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I. Introduction: Violence as Excess and Exposure  
 
Georges Bataille’s philosophy is not born of the impulse to construct a systematic 
world; it is not architectural, we can think of it as an eruption. In so much of 
twentieth-century political and moral philosophy that strives to characterize, to 
contain, or to morally codify violence, Bataille begins elsewhere: with the inquiry into 
what violence does. The question for Bataille is not, “How do we abolish violence?” 
but “What does violence show that nothing else can?” 

His wager is that violence reveals what philosophy, law, and reason are unable to 
incorporate, namely, the reality of human limitation, the sacred, and the boundary of 
meaning itself. Violence, in Bataille’s terminology, is not just destructive; it 
is explicatory. It is where the boundaries of reason, identity, and political order 
collapse under pressure from something older — excess.   

Violence, here, is not to be conceived on a plane of intention or effect, but 
according to the logic of dépense: unproductive outlay, loss without re-capture, rupture 
without utilization. This construction puts Bataille well outside most traditions of 
political rationalism. Violence is instrumentally conceived in both liberal and 
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authoritarian regimes. It is something to be justified, punished, or redirected 
depending on its effects. Violence is a technical or moral problem — a normative 
deviation. 

But for Bataille, this view conceals a deeper reality, namely, that human life is 
marked by the presence of a force that cannot be assimilated. This is 
not just irrational, it is sacred. 

The sacred, in Bataille’s lexicon, is not reducible to the theological or the mystical 
but it is the structure of experience that confronts us with what cannot be mastered: 
death, eroticism, sacrifice, and loss. Violence is what exceeds the economy of 
meaning and utility, and it should not be considered as a malfunction of social order 
— it is the threshold where the logic of order breaks down entirely. 

In modern societies — built on productivity, regulation, and conservation — this 
sacred violence is increasingly repressed, but repression does not neutralize — it 
transforms. The disappearance of manifested forms of imperative, sacred violence 
gives rise to a new form: cruelty.  

Cruelty is not the return of the sacred but its instrumental inversion. It is violence 
without revelation — violence that hides itself behind technique, bureaucracy, 
anaesthetization, and systems of control. 

Thus, the task of this article is twofold. To reconstruct Bataille’s unique vision of 
violence as a form of sacred transgression, and to distinguish this vision from the 
rationalized, managed cruelty that structures modern life. We have to acknowledge 
that this distinction, though never formalized by Bataille himself, operates implicitly 
throughout his oeuvre and proves indispensable for understanding his political and 
ethical stakes. 

The sections that follow will trace the conceptual lineage of Bataille’s thought, 
focusing on his dialogues with Nietzsche, Hegel, Mauss, Sade, Girard, and Derrida. 
By exploring key concepts — sovereignty, sacrifice, eroticism, negativity, and dépense 
— we aim to show how violence becomes, in Bataille, not a political tool but a limit 
experience, that is, a rupture that reveals both the instability of human systems and 
the abyss that lies beneath them. 
 

II. Philosophical Foundations: Sovereignty, Negativity, and the Gift   
 
To understand Bataille’s account of violence, one must first confront the 
philosophical frameworks it simultaneously inherits and disrupts. His thought 
emerges at the intersection of several key traditions — Nietzschean affirmation and 
anti-moralism, Hegelian dialectical negativity, and anthropological analyses of ritual 
and exchange. Yet Bataille’s originality lies in his refusal to accept the telos of these 
traditions. He aims to interrupt their trajectories, and the result is a conception of 
violence that resists both ethical domestication and metaphysical closure — a 
conception that would later be considered as a starting point in the analysis of authors 
such as Girard and Derrida in their very definition of violence. 
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A. Nietzsche: Will to Power and the Refusal of Morality   
 
To understand the genesis of the development of the concept of violence in Bataille, 
it is imperative to take our starting point from Nietzsche’s thought. 

From Nietzsche, Bataille inherits a profound skepticism of traditional morality, 
especially the moralities based on resentment and weakness. He adopts Nietzsche’s 
refusal of guilt as a tool of oppression and his demand to move beyond the need for 
metaphysical comfort. For both thinkers, morality is less about truth or justice than 
it is about containing fear and suppressing desire. Bataille also follows Nietzsche in 
his suspicion that invocations of higher values or transcendence tend to hide more 
fundamental, unconscious motivations — especially the urge to transcend death, 
eroticism, and the uncertainty of being. Instead of avoiding such forces, however, 
Bataille demands that we address them head-on, through sacred violence, sacrifice, 
and exposition. 

Yet where Nietzsche’s will to power culminates in the figure of the Übermensch,1 who 
affirms life beyond good and evil, Bataille is drawn not to affirmation but to 
disintegration. The sovereign, in Bataille, is not the one who conquers but the one 
who wastes — who loses selfhood, mastery, and power in the name of complete 
exposure. 

This shift marks a deep divergence. If, for Nietzsche, strength manifests in 
creation, in the aesthetic revaluation of values, for Bataille, sovereignty is marked by 
the full refusal of utility. The sovereign is the figure who can lose, who can sacrifice, 
who can engage in expenditure that serves no end.  

It is at this point that it becomes possible to observe the significant difference 
with the Nietzschean conception: when violence becomes central, not as domination, 
but as loss that cannot be recuperated. 

In this way, while Nietzsche’s philosophy involves the deconstruction of 
traditional concepts of morality in order to establish a new paradigm of affirmation, 
Bataille’s approach is even more radical, as it involves the dismantling of the very 
concept of affirmation itself. It is evident that the prevailing sentiment is one of 
ecstatic negativity, characterized by a profound confrontation with the sacred that 
leaves no aspect unturned. 
 
B. Hegel and the Non-Dialectical Negative  
 
Where Nietzsche offers Bataille a vocabulary of affirmation — of risk, waste, and the 
transgression of moral restraint — Hegel offers a different perspective: the 
movement of negation and becoming. Where Nietzsche’s value deconstruction 
disintegrates into anarchy, Hegel’s philosophy maps the processes of transformation 
of the self through the lens of conflict and death. Bataille’s approach is not dualistic; 
rather, it is confrontational.  

 
1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra: Ein Buch für Alle und Keinen (Chemnitz: Ernst 
Schmeitzner, 1883), Prologue.  



Rebecca Milaneschi 

 

12 

In the context of Nietzsche’s criticism of moral order, Hegel’s relevance is in 
offering the potential consequences of such breakdown, as well as the potential for 
self-awareness.  

But both these concepts are, for Bataille, too structured and too meaning-
oriented. It is his contention that the real power of violence is that it can subvert the 
dialectic.  

Hegel’s dialectic, especially as detailed in the Phenomenology of Spirit, gives us 
another primary paradigm: within the grand master-slave dialectic, self-consciousness 
emerges through struggle to the death. The slave submits, because he is afraid to 
die—but in doing so the same fear brings about self-consciousness. It is negation 
that propels history forward. However, Bataille appears to resist this resolution. For 
him, the experience of death — or, more precisely, of negation — is not productive. 
The conclusion to be drawn is that the condition is terminal. The phenomenon under 
scrutiny does not sublate; rather, it ruptures. The individual who faces death does not 
emerge stronger or more conscious; rather, they are utterly devastated. In this 
context, violence is not a tool for achieving a harmonious balance, but rather a state 
of absolute negativity that cannot be overcome or transformed into a positive force. 

This absolute negativity also differentiates Bataille’s concept of sovereignty from 
that of Hegel. For Hegel, sovereignty is defined as the manifestation of Spirit in 
history, signifying the actualization of reason. For Bataille, sovereignty is defined as 
that which remains outside of history; that which is characterized by its capacity to 
interrupt and its inherent inability to heal. 

