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I. Introduction: Canonical Definitions of Sovereignty

To fully comprehend Georges Bataille’s conception of sovereignty, it is instructive
to trace the term’s evolution within the European intellectual tradition. A brief
historical overview — spanning from its medieval origins, through the seminal
contributions of Jean Bodin and Thomas Hobbes, and culminating in its
institutionalization during the Peace of Westphalia, ultimately arriving in the 20t
century — provides a framework for the canonical understanding of sovereignty as
the supreme and autonomous authority within a state. This established context not
only clarifies the traditional juridical and political dimensions of sovereignty but also
foregrounds the distinctive divergences in Bataille’s redefinition. By juxtaposing the
conventional interpretations with Bataille’s perspective, one can discern both the
philosophical motivations and the transformative implications that inform his
critique of sovereignty.

The term “sovereignty” first emerged in the late 14% century, with its etymological
roots in the Anglo-French word sovereynete and Old French souveraineté. These terms
conveyed notions of “pre-eminence,” “excellence,” “superiority,” as well as
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“authority,” “rule,” and the “supremacy of power or rank.”! Sovereignty, as a
conceptual framework, denotes the supreme and ultimate authority within a state.
The 16%-century French jurist Jean Bodin (1530-1596) played a pivotal role in
formalizing this concept.? Bodin Latinized the French-English term swwverenitas,
aligning it with enduring Latin terms from the late Roman imperial period, such as
summnmt imperium, summa potestas, and maiestas imperii. In his seminal work, Bodin
argued that sovereignty is an intrinsic element of public power, encapsulated in his
formulation of “/a puissance absolue et perpetuelle d'une Républigue,” which corresponds to
the Latin maiestatern.® In doing so, Bodin moved away from the conventional
distinction between the material and institutional aspects of authority, choosing
instead to emphasize the formal supremacy of secular power. According to Bodin,
“celuy est absolument souverain, qui ne recognoist rien plus grand que soy apres
Dieu,” meaning “the sovereign is absolutely sovereign, who recognizes no one as
superior except God.”* This articulation reflects Bodin’s assertion that sovereignty
demands the exercise of authority without constraint or the necessity of others’
consent.

Philosophically, the concept of sovereignty underwent further refinement in the
thought of Thomas Hobbes, particularly in his magnum opus Leviathan (1651)5.
Hobbes advanced the theory of sovereign rule through the establishment of a social
contract, where individuals collectively cede their personal powers to the sovereign
in exchange for security and order. This transfer of power gives rise to what Hobbes
calls irrevocable “sovereign power,” which remains unchallengeable and absolute,
integral to the functioning of a stable political order. The notion of sovereignty, in
both its internal and external dimensions, was institutionalized by the Peace of
Westphalia (1648), which reinforced its connection to both external independence
and internal summa potestas. This period marks the formal recognition of the modern
state system, in which sovereignty denotes not only supreme authority within the
borders of a state but also its independence from external legal systems and powers.
By the late 17th century, the modern understanding of sovereignty as the “exercise of
supreme authority over a nation or territory” took full form. Sovereign states were
defined as those that had achieved autonomy from external interference while
maintaining comprehensive control over internal affairs.

Throughout the 20t century, interpretations of sovereignty that echo the ideas of
Hobbes and Bodin continued to shape political discourse. Early in the century,
German philosopher and jurist Carl Schmitt directly engaged with this tradition. In

U dt-Worterbuch zur Geschichte, ed. Konrad Fuchs, Heribert Raab (Minchen: Deutscher
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1972), 751-752.

2 Jean Bodin, Les Six Livres de la République. De Republica libri sex (Patis: Classiques Garnier,
2013), 189.

3 Bodin, Les Six Livres de la République, 444.

4 Ibid., 452.

5 'Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan. With selected variants from the Latin edition of 1668 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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his 1922 work, Schmitt famously declared, “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”®
For Schmitt, the sovereign transcends the confines of constitutional law, possessing
the unique authority to act decisively during emergencies in order to secure the state’s
welfare. He criticized the liberal constitutionalism of the Weimar Republic as
inherently limited in its capacity to manage the tumultuous power struggles that are
intrinsic to politics, arguing that legal norms — designed for stable, homogeneous
conditions — ate ill-equipped to address extreme, chaotic situations.

Schmitt maintained that legal frameworks presuppose a condition of normality,
rendering them incapable of governing in the face of a total state of exception. Under
such circumstances, a polity must reserve the right to suspend ordinary legal
procedures, thereby allowing the sovereign to reestablish order. This capacity to
suspend law is not derived from the legal order itself but emerges from a decisive act
that restores normality. However, the legitimacy of this decisive power is contingent
upon its resonance with prevailing social attitudes; without communal support, the
sovereign’s decision risks being dismissed as arbitrary. In Schmitt’s analysis, the
sovereign’s decisive act is central to the creation and affirmation of a community’s
political identity. The process of restoring order often involves the suppression of
alternative visions of what constitutes “normality,” thereby intertwining legitimacy
with the exercise of coercive power. This interplay between foundational violence
and legal order raises profound questions about the nature of political legitimacy and
the ethical dimensions of state power. In his view, the French Revolution marked a
turning point by fusing the concepts of dictatorship and sovereignty, thus recasting
sovereign decision-making as a democratic exercise. According to Schmitt, even
though modern democratic constitutions do not vest permanent sovereign authority
in any single individual, the capacity for a genuine sovereign decision — especially in
times of emergency — remains an essential component of democratic governance,
exercised through the people’s constituent power.

I1. Georges Bataille’s Works: General Concepts and the Notion of Sovereignty

Georges Bataille remains one of the most provocative and influential thinkers of the
20t century, whose work defies easy categorization by transcending the conventional
boundaries between philosophy, economics, and cultural criticism. His writings —
most notably in The Accursed Share,” Theory of Religion, and critical introductions such
as the one by Benjamin Noys? — present a radical rethinking of human existence
through concepts such as transgression, excess, and sovereignty. This article serves
as an introduction to Bataille’s general concepts, with a particular focus on his notion
of sovereignty.

¢ Carl Schmitt, Po/itical Theology. Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2005), 5.

7 Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption New York: Zone Books, 1988);
The Accursed Share, Volume 2: History of Eroticism &V olume 3: Sovereignty New York: Zone
Books, 1993).

8 Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion New York: Zone Books, 1989).

 Benjamin Noys, Georges Bataille. A Critical Introduction (London: Pluto Press, 2000).
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Bataille’s work emerged in the context of a post—World War I intellectual climate
marked by profound disillusionment with traditional models of rationality and
progress. A pivotal moment in his intellectual development occurred in 1940 when
he met Maurice Blanchot, who famously urged him to “pursue [his] inner experience
as if [he] were the last man.”10 This call to explore the depths of one’s inner life amid
the “sounds from distant bombs” led Bataille to develop a philosophy in which lived
experience, particularly the interplay of violence and lightness, becomes the
foundation for an inquiry into the limits of human freedom.!" Bataille’s subsequent
writings articulate a vision in which the boundaries between the sacred and the
profane, order and chaos, are constantly questioned and reconfigured.

