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I. Introduction 
 

When confronted with Bataillean materialism, the first and broader structuring 
paradox one encounters is the deployment of a dualistic articulation to impugn the 
dualistic conception whereby reason is attributed ontological and causal primacy over 
reality. Bataille’s position must be situated in relation to Modern thought, whose 
historical distinctiveness in this regard lies in a perspective shift concerning the 
autonomy of Western reason: a loss-of-innocence passage from reflection 
(knowledge of being, where the former is integrated into the latter, i.e., in physis and, 
later, in God) to self-reflection (the inquiry into the conditions of validity of 
knowledge), through which consciousness will appear to itself as consciousness of 
itself in terms of the mediator of its own access to reality. From the now-necessary standpoint 
of a scientific reason striving to emancipate itself from metaphysical constraints, the 
presupposition of an external ontological ground for human reason will progressively 
appear as dogmatic. As an epistemologisation of ontology, Modernity seems to 
discharge into an unsatisfying dichotomy: either a subjectivistic ontologisation of 
epistemology that forecloses any outside, or a dogmatically realist ontology that 
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disregards Kant’s acknowledgement of the subjective mediation of phenomena. The 
outside of reason sought by the latter position will be pursued by several post-
Hegelian thinkers from a strategic alliance with the former, by means of an 
instrumental use of reason to overturn, from a necessary within, the very inversion 
whereby consciousness presumes an unconditioned, all-conditioning status. Neither 
the world outside representation nor our access to it will be outright denied; what 
will be challenged is their gnoseological nature, opting instead for a fundamentally 
‘practical’ nature shared by the subject and the world, however they are conceived in 
each case. Instrumental reason is thus (re)turned into both a product and an 
instrument: being can only be evoked by inner collapses of thought by reductio ad 
absurdum and/or strategic adherences to rationalism. This movement entails the 
acknowledgement of the self-mediated character of reason’s access to being and of 
being as fundamentally irreducible to rational representation, in a redoubled self-
torsion of Modernity that, while not necessarily leading to materialism, will seek to 
oppose idealism by refusing to abstractly reject reason and even theoretical 
systematicity. 

Bataille will work along these lines, employing contradictions and paradoxical 
concepts to provoke a short-circuit of reason whereby it ‘acknowledges’ its own 
mode of relation with its foundation. Considering its internal articulation and its 
relation to the objects of its critique, my central contentions in this article are that 
Bataille’s constitutive contradictions are produced and used in a methodologically 
systematic manner, that reason is the anchor of Bataille’s system, and that his 
paradoxes both reach logical impeccability by proceeding indirectly and remain 
grounded in formalism, in a fetishistic dependence on concrete, normative 
assumptions that may only be challenged by violating the presumed autonomy of the 
paradox. I proceed as follows: 

In Section II, Bataille’s materialist dualism is analysed internally by means of an 
artificial yet instrumental abstraction of its basic elements, starting with the dyad 
sacred/profane, as a point of departure for a gradual progression into increasingly 
‘external,’ concrete layers of analysis. Bataille’s deliberately paradoxical deployment 
of dualism is examined as a strategy that both accepts and aims to immanently exceed 
the limits of reason, where base matter functions as an anti-idealist infection of form 
from content that sets the foundation for his critique of oppressive systems. 
Bataillean expenditure, as what both grounds and limits ontological delimitation, is 
presented as discharging in a methodical ethics of self-annihilation whose standpoint 
is necessarily that of reason, and whose purpose is not death but its sustained 
endurance in the experience of a dying subject, for which the survival of reason is 
indispensable. 

Section III deals with Bataille’s paradoxical structures, considering their Kantian 
inheritance as modulated in a post-Hegelian fashion. As thinkers of contradiction in 
close theoretical relations with Bataille’s best-known intellectual influences, 
Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer are deployed to closely examine the internal 
behaviour of Bataillean paradoxes, particularly the (necessary) possibility of ‘the 
impossible,’ i.e., of understanding reason as what remains, hence as expenditure, in 
virtue of the simultaneous heterogeneity and indistinguishability between binary 
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poles that alternate and clash in a ceaseless collapse. This central part of the text is 
intended to introduce a momentary suspension or delay of a direct assessment of 
Bataillean paradoxes as critical concepts, so as to expound their highly sophisticated 
logical architecture, thereby laying a minimally clear ground for their critique. 

On these grounds, section IV aims to expound the blind spots of Bataille’s 
thought. I claim that Bataillean paradoxes are informed, in terms of content, by the 
ultimately missed targets of his critique, at least to the extent to which his thought 
both rests on and opposes identity in abstract, remaining caught within formalist 
commitments that compromise its critical operativity in exchange for an 
autonomisation of the notion of excess that resembles that of capitalist value. Since 
Bataille’s critique of transcendence and utility follows the form of a reversing 
denunciation of an ontological inversion, I analyse Bataille’s paradox through the 
notion of fetishism and conclude that the former is modelled after the religious use 
of the latter, thus remaining susceptible, in that regard, to a Marxist critique. This 
problem is illustrated by confronting Bataillean eroticism to the social production of 
sex. Lastly, I propose a way of rendering Bataille’s paradoxical structures effective as 
rational devices by impugning their ideologically presumed theoretical autonomy. 
 
II. Erection–Friction–Castration 
 
A. Methodological Dualism 
 
Beyond mere formal analogy, all the dyadic structures Bataille mobilises are 
synonymic in the last instance in that they hint at their own dissolution in matter; 
conversely, their mutual identification arrives only when they are no longer what they 
are, that is, when they relinquish their constitutive, mutually separating identities. 

Let us start with the dichotomy sacred/profane to examine the formal behaviour 
of these pairs. Unscrupulously put: the first pole signifies the ordering source of 
reality; the second designates the viewpoint that attempts to substitute and thereby 
invert that order. The profane is representation, i.e., the intrinsically hierarchical, 
transcendent structure of judgement (subject/object); consequently, the binary 
sacred/profane and both of its terms are themselves profane, for their difference in 
content is overridden by the primacy of form characteristic of their profane 
production. What must be dissolved is this profane, separating constitution of beings 
as ‘discontinuous,’ i.e., fixed and impermeably isolated. 

Yet, within the profane, beings can relate only through a spurious unity, whose 
reference is their representational, identity-constituting scission. From the sacred, 
which is itself (self-)dissolution, there is only ‘continuity:’ immanency between 
singularities that live and relate “like water in water.”1 This (comm)unity is not fixed, 
least of all as absence of conflict: it moves, and does so through Heraclitean clashes 
whose violence is unbound by any transcendent conditioning. 

Transcendence privileges the profane in a formal sense, while also moralising the 
sacred’s irreducibility to form as despicable, appropriating its power to subject beings 

 
1 Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1989), 25. 
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to ends alien to themselves — paradoxically, their own preservation as closed, 
separate identities. Neither by reducing it nor by surrendering to it can the profane 
autonomously reach the sacred. This does not mean that it succeeds in being 
impermeable to the sacred, nor that it fails in being in touch with it: the autonomy of 
the profane is a profane presumption — an illusion that, as such, is also dependent 
on and infected by the sacred. The profane is life as it is ideally thought, i.e., as 
persistence without change; the sacred is death, from which even its negation derives. 
There is no substantial opposition from the standpoint of the sacred. However, since 
our belonging to the sacred is mediated by profanity, nothing is solved with such 
(profane) acknowledgment. While Bataille longs for the sacred, it is the profane that 
creates the distance across which the path for desire is traced. To approach the 
sacred, he must first recognise himself as constitutively aligned with the profane. 

Bataille’s dualism reflects the realisation that no positive, conclusive synthesis 
producible by representation can differ from a profane substitute for the sacred. 
Being(-conscious) within dualism is a (tautological) fact; becoming conscious of this 
fact is a (practical) decision, and a first step toward using the profane against its grain. 
The second step is to refuse any direct unitary embrace of both poles, which would 
amount to the profane presumption of having already transcended oneself. Within the 
profane scheme, Bataille sides with the sacred pole, for that is the term that aims-
and-fails to signify what the entire structure objectifies. Only from the bottom can 
he now start to go up. 

This procedure is not merely an overcomplicated manner of clinging to the profane 
sacred. The process itself (is what) matters. The process — movement — is the 
sacred in that it is irreducible to origin/end. Since attempting to postulate sacred 
immanency monistically is a transcendent gesture, Bataille needs to immanently 
assume dualistic mediation to pervert it. A direct deployment of the structure fails; 
an indirect, negative deployment fails as well, but this failure, in turn, collapses the 
entire logical structure through a paradox that opens it up to the sacred. His 
contradiction is therefore methodological: it instrumentalises the profane 
contradiction of the sacred by a blind, prima facie commitment to it, turning it into a 
logical self-contradiction whereby the profane works as an instrument of the sacred. 
Bataille thus infiltrates the profane deeper than prescribed, accepting its reductive 
delimitation; then, at the heart of the profane, he performs a value-inverting shift that 
destabilises its form from its content: the abhorrent quality that the sacred displays in 
the eyes of the profane will be vindicated by him as the cornerstone of his materialism. 
 
B. Non-Onto/Logical Materialism 
 
Without further concretion at the level of content, Bataille’s advocacy for a dualistic 
materialism opposed to abstract oppositions would remain trapped within the ideal 
(philosophical) dichotomy between materialism/idealism. 2  In this respect, base 

 
2 This problem is Bataille’s fundamental preoccupation and emerges as a dominant theme 
already in his early writings: “[I]f things as a whole are taken into account, transposed 
distinctions of this kind [form/matter] become arbitrary and even unintelligible. Two verbal 
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matter [matière basse] is defined as non-logical,3 non-ontological difference, for it is 
“external and foreign to ideal human aspirations, and it refuses to allow itself to be 
reduced to the great ontological machines resulting from these aspirations.” 4 
Bataille’s appeal to the base signifies the paradoxically unstable ground whose 
resistance to systematic fixation, including (its own) ontologising conceptualisation, 
manifests the amorphous, undetermined movement that determines things by 
simultaneously grounding and escaping — exceeding and limiting — their form.  

