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I. Introduction: The Principle of Contestation 
 

Of all the philosophical problems worthy of being named and remembered, none is 
more decisive than the problem of the existence of the self: indeed, the problem of 
the existence of the self is the fundamental problem of modern philosophy — at 
least since Descartes — since it is this issue that calls into question the very roots of 
philosophical discourse as a discourse concerning the reflection of a subject (the 
philosopher) on a world that presents itself before him as an object at his disposal, 
ready to be known. As is all too well known, Descartes, as the initiator of modern 
subjective philosophy, solved the question of the existence of the self through a 
genuinely philosophical trick; the activity of the thinking of the thinking being, the 
subject in the act of thinking, is a guarantee of the existence of the thinking subject 
itself, since, even if we wanted to wipe away everything that we vaguely believe we 
know and understand — through a hyperbolic doubt — we could not exclude the 
activity that allows us to cultivate this doubt about reality, that is, of thought. 
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Therefore, since doubt itself is an act internal to thought and, thus, to knowledge, 
the one who doubts must necessarily exist, because of thought itself: hence the 
formula of the cogito "I think, therefore I am," with which every subsequent 
philosophy would, from then on, confront itself. Descartes is very clear in stating 
that “this truth,” as it had presented itself to him from a speculative point of view, 
“was so firm and so assured that all the most extravagant suppositions of the skeptics 
were incapable of shaking it” and that it therefore deserved to be elevated as “the 
first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.”1  

From this moment on, Descartes inaugurates, in philosophy, what can be defined 
as an isolation of the thinking subject, whose existence as such — as, precisely, a 
thinking subject — cannot be doubted. Isolation because, while it is true that this 
existence appears undeniable, it is the existence of any object of this thought that is 
instead subjected to doubt, since the existence of everything that exceeds the thinking 
subject cannot be guaranteed by thought itself, but must be demonstrated each time. 
This is even more true for the existence of others; although each of us receives from 
our own thought the guarantee of our existence as thinkers, nothing guarantees that 
others exist in the same way, since the only testimonies of the existence of others 
come to us through the senses. The senses could deceive us, as they do not represent 
the means of certain knowledge. I cannot doubt my existence as a thinking being, 
but it is legitimate to doubt the existence of my body, just as it is legitimate to doubt 
the existence of the world in general — what Descartes will define as res extensa — 
and, consequently, also of others. In the Sixth Meditation, Descartes employs a 
theological trick to escape from a solipsistic dimension into which he had initially 
fallen: the existence of the world and others is guaranteed by the existence of God 
and by His goodness, as He could not deceive us regarding our sensations, otherwise 
He would not be as perfect as Descartes believes. Therefore, only an external factor 
to the cogito can guarantee to us the existence of others, which cannot be deduced 
from the cogito itself.2  

The Cartesian subject, therefore, appears isolated in its dimension of self-
consciousness. Its self-sufficiency — the fact that it can rely solely on itself to 
conceive its own existence — introduces it into a paradoxically alienated dimension, 
in which the threat of slipping into the Heraclitean idios kosmos casts a dark shadow 
over the very position of subjectivity. Indeed, if it is true that I can doubt the 
existence of any other, there are two possibilities. Either what I experience is a 
simulation produced by my thinking capacity and nothing is real — unless we resort 
to the theological argument — or each thinking being endlessly contests the existence 
of each other simply from its own existence; if each of us only has certainty of our 
own existence and can doubt the existence of others, the world becomes the stage of 
a generalized contestation where —no one can be truly secure of their own existence 
if another, in turn, exists. For this reason, seemingly opposed to any Philosophy of 

 
1  René Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. D.A. Crass 
(Hackett Publishing Company: Indianapolis-Cambridge, 1998), 19. 
2 Ibid., 92-103. 
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the Cogito but, in reality, carrying modern philosophical discourse to its extreme 
consequences, Georges Bataille can affirm:  

 
At the basis of human life there exists a principle of insufficiency. In 
isolation, each man sees the majority of others as incapable or 
unworthy of "being." There is found, in all free and slanderous 
conversation, as an animating theme, the awareness of the vanity and 
the emptiness of our fellowmen; an apparently stagnant conversation 
betrays the blind and impotent flight of all life toward an indefinable 
summit. The sufficiency of each being is endlessly contested by every 
other. Even the look that expresses love and admiration comes to me 
as a doubt concerning my reality.3 

 
The principle of insufficiency, in this case, is not a denial of the certainty of the 

cogito, but rather a consequence of it when the Cartesian edifice has lost its 
foundations; in isolation — in the cogito — each of us experiences uncertainty about 
the existence of the other, but our existence does not exhaust itself in this isolation, 
because it is only on the metaphysical level that the subject can coincide with the 
thinking being— a level, in short, that is the level of knowledge, of self-knowledge, 
and which ignores, on the other hand, the experience of the self that each one, simply 
by living, becomes a witness to; the living being, thrown into experience, is, in turn, 
a contestation of the cogito, because experience presupposes, at every moment, a 
putting into play, a questioning of the thinking being, of the subject. Thus, existence: 
“starts with conversations, shared laughter, friendship and sex, and it only happens 
going from one person to another. … the world doesn’t resemble a separate or 
circumscribed being but what goes from one person to another when we laugh or 
make love. When I think this is the way things are, immensity opens and I’m lost. 
How little self matters then!”4 In this dynamic of existence, long explored by Bataille, 
the self is questioned from beyond knowledge: in the “universal night in which 
everything finds itself”5 and is revealed alone, man discovers above all the power of 
contestation that everything other exerts against him. It is in this way that his 
existence, suddenly and inevitably, begins to waver. As Maurice Blanchot wrote: 

 
A being does not want to be recognized, it wants to be contested: in 
order to exist it goes towards the other, which contests and at times 
negates it, so as to start being only in that privation that makes it 
conscious (here lies the origin of its consciousness) of the impossibility 
of being itself, of subsisting as its ipse or, if you will, as itself as a 
separate individual: this way it will perhaps exist, experiencing itself as 
an always prior exteriority, or as an existence shattered through and 

 
3 Georges Bataille, The Labyrinth, in Visions of Excess. Selected Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Allan 
Stoekl (University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 1986), 172. 
4 Georges Bataille, Guilty, trans. Bruce Boone (The Lapis Press: Venice, 1988), 44-45. 
5 Georges Bataille, The Labyrinth, 172. 
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through, composing itself only as it decomposes itself constantly, 
violently and in silence.6 

 
Based on these philosophical premises, this paper will analyze three dimensions 

of Georges Bataille’s thought in which the principle of contestation is at work in an 
attempt to destroy the certainty of the cogito, putting it into play violently, in the face 
of the experience of the corpse, crime, and murder. 