In contrast to Hegel’s idealist teleology, Bataille posits a material excess — blood, 
sex, death — that cannot be translated into Spirit. Violence, then, is not a stage on 
the way to reconciliation. It is the moment that stops reconciliation from happening 
— the moment where structure collapses without return. For Bataille, this is not 
failure, but truth. Where Hegel’s dialectic absorbs death into the growth of spirit, 
Bataille insists that death marks the limit where subjectivity dissolves. There is no 
synthesis — only exposure. 

Violence is not a negation that opens toward meaning. It is a negation that 
destroys the possibility of meaning. 

Where Hegel sees history, Bataille sees vertigo. 
 

C. Mauss and the Economy of Excess  
 

The anthropological work of Marcel Mauss provides a final critical background for 
this analysis. In the famous essay The Gift, 2  Mauss describes archaic economies 
structured not around profit but around reciprocal obligation. Exchange is not driven 
by utility; rather, it is motivated by factors such as honor, risk and the ritualized 

 
2 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. W.D. Halls 
(London: Routledge, 1990). 
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acceptance of loss. Potlatch3 ceremonies and sacrificial rites involve the destruction of 
wealth not to display power, but to challenge the omnipresent logic of accumulation. 

Bataille radicalizes this insight into his theory of the general economy. For him, 
all societies produce excess, and the question is not how to conserve but how to 
expend. There are two possible responses: sacrifice or war, dépense 4  or disaster. 
Violence, in this framework, is not the breakdown of economic logic — it is one of 
its possible conclusions and solutions. 

This economy of excess reorients ethics and politics. If the sacred arises from 
unreciprocated loss, then violence becomes not a transgression of order but the 
condition of its renewal. And yet, this renewal is not restorative; it is a metaphysical 
destabilization, that is, a movement into the real as that which cannot be accounted 
for, balanced, or returned. 

Violence, in the gift economy, is not an anomaly. It is the necessary risk that opens 
the subject to the sacred. It is, once again, not exchange, but exposure. 

Taken together, Nietzsche’s affirmation of risk, Hegel’s encounter with death, and 
Mauss’s anthropology of excess help us to understand the metaphysical backdrop of 
Bataille’s thinking. However, it is important to consider what these foundations imply 
with respect to lived experience. For Bataille, the convergence of these elements 
unveils a distinct form of violence that eschews the pursuit of mastery or utility, 
instead favoring loss and exposure. This violence cannot be reduced to aggression or 
rebellion; it demands something more profound and enigmatic. It is within this 
theoretical framework that Bataille introduces what may be his most unsettling 
concept: imperative violence. This is not violence that is actively chosen, but rather, 
it is the violence that seizes us, the sacred force that erupts when confronted with the 
limits of the self and the world. 
 
III. Imperative Violence: Sacred Transgression and Sovereign Loss  
 
In Bataille’s lexicon, the most significant distinction is not one of justified and 
unjustified violence, or violence and nonviolence, but of instrumental and imperative 
violence. The former is within power regimes, calculation, utility, and cruelty — a 
violence exercised to serve. The latter, by contrast, opens onto the sacred. It is a force 
that exists outside function, and which places the subject face to face with an event 
it cannot master. Yet this imperative register is politically ambivalent. As the 
twentieth century makes clear, it can be seized and distorted. Fascist regimes 
mobilized its ecstatic and heterogeneous charge only to channel it into sadistic and 
systematized forms, subordinating its intensity to the machinery of domination. 

Bataille understands imperative violence to be ineluctable — a call that resists, an 
oppression that pulverizes the sealed economy of state and subject. It is not seeking 

 
3 A whole set of exchange practices in tribal societies characterized by “total prestations,” i.e., 
a system of gift giving with political, religious, kinship and economic implications. 
4  Bataille introduces dépense as the irreversible loss of energies and resources without 
expectation of return. He goes beyond the original meaning of the term which properly means 
expenditure in French. 
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an effect: it seeks to burn, to dissolve the spurious differentiation between interior 
and exterior. The subject is not acting but acted-upon. 
 

A. The Sacred as Heterogeneous Disruption   
 
In Theory of Religion, Bataille outlines the sacred not as a domain of purity or divinity, 
but as a realm of heterogeneity — that which cannot be assimilated into the ordered, 
productive logic of society.  

This heterogeneity includes death, madness, sexuality, and violence — those 
aspects of existence that resist rational containment and defy integration into systems 
of utility or moral order. These are not simply fringe experiences or pathological 
excesses; they represent the points where human life brushes up against what cannot 
be calculated, predicted, or domesticated. In this context, when violence emerges in 
its sacred form, it should not be interpreted as a transgression of law in the juridical 
sense — as crime or injustice — but as a transgression in Bataille’s sense, that is, an 
action that exposes the very limits of the world’s structures. Sacred violence reveals 
what the system cannot fully control or explain. It forces us to confront the edges of 
meaning, where order breaks down. In doing so, it opens a space of truth — not 
because it is moral, but because it refuses to be absorbed, it goes beyond morality 
and limits. 

This heterogeneity is not, however, immune to political capture. The twentieth 
century offers a horrific example in the way fascist regimes commandeered the sacred 
register of heterogeneity to enact their own modalities of imperative violence. In 
mass rallies, militarized parades, and choreographed spectacles, the fascist state 
mimicked the intensity of the sacred — interrupting the everyday order of life, 
suspending the quotidian in favor of instants imbued with ecstatic collectivity — only 
to reabsorb that excess forthwith into the logic of domination. What ought to have 
been, in Bataille’s terms, a rupture sans retour becomes here a closed circuit, intended 
to bind the subject all the more securely to the apparatus of the State. 

In La structure psychologique du fascisme,5 Bataille draws a sharp distinction between 
the homogeneous social order — regulated by production, hierarchy, and utility — 
and the heterogeneous elements of human life, including the sacred, eroticism, and 
death, which cannot be contained within these norms. Fascism, in his analysis, is not 
merely an authoritarian reinforcement of the homogeneous order; it is a strategic 
invasion of heterogeneity. The fascist state attempts to co-opt the energies of the 
heterogeneous without letting them spill over. It centralizes the excess that might 
destabilize hierarchy in the leader’s body, myth, and cult, transforming it into a source 
of unquestionable authority. 

This appropriation is visible in carefully orchestrated ceremonies where 
individuality dissolves into a collective trance, not to experience the loss and risk that 
define sacred violence, but to be reforged as part of a homogeneous national 
organism. Symbols, uniforms, salutes, the leader’s speeches and gestures — these are 

 
5  Georges Bataille, La structure psychologique du fascisme (1933–34), in Œuvres complètes, vol. 1 
(Paris : Gallimard, 1970), 339–371. 
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not spontaneous eruptions, but codified rites designed to produce obedience and 
cohesion. Fascist imperative violence presents itself as an ecstatic rupture, but it is 
meticulously contained. It risks nothing essential to the State, never exposes the 
community to the vertigo of its own finitude, and never admits the possibility of 
genuine dissolution. 

The psychological structure of fascism therefore reveals an illusory pluralism — 
an intriguing and disorienting exhibition of holiness that emphasizes inherent fluidity 
within a higher level of tension. Bataille’s depiction of sacrilegious violence breaks 
the continuity of being and reveals the void upon which order is founded, while 
fascist pluralism actually forestalls this void through mythology, spectacularity, and 
terror. It preserves the mechanisms of sacrifice but nullifies their determinative 
outcome. It mimics the strength of transgression and channels it towards the 
exclusion and destruction of the ‘other.’ 

In this sense, fascist heterogeneity is already cruelty in disguise. It borrows the 
sacred’s capacity for intensity and collective exposure but neutralizes its transgressive 
potential by subordinating it entirely to the logic of utility. What remains is not 
sovereign expenditure but instrumental violence that masquerades as the sacred while 
serving the machinery of domination. The sacred’s loss without return is replaced by 
a calculated economy of death — death that fortifies the order, rather than 
threatening to undo it. 