The identification of excess and loss is yet another expression of Bataille’s 
paradoxical architecture. At the most recognisably material level, Bataille regards 
excretion (useless [self-]loss, or [unproductive] consumption) as evidence that all 
organisms take more than what they need to survive, ingestion (useful, rationally 
measured accumulation for survival, or production) being thus derived from, and 
conditioned by, an unconditioned principle of loss.5 Such principle is expenditure 
[dépense]: the need to expend a remnant gratuitously, without return. Bataille’s 
understanding of the cosmos as a ‘general economy’ contests the defining limits of 
both religion and economy through a sacred, atheological economy of loss where 
only absolute risk allows for any temporary and relative securing, and expenditure, 
rather than an external principle, is itself the immanent constitution of all beings. 
Cosmically, the image of expenditure is the Sun, whose power is absolute because it 
is blindly generous to the extent that, at a short distance, its lack of measure becomes 
destructive.6 The absolute disinterestedness grounding its absolute destructiveness 

 
entities are thus formed, explicable only through their constructive value in the social order: 
an abstract God (or simply the idea), and abstract matter; the chief guard and the prison walls. 
The variants of this metaphysical scaffolding are of no more interest than are the different 
styles of architecture. People become excited trying to know if the prison came from the 
guard or if the guard came from the prison.” Georges Bataille, “Base Materialism and 
Gnosticism,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, ed. Allan Stoekl, trans. Allan 
Stoekl et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 45. 
3 Georges Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–
1939, ed. Allan Stoekl, trans. Allan Stoekl et al. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1994), 129. 
4 Bataille, “Base Materialism and Gnosticism,” 51. 
5 Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure;” The Accursed Share, Vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Zone Books, 1991), 27f. 
6 In its conventional identification with (the light of) rational discernment (θεωρία: ‘sight,’ 
‘speculation,’ ‘diplomatic mission;’ comprehensio: ‘seizing,’ ‘inclusion,’ ‘domain’), the Sun 
illustrates the equation of vision and knowledge (eye/I). Remarking the fundamentally low, 
dark character of the (same) Sun in terms of pure quality as lack of any quantitative measure, 
Bataille denounces the unilateral character of its common characterisation, unveiling 
knowledge as an operation of objectualising domination by means of discrimination and 
subsumption under distinct forms from a presumably transcendent standpoint. Bataille’s Sun 
is the dark, blind eye, i.e., the anus. Associated with excretion and death, hence also with the 
erotic, the Sun is here a negation of the individual self. Its anal nature places its non-
reproductive character at the forefront, as the useless pleasure beyond (that of) utility that 
lays the ground for useful reproduction, where any all-encompassing, systematic conclusion 
is obstructed by a hole. The Sun serves Bataille to execute his Nietzschean-Freudian reversal 
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consists in its self-destructive nature: the Sun is itself burning. It is only because its 
process of annihilation coincides with itself that it can nurture the existence of any 
living thing. 

In erecting itself as transcendent, the profane unavoidably reveals its own 
dependence on its sacred ground by correspondingly relegating it to a low position. 
Base matter manifests in the undignified parts of reality, particularly secretions and 
remains: faeces, semen, blood, corpses, rot, etc. 7  It is insomuch as Bataille 
simultaneously assumes dualism (first step) and pays attention to the content of the 
inferior term (second step) that he manages, in principle, to avoid formalism and 
move beyond an idealistic, innocuous inversion of idealism, revealing formal 
determination as itself determined by its infectious content. In siding with it, Bataille 
acknowledges what is profanely deemed low not as a metaphor for the sacred — a 
material vessel for an ontologically prior idea (of matter)8 — but as something in 
privileged contact with it, for it is what survives useful, life-preserving absorption. 
Precisely because it is systematically lost by its systematisation, thereby negatively 
revealing the limits of the latter, the low is not arbitrarily deemed so: what is morally 
rejected as low is treated thus because it is formally uncontainable, hence inadmissible 
as high. 

 
whereby he emphasises the dependence of rational usage upon a fundamental drive to 
squander (Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 129; The Accursed Share, Vol. 1, 28f.). 
However, unilaterally rushing to consummate this tendency leads to the ‘Icarian movement:’ 
an eliding replacement of its violent tension with peaceful, fraudulently unmediated spiritual 
elevation (Georges Bataille, “The ‘Old Mole’ and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme 
[Superman] and Surrealist,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, ed. Allan Stoekl, 
trans. Allan Stoekl et al. [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994], 40). This 
operation is profane, insofar as it simultaneously chooses and absolutises the rational, 
secondary sense of the Sun, paradoxically, in the very movement of splitting it in two 
(Georges Bataille, “Rotten Sun,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, 58). 
7 Bataille’s advocacy for the low, the valueless, and the impure famously made him worthy of 
several pages in the “Second Manifesto of Surrealism,” where Breton despised his anti-
idealism as ideological “phobia about ‘the idea,’” accusing him of intellectual and aesthetic 
worthlessness and pathologising his materialism as puerile, ‘barbaric’ delight with filth. 
Considering the orientalist terms through which French Surrealism modelled its own 
‘subversion’ of Western reason, the markedly colonialist phrasing of Breton’s imputation of 
Bataille does not even reach an ironic status. See André Breton, “Second Manifesto of 
Surrealism (1930),” in Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), 180–86. 
8  “[Most materialists] situated dead matter at the summit of a conventional hierarchy of 
diverse facts, without perceiving that in this way they gave in to an obsession with the ideal 
form of matter, with a form that was closer than any other to what matter should be. Dead 
matter, the pure idea, and God in fact answer a question in the same way (in other words 
perfectly, and as flatly as the docile student in a classroom) — a question that can only be 
posed by philosophers, the question of the essence of things, precisely of the idea by which 
things become intelligible.” Georges Bataille, “Materialism,” in Visions of Excess: Selected 
Writings, 1927–1939, 15. 
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A particularly stubborn rejection of the low informs Bataille’s critical depiction of 
capitalism, fascism, Stalinism, and Christianity, all understood in terms of ‘project’ 
[projet]:9 the rational organisation and management of life from the ‘principle of 
utility,’ according to its profane telos of ultimate immunisation from loss. In contrast 
to ‘archaic’ societies, where sacrifice would have held its proper meaning of useless 
destruction of the useful, 10  bourgeois societies constitute the inverted reign of 
transcendence, accumulation and utilitarian (re)production11 — ‘restricted economy.’ 
There, the proletariat is the repressed abject, therefore the zone zero of revolution as 
expenditure:12 

 
This eruptive force accumulates in those who are necessarily situated 
below. Communist workers appear to the bourgeois to be as ugly and 
dirty as hairy sexual organs, or lower parts; sooner or later there will be 
a scandalous eruption in the course of which the asexual noble heads 
of the bourgeois will be chopped off. As in the case of violent love, they 
take place beyond the constraints of fecundity.13 
 

Interestingly, a connection to expenditure is also present in fascism.14 Despite his 
antifascist militancy, Bataille’s relative valorisation of fascism’s unleashing of violence 

 
9 See Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, trans. Stuart Kendall (Albany: SUNY Press, 2014). 
10 Bataille’s fascination with the Mexica (‘Aztec’) people and gods emerged in the late 1920s. 
Shortly thereafter, drawing upon Marcel Mauss’s The Gift, he further developed his 
considerations on loss and sacrifice in a political manner, by contrasting bourgeois societies 
with those of the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest Coast, whose potlatch is 
interpreted by Bataille as an example of living in accordance with the principle of loss, where 
expenditure would be ritualised through ceremonies of sumptuary destruction of wealth to 
reaffirm the power of the community via agonistic exchanges of gifts (Bataille, “The Notion 
of Expenditure,” 121ff.; The Accursed Share, Vol. 1, 63ff.). Social rank would be there defined 
in terms of the vulnerability to ruinous dispossession intrinsic to fortunes, honour would 
depend on a (self-)sacrificing attitude in the face of chance, and power (to win) would be, above 
all, power to (make) lose. 
11 It might be argued that capitalism is, rather, an extremely wasteful mode of production and 
that, both from Bataillean conceptuality and against Bataille’s diagnosis, it thus immediately 
coincides with sacred expenditure. See Jean-Joseph Goux, “General Economics and 
Postmodern Capitalism,” trans. Kathryn Ascheim and Rhonda Garelick, Yale French Studies 78 
(1990): 206–24. However, Bataille’s assessment of capitalism as an accumulative system is 
based not on its quantitative degree of squander but on its qualitative mode of relation with 
unconditioned expenditure. In this sense, capitalist accumulation would attempt to invert its 
actual relation to the sacred by treating loss instrumentally as a price for gain, i.e., as an 
unavoidable yet unwanted consequence, but not as its condition of possibility and goal. The 
arguments for the identity between capitalism and expenditure in Bataille’s thought lay beyond 
this level and will be developed, in part, in the following sections. 
12 Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 126ff. 
13 Georges Bataille, “The Solar Anus,” in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, 26. 
14  Georges Bataille, “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” in Visions of Excess: Selected 
Writings, 1927–1939, 153. 
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has been adduced to portray him as a philofascist thinker. Indeed, violence per se is 
not the problem. Bataille’s determined opposition to fascism is theoretically 
grounded in a commitment to unconditional expenditure, in whose light fascism uses 
and modulates violence to the extent necessary to preserve a pure identity. As 
projects, fascism and bourgeois democracies are not absolutely opposed, albeit the 
former does display, for Bataille, a higher degree of ‘courage,’ as it refuses to hide its 
horrific face behind hypocritical promises of equality to preserve the atomised 
bourgeois subject.15 Neither are fascism and State communism radically averse, for 
they also share an ultimately rationalist drive for accumulation.16 The same criticism 
is levelled at Christianity, where God functions as the transcendent guarantor for the 
afterlife survival of the self.17 Even mystical disinterest, in spite of Bataille’s own 
sympathies with the mystics, is judged as ultimately interested in salvation, where self-
abandonment in God would work as means to appropriate expenditure’s 
unlimitedness in the service of life, thereby constituting a counterfeit dissolution.18 

 
15 See Bataille, “The Psychological Structure of Fascism;” “The Notion of Expenditure;” The 
Accursed Share, Vols. 2 and 3, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1991). 
16  Bataille establishes relative points of contact between these systems as modes of 
organisation that repress abjection and revolution in different manners. It is true, however, 
that they are evaluated from the viewpoint of a Nietzschean master hypermorality of glory 
and honour, which at least manages to avoid an abstractly anarchist rejection of order tout 
court, insofar as it does not oppose hierarchies as such — or it does, as long as hierarchies are 
conceived in terms of and as means for a profane, homogenising repression of expenditure 
as radical difference. It is in this respect that Bataille finds the bourgeois paradigmatically 
coward in their reformist, egalitarian concessions to the proletariat, which he understands as 
derived from their incapacity to meet their duty of spending publicly and expose themselves to 
the risk of (self-)loss, so as to be recognised by the proletariat as an antagonistic class and 
therefore hated (and loved) (Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 123ff.). In contrast to 
communism and fascism, the bourgeoisie distances itself from the low class, yet, by 
pretending the opposite, it lacks the dignity of the aristocracy (Bataille, “The Notion of 
Expenditure,” 124f.; “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” 153). In any case, it is a 
conscious opposition to fascism that led Bataille beyond a bourgeois scandalisation at fascist 
violence, framed in a concern for the political that remained active even when he became 
more pessimistic about revolution after World War II. For a meticulous chronological 
account of Bataille’s political activities developed within the collective organisations and 
projects he took part in, see Michel Surya, Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography (London: 
Verso, 2002). 
17 Bataille acknowledges certain possibilities in Christianity’s drive to violent excess, which he 
however deems limited: “The meaning of Christianity is given in the development of the 
delirious consequences of the expenditure of classes, in a mental agonistic orgy practiced at 
the expense of the real struggle” (Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 127). Likewise, in 
Erotism, Bataille describes an initial ambiguity in Christianity, manifested in a two-way street: 
embracing dissolution and continuity or eternising reified identity, the latter being ultimately 
pursued (Georges Bataille, Erotism: Death and Sensuality, trans. Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: 
City Lights Books, 1986), 117ff.). In any case, the problem for Bataille is the alienating 
transcendentalisation that places the sacred at once too far and too close. 
18 See Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure;” Erotism; Inner Experience. The suspicion of a 
concealed (self-)interested nature of mystical disinterest is, however, a fundamental 
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As projects, all these systems aim to obliterate movement to ensure their own 
preservation; yet, preservation is itself a specific movement: “Today the great and 
free forms of unproductive social expenditure have disappeared. One must not 
conclude from this, however, that the very principle of expenditure is no longer the 
end of economic activity.”19 Profanity’s failure consists in an excessive success in its 
own desire: in seeking to eliminate its condition of possibility — excess itself — it 
necessarily conserves it in virtue of the latter’s power — and maintains it out of its 
own. The irrepressible survives at the very locus of its repression. As the concept of 
the unconceptualisable, base matter is a paradox; in threatening absolute rational 
control, it is, like the lowly parts of reality, a persistent reminder of death. 
 