 
II. Corpse 

 
It is impossible to imagine a greater contestation, for the cogito and its isolation, than 
that given by the presence, perpetually threatening and with which one must 
eventually confront, of death within human life. When we referred earlier to the 
principle of insufficiency placed by Bataille at the heart of the cogito, we were aided 
by the words of Blanchot, who tied this insufficiency not so much to a preordained 
model of possible sufficiency — for there would be no contestation or questioning 
otherwise, since in that case the supposed unity of the cogito would not be in question, 
and the image of a wounded cogito, presented by Bataille in the inner experience, could 
not logically stand — but rather “the excess of a lack that grows ever deeper even as 
it fills itself up.”7 The excess to which insufficiency appeals has the meaning of death, 
not only in the sense that death destroys the cognitive twist of the cogito — death is, 
in this sense, a slipping into an unknown that cannot be mastered — but above all 
because death, as a questioning and contestation of the position of the cogito, exposes 
the isolation of thought to a common sharing of pathos. To conceive of death 
conceptually, indeed, to discover at a metaphysical level the mortality of which every 
being is a bearer, it is necessary to first encounter death at the level of experience. 
Blanchot, moreover, states: “What, then, calls me into question most radically? Not 
my relation to myself as finite or as the consciousness of being before death or for 
death, but my presence for another who absents himself by dying.”8  

In an important essay on the tragic, Clément Rosset observes that, imagining an 
archaic society at the dawn of humankind, humans could have no idea of death 
before it occurs, as an event, among them; there must be a man or a woman of the 
tribe who suddenly dies, so that their peers can actually discover death9. Before the 
self-awareness as mortal, therefore, the experience of death must be placed, which 
necessarily must be the death of another: after all, if death is the revocation of every 
cognitive structure of the cogito and the complete resignation of subjectivity, the only 
death of which one can, strictly speaking, have experience is the death of another, 
since it is not possible, in the same way, to have an analogous experience of one’s 

 
6 Maurice Blanchot, The Unavowable Community, trans. Pierre Joris (Station Hill Press: New 
York, 1988), 6. 
7 Ibid., 8. 
8 Ibid., 9. 
9 Clément Rosset, La philosophie tragique (Presses Universitaires de France: Paris, 1991), 21. 
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own death, and this is easily understandable.10 According to Georges Bataille, the 
experience of the first humans in the face of the death of one of their own would 
have been distressing and shocking precisely because of the contestatory character 
of death against the daily life of that archaic society, a society marked by the rhythms 
of labor, in which humans experienced the external world as something physically 
alien to them, in the dimension of the object. Suddenly, before their eyes, there 
appears an "object" completely different from those to which they were accustomed: 

 
The essential difference is that between a man’s dead body and other 
objects such as stones. Today the perception of this difference is still 
characteristic of a human being as opposed to an animal; what we call 
death is in the first place the consciousness we have of it. We perceive 
the transition from the living state to the corpse, that is, to the 
tormenting object that the corpse of one man is for another.11 

 
The corpse is immediately perceived as an "object" that contains a certain 

violence, expressed in the form of a threat: “for each man who regards it with awe, 
the corpse is the image of his own destiny. It bears witness to a violence which 
destroys not one man alone but all men in the end.”12 In this sense, the community 
seeks to immunize itself from the violence unleashed by the corpse and, thus, by 
death, by establishing a set of limitations and prohibitions around it, so that it is 
possible to distinguish the corpse from the other objects of the external world. The 
corpse, therefore, stands at the origin of the religious realm, and in this 
reconstruction, it is placed as the origin of the feeling of the sacred.13 This happens 
for two main reasons: “on the one hand, the horror of death drives us off, for we 
prefer life; on the other, an element at once solemn and terrifying fascinates us and 
disturbs us profoundly.”14 The proximity to the other who dies contests my position 
of stability because it throws me into the unknown of an incomprehensible truth that 
belongs to me. The archaic experience is continuously renewed in our current 
experience; we, despite having a privilege unknown to this archaic humanity — 
having a notion of death that precedes the actual experience of the death of others, 
knowing ourselves to be mortal by nature — cannot escape the questioning that the 

 
10 This position is clearly opposed to Martin Heidegger’s phenomenology of death, according 
to which the experience of the corpse says nothing about the possibility of our own death, 
which is anticipated in transcendental consciousness through anxiety that isolates Dasein and, 
in doing so, singularizes it. See Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and 
Edward Robinson (Harper & Row: New York, 1961), 281-285. 
11 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality. A Study of Eroticism and the Taboo, trans. Mary Dalwood 
(Walker and Company: New York, 1986), 44. 
12 Ibid. 
13 The Routledge Companion to Death and Dying offers a comprehensive and in-depth analysis of 
ancient, modern, and contemporary religious approaches to death and the corpse. See The 
Routledge Companion to Death and Dying, ed. Cristopher M. Moreman (Routledge: London-New 
York, 2018). 
14 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 45. 
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corpse presents to us and cannot ignore the substantial difference between being 
alive and being dead that the corpse testifies to. In the same way, we try to escape 
that actual dimension of violence unleashed by the corpse not only on a symbolic 
level, but also on a physical level; the decomposition of the corpse is, in fact, what 
generates the greatest anguish, as it is felt as something "contagious." As Edgar Morin 
argues, funeral rituals arise from the need to react to the “horror of the 
decomposition of the corpse”: 

 
The horrible decomposition of others is felt as contagious. Among the 
Unalits of Alaska, the villagers feel weak the day after a death (in 
France, we say: "it cuts off your arms and legs"); the following day, they 
feel a bit stronger, and by the third day, they are on the road to 
recovery: the corpse is freezing. On the Andaman Islands, after a death, 
the natives abandon the village for several months and hang garlands 
of leaves to warn strangers of the danger. They only return when the 
bones have been purified and then celebrate the family ceremony that 
marks the end of the mourning. A large part of funeral and post-funeral 
practices aims to protect from the contagious nature of death.15 

 
Cultural anthropology and ethnology provide us with numerous examples, in 

addition to those already cited by Morin, that demonstrate how the horror caused by 
the decomposition of the body—and the particular objective quality of the corpse—
symbolically structure funeral practices and are at the origin of ancestor worship in 
different civilizations, even in worlds that are at opposite ends of the spectrum.16 The 
process of decomposition coincides with the presence of the threat emanating from 
the contagious power of the corpse: “Often the idea of contagion is connected with 
the body’s decomposition, where formidable aggressive forces are seen at work. The 
corpse will rot; this biological disorder, like the newly dead body a symbol of destiny, 
is threatening in itself.”17 What kind of threat lies hidden in the decomposition of the 
corpse? What kind of contagion does this privileged “object” of anguish carry as its 
vector? Let us not forget that, for the isolated individual, the dead precedes the 
mortal; the awareness of one’s own mortality is an idea that, no matter how obsessive 