Central to Bataille’s oeuvre is the concept of excess — what he famously terms
the “accursed share.” Bataille posits that life is characterized by a continuous
generation of surplus energy, which, in a system governed solely by utilitarian
principles, cannot be reinvested productively. Instead, this excess must be expended
through what Bataille calls acts of consumption that go beyond mere economic
transactions. In The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption,'? he illustrates how surplus
transforms into a kind of luxury — a phenomenon that transcends material
accumulation and takes on profound symbolic significance. Ritual sacrifice, lavish
gift-giving, and other seemingly irrational acts of consumption are, for Bataille, ways
in which society manages this surplus energy. These acts serve a dual purpose: they
are both destructive and creative, simultaneously dissipating excess and forging new
forms of social meaning,.

Bataille’s analysis of excess is not confined to the economic realm; it penetrates
every aspect of human existence, suggesting that our lives are perennially haunted by
a surplus that defies reduction to utilitarian value. This surplus, which modern
capitalist society attempts to harness through productive labor, remains irreducible
and volatile. Bataille contends that the attempt to contain or channel this excess
inevitably leads to moments of rupture — a “bursting out” of limitations that
manifests as transgression. Transgression, in Bataille’s lexicon, is the act of breaking
established boundaries, a deliberate negation of norms that simultaneously creates
and destroys. It is through transgression that human beings experience true freedom,
as they momentarily escape the confines of rational, productive order.

Among Bataille’s many contributions, his notion of sovereignty stands out as one
of the most challenging and enigmatic. Traditional political theory, rooted in the
works of Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, and later Carl Schmitt, has defined
sovereignty in terms of absolute authority and the centralized power of the state.
Bataille radically reconfigures this notion by detaching sovereignty from its
institutional and juridical moorings and locating it instead in the experiential realm of
transgression and excess.

For Bataille, sovereignty is not something that can be fully embodied by a state
or a ruler. Rather, it is an “impossible experience” — an ever-elusive state that

10 Noys, Georges Bataille. A Critical Introduction, 9.
11 1bid., 9.
12 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption, 33.
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emerges at the intersection of violence and freedom. Bataille’s sovereign experience
is one in which the individual transcends the limitations imposed by productive labor
and rational economy. In this moment, as described in The Accursed Share, 1 olumes 2
and 3,3 the sovereign “celebrates its marriage with death,” encapsulating the paradox
of liberation through dissolution. This act of transgression, by which the individual
momentarily escapes the calculative constraints of social order, exemplifies what
Bataille sees as the true nature of freedom: an experience that is both ecstatic and
destructive.

Bataille further complicates the concept of sovereignty by asserting that it is
inseparable from violence. He argues that violence, like death, is an ever-present
force essential to breaking down established boundaries — both bodily and
conceptual. In his view, true sovereignty involves an ongoing process of violating
limits, a dynamic in which the “accursed share” is both expended and celebrated.
Bataille’s provocative declaration that “Sovereignty is NOTHING” 4 encapsulates
his idea that sovereignty, in its purest form, is not a positive substance but a void —
a space of non-knowledge that challenges conventional models of subjectivity and
authority. This “nothingness” is not an end but a beginning, a constant invitation to
rethink the limits of human desire and the structures of power.

Benjamin Noys’s critical introduction to Bataille provides a framework for
understanding these concepts. Noys describes Bataille as a thinker whose radical
ideas have been both celebrated and appropriated — often domesticated by
mainstream culture before being rejected again — thus underscoring the inherently
disruptive nature of Bataille’s work.!S According to Noys, Bataille’s exploration of
sovereignty, with its emphasis on transgression and the consumption of excess,
forces us to confront the limits of rationality and to recognize that the most profound
forms of freedom lie beyond the confines of established order.

These concepts — excess, transgression, and violence — are not merely abstract
ideas but are deeply embedded in the lived experience of Bataille’s time. His
reflections on these themes are informed by the traumatic realities of war and the
collapse of traditional social orders, which forced him to confront the limits of
rationality and the dark potential of human existence. By linking sovereignty to these
forces, Bataille offers a vision of power that is fundamentally unstable, one that is
defined not by its permanence but by its capacity for continuous renewal through the
breaking of limits. Moving away from traditional state-centric models, Bataille locates
sovereignty in the realm of lived experience, characterized by the explosive interplay
of violence, excess, and transgression.

The synthesis of Bataille’s thought, as presented here, underscores the enduring
relevance of his ideas. His work compels us to confront the paradoxes at the heart
of human existence, namely, the interplay between destruction and creation, the
tension between order and chaos, and the possibility of freedom emerging from the
very forces that threaten to overwhelm us. Subsequent sections will expand on the

13 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 2: History of Eroticism &V olume 3: Sovereignty (, 211.
14 Ibid., 256.
15 Noys, Georges Bataille. A Critical Introduction, 4.
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nuances of Bataille’s thought, examining how his concepts of transgression, violence,
and the accursed share interact to produce a vision of sovereignty that challenges the
very foundations of modernity. In doing so, Bataille not only offers a critique of
traditional economic and political systems but also provides a radical reimagining of
human freedom — one that continues to resonate in contemporary debates on
power, identity, and the limits of knowledge.

I1I. Bataille’s Framework of the Concept of Sovereignty

Departing from classical notions of sovereignty that situate authority within the
frameworks of state power and legal institutions, Bataille reconfigures the notion as
an experiential, transgressive force, rooted in the excesses and destructive capacities
of life itself. His analysis foregrounds the idea that the essence of sovereignty is not
to be found in structured, rational governance but in the untamed consumption of
surplus energy and the act of transgression that defies productive norms.

Unproductive expenditure becomes a paradoxical event; it simultaneously
dissipates and reaffirms the potential for life. For instance, in Volume 1 of The
Accursed Share, Bataille illustrates how the process of consumption transforms surplus
into a “luxury” that transcends its material origin.!® This transformation is not merely
economic but has profound social and symbolic implications; the sacrificial victim,
or the object chosen for extravagant consumption, is imbued with a sacred aura —
rendered both a curse and a sign of glory. Such rituals, by their very nature, reveal a
complex interplay between destruction and renewal, a tension that becomes central
to understanding sovereignty in Bataille’s thought.

The sovereign individual, in Bataille’s analysis, severs ties with the necessity of
labor, opting instead to embrace a moment of unmediated existence. This moment
is marked by an instantaneous suspension of utility — a fleeting yet potent state
wherein the individual experiences life beyond the demands of accumulation and
future-oriented calculation. Bataille contends that this sovereign moment is
intrinsically linked to the inevitability of death and the possibility of rebirth, creating
a dynamic in which transgression is both the means and the expression of ultimate
freedom. According to him, sovereignty is experienced in an act that embodies the
cycle of destruction and renewal, of dissolution and reconstitution.

Furthermore, Bataille’s exploration of sovereignty extends beyond the individual
realm into the broader social fabric. He posits that the traditional structures of power
— embodied in state institutions, capitalist accumulation, and even religious
authority — are insufficient to capture the full scope of sovereign potential. Instead,
sovereignty is revealed through the tension between homogeneous order and
heterogeneous disruption.!” In capitalist societies, productive labor and accumulation
aim to reduce everything to measurable, manageable quantities. Yet, this process of
rationalization inevitably generates a surplus — a residue of excess that defies

16 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption, 33
17 Georges Bataille, C.R. Lovitt, “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” New German
Critique 16 (1979): 64-87.
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containment. Bataille argues that this surplus, when left to its own devices, can erupt
in forms of transgressive behavior that lie outside the ambit of productive economy.!8
Such phenomena expose the limitations of a system that seeks to subsume all aspects
of human existence under the logic of utility and efficiency.