Sacrifice here is not to appease, to replace, or to restore, it is to shatter. In 
Bataille’s view, the slaughter of the victim in the sacrificial economy is not offered as 
a rational exchange to preserve order or secure approval — it is not instrumental. 
Rather, it is sheer and absolute loss. And in that loss, there is a revolutionary truth, 
namely that human existence is not actually about preservation, survival, or 
accumulation, but about the irreversibility of waste, exposure to death, and the limits 
of rational mastery. The sacrificial act does not fix or restore — it ruins. It uncovers 
the fact that at the heart of being there is not continuity, but border, not stability, but 
disintegration. The revelation of the truth is not comforting, but sacred —that 
existence, in its sheer honesty, is touched by death and marked by an ineliminable 
openness to the unpossessable and the unrecoverable. 
 

B. Eroticism and the Threshold of Death   

 
Nowhere is the sacred logic of imperative violence more present than in Bataille’s 
reflections on eroticism. In L’Érotisme, he famously claims that “eroticism is the 
approval of life up to the point of death.”6 What does it mean to approve of life up 
to death? It means to approach the edge of the self, not to annihilate but to unmake 
or, in other words, to affirm life not through extension, but through its unraveling. 

Eroticism can be conceptualized as a rehearsal for death, representing a state of 
voluntary suspension of the subject’s identity, professional activities, and sense of 
distinctiveness. The erotic act, particularly in its transgressive forms, performs a 
sacred violence upon the subject — not through external imposition, but through 

 
6 Georges Bataille, L’Érotisme (Paris : Les Éditions de Minuit, 1957), 28. My translation. 
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the subject’s own surrender to excess. Eroticism is not merely about pleasure or 
intimacy. For Bataille, it is an event of radical immanence, in which the subject 
confronts and crosses the limits of its own being. It is where the subject momentarily 
loses its boundaries, its containment, its coherence as a rational and autonomous 
being. In the throes of eroticism, the individual does not gain power over another, 
but rather experiences a paradoxical sovereignty — a sovereignty rooted in the 
willingness to be undone. This is not the sovereignty of control, but of exposure and 
risk. The subject enters a zone where it can no longer maintain mastery over itself, 
where it is exposed to death, to the other, to the sacred. This loss is not negation but 
revelation. It is through this violent intimacy that the subject touches the truth of its 
own finitude and excess, not as something to be overcome, but as something to be 
affirmed. 

The violence of eroticism is not about harm; it is always about exposure. It opens 
the body to the sacred, not by destroying it, but by undoing its closure. The orgasm 
(la petite mort) becomes a figure of this imperative rupture — not a function, but a 
revelation. Not a moment of ecstasy or escapism, but one of sacred exposure.  
This is not about pleasure or shame, it is about truth, the body’s truth, the truth of 
finitude and human fragility. In that sense, eroticism becomes a sacred form of 
violence that does not harm but reveals. 

This moment of sovereign exposure — intensely personal and yet not reducible 
to subjectivity — opens a doorway to Bataille’s broader notion of sovereignty itself. 
What eroticism enacts on the level of flesh and feeling, sovereignty extends onto the 
terrain of life as a whole— a refusal of utility, a gesture of waste, a burning beyond 
function. This is the extension that Bataille makes next. 
 

C. Sovereignty as the Refusal of Utility   
 
In modern political discourse, sovereignty is often defined as the capacity to decide, 
to legislate, to govern, to preserve order. But for Bataille, true sovereignty is not 
power over others. It is the refusal to serve any purpose. The sovereign is not the 
ruler but the spender, that is, the one who can afford to lose, to give without return, 
to expend without accounting. 

Violence, when imperative, is sovereign in this radical sense. It does not seek 
justice, balance, or revenge; it is a gesture without end, without measure. Its meaning 
lies not in its result, but in its occurrence — its eruption into the rational world as a 
reminder of what that world excludes. 

Thus, imperative violence functions as a kind of ontological sabotage since it 
interrupts the smooth operations of society, not to improve them, but to unmask 
their false completeness. In doing so, it returns us to the truth of the sacred, namely, 
that existence cannot be closed without violence — and that violence, once 
repressed, will return in the most monstrous forms. 
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IV. Cruelty: Violence Reduced to Technique   

 
The concept of cruelty, which is usually misunderstood and superficially determined, 
must also be considered, along with the concept of violence examined so far. 

Violence, in itself, is not the opposite of cruelty. It is rather its mutation in the 

regime of utility.  Where violence, in its sacred form, fulfills an act of unsealing 
bounds, cruelty is what ensues when violence is institutionalized. It becomes 
rationalized, replicable, measurable, and deniable. 

This is the modern moment. The sanctified brutality of sacrifice yields to the bleak 
rituals of bureaucracy. Suffering is no longer endured; it is administered. Cruelty is a 
manner of unseen domination. From the visible and visceral forms of performing 
cruelty, modernity seems to be the location of an event of faceless cruelty, insinuated 
in calculation, in utility, in forethought. 
 
A. The Rationalization of Pain: From Spectacle to System  
 
Michel Foucault, in Discipline and Punish,7 traced how the spectacle of torture in ancien 
régime Europe gave way to the surveillance and normalization of the prison system. 
Where once the sovereign revealed their power through theatrical violence, the state 
now governs through mechanisms, processes, and forms. The shift from the scaffold 
to the prison is not a humanitarian progress; it is a transformation of visibility. 

Violence, in this system, is not abolished. Rather, it is buried. The prisoner dies 
not from torture, but from time; the body is not violently dismembered, but made 
docile. This is cruelty not as spectacle but as routine; a slow, bureaucratic violence 

without spectacle or mourning. Etymology also helps to clarify the distinction 
between violence and cruelty. From the sanguis that gushes forcefully from the 
wound, cruelty bathes in the cruor, the dead blood, that flows slowly and heavily from 
a body.8 Cruelty loses the animal dimension of struggle, of ritual, of visibility, and the 
only part of spectacle it retains is dictated and guided by the calculation of profit. The 
stalls in front of the electric chair, the exposure to the pillory, must be preventive 
measures, perfectly fitted into the calculation of the penal system. Enjoyment in the 
face of the death of the victim is quite different from the transformativity of sacrificial 
violence. It is, again, an enjoyment that serves, that helps fortify a power, that has 
utility. 

What makes this cruelty so dangerous is its disavowal. Because it lacks intensity, 
it escapes ethical notice. Also, because it lacks blood, it avoids recognition.  
It is a violence that pretends not to be violence at all. In modern, so-called civilized 
societies — where the sacrificial mechanism is absent — even in what most 
resembles it, such as capital punishment, one fails to consider that the programmed, 
calculated, and anesthetized killing of an individual inevitably steals something 
beyond all measurable value, that is, a life, and a death. To the condemned man 

 
7 Michel Foucault, Surveiller et punir. Naissance de la prison (Paris : Gallimard, 1975), 7-69. 
8 Michiel De Vaan, Etymological Dictionary of Latin and the other Italic Languages (Brill: Leiden, 
2008). 
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awaiting the hour of execution, there is no longer even the time of his own death, 
not even the violence of confrontation, the force of sacrifice.9  
 

B. Bureaucratic Cruelty and Distributed Responsibility   
 
Modern cruelty is rarely personal; it is distributed across systems, institutions, and 
protocols. No one decides to harm, but harm occurs. No one is to blame, but 
someone always suffers. Cruelty becomes a passive structure, a way the world is 
arranged. 

This is the cruelty of the border checkpoint, the welfare office, the unpaid 
overtime, the closed door at the emergency room. It is not rage; it is indifference. It 
is not just punishment in itself (it is procedure, the suffering it produces is formless, 
because it is not aimed); it is emergent. 