 
15  Edgar Morin, L’Homme et la Mort (Seuil: Paris, 1970), 36-37. My translation. Bataille 
dedicated an essay to Morin’s anthropology of death: Georges Bataille, Le paradoxe de la mort 
et la pyramide, in Œuvres Complètes VIII, ed. Denis Hollier (Gallimard: Paris, 1976), 504-520. 
From now on, the volumes of Bataille’s complete works will be referred to by the abbreviation 
O.C. and the indication of the relevant volume. 
16 See: Maurice Bloch, Jonathan Parry, Death and Regeneration of Life (Cambridge University 
Press: Cambridge, 1982); Douglas J. Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief (Continuum: London, 
1997); Peter Metcalf, Richard Huntington, Celebrations of Death: The Anthropology of Mortuary 
Ritual (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1991); Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, 
trans. R.Needham-C.Needham (Free Press: New York, 1960); Louis-Vincent Thomas, 
Anthropologie de la mort (Payot: Lausanne, 1988); Ernesto de Martino, Morte e pianto rituale nel 
mondo antico. Dal lamento funebre antico al pianto di Maria (Bollati Boringhieri: Torino, 2008). 
17 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 46. 
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and unsettling it may become, remains distant, while the current presence, before me, 
of the dead is the realization of this idea. It is a realization that, certainly, remains 
external to me — it clearly differs from the consciousness of my own mortality — 
but it emotionally involves me because it is the only death I can actually experience. 
Morin calls this anguishing phenomenon the “loss of individuality”: “the horror of 
death is thus the emotion, the feeling, or the awareness of the loss of one’s 
individuality. A shocking emotion, of pain, terror, or horror. A feeling that is one of 
rupture, of harm, of disaster, that is, a traumatic feeling. Finally, the awareness of a 
void, of nothingness, opening where there once was individual fullness, that is, a 
traumatic awareness.”18 In the experience of the death of the other, there is a descent 
into the abyss of the impossible; the loss of one’s individuality is, in fact, for the 
condition of the isolated being desiring to endure, a fierce and violent contestation 
of one’s own existence.  

This is the sense in which Bataille affirms: “if he sees his fellow die, a living being 
can no longer exist except outside of himself.”19 This means that the death of the other 
presents itself as an unexpected negation of the self, and, at the moment when this 
violent character of the threat regarding the loss of one’s individuality is experienced, 
the subject suddenly finds himself called into question. We have seen how this 
happens within the archaic consciousness, through the recourse to the myth of the 
first death, but the same occurs also in the context of everyday life, when death 
touches a loved one, and the transformation of the living person(initially imbued with 
our loving sentiment) into the inert corpse, whose putrefaction will lead not only the 
body but the entire person to disappearance, means a loss inscribed within our life, 
from which it may even be impossible to recover. The affection that the corpse still 
carries within itself, despite millennia of civilization, is the testimony of its power 
over our identity and our self-consciousness. 

The loss of individuality, perceived as the contagious threat of the corpse, does 
not only manifest in terms of the annihilation of the subject who experiences it; it 
also implicates what Bataille defines as the gift of self, the expenditure of the subject 
enveloped by a dimension of the unknown in which he is radically contested. This is 
because the horror before the corpse is a sacred horror. It responds to the dual nature 
of the sacred described by Durkheim20 — and taken up by Caillois and Bataille during 
the time of the College of Sociology21 — since, while funeral rituals and communal 
occasions for celebrating the death of the individual react to the need to protect 
oneself from the lurking violence, in this context, the second aspect of the sacred is 
also at stake, the so-called sinister sacred, the sacred of transgression, which 
maintains the disorder caused by the contagion of the loss of individuality in a 
destructive unleashing. This happens because, far from considering the corpse as an 

 
18 Edgar Morin, L’Homme et la Mort, 40-41. 
19  Georges Bataille, La Limite de l’utile, in Id., O.C. VII (Gallimard: Paris, 1976), 245. My 
translation.  
20 See: Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (Free 
Press: New York, 1995), 412-417. 
21 See: The College of Sociology (1937-39), ed. Denis Hollier, trans. Betsy Wing (University of 
Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 1988). 
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inert thing like material objects, the subject continues to recognize in the death of the 
other the hidden presence of life, and decomposition brings him back to the incessant 
movement of life and death, which also guarantees the possibility of developing 
beliefs related to the afterlife, to the continuation of life beyond death, and to the 
profound meaning that this cycle entails. This ambiguity is contained in the Greek 
term nekros — as Eugene Thacker has noted.22 This term undoubtedly refers to the 
corpse and its becoming-thing — transition from the living to the dead — but also 
to a certain vitalism guaranteed by the deceased, who continues to exist in memory, 
imagination, and, depending on beliefs, in an afterlife. In this way, the corpse retains 
a numinous aspect; it generates feelings of great intensity, even contradictory ones, 
such as disgust and repulsion, but at the same time, a dark attraction and a sinister 
desire. Bataille states that:  

 
The death of the one being is correlated with the birth of the other, 
heralding it and making it possible. Life is always a product of the 
decomposition of life. Life first pays its tribute to death which 
disappears, then to corruption following on death and bringing back 
into the cycle of change the matter necessary for the ceaseless arrival 
of new beings into the world. Yet life is none the less a negation of 
death. It condemns it and shuts it out. This reaction is strongest in 
man, and horror at death is linked not only with the annihilation of the 
individual but also with the decay that sends the dead flesh back into 
the general ferment of life.23 

 
The contestation due to the threat of losing one’s individuality thus takes on a 

different aspect; my sacred horror toward the corpse arises from the awareness of a 
deep connection between death and life, which produces, in me, both repulsion and 
horror. The certainty of the cogito in its paradise of knowledge is undermined, for 
this nausea toward putrefaction is not limited solely to the experience of the corpse, 
but opens up to a set of various attitudes, all imbued with a sinister aura, which refers 
to the loss of self. In fact, Bataille reminds us that: 

 
The horror we feel at the thought of a corpse is akin to the feeling we 
have at human excreta. What makes this association more compelling 
is our similar disgust at aspects of sensuality we call obscene. The 
sexual channels are also the body’s sewers; we think of them as 
shameful and connect the anal orifice with them. St. Augustine was at 
pains to insist on the obscenity of the organs and function of 
reproduction. “Inter faeces et urinam nascimur,” he said-“we are born 
between faeces and urine.” Our faecal products are not subject to a 
taboo formulated by meticulous social regulations like those relating to 

 
22 Eugene Thacker, In the Dust of this Planet. Horror of Philosophy, vol. 1 (Zero Books: Winchester-
Washington, 2010), 90-94. 
23 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 55-56. 
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dead bodies or to menstruation. But generally speaking, and though 
the relationship defies clear definition, there do exist unmistakable 
links between excreta, decay, and sexuality.24 

 
The sinister pole of the sacredness of death and the corpse has paradoxically led 

us close to eroticism; this causes our normal beliefs to waver and effectively plunges 
us into the dimension of the impossible, towards disconcerting extreme situations 
capable of destroying the ontological security of the cogito, which, as mentioned, is 
claimed by the excess of a lack that questions and contests it. Bataille addressed, 
especially in his novels, these extreme situations of the obscene and the horrific, to 
which are linked our feelings of the sacred, the erotic, and, at the same time, of 
repulsion and disgust. Scott Wilson stated: “The path of eroticism leads to death, and 
for Bataille, this logically implies that the most erotic object is a dead body. Indeed, 
in one of the most famous and notorious of anecdotes concerning his own desires 
…, Bataille masturbates next to the corpse of his mother”; furthermore: “Sexual 
murders and necrophilia feature prominently throughout his fiction – Simone and 
Marcelle, Simone and the Priest in Story of the Eye, for example, while in Blue of Noon 
the narrator and Dorothea have sex in a graveyard.”25 The presence of a corpse that 
emanates an attractive force, blending in an unsettling way desire and repulsion, and 
conjoins eroticism, decomposition, and the flow of bodily fluids — the decaying 
vitality of death and, at the same time, the perpetual mortality of life — is a 
fundamental theme in Bataille’s writings. It is also something deeply significant within 
his biography, if we consider, for example, the space given in his reflection to the 
corpse of Colette Peignot, known as Laure, and the pivotal importance that the 
agonizing death of this woman holds in Bataille’s personal and intellectual history.26  

