SUMMARY

This paper is to examine the factory-labor experience of Simone Weil and to find the
cause of her difficulty to describe her experience not only to others but also to herself. Weil,
who worked in three factories for about 8 months, experienced the inhumane conditions
which she described with the phrase “a human becomes a thing.” However people around
her took it as nothing more than her own personal experience. Why did she find it so
difficult to describe?

One clue can be found in her hard experience as such. Weil said that any human
action required a motive which provided the necessary energy for achievement. People
voluntarily select the motives for their behaviors. Kant calls this “the freedom of the
arbitrary will.” Modern factory work takes skillful advantage of this human freedom and
makes the very person who becomes a thing a partner in guilt of this experience. In this



way a consciousness of guilt (deep contempt for self) comes into being. This consciousness
produces fissures within the person’s soul and deprives him or her of the language to
describe the experience.

Moreover the dignity which Weil said she found again through her hard experience
is very difficult to understand, since she concluded that the true dignity of the human
being was to become a thing fully and completely. This conclusion is seemingly very
strange, but makes sense. People in this situation cannot have a “high” motivation again.
So the only way to restore their dignity is to have no motivation. This means that they
abandon their freedom as human beings and become things fully and completely.
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