For Bataille, the sovereign is not merely a legal or institutional entity but a
manifestation of the human capacity to defy and disrupt the established order. This
reconfiguration is evident in his critique of modern political economy, wherein he
argues that the very act of consumption — and the consequent dissipative loss of
surplus — is a radical form of liberation from the demands of utility. The sovereign
individual, by consuming without the intention of accumulation, embodies a mode
of existence that is fundamentally anti-productive and, paradoxically, life-affirming.
Such a stance is not a mere rejection of economic rationality but a profound
affirmation of life’s chaotic, uncontainable vitality.

Moreover, Bataille’s discourse on sovereignty intersects with critical reflections
on the nature of violence and its role in human society. In his analysis, violence is
not simply a pathological aberration but an essential component of the process
through which surplus is expended, and meaning is generated. The act of sacrifice,
whether performed in a ritual context or as a spontaneous outburst, serves as a means
of both destroying and reconfiguring social order. Bataille’s exploration of the
“accursed share” is thus inseparable from his investigation of violence. It is through
violent acts — whether symbolic or literal — that the excess of life is expended, and
a new order is momentarily achieved. Bataille posits that violence, when understood
in its proper context, is a creative force that disrupts, transforms, and ultimately
redefines the parameters of social existence.

Regarding the emergence of a new social order from an ephemeral experience, it
is necessary to clarify that, for Bataille, such an order is not institutionalized or rigidly
codified. Rather, it manifests as an intensely shared, communicative moment, a
fleeting but powerful community forged in the act of transgression and sacrifice. This
sovereign community arises during rituals or festivals where normative prohibitions
are temporarily suspended, and participants are drawn together by the intensity of
shared excess and risk. Bataille frames these events not as permanent transformations
of society, but as temporary suspensions of everyday necessity, moments when the
foundational social bond is both threatened and renewed. In Literature and Evil, he
characterizes the social aftermath of these moments as marked by contagious
networks and the embeddedness of communication,!® a fusion that is possible only
in the instant when individuals confront and share in undue expenditure,
transgression, and sacred horror. The sovereign event thus produces, however
briefly, a community defined not by utility or productive ends, but by complicity in
excess and by a heightening of mutual awareness. This awareness is not lasting, but
it transforms the participants’ sense of the possible, underscoring the limits of
ordinary order and pointing beyond conventional moral and economic structures.

18 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1: Consumption, 59
19 Georges Bataille, Literature and Evil New York: Marion Boyers Publishers, 1990), 198-199.
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In parallel to these themes, Bataille’s concept of sovereignty also involves a critical
engagement with the notion of labor and its antithesis. He contends that labor, with
its emphasis on accumulation and productivity, ultimately confines human existence
within a narrow framework of utility.?0 In contrast, the sovereign individual rejects
the imperative of labor, embracing instead a form of existence that is characterized
by unproductive expenditure and a celebration of the immediate moment.?! This
rejection is not a mere form of escapism but a deliberate act of transgression — an
attempt to reclaim the sphere of life that has been subordinated to the dictates of
economic rationality. By prioritizing consumption for its own sake, the sovereign
individual challenges the dominant ethos of utility and opens up a space for a more
profound and authentic experience of freedom.

One of the most compelling aspects of Bataille’s concept of sovereignty is its
insistence on the centrality of the moment — the fleeting, unmediated experience of
life that resists commodification and rational calculation.?? In this view, sovereignty
is not a permanent attribute or an institutionalized power but an ephemeral event
that arises from the collision between life’s inherent excess and the rigid structures
of social order. Rather than advocating for reckless abandon, Bataille’s concept of
sovereignty is deeply reflective, aimed at exposing the limitations of both traditional
political authority and modern economic rationality. His work underscores the idea
that the most profound forms of power are not those that are rigidly imposed
through legal or institutional means but those that arise from the creative, disruptive
energy of life itself.

This disruptive energy, crucially, finds one of its most potent sites of
manifestation in literature. Bataille views literature not simply as an aesthetic pursuit,
but as a privileged locus for the experience and exploration of sovereignty itself. In
Literature and Evil, he articulates literature as a form of powerful communication??
that transgresses normative boundaries, inviting both writer and reader into a
suspended moment of risk, excess, and hyper-morality.?* Bataille argues that literary
creation and the act of reading instantiate sovereignty by fostering an ecstatic fusion,
a mutual abandonment of utility and self-interest in favor of a shared experience that
is both dangerous and transformative. Literature facilitates the sovereign event? by
enacting a communicative excess, one that is both individual and communal, and
always limited by the risk and necessity of confronting Evil, understood as the
violation of law or taboo required for profound communication. In this sense, literary
works do not simply represent sovereign moments; they are themselves sites of
sovereign experience, of communication that produces fleeting but real communities.
Through literature, individuals share in sacrifice, ecstasy, and the unsettling thrill of

20 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Volume 1, 57.

2 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1 olume 2: History of Eroticism &V olume 3: Sovereignty, 198.

22 Tbid., 202

23 Georges Bataille, Literature and Evil New York: Marion Boyers Publishers, 1990),199-200.
24 Bataille, Literature and Evil, Preface.

25 Ibid., 107.
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turning being into nothingness,?¢ as Bataille puts it, experiences that both challenge
and renew the social bond.

Literature’s sovereign force, then, is not a matter of stable political order, but of
exposing and dramatizing the intensity and fragility of moments where
communication transcends mere productivity. For Bataille, such moments are both
a promise of authentic relation and shared joy in excess, and also a warning of the
fleeting, sometimes destructive nature of transgression. In each case, literature
constitutes a privileged terrain for the investigation and enactment of sovereignty
that links individual experience to broader questions of community, morality, and the
limits of the law.?7

Bataille’s legacy, therefore, is twofold. On one hand, his insights provide a searing
critique of the mechanistic imperatives of capitalist production and the alienation it
engenders. On the other hand, they offer a powerful reimagining of sovereignty as
an event — a transient, yet transformative moment that encapsulates the potential
for human liberation. By embracing the inherent contradictions of life — its capacity
for both creation and destruction — Bataille’s concept of sovereignty invites us to
confront the limits of rationality and to explore the untamed terrains of passion,
excess, and transgression. In literature, in sacrifice, and in communicative festivals,
we encounter sovereign moments whose power lies in their capacity to dissolve and
reconstitute the order of existence, creating, even if only for an instant, the possibility
of renewed community and self-understanding.

IV. Sovereignty and Animality in Bataille’s Works

In his seminal works, Bataille redefines sovereignty not as the formal,
institutionalized authority of the modern state, but as an experiential, transgressive
force that emerges from the interplay of excess, sacrifice, and the negation of
animality. By analyzing his concepts of animality and sovereignty together, it is
possible to uncover a comprehensive vision of human life that resists simple
categorization, one that privileges the raw, chaotic energy of existence over the
stifling constraints of rational order.

