This
framework will reflect upon the individual in the world and his or her relation to God.

In this thesis, neo-gnosticism is the selected framework. It aims to operate as a
spiritual subtext with which to test and challenge the way in which both women in their
contradictions are self-transformed in as much as assessing the validity of their use of
contradiction towards the possibility of inner change. Based upon an elusive religious

phenomenon of late antiquity known as ‘Gnosticism’,” neo-gnostic thought is a more

* Gnosticism of late antiquity is a redemptive religion based on dualistic thought. This is a belief system in
which an individual is faced by the prevalence of evil in this world, and can only be delivered from it by an
unknown, transcendent God. See Rudolf Bultmann, Primitive Christianity in its Contemporary Setting,
trans. Reverend R. H. Fuller (New York: New American Library, 1974), p. 193. See also, Alastair Logan,

‘At-Onement — The Nature and Challenge of Gnostic Soteriology’, in Scottish Journal of Theology 50,
(1997), 475-488, (pp. 481-83).



positive, contemporary development and exploration of Gnostic thought than Gnosticism
of late antiquity.® It attempts radically to re-evaluate the individual, God and the world
with an emphasis on the importance of personal transformation. This type of thought
aims to guide the human being back to discovering its own essential nature, its true
identity, through and in the midst of inner-conflict.” Where this ‘good news’ has been
largely overshadowed by the charge of extreme dualism in which the divine is alienated
from the human world,” the soteriology of neo-gnosticism will be shown to co-operate
with this dualism as an experience of contradiction (conflict) in human life which
ultimately aims to restore the human being to its true and essential self. Developing the
positive side of what is regarded as the negative dualism of Gnostic thought is essential in
order to address what neo-gnosticism regards as the importance in the relation between
both worlds for the inner-transformation of the individual.” Therefore, in spite of the
criticisms over the centuries that Gnosticism is dangerously dualistic and blasphemous to
orthodox Christian Theology, the intention is to show that neo-gnostic soteriology has a

deeper spiritual emphasis on the nature of the human being that traditional Orthodox

Christianity has failed to comprehend.'® In retrospect, neo-gnosticism will aim to emerge
with similar viewpoints to Orthodox Christianity,'’ but equally, in dissimilar ways
particularly with regards to the Gnostic belief that salvation is mediated in no other way
accept through direct access between the individual and God. Even though Weil and Rose

identified with Orthodox Christian teachings — Rose went so far as to accept Baptism into

® See, for example, T. Freke and P. Gandy, Jesus and the Goddess: The Secret Teachings of the Original
Christians (London: Thorsons, 2001), pp. 3ff; Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (London: Penguin,
1979), pp. 5ff; J. J. Hurtak, Gnosticism: Mystery of Mysteries (California: Academy of Future Science,
1999), pp. 1ff. .

" Freke and Gandy attempt to present a radical alternative of the traditional picture of Gnosticism, going as
far as to suggest that the original Christians were in fact Gnostics. See T. Freke and P. Gandy, Jesus and the
Goddess: The Secret Teachings of the Original Christians, pp. SOfT.

® See Pagels’ account of how the early Church Fathers, Irenacus and Tertullian, rejected Gnostic
understandings of God and their dualistic claims about creation as heretical to the foundational teachings of
the Church. See Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, pp. 55-59; Robert M. Grant, Irenaeus of Lyons
(London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 66-74.

? See J. 1. Hurtak, Gnosticism: Mystery of Mysteries (California: Academy of Future Science, 1999), pp.
1£f.

' See Giovanna Filoramo, 4 History of Gnosticism, trans. Anthony Alcock (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), pp.
3-5.

'! What interestingly distressed Irenaeus was that the majority of Christians during his lifetime did not
appear to recognise any difference between their belief system and Gnostic thought, see Irenacus, Against

Heresies, trans. Dominic J. Unger (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1992), pp. 21-52. See also Robert M. Grant,
Irenaeus of Lyons, pp. 21-28, §9-122.



the Anglican tradition before her passing — both women had deep reservations about
traditional Christian soteriology that not only appeared to be religiously exclusive with its
universal and systematic claims about the nature of divine reality, but equally superior
and dominant over other belief systems and their perception of divine truth.

But is there any connection between these women and Gnosticism? Why use a
Gnostic rather than, for example, a Judaic-Christian model of salvation? Even though
Rose was baptized into Christianity and Weil, failing to accept Christian baptism,
established her mystical insights on the basis of human suffering through the Incarnation,
they both nevertheless identified with Gnostic thought.'? I will attempt to highlight these
connections in further detail a little later. In the meantime, since the broader philosophical
and theological themes common to both women are directed towards the possibility of
self-transformation and that neo-gnostic soteriology is concerned to bring the human
being back to his or her true identity, it would be appropriate to initially suggest that the
juxtaposition of both women and neo- gnosticism are congruent to identifying the nature
of the relationship that transpires between a human being in the world and the divine.

I have briefly noted that this soteriological movement has this idea of self-
transformation by the way in which it responds to contradiction through the difference it
identifies between the human and the divine."’ Thus, in turn, the investigation aims to
show how Weil and Rose respond to contradiction in a way that is directly orientated
towards individual self-transformation, and to test this orientation through their
identification with, and moreover the transforming nature, of neo-gnostic thought. The
theme of self-transformation through the tension of the human condition is fully explored
towards the end of this investigation as the genesis of the search for salvation. In
summation, the task of this thesis is to direct their assessments of the human condition
towards a revised interpretation of the main soteriological themes of neo-gnosticism.

Having now addressed the broader areas under investigation, it is important to

explain, firstly, the relevance of this investigation to ‘larger’ matters of contemporary

' For further details on Weil, see Simone Weil, Seventy Letters, trans. Rush Rees (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1965), pp. 130-1. Hereafter, cited as SL. See also, J. Cabaud, Simone Weil: A Fellowship
in Love (New York: Harvill, 1965), pp. 218-24; C. Moeller, Littérature du XXe siécle et Christianisme

(Panis, 1967), pp. 246ff. On Rose, see Gillian Rose, Paradiso (London: Menard Press, 1999), pp. 22-31.
Hereafter, cited as PA.

'> This will be argued for in relation to Weil and Rose.



culture and intellectual concern. This will enable, secondly, to launch into, and

systematically discuss key concepts and terms that develop precise beliefs and ideas

employed by Weil and Rose.

