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I. Introduction

In a key 1978 interview with Trombadori, Foucault contrasts the lived experiences
analyzed by phenomenologists with those described by Bataille, Blanchot, or
Klossowski.! While the former assume the reference to an irreducible subjectivity,
the latter dissolve, eliminate, or erase the unity and identity of the subject.
Phenomenological experience is grounded in subjective lived experience, even when
it is pre-intentional, non-thematic, or pre-predicative. In contrast, the inner
experience of sacred eroticism, the literary experience of the outside, or the intensive
experience of the simulacrum involve the disappearance of the subject and the loss
of the capacity to say "L."2 The limit-expetience (such as laughter, play, celebration,

! Michel Foucault, Dits et Eerits 11 (Paris : Gallimard, 2001, 862) ; Dits et Ecrits 1 (Paris:
Gallimard, 2001); 642-643.

2 Foucault, Difs et Eerits I, 267. Philippe Sabot, « Ecritures transgressives et pensées de la
transgression. Sade et Bataille lus par Foucault,” Revue internationale de philosophie 292/2 (2020):
105-120.
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writing, or desire) is characterized by the violence it inflicts on the form of
subjectivity.? As has recently been argued, these three thinkers, whom Foucault
opposes to phenomenology, constitute an original philosophical tradition: that of a
French metaphysical empiricism, in which certain forms of exceptional experience
differ in kind (from an ontological, epistemic, and ethical standpoint) from ordinary
experience or scientific experimentation, as favored by Anglo-Saxon naturalist
empiricism.*

No less than Bataille, Blanchot, or Klossowski, and although he never explicitly
claimed this label for himself, Deleuze appears to be a thinker of the limit-expetience
(or at least of a metaphysical, radical, and non-subjective experience). However,
unlike Foucault, Deleuze does not present Bataille as an important reference or as an
essential thinker for his own philosophy, as he does for Blanchot and Klossowski. In
an unpublished lecture on Foucault from June 3, 1986, Deleuze states: “For reasons
that are my own, Bataille is not an author who attracts me much, and he never has,
because I find the idea of transgression a bit silly. It has never suited me.” Later in
the lecture, rather peremptorily, he comments: “We should not ‘Bataille’ Foucault;
Foucault is very distant from Bataille.”> Ten years earlier, in the Dialognes co-written
with Claire Parnet, after a fierce critique of certain emblematic themes in French
literature, Deleuze had already ironically written: “Bataille is a very French author.”®
He then contrasts Flaubert or Bataille with Anglo-American writers, whom he sees
as more capable of uncovering the philosophical meaning of erotic desire through
their literary works.

Why does Deleuze reject Bataille’s work, or even hold it in contempt, when he
does not simply neglect it with indifference? How can we explain Deleuze’s harsh
judgment of Bataille, with whom he might have found affinities — particularly
through the mediation of Foucauldian reading? Above all, what philosophical
disagreement undetlies this unequivocal condemnation? In this article, we aim to
reconstruct the philosophical critique of Bataille that Deleuze never fully articulated,
but only gestured towards in passing. Thus, we will seck to uncover the "reasons"
why Bataille is an author who has "never suited" Deleuze, as he elliptically reveals in
the June 3, 1986 lecture on Foucault.”

3 Maurice Blanchot, L'entretien infini (Patis : Gallimard, 1969), 300-322.

4 Stéphane Madelrieux, Philosaphie des expériences radicales (Patis : Editions du Seuil, 2022).

5 My translation.

¢ Gilles Deleuze, Claire Parnet, Dialogues (Paris : Flammarion, 1977), 58-59.

7 Maximilian-Frederic Margreiter, “Traces of Georges Bataille in Gilles Deleuze: non-
productive expenditute ot production of consumption? ,” Journal for Cultural Research, 29/1—
2 (2004): 174-188. In his article, Margreiter comments on a positive reference to Bataille by
Deleuze and Guattari. Our study complements Margreiter’s by asking why, despite a positive
reference, Deleuze’s judgment of Bataille remains predominantly critical. Diogo Sardinha
succinctly evokes this opposition but focuses on Foucault’s relationship to Bataille without
reconstructing the philosophical reasons for Deleuze’s “distrust” of the concept of
transgression. Diogo Sardinha I.’Emancipation de Kant a Delenze (Paris : Hermann, 2013), 59-
83.
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The core of Deleuze’s critique of Bataille consists in contrasting the amoral
innocence of the power of desire with the thesis that eroticism derives its meaning
from the violent transgression of a taboo, always accompanied by anxious guilt. Thus,
we want to show that Deleuze’s Spinozism leads him to reject Bataille’s "low
materialism" for ontological, ethical, and "erotological" reasons.® More specifically,
Deleuze’s philosophy opposes Bataille’s thinking through the defense of three
interconnected theses:

* First, the movement of being is not a dialectic of continuity and discontinuity,
but a process of intensive individuation, involving a relationship between power
and limit that differs radically from Bataille’s ontology.

* Consequently, ethics does not imply an immoral transgression of the sacred
taboo, but an amoral intensification of the immanent power that constitutes each
being. It is "beyond good and evil" and completely frees itself from the guilt
associated with the exercise of violence.

* Finally, desire (of which eroticism is just a particular case and not the exemplary
model) does not imply any movement of violent negation, but only the positivity
of an affirming process.’

Thus, it is because of his Spinozist naturalism (ontology of individuating power,
immanent ethics beyond good and evil, positivity of desire — vitalism, amoralism,
and "processualism") that Deleuze seeks an alternative model to Bataille’s materialist
thinking of violence.

Despite their shared allegiance to the same research program (French
metaphysical empiricism), these differences regarding Being, action, and desire make
the philosophies of Deleuze and Bataille irreconcilable. The aim of this
reconstruction is to show how Deleuze carries forward the metaphysical empiricism
program initiated by Bataille, yet does so by offering an alternative model of desire,
abandoning the Hegelian negativity (which Bataille radicalizes in a thinking of
fruitless violence) in favor of Spinozist affirmation. Deleuze’s critique of Bataille
reveals an internal dissensus within the French tradition of radical experience
philosophies: either continue Spinozism in a metaphysics of the power of desire
beyond good and evil (amoralism), or radicalize Hegelian negativity into a thinking
of sacred violence and maintain the moral taboo to describe the dialectical movement
of transgressive excess in what constitutes the sovereign experience of erotic passion
(immoralism).

8 Pierre Macherey, A guoi pense la littérature ? Exercice de philosophie littéraire (Paris : Puf, 1990),
97-114.
9 Geotges Bataille, Envres complétes. 7ol. 5 (Paris : Gallimard, 1970-1988), 369.
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II. The Two Senses of Amoralism
A. An Ontological and Moral Violence: The Forbidden and the Transgression

The central experience that governs the entirety of Bataille’s work may lie in the
feeling of a paradox. The experiences of eroticism, festivity, play, drunkenness,
poetry, or violence (sacrifice, crime, combat, funeral horror, cruelty) seem to reveal
to us that one can only achieve sovereign freedom through a heart-wrenching trial of
self-loss.!” How can we account for the seemingly contradictory meaning of this lived
experience, both the ultimate affirmation and negation of the self? Where does this
powerful impression come from, that one fully possesses oneself and escapes the
alienations of servile life only in moments of abandonment, forgetfulness, or self-
dissolution, during exceptional experiences whose violence momentarily ruptures the
course of ordinary existence?

