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INTRODUCTION

The Use Value of G.A.M.V. Batallle

(Georges Albert Maurice Victor Bataille)






Introduction. The Use Value of G.A.M.V. Bataille

‘We can frequently use words only for ours own loss, forced to choose between the destiny
of a reprobate, who is as profoundly separated from society as excrement is from apparent
life, and a renunciation the price of which is a mediocre activity, subordinated to vulgar and
superficial needs’.*

Theory and criticism within architectural culture?

Whether written or in its oral forms, verbal language, long before the rise of the so-called ‘modern
movement’,® has been used by architects and commentators, not only as a means to explain and
publicize, but also as a way to underline goals, to assess impacts and to unveil the ideologies or
processes which motivate, materialise and support architectural works.* As the principal means of
conscious exchange between individuals in general, and a fortiori between architecture’s
professionals, verbal language not only highlights issues and problems pertaining to built or
projected objects, but — and most importantly — permits their intelligible articulation in the form of
architectural theories and criticisms, with social, politic, economic and even ecological concerns.
The written and spoken works — either radical evaluations, manifestoes, or scripted practices — of
Vitruvius, Leon Battista Alberti, Palladio, Etienne Louis Boullee, Claude Nicolas Ledoux, or, closer
to us, Manfredo Tafuri, Colin Rowe, Peter Eisenman, Kenneth Frampton, Anthony Vidler, Robin
Evans, Mark Wigley, Rem Koolhaas — to name a few and disparate actors — are irreducible proofs
of the indispensability to the discipline, of architectural (and urban) theory and criticism.

The theoretical debate at the turn of the millennium: The ‘Critical’ vs the ‘Projective’
This dissertation is driven by a profound interest in those indispensable components of architecture
— theory and criticism — and in the different confrontations between ideas and perspectives that
both activities have engendered until recently. More specifically it stems from an attempt to
comprehend the most contemporary development of confrontational debates, launched within the
precinct of architectural theory and criticism, as a way to assess its relevance to our present
condition.

The last decades of the twentieth century have seen the emergence — within the humanities
as a whole — of an awkward uncertainty concerning the status and function of criticism and theory.
This attitude originally derived from the works of individuals expressly opposed to theory and
criticism, as for example E.P. Thompson’'s 1978 The Poverty of Theory. But this ‘feeling’ of
uncertainty concerning the abilities of theory and criticism, soon contaminated even their most
prominent defenders, and here one might dare to name Terry Eagleton and his After Theory from
2003. Perhaps the rise of such a crisis of theory and criticism could be explained as a direct result
of the self-reflective process constitutive of both. This would fairly point to their ‘true’ function.
However consideration must also be given to the consequences of a general impression of failure
concerning the left when confronted with the ever increasing hegemony of right wing ideologies
and forces over culture and, of course, society as a whole. This would clearly render intelligible the
return of the reductive (socially speaking) topic of ‘craft’ as a post-critical and post-theoretical
agenda.®

At the turn of the new millennium, this resulted in an intense debate within the architectural
discipline on how criticism and theory were then to be understood, or in more aggressive terms, on
how to get rid of those historical components and activities so essential to architecture, but seen by
many as defects, or relics of the past.® Other scholars and architects believed this debate to be

L Georges Bataille, ‘La notion de depense’, in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970. pp. 307-8
2By “Architectural Culture’ | refer to the sum of discursive thoughts and practices which address and constitute
architecture as a discipline.

®_Indeed, one could recall Vitruvius’ Ten Books on Architecture.

*. For an introduction to the importance of “verbal language’ in architecture — either considered as a practice or a
discipline — see, for example, Forty Adrian, Words and Buildings, Thames and Hudson, New York, 2000.

5. As the major influence, willingly or not, of the return of the ‘craft’ as the central topic of conservative agendas, see,
for example, Sennett Richard, The Craftsman, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2008

6 One must also acknowledge that this debate’s origin and unfolding is geographically grounded — if not limited — to,
principally, the American, British and Dutch academic spheres.
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nothing more than simple ‘hype’, something to be discarded as little more than an ephemeral
fashion and not noble enough to engage with academically. Although it is true that this debate was
short lived, its ‘genealogy’ can be easily traced.” Hence, | must confess that it is difficult for me to
explain its dismissal by some scholars in any way, other than as ‘psychological frustration’, bound
to the observation that other research interests are more topical than one’s own. However, on both
sides of the Atlantic, several architects, critics and theoreticians took up a subtle variety of stances
within this debate. These diverse stances have nevertheless been gathered under two, perhaps
moderately useful, banners: the ‘Critical’ (the ‘pros’ theory, criticism and the subsequent ‘critical’
architecture) and the ‘Projective’ (the ‘contras’ theory and criticism, who consequently defended a
‘Projective’ architecture).?

Reflecting on the arguments, thesis and agendas of both the ‘Critical’ and the ‘Projective’
camps, | was struck not so much by their divergences and their unwillingness to comprehend each
other’s positions — attitudes which bespoke a rather restrictive understanding of architecture and
more generally of the environment in which it is built — rather | was struck by the similarity of their
understanding and reliance upon the notion of ‘project’, its course, its status as a means, and
consequently upon its unquestioned prominence. But beyond revealing their incapacity to
acknowledge this ‘shared territory’, and the obvious weakness of their opposing stances, this
observation led me to admit the hypothesis — perhaps insane — of the existence of virgin territory
open to some other kind of architectural theory and criticism, in which the notion of ‘project’ as a
means to other ends would be simply absent, or at least present in appearance only. But before
returning to this hypothesis, I'd like to propose a short overview of the two ‘camps’ and their
stances with regard to ‘criticality’ in order to clarify my observations.

To start with, the ‘Critical’ stance (chronologically speaking, the first ‘camp’ which emerged)
seems to stem from (or at least to have received an early definitive formulation in) an essay by the
Harvard Professor K. Michael Hays: ‘Critical architecture: Between Culture and Form,’ published in
Perspecta 21 in 1984. In this seminal text for the ‘Critical’ camp, Hays considered that architecture
—i.e. all architectural productions — as ‘activity and knowledge’ was taken per force in a dialectical
set up between the two poles of ‘Culture’ and ‘Form’. He claimed that architecture is conventionally
grasped (at least until 1984) either through the lens of a purely formal, conceptual and a-
circumstantial interpretation discussing its object according to self-referential criteria — a take on
architecture that renders it ‘autonomous’ from society at large; or from the perspective of a cultural,
historical and retrospective interpretation assessing its object in terms of its formal correspondence
to the value of the culture it is embedded in — an angle of analysis affirming architecture as an
instrument of culture. Against this background, Hays contended that architectural theory and
criticism should focus on what he named a ‘critical architecture, one resistant to the self-confirming,
conciliatory operations of a dominant culture and yet irreducible to a purely formal structure
disengaged from the contingencies of place and time’.° Hence, an architecture having a form in
which could be read its reflective distancing from its surrounding and hegemonic culture, a sort of
synthetic architecture that is at the same time ‘in the world’, yet forcefully presenting — through its
form but not only — its ‘critique’ of this world. As an attempt to bring to the fore this superseding (my
formulation) ‘critical architecture’, Hays focused on a few projects by Mies van der Rohe — the
Friedrichstrasse Skyscrapers projects of 1919 and 1922, the Alexanderplatz project from 1928, and
the Barcelona German pavilion from 1929 — which could also be considered, according to Hays,
‘resistant and oppositional’, as they ‘cannot be reduced either to a conciliatory representation of
external forces or to a dogmatic, reproducible formal system’.*°
Concluding his essay, Hays argued for an architectural critique which would match his concept of
‘critical architecture’; a sort of ‘critical criticism’ (my formulation): an architectural criticism conflated

”. For a brief genealogic mapping of the struggle around “criticism’ its aim, function and its eruption within the
discipline, see Kaminer Tahl, ‘Undermining the Critical project: The post-critical “third way” and the legitimating of
architectural practices’, in The Architecture Annual 2004-5, Delft University of Technology, 010 Publishers,
Rotterdam, 2006, pp. 70-73

8 For a succinct, yet quite telling, account of this debate, the different perspective it gathers, but also its causes and
paradoxes, see Baird Georges, ““Criticality” and its Discontents’, Harvard Design Magazine, Autumn 2004/Winter
2005, n. 21.

° K. Michael Hays, ‘Critical architecture: Between Culture and Form,” in Perspecta n. 21, Yale School of architecture,
New Haven, 1984, p. 15.

0 Ibid. p.17.
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(Hays considered it to be ‘continuous with architectural design’) with a ‘critical architecture’. Such
‘criticism’ should share the ‘space’ of the ‘critical architecture’ as the ‘interpretative inquiry [...] lies
in an irreducibly architectural realm between those conditions that seem to generate or enable the
architect’s intention to make architecture and those forms in which the intention is transcribed’,** its
main features, as it should be ‘openly contentious and oppositional’, and finally — perhaps most
importantly — its goal or aim as, according to Hays, ‘both criticism and design are forms of
knowledge’ permitting the unveiling of the ‘cultural meaning’ of objects which was thought to be
‘undecidable’ (Hays terms). Consequently, Hays ended his text with a final claim that summarized
fairly well the whole direction and function of his endeavour: ‘It is precisely the responsibility of
criticism that this cultural meaning be continually decided’.*? Hays’ plea for a ‘critical architecture’
and its correlative ‘critical criticism’ is thus, in my view, a ‘project’ or a ‘means’ toward other ends:
more specifically it is an attempt to productively define ‘meaning’ for the sake of an urge to ‘know’.
This, in my view, constitutes the Achilles heel of Hays’ essay and his contentions. Although the
development of Hays’ thought was deeply indebted to the work of Manfredo Tafuri — one of the
most prominent figures of architectural theory and criticism who warned critics of all sorts against a
partisan or operative criticism — it seems that Hays couldn’t conceive of his own ‘critical
engagement being determined by ‘cultural’ factors. In other words, while Tafuri contended that ‘The
very same questions that criticism puts to architecture it must also put to itself: that is, in what way
does criticism enter into the process of production? How does it conceive its own role within that
process?’™ it seems that Hays considered reflection on the underlying structure of his own
intention as hardly necessary. In his adherence to a ‘critical architecture’ and its correlative
‘criticism’ as projects or means whose aims or goals are beyond themselves — as productive for
other ends — he seemed to forget or simply to neglect the necessary questioning of the ideology
that lies beneath his ‘project’ and its aims: the belief in rational knowledge and (its) production —
which are both deeply embedded within our contemporary ‘culture’ — as, if not some means
towards an always deferred emancipation, at least, ways of resisting and opposing the present
course of things.

More than fifteen years after the publication of Hays’ essay, the ‘Projective’ camp launched
the debate on the necessity of a ‘critical architecture’ and its adjunct ‘criticism’, by releasing several
more or less theoretical contributions which aimed to tackle, or at least, to question the position of
Hays and also of the architect whose productions came to embody — within the minds of the
defenders of the ‘Projective’ — the idea of a ‘critical architecture’, Peter Eisenman. Although the
‘anti-critical’ stance was composed of many different actors and their various contributions — such
as Michael Speaks (who spoke first against the ‘critical’), Stan Allen or Sylvia Lavin — the first to
directly engage with Hays’ essay were Bob Somol and Sarah Whiting in their 2002 text, published
in Perspecta 33: ‘Notes around the Doppler Effect and Other Moods of Modernism’. The
interpretative perspective based on cultural values and its subsequent assessment of architecture
as ‘an instrument of culture’ that Hays discarded earlier, became their alternative to the ‘critical
project’ of the Harvard professor. Somol and Whiting contended that ‘disciplinarity has been
absorbed and exhausted by the project of criticality’.** They argued for their claim by stating that
for both Eisenman and Hays ‘disciplinarity is understood as autonomy (enabling critique,
representation and signification), but not as instrumentality (projection, performativity, and
pragmatics). One could say that their definition of disciplinarity is directed against reification, rather
than towards the possibility of emergence’.’® According to them, ‘criticality’ within the discipline
became more of a hindrance than an asset. Consequently they did not simply plead for an
adjustment of the ‘Critical's’ assessment but rather proposed a complete ‘alternative to the critical
project — here linked to the indexical, the dialectical and hot representation’ which they
‘genealogically’ traced back to Koolhaas and coined as ‘the projective — linked to the diagrammatic,
the atmospheric and cool performances’.’® They underlined the necessity, in view of global

1 Ibid. p.27.

2 Ibid.

3 Manfredo Tafuri, ‘L’ Architecture dans le Boudoir : The Language of Criticism and the Criticism of language’, in K.
Michael Hays (ed.), Architectural Theory Since 1968, MIT Press, London, 2000, p.167.

! Rober Somol and Sarah Whiting, ‘Notes Around the Doppler Effect and other Moods of Modernism,” Perspecta 33:
The Yale Architectural Journal, 2002, p. 73.

% Ibid.p. 74.

16 Ihid.
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changes — political as well as social — which occurred with the advent of the new millennium, of an
architecture that would accept its share of ‘instrumentality’; and thus of a ‘criticism’ that wouldn’t
reject it on this simple basis. Somol and Whiting focussed on demonstrating the necessity of a
‘post-critical’ or ‘projective’, committed to results, non-oppositional, non-resistant, and therefore a
non-utopian form of architectural production, thus dismissing Hays’ ‘critical’ stance, but
nevertheless bypassing the essential question of the criteria through which the ‘projective’ could be
judged, beyond its obvious acceptance and accommodation of existing social, economic, or
cultural norms. Somehow they epitomized Terry Eagleton’s general comment that ‘The point for the
anti-theorists then, is just to get on with what we do, without all this distracting fuss about theory’.*’
Project Uber alles.