1.3  The Intellectual and Cultural Significance of Weil and Rose

In summation, the focus of exploration is to address and investigate, according to Weil
and Rose, their respective viewpoints about the human condition. This investigation aims
to show that there is an intention to understand and appreciate the significance of the
human condition in terms of the nature of the relationship between the infinite and the

finite reality for both women. Lastly, this work aims to appreciate the purpose of the

human condition in the light of the genesis of the search for salvation.
The relevance and significance of these intellectuals and their work is to be found,
it will be argued, in the way in which they each attempt to sustain both personally and

intellectually a metaphysical, spiritual reality in a skeptical, postmodern world. In

contrast to this world, they are just the sort of interlocutors to help us establish the
purpose and meaning of dissonance, ambiguity and paradox. It is important, first of all, to

note that each thinker was influenced in this way intellectually by a long philosophical

14

tradition — Plato (for Weil) and Hegel (for Rose) being of major importance, ™ and in

Weil’s case, Descartes also.”” Their respective influences on both women can primarily
be drawn from their recognition that there is one world of everyday, practical reality, and
yet another world beyond the boundaries of common knowledge. In other words, a world

that encompasses values, ideals, and most of all mysteries unknowable and not-yet-

14 Plato’s influence on Weil is evident in a number of her major works. Weil, for example, draws heavily
upon Plato in her mystical writings in order to make sense of human misery, or to put it another way, to
understand how God connects to human suffering. See, for example, Simone Weil, Intimations of
Christianity Among the Ancient Greeks, trans, Elisabeth Chase Geissbuhler (London: Routledge, 1957), pp.
74-150. Hereafter, cited as IC. For various commentaries on Weil’s use of Plato, see Eric O. Springsted,
Christus Mediator: Platonic Mediation in the Thought of Simone Weil (Chico, California: Scholars Press,
1983); E. Jane Doering and Eric O Springsted (eds.), The Christian Platonism of Simone Weil (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004). Hegel’s influence on Rose is particularly evident in a
number of her criticisms on contemporary social thought, and in particular, her critique of Kant and Fichte.
For details, see Gillian Rose, Hegel Contra Sociology (London: Athlone Press, 1981), pp. 1-50. Hereafter,
cited as HCS.

'> See Simone Weil, Lectures on Philosophy, trans. H. Price (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1978), pp. 180-81. Hereafier, cited as LP. See also, Simone Weil, Formative Writings (1929-1941) eds. and
trans. D. T. McFarland and W. V. Ness (London: Routledge, 1987), pp. 38-101. Hereafter, cited as FW.



known. As we shall observe shortly, with Weil and Rose, there is a philosophical legacy
with these worlds that they each employed in the current intellectual mainstream of their
time.

Weil’s use of Plato and Descartes can be understood in terms of their respective
beliefs in the power and superiority of the mind over and against the body, and therefore,
the remote transcendence of the spiritual world in relation to the physical world.'® This
had far reaching repercussions not just on how she experienced life in early childhood but
equally in adulthood, but also on her views and beliefs about the divine, the human being
in society, and the pathway to spiritual liberation. Rose, on the other hand, was heavily
influenced by Hegel, and as with Weil, she was equally influenced by the power of
metaphysics and this ‘mélange of extreme tension’'’ between the infinite and finite, the
mind and body, God and Creation.

What their respective uses of these earlier thinkers entail is to ask how both
women used these thinkers to facilitate their own philosophical and theological
methodologies. Their perspectives will inevitably be different in places, but the hope
shared by these two intellectuals is the revival of metaphysical thinking that has in
postmodern culture been subject to scrutiny and skepticism.'® This ‘resurrection’ of
western metaphysics by Weil and Rose is an important feature of restoring a sense of
meaning, purpose and value to human life. For example, contemporary culture tends to
either live in the first world (physical) and venture from time to time into the second
(spiritual) world, or they appear to fully embrace the ‘second world’ and disregard the
‘first world’. This is particularly prevalent by what has been recognized as the importance
of ‘personal transformation’ in the ‘New Age’ movement.”” In any case, these worlds in
whatever context they appear are inevitably subject to various degrees of separation and
alienation from one another. The aim is to demonstrate whether both women not only

integrate these worlds, but if, as it has been suggested, they recover the difficulties and

1% See D. Maclellan, Simone Weil: Utopian Pessimist (Macmillan Press, 1989), pp. 26-30.

' See Mary Dietz, Between the Human and the Divine: The Political Thought of Simone Weil (New Jersey:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1988), p. 105. Hereafter, cited as BHD.

'8 See, for example, Max Charlesworth, Philosophy and Religion: From Plato to Postmodernism (Oxford:
Oneworld, 2002), p. 9, 156ff. See also, Terry Eagleton, The Illusions of Postmodernism (Oxford:

19 See Ron Rhodes New Age Movement (Michigan: Zondervan, 1995), pp. 71T.



tenstons of and within metaphysical thinking in order to assist with this journey of
‘worldly integration’.*® Moreover, they attempt through these tensions to enrich both
these realities in order to avoid the overriding tendency to affirm absolute truths about
modern religious, political, and sociological propositions without more importantly
recognizing their failures and weaknesses.

In short, both women reserve some degree of equanimity towards their intellectual
and personal pathway. They recognize the importance of not becoming too attached to
any one path as the ‘only’ or ‘right’ road to liberation. Why this is important has to do
with the mysteriousness and uncertainty represented by the reality of the invisible world.
Any statement or thing proclaimed to be ‘invisible’ means that it might run the risk of
conflict through the nature of our reality in the physical world. In this way, our awareness
of the visible world and our insights into the invisible realms become an exercise in
paradox. That is to say, what is true in one world is not necessarily true in the other. This
1s why salvation becomes so important in this thesis because it allows us to reflect upon

the way in which a human being begins to wake up and take note of the events and

experiences of his or her own world.

In spite of these wider significances, there is a further inquiry that brings us back
to the heart of Weil and Rose. Which of the two, coming from different metaphysical
perspectives, 1S able to carry their tension and conflict in light of our soteriological
enquiry? The wider issues in which all human beings are intellectually and personally
pressed either to close their eyes to dissonance or to coexist with ambiguity is
investigated through the writings of both Weil and Rose. The final test for both women
(in the genesis of the search for salvation) is to establish in this thesis how both women

responded to the self-transforming capacities of these tensions.

Whilst a comparison between Weil and Rose makes this investigation broadly

unique in itself,’’ there are closer assessments that have to do with the nature of their

> Considering the nature of the relationship between the visible and invisible worlds are clearly evident
through the writings of Weil and Rose. For Weil, see IC, pp. 25fT, FW, pp. 87-101. For Rose, see HCS, pp.
1ff; LW, pp. 35-50.

2 Rose’s criticisms of Weil in her essay, ‘Two Angry Angels: Simone Weil and Emmanuel Levinas’,
suggest that Rose would have been impartial to any comparisons with Weil. See Gillian Rose, Judaism and
Modernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), pp. 211-221. Hereafter, cited as JM. Indeed, Bishop Simon
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metaphysical explorations on the relation between the human and the divine, and their
orientation towards Gnostic thought, that make this investigation unique amongst other
investigations into their works. Indeed, to identify the uniqueness of these precise
contributions, in as much as to test and challenge them one has to understand the terms,
ideas and beliefs employed by Weil and Rose. A discussion of these key terms and ideas
i1s the focus of exploration. Initially, therefore, I will consider how both women viewed
the human-divine relationship in order to highlight further areas of exploration in this
thesis in as much as to illustrate how this relationship is rooted within their respective

understandings of the human condition.