*

In the introduction to L’Ervfisme, Bataille argues that the interpretation of erotic
experience is inseparable from the intuition of being upon which it is grounded. To
grasp the true meaning of eroticism, one must “go to the deepest depths” and place
thought “at the heart of being.”!! In this way, the meaning of being cannot be
discerned through an objective, conceptual determination, but only emerges from an
original subjective experience, that is, the limit-experience, whether mystical or
interior, of the sacred. Bataille does not deduce the meaning of eroticism from a
primary, dogmatic ontological stance, but rather thinks being and eroticism together,
beginning with an inner experience that resists all forms of objectification.!? It is not
the objective clarity of impersonal scientific knowledge, but the subjective obscurity
of an inner experience (which corresponds to the abolition of knowledge) that shapes
his discourse.!3

According to Bataille, experience reveals that being is inseparable from a dual
movement of continuity and discontinuity.'* Isolated individuals come into existence
by severing the original continuity of being into a multiplicity of discontinuous
organisms. As such, each individual strives to persist in its own being, seeking to

10 Georges Bataille, (Envres complétes. Vol. 8 (Paris : Gallimard, 1970-1988), 277.

1 Bataille, I'Erotisme (Paris : Minuit, 1957), 18. My translation.

121bid., 36, 107, 131.

13 Sartre’s main criticism lies in his accusation that Bataille systematically conflates two
distinct levels of analysis: on the one hand, subjective experience ("for-itself”); on the other,
scientific knowledge of objectivity ("in-itself"). See Jean-Paul Sartre, Critiques littéraires.
Situations, 1 (Paris : Gallimard, 1947), 151. Bataille responds that the study of objective
knowledge must ultimately serve to communicate subjective experience. He further clarifies
that he writes about the sacred from within the sacred, the sacred being both the object of
his discourse and the standpoint from which it is articulated.

14 Bataille, I.'Erotisme, 14, 41, 109.
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preserve its autonomy against others.!> In contrast, violence represents the negation
of the limits that constitute a being’s autonomous individuality. Through the violence
it endures, the isolated being returns to the primordial ontological continuity from
which it first detached itself.'¢ Thus, violence is an ontological category before it is a
moral, social, or political one.!” To endure violence is to experience the dissolution
of one’s constitutive limits, allowing oneself to spread into the primordial continuity
of being.

In the experience of a searing eroticism (not scientifically recognized from the
outside as an object of knowledge, but subjectively experienced from within as
intense passion), the isolated individual experiences the negation of their own limits,
as the violent intrusion of the other into their being is felt within.!® The sense of self
coincides with the integrity of one’s own limits. By contrast, in eroticism, the sense
of self is supplanted by the experience of continuous fusion with the other, with
whom I unite. In surrendering to erotic abandon, the lover undergoes the gradual
dissolution of their organic limits in a mortal fusion with the other.! In this sense,
eroticism is the violent experience of a “little death” passed through by the living, as
well as a dissolution of the subject in a return to the lost original continuity (now
momentarily rediscovered). Beyond the opposition between rape and consent, erotic
passion involves the experience of an original arch-violence, which dissolves the
individual into the continuous unity of being (temporarily fragmented by the
precarious constitution of separate organisms).

*

The violence of eroticism unfolds through the negation of a being’s constitutive
limits by transgressing cultural and moral prohibitions. Bataille explicitly aligns
himself with the thought of Roger Caillois (who himself works within the legacy of
Durkheimian sociology) and likewise conceives the structure of any social field
through the opposition between the profane and the sacred.?0 Faced with the horror
of death and the ever-present possibility of violence, the human being, whose
humanity is first and foremost grounded in labor, sets limits in the form of
prohibitions.?!

Following Caillois, Bataille shows how many societies institutionalize the
transgression of their own moral prohibitions through ritual and festivity.?? Indeed,
subordinating existence to the obligation to work, as opposed to the freedom of play,
leads to the instrumentalization of the world. Work undetlies the rational, utilitarian,
and productive organization of social space and time. Consequently, anything that

15 Tbid., 66.

16 Tbid., 18.

17 Bataille, La part mandite, (Patis : Gallimard, 1949), 56-59.

18 Bataille, I."Erotisme, 109-111 ; 138.

19 Bataille, La littérature et le mal (Patis : Gallimard, 1957), 21-22.

20 Bmile Durkheim, Formes élémentaires de la vie religiense (Patis : Puf, 1960), 56.
21 Bataille, I.'Erotisne, 72.

22 Caillois, L’homme et le sacré, 148-153.
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deviates from the pursuit of utility and threatens to reintroduce violence into social
life, such as death or eroticism, must be placed under prohibition.? Thus, the
prohibition of violence serves both to maintain the separation between the profane
and the sacred (the principle of respect) and to enable a regulated passage between
them through the organized violence of ritual or festivity (the principle of
transgression).2* On the one hand, the sacred is distinguished from the profane by
separating boundaries (the unbounded violence of nature is repressed through a
negation). On the other hand, this separation is temporarily suspended in specific
rites of transgression, where negation itself is negated.

Transgression reaches a point where values are so radically overturned that the
opposites (high and low, noble and ignoble, attraction and horror, pleasure and pain)
coincide.?> Eestasy is an affective experience of self-exceeding, a departure from the
self that marks a return to the continuity of being; it arises from transgressive excess
— a movement that shatters the profane world and oversteps the bounds of reason.?
The eye is no longer the organ of objective knowledge, expressed in the clear
representation of things, but turns back upon itself toward an inner invisibility or
plunges into the dark depths of sex.?” Torn from its socket, dislodged from the seat
of intellectual knowledge (the head), the eye is no longer the organ of the knowledge
of being, but of nothingness; it ceases to be an instrument of knowledge and is
inverted into non-knowledge.?

Violence is thus an essential trait of human existence: it is both what human
nature rises up against and what it longs to return to, in a nostalgic quest for an
impossible return to lost continuity.?” To attempt to banish violence entirely from
human life, as Christianity does, is merely to redouble the initial transgression by
adding a secondary, unconditional condemnation that admits no exception. Yet the
violence of the transgressive exception — embodied by the man of scandal (Sade or
Gilles de Rais) — belongs no less to the essential unity of human life than the
civilizational rule that represses it.3

Bataille’s thought is thus grounded in a dialectic of violence. First, being is play —
an unbounded expenditure of energy and a perpetual, unlimited violence (original

2 Bataille, I 'Erotisme, 44, 48, 53, 66, 123, 127 ; Les larmes d’Eros (Paris : ].-J. Pauvert), 61-65;
uvres completes. 1ol. 8, 262-270.

24 Roger Caillois, L'homme et le sacré (Patis : Gallimard, 1950) 97, 104, 155, 158, 161.

2 Bataille, Les larmes d’Eros, 113-114. Philippe Sabot, ¢ Extase et transgression chez
Bataille,” dans Savoirs et clinigues 1/9 (2007) : 87-93.

26 Bataille, (Envres complétes. Vol. 8,223, 229 ; Les larmes d’Eros, 46, 56.

27 Bataille, L expérience intérienre (Paris : Gallimard, 1954), 129, 144 ; Madame Edwarda. La mort.
Histoire de l'wil, (Paris : 10/18,1979), 166-168.

28 Bataille, Euvres completes. 1ol 8, 204-207 ; 252-261.

29 Bataille, L. 'Frotisme, 202-203, 206.

30 On the distinction between the man of scandal and the infamous man, see Foucault, Dits
et Ecrits. 2, 243.
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continuity).3! Life is not merely a struggle for preservation and reproduction; it is also
pressure, a tendency to multiply across space, an inclination to squander energy. In
its plethoric excess, life dissipates, in pure loss, that portion of its energy no longer
required for self-preservation or growth.3? Secondly, work (the foundation of
humanity as such) channels, diverts, and organizes the primordial violence of living
matter through the imposition of prohibition. The obligation to work represses play
and imposes a rational, utilitarian order upon the world (discontinuity is carved out
of continuity: first negation). Thirdly, the sacred marks the social institutionalization
of a return to the economy of expenditure through the violent transgression of
prohibition. Yet this return is not a mere regression to the primal freedom of animal
life, from which the human being has irreversibly torn itself away. Rather, it
constitutes a dialectical surpassing (preservation/negation) of the profane world’s
constraints, toward a second, higher freedom, with no genuine return possible.
Contrary to all animal innocence, transgression entails an experience of evil, marked
by an essential guilt (a dialectical overcoming of discontinuous being, a “return” to
the originary continuity to which one remains nostalgically bound, a negation of the
negation).

