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                                   “In reintroducing the experience of the divine at the centre of thought,

                                     philosophy has been well aware since Nietzsche...that it questions an 

                                     origin without positivity and an opening indifferent to the patience of the

                                     negative” (M.Foucault)

                                   “...the development of knowledge touching on the history of religions has

                                     shown that the essential religious activity was not directed toward a personal

                                     and transcendent being (or beings), but toward an impersonal reality”

                                     (G.Bataille)

                                   “What the love of God finally rises to is really the death of God” (G.Bataille)

                                   “The absence of God is greater, and more divine, than God” (G. Bataille)

 For Bataille the ‘sacred’ is the pre-eminent theme contemporary thought is historically compelled to address.1 He discusses it in an astonishingly varied range of theoretical, literary and ‘mystical’ texts spanning more than thirty years.2 Bataille’s account of the nature of ‘sacred’ offers an overtly materialist critique of Christianity (as well as Buddhism and Islam) and yet a distinguishing feature of his thought is the religious nature of his critical perspective. Unlike the predominantly secular character of modern critiques of Christianity Bataille’s thought is not premised upon a hostility to the ‘sacred’ per se. He does not assume that the religious dimension is necessarily incompatible with a radical conception of socio-political development. For Bataille the ‘sacred’ does not evaporate once the illusions of idealism are exposed and the derivative nature of Platonic-Christian ontology and value demonstrated. 

 Hence Bataille does not reject the religious dimension as such but merely reductive appropriations of it. In contrast therefore to the basic stance of both Marx and Freud toward religious phenomena, Bataille conceives the ‘sacred’ as a first order material process. This concerns a process of auto-consecration in which the sublimity of what he terms ‘base matter’ is affirmed in a ‘sacred instant’ (VE p.241) that interrupts the theoretical and practical circuits of functionality which, he claims,  constitute the ‘human’. For Bataille the religiosity of any religion lies in the degree of its affirmation of material forces most resistant to idealist assimilation. Similarly his evaluation of the primordiality of any materialist perspective resides in the extent to which it ultimately conceives itself in religious terms. Bataille rejects equally both anti-materialist religions (or such aspects of them) and anti-religious materialisms.

 Bataille’s insistence on the centrality of the ‘sacred’ is most plausibly interpreted as the culmination of the project of critique inaugurated by Kant and decisively radicalised by Nietzsche. Bataille’s commitment to the ‘sacred’ belongs essentially to what Foucault has described as the ‘ethos’ of the ‘Enlightenment’.3 Such an evocation of ecstatic self-abandonment should not, therefore, be dismissed as a lapse into a pre-critical form of ‘mysticism’ but rather as a fulfillment of the ‘age of critique’. Taking Bataille’s thought as exemplary, the ‘Enlightenment’ unleashes a critical momentum which culminates in an affirmation of ‘sacred’ forces that lead thought into an essentially impersonal terrain which he terms, ‘communication’. Enlightenment critique devours itself with increasing ferocity, dissolves the edifice of theologico-humanist values that defined its seemingly irrefragable Kantian source and has as its affirmative terminus what Bataille terms the ‘night of un-knowing’. 

 Bataille’s emphasis on the ‘sacred’ trajectory of critique can be seen as the reinforcement of Nietzsche’s insight that the ‘death of God’ necessarily entails the ‘overcoming of man’. For Bataille the ‘death of God’ is a profoundly religious ‘event’ that necessitates a ‘transvaluation’ of the notion of the ‘sacred’ rather than its rejection tout court. This perspective is enunciated in such statements on God as, “he is atheist, profoundly so” (IE p.103/121). The ‘sacred’ is the necessary terminus of the critique of theologico-humanist categories and values which requires the de-anthropomorphisation of thought (critique) and its repossession by material ‘forces’ (affirmation) indifferent to the themes of ‘project’, ‘action’ and ‘work’ which, in Bataille’s view, demarcate the ‘human’. Hence, unlike those attached to inherently anthropomorphic forms of religion Bataille does not mourn the demise of what he interprets as a mere projection of utility in service to the most profane of human projects, namely, ‘salvation’.4 

 From this perpsective the ‘death of God’ does not signal the demise of transcendence per se but merely appropriations of it in transcendent terms. Bataille, following Nietzsche, avoids a merely secular and humanist response to the collapse of such reductive interpretations of transcendence and affirms instead a transfiguration of immanence thereby made possible. Bataille beguilingly formulates this as, “the apotheosis of that which is perishable, flesh and alcohol as well as the trances of mysticism” (VE p.237) and as the “passion of giving the world an intoxicating meaning” (VE p.245).5 Bataille dissociates transcendence from the transcendent and aligns it with a radically immanent and primordial domain which he terms variously ‘continuity’ and ‘intimacy’. This can be said to mark the completion of the becoming-immanent of the noumenon that characterises the radicalisation of Kantian critique (‘noumena’/‘phenomena’) in the texts of Schopenhauer (‘will’/‘representation’) and Nietzsche (‘Dionysian’/‘Apollonian’). Bataille’s notion of the ‘sacred’ is, therefore, best conceived in terms of an immanent notion of transcendence unthematisable in terms of the traditional immanent/transcendent opposition.6 

 In agreement with Kant, Bataille appreciates that knowledge, in principle, provides no access to the noumenon. Yet, as with Kant, Bataille recognises other ways of accessing it. As he states, “I will say just this about continuity of being: it is not in my opinion knowable, but it can be experienced” (E pp. 22-3/30). However for Bataille, unlike Kant, the intrinsic limitations of knowledge in this respect are not overcome by either practical reason or the hints provided by teleological judgment. Instead Bataille claims that, “the pathway into unknowable and incomprehensible continuity - that path is the secret of eroticism and eroticism alone can reveal it” (ibid, p.24/31). Bataille completes the merely partial critique of teleology undertaken by Kant and develops a transvalued notion of radical ‘purposelessness’ in which the ‘sacred’ is aligned with anti-teleological material processes that contribute nothing to either the material or spiritual tasks of self-preservation. Bataille, like Kant, sought to thematise the ‘unity’ between man and nature. However, instead of the teleological trajectory in terms of which Kant detected the basis for a critically disciplined account of such unity, Bataille aligns the ultimate ‘end’ of the human in the acknowledgement of an irretrievable ‘loss’ that perennially undermines all moral teleology.    

 There are two key aspects of Bataille’s conception of the sacred. Firstly, an account of the economico-energetic sources and conditions of religion within which the themes of ‘sacrifice’ and ‘mysticism’ are of  central importance. Secondly, a neo-Weberian analysis of the mutually co-determining origins and development of Christianity and capitalism as part of a historical narrative concerning the relation between archaic and modern forms of religion.7 

                                                           I

 Any discussion of Bataille must address the ‘economics’ that underpins his thought in general. Bataille’s conception of the relation between the accumulation and expenditure of energy is the source of his analysis of religion. This fundamental theoretical perspective is principally formulated in two texts, “The Notion of Expenditure” and AS I. 

 In the first of these texts Bataille attacks the dominance of the ‘principal of classical utility’ (VE p.116) in accounts of the economic foundations of human culture. In contrast Bataille stresses the priority of a ‘principle of loss’ (VE p.118) which acknowledges the primordiality of ‘nonproductive expenditure’ (VE p.117). This does not dispute the necessity for utilitarian processes, rather the question concerns their alleged ontological primacy. Bataille argues that both classical and Marxist economics rest on assumptions concerning production and consumption which tacitly resist the primordiality of ‘expenditure’ (dépense), an endownment of energy in excess of that required for self-preservation and growth. Such traditional economic perspectives valorise derivative notions of ‘scarcity’ and ‘lack’ and erroneously conceive human economic activity in terms of the rational planning of closed circuits of production and consumption. This assumes, Bataille argues, the possibility of a permanent reappropriation of the ineliminable ‘excess’ he identifies in an infinite expansion of productive capacity and illegitimately posits the priority of the accumulation of wealth for its own sake over its ‘useless’ consumption. 

 Bataille distinguishes two types of ‘consumption’. On the one hand, a ‘reducible part’ assimilable to means-end calculation which enhances ‘productive activity’ (VE p.118). On the other hand, ‘unproductive expenditures’ which have ‘no end beyond themselves’ (ibid).8 The emphasis here is on a “loss that must be as great as possible in order for that activity to take on its true meaning” (ibid). This is the, “principle of loss...of unconditional expenditure, no matter how contrary it might be to the economic principle of balanced accounts (expenditure regularly compensated for by acquisition)” (ibid). In these terms Bataille insists on the ontologico-economic primacy of a material ‘excess’, principally indexed in human life by the anti-teleological processes of sexuality and death, irreducible to the gain/loss distinction and able to contribute nothing to dialectical accumulation. 