C. The Ecstatic Ethics of Self-Annihilation 
 
Vis-à-vis vulgar (idealist) materialism, representation is understood as a real, material 
process — specifically, as reason’s excretion of its own indigestibly material and 
dynamic nature. The (self-)purification from loss enacted by speculative systematicity 
in order to sufficiently preserve its formal consistency is enabled by what it expels to 
perform this very operation. Reason is repelled by matter, which appears to it as 
amorphous and nasty, so that even — or precisely — when it attempts to overpower 
it, it ultimately obeys it. Or: in its constitutive attempt to elide the sacred, the profane 
cannot but elide it. Here, Bataille refuses to grant priority to formal, empty identities 
which would then be filled with accidental content or attributes: both against and in 
favour of itself, abstraction immediately exists as something concrete, relative to, and 
determined by a loss that defines its material existence. Abstraction is always already 
abstraction of death. 

Despite its exacerbation in bourgeois societies, profanity does not originate in 
Modernity. Bataille’s historicisation of the constitution of profanity locates the crucial 

 
preoccupation for Modern mystics, who unavoidably deal as well with the problem of 
representation. In the attempt to dissolve its separate identity — or its gnoseological 
presumption of separation from (or union with) God — it is still the necessarily-free 
(Modern) subject of reason and will that may destroy itself. The mystical task is therefore 
doomed to fail: as soon as the subject acknowledges itself as finally knowing and desiring 
nothing, its success is immediately revealed as a failure. Conversely, this necessary failure 
involves the only possible triumph in practically exposing the structure of subject and object 
as effectively insufficient. Once the mystic succeeds in understanding this very fact, the cycle 
begins again, its failure consummated as such in its understanding. In addition, an extremely 
detached contemplative attitude may lead to opposite, (über-mystical) atheist positions that 
renounce interest in salvation and dislocate the locus of the dissolving reintegration of the 
subject from God to a material, disenchanted world. Both this orientation to the extreme and 
the rejection of any external mediation for the religious experience manifest the heterodox 
character of mysticism, with which Bataille displays close affinities. An analysis of the 
paradoxes involved in mysticism within the coordinates of Modernity can be found in Marc 
de Kesel, Effacing the Self: Mysticism and the Modern Subject (Albany: SUNY Press, 2023). 
19 Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 124. 
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turning point in the emergence of consciousness and the use of tools. 20 Again, 
consciousness does not spring empty but as self-consciousness in terms of 
consciousness of death: it is determined as such by what it objectifies as its content, 
thus giving rise to the subject/object partition. From consciousness stems work as 
the use of things — not their direct or immediate consumption, but their 
instrumentalising objectification for an end beyond themselves, i.e., the preservation 
of the subject. It is at this point that the profane is born as the transcendent realm 
that ideally delineates the spheres of the sacred and the profane, abstractly 
constituting identities by separating immanently interrelated, singular beings. The rise 
of transcendence likewise marks the advent of time over the present instant — the 
timeless, immanent continuity of ‘animality’ — in a tripartite division commanded by 
the ever-slipping promise of future salvation in exchange for today’s work. 

Profanity is, then, entrenched in human consciousness. There is, however, an 
outside of the given, yet one that is, logically, not directly provided by profane projects. 
Immanency does not consist in a return to a safe past or in the achievement of a safe 
future, but in a rupture with the utilitarian scheme of time to self-sacrifice in an 
instant of expenditure. Bataille understands these exceptional, necessarily ephemeral 
suspensions of time through the categories of ‘the experience’ and ‘the impossible.’ 
The experience of the impossible is ecstasy: experience without subject; hence also without 
object: experience of things.21 It is thus the impossible experience of continuity — of 
discontinuity with discontinuity — as the experience (life) of experience (death). Bataille’s 
ethics of transgression posits self-annihilation as a path (a means) to itself through 
itself22 where the impermanence of ecstasy is that of the sacred for the profane: if the 
subject survives, the attainment of self-loss is itself loss, so that loss remains the 
ground for the subject’s own survival. 

It should be noted that the idea that no project can directly provide a way out 
means that the project does not immediately lead to expenditure — not that the path to 
expenditure lies outside of the project. Again: attempting to jump over the project is 
the project’s assimilating procedure par excellence. For the subject to live beyond the 
project, according to its death-based life, it must proceed necessarily through the 

 
20 Bataille, Theory of Religion, 27ff.; The Tears of Eros, trans. Peter Connor (San Francisco: City 
Lights Books, 1989), 29–31. 
21 Bataille, Inner Experience, 64. 
22 Suffice it to recall the etymology of ‘ecstasy:’ ἔκστασις [“out of oneself”]. Since subjection 
to the project is what ideally defines and mutually separates both beings and life spheres, each 
domain contains a specific self-dissolving ex-it. Thus, for instance — the apparent erotic and 
religious senses of ecstasy aside — in politics, the ecstatic instant is that of revolution as a 
festival, i.e., as the execution, by the proletarian abject class, of a brutal release of sacred 
violence (Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 126ff.); in language, poetry is conceived by 
Bataille as a sacrifice of words in their regular, useful employment (Bataille, Inner Experience, 
117), hence as an instance of expenditure that menaces the life of the poet as well: “The poet 
frequently can use words only for his own loss; he is often forced to choose between the 
destiny of a reprobate, who is as profoundly separated from society as dejecta are from 
apparent life, and a renunciation whose price is a mediocre activity, subordinated to vulgar 
and superficial needs” (Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure,” 120). 
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project:23 for consciousness to reach the ‘extremity of the possible,’ it must survive; 
while consciousness survives, it must sustain experience not by reaching catastrophic 
climax — which would destroy the self’s and death’s life in a single stroke — but, 
rather, by edging toward it, keeping death as permanently lived danger and oneself alive 
only through an immanent collapse. The fundamental problem, ethical at its core, 
consists in (a) living contradiction, i.e., to live in a contradictory manner by animating 
contradiction with one’s own life, and vice versa: “To sacrifice is not to kill but to 
relinquish and to give.”24 Since no contradiction arises from death’s subject-less point 
of view, self-annihilation does not amount to reaching extinction — which would be 
formally equal to a final stabilisation — but to the process of living life proper, as a 
(self-)annihilating self-contradiction. One does so by betraying death in projecting one’s 
own destruction — a correspondingly contradictory acknowledgement of the 
materiality of the profane by acknowledging one’s own belonging to it (first step) — 
and betraying the plan along the way25 in order to live death (second step). It is reason, 
as both grounded in the sacred and mediating our access to it, that sustains (its own 
experience of) the impossible as (self-)contradiction: “Inner experience is driven by 
discursive reason. Reason alone has the power to undo its work, to throw down what 
it has built up.” 26  Such is the premise of the homme acéphale: kill the high by 
(surrendering to) the low — kill God —, cut the head ceaselessly, for it ceaselessly 
grows back; and conversely: keep reason alive as an instrument for an experience that is 
already that of a self that exists only as it is self-decapitating. 
 
III. Reason’s Delights: Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard 
 
A. Critical and Post-Hegelian Inheritances 
 
Bataille’s aporetic treatment of the problem of representation in terms of reason’s 
simultaneous acknowledgement and collapse of its own limits can be understood as 
resting on a mutual perversion, where Hegel’s absolute identity is absolutely 
unleashed and invigorated only by being castrated by an excessive Kantian self-
restriction. As a surrender to being non-being, Bataillean experience needs (to oppose) 
life and death, thought and being, freedom and necessity, only to mutually identify 
each pole as the other’s passage to itself, thereby collapsing means and ends, through 
a rational self-mediating process that amounts to self-annihilation as a path to selfless 
itselfness. Within its historical coordinates, Bataille’s materialism is indisputably 
influenced by Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. However, his usage of paradoxical 
structures may be further elucidated by considering four elements of Kantian 
inheritance modulated in ways intimately similar to that of two other post-Hegelian 

 
23 Bataille, Inner Experience, 52. 
24 Bataille, Theory of Religion, 48–49. 
25 Bataille, Inner Experience, 63f. 
26 Ibid., 52. 
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thinkers less frequently invoked — by both Bataillean scholarship and Bataille 
himself —, namely, Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard.27 

Regarding epistemology and ontology, Bataille’s most apparent similarity with 
Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer lies in his (i) strategic embrace of Kantian dualism. 
Judging (Kojève’s) Hegel as having operated a rational subsumption of the irrational, 
Bataille does not renounce the absolute: instead, he posits it Kantianly — as rationally 
inaccessible — by (ii) conceptualising an inconceptualisable thing-in-itself (base 
matter), yet denying it such character, to propose “a materialism not implying an 
ontology, not implying that matter is the thing-in-itself.”28 Indeed, base matter is the 
movement of material dissolution of onto-logical limits (expenditure), hence not a 
thing: neither an object (of representation) nor a noumenical substance. The rational 
postulation of the latter, as for Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard, would amount to an 
object, as their debasement of epistemology includes ontological hierarchisations as 
epistemological (profane) procedures. Nevertheless, base matter is not a thing-in-
itself in that sense for the same reason that it does occupy such place for representation. 
As Kant’s noumenon, base matter both exceeds and relativises reason own relative 
procedures as its irrational transcendental condition of possibility: it is the 
phenomenically irreducible, although in virtue of being characterised, content-wise, 
as its opposite — as Hegelianly dynamic. 

As an affect beyond — and, from the profane viewpoint, radically transcendent to — 
religion’s speculative and moral lawfulness, Bataille’s sacred resonates with 
Kierkegaard’s faith, while also aligning with Schopenhauer’s atheistic libidinisation of 
a blind, inhuman cosmos. Its relation to this (non-)ontological basis justifies Bataille’s 
ethics as a collapsing self-contradiction of transcendence that enacts the same 
oxymoronic anti-ontological in-itselfness. Bataille’s (iii) vindication of things (as 
expenditure) as their own (expenditure’s) ends is based on the same (non-)ontology 
that impugns any closed in-itself as epistemological, hence utilitarian. Since this in-

 
27  To my knowledge, Bataille’s theoretical relationship to Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer, 
albeit mostly mediated by Nietzsche, has received little scholarly attention. Accounts on 
Bataille’s connection to Schopenhauer can be found in Alain Vinson, “Métaphysique de 
l’amour et métaphysique de la mort chez Bataille et chez Schopenhauer,” Les Études 
philosophiques 2 (1990): 231–50; Nick Land, “Art As Insurrection: The Question of Aesthetics 
in Kant, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche,” in Nietzsche and Modern German Thought, ed. Keith 
Ansell-Pearson (Routledge, 1991); Nick Land, The Thirst for Annihilation: Georges Bataille and 
Virulent Nihilism (London: Routledge, 1992). As for the conceptual links between Kierkegaard 
and Bataille, different approaches have been developed by Laura Llevadot, “Georges Bataille: 
Kierkegaard and the Claim for the Sacred,” in Kierkegaard’s Influence on Philosophy, t. 2: 
Francophone Philosophy, ed. Jon Stewart, Kierkegaard Research: Sources, Reception and 
Resources, vol. 11 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 43–62; Frédéric Baitinger, “Le jour de la 

communication : Kierkegaard, Chestov, Bataille et la question du péché,” Les Cahiers Léon 
Chestov 13–14 (2014): 59–77; José Luis Evangelista Ávila, “Pathos a Ultranza: Una Lectura de 
Kierkegaard y Bataille,” Revista de Filosofía 53/150 (2021): 114–45; Oscar Parcero Oubiña, “El 
sujeto excéntrico: Bataille y Kierkegaard,” Logos. Anales del Seminario de Metafísica 57/2 (2024): 
345–61. In this article, their relationship will be addressed in a succinct, instrumental manner 
to expound the specificity of Bataille’s paradoxical structures. 
28 Bataille, “Base Materialism and Gnosticism,” 163. 
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itselfness that things possess exceeds their identity (i.e., is alien to them as identities), 
Bataille advocates for a destruction of ideal, transcendent values by means of a 
systematic self-effacing procedure that may be understood under the form of (iv) a 
reversed categorical imperative, in a sense similar to how Lacan reads Sade as Kant’s 
hidden face.29 Self-annihilation works unconditionally, deriving its universal validity 
from the (non-)ontological constitution of reality. As with base matter when 
compared with Kant’s thing-in-itself, content differs: Bataille’s imperative leads not 
to rationality but, through rationality (’s collapse), to the irrational. Still, formally, 
reason must submit to it(self) as an imperative based on a natural order and 
independent of individual desires, which would be, for Bataille, those defined by 
(utilitarian) need, beyond which annihilation would harmonise beings with a 
Todestrieb-like cosmic law.  