How, then, are we to account for the severity of Deleuze’s judgment on Bataille’s
concept of transgression? In Bataille, transgression designates the act of crossing
socially instituted limits in the form of prohibition. Yet the Spinozist intertwining of
ethics and ontology to which Deleuze lays claim gives rise to an entirely different
philosophy of limits. For Deleuze no less than for Bataille, every singular life, insofar
as it expresses Being as Play, is inseparable from a confrontation with limits.33
However, the relation of existence to its own limits is not framed by the same
paradigm: ethical and ontological in Deleuze’s case, mystical and religious in
Bataille’s.

B. Ethics and Ontology: The Philosophy of Innocence

In his seminar Sur Spinoza, Deleuze argues that the defining feature of Spinozist
philosophy lies in the relationship it establishes between ethics and ontology.
According to Deleuze, Spinozism consists in deducing an immanent ethics of modes
of existence from an expressive ontology.’* For Spinoza’s ontology, an absolutely
infinite substance expresses itself in an infinite number of attributes, and these
attributes, in turn, express themselves in an infinite number of modes. The modes
express the essence of the substance as it unfolds within them. The conceptual tool
that allows Spinoza to think the expressive productivity of substance is that of the
immanent cause.’ Unlike a transitive cause, which produces its effects outside itself,

31 Bataille, L'Erotisme, 114 ; Envres completes. Vol. 8, 211

32 Bataille, La part maudite, 32-42.

3 Robett Sasso, Georges Bataille, le systéme du non-savoir. Une ontologie du jen (Patis, Minuit, 1978).
3 Gilles Deleuze, Sur Spinoza (Paris: Minuit, 2024), 27, 51, 64-65, 68-71; Spinoza et le probléme
de lexcpression (Paris: Minuit, 1968), 248-249 ; Spinoza : philosophie pratigue (Paris: Minuit, 1981),
35, 45, 58.

% Deleuze, Spinoza et le probleme de l'excpression, 58, 83, 149, 157.
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the effects produced by an immanent cause are its own internal affections or
modifications; everything it produces remains within it, not outside it. Furthermore,
nothing exists outside absolutely infinite Nature. Everything exists “either through
itself or through something else”; in other words, there is nothing beyond Nature
and its immanent parts.3

According to Deleuze, Spinoza’s expressionist and immanentist ontology leads
him to radically reject the very possibility of moral judgment. In Spinozist ontology,
there exist only powers that produce, affect, and enter into relations with one
another. Correlatively, there is no principle, foundation, or transcendent instance
from which beings, actions, or intentions could be judged or ranked.?” As a
consequence, the immanent ontology of Spinozism entails the radical non-existence
of good and evil. If there is only one substance and its affections, then the words
"good" and "evil" have no meaning beyond the increase or decrease in the intrinsic
power that constitutes each individual mode (the good and the bad).3 Moral
prohibition, therefore, can have only a political, social, and historical meaning — not
an absolute or ontological one. A prohibition is nothing more than a
commandment expressed within a society at a particular moment in history. In this
sense, "morality”" (as opposed to ethics) is merely a structure of social coercion
imposed to regulate individual behavior.

However, Spinoza does not make the transgression of social prohibitions a
prerequisite for the ethical development of a finite individual mode’s power to act.
According to Deleuze, Spinozist ethics does indeed amount to a form of amoralism
or immoralism, but only in the sense that it frees rational ethics from the opposition
between good and evil, duty and judgment, guilt and punishment.* Long before
Nietzsche or Guyau, Spinoza’s philosophy stands “beyond good and evil” and aims
to realize an ethics “without obligation or sanction.” 4 Spinoza replaces the
opposition between good and evil (“bien et mal’) with the distinction between what is
good ot bad (“bon et mauvais”) for a being — what increases or diminishes its power
to act — modeled on the difference between health and illness. His ethics is thus a
clinical analysis of affects, rather than a judgment upon existence issued from a
transcendent instance.*2 Consequently, his amoralism does not consist in rethinking
the experience of evil against the exclusive valorization of the good, as Bataille does
in his reflection on literature, but in freeing existence entirely from any form of
submission to transcendent values (the Good, the Law, or the Other).

36 Baruch Spinoza, Ethigue, 1, pro 15.

37 Deleuze, Spinoza et le probleme de l'excpression, 232-233.

38 Against this view, see Pascal Sévérac, Spinoza. Union et désunion (Paris: Vrin, 2011), 180-204;
Paul Rateau, Spinoza. Une pensée par-dela bien et mal 2 (Paris: Vrin, 2025).

¥ Deleuze, Spinoza philosophie pratique, 36-37 ; Baruch Spinoza, Traité théologico-politique (Patis:
GF Flammarion, 2012), 246.

4 Deleuze, Spinoza philosophie pratique, 74-77.

4 Friedrich Nietzsche, L'antichrist (Paris: Gallimard, 2020), 16; Jean-Marie Guyau, Esquisse
d’une morale sans sanction ni obligation (Paris: Allia, 2008).

# Deleuze, Sur Spinoza, 125, 127.
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Bataillean immoralism presupposes the retention of a functional conceptual
opposition between good and evil (transgression is a conserving negation or
suppression, in the Hegelian sense of Aufhebung). In contrast, Deleuzian amoralism
entails the elimination of these notions in favor of an ethical vision of the world —
one that affirms the radical innocence of existence and perceives beings without
judging them morally.#? For Bataille, the animal lies beneath good and evil, while the
human being is condemned to expetience guilt through the transgressive realization
of evil.# The concept of evil is thus indispensable to him, precisely because
transgression is its dialectical overcoming. Culpable transgression marks the passage
to an intense life, following first innocence (the "amoral" ignorance of the animal),
then second innocence (respect for human laws).* Bataille, like Nietzsche, secks to
affirm a form of thinking "beyond good and evil" by challenging its meaning and
disrupting its hierarchy. However, Bataille’s “hypermorality” remains within the
immanence of that opposition, as it is within this very immanence that sovereign
experience reaches its highest intensity, often involving the guilty experience of evil.#
The highest intensity, the sole positive value of Bataillean hypermorality, is
occasionally achieved through Good, but more frequently through Evil.

By contrast, to deny the opposition between good and evil (as Deleuze does) is
to decouple erotic desire from the affects of anguish or guilt. Desire is experienced
as an innocent openness to exteriority, through the multiplicity of connections with
external bodies. For Deleuze (who stands in the theoretical lineage of Spinoza, reread
through the prism of Nietzsche), good and evil are fictions of consciousness through
which existence fails to recognise its fundamental innocence. Thus, because of his
Spinozism, Deleuze does not criticize Bataille for being too amoral, but rather for
not being amoral enough. For Deleuze, Bataille fails to move beyond the moral
opposition between good and evil and to replace it with the Spinozist distinction
between what is good or bad for a being. He also fails to conceive of intensity as the
immanent fluctuation of a being’s individuating power independently of any
dialectical logic or transcendent framework.*’

C. Philosophy of Limits

The reference to the immanent criterion of vital intensification fills the void left by
the amoral elimination of transcendence. Within an immanent ontology, the only

# Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche et la philosophie (Paris: Puf, 1961), 35-39. ““ La these spinoziste |...]
forme un ‘amoralisme’ rationaliste. Car, selon Spinoza, le Bien n’a pas plus de sens que le
Mal : il n’y a ni Bien ni Mal dans la Nature. ” Spinoza et le probléeme de lexcpression, 232.

