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Alphonso Lingis

Foreword: Why Bataille Now?

Philosophy’s founding texts, in Greek antiquity, had and have for philos-
ophy a relevance the founding texts of the scienti¤c disciplines do not have;
the ultimate issues seem to have been addressed in them from the start. They
were long studied with the reverence and hermeneutic sophistication that
theologians devoted to Sacred Scripture. With Hegel, philosophy becomes
the self-consciousness of history; since Hegel, what is demanded of philoso-
phy is that it give an account of itself. Philosophy moves by turning back on
its own texts. The meaning of any text one produces depends on the context;
the state of the debate in which it intervenes depends on the prior texts it
questions, repudiates, or extends. While research in the scienti¤c disciplines
means assemblage of facts and testing of hypotheses, the research required of
candidates seeking to enter the academic profession of philosophy means
philological, hermeneutic, and critical commentary on texts recognized to
exist in the canon of philosophy. Since the meaning of a philosophical text is
taken to be multiple, and it multiplies further with each new historical con-
text in which it is read once again, ever more philosophical “research” will be
produced. The new information technology promises to aggravate this situ-
ation: all the texts will be instantly available on the Internet, but have yet to
be assembled, situated in evolving galaxies of interpretive contexts.

In this situation what Georges Bataille meant by philosophy appears
singularly unassimilable. For him philosophy arises out of experience, in-
deed is experience. The philosophic wonder is not bent over philosophic
texts, but like inquiry in the empirical and social sciences, it is turned upon
the outlying environment, the physical and biological world, outer spaces. It
crosses the boundaries between disciplines, holds in view what different dis-
ciplines uncover and formulate about the same complex entity, situation, or
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event. For Bataille, to practice philosophy was to scrupulously attend to the
empirical researches of physical and cultural anthropology, studying archaic
sexual practices and ancient religions, contemporary political science and
economics, and the ¤ndings of neurology, physical dynamics, and astronomy.

We employ a great deal of cerebral energy in acquiring the relevant in-
formation and applying the paradigms to problems, and indeed the informa-
tion age promises to force us to do so ever more. We also re¶ect on our expe-
rience. And this we consider to be really thinking. For Bataille, philosophical
research on philosophical texts was philosophy only in the measure that it is
tested by, and that it illuminates, the thinker’s experience. But this experi-
ence itself is of little interest if it is only the experience of an academic. Expe-
rience must go further, deeper, become more intense, must go to extremes if
it is to illuminate more than what is commonly known. Bataille withdrew
into rural seclusion with his tubercular debility and depression. Pushed to
the depths of despair, he gave himself over to psychotropic addiction and
pursued the methods of ecstasy of ancient and foreign mystics, engaged his
Catholicism to the point of preparing for the priesthood, explored atheism
by writing blasphemies, and explored sexuality in thousands of sexual en-
counters and orgies, making the brothel his temple.

With extraordinary intellectual power, Bataille forged new concepts
and tracked down originations, evolutions, con¶uences, and ¤nalities in
outlying regions of empirical observation and experimentation and in
depths of inner experience. While biology continues to conceptualize a liv-
ing organism as open to its environment and driven in its displacements and
initiatives by lacks and need, Bataille found in his survey of organisms from
the most simple to the most complex a production of energy in excess of
what the organism needs, energy that has to be discharged. In his investiga-
tions of human economic systems from those of hunter-foragers, nomads,
and sedentary agricultural societies to feudal, mercantile, and industrial so-
cieties, Bataille found that even societies with the most rudimentary equip-
ment produce luxury products, that all economic systems tend to produce
excess beyond what answers to needs or even wants. The disposal of this ex-
cess production is an ever more critical problem in the measure that econo-
mies acquire more resources and more powerful technological equipment.
Bataille linked the devastating wars launched by the technologically ad-
vanced societies of the twentieth century to the problem of excess produc-
tion inherent to their economies. His explanations are of decisive impor-
tance today, when the received theory is that the globalized competition of
overheated productive economies will force societies to be regulated by
democratic institutions and prevent war between them.
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It is striking that while anthropologists recognize that for any drive one
can think of— belligerence, for example, sexual promiscuity, a touchy sen-
sibility, or a drive for ego-grati¤cation—anthropologists can designate
well-documented cultures where this drive has an honored place in the cul-
ture, there does not seem to be any culture that has been able to honor all the
drives that there are in the human composite. How different in biology and
ethology, where for researchers understanding consists in identifying a bio-
logical and ecological justi¤cation for every anatomical and behavioral trait
of each of the 8,000 species of birds and 350,000 species of beetles! Philos-
ophy, on the contrary, has from the beginning promoted an ascesis, honoring
certain human drives, discrediting and stigmatizing others. It accompanied
and theoretically assisted the conversion of the ancient culture and politics
of the passions into the modern culture and politics of emotions and feel-
ings. If there is an ethics in Bataille, it lies in repudiating this ascesis, af¤rm-
ing and honoring base materialism and extreme emotions. He devoted a
study to eroticism, domain of the most unbridled imaginative and emo-
tional extravagances. Where philosophy since Greek antiquity had de¤ned
itself as a method of consolation in the face of death, Bataille sought in phi-
losophy a joy in dying.

Since the Enlightenment, the philosophy of religions has af¤rmed only
the evolved world religions, the monotheist and providential religions des-
tined to universalization. The philosophy of religion converted religion into
philosophy, a metaphorical metaphysics for the usage of the people. Bataille
instead initiated himself in the oldest religion, recognized sacri¤ce to be its
core, and devoted himself to particularist religions, elaborated for very re-
stricted hunter-forager or feudal societies. From these ancient and particu-
larist religions, Bataille sought not theoretical explanations, nor, like an-
thropology, a symbolic representation of the environmental, economic, and
political organization of a culture, but sacri¤cial and ecstatic experiences.

To see clearly the extraordinary accomplishments of his thought, instead
of tracking down the antecedents and context of his conceptual tools, we
have to do the reverse: we have to disengage his insights from the anteced-
ents and contexts designated by his vocabulary. Bataille works with a concern
for the contrast between humans and the other animals that he inherited
from the anthropocentrism of philosophy but that he also found anthropol-
ogy to have discovered in many cultures. Even when, as in Erotism, he de-
clared that “animal nature, or sexual exuberance, is that which prevents us
from being reduced to mere things. Human nature, on the contrary, geared
to speci¤c ends in work, tends to make things of us at the expense of our sex-
ual exuberance” (1986, 158), he identi¤ed erotic glamour, exhibitionism,
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and games to be distinctively human—ignoring the ornamentation of birds
of paradise and great-horned sheep; the elaborate and fantastic courtship rit-
uals documented among jewel¤sh, white¤sh, sticklebacks, cichlids, and
guppies; among fruit ¶ies, ¤re¶ies, cockroaches and spiders; among crabs;
among mountain sheep, antelopes, elk, lions, and sea lions; and among em-
peror penguins, ostriches, argus pheasants, and hummingbirds. He con-
structed his concept of eroticism as well as of transgression on the human-
animal opposition. He equally made toolmaking, language, and laughter to
be distinctively human. The early work of Claude Lévi-Strauss similarly
sought in the incest taboo the line of demarcation between humans and the
other animals, between nature and culture; recent ethologists have been
seeking to understand how birds and mammals also avoid incestuous copu-
lations. Today we have to uncover Bataille’s insights from his use of the op-
positions between human and animal, nature and culture, nature and history,
which have been abandoned in the most fruitful studies of evolutionary biol-
ogy and cognitive ecology—though it is true that the deep sources of this
animal-human opposition in many cultures are not being studied today. In
general, lacking in Bataille is a detailed knowledge of ethology and ecology
now available to us.

There is also a residue of sin and Catholicism in Bataille’s theory of trans-
gression. Still, Bataille’s intense sense that there is something repugnant in
sex, in the spilling of seed and the shedding of blood in sex, is more extensive
and far older than Catholicism.

While Bataille forged much of his conceptual vocabulary with the lan-
guage of surrealism and mysticism, when he set out to formulate a philosoph-
ical expression of his insights, he resorted to the language of Hegelianism. To
be sure, he wrote only to exceed Hegelianism, constructing a concept of sov-
ereignty in opposition to the Hegelian concept of mastery rising in the
master-slave dialectic. Explicitly opposing the telos of Absolute Knowledge
in Hegel, he showed all knowledge issuing in knowing nothing, in absurdity
and laughter. But it is undeniable that residues of Hegel subsist in Bataille’s
most original breakthroughs and to some measure deviate from them. The
Hegelian notion that the essential work of thought is delimitation and
de¤nition, which operate by negation, con¶icts with and confused Bataille’s
own practice. It led him to de¤ne sovereignty in relationship with nothing-
ness; in opposition to the worker, the sovereign one aims at nothing; thought
is sovereign when its bonds with the real world are broken, when in the
break-off of reasonings it is plunged into nothingness, subsisting on its own
and by its own force. Sovereignty is thus absolute solitude—which con¶icts
with Bataille’s own conviction that sovereignty is communication. The ex-
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traordinary analysis of Erotism and The Accursed Share is shackled by the dia-
lectic in which historical patterns are forced to be logically successive stages.
In fact, today’s culture is woven with atavisms as modern art recaptures tribal
artifacts, as extreme emotions are driven by the most archaic compulsions.
Bataille did realize that art no longer aims to depict beauty that materializes
an angelic ideal, as today the religion of a universal and paternal God is giv-
ing way to a resurgence of the epiphany of sublime in transitory events.

The editor of this book points out that Bataille’s work on political econ-
omy, The Accursed Share, is the least discussed, but likely the one most rele-
vant to the most urgent theoretical tasks of today. In today’s industrialized
countries, the problem is not production but distribution. The major pow-
ers, driven by their overheated productive forces, are launched into a new
Great Game to control not only the energy resources but the globalized
market. Industry, increasingly robotized and computerized, reduces ever
further its labor costs. Citizens are required, not as producers but as consum-
ers. But with the ever-increasing gap between rich and poor countries, and
rich and poor within countries, it remains unresolved how the citizens are to
acquire the resources to function as consumers.

The con¶ict this situation produces is waged in an entirely new form,
not with an arms race but with sabotage. The great industrial juggernauts,
which require great teams of engineers to assemble, remain vulnerable to
small numbers of saboteurs. In the sixties, small commandos hijacked com-
mercial airliners; in the seventies, single individuals injecting arsenic into
bottles in out-of-the-way supermarkets brought down giant pharmaceuti-
cal companies; in the eighties, high-school dropouts hacked into the super-
computers of the Pentagon; now the greatest military apparatus the planet
has ever seen is thwarted by small commandos.

In a world where global economic competition was taken to replace the
con¶ict of political ideologies, religion resurges as the locus of resistance to
economic domination. Democratic institutions are promoted, even with
military force, to implant the tolerance that would refute the simpli¤cations
of religious ideologies. Bataille, however, recaptured the deep compulsions
that are institutionalized as religions: the craving for sacri¤ce that he under-
stood by releasing it in himself.

Bataille is not only a thinker; he is a writer. He wrote literature, but he
also forged vigorous and illuminating forms of philosophical expression.
To practice conscientiously the craft of writing is an ethical imperative for
a thinker. Writing an opaque language designed to demonstrate the so-
phistication of the writer rather than communicate, clogging one’s text
with citations to give it authority—these are moral faults in a writer. If one



xii
alphonso lingis

is convinced that philosophy, and one’s own insights, are important enough
to set aside all the other concerns of life to devote oneself to, one is enjoined
to write so as to genuinely communicate with others. In this Bataille is
exemplary.
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Shannon Winnubst

Introduction

Reading Bataille Now—a precocious title, if not a pernicious one, aim-
ing to grasp all readers for all times. But the “Now,” as we ironically know
from Hegel, is only an empty universal, a meaningless placeholder. While
Hegel was confounded by this, insisting that dialectical reason must push
forward beyond such empty signi¤cations to articulate the Absolute, Ba-
taille thought otherwise. The sheer excess of all those little nows, those end-
less moments proliferating with reckless abandon as the in¤nity of subjects
constitute their particular meanings, became the very object of his think-
ing, his writing, his experience. And so the title is saved: it is scandalous and
luxurious, not totalitarian and arrogant, gesturing to the excess of an endless
stream of nows that may or may not be subject to further organization.

But, admittedly, the title carries other connotations as well—particu-
larly the problematically moralistic one of stating that now, early in the
twenty-¤rst century of the Christian calendar, the time seems to have ar-
rived in which we “Westerners” might want—and even need—to read Ba-
taille. Amidst the transnational circuits of capital, paired with the obfuscat-
ing resurgences of nationalist violence, the view of Bataille’s general
economy may ¤nally begin to make sense: his relentless insistence on the
fundamental role of expenditure in all circuits of exchange may ¤nally be-
come a voice we can hear. And so it is not merely Bataille whom we ought
to read now, but his three-volume magnum opus on political economy, The
Accursed Share. (And the title of this book is, once more, certainly preco-
cious—although not necessarily also pernicious.)

But this meaning, too, falls short. To reduce Bataille’s text to a kind of
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warning that we must now heed is to fail to read him alongside his own cou-
rageous thinking—it is to fall back into the restricted economy of useful
morals, demonstrable politics, and anticipated teloi. If there is an ethics in
Bataille’s texts, it cuts against the grain of such traditional concepts: it
springs from sovereignty, from expenditure, from glorious futility. While
the essays gathered together here speak from the contemporary political
space of transnational capitalism, hyper-moralism, liberalism, and their
more subtle inscriptions in our bodies, desires, pleasures, loves, laughters,
and ecologies, they do so without positing Bataille as The Answer, the salve
for our woes. These essays and this volume struggle not to reduce Bataille to
the restricted economy of utility that he diagnoses so lucidly as the consti-
tutive blind spot of all economies of appropriation. And yet, each of them
also reads him as a voice that speaks quite differently to contemporary expe-
rience and all of its contours.

To do this, to read Bataille without reducing him to our prefabricated,
restricted economies of meaning, requires many ways of reading him. Long
taken up in the Anglophone academy primarily by literary theorists and art
historians, Bataille is well known as a literary bad boy—a moniker that has
allowed the disciplines of philosophy, economics, and political theory to dis-
miss him from their domain. Although French intellectuals of the late
twentieth century—Foucault, Derrida, Lacan, Irigaray, Deleuze and Guat-
tari, Kristeva—widely recognized him as one of the most in¶uential ¤gures
of the early twentieth century, the work of Georges Bataille continues to func-
tion as a sort of blind spot in Anglophone scholarship engaging twentieth-
century French philosophy. Associated almost exclusively with his early
work of erotic ¤ction, Story of the Eye, Bataille retains, as Pierre Lamarche
puts it in his essay for this volume, “the simultaneously exotic and scandal-
ous air of the old-fashioned libertine homme des lettres—the medievalist, ar-
chivist, mystic pornographer who was fascinated by the abject, excessive,
debauched, and diabolical.” His name is almost always uttered along with
that other libertine, Sade, ushering them both into the waste bin of literary
erotica, cleanly dismissed from the realm of serious or real “philosophy,”
“political theory,” or, most certainly, “economic theory.” And yet Bataille
wrote three volumes on political economy, The Accursed Share.

The essays of this collection read this omission as an act of willful ig-
norance. This deliberate omission of Bataille’s most systematic work on po-
litical economy displays a deeper discomfort with the themes of those
texts: the radical rethinking of the role of expenditure in society. For cul-
tures and philosophical systems so deeply entrenched in the fundamental
value of utility, this is not something easily heard. And for cultures and
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philosophical systems so deeply entrenched in instrumental reason as a fac-
ulty framed by teleology, this non-teleological rendering of the very act of
thinking may not even make sense.

It did not make any sense to Bataille’s contemporary culture either.
Published in 1949, the ¤rst volume of The Accursed Share sold so few copies
that the second and third volumes were never published during his lifetime.
(Bataille died in 1962, and volumes two and three were ¤nally published in
Volume 8 of his Oeuvres Complètes in 1976.) Written across that intense pe-
riod of European history that witnessed the close of the Second World War
and the emergence of the Cold War, these three volumes attempt to think
against the trend of historical thought that would render capitalism or com-
munism the only two alternatives to fascism. Michel Surya describes this as
a period of intense production and seriousness for Bataille, a period in which
politics in its broadest sense took hold of his writing, leaving the Dada and
surrealist scandals from the 1930s “a distant and disparate echo” (2002,
372). The struggle not to align himself (despite af¤nities with communism
over capitalism) with either of “the great geo-ideological and soon to be
military powers” (2002, 374) apparently pushed Bataille to his “Copernican
transformation: a reversal of thinking—and of ethics” (1991a, 25): namely,
that “it is not necessity but its contrary, ‘luxury,’ that presents living matter and
mankind with their fundamental problems” (1991a, 12, his emphasis).

‰   ‰   ‰

For Bataille, working to see the general economy and then to change it
presents us with a call to ethics. This request of us is evident in the ¤ction,
the early essays, and especially in the systematic work of The Accursed Share.
But in undertaking this ethical duty, Bataille does not strictly make argu-
ments for and against explicit concepts; he does not disprove the value of
utility and then logically prove the desirability of sovereignty. This kind of
writing and the epistemology it enacts is precisely the kind of thinking—
and living—that Bataille is trying to avoid and undermine. Rather, as Al-
ison Brown puts it, “he exhibits the freedom of sovereignty in his writing:
he exhibits the courage to look at the accursed share that many of us refuse
out of squeamishness or fear” (personal correspondence).

As the essays in this volume attempt to respond to this ethical call with
some of this Bataillean courage, they cross disciplinary boundaries and
styles of reading and writing, just as Bataille always did. Locating him ex-
plicitly as a kind of missing link between the nineteenth-century Hegel/
Marx lineage and late-twentieth-century French ¤gures, the essays in this
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collection draw on many disciplines to place Bataille’s work in direct con-
versation with some of the most prevalent contemporary ¤elds of theory:
post-Hegelian ethics; Marxist economics and politics; poststructuralist
feminism; philosophy of biology; political theory; the discipline of theater;
psychoanalysis; queer theory; and economics. Moreover, while many of the
essays are written in traditional academic styles of argumentation and specu-
lation, a few respond to Bataille’s performativity with their own performa-
tive styles, taking up the possibilities offered when we think with and
through Bataille, rather than only about him. As a whole, the collection aims
not only to locate Bataille as a missing historical link, but more provoca-
tively, to argue that he presents an alternative, untaken route.

In Part One, “Situating Bataille,” Jesse Goldhammer, Amy Wendling,
and Pierre Lamarche place Bataille’s work in a variety of historical, politi-
cal, and philosophical trajectories to begin unfolding what is at stake in his
Copernican transformation.

In “Dare to Know, Dare to Sacri¤ce: Georges Bataille and the Crisis of
the Left,” Jesse Goldhammer offers an intellectual and political history for
Bataille’s unique anti-Enlightenment anarchism. Locating Bataille’s politi-
cal thinking in the long trend of French progressivism that reaches back
into the eighteenth-century philosophes and extends into twentieth-century
versions of anarchism, Goldhammer shows how Bataille’s early notions of
sacri¤ce and later notions of expenditure break radically from the tradition
of leftist politics in France. Goldhammer notes Bataille’s participation in
several groups—Contre-Attaque, Acéphale, and the Collège de Sociologie—and
draws on his essays from the 1930s, the ¤rst volume of The Accursed Share,
and the work of ¤ction Blue of Noon to argue that Bataille developed a radical
form of anarchism fueled by the inability of the left to break from the logics
of amelioration and progress embedded in classical liberalism. Following
Denis Hollier, Goldhammer develops how Bataille gives anguish, a power-
ful feeling of torment engendered by the left’s tragic circumstances, a politi-
cal, revolutionary signi¤cance—namely, in Bataille’s hands, anguish has the
power to direct the force of unproductive expenditure. Developing this par-
ticularly in Blue of Noon, Goldhammer concludes with the provocation that
among all the lessons Bataille may have for left-wing political movements
—not only in France, but throughout the world—his notions of power may
be the most important of all.

Amy Wendling continues to locate Bataille’s thinking in its intellectual
and historical roots by contrasting his work with that of Marx. In “Sover-
eign Consumption as a Species of Communist Theory: Reconceptualizing
Energy,” Wendling shows how Bataille counterposes a pro¶igate nature to
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the miserly nature characteristic of bourgeois life. While Marx argued that
the idea of scarcity is itself historical, determined by the relations of bour-
geois economics, Wendling shows how, for Bataille, Marx ultimately falls
prey to exactly this naturalized concept, particularly when he valorizes the
teleology of revolution. According to Wendling, Bataille’s concept of a
pro¶igate nature is an exemplar of distinctly non-modern views of nature.
To show this, she traces three genealogies of the concept of energy that we
¤nd operative in Bataille: the foundation of the discipline of biology (vital-
ism, mechanism, and organicism); the insights of structuralism; and the
doctrine of medieval emanation. She then shows how Marx remains tethered
to a narrow concept of energy, which in turn is hampered by a presupposi-
tion of scarcity. Because of this, Marx never fully breaks from the nature/cul-
ture dichotomy or the bourgeois notion of nature it subtends. Developing
this through Marx’s theory of labor, which critically lacks any robust Batai-
llean sense of consumption, Wendling concludes (contra Goldhammer) that
all revolutionary political theory is tethered to bourgeois scarcity, which be-
comes the focus of Bataille’s critique in Sovereignty, the third volume of The
Accursed Share.

In “The Use Value of G.A.M.V. Bataille,” Pierre Lamarche extends this
examination of Bataille’s Marxist heritage by placing it in the context of
both Bataille’s infamous break from the surrealists and his alleged af¤nity
for the Marquis de Sade. Following Wendling’s argument regarding the
limitations of Marx’s theory of labor, Lamarche shows how an attenuated
sense of use-value keeps Marxist analyses trapped within the restricted econ-
omy of capital. He then traces this analysis of expenditure in The Accursed
Share back to Bataille’s writings from the late 1920s and early 1930s on base
materialism and abjection, and particularly his infamous break from Bre-
ton. Because this break is precipitated by a different treatment of Sade, Ba-
taille came to be simply identi¤ed with a Sadean (and often apolitical) de-
bauchery; however, Lamarche argues that such a reduction occludes the
more radical—and political—meaning of transgression at work in Bataille’s
notions of expenditure and sovereignty. To draw out these politics, he lo-
cates Bataille’s reappropriation of Sade in Bataille’s desire, in the mid/late-
1930s, to develop a revolutionary strategy that would provide a meaningful
alternative to orthodox Marxism (and its extreme form, Stalinism) and fas-
cism for working-class people—an alternative Breton and the surrealists
could not provide. Through an astute analysis of Bataille’s meditations on
Sade’s use-value, Lamarche demonstrates how, for Bataille, Sade’s use-value
is to subvert the bourgeois morality: through Sade, Bataille shows how we
can liberate ourselves from a culture of work—a culture devoted to
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exchange and accumulation—to a culture that, truly, privileges the satisfac-
tion of real needs and desires—a culture of expenditure. This then gives way
to a politics and culture of enjoyment, which Lamarche develops through dis-
cussions of sovereignty from Volume III of The Accursed Share, particularly
its break from Hegelian notions of mastery and their implicit counterpart,
Marxist bourgeois notions of labor. Lamarche concludes that Bataille’s radi-
cal politics views the goal of working-class struggle as the liberation from
work itself.

Part Two, “Pleasures and the Myth of Transgression,” then takes up the
reading of transgression that Lamarche problematizes. At the heart of the
long-standing readings of Bataille as the old-fashioned Sadean libertine lies
a notion of transgression as the route to sovereignty, radical expenditure, and
all other Bataillean excesses. Drawing out Lamarche’s suggestion that such
a reading of transgression is limited to a restricted economy, the essays of
this section turn to the questions of pleasures and eroticism in Bataille’s
texts to suggest a reading of transgression from the standpoint of general
economy.

In “Bataille’s Queer Pleasures: The Universe as Spider or Spit,” I place
Bataille in the contemporary ¤eld of queer theory and its attempts to reori-
ent us radically from the narratives of desire that have grounded concepts of
subjectivity in the Western tradition. Situating queer theory through an
overview of two of its dominant theoretical frameworks, the Lacanian and
the Foucaultian analyses of desire, I show how the texts of Bataille do not fall
back into the problematic notions of scarcity that ground not only narra-
tives of desire, but more speci¤cally the politics of capitalism and heteronor-
mative sexuality that they spawn: Bataille’s texts operate out of a fundamen-
tally different register that may speak more strongly to the aims of queer
theory—the register of pleasure. Locating this political and psychological
schema of desire and its scarcity in an epistemology of utility and teleology,
I show (through contemporary examples of sodomy laws) how queer politics
would bene¤t from taking up this more general law of utility, if we are to re-
sist heteronormative notions of desire and all of their sociopolitical power.
To develop this, I turn to The History of Eroticism, Volume II of The Accursed
Share, to show how Bataille’s rich sense of eroticism, “the accursed domain
par excellence” (1991b, 18), opens a ¤eld of pleasures irreducible to the logics
of either utility or transgression issued by restricted economies. I contrast
Bataillean eroticism with the Hegelian notion of knowledge (and Derrida’s
reading of Bataille on Hegel) to show how the logic of transgression will
never exceed the limited economy from which it is promulgated. I then con-
clude with that infamous work of pornographic ¤ction, Story of the Eye, to
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show that it is not a logic of transgression, but of ecstatic pleasures that are
gloriously futile, that drives this brilliant story—a story about nothing that
may have everything to say to contemporary queer politics.

Zeynep Direk continues this meditation on Bataille’s notions of eroti-
cism in her essay, “Erotic Experience and Sexual Difference in Bataille.” De-
veloping Bataille’s notion of erotic experience in terms of his general econ-
omy, Direk shows how erotic experience suspends the world of restricted
economy, leading us back to the impersonal ground of our incarnated exis-
tence and a way of communicating that takes us beyond our separate iden-
tities. Reading this as an invitation to rethink subjectivity by going back to
that expenditure of energy in a shared space of incarnated openness, Direk
argues that this communication is the very space of sexual difference. For
Direk, this raises the question of an ethics of erotic experience, a question
that echoes Irigaray’s query about an ethics of sexual difference. Facing the
apparently misogynist trends in Bataille’s ¤ction and theorizing, Direk
boldly argues that his radical reconsideration of embodiment, as both histor-
ical and cosmic, undercuts the objecti¤cation necessary for such misogyny.
Rather, she takes up the masculinized virility of Bataille’s writing as a way
to place it in the Irigarayan space of sexual difference; and from that space,
she then explores the possibility of an ethics of erotic experience in Bataille
as a source for rethinking a new cohabitation on earth. Acknowledging the
utilitarian civilization in which we live, Bataille invites us to a radical re¶ec-
tion on a new economy that takes seriously the biological nature of our ex-
istence. From that point of departure, Direk shows the speci¤c ways in
which a Bataillean ethics of eros accommodates negation, violence, and the
possibility of harm to the other, enabling it to account for the failures and
paradoxes of the eros.

Alison Brown continues these meditations on eroticism, pleasure, de-
sire, sexual difference, and sexuality in her essay, “Malvolio’s Revenge.” Fol-
lowing Direk’s provocative suggestions that erotic experience bespeaks a
particular kind of interior communication, Brown takes up the impossible
task of writing that experience. She sees quite clearly that Bataille does not
use philosophy as a way to prove some arguments over others. He shifts the
terrain of philosophy, thinking, and experience radically: he “proves” free-
dom through the sovereignty he exhibits in his writing. Taking up the pos-
sibilities he thereby opens, Brown offers us a ¤ctional gloss on Emily
Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, written from the contemporary hot, sizzling
desert of central Arizona. Brown gives us a character, Sadie, who has clearly
been killed to the point where she can’t even think anymore—literally. It is
too painful. Trapped in mere repetition, she has lost all sense of that extra
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thing—that accursed share—that never bows down to the yoke of utility. As
Brown takes us through the trials and joys of Sadie’s transformations out of
servility, she shows, once more, how such a transformation can never come
from what the restricted economy itself markets as transgressive. The most
performative of the essays in this collection, Brown’s essay is likely also the
most provocative—for those with the patience and ears to hear it.

Part Three, “Bodies and Animality,” continues this performative writ-
ing as it turns to the reframing of embodied experience that comes through
the perspective of general economy. Arguing against several poststructural-
ist attempts to rethink embodiment, these essays place the body and its ani-
mality in Bataille’s general economy of expenditure, playfully inviting us to
engage such excess through their very writing.

In “The Private Life of Birds: From a Restrictive to a General Economy
of Reason,” Ladelle McWhorter continues Brown’s efforts to think through
and with Bataille and the radical possibilities he opens. Taking up the long-
standing feminist critiques of phallocentric reason, she shows how the
project of countering and dismantling, of moving to rethink the knowing
subject as an embodied subject, will not be suf¤cient to rid epistemology,
and the cultures and practices bound up with it, of phallocentrism. Think-
ing itself must be wholly reconceived, rethought not only as embodied but
also as fundamentally a-telic: Bataille’s general economy of expenditure in-
vites such a possibility. Meditating on building a birdhouse for her lover, on
Darwin’s own fascination with bird-watching aboard the H.M.S. Beagle, on
a possible meeting between Darwin and Frankenstein, and on Irigaray’s cri-
tiques of mimesis, McWhorter meanders around and through and into and
out of this activity of bird-watching—to what end? She insists that I warn
you: engagement with this essay may very well amount to a complete waste
of time.

In “S/laughter and Anima-lêthê,” Lucio Privitello continues the theme
of animality in ways that are both more and less systematic than the playful-
ness of McWhorter. He approaches The Accursed Share through animality
and laughter, themes that have received less attention in the study of the
works of Bataille, especially in reference to his work on political economy.
Reading animality and laughter in conjunction (and as a coincidence of op-
posites), while tracking them through Bataille’s The Accursed Share, allows
the notion of “intimacy” to surface, a notion crucial in the deformations of
communication. For Bataille, intimacy is the willingness to be sacri¤ced
and the crowning anti-accomplishment of “project,” especially that of the
technicalities of professorial philosophical systems. Animality and laughter
are the dark heart of Bataille’s formulation of a paradoxical philosophy, a
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philosophy that does not steal away at experimenting outside what is
pro¤tably and securely known, which includes the framework of political
economy.

Dorothy Holland extends this playful discussion of embodiment
through a turn to the discipline of theater. In “Bodies at Play: A General
Economy of Performance,” Holland argues against the inclination toward
an erasure of the material body that often comes in the wake of poststructur-
alist critiques, particularly those grounded in Judith Butler’s concept of
performativity. Questioning the use of theatrical metaphors without consid-
eration of actual theatre practices, Holland turns to Bataille to radically re-
frame our understanding of bodies at play from the perspective of general
economy. To do so, she follows the more performative styles of Brown and
McWhorter, inviting us into the laughter of a bawdy production of The
Taming of the Shrew and the corporeally challenging and confusing perfor-
mance of Mnemonic by Theatre de Complicite. Her delightfully lengthy de-
scriptions initiate us into a Bataillean sense of play, a play that disrupts the
operations of the limited economy by squandering resources, energy, and
time. Tracing this Bataillean expenditure in the realm of theater, Holland
shows how transgression is not the head-on assault that only reaf¤rms the
strength of the prohibition; rather, it is an oblique movement, a movement
toward gloriously wasting the accursed share.

In the ¤nal part, “Sovereign Politics,” the collection turns to the explicit
subject of politics and economics. Drawing on many of the themes in the
previous three parts, these essays offer concrete examples of how the shift to
the perspective of general economy alters our understandings of economics
and politics.

In “The Accursed Share and The Merchant of Venice,” Andrew Cutrofello
uses Shakespeare’s play to re¶ect on Bataille’s critique of capitalism. In
keeping with the principles of his general economic theory, particularly the
question of how to liquidate rather than accumulate excess wealth, Bataille
regarded capitalism as completely inept. Instead of enabling individuals to
achieve human dignity through shared experiences of sovereign consump-
tion, capitalist relations of production subordinate humanity to the relent-
less—though doomed—pursuit of unchecked growth. In The Merchant of
Venice, Shakespeare clearly articulated a critique of nascent capitalism, op-
posing the pure expenditure of generosity to the calculating logic of usury
and investment—an opposition that he frames as that between Christian
and Jewish attitudes toward wealth. Bataille, however, took a different
view. Not unlike Weber, he regarded capitalism as an extension of Christian
asceticism; and accordingly, he looks not to Christ but to Nietzsche for an



10
shannon winnubst

ethic of shared sovereignty. Bataille also takes pains to show that Nietzsche
had nothing but contempt for the inherently servile anti-Semitism that
was embraced by his Nazi idolators. Though the anti-Semitism depicted in
The Merchant of Venice is arguably different in kind from Nazi anti-Semitism,
Bataille’s critique of fascism and his appeal to a Nietzschean rather than a
Christian ethic lend themselves to an alternative construal of the opposi-
tion that Shakespeare depicts between the generous Antonio and the calcu-
lating Shylock. Cutrofello shows how Shakespeare himself complicates the
seemingly clear-cut opposition between Christian and Jew, notably in his
treatment of the mysterious melancholy that haunts both Antonio and
Shylock’s daughter, Jessica. Finally, after comparing Bataille’s self-described
“Copernican turn” in economics to Kant’s Copernican turn in cosmology,
Cutrofello explores a number of dif¤culties that arise in connection with
Bataille’s view of sacri¤ce as the only (vanishing) event in which a pure act
of consumption takes place. After speculating on how Bataille might have
liked The Merchant of Venice to turn out—with the Christian Portia diabol-
ically claiming a pound of Antonio’s soul—Cutrofello concludes that when
all is said and done, we might still prefer the ending that Shakespeare gave
his play.

In “Politics and the Thing: Excess as the Matter of Politics,” Richard
Lee turns to the most basic category at work in the closed economy of util-
ity: the thing. Musing on childhood experiences of helping his dad with
“manly” home improvement projects, Lee traces the question of sovereignty
in the closed domain of utility back through Heidegger’s meditations on
thinghood to show how a more general economy must already be at work in
constituting sovereignty—and subsequently thinghood—as such. While
Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis is, precisely because it is phenome-
nological, delimited by the sphere that pertains to the mode of being of
Dasein, Lee argues that Bataille’s shift to the level of general economy nec-
essarily moves beyond that mode of being to the conditions for the possibil-
ity of concern at all. Using the function of utility as the link between
Heidegger’s speci¤c analysis and Bataille’s general economic analysis, Lee
shows how a Bataillean turn toward practices such as sacri¤ce and the sacred
attune us to those operations that allow for an expenditure without return;
consequently, these practices show us how the sphere of utility itself presup-
poses an entire sphere of expenditure without return that makes possible the
sphere of utility in which energy is used for productive purposes. Tracing
Bataille’s readings of the practices of sacri¤ce in Aztec societies to the de-
structive force that the question of wealth poses to us, Lee argues that the
issue of politics is not the equitable distribution of things within a closed
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economy of utility, but the relation of sovereignty to what is the opposite of
a thing because it stands outside the realm of ends and means that constitute
a thing. It is from this perspective of the sovereign withdrawal from things
that Lee argues we must focus our “political” attention on the motivations
behind dropping bombs and occupying foreign countries.

Finally, in “Excess and Depletion: Bataille’s Surprisingly Ethical
Model of Expenditure,” Allan Stoekl examines Bataille’s theory of expen-
diture in light of the ecological, as well as the economic, problem of deple-
tion. Is Bataille’s theory obsolete? Does it propose, in counterproductive
fashion, the need to burn off excess resources—fundamentally, excess en-
ergy—when, in fact, we are facing the imminent depletion of those very re-
sources? How does one go about privileging waste in an era in which waste
seems to be the root of all evil? Taking up contemporary economic theories
of sustainability, particularly those of Stephen A. LeBlanc, Stoekl argues
that Bataille’s theory is in fact one of both expenditure and depletion. Plac-
ing Bataille’s insights about the role of expenditure in closed economies in
the contemporary context of the global depletion of fossil fuels, Stoekl
shows how Bataille’s logic may offer a way out of the austerity—and thus
the failure—of contemporary theories of conservation. He traces how
wealth alters not only according to the productivity of human labor and its
technological re¤nements, but also according to the energy sources burned
off: the rise of civilization, Stoekl argues, is tied directly to the type of fuels
used to power and feed it. Therefore, the alteration in fuel sources in the
last half of the twentieth century presents Bataille’s theories of expenditure
with a need to think simultaneously about depletion. Showing how Ba-
taille, despite his own theories, opens onto a reconsideration of value in
light of its energy sources, Stoekl brings these insights to bear directly on
the quandaries facing contemporary “car cultures” and hyper-consumption.
By following Bataille’s logic, Stoekl argues we will ultimately arrive at an-
other way of thinking about what human survival will mean in the future—
how, in other words, sustainability can be conceived in relation to the most
fundamental human practices.

As a whole, this collection of essays offers several different ways in
which Georges Bataille’s three-volume work in political economy, The Ac-
cursed Share, might radically alter our understandings of the contemporary
world. The tone and rhythm and sensibility for such an undertaking is cul-
tivated for us in the Foreword by Alphonso Lingis.
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Jesse Goldhammer

Dare to Know, Dare to Sacri¤ce: 
Georges Bataille and the

Crisis of the Left

It is a strange paradox: if one perceives the profound lack of a way out, the
profound absence of an end and of meaning, then—and only then—can

one actually, with a liberated spirit, lucidly tackle practical problems.
Georges Bataille, “Politique”

Suppose Western leftists conceded that they could no longer judge right
from wrong and trust that scienti¤c progress or political power could im-
prove the human condition. What then? Left-wing certainties about justice,
progress, and power have strong roots in eighteenth-century France, where
ideas circulating among the philosophes helped to give birth to the ¤rst mod-
ern revolution and progressive movement.1 With their emphasis on natural
rights, reason, progress, science, and democracy and their general disdain for
any authority other than the rule of law, the French philosophes gave radicals on
the left-hand side of the 1791 French National Assembly ample justi¤cation
to retake their sovereignty from aristocratic elites. The Revolution conferred
natural rights to brothers, citizens, and workers, safeguarding their freedom
and equality; it reveled in practical reason, which illuminated the seemingly
uncontrollable causes of human misery, such as superstition, disease, poverty,
and ignorance, and paved the way for progress; and it resuscitated the ancient
idea of democracy, leaving no safe harbor for monarchism and other tyrannies.
Until the early part of the twentieth century, this revolutionary legacy in-
spired the French left to challenge the exploitation of the many by the few.
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By the 1930s, however, the French leftist movement was beginning to
show signs of fatigue. Leftists with state power were able neither to convert
their theories into effective policy nor to prevent right-wing attacks and
cooptation. Similarly, those on the left who challenged the state were ulti-
mately ineffective in mobilizing massive groups of workers. To use a word
that held wide currency among French leftists in the 1930s, there was an
overwhelming sense of impotence. Though the exhaustion of the left was
augured by political events such as the rise of fascism, it was also the product
of larger theoretical problems. In the nineteenth century, the French left had
often unsuccessfully faced political challenges, but failures such as the revo-
lution of 1848 did not fundamentally weaken core progressive ideas. Dur-
ing the 1930s, however, progressive actions and theories crumbled com-
mensurately in France. Moving to the right, many French progressives
abandoned class-based loyalties and parties that had long been the glue of
left-wing movements and turned instead toward nationalism. The Soviet
Union, wishfully heralded by many in the French left as a model of progres-
sive statecraft, descended into the Great Purge and one-party authoritarian-
ism. Social and economic progress stalled due to the Great Depression, lead-
ing many to believe optimistically that capitalism was in mortal danger.
One might expect that systemic market failures and unstable parliamenta-
rism would only con¤rm the left-wing worldview and strengthen its re-
solve. Instead, political and economic crises drove the French Third Repub-
lic to the right. In response to the rise of fascism throughout Europe, the
French left rallied to Léon Blum’s Popular Front government in 1936, only
to discover the radical elements of the Front molli¤ed when its members
were actually elected to power. With political authority weakened, eco-
nomic progress stymied, and social justice undermined by the left’s ineffec-
tuality, events of the 1930s revealed that French progressivism was becom-
ing unmoored from its eighteenth-century philosophical anchor.

Georges Bataille’s work during the 1930s acknowledges the manifest
failure of left-wing political ideas and moves in an altogether different the-
oretical direction. If the eighteenth-century philosophes expressed relative
certainty about what was right and good and detailed the politics necessary
to bring them about, Bataille doubted that whole enterprise. Bataille was a
lifelong leftist in the narrow respect that he wanted to liberate human be-
ings from exploitation, which he broadly de¤ned as rei¤cation. In order to
overcome the modern institutions and ideas that reduce human beings to
servile things, Bataille argued for the adoption of sacri¤cial practices whose
invocation of the sacred would shatter the reifying ¤ctions of modern life.
This ambitious project ultimately led him to challenge the founding prin-
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ciples of the French left. For instance, at the very moment when leftists
hoped to ¤ght the fascists by emulating their concentration and centraliza-
tion of authority, Bataille conceived of sovereign power as fragmented, de-
pleted, and purposeless. As Western capitalism sputtered, causing even lib-
erals to cheer state-sponsored production, Bataille theorized a form of
useless exchange called unproductive expenditure, a sacri¤cial practice meant
to combat the productive, useful, and accumulative forces that characterize
free markets. Bataille placed no credence in the leftist argument that the ra-
tional forces of progress would ultimately defeat the emerging violent nos-
talgia for racial purity and national strength. Instead, thanks to Alexandre
Kojève’s interpretation of Hegel, Bataille maintained that History had al-
ready ended, leaving reason with nothing left to do. Without the dialectical
power to expose philosophical contradictions, without any higher truths to
reveal, reason and its agents were of little use to the French left. Finally, as
French leftists descended into the streets to pit their political ideals against
their enemies’, Bataille called for an end to the tyranny of idealism because
it transformed human beings into the blind servants of abstractions. In
short, Bataille recognized the exhaustion of the French left and largely aban-
doned its progressive idealism without a hint of nostalgia.

In response to left-wing decadence, Bataille began to reformulate the
progressive idea of community unfettered by the political ¤ctions of the En-
lightenment philosophes. His political theory moved in the direction of anar-
chism, though not of the sort promulgated by European anarchists such as
Peter Kropotkin, Mikhail Bakunin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Georges
Sorel. Bataille did not explicitly set out to remake anarchism, nor did he
refer to himself as an anarchist. What is more, Bataille cannot easily be
classi¤ed into either the individualist or collectivist strains of anarchism,
because he rejected the superiority of the former and the moralism of the lat-
ter. Bataille, however, owes a theoretical debt to late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century French anarcho-syndicalism, which harnessed the spirit
of mass revolt against capitalism, the state, bourgeois democracy, and au-
thoritarian socialism. Bataille also embraced what one might call the theat-
rical anarchism of the surrealists, for whom art was a major weapon in their
struggle against bourgeois culture. Most importantly, Bataille situated
himself within the sphere of anarchism by virtue of his hostility toward
human exploitation and unmitigated pursuit of freedom within a social
context. Though these commonalities suggest that Bataille maintained a
stake in the humanistic promises of the Enlightenment, his anarchism actu-
ally calls those very promises into question.

Bataille’s version of anarchism rejects accretions of authority—all
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authority. Rather than gather due to concentrations, elevations, formaliza-
tions, idealizations, institutionalizations, or centralizations of power, mem-
bers of Bataillean communities are united by that which repulses them:
abjection generated by sacri¤cial loss. Although European anarchism was
no stranger to propagandistic violence and the sacri¤ce of political martyrs,
its adherents never advocated the formation of community around the sub-
lime attractions and repulsions of sacred bloodshed. Kropotkin’s mutual
aid, Bakunin’s collectivism, and Sorel’s syndicates are for Bataille nothing
but facile, idealistic structures of human communality that have unwit-
tingly internalized harmful, reifying notions of individualism and social
justice. With the possible exception of Sorel, European anarchists clung to
a progressive teleology that combined nostalgia for naturalized human be-
ings unburdened by capitalist exploitation with a future golden age of in-
dividual freedom. A politics for the end of History, Bataille’s anarchism offers
only an unpredictable future stripped of any systemic philosophies that de-
mand human subordination. Headless, Bataille’s politics are also completely
unstructured by laws, morals, or ethics. In contrast to the European anar-
chists, who advocated social justice informed by only the natural moral in-
clinations inscribed on one’s heart, Bataille, following the Marquis de Sade
and Friedrich Nietzsche, rejected such a precious view of morality and,
more radically, the concept of the individual that accompanies it. Contrary
to the ethos of the left, whose idealism has bred a kind of progressive
nostalgia—a longing for what will never be—Bataille crafted a sacri¤cial,
anarchistic politics that responds to a troubled political world unsupported
by its philosophical foundations.

Bataille’s development of counter-Enlightenment anarchism began in
the 1930s and reached maturity after World War II with the publication of
The Accursed Share. During the 1930s, the political events that demon-
strated the impotence of socialism, communism, and anarchism also uniquely
framed Bataille’s theoretical work. As Bataille began to challenge the as-
sumptions that traditionally supported the left’s Weltanschauung, he was
both unencumbered and terri¤ed by the fact that the interwar political
chaos prevented the emergence of a hegemonic ideology. Because neither
liberalism, communism, nor fascism could claim victory during this pe-
riod of massive and unpredictable ideological con¶ict, Bataille was free to
generate ideas animated by his vertiginous perception of an open political
horizon. This sense of political possibility is best illustrated by his partici-
pation in several groups—Contre-Attaque, Acéphale, and the Collège de
Sociologie2—all of which sought in novel ways to actualize elements of Ba-
taille’s theory. Supported by these political and intellectual associations,
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Bataille prepared for an anarchism fueled by the very weaknesses of the tra-
ditional French left.

After World War II, Bataille mostly abandoned political action, choos-
ing instead to promote radical politics through academically minded essays
as well as experimental writing. With the powerful rise of American neo-
liberalism, the onset of the Cold War, and the threat of nuclear annihilation,
Bataille’s work also assumed a more measured tone. He uncharacteristically
synthesized his prewar work into The Accursed Share, a treatise on political
economy that apparently embarrassed Bataille both because of the “conven-
tional” subject matter and the fact that he found himself in the awkward po-
sition of having to explain himself.3 While it is true that The Accursed Share
still touts the revolutionary sacri¤cial ideas that Bataille had ¤rst theorized
in the 1930s, it also situates those ideas within a landscape of American he-
gemony, Soviet aggression, and leftist defeat. In the last chapter of the book,
Bataille argues that the Marshall Plan is a grand example of unproductive
expenditure that safely fosters nonmilitary competition between the United
States and the Soviet Union. Gone are Bataille’s prewar notions that sacri¤ce
actively undertaken will broadly transform politics and humanity. Gone to
some extent is the violence of sacri¤ce. Instead, Bataille concludes the book
with a weak argument about the sacri¤cial implications of an American pol-
icy, which he claims will prevent nuclear war, raise the world’s standard of
living, and exemplify the revolutionary value of wasting wealth.4 Compared
with his prewar work, these conjectures are indeed modest.

The absurdity of Bataille’s position on the Marshall Plan notwith-
standing, it does illustrate two key points that also serve as an excellent
frame for Bataille’s prewar theories. First, in seeking an alternative to nu-
clear war, Bataille clearly indicates his aversion to nihilism. The value that
Bataille places on wasteful sacri¤ce, violence, or death is not absolute and
should not be considered a renunciation of all values. That Bataille relishes
the experience of life up until the point of death, that he calls for a life un-
fettered by abstractions such as humanism, progress, justice, or democracy,
is not a denial of existence so much as an af¤rmation of its potential full-
ness. Second, as Bataille explains at the end of the Preface to The Accursed
Share, one intent of the book is to “solve political problems” (1991a, 14).
Despite Bataille’s theoretical aversion to usefulness and teleology, he im-
bues his postwar work with a modicum of practicality, direction, and pur-
pose. And though obviously a performative contradiction, Bataille’s inter-
est in usefully solving political problems in the postwar period refracts the
spirit of his prewar work, which ultimately sought to challenge and re-
con¤gure enervated left-wing ideas.
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‰ From Anguish to Anarchism

Scholars generally agree that Bataille’s political activities and writings dur-
ing the 1930s re¶ect a pessimistic dissatisfaction with modern politics. As Jean
Borreil explains in “On Georges Bataille: An Escape from Lameness?”: “The
point of departure for Bataille’s analyses is the 1930s failure known as Stalinism
and fascism” (1995, 135). Liberalism belongs on Borreil’s list as well. All three
forms of politics require the subordination of the working class, whom Bataille
championed during the 1930s from an anarcho-syndicalist perspective. Al-
though liberalism is not totalitarian, Bataille maintained that Stalinism, fas-
cism, and liberalism suffer from a similar problem: state hegemony. The ¤rst
line of his 1933 essay “The Problem of the State” treats this issue succinctly: “In
contradiction with the evolution of the nineteenth century, current historical
tendencies appear to be propelled toward the state’s constraint and hegemony”
(1983, 105). It is true that Richard Wolin and Zeev Sternhell have heaped criti-
cism on Bataille for embracing a version of state authoritarianism that Wolin
calls “left fascism.” But Bataille’s blanket disdain for the state and for imperial
expressions of authority demonstrates that he cannot easily be accused of adopt-
ing fascist means in order to achieve progressive ends.5

Horri¤ed by proletarian impotence in the face of growing liberal, so-
cialist, and fascist state power, Bataille looked for novel ways to unleash the
revolutionary impulses of the working class. In order to move away from the
conventional leftist agenda, which had left the working-class movement
(and Bataille) with a profound sense of powerlessness, Bataille began to ex-
amine how that experience of powerlessness—that sense of self-loss or feel-
ing of inadequacy, incompleteness, or lack—might radically transform the
modern self. Well before fascism became a juggernaut of mass politics, Ba-
taille recognized that its incandescence would be tragic for the left. For
Bataille, however, this tragedy was multilayered: it captured the sorrowful
state of left-wing ideas, the likely defeat of leftist political organizations by
fascism, and, most importantly, the emergence of an identity de¤ned by its
being permanently sundered or lacking. Thus, for Bataille, the tragedy of
the left is its ontological condition, and as such, the harbinger of an alto-
gether different approach to experience and communality.

Bataille argued that the left’s tragic circumstances engendered anguish,
a powerful, all-encompassing feeling of torment with important revolution-
ary potential. Here Bataille describes the signi¤cance of anguish:

Democratic institutions—realizable, and moreover necessary, to the inner
workings of a proletarian party—can conversely be an internal limitation.
But the principle of democracy, discredited by liberal politics, can therefore
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once more become a vibrant force only with the anguish provoked in the
working classes by the birth of three all-powerful States. The condition is
that this anguish must form as an autonomous force based on hatred of the
State’s authority. It is in this sense that it is currently necessary to say, faced
with three servile societies—that not a single human future meriting this
name may be achieved absent the liberating anguish of the proletariat.
(1983, 107)

In this passage there are hints of Georges Sorel’s anarcho-syndicalism as Ba-
taille argues that state hegemony provokes only a salutary proletarian an-
guish when it crystallizes autonomously, uncorrupted by the cultural
servility that characterizes all other modern political systems. Bataille also
offers a rare endorsement of democracy. What is noteworthy from a theoreti-
cal standpoint is Bataille’s argument that proletarian anguish is liberating.
This claim is not instrumental: anguish does not provoke revolutionary ac-
tion, whose goal is to eliminate the causes of that original anguish. Rather,
anguish achieves a humanized future by challenging and fragmenting the
accumulated, dehumanizing ideas and practices that constitute modern
rei¤cation. Insofar as the working class experiences its identity as perma-
nently lacking, its anguish is also an enduring emotive condition.

Bataille counterintuitively maintains that the proletariat’s anguished
feelings of self-loss and impotence are constitutive of a kind of sacred, sub-
versive power, which he calls “sovereignty.” According to Bataille, sover-
eignty actually has two forms: imperative and subversive. Imperative sover-
eignty describes conventional ruling power found in all modern political
systems whose legitimacy is constructed on a hierarchical, elevated, and
ampli¤ed basis. In his postwar writings on sovereignty, Bataille describes its
imperative form as belonging to kings, priest, chieftains, and “all men who
possess and have never entirely lost the value that is attributed to gods and
‘dignitaries’” (1991b, 197). Although imperative sovereignty is the preemi-
nent source of state power and is typically associated with mastery, suprem-
acy, and dominion, Bataille argues that it is actually servile because it is in-
strumental and useful. In contrast, subversive or revolutionary sovereignty
derives its power from abjection and uselessness. Bataille writes, “Life beyond
utility is the domain of sovereignty” (1991b, 198). Subversive sovereignty is
experienced as unproductive loss and dissolution; rather than authorita-
tively establish limits (laws), this revolutionary form of power comes into
being when limits are transgressed. Subversive sovereignty is the “power”
invoked by the tragedy of self-loss, powerlessness, and abjection; it is the
revolutionariness of anguish. And, ¤nally, it is the “force” of anarchism be-
cause, unlike imperative sovereignty, it tolerates no form of authority.
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‰ Sacri¤cing the Left

From the French Revolution to the mid-1930s, left-wing agitation
sought to liberate labor from exploitation because the left has long held that
laboring creates human civilization. For the left, human nature is a product
of the material conditions under which labor is conducted. Bataille would
appear to be sympathetic to this position when he argues that “class struggle
has only one possible end: the loss of those who have worked to lose ‘human
nature’” (1986b, 128). Bataille raises the familiar trope that proletarian lib-
eration requires the elimination of the exploiters, the bourgeoisie. For Ba-
taille, however, the loss of “human nature” is also caused by the liberal prin-
ciple of classical utility, which leads human beings to value only that which
is useful and productive. What modernity has excluded from the realm of
meaningful human activities is unproductive expenditure whose goal is to
waste sumptuously. Of these practices, which include “luxury, mourning,
war, the consumption of sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts,
and perverse sexual activity,” sacri¤ce is the most important element (1986b,
118).

Conceived as the useless sacri¤ce of wealth, unproductive expenditure
challenges not only the basic tenets of liberalism; it strikes at the heart of the
left’s single-minded pursuit of economic justice. Even in the best material
circumstances, workers must devote a vast quantity of their labor to the re-
production of life. To paraphrase John Locke, the work of the hands and the
labor of the body are productive, useful activities. In contrast, unproductive
expenditure denotes frenzied, violent, pleasurable waste. It is true that Karl
Marx conceived of economic surpluses as liberating to workers, who, freed
from the necessity to work for their own survival, would engage in other
nonproductive activities such as philosophy. Yet Marx also famously argued
that philosophy was a useful tool for changing the world. Before Bataille,
socialists, Marxists, and anarchists would never have argued that humans
construct their humanity by producing things in order to destroy them
wastefully. For Bataille, however, to expend unproductively that which one
fabricates is ultimately a cathartic, liberating experience of de-rei¤cation.

It should be noted that Bataille’s declaration of war against state power
and homo oeconomicus was no theoretical novelty in mid-twentieth-century
France. In Michèle Richman’s description of Bataille’s hostility toward capi-
talism, he sounds utterly Marxist: “Bataille characterizes his enemy as the
economizing person whose individualistic ethos is consonant with the pur-
suit of random ends determined by the criteria of utilitarianism” (1982, 3).
It is only when Bataille incorporates a notion of sacri¤ce into his critiques of
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power and labor that he departs from these ordinary anarchist and Marxist
positions, setting as his goal the fundamental transformation of both poli-
tics and its human practitioners. For Bataille, sacri¤ce describes a wide set
of practices—from eroticism to festivals to writing—that challenge the
modern modalities of being. As a political practice, sacri¤ce is a mediated
form of self-demolition, which allows its practitioners to unravel violently
the tapestry of the modern servile self. Corrosive of conventional forms of
power, sacri¤ce transforms majesty into abjection, the symbol for which is
the decapitated Louis XVI during the French Revolution. Sacri¤ce does not
waste power in order to replace it. Instead, sacri¤ce conjures a subversive
sovereign existence, a life beyond utility and rei¤cation. Bataille’s sacri¤cial
revolution is thus conducted against the supremacy of the head and the
labor of the body.

Bataille’s concept of sacri¤ce is a radical departure from the forms typi-
cally embraced by modern religions or practiced by non-Western peoples.
Simply put, Bataillean sacri¤ce is an unrecoverable loss. In Bataille’s estima-
tion, one doesn’t sacri¤ce with the expectation of a return for one’s offering.
There is no redemption, vindication, equilibrium, status, power, wealth, or
protection that arises from the sacri¤cial act. Rather, for Bataille, sacri¤ce is
a useless practice; its violence and destructiveness ontologically tear indi-
viduals apart, allowing them to forge unique communal bonds with other
similarly sundered, anguished human beings. During the 1930s, Bataille
discussed sacri¤ce in erotic, political, mystical, and literary terms. Sacri¤cial
violence occurred either in the brothel, on the street, in the seclusion of the
forest, or through the text. Practiced in these loci, sacri¤ce stands in oppo-
sition to the traditional political dreams of the left. If the desire to practice
the art of politics were compared to the myth of Icarus, a favorite of Ba-
taille’s, then sacri¤ce would correspond to the sun’s blinding, wasted energy,
which melted Icarus’s wings, demonstrating to all human beings the fragil-
ity of their activities and existence. Bataillean sacri¤ce challenges human
beings to confront and test the limits of their communities and being, with-
out ever allowing for the reestablishment of political or ontological order.

‰ The Politics of Anguish

As war raged during the summer of 1940, Bataille wrote a journal entry
titled “Misfortunes of the Present Time,” a subsection of which he calls “Or-
phans of the Storm: Exodus.” The title and subtitle re¶ect Bataille’s general
desire to escape a politics in which an elevated and concentrated authority is
focused on the maintenance of servile productive forces. In his journal,
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Bataille also nostalgically recalls the Hegelian and Marxian de¤nitions of
negation as “action that results in disruption.” He concedes, however, that
“negativity that’s not put to use would destroy whoever lived it—sacri¤ce
will illuminate the conclusion of history as it did its dawn.” By virtue of its
very uselessness, unemployed expenditure—“negativity that’s not put to
use”—is even more dangerous than Hegel’s and Marx’s disruptive negativ-
ity. Disruptive negativity serves masters: Hegel’s cunning of reason and
Marx’s dialectical materialism. Unemployed expenditure has no higher pur-
pose; it is a lived, tragic experience: “Sacri¤ce can’t be for us what it was at
the beginning of ‘time.’ Our experience is one of impossible appeasement.
Lucid holiness recognizes in itself the need to destroy, the necessity for a
tragic outcome” (1988, 51). The experience of “impossible appeasement”
and the “necessity for a tragic outcome” refer directly to the sense of loss cre-
ated by the untenable politics of the 1930s. Having arrived at the end of
History, the working class could not make use of disruptive negation, which
holds the promise of some ideal dialectical resolution. Escape from the
storm requires sacri¤ce on a revolutionary scale or living unemployed nega-
tivity, which will liberate the working class by tragically tearing it asunder.

Though Bataille describes himself as an orphan of the storm, he was by
no means alone. In 1940, as Walter Benjamin awaited his own exodus from
Europe, he composed a series of meditations on History, one of which strik-
ingly evokes Bataille’s theoretical dilemma. Unlike Bataille, however, Ben-
jamin remained wedded to a version of the left’s idealized view of History.
Benjamin’s re¶ections on History are captured in his messianic interpreta-
tion of a Paul Klee drawing, Angelus Novus, which depicts the angel of His-
tory “looking as though he is about to move away from something he is ¤xedly
contemplating.” Benjamin continues:

His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he
sees one single catastrophe that keeps piling ruin upon ruin and hurls it in
front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make
whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has
got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer
close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This
storm is what we call progress. (1968, 257–58)

Along with all of History’s detritus, progress propels the angel of History to-
ward an unknowable future. In Benjamin’s version of the storm, there is the
same inevitable and tragic sense of loss that left Bataille anguished. Unable
to close its wings, Benjamin’s angel of History is not only immobilized by the
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lumbering weight of the past; it is also trapped by an ideology of progress,
which coercively projects a false image of secular redemption. In keeping
with Benjamin’s Jewish messianism, the angel wishes to bring History to a
redemptive end but cannot. Oriented atheologically, Bataille dismisses the
angel’s role and the possibility of a postlapsarian wholeness or state of grace.
Neither progress nor God can ameliorate the human condition. Left with
only History’s debris and no possibility of salvation, Bataille turns to revalue
his lacerating self-loss into a world-transforming effervescence.

In Against Architecture, Denis Hollier observes that Bataille gives an-
guish political signi¤cance: 

Anguish is profoundly historical, but its historical nature is not progressive,
it is revolutionary. . . . The revolutionary movement liberates the future
from the prisons of science. It faces it head on in its heterogeneity, as some-
thing unknown. Bataille speaks rarely of political action, but frequently of
revolutionary agitation. The revolution destroys authorities and imaginary
dictatorships that work only because they tap the support of some faith. In-
cluding the authority of science. (1992, 55)

Anguish is “profoundly historical” because it is a reaction to uselessness and
injustice. Defying fatalism, anguish is also revolutionary because it directs
the force of unproductive expenditure. Bataille’s political, economic, and
philosophical targets are general, overlapping, and mutually reinforcing:
concentrations of state power, capitalism, and utilitarianism. In order to lib-
erate themselves, human beings must dare to sacri¤ce that which enslaves
them. Paradoxically, it is the anguish of having nothing left to do that gen-
erates this will to sacri¤ce. Hollier notes that the heterogeneity generated by
unproductive expenditure is the essence of this revolt; heterogeneity con-
fronts the quotidian, the powerful, and the productive as something unas-
similable, something altogether unknown. This accursed share, as Bataille
calls it, is what violently and sacri¤cially fragments all instantiations of au-
thority, productivity, and utility. Moreover, the revolutionary agitation that
challenges the modern forces of servility offers nothing to take their place.
It is for this reason that Bataille argues: “Sovereignty is NOTHING”
(1991b, 256). Bataille’s anguish is perpetually anarchistic, always subvert-
ing its superiority and establishment.

Though Bataille carefully read Nietzsche and admired his work, he re-
jected his claim that the working class was engaged in nothing more than a
resentful, nihilistic slave revolt. In Bataille’s view, workers wanted libera-
tion from homo oeconomicus, not the ability to become economizing creatures
on an equal footing. Nietzsche fretted that workers wished only to coronate
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their morality in order to alleviate their suffering. Although it sometimes
appears as if Bataille “celebrates” the pain of anguish for its own sake, he ac-
tually takes the Nietzschean view that anguish, like suffering, must be
af¤rmed in certain circumstances. For this reason, Bataille paradoxically ar-
gues that liberation requires an ethic of abjectness, which is achieved
though a self-abnegating af¤rmation of anguish. Af¤rming anguish is an ef-
fort to remold the economizing self and its ethical approach to the world:

If I envisage death gaily, it is not that I too say, in turning away from what
is frightening: “it is nothing” or “it is false.” On the contrary, gaiety, con-
nected with the work of death, causes me anguish, is accentuated by my an-
guish, and in return exacerbates that anguish: ultimately, gay anguish,
anguished gaiety cause me, in a feverish chill, “absolute dismemberment,”
where it is my joy that ¤nally tears me apart, but where dejection would fol-
low joy were I not torn all the way to the end, immeasurably. (1999, 25)

Joy before death is one instantiation of the abject ethic that permits Ba-
taille to confront a frightening future shorn of redemptive, left-wing ideal-
ism. Bataille describes a heterogeneous experience of immeasurable frag-
mentation—what Michel Foucault called a “limit experience”—that frees
the modern self from its iron cage. There is an element of Nietzsche’s amor
fati in Bataille’s practice of joy before death. Bataille, however, not only greets
fate joyfully, but he also imagines that encounter as one of fundamental self-
transformation. For Bataille, joy in the face of death evokes self-laceration,
self-loss, self-annihilation, and ultimately, self-sacri¤ce. Contrary to those
modern thinkers who celebrate the self-suf¤cient, autonomous, rational in-
dividual, and contrary even to those such as Nietzsche who disparage homo
oeconomicus but nonetheless wish for the appearance of an individual in pos-
session of “higher” values, Bataille suggests that History’s end requires “ab-
solute dismemberment.” In other words, Bataille’s anguish conjures a state
of abject loss, which banishes the left-wing fantasies of progress toward a
“better” future and renders impossible human enslavement to the ideals
upon which these “better” futures depend.

Bataille narrates the politics of anguished, unproductive expenditure in
his 1930s ¤ctional works such as Blue of Noon. Set in September 1934, Blue
of Noon’s main character, Troppman, travels to Barcelona, where he wit-
nesses the preparation for and ultimately the failure of the workers’ anti-
fascist uprising. With political failure for the left unfolding on the streets
below, Troppman ¤nds himself reluctantly engaged in a conversation with
Monsieur Melou, a Marxist professor of philosophy. Exhausted and sick,
Troppman expresses little interest in the philosophical arguments trou-
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bling Melou, who explains that he is particularly bothered by the “dead end
into which history is being led by the events that are unfolding before our
eyes” (1986a, 60).6 Having presented Troppman with this “agonizing di-
lemma,” Melou asks, “Should we wrap ourselves in silence? Should we, on
the contrary, bestow our help on the workers as they make their last stand,
thereby dooming ourselves to an inescapable and fruitless death?” (56–60).
Silence or death: such are the dead ends toward which History is driving the
working class in their pitched battle against fascism and for political power.
Troppman’s reaction to all of this: a “long piss” followed by his “thrusting
two ¤ngers down [his] throat.” After emerging from the bathroom and de-
claring that he has a fever, Troppman states, “I’ve considered the problem.
But ¤rst of all I’m going to ask a question . . . If the working classes are done
for, why are you . . . Communists, or socialists, or whatever?” (62–63).
Troppman’s fever, nausea, and physical disengagement illustrate Bataille’s
ambivalence toward the working-class movement and anguish that History
offers leftists only a dead end.

Troppman’s expression of skepticism toward communist and socialist
ef¤cacy illuminates the relationship between the end of History and un-
productive expenditure. With History over and negativity’s having noth-
ing left to do, the left’s teleological vision of liberation fundamentally
changes. For both Hegel and Marx, whose ideas have profoundly in¶uenced
the modern left, work expresses productive negativity and de¤nes the work-
ing class. In Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, work liberates self-consciousness
from bondage (1977, 111–9). Critical of Hegel’s idealism, Marx argues
that the material conditions of work in a capitalist system foster a revolu-
tionary change of consciousness, which in turn precipitates a radical trans-
formation of existing exploitative social relations. Bataille re¤gures the
role of work in the leftist imagination by making the claim that it can no
longer drive changes in consciousness or sociopolitical transition. The ele-
ments of the socialist revolution that are dependent on work, such as class
consciousness, working-class immiserization, and economic crisis, are im-
possible when negativity no longer possesses creative, productive power.
At the end of History, work loses the ability to change human conscious-
ness or inspire political change. Moreover, Bataille argues that the sole pur-
pose of work is banal: the reproduction of life. In this way, the work of work
is neither liberating nor able to serve the idealism of the left. Rei¤ed by
productive negativity or work, human beings can turn only to unproduc-
tive expenditure for their true liberation.

Bataille’s notion of liberty is untethered by idealism and teleology. He
rejects the classical left-wing promise of a multifaceted life free from
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exploitation because it requires subordination to the rational, productive,
and progressive forces of the modern age. Thanks to the Enlightenment,
which institutionalized these forces, modern human beings fundamentally
experience themselves as slaves, as lacking in themselves. The tragedy of
this condition for the left was only exacerbated by what Bataille perceived
as the emasculating political events of the 1930s. Bataille, however, de-
parts from the left by embracing tragedy rather than seeking to overcome
it. Liberty is not found in a politics that seeks to ameliorate a human con-
dition de¤ned by what it lacks. Instead, liberty occurs when the affective
response to servility moves human beings toward excess, to live beyond
themselves. The ecstatic self is not a cure for modern servility; it is a tec-
tonic shift in self-de¤nition from lacking to glorious abundance. Augured
by anguish, this shift is instantiated by sacri¤ce, which permits the mod-
ern slave to participate in unproductive expenditure and to demolish his/
her own rei¤cation. Bataille’s notion of liberty is thus thoroughly sacri¤cial,
a sacred celebration of the tragedy of self-loss.

Symbolizing the last gasp of traditional left-wing politics, Blue of Noon
ends sacri¤cially. Bataille makes no effort to save political cinders. Instead,
he relies on Troppman to indicate what politics might look like once the
ashes have all blown away. Safely ensconced in a hotel room as the worker
insurrection begins, Troppman is politically disengaged and feckless. He is
also accompanied by Dorothea, a woman about whom Troppman feels pas-
sionately but with whom he is impotent. She taunts him:

[Dorothea:] “You ought to go away. It would be better now if I stayed by
myself.”
[Troppman:] “If you’d like it better, I can go out.”
[Dorothea:] “You want to get yourself killed . . .”
[Troppman:] “Why? Ri¶es don’t kill much of anyone. Listen—they never
stop ¤ring. That proves fairly conclusively that even the shells leave a large
number of survivors.”
[Dorothea:] “It would be less dishonest.”
At that point she turned toward me. She gave me an ironic look.
[Dorothea:] “If only you could let yourself go!”
[Troppman:] “I didn’t blink.” (1986a, 138–39)

Dorothea and Troppman’s exchange reveals the direction in which Bataille
drives his own anguish. When she asks Troppman to leave the hotel room,
Dorothea opens up the possibility that Troppman would directly face the
politics of the coming insurrection. If Troppman were to go outside and to
get killed, it would be, as Dorothea puts it, “less dishonest.” But Troppman
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remains inside the hotel and keeps silent about the rising tide of fascism.
Speaking through Dorothea, Bataille suggests that silent inaction is unac-
ceptable at the end of History. It is bad faith tout court. Dorothea posits an
ironic alternative: “If only you could let yourself go!” Dorothea’s reference to
letting go is a radical alternative to silence, for it invokes the distinctly Ba-
taillean idea that frenzied, self-sundered loss of control—a sexual, political,
ontological act—can liberate Troppman from the contradictory alternatives
of silence or death.

The political ironies at work in Dorothea’s taunting of Troppman help
to illuminate the modern left’s double bind. When Troppman chooses the
safety of a hotel room over the danger of the street, he disengages from mass
left-wing politics. Yet for Bataille, such anguished inaction is only a precon-
dition of the total release of energy that will ultimately reengage Troppman
in revolutionary agitation. The lesson for the left is clear: break away from
traditional left-wing politics and its rivals; the anguish of that break will re-
veal a path toward subversive sovereign power and sacri¤cial politics. Given
Troppman’s unful¤lled (impotent) attraction for Dorothea, letting go also
connotes unaccomplished orgasmic release. In “Bataille in the Street,” Susan
Suleiman translates letting go as “los[ing] your head,” which leads her to
suggest a Freudian interpretation of decapitation as symbolic castration.
Suleiman, however, is not suggesting that Troppman is powerless or emascu-
lated. Instead, she argues that Troppman’s losing his head “restored his po-
tency, according to that characteristically Bataillian equation which states
that a violent loss of control is the precondition of jouissance, a radical letting
go” (1995, 31). Such “potency as headlessness” points toward a sovereign
mode of action, a surge of unproductive negativity generating self-subversive
anarchism. Ironically, what letting go means for the left is dissolution:
human liberation requires the perpetual sacri¤ce of the left’s foundations so
that nothing is established in their place. Lastly, Bataille rejects the alterna-
tive to letting go, namely, death. Death’s ¤nality offers Bataille none of the
bene¤ts generated by expressions of joy in the face of death. In Blue of Noon,
death befalls the revolutionary intellectual Michael, who lost his head in a
more traditional manner: “He went off and got killed” (1986a, 140–41).

While Blue of Noon offers a premonition of a postmodern, post-left poli-
tics, its distinctiveness rests in the nexus of personal and political emotions
that it conveys. In one respect, Blue of Noon is a book of mourning for a po-
litical tradition that Bataille believes must be sacri¤ced. Disoriented and
nauseous, Troppman laments the inadequacy of the labor movement’s con-
fronting of fascism; the fragility of the left’s philosophical foundations,
which deny those on the street and in government a path toward libera-
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tion; and the tragedy of a world soon to be overtaken by fascism. Bataille
treats these lamentations as sublime: dangerously attractive and frighten-
ingly repulsive to those searching for human liberation. Most of all, Blue of
Noon speaks to the individual experience of disorientation when the future
is shorn of the possibilities anticipated by the political philosophies mean-
ingful to the left. Bataille himself experienced this feeling when he ¤rst
confronted Hegelian philosophy, which left him “suffocated, crushed, shat-
tered, killed ten times over” (Noys 2000, 7).

Blue of Noon also celebrates the politics of eroticism and the eroticism
of politics. For Bataille, “Eroticism . . . is assenting to life up to the point
of death” (1962, 11). It is, in other words, a form of unproductive expenditure
that Bataille uses in Blue of Noon to highlight the social or collective bene¤ts
of sacri¤ce. Unlike other forms of self-sacri¤ce such as auto-mutilation, eroti-
cism plays upon the distinctively social elements of self-loss. In Death and
Sensuality, Bataille writes: “We are discontinuous beings, individuals who
perish in isolation in the midst of an incomprehensible adventure, but we
yearn for our lost community” (14–15). Though uncharacteristically nos-
talgic, Bataille claims that “discontinuity” is the modern problem ad-
dressed by erotically losing oneself in another to the point of death. By con-
fronting death erotically, human beings create continuity with others: la
petite mort, the little death, is the French phrase for orgasm. Ecstatic loss of
control thus works against modern individualistic discontinuity, thereby
forging a connectedness or communication that is altogether outside one-
self. As Bataille puts it: “The whole business of eroticism is to destroy the
self-contained character of the participators as they are in their normal
lives.” The goal of eroticism as well as of other social forms of unproductive
expenditure is ultimately to dissolve the elements of individualism so that
community might form ecstatically.

Written in 1935, the same year as Blue of Noon, Bataille’s essay “Popular
Front in the Street” explores similar themes, but with an analysis that is ex-
plicitly political and oriented toward collective experience and action. De-
scribing the signi¤cance of the problem that the essay seeks to address, Ba-
taille writes, “One can foresee . . . a serious crisis of the entire Left” (1986b,
166). This crisis was precipitated by the rise of fascism as well as socialist
complicity in parliamentary democracy. Often collapsing the distinction
between socialism and parliamentarism, Bataille criticizes the political de-
bates, party organizations, and Popular Front leaders for abandoning the
“anti-capitalist offensive,” the chief aim of the working class. Bataille dem-
onstrates the scope of his radicalism by rejecting the value of political de-
bate, organization, and leadership as well as the ef¤cacy of parties, institu-
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tions, and procedures. He also criticizes the fascists when he rails against the
“stupid imperialism [that] precisely engendered this fascism” (164). In Ba-
taille’s view, no political system suits workers who are merely objects of ex-
ploitation, trapped between a “state of prostration and boredom” by the
states that claim to represent their interests. Given this situation, Bataille
appeals to workers’ passions in order to inspire mass revolutionary agitation.
He writes that workers “will know how to gather and ¤nd together, in this
reunion, the burning heat that attracts men from all sides and that will be-
come the basis for an implacable popular domination” (167–68).

Focused on the sovereignty of collective action, Bataille calls for an in-
surrection in the street, and in doing so, he appears to avoid the very choice
made by Troppman in Blue of Noon. For Troppman, the experience of im-
potence did not prevent or impede jouissance, letting go or losing his head.
In “Popular Front in the Street,” Bataille refocuses the locus of impotence
from the individual to the masses: “What we have before our eyes is the
horror of human impotence” (1986b, 161). In this case, it is the anguished
workers who witness the impotence of their leaders. Bataille continues:
“We want to confront this horror directly. We address ourselves to the di-
rect and violent drives which, in the minds of those who hear us, can con-
tribute to the surge of power that will liberate men from the absurd swin-
dlers who lead them” (161–62). Bataille’s liberating “surge of power”
should not be mistaken for the traditional violent uprisings that character-
ized the revolutions of the modern era. Rather, Bataille describes an explo-
sive “collective exaltation,” which frees human beings from the weak po-
litical ideals that prevented Western democracies and their leftist critics
from rising up against fascism.