The imperative of self-annihilation might be understood as an intimate, immanent 
perversion that reverses, through inverted values, an already inverted world by the 
same active force animating Bataille’s own dualistic collapse of dualism, where 
expenditure stimulates a restless oscillation between poles. This nonetheless requires 
a transcendentalisation of reason from (and thus over and against) itself, under the form 
of a sacrifice for the abstract, absolute dominion of pleasure beyond survival through 
a jouissance of the law that sacrifices utilitarian pleasure, to go, precisely, beyond the 
pleasure principle. Here, reason would be kept alive as an instrument, subject to the 
excessive enjoyment of the individual through expenditure, hence ultimately to the 
latter. Such enjoyment would be, however, that of an excessive subjection to reason, 
yet one paradoxically executed through a sacrifice of the limits of rationality that, in 
turn, may be revealed as a sadistic subjection of reason to the role of an absolute, 
sadistic power over the subject, and so on.30 
 
B. Into the Paradox 
 
Bataille’s paradox drives life and death to simultaneously identify with and oppose 
each other. While they can relate reciprocally as singular beings in immanence, in that 

 
29 Jacques Lacan, “Kant with Sade,” trans. James B. Swenson, October 51 (1989): 55–75. 
30 Bataille’s materialism, in this sense, is above all an anti-idealism — a (self-)destruction of 
idealism enacted at the most personal level, where Bataille himself becomes his own victim. 
This is visible not only in his visceral opposition to the religious positions of his early youth, 
and in the intense anti-religious fervour of his ‘conversion to evil’ — a reversal of his own 
conversion to Catholicism —, but also in his methodological, lawful exposure to theoretical 
and practical transgression, persistently pursued beyond any reasonable, immediate 
enjoyment. Throughout his life, Bataille was devoted to a systematic search for moral-free 
pleasure (or mutual dissolution-intensification of pleasure and knowledge) through the 
mediation of the strictest of laws — that of unconditional enjoyment —, undistinguishable 
from the pleasure of subjecting to it. Widely known examples of this attitude are his 
experimental meditative practices on death — especially his meditation on the torture and 
execution of Fu Chou Li in 1905, whose photography he received from Adrien Borel in 1925 
— and the necrophiliac episode where he allegedly masturbated in front of his mother’s 
corpse in 1930. See Surya, Georges Bataille: An Intellectual Biography. 
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they can mutually dissolve and agonistically dominate each other.31 Expenditure’s 
anti-/self-identical constitution makes it possible to claim that “[i]n becoming 
infinite, greed loses its meaning, it becomes excess instead of greed, a greed 
expanding into expenditure. Infinite avarice and infinite prodigality become 
indistinguishable.”32 Again, the sacred persists in its profane repression. Applied to 
Bataille’s understanding of capitalism as exacerbated accumulation, excess reveals 
how even the most seemingly consummated inversion is still dependent on what it 
negates; put differently, capitalism constitutively tends to its destruction.33 As a critical 
concept, however, excess serves as the basis for defining and criticising capitalism as 
excessive restriction of excess to the same extent that it simultaneously spares it from 
criticism and intervention. 

It thus seems that reason and expenditure might become exchangeable and there 
realise immanency, either truly or spuriously — or ‘both.’ Here resurfaces the fatal 
dichotomy of Modern thought — translated to economic terms, that of capital’s 
absorption of every possible change through its own manifestation as change itself , 
where “neither the radicalisation of the productive forces, nor the resort to anti-
production seems able to grasp or escape the bewitchment of capitalism as a system 
of crisis and creative destruction.”34 In dealing with this dichotomy by means of 
methodological paradoxes, Bataille seems caught in a tension between productivism 
and anti-productivism,35 or even between accelerationism and primitivism.36 The 
acknowledgement of this contradiction has led to divergent readings of Bataille’s 
thought, positioning him as either transgressing or endorsing ‘liberalism’ and/or 
‘reactionism.’ 

An über-Bataillean interpretation of Bataille’s paradox would regard it as 
irreducible to both poles and thus transgressive of the dichotomy only and precisely 
because of its own ambiguity. It could be argued that self-annihilation’s inconclusive, 
negative back-and-forth alternance of opposites happens only from and for the 
dualistic point of view of reason, which despairs to the point of madness for a final 

 
31 Another level of identification and opposition may be revealed by the expression ‘life is self-
consciousness of death,’ where either of them can at any moment occupy the place of the 
subject or of the object, both of these positions being available from both extremes of the 
sentence.  
32  Denis Hollier, “The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille,” trans. Hilari Allred, Yale 
French Studies 78 (1990): 136–37. This explains why Bataille addresses both systematically 
irreducible excess and the accumulative excess-subjecting compulsion he attributes to systems 
in terms of ‘the accursed share.’ 
33 Thus, Bataille addresses the idea that underlies Marx’s dialectical conception of history, 
although the terms through which he does so differ in premises and implications, as I will 
argue in the next section. See Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, trans. 
Maurice Dobb (New York: International Publishers, 1976).  
34 Benjamin Noys, “‘Grey in Grey’: Crisis, Critique, Change,” Journal of Critical Globalisation 
Studies 4 (2011): 55. 
35 Idem. 
36 Eugene Brennan, “The Politics of Excess and Restraint: Reading Bataille alongside and 
against Accelerationism,” in Georges Bataille and Contemporary Thought, ed. Will Stronge 
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 223. 
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verdict on what is happening through an endless chain of adversative particles. Such 
would be a reading of Bataillean expenditure as a Kierkegaardian absolute paradox 
that thought must sustain, for that trembling of reason would be the felt effect of its 
rationally irreducible, unstable ground. Enduring a paradox is, however, the impossible 
for reason — an exceptional movement that it would only be required to execute by 
and through an unruly legality outside (yet grounding) its own. For a theoretical 
analysis of the critical solvency of Bataillean thought, the problem remains: if the 
sacred is (posed) beyond the profane, how can the sacred be distinguished (as such) 
from the profane? 

The (profane) indistinguishability of the sacred may be regarded as based on a 
radical distinction between the ‘external’ (rational) and the ‘internal’ (practical) realm 
— something Bataille shares with Kierkegaard as well. Since the exception (as 
freedom) absolutely transgresses the law (of necessity, i.e., ‘natural,’ directly political 
and logical subjection), its mode of appearance for reason is not tied to what would 
logically correspond to it — absolute opposition. The thought of exception carries 
within the danger of following a fraudulent, reassimilating line of flight provided by 
the norm, as its own transcendental condition of possibility. When its appearance of 
an exit route is unmasked as the other side of the law, transgression might only be 
recognised as such from outside the law — from itself. How do we know we are 
there? Logically, we do not: clear distinction is a rational procedure.  

If the outside is not denied here, it is precisely because of the impossibility of it 
being truly affirmed by knowledge. Reason’s inability to recognise what lies outside it 
is not de iure but de facto: when it attempts to do so, it simultaneously fails to reach the 
impossible and the possible, i.e., the scientifically valid. We are still, albeit unsteadily, 
within Kant’s domains, whose paradoxical, strategically prima facie undertaking led 
Schopenhauer to criticise the positing of the thing-in-itself even as reason’s taboo, 
and Kierkegaard to not hesitate to call Abraham a murderer.37 That the foundation 
of representation is absolutely irrepresentable means that it is also impossible to keep 
as a secret by a falsely humble juridical (self-)restriction of reason’s actual power.38 
Here arises, as necessity, the fact of (the subject’s own insertion within) 
representation, and, as freedom, the possibility of representing in a certain manner that, 
by a practical (self-)contradiction of theory, may point out beyond itself. This is 
Kierkegaard’s own embrace of (a particular type of) speech (‘indirect 
communication’), Schopenhauer’s commitment to idealism, and Bataille’s 

 
37  Søren Kierkegaard, “Fear and Trembling,” in Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI: Fear and 
Trembling/Repetition trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2013). 
38  It is in this sense that Kierkegaard’s Abraham can neither speak any truth nor remain 
truthfully silent about Isaac’s sacrifice, so he speaks in a certain way that says nothing. Abraham 
would have thus transcended dualistic structures by refusing to perform their direct, unilateral 
negation (i.e., silence), while going also beyond their direct, unilateral embrace (i.e., speech). 
By siding with speech to then pervert the very form of language through a singular treatment 
of its content — where his specific words (Gen 22:8) are presented as crucial —, Abraham 
would have produced something irreducible to each pole considered separately as much as to 
their synthesis in the dyadic scheme itself. 
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“[p]rinciple of inner experience: to get out through a project of the realm of the 
project”39 — the assumption that reason alone can undo its work. All these are 
indirect procedures that accept that, in order to truly accept that the only way out is 
through, take reason at its word and sacrifice its outside. As opposed points of view, 
the sacred and the profane understand themselves as the foundation of reality, which, 
from the viewpoint of the sacred, is the experience of the impossible, and, from that of 
the profane subject of experience, the experience of the impossible. Yet, the mutual 
opposition of these perspectives arises from that of the subject, for which its own 
determination by the sacred proceeds as self-determination — and this it must 
accept.40 

It is, therefore, profanity’s (sacred) duty to obey itself. The law that compels 
reason to obey its own law comes, however, from outside its reach, as a law that 
reason is perfectly free not to obey, yet is always obeying. Its margin of improvement is 
one for its own benefit and consists in critically (i.e., Kantianly) acknowledging its 
own limits — knowing itself —, yet by (and for) exceeding them in a doubly 
contradictory manner, i.e., through self-restriction, for nothing except a secret 
preservation of the sacred could tell reason that it is vain to humiliate itself by 
submitting to the sacred, and that it should mutilate its own possibilities, agreeing 
with itself and with the sacred by vainly subjecting the latter. Hence, Schopenhauer, 
Kierkegaard, and Bataille commit the crime and directly say the unsayable. And they 
are not guilty of representative reduction only to the extent to which they are, for 
posing an outside of reason is not only a failure if we assume that their failure is 
totalised, their entire oeuvres being necessarily a lie — a reductive farce, a theatrical 