1.4 An Initial Exploration of the Worlds of Simone Weil and Gillian Rose

1.4.1: Viewing the Human-Divine Relationship

To understand their assessment of the human condition several discussions have initially
to consider the way in which both women approach the divine reality. By doing so, the

hope is that one begins to understand the purpose and meaning of contradiction in the sort

of conceptual context yet to be established in the work of Weil and Rose. Therefore, it is

important now to address their overall conceptions and ideas about God and God’s
relation to the world.

One finds that both women take the transcendence of the divine reality seriously.
As this thesis will attempt to illustrate, Weil’s belief in divine transcendence was very
much influenced by the ancient philosopher, Plato. Weil, like Plato, believed in the
remote transcendence and perfection of the divine under the pretext that a human being is
inherently and fundamentally imperfect.”* For Weil, Plato ‘is an authentic mystic, and
indeed the father of western mysticism’.>> Holding to the absence of God in this world

and in creation,”* she set about adapting several spiritual and philosophical ideas from

Barrington-Ward, who baptized Rose at the end of her life, confirmed this fact to me through earlier
conversations on the nature of Rose’s intellectual and personal vocation in and with the world.

*2 “The first thing we know about ourselves is our imperfection’. See LP, p. 90.

% Simone Weil, On Science, Necessity and the Love of God, trans. Rush Rees (London: Oxford University
Press, 1968), p. 92. Hereafter, cited as SNL.

4 See, for example, Blumenthal’s comments in G. Blumenthal, ‘Simone Weil’s Way of the Cross’,
Thought 27 (1952), 225-234 (p. 227).
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Plato® in an attempt to inject the supernatural into this world that would develop a human

treatise of worldly renunciation and a commitment to human integration.*®

With a sense of urgency here to reconcile these two worlds, the tension between
the human and the divine in Weil’s spiritual, philosophical and political writings
characterise her assessment of the human condition. The Weil scholar, Mary Dietz, most
notably expresses this point. In essence, Weil’s life and work can perhaps be understood

as an attempt to express ‘the persistent “pull” between the human and the divine, or

worldliness and exile, that envelopes her’.*’ The nature of this tension will be shown to

reside with Plato. Plato marks off the material world as ‘evil’ that is incapable of
conforming fully to the transcendent realms of Ideas or Forms.*® The result of this is a
chasm between God or the Good and everything else that is subject to change, that is, the
Platonic realm of becoming. This chasm, as many scholars suggest, is ‘problematic for
Plato’,”’ and in Weil’s case, will be shown to be equally problematic with her attempts to

resolve it.

The presupposition of this resolution is that Weil’s spiritual, religious and

political preoccupations represent a dualistic world-view of the relationship between the

> One example of Weil’s adaptation of Plato can be illustrated with his conception of the ‘Great Beast’ —
the great, social order that is an obstacle between the human being and God — which appears most notably
in her political writings, particularly, in one of her earlier texts, Oppression and Liberty: ‘The essential idea
in Plato [...] is that man cannot escape being wholly enslaved to the beast, even down to the innermost
recesses of his soul [...]°, see Simone Weil, Oppression and Liberty, trans, Arthur Wills and John Petrie
(London: Routledge, 1958), p. 165. Hereafter, cited as OL. Her adaptation of the ‘Great Beast’ will be
discussed in the second chapter.

26 The worldly renunciations for Weil include ideas such as affliction and decreation, (abolishing the inner
self), and human integration as a commitment to social and political equality through love and compassion.
With the nature of these concepts and ideas residing in Platonic metaphysics, they will undergo further
investigation.

¢’ BHD, p. 106.

2% This follows on with Plato’s emphasis upon the distinction between body and soul, which is beset by the
same metaphysical principle as between his material and transcendent world. Weil’s interpretation here is
crucial towards her intellectual anthologies on worldly renunciation because the distinction between body
and soul represents the importance of what she calls ‘nakedness and death as a symbol of spintual
salvation’. This entails the separation of the soul from the body and the assimilation of the soul alone with
God. See SNL, pp. 96-7. Similarly, as Eric Springsted suggests, Weil interprets Plato’s thinking non-
dualistically, though in this thesis, this does not imply that Weil also holds to this way of thinking. See Eric
O. Springsted, Christus Mediator: Platonic Mediation in the Thought of Simone Weil, p. 149. For a good
discussion on Plato’s Theory of the Forms, see Alexander Nehamas, Virtues and Authenticity: Essays on
Plato and Socrates (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 176-195.

> Weinandy, Does God Suffer? pp. 70-1. For further readings on Plato’s understanding of God, see also C.
Stead, Philosophy in Christian Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 14-40; G.

Watson, Greek Philosophy and the Christian Notion of God (Dublin: The Columbia Press, 1994), pp. 18-
30.
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human and the divine. What I mean by this dualism is her explicit inclination to allow her
conceptual and experiential notions of the supernatural to be entirely alienated and
separated from the events and affairs of this world in order to sustain their perfection and
- purity. In the latter stages of her life and work she ‘fixes her attention upon the heavens
alone and never again looks back toward the city’.>® This will be shown to appear not
only through her theorizing but equally and, perhaps more importantly, through her
living. The main aim is to sustain the position that Weil rejects the power and oppression
of modern, urban society (‘the city’) for the safe-haven of her divine reality (‘the
heavens’), which, in her religious writings, she identifies this power in the Roman
Catholic Church and her refusal to take baptism.”’ Her move away from the ‘city’
politically, socially, and spiritually was her attempt to reconfigure the relationship
between the supernatural and natural world in which the former dominates over and
governs the latter. This issue will need further justification particularly when specific
concepts, such as her notion of ‘contradiction’, which I introduce shortly, may potentially
threaten this dualistic approach. Nevertheless, the ramifications of her understanding of
the human-divine relationship have profound consequences for her understanding of the
human condition, and the purpose of this condition in relation to the genesis of the search
for salvation.

The reasons that an attempt is made to consider whether Weil is a dualist or a
non-dualist, or perhaps both, concerns the effectiveness with which her ideas can, from a
practical viewpoint, integrate fully into the stream of human life. This assessment arises
as a result of a comment that she once wrote in a letter to a friend, the Catholic Priest,
Father Perrin. In it, she insisted upon the separation of her personhood from her ideas,

arguing, as Simone Petrément once remarked, that the thoughts residing within her were

far worthier than her personal life.’* In other words, Weil wanted her ideas to be

**See BHD, p. 111.

*! One of several examples that typify this position is Weil’s difficulty in later life to clarity her position in
relation to the Roman Catholic Church. Her hesitation and reluctance to submit to baptism, and her deep
reservations about joining a Church with a history, as she puts it, of ‘the most appalling cruelties’, support
the 1dea that Weil was inclined towards exile in her supernatural world rather than to attempt to prevail over
the ambiguity and ambivalence of the city, see Simone Weil, Letter to a Priest, trans. A. F. Wills (London:
Routledge, 2002), pp. 31-33. Hereafter, cited as LTAP.