Bataille’s conception of sovereignty as waste opposes this. In La Souveraineté,10 he 
insists that true power is found not in command, but in the ability to refuse function. 
Bureaucratic cruelty functions too well; it serves too precisely; Bureaucracy is the 

enemy of sovereignty because it reduces violence to a means to an end.  
Furthermore, what is especially evil about this cruelty is the manner in which 
responsibility is spread out. Sovereignty, the sign of one or a sacred gesture of risk, 
is now distributed across procedures and protocols, or at least levels of government. 
No single agent possesses it, no single agent risks anything. Rather, authority is 
bureaucratized. Everyone follows the rules. No one takes the blame. This is 
distributed sovereignty — not as shared empowerment, but as responsibility diluted. 
Cruelty, in this context, is not owned but systematized. The machine runs, and people 
suffer in silence. 

This process — violence no longer explodes but functions, no longer terrorizes 
but goes as a clockwork — has a chilling double already reflected in writing decades 
ahead of becoming administrative norm. This systematized, rationalized violence is 
the very same that the Marquis de Sade charted with ghostly precision. 
 

C. Sadism and the Logic of Containment   

 
The Marquis de Sade offers a grotesque mirror of the logic of cruelty. His libertines 
are not wild, they are meticulous. In The 120 Days of Sodom, 11  cruelty becomes 
accounting, pain is categorized, tracked, repeated, the victim is not sacrificed; they 
are processed. 

Bataille reads Sade not merely as a libertine, but as a philosopher of modernity’s 
hidden core, namely the rationalization of domination. The sadist does not want to 
be overwhelmed but wants to be in control. His cruelty is cold, ordered, infinite, 
directed to a precise scope. 

 
9 Jacques Derrida, Séminaire : La peine de mort (Paris : Éditions Galilée, 2012). 
10 Georges Bataille, La Souveraineté (Paris : Gallimard, 1956). 
11 Donatien Alphonse François de Sade, Les 120 journées de Sodome ou l’école du libertinage (Paris: 
Jean-Jacques Pauvert, 1904). 
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Bataille, despite his appreciation of the works of the Marquis for his 
outspokenness and freedom, condemns this as the final inversion of sacred violence. 
Where sacrifice demands an irretrievable loss, sadism demands complete control. 
Where imperative violence risked the self, cruelty insists on its preservation. The 
result is a world in which violence no longer wounds meaningfully — it merely 
operates according to calculation. 

Yet Bataille also reveals Sade’s error. Sade chooses the imaginary. He devotes 
himself so eagerly and obstinately to eroticism since he attaches more importance to 
the narratives than to what happens in the contingency. 

His sexuality does not belong to the sphere of biology; it is a social fact that he 
was ultimately unable to direct into forms other than imagination. 

Long before Freud, Sade recognized the existence of perversions, later stating 
that whatever desires and perversions are present in the sadist’s mind, they can never 
be fully realized in the world. In reality, in the convulsions of the flesh, in presence, 
some of the sovereignty so dear to the sadist himself is lost. 

In the presence of witnesses (as in orgies), the subject can remain present to 
himself in order to try to accomplish what he himself is seeking: to reach himself. 

Sade highlighted the problem of the separation between human beings and the 
search for authenticity of the same, while remaining in a world of imagination that 
makes even his every attempt to search for it scarcely credible. 

He chose cruelty as if it were the alternative to indifference, as if it were the way 
to access his own12 sovereignty. For all his excesses, Sade’s cruelty remains within the 
logic of control. His characters do not risk themselves; they dominate. Their violence 
is not sacred loss, but functional pain. In this, Sade mistakes systematized sadism for 
sovereignty. Bataille insists that true sovereignty lies elsewhere; not in planning pain, 
but in surrendering to the sacred without return. Where Sade tallies wounds, Bataille 

burns the ledger.  Crucially, this distinction becomes clearest when we return to the 
body itself, not just as a site of suffering, but as a threshold between experience and 
exposure. In Sade’s world, the body is dissected, catalogued, made into a surface 
upon which power inscribes itself. There is no mystery left, no sacredness, only flesh 
converted into calculation. By contrast, for Bataille, the body is where language 
breaks down. It is not a cipher for domination, but the very site where the subject 
risks dissolution. The sacred body is not an object to be mastered, but a limit to be 
encountered, a trembling, a vertigo. The moment the body is reduced to information, 
to an instrument also for calculated pleasure, cruelty replaces violence. When it opens 
into rupture, into the unknown, then violence becomes sacred again. 

In The Beast and the Sovereign,13 Derrida examines the figure of la bête (the beast) in 
relation to the human. The French word bête also means “stupid,” and even here the 
link to the human is immediate: is it the human who is stupid or is it the beast that is 
the beast? And why, in either case, should this name be given? Stupid is the attempt 
to depart from animality when this is constitutive of man, just as stupid is the claim 
of sovereignty to go beyond the animal sphere to which we belong. 

 
12 Simone De Beauvoir, Faut-il brûler Sade ? (Paris : Gallimard, 1972). 
13 Jacques Derrida, Séminaire : La bête et le souverain, vol. 1 (Paris : Galilée, 2010). 
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The difference between human and animal being lies precisely in the relationship 
with sovereignty (institutional as much as individual), with the idea of “ownness” 
considered as a conscious possession, of dominion that the self attempts to achieve 
over itself through carving out an arbitrary possession over the other, without 
warning. 

To say, “I am sovereign,” in the Sadian idea that sovereignty is exercised through 
the objectification of others, is the authentic being bête. 

The human being, by departing from the animal whose traits he rejects, and by 
cultivating those forms of cruelty that he himself created precisely to distance himself 
from animality, finds himself imprisoned in a kind of limbo between rational animal 
and inhuman being. 

  

D. The Ethics of Exposure   
 
The ethical distinction between violence and cruelty, latent in Bataille, here becomes 
unavoidable. Sacred violence demands that we seek to expose the unrationalizable. 
And this demands mourning, rupture, and meaning. 

Cruelty, however, demands efficiency. As previously noted, it requires no witness, 
no lamentation, no reflection. It is the sort of violence that is at home in modernity’s 
logic of denial. It is the violence of the spreadsheet, not the altar. 

An ethics inspired by Bataille’s writing would not seek to eliminate violence. 
Rather, it would seek to make it visible again, to give things their names. The most 
significant danger, for Bataille, is never the reality of violence, but its denial — when 
pain is made to disappear into technical language, hermetically sealed rooms, and 
seamless protocols. To recognize violence is to reinstate its moral weight; to accept 
that any injury verges on the sacred, and that to deny it does not diminish it, but 
renders it more obscene. Pain denied recognition is not felt less—it becomes a 
second injury, a theft of truth and presence. 
 
V.  Between Sacrifice and Substitution: Bataille, Girard, and the Ethical Crisis 

of Violence   

 
The terrain of violence in Bataille’s thought cannot be fully understood without 
engaging its entanglement with sacrifice. For Bataille, violence is not merely the 
negation of order, but the revelation of a sacred, excessive layer of existence that 
precedes and exceeds rational structures. Sacrifice can be considered the privileged 
ritual through which this violence expresses itself. However, not all conceptions of 
sacrifice lead to the same conclusions about violence.  

A productive philosophical contrast arises in the confrontation between Bataille’s 
non-substitutional model of sacrifice and René Girard’s theorization of the scapegoat 

mechanism.  While Girard’s account may appear functional, the mechanism operates 
contingently and unconsciously, rather than as a deliberate act of social engineering. 
It is only by placing the philosophies of Bataille and Girard in a state of dialectical 
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relation with one another that one can gain any meaningful insight into the political, 
ethical, and ontological stakes of this distinction. 

The discussion, after identifying violence and cruelty in the sacrificial dynamics 
interpreted by Girard and Bataille, also shows how cruelty, unlike violence, is not a 
mere application of harm or punishment, but a logic of pleasure, control, and 
containment, emerging in both ancient rituals and modern institutions. In contrast, 
violence, particularly in the form of sacrificial dépense, functions as a force of 
exposure, transformation, and loss. 