4 Bataille, L’Erotisme, 78; La littérature et le mal, 9-10, 157.

4 Madelrieux, Philosgphie des expériences radicales, 239-243.

4 Although Bataille makes no claim to prescriptive discourse, he does charactetize his
thinking as “hypermoral” (LLa /ittérature et le mal, 9-10), and evokes a “morality of intensity”, as
opposed to “narrow morality” (Euvres complétes. 1ol. 8, 196, 230). Voir La littérature et le mal,
57-58.

4 Deleuze, Spinoza philosophie pratigue, 10-11. This is why Deleuze refers positively to
Klossowski for his concept of the impulse, but not to Bataille.
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ethical question that can still be posed is whether a being goes all the way to the limit
of what it can do, or whether it is separated from its power to act by an internal
limitation. What replaces the morality of judgment, then, is the amoral affirmation of
the power to act.* From this point on, Spinozist ethics rests on a metaphysics of
individuation capable of accounting for the plurality of relations between a being’s
power and its limits. How does a being individuate itself? And what are the relations
between a mode and its limits?

In the session on Spinoza from 17 February 1981, Deleuze explicitly contrasts the
limit-contour, which organizes the separation between two spaces (interior and
exterior), with what he calls the limit-tension, defined through the model of
differential calculus. Deleuze thus aligns Spinoza’s notion of power with the Stoic
idea of an internal force, as interpreted through a classic study by Fmile Bréhier.®
For the Stoics, the limits of a body are not drawn by a clear contour like a geometric
figure, but result secondarily from an internal force of vital expansion. A body is
defined first by a positive power, and its limit is nothing other than the effect of a
continuous, progressive, and unlocalizable fading. Thus, a body is not defined by a
static, negative boundary that separates it from what it is not. It is defined first and
foremost by a power to act and a dynamic, positive capacity to enter into event-based
relations with other beings, such that its limit results only secondarily. The limit no
longer draws a geometric outline around the body to distinguish inside from outside;
rather, it marks a vague, continuous, and unassignable zone in which the expansion
of a positive power tends to dissipate. The force of a living being — plant or animal
— exists as far as it is exercised, and it fades away continuously as it tends toward a
limit. One cannot precisely determine where a forest begins or ends, as it gradually
gives way to the adjacent meadow at its edge.5

Of course, Deleuze sometimes writes that an individual being, within a nomadic
distribution, “jumps over its limits.”5! Beings disrupt the normal ordering of the
wotld by redistributing their powers, changing places, or causing the organization in
which they are caught to flee. However, more fundamentally, the transgression of
contour-limits (geometric model) only takes on meaning in relation to a dynamic
tendency toward a tension-limit (biological model). This vital tendency of a body to
expand in a process of spatialization implies an infinite progression toward a
threshold-limit, such that it can always be approached and the interval reduced as
much as desired, without ever fully reaching it (mathematical model). The contour
delimits an interior space by separating it from the exterior; tension is the movement
through which a limit (called a “zone”) is dynamically generated from a prior positive
process of spatialization; the threshold is the final term toward which a series
indefinitely approaches without ever attaining it.>> Deleuze explains the tension-limit

48 Gilles Deleuze, Critigue et clinigune (Paris: Minuit, 1993), 168-169.

4 Bmile Bréhier, La théorie des incorporels dans l'ancien stoicisme (Patis: Vrin, 1987), 3-5.
50 Deleuze, Sur Spinoza, 388-389.

51 Gilles Deleuze, Différence et répétition (Patis : Puf, 1968), 54-55.

52 Madeltieux, Philosgphie des expériences radicales, 210-224.
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by way of the threshold-limit, and then contrasts both with the contour-limit,
substituting a logic of expression for Hegelian dialectical logic.>3

Conversely, Bataille’s category of transgression depends on the Hegelian notion
of Aufhebung.>* To transgress is to negate the negation; it is to go beyond a limit, but
also to presuppose, maintain, and preserve it in the very act of crossing it.
Transgression initiates a return to the unlimited violence that forms the ground of
being — but only through the necessary mediation of a limited violence, structured
and made possible by the very form of prohibition. Accordingly, Bataille
distinguishes at least two concepts of violence: the unlimited violence of nature, in
which animal life participates (beneath good and evil—an “amoralism by default”),
and limited human violence, which can only be exercised dialectically (beyond good
and evil — an “immoralism by excess”).5 In human eroticism, the prohibition is at
once denied and preserved; it is maintained within the very movement that negates
it. For this reason, the intensity of the sovereign experience is accompanied by a lived
sense of anguish or guilt in response to the violated interdiction.>

Thus, Deleuze’s relationship with Hegel, though complex, is arguably far less
ambiguous than Bataille’s. It is true that Bataille’s general economy is grounded in a
concept of negativity without function — withdrawn from dialectical synthesis or
teleological process.”” In Bataille, the driving force of Hegelian dialectics (negative
sublation) leads beyond all synthetic unity, toward what always exceeds the system of
absolute knowledge.>® Transgression does not culminate in the affirmation of a
synthesis, but deepens negation further still — beyond any possible synthesis — into
a destructive and unproductive expenditure.® Yet, Bataille retains the Hegelian
structure of dialectical overcoming to characterize the transgression of social limits.
The transgression of prohibition, in excessive violence, combines both the negation
and the preservation of the transgressed limit. For this reason, Bataille’s critique of
Hegel proves difficult to situate precisely, as it seems to be both internal and external
to the Hegelian dialectic. Internal, because it fractures Hegelian discourse from
within, radicalizing negativity beyond any reconciliation of contradiction in synthetic
unity; external, because the Hegelian discourse of absolute knowledge simultaneously
appears as a restricted economy — one that Bataille’s thought of non-knowledge

53 Simon Dufty, The Logic of Expression. Quality, Qunantity and Intensity in Spinozga, Hegel and Delenze
(Aldershot; Burlington: Ashgate, 20006).

54 Bataille, L’Erotisme, 39, 89, 96, 123, 260.

55 Ibid., 68, 114.

%6 Ibid., 42.

57 Philippe Sabot, “ Bataille, entre Kojeve et Queneau : le désir et histoire,” Le Portique
29 (2012). URL: http://journals.openedition.otrg/leportique/2594; DOL: https://doi.org/
10.4000/leportique.2594. Accessed March 15, 2025.

8 Francois Warin, Nietgsche et Bataille (Paris : PUF, 1994), 52-60.

% Vincent Descombes, Le Méme et I'Autre. Quarante-cing ans de philosophie francaise (1933-1978)
(Paris : Minuit, 1979), 133-137.
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would envelop from the outside within a “general economy,” of which Hegel’s
dialectic would constitute only a particular case.®

By contrast, Deleuze’s rejection of Hegel is the external consequence of his initial
affirmation of Spinozism and Nietzscheanism. Beginning with Nietzsche and
Philosophy, at the latest, Deleuze’s critique of Hegelianism is neither internal nor
ambiguous, but radically external.®® The strong, free, powerful, and “sovereign”
individual affirms his power by intensifying it. This intensification does not imply
transgression, but the increase of a positive power that moves toward its limit as it
ceases to be constrained by an external negation. In this sense, Deleuze’s Spinozism
speculatively excludes the very possibility of Bataillean transgression, since it
complicates the individual’s relation to the limits that restrict its power to act — by
doubling, or even replacing, the dialectical concept of overcoming with the
biological-mathematical concept of “tendency toward...”.