Bataille begins with the observation that life is characterized by a “wild
exuberance” that generates surplus energy, a phenomenon he terms “the accursed
share.” This concept refers to the excess produced by the forces of life that cannot
be reinvested into productive activities; instead, this surplus must be expended in
ways that defy utilitarian logic.?® Rituals of sacrifice and extravagant gift-giving, far
from being simple acts of resource allocation, become deeply symbolic events where
destruction and renewal are intertwined. In these acts, the sacrificial victim is not
reduced to the status of a consumable resource, as an energy source is to a machine,
but is instead imbued with a sacred aura that defies commodification.? Such

26 Tbid., 187.

27 Tbid., 70-71.

28 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1 olume 1: Consumption, 33.
2 Tbid., 56.
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sacrificial practices expose a complex relationship between loss and abundance,
where the act of consuming excess — what might be termed transgression, that is,
an act that both violates and reaffirms the boundaries of the social order — serves
as a catalyst for the reconstitution of meaning.

In parallel with these reflections on excess and transgression, Bataille offers a
poignant analysis of animality. He contends that, biologically speaking, humans are
animals; however, the emergence of culture is predicated on the conscious
renunciation of the immediate, instinctual impulses that characterize animal life.
Bataille argues that the transition from animality to humanity is marked by a series of
prohibitions that reconfigure desire and redirect it from the realm of raw, unbridled
gratification to that of symbolic meaning. For instance, the imposition of
prohibitions on sexual activity — exemplified by taboos such as the incest
prohibition — serves to elevate human desire by denying the unmediated impulses
typical of animals. This process, while ostensibly a renunciation of natural instinct,
is paradoxically what confers dignity upon the human subject. In effect, the human
being becomes conscious of its own animality and, by denying it, creates a realm of
culture that is defined by restraint and symbolism rather than immediate gratification.
Bataille writes that man “is an animal who does not accept the natural given,”3!
emphasizing that this very denial is what distinguishes human existence from that of
other animals.

Yet, Bataille does not advocate for a complete eradication of animality from
human life. Rather, he suggests that the human condition is marked by a persistent
tension — a dual movement of negation and retention. On one hand, humans must
continuously suppress their instinctual drives in order to uphold the structures of
culture and reason. On the other hand, these suppressed impulses remain an ever-
present undercurrent, challenging the stability of human identity. This ambivalence
is most evident in the domain of eroticism, where the tension between prohibition
and transgression gives rise to a complex interplay of desire and restraint. The act of
renunciation — whether through sacrifice, gift-giving, or the disciplined regulation
of sexual activity — thus becomes the very foundation of human sovereignty. By
refusing the immediate, unbridled satisfaction of animal needs, the sovereign
individual creates a space in which freedom is not the absence of limitation, but the
ability to navigate and even revel in those limitations.

The interplay between animality and sovereignty is further illuminated by
Bataille’s reflections on the sacred. In Theory of Religion? he argues that the sacred
emerges precisely from the tension between the immanence of animal life and the
transcendent, prohibitive structures imposed by culture. For the animal, existence is
an immediate, continuous process — a state of pure immanence where nothing
endures beyond the moment of experience.? In contrast, human beings are capable
of endowing objects and experiences with temporal significance, a process that relies

30 Ibid., 47.

31 Ibid., 53.

32 Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1989).
33 Bataille, Theory of Religion, 17-25.
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on the deliberate imposition of prohibitions and taboos. These prohibitions are not
merely restrictive; they are generative, forming the basis for a symbolic order that
underpins culture. However, this order is inherently unstable, for it is always under
threat from the re-emergence of the repressed animal impulse. In this way, the sacred
becomes a site of constant negotiation — a precarious equilibrium between the
forces of order and chaos. Bataille is suggesting that the search for absolute,
unassailable power is ultimately an exercise in futility, as it is always undermined by
the disruptive energy of transgression.

In synthesizing Bataille’s concepts of animality and sovereignty, it becomes clear
that his work offers a comprehensive critique of the ways in which human existence
is both constrained and animated by the forces of nature. Sovereignty, as Bataille
conceives it, is not an attribute that is granted by external institutions or coditied in
law; rather, it is an internal state of being achieved through the deliberate
transgression of limits. This act of transgression, far from being merely destructive,
is a creative force that reshapes the boundaries of human experience. By consuming
excess — by embracing the “accursed share” — and by simultaneously renouncing
and reclaiming their animal nature, the sovereign individual embodies a mode of
existence that is both liberatory and deeply ambivalent.

Bataille’s insights compel us to acknowledge that the most profound forms of
freedom emerge not from the imposition of order, but from the courageous
acceptance of life’s inherent chaos. In a world dominated by the imperatives of
neoliberal accumulation and the commodification of desite, Bataille’s call to embrace
excess and transgression serves as a powerful reminder that human dignity is not
measured by the capacity to accumulate wealth or by the adherence to rational norms,
but by the ability to live authentically in the face of uncertainty and impermanence.

V. Animality and Multiperspectivism According to Viveiros de Castro
A. Multiperspectivism: An Overview

At first glance, comparing Georges Bataille and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro may
seem counterintuitive. However, their methodological foundations and intellectual
influences reveal significant convergence. Both thinkers are driven by a commitment
to challenging canonical notions in the humanities, uniting philosophy and
anthropology in their work. Bataille, writing during an era when Claude Lévi-Strauss
was repositioning anthropology toward philosophy, can be viewed as paving the way
for subsequent dialogues between these disciplines. Decades later, Viveiros de Castro
builds on this legacy, invoking the “decolonization of thought” as a guiding principle
and drawing on structuralist and Continental philosophical insights. In this
continuum, Viveiros de Castro’s work extends and contemporizes Bataille’s ideas,
ultimately advancing a dynamic, integrative approach to understanding social and
cultural phenomena.

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s work represents a radical reorientation of
anthropological thought by reconfiguring traditional categories such as animality,
personhood, humanity, non-humanity, and multiperspectivism. In his seminal texts
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— Cannibal Metaphysics’* and From the Enemy’s Point of View: Humanity and Divinity in an
Amazonian Society ¥ — Viveiros de Castro challenges the Western ontological
framework that privileges a fixed, universal notion of humanity. Instead, he
demonstrates that indigenous Amerindian cosmologies dissolve the rigid boundaries
that have long separated humans from nonhumans in the Occidental tradition,
thereby revealing a world in which all beings are capable of subjectivity and agency.
This section offers a comprehensive analysis of Viveiros de Castro’s key concepts,
situating them within a broader cosmopolitical framework and engaging with
contemporary debates in anthropology and philosophy.