In retrospect, it is not so much the divergences between the two stances of the ‘Critical’ and
the ‘Projective’ or their internal paradoxes — which have all been well discussed by several
commentators of this debate, such as Georges Baird*® or Reinhold Martin'® — that stand out. But,
rather, the concomitant belief in the ideology of ‘project’ (and by extension of ‘production’, if not
also of ‘knowledge’) displayed by the ‘Critical’ camp as well as by the ‘Projective’ effort which in my
view is striking.?® Each stance seems to unfold along the lines of a disturbing belief in a ‘productive
apparatus’, which is either considered as permitting a form of ‘resistance’ to ‘culture’ — without
questioning the culturally fuelled idea of ‘project’ (and production) as such — or affirmed as a means
to a performance — without obviously questioning the outcome of this performativity or even
proposing a frame for its assessment and thus, intuiting that it might be better qualified as a
‘producer of the status quo’. However, | do not intend to say that it is surprising that this so called
‘Critical’ strain, nor the ‘Projective’ one are in themselves constructed around the idea of ‘project’,**
rather it is the fact that both camps are relying on the idea of ‘project’ while they pretend to oppose
each other, and thus to propose two different understandings of the discipline, architecture and the
environment in which it is built, that | found troubling. From this perspective this debate does not
seem to be characterized by opposite sides — with regard to their function — but rather by a certain
form of homogeneity. Two stances appear as opposing each other while actually they run on the
same ‘fuel'. What seemed to be a confrontational debate between heterogeneous stances,
focusing on the aspects, aims and thus — most importantly — function of architectural criticism and
theory, ends up being a very flat or even homogeneous ‘tea room’ chat. In what might be perceived
as a very ‘modern’ fashion the questions concerning the structures or ideologies effectively
supporting the different stances are simply absent from that relatively recent debate.

Bataille’'s ‘writing’: a project as way to escape the realm of project
Before the rather partial and concomitant approach regarding the notion of ‘project’ (or by
extension the imperative of ‘production’) — and therefore the function of the architectural
assessment — that the aforementioned pseudo-confrontational stances assumed, this dissertation
returns to the oeuvre of a writer who attempted to elaborate a radical ‘criticism’ of culture and
society, of their basic tenets (production, accumulation, knowledge, form and meaning) as well as

7 Terry Eagleton, After theory, Penguin Books, London, 2003, p.62.
18 See, Baird, Georges, “Criticality” and its Discontents’, Harvard Design Magazine, Autumn/Winter 2004-5, n. 21.
19 See, Martin Reinhold, “Critical of What? Toward a Utopian Realism’, Harvard Design Magazine, Spring/Summer
2005, n. 22.
20 That architecture leads to the production of objects (buildings or at least drawings) may hardly seem a contentious
proposition. But, that its assessment, here ‘defined’ as “Criticism’, is or must be ‘productive’ is definitely arguable.
2! Indeed, a brief lineage of the “Critical” effort and the ‘Projective’ stance might elucidate their indulgence in the idea
of ‘project’. The two major figure of the “Critical’ — at least according to the ‘Projective’ defenders — Peter Eisenman
and K. Michael Hays share, as Georges Baird pointed it, at least, one major influence within the discipline: the work of
Manfredo Tafuri. Then, Hays’ position derives also in a more direct way from one of the influence — external to the
discipline — of Tafuri himself: the works of the members of — or at least of individuals affiliated with — the ‘Frankfurt
School’ — more specifically the writings of Theodor Adorno and Georg Lukacs. Hence, it is easy to perceive from where
the “Critical’ took its underlying ‘idea’ of ‘project’ from: it owes a great debt to the proper ‘project’ of the “Critical
theory’ of Max Horkheimer (the director of the Frankfurt School from 1930 on). Then, regarding the ‘Projective’, their
visible insistence on the ‘real’ actually hide a sub-text of pragmatism which can be traced back to the work of the early
20™ century philosophers William James and John Dewey and more recently to the writings of Richard Rorty. That is,
their endeavours and claims actually originates from the so-called Pragmatist Philosophy which rejects philosophical
inquiry on such abstract notion as “truth’ in favour of an ethic based on practice.
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of their ‘servile’ tools (science, philosophy and reason). The subject of this dissertation is Georges
Bataille and his ‘paradoxical philosophy’. Georges Bataille (1897-1962) is among the most
influential and radical thinkers of the twentieth century. Born at the dawn of the latter, in Auvergne
and attracted at the end of his teens by religious vocations, he violently distanced himself from
those aspirations in the early 1920s, graduated from the Ecole des Chartes with honours and
became a librarian at the Bibliotheque National in Paris. Meanwhile he also indulged in a dissolute
life, roaming among the Parisian artistic and intellectual avant-gardes — such as the Surrealist
group of Andre Breton — without becoming a servile member of any of them, for reasons pertaining
to the very ‘nature’ of his written oeuvre which he, himself, referred to as a ‘paradoxical
philosophy’. This ‘reflection’ on ‘paradoxes’ — which interestingly unfolded as a paradox itself — lead
him to a substantial bibliography. Composed of about twenty books and several dozen of articles
(all of them nowadays compiled in the twelve volumes of his Oeuvres Complétes, about 6000
pages), it covers a large variety of subjects spanning philosophy to art and architectural criticism,
and espouses a great diversity of ‘forms’ from the novel to the political and economic essay.
Furthermore, it is relevant to note that this ‘corpus’ has been acknowledged as a major influence
on their work by a wide range of important poststructuralist and post-modern philosophers such as
Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Jean Baudrillard, to name but a few.

However important this author's oeuvre — acknowledged or not as it might be — there
appears at first sight an obvious anachronism, in the need to return to a writer whose period of
activity dates from the late 1920s to the late 1950s, in order to tackle issues surfacing in an early
twenty-first century architectural debate. Nevertheless, the claim of anachronism can be dismissed,
if one recalls the major influences of the protagonists of the debate that | discussed above. It is not
very contentious to affirm that both stances — the ‘Critical and the ‘Projective’ — construct
themselves on their singular understanding of some influences — belonging to the field of the
‘humanities’ — which are also ‘dated’. More accurately, it is clear (and acknowledged) that Hays
owes a great debt to the ‘Critical theory’ of the Frankfurt School, to be found in the writings of
Adorno, Horkheimer or Marcuse from the early 1930s on, while it is also obvious that the
‘Projective’ effort is deeply indebted (although it remains perhaps unaware of it) to the work, among
others, of the ‘pragmatist’ philosopher John Dewey — also a thinker from the first part of the
twentieth century. It thus makes sense to return to the oeuvre of an author who, at the time that
the influences of the ‘Critical’ and ‘Projective’ stances were produced, revealed a quite different
path: a path radically other.

The return to this author’s oeuvre was mainly inspired by the assumption that
the concomitant belief in the ideology of ‘project’ and ‘production’, as the groundwork from which at
the dawn of the millennium the ‘Critical’ camp as well as of the ‘Projective’ effort attempted to
propose an assessment of the architectural, was previously undermined within the radical ‘writing’
practice of Georges Bataille. That is, Bataille’s ‘project’ seems not to be based on the chimeric
belief in the necessity of production, meaning or efficiency, but rather on an attempt to escape the
very notion of ‘project’ and its productive aim: its function is not a means towards the accumulation
(of knowledge and performances) but rather an unproductive end — an expenditure in and for itself
(of meaning and goals). This endeavour is most clearly epitomized in a complex book that Bataille
published during Second World War, in 1943: The Inner Experience. This ‘inner experience’, the
notion at the heart of the book, is neither an experience as an ‘event’ through which the subject
went, a past ‘experience’ which can be charted, nor is it an experience as an ‘experiment’ towards
certain aims. Bataille contended that the ‘inner experience’ is its own authority as ‘contestation’,?
that is, it has no productive goal or end outside of itself.”® This ‘experience’ is also not concerned
with giving an account of the ‘interior’ condition of the self, (the subject or being) going through an
experience (as the term ‘inner’ might lead one to think). According to Bataille, if this experience has
an ‘interior’ or is ‘inner’, it is because having no other end than itself, it consequently has no
reference or object ‘outside’ itself (neither discursive knowledge nor a transcendental God) but also
because those terms (‘inner’ and ‘interior’) indicate the coordinates from where this peculiar
‘experience’ is unleashed:

‘Inner experience responds to the necessity in which | find myself — human existence with me

2, Georges Bataille, L experience interieure, in OC V, Gallimard, Paris, 1973. p.24.
2 Ibid. p.18.



— of challenging everything (to put it into question) without permissible rest. [...] | say at once
that it leads to no harbour (but to a place of bewilderment, of nonsense). | wanted non-
knowledge to be its principle [...]. But this experience born of non-knowledge remains there
decidedly. It is not beyond expression, one does not betray it if one speaks of it, but it steals
from the mind the answers it still had to the questions of knowledge. Experience reveals
nothing and cannot found belief nor set out from it. Experience is, in fever and anguish, the
putting into question (to the test) of that which a man knows of being’.?*

In The Inner Experience, Bataille attempted to introduce an activity that would challenge the given
of knowledge. This activity could be likened to an intellectual ‘brawl’ which would contest not only
the rules and dogma (ethical poles, unquestionable concepts and moral values) but also the
structures (discursive thought, the unfolding of ‘project’, and the primacy of reason) which support
them. Bataille’s aim was not to replace those with ‘new’ transcendental values, and these with a
new hegemonic framework but to simply undermine all of them without further purposes. In many
ways Bataille’s ‘inner experience’ appears thus as a ‘sacrifice’ in pure loss, a squandering, of
reason, moral, knowledge, discourse and ‘project’:

‘The plan of the moral is the plan of the project. The contrary to project is sacrifice. Sacrifice

takes on the forms of project but in appearance only’.%

Hence, this ‘inner experience’ might look like a ‘project’ but it actually undermines the very function
of ‘project’. ‘Project’ is seen as a servile attempt to fulfil ‘planed’ ends. Individuals and activities
taken within a ‘project’ are thus per se servile. ‘Project’ is in no way an act of ‘resistance’ or
‘emancipation’. Rather, because it remains oriented towards exterior aims or simply pragmatic, it is,
according to Bataille, a ‘prison’. Bataille thus took the ‘nature’ of project a la lettre in order to free
from it, the beings who were practicing it. If project is servile it will remain so, yet through the
‘project’ of the ‘inner experience’ — a project that does not go beyond itself — the practicing
individual escapes ‘the realm of project’ — i.e. its productive and pragmatic function — and its servile
status:

‘The principle of inner experience: to escape with a project from the realm of project’.?

While the ‘Critical’ and ‘Projective stances could not think of an activity (either criticism or design)
beyond the predicament of ‘project’, Bataille’s oeuvre, as a practice being its own authority as
‘contestation’ — as a peculiar ‘experience’ with no productive goal or end beyond itself, a ‘sacrifice’
in pure loss of all transcendental values but also of reason, moral, knowledge, discourse and finally
‘project’ — seems to open a new uncharted territory for architectural criticism and theory, a theory
and a criticism of the architectural realm as a ‘contestation’ in and of itself. Not a simple recoil in
the ivory tower of autonomous writing, far from the contingencies of architectural practice and of its
assessment, but a radical disruption — as an after effect — of the pillars (meaning and production)
on which their economy rests.

My assumption about the radical undermining of ‘project’ (as a ‘production’) — as what forms
the core of theory and criticism — that Bataille had proposed, propelled this doctoral research on his
oeuvre. It presented obvious questions concerning the ‘nature’ of this oeuvre and the notions it
indulges in; but also about their function, their effects and — most importantly — about their
relevance to the architectural discipline in our contemporaneity. Hence, | have attempted to
investigate in what way Bataille’s ‘paradoxical philosophy’ proposes an alternative to operative,
ideologically fuelled and projective architectural forms of criticism. Furthermore, | have tried to
demonstrate how this ‘thought’ sheds some interesting light on the function of the architectural.
Finally, in this dissertation | aimed to elucidate the ‘role’, ‘task’ or, better said, ‘function’ of the
architectural critic and theoretician this oeuvre consequently intuits.

24 Ibid. pp. 15-6.
% Ibid. p. 158.
% Ibid. p. 60.



Releasing Bataille’s use value

Departing from my initial assumption, in order to penetrate the depths of Bataille’'s books, texts,
essays and articles, my investigation has been guided by the belief that this author’'s work or,
better said, his practise, offers (as a gift) a paradoxically useful — because sovereign an
unproductive — form of architectural assessment particularly relevant to the present state of
architecture, as a discipline entangled within our contemporary globalized era and its functioning
modes.

As of today, within the field of architectural criticism and theory Bataille’s work — if it is not
simply silenced — is predominantly discussed and understood through the very specific lens, one
might say through the extraction from his oeuvre, of two articles from the late 1920s published in
the review Documents: 'Architecture’ and 'Formless' [or 'Informe’]. For example, one would just
need to open Neil Leach’s architectural theory reader Rethinking Architecture,?” to be confronted
with the rather reductive way this author’s contributions are introduced. This reductive attitude
obviously ignores the rest of Bataille’s research or 'paradoxical philosophy' on the excess and the
modes of expenditure relative to it. It passes over the broad frame of investigation this work
encompasses from individual experience to collective economy. And, needless to say, it simply
forgets the ambiguous but radical form of his ‘writing’, which oscillates between the practice of the
excess and its more scientific study. While, as | already mentioned, Bataille’s bibliography contains
entries for about twenty books and several dozens of articles (his Oeuvres Complétes compile, at
least, 6000 pages), few scholars — to say the least — belonging to the architectural discipline, have
made a genuine attempt to treat the whole of Bataille's oeuvre in order to assess the relevance of
its contribution to the architectural discipline.