D. Philosophy of Affects: Joy, Reason, and Usefulness

Spinozism’s ethics, a correlate of a speculative ontology that posits a Being beyond
good and evil, establishes an irreducible practical opposition between the affects of
joy and sadness, and between active and passive affects. Joy can only be joined to
anguish or guilt within a sad passivity that diminishes an individual mode’s power to
act. The affect that corresponds to the realization of power is not anguish, horror, or
guilt, but pure joy, untainted by sadness.®> More generally, Deleuze characterizes
Spinozian “vitalism” as a critique of all sad affects. Metaphysically, sadness is defined
as a reduction in the power to act; it entails both a hindrance to the power of
understanding and an impoverishment of the body’s sensibility. Thus, for Spinoza,
the negative does not reveal the meaning of a “useless” desire but is simply that which
subtracts an individual’s power.%3

Correlatively, increasing one’s power over time does not involve surpassing
utilitarian reason in the ecstasy of a moment valued for its own sake, but rather
rationally seeking one’s own utility.** Admittedly, as in Bataille, the problem posed
by Spinozist ethics "beyond good and evil" is how to teach the full extent of one’s
power by no longer being separated from what one can do. However, reaching the
full extent of one’s power does not involve transgressing cultural and social
boundaries, but rather seeking what is useful through rational understanding. The

0 Bataille, I expérience intérienre, 67, 96, 130. See Jacques Derrida, L ériture et la différence (Paris
: Editions du Seuil, 1967) 371-372, and the comments of Jean-Baptiste Vuillerod, La naissance
de Lanti-hégélianisme (Paris : ENS Editions, 2022), 333-336. Vuillerod’s explanations may,
however, gloss over the ambiguity of Derrida’s reading, which does not distinguish between
internal and external criticism.

61 Jean-Baptiste Vuillerod, La révolution trabie. Delenze contre Hegel (Lille : Septentrion, 2023), 79-
81.

92 Deleuze, Spinoza philosophie pratique, 39.

03 Deleuze, Spinoza et le probleme de l'expression, 222.

64 Bataille contrasts the intensity of the moment (« instant ») with the concern to preserve
one’s life over duration (« durée »).
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free man does not reject utility by embracing irrationality (in the indifference between
pure happiness and suffering). Rather, he makes what is useful the object of his
rational desires. Seeking joy is about organizing life’s situations in such a way as to
rationally select from the external world what is useful to us.%

Bataille sees the quest for the useful as a mark of servitude. The man who strives
to preserve his being over time is one who lives in fear of death and in concern for
the future. In response to this concern for self-preservation, work organizes a world
that is livable, profitable, and useful; it is essentially a project — a concern for the
future and the pursuit of a goal. Work expresses the subordination of the present
moment to a future one. It is the rational and teleological organization of time,
oriented toward utility, aimed at the profitable production of goods and the long-
term satisfaction of needs. By contrast, the sphere of the sacred is defined by the
exceptional transgression of social limits grounded in work. Unlike the experience of
a sovereign moment in a miraculous instant, work is not an end in itself but consists
of a set of means and a deployment of arduous efforts aimed at an extrinsic purpose.
Work sacrifices the time of the instant to the time of foresight, anticipation, and
anxiety about the future. In this sense, work defers the time to exist.®® The function
of violence in the social sphere is to shatter the rational time of everyday life into
moments that are valuable in themselves and emancipated from any utilitarian
purpose.

Conversely, Spinoza defines the useful as what we know with certainty will bring
us closet to an ideal model of true life, and the harmful as what we know will distance
us from it. Deleuze offers an immanentist interpretation of Spinoza’s distinction
between the good and the bad. Far from reintroducing any form of transcendence
(be it methodological or provisional) that would allow thought to distinguish between
good and evil in order to guide practical life, Spinoza’s distinction between the useful
and the harmful reflects nothing more than the iumanent increases or decreases in an
individual mode’s power to act.

Thus, when Nero kills his mother, there is no basis for us to judge his action as
morally reprehensible, blameworthy, or condemnable. In an infinitely vast Nature, of
which we are but parts, there are only relations of power that affect each other, either
positively or negatively. Therefore, we can only state one fact: Nero’s action was
determined by an affect of joy tinged with hatred (unlike Orestes’ matricide, which is
materially the same violent action but determined by an active affect).¢” In this sense,
he did not fully possess his power to act, and the tyrannical exercise of his political
power is merely the reverse of his affective impotence. In contrast to the Bataillian
man of scandal, who exerts his sovereign freedom in the excess of crime, Spinoza’s
strong and free man realizes his power by maximizing the active affects of joy in a
community founded on social concord.®

% Deleuze, Sur Spinoza, 128-140.

%6 Bataille, (Euvres complétes. V'ol. 8, 248-249, 268, 274, 286.
7 Deleuze, Sur Spinoza, 190-200.

8 Bataille, Envres complétes. V'ol. 8, 417.
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III. Philosophy of Sex: From Masoch to Lawrence

In numerous texts, Deleuze emphasizes the importance of the non-philosophical
understanding of philosophy. Philosophical understanding proceeds through
concepts. By contrast, non-philosophical understanding proceeds through percepts
and affects. A philosopher can be read for the concepts he employs. However, these
concepts can also be treated as dynamic and functional tools, oriented toward a
practical, perceptual, or affective exteriority.® In this regard, in a paper devoted to
the relevance of Nietzsche’s thought, Deleuze asks what it means to be Nietzschean
today.”? A Nietzschean is not a commentator on Nietzsche, but someone who lives,
feels, and acts under the drive of Nietzsche’s concepts — even if this means creatively
misunderstanding and distorting the German philosopher’s thought, often
unknowingly. Ultimately, one can be Nietzschean without ever having read
Nietzsche, because practice takes precedence over theory.

What does it mean to be a Spinozist? For Deleuze, Spinoza is the paradigmatic
example of a philosopher whose work can be approached through two readings. On
the one hand, the Efhics presents a system of concepts accessible to professional
philosophical understanding. On the other hand, it is a fragmented flow of percepts
and affects capable of deeply transforming the reader’s body and sensibility.” For
this reason, Spinoza’s philosophy can be read, used, and transformed through the
resonance it offers with certain writers.”> Among all the Anglo-American writers with
whom Deleuze engages, it is pethaps D.H. Lawrence who most cleatly embodies his
broader Spinozism and simultaneously offers the most compelling theoretical and
practical justification for his rejection of Bataille’s work. For Deleuze, Lawrence is an
unwitting Spinozist; he is the great theorist of Life as flux, the compositions of
relations, and connections to exteriority. In turn, Lawrence critiques any reduction
of sex to the “dirty little secret.” Bataille is a “very French author” in that he
exemplifies this reduction of sex to the Lawrentian figure of the “dirty little secret.”73

One must perhaps look for Deleuze’s Spinozism even more in writers than in
Spinoza himself, as well as for the reasons why his conception of desire is
incompatible with that of Bataille. The writer is not a patient to be interpreted
through a symptomatic reading, but a clinical critic of his time. He is the diagnostician
of his era and takes on the role of a physician for civilization.” Literature, then, has
no inherent affinity with “evil,” as Bataille claims. On the contrary, it expresses the
amoral powers of a life that has achieved great health by turning thought into a

9 Gilles Deleuze, Pourparlers (Paris : Minuit, 1990) 17, 191, 225 ; LTle déserte. Textes et entretiens
(1953-1974) (Paris : Minuit, 2002), 355, 358, 363.

0 Deleuze, 1.'Tle déserte, 351-353.

" Deleuze, Spinoza philosophie pratigue, 174 ; Pourparlers, 225 ; Spinoza et le probleme de l'excpression,
315-322.

2 Deleuze, Sur Spinoza, 498.

73 Deleuze, Dialogues, 58-59.

"4 1bid., 54, 61-63 ; Pourparlers, 37 ; Critigue et clinigue, 14-15. Daniel Smith, Essays on Delenze
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 189-221; Pierre Montebello, Deleuze,
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critique of the present. In this light, how can writers such as Lawrence and Sacher-
Masoch be seen as critics and clinicians who, in Deleuze’s view, lay the foundations
for a neo-Spinozist philosophy of desire that offers an alternative to Bataille’s
transgressive eroticism?