' See Simone Pétrement, Simone Weil: A Life, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (London: Mowbrays, 1976), p. 1.
Hereafter, cited as P.
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examined without intrusions into her inner reality. Where I explore the implications of
this belief throughout ‘part II’, what is rather interesting to note is how this division
between thought and experience corresponds to various commentaries on Weil’s work
that have either focused exclusively on her theological, Christian ideas — what Gertrude
Blumenthal has called her ‘way of the Cross’*® — or her political and social ideas
associated with an essay she wrote in 1934 entitled ‘Reflections Concerning the Causes
of Oppression and Liberty in Society’.”* Few commentaries have been fully concerned to
examine the tension within the juxtaposition of her ideas and experiences from which her
basic philosophical preoccupation resides.’® I am by no means attempting to criticize
these scholarly contributions, but merely observe how many commentaries,
unconsciously appear to have taken Weil’s request to focus solely on her ideas too
literally, and forget the framework and context in which these ideas emerged. Where
either approach is reasonable given, in retrospect, that Weil’s conceptual approach to the
world changed decisively from a socio-political concern to a far more mystical and

religious perspective after her conversion experience of 1938,°° there are a number of

commentaries that have in fact reminded the reader of Weil’s initial philosophical

*> Gerda Blumenthal, ‘Simone Weil’s Way of the Cross’, pp. 230-1. Commentaries that focus solely on
Weil’s theological ideas were something that the philosopher and Priest, Gustave Thibon, insisted upon in
his introduction to La pesanteur et la Grdce. He argued that Weil’s works must be considered as the
writings of a mystic rather than that of a philosopher. See Gustave Thibon, ‘Introduction’ Gravity and
Grace, trans. Emma Craufurd (London: Routledge, 1952), pp.vii-xxxvii. Hereafter, cited as GG. For
commentaries that exclusively address Weil’s theology, see J. A. Bramley, ‘A Pilgrim of the Absolute’,
Hibbert Journal 66 (1967), 10-14; Georges Frenaud, ‘Simone Weil’s Religious Thought in the Light of
Catholic Theology’, Theological Studies 14 (1953), 349-76; Elizabeth Jennings, ‘A World of
Contradictions’, The Month 22 (1959), 349-58; J. P. Little, ‘The Symbolism of the Cross in the Writings of
Simone Weil’, Religious Studies 6 (1970), 177-82; Miklos Vetd, ‘Simone Weil and Suffering’, Thought 40
(1965), 275-86.

3 See J. H. King, ‘Simone Weil and the Identity of France’, Journal of European Studies 6 (1976), 125-43;
Roy Pierce, ‘Sociology and Utopia: The Early Writings of Simone Weil’, Political Science Quarterly 77
(1962), 505-25; Fred Rosen, ‘Labour and Liberty: Simone Weil and the Human Condition’, Theoria and
Theory 7,(1973), 33-47.

33 «Simone Weil was so closely tied to a strong dialectical bent of mind and the need to conceptualise
experience that it would seem of the greatest importance [...] to try to understand their relation. See
Blumenthal, ‘Simone Weil’s Way of the Cross’, p. 225.

3 There were several mystical experiences in Weil’s life between 1937-8, which Weil records to Father
Perrin in 1942, but her conversation experience in 1938 was the summit of what she describes as Christ
taking possession of her. In a state of absolute physical and emotional pain, she visited Solesmes with her
mother to attend an Easter service where a combination of Gregorian music and her later recitation of the
17" century metaphysical poet, George Herbert’s poem ‘love’, brought her to an experience of the love of
Christ. I will cover this period in Weil’s life as a way of bringing to discussion Weil’s religious writings.
For further details, see Simone Weil, Waiting for God, trans. Emma Craufurd (New York: Harper and Row,
1951), pp. 64{f. Hereafter, cited as WFG.
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vocation to establish a commensurable relation between the immaterial and material
realities. The question that part II attempts to answer is whether or not she was successful
in this attempt.

What 1s also of further deliberation through Weil’s intent to separate out thought
from experience is her association with the movement of Gnostic thought. Where further
reasons to explore her affiliation with the Gnostics will be clarified later on, at this stage,
her intention to separate her thinking from her living is something that perhaps goes some
way towards illustrating her affections for the Gnostic movement. As mentioned earlier,
Gnosticism 1s an ancient, complex, spiritual movement of ‘Christian’ thought that the
early orthodox Church denounced as heretical because of its dualistic claim that the
material world is not only inherently evil but that it was created by an alien god.’’ What
is worth noting at this stage i1s how Weil and Gnosticism hold a deep reservation towards
institutional religion, commenting on its religious exclusivity and its failings to qualify
the divinity that resides within all human beings.>® For example, the Gnostics, as Pagels
puts it, teach that every initiate has direct access to God of which priests and bishops are
not only unnecessary, but are even ignorant of that fact.”” Within each human being, for

Gnosticism and indeed Simone Weil, there resides a spark of the divine that is thoroughly

distinct from the soul and that enables a human being to return to the divine.*°

While further connections are reserved for later, what is relevant here, however, is

that her interest in this movement came from her reading of two articles between 1940-1

by Déodat Roch¢ on Catharism — a form of Christian Gnosticism that was widespread

*T See Giovanna Filoramo, 4 History of Gnosticism, trans. Anthony Alcock, pp. 3-5, 153-172; P. Perkins,
‘Irenaeus and the Gnostics’, Vigiliae Christianae 30 (1976), 193-200; Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels,
p. 71-87.
?3 For Weil’s reservations against the Roman Catholic Church, see LTAP, pp. 1{f. See also Filoramo, 4
History of Gnosticism, trans. Anthony Alcock, pp. 27-33.
* Elaine Pagels, p. 54. See also, E. Leach, ‘Melchisedek and the Emperor: Icons of subversion and
orthodoxy’, in E. Leach and D.A. Aycock, eds. Structuralist Interpretations of Biblical Myth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1983), 67-88.
** Weil argues that the soul is divided into two parts — the natural, ‘created part’, and the smaller,
‘supernatural part’. The ‘uncreated’, supernatural part of the human being is ‘the Life, the Light, the Word’,
see Simone Weil, First and Last Notebooks, trans. Rush Rees (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), p.
103. Hereafter, cited as FLN. See also, J. P. Little, ‘Simone Weil’s Concept of Decreation’ in Richard R.
Bell, Philosophy of Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1-16 (pp. 6-7). On
Gnosticism, see J. Zandee, ‘Gnostic ideas on fall and salvation’, Numen 11 (1964), 19-68.
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during the eleventh and twelfth century.*' Weil found that Christianity issued from the
same ‘stream of thought’ as Pythagoreanism as well as ‘the mysteries and initiatory sects
of Egypt, Thrace, Greece, and Persia’.** The Pythagoreans were both a religious and
philosophical community that, in principle, corresponds to the foundations of Catharism
on the purification and salvation of the soul, not by means of religious ritual but through
an exercise of thought and the study of worldly relations that aim to bring forward the

spiritual life of human beings.*? Weil goes so far as to suggest that the Gnostics and