 
39 Bataille, Inner Experience, 52. 
40 This procedure is masterfully represented by Schopenhauer in the second volume of The World 
as Will and Representation through the dialogue between ‘the subject’ and ‘matter’ located at the 
end of the First Chapter of the First Half (“The Doctrine of the Representation of 
Perception”) of the Supplements to the First Book, where each of these two characters 
reclaims its own ontological priority over the other and reality in its entirety. The dialogue 
concludes with the shared realisation that the most ‘the subject’ and ‘matter’ can and must do 
is understanding that they are products of a totality that exceeds them and that is not the will 
(matter), but representation (the subject, i.e., reason). Put differently: the most the subject can 
and must understand is that the confrontation between ‘the subject’ and ‘matter’ happens 
within itself, so that the true acknowledgement of its own ground in matter and of its nature 
as a puppet of the will — hence, of the inverted, specular condition of its own sight — can 
only proceed indirectly, i.e., by asserting as true what it can see: itself as the foundation of 
reality. The absolutely indirect character of this operation is revealed in the coincidence of 
this assertion with what ‘the subject’ was contending against ‘matter’ before trying to turn its 
eyes backwards and see itself exactly as ‘matter’ argued. This position reaches truth only by 
asserting a false, idealistic content, for such assertion is formally and practically undogmatic 
in virtue of reason’s coincidence with its own functioning. Compare to Bataille’s method for 
inner experience: “In the disharmony to which I must honestly adhere, harmony alone, 
because of the I must, represents a possibility of disharmony; necessary dishonesty, but one 
cannot become dishonest through a concern for honesty” (Bataille, Inner Experience, 63). See 
Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. E. F. J. Payne (New York: 
Dover, 1966), 2:17–18. 
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performance of mere speculation41 where the authors are incapable of rising a truthful 
assertion with higher credit over the rest, and whose representative character might only 
be noticed by the reader, who would then throw away the ladder. The fact that 
nothing in their works enables us to assert this with certainty makes perfect sense 
together with this unfalsifiable position, which consists, precisely, in that every 
proposition, as such, has the same value.42 Absolute indirection is thus only realised 
in being not even indistinguishable from but, rather, identical to a direct embrace of 
reason’s self-attributed autonomy. Yet, while consciousness survives, as it should, 
this remains (the) impossible for it.43 

 
41 In its double, epistemological and economic sense, as an inverted reflection of fraudulent 
value-inflation. 
42 I am referring to proposition 6.4 of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, “All propositions are of equal 
value,” which negates the transcendent value of any proposition’s content, as it is made 
explicit in 6.41, due to its propositional form. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, trans. C. K. Ogden (London: Routledge, 1990). This is a performative manoeuvre: 
the transcendent value that the content of this proposition seems to have with regard to other 
propositions is negated by its own propositional form, thus practically realising its content by 
paradoxical means that succeed in communicating the failure in communication by enacting 
themselves such failure. Thus, the value of the proposition that asserts that no proposition 
has transcendent value is located in a transcendent position regarding (outside the reach of) 
the logical realm. From this point of view, concerning their involvement with systematic 
procedures as strategical and performative, against direct, impossible rejections of reason, 
Kierkegaard’s, Schopenhauer’s, and Bataille’s supposed overcoming of Hegelian speculation 
would be as ironically as necessarily sacrificed for the public eye too, for the crucial difference 
with Hegel would lie in the conscious character of the same reduction of reality to consciousness 
they accuse him of.  
43  This apparent flattening that externally equates the high with the low echoes with the 
ordinary appearance of Kierkegaard’s knight of faith, who lies beyond the sphere of 
recognisability, thereby also beyond the recognisable appearance of an enlightened man. This 
ethical sense of Kierkegaardian indirection can be traced back to Paul’s hōs me (“as not”), 
which answers the (political) question (“What is to be done [between Christ’s First and 
Second Coming]?”) by appealing to an absolute indifference to the binary distinctions of the 
old law that is identified with their observance, so that obeying the divine law that suspends 
earthly legality coincides with obeying the latter. A pure mystical viewpoint would regard as 
‘desirable’ that this levelling was true — not only external —, so as to consummate the 
reuniting dissolution with the divine through the extinction of the separation between the 
internal and the external on which their identification relies. But an impossibly keepable secret 
is nevertheless kept. In this respect, Bataille’s impossible is both the attainment of the 
irreducible to reason and the emancipation from reason’s own remaining: the necessary 
knowledge regarding the re-inversion that renders one coincident with the appearance of the 
enlightened, and the consequent temptation of an interested adherence to it in the hope of 
being recognised by opposition cannot be completely excreted: “Yet I have known that I know 
nothing and this, my secret: ‘nonknowledge communicates ecstasy.’ Existence has since 
begun again, banal and based on the appearance of knowledge. I wanted to escape it, saying 
to myself: this knowledge is false, I know nothing, absolutely nothing. But I know: 
‘nonknowledge communicates ecstasy’” (Bataille, Inner Experience, 63). This is the same (non-
)knowledge that guides reason’s assumption of idealism in Schopenhauer. For Bataille, this 
deliberately suspended certainty will be retrieved to deal with: “What I must execrate today: 



M. Garea Albarrán 

 

150 

Since this scheme places certainty in an impossibly pure, radical exteriority, it all 
comes down to acknowledging the intrinsic uncertainty of life as a conceptually 
irreducible decision. Concluding in favour of Bataille’s critical success would only be 
possible by taking a leap of faith that would be legitimately misread as still theoretical 
from the juridical point of view of theory, unable to even recognise the existence of 
that which would lie beyond distinguishability. The danger of such a leap being 
indeed spurious is not concealed: that ‘faith’ is radical danger is the same risk Bataille 
embraces as an ethical imperative that matches the behaviour of reality as 
catastrophic expenditure. 

However, if we decide not to take the leap, we may discover some theoretical work 
left to do, still  — or finally — beyond the enchantment of logic and into the dirty 
terrains of earthly determinations. We then may see that the crucial success is not to 
be looked for in whether Bataille’s thought is ultimately consistent in and for itself, 
even — or precisely — as the collapse of an infinitely self-reproductive paradox, but 
in how its self-referentiality interacts with what it objectualises. From this standpoint, 
the aporetic character of Bataille’s theory may be recognised, in its undeniable vigour, 
as still caught in formalism. In this regard, while a merely formal coincidence with 
some post-Hegelianly perverted Kantian principles would only ground a claim for 
substantial coincidences from a formalist perspective, it is my view that such 
perspective relevantly determines Bataille’s thought while simultaneously connecting 
it to the objects of its critique, at least to the extent to which the privilege of form in 
Modern epistemology may be regarded as modelled on the productive procedures 
specific to capitalism, as their ideological expression. The failure of expenditure as a 
paradox is identified with victory based on its fetishistic autonomisation as a formal 
structure that is confirmed by its maximum contradiction, i.e., expenditure’s re-
identification with reason in virtue of the latter contradicting it by being identifiable 
with what remains. To grasp this, we must go outside — not of ‘speculation itself,’ but 
of the historical autonomy of the notion of expenditure in Bataille’s thought of 
transgression. 
 
IV. Form Fetish 
 
A. A Matter of Content. Religious and Commodity Fetishism 
 
Baudrillard disambiguated Bataille’s paradox by claiming that its dialectically 
irreducible transgression ultimately rested on a dialectical dependence on the law. 
Bataille’s critique of utility is judged by him as insufficient in that his antagonisation 
of accumulation would rely on a pure concept of impurity.44 From this point of view, 
Bataillean dualism would rest on a monistic ‘impossible’ as a Kantian regulative ideal. 

 
voluntary ignorance, the methodical ignorance through which I came to seek ecstasy” (Idem). 
And this execration proceeds, again, by its reassimilating acknowledgement. 
44 Jean Baudrillard, “When Bataille Attacked the Metaphysical Principle of Economy,” trans. 
David J. Miller, Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory / Revue Canadienne de Théorie Politique 
et Sociale 11/3 (1987): 57–62. 
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The indistinguishability between sacred and profane would come from an extreme 
distinction between them, where the priority of expenditure over its very distinction 
from accumulation would constitute a sacralisation that would be based on 
conceding too much to accumulation beforehand. More directly, Benjamin Noys has 
argued that Bataillean excess works as a fetishisation of surplus-value.45 This is to say 
that Bataille naturalises capitalism, his cosmically fundamental excess being the 
accumulated value extracted from labour.46 Siding with Bataille, we might contend 
that there is another excess that is truly excessive in that it both grounds capital, by 
producing surplus-value, and is not contained in capital’s general formula: surplus-
labour or, better, the quantitatively abstracted qualitative labour the worker expends 
gratuitously. It is easy to see how this objection cannot escape the glorification of 
capitalistic exploitation. We could further counter-argue that the object of Bataille’s 
critique would be the transformation of sacred-labour into useful, quantified profane-
value. Yet, that the worker is not working for themselves might well be Batailleanly 
praised as disinterestedness, only countered by the assertion that they are subjected 
to alien ends within a transcendent hierarchy. 

The movement of representative inversion of reality — of conceding priority to 
representation — via elision of (while still depending on) its own source is denounced 
by numerous late Modern thinkers — Sade, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, Marx, 
Nietzsche, and Freud among them. Formally, this framework constitutes a relative 
advance in questioning the unconditional freedom and causal primacy of the 
(bourgeois) subject. However, the terms whereby each thinker conceives the 
inversion do matter. Since the structural formulation of this inversion coincides with 
that of fetishism, a further examination of this concept may illuminate Bataille’s 
elaboration in this regard. 

Let us recall the general formula for capital as presented in Marx’s Capital: M–
(C)–M’ — a chain of exchange of the equal (of the qualitatively different, by 
quantitative reduction). Based on the quantitative identity grounding the passage 
from term to term, the expression may be simplified as M–M’ and clarified as M=M’, 
where two things are said to be quantitatively equal. However, it is in that very 
quantitative sense that they differ, for M’ represents a higher value than M. The 
formula could be translated as ‘money equals more money’ — capital as the self-
valorisation of value, or the miracle of the loaves and fish.47 This is, of course, an 
ellipsis of the source, M–(C)–M’, where the truly elided commodity — the loss 
alchemised into gain — is commodity-producing (surplus) labour, from which a 

 
45 Noys, “‘Grey in Grey’: Crisis, Critique, Change,” 55. 
46 Besides Noys’s and, earlier, Baudrillard’s critique, similar theses have been advanced by 
other authors, albeit from different methodological frameworks. See, for instance, Scott 
Cutler Shershow, “Of Sinking: Marxism and the ‘General’ Economy,” Critical Inquiry 27/3 
(2001): 468–92; Asger Sørensen, “On a Universal Scale: Economy in Bataille’s General 
Economy,” Philosophy & Social Criticism 38/2 (2012): 169–97; Ishay Landa, “Bataille: The 
Master, the Slave, and Consumption,” Critical Sociology 41/7–8 (2015): 1087–1102.  
47 Karl Marx, “Chapter 4. The General Formula for Capital,” and “Chapter 5. Contradictions 
in the General Formula,” in Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes, vol. 1 
(London: Penguin Books, 1990). 