  Through an often repeated appeal to Mauss’ account of the Northwestern American Indians’ practice of ‘potlatch’ Bataille argues for the primacy of ‘expenditure’ over rational exchange at the origins of human economy, a “positive property of loss” (VE p.122)  the “opposite of a principle of conservation” (ibid).9 In a phrase which arguably exposes a fundamental tension within his thought Bataille characterises the significance of ‘potlatch’ as a “need for limitless loss” (VE p.123) more primordial  than ‘nonsumptuary production and consumption’ (ibid).10 

 In the final section of “The Notion of Expenditure” Bataille gestures towards his later notion of ‘general economy’ by insisting on viewing human economic activity within the context of ‘universal matter’ (VE p.129). As he states, “human life cannot in any way be limited to the closed systems assigned to it by reasonable conceptions” (VE p.128). From this perspective,

      “...life starts only with the deficit of these systems...what it allows in the way of order and 

          reserve has meaning only from the moment when the ordered and reserved forces liberate 

          and lose themselves for ends that cannot be subordinated to anything one can account for. 

          It is only by such insubordination...that the human race ceases to be isolated in the un-

          conditional splendour of material things” (ibid).

  This expansion of the scope of economic reflection to the energetics of the material order as a whole culminates in a definition of ‘matter’ as ‘nonlogical difference’ (VE p.129). This refers not only to the non-abstract nature of Bataille’s conception of a materialist notion of difference but also to its irreducibility to negation and, therefore, its resistance to the solely productive and accumulative nature of dialectical thinking. This differential conception of matter is of prime importance to central themes in Bataille’s conception of religion, in particular to the notions of ‘immanence’ and ‘continuity’.

 In AS I Bataille develops the themes of his earlier text in terms of the contrast between a ‘general economy’ orientated to the ‘expenditure’ or ‘consumption’ of wealth in which human activity is viewed in the context of the “the movement of energy on the globe” (AS I p.20) and a ‘restricted economy’ governed by the utilitarian concerns of production and the reinvestment of surplus’ for the purposes of growth and future profit. Bataille, couching his thought in an overtly ‘cosmic’ register, reaffirms the primacy of ‘expenditure’ in the claim that, “it is not necessity but its contrary “luxury” that presents living matter and mankind with their fundamental problems” (AS I p.12). Bataille adopts the perspective of a ‘solar economy’ (AS I pp.28-9) in which human economic activity is seen to be conditioned by a self-expending energy source which, “gives without ever receiving” (AS I p.27). It is only from an anthropomorphic perspective that the solar exudation of energy that determines human life is eclipsed and derivative notions of ‘lack’ and ‘necessity’ prioritised and ‘scarcities’ maintained so as to conceal a primary, inexhaustible abundance. These key aspects of  ‘general’ economy are summarised thus, 

     “Beyond our immediate ends, man’s activity in fact pursues the useless and infinite fulfillment

         of the universe....the living organism...determined by the play of energy on the surface of the 

         globe, ordinarily receives more energy (wealth) than is necessary for maintaining life; the excess

         energy (wealth) can be used for the growth of the system...if the excess cannot be completely 

         absorbed in its growth, it must necessarily be lost without profit; it must be spent, willingly or 

         not, gloriously or catastrophically...as a rule an organism has at its disposal greater energy 

         resources than are necessary for the operations that sustain life...” (AS I pp.21, 27). 

  It is on the basis of these economic-energetic principles that Bataille sustains his materialist critique of human culture. As he states, 

       “...the general law of economy: On the whole a society always produces more than is 

           necessary for its survival; it has a surplus at its disposal. It is precisely the use it makes

           of this surplus that determines it...in “classical” economics, the question is limited to the 

           pursuit of profit...isolated or limited problems;...in general economy there always reappears

           the essence of the biomass, which must constantly destroy (consume) a surplus of energy”  

           (AS I pp.106, 182).
II

 Bataille conceives the ‘sacred’ as an immanent field of impersonal forces in contrast to traditional notions of a transcendent, personal deity. Religion is also, for Bataille, essentially, to employ a Nietzschean term, an ‘extra-moral’ phenonenon. Bataille’s ontology is ennunciated in a series of contrasts the most important of which are those between ‘continuity’ and ‘discontinuity’ and ‘immanence’ and the ‘order of things’. These are elaborations of the fundamental contrast governing his thought, namely, that between ‘expenditure’ and ‘utility’. 

 For Bataille the most primordial ontological terrain, ‘continuity’ or ‘intimacy’, is a material field of pre-oppositional (or ‘nonlogical’) difference in which the negations that constitute the distinct identities that characterise the derivative orders of ‘discontinuity’ and the ‘order of things’, are dissolved. Bataille aligns the ‘sacred’ with this immanent realm of self-expenditure. This he contrasts with the ‘profane’ realm of ‘discontinuity’, the order of representation and the field of human theoretical and practical endeavour founded upon negation which makes possible calculation with distinct identites.11 

 For Bataille the relation between these contrasted terms is irresolvable. They are inseperable yet irreducible orders of being that mutually presuppose and co-condition each other. As he states, “the intimate order cannot truly destroy the order of things (just as the order of things has never completely destroyed the intimate order)” (TR p.100/132). This reflects a fundamental aspect of Bataille’s economics, “real life, composed of all sorts of expenditures, knows nothing of purely productive expenditures, it knows nothing of purely nonproductive expenditures” (AS I p.12).12 However, for Bataille the ‘sacred’ order of ‘continuity’ undoubtedly has an ontological  priority (albeit of a finite kind) over the ‘profane’ realm of ‘discontinuity’. This feature of Bataille’s thought, increasingly pronounced in his later texts, is not indicative of either a ‘Hegelian’ or a ‘Derridian’ conception of the ‘logic of the limit’ which, in different ways, denies the possibility of an ‘absolute’ transgression. Rather, in Bataille’s thought, the ‘economic’ conception of the mutually conditioning interaction between these (non-substantial) ontological orders is interpreted as an affirmative precondition of libidinal intensification through which the ‘human’, in comparison to other animals, is granted a privileged access to ‘eroticism’ as such. The importance of this for Bataille’s discussion of religion is that, “all eroticism has a sacramental character” (E pp.15-6/22).13 

 In all Bataille’s principal texts on religion a similar claim is developed to the effect that humanity, through the institution of the realms of ‘work’ and taboo, contains and harnesses for necessary utilitarian reasons the realm of ‘continuity’ associated with the contagious forces of death and sexuality. For Bataille, religion is the recognition that, “man is in search of a lost intimacy from the first” (TR p.57) it is the “search for lost intimacy” (TR, p.57). Bataille describes the specific affectivity that characterises the transition across these ontological planes. This is the ‘inner experience’ which he describes in terms of the ‘anguish’ and ‘horror’ felt by the ‘discontinuous’ individual toward the gratuitous consumption of ‘continuity’ and the ‘ecstasy’ and ‘joy’ accompanying the surrender of individuation in such affirmative loss of self. Bataille constantly stresses that this interplay between anguish and joy, fear and ecstasy is irresolvable and is the affectivity that marks the limits of the ‘human’.

  In Theory of Religion Bataille considers to what extent and how the ‘human’ can recover the, “immanent immensity, where there are neither seperations nor limits” (TR p.42/56). This question is the source of his focus on sacrifice stating its nature thus, “the principle of sacrifice is destruction” (TR p.43/58). Bataille identifies sacrifice as the key to the transition from the ‘profane’ to the ‘sacred’ realms. This change in mode of being requires the violation of self-identity through a sacrificial process of affirmative destruction which returns individuated entities to a primal condition of self-differing or non-transcendent transcendence. Bataille stresses that the sacrificied object is not necessarily annihilated rather, in returning to immanence, its temporal constitution as a ‘thing’ in terms of the ‘duration’ or futuricity of project and action which anchors it in servility is what is destroyed.14 As he states,

     “The thing - only the thing - is what sacrifice means to destroy in the victim. Sacrifice

         destroys an object’s real ties to subordination; it draws the victim out of the world of

         utility and restores it to that of unintelligible caprice” (TR p.43/58-9).