Cathars were more faithful to it than Christianity.**

Where Weil’s sympathy towards these individuals will become increasingly clear
through an exploration of her own theology, her passion towards the Cathars nevertheless

has often been dressed down i1n several commentaries. The broader objective in these
discussions is that Weil’s theology does not appear to be commensurable with the

dualism of Gnostic thought.*> Not only do I attempt to re-evaluate this claim by

addressing the affinity between Weil and the Cathars, but forthcoming discussions aim to

assess a deeper soteriological perspective on gnosis that not only puts a non-dualistic
emphasis on Gnostic thinking, but aims to illuminate some of the dualistic concerns
associated with Weil’s religious, social and political writings. What Part Il aims to

address 1s whether, as Gillian Rose once remarked on her essay that compared Weil with

the Jewish philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, her struggle to find a sense of equanimity

between the human and the divine is inherently based on a failure to embody her own

supernatural nature,® i.e. her own inability to appropriately integrate her understanding
of the supernatural into the heart of her life and experiences. The final sections of chapter

[V endeavour to bring some illumination to these issues.

*! Catharism was a form of Christian Gnosticism that was widespread in the eleventh and twelfth century,
which allowed for worldly renunciation in the form of suicidal starvation.

2 SL, pp. 129-130.
¥ See IC, pp. 151£f. The works of Plato, Weil considered, to be the ‘most perfect written expression which
we possess of that thought’. SL, p. 130. Her affiliation with the Cathars, nevertheless, is not simply to do

with the Pythagoreans, but also to do with their rejection of the Old Testament and the incommensurability
between the God of the Old and the God of the New Testament. See SL, pp. 129-130.
* See ibid., pp. 129-131.

** Lois Dupré, ‘Simone Weil and Platonism: An Introductory Reading’ in The Christian Platonism of

Simone Weil, eds. E. Jane Doering and Eric O. Springsted (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2004),
9-22 (pp. 20-21).
M, p. 221.



16

Where Weil’s thought then is potentially structured in terms of a turning away
from the ‘city’, Gillian Rose brings a slightly different response to her relationship with
the world. Initially, however, there is a similarity between their thoughts on the divine.
Like Weil, Rose holds to the transcendence of a divine reality both intellectually and
personally. She fixes her attention on the dramatic oscillations of heaven and earth where
she 1s constantly and tirelessly leaving from and returning to the ‘city’. Rose takes a
strong dialectic approach to the nature of divine reality. That is to say, she holds both to
the transcendence and immanence of God in relation to the physical world. Where Weil’s
thoughts are understood in terms of directing the human being away from the world
towards the supernatural, the structure of Rose’s intellectual vocation is to establish a
sense of rootedness, through her theological, political and sociological preoccupations, in
the tension between the heavens and the city, between heaven and earth. The intention,
therefore, 1s to show that Rose is more inclined to remain in attention to the tension and
conflict between the human and divine worlds, rather than work the limitlessness of one
world against the shortfalls of the other.

By taking this approach, she will be less inclined to place a sense of finality and
closure not just upon these worlds, but also upon the chasm that exists between them. As
Nigel Tubbs comments, Gillian Rose is willing to ‘mind the gap’, by which he means,
‘guarding the gap against those who would close it by forcing their own resolution’.*” In
order to investigate in further detail Rose’s workings, we need, like with Weil, to
continue further with her understanding of God, particularly in relation to human beings
in the world.

Unlike Weil’s struggle to find membership within the Church,*® Rose converted
to the Anglican tradition in the last remaining hours of her life. With a willingness to fuse
her private world with public life, that is to say, to juxtapose the inner-workings of her
reality with the wrenching demands of the city, the collective, the conclusion of her life
can only echo the affirmation of her obituary: ‘she died reconciled to her family, to God

and to her own cruel fate’.*” In spite of her conversion, Rose was first and foremost a

Hegelian philosopher as well as a social and political thinker. Like the German

*7'N. Tubbs, ‘Mind the Gap: The Philosophy of Gillian Rose’ in Thesis Eleven 60 (2000), 42-60 (pp. 56-7).
** See LTAP.

* M. Jay, ‘The Conversion of the Rose’, Force Fields: Salmagundi (1997), 41-52 (p. 41).
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philosopher, Hegel, she argued for ‘thinking the Absolute or Transcendent’ as ultimately
realized by the individual in the ethical life of a community. That is to say, both assert the
development of thought to the fullness of divinity rather than a climb to the divine by
means of a flight from the contingent world.”® The nature of this way of thinking will
depend upon a development of their systems of thought, which I will introduce shortly.

The consequence of escaping from absolute thought generates a rift between the
thinker who goes into exile from the world and the individual who has to live in it. What
1s proposed here is that the realities of modern, urban life and the inner-spiritual,
supernatural life are not two realities as such, but in fact, two aspects of one reality which
are interrelated in the one life of a human being. The one life enables the absolute to be
thought because the ‘idea which a man has of God corresponds with that which he has of
himself, of his freedom’.>! This quote by Hegel opens the gateway to what is known as
Hegelian speculative thought. Generally speaking, this type of thinking, for Rose, enables
both an idea (or a concept) in itself and the reality of that idea to coexist on equal terms
with one another. In other words, speculative thinking, for example, seeks to grasp the
divine reality in the contingent world given that any thought about the divine takes place
within this world. In this way, her use of Hegel’s philosophical methodology here enables
her to fuse the private (spiritual) and the public (physical). The physical and spiritual
realities are able to integrate as a single life in which the divine is transcendent and
‘other’, but at the same, equally and inwardly indivisible from the human being.

This relationship establishes a non-dualistic framework in this thesis, which

incidentally, will be used to explore, at a later stage, Rose’s own affiliation with Gnostic

thought towards the end of her life. In order to ‘climb’ to divinity, Rose does not fly

*% This phrase comes from Hegel’s ‘flight from the finite’, which Rose discusses in relation to Hegel’s
critique of the German Philosopher’s, Kant and Fichte, and their conception of the freedom of the
individual in relation to God. Hegel, according to Rose, attacks both their philosophies of individual
freedom as freedom from the contingent world, which implies that the rigid divisions in their systems
between the ‘sensuous’ and ‘supersensuous world’ prevent the understanding of either. Instead, we are left,
says Rose, with a disconnected finite realm and an infinite reality that is debased because it has no real
characterization. What determines the nature of Rose and Hegel’s position here requires a development of
their system of thought in this thesis, see HCS, 97-8; G.W.F, Hegel, The Difference Between Fichte and
Schelling’s System of Philosophy, trans. H. S. Harris and W. Cerf (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1977), p. 58.