This dissertation addresses, the basically reductive reading of Bataille's work, which is done
within the field of architectural criticism and theory (at least in an English speaking context). A
reading that tends on the one hand to set aside the fundamental (although disrupted) totality of its
oeuvre (by restricting itself to the study of the articles 'Architecture’ and ‘formless' alone), and on
the other hand to narrowly interpret it as a mere critique of architectural form, consequently
presenting it either as the negation of all form of architecture, or as the attempt to naively
transgress a 'classical' architectural form.

Beyond the rather reductive understanding of Bataille’s work, displayed in architectural
theory readers but also in different academically published essays and texts?® — a reading which is
hovering above this oeuvre without daring to penetrate within its deeper and arcane prose and to
indulge in its confidently affirmed paradoxes — a few actors from the architectural discipline have
attempted to render ‘operative’ Bataille’s themes and notions within the framework of agendas
completely foreign to Bataille’s endeavour. Indeed, it seems that there has been a reception of
Bataille’'s oeuvre within the architectural realm. Furthermore, this reception seems to have
happened at two different moments: first in the 1970s, as Bernard Tschumi’s texts ‘Architecture and
Transgression’,” and ‘Questions of Space: The Pyramid and the Labyrinth or the Architectural
Paradox’,* are visible attempts to build on Bataille’s radical aura by referencing his work without, it
seems, having carefully read it.3! Then, a few decades later, in the year 2000, the philosopher
Andrew Benjamin in his Architectural Philosophy attempted to put Bataille’s notion of ‘formless’ at
work in order to operatively criticise or, better said, to praise the work of Peter Eisenman and more
specifically his vague conceptualisation of the interstitial.>*

However, those discursive attempts, as they do not focus on Bataille’s oeuvre, but rather try
to use the aura of the radical thinker for their own benefit, cannot be, academically speaking,
considered as unbiased understandings of Bataille’s ‘paradoxical philosophy’ and thus as
addressing the function and relevance of this oeuvre to the discipline. Hence, my research
appears as having a double aim. On the one hand it is an attempt at uncovering a quantity of

%7 Neil Leach (ed.), Rethiniking Architecture, a reader in cultural theory, Routledge, London, 1997.

%8 See for example, Renata Hejduk, ‘Death becomes Her: transgression, decay, and eROTicism in Bernard Tschumi’s
early writings and projects’ inThe Journal of Architecture, vol.12 n. 4, Routledge, 2007, pp. 393-404..

. Bernard Tschumi, ‘Architecture and Transgression’ in Oppositions 7, Winter, 1976, pp. 55-63.

. Bernard Tschumi, ‘Questions of Space: The Pyramid and the labyrinth or the Architectural Paradox’ in Studio
International, Sept-Oct, 1975

. I will demonstrate my contention in the first chapter of this dissertation.

. See, Andrew Benjamin, Architectural Philosophy, Athlone Press, London and New Brunswick, 2000.
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barely discussed materials — in an architectural setting — in order to point at the relevance of
Bataille’s work to the discipline. Then, on the other hand this dissertation also confronts radically —
as a contestation — the appropriation of Bataille’s thought, by a few actors within the architectural
scene in order to fulfil their personal agendas. In other words, in this doctoral research, | attempt to
release — with the sense of issuing it into the ‘open’, as well as ‘freeing’ it from the aforementioned
misconstructions or misrepresentations — Bataille’s use value.

However, this ‘releasing’ does not pretend — logically — to be purely neutral. Indeed, as the
reader will notice, it consciously borrows its function of ‘contestation’ from the corpus of Batalille.
That is, this dissertation does not try to homogenize or sterilise Bataille’s reflections through the
conventionally acknowledged distance of scholarly endeavours. Instead, this doctoral research
paradoxically unveils the radically ungraspable (and thus non-sterilisable) ‘writing’ of Bataille as a
paradoxical theorisation and practice of the excess, while at the same time, it attempts to proceed
along the same ‘path’ as its subject matter — that is, to be ‘operative in itself’. Hence, this
dissertation is pretty much taken within the ‘movement’ of Bataille’s corpus — it is as much a survey
presenting its ‘results’ as an operation without any further goals (expounding the double folded
nature of my endeavour that | characterised as a release: a bringing forth as much as a liberation).

Finally, this ‘release’, in terms of methodology or with reference to its ‘scholarly angle’, can
be characterized as first a ‘parody’ and, then, as having been guided by the belief in the necessary
putting to death of ‘The Death of the author’. A methodological approach which thus leads — as an
aftereffect — to the assumed, yet paradoxical, reversal of the consequences of this ‘Death’. Thus,
this research’s methodology epitomizes a plea for a radical positioning of the scholar, his work, and
its methodology as means to confront and contest and not as means of homogenization and
flattening of the academia.

Parody

‘It is clear that the world is purely parodic, in other words, that each thing seen is the parody
of another, or is the same thing in a deceptive form. [...] Everyone is aware that life is parodic
and that it lacks an interpretation. Thus lead is the parody of gold. Air is the parody of water.

The brain is the parody of the equator. The copulation is the parody of crime’.®

A parody is often perceived as the degradation of an original with mocking mimicry. It assaults the
absent or abandoned authority of this model. It can be seen as a sort of transgression: it upholds
certain limits in order to undermine them. It often opens the way to laughter: due to the differences
it unveils or articulates between the model and its mocking. But it is nevertheless a form —perhaps
peculiar — of homage or at least a way to pay respect to some aspects of the original. Bataille often
used parody as a literary strategy within his novels and non-fictional opus. His ‘paradoxical
philosophy’ itself can be seen as a parody of his influences: Nietzsche, Hegel, Mauss, all of them
have been rewritten, their positions reversed, their conclusions laughed at, and/or paradoxically
praised — all of these sometimes within the same text — by Bataille. Nevertheless, it can be said
that parody was not just another ‘method’ or literary trope for Bataille. Precisely due to its radical
impact — as a means to betray, to induce laughter, to reduce one’s contribution, to squander one’s
elevation — parody was in many ways essential to Bataille’s textual aims.

For example, in an unpublished text (during his lifetime) on the Marquis De Sade, ‘The Use
Value of D.A.F. De Sade (An open letter to my current comrades)’, Bataille employed, as a
characterising framework, a parody of the pattern he had perceived within De Sade’s prose, for
unveiling the opposition of attitudes regarding the reception of De Sade’s oeuvres — hence for
undermining those dual stances.®*

"The Use-Value of D.A.F. De Sade (An open letter to my current comrades)' discusses what
is according to Bataille De Sade’s ‘true’ use-value. That is, he has none. Or better said, it has no
‘conventional’ (Marxist) use-value: its use value resides accurately in it having no usefulness (no
purpose) and also no value (as being below value). Faced with what he estimates to be De Sade’s
‘use value’, Bataille denounces, of course, with this essay, all the attempts to see in De Sade some
kind of useful, spiritual, exchange or conceptual value but also the attitude of those who reject De

3, Georges Bataille, L’anus solaire, , in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970, p.80.
3 See, Georges Bataille, ‘La valeur d’usage de D.A.F. de Sade’, in OC Il, Gallimard, Paris, 1970.
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Sade for his lack, precisely, of value. According to Bataille, the two gestures of rejection and
appropriation, despite the fact that they appear as opposites, are actually similar in their effects.
Whether de Sade is rejected or admired, he is finally treated in the same way: himself and his ‘true’
use-value are expelled. When one rejects De Sade, he is immediately expelled, while when he is
appropriated, he is first assimilated and then expelled. The surrealists for example, who
acknowledged him as a precursor, did not think that De Sade’s work had a place anywhere other
than in ‘fiction’ — it was, for them, ‘above the real’; they thus amputated De Sade’s radicalism from
his social, ‘real’, fold. They finally expelled the ‘true’ De Sade). Hence, the result is the same in
both cases. Both processes treat De Sade as a ‘foreign Body’ that must be expelled in order to
maintain a certain purity.*®

But, Bataille contends, the visible dualism inherent in the reception of De Sade’s oeuvre, is
actually parodied by the dualism at the heart of his text. Indeed, for Bataille, De Sade’s text unfolds
according to a dual mode: first an ‘eruption of excremental forces’ and then ‘a corresponding
limitation’.*® These two modes are obviously in conflict: the excremental forces are challenging the
limitations that arise from their eruptions. However, in Bataille’s view, it is the ‘eruption’ that
prevails, as the transgression of all the limitations (but also as what paradoxically engenders
them). Hence, Bataille’s point is rather clear: as the dual mode visible within De Sade’s text is a
kind of parody of the dualist reception of it, and, as this dual reception leads nevertheless to its
sterilisation, one must release the excess of De Sade’s thought, to make it erupt again, against any
limitative reading or reception of it.

Before the radical perspective, this essay, ‘The Use Value of D.A.F. De Sade’, opens, this
dissertation can be, methodologically speaking, first of all qualified as being a parody. Indeed,
perceiving the way Bataille’s oeuvre is limited and reduced within an architectural setting, | have
simply attempted to propose a parody of Bataille’s parody of De Sade oeuvre’s parody of its own
reception. Against the reductive reading — done from within the discipline — which violently limits
the pertinence of Bataille's works to architectural theory and criticism (and which similarly proposes
a very narrow understanding of the architectural as principally occupied with the generation of
form), | first parodically argue, in this dissertation, that Bataille's oeuvre forms a ‘whole’ or 'totality’
which should — although this ensemble is disruptive and disrupted — nevertheless, be considered —
if not embraced - in its entirety in order to address its relevance to architectural contemporary
matters. In other words, not simply the relevance to the discipline of the different critical and
theoretical appropriations of Bataille’'s terms and notions by contemporary architectural
commentators, but the very manner in which Bataille’s oeuvre and its assessment of the
architectural proposes a radical ‘contestation’ extremely pertinent to our present has been
investigated here. In consequence, | propose to bring to the fore Bataille's ‘assessment’ of
architecture from within his 'paradoxical philosophy' or dualist thought. From this perspective
Bataille's texts on architecture are released not as a mere critique of the architectural ‘form’ but as
a discussion of the political, social and economic function of architecture. | wish to illustrate that for
Bataille, architecture is a means of 'exchange' or ‘communication’ between what he sketches as
the heterogeneous and homogeneous realms. To put it differently, |1 argue that in Bataille's view,
architecture allows a leaking of the sacred back into the profane: architecture is, for Bataille, an
expenditure either real or symbolic, and either productive or in pure loss, whose ‘function’ is
revealed through two different modes. One is imperative, it serves the hegemony of the 'high’
heterogeneous elements while it structures and preserves the homogeneous realm and its order.
The other mode is 'impure’, it allows a leaking of the 'low' impure heterogeneous elements back
into the profane (homogeneous realm), disturbing as such its order.

The death of ‘The Death of the Author’
The methodological approach of this dissertation has also been guided by my belief in the
necessity of putting to death ‘The Death of the author’. In other words, my attempt to read from
within his oeuvre, Bataille's assessment of architecture — after having biographically contextualised
his work — in order to release Bataille from the abovementioned reductive readings of his texts,
although it could be perceived as a rather ‘conservative’ approach, should instead be read as a
radical contestation of the consequences of the end of the hegemony of the ‘author’, regarding the

*_Ibid. p.56.
% Ibid. p.56.
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interpretation of his work. That is, the belief that nowadays, a reading of Bataille’'s take on
architecture from within its oeuvre as a pertinent methodology, has, indeed, been guiding this
dissertation. Yet, this belief was not sustained by the naive aim of attempting to reach an absolute
truth about Bataille, to the detriment of the other reductive misconstructions of his work. Rather, |
adopted such an approach, as it appeared to be a radical means of undermining the principle
which pervades the field of academic research: the law of what | call the ‘equivalent validity of
plural readings’. A principle or law, which in my view renders, what could be a field of lively and
impassioned debates, into a homogeneous, flat and suffocating realm in which radical differences
are truncated for mere diversities.

‘The Death of the Author’ is the title of an essay by the French literary critic and theorist
Roland Barthes.* In this essay, Barthes dismisses a method of reading an author’s text based on
aspects of the author’s personality and context (his political views, his historical settings and all
other biographical attributes) as this protocol leads to define with authority the meaning and thus
the sole valid interpretation of that text. In Barthes own words — such a method ‘imposes a limit on
that text [...] it is closing the writing”® So Barthes believes that to interpret an oeuvre according to
its author’s biography is a totalitarian act. Conversely, Barthes contends that the meaning of a text
depends much more on the reader than on his author:

‘Thus is revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made of multiple writings,
drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody,
contestation; but there is one place where this multiplicity is gathered and that place is not
the author, as was hitherto said, but the reader: the reader is the space on which all the
guotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity
lies not in its origin but in its destination,][...]”*°

Confronted with this quote, and more essentially with this essay of Barthes as a whole, the present
dissertation which proposes a reading — as a release — of Bataille’s assessment of the architectural
from within his oeuvre (itself framed by this author’s life, polemics, influences, groupings and
legacy) might appear — in contradiction with its stated aims — as a very reactionary, or at least
conservative attempt to define with authority the scope and function of Bataille’s ‘writing’. However,
| contend that it is not. Reading further Barthes’ text will help to elucidate my contention. Barthes’s
claim that ‘the reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed
without any of them being lost’ provokes — ironically enough — within the average reader’s mind a
need for clarification: who is precisely Barthes’s ‘reader’? In the passage from his essay following
on from the one quoted above, Barthes gives an answer, perhaps naively yet directly, to this
question:

‘[...] yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader is without history,
biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the
traces by which the written text is constituted. Which is why it is derisory to condemn the new
writing in the name of humanism hypocritically turned champion of the reader’s rights.
Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the reader; for it, there is no other person in
literature than the one who writes’.*

The ‘reader’ for Barthes, is without doubt a metaphorical one, yet ‘he’ is a ‘neutral’ receptacle, able
to gather the plurality of readings, the many different layers of ‘fabric’, from which a text as a
metaphorical piece of ‘tissue’ might be made. Then, the ‘new writing’ that Barthes mentions would
consist precisely of texts whose authors would have ‘erased’ themselves leaving the sole authority
of understanding to the readers. And, the humanist-classic criticism that Barthes himself criticizes
for, if not humanist's, at least reader friendly’s reasons, would be the conventional critique of
literary texts based on a biographic-contextual reading of an author’s text, as a way to define the
legal meaning and the authorised understanding of it.