  This ‘ontologico-economic’ interpretation of the meaning of ‘sacrifice’ is reiterated in AS I , “ sacrifice restores to the sacred world that which servile use has degraded, rendered profane...they must at least be destroyed as things, that is insofar as they have become things” (AS I pp.55-6).15. Bataille outlines the ‘economic’ significance of sacrifice is outlined thus, 

     “To sacrifice is not to kill but to relinquish and give...to pass from a lasting order, in which

         all consumption of resources is subordinated to the need for duration, to the violence of 

         unconditional consumption....Sacrifice is the antithesis of production...it is consumption

         that is concerned only with the moment... in sacrifice the offering is rescued from all utility”

         (TR pp. 48-9/66-7).
 Bataille valorises the role of sacrifice in archaic religious practice. The pre-capitalist economic foundations of this are stressed, for example, in the case of the Aztecs, 

     “...all their important undertakings were useless...their world-view is singularly and 

         diametrically opposed to the activity-orientated perspective that we have. Consumption 

         loomed just as large in their thinking as production does in ours. They were just as 

         concerned about sacrificing as we are about working” (AS I p.46).

  For Bataille the rituals of primitive religions provided a non-contractural form of social cohesion, a form of communicative intimacy based on a collective witnessing of the loss of self-identity consecrated in public spectacles. In the relation between sacrificer and victim, the necessarily violent passage of a ‘discontinuous’ thing into ‘continuity’ allowed the ‘accursed share’ or surplus to be duly acknowledged.

 Bataille interprets the meaning of ‘death’ in the sacrificial context as the “great affirmer, the wonder-struck cry of life...the affirmation of intimate life...” (TR p.46/63). For Bataille, “death reveals life in its plenitude and dissolves the real order” (TR p.47/64). He aligns ‘death’ with ‘continuity’ and thereby conceives it in affirmative terms. Death is conceived as the overcoming of the individuated mode of existence founded upon negation and, for Bataille, it resonates on numerous levels, from the ‘little death’ of orgasm (E p.170/190) through the many dissolutions of the ‘self’ that characterise emotional life to the physical death of the individual. 

 On the profoundest level death is, for Bataille, indistinguishable from ‘life’. The derivative negative meaning of ‘death’ arises from the self-preservative perspective of the ‘discontinuous’ being. However, from the perspective of ‘continuity’ it is possible to speak of an ‘indifference to death’ (E p.23/31) and even of a ‘joy before death’ quite distinct from the evaluation of ‘this world’ sustained by those with transcendent commitments.16 From Bataille’s perspective, 

      “...death does not affect the continuity of being, since in being itself all separate beings 

          originate; continuity of being is independent of death and is even manifested by death. 

          This...is the way to interpret religious sacrifices...life may be doomed but the continuity 

          of being is not” (E pp.21, 23-4/29, 31). 

 The ‘sacred’ transition from self-identity to self-difference or transcendence necessarily entails an affirmative notion of ‘violence’, an ineliminable index of sublimity.17 The realm of continuity is ‘eternal life’ in the sense that it marks the cessation of individuation or negation through the affirmation of difference. The ‘death’ of the discontinuous being is the affirmation of the excess of continuous being; death is the exuberance of life. Bataille encapsulates these fundamental points in the following passage which also provides an explication of the term ‘eroticism’ in his thought, 

     “On the most fundamental level there are transitions from continuous to discontinuous or 

         from discontinuous to continuous. We are discontinuous beings...but we yearn for our 

         lost continuity. We find the state of affairs that binds us to our random and ephemeral

         individuality hard to bear. Along with our tormenting desire that this evanescent thing 

         last, there stands our obsession with a primal continuity linking us with everything that

         is...This nostalgia is responsible for the three forms of eroticism in man...physical, 

         emotional and religious...with all of them the concern is to substitute for individual isolated

         discontinuity a feeling of profound continuity” (E pp.15/21-2).

  It is in the course of this preliminary identification of a ‘religious’ form of ‘eroticism’ of equal primordiality to the ‘physical’ that Bataille offers the first of several ‘definitions’ of ‘God’, as he states, “God is a composite being possessed of the continuity of being I am talking about on the affective plane in a fundamental way” (E p.22/30). An ‘economic’ interpretation is that claim that, “God - for me - means the lightening flash which exalts the creature above the concern to protect or increase his wealth in the dimension of time” (E p.236/261). Bataille outlines, therefore, an ontology of excess and its implicit ‘theology’. He writes of an ‘aberrant transcendency” (...dépassement aberrant, E p.268/296) that characterises both ‘sexual ecstasy’ and, “in the same way..mystics of various religions” (ibid). These reflections culminate in an insistence on the self-transcending or ‘sacred’ nature of ‘continuous’ being itself, 

     “We receive being in an intolerable transcendence of being, no less intolerable than death...we 

         must seek it in the feeling of death, in those unbearable instants where we seem to be dying

         because the being within us is only there through excess, when the fullness of horror and joy

         coincide...God is nothing if not a trancendence of God in every direction; in that of vulgar being,

         in that of horror and impurity; even in nothing at all in the last analysis” (E pp. 268-69/296-97).    

                                                         III

 Bataille’s materialist critique of Christianity is notable in two respects. Firstly, he offers a radical revision of the ‘economic’ assumptions underpinning other prominent materialist critiques of it. Secondly, his critique is unashamedly religious in orientation. It is the failings of Christianity as a religion, its suppression and domestication of the ‘sacred’, that Bataille condemns. However, Bataille’s religious critique of Christianity is not oppositional in nature. Instead he develops an immanent critique of it which affirms those residual traces of the sacred within it. It is this seamless combination of materialist-economic and religious perspectives that defines the uniqueness of Bataille’s critique.This perspective is stressed in the following passage, 

      “...religion in the sense I mean it is not just a religion, like Christianity. My concern is 

         not with any given rites, dogmas or communities, but only with the problem that every

         religion sets itself to answer...In one sense, the Christian religion is possibly the least 

         religious of them all...I am describing an experience without reference to any special 

         body of belief, being concerned essentially to communicate an inner experience - 

         religious experience, as I see it - outside the pale of specific religions...Without committing 

         myself to particular religious forms I regard...religion from a religious point of view” (E pp. 

         32, 34, 123/38, 40, 137).

  Bataille’s preliminary critical task is to offer a non-reductive naturalistic acccount of Christianity that rejects its idealist self-misinterpretation. Such a, to adapt a phrase of Nietzsche’s, ‘translation of Christianity back into nature’ reflects what can be described as Bataille’s libidinal, yet plural, monism typically expressed thus, 

     “The cohesion of the human spirit whose potentialites range from the ascetic to the voluptuous 

         may...be sought. The point of view I adopt...reveals the co-ordination of these potentialities. I 

         do not seek to identify them with each other but I endeavour to find the point where they may

         converge beyond their mutual exclusiveness... flights of Christian religious experience and bursts 

         of erotic impulses are seen to be part and parcel of the same movement” (E pp.7, 9/11, 13). 

 From this perspective Bataille seeks to identify those elements within Christianity of  ‘religious eroticism’ which, as in its co-originary ‘physical’ and ‘emotional’ forms, summons ‘discontinuous’ entities to the immanent realm of ‘continuity’ through the dissolution of negation into difference. 