>l G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Vol. 1, trans. E. B. Speirs and J. Burdon
Sanderson (London: Routledge, 1962), p. 79
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from, but stays with, and within modern society.>® This point illustrates the crucial
difference between both women and their predecessors. As a contrast to Weil’s thinking,
Rose proposes that the nature of the infinite includes the finite reality. In short, Rose and
Hegel are happy to ‘unite the “knowledge of God” with the “wisdom of the world” and
indeed, with the world itself’.”> Here, the duality of divinity is transformed towards a
non-duality between God and creation.”* This proposal of using a dualistic and non-
dualistic framework to assess Weil and Rose’s writings on the human-divine relationship
will appear in Part II and III respectively in order further to address their implications in
the context of the genesis of the search for salvation.

In spite of the fact that both women are considered from different angles on the
relationship between the human and the divine, one must not immediately conclude that
Weil, for example, is spiritually and rationally inferior to Rose. As this thesis attempts to
demonstrate, both women are equally active in their lives. They both work with similar
definitions of the human condition. Yet, as I have suggested, the issue between the two of
them is to understand which approach to the human condition, or even both, is self-
transforming in the light of our inquiry into the genesis of the search for salvation. Now
that their perceptions of the human-divine relationship have been introduced, it is
important to move forward into addressing key ideas and concepts that drive the reality

and purpose of their assessments of the human condition.

1.4.2: The Nature and Reality of Contradiction

It is evident that for Weil and particularly Rose, one cannot talk about knowledge without
personal change. The fundamental tenets of both women are intended to express the
element of practice or action, which tests the worthiness of their intellectual claims.

What, therefore, are their key conceptual claims that support our investigations?

*? See, for example, Ann Parry, ‘Rejecting the “ineffability” of the Holocaust: the work of Gillian Rose and
Anne Michaels’, Journal of European Studies 30 (2000), 353-368.
*> HCS, pp. 92fF.

>* In Hegel’s essays, The Life of Jesus and The Spirit of Christianity and Its Destiny, he argues for a
transformation of Christianity and the recognition that the divine is always within life and within the social

world which orthodox Christianity neglects. See Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Three Essays, 1793-

1795: The Tubingen Essay, Berne Fragments, the Life of Jesus, trans. Peter Fuss and John Dobbins (Notre
Dame: University Of Notre Dame Press, 1984), pp. 1ff.
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If we recall, the juxtaposition of the ‘other reality’ with this world is intended to
evoke tension, difficulty and struggle. Both women identify this conflicting juxtaposition
through their intellectual and personal preoccupations. In many ways, the nature of this
conflict brings to mind, for example, the issues associated with the ‘problem of evil’ — the
contradiction between a created world that contains evil and an omnipotent, omniscient,
creator God who is wholly good.”> No attempt here is made to tackle the problem, but
there 1s the thinking of the problem itself that points to a deeper understanding of what
contradiction means for Simone Weil and Gillian Rose. The term contradiction or
paradox is used to represent this tension and difficulty, which the ‘problem of evil’
highlights. Not only does the °‘problem of evil’ illustrate the oppositional or
incommensurable terms in connection with the problematic of our ‘two-worlds’ theory,®
but equally exposes the incompatibility between the visible and invisible, the finite and
infinite.

For Weil and Rose, the term contradiction refers to nothing more than a problem,
and emerges as an ‘opposition between perceptions, thoughts, ideas or the predication of
terms that we need to solve in order to contemplate their truth’.”” It can be an indication
of having met reality. As Weil puts it, ‘reality is what method does not allow us to
foresee’. Noting the opposition of ‘contradiction’, both women recognize that our mental
projections of the world and the way the world goes along on its own accord, addresses
the point that contradiction can show just how much more of the world we need to take
into account. In addition, it might provide us with a ‘gateway to a fuller encounter of
reality’.”® This fullness, Weil expresses as ‘mystery’, which becomes another mode for
defining contradiction. In order to make the connection between ‘mystery’ and

‘contradiction’, she points out that the oppositional terms in contradiction need to be

>> See for example, J. Hick, Evil and the God of Love (Hampshire: Macmillan, 1991); R. Swinburne, Is
there a God? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); B. Mitchell (ed.), The Philosophy of Religion
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971); H. J. McCloskey, God and Evil (Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff,
1974); R. D. Geivett, Evil and the Providence of God: The Challenge of John Hick’s Theodicy
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993).

*® Rose uses this term quite frequently in her work to cover discussions that are associated with the relation
of the transcendent world to the physical world and vice versa.

*TE. 0. Springsted, ‘Contradiction, Mystery and the Use of Words’, Religion and Literature 17 (198)5), 1-
16, (pp. 2-3).
*® GG, p. 35.
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linked together though without our ability to comprehend the unity within which the
terms of the contradiction exist.>

If we briefly return to the ‘problem of evil’, we find that Weil’s understanding of
contradiction in relation to it enables us to validate and enrich both the world in which
evil exists (visible) and the world of an omnipotent, wholly good God (invisible). She
chooses not to resolve the problem, but rather, accept the truth of God’s goodness and the
existence of evil. She seeks to establish an understanding of God’s love that will enable
us to understand the nature of suffering and how this suffering can illuminate our
understanding of God’s goodness. In this way, Weil wants to demonstrate that even
though the existence of two incompatible terms appears to be in contradiction, their unity
1S anticipated to bring understanding of the relationship between this world and the
divine. This, as I suggested in the previous section, might contravene our claim that her
thinking is dualistic and therefore problematic. Nevertheless, our concern is upheld when
Weil talks particularly about a similar sort of unity with regards to contradiction: to
discover the unity of two incompatible terms on a ‘higher plane’ than the one in which
the two terms are held in contradiction.” The difference that appears between Weil and
Rose can be clearly illustrated on their respective uses of contradiction: Weil aims to
resolve it, whereas Rose, being true to Hegel, argues in principle that any resolution to

contradiction fails to recognise further contradiction in what appears to be considered the

‘unity’ of contradiction.’’

Though contradiction as mystery has pointed to an ultimate unity of all things in
God whereby such unity transcends our thoughts, the question that we face in the light of
Weil’s discovery is whether this transcendence becomes a living reality for both women,
particularly Weil? This world has to be a mystery otherwise we fail to recognize the
equality and coexistence of two incompatible terms in contradiction. For Rose,

contradiction holds a similar meaning, which is highlighted by Weil’s methodology

towards the ‘problem of evil’.®* Without wanting to resolve contradiction though, Rose

* See FLN, p. 181.