M. Garea Albarrán 

 

152 

surplus value is extracted. The intrinsic value attributed to commodities and the 
seeming self-valorisation of value would thus be derived from that which they 
depend on and subject. 

While Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism is structurally analogous to the 
religious accusation of fetishism levelled against African societies in Early Modernity, 
unveiling the substantial difference between these two formulations reveals Bataille’s 
own denunciation of the inversion between the sacred and the profane as siding with 
the religious version of fetishism. This renders Bataille open not only to Marx’s 
critique of political economy but even to his earlier critique of religion, understood 
as a critique of the Left Hegelians’ critique of religion that deems the latter still 
theological.48 There, Marx’s position consists in denying not only that religion is the 
source of reality, but also that it is the source of its problems or inverted state, where an 
otherwise unconditioned, natural man is ‘alienated.’ A formally parallel yet more 
sophisticated and comprehensive reasoning underlies late Marx’s critique of political 
economy, where his notion of commodity fetishism indicates not merely that (now) 
capital is not autonomous, but that its own semblance of autonomy depends as well 
on the abstracted labour it exploits, reproduces, and conceals. Appearances are, 
therefore, not arbitrary, i.e., independent, but grounded in specific material 
conditions, and only a change in the latter would efface them, for consciousness is 
not the driving force of the former but their product. 

Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism comprises a critique of the accusation of 
religious fetishism49 in that he deploys the notion against the grounds on which it 
was first used, implicitly revealing the (fetishistic) naturalisation of capital underlying 
the naturalised God that was reclaimed as the source of reality, supplanted by African 
‘fetishes.’50 Marx thus exploits the self-critical potential of the concept of fetishism, 
which may be applied to what in each case it assumes as an essence to denounce an 
appearance. In this regard, it is worth noting that potentially, as a critique of 
fraudulent naturalisations, the notion of fetishism is infinitely critical: should it not be 
anchored in a claim to a certain ‘essence’ — which, from the point of view of the 
concept, would appear as dogmatic (external) —, it would go eternally backwards, 
questioning each time the basis for its own critical operation and thus inoperativising 

 
48 A more detailed development of this understanding of Marx’s critique of religion can be 
found in Alberto Toscano, “Beyond Abstraction: Marx and the Critique of the Critique of 
Religion,” Historical Materialism 18/1 (2010): 3–29. 
49  Interestingly, Marx only consummates his (methodologically prior) critique of religion 
when he enacts its premise (of religion not being the source of domination) and moves 
beyond its consideration as a fundamental problem. 
50 Exhaustive accounts on the history of the notion of fetishism can be found in William 
Pietz, The Problem of the Fetish, ed. Francesco Pellizzi et al. (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2022); Hartmut Böhme, Fetishism and Culture: A Different Theory of Modernity, trans. Anna 
Galt (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014); Alfonso Maurizio Iacono, The History and Theory of Fetishism, 
trans. Viktoria Tchernicova et al. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Rosalind C. Morris 
and Daniel H. Leonard, The Returns of Fetishism: Charles De Brosses and the Afterlives of an Idea 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017); J. Lorand Matory, The Fetish Revisited: Marx, 
Freud, and the Gods Black People Make (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018). 
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itself. This dichotomy between ‘dogmatic’ operativity and ‘critical’ inoperativity has 
sometimes been understood as due to fetishism’s aporetic character. However, such 
behaviour is not specific to the notion of fetishism, but possible for every critical 
concept that relies on an essence/appearance distinction. Furthermore, within this 
absolute, automatic unleashing of (self-)critique remains a necessarily uncriticised 
ground: the notion’s own unconditioned and unconditional formal autonomy, which 
equates full operativity to inoperativity. Such operation constitutes a (commodity-
)fetishistic usage of the concept of fetishism as an all-conditioning, unconditioned 
self-critical movement that elides its own conditions. This is exactly what happens to 
Bataille’s ontological and ethical self-annihilation. 

Bataille’s denunciation of a cosmological inversion is in line with both the religious 
critique of fetishism51 and the inoperativising infinitisation of the notion of fetishism. 
While he criticises a given system’s illusorily absolute fixation and autonomisation 
from its own source in movement, the specific determinations that ground its 
fetishisation are left unquestioned in their attribution to transcendence itself, from a 
viewpoint that would remain blind as well to the crucial difference in content between 
religious and commodity fetishism. Bataille’s idealism thus consists in criticising 
idealism for itself, granting it an excessive degree of in-itselfness.52 It is in this sense 
that this aspect of his theory is susceptible even to Marx’s critique of religion. 

In Bataille’s critique of systems as systems, the deployment of religious terms for 
transgressing the rationalist character of specific social institutions is far from an 
arbitrary choice of expression. The same premises that ground a conflation of the 
religious critique of fetishism and that of commodity fetishism enable an 
understanding of the Fall from Eden as a fetishistic affirmation of man’s freedom 
with respect to God’s, whereby humanity negates itself and arises as we know it — 
as mortal.53 It is true that, while deploying the same structure, Bataille endorses values 

 
51 Even though many of the connotations attributed to all kinds of fetishes in terms of content 
(puerility, perversity, filthiness, amorphism, valuelessness, etc.), as well as their presumed 
exemption from ‘transcendence,’ correspond to the anti-values Bataille seeks to embrace. 
52 While the colonial accusation understands fetishism as a negation of transcendence (of 
God, natural causality, European moral and aesthetic values, and, ultimately, capitalistic 
value), the inversion of this structure in a contestation of transcendence remains formal in 
Bataille, for the same reasons that his reintegration of (an abstract) consciousness within 
matter, as only free insomuch as it is matter’s instrument, reproduces in a substantial sense the 
scheme of the religious reunion with God beyond our ideal (‘earthly’) separations. Such 
coincidence is not conditioned a priori by the formal coincidence of these two schemes, but 
determined, again, by the assumption of a formalist position. In this regard, Bataille’s thought 
approaches the polemical identification of communist and Christian universalism, which is 
predicated on an understanding of both terms from the abstract perspective capital presents, 
at the level of ideology, as an all-encompassing, fundamental representation of its own 
procedures. 
53 In Augustine’s systematic formulation, original sin is the self-constitution of the subject as 
such — as fallen — in terms of libido, i.e., desire for himself. For Augustine, God does not 
strictly punish man with the Fall: man’s God-grounded freedom extends to him being able to 
turn his back on God and punish himself by the obtainment of his own desire as his reality. 
Rather than being freed, man is subjected to his freedom from the rational freedom he receives 
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radically opposed to Christian transcendence.54 God is not the sacred but its profane 
name, 55  hence a representative reflection — a reduction to project, and sacred 
expenditure is what both enables and exceeds rational identity and command. In 
defining Christianity, capitalism, and the (fascist, communist, and liberal-democratic) 
State as accumulation, Bataille opposes their mutual opposition and narcotic 
promises of salvation in exchange for obedient self-restriction. Yet, to the extent to 
which systems are presented as incarnating a principle that comes right after (from 
and against) immanent immediacy, he does so abstractly, so that such destructive 
critical power self-destructs before threatening its objects. This is apparent in his 
‘historicization’ of the erection of (or Fall to) transcendence, where he seems to draw 
a causal relation whereby historical relations are preceded by the ideologically 
ontological constitution of consciousness, which would have been, in turn, triggered 
by the disruption of continuity caused by the ‘use of tools.’ In Theory of Religion, the 
tool seems to precede conscience, producing subjectivity as it is apprehended as an 
object.56 In any case, death (matter) comes first; then comes the use of tools and 
consciousness (of death), so that human society derives from the sacred mediately, 
and immediately from abstract profanity. 
 
B. Out of the Paradox 
 
Bataille’s paradox may be understood not by a leap of faith onto itself, but from the 
point of view of its own fundamental blind spots, which coincide with the missed 
targets of its critique. Expenditure’s absolute power may thus be recognised as 
premised on an absolutisation of the law ‘in general’ that is always already relative to 
the specific determinations projected onto generality. It is through a prioritisation of 

 
only from God’s. While this subjection is relative to man — who remains subjected to God 
—, it appears as absolute for him — as he wished. The subject emerges as necessarily inverted: 
its reunion with God’s truth requires his emancipation from its constitutive lie — its own 
spurious freedom —, by God’s grace, in a reinversion whereby it must annihilate himself by 
using his own libido in a certain manner. See Saint Augustine, “Book XIV,” in The City of God 
against the Pagans, ed. T. E. Page et al., trans. Philip Levine, vol. 4 (London: William Heineman, 
1966). For an analysis of Augustinian libido in terms of the ‘technologies of the self,’ see 
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 4: Confessions of the Flesh, trans. Robert J. Hurley, 
with Frédéric Gros (New York: Pantheon Books, 2021). 
54 Interestingly, the pretension of autonomisation of reason, both in Greek Antiquity and in 
the self-constitution of the Modern subject of autonomous knowledge and will, might be seen 
as redoublings of the Fall, thus providing the base for a reactionary critique of Modernity or 
(as) humanity in abstract, where Descartes and Modernity as self-reflection would be re-
enacting and worsening the original sin and thus winning the prison of representation as the 
concession of our desire. Bataille admired the catastrophic character of the Fall, yet effected 
his usual reversal of values through a romantic nostalgia: “The fall [déchéance] of modern man 
is different from that in the Bible. Modern man’s fall does not have the character of anguish; 
indeed, it is the expression of reason.” Georges Bataille, The Limit of the Useful, ed. and trans. 
Cory Austin Knudson and Tomas Elliott (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2023), 42. 
55 Hollier, “The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille,” 132. 
56 Bataille, Theory of Religion, 27ff. 
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theory as autonomous that expenditure is attributed autonomous priority over 
theory. The ambiguous tension between absolute, ahistorical opposites that Bataille 
attributes to the profane (e.g., sacred/profane) is relative to and solvable in favour of 
expenditure, as he claims, as long as the latter is acknowledged as an absolutisation 
of the specific historical state of affairs of which both poles are given as reassimilatory 
escape routes. This may be derived from every particular contradiction.  

Full, automatic identity as pure form, free from what it subjects for its own 
reproduction and autonomous appearance, is just capital’s symptomatic and 
theoretically functional chimera. Capital’s permanence implies the reproduction of an 
obscured process of formal reduction from which the exception — the semblance of 
a miracle (M=M’) — emerges repeatedly as the norm by means of excepting — 
excluding-and-saving — its own reproductive means. Even though social relations 
are not deterministically defined a priori, or capital would not need to move as it does, 
they are sufficiently determined for it to be able to move as it needs. There is a remnant 
that is assimilated every time to be expelled — yet only fully from its systematic form 
of presentation — as the condition of possibility of capital’s movement and 
ideological expression. Thus, in Marx’s argument, (1) the commodity seems to be a 
natural thing, value seems self-valorising; a closer look discovers that (2) capital’s 
presumed self-reproduction relies on a projection and abstraction of labour — mutatis 
mutandis, Feuerbach’s critique of religion —; if we examine what is exactly grounding 
the operation of abstraction by being its object, we discover that (3) production is 
not immediately free labour then ‘alienated,’ but labour abstracted from its quality: 
commodified labour. It should be noted that (1) is not (3): (3) does not confirm (1), 
for (1) would only be a truthful conclusion if there were no other steps, i.e., no 
process. 

