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Introduction
Sacred with a Vengeance

JEREMY BILES AND KENT L. BRINTNALL

Only negative experience is worthy of our attention.
—Georges Bataille

A Ferociously Religious Biography

Negative Ecstasies. The title of this volume is excessive, pleonastic—for ac-
cording to Georges Bataille (1897-1962), a// genuine ecstasy is necessarily,
and violently, negative. Bataille characterizes ecstasy as a laceration of the
ego, a rupture that for a time dissolves the self-contained character of the
individual as she exists in her everyday life. It is in the varieties of ecstatic
experience—erotic fulminations, poetic effervescence, wrenching laughter,
wracking sobs, and other excessive moments—that the self as defined and
conditioned by the structures and strictures, the prohibitions and taboos,
of profane, workaday life, is lost. Bataille’s writings are dramatic evidence
of his relentless pursuit of the self-dissolving negative experience of ecstasy.
They repeatedly reveal the sacrificial violence, the profound negativity, that
haunts the always excessive moments that he deemed sacred. The essays
collected here treat, in sundry ways, the category of the sacred as con-
ceived by Bataille. They pay heed to Bataille’s own focus on the “negative”
heart of religion. And they take seriously Bataille as a profoundly religious
thinker—a figure possessed by religion in both his writings and his life.
To be sure, Bataille’s life, like his writings, evidenced the work of the
negative. Though Bataille remains best known to most American readers as
the author of a classic of pornographic fiction, Story of the Eye, throughout



his life he was interested, indeed obsessed, with the many manifestations of
the “radical, subversive negativity which he called the sacred.” Bataille was
born in 1897, in Billom, France, to a blind, partially paralyzed, and syphi-
litic father, Josephe-Aristide, and a debauched mother, Marie-Antoinette
Tournadre.? Though raised “with no religious instruction,” Georges Ba-
taille became interested in Catholicism as a child and converted in 1914.3
When threat of bombardment from the German forces compelled him
and his mother to flee Billom, they left behind the blind Joseph-Aristide,
who had by this time “gone mad.”* During a brief stint in the service,
Bataille’s piety intensified. Upon discharge, he “consider[ed] becoming a
priest, or rather a monk,” but after residing for a time with Benedictine
monks at Quarr Abbey, he enrolled in the School of Paleography and Li-
brary Science in 1918. Then, in 1920, Bataille abruptly lost his faith; his
Catholicism had “caused a woman he . . . loved to shed tears.”

This loss of faith did not, however, entail a loss of a sense of the sacred.
On the contrary, Bataille’s idiosyncratic religious sensibilities, defined by
experiences of explosive affective ambivalence—horror and bliss, anguish
and delight—intensified through a range of encounters that underscored
the connections between violence, death, and excess—all keyed to neg-
ativity—that Bataille saw at the heart of the sacred. In the early 1920s,
he developed an “enthusiasm” for bullfights, witnessing the death of the
famed matador Granero, whose eye was enucleated by a bull’s horn—an
event that for Bataille amounted to a spectacular and horrific sacrificial rit-
ual.¢ In 1923, Bataille read Nietzsche, an event he described as “decisive.””
The reading was not strictly philosophical; it exceeded philosophy in its
Dionysian explosion of the Hegelian dialectic, an explosion instigating a
wounding religious experience, a sparagmos of the self. In Nietzsche, Ba-
taille had found a weapon for destroying Hegel’s idealist philosophy and
its aspirations to synthetic resolution. Transvaluing the Hegelian concept
of negativity, Bataille characterized his own life as an “open wound™® of
“unemployed negativity” with no specific aim or point of future resolu-
tion. Bataille would go on to develop a quasi-mystical identification with
the “mad” Nietzsche, “repeating” his ecstatic vision of the eternal return
near the pyramidal rock at Surlei.” Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death
of God, far from diminishing Batailles religious intensity, became a point
of meditation stimulating his “negative inner experience.”"

It was also in the 1920s that Bataille began his lifelong engagement with
surrealism, which he admired for its spirit of rebellion and its investigation
of the powers of the unconscious, even as he remained outside the “of-
ficial” surrealist circle centering on André Breton, whom Bataille accused
of an impotent poetic idealism animated by a Hegelian “spirit of ‘synthe-

2 m Jeremy Biles and Kent L. Brintnall



sis.””"" But like the surrealists, Bataille displayed a deep interest in psycho-
analysis. In the mid-1920s, as an aspiring writer suffering from paralyzing
inhibitions, Bataille entered into treatment under the heterodox analyst
Dr. Adrien Borel. It was Dr. Borel, by all accounts a most affable indi-
vidual, who gifted Bataille with the now iconic photos of a Chinese man
undergoing the /ingchi method of torture and execution, in which flesh,
organs, and limbs are slowly sliced from the still-living victim until he
succumbs—"“death by a thousand cuts.” Bataille meditated upon this “in-
sane” and “shocking” image of “pain, at once ecstatic(?) and intolerable,”
with the fervency of a monk contemplating the crucified body of Christ.
The meditation elicited an ambivalent spiritual convulsion whose rever-
berations carried into Bataille’s final days. And like the Christian mystics
with whose spiritual literature he was so well versed, Bataille found in his
meditation a path to a sinister rapture and a dark insight. He closes his last
book, 7he Tears of Eros, with a commentary on the photo: “What I sud-
denly saw was the identity of these perfect contraries, divine ecstasy and
its opposite, extreme horror.”? Bataille’s highly unusual, indeed harrowing,
course of analysis was “decisive”—liberating in its “brutal efficacity,” put-
ting “an end to the series of dreary mishaps and failures in which [he] had
been floundering, but not to the state of [his] intellectual intensity,” which
remained undiminished."

Bataille’s peculiar psychological dispositions helped shape the influential
journal Documents. In 1929, Bataille took over editorship of the journal,
publishing, along with his own work, articles by a number of ex-surrealists,
many condemned by Breton in his Second Manifesto of Surrealism;" Michel
Leiris, André Masson, Jacques-André Boiffard, Jacques Prévert, Raymond
Queneau, and Roger Vitrac were among the contributors. Conceived as a
“war machine against received ideas,”® Documents became a venue for Ba-
taille to rage against Breton’s idealist brand of surrealism, publishing articles
exemplifying Bataille’s interest in things lowly, abject, and monstrous—so
many aspects of what he called “base materialism”: the erotic aspect of
the big toe, the horror of the eye, the absurd appearance of crustaceans,
the pretenses of architecture, the ridiculousness of the human face, the
sacrilegious nature of spittle.” In such articles one finds a Nietzschean will
to destruction coupled with a psychoanalytically informed interest in the
symbolics of excretion, together forming the basis of an aggressive counter-
surrealism indicative of Bataille’s evolving conception of the sacred as tied
to transgressive heterogeneity: “The notion of the (heterogeneous) foreign
body permits one to note the elementary subjective identity between types
of excrement . . . and everything that can be seen as sacred, divine, or
marvelous.”®
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Nietzsche, surrealism, psychoanalysis: this triad of “decisive” encounters
forms a background for Bataille’s investigations of the limits of human
experience, or what he will variously call ecstasy, inner experience, and the
impossible—so many aspects of the negative, the loss of self that he took
to be crucial. But however personal, solitary, and idiosyncratic his experi-
ences, Bataille remained resolutely turned outward, toward others, toward
the other. His obsession with the sacred was inseparable from his desire for
intimacy, for a mode of communication that demanded the wounding of
self-enclosed individuals. “‘Communication’ cannot proceed from one full
and intact individual to another,” writes Bataille. “It requires individuals
whose separate existence in themselves is 7isked, placed at the limit of death
and nothingness.””

This longing for a wounding intimacy, a negative ecstasy, impelled
Bataille, in 1936, to convene a secret society known as Acéphale (“head-
less”), which “would pursue goals that would be solely religious (but anti-
Christian, essentially Nietzschean).”® Carrying out its secret sacrificial
rituals in the dead of night by a lightning-blasted tree, this “PEROCIOUSLY
RELIGIOUS” group sought to reactivate a primitive, chthonic form of the
sacred through a “rapturous escape from the self.”* Five issues of a journal
sharing the secret society’s name were published under the editorship of
Bataille, Pierre Klossowski, and Georges Ambrosino. In their pages, Ba-
taille and his fellow contributors presented articles on sacrifice, Heracli-
tus, the Dionysian mysteries, monstrosity, and, above all, Nietzsche—the
insane Nietzsche, whose madness was interpreted as a sacrifice and whose
furious spirit was the journal’s main inspiration. André Masson, one of the
cadre of “dissident” surrealists in Bataille’s orbit, executed the images of the
Acéphale—a monstrous “Nietzsche-Dionysus,” a headless, self-mutilated
god emblematizing the will to sacrificial ecstasy that defined the group—
that appeared throughout the journal’s pages.

Although both the journal and the community of thinkers who con-
verged in the name of the Acéphale soon disbanded, Bataille had mean-
while established, with Roger Caillois and Michel Leiris, the College de
Sociologie, a group of intellectuals, convening from 1937 to 1939, dedi-
cated to investigating the role of the sacred in modern life. The College
derived its basic principles from Emile Durkheim, adapting his sociologi-
cal studies toward its own particular goals. Following Durkheim, the col-
legians saw the sacred both as radically opposed to the profane or everyday
as well as acutely ambivalent, internally divided between pure and impure,
beneficent and dangerous, right and left aspects. A sinister counterpart to
the mainline French sociological school, the Collége took the sacred to be
a dangerous but preeminently social phenomenon—in Bataille’s words, a
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“privileged moment of communal unity, a moment of the convulsive com-
munication of what is ordinarily stifled,” especially unconscious forces,
transgressive erotic desires, and excessive affects.? It is thus the communal,
social nature of even the most solitary and private moments that interested
the group. Through critical engagement with Nietzsche, Sade, and Freud,
as well as investigations of Christian brotherhoods, secret societies, sha-
manism, festival, and the like, Bataille and his cohort sought not only to
understand but also, one might surmise, to activate the sacred, particularly
its subversive, left-handed aspects in their full negativity.??

For Bataille, the College’s pursuits, though dedicated to scrupulous anal-
ysis of these forms of the sacred, were not exercises in academic abstraction.
Rather, the Collége was, at least in part, a politically motivated commu-
nity of intellectuals interested in discerning the workings of fascism and
also countering fascism through a deployment of the forces of the sinister
side of the sacred. To be sure, Bataille’s politics were inseparable from his
religious sensibilities. His involvement with the Democratic Communist
Circle in the early 1930s and his initiation, in 1935, of Counter-Attack,
a political group gathering “former members of the Communist Circle
and, following a definite reconciliation with André Breton, the whole of
the surrealist group,”® already announced a strong resonance in Bataille’s
thought and life between certain leftist political commitments and the
left sacred. With his “headless” secret society, Bataille pursued a religious
antipolitics, a principled refusal of conventional political activism through
the attempted creation of community convening around the Acéphalic
myth.? For Bataille, the political exigencies corresponding to the rise of
fascism, the affiliation of the surrealists with the Communist Party, and his
intensifying interest in the psychological and sociological dimensions of
group movements were all so many indications of the eminently collective
dimensions of the sacred.

Thus, with the onset of war in 1939, Bataille’s sudden turn to near-
total reclusiveness may be surprising. But disillusioned with the prospects
of political engagement and “torn apart” by the death of his lover, Laure
(Colette Peignot), Bataille withdrew from the political scene and under-
took a mystical counterpolitics carried out in solitude.”” He had begun
practicing a heterodoxical form of yoga “in considerable chaos and in a
state of mental turmoil pushed to the extreme.”?® In solitude, but with an
unrelinquished desire for “communication,” Bataille underwent a violent
mystical experience, pursuing a method of meditation geared toward self-
rupture and culminating in an ecstatic, impossible, and “totally negative”
experience.”” He recounts—in fragments, aphorisms, and highly personal,
diaristic writing—the vicissitudes of this mystical itinerary in his book
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Inner Experience. During this time, he also composed the wartime journal
that would appear under the title Guilty. A third book from this period,
On Nietzsche, is a dense meshwork of quotes from the German visionary
with commentary by Bataille. The commentary is not, as noted above, pre-
cisely of a philosophical nature—though Bataille does philosophize—but
rather an exacerbated rewriting of Nietzsche in an attempt to identify with
him and his experience. These three books are together comprised under
the rubric La somme athéologique.®® A parody of the integral architecture of
Thomas Aquinas’s Summa, Bataille’s atheological triumvirate—with cries
of laughter and tears, agony and ecstasy, erupting from the wound created
by the death of God—is fragmentary, sporadic, and incomplete, fraught
with emotional excruciations. In his attempts to write of experience at the
limits, Bataille tortures and contorts language and writerly forms, seeking
to communicate his mystical agnosia, an apophatic aporia that he called
“the impossible.” These books are anti- or transgeneric, monstrously hy-
brid, at once or by turns spiritual handbook, autobiography, dream jour-
nal, fiction, fantasy, and quasi-philosophical exposition.