% Roland Barthes, ‘La mort de I’auteur’ in Euvres completes vol. 111, Seuil, Paris, 2002, pp.40-5.

First published in English, in the journal Aspen n.5-6, 1967, and in French in the magazine Manteia, n.5, 1968.
% Ibid. p. 44.

*_Ibid. p.45.

0 Ibid.
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Although | totally agree with Barthes’ aim to free a text, an oeuvre or any kind of creation
from the hegemony of the established and authoritarian criticism on which rests what he also
names a ‘good’ society. His belief in the existence of a ‘reader’, a free individual, totally
independent from cultural and societal agency, and thus free from any bias, sounds to me quite
idealistic. The first question to ask would be, ‘Is not the classic-humanist ‘critic’ (although | do not
wish to defend its aim and function) also a reader?’

In my view, a ‘neutral’ reader does not exist. But, this is not to say that | reject Barthes’s text
and attempt at ‘killing’ the author for taking on any kind of literary authority. In his endeavour to
‘release’ the lector’'s reading from the prison of the authoritarian understanding of the critic,
Barthe's text has been a great source of inspiration to my own investigation. Rather, | would like to
point to the consequences or outcome relative to what ‘The Death of the Author’ stated. The last
bits of Barthes’s text summarize those quite well:

‘We are now no longer allowing ourselves to be fooled by those sort of antiphrasis,
through which the good society superbly recriminates in favour of the very thing it sets aside,
ignores, smothers, or destroys; we know that to give writing a future, it is necessary to
overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author’.**

Apart of the last sentence, | wish that | would have been able, myself, to phrase in such a concise
and yet illuminating way, my understanding of the present situation concerning the reception of
Bataille’s oeuvre within architectural culture and, consequently, of the necessary actions to be
taken for facing it. The ‘Death of the Author’ is just the symptom of the birth of the ‘reader’ as
Barthes claims. But, what Barthes does not say, or envisage, is that the reader who is unable to
remain this ideal ‘neutral’ space, will end up representing a new form of authoritarian
understanding. This is not to say that the main problem induced by the ‘Death of the Author’ is that
one ‘reading’ became an authority in itself (although this might happen or might have happened)
but rather that the ‘Death of the Author’ marks paradoxically the end of the possibility for all
heterogeneous ‘readings’ to be released. As there is no more ‘authority’ there is no more
‘transgression’. What is left over is only a flat and homogeneous realm of multiple readings which
are all equivalent, commensurate one might say, as they do not tend to be confrontational
anymore, but simply ‘homogeneous’. The problem that the ‘Death of the Author’ presents, is not so
much that no ‘reading’ positions itself like the sole — although ‘impossible’ — authority, (however,
from one fashion to another, indeed, a reading might be perceived as the ‘final’ one) but rather the
fact that the affirmed equivalence of multiple readings — a form of homogeneity — has become the
authority. Hence, paraphrasing Barthes or rather ‘reading’ him — as being unable to have been
myself the original author of his lines — | would say that indeed it is time to stop being fooled by all
kind of ‘antiphrasis’ — such as the ‘equivalent validity of plural readings’ (my formulation)— through
which a homogeneous society and its correlative flat criticism ‘superbly recriminates in favour of
the very thing it sets aside, ignores, smothers, or destroys’. In other words, one should not
anymore accept the authoritarian relativism concerning the plurality of reading of an author’s text,
as it is through this form of dogma that a homogeneous, flat and ‘good’ society stabilizes itself and
criticizes — pretending it does so for the sake of a right to ‘difference’ of which it actually rejects the
most radical aspects — all attempts at radically positioning one’s authorship or reading as
heterogeneous.

Hence, reversing and/or parodying Barthes final words, the methodology of this dissertation
can be characterized as having been guided by the claim that: we must be aware that to give the
heterogeneous its present share, it is necessary to overthrow the myth that came to replace the
myth: the re-birth of a reading as a contestation must be at the cost of the death of ‘The Death of
the Author’.*?

! Ibid.

2 My critic of “The Death of the Author” is very close to Michel Foucault’s reflection on the matter of authorship, a
matter on which he gave a well-known lecture untitled: “What is an author?” In short, in this lecture, Foucault,
although he does not refer to Barthes’ text expressively, seems to challenge his view. Indeed, while Barthes foresaw
the unfolding of a sort of historical progression which could free the ‘reader’ from the authority of the author,
Foucault contended the existence of what he calls an ‘author-function’, an ideological figure, ‘by which one marks
the manner in which we fear the proliferation of meaning’, that is the author is a sort of ‘classifying principle’
inherent to all discursive formations. Foucault thus intuits that, as the embodiment of that ‘function’ might change
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This claim concerning the necessary putting to death of ‘The Death of the Author’ allowed
the paradoxical ‘authorship’ of Georges Bataille to be revealed. Indeed, | have attempted to show
in this dissertation that Bataille’s ‘writing’ [or in French ‘ecriture’] is not simply professing a certain
number of concepts or dogma but rather constantly squandering what might appear — at first sight
— to be its discursive statements and thus its ‘meaning’. In other words, | tried to reveal how
Bataille’s ‘writing’ on the excess and the means of expenditure, is also a ‘writing’ of the excess ( a
‘writing’ not controlling and limiting what exceeds ‘meaning’, but rather releasing this excess),
hence a ‘writing’ as an expenditure in pure loss. Said differently, within this dissertation, | contend
(and show the pertinence of such a contention), that it was necessary to return to a biographical,
contextual and somewhat historical ‘reading’ of Bataille’s oeuvre, in order to, not elect him as the
‘author’, but, rather, to uncover how his ‘authorship’ is a radically heterogeneous ‘suicide (or
sacrifice) of the author’.

To conclude on those ‘methodological reflections’, | wish to intuit (for the time being) in what way
this double folded methodology is —paradoxically — useful. Retrieving Bataille’s peculiar ‘use-value’
through a careful reframing of his ‘take’ on architecture by the unveiling of certain biographical
aspects and the re-releasing of indispensable notions from his oeuvre, and then pointing at the
paradoxical function of his ‘writing’, not as a means of producing and accumulating ‘meanings’, but
as the bringing forth of a discursive ‘content’ instantaneously succeeded by its squandering in pure
loss, allowed Bataille’s relevance and pertinence to the architectural discipline — or more accurately
to architectural theory and criticism — to surface.

In other words, the methodology which sustained this dissertation lead to the disturbing yet
seminal conclusion that Bataille’'s ‘take’ on architecture does not simply reveal architecture as a
form of excess or as an expenditure, but is also disseminated within an oeuvre which itself
espouses the material it addresses (i.e. Bataille’s oeuvre is in itself an excessive expenditure), this
architectural assessment, thus, is also an expenditure in pure loss of itself and of architecture as a
discipline.

Hence, the methodology, that this dissertation embraces, demonstrates that Bataille’s
architectural ‘assessment’ obviously offers no conceptual and operative arsenal to architects
yearning for some ‘intellectual backing’ and even less some sort of structural method of analysis to
architectural critics, historians and theoreticians from where they could complete their hidden
agenda, but that rather, the only agenda it could permit —without having it betray its radicalism —
would be not its re-enactment but precisely its parody: a parodic re-affirmation of architecture as an
expenditure, through a parodic ‘writing’ (itself a radical self-expenditure in pure loss): a ‘writing’
inducing the fall of all other agendas — the radical and non-hypocritical squandering of architectural
criticism and theory.*

Reflection on the materials

The methodological approach of this research, outlined in what preceded, is reflected in the
different material that | have come across during the course of this investigation.

First of all, this investigation is based on the published and unpublished texts, essay, notes,
articles and books which comprise the writings of Georges Bataille, all of which having been
compiled in twelve volumes over a period spanning from 1970 until 1988.

Although the secondary literature on Bataille is quite limited within the architectural field,
within the realm of philosophy and French comparative literature studies, it is quite substantial.
Important critical assessment of Bataille’s writings such as Denis Hollier’s La Prise de la Concorde,
from 1973, or Michel Surya’s biography of Bataille untitled Bataille, la Mort a 'Oeuvre, from 1992,

with the passage from a discursive formation to another, with the succession of ‘Epistémés’, (i.e. the ‘author’ as we
understand it might lose this ‘function’ or it might be given to another agent), to kill the ‘author’ nowadays is not a
way to insure the end of all form of authority and power concerning ‘readership’. In other words, and as | contend it,
the tackled authority of the author concerning ‘meaning’ might found a refuge in a reader or a commentator, or —
disturbingly — a home within the very fundament of a discursive formation: nowadays, the politically correct
affirmation of what | call the ‘equivalent validity of plural readings’. See, Michel Foucault, ‘Qu'est-ce qu'un auteur?’
in Dits et Ecrits, vol.l, Gallimard, Paris, 1994.

. Here, | guess it is ‘useful’ to mention that | do not think that the architectural critic, historian or theoretician could —
or should be granted the right to be able to — escape the squandering he must consciously unleash.
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or more recently Allan Stoekl's (the first American scholar to translate some of Bataille’s
Documents articles in English) illuminating attempt to address Bataille’s interest in the excess and
the means of expenditure in view of the current shortage of energy resources, all have been, to say
the least — and without irony — radically useful within the course of my research.

Finally, | also have been able to profit from a large body of mainly philosophical but also
sociological scholarship. Both the work of Bataille’s influences such as Nietzsche, Hegel, De Sade
and Mauss as well as the oeuvres of more contemporary scholars, writers and thinkers such as
Maurice Blanchot, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Jean Luc
Nancy to name a few, have guided me in my understanding of the content but also of the ‘form’ (or
erasure of it) of Bataille’s difficult prose.**

Structure

The confrontation of my early assumptions relating to the work of Georges Bataille with the depth
of his oeuvre and the secondary literature dedicated to it (in an architectural setting or in the realm
of the human sciences) resulted in this doctoral dissertation being structured around two parts and
five chapters.

Part I, following the methodological approach of this dissertation that | referred to above as
a parody, is untitled ‘Appropriation’. This heading refers to the endeavor of the Surrealists with
regard to De Sade’s oeuvre that Bataille identified, named and disqualified as a fraud. In this first
part | identify more accurately the problem | perceived in the different studies which have tried to
put Bataille's writing at work in their respective realms (art and architecture criticism and theory) or
which have discussed his critique of architecture in relation to his writing (literature studies). In
other words, | make clear how those contributions, actually, misrepresent, misconstrue or even
betray, consciously or not, Bataille's thought due to their improper bias, agendas and fields of
investigations. Finally, | clarify why those contributions cannot be seriously considered as providing
a framework for grasping the relevance of Bataille’s thought to the architectural discipline.

Thus, in the first chapter | discuss the study of Denis Hollier, La prise de La Concorde. |
focus first on how Denis Hollier’'s study, albeit a brilliant and erudite investigation of Bataille’s
writings, might, nevertheless, induce within a purely architectural perspective, a reductive
understanding of Bataille’s thought as simply ‘against architecture’. |1 then show how Bernard
Tschumi’s earliest writings, attempting to be radical by referring to Bataille, are actually based on a
reading or even a misreading (and paraphrasing) of Hollier and not on a direct attempt to grasp the
function of Bataille’s ‘take’ on architecture.

In chapter two, | show how the art’s scholars Georges Didi-Huberman, Rosalind Krauss and
Yves-Alain Bois in their attempt to put either ‘at work’ or ‘into form’ Bataille’s ‘formless’,
subsequently betray Bataille’'s thought and his notions. Then, | reveal how Andrew Benjamin’s will
to put the ‘formless’ in ‘movement’ through his peculiar approach defined as ‘process philosophy’,
while not foreign to the endeavour of the aforementioned art's scholars, simply allows him to re-
define the architectural as autonomous. A statement that can’t be, actually, further removed from
Bataille’s thought.

‘Excretion’ is the heading of Part Il of this dissertation, a parodic rehearsal of Bataille’s
definition of his ‘releasing’ of the Marquis De Sade’s ‘use value ‘. In this second part | undertake
the bringing forth of Bataille’s assessment of architecture from within the frame of his ‘paradoxical
philosophy’. | there retrieve Bataille’s intellectual context and influence, the content, aim and
function of his ‘paradoxical philosophy’ and finally | expound in what consists his assessment of the
architectural: his take on architecture.