At the heart of Viveiros de Castro’s argument is the concept of
multiperspectivism. Unlike the modern Western view, which tends to assume a
single, unified perspective centered on the human subject, Amerindian cosmologies
embrace a plurality of perspectives. According to Viveiros de Castro, for these
societies, every being — whether animal, plant, spirit, or even mineral — is a person
endowed with a soul and the capacity for intentionality. This radical perspectivism
means that nonhumans do not simply exist as objects or resources to be exploited,;
rather, they are seen as persons who share a common ontological status with human
beings. In this framework, the term “human” is no longer a rigid category defined by
biological or cultural criteria; instead, it designates a relation between subjects, one
that is fluid, dynamic, and inherently plural.?¢ This notion of multiperspectivism
carries profound implications for our understanding of animality and personhood.
In the traditional Western view, animals are typically relegated to the realm of nature
— a domain characterized by instinct and a lack of rationality. However, in the
Amerindian cosmologies explored by Viveiros de Castro, animals are not relegated
to mere natural objects; they are recognized as persons capable of perceiving the
wotld from their own unique viewpoints. For instance, in these indigenous
frameworks, a jaguar might interpret its environment in ways that are completely
alien to human perception: jaguars see blood as manioc beer, and vultures interpret
rotten meat as grilled fish.” Such vivid examples illustrate that nonhuman beings
possess a kind of subjectivity that is not only comparable to, but in some respects
even more nuanced than, human subjectivity. The consequence of this perspective is
a multinaturalism — a vision of the world in which there is no single, universal nature
but rather a diversity of natures, each with its own inherent logic and mode of
existence.?®

Instead of seeing culture as the exclusive domain of human rationality and nature
as the realm of the nonhuman, Amerindian thought envisions a cosmos in which
cultural and natural realms are deeply interwoven. In this context, the human world
is not an isolated sphere of rationality, but a dynamic field in which differences are
continuously produced and transformed through relational processes. The traditional

3 Eduardo Batalha Viveiros de Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics (Minneapolis: Univocal, 2014).

% Eduardo Batalha Viveiros de Castro, From the enemy's point of view: humanity and divinity in an
Amazonian society (London: University of Chicago Press, 1992).

36 Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics , 57-59.

37 Ibid., 47.

38 Ibid., 12-14.
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dichotomy between humanity and animality dissolves when one recognizes that
personhood is a relational quality — one that can be ascribed to any being that
exhibits intentionality, regardless of its species. This reconceptualization invites a
reevaluation of the very notion of what it means to be “buman.” Instead of a fixed
essence, humanity becomes a mutable category continually negotiated through
interspecific encounters. For example, Viveiros de Castro argues that the indigenous
Amerindian concept of the person does not privilege the human over other beings;
rather, it asserts that nonhuman entities are capable of personhood because they are
engaged in relationships that mirror those among humans. In such a cosmology, the
encounter between a human and an animal is not simply a matter of domination or
subordination, but rather an exchange of perspectives in which each party is capable
of self-reflection. This relational mode of being leads to what Viveiros de Castro
terms “interspecific perspectivism” — the idea that the capacity to see the world
from a particular point of view is not exclusive to humans but is a quality that can be
distributed across different forms of life. As a result, the very concept of
“personhood” must be rethought as something that is not fixed or biologically
determined, but rather as a status that arises out of a network of relations and
interactions.®

This multiperspectival vision is intricately connected to the indigenous
Amerindian metaphysics of predation. In many Amazonian societies, predation is
not viewed solely as a violent act of exploitation but also as a fundamental relational
dynamic that undetrlies the organization of the cosmos. Predation, in this sense, is a
mode of interaction through which beings negotiate their identities. For instance,
when a predator captures its prey, the act is imbued with a symbolic dimension that
transcends mere physical consumption. It is an act of perspective-taking: the
predator, by consuming its prey, appropriates the qualities and attributes of the other,
thereby reconfiguring its own identity. This process is emblematic of what Viveiros
de Castro refers to as a “cosmological inversion,” in which the boundaties between
subject and object, self and other, are continually blurred and redefined. As a result,
cannibalism in these societies is not merely an act of physical consumption; it is a
ritualized practice that facilitates the transformation of perspectives, allowing the
community to negotiate its identity through the symbolic incorporation of the
enemy’s traits.40

The concept of multiperspectivism thus has significant political and ethical
implications. In a world where Western universalism has traditionally privileged a
single, dominant perspective — the human subject — Viveiros de Castro’s work calls
for a radical decolonization of thought. By demonstrating that nonhuman entities
can be recognized as persons and that multiple, coexisting perspectives are the norm
rather than the exception, his approach challenges the ethnocentric biases of
traditional anthropology. In contrast, the Amerindian cosmologies that Viveiros de
Castro examines offer a model of sustainability based on relationality and reciprocity
— a model in which the boundaries between humans and nonhumans are porous

% Tbid., 56-59.
40 Thid., 142-143.
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and dynamic, and where all beings contribute to a collective sense of responsibility
for the environment. 4 Moreover, this decolonized perspective has practical
implications for the conduct of anthropology itself. As Viveiros de Castro advocates,
anthropology must become the theory and practice of a discipline that continuously
questions its own assumptions and remains open to alternative ways of
understanding the world. This shift entails moving away from rigid categories and
embracing a more fluid, context-dependent approach to the study of human and
nonhuman relations. In doing so, anthropology can better account for the diversity
of cosmological systems that exist around the globe, recognizing that what it means
to be “buman’” is not a static property but an ever-evolving, relational phenomenon.*?

One of the most compelling aspects of Viveiros de Castro’s argument is his
assertion that personhood is not confined to the human species but is a capacity that
any being may possess. This reconceptualization dismantles the traditional hierarchy
that places humans at the pinnacle of existence, instead proposing a cosmos in which
the boundaries between the human and the nonhuman are continuously negotiated.
This insight not only destabilizes the Western notion of a universal human essence
but also opens up new avenues for ethical engagement with the nonhuman world.

To further elaborate on these themes, it is important to situate Viveiros de
Castro’s work within the context of broader debates in postcolonial theory and
ecological thought. The capitalist model of development has often been critiqued for
its reductionist approach to nature, treating it as a resource to be exploited rather
than as a complex network of interrelated beings. In contrast, the Amerindian
cosmologies that Viveiros de Castro explores present a radically different vision —
one in which the world is seen as a dynamic assemblage of persons, each with their
own agency and subjectivity. By recognizing the personhood of nonhuman entities,
these cosmologies encourage a form of ethical engagement that is based on
reciprocity and respect rather than domination and exploitation. Furthermore,
Viveiros de Castro’s emphasis on multiperspectivism has profound implications for
contemporary epistemology. His work underscores the idea that knowledge is not a
monolithic, universal truth, but rather a product of multiple, often conflicting
perspectives. This approach, which emphasizes the fluidity of identities and the
contingent nature of truth, has the potential to transform the way we engage with
cultural and ecological diversity.

Moreover, Viveiros de Castro’s argument has significant political implications. By
destabilizing the conventional categories of subject and object, his work lays the
groundwork for a new form of cosmopolitics — one that is attuned to the
interconnectedness of all beings. In a multinatural world, the boundaries between
humans and nonhumans, between the constructed and the given, become fluid and
permeable. In this vision, every being is seen as a potential person, capable of
adopting multiple perspectives and engaging in complex relational exchanges. This
reframing not only undermines the traditional hierarchy that privileges human

41 Thid., 49-50.
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rationality over animal instinct but also challenges the dominant cultural narratives
that have justified exploitation and marginalization.

In conclusion, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s work, as articulated in Cannibal
Metaphysics and From the Enemy’s Point of 1iew, offers a transformative vision of a
cosmos where all beings are recognized as persons, and where the multiplicity of
perspectives is not only acknowledged but celebrated. By rejecting the rigid
dichotomies that have long underpinned Occidental thought, Viveiros de Castro
provides a robust framework for understanding the relational and dynamic nature of
existence — a framework that is both timely and essential in the face of
contemporary global challenges. In doing so, his work not only enriches
anthropological theory, but also offers a powerful critique of modernity’s exploitative
tendencies, pointing the way toward a future where all forms of life are valued as
integral parts of a shared cosmic destiny.