* Simone Weil, 4n Anthology, ed. Sian Miles (New York: Grove Press, 1986), p. 242. Hereafter, cited as
MILES.

®! See David H. Kelsey, ‘Human Being’, Christian T heology, eds. Peter Hodgson and Robert King
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1982), 141-167, (pp. 159-61).
%2 See footnote 55.
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draws upon the practical learning and experience of accepting both incompatible terms,
and recognizing the ambivalence and uncertainty of our identity through contradiction.
Rose, 1n contrast to Weil, would be unwilling though to talk about higher planes of unity.
She would most probably be reluctant to legitimize Weil’s ‘hidden unity’ of
iIncommensurate terms in spite of the fact that we will not be able to comprehend it. This
1s why emphasizing and sticking to the mystery of contradiction is so important.

An exploration of this term leads onto definitions and explanations associated
with more specific concepts in the writings of Weil and Rose. Overall, their key ideas and
concepts will take priority in Parts Il and III respectively. The issues and implications of
the human-divine relationship introduced earlier will be analysed and explored as a result
of an initial development of these key conceptual terms and ideas assoctated with both
women. This advance will help to assess the commensurability between their use of
contradiction and the coherency of their ideas and beliefs. In other words, there is an
important consideration to the implications of contradiction in respect of Weil and Rose’s
intellectual and personal preoccupations with the human-divine relationship.
Alternatively stated, an assessment of their use of contradiction will help to address
whether both women live with paradoxes, and therefore, accept the consequences of an

on-going reality of uncertainty. Or, as it seems to be the case with Weil, whether
contradiction appears to be resolved from the viewpoint that a transcended unity is

established from two incommensurate terms.®

1.4.3: Weil — ‘The Void’: Rose — ‘The Broken Middle’

From our assessment of Weil and Rose so far, contradiction alludes to a ‘hidden unity’ of
the human-divine relationship that we are not expected to comprehend and resolve. With
Well, at this stage, we suspect otherwise. What enables us to surmise Weil’s approach to
contradiction is her notion of the ‘void’. The void is a metaphor of darkness and
nothingness, and the human condition resists this nothingness by veiling it with false

consolations, illusions, comforts and attachments. To be in the void then is to be in the

®3 See FLN, p. 160.
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orip of the death of the ego and attention to the hiddeness of the divine.** As an empty
space of nothingness, the void, for Weil, is at the threshold between the world of
appearances and the divine world.®® She uses it to draw out the contradiction of human
beings as subjects of experience. In other words, Weil’s attention to the contradiction of
the human being is interconnected with what she considers to be, for example, the
contradiction of creation: the act of creation by God is an act of abdication according to
Weil. Creation, says Weil, is a contradiction because ‘God who is infinite, who is all [...]
should do something that is outside of himself, that is not himself’. In that case, God is
absent even from his own creation. Through this absence, the void is created so that one
might have a need for God.*® Like Pascal, Weil envisages God as the Totally Other.®’ In
that case, according to Weil, the result of this particular idea of a much broader

assessment of the human-divine relationship means that her void represents a particular

type of contradiction.

This view of the remote transcendence of God means that we need to understand
how divine reality for Weil is able to connect with and participate in the physical world.®®

Moreover, the implication of this view re-emphasizes my earlier concerns over the claim

that her metaphysics is potentially dualistic. Therefore, our investigations into her
concept of the void, in addition to her understanding and use of contradiction, will help to

address these concerns.

The difficulty that appears here with Weil is her reluctance to accept and embrace
the mystery of contradiction, and work with the understanding that unfolds from it in the

light of the void. There is a much bigger issue at hand with the void, namely, the eternal

* The void aims to critique and deconstruct worldly idols in order for human beings to give attention to the
hiddenness of God. Alternatively put, Weil’s intention is to deconstruct worldly idolatries that divert our
attention from the nature of God, and therefore, the reality of our human condition that is subject, according
to Weil, to ‘infinite separation’. See A. Nava, The Mystical and Prophetic Thought of Simone Weil and
Gustavo Gutiérrez (New York: State University of New York Press, 2001), p. 45-7. See also Simone Weil,
Notebooks, trans. Arthur Wills (London: Routledge, 1956), p. 424. Hereafter, cited as N.

% The void, says Weil, arises ‘when there is nothing external to correspond to an internal tension’, see N, p.
147. See also FLN, p. 159.

% GG, pp. 10-11.

57 See Blaise Pascal, The Provincial Letters, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (London: Penguin, 1967).

°® The aim is to show that Weil does attempt to take Christianity as a universal core of mystical truth and
relate it to secular life, but the question that is addressed is how effective is this relation between Christian
truth and secular reality in her religious writings. For an example on the relation between Weil’s religious

language and secular thought, see Peter Winch, The Just Balance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1989), pp. 3-4.
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and fundamental imperfection of the human being. Weil goes to great lengths to
emphasize this not only through her intellectual preoccupations, but equally through her
own sense (or lack) of self-identity. Investigations in these areas will add to the reality of
her metaphysics and the corresponding implications for the genesis of the search for
salvation. This thesis, therefore, begins by exploring the ways in which her use of
contradiction and the ‘void’ are inherent throughout her ideas and beliefs, and more

importantly, how they inter-relate within her own existential, spiritual vocation and sense

of personal identity.

The evidence of this interrelation will emerge not only with this separation that
Weil perceives between God and creation, but her sense of identity with the Gnostics and
their dualistic worldview.®’ I bring in a more elaborate discussion on Gnosticism in order
to address the issues concerning Weil’s notion of the void and contradiction, but also its
understanding of the relationship between the visible and invisible worlds. In a similar
way to Weil, Gnosticism evaluates the visible world together with its creator in
unequivocally negative terms. The visible world 1s regarded as evil and dark, whilst the
otherworldly and Unknown God is the Real, the Infinite, all-encompassing divine being.
In respect of the possibility that Weil’s metaphysics is dualistic, Gnosticism has been
regarded as equally dualistic, but the step taken is to consider that Gnostic thought may in
fact be non-dualistic given their view of the universe as an undivided and indivisible
whole.”

In this discussion, the otherworldliness of the divine in neo-gnosticism is not
taken in terms of location or space, but in terms of understanding beyond the range of
ignorance and ego toward the limitless. So, the themes taken from Gnostic thought are

the divisions within the indivisible, that is to say, the ‘One’, (the invisible) dividing into

% This is particularly evident with her interest in the Cathars, and their views on spiritual cleansing as a
Erocess of material detachment. See MILES, pp. 20-21, 162.