In the third chapter, | articulate Bataille's oeuvre and experience with the wider context of
the twentieth century's intellectual history. | consider, the manner in which Bataille discovers and
relates to the thought of Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche and Mauss, as well as, the importance of the
experience of the limit and the excess to the development of his ‘writing'. | illustrate the way he
posits himself outside of his contemporary 'Avant-garde’ groups, such as Surrealism and later
Existentialism, by launching intense debates with two of the most notorious figures of his time:
Sartre and Breton. Finally, | discuss the importance of his ‘text’ to a whole generation of post-
structuralist and post-modern thinkers: Foucault, Derrida, Baudrillard, Lacan and the Tel Quel's

. For a more complete bibliography, see the end of this dissertation.
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group.

While the third chapter attempts to contextualize Bataille's oeuvre by recovering its
relationship with those figures, experiences, and groups, the fourth chapter looks to his writings as
a whole, in order to grasp the core of his 'paradoxical philosophy' and to elucidate the function the
notion of excess occupies in it. | reveal how Bataille's work is dual in its form: on the one hand it
consists of a theorizing of the excess and its modes of expenditure and on the other hand it
appears to be a playful practice of this excess in literary and philosophical discourses.
Furthermore, | discuss there the dualism on which, in term of content, Bataille's thought rests: the
dyad homogeneity/heterogeneity. Finally, | demonstrate that for Bataille the heterogeneous or
sacred realm also splits into two: there is in his view a 'low impure' form of heterogeneity and a
'high imperative' one.

Through the interpretative framework elaborated in chapter four, | propose a reading of
Bataille's critique of architecture in chapter five — the final chapter of this dissertation. | undertake
the analysis of the whole of Bataille's articles and short essays which have architecture as the
central topic or which refer to architectural objects. | there argue that Bataille's reflection on
architecture is not a simple critique of architecture's aesthetic or formal features but a critique of
architecture's political, social and economic function. | shed some light on how Bataille reveals
architecture as a 'means' of ‘exchange’ or ‘communication’, which permits a 'leaking' of the
heterogeneous back into the homogeneous. | point out that, due to the particular nature of the
heterogeneous, which is — in Bataille’s view — in itself a dualism, architecture might function
according to two different modes. One mode is ‘imperative’, it preserves and controls the
homogeneous order, oppresses the ‘low’ and serves the hegemony of the 'high' heterogeneous.
The other mode can be qualified of being ‘impure’, it disturbs the order and stability of the profane,
threatens the hegemonic position of the 'high' heterogeneous, and allows the 'low' heterogeneous
elements to be present and visible within the homogeneous realm.

In the conclusion, The practice of Architectural Contestation Before Death, | return to what
Bataille suggests concerning the function that architecture shares with the architectural
assessment if both are not hypocritically operated. | contend that the relevance and pertinence (in
the sense of its applicability, and with reference to its importance) of Bataille’s oeuvre to the
architectural discipline are to be found at an operative or, better said, ‘functional’ level. That is, this
oeuvre and its specific ‘take’ on architecture emerge not simply as a peculiar ‘way’ or ‘style’ to write
about architecture nor as just another hermeneutic approach to the architectural environment, but
as an attempt to release a ‘writing’ which ‘proceeds’ according to the ‘function’ its unveils for the
architectural. The relevance and pertinence of Bataille’s ‘text’ to the discipline resides in the erotic
conjoining of a discourse on architecture as an expenditure (an hermeneutic approach) with a
transgression (as a pushing to its very limit) of discourse’s meaning (an expenditure in itself). |
propose to refer to this conjoining as an Architectural Contestation.



17



18



PART |
APPROPRIATION

(Bataille's reception in architectural culture)

19



20



21
Part I. Appropriation (Bataille's reception in architectural culture)

Georges Bataille's 'azzezzment' of architecture, atthough almost totally unknowen among most of
the professionals of the architectural discipline® (ether schalars or practicing architects) is
neverthelezz prezent within the pages of some architectural theory's readers, such az, K. Michael
Haysz' Architecture Theory since 1963, or Meil Leach's Rethinking Architecture. Thiz lack of interest
iz perhapz due to the self-acknowledged complexty of Bataile's work, bt # iz alzo the
conseguence of the rather disturbing challenge it prezents to the architectural field. However, there
appears 1o be evidence that Bataille's work has been investigated within some architectural circles.
The aim of the first part of thiz dizzertation iz, first of all to reveal when, how and alzo whey,
Bataille's thinking and itz aticulation of architectural matters has been approprigted within the
dizcipline. Subsequently | will attempt, with thiz particular heginning', 1o show what | consider to be
the major problem intrinzic to thiz reception, and my reazons for thinking thiz dizzertation relevant
to the architectural dizcipline.

The following dizcuzszion hasz three aims. t attemptz, first, to map the different contributions
which have permitted the introduction of Bataille's work within the world of  architectural
zcholarzhip. | will here dizcuzs the theoretical cortributions of zeveral zchaolars and one architect in
order to identify how thoze contributions reprezent Bataille's thought and itz aszesament of the
architectural. Thoze protagonists and their contributions are: Deniz Hollier's Le Prise de Jg
Concarde, Bernard Tzchumi's ‘Architectural Paradox' & 'Architecture and Transgression', Georges
Didi-Huberman's La ressemblance informe ol Le gal savolr visie! seion eorges Bataiiie,
Fozalind E. Krauzs & Yvesz-A4lain Boiz' Formdess g User's Guide, and finally, Andrew Benjamin's
Architectural Philosophy.

Furthermore, | propose to expoze how those contributions  actually  misrepresent,
mizconstrue or even betray, consciously or not, Bataille's thought due to their proper hiases,
agendas and fields of investigations. And conzsequently, | will clarify why thoze contributions cannot
be zeriously conzsidered az providing & framework for grasping Bataille thought and itz relevance to
the architectural dizcipline. | will showe how Denis Hollier's study, albeit a briliant and erudite
investigation of Bataile's oeuvre, iz nevertheless producing within an architectural perzspective, a
reductive understanding of Bataille's thought az simply 'against architecture’. | will demonstrate
how Bernard Tzchumi'z earliest writings, attempting 1o be radical by referring to Bataille, are
actually bazed on a reading or even a misreading (and paraphrazing) of Hollier and not on & direct
reading of Bataille's textz on architecture. | will dizcuzs how the art's zcholars Georges Didi-
Huberman, Rozalind Krauss and Ywves-Alain Boiz, in their attempt to put ether in form' or "at weork!
Bataile's 'formless, subsequently betray Bataille's thought and itz notion. Finally, | will showe that
Andrevw Benjamin's will to put the Yormless' in 'movement' through his peculiar approach defined
as 'process philozophy', simply allowws him to define the architectural as autonomous, a statement
that could not be further removed from Bataille's thought.

Finally, | hope to make clear, the necessity of providing a reading of Bataille's grasp of
architecture (the primary ohject ofthiz dizzertation) from within itz own 'context’ (that iz, the zeminal
experience of the "author' and the svstem of knowledge — or non-knowledge — that produced this
take on the zubject). In other words, the following dizzertation's overall relevance to the dizcipline
conziztz in investigating Bataille's critigue of architecture directly and az a part of a coherent,
although non-unified whole, deeply influenced by itz author's life.

If | may briefly summarize: 'Part I' expozes how Bataille's work iz primarily received within
architectural circles through the interpretative framewwork of Deniz Hollier's work (Tzchumil or
through the extraction from Bataille's writings of two articles, formleszs' and ‘architecture’
(Benjamin). | cortend that such a reception leads to a significart misreprezentation or even
betraval of Bataille's thought, a predicament within which Bataille's critigue of architecture iz not
grasped through the contextualization and analyziz of what he wrote about it — with the aim of
comprehending itz contemporary relevance — bt rather through what others, (with their
unavoidable hias) have written about t and him —in order to fulfil perzonal or dizciplinary agendas.
Hence the necessty of reading Bataille directly and within the 'cortext’ of hiz oeuvre, in order to
underztand hiz 'critique’ of architecture (if one can call # zuch) and to be aware of the pozsihilties i
opens for architectural theory and criticizm.

! 17d 1ike to thank Bemmard Colenbrander for chonarirgz e thic fact hhic rather peoalisr vy
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Chapter I. From Against Arcivtectreto its paradox and transgression

The reception of Bataille's writings into architectural culture occurred guite late on, in the 1970z,
Thiz iz not surprizing if one conziders the equally lste acknowledgement of hiz work az a major
cortributor to twertieth certury thought. Thiz last was achieved by Bataille's peers, working in the
field of lterary studies, a kind of post-mortem recognition, occurring in the mid-1960z with the help
of members of the Te! Quelgroup. Henceforth, iz not astonishing to zee that one of the memberz
of that group, Denis Haolier, authaor of La peise de la Concorde® proves to be the origin of some
architectural circle's interest in Bataille's oceuvre. Indeed, athough Hollier's book perttains to the
dizcipline of lterary studiez rather than ‘architectural theory' and ewven though s form
encampaszzes everything but a scientific dizcourse, it has been conzidered since its publication a
piece of ‘architectural thinking', 1o the extent that excerptz from #t are included in architectural
theory's readers ? and that it has had a visikle influence on architects' dizciplinary reflections — as
we zhall zee inthe caze of Bernard Tzchumi's earliest writings.

I.1. Denis Hollier's La prise de fa Concorde (Against Architectre)

At the time of itz publication by Galimard in 1974, Hollier's book, La grise de J3 Concarde
(franzlated in 1989 az Against Architecture)l was considered the first serious interpretation of
Bataile's challenging writings. Mowadays t iz =il regarded, at least in France, az the standard
critical work on Bataille's text'. Before dizcuszzing Hollier's hypothesiz and argumentation, | should
ztate that, by no means whatzoever, do [ wizsh to dizmizz hiz brilliart and erudite contribution to the
field of lterary studies.* Rather, | would like to illustrate how his construction of Bataile's writings
az working against the 'jobs' of architecture or the architectural metaphor preszent swithin
‘dizcourze’, while extremely conveniert to zome specific agendas — within the frame of lterary,
linguistics and semictics studies — iz actually limiting the impottance as well as restricting the
relevance of Bataille's oceuvre to the dizcipline of architectural criticizm and theory, by orienting
through itz own hiag, the reception of Bataille's work inthis field.

1.1.1. Against architecture

Lg prise de lg Concordeiz structured — az far az one can uze thiz word in describing such & book —
around  four interlocking esszavs. 'The Hegelian Edifice’, 'The Architectural Metaphor', 'The
Labyrinth, the Pyramid, and the Labyrinth' and 'The Caezarean’. The two first ezzavs are actually
each different beginnings, through wwhich Hollier zets up hizs problemstic and thesis.

The Hegelian Edifice. The intial beginning, as the author acknowledges, is a bit of a forced' one,
in both zenzes of the word, forced' becausze on the one hand # iz not about Bataille, and alzo
‘forced' hecause, according to Hollier, Bataille did start with architecture ® This 'beginning' consists
of a theoretical excurzuz on Hegel's Aesthetics, showing how the commanding position
architecture iz given in Hegel's philozophical edifice underlies a deeper and more fundamental
azpect of hiz philozsophical thought, architecture iz & metaphor for Hegel's dizcourze and system.
And through thiz metaphor, philozophy, the 'supreme’ dizcourze (bt alzo all zort of dizcourses),
seems to be ruled by architecture ®

. Demis Hollier, Zaprise de fo Covarepde, Parie ; Grdlimard, 1974 tranelated a0 devorst decfotecture e withnegs of
Gecrges Ravmlle tr. Betoy Wing, Loxndor: DT press, 1929,

. eee for etance the adhology of texts cotpiled b B Wlichae] Haps which reprodiace excerpte froen the secored
chapter, ©Architechmal hlstaphor:” of devnrst decfotectee, K Wlichae] Haye (od), decfotecture TRwopy sivge T908,
Menar Womdi: DT press, 1992 pp. 192-96.