B. Cannibalism and Enmity in Amerindian Cosmologies: An Analysis of Eduardo Viveiros de
Castro’s Perspectives

Central to Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s arguments is the notion that Amerindian
cosmologies dissolve the rigid boundaries traditionally set between humans and
nonhumans. This section explores Viveiros de Castro’s concepts of cannibalism and
enmity, examining how these practices serve as mechanisms of transformation and
the symbolic incorporation of alterity, and how they reconfigure notions of
personhood, identity, and social order.

In many Amazonian societies, cannibalism is not merely a form of physical
consumption but a ritualized practice that enacts a process of “becoming-other.” For
instance, among the Araweté, personhood is understood as inherently transitional,
with human destiny conceived as a process in which one is always in the making —
constantly becoming the Other.#3 By consuming the enemy, individuals do not
simply annihilate their adversaries; rather, they incorporate the enemy’s qualities and,
in doing so, reconstitute their own identity. Viveiros de Castro’s research reveals that
cannibalism among Amerindian groups is closely linked to the notion of enmity. As
he explains, what is consumed in these ritual contexts is not simply flesh but the
enemy’s relational identity. In other words, the act of cannibalism appropriates the
“enemy’s relation” to the consumer, transforming an external opposition into a
constituent element of the self.# This process, which can be seen as a form of
symbolic cannibalism, is a powerful mechanism by which social groups manage
difference and conflict. The paradox is that through the very act of consuming an
enemy, the boundaries between self and other are blurred — allowing the consumer
to rearticulate their own subjectivity in relation to what was once foreign and hostile.

A central term that emerges in this discourse is “alterity.” For the Araweté and
other indigenous groups, enmity is not merely antagonism; it is a condition of
perpetual transformation. Alterity, in this sense, is not an external category imposed

4 Castro, From the enemy’s point of view: humanity and divinity in an Amazonian society , 1.
4 Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics , 142-143.
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on the self but rather an intrinsic aspect of personhood. The idea that “the person is
inherently in transition” reflects the broader cosmological vision in which identity is
fluid and relational.#> Cannibalism, then, functions as a means of realizing this fluidity
by symbolically incorporating the enemy, making enmity itself a source of self-
definition rather than a mark of fixed opposition. Predation, in its Amerindian
formulation, is a form of interaction that is at once violent and creative. The act of
cannibalism, as an extreme form of predation, enables the incorporation of the
enemy’s qualities through a process of “interspecific perspectivism.” In this process,
the boundaries between predator and prey, or self and other, are not fixed but are
instead continuously redefined through reciprocal acts of consumption and
transformation.*

Moreover, the ritual dimensions of cannibalism underscore its role in social
reproduction and the regeneration of group identity. The ritualized consumption of
the enemy — whether enacted as restorative, funerary, or productive cannibalism —
serves multiple functions. It not only provides a symbolic means for resolving the
disruptive effects of death (by reintroducing the dead into the social body) but also
acts as a mechanism for sustaining collective memory and social cohesion. The
accumulation of names, marks, and trophies through the cannibalistic consumption
of enemies reinforces the social fabric. The ceremonial aspect of these practices
ensures that enmity, rather than fracturing society, becomes a central, unifying
element that continuously reconstitutes social bonds.4?

The complexity of this relation is further heightened by its paradoxical nature.
Cannibalism embodies both a negation and an affirmation. On one level, it negates
the enemy by consuming its substance; on another, it affirms the enemy’s qualities
by incorporating them into the self. This dual function is captured in the idea that
“to eat a similar” is to prevent the enemy from serving as a mere mirror for the eater’s
identity — a process that breaks the imaginary function and dismantles static
representations.* In this light, cannibalism is not simply a form of vengeance or
domination but a sophisticated symbolic mechanism that mediates between opposing
forces, thereby enabling a redefinition of identity through other-becoming.

Enmity, as conceptualized by Viveiros de Castro, is not limited to antagonistic
relationships; rather, it is a constitutive element of social existence. The notion that
“the enemy is the center of society” captures the idea that social identity is inherently
relational. In many Amazonian societies, the presence of an enemy or an Other is
necessaty for the very construction of the self. This relationship provides a point of
reference that allows individuals to define themselves, to mark boundaries, and to
engage in processes of differentiation that are essential for social organization. Thus,
enmity is transformed from a purely negative state into a dynamic, creative force that
catalyzes the processes of social reproduction and transformation.*

45 Castro, From the enemy’s point of view, 3-4.
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The interplay of cannibalism and enmity, therefore, represents a radical inversion
of Western categories of opposition. Rather than viewing cannibalism solely as a
brutal act of consumption, Viveiros de Castro interprets it as a “process for the
transmutation of perspectives”, through which the self is continually constituted in
relation to the Other. The exchange of perspectives, often mediated by shamanic
practices, allows for the reconciliation of differences and the reordering of social
relations. As indigenous cosmologies demonstrate, the act of consuming the enemy
is not an endpoint but a moment in an ongoing dialogue — a “cannibal short circuit”
that produces the figure of Becoming, which is irreducible to mere representation.5!
In this sense, cannibalism becomes a means of subverting established hierarchies and
fostering a form of politics that is deeply embedded in the relational fabric of society.

Moreover, Viveiros de Castro’s work has significant ethical implications. By
challenging the conventional hierarchy that privileges human rationality and
undermines the agency of nonhuman entities, his theories pave the way for a more
inclusive and reciprocal form of coexistence. The argument that personhood is a
relational status rather than a fixed property undermines the anthropocentric biases
that have long shaped Occidental ethical frameworks. In a multinatural world where
all beings are capable of adopting multiple perspectives, the rigid divisions between
the human and the nonhuman collapse, suggesting that ethical responsibility should
extend to all forms of life.

In synthesizing these insights, it becomes clear that cannibalism and enmity in
Amerindian cosmologies are not merely practices of physical consumption or acts of
violence; they are complex symbolic systems through which social identity is
continuously produced and reproduced. The act of cannibalism, as interpreted by
Viveiros de Castro, is a transformative ritual that negotiates the boundaries between
self and Other, embodying the paradox of inclusion through exclusion. Enmity, far
from being a source of immutable antagonism, is reconfigured as a dynamic process
that undergirds social existence and identity formation. In conclusion, Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro’s contributions to the study of cannibalism and enmity provide a
radical rethinking of anthropological categories and offer profound insights into the
nature of personhood and social identity. His work demonstrates that in indigenous
Amerindian cosmologies, cannibalism is a symbolic mechanism for the
transmutation of perspectives — a process by which the enemy is incorporated into
the self, thereby destabilizing fixed notions of identity and enabling a continuous
process of becoming.

VI. Perspectives on Enmity, Animality, and Sovereignty: Bataille and Viveiros
de Castro in Dialogue

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and Georges Bataille have both radically reconfigured
previously established understandings of power, identity, and the human condition.
While Bataille’s work emerges from French philosophical and critical traditions and
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focuses on the transgressive nature of sovereignty and the inherent violence and
excess in human existence, Viveiros de Castro’s contributions arise from Amazonian
ethnography and offer a transformative view of animality, personhood, and
multiperspectivism. Despite their different cultural and disciplinary contexts, both
thinkers converge on several key themes —particularly enmity, animality, and
sovereignty — and challenge entrenched dichotomies such as human versus animal,
culture versus nature, and subject versus object. This section provides a detailed
comparative analysis of their works, synthesizing their ideas and exploring how they
mutually inform a more inclusive, dynamic, and decolonized understanding of power
and identity in our contemporary global context.