A. Masoch : Desire and Pleasure, Law and Perversion

In Présentation de Sacher-Masoch, Deleuze intends to critique any confusion between
sadism and masochism.” Masochism is not simply the inverse of sadism. The
distinction between pleasure passively derived from pain and pleasure taken in
inflicting it is not sufficient to account for the clinical and literary specificity of each.
The relationship between Sade and Masoch is not one of reversal or
complementarity, but one of displacement and heterogeneity. They belong to two
profoundly different worlds that are neither inverse nor reciprocal.”® At a time when
Sade’s work fascinated an entire generation, the choice to write a book on Masoch
carried a discreetly polemical weight and introduced a significant shift.”” It is as if
Deleuze implicitly repositions Sade’s importance in favor of Masoch when it comes
to thinking about the relations between pleasure and desire, law and perversion,
eroticism and violence.”

Why does Deleuze’s comparative essay on Sade and Masoch initiate a
philosophical confrontation with Bataille? Understanding this requires less of a full
reconstruction of Deleuze’s reading of masochism in Présentation de Sacher-Masoch and
more emphasis on the gap between that initial interpretation and the later rereading
of Masoch with Guattari in Mille Plateaux. 1t is in this later work, co-authored with
Guattari, that masochism becomes a genuine aesthetic model for thinking desire
philosophically. Once the break with psychoanalysis is complete, the opposition to
Bataille, even if implicit, becomes clearer. Whereas Bataille takes sadism as the
paradigmatic form of transgressive erotic violence, Deleuze and Guattari turn to
masochism to define the affirmative positivity of desire’s free flow, without negation,
bad conscience, or the dialectic of transgression.

In Présentation de Sacher-Masoch, Deleuze contrasts Masoch with Sade in terms of
language, novelistic aesthetics, and psychoanalytic symptomatology. In this study, he
highlights the importance of Bataille’s writings on Sade.™ The strength of Bataille’s
commentary lies in its elucidation of the relationship between language, eroticism,
and violence in Sade’s work. At the outset of his analysis, Deleuze seems to implicitly
refer to Eric Weil, mentioned by Bataille: “Violence is that which does not speak.”s0

7> Gilles Deleuze, Présentation de Sacher-Masoch (Paxis : Minuit, 1967), 34-42.

76 Deleuze, 1.l déserte, 181-182.

77 Pierre Klossowski, Sade mon prochain (Patis : Editions du Seuil, 1947); Maurice Blanchot,
Lautréamont et Sade (Paris : Minuit, 1949).

8 On the contrary, in L bistoire de lérotisme, Bataille dismisses masochism in favor of the
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80 Deleuze, Présentation de Sacher-Masoch, 16.
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The central aim of The Logic of Philosophy 1s to show how speech interrupts, suspends,
and neutralizes violence, while violence, in turn, threatens the peace established by
dialogical discourse.® The works of Sade and Masoch, however, subvert this
apparent opposition between language and violence by exploring their
intertwinement through distinct literary strategies.®?

Bataille thus shows that the relationship between sadistic violence and language
cannot be reduced to either command (imperative function) or obscene description
(descriptive function). More profoundly, violence emerges in the theoretical
demonstrations that regularly punctuate the erotic scenes and articulate the reasons
why the libertine inflicts cruelty on the bodies of his victims (demonstrative
function). What characterizes the violence of these demonstrations is their complete
lack of dialogism: they do not open a reciprocal space of speech but are instead
asymmetrical, solitary, and universal. 83 Asymmetrical, because the libertine’s
intention is not to persuade an "interlocutor" but to coldly impose the rigidity of a
line of reasoning upon him; solitary, because the libertine speaks alone, expecting no
response, thereby severing speech from any intersubjective relation; universal,
because the demonstration appeals to a pure and impersonal reason that justifies the
quantitative and infinite repetition of victims without aiming at any singular
persuasion.

Bataille shows how the Sadean demonstration internalizes violence within
eroticism, beyond mere imperatives uttered by characters or obscene descriptions
embedded in the narration of erotic scenes. More than that, description merely
llustrates the demonstration, and the imperative becomes a staging or practical
implementation of the rules prescribed by reason. If Sadean literature cannot be
reduced to vulgar pornography, it is because it subordinates the descriptive and
imperative functions of language to its demonstrative function.

The entire masochistic aesthetic arises from a different conception of the
relationship between violence and erotic language. Masoch does not subordinate
description and imperative to the analytical demonstration of reason, but rather to
the dialectical ascent of the imagination toward a fantasized ideal. The means of this
ascent lie not in negation (the model of Bataillean transgression), but in the dual
fetishistic operation of disavowal and suspension.

Psychoanalytic disavowal involves the erection of a fetish in order to reject reality
in the name of the ideal. More importantly, the aesthetic motif of suspension stands
in opposition to the violent transgression of bodily limits. Masochistic fetishism
constitutes a form of erotic ¢poché; it suspends the real world in favor of the
phantasmatic image and the dreamlike ideal.8>

Deleuze thus distinguishes three meanings of “aesthetic suspension” in
masochism: physical suspension (the body suspended by chains), temporal

81 Eric Weil, Logigue de la philosophie (Paris : Vrin, 1967).
82 Warin, Nietzsche et Bataille, 41, 57.
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suspension (the fantasized woman adopts fixed poses, in a photographic sense), and
psychological suspension (pleasure is refused or disavowed in favor of an endless
pursuit of the ideal within fantasy). In all three senses, suspension refers to the
perverse operation of obedience to the law, rather than its direct disobedience.¢ By
strictly adhering to the law, the pervert resists it all the more effectively — not by
openly transgressing it, but by slavishly submitting to its yoke. The experience of
waiting is that of a temporality that indefinitely postpones satisfaction, corresponding
to the domain of suspension. The spatiotemporal structure of waiting and suspension
turns pain into the condition for accessing forbidden pleasure: punishment provokes
erection instead of preventing or repressing it.8” Already in 1967, Deleuze observed
that in Sacher-Masoch, pain serves to defer the emergence of pleasure in favor of a
sustained investment in desire.

However, Présentation de Sacher-Masoch still bears the strong imprint of psychoanalytic
influence — both Freudian and Lacanian. Although Deleuze does not employ the
concept of transgression philosophically, his analysis nonetheless remains rooted in
the current of transgressive literature, emphasizing psychoanalytic themes such as
perversion, fantasy, law, and guilt. Yet after his encounter with Guattari, Deleuze
broke decisively with psychoanalysis and began to reread Masoch’s work through a
different lens. He no longer interpreted the Austrian writer in terms of the image of
the Mother, the death drive, guilt, or unconscious fantasy. Masoch instead became,
for him, a model for conceptualizing the non-fantasmatic positivity of Spinozist
desire.88

With Guattari, Deleuze redefines masochism through a processual and materialist
conception of desire. Desire is not a negative lack resulting from finitude or from
submission to the law; it is a positive force that produces reality. Deleuze and Guattari
draw a distinction between pleasure and joy. Pleasure refers to the extinction of desire
in a final energetic discharge, whereas joy denotes an affect that accompanies the
process of desire without bringing it to a close.?? Joy is immanent to desire, while
pleasure constitutes its transcendent endpoint. Joy is vital and inherent to the act of
desiring, whereas pleasure is external and arises only by terminating the desiring
process.””

The masochist’s body expresses not the self-repression of desire, but rather a
desire that seeks only its own self-perpetuation. To desire pain in the experience of
submission to the other is to organize the impossibility of pleasure-as-discharge and
to ensure the ongoing movement of the desiring process (and of the immanent joy
that accompanies it). The masochistic body — traversed by zones of intensive pain,

86 Ibid., 77-79.

87 Ibid., 63-65.

8 Deleuze, Critique et clinique, 71-74.

8 Jean Laplanche, Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, Iocabulaire de la psychanalyse (Paris : Puf, 2004).
% Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, Mille Plateanx (Patis : Minuit, 1980), 192.