. Irrgevier ahen ore looks to the whole scholaship pabliched or Bataille | Dende Hollier ic withot a doabt the
solely represerdativne | who, besides providing ah Tderestivgg Tderpretation of Bataille s aom hae heer able to wagte
ot Bataille oy that does not betraye it subject; 4w that is 1iferalby acaell ac “literany” Dnpres e,

. See, Dende Hollier dgwmast decimtectiure e wrthnes of Geowges Boatanlle . Betoy Wing, Londor: MIT press, 1989,
P. 14

.1t is Dvportant to reotice that here Detde Hollier disoucses Hegels Lochres ordestfefics, That is acorse Hegel
didr*t pablicked or even finalice domghic lifettne. Budeed, the destlaebics ic a compilation of Hegels shoderits notes
aid of hic o heand-aritten hotes | publiched postbontunichy i 1835 by Hegel® editor Hedvaich Hothe . Herce,
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Hollier thuz beginz by observing, that Hegel's Aesthetics sttributes the beginning of ar to
architecture. Indeed for Hegel, the artz should be sequenced according to their order of
appearance as folloves: architecture, sculpture, painting, music and poetry, and each of these five
particular artz pass through each of the three aesthetic 'momerts’ symbolic, classical and
romartic before being superzeded by itz follower in the zequence. Conseguertly for Hegel, the
beginning of art should be symbolic grehitecture, which iz architecture in itz purest form and in itz
original state. Bt Hollier alzo notes that Hegel's dizcourze on the origin of art, which defines
architecture az the first of the artz, iz rather awkward and inzecure. Hegel zeems 1o have a few
difficulties in reconciling his theoretical will and the factz: hiz pure and symbolic architecture, which
he, arguably, findz in the Tower of Babel', iz actually mizzing the simplicity that should confer on it
the statusz of ariging an original simplicty which iz, for Hegel, the chief atiribute of any beginning. In
Holliet's wiewe, the primary aim of Hegel's Aesthetics iz to unsubtly hide this lack — for this
‘originality’ at stake iz zeminal to the 'Hegelian Edifice’;

In fact asa resuitof the logic of Authebung (Ihwhich each moment supersedes, that Is,
simdftaneclshy does away and presenves, ts antecedents), THegel sl entive construction, the
ehtive edifice of s Aesthelics, depends on & This logic viles In particiiar the siccession of
the arts, each one cobfitming In tieh 8 victony over the materiality of the preceding art. From
scriature to the fast poetry, which will Intirn aiso be stperseded, supersession permitz an
ex it fram the realmm of art and will canstitite gesthetic s itself (discanrse an art) as a8 mament
of philosophical reflection’”

Thuz, according 1o Hegel, and az Holier demonstrates, poetry and art are superzeded by the
proze of thought' (philozophy], in which the 'spirt' az Hegel callz &, iz immedistely in touch with
itzelf withouwt the help of any external materialty: the concept doesznt need words 1o make tzelf
knowen. The best example of thiz Hegelian roze of thought' iz the Hegelian dizcourze tzelf, and
the zvstem on which # restz the logic of saufhebuang. The Aesthelics az part of the Hegelian
dizcourze, az the dizcourze on ar, iz alzo governed by thiz svstem and constitutes a superzession
of the artz. Holier states that through this 'last’ supersesszion, the Aesthetics zetz up art as
'zomething from the past'. 'Ar is dead'® Somehow Hegel's desthetics iz a sort of tomb, "t which
began with the construction of tombs [architecture] alzo ends up with a tomb [Hegel's Aesthetics].
In both cazes a certain relationship to desth is translsted into constructive practices'®  Hallier
through thiz formula equates architecture with the Hegelian dizcourze on art and tz system: the
Aesthetics and the logic of sufhebung. Hence for Hollier, the pages dedicated to architecture in
Hegel's treaty are a zort of redoubling of the Aesthelics (the book), and by extenszion, & redoubling
of the Hegelian dizcourze az a whole, az well az of the entire avstem on which i rests: the
Aufhebung. Architecture zeems 1o rule over philozophical dizcourse.

Architectire Iz something appearing in the piace of death, to point olt its presence and to
cover it bg the victony of death and the victory over death. This aliows it to be the firstof the
arts, In its empirical, Nmited form 85 8 stone edifice, and thelr tomb, In this major ahd
sublimated form: the Hegellan Edifice. The Authebung ensives the return of the arche and its
iberation inthetelos’. @

But, and i iz here that Hollier makes hiz point, thiz final' Aafhebuang in order 1o be zomething other
than a view of the mind, necessitates that the arche haz indeed enough simplicty to allow i to
reappear completely in each succession of its supersessions. Which means that if architecture was
to be the beginning of art, it should pozzess the simplicity of an ariging Hollier:

arprore wrilling to draear corchasione frorn the destfetics | regarding Hegel®s thoaght oroart, shonald act vith esdrerse
praderice, ac it ic ac roach Hegel® wods 4 it ic the ore of his shaderts and editor, Snd, copeequenthy, Hollier's
charge azamet Hegel, shonald also be roarced.
| Dveris Hollier Apmrast dvcfoteche ! the wrthngs gf Geovges Aatvalle . Betoy Wing, Londor: BIT press, 1989 p. 5.
j Thid. p. 6.
.Thid.
W Did.
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To gocommplish this lreturn of the arche and Tberation in theteloz] there must be something to
stpport the Identity that Hegel' s discolirse requires bebween origin ahd beginhings, law ahad
fact But to say the least, ane must admit that this identity is not Immediately apparent'.’

For Hollier, the wwhole Hegelian discourse on art iz grounded on zome wvery weak foundations:
architecture does not hold itz position as the first of the artz, and az a consequence of this, the
whole logic of Aufhebung, which zustains the entire Hegelian philozophy, iz, in the Aesthetics,
threastened with collapse. Hollier, in thiz first beginning deconstructs the Hegelian dizcourze by
showing howe the key position within it iz azsigned to architecture (& position that architecture cant
zerenely occupyl a position that iz more than neceszary in order for thiz dizcourze 1o achieve itz
monumertal aspirations: & total conceptualization of art, thought, and the world. Furthermore, for
Hollier, Hegel's Architecture iz more than zimply the first of the arts; # iz perhaps the Yorced'
foundation of the Hegelian system (Aafhebangl, but alzo metapharically the summit of this system:
architecture iz a metaphor for the Hegelian dizcourse on art (the Aesthebicz, that iz the best
example of the Hegelian 'proze of thought', that iz the superzession of the artz, that is the summit
of the proceszz it inzscribes), and by extenszion i iz alzo a metaphor for the whole Hegelian dizcourze
and zystem (Aufhebung): the core of itz edifice.

The Architectural Metaphor. Having streszedin his first beginning, the importance for Hegel's
edifice ofthe identity of the beginnings withthe simple origin, Hollier, in hiz 'zecond beginning'
dizcuzzes what he conziderzto be the beginning and origin of Bataille's osuvre: a text whichis,
interestingly enough, about architecture, Notre Dame de Rheims®

Notre Dame de Rheims iz a rather short essay more conventionally literary’ than anything
Bataille would later write. Bataille newver mertioned it during his lifetime, and it became known
through an alluzion made by an old clazzmate of Bataille in an obituary. k2 subject matter iz the
Gothic cathedral of the city of Reims, a town Bataille and hiz mother left on the verge of The First
World War, abandoning  hiz syphiltic and paralvzed father, leaving him to the mercy of the
advancing German army and conzeguertly 1o cerain death. Thiz short text evokes first the
Cathedral in all iz zplendour, then itz devastation during the Great War, and finally in 2 imaginary,
one can zay illuminsted, transfiguration az the emblem of the most zublime aspirstions of &
nationalizt France finally resurrected. With its thesiz, antithesiz, and syrnthesiz, the essay iz almost
academically Hegelian, and Holier's irteligent move is 1o have it dizcussed just after Hegel's
Aesthetics. ™ Hollier indicates that between the writing of this very first text, and the publishing of
Bataile's better known proze, ten vears of zilence elapzed. Interestingly, he reads in thiz zilence
the rupture through wwhich Bataille's weiieg (ecriture) had been produced. He also notes that this
zilenced (forgotten) text iz tzelf silencing certain events that took place at the zame time as the
events it dizcusses: there iz no mention of the abandonmert and desth of Bataile's father. This
zilence (on the death of hiz father), iz zeen by Hollier az the conzequence of the will to continuity
dizplayed within the text and imposed I::ﬂ:.; itz stvlistic effectz. Hollier reads the zensze of thiz short
text a= =olely the denial of any 'hresks', " the erasing of wounds (the ones of the Cathedral as well
a= of Bataille)l, the elimination of all disturbing elemerts, of all forms of discortinuties.
Furthermore, Hollier states that this continuity iz symbaolized by the Cathedral, by Notre-Dame: thus
architecture iz, here again, metaphorically seen as the fundamental element on which the core of
the meszage iz built. Hollier then states what iz undoubtedly the thesiz of La prise de fa Concorde

" hid.

e Creorges Bataille Hotre Dratre de Fhedne fivct publiched by The frpriverie du Commier 47 fawrerare | Satd Flor,
1919 reprivited i Denic Hollier dgvmrast decimtectoe: 1 withngs of Geovges Batmlle tr. Betor Wing, London:
MIT press, 1989, pp. 15-19.

. Horerer, ote should wote (as Hollier briefhe does) that Bataille, ondy kawear of Hegel: “those texts of his that Fojéte
disoaesed , escertialby o orthires pacsazes fosn T Pleramweraology of Srst, Ind he nenrer cestne to hanre sperit
Ay tithe on destieics” . Piothennore , ot the tine of the redaction of AFD & Blemms, Bataille = koongledze of
Hegelian philos oplowras thore tha linited , itveas nil, See demist drcloteches p. 14,

. Demis Hollier dgvorst drcfotecture; e wihnes of Georges Bavale . Betoy Wing, Londor: MIT press, 1989, p,
s,

¥ Thid.p. 19.
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AN af Bataile's weiting woawld be aimed gt the destruction of this cathedral to redice it to
sllence he wonid wiite againstthistext Not, in g feltishistic fixation with some sortof ariging!
sin, anainst thistext alone, againstthese sixpages that in retrospect are so incongrions, but
aoainst the velled Ideological hecessity controlling 1, against a far vaster and more secret
cathedral in which i 1s thorolghly traoped ahd which somehow prevents It having been
Weitten, which makeswriting only possible afterwards and against thistext, against the
appressive architecture of constructive value' @

Thuz, Hollier perceives Bataille's weiting (ecriure) az an attempt to undo the certainty, continuity,
closure and self-assurance of discowrse” & discourse of which, for Holier, architecture
metaphorically constitutes itself as a symbol, underlies its structure and defines its form.'® & kit
further on, while concluding his excursus on Notre Dame de Rheims, he shows how thiz weiting
zshould perform;

In somme wavs all of Batallle’ s work will be g rewriting of this initialtext, a reworking intended
to dismmantle such g beginning ahd draw olt ts sllences, Bt ohce again, hot becalseof 8
parahesed ot rather becaise thistext tselfis the almost anonvinols (ahd for this regson
heoglioible) restit of the vast ideclogical systerm symbolized and maintained by architectire.
In arder to lnosen the strocture that iz Merarchical and at the same time creates Mlerarchy,
Bataiiie will intradgice the piay of weiting, WAiting Inthis sepse wonid be g profouhdly ant
grehitectural gesture, @ pan-constructive gesture, ane that, on the cantrany, wndermines and
destroys evendhing whose existence depends ah edifring pretensions’ ™

Apainst Architecture, the tranzlated title of La Prise oe Jg Corcorde, here takez on zome
zignificance az, Bataille's weiting would thuz be against architecture, not directly architecture in itz
phyzical dimenszion, bt the architecture of the dizcourze. In other words, for Hollier, Bataille's
wWHiting operates against the architectural metaphor or the metaphorical workings of architecture
within dizcourse.

Having announced his thesiz, Holier then refines his problematic in a sub-part to this
chapter; a seqment ertitling tzelf 'The Architectural Metaphor', in which he wizhes to show that
architecture iz the hvyper-structure, the zvstem of zvstems, which impozesz the concord of
languages and guarantees their univerzal legibity. Howewver # iz important to note, that in this
precize zegment, where Hollier redefines properly hiz problem statemert, he never referz to
Bataille's 'critigue’ of architecture nor does he guote Bataille. Thus, the brief critigue of architecture
preserted in these pages, a critigue that iz ezzential to Hollier's argument, iz not Bataille's critique,
but rather Hollier's.

Hollier notes that when architecture iz dizcussed, more often than not, it is never simply a
guestion of architecture. He states that athough architectural metaphors, wwhich are spread and
effective within common language, akways refer to the proper meaning of the word architecture,
paradoxically thiz proper meaning remains indeterminate. He contends that architecture refers to
whatever there iz in an edifice that cant be reduced 1o the mere building, to whatever ezcapes, in

' Thid.
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all construction, from purely utiltarian concerns, to whatever is aesthetic about it ™ This aristic
supplemert, what iz exterior and added 1o the zimple building, defines for Hollier, architecture.
But, due to itz statuzs of exteriority thiz supplement iz alzo paradoxically condemned to represent
zomething other than architecture tzelf. Thiz constrains architecture to remain only the general
framewvork of representation. Hence, for Hollier:

Architecture represents g religion that ’t brings alive, g political power that it manifests, an
event that it commemorates, etc. Architecture, before any other qualification, Is identicalto
the space of representation, t always represents something other than Rselffrom the

marnent that it becomes distinguished fram mere building' &

Haollier, then states that thiz metaphor for architecture, extends to language where architectural
metaphors are very common. He dives az examples the Yacades' that conceal a sordid reality, the
'hidden architecture' ofthe freest waork of art, the keystones' of every system, etc... Athough those
metaphorz can be zeen as simple lterary figures and effects, Hollier contends that in their very
anonyimity, these clichés indicate that they are not innocent: they accomplizh an ideclogical task
for which they are the instruments.

Wever mind Fthe proper meaning of architecture remains subjectto discussion Whatls
essentialis that R always oo fsic]its job, No metaphor Isinhocent and the less s contrived
the less it Is Inhocent. ts selCevidence Is the ground oot where thought can safelywalk in
sieep' =

Thiz Yjob' consists, for Hallier, in unifying the warious fields of 'ideclogical production'. That iz to say,
the architectural metaphor and the vocabulary borrowed from architecture provide the svstem's
form in every area where they appear. Thiz rezultz in a kind of represszion of anything exterior and
ungraspable by itz order: all forms of alterity are rejected.

In order 1o zupport hiz claim, that iz in order to demonstrate the central, hegemonic, postion
of architecture and the imperative achievementz of itz metaphorz, Hollier relies on a few examples
taken from philozophy and architectural theory. He recallz that architecture, under the form of the
dome, iz alzo the model according to which, in the theories of Johannes Kepler, the world iz
conceived. & reference to Quatremere de Quincy's Dictionnaire o' architecture, allows him to state
that thiz model, that iz architecture, does not have a model for itzelf, it has to produce #, thus as
zeen from thiz perspective, architecture re-produces tzelf az model. Strangely, now, for Hollier,
architecture doez not reprezent zomething exterior to tzelf anymore, t does not imitate an order
but constitutes it whether the order of the world, of the cozmos, or of zociety. Architecture iz thus
zeen as the archetype, an archetype having a uni‘_’__ﬁ*-.fing function, az Hollier strezzesz #, in one of hiz
digrezzions on Yitriviuz's definition of architecture.