 Bataille attacks Christianity’s dependence upon and reification of the derivative ontology of  ‘discontinuity’ or the ‘order of things’. These basic ontological illusions are  sketched in the following passages,

     “Faced with a precarious discontinuity of the personality...mankind tries to avoid the terms 

         set to individual discontinuity, death, and invents a discontinuity unassailable by death - 

         that is, the immortality of discontinuous beings. Christianity...reduced the sacred and the 

         divine to a discontinuous and personal God, the creator...it turned whatever lies beyond 

         this world into a prolongation of every individual soul. It peopled Heaven and Hell with 

         multitudes condemned with God to the eternal discontinuity of each separate being” (E 

         pp.119-20/132-33).18 
 Bataille also condemns Christianity’s evaluative structure which is inherently ‘moral’ so far as it countenances only a merely oppositional inhabitation of the taboo-transgression relation. Christianity, Bataille claims, opposes taboo to transgression and valorises the former over the latter.19 Bataille argues that the ontologico-evaluative structures of Christianity originate in what can be termed a ‘will-to-purity’ which, through the institution of dualistic schemas, obliterates the essential ‘ambiguity’ that characterises the ‘sacred’.20 As an inherently  ‘moral’ and therefore derivative system of thought and value Christianity sacreligiously imposes negation onto an ontologically primordial realm of difference. For Bataille, Christianity’s postulation of a transcendent realm of absolute purity is its ultimate blasphemy towards the inherently ‘sacred’ character of non-individuated material difference. Christianity, for Bataille, undertakes a regretable moralisation of the ‘sacred’. As he states, “the meaning of the sacred can be seen as lost to the extent that the awareness of the secret horrors at the basis of religions is lost” (VE p.244). This point is reiterated thus, “the realm of sacred things is composed of the pure and of the impure” (E p.121/134). Christianity is at fault as a religion because it ‘rejected impurity’ and thus has an ‘inverted religious structure’ (E p.123/136) which merges ‘sacred uncleaness’ with the ‘profane’ and thereby loses the crucial connection forged in ‘primitive’ religions between the sacred and transgression. Bataille encapsulates this development thus, 

      “...the dark side of religious mystery... finally loses all significance. The realm of religion 

         is reduced to that of the God of the Good, whose limits are those of  light” (E pp.123/136-37).
 Bataille appeals to an originary complicity within the ‘sacred’ between ‘beneficent’ and ‘malefic’ elements and charts its domestication with the rise of ‘reflective thought’.21 Gradually the derivative ‘order of things’ usurps the priority of the ‘intimate order’ and religion is appropriated by reason and morality such that the divine is debased to merely the ‘protector of the real order’ (TR p.71/94). As Bataille states, 

     “In granting the operative power of the divine over the real, man had in practice subordinated

         the divine to the real. He slowly reduced its violence to the sanction of the real order that 

         morality constitutes...Reason and morality united, both resulting from the real order’s 

         necessities of preservation and operation (of action), agree with the divine function that 

         exercises a benevolent sovereignty over that order. They rationalize and moralize divintity, in 

         the very moment where morality and reason are divinized” (TR pp.71/94-5).

  Bataille contrasts therefore two forms of transcendence.22 That of the transcendent suprasensuous world of the Platonic-Christian tradition and, what he terms, the ‘inconclusive transcendence of the divine of archaic religion’ (TR p.73/97) which remained in touch with an ‘immanent sacred...predicated on the animal intimacy of man and the world’ (TR 73/95). Through its communal and ritualized acknowledgment of expenditure, archaic humanity periodically consecrated the ‘contagious violence of intimacy’ (TR p.74/98). Bataille’s sense of the overall irreligious effect of the rise of the ontologico-evaluative structures of Christianity is succinctly stated thus, 

      “...the man of salvation did more to bring the principles of the order of things into the

         intimate order that to subordinate that productive order to the destructive consumptions

         of the intimate order” (TR p.85/112).

 Bataille offers a historico-economic interpretation of the gradual occlusion of the ontological priority of ‘continuity’ over ‘discontinuity’ and emergence of the valorisation of the latter over the former. He focuses, following Weber, on the reciprocal relation between early capitalism and the Reformation and the rise of the bourgeoisie.23 The key economic revalorisation sanctified in the Reformation is, Bataille claims, the prioritisation of production and accumulation over consumption.24 Bataille summarises his basic critique of the Reformation in the following terms, 

     “...the revolution effected by the Reformation has, as Weber saw, a profound significance:

        it marked the passage to a new form of economy. Referring back to the spirit of the great

        reformers, one can even say that by accepting the extreme consequences of a demand for 

        religious purity it destroyed the sacred world, the world of nonproductive consumption, and

        handed the earth over to the men of production, to the bourgeois.” (AS I p.127). 

 As Bataille states, “there is an affinity between the frame of mind of a hard-working, profit-calculating industrialist and the prosaic severity of the reformed religion” (AS I p.115). Hence the the primary religio-economic imperative Bataille identifies, the gratuitous waste of excess resources, is appropriated by a utilitarian, ‘puritannical’ perspective concerned with the parsimonious and thrifty managment of material and spiritual resources. This is writ large in the notion of the project of salvation, 

    “In theory, salvation in Christianity liberates the ends of religious life from the domain

       of productive activity. But if the faithful’s salvation is the reward for his merits, if he can 

       acheive it by his deeds, then he has simply brought more closely into the domain of religion

       the concatenation that makes useful work wretched in his eyes. Hence those deeds by which

       a Christian tries to win salvation can in turn be considered profanations...choosing salvation as

       a goal appears contrary to the truth of grace...which cannot be subjected to causal series as 

       things can. The gift that divinity makes of itself to the faithful cannot be paid for” (AS I pp.

       120-21).25 

 Bataille outlines a historico-economic transition from ‘archaic’ and ‘military’ societies to the Reformation.26 The basic shift he identifies is from a phase in which “production was subordinated to nonproductive destruction” (TR p.90/118) to the “reign of the autonomous productive operation” (TR p.92/120). This ‘generalized reduction’ (TR  p.94/123) liberates production from its archaic subordination to the “nonproductive destruction of its surplus” (TR p.94/123) such that “excess production could be devoted to the growth of the productive equipment, to capitalist (or postcapitalist) accumulation” (TR p.94/123).27 This conception of economic history provides the context for Bataille’s evaluation of the role within Christianity of two central religious phenomena namely, sacrifice and mysticism.

 Bataille often juxtaposes in his texts images of the crucifixion with those depicting, in his view the more religious, Aztec practices of human sacrifice. The Christian symbol of the crucifix, immersed in the fundamentally utilitarian themes of ‘redemption’ and ‘salvation’ reductively appropriates, Bataille claims, sacrificial access to the sacred. The crucifixion fails as a religious symbol because it depicts what is for Bataille a fundamentally failed sacrificial act terminally mired in profanity so far as God, through the ‘resurrection’, survives it. As Bataille states, “Jesus alone died, God who abandoned him was nevertheless waiting for him, sat him on his right” (IE p.133/154). 

 In the meaning the crucifixion has for Christianity Bataille finds further evidence of a failure to comprehend the sacred nature of transgression.28 The fact that “Christianity finds law-breaking repugnant in general” (E p.89/99) is the source of Bataille’s claim that, “in the idea of the sacrifice upon the cross the very character of transgression has been altered” (ibid). The transgressive sacrificial practices of primitive religions are “the consequence of a resolute and intentional act” (ibid) in which the pre-oppositionally conceived relation between taboo and transgression is explicitly re-affirmed through the violation of a law which seems holy. Christianity supplants this conception of the relation of mutual complicity between taboo and transgression with an oppositional interpretation of their relation. As Bataille notes, 

     “...the sin of crucifixion is disallowed by the priest celebrating the sacrifice of mass. The fault 

         lies in the blindness of the authors of the deed and we are bound to think that they would not 

         have committed it if only they had known...Misunderstanding of the sanctity of transgression 

         is one of the foundations of Christianity” (E pp.89-90/99-100).29 

 Bataille acknowledges that the Church’s Felix culpa to the effect that, “that which

redeems us is also that which ought not to have taken place” (E p.262/290) signifies a

residual trace of the ‘primitive attitude’ toward sacrifice and transgression. Yet his basic

criticism is clear. The crucifixion is a reductive appropriation of sacrifice in order to

reinforce the derivative ontology of ‘discontinuity’ in which ‘eternal life’ excludes death. This contrasts with the significance of archaic sacrifice which provided access to the immanent realm of continuity, the ‘eternity’ of which concerns a difference not

thematisable in terms of the life/death opposition. As Bataille states, 

     “It is the...business of sacrifice to bring life and death into harmony, to give death the upsurge 

        of life, life the momentousness and the vertigo of death opening on to the unknown. Here life

        is mingled with death, but simultaneously death is a sign of life, a way into the infinite” (E

        p.91/102). 

IV  

 Bataille’s describes mystical experience as “that ultimate in human potentialities” (E p.221/245). and he often refers in favorable terms to a number of Christian mystics.30 Yet he also distances himself from the traditional theological content and ecclesiastical appropriation of mystical experience. Through the theme of mysticism Bataille seeks to excavate a strand of genuinely religious experience within the Christian tradition which, in his view, merely needs to thematised in the terms of his non-reductive materialism. Through this gesture Bataille offers an immanent critique of Christianity that uncovers a suppressed dimension within it of the ‘sacred’ in his sense. 