Describing the Popular Front demonstrations on February 12, 1934, Ba-
taille signals an inversion of the “surge of power” that is akin to the “potency
as headlessness” identi¤ed by Suleiman in Blue of Noon: “It was no longer a
procession, nor anything poorly political; it was the curse of the working
people, and not only in its rage, IN ITS IMPOVERISHED MAJESTY,
which advanced, made greater by a kind of rending solemnity—by the men-
ace of slaughter still suspended at that moment over all of the crowd” (163).
The violent revolt of the workers—their surge of power—is a solar ¶are, an
expression of sovereign power, a great sacri¤ce of energy whose brightness in-
spires awe, burns out, and leaves nothing behind. “Impoverished majesty”
thus captures the political signi¤cance of Bataille’s self-subverting, contra-
dictory notion of power that the workers achieve in the street. Power that ex-
pends itself, that seeks not to found but to destabilize that which has been
founded, is the essence of Bataille’s anarchism.
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Immanuel Kant audaciously declared, “Dare to know!” Bataille reck-
lessly replied, “Dare to sacri¤ce!” Such is the origin of Bataille’s anarchistic
politics, which requires the unproductive expenditure of the political phi-
losophies and ¤ctions that came before. Both previous to and following
World War II, Bataille’s work responded to the crisis of the left. Detached
from its Enlightenment anchor, unable to draw effectively upon its prin-
ciples in order to battle fascism, the left went adrift. It could no longer ar-
ticulate convincingly the distinction between right and wrong, no longer
trust that the fruits of progress would be sweet, no longer wield political
power with the con¤dence that it would permit human beings to control
their destinies. Bataille clearly understood this problem. While his col-
leagues on the left considered how dialectical materialism would unfold in
different political guises, Bataille declared History over and then theorized
the meaning of politics in this novel context. Bataille’s anarchism shifts the
progressive movement’s disdain of arbitrary political power, economic exploi-
tation, and social alienation onto terrain that renders human de-rei¤cation
possible. His anarchism also re¤gures community as tragic in the sense that
its animating effervescence coheres around unproductive, sacri¤cial self-
loss. For Bataille, community is not a moral ¤ction; it is the connection that
forms around the repulsiveness of violent, useless destruction.

Finally, against any authority that declares its superiority, Bataille’s anar-
chism holds out the possibility of headless, decentralized, chthonic power.
Of all the lessons for the left, Bataille’s view of power may be the most im-
portant. Since the age of revolutions began, the left has only challenged con-
centrations of power with its own alternative distillations. Rather than antici-
pate the “right” revolution—the one that actually liberates human beings
from their modern chains—Bataille calls for ongoing sacri¤cial fragmenta-
tion of the modern self. Bataille does not wish to convert leftist despair into
a new vision of wholeness set upon piles of fresh, reifying ¤ctions. Instead, he
wants to set the modern self on a pyre built from the trunk of the Enlighten-
ment and its tangled, brittle branches. Bataille will light the match.

notes

1. The American Revolution, which preceded the French Revolution by three years,
was a rebellion. With the failure of the anti-federalists, who were social radicals in compar-
ison to the federalists, the American rebellion achieved a fundamental change of govern-
ment without corresponding social or economic transformations. In contrast, the French
Revolution precipitated massive social, political, and economic change.
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2. Bataille and André Breton founded the anti-fascist political organization Contre-
Attaque in 1935. When Bataille co-founded the secret society Acéphale in 1936, he hoped
that it would initiate a sacri¤cial economy. Finally, between 1937 and 1939, the Collège
gathered various avant-garde intellectuals in an effort to explore the vast terrain of sacred
sociology.

3. Bataille begins his Preface to The Accursed Share: “For some years, being obliged on
occasion to answer the question ‘What are you working on?’ I was embarrassed to have to
say, ‘A book on political economy.’ . . . I am still annoyed when I recall the super¤cial as-
tonishment that greeted my reply; I had to explain myself, and what I was able to say in a
few words was neither precise nor intelligible” (1991a, 9).

4. Bataille writes: “Mankind will move peacefully toward a general resolution of its problems
only if this threat causes the U.S. to assign a large share of the excess—deliberately and without re-
turn—to raising the global standard of living, economic activity thus giving the surplus energy pro-
duced an outlet other than war” (1991a, 187).

5. See Wolin 2004, and Sternhell and Maisel 1995.
6. Blue of Noon was written in 1935 and ¤rst published in 1957.
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TWO

‰

Amy E. Wendling

Sovereign Consumption as a
Species of Communist Theory:

Reconceptualizing Energy

Recall that Marx tells the history of the bourgeois view of nature. Under
bourgeois conditions, the stories told about nature represent a particular
economic con¤guration: capitalism, and its concomitant competitive struc-
ture. Here nature is a place where I have to struggle to get what I need, an
economy of scarcity. Falsely, the bourgeois class views a miserly and hostile
nature as universal, ineluctable, and unavoidable.1 Bourgeois societies operate
as though scarcity is immutable or ¤xed, and thus natural. Under bourgeois
conditions, human societies live out relations of scarcity even in situations of
actual plenitude. Spotting this error in judgment, this false universality, Marx
diagnoses nature’s historicity.

Bataille’s merit is to make thought move in economies to which it is un-
accustomed. Bataille’s concepts operate in grand scales that stretch beyond
the circumscribed terrains of the historian, the economist, and the scientist
and at the same time link these terrains in a more general ¤eld. Using the dis-
coveries of French anthropology as a springboard, Bataille sets Marx’s histori-
cized nature into a still more general category: movements of energy on the
earth. For this, he draws on the concept of energy particular to late-nineteenth-
and early-twentieth-century physics, a topic I will develop in the ¤rst section
below. The particular set of familial, political, and socioeconomic relations
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that we recognize as bourgeois are but a tiny subset of these movements, one
expression among others. For Bataille, Marx’s critique of nature is too limited
in scope, since for Bataille, movements of energy are not limited to their
signi¤cance for human expression. Thus, nature is not the trajectory of
human historical development set out in Marx and Hegel; this trajectory
makes up but a small subset of the circulation of surplus energy.

Pressing the insights of both Marxism and anthropology beyond the
limited economies that produced them, Bataille shows that the earth’s en-
ergy is superabundant. Not only do relations of scarcity not obtain, but sur-
plus resources are both the reality and the source of strife. Fully continuous
with organic life and its superabundant energy, human societies operate in
ways not simply foreign to bourgeois political economy, but also unthink-
able in its terms. And just as Bataille’s nature is not scarce but pro¶igate, his
vision of the human being is not that of the embattled bourgeois—or prole-
tarian—struggling for survival. Rather, Bataille’s human being does not
have self-preservation as his or her most pressing task. We will see in a mo-
ment how this critique bears on the most fundamental presuppositions of
the philosophy of biology as well as those of political economy.

From the Kant of the third critique and the Hegel who follows him,
Marx retains the premise of productive, purposive development in the par-
allel vectors of history, political economy, and science. The human being and
human society are at the apex of all of this culture. Marx also retains a focus
on human beings and the forms of human community and agency implied
by this teleology. He poeticizes an all-too-human proletariat that develops a
political consciousness and gains ascendancy on the technological infra-
structure spawned by the bourgeois world. Marx forecasts that the contra-
dictions and collapse of this world will produce the proletarian class as its
most essential, progressive product.

Bataille questions the Marxian-Hegelian premise of productive, purpo-
sive development, and with it the possibility that the Communist Revolu-
tion will be of a different genus than the preceding bourgeois revolutions.
Bataille challenges Marx both theoretically and historically. He sees that the
theoretical presupposition of scarcity continues to hold in Marx’s visions of
postrevolutionary life: for Marx, unlike socialist utopian Charles Fourier,
people continue to work against a miserly nature even after the revolution.
And Bataille’s The Accursed Share challenges the construct of scarcity as the
principle of human societies. Bataille shows scarcity to be merely sympto-
matic of the bourgeois form by which surplus wealth is accumulated, super-
¶uity being the real principle of organization.

As for Bataille’s historical critique of Marxism, volume 3 of The Accursed
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Share is a commentary on the character of the Russian Communist Revolu-
tion. The occasion for Bataille’s meditations is Stalin’s death in 1953
(1991b, 264–65; 1973, 308–309). Bataille uses this occasion as an oppor-
tunity to meditate on the forms of consumption of surplus characteristic of
the bourgeois world, under which he classes both capitalist and communist
societies. He thus continues the historical project of The Accursed Share as a
whole into his contemporary period, a period in which the dialectic between
the accumulation of resources and their use is especially acute. For in the
bourgeois world, power and enjoyment are de¤ned by exclusive disjunction
(1991b, 352).

‰ The Pro¶igacy of Nature

Bataille focuses on the consumption of surplus rather than production
to meet critical needs. His use of consumption as the fundamental term of
analysis allows him to trouble neat teleological schemas. Whereas produc-
tion, or work, is the requirement of an economy of scarcity, consumption is
the requirement of an economy of plenitude. The seemingly small shift in
emphasis from production to consumption has vast reverberations. In The
Accursed Share as a whole, Bataille analyzes how copious resources have been
accommodated in consumption, or use—and how they continue to be thus
accommodated.

To the miserly nature characteristic of bourgeois life, Bataille counter-
poses a pro¶igate nature. All organic life is conditioned by the pressure to
consume the energy from the sun and the matter to which it gives rise. This
vast leap in perspective sets human life in continuity not only with animal
life, or simply with organic life, but also with all movements of energy. This
makes Bataille, especially the Bataille of The Accursed Share, an exemplar of
distinctly non-modern views of nature. The following paragraphs sketch
three genealogies of the concept of energy that we ¤nd operative in Bataille:
the foundation of the discipline of biology, the insights of structuralism, and
the doctrine of medieval emanation.

Part of the romantic critique of mechanist accounts of nature, and also
of the unmodi¤ed application of physical laws to self-regulating phenom-
ena, the discipline of biology staked out its disciplinary terrain in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.2 In order to accomplish this, early
thinkers in the discipline carved out a new epistemology of nature. Donna
Haraway’s dissertation and ¤rst book, Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields: Metaphors
of Organicism in Twentieth-Century Developmental Biology (1976), explains this
epistemology. Haraway shows how the dueling vitalism and mechanist
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accounts of nature give way in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies to an organicism that integrates features of both earlier accounts.

Organicism re¶ects our contemporary views of nature, philosophical and
otherwise, more aptly than vitalism or mechanism, the antinomic paradigms
of modernity. Organicism integrates the view of matter that came to be
adopted subsequent to the discovery and use of the concept of energy in mod-
ern physics. As a paradigm, organicism deeply troubles classical philosophi-
cal categories, and especially matter and form. Contra the classical schema,
matter is not simply inert, animated by forces from outside. Views of nature
consequent upon this changed view of matter, then, do not have to integrate
an occult animating force as an explanatory principle. Both mechanism and
vitalism fall away as explanatory schemas once the nature they describe has
been thus reconceptualized.

The changed account of form peculiar to organicism integrates a mate-
rial notion of genetic development. Forms of the organic world develop di-
alectically and historically with the environment: Darwin is the most famil-
iar example. Organisms operate as wholes and not as units of parts, and the
elements out of which a given organism or species builds itself are subordi-
nate to the organism or species as a whole. Form is functional (designed to
do or act) and ¶exible (self-modifying in design when its functionality is
challenged). Thus in organicism, the concept of form expands to contain
historical, environmental, and material content (Haraway 1976, 39–40).

Material content, in turn, is discovered to be shockingly orderly: it can
no longer be de¤ned by form’s absence. The discoveries of chemistry have
mapped out the structure of the molecule and reduced the materials out of
which it is made to a periodic table of elements. Chemistry also discovers
that all organic life is carbon-based. Organic life is therefore very much of a
piece across its levels of complexity, and it is also not so different from the
matter that composes the rocks, wood, and dirt of any particular environ-
ment. This, plus the beginnings of the physicist’s notion of energy as a sort
of matter in motion, suggests a limitless convertibility of objects, forces, and
forms in spheres once thought categorically separate.

While matter and form are perhaps the most classical categories troubled
by the organicist paradigm, they are not the only categories in trouble. In the
absence of a God to serve as guarantor for human separation from and domina-
tion of nature, the thinkers of late modernity looked to new categories: ratio-
nality in Kant, spirit in Hegel, revolutionary agency in Marx. These categories
too are deeply troubled, since the function of the new paradigm of organicism
is to situate the human being and his or her environment in unbroken conti-
nuity, to be unable to explain organism without environment and vice versa.
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It is against this backdrop that Bataille’s economic insight about surplus
energy—the accursed share—and the requirement that it be wasted can be
cited as a characteristic of the earth and all of the species that take their en-
ergy from the sun. The human species’ participation in the accursed share
serves, not as a marker of our species’ distinction from and mastery over na-
ture, but rather, as a marker of its immersion in it. Humans remain in and of
nature even when the spending of the accursed share takes the forms of “high
culture”: jewels or art. Bataille shows these expressions to be of a piece with
human sacri¤ce, destruction of wealth in the potlatch; the fruitless sexuality
of ¶owering plants to be of a piece with the repetitive erotic displays of ani-
mals like us. The limitless convertibility of energy also explains how the ac-
cursed share can take such divergent forms. Against this backdrop, the nine-
teenth century’s most precious categorical distinction, that between nature
and culture, simply has no meaning—or at best appears as the vague residue
of a theological ¤ction.

Marx was conversant with the natural science current in his time, but
unlike Bataille remained caught in the nature/culture dichotomy, known to
him as the contest between materialism and spirit. His historical material-
ism re¶ects the changed view of nature prevalent among the eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century German physicists and mechanistic materialists.
Both prior to and following the later Kant and Hegel, these thinkers paved
the way for organicism as a paradigm and for biology as a discipline. They
were known as the Entwicklungsmechaniker, and among them we ¤nd both
Hermann von Helmholz and Ludwig Feuerbach. The former became better
known for his contributions to the ¤rst law of thermodynamics and
in¶uence on Robert Boyle; the latter, for the metaphysical commitments
that were so to in¶uence Karl Marx.

However, as historian David Cahan (1993) reminds us, the physician
von Helmholtz was not without famous mechanistic metaphysical com-
mitments, and his is the physics that subtends both Feuerbach’s and Marx’s
analysis. So while Marx crumbles the exclusivity of the categories of nature
and culture and renders them dialectical, these categories are still intact in
crucial ways in his text. His insistence on the natural, mechanistic inevita-
bility of the Communist Revolution duels with his notion of spirit-¤lled
revolutionary subjects overcoming their lack of a political education to
found a just world.3

The second and related path by which we might trace the connections
between developments in the concept of energy employed by Bataille is
structuralism. The Accursed Share is, in many ways, Bataille’s response to the
anthropological writings of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Structuralism does in
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linguistics, psychology, philosophy, and anthropology what organicism is
doing in biology: insisting upon the rule of the whole as regulatory of the
meanings of individual parts.4 This method holds whether the subject in
question is a child’s linguistic development as in Piaget, the mutual inter-
relation of signi¤ers as in Saussure, or the discovery of kinship’s many pos-
sible con¤gurations as in Lévi-Strauss.

Bataille applies the structuralist method in political economy, searching
for the transhistorical expression of surplus energy in many human cultures.
Structuralism as a method is at once deeply ahistorical and deeply historical:
the former, in that it argues methodically for one or two axes of analysis; the
latter, in that the range of culturally speci¤c forms that phenomena like lan-
guage, the incest prohibition, or surplus can take necessarily broadens the
range of these axes of analysis. Applying the structuralist method, Bataille
expands the notion of energy to encompass a wide variety of both human
and non-human expression.

Bataille and contemporary philosophy of biology share some concerns
and some fundamental questions because of their common roots in the intel-
lectual trends of nineteenth-century Germany and early-twentieth-century
France—romanticism, biology, and structuralism. The shared concerns are
especially apparent in the debates surrounding function, development,
human nature, and altruism.5 But Bataille is uncommitted to the teleological
premises that the traditional philosophy of biology absorbs from a political
economy that has scarce resources as its most fundamental presupposition.
Such a philosophy of biology inevitably emphasizes competition and aggres-
sion across all levels of organization: in its most contemporary instantiation,
genes struggle for mastery across the terrain of generations. Another example
is the philosophy of biology’s constant emphasis on self-preservation in the
life of the individual or the species. Because he questions this presupposition,
Bataille is able to offer a vision of life not reliant on the modern view of nature
as an economy of scarcity. And this vision of life looks very different.

But from where does Bataille derive this ability to question the miserly
nature of the moderns? To answer this, we must give yet a third genealogy
of his philosophy, and emphasize his familiarity with premodern and medi-
eval epistemologies. This familiarity gives Bataille access to an earlier view
of nature as a plenitude, for in at least some of the medieval conceptions,
God’s emanation provided for a wealth of resources. As Hans Blumenburg
argues, the teleological underpinnings of modern science are a symptom of
a changed relationship between the human and the natural world in which
the former is juxtaposed against the hostility of the latter rather than seen as
a part of its plenitude (1983, 137–143). A medievalist by training, Bataille
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has access to the premodern vision of the human-nature interface that sets
the two in continuity rather than juxtaposing them. In this way, Bataille’s
organicism is a revised classical philosophical vitalism.

In the register of political economy, Bataille offers a theory of consump-
tion as a critique of Marx’s teleological theory of production. He offers a
theory of destruction as a critique of the philosophy of biology’s default the-
sis of the self-preservation of the individual or species, or even of the gene.
Revisiting the medieval continuity between the human being and nature,
Bataille re¶ects the organicist transformation of the view of the natural
world, which is woven of a newly monistic fabric: energy, the energy from
the sun or from the atom that replaces the emanation of God.

Everything is composed of energy and will pass in and out of existence
as an entity more or less quickly. Everything consumes and is consumed;
everything is living, once what it means to live is expressed as consuming
and being consumed. Distinctly non-modern, Bataille’s human being does
not stand over against a hostile nature. That the insights Bataille offers us
are so broadly philosophical shows how his work exceeds the boundaries
characteristic of most other twentieth-century French thought.

Bataille recognizes the pressure to consume as bourgeois cultures express
this pressure. In such cultures, consumption is often coercive. For example, I
always have to attend the boss’s party whether or not I feel festive, drink her
liquor whether or not I am thirsty, and take the suit that I am going to wear
to the dry cleaners the day before, even if just for a press. But for Bataille, this
pressure to consume is not simply ideological, nor limited to the human
realm.6 Consumption conditions all life and, given a long enough time scale,
all being. Even a rock accrues sediment. When we do look back at the human
realm from such an evolutionary or even geological perspective, it looks dif-
ferent to us.

This pressure to consume as a condition of life is the pressure to convert
matter into form and form into matter from the perspective of consumption
rather than production, in which matter and form are converted on a human
scale through work. It explains the title of Bataille’s three-volume work: The
Accursed Share. The accursed share is the resource that must get consumed,
that will get consumed one way or another. It is the food remaining on the
plate that must be eaten by someone, be put down the garbage disposal, or
putresce into the microorganisms of the air. Bataille offers us the philosoph-
ical implications of the law of the conservation of energy as much as a cul-
tural critique of the bourgeois world.

Nature’s pro¶igacy means that the resources to be conserved are vast. In
bourgeois cultures, wealth has been accumulated and stockpiled over centu-
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ries. The law of energy’s conservation therefore expresses itself in periodic
outbursts of energy-expensive violence. Bataille diagnoses the scienti¤c and
economic truth of surplus resources. He then formulates the preeminent
contemporary ethical challenge as that of ¤nding ways of “exhausting the
surplus without war.” He writes, “The problem I speak of . . . is that of a
world of production that would escape the control of [bourgeois] subjectiv-
ity. We must seek exhaustion through rational means as against the subjec-
tive means of the pursuit of rank and war” (1991b, 428–29, his emphasis).

Bataille dismisses revolution as an emotionally charged word. Instead,
he calls on the bourgeois states, both capitalist and communist, to consider
the redistribution of energy and resources in a rational manner in order to
avoid this violence. His book is a warning, and in it he appeals explicitly to
our rationality.

‰ Consumption and Hoarding

Better than Hegel or Kant, Marx heralds Bataille’s account of consump-
tion. Marx distinguishes two types of consumption: productive and indi-
vidual. In productive consumption, I consume resources while making other
things that are my real aim. The wood of the boat I build and sell for money
is consumed productively. Ultimately, productive consumption has an ab-
straction as its telos: money or exchange, the promise of something else. In-
dividual consumption is when I use resources that then exit the sphere of ex-
change, when I use them up, as with the wood I burn for warmth or whittle
for pleasure. Marx’s distinction between productive and individual con-
sumption loosely parallels his distinction between the exchange value and
the use-value of any given commodity. But although Marx does discuss con-
sumption, in his analysis he emphasizes production, or work. He inherits this
theme from the political economists of whom he is critical, but whose con-
ceptual apparatus he nonetheless shares.

Marx’s emphasis on productive consumption is also inevitable, given his
view of nature as an artifact of human society. Productive consumption leaves
a much greater mark on nature than does individual consumption—and a far
more calculable one. Through it a human agent works up the world. And
Marx ¤rst illuminates this deliberate human productive force as the opera-
tive in the Hegelian schema of nature.

Hegel retains some of the early modern vision of a ¤xed universe ex-
pressing itself, albeit slowly, over a vast temporal expanse. Hegel’s nature is
implicitly rational and waits to be expressed in the human world.7 Marx
shows us the strokes by which this world has been deliberately produced,
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giving human agency a much broader berth. In his later texts, especially the
Grundrisse and Capital, Marx glimpses the importance of individual con-
sumption, equating it with use-value and with the paradoxes that attend
use-value.8 Having thus illuminated production for the ¤rst time in the his-
tory of modern thought, Marx is in no position to become consumption’s
theorist, as Bataille will be.

In section one of the introduction to the Grundrisse, Marx gives a four-
termed analysis: production, consumption, distribution, and exchange. Marx
emphasizes the levels of identity that obtain between production and con-
sumption (1973, 90–94), including their immediate identity. He then locates
his economic critique in the process of capitalist production and not simply
in inequalities of distribution and exchange.

This is known as Marx’s labor theory of value. According to this theory,
I mix my labor with a naturally given or otherwise unowned thing, and the
thing becomes my property. Philosophically, Marx’s labor theory of value
differs little from those of John Locke and Thomas More. However, in capi-
talist production, the worker mixes his or her labor with raw materials
owned by the capitalist, using tools or machines also owned by the capital-
ist, and gives up the product to the capitalist market in exchange for a
wage. Marx’s critique of surplus value claims that the worker gives up
more energy in production than he or she is returned in the form of the
wage, which allows for only minimally subsistent consumption. Further-
more, he claims that the system as a whole obfuscates this fundamental in-
equality of production and consumption.

Scienti¤cally, this insight re¶ects the discovery of nineteenth-century
physics that transformations and interchanges between form and matter are
possible in the form of energy—or in Marx’s vernacular, labor or work. So-
cially, it leads to more advanced examples about the way modes of production
and modes of consumption condition one another. That is, a certain way of
working necessitates a certain mode of living: just as of¤ce workers today
know the happy hour and the television set. But in the Marxist analysis as a
whole, consumption is the missing term, the term that until Bataille lacks
crucial development.

Bataille understands and further extrapolates the signi¤cance of the im-
mediate identity of consumption and production. For of the four terms with
which the Grundrisse begins, consumption receives the least attention both
in Marx’s texts and in subsequent analyses that draw upon his work. While
in Capital Marx does list the reports of doctors investigating nutritional
de¤ciencies among the working class, he fails to generalize philosophically
about the import of these statistics. And though he does understand some of
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the rudiments of world economics, he does not yet theorize about what Ba-
taille, oriented from consumption rather than production, will call the gen-
eral economy. Anthropologists, including the Mauss from whom Bataille’s
work in volume 1 takes its cue, orient their analyses from exchange, as do
the critical theorists. Distribution of products remains a merely practical
question, though the question of the distribution of the means of production,
and not simply its spoils, has also been neglected.

Bataille’s discussion of bourgeois life in volume 3 therefore focuses on
bourgeois consumption, and this allows us to see new things about bour-
geois life, production, reproduction, and the resultant political economy.
Consumption is a radical principle of analysis in the ¤rst place because, in
bourgeois thinkers as in bourgeois cultures, the emphasis is always on pro-
duction, on work.

Bourgeois cultures work from a perceived scarcity of resources, psycho-
logically and socially. We who belong to them cannot see the resources we
have accumulated and have long ago forgotten how to use them, to consume
them individually. We value our resources not as objects but as signs of our
position in social networks. As Fred Schrader writes in his history of the for-
mation of bourgeois society, the bourgeois invention of table manners was
not because of a love of beautiful, elaborately carved cutlery, nor a desire for
exquisitely prepared food, but because the demonstration of taste showed
one’s membership in a cultural elite and furthered one’s business interests
(1996, 102). As such, bourgeois cultures become hopelessly ideal.

As for our resources, bourgeois culture requires us to fear for their loss or
their insuf¤ciency. If we are accepted in the ranks of the cultural elite, we fear
that our membership will be sullied or cancelled by material inadequacies
that cause us, unwittingly, not to circulate the right sort of behavioral signs.
If we are marginal to these ranks, bourgeois culture requires us to affect these
signs until we possess the means of joining the ranks. Either way, in the wake
of postfeudal democratic life, the still-present narratives of class are subject
to a leveling mechanism.

Additionally, because the waste prohibition is so strong in bourgeois cul-
tures, arbitrary destruction is fetishized, and especially the arbitrary destruc-
tion of the means of production, of which we may take technophobia, hating
one’s employment, and the desire to wage war as examples. But this sort of
destruction is neither use nor enjoyment. Rather, it is the sign and symptom
of a rampant productivity run amok. This productivity has amassed and ac-
cumulated beyond the wildest expectations of most of human history. It is
the perception of scarcity rather than actual scarcity that is at issue in bour-
geois cultures. But the cultural fear instilled in such cultures only acts as fur-
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ther impetus to even more work and greater accumulation. Wealth and pleni-
tude wear the mask of scarcity and lead to vast stockpiles of accumulated
resources.

The bourgeois is a developed incarnation of Marx’s hoarder who “makes
a sacri¤ce of the lusts of the ¶esh to his gold fetish” (1887, 133). In the terms
of technical Marxism, the bourgeois does not hoard but accumulates.
Hoarding proper belongs to the historical era of manufacture, prior to the
era of capital. The hoarder proper gathers gold. Bourgeois accumulation is
of the means of production; the bourgeois “hoard” is one of the tools to fur-
ther productive life, largely things that enable the bourgeois to work more,
faster, or at higher levels. However, accumulation and hoarding share the
same schematics of deferred enjoyment, and Marx uses the terms inter-
changeably in volume 2 of Capital. The injunction not to spill on the sofa in
the living room in which I receive the boss from whom I expect a promotion
is of a piece with the gold stashed under the bed.

The accumulation of resources with which to remit payment on one’s
in¤nite debts is the staple of bourgeois psychology. Bourgeois cultures are
therefore predicated on a logic of exhaustive work and a psychology of fear.
According to the Nietzschean schema in The Genealogy of Morals, the estab-
lishment of memory and the ability to keep promises in the otherwise
¶ighty human animal required corporeal torment (1967, Essay 2). This tor-
ment became historically and psychologically sedimented: we call it con-
science. Bourgeois culture lives in and from the fears of conscience; at its
economic origins, the memory of the fealty and other painful exactions of
paternalistic feudal life lay smoldering; at its social and cultural origins, the
memory of revolution’s losses are not yet distant. Were it not for this form
of bad conscience, the urge to hoard would be nonsensical among those for
whom resources are plentiful.

Bataille draws the link between accumulation and cruelty explicitly.
He suggests that Stalin’s forced industrialization of feudal Russia partook
of the same structure that Marx claims was characteristic of England’s bru-
tal primitive accumulation, an accumulation known better to us as the In-
dustrial Revolution and dramatized by Charles Dickens and Emile Zola. In
a section entitled “Communism limited to the destruction of feudal
forms,” Bataille writes:

[A]ll accumulation is cruel; all renunciation of the present for the sake of the
future is cruel. The Russian bourgeoisie not having accumulated, the Rus-
sian proletariat had to do it. And the Chinese proletariat will have to do like-
wise. We shall see that the accumulation of resources with a view to industry
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falls upon the proletariat whenever the bourgeoisie is not able to do any-
thing, and that the new role of the proletariat calls for changes that Marx
couldn’t have foreseen, changes that seem not to be easy ones, but whose ex-
traordinary consequences ought to again determine the relations of force.
(1991b, 273)

The problem of consumption, expressed in a perception of scarcity
where none exists and in the cruelty of all accumulation, foreshadows the
critique Bataille will level at Marx in the next few pages. Like the bourgeoi-
sie—in fact, exactly like the bourgeoisie—the proletariat will be forced to
accumulate and will bear the same psychological, cultural, and political
scars of the ¤rst revolutionary class. Marx’s demand that the proletariat
overcome its material conditioning in a revolution that differs in kind from
the preceding bourgeois revolution is a demand for spirit to triumph over
nature. The demand shows Marx’s immersion in the modern logic of the na-
ture/culture binary.9 From Bataille’s perspective, he must give up his mate-
rialism, ¤nd reasons from within this materialism to justify the possibility
of a revolution that does not collapse into the continuation of class privilege,
or give up the doctrine of proletarian revolution altogether.

‰ Sovereignty and the Revolutionary Subject

Bataille’s discussion of “sovereignty” occupies the entire third volume
of The Accursed Share. This volume explains the ¤nal two chapters of volume
1, in which Bataille sketches the forms of consumption characteristic of So-
viet industrialization as a modality of the forms of consumption characteris-
tic of the bourgeois world, as a cruel accumulation.

In sovereign consumption, consumption is not subjected to an end outside
of itself. In the terms of classical Marxism, to act sovereignly is to privilege
use over exchange value, or individual over productive consumption. In a
temporal schema, to act sovereignly is to privilege the present over the past
or future. We might recognize sovereign consumption as noncoercive plea-
sure or play, consumption that exceeds a productive, work-driven economy.
A sovereign world would have the vision—and the language—to accom-
modate such a recognition and to accommodate it in a mode other than dub-
bing it irresponsible, irrational, childlike, or mad.

Let me offer an example of sovereign consumption from the realm of
sexuality, a realm that Bataille also highlights in both his ¤ction and his
philosophy. The compulsory productive heterosexuality characteristic of
bourgeois cultures is also part of the coercion to production. Bataille’s por-
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nography, all of which describes nonreproductive if mostly heterosexual
sex, ¤ts into his project for this reason. Nonreproductive sex—sex for sex’s
sake, queer sex, or sex for pleasure—are all modes of nonproductive, or sov-
ereign consumption: consumption that does no work, produces no new
workers, and uses energy without recompense. All bourgeois cultural ta-
boos about sexuality are rooted in the coercion to production.

For Bataille, the sovereign individual, a version of the Nietzschean
noble or Hegelian master (1991b, 219; 1973, 267), “consumes and doesn’t
labor” (1991b, 198; 1973, 248). Like Nietzsche, Bataille argues that bour-
geois societies—we readily recognize them as our own—have made this sort
of consumption impossible for us by inverting the values attached to it.

Accumulation eclipses the character of the sovereign: we stockpile,
hoard, and hold in reserve rather than use or enjoy. Our deepest pleasures de-
rive from the hoarding itself: from the security of knowing it is there, should
we want it. Because of this our pleasures remain vicarious, theoretical,
inde¤nitely deferred and abstract. In an inversion of economic values, the
pressure to accumulate eclipses Bataille’s sovereign consumption. Similarly,
in Nietzsche, the priest’s inversion of moral values eclipses the goodness of
nobility.

For Bataille, the bourgeois class is the ¤rst—and ultimately only—
revolutionary class: an ascetic class that revolts speci¤cally against the sov-
ereign nobility in favor of accumulation. The bourgeois revolution over
against sovereignty conditions and inescapably schematizes all subsequent
revolution and appeals to revolution. The very idea and practice of revolu-
tion is itself bourgeois. Revolution is a bourgeois concept, and the world in
which Bataille ¤nds himself continues to be the world of a feudal order that
is breaking down. Bataille writes:

I cannot help but insist on these aspects: I wish to stress, against both clas-
sical and present-day Marxism, the connection of all the great modern revo-
lutions, from the English and the French onward, with a feudal order that is
breaking down. There have never been any great revolutions that have
struck down an established bourgeois domination. All those that overthrew
a regime started with a revolt motivated by the sovereignty that is implied in
feudal society. (1991b, 279; 1973, 321)

Conceptually, revolution demarcates the transition from sovereignty to ac-
cumulation. Revolution will always be connected with the dissolution of a
feudal order and the privileges emblematized by such an order: access to
nonproductive consumption, enjoyment, or use-value itself, by right of
birth.
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But why not, rather, a conception of plenitude and entitlement for all,
also by right of birth, instead of competition and struggle for survival? Such
a view is impossible when Nietzschean ressentiment is the impetus for libera-
tion, because postrevolutionary subjects have learned to demonize the very
things that they most desire.

This point goes some distance toward explaining why revolutionary
class hatred is insuf¤ciently analytic and confuses the aristocracy with the
bourgeoisie. It also explains why the revolution attempted in 1848 was a di-
saster. Bataille writes:

The days of June, the Commune, and Spartakus are the only violent convul-
sions of the working masses struggling against the bourgeoisie, but these
movements occurred with the help of a misunderstanding. The workers were
misled by the lack of obstacles encountered a little earlier when the bourgeoi-
sie, in concert with them, rose up against men born of that feudality which
irritated everybody. (1991b, 289)

Under this historical error, born of the precipitous mixing of classes, the par-
ticularity of the bourgeoisie is misunderstood. The bourgeois is no lord or
lady waited upon, but a money-grubbing, guilt-ridden, obsessive worker,
too cheap to hire help, self-righteously con¤rmed in his or her work ethic
and ascetic way of life. I am not suggesting that the bourgeois does not have
privileges. He or she does, but not in the same way as the feudal lord or lady.
The bourgeois goal is always further accumulation, never consumption, and
therefore never sovereignty.

Bataille writes, “The masses have never united except in a radical hos-
tility to the principle of sovereignty” (1991b, 288; 1973, 329). The masses
do not unite against accumulation, except when that accumulation is ex-
pressed as sovereignty, and therefore not as accumulation at all, but as con-
sumption. The proletarian worker perceives an excessive consumption as
the necessary result of the bourgeois accumulation of property. But this is
a misperception, for the bourgeois does not enjoy but accumulates.

When the proletarian worker comes to power, a bourgeois revolution
recurs because this mass worker, the slave ascendant, forever operates in an
economy of scarcity: hoarding resources from the memory of being de-
prived. The problem of accumulation begins again. The structure is of ac-
tual scarcity, followed by perceived scarcity and hoarding that holds on as a
historical remainder. Never fully overcome, this remainder becomes part of
the historically sedimented fear through which bourgeois cultures function.

The problem is that a resentful revolutionary subject is un¤t and unable
to enjoy wealth and, by extension, political sovereignty. In The German Ideol-
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ogy, Marx answers this criticism by claiming that through the process of revo-
lutionary action, the proletariat is able to overcome accumulated habit and
conditioning, learn to consume well, and thus become ¤t for rule (1978,
193). Only an upsurge of violent revolutionary action will be a suf¤cient les-
son in consumption, a trial by violence that returns the bondsman back to the
scene of the struggle to the death. For Marx, the emergent subject, baptized
by ¤re, is transformed into a being capable of sovereignty—or dead—at the
end of the process. But we have seen that the process of revolutionary action
instills not liberation but a fearful repetition of servitude, now internal.

In short, transformation is never so neat as Marx would have it. The
problem of how subjects who have lived through oppression wield power
has been notoriously sticky, reappearing in all thoughtful considerations of
postrevolutionary subjects. In volume 3 of The Accursed Share, the problem
appears in Bataille’s characterization of Stalin as a serf’s son come to power,
who deliberately carries out a revolutionary program that he knows will not
extend beyond the reformations of the bourgeois democracies to the West.
In his own list of the tasks of the Provisional Revolutionary Government,
Stalin wrote that “none of them would go beyond the limits of bourgeois de-
mocracy” (Bataille 1991b, 266–67). The problem appears in Frantz Fanon’s
The Wretched of the Earth (1968) when he considers the Algerian Revolution
and the subsequent ¤tness to rule of those whose political and psychological
sensibilities have been shaped by oppression.

The problem also appears in the strains of contemporary feminism that
deal with transgendered persons, persons who live out a socially determined
gender identity other than the one into which they were born. In Judith
Halberstam’s Female Masculinity, she describes the female to male transgen-
dered person who has seized a prized and structurally privileged position.
Halberstam writes, “Gender transition from female to male allows biologi-
cal women access to male privilege within their reassigned genders” (1998,
143).10 Such “postrevolutionary” subjects struggle against inhabiting a
masculinity that reinscribes the dominant model by which they themselves
were oppressed. They must also struggle against being perceived as “class
traitors” to women and feminism (Cali¤a 2000; Halberstam 1998, 144).

Having gone through this transition, Patrick Cali¤a considers what he
calls “the transformation of manhood and masculinity” (2002, 394). Fully
aware of the ambivalence of his postrevolutionary subjectivity, he writes:

My gender dysphoria [came from the] feeling that there is something wrong
when other people perceived or treated me as if I were a girl. Not wanting to
be female, but not having much enthusiasm for the only other option our
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society offers. . . . Still, I keep thinking there must be something unique
about being a man, something ¤t to be celebrated in ritual and mythology,
the stuff of a spiritual mystery teaching. Or is this desire the root of the op-
pression of women—the need to cordon off certain activities or experiences
and say, only we can do this and women may not, because we must have a
source of pride and uniqueness in order to have meaningful lives? . . . I won-
der if I can talk about what I like about being a man and disliked about being
a woman without being attacked for being sexist? . . . Being a fag or third-
gender person is a way for me to salvage the good that I saw in my father, the
virtues that I see in ordinary men, without being damaged by the ugliness,
the unbridled rage, the hatred of homosexuals, the racism, the arrogance that
made me wary of my dad. (2002, 394–400)

‰ Conclusion

I remain hopeful about postrevolutionary subjects and the abilities of
such subjects to occupy positions of power in critical and self-aware ways. I
also remain hopeful about a notion of sovereignty partially liberated from the
context of oppression in which it was forged and about consumption as en-
joyment that somehow exceeds a context of production, or work. In seeking
to keep sovereignty alive, Bataille too does not envision a return to the op-
pressive sovereignty characteristic of a feudal system. Sovereignty operates
for Bataille more as a conceptual, methodological, and practical postulate
rather than as a historical nostalgia. But it is precisely because of this that
sovereignty can stage its insurgency anywhere. Bataille suggests that enjoy-
ment itself is the upsurge of sovereignty: “The enjoyment of production is in
opposition to accumulation (that is, [in opposition] to the production of the
means of production) . . . [Sovereignty is] neither anachronistic nor in-
signi¤cant [because it is the general] condition of each human being” (1991b,
281; 1973, 322, my emphasis).

Sovereignty is the overcoming of the urge to hoard; the overcoming of
bourgeois subjectivity; the refusal of the historical sedimentation of cru-
elty, accumulation, and the bad conscience. Acting sovereignly, I leave be-
hind fear, and I stop living in expectation of death. I fear the loss of enjoy-
ment more than death. Bataille’s sovereignty anticipates the existentialist
refrain of freedom at any cost. But unlike in existentialism, Bataille’s sov-
ereignty preserves corporeality: I live sovereignly, not despite my fears of
death, but because of my enjoyment of life. For according to Bataille, “if we
live sovereignly, the representation of death is impossible, for the present is
not subject to the demands of the future. That is why, in a fundamental
sense, living sovereignly is to escape, if not death, at least the anguish of
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death. Not that dying is hateful—but living servilely is hateful” (1991b,
219).

Nor has Bataille given up on communism: “Sovereignty is no longer
alive except in the perspectives of communism” (1991b, 261; 1973, 305).
For communism is the only kind of thinking and practice that tries to re-
store individual consumption, to restore use-value and with it enjoyment as
the general condition of life. Bataille knows that the jury is out on commu-
nism: its historical moment is too near to take a clear view of its implica-
tions as a whole. Because of its historical proximity, communism has fallen
between the cracks of dogmatic and politicized positions. Bataille writes
that “the lack of interest in understanding communism evinced by practi-
cally all noncommunists and the involvement of militants in a cohort acting
almost without debate—according to directives in which the whole game is
not known—have made communism a reality that is foreign, as it were, to
the world of re¶ection” (1991b, 264). Bataille’s comments on communism
in volume 3 of The Accursed Share seek to redress this gap, forcing the owl of
Minerva to take her customary ¶ight earlier than usual.

Cleansed of teleology, communist revolution becomes the theoretical and
practical pursuit of such enjoyment, of a different kind of liberation. And in
contemporary thinkers as diverse as Jacques Derrida, Donna Haraway, and
Antonio Negri, we ¤nd sketches of non-teleological liberations, which are no
longer revolutions that reinstate repressive subjectivities. Derrida speaks of
ongoing, underground practices of resistance (1994, 99). Haraway insists on
the non-innocence and impurity of all positions of resistance that appear
alongside hegemonic cultural ideals (1991, 1997). Addressing the temporal
deferral of communism itself, Negri writes, “Communism does not come in
a ‘subsequent period,’ it springs up contemporaneously as a process constitut-
ing an enormous power of antagonism and of real supersession” (1991, 181).

Anticipating these thinkers, Bataille situates the real interest of commu-
nism in its vision of a human being whose general condition is to play with-
out labor in an economy of plenty. No price must be exacted for enjoyment,
and there is no question of entitlement. The eclipse of this assertion, in favor
of the accumulating and stockpiling of the means of production for future
use, is communism missing its own best point.

notes

1. A possible exception is Locke, who sees nature as a plenitude, an abundance. He is
thinking of the land expropriations of imperialism, and later colonialism, as the source of
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this abundance. However, one earns the right to nature’s abundance in Locke by farming
without waste. The waste prohibition is itself predicated on the logic of natural scarcity, a
residue in Locke of the more typical view of nature that we see in Hobbes and Bacon.

2. See Keller 2000, especially pp. 45 and 77–182. See also Donna Haraway (1976,
17), who periodizes biology’s disciplinary birth in the “years of crisis” from 1850 to 1930.

3. Recall Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s notion of an “organic intellectual”
(1971). Unlike the traditional intellectual, whose faculties are cultivated by an upper-class
education, transmitted unsullied through time and operating according to a classical
model, the organic intellectual’s faculties are cultivated by the everyday ideological envi-
ronment and demonstrate the innate human potential for epistemological development.
The organic intellectual is part of Gramsci’s solution to the Marxist problem of human
agency among those conditioned by their material environments for its opposite. It also
shows how the language of organicism cross-pollinated with twentieth-century Marxism.

4. See Haraway for a discussion of organicism’s relation to structuralism (1976, 16).
5. See Hull and Ruse 1998.
6. This differentiates Bataille’s Marxism from the more traditional strain of Marxism

that we ¤nd expressed in the critical theorists.
7. As Hegel puts it in his Philosophy of Nature: “The determination and the purpose

[Zweck] of the philosophy of nature is therefore that spirit should ¤nd its own essence, its
counterpart [Gegenbild], i.e., the Notion [Begriff], within nature. The study of nature is
therefore the liberation of what belongs to spirit within nature, for spirit is in nature in so
far as it relates to itself [sich bezieht] not to another, but to itself. This is likewise the libera-
tion of nature, which in itself is reason [Vernunft]; it is only [erst] through spirit however,
that reason as such comes forth from nature into existence” (1970a, 204; 1970b, 23).

8. In Capital Marx writes: “The circuit Commodity-Money-Commodity starts with
one commodity, and ¤nishes with another, which falls out of circulation and into consump-
tion. Consumption, the satisfaction of wants, in one word, use-value, is its end and aim.
The circuit Money-Commodity-Money, on the contrary, commences with money and ends
with money. Its leading motive, and the goal that attracts it, is therefore mere exchange
value” (1887, 148). On the paradox of use-value and its fundamental importance for Marx-
ism, see Derrida 1994.

9. Subsequent to the failure of the 1848 revolutions in Paris, the character of Marx’s
writing changes, becomes less polemical and more historical.

10. Female-to-male transgendered persons have far fewer social and psychological
problems subsequent to their transition than do male-to-female transgendered persons, a
fact that attests to the continued sexism of contemporary societies.
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THREE

‰

Pierre Lamarche

The Use Value of G. A. M. V. Bataille

In the ¤nal analysis it is clear that a worker works in order to obtain
the violent pleasures of coitus (in other words, he accumulates in order

to spend). On the other hand, the conception according to which the
worker must have coitus in order to provide for the future necessities of

work is linked with the unconscious identi¤cation of worker with
slave. . . . As soon as one attacks the accursed exploitation of man by

man, it becomes time to leave to the exploiters this abominable
appropriative morality.

Bataille, “The Use Value of D. A. F. de Sade”

And down with the denigrators of “immediate human interest,” down
with all the scribblers with their spiritual elevation and sanctimonious

disgust for material needs!
Bataille, “The ‘Old Mole,’ and the Prefix Sur”

The profound enmity that existed between Bataille and Breton for most
of their productive lives is legendary. Its putative theoretical basis is ex-
pressed in the skirmish—ca. 1929–30—centering around Breton’s denun-
ciation of Bataille in the Second Surrealist Manifesto and Bataille’s response in
missives collected into the Dossier de la polémique avec André Breton.1 Bataille
is a fraud, attempting to pass off his odious and deranged obsessions as some
kind of perverse social critique, Breton declares. Bataille counters that Bre-
ton and his fellow travelers of the second manifesto are sanctimonious hypo-
crites—poseurs, whose alleged subversiveness amounts, in actuality, to so
much naive tomfoolery. The height of surrealist, and particularly Bretonian,
hypocrisy is attained by means of their attempt to appropriate the ¤gure and
works of Sade. This gesture strikes two, in particular, of Bataille’s very raw
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nerves. First, it betrays the bourgeois moralistic idealism that permeates
Breton’s surrealist circle, an idealism that the delusional Breton refuses to
acknowledge and that incenses Bataille, who confronts it with his base ma-
terialism. Second, it constitutes another example of the tendency within
what Bataille will later refer to as limited economy to eschew use value in
favor of exchange value: to overturn the primacy of expenditure over pro-
duction and accumulation, to sacri¤ce the satisfaction of immediate needs
for deferred project (the “future necessities of work”).2 Why, precisely, does
Bataille propose an examination of Sade’s “use value” in response to surreal-
ist provocation? Why is Marx’s concept helpful in explicating what Bataille
views as the vacuousness, indeed, the bourgeois reactionary nature of sur-
realist “revolt”? In the late 1920s and early 1930s, during the time of his
¶irtation with the surrealist movement and subsequent confrontation with
Breton, Bataille became involved ¤rst with the journal Documents, a review
ostensibly devoted to art and ethnography that lasted only two years and
¤fteen issues, and then with Boris Souvarine’s anti-Stalinist, Marxist review
La Critique sociale.3 A brief review of these literary associations will help to
ground an analysis of his recourse to the category of use value in articulating
his critique of Breton.

Bataille’s contributions to Documents elaborate his vision of a base mate-
rialism. In the sixth issue, we ¤nd Bataille’s ode to the big toe, which he
identi¤es as the most human part of the human body, reminding us that our
¤lthy, disgusting feet—and in particular, the big toe that provides balance
and stability—make possible our literal elevation above our nearest relatives,
the apes. In the next issue, Bataille argues that the mythical conception of
the sun as symbolizing illumination, edi¤cation, the pinnacle of truth, is only
half the story of the symbolic function of that concept. A more complete ethno-
graphic record shows us that the sun also represents ritualistic slaughter and
ex-sanguination by means of the slitting of the throat, the vulture feasting on
Prometheus’s liver, auto-decapitation symbolized by a man slashing his own
throat—that is to say, in general, both the ascent to Icarian heights, and the
illusion of Icarian elevation that is con¤rmed by the inevitable catastrophic
fall back to earth. In the third issue of its second and ¤nal year (1930), we ¤nd
Bataille’s vehement condemnation of those who, idealistically, misunder-
stand the revolutionary force of Picasso and Dali in terms of some kind of he-
roic elevation above regnant aesthetic forms. On the contrary, Dali, for ex-
ample in his “Lugubrious Game,” proposes that liberation and revolution—
actual, as opposed to idealist—can only be obtained by wallowing in the
ignominy of soiling oneself, “as a pig who rummages in manure and mud up-
rooting everything with his snout” (1985, 24).
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Numerous other articles articulate a similar vision of the ways in which
abject, base matter functions to destabilize the hierarchical schematism in-
herent within all idealist value systems. Bataille’s meditations on shit smears
in a painting of Dali; on the big toe; the rotten sun; the “hideous,” hairy sex-
ual organs concealed within the petals of a ¶ower are not intended to simply
reverse a particular hierarchical schema of ideals or values by elevating what
had been considered base, lowly, disgusting, above that which is venerated.
Again, the point is to show how that which is abjected as inferior and repug-
nant in any hierarchical system continuously subverts and destabilizes the
hierarchy the system is intended to establish, through the need, which the
system itself generates, to continuously expel this base matter. The value of
what is elevated cannot be maintained without a constant reappropriation of
the base—a perpetual return of the repressed, the expulsion of which forms
the basis of the process of elevation. Pace Breton, excrement, ¤lth, monstros-
ity, hideousness are not the new ideals that Bataille seeks to elevate to a priv-
ileged position, in keeping with his own sordid obsessions. Rather, they are
the sorts of things that make possible any attempt to elevate and order ideals
and values into a hierarchy. Thus, the point of Bataille’s articulation of a
theory of base matter is to end this senile ¤xation on idealist hierarchies—
which accomplish nothing anyway, save their own perpetuation—altogether.
Reveling in the lowly and repugnant is one way of demonstrating, quite
simply, that all matter is what it is; all things are what they are. The attempt
to idealize and hierarchically order the matter of the universe is a fool’s game,
and those who play it are bound to suffer Icarus’s fate.

Having earned Breton’s wrath through his examinations of base matter
in Documents, Bataille engages in a vigorous response in the pieces arranged
in the aforementioned Dossier. Around this time, Bataille is also initiating
his involvement with La Critique sociale. The explicitly political nature of
his contributions to Souvarine’s review, which focus in particular on the
issue of class struggle in the context of the contemporary historical crisis
and pre¤gure the robust theory of general economy elaborated in the late
1940s, makes it clear that Bataille’s problem with Breton is not limited to
the latter’s idealism, to the sanctimonious moralism that shines through in
his denunciation of Bataille in the Second Manifesto. To put it another way,
it’s not just that Breton is a prude, whose ¤nger wagging at Bataille’s thor-
oughgoing debauchery and fascination with all things foul and nauseating
invites Bataille’s vitriol. It’s not just the hypocrisy of an alleged revolt
against bourgeois morality that meticulously seeks to maintain standards
of propriety and hygiene against the ¤lth Bataille insists upon wallowing
in. It is, again, the very real, practical, political impotence of the surrealist’s
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alleged subversion—Bataille’s growing realization that surrealist antics
will be utterly ineffectual against the rising tide of fascism—that is at the
core of the schism.4 And for Bataille, the moralism and the political impo-
tence are very much intertwined.

It is to the relationship between the need for an actual Sadean—as op-
posed to Bretonian/symbolic—rejection of bourgeois morality, and the
project of building a truly effective revolutionary movement as an alternative
to Stalinism, fascism, and the largely discredited liberal democracies of West-
ern Europe, that Bataille turns his attention in his meditations on Sade’s use
value.

‰ Use Value

We all recall the famous ¤rst sentence of Capital, wherein Marx quotes
himself: “The wealth of those societies in which the capitalist mode of pro-
duction prevails, presents itself as ‘an immense accumulation of commodi-
ties,’ its unit being a single commodity” (1967, 1:35). “Wealth,” the collec-
tive product of all social labor, takes one single form within capital, that of
commodities—things bought and sold. Within capital, all of the “wealth”
that may be used to satisfy needs and desires must take the form of commod-
ities. This imperative is achieved as a result of capitalist ownership of all
means of production, a situation that forces the wage laborer to satisfy all of
her needs by means of commodities purchased through her wage.

For something to be the sort of thing that can be bought and sold, for a
commodity to be a commodity, it must have two characteristics. First, it
must have properties that are useful in satisfying some human need, and this
usefulness or utility constitutes its use value. Second, it must be able to be
bought and sold, to be exchanged for other commodities. As such, there
must be some abstract, quantitative form of equivalence that can mediate
the exchange between any two commodities with qualitatively different use
values. This abstract form of equivalence that must belong to two commod-
ities in order to allow for their exchange—their exchange value—is read by
Marx as the quantity of homogeneous, socially necessary labor-time for their
production, and is ultimately measured by money as price. According to
this labor theory of value, value is created by labor power alone, and within
capital, labor is always social labor.

Within capital, the worker possesses one commodity alone, her labor
power, which she must sell in order to procure all of the other commodities,
things she needs to survive: shelter, food, clothing, and so forth. From the
perspective of the worker, commodities are use values; they are things she
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makes use of in order to satisfy all of her needs, beginning with the need to
reproduce her own labor power, to get up the next morning and go back to
work. This is her primary need, since, under the regime of the commodity
form continuously reimposed by capital, all her other needs can only be sa-
tis¤ed by purchasing commodities with her wage. Bataille expresses this
when he remarks that the worker “accumulates in order to spend”; that is,
she works and accumulates a wage only in order to spend it in satisfying her
needs. From the perspective of the capitalist, however, commodities are ex-
change values. They are things that can be sold in order to facilitate the ac-
cumulation of pro¤t (the realization of “surplus” value, or that portion of the
price beyond the cost necessary to produce the commodity), which is then
(in part, at least) reinvested in more labor power, which creates more ex-
change value and more pro¤t, and so on. Thus, within this cycle of pro¤t and
reinvestment that is the core of capital—capitalist expansion—it is exchange
value that makes it possible for the capitalist to continue to put the worker
to work, which is the only way the capitalist can create value and pro¤t. And
the worker cooperates, since her only access to the things necessary for her
survival are commodities she must buy, and her sole means of buying com-
modities is the wage she garners in continuing to sell herself to the capital-
ist. Use value satis¤es workers’ needs and desires. Exchange value perpetu-
ates capital and the commodity form within which all wealth takes the form
of commodities, and thus it perpetuates the imposition of work, of waged
labor, as the sole means of securing the necessities of the worker’s life.

These points must be emphasized to help us to understand the stakes of
Bataille’s invocation of use value, contra the surrealist’s appropriation of
Sade. Within capital, human beings encounter the objects that both main-
tain us and mediate our relations with others paradigmatically under the
guise of commodities. From the perspective of the ordinary person—the
worker—commodities are use values: things accumulated in order to expend
them in the satisfaction of needs. From the perspective of the capitalist,
these things are exchange values: things accumulated in order for the capi-
talist to be able to continue to impose the commodity form, and with it the
endless regime of work, on the workers, that is, things accumulated in order
to perpetuate the process of accumulation. These differing perspectives on
the commodity, the differing values a commodity expresses, are incommen-
surate with one another. A commodity expresses its exchange value only in-
sofar as it is not being used, only as it sits idle, unused, in a warehouse, or on
a shelf. A commodity can only express its use value at the expense of its ex-
change value, as anyone who has ever driven a new car home from the deal-
ership very well knows. To express exchange value is to defer use value, to
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postpone the satisfaction of real human needs and desires. To express ex-
change value is to inscribe things within a regime that functions to contin-
uously reimpose the work that perpetually defers the life of the wage laborer.

So, how did the surrealist appropriation of Sade constitute an instance
of privileging exchange value over use value, and why is this politically
signi¤cant? What was the project of surrealist revolt, and how was it be-
trayed by this act of appropriation?

‰ “The Use Value of D. A. F. de Sade”

To say that European culture, post-1918, was in crisis is a truism. The
intellectual explosion that crisis provoked, from art and aesthetics to litera-
ture, psychoanalysis, philosophy, and the sciences, is still reverberating
nearly a century later. The war was particularly catastrophic for the nation
that was the site of almost all of the major engagements on the Western
front, namely, France. The war cost France a generation. It suffered over 6
million casualties, of which 1.3 million died, with countless others horri¤-
cally mutilated.5 Within French intellectual circles the issue of where re-
sponsibility lay for this utterly unprecedented disaster became urgent.6 For
the surrealists, following the Dadaists, it was church and state, and in particu-
lar, the early-twentieth-century, middle-class, bourgeois morality of the Third
Republic, combining the woolly liberalism of republicanism with conserva-
tive Catholicism, that had led the way into the trenches. For the surrealists,
the pope was a dog, and the millions of rotting corpses fertilizing France’s
northern frontier had given the lie to the values of bourgeois liberalism that
the Republic allegedly stood for and defended. Despite what was supposed
to be an all-out assault against these prevailing values and norms, the sur-
realists who remained within Breton’s circle after the schism with Masson
and company in the mid-1920s retained a core of traditional values, as I have
already noted. Monogamy and ¤delity, sobriety, heterosexuality, health,
cleanliness, and a general propriety were all de rigueur. The sort of libertinism
engaged by Bataille and others who had broken with Breton was absolutely
anathema. And yet, within Breton’s circle, the greatest libertine of all times,
the only one who could put even Bataille’s notorious debauchery to shame,
Donatien Alphonse François le Marquis de Sade, was revered as a heroic
god—the great martyr to all those who carry on the labor of moral subver-
sion that Sade himself had initiated. Breton and his circle were the latest to
take up this noble struggle, not as a violent spasm of deranged, anarchic
drives à la Bataille, but on behalf of an edifying eroticism. They would inau-
gurate a resuscitation of those fecund, subconscious, creative impulses—
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released, for example, through the practice of automatic writing—which
had suffocated under the yoke of both a rigorous intellectual rationalism and
a bourgeois moral order that ultimately revealed themselves to be complicit
with the technologies and practices of mass murder. As Surya has pointed
out, through Breton’s appropriation, Sade became no longer a (perverted,
odious, deranged) man, nor a body of (perverted, odious, deranged) works,
but rather, he had been sublimated, spiritualized as the very ideal of subver-
sion against a system of values whose only purpose was to sti¶e all creativity
and to facilitate complete servitude to a social order bent, ultimately, on self-
destruction: “Nothing in [Sade], no matter how odious he may have been . . .
was not sublimated by his intemperate violence in overcoming all servitude.
In Breton’s eyes, no doubt, the overwhelming nature of this servitude
justi¤ed him in behaving in whatever way he saw ¤t, given that this was seen
a priori as subversive.” Thus Breton makes of Sade “an (oneiric) idea; more
dubiously, an idol; entirely tragically, a primitive god, praised and hated,
adored and execrated” (Surya 2002, 136).

And so Bataille reads this process of sublimation and idealization as a
transformation from use value to exchange value. Breton seeks to sublimate
and thus subdue the libidinal drives and desires that Sade’s body and works
set into play. Instead of inciting a movement aimed at achieving grati¤ca-
tion in the expenditure of drives and the satisfaction of immediate desires
and needs through the overcoming of all moral fetters, Sade is sublimated
into an ideal of subversion, which may be circulated hygienically through a
literati thus made safe from the base matter that actual subversion would
have forced them to confront.7 Since we genu¶ect before the name of, the very word
Sade, we show, therefore, by that very gesture, that we have escaped, entirely, the
chains of all bourgeois morality. Sade became the currency of a movement of
pseudo-subversion, whose members refused to sully themselves with the
real deal, and he could be bought and sold, as the symbol of moral revolt, in
bookstores and magazine stands festooned with pamphlets and reviews ex-
tolling his genius. The ultimate result—the maintenance of the system that
was allegedly subverted.

Breton claims to carry out a revolt against a system of bourgeois values
that quashed creativity and freedom and that nurtured subservience to a so-
cial order that had demonstrated its pathological perversity in the meat
grinder that was four years of trench warfare. Instead, he reinscribes a hier-
archy of bourgeois values, abjects what is lowly and repulsive—like the mil-
lions of corpses rotting in mass graves—and grants his only concession to
the base matter he expels through his elevation of Sade to the status of idol,
and thus fashionable currency, of a putatively subversive aesthetic move-
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ment. The impotence of surrealist subversion, the vacuousness of the sur-
realist’s “license to shock” laid bare by the rise of fascism as bourgeois
Europe’s true shock experience, betrays its function in dutifully reproduc-
ing the system it farcically raged against.

Breton’s devotion to the idea of Sade, while rejecting Sade’s actual being,
demonstrates his “sanctimonious disgust for material needs” (Bataille 1985,
43). Bataille is not suggesting that the only real material needs are the ones
he and Sade have the courage to express and gratify; he is not equating revo-
lution with the satisfaction of the most violent of libidinal drives, with utter
and complete debauchery. What he expresses in his attack on the surrealist’s
appropriation of Sade is his violent opposition to all edifying, elevating mo-
ralities of improvement that demand the repression and sublimation of base
drives, desires, and needs and continue to prescribe the decorum necessary to
maintain order and propriety. Clean and sober must the worker be to return
to the factory each morning, while her liberation from the morality that con-
strains her to this order and decorum appears under the guise of a commodity
whose exchange value is regulated via the commerce of art galleries and
bookstores, and whose use value has been sublimated as an aesthetic experi-
ence. Thus, the surrealist appropriation of Sade thwarts any realization of his
use value, instead sublimating the revolutionary force of his work into
lumpen, abstract, ideal pseudo-subversion, de¶ecting the actual movement
of the complete violation and overturning of bourgeois values into the aes-
thetic shock experience of the consumer of surrealist provocation/“art”—a
shock purchased at the magazine stand, brie¶y registered, then dissipated as
the reader closes the review and returns to the assembly line for the afternoon
shift. Bataille wants to take Sade out of the orbit of surrealist circulation and
exchange, and thus realize his utility. So what is Sade’s use value?

By means of his denunciation of the surrealist appropriation of Sade,
Bataille demonstrates that he would prefer a subversion of bourgeois values
that embraces, indeed chooses, the boisterous high spirits of a night of
drunken revelry, the impertinence of afternoon sex stolen from the work-
day, the luxuriance of time wasted lying on the grass in the park or simply
staring out of a window, to the fully commodi¤ed/aestheticized shock and
to the purchasing of sport utility vehicles and the multifarious projects of
home improvement—in short, a subversion that consists of resisting and
reversing the ineluctable bourgeois slide from use to exchange value, and
the perpetual imposition of the commodity form. He prefers a morality
predicated on the primacy of the satisfaction of immediate material needs
to one that always has an excuse for getting the eager, fresh, clearheaded
worker back on the job and for demanding that the satisfaction of material



62
pierre lamarche

needs remain con¤ned within the sphere of the reproduction of labor
(home improvement), and the circulation of commodities (SUVs), with all
other activity directed toward production and accumulation (work). Rev-
eling in and promoting the satisfaction of immediate material needs and
base libidinal desires outside of the sphere of the commodity form do not
constitute the construction of a new hierarchy of values within which the
drunken orgy becomes elevated to an ideal to be striven for. Rather, it is
the only way to actually challenge the perpetuation of a moral system that
demands penance for any elision of the commodity form, any shirking of
the duty to be productive. Sade’s use value is to enact the subversion of
bourgeois morality that the surrealists had only meekly gestured toward,
and thus to liberate humanity from a culture of work—a culture devoted to
exchange and accumulation—to a culture that truly privileges the satisfac-
tion of real needs and desires—a culture of expenditure.8

Fascism had offered the working class something that appealed to them
from the perspective of the miserable conditions they suffered through be-
tween the wars. Not all, or even most, of course, but enough of them to
make Mussolini, Hitler, Franco, and appeasement possible. The sti¶ing ba-
nality of orthodox Marxism and the childish insolence of the aesthetic provo-
cations of Dadaists, surrealists, and so forth, offered unacceptable alterna-
tives. Bataille sought a revolution that would actually deliver ordinary
people something truly useful. Indeed, I suggest that Bataille’s overriding
concern during and after this time was the issue of what, precisely, the revo-
lution he and others sought for had to offer to ordinary working people. This
is in part (in no small part, in Bataille’s case) the question of what the use
value of an all-out attack against bourgeois values was for the working class.
The answer he sought was to be found in the liberation of human beings
from an ethos directed toward the perpetual imposition of work, an ethos
that demands that the worker sacri¤ce herself, day in and day out, for the
privilege of being called a valuable, productive member of society rather
than a lazy, sel¤sh, indolent parasite—an ethos that expresses the “uncon-
scious identi¤cation of worker with slave.”

Why isn’t the satisfaction of “material needs” consistent with the com-
modity form, and with a culture that privileges production and accumula-
tion as the prerequisite for addressing such needs? Why isn’t liberation the
product of work, as Hegel had argued so famously and so well? I would like
to brie¶y relate the above analysis to Bataille’s categories of expenditure and
sovereignty as they are developed paradigmatically in The Accursed Share in
order to address these issues before concluding with an assessment of the use
value of G. A. M. V. Bataille.
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‰ Expenditure and Sovereignty

The true luxury and the real potlatch of our times falls to the poverty-
stricken, that is, to the individual who lies down and scoffs. A genuine
luxury requires the complete contempt for riches, the somber indifference of
the individual who refuses work and makes his life on the one hand an
in¤nitely ruined splendor, and on the other, a silent insult of the laborious
lie of the rich.

The Accursed Share: Volume I

“I am NOTHING”: this parody of af¤rmation is the last word of sover-
eign subjectivity, freed from the dominion it wanted—or had—to give it-
self over things. In this world, the man of sovereign art occupies the most
common position, that of destitution.

The Accursed Share: Volume III

. . . no longer that of producing but of spending, no longer that of succeed-
ing but of failing, no longer that of turning out works and speaking use-
fully but of speaking in vain and reducing himself to worklessness . . .
Now we are perhaps more fairly placed to recognize what is at stake in such
a situation, and why Georges Bataille has captured it with the thought of
sovereignty.

Blanchot, The In¤nite Conversation

In the Preface to The Accursed Share, Bataille distinguishes between two
different approaches to the discipline of political economy and to the prob-
lems of economic crisis and to the crisis of overproduction in particular:
one that is rooted in anxiety and fear, and one that is rooted in “freedom”
and exuberance.

I am . . . postponing, for a short time, the exposition of my analysis of anxi-
ety. And yet, that is the crucial analysis that alone can adequately circum-
scribe the opposition of two political methods: that of fear and the anxious
search for a solution . . . and that of freedom of mind, which issues from the
global resources of life, a freedom for which, instantly, everything is rich . . . I
insist on the fact that, to freedom of mind, the search for a solution is an ex-
uberance, a super¶uity; this gives it an incomparable force. To solve politi-
cal problems becomes dif¤cult for those who allow anxiety alone to pose
them. It is necessary for anxiety to pose them. But their solution demands
at a certain point the removal of this anxiety. (1991a, 13–14)

The goal of The Accursed Share is to remove, or more precisely, to suspend,
this fear and anxiety for the purposes of “solving political problems.” Of
course, the only way to solve a political problem is through the labor of prac-
tical transformation,9 so this suspension of anxiety undergone in The Accursed
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Share is the labor of practical transformation that will solve the problems
anxiety poses but cannot answer. Fear and anxiety in the face of the exigen-
cies of political economy bring to light the problems of poverty, dispropor-
tionate distribution of wealth, immanent threat of war, and so on that free-
dom, the “freedom of mind, which issues from the global resources of life, a
freedom for which, instantly, everything is rich,” is set to solve.

The general sweep of Bataille’s distinction between limited and general
economy, as elaborated in The Accursed Share, is well known. Limited econ-
omy is economy predicated on the notion of a primal scarcity and the neces-
sity to produce and accumulate in order to safeguard against this scarcity
that perpetually threatens existence. It corresponds to economy viewed from
the perspective of fear and anxiety. General economy, within which limited
economy is inscribed, is predicated on a primal plenitude; the superabun-
dance of solar energy bathing the entire planet every day, a source of energy
that continuously gives without taking. This is economy from the perspec-
tive of freedom and of those global resources of life with regard to which
everything is instantly rich;10 and from this perspective, the problem of po-
litical economy is the problem of dealing with primal excess. Rather than
producing and accumulating in anticipation of the perpetual scarcity that
limited economy continuously evokes as its generative principle, expendi-
ture is revealed to be the primal economic exigency; and the central concern
of political economy becomes how to consume that accursed share which re-
mains after the satisfaction of all immediate needs, as consume it we must.11

Volume 3 of The Accursed Share elaborates a theory of sovereignty consis-
tent with the primacy of expenditure in a general economy predicated on a
primal excess.12 In limited economy, sovereignty may be measured by mas-
tery, in various ways, over things. Hegel’s dialectical movement from master
to slave traces the development of the notion of sovereignty within limited
economy through the transition from feudal to bourgeois forms. Through
this dialectical movement, Hegel charts the metamorphosis of sovereignty
from the master, whose rank bestows on him the ability to consume the
products of labor without laboring himself—to squander the products of
another’s labor to no productive end other than self-aggrandizement—to
the slave, who manifests the truth of sovereignty by means of his actual mas-
tery over things, which is achieved through the very productive labor his
servitude compels him to. It is, put simply, the movement from sovereignty
thought of in terms of consumption and rank, to sovereignty thought of in
terms of the power of production and accumulation. From the perspective of
general economy, however, both moments of the dialectic betray an abdica-
tion of true sovereignty.
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The master’s sovereignty, perhaps closer to the sovereignty of general
economy, owing to its emphasis on consumption over accumulation, none-
theless remains within the ambit of the general thralldom to things that
holds sway within the realm of limited economy. This is so because in its
guise as the consumption of resources for nonproductive ends, it remains, of
course, dependent on those who win their share of sovereignty through mas-
tery over things—the slaves. In this, Hegel was certainly correct, and he was
correct to diagnose the trajectory of this movement toward greater and
greater emphasis on mastery over things. In this way, we move toward the
contemporary “bourgeois world,” in which human beings measure their
worth and dignity in relation to their accumulation of things, and hence,
within which “the concern for dignity . . . merges with the desire for the
thing” (1991b, 345). The thing is elevated to the status of sovereign, in the
sense of sovereign value, and human beings abrogate their subjectivity (the
measure of sovereignty left to them in their pursuit of things) in making the
object the measure of their dignity and worth.

Bataille locates the solution to this crisis in the renunciation of the im-
mense, inescapable thralldom to things that the perspective of limited econ-
omy perpetually engenders through its founding myth of scarcity. Such a re-
nunciation would also entail jettisoning the concomitant need to produce, or
to consume the production of others condemned to servitude, and it becomes
possible by assuming the perspective of general economy, within which
everything is immediately rich, and hence, within which, the “I am NOTH-
ING” becomes that “parody of af¤rmation” which is “the last word of sover-
eign subjectivity, freed from the dominion it wanted—or had—to give itself
over things” (1991b, 421). True sovereignty, from the perspective of general
economy, is won through the absolute renunciation of things, and its signs
are “poverty” and “destitution.”13 This is simply another way of saying that
to continue to inscribe the satisfaction of material needs and desires within
the commodity form is to remain squarely within the logic of limited econ-
omy, of bourgeois/slave sovereignty, of capital—and hence, that the labor of
transformation that carries us from the perspective of fear and anxiety to that
of freedom and exuberance also requires overcoming that morality of eleva-
tion and edi¤cation which functions to perpetuate the imposition of work
and the commodity form, and the identi¤cation of worker with slave.

But this seems a fool’s game—a Pyrrhic victory if ever there was one:
We come to ourselves, truly, at last, within a sovereign act of renunciation
that secures our destitution. But what, precisely, is the nature of this “pov-
erty” and “destitution” we come into, through the sovereign renunciation of
things?
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Bataille’s state of sovereign destitution is a state of freedom from things
beyond utility, beyond what is simply necessary to continue to survive: “Let
us say that the sovereign (or the sovereign life) begins when, with the neces-
sities ensured, the possibility of life opens up without limits. . . . Life beyond
utility is the domain of sovereignty” (1991b, 198). It is a state of freedom
from dependence upon things, once “necessities” (and let us allow some ra-
tional leeway in the stipulation of what counts as a “necessity”) have been se-
cured. It is not to need things beyond what we actually do need. Concomi-
tantly, it is not to see scarcity—and hence the primal necessity of work and
accumulation—amidst the insane abundance of things that characterizes
the contemporary consumer culture of late capital. Still, one might continue
to press at this point, by asking what this “possibility of life” that “opens up
without limit” is, if not a world of things to be consumed and enjoyed at the
sovereign’s whim?

Within capital, consumption beyond utility is tied to the continuation
of work beyond utility, since under capital the social wealth available for con-
sumption takes the form of commodities that must be bought with a wage.
To work beyond utility is to employ the present time for the sake of the fu-
ture and to thus postpone one’s life. The fool’s game is to consider sovereign
expenditure—as opposed to servile production—solely in terms of things
and objects—commodities—to be accumulated and periodically consumed,
enjoyed. What is important is not the thing to be enjoyed, it is the enjoyment
itself, and it is utterly irrational to observe as a program of life the (again,
perpetual) sacri¤ce and deferral of enjoyment for the pursuit of things to be
later enjoyed. What we come into, freed from slavish dependence upon
things beyond utility, is the fullness of each moment of our lives. It is our life,
fully here, in this moment, not deferred to the interests of production, accu-
mulation, and consumption—this moment, voided of things, which Bataille
also calls the miraculous. This movement of true sovereignty as an experience
of the miraculous is essayed in a remarkable passage in the very ¤rst section
of volume 3:

We don’t see the sovereign moment arrive, when nothing counts but the
moment itself. What is sovereign in fact is to enjoy the present time with-
out having anything else in view but this present time. . . . If I consider the
real world, the worker’s wage enables him to drink a glass of wine: he may
do so, as he says, to give him strength, but he really drinks in the hope of es-
caping the necessity that is the principle of labor. . . . If the worker treats
himself to a drink, this is essentially because into the wine he swallows there
enters a miraculous element of savor, which is precisely the essence of sover-
eignty. . . . The glass of wine gives him, for a brief moment, the miraculous sen-
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sation of having the world at his disposal. . . . The miraculous element which
delights us may be simply the brilliance of the sun, which on a spring morn-
ing trans¤gures a desolate street. . . . More generally, this miracle to which
the whole of humanity aspires is manifested among us in the form of beauty,
of wealth. . . . What is the meaning of art, architecture, music, painting or
poetry if not the anticipation of a suspended, wonder-struck moment, a mi-
raculous moment. (199–200)

Things can occasion sovereign moments, but they are neither the form,
nor expression of sovereignty itself. Our existence from moment to moment is
mediated by things—the food we eat, the pillow we lay our head on—but
the moments of our lives only emerge as instances of sovereignty, of freedom,
insofar as the substance mediating between them is fully renounced, allow-
ing the individual to emerge from his absorption in things. Things are only
what sustain me from moment to moment, and nothing else. In the moment—
which is the only place I truly become present to myself (1991b, 360–61)—
they are nothing. The wine that “the worker” savors, in the instance of the sat-
isfaction it “gives,” Bataille says, is nothing. Wine is wine, and it is wholly
other to the joy it occasions of the world being at my disposal, and I being at
the disposal of nothing—no things. And if there is no wine on this particular
occasion, the worker—freed from things—will savor the water, or “the bril-
liance of the sun” on a spring morning. And need we remind ourselves that
this sovereign renunciation of things also clearly coincides with the rejection
of commodity fetishism, which functions, as Marx argues so convincingly, to
mystify the realm of the production and circulation of commodities by mak-
ing the actual, concrete social relations that constitute that realm invisible.
Sovereign destitution allows me to become present to myself, and present to
myself within that set of social relations that constitute the world I live in, a
world no longer obscured by my absorption in things. In choosing poverty,
beyond utility, I reject the mysti¤ed realm of the endless supply of consumer
goods that magically appear on store shelves, bearing no trace of the social re-
lations of production and circulation that got them there from China, Paki-
stan, Honduras, or god knows where, so very cheaply indeed.

Within limited economy, the satisfaction of material needs takes place
under the regime of the commodity form and hence remains subordinated
to principles of production and accumulation, that is, to things, which thus
maintain sovereignty over us. From this perspective, the satisfaction of ma-
terial needs is merely an instance of consumption, which reanimates the
grounding myth of scarcity and which is required for the reproduction of
our labor power, which in turn allows us to produce and accumulate, which
makes possible consumption, which results in scarcity, which . . . , and so
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on, and so on. Within general economy, the satisfaction of material needs
takes place to no other end than the enjoyment of the miraculous moment
itself, a Sadean moment of exaltation that all bourgeois morality seeks to
in¤nitely defer. And hence the primacy of expenditure within general econ-
omy also requires a Sadean rejection—a real rejection, not one sublimated as
a mere aesthetic “shock” experience that is fully inscribed within the com-
modity form—of all bourgeois morality.

Within the miraculous sovereign moment “nothing counts but the mo-
ment itself,” so the satisfaction of material needs from the perspective of general
economy is an instance of pure expenditure. Again, the wine and the satisfac-
tion of the moment of its drinking are not the same. The latter only takes place
when the former is consumed, not as a moment within the cycle of production,
but truly reduced to nothing, without a trace, for example, of the nostalgia that
would immediately reinscribe the connoisseur of the (scarce) commodity of
wine within the regime of limited economy and thralldom to things.

Free yourself from things. Within capital, the social wealth that is the
world of things we buy and sell and use takes the form of commodities. The
worker possesses only one commodity, her labor power. For the worker,
then, free yourself from things also means free yourself from looking upon
yourself as a commodity, as labor power, as a worker, as a slave. Escape from
the ethos of work—of hygiene, propriety, decorum, reliability, sacri¤ce—in
a word, slavishness—to the exuberance of life.