But bhevond, Wepler, Yiriviuz and Quatremere, the most importart argument that Hoallier
uzes in hiz critigue of architecture, iz to be found in hiz short dizcuzszion on the importance of
architecture, itz vocabulary and its metaphors for the 'structuralist’ dizcourse. This argument does
not make =0 much sense to the reader ie. it does not lead the reader to accept Hollier's
problematic, thesiz and argumentation, rather, this argument iz impottart for understanding
Hollier's true aim and target: a critigue of what he names "structuralizm’. Hollier writes:

‘Hubert Damisch has shown that lWoletle-Doc’sDictionnaire de l'architecture francaize
followed g structuralist anahdical method fone since developed by Saussyre and the
Unoeists, ) before the terrm was Invented. This homaology s hot parely colncldental Instead of
seelhg the architect s discolrse 85 8 pre-formation of the lingwist' s, the homaology reqilivesin
fact that linguistic analysis be thonaht of as daminated byithe Impartation of an architectural
vocabulany. An impotation of which the term “stroctore” itself s not the leastaf evidence,
That it is Bsed today to describe practically aif organizations ahd aii swstems, that
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stracturalism iz today the majorform of thought, shows just how far the domination
extends' ™

Az the insttutionalized dizcourze at the time of the publication of La prise de fa Concorde, or &t
leaszt az the instiutionalized dizcourze that started to be gquestioned in the late 1960z, structuralizm
iz, in my view, the true target of Hollier. Thusz, t appears that Hollier wizhes to construct a certain
Bataile, a post-structuralizt avaet lg lelltre (indeed Bataille died in 1962, much before anyone
zpoke of overtaking structuralizm), az a critic through itz ovwen weiting (ecriture], of structuralizm and
of the architectural metaphorzs which 'dominste' . Hollier's Bataille being against architecture's
metaphorical agency on dizcourse, hiz oeuvre iz 2een as indirectly working against this attempt to
understand the 'structuration’ behind mere appearances and conseguently to dizcover the hyper-
structure of the real and itz objects that was structuralizm. Somehowe while playing 75 Bataille
against architecture, Holier actually plays him against structuralism =

Hollier reinforces hiz critigue of structuralizm in the next zegment of thiz chapter, a zegment
ertitled: "=umma Theologica'. There, Hollier dizcuzzes Erwin Panofsky's Gothic Architecture and
Scholasticism, a book which unveilz & structural homology between the construction principles of
Gothic cathedralz and the structure of the Susmae that were the reguired rhetorical forms for
bhooks in which, from the twelfth century on, the Church summarized and spread itz knowledge and
dogmas; a formal organisation of wizdom and laws whoze most famous example is without any
cdoukt the Somma Thealogicad by Saint Thomas Aguinas. Following Panofsky, Hollier argues that
the revealed homology betvween these two ideological productions can be found in the details of
their rezspective structures, focusing on three ezzential poirtz. First, both the Gothic cathedral and
the zcholastic Summea are bound to an idertical systematic endeavour: 1o zum up the totalty of
human knowledge., Second, both have their internal structure governed by an homology: the
Summa iz organized in such a way that all of itz parts are placed in & constant relstionship with
each other, while the Gothic cathedral iz alzo structured around the zingle principle of the ribbed
vault. Finally both are organized hierarchically: they are perhaps compozed of distinctive elements,
but an articulation between thoze prevailz. Hollier then obzerves the paticular method, through
which, Panofsky makes thiz homology between the structure of Gothic cathedrals and that of the
Summae stand out. He quates Panosky:

It Iz necessanyto pat the notional content of doctrine Inparentheses and to concentrate our
altertion op fsmodus operandi, fo borrow 3 term frar the schalastics themseles' =

Hollier notes that Panofsky retains from the architectural practice only the formal festures of itz
method, withouwt bringing in the material and ideological cortert (construction means, ornaments,
religious intert) that t conveys. Furthermore, Hollier states that Panofsky alzo reads the Summa as
a form of didactic exposition, independently of the 'material' on which it iz focused. But Hollier
contends that this way of zeeing the architect's work, ertirely from the formal point of view, as the
intuition of a plan, a= a form of conception, as opposed 1o the material realization; thiz way of
cobcelving architecture iz not differert from that of Zaint Thomas himself. For as Hollier guotes
him: the architect iz the man "who conceived the form of the edifice without himzelf manipulating
the material'. Hence, az for Hollier thiz distinction, which iz ezzential to Saint Thomas' argument,
between the formal conception and the material realization iz in no way ideclogically newtral,
Panofzky's structuralizt method, which merely repeatz the zcholastic's endeavour, cannot be
conzidered to be az neutral az it pretends. Panofzky's structuralist method iz zomehow imbued
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with the conceptualization of zcholastic architecture which t desired, with the neceszary scholarly
diztance, to study. For Hollier, structuralizm iz, thuz, & compromized form of thought, as it appears
under the influence of architectural concepts, vocabulary and metaphors.

After theze foregoing remarks, Haollier finally clozes his 'second beginning', i.e. this eszay
'The Architectural Metaphor' with a last zeament dizcussing Bataille's article: 'Architecture’. Having
thuz shown the hegemonic postion of architecture within culture, the totaltarian agency of itz
metaphorz within language, and finally the compromize of the 'structuralizt' endeavour with
architecture, Hollier iz here at eaze with interpreting Bataille's 'critigue’ of 'Architecture,' az similar
1o hiz own. B, i iz important 1o note that here Hollier limits the demonstration of the homology
between Bataile's 'critigue’ of architecture and hiz own, to the dizcuszszion of thiz paricular
example: the aricle 'architecture’. Thiz limitation iz not benign; # iz rather zeminal, for # allows
Hollier to reaffirm his thesiz. Thus, Bataile's statements are only dizcussed from thiz particular
perzpective, ie. az a critigue of architecture's hegemonic position and of the agency of itz
metaphorz in different cultural fields (among them language). This can be seen, for example, inthe
proposed irterpretation of thesze two excerpts:

Architecture Is the expression ofthe very soulof soclielties, Just as human physioghoiny 1s
the expression of the Individuals’ solls, Ris, howevet, particlarivto the physiognomies of
officlial personaoges (prelates, magistrates, admirals) thatthis comparisoh perains, Infact #1s
abdy the ideagl sowlof soclely, that which has the guthority to command and prokibit, that

which Is expressed in architectoral compositions properly speaking =

‘Maoreaver, each time that architectural compasitiontirns o somewhere other than in
moniments, whether Risin physioghomy, costime, music, oF painting, one may infer 8
prevailing taste for the divine or human authority. The great compositions of certain painters
express the desire to force the spiritinto an official idear &

While the first of thoze Bataille's statements, could be interpreted az a critigue of zociety's power
structures and their agency on architecture, Hollier demands that the reader understands thoze
linez as the critigue of architecture's zelf-agency, as a denuncistion of architecture's active
intervertion in the very field t should represent. Hollier:

Architecture, formerly the Image of social order, how guarantees and even Imposes this
arder. From belng 8 simgle syinbol it has now become master. Architecture captures society
in the drap of the Imape itoffers, fixing itin the specular imane it refiects back'®

Az for the zecond excerpt, while one could underztand thiz statement az the critigue of how zome
dominart zegmerts of society imposze a certain "architectural' form or order in different cultural
fieldz, Holier contends that thosze lines should be read az the contestation of architecture's
expanzionsz, of itz owen and proper metaphors. &z he proposzes it

Perhans, apart from [ts]expansion, architecture itaelfis nothing, it exists aplyto contral and
shape the entive socialarena. t Is constitited by this Impllse propelling tto erect Rselfas
the centre and to organize aif activities around itseif

Thuz, Hollier constructs a rather peculiar Bataille; a Bataille who should agree with hiz critique of
architecture's hegemony, with hiz denuncistion of the architectural metaphors operating within
language and probably with hiz attacks on the ‘structuralist' analogy: & Bataille, who, in
consequence, proposes within his own text, through iz weting (ecriture), & radical critique of
architecture. Haollier finally concludes thiz essay by stating howe this critique should operate:

o Creorzes Bataille, “architechme™ i Devesgerdt 1 d iy 1929 reprivted @ Dende Hollier dgmrst decfotecthre e
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The critigue of architecture will be accomplished thronoh g polwabanic decanstriction, the
resultof an inter-textnal play of 2 dizlopne of maltiole writings and sionifving practices[. 127

What zeems 1o me extremely interesting in thiz final statement of Hollier, besides the definition of
Bataille's critigue of architecture az an Tedestextual play’ which grounds (and perhaps alzo limits)
thiz processz into the frame of [tersture, iz, actually, Hollier's subzequent defintion of this
intertextual play’ az an exchange between Bataille's writing (ecriture], and hiz more theoretical and
zignifying textz (dizcourze) between the form, or in thiz padicular caze the abzencelferasure of
form, and the corterntfmeaning that iz still preszent through his proze. Till this point, Hollier bad
zimply stated that Bataile's weiting (ecriture] iz the simple means through wwhich Bataille unbinds,
the closure, continuity and structure of dizcourse. NMow, t zeems that his more "signifying' practice
iz alzo joining the arti-architectural movement. Thiz iz on the one hand not surprizing, and on the
other very stimulating. For now that Hollier has quoted, analyzed and interpreted one of Bataille's
zignifying textz (the aricle 'architecture') az being exemplary of hiz critigue of architecture, it zeems
logical that he inscribes Bataille's dizcursive proze within thiz deconstructive enterprize. On the
other hand thiz inscription iz very stimulating because t avoids 1o recreate; first, the dialectical
(Hegelian) zcheme of oppostion between architecture (dizcourze) and writing (critigue) and then
the expectation for the logic of aufbebungto proceed, ie. the superzession or the sublation of bath
terms. Rather, wwhat Holier proposes iz, instead of a problematic of opposition, suppression and
repression, a problematic, precizely of inscription, ie. the writing (critique) is inscribed within the
dizcourze (architecture), not az what superzedes it but az what undermines t from within. But, one
may azk, why nowe? Why did Hollier return to Bataille's signifyving dizcourze after the problematic of
La pHize de Ja Concorde was zet up? YWhy did he not dizcuzzs Bataille's other aticles on
architecture, zuch az "Factory Chimney", "Space", "Slaughter House", "Muszeum”, "The Ohelizk",
while he constructed hiz critigue of architecture and the architectural metaphors? Perhaps the
reason iz as simple as thiz: Bataille's 'critigue’ of architecture does not appear (if read with all itz
nuances ie. read in itz 'cortext’ and as a “whole") az a critigue of architecture's zelf-hegemoaonic
position, of the agency of itz metaphors and of Structuralizm's compromize with it through the
analogy's principle. Perhaps Hollier's oppositional critique of architecture does not mirror Bataille's
position or take' on architecture.

The Labyrirth, the Pyramid and the Labyrinth and the Caeszarean. Inthe zecond half of La prise de
Iz Copcorde, Deniz Hollier, having demonstrated the interdependence of the monumental
azpirations of Hegel's dizcourzelfzystem and the key postion within @ azsigned to architecture,
having alzo denounced how forcefully the impetus behind that complicty cortinued to maotivate the
effortz of what was called "Structuralizm', and finally having shown the hegemonic postion of
architecture within cuture and evoked the totaltarian agency of itz metaphors within all cukural
fields, Deniz Holier thus, goes on to constitute the entirety of Bataille's ceuvre as an elaborate
strategy, an intertextnal piay, for undermining architecture ie. the architecture of discourse.

Therefore, the two last ezzavs of thiz book, 'The Labyrinth, the Pyramid and the Labyrinth'
and 'The Caezarean' dizcuzz zome experience (‘Ercticizm'), process (‘zcizsiparty”, myths ('The
Solar Anuz' and 'The Pineal Eve"), and most importantly — in the perspective of thiz dizzertation —
zome architectural metaphors (the Labyrinth' and the 'Pyramid’, through swhich, according o
Haollier, Bataile induces an undoing or un-working of dizcursive structures — a sguandering of the
dizcourze's architecture. | wont dizcuzs here Bataille's theoretical elaboration on ‘Ercticizm’, his
necessary failure 1o organize into & book the fragments that constitute 'The Pineal Eve’, or hiz
paradoxical employment of the process of 'Scissiparity'. = Rather | would like to briefly focus — for
reazons that seem essertial 1o the purpose of this first chapter — on Haollier's understanding of
Bataile's uze of theze architectural metaphorsz: the ‘Labyrinth' and the 'Pyramid’.

In Hollier's views, Bataille uzes the architectural metaphor of the ‘Labyrinth' with a double
aim: Firzt, Bataille refers to a 'Labyrinth' in order to evoke the labyrinthine structure of existence
where 'being' getz lost, and then o claim that language tzelf, follows a cerain labyrinthine
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pattern.™ For Bataille, human existence is bound up with language. Mo one can ever represert his
own total existence outzide of itz frame. Conzequertly, individualz or beings are only zomething
medisted by words and, thuzs, the concept of 'heing' understood az an autonomous agent iz by
definition arbitrary; for 'being' iz always medisted or 'relsted' tody language. But, according to
Hollier, Bataille does not let 'heing' in itz state of being relsted, he contends that being iz nowhere,
iz lost. There iz no 'heing' outzide language, and because i iz necessarily 'mediated' by language
it iz reduced to a language being': it iz the 'being' of language that deprives me of what iz revealed
through my own perception az to what iz my very own being. Thiz Tanguage being' actually
separates me from what Bataile calls jpseite® it iz where 'my' own 'being' gets st as in a
labyrinth. Human beings have for themselves only an existence whosze structure iz labyrinthineg, the
place where 'being' comes to the fore just in order to vanish.