In addition to the texts already mentioned by Scott Wilson, the ambiguity of the 
corpse is especially present in one of Bataille’s most disturbing stories, Le Mort. In 
the preface to this story, Bataille, after giving some insights into the origins of its 
writing, states: “It seems to me that death, or the frantic enjoyment, better yet, the 
sublime beauty —into which is mixed what wants death to be nothing, and that 
rapture — enjoyment — no longer matters; that horror, beauty, the sublime, and 
flatness all add up and harmonize —death and enjoyment and beauty find each other 
again, or rather, lose themselves in the smile that no one will ever distinguish from a 

 
24 Ibid., 57-58. 
25 Scott Wilson, Frenzy, Feeder, Falcon: Eroticism in the Twenty-First Century, in Georges Bataille and 
Contemporary Thought, ed. Will Stronge (Bloomsbury: London, 2017), 21-22. 
26  See Georges Bataille, Vie de Laure, in O.C. VI (Gallimard: Paris, 1973), 275-278. Some 
relevant information about Laure’s death can be found in Georges Bataille, Notes sur “Le 
Coupable”, in O.C. V (Gallimard: Paris, 1973), 492-572. See also Michel Surya, Georges Bataille. 
La mort à l’œuvre (Garamont: Paris, 1987), 200-212; Mitsou Ronat, “Le corps glorieux de 
Laure,” Change 12 (1972): 201-207; Andrew Hussey, “‘The Slaughterhouse of Love’: The 
Corpse of Laure,” in The Beast at Heaven’s Gate. Georges Bataille and the Art of Transgression, ed. 
Andrew Hussey (Rodopi: Amsterdam-New York, 2006), 81-90; Marcel Moré, “Georges 
Bataille et la mort de Laure,” Cahiers des Saisons 38 (1964): 357-361. 
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sob.” 27  This absurd and incomprehensible mixture of eroticism, transgression, 
pleasure, perdition, and death is well illustrated by the story of Marie, a young woman 
who, in front of the corpse of the deceased Édouard, is suddenly overcome by a fit 
of madness and flees the room where the deceased is, running naked into the street:  

 
Édouard fell back dead.  
A void was created within her, which elevated her like an angel. His bare breasts 
stood up: a lugubrious shudder carried her into the dream church where 
exhaustion, silence, and feeling of the irremediable finished him off.  
 
In ecstasy above the horror of the house, Marie despaired.  
She suddenly recovered, playing on his despair.  
Édouard, dying, had begged her to be naked.  
She was pale, disheveled, her firm breasts peeking out from the dress  
torn. Horror disposed of her absolutely like the murderer of  
the dark night.28 
 
Leaving the house, in whose rooms the scent of death triumphs, Marie, 

intoxicated and infected by this presence, begins her nocturnal adventure, that is to 
say, her Calvary. She goes to a seedy bar where she becomes a sort of sexual object 
for the drunken patrons, in an escalating series of paroxysmal situations tied to 
excrement. Following the scenes of explicit sexuality, moments are described in 
which Marie’s unleashing occurs, from a physiological point of view, in almost total 
apathy. Nothing seems to be able to wake Marie from this nightmare of total loss of 
self, loss of one’s individuality in the germination of the most animalistic instincts 
and the absolute degeneration, counter-song of the decomposition of the corpse of 
Édouard, abandoned (she believes) in the silence of their own home. But it is 
precisely in a moment of extreme lasciviousness, between the blazing of body moods, 
urine, vomit and semen,29 that Marie recognizes among the participants in this orgy 
a face which reminds her of the late Édouard and understands that she has now 
slipped into a dimension without way out. Édouard’s death had thrown her into a 
furious, aggressive and insane despair; the continuation of Édouard’s life in the form 
of a specter, at least inside his mind, brings together the two opposites of life and 
death — reunion already simulated by the excesses that occurred inside the bar. The 
challenge suffered by Marie has come to a conclusion. The gift of self in perdition 
had, indeed, the same meaning as death, which she finally comes to.  

 
27 Georges Bataille, Notes sur “Le Mort”, in Id., O.C. IV (Gallimard: Paris, 1971), 365. 
28 Georges Bataille, Le Mort, in Id., O.C. IV, 39. My translation.  
29 A contemporary philosopher like Alphonso Lingis rightly writes: “A corpse befouls and 
pollutes. The intense experience of shed blood, in wounds but also in menstruation, as well 
as body effluvia, vaginal fluids, semen, mucus discharges, and excrement show me my 
becoming a corpse”. SeeAlphonso Lingis, Irrevocable. A Philosophy of Mortality (The University 
of Chicago Press: Chicago-London, 2018), 167. 
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In this incredible tale — not the only one of its kind among Bataille’s writings, 
but certainly the most shocking30 —, the power of contestation contained in the 
corpse is expressed in a clear way. The end of the guarantee of one’s individuality 
becomes a ferocious ecstasy due to the perception of self-consciousness as empty, of 
self as nothing. The excess of lack activated by death refers to the insufficiency of 
the self to the plan of a sovereign violence, without purpose, and therefore even more 
disturbing. The denial of the self due to the experience of the corpse — the reality 
according to which those who make this experience cannot continue living, if not 
out of themselves — leads the isolated subject close to the impossible; “Impossible!,”31 
cries out Marie as she takes her own life. 

 
III. Crime and Murder 

 
According to Philippe Ariès: “At the end of the fifteenth century, we see the themes 
concerning death begin to take on an erotic meaning. … From the sixteenth to 
eighteenth centuries, countless scenes or motifs in art and in literature associate death 
with love, Thanathos with Eros. These are erotic-macabre themes, or simply morbid 
ones, which reveal extreme complaisance before the spectacles of death, suffering, 
and torture.”32 This trajectory of Western culture toward death, this paradoxical 
coexistence of mortuary and erotic themes, extends to Georges Bataille’s reflections 
on the macabre and violent desire inherent in the corpse. Together, death and erotic 
activity contribute to the formation of that principle of contestation we previously 
mentioned. This becomes even more evident when we approach the figure of the 
Marquis de Sade, since: “Like the sexual act, death was henceforth increasingly 
thought of as a transgression which tears man from his daily life, from rational 
society, from his monotonous work, in order to make him into an irrational, violent 
and beautiful world. Like the sexual act, death for the Marquis de Sade is a break, a 
rupture.”33 Sade, in this context, is undoubtedly a decisive point of reference, as his 
work contains all those elements that Bataille defined as heterogeneous34 — extreme 
sexuality, the excremental, the obscene, violent death, and lubricity — elements 
irreducible to the consciousness that experiences them and thus capable of dragging 
this consciousness to its extreme, relentlessly pushing it beyond itself. This 
heterogeneous nature of the literary material that weaves through Sade’s novels is, 
however, highly paradoxical, since, from the very outset, Sade’s ideas appear to us as 
the drive toward the paroxysm of the modern philosophical subject’s isolation. Sade 