 Bataille insists on the autonomy of mystical experience which he describes as an encounter with the ‘extreme limit of the possible’ (IE p.xxxiii) in which “the mind moves in a strange world where anguish and ecstasy coexist” (IE p.xxxxii). This ‘inner experience’ charts the ‘discontinuous’ subject’s affirmative dissolution into the ‘continuity’ of ecstatic self-oblivion.31 For Bataille such self-transcendence has an immanent rather than a transcendent trajectory. Mysticism communicates with an immanent otherness and is a condition of enraptured fusion with a self-transfiguring world.32 These points are emphasised in the following passage, 

     “While it is appropriate to use the word mysticism when speaking of  “joy before death” 

         and its practice, this implies no more than an affective resemblance between this practice

         and those of the religions of Asia or Europe. There is no reason to link any presuppositions

         concerning an alleged deeper reality with a joy that has no object other than immediate life.

         “Joy before death” belongs only to the person for whom there is no beyond; it is the only 

         intellectually honest route in the search for ecstasy” (VE p. 236).  

  The theme of mysticism is intimately related to two other central themes in IE, firstly, ‘un-knowing’, a non-epistemological, fully affirmative notion that cannot be identified with ‘scepticism’ and secondly, the ‘communication’ which characterises it. Again, these are to conceived as a radicalisation of Enlightenment  critique rather than its rejection. Bataille insists that the ‘mystical experience’ he avows is one of absolute ‘contestation’, through an ‘experience’ which has ‘sole authority, sole value’.33 Throughout IE the point is made that critique has an inherently self-overcoming momentum which culminates in the realisation that an immanent realm of ‘communication’ in a state of ‘un-knowing’ is the ultimate destination of critical reflection on the conditions of possibility of knowledge and experience.34 Bataille develops a post-critical form of mysticism which can be affirmed only on the basis of the completion of the most radical auto-critique of reason.

 At the beginning of IE Bataille both endorses the notion of ‘mystical experience’ and disavows its historical associations (in this case its ‘confessional’ resonance). On this basis he states that “I don’t like the word mystical” (IE p.3/15).35 Hence Bataille simultaneously acknowledges the Christian mystics and rejects the reductive theological appropriation of their experience. As he states, 

      “Experience reveals nothing and cannot found belief nor set out from it...I hold the

          apprehension of God...to be an obstacle in the movement which carries us to the

          more obscure apprehension of the unknown: of a presence which is no longer in any

          way distinct from an absence” (IE p.5/17).

Bataille reiterates this point when he describes the ‘divine love’ of mysticism in the following terms, 

     “...mystical experience...brings to a world dominated by thought connected with our 

         experience of physical objects (and by the knowledge developed from this experience)

         an element which finds no place in our intellectual architecture except negatively as a 

         limiting factor...mystical experience reveals an absence of any object. Objects are identi-

         fied with discontinuity, whereas mystical experience, as far as our strength allows us to 

         break off our own discontinuity, confers on us a sense of continuity” (E p.23/30).

 What Bataille is attempting here is clarified in the following passage, 

     “For almost two years, I had been able to advance in inner experience. At the very least 

         in this sense - that the states described by the mystics had ceased to be closed to me. This

         experience was independent, it is true, from the presuppositions to which the mystics imagine
         it to be linked...Can one not free from its religious antecedents the possibility for mystical 

         experience - this possibility having remained open to the non-believer, in what ever way it 

         appears? Free it from the ascesis of dogma and from the atmosphere of religions? Free it, in a

         word, from mysticism...” (IE pp. 93, 169/110).

 Bataille’s ‘inner experience’ is then a ‘mysticism without God’. He seeks to affirm the radical autonomy of a mystical experience which cannot be reduced to the anthropomorphisms notions of ‘project’ and ‘action’ as in its appropriation by those seeking ‘salvation’.36 Bataille rejects the theological appropriation of mystical experience in which the ontological priority he accords to desire over its object is inverted. However, Bataille does acknowledge that, at least in epochs prior to that of the ‘death of God’, reductive conceptions of mystical experience were unavoidable. In fact he sometimes suggests that such objectifications of mysticism are inevitable, 

     “...the mistake of all religion is always to give man a contradictory answer: an external form 

         of intimacy...Intimacy is never seperated from external elements, without which it could not

         be signified” (AS I pp.129-30).  

 Bataille’s insistence on the radical a-subjectivity and impersonality of mystical experience is most radically expressed in “Communication” (IE pp.93-8) in which he offers a seemingly thermodynamic account of the ‘sacred’ in terms of ‘contagions of energy’ and the ‘streaming of electricity’ (IE p.94/111). Determined by such energy flows the individuated self is conceived as “an absurd little turning in on itself, forgotten, for a short time, in the midst of the celestial bacchanalia” (IE p.95/112). Bataille writes of the “profound objectivity of existence, from the moment that the latter is no longer a little entity turned in on itself, but a wave of life losing itself” (IE p.118/138).

 The distinctiveness of Bataille’s conception of mysticism is revealed in his most extended discussion of it which, addressing its treatment in a Carmelite review, considers the “burning question of the relationship between mysticism and continence” (E pp.221/245).37 The key issue addressed in the Carmelite review is the charge that Christian mysticism is symptomatic of a ‘fear of sex’. Crucially Bataille seeks to demonstrate the reductive assumptions shared by both apologists for the faith and their critiques an appproach which demonstrates the non-reductive nature of his materialism. The perspective Bataille develops on this issue is based on his identification of the ‘physical’ and the ‘religious’ as two equiprimordial  ‘forms of eroticism’.38 That is to say that, for Bataille, sexuality and religion are different but equally originary modes of the immanent transcendence through which the individuated or ‘discontinuous’ self is affirmatively dissolved into ‘continuity’. Avoiding the reductive and anti-religious tendencies of the psychoanalytical and psychiatric perspectives Bataille does not interpret mysticism as a derivative phenomenon to thematised in terms of such notions as ‘sublimation’ and ‘neurosis’. Nonetheless his materialist account of mysticism as an autonomous form of eroticism or the affirmation of ‘continuity’ sustains a radical critique of idealist interpretations of the nature of religion. For Bataille both the apologists and the psychoanalytical and psychiatric critics  suppress the sacredness of primary material processes. As he states,

     “We must avoid two reefs:...not to diminish the experiences of the mystics for the sake of

         comparison... neither must we spiritualise the domain of sexuality to exalt it to the level of 

         ethereal experiences” (E p.245/271).
 Bataille notes that both sides of the debate tacitly agree on a negative assessment of the ‘fear of sex’. In contrast Bataille postulates a non-neurotic form of such ‘fear’ which both parties to the debate seek to domesticate,    

     “What I should like to question is the idea of sexuality inherent in this absence of fear. 

         I shall try here to examine the question whether fear is not precisely what does underlie

         “sex”...and whether the connection between “mystic” and “sexual” has not something 

         to do with the gulfs of terrifying darkness that belong equally to both domains” 

         (E pp. 222/246-47).

 With these gestures Bataille overcomes the ‘spirit/matter’ opposition which determines both the traditional defenders of Christian mysticism and their critics. He simultaneously eroticises mysticism and deifies sexuality. Unlike the disputants Bataille is hostile to neither mysticism nor sexuality per se and hence his conception of mysticism as a non-neurotic form of eroticism cannot be thematised in the terms of such a debate.

 Bataille interprets Christian mysticism through an analysis of the resonances contained in the ‘evangelical law’ which states that, “man must die in order to attain the divine life” (E p.228/253). He detects in this phrase the themes of ‘death’ and ‘violence’ at the heart of Christian mystical experience in his affirmative sense of these terms as denoting the transition from ‘discontinuity’ to ‘continuity’. This movement is the meaning of ‘divine love’ which Bataille endeavours to free from its theologico-moral appropriation. He the destabilising and irreducible nature of mystical experience in the following passage, 

       “This morality is not centred on the guarantee of social and individual life...but on

            mystical passion leading man to die to himself in order to inherit eternal life. What 

            it condemns is the dragging weight of attachment to the self...mysticism guides and

            judges the moral life...morality cannot be confined to keeping life going as it is; it calls

            for life to expand and blossom” (E pp.229-30/254-55).