‰ Conclusions: The Use Value of G. A. M. V. Bataille

No longer to have to work, but to simply live; no longer to feel shame
in the face of one’s material needs and desires, but to revel in their satisfac-
tion; no longer to be called indolent and indulgent for choosing to live in
the miraculous moment—to enjoy the pleasure of a lover’s touch, or the
warmth of the sun on one’s face—rather than to labor in anticipation of fu-
ture “scarcity”; no longer to live in thralldom to the world of things that
capital elevates to the status of an ideal to be pursued at the expense of life,
my own, and others—this would be the use value of Bataille’s works, set to
work as a challenge to radically rethink the nature of “economy” and of the
values—indeed, of the moral order supporting and reproducing the system
of social relations that constitutes capital.

To this day, Bataille remains a rather marginal ¤gure within the tradition
of twentieth-century European philosophy, while retaining the simulta-
neously exotic and scandalous air of the old-fashioned libertine homme des
lettres—the medievalist, archivist, mystic pornographer who was fascinated by
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the abject, excessive, debauched, and diabolical. Nonetheless, Bataille, by the
early 1930s, had developed a conception of class struggle that shared a central
insight with the anti-orthodox Marxism of the Critical Theorists and, even
more closely, with the Italian New Left of the 1960s and 70s and their Ameri-
can counterparts in the Zerowork movement. In stark contrast with more or-
thodox Marxisms that view the goal of class struggle as the more equitable re-
distribution of the social wealth generated by living labor, some form of from
each according to her ability, to each according to her needs, Bataille and others view
the goal of working-class struggle as the liberation from work itself.14

From this perspective, the central problem of political economy is not
the alienation of labor in all its guises, most conspicuously the alienation of
the product of labor from the laborer herself, and the capitalist appropria-
tion of the surplus value that is the product of the worker’s living labor. The
ultimate goal of progressive struggle is not the redistribution of wealth, in
the ¤nal instance through the reappropriation of the means of production
(though redistribution is certainly consistent with Bataille’s aims, as his
analysis of the Marshall Plan demonstrates). The problem is the fact that the
telos of capitalist accumulation is the endless imposition of work, regardless
of the amount of “wealth” it produces, or the relative equitability of its dis-
tribution. As Bataille argues in 1932, “The bosses’ activity is to produce in
order to condemn the working producers to a hideous degradation” (1985,
126–27). This degradation that Bataille invokes is not merely, or perhaps
most signi¤cantly, the degradation of unequal access to social wealth—
again, sovereignty is gained through the renunciation of that immense accu-
mulation of commodities that is the form social wealth takes under capital.
It is rather the degradation of the endless subordination of life to production
and accumulation. The goal, then, is the withering of the perspective of lim-
ited economy, accomplished through the utter rejection of all moralities of
improvement and through the only truly sovereign act, namely, the renun-
ciation of all wealth and power beyond utility, the renunciation of our slav-
ish devotion to objects, including, most signi¤cantly, the object that is one’s
own deferred time. The return on this investment—the delight of it—is,
purely and simply, “enjoyment of the moment” (1991b, 361).

notes

1. This includes both “The Use Value of D. A. F. de Sade,” and “The ‘Old Mole’ and
the Pre¤x Sur in the words Surhomme and Surrealist” (Bataille 1973, vol. 2). The broader
context, of course, is the implosion and factionalization of the surrealist movement during
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the late 1920s. Apart from the usual personal animosities that contribute to the various
schisms, the central theoretical issue at stake is the relationship between surrealism, poli-
tics, and communism in particular.

2. In this way, Breton and Bataille’s squabble over the ¤gure of Sade is also the occa-
sion of some of the earliest texts within which Bataille begins to articulate his developing
insights into political economy that will eventually be elaborated through his theory of
general economy.

3. For a fascinating account of Bataille’s relationship to Documents, see Hollier 1995.
4. Bataille’s profound grasp of the danger of fascism and of the nature of its appeal has 

been noted by many. For example: “More than anyone else, Bataille was aware of the risks
fascism made Europe run (Henri Dubief said forcefully that no one taught people so much
about fascism as Bataille) and was also more certain than anyone else of where its strength
lay” (Surya 2002, 220–21).

As Adorno and Benjamin grew more and more disillusioned, witnessing the im-
potence of the Weimar avant-gardists and café leftists in the face of the rise of Nazism, so
Bataille was, arguably, the earliest to grasp the vacuousness of surrealist provocation in the
face of the rise of fascism in general. The surrealists balked at the logical trajectory of their
own revolt against bourgeois values. They refused to fully confront the morality of naive
bourgeois liberalism in the way Bataille had tried to do. How could they possibly mount
an effective attack against bourgeois liberalism’s evil changeling, the fanaticism of the hard
right? Neither surrealist antics nor their pompous, moralistic name-calling—their vacu-
ous declaration of the purest of surrealist acts notwithstanding—would be any match
against a movement the values of which are promulgated through brick, club, and gun
barrel.

5. The devastation wrought on France—which suffered the greatest numbers of
killed and wounded proportional to population of any of the combative nations—cannot
be overstated. The population of France was 39 million in 1914. With a current U.S.
population of approximately 280 million, this would translate to 43 million casualties, 9.3
million of them killed, numbers literally unimaginable.

6. As, of course, it did in London, Berlin, Frankfurt, Vienna, etc.
7. Bourgeois morality, like any idealism, sets up a hierarchy, with all things odious

and repellent at the base. Any subversion of this hierarchy that does not, in some concrete
manner, take up and elevate what is abject and debased within the hierarchy surely leaves
that hierarchy fundamentally unchallenged. This elevation of the base does not necessarily
entail its elevation as a new ideal—that is, it does not entail simply inverting bourgeois
morality and ¤xing the inverted anti-bourgeois system as a new hierarchy.

8. The ongoing need to carry through with this task of subversion may be gauged by
the sanctimonious self-righteousness of those readers who would interpret this analysis as
a naive rallying cry/apologia for spoiled brats who just want to slack off and do nothing
while cloaking their indolence in the trappings of virtue. Sigh.

9. See, e.g., Karl Marx.
10. It is the perspective which recognizes, for example, the obvious fact that what we

call political economy only began when groups—“tribes,” what have you—began to pro-
duce more food and goods than they could immediately consume. What to do with this ex-
cess beyond what was necessary for the satisfaction of immediate needs was the problem
that initiated trade, commerce, economics.

It has been argued, of course, that the alleged inexhaustibility of the supply of solar
energy to the planet is, in fact, a myth, and that Bataille’s general economy is, in fact, lim-
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ited. This is utterly beside the point. Indeed, one of Bataille’s goals was to resuscitate myth
for the purpose of working-class struggle against the fascists, who had so successfully em-
ployed myth to their own ends. The target of Bataille’s myth of general economy—the sad
tale of that original sin which we call scarcity—is itself a myth. Furthermore, as an empirical
claim of the primacy of excess and expenditure in the development of political economy, the
empirical evidence seems perfectly capable of supporting it at least as much (more, I dare say)
as the alternative. Let us say that Bataille employs a reasonably plausible—and, within the
context of his theory of general economy, innocuous—myth in order to disarm an utterly
implausible one that has done an unspeakable amount of harm.

11. For a cogent analysis of this necessity, see Amy Wendling in this volume.
12. Bataille 1991b; also La Souveraineté from 1973, 8: 243–456. I must limit the anal-

ysis of Bataille’s reading of sovereignty in volume 3 of The Accursed Share to a few central
claims. In particular, insofar as Bataille’s overriding concern in volume 2 of The Accursed
Share is with the possibility of the sovereignty of the individual subject, I will eschew dis-
cussion of sovereignty as it applies to the state, and/or state apparatuses—i.e., sovereignty
in the sense of sovereign power.

13. Clearly, Bataille is consciously echoing the elevation of poverty and destitution
found in Christian theology, particularly within monasticism and scholasticism. Part of
Bataille’s goal is to jettison the frugality and asceticism of that theological tradition in fa-
vor, I will argue, of the luxuriance of the satisfaction of material needs that coincides with
the escape from thralldom to the material object—things—within the sovereign moment
of satisfaction.

14. However, Bataille offers an important correction to Marxisms associated with Ital-
ian Autonomism, Zerowork, etc. Even within these radical, anti-work Marxisms, the “lib-
eration from work” is generally read as the liberation from work conceived as imposed
waged labor, to work conceived as self-directed, productive life activity. Bataille would
argue that such a “liberation” remains within the logic of limited economy insofar as it still
analyzes the goal of revolution as the liberation of productive forces from the limitations of
waged labor and the commodity form, an analysis that ignores the primacy of expenditure
and thus fails to recognize that the enjoyment of nonproductive activity—the maximiza-
tion of life activity that is directed toward no particular productive end, but rather is the
sheer enjoyment of the moment—is the goal of any truly progressive revolution. This
theme is taken up in my “Selling a Revolution: Negri, Bataille, and the Arcana of Produc-
tion,” in Reading Negri (Lamarche forthcoming).
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Bataille’s Queer Pleasures:
The Universe as Spider or Spit

To modern Western subjects, the world seems full of desire. Repressed,
thwarted, and condemned but also incited, commodi¤ed, and celebrated:
desires haunt us. Inhabiting a sacred space in the psychic and social land-
scape, desire harbors the innermost secrets not only of ourselves, but also of
the world at large. And it never stops swirling all about us. It is the funda-
mental plane through which we Western moderns decipher our cherished
selves and the meanings of our lives. Western culture commands one central
thing of us: to know oneself. We answer through our aspirations, our loves,
our hopes and goals: we are religious about desire, perhaps even “ferociously
religious” (1985, 179), as Bataille might hope.

But this practice of desire is a particularly odd undertaking. It never
seems to arrive where it intends: desire both bespeaks our innermost secrets
and foils our attempts to solve them. We keep ¤nding ourselves doing some-
thing other than what we thought we wanted to do. Undoing us in the very
moment when we wish to know ourselves and others most intimately, desire
disarms us. We are farther and farther adrift from that which we proclaim as
the inner core of our selves and identities—our own desire. We cannot un-
ravel ourselves, and yet this is what we most want to do.

Desire thereby turns back upon itself endlessly, landing us in the never-
ending circle of the ultimate modern Western desire: self-consciousness.
Functioning as what Bataille calls a “restricted economy,” desire totalizes
our subjectivities. It becomes our central ¤xation, and yet it is always ¶ee-
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ing our grasps of intentionality, rationality, and even consciousness. Not
only do we not understand what we do or why we do it, we often do not
even intend to arrive in some of the bizarre places that our desires take us.
And yet we keep returning to and re-valorizing this oddly out-of-control
desire as the seat of our individuality, as the seat of our identity and our
very selves.

What is it, then, that we ¤nd meaningful in this never-ending quest of
desire? How do we ¤nd meaning in a dynamic that never offers any clear
telos?

‰   ‰   ‰

Questions of desire have been central to the development of queer
theory: What is desire? Where does it come from? How does it develop?
Should it be policed? How is it socially regulated, managed, and adminis-
tered? These are, broadly, the sorts of epistemological, ontological, and
ethico-political questions that distinguish the ¤eld of queer theory from
other academic ¤elds. The most interesting work in this ¤eld is that which
insists that desire, particularly in the speci¤c form of sexual desire, ought to
be conceptualized in relation with other salient categories of contemporary
social identity in modern liberal cultures—race, nationality, religion, gen-
der, class, and so on. But the focus on desire nonetheless centers and grounds
this ¤eld of social theory that we have come to call “queer theory”: What
then is “queer” about desire?

While the ¤eld of queer theory has developed far beyond such a simple
reduction, its founding theoretical moves still instruct its trajectories, and
perhaps its blind spots. It remains largely driven by two theoretical frame-
works: the Lacanian approach, which frames desire as a lack that can never
be ¤lled; and the Foucaultian approach, which historicizes the emergence
of desire as a central structure of the modern bourgeois individual. While
the alleged “battle” between psychoanalysis and Foucault continues to de-
velop into a complex narrative across a number of interdisciplinary ¤elds
(from feminist and race theory to postcolonial and queer theory), these two
frameworks have served as foundations to differing, and most often antag-
onistic, analyses of a variety of contemporary social questions. Using these
allegedly contradictory approaches as the loose frames for this essay, I want
to trace how the texts of Georges Bataille operate out of a fundamentally
different register, one that may radically reorient our pursuits of meaning
itself and revitalize a radical, even “queer” politics—namely, the register of
pleasure.
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‰ Subjectivity of Desire: Lacan and Foucault

In his classic writings on the pre-Oedipal mirror stage, Lacan places de-
sire as the founding dynamic in the formation of the subject: one becomes a
subject through desire, the speci¤c desire for wholeness. Whether the desire
for wholeness that the Gestalt of the mirror image presents, the Oedipalized
nostalgic desire for the mother’s womb, or the unrealizable desire for a sym-
bolic that will heal the ontological alienation of language, one becomes a
subject through this fundamental need for wholeness, completion, return to
pure origins. The deepest parts of one’s psychic life are structured by this
fundamental desire, fueled by a lack that can ontologically never be ful¤lled.

While feminist theorists and, increasingly, theorists of race are using this
Lacanian model of subjectivity provocatively, queer theorists have largely
learned from it as a normative model operative in this heterosexist world and
promptly abandoned it. Particularly with the interpolations of feminist the-
orists, we can see how Lacan’s theories of desire remain ¤rmly entrenched, as
a constitutive blind spot and site of anxiety, in a model of sexual difference as
oppositional—a schema that grounds heterosexism. Despite its astute anal-
ysis of the intersections of social and psychic dynamics, Lacan’s model ap-
pears to frame desire fundamentally as the phallic subject’s lack of his pre-
birth wholeness; it thereby appears to offer little to those attempting to resist
normative models of heterosexuality as the primary frame for understanding
human desire.

However, recent (if very few) Lacanian approaches to queer theory have
also argued that the dynamic of desire is problematic.1 In Before Sexuality,
Tim Dean argues that much of queer theorists’ dismissal of Lacan stems from
the Anglo-American misconstrual of his schemas as relying too centrally on
the phallus and foreclosing the more intriguing registers of the Real and the
objet petit a. Attempting to restore these ¤gures to Lacan’s corpus, Dean ar-
gues that Lacan reads desire only as a postsymbolic phenomenon, thereby lo-
cating the Real and objet petit a as “the lack of lack” or source of abundance
that is ontologically prior to desire.

As Lacan sets out his schema of the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic, he is
forced into particularly convoluted manners of speech in his attempts to de-
lineate the register of the Real. The most well-known formulation of the
Real is the one he offers via double-negation, “the lack of a lack,” indicating
the impossibility of rendering the Real directly in speech. Desire thereby
stands in a different relation to the Real than that form through which we ex-
perience desire. Experience is always already mediated through the Sym-
bolic, which renders desire as a lack that stands before the judgment of the
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prohibitive, phallicized Law. But the Real, this “lack of a lack,” is devoid of
signi¤ers and does not submit to that Law. Functioning as what Dean calls “a
limit to the Symbolic order” (2000, 50), the Real stands in as a representa-
tion of that which cannot be represented. But rather than taking the Heideg-
gerian, Derridean, or even Levinasian turn of rendering this “unrepresent-
able” as that which cancels itself out upon articulation, Lacan struggles to
trace the effects of the Real without positing some conceptual structure as the
cause of those effects, a turn that looks more like strategies we associate with
thinkers such as Deleuze and Guattari and, notably, Foucault.2

Dean’s reading of Lacan strikes a clearly cautionary tone regarding the
epistemological and political fallout of any frame of subjectivity through
desire, and subsequently through lack. Reading Lacan through the role of
the Real and objet petit a provides a way to articulate the limits of desire
through the limits of the order of knowledge: it is no longer that Lacan in-
sists on a lacking desire as the origin of subjectivity; rather, he is attempting
to articulate the limits of knowledge and representation as they constitute
the limits of our experiences of desire. The alleged problem of desire may turn
out to be a problem of knowledge and its refusal to accept any limits to its
imperialist drive.

‰   ‰   ‰

We can hear these same kinds of cautions and hesitancies on the other
side of this alleged divide between Lacan and Foucault. Many queer theorists
(too many to list) have turned to the texts of Foucault for greater resources for
such resistance. Volume one of his History of Sexuality became a veritable
pamphlet or how-to book for gay/lesbian politics in the 1980s.3 Through
historicizing sexual desire, this text persuasively debunks the conservative
contemporary terms of the debates around sexual orientation—namely, the
nature/nurture divide. It thereby galvanized a more radical politics and, po-
tentially, a more radical thinking about sexuality.4

It may actually be in The Use of Pleasure, volume 2 of The History of Sex-
uality, that Foucault offers his most radical critique of modern concepts of
desire and their ontology of lack. In volume 2, Foucault traces the historical
emergence of the dynamic of desire to its economic, political, and philo-
sophical roots in the Socratic-Platonic tradition. Prior to the development of
this “subject of desire,” sexual acts and behaviors were not submitted to the
law of desire to be deciphered. While they were certainly codi¤ed as proper
and improper, these categories operated strictly as political and economic
regulators, not as moral arbiters about the state of one’s subjectivity—and
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certainly not as the arbiters of what kind of person or identity one was or was
not. Judgments regarding sexual activity did not stake any claim to onto-
logical truths prior to the Socratic-Platonic tradition: the order of knowl-
edge limited itself to the parameters set forth by the contemporary values of
Greek culture.

As a part of his constant efforts to think from one’s historical present,5
this genealogical work in Greek culture springs from Foucault’s own con-
temporary sets of values and concerns. The Use of Pleasure not only works to
historicize sexual desire but also raises the epistemological quandary in-
volved in any schematic that reads subjectivity primarily through desire. His
focus on the Platonic model and its insertion of lack into the origin of desire
springs from a larger effort to problematize the epistemological model that
leads us in search of the sources of phenomena, whether historical events or
psychological desire. When Plato writes the myth of Eros’s conception as the
rape of Pena by the drunken Poros in the garden of Aphrodite’s birthday party,
we can read this as his inserting the classic narrative of the Ursprung into the
heart of human desire. But it is in Foucault’s disabusing us of this myth of
the Ursprung—that clear, pure, and essential Origin—that Foucault most
hopes to follow Nietzsche and his radical questioning of modern Western
epistemologies.6

Desire thereby misleads us doubly for Foucault: it reads our subjectivity
as anchored in an ontological lack and simultaneously locks us into the nos-
talgic quest for that pure origin of fullness and plenitude. The lack demands
an answer, but the origin forever recedes from our attempted grasps. Para-
dise is lost, just as its de¤nition demands that it always must be. And so this
doubled logic of desire is, as my opening musings suggest, totalizing. How
to exit this stranglehold of desire?

‰   ‰   ‰

An attempt to problematize the political and epistemological fallout of
the schema that reads subjectivity as driven by desire, which is in turn
framed as a lack, thus cuts across both the Foucaultian and Lacanian ap-
proaches to this thorny question of desire. The doubled grounding of desire
as the lack that is the origin of subjectivity unleashes teleology. If a subject
is necessarily a subject of desire, and if that desire is fundamentally driven
by the subject’s lack of that which would ful¤ll her/him, then political and
psychic life must necessarily be understood in teleological terms. Lack de-
mands an endpoint: we are what we want, and we want what we do not have;
therefore, we must pursue that which will ful¤ll us, and we must be able to
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articulate clearly what that is. This becomes the logic of both identity poli-
tics and a hermeneutics of the self: to know what one wants provides the
basis of cultural legibility and all its myths of agency, control, mastery, and
ful¤llment. Enacting a logic of scarcity, this endless pursuit of an endpoint
grounds both capitalism and heteronormative sexuality.7

We can locate this political and psychological schema in the particular
ways that we late moderns constitute the order of knowledge. In locking the
order of knowledge into the pursuit of pure and essential origins, we place
it in the order of teleology as well. As I will argue below, meaning itself be-
gins to connote the grasping of endpoints and purposes, the clear and dis-
tinct demarcation of concepts or entities from the surrounding chaos that is
not valued. In the order of experience, this teleologically grounded episte-
mology renders unfocused, dissipated lives meaningless. In the world of de-
siring subjects, the thought that nothing might ful¤ll us, that we are onto-
logically lacking, will only drive us to desire more vehemently, to want
more anxiously, and to become enmeshed more and more deeply in the bas-
tion of identity. But the thought that we might never know what we want?
That is unthinkable.

‰ Law of Prohibition

Both Foucault and Lacan read Bataille.8

And they all recognize, albeit differently, how this dynamic of desire
emerges primarily through the logic of prohibition and transgression.
Whether Lacan’s Law of the Father or Foucault’s analysis of “the Repressive
Hypothesis,” prohibition functions as the mechanism through which sub-
jectivity is cathected. Prohibition sequesters speci¤c objects, actions, and
behaviors from the acceptable, normal—even “natural”—realm of experi-
ence. It prohibits speci¤c things, creating taboos, which in turn incite de-
sire for the forbidden fruits. Prohibitions exacerbate the lack that is at the
heart of the modern subject’s desire. And in late modernity, these prohibi-
tive laws become increasingly codi¤ed through the arms of both clerical
and secular authorities. The more codi¤ed they become, the more internal-
ized becomes the source of transgression: one must submit to the laws of
desire if one is to become a legible subject.

Bataille develops this particularly in volume 2 of The Accursed Share,
where he shows how objects, subjects, and activities are eroticized via prohi-
bitions. The exemplar for Bataille here (following Lévi-Strauss) is incest. The
prohibition against intergenerational sexual contact within biological fami-
lies eroticizes the familial ties—and, most importantly, the marital tie—
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while ensuring the continued ¶ow of erotic energy in this otherwise closed
container. Prohibitions thereby function to eroticize particular realms of be-
havior and culture within human communities. And the sporadic act of trans-
gression, whether physical or psychological, becomes necessary to re-cathect
those boundaries and the objects and subjects they constitute as valuable.

For example, in prohibitions in the United States against sodomy, the
anxiety enacted in the prohibition is not about the act of sodomy itself, but
about the kinds of subjectivities produced through the prohibition. The
anxieties attendant to prohibitions against sodomy respond to two possible
subjectivities that might emerge on either side of the act: (1) political, and
potentially dangerous subjectivities that might be produced by admitting
to such an act—for example, subjects not constrained by a sexual ethics of
procreation; and (2) docile subjectivities that refuse or even denounce the
act—for example, subjects deeply constrained by a sexual ethics of procre-
ation, with its social and religious rami¤cations, and generally submissive
to laws of repression. It may appear, at ¤rst glance, that the ¤rst of these, the
allegedly “transgressive” subjectivities, overturn the law of prohibition;
however, they do not decenter or diminish the anxieties enacted through
that law. The “transgressive” subjectivity revolves around the same center as
the docile subjectivity—namely, sexuality reduced fully to genitalia.

We see here the full-blown logic of identity politics and its perpetua-
tion of the limited economy of scarcity (lack) and teleology: identity is re-
duced to desire; but now desire ¤nds its expression through the order of sex-
uality, which is in turn reduced to genitalia. You are what you desire, and
your desire is now clearly and physically demarcated by the actions of your
genitalia: we can still recognize the sexual act and thereby know the identity
it enacts. The alleged transgression keeps us circling around the same dy-
namics as those enacted in the prohibition—physically (genitalia), psycho-
socially (identity and its politics), and epistemologically (demarcated, rec-
ognizable meaning). If the transgression (or overturning) of laws against
sodomy is to play any role in a radical queer politics, it cannot do so simply
through the valorization of one genital act over and against another. Rather,
if it is to uproot the limited economy of desire and identity politics, it must
resist the orders of scarcity (lack) and teleology in ways that do not rein-
scribe their mastery of the social-psychic ¤eld.

Bataille thereby sees, as this brief example shows, that the endless trans-
gression of limits will never be a way to exceed those limits: limits are
formed to be transgressed. As Foucault and Lacan also show, albeit with
strikingly different emphases, transgressing limits only reinstates their
power, performing exactly as the law expects and demands. Bataille thereby
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exposes the impossibility of exceeding a consciousness that is primarily
framed by lack through transgression. The law of prohibition only exacer-
bates the lack that is at the heart of subjectivity, locking one into the logic
of teleology and its politics of identity: transgression only reasserts the
restricted economy of desire. To experience differently and to frame ex-
perience differently, Bataille distances himself from this dominant, norma-
tive logic of prohibition-transgression, its subjectivity of desire-lack, and its
politics of identity-teleology. To do so, he shifts our attention to the closed
economy of utility, a value that galvanizes this larger logic of desire-
prohibition-teleology in late modernity and locks us into a speci¤c order of
knowledge.

‰ Eroticism, not Sexuality

In volume 2 of The Accursed Share, Bataille distinguishes between eroti-
cism and sexuality. Having explored an eclectic variety of experiences (e.g.,
potlatch rituals, religious sacri¤ces, ascetic monasticism) that exceed the
closed economy of utility in volume 1, he proclaims eroticism as the exem-
plary ¤eld of sovereignty and “the accursed domain par excellence” (1991b, 18)
in volume 2. But most of his work in this volume involves setting out a
meaning of eroticism that is lost to our modern Western ears. He argues that
eroticism exceeds the ¤eld of sexuality—and the order of knowledge. For Ba-
taille, sexuality is the realm of human experience that is created through the
ontological break with animality; that is, through the abhorrence of animal-
ity,9 sexuality is humanized to distance it from simple animal sexuality. But
as a ¤eld of experience grounded in “contact with animality,” sexuality is
haunted by the very abhorrence that originally produced it as a human ¤eld
of experience. And this haunting is the realm of eroticism: eroticism is the
persistent attraction to that which humans must—ontologically as humans—
abhor. Whether animal sexuality, sacri¤cial deaths, or a squandering useless-
ness, eroticism enacts the human attraction to the very thing that humans, as
humans, must abhor.

What incites this attraction varies across time and space, with a neces-
sity that is only local to the closed economy in which it operates: religious
taboos, economic codes, racial barriers, educational systems, and of course,
norms of sexuality all eroticize various acts, objects, and thoughts differ-
ently at different times and places. The erotic world is, as Bataille puts it in
teasingly Kantian language, “imaginary in its form” (1991b, 29); some as-
pect of culture is arbitrarily delimited as “erotic.” Engaging Bataille’s
thought experiment and recalling that he was a medievalist, we can imagine
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rather easily an eroticized world in which sexuality is forbidden (see 1991b,
29). What is sexual may be erotic; but what is erotic need not be sexual.

The erotic thus may be historically experienced primarily through the
dynamics of prohibition and permission, but a general perspective shows
that eroticism is not reducible to this sort of negation. A general view ushers
us into the ways that eroticism uses arbitrarily de¤ned prohibitions to his-
torically reenact the ontological break from animality that ensures our very
humanity, without reducing the erotic to the limitations and contours of the
sexual.

Bataille thereby distances himself considerably from the hyper-rational
approaches of psychoanalysis, which might read the attraction to the horror
of animality as a “return of the repressed.” It seems that psychoanalysis has
claimed the ¤eld of sexuality, the ¤eld of how drives and desires are struc-
tured symbolically, psychically, culturally, and individually, as its realm of
investigation and analysis. Psychoanalysis has, from Bataille’s general per-
spective, reduced eroticism to sexuality, which is reduced once more to the
conceptual apparatuses of reason and its dominant logic of utility. If sexual-
ity is the realm of experience created through the ontological break with
animality, it is that which renders the experience in an acceptable form of
“contact with” animality. And it is this “contact” that psychoanalysis has
rendered reasonable, even if through negation—that is, through mapping
how the irrational functions in our human relations to sexuality. But for Ba-
taille, this contact with animality is not one that can be fully reduced to
either reason or reason’s negation. Rather, the contact with animality in the
¤eld of sexuality is constant, haunting sexuality with the very abhorrence
that originally produced it as a human ¤eld of experience—the abhorrence
that originally drove it to distance itself from this contact. The abhorrence is
ontologically necessary. And this is what eroticism enacts and expresses.
Eroticism thereby exceeds sexuality, as well as the (rational) grasp of psycho-
analysis that attempts to reduce it to the ¤eld of sexuality.

But we late moderns have lost this distinction between eroticism and
sexuality. For us, living under the modern reign of instrumental reason and
its speci¤c ordering of knowledge, eroticism has been reduced to sexuality.
Sexuality forms the domain of experience in which instrumental reason can
gain a ¤rm foothold, driving so deeply into the social psyche that it shapes
the very core of the modern self—namely, one’s desire. Instrumental reason
can demand that sexuality must be useful, which translates into the man-
date that it must be reproductive. For example, the fundamental principle
of Catholic sexual ethics (with which Bataille was well acquainted) is that
the sexual act must be natural. And the single criterion to determine this
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“natural” status is the openness of the act to procreate. Sexual acts must not
foreclose reproduction. They must be useful. The consequent reduction of
the excessive possibilities of sexuality to the singular act of heterosexual
intercourse is merely an obvious aside.

The problem with queer lives, then, is that they categorically foreclose
the biological expression of utility—reproduction. Compensation for this
disavowal can apparently only be achieved through the metonymic exchange
of capital reproduction for the foreclosed biological reproduction. Only
through their ¤nesse of the marketplace can gay (notably, white gay male)
lives prove their utility—and even hope to access any power. But their per-
version of utility’s heterosexist coding of the body and its ultimate power in
this closed economy of xenophobia will guarantee that any such entrance to
power will be, at best, contingent and ¶eeting. Queer lives are palatable
only when serving as fuel for markets. For example, as we see in the popular
television show “Queer Eye for the Straight Guy,” the United States and
Great Britain apparently love gay white men when they are helping straight
men to be better lovers, thereby strengthening heterosexuality while mar-
keting it; or, as Jacqui Alexander demonstrates through an analysis of the
white gay tourism industry, gay lives are also acceptable when perpetuating
racism or nationalism.10 But if queer lives are not aiding and abetting the
particular closed economy of heterosexual, racist, nationalist capitalism,
they are unacceptable; and the clear evidence for this is their perversion of
its ultimate law, utility.

This fastening on the utility of the sexual act thereby effectively reduces
the domain of sexuality to genitalia: sex is about genitalia, about who does
what with his or her genitalia. These are precisely the terms at stake in the
aforementioned example of sodomy and, more speci¤cally, in the 2002 anti-
sodomy ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court in Lawrence v. Texas. This land-
mark decision, which overturned more than a dozen states’ sodomy laws, fo-
cused on the act of sodomy between two men and turned on the questions of
privacy and the limits of the law. However, in the cultural psyche of the
United States, where identity is determined through the epistemological
order of instrumental reason, the ruling has effectively continued the reduc-
tion of g/l/b/t lives to questions of genitalia: it perpetuates the problematiz-
ing of queer lives through the singular question of our use of our genitalia,
the restricted mode of access to identity. Sexuality is about the proper use of
genitals. And that is all.

The installation of this fundamental value, utility, allows not only homo-
phobia but also more general forms of xenophobia to emerge: if sexuality is
not reproductive, it is perverse (and the person performing it is a pervert);
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but, more generally, if an act is not useful, it is not properly human (and the
person performing it is a beast or monster).11 In the United States, where the
Protestant work ethic reigns supreme, we can see that the site of our human-
izing is not merely the abhorrence of animality, but more generally the ab-
horrence of all that is not useful. This is what ¤nally horri¤es us about animal-
ity: its useless squandering of life. Why must we, ontologically, distance
ourselves from the contact with animality that is at the root of human sexu-
ality? Because it is useless. To abhor squandering uselessness or, at the other
end of production, to abhor excessive waste, is to distance oneself from ani-
mality: it is to humanize one’s self—and to give reason, particularly instru-
mentality and its expression in utility, its fullest reign over our social and
psychic lives.

But this larger distancing movement from animality has also been erased
from late modernity’s consciousness. Bataille argues that this distancing
from animality functions as the primary criterion to separate humankind
into social classes, races, tribes, groups—into differences. But we late moderns
cannot allow for any such “horror [as the horror of animality to] enter into
consideration” (1985a, 117, his emphasis). We cannot even recognize its do-
mesticated transposition into the horror of uselessness. Bataille argues that
we can only recognize “the right to acquire, to conserve, and to consume ra-
tionally, but [we must] exclude in principle nonproductive expenditure” (1985,
117). We must jump over the possibility of uselessness.

Consequently, if we want to resist this attenuation of experience and the
politics of domination that come in the wake of these multiple erasures (of
eroticism, of nonproductive expenditure), we must investigate this funda-
mental logic of utility at the heart of sexuality. If queer acts of pleasure are
to dislodge the totalizing restricted economies of desire-prohibition-teleology,
it may be through the valorizing of their very lack of purpose: this particular
kind of lack may usher in a general economy of excessive pleasures that are
gloriously useless.

‰ Knowledge as Limits: The Expansive Scope of Utility

In my musings on the traditional narrative of desire as rooted in an on-
tological lack, I have argued that the logic of such a desire locks us into a te-
leological ordering of knowledge and experience: we know who/what we are
through the purposes we pursue. This teleological ordering narrows in scope
in later modern thought, exempli¤ed perhaps in the texts of John Locke,
where utility becomes the singular criterion to determine the satisfaction of
desire’s demands: we know who/what we are through the usefulness that our
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lives/actions achieve. Across both of these schemas of broad teleology and
more narrow utility, knowledge is ordered sequentially as the progressive de-
velopment of clearer and more useful endpoints. The demarcation of each
segment of thinking—of each concept—thereby becomes critical to the for-
ward march of knowledge’s ordering of experience and the world.

This seems to make things much worse. It seems to broaden the scope
of this limited economy of epistemological utility and its politics of domi-
nation. If this construction of meaning through the delimitation of concepts
is the necessary structure of knowledge, then we ¤nd ourselves embedded
not only in a limited economy of the psychosocial world through desire-
prohibition-identity, but also in a limited economy of epistemology: our
very impulses to ¤nd meaning (through teleology broadly, and utility spe-
ci¤cally) and the way that we undertake this process (through the delimita-
tion of concepts) may already enact a normative order of knowledge that
suf¤ciently conditions the emergence of utility as our highest value. A crass
concept of utility or even of instrumental reason may thereby prove in-
suf¤cient as a barometer for transformative politics.

When Bataille turns to this kind of sequential ordering of knowledge,
he turns to the texts of Hegel: “Hegel saw very well that, were it acquired in
a thorough and de¤nitive way, knowledge is never given to us except by un-
folding in time” (1991b, 202). Despite his resistance against reducing think-
ing to any singular method, Hegel’s texts nonetheless provide some insight
into how this demand for sequential demarcation may anchor the broader
logic of utility and its apparent vehicle, instrumental reason.

Hegel reads human consciousness as constantly transgressing its own
self-made limitations or demarcations. In The Phenomenology of Spirit, con-
sciousness moves through the world in an endless act of exceeding its own self-
imposed limits. As Reason’s negative labors ad in¤nitum, the self becomes
richer and more self-conscious through its gathering of these distinguishing
moments and marks, these “limits” that it constructs and exceeds as it inter-
nalizes them. The kind of limit that Hegel reads consciousness as constantly
constructing and subsequently transgressing is thus not, and cannot become,
an absolute limit. As Derrida develops in his early essay on Hegel and Bataille,
“From Restricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism without Reserve,”
these limits are always internal to human consciousness for Hegel, always
those which Hegel can fold back into the dialectical grasp of Reason. They
most often function in two ways: immediately, as a limit that initially ap-
pears absolute to consciousness, and mediately (often narrated retrospec-
tively), as a distinction that consciousness—lifted into Reason—has
grasped, and thereby read in its true shape as a distinguishing mark within
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consciousness’s experience of the world. Or, to write this in the register of de-
sire that shapes Bataille’s (and arguably Hegel’s) language, limits function
immediately as prohibitions and mediately as transgressed prohibitions in
Hegel’s articulation of human consciousness.

To grasp the limits through which one has passed, epistemically and ex-
istentially, is then to grasp how one is placed, how one makes sense. This
recognition of limits becomes the very acts of both thinking and experienc-
ing: it becomes the way that we articulate meaning in our lives and worlds.
For Hegel, to be delimited means to be thinking well and grasping experi-
ence fully, displaying a predilection toward that which is “meaningful” as
the telos of human consciousness. And that “meaning” is determined by the
clear demarcation of one entity from another.

As Hegel develops more explicitly in the Science of Logic, the limit func-
tions as the necessary space of negation, which in turn both distinguishes and
connects one identity to another identity (Self to Other). As that limit is
more deeply internalized, consciousness realizes that it is dialectically both
Self and Other.12 “Every determinate being . . . determines itself as an
other,” Hegel explains (1969, 118). The limit serves as the fundamental ne-
gation upon which one’s consciousness as a being rests: it allows for individu-
ation. The function of limits as internalized into constitutive, distinguishing
marks of one’s identity thus becomes the necessary condition for identity for-
mation itself: recall the critical role of clear and distinct genital acts to iden-
tity politics in the example of sodomy.

Consciousness thereby appears to totalize its grasp on experience, read-
ing all moments as limits or negations that it can—and should—internalize
as it unfolds in time. Consciousness appears to operate as a closed economy.
This totalizing grasp reaches its extremity when it comes up against the ne-
gation of being that Hegel sees as absolute: non-being or nothing, the cate-
gory with which the dialectic of the Science of Logic begins. Against this (al-
legedly) absolute limit, Hegel demonstrates how a being is not-nothing;
consequently, this fundamental limit constitutes the basis on which other
negations are sublated into identity (see 1969, 119). The nothing is sublated
into determinate being—domesticated and made meaningful. With this
“absolute” limit internalized, the question of each new relation with an
Other becomes a matter of how the apparent limit will be overcome—of
how the relation will produce another distinction that is then internalized
as a part of one’s identity, “a moment of experience.” The Other is already re-
duced to that which is delimited; and only that which is delimited can be
meaningful, and thus experienced. Or, in Bataille’s language, the question
of each new relation is how the prohibition will be transgressed. A particular
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kind—that is to say, a limited notion—of limitlessness thus comes to be
viewed as internal to the structure of identity.

Another way of spinning this narrative is to say that Hegel submits the
question of identity formation to the mastery of Reason. Negations, or lim-
its, are internalized, made meaningful, made useful to the I: one engages ne-
gations and limits in order to know them. Again, Derrida’s essay on Hegel and
Bataille is helpful. As he describes it, in the Hegelian Aufhebung, “from
in¤nite indetermination one passes to in¤nite determination, and this tran-
sition, produced by the anxiety of the in¤nite, continuously links meaning
up to itself” (1978, 275). The “anxiety of the in¤nite” here can be read as
Hegel’s deep anxiety of the meaningless, of that which resists all meaning—
what Bataille might call the “formless,” which thinking cannot think with-
out turning it into some form.13 Meaninglessness produces anxiety in this
meaning-seeking thinker, just as it does in the culture that he articulates
and we still inhabit. Meaninglessness demands the construction of limits, of
boundaries, even of prohibitions. Thinking or experiencing limitlessly is
untenable, useless, and unknowable; it is thereby also undesirable and, per-
haps most troubling of all, it resists mastery.

‰ Bataille’s Queer Pleasures

The order of knowledge at stake in Bataille’s turn toward general econ-
omies is thereby more far-reaching than any simple notion of utility or instru-
mental reason. Broader, more expansive contours of rationality may be at
stake in his challenges to go “in the wrong direction on the paths of knowl-
edge—to get off them” and ¤nd that “only unknowing is sovereign” (1991b,
208). To go in the wrong direction on the paths of knowledge may be to
challenge our very demarcation of concepts, our very act of categorization.14

While the attempts to ¤nd routes into general economies are appropriately
numberless (and also unpredictable, shifting with historical conditions),
those experiences which resist a reduction to a clear and distinct concept
need not be read as defective or lacking in some fundamental way. Such ex-
periences may challenge the very epistemologies that subtend such judg-
ments, opening onto kinds of living that resist both these epistemologies of
mastery and the politics of domination that they spawn.

As Bataille brings the modern reduction of eroticism to sexuality into
focus, he demonstrates how sexuality functions as a closed economy. Provok-
ing us to think in general economies, he shows over and over how eroticism
is irreducible to sexuality, drawing on its many other possible expressions:
religious sacri¤ce, spectacles, arts; competitive games, war, cults; ¶owers,
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jewels; the list goes on and on across his texts.15 I suggest that, in the con-
temporary culture of the United States, the queering of sexual pleasures,
along with the intense anxiety that it produces, enacts these excessive possi-
bilities that eroticism harbors and thereby exposes the arbitrariness of the
laws of utility and knowledge and their multiple erasures. The queering of
sexual pleasures exceeds the reductions of sexuality to genitalia, of identity
to desire, of pleasure to utility, and of experience to knowledge: it decenters
the heteronormative coding of the sexual body, the restriction of conscious-
ness to legible desires and identity, and the attenuation of life that occurs
when meaning is reduced to concepts and goals.

Queer pleasures may, in fact, not even be properly “sexual.” Bataille’s
erotic ¤ction is ¤lled with eggs, eyeballs, fevers, milk, semen, sheets, wind,
rain, illnesses, chalices, sunrays, blood, bicycles, and very bizarre physical
positions. Simply read The Story of the Eye. A hyper-performative text, this
short book leads its readers directly to bodies, perhaps even giving readers’
bodies back to themselves in ways they do not recognize and therefore have
not experienced. The ¤rst chapter, “Cat’s Eye,” already puts one in a world
of bodies and pleasures and ¶uids, and nothing more. Bataille elaborates the
intricate acrobatics of these young bodies with great detail, inviting his
readers to concoct some impossible physical positions. And this, in addition
to some cat’s milk, eggs, and urine, is all we get.

There are no characters in this piece of literature. Yes, we get names and
genders and ages, but there are no internal conversations or inter-character
dialogues that might give us some sense of “what drives these people” or
“who these people are.” There is no narrative of desire, and consequently no
characters have an identity. Proper names function as placeholders for vari-
eties of bodily ¶uids and physical positions. The characters respond to the
energy of the scenes themselves, wholly externalized by the mesmerizing
pleasures around them, rather than being driven by deep psychological
structures of desire and its endless transgression of prohibitions. It is never
entirely clear where one character or act or idea drops off and another begins.

Bataille gives us the effects of behaviors on bodies. Brimming with
arms, hands, blood, eyes, heads, urine, dirt, ejaculations, and eggs, these are
stories of bodies and ¶uids and very odd, very queer, pleasures. Bizarre acts
seem to multiply possibilities endlessly, exceeding the law of desire and its
coding of the body: genitalia, that which the law of utility deems the proper
site of sexuality, are merely one more among this onslaught of objects; they
are described with an odd matter-of-factness that contrasts sharply with the
sumptuousness of eggs and milk. These are not pleasures derived as the te-
leological satisfaction of desires. They are irreducible to prior determining
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logics of desire. There is nothing satisfying in these texts—and, certainly,
nothing useful (in the scenes themselves or in our acts of reading them).
Nothing useful, and perhaps not even anything meaningful or legible or
sensible at all. There is no guiding telos.

If to queer pleasure de-centers us from the grip of reproductive sexual-
ity and its heteronormative coding of the body, then it may not occur in
realms recognizable as “sexual.” It may have nothing at all to do with sex-
ual object choices or other transgressions of the prohibitive law of desire.
To queer may mean to be involved in acts of pleasure that offer no return
to the closed economies of societal meaning that are driven by utility and
the mandate of closed, concise, clear endpoints. Rather, to live in the world
queerly may mean to live in the world transformatively, with an eye always
toward how relations of bodies and pleasures can be multiplied and in-
tensi¤ed. If acts of pleasure veer off the rails of utility and reason, these may
be some of the best indicators of queering’s effects. To be intensely engaged
in activities that are going nowhere may itself be a criterion of queering in
this teleologically obsessed culture.

Allow me to offer a few examples: the slow, iterative time of intellectual
work that never produces anything other than its own activity and pleasure
comes to mind. Or to confuse the question of genitalia beyond its registers of
legibility would also be to queer this culture: the growing movement of
M-F and F-M trannies, who identify neither as female nor male but as forever
in-transition-between-genders, are turning the question of sex as a question
of genitalia into hilarious contortions. To be as explicit as the law of desire
demands: if a female-by-birth who identi¤es as a lesbian straps on a dildo to
have anal sex with a male-to-female trannie who has both breasts and a penis,
does this somehow make her straight? (Such an act would not be criminal-
ized under recently outlawed anti-sodomy laws of Texas, which pertained
only to same-sex couples.) Or, to offer a cultural example: Pedro Almodóvar’s
¤lm Talk to Her offers us many exquisitely queer pleasures in its beautiful, if
tragic (and admittedly problematic), depiction of how the law of desire kills
those pleasures and loves that are irreducible to genital acts or clear identi-
ties. Finally, to speak in that ¤rst-person voice that queering apparently
evokes, I surely have the queerest of relations with my ¶amboyantly gor-
geous cat, with whom I am so intensely and erotically “involved” that my
lesbian lover often realizes she will always be second in my heart.

In the hopes of reinvigorating queer politics, we can cultivate a sense of
pleasures irreducible to teloi. If pleasure is not subject to the law of desire,
then it need not heed the mandate of having an endpoint. This a-telic, or
non-teleological framing of experience would de-center several of the norma-
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tive assumptions that seem to be paralyzing l/g/b/t political movements.
Identity politics has no purchase here: to be queer is not to be homosexual. In
fact, these queer pleasures are not even properly “sexual” at all. To be queer,
then, is not necessarily to be involved in same-sex sex acts: it is to be involved
in acts or pleasures that offer no clear or useful meaning. To be queer is not to
respond to the law of desire: it is to have no idea who or what you are, or
where you’re going. In the globalizing of our ethics of utility and identity
politics, this refusal of identity may be among our most radical politics.16

notes

1. In addition to Dean 2000, see Dean and Lane 2001.
2. For a more detailed examination of this reading of Lacan and what it might mean

not only vis-à-vis Deleuze and Guattari, but also for our concepts of desire and pleasure in
their relation to the Law, see Winnubst 2006b.

3. See Duggan and Hunter 1995, 167; Halperin 1995, 15–16; and McWhorter
1999, xv–xvi, for overviews of these relations.

4. Whether g/l/b/t political movements have lived out that radical potential is, of
course, a different question. It seems that, while letting go of the damaging nature/nurture
polarity, g/l/b/t political movements have suffered from an inability to articulate our po-
litical agency effectively without recourse to the essentializing moves of identity politics,
as the political practices and issues of the 1990s easily show: did Foucault not warn strongly
enough against the inherent conservatism of “coming-out” narratives such that we still
have National Coming Out Day celebrated across college campuses? And how could any
truly queer politics argue for entrance to that bastion of heterosexist conservatism, the in-
stitution of marriage? I develop this issue of identity politics as a domesticating politics
that operates in a restricted economy below.

5. Foucault writes of “the historical a priori” in part III, chapter 5, of The Archaeology
of Knowledge (1972). This theme echoes across virtually all of his writing and is most ex-
plicit in his distancing himself from Kantian transcendental idealism.

6. For Foucault’s discussion of Nietzsche and the dangers of the myth of the pure ori-
gin (Ursprung), see “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (Foucault 1977).

7. While my focus here is to develop this in the register of heterosexism, see Lamarche
in this volume for the argument regarding capitalism.

8. See Roudinesco 1997 and Surya 2002 for discussions of the fraught relationship
between Bataille and Lacan, which included marriage to the same woman (albeit not at the
same time); Surya implies that, while Lacan read most of everything Bataille wrote, Ba-
taille largely ignored Lacan’s work. Although Foucault only wrote one essay on Bataille,
“Hommage à Georges Bataille” (translated into English as “A Preface to Transgression” in
Foucault 1977), he was clearly in¶uenced by Bataille’s sense of general economy, pleasure
rather than desire, and nonproductive expenditure. More explicitly, Foucault also assisted
in the publication of Bataille’s Oeuvres complètes (1973) and was a frequent contributor and
editorial consultant to Critique, a journal founded by Bataille (“A Preface to Transgres-
sion,” Foucault 1977, note 1).
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9. Bataille reads this as the ontological ground of the practices of sacri¤ce. See Ba-
taille 1992 for more details; and 1991b, 51–56.

10. See Alexander 1998. Showing how gay capitalism is a pawn of heterosexual capital
and its racist, nationalist xenophobia, she writes: “Heterosexual capital would make it ap-
pear as though the only gay people are consuming people and the only gay consuming
people are white and male” (287). While Bataille does not ¤gure in Alexander’s discussion,
her work expresses how these Bataillean dynamics can lead to excellent diagnoses of the
con¶uence of capitalism, white supremacist racism, and heterosexism through the man-
date of reproduction—utility—within a limited economy.

11. For a discussion of how this dominant value of utility lies at the heart of most con-
temporary forms of xenophobia, see Winnubst 2007.

12. Echoing “Sense Certainty” in the Phenomenology, speech itself falls short in this re-
alization, as the naming of “this” fails necessarily to articulate the ways in which the “this”
is constituted by its also always being an “other”: language fails to capture this role of limi-
tation that constitutes its very ability to name, belying a general economy that exceeds its
limited scope of “meaning.”

13. See “Formlessness” in Bataille 1985 for a frighteningly concise articulation of the
problem of language in attempting to exceed this logic of the limit.

14. Foucault also suggests this in The Order of Things and The Archaeology of Knowledge;
again, I am also suggesting that Bataille’s texts often offer ontological arguments for the
kinds of historical arguments we ¤nd in Foucault’s texts.

15. See particularly “The Notion of Expenditure” and “The Language of Flowers” in
Bataille 1985 as well as Bataille 1991a.

16. For a prolonged discussion of the general themes of this essay, and particularly its
politics and examples, see Winnubst 2006a.
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Zeynep Direk

Erotic Experience and
Sexual Difference in Bataille

What is the place of “erotic experience” in Bataille’s own political econ-
omy? As The Accursed Share makes manifest, the critique of the classical po-
litical economy plays a central role in Bataille’s reading of diverse historical
worlds. In contrast to modern approaches in the philosophy of history, he
does not conceive history as a progressive teleology that establishes in one
way or another the primacy of European civilization, but reads it as exhibit-
ing the different ways in which civilizations consumed their accursed share.
Bataille develops the term “the accursed share” through the distinction be-
tween “general economy” and “restricted economy” and their interaction.
However, Bataille also considers world history as a unity in terms of “rei¤ca-
tion of man” or “alienation.” These terms, which he borrows from Marx, are
then reinterpreted in terms of “abjection.” The abjection of life as a condi-
tion of possibility of the human world and thus of history accompanies the
subjection of human beings to work and utility.1 Bataille thereby opens the
way for reading history, and especially its capitalist era, as a history of abjec-
tion, one in which bodies are disciplined, made to ¤t in rigid borders that
facilitate production and growth.

It is well known that Bataille reinterprets the economic laws of history
by reading them in terms of consumption rather than of production alone.
Without taking into account the phenomenon of consumption, we cannot
understand the ways in which the borders between immanence and transcen-
dence are displaced and redrawn. In order to understand what “erotic experi-
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ence” means as an experience of consumption, we have to look, ¤rst, at its
philosophical foundations in Bataille’s political economy. Second, we have to
highlight the economy of corporeal being on which this political economy
rests. From this approach, it follows that erotic experience suspends the
world of restricted economy, leads us back to the impersonal ground of our
incarnated existence, to communication in the life of immanence beyond
separate identities. Bataille invites us to think subjectivity by going back to
that expenditure of energy in a shared space of incarnated openness.

It is my contention that this communication is the very space of sexual
difference or differentiation. Although I will not discuss in detail Luce
Irigaray’s philosophy of sexual difference here, I will try to address a few
questions that can be offered to Bataille from her perspective. The most im-
portant of these questions is perhaps the one that concerns the possibility of
an ethics of erotic experience. Can eros be a source for rethinking a new co-
habitation on earth? Bataille acknowledges that the utilitarian civilization
in which we live has insuf¤cient respect for life, and he invites us to a radical
re¶ection on a new economy that takes seriously the biological nature of our
existence. He would not deny that that which is biological or material in the
body never appears as such but always as embodied in historico-social struc-
tures. He nevertheless af¤rms the body in ¶esh and blood, and its cosmic
time over against the abstract subject and the time of the project. I will
argue that Bataille’s philosophy makes room for an ethics of eros that ac-
commodates negation, violence, and the possibility of harm to the other—
the failures and paradoxes of the eros.

‰ The Economic and the Erotic

In The Accursed Share Bataille uses the notion of “general economy” as an
economy of energy based on the exuberance of living matter as a whole.
Here, “economy” and “existence” are closely related terms because the real
problem of the general economy—the excess of resources—becomes visible
only from the point of view of general existence (1991a, 39). Precisely be-
cause the economic problem is an existential one, the notion of “classical
economy” as determined by the pursuit of surplus to be invested in growth
is insuf¤cient to capture the general existential, ontological problem of “the
essence of the biomass which must constantly destroy (consume) a surplus
of energy” (1991a, 182). Although we highlight the notion of “existence”
here, we are not reading Bataille as an existentialist: he does not thematize
the possibility of the transcendence of a solitary consciousness based on a
factically situated individual and personal existence. Instead, he proceeds to
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conceive existence radically by going beyond all personalisms, existential-
isms, and even beyond the Heideggerian Jemeinichkeit. Existence is not pri-
marily mine: it is limitless, dynamic, and ¶uid. In other words, subjective
existence cannot be limited by me or by the other I’s.2

At the foundation of general economy seems to lie a notion of general,
impersonal existence and its explosive character.3 This is a radical thinking
of subjectivity in its most fundamental energetic dimension. The inner ex-
perience of eroticism reveals the fact that the originary ground of our exis-
tence is impersonal. The erotic act, whose sacred nature is manifest in the
pagan world, suspends the discontinuity of the world of work. It not only
transgresses—acknowledges and negates—the sexual prohibitions, the his-
torically constructed borders between different sexes, genders, classes, races,
cultures, and ages, but it also dissolves personalities. In other words, it
makes us return to il y a in which no sex can be one.4 In erotic experience,
being calls its own existence into question by losing itself in the very expe-
rience.5 The distortion of the ¤xed shapes of such constructed differences
and the dissolution of personality in the erotic experience are conducive to a
return to the continuity of impersonal existence. In my reading, the term
“continuity” here contrasts with the absolute discontinuity of the world,
and it does not exclude the possibility that that continuity, as the abyss of
impersonal existence, may at the same time be a space of constant differen-
tiation. Subjectivity, for Bataille, “is never the object of a discursive knowl-
edge, except obliquely, but it is communicated from subject to subject
through a sensible, emotional contact: it is communicated in this way in
laughter, in tears, in the commotion of the festival” (1991b, 242). Without
doubt, intersubjective communication presupposes separate personalities;
but at the same time, it requires the interruption of the rigid personal
boundaries. Subjects can connect and subjectivities are communicated only
through the interrupting acts of violence that shatter the illusion of the
coincidence of the subject with itself.

The impersonality of existence, which is erotic through and through,
provides Bataille with an ontological perspective that af¤rms the body in its
generality as a communicative, non-separate being, embedded in the dy-
namic life of the cosmos. The body as a living organism, as an impersonal
part of the biomass, is always to be found in a situation determined by the
“play of energy on the surface of the globe and ordinarily receives more en-
ergy than is necessary for maintaining life” (1991a, 21). Bataille conceives
human existence as a space for the interaction between life and the world, in
terms of a dwelling in which the cosmic time and the time of the project
constantly interrupt each other. Even though Bataille never consistently
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uses it, the distinction between the “life” and the “world” that Heidegger
privileges in his reading of Nietzsche6 can be of remarkable value in inter-
preting Bataille. In “On the Truth and Lies in a NonMoral Sense” (1999),
Nietzsche argues that we are creatures who, in order to preserve ourselves,
construct a world by way of schematizing life according to our practical
needs. On the other hand, life is the chaotic energy that surrounds, pene-
trates, and constantly challenges us through our bodies. As Heidegger de-
scribes it, “life lives in that it bodies forth” (1991, 79). The scienti¤c, con-
ceptual, legal, and moral framework that makes up our worldly nest is
analogous to a spider’s web built on the branches of a tree over the stream of
a river.7 Without our worldly constructions, we cannot survive; yet life al-
ways threatens to take them back from us, to swallow them, leaving us be-
wildered in the midst of chaotic forces.

The modern capitalist world submits man’s activity to use for the pur-
pose of the constant development and growth of the economic forces. In the
¤rst volume of The Accursed Share, Bataille is concerned with the way re-
stricted economy (constant development of economic sources) poses the gen-
eral problems that are linked to “the movement of energy on the globe”
(1991a, 20). Erotic experience in the modern world, the acknowledgment
and the transgression of prohibitions at the same time, is an economic play
between life’s forces and worldly powers that necessarily reach a limit in the
investment of surplus in growth and development. Eroticism is the “unpro-
ductive glory” of life energy. Bataille makes clear that erotic desire does not
originate in a need or a lack in our being in the world, but derives its being
from a surplus, luxury, and frivolity in our being. Not only does the erotic be-
long fundamentally to luxury, but sexuality too is in its very essence luxuri-
ous.8 Bataille emphasizes that “the excess energy (wealth) can be used for the
growth of a system (e.g., an organism); if the system can no longer grow, or
if the excess cannot be completely absorbed in its growth, it must necessarily
be lost without pro¤t; it must be spent, willingly or not, gloriously or cata-
strophically” (1991a, 21). Restricted economy of the world is self-destructive,
and life’s energy cannot be captured and domesticated by the schemas and
limits of an ever-growing system:

In a sense, life suffocates within limits that are too close; it aspires in mani-
fold ways to an impossible growth; it releases a steady ¶ow of excess re-
sources, possibly large squandering of energy. The limit of growth being
reached, life, without being in a closed container, at least enters into ebulli-
tion: Without exploding, its extreme exuberance pours out in a movement
always bordering explosion. (1991a, 30)
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Erotic activity is not productive; it is one of the fundamental ways of squan-
dering the excess energy of life that challenges us from within the imper-
sonal, general ground of our incarnated existence. Both eros and war are
explosions beyond the limit of the development of productive forces. They
are a renewed contact with both life and death, with the impersonal exis-
tence that bodies forth. The experience of the front in war is another experi-
ence of intimacy with the other, in which the enemy may appear beyond his
national, ethnic identity, as a face. The war takes place within the disruption
of all political and historical communication; yet at the heart of this very
break, the line between friend and enemy may always be blurred by imma-
nent communication. Of course, today’s wars have technologically annulled
the possibility of experiencing the front. My point is that both the erotic ex-
perience and the experience of war strip us of our identities and pave the way
for communication between incarnated subjects.

In Bataille’s view, both war and eros exceed teleology in the sense that
they are never means of growth and development, but are ways of squander-
ing the excess that, without an outlet, would explode the whole system of
production. This is precisely why erotic experience, for example, is a sover-
eign interior experience. By “interior experience,” Bataille understands the
interruption of the world of utility, action, production, and possession. Such
an interruption, because it is both the loss of the subject and of the object, is
a destruction of the world in which human existence is submitted to
projects wherein the temporality of the primacy of the future determines the
signi¤cance of the present. We tend to believe that we create ourselves by
our projects, deeds, and achievements, but we also suffer the loss of the feel-
ing of self and the intimacy with the others. When relations with others are
determined by goal-oriented contexts, it can never lead to “communica-
tion” in the speci¤c sense Bataille gives to this term. He denies that selfhood
is a future project and that true communication between I and the other can
be accounted with reference to contexts of utility (1991b, 43). On the con-
trary, the sense of the self is to be found in “religion” in the sense of being
connected, related again to the immanent continuity of Being.

In order to understand how such a possibility of religare is opened up by
radical or “interior experience,” we must ¤rst of all remark that Bataille’s use
of the “interior” and “exterior” is quite extraordinary. What is at stake is not
the interiority of an isolated subject, but the outside of the interior/exterior
divide that draws the limits of that subject. Inner experience is a relation of
communication with the other, and it is for the other. Bataille insists that its
temporality is that of the present. We can further elaborate that temporality
by taking the erotic experience as exemplary of inner experience: erotic ex-
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perience breaks the ordinary time of the world submitted to the primacy of
the future and productivity, thereby reinstituting the absolute value of the
present moment. The time of the erotic is the reevaluation of the present
moment, the af¤rmation of the beyond being-in-the-world in a return to an
ampli¤ed contact with the immanent energy of the universe. Erotic ecstasis—
being outside one’s self in passion and desire for the other—is in-stasis, a
stance in the present moment. The instant of eros is the moment of sover-
eignty. The presence of sovereignty is only revealed through “interior com-
munication” (1991b, 245). Sovereignty does not mean “independence” in
the sense of not living in a dependency relationship to the other. All this dis-
course about dependent/independent relationships belongs to a reorganiza-
tion of the world in terms of individual growth and productivity. For Ba-
taille, such a setting of one’s self as a separate, independent being would be
the destruction of the erotic, the loss of the sovereignty of the present, the
submission to an economy of survival and growth and the primacy of the
future.

The release and the dynamic ¶ow of the erotic energy animating our in-
carnated existence require that one not close off the possibility of risk and
loss by taking precautions and setting defense mechanisms to protect one’s
average emotional stable being-in-the-world. According to Bataille, “desire
demands the greatest possibility of loss” (1991b, 141). We restrict our own
erotic affects by setting ourselves up as independent things, that is, as objects
of seduction, presupposing that the dialectic of eros should be one of con-
quest, worldly possession, and utility. From Bataille’s point of view, this is in-
deed the reversal of the erotic dynamic into a logic of “extreme poverty.” The
loss of the previous erotic experiences by their transformation into worldly
gains, the past failures to control the logic of desire, and the inability to avoid
the harmful consequences of the inversion of love to hate may limit our fu-
ture capacity to go beyond the erotic beginnings. One may argue that erotic
experience as intersubjective communicative denuding is also impeded by
heterosexist roles and prejudices, which prevent us from living up to the
erotic dynamics in our bodying forth with the others.9

Even though the telos of the animal sexuality is reproduction, it is still
an expenditure of the animal’s being. In the human realm, reproduction is
not the telos of the erotic desire, but one of its possibilities. The movement
of erotic desire goes beyond being in the sense of persisting and acquiring
more and more power in our worldly survival and self-preservation. Bataille
nowhere denies that we desire to preserve ourselves and make every effort to
satisfy our needs to that effect. However, he also makes clear that the move-
ment of desire goes beyond being in attempting to open up life possibilities
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without limit. Despite the fact that life has many possibilities that cannot
be realized inde¤nitely, the concern for survival and self-preservation is not
suf¤cient to account for our being: being must be rethought in terms of sov-
ereignty—that is, the desire to open life possibilities beyond utility, to enjoy
the products of the world beyond the necessities of subsistence and labor.
This is not to say that sovereignty is a telos; on the contrary, it is the denial of
all telos in wasting and squandering the excess of being. Erotic luxury goes
beyond the needs of self-preservation.

Even though erotic desire is consumption, it is never bound to consume
the other or the erotic relationship itself; it simply consumes a surplus and
hence it is positivity. On the other hand, that positivity of desire seems to re-
late, in Bataille’s discourse, to the history of the loss of our animal intimacy
with the world and the gradual separation from the sacred throughout the
displacements of the borders between the sacred and the profane worlds.
One should raise the question whether the location of self-consciousness and
the truth of deep subjectivity in the movement of man’s return to the inti-
macy of his being signal a nostalgic metaphysics. Bataille notes that the de-
sire for intimacy has become more insistent in modernity. Let us pause here
for a moment to shed some light on what Bataille understands by “inti-
macy”: “Intimacy is not expressed by a thing except on one condition: that
this thing be essentially the opposite of a thing, the opposite of a product, of
a commodity—a consumption and a sacri¤ce. Since intimate feeling is a
consumption, it is consumption that expresses it, not a thing, which is its ne-
gation” (1991a, 132). Our desire is to regain an intimacy that was always
strangely lost, and that intimacy that we have “the consciousness of having
lost” (1991a, 133) is our own animality.10 Indeed, Bataille’s discourse may
often lend itself to being misinterpreted in terms of the desire to return to
an immemorial past. However, we must not forget that what stands as “the
immemorial past” here is still in some sense already present: what is at stake
is not the recovering of a simple origin at all, but the acquisition of the self-
consciousness of belonging together in an original immanence in differen-
tiation. In other words, “return” here means the acquisition of the self-
consciousness of what we already are in our historical forgetfulness.11

Moreover, the emphasis on the lost intimacy should not obliterate what
is most valuable in Bataille’s account of erotic experience—his sense of the
history of eros as part of the history of sovereignty. Eroticism lends itself to
analysis in terms of a general economy, an economy of being that concerns the
global movement of energy, an economy that forbids us to isolate world
problems such as poverty, sexual and racial discrimination, war, and milita-
rism from one another. It is based on a rationality that takes into account the
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dynamics of impersonal existence in considering “totality.”12 Today, Bataille
is signi¤cant for us precisely because cultural, religious, sexual, and racial
forms of domination have become our central ethico-political problems, and
we want to ¤ght these forms of servility. External differences produced by
means of the categories of race, sex, gender, class, culture, ethnicity, and so forth
reproduce the discontinuity of our world in which communication between
human beings is cut off and replaced by the return of the techno-orgiastic.

Bataille knows well that erotic experience as a limit experience is con-
stantly subject to the assault of the modern world. Its fragility lies in its
being prey to perhaps unavoidable schematization and contracts in the en-
counter of gendered human beings in particular social, cultural, historical,
and racialized contexts that are interwoven by oppressive power relation-
ships. The history of sexual repression, inherited structures of power, and
various forms of oppression push erotic encounters to turn relationships into
arenas of struggle for self-assertion. Bataille is not blind to the fact that sex-
uality and power cannot be thought of independently from each other, and
he is not proposing a nostalgic metaphysics; he points out the necessity of
taking the living body into account in considering the ways that eros inter-
acts with power in paradoxical ways. For example, erotic encounters may be-
come contracted relationships and may turn into partnerships of survival,
productive growth, and acquisition of power. But sooner or later, life will
suffocate in those contracts and schemes that can hardly contain it inde¤ni-
tely. We may succeed in protecting our partnerships, but such a success is
bound to be taken over by anguish.13

My reading of the erotic experience in Bataille as the accursed share of
the present world, and perhaps of all historical worlds, and as a space of com-
munication between different sexes is inspired by Irigaray’s work. Irigaray
thinks of the erotic encounter between the sexes as capable of opening a
realm of communication, even though for her the terms of such an encounter
are still missing insofar as they are determined solely by men. Thinking nor-
matively on the possibility of such a communication, she invokes both “inti-
macy” and “distance.” Encounter requires that there is more than one desire,
and these differently sexed desires should be able to go to the other and loop
back to the self. Irigaray understands that condition as the possibility of the
growth and the development of the sexed subject, his or her becoming him-
self or herself (1993, 9). This is not to deny that erotic energy consumes, but
Irigaray denies that the two sexes in an erotic relationship have to consume
one another and the relationship itself—the very space of their subjective de-
velopment. For Irigaray, we must try to increase love in the intimacy of erotic
proximity and the distance that the respect for difference presupposes. One
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may add to this, in the spirit of Bataille, that erotic generosity for the other
rests on a general economy in which reciprocity is exceeded by giving what I
do not have: the excess that exceeds all possession. Without doubt, the fears
that make us tremble at the face of the possibility of a future abandonment—
anxiety about the future provoked by past experiences—may always force us
to surrender the light and the glimmer of the present to a restricted economy.
However, in a restricted economy, there can only be a semblance of an erotic
engagement primarily because the I (mainly because of his/her fears) would
not permit himself/herself to go out of his/her self to intimately communicate
with the other. What is really restricted here is the sovereign communication
by putting at risk one’s identity and stability. Erotic communication is a
source of worry and fear: what matters for present-day humanity may seem
to be more about keeping one’s head above the surface of the water, an econ-
omy of self-preservation, prosperity, and growth. However, the question of
erotic sovereignty is becoming still more pressing as this restricted economy
brings life into ebullition.

‰ The Question of Sexual Difference

Today, the problem of eroticism cannot be separated from our differing
relations to the law of the heteronormative symbolic order, which takes de-
sire as always male and yet distributes us in terms of heterosexuality. Given
the phallocratic symbolic foundations of culture, can sexual difference ever
appear beyond the binary division into heterosexual male and female? In
This Sex Which Is Not One Irigaray argues that there is only one sex; the other
sex is not “one” and does not appear in the phallocratic economy of
signi¤cation that belongs to Western culture and metaphysics. The subject
of the symbolic order is always male. It is well known that Speculum of the
Other Woman had already made reference to the phallocratic economy of
signi¤cation in reading Freud in “On Femininity” and claiming that femi-
nine sexual difference cannot be represented except as the outside of that
economy, except as death and castration. Nevertheless, the phallocratic
economy of signi¤cation includes a representation of the feminine as the
other of man, reduces the feminine sexual difference by deriving it from the
masculine, and thinks of the feminine as a defect, lack, or deviation by tak-
ing the masculine as exemplary (1985a, 21, 22, 26).

Sexual difference that has been repressed by Western culture and meta-
physics has no logos in the sense of a de¤nition, but that does not mean that
we cannot question or problematize it. Irigaray’s phenomenology of that
which does not appear proceeds by deconstructive readings from within the
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phallocratic economy of signi¤cation in order to put its closure into ques-
tion. The feminine sexual difference that has been systematically repressed
may only be brought back to life by following its traces in different dis-
courses. That which does not appear can only show itself after a cultural
revolution that accompanies the overcoming of metaphysics. In other
words, a culture of difference is the horizon in which sexual difference may
appear. Let us note here that the economy of signi¤cation that Irigaray is
putting in question is a restricted economy in Bataille’s sense, and she can
be read as pointing out the general economy of being and life that the
restricted economy represses and hopelessly attempts to control. If the
symptoms of that which is repressed did not already exist in the restricted
phallocratic economy of signi¤cation, if the latter were not constantly chal-
lenged by that which it schematized and excluded, Irigaray’s project could
not have been possible. Bataille’s economy of being provides an ontological
ground for talking about the obliterated feminine sexual difference, a differ-
ence beyond the specularization of the same, under the economical-ontological
term of “the accursed share.” Unrepresentable feminine sexual difference in
Irigaray’s sense is part of the accursed share. It is a differentiation of the
body, which is never an isolated thing, but always part of a global play of en-
ergy from which it gets its excess. In the general economy of immanent be-
ing, no sex can be “one.” On the other hand, immanence in Bataille may
offer itself to a reading in terms of an unconscious economy of desire, which
for Irigaray may include feminine desire (1985b, 123–24). And further-
more, Bataille can enable us to overcome a limitation in Irigaray, because in
re-reading immanence as the repressed place of differentiation, we can go
beyond the restriction of thinking sexual difference in terms of masculine
and feminine.

How important is the question of sexual difference for Bataille in ac-
counting for erotic experience, given that he does not raise the question of
sexual difference explicitly? It is true that Bataille does not thematize sexual
difference in his discourse on immanence. However, that does not mean that
the question cannot be opened and discussed by situating ourselves in his
thought in order to continue philosophizing further in a Bataillean spirit.
We know that erotic experience gives access to the impersonal ground of our
impersonal existence, which we can take to be as a space of communication
beyond worldly identities. Erotic experience can be the transgression of the
prohibitions that regulate and constitute heterosexual gender identities—
perversion. Bataille’s overall perspective implies that perversion is not a de-
viation from an intrinsically heterosexual nature. On the contrary, he under-
stands perversion as the overcoming of the alienation and servility that



104
zeynep direk

restrict the possibilities of intimate communication between bodies that are
dynamically and communicatively sexed. Bataille’s discourse on erotic de-
sire makes the claim that erotic situations are often provoked by separation
and distance and that desire aims at overcoming separation. Love would in-
deed be a desire to obliterate and erase worldly differences, but at the same
time, it opens a space for sovereign differentiation. Oneness in the imma-
nence of carnal communication is quite different than the unity of a couple
whose characters have merged in a “we” without difference.

Sexual alienation constitutes our worldly factical situation as incarnated
beings, and we recognize it as we ¤nd ourselves constantly challenged by the
ways that our erotic excess energy over¶ows our sexual identity. We ¤nd
glory in letting that energy ¶ow in transgression of the social restrictions of
our bodily existence in communication with the other. We ¤nd the joy of
sovereignty in the sharing of the incarnated freedom with the other. By “in-
carnated freedom,” I do not simply understand the letting of one’s own and
the other’s body be alive, expressive, and responsive beyond all forms of op-
pression exerted by the norms that regulate gender, class, race, sex, age, and
stylistic differences. Incarnated freedom is not just freedom from norms but
the creation of new norms and their negotiation in the process of our body-
ing forth as sexed beings. Bataille’s fundamental insight here is the idea that
the transgression of borders sets us in intimacy with the other. It is in this
intimacy that he ¤nds sovereignty, friendship, truth, compassion, and the
welcoming of differences. Sexual difference beyond its cultural allocation
and erasing caricatures can only be lived and expressed in the intimacy of
transgressive erotic communication. When such an intimacy takes place in
the world, it suspends gender identities and lets the differences freely ex-
press their own excess energy in communication with each other.

This reading of Bataille may sound too positive, given the fact that much
of his ¤ction may be read as misogynistic. A close reading of his literary
works may prove that he was not critical enough of his own sexist prejudices
that marked his representations of erotic experience. Is not the subject of that
experience always masculine or virile? That Bataille writes without hiding
his virility is a positive fact, because he does not obliterate sexual difference
by hiding himself behind a sexually neutral discourse. Was not the feminine
“a dark continent” for him? In the erotic experiences Bataille narrates, the vi-
rility of the “I” is put in question as much as the femininity of the specular
other. Neither virility nor femininity can be objects of knowledge, for they
are contingent, miraculous differences impossible to know or to predict in
the immanent experience of communication. Although Bataille does not ex-
plicitly contest the heterosexual divide, he is constantly obsessed with creat-
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ing and sharing queer pleasures. For example, Story of the Eye is a ¤ction about
a friendship through the experiences of transgression of gender identities in
the invention and sharing of queer pleasures.14 I am not suggesting that we
read Bataille uncritically, but despite all the sexist elements and characteriza-
tions in his work, he nonetheless provides us with a philosophically rich
account of eros that will enable us to rethink subjectivity as incarnated and
sexually differentiated through intimate communication with others. More
importantly, Bataille links the question of eros with economy, politics, and
history. Only when we miss the philosophical ideas pertaining to his econ-
omy of being that sustain his ¤ctions can the eroticism in them appear to be
dominated by heterosexual virility and the traditional representation of the
feminine.

Bataille is a thinker of the possibility of sexed communication beyond
sexual identities. By communication, which is always sexed in erotic expe-
rience, he understands the loss of beings in each other, an ecstatic being in
the other, an immanence that connects us with all other living creatures, el-
emental powers, and the cosmos itself. In his narratives, different bodies
connect through their shared excessive life energy and give rise to different
pleasures that by their very embodiment undermine social hypocrisy and
make possible a way of loving that lets desires ¶ourish in their differences,
beyond possession. Bataille’s characters do not seek to possess each other’s
desires, and this is precisely what exceeds the discourse and the norms of
heterosexual desire. For example, women in Bataille’s ¤ction are not pos-
sessed beings—they are independent, disinterested, and free from monoga-
mous heterosexual contracts that would alienate and make them servile.
Carnal act does not transform them into possessed objects. Bataille’s notion
of erotic experience is a refusal of the objecti¤cation of the female body by
the male gaze. For him, women are impossible to know, possess, and domes-
tically enclose. Indeed, Bataille is fascinated by the possibility of an insub-
ordinate feminine sexual freedom. He does not privilege the moral tradi-
tional value of the sacri¤cial feminine as virgin, wife, and mother. He is
interested in the ¤gures of the woman who breaks with the traditional mo-
rality and the prostitute insofar as they represent for him that which cannot
be possessed and made into an object in the feminine incarnation. He would
agree that subordination of women in heterosexual contracts is a socially and
historically contingent form of restricted economy. Precisely because hetero-
sexuality in Bataille would always be under the destruction of a liberating
communication that differentiates bodies as sexed beings, his writings do
not reaf¤rm heterosexual normativity, but reveal that it is contingent.

Heterosexual desire opens itself up to queer desires through the element
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of negation that belongs to erotic experience. Such desires are not queer
merely because they transgress heterosexual normativity; Bataille pursues
the pervertibility of desire without separating the question of sexual differ-
ence from the questions of animality and divinity. In contrast to the difference
between animality and humanity, the opposition between male and female
within the human species constitutes a secondary difference. That which is
divine is placed at the top of the hierarchical system of beings as that which
transcends the categorizations pertaining to living beings. Bataille ques-
tions this logic because, as is clear in The Theory of Religion, for example, a
transcendent divinity is a dialectical consequence of the separation of hu-
manity from its own animality. The border between the animal and the
human appears, then, as the place of the desire of a lost intimacy in our very
communicative being—the realm of the putting in question of gender iden-
tities and the very revelation of the erotic truth of sexual differences. Irigaray
would agree that the question of sexual difference as an immanent difference
cannot be separated from the question of transcendence.