Bataille’s paradox may be analysed in the following manner: as that which exceeds 
logical binaries, (1) expenditure (consumption) is freedom, i.e., absolute transgression 
(determining subjection) of the law; expenditure is then unveiled as (2) an 
inconclusive, ever-alternating movement between transgression and law where 
expenditure may be identified with one pole as soon as it is identified with the other; 
but this failure is a success in that it is a consistent concretion and confirmation of 
its (hitherto abstract) paradoxical character; discovering the common reference to 
these terms reveals (3) the paradox (expenditure itself) as not absolute. Step (3) is 
what is methodologically repressed as the basis and dead spot of the paradox. The 
specificity of the two poles beyond their eternal oscillation cannot be revealed by 
Bataille’s framework alone. The two terms alternate — and, at their highest (yet 
perfectly safe) risk, seem to identify, so that [(1)–(2)]=[(1)=(2)] — in virtue of what 
expenditure’s untouchability enables to remain intact: the specific movement of the 
determinations of capital and the acknowledgement that the paradox is due to them 
and reproduces capital’s ideology of full identity (3). 

It is in this sense that Baudrillard read Bataille’s critique of reactionary 
naturalisations of need — of the ontologisation of work by a naturalisation of use 
value — as still posed from a liberal naturalisation of pleasure or freedom (of surplus-
value), which would be tied to capitalism by a concealed dependence on a previous 
ontologisation of use value (profanity). Bataille would have thus formulated his 
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perverse embrace of excess in hiddenly moralised terms, as an ideological vindication 
of some immediate, (reason-)free contact with reality. The ‘excessive concession to 
accumulation’ may then be understood as a commitment to formalism whereby 
expenditure and accumulation are abstractly (op)posed. Hence, Bataille’s paradox, as 
a mystified contradiction,57 works as both (liberal) transgression and (reactionary) law 
(and vice versa) in that, as both of these positions, it is relative to capital. Expenditure’s 
omnivalence (1) is revealed as due to an ambivalence (2), yet one so seemingly perfect 
as a paradox that it has been read as reflecting the nature of freedom itself.58 That 
may be right as long as we understand ‘freedom itself’ as an ideological device that 
hides and totalises capital’s frame as a metamorphic monovalence (3). Immanent 
reunion is profane identity as capitalist equalisation, where (1) appears as (3) and is so 
ratified by Bataille’s thought. This overvaluation of a priori, abstract freedom as the 
base for an appeal to absolute emancipation implies the deactivation of any possibly 
emancipatory transformation. The emancipation from time that surpasses both the 
future and the past maintains a tension between these two poles that renders Bataille’s 
theory readable as the progressive and conservative market-available flavours of anti-
capitalism. Against his intentions, a secret the(le)ological identification of origin and 
end ([Α–Ω]=[Α=Ω]) elides the (analysis of the) possible — the process of life as 
historical change. 

Bataille’s paradox enables two points of view: either profanity (a) cannot embrace 
the sacred (profanity is a failed attempt at annihilation of the sacred by turning it into 
its tool and embraces it misguidedly, behind its own back), and then everything should 
be equally criticised, or (b) it can (as annihilation of the sacred, profanity is the sacred’s 
self-objectification, i.e., profanity’s own tool for self-annihilation), and then there is no 
base for the critique of anything specific. Either everything is doomed because 
consciousness was a mistake (Augustine), or everything is fine because consciousness 
already self-annihilates in attempting to annihilate its source, which is self-
annihilation itself, coinciding with and even consummating it (Hegel). It is both: 
profanity (humanity) must persist within the possible (Augustine, Kant, Hegel) in its 
task of approaching the impossible. There is no reason for a project to definitively 
self-destruct in an unrestrained unleashing of sacred violence; in fact, some self-
fixating restriction is needed, for death-based life is not a matter of either living or 
dying, but of affirming life as (its own) negation — of living as dying. While this 
nuance avoids the abstract, hierarchical opposition between life and death59 that leads 

 
57  In spite of Bataille’s fierce anti-idealist commitment, it is possible to read the 
sacred/profane contradiction as a mystification of that between capital and labour. 
58 Benjamin Noys, “Georges Bataille’s Base Materialism,” Cultural Values 2/4 (1998): 515. 
59 Land’s reading of Bataille, through which he develops his libidinal materialism, may be 
regarded as deprived of Bataille’s straining ambiguity (Land, The Thirst for Annihilation). Land’s 
absolute unleashing of a drive toward Zero alleviates the bicephalic tension by means of 
which Bataille executes its (self-)constant beheading, reducing Bataille’s contradiction to the 
inhuman with the paradoxical result of (further) ontologising Bataille’s (non-)ontology via an 
Icarian R.I.P.-Trieb. See Brennan, “The Politics of Excess and Restraint: Reading Bataille 
alongside and against Accelerationism,” 224; Noys, “Georges Bataille’s Base Materialism,” 
512. Thus, “Landian accelerationism accelerates through, and breaks with, constraints while 
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to idealistically unilateral positions —respectively, neurotic hygienism and inebriated 
idiocy — it also evades all discernment with regard to anything other than that. 
Through an extremely refined rationalism, Bataille’s irreducible paradox reaches at 
once logical and aesthetic perfection in practically reproducing the interpenetrating 
movement it refers to. A phantasmagorical identity is projected through the incessant 
clash of opposites: the form of representation neutralises qualitative differences, 
including its own distinction from the sacred, as well as its ‘true identity’ with it; for 
the sacred, as pure qualitative difference, there is no sacred or profane. In its eye-
opening, methodological self-blinding, reason may acknowledge (the sacred by 
acknowledging) that it has got everything right from the beginning: there is nothing 
to reduce.60  However, between Bataille’s paradox and the movement it perfectly 
represents, there opens a breach through which the problem is expelled of the former 
to the extent to which it sucks reality out of all its dynamism for itself to remain sacred, 
i.e., critically inapplicable. Ultimately, the paradox discharges in an All-and-Nothing 
position, both terms amounting to the same a priori, hence final identity from the point 
of view of divine, all-seeing blindness, humanly indistinguishable from human 
imprecision — although still historically traceable. 
 
C. What Remains to Be Done? (Sex)  
 
As a strategy against systems in general, surrendering to uncalculating expenditure 
may translate as a prohibition of intervention in and resistance to the dominant 
systems in their specificity. The imperative of disinterest would thereby be assimilable 
to Christian submission to God (as emancipation from earthly constraints via 
submission to others) as posed from the liberal presumption of a free will (as desire’s 

 
Bataille more often amplifies the tension generated by such constraints” (Brennan, “The 
Politics of Excess and Restraint: Reading Bataille alongside and against Accelerationism,” 
232). On the one hand, it is doubtful that Bataille’s contradiction deserves respect for itself, 
i.e., regardless of its actual critical efficiency; on the other, Land’s effort to blow a hole to the 
outside is to be assessed in the same manner. In this attempt, (the young) Land is situated 
within — and largely propels — the Deleuzean branch of Bataille’s reception, against the 
predominant Derridean reading. Whereas Land de-existentialises Bataille by rejecting the 
dialectical reification of the human that underlies his inhumanism, deconstruction juggles with 
abstract paradoxes (e.g., mechanic calculation vs. divine miracle) to preserve and immunise 
Western humanism through strategical immolations and self-profanations in an altar of 
bought-off negativity, as Land himself pointed out. In this regard, Bataille’s (Deleuze’s, 
Land’s) possible failures are genuine; Derrida does not fail. 
60 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: “The riddle does not exist” (6.5). Again, if taken 
at face value, profane lies tell the truth. A Marxist version of this claim might contend the 
fundamental elision of qualitative labour in M–(C)–M’ is hidden at plain sight, under the 
presumption that capital’s concealed essence is free labour. It goes on: “If a question can be 
put at all, then it can also be answered” (Idem) — yet not immediately in virtue of the all-
subsuming form of ‘logic:’ “Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to 
solve, since closer examination will always show that the problem itself arises only when the 
material conditions for its solution are already present or at least in the course of formation.” 
Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 21. 
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own exemption from social determination due to its presumed unconditionality). 
This procedure is easily detectable in Bataille’s most celebrated considerations, i.e., 
those on eroticism. 

Bataille understands the erotic as the (mutual) dissolution of (two) id-entities as 
such, in “a breaking down of established patterns, the patterns […] of the regulated 
social order basic to our discontinuous mode of existence as defined and separate 
individuals”61 — a death-opening reunion “attained through a conscious refusal to 
limit ourselves within our individual personalities.” 62  Yet, his transgression of 
constitutive separation and utility per se remains implicitly committed to the 
heterosexual ‘law.’ Historically, this is hardly reproachable. However, if we are to 
deploy a Bataillean framework for theorising (sexual) transgression, only a 
naturalisation of historical determinations would preserve this aspect untouched as a 
triviality or deny its belonging to Bataillean eroticism by a No True Scotsman fallacy.  

While Bataille attempted to divorce pleasure (eroticism) from the utilitarian 
(re)production of which pious pleasure is a functional product, “the fundamental 
meaning of reproduction” remains “the key to eroticism.”63 From an anti-teleological 
perspective that dissociates end from origin, this could be read as an assumption of 
the sexual division and of reproduction as an immanent point of departure for their 
own self-effacing, where utility is itself used, so that the division of (female) passivity 
and (male) activity is dissolved in a sacrifice that effaces each pole’s unilaterality.64 
However, insofar as it is an exceptional suspension of profanity (life), the surpassing 
of the sexual division ultimately relies on its totalising naturalisation as ahistorically 
social, being thus surmountable only by (ephemerally) surpassing any social structure. 
Conceiving sex as a (private) dissolution of (public) opposites in a perennialist fashion 
— evoking a nostalgia of a primordial union65 — naturalises those positions and, 
crucially, the productive conditions that this theoretical framework ideologically 
reproduces and is produced within. The specific utility of the re-production of 
heterosexuality for and as that of the capitalist mode of production, even if potentially 
challengeable by the logical unconditionality of erotic expenditure, remains factually 
unchallenged. Political positions expressible by logical, binary identities are not in 
themselves disinterested, innocent forms that get filled with content as a posteriori 
attributes — as Bataille himself acknowledges when conceiving consciousness as 
already of-death —, nor are they guilty of being generally interested because of their 
formal binarism.66 The sexes are constitutively defined not simply relationally but in 

 
61 Bataille, Erotism, 18. 
62 Ibid., 24. 
63 Ibid., 12. 
64 Ibid., 18. 
65 Ibid., 15. 
66 This is, again, the scheme of Marx’s critique as a denial of the ideal as the source of the 
constitution of the social order, both in a positive and a negative sense. Likewise, the problem 
is not narcissistic self-referentiality, binarism, utility, quantity, or interest, but the formal 
endorsement/rejection of these categories as empty structures independent of the content 
and context that in each case informs and delivers them as ideological scapegoats. Contra 
Goux, dualism (use/pleasure) is not the problem that hinders with moralistic constraints an 
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a particular relational mode, i.e., heterosexually, which implies patriarchal dominion 
under specific historical coordinates, of which binary modes of thought are ideological, 
theoretical(ly) reproductive products. Not only logical structures are not first causes, 
and, consequently, must not constitute the ultimate targets of critique; furthermore, 
the most general categories (e.g., in the case of sex, from an ideological viewpoint, 
man and woman; in its queered version, cisness and transness as the binary that 
results from bioessentialist, binary sexing) that seem to ground material functions are 
only logically primary, and do not correspond to those historical conditions that are 
ontologically prior in social practice and production and work as determining requirements 
for logically broader categorisations. 67  This confusion — a plain, decoupling 
identification — of the logical and the material order of production conveniently 
conceals the specific productive conditions of the former in its dependence on (the 
concrete determinations of) the latter, leading to its specific, self-justifying mode of 
reasoning: a spurious critique that proceeds by abstractly targeting unexamined, 
mystified abstractions, and remains within the ideal sphere of uprooted values. As 
for sex, it is because it follows this ideological line of reasoning — and not because 
it could be still identified as ‘binary thought’ — that antagonising identities (or 
binaries) as such — even in their constitutive hierarchy — results in a sex-blind 
position that, rather than challenging every identity, reifies the existing ones in their 
normative production, as if they were only mediated by (an unmediated) 
‘consciousness’ — or by consciousness as directly mediated by (an unmediated) 
‘matter.’ Here, the absolute, unconditional power of erotic expenditure’s (self-
)surpassing of determination jumps over — and absolutises a priori — what is 
immediately constraining and determining its objects and its own form. 