 
30 A similar experience of perdition caused by the overwhelming presence of a corpse also 
takes place in some pages of Georges Bataille, The Impossible, trans. Robert Hurley (City Lights: 
San Francisco, 1991), 87-117. 
31 Georges Bataille, Le Mort, 51. 
32 Philippe Ariès, Western Attitudes toward Death from the Middle Ages to the Present, trans. Patricia 
M. Ranum (Marion Boyars: London, 1976), 56. 
33 Ibid.,57. 
34 See Georges Bataille, The Use Value of D. A. F. de Sade, in Visions of Excess, ed. Allan Stoekl, 
91-102. See also Pierre Lamarche, The Use Value of G. A. M. V. Bataille, in Reading Bataille Now, 
ed. Shannon Winnubst (Indiana University Press: Bloomington, 2007), 54-71. 
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seems to simply confine himself to constructing a morality that aligns with the 
isolated subject’s ability to deny the existence of anything or anyone else, except 
himself. Sade’s morality — a morality that belongs to the realm of crime — is, in fact, 
the perverse development of the idea that the only ontological certainty given to us 
is that of the self experiencing pleasure. From this follows the notion that denying 
any certainty regarding the existence of others, when shifted from the plane of 
metaphysics to that of erotic reality, actually places us in a position to dispose of the 
existence of others. In Sade, therefore, there prevails a perverse parody of isolated 
subjectivity, pushed to its extreme consequences. Maurice Blanchot summarized this 
vision of Sade with the following words:  

 
This philosophy is one of self-interest, then of complete egoism. Each 
of us must do what pleases us, each of us has no other law but our own 
pleasure. This morality is founded on the primary fact of absolute 
solitude. Sade said it and repeated it in all its forms: nature creates us 
alone, there is no connection whatsoever linking one man to another. 
Consequently, the only rule of conduct is that I favor all things that 
give me pleasure, without consideration of the consequences that this 
choice might hold for the other. Their greatest pain always counts less 
than my pleasure. What does it really matter, if the price I must pay for 
even my slightest joy is an outrageous assortment of hideous crimes, 
since this joy delights me, it is in me, yet the effects of my crimes do 
not touch me in the least, they are outside me.35 

 
In La Philosophie dans le Boudoir — a kind of pedagogy founded on perversion and 

crime, in which a group of libertines theoretically and practically instructs a young 
girl in voluptuousness, elaborating on the necessity of engaging in abominations of 
all kinds — Sade, through the voice of Dolmancé, exalts absolute egoism in the 
position of the isolated subject. From the denial of God — whose existence, let us 
recall, was for Descartes the only guarantee of the cogito for the existence of others 
— and, consequently, from the rejection of morality, Sade derives the idea of 
elevating crime to a goal in itself within human experience, due to the pleasure it 
arouses. In this way, the existence of others is ontologically inferior to our own and 
deserves to be subordinated to our personal pursuit of pleasure — this pursuit being 
the only thing that truly exists: 

 
Since, in the act of pleasure, they are accustomed to viewing themselves 
as everything and the others as nothing, they are convinced that, 
according to natural impulses, the rogues quite obviously prefer what 
they feel to what they don’t feel. Who cares, they dare to say, about our 
neighbor’s pains? Do we feel them? No. Quite the opposite! We have 
just demonstrated that those pains engender a delicious sensation. On 

 
35  Maurice Blanchot, Lautrèamont and Sade, trans. Stuart Kendall and Michelle Kendall 
(Stanford University Press: Stanford, 2004), 11. 
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what grounds should we worry about an individual who doesn’t matter 
to us in any way whatsoever? On what grounds should we spare 
someone a pain that’s never cost us a tear when we are certain that this 
pain will bring us enormous pleasure? Have we ever sensed a single 
natural impulse that advises us to give others priority over ourselves? 
And isn’t everyone out for himself in the world?36 

 
The affirmation of absolute egoism and the negation of the existence of others37 

— or rather, the perception of the existence of others solely in their objectual quality, 
reducing them to mere victims of the subject’s enjoyment — derives, in Sade, from 
a transgression of religion, morality, and from the attempt to establish a certain 
concept of Nature, according to which man would not fundamentally differ from 
animals except for the false beliefs imposed upon him by a forced civilization.38 
Crime itself would be a means of breaking the continuum of civilization and restoring 
a certain accord with nature. Bataille outlined the framework of this Sadian 
experience when he stated: “Nothing seems more assured to us than this self that 
grounds thought. And when it reaches objects, it is only to modify them for its own 
use: it is never equal to what is not itself.” This is the principle of isolation, according 
to which thought establishes the subject-object relationship. However, within this 
framework, the subject remains subordinated to a system that binds it, whether it be 
the finite world presented by physical reality or the ideal world envisioned by morality 
or religion. This entanglement deprives the subject of its supremacy over the objects 
it seeks to use, because it ultimately reduces it, in one way or another, to a form of 
equality: “There is only one means at its disposal to escape these various limits: the 
destruction of a being similar to ourselves… The violence inflicted upon our fellow 
being eludes the order of finite, potentially useful things: it returns them to 

 
36 Marquis de Sade, Philosophy in the Boudoir or The Immoral Mentors, trans. Joachim Neugroschel 
(Penguin Books: New York, 2006), 65. 
37 Jean Deprun, in fact, defines Sade’s specific philosophy as “isolisme.”. See: Jean Deprun, 
Sade philosophe, in Marquis de Sade, Œuvres, vol. I, (Gallimard: Paris, 1990), LIX-LXIX. 
38 Indeed, in the presentation of the four noble protagonists of Les 120 Journées de Sodome, Sade 
highlights the bestial nature of their lubricity, as if to emphasize how the excess of perversion 
allows them to rise above the common human condition, not only in the sense of aristocratic 
sovereignty but also through a sinister return to animality. See Marquis de Sade, The 120 Days 
of Sodom and other writings, trans. Austryn Wainhouse and Richard Seaver (Grove Press: New 
York, 1966). Considering Sade’s rigid negation of all social bonds, this brings to mind the 
peculiar theories on sadism proposed by Robert Eisler — the idea that aggression, within 
primitive humanity, arises from the imitation of the wolf’s behavior, thus surpassing the 
frugivorous and harmless condition of the original human animal, which was endowed with 
a gregarious instinct, and thereby inaugurating the human history of violence. Eisler’s thesis, 
fascinating yet controversial, is of no interest to us here in terms of any scientific or rational 
validity it may lack, but rather for its metaphorical significance within the context of Sade’s 
theories on Nature. See Robert Eisler, Man into Wolf. An Anthropological Interpretation of Sadism, 
Masochism and Lycanthropy (The Philosophical Library: New York, 1952).  
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immensity.”39  Death and eroticism —linked by Sade through crime — are both 
attempts to escape the entanglement of finite things; they are acts of unleashing: 
“Sexual disorder decomposes the coherent figures that establish us, both for 
ourselves and for others, as defined beings (it already slips them into an infinity, 
which is death). There is in sensuality a disturbance and a feeling of being submerged, 
analogous to the unease that corpses provoke.”40 The same self-contestation that we 
observed in the presence of the corpse is equally active and alive in sexual unleashing. 
The movement of violence, carried to its extreme by Sade, is naturally embedded in 
sexual disorder, whose purpose is to tear limited beings away from the systems that 
bind them, in order to return them to a universal current. This universal current, as 
mentioned, is defined by Sade with the term Nature, and “crime is more on the side 
of Nature, because it is movement or, in other words, it is life; Nature, which thrives 
on creation, he says, needs crime, which destroys.”41 Thus, in the famous pamphlet 
Frenchmen, some more effort if you wish to become Republicans, it reads: 