In La part maudite, 14  Bataille describes sacrifice not as an exchange or 
appeasement, but as a form of excess without return, that is, a gesture that ruptures 
the continuity of existence. Similarly, in L’Érotisme,15 he emphasizes that true sacrifice 
is the destruction of utility and identity, not their affirmation through proxy. This 
perspective directly counters Girard’s theory of substitution, where the sacrificial 
victim absorbs mimetic aggression to preserve the social order in a sort of circular, 
infinite repetition. For Bataille, such preservation annuls the sacred. He insists on a 
sacrificial act that resists instrumentalization, one that shocks the community into a 
moment of sacred confrontation. 

Girard’s scapegoat mechanism, while analytically powerful, presupposes the 
redirection of violence in service of structure and myth. As previously stated, 
Bataille’s approach refuses this teleology. Instead of redirecting violence to restore 
order, sacred violence explodes order, reveals its contingency, and forces the subject 
into proximity with the inassimilable. 

Moreover, the sacrificial victim in Bataille’s thought does not stand for something 
else; it is not a stand-in for divine forgiveness or communal stability. The victim’s 
loss is absolute. There is no narrative of redemption, only an encounter with the limit 
of meaning itself. This unmediated confrontation with death, waste, and rupture 
reveals the metaphysical fragility of the human order and the impossibility of 
containing life within coherent symbolic frameworks. 

Thus, while Girard views sacrifice as the constitutive act that gives rise to culture 
and religion, Bataille sees it as the unavoidable residue of the impossibility of the 
sacred to be contained. Violence, when it resists containment and refuses 
substitution, exposes the subject to an ethical horizon of vulnerability; a space in 
which the repetition and regulation of cruelty are suspended in favor of genuine 
disruption;  a rupture that cannot be absorbed into control, a moment in which the 
subject is confronted with an irreducible moment(suffering, privation, sanctity) that 
cannot be repeated or explained. It is a singular event that suspends the workings of 
brutality and forces a recognition of reality. For Bataille, once again, violence is not 
merely the negation of order, but the revelation of a sacred and excessive aspect of 
being that precedes and exceeds rational structures. Sacrifice, then, should be seen as 
the main ritual by which this violent manifestation is expressed. 

 
 

 
14 Georges Bataille, La part maudite (Paris : Les Éditions de Minuit, 1949), 61-62. 
15 Bataille, L’Érotisme. 
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A. Girard’s Sacrifice: Violence as Substitution and Regulation  
 
René Girard’s theory of violence, as articulated in Violence and the Sacred,16 is founded 
on the notion of mimetic rivalry. Human beings desire what others desire, creating 
competition that inevitably escalates into conflict. In pre-modern societies, such 
undifferentiated violence threatened to destroy the group. The solution was found in 
sacrificial substitution. One victim is arbitrarily selected and ritually destroyed. This 
figure, the scapegoat, absorbs the collective aggression and allows peace to return. 
Hence, sacrifice, in Girard’s terms, is a mechanism of containment: a means of 
deferring chaos by channeling it into a structured outlet. 

This sacrificial mechanism, for Girard, becomes the basis for all religious order 
and the root of myth. The original violence is interpreted as a manifestation of divine 
will and ritualized. The community, having expelled or killed the victim, experiences 
catharsis and renewed stability. In this sense, Girard’s theory grants a function to 
sacrifice, and defines violence as something that must be tamed, displaced, and 

ultimately repressed to maintain human society.  
 

B. Bataille’s Sacrifice: Violence as Irreducible Excess   
 
Bataille offers a profoundly different interpretation. As written above, for him, 
sacrifice is not a mechanism of social control, but a moment of sovereign 
expenditure. In works such as La part maudite, L’Érotisme, and La souveraineté, Bataille 
emphasizes that the sacrificial act is not substitutional; it is destructive. What is 
sacrificed is not offered to another, nor does it serve the restoration of order: it is 
lost, must be lost. 

In this way, Bataille critiques the logic of instrumentalization. Sacrifice is not the 
avoidance of chaos; it is the embrace of it. It is the ceremonial destruction of value 
for no reason other than to confront the community with its own limits, its own 
death, its own unpayable debt to existence. 

Violence, in Bataille’s model, is thus intimately tied to dépense, a non-productive 
form of expenditure. His model is about a kind of transformative violence that opens 
the human subject not to survival or cohesion, but to exposure, annihilation, and 
ultimately the sacred. The sacred, far from being protective or redemptive, is what 
burns through the edifice of utility. It is what remains untouchable, precisely because 
it cannot be converted into a function. 
 

C. Cruelty and the Closure of the Sacred   
 
The distinction between Bataille and Girard signals a more fundamental metaphysical 
divide: it opposes violence as the generator of sacred openness to cruelty as the 
foreclosure of openness. In Girard’s theory, when the scapegoating mechanism is 
ritualized in religious ritual, the sacred is still within myth, yet violence is gradually 
excluded from it. But the act of expulsion is exactly what Bataille’s critique aims at. 

 
16 René Girard, La violence et le sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972). 
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The reduction of sacrifice to a discourse of control leads to an exhaustion of the 
sovereign meaning of sacrifice. This may be regarded as a manifestation of cruelty. 

Cruelty, then, is more than suffering; it is a confinement system, where the 
objective is functionality in instances that ought to involve loss. It circumvents 
irreparable harm, preferring those that reinforce the prevailing order. Accordingly, 
though cruelty might at times appear as disorder, it is ultimately conservative. It 
preserves and regulates. 
 

D. The Role of the Body and the Refusal of Substitution   
 
In both Bataille and Girard, the body plays a pivotal role in the manifestation of 
violence. However, for Bataille, the body is not a symbolic placeholder. Rather, it is 
the very site of rupture. The essence of loss does not lie in the act of representation, 
but rather in the essence of that which is lost. The exposure, destruction, and 
obscenity of the work are not allegorical; they are factual. 

This difference becomes crucial in understanding the ethical force of Bataille’s 
work. Substitution always implies a logic of preservation: someone or something is 
sacrificed so that others may live, so that order may be restored. But Bataille’s refusal 
of substitution dissolves that logic. In true violence, there is no “so that.” There is 
only loss. 

In this, Bataille comes close to articulating (without naming) a distinction between 
cruelty and violence that resonates with contemporary theories of political suffering. 
Cruelty, unlike violence, derives its strength from repetition, control, and enjoyment. 
It is not the accident of a system; it is the very form of a system that no longer sees 
the victim. Violence, by contrast, reveals the victim, the body, the limit. 

The body, in both Girard and Bataille, is the site where violence manifests. But 
their interpretations diverge radically in what that manifestation means. For Girard, 
the body of the scapegoat becomes a symbolic vessel, that is, an object that mediates 
collective violence through ritual substitution. Its death functions as a release valve 
for social aggression, allowing the community to restore harmony by projecting chaos 
onto a designated figure. 

Bataille, however, holds fast to the body’s unassimilable presence. The sacrificial 
body is not symbolic17 — it is immediate, naked, irreducible. It is the place where 
meaning breaks down, where sacred violence does not signify, but reveals. For 
Bataille, the sacrifice is not a metaphor but an encounter, a tearing open of the world 
in and through the body’s undoing. The wound is not theatrical but ontological. It 
does not restore order but instead presents the individual and the community with 
the boundaries of being, death, and the void of form. 

Whereas Girard seeks the body as a manageable conduit of mimetic crisis, Bataille 
insists on its recalcitrance to any economy of substitution. The body will not be 
closed off. Its fluids, borders, and pleasures outstrip meaning. The exposed body is 
no containment of order; it is the eruption of chaos, the shuddering location of the 
sacred, the site where the world dissolves. 

 
17 Georges Bataille, Sacrifices (Paris : Éditions du Chêne, 1936). 
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In this sense, cruelty dismembers the body to make it legible. Violence, for 
Bataille, reveals the body’s illegibility. The difference is stark: one seeks to master the 
flesh through repetition; the other dares to face its sacred opacity. 
 