Sexual categories are indeed ‘teleologically’ motivated, but such a characteristic per 
se cannot be the root of the problem: what are their ends? To think transcendence (as 
interested) in itself — as self-interested — constitutes a feigned autonomisation from 
the determinations it obeys and reproduces, which are ratified in the identical form 
of their surpassing in expenditure. Profane ingestion is what proves the sacred: 

 
otherwise accurate Bataillean analysis of the “moral indifference” of late, “post-bourgeois 
capitalism,” as an economic configuration that would have exceeded its presumably dualistic, 
accumulative early stage (Goux, “General Economics and Postmodern Capitalism,” 221–24). 
Dualism is, rather, what is problematically targeted — both by him and Bataille — and not because 
of ‘reality being monistic.’ To criticise Bataille’s paradox it is not necessary to assume that ‘the 
world is rational;’ analogously, the problem of embracing or opposing binarism as such is that 
it constitutes an abstraction that rests on its concealed dependence as a symptomatic 
theoretical structure to a particular mode of exploitative production. 
67 Put in a more concrete manner: socially, one is not first human and then a specific gender, 
from which one relates to others according to a specific sexual orientation, etc.; one is (more 
or less) human if they are a woman or a man. Yet, this sufficiently unambiguous sexual 
identification already entails a specific set of preconditions, such as whiteness (itself a result 
and an instrument of class exploitation that racially grants social access to cisness and 
humanity) and cisness (for which a specifically heterosexual mode of relation is also required), 
whose own requirements also appear accidental and particular, but, in reality, regulate in each 
case the relative, qualitatively specific access to the more logically general social functions, in 
accordance with social reproduction. 
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sacredness is attained through surviving — remaining after — usage, so (a certain 
mode of) usage may remain. The ones upon whom the imperative of generous self-
dispossession most demandingly falls are the already dispossessed in each case, e.g., 
feminised subjects, 68  whose survival — and desire — is determined by their 
exploitation, as the form in which ‘emancipation’ is rendered available for them.69 
Ultimately, the positive valuation of the feminine (mater) as an amorphous χώρα 
present in Bataille’s thought still rests on an instrumentalising ellipsis of women (et 
al.) that leaves their production unexamined. 

Can Bataille’s thought be used? Legitimately, it cannot. Indeed, it seems that 
expenditure’s systematic application for political ends would contradict its 
constitutive irreducibility to usage.70 But this is exactly fetishism’s ‘aporia,’ and it is a 
choice to take it as discouraging: Bataille’s thought may only be used by profaning the 
sacred unusefulness whereby it arises as an autonomous, all-touching yet untouchable 
object of art. Indeed, no problem arises if expenditure is not ‘reduced’ to application, 
for every problem is kept below its simulacrum of mutual penetrability: there, 
expenditure preserves its logical undefeatability immaculate in a (self-)sacralising self-
profanation whereby it washes its own hands with the same mud it pretends to wash 
away. However, this is far from an arbitrary inverted appearance: expenditure, as 
Bataille’s own thought, is indeed being used, in a hypermoral sense, in a masturbatory, 
law-transgressing way — whose critical result, however, is its application to everything 
in a seemingly indiscriminate manner that conceals a normative discrimination. The 
decision is whether to believe in expenditure’s self-referential perfection or use it, for 
there is an excess to Bataille’s thought, yet only beyond and before edging toward a 
still abstract identity between the sacred and the profane, where premature 
ejaculation coincides with semen retention insofar as everything is discharged 
within.71 

With analytical frameworks capable of examining the concrete conditions for 
abjection, the trivial fact that transgression operates through the law no longer 
hinders Bataille’s sovereign self-abolition and advocacy of the endurance of our 

 
68  Feminisation is understood not as produced immediately by an abstract notion of ‘the 
feminine,’ reduced to an artificially externalised and isolated (thus normatively determined) 
sphere of ‘sexuality,’ but as a position of exploitation synthetised by the interaction what may 
be analytically identified as different, mutually mediating axis, whose signification serves as a 
basis for their translation in a specific degree and mode of exploitation. 
69  I am not implying that such positions should be conserved; quite the opposite. Those 
subjects’ own involvement in their preservation in these terms, far from being a morally faulty, 
counter-revolutionary greed for safety in the name of ‘identitarism,’ obeys the circumstances 
that enable their survival as already dangerously subjected to those forms. Therefore, 
formulating an unmediated (self-)abolition of a class that would be subjected only by 
‘mediation itself’ merely denies the factually differential position of exploitation of such class 
as a point of departure for its overcoming. 
70 Noys, “Georges Bataille’s Base Materialism,” 503–15. 
71 “[I]t is not by accident that semen is required to retrace its path back to the brain.” Jean-
François Lyotard, Libidinal Economy, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1993), 206. 
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penetration by the abject.72  Considered in its concrete manifestation, the law is 
returned to being a functional obstacle for perversion, for the latter finally touches 
the ground needed for an effective friction that enables both an operative critique of 
fetishism and a practical, erotically fetishistic deviation of social reproduction. 
Especially in its libidinal-economic sense, Bataille’s conceptuality may be rendered 
effective to consider the fundamental role of that which, in exceeding normativity, 
appears as repugnant and immoral — penetrated and thus castrating —, therefore 
worthy of social disciplining; 73  also, for phenomenological explorations of the 
onanistic, polymorphous dismemberings of the (cis)heterosexual (individual and 
social) body as a naturalised totality, and against respectability politics and reformism, 
to pinpoint who are the abnormal subjects whose lack of reproductive value 
legitimises their simultaneous expulsion from and usage for social reproduction 
under the guise of diversity and equality.74 
 
Conclusion 
 
Starting from an instrumentally abstract consideration of those elements that may 
(onto-)logically be acknowledged as the first principles of Bataille’s thought, this text has 
proceeded in an increasingly concrete manner aimed at building the analytical ground 

 
72 Most famously elaborated by Kristeva, who also engaged critically with Bataille, the notion 
of abjection has become prominent in queer studies. See Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An 
Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982); 
“Bataille, Experience and Practice,” in On Bataille: Critical Essays, ed. Leslie Anne Boldt-Irons 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1995). For an assessment of Bataille as a proto-queer thinker, 
considering the normative determination of his tension between transgression and reification, 
see Lisa Downing and Robert Gillett, “Georges Bataille at the Avant-Garde of Queer 
Theory?: Transgression, Perversion and Death Drive,” Nottingham French Studies 50, no. 3 
(2011): 88–102. 
73 For specific applications of Bataille’s thought to the erotic as what exceeds normatively 
defined forms and ontological boundaries, see, for instance, Lynne Gerber, “Movements of 
Luxurious Exuberance: Georges Bataille and Fat Politics,” in Negative Ecstasies: Georges Bataille 
and the Study of Religion, ed. Jeremy Biles and Kent L. Brintnall (New York. Fordham University 
Press, 2015); Kent L. Brintnall, “Erotic Ruination: Embracing the ‘Savage Spirituality’ of 
Barebacking,” in Negative Ecstasies: Georges Bataille and the Study of Religion, ed. Jeremy Biles and 
Kent L. Brintnall (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015). 
74 It is no surprise that these sexually-divergent subjects (including women in general when 
opposed to men) are the ones who are typically portrayed, in a pejorative manner, as 
narcissistic individualists and (sexual and ‘identitarian’) fetishists, and endure the highest 
pressure even within so-called revolutionary projects that conceive determinations such as 
race and sex as ‘partial struggles,’ thus reifying them to sustain an abstract proletarian subject 
that inherits all the concrete traits of bourgeois universality. An effort to contest the idealist 
tendencies present in both Marxism and queer theory is being carried out by 
queer/transgender Marxism. Implicit and explicit connections with Bataille’s thought have 
been there traced, as in the case of Joanne Jules Gleeson and Elle O’Rourke, “Introduction,” 
in Transgender Marxism, ed. Joanne Jules Gleeson and Elle O’Rourke, with Jordy Rosenberg 
(London: Pluto Press, 2021). 
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for the identification of some of the unconscious and historically determined 
abstractions that lie at the core of his critical project. I began by examining Bataille’s 
ontological and epistemological system in detail and, first, ‘in itself,’ yet only to then 
question such a viewpoint by framing Bataille within a network of historical relations 
within Western thought. My purpose was to ultimately be able to analyse the hidden 
conditions and determining contents of his formal(ist) mode of reasoning, so as to 
pin down the political results of its direct application beyond its ambiguous 
semblance, while also showing the historical character of the critical privilege granted 
to what (only) appears as ontologically first — by methodologically taking it, initially, 
at face value. 

Under its abrupt, immediate appearance, Bataille’s thought is set in motion by a 
careful systematicity that seeks to open consciousness up to the experience of its own 
material infection. At every level of his thought, an infinite ladder of internally 
dynamic, reciprocally penetrating paradoxes aims to carve the narrow, indirect path 
between a reassimilating outside and direct submission to the given. This auto-
multiplying paradoxical architecture proceeds through loss in an effort to 
contaminate the privilege of form for consciousness, as a task both relentlessly pursued 
and deemed impossible. However, the series of identifications and oppositions 
derived from the formal character of absolute excess obstructs a more nuanced 
critique. Bataille’s self-generating structure remains caught within the abstract (and 
abstracting) terms inherited from the very ground it attempts to question, and to 
which it nevertheless remains blind. Despite its logical and aesthetic sophistication, 
as a critical concept, formal excess transgresses transgression before any actual 
movement has been executed in reality, leading back not to ‘the law’ but to its 
historically concrete, animating contents in each case. Due to its specific mode of 
thirsting for the outside, Bataille’s paradox is, in a sense, a closed circuit. As with the 
notion of fetishism itself, only a de-autonomising mode of usage dissolves the 
formalist principle whereby what is spared from exploitation in its unbounded self-
critical process are the specific elements of normative reproduction, for whose 
naturalisation violence is deployed and only condemned as unnatural intervention 
when it autonomises anomalies beyond the functional degree in which they operate 
as discharge valves. Bataillean conceptuality is a monumental exercise of methodical 
precision and torturous exhaustion of thought, driven by a determined effort not to 
forget the lowest and systematically omitted elements of reality. It still remains to be 
‘profaned’ — or, better, critically assessed and used. 
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