 
If all individual beings lived forever, would it not be impossible for 
nature to create new beings? If eternal lives are impossible for nature, 
their destruction becomes a natural law. Now, if destruction is so useful 
for nature that it absolutely cannot do without it, and if nature cannot 
create life without drawing on the raw materials of destruction 
prepared for by death, then the concept of total annihilation that we 
associate with death will no longer be real. There will no longer be an 
established obliteration. What we call the end of an animal’s life will no 
longer be an actual end, it will be a simple transmutation based on 
perpetual motion, which is the true essence of matter, and which all 
modern philosophers accept as one of the supreme laws of matter. 
Hence, death, according to these irrefutable principles, is nothing but 
a change of form, an imperceptible passage from one existence to 
another.42 

 
As Allan Stoekl emphasized: “nature … dictates human morality (or immorality) 

in that the extreme pleasure of violence – of murder – serves to contribute to nature’s 
processes”; and then “by committing murder, humans speed up the natural process, in 
a sense making it even more natural.”43 The blind mechanism of Sade’s Nature is 
accelerated by the libertine through violence, which, however, is in some sense 
already embedded within the natural rhythm; crime would be prescribed by a nature 
that is an incessant movement of life and death, which dispenses to each being a 
certain amount of energy to be used not according to a rational goal — preservation 

 
39 Georges Bataille, La Littérature et le Mal, in Id., O.C. IX (Gallimard: Paris, 1979), 255. My 
translation.  
40 Ibid., 254.  
41 Maurice Blanchot, Lautréamont and Sade, 32.  
42 Marquis de Sade, Philosophy in the Boudoir, 139-140. 
43 Allan Stoekl, Bataille’s Peak. Energy, Religion and Postsustainability (University of Minnesota 
Press: Minneapolis-London, 2007), 12. 
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— but through a process of waste and squandering. In this, Sade anticipates and 
inspires Bataille’s reflections on the journey of energy on Earth and the category of 
dépense, of energetic expenditure 44 : “De Sade’s system is the ruinous form of 
eroticism,” and ruinous in the sense that “when the fever of sex seizes us we behave 
in the opposite way. We recklessly draw on our strength and sometimes in the 
violence of passion we squander considerable resources to no real purpose. … 
Brutality and murder are further steps in the same direction.”45  

In this way, the notion of crime encounters two paradoxes. The first concerns 
crime itself, the second relates to the one who commits the crime, the Sadean hero. 
Indeed, “If crime is the spirit of Nature, there can be no crime against nature, and, 
consequently, no crime is possible.”46 If this is true, the outrage against God, the 
laws, and other men cannot be reduced to a crime carried out mechanically, in 
obedience to Nature. One must refer to a further dimension of crime, which Sade 
suggests through the words of Madame Clairwill, Juliette’s libertine companion in the 
eponymous novel:  

 
‘I would like,’ Clairwil answered, ‘to find a crime which, even when I 
had left off doing it, would go on having perpetual effect, in such a way 
that so long as I lived, at every hour of the day and as I lay sleeping at 
night, I would be constantly the cause of a particular disorder, and that 
this disorder might broaden to the point where it brought about a 
corruption so universal or a disturbance so formal that even after my 
life was over I would survive in the everlasting continuation of my 
wickedness…’ 47 

 
This paradoxical quest for a continuity of crime that surpasses the individual 

lifespan of its perpetrator reveals a previously hidden dimension of Sade’s work; the 
negation by which the sovereign individual, certain of his own existence — so certain 
of it that he dares to deny anything that is not himself — remains, in some measure, 
a victim of the very movement of crime, of a transgression that “does not stop before 
a summit is reached” and the summit of this transgression (the contestatory value of 
crime) lies in the fact that, in truth, “denying others becomes in the end denying 
oneself.” The sovereignty of the self, so highly praised by Sade as the only valid 
principle, is thus called into question by the very act of crime, by the very negation 
of another’s existence. Crime transcends its perpetrator, and within libertinage, a 
Dionysian law prevails, according to which destroying, torturing, and killing another 
does not merely mean asserting oneself above them but inevitably participating in 
the open game of destruction, torture, and killing. Bataille asks: “What can be more 
disturbing than the prospect of selfishness becoming the will to perish in the furnace 

 
44 See Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share. An Essay on General Economy. I: Consumption, trans. 
Robert Hurley (Zone Books: New York, 1988), 19-41. See also Stuart Kendall, Making More 
(of Waste), in Georges Bataille and Contemporary Thought, 73-94. 
45 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 170-171. 
46 Maurice Blanchot, Lautréamont and Sade, 33. 
47 Marquis de Sade, Juliette, trans. Austryn Wainhouse (Arrow Books: London, 1991), 525. 
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lit by selfishness?”48 This is the extremely violent nature of contestation in Sade’s 
work. Pushed to the extreme, the isolation of the self ultimately entails a fundamental 
negation of the self, which is transcended by a movement to which it can only belong, 
without any longer claiming control over it. The Sadean crime thus becomes a 
macabre representation of self-loss, self-insufficiency, and contestation.  

However, one crucial point must be kept in mind: what Sade depicted belonged 
to his imagination; it was mainly literary in nature. Though his personal life was 
undoubtedly marked by an attraction to violence inflicted upon others, he was never 
able to go as far as his characters, his heroes.49 Yet literary contestation, no matter 
how vibrant, disturbing, or terrifying, pales in comparison to the contestation of 
reality. The mechanism of crime set in motion by Sadean heroes would hold little 
meaning if we did not confront it with certain real figures who, in terms of brutality 
and cruelty, have little to envy in Sade’s aristocrats. The ultimate figure of self-
contestation through the negation of another’s existence, then, is the real murderer, 
the true murderer — the one we now call the serial killer.  