In The Accursed Share, Bataille talks about the economic value women
have as objects of exchange among men. The control and the domestication
of carnal communication reveals its signi¤cance from the point of view of
general economy: human carnal communication is a relationship to the im-
pure, the accursed, the evil, the expenditure of agonizing excess, the confu-
sion and disorder threatening the profane order of things. The erotic rela-
tionship is pregnant with the possibilities of an essential communication
with the sacred; it can be the mystical experience of the immanent oneness
of the human, the divine, and the animal. Madame Edwarda (Bataille 1995)
is a prostitute who is experienced as God. She is not just a means of transcen-
dence; she is not just relegated to the domestication of immanence. She is
the unique embodiment of God—mad, contaminated, sublime; interrupt-
ing all possibilities of possession, including the profane patriarchal posses-
sion of her own sex by men; escaping from the logic of production, repro-
duction, and growth; breaking with the female status of being an object of
desire in the male gaze. Bataille depicts female sexual difference in all its
erased, prohibited, and queer dimensions. In other words, the queer in Ba-
taille is a pressing of the limits not only of the binary, but also of humanity
de¤ned against animality and divinity. Erotic transgression destroys the
profane worldly sexual identities, which are always constructed; and it
leaves us naked, in dispersion toward each other. Indeed, there is nothing in
Bataille that precludes the possibility that all the con¤gurations of erotic re-
lationships are ways of opening up in intimacy our interior queerness as a
dynamic play of life’s forces. In a Bataillean discourse, this queerness appears
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as our own lost strangeness, a longing in our very being. This is not to deny
that queerness is constantly created in us as we undergo new experiences.
Here, sovereign creation and return to the self belong to one and the same
immanent movement of differences, and that which is the same here pro-
vides a space for the respect for differential manifestation.

‰ The Possibility of an Ethics of Eros in Bataille

As the Introduction to the ¤rst volume of The Accursed Share shows, ethics
is a concern for Bataille. He writes, “The extension of economic growth it-
self requires the overturning of economic principles—the overturning of
the ethics that grounds them. Changing from the perspectives of restrictive
economy to those of general economy actually accomplishes a Copernican
transformation: a reversal of thinking—and of ethics” (1991a, 25). If ethics
within restricted economies determines a way of dwelling with others,
which provides the stability for the producing of a surplus that could in turn
be invested in growth, such an ethics will inescapably be suspended and re-
versed when growth reaches its limit. What does a reversal of ethics mean?

Bataille interprets history in terms of sovereignty and servility as a play
between restricted and general economies in various historical worlds. Over-
all, The Accursed Share seems to declare that our civilization is faced with a
whole-scale destruction of itself and that all meaningful discourse about ethics
must acknowledge that lesser forms of violence are necessary or perhaps un-
avoidable for its preservation. But on the other hand, Bataille conceives the
end of history as the eradication of the inequalities of resources and status
that produced it. To prevent the world from completely destroying civiliza-
tions, a more fair distribution of the resources must be undertaken. Of
course, a world-scale redistribution of the resources will not equal a situation
in which growth is no longer possible everywhere in the world. However,
what would happen if humanity were to reach that ideal state? Is there an
ethics of general economy, of sovereignty, that we can describe in positive
terms such as a new form of cohabitation on earth?

Can there be an ethics based on a general economy? If ethics exceeds the
logic of survival, development, growth, self-preservation of the same, if it
concerns the relation with the other outside the restricted economy of the
same, then it has to be understood on the basis of general economy, an econ-
omy of excess without return. If we exclude the possibility of an ethics based
on general economy, Bataille’s ethics would ultimately be nothing more
than a calculation of lesser violence in the conditions of vast inequality cre-
ated by the modern world. If this is the case, then the reversal of ethics



108
zeynep direk

amounts to the paradox of an ethics that permits the conditions of human
self-preservation of some societies to be undermined for the sake of the self-
preservation of others.15

Now let us turn to the speci¤c question of the possibility of an ethics of
eros on the grounds of the possibility of an ethics of a general economy of ex-
istence. Although such an ethics of eros cannot issue rules or laws, it is clear
that its ethical content depends on the existence of communicating sexual
differences. In other words, no ethics of eros is possible if sexual difference
cannot be instituted beyond “one” and “two.” What would an ethics of eros
pertaining to general economy be like? Bataille’s ethics of eros is an ethics of
sovereignty that is achieved through the expenditure of excess energy. Eros
provides par excellence a domain for that. First of all, an ethics of eros de-
mands a critique of classical political economy on the basis of general econ-
omy. Women in classical political economy appear external in relation to the
laws of exchange and as objects of exchange. In This Sex Which Is Not One,
Irigaray notes that such a critique has to be accompanied by an analysis of
the impact of discourse on the relations of production (1985b, 85). Bataille’s
The Accursed Share analyses the place of women in classical economy without
explicitly thematizing the symbolic foundations of sexual oppression. Never-
theless, he makes visible the way that economy stands in relation to the laws
of general economy. As is well known, Irigaray has argued that at the foun-
dation of social injustice lies sexual injustice, the institution of patriarchy,
and the submission of the female sex to the male. She tells us that to over-
come this we need nothing less than a revolution of culture, which would
gear us toward the respect for sexual difference. Holding the structures of
inequality intact by temporary reversals of ethics can be of little value from
the point of view of a politics of universal emancipation. Bataille submits
the question of the erotic to the question of the economic in a larger sense,
yet he does not suf¤ciently account for sexual oppression.

That erotic experience subverts the operations of classical economy is
obvious in Bataille’s account, but the revolutionary ethical dynamics of
erotic experience are still in need of clari¤cation. What can be taken as eth-
ical in erotic experience in Bataille’s sense? The possibility of the ethical lies
in the fact that sovereignty lived in erotic experience is not domination over
the other and does not imply the constitution of a sameness that will not
permit the manifestation of sexual differences. Eroticism is a form of com-
munication with other/s. According to Bataille, we do not come into erotic
encounters as self-made, self-coinciding subjects who seek to objectify the
other through the master/slave dialectic of the struggle for power. Bataille
meets with Irigaray in his insight that the erotic relationship opens a new
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space for subjectivity. However, what is at stake here for Bataille is what he
calls “the profound subjectivity,” which I take to be the possibility of the
immanence of the divine, the human, and the animal.16 Bataille is not inter-
ested in the subject who is an effect of power struggles, experiences of hard-
ships of life, and past traumas; he is interested in our subjective capacity to
take the step in an erotic encounter to renounce generously and luxuriously
all struggle for power and to refuse being restricted by our own personal his-
tory. Erotic communication can be the taking off of all masks or the space of
imaginary substitutions; both possibilities imply the free giving of trust by
taking the risk of the other’s betrayal.

Bataille speaks of the erotic truth in communication, which I take to be
nothing else than a dangerous openness to the profound subjectivity of our
sexed being experienced in pain and pleasure. The sovereign fragility that
erotic communication requires is the opposite of the mastery over the other.
However, Bataille also knows that “betrayal” is also included in erotic expe-
rience. He writes, “In eroticism there is ordinarily an impulse of aggressive
hatred, an urge to betray” (1991b, 178). He does not spell out the logic of
betrayal, but he could have accounted for it as the result of our incapacity to
persist too long in what we have always longed for, the profound intimacy of
the contact with myself and the other. The erotic truth is participation in the
unlimited, yet it is essentially ¤nite and comes with an experience of its own
overwhelmingness, a longing for separateness and solitude in the world. Ba-
taille never accounts for that desire.

We can also suggest that betrayal, just like violence, can be “transcen-
dent” and “immanent”: it can be a way to overcome the other by setting
one’s self as independent, a way to exert transcendent violence on the other
by asserting one’s own superiority; hence, it may involve sexism, racism, and
orientalism, a way of asserting one’s own mastery. However, it can also be
“immanent”—just not being capable of closing off the possibilities of other
erotic involvements, other desires. Both war and eros draw from the trans-
gressive forces of life that are at play in our embodiment. These forces can
only ¤nd momentary or short-term expressions in social life and are often re-
stricted, domesticated, and exploited for the accumulation of a capitalist
surplus. Not only the society, but also the individual himself/herself is
urged to control or repress the erotic forces in the transgressive movement
of bodily expression, for they can destroy the conditions of self-preservation
for the individual and harm the economic foundations of the society of
growth. Stable relationships and marriages in the modern world often start
as erotic encounters and turn into partnerships in economies of growth.
When growth comes to a limit and the life energy is completely captured by
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the restricting schemes and structures of the world, the pressure of the ex-
cess energy that we cannot squander in other erotic encounters will turn to
depression, negativity in the sense of restlessness, unhappiness, irresolvable
con¶ict, and ultimately to the destruction of worldly stability that presently
constitutes the emotional and material conditions of self-preservation. At
times, people intuitively struggle to hold such stable structures in place
precisely by being unfaithful, for that can be a way to make a suffocating
marriage or relationship last longer than it otherwise would. In other words,
there will always be a moment in which our existence will be torn apart be-
tween the necessities of production and the demands that the excess energy
makes on us.

Bataille’s conception of eros and the ethics it can bring about has the
power to account for the paradoxes of the erotic experience and the way its
dynamic space can be generative of new norms. Eroticism is expenditure in
a domain marked off by the transgression of laws or rules. Nevertheless, as I
have noted above, a transgression such as adultery complies with the trans-
gressed law—this is why erotic experience can often be a paradox (1991a,
124), for transgression both violates and reinstitutes the law. The same
holds true for the erotic pleasures that result from the queer transgressions
of the heteronormative sexual practices. However, this fact does not close off
the possibility that the play of transgression may open the possibility for the
challenge and the transformation of the laws, thus giving rise to new norms.
The world operates with and imposes the heterosexual binary opposition of
woman and man, though the erotic life energy subverts these constructions
and makes existence queer in its dynamic, subversive pleasures.

The ethics of the dynamic space of eros must take the notion of singu-
larity seriously and be open to negotiation at all moments of an erotic rela-
tionship. The imposition of my own borders upon the other is never ethical
and is ultimately destructive of the erotic communication. Bodily borders
differ in every erotic encounter. Stable and static borders are a part of our
public personality, for we fear and need masks to protect ourselves from
possible harm from the others in society. Erotic communication aims at the
moment of complete nudity via the dropping of all masks, and we thus
come to establish a contact with ourselves in the gaze and the naked pres-
ence of the other. However, Bataille does not exclude violence from the dy-
namic space of the erotic. First of all, he thinks that the leading force of this
communication is negation. Negation does not show itself only in the trans-
gression of the prohibitions that set the norms for acceptability. Erotic
communication can only take place through the negation of separation
that makes us individual beings. The overcoming of separation is the inter-
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ruption of arti¤cially constructed borders, and Bataille never seems to take
them for granted.

As Story of the Eye may suf¤ce to show, nothing in erotic experiences can
prevent my own death or the death of the other. However, it is wrong to
infer that rape too may be a radical experience of a renewed contact with im-
manence. Rape is objecti¤cation or rei¤cation of the body, and as I have
pointed out, Bataille’s erotic experience aims at destroying the thing in the
body. As an inner experience, it aims at the liberation of the body from being
a thing. What is at issue is not the experience of an object by a subject, but
the communication of two or more in the unlimited impersonal subjectivity
of existence. However, the following question remains: If sovereign experi-
ence is “the power to rise above the laws of the society,” where can erotic ex-
perience ¤nd the normativity that would enable someone to take the other’s
refusal seriously? If violence and evil give us momentary access to imma-
nence, how are the other’s life, difference, and sexed being to be respected in
the erotic experience? People may die in erotic adventures though a tran-
scendent violence—that is, the assertion of one’s power over the other, the
ignoring of the other who resists is not part of erotic experience in the im-
manent sense.

The fact is that erotic experiences may not always be paci¤c and free of
violence. An ethics of eros that comes from Bataille can deal better with the
questions of harm, destruction, and violence that the desire for the other may
lead to in an erotic relationship. We can better answer the question above if
we can distinguish Bataille’s position from that of Marquis de Sade. The key
in distinguishing their position is the difference between “immanent vio-
lence” and “transcendent violence.” First of all, immanent violence is a con-
dition for the overcoming of the separation that sets the stage for transcen-
dence and hence power struggles. In Bataille, erotic violence is immanent. In
The Accursed Share, Bataille talks about Sade’s system precisely as “the most
consistent and the most costly form of erotic activity,” whose condition of
possibility is moral isolation, denial of solidarity, and freedom from the re-
spect for others. He makes clear that “solidarity keeps man from occupying
the place that is indicated by the word ‘sovereignty’: human beings’ respect
for one another draws them into a cycle of servitude where subordinate mo-
ments are all that remains, and where in the end we betray that respect, since
we deprive man in general of his sovereign moments (of his most valuable as-
set)” (1991b, 178–79). Expenditure of energy is a negation that, as Blanchot
says, becomes apathy in the sovereign man (1991b, 179). In Sade, negation
becomes the negation of the partner’s interests and existence. Bataille does
not deny the affections of pity, gratitude and love, true energy. He writes:
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“There is no doubt that the way of individual love obliges us to limit our-
selves not only to those possibilities that make allowance for the partner’s in-
terest, but also those that the partner herself can bear” (1991b, 174). Marquis
de Sade passes beyond this obligation of the individual love by denying the
partner’s interests and very life and thus opens, according to Bataille, “a new
domain to eroticism.” Bataille seems to support the Sadean move in denying
the social link that attaches someone to a fellow human because community
limits the manifestation of sexuality in its free reign. Nevertheless, Sade, in
setting the crime as the condition of sensual pleasure, lays down the isolation
of the individual, which Bataille denies in erotic communication. The nega-
tion of the individuality and of communality when it leads to communica-
tion sexed beyond sexual identities dissolves “the close connection between
criminal destruction and sensual pleasure” (1991b, 176).

Violence involved in the erotic communication beyond identities is not
transcendent but immanent: in that realm of communication it has the
character of impersonal existence, a destruction of individuality and public
personality. Here the connection between sensual pleasure and crime is dis-
solved, for I do not distinguish the other from myself anymore. Immanent
violence does not set me over against the other in a power position and does
not make me higher than him or her. Negation in eroticism denies the sepa-
rate being; however, what is denied here is not denied for the bene¤t of some
transcendent af¤rmation. I do not achieve a human or godly transcendence
by denying the other’s individuality. The notion of immanent violence does
not preclude the possibility that no one will, after all, be harmed in erotic
communication. We can be harmed, and there would be no one to blame for
it. In Story of the Eye, Bataille’s characters do not come together for orgies to
go back to their own lives after the carnal confusion is over. Erotic commu-
nication connects their lives in an in¤nite desire and compassion. The vio-
lence that they exert against each other is different from the violence they
direct to those who pretend to coincide with their social roles. The release of
the abject to the effect of overcoming worldly separation and hygienic hy-
pocrisy is never the end of care and friendly compassion for them, but is re-
ligare, in the sense of being reconnected. The compassion, here, is ¤rst of all
respect for the way the other bodies forth in his/her erotic pleasures and to
support and welcome his/her pleasures. Negation at work in the erotic ex-
perience also paves the way for the impossibility of being indifferent to the
other from whom I am not absolutely separated.

In this kind of communication, partners become irreplaceable for each
other. Bataille’s narratives, such as Story of the Eye and Madame Edwarda, go
beyond works of pornographic imagination if it is true that, as Susan Sontag
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notes, pornographic imagination tends to destroy irreplaceability by mak-
ing people easily substitutable by others (1969). Bataille’s characters are en-
dowed with intelligence, will, and memory, but they strive to suspend the
instrumental reason in erotic consciousness. In his erotic narratives, women
do not appear as the victims of male fantasies. As Sontag notes, unlike Sade’s
character Justine, Bataille’s female characters are not exposed to experience
in which they are expected to learn, suffer, and transform themselves (1969).
The aim is not to teach the victim what the real world is like, but to share a
state of consciousness with her. This state of incarnated consciousness tran-
scends the world of power struggles. Indeed, Bataille’s way of thinking of
our incarnated existence is quite different from Sade’s. He knows that the
body can only be an object or a thing at the limit, and erotic experience ne-
gates the thing in the body. Indeed, Sade and Bataille are concerned with
quite different things in sexuality. Sontag is right in emphasizing that Sade’s
orgies consist of an inventory of a great number of different con¤gurations
of mechanical bodies and that he neutralizes the sexuality of all personal
connections in order to represent an impersonal, pure sexual relationship.
Bataille too wants to neutralize the personal, but he does that in order to ex-
perience the impersonal ¶uid ground of our existence. In the erotic experi-
ence, life relates to itself by overcoming the separation and distribution in
beings and uses its excess energy for going beyond the profane world of in-
telligence and work. This is why I think the erotic experience in Bataille
cannot be a thirst for annihilation but a source of thinking a new cohabita-
tion on earth.

notes

1. The question of abjection is inseparably connected to the theme of death insofar as
it concerns precisely the stabilization of the boundary between life and death (1991b, 80–
81). It is also connected with the question of sexuality by means of the relation between de-
sire and horror (1991b, 96–97). Bataille emphasizes that the erotic practice brings us back
from repulsion (the abhorrence of sexuality) to desire. Although the common sense may
take the consciousness of death and eroticism as opposed to one another, Bataille argues
that the anguish of death is always linked to eroticism: “Our sexual activity ¤nally rivets
us to the distressing image of death, and the knowledge of death deepens the abyss of eroti-
cism” (1991b, 84). Although the questions of abjection and death are central to the ques-
tion of the erotic, this essay will not concentrate on them. I will attempt to read eroticism
in terms of immanent life. However, let us note that, in Bataille’s use, the term “life” is not
the opposite of death and includes the sense in which “life is a product of putrefaction”
(1991b, 80).
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2. In Theory of Religion, Bataille writes explicitly in a footnote: “I cannot in fact as-
cribe to subjectivity the limit of myself or of human selves; I cannot limit it in any way”
(1989, 32).

3. For Bataille, impersonal, indistinct, immanent existence is divine. See, for ex-
ample, Bataille 1974, 301. And in Erotism Bataille characterizes the explosive nature of life
as follows: “We refuse to see that life is the trap set for the balanced order, that life is noth-
ing but instability and disequilibrium. Life is a swelling tumult continuously on the verge
of explosion. But since the incessant explosion constantly exhausts its resources, it can only
proceed under one condition: that beings given life whose explosive force is exhausted shall
make room for fresh beings coming into cycle with renewed vigour” (1986, 59).

4. Bataille read Levinas’s notion of il y a in Existence and Existents and Time and the
Other as well as Blanchot’s writings on il y a. It can be suggested that his “impersonal ex-
istence” as the ground of subjectivity communicates with the discussions of il y a in Levi-
nas and Blanchot.

5. In Erotism Bataille writes: “Human erotism is that within man which calls his
being in question” (1986, 29).

6. See chapters 11–14 in Heidegger 1991.
7. Nietzsche never denies the superiority of the standards of the human architectural

genius: “Here one may certainly admire man as a mighty genius of construction, who suc-
ceeds in piling up an in¤nitely complicated dome of concepts upon an unstable founda-
tion, and, as it were, on running water. Of course, in order to be supported by such a
foundation, his construction must be like one constructed of spider’s webs: delicate enough
to be carried along by the waves, strong enough not to be blown apart by every wind”
(1999, 85).

8. Bataille writes: “Under present conditions, independently of our consciousness,
sexual reproduction is, together with eating and death, one of the great luxurious detours
that ensure the intense consumption of energy” (1991a, 35). In animal sexuality, the
squandering of sexual energy “goes far beyond what would be suf¤cient for the growth of
the species. It appears to be the most that an individual has the strength to accomplish in
a given moment” (1991a, 35).

9. Even though Bataille often uses heterosexist language in accounting for the erotic
experience, in my point of view, it is not clear at all that he submits the logic of erotic de-
sire to heterosexism. That question will be addressed in the following section.

10. How can we be conscious of our lost animality? Even though Bataille believes, just
like Nietzsche, that intelligence separates us from such a communication, he seems to
af¤rm with Bergson that we can swim in the reverse direction of intelligence, use intelli-
gence against itself to create the erotic possibility of ¤nding an exit to an organic mem-
ory—a self-conscious experience of the internal relation of all living beings. Consuming
the excess energy enables us to overcome the intellect in not-knowing and touch the pro-
found ground of our existence in life, nurturing and destructive at once. In Bataille’s dis-
course, the materialization of the erotic desire is a way of negating the servile self, and this
is why Bataille thinks that it can lead to the sovereign manifestation of the corporeal life.

11. Bataille writes: “The regret that I might have for a time when the obscure intimacy
of the animal was scarcely distinguished from the immense ¶ux of the world indicates a
power that is truly lost, but it fails to recognize what matters more to me. Even if he has
lost the world in leaving animality behind, man has nonetheless become that consciousness
of having lost it which we are, and which is more, in a sense, than a possession of which the
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animal is not conscious. It is man, in a word, being that which alone matters to me and
which the animal cannot be” (1991a, 133).

12. For Bataille’s reading of “totality,” see 1991b, 116–19.
13. According to Bataille, “anguish . . . signi¤es the absence (or weakness) of the pres-

sure exerted by the exuberance of life. Anguish arises when the anxious individual is not
himself stretched tight by the feeling of superabundance” (1991a, 38–39). “Anguish is
meaningless for someone who over¶ows with life, and for life as a whole, which is an over-
¶owing by its very nature” (1991a, 39).

14. See Shannon Winnubst’s essay in this volume.
15. For example, such an approach will not license us to condemn, on ethical grounds,

the U.S. war in Iraq—a war that Bataille could have interpreted as an inevitable conse-
quence of the accumulation of the American surplus.

16. He uses the term “profound subjectivity” in a few places in 1991b, e.g., 234.
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SIX

‰

Alison Leigh Brown

Malvolio’s Revenge

‰ Part One: Smile, with Yellow Stockings

If I were going to paint Bataille, I would call my painting Smile, with
Yellow Stockings.1 I would start with an unsmiling photograph of his face and
go from there. I would be thinking about Emily Brontë’s Heathcliff and
Cathy; I would be thinking about Malvolio—his painful ineptitudes. I
would be thinking about how one man’s evil turns out to be another
woman’s joke on a meddler, and how things resolve themselves even when
we don’t know who we are. I would be thinking that Bataille, in the ac-
cursed time in which he found himself, spoke sovereign communications in
spite of there not being worthy interlocutors. I would paint a tongue and an
ear and an array of crossed garters until the photograph was smiling. I would
be thinking about Bataille thinking about Racine, hanging out at Tel Quel.
I’d be happy.

One is in¶uenced by one’s ¤rst glimpse of a writer, and the ¤rst thing I
knew about Georges Bataille was that he loved the love between Heathcliff
and Earnshaw. Let’s start there, at Wuthering Heights. We know that Georges
Bataille loves Emily Brontë. He tells us so in Literature and Evil. Georges Ba-
taille thinks that Heathcliff is evil. He is evil. He dreams of evil when he
imagines a slow vivisection of those he has loved for entertainment. This
dreaming is transgressive. All pace Bataille. He writes:

The mere invention of a character so totally devoted to Evil by a moral and
inexperienced girl would be a paradox. But the invention of Heathcliff is
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particularly worrying for the following reasons: Catherine Earnshaw herself
is absolutely moral. She is so moral that she dies of not being able to detach
herself from the man she loved when she was a child. But although she
knows that Evil is deep within him, she loves him to the point of saying “I
am Heathcliff.” (1973, 8)

Bataille remains important philosophically if only for what he writes
about evil and for what he writes about transgression. Together these con-
cepts indicate something about loss, temporality, and a glimpse toward an
economy without reserve. If pressed by a student, say, or a niece, to say why
I ¤nd Bataille philosophically important, I would say that in his ¤ction and
in his theory he shows us that while it seems as if there is only one thing, this
lived life, there is always a pointing toward there being something else too.
Transgression is a kind of dream of evil. Evil is a kind of sovereignty. Evil
can be evidenced by cruelty with no other aim than itself. That extra, which
is no extra, that place or time of more than this, should be valued, treasured,
made into myth or ritual. Transgression, for Bataille, is positively related to
sexual ecstasy, and the experience of transgression is one of the things that
points to this extra, the thing that escapes dialectics or general economy.
That such experiences should be made valuable through ritual is because
ritual is to community as sexual ecstasy is to individuals. This is what I
would say: help make rituals.

Emily Brontë wanders from person to person in Wuthering Heights. She
uses letters, recitations, gossip, and dreams to arrange placeholders for ¤rst-
person voices to maintain a level of engagement throughout the novel. Phi-
losophers switch from voice to voice as well. One could say that the philos-
opher is the wandering ¤rst person. Who is writing this passage?

Literature is communication. Communication requires loyalty. A rigorous
morality results from complicity in the knowledge of Evil, which is the
basis of intense communication.

Literature is not innocent. It is guilty and should admit itself so. Action
alone has its rights, its prerogatives. I wanted to prove that literature is a
return to childhood. But has the childhood that governs it a truth of its
own? (1973, i–ii)

And who speaks of this childhood? Is it Nelly? Heathcliff? Brontë? Who is
speaking this? Whose truth is governed by it:

“You needn’t have touched me!” he answered, following her eye and snatch-
ing away his hand. “I shall be as dirty as I please: and I like to be dirty, and
I will be dirty.” (Brontë 1997, 50)
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Is this the advent of Bataille’s Dirty in Blue of Noon? How do we go from one
text to the next, so busy or unable to enter that space of re¶ection, so dirty
now, so never clear and distinct? How is it that Bataille, a librarian, can write
Dirty? How is it that we let him get away with ¤nding it paradoxical that
moral Cathy can love evil Heathcliff? (Is he thinking at some level, how can
Emily write Heathcliff?)

I love Bataille. It is a truth about me that almost everyone who knows
me also knows, but I don’t talk about it very much. I feel a little bit strange
about it. The goings-on about sacri¤ce and all. Everyone knows I love
Hegel—I feel strange about that too. All that Orientalism. Scarcely anyone
knows that I love Emily Brontë, but I do. What an excess of love, none of it
able to go anywhere but outside the general economy. When I read Wuther-
ing Heights, I think, Where is this book’s Malvolio? Why isn’t there a foil for
love? Could it be the narrator? Which one? What is the importance of the
dogs? Of animality? Why is Malvolio so much more our contemporary than
either Heathcliff or even Dirty? Cathy Earnshaw is Heathcliff—or so she
says. Viola says, I am not who I am. Bataille is Kierkegaard. I am hot.

It is so hot where I live. Those of us who live here—there are a lot of
us—we think nothing of 100 degrees. It is when temperatures rise to 105°
or higher that we look at each other in amazement and mumble inanities,

“Hot enough for you?”
“Pretty hot huh?”

as we look at each other again wondering,
“Who is this person who chooses to live here?”

The rest of the year we congratulate each other with smug smiles, thinking
of those others shoveling snow, wearing scarves, being cold. Shivering and
using hankies. We are attorneys and grocery baggers and professors and pro-
grammers and landscapers and the makers of stun guns. We are almost in
California and almost in Mexico. Still, we don’t talk about water very much.
We don’t talk about fossil fuel. Lately, like everyone else in the country, we
have been talking about evil. “Evil Doers.” We’re uncomfortable. These
words make us feel like time travelers. “Evil Doers,” we say, as I presume
others do across the country. I presume it occasions discomfort, unease, a
sense of being in an accursed time.

It is so hot here the rest of the time that it is hard to maintain rigor.
Rigor of any sort is dif¤cult. Having regular meals, talking politely and on
point, parking between the lines, keeping one’s eyes on the road—all these
are dif¤cult, arduous undertakings. The relentless sun, the question to self:
Should I back out and just straighten up a little? I’m outside of the lines.
Should I try to get by with a drink and supplements in place of food? Still, it
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is speci¤cally rigor of the mind that becomes our special challenge. Our ani-
mality is winning out here in the desert, here in the heat. And it is not spe-
cial. C-Span. Late afternoon. The cats looking at me with wide angry yellow
eyes. Can’t you turn up the air? They strut and sit and stare. C-Span ¶ickers.
The mute button is on. Angela Davis appears on a screen as if an angel. I
haven’t been noticing. I ¤nd and press the remote’s volume. She is saying,
“We must stop insisting on the extraordinariness of the U.S. experience,” or
words to that effect. I want to read her new book slowly and carefully. I will.

I look at bodies of water, sitting here loving Bataille, feeling strange
about it, being hot and without rigor. I see a bowl set out for the cats and pre-
dictably think about Bataille’s saucer of milk, all those other things over and
above the milk. There—a bubbling hot tub, beckoning to “sweat the heat
out.” Over there sits a swimming pool, surrounded by the enemy, the evil-
doers of the plant world. I bear their scars and have since given myself readily
over to plant experts, afraid to touch the living things in my own backyard.
I read Bataille, and as I read one volume, I watch the volumes I am not read-
ing literally fade in the sun. It is that bright. Things move that slowly. I close
a book and make my eyes like a reptile while I think about Bataille. I con-
sider ordering the DVD of Wuthering Heights, but it is too damn hot. I blah
blah blah on the phone. Constantly, I worry that I love the wrong philoso-
phers for the wrong reasons. It matters which ones we love. I don’t want to
get it wrong.

I mention to an old friend and old professor on the phone that I have no
rigor in my mind. As soon as I say this, I realize, Oh! This is an odd locution.
It is not quite what I mean. He responds, always the analytic philosopher and
professor, with homework and with a request (a command?) that I express, if
only to myself, what exactly do I mean by rigor? In my mind? He is hilarious
when he says this. I am laughing because his phrasing is much like Bill
Cosby’s when he is repeating a question to a child or small animal: “Did you
hear me when I asked you to come here?”—all enunciation and bewilder-
ment at the other’s lack of wit. My professor wants to know what I mean by
“rigor in my mind.” I’m not quite sure. It means among other things that I
want to write something worthy of Bataille because I love him. I have to read
him more, and this is not a task because it gives so much pleasure. Could it
be evil? I read him and forget other aims because he writes passages such as:

The only element without which choice would make no sense is the prior
existence of eroticism. I have adduced the reasons why the transition from
animal to man can’t be considered sensibly unless we imagine eroticism
given—virtually—at one go. Consequently, I can picture man as being open
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from the start to the possibility of individual love, much as we are today
(think of the persistent rarity of love worthy of the name when one considers
numerically limited groups; could re¤nement of sentiments be so banal
these days? What prevails is coarseness of the worst kind). (1991b, 159)

It is not evil to read this passage. I have read these things. Now I ¤nd myself
reading them again, and I ¤nd myself able to merely read. I think that this
is probably the right way to go about things now. Now that I understand
that, I love freedom. I can ¤nally read Bataille, and with this recognition, a
certain peace attends me. Now I can read Deleuze saying of Spinoza, “Free-
dom is always linked to essence and to what follows from it, not to will and
to what governs it” (1988, 71).

So as I read and reread with pleasure the work of Georges Bataille, and
with interest—he is better than I thought, I think to myself, sweating and
drinking gallons of sparkling water, languishing and stupid; he is wonderful
and beautiful. I love Bataille. It is a good thing to read him and a good thing
to read Emily Brontë, and how lucky am I to be able to spend my summer
this way, in front of a body of water, with sparkling water to drink at hand?
My fortune seems unprecedented in its property of “good.” It is laughable.

My old friend and professor wants to know why I need rigor in my mind.
I had stopped listening to him, wandering around in my mind as I do, and
there has been a long pause. I tell him that I am working on a paper about
Bataille and that I have been accused of taking an anti-philosophical stance
vis-à-vis Bataille and that this hurts because I love Bataille. Or rather that I
raise an anti-philosophical specter. I cannot follow this. Furthermore—my
blah, blah, blah is unstoppable—the cite used to support my anti-philosoph-
ical stance is not from the book where I write these words, but from a Web
site that posted my words in European fashion, just the words and my name.
No citation. No context. Epigraph-like and unconcluding. Fragmentary. My
words sit there, contextless, unable to be true or false in anyone’s sense—even
Hegel’s! Perhaps these authors think it is my Web site and that it is the Web
site that is anti-philosophical. I can’t tell what they think. My face is hot
with shame: anti-philosophical! I know that I am philosophical. The Web
site is obscure. Their book is not. People might think that I take a cavalier
attitude toward Bataille. I don’t care that much what people think, but I am
a lover of truth. And I have loved Bataille as a philosopher for decades. His
novels are pale to me. They are his white underbelly for me. I don’t love his
novels. I like them. But if it is transgression I’m looking for, I don’t think Ba-
taille. Or Brontë. It is his philosophy that I love, the audacity, the power! I
love the absurdity of his exclamations of triumph and naughtiness.
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I don’t know why these comments hurt me, but I’m thinking, This time
I had better be careful—I’d better speak for myself. No more throwing my-
self into characters, no more fooling around. Maybe I should just say: Not
only do I love Bataille, but I take him seriously—seriously as a philosopher.
Macho-like I will assert that I can laugh with him against Hegel as well as
anyone. As you have guessed, I do not actually say any of this to my analytic
friend and old professor. Because I am so without rigor, I have paused again.
My conversation is languid, lulled, sleepy, hot. Two old friends not talking
on the phone, no one saying anything, probably both of us surreptitiously
reading, knowing how hard it is to formulate responses to philosophical
questions—neither of us wanting to rush the process. We have time. We
both think hard. We are breathing.

I tell him that I am working on a paper on Bataille concerning three
works: an essay on Wuthering Heights that is in a book titled Literature and
Evil; the novel Wuthering Heights, which I also love; and The Accused Share. I
really love Emily Brontë, I say, she is so tough! I say that these three works
interest me and that I want to address these issues: death, freedom, and
transgression. I say that the interrelationship between these three issues is
one of both rigoretics and erotics. I say that what I am interested in is
whether one can have sexiness if there is no place for transgression (the an-
swer is clearly no, but why?) and whether the transgressions of Bataille’s
¤ction remain transgressions for us (the answer is clearly no, but why?) and
what is the relationship, then, between death and freedom that can give us
a transgression toward sexiness again. I’m embarrassed that I’m interested
in sexiness. It is unseemly and unphilosophical. Still, I can’t help thinking
transgression isn’t only abjection. There is the sexy part, which one notices
instantly when one is treated to a production of Twelfth Night that is neither
sexy nor uproariously funny, both of which it must be. Viola and Olivia have
to exhibit desire. Viola too. Knowing what she knows and loving the Duke
as she does. She has to really want Olivia. And the Duke has to want, if not
prefer, Cesario.

I don’t actually say any of this while conversing on the phone, in part
from guilt—Why should I concern myself with these issues now? Is it un-
seemly to discuss them when other things have reached this level of insanity?
I should be working on regime change, I think. And of course I am, but my
fortune! My luck! The ease of my work! I am reading for pleasure!

What I tell my old friend, my former professor, is that I am working on
a paper on Bataille and that I cannot understand this paragraph because it is
too hot. My inner blah blah is always more verbose than my outer discourse.
I read the paragraph out loud to him:
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But society contrasts the free play of innocence with reason, reason based on
the calculations of interest. Society is governed by its will to survive. It
could not survive if these childish instincts, which bound the children in a
feeling of complicity, were allowed to triumph. Social constraint would have
required the young savages to give up their innocent sovereignty; it would
have required them to comply with those reasonable adult conventions
which are advantageous to the community. (1973, 6)

Only by dying, ¤rst one, then the other, could they maintain this love. Liter-
ature is guilty. It is a return to childhood. Literature is Philosophy is Litera-
ture. Outside of the social constraints, reader and writer can love each other
without reserve. There is no car to park; no food to consider. There is only
the free exchange of love, a communication so profound that it shuts out
every other thing. It is guilty of refusing the act of life.

The subject of the book is the revolt of the man accursed, whom fate has
banished from his kingdom and who will stop at nothing to regain it. . . . I
am simply going to recall that there is no law or force, no convention or re-
straining pity which can curb Heathcliff’s fury for a single instant—not
even death itself, for he is the remorseless and passionate cause of Catherine’s
disease and death, though he believes her to be his. (1973, 8)

His fury spins out forever. He is accursed, but he is who he is (innocent
child). He is who we want to be: “I am Heathcliff.” “I am that madman”
(1991a, 197, n. 22).2

‰ Part Two: Imagining Transgression in the Suburbs

Here in the heat, Sadie is a luxury. This is not true of all of the women in
her neighborhood. To be truthful, it is not a neighborhood. It is an environ.
A marvelous milieu. An architected space. Look around in the huge expanse
and you will see loosely scattered houses dotting the desert. Look closer and
you will see that they are homes. In these homes you will ¤nd women and
scarcely anyone else. Women reading, women phoning, women lounging,
women chatting with one another on “resort-style” recliners next to negative
edge pools. These women are beautiful and blonde. They have sculpted bodies
and surprised, open faces. They are not luxuries, however. They earn their
keep. These women in their luxury homes, absent the husbands, absent the
children. The children, and there are few enough of them, are out playing
soccer and hockey. They are learning to dance and speak Korean. They are
learning how to produce their own pasta, taking lessons in table manners at
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Sur La Table or The Kitchen Source. Their teachers are master chefs. The
men, the husbands and fathers, live elsewhere, working in Detroit or Zurich
or Plano, coming home and zipping out again. The men live in airports and
conference rooms. They are self-employed. They cut deals.

The other women are not luxuries in the sense that Sadie is a luxury.
They are, instead, useful objects. They volunteer at school, doing everything
from chaperoning ¤eld trips to cleaning up after ¤eld days. They teach the
many good things they learned at their very few liberal arts colleges to each
other’s very few children. Holding BFAs and MFAs and MAs, even MBAs,
JDs, and MDs, they impart their knowledge to well-groomed, polite chil-
dren, gently correcting their grammar, genuinely loving them. These children
are easy to love, each child beautiful and charming. These women, who can re-
cite Baudelaire or the meaning of the major Elizabethan dramas, who can
recognize symphonies and periods and genres—these women have an easy
time remembering each child’s name and the names of his or her parents.
They maintain elaborate households, calling the exterminators, the garden-
ers, the landscapers, and the window-washers. They decorate the interiors
and exteriors of their homes not once every few years but every season. They
make gingerbread houses—or rather, they direct said making—and choose
ready-made trees. They hang jeweled eggs on little gold twig trees to wel-
come spring. They call each other, giving advice about children at this age
or that age, referring each other to recent child-rearing books. They tell each
other what to serve for dinner when one has lazily (!) spent the bulk of the
afternoon exercising by the pool with oodles of sunscreen and the newest
movement gadget. They make reservations at restaurants, and they keep in
shape. They do crunches and go to dermatologists for peels and lifts. Their
breasts are in style. Full when required, reduced when appropriate. They
suck fat from here and put it there. They know which undergarment com-
pletes which look. They are unembarrassed by push-up bras and wonder at
women who fail to wear them—when appropriate. They look fantastic and
fabulous and luscious too. They wear little makeup, looking beautiful au
naturel—a recherché sort of health. Prescriptives. Origins. They are so
happy about the new Sephora! Just like LA! Everything about them is subtle
and clean. They manage their husbands’ considerable incomes, making them
larger than they would be. Their husbands give them elaborate diamond
necklaces for Mother’s Day, and the women wear them to symphonies and
theater in other, better cities.

Sadie looks around and notices this utility; she looks, notices, ultimately
perceives herself to be not-useful. She is something else. A luxury. An object
of a different sort. Her use-value is on the order of “pet cheetah” or “real
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Mercedes.” She laughs with her girlfriends about the C class, and then feels
vaguely guilty. It is no one’s fault that they don’t know.

John works very hard and always comes home to her. He loves her beauty.
He sends her on vacations. When she is at home, he brings her “skinny food.”
The low-fat Hot and Spicy Beef from Flo’s, a spring salad from Café Crew. He
has the butcher at the Pinnacle Peak AJ’s hold out several lamb chops until
he can pick them up. He will grill them with some peppers and eggplant. He
will make her a Manhattan. He loves her intelligence. He doesn’t want to
come home to stories about how hard it is to get the pool guy to come on
time. He doesn’t want to hear about the latest methods in child rearing. He
is not interested in anyone’s feelings about the “low minimum wage.” He
does not want to rear a child. He is happy that his wife is more than a wife,
and he is ecstatic that his wife is not a mother. She is like a man with breasts.
She does not complain or nag or invade his space. He is generous about
wives—don’t misunderstand him. He is not some Neanderthal with out-
dated views about women. He understands that the so-called “wife” makes
the value in the household more than any other thing. There is evidence-
based science on this matter. Everyone knows this. Just as everyone knows
that there is no such thing as a happy man who has no wife. Those poor souls
with no graciousness in their lives, keeling over of heart attack or stroke be-
fore their time! It is just common sense that it is much easier to go to work,
make some deals, and bring home the cash. John understands how much
harder it is to turn that cash into graciousness and beauty and security and
charm. Not to mention that fabulous last turn into more cash. He watched
his mother turn his father’s slightly better-than-average earning potential
into great wealth. He knows personally the worth of a well-run household.
Not to mention that everything he knows, he knows because of his mother.
The major works of art, the great books, what goes with what suit tiewise,
when it is appropriate to wear navy shoes—never—where not to wear button-
down collars, what not to order on a ¤rst date or important interview, when
to eat more than you like to make someone feel good and when not to give a
damn about this—yes, this indispensable knowledge comes from his lovely
mother. And he is grateful. But he wanted more for himself than even this.
He thought: What if I could get a woman and I didn’t have to make a baby
and she didn’t care? What if I could “be with” but also just be quiet. Then I
might have someone who is like a man but who is not a man. This is the per-
son I want. He wonders if this person will have to be a man. He is not averse
to this. But he wants most a manlike person who is a woman. He wants the
discreet nature only men have. He does not want a leaky personality. He
wants a Sadie-function, the term for which postdates Sadie. Of course.
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John can’t get enough of Sadie’s ef¤ciency and beauty. She is amazing
how she gets things done in no time. Plus, she is so beautiful that even now,
when he sees her walking down the runway from her latest trip, he can’t
breathe.

He knows it is not appropriate in this day and age to even think “She’s
mine,” but he thinks this, and he doesn’t hold it against himself because he
loves her so much.

“I love her so much.”
He says to himself all of the time.
“She is so perfect.”
He says out loud, quietly to himself in his large, quiet of¤ce.
“I am a lucky, lucky man.”
This he chants silently, silkily taking his two-year-old Lexus down long,

lean desert roads. He feels frugal and wholesome. And he is! He just passed
a Viper eating up gas at 1.2 miles to the gallon. And now, what’s that?
Could it be? Yes, it is a brand-new Lamborghini with Scottsdale Lambor-
ghini plates. He didn’t know that they were out yet. Well that is a pretty car,
but too ¶ashy for him. Too hard to drive in any case—it would cramp his
style. Sometimes he drives around just thinking about how beautiful she is.
He likes the placeholders she ¤lls. She looks good on him. He is uneasy
sometimes that he doesn’t seem to hear her talking much. She is so quiet.
They go to the movies, and he sees the big faces on the screen, blank and
young. He has never seen a face to compare with Sadie’s. Her eyes are smaller
than beauty requires. Dark and without communication, they stand on her
face moistly. He licks the lids of them when she closes them, and she allows
this and responds with quick, low moans. She is excited by virtually any-
thing—a huge plus in John’s opinion. She will hold her eyes open for him
on command. Her nose is large and Roman. Her mouth, angry or sexy, is al-
ways ready to make a polite comment, soft and gravely. His voice and her
mouth merge for him. Sometimes she makes words without using her
mouth—she is that subtle. He has never caught her eating. There is food
there on the plate, and then it is gone. He knows she has eaten it, but he did
not see the actions. What grace! How lovely she is!

He has never stopped being excited by her in her presence. She laughs
out loud at her own thoughts, saving modulated shows of humor apprecia-
tion for his funny stories. She loves to have sex and is never tired of it. She
does not pester for sex either. She is ready and willing, aggressive but not
pushy. He is proud of her—and of himself for winning her. She does not nag;
she does not complain. She smiles.

“She is mine.”
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Sadie works very few hours. She has few friends.
When she is not working—and what does she do, he wonders—Sadie

spends her days reading, planning trips to cities where there is an especially
good play or concert, making herself more beautiful than she already is, and
avoiding her neighbors. Sometimes she takes John with her on these trips;
sometimes she doesn’t. It works for both of them; this is what they tell each
other. When she thinks about John, it is vaguely. She loves him. She cares
about him. She brings him home presents. Thoughtful, appropriate gifts. A
lovely putting glove just before the current one looks worn. A new racquet
right before the club tournament begins. A spare piece of modern lingerie.
These geometric masterpieces give the suggestion of a blindfold or mid-
Mondrian. She is so perfect, so quiet! Her skin is so smooth. She can imagine
a subtle appreciation emanating from him as they smoke cigars, looking
across the desert, talking of love, of sexual difference. They think that their
relationship resembles Viola’s and the Duke’s before they realized that Viola
is a woman in love. They talk about other art too. Installations of glass. An
exhibit of posters depicting cars. A play about the blues. Still, her thoughts
of him are vague and without representation. She doesn’t know what he
looks like, but she knows he is handsome. She cannot make his face in her
mind. She doesn’t know what he does exactly, but she knows that it is lucra-
tive and that he is an attorney licensed in Arizona, Nevada, and Delaware.
She manages their money.

“It has been six years since I’ve been loving women,” she tells herself at
night. A year ago, it was “It has been ¤ve years since I’ve been loving
women.” She thinks this, walking around her neighborhood so early in the
morning that it is still night to her slumbering neighbors. She thinks, “I am
a woman who loves women.” She is not a lesbian. She likes lesbians. She fre-
quents their bars and dance clubs. She likes them. She likes to touch lesbians
and dance with them and go home with them or not. She does not like to go
out for coffee with them, although she likes to do lunch and have dinner with
them. She does not like to go to their Pride events and buy jewelry that an-
nounces a label. She does not like to donate time to their causes, but she is
generous with money gifts to the women she sees on occasion and never more
than once. If the truth were to be told, as it rarely is in this life, it would have
to be said that Sadie prefers straight women. She loves women who will be
the least entanglement. She even prefers married lesbians to straight lesbi-
ans. She does not want someone calling her with questions about her future.
She does not want to be asked to pay someone’s rent or car payment. She does
not want to meet the tawdry families, hear the monotonous coming-out
stories. She is sel¤sh, our Sadie, and somewhat shallow. That breathy sexy
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way she has begins to tire those persons not John within a little bit of time,
and it is a good thing that she is already somewhere else emotionally when
the partner realizes there is nothing going on here. The interior life is dry,
brittle, then missing. There is no capacity for evil. No place from which to
transgress. She cannot see these dances as celebration and ritual; she cannot
hear the love in the stories she is beautiful enough to hear.

To some people, it has to be said, it would be false to not acknowledge
this, to some people, Sadie’s voice sounds like a little tiny baby voice. Squeak,
squeak, squeak. To some people, the clean, even features do not look beauti-
ful at all. She looks vapid and blank like the stretched young faces in movies—
without a thought in the world. She is beautiful like a photograph—so
pleasing, but not pushing us toward thoughts of something else. Sometimes
she looks as if she has never had a fantasy even, as if she just takes whatever is
coming to her and then does a breathy little thing she mimics from sexiness.
She could be a doll if she weren’t real.

Something like truth is coming closer to surface: Sadie does not want to
be a lesbian, but lesbians do not want her for long! A more alarming truth
is bared: Sadie is most like an old-fashioned man when it comes to women.
The kind of man who is caricatured endlessly in literature and television.
She is that kind of man, covered in a sort of silky package. But she is herself
an old-fashioned woman! She loves women, she likes to be with them, but
she doesn’t really want to take care of them or get to know them. She doesn’t
want to know about their real lives. Sometimes she pretends that she is a les-
bian in the richer, fuller sense. She fancies herself a participant in the com-
munity of lesbians. She does not know much about this—only what she
learned while she was at college. The anthologies stuffed with personal an-
ecdotes and political theories. She imagines this community the best she
can—she sees herself hitting up rich lesbians for consultancy deals, going to
community dances and potlucks—this is what she imagines, poor thing.
Her imagination is so poor that she thinks her daydreams about making
friends with younger dykes whose manners and clothing offend her are in
what she calls “the imaginary.” She sees herself becoming tolerant of the
gender-bending boy girls who fail to excite her at clubs. She stops, not being
able to get her mind around this space. She does not want it, and she can’t
work up what she thinks might be normal guilt about it. Shouldn’t she feel
bad about this? Shouldn’t she speak harshly to herself about her use of a
community that opens its doors to her?

God, the truth is that even though she is not a child-hater, she is com-
pletely averse to hearing about her lovers’ children. It is as if she is in love
with the category of woman. Abstract woman: no mother, no sister, no
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daughter in there. None of the baggage, just the shell woman, with moans
and sighs and clever conversation, chin in bridged hands, head coquettishly
to one side, tongue playing on the inside lower lip. It is as if she views
people as things to appreciate abstractly. Can you conjure the manner in
which some people enjoy buying but not displaying paintings, or tasting
but not swallowing wine? That is the way she enjoys loving women. When
she is surrounded by some woman, she is thinking, I am taking a woman
in my hand, I am taking a woman in my mouth. She is not, what do you
call it, kissy face. She does not play around; she does not have “playful sex.”
She does not get involved. She is never dishonest.

Except. Except, John doesn’t know. She tells herself that he is right in
thinking that she is going to ¤nd herself on the beaches of the world. He is
right about that. She tells herself, “I love him. I don’t love the individual
women. In fact,” she sometimes thinks further, “I don’t love him that much.
But he is the closest I’ve come to loving someone. I should have known that
you couldn’t lie to someone for years and not expect something similar in re-
turn. I’ve done nothing but look for warmth and skin pressing on mine
without demands. Without the fear of coming too close.” She tells herself
these things but comes full circle so quickly that soon she is saying to her-
self, “I love him. I am not lying to him because I don’t love them. They are
fabric, paper.”

It was a surprise meeting Maria. No one had ever talked to her about
being a part of a group, a part of an age, in a way that made sense to her.
When she looked at Maria, she felt as if she were looking at herself. There
was something at Maria’s core that reminded her of looking in the mirror.
She thought, as she did when observing herself, “Who is this woman? What
does she want? Is she capable of happiness?” She had never dared to ask these
questions of anyone but herself. She has read all these novels about women
in women’s communities who partner with each other and raise each other’s
children or who pretend to be men and women when they are both women
or who play both roles. She doesn’t mean to be judgmental, but the whole
thing seems mildly distasteful to her. She does not have a particular dislike
of lesbians. It is people who offend her. (So she tells herself.) And yet when
Maria tells her to tell her husband and speaks of this new brand of creature,
she feels a resonance with this. She imagines that she might be a part of this
new kind of woman. She likes the feeling. What Maria has said to her, after
Sadie has con¤ded for the ¤rst time, on a beach, in Carmel, that she spends
most of her spare time in pursuit of women but that she does not like them
or theirs, after she has said this to Maria, God knows why she says this now
to her, what Maria says is: “You are the most horrid person I have ever met.
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It is unbelievable to me that you should do as you do while thinking as you
do. At long last have you no shame? You should not lie to a person with
whom you live, of course. And you shouldn’t pro¤t from the community
building and pain of those you don’t care for.” Maria says this and more; they
are on the beach having spent the day laughing and playing. Right before
she is to leave, Sadie tells Maria her increasing sense of contradiction.
Maria’s anger surprises her. That people care. About anything. She remem-
bered this kind of passion from her prepubescent days at church. Once able
to make full arguments, she convinced her parents to leave her be. For God’s
sake. High-minded, they let her go.

Sadie reminds herself that she is alone, that she does not believe in
groups. She thinks that almost every group of people is nauseating. She
doesn’t mean to have these thoughts. She knows that if she were to verbalize
them to anyone, she would instantly be less attractive. Just saying them to
Maria resulted in all this thinking mess. Maria is not making sense, just
talking and making noises. She knew in advance that it was not an attractive
quality to disrespect everyone else. Well, when she was an adolescent, other
adolescents found this quality attractive, but she hated them with their
black lipstick and dirty clothing. She is disdainful of people who take drugs.
Most people who met her, if they could see the contents of her mind—they
wouldn’t like her! They would be disdainful of her. They would think she
had backward social policies. That her life was incoherent. She knows this.
She suspects that everyone is equally misanthropic but less self-aware.

One day when she was in stages of becoming a real person, she had
given a talk on Bataille, expounding what she thought to be his philosophy
of excess, his politics of ritual and art. She was very young, a surprise at the
conference. A man in the audience showed her how stupid she was. Didn’t
she know that Bataille was a fascist? Didn’t she know that he advocated the
sacri¤ce of women? Literally. She felt as if he were saying: “Don’t you know
that Bataille hates you? He’d kill you if he had the chance?” That stung!
She had read such things, but she didn’t know them. She had let her
thoughts stop thinking. She thought that Bataille probably meant some-
thing else. She thought he was trying to understand commonality in radi-
cally different practices, for one thing. And for another, she thought he was
trying to ¤gure out a way for things to feel again, really feel, passion-feel.
She listened to this man saying that Bataille was a fascist, and she didn’t
know what to say. To begin the counterargument would take energy from
a reserve she could not ¤nd. Never having been too, too attached, she ¶ed
the rigor of the academy for the embrace of the business world, and there
she found John.
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In six years of ¤nding the sort of woman with whom she wants to
spend an evening or night, she has not met anyone like those women in
books giving potlucks, singing songs together. Maria was right. She, Sadie,
is a wrong person. How does she ¤nd herself on a beach with Maria? When
she tells Maria what she has never even articulated to herself until that
point: that she loves John, that she is faithful to him, that she is not in any
of her ostensible communities, Maria becomes almost blindingly angry.
She says a few cold things about pro¤ting from others’ hard work and pain
that Sadie cannot follow. Is Maria referring to John? To these women that
Sadie doesn’t know? That Maria does not know? What pain and work have
they offered to her? What makes their clubs different from other clubs?
They are businesses. Sadie knows what it takes to do that. What is the big
deal? She can’t see what Maria is getting at. But then Maria blurts this,
stunning in her anger:

“You don’t believe that women are people do you? You think that it is
not real, these bodies, this talking, all these words?”

Sadie is frightened by this outburst because what the truth would be if
she could say it, is that she doesn’t think anyone is real. Everything for Sadie
is already in the other space beyond what is real. She is on the edge of articu-
lation, and what she would say is that she does not make these ¤ne distinc-
tions. There is only her real: John and Sadie and then nothing else. And John
has no face. And hasn’t she paid a price for this honesty? She knows what
happens when you believe in someone and love him or her. She remembers
how it felt to love her mother, and she remembers how it felt to be com-
pletely disregarded except as an object to be shown. She doesn’t remember
particulars so much. She is hazy and vague here too. She does not like all
these victims excavating their pain. She hates all the therapeutic rigoretics
and reads instead books about the fabrication of victims and the end of
psychotherapy. Isn’t the fact that she doesn’t require anyone to sit and listen
to her troubles enough? Hasn’t she done enough for the world?

Maria is not impressed. It is the ¤rst time that Sadie has tried to com-
municate with someone at this level, and she sees that like any other skill,
practice makes perfect. She has made hash of this, sounding spoiled and, oh
God, she sounds unintelligent. Maria has contempt for what Sadie is saying:
Sadie can see this contempt, noting at once that this contempt includes this
thing, her self, the being behind the words. Maria scoffs at her inner experi-
ence. This is not fair. Sadie is not like those others. Sadie is responsible with
money. She votes for people who espouse fair economic and social policy. It
is not her fault that these people haven’t been winning lately and that their
not winning pro¤ts her. Sadie is too well-bred to complain, but she does
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think that she is most maligned, in part because her breeding requires her
to remain silent, so no one can rush in and take care of her.

What Sadie knows is that Maria does not understand how Sadie engen-
ders productivity. She hates the arrogance of that thought. Still, she just
wishes everyone would leave her alone. Is that so much to ask? She wonders
sometimes if there will ever be a point when she can relax? Be alone? Be left
to her own devices. She is so angry with Maria for pointing out to her how
shallow her life is—a life where she is lying to John, who, God bless him,
only wants the best for her. Because after her days with Maria, she decides
that this is true: that she is lying to John. She comes home from her trip; he
meets her at the airport; they go home. Once off the plane, she turns to him
and tells him everything. She tells him truthfully and without guile, about
the, by now, literally hundreds of women. She has passed herself to herself
not only as faithful to John but as a kind of virgin to each successive woman.
So many women like to be with someone for the ¤rst time, so as she had pre-
tended with Maria but not succeeded, she has pretended so many times be-
fore! So when she opens up the gates of honesty, she is also becoming honest
with herself. She is carried away:

“Really, John,” she is saying, not noticing his face becoming haggard and
drawn, “It must be in the hundreds. I can’t tell how many. Four hundred?”

Having talked about this with Maria, she feels safe. She is not sure how
he will react, but knowing that he loves her, she knows that the outcome, al-
though it may be rocky, will not be unbearable. She chatters on and on, shat-
tering the desert heat with her brittle words. She is warming to her subject
matter, feeling so good to ¤nally get everything out in the open, to ¤nally be
conversing with the man she loves. She turns to this man and tells him, halt-
ingly, and then chatty-like and all speedy, that she has been kissing and hug-
ging and licking and loving women in cities all over the world. She tells him
shyly. And then, not getting a sense from him of how he is feeling, she speeds
on, with less and less affect. Just talking words. Maybe they aren’t really
words that she’s saying.

By now, they have parked the car and are sitting on one of many leather
couches. They have moved from airport, to car, to home. She has not quite
¤nished, she is still garbling. Blah, blah, blahing. Nevertheless, John now
decides to get up from the couch. He looks down at her for a second as if he
might strike her. She is not frightened, only puzzled. He does not strike her.
He just looks at her for a long, long time. He touches her face gently and
turns silently into one of the many rooms in their spacious, formal home. He
might die; he might stay; they might have dinner tonight or never speak
again. Sadie is not surprised to feel that she doesn’t care. Not that much.
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‰ Part Three

“I am no more mad than you are” (Twelfth Night 4.2).3 It is clear that
when we are asked to consider the two lovers coming together in Wuthering
Heights, we are meant to imagine more than mere ghosts. Not only does
Heathcliff dig up Catherine’s grave to see her face, he gives orders to have his
cof¤n buried with the side facing Catherine pulled out. “And I bribed the
sexton to pull it [the side to Cathy’s cof¤n] when I’m laid there, and slide
mine out too” (1997, 276). The popular imagination sings, “Don’t fear the
reaper” (Blue Öyster Cult 1994), while feeding us Cathy and Heathcliff
through a soft lens, their children’s limbs ¶itting across the heath. Ethereal
¶oating. The real book is not gentle about anything: not the weather, not
love, not animal companions, not one thing. There, in the book, we are in-
vited to imagine the bodies decaying together. We are shown their craggy
graves. Their cof¤ns buried side by side. Linton’s cof¤n, next to Cathy’s and
to Heathcliff’s, tightly locked up.

Bataille writes that Heathcliff is evil because Heathcliff does not want
anything in addition to that which he is wanting. Heathcliff is unable to de-
sire something for the sake of something else. As such, he cannot help but
be already eaten up by death—by that to which transgression opens up. Ba-
taille writes:

In as far as it expresses an attraction towards death, and in as far as it is a chal-
lenge which exists in all forms of eroticism, Evil is always the object of an am-
biguous condemnation. It can be glorious, as it is, for all its horrors, in war.
But war has imperialism as its consequence. . . . It would be pointless to
deny that Evil always contains a potential tendency to become worse, and it
is this that justi¤es anguish and disgust. But is it no less true to say that Evil,
seen in the light of a disinterested attraction towards death, differs from the
evil based on self-interest? A “foul” criminal deed is contrary to a “passion-
ate” one. The law rejects both of them, but truly humane literature is the
high point of passion. Yet passion does not go without a curse: only a “cursed
share” is set aside for that part of human life which has the greatest sig-
ni¤cance. The curse is the necessary path for true blessing. (1973, 16)

What if the object to which transgression points were Death? The am-
biguous condemnation allows us to rail against Evil even while we desire it;
it makes the grounding of our Being-toward-Death. This sounds right in
theory, especially after so many years; still, Bataille’s examples paint the pic-
ture of an insane freak, yellow-stockings askew, a fascist. War is not glorious,
we might think as we read Bataille (bathing in a kind of self-deception that
we notice but that we rightly allow to provide us an escape from, e.g., Ho-
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meric adulation of heroics in war). We might think something such as the
true blessing is not worth our embracing even passionate Evil, let alone foul
Evil. But Bataille brings us back to his vision, his wide-eyed sanity. “Litera-
ture is not life” ¶ows around his margins. “Philosophy is not the same thing
as life,” we can imagine him thinking. “Why must everything be contained
by language?” Writing is sovereign because it lets us ask questions, try
things on, push the boundaries of our senses, change the actions of our lives,
but mostly because it puts us in a position of not being subservient to any-
thing. The reader and the writer in love with each other somewhere else.
Why not ask the question and mean it when we ask it: Why is Evil compel-
ling? Why is it there, staring at us from all eroticism but not from all sexu-
ality? Why not imagine answers to these questions? The answer, the main
thing, is that asking the question, living the asking of the question, gives us
the possibility of blessing, of being good. But the whole thing, it, A=A, re-
quires a kind of mysticism. “I AM joy before death” (Bataille 1985, 238).

“The main thing is always the same: sovereignty is NOTHING.” So
ends volume 3 of Georges Bataille’s The Accursed Share (1991b, 441). With
this, he wants to open up a new perspective. A place (a time?) where we go
beyond consumption and production; where we give up art for art’s sake;
when we are not bound by dialectical thinking; where we know that salva-
tion is neither in communism, nor capitalism, nor the silence with which one
gapes at the Marshall and Truman plans; where one maintains thought with-
out restrictive categories of thought, all the while knowing those restric-
tions; where we know better than to equate the profane with animality—a
place and time for transgression and terrible freedom.

A Derridean reading of Bataille with respect to sovereignty requires us
to think about Hegel. More precisely, such a reading forces us to see from the
context of Hegel. Hegel, to put it crudely and quickly, works at describing
the totality of what is. After Hegel, after the A=A is posited and regarded,
eagle-eye-like, the spiritual or dialectical being is necessarily temporal. It,
A=A, is over. This means that death itself assures the existence of a spiritual
or dialectical being. The negativity that moves this existence is violent. One
could read Hegel and think that thinking (philosophy) is necessarily toward
death. But if one opens up philosophy, if one expands the relentless negativ-
ity that allows even the thought that “it is over” to include creative sacri¤ce,
then philosophy is not just toward and of death, it is of work. What Bataille
sees, when looking at many of the same religious practices that Hegel delin-
eates, is that sacri¤ce does not partake of sovereignty, because sacri¤ce is es-
sentially servitude.

Another way to put this: Bataille sees that in the lord/bondsman relation,
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the bondsman does not become lord in every single case. There is no sover-
eignty in sacri¤ce. What is sovereign cannot serve—this by de¤nition.
What cannot serve, by substitution, is Absolute Knowledge. So, Bataille
says, let it go. Or more precisely, don’t grow up into that world where imagi-
nation is not allowed, where one frets about the all-consuming mouth of
negativity, where category restrictions will not allow exceptions to be felt
and lived. Let it go. Listen:

In so far as violence casts its shadow on the being and he sees death “face
to face,” life is purely bene¤cial. Nothing can destroy it. Death is the condi-
tion of its renewal.

In this union of opposites, Evil is no longer as irrevocably opposed to
the natural order as it exists within the limitations of reason. Since death is
the condition of life, Evil, which is essentially cognate with death, is also, in
a somewhat ambiguous manner, a basis of existence. Though the being is
not doomed to Evil, he must try to avoid becoming enclosed within the limi-
tations of reason. Since death is the condition of life, Evil, which is essential-
ly cognate with death, is also, in a somewhat ambiguous manner, a basis of
existence. (1973, 15–16)

Death assures the existence of a spiritual or dialectical being. Evil is essen-
tially death. Evil assures the existence of a spiritual or dialectical being. One
sees that sovereignty is nothing precisely because it exists within the limi-
tations of reason; it is already as dead as whitened bones. Remember from
The Accursed Share that death is feared and reviled for the decay it brings and
not for its ¤nality. There is foul evil and ¤nal (passionate) death, lesser forms
of absolute evil and decaying death: points of submission in each case, points
of sacri¤ce and not of sovereignty. There is an invitation here to expand rea-
son beyond prohibitive limitations. Bataille is not interested in merely re-
writing the terms of a dialectical structure. He is talking at a concrete and
practical level, mystic though he may be:

The natural domain of the prohibitions is not just that of sexuality and
¤lth; it also includes death.

The prohibitions concerning death have two aspects: the ¤rst forbids
murder, and the second limits contact with corpses. (1991b, 79)

Heathcliff allows the death of the beloved. Heathcliff decays with his
beloved. Heathcliff transgresses what is allowed in death. He rages against
it with his massive fury and shows, with his love and his fury, a path to ac-
quiring “true blessing.” When Bataille asks us to consider creating our
meanings without reserve, without tying ourselves into antecedent catego-
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ries, he wants us to reconsider everything and to imagine beyond what is
offered us. Each context into which we can draw ourselves has to be re-
imagined and repainted. In my mind’s eye, I am still drawing. This time I
sketch Malvolio. He looks like Bataille, eyes looking from under jutting
brow, eyebrows moving all over the place, a look of being elsewhere, of hav-
ing escaped. An unbelievable sexiness: how could it be Malvolio, Bataille
sexy? That’s wrong! Here he is having his laugh, his revenge. His crime,
the crime for which he was done “Notorious Wrong” (Twelfth Night 5.1)
was to imagine being loved against convention. Servant daring to love mis-
tress takes a turn from bathos to pathos in two hundred short years. Writer,
shaking philosophical categories, sits smiling, waiting for counterargu-
ments. This is hard to paint. And yet, it all makes death easier to bear.
From death as the occasion to rank souls in some next world, to absolute
leveler takes time. Bataille argues:

Death does not come down to the bitter annihilation of being—of all that I
am, which expects to be once more, the very meaning of which, rather than
to be, is to expect to be (as if we never received being authentically, but only
the anticipation of being, which will be and is not, as if we were not the
presence that we are, but the future that we will be and are not); it is also
that shipwreck in the nauseous. I will rejoin abject nature and the purulence
of anonymous, in¤nite life, which stretches forth like the night, which is
death. One day this living world will pullulate in my dead mouth. Thus,
the inevitable disappointment of the expectation is itself, at the same time,
the inevitable horror that I deny, that I should deny at all costs. (1991b, 81)

Thank you Georges Bataille. You take the gamble, the risk of the ac-
cursed share, to open up our eyes to the blind spots that bind us away from
noticing that our autonomy, our belief in our sovereignty, starts with a clos-
ing off of things that make us uncomfortable. Again he argues:

But this way of looking at things results in an abstract view, where the im-
mediate abhorrence of, and half-physical disgust for nature—that is, nature
as putrefaction—are given arbitrarily as the consequence of a calculation, of
a presumed politics of autonomy. As a matter of fact, nothing proves that
the struggle for autonomy is not, materially, the consequence of disgust.
(1991b, 84)

The revenge of the servants, the underpaid, the “Bastards,” is upon us. Ba-
taille escaped all easy explanations of the inevitability of this movement, the
necessity of that outcome. He escaped it with his eyes wide open. He joins
Emily in watching Mr. Lockwood’s complacency with a sort of friendly
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scorn. Mr. Lockwood, classier than Heathcliff, more urbane, shuf¶es away,
enclosing a sovereign in the hand of a servant. What more chilling sound
than the ring of that coin hitting the hard, cold ¶oor!4 He shuf¶es, he gos-
sips, he opines, he grumbles:

“They are afraid of nothing,” I grumbled, watching their approach
through the window. “Together they would brave Satan and all his legions.”

As they stepped on to the door-stones, and halted to take a last look at
the moon—or, more correctly, at each other by her light—I felt irresistibly
impelled to escape them again. (Brontë 1997, 324)

notes

1. In the only scene of the ¤fth act of Twelfth Night, Malvolio utters his last words of
the play: “I’ll be revenged on the whole pack of you.” It is hard to know which is stranger,
this line and exit or the Duke’s continued use of the name Cesario for Viola. The yellow
stockings are not strange, since by now we have become so accustomed to them.

2. The entire note reads: The moment would arrive when passion would no longer be
an agent of unconsciousness. It will be said that only a madman could perceive such things
in the Marshall and Truman plans. I am that madman. In the very precise sense that there
is the choice of two things: Either the operation will fail, or the madman will arrive at the
self-consciousness I speak of, because reason, being consciousness, is fully conscious only if it
has for an object that which is not reducible to it. I apologize for introducing consider-
ations here that refer to a precise fact: that in other respects the author of this book on econ-
omy is situated (by a part of his work) in the line of mystics of all times (but he is
nonetheless far removed from all the presuppositions of the various mysticisms, to which
he opposes only the lucidity of self-consciousness).

3. Twelfth Night 4.2. Spoken by Malvolio from a dark house to a fool.
4. Lockwood hears it differently than I do. He says, “had he not fortunately recog-

nized me for a respectable character by the sweet ring of a sovereign at his feet” (Brontë
1997, 324).
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Ladelle McWhorter

The Private Life of Birds:
From a Restrictive to a General 

Economy of Reason

To think is to slip in the night on the slope of a roof without parapets,
in a wind that nothing appeases.

Georges Bataille, The Un¤nished System of Nonknowledge

‰ How I Started Thinking about Birds

My partner is an avid bird-watcher, so for Valentine’s Day I decided to
surprise her with a custom-made bin for her birdseed. I built it out of ply-
wood and old two-by-fours, painted it green to match the shutters of our
house, and ¤tted it with a raccoon-proof latch. But I wanted it to be more
than a serviceable cabinet—it was a Valentine’s Day surprise, after all. So in-
side the bin’s lid, I decided to paint a Valentine message in a colorful scene
of birds gathering around a birdbath. I thought she’d like it—or if not,
she’d at least like me for trying so hard. And that’s what we aim for on Val-
entine’s Day, after all, right?

Before building the bin, I had rarely watched the birds she liked to
watch at the feeders she hung in the front yard, even though they were
clearly visible from my chair in front of the computer in my study. I took a
mild interest in her excited reports of ¤nches and bluebirds and chickadees,
and I entertained the possibility of constructing a martin house, because
martins eat insects that damage vegetable gardens. But I wasn’t deeply
thrilled by the presence of a ladder-backed woodpecker in our spindly pecan



142
ladelle mcwhorter

trees, and I didn’t know the difference between a thrasher and a titmouse.
When the cats caught a bird, as they did now and then, and wounded it ter-
minally, it was my job to put the thing out of its misery quickly by breaking
its neck with my hoe. One hoe-length is about as close as I ever got to a bird.

All that changed when I started painting the Valentine’s Day card inside
the lid of the birdseed bin. I had to start looking at the birds. First of all, since
I wanted the eight birds in the picture to represent local species, I had to pay
attention to what my partner said she was looking at through the binoculars.
That meant sometimes I had to look too. And I wanted a nice range of colors,
so I had to remember which species were red and which were blue and which
were too dull to bother with. I listened when she talked about them to ¤gure
out which ones she especially liked. When she wasn’t around, I pored over
the Audubon Backyard Birdwatcher that I’d bought her the year before but had
never perused except in the nature aisle at Barnes & Noble. Before long I had
selected my eight birds and was making preliminary sketches of the scene.

I think it was looking at the birds in the photographs that really set me
thinking. They are so amazingly beautiful. Many of them are in ¶ight or just
coming in for a landing. Each feather is perfectly spread or angled to slice or
glide through the air. Before I looked at the pictures, birds were hardly any
more to me than ¶ecks of color and bouts of chirping. Looking at these
photographs gave me a sense of their seemingly ephemeral bodies as weighty
solids, as muscle and water and bone, and of how absolutely streamlined they
are and how perfectly controlled. No marble statue of a Greek athlete could
give a more acute impression of proportion, coordination, and strength.
Their colors in the photographs are intense, even the grays and browns, and
as precise as the birds’ forms. The downy woodpecker, for example, has a se-
ries of white spots on each gray feather that look like white bands when it
spreads its wings. But what struck me hardest was the way their bodies ex-
pressed the movement they were built to execute. Even in perfect stillness,
they seemed about to escape the page. My eyes slipped over their sleek feath-
ered muscles without halt, as if I myself were the air they were gliding
through. Were these representations of birds or representations of pure, un-
hampered motion—pure ¶ight?

I dream of ¶ying. These are always beautiful, joyful dreams. I know
Freud says such dreams are sexual, but, while they are pleasurable in the ex-
treme, they don’t seem sexual to me. I have sexual dreams too; they consist
of having sex. Dreams of ¶ying are more intense, more physically dispersed
and all-encompassing, and as a result far more simply sensual than that.
They just are sensual and nothing else, not social, not gendered, not mean-
ingful. In ¶ying dreams, I am bathed in air and light and move in them and
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with them effortlessly. Desiring to move is motion incarnate; there is no gap
between thought and event. I can go in any direction, at any speed, sup-
ported and caressed by the nothingness of endless open space. I feel the cool
pressure of wind along the muscles of my bare arms as I turn and dive and
soar, without hesitation, without destination. Sensation is but waves of fric-
tion at the limit between sky and not-sky. I am energy and movement with-
out impediment. Flight is ecstasy. In those photographs of the birds, I
thought I saw the feelings from my dreams.

When I began to paint the birds, the sensation of incorporation of their
apparent motion intensi¤ed. Paint is a ¶uid, and the motion of painting is a
stroke. The very gesture of painting their bodies seemed to impart to my
hand and arm and shoulder the feel of wind stroking wing. As the pigment
spread in the light, each feather came to life for me; I began to know each of
those eight bodies in their mechanical capacity, in their power to move with
and through and against the air; I felt dispersed through them, knowing
their motive power as if it were my own. I wish I could describe this process,
these feelings, more clearly. In it I knew something I do not, cannot, know.
There was a kind of becoming that cannot ever be.

Fascinated now, I began to watch the birds through the binoculars even
when my partner wasn’t home. I became familiar with many more species,
learned when to look for which individual, which pair. From my chair in the
study, I threw my gaze among them, unbeknownst to them, into their little
circle around the feeders. Through the binoculars, the ladder-backed wood-
pecker actually had a ladder-back, a cross-hatching of black and white the
length of its feather shafts. The house ¤nches’ heads glowed deep red, and
their necks broke into purple beads as if someone had melted crayons on
their crowns. As spring returned, the gold¤nches’ feathers put on layers and
layers of brilliant new gold. The bluebirds shimmered an indescribable
purple-blue in the sunlight. The birds sailed and dove and perched and
sang, and I watched it all through those binoculars. I spied on them.

It isn’t nice to spy. There’s something lewd about watching others’ lives
rather than getting on with your own. And of course gazing through a pair
of binoculars is hardly a good way to get the class prep or the housework
done. But I couldn’t help myself. I do it still. I keep the binoculars un-
sheathed beside my keyboard so I can grab them the instant an opportunity
presents itself. I’m spying on a gold¤nch even as I write. Just last week, I
af¤xed a small hummingbird feeder to the windowpane. Much of the after-
noon a pair of rubythroats have whirred no more than an arm’s length from
me. I drink them all in as they drink in the sugar water. Now, if I fail to
see a bluebird or a Carolina chickadee for more than a couple of days, I feel
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restless and anxious. I suppose I am addicted. Some intervention may be
necessary here.

‰ Carno-phallo-logocentrism: One Woman’s Struggle

When I describe all this looking, especially the ways in which it is me-
diated, I feel a bit uneasy. I am keenly aware that nobody has much good to
say philosophically or politically about the kind of behavior I’m engaging
in. There are any number of aspects of it that may be suspect. For example,
what about this imposition of my own fantasy life and projects on the com-
munity of birds? I’m not really looking at those birds, I imagine someone
will say; I’m just seeing what my experience and desires lead me to see, ex-
ploiting the birds for my own sensual enjoyment. And that’s possible be-
cause I’m really distanced from the birds, holding myself secure behind
walls and windowpanes, not really looking at birds but at images of birds
produced by apparatuses like binoculars and cameras and publishing ¤rms.
It all seems very tawdry, doesn’t it? It reeks of carno-phallocentrism.

First of all, it’s predatory. I’m stalking these birds. Of course, I don’t in-
tend to eat any of them, but in a sense, my looking is a very carnal act. Hid-
den in the shadows, am I not taking a deep erotic pleasure in staring at these
delicate creatures who cannot stare back? There’s an unsavory ¶eshy dimen-
sion to this whole enterprise. One could suggest that I am using them like
a Peeping Tom uses the young girls he watches while he masturbates. Which
brings us to the phallus.

Isn’t it really all about mastery? I’ve captured the birds with my gaze—
technologically enhanced by lenses and chemicals and consumer capitalist
conglomerates that own businesses like Nikon and Barnes & Noble. Almost
like Adam exercising his dominion, I can name the birds now. I know the
difference between a titmouse and a towhee. Everything is carefully iden-
ti¤ed, and thus my own identity—my unicity, propriety, my uprightness—
is assured. I know who is human and who is bird, and who is really on top
regardless of how high we can reach. And secure in that hard and upright
sense of self, I play at identifying with the birds. What are they going to do
about it? Resist? They’ve got no say. How phallic is that? Ask Luce Irigaray.1
It’s all about phallic oneness, hard ego boundaries, and my ability to pene-
trate their circle with my level gaze.