73



Thomas Detcheverry

by lashes and cries — is a desiring body defined solely by its capacity to affect and
be affected, to circulate lived intensities within a process of desire that is never
exhausted. The masochist’s submissive body experiences even more intensely the
“burning eroticism” of which Bataille speaks, precisely because it never reaches the
satisfaction of pleasure.”! The masochist is thus a perverted Spinozism: an effort to
persevere in the positive dissatisfaction of desire without risking its termination in a
final transcendent discharge. In the masochistic expetience, the body does not so
much fantasize imaginary scenes as it assembles a real machine designed to anticipate
and ward off any possible interruption in the production of lived intensities.

Deleuze no longer interprets masochism in terms of denial (the ideal opposed to
the real) or the fantasmatic image. Instead, he treats masochism as a real assemblage
that produces real intensive sensations. On two occasions, Deleuze invokes Masoch
to think the positivity of desire as it affirms itself in erotic experience. First, implicitly
against Sade (and, through him, against Bataille); and second, against the
psychoanalytic conception of desire, from which Bataille never truly emancipated
himself. As Deleuze explicitly states, Bataille failed to break with Freud or Lacan, and
continues to conceive desire through the negativity of lack, the law, fantasy, and
subjectivity. 2 By contrast, Masoch is the post-Spinozist novelist of desire’s
immanent positivity. In submitting to the law only to better pervert it, disorient it,
and turn it against itself, the masochist frees the body from everything that blocks
the free flow of desire (organism, subjectivity, signifiance).”?

B. Lawrence and the Dirty Little Secret

The second chapter of Dialogues is entitled “On the Superiority of English and American
Literature.” As the title suggests, Deleuze praises Anglo-American literature and traces
some of its key themes back to D.H. Lawrence, in order to polemicize against certain
tendencies in French literature — of which Georges Bataille, a “very French author,”
is emblematic. In this series of analyses, Deleuze sets Eros ef les chiens (and its “vitalist
morality of relationships”) against La /ittérature et le mal (and its “hypermorality of
intensity”’).%* Both Lawrence and Bataille pose the question of the meaning of
literature. What does it mean to write? What essential truth does literature express
about existence? For Bataille, the answer lies in the relationship between human
experience and the accursed share pertaining tothe sacred, which can only be reached
through transgression. Conversely, for Lawrence, literature maintains an essential
relation to life and its clinical states — its great health, but also its pathological
afflictions, induced by the poisons of civilizational morality.

1 Ibid., 186-189.

92 Deleuze, Dialognes, 58-59.

9 “Solar anus” no longer signifies the coincidence of opposites (Nicolas de Cues), but
schizophrenic delirium, i.e., the triple equivalence between becoming, sensation, and intensity
as constitutive of the positivity of desire. See Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, I.”Anti-(Edjpe
(Paris : Minuit, 1972), 9.

% David Herbert Lawrence, Etudes sur la littérature classiqne américaine (Patis : Seuil, 1945) ; Fros
et les chiens (Patis : Christian Bourgeois, 1969).
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In his critique of Bataille, Deleuze directly invokes Lawrence and his critique of
the “dirty little secret.” It is as if Deleuze seeks in Lawrence a genuine philosophy
of sex, not only to oppose him to Bataille, but also to align him with Spinozism.%
But what does this philosophy of sex consist of, a philosophy that Lawrence develops
not only in his novels but especially in the essays Deleuze read?

*

The “dirty little secret” refers to the distortion and impoverishment of sex into a
form of masturbatory narcissism. A secret is what we hide, suppress, or withdraw
from the gaze of others; it is a private, incommunicable interiority, cut off from the
shared public sphere. In a civilization that represses, forbids, or stifles sex, sexuality
can only become a secret perversion, something to be concealed from view. Sex then
gravitates obsessively around images or fantasies, without any possibility of public
acknowledgment. Lawrence pejoratively describes this reduction of sex to the damp
sphere of personal intimacy and fantasized interiority as wmasturbatory. Sexual
narcissism enacts a radical reduction of material objects, leaving behind only the egoic
subject cut off from any relation to extetiority.?’

The notion of the “dirty little secret” figures prominently in a text by Lawrence
written after Lady Chatterley’s Lover, entitled Pornography and Obscenity. In this text,
Lawrence contrasts sex with pornography by challenging the common meanings of
these terms. He begins by distinguishing between what he calls the “wass meaning”
and the “individual meaning” of a word.”® The mass meaning refers to the most
widespread, impersonal, and majority-held sense (bread as an edible substance made
from flour). It reflects the reactions shaped by the internalization of a dominant
morality at a given historical moment. By contrast, the individual meaning depends
on a personal, singular, and creative response to a word (the slightly browned crust
of Viennese bread on a Saturday morning). The mass meaning arises from the
habitual reactions of the dominant majority; through it, the collective expresses its
approval or disapproval. The individual meaning, by contrast, reflects a deviation
from dominant norms and a singular process of individuation. In doing so, Lawrence
discreetly advances a philosophical thesis concerning the nature of meaning. Meaning
does not rely solely on the norms shared by a dominant social majority; it also varies
according to each individual’s capacity to singularize their habits, emotions, and
responses, thereby cultivating more authentic and less impersonal relationships with
their environment.

To critically grasp the distinction between pornography and sex, one must rely
not on the habitual reactions of the masses but on the personal responses through
which individuals assert their singularity within a more or less homogeneous

% Deleuze, Dialognes, 58-59.
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community shaped by dominant moral norms. What, then, do sex, obscenity, and
pornography mean for a free spirit, or an authentic self, one who thinks against the
grain of the present?® Pornography does not lie in the crude display of sex, but in
showing sex while simultaneously framing it as an obscene reality that must remain
unspoken, hidden, and taboo. Its operation is thus double or even triple. It explicitly
depicts sexual acts, scenes, ot situations; yet at the same time, it distorts sex by casting
it as something base, repulsive, filthy, or depraved. It renders sex visible, while
presenting it as something that should have remained unseen. Obscenity is not an
inherent property of sex; something decency might veil and pornography then
paradoxically reveal. Rather, pornography produces obscenity artificially, disfiguring
sex through the crude and vulgar manner in which it is shown. Shame, as the
collective reaction shaped by dominant morality, is simply the reverse side of
pornography understood in this way. Concealment and pornography are not
opposites; they are two sides of the same coin — each presupposes and reinforces
the other.100

The essence of pornography lies in the affinity between filth, baseness, and the
imperative to conceal (the “dirty little secret”). Thus, Deleuze implicitly reproaches
Bataille for disfiguring desire through a literature that is obscene and pornographic
in Lawrence’s amoral sense. Bataille claims that erotic experience coincides with a
mystical one — an encounter with non-knowledge or “Nothing,” understood as the
coincidence of opposites (high and low, pure and impure, sun and anus, sexual flow
and excremental flow). Yet in truth, Bataille distorts sex by defiling it; he denatures
it through debasement.!®! He misconstrues sex, mistaking it for the imagery of
obscene pornography. As a result, his entire theory of eroticism is grounded in a
repressive image of desire — an image that L’An#-(Edipe, following Lawrence,
explicitly seeks to dismantle.!02

Bataillean eroticism is not truly sexual, but merely pornographic. It fails to attain
the genuine purity of a sensual relation to the world, remaining, despite itself, a
prisoner of the moral codes of mass consciousness, which wound the body by
desexualizing it.!”> When the moral prohibitions under which the masses live, feel,
and react are lifted, sex is not lost but liberated from pornographic obscenity. In
doing so, it is freed from all that stifles its vitality, opening the way for the
revolutionary creation of a new body and a new sensibility.

*

What, then, is the nature of “sex,” as opposed to erotic obscenity? Why did
Lawrence, through his conception of sex, grasp the nature of desire more profoundly

% Tbid., 134-137.