Indeed, there are several points of contact between the figure of the Sadean hero 
and the contemporary serial killer, especially sexual murderers: “The serial murderer, 
for example, frequently demonstrates the kind of egoism that characterizes the 
Sadean hero,” because “for serial killers, the satisfaction of their own desires always 
has absolute priority over any other consideration.”50 The affinities between the two 
figures certainly do not end with this excess of desire rooted in extreme egotism. 
Rather, we must consider the way in which, for both the Sadean hero and the 
contemporary serial killer, the negation of others and the will to destroy them 
ultimately manifest as self-destruction. We must highlight their tragic dimension, 
which underlies the stakes of the contestation we are examining. We must therefore 
focus on a figure who seems to stand perfectly at the midpoint between the Sadean 
hero and the contemporary killer, namely the Marshal of France and hero of the 
Hundred Years’ War, Gilles de Rais, later found guilty of abominable monstrosities 
against hundreds of children and adolescents in the 15th century. This figure stands 
between Sade and the serial killer both because Gilles de Rais was indeed a sovereign 
figure whose boundless ferocity pushed the already widespread violence of his time, 
his social rank, and his military activities beyond all limits, and because “the details 

 
48 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 175. 
49 Beyond the accounts of Sade’s life provided here and there by Bataille and Blanchot in the 
previously cited texts, reference is made to the renowned Gilbert Lély, The Marquis de Sade. A 
Biography, trans. Alec Brown (Grove Press: New York, 1961). Nevertheless, Maurice Lever’s 
more recent biography has explored certain aspects of Sade’s actual life that make him 
resemble his characters more closely. See: Maurice Lever, Sade. A Biography, trans. Arthur 
Goldhammer (Farrar, Strauss and Giroux: New York, 1993). 
50 David Schmid, “A Philosophy of Serial Killing. Sade, Nietzsche and Brady at the Gates of 
Janus,” in Serial Killers – Philosophy for Everyone. Being and Killing, ed. Fritz Allhoff and S. Waller 
(Wiley-Blackwell: Hoboken, 2010), 35-36. It is interesting to note that the notorious serial 
killer Ian Brady, in his book The Gates of Janus, repeatedly cites Sade and his ideas on murder. 
See the last edition, Ian Brady, The Gates of Janus. Serial Killing and its Analysis (Feral House: 
Port Townsend, 2015). 
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of Gilles de Rais’s assaults on his victims are indistinguishable from those of some 
serial killers today” 51  and finally because Georges Bataille dedicated a highly 
intriguing book to reconstructing the ecclesiastical trial of Gilles de Rais, a book in 
which crime and murder are indeed interpreted through the lens of contestation.  

The figure of Gilles de Rais is naturally inseparable from the unsettling image of 
his crimes, keeping well in mind that, according to Bataille: “Crime, obviously, calls 
for night; crime would not be crime without darkness, yet — were it pitch dark — 
this horror of night aspires to the burst of sunshine.”52  This passage, as Brooker 
Buckingham has noted,53  must be traced back to the laws of general economy 
described by Bataille in The Accursed Share and previously recalled in the analysis of 
the question of energy in Sade. Crime, in this sense, would refer to the sovereignty 
of an indefinite excess, a dissipation of energy far removed from the dimension of 
utility dictated by work — the hypostatization of energetic flow — and open to 
ruinous waste, to ultimate catastrophe. The crimes of Gilles de Rais would hold a 
meaning comparable to that of Aztec human sacrifices, in which what was most 
sought after was the gift of oneself, in imitation of the Sun — a “glorious behavior.” 
However, the world of Gilles de Rais is naturally quite different from the — albeit 
contemporary — world of the Aztecs. It is the feudal world of medieval France, 
where the privilege of the nobility lay in exemption from labor and participation in 
military campaigns, during which a certain amount of violence could be employed 
for eminently destructive purposes. Rightly, Fred Botting recalls: “In De Rais’ world 
humans had no meaning and little value, ‘no more than an element of voluptuous 
turmoil’ in which lives could be consumed on any sovereign whim: they possessed 
‘no other meaning than a possibility for more violent pleasures and he did not stop 
losing himself in this violence.’”54 The crimes of Gilles de Rais outside the context 
of war — sexual crimes committed against adolescents — represent, on the one 
hand, the extreme drive toward the fulfillment of that world and, on the other, a 
grotesque attempt to break free from its limits. Bataille will explicitly speak of the 
“tragedy” of Gilles de Rais, since, as was the case with Sade, this figure is 
paradoxically described as a victim. He is not the subject of violence but rather its 
object, and his spectacular execution confirms that this is indeed a tragedy, as it 
involves the punishment of a guilty party, a transgressor who is almost entirely 
unaware of his own guilt.55 The “sacred monster” thus experiences the impersonality 

 
51 Peter Vronsky, Serial Killers. The Method and Madness of Monsters (Berkley Books: New York, 
2004), 49. 
52 Georges Bataille, The Trial of Gilles de Rais, trans. Richard Robinson (Amok: Los Angeles, 
1991), 10. 
53 Brooker Buckingham, “Gulp of Sun: Rethinking Sacrifice through Bataille’s Gilles de Rais,” 
in Serial Killing. A Philosophical Anthology, eds. Edia Connole and Gary J. Shipley (Schism Press: 
New York, 2015), 83-89. 
54 Fred Botting, “Bataille’s Vampire,” in Serial Killing: A Philosophical Anthology, 67-68. See also 
Georges Bataille, The Trial of Gilles de Rais, 35-36. 
55 Ibid., 43-58. See also: John Lechte, Violence, Image and Victim in Bataille, Agamben, Girard 
(Edinburgh University Press: Edinburgh, 2023), 40-44; Nick Land, The Thirst for Annihilation. 
Georges Bataille and Virulent Nihilism (Routledge: London-New York, 1992), 46-52. 
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of crime — or rather, the search, through crime, for a personality, for an existence 
— at the very moment when crime itself, as the negation of another’s existence (in 
the case of murder), ultimately results in the negation of one’s own existence, in 
absolute contestation. This is the case of the serial killer—his paradox.  

To approach this paradox, we must introduce a dynamic deliberately ignored in 
the previous pages. The Cartesian metaphysical subject, despite its ontological 
solipsism, is situated in a reality from which it can abstract only on an intellectual 
level, while in concrete terms, subjective existence is always immersed in the world 
— a world inhabited by other subjects, each potentially certain only of their own 
existence and capable of denying, at least in thought, the existence of others. This is 
what we initially defined as the grand theater of contestation. However, in this 
theater, the concrete mode of subjective experience is not contestation but 
recognition, alter-egoity, and intersubjectivity.56 Each subject acknowledges the other 
as an analogous subject and encounters them, while maintaining an unbridgeable 
distance. Moreover, recognition does not occur on the metaphysical plane of 
Cartesian subjectivity — in which, strictly speaking, no encounter is possible — but 
within the structures of the concrete world, mediated by political, social, and cultural 
institutions that regulate the laws of recognition. Contestation would then present 
itself as a transgression of these laws. It is what we have seen at work in the presence 
of the corpse, in the effervescence of death represented by the excremental, to which 
the corpse is fundamentally linked. The corpse, naturally, represents a no-longer-
subject toward which no recognition is possible, except in the form of a perversion 
or parody of recognition — that loss of self that arises from the limit experience of 
losing the other. In Sade, on the other hand, recognition is explicitly rejected to the 
point of paroxysm and the exacerbation of absolute egoism. Likewise, through crime, 
the very structures of recognition — starting with morality — are brutally called into 
question. Gilles de Rais could not claim any notion of recognition, and yet, in this 
aspect as well, he remains a tragic figure; it is those very social structures that denied 
recognition that ultimately turned against him. What about the serial killer?  