Subsequent to this emotionally turbulent outpouring, following the
war, Bataille’s writing turned more systematic but no less intensely ori-
ented toward investigation of negative ecstatic experience. Bataille’s three-
volume treatise on economics, 7he Accursed Share, elaborates a theory of
a “general economy” that takes excess and expenditure, rather than lack
and the need for accumulation, as its starting point. Bataille links the solar
“superabundance of energy on the surface of the globe” to the need for
sacrifice, which, under various guises, eliminates the dangerous energetic
surplus that threatens to annihilate those who hoard it.*" Erotism is a dis-
tinctive account of the sacrificial dimensions of physical and religious erot-
icism, linking eroticism to an experience “at the level of death™ that “jerks
us out of a tenacious obsession with the lastingness of our discontinuous,”
individual being.”® And in Lascaux and Tears of Eros, Bataille links the
history and practice of art to the history and practice of religious sacrifice
and erotic bliss. Whether through economics, erotics, or aesthetics, Ba-
taille seeks to overcome concern with the lastingness of the individual self
through negative operations—sacrifice, orgiastic festivals, art, and the like.
Generosity, expenditure, waste, and sacrifice are imperative.

It is, ultimately, sacrifice as a means of contact with, or activation of,
the sacred that Bataille sees as the central question of his work and indeed
of human existence. And it is in sacrifice, in whatever form—mysticism,
eroticism, art, poetry, gambling, and other “deficit operations”—that Ba-
taille finds a key to the “sovereign” existence he pursued in his life and
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writings, an “existence free of all limitations of interest.”** According to
Bataille (who again extends and modifies Durkheim), the profane world
is the sphere of useful activity, goal-oriented thought, instrumental rea-
son, and concern for the discontinuous, individual self. It is the workaday
world of utility, lasting order, and the accumulation of goods against the
threat of death. The sacred, in stark opposition, includes those moods,
moments, and operations that undo, always and only for a fleeting time,
the usefulness of mere things, the pretenses to accomplishment, the claims
of our future-oriented projects, the limits of mere reason. Sacrifice is a
transgression of those prohibitions that constrict and restrict human ex-
perience, soldering the individual into a hermetic shell of self-protection
defined by pecuniary interest, individual concern, and fear of death.

The profane world, the world of discontinuity, can never be definitively
erased; Bataille knew this all too well. Yet what he desired to the very end
of his life was “to bring into a world founded on discontinuity all the
continuity such a world can sustain.”* Continuity, intimacy, sovereignty:
these demand the ceaseless counteroperation of negativity, the risk of trans-
gression, the relentless unworking of the work of instrumental reason.?
Sovereignty is thus achieved by turning the tools of reason and project
against themselves.” “The issue,” Bataille writes, “is not that of attainment
of a goal, but rather of escape from those traps which goals represent.”?
Ecstasy is the “negative miracle” of self-annihilation, the quintessence of
the sacred—with a vengeance.”

The Return of Religion: Toward a General
Economy of Religious Studies

The world of understanding is to religion as the clarity of day is to
the horror of the night.
Georges Bataille

Given the religious biography sketched above as well as Bataille’s lifelong
engagement with the sacred in its sundry forms, it is perplexing that Ba-
taille has received so little attention in the field of religious studies (and
indeed is often regarded as antireligious), even as his astonishingly multi-
farious writings have afforded him posthumous recognition across a vari-
ety of other disciplines. A precursor to poststructuralist thought who broke
the “French path to postmodernity,”* Bataille has exercised influence in
art criticism, critical and literary theory, philosophy, psychoanalysis, so-
ciology, and anthropology.” Many of the twentieth century’s leading in-
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tellectuals—Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and Julia
Kristeva, among others—cite Bataille as a major figure in the development
of their own thought.*?

Bataille’s impact in the areas of art criticism and theory has been signifi-
cant, but probably nowhere more so than in the critique of modernism and
the rereading of surrealism over the past three decades. Theorists afhliated
with the avant-garde art journal October have long championed Bataille,
taking up his work to elaborate a sinister counterpart to André Breton’s
sunnier brand of surrealism. In this connection, Bataille’s minuscule essay
“Informe” (“Formless”) has exercised a wildly disproportionate influence.
In this six-sentence article, Bataille provocatively claims that “a dictionary
begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words, but their tasks. Thus
formless is not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that
serves to bring things down in the world, generally requiring that each
thing have its form.” Prominent critics and theorists including Rosalind
Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, Denis Hollier, and Hal Foster have found in this
formulation an incitement for developing provocative readings of surrealist
and other modern and contemporary art in the registers of lowness, base-
ness, horizontality, and the death drive.* In the present volume, Paul He-
garty extends this conversation to the province of aural art forms—namely,
the formal experiment of noise music. Exploring Bataille’s longstanding
fascination with silence—as well as his understanding of the paradox of
writing about silence—Hegarty thinks about the ways that noise, when
assembled in certain ways, functions like silence by way of contrast to what
is commonly understood as music, just as silence pierces and hinders dis-
cursive speech. In this way, noise music fosters access to the sacred. Mov-
ing beyond the realm of aesthetic artifacts, Jeremy Biles’s contribution to
this collection extends his prior elaboration of Bataille’s engagement with
surrealism by examining the place of dreams and dream interpretation in
Bataille’s writings. Examining Bataille’s references to dreams, Biles’s essay
not only furthers understanding of Bataille’s relationship to Breton but
provides a rich picture of Bataille’s engagement with Freud.®

Many prominent thinkers have embraced Bataille as a poststructuralist
avant la lettre as well as a critic of the self-contained, autonomous subject.
In the pages of the avant-garde literary journal 7e/ Quel, whose ethos was
strongly shaped by Bataille’s writings, Foucault, Kristeva, and others take
up Bataille in forwarding their critiques of the modern subject.*® But Ba-
taille’s influence extended well beyond this venue. For example, in a special
issue of Critigue dedicated to Bataille, Foucault published his famous es-
say “A Preface to Transgression,” in which he cites Bataille’s formulation
of transgression as crucial to the explosion of dialectical language and,
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with it, self-contained subjectivity. In her influential book Powers of Hor-
ror, Kristeva turns to Bataille in conceptualizing abjection and the limits
of subjectivity within a broadly psychoanalytic framework. While Fou-
cault and Kristeva name and demonstrate their indebtedness to Bataille,
very little work has traced their specific engagements with and reliances on
Bataille. Zeynep Direk’s and Mark Jordan’s contributions to this volume
begin to address this gap. Starting with the most obvious connections be-
tween Bataille and Kristeva related to the latter’s examination of the abject,
Direk expands her gaze to consider Kristeva’s later work and explain how
it represents a critical distancing from an earlier investment in Batailles
ideas. Jordan’s consideration of Foucault’s romance with Bataille not only
sheds light on Foucault’s “Preface”; it also finesses both Foucault’s and Ba-
taille’s understanding of the “death of God” and its significance. Jordan
uses his examination of Foucault’s relation to Bataille to sketch a clearer
picture of Foucaults relation to Christianity and theology more generally.
In his contribution to this volume, Allan Stoekl also nuances and clarifies
what the “death of God” means for Bataille. Stoekl complicates Bataille’s
relation to Catholicism and Catholic theology by showing points of con-
tact between his notion of expenditure and Teilhard de Chardin’s cosmol-
ogy. Stoekl’s unexpected comparison shows there are virtually innumer-
able examples that could be adduced to support the notion that Bataille
is perhaps zhe thinker for instigating the overcoming of the “autonomous
subject of modernity.”

This postmodern interrogation of subjectivity has been advanced on
multiple fronts and by many thinkers. One of the most prominent has
been Jacques Derrida, whose reading of Bataille in his essay “From Re-
stricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism Without Reserve” shaped the
reception of Bataille in literary theory and philosophy, where Bataille has
been seen as a forerunner of deconstruction and a pathbreaking exemplar
of an antidialectical mode of philosophy. But Derrida is not, of course,
alone among philosophers who have found in Bataille a way to exceed
(Hegelian) dialectics. As noted above, Foucault embraces and elaborates
Bataille’s concept of transgression. Jean-Luc Nancy takes Bataille as the
starting point for his innovative account of “the inoperative community,”
and Giorgio Agamben turns to Bataille in formulating his well-known
concept of homo sacer, “sacred man.” Bataille is also a prominent, if mostly
implicit, presence in Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s lucidly deliri-
ous exposition of schizoanalysis and their critique of capitalism in Anzi-
Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus. And, by way of Deleuze and Guattari,
Bataille makes an appearance—textually and thematically—in Guy Hoc-
quenghem’s Homosexual Desire, a queer theory treatise avant la lettre.
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Although not relying on Deleuze and Guattari, Jean-Joseph Goux’s es-
say for this collection turns to Bataille to examine the ways that capital-
ism and its model of consumption function as a religion, posing as an
access point to the sacred, in our historical moment. At the same time,
Goux challenges Bataille’s understanding of the connections between re-
ligion and economy by turning to what Bataille missed by overlooking
the role of Catholicism in the relevant historical transformations. Moving
beyond capitalism and the narrow frame of economics in the classic sense,
Shannon Winnubst’s contribution to this volume shows the relevance of
Bataille’s work for thinking about neoliberalism’s construction of the con-
sumptive, utilitarian, instrumental subject. Developing the analysis found
in her book Queering Freedom, Winnubst demonstrates the ongoing rel-
evance of Bataille’s work to contemporary historical, cultural, political,
and economic conditions, gesturing toward the way his conception of sac-
rificial expenditure highlights possibilities for interrupting and subvert-
ing neoliberal logics. As part of this exploration, Winnubst sketches an
account of the difference between Bataille’s and Lacan’s understandings of
desire. Fully consistent with Winnubst’s proposed intervention, Alphonso
Lingis’s recent writings in books like Dangerous Emotions might be seen
in part as Bataillean meditations on eroticism, expenditure, intimacy, and
carnal encounters. In the present collection, Lingis examines how Bataille
engages major themes from the anthropology and sociology of religion,
offering alternative understandings and interpretations of topics and texts
familiar to those engaged with the academic study of religion.*® Like Win-
nubst, Allan Stoekl develops themes from his recent publication, Bazailles
Peak, in his essay for this volume. Turning to virtual reality as a site where
the self can be lost, spent, and sundered, Stoekl develops his insights about
the ethical possibilities of ecstatic self-loss and demonstrates Bataille’s con-
tinuing relevance for interpreting the conditions of life in this new millen-
nium. And in placing Bataille into conversation with Leo Bersani and Tim
Dean, Kent Brintnall’s contribution to this collection furthers the slowly
developing conversation between Bataille and queer theory, which, neces-
sarily, must become a conversation between queer theory and the study of
religion.®

Notwithstanding his strong and in many cases crucial influence on ma-
jor philosophical thinkers, Bataille nonetheless represents the less traveled
of two paths in (postymodern continental philosophy, each claiming the
“impossible heritage of Nietzsche” and the death of God. The dominant
path runs through Heidegger. As Jiirgen Habermas demonstrates, how-
ever, Bataille “gave the philosophical discourse of modernity a direction
similar to Heidegger’s; but for his departure from modernity he chose a
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completely different path.”® Both Heidegger and Bataille seek to “break
out of the prison of modernity, out of an Occidental rationalism that has
been victorious on the scale of world history. Both want to overcome
subjectivism, which covers the world with its reifying violence and lets it
harden into a totality of technically manipulable and economically realiz-
able goods.”" Both wage a “relentless attack on the pre-eminence of the
philosophical subject.”>* But it has been Heidegger’s critique of “reason at
the foundations of cognitive rationalization or at the ontological presuppo-
sitions of objectifying science and technology”> that has predominated the
“postmodern overcoming of metaphysics or onto-theo-logy.”>

The philosophical theologian Jean-Luc Marion exemplifies this point
concerning Heidegger’s predominance. Deconstructing ontotheology and
metaphysics in thinking a “God without being,” Marion engages the phe-
nomenological tradition via Heidegger in his well-known treatments of
eroticism, sacrifice, the gift, excess, ecstasy, and the impossible. Though
contemporary debates around these ideas have Bataille at their roots, he
goes virtually unacknowledged in Marion’s writings. Other thinkers in the
postmodern “turn to religion” also eschew Bataille. John Caputo, a disciple
of Derrida and “one of the leading readers of continental philosophy’s turn
to religion,” cites Heidegger and the legacy of “death of God” theology—
particularly through the writings of Thomas J. J. Altizer—as key confron-
tations. But curiously, neither Caputo nor Gianni Vattimo—another im-
portant theorist of post-death-of-God religion—attend to Bataille, despite
the profound implications Bataille’s singular writings hold for readings of
Nietzsche, the absence of God, mysticism, negative theology, the impossi-
ble, and other major concerns such thinkers incessantly engage.’® As noted
above, Jordan’s and Stoekl’s essays in this volume offer extended, nuanced
accounts of Bataille’s understanding of the “death of God.” Their contribu-
tions serve as a corrective to the neglect of Bataille in other quarters. Simi-
larly, by staging a conversation among Bataille, Bersani, and Dean, Brint-
nall’s essay introduces Bataille to a stream of intellectual inquiry where his
absence is notable and puzzling.