100 Thid., 141, 146-147.

101 Juliette Feyel, Georges Bataille. Une quéte érotigne du sacré (Patis : Honoré Champion, 2013),
175-191.

102 Deleuze, Guattati, .’ Ant-Edipe, 389-390, 424-425.

103 David Herbert Lawrence, I amant de Lady Chatterley et autres romans (Patis : Gallimard, 2024),
1074.
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than Bataille or psychoanalysis, as Deleuze contends? What defines an authentic
morality, and in what sense is Lawrence’s “morality” profoundly amoral?

In Lawrence, the notion of sex lies at the crossroads of philosophical concept and
literary metonymy. “Sex” designates the sensual, intuitive, and instinctive body, as
opposed to the intellectual and cerebral body of the conscious self. It is the lower
part of the body, below the waist — the part from which Clifford (in Lady Chatterley’s
Lover) is alienated through his paralysis.!® Life, an impersonal and inorganic force,
finds in sex its inner power and energetic source; it is the capacity to enter into contact
with the world by establishing authentic relationships with beings distinct from
ourselves.!% In more Spinozist terms, sex, in Lawrence’s sense, is the positive power
of the living body to be affected in a multiplicity of ways by a rich and complex
exteriority. Sex is therefore not reducible to the genital; it is the sensuality of the living
body, the sensitive affectivity we experience through contact with things or others,
and the vital receptivity to the given multiplicity of relations among beings. Sex is an
openness to the exteriority of the real; it is an aptitude for entering into contact with
phenomena, the sensible, and with nature in its plural becoming,.

To support his conception of sex, Lawrence defends a relational conception of
individuality that closely resonates with Spinoza’s.'% The individuality of a being
consists solely in the multiplicity of relations it is capable of weaving with its
environment. Deprived of the connections that bind it to the world, the individual is
reduced, impoverished, and mutilated. The power of the novel lies precisely in its
ability to express this affective richness of the body in relation to the surrounding
world. Far from being grounded in any essential guilt, literature expresses rather the
innocence of a living body’s relationship with the environment in which it can grow
and flourish.!"” The individual stripped of the relations that connect it to the world
is what Lawrence calls the prison of the conscious self. The self is not the individual
in its fullness and richness, but rather the individual rendered impoverished and
mutilated through abstraction from the network of relations that unite it with the
beings that populate the world.!08

Thus, Lawrence distinguishes between two meanings of the concept of morality.
Understood in its mass meaning, morality is an "unconscious" instinct resulting from
a long social process of habituation, approval, and disapproval. It is first and
foremost an unreflective, spontaneous, and impulsive instinct, that is, the sense that
something is praiseworthy or condemnable. However, such feelings belong to the
inauthentic self that conforms to the social majority. By contrast, Lawrence defines
true morality, which the novel is capable of expressing, as the art of establishing
authentic relationships, connections, or contacts with the plurality of external beings

104 Lawrence, Fros et les chiens, 290.

105 Tbid., 106, 144, 157, 162, 284, 290, 293.

106 Thid., 278-284.

107 Lawrence, L'amant de Lady Chatterley, 928.

108 This is why Lawrence seems to be implicitly criticizing the Cartesian cogito in the name
of a relational, mobilized conception of the individual living body. Lawrence, Eros ez les chiens,
287-288.
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that populate the world.1?” Indeed, any relation or contact with a being is always a
flow, a process of transformation. The living body that weaves relations with other
beings is compelled to flow, to become, to vary, and to enter into diverse rhythms
that transform it.!'"0 When the sun affects me, it emits waves that pass through my
body. As Deleuze and Guattari will later reformulate, it emits a flow that I either
receive or cut. In this broader sense, sex lies at the very heatt of morality, because it
is a sensitivity to contact. The ethics of sensuality demands a new body and a new
consciousness — not only against the mechanical world of money (even in its
socialist form), but also against the civilizational morality of modern Europe.!!!

These notions are not exactly philosophical concepts, but rather literary percepts.
Yet according to Deleuze, reading such percepts sheds new light on the concepts of
Spinoza’s philosophy. They shift Spinozism toward a non-philosophical mode of
understanding that complements the intellectual grasp of concepts. Through the
prism of Lawrence, Spinoza’s philosophy no longer appears as a project of liberation
from affective servitude through the rational comprehension of our feelings in their
qualitative distinctions (jealousy, remorse, etc.); rather, it becomes a critique of
subjective interiority, grounded in a relational conception of desire understood as the
power to be materially affected by other individuals. Spinozism, read through
Lawrence, becomes a philosophy capable of pulling us out of interior experience
(idealism, the “azure prison of the self,” “masturbation”) in favor of an exterior
experience: the wholly sensual experience of the multiplicities that affect us with
intensity.

Thus, Lawrence’s philosophy of life unfolds as a morality of relational
individuation, without Good or Evil — without duty, imperative, or obligation —
set against the prevailing moral instincts of bodily condemnation typical of his
time.!12 Mass morality brands true morality as immoral. Conversely, the morality of
authentic individuation, for which Life (but not good and evil) is the only value,
discredits the morality of the majority for its vulgarity, baseness, and pathological
origins.!13

Conclusion

Deleuze enlists Spinoza in the service of a radical, contemporary philosophical
amoralism. Unlike Spinoza’s amoralism (as Deleuze interprets it), Georges Bataille’s
immoralism relies on a dialectical preservation of moral oppositions: between good
and evil, the permitted and the forbidden, the licit and the illicit. In place of the
immoral transgression of the forbidden, Deleuze posits the amoral expansion of the
power of the individual or collective body; instead of the dialectical overcoming of
moral limits, he affirms a tension toward a limit driven by a positive force that defines

19 [ awrence, Firos ef les chiens, 106.

10 Thid., 113, 124, 291.

M Lawrence, L'amant de Lady Chatterley, 1108

12 [ awrence, Fros et les chiens, 107, 127.

113 Lawrence clearly writes that the new man, who has regained his intuitive-instinctive body
against idealism, is an amoral being, Lawrence, Eros et les chiens, 257.
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the essence of each individual mode. Rather than a condemnation of utility or a
meditation on anguish, he embraces — with Spinoza — the rational pursuit of one’s
proper utility, the materialist arrangement of desire, and the experience of a pure joy
untainted by sadness. Desire does not arise from a fantasized intetiority or from
transgressive negativity (the Image or the Law); it is a productive force that flows
through a multiplicity of relations and connections with the outside, through
emissions and receptions of heterogeneous and ever-changing flows.

Thus, Deleuze’s Spinozism, both in its philosophical reading (through the prism
of Nietzsche) and its non-philosophical one (through Masoch and especially
Lawrence), is incompatible with Bataille’s base materialism. Bataille’s hypermorality
remains a form of immoralism, insofar as it relies on the dialectical preservation of
that which it seeks to negate, thereby maintaining the fundamental opposition
between good and evil. Bataille’s immoralism may oppose moralism in practice, but
it aligns with it in theory by retaining the values of good and evil, prohibition and
guilt, law and its violent transgression. By contrast, Spinozist amoralism constitutes
a philosophical reclamation of innocence — an innocence that moralism attempts to
destroy and which Bataille’s immoralism also rejects. Spinoza’s “rationalist
amoralism” is an “ethical vision of the world” in the sense that it suspends judgment
of actions, intentions, and individuals in moral terms, attending instead only to
innocent relations of power between finite modes. For Deleuze, only Spinozist
amoralism can liberate thought, desire, and sensibility from bad conscience, allowing
them to reach their highest degree of intensity.

From that point on, no encounter could take place between Deleuze and the great
thinker of the union of laughter and tears, of joy and anguish, of the anus and the
sun. No sympathy could flow between the post-Nietzschean revitalization of
Spinozism and the post-Hegelian dialectic of prohibition and its violent
transgression.
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