E. Toward an Ethics of Exposure   
 
Having explored the symbolic and bodily dimensions of sacrifice, and the refusal of 
substitution at the heart of Bataille’s notion of sovereignty, we are now prepared to 
address the ethical horizon that emerges from this framework. 

This non-substitutional violence does not lend itself to easy ethical frameworks. 
It does not affirm dignity, nor does it sanctify the subject. Instead, it asks that we 
confront what we cannot redeem. That we remain exposed to the fact that some 
things are destroyed not in order to be repaired, but simply because they cannot be 
contained. 

Cruelty hides the destruction it enacts behind the language of necessity, law, 
function, system. Violence, in Bataille’s sacred form, places that destruction at the 
center. Violence does not resolve but reveals. Violence wounds in order to show the 
wound that was already there: the lie of wholeness, of coherence, of rational control. 

This is not a call for violence but a call for an end to the masking of cruelty as 
order. This serves as a crucial reminder that the concept of peace is frequently 
established through the most destructive means, underscoring the necessity to re-
establish a profound sense of the sacred rupture at the core of existence. Only 
through this re-establishment can we start the process of unveiling the systems that 
operate with impunity, systems that have the capacity to kill without 
acknowledgment. 
 

VI. Against Modernity: Bataille and the Crisis of Rationality   
 
In order to comprehend the philosophical and political implications of Bataille’s 
concept of violence, it is necessary to situate it within the context of modernity’s 
prevailing narrative, which is characterized by the triumph of reason, utility, and 
sovereign control. If the Enlightenment dream was to render all human life 
intelligible, efficient, and morally progressive, then Bataille’s work offers a heretical 
interruption of that trajectory. He is not merely a critic of modernity; he is a 
philosopher of its limits. 

At the heart of Bataille’s critique lies a suspicion that rationality, far from being a 
tool of liberation, is a means of containment. It domesticates experience, reduces 
existence to function, and represses what he calls the heterogeneous, that is, the 
unassimilable dimensions of human life — death, eroticism, laughter, sacrifice, 
madness, and violence. Rationality, for Bataille, does not eliminate violence entirely 
— it eliminates a particular kind of violence (namely the sacred and transformative 
form), while preserving cruelty (i.e., violence repurposed, rationalized, tamed). 

This logic finds its most pervasive expression in technocratic regimes, where 
politics becomes the domain of managerial expertise and optimization. In such 
contexts, policy decisions are framed not in ethical terms but in terms of risk 
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management, cost-benefit analysis, and systems regulation. Human beings are 
transformed into data points, and suffering becomes background noise. The 
disavowal of violence is total, but its cruelty remains. 

Likewise, in neoliberal economies, Bataille’s critique of modernity resonates 
sharply. The imperative of endless productivity, the valorization of self-optimization, 
and the reduction of all social life to market logics form an environment where any 
form of non-functional excess is eliminated. Sacred violence (e.g., moments of 
rupture, useless expenditure, shared loss) is rendered unintelligible. What remains is 
cruelty: a system that inflicts pain not as spectacle, but as policy. 

Bataille’s relevance, then, lies in his refusal to allow violence to disappear behind 
the veil of reason. In exposing the sacred as the inassimilable kernel within existence, 
he confronts us with a deeper ethical problem. The question is not how to eliminate 
violence, but how to acknowledge and resist its concealment in the very structures 
that claim to abolish it. To grasp the philosophical and political stakes of Bataille’s 
concept of violence, one must place it against the backdrop of modernity’s dominant 

narrative: the triumph of reason, utility, and sovereign control.   An alternative to 
Bataille’s vision of violence can be formulated as a revolutionary rupture, a violent 
moment that transcends mere destruction and instead reopens the possibility of 
social and political existence. Rather than engaging in mere nihilistic destruction, an 
alternative view would see violence as a force of liberation and transcendence, the 
power to annihilate the machinery of domination and simultaneously create new 
possibilities for human existence and social relations.  

These violent acts can be understood as a transgression of the constraints placed 
by rationality and authority, enabling the creation of a new political subjectivity and 
political forms of being-together that are free from the oppressive apparatus of 
sovereign power. 

This alternative understanding of violence can be further diversified by various 
philosophical approaches that question the prevailing paradigms of modernity. For 
example, theorists such as Michel Foucault, who reinterpret power as relational and 
omnipresent, invite us to view violence as a struggle for power that, rather than being 
monopolistic in its annihilation, opens up possibilities for new forms of resistance 
and social reconfiguration. Similarly, contemporary anarchist theory formulates 
violence as a means of destroying state power without necessarily reproducing 
hierarchical structures of domination. As such, violence is understood not simply as 
a negation in reaction, but instead as an active force that nurtures the conditions for 
non-hierarchical and emancipatory social structures. 

Thus, this alternative form of violence can be characterized as positive violence—not 
merely a negation of existing social orders but a productive force capable of fostering 
radical transformation. Such a perspective shifts the focus from destruction for its 
own sake to the potential for revolutionary renewal, challenging the entrenched 
power structures that govern modern societies. This violence is not an end in itself 
but a means toward the reimagining of human freedom, collective agency, and social 
justice beyond the limits of sovereign control and rationalist domination. 
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A. The Disappearance of the Sacred   
 
In La part Maudite and La souveraineté, Bataille makes clear that modern societies are 
organized around production and conservation. The sacred, by contrast, demands 
expenditure and loss. Modernity cannot comprehend this logic. Its educational 
systems, moral codes, and legal structures are oriented toward stability, accumulation, 
and growth. 

The sacred is marginalized, replaced by institutions, codified into religion, 
trivialized into ritual, or demonized as irrational. Violence, once the site of communal 
truth, becomes pathology. Nevertheless, the repercussions of this repression are 
profound, manifesting in an erosion of ethical standards. In contemporary society, 
which no longer engages in the practice of sacrifice, individuals begin to experience 
suffering without the benefit of revelation. This suffering manifests in silence, 
invisibility, and a perceived absence of purpose. 

Modernity, Bataille implies, has not solved the problem of violence. It has made 

it illegible.  
 

B. Violence and Utility: A False Antagonism   
 
Bataille’s insistence on dépense is not merely aesthetic but also, and more importantly, 
ontological. He challenges the view that life is organized around survival. He argues 
instead that existence always contains a surplus that must be lost. This is true in 
economic systems (where excess production leads to waste or war), in individual 
subjectivity (where eroticism marks the failure of identity), and in political life (where 
sovereignty is always grounded in the right to kill). 

Modernity attempts to close the circle, that is, to use everything, to conserve every 
loss, to make every act count. But this fantasy is unsustainable.  

Violence returns, not as sacred rupture, but as cruelty(for instance, in wars 
without mourning, in punishments without ritual, in systems that injure without 
acknowledging pain). 

To oppose utility is not to embrace destruction for its own sake, but to reclaim 
loss as a legitimate and necessary part of human experience. Violence, in this sense, 

becomes a mode of truth.    
 

C. Derrida’s Sovereign Exception: The Beast and the Law   
 
In his late seminars, The Beast and the Sovereign 18  and The Death Penalty, 19  Jacques 
Derrida takes up Bataille’s vision of sovereignty as both limit and excess. Derrida 
shows that the sovereign is defined not by the law, but by the capacity to suspend it. 
This suspension is not a failure; it is constitutive, and the law itself is founded not in 
its application, but in its originary violence. 

 
18 Derrida, Séminaire : La bête et le souverain. 
19 Derrida, Séminaire : La peine de mort. 
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Derrida’s sovereign is a paradoxical figure: both beast and God, protector and 
killer, beyond the law and its source. Like Bataille’s sovereign, this figure does not 
conform to the logic of productivity or governance. It embodies rupture, the return 
of the irrational within the very heart of order. 