When Caputo and Vattimo ask, “How do we get from the post-
Christian, post-Holocaust, and largely secular death of God theologies of
the 1960s to the postmodern return of religion?” the responses offered
extend Heideggerian thought through Derrida’s deconstruction of on-
totheology and articulation of messianic desire, but Bataille again goes un-
mentioned.”” This absence is surprising on at least two counts. First, when
addressing the historical events that shaped the theologies Caputo and Vat-
timo have in mind, Bataille turns to the sacred, thus presaging the “return”
that Caputo and Vattimo seek to explain. As Amy Hollywood persuasively
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argues in Sensible Ecstasy, Bataille’s writings during and after the war sought
to practice a sacrificial form of writing and an antisacrificial form of wit-
nessing that could substantially respond to the historical traumas of World
War II without repeating the instrumental violences that were their cause.
Similarly, Michele Richman’s Sacred Revolutions shows how the College de
Sociologie sought to revivify the sacred as a means of combating fascism.
Richman suggests that more recent political fulgurations, like the events of
May ’68, can be understood as distant cousins of this experiment. Finally,
as Alexander Irwin carefully explains in Saints of the Impossible, Bataille’s
practices of ecstatic self-loss were pursued and presented as an alterna-
tive to the cataclysmic violence constituting his historical moment. For
Bataille, the traumatic violence that followed and comprised the death of
God demanded that the sacred be conjured in some Godless form.

Second, and as important, Bataille’s intellectual commitments are re-
markably similar to those articulated by Caputo and Vattimo. As Jeffrey
Kosky has written, Caputo’s postmodern “religion without religion” is, like
Bataille’s, “impassioned by the impossible, by the impossible experience
toward which sovereign moments of ecstasy and rapture gesture.”® Kosky’s
commentary on the situation is worth citing at length. Even more than
Marion, Levinas, and Derrida, Kosky argues,

Bataille was willing to abandon the name “God” and the identity of
the tradition left behind by the ecstasy of inner experience, sovereign
moments, and nonknowledge. Bataille’s overcoming of the modern
(metaphysical) subject involves an interpretation of human experi-
ence in the wake of modernity as an experience of the death of God
and demise of religious tradition—a death of God that opens the
religious experience of the sacred. Caputo and the recent turn to
religion, by contrast, interpret the postmodern, postmetaphysical
horizon in terms of the desire for God, a God who continues with
the eschatological God of the Judeo-Christian tradition. And yet,
Bataille’s “hermenecutic of the death of God” is just as surely impas-
sioned by the impossible as is Caputo’s “hermeneutic of the desire for
God,” and his mystical anthropology’s desire for the impossible is ar-
ticulated in a discourse that is at least as religious, without religion, as
is Caputo’s Derrida. Wouldn't this justify at the very least considering
Bataille’s relation to the canon of continental philosophers belonging
to the turn to religion?”

But as Kosky notes, “Bataille has been omitted from the tradition that de-
fines postmodernism as it is considered by the latest wave of scholars of the
turn to religion.”® Why this should be the case is not entirely clear, though
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one suspects that Bataille’s violent, excessive, sexually charged—often ob-
scene—writings, along with his insistence that our hope is to be found in
opening wide our eyes to the most troubling aspects of human existence,
are simply at odds with the aesthetico-moral sensibilities of many scholars
of religion. In this sense, Bataille remains a kind of repressed element in
the field of religious studies. But as Freud has made clear, the repressed
tends to return with a vengeance, and to be sure, Bataille’s value as a reli-
gious thinker—that is, as someone who not only thinks zbout religion but
thinks in terms of religion—is increasingly undeniable. Musing on the con-
nection between his major works and Bataille’s key ideas, Jeffrey Kripal’s
essay in this collection treats Bataille as the repressed undercurrent of his
career—the traumatic secret that helps him, finally, articulate the signifi-
cance of the traumatic secret to the interpretation of religious experience.
Biles’s consideration of dreams in Bataille’s writing provides another angle
on Bataille’s relation to—or suspicion of—the repressed.

The a/theologian and critic Mark C. Taylor was among the first to rec-
ognize Bataille’s work for its importance in religious studies, introducing
students of religion to Bataille in a “pioneering chapter” on Bataille en-
titled “Ecstasy.”® Placing Bataille in a current of post-Hegelian responses
to the ethical and political problem of difference, Taylor examines how Ba-
taille’s obsession with the transgressive, catastrophic dimension of the sa-
cred generates a jouissance that exceeds the self-other binary by exploding
it.%* Taylor’s insistence on the ethical and political significance of Bataille’s
obsession with ecstatic self-loss as a definitive feature of the sacred has been
taken up by scholars who focus their attention on Bataille’s fascination
with mysticism. In Sensible Ecstasy, Hollywood places Bataille alongside
Jacques Lacan, Simone de Beauvoir, and Luce Irigaray as one of a constel-
lation of French intellectuals who identify explicitly as atheist yet remain
fascinated with female Christian mystics. Although she ultimately finds
Bataille’s approach to ecstatic self-loss wanting for the way it conceptual-
izes the gendered dimension of the encounter with the other, Hollywood
provides a rich, nuanced account of the political seriousness of Batailles
turn to mysticism, inner experience, and self-sundering.®® In her afterword
to this volume, Hollywood revisits these questions and offers a slightly
different account of her relationship to Bataille, one grounded in autobio-
graphical reflections on her earliest encounters with his work.

Published in the same year as Sensible Ecstasy, Peter Connor’s and An-
drew Hussey’s respective studies of Bataille’s mysticism go to great lengths
to show its similarity to its religious counterparts and its departure from
them—namely, its absence of any theistic commitments and its insistence
on the experiential power of literary expression as a mode of mystical
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encounter. Like Hollywood, though absent the feminist critique, Con-
nor and Hussey also insist on the ethical and political import of Bataille’s
method of meditation. In Saints of the Impossible, his comparative study of
Bataille and Simone Weil, Alexander Irwin examines the political and ethi-
cal insight—as counterintuitive as it might be—in Bataille’s insistence on
sacrificial annihilation of the self as a response to the tragedy and trauma
of fascism and war. While not giving as much attention to Bataille’s fas-
cination with mysticism, Allan Stoekl’s recent work explores the ethical
dimensions of Bataille’s understanding of expenditure, consumption, and
self-loss, especially for the way it provides a response to the various forms
of violence—including religious fundamentalisms—that constitute our
contemporary historical moment.®

Engaging and extending this body of work, several essays in this volume
interrogate the ethical and political dimension of Bataille’s understand-
ing of the sacred, sacrifice, and ecstatic loss of self. Building on Hussey’s
reminder that Bataille was familiar not only with Christian but also Hindu
forms of mystical practice, Hugh Urban provides a detailed analysis of
the worship of the goddess Kamakhya in northeastern India. His analysis
shows both how Bataille can be a generative guide in the study of mysti-
cism and, relying on Hollywood’s critique, how Bataille’s understanding
of gender and its possible limitations must be grappled with when relying
on his ideas. Stephen Bush’s essay also explores potential limitations in Ba-
taille’s approach to violence. Like Hollywood and Irwin, Bush investigates
Bataille’s fascination with certain kinds of violence as responses to other
forms of violence. Following an exceptionally nuanced and sympathetic
reading of Bataille’s thinking on these questions, Bush expresses concerns
that Bataille’s approach may run too great a risk of fostering dispositions
of sadism and cruelty. Brintnall’s essay, which addresses the questions
posed by Bush, Hollywood, and Irwin in slightly different terms, comes
to almost the exactly opposite conclusion, contending that it is Bataille’s
insistence that commitment to the self and its sustenance be abandoned
that makes him a profound ethical thinker. Taking up ideas from Stoekl
and Hollywood, Lynne Gerber’s contribution to this volume takes as its
field of investigation the fat body: its excessiveness; its capacity to generate
anxiety; its proximity to death, fantasized and actual. Gerber stakes out the
territory between Bush’s and Brintnall’s accounts, explaining the ways that
Bataille’s notion of sacrificial expenditure can fund a fat politics, which
recognizes the fat body as the corporealization of the sacred, as well as the
ways in which Bataille’s insistence on the ecstasy accompanying sacrificial
violence fails to take seriously the way in which such violence and the
“bearing of death” is not equally distributed among social actors.
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As the work summarized in this introduction demonstrates, Bataille has
far-reaching implications for the academic study of religion, even as he
represents a still repressed element within it. One aim of the present vol-
ume is to join in the spirit of such work to instigate further a turn to—or
return of—Bataille, in and beyond academic departments of religion. As
the essays collected here demonstrate, Bataille offers generative frames for
considering the questions and materials that comprise the heart of the aca-
demic study of religion. Urban’s essay, for example, continues his work of
bringing Bataille into contact with the study of Tantric ritual. With his ex-
amination of the sacrificial expenditure related to the construction of are-
nas for the World Cup in South Africa as well as the performance of actual
sacrifices in those arenas prior to the commencement of the games, David
Chidester’s essay explores a case study that reveals the ways religion bleeds
across the putatively secular. And, as noted above, Lingis gives an account
of Bataille’s engagement with and challenges to the texts and themes that
comprise the field named as religious studies. The contributions by Jordan
and Direk also show how Bataille compels us to rethink our understanding
and interpretation of figures central to the religious studies canon.

But, to be clear, this volume’s purpose is not to promote the canoniza-
tion of Bataille or anyone else—nor is it precisely to (re)integrate him into
the debates that his work, even if indirectly, has done so much to shape.
Rather, taking inspiration from Bataille’s economic theory, this collection
strives to break open the field of religious studies; taken as a whole, it ad-
umbrates a general economy of religious studies and in so doing suggests
new paths into, and approaches for, the study of religion.®® Long before
the debates about secularism that currently occupy so much scholarly at-
tention, Bataille saw the sacred as, in turn, opposed to, lurking within, and
constituting the ostensibly secular, which he often called the profane. He
recognized that the sacred may appear and be experienced in unexpected
forms. And he recognized that the sacred is, like Marcel Mauss’s “gift,” a
“total social fact” circulating throughout human culture—indeed, making
genuinely human culture possible.®”

This recognition, and the general economy of religious studies that
corresponds to it, means that following Bataille’s intuitions may lead the
scholar of religion to consider a variety of phenomena not typically taken
to be within the purview of religious studies. For example, attending to the
emphasis Bataille places on sacrifice, transgression, and ecstatic self-loss,
Brintnall turns to barebacking, Gerber considers the fat body, Hegarty
listens to walls of sound, and Biles moves across the dreamscape. Although
none of these should surprise anyone familiar with the expansive defini-
tions of religion that operate in the academy, the persistence of disruption,
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fracture, transgression, and excess in these examples gives the study of reli-
gion a different flavor and resonance.

Bataille’s work also commends a transdisciplinary attitude toward the
study of religion. The editors have therefore solicited work from think-
ers beyond academic departments of religion. It is here that one locates
contributions from philosophers like Alphonso Lingis, whose own work
exceeds disciplinary boundaries. Similarly, here one finds Goux’s reliance
on economic theory and history, Winnubst’s consideration of governmen-
tality and sovereignty, Bush’s turn to ethics, and Stoekl’s exploration of
virtual realities.