A. Enmity as a Transformative Force

Both Bataille and Viveiros de Castro approach enmity not as a static state of hostility
but as a dynamic, productive force that drives transformation. In Bataille’s corpus —
most notably in The Accursed Share and Theory of Religion — enmity is inseparable from
transgression, the consumption of excess, and the violent suspension of utilitarian
norms. For Bataille, “enemy” refers less to a fixed political opponent than to any
force, human or otherwise, that threatens the integrity of a given order and thereby
offers itself as a site for the expenditure of surplus energy.

In archaic societies, the figure of the enemy assumed diverse and often
overlapping forms. The rival engaged in ritualized combat, the adversary confronted
in the competitive destruction of the potlatch, the sacrificial victim offered to the
gods, or even the hunted animal whose killing and consumption sealed communal
bonds. In each manifestation, the enemy incarnated what Bataille terms the accursed
share — that excess of life and energy that must be expended without return, most
often through acts whose violence is inseparable from their symbolic resonance.>
The enemy is thus not simply an obstacle to be overcome but a privileged medium
of transformation, the threshold through which the sovereign passes from the
constraints of servility into a fleeting, non-alienated existence.>?

In this sense, enmity for Bataille is intimately bound to the sacred, for the enemy
is ritually removed from the profane order of useful things and invested with the aura
proper to sovereign expenditure. In sacrifice, destruction does not efface the victim
into mere nothingness; rather, it confers upon them an intensified presence, radiating
intimacy, anguish, and the profundity of life.>* Archaic war, likewise, bears this sacred
imprint. Far from a purely strategic enterprise, early warfare operated as a ritualized
violation of the prohibition on killing, a sacred breach that affirmed the sovereign
stature of the warrior who drew others into the shared complicity of transgression.>

52 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1 olume 1: Consumption, 59; The Accursed Share, 1 olume 2: History
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Thus, the enemy is not merely external to the self or to the community. The
confrontation is an act of incorporation in which the enemy’s force is absorbed,
producing a form of intimacy that dissolves the rigid boundary between self and
other. The potlatch, as Bataille interprets it, makes this visible. Here, victory lies not
in annihilation but in a contest of generosity, where prestige is secured through the
public, ostentatious squandering of wealth. The rival’s status is not erased but
engaged and exceeded through acts that render the giver sovereign precisely by virtue
of their indifference to material return.>

This is why the transformative potential of enmity resides in its capacity to
unsettle identity itself. In Hegel, Death and Sacrifice, Bataille frames the encounter with
the enemy as akin to the moment of absolute risk in the master—slave dialectic.
Sovereignty emerges where one wagers life against life, refusing the subordination
that defines servile existence.>” The enemy, in this register, becomes a reflective
surface in which the sovereign glimpses the limit of their own being — only to cross
it.

Viveiros de Castro, in From the Enemy’s Point of View and Cannibal Metaphysics,
similarly treats enmity as a source of transformation, though within a radically
different ontological framework. For many Amerindian societies, the enemy is central
to the process of “becoming-other.” Among the Araweté and Tupinamba, warfare
and cannibalism are not simply antagonistic acts but deliberate modes of
transformation. What is consumed is not reducible to the material body but consists
in the enemy’s relational essence, the very condition as enemy, which, once ingested,
alters the identity of the consumer.>® In this process of “interspecific perspectivism,”
personhood is not a fixed attribute but a mutable position, continually redefined
through the incorporation of another’s perspective.

Here, cannibalism is both literal and symbolic: a ritual of perspective-taking in
which the act of ingestion produces a transmutation of identity. By absorbing the
enemy, one takes on their point of view, altering one’s own position within the web
of relations that defines personhood. In Amerindian thought, all beings, human and
nonhuman, are persons in possession of a subjective world.>® The enemy is therefore
never a mere object of elimination. Rather, they are a reservoir of potentiality, whose
incorporation initiates a reconfiguration of the self.

The Amazonian “metaphysics of predation” sharpens this insight. The interiority
of the social body is constituted through the capture of exterior forces — such as
names, souls, or trophies — drawn from what lies beyond its bounds.®* A society
becomes itself only by engaging with, and absorbing, what is other to it. Structurally,
this mirrors Bataille’s conviction that sovereignty can only be realized through a
transgressive intimacy with that which threatens to undo the self. In both visions,

56 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1 olume 1, 69.

57 Georges Bataille, “Hegel, Death and Sacrifice,” Yale French Studies 78 (1990): 18-20.
58 Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics, 142-143.

% Ibid., 56-59.

60 Ibid., 144.

100



The Dialectics of Enmity in Relation to Sovereignty

enmity is not a negation to be resolved but a medium through which the social and
the individual are perpetually remade.

Seen together, these perspectives reveal a shared logic. For Bataille, enmity is
anchored in violent transgression that releases the individual from the constraints of
productive order; for Viveiros de Castro, it is the incorporation of the enemy’s
viewpoint — most radically enacted in cannibalism — that drives the ceaseless
redefinition of the self. In each, enmity is not the endpoint of conflict but the
generative tension from which renewal arises.

B. Animality and the Negotiation of Ldentity

The concept of animality is another point where Bataille and Viveiros de Castro
engage with overlapping themes, though from distinct vantage points. Bataille’s
treatment of animality is rooted in his critique of the modern human’s struggle to
transcend immanent, animal existence. In The Accursed Share and Theory of Religion, he
argues that human beings, in their transition from immanence to cultural
discontinuity, must confront animality through ritual, taboo, and transgressive
expenditure. Bataille emphasizes that culture and civilization are built upon the
deliberate denial of immediate, unmediated animality. For Bataille, the suppression
of animal instincts is essential for the creation of a symbolic order that imbues human
life with meaning. However, this very suppression generates an internal tension — a
constant reminder of the chaotic, untamed forces that lurk beneath the veneer of
culture. The resulting paradox is that human identity is both elevated by the
renunciation of animality and haunted by the potential for its resurgence.

In contrast, Viveiros de Castro challenges the traditional dichotomy between
humanity and animality by arguing that many Amerindian cosmologies do not reserve
personhood exclusively for humans. Instead, these cultures recognize that animals,
plants, and even inanimate entities can possess a soul and the capacity for
intentionality. In Cannibal Metaphysics and From the Enemy’s Point of 1iew, he contends
that indigenous peoples view nonhumans as persons — beings capable of subjective
experience and agency. This recognition leads to a “multinaturalism,” a conceptual
framework in which no single, universal nature exists but rather a plurality of natures,
each defined by its own intrinsic logic.! The consequence of this perspective is a
collapse of the traditional hierarchy that privileges human rationality over animal
instinct. Instead, animality is reinterpreted as a vital, relational quality that is integral
to the broader cosmological order.