What emerges in this dialogue is a shared critique, namely, that the modern state, 
in claiming to abolish violence, actually obscures it. It turns violence into cruelty, 
cloaks it in legitimacy, and distributes it bureaucratically. The sovereign’s right to kill 
is never gone but is merely concealed. 

Derrida helps us to see that rational political order always harbors an irrational 
core. For Bataille, it is imperative that we expose this core, not repress it. To confront 
the sacred in violence is not to endorse it, but to refuse the lie that we have outgrown 
it. 
 

VII. Toward an Ethics and Politics of the Sacred   
 
The distinction between violence and cruelty carries profound implications for ethics 
and politics. Such implications are not limited to the historical terrain of sacrificial 
rituals or to the mid-twentieth century; they continue to resonate in the political life 
of the present. Sacred violence has not disappeared — it has been pushed to the 
margins of visibility, erupting in forms that resist assimilation into the managerial 
logic of contemporary governance. These eruptions occur in gestures that refuse 
calculation such as the hunger strike that accepts bodily deterioration without any 
guarantee of success; the environmental activist chaining herself to machinery, 
knowing that arrest or injury is inevitable; the uprising whose collective intensity 
exceeds the articulated demands of its organizers; the funeral procession that 
unexpectedly becomes a site of mass refusal against state authority. 

In each of these moments, there is something of what Bataille calls violence 
imperative, that is, a force that does not serve, does not calculate, and cannot be fully 
instrumentalized. The participants often know that their actions will not be 
“efficient” in the utilitarian sense. Their value lies not in their result but in their 
occurrence — as in the sacrificial act, they expend themselves in an irretrievable 
gesture. This is why such acts unsettle the homogeneous order. They place the 
community before an event that escapes measure, an intensity that cannot be entirely 
folded back into legal or economic reasoning. 

These instances gain sharper relief when contrasted with the bureaucratized 
cruelty that dominates the contemporary scene: migrant detention centers where 
suffering is hidden under administrative euphemisms; algorithmic governance 
systems that exclude without spectacle; economic sanctions whose slow attrition 
erodes lives without leaving visible wounds. Such forms of cruelty are efficient, 
deniable, and bloodless in appearance. They operate in precisely the register that 
Bataille identified as the enemy of the sacred: violence reduced to utility. 

Sacred violence in the contemporary moment often emerges in defiance of this 
regime of invisibility. It insists on being seen, not as a spectacle to be consumed, but 
as an interruption of order. In this sense, movements such as the Standing Rock 
protests in the United States, certain currents of the Gilets Jaunes in France, or the 
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radical wings of climate activism (e.g., Extinction Rebellion’s non-violent but bodily 
risky blockades) can be read as attempts —conscious or not — to reclaim a space 
for the unassimilable. They do not abolish the violence inherent in confrontation; 
rather, they strip it of its instrumental mask and confront both participants and 
witnesses with the truth of loss, risk, and exposure. 

Derrida’s reflections in La bête et le souverain help illuminate what is at stake in these 
moments. For Derrida, sovereignty is never pure self-legislation. It is founded on the 
capacity to suspend law, to place itself both above and outside the juridical order. 
This exceptional position means that the sovereign, whether embodied in a state or in 
a collective act, always harbors the possibility of violence without legal ground.20 In 
ordinary times, this originary violence is concealed beneath the smooth operations 
of law and administration. But in the sudden irruption of sacred violence — whether 
in a mass occupation, a hunger strike, or a barricade — the hidden beast within 
sovereignty becomes visible again. 

Derrida’s “beast” (bête) is not simply the animal, but the figure that escapes and 
threatens the human’s self-image as a rational, law-bound being. In these 
contemporary eruptions, the political order confronts its own beastly underside, 
namely, the fact that its authority ultimately depends on a force that cannot be entirely 
domesticated. Sacred violence, in this light, is not simply a challenge to the existing 
order; it is a moment in which the order is compelled to acknowledge the animal, 
heterogeneous, and un-masterable element from which it secretly draws its force. 

Such visibility is intolerable for the homogeneous order, which depends on 
cruelty’s invisibility. Hence the violent repression of such acts, the eagerness to 
classify them as mere “disruption,” “public disorder,” or “threat to security.” From 
a Bataillean perspective, however, what the order fears is precisely the ethical and 
political charge of such exposure, that is, the revelation that sovereignty itself is 
grounded in the same force it seeks to manage and deny. 

Here lies the paradox that the distinction between violence and cruelty makes 
visible. In a world saturated with cruelty’s silent procedures, sacred violence can 
become an act of ethical disclosure. It is not necessarily “just” in any conventional 
moral sense, nor is it always redemptive, but it refuses the concealment that makes 
cruelty so corrosive. It makes pain visible again — not as a pathology to be managed 
away, but as a truth about the fragility and limits of the political community. 

In cruelty, suffering is subordinated to functions. In violence, it is revealed. In 
cruelty, pain is hidden behind protocols. In violence, it speaks. The challenge is not 
to eliminate violence — an impossible and even dangerous goal — but to distinguish 
the modes of its expression, and to seek within it a site of ethical transformation. 

A Bataillean ethics, if we can define it in these terms, would not arise from 
normative prohibitions or utilitarian calculations. Rather, it would emerge from the 
recognition of human vulnerability, exposure, and the limits of self-preservation. 
Such an ethics would privilege intensity over preservation, and openness to loss over 
closure around identity. Violence, in this context, is not to be justified, but neither is 

 
20  Derrida, Séminaire : La bête et le souverain. 
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it to be condemned a priori. It demands to be faced, endured, and understood in its 
power to unmake and disclose. 

Violence exposes the contingency of life, revealing that beneath the veneer of 
civilization lies a world of chaos, excess, and irrationality. This process of 
“unmaking” is not merely a physical destruction but a profound existential and 
ontological dismantling. 

Moreover, this violence, characterized by its intensity, is a power of revealing truth 
— not in the classical sense, but in its capacity to reveal what is repressed or hidden. 
It disrupts the prevailing norms and standards of modernity, compelling a 
confrontation with things that are usually repressed, marginalized, or ignored by 
rational systems of perception. Bataille’s theory of violence is, ultimately, an 
invitation to confront the repressed or hidden essence of being, that is, the irrational, 
the excessive, the chaotic. It is a force that cannot be tamed, which does not provide 
any consolation or closure, but just the imperative to coexist with its paralysing force.  

Violence, then, is not to be lamented, nor romanticized. It is to be felt in its pure 
state, realized as an energy that unleashes the deepest truths of human existence, 
truths at once profound and terrifying. 

This recontextualization has wide-ranging implications for our conception of 
justice and the political community. In a modern context characterized by institutions 
increasingly predicated on impersonal forms of brutality — exemplified by slow 
violence, penal complexes, immigration policy, and economic abandonment — 
Bataille’s philosophy compels us to entertain the price of suppressing the sacred. 
Justice cannot be conflated with regulation only; it must also encompass the ability 
to mourn. It must be left open to rupture, to the dignity of exposure, to the need for 
space in which the loss that structures life can be viewed without being domesticated. 

In this sense, a Bataillean political vision would prioritize the communal capacity 
to witness, to grieve, to gather around that which escapes function. The sacred, for 
Bataille, is not about transcendence; it is about the truth of human finitude.21 A 
society attuned to this truth would not aim for pure harmony, but for moments of 
shared exposure, where the community confronts its own limits — not to overcome 
them, but to live more honestly within them.  

 

A. The Ethics of Loss: Against Cruelty’s Logic   
 

Cruelty, as modernity’s dominant mode of violence, depends on disavowal. It is 
violence that refuses to acknowledge itself, it is violence without mourning, 
punishment without spectacle, discipline without contact. It aims not at revelation, 
but at erasure. 

To oppose cruelty, then, as previously said, is not to promote passivity. It is to 
restore truth to violence — to face what cannot be avoided, what cannot be cleaned 
up, what cannot be made efficient. 