The essays collected here engage queer theory, feminist theory, and psy-
choanalysis; they draw insights from anthropology, philosophy, and theol-
ogy. Their authors investigate the paranormal and the oneiric; they traverse
political, sexual, and economic realms. This volume coheres through the
animating spirit of Bataille—but in that same spirit, it is decidedly, enthu-
siastically heterogeneous. It not only does the necessary work of further
exegeting Bataille; it activates Bataille, applying his insights to the inter-
pretation of facets of religious and ostensibly secular culture that might
otherwise go unnoticed or underappreciated by scholars of religion. To ap-
prehend the full amplitude and dynamics of religion requires that students
of religion keep in mind that religion “is often most interesting where it is
least obvious,”®® especially, as Bataille would say, in the “horror of night.”

Some may fear that Bataille’s radicality will be neutralized through fur-
ther appropriation into the academy. While this is always a risk, the editors
have something else in mind. The point is not to integrate Bataille into the
discourse of religion in the academy; rather, the accent is placed on inject-
ing Bataille into that discourse and thereby altering it. Thus the primary
“use-value” of Bataille lies not only in the insights the application of his
work produces; more radically, it promotes an alteration of an attitude
within the “academic imagination of religion,” a will to open the field of
religious studies.”” It commends an experimental, risk-taking attitude, a
willingness to confront the negative, to attend to even the most perverse
expressions of the human passions, and to find religion at work in places
where it is most hidden. As David Chidester would suggest, Bataille calls
into question what counts as religion.”

In this sense, the present volume enacts the sort of negative operation to
which Bataille himself was dedicated; it seeks less to define religious studies
than to disrupt it, less to support disciplinary boundaries than to see them
as so many occasions for transgression. A general economy of religious
studies is realized in such gestures. Discussing Bataille’s theory of general
economics, Lingis notes that “in today’s industrialized countries, the prob-
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lem is not production but distribution.””" Similarly, a general economy of
religious studies recognizes that increasing specialization and ever more
rigorously defined disciplines—notwithstanding increasing lip service to
academic “interdisciplinarity”—may produce knowledge, but in a man-
ner that also narrows the scope and distribution of knowledge. A willed
transgression of disciplinary boundaries is the cornerstone of a Bataillean
attitude toward the study of religion.

This attitude works in the other direction as well—which is to say that
disciplines beyond religious studies should recognize that so much of what
they deal with is, or has to do with, religion. Opening the field of religious
studies also means realizing that other disciplines are already “doing” reli-
gious studies, even if not in a readily recognizable, self-conscious, or well-
informed way. Mark C. Taylor has suggested that art criticism from the
likes of Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss, who engage Bataillean ideas
of the sacred, sacrifice, and transgression, nonetheless suffers from “the fail-
ure . . . to appreciate the importance of religion” in the art they examine.”
But the basic insight of Taylor’s critique reaches far beyond the domain
of art theory. Thinkers from across the academy would do well to culti-
vate greater awareness of how religion informs, animates, and otherwise
inf(l)ects the subject matter of their areas of study.

In attempting to instigate such recognitions, Negative Ecstasies repre-
sents an intervention into the politics of religious studies, affirming that
the basic attitude taken toward imagining and theorizing about religion
will largely determine the amplitude of insight available to the scholar.
Among many other things, what this collection of essays proposes—often
implicitly, but in its entirety—is that scholars of religion must consider,
through Bataille, human passions and negativity both iz and as religion.
But it also suggests that the study of religion might itself take on the char-
acter of an ecstatic pursuit, unsettling disciplinary boundaries, unworking
scholarly categories, and undoing comforting discontinuities by opening,
rather than by more rigorously defining, the field of religious studies, by
creating rapturous, disturbing, continuous intimacies among and between
scholars and scholarly fields. Just as Bataille’s seeming turn away from po-
litical engagement for the private realm of inner experience and mysticism
has been analyzed as politics from another location and in a different key,
this volume’s attempt to transform the politics of the academic study of
religion should be understood as politics per se, as an attempt to render
more viable, by rendering more visible, the excessive, explosive power of
the sacred, with its creative, cataclysmic affects and desires.

One need not worry that adopting such an attitude and enacting such
counteroperations will hasten the academy’s demise. Like the world of the
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profane about which Bataille wrote, reason and order are destined to pre-
vail, particularly as the academy’s ethos is increasingly shaped by a neolib-
eral worldview. But it is in gestures that echo the negative work of sacrifice
that the study of religion might take on, in however minor a key, however
subtle a manner, the disruptive, transgressive character of the Bataillean
sacred.
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Movements of Luxurious Exuberance
Georges Bataille and Fat Politics

LYNNE GERBER

We lie to ourselves when we dream of escaping the movement of luxurious
exuberance of which we are only the most intense form.
—Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, vol. 1

Odur refusal to acknowledge that we are limited beings has devastating and

often fatal consequences for others.
—XKaja Silverman, Flesh of My Flesh

America’s fascination with body size, weight loss, and fatness has decidedly
religious overtones.! The development of dieting as a cultural imperative
has been marked by a moral intensity that, in the view of some historians,
grew in direct proportion to the decline of religious authority in American
life.? By the early twentieth century, “fat,” writes the historian Peter Stearns,
“became a secular sin, and an obvious one at that.”® By the mid-twentieth
century, the weight loss—religion connection was being expressed in the
popular media. A 1960 Vogue article opined: “Weight control is emerging
as the new morality; fat one of the deadlier sins. The bathroom scales are
a shrine to which believers turn daily. Converts are marked by their usual
unctuous zeal. Doctors become father confessors to whom grievous sins
are whispered.” In the early twenty-first century, those sins are no longer
whispered. Approximately ten million viewers tune in each week to watch
fat people go through the stations of the weight-loss cross as established
by the producers of the popular moral drama/television show 7he Biggest
Loser.

This sacred aura that permeates weight-loss struggles, dramas, and spec-
tacles is difficult to pin down. Religious language in the United States
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tends to be reserved for what we most value, what we most strive for, what
we hope to be. While the argument can certainly be made that thinness is
all of those things, that line of analysis and that kind of religious language
fail to touch the elements of dread and disgust that bind us to the dramas
of weight loss, the sacred repulsion that gives the pursuit its power, that
highly charged, almost holy revulsion at its center: the potent fear and
hatred the culture reserves for fat, fatness, and fat people.

That a certain revulsion stands at the center of what has become, in
many ways, a secular sacred in American culture would be of no surprise
to Georges Bataille. “It is obviously the combination of abhorrence and
desire,” he wrote, “that gives the sacred world a paradoxical character,
holding the one who considers it without cheating in a state of anxious
fascination”—an apt description, perhaps, of the state of 7he Biggest Loser’s
audience.’ Indeed there is much in Bataille’s thought and language that
can help us think through the many contradictions, problems, and pos-
sibilities of fatness, fat subjectivity, and fat politics in the age of the loudly
trumpeted “obesity epidemic” and its increasingly powerful prerogatives.

Fatness and fat people are associated with a variety of excesses. Fat bod-
ies are considered “bodies out of bounds,”® bodies that traverse the bound-
aries of standard clothing sizes, public seating, and recognized aesthetic
forms. “The obese,” Jean Baudrillard famously wrote, “is not only large,
of a size opposed to normal morphology: he is larger than large. He no
longer makes sense in some distinctive opposition, but in his excess, his
redundancy.”” Fatness on bodies is also associated with excessive eating.
People are presumed to get fat because they eat far more than is necessary
for their energetic needs, and bodily fatness is widely perceived as tan-
gible evidence that the person who carries it consumes food in immodest,
excessive ways. In part because of this perception, and the associated pre-
sumption that weight and body size are largely under an individual’s direct
control, fat people are also popularly depicted as social excesses. In a time
of heated debate over scarce social resources such as jobs and health care,
fat people are depicted as a drain on the economy; they are presumed to
be less productive workers and greater consumers of health care, evoking
popular resentment at the alleged price the rest of society pays for such
excessive needs.

Fatness is also associated with the excesses of consumer capitalism. Ac-
cording to Stearns, concern over fatness and the regulation of body size
developed in the United States in tandem with industrialization, the mod-
ernization of production, and the concomitant economic and increasingly
social demand that Americans consume more goods more freely and more
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excessively. This demand came into conflict with older, religion-based con-
cerns about indulgence and calls for moral comportment and restraint.
The loosening of restraints regarding consumer consumption was accom-
panied by an increase in those regarding eating and body size.® Fat also
became a symbol of a rising middle class that was perceived to be unable
to conduct themselves properly amid newfound excess.” This tension be-
tween demands for indulgence and for restraint has continued to shape
advanced capitalist societies, the practices of those who live in them, and
their bodies. The neoliberal demand for continuous, ongoing consump-
tion, according to the sociologists Julie Guthman and Melanie Dupuis, has
shaped both the food market and food consumption, “both produc[ing]
obesity and produc[ing] it as a problem.” For critics of American over-
consumption, fatness has become “a tribal stigma,” a symbol of its excesses
and horrors."

Resistance to this cultural dread of fat and the depiction of fatness as
excess has taken different forms. Most are rooted in efforts to sever the
association between fat people and excess and to redeem fat subjectivity
from the personal and social ravages of spoiled identity. Perhaps the most
popular has been the call for size acceptance, articulated most unequivo-
cally by the advocacy group the National Association for the Advancement
of Fat Acceptance (NAAFA). For over forty years, NAAFA has challenged
the social denigration of fat people, contested the practices that cultivate
it, and provided a social harbor for fat people from the storms of fat ha-
tred.”? Fatness, in their view, is a natural human variant and the connection
between fat and excess an ugly stereotype that needs to be dispelled if fat
people are to achieve acceptance and inclusion. A related and increasingly
visible site of resistance is the Health at Every Size (HAES) movement.
This effort addresses the issue of body size and health by trying to un-
couple the two. By encouraging healthy behaviors independently of weight
loss or weight gain, this movement makes space for the possibility of health
for fat people as fat people and cultivates that space by maintaining neu-
trality regarding weight per se and relying on other measures to evaluate
health. The emerging academic field of critical fat studies has also taken
up the call to disrupt discursive connections between fat and excess” and
position “an inhabitable subjectivity for fat people,”™ even if there is some
ambivalence about the kinds of subjectivities some fat activists are trying
rehabilitate.” All of these efforts share the underlying aim of forming a
socially legible and legitimized fat subjectivity, one that can take fat people
out of the realm of the excessive and make a place for them in the world
of the respectable.'®
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Bataille provides us with another way to think about fat politics and
practice, a way explored in some arenas of fat culture and analyzed by
some fat studies thinkers, a way of, in the words of the writer Dorothy
Allison, “embracing the scary, embracing being unacceptable.”” Bataille’s
work revolves around a vocabulary of words, ideas, meditative practices,
and religious sensibilities that are often used in relation to fat—indeed
is the vocabulary that many fat people despise—but that is refigured
within his broader mystical and social vision. Excess, dread, monstrosity,
filth, disgust, and death are words that saturate his writings in a way that
embraces, rather than expels, the kind of personal and social dissolution
each connotes. They point to the way in which fat and fatness have be-
come sources of the sacred in American culture: prohibited and therefore
powerful, dangerous yet strangely alluring, a source of disgust but also of
desire. Bataille’s work can be extremely generative in analyzing fat hatred,
understanding practices that seek to expel fat and their necessary limita-
tions, and formulating a fat politics that goes beyond the demand for a le-
gitimized fat subjectivity within our deeply flawed liberal capitalist culture
and points us toward possibilities simultaneously greater and humbler. His
understanding of excess, and related notions of expenditure, and sacrifice
can be used to understand the religiosity that infuses American discourse
on fat and dieting, critique the project of weight loss and its dominance in
our culture, and fund a fat politics of excess, monstrosity, and generosity.

Bataille’s work is not without its problems in relation to fat, though,
and this chapter will discuss those as well. Some of those problems raise
questions that are critical for fat politics to explore. Specifically, his dis-
cussion—some might say valorization—of death and the kind of religious
and human possibilities that come from representational, if not literal,
proximity to it has both possibilities and problems related to fat politics.
The case of fatness, its hyperassociation with death, and the varying death
threats, real and rhetorical, that fat people face as a result highlight how
experiences like dread and disgust can be generated not just by the exis-
tential contingency of human life but by powerful social forces, social ha-
treds, and social interests that shape our responses to that contingency. In
overlooking the social production and allocation of disgust, Bataille’s work
can obscure the disproportionate price paid by those who evoke those ex-
periences as a result of their social designations. His valorization of inner
experiences generated by “comling] as close as possible to death” becomes
problematic in a social context where particular groups, fat people among
them, are consigned to carry the dread of death for a culture that prefers
to deny it."® Bataille’s continual return to death and the problems with that
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return underscore the importance of developing a critical understanding of
death as part of fat politics.