 Bataille underwrites these points and reiterates his non-reductive approach when he states that, “the bond between life and death has many aspects. It can be felt equally in sexual and mystical experience” (E p.230/255). Bataille stresses the inter-related notion of the themes of ‘death’ and ‘divine love’ claimsing that the mystics affirm a movement of expenditure ordinarily denigrated as ‘evil’ and ‘diabolic’ from the Christian perspective.39 It is thus the genuinely religious, non-moral element operative within the Christian tradition As Bataille formulates this,

     “The religious...will die to the divine life he desires...Dying can take on the active meaning

         of behaviour...that sets at nought the cautiousness inculcated by the fear of death...to live

         for the moment, no longer to heed these instincts for survival; this is dying to oneself, or 

         at least living with death as an equal...Beyond pride and mediocrity we keep glimpsing a 

         terrifying truth. The immensity of everything that is, unintelligible...no place is left for the 

         limited being who judges the world through calculations...Immensity...spells death to the

         man it attracts...” (E pp. 233-34/258-59).

 Hence Bataille identifies mystical experience with the embrace of the ‘death’ of individuation through the affirmation in ‘divine love’ of an immanent (rather than a  transcendent) sublimity. Both the ‘physical’ and ‘religious’ modes of ‘eroticism’ are conceived by Bataille as forms of self-expenditure concerning a “desire to live to the limits of the possible and the impossible with ever-increasing intensity..to die without ceasing to live” (E p.239/265).40 

 On the basis of these reflections Bataille  identifies the “longed-for swoon” (la défaillance désirée, E p.240/265) as the element shared by both sensuality and mystical experience. The non-reductive affinity between ‘mysticism and guilty eroticism’ consists in their similar ‘economic’ nature which Bataille describes thus, 

     “...in each case it is hard to say whether the object of desire is the incandescence of life 

       or of death. The incandescence of life means death; death means the incandescence of life

       ...the turbulence and disastrousness of sexuality are of the essence of temptation...the desire

       to fall, to fail, to faint and to squander all one’s reserves...a starting point to investigate the

       way that sexual and mystical experience are linked...harmonize in the nostalgia for a moment

       of disequilibrium...urge towards transcendence in which concern for the preservation of life is 

       scorned” (E pp.240, 242/265-66, 267).

 On this basis Bataille identifies both the ‘common factor’ and the difference between mysticism and sexuality thus, 

     “...non-attachment to ordinary life, indifference to its needs, anguish felt in the midst of this

         until the being reels, and the way left open to a spontaneous surge of life that is usually 

         under control but which bursts forth in freedom and infinite bliss. The difference between 

         this experience and that of sensuality is only a matter of confining these impulses to the 

         domain of inner awareness, without the intervention of real and intentional physical 

         activity...communication is always possible between sensuality and mysticism, obedient as

         they are to the same motive force” (E pp.246-47, 248/272, 274).

  Overcoming therefore clichéd contrasts between Christianity and Eastern religions Bataille offers a non-reductive materialist interpretation of ascetic mystical experience as a type of ‘eroticism’ which implies that “the movement towards death...is its essence” (E pp.248-49/274). Hence Bataille is able to extol the mystics thus, “in the sphere of mysticism we reach complete sovereignty” (E p.249/275); a valorisation reiterated in the following passage which recalls the economic-energetic basis of Bataille’s thought, 

     “...the transports and tortured fevers that produce a burning love in the solitude of monastries 

         and convents...Little by little, desire lifts the mystic to such utter ruin and expenditure that the 

         life of the person becomes more or less a solar brightness”. 41 

                                                                            V

  In evaluating Bataille’s critique of the contemporary world it is crucial to assess his conception of the historico-economic conditions of possibility for of the reaffirmation of the ‘sacred’. This requires an analysis of Bataille’s conception of the nature of  ‘late’ capitalism which is, he claims characterised by a relation between ‘surplus’ and the limits of growth that compels it to address the issue of how to spend through ‘useless consumption’ (AS I p.23) and in ways other than global conflagration, the ‘accursed share’ of excess energy which defines it.42 Bataille indicates his conception of contemporary economic determinants in the following passage,  

     “Henceforth what matters primarily is no longer to develop the productive forces but

        to spend their products sumptuously...immense squanderings are about to take place: 

        after a century of populating and of industrial peace, the temporary limit of development

        being encountered, the two world wars organized the greatest orgies of wealth - and of human

        beings - that history has recorded” (AS I p. 37).

 Bataille depicts the contemporary world as one in which, as a result of the increasing hegemony of the interconnected processes of representational consciousness and the rise of capitalism, man has become “more estranged from himself than ever before” (TR p.93/122).43 Bataille writes of a ‘world of complete reduction or the reign of things’ (TR p.92/121) which, due to the ‘reign of the autonomous productive operation’ (TR p.92/120) obliterates the economic condition of possibility of the overcoming of ‘alienation’, namely, the “intense consumption...of the excess resources produced” (TR 93/122) which are merely reinvested for productive ends. This trajectory is described thus, 

     “...in its complete success it consummates mans’s estrangement from himself and realizes, 

         in the case of the scientist, the reduction of all life to the real order...Authority and authenticity 

         are entirely on the side of things, of production and consciousness of the thing produced. All the

         rest is vanity and confusion” (TR pp. 96-7/127).

  It is against this background that Bataille introduces his conception of the possibility of the acknowledgement of the ‘sacred’ in the contemporary world. In its most radical guise Bataille interprets this as an immanent process of self-overcoming within capitalism itself such that critique consists in an affirmation of the ‘essence’ of contemporary capital rather than an ‘oppositional’ (ie.‘moral’) stance toward it inevitably complicit with neo-humanist perspectives. The key moment in Bataille’s text in this respect is the following passage, 

     “Doubtless this majority has let itself be reduced to the order of things. But this generalized

         reduction, this perfect fulfillment of the thing, is the necessary precondition for the conscious

         and fully developed posing of the problem of man’s reduction to thinghood. Only in a world 

         where the thing has reduced everything...can intimacy affirm itself without any more com-

         promises...Only the gigantic development of the means of production is capable of fully 

         revealing the meaning of production, which is the nonproductive consumption of wealth - 

         the fulfillment of self-consciousness in the free outbursts of the intimate order. But the 

         moment when consciousness, reflecting back on itself, reveals itself to itself and sees 

         production destined to be consumed is precisely when the world of production no longer 

         knows what to do with its products” (TR pp.94/123-24).44 

 For Bataille therefore it is  “a question of tearing man away from the order of works” (TR p.89/117) a point he reiterated in the following terms, “being reduced to thinghood by the operation, all that he can do is to undertake the contrary operation, a reduction of the reduction” (TR p.99/131). Bataille hints at the religious interpretation of this conception of the contemporary situation and underlies the immanent nature of his critical stance when he writes of the “principle of inner experience: to emerge through project from the realm of project” (IE p.46/60). 

 It through such gestures that Bataille’s thought surpasses the merely oppositional relation towards the contemporary world in which it is interpreted as having a solely negative or mutually exclusive relation to the ‘sacred’ which it often seems to court. He insists on the historical necessity for a self-overcoming rather than rejection of ‘clear consciousness’ through the advent a ‘self-consciousness’ in which the limits of the ‘order of things’ are explicitly acknowledged. Without forgetting the radical incommensurability between the realms of ‘intimacy’ and ‘things’ Bataille nonetheless insists that, 

      “It implies SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS taking up the lamp that science has made to illuminate

         objects and directing it toward intimacy...this real world having reached the apex of its 

         development can be destroyed, in the sense that it can be reduced to intimacy...consciousness

         cannot make intimacy reducible to it, but it can reclaim its own operations, recapitulating them

         in reverse, so that they ultimately cancel out and consciousness itself is strictly reduced to

         intimacy...consciousness will regain intimacy only in darkness. In so doing it will have reached

         the highest degree of distinct clarity...it will rediscover the night of the animal intimate with the 

         world - into which it will enter” (TR pp.97, 100/128, 132-33).

  There is much that is contentious in Bataille’s account of this auto-destructive process, an ‘eroticisation’ of consciousness (rather than its rejection)  in which its operations are undone in a fusion with its conditioning limits. In ‘self-consciousness’ the ‘sacred’ conditions of possibility of ‘consciousness’ are explicitly acknowledged rather than negated.45  For Bataille the necessary economic preconditions for reaccessing the ‘sacred’, prevail in the contemporary age, “the world of production, the order of things has reached the point of development where it does not know what to do with its products” (TR p.101/133). The response he proposes is that the labour that produced the entity (in this instance a table) must be undone in order to liberate it and ourselves from the servility of utility and productive consumption. The transitional moment is announced thus, “now I place a large glass of alcohol on my table” (TR p.102/134). Bataille elaborates on this in the following way, 

     “In setting my drinking glass on the table, to that extent I have destroyed the table, or 

        at least I have destroyed the labour that was needed to make it...this table in this room,

        heavy with the chains of labour, for a time had no other purpose than my breaking loose...