Apparently, Charles Darwin made similar mistakes. It’s a danger that
science always courts and not infrequently succumbs to. Instead of just look-
ing at the natural world, Darwin projected his own desires, assumptions, and
fantasies onto it. He failed to remain objective. And people noticed. Just
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three years after Darwin published On the Origin of the Species, Marx wrote to
Engels: “It is remarkable how Darwin recognizes among beasts and plants
his English society with its division of labor, competition, opening up of new
markets, ‘invention,’ and the Malthusian ‘struggle for existence.’” And En-
gels wrote: “The whole Darwinist teaching of the struggle for existence is
simply a transference from society to living nature of Hobbes’ doctrine of
‘bellum omnium contra omnes’ and of the bourgeois-economic doctrine of
competition together with Malthus’s theory of population.”2 How embar-
rassing! But later critics are even more derisive, especially concerning the
theory of sexual selection.

Like my partner (and now me), Darwin was an avid watcher of birds.
Pages and pages of On the Origin of the Species and The Descent of Man are given
to descriptions of birds, especially pigeons, which Darwin took to breeding.
And his prose is effusive. Here is an example:

Compare the English carrier and the short-faced tumbler, and see the won-
derful difference in their beaks, entailing corresponding differences in their
skulls. The carrier, more especially the male bird, is also remarkable from
the wonderful development of the carunculated skin about the head; and
this is accompanied by greatly elongated eyelids, very large external ori¤ces
to the nostrils, and a wipe gape of mouth. The short-faced tumbler has a
beak in outline almost like that of a ¤nch; and the common tumbler has the
singular inherited habit of ¶ying at a great height in a compact ¶ock, and
tumbling in the air head over heels.3

And so on from there at extraordinary length. Moreover, pigeons are not
the only bird Darwin seems fascinated with. In the index of The Descent of
Man, one ¤nds that the entry for “birds” is a full 4.5 inches long; whereas,
by way of comparison, the entry for “bees” is scarcely three-quarters of an
inch, and the entry for “brain, of man” but one and ¤ve-eighths inches.
(“Dogs” fare a bit better, with almost two inches.) In addition, there are
¤ve separate entries for various bird species, the one for “blackbirds” being
almost one inch in length by itself. And there is even a separate entry for
“beak.” In a book ostensibly about human beings, why so much attention
to birds? A catalog such as the one Darwin amasses could only have been
compiled by someone who was utterly obsessed.4

Darwin’s theory of natural selection holds, as we know, that species
change over time as the conditions in which they live change. That is, as cir-
cumstances shift, rendering resources more dif¤cult to obtain, those that are
better able to get at or take advantage of what exists are more likely to propa-
gate, and thus the next generations are more likely to have their heritable
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traits than the traits of those members of the species who died prior to re-
producing. Over time, this results in intra-species variation’s increasing to
the point that a population becomes different enough to warrant designat-
ing it as a species distinct from the one from which it diverged. Environ-
mental change is the primary impetus for species divergence, but even in a
stable environment there are two other ways that species change might
come about, according to Darwin’s work.

One way is through mutation, a mechanism Darwin postulated but did
not understand because of his unfamiliarity with cell physiology and genet-
ics. (He simply thought in terms of random variation, which any gardener
or shepherd or pigeon-breeder inevitably runs across.) Most often, mutation
results in characteristics that are either insigni¤cant in relation to the indi-
vidual’s ability to compete for resources or are detrimental to the individual,
resulting in sterility or early death. Occasionally, however, a mutation re-
sults in a characteristic that enables an individual to compete more success-
fully. Over time, that trait is likely to be passed on, and those individuals
without it may be less and less able to compete against their better-adapted
siblings. Therefore, even in a static environment (were there ever to be one),
it is still quite possible for a population to diverge from its ancestors enough
to be considered a separate species.5

Yet a third mechanism for species change, according to Darwin, is what
he called sexual selection. He assumed that males of any species—but he was
particularly interested in birds—are eager to compete with other males for
the possession of (i.e., the right to inseminate) females. But females of most
species do not compete with other females for possession of (the right to ex-
tract sperm from?) males. Instead, females demurely sit by and watch while
the males make a display of themselves. Then, at a certain point, the ladies
choose whichever male most pleases them—be it with his beautiful song, his
comely tail feathers, or his exhibition of erotic dance. And thus these sex-
speci¤c traits—the ones most obvious are among male birds like the pea-
cock, the American cardinal, the gold¤nch, or the ruby-throated humming-
bird—are passed along to the next generation, despite the fact that they are
unrelated to the business of survival and the mechanisms of reproduction.

Now according to many critics, Darwin is on really thin ice here. Not
only is he seeing nineteenth-century capitalism in the natural world, but
now he is adding nineteenth-century sexuality to the picture. “Make no mis-
take,” feminist theorist Ruth Hubbard writes, “wherever you look among
animals, eagerly promiscuous males are pursuing females, who peer from be-
hind languidly drooping eyelids to discern the strongest and handsomest.
Does it not sound like the wish-ful¤llment dream of a proper Victorian gen-



147
The Private Life of Birds

tleman?” (Hubbard 1983, 55). The theoretical upshot, as Hubbard points
out, is that males are supposedly the primary means by which the species
adapts. All females will get inseminated, whether they are superior in any
way or not. They need only be born without a sterility-producing mutation
and survive to puberty; they do not need to compete for sperm. Only males
will win or lose the right to reproduce, and so only males with both the best
adaptations and the most aesthetically pleasing demeanor will pass their
traits on to the next generation, Darwin maintains. And he readily generalizes
from songbirds to human beings.

With social animals, the young males have to pass through many a contest
before they win a female, and the older males have to retain their females by
renewed battles. They have also, in the case of mankind, to defend their fe-
males, as well as their young, from enemies of all kinds, and to hunt for their
joint subsistence. But to avoid enemies, or to attack them with success, to
capture wild animals, and to invent and fashion weapons, requires the aid of
the higher mental faculties, namely, observation, reason, invention, or imagi-
nation. These various faculties will thus have been continually put to the test,
and selected during manhood; they will, moreover, have been strengthened
by use during this same period of life. Consequently in accordance with the
principle often alluded to, we might expect that they would at least tend to
be transmitted chie¶y to the male offspring at the corresponding period of
manhood. (Darwin 1968?, 873–74)

Just as female birds sit quietly and watch the male display, so female humans
select their mates as a result of this kind of competitive spectacle. Women
pay attention to men only and do not compete among themselves. “Thus,”
says Darwin, “man has ultimately become superior to woman. It is, indeed,
fortunate that the law of the equal transmission of characters to both sexes
has commonly prevailed throughout the whole class of mammals; otherwise
it is probable that man would have become as superior in mental endow-
ment to woman, as the peacock is in ornamental plumage to the peahen”
(1968?, 874).

“So here it is in a nutshell,” Hubbard sums up, “men’s mental and physi-
cal qualities were constantly improved through competition for women and
hunting, while women’s minds would have become vestigial were it not for
the fortunate circumstances that in each generation daughters inherit brains
from their fathers” (1983, 56). It is no coincidence, she contends, that Dar-
win put forth his theory of sexual selection in the midst of what we now call
the First Wave of Feminism, when women in Britain as well as the United
States and elsewhere were agitating for the right to enter universities and the
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professions—that is, to compete with each other and with men for status and
resources and to obtain the ¤nancial independence to choose to take them-
selves out of the gene pool altogether if they liked (1983, 61). Charles Dar-
win was a social conservative anxious to naturalize and thereby preserve his
society’s status quo.

See what kind of trouble you get into if you start projecting your own
ideas and desires and fantasies onto the natural beings you observe? You can
make a real ass of yourself without even realizing it. You have to be careful,
which is a matter of being scrupulously honest with yourself, painstakingly
accurate in your descriptive claims, and attentive and fair to the beings you
observe. That’s a lot of work, and it’s hard.

‰ But Then It Gets Worse

So what should I do if I want to keep looking at the birds? I don’t want
to exploit them or do them any injustices. The answer seems to be to get
hold of myself and withdraw myself, my own peculiarities of attitude and
history, from the act of observation. Really knowing the birds and not just
projecting my own fantasies onto them seems to demand this. To know the
birds as I want to and sometimes feel I do seems to require that I put aside
my desires and passions and just look. Good thinking, reasoning, and under-
standing derive from that.

But everybody knows that this is a losing proposition. Feminists have
been critiquing this notion of objectivity as a prerequisite for knowledge
and a foundation for rationality for more than twenty years. The whole idea
that we even can take up a perspective on the world that isn’t rooted in our
embodied, material experience (including experiences of need and of fear)
is a phallocentric fantasy itself. Talk about the valorization of the self-
contained subject of knowledge with its hard ego boundaries! In order to
set aside my self, I have to be completely sure exactly what is my self and
what is not, which presupposes that my self is a de¤nite, self-identical, uni-
tary thing. Then, having boxed my self up and put it in the attic, I have to
enter into the world as pure, disembodied, and ahistorical intellect and ob-
serve it with disinterest. Sound likely? The truth is, nobody ever manages
to achieve that kind of detachment from themselves; if we did, we wouldn’t
be human anymore. As Bataille says, perhaps anticipating Irigaray, “Man,
or self, is actually related to nature, and therefore to what he denies”
(1988a, 115). If good thinking, reason, knowledge require a disembodied,
ahistorical subject, we might as well give up now and embrace ignorance
and skepticism.
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Elizabeth Grosz sums up this epistemological problem when she writes,
“The crisis of reason is a consequence of the historical privileging of the purely
conceptual or mental over the corporeal; that is, it is a consequence of the in-
ability of Western knowledges to conceive their own processes of (material)
production, processes that simultaneously rely on and disavow the role of the
body” (Grosz 1993, 187). To correct this problem, we have to avow the role of
the body in the production of knowledge, to acknowledge the ways in which
our material circumstances condition how and what we think and know. That
is the only way to de-phallicize reason and the only way to make reason an en-
terprise in which non-phallic beings, as non-phallic, can engage. For as
Genevieve Lloyd pointed out in 1984, historically in Western epistemology as
well as in popular culture, femininity has been considered more or less anti-
thetical to reason, and women have been excluded from participation in en-
deavors wherein reason plays a role: “Rational knowledge has been construed
as a transcending, a transformation or control of natural forces; and the femi-
nine has been associated with what rational knowledge transcends, dominates,
or simply leaves behind” (Lloyd 1984, 2).6 Thinking, reason, and knowledge
must be re-thought, de-phallicized, both to break down the barriers that we
call sexism and to address the crisis of reason that leads to radical skepticism.

Can we conceive of thinking, reasoning, and knowing non-phallicly?
Can we conceive of mentality as continuous with, rather than utterly distinct
from, materiality, especially the materiality that is our bodies? Feminists like
Grosz seem to gesture in such a direction. “Given the prevailing binarized or
dichotomized categories governing Western reason and the privilege ac-
corded to one term over the other in binary pairs (mind over body, culture
over nature, self over other, reason over passions, and so on),” she writes, “it
is necessary to examine the subordinated, negative, or excluded term, body as
the unacknowledged condition of the dominant term, reason” (Grosz 1993, 195).
The place to begin is with the body. If we can re-think the body as something
other than Cartesian matter in motion, a thought-less machine, think of it as
thinking being, maybe we can ¤nd ways to exist knowingly and yet fairly, re-
spectfully, and nonviolently alongside beings, like birds, who are not us—
and even alongside those who are.

All right then, my task is to re-think the body such that thought, reason,
and knowledge could arise there. If I do that, then I’ll ¤nd a way—we hope
—to re-think thinking, reasoning, and knowing as embodied activities so
that it will be possible to engage in those activities without making an ass of
myself by anthropomorphizing non-anthropic things, without projecting
myself on the world to the exclusion of the real differences that constitute
real things. Then it will be safe to turn my gaze to the birds.
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However, as much as I agree with Elizabeth Grosz (and I do, ada-
mantly!), as much as I believe in the necessity and importance of this project
of re-thinking, I’m very uneasy about it. And that is the reason why I’m writing
this essay. I’ve tried diligently for years to re-think bodies as thinking things,
and with some success. I’ve written about gardening and eating and dirt and
dancing and sexuality—and I’m not about to stop. But I’m afraid something
is wrong in this approach.

Here’s what worries me: Maybe the point isn’t, or shouldn’t always be,
to know—or at least to know as knowing has been understood for the past
four hundred years.7 Maybe in my rush to get better at thinking (after all I
am a philosopher), to get observation and reason just right, I forget some-
thing that my experience with the birds carries within it. I want to try to ex-
plain that uneasiness, that suspicion or fear of mine. I want to try to look at
it and see if it means anything. I’ll begin by looking at one common means
that I and others have used to conceive of thinking as essentially embodied.

‰ Mr. Darwin’s Triumphal Return

For all his faults, we really think Darwin was right, don’t we? Natural se-
lection just makes sense. Species are not ¤xed, as our predecessors thought.
They do change with time, and how they change has to do with which indi-
viduals survive to procreate and how many times they succeed. I just don’t
doubt this. At most, I could be convinced, maybe, that there were factors in
addition to environmental pressure and genetic mutation (although I’m too
enamored of the theory as it stands to think of any) but not that the theory of
natural selection is false. Mentality, then, is just an evolutionary outcome. As
Darwin himself wrote in one of his notebooks, “[T]he mind is [a] function of
the body” (1996, 80).

I believe that; the mind is a bodily function, a set of processes that per-
sisted in the human gene pool and were ampli¤ed with time because they
are so very useful, given our structure and physiological needs, for surviv-
ing against the odds and procreating successfully. Darwin writes:

Of the high importance of the intellectual faculties there can be no doubt, for
man owes to them his predominant position in the world. We can see that in
the rudest state of society, the individuals who were the most sagacious, who
invented and used the best weapons or traps, and who were best able to de-
fend themselves, would rear the greatest number of offspring. The tribes,
which included the largest number of men thus endowed, would increase in
number and supplant other tribes. . . . At the present day civilised nations
are everywhere supplanting barbarous nations, excepting where the climate
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opposes a deadly barrier; and they succeed mainly, though not exclusively,
through their arts, which are the products of the intellect. It is, therefore,
highly probable that with mankind the intellectual faculties have been
mainly and gradually perfected through natural selection. (1968?, 496–97)

As a side note (is it a side note?), I will point out that in 1878, just seven
years after Darwin wrote these words, the British discovered gold in Tierra
del Fuego and began employing their allegedly superior intellects in try-
ing systematically to exterminate the native Selk’nam, whom they declared
a “dangerous obstacle to settlement.” Hunters were paid to kill them at the
rate of one pound sterling per pair of ears, more for the ears of a pregnant
woman together with the ears of her fetus. They imported mastiffs to run
people down, poisoned sheep with strychnine in hopes the Selk’nam would
eat them and die, and inoculated children with fatal diseases (Taussig
1993, 87). Darwin had visited Tierra del Fuego while aboard the H.M.S.
Beagle in 1832 and had commented at that time upon “how entire the dif-
ference between savage & civilized man is” (1934, 118). No doubt he saw
the empire’s genocidal approach to self-enrichment as evidence of its high
degree of civility as well as an inevitability in the course of natural selec-
tion. But I will pass over Darwin’s highly questionable assumption that
the people who win wars are smarter and better than the people who lose
them in order to grant him his fundamental point: We think, ¤rst of all,
because our bodies need to think in order to survive. Thinking is a physio-
logical function, an organic capacity that constitutes a heritable trait like
taste buds and opposable thumbs. I think; therefore, I live. This means that
thinking, reasoning, and knowing developed as bodily possibilities and are
contingent upon the types of bodies that we have. Mark L. Johnson has de-
veloped that idea at some length:

Human beings are creatures of the ¶esh. What we can experience and how
we make sense of what we experience depend on the kind of bodies we have
and on the ways we interact with the various environments we inhabit. . . .

All of this meaningful, occasionally thoughtful, interaction begins for
us at birth, or even earlier, and so it comes to us prior to our learning any
language. It depends, therefore, not primarily on propositions and words,
but rather on forms of understanding and reasoning that are rooted in the
patterns of our bodily activity.

. . . [O]ur conceptualization and reasoning are grounded in our embodi-
ment, that is, in our bodily orientations, manipulations, and movements as we
act in our world. No matter how sophisticated our abstractions become, if they
are to be meaningful to us, they must retain their intimate ties to our embodied
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modes of conceptualization and reasoning. We can only experience what our
embodiment allows us to experience. We can only conceptualize using con-
ceptual systems grounded in our bodily experience. (Johnson 1999, 81)

Darwin makes a related comment in Notebook N: “Our faculties are more
¤tted to recognize the wonderful structure of a beetle than a Universe” (1996,
81). Our perceptual apparatus is geared to the world at the level where it is
most useful for us to pay attention. We see the part of the spectrum wherein
our food sources generally appear; we hear sounds at frequencies made by the
things that pose a threat to us; we smell molecules no larger than a certain
size (generally about ten angstroms in width), because those are the mole-
cules our prehistoric ancestors most needed to consume or avoid.8 And rea-
soning, as an extension of that perceptual apparatus, is a way of solving the
problems (getting around obstacles to food sources or evading or defeating
oncoming enemies) that our perceptual apparatus reveals. As Horkheimer
and Adorno put it in The Dialectic of Enlightenment, “Reason serves as a uni-
versal tool for the fabrication of all other tools, rigidly purpose-directed”
(2002, 23).9 While of course there is play in the system—mutations that do
not kill us prior to procreation may remain part of the gene pool even if they
serve no useful purpose—the development of our capacity for thought as a
whole is the product of the struggle for the continued existence of our species,
reproduced in successive generations because of its vital utility.

Thus construed, our limited intelligence seems hardly the laudatory,
semi-divine endowment that de¤nitively separates us from the brutes; it is
but one adaptation among others, comparable to the claws of the cat and the
green coloration of the tomato hornworm—hardly a quality to be multi-
plied to in¤nity, projected into the heavens, and worshipped as the source of
all that is. Reminding ourselves of the evolutionary facts with some fre-
quency is a good way to keep ourselves humble. I’m all for that. There’s way
too much arrogance in the world (much of it white, male, and heavily in-
vested in oil and pharmaceuticals).

As I say, I believe ardently in this project of re-thinking thinking bodily.
I believe in it as a feminist, as a philosopher, and as an environmentalist. I
believe in it in my viscera because I think our species’ and our ecosystem’s
future depends on it. So I really hate to raise any objections at all.

But . . .
If my whole strategy for re-thinking thinking bodily hangs on the idea

that we think because thinking enabled us as a species to work more
ef¤ciently and defend ourselves and thus survive, well, how am I going to
think about the thinking I do while looking at the birds? Utility doesn’t have
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a whole lot to do with what is happening between me and them. After all (I’ll
say it again), I’m not going to eat them. And they’re not going to teach me
how to ¶y. And watching them wastes time and delays grading essays and
getting dinner ready. In my involvement with the birds, utility and ef¤ciency
don’t seem to play a major role. Something else is going on, and that some-
thing, I suspect, is very central or basic to human thinking, yet at its heart has
nothing to do with self-preservation at all. If I really want to re-think think-
ing—and I do, because I think the survival of the planet may be at stake
(there’s a little superhero in all of us)—maybe I’d better start paying some
real attention to thinking without imposing the category of utility. Maybe
bodies think regardless of whether thinking helps them preserve themselves.
Maybe living bodies are not really all about self-preservation after all.

‰ Darwin Meets Frankenstein

Victor Frankenstein’s science project was really quite unnecessary. It
went beyond any assignment given him by his professors (certainly none of
my reasonable, well-adjusted undergraduates would have done more than
the minimum to get their grade), and its product was something the world
hardly needs: yet one more man. There are more than enough human beings
on this planet. Admittedly, there were fewer in the nineteenth century, and
they were not distributed over the landmasses in quite the ways that Euro-
pean capitalist expansion demanded (hence the African slave trade), but even
then no one thought the total number of people on earth was dangerously
low, nor was the sex ratio a problem. More men were not needed, and more
means for producing men were not needed either. Victor stitched together
his monster-man just because he wanted to see if he could. He was intoxi-
cated with pure-grain possibility. If the whole thing nauseated him after the
fact, that is just one more bit of evidence that his work was not work at all,
not a productive enterprise but a frenzy of ecstatic expenditure; when he
came to himself later, the long night left him exhausted and embarrassed
rather than enriched.10 Victor had the good sense, though, to take the cure,
the hair of the dog; he spent the rest of his life in a frenzied chase across the
frozen north, driven by a desire to stop what he himself had animated. Victor
Frankenstein was the antithesis of Enlightenment rationality.

But Frankenstein did the seemingly impossible; he restored and reani-
mated putre¤ed tissue. His ¤ctional work foreshadowed modern-day organ
transplants and electrocardial resuscitation. The most irrational thing he
did, it seems, was to repudiate his discoveries. Frankenstein was a genius,
but he certainly lacked the vision as well as the spirit of the entrepreneur.11



154
ladelle mcwhorter

Despite the key role of utility in the theory of natural selection, Dar-
win’s Nature is not totally unlike Victor Frankenstein. It, too, can be viewed
as a kind of ongoing frenzy without telos, without reasoned goal. The order
we perceive in the natural world is not the order of rational production and
intelligently planned growth. Even equilibrium cannot be said to have any
particular value in this ever-shifting give and take. On the contrary, any
order the natural world evinces at any given moment is simply the present
result of the frenzy—the “system” is whatever elements or entities can coex-
ist at a given millisecond. Thus, alongside the beautiful symbiosis of ¶owers
and pollinators, of humans and the amoebas that live in our guts, there are
also three-legged chickens and two-headed calves and every few weeks new
viruses waiting to board our sinuses and our intercontinental jet planes.
Natural selection isn’t the mechanism that produces the things of this
world; it is just the law that kills most of them. Darwin may have meant to
be explaining how it was that species would, necessarily, change over time.
But once you take change seriously, recognize the frequency of mutation,
and take account of the astronomical rate of reproduction in microscopic life
as well as in insects and plants, his work really only explains why the whole
ecosystem doesn’t change more rapidly, entirely, overnight.

The excess constantly produced is simply slaughtered. Half the newly
hatched praying mantises eat the other half, sibling rivalry taken to a Diony-
sian extreme; and tons and tons of pine pollen, sperm of gymnosperms, turn
the surface of the rivers lime-green and coat our cars and windowsills and clog
our bronchial tubes; and fat blackberries in rain-soaked ¤elds fall to the ground
to ferment in the heat, and the blue jays, drunk on their wine, fall prey to well-
fed house cats hunting for sport. Nature is orgiastic and utterly irresponsible.
As Bataille insists, “On the surface of the globe, for living matter in general, en-
ergy is always in excess; the question is always posed in terms of extravagance.
The choice is limited to how the wealth is to be squandered” (1991a, 23). And
further on, “I insist on the fact that there is generally no growth but only a lux-
urious squandering of energy in every form! The history of life on earth is
mainly the effect of a wild exuberance; the dominant event is the development
of luxury, the production of increasingly burdensome forms of life” (33).

‰ Reason in a Restrictive Economy:
Or, a Mind Is a Terrible Thing to Waste

If we look at the world from the perspective of the puritan or the capital-
ist—which we very often do—this natural exuberance, luxuriant growth,
and wanton sacri¤ce seems immorally wasteful, or at least shamefully
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inef¤cient. There are starving children in Africa (Iraq, North Korea, Pales-
tine, Detroit) who could eat those fat blackberries—and hell, the blue jays
too! Waste not, want not. Or, having wasted, want. Energy should be ex-
pended to produce in proportion to need (or to whatever desires good mar-
keting can inspire). And thus it is in a perfect world, we insist: One ecosystem
under God, indivisible. We only have to adjust our theoretical gaze slightly
to recoup the waste, to see the drunken blue jays as seed distribution systems,
the pollen’s scattered molecules as a natural fertilizer. The answer to every-
thing extraneous is the organic compost heap. Nothing is ever really wasted,
is it? If there is pro¤t, it is reinvested in the means of production or used to
buy political in¶uence or intimidating status symbols. The struggle for ex-
istence just continues at a different level, and all our resources are employed.

And thinking about birds? Sure. It’s possible to incorporate even my
¶ights of fancy while gazing at the birds into this puritanical, capitalistic,
Darwinian vision of the world. Moments of apparently nonproductive
thought are probably necessary for brains such as ours. They serve some pur-
pose, either for release of tension or preliminary experimentation in the in-
terest of future productive (or product) development. I’ll ¤nd a use for that
wasted time; I’ll write an essay about looking at birds, get it published, and
thereby increase my merit pay. Hah! Everything is a resource. . . .

But here, again, is Bataille: “Every time the meaning of a discussion de-
pends on the fundamental value of the word useful—in other words, every
time the essential question touching on the life of human societies is raised,
no matter who intervenes and what opinions are expressed—it is possible to
af¤rm that the debate is necessarily warped and that the fundamental ques-
tion is eluded” (1985, 116). You can call any object or event useful, just like
you can call any human action sel¤sh. A self-serving goal or result can always
be found or postulated. My thinking about birds is useful because it gives me
pleasure, for example; it is productive of relaxation or delight, which is essen-
tial to my future productivity. You can always say that, but if you say that, Ba-
taille maintains, you are simply refusing to entertain any other possibilities.
You are attempting to enclose the universe in your calculating puritanism.

Bataille thinks such attempts are bound to fail, ultimately. You can’t
really plow all your pro¤ts back into the company. If you try, the company
will explode. Or at least bad things will happen eventually. Says Bataille,

The tool, the “crude ¶int tool” used by primitive man was undoubtedly the
¤rst positing of the object as such. The objective world is given in the prac-
tice introduced by the tool. But in this practice man, who makes use of the
tool, becomes a tool himself, he becomes himself an object just as the tool is
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an object. The world of practice is a world where man is himself a thing,
which animals are not for themselves (which, moreover, in the beginning,
animals were not for man). But man is not really a thing. A thing is identi-
cal in time, but man dies and decomposes and this man who is dead and de-
composes is not the same thing as that man who lived. (1991b, 213)

If you reduce your production costs to a minimum and plow all your pro¤t
back into the company, obviously human beings (yourself included) are
nothing but tools in the system. Yet humans are not tools. So somebody is
going to go postal. It’s inevitable. There will be a frenzy and a sacri¤ce. Hap-
pens all the time.

Bataille thinks this kind of thing happens on a grand scale in thoroughly
rationalized societies, societies where all human energy is supposed to be ex-
pended in work—or at least in the kind of consumption that makes the econ-
omy work. (You shouldn’t just putter or daydream; or if you daydream, at
least contribute to the productive economy by buying a virtual reality suit to
do it in.) It is inevitable in such societies that eventually the pressure will
build to the point that there will be uncontainable, horri¤c explosions of one
sort or another. I suspect Bataille would view George W. Bush’s out-of-control
military spending on irrational, destabilizing regional wars as the inevitable,
dangerous, and dismaying outcome of too much Yankee good sense. Bush is
thus the geopolitical equivalent of a frenzied postal employee screaming
crazed accusations while spraying bullets at his co-workers and boss. How-
ever, Bush’s family and friends are making a killing in the defense and energy
industries (e.g., Dad is on the payroll of Halliburton, which has a multibillion-
dollar defense contract to “help rebuild” Iraq), so maybe the frenzy is fake—
a simulacrum to assuage the enraged postal workers that lurk in the depths
of the rest of us, a virtual expenditure for virtual reality junkies.

Anyway, whether Bataille is right about the dire consequences of ex-
cluding useless expenditure from our conception of the universe or not, it
does seem to me that he is right to point out that a refusal at the theoretical
level to explore the uselessness of events and things is suspect. On the face
of it, my looking at and thinking about the birds is a real waste of energy
and time. And maybe that simple observation deserves some respect. Maybe
thinking isn’t primarily useful at all; maybe it’s primarily expenditure. But
if so, what does that do to my project of re-thinking thinking bodily?

‰ Reason in a General Economy

Maybe I should be more careful. (I say that now, having denounced the
president of the United States, who, under the Patriot Act, could imprison
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me inde¤nitely without indictment or access to an attorney.) What am I ac-
tually saying? I think I’m saying that the importance of my experience of
thinking while looking at the birds is that it isn’t productive at all. Maybe
it can be used somehow after the fact; maybe it has consequences that could
be used by someone somehow. But the thinking and the looking that ini-
tiate it happen regardless of those possibilities and in the teeth of present de-
mands for productive labor and rational use of my time.

So let’s start again.
It might be helpful to distinguish three activities—thinking, reasoning,

and knowing. These three usually happen together, but they are not exactly the
same. Thinking is just mental activity; it can include contemplating, appreci-
ating, wondering, noticing, questioning, and on and on. Reasoning is a partic-
ular kind of thinking, directed toward untangling some intellectual knot or
solving a problem. It can be useful, and usually is, since we like to have our
problems solved, but it can also be just a kind of rule-governed play. I’m unsure
what knowing is. In the Anglo-American tradition it has been monopolized by
analytic epistemologists and reduced to a psychological state of possessing cor-
rect information. In the European tradition, Bataille implies, things are not
much better: “To know means: to relate to the known, to grasp that an un-
known thing is the same as another thing known. Which supposes either a solid
ground upon which everything rests (Descartes) or the circularity of knowledge
(Hegel)” (Bataille 1988b, 108). Since Descartes’s time the ground has not
proven to be especially solid, leaving us with the other option, which is absurdly
reductive, a conception of knowing, as Bataille points out, that gets us abso-
lutely nowhere: “Even supposing that I were to attain [absolute knowledge], I
know that I would know nothing more than I know now” (1988b, 108).

Between me and the birds, there is a lot of thinking going on—question-
ing, appreciating, wondering, noticing, etc. There is also a certain amount of
reasoning—considering how to attract them, learning to name them so as
to be able to talk about them with my partner, and learning more about
their habits by looking them up in books, and so forth. What about know-
ing? I feel like I’m knowing the birds too—not in the analytic epistemolog-
ical sense, not that I’m in a psychological state in which I possess correct in-
formation about them (although I suppose I may), and certainly not in the
ultimately circular Hegelian sense either. I don’t seem to be assimilating the
birds to what I already know, but rather to be having some new kind of ex-
perience that I don’t know how to name or categorize. What I feel inclined
to call knowing here is a feeling in my body of a connection with their bodies
as if we were physically intermingled somehow, although not united or
fused. But I’ll return to that idea below.
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Bataille seems to embrace nonreasoning thinking—just undirected,
nonproductive mental activity—as part of the exuberant squandering that is
the general economy. First of all, human beings themselves are surely among
the “increasingly burdensome forms of life” that the “wild exuberance” that
is the history of life on earth has tended to spew forth (Bataille 1991b, 33).
So anything we do is excessive; we’re not needed here. But even from the
point of view of the human species, thinking is rarely necessary; and when it
is, it is necessary only in the form of reason—that is, thinking in the service
of solving immediate problems. More often than not, mental activities like
questioning and wondering are detrimental to the business of survival.
Curiosity doesn’t just kill cats. In the most rational of all possible worlds,
ambient thinking would probably be disallowed.

Reason, well trimmed, can be quite useful and is rarely detrimental, at
least in the short run and if you are not one of those declared a “dangerous
obstacle” by an imperial power. Reasoning is a requirement for human sur-
vival, given that we humans are naked, fangless, hornless, and as slow as
molasses—exposed and vulnerable, in other words. But it has to be kept in
strict limits or it gets tangled up in its own knots, because its calculations
are always, as Bataille points out, either incomplete or circular: “The scythe
is there for the harvest, the harvest for food, the food for labor, the labor for
the factory where scythes are made” (1991b, 112). The circle itself has no
point. Survival has no point. Ultimately, life doesn’t aim for or serve or mean
anything; it just is, exceeding all reason. Says Bataille, “Human life, distinct
from juridical experience, existing as it does on a globe isolated in celestial
space, from night to day and from one country to another—human life can-
not in any way be limited to the closed systems assigned to it by reasonable
conceptions” (1985, 128). But from the point of view of getting things
done, it is best not to let our reasoning take us to those limits where reason
wrecks itself; once there, reason is apt to compromise our survival instincts
rather than serve them.

Fortunately, reason usually instinctively ignores the meaningless limit-
lessness of human life and tries not ever to trace its circles to their points of
closure. Thus the outcome of sound (not round) reasoning is a state of know-
ing. If we reason correctly and well, we will very likely end up possessing
some information that will probably be useful for future endeavors, and we
may want to call that possessed information “knowledge” in either the ana-
lytic epistemological or Hegelian sense discussed above. Taken in either of
those senses, however, knowledge is not an especially noble thing. Bataille
writes, “I think that . . . at the base of all knowledge there is a servility, the
acceptation of a way of life wherein each moment has meaning only in rela-
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tion to another or others that will follow it” (2001, 129). In knowing, thus
conceived, now is always in the service of later; I am always in the service of
my future self. Knowledge as accumulated fact is like so many buried acorns
stored up for use in the lean times, and the process of gathering those acorns
is the servile work of knowing.

Presumably it was just this knowledge that Darwin was aiming for when
he was watching his birds. He was accumulating information, producing a
theory, devoting himself—his energy, his time—to an epistemic project that
would transcend his present and enrich his future. So he tried to get it right.
He really worked hard. All good scientists do.

That is not what I’m doing when I watch birds. I’m thinking. At times
I’m reasoning, as I’ve acknowledged, but the reasoning is in service, not to
accumulation and systematization of information, but rather to extension
and complexi¤cation of play. The play, my pointless, time-consuming in-
volvement with the birds, remains paramount. Reason viewed from the per-
spective of the general economy is merely a way of devising ever more varied
means of needless expenditure. And knowing? What is that?

‰ Knowing and Mimesis

“[T]he only object of my thought is play, and in play my thought, the
work of my thought, is annihilated” (Bataille 2001, 129). Bataille’s under-
standing of looking and thinking as play rather than as work probably ¤ts
what is going on with me and the birds a lot better than more traditional
Darwinian accounts of thinking as a means of self-preservation do.12 Rea-
soning, too, makes sense from the perspective of a general economy in that
it operates to vary and intensify modes of mental expenditure. But what
about the assertion I made earlier that in my being with the birds, however
mediated by distance and technology and however antithetical to na±ve
empiricism and subjective completion, I feel strongly that there is some-
thing I know? Bataille, it seems, would be suspicious of any such claim. If
this looking and thinking is exuberant play, it can’t include servile know-
ing, storing up facts for future reference. What do I mean when I say I
know the birds, and, most importantly in relation to my initial feminist
question, how is that knowing bodily?

I have this almost perceptible tingling, a phantom sensation you might
say, at the bottoms of my shoulder blades and down my triceps when I watch
how the birds swoop from feeder to branch and back. I take this sensation to
be a mimetic movement of my own phantom wings, a kind of neurological
duplicating of the birds’ bodies in ¶ight, just as I might clench a ¤st while
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watching a brawl on a movie screen. I’m caught up in the action, alert and
poised—still, yet not still at all—incorporating in a dampened way the ges-
tures of the others whose movements I gaze upon. I resonate. I am their
muted echo.

We know we mime other humans all the time. If you smile, I smile. If
you yawn, so do I. Laughter is contagious, so we say.13 When one baby in a
nursery starts to cry, they all cry. We pick up the speech patterns and intona-
tions of our friends and sometimes of our enemies as well. Throughout our
lives we imitate the moves, the language, the physiological attitudes of
other human beings. That is how we become who we are and take up a place
in the world.

Is it so strange to realize that we do the same with other animals too? I
play with my partner’s dog by holding his nylabone near my mouth, smack-
ing my lips, and growling in mock warning to anyone who might consider
taking it away. He whines and crouches and bounds around the room. I give
him the nylabone but then whine and crouch and bound around the room
while he gnaws and growls. This is a game he understands and enjoys. I am
both another dog and not a dog at all but his familiar human friend and oc-
casional caretaker. This kind of mimetic play is familiar and natural to any-
one who spends much leisure time around domestic animals.14

Usually when we imitate nondomestic animals, we do so for a human
audience rather than in the presence of the animals themselves. At zoos,
however, it is not unusual to see human beings of all ages gazing into cages
and imitating the animals they watch—not just the primates, but often-
times even the reptiles and water birds—not for the entertainment of other
humans but rather as an almost nonconscious direct response to the move-
ments of the animals.

I want to suggest that this practice of mimicking is a kind of embodied
coming to know. And when it goes on long enough, when enough energy
and attention have been put into it, it constitutes a corporeal knowledge of
the other being. Obviously, this is not primarily a propositional knowledge.
It is knowledge as physiological repertoire, and it enables whatever commu-
nication there is between one living being and another. Human beings are
very good at it—“savages,” especially, the civilized Mr. Darwin asserts in his
observations at Tierra del Fuego: “All savages appear to possess, to an un-
common degree, this power of mimicry” (1934, 119)—but other animals
do it as well. Primates in general “ape” human behavior, but so do parrots
and starlings and dolphins.15 After living with my partner and me for ¤ve
years, my calico cat has developed what can only be called an approximation
to a human kiss. She doesn’t lick us when she is affectionate; instead, she
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parts her lips (such as they are) slightly and brushes against our skin with
the ¶at fronts of her front teeth. And of course all sorts of animals imitate the
behavior of other animals in various ways. Consider the mockingbird.

The birds that gather at our feeders and illustrate our Audubon book are
especially beautiful animals and awe-inspiring in their adroit multidimen-
sional maneuvering and inhuman speed. They are fascinating to me in their
corporeal difference from me, and I explore that difference in their presence
¤rst of all in the most obvious way that I can, namely, corporeally.

There are two points that I want to stress here though. First, I want to
make clear that this knowledge I say I have of birds is not the false sympathy
that results from anthropomorphizing. I do not imagine that the birds have
human characteristics or feelings, much less conversations or articulate
thoughts. I do not assimilate the avian unknown to the human known, mov-
ing toward a Hegelian absolute that is nowhere other than where I started
from. Insofar as watching evokes physiological mimicry, it is not a projection out-
ward of what lies here within. I am not imposing myself on the birds and
then claiming knowledge of what is merely myself misrecognized as a bird.
The knowledge that I am describing is not dependent upon identi¤cation.
Second, I want to reiterate that there is a difference between the mimesis I
speak of here and the representational or reproductive mimesis that feminists
such as Luce Irigaray have critiqued as phallic (or, when done by women, as
a means of survival in an oppressive phallocracy). Phallocentric mimesis is an
attempt to incorporate in the sense of “to assimilate to oneself.”16 What hap-
pens as I watch the birds is not this kind of consumptive incorporation. It is
more like another, non-phallic mimetic possibility that Irigaray herself al-
ludes to when she discusses Plato’s dialogues. In an interview with Alice Jar-
dine, Irigaray distinguishes between these two mimeses: “There is mimesis as
production, which would lie more in the realm of music, and there is the mi-
mesis that would be already caught up in a process of imitation, speculariza-
tion, adequation, and reproduction.” The second of these is the phallocentric
mimesis that has been “privileged throughout the history of philosophy.”
But the ¤rst, which she calls the mimesis of production, is nevertheless a
present possibility, despite its long eclipse and even if it “seems always to
have been repressed.” This ¤rst mimesis, as perhaps ¤gured in the repeated
performance of a piece of music (like the mockingbird’s?), is never adequa-
tion or mere reproduction; it is always open to difference, which is why Iriga-
ray points to it as an opening toward non-phallic possibility. She says, “Yet it
is doubtless in the direction of, and on the basis of, that ¤rst mimesis that the
possibility of a woman’s writing may come about” (Irigaray 1991, 134). This
non-phallic mimesis proliferates rather than uni¤es.17
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In “my” mimetic knowing of the birds, “my” corporeal doubling of
them (and I place the pronoun in quotation marks here because this is not a
gesture I can really own), I neither become a bird nor assimilate the birds to
myself in a way that erases our differences. Instead, I compromise my own
human identity; I undergo its partial disintegration in order to give myself
bodily over to the performance of the movements of the birds. Rather than
uni¤cation into a phallic completeness, or even a sort of parody that does
nothing more than expose phallocentric striving for similitude and assimi-
lation, this bodily knowing issues in and is a proliferation of mimetic frag-
ments. As living proliferation, this knowing can never be complete. Its very
essence is its incompletability, since it does not accumulate information to
store up for the future. (Thus it is also never servile.)

Why call it knowledge then, one might ask, if it is not and never can be
complete? After all, says Bataille, “Completeness should be the basis of
human knowledge. If it isn’t complete, it’s not knowledge—it’s only an inevi-
table, giddy product of the will to know” (1988a, 24). Maybe that’s all my
musings about birds will ever be, a kind of playful giddiness, a tingling in the
shoulder blades, and the waves of cool air across my naked, featherless skin.

But then again, maybe what I know in knowing the birds is a step to-
ward or a key to a kind of sagacious completion after all. For Bataille goes on
to say, “At the limits of re¶ection, the value of knowledge, it seems, depends
on its ability to make any conclusive image of the universe [and I would add
of birds and of the miming self] impossible. Knowledge destroys ¤xed no-
tions and this continuing destruction is its greatness, or more precisely, its
truth” (1988a, 25). Knowledge belongs, in the end, not to the restricted
economy of acquisition and preservation, but to the general economy of lux-
ury and waste. Insofar as knowledge can be complete af¤rmation of incom-
pletability, insofar as knowledge shatters identity, it is a grand means of
spending the excess—and even what is not viewed as excess—for it forces
the sacri¤ce of everything that human traditions and institutions seek to
preserve, up to and including immutable human selves and immortal gods.
In its truest operations, knowledge is not in the service of utility and conser-
vation at all but an event of pure expenditure.18

And thus I think I can say, without opposing Bataille and without ac-
quiescing to the philosophical traditions that would disembody the know-
ing subject, that I know the birds; I know them non-phallicly, mimetically,
incompletely or completely in af¤rmative incompletability, in the prolifer-
ation of corporeal gestures that are my body, my humanity, my reason, my
mind. This proliferation is ever open to differing, and knows itself to be
completely so. I know the birds within the general economy wherein know-
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ing is open-ended play and servile reason is a tool of expenditure. I know
them, and in the knowing, both I and they proliferate in difference.

notes

1. Or, if you don’t know her well, you can just look at her book Speculum. See Irigaray
1985, esp. 133–37.

2. Quoted in Hubbard 1983, 50.
3. My copy of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species bears no publication date.

The introduction refers to the twentieth century as if it were current, and the book, a hard-
back volume that also includes The Descent of Man, bears a price tag of $3.95 and my grand-
father’s signature and handwritten date of December 7, 1968. I shall cite it hereafter as
Darwin, 1968?, and page number. This quotation comes from page 24.

4. And as Charles Scott reminds us in The Lives of Things (2002, 111), “We should be-
ware, I think, of gifts from the obsessed.” Perhaps even as we accept it, we should beware
of the legacy Darwin leaves us.

5. Random variation or mutation can give rise to divergence in species if some barrier
is imposed between the population with the mutation and that without it. An example is
the coloring of urban squirrels. In Alexandria, Virginia, there is an area of land wherein
squirrels are cut off from the rest of the city by very busy streets without an above-ground
system of power lines or suspended traf¤c lights. The squirrels in that area have become
predominately black rather than grayish-brown as are most squirrels along the eastern sea-
board. In my own neighborhood in Richmond, Virginia, which is not isolated in any such
way, there are a number of white squirrels and brown squirrels with white ¶anks. Should
they become isolated by future urban development, it is possible that their progeny even-
tually will be all white. Of course, color variation, having nothing to do with reproduction,
does not distinguish one species from another; without further mutation, these popula-
tions would not diverge enough to be classi¤ed as anything other than unusual squirrels.

6. Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno also ¤gure reason as phallic in their discus-
sion of Odysseus in The Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. See Horkheimer
and Adorno 2002, 26.

7. Another distinct possibility is that there is something wrong with trying to re-
value a devalued term in a binary instead of just ditching the binary altogether. Charles
Scott moves to a discussion of physicality as opposed to a revaluation of “the body” in his
wonderful book, The Lives of Things (2002).

8. See Burr 2002, 104, for width of molecules, and 57 for connection between molec-
ular size and human needs.

9. “. . . and,” they continue, “as calamitous as the precisely calculated operations of
material production, the results of which for human beings escape all calculation.” Later on
in the book they assert, “Reason acts as an instrument of adaptation and not as a sedative,
as might appear from the use sometimes made of it by individuals. Its ruse consists of mak-
ing humans into beasts with an ever-wider reach, and not in bringing about the identity
of subject and object” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 185).

10. For the description of Victor’s obsessive, frenzied pursuit of knowledge and sci-
enti¤c technique, see Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1831), chapters 4 and 5. At the begin-
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ning of chapter 5, Victor recoils in horror from his creation and soon resolves to end its life,
if only he can catch it.

11. Imagine if he had been invested in pharmaceuticals!
12. Bataille’s view doesn’t have to con¶ict with the theory of natural selection if we

construe natural selection as acting to eliminate traits rather than to generate them. The
capacity to think came into existence as one more form in which the cosmos squanders its
energy; it persists because it hasn’t killed us yet. But it still could; the jury’s still out.

13. Bataille at times speaks of laughter as one of the ways human beings shatter them-
selves and communicate with others in sacri¤ce. See Bataille 1988b, 97.

14. A reader of one draft of this essay has asked me to distinguish my descriptions of
mimesis here and elsewhere in this paper from Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “becoming
animal.” First, I will say that I love Deleuze and Guattari’s work on becoming animal and
would not be unhappy if my work resembled it in some ways. But I do think there are some
differences in mimesis as I describe it here and becoming animal, not least of all because
they actually say straight off, “Becoming is never imitating” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987,
305). But there are more concrete reasons. In playing with my partner’s dog, I am not be-
coming dog in the sense that the dog and I are not entering into an assemblage together
(although you could possibly say each of us in turn enters into an assemblage with the
nylabone). Contrast this example with Deleuze and Guattari’s example of the wasp and the
orchid in A Thousand Plateaus. This is a natural symbiotic relationship in which beings
that humans conceive of as separate in fact act as each other’s organ systems. The wasp is
the penis for the orchid. The orchid is the breast for the wasp. Or more accurately, the wasp
plays a crucial role in the orchid’s reproductive system, and the orchid plays a crucial role
in the wasp’s digestive system. The apparently two things actually operate as one thing—
or at least it can be seen that way; there is no way that it is. If an experienced rider rides a
well-trained horse, we can speak of becoming horse or the horse’s becoming human be-
cause again there is an assemblage whose parts operate synchronistically, even though not
symbiotically. Deleuze and Guattari often give examples wherein there is reciprocity of be-
coming. It may seem that my dog example involves reciprocity, even if not simultaneity,
but my bird examples do not. The birds are virtually untouched by my activity. Insofar as
synchrony, or reciprocity, and assemblage are central aspects of becoming animal for
Deleuze and Guattari, then the mimesis that I am trying to describe here is not that; if,
however, those characteristics are inessential, perhaps there is more overlap. Our examples
are similar in that all insist on difference within the event. There may well be other impor-
tant similarities. For the discussion of becoming animal, see Deleuze and Guattari 1987,
232–309.

15. For fascinating and humorous accounts of starlings and other birds imitating both
human speech and song and humanly produced instrumental music, see Rothenberg 2005.
For stories about scientists playing mimicking games with dolphins, see Gray 1979.

16. When women in a phallocracy are forced to imitate the images of woman that mas-
culine subjects have produced, they are in effect trying to incorporate that image and di-
vest themselves of whatever else they might be in order to do it.

17. Naomi Schor suggests that Irigaray actually discusses three types of mimesis in her
work—one that is merely masquerade, one that is parody, and then another that is a kind
of positivity rooted in the difference of mimesis as difference. She writes: “And, ¤nally, in
the third meaning of mimesis I am attempting to tease out of Irigaray’s writings, mimesis
comes to signify difference as positivity, a joyful reappropriation of the attributes of the
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other that is not in any way to be confused with a mere reversal of the existing phallocen-
tric distribution of power” (1989, 48).

18. One cannot help but think of Nietzsche’s third essay in Toward a Genealogy of Mor-
als, where he points out that, taken to its logical conclusion, theism must kill God—that
is, a commitment to ultimate, immutable truth must end by undercutting the illusions
that form its own foundation. Knowledge is intrinsically self-overcoming, whether it wills
itself so or not. This is Nietzsche’s insight, and Bataille is certainly no stranger to it.
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eight

‰

Lucio Angelo Privitello

S/laughter and Anima-lêthê

The truth, whatever it is, be damned. What we need is laughter.
Feyerabend, For and Against Method

I have come to debase the coinage.
Diogenes

‰ Toward the Impossible Restoration of Intimacy

Bataille’s general economy is a myth of the restoration of intimacy.1
From this perspective, The Accursed Share, as a work on political economy, is
unrecoverable and satis¤es the condition of “the impossible,” that is, the
awareness of writing to no avail, where content and conclusion unravel in-
stead of providing remedies. The Accursed Share claims systemic coherence
even though it is not the product of a patient, servile re-reading of systems.
The paradox is exacerbating but necessary.2 It is my claim that the theme of
animality and laughter offsets this paradox and endangers prosaic under-
standing by pitting intimacy against philosophies of “metaphysical scaffold-
ing” and teleologically driven unrest.3 Animality and laughter are a chase
after an insoluble problem: the restoration of intimacy without succumbing
to religion, ethics, social planning, or market.4 Intimacy interrupts the sys-
tem of debit and credit, suspends work, and cancels the assumptive origins
and ends of the production of meaning at all costs, that is, “project.” The
will-to-system isolates discourse by judgments that set up boundary condi-
tions, reducing one to becoming a specialist (in this case a restricted econo-
mist), compromised in the ability to hear questions other than those for
which the systematization will provide ready-made answers.

Yet The Accursed Share is a strange attempt at bookkeeping.5 While in



168
lucio angelo privitello

search for the shock of the heterogeneous, Bataille’s brand of bookkeeping
unwillingly presents itself behind the veil of a homogeneous project. There
is a type of violence inherent in Bataille’s more theoretical texts. Bataille,
who seems to border the prescriptive, sees the denial of sensual animality
and the denial of the given world as two negations that have misguided hu-
mankind.6 From these denials Bataille seeks experiments of inner experience
and communication, what he calls the experience of “the impossible.” A
sober return (or a historically minded guidebook approach) would already be
a utilitarian move, a work of “project,” producing a ¤gure of animality that
is captured and revealed as a “sacred character” of difference.7 For Bataille, the
sacred is a leap into experiments outside of the teleological coordinates of la-
bor, the negation through prohibition, and the awareness of death.8

If there is within us, running through the space we inhabit, a movement of
energy that we use, but that is not reducible to its utility . . . we can disregard
it, but we can also adapt our activity to its completion outside us. (1991b, 69)

I have so much to say to you that I am not writing—everything that is
tormenting both of us: I am not surprised it’s this way. If it were otherwise
we would be okapis with wings. Now the okapi does not have wings and
despite its apocalyptic tongue it has strange and tender hooves which stumble
in the shadows. (Laure 1995, 149)

What I feel towards you could never take any recognizable form, or be
named, or be something ordinary—Only signs of life are necessary. (Laure
1995, 136)

For Bataille, what is necessary is “real life,” an “incomparably splendid
place” beyond what registers as productive versus nonproductive expendi-
ture. Necessity is the movement of the “living organism,” or animality.9 Ani-
mality entails the exuberance of “multiple destructions,” also exempli¤ed as
the “unbroken animal” and “wild beast” at the summit of consumptive ex-
penditure.10 The exuberance of living matter, real life or animal experience,
is not reducible to its utility, nor can it be neatly conceptualized within an
ontological machination from human aspirations or anguish.11

We need on the one hand to go beyond the narrow limits within which we
ordinarily remain, and on the other hand somehow bring our going-beyond
back within our limits. The problem posed is that of the expenditure of the
surplus. We need to give away, lose or destroy. (1991b, 69)

We need a thinking that does not fall apart in the face of horror, a self-
consciousness that does not steal away when it is time to explore possibility
to the limit. (1991c, 14)
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Animality and laughter make up the poles of self-consciousness that do
not steal away at the limits when faced with the restoration of intimacy,
which in the same movement is the rejection of “project” and the embrace of
nondiscursive experiences. Project absorbs and reinvests the squandering of
stabilized meaning, servile to the laborious prose of understanding and the
production of meaning.12 Project is production-writing oriented toward a
¤nished product, a book, a discursive experience that courts a facile commu-
nication of experience. Instead, Bataille desired a communication that al-
ready gives the “embryo of a degradation of the experience” (2001a, 49), one
that is incomplete and cannot overcome the limits of the moment through
theoretical costume and makeup.13 Project encircles writing and is there cap-
tured by a collar of its own making, a “minor mode” of communication, in
which things are given in narrative and re¶ected on as things in narrative (see
2001a, 161).14 Bataille desired another type of writing, a “book [that] might
be something else . . . a mixture of the aspiration to silence and that which
[spoke in him]” (2001a, 174, 202), instead of accumulating and investing
the limits of the moments for a return. In contrast to project, there is animal-
ity and laughter, impossibilities of facile assimilation, re-markings of the vi-
olence against exegetical prose, and a gamble against the house of discursive
experience, or the “burden of design” of the real world of utility expressed in
coercive explanations. Bataille succeeded in creating a space for such impos-
sibility of assimilation. Writing on his texts must partake in re-marking the
violence that astounded him, which is ultimately a rebellion against exegeti-
cal projects and “discursive experience.”15

Part of Bataille’s un-working of the prose of restricted economy and part
of this very writing that grapples with the themes of animality and laughter
shift traditional tones of argumentation into a contestation where questions
postpone the work of consoling conclusions:

The opposite of project is sacri¤ce. Sacri¤ce [or consumption] falls into the
forms of project, but only in appearance (or to the extent of its decadence).
(1988a, 136–37)

Animality and laughter deny “project” by consuming their very sovereignty.
The restoration of intimacy is this consumption. Intimacy is nothing that can
be made use of as a thing and has “nothing as its object” (1991b, 190). As an
aspect of animality, it “bring[s] other objects of thought into contact with
[the] depths of the world” (2001a, 90). This is what Bataille called “scissipar-
ity.” Intimacy as laughter ultimately clips the abundance of animality, attest-
ing to the “apotheosis of what is perishable” (1985, 237), an example of what
Bataille called the “embryo of a degradation of the experience” (2001a, 49).16
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The true luxury and the real potlatch of our times falls to the poverty-
stricken, that is, to the individual who lies down and scoffs. A genuine lux-
ury requires the complete contempt for riches, the somber indifference of
the individual who refuses work and makes his life on the one hand an
in¤nitely ruined splendor, and on the other, a silent insult to the laborious
lie of the rich. (1991b, 76–77)

Laughter reveals the inhuman depths of the human animal. Bataille’s laugh-
ter is not a social corrective force (as was Bergson’s), a comical staging, or col-
lateral to entertainment weaned from horror.17 Laughter is the refusal of
discourse.

It is contradictory to try to be unlimited and limited at the same time, and
the result is comedy. (1991b, 70)

. . . thanks to me, the most banal image has taken the form of dream,
desire, drama, passion, now that only the sweetest hilarity will relieve you
from all that is burdensome. (Laure 1995, 152)

The sweet hilarity of laughter is the experience of “non-knowledge,” and
“results from every proposition when we are looking to go to the fundamen-
tal depths of its contents, and which makes us uneasy” (2001a, 112).18 Un-
easiness is to arrive at a conclusion that will not be treated as a consolation
or as a conceptual plateau. Animality is a contestation opening in and from
experiential sundering, an obscure intimacy with the ¶ux of the world.

The regret that I might have for a time when the obscure intimacy of the
animal was scarcely distinguished from the immense ¶ux of the world indi-
cates a power that is truly lost, but it fails to recognize what matters more
to me. Even if he has lost the world in leaving animality behind, man has
nonetheless become that consciousness of having lost it which we are, and
which is more, in a sense, than a possession of which the animal is not con-
scious: It is man, in a word, being that which alone matters to me and which
the animal cannot be. (1991b, 133)

As for me I am beyond words, I have seen too much, known too much,
experienced too much for appearance to take on form. (Laure 1995, 152)

The sacred thing externalizes intimacy: It makes visible on the outside
that which is really within. (1991b, 189)19

[T]he transition from animal to man . . . is a setting in place . . . the
value of a setting in place of social existence. (1991b, 190)

The setting in place is an opening for “inner experience.” This opening is the
suspension of personhood in a “realized void [that is] of Me . . . that the total
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improbability of my coming into the world poses in an imperative mode, a
total heterogeneity” (1985, “Sacri¤ces,” 130; 1988a, 116). This is the “ac-
cursed share” (part maudite), and what remains beyond exchange in the
arti¤ce of rates of exchange. Somewhere, as an unconscious imperative, an
imperative without an ideal realm and outside the rules of a particular game,
play reveals this heterogeneity, the joy of pro¤tless operations and the expe-
rience of the expenditure of energy for the glory of play.20 Play can then also
be understood as intimacy, and animality is the corporeal joy sundered in
and by the inassimilability of its physical existence.21 Such is how Bataille
envisions living matter in general.22

This vision replaces humanistic mysticism (discourse) with the mysticism
of animality (experience). For Bataille, “experience” is synonymous with ex-
periment. It is a provocation of events outside of what is pro¤tably and se-
curely known at any cost, and from a language of restricted economy. When
cases are computed by cost (discourse, logic), experience is remodeled to pre-
vent what tears one apart from the consolation of conclusions. There is no ex-
change of concepts solvent enough for Bataille to withstand or stabilize the
ever-¶owing wave of the primacy of experience (or “privileged instance” of ani-
mality) with its thousand convergences apprehended at the culmination of a
loss of comprehension, or non-knowledge. Animality and laughter emerge,
yet are poised at the edges of this culmination as slippage.23 As examples of
such slippage, Bataille unfolds six domains of delirium under the rubric of a
“positive atheology”—laughter, tears, sexual excitation, poetic emotion, the
sentiment of the sacred, and ecstasy—to which animality is substrate and sur-
face.24 These domains are nonaccumulative in any sense of “project,” squander-
ing pro¤ts through de¤cit processes of the excessive wealth of living nature.25

It is the philosopher’s contradiction to be brought to confuse a miserable
instrument with the totality of being. This is his contradiction and also his
misery. (2001a, 108)26

There can be no compromise in integrity, plentitude . . . life. (Laure
1995, 153)

As part of a philosophy founded on the experience of animality and
laughter, there is what Bataille calls a “philosophy that can accomplish the
rigorous movement that leaves one mute in a consequential way, which dis-
misses derivatives” (2001a, 122).27 Animality and laughter are spurs for such
a movement. Yet Bataille’s circle of friends remained an impossible commu-
nity of singularities, a community still unable to turn against the servile and
prosaic development of thought, teleology, system, and style, which viewed
development from underdevelopment.
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I think all the things you do in that “little circle of friends” will never
amount to more than topics of conversation. (Laure 1995, 133)

Bataille believed that Reason and those with reasonable intentions never re-
turn intact from services rendered. For Bataille, “thought is a useful prohi-
bition.” The notion of animality attains the force of transgression by its very
“incompleteness,” as laughter does in its being unsustainable (see 2001a,
253).

It is necessary to contrast the courtesan’s carefully arranged beauty with the
disheveled animality of the maenads. (1991c, 140)

The incompleteness (and violence) that Bataille envisions in contrast to
the work of Reason is that “of the serpent or the spider [Nature] which turns
you to stone . . . it does not confound but slips; it dispossesses, it paralyzes,
it fascinates before you might oppose anything to it” (2001a, 232).28 This
type of violence is the ful¤llment of thought and is as much a part of reason
as is rhythm and intensity—all of which are effects of non-knowledge.29 The
burst of laughter, like animality, the uncontrollable laughter of the dance of
the ¶ux of the world, corresponds to what Bataille called “full violence,” a
primacy of experience insubordinate to ends, precarious, entwined by “un-
avowable accords” and part of a consciousness that displaces the value of its
own ¤nality.30

‰ In Pursuit of the Value of Intimacy; or,
Do All Creatures Economize?

In volume one of The Accursed Share, subtitled “Consumption,” the
“living organism,” “living nature,” the “biomass,” and animals represent
luxury and excess, a kind of luxury that is ultimately useless, and a kind of
activity that pointlessly dissipates into the universe. This is due to an over-
giving of energy. Economic mankind, restricted to the world of utility, has
lost the sense of this pursuit of luxury and wild exuberance, a loss that is
the product of the fear of non-meaning. In volume one of The Accursed Share
we are faced ¤rst with the “unbroken animal,” that is, of untrained and un-
directed energy that would destroy us. This kind of energy is continually
sweeping across and actually is, for Bataille, the very way energy moves
upon the earth. The human predicament is that each individual is part of
this movement, nolans volens, but resists its modes of useless consumption,
or ¤nds niches for it, as in aesthetic productions.

Bataille’s suggestions entail ¤nding how and where humans may dispose
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of such excess, either as “growth” or “turbulence.” Growth and turbulence be-
long to Bataille’s example of the “gardener’s path,” the necessity for and waste
of fertility plotted within a larger plot, as an intension within “extension.”
The gardener’s path is the microcosm upon which luxury, waste, reproduc-
tion, death, and eating are extended in an activity closest to our interactions
with the earth. One must think of the animal, both domestic animals and the
glorious wild beasts, as a gardener’s path in movement. Their trajectories are
movements of consumption, carriers of a destruction unencumbered by the
signs and space of things used. Man is foreign to this naked glory, and as Ba-
taille states, “is in search of [this] lost intimacy from the ¤rst” (1991b, 57). In
such a space, gifts over¶ow with an animal force, a playful glory stripped of
the marks of rank, blind to circulating riches, impossible to pay for, and part
of the ¶ux of the world as the “obscure intimacy of the animal” (1991b, 133).

I insist on the fact that there is generally no growth but only a luxurious
squandering of energy in every form! The history of life on earth is mainly the
effect of a wild exuberance; the dominant event in the development of luxury,
the production of increasingly burdensome forms of life. (1991b, 33)31

Through volume one of The Accursed Share it is important to envision
this wild exuberance as the “network of exteriority within.” As the feeling of
superabundance, animality and laughter make up the network that Bataille
describes as “seeing ‘what is’ [as] tissue[s] of consciousness . . . enclosing me
in some way in my exteriority” (2001a, 85). The life of “authentic sover-
eignty” (2001a, 96), cut from the lathe of sensible experience, is the incal-
culable, inde¤nite immanence of such a turning (a carving action), and not
the structuring exercise of the construction of power.32 Authentic sover-
eignty, as Bataille sees it, is a refusal, and is no longer intellectual nor re¶ec-
tively servile, but capriciously plays in the void that is opened by “luck.”33

In animality we can never lose sight of the sovereignty of immanence.
(2001a, 241)34

Immanence, or the instant, is “the wild beast . . . at the summit” (1991b,
34), and its fallout is the “individual who lies down and scoffs” (1991b, 76).
Diogenes embodies the meeting of wild beast and the individual who scoffs,
and can be seen as a ¤gure drawn by the coincidence of opposites.

We are not as hardy, free, or accomplished as animals. (Diogenes)35

Diogenes’ “pantomimic materialism” (Sloterdijk 1987, 103) is similar
to what Bataille calls scissiparity, or the immortality of the lowliest forms of
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life.36 Yet nowhere does Bataille develop a link with the ¤gure of Diogenes,
afraid perhaps of the accusation of Cynicism, of the laugh (as Sartre noted)
that resembles a sickly smile that does not make one laugh, or perhaps afraid
of entering into a discourse with the history of philosophy, with the themes
of animality and laughter that would weaken their contestation.37 Yet with
the cynicism of Diogenes, Bataille would have found an ally and a way to
“give a new twist to the question of how to say the truth” toward which his
idea of communication and heterogeneity clearly strives.38 This is what I see
as the heart of Bataille’s unworking of project.

Within volume one of The Accursed Share, and as an example of unwork-
ing, Bataille does not give in to describing or de¤ning the term “animality.”
In the nine mentions of animality contained in the ¤rst volume of The Ac-
cursed Share, one may piece together a view of Bataille’s use of the animal and
of “animality,” which, at ¤rst glance, is the lowliest, yet most widespread
form of contestation.39 To begin, the animal is endowed with the “obscure
intimacy” of the world’s ¶ux, which humans recognize as a power or con-
sciousness that they have lost (1991b, 133). This is the governing thought of
the description of animality, a central, authoritative, yet negative order al-
lowing for excessive expenditures, receding, dissipating, and pulling con-
sciousness behind it. Because of this, destruction is necessary, the destruc-
tion that cancels the rule of utility between humans and animals (1991b,
56). Destruction cancels the “real order” and restores the animal to its ob-
scure intimacy with the ¶ux of the world, its “accursed share” (1991b, 57–
58). Restoration is the glory of “senseless frenzy, [and the] measureless ex-
penditure of energy,” and revolt (1991b, 71). Humans participate in excess
by the destruction of the wild beast by rivaling the depredations of depreda-
tors (1991b, 34), for the unbroken animal cannot be trained; its surplus en-
ergy can only be destroyed (1991b, 24). Death (and also growth and sexual
reproduction) is thus restored to the ¶ux of the world (1991b, 27), and with
it a garden path is left abandoned to the over-rich forms of animal life
(1991b, 30). This returns the animal to its timeless place and immortal
mode of scissiparity with the world (1991b, 32).40

Bataille’s view of “animality” is knee-deep in a Cargo Cult Economics,
where the quantitative is altogether skirted for a qualitative theory or judg-
ment of existence.41 Through an excess of income set in motion by excessive
consumption, Bataille turns total loss into the superabundant investment of
animality. When the animal is returned to its timeless and immortal mode
of scissiparity with the world, it is saved. Saving is thus increased, and along
with it a re-humanized naturalism, where expenditure outstrips production,
anthropology overtakes economics, and myth trumps logic.42 This move is
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noted by Bennington and is a move that “makes sense only within a closed
¤nite surface [the spherical form of the earth]” (Bennington 1995, 53).

Writing this book [The Accursed Share] in which I was using my energy, my
time, working; my research answered in a fundamental way the desire to
add to the amount of wealth acquired for mankind. (1991b, 11)43

For Bataille, the animal emerges as the luxury and receptivity of pro¤ts that
are wasted (consumed), receiving and squandering beyond necessary
needs.44 From the mentions of animality in the ¤rst volume of The Accursed
Share, capital is violently saved and begins to accumulate as Bataille’s myth
of general economy.45 As the explosion deep within a re-humanized order,
animality was the intimacy seen as divine nature, outside the mediated cir-
cuit of the mortgage bond of transcendence.46 Myths and rites are ways to re-
gain this form of intimacy beyond labor, which wastes labors for the
splendor of “interior freedom” (1991b, 57–58).

‰ From the Scoff to Sovereign Laughter

In the second volume of The Accursed Share, “The History of Eroticism,” we
¤nd a more sustained engagement with the notion of animality, where Ba-
taille determines a link between the world of eroticism and thought. Animal
simplicity is sovereignty not divested of sexualized thought. Bataille deter-
mines this link by rethinking the meaning of “animal simplicity,” or
“inde¤nite immanence.”47 Animality is representative of a life outside util-
ity, history, and the mechanical order. It is a world left behind, where eroti-
cism remains incommensurate as an object of re¶ection. What is uncomfort-
ably experienced as loss remains as the “total social fact,” where the “whole
of life takes form” (1991c, 51). Through laughter (or thought as chance and
play), this totality is experienced as the foolishness of knowledge.48 Faced
with the movement of the totality of being, the need of knowledge cannot
be satis¤ed.

Volume two of The Accursed Share can be seen as a history of the sensibil-
ity to chance, of the effects of consumption beyond the structures of pur-
pose. This applies as equally to what one thinks as to how one feels or is felt,
that is, if sovereignty, as Bataille believes, holds sway as eroticism. Thought
(as eroticism) de¤nes a ¤eld through censure directed at what is useless,
¤lthy, and prohibited. And yet the only communication that would partici-
pate in what Bataille called his Copernican turn from restrictive economy to
general economy would be of the sexual relation as festival and potlatch. Ba-
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taille stated that the “potlatch is at once a surpassing of calculation and the
height of calculation” (1991c, 47). What is called for, then, is that such sur-
passing and summit be directed toward sexual activity, or animal impulse
“destitute of meaning” (1991c, 48). As in the example of the gardener’s path
of volume one, here any detour will ¤nd itself overrun by movements wider
and more excessive than those of provisional negations. The “given world”
and “animality” are these wider, more excessive movements. For Bataille,
any and all transitions are caught up in the example of the gardener’s path
(even his own writings), and only in its “initial movement [is the gift] con-
trary to animality” (1991c, 56) as the negation of the idea of Nature as re-
strictive, conservative, and mindful of what is futural. Children are also an
example of the negation of a gift, initially squandering the rule of command
for future life, until trained.49 This drama is ultimately played out as that of
self-consciousness: what is perhaps Nature’s most antithetical prohibition,
fought as the boundary of differentiations, yet taking place in the mire of
the same ¤eld shared with the animal. This drama carries the greatest excita-
tion and the most intimate contestation, for it seeks to hopelessly recalibrate
self-consciousness through sexuality, ¤lth, and death, that is, to become an-
other gardener’s path in movement, a voracious impulse of consumption.

The destruction of what is held sacred is also present in the event of
laughter, or “passionate release.” Laughter is the consumption of communi-
cation. It marks the limits and faux frontier of “an external form of intimacy,”
by turning things accepted as product (and meaning) into processes of
sacri¤ce and non-possessive relation of self-consciousness with “nothing as its
object.”50 This is most clearly experienced by self-consciousness in the event
of laughter. Laughter is the “indication of [such a] festival’s meaning”—
and, according to Bataille, contrary to animality, if, and only if, seen as
comic laughter (1991c, 90, 435n3). Comic laughter is a shield against “sa-
cred animality,” a protective veil of shame that covers over the “horror of na-
ture [and ¤rst animality]” (1991c, 93), whereas “animal life [and the types
of laughter emerging in and as such life] is without history” (1991c, 94).
Uncontrollable laughter (that of the gods, as Nietzsche reminds us) is men-
tioned as one such emergence, as is excessive joy, horror, contagious destruc-
tion, and the vertigo of the experienced sundering of the “totality of being”
(1991c, 118). This is the “embrace” of the “animality that [one] can grasp
in the totality which the embrace constitutes” (1991c, 118). In the ¤nal ac-
count, such an embrace is also veiled, for it is part of the view of natural ani-
mality that has lost the intimacy of divine animality and that may only be
glimpsed in a sidereal glance as the “disheveled animality of the maenads”
(1991c, 140). In that moment, and precisely because of such a moment, is
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the mark of the sovereign’s destruction. There is no doubt as to why the
courtesan must watch such a writhing with Sadean apathy.

There is horror in being: this horror is repugnant animality, whose presence
I discover at the very point where the totality of being takes form. But the
horror I experience does not repel me, the disgust I feel does not nauseate
me. (1991c, 118)

For Bataille, laughter is how incommensurability does not ultimately
entail incommunicability but rather allows a glimpse of the natural sover-
eignty of animality, or the slippage that shifts the terrain of the composition
with the world, a composition that regains its rich and excessive quality.51

Man appears to be the only animal to be ashamed of that nature whence he
comes, and from which he does not cease to have departed. This is a sore
point for us. (1991c, 62)

Shame, and the taking leave of animal simplicity (chastity) make up the no-
tion of “prohibition,” the setting apart of humans from their animal nature,
and the creation of the ongoing drama of (and for) humanization. The ani-
mal’s place in nature is felt as the thwarted and tormented desire of return
to a life marked in its movements but unde¤ned in its form.52 The leap into
this formless space, as the step into the unknown, requires that which is ul-
timately destitute of meaning, while bathing in an irresistible impulse.53

Bataille’s idea of a starting point is where one may oppose the “elementary
forms of the negation of animality” (1991c, 53–54) to the animality of eroti-
cism, which is “a crack in the system [that] secretly and at the deepest level
. . . belongs intimately to human sensuality and is the mainspring of plea-
sure” (1986a, 105; see 1991c, 70).

There is no communication more profound: two beings are lost in a convul-
sion that binds them together. But they only communicate when losing a
part of themselves. Communication ties them together with wounds, where
their unity and integrity dissipates in fever. (1985, 250)

To experience this, philosophy must shift its terrain. Philosophy must draw
closer to the “unintelligible caprice” of the animal’s bond to the world, to
life, and simultaneously estrange itself from what will automatically re-
spond as foreign to non-knowledge. Bataille’s mysticism of animality has
nothing to do with a sense of responsibility for the world, environmentally
and politically speaking. Bataille saw the capricious effects of sovereignty
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and non-knowledge. The loss of responsibility is due to the shifted terrain
that Bataille envisions, one in which systematization is discarded. This loss
is due to the following borders:

a) the erosion of the “world of utility” (1992, 43);
b) the “return to intimacy” (1992, 44);
c) the realization of animal sovereignty (1986a, 81); and
d) the dissolution of the “professorial tradition of philosophy.” (2001a, 82)54

However, this is not an excuse to grant animals the prerogatives of the
human person. Neither is it a recourse to assimilating animals from the out-
side, where “the human being has [already] determined [what] separates [it]
from the animals” (2001a, 291n3). The shifted terrain presents animality as
muthos, and exposes laughter as what is directed in the face of logos. These mo-
ments give way to the feeling of the sacred, anguish, ecstasy, terror—and, in
rare moments (sovereign moments), poetry or evocations which slip into si-
lence.55 Silence is at the core of Bataille’s disciplined indiscipline, and he is
clear in stating that “the sovereign is in the domain of silence” (2001a, 126).
He also speaks of ¶eeing into a sovereign silence, which is “the silence of the
glorious, victorious, exalted man,” of dissolved efforts (2001a, 200; see also
238). Silence is contestation as perpetual rebellion against itself. The break-
ing of silence is the coercive giving of meaning that betrays the space of the
lack of meaning. Bataille’s idea of discipline, and where the sovereign’s truth
is silence (2001a, 103), calls for the “silent, angelic feeling of divine mock-
ery” (2001a, 108) attained by approaching “maximum silence” (2001a,
122). His writings mask this contestation, and even the partial view that sees
nothing but “lacerated screams” throughout his texts is, for Bataille, “also si-
lence,” and “resolves itself, becoming silence” (2001a, 214, 235).

I cannot claim while laughing to know: to know insofar as it is a linguistic
term is given to me in the discursive articulation of my thought, not in
some revelation exterior to language. (2001a, 171)

Poetry . . . is the sacri¤ce in which words are victim . . . we would in
no way have anything of the human about us if language had to be entirely
servile with us. (1988a, 135)

Animality is similar to this function of the familiar recognized as a move-
ment where familiarity plunges into the lost depths of the strange, of si-
lence, of the “accidental, natural, perishable,” of the intensity of the expe-
rience and the instant (1991c, 91). Bataille poses this problem at the very
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edge, where method loses its detachment and becomes sacri¤ced for a po-
etic and passionate life.

They [the mystically inclined, and lovers] no longer live for the community;
they only live for sacri¤ce. Thus little by little they are possessed by the de-
sire to extend, through contagion, their sacri¤cial frenzy. Just as eroticism
slides without dif¤culty towards the orgy, sacri¤ce, becoming an end in it-
self, lays claim to universal value, beyond the narrowness of the community.
(1985, 252; see also 118–20)

‰ Dire-delectations

Between animality and laughter there is an irresolvable tension and a
point of contrary movement. Bataille sees the turning away from animal na-
ture, or “animal avidity,” in the type of laughter “whose object is comical.”
Nothing is more contrary to animality than the scoff of comic laughter (or
in eroticism, “smutty laughter”), which represents a whitewashing of the
dark love (sovereign laughter) that allows a leap into the unknown.56 Here
Bataille returns to Nietzsche’s speci¤c type of laughter that kills the spirit
of gravity, calling for the invention through laughter of a future of laughter.