° Petrément, for example, argues in her writings on Gnosticism that its dualistic thinking was not intended
to be taken literally, but rather to serve what they considered to be the most appropriate mode! in which to
affirm the transcendence of God. In which case, she concludes, therefore, that this dualism in as much as
any dualism cannot be perfectly balanced for there is ‘no equality or perfect analogy between realities of
different levels’ in as much as the ‘perfect system’ that will fully elucidate the transcendence of divine
reality. In that case, as forthcoming discussions will attempt to elucidate, Gnostic thought uses the ‘dualistic
situation’ as distinctions within humanity and not ultimately speaking distinctions between human beings

and human beings and the divine. See Simone Pétrement, 4 Separate God: The Christian Origins of
Gnosticism, trans. Carol Harrison (London: Darton, 1984), pp. 179-80.
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multiple realities when it enters the world of form and matter. Can we take this Gnostic
example to deepen and perhaps resolve Weil’s metaphysical difficulties? We leave this
for now because a discussion considering the possibility of a non-dualistic metaphysics in
neo-gnosticism acts as a preliminary introduction to Part III on Gillian Rose.

Gnostic thought is addressed in this thesis in the light of personal experience and
reflection, which will indeed carry some significance with theological and philosophical
themes addressed in Rose’s life and work. Even she herself acknowledges that
‘Gnosticism is our normal spiritual condition’.”! In a rather different manner to Weil,
Rose uses contradiction to experience the sensation as she puts it of the ‘unreal, ecstatic
and unworldly’ reality, but where this experience appears to put Weil into exile from the
world, for Rose, it returns her to ‘the vocation of the everyday’.”” Rose is less inclined to
talk about higher realms of truth and unity or incomprehensible links between two
incommensurates that are in contradiction. Rather, she is very Hegelian in her thinking.
Following Hegel’s dialectical method, any principle or statement of truth is determined in
and through the relation of this statement or principle of truth to its antithesis.” This is
primarily the foundation and source of her philosophical idea — ‘the broken middle’.
Generally speaking, the broken middle is dialectical. Like the void, the broken middle is a
type of contradiction, that is, a contradiction of ideas that serves as the determining factor
in their interaction, and aims to identify the relevance of the integrity and brokenness of
the whole life.”

In order to explain what is meant by this, one has initially to understand the notion
of the ‘middle’ itself. Rose would say that a ‘middle’ is an indeterminate universal, that is
to say, it has nothing lying outside of itself that would help to define its existence. For
example, Weil’s idea of God would be considered an indeterminate universal — unknown
and self-sufficient. What makes this ‘middle’ a broken middle is when Weil’s idea of
God is recognised in relation to its antithesis. In other words, the determination of the

metaphysical context of God is established by taking into account the way in which God

L PA, p. 24.
2 Ibid., p. 21.

" See, for example, David H. Kelsey, ‘Human Being’, Christian Theology, pp. 159-60. See also, G. W. F.

Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 99.
Hereafter, cited as POS.

"4 PA, p. 23.
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is recognized through physical reality, which incidentally, will not necessarily correspond
to metaphysical reality. According to Rose’s broken middle, the dialectical relationship
between this metaphysical and non-metaphysical view of God is the determining factor in

identifying the real reality of God.

Thus, the term, ‘broken middle’, is a philosophical expression that comes closest
to Weil’s definition of contradiction as mystery, that is, incommensurable terms
connected dialectically, but without necessarily having to represent some
incomprehensible, higher unity. Rather the sense of unity and mystery of contradiction is
comprehended through the living of the dialectic. Without being able to comprehend the
unity between two incommensurable terms, Rose’s ‘broken middle’ illustrates the crisis
of difference, conflict and opposition as contradiction. This crisis manifests itself not only
in the relation between the ‘I’ and the ‘Other’ in oneself, (as one’s own contradictory
self-relation), but also in another person or thing. Thus, the broken middle is not only
associated with the ‘crisis’ of the world of a human being, but equally the ‘crisis’ in
collective institutions, social relations and social/political systems. In short, the broken
middle, like Weil’s void, brings the soul into an experience of nakedness and
Introspection.

Finally, there will be further consideration as to what sort of intellectual claims
Rose is willing to make in relation to her broken middle. There is always an identification
of the differentiation and crisis through the broken middle, but one wonders whether a
taste of Weil’s willingness to concede to a higher realm of unity might go a long way to
establish a peaceful or loving way of coexisting in and amongst the ambiguity of
predicaments and paradoxes. Several of Rose’s philosophical assessments highlight an
on-going critical approach towards social, political and theological tenets that attempt to
resolve contradiction.”” The suggestion through various inquiries into Rose’s work is
whether she might have shown a deeper resolve to these resolutions whilst
simultaneously maintaining their obvious predicament; the aim, of course, is to release
the human being from material bondage. In which case, even if the broken middle might

enable us to accept and live with the ambiguities of contradiction, does it provide a

> See, for example, Gillian Rose, The Broken Middle (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), pp. 247-95. Hereafter,
cited as TBM.
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human being with the possibility of self-transformation? Do we begin to change the way
in which we relate to contradiction? These issues will be explored by contrasting Rose’s

thoughts with several themes connected to Weil’s political and social writings.

1.5  The Genesis of the Search for Salvation

These conceptual terms and ideas in both women come to ahead in Part IV with the
genesis of the search for salvation. For Weil and Rose, the aim is to demonstrate how the
nature of contradiction brings forward experiences of uncertainty and perplexity that not
only make us uncomfortable, but provide a platform for personal change. Such situations
ask us willingly to face what we resist the most in our lived experiences. Considering the
intellectual preoccupations of both women along the lines of their primary philosophical
traditions will help to illustrate precisely the areas in which these characteristics of
contradiction unfold in their life and work, and how their conceptual use of contradiction
leans towards a practical diagnosis. The way both women approach contradiction from
different perspectives will assist with the investigation, and enable us to discern the

indispensable metamorphosis of their and our sense of self.’”

In the meantime, 1t 1s important to recognize, firstly, that the spiritual capacities of
contradiction for salvation depend upon the importance of action rather than just thought
alone in our living experiences. In this way, one begins to recognize, secondly, that the
context of contradiction requires much more than just a conceptual analysis. Weil and
Rose, through the ‘void’ and ‘broken middle’ respectively, wish to demonstrate the
spirituality of their i1deas by illustrating that these conceptual terms expose the
contradiction of and within the whole human being. By bringing forward contradiction in
this way, this final section of the thesis will attempt to demonstrate whether or not both
women do explore the arbitrariness and lifelessness of resolutions. In doing so, this final

part of the thesis will aim to draw the conclusion that the genesis of the search for

’® The French Philosopher, Pierre Hadot, also talks about the use of philosophy as a kind of spiritual
exercise, and how it serves to completely reverse our usual ways of looking at things. The consequence of
this is that we switch from a ‘passion dependent’ to a ‘passion independent’ vision of reality that brings

about an inner, spiritual transformation. See P. Hadot, Philosophy as a way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from
Socrates to Foucault, trans. M. Chase (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. 81.
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salvation is the interplay and ultimate indivisibility between the human and the divine.”’
A life of contradiction then is not just about good ideas and grand narrati<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>