        In this world there is no immense undertaking that has any other end than a definitive loss 

        in the futile moment” (TR pp.102/134-35).

  Bataille identifies this affirmative destruction that restores an irreducible self-excess beyond utilitarian determination, as ‘clear self-consciousness’ (TR p.103/136) the  economic meaning of which is described thus, 

     “The reduction of the reduction of the real order brings a fundamental reversal into the 

         economic order. If we are to preserve the movement of the economy, we need to determine

         the point at which the excess production will flow like a river to the outside. It is a matter of 

         endlessly consuming - or destroying - the objects that are produced” (TR pp.103/136-37). 

 Bataille insists that this movement entails “the destruction of the subject as an individual” (TR p.104/137) a process distinguishable from ‘war’ to the extent that it is consciously undertaken.46 From this perpective Bataille clarifies the nature of a contemporary relation to the ‘sacred’ as a “religious attitude that would result from clear consciousness” (TR p.109/141). This process of perpetual self-destruction through the affirmation of the anti-teleological forces of life is the condition of a “sovereign self-consciousness that...no longer turns away from itself” (TR p.111/143)

 In AS I the notion of ‘self-consciousness’ again marks the point of intersection between the radicalisation of critique and the advent of ‘late’ capital. This requires a critique of science in which its limits are acknowledged and its reduction of experience to the order of things (AS I p.134) exposed. This moment is described as, “a point...where dry lucidity coincides with a sense of the sacred” (AS I p.189). Bataille suggests an identity between the recognition of the priority of ‘general’ over a ‘restricted’ economy and the advent of ‘self-consciousness’.47 He offers the following account of the economic meaning of ‘self-consciousness’,

     “...consciousness...tries to grasp some object of acquisition, something, not the nothing of 

         pure expenditure. It is a question of arriving at the moment when consciousness will cease

         to be a consciousness of something; in other words, of becoming conscious of the decisive

         meaning of an instant in which increase (the acquisition of something) will resolve into 

         expenditure; and this will be precisely self-consciousness, that is, a consciousness that 

         henceforth has nothing as its object” (AS I p.190).

 Bataille even gestures toward a radical mysticism at the heart of ‘late’ capital so far as ‘self-consciousness’ is likened to the “experience of the mystics, to intellectual contemplation “without shape or form...”” (AS I p.189).    

 For Bataille the ‘religious’ trajectory of the process of critique unleashed with the Enlightenment’ consists in the affinity between its self-radicalisation and the theme of ‘sacrifice’, with that is, the auto-destruction of reason, knowledge, project, operation and agency which culminates in the ‘death of God’.48 Bataille concludes his analysis of a remarkable passage from Nietzsche49 which offers a brief ‘history’ of sacrifice from that of the ‘first-born’ through the ‘strongest instincts’ (ie. asceticism) to the ultimate sacrifice of God himself with the following statement on the sacrificial nature of contemporary critique, 

     “...the supreme abuse which man ultimately made of his reason requires a last sacrifice:

         reason, intelligibility, the ground itself upon which he stands - man must reject them, 

         in him God must die;...Man must find himself only on the condition of escaping, without

         rest from the avarice which grips him” (IE p.134/155).

  Bataille aligns therefore, the ‘death of God’ with the ‘sacrifice of reason’ (IE p.155/178) and insists on the religious significance of this ultimate sacrificial moment which he contrasts favourably with a merely scientific atheism, 

     “...the atheist is satisfied with a world completed without God; the one who sacrifices is, 

        on the contrary, in the anguish before an incompleted world, incompletable and forever

        unintelligible, which destroys him, tears him apart (and this world destroys itself, tears 

        itself apart)” (IE p.153/176). 

VI

 To conclude I shall explore briefly Bataille’s evaluation of the contemporary world which often seems to court a ‘romantic anti-capitalism’ that maroons his thought in a merely ‘moral’ terrain that forecloses a thematisation of an emergent form of religious atheism. Bataille’s texts frequently exhibit an oppositional relation to contemporary capitalism based on a redundant conception of in terms of utility and productive consumption. His thinking thereby shies away from the recognition of what can, precisely on the basis of his theoretical insights, be described as the becoming-sacred of capital. It is only insofar as Bataille’s thought can be said to affirm the ‘essence’ of capital in a recognition of its evermore apparent ‘self-expending’ nature that it can claim to have thouroughly eliminated all ‘moral’ elements within its conception of the ‘sacred’. For Deleuze and Guattari capital is inherently an accelerator of ‘de-terretorialization’. It is a global abstract flow of intrinsically undetermined desire operating far in excess of any concept of ‘need’. Capital not only manufactures the desire it subsequently temporarily satisfies it also increasingly inverts the relation of priority between ‘desire’ and object which, arguably, characterised its earlier phases in which the ‘necessary’ and the ‘superfluous’, a distinction arguably crucial to Bataille’s thought, were more readily distinguishable.

 A clear indication of Bataille’s merely oppositional of ‘romantic’ critique of contemporary capital is his valorisation of pre- and non-capitalist societies which, he frequently suggests, exclusively exhibit a ritual acknowledgment of the priority of ‘expenditure’ over utility. The major historical axis Bataille examines, often in negative terms, is the transition from the pre-capitalist to capitalist eras, from the economics of ‘potlatch’ to the thrifty, bourgeois world and its profane spirituality of personal salvation. This historical process is frequently presented by Bataille as a narrative of decline, a terminal process of desacrilization consummated in the contemporary epoch which, at best, offers only the negative possibility of recognising the absence of the ‘sacred’. This falls short of the possibility that contemporary capital can, on the basis of its relentless erosion of all forms of stable identity and reckless incitement of undetermined desire, be unequivocally affirmed as a resacrilization of the world.

 Hence, Bataille arguably failed to appreciate the mutation of capital beyond its ‘early’ phase to its contemporary ‘post-bourgeois’ form. This surpassing of the human defines the religious or ‘self-expending’ essence of capital, its impersonality and a-moralism. J-J.Goux in his exceptional paper “General Economics and Postmodern Capitalism” gestures toward an emerging ‘antibourgeois defence of capitalism’ that appeals to the jettisoning, by capital itself, of the ‘moral’ bourgeois value system. Goux notes the shift away from the ‘puritan ideology of early capitalism’ to the ‘ethical liberation (even moral license) necessary to consumption’ in a post-industrial phase of capitalism. An entrepeneurial-speculative mode of capital has emerged in which ‘conspicuous consumption’ rather than reinvestment is not only the response to surplus value but its source. The paradox of Bataille’s anti-capitalist tendencies are formulated by Goux in the following passage,  

     ‘...“postbourgeois” capitalism...contradicts Bataille’s sociological interpretation and confirms 

        his ontological vision...Perhaps Bataille’s economic theory is explained not by his discovery of

        potlatch in primitive societies, but by his presentiment of what capitalism is becoming.’
 If it is plausible to interpret ‘late’ capital as a form of global ‘potlatch’ then it is possible to outline a radical ‘religious’ politics based on a libidinal and affirmative, rather than rational-moral and oppositional, critique of it. Such an immanent critique of capital cannot be adequately categorised in terms of ‘right’ or ‘left’ political traditions. Bataille outlined a revolutionary politics seeking to establish a social order based on ‘expenditure’, a process which, he claimed, required a proleterian revolution in order to seize the productive resources currently appropriated merely accumulatively by the bourgeoisis. Alternatively, a reading Bataille’s texts from the perspective of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s thought points towards a possible affirmation of the sacredness of late capital - perhaps the uncanniest form of religious atheism that awaits us.

Abbreviations

All texts are by G. Bataille.

AS 1     The Accursed Share, Vol. One: Consumption (New York: Zone Books, 

             1988, trans. R.Hurley)

E          Eroticism (London: Marion Boyars, 1987, trans. M.Dalwood)/L’Érotisme
            (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1957)

IE         Inner Experience (New York: SUNY Press, 1988, trans. L.A. Boldt)/

            L’expérience intérieure (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1954)

ON      On Nietzsche (New York: Paragon House, 1992, trans. S. Lotringer)

TR       Theory of Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1989, trans. R. Hurley)/

            Théorie de la Religion (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1973)

VE       Visions of Excess (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986, trans.