 
21 Bataille, La Part maudite. 
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In the Bataillean system, an ethical engagement with violence starts not from law 
or prohibition codified but from one of exposure—exposure to finitude, pain, and 
the sacred. This is not an ethics of harm reduction or well-being maximization but a 
means of bearing witness to what is irreconcilable. Conventional normative ethics 
seeks to legislate over behavior, while Bataille’s ethical theory confronts head-on the 
unbearable nature of existence: death, desire, excess, and loss. In this view, human 
beings are not essentially rational actors negotiating responsibilities and results. 
Instead, they are creatures constituted by sacrifice, weighed down by knowledge of 
their own transience, driven by urges that defy measurement, and marked by 
experiences that cannot be integrated. 

This particular strand of ethics goes beyond the notion of safety, focusing instead 
on the notion of truth. It does not take refuge in ethical codes or procedural 
neutrality. Rather than attempting to circumvent violence through subtle 
performances within current systems, it demands that violence must be known fully, 
that pain must be visible, and that disruption must be appreciated. Its aim is not to 
excuse violence, but rather to render it ethically clear, to guard its revered significance 
from the corrosive impact of cruelty. 

Such an ethics is terrifying because it offers no guarantees, no rules that will always 
apply, no outcomes that can be assured. It opens us to a kind of moral vertigo, a 
space in which responsibility is not secured by institutional frames but arises in the 
face of the unmasterable.  

Yet for Bataille, this may be the only ethics that truly addresses the world as it is 
— a world where cruelty proliferates in silent forms, where suffering is administered 
without mourning, where systems inflict pain without facing it. 

To embrace an ethics of exposure is to recover the gravity of the human — not 
as a sovereign subject, but as a creature who trembles before the sacred, who suffers, 
and who burns. It is important to remember that violence, in its most unbearable and 
excessive forms, can reveal the limits of reason and the need for another kind of 
ethical courage: one that dares to see, to name, and not to look away. 

 
B. Sovereignty Beyond Domination  
 
In modern political theory, sovereignty is most often associated with control: the 
control of borders, laws, and bodies. However, for Bataille, true sovereignty has to 
be found in another place. The refusal to serve is the fundamental issue. The concept 
of the sovereign is not to be equated with that of the master of others, but rather as 
one who wastes, who does not return value, who expends without reason. 

This loss is not a failure. It is rather an act of sacred commitment. Sovereignty is 
therefore bound to sacrifice and the feeling of sacral horror, the fear and wonder 
which shows itself when we are faced with what cannot be grasped within our terms, 
what cannot be instrumentally comprehended away. 

The sacred, then, is not redemptive or calming for Bataille — it is terrifying. It is 
the thing that overwhelms the subject and shatters the economy of usefulness. Its 
privileged form is sacrifice, and the sovereign is the subject who undergoes or 
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imposes it. Sovereignty, then, is not merely political; it is ontological. It names a state 
of openness to death, excess, and the void. 

This redefinition of sovereignty carries deep political implications. A sovereign 
people, in Bataille’s radical sense, would not be one always wanting preservation, 
productivity, or security, but one willing to risk loss, which can die, grieve, confront 
the sacred. This is not a call to violence as domination; it is a call to confront violence 
insofar as it is what we have repressed and continues to test the boundaries of our 
political order. Sovereignty is then a way of disorganizing power, of disrupting its 
habits, but also of bringing politics back to the sacred soil upon which it was born: 
in awe, in death, in sacrifice. 

 

C. Reimagining the Political Community   
 
What features would a political community have if it fully realized the potential of 
Bataille’s thinking? It would not be structured on the sole basis of responsibility and 
rights, nor on legal codes alone. Instead, it would have the capacity for mourning, 
recognition of loss, and permission for moments of rupture. 

This community would not try to get rid of sacred violence; it would know that 
to do this would open up the possibility of cruelty. Rather, it would try to make a 
place for the sacred, for ritual, for mourning, for excess, and for the irretrievable. 

In a time marked by environmental degradation, systemic violence, mass 
incarceration, and faceless war, Bataille’s call sounds with growing resonance in 
current discourse. A return to that which resists utility. A return to the wound. A 
return to the sacred. 
 

Conclusion: Imperative Violence in a World of Cruelty   
 
Georges Bataille’s vision of violence stands as one of the most radical philosophical 
interventions of the twentieth century. In a world that increasingly organizes itself 
around control, optimization, and efficiency, Bataille insists on what cannot be 
assimilated. Violence is not merely a problem to be solved. It is a truth to be 
encountered. 

This article has traced the arc of Bataille’s thought from his philosophical 
inheritance through his critiques of sovereignty, sacrifice, and cruelty. It has 
demonstrated how his concept of imperative violence diverges fundamentally from 
modern rationality, and how it calls into question the legitimacy of political systems 
that manage suffering while denying its meaning. Along the way, we have shown how 
Bataille’s concept of violence aligns with his broader critique of modernity’s 
obsession with utility, and how sacred violence emerges as a mode of resistance 
against the homogenizing tendencies of contemporary life. 

By contrasting Bataille with Girard, we have seen how sacrifice can be understood 
not as substitution, but as sovereign loss — a confrontation with the sacred that 
cannot be instrumentalized. By dialoguing with Derrida, we have exposed the 
paradox of the sovereign, who both enacts and suspends the law, who kills in the 
name of peace. By invoking Mauss and Nietzsche, we have recognized violence not 
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merely as negation, but as a sovereign act of excess and exposure affirming the 
irreducible heterogeneity of existence. 

Above all, by developing the implicit distinction between violence and cruelty, we 
have come to see how much is at stake in Bataille’s thought. Cruelty — the cold 
administration of pain without risk or revelation — defines the modern. It is the logic 
of the prison cell, the border checkpoint, the death row, where the condemned no 
longer bear the weight of sacred meaning but are processed, categorized, and 
forgotten. Unlike sacrificial victims of older orders, their deaths are not marked by 
transcendence or communal reckoning, but by paperwork. In this sense, cruelty 
becomes not just violence but a form of disappearance — a violence that no longer 
even dares to speak. 

Violence, when it is sacred, when it is impermissible, when it is loss, may still offer 
a way out — not toward purity or redemption, but toward exposure, mourning, and 
truth. The distinction between violence and cruelty, then, is not just philosophical; it 
is existential and political. It allows us to give violence back its ancestral and animal 
name, to recognize it as a force tied to death, ecstasy, and the sacred. And at the same 
time, it allows us to name cruelty for what it is, namely, a purely human invention, 
stripped of sacredness, devoid of necessity, haunting the structures of our time. 

In this light, Bataille’s thought is not a glorification of destruction. It is a 
philosophy of limits, of what lies beyond order, of the human capacity to risk what 
cannot be returned. And in a time when cruelty has become mundane, perhaps we 
must remember the sacred rupture that violence once signified and still can signify. 
A renewed ethics and politics must begin there — not in denial, but in the courage 
to face what cannot be contained. 

The highlighted distinction between violence and cruelty, beginning with 
Bataille’s work, may indeed be an introduction to a new openness.  

This would entail a re-evaluation of the act of listening, encompassing the entirety 
of meaning, without the desire to exclude the concept of cruelty from discourse on 
human beings. 

The reflection that flows like sanguis from Bataille’s lines has the potential to 
reopen the wound that reveals the chasm between the rational animal, perfectly 
domesticated to the task of calculation, and the inhuman being. 

In the context of the “inhuman”, it is imperative to introspect and contemplate 
our desired embodiment of its characteristics. We must deliberate on whether to 
perpetuate the prevailing existence characterized by the calculus, which has been 
observed to dehumanize, program, anaesthetize, and ultimately extinguish life 
through procedural means. Alternatively, we must consider whether the human entity 
wishes to embrace the inhuman as a determining and transcendent force, thereby 
acknowledging and accepting violence in its totality. 
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