The chapter begins with a discussion of some of Bataille’s central con-
cepts and how they might be applied to an analysis of fat phobia, a critique
of dieting in American culture, and the possibilities of a monstrous fat
politics. I then look at some examples of monstrous fat politics at work in
publications and performances by fat artists, writers, and activists, namely
in the work of Divine, the novelist Susan Stinson and the 1990s zine FaT
GiRL. In the last section I turn to the question of fat and death. I look at
Bataille’s discussion of death in conversation with the dominant discursive
connection between fatness and death in order to point to some political
problems with his analysis. I conclude with a call for fat activists to use
Bataille and his work to develop an analysis of death and generosity as part
of fat politics.

Fat, Excess, and the Project of Dieting

Bataille’s work offers fat scholars and activists ways to resignify fat’s excesses.
In his three-volume work 7he Accursed Share, Bataille takes on questions of
economy, religion, and eroticism. In his view, the central problem of hu-
man economy is not scarcity, as posed by classical liberal economic theory,
but abundance.” Energy is abundant in the world, life is profligate in its
effusion, and wealth is marked by its excess. The sun is Bataille’s exem-
plar of this exuberance, throwing off energy with no sense of purpose and
no need for return. “The sun,” he writes, “gives without ever receiving.”*
Social systems, once they have used the energy they need to grow, must
address the issue of excess. “If the excess cannot be completely absorbed
in its growth,” according to Bataille, “it must necessarily be lost without
profit; it must be spent, willingly or not, gloriously or catastrophically.”*
Excess will be dispersed somehow; in his view it must be. The question
is how it will be dispersed: more specifically, whether it will be spent in
gloriously nonproductive ways, what he calls expenditure, or whether a
society will try to make use of its excess by redeploying it for productive
ends. Bataille makes the case for the former, that this excess needs to be
expended splendidly, burnt out, given of itself undil it is exhausted, with
no reason, no end, and no purpose in view. This kind of expenditure can
be seen in transgressive, nonreproductive sexuality, festivals of indulgence
and abundance, transgressive violence, and sacrifice.

Expenditure and sacrifice, in Bataille’s view, are contrasted to utility and
project. In rational models of economic development, excess is deployed
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back into the system for useful purposes. Profits are not squandered in bac-
chanalia that undo the logic of productivity that generated them; they are
put back into the machinery of production to garner even greater profits.
Excess is used toward planned, measured ends, encouraging belief in the
possibility of a system of production based wholly upon reason and that
can eventually encompass and make use of all energy. Systems based on
such notions of utility, in Bataille’s view, do not recognize or validate the
expenditure of excess except in limited or grudging ways: “humanity rec-
ognizes the right to acquire, to conserve, and to consume rationally, but it
excludes in principle nonproductive expenditure.”** But despite the fantasy
of utility, he notes that no society can avoid useless expenditure, pointing
to the insistent presence of factors in economic life that exceed the prin-
ciples of utilitarian thought, such as honor, duty, and altruism.

The kinds of expenditures Bataille favors involve the transgression of the
world of work, of things, of rational planning for useful ends, and entrance
into a world of intimacy, where wealth is expended with no productive
end in view and where the illusions of human separation and discontinu-
ous selfhood are shattered in a sometimes violent excessive exuberance.
This can be seen in his discussion of sacrifice. In his view, sacrifice is about
transforming the object to be sacrificed from its status as an object and
returning it to a place where it is beyond use, a sacred, if accursed, place,
one that he identifies as intimacy. Sacrifice does not need to destroy the
thing sacrificed, but it destroys its utility, its function as a thing related to
the world of work, productivity, and labor.”> Human intimacy, the sense
of continuity between people and the world, is generated through the de-
struction of utility. “Sacrifice,” he writes, “is the heat in which the intimacy
of those who make up the system of common works is rediscovered.”
Expenditure and the generation of this kind of intimacy have, in his view,
been a central function of religious rites, rituals, and festivals.?

But in contemporary society, Bataille argues, these forms of expenditure
no longer exist.?® This is because of the pervasiveness of economic models,
capitalist or Marxist, that insist on channeling all excess back into systems
of productivity. These models, as any reader of social theory might guess,
are aided and abetted by Protestantism, a religious system that expels all
excess from the worldly sphere, deploying wealth only for productivity,
never for transgressive splendor.”” This does not result, as these models
might posit, in a lack of excess, with all extra wealth efficiently producing
further wealth; it merely results in ways of dispersing excess that are, in his
view, highly undesirable and ungenerous, ways that refuse to recognize the
limitations of utility, of reason, and of planning and that, in that refusal,
run even greater risks. “In trying to maintain sterility in regard to expen-
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diture in conformity with a reasoning that balances accounts,” he writes,
“bourgeois society has only managed to develop a universal meanness,”*
rather than the generosity of expenditure.

For Bataille, excess happens—thus expenditure must. What we get to
decide is how excess is expended: the kind of squander we can live with.
“Excess energy,” he writes, “if it cannot be used for growth, is lost. More-
over, in no way can this inevitable loss be accounted useful. It is only a mat-
ter of an acceptable loss, preferable to another that is regarded as unaccept-
able: a question of acceptability, not utility. Its consequences are decisive,
however.”? For him, acceptable means of expenditure generate intimacy
by taking people out of the logic of productivity and into the intimacy
with the world that they crave. Social structures founded on utility will
disperse their excess too, but those dispersions may run much higher risks
than the dispersions he prefers. In the first volume of 7he Accursed Share,
he illustrates the contrast with two historical cases: the Marshall Plan and
Hiroshima. The former expended excess through a radical redistribution
that confounded the logic of national self-interest and the illusion of sep-
arateness; the latter reflected a denial of limitation and an insistence on the
usefulness of excess that ultimately exploded, annihilating life itself.

Bataille’s notion of expenditure can be used in at least two ways in
thinking about fatness. From the perspective of critics of modern indus-
trial capitalism, of fatness, and of the connection between the two, there
is a reading of Bataille that supports their view. For those with a certain
critique of consumption and consumer capitalism, fat could be seen as
yet another way contemporary society and its economic structure denies
excess and refuses its useless expenditure, channeling it instead into the
bodies of fat people who then become living sacrifices of a sort to a so-
ciety that has reached but will not recognize its productive limits. In our
denial, we will deal with our excess by having a nonproductive segment
of the population that, presumably because ill health will kill fat people
before reproductive age, will eventually deplete it. We see a version of this
view in Allan Stoekl’s application of Bataille to the crisis of energy, en-
ergy production, and energy consumption, a crisis that threatens to undo
energy-dependent societies. Using Heidegger as a guide, Stoekl argues that
Bataille made a critical error in failing to distinguish between energy that
can be quantified, measured, and reserved for future use versus “heteroge-
neous” energy, a bodily energy that can only be dispersed.*® In applying
this distinction to contemporary life, he contrasts stockpiled energy, such
as oil, gas, and electricity, with “muscle power.” The latter, exemplified
in bike riding and walking, is an expenditure in ideal Bataillean fashion
because it forces us to be intimate with our energy, our bodies, our sweat,
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and our smells, whereas the former is seen in driving and its denial of the
limitation and depletion of resources. In discussing driving, he writes: “In
the car we do not need a body, we have no thought for energy flows and
expenditures. Cursed flesh is miraculously transformed into an idea. The
body’s energy is stored as immense amounts of fat, it can barely move on
its own, barely breathe; fewer and fewer people notice.”" In this view, fat is
simply stockpiled energy that, rather than being gloriously expended in ex-
cessive fat lives, is simply inert, waiting for the application of muscle power
to dissipate it. This view overlooks the kind of charge with which fat has
become invested in American culture, the charge of disgust and desire that
marks Bataille’s notion of the sacred. Bataille’s work helps us recognize that
sacred quality of fat and fatness, opening the possibility of a fat-positive
application of his work. Because he addresses so many things that are cen-
tral to the construction of fatness in American culture, because fatness is a
symbol of excess, a source of social dread, and holds such discursive prox-
imity to death, it becomes even more important that fat studies scholars
and thinkers interrogate Bataille for new fat possibilities.

His understanding of excess and expenditure, utility and project can
also be used to understand and formulate a critique of dieting and other
weight-loss practices. In our world, food and the desire for it is supposed to
be regulated by highly rationalized programs balancing intake and expen-
diture. Food should exist for fuel only and any excess eliminated. Diets are
practices of measurement and planning; dieted bodies are efficient bodies,
productive bodies, bodies governed by reason and control. But dieting can
also be viewed as an utterly nonproductive expenditure. It does not actu-
ally do what it purports to do, and frequently it does nothing at all.>* The
pursuit of weight loss is most often an exercise in futility, with weight lost
regained and time, energy, and money squandered toward an end never
reached. The level of squander is excessive, with an estimated $58 billion
dollars spent on weight loss per year in the United States.* Thus weight-
loss culture can be seen as a way of dispersing excess even when it purports
to be primarily about its elimination.

Weight loss is also an activity that can be seen in sacred contexts. Ta-
boos about food, eating, and consumption frequently originate in reli-
gious beliefs and practices. In American culture, food practices have long
been intertwined with Protestant Christianity. Movements touting healthy
eating and restrictive practices ranging from fasting to vegetarianism had
their origins in religious movements, and the two have frequently been
intertwined.** Contemporary weight-loss practices, observers have noted,
frequently take religious forms, including ritualized behavior, the genera-
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tion of feelings of virtue and vice, and of temptation, transgression, and
redemption.® In a more recent turn, religious groups have taken up weight
loss in explicitly religious contexts, with groups like First Place offering
weight-loss programs in churches around the country.

The excess and dispersion of weight loss, however, is caught up in the
logic of utility. It may provide the opportunity to touch the sacred, ac-
cursed share of fat, fatness, and the excesses of eating that are associated
with it, but in a way that tries to recuperate it within its own utilitarian
scheme. War, Bataille suggests, contains and thereby destroys the mystical
possibilities that its proximity to death and violence generate by using a
logic of utility and an investment in project to overcome its inherent hor-
ror.”” In a similar way, dieting sanitizes the left-hand sacredness of fatness
through the logic of productivity that structures the encounter. But its
utility is belied by the excesses it generates. Its lack of efficacy only stimu-
lates the generation of more and more unproductive dieting programs,
weight-loss schemes, and the like. And there is reason to believe that diet-
ing itself produces the excessive bodies it despises; weight loss often leads
to greater weight gain, and yo-yo dieting raises the body’s original set point
to a higher one. Highly regulated eating systems cannot consider fat as
exuberant excess, seeing it only as more fuel for its nonproductive system.
Dieting, then, can be seen as a dispersion of excess that, in its interest in
efficiency, utility, and rational calculation, destroys rather than sacrifices:
Hiroshima rather than the Marshall Plan. These failures of dieting would
not have surprised Bataille. “The extreme limit,” he wrote, in opposition to
asceticism, “is accessible through excess, not through want.”*

Fat Monsters: Turning Toward Excess

In addition to providing a new way of understanding dieting, its relation-
ship to capitalist culture, and its ambivalent relationship to fatness and
excessive eating practices, Bataille’s work provides the possibility of resig-
nifying the excess with which fat is so closely identified. By doing so, it
can provide some language, analysis, and support for the impulse in some
strands of fat politics that unflinchingly moves toward fat, the monstrosity
it represents, the dread it evokes, seeing in its excessiveness an opportunity
for generosity and intimacy. It also makes space for an ambivalence toward
fatness that can turn toward fat without insisting that fat subjectivity be
fully redeemed in the culture’s terms. I will sketch these possibilities first
by discussing Bataille’s notion of the left-hand sacred. I will then discuss
the possibilities he sees in turning toward, rather than away from, the left-
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hand sacred as a means of generating inner experience, communication,
and intimacy. Finally, I will discuss how some of these themes are played
out in three different sites in fat culture: the film partnership of John Wa-
ters and Divine, the writings of the novelist and fat activist Susan Stinson,
and the 1990s zine FuT GiRL.