            A. Stoekl, C.R. Lovitt, D.M. Leslie Jr.).

1 For an example of this claim see G.Bataille: “The Sacred”, VE pp. 240-41.


2 I shall focus mainly on IE (1943), TR (written 1948, published in 1973), AS I (1949) and E (1957). The first version of this paper was given in Nov. 1997 at the ‘Human Sciences Seminar’, Manchester Met. University. I am grateful for the discussion it received on that occasion. 


3 See M.Foucault: “What is Enlightenment?” in P.Rabinow (ed.): The Foucault Reader (London: Penguin, 1984, p.46) and  “Preface to Transgression” in D.F.Bouchard (ed.): Language, Counter-Memory, Practice (Ithaca: Cornell Uni. Press, 1977, p.38).


4 It is, perhaps, clear from my comments that I take Bataille’s thought to be in many respects the  realisation of an appropriation of Nietzsche’s thought as pre-eminently religious in orientation. 


5 Similar gestures occur in Nietzsche’s texts. Examples include his references to the ‘spiritualization...of the senses’ and the notion of the ‘deification of existence’ in The Will to Power (New York: Random House, 1967, trans. W.Kaufmann and R.J.Hollingdale, sects. 820, 821) as well as the ‘spiritualization of passion’ in Twilight of the Idols (London: Penguin, 1968, trans. R.J.Hollingdale, p.42)


6 This Kantian-critical lineage of Bataille’s thought is excellently outlined in  N.Land: The Thirst for Annihilation:Georges Bataille and Virulent Nihilism (London: Routledge, 1992, pp. 1-26). Other discussions of Bataille’s thought which I have consulted include, H. Hattingh: “Descent into Dirt: A Reading of Georges Bataille” South African Journal of Philosophy, vol. 14, no. 4, 1995, pp. 150-58; R. White: “Georges Bataille and the Philosophy of the Sacred”, Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology, vol. 26, no. 1, 1995, pp. 52-64.   


7 Bataille often acknowledges M.Weber’s seminal text The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London: Routledge, 1992, trans. T. Parsons). For his assessment of it see TR pp.127/158-159.


8 On this occasion Bataille’s examples of such expenditures are “...luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity (i.e., deflected from genital finality)...” (VE p.118).


9 The importance to Bataille of M.Mauss’ The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Cohen and West, 1954, trans. I. Cunnison) is evident by the number and nature of his references to it throughout his texts. See AS I pp. 67-77; E pp. 204-07, 211/226-30, 235; TR p.125/157.





10  The ‘tension’, further evident at VE pp. 117, 129,  in question here is that between, on the one hand,  a conception of ‘expenditure’ as radically ‘useless’ and, on the other hand, an account of it which stresses its role in underscoring either individual or social intergration. For a clear presentation and discussion of this issue see A.Stoekl’s “Introduction” to VE (especially pp. xvi-xxiii). 


11 Bataille develops this contrast in a number of ways. The difference between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ temporalities - the ‘instant’ or ‘moment’ of ‘immanence’, the ‘eternity’ of ‘continuity’ in contrast to the ‘delay’ of ‘discontinuity’ (E p.257); the ‘transgression’ which marks the advent of ‘continuity’ and ‘taboo’ which makes possible and sustains the realm of ‘discontinuity’ etc.


12 These passages obviously bear significantly on the ‘tension’ in Bataille’s thought I referred to above (see n.10).


13 I discussed Bataille’s implicit erotic justification of ‘law’ and ‘prohibition’ (principally outlined in E) for which only those animals engaged with ‘taboo’ have access to the heightened pleasures of ‘transgression’ and contrasted it with ‘dialectical’ and ‘deconstructive’ accounts of the ‘limit’ in “‘Becoming-Animal’: Heidegger, Bataille, Deleuze/Guattari” in C.Boundas and D.Olkowski (eds.): Deleuzian Becomings (in press). I also discussed related issues in “‘Noble Ascesis’: Between Nietzsche and Foucault”, New Nietzsche Studies, vol. 2:3/4, Summer, 1998, pp. 65-91.  


14 See TR pp.46-48, 98/61-5, 129.


15 See AS I pp.46, 55-61 and IE pp.96-8, 194-96/113-15.


16 For the notion of ‘joy before death’ see “The Practice of Joy Before Death” (VE pp. 235-39). 


17 Bataille writes of the ‘affirmation of intimate life whose measureless violence is a danger to the stability of things...” (TR pp.46-7/63). Of course, Kant also stresses the theme of ‘violence’ (die Gewalt) and the pleasure associated with it in his conception of the sublime. 


18 See also TR pp.33-6/44-8.


19 See E pp.89-90, 118, 126/99-100, 131, 140.


20 The insistence on the originary ambiguity of the ‘sacred’ as attested through various anthropological and etymological studies is a key feature of Bataille’s texts. See VE pp.94, 96 144-45, 244.


21 See TR pp.69-72/92-7.


22 See TR pp.73-77/97-103.


23 See AS I pp.115-42.


24  Ibid AS I pp.86, 116.


25  See TR pp.87-90/114-17.


26 Ibid  pp. 65-68, 87-104/87-91,114-37.


27 For Bataille this calls for what can be termed a politics of the sacred given the fatal complicity he uncovers between bourgeois and Marxist economists concerning the valorisation of production with the consequence that, “no one disputes the principle of this sovereignty of servitude” (TR p.93/123).


28 See E pp.89-93/99-103.


29 Ibid pp. 261-63/289-91.


30 These include St.Theresa of Avila, St.Angèle of Foligno, St.Catherine of Sienna and St.John of the Cross among others.


31 J. Derrida has rightly noted that Bataille’s notion of ‘inner experience’ refers to neither an ‘experience’ nor to anything ‘inner’. See J. Derrida: “From Restricted to General Economy: A Hegelianism without Reserve” in Writing and Difference (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978, trans. A.Bass, p. 272).   


32 See IE pp.125-28/145-49.


33 Ibid, pp. 6-9, 12, 123/18-21, 24, 143.


34 Ibid, pp. 83, 176-78/98-9.


35 Ibid, p.174.


36  Ibid, pp. 22-3, 46-53, 80, 115/35-6, 59-68, 96, 134. Bataille’s conception of the nature of mystical experience in these passages can be described in terms of non-ascetic form of ‘disinterestedness’.


37 See “Mysticism and Sensuality” (E pp.221-51/245-77). 


38 See E pp.15-25/22-32.


39 Ibid, pp.230-32/255-57. See also Bataille’s comments on St. Theresa of Avila’s relation to a ‘failing Christianity’ in The Tears of Eros (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1989, trans. P.Connor, p.94, n.30).  


40 The similarity (but not identity) Bataille finds between the excesses of ‘divine love’ and sensuality are clearly manifest in Bernini’s sculpture ‘The Ecstasy of  St.Theresa’ a reproduction of which he includes in his text. For his discussion of St. Theresa of Avila see E pp. 224-26, 240/248-51, 265. 


41 See On Nietzsche (New York: Paragon House, 1992, trans. B.Boone, pp.31-2).


42 See AS I pp. 35-7. Most commentators on Bataille’s thought tend to assume that he sustains an exclusively oppositional and negative conception of the relation between capitalism and the ‘sacred’. They thereby fail to acknowledge the more complex sense of their relation  which I discuss in this section.  


43 Bataille’s most extended discussion of this issues I am considering here is “The Rise of Industry” (TR pp.87-104/114-37).


44 There is a striking affinity both in terms of form, content and even rhetoric between Bataille’s conception of the sources and consummation of techno-capital and that found in Heidegger’s texts. Given the dates of publication of the relevant texts there can be no question here of any explicit ‘influence’ in either direction. I discussed the extent to which Heidegger succeeded in overcoming a merely oppositional conception of the technology/‘being’ relation and attained to an immanent critique in which the ‘essence’ of technology is affirmed as historically the most hospitable site for a fully ‘positive’ manifestation of the (non-privative) ‘withdrawal of being’ in “Need, Abandonment and Denial: Heidegger and the Turn”, Irish Philosophical Studies, vol.xxxii, 1988-90, pp.176-96.  





45 Bataille’s most extended discussion of this process is “The General Destruction of Things” (TR pp.101-104/133-37).


46 Ibid, see pp.103-04/137.


47 See AS I pp. 40-1. 


48 For Bataille’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s infamous phrase see, IE pp.130-34, 152-57/151-55,175-81.


49 See F.Nietzsche: Beyond Good and Evil (London: Penguin, 1974, trans. R.J.Hollingdale, sec. 55, p. 63)