While Bataille sees the renunciation of animality as necessary for achieving a
higher state of culture and symbolic order, Viveiros de Castro embraces a more
inclusive view. He argues that identity is not an absolute essence confined to the
human but is an emergent quality that arises through interspecific relations. In
Amerindian thought, the capacity for perspectivism is not limited to human beings;
it is a quality shared by all entities capable of self-reflection. This leads to a vision of
the world where every being, from jaguars to shamans, contributes to a dynamic
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network of personhood. By acknowledging that nonhumans can “see themselves as
persons” and, in turn, perceive humans as just one form among many, Viveiros de
Castro challenges certain preconceptions that have long defined the human versus
animal opposition.®?

C. Sovereignty as an Experiential and Relational Process

Sovereignty is one of the more evocatively theorized concepts in Bataille’s work, and
it occupies a complementary but distinct space in Viveiros de Castro’s analysis.
Bataille redefines sovereignty not as the juridical or institutional authority of the state,
but as an experiential, transgressive force that emerges from the consumption of
surplus and the act of violating conventional norms. This surplus must be expended
through acts of transgression — acts that defy the constraints of rational, productive
labor — and in doing so, create a form of sovereignty that is both liberatory and
disruptive. Bataille’s sovereign individual is one who, by embracing moments of
unmediated experience, escapes the confines of conventional economic and social
order. For Bataille, sovereignty is intrinsically unstable. It is a void, an absence that
continuously reconstitutes itself through acts of violent, creative transgression.

Viveiros de Castro’s perspective on sovereignty, while not as systematically
articulated as Bataille’s, emerges through his analysis of cannibalism and cosmological
perspectivism. In Amerindian societies, sovereignty is not the prerogative of a single
ruler or an abstract state power; it is distributed across a network of relational
interactions. Cannibalism, in this context, is a ritual act through which the enemy is
incorporated into the self — a process that redefines identity and restructures social
otder. This ritualized incorporation, which Viveiros de Castro describes as “other-
becoming,” transforms enmity into a source of regenerative power.%3 By consuming
the enemy, individuals not only annihilate opposition but also absorb and reconfigure
the enemy’s qualities, thereby achieving a form of relational sovereignty that is fluid
and dynamic.

D. Amerindian Sovereignty

The synthesis of Georges Bataille’s and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s respective
approaches to sovereignty reveals a compelling convergence in their rejection of
static, institutionalized notions of authority. For both thinkers, sovereignty is not an
enduring structure but a fleeting, transformative event — an eruption that dissolves
boundaries and reconfigures relational space. Bataille locates this moment in acts of
unproductive expenditure, that is, the ritualized consumption of surplus which is
transgressive and sacrificial in nature. Viveiros de Castro, by contrast, identifies it in
the cannibalistic rites of Amerindian cosmologies, where the enemy’s essence is
ritually absorbed, effecting a metamorphosis of social and ontological identity.

& Tbid., 56-59.
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At the heart of both frameworks is a shared emphasis on ritualized consumption
as a mode of meaning-making outside the logic of utility. These practices generate
metaphysical value by staging acts of destruction that bind the community together
through shared experience and symbolic inheritance. Far from being frivolous or
irrational, such rituals are foundational for the cohesion of the collective; over time,
they sediment into cultural memory, acquiring the status of tradition or heritage.

Our hypothesis posits that while the concept of sovereignty in Amerindian
contexts, as explored by Viveiros de Castro, may appear less systematized than in
Bataille’s oeuvre, it nonetheless manifests with equal force. Cannibalism, in this light,
becomes a form of unproductive expenditure — a sacrificial praxis that produces
sovereignty from within, not through domination, but through a metaphysical
redistribution of alterity. This mode of sovereignty resists the classical Occidental
model, which tends to organize power in hierarchical, centralized forms —
monarchic or imperial. Instead, we propose to conceptualize it as a centripetal form
of sovereignty.

Where imperial sovereignty might be defined as centrifugal — expanding
outward, absorbing and subordinating difference — the Amerindian model proposed
here is centripetal: a force directed inward, not toward a fixed political center, but
toward an ever-moving point defined by the curvature of ritual and the circularity of
communal life. Drawing from physics, one might say that where the central force
remains anchored to a static locus, the centripetal force adapts dynamically,
continuously curving the vector of motion without altering its speed. It reshapes the
path itself rather than dictating a linear destination.

This analogy illuminates how Amerindian sovereignty bends the arc of social
interaction. Through ritual cannibalism, the enemy is not annihilated but integrated
— literally incorporated — into the communal body. Sovereignty, in this framework,
is the product of an ongoing negotiation between self and other, mediated through
acts of symbolic violence that transform enmity into kinship, hostility into continuity.
The act of consuming the enemy becomes an ontological inversion, not only
producing identity but sustaining the group’s internal coherence by folding external
difference back into the self.

Bataille and Viveiros de Castro thus converge on a vision of sovereignty as a force
not of stasis, but of movement — emerging through the dialectic of destruction and
renewal, of excess and incorporation. Their shared emphasis on the transformative
power of transgression opens a space for rethinking sovereignty beyond modernist
paradigms, as a relational process that resists totalization and embraces the dynamism
of lived existence.

Conclusion: Bridging Radical Transgression and Multiperspectivism

The comparative analysis of Georges Bataille and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro reveals
a rich dialogue between two seemingly disparate intellectual traditions. Bataille’s
exploration of sovereignty — as an experiential, transgressive act rooted in the
consumption of surplus — and his critique of animality as a primal force to be
transcended, resonate with Viveiros de Castro’s reconceptualization of personhood
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and his multiperspectival approach to cosmology. Both thinkers propose that
identity, power, and the self are continuously shaped through processes of
incorporation and transformation.

Bataille’s notion that true sovereignty is achieved through the deliberate breaking
of boundaries — through violent acts that both negate and recreate identity — finds
an echo in Viveiros de Castro’s interpretation of cannibalism. In the Amerindian
context, the act of consuming the enemy is not an end in itself but a symbolic process
in which the self is reconstituted through the incorporation of alterity. This
transformative process is emblematic of a broader cosmological vision that rejects
static categories in favor of a dynamic interplay between destruction and creation. In
both cases, enmity is not merely an antagonistic force but a productive one — a
source of perpetual renewal that challenges the notion of fixed identity.

Additionally, both Bataille and Viveiros de Castro critique the dominant
economic and political paradigms that reduce human existence to processes of
accumulation and control. Bataille’s critique of capitalist production, which valorizes
labor and the accumulation of surplus, is mirrored by Viveiros de Castro’s
deconstruction of anthropocentric hierarchies, which have long excluded nonhuman
entities from the realm of personhood. Their work collectively calls for a
decolonized, pluralistic approach to understanding the world — one that recognizes
the agency of all beings and the multiplicity of perspectives that constitute our shared
reality.

The insights of Bataille and Viveiros de Castro offer a pathway toward more
inclusive, adaptive, and sustainable forms of social organization. By embracing the
contradictions inherent in enmity, animality, and sovereignty, we are invited to
reconceptualize our relationship with the world — a world in which every being,
human or otherwise, is an active participant in the continuous process of becoming.
Together, these thinkers compel us to rethink the very foundations of power,
identity, and social order. Their work advances a decolonial approach that values
multiplicity, fluidity, and relationality over rigid, static categories. By embracing the
productive potential of enmity and the transformative capacity of transgression, we
can begin to envision a wotld where sovereignty is not merely imposed from above
but is continuously generated through the dynamic interplay of all beings.
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