Bataille’s understanding of sacrifice is deeply connected to what is
called, following Durkheim, the left-hand sacred. According to both, the
sacred has two dimensions. The right-hand sacred is connected to whole-
ness, recuperation, cohesion, order, and stability; the left-hand sacred is
connected to filth, brokenness, dissolution, and that which we dread: our
monsters. Christianity, Bataille argues, made a crucial mistake by recogniz-
ing only the right-hand sacred as sacred and relegating the left-hand sacred
to the realm of the profane.* Bataille’s view of expenditure and sacrifice are
based on a turn toward the left-hand sacred as a resource for inner experi-
ence, his atheological, atheistic mysticism. Turning toward the left-hand
sacred means turning toward our monsters and the strange combination
of anguish and ecstasy they provoke. This is most evidently accomplished
through the Bataillean mystical position of “joy before death.”® This no-
tion of turning toward the left-hand sacred, toward what is most mon-
strous, and toward death gives Bataillean mystics an opportunity to chal-
lenge much that is problematic in the social order, starting with fantasies
of coherence, wholeness, and order itself.

For those associated with dread, with filth and defilement, with useless-
ness, excess, and the anxiety of death, Bataille’s work points to the particu-
lar possibilities in their position of effecting sacrifice and the inner experi-
ence associated with it. “Through the ‘throwing out of their own parts,”
writes Alexander Irwin, “Bataillean mystics explode the myth of social or-
ganicity, perform their refusal to function as docile members of the social
body. Their sacrifice is an expulsive rupture for which Bataille had offered
a crude but apposite metaphor . . . : vomiting.”¥ Bataille’s writing gives
those associated with the accursed share, by designation or identification, a
vision for how a turn toward excess might generate new artistic and politi-
cal possibilities. Fat artists and activists attempt this “throwing out of their
own parts” in various ways: through explorations of the excessive fat body,
excessive eating practices, and resisting the move toward a restored fat sub-
jectivity based on the fantasy of individual coherence and completeness.

Jeremy Biles writes that one important possibility that Bataille points
to is the power of the monster in evoking inner experience. He writes:
“The presentation of monstrosity—the showing of the monster—provokes
a sacrificial experience. Beholding the monster incites affective contradic-
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tions, a rupturing experience of both life and death, joy and anguish.”#
The move toward excesses of the body can be seen in the ways that fat
artists and writers play with fat monstrosity, endowing fat characters with
excessive size and excessive powers, some of which are monstrous, some
that appear monstrous, and some of which are simply superhuman in their
imagined powers, but all of which have the potential to generate the kind
of rupturing experience Biles and Bataille discuss. At the end of the film
Multiple Maniacs, for example, the fat drag queen Divine sings of how she
has become a monster: “ You're finally there, Divine . . . You can stamp
out shopping centers with one stub of your foot! You can wipe out entire
cities with a single blast of your fiery breath! You're a monster now, and
only a monster can feel the fulfillment I'm capable of feeling now!”* In
Susan Stinson’s novel Martha Moody the title character, a fat shopkeeper
in a small town in the nineteenth-century West, is imagined by her lover
as endowed with excessive powers: “She flew. She spoke with angels. She
played Jesus in the Bible. She carved a canyon with her tireless hands.
She shook and brought forth waters. She sang whales into the ocean. She
ploughed the ground with her knee while she rode a ridge and stroked her
hands along the surfaces of grasses in the field.”*

But perhaps the most intentional deployment of the fat body as image
of both fear and comfort, desire and repulsion is the image of Fat Girl,
emblem, totem, and guardian protector of the zine F27 GiRL. Her image
graced the cover of its initial publication: a fat woman with spiky hair and
multiple piercings dressed and posed in superhero style. She charges out of
the logo with an outstretched, leather-gloved fist, revealing a wildly hairy
armpit. She wears a skimpy bikini, with an F and G printed on each breast,
and her fat belly hangs over the bottom. She is both the frightful embodi-
ment of the fat lesbian stereotype and a desirable and desirous fat supergirl.
By way of introduction, a piece in the zine addresses readers:

Who is Fat Girl? If you need to ask this question, I think it’s time we
sat down and had a little chat. Sit back and relax. Think back, think
back just a few minutes to the moment you picked up this ’zine.
What made you do it? Are you fat? Remember back a few minutes
further to the last time you didn’t fit into a chair and had to ask for a
different one. Who kept you above your shame and humiliation? Re-
member the last time some creepy guy hurled insults at you and you
told him to fuck off and die. Who was that moving your mouth for
you, keeping you from sinking into deep depression and self-hate?
Remember the last time your great belly shook with the thunderous
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roar of an orgasm. Who helped you get rid of that brainwashing
bullshit about fat women having no sexuality? Who? Come on, say
it Who? Fat Girl that’s who.®

By turning toward fat, these artists are able to channel some of the power
of the left-hand sacred in their work, creating characters and stories that
force the reader to face some of the dizzying contradictions of fat and fat-
ness, its excesses, its monstrosities, and its potential generosity.

Fat art also plays with excesses in relation to eating, provoking anxiety
and dread and also a sense of celebration and communication that goes
past what eating is supposed to do within the logic of utility. Michael
Moon and Eve Sedgwick write about how John Waters and Divine dis-
rupt the recuperative impulse of size acceptance by insisting on, rather
than decoupling, the association between fat bodies, excessive eating, and
waste.“ Perhaps the most iconic image of this connection is the infamous
final scene of Pink Flamingos, where Divine follows a small dog along a city
street and eats a pile of shit it leaves. Fat bodies, eating excesses, and waste
are all fused in this image, which has left viewers perennially wondering if
the scene was “real.”¥ Readers of the novelist Susan Stinson’s short piece
“Drink” have asked her similar questions about the “reality” of her tale.
The story depicts an annual ritual in which fat women gather in a low-
budget hotel and collectively drink the contents of a swimming pool.

When it happens, the swimmers howl and swallow. The rest of us
reach into the water, motioning it toward us with great wet swoops of
our arms. We lower our faces and open our mouths. Then we drink.
As the water level drops, we lean farther out. Women go on falling
into the water. Some slide in, or, carefully, jump. We float, slurping
like thirsty animals. Some of us lick each other’s skin. We stay away
from the suits, which are, in general, conservatively cut. Some of us
stand in the shallow end and bend to drink. When the water is low,
some kneel. We lap until our faces are pressed to the damp blue bot-
tom. Then we turn on our backs and stare at the ceiling, sated.*®

In this strange rite of excessive bodies and excessive consumption, drinking
an entire swimming pool is an opportunity for intimacy, communication
between fat women. Excessive eating is intertwined with excessive bodies
and excessive sexuality throughout F27" GiRL, which is as well known for
its images of fat women eating as it is for its images of fat lesbian S/M sex.
In one of many examples, the Kitchen Slut column contains images of a
woman licking icing and cake off of naked women’s bodies. In a moment
exemplary of Bataillean excess, the subtitle reads, “Dinner has ended and
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you are stuffed with good food and sparkling conversation. Perhaps you
think you are sated . . . but wait! Your presence is requested in the next
room.”® Dessert awaits.

Images of fat women eating have become powerful sites of allure and
disgust: they have such a transgressive charge that they support an industry
of fat food pornography centering exclusively around fat women eating.*
Images made by fat women themselves that highlight not just eating but
excessive eating, mysterious eating, repulsive eating have, like images of
the monstrous, the capacity to provoke sacrificial experiences in those ac-
culturated to its emotional contradictions. Using those contradictions to
effect change in how fatness is perceived is a particular possibility posed by
fat art and the turn toward fat that a Bataillean view suggests.

But perhaps one of the most striking Bataillean aspects of Fz7" GiRL
in relation to other fat political strategies is the resistance to positing a fat
subject that is healed and made whole as a result of accepting her size. In
contrast to both size-acceptance and fat-liberationist strains of fat politics,
the jumble of fat politics that was F27" GiRL made space for the profound
ambivalence regarding fat, fatness, and living as a fat person that often
marks the fat experience but tends to be squeezed out of or squeezed into
recuperative narratives in other fat political projects.” The collective mem-
ber, artist, and Fz7" GiRL visionary Max Airborne expresses her own am-
bivalence, confusion, and struggle in relation to fat beginning in the first
issue, where she says, “I think of myself as fat; ever since I came out as a
dyke I've called myself a fat dyke and tried to be proud about it, whether I
actually felt that way or not.”>* This acknowledgment that the position of
fat pride is a difficult one to keep up in the face of the struggle of living in a
fat-hating society was a radical move in the context of a fat politics that is,
at times, insistent on fat pride and fat positivity. F27 GiRL’s willingness to
linger in the confusion, pain, and difficulty of fat identity in the midst of
a fat-phobic society that insists on the conflation of fat with death was, in
my view, intimately related to its stance of turning toward fat in all its “in-
finitely ruined splendor” in order not necessarily to resolidify a positive fat
identity but to explore the possibilities of the left-hand sacred of fatness.”

Fat Death Threats and the Distribution of Dread

The ambivalence expressed in Fz7" GiRL is in part a reflection of the psy-
chic difficulties of living under a perpetual death sentence. Fat people in
American culture face death threats from all sides: real and imaginary,
physical and discursive, biological and social.’* In a society that both fears
and denies death, the fear of death is frequently projected onto fat and
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fat people, and dieting and exercise are infused with the fantastical ability
to ward off death for the deserving. It is difficult to read anything in the
popular media regarding fat and weight loss that does not underscore the
threats to life that fat is supposed to pose. The discursive oversignification
of fatness with death creates a powerful, dread-filled cultural context that
fat people continually must navigate in order to live their daily lives. To do
so successfully, they must work to tease apart the actual risks of death from
those merely threatened.

Physically, body size is correlated with some conditions that can shorten
life. But the actual number of excess deaths in the United States directly
attributable to larger body sizes is considerably lower than once thought
(although the higher numbers are still frequently bandied about) and are
roughly the same as those that result from below average body sizes.” The
insistence of the fat/death connection, some postulate, could contribute to
a “nocebo” effect, where negative health messages result in negative health
outcomes.’® In a context where body size may be correlated with some,
but not many, excess deaths, fat people need to take care to distinguish
real mortal threat from purported threats that are continually and loudly
directed toward them.

This need becomes more acute when the potential medical and health
costs of this discursive threat are taken into account. Fat people face risks
of literal death through this rhetorical association, risks rarely accounted
for and thus difficult to judge and avoid. Because of this association, and
the correlation between BMI and some medical conditions, for example,
fat people have more difficulty gaining access to health insurance. As a
result, existing health problems are less likely to be treated, particularly in
a timely fashion, and more likely to have highly problematic, and perhaps
lethal, effects. In some cases, fat people are denied health care, even when
they have insurance, by doctors reluctant to take them on as patients.”
When health care can be accessed, fat people face another set of death
threats. The use of body size as a proxy for health leads to an overemphasis
on fat as causal in a range of health concerns and a concomitant reluctance
on the part of many medical practitioners to investigate other possible
causal issues. Stories of fat patients who have had grave medical problems
overlooked with blithe advice to lose weight are evident both anecdot-
ally and in documented research on anti-fat bias on the part of health
care workers.”® When fat people heed weight-loss advice, they face further
potentially lethal risks that are often drowned out by the insistence on
the deadliness of fat itself. Weight-loss drugs like phen-fen at times lead
to lethal complications.” Weight-loss surgery has high levels of mortality
associated with it.®* And the health risks of dieting are hinted at in the
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literature on weight loss but are left largely unexamined; the deaths of
fat people who engage in extreme dieting practices or who have histories
of weight cycling are often considered death by fat rather than death by
weight loss.®! The insistence on the lethality of fat itself obfuscates the real
threats to life and health that are faced by fat people either by the lack of
access to health care, inadequate health care, or by the most common treat-
ments prescribed to fat people.

In addition to threats to physical health, fat people also face the threat
of what the sociologist Orlando Patterson termed “social death.”®? As
highly stigmatized persons, fat people face the ongoing possibility of be-
ing disconnected from a range of social institutions and cultural contexts
that make human life livable. The pervasiveness of anti-fat stigma is well
documented. Fat people face difficulties finding and keeping employment
and are often economically penalized for their body size.®® They find ex-
tensive difficulty in their romantic pursuits and are continually informed
by the culture that they are undesirable, a poor choice of mate, and des-
tined for perpetual social isolation. All fat people are susceptible to public
and private acts of fat hatred, ranging from verbal street-level assaults, to
criticism and shame in the family, to fat-specific acts of social hatred such
as hogging.® Recent media speculation on fat as socially contagious both
reflects and encourages the marginalization of fat people from social life
and social connectivity.”® The death threats faced by fat people are social
as well as physical.