Perhaps this is where we shall still discover the realm of our invention, that
realm in which we, too, can still be original, say, as parodists of world his-
tory and God’s buffoons—perhaps, even if nothing else today has any fu-
ture, our laughter may yet have a future. (Nietzsche BGE §223)

For Bataille, laughter contains an in¤nite capacity for reversal, from disgust
and terror to seduction and ecstasy. In this way, laughter reveals its af¤nity
with wisdom, something Bataille aimed at from Nietzsche’s in¶uence. Dif-
ferent kinds of laughter have this power, for even in the happiest laughter of
the child (1988a, 90), afternoon laughter (1988a, 97), in¤nite laughter
(1988a, 66), convulsive or deadly laughter (1988a, 97), or in the laughter in
Turin (2001a, 74), laughter retains itself within the syncopation of discon-
tinuity.57 Laughter resides within non-knowledge and still breathes. Ac-
cording to Bataille, laughter is the dilections of the body (and perhaps of a
text), its movement and its time signature.58 Perhaps this is where “original
laughter” can be thought of as originary power (Lingis 1997), and where
originary power is the victory laughter that Bakhtin spoke of as

a victory over the mystic terror of God . . . and most of all over the oppres-
sion and guilt related to all that was consecrated and forbidden . . . which
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clari¤ed man’s consciousness and gave him a new outlook on life . . .
[where] . . . all unearthly objects were transformed into earth, the mother
which swallows up in order to give birth, and something larger that has
been improved. (Bakhtin 1984, 90, 91)

However, Bataille would disagree that something larger has been improved.
Siding with Nietzsche, he maintains that although animality is integral to
sacri¤ce, the “sacri¤cial animal does not share the spectator’s ideas about
sacri¤ce, [because] one has never let it have its say” (Nietzsche 1974, §220).
The sacri¤ce remains for nothing. This explains Bataille’s position on heter-
ogeneous complicity, which resides at the heart of animality as the heteroge-
neity that returns in sovereignty (sovereign laughter), reducing activity to a
deafening silence. This abandonment to muteness (speech exasperated) is a
revolt against the servility of conclusions and sets explanatory reconciliation
adrift.

In contrast to this, there is the laughter of comedy, an activity built on
the attitude toward veiling death, loss, shortcomings, and failure, in ex-
claiming and protecting the “I am” from the tumultuous stream of life that
drags the body along, tripping and falling wherever it goes.59 Comedic
laughter is the last barrier and immunization against the rupture and conta-
gion of animality. It protects the spectacle and denies “compenetration” by a
violence that wounds while consoling. Comedic laughter reveals what it
laughs about, concluding merely a step beyond the threshold of “project”:

Laughter, though, only infrequently corresponds to the outline of compen-
etration (1988a, 142).60

‰ The S/laughter of Subjectivity

Laughter is the sound of how the individual loses itself in an earthly
debauchery and of where the earth is experienced as the animality of the
coursing of life bursting forth from subterranean and swampy regions, as
wounds and ruptures, “literally torn away by joy” (1987, 33). Laughter is
the joyful s/laughter of subjectivity.61 As the summit (excess) and decline
(exhaustion) of thought, laughter moves between the coincidence of sensible
appeals and the work of meaning as a threshold where “project” begins to
degenerate.

The laughter (devoid of the mode of reaching and doing away with) is
what Bataille calls “major laughter,” akin to complete sovereignty over the
minor sovereignty of comedic laughter. This can be seen as the risk of the
game, gamble, or sacri¤ce, where there is no assurance. Major laughter “puts
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the equilibrium of life in danger” and ridicules a life if the game is trans-
formed into “project” (2001a, 144, 98).62 Laughter is a shedding or a slipping
out of what was once believed true in relation to the future, which Bataille
adopted from Nietzsche’s “I love not knowing the future” (Ich liebe die Unwis-
senheit um die Zukunft). Laughter that knows the future, or laughter dissected
in the form of a treatise or as part of aesthetics, amounts to nothing more than
an interminable preparation of a cathexis.63 Bataille’s move takes us from the
outside view of the object of laughter (most commonly seen in comedic hu-
mor, the opposite of animality) to the non-knowledge of laughter, its inner ex-
periment, which is indistinguishable from animality. According to Bataille,
this space of laughter requires “two conditions: (1) that it’s sudden; and (2)
that no inhibition is involved” (1988a, 140). Laughter is thus always on the
edge of slippage, exposing, in the words of Nietzsche, the “superabundance of
means of communication . . . extreme receptivity, stimuli and signs . . . con-
stituting the high point [and for Bataille, the only point] of communication
and transmission between living creatures—it is the source of languages”
(Nietzsche 1968, §809).64 But this can only be expressed in a slipping:

With the least slippage [glissement], the movement of life is no longer toler-
able. Everything is built on a foundation of slippage. The most timid laugh-
ter absorbs in¤nite slippage. (Bataille 1988a, 98)65

What remains overlooked in the attempts at writing about Bataille’s
notion of laughter are the types and the domains of laughter that make up
the power to sacri¤ce “project.” There is a sense in Bataille’s texts of a giving
way in/to laughter from the silent gravitational center of animality. This as-
pect of a giving in/to laughter (the joyful silence of rebellion) is present in
Bataille’s erotic ¤ction, autobiographical pieces, poetic experiments, and
theoretical meditations. In volume three of The Accursed Share, there are six
types of laughter. These types are coordinates for the wasteful luxuriance
that underlines and consumes discursive economy:

1. 1991c, 235—laughing at an imagined tragic situation.
2. 1991c, 233—laughter as objectively conditioned impulse.
3. 1991c, 230—laughter as recognized “classical” sovereignty.
4. 1991c, 204—laughter and/as tears.
5. 1991c, 203—laughter that stops thought.66

6. 1991c, 439n3—perfect laughter that does not laugh.

Along with these types of laughter from volume three of The Accursed Share,
the occurrences of laughter in the works of Bataille belong to three major
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regions or “domains”: the laughter of extreme depths, the laughter of glis-
tening surfaces, and chthonic laughter. The borders between these “do-
mains” are porous and contagious.67 The borders of the volatile phenomena
of laughter are “elements that are impossible to assimilate” (1985, 140–41).
While it is dif¤cult to sustain an explanatory thread cast across the void of
impossible assimilation (a main thread throughout my approach), the ten-
sion of such violence and astonishment must prove unrecoverable (Bataille’s
very wish), especially in relation to the notion (event) of animality. Laughter
is merely the ¤rst step across the void, and for Bataille it was Nietzsche that
took the step. Nietzsche, as Bataille stated, is the “¤rst to locate [the expe-
rience of laughter, but] he didn’t give it a suf¤cient explanation” (2001a,
154) (partly due to Nietzsche’s restricted treatment of animality).

Laughter at extreme depths captures the “radiance where foundation is
ultimately a collapse,” where in laughing one knows that one is sinking, as
is seen in Story of the Eye, where Simone stands over the tomb of Don Juan.68

Simone’s laughter is sovereign, insubordinate, and far beyond its utility as
calculated effect. Its necessity obeys an “animal injunction” that is cast as a
sounding lead into the ambiguity of the sacred.69 Such is what Bataille
means by using the expression “impossible and yet there it is” (1991c, 206).70

Perhaps this too is the world where animals are for themselves (naturally
sovereign), untrammeled by the difference between what is dead and what
is alive, since death, according to Bataille, is merely what “opposes the
happy fecundity of practice” (1991c, 217).71 In sovereignty, Bataille be-
lieved that there is a return to animality—a taking part of what the world is
as a ¶ux of experiential sundering, but gained from a position of slippage.

Laughter slips on the surface, the whole length of slight depressions: rup-
ture opens the abyss. (1988a, 91)

The laughter of glistening surfaces, or “laughter’s super¶uity,” reveals the crack-
ling skin of the intensity of experience. Bataille speaks of this as “laughter
[at] the explosion point” (1994, 136).72 Laughter from the chthonic chasms
of the earth is the laughter of “time’s laceration,” the evocation of nothing-
ness, or transcendence contained in a teacup.

As soon as Proust’s teacup is taken for what it is—God’s fall (the fall of tran-
scendence) into the ridiculous (into immediacy and immanence)—that tea-
cup becomes impalement. (Bataille 1994, 64)

Chthonic laughter (original laughter) sets the “equilibrium of life in dan-
ger” (2001a, 144; Lingis 1997, 81). The happy laugh of the “sovereign op-
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eration” “expiates this authority at the same time” (2001a, 185, 98).73 Chthonic
laughter is the decapitating laughter of an atheological community.

When I laugh there is something incomparable in the object of my laugh-
ter. Philosophy cannot have any other object. Besides, in my mind, I made
the object of this laughter a substitute for God; here I saw nothing less than
a principle of the universe. What was revealed to me, with a violence that as-
tounded me, was that in the world and in the inconceivable void that it
opens up, there is nothing that is not violently laughable. (2001a, 160)

This is where laughter succumbs to a soundless peel of silence.74 Not a
soundlessness from the absence of being, but from what Bataille sees as the
“horror in being . . . the repugnant animality whose presence I discover at
the very point where the totality of being takes form” (1991c, 118). The do-
main of silence is that of the sovereign, for the “instant is silence” (2001a,
290n4), a foreignness in familiarity that draws laughter out of the experience
of a loosening of personal thought, a bloodletting of joy through hazarding
another’s word.75

Laughter moves towards immanence, and in that nothingness is the object
of laughter—but it is thus an object of a destruction. (1994, 189)

We are carried in the stream of hilarity: laughter is the effect of a rup-
ture in the link of transcendent connections; these comic links with our
equals, continually broken and continually retied, are the most fragile, the
least heavy. (2001a, 86)

This dimension of the abyss is the experience of the body overtaken
from having over-given itself, as was Bataille’s experience in his ascent of
Mount Etna in 1937 together with Laure (Colette Peignot).76 The same
kind of experience is had in the expending of energy in laughter. Laughter
is the sound of language’s consumption as we scale and slip on the inclines
of meaning. The choice not to be a “prosaic man,” but instead be put at
risk by his own process of writing (éc-rire), was Bataille’s touchstone.77

Such a process of writing partakes in the risk of a philosophy of laughter,
“a radiance whose foundation is ultimately a collapse” (2001a, 138; Surya
2002, 491).

The reluctance to de¤ne his experience as a “method,” which is seen in
his text On Nietzsche, can also be understood as Bataille’s af¤nity with a po-
sition that Baudelaire called “childhood regained at will” (Bataille 2001b,
x). Instead of a defeat, this disregard for “project” is seen as unburdening of
inner experience.
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When questioning fails, we laugh. (1994, 47)

My life (or rather my lack of one) is my method. Less and less do I ques-
tion to know. That’s something that pretty much leaves me indifferent. And
I live. And I question in order to live. I live out my quest. (1994, 110)78

Nothing is stranger to me than the fashion of personal thinking. I [am
put into] play when I bring forth a term, the thought of others, that risks my
grasp of the human substance that surrounds me. (Bataille in Rey 1988, 29,
my translation; Bataille’s italics)

‰ Animality as the Throat of Laughter

Laughter is the cut throat of “animal pity.”79

The lovely human beast always seems to lose its good spirits when it
thinks well; it becomes “serious.” And “where laughter and gaiety are
found, thinking does not amount to anything”: that is the prejudice of this
serious beast against all “gay science.”—Well then, let us prove that this is
a prejudice. (Nietzsche GS §327)80

The condition of “laughter” is knowing how to resolve life’s ordinary
dif¤culties. Possibly the decisive thing is looking at laughter as a necessity
foreign to tragedy. With a tragic attitude, the mind is overcome and is half-
Christian (that is, submissive to inevitable misery); it abandons itself to the
consequences of its downfall. (Bataille 1988a, 102)

In The Accursed Share, volume three, “Sovereignty,” Bataille mentions re-
lations between animality and sovereignty. Sovereignty entails not descend-
ing into the brutalization of “the other’s animality,” but instead, of viewing
the animal in others as the “fellow creatures,” something that hunters once ex-
perienced.81 As part of what Bataille calls “the impossible,” or in the breach
that produces the sovereign person, there stands the notion of a return to an-
imality, a return that “goes into the composition of the world to which it is
opposed . . . [and is part] of the imbroglio of relations that arise from the
continual opposition of the most diverse possibilities” (1991c, 342, 341).
This opposition, as the return to animality, “has always been . . . and will re-
main, in the storm” (1991c, 343). The storm is due to a suspension of coercive
conclusions and theatrically posited origins and is the violence directed
against the building of neat exegetical-theoretical stages, chain-linked ar-
guments, and the chatter of intellection:

The return to animality that we perceive in sovereignty—and in eroticism—
differs radically from the animal starting point. (1991c, 342)
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From this perspective, inner experience awakens from its “animal slum-
ber [and] receives the limited solution of the festival” (1992, 53). A festival
by its nature is contagious, and it is in what is contagious that insidious
laughter distinguishes the imperceptible difference between the divine
world and the asylum. The contagiousness of this laughter belongs to the
carnival sense of the world: to existence’s superabundance, to the farce of Na-
ture, where nonproductive expenditure and loss converge—raw and primary.

The natural sovereignty of animals is ultimately seen as a limit opening
up a void, and against which at the other end is the emergence of the authen-
tically sovereign, that is, a non-knowledge displacing the self-interested
servility of knowledge. Sovereignty is not mastery in the Hegelian sense of
the term, but a process of de-subjecti¤cation, a stripping of the self, unhing-
ing the idea of a self housed by a body that responds to “me.” The “me” be-
comes useless at the point where nakedness serves no end but pure gratu-
itousness, like the silence savored after a burst of laughter. Sovereignty is
not a modi¤cation of acquired behavior invested with guarantees.82 As Ba-
taille sees it, within the “difference between the animal [natural sover-
eignty] and me [authentic sovereignty] the unknowable intermingles”
(2001a, 242).83

The animal opens before me a depth that attracts me and is familiar to me.
In a sense, I know this depth: it is my own. (Bataille 1992, 22)

Bataille understands this depth, or void, created by how the unknowable
intermingles, as the obscure intimacy experienced in laughter.84

‰ Anima-lêthê

Bataille speaks of animal existence as that which is “measured only by
the sun and rain, dismissing categories of language” (1988a, 58). Animal ex-
istence struggles so that language may be turned back upon itself, not be-
cause animality answers the questions at the limits of language, but because
the questions are there made super¶uous.85 This is the impossible coin, the
“horse-sovereign,” that Bataille uses in his bets against the squirrel-game
(écureuil, caisse d’épargne) of “specialized philosophy.”86 At the summit of phi-
losophy (Hegel), Bataille saw philosophy turn against itself by the realiza-
tion that “entails at once a discipline and the abandonment of discipline . . .
where human effort shows its impotence and relaxes in the feeling of its im-
potence with no regrets” (1986a, 259). Animality is the internal form where
the philosophical familiar is recognized as the form that allows said familiarity
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to plunge once again into the lost depths of the strange, into an “inde¤nite
immanence which admits superiority nowhere” (2001a, 85).87 Animality is
part of the abandonment, of “sacri¤ce, laughter, poetry, ecstasy . . . which
break closed systems as they take possession” (1988a, 136). Like a philosophy
of laughter, a philosophy of animality draws from an experience of complic-
ity, and complicity is “less that of bodies [or communication] than that of the
void which they embrace” (Surya 2002, 7). Animality is “immediacy or im-
manence” in the situation where an animal eats another animal.88 For Ba-
taille, immanence is the giving of “the fellow creature” in a situation divested
of af¤rming the difference by the processes of subordination.89

Something tender, secret, and painful draws out the intimacy which keeps
vigil in us, extending its glimmer into that animal darkness. (1992, 23)

This drawing out of intimacy culminates in Bataille’s understanding of
the sacred without religion (theology). Bataille’s sacred is the “search for lost
intimacy” (1992, 57). In Theory of Religion, Bataille is clearest in describing
animality as the obscure life of intimacy, beginning as the capriciousness of
the animal “in the world like water in water,” and ending as the “destructive
intimacy” that degrades all that is before it.90 The search for lost intimacy
follows the contestation of silence, aimed against the investment of stages of
consciousness. Intimacy dissolves consciousness as mastery and is in the in-
stant as the animal is in the world. For Bataille, “intimacy cannot be ex-
pressed discursively” (1992, 50), and it remains as the “immanence that
submerges” us in “useless consumption” (1992, 36, 71). Turning away from
coerced intellection (“project”), we are faced with the animal’s unintelligible
caprice: a life lived against the order of guided investments. In sacri¤ce, in-
timacy is restored. The space of sacri¤ce is the absence of individuality, of
violence suffused with anguish, where “a person that surrenders to imma-
nence puts humanity in check [allowing] glimpses [of] the unconscious in-
timacy of animals” (1992, 53) and of sovereign instances.

To re-read The Accursed Share through the themes of animality and
laughter provides passages across the order of things for sovereign instances.
Animality is an example of such intimacy, an intimacy communicated out-
side the discursive order of the real world of utility, where there is a loss of
individuality in a shared life and where anguish, sacred and violent, is where
within the sacred and violent anguish humanity is put in check through the
“slow action of sacri¤ce.” This is part of what Bataille calls “inner experi-
ence” or the inner experiment allowing us “to emerge through project from
the realm of project” (1988a, 46). “Project” is the continual recuperation of
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failed attempts at the anticipation of wholeness, completion, usefulness, and
the effort of having foreseen and avoided failure. “Project” is the patient, ser-
vile intention of ¤lling in the outlines of a system from beginning to end,
subverting and postponing the violent primacy of experience. In opposition
to this, there is a writing that seeks chance, “not of the isolated author, but
of the anonymous all-living” (1973, 3:69).91 The abandonment of “project”
through the emergence of animality, and the crowing anti-accomplishment
of “project” in and as laughter, are the themes and notions that are risked,
and ultimately sacri¤ced, in Bataille’s The Accursed Share.

One cannot save oneself on paper. (Laure 1995, 197)

notes

1. “In connection with intimacy, nothing further can occur” (1991b, 189). For Ba-
taille, labor replaced intimacy. It established “things” by severing the subject by servility.
“It is this degradation that man has always tried to escape. In his strange myths, in his
cruel rites, man is in search of a lost intimacy from the ¤rst” (1991b, 57). Bataille’s The Ac-
cursed Share seeks to establish an economy for the world of intimacy, a world that, as he
states, “is antithetical to the real world . . . [and thus opposed to] an external form of inti-
macy [religion] . . . opposite of a thing, the opposite of a product, of a commodity . . . [and
of] the full possession of intimacy [the trap of self-consciousness as externalized intimacy]”
(see 1991b, 58, 129, 132, 189). Intimacy can be seen as the “stronger mode of love, the fes-
tival, and art—communicational unreason” (Goux 1990, 224). Volume one of The Accursed
Share ends with a return to the paradoxical, where sovereignty is not to be seen as a com-
pletion of self-consciousness, but as its ruination through consumption. In volume two of
The Accursed Share, intimacy is the “embrace” (see 1991c, 114–19). The “embrace” is for
Bataille a link that he also calls a “spiritual link” or contact between the mental level and
what relates to it as equal. The economic level, that of exchanges, are “soluble in spite of
everything,” culminating perhaps in nothing more than “intestinal saturation” (2001a, 5).
There is much of this intestinal saturation present in The Accursed Share, enough so as to
have passed for serious economic re¶ections, but that was not Bataille’s aim. Economic ru-
minations are a mere pretext to how Bataille ascends to the summit of his idea of contact
with others (viz., intimacy), and that through animality and laughter, which ultimately is
the impossible contacted, and the turning away from the chores of servile labor (the pos-
sible). The impossible is where a motive, or subordinate operations, is not determined in
the expenditure of surplus.

2. Bataille mentions that his concern from 1914 on was with the “formulation of a
paradoxical philosophy” (see Bataille 1986b, 107–10). The “Accursed Share” is this para-
dox. Its truth, as Bataille states, “is paradoxical . . . contrary to the usual perception” and
veiled at its “highest point of exuberance” (1991b, 37; see also 1991c, 111–12).

3. See Bataille 1985, 45; and 1991c, 14.
4.  “I wanted to avoid redoing the work of the economists, and I con¤ne myself to
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relating the problem that is posed in economic crises to the general problem of nature”
(1991b, 13). “My method is at the antipodes of elevated ideas, of salvation, of all mysticism”
(2001a, 99). See also 2001a, 283n5.

5.  Animality could be seen as the bookmark left in the tome of sexual life that marks
what is ¤lthy. See 1991c, 70; see also 1988a, 38.

6.  The third negation (product of the propensity of human speci¤city) is the aware-
ness of death (1991c, 53). For Bataille, “Archaic humanity [was] not always sure of being
different from animality” (1991c, 339).

7. However, a “return to animality . . . differs radically from the animal starting
point” (1991c, 342). See also 1991c, 335.

8. Labor, prohibition, and death are aspects of human speci¤city. See 1991c, 53, 61–
63, and 76.

9. The movement here intended is the “play of energy.” Bataille does admit, and be-
gins with, “a basic fact: the living organism, in a situation determined by the play of en-
ergy on the surface of the globe, ordinarily receives more energy on the surface than is
necessary for maintaining life; the excess energy (wealth) can be used for the growth of a
system (e.g., an organism); if the system can no longer grow, or if the excess cannot be com-
pletely absorbed in its growth, it must necessarily be lost without pro¤t; it must be spent,
willingly or not, gloriously or catastrophically” (1991b, 21).

10. 1991b, 23, 24, 34; see also 1991c, 14.
11. “There can be anguish only from a personal, particular point of view that is radi-

cally opposed to the general point of view based on the exuberance of living matter as a
whole” (1991b, 39). See also 1985, 51.

12. As William Pawlett (1997) pointed out, commentaries on Bataille’s work suf¤ce as
such attempts at “project” (e.g., Derrida, Foucault, Habermas), and most recently Agam-
ben’s (2004) end of history–redemptive pietistic theoretics.

13. “What is in some way dispersed in these conditions is traditional philosophy. The
sovereignty (sovereign authority) of the aesthetic . . . subordinates philosophy, as Chris-
tians subordinated it to theology, but this time it is no longer subordinated to the object
intellectually and dogmatically de¤ned by the experience, but directly to the experience
that is taking place, no longer accepting any limit and always going to the extreme of the
possible. In other words, in these conditions, ethics and knowledge disengage themselves
from every transcendent element” (2001a, 173).

14. “Vanity exists at the level of project” (2001a, 203).
15. Yet one must, even for Bataille, in some degree “work and hold aloof from the pos-

sibilities offered by transgression,” because philosophy is also a competitive game (1986a,
260; see also 1988a, 59; 2001a, 227–28).

16. “In the kingdom of the instant, the sovereign not only outs other men in the grip
of dangerous and capricious acts, he remains there himself; the sovereign is in this way one
who can in no way bring himself to safety, being unable to live beneath the burden of de-
sign” (2001a, 189).

17. “Laughter may not show respect but it does show horror” (1986a, 265–66). Cf.
Bergson 1928. For Bataille, laughter carries one further than thought and is not opposed
to thought. “Laughter and thinking . . . complete each other” and “laughter was tanta-
mount to God . . . although raised outside of religion” (see Bataille 2001a, 153).

18. It is interesting to note the use of the concept of “non-knowledge” in Karl Jaspers,
or where “cognition ceases, but not thought. By technically applying my knowledge I can
act outwardly, but non-knowledge makes possible an inner action by which I transform my-
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self. This is another and deeper kind of thought; it is not detached from being and oriented
toward an object but is a process of my innermost self, in which thought and being become
identical” (Jaspers 2003, 127). See Bataille’s “Discussion on Sin” (2001a, 66) for Hyppolite’s
question and mention of Jaspers in relation to Bataille’s use of “communication.”

19. The festival is as important to animality as it is to the divine, being the excessive
show that makes the earth alluring and fascinating as it moves and seduces through horror
and the negation of horror. Bataille believed that earliest man attributed divine life to ani-
mality (see 1991c, 138). He calls this “sacred animality” (see 1991c, 93, 150).

20. See Root 1989, 224–25.
21. “Glory” is a key concept in Bataille’s vision throughout The Accursed Share. Glory

is “senseless frenzy . . . measureless expenditure of energy . . . the fervor of combat”
(1991b, 71).

22. “We can ignore or forget the fact that the ground we live on is little other than a
¤eld of multiple destructions” (Bataille 1991b, 23). “A surplus must be dissipated through
de¤cit operations. The ¤nal dissipation cannot fail to carry out the movement that ani-
mates terrestrial energy” (1991b, 22). Terrestrial energy is also seen as the dance, the “de-
composing agility (as if made of the thousand idle futilities and of life’s thousand moments
of uncontrollable laughter)” (1988a, 127).

23. Animality and laughter can be seen as atomic moments of the “impossibility of
[experience’s] enduring” (see Bataille 1985, “The Sacred,” 241).

24. Each of these domains is an opening into the void, and each is part of what is vio-
lently laughable. See 2001a, 106, 160, 217; and 2001a, 94, 182.

25. Bataille speaks of this as “the movement that animates terrestrial energy” (1991b,
22). Animality is what allows a glimpse, in general, of such a movement carried outside
one’s isolated situation (see 1991b, 22–23). See also 2001a, 146, where Bataille speci¤cally
states that laughter “opens a sort of general experience.”

26. “What does philosophy matter since it is this na±ve contestation: the questioning
that we can only undertake when we are appeased! How could we be appeased if we did not
rely on a whole body of presupposed knowledge? Introducing a metaphysical given at the
extreme limit of thought comically reveals its essence: that of every philosophy” (1991a,
40).

27. Yet, “philosophy cannot accomplish this movement while remaining on its own
terrain” (2001a, 122). “Insofar as I am doing philosophical work, my philosophy is a phi-
losophy of laughter. It is a philosophy founded on the experience of laughter, and it does
not even claim to go further” (2001a, 138). This is intimately connected with a philosophy
of play (2001a, 130), of the “useless employment of oneself, of one’s possessions” (1991b,
73). “Generally speaking, philosophy is at fault in being divorced from life. The considera-
tion I am introducing is linked with life in the most intimate way” (1986a, 12).

28. “No one bothered to re¶ect that ‘Nature’ behaved in a ridiculous way” (1986a, 232).
29. “I mean that violence corresponds to animality, in which consciousness, in some

way bound up with it, cannot have any autonomy [and] the domain of violence is that of
religion” (2001a, 228, 229). “The most Christian time of my life was spent with you”
(Laure 1995, 151).

30. In this vein there is also the “laughter of Reason,” the laughter that opens a domain
to death, and to what, beyond madness, mirrors reason. See 2001a, 231, 160.

31. “I want only chance . . . [w]hich is my goal, my only goal, and my sole means”
(1994, 143). See Veblen 1994 [1899], Chapter XI, “The Belief in Luck.” What is most in-
teresting is to follow Veblen’s view of how the “extra-causal” factor in luck (or chance) is a
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noneconomic utility. See Bataille, 2001a, 17, 156–58, 188, 213. “There are only words in
the night, exchanged by chance, with a single devotion: luck” (2001a, 68). Perhaps at his
clearest, in Eroticism Bataille states, “Chance, inescapably the ¤nal sentence, without which
we are never sovereign beings” (1986a, 250).

32. See 2001a, 96, where Bataille distinguishes major (or complete sovereignty) from
minor sovereignty, as well as mentioning the “sovereignty of the burst of laughter” that
distorts the classical idea of sovereignty. “Sovereignty is an act of rebellion against every
rule” (2001a, 161). See also “Socratic College” (2001a, 5), where Bataille speaks of “au-
thenticity” as what embraces the ¤lth of life, the “foul smell [that] also marks the presence
of life.” In contrast to “authentic sovereignty,” one could place Bataille’s mention of “arbi-
trary sovereignty,” or the sovereignty of the theologians (see 2001a, 107). Bataille also saw
that what was missing in Heidegger was “sovereignty” (2001a, 161; see also 2001a, 194).

33. In Bataille, lack becomes purpose without ends, and ends put into perpetual play.
See 2001a, 172, 198, esp. 283n5, where Bataille notes that “sovereignty differs in no way
from the limitless dissipation of ‘wealth’ of substance.” “This sovereign loss of self ruptures
the isolation of the unitary subject, and self and other dissolve. In the ceremony of human
sacri¤ce, the victim communicates his anguish to the community, permitting the latter to
collectively share the confrontation with death, the ultimate loss” (Root 1989, 220).

34. For Bataille, transcendence is made up of the “world of objects that transcend”
him, and that weld his exteriority from the emptiness within. “Nevertheless, I survive this
alteration by binding ties of immanence (returning me to inde¤nite immanence which ad-
mits superiority nowhere)” (2001a, 85).

35. “Animals make [nature] a ¤eld of slaughter and extend its possibilities in this way:
they themselves develop more slowly. In this respect, the wild beast is at the summit: Its
continual depredations of depredators represents an immense squandering of energy . . .
[I]n the general effervescence of life, the tiger is a point of extreme incandescence. And this
incandescence did in fact burn ¤rst in the remote depths of the sky, in the sun’s consump-
tion” (Bataille 1991b, 34).

36. See 1991b, 32; see 1985, 15–16, 45–52.
37. See Surya 2002, 334; Bataille 2001a, 160, 70–74. Yet, Bataille does engage in

what he calls the “idiocy of philosophy” (2001a, 169; see also 205).
38. See Sloterdijk 1987, 104–107, 143–44, 194–95, 531–32.
39. In The Accursed Share, volume two, Bataille develops the term in more detail, and

also lays the groundwork for what later was taken up by Lacan as “a joy, moreover, that is
excessive” [jouissance] (see 1991c, 103). Bataille is clear in his idea that a mystical animality
is root and soil of everyday life, for even “the lowliest and least cultured human beings have
an experience of the possible—the whole of it even—which approaches that of the great
mystics in its depths and its intensity. . . . Nothing is more widespread: by chance a
human being ¤nds himself in an incomparably splendid place; he is not at all insensitive
to it, but he can’t say anything about it” (Bataille, History of Eroticism, 13).

40. For a view of this, see 1991c, 117, where Bataille seeks to speak of “the concrete to-
tality of the real,” free of a theistic frame, whether as God or Nature. Animality is the em-
brace of the totality, which the embrace (intimacy) constitutes (1991c, 118).

41. The Cargo Cult was noticed in the actions of New Guinea tribesmen just after the Sec-
ond World War. Many of the American planes that fought had to release their cargo, and the
inhabitants prospered because of it. To secure the continuation of such prosperity, the tribes-
men replicated the planes and the airstrips (as mock-ups). McCloskey (2002, 46–56) men-
tions this, and it was Richard Feynman who dubbed mock science as “Cargo Cult Science.”
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42. See Keynes 1965 [1935], 64. See also Bennington 1995, 46.
43. “Consumption is the sole end and object of all economic activity. The greater the

consumption for which we have provided in advance, the more dif¤cult it is to ¤nd some-
thing further to provide for in advance, and the greater our dependence on present con-
sumption as a source of demand. New capital investment can only take place in excess of
current capital-disinvestment if future expenditure on consumption is expected to in-
crease” (Keynes 1965 [1935], 104–105).

44. “Every weakening in the propensity to consume regarded as a permanent habit
must weaken the demand for capital as well as the demand for consumption” (Keynes 1965
[1935], 106).

45. See Bennington 1995, 53; Derrida 1992, 34–70.
46. See 1991c, 137. This relation becomes a focus of chapters 3 and 4 of Part Five,

“The History of Eroticism,” as well as chapters 1 through 3 of Part Six, “The Composite
Forms of Eroticism.”

47. Inde¤nite immanence is a loss, a void, or a hole left from what animality seemed
to be, and from the impossibility of a return to the, so to speak, ¤lth of such an a-utopia.
See 1991c, 23; and 2001a, 85.

48. “The problem with philosophy is the passage from the knowledge of limited ob-
jects to the knowledge of the entirety of what is” (2001a, 165).

49. “In theory, we must envisage the transition from animal to man as a drama, which
we can take as having lasted and as having had ups and downs, but whose unity we must
grant . . . in the sense of a lasting effect [and] still the motive of the activity we pursue”
(1991c, 73).

50. From the nine mentions of animality in The Accursed Share: Volume I, along with the
un-working of the event of laughter, one is granted an order of things consecrated from the
upheaval of destruction and the possibility of confronting this order in a sovereign manner.
This is where Bataille sees the place of “intimacy.” As he writes, “intimacy is not expressed
by a thing except on one condition: that this thing be essentially the opposite of a thing, the
opposite of a product, of a commodity—a consumption and a sacri¤ce” (1991b, 132). This
also serves as a starting point for self-consciousness, and at the same time where, because of
its possession of intimacy, “nothing further can occur” (1991b, 189). See also 1991b, 58,
129. What Bataille is asking for is a fresh “setting in place” (1991b, 190), and an “overturn-
ing of the ethics that grounds [economic principles]” (1991b, 25). Animality and laughter
are the coordinates for this Copernican re-mapping. For an exercise in Bataillean ethics, see
the discussion in Connor 2000, 94–104.

51. See 2001a, 189. “Thought is asexual: one will see this limitation—antithetical to
sovereignty, to every sovereign attitude—make of the intellectual world the ¶at and sub-
ordinate world that we know, this world of useful and isolated things, in which laborious
activity is the rule, in which it is implied that each one of us should keep his place in a me-
chanical order” (1991c, 24). Animal simplicity, simple animal sexuality, sensual animality,
carnal animality, animal excitation, and the unde¤ned life of the beasts are tied to the ab-
horrence of nature, and the accursed share opposed to the “neutral part” of separate do-
mains (see 1991c, 77–78, 83). Bataille sees this neutral part as the “isolated aspect” that
remains embedded in the total social fact, the drama of a perpetual transition of animality-
humanity, not to formal states (see 1991c, 52, 73). Animality is the bridge between the
various forms of worlds (see 1991c, 21–22). Animality is contrary to the gift as it is to a
philosophy of expectation (1991c, 56; see 2001a, 166, contra Agamben 2004). Animality
is the “lasting effect [of the drama]” (1991c, 73).
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52. For thought to join eroticism, its object would need to remain beyond its grasp. “A
new domain opens to consciousness from the death of thought; from non-knowledge a new
knowledge is possible” (2001a, 124). “There is no philosophical given, no revealed theory,
but there is a point where thought resolves itself in something other than thought”
(2001a, 166). See also 1991c, 23–24.

53. Here Bataille would cite the distinguishing attitude toward sexual activity, where
prohibition-and/as-coveting marks the object’s orbit in the order of things. Animality is as
much a detour of its negation as it is a new possibility and impetus, and at perhaps a more
intimate level (as an exteriority within), it too is coveted. See 1991c, 48, 93.

54. “Generally speaking, philosophy is at fault in being divorced from life. But let me
reassure you at once. The consideration I am introducing is linked with life in the most in-
timate way” (1986a, 12). Bataille sees this dissolution from Nietzsche’s perspective. From
within the history of thought, “Nietzsche’s is the only philosophy that wrenches one away
from the servitude inherent in philosophical discourse; the only one that restores sover-
eignty to the free spirit” (1991c, 401; see also 112). It is sovereignty akin to childlikeness
(1991c,  65, 114, 409). Such a position is made clear by what Bataille sees as “having suf-
fered from the non-knowledge of knowledge . . . from the foolishness of knowledge” and
from having “made philosophy the experience of this suffering” (2001a, 165).

55. See 2001a, 245. On the concept of “slippage,” within The Accursed Share Bataille
refers to nudity as the slippage toward obscenity (1991c, 149, 151), an escape of the object
of desire, as it is the impetus for the chase, seen also in “alcohol, war and holidays” (1991c,
188). Bataille sees sovereignty as a burst of laughter, which is, within the philosophical
arena, the sovereignty of foolishness because of how it must be subordinated to thought as
a wolf to a collar. See Bataille 2001a, 96, 169, 174.

56. Laughter is related to the notion of “sacred animality,” not to “¤rst animality” (or
“animal avidity”) (1991c, 91). First animality is the delirium of being naked, a procession
and the very ecstasy of shame as seen in the ¤gure of Pierre Angélique (see Bataille 1973,
3:22; and 1988c, 95–98. See also 1991c, 48, 90, 91, 93, 435n3; and 1991a, 17). On the
difference between Bataille’s sense of laughter and comedy (the comedy where individuals
lose themselves) and the egocentric scoff, see 1991c, 109. Bataille also mentions a laughter
that is roused by indecency, avoiding dark love in his late text, Eroticism. There he states,
“[f]or it is laughter that justi¤es a form of condemnation that dishonors us. Laughter takes
us along the path that transforms prohibition and inevitable necessary decencies into a
blinkered hypocrisy and a lack of understanding of the issues at stake. Extremes of license
coupled with joking go hand in hand with the refusal to take erotic truth seriously, I mean
tragically” (1986a, 266).

57. Bataille also sees syncopation between “smutty laughter” and “total laughter”
(1986a, 267). “What that loud and smutty laughter distracts us from is the oneness of ex-
treme pleasure and extreme pain, the oneness of being and dying, of knowledge ¤nishing
with this dazzling prospect and ¤nal darkness. No doubt in the long run we might laugh
at this truth, but it would be total laughter, not stopping at contempt for something re-
pugnant but overwhelming us with disgust” (1986a, 267).

58. As “literature [it] is communication . . . requiring loyalty,” communication exposed
and willing to be sacri¤ced (Bataille 2001b, ix). See also 2001b, 27, 188–89.

59. See 1991c, 138.
60. “This is because a ‘beyond’ begins with a feeling of nakedness. Asexual nakedness

is simply stupor taken to the limit. But as it awakens us to an awareness of physical touch
(touch of bodies, hands, moist lips), it’s gentle, animal, and sacred . . . since, once naked, we
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each open to more than what we are, and for the ¤rst time we obliterate ourselves in the ab-
sence of animal limits. We obliterate ourselves, spreading our legs, our legs opening as
widely as possible, to what no longer is us but is something impersonal—a swampy exis-
tence of the ¶esh. The communication of two individuals occurs when they lose themselves
in sweet, shared slime” (1994, 98). “Two beings communicate with each other through
their hidden rents. There is no communication more profound: two beings are lost in a
convulsion that binds them together. But they only communicate when losing a part of
themselves. Communication ties them together with wounds, where their unity and integ-
rity dissipates in fever” (1985, 250). See also Connor 2000, 52–58.

61. The s/laughter of subjectivity is not the loss of our selves, not the product or dross
of the stylistic trickery of writing, or theater, which are mere reactions, as Bataille wrote,
to “the poverty of animal life” (1991c, 109). These aspects are merely the fall, of which the
s/laughter of subjectivity is an unnerving vertigo.

62. Even Bataille took up principles and thus fell into “project,” and only by the sport-
ing quality of the hunt for conceptual exercises can his call to “chance” lacerate his books
further. In the themes of animality and laughter there is a chance that a new reading of the
works of Bataille can commence, eliminating the obstacles of both his mystic ancestors and
poststructuralist orphans. “Project” is to make sense, to write over Bataille, and to even re-
write Bataille, and that as his death wish and only chance, is to dismantle projects for the
game that laughs at his anguish and distress. Animality and laughter set us upon the path
between transgression and work, the only path on which Bataille moved (see 1986a, 261).

63. Nietzsche’s principle of future-blindness is exempli¤ed by Zarathustra’s “good for-
tune” to have been laughed at by the crowd, accepting that he has been taken as mouth-
piece of the satirical jester. The good fortune is that laughter places one with others, and
in the example of Zarathustra, it was such laughter that signals his descent among men. As
Bataille would say, “laughing, I’m back again, back with other human beings” (1988a, 60).
See Nietzsche 1954, Prologue §8.

64. See Bataille 1988a, 96–98, for an understanding of the movement between outside
and inside as “slipping,” or the slippage (le glissement), found at their borders.

65. See also 1991b, 149, 151, 188; and 2001a, 97.
66. Laughter also frightens, to which Bataille counters the “laughing playfulness” of

the child’s take on things, opening up to the “in¤nite laughter” (the gamble), and the re-
lation of dancers, whose “laughter is laughter itself,” or that opening of the “unspeakable
intimacy” within as mad laughter (see 1988a, 98, 107–108, 119, 139, and 153).

67. They are ultimately where “we communicate with the unlimited world of those
who laugh” (1988a, 97). The “domains” that Bataille lists are laughter, tears, sexual exci-
tation, poetic emotion [evocation], the sentiment of the sacred, and ecstasy. See Bataille
2001a, 159–60.

68. Bataille in Surya 2002, 491; see also Bataille 1987, 68.
69. See 1991c, 199–200.
70. “The object of tears or of laughter—and of other effects such as ecstasy, eroticism

or poetry—seemed to me to correspond to the very point at which the object of thought
vanishes. Up to that point, that object might be an object of knowledge, but only up to
that point, so that the effect of knowledge would regularly fail. (Every philosopher knows
how exhausting is the impossibility of working out the problem of laughter . . . )” (1991c,
208–209).

71. “The sovereign moment . . . is posed for us, not as a secondary form, but as a need
to ¤ll the void of the world of useful works” (1991c, 227; see also 230 and 239).
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72. This can be seen as Marcelle within the wardrobe, Simone atop Don Juan’s tomb,
B’s relation to Dianus, “herself animally pleased at [his] folly,” and Edwarda’s pleasure. See
Bataille 1987, 14, 68; 1991a, 22; 1988a, 119; and 1989b, 158.

73. “If I say that my laughter encloses knowledge, it is an intellectual position, it’s
true, but in this way I realize a sovereign operation in that my judgment is related to an
element that is no longer intellectual” (2001a, 172).

74. The “perfect laughter [is] the laughter that doesn’t laugh” (1991c, 439n3). Silence
or the laughter that does not laugh is akin to the “vacuum of thought” (see 1991c, 203).

75. See 2001a, 177–78. “To destroy transcendence there has to be laughter” (1994,
55). But what is beyond the suture of transcendence if not the swoon calculated in advance
by the smile of wanton eyes? (see 1988a, 27). “The longed-for swoon is thus the salient fea-
ture not only of man’s sensuality but also of the experience of the mystics” (1986a, 240).

76. For an account of the ascent on Mount Etna in Sicily with Laure, see Bataille
1986b, 103–105. See also Surya 2002, 258.

77. This risk is the result of excess, of a consciously incomplete recalibration of all con-
straints, and as what poetry puts at stake. See Bataille 2001b, 37, 39, 42. In this light,
commentary on Bataille’s work should not become work, or what writing was for Bataille,
mere “concern,” or “worry”—a task of building, rather than a construction site in full and
endless movement. See also 2001a, 214.

78. This is where Bataille “wants people to laugh, shrug their shoulders, and say, ‘He’s
having fun at our expense, he’s alive’” (1994, 7).

79. See Pawlett 1997, 171, 173n24.
80. “It is a laugh, a sob, a silence that has nothing, which hopes for and retains noth-

ing. Because the mania of possession made intelligence the opposite of laughter, a poverty
at which those who are enriched by their mad generosity laugh endlessly” (2001a, 200).

81. As fallout of this, there is the “contempt for the other’s animality,” the brutality
and scales of judgment as to a person’s place in humanity (see 1991c, 334, 339).

82. Sovereignty belongs to the “necessity of abandoning the project while en route”
(2001a, 264).

83. “As soon as human beings give rein to animal nature in someway we enter the
world of transgression forming the synthesis between animal nature and humanity
through the persistence of the taboo; we enter a sacred world, a world of holy things”
(1986a, 84).

84. “The relationship between laughter and the unknown, a relatively measurable
element . . . represented as having an effect that will be proportional to the importance
that this diminution of the known nature, or this suppression of the known character of na-
ture, makes us laugh” (2001a, 136).

85. See 1986a, 252. “. . . sleep and laughter . . . detach themselves, forgetting”
(2001a, 89).

86. Specialized philosophy entails specialized discipline and activity (1986a, 254; see
also 1988a, 24, 107).

87. Animality is “that SECRET—that the body abandons” (1991a, 80; 1991c, 119).
The necessity of abandon is seen in eroticism and extended to “abandoning the project
while en route [where] despair and indifference appear equally unacceptable [as does] the
middle solution [of] the squirrel’s game” (2001a, 264). As Bataille states, “hopelessness is
not a return to animal nature” (1986a, 135), whether it is of the existential or the cynical
brand.

88. See 1992, 17.
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89. “For the animal, nothing is given through time” but takes place “this side of dura-
tion” (1992, 18). “Every problem is in a certain sense a problem of the use of time” (2001a,
81).

90. See 1992, 19, 23, 36.
91. See Bataille 1973, 3:496n1.

works cited

Agamben, Giorgio. 2004. The Open: Man and Animal. Trans. Kevin Attell. Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press.

Bakhtin, Mikhail. 1984. Rabelais and His World. Trans. Hélène Iswolsky. Bloomington: In-
diana University Press.

Bataille, Georges. 1973. Oeuvres Complètes. Paris: Gallimard.
ŒŒŒ. 1985. Vision of Excess: Selected Writings 1927–1939. Edited with an Introduction

by Allan Stoekl. Trans. Allan Stoekl, with Carl R. Lovitt and Donald M. Leslie Jr.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

ŒŒŒ. 1986a. Eroticism, Death and Sensuality. Trans. Mary Dalwood. San Francisco: City
Lights Books.

ŒŒŒ. 1986b. Writings on Laughter, Sacri¤ce, Nietzsche, Un-knowing. In October 36,
80–102. Cambridge: MIT Press.

ŒŒŒ. 1987. Story of the Eye. Trans. Joachim Neugruschel. San Francisco: City Lights
Books.

ŒŒŒ. 1988a. Guilty. Trans. Bruce Boone. Venice, Calif.: Lapis Press.
ŒŒŒ. 1988b. Inner Experience. Translated with an Introduction by Leslie Anne Boldt.

Albany: State University of New York Press.
ŒŒŒ. 1988c. L’Abbé C. Trans. Philip A. Facey. London: Marion Boyars.
ŒŒŒ. 1989a. The Tears of Eros. Trans. Peter Connors. San Francisco: City Lights Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1989b. My Mother. Madame Edwarda. The Dead Man. Trans. Austryn Wainhouse.

London: Marion Boyars.
ŒŒŒ. 1991a. The Impossible. Trans. Robert Hurley. San Francisco: City Lights Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1991b. The Accursed Share: Volume I. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York: Zone

Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1991c. The Accursed Share: Volumes II & III. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York: Zone

Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1992. Theory of Religion. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York: Zone Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1994. On Nietzsche. Trans. Bruce Boone. New York: Paragon Press.
ŒŒŒ. 1995. Encyclopaedia Acephalica. Edited by Robert Lebel and Isabelle Waldberg.

London: Atlas Press.
ŒŒŒ. 2001a. The Un¤nished System of Nonknowledge. Trans. Michelle Kendall and Stuart

Kendall. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
ŒŒŒ. 2001b. Literature and Evil. Trans. Alastair Hamilton. London: Mario Books.
Bennington, Geoffrey. 1995. Introduction to Economics I: Because the World Is Round. In

Bataille, Writing the Sacred. Ed. Carolyn Bailey Gill. London: Routledge.
Bergson, Henri. 1928. Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic. Trans. C. Brereton

and F. Rothwell. New York: Macmillan Company.



196
lucio angelo privitello

Connor, Peter Tracy. 2000. Georges Bataille and the Mysticism of Sin. Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins University Press.

Connor, Steven. 1992. Absolute Rubbish: Cultural Economics of Loss in Freud, Bataille,
and Beckett. In Theory and Cultural Value. Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell.

Derrida, Jacques. 1992. Given Time: I Counterfeit Money. Trans. Peggy Kamuf. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Goux, Jean-Joseph. 1990. General Economics and Postmodern Capitalism. Yale French
Studies 78: 206–24.

Jaspers, Karl. 2003. Way To Wisdom: An Introduction to Philosophy. Trans. Ralph Manheim.
New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.

Keynes, John M. 1965 [1935]. The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. New
York: Harcourt, Brace & World.

Lakatos, I., and P. Feyerabend. 1999. For and Against Method. Edited with an Introduction
by Matteo Motterlini. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Laure [Colette Laure Lucienne Peignot]. 1995. The Collected Writings. Trans. Jeanine Her-
man. San Francisco: City Lights Books.

Lingis, Alphonso. 1997. The Misunderstanding. Parallax 4: 79–88.
McCloskey, Deirdre. 2002. The Secret Sins of Economics. Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. 1954. Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for All and None. Trans. Walter

Kaufman. New York: Penguin Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1966. Beyond Good and Evil. Translated with commentary by Walter Kaufman.

New York: Vintage Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1968. The Will To Power. Trans. Walter Kaufman and R. J. Hollingdale. New

York: Vintage Books.
ŒŒŒ. 1974. The Gay Science. Trans. Walter Kaufman. New York: Vintage Books.
 Pawlett, William. 1997. The Use-Value of Georges Bataille: Social Science, Textuality

and Being-in-Excess. Parallax 4: 167–74.
Rey, Jean-Michel. 1988. Bataille e Nietzsche. In Georges Bataille: Il politico e il sacro. Ed.

Jacqueline Risset. Naples: Liguori Editore.
Root, Deborah. 1989. Disappearing America: Bataille’s Reading of the Aztec Sacri¤cial

Economy. Social Discourse 2 (Spring-Summer): 221–28.
Sloterdijk, Peter. 1987. Critique of Cynical Reason. Trans. Michael Eldred. Minneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press.
Surya, Michel. 2002. Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography. Trans. K. Fijalkowski and

M. Richardson. London: Verso.
Veblen, Thorstein. 1994 [1899]. The Theory of the Leisure Class. New York: Penguin Books.



nine

‰

Dorothy Holland

Bodies at Play: A General
Economy of Performance

Theater is this crucible of ¤re and of true meat where anatomically,
through the stamping down of bones, of members, and of syllables, the
bodies are remade, and the mythical act of making a body is presented

physically and naked.
Jacques Derrida, The Secret Art of Antonin Artaud

Only by canceling, or at least neutralizing every operation of knowledge
within ourselves are we in the moment, without ¶eeing it. . . . The mi-
raculous moment when anticipation dissolves into NOTHING, detach-
ing us from the ground on which we were groveling, in the concatenation

of useful activity.
Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: Volumes II and III

‰ Bodies Do Not Lie

There is a classic theatre story about Eleonora Duse that demonstrates
the notion of the body as a site of a fundamental authenticity and truth. For
those who do not know about her legendary acting talent, Duse was fa-
mous for a remarkable naturalness: she refused to wear stage makeup; she
astounded audiences with her ability to express genuine emotion on stage
rather than relying on conventional theatrical representations of emotion;
in short, she appeared to be actually living on stage rather than perform-
ing. Duse was held up as the antithesis of another equally famous late-
nineteenth-century diva, Sarah Bernhardt. While Bernhardt was touted as
the exemplar of superb technical virtuosity and theatricality, Duse was the
exemplar of an inner truthfulness and spontaneity. When George Bernard
Shaw reviewed Duse’s performance in the title role of Magda in June of
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1895, he was astonished to see a rather shocking physiological occurrence
take place during her performance: Duse blushed. Shaw describes the mo-
ment in the play where Magda, after many years, unexpectedly meets the
father of her child. Shaw notes that Magda handled the awkward occasion
fairly well until she actually looked at the child’s father:

Then a terrible thing happened to her. She began to blush; and in another
moment she was conscious of it, and the blush was slowly spreading and
deepening until, after a few vain efforts to avert her face or to obstruct his
view of it without seeming to do so, she gave up and hid the blush in her
hands. After that feat of acting I did not need to be told why Duse does not
paint an inch thick. I could detect no trick in it: it seemed to me a perfectly
genuine effect of the dramatic imagination. (Shaw 1991, 371)1

This blush can be seen as a double sign, pointing both to the ¤ctional world
of the play and to Duse’s own material existence—the facticity and presence
of her living body. The jolting intrusion of the latter into the former is what
captivated and shocked. The story goes that Shaw even returned to the the-
atre the next night to see if it would happen again; and amazingly, at the
same moment in the play, a blush swept up over Duse’s face just as it had in
the previous night’s performance.

A New York critic observed the same effect in Duse’s performance of
Magda several months later, in February of 1896:

In the second act, when after many years she comes face to face with her be-
trayer, you witness something the like of which I am positive has never been
seen before. . . . In a moment her whole past history rises up before her, the
blood suffuses her neck, her face, her very eyes it seems, and she turns away
bowed down with shame. How the actress accomplishes these things passes
all understanding. (quoted in Le Gallienne 1965, 138)

How did she do it? If you have never tried to blush, try to do so now.
Dif¤cult, isn’t it? Impossible, really. As anyone knows, blushing is a func-
tion of the autonomic nervous system and is not subject to command. How
did Duse repeatedly call up the unsummonable, the involuntary rush of
blood that so thrilled and perplexed Shaw and the other spectators? Many
critics insisted that Duse must have relied on improvisation and the inspi-
ration of the moment in her playing, for this was no arti¤cial manipulation.
This was the real thing, the body’s unmediated expression of inner feeling.
The body does not lie.

A similar belief in the ef¤cacy of the body as a signi¤er of nature and
truth is evidenced in the Living Theatre’s famous production of Paradise
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Now (1968). The performance began by breaking the traditional spatial di-
vision between actor and audience: the actors came down off the stage and
into the auditorium to speak directly to audience members. They repeated
a litany of oppressions that they suffered: “I’m not allowed to travel without
a passport”; “I don’t know how to stop the wars”; “I’m not allowed to smoke
marijuana.” These repetitions, which began quietly, built in volume and ur-
gency as actors enticed audience members to join in, to get involved in their
protests. With the ¤nal section and the repetition, “I’m not allowed to take
off my clothes,” the actors began to disrobe and invited spectators to do the
same (Neff 1970, 60).2 As if casting off the chains of oppression with the
clothes shed, naked and near naked bodies were offered up as the primary in-
struments of revolt against an oppressive system—The Establishment.
“The nature of the master is to lie,” writes Julian Beck (1991, 35). Against
the lie, Beck and company countered with the truth of the body. Beginning
with the “Rite of Guerilla Theatre” and disrobing of actors and (some) spec-
tator bodies, Paradise Now consisted of a series of loosely scripted episodes of
rites and visions of revolution. The performance culminated in a march of
actors and audience members out of the theatre and onto the street—naked
bodies leading the way toward a direct confrontation with the police who
invariably waited outside: us against them, the triumph of freedom against
oppression. Bodies do not lie.

Whether in times of revolt or conservatism, the theatre has always been
associated with a very real potential for transgression. This potential danger
lurks not only within the theatres of the avant-garde; it is an ever-present pos-
sibility, even in the most hallowed edi¤ces of culture. For example, at the
Shakespeare Globe Theater in London in the summer of 2003, a Women’s
Company took the stage for the ¤rst time in history. They mounted two all-
female productions: Richard III (with the superb British actor Kathryn
Hunter as Richard) and The Taming of the Shrew (with Kathryn Hunter as Kate
and the Tony Award–winning British actor Janet McTeer as Petruchio). Just
to clarify, male characters were not changed to female; female actors played
the male roles as men; in other words, playing fully cross-gender much as
Shakespeare’s all-male company would have played female roles in 1593.

Shrew was a particularly apt choice for the Women’s Company since it is
a play about supposed identities and gender politics. The performance of this
play via female bodies yielded delicious contemporary resonance and theatri-
cal delights for the audience; it offered a taste of the ribald kind of public
gender play that I imagine Elizabethan audiences might have enjoyed with
the performance of Shrew by the Shakespeare’s own company. To give you a
sense of the performance event, let me describe Janet McTeer’s entrance as
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Petruchio. Admittedly, the audience came to the performance with the
knowledge that this would be an all-female company, so the question fore-
most on our minds was “How are they going to pull it off?” The ¤rst scene
with the suitors (Lucentio, Gremio, Hortensio, and Baptista and his daugh-
ters) con¤rmed that, through costume, makeup, voice, posture, gesture, and
that ineffable theatrical magic that allows the actor to shift her “I am” at will,
these highly competent female actors could signify a believable maleness
very well indeed. However, the role of Petruchio, that quintessential macho
braggart who comes to wive it wealthily in Padua, would require more than
adequate technical skill; he must own the stage, command it and us and the
wildcat shrew by force of his masculine power. McTeer had the physical at-
tributes to carry it off: she is tall (6'1") and has a powerful stage presence.
Those of us who had seen her as Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (the role for
which she won the Tony Award in 1997) would recall her buoyant and ¶it-
tering femininity as Nora, her soul-wrenching anguish as the profound emp-
tiness and falsehood of her marriage became painfully clear. But Nora was
such a thoroughly feminine character. How would this tall, lanky, womanly
woman embody the hyper-masculine Petruchio, we might wonder?

Petruchio arrived, riding in a wooden cart that was pulled through the
pit, forcing the sea of groundlings to give way as he passed. In the cart with
him was a very pregnant wench. Those close to the cart could see his hand
caress her bosom as he stood up. Bidding farewell to the wench with “Ve-
rona, for a while I take my leave, to see my friends in Padua,” he leaps from
the cart and up onto the stage, where he struts about taking stock of
“Padua” (including all of us in the audience, of course, with special atten-
tion to a bevy of attractive young females standing close to the front of the
stage). The audience laughs, immediately recognizing the behavior; and
Petruchio, acknowledging our approval, puts hands on hips, puffs out his
chest, and nods, as if to say, “Yeah, I do this cocky stuff pretty well, don’t
I?” Another wave of laughter. There is a palpable sense of fun with the
multiple layers of signi¤cation at play, the quick circuits of meaning and
impulse exchanged between audience and actor in this quintessentially
theatrical playing space. Then, spotting the column stage left, Petruchio
crosses to it, reaches down to undo his ¶y, deftly mimes the act of relieving
himself against a “tree.” Howls of laughter, not only at the deftness of the
representation, but also at the daring in making that acting choice. So this
is how it will be: full-bodied, bawdy, and delightfully theatrical. Standing
near the corner of the stage, two women in the audience are straining to get
a good look at the ¶oor at the base of the column that Petruchio leans
against; another wave of laughter goes up as people realize what the women



201
Bodies at Play

are looking for, and we delight in the ludicrousness of their response and
the great fun of it all.

Not everyone in the audience was delighted, however; one indignant
gentleman and his wife were moved to ¶ee the theatre at intermission. I de-
scended the stairs right behind this stylish middle-aged couple. Halfway
down the stairs, the gentleman suddenly stopped and turned around. His
eyes met mine, and he held out two tickets, “Would you like these?” he
asked. He proudly explained that they were the best seats in the house, but
they wouldn’t need them anymore because they were leaving. They were not
going to put up with this kind of nonsense. “This is absolutely ridiculous,”
he said with great authority. “I’m an actor, and I know. This play was written
for a man and a woman!” I didn’t have the heart to correct him, to point out
that it was actually written for two men. After all, I was an American tour-
ist, this was his country, his Shakespeare, and besides, his wife looked pain-
fully embarrassed as she stood quietly behind him peering over his shoulder.
So I let it go, took the tickets, and moved down from my cheap seats to enjoy
the rest of the play with unobstructed sight lines and luxurious proximity
to the stage.

The best upset of the day, however, was not the indignant exit of the actor
and his wife, but a woman in the audience whose sudden shock prompted an
involuntary outcry near the end of the performance. It happened when Janet
McTeer (as Petruchio) picked up Kathryn Hunter (as Kate) and bellowed
out, “Come, kiss me Kate,” then did so. As soon as their lips met, this woman
in the audience cried out at the top of her voice, “I can’t believe it!” Well, of
course, that only tickled the rest of us no end, and we all had a fabulous
laugh. The actors, too, were clearly delighted and made an even greater ¶our-
ish of the kiss, which prolonged our waves of laughter. Still, the woman was
truly shocked. Evidently, it was all well enough for females to pretend to be
men in the play, but for two female bodies to actually move torso-to-torso
and press their lips together, that was a transgression not to be endured with-
out public protest. A blush is a blush, and a kiss is a kiss. Bodies do not lie.
Or do they?

‰ The Act Which Is Not One

This is not a simple question. Inextricably related are notions of subject,
agency, performativity, and the possibility for transgression. In other words,
the nature and ef¤cacy of the body is challenged in the aftermath of the post-
structuralist critique of presence—a critique that not only dismantles no-
tions of a preexisting, ¤xed, and transcendent subject with the power to
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exert (his) free will upon the (natural) world, but also seems to challenge the
very materiality of the body itself, as Judith Butler, following Foucault, has
argued. Bodies, too, are constructed and not simply rendered “naturally.”
Therefore, the ef¤cacy of the body as a sign of unmediated truth is called
into question.

How might the critique of presence inform our assessment of Duse and
whether her blush was real or feigned, whether it expressed true emotion or
merely an arti¤cial effect? First, let us consider how her contemporaries ex-
plained the phenomenon. We can dismiss those who explained the blush as
the effect of sudden improvisation, for the regular reoccurrence of that
blush, at precisely the required moment, gave evidence to a more remark-
able phenomenon: a craftsmanship so extraordinary that it completely dis-
appears. Shaw attributed the blush to the force of Duse’s imagination. A
similar explanation was offered by the great American actor and theatre di-
rector Eva Le Gallienne, who claimed that Duse’s artistry was controlled by
“a transcendent imagination . . . and served by a body which had been
molded into a ¶awless instrument” (1965, 156). This notion of the artist
exerting the force of her imagination to play the instrument of her body
harkens back to the eighteenth century, to Diderot and his pivotal treatise
on the paradox of the actor’s art.3 It is a vision of Nature revealed, yet Na-
ture controlled and fashioned by the mind of the artist. The artist is the
doer, the body the instrument, and art, by de¤nition, the product of the
artist’s imaginative, disciplined, and diligent doing. But a poststructural-
ist critique challenges this notion of the transcendent, controlling artist
and her natural, truth-telling body. Instead, Duse appears as a social agent
constituted in a discursive social ¤eld rife with tensions over the distinc-
tions between the categories of natural and mechanical, of sincerity and de-
ceit. Her blushing body expresses neither truth nor lies; and rather than an
instrument being played, it instrumentally plays itself, or, rather, material-
izes its instrumentality by way of performative acts selected from the col-
lective social repertoire of possible acts.

As for the unmediated, liberatory, and truthful bodies of the Living
Theatre—those supposedly inherent qualities must dissolve under critical
scrutiny. The bared ¶esh was hardly unmediated: no handicapped, no aged, no
obese ¤gures appeared; only young, trim bodies found their way onto the
stage. Cultural norms and regulatory schemas were tenaciously in force, de-
spite cries of “Freedom Now!” And, for all the castigations against the Estab-
lishment, the company performed within the auspices of that Establishment
in multimillion-dollar theatres on college campuses for upper-middle-class
audiences, offering what might be seen as a commodi¤ed taste of revolt, a
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transgression that reaf¤rmed the rule against which it nakedly danced head-to-
head. And as to truthfulness, one might say that these bodies did lie, if lying is
marked by a disparity between stated beliefs and actions, between the talk and
the walk. Despite protestations against the oppressions and social injustice, the
acts (theatrical and performative) of the Living Theatre wholly conformed to
prevailing hetero-normative gender regulations. The “Rite of Universal Inter-
course” enacted in Paradise Now was exclusively heterosexual, and traditional
gender roles prevailed. Although the performance included protests against
the war, the state, drug laws, capitalism, and racial bigotry, no protest was en-
acted against the violent oppression of, and violence toward, homosexuals. But
then, historical possibilities are necessarily constrained by historical conven-
tions, as performativity theory claims; the women’s movement and gay rights
movement had not yet fully emerged on the social horizon. Performativity
might suggest that, as social agents, the actors of the Living Theatre were con-
strained by the repertoire of possible and recognizable acts of their time.

‰ The Bifurcation of Act and Recognition

Recognizable acts. Possible acts. Referring to this dual aspect of the
performative, Butler writes that “a phenomenological theory of constitution
requires an expansion of the conventional view of acts to mean both that
which constitutes meaning and that through which meaning is performed
or enacted” (1990, 272). She continues this clari¤cation (via Beauvoir) by
noting that the body suffers a certain cultural construction not only through
conventions that sanction and proscribe how one acts one’s body, the “act” or
performance that one’s body is, but also in the tacit conventions that struc-
ture the way the body is culturally perceived (1990, 274–75). Act and rec-
ognition would seem to go hand in hand, and normative and regulatory
pressures might tend to ensure their mutuality; yet the unstable nature of
the act which is not one—neither wholly self-same in its iterations, nor con-
sciously taken up and performed by a preexisting subject—assures possibil-
ities for variant acts and/or (mis)recognitions. Butler elaborates on the act
and recognition components of performativity by way of a theatrical meta-
phor: a script that “survives the particular actors who make use of it,” but
requires other actors to actualize and reproduce it “as reality once again.”
Butler notes that, although the new actors might enact the script “in various
ways,” their interpretations will necessarily take place within the con¤nes of
“already existing directives” (1990, 277). The script metaphor is telling.
Actors (and bodies) are posited as narrowly constrained interpreters of pre-
existing discursive texts, and legibility is paramount.
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Now there is much that I ¤nd attractive about the concept of performa-
tivity: how it tickles the brain, yielding the pleasure of a good puzzle, the
pleasing disorientation of an engaging contradiction, and that rush at sud-
denly seeing something anew from a startlingly different perspective. You
will note that I am pointing to body experiences of theory. Furthermore, the
conception of the performative as a process of constitutive acts resonates
with my experience as an actor, particularly with regard to the theory of
physical actions and certain actor-training programs that approach the work
from a strong physical focus, such as the Alexander Technique, Tadashi Su-
zuki Technique, Lecoq, and Viewpoints. Most importantly, I like the poten-
tial for transformation, for self-fashioning and social change inherent in the
complex of ideas at play in the ¤eld of poststructuralist criticism.

At the same time, I ¤nd several aspects troubling: ¤rst is the wholesale
use of theatre terms and metaphors without a serious consideration of actual
theatre practices. As Judith Butler readily admits, “Philosophers rarely think
about acting in the theatrical sense” (1990, 270). In the positioning of the-
atre in contradistinction to “real life,” there seems to be a tendency toward
the reiteration of a false/true dichotomy that the philosophical discourse else-
where denies. We might question the extent to which the presupposition of
theatrical as false (i.e., playacting, not real, a lie) serves as the constitutive out-
side of a real (true) life which it produces, thus rendering theatre the alterity
haunting the boundaries of the real as the persistent possibility of its disrup-
tion and rearticulation. Theatrical language, within the discourse on perfor-
mativity, remains just that—language; there is little serious consideration of
embodied theatre practices. There is little consideration of bodies at all. Al-
though critical discourse has, in many respects, moved beyond Cartesian
dualism, there seems to be a continual inclination toward one side of the old
duality—a persistent reenactment of the fundamental devaluation and de-
nial of the material.

At its extreme, the discourse on performativity invokes a pervasive si-
lencing effect in respect to material bodies. Butler brie¶y addresses this issue
in the Introduction to Bodies That Matter, where she acknowledges that the
radical constructivist position can appear to refute “the reality of bodies” in
the refusal to concede certain “facts” of materiality. Butler defends her posi-
tion, her refusal to make concessions to any appeals, by proclaiming that
“there is no reference to a pure body which is not at the same time a further
formation of that body,” and she requires “the prior limitation of the extra-
discursive” (1993, 10–11). Now I can appreciate the tactical restraint and the
impulse to protect the extra-discursive by way of non-concession. And I rec-
ognize that to call into question is not to deny, that a refusal to concede can
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simply be a refusal to delimit, a refusal to enact the violence of referentiality
that excludes as it produces, constructs only through erasure. It is a compel-
ling argument, but it is an argument whose immediate and primary effect is
silence. And bodies need to be considered. A refusal to speak, to write, to refer
to “bodies” will not alone free material bodies from the potential violence of
normative, regulatory, and injurious effects. Furthermore, this emphasis on
the discursive and the disregard of the play of physicality lies at the heart of
the problematic bifurcation of act and recognition within performativity.

‰ The Bifurcation Problem

The bifurcated model of act and legibility, of performance and spectator,
presents several problematic aspects: the undergirding inclination toward an
autonomy of thought; the notion of separate and discrete boundaries; and a
misunderstanding of the dynamics of the live performance event. The meta-
phor of the script surviving (death?) and exerting its inherent directives to fu-
ture generations of actors valorizes thought over the material, a transcen-
dence of consciousness in perpetuity via the text. In practice, an existing
script is not taken up in order to bring the script to life; it is taken up by actors,
directors, and/or designers because they recognize something appealing in
the text, something that they want to explore, to test, to discover, to promote,
or simply to enjoy. Furthermore, neither the script nor the directives that ad-
here to the script (i.e., printed stage directions, character and set descriptions)
exert de¤nitive constraints on the live theatre artists and subsequent produc-
tions—subsequent productions of existing scripts vary greatly, both from the
“original” production and from all other subsequent productions.

As to the performance event itself, it is not an act that can be read ob-
jectively at a distance; not a message-sent, message-received exchange, with
each component as separate and discrete, discernable and known. The per-
formance event is not a bifurcated doing and recognizing; not separable, but
rather mutual interactions, adjustments, and play within a ¤eld of living
material bodies. As Jerzy Grotowski notes, “The core of theatre is an encoun-
ter” (1968, 56, 58). The one-way communication model does not begin to
convey the complexity of that encounter. Furthermore, spectators are not
passive observers, not simply witnesses to the acts of performers; they are
interactive participants in the collective performance event, as Anne Ubers-
feld writes in Reading Theatre:

There is no one spectator; rather there is a multiplicity of spectators who
react to each other. Not only do we rarely go to the theatre alone, but also
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we cannot be alone at the theatre. Any message received by one spectator is
refracted (upon fellow spectators), echoed, taken up, and sent off again in a
very complex exchange. (1999, 23)

Live performance occurs within a ¤eld of heightened energy, where visual,
auditory, tactile, discursive, and kinesthetic stimuli abound in a relatively
open and multifaceted perceptual ¤eld (unlike ¤lm, where the camera di-
rects the spectator’s gaze). The dynamics of recognition are profoundly
grounded in the living matter of physical bodies, in the muscles, bones,
cells, and neural pathways. As Charles Scott explains in The Lives of Things,

Bodies are not unities but sites that are composed of a variety of more or less
dense elements and of con¶icting forces that are ruled, more or less, by parts
of the con¶ict. Bodies compose a ¶uid constellation of interacting forces in
which the rule is always up for grabs at any moment. Within this perspec-
tive, a moment is a digestive process that has as its aim the continued move-
ment and activity of the body. (2002, 167)

Physical bodies are not passive receptors or docile instruments. Physical
bodies participate, select, resist, resonate, digest, echo, enjoy, and embody
directives of their own, both onstage and off. How, one wonders, could they
possibly not be included in the consideration of performativity?

‰ Physical Bodies in a Limited Economy

On the other hand, bodies are messy. They exceed the cohesive thought
that would grasp and hold them tight. They resist attempts to be repre-
sented in language. But it is not solely this dif¤culty of capture that rele-
gates physical bodies to subordinate and marginal situations; the effects of a
far more pervasive and fundamental bifurcation are at work—the bifurca-
tion that marks the leap from animal to human, as Bataille explains in The
Accursed Share:

Not wanting to depend on anything, abandoning the place of our carnal
birth, revolting intimately against the fact of dying, generally mistrusting
the body, that is, having a deep mistrust of what is accidental, natural, per-
ishable—this appears to be for each one of us the sense of the movement that
leads us to represent man independently of ¤lth, of the sexual functions and
of death. (1991b, 91)

In its wake, the world of thought, grown strong in the space carved out by
prohibitions, now rules with a Cyclops-like tyranny (able to look in only one
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direction and from a singular point of view, lacking all depth perception, and
missing the whole of which it is but part), yet holding sway over “the ¶at and
subordinated world that we know, this world of useful and isolated things,
in which laborious activity is the rule” (1991b, 24).

Bataille argues that, within this limited economy, servile man enslaves
himself to production, accumulation, and utility. Man becomes the equiva-
lent of a tool, and “like the tool, he who serves—who works—has the value
of that which will be later, not of that which is” (1991b, 218). Man projects
himself into an ever-receding future, thus rendering himself blind to the
present moment (the only moment there is):

From the start, the introduction of labor into the world replaced intimacy,
the depth of desire and its free outbreaks, with rational progression, where
what matters is no longer the truth of the present moment, but rather, the
subsequent results of operations. . . . Once the world of things was posited,
man himself became one of the things of this world, at least for the time in
which he labored. (1991a, 57)

Thought and calculation rule. Within the limited economy, the physical
body is doubly subordinated: it serves as both abject horror and productive
tool. Rendered abject by the repulsion for that which is accidental and per-
ishable, the physical body serves as the constitutive outside of thought itself.
As a tool, the physical body is used, controlled, and driven—a primary in-
strument in the service of production, its behavior governed by prohibitions
against idleness and non-(re)productive sexuality. An object of knowledge,
its identity is ¤xed, its directives clear: be productive, be useful.

‰ Undermining Bifurcation: Bataillean Transgression
with Sovereignty in Its Wake

Play alone uses up the resources produced by labor.
Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: Volumes II and III

Work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and Play consists of
whatever a body is not obliged to do.

Mark Twain, Tom Sawyer

What’s to be done? Play. Play can disrupt the operations of the limited
economy by consuming, by squandering resources, energy, and time. Play
can disrupt the ethos of utility and the enslavement to useful ends. Play as
if your life depends on it! Bataille didn’t say that, but he might have; for that
was his analysis—“living servilely is hateful” (1991b, 219). And there is
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more at stake than individual ful¤llment. As Bataille demonstrates in the
¤rst volume of The Accursed Share, “energy ¤nally can only be wasted.” This
is the fundamental law of the universe. Although man tries to deny it, “his
denial does not alter the global movement of energy in the least: The latter
cannot accumulate limitlessly in the productive forces; eventually, like a
river into the sea, it is bound to escape us and be lost to us.” The excess, the
accursed share, must be wasted, either gloriously or catastrophically (1991a,
11, 23).

Bataillean transgression is not the head-on assault that only reaf¤rms the
strength of the prohibition (e.g., the Living Theatre example); but rather, it
is non-engagement, an oblique movement, a movement toward the abject.
The pleasures of play that no end limits or justi¤es. Play that disrupts the
would-be autonomy, the tyranny of thought and its bifurcation of subject
and object, that tyranny “which aims to reduce its object to the condition of
subordinated and managed things” (1991a, 74). Play. Laughter. Tears.

Deeply rhythmed movements of poetry, of music, of love, of dance, have the
power to capture and endlessly recapture the moment that counts, the mo-
ment of rupture, of ¤ssure. As if we were trying to arrest the moment and
freeze it in the constantly renewed gasps of our laughter or our sobs. The
miraculous moment when anticipation dissolves into NOTHING, detach-
ing us from the ground on which we were groveling, in the concatenation of
useful activity. (1991b, 203)

Now it’s time to engage in some play of our own.

‰ The Tiger Is in Space What Sex Is in Time

One of the foremost physical theatre companies in the world is the
London-based company, Theatre de Complicite.4 Complicite is known for
innovative interpretations of classics and for devised works created by the ac-
tors in the company through a lengthy process of research, collaboration, and
exploratory workshops. Mnemonic (1999) is one of their devised works. It is
devised from multiple sources: material from the actors’ own lives; the words
of John Berger, Konrad Spindler (The Man in the Ice), Ana±s Nin, Hans Mag-
nus Enzenberger, and Benoit Mandelbrot (inventor of fractal geometry); and
the collaborative contributions of Complicite’s artistic directors and design-
ers. The company is renowned for its unique integration of image, music,
media, text, and inventive physicality, and for a mode of playing that invites
the audience to engage with complicity in the theatre event. Mnemonic, as the
title implies, is a play about memory; but at a deeper level, as I hope to dem-
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onstrate, it is a play about embodiment. As such, it is also a play about ex-
penditure without return. But enough introduction, let’s go to the theatre.

The auditorium is full, the audience abuzz with pre-show chatter and
energized anticipation. The stage itself is dark and empty save for a simple
wooden folding chair near the front of the stage and a rock lying nearby on
the ¶oor. The chair and rock are illuminated slightly by a lighting instru-
ment above. As we take our seats, we ¤nd a small plastic bag on our chair like
the ones on transatlantic ¶ights; we settle in, place jackets carefully on seat
backs, stow personal items on the ¶oor under our seats; the small plastic bags
rest in our laps. The house lights dim . . . Simon McBurney enters from the
audience carrying a handheld wireless microphone. A follow spot catches
him as he climbs the steps up to the stage. This is an unexpected and provoc-
atively informal appearance by the evening’s director and star, but not wholly
unconventional—it seems to be some kind of director’s pre-show speech:
“Good evening ladies and gentlemen. Before we start the show I’d like to say
one or two words about memory. Yesterday somebody asked me why are you
doing a show about memory? And I was trying to remember . . .” The audi-
ence laughs. OK, it’s more of a stand-up routine than a director’s pre-show
speech. He continues,

Perhaps it’s because one of the last great mysteries is the one we carry inside
our heads. How we remember, why we remember, what we remember. Or
maybe it’s simply that they say that the human memory starts to degenerate
when you are only twenty-eight years old, and as I am now over forty the
matter is becoming a little pressing. (1999, 3)

Another laugh. McBurney’s opening monologue is charming, playful, pro-
vocative. He continues to talk about memory, about how modern theories
“revolve around the idea of fragmentation” and that it’s not the cells that
are important as much as the connections between the cells. Further, that
these cells are constantly being remade: “Even as I am talking to you, part
of your brain is changing. You are literally developing new connections be-
tween the neurons. They are being fabricated even as I speak. It’s called
sprouting” (3).