 
In the dialectic of consciousness, the recognition of the other is a 
fundamental step toward self-awareness. Man constructs and reveals 
himself — to himself and to others — as an "I" at the moment when 
he desires to be recognized and is recognized within the social space, 
thereby becoming an object of desire in turn. The serial killer is an 
individual whose world, the foundation of relations with others, has 
disintegrated in a peculiar way. There are no longer, properly speaking, 
either others or a world. Consequently, there is no constructed identity 
either, as if the serial killer were a void on two legs, a non-person. His 

 
56 The term “recognition” immediately suggests Hegel’s philosophy and, since we are dealing 
with the thought of Georges Bataille, it also recalls Kojève’s reflections in his famous 
introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit. We cannot delve here into the broad semantic scope 
of this term, whose phenomenological relevance would require extensive discussion. Let it 
suffice to clarify that the reference to the concept of recognition opens a social and political 
dimension of identity. 
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self-recognition unfolds through two stages. In the first, he sees his 
own nature outside himself through the inanimate body of the victim 
he has "produced." The lifeless body lying before the murderer’s eyes 
is the confirmation of his identity..In the second stage, the act of killing 
ensures that the community, through the media system and public 
discourse, recognizes him as the murderer. He then begins to exist 
within the social space as the monster, the serial killer, the embodiment 
of evil. In other words, he exists as a socio-cultural figure.57 

 
The serial killer is a limit case in our analysis, an extreme experience of subjectivity; 

the experience in which the negation of another’s existence becomes a practice, a 
repeated and repetitive act, a praxis. In the void of being that turns this individual 
into a murderer, the dark desire to exist has taken shape in the tragedy of a subjectivity 
that finds itself only in loss, in the deprivation of subjectivity itself. Confronted with 
the corpse for which he himself is responsible, the subject attains self-awareness only 
through the very act that utterly expropriates him of himself. The sovereignty of 
death prevents the individual from enclosing himself within a completed identity. At 
the same time, the very act through which he asserts his sovereign existence over the 
other — by transgressing the laws of recognition — is also the act that traps him in 
the dead-end of self-expropriation. His identity now belongs to that world he had 
desperately sought to deny in order to exist. In the end, it is the world on which the 
serial killer depends that triumphs over him.58 At the same time, the figure of the 
serial killer is driven by that dark energy of desire that does not originate from the 
world in which he will forever be confined. Instead, it bears a mark that, as was the 
case for the Sadean heroes, points to a dark form of sovereignty — the sovereignty 
of dissolution. The individual who kills, now socialized as a serial killer, is the tragic 
figure of the contemporary era, the final contestation of the isolated being: “The 
serial killer, as a limit case of experience, reveals the impossibility of having 
transparent and immediate access to oneself.”59 

 
 
 

 
57 Simone Sauza, Tutto era cenere. Sull’uccidere seriale, my translation (Nottetempo: Milano, 
2022), 76-77. 
58  “The question of serial killing cannot be separated from the general forms of seriality, 
collection and counting conspicuous in consumer society … and the forms of fetishism – the 
collecting of things and representations, persons and person-things like bodies – that traverse 
it”. See Mark Seltzer, Serial Killers: Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture (Routledge: 
London, 1998), 64. In this perspective, the epidemic of serial murders that struck America in 
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s must be understood, bringing us once again to the intimacy 
between the crimes of Gilles de Rais and the specific era in which they emerged. See Peter 
Vronsky, Serial Killers, 15-41. A critical approach to this perspective can be found in: Philip 
Jenkins, Using Murder: The Social Construction of Serial Homicide (Routledge: London-New York, 
1994). 
59 Simone Sauza, Tutto era cenere. Sull’uccidere seriale, 178. 
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Epilogue 
 

If it is true that “to exclude crime and perversion from the human totality is an act 
of violence against that totality that does not destroy crime and violence,”60 our 
analysis broadens the possibilities of this totality and seeks to grasp it in its fullness, 
that is, in its absence. The Cartesian subject from which we started is merely the 
character of a philosophical spectacle in the theater of subjectivity. When the curtain 
falls on the scene and the actors resign from their roles, it is hard to accept that it was 
a comedy. The real tragedy, however, begins when the lights are already off and the 
audience has long since left. Now, only sinister shadows contest the stage, competing 
to claim the space left vacant by the cessation of the performance. Subjectivity is, 
indeed, this play of specters.  

In front of the corpse, the philosophical subject discovers all its insufficiency, the 
impossibility of delimiting a complete totality, the wound that death traces within it. 
Through Sade, “the average man knows that he must become aware of the things 
which repel him most violently-those things which repel us most violently are part 
of our own nature,”61 because “crime is a fact of human species, a fact of that species 
alone.”62 Then, “Gilles de Rais is thus a clear possibility of the human species, not a 
dire aberration that would bring the whole being of the human into question.”63 The 
serial killer “helps the normal man understand himself, by helping him modify the 
foundations of all perception.”64 The figures we have discussed in the previous pages 
move within the perspective of contestation. Only the contestation of the being we 
believe ourselves to be opens a sudden breach in the being that we truly are. We will 
never cease to thank Georges Bataille for this lesson. The contestation of violence 
will never have the sovereign character of the violence of contestation; the latter is 
beyond knowledge, it concerns the intensity of our experience with, among, and 
against others. The ontological security of every subjective position is called into 
question by the exacerbation of subjectivity itself. As it has been conceived so far, it 
leads to disastrous consequences, closing us in an impasse, limiting our possibilities. 
We must recognize the allure that the horror of self-loss exerts on us, we must allow 
ourselves to be engulfed by the whirlwind that our existence becomes when 
subjectivity is questioned by limit-experiences, towards which we have sought, at least 
in part, to push ourselves.  

If “Tragedy is the powerlessness of Reason,”65 the experience of the corpse, of 
crime, and of murder demonstrates that subjectivity is, at its core, tragic. Reason (and 
its correlates like identity, subjectivity, etc.), whether philosophical, technical, or 
historical, will no longer come to our aid: “The existence of each individual now 
appears as an unanswered plea.”66 

 
60 Benjamin Noys, Georges Bataille. A Critical Introduction (Pluto: Sterling, 2000), 62. 
61 Georges Bataille, Death and Sensuality, 196. 
62 Georges Bataille, The Trail of Gilles de Rais, 9.  
63 John Lechte, Violence, Image and Victim in Bataille, Agamben and Girard, 41. 
64 Maurice Blanchot, Lautrèamont and Sade, 41. 
65 Georges Bataille, The Trial of Gilles de Rais, 43. 
66 Simone Sauza, Tutto era cenere. Sull’uccidere seriale, 224. 
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