These various, pervasive, and disproportionate death threats are impor-
tant to consider when thinking about the application of Bataille’s work
to fat politics. Death is central to Bataille’s thought and to his insights
into the possibilities of sacrifice, the left-hand sacred, and the accursed
share. His mysticism relies on the contemplation of death and the full
experience of its anguish and desire, without the safety net of a redemp-
tive theology or a restored subjectivity. In order to experience the realm
Bataille points us toward, he writes, “You have to come as close as possible to
death. Without flinching. And even, if necessary, flinching.”*® The depths
of inner experience are achieved when we are willing to encounter death,
dissolution, the dirt and disorder to which we are destined, and to find
the anguish/ecstasy there. “The extreme limit of the ‘possible,”” he writes,
“assumes laughter, ecstasy, terrified approach towards death; assumes ter-
ror, nausea, unceasing agitation of the ‘possible’ and the impossible and,
to conclude—broken, nevertheless, by degrees, slowly desired—the state
of supplication, its absorption into despair.”®” Encountering death in this
way allows for intimacy, for communication, for the kind of human con-
nection that is possible only when brokenness, vulnerability, contingency
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are the shared basis for it. This encounter with death need not be literal;
indeed, subjectivity must remain sufficiently intact for the experience to
be experienced.®® But it does need to be visceral, experiential, evocative of
the dread, laughter, ecstasy, nausea, “unceasing agitation of the ‘possible’
and the impossible” that is the core of inner experience.”” Because death
is a fate we all share, this inner experience has the potential to be acces-
sible to all: death ultimately makes no distinctions and neither need inner
experience, Bataillean mysticism, or its turn toward excess, expenditure,
and anguish/ecstasy.

But what Bataille does not adequately acknowledge is that, in a soci-
ety that fears death, persists in fantasies of overcoming its limit, and is
enthralled to the logic of project and utility, not all members share that
dread equally. Managing the fear of death is a social project, one that is
most often effected by assigning certain groups of people with its discur-
sive (and at times literal) burden and allowing the rest of society to pursue
the project/fantasy of longevity—not by a collective Bataillean experiment
with the horrors and ecstasies of inner experience. While death is a fate we
all physically share, we are socially able, and more than willing, to manage
that threat by projecting it onto particular groups that are called upon to
carry a disproportionate share of its dread. Those consigned to carry the
cultural burden of death are consigned to live in super-fear, super-dread,
super-anguish. Those lines of social management become charged with
the power of the sacred, and those conflated with death become charged
with its disgust and revulsion. Sacrifice in this context becomes less about
restoring subjectivity to that which has been rendered a thing than about
making tools for the management of the fear of death out of the subjects
socially assigned to carry that burden.

There are Bataillean possibilities in this discursive, if not always—al-
though sometimes—Iliteral proximity to death. Some fat activists and art-
ists have played with this proximity to provoke the dread and fascination
that fat has come to represent. The fourth issue of F27 GiRL, for example,
takes death as a theme, with an editorial about the losses recently faced by
Barbarism, one of the collective members; an article in memory of Joanna,
a young, fat heroin addict; and a photo spread of Barbarism in a cemetery,
naked, eating, masturbating. Lesley Kinzel and other fat activists have
started using the term “death fat” as a self-designation, in part to coun-
ter the terror of being continually designated “morbidly obese” by others,
especially those with power over their health and medical treatment, by
injecting much-needed humor.”® The possibilities in a politics of death
have been suggested by some queer writers, perhaps most famously by
Leo Bersani when he writes, “if the rectum is the grave in which the mas-
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culine ideal (an ideal shared—differently—by men and women) of proud
subjectivity is buried, then it should be celebrated for its very potential for
death.””" But in the next sentence he points to the problem of this proxim-
ity when discursive death threats become literal, as they have with AIDS.

This is the problem that fat politics faces in relation to Bataille and
to death. The possibilities of communication, intimacy, interhuman con-
nection on the basis of shared vulnerability, and incompleteness in the
face of death are powerful. And those who are discursively associated with
death may be in a particularly powerful position to effect these possibilities
through art, activism, and radical fat expenditure. But the death threats
that fat people continually face—literal and discursive, social and biologi-
cal, evident and confusing—often put them in a state of super-anguish,
super-despair, super-dread in relation to death. The Bataillean balance be-
tween dread and desire becomes, as Bataille himself suggests, more diffi-
cult to achieve when dread is disproportionately assigned and continually
re-evoked:

I will take for granted the assertion that every horror conceals a pos-
sibility of enticement. I can then assume the operation of a relatively
simple mechanism. An object that is repugnant presents a force of
repulsion more or less great. I will add that, following my hypothesis,
it should also present a force of attraction: like the force of repulsion,
its opposite, the force of attraction will be more or less great. But
I didn’t say that the repulsion and attraction were always directly
proportional to one another. Things are far from being so simple. In-

deed, instead of increasing desire, excessive horror paralyzes it, shuts
it off.7?

This kind of paralysis in the face of the continual assignment of death
dread can be seen in Max Airborne’s ruminations on fat and exercise: “I
tell myself that ’'m out of breath for lack of exercise, but the truth is I don’t
exercise because I am afraid to find out. . . . My fears take over, and as |
get older and fatter, my fears grow. The longer I go, the harder it gets. 'm
only 28. I am terrified of my future.””® People who are culturally assigned
a disproportionate share of the dread of death touch that dread continu-
ally, often under circumstances they do not choose and cannot always opt
out of. Asking them to take up the possibilities that discursive proxim-
ity to death allows may well be asking too much, may be too paralyzing
for people who are already continually being frightened to death. Turn-
ing toward fat, its excess, its simultaneous attraction and repulsion may
offer sublime Bataillean opportunities. But turning toward vulnerability,
dread, dissolution, and death may be too high a price to pay for people and
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groups already burdened with discursive associations with death and the
actual death threats that often accompany them.”™

Fat Generosity and Redistributing Dread

In thinking through the relation between Bataille’s work and feminist poli-
tics, Amy Hollywood writes: “Just as there are two conceptions of history
standing alongside each other in Bataille’s text, perhaps we should distin-
guish two conceptions of political action: one that would contest power
and injustice through narrativizations, and one that would contest those
very narrativizations themselves in the name of that which is unassimi-
lable to redemptive political projects—the bodies of those who can never
again be made whole.”” Fat politics has generated numerous projects that
attempt to challenge fat hatred and social stigma by telling new stories
about the meaning of fatness and the lives of fat people. Fat people, these
projects tell us, can be whole, beautiful, healthy, and productive, all virtues
in our project-driven culture. Their subjectivity can be restored and their
personhood legitimated. And these stories are true, or at least possible, as
far as they go.

Bataille’s work, however, as I have argued, points to the possibilities for
fat politics in taking the second path. By resisting redemptive resignifica-
tions of fatness and turning toward fat excesses, fat culture and fat politics
has the potential to be a critical site for the kind of disruptive, generous
politics that Bataille imagines. Not flinching from the dread, disgust, and
desires generated by the left-hand sacred provides opportunity for com-
munication, human intimacy, and forging new possibilities based not on
the limitations of scarcity but the abundance of excess. “I wanted experi-
ence to lead where it would,” Bataille writes, “not lead it to some end point
given in advance. And I say at once that it leads to no harbor (but to a
place of bewilderment, of nonsense).””® A fat politics that offers no harbor
either in the promises of future scientific knowledge or the comforts of a
reconsolidated fat subjectivity has the potential to generate transgressive
possibilities that could take us to places we can not yet imagine. But, as I
have also argued, it is problematic to eliminate the possibility of a harbor
for those who are so often deprived of shelter from dread. The dominant
discursive association between fat and death, along with the actual death
threats fat people continually need to navigate, make the necessity of a
harbor perhaps more pressing. And leave me ambivalent about Bataille and
his work in relation to fat.

This ambivalence, I suggest, points to the need for fat politics to take
the question of death more seriously. Not by taking exaggerated claims
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about the morbidity of fat more seriously and getting to the project of
weight loss but by more fearlessly approaching the tangle of death threats
fat people face, the ceaseless dread they generate, and potential strategies
for resistance and change: “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.””” Addressing that question in conversa-
tion with Bataille may help us see possibilities in a politics of death that
might be otherwise invisible when we are in thrall to its fear.”® It may help
us develop a fat politics that has space for insufficiency, for ambivalence,
for the kind of brokenness that comes from carrying more than one’s share
of the fear of death without becoming a maudlin celebration of a victim
status. With his help, we may find ways of calling on our excess, expend-
ing the abundance we represent, in ways that redistribute the dread of
death more equally, that allow others to face it, touch its dread and desire,
without the need to recoup their wholeness at our expense. Thinking fat
and death with Bataille may help us generate the kind of generosity that
excess, brokenness, and dancing with death facilitates, one that resists the
unproductive excess of weight loss and its fantasy of utility by turning
toward our excesses and, rather than trying to make them useful, expends
them gloriously. A Bataille-informed fat generosity might resist the lie that
death can be overcome by projects like weight loss by using our proximity
to death to insist that everyone face its possibilities with the kind of glori-
ous expenditure that our bodies represent. “One might say,” or one might
hope, “that the lie destines life’s exuberance to revolt.””
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Sovereignty and Cruelty
Self-Affirmation, Self-Dissolution,
and the Bataillean Subject

STEPHEN S. BUSH

Georges Bataille populates his writings with the imagery of torture and
murder. His fiction revels in sexual assault. He speaks of evil as having a
sovereign value for humanity. He speaks of there being intimacy between
the sacrificers and the victims in human sacrificial rituals. He compares sex
to human sacrifice. He describes himself meditating on photos of a man
being dismembered and recounts his ecstatic experiences of joy and anguish
in doing so, going so far as to call the wounded victim beautiful. He holds
forth violation and transgression as things that reveal our true nature.

In light of these considerations, it might seem that Bataille is the last
person that ethicists, or anyone for that matter, should consult on moral
matters. Or perhaps, if we do consult him, it would only be in a negative
way: that is to say, we can learn lessons about what is wrong with human-
ity but not lessons about how to make things right. This is how Simone de
Beauvoir suggests we read the Marquis de Sade. “Must we burn de Sade?”
Beauvoir asks. She concludes, “no.” She does not think he has a construc-
tive ethical vision, but she admits he can teach us important facts about
human nature. We learn from Sade, for example, the extent to which hu-
man beings are violent and cruel, and we learn that violence is a pervasive,
ineradicable feature of social relationships. We are ill served, Beauvoir says,
by ethical proposals that are idealistic about human nature, that assume
that in the proper conditions, people will not be violent. But as to how
best to respond to violence, as to what we should do about it, Sade has
nothing to say.!
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We can pose the same question about Bataille. Must we burn Bataille?
Perhaps we could think of Bataille like Beauvoir thinks of Sade, as some-
one who helps us diagnose ethical problems, even if he has no prescriptive
advice for them. In fact, Bataille has the same diagnostic lessons to teach
as Sade, as we would expect, since he was a devout reader of Sade. Like
the marquis, Bataille sees cruelty and violence as ineradicable features of
human life. Our social theories, then, should take account of this fact. So
Bataille, like Sade, diagnoses important features of the human condition.
But is Bataille’s significance limited to negative lessons?

An important group of contemporary scholars thinks that we can learn
positive lessons from Bataille, not just negative ones. They claim that Ba-
taille has a constructive ethical vision that we should take seriously. These
ethicists focus on one or both of two features of Bataille’s philosophy. First,
there is the fact that Bataille is critical of the way in which we instru-
mentalize people. He is sensitive to the violence that results from treat-
ing people as a means to an end. Bataille refers to our ordinary way of
conducting our affairs as “project.” In the realm of project, we engage in
future-oriented, means-end activity. Bataille recognizes that in doing so,
we treat our fellow humans as things that we can employ for the sake
of some end. This dehumanizes people, for one thing, but for another
thing, treating people in this way is highly conducive to violating people
in various ways; such violation comes specifically as a result of regarding
the people as means to ends. The second feature of Bataille’s philosophy
that holds ethical promise is his promotion of a special form of relation-
ship between the self and others that he calls “communication.” Bataillean
communication is ecstatic; it is a break from the normal sense of oneself as
a distinct subject, a self-contained entity that is discrete and separate from
all the other entities with which one interacts. In Bataillean communica-
tion, the subject’s normal sense of him- or herself is disrupted, and he or
she experiences him- or herself as one with some other particular person or
object or with the universe as a whole.