He continues talking about shifting contours and chaotic maps and los-
ing your way and the job of memory to put the pieces back together. And
about memory not being just an act of retrieval but “a creative thing, it hap-
pens in the moment, it’s an act, an act . . . of the imagination.” And what
helps us choose what to remember is the hippocampus “here at the base of
the brain,” he says, pointing to the back of his head.
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And the way it chooses is to fasten upon either something that we already
know or what we have an emotional attachment to. So, for example, perhaps
I thought about my father because this chair was his. (Gesturing to the folding
chair to his right.) I know it. He sat on it. And so did my grandfather. In fact
it’s a chair I know very well because I have used it in several of my
shows. . . . (5)

McBurney sits down on the chair and goes on to an association about the
rock near his foot and a lover who may have tripped over that rock. Suddenly
the chair breaks and he falls! “Oh, Jesus,” he cries; then he recovers with a
joke: he will always remember that mishap because his hippocampus must
be squirting lots of chemical juices right now. We laugh. Just as we are won-
dering whether that really was an accidental mishap or a planned event,
McBurney confesses that the chair is not really his father’s chair but a fake
chair, a joke chair—“a joke to make you laugh . . . I want you to remember
this chair.” And the rock? To remind him not to go on too long. He takes
out a smaller rock from his pocket and says that the smaller rock is to remind
him to warn us to turn off our cell phones: “If anybody’s mobile phone goes
off during the performance, they will be forcibly ejected from the audito-
rium” (6). More laughter. We see people reaching for their cell phones to
make sure they’re switched off.

We are now eight minutes into the opening monologue (not that we are
aware of the time; Simon has been much too engaging for any clock-watching).
Because we cannot take anything for granted, we are attentive and fully en-
gaged in the moment. The monologue will continue for seven more minutes,
during which time Simon leads us on an inner journey: “Before we offer you
some of our fragments, we would like you to reassemble some fragments of
your own” (6).5 Simon instructs us to open the plastic bags that have been rest-
ing in our laps and to take out the sleeping mask and the leaf inside. “Put on
the mask.” We all do so, laughing at both the oddness of the request and the
distinct feeling of silliness that we are experiencing. Now blindfolded, we
hear Simon ask us to think back to last Sunday morning: “Where are you?
What’s the weather like? What do you see?” He leads us further back each
time. New Year’s Day 1999 . . . Autumn 1991 . . . and further back: “You are
six years old. It’s summer. Or perhaps your ¤rst day of school. . . . Look down
at your feet. What shoes are you wearing?” Playing along, I imagine looking
down: black patent-leather Mary Janes! Oh, I remember those! Sense memory.

Look behind you to your right, hold up your hand in your imagination. An-
other hand clasps yours. It is your mother. Look up to your left. Another
hand clasps that one. It is your father. And now look back behind your
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right-hand side. Behind your mother, with a hand on each of her shoulders,
are her parents . . . and to the left on your father’s side are his parents. His
mother. His father. Six people stand behind you. All looking at you. (7)

Simon continues to talk us through the steps of imagining the increasing
numbers of relatives standing behind us. By the beginning of the nineteenth
century, 256. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, “assuming there
are no kinship ties,” 4,064. And back and back we go in our imagination, to
a thousand years ago when “that line would be longer than all people who
have ever been born. Which of course is not possible—but it means that you
are related to everyone sitting in this theatre” (7). Some of us laugh, others
sit silently calculating that possibility. At last, Simon instructs us to remove
the blindfolds. We do so.

We open our eyes to ¤nd Simon seated on stage with his own blindfold
on, chewing gum, holding his leaf, and listening to the same instructions
that we’ve been listening to: “Now look at the leaf,” Simon’s voice continues;
but the voice is no longer coming from Simon’s body. The voice that was live
and present to us just a moment ago in the living organism uttering these
words is now a recorded facsimile; and Simon McBurney’s captivating pres-
ence is suddenly gone; he has become someone else (his costume, situation,
and physicality all changed). With this abrupt shift in perspective and actor
identity, we experience a moment of distressing/pleasing disorientation. Si-
mon, the actor, has assumed a character, not a representation of an absent
presence, but a representation of the present bodies—our bodies—sitting in
attendance at this very performance. Here and now. Together we are all fol-
lowing the (recorded) instructions to look at the fractal patterns on our leaf
and to imagine those lines as the long lines of ancestors leading to us. Then
his cell phone rings! We laugh, remembering the injunction against cell
phones. Embarrassed and expecting to be thrown out of the auditorium
straightaway, he answers it, sotto voce, and mimes working his way apolo-
getically down a row of disgruntled audience members toward the exit.

virgil: Well I was in a theatre, in the middle of a show—
man’s voice: You were in the theatre? What were you doing in a theatre
for God’s sake?
virgil: I don’t know. Why does anyone go to the theatre?

We laugh.

man’s voice: I’ll call you later. Go back in.
virgil: No, no, I can’t, it’s much too embarrassing—
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man’s voice: What were you seeing?
virgil: I thought I was going to see some dance, or something . . . it’s this
company that people said were really very physical, apparently they used to
be funny . . .

We laugh again.

man’s voice: Yes?
virgil: But what happened was that this guy came on and did this whole
rap about memory.
man’s voice: A lecture?
virgil: No, no—a performance and then we all had to put on these blind-
folds. (9)

And now Virgil relates the whole experience, or at least the key aspects, in-
cluding walking his friend through imagining a line of relatives stretching
back in time. This blurring of now and then, of present experience and the
replay of memory, we easily recognize: it is what we experience in one way
or another every day of our lives—the foundation of our memory resting on
the sensory, embodied perceptions, reinscribed, repeated, retold, reworked,
remembered.

Virgil suddenly stops talking and looks straight out as though remem-
bering his conversation, but the conversation continues; that is, the sound
of the conversation continues uninterrupted via yet another seamless shift
from live to prerecorded sound. We actually see this second shift from live
to recorded sound; but even though we see it, we still get a rush of disorien-
tation—a momentary disjunction: What’s going on? Where are we? What’s
happening now and what’s a replay? a memory? Clearly, we can’t be sure.
“This is what he’s getting at,” Virgil’s voice continues, “the further back we
go, the more chaotic our inter-relationships become. In other words, we do
not know where we come from. . . . We know that we’re here but we don’t
know why” (11).

As Virgil-who-is-one-of-us (remember) arrives at center stage, a bed,
small sink, table, and television suddenly slide on and assemble around him.
Home. Ah, yes, we recognize it immediately: he’s home. And we settle back
a little in our seats. Virgil switches on the television, takes off his clothes,
and sits, naked, on the bed. Talk about a double sign pointing to both the
¤ctional world and the actor’s material existence! Well, that’s courageous.
My thoughts spin off: he seems comfortable enough. . . . Is that a tattoo?!
Oh, my God, Simon McBurney has a tattoo band around his upper arm.
Isn’t that odd. . . . But just as quickly, my attention is called back:



213
Bodies at Play

virgil (on his cell phone): Hi, it’s me again.
man’s voice: Oh, God.
virgil: Listen, I just wanted to explain—
man’s voice: It’s two-thirty in the morning.
virgil: Well, never mind, I was awake anyway. (14)

We laugh. Virgil continues: “The point being, you know, why did she leave?
. . . The point is that Alice is in a state of turbulence . . . our emotions are
essentially ¶uid. We have . . . hello? . . . hello, oh, shit” (15).
We laugh.

Virgil turns on the answering machine and listens to Alice’s last mes-
sage over and over: “Now you have to wait and follow me.” Tossing about,
unable to sleep, he takes his pillow and lies down on the ¶oor downstage, his
head resting on the rock (the rock from the prologue, remember?). Lights
dim. Ah, sleep, at last. Sound of radio static and fragments of a broadcast:

Who can say what caused a high-level southerly air current between the
¤fth and eighth of March 1991 to transport a Saharan dust which darkened
the sky and fell over a wide range of the Austrian Alps. . . . It could have
been a movement of a camel, a mountaineer’s sweat. . . . All movements of
the earth contribute to the chaotic movement of weather. . . . (15–16)

Sound of loud wind, a sudden wash of brilliant blue skylight all across the
back of the stage, and stark white side light as two actors clothed in huge
parkas move in a slow-motion ascent up onto the table and the bed. We are
in the Alps, and simultaneously in Virgil’s apartment. The mountaineers
look down where Virgil is lying on the ¶oor. As the mountaineers move
slowly downstage toward Virgil’s naked body, we hear “From a distance of
eight to ten meters, we saw something sticking out of the ice. Our ¤rst
thought was that it was rubbish. . . . But as we came closer, Erika said, ‘But,
it’s a man’” (16).

The play unfolds like Virgil’s thoughts—fragmented, turbulent, swirl-
ing movements as his thoughts turn to Alice and to his other obsession: the
body of the 5,000-year-old Iceman found in the Alps in 1991. Objects trig-
ger memories of Alice and the replaying of fragments of conversations, im-
prints of moments together. In another area of the stage, we see Alice on her
journey, a journey taken suddenly on the heels of her mother’s funeral. (“She
died. She never said a thing. . . . It was her sister who told me my father was
alive. Might be alive.”) We see Alice on the Eurotrain heading across France;
at the Berlin train station where her wallet is stolen; at her sister-in-law’s in
Poland receiving a box of her father’s belongings (objects that give witness
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to his life—a pair of shoes, a lighter, a fancy shawl). We see Alice on yet an-
other train in a chance encounter with a BBC correspondent who speculates
on the meaning of her father’s objects: a smoker (obvious), a piano player
(only the right shoe heel worn down), and a Jew (the shawl a tallith). At a
seedy nightclub in Riga, Alice learns that her father might be at a hospital
in Poland; but when she gets to the hospital, she ¤nds that he already left.

As Virgil waits to hear from Alice, his mind turns even more insistently
to the story of the Iceman—the discovery; the clumsy attempts at extract-
ing the body from the ice (“We tried with a pneumatic chisel but it slipped
time and time again—a couple of times it went right through his left
thigh”); the press conferences and the battles over ownership; the
signi¤cance of the objects found with him (a broken stick, strips of leather,
fragments of birch bark); and competing theories about how he died (X rays
show rib fractures). “He was aged between thirty-¤ve and forty, which, in
the Neolithic period, would have made him an old man” (17, 64). What was
he doing at that altitude at the beginning of winter?

The threads of the different stories weave and ¶ow in seemingly random
ways, and two or three scenes often occur in the same space and time, com-
pelling us to ¤nd connections, patterns, resonance among the fragments.
The complexity is delightful, engaging. Occasionally breathtaking: when
Alice ¤nally telephones Virgil and he hears her voice, the image of her face
appears on the skin of his bare chest as she talks to him. Even though we re-
alize that a closed-circuit camera must be capturing her image and there
must be a projector somewhere—ah, there it is—still the veracity of the ef-
fect is palpable: we are marked by those we love, inside and on the surface of
our bodies. In the course of telling him what has happened, Alice mentions
the BBC journalist who helped her ¤gure out the signi¤cance of her father’s
belongings. “Did you—” Virgil probes, but cannot ¤nish the question.
“No, we didn’t,” she answers impatiently. “Yes. No. It doesn’t matter” (56).
When the conversation ends, Virgil is shaken, disturbed by what he sus-
pects, what he imagines. He lies down on the ¶oor, his favorite insomnia
sleeping place; suddenly the bed starts to move across the stage right over
him, as if not only his thoughts, but his whole world now traverses time and
space to be where she is. In its new position, the bed becomes both the one
on which Alice and the journalist lie down and Virgil’s own bed. In an ex-
quisitely choreographed sequence, Alice and the journalist take off their
shirts and lie on the bed together. Virgil crosses to the bed, takes off his
pants, and lies down; at the same time, they get up, dress, and repeat the
process again. Just as they lie down, Virgil gets up, puts on his pants and
crosses to the table, leans against it for a moment, then pushing off, goes
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back toward the bed. The whole sequence repeats four times. Worlds over-
lap, bleed through. We live, seem to be, where our affections lie. Or our
fears. And watching this sequence, we feel the dynamic relation, how a chance
encounter in Poland sets off a turbulence in London. Or is this the way Vir-
gil’s mind and body play the imagined scene over and over again? Repeti-
tion itself, a tyrant?

The journey we began in our theatre seats, holding our leaf and adjust-
ing to those disorienting little shifts in time, space, and perspective, has
plunged us into a kaleidoscope of movement, a world where objects have
¶uid meanings and multiple uses. The rock from the opening becomes a pil-
low, a gravestone, a dying place. Objects, losing their utility, become sacred
(a broken watch, a folding chair); and sacred objects, colliding with the utili-
tarian world, risk losing their sacredness and becoming mere things.
“What’s so special about this body? What’s it worth?” demands a reporter
(28); “My name is Clare Mulvey. I’m calling from Sydney, Australia, look
I’m having IVF treatment at the moment, and I wondered if there’s any
chance of some of that Neolithic sperm coming my way?” . . . (32). We
laugh. Virgil wonders, “How many children did he have? What word did he
use to signify summer? . . . or this place? How many songs did he know?
Had he yet heard the story of the ¶ood?” (55).

The chair. Remember the chair that collapsed during Simon McBurney’s
opening monologue? At some point after the apartment ¤rst assembled, Vir-
gil picked up the collapsed chair and put it away under his bed. Later, he
drags it out from under the bed to ¤x it and carries it to the table. A stunning
image that—a naked man alone in his ¶at, his arms outstretched, carrying a
broken chair with its spindly legs dangling; the chair looks vaguely human,
and both ¤gures appear oddly fragile. Just as Virgil gets to the table, a voice
calls out, “Herr Professor, can we see the body?” Virgil turns front and a rash
of paparazzi ¶ashbulbs go off; the bright white lights burn the image into
our retinas: the naked body of Virgil holding the chair in his arms, Pietà
fashion. Then Virgil lays the collapsed chair on the table. “Why is the body
naked?” yells a journalist. Two scientists cover the chair with a sheet. They
examine the body, hovering around the table in their white lab coats. An
amusing image this—the seriousness with which the scientists study the
broken chair; but the association is made, and it isn’t long before the chair
plays a central role in our drama—it transforms into the lanky, leathery-
brown ¤gure of the Iceman.

Even though we can clearly see the actor-puppeteers manipulating the
chair—one moving the right arm and a tall walking stick, another the legs,
another the left arm and head (just a wadded pillowcase deftly held in the
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air), there is something in the rhythm and the angle of movement, some-
thing in the precise way the spindly legs ease forward that let’s us recognize
the withered body of the 5,000-year-old Iceman suddenly animated with
life. Virgil’s voice recounts the event: “Evidently overtaken by a blizzard or
sudden fog, the Iceman was in a state of total exhaustion.” Our bodies reso-
nate as step-by-step the ¤gure moves downstage. Where do you feel the im-
pact? Where does it hit you? In the shoulder? The back? Or, like me, deep
in the hip where femur nestles at the inmost point—the point of release into
momentum when we climb. Yes, yes, that’s it—the impulse up and out, the
forward ¶ow of movement against the wind. Virgil’s voice continues: “In
the gully in the rock perhaps familiar to him from previous crossings of the
pass, he sought what shelter he could from the bad weather. A terrible fa-
tigue engulfed his limbs. He knew that to fall asleep meant death. He stag-
gered forward a few more steps.” A momentary stop, the Iceman tilts his
head. It’s a pillowcase, I know, still my suboccipital muscles register the
shift and lengthen. The ¤gure scans the horizon; my head yields, ever so
slightly, in concert with his. And yours? Virgil’s voice continues: “He stag-
gered forward a few more steps. He slipped and fell against a rock. The
birch-bark container fell from his hand; his cap fell off.” The Iceman falls to
his knees; his head, that elegantly tilted pillowcase head, falls slowly against
the stone. “He only wanted a short rest, but his need for sleep was stronger
than his will power. . . . Soon his clothes froze to the ground” (63).

A few last shallow breaths heave slowly through his body, then stillness.
The actors slowly back away, upstage. The ¤gure is alone. Feel the hush?
The mix of awe and dread. The holding back and leaning forward. We’re
near the edge, the wind, the hint of vertigo. Virgil sits on his bed on one side
of the stage, Alice on the other side of the stage illuminated only by the dim
light of a pay phone; the still body of the Iceman lies on its left side down-
stage center. Virgil, on his cell phone: “That’s one theory. We can’t know for
sure because we can’t ask him . . . Alice? Are you there?” . . . “Virg—can
you hear me?” . . . “Alice, you’re breaking up . . . Alice . . .” (71). Dim, soli-
tary shafts of light isolate each one of our three players. “The separation of
beings is limited to the real order,” writes Bataille. “It is only if I remain at-
tached to the order of things that the separation is real” (1991a, 192).

The light fades out on Alice, yet we hear her voice continue under the
following, an intimate voice that seems not to be coming from outside our-
selves, but from inside, not her questions, but our own: “What does naked-
ness remind us of?” Virgil crosses up to the table. “Dear God, what does na-
kedness remind us of? Naked, our needs are so clear, our fears so natural. . . .
Seeing a naked body of any age, we remember our own. It is how we put our-
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selves in someone else’s place. In the gully, for example, 5,000 years ago.”
Virgil lies down on the table on his left side, facing upstage, his body echo-
ing the taut rigid line of the Iceman’s frozen body. “Seeing a naked body of
another person we make an inventory of our own” (71).

The other actors move up behind the table; they hold up a metal frame
and peer through it as though looking through a museum display window—
the Iceman’s refrigerated display unit at the museum in Balzano. The voice
continues, “Shoulder blade, ribs, clavicle. We list the sensations we feel in
each part, one by one, all of them indescribable, all of them familiar, all of
them constituting a home” (71). One of the people peering through the win-
dow suddenly ducks under the frame and slowly moves in to change places
with Virgil/the Iceman. Slowly, one by one, each of the actors steps in and as-
sumes the place on the table, replacing the one before—the same position,
the same moment of rigid stillness, then a quick turn over and up and off,
only to be replaced by another body, and another, and another, and another.

alice (voice-over): All of them indescribable.
virgil (voice-over): All of them indescribable.
alice (voice-over): All of them familiar.
virgil (voice-over): All of them familiar.
alice (voice-over): All of them constituting a home.
virgil (voice-over): All of them constituting a home. (72)

The rolling continues and grows quicker and quicker. Lights shift to
backlight and the tumbling ¤gures are seen in silhouette. The momentum
accelerates, as does our breathing and the dizzyingly palpable sense of mil-
lennia upon millennia of bodies stretching down to us. “A broken stick.
Splinters of wood. Strips of leather. Twisted grass. Fragments of birch bark”
(73). As the last body rolls over the table, all furniture pieces slide quickly
off, and the actors form a line in pro¤le across the front edge of the stage. In
unison, they lean down; each picks up a tall walking stick. They lean back
and scan some distant horizon; suddenly they look to the right. What is it?
Danger? The future? The past? The unfathomable present? A huge projec-
tion of the Iceman slowly appears on the distant wall. They turn and move
toward the image. Lights fade to black.

The moment of rupture, of ¤ssure—“the miraculous moment when an-
ticipation dissolves into NOTHING,” and we sit, plenum taut, and weep,
peering into that impenetrable abyss, dizzy with horror and joy (1991b,
203). “We draw near to the void,” says Bataille, “but not in order to fall into
it. We want to be intoxicated with vertigo, and the image of the fall suf¤ces
for this” (1991b, 109).



218
dorothy holland

notes

1. Theatrical “tricks” to simulate emotion were also legendary. One of the most fa-
mous was attributed to David Garrick, who in his day was touted as “natural” in compari-
son to the great, but arti¤cial, Betterton. Critics noted that in performances of Richard III,
Garrrick’s hair actually stood on end when he saw Banquo’s ghost. It was later revealed that
Garrick had a mechanical wig that he controlled to effect the trick of his hair standing up.
No such tricks were ever ascribed to Duse, however.

2. Although of¤cial company instructions designated that actors were to take off only
as many clothes as locally allowed by law, audience members who participated (there were
always a few who joined in) were not bound by the rules; and indeed, actors often impul-
sively transgressed this restriction.

3. Diderot determined that the actor should not try to feel the emotions that he rep-
resents in performance, but should indicate them by means of external signs that are taken
for the real thing. For Diderot, the actor’s being subject to the passions of the body indi-
cates both faulty technical control and bad art. Rather, the great actor creates an “inner
model” of the part from observation and re¶ection, then “arrange[s] the whole thing in his
head” (Roach 1996, 133) so that he is able to perform it the same each time. The great
actor controls the unruly sensibility of the body through discipline, technique, and a par-
ticular disconnect between the expression of passion and sincerity. For a thorough discus-
sion of Diderot’s acting theory, see Roach 1996.

4. Founded in 1983 by Simon McBurney, Annabel Arden, and Marcello Magni, The-
atre de Complicite has created more than 30 productions, toured to more than 40 countries,
and received more than 25 international awards. Recent theatre productions include: The
Elephant Vanishes (a co-production with Setagaya Public Theatre of Japan); Measure for Mea-
sure (Royal National Theatre); Noises in Time in collaboration with the Emerson String Quar-
tet (based on the life of Shostakovich); The Street of Crocodiles (based on the writings of Bruno
Schultz); Ionesco’s The Chairs; The Three Lives of Lucie Cabrol (based on writings of John
Berger); and Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle (Royal National Theatre). Mnemonic was con-
ceived and directed by Simon McBurney and devised by the company for the Salzburger
Festspiele. Mnemonic opened in London at the Riverside Studios in November 1999.

5. Quoted entries for this section are compiled from three sources: the published
script, my notes from a live performance of Mnemonic in New York (May 2001), and my
notes from a London Theatre Museum Video Archive recording of a performance of Mne-
monic taped at Riverside Studios (January 2000).
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SOVEREIGN POLITICS

‰

Part Four





T E N

‰

Andrew Cutrofello

The Accursed Share and
The Merchant of Venice

In the preface to the ¤rst volume of The Accursed Share, Bataille promises
to “overturn” political economy (1988a, 10). Just as Marx criticized the
classical bourgeois political economists for failing to unlock the mystery of
surplus value, so Bataille criticizes modern economists for considering eco-
nomic phenomena from a merely “restricted” rather than a “general” point
of view. Modern political economy is restricted because it focuses on rela-
tively isolated and recursive systems of the type production-consumption-
production, and because in so doing it takes production rather than con-
sumption to be the raison d’ætre of the entire process. According to Bataille,
the restricted point of view is misleading in the ¤rst respect and pernicious
in the second. An increase of energy in any local system cannot be sustained
inde¤nitely; eventually something must give and the pent-up energy spent.
Hence the question is not whether but when and how sumptuary consumption
will take place. When considered from a general point of view that factors
in all energy ¶ows within the solar system, the real problem faced by eco-
nomic systems is not how to extract surplus value for the sake of production,
but how to dissipate surplus energy through sheer consumption, that is,
without recuperation of the loss sustained (Bataille 1988a, 21).

In showing how various societies have grappled with this problem, Ba-
taille comes up against the phenomenon of the potlatch, which, he says, “has
a privileged place in general economy” (1988a, 69). As described by Marcel
Mauss in The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, the
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potlatch is a ritual practice by which a tribe either gives away or destroys an
enormous quantity of its own wealth (1990). As such, it has the appearance
of pure expenditure or consumption. But in fact, the potlatch typically
functions as a means for acquiring either counter-gifts or prestige, thereby
paradoxically serving to increase wealth. In this respect it embodies the ele-
mentary form of venture capital.

We can think about the paradox of the potlatch in one of two ways. On
the one hand, we can regard its failure to break with the principles of re-
stricted exchange as contingent, as a function, say, of what Kant would call
pathological inclinations (whether conscious or unconscious) that happen to
(but in principle need not) contaminate the actions by which wealth is de-
stroyed. On the other hand, we can recognize the failure as necessary in the
sense of being inseparable from the very happening of consumption. Ba-
taille seems to think about the paradox in both ways. Insofar as he regards it
as possible to give away or destroy wealth without any recuperation, he
urges us to “make one more effort” at being general economists (as the Mar-
quis de Sade urged his contemporaries to make one more effort at being re-
publicans). Yet he also suggests that an act of pure expenditure can only take
place in a vanishing instant when there would no longer be any “taking
place” at all. This is the thesis that Derrida takes up in Given Time: 1. Coun-
terfeit Money, when he suggests that gift-giving, if there is any, cannot occur
within time (1992). For both Bataille and Derrida, abandoning a restricted
point of view—that is, abandonment itself—is not just impossible; it is the
impossible. But unlike Derrida, who expresses reservations on precisely this
point,1 Bataille bids us to confront the impossible by undertaking a sacri¤ce
in which the boundaries between self and other disappear.

Bataille’s principal objection to capitalism is that of all economic sys-
tems it provides the least favorable conditions for sacri¤ce. The lingering
need to dissipate excess wealth, intensi¤ed by so-called “crises of overpro-
duction,” is met only through periodic world wars (1988a, 119). Bataille,
writing in 1947, suggests that the only way to prevent the Cold War from
culminating in a third world war is for the United States to direct its excess
wealth toward “raising the global standard of living” rather than toward “mili-
tary manufactures” (1988a, 187). Thus he ends the ¤rst volume of The Ac-
cursed Share by calling for a radicalization of the Marshall Plan. The choice
that Bataille presents us with is accordingly between two different ways of
consuming excess wealth: blindly, by slavishly sleepwalking into world war;
or lucidly, through a lavish act of expenditure. What is paradoxical in all
this is that the opposition Bataille sees between nuclear escalation and “rais-
ing the global standard of living” is not between sacri¤ce and generosity; on
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the contrary, it is between the anti-sacri¤cial logic of capitalist expansion-
ism, on the one hand, and, on the other, an anti-capitalist communism for
which the difference between sacri¤ce and generosity disappears. After all,
the only way to ensure that a generalized Marshall Plan does not serve the
telos of increased production is if its giving away of wealth functions as a
genuine sacri¤ce rather than as a pro¤table investment. Thus we ¤nd Ba-
taille responding to the paradox of the potlatch by longing for a sacri¤ce
that would be absolutely total.

In what follows, I would like to explore this longing through a reading
of Shakespeare’s play The Merchant of Venice.2 As we will see, Shakespeare con-
fronts the paradox of the potlatch in the contrasts that he portrays between
pagan and Christian practices of risk-taking, and between Jewish and Chris-
tian practices of money lending.3 Insofar as Shakespeare seems to be saying
that Shylock the Jew remains stuck within a restricted point of view, in con-
trast to the general ethic adopted by Antonio the Christian, The Merchant of
Venice might be read as an apologia for Christianity on roughly Bataillean
grounds. However, Shakespeare complicates this picture in a number of
ways, notably by calling attention to an obscure melancholia that haunts
both Antonio and Shylock’s daughter Jessica, who hopes to forsake her
father’s restricted ways by marrying a Christian. Exploring the tensions in
Shakespeare’s play will help explain why Bataille ¤nds the sovereignty of “ex-
penditure without reserve” not in Christ but in Nietzsche, the self-professed
antichrist whom Bataille pointedly allies with communism rather than with
(fascist) anti-Semitism. Conversely, reading The Accursed Share through the
lens of The Merchant of Venice will enable us to question Bataille’s identi¤ca-
tion of generosity and sacri¤ce.

‰ I

In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare brought together two traditional
folktales, one pertaining to a spiteful creditor who seeks to exact a pound
of ¶esh from his debtor, the other to a maiden whose hand in marriage can
only be attained if the suitor correctly guesses which of three caskets con-
tains her picture.4 Instead of resulting in a mere pastiche of separate epi-
sodes, Shakespeare’s play interweaves the two stories so that they form a
coherent whole. Thus we ¤nd the debtor—a merchant named Antonio—
impawning himself to the vicious creditor Shylock for the sake of Bassanio,
who by choosing the correct casket becomes the successful wooer of Portia.
Shakespeare does not merely coordinate the two stories; by providing Anto-
nio with the motive of assisting Bassanio, he subordinates the creditor-
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debtor narrative to the story of the three caskets. In so doing, he enables us
to see the restricted creditor-debtor relation from a general—or, at least,
more general—point of view.

We are alerted to this difference in perspective at the very beginning of
the play. Antonio is melancholy, and his friends Salerio and Solanio assume
that this is because he is worried about the merchandise that he has consigned
to sea. Antonio assures his friends that this is not the case, for by distributing
his wealth among several different ships bound for different ports he has
greatly reduced the chance of loss. This tells us that Antonio is a shrewd in-
vestor who in matters of business takes only calculated risks. It also suggests
that the cause of his sadness cannot be discerned from the narrow purview of
a pro¤t-oriented restricted economy. No sooner is this conveyed than Bassanio
appears, signaling the more general point of view that will be taken on both
Antonio’s sadness and his eventual contract with Shylock. As Salerio and
Solanio (who are just as interchangeable as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern)
take their leave, Antonio’s parting words to them underscore the fact that
they belong entirely to the world of restricted economy: “I take it your own
business calls on you, / And you embrace th’occasion to depart” (1.1.63–64).

Before explaining to Antonio that in order to woo Portia he needs to bor-
row money, Bassanio ¤rst apologizes for the fact that he has already squan-
dered an earlier sum that Antonio lent him. Antonio replies impatiently that
he does not care about the debt, nor would he, had Bassanio “made waste of
all I have” (1.1.157). Right away we see the difference between Antonio the
merchant and Antonio the friend. Unlike the “restricted” Antonio, the
canny venture capitalist who has wisely diversi¤ed his portfolio, the expan-
sive Antonio is willing to give all for love. Yet these two aspects of Antonio’s
personality are not merely indifferent to each other. Were he not a merchant,
Antonio would not possess the great wealth that will enable him to help his
friend. Conversely, were he not a merchant, his wealth would not be tied up
in capital investments and so he would not have to borrow money from Shy-
lock. Although Shakespeare will repeatedly contrast Antonio’s Christian
generosity—as a moneylender who does not charge interest—with Shylock’s
Jewish usury, it is important to remember that Antonio only ¤nds himself
contracted to Shylock because of his own restricted pro¤teering.

After Antonio agrees to assist Bassanio, the scene shifts from Venice to
Belmont, where Portia is being courted by a slew of undesirable suitors. We
learn of the three caskets: one gold, one silver, and one lead, each bearing a
cryptic inscription. Before Bassanio arrives, the Prince of Morocco is enticed
by the words inscribed on the gold casket: “Who chooseth me shall gain what
many men desire” (2.7.5). Much to his displeasure (and Portia’s relief ), the
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prince ¤nds inside the casket not her portrait but a skull. Next, the equally
unmarriageable Prince of Arragon tries his luck with the silver casket, which
bears the inscription, “Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves”
(2.9.36). Inside he ¤nds “the portrait of a blinking idiot” (2.9.54). The mis-
take made by both men is to reason from a restricted point of view. To them,
Portia is a valuable commodity, so it seems to follow that her portrait must lie
within one of the two caskets that has value as a commodity. When Bassanio
¤nally appears, he exposes his predecessors’ shared error by rejecting both
“gaudy gold” and the “pale and common drudge / ’Tween man and man” in
favor of “meagre lead, / Which rather threaten’st than does promise aught”
(3.2.101, 103–105). The threatening inscription on the lead casket reads:
“Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he hath” (2.7.9). By accepting
this total risk—as Antonio did in lending him money—Bassanio seems to
leave behind the calculated risk-taking of restricted economy in favor of the
unrestricted risk-taking of general economy. However, it is precisely here
that we encounter the paradox of the potlatch; for at the very moment when
Bassanio makes his choice, he does so in the hope that by risking all, he will
win all: “And here choose I. Joy be the consequence!” (3.2.107).

Just as Antonio’s Christian generosity has been contrasted with Shylock’s
Jewish usury, so Bassanio’s Christian risk-taking is contrasted with pagan cir-
cumspection. But Christian risk-taking—like Christian generosity—turns
out to be the best investment of all. This point is underscored by the fact that
Bassanio does not merely “hazard all” in an impulsive, unthinking act; on the
contrary, he reasons—calculates—that to win Portia he must repudiate calcu-
lating rationality. To be sure, he cannot know that his gamble will pay off; at
most, he knows that the only gamble worthy of a payoff is one that truly risks
everything. But that only makes him a shrewder investor. Of course, one
could argue that in winning Portia he seeks not to increase his material
wealth (as the princes would have done) but to win her love. Yet when he ¤rst
described Portia to Antonio, the ¤rst thing Bassanio noted about her was that
she was “a lady richly left” (1.1.161). Be that as it may, when he does win Por-
tia, Bassanio—like Portia herself—is overcome with an ecstasy that tran-
scends all restricted bounds. Portia is the ¤rst to give voice to this feeling: “O
love, be moderate, allay thy ecstasy, / In measure rain thy joy, scant this ex-
cess!” (3.2.111–12).

The rapture shared by Portia and Bassanio joins them not only to one an-
other but also to Portia’s attendant Nerissa and to Bassanio’s friend Gratiano,
who soon announce that their betrothal also depended on Bassanio’s choice
of the right casket. The ever-widening circle of love’s rapture is hinted at by
Bassanio when he likens his “confusion” to the experience of a crowd after a
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rousing speech by “a beloved prince”: “Where every something, being blent
together, / Turns to a wild of nothing, save of joy / Express’d and not ex-
press’d” (3.2.177, 181–83). These words seem to suggest a speci¤cally
Christian experience of communion, and were it not for Shylock, the play
could well end here. But Shylock has excluded himself from the community
of Christians, a fact we are reminded of when Salerio (himself, as already
noted, a representative of restricted economy) arrives to announce that Anto-
nio’s bond is forfeit and that the unrelenting Jew demands his “pound of
¶esh.” In contrast to Jessica, who hopes to become Christian by eloping with
Lorenzo, Shylock refuses to be assimilated to the Christian community—until,
eventually, he will be forced to do so by Antonio and the Duke.

Because Shakespeare treats both Jessica and Shylock as potential Chris-
tians who can choose to convert, what we might call the “ethical” anti-
Semitism depicted in The Merchant of Venice—the equation of Jewishness
with “stubbornness”—is markedly different from the racial anti-Semitism
of the Nazis, for whom Jews were subhuman animals that had to be ex-
cluded from the community in order for the community to exist as a com-
munity (though Bassanio’s description of the crowd “blent together” and
turned “to a wild of nothing” by a ¤ery orator could be said to anticipate the
euphoria felt at Nazi rallies) (3.2.181–82). As be¤tting a play classi¤ed with
his comedies, Shakespeare suggests that a Christian community need not be
based on a principle of exclusion at all. However, it might be argued that
without a rebellious Shylock, the community of lovers could not establish
its difference in kind from a pagan community of mere sexual partners. For
perhaps the only way to distinguish Bassanio’s apparent act of expenditure
without reserve from the calculated risk-taking of the pagan princes is to
identify the former with Antonio’s perfect generosity, and the latter with
Shylock’s unrepentant usury. To show that Antonio is different in kind from
Shylock and not just a better speculator, Shakespeare depicts Shylock not
merely as falling short of the Christian ideal of generosity but as openly re-
belling against it. This is conveyed by his refusal to show mercy toward An-
tonio by freeing him from his bond. However, precisely because he is differ-
ent in kind from Antonio, Shylock turns out to be different in kind from the
pagan princes as well. In refusing any recompense other than his pound of
¶esh, he reveals a desire or drive that is of a completely different order than
that of mere rapacity. It is as if, after the betrayal of the daughter who has
stolen his ducats, Shylock has entered a zone “beyond the pleasure prin-
ciple.” As such, he serves as a negative image of Antonio, who is also “be-
yond the pleasure principle,” but as a generous Christian rather than as a
spiteful Jew. Only by vilifying Shylock can Shakespeare con¤rm Antonio’s
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virtue. Thus, unlike his daughter, who is able to throw off her Jewishness by
marrying a Christian, Shylock remains an irreducibly Jewish ¤gure whose
very unassimilability to the Christian community guarantees that the com-
munity is Christian and not pagan.

The reading that I have just sketched suggests that Shakespeare displaces
the paradox of the potlatch—the theme of the story of the three caskets—by
attempting to draw a hard-and-fast distinction between Shylock and Anto-
nio. However, it could just as easily be argued that in the ¤gure of Shylock
he has projected what Antonio disavows and what is arguably the true cause
of the mysterious melancholy to which he gives voice in the play’s opening
line (“In sooth, I know not why I am so sad”), namely, the fact that despite
his desire for the pure expenditure of the gift, he cannot escape the acquisi-
tive stance of restricted economy. This interpretation can be supported by
the fact that just as the play does not end when Bassanio chooses the right
casket (because of Antonio’s debt to Shylock), so it does not end when An-
tonio is freed from his bond. Instead, Shakespeare continues the story by in-
troducing the famous episode of the rings.

Portia has given Bassanio a ring that he has promised never to give away.
Likewise, Nerissa has given Gratiano a ring with the same proviso. But after
Portia, disguised as Balthazar, delivers Antonio from his bond to Shylock,
she playfully tricks Bassanio by asking for his ring as recompense. At ¤rst,
Bassanio refuses, asking her to demand any other gift instead. Chiding him
for his ungenerosity, “Balthazar” departs. But then Antonio intercedes, bid-
ding Bassanio to requite the person who has saved his life: “My Lord Bas-
sanio, let him have the ring. / Let his deservings and my love withal / Be valued
’gainst your wive’s commandment” (4.1.449–51). Reluctantly, Bassanio
consents (as will Gratiano to the disguised Nerissa’s request for her ring).
Here, an act of restitution takes place, for in asking Bassanio to give up the
ring for his sake, Antonio has in effect demanded a counter-gift for his gift
to Bassanio. Bassanio is free to refuse this request, but if he does, he will
show himself to fall short of his friend’s generosity. Thus he ¤nds himself for
the second time in the play in the predicament of the potlatch, only this
time he expects despair (in the form of Portia’s reproaches of his faithless-
ness) rather than joy to be the consequence of his choice. In acceding to his
friend’s request, Bassanio truly does risk losing all. But in doing so, he repays
the debt that he owes Antonio, thereby closing the circuit of a restricted ex-
change. Thus, Antonio unwittingly ¤nds himself back in the order of re-
stricted economy after all. In light of his unconscious demand for symbolic
restitution, is it not conceivable that Salerio and Solanio were right (or al-
most right) all along—that what made Antonio sad from the ¤rst was the
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thought that his investments—in Bassanio, not in the Andrew (his ship)—
might come to nought?

Just as Antonio gives voice to a melancholia whose origin he cannot
fathom, so Jessica confesses to Lorenzo that “I am never merry when I hear
sweet music” (5.1.69). Lorenzo suggests that this is because her “spirits are
attentive” like those of wild colts tamed by “the sweet power of music”
(5.1.70–72, 79). Whereas “the man that hath no music in himself” is not to
be “trusted,” Jessica’s ability to be “moved with concord of sweet sounds” at-
tests to her worthiness of becoming a Christian (5.1.83–84, 88). Thus
Lorenzo’s interpretation of Jessica’s sadness can be read as an implicit rejoin-
der to Launcelot Gobbo’s complaint that “we were Christians enow before”
(3.5.21–22). If Shakespeare is suggesting that the capacity for melancholia is
an eminently Christian virtue, then Antonio’s sadness at the beginning of
the play would seem to attest to nothing more than his unbounded love for
Bassanio. This (more likely) reading goes against the one I proposed above,
since it suggests that Antonio’s love is different in kind from an economic in-
vestment. There is in¤nite yearning in his feeling for Bassanio, and it can
only be ful¤lled by including Antonio in the circuit by which rings are ex-
changed between Bassanio and Portia.

In the second volume of The Accursed Share, Bataille suggests that unlike
animal sexuality, which serves the useful end of reproduction, eroticism de-
rives its allure from the fact that animal sexuality is subject to human pro-
hibitions. On this view, marriage is itself a kind of transgression—not inso-
far as it reverts to animal sexuality, but, on the contrary, because it sustains,
while crossing, the boundary between the animal and the human (Bataille
1993, 58). Analogously, Shakespeare could be said to locate true “sover-
eignty” in the marriages of the three amorous couples who reunite at Bel-
mont at the end of his play. At the beginning of Act 5, Jessica and Lorenzo
anticipate their own erotic coupling by comparing—and implicitly con-
trasting—their union with that of non-Christian pagans whose marriages
failed to be consummated for one reason or another. The other two pairs of
lovers arrive, and after a brief comedy of errors, Bassanio and Gratiano dis-
cover that they have unknowingly given their rings back to Portia and Nerissa.
All three marriages can now be successfully consummated, and the play
ends with Shakespeare discreetly veiling the couples’ ecstatic unions.

‰ II

Like Shakespeare, Bataille attempts to circumvent the paradox of the
potlatch by holding out for the possibility of a sovereign experience of com-
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munity. However, instead of contrasting Christian love with Jewish miserli-
ness and cruelty, he appeals to a Nietzschean ethic of sovereignty that is dif-
ferent in kind from the false Nietzschean ethic of servility invoked by the
Nazis. To experience a sovereign moment is not to triumph over others but
to identify with the sovereign moments of “all men.” In the experience of
sovereignty, intoxicating joy merges with excruciating suffering: “It is a
question of marking, in the labyrinth of thought, the paths that lead,
through movements of vehement gaiety, to that place of death where exces-
sive beauty begets excessive suffering, where all the cries that will ever be
heard are mingled, cries whose powerlessness, in this awakened state, is our
secret magni¤cence” (1993, 370). In light of Bataille’s seemingly cryptic
comment that “the sexual act is in time what the tiger is in space” (1988a, 12), it
is tempting to compare this vision of commingled cries of suffering with
Benjamin’s reference to the “tiger’s leap . . . in the open air of history,” which
“Marx understood as revolution” (Benjamin 2003, 395). But Bataille means
something different. For Benjamin, the tiger’s leap represents an act of re-
demption for past suffering, and as such, it attests to the vigilance of solidar-
ity. For Bataille, by contrast, the “secret magni¤cence” of intoxicated suffer-
ing reaches its epiphany in the nothingness of a “night” that is, paradoxically,
the condition of its disappearance.5 Just as the tiger is a “luxurious” animal
that, when it feeds, consumes enormous quantities of energy, so the sexual act
epitomizes “a sudden and frantic squandering of energy resources” (Bataille
1988a, 34–35). As such, both represent favorable occasions for a sacri¤ce.

Had Bataille devoted a chapter of his book Literature and Evil to The
Merchant of Venice, I suspect he would have regretted the fact that in the end
Shylock shrank back from claiming his pound of ¶esh (Bataille 2001). Ini-
tially, Shylock declares himself to be absolutely ¤rm in his intention to
sacri¤ce Antonio, scof¤ng at the disguised Portia’s plea that he show Chris-
tian mercy to his debtor: “By my soul I swear / There is no power in the
tongue of man / To alter me: I stay here on my blood” (4.1.240–42). Yet no
sooner is he threatened with the rigor of the law than he abandons his pledge
to “torture” Antonio (3.1.117). Bataille would surely have regarded this as
a mark of cravenness, not only because he believed that sacri¤ce was a viable
form of useless consumption, but because he regarded it as the highest act
through which human beings attain genuine sovereignty—and dignity.

The eminently Kantian value of human dignity might seem out of place
in Bataille’s thinking, but one of his explicit aims in The Accursed Share is to
specify the conditions under which “man in general” is “worthy of respect”
(Bataille 1993, 337). In his Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant
claims that man is worthy of respect insofar as he is an “end in itself” who,
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as such, cannot be assigned a market “price” (Kant 1993, 40). Instead of
equating human dignity with sovereignty, however, Kant subordinates
human beings—as mere “members” of the kingdom of ends—to a sover-
eign God. Bataille regarded this as just another way of treating humanity as
a means to a higher end. To accept, with Nietzsche, that “God is dead” is to
equate full human dignity with sovereignty. Sovereignty, in this sense, can-
not be equated with mere autonomy, for “an autonomous decision may have
no sovereign quality at all; it may even be servile” (1993, 311).

Acquisitive consciousness is inherently servile, as Hegel showed in his
account of the master/slave dialectic. Likewise, for Bataille, obedience to
moral principles—even those that one gives oneself—is just another form of
servility. To attain genuine sovereignty, one must experience oneself as “the
nothing of pure expenditure” (1988a, 190). Nietzsche had such an epiphany,
and it led him to equate sovereignty—that is, the dignity of man—with the
“escape from the reduction of being to thinghood” (Bataille 1993, 385).
Thus for Nietzsche, as for Kant, human beings are worthy of respect insofar
as they cannot be reduced to the status of mere things. Yet unlike Kant,
Nietzsche does not reduce human beings to mere instruments of the moral
law. The ethical stance that he adopts is truly sovereign in that it “does not
commit itself,” that is, it “does not place us in the service of some means” (Ba-
taille 1993, 380).

Bataille’s critique of an ethics of commitment is directed not only
against Kant but also against Sartre, who in Being and Nothingness equated the
subject with nothingness, but only by de¤ning consciousness as a perpetual—
and therefore, in Bataille’s eyes, perpetually slavish—negation of things
rather than as wholly other than the order of thinghood (Sartre 1993). The
Sartrean conception of an existential situation in which consciousness must
choose its manner of being remains, for Bataille, within a fundamentally
utilitarian construal of the committed subject. In rejecting the existentialist
conception of commitment, however, Bataille does not lapse into a solipsistic
construal of the sovereign subject. To achieve sovereignty is to be in
“communication . . . with all the sovereign moments of all men” (Bataille 1993,
370). This explains why Bataille literally identi¤es with Nietzsche: “I am the
only one who thinks of himself not as a commentator of Nietzsche but as
being the same as he” (1993, 367). It also explains why he allies Nietzsche
with the communists rather than the fascists. As originally conceived by
Marx, communism promised to free humanity from its enslavement to things
and for the sovereignty of consumption by installing a semiautonomous eco-
nomic system of production (Bataille 1988a, 135). Under Stalin, however,
communism only accelerated the tendency to reduce human beings to laborers
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enslaved to things (Bataille 1988a, 140). According to Bataille, the mistake
that Stalin made was to repudiate all forms of sovereignty in an indiscrimi-
nate (though paradoxically sovereign) manner instead of rejecting only those
traditional forms of pseudo-sovereignty that have been predicated on the
degradation of a portion of humanity (Bataille 1993, 323).

Despite the failures of Stalinism, Bataille regards communism as ca-
pable of achieving true sovereignty—unlike fascism, which is irremediably
servile insofar as it equates sovereignty with domination. Because sover-
eignty amounts to communion with all other human beings, Nietzsche
“could not accept a world in which man—in which each man—would be a
means and not the end of some common endeavor” (Bataille 1993, 367). Ba-
taille laments the fact that Nietzsche used the expression “will to power,”
because the con¶ation of sovereignty with power led the National Socialists
to misappropriate his thought (Bataille 1993, 453n1). In contrast to power
or dominion, which (in Kantian terms) has an “extensive magnitude” in
both time and space, sovereignty has only an “intensive magnitude” in the
essentially evanescent instant in which it takes place. That is, unlike power,
which garishly installs a utilitarian “concern for the future,” sovereignty
discreetly vanishes in “the reign of the moment” (Bataille 1993, 379). “In
such a night as this”—to quote Lorenzo and Jessica (5.1.1ff.)—no clear dis-
tinction can be drawn between love and betrayal, for “sovereignty is
NOTHING” (Bataille 1993, 430).

‰ III

In the ¤rst volume of The Accursed Share, Bataille characterized the shift
from restricted to general economy as a “Copernican transformation” with
both speculative and practical consequences (1988a, 25). In Critique of Pure
Reason, Kant inaugurated his Copernican turn by arguing that the world as a
whole could not be regarded as a closed system. This is the upshot of his so-
lution to the ¤rst antinomy of pure reason. From the fact that the world as a
whole has no determinate magnitude whatsoever (neither ¤nite nor in¤nite),
Kant concludes that in a certain paradoxical respect, the cosmos as a whole is
perpetually un¤nished.6 Strange as it may seem, Bataille agrees with Kant
about this. This explains why, paradoxically, he limits the context of general
economy to that of the “biosphere” alone rather than to that of the cosmos as
a whole. It also explains why he has nothing to say about the ¤rst law of ther-
modynamics, according to which the total sum of energy in the universe re-
mains constant.7 Bataille’s thesis seems to have something to do with the sec-
ond law, according to which entropy increases over time. But like the ¤rst,
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the second law applies to the universe as a whole only insofar as it is con-
ceived as a closed system, and to view it like this is already to take too re-
stricted a point of view on energy ¶ows. For Kant, the laws of thermodynam-
ics have an empirically unrestricted validity, but only with respect to the
nature we encounter from a transcendentally restricted (phenomenal) point
of view. The task of advancing from a transcendentally restricted to a general
point of view (i.e., to a view of the world as a noumenal totality of things in
themselves) remains an ineliminable yet unresolvable problem, one that
would require us to transcend the limits of possible human experience,
whether through an intellectual intuition, which is denied us, or through
(moral) faith.

Instead of thinking of the problematic horizon of human experience in
these onto-theological terms, Bataille assumes that human existence only at-
tains a general point of view on the cosmos insofar as it approaches the impos-
sible. For Kant, the limiting idea of God is the idea of the sum total of possi-
bilities that we think of as the ground of our own existence. But for Bataille,
the non-existence of God is vouchsafed in the idea of the impossible as the
true ground of possibility itself. One cannot attain the impossible precisely
because it is not possible. But since the possibility of death, as Heidegger fa-
mously insisted in Being and Time, is the possibility of no longer having pos-
sibilities,8 death itself can be ¤gured as the impossible. In the absence of a
categorical imperative that could orient us with respect to what is possible
(or rather practically necessary) for us—something that Levinas will recover
via his para-phenomenological account of the epiphany of the face of the
other—Bataille is left with a desire puri¤ed of all pathological (i.e., possible)
objects and so driven toward the impossible, that is, again, toward death.
The great passion that sustains all of his writings is the passion to be dead,
that is, to experience one’s own death as the impossible. To achieve this
would require that one be able to encounter oneself as a corpse. Ordinarily, of
course, a corpse is something we can encounter only from a second- or third-
person point of view. But Bataille invites us to identify with corpses from a
¤rst-person point of view, to imagine ourselves capable of saying, “I am
dead.” Since this is something that none of us can accomplish alone, it re-
quires a strange experience of community, one that Bataille takes to be exem-
pli¤ed in sacri¤ce, particularly in a sacri¤ce in which victim and executioner
completely identify with each other. This was the impossible ideal to which
the group Acéphale aspired in the 1930s. Bataille would not have called it an
ideal because he regarded the impossible as wholly other than the order of
ideality. Yet one could argue that precisely insofar as it remains unattainable,
the impossible can only be represented inadequately as an ideal, even if as a
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counter-ideal to the Kantian conception of God. In any event, the idea that
the impossible could only (or best) be approached through sacri¤ce explains
why Bataille was so fascinated, even obsessed, by a series of photographs (one
of which he owned) depicting the slicing to death—the claiming of a pound
of ¶esh—of a Chinese felon (Bataille 1989). Throughout The Accursed Share,
Bataille urges us to make sovereignty—the experience of the impossible—
the sole desideratum of our activity. Yet he cannot appeal to utilitarian con-
siderations, nor can he tell us that we have a duty to consume uselessly, as if
such an activity were an end in itself in the Kantian sense. Instead, he adopts
the argumentative strategy of the seducer, and like all scrupulous (or unscru-
pulous) seducers, he allows himself any manner of rhetorical device to bring
us to his point of view. In the ¤rst volume, we are told that we will be better
off adopting an ethic oriented toward useless consumption. Toward this end,
he introduces the crucial, but ultimately questionable, distinction between
usefulness and acceptability, suggesting that we should opt for an ethic of
sumptuary expenditure over an ethic of accumulation, not because the
former is more useful in the long run, but because the loss we would sustain
through pure expenditure is more acceptable than the loss we would otherwise
sustain: “It is only a matter of an acceptable loss, preferable to another that is
regarded as unacceptable: a question of acceptability, not utility” (Bataille
1988a, 31).

At the beginning of the second volume, Bataille appears to acknowl-
edge the failure of this argument (as a seduction strategy), conceding that “I
could not then prevent consumption from being seen as something useful.”
He now turns to a domain which, he claims, “cannot serve any purpose,”
namely, eroticism (1993, 16). Bataille’s chances with us seem better this
time, for what could be more seductive than the erotic? And yet we are
being enticed to a very speci¤c form of the erotic, to things that provoke
horror, such as incest, sex with corpses, and sacri¤ce—in a word, to the mor-
ally impossible. In volume three, Bataille re¶ects on the ethical stance of the
archseducer, Mozart’s Don Giovanni. What interests him is not the Don’s
libertinism but his refusal to relent when faced with the prospect of eternal
torment for his villainies. Unlike Shylock, Don Giovanni does not shrink
back when faced with the full force of the law. On the contrary, he says no to
it at the very moment that it closes its icy grip upon him. Bataille was fas-
cinated with this decision, regarding it as the ethical act par excellence.9 But
he thought that Nietzsche went one step further, for whereas Don Giovanni
says no to an external law, Nietzsche—like a diabolically evil Kant—says no
to a law that “never ceased to impress itself on [him] from within” (Bataille
1993, 405).
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Like the Don, Shylock was challenged by an external law to which he
(unlike the Don) ultimately gave in. Thus, even if he had taken his pound of
¶esh, his act would not have been as great for Bataille as it would have been
had he done so against the objections of his own conscience. More capable of
diabolical evil would be Portia, who at the end of Shakespeare’s play ¤nds
herself in a position structurally analogous to that of Shylock. This occurs
when Bassanio is faced with the unhappy choice of sacri¤cing either Portia
for Antonio (by giving up the ring) or Antonio for Portia (by refusing to
yield it). The fact that Portia only pretends to feel betrayed in the play’s ¤nal
scene should not obscure the lingering need for another symbolic act of res-
titution, and it comes when Antonio offers his soul as a bond for Bassanio’s
faithfulness, just as he once offered his body to Shylock: “I dare be bound
again, / My soul upon the forfeit, that your lord / Will never more break
faith advisedly” (5.1.251–53). Portia accepts this contract, and in so doing
she acquires the power of carrying out a Christianized version of the act that
Shylock ultimately shrinks back from. Were she to claim her pound of
spirit—if, say, Bassanio were again to favor Antonio over her—she would be
in a position to do what Shylock could not, namely, sacri¤ce Antonio by say-
ing no to the internal law that would command her to show mercy. Here we
would have an example of what for Bataille would count as a genuinely sov-
ereign act, an act through which human existence achieves true dignity.

Of course, Shakespeare does not go this route; he ends his play with the
retreat of the lovers and Gratiano’s warning to himself (with a double en-
tendre): “Well, while I live I’ll fear no other thing / So sore, as keeping safe
Nerissa’s ring” (5.1.306–307). But if Bataille had written the play’s sixth
act—as the psychoanalyst Nicolas Abraham (1994) provided a sixth act for
Hamlet—he might have depicted a very different Portia: not the merciful
Christian who resembles Sade’s virtuous Justine, but a Portia closer in sen-
sibility to the un¶inchingly evil Juliette.

Whether this would have made for a better play is another question.
Had Bataille ever actually written a sequel to The Merchant of Venice, I’m sure
it would have been fascinating to read. But it is dif¤cult not to share the con-
cerns of those, like Jean-Luc Nancy (1991), who have wondered whether we
should allow ourselves to be seduced by the allure of sacri¤ce. At the same
time, it would be facile to refute Bataille by invoking Kantian bromides
about what it really means to treat human beings with dignity. In the face of
Kantian theses and Bataillean antitheses, Shakespeare may offer us not so
much a solution as a way of being attentive to the nature of such ethical apo-
rias.10 Consider the moment when Bassanio is called to respond to Antonio’s
request that he give up the ring. At ¤rst Bassanio is torn between two moral
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impossibilities, namely, sacri¤cing Portia for the sake of Antonio, and
sacri¤cing Antonio for the sake of Portia. In ¤nally agreeing to Antonio’s re-
quest, he runs an incalculable risk in a way that he arguably hadn’t when
choosing among the three caskets. Whether or not he escapes the paradox of
the potlatch—which, after all, may be impossible—Bassanio’s decision can-
not be characterized as either moral in Kant’s sense or sovereign in Bataille’s
sense. It is not moral because it amounts to breaking a promise; and it is not
sovereign for the simple reason that Bassanio is desperately trying to avoid a
sacri¤ce of any sort. This would disappoint Bataille. But Shakespeare’s point
is that it is not always through cowardice that one shrinks back from the
abyss; sometimes we do so because we ¤nd ourselves claimed by another
abyss, namely, the abyss of conscience.11

notes

1. “Rereading these texts by Bataille today in another way, I wonder whether, despite
the difference he indicates between mastery and sovereignty, this latter word does not still
maintain an extremely equivocal theologico-political tradition, particularly in the
sacri¤cial logic that Bataille takes up in this context. Later I would use this lexicon in a
much more prudent fashion” (Derrida and Roudinesco 2004, 93).

2. For another attempt to read Shakespeare’s play through the eyes of Bataille, see
Wilson 1996.

3. For another take on Shakespeare and the potlatch, see Jackson 2001.
4. For a brief account of the sources of these two folktales, see Anne Barton’s intro-

duction to The Merchant of Venice in The Riverside Shakespeare, 284. All references to Shake-
speare’s play will be to this edition.

5. On this thematic of the night, which Bataille associates with Maurice Blanchot’s
novel Aminadab, see Bataille 1988b, 81–82, 84, 104, 106, 108.

6. “The world . . . exists neither as an in itself in¤nite whole nor as an in itself
¤nite whole. It is only in the empirical regress of the series of appearances, and by itself it
is not to be met with at all. Hence if it is always conditioned, then it is never wholly given,
and the world is thus not an unconditional whole, and thus does not exist as such a whole,
either with in¤nite or with ¤nite magnitude” (Kant 1998, 518 [A505/B533]).

7. This point was made to me by Dan Price.
8. “Death is the possibility of the absolute impossibility of Dasein” (Heidegger 1962,

294).
9. In The Impossible, Dianus chides himself for failing to live up to this ideal: “Oh

bogus Don Juan in his frigid inn, victim of the commander’s caretaker!” (1991, 44). Con-
versely, Monsignor Alpha speaks of “the hope . . . that I would grip the stone hand of the
commander” (Bataille 1991, 92). Speaking in his own name, Bataille characterizes himself
in Guilty as “the Don Juan of the possible” (1988b, 107). And in his early essay “The Sa-
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cred Conspiracy” he writes: “More than anything else, the overture to Don Giovanni ties my
lot in life to a challenge that opens me to a rapturous escape from the self ” (1985, 181).

10. This point is underscored in Lukacher 1994.
11. My thanks to Dan Price and, especially, to Shannon Winnubst for their helpful

comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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‰

Richard A. Lee Jr.

Politics and the Thing:
Excess as the Matter of Politics

‰ Introduction

We all know by now that metaphysics, which we take as the fundamen-
tal philosophical discourse in the West, is, or at the very least, should be, at
an end. We began to hear the faint death pangs of its passing in Nietzsche,
but by the twentieth century, it was terminal. Heidegger, Adorno, and Der-
rida all took aim at this philosophical discourse, and all attempted to show
that it never really was what it claimed to be. Indeed, there was always
something not quite right about metaphysics. For it asks what seems like
the oddest of all questions. In the face of things that are, in the face of the
plenitude of existence and being, metaphysics questions that very being, as
if it were somehow problematic. Or, more properly, it does not ask about
that being, but posits that whatever it is we ¤nd ourselves among, the being
of those things does not show its face immediately. That is, in the face of the
seemingly unquestionable givenness of what might be the object of a pur-
ported metaphysics, it seems strange to question that very object—to refuse
to admit the obviousness of what is there, but instead posit something that
does not even manifest itself as reality. It is not like looking for your glasses
when they are sitting on the top of your head. It is not even like looking for
your glasses when you haven’t realized they are on your nose. It is like look-
ing for your keys even though you know that they are in your hand. There is
something not quite right about this.
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How does something that is so common, so factical, so apparent come
to be questioned? How does it come to pass that “The answer to the ques-
tion, ‘what is that’ brings us to the ‘essence’ of a thing? ‘Table’: what is that?
Mountain, sea, plant: each time asking ‘what is that’ we ask after the ‘es-
sence of the thing’” (Heidegger 1997, 1). That is, how was it ever possible
for metaphysics to turn away from things with which we deal in our every-
day lives toward things like “essence,” “form,” and “substance?” How did it
ever happen that the world in which we ¤nd ourselves came to be silent and
only given a voice by this “higher level essentiality?” (Adorno 1998, 14).

It is the same with the concept/word “thing.” We do not meet “things”
in the world, but people, tables, chairs, dogs, and jobs. On the one hand, to
say that this here before me is a thing is to say almost nothing about it. It
indicates the highest level of generality, a level so high that nothing is deter-
mined whatsoever when I call this a thing. On the other hand, to say that it
is a thing is already to mark it in such a way that it no longer appears as it
had before, but now it enters a realm—that of things, of mere things, the
realm the very questioning has constituted. The questioning creates a kind
of space in which what is here before me can become a thing. Once it is des-
ignated as a thing, it is no longer what it was; it is removed from its site and
brought into a new site opened and delimited by a kind of theoretical gaze.

When I was growing up, my father would often take on projects
around our house. Sometimes, these were small: patching a hole in a wall,
repainting a room, unclogging a drain. Other times, because of a lack of
money to pay someone who actually knew what they were doing, he would
take on tasks that were, frankly, beyond his skill. You always knew when
these were coming because he would always wear the same work out¤t—
the ¶annel shirt, his old army pants, a cap, and work boots. Our basement
was ¤lled with all sorts of tools and what I, not being as “manly,” would
call “notions”—nuts, bolts, drill bits, wires, and things I did not even
know. Some of these were highly specialized, being suited for just one
task.1 However, I was almost always disappointed to learn their actual
function within the sphere of utility. One can imagine, for example, six
pipe wrenches of different sizes hanging side by side on a basement wall, all
looking similar, even in their incredibly important differences. Yet these
are nothing compared to that weird loopy thing used to grasp, turn, and
then remove an oil ¤lter from a car. This thing seems incredibly unique.
When it turns out to be useful for removing oil ¤lters and not, say, for cut-
ting tall wild grasses that can be used to make thatched roofs, then its
uniqueness turns suddenly boring.2

Having dressed suitably for such a project—say rewiring a ceiling
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¤xture—he would then hunt for an assistant. I liked my dad, but I also
seemed never to remember that assisting him meant being screamed at, and
eventually I would walk off the job in tears.3 The screaming, of course, did
not begin right when we (or rather he) set to work. Rather, as the actual
complexity of the task became apparent, and my father’s lack of actual abil-
ity and knowledge related to the task would become obvious, the level of his
anger increased. It is a general rule in such instances that the anger can never
be directed to its proper source, for that would amount to admitting that he
had no control over the sphere of utility in which he was operating and over
which he ought to have been sovereign. One rarely confronts such anger
among licensed electricians. My father’s anger, then, would become gener-
alized. “Hold the light THERE!” This is how it would always begin. As if
the problems of the task were somehow related to improper lighting and
not improper training. Next, the demand for tools would become more like
rage at the need for tools at all, at the otherwise obvious and nonthreatening
fact that our hands cannot cut wires, drive screws, or saw wood. As the level
of anger would increase, my father’s ability to speak in sentences, and even-
tually even words, would wane. “Give me . . . get me that . . . HAND ME
THE . . . would you just give me that damned THING!!”

Certainly the fact that anger makes one lose control of speech is not un-
usual or peculiar to the context of utility. What is, however, interesting is
that before the entire capacity for meaningful (and, I might add, useful) lan-
guage is destroyed by rage, we have recourse to this word “thing.” This
word still operates, if only at the border of utility, and in two ways. Inas-
much as “thing” is the most general noun, spoken within the realm of tools
(things) arrayed around us, it is still useful. To scream, “Hand me that thing”
is still to utter a command related to an object whose presence has been
commanded by the task. Herein lies the second way in which “thing” oper-
ates on the border of utility. The task at hand demands and commands
things. More appropriately, these objects become things only because they
function within a sphere of utility.

Heidegger comes close to this situation in his analysis of tools in Being
and Time (1962; 1993). The important analytic moment is a break in the
transactions that tools have with us and with one another, that is, when they
become, precisely, unusable. It is only when an assignment is disturbed that
the assignment itself can become explicit. That is, when a being resists, for
one reason or another, its utility in the pursuit of some project, its assign-
ment in that structure, that is, its character as useful, comes to the fore. In
this way, Heidegger recognizes that while beings are caught up in the works
of Dasein, in the projects of production, they are not present as things that
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are grasped in a theoretical way, but are grasped, as it were, by the hand itself
and put to work. Heidegger’s analysis, therefore, seems to match quite
closely my experience of assisting my father. At the moment that my father
shouts “thing,” the very object seems to have slipped out of utility, or, at the
very least, is on the brink of slipping out of utility.

Heidegger offers three modes in which this readiness-to-hand of
equipment falls into what I may call “closure” in that it is not “disclosed”
(aufschließen): conspicuousness, when an entity is unusable; obtrusiveness,
when an entity is not able to be picked up and used because it does not offer
itself to the hand; and obstinacy, when an entity stands in the way of
Dasein’s concern (1962, 102–105; 1993, 72–76). In each of these cases of
what we may call de¤cient concern, the entity as it were steps out of the
world and presents itself to us, not in its utility, but as a thing that stands
outside of the world, that has crossed the border out of utility. But in each
case, it is the assignment itself that determines not only the utility but also
the nonutility of an entity. In such cases, the readiness-to-hand of an entity
discloses itself only in that very readiness-to-hand being closed off. So
Dasein grasps the “having been ready-to-hand.” The very character that
equipment has, such that it belongs to Dasein’s being in the world, comes
to the fore, then, when equipment stands outside the world and is removed
from the sphere of utility.

Heidegger’s analysis of how the disclosure of something as having been
useful, and therefore, in a way, concealed as what it is leaves aside the crucial
element of this kind of situation. As my experience with my father shows, it
is not, in fact, the case that we are always already at work. The fact that my
father had to don special clothes, the fact that he arranged the tools and ar-
ranged me among the tools as well, shows that one “goes to work.” This
going to work requires the constitution of a sphere of utility as such. That
is, neither I nor my father found ourselves within this project. It was consti-
tuted by him. This constitution, then, stretches out to all the objects that he
arranged within the sphere of the project. When proper names break down
because of his anger (and note, here, that it is precisely not the unusability
of the equipment at issue, but the contestation of the sovereign authority to
constitute the sphere of utility), my father then names each object for what
it is: a thing. A being, therefore, becomes a thing, not by a breakdown in its
utility, but rather because of a sovereign gesture that deploys some beings
and not others. “Thing” and utility, it turns out, are the same, and both are
constituted by the gesture of a sovereign. There must be, therefore, a larger
“economy” within which the position of a sovereign becomes not only pos-
sible, but even necessary.
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‰ Utility, General Economy, Sacri¤ce, Becoming a Thing

“What is before me is never anything less than the universe; the uni-
verse is not a thing, and I am not at all mistaken when I see its brilliance in
the sun” (Bataille 1991, 57). When we take a step back from the speci¤c
economies in which Dasein ¤nds itself in its concernful dealings to the gen-
eral economy of those concerns taken as a whole, we step back from the
world of Dasein to the universe. That is, what allows for one to have con-
cernful dealings such that one is “in-the-world” is the fact that the universe
presents the need for such concernful dealings. Why do we engage with en-
tities in this concernful fashion? Certainly a particular answer can be given
once a particular concern has been put in play: We are concerned with lasers
and computers in order to build bombs. But can we not push the analysis to
a general level? Why are we concerned with building bombs? That is, why
is there, in general, production, consumption, and work at all, and not just
this or that particular form of concern? While one may set to work on this
or that project, are there not principles of a general economy that delineate
the need to set to work in general? This is the task that Bataille sets for him-
self in The Accursed Share.

While Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis is, precisely because it
is phenomenological, delimited by the sphere that pertains to the mode of
being of Dasein, Bataille’s shift to the level of general economy necessarily
moves beyond that mode of being to the conditions for the possibility of
concern at all. This move “requires thinking on a level with a play of forces
that runs counter to ordinary calculations, a play of forces based on the laws
that govern us” (Bataille 1991, 12). From the point of view of the general
economy, the main principle is that “the living organism, in a situation de-
termined by the play of energy on the surface of the globe, ordinarily re-
ceives more energy than is necessary for maintaining life; the excess energy
(wealth) can be used for the growth of a system (e.g., an organism); if the
system can no longer grow, or if the excess cannot be completely absorbed
in its growth, it must necessarily be lost without pro¤t; it must be spent,
willingly or not, gloriously or catastrophically” (Bataille 1991, 21).

It may seem strange at ¤rst to situate Bataille’s concerns within the
framework of Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis of worldhood. How-
ever, it should be clear that the function of utility in both analyses provides
the proper link from Heidegger’s speci¤c analysis to Bataille’s general eco-
nomic analysis. In other words, Heidegger’s account uncovers the worldhood
of the world by means of an analysis of Dasein’s concern. In this case, Dasein
works on the basis of some end, that is, in-order-to. Yet as we saw, Heideg-
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ger’s analysis must stop short of thinking through the principles of the set-
ting of tasks. For Bataille, however, the setting of tasks is the crucial point of
departure: “Humanity exploits given material resources, but by restricting
them as it does to a resolution of the immediate dif¤culties it encounters (a
resolution which it has hastily had to de¤ne as an ideal), it assigns to the
forces it employs an end which they cannot have. Beyond our immediate
ends, man’s activity in fact pursues the useless and in¤nite ful¤llment of the
universe” (Bataille 1991, 21). The exploitation of material resources is tied
to a dif¤culty—one might call this a concern—that requires solution. The
dif¤culty sets a goal, a telos. Yet Bataille goes one step further, toward “use-
less and in¤nite ful¤llment of the universe.” Heidegger’s analysis of being-
in-the-world rightly sets out the principles of the speci¤c economies that
Dasein constructs on the basis of its ends. Bataille, however, inserts these
speci¤c economies within the ¶ow of energy on the surface of the earth.

Bataille’s principle of general economy is that there is always excess. It
is this excess that poses the “economic” problem in that it is what consti-
tutes the wealth that circulates in this most general economy.4 The excess
has to be put to work in growth, or it has to be spent in exuberant squander-
ing, or it threatens the very existence of all beings within the system. So the
work that exhibits one’s concern in dealing with the world has a utility of its
own. If there is always excess, work must either lead to growth or to spend-
ing the excess without return—in glorious exuberance. From the point of
view of this general economy, then, focus must be placed, not on those opera-
tions that lead to growth, but on those operations that allow for expenditure
without return. That is, utility now has a dual function. Its proper function
is in the operation of growth and reproduction. However, there is a strange
kind of utility present in the glorious exuberance, for it allows for life when
the limits of growth have been reached. However, this inevitable loss cannot
be accounted for as utility except that it is useful for the system as a whole.
In other words, the sphere of utility itself presupposes an entire sphere of ex-
penditure without return that makes possible the sphere of utility in which
energy is used for productive purposes. Without the sphere of glorious exu-
berance, utility itself will come to be destructive—un-useful. This is not to
indicate that expenditure without return is not destructive. Indeed, much of
Bataille’s ¤rst volume is taken up with historical investigations into the de-
structive ways in which excess has been outside the system—in ways that are
often destructive to things outside.

In this regard, utility and becoming a thing appear in a new light. Re-
call that for Heidegger the sphere of utility constituted by Dasein’s concern-
ful dealings meant that the being of equipment was caught up in its being
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put to work “in-order-to.” So while a thing is ready to be taken up in hand
and caught up in order to produce, its being ready for doing is hidden from
Dasein. It is when, as we saw, the entity for one reason or another cannot be
taken up in hand and put to service in-order-to that its mode of being can
come to the fore. That is, utility presents the being of equipment only in its
usefulness, but when it stands there before the hand and shows its inability
to be taken up into hand and put to work, then its character shines forth.
The being of equipment surfaces only in falling away. From the phenome-
nology of Dasein’s worldhood and being-in-the-world, this analysis makes
sense. However, from the point of view of general economy, it becomes clear
that some entities must be placed outside the sphere of utility, that is, there has to
be exuberant spending. Far from being a special mode of being that belongs
to entities only when they are no longer useful, Vorhandenheit is the necessary
condition of life and, consequently, of utility. It is utility that makes an en-
tity a thing, but it is glorious exuberance that removes entities from the uni-
verse of “things” and returns them to another sphere, the sphere of the sacred,
for example.

Let me be clear here. Bataille is not arguing that the sacred is a more
primordial sphere from which entities are taken up into utility and thus
made things. Rather, the sacred is just one possible sphere into which one
can cast things so as to squander them without return. In other words, Ba-
taille is not positing a sacred realm that is the realm of excess energy and
that forms the basis of the sphere of utility. The sacred functions, particu-
larly in Aztec society, as a way to turn entities, particularly humans to be
sacri¤ced, out of the realm of utility and allows them to be squandered
without return. To see how this functions, and to see how an entity be-
comes a thing and can be turned out of the realm of things, let us look more
closely at Bataille’s analysis of Aztec sacri¤ce.

Aztec society is organized around two main poles: warfare and sacri¤ce.
It may seem, on the face of it, that a society based on warfare may entail
sacri¤ce. However, there is a difference between a rationalized military soci-
ety that is bent on conquest and colonization, and a society in which the
wealth brought by conquest is squandered through sacri¤ce. Bataille depicts
a society in which those conquered through battle are brought back as slaves
who will ultimately be sacri¤ced to feed the sun and the earth. It is a society
of consumption that wears the violence of consumption on its external vis-
age. The one to be sacri¤ced was not held prisoner, but was treated as a lord.
Festivals surrounding sacri¤ce were lavish, including banquets, dancing,
multiple sexual relations with young women who will also be sacri¤ced. The
one to be sacri¤ced was brought into the family of the soldier who conquered
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him and treated as a son. At the moment of sacri¤ce, his chest was cut open,
his beating heart removed and offered to the sun, and his ¶esh returned to the
soldier who conquered him to be consumed in a banquet.

Yet the violence of consumption that is seen in this society is not with-
out its own level of rationalization, for the king remains in his palace while
the court participates in the sacri¤ce and favors the victim. This indicates
that the sacri¤ce is one of substitution. That is, it indicates that the violence
of the sacri¤ce is turned outward rather than spreading inward in the society.
The warrior sacri¤ces by going out into the battle¤eld. But that sacri¤ce is
paid for by the “sumptuary expenditure” of the sacri¤cer. This indicates a
certain “softening” of the ritual, a softening that is indicated by its insertion
into the context of the sacred.

Sacri¤ce restores to the sacred world that which servile use has degraded,
rendered profane. Servile use has made a thing (an object) of that which, in a
deep sense, is of the same nature as the subject, is in a relation of intimate par-
ticipation with the subject. It is not necessary that the sacri¤ce actually de-
stroy the animal or plant of which man had to make a thing for his use. They
must at least be destroyed as things, that is, insofar as they have become things.
(Bataille 1991, 55–56)

The warrior nature of Aztec society ensured that the society was exposed ex-
ternally to the riches of other societies. This wealth contributes to the
growth of Aztec society. However, this growth has its limits, limits deter-
mined ultimately by space. When the limits are reached, the wealth has to
be spent without return, without contributing to further growth. The
sacri¤cial violence that circulates in this consumptive society ¤nds an outlet
only in the sacri¤ce that places wealth beyond utility. The consumption that
is sacri¤ce, however, is not consumption “in the same way as a motor uses
fuel” (Bataille 1991, 56), but is a consumption without return.

This is how, from the point of view of general economy, the sphere of
utility, and consequently, the sphere of things is constituted. In terms of this
sacri¤cial society, the slave, the prisoner of war, is taken up by the master as
wealth, as a thing that is bound to labor, just as a work animal is a thing (Ba-
taille 1991, 56). In so doing, the master removes the slave from the world
that the master inhabits, for the master makes a thing of the slave. But in
making of the slave a thing, the master at the same time estranges itself
from its own being because the master has given itself the limits of a thing
or a sphere of things. “Once the world of things was posited, man himself
becomes one of the things of this world, at least for the time in which he la-
bored. It is this degradation that man has always tried to escape. In his
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strange myths, in his cruel rites, man is in search of a lost intimacy from the
¤rst” (Bataille 1991, 57). It is in labor that the intimacy of one’s being with
the world, with the universe, is ¤rst removed. Slavery is a more violent form
of this loss of intimacy. But slavery arises only on the basis of a society in
which the degradation of labor has been conquered. The sacri¤cial society of
the Aztecs was “just as concerned about sacri¤cing as we are about working”
(Bataille 1991, 46).

Sacri¤ce, then, returns an intimacy that was lost. But how is this inti-
macy restored? Only in returning what has been placed in the order of
things back into the divine order can this intimate communication take
place. This intimate communion restores an interior freedom, but a freedom
given in destruction, a freedom “whose essence is to consume pro¤tlessly
whatever might remain in the progression of useful works” (Bataille 1991,
58). In other words, while the sacri¤ce consumes, it consumes precisely that
which has been consecrated and set apart from the world of things, thereby
making it impossible for what has been consecrated to be returned to the
world of things.

