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Preface

In a preface that was intended for, but never published with, The Need 
for Roots, Albert Camus spoke of that work as “a veritable treatise on 
civilization.” Speaking of Simone Weil’s mind, he added, “[s]he was bi-
ased against nothing, except cruelty and baseness, which are the same 
thing. She despised nothing except contempt itself, and reading her, one 
feels the one thing of which her surprising intelligence was incapable 
was frivolity.” 1

That says something important about The Need for Roots, something 
that is underlined by Weil’s own title for the work: “A Declaration of 
Duties toward Humankind.” She was writing about how a nation might 
be civilized; she was addressing herself to a deep spiritual concern of her 
time, and, as it turns out, ours as well. So, appropriately, Simone Weil’s 
The Need for Roots has long been recognized as one of her most signifi-
cant and important works. Yet, despite that recognition, and an admir-
ing suspicion of many of her readers that it is one of the most significant 
and important works of our time for thinking about our communities, 
there has not been a lot of critical commentary on that work. It has re-
ceived a great deal of notice, to be sure. But that notice has not been 
comprehensive with regard to the work as a whole. Much of the second-
ary literature has been rather piecemeal. Nor have a lot of connections 
been drawn between it and the numerous essays she wrote in London at 
the same time. And, finally, the context and her large aims in writing the 
work have been underplayed, and left in rather general terms, even to 
the point of treating it as if it were meant to be a blueprint, pretty much 
unasked for, for how France should reorganize itself after World War II.

1. Quoted in Desmond Avery, Beyond Power: Simone Weil and the Notion of Author-
ity, (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2008) 102, citing Albert Camus, Essais (Paris: Gal-
limard, Bibliothèque de la Pleiade, 1993), 1700–1702.
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prefacexii

Largely due to the appearance of critical editions of L’Enracinement in 
the Œuvres complètes and in a second, competing critical edition, as well 
as the publication of her other London essays in the Œuvres complètes, 
much of that has changed. The context is clearer and the connections to 
the rest of her writings are more apparent. As such, we are in a much 
better position to appreciate the work in itself, and thus with respect to 
its continuing relevance.

The present volume is a critical commentary on The Need for Roots. 
Its chapters are taken from the outline of the book itself, with an eye on 
the topics of discussion that it has engendered since its first publication 
in 1948. We have been fortunate in having been able to put together a 
team of recognized, international Weil scholars. The group was not able 
to meet in person, largely due to the pandemic that continued through 
the time of its preparation. But we were able to discuss together drafts of 
all the chapters by electronic means, and everybody was able to make 
her or himself well acquainted with the work of the other authors. We 
have not aimed at a single viewpoint, even were such a thing possible. 
Each author speaks for him or herself, and each brings a distinctive 
point of view. But each chapter is very much enriched by the perspective 
of all the other contributors. This says something about the richness of 
Weil’s thinking as it spawns so many interpretive possibilities. We thus 
hope we have served a valuable function of giving readers of The Need 
for Roots a new and deeper appreciation of Weil’s work — and of the is-
sues she sought to raise for our time.

We have used Arthur Wills’ translation that appeared in 1952. The 
preparation of this critical commentary went on at the same time as a 
new translation was being prepared by Roz Schwartz, with a scholarly 
introduction by Professor Kate Kirkpatrick. Regrettably, this timing has 
meant that we were not able to consult or use the newer translation. 
Nonetheless, the reader should without a lot of difficulty be able to de-
termine the locations of citations in the new translation.
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About the Back Cover

The photograph on the back cover of this book is a cropped version 
of a newly discovered photograph of Simone Weil, her brother André, 
and their colleague Claude Chevalley (a famous French mathematician). 
Presumably, it was taken during a meeting of the Bourbaki Group in 
Chançay, France, in September 1937. Simone served as a confrere and 
aide-de-camp at the event, which was originally scheduled for textbook 
preparation but which expanded to include innovations in set theory, 
abstract algebra, and other mathematical expressions. Simone attended 
at least one other Bourbaki meeting the following year, at Dieulefit.

The heretofore unpublished photograph was recently acquired from 
Chevalley’s papers by an antiquarian bookdealer in Auray and is cur-
rently held in a private collection. Its imagery provides a unique per-
spective into Weil’s leisure activities and reveals an intimate, almost wry 
persona not commonly observed in other photographs of her. Repro-
duced with kind permission of Lance D. Lovelette.

The front and back covers were designed by Alex Lubertozzi of Top 
Five Books.
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