Amy Hollywood is one of these contemporary scholars who finds po-
tential in Bataille’s ethics, although not without reservations. For Holly-
wood, what is important in Bataille is that in challenging our ordinary
sense of our self as a discrete entity, he renounces the desire for totality and
wholeness, a desire that keeps one from properly recognizing and encoun-
tering others.? She says that in his encounter with suffering individuals, he
prioritizes an important type of compassion that should take precedence
over goal-directed activities to end suffering.> Kent Brintnall proposes that
Bataillean experiences of self-laceration undo our illusions of autonomy
and self-sufficiency and foster intimacy and generosity.* Alexander Irwin
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suggests that the psychological violence that one inflicts upon oneself in
inner experience serves as an alternative to and contestation of the violence
of warfare.” Jeremy Biles speaks of the “relinquishment of power” in Batail-
lean ecstasy.®

All of these studies, and others as well, are full of important insights.
They individually and cumulatively present powerful considerations in fa-
vor of the idea that Bataille is a constructive ethical thinker. However,
Bataille and those who would want to appropriate him for ethical purposes
are open to two significant challenges. The first concerns the primacy of
self-negation in his writings. In writing of ecstasy and communication, Ba-
taille emphasizes that these are states of self-dissolution. To achieve ecstatic
communication, one must lacerate the boundaries of oneself. In doing so,
one participates in death, the ultimate self-dissolution, to the degree pos-
sible. We can agree with Bataille that self-negation is ethically important.
It mitigates our tendency to assert ourselves at the expense of others. Typi-
cally, it takes a centered self to dominate and control others, so the ethical
payoff from Bataille’s ecstatic self-dissolution is that in renouncing the urge
to be a total, self-contained entity, one renounces various associated urges,
like the need to control others and indeed to control history. These are the
sorts of urges that are responsible for the worst evils people commit against
one another, and so Bataille has important answers to urgent questions.

The problem, however, is that whereas a good dose of self-negation
could be just what is needed for individuals at the top of the social hierar-
chy, whose agency needs to be restrained, it could be precisely the wrong
thing for those who are already marginalized or oppressed. In religious
ethics, Barbara Andolsen has raised these issues forcefully. In a 1981 es-
say, Andolsen writes about the tendency among Christian theologians to
view pride as the preeminent sin. By pride, the theologians mean excessive
self-regard. The proper antidote to pride, they say, is self-sacrifice. This
is all well and good for men, Andolsen says. Men have been culturally
conditioned into a self-affirming identity and a corresponding tendency
to exercise excessive self-regard. Women, however, are more likely to be
already living self-sacrificially. They are living for the sake of others, sacri-
ficing their own goals and ambitions to the welfare of their husbands and
children. So while it makes sense to tell men that they need to embrace
self-sacrifice, women need to hear precisely the opposite, Andolsen says.
What women need is more self-regard. They need to attend to their own
development, ambitions, and needs and to stop subordinating their goals
to others’ needs all the time. So the charge to be more self-sacrificial affects
women differently than men. Women are already self-negating and need to
develop themselves into a centered self.

40 w Stephen S. Bush



Andolsen’s essay is dated in certain regards, and today we would want to
emphasize that self-affirmation and self-negation do not fall neatly along
gender lines but are distributed across a matrix of multiple intersecting
lines: gender, class, ethnicity, and race, among others. Nevertheless, there
is still a lesson to be learned from Andolsen, which is that an ethic of
self-negation is appropriate for those agents who are so well formed as
autonomous, centered selves that they make their way through the world
with their elbows out. But an ethic of self-negation is highly problematic
for those who have been socialized into positions of subordination. Those
who are devoted to caring for others to the exclusion of themselves or who
are exploited or abused by others to an extent that they have lost “the abil-
ity to be a centered self”® need a proper dose of self-assertiveness and self-
regard. So there is a significant problem here if Bataille has only an ethics
of self-negation to offer.

The second objection to Bataille and those who would appropriate him
is the problem of cruelty in Bataille’s work. Ethical interpretations of Ba-
taille have done well in grappling with Bataille’s ambiguous treatment of
violence.” Why does Bataille emphasize violence so much? For one thing,
Bataille thinks that it takes a jolt to get us out of our normal experience of
ourselves as discrete, individuated things. And for another thing, Bataille
sees the rupture of psychological integrity in ecstasy as a violence of sorts
that is similar to the rupture of fleshly integrity in physical violence. In
both cases, the boundary of the individual is disrupted, and what is usually
inside is exposed to what is usually outside; the outer and inner mingle.
But why is Bataille relatively uninterested in forms of violence that do not
involve cruelty, like violence in self-defense perhaps, in natural disasters or
accidents, or even in surgery?

It is easier to see that violence could have beneficial effects than it is to
see that cruelty could. After all, everyone except the devoted pacifist sees
physical violence as morally justified in some circumstances, such as self-
defense, defense of the innocent, or just war. But it is harder to make a
plausible case for cruelty. Indeed, according to some political theorists,
cruelty is the summum malum, the greatest evil. Judith Shklar is famous for
making this case: she sees the highest priority of the state as to protect its
citizens against cruelty.”” Violence may be ethically ambiguous, justifiable
in some cases but not others, but surely cruelty deserves our condemnation
across the board.

This is not what we find in Bataille’s work. Cruelty is a persistent theme
throughout his fictional and nonfictional writings. Sometimes he uses the
term explicitly, but more often he writes about behavior that can only be
described as cruel, such as human sacrifice, sexual assault, torture, and
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murder. His repeated engagements with Sade, too, are occasions for him
to reflect on cruelty. The cruel actions Bataille discusses so frequently are
not merely violent; they combine violence with callous disregard for the
victims’ suffering. The troubling thing about Bataille is that he thinks these
sorts of cruel actions can have some sort of positive ethical significance.

In the remainder of this essay, I will argue that these two issues, the
problem of self-negation and the problem of cruelty, are closely related. I
will propose that Bataille’s ethics is not just an ethics of self-negation but
that it is simultaneously an ethics of self-affirmation, and I will explain
how cruelty plays a key role in his ethics of self-affirmation.

To work toward an understanding of the significance of cruelty in Ba-
taille’s work, we need to take a closer look at important instances in Ba-
taille’s corpus where he is discussing cruelty or deploying cruel imagery.
First, though, it will help to take a brief look at how others in Bataille’s
intellectual context were thinking about cruelty, especially Antonin Artaud
and Maurice Blanchot. Artaud (1896-1948) is famous for his promotion
of a “theater of cruelty,” a notion that he exposits in a series of essays writ-
ten in the 1930s. Artaud wants theater to forego its reliance on linguistic
communication and reach its audience on more visceral levels, through
intense, transgressive, anarchic spectacles that would question the reigning
“social and moral system.”" Such productions would employ depictions of
violence, but the cruelty of Artaud’s theater is not to be reduced to bloodi-
ness.”? The cruelty “will be bloody when necessary but not systematically
$0.” What Artaud primarily means by cruelty is “rigor, implacable inten-
tion and decision, irreversible and absolute determination.” Such determi-
nation is in service of a “blind appetite for life capable of overriding every-
thing” in its aim to wake people up—jolt them out of complacency—and
put them in touch with vital forces of creativity that cannot but upend
settled patterns of thought and conduct."

Maurice Blanchot’s (1907-2003) ideas on cruelty and sadism directly
shaped Bataille’s own, as Bataille refers repeatedly and appreciatively to
Blanchot’s essay “Sade’s Reason” (originally published in 1947) in his im-
portant chapters on Sade in Erotism."”> One of the principal points about
Sadean cruelty that Blanchot wants to make is that whereas in Sade cruelty
finds its initial expression in the actions and impulses of people who gratify
their own desires with total disregard for the suffering they inflict on oth-
ers, the ultimate goal is to become so committed to cruelty and crime that
one acts not for self-gratification but for the sake of cruelty as an end in
itself. This is the height of cruelty, cruelty for the sake of cruelty, even when
it destroys not just the victim but the perpetrator too. So Blanchot can say,
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“Cruelty is only the negation of the self, carried so far that it is transformed
into a destructive explosion.”®

Bataille’s usage of the term “cruelty” (cruauté) resembles in important
ways both Artaud’s and Blanchot’s.”” In a general sense, Bataille links cru-
elty with—indeed comes close to defining it as—a “desire to destroy” and
“the desire to hurt and to kill.”*® Like Artaud, for Bataille cruelty may
very well involve scenes of bloodshed, but it is not exclusively that. It can
refer more generally to any force that disrupts us from our settled patterns
of conduct, thought, and emotion. So Bataille can refer to modern art,
specifically surrealism and cubism, as cruel in its effects on its viewers’ con-
sciousness. The destruction of conventional ways of representing objects
in modern art breaks down the viewers’ sense of their own subjectivity,
similar to the way Artaud’s theater of cruelty breaks from conventional
dramatic forms to unsettle the audience’s consciousness.”

As important for my purposes as Bataille’s explicit use of the words
“cruel” and “cruelty” are, just as significant are the repeated depictions
of cruel actions that populate his texts, oftentimes very much employing
scenery of bloodshed. I will give some representative examples. In the first
volume of 7he Accursed Share, he has a chapter on Aztec sacrifices, describ-
ing the “apex of horror in the cruel chain of religious rites”: “The priests
killed their victims on top of the pyramids. They would stretch them over
a stone altar and strike them in the chest with an obsidian knife. They
would tear out the still-beating heart and raise it thus to the sun.”*® Story
of the Eye follows the wild exploits, sexual and violent, of Simone and the
narrator. They have orgies, rape people, urinate on each other, and have sex
in the company of the corpse of a girl who has just committed suicide be-
cause of the insanity that Simone and the narrator have brought upon her.
Toward the end of the story, they capture a priest, and Simone rapes him
as the narrator strangles him to death. Then Simone has their accomplice,
Sir Edmond, remove the priest’s eyeball so she can insert it in her vagina
and urinate over it.”! In Erotism, Bataille brings to our attention sacrificial
rites that were “extravagantly cruel”: “children were offered to monsters of
red-hot metal, gigantic wicker figures crammed with human beings were
set alight, priests flayed living women and clad themselves in the streaming
spoils.”?? He rewrites an account of torture to render it from the perspec-
tive of the torturer: “I flung myself upon him with insults and as he could
not retaliate with his hands tied behind his back, I rammed my flailing fists
into his face; he fell down and my heel finished off the work; disgusted,
I spat into a swollen face. I could not help bursting into loud laughter: I
had just insulted a dead man!”® In Inner Experience, Bataille writes of a
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series of photographs of a Chinese man in the process of being executed by
dismemberment that he would use in his meditational practices: “I would
gaze at the photographic image—or sometimes the memory which I have
of it—of a Chinese man who must have been tortured in my lifetime. . . .
In the end, the patient writhed, his chest flayed, arms and legs cut off at
the elbows and at the knees. His hair standing on end, hideous, haggard,
striped with blood, beautiful as a wasp.”* In 7he Trial of Gilles de Rais, he
details the heinous serial murders that Rais, a contemporary of Joan of Arc,
committed. Rais would sexually stimulate himself on the bellies of children
as he killed them, slitting their throats and then decapitating them.?

What initially strikes one as especially problematic about these cruel
spectacles is that Bataille seems to attribute ethical benefits to them. In de-
scribing rituals of human sacrifice, Bataille says, “The victim dies and the
spectators share in what his death reveals.”?® Similar considerations apply
in the case of the photographs of the Chinese victim. Bataille thinks his
death too revealed something for those who would properly apprehend the
photographs. When Bataille meditated on the photographs of the man,
he would experience ecstatic anguish and loving compassion. What this
execution victim and the victims of human sacrifice reveal is the dissolu-
tion of the self that transpires at death, and the effect on the spectators is
for them to undergo a related dissolution in ecstasy. In his discussions of
both human sacrifice and the execution photographs, we see a troubling
link between victimization and ethical insight for the spectators. Bataille’s
ambiguous relation to cruelty is a much bigger problem for his interpret-
ers than his ambiguous relation to violence more generally. How are we to
make sense of the recurrence of cruel horrors in his work?

The key to the ethical significance of cruelty for Bataille has to do
with the centrality of the notion of sovereignty in his work. He explores
sovereignty most extensively in Sovereignty (volume 3 of The Acc