The victim is a surplus taken from the mass of useful wealth. And he can
only be withdrawn from it in order to be consumed pro¤tlessly, and there-
fore be utterly destroyed. Once chosen, he is the accursed share, destined for
violent consumption. But the curse tears him away from the order of things;
it gives him a recognizable ¤gure, which now radiates intimacy, anguish,
the profundity of living things. (Bataille 1991, 59)

The accursed share, the excess that must be spent gloriously without pro¤t,
and for that reason is cursed, is, to speak something like the language of
Heidegger, what constitutes the universehood of the universe. The excess
of energy on the surface of the globe puts living organisms in the position
of having to put that wealth to work or to squander it in glorious exuber-
ance. Consumption takes us only so far. After consumption, even in its
most violent form, still leaves an accursed share, other forms must be found
to expend without pro¤t. The destructive force of some of these forms over
other less destructive forms is the question that wealth poses to us.

The setting of something outside the sphere of things, of utility, does not
appear only in sacri¤cial societies. “At the origin of industrial society, based
on the primacy and autonomy of commodities, of things, we ¤nd a contrary
impulse to place what is essential—what causes one to tremble with fear and
delight—outside the world of activity, the world of things” (Bataille 1991,
129). Here too, intimacy, a lost intimacy, is in question. Religion provides
what Bataille calls an “external form of intimacy” (129). The question of
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intimacy can be posed in another register, for what is at stake in intimacy is
sovereignty: “But even if the solution of the problems of life—the key to
which is a man’s not becoming merely a thing, but of being in a sovereign
manner—were the unavoidable consequence of a satisfactory response to ma-
terial exigencies, it remains radically distinct from that response, with which
it is often confused” (131). Sovereignty, now thought in terms of the prin-
ciples of general economy, arises not from one’s concernful dealings with the
world of things, but rather from the relation to that which is, which must be,
placed outside the world of things.

If being sovereign means being without limiting of its own accord, then
sovereignty must mean also being outside the relation of ends and means,
the relation of utility, that constitutes the sphere of things (Bataille 2001,
189). Yet to be outside the relation of utility is to prefer death to servitude.
This is the political issue, the issue that makes politics, namely, how sover-
eignty is expressed, not in relation to things—in which case we become
mere things—but in relation to what is the opposite of a thing because it
stands outside the realm of ends and means that constitutes a thing. Yet in
that case, is not sovereignty the move outside the sphere in which decisions
take place, the sphere in which the use of energy is the crucial issue? Sover-
eignty, therefore, does not remove one from the pressure of excess energy,
but is one form of glorious exuberance in which energy is given without re-
turn. Death and sexual reproduction are the originary forms of spending
without return. Sovereignty, with its necessary connection to death, does
not provide a sovereign relation to things, but a sovereign withdrawal from
things. As such, sovereignty may not be the goal of politics, but its end, its
annihilation. While capitalism is the surrender to things, the return to a lost
world, to the Catholicism of the Middle Ages, to the lost community of the
premodern world is the surrender to an excess that is no longer our own.

Thus Heidegger’s privileging of concern in exposing the worldhood of
the world on the way toward uncovering Dasein’s being-in-the-world ex-
posed the decisive signi¤cance of utility. It is, after all, utility that makes of
a collection of stuff equipment, an environment, and ultimately, a world. He
resists the ancient metaphysical gesture of attempting to push utility into
the realm of mere phenomenality, while privileging the sphere of essential-
ity where utility is removed. Of course, the resistance to metaphysics also
entails a resistance to the life of leisure that it entails. Dasein’s world is one
where each Dasein is working toward something and putting equipment to
work in these concernful dealings. Yet the gesture that places Dasein’s con-
cernful dealings in the context of being-toward-death also places Dasein al-
ways on the horizon of sovereignty.
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But how can we resist the question of the actual, concrete content of this
concern? How can we resist the move to placing our concern within the con-
cerns of Bataille’s general economy? When we move to the concerns of gen-
eral economy, then we are concerned not only with the worldhood of the
world, but about how entities come to be things at all. This is always in re-
lation to the concern for expenditure, a concern that ultimately has to do
with the glorious exuberance of excess, of spending without return. In that
case, we can no longer afford to focus on the broken hammer, on the missing
screwdriver, but must focus our attention on the actual dropping of bombs
and occupation of foreign countries. If we fail to concern ourselves with
these general economic concerns, the destructive force of our glorious exu-
berance will be returned a hundredfold back on us.

notes

1. One might think here of things like a sparkplug wrench or that weird gadget used
to remove oil ¤lters from cars. My ability to provide further examples ends here, again be-
cause of the relatively low level of “manliness” that I have achieved. This indicates that the
division of labor along the lines of gender is entirely wrapped up with this question of
thingliness and utility. While Irigaray’s (1985) analysis of woman as commodity certainly
would inscribe “woman” into a sphere of utility, at the same time it also prevents women,
traditionally, from “sovereignty” in Bataille’s sense. That is, it prevents them from consti-
tuting a sphere of utility and placing “things” within it or casting them out to be spent
without return. Objects that serve only one purpose fascinated me because they each
seemed so odd among the rest of the tools.

2. On the other hand, my kitchen is ¤lled with “tools” that serve only one highly spe-
cialized purpose, and I have come to enjoy the kind of beauty such tools have. Putting these
tools to work is a lot like watching Andre Agassi or Venus Williams play tennis. Surely, if
they also were to win the Nobel Prize for physics, their beauty would turn to offensiveness—
the way that Greek heroes must have been, if only secretly, offensive to the ancient Greeks.

3. Really, though, it was more like running away sobbing, thus indicating publicly
the level of “manliness” I had achieved. I was not sovereign in this sphere of utility, and
thus always risked being a useful thing myself.

4. It should be clear that when Bataille speaks of a general economy, he is not refer-
ring merely to the production-distribution-consumption of goods and services but also to
the most general level of all: the energy (wealth) on the surface of the globe.

works cited

Adorno, Theodor W. 1998. Metaphysik: Begriff und Probleme. Ed. Rolf Tiedemann. Frank-
furt: Suhrkamp.



251
Politics and the Thing

Bataille, Georges. 1991. The Accursed Share: Volume I. Trans. Robert Hurley. New York:
Zone Books.

ŒŒŒ. 2001. The Un¤nished System of Nonknowledge. Trans. Michelle Kendall and Stuart
Kendall. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Heidegger, Martin. 1962. Being and Time. Trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson.
New York: Harper & Row.

ŒŒŒ. 1993. Sein und Zeit, 17th ed. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer.
ŒŒŒ. 1997. Vom Wesen der Wahrheit. Ed. Hermann Mörchen. Gesamtausgabe: II.

Abteilung: Vorlesungen 1923–1944, vol. 34. Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann.
Irigaray, Luce. 1985. This Sex Which Is Not One. Trans. Catherine Porter and Carolyn Burke.

Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press.



twelve

‰

Allan Stoekl

Excess and Depletion:
Bataille’s Surprisingly Ethical

Model of Expenditure

In this essay I will examine Georges Bataille’s theory of expenditure,
most notably as it is worked out in his seminal work, The Accursed Share (La
Part maudite), in light of the ecological as well as economic problem of de-
pletion. Is Bataille’s theory obsolete? Does it propose, in counterproductive
fashion, the need to burn off excess resources—fundamentally, excess
energy—when, in fact, we are facing the imminent depletion of those very
resources? I will argue that Bataille’s theory is in fact one of both expendi-
ture and depletion. By following Bataille’s logic, we will ultimately arrive
at another way of thinking about what human survival will mean in the
future—how, in other words, sustainability can be conceived in relation to
the most fundamental human practices.

The Accursed Share, ¤rst published in 1949, has had a colorful history on
the margins of French intellectual inquiry. Largely ignored when published,
it has gone on to have an interesting and subtle in¶uence on much contem-
porary thought. In the 1960s, fascination with Bataille’s theory of economy
tended to recon¤gure it as a theory of writing: for Derrida, for example, gen-
eral economy was a general writing. The very speci¤c concerns Bataille
shows in his work for various economic systems are largely ignored or dis-
missed as “muddled.”1 Other authors, such as Michel Foucault and Al-
phonso Lingis, writing in the wake of this version of Bataille, have stressed,
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following more closely Bataille’s lead, the importance of violence, expendi-
ture, and spectacular transgression in social life.2

The basis for Bataille’s approach can be found in the second chapter,
“Laws of General Economy.” The theory in itself is quite straightforward: liv-
ing organisms always, eventually, produce more than they need for simple
survival and reproduction. Up to a certain point, their excess energy is chan-
neled into expansion: they ¤ll all available space with versions of themselves.
But, inevitably, the expansion of a species comes against limits: pressure will
be exerted against insurmountable barriers. At this point a species’ explosive
force will be limited, and excess members will die. Bataille’s theory is an eco-
logical one because he realizes that the limits are internal to a system: the ex-
pansion of a species will ¤nd its limit not only through a dearth of nourish-
ment, but also through the pressure brought to bear by other species (1976a,
40; 1988, 33–34). As one moves up the food chain, each species destroys
more to conserve itself. The amount of energy consumed by simple bacteria
is thus much less than that consumed by a tiger. The ultimate consumers of
energy are not so much ferocious carnivores, however, as they are the ulti-
mate consumers of other animals and themselves: human beings.

Man’s primary function is to waste, or expend, prodigious amounts of en-
ergy, not only through the consumption of other animals high on the food chain
(including himself ), but in rituals that involve the very fundamental forces of
useless expenditure: sex and death. Man in that sense is in a doubly privileged
position: he not only wastes the most, but alone of all the animals is able to
waste consciously. He alone incarnates the principle by which excess energy is
burned off: the universe, which is nothing other than the production of excess
energy (solar brilliance), is doubled by man, who alone is aware of the sun’s
larger tendency and who therefore wastes consciously, in order to be in accord
with the overall tendency of the universe. This, for Bataille, is religion: not the
individualistic concern with deliverance and personal salvation, but rather the
collective and ritual identi¤cation with the cosmic tendency to expend.

Humans waste not only the energy accumulated by other species, but,
just as important, their own energy, because humans themselves soon hit the
limits to growth. Human society cannot inde¤nitely reproduce: soon enough
what today is called the “carrying capacity” of an environment is reached.3
Only so many babies can be born, homes built, colonies founded. Then limits
are reached. Some excess can be used in the energy and population required for
military expansion (the case, according to Bataille, with Islam [1976a, 83–92;
1988, 81–91]), but soon that too screeches to a halt. A steady state can be at-
tained by devoting large numbers of people and huge quantities of wealth and
labor to useless activity: thus the large numbers of unproductive Tibetan
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monks, nuns, and their lavish temples (1976a, 93–108; 1988, 93–110). Or,
most notably, one can waste wealth in military buildup and constant warfare.
No doubt this solution kept populations stable in the past (one thinks of the
constant battles between South American Indian tribes), but in the present
(i.e., 1949) the huge amounts of wealth devoted to military armament, world-
wide, can only lead to nuclear holocaust (1976a, 159–60; 1988, 169–71).

This ¤nal point leads to Bataille’s version of a Hegelian “Absolute
Knowing,” one based not so much on the certainty of a higher knowledge as
on the certainty of a higher destruction. The imminence of nuclear holo-
caust makes it clear that expenditure, improperly conceived, can threaten
the very existence of society. Bataille’s theory, then, is a profoundly ethical
one: we must somehow distinguish between versions of excess that are “on
the scale of the universe,” and whose recognition-implementation guaran-
tees the survival of society (and human expenditure), and other versions that
entail blindness to the real role of expenditure and thereby threaten man’s,
not to mention the planet’s, survival.

This, in very rough outline, is the main thrust of Bataille’s book. By
viewing man as waster rather than conserver, Bataille manages to invert the
usual order of economics: the moral imperative, so to speak, is the furthering
of a “good” expenditure, which we might lose sight of if we stress an inevitably
sel¤sh model of conservation or utility. For if conservation is put ¤rst, inevi-
tably the bottled-up forces will break loose, but in unforeseen and in, so to
speak, untheorized ways. We should focus our attention, not on conserva-
tion, maintenance, and the steady state—which can lead only to mass de-
struction and the ultimate wasting of the world—but instead on the modes
of waste in which we, as human animals, should engage.

But how does one go about privileging waste in an era in which waste
seems to be the root of all evil? Over ¤fty years after the publication of The Ac-
cursed Share, we live in an era in which nuclear holocaust no longer seems the
main threat. But other dangers lurk, ones just as terrifying and de¤nitive: glo-
bal warming, deforestation, and the depletion of resources—above all, energy
resources: oil, coal, even uranium. How can we possibly talk about valorizing
waste, when waste seems to be the principal evil threatening the continued ex-
istence of the biosphere on which we depend? Wouldn’t it make more sense to
stress conservation, sustainability, downsizing, rather than glorious excess?

‰ What Appears to Be Wrong with Bataille’s Theory?

To think about the use-value of Bataille, we must ¤rst think about the
nature of energy in his presentation. For Bataille, excessive energy is natural:
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it is ¤rst solar (as it comes to us from the sun), then biological (as it passes
from the sun to plants and animals to us), then human (as it is wasted in our
monuments, artifacts, and social rituals). The movement from each stage to
the next involves an ever-greater wasting: the sun spends its energy without
being repaid; plants take the sun’s energy, convert it, and throw off the ex-
cess in their wild proliferation; and animals burn off the energy conserved
by plants (carnivores are much less “ef¤cient” than herbivores), all the way
up the food chain. “On the surface of the globe, for living matter in general, en-
ergy is always in excess, the question can always be posed in terms of extrav-
agance [luxe], the choice is limited to how wealth is to be squandered [le
mode de la dilapidation des richesses]” (1976a, 31; 1988, 23, italics in original).
There never is or will be a shortage of energy; it can never be used up by man
or anything else because it comes, in endless profusion, from the sun.

Georges Ambrosino, Bataille’s friend, a nuclear scientist, is credited in
the introduction of The Accursed Share (1976a, 23; 1988, 191) as the inspira-
tion for a number of the theses worked out in the book. In some unpublished
“notes preliminary to the writing of The Accursed Share” (1976a, 465–69),
Ambrosino sets out very clearly some of the ideas underlying Bataille’s work:

We af¤rm that the appropriated energies produced during a period are superior in
quantity to the appropriated energies that are strictly necessary to their production.
For the rigor of the thesis, it would be necessary to compare the appropri-
ated energies of the same quality. The system produces all the appropriated
energies that are necessary to it, it produces them in greater quantities than
are needed, and ¤nally it even produces appropriated energies that its main-
tenance at the given level does not require.
In an elliptical form, but more striking, we can say that the energy produced is
superior to the energy necessary for its production. (1976a, 469)4

Most striking here is the rather na± ve faith that, indeed, there always
will be an abundance of energy, and that spending energy to get energy in-
evitably results in a surplus of energy. Ambrosino, in other words, projects
a perpetual surplus of energy return on energy investment (EROEI).5 One
can perhaps imagine how a nuclear scientist, in the early days of speculation
about peaceful applications of atomic energy, might have put it this way. Or
a petroleum geologist might have thought the same way, speculating on the
productivity of the earth shortly after the discovery of a giant oil ¤eld.6 Over
¤fty years later it is much harder to think along these lines.

Indeed, these assumptions are among those most contested by current
energy theorists and experts. First, we might question the supposition that,
since all energy in the biosphere ultimately derives from the sun, and the sun
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is an inexhaustible source of energy (at least in relation to the limited life
spans of organisms), there will always be a surplus of energy. The correctness
of this thesis depends on the perspective from which we view the sun’s en-
ergy. From the perspective of an ecosystem—say, a forest—the thesis is true:
there will always be more than enough solar energy so that plants can grow
luxuriantly (provided growing conditions are right: soil, rainfall, etc.) and in
that way supply an abundance of biomass, the excess of which will support a
plethora of animals and, ultimately, humans. All living creatures will in this
way always absorb more energy than is necessary for their strict survival and
reproduction; the excess energy they (re)produce will inevitably, somehow,
have to be burned off.

If we shift perspective slightly, however, we will see that an excess of the
sun’s energy is not always available. It is (and will continue to be) extremely
dif¤cult to achieve a positive energy return directly from solar energy.7 As an
energy form, solar energy has proven to be accessible primarily through or-
ganic (and fossilized) concentration: wood, coal, and oil. In human society,
at least as it has developed over the last few millennia, these energy sources
have been tapped and have allowed the development of human culture and
the proliferation of human population. It has often been argued that this de-
velopment/proliferation is not due solely to technological developments
and the input of human labor; instead, it is the ability to utilize highly con-
centrated energy sources that has made society’s progress possible. Espe-
cially in the last two hundred years, human population has expanded
mightily, as has the production of human wealth. This has been made pos-
sible by the energy contributed to the production and consumption pro-
cesses by the combustion of fuels in ever more sophisticated mechanical de-
vices: ¤rst wood and then coal in steam engines, and then oil and its
derivatives (including hydrogen, via natural gas) in internal combustion en-
gines. Wealth, in other words, has its origins not just in the productivity of
human labor and its ever more sophisticated technological re¤nements, as
both the bourgeois and Marxist traditions would argue, but in the energy
released from (primarily) fossil fuels through the use of innovative devices.
In the progress from wood to coal, and from coal to oil, there is a constant
progression in the amount of energy produced from a certain mass of mate-
rial. Always more energy, not necessarily ef¤ciently used: always more goods
produced, consumers to consume them, and energy-based fertilizers to pro-
duce the food needed to feed them. The rise of civilization as we know it,
then, is tied directly to the type of fuels used to power and feed it.8

Certainly Bataille, following Ambrosino, would see in this ever-increasing
energy use a continuation—but on a much grander scale—of the tendency



257
Excess and Depletion

of animals to expend energy conserved in plant matter. Indeed, burning
wood is nothing more than that. But the fact remains that by tapping into
the concentrated energy of fossil fuels, humans have at their disposal (an-
cient) solar energy—derived from fossil plants (coal) and algae (oil)—in
such a concentrated form that equivalent amounts of energy could never be
derived from solar energy alone.9

In a limited sense, then, Bataille and Ambrosino are right: all the en-
ergy we use ultimately derives from the sun. They are wrong in ignoring the
fact that for society as we know it to function, with our attendant leisure
made possible by “energy slaves,” energy derived from fossil fuels, with their
high EROEI, will be necessary for the inde¤nite future.10 There is simply no
other equally rich source of energy available to us; moreover, no other source
will likely be available to us in the future. Bataille’s theory, on the other
hand, ultimately rests on the assumption that energy is completely renew-
able, that there will always be a high EROEI, and that, for that reason, we
need not worry about our dependence on ¤nite (depletable) energy sources.
The Accursed Share for this reason presents us with a strange amalgam of
awareness of the central role energy plays in relation to economics (not to
mention life in general) and a willful ignorance concerning the social-tech-
nological modes of energy delivery and use, which are far more than mere
technical details. We might posit that the origin of this oversight in Ba-
taille’s thought is to be found in the economic theory, and ultimately philos-
ophy, both bourgeois and Marxist, of the modern period, where energy re-
sources and raw materials do not enter into economic (or philosophical)
calculations, since they are taken for granted: the earth makes human activ-
ity possible, and in a sense we give the earth meaning, dignity, by using re-
sources that otherwise would remain inert, unknown, insigni¤cant (one
thinks of Sartre’s “in-itself” here). Value has its origin, in this view, not in
the “natural” raw materials or energy used to produce things, but in human
activity itself. Bataille merely revises this model by characterizing human
activity—in other words, production—as primarily involving gift giving
and wasting, rather than production and accumulation.

We can argue, then, that solar energy is indeed always produced, always
in excess (at least in relation to the limited life spans of individuals, and even
species); but it is fossil fuels that best conserve this energy and deliver it in
a rich form that we humans can effectively use. Unfortunately, these fuels
can be depleted, indeed, are in the process of being depleted.

Why is this important in the context of Bataille? For a very simple rea-
son: if Bataille does not worry about energy cost and depletion, he need not
worry about energy conservation. Virtually every contemporary commentator
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on energy use sees only one short-term solution: conservation. Since fossil
fuels are not easily replaceable by renewable sources of energy, our only op-
tion is to institute radical plans for energy conservation—or risk the com-
plete collapse of our civilization when, in the near future, oil, coal, and natu-
ral gas production declines, and the price of fuel necessarily skyrockets.11

Indeed, some commentators, foreseeing the eventual complete depletion of
fossil energy stores, predict a return to feudalism (Perelman 1981), or simply
a quasi-Neolithic state of human culture, with a radically reduced global
population (Price 1995).

Without a theory of depletion, then, Bataille can afford to ignore con-
servation in all senses: not only of resources and energy, but also in labor,
wealth, and so on. He can also ignore (perhaps alarmist) models of cultural
decline. In Bataille’s view, energy will always reproduce itself with a sur-
plus; thus, the core problem of our civilization is how we waste this excess.
We need never question the existence of the “energy slaves” that make this
squandering of the products of human labor, and of our own time and effort,
possible. Nor will there need to be any consideration of the fact that these
virtual energy slaves may very well, in the not-so-distant future, have to be
replaced by real human slaves. (Who or what else would do the work?)

‰ Bataille, Depletion, and Carrying Capacity

Steven A. LeBlanc’s book Constant Battles: The Myth of the Peaceful, Noble
Savage would seem, at least at ¤rst, to pose an insuperable challenge to Ba-
taille’s view of wealth, expenditure, excess, and the social mechanisms that
turn around them.

LeBlanc’s larger argument is that warfare in all societies—hunters and
gatherers, farmers, as well as industrialized “modern” societies—arises from
competition for increasingly scarce resources as the carrying capacity of the
land decreases. It should be stressed that carrying capacity12 is linked to
population growth: the latter is never stable, and, up to a point, the land can
support an increasing number of individuals. There is, however, an inverse
relation between population and carrying capacity: the limits of the latter
are rapidly reached through a burgeoning population, and a higher popula-
tion depletes the productive capacity of the environment, thereby making
the revised carrying capacity inadequate even for a smaller population. But
as carrying capacity is threatened, many societies choose warfare, or human
sacri¤ce, rather than extinction (LeBlanc 2003, 177–78, 195).

I stress the importance of LeBlanc’s thesis—that violent con¶ict arising
out of ever-growing population pressures and diminishing carrying capac-
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ity of the environment characterizes all developmental levels of human soci-
ety—because it highlights another apparent weakness of Bataille’s theory.
LeBlanc would argue that there is no model of what we held so dear in the
1960s: a noble savage—Native American, Tibetan, or whoever—who is or
was “in harmony with the environment.” Bataille’s theory, at ¤rst, at least,
would seem to posit just such a harmony, albeit one that involves the vio-
lence of sacri¤ce rather than the contentment of the lotus-eater. Man in his
primitive state was in harmony, not with the supposed peace of Eden, but
with the violence of the universe, with the solar force of blinding energy:

The na±ve man was not a stranger in the universe. Even with the dread it
confronted him with, he saw its spectacle as a festival to which he had been
invited. He perceived its glory, and believed himself to be responsible for his
own glory as well. (Bataille 1976a, 192)

While LeBlanc’s theory of sacri¤ce is functional—he is concerned
mainly with how people use sacri¤ce, in conjunction with warfare, to maxi-
mize their own, or their group’s, success—Bataille’s theory is religious in
that he is concerned with the ways in which people commune with a larger,
unlimited, transcendent reality. But in order to do so, they must enjoy an un-
limited carrying capacity.

And yet, if we think a bit more deeply about these two approaches to
human expenditure (both LeBlanc and Bataille are, ultimately, theorists of
human violence), we start to see notable points in common. Despite ap-
pearing to be a theorist of human and ecological scarcity, LeBlanc neverthe-
less presupposes one basic fact: there is always a tendency for there to be too
many humans in a given population. Certainly populations grow at differ-
ent rates for different reasons, but they always seem to outstrip their envi-
ronments: there is, in essence, always an excess of humans that has to be
burned off. Conversely, Bataille is a thinker of limits to growth, precisely
because he always presupposes a limit—if there were no limit, after all,
there could be no excess of anything (yet the limit would be meaningless if
there were not always already an excess, for the excess opens the possibility
of the limit). As we know, for Bataille too there is never a steady state: en-
ergy (wealth) can be reinvested, which results in growth; when growth is
no longer possible, when the limits to growth have been reached, the excess
must be destroyed. If it is not, it will only return to cause us to destroy our-
selves: war.

For if we aren’t strong enough to destroy, on our own, excessive energy, it
cannot be used; and, like a healthy animal that cannot be trained, it will
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come back to destroy us, and we will be the ones who pay the costs of the in-
evitable explosion. (Bataille 1976a, 31; 1988, 24)

In fact, Bataille sounds a lot like LeBlanc when he notes, in The Accursed
Share, that the peoples of the “barbarian plateaus” of central Asia, mired in
poverty and technologically inferior, could no longer move outward and
conquer other adjacent, richer areas. They were, in effect, trapped; their only
solution was the one that LeBlanc notes in similar cases: radical infertility.
This, in effect, was the solution of the Tibetans, who supported an enormous
population of infertile and unproductive monks (1976a, 106; 1988, 108).

Bataille does, then, implicitly face the question of carrying capacity.
Perhaps the ultimate example of this is nuclear war. The modern economy,
according to Bataille, does not recognize the possibility of excess—and
therefore limits; the Protestant, and then Marxist, ideal is to reinvest all ex-
cess back into the productive process, always augmenting output in this
way. “Utility,” in this model, ends up being perfectly impractical: only so
much output, ¤nally, can be reabsorbed into the ever-more-ef¤cient produc-
tive process. As in the case with Tibet, ultimately the excess will have to be
burned off. This can happen either peacefully, through various postcapitalist
mechanisms that Bataille recommends, such as the Marshall Plan, which
will shift growth to other parts of the world, or violently and apocalypti-
cally, through the ultimate in war: nuclear holocaust. One can see that, ulti-
mately, the world itself will be en vase clos, fully developed, with no place for
the excess to go. The bad alternative—nuclear holocaust—will result in the
ultimate reduction in carrying capacity: a burned-out, depopulated earth.

Humanity is, at the same time, through industry, which uses energy for the
development of the forces of production, both a multiple opening of the
possibilities of growth, and the in¤nite faculty for burnoff in pure waste [fa-
cilité in¤ne de consumation en pure perte]. (Bataille 1976a, 170; 1988, 181)

Modern war is ¤rst of all a renunciation: one produces and amasses
wealth in order to overcome a foe. War is an adjunct to economic expansion;
it is a practical use of excessive forces. And this perhaps is the ultimate dan-
ger of the present-day (1949) buildup of nuclear arms: armament, seem-
ingly a practical way of defending one’s own country or spreading one’s own
values, of growing, in other words, ultimately leads to the risk of a “pure de-
struction” of excess—and even of carrying capacity. In the case of warfare,
destructiveness is masked, made unrecognizable, by the appearance of an ul-
timate utility: in this case the spread of the American economy, and the
American way of life, around the globe. Paradoxically, there is a kind of self-
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consciousness concerning excess, dépense, in the “na±ve” society—which rec-
ognizes waste for what it is (in the form of unproductive “glory”)—and a
thorough ignorance in the modern one, which would always attempt to put
waste to work, even at the cost of apocalypse.

Bataille, then, like LeBlanc, can be characterized as a thinker of society
who situates his theory in the context of ecological limits. From Bataille’s
perspective, however, there is always too much rather than too little, given
the existence of ecological (“natural”) and social (“cultural”) limits. The
“end” of humankind, its ultimate goal, is thus the destruction of this sur-
plus. While LeBlanc stresses war and sacri¤ce as means of obtaining or
maintaining what is essential to human (personal, social) survival, Bataille
emphasizes the maintenance of limits, and survival, as mere preconditions
for engaging in the glorious destruction of excess. By seeing warfare as a
mere (group) survival mechanism, LeBlanc makes the same mistake as that
made by the supporters of a nuclear buildup; he, like they, sees warfare as
practical, serving a purpose.

If, however, our most fundamental gesture is the burning off of a sur-
plus, the production of that surplus must be seen as subsidiary. Once we
recognize that everything cannot be saved and reinvested, the ultimate end
(and most crucial problem) of our existence becomes the disposal of a sur-
plus. All other activity “leads” to something else, is a means to some other
end; the only end that leads nowhere is the act of destruction by which we
may—or may not—assure our (personal) survival (there is nothing to guar-
antee that radical destruction—consumation—does not turn on its author).
We work in order to spend, in other words. Survival and reproduction
alone are not the ultimate ends of human existence. We could characterize
Bataille, for this reason, as a thinker of ecology who nevertheless empha-
sizes the primacy of an ecstatic social act (destruction). By characterizing
survival as a means, not an end (the most fundamental idea in “general
economy”), expenditure for Bataille becomes a limitless insubordinate
act—a real end (that which does not lead outside itself ). I follow Bataille in
this primacy of the delirium of expenditure over the simple exigency of
personal or even social survival (which we can associate with LeBlanc). This
does not preclude, however, a kind of ethical aftereffect of Bataille’s expen-
diture: survival for this reason can be read as the fundamentally unintentional
consequence of expenditure, rather than its purpose. Seeing a nuclear buildup as
the wrong kind of waste—because it is seen as a means, not an end—can
lead, in Bataille’s view, to a rethinking of the role of expenditure in the
modern world, and hence, perhaps, to the world’s (but not modernity’s)
preservation.
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‰ The Idea of Limits

Carrying capacity poses a limit to growth: a society can destroy the ex-
cess through sacri¤ce, infanticide, ritual, festival; or excess can be put to
work through the waging of war, in which case carrying capacity may be ex-
panded through the appropriation of another society’s land. War too, how-
ever, shows some elements of religious, purely wasteful expenditure in that
it entails, as does sacri¤ce, glory. Especially in modern times, war also brings
with it the possibility of defeat: in that case, there is no glory, and certainly
no possibility of the expansion of carrying capacity. Indeed, as in the case of
nuclear holocaust, societies run the risk of completely obliterating—wasting
—the carrying capacity of their land.

In accord with Bataille’s implicit ethical model, one can argue that the
limits imposed by carrying capacity evoke two possible responses from soci-
eties. First, a society can recognize limits. Here, paradoxically, one violates
limits, consciously transgresses them, so to speak, by recognizing them.
Through various forms of ritual expenditure, one ultimately respects limits
by symbolically defying the very principle of conservation and measured
growth—of, in other words, limits. “Spending without reserve” is the
spending of that which cannot be reinvested because of the limit, and yet
the very act of destruction is the transgression of the logic of the limit,
which would require, in its recognition, a sage and conservative attentive-
ness to the dangers of waste. If there is a limit to the production of goods and
resources, however, we best respect and recognize that limit through its
transgression—through, in other words, the destruction of precious energy
resources. To attempt to reinvest, or put to use, the totality of those re-
sources, to guarantee maximum productivity and growth, would only ig-
nore the limit (rather than transgressing it), thereby eventually lowering the
limit, if not eliminating it entirely (reduction of carrying capacity, ecologi-
cal destruction, deserti¤cation).13

Such an af¤rmation—of limits and expenditure—entails a general view
of economy, and, we might add, ecology. In positing such a respect for limits
through their transgression, we forego an individual concern, which would
customarily be seen as the human one (but which is not, in Bataille’s view):
a concern with personal survival, enrichment, and advancement. This ap-
proach, that of self-interest, is for Bataille (and for LeBlanc as well) ulti-
mately tied to the simple ignorance of limits: not their transgression, but
their violation. In the case of transgression of limits, we risk what might be
personally comfortable or advantageous in order to attain a larger “glory,”
which is tied to unproductive expenditure and entails a possible dissolution
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of the self. From a general perspective, this expenditure is (as Bataille would
say) on the scale of the universe; it must be, in principle, on the scale of the
carrying capacity of a given landscape or ecology (else the expenditure
would very quickly cancel itself out).

This version of limits and their transgression is identical with Bataille’s
conception of eroticism. What separates man from the animals, according to
Bataille, is the interdiction of “immediate, unreserved, animal pleasure [jouis-
sance]” (1976b, 47). Decency, the rules against sexual expression, incest, and
intense pleasure that characterize human society, is fundamental to an orga-
nized society. But the human is not exclusively to be found in the interdic-
tion: its ultimate “self-consciousness” is derived through the ecstatic trans-
gression of that interdiction. Interdiction is an aftereffect of transgression,
just as conservation is an aftereffect of expenditure (we produce and conserve
in order to expend). What ultimately counts for us as humans (for us to be
human) is an awareness of the necessity of expenditure (including that of our
own death)—an awareness that animals lack.

Of course, respect is only the detour of violence. On the one hand, respect
orders the humanized world, where violence is forbidden; on the other,
respect opens to violence the possibility of a breakout into the domain
where it is inadmissible. The interdiction does not change the violence of
sexual activity, but, by founding the human milieu, it makes possible what
animality ignored: the transgression of the rule. . . .
What matters is essentially that a milieu exists, no matter how limited, in
which the erotic aspect is unthinkable, and moments of transgression in
which eroticism attains the value of the greatest overthrow [renversement].
(Bataille 1976b, 47–48)

Eroticism, the general or collective experience of transgression, is im-
possible without the knowledge of human limits, interdictions. In the same
way, we can say that the destruction of excess in an economy is only “on the
scale of the universe” if it maintains and respects limits. We could even go
beyond this and say that the maintenance of those limits, the carrying ca-
pacity in today’s terminology, is only possible through the ritual, emotion-
ally charged destruction of excess wealth (and not its inde¤nite, seemingly
useful but indifferent reproduction), just as interdictions are only meaning-
ful, and therefore maintainable, when they are periodically transgressed.

The only other approach to limits, as I’ve indicated, is to ignore them:
the consumption of scarce resources can go on forever. In the realm of eroti-
cism, this would be either to be entirely unaware of moral limits (interdic-
tions)—as are animals—or, on the other hand, to see limits as so absolute
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that no meaningful transgression can take place; in this case, all eroticism
would be so minor, so secondary, that no intimate relation between interdic-
tion and eroticism could be imagined, and no dependence of interdiction on
the transgressive expression of eroticism could be conceived. In this case,
limits would be so overwhelming that they would not even be limits: one in
effect could not violate them, since they would be omnipresent, omnipo-
tent. Their transgression would be inconceivable (to try to violate them
would simply manifest one’s own degeneracy or evil, one’s status outside the
community, in an asylum or hell). Not coincidentally, this position is that of
a religious-social orientation in which ¶amboyant expenditure—sexual, re-
ligious, phantasmatic—is inconceivable, or unworthy of conception, and in
which all excess must therefore be reinvested in material productive pro-
cesses (even eroticism is subordinated to the production of more people):
Calvinism, the “Protestant ethic,” and so on. This is the narrow view, that of
the restricted economy, the economy of the “individual”:

Each investor demands interest from his capital: that presupposes an unlim-
ited development of investment, in other words the unlimited growth of
the forces of production. Blindly denied in the principle of these essentially
productive operations is the not unlimited but considerable sum of prod-
ucts consumed in pure loss [en pure perte]. (Bataille 1976a, 170; 1988, 182)

This restricted economy, which hypostatizes limits (moral, personal)
only ultimately to ignore them or degrade them, is the economy that values
war as a mode of expansion (typi¤ed, for Bataille at least, by Islam) and as
utility (self-defense, deterrence, mutually assured destruction). The limit is
ignored in the restricted economy only at the risk of reimposition of an ab-
solute limit, cataclysmic destruction (nuclear holocaust, the simple elimi-
nation of carrying capacity: ecological catastrophe).

Bataille’s ethics, then, entails a choice between these two alternatives:
recognition of limits through the af¤rmation of expenditure in a general
economy, and ignoring of limits through a denial of expenditure in a closed
or restricted economy. The ¤rst entails the af¤rmation of pleasure, ritual,
glory, and anguish before death; while the latter entails the ego-driven
af¤rmation of utility and unlimited growth, with all the attendant dangers.

The irony in all this is that in the ¤rst, transgressive and “human” ethics
will inevitably be sensitive to ecological questions—respectful of carrying
capacity—through its very af¤rmation of waste. The second, attempting to
limit severely or do away with waste and thereby af¤rm the particular inter-
ests of an individual or a closed social group, will only universalize the wast-
ing—the ultimate destruction—of the carrying capacity that serves as the
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basis of life. Conservation is therefore a logical aftereffect of expenditure; we
conserve in order to expend. In other words, we conserve, not to perpetuate
our small, monadic existences, but rather to make possible a larger generos-
ity, a larger general economy that entails the transgression (in angoisse) of our
narrow, sel¤sh “practicality,” our limitedness (i.e., the inevitable postpone-
ment of pleasure).

By expending we conserve. Bataille’s utopian ethics foresees a society
that creates, builds, and grows in order to waste, but by doing so, maintains
the inde¤nite continuation of a human culture whose very humanity is in-
separable from that general—collective and ecstatic—expenditure. The rai-
son d’ætre of the society, so to speak, will lie in the very unreasoned logic of
its excessive and transgressive expenditure. This highest value will be main-
tained and known through recognition of limits, which is ultimately rea-
sonable, but to which the act of expenditure cannot be reduced.

‰ The Duality of Expenditure, and the Object

Bataille’s model in The Accursed Share ultimately depends on a distinc-
tion between types of expenditure and what we might call the modes of
being associated with each type. This is signi¤cant because much of Ba-
taille’s analysis entails a critique of the confusion between different types of
expenditure and economy: the “restrained” and the “general.” Indeed, Ba-
taille would argue that many of our current ills under capitalism derive from
the confusion between the two realms; a Bataillean ethics would work to
separate them.

First, “good” expenditure. Bataille associates it with an uncontrollable
“élan”: “riches prolong the burst of the sun and invoke passion”; “it’s the re-
turn of the breadth of living to the truth of exuberance” (1976a, 78; 1988,
76). Here again, we have the passions unleashed by a na±ve intimacy with
the sun and the profound workings of the universe. But this intimacy is in-
separable from the violence of enthusiasm.

Contrary to the world of work, the world of expenditure entails spend-
ing without regard for the future, af¤rmation of ecstasy now, and the refusal
of things (choses) that only serve a purpose and that contribute only to one’s
own personal security and satisfaction (pro¤t). Thus, Bataille’s theory is not
only an economic one but an ethical one that criticizes the af¤rmation of self.

As we’ve seen, however, this af¤rmation does not serve to deny what is
usually, and perhaps wrongly, associated with the self: pleasure. For this rea-
son, Bataille proposes a subject that, in its habitation of an intimate world,
refuses the stable and reasonable order of things in order to enter into a
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profound communication with others and with the universe. This commu-
nication, this intimacy, entails a kind of relation that is radically different
from the use of a seemingly stable thing to achieve a purpose. In The Accursed
Share, Bataille writes:

The intimate world is opposed to the real as the measureless is to measure, as
madness is to reason, as drunkenness is to lucidity. There is only measure in
the object, reason in the identity of the object with itself, lucidity in the di-
rect knowledge of objects. The world of the subject is night: this moving,
in¤nitely suspect night, which, in the sleep of reason, engenders monsters. I
propose, concerning the free subject, which is not at all subordinate to the “real” order
and which is occupied only in the present, that in principle madness itself can give us
only an adulterated idea. (1976a, 63; 1988, 58: Bataille’s italics)

In spite of this emphasis on the subject, it should be stressed that Ba-
taille is nevertheless attempting to put forward a concept of the instant, and
of experience—if those words have any meaning at all—which exits from
the personal, individual realm; indeed, the very notion of a “general” econ-
omy means that individual, isolated interest is in principle left behind, and
that instead, a larger perspective is embraced, one in which the individual’s
concerns and worries are no longer paramount. Replacing them are the
larger energy ¶ows of the subject, of society, and of the universe.

Having said all this, one should stress that this Bataillean ideal—for
that’s what it is, really—is itself already double, mixed with a recognition
of the other reality. The angoisse—anguish, dread—before this “inner expe-
rience” is a human cut of sense, meaning, and purpose with which one en-
gages when one comes to “face death.” “Joy before death” is not separable
from a dread that serves to install a human meaning in an otherwise cos-
mic, but limitless and hence non-human, event. Without dread, in other
words, the “subject” merely melds with the ambient surroundings, like an
animal. It is dread—which includes the very human knowledge of death—
that serves to limit, demarcate, the event and give it meaning.

Meaning? Does that mean it’s “signi¤cant”? For what? For some useful
purpose?

Not entirely. Dread entails a recognition of limits, of course, but also
their de¤ant overcoming. Much like the Stone Guest in Mozart and Da
Ponte’s Don Giovanni, the “subject” recognizes and af¤rms the limit only to
overcome it in de¤ance. In the same way, transgression inevitably entails an
af¤rmation, along with an overcoming, of interdiction. Sacri¤ce entails
dread: it is “communication”—but communication of dread (Bataille
1976a, 518).
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Bataille also makes it clear that dread is intimately tied to sense, even
to reason. In some unpublished notes to La Limite de l’utile (written shortly
before The Accursed Share), he wrote:

To anyone who wants glory, the inevitable dread must ¤rst be shown. Dread
distances only impertinence [outrecuidance]. The danger of “strong feelings”
is that one will speak of them before experiencing them: one tries to provoke
them by verbal violence, but one only ends up introducing violence without
force. (1976a, 512)

Bataille goes on to speak of the ancient Mexicans, but their “reality” only un-
derscores the need for an “anguished [angoissé ] and down to earth [terre à
terre] research.” A “slow rigor” is required to “change our notion of ourselves
and of the Universe” (1976a, 512).

All this is ultimately important because it shows us the double nature of
Bataille’s project. Not just an af¤rmation of death, madness, wild destruc-
tion, and the leap into the void, these terms, associable with excess, dépense,
are nevertheless always moved toward—they can never simply be grasped,
attained—through and against what would seem to be their contrary: inter-
diction, the limit, “down-to-earth research.” Transgression would not be
transgression without the human limit of meaning—of interdiction—
against which it incessantly moves. Bataille’s method is not that of the rav-
ing madman, but of the patient economist, writing against a “closed” econ-
omy, and of the Hegelian, writing against a narrow consciousness that
would close off ecstasy, expenditure, and loss. Indeed, the ¤nal point Bataille
wishes to reach is a higher “self-consciousness,” not of a stable and smug
awareness, but of a knowledge facing, and impossibly grasping, a general
economy of loss—in dread. Thus Bataille can write of a self-consciousness
that “humanity will ¤nally achieve in the lucid vision of a linkage of its his-
torical forms” (1976a, 47; 1988, 41).

A very particular self-consciousness, then, linked to a very peculiar con-
cept of history. A self-consciousness, through a “slow rigor,” that grasps
man, not as a stable or even dynamic presence, but as a principle of loss and
destruction. A history, not of peak moments of empire, democracy, or class
struggle, but as exemplary instances of expenditure. And a future, not in ab-
solute knowing, but in a ¤nally utopian “not-knowing,” “following the
mystics of all periods,” as Bataille puts it in the ¤nal footnote to The Accursed
Share (1976a, 179; 1988, 197). But he then goes on to add, about himself:
“But he is no less foreign to all the presuppositions of various mysticisms, to
which he opposes only the lucidity of self-consciousness.”
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So there is, then, what we might call a good duality in Bataille. In fact,
the “accursed share” is itself, for want of a better term, doubled: it entails
and presupposes limits, dread, self-consciousness, language (1976a, 596–
98), along with madness, “pure loss,” death.

But the same thing could be said, again for want of a better term, of the
various ways this “part” is diluted or betrayed: what we might call, to dif-
ferentiate it, “bad duality” (in contradistinction to the “good” duality of the
transgression, in angoisse, of the recognized limits of self, body, and world).

“Bad duality,” as I crudely put it, is the indulgence in expenditure out
of personal motives: to gain something for oneself (glory, social status) or for
one’s social group or nation (booty, territory, security). From the chief who
engages in potlatch, all the way to the modern military planners of nuclear
war—all conceive of a brilliant, radical destruction of things as a useful con-
tribution: to one’s own social standing, to the position or long-term survival
of one’s own society.

And yet, for all that, Bataille recognizes a kind of devolution in warfare:
earlier (sacri¤cial) war and destructive gift-giving still placed the emphasis
on a spectacular and spectacularly useless destruction, carried out on a
human scale. Later warfare, culminating in nuclear war, heightens the in-
tensity of destructiveness while at the same time reducing it to the status of
simple implement: one carries out destructive acts (e.g., Hiroshima) to ac-
complish certain useful policy goals.

Implicit in Bataille’s discussion of war, from the Aztecs to the Ameri-
cans, is the loss of intimacy. Aztec war was thoroughly subordinated, on the
part of both victor and vanquished, to the exigencies of passion; as time went
on, it seems that martial glory came to be associated more and more with
mere rank. Self-interest replaced the “intimate,” exciting destruction of
goods and life. Modern nuclear war is completely devoid of any element of
transgression or dread; it is simply mechanized murder, linked to some
vague political or economic conception of necessity. Ultimately, for this rea-
son, war in Bataille’s view must be replaced by a modern version of potlatch,
in which one nation-state (the United States) gives without counting to
others (the Europeans, primarily).

Modern war remains, for all that, an example of mankind’s tendency to
expend. It is merely an extreme example of an inability to recognize dépense
for what it is. It thereby constitutes a massive failure of self-consciousness:
“bad duality” as the melding of the “tendency to expend” with the demand
for utility and self-interest.

Something, however, is missing in Bataille’s analysis. This steady pro-
gression in types of warfare, while signaling the difference between what we
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might call “intimate” war (the Aztecs) and utilitarian war (the world wars),
nevertheless does tend to con¶ate them in a very speci¤c way. They are all
seen as moments in which humanity plays the role of the most ef¤cient de-
stroyer, the being at the top of the food chain that consumes—in both senses
of the word—the greatest concentrations and the greatest quantities of en-
ergy. Ultimately, the difference between Aztec war and American war is ex-
clusively one of self-consciousness; ironically, it was the Aztecs who, in their
sacri¤cial/militaristic orgies, were in closer touch with, and had greater
awareness of, the nature of war. The Americans might be the greater con-
sumers, but their knowledge of what they are doing is minimal (only the
Marshall Plan, augmented through a reading of Bataille, would solve that
problem).14

What isn’t discussed is the nature of the destruction itself. Bataille
never considers that contemporary dépense is not only greater in quantity, but
is different in quality. How is it that mankind has gone from the relatively
mild forms of destruction practiced by the Aztecs—mountains of skulls, to
be sure, but still, relatively speaking, fairly harmless—to the prospect of the
total devastation of the earth? Why has destruction been ampli¤ed to such
a degree? Does it change the very nature of the expenditure carried out by
modern societies?

The answer, I think, is to be found in the nature of the consumption it-
self. Bataille in effect makes the same mistake that traditional economists
make concerning the origin of value: that it is to be found primarily in
human labor. If, however, we see the skyrocketing of the creation of value in
the last two centuries to be attributable not solely to inputs of labor, but to
the energy derived from fossil fuels (Beaudreau), we will come to under-
stand that the massive increase in mankind’s capacity to waste is attribut-
able not only to, say, technical innovation, the more ef¤cient application of
human labor, and so forth, but to the very energy source itself. The Aztecs,
like many other traditional societies, derived their energy from muscle
power: that of animals, slaves, and, in warfare, nobles. Destruction, like pro-
duction, entailed an expenditure of energy derived from very modest
sources: calories, derived from food, transformed by muscle, and applied to
a task. We might call this energy (to modify a Bataillean usage), and its de-
struction, intimate: that is, its production and expenditure are on a human
scale and are directly tied to a close relation with things. Just as intimacy for
Bataille implies a passionate involvement with the thing—primarily its con-
sumation, the intense relation with a thing that is not a thing—so in this
case, having to do with the production and destruction of value, my muscle
power assures that my relation to what I make or destroy will be passionate.
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A hand tool’s use will entail physical effort, pain, pleasure, satisfaction, or
anguish. It will be up close and personal. The same will go for the destruc-
tion of the utility of that tool; there will be a profound connection between
“me” and the destruction of the thing-ness of the tool.15 By extension, the
utility, “permanence,” of my self will be put in question through an inti-
mate connection with the universe via the destroyed object or tool.

Just as there are two sources of economic value—muscle power and in-
animate fuel power—there are two kinds of expenditure. The energy de-
rived from fossil or inanimate fuel expenditure, for production or destruc-
tion, is different in quality, not merely in quantity, from muscular energy.
No intimacy (in the Bataillean sense) can be envisaged through the expen-
diture of fossil fuels. The very use of nonorganic fuels—coal, oil, nuclear—
implies the effort to maximize production through quanti¤cation, the aug-
mentation of sheer quantity of things. Raw material becomes, as Heidegger
put it, a standing reserve, a measurable mass whose sole function is to be
processed, and ultimately discarded.16 It is useful, nothing more (or less), at
least for the moment before it is discarded; it is related to the self only as a
way of aggrandizing the latter’s stability and position. There is no internal
limit, no angoisse or pain before which we shudder; we deplete the earth’s en-
ergy reserves as blandly and indifferently as the French revolutionaries (ac-
cording to Hegel) chopped off heads: as if one were cutting off a head of cab-
bage. “Good” duality has completely given way to “bad.”

As energy sources become more ef¤ciently usable—oil produces a lot
more energy than does coal in relation to the amount of energy needed to ex-
tract it, transport it, dispose of waste (ash and slag)—more material can be
treated, more things produced and dumped. Consequently, more food can
be produced, more humans will be born to eat it, and so on. And yet, under
this inanimate fuels regime, the very nature of production—and above all,
of destruction—changes. Even when things today are wasted, they are
wasted under the sign of ef¤ciency, of utility. This very abstract quanti¤ca-
tion is inseparable from the demand of an ef¤ciency that bolsters the posi-
tion of a closed and demanding subjectivity. We “need” cars and SUVs; we
“need” to use up gas, waste landscapes, forests: it is all done in the name of
the personal “lifestyle” we cannot live without, that is clearly the best ever
developed in human history, the one everyone necessarily wants. We no
longer destroy objects, render them intimate, in a very personal, confronta-
tional potlatch; we simply leave items out for the trash haulers to pick up or
have them hauled to the junkyard. There can hardly be any intimacy in the
contemporary cycle of production-consumption-destruction. As Bataille
put it, concerning intimacy:
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Intimacy is expressed only under one condition by the thing [la chose]: that
this thing fundamentally be the opposite of a thing, the opposite of a prod-
uct, of merchandise: a burning-off [consumation] and a sacri¤ce. Since inti-
mate feeling is a burning-off, it is burning-off that expresses it, not the
thing, which is its negation. (1976a, 126; 1988 132: Bataille’s italics)

War, too, re¶ects this non-intimacy of the thing: fossil-fuel- and nuclear-
powered explosives and delivery systems make possible the impersonal de-
struction of human life in great numbers and at a great distance. Human
lives are now simply quantities of material to be processed and destroyed.
This killing is different in kind from that carried out by the Aztecs. All the
sacri¤cial elements, the elements by which the person has been transformed
in death, have disappeared.

Bataille, then, should have distinguished clearly between intimate and
impersonal varieties of wasteful expenditure. It is not merely a question of
our attitude toward waste, our “self-consciousness”: also fundamental is how
the wastage is carried out. Waste based on the consumption of fossil or in-
animate (nuclear) fuels cannot entail intimacy because it is dependent on the
thing as thing, as

[w]hat we know from the outside, which is given to us as physical reality (at
the limit of the commodity, available without reserve). We cannot penetrate
the thing and its only meaning is its material qualities, appropriated or not
for some use [utilité], understood in the productive sense of the term. (1976a,
126; 1988, 132: Bataille’s italics)

The origin of this destruction is therefore to be found in the maximiza-
tion of the ef¤ciency of production; modern, industrialized waste is funda-
mentally only the most ef¤cient way to eliminate what has been overpro-
duced. “Growth” is the ever-increasing rhythm and quantity of the treatment
of matter for some purported human purpose and that matter’s subsequent
disposal/destruction. One could never “self-consciously” reconnect with in-
timacy through the af¤rmation of some form of industrial production-
destruction. To see consumer culture as in some way the ful¤llment of Ba-
taille’s dream of a modern-day potlatch is for this reason a fundamental mis-
reading of The Accursed Share.17 Bataille’s critique is always an ethics; it en-
tails the af¤rmation of a “general economy” in which the particular claims of
subjectivity are left behind. To af¤rm a consumption that, in spite of its
seeming delirium of waste, is simply a treatment of matter and expenditure
of fossil energy in immense quantities, lacking any sense of internal limits
(angoisse), and always with a particular and ef¤cacious end in view (“growth,”
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“comfort,” “personal satisfaction,” “consumer freedom”), is to misrepresent
the main thrust of Bataille’s work. The point, after all, is to enable us to at-
tain a greater “self-consciousness,” based on the ability to choose between
modes of expenditure. Which entails the greatest intimacy? Certainly not
nuclear devastation (1949) or the simple universal depletion of the earth’s re-
sources and the wholesale destruction of ecosystems (2006).

‰ Duality Today

This is not to say, however, that contemporary (mechanized) modes of
waste are entirely lacking in what made “primitive” expenditure so seduc-
tive: displays of prestige. We often hear that people cannot give up car cul-
ture and other forms of hyper-waste because they are “exciting,” delivery
systems for “freedom,” and so on. Life without the combustion of incon-
ceivable quantities of fossil fuels and the consumption of objects derived
from those fuels would be mournful, gray, a hopeless existence under the
rule of an intellectual theocracy, a tiny group of censorious liberal neo-
puritans. Al Gore’s “defeat” in the presidential election of 2000 is taken as
proof that a candidate for major of¤ce who intimates in the most subtle
way concerns for the environment is destined for oblivion. Pleasure, speed,
and the pro¶igate waste of natural resources are seen to be inseparable: un-
deniable freedoms. “Real men don’t conserve.”

To a large extent, we need not engage in debate around the question of
car culture at all; the imminent decline in world oil production within the
next twenty or thirty years (if that long) will put paid to the car culture,
and eventually even most manifestations of “global culture” (since “globali-
zation”—world trade and emigration/immigration—is wholly dependent
on the mass consumption of fossil fuels) without any intervention on the
part of ecological terrorists—or critics.18 But mankind will still be around,
of course, after oil becomes prohibitively expensive; the “tendency to ex-
pend” will always be there. What utopian future can we attempt to think,
then, on the basis of Bataille’s theory?

First, we should note that any future must take into account—indeed,
even posit as fundamental—the thirst for sacri¤ce and glorious expendi-
ture. To attempt to deny the passion associated with these activities will
doom any future scenario to irrelevance. And the excitement of car culture,
devoid as it may be of any real “intimacy” in the Bataillean sense, at least
allows people to feel that there is more to their lives than simple produc-
tion and reproduction. The smell of ¤ne Corinthian leather, the excitement
of using a radar-detector and outsmarting the highway patrolman, the
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gleam of desire in your neighbor’s eye when he ogles your new car—these
are all pleasures that are not to be denied. So too, is the sense of freedom
one derives from accelerating down an open road. And, undoubtedly, they
are based in some way on expenditure: leather, speed, chrome—none of it
is necessary, all of it indicates a waste not only of fossil-fuel-based resources
but of labor-time as well. Moreover, part of the excitement of car culture is
based on the amount of my own time and effort I waste on my auto-centric
project. I like the rush, the force pressing my body back against the seat,
the heedlessness concerning the amount of my time spent exclusively to
procure the joy of acceleration.19

Here, however, we might recall Bataille’s critique of potlatch. The
problem there was the hijacking, so to speak, of sacri¤cial destruction, its
subordination to personal interests: the rank, or prestige, of the chief,
af¤rmed, not as explosiveness,20 but as a thing. “Bad duality,” as I dubbed it,
but one that still entails some vestiges of spectacular expenditure. We can
say that some form of this occurs today, although it only accounts for a tiny
portion of the mechanized waste of the industrial world. Resources still are
wasted in an effort to establish permanent prestige: the individual who
spends over $600,000 on a new Ferrari Enzo is ¶amboyantly consuming his
wealth in order to impress, but also intimidate and outclass, others.21 Be-
hind the wheel of an Enzo, the freedom of mind-boggling speed is inseparable
from the pleasure of invincibility of monumental standing: the ownership
of, or even the association with, such a car. Here we have once again a form
of the “bad duality” I discussed above, but now yoked to a hyper-consump-
tion quite foreign to the fundamental tendency of sacri¤ce (la pure dépense)
that one would ¤nd in, say, potlatch.

Despite the relatively minor frequency of this type of enthusiastic ex-
penditure in the industrialized world, it nevertheless has cast its glamour
over the overall consumption of mass-merchandized goods. One no longer
buys shoes just to be shod; one buys a certain model, no doubt popularized
by certain sports ¤gures, in order to be “cool.” Even the most humble four-
door family sedan must somehow remind its owner of the Ferrari Enzo. That
glow of excitement, of object-mediated freedom, is what was supposedly
missing from the old Communist world, marked as it was by a sheer closed
economy of consumption geared to production.22

So there is an ersatz intimacy—the joy of the reckless struggle for the
freedom associated with prestige—remaining in the hyper-consuming
world today, apparently enough to justify its continued existence, on the
rare occasions when it is not being justi¤ed through utility alone (we “need”
more highways, etc.). But that’s the problem: if we attempt to discuss any
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regime of energy consumption other than the current one of hyper-waste,
we will inevitably be dismissed as killjoys.

The “freedom” of the car is, however, derived from a double prestige:
either status prestige, elevation over others or over one’s earlier (poorer) self,
or the prestige of elevation above space and time: an absolute speed that ne-
gates landscape and the time of self-propelled travel and cynically negates
others who do not have access to, or who are not captivated by, that speed.

If, on the other hand, we dissociate the “tendency to expend” characteri-
zing humanity from the sel¤sh consumption of huge amounts of fossil-fuel-
based energy—if, in other words, we posit a “good” duality in contradis-
tinction to the current regime of the “bad”—we can then continue to af¤rm
excess, but excess, the destruction of the thing, as a movement of intimacy.
Energy now will be wasted on an intimate level, that of the human body,
against the imperious demands of the self. The expenditure analyzed by Ba-
taille is always on the level of corporeality: the arousal of sexual organs, the
movement of muscles, the distortions of words spewing from mouths.

The problem, then, entailing a task never fully undertaken by Bataille,
is to conceive of a “good” duality, the af¤rmation of sheer expenditure in
the face of dread and the recognition of limits (interdiction, human sense),
on the scale of human muscle power and the mortality of the body. A return
to the past? Not really, since the imminent depletion of fossil fuel resources
will push us in that direction anyway: muscle power, body power, will be
a, if not the, major component in the energy mix of the future.23 But cer-
tainly what’s imperative is a recognition that an economy not based on the
pro¶igate waste of resources nevertheless must recognize the “tendency to
expend,” must, indeed, be based upon it. And inseparable from that ten-
dency, as we know, are the passions, as Bataille would call them: glory, but
also delirium, madness, sexual obsession. Or, perhaps closer to home, a
word rarely if ever used by Bataille: freedom. The freedom of the instant,
freedom from the task, from the subordination of pleasure to a long-term,
ever-receding, and largely unjusti¤ed goal. The freedom of sovereignty,
perhaps. But not the freedom of prestige, rank.

“Expenditure without return” is a ¶oating concept, de¤ned in opposi-
tion to the restrained economy whose possibility it opens, but which it
de¤es. As an end not leading outside itself, it could be anything; but what’s
most important is that with it there is a movement of “communication,” of
the breaking of the narrow limits of the (ultimately illusory) self-interested
individual. And no doubt as well some form of personal or collective trans-
port, or enthusiasm. This concern with a mouvement hors de soi can no doubt be
traced to Sade, but it also derives from the French sociological tradition of
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Durkheim, where collective enthusiasm was seen to animate public life and
give personal life a larger meaning.24 As Bataille puts it in L’Économie à la
mesure de l’univers:

You are only, and you must know it, an explosion of energy. You can’t change
it. All these human works around you are only an over¶ow of vital energy.
. . . You can’t deny it: the desire is in you, it’s intense; you could never sepa-
rate it from mankind. Essentially, the human being has the responsibility
here [a la charge ici] to spend, in glory, what is accumulated on the earth,
what is scattered by the sun. Essentially, he’s a laugher, a dancer, a giver of
festivals.  This is clearly the only serious language. (1976a, 15–16)

Bataille’s utopia thus entails a community united through common en-
thusiasm, effervescence; and in this sense, there is some good “glory”—it’s
not a term that should be associated exclusively with rank or prestige. Cer-
tainly, the Durkheimian model, much more orthodox and (French) Repub-
lican, favored an egalitarianism that would prevent, through its collective
enthusiasm, the appearance of major social inequality. Bataille’s community
would continue that tradition, while arguing for a “communication” much
more radical in that it puts in question the very limits of stable human in-
dividuality. On this score, at least, it’s a radical Durkheimianism: the fusion
envisaged is so complete that the very limits of the individual, not only of
his or her personal interests but of the body as well, are ruptured in a com-
munity that would communicate through “sexual wounds.”

Yet there’s nothing that is inherently excessive. Because waste can very
easily contribute to a sense of rank or can be subsumed as necessary invest-
ment/consumption, no empirical veri¤cation could ever take place. This is
the paradox of Bataille’s project: the very empiricism we would like to guar-
antee a “self-consciousness” and a pure dépense is itself a function of a closed
economy of utility and conservation (the study of a stable object for the
bene¤t and contentment of mankind, etc.). Waste, dépense, intimacy (the
terms are always sliding; they are inherently unstable, for good reason) are
instead a function of difference, of the unassimilable, but also, as we’ve seen,
of ethical judgment. It’s a Bataillean ethics that valorizes the Marshall Plan
over nuclear war, that determines that one is linked to sacri¤ce in all its
forms, whereas the other is not. We can go so far as to say that expenditure
is the determination of the social and energetic element that does not lead
outside itself, to some higher good or utility. Paradoxically, this determina-
tion itself is ethical, because an insubordinate expenditure is an af¤rmation
of a certain conception of the human, beyond the closed economy of the per-
sonal, or the social as guarantor of the personal. But such a determination
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does not depend on an “in-itself,” on a de¤nitive set of classi¤cations, on a
taxonomy that will guarantee the status of a certain act or a certain politics.

Expenditure, then, may be af¤rmed—not through ressentiment, but
through a willed difference with the closed economy of use and the cult of
personal satisfaction. If we return to the model of hyper-expenditure with
which we are familiar to the point of its invisibility, we can say that loss can
be framed as an inef¤ciency in relation to the ef¤ciency of the inanimate fuels
regime. Thus, for example, walking or cycling is a gross waste of time and ef-
fort when one could drive. The expenditure of blood sugar instead fossil fuel
in “transport” is one instance of a larger expenditure of the logic of fossil fuel
use, of obesity, of the passive regime of spectator sports, of the segregation of
society by physical space (according to race and social class), of the degrada-
tion of the environment in support of the production, use, and disposal of
cars, and of the economy of “growth” that is dependent on the use of ever
greater quantities of depletable resources.25 This difference with the closed
global economy, this af¤rmation of physical pleasure and “self-consciousness”
in a Bataillean sense, is what we might call one version of a contemporary
af¤rmation of the general economy—no matter on how intimate a level.

Walking or riding a bike a ridiculous distance each day in order to get
somewhere, at least if judged by contemporary standards of comfort and
well-being, is literally senseless.26 It is only if we see it in and as an economy
of difference and knowledge—impossible knowledge—that this act can be
put in perspective. Physical movement as transportation, display, dance, ex-
haustion, passion, all together, in an urban space made dense and polysemous
by the different modalities of bodily expenditure—all this makes possible
the reinscription of “freedom,” its reassignment from the sociotechnical
frame27 previously associated with the regime of hyper-consumption, social
standing, and inanimate fuel-based energy depletion.

All of this is important if we consider that a regime of “sustainability”
will offer only austerity. Recent books devoted to “managing the decline”—
that is, surviving the end of the era of cheap fossil fuels—have presented vi-
sions of a future in which life will be made more sensible, “small,” because
the wasteful habits of current consumers will, necessarily, be curtailed. Co-
operatives, sensible (slower) transportation alternatives, smaller houses, less
travel, rigorous recycling, all will be practiced, will have to be practiced, if
there is to be any future at all.28 This is commendable futurology, but notably
lacking from all these models of the future is the one element that might
give them some appeal: excitement, passion, freedom, glory, the sense of
transgressing limits—even orgiastic sexuality and madness.29 The excesses
of a consumer society will be curtailed in this sane future, to be sure, but the
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“ends” of society, the passion or delirium, collective or individual, that (ac-
cording to Bataille at least) will inevitably drive it (if there is to be any
human self-consciousness) seem to be lacking. Ivan Illich, perhaps the most
lucid of social analysts, likes the term “conviviality,” a notion that implies
nonhierarchical institutions, close deinstitutionalized personal relations in
what now might be considered a rather austere economic setting.

This is a laudable ideal, but one can only imagine along with it, and
against it, another economy, another ecology: one in which nature is not nec-
essarily to be preserved (conserved) primarily for the comfort and perpetuity
of man; one in which the violence of expenditure, on the part of mankind
and of “nature,” is put forward, and in which sustainability will be a logical
aftereffect. A future, in other words, that will celebrate expenditure on a hu-
man, physical scale, a scale that will preclude the hyper-expenditure that
recognizes no limits and that delivers only a secondary, sel¤sh freedom. This
expenditure on the part of the body, in violent contact and contrast with
other bodies, maneuvering in the city, over mountains and through valleys,
will come to usurp, in its practices of freedom and obsession, the actions
through which mountains and valleys are mere things to be processed and
discarded. It will not be “beautiful” in its “smallness,” its “slowness”; it will
not assume that the angelic or brutish ecstasy of which we are capable and
destined is a cause or aftereffect of the current regime of expenditure, either
its hyper-waste or its relentless commodi¤cation. It will not entail a quasi-
religion with man, living in sustainable comfort, as its chief deity. Conser-
vation, austerity, these terms only have meaning if they are practiced in the
name of something else; a hermetically sealed, that is, closed economy, as
Bataille shows, is unthinkable. There will always be a rupture in the system
that both opens its possibility and is unthinkable within it. Waste logically
precedes conservation, then; but its practice entails conservation as an after-
effect. For without some form of conservation, there can be no consistent
carrying capacity, and without the latter, no notion of expenditure.

Our ¤rst question, which is inseparable from an ethical approach to econ-
omy, will be: How and what do we waste? What model of waste will condi-
tion the practice of maintaining or modifying a carrying capacity? And we
will inevitably think within a horizon, a series of limits, as Bataille himself
does when he elaborates the ethics of expenditure; no thought can be elabo-
rated in and as a realm of limitless, sheer waste. But from within the ethics of
limits, we have no choice but to work out a theory of excess in an era of radical
shortage,30 a practice of human-powered velocity in an era of gas lines, a
theory of glory in and against an epoch of seemingly relentless constraint.
“Good” duality, in effect: the incessant transgression of all-too-human limits.
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notes

1. Derrida (1978) characterizes the crucial ¤fth section of The Accursed Share, in which
nuclear destruction and the Marshall Plan are discussed, as “most often muddled by con-
jectural approximations” (1978, 337n33).

2. See, for example, Foucault’s Discipline and Punish—especially the importance he
places on the (constitutive) role of violent spectacle in society—and Lingis’s emphasis, for
example, in Trust (2004), on transgression and excess in interpersonal relations.

3. “Carrying capacity” refers to the population (of any given species) that a region can
be reasonably expected to sustain. It is de¤ned by LeBlanc in this way: “The idea [of carry-
ing capacity] in its simplest form is that the territory or region available to any group con-
tains only a ¤nite amount of usable food for that group. Different environments can carry
or support different numbers of people: deserts can support fewer people than woodlands,
the Arctic can support very few, and so on” (2003, 39).

4. My translation. Ambrosino’s text is not included in the English translation of The
Accursed Share. Many of Ambrosino’s texts of the late 1940s and early 1950s published in
Critique, the review edited by Bataille, display the same assumption, that energy is avail-
able in in¤nite supply—not only in the universe as a whole, but in modern fossil-fuel-
based economies. This is a most peculiar position for a trained physicist to take. See, for ex-
ample, his review of Norbert Wiener’s Cybernetics, in Critique: “Energy, in a physical sense,
is everywhere (the least gram of matter, etc. . . .), [and] the sources of negative entropy,
with which man furnishes himself, and his industry, are practically inexhaustible [intaris-
sable]” (1950, 80).

5. On EROEI and its implications for any energy retrieval, distribution, or consump-
tion system, see Heinberg 2003, 138.

6. The last really massive oil ¤eld found by petroleum geologists was the Al-Ghawar,
discovered in Saudi Arabia in 1948 (one year before the publication of The Accursed Share).

7. See Heinberg 2003, 142–46.
8. See Beaudreau 1999, for whom value in industrial economies is ultimately derived

from the expenditure of inanimate energy, not labor power (7–35). Conversely, “[human]
labor in modern production processes is more appropriately viewed as a form of lower-level
organization (i.e., supervisor)” (18).

9. It has taken millions of years of concentration in the fossilization process to pro-
duce the amazingly high-energy yields of fossil fuels: tapping into sunlight alone cannot
come close. F. E. Trainer, for example, sees enormous problems with the use of solar energy
to fuel human society, even the most parsimonious: the dif¤culty of collecting the energy
in climates that have little direct sunlight (1995, 118); the inef¤ciency of converting it to
electricity and storing it, where at least 80 percent of the energy will be lost in the process
(118–24); and even the expense of building a solar collection plant, where, in Trainer’s es-
timation, “it would take eight years’ energy output from the plant just to repay the energy
it would take to produce the steel needed to build it!” (124)—all these facts indicate that
solar energy in relation to human civilization is, well, too diluted.

10. The “energy slave” is based on the estimate of mechanical work a person can do: an
annual energy output of 37.2 million foot-pounds. “In the USA, daily use per capita of en-
ergy is around 1000 MJ, that is, each person has the equivalent of 100 energy slaves work-
ing 24 hours a day for him or her” (Boyden 1987, 196).

11. See Odum and Odum 2001, “Policies for Transition and Descent,” 131–286.
12. See note 2, above.
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13. See the prime example cited by LeBlanc: an area of Turkey where he did research
as a young anthropologist. “Almost 10,000 years of farming and herding have denuded an
original oak-pistachio woodland, and today [in a photograph of the area] only a few trees
can be seen in the distance” (2003, 140).

14. Perhaps complimentary copies of The Accursed Share could be distributed in the
Department of Defense and the Pentagon.

15. Heidegger’s analysis of the defamiliarization, so to speak, of the useful but unre-
marked object in Being and Time clearly anticipates Bataille’s take on the object, the
“thing,” both useful (and hence largely invisible) and, in another, “general” context, not.
(For Bataille, the object is not just broken, wrenched out of its familiar context: it is ren-
dered orgiastic, insubordinate, “cursed matter,” etc., and here following the tradition of
reading the “sacred” in the French anthropological tradition [Durkheim, Mauss]).

16. In, of course, Heidegger’s famous postwar essay, “The Question Concerning Tech-
nology” (1977).

17. This is the legacy of a well-known article by Jean-Joseph Goux on Bataille: “Gen-
eral Economics and Postmodern Capitalism” (1990). See also Blood 2002, an informative
and useful article on Bataille and Derrida in this context.

18. See Deffeyes 2001, and Heinberg 2003. The “Hubbert’s Peak” argument is that
the extraction of oil has followed a classic bell curve; both for American oil reserves, which
reached the top of the peak around 1970—perfectly following M. King Hubbert’s predic-
tion of the 1950s—and world reserves, which will probably reach their peak no later than
some time between 2010 and 2020. Hubbert’s theory, applied globally, does not predict
complete oil exhaustion after the peak has been reached, but merely indicates the point
after which the quantity of oil being extracted worldwide will start to decline. At that
moment—not of the total disappearance of oil, but of the beginning of the decline of oil
production—a staggering realization will sweep the world’s oil markets: oil production is
declining, at a time of rising demand, and there is nothing to remedy the situation. The effect
on oil prices is easily imagined. Obviously, rising oil prices will cut demand; the complete
exhaustion of oil resources may very well not come for centuries. It’s a question of acceler-
ating shortfalls, not of simply “running out” of oil. Heinberg’s is probably the best overall
book on the social implications of the imminent decline of the fossil fuel economy. For a
mordant consideration of the prospects of American society in light of “Hubbert’s Peak,”
see Kunstler (perhaps the most brilliant urbanist writing today).

19. With all the time spent working to pay for the car, commuting in it, waiting for
repairs, sitting in traf¤c jams, and so forth, the average American spends 1,600 hours a
year in or on his car. As Illich puts it, “The model American puts in 1,600 hours to get
7,500 miles; less than ¤ve miles per hour” (1973, 31).

20. “[Rank] is an explosive charge. The man of high rank is originally only an explo-
sive individual (all men are explosive, but he is explosive in a privileged way). Doubtless
he tries to prevent, or at least delay the explosion. Thus he lies to himself by derisively tak-
ing his wealth and his power for something they are not” (Bataille 1976a, 77; 1988, 75).

21. Although it is true that the “super-rich” who would buy cars like the Enzo are
likely spending a smaller portion of their income on automotive transport than are the
“middle-class” individuals killing themselves to pay off minivans and SUVs.

22. The irony, of course, lies in the fact that when the Iron Curtain fell, the eastern bloc
countries were revealed to be, in terms of natural resources and conservation, among the
most wasteful and polluting on earth.

23. When oil hits $150 a barrel (a modest estimate for, say, 2015—see note 18, above),
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car culture will very quickly become a distant, albeit fond, memory. The notion of globali-
zation, celebrated or excoriated by so many postmodern critics, will seem equally arcane,
since the quick and cheap transport of people and things and even information will come
to an end. For further considerations on the end of the fossil fuel era, see Heinberg 2003,
as well as the articles and polemics on the rather sobering Web site www.dieoff.org.

24. See Strenski on Durkheim as a thinker of sacri¤ce, and Richman on Bataille’s con-
nection to the tradition of Durkheim and on both Durkheim and Bataille as latter-day
avatars of the French intellectual tradition that conceives society to be grounded in sacri-
¤cial expenditure.

25. For a systematic and thorough indictment of the of¤cial American automobile cul-
ture, in all its social and ecological rami¤cations, see Alvord 2000.

26. These standards are more and more associated with the mass propagation and
maintenance of obesity. The universalization of car culture has resulted in an epidemic of
obesity: the energy one would otherwise spend on transporting oneself (walking, cycling)
comes to be accumulated on the body in the form of fat (see Alvord 2000, 89–90). One of
the forms of wealth (hoarded energy) expended in future acts of post-car-culture potlatch
will therefore be the wattles of fat that adorn the bodies of so many modern individuals.

27. On the sociotechnical frame—a regime entailing both a given technology and the
social implementation from which it is inseparable—see Rosen 2002, 174–78. The socio-
technical frame on which Rosen focuses is that of the bicycle. Rosen makes this trenchant
observation: “A sustainability-centered sociotechnical frame of the bicycle will have to
wrest the values of freedom and autonomy back from the sociotechnology of the automo-
bile and re-integrate them within a wider conception of sustainable mobility. The sheer
dif¤culty of this task can be demonstrated by trying to imagine a car-dependent relative,
friend or colleague attaching the same sense of freedom he or she identi¤es with their au-
tomobile to public transportation, car-sharing, or multi-modal trips. One cause for opti-
mism is that for cyclists these values are intrinsic to their modal choice” (Rosen 2002,
175). Rosen is an unusual author in that he recognizes the importance of emotional, even
ecstatic experience (“freedom,” “autonomy”) in the choice or development of a sociotech-
nical frame. In other words, mere grim sustainability is not enough; some “inner experi-
ence,” to borrow Bataille’s term, will, in the future, have to come into play. See notes 28
and 29, below.

28. There is a virtual library of books arguing for a “sustainable” development that
frame their arguments in the mode of self-sacri¤ce, downsizing, lowered expectations, san-
ity, slowness, refusal of the excitement of consumption, conservation in a rigorously closed
economy. See, e.g., Odum and Odum 2001; Brown 2001; Schumacher 1989; Illich 1978;
Trainer 1995.

29. “The supreme value in conserver society must be living as simply as possible—
consuming as few non-renewable resources as is compatible with comfortable material liv-
ing standards. The focal criterion must be what is suf¤cient. Is this house, this coat, etc.
good enough to do the job? Instead of ¤nding luxury attractive we must value recycled and
repaired items. We must in other words undergo a complete reversal in our thinking about
luxuries” (Trainer 1995, 133; Trainer’s italics).

30. This is what Bataille himself did; the late 1940s and early 1950s were an era of
seemingly insuperable shortage and gray constraint: food rationing, housing shortages, cities
in ruins, accompanied by the perceived need for a communism that would restrain or elimi-
nate the inequalities of society and its attendant waste and therefore do away with shortage.
Sartre was the hero of the day, the setter of the intellectual agenda, certainly not Bataille—
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and Sartre’s existentialist theory was based on a theory of lack (lack remedied, of course, by
human intervention, labor). Bataille’s gesture—to proclaim that the central problem of the
postwar era was not shortage but the glut of wealth (energy) with which humans were de-
stroying themselves—was magni¤cently perverse. And right on the money.
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