Hollier demonstrates that language iz alzo a labyrinth in gzelf by showing the hattle field'
that it fairly constitutes. Thizs 'battle field' opposes copnig and spbstance or the 'definite’ meaning of
the waords and their interminable interactions. Language iz made up of vocabulary ie. a lexical
baze compozed of differert words each of which has a proper meaning attached to it itz
zubstance. But, the language, properly speaking, does not produce zentences unless the words
are azzembled, put together around some verb form, i.e. through a syrtactic process: the copula of
termz. In Hollier's view, language iz thus composzed of two functions (lexical or syntactic) whosze
primary aimz are to compete. The lexical function tends 1o prezerve and stabilize meaning, while
itz syntactic courterpart attempts to enrich i through 'crozsing' thiz Yixed' zensze, and az such
zeriously wound . Language iz, thus, a labyrinth, t pozzeszes a labyrinthine structure due to itz
capacity 1o constantly threst and often to destroy what is most stable, ordered and legitimate within
itzelf. meaning.

Then Hollier contends that the Pyramid iz used as a metaphor by Bataile, for expressing
the way out of the Labyrinth, or rather the mere intertion that one might hawve to get out of the
Labvyrinth, to elevate oneself above the Labyrinth, becausze no one can really be sure if he iz
outzide (and conseguertly alzo inside) and thus no one knowes if he has succeeded (in getting out
or in). Within the Labyrinth swhich language iz, thiz Pyramid conziztz of the reading baszed on the
lexical function, ie. the lexical reading. Thiz reading privileges and defends the meaning of the
words, | dizcards their combinations, and oppozes the syntactic reading, which shows the words'
interplay. This lexical reading iz the reading of reason, of science and philosophy, which attempt to
make zenze of the world.

Further Hollier affirms that, within the labyrinthine structure of 'heing's' existence, the
Pyramid alzo appearz to be the 'lcarian’ way out. The lpseite being denied to the zubject, i
becomes ohjectified. &z 'being' iz nowhere 1o be found, a certain 'mizchievous morbidity' propozes
to crowen it as Bataille states, under the form of the divine, the leader, the idea or the concept, 'at
the zummit of the pyramid formed by beings forming themselves from the vastneszs of the simplest
matter' * Holier claims that this 'mischievous morbidity' is caused by the philosopher, snd maore
generaly by any practize of theory as the function of knowledge' * Sciertific discourse assumes
knowledge as itz function. Sciertiztz and philozophers ook &t 'heing' from an objectified poirt of
viewy, They somehowe overlook their own paricipation into 'being'. They put the labyrinthine
structure of 'being's' existence at a distance, like Icarus they fly above the Labyrinth and propose
an overviewy of it from the top of the Pyramid they have constructed.

However, Hollier concludes, becausze of the permanent copula's return within language and
itz symptomatic effectz on 'heing', the Pyramid iz just a temporary illusion: Tcarus flies away, but
he falls down agsin'. ™ For Holier, perhaps the Labyrinth and the Pyramid are opposed, but one
cannot choosze one or the other. They are mutually excluzive bt cannot be zeparated. The
Pyramid implies the Labyrinth, and the labyrinth in itz turn implies the Pyramid:
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Che of the fabyrinth’ s mast subtle freacherons) detonrs leads one to believe it Iz possibie to
et ant even making one desive to do s0. Subiimation is a false exitthat Is an integralpart of
s ecanotmy. The pyrarmid is aonly g product of the Tabyrinth tself, andthoronahly belonags to
i &

Hollier's excurzus on Bataile's recourze to the architectural metaphorz of the 'Labyrinth' and the
Pyramid', allowws him to demonstrate that, therefore, Bataille's weiting (ecriture) embraces with
ecztazy the labyrinthine structure of language. Bataille does not pretend to reprezent the Labyrinth
nor the pyramid, athough zometimes hiz weiting, due 1o the cloze ties that the Pyramid and the
Labyrinth preserve, must pass through a pyramidal moment. Rather, in Hollier's wviews, Bataille
writes through the Lakbeerinth in order to tear dowen the architecture of the discourse: the Pyramid.

1.1.2. The limits, bias and restrictions of Agairst Archiitectuyroe

A zguandering of the values which mairtain the Hegelian'edifice’ erect, 2010 zpeak, an attack on a
certain structuralizt's strain zeen az compromized by the architectural impetus, an onslaught on the
hegemonic postion occupied by architecture within culture, and an erozion of the totaltarian
agency of architectural metaphors within all cultural fields, Haoliet's Bataiiie, as the one writing
against architecture's discourse, iz, in my wiew, among the most impressive deconstructive effortz
ever publizhed.

once again, | do not wizh to undermine Deniz Hollier's imprezzive achievement in the field
of literary studies. Mor do | pretend to radically criticize hiz reading of Bataille's textz. Rather |
wolld just modestly point to & few problems one might encounter while trving to transpoze —that iz
1o appropriste — 1o the field of architectural theory and criticizm zuch an exhilarating thesiz without
carefully noticing itz structure, aim, cortert and form. Thus, | will, in what follows and under the
azpect of three remarks, show what constitutes, in my view, the limits which Against Architecture
offers to the architectural dizcipline. In other words | aim &t prezenting the bias and restrictions that
thiz book may initiste in all direct attempts at using it as a framewaork for architectural criticizm and
theary. Az my remarks hawve already been pattially expounded upon in the above text, | hope nowy
to present them with greater clarity. These remarks concern, first, Against Architecturds form or
‘zivle' of writing [ecriture], then itz structure, contert and true aim, and in concluzion, itz relevance
to our field of study.

My first remarks concern the style or “writing's' form of Against Architecture, Writing against the
core of dizcourse, itz architecture, thuz writing against dizcourze iz a difficult endeavour. Moreover,
writing on & weiting, which undoes dizcourze, iz an even more daring enterprize, and in doing =0,
one might quickly end up producing a discoarse on writing. In doing a3 such one might stakilize,
order and structure what was standing outside of the dizcourse's realmn, itz transgression: ane
might betray the weiting by weriting op i, by producing a dizcourse on, but Hollier gets awvay from
zuch a predicament by ezpouzing Bataile's own weiting pattern. He iz not writing or Bataille but
literally writing $wrough him. Indeed, Hollier's writing embodies zeveral times Bataille's labyrinthine
structure of weiting, Within the pages of Against Architecture, az within Bataille's proze, the fight
between copdls and sybstance of the words iz raging. Meaning iz never enzured, t iz constantly
threatened: zometimes t zeems 1o rize ot of the labyrinthine weriting, bt thiz moment iz purely
ephemeral. Soon meaning iz o3t again: an affirmation iz (almost) immedistely followed by itz
negation, as for examples in thiz paszage on Adolf Loos' famous definition of architecture taken
from the new introduction Hollier wrote for the American edition of La Prise de fa Concordein
19849

In this definition arehitecture Is recognized first by the affect it produces (L. 1ol tarn sekloys
O vol percelve an ahsehce, eVoking someahe hot Iving here, of rather someohe here, hot
ining' ™

iB g
. Thid.
¥ Dierds Hollier Aprmrut drcfotechme: e withngs gf Geovrges Bahalle tr. Betoy Wing, Lovdor: DT press, 1929 p.
xoa. Wy oo (fuoe) dalics.
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However thiz dizplay of amazing lterary skill, thiz ahility to weite, thiz exhilarating sguandering of
meaning, thiz fazscinating achievemert iz alzo paradoxically, the first restriction that the book
offers. Indeed, thiz restriction concernsz the inahbility of the book to communicate a message, to
deliver meaning, and thus to demonstrate a thesiz. In ather words zuch a book written in such a
fashion cannct pretend to offer an ‘academic' or 'scientific,' reading of Bataille, for reasons which
zeem obviouz and eszential 1o itz commitment, i.e. the undoing of dizcourze and itz architecture.
Thuz, to propoze & Pyramidal' reading of the book, ie. 1o 'prezert’ itz thesiz (az | did above] iz
zomehowy 1o betray the book tzelf. Against Architecture iz not & book providing & zet of toolz and
concepts ready 1o be uzed by zome other critical erterprize. On the contrary & should be read az
the impozsibility to extract stable conceptz and & framework out of Bataille's labyrinthine osuvre.
Hence, itz relevance and uzefulness to 'zcientific’ and 'academic’ architectural criicizmtheary iz
cloze to being nil. In short Against Architectore provides more questions than answers. 1z there
truly a thesis in Against Architecture? Should there be one? 1= there consequently a demonstration
of a claim, somewhere in the book? |z Bataille's wwitieg truly against architecture? Iz Against
Architecture against anvthing, actually? And, finally, if there were truly a claim, a thesiz and itz
demonzstration, wouldnt they be null and woid for the very reason they are put into & dizcourze's
form, (relpreszerted? In other words, what iz the validity of & 'Pyramidal' reading of that book? lznt
Hollier holding ouwt thiz trap, thiz 'pyramid' in order to allow the reader to fall back into Bataille's
labyrindh? lznt Hollier waiting for zomeone to come and tear dowen thiz pyramidal reading out of
which Against Architectire iz convertionally understood?

by =econd =set of remarks concerns Against Architecturd's structure, contert and true aim. Haollier
briliantly demonstrates the interdependence of the monumertal aspirations of Hegel's
dizcourzelzystem and the key position which iz, out of necessity, azsigned within it to architecture,
i.e. architecture az the zimple origin of art; an original simplicty which iz, if we followe Hollier, simgly
mizzing. There, t zeems obvious that Hollier followws a deconstructive path, and perhaps not any
path. Indeed the onslaught on an original simplicty and itz deconstruction into an ‘an-original’
complexity reminds the reader of Jacgues Derrida'z attack on 'Logocentrizm' and on the usual
primacy of 'speech’ over “writing' in brief, 'Logocentrizm’, by claiming that 'speech’ iz the primal
and full form of expression, inevitably ignores or conceals the fact that, it writing' is a supplemernt
to 'zpeech’, something must be absent in 'speech’ that has to be supplemented. Thus 'speech’, for
Derrida, does not arize simply from an 'origin', but rather from an ‘originary lack' or an ‘an-original
complexity'.*® Hence, Hallier fallowes Derrida's decanstructive pattern in order, first to showe Hegel's
inztrumental theorization of the simplicity of the origin of art, and then to demonstrate the lack of
thiz origin or, &t least, the prezence, in itz place, of an 'an-original complexity'. Howewver, Against
Architecture iz alzo guity of zuch a Hegelian' move. Indeed, Hollier's thesiz which states that
Bataile's ertire ceuvre iz an attempt &t un-working the hidden structure or architecture of his first
text, Notre Dame de Rhelms, (or in other words, Bataille's writing iz an attempt &t undoing the
dizcourze's architecture which iz precizely concealed within hiz first tex), thuz, thizs thesiz, in order
to be valid needs to possess the 'original simplicty' Hollier refuses to allow to Hegel's Aesthetics
Bataille must have written against his very first text, Nodre Dame de Rheims. Hollier warts to read
thiz sienced (missing) text az some 'originary [ack’, claiming that Bataille, by silencing this first text
and writing against i, didnt zurrender to the desire for an ordered dizcourze: a dizcourze that
zecurely develops from itz origin (az Hegel did). Somehow Hollier wizhes to construct a 'Bataille’,
who iz a 'post-structuralizt’ avant fa leltre, or even a ‘Bataille' who iz a 'Deriddean’, forty vears
before Jacgues Derrida ever publizhed anything. But, thiz interpretation of Mobre Dame de Rhelms
a5 an 'originary lack' iz exclusively Hollier's. Indeed, atthough Bataille never referenced this text
during hiz life-time, the zilence surrounding hiz early proze might alzo (n my view), be simply
understood as a pronounced disdain for a text, which did not match his subsequent literary
achievements. Furthermaore, &t the time of the publication of Notre Dame de Aheims, Bataile had
vet not encourtered the thought of Hegel (and even less the Lectures on Aesthebics)*! Mor,

M Formore on Demida’ aitique of “Logocerdrian”, cee for exanples , Jacque: Demida, OF Grammatalegr . G.C.
Spiwali , Baltimore : Tobws Hoplimes Uadw, Press, 1997, o0 #ehEngaed Differaee, I O, Bass, London: Faongtledge &
Eegal, 1978, or Seech aad Plevaomera, tn I B Gllison, Erranstor: Hortboarestern, Thadw, Press, 1973,

1 Bataille willhawre been frdrodnced to Hegel’s ideas , as vrere thary other French rtellectials of the fter-war period,
b Dlezeardre Fojewre’s lechme:s orthe Plurymseaalogy of St vot before the year 1933,
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obhviously, had he any knowledge of Derrida's material, which discuszz the problem of
‘Logocertrizm', and the issue of the 'originary lack', given the date of their publication, which
occurred a few years after the death of Bataille in 1962 . Hence, Hollier's Against Architectire, ina
way similar 1o Hegel's Aesthetics that # criticizes, mizzes itz original simplicty. Instead of thizs
original simplicity, Against Architecture iz constructed on zome 'an-original complexty' with two
non-zsimple beginnings ('The Hegelian edifice’ and 'The Architectural Metaphor'). But after all, this
wasz, perhaps, the intertion? Perhaps Hollier founded hiz own ‘Labyrinth' gquite early in the book?
Meverthelesz, it iz seminal 1o note — with regard 1o the relevance of Bataille text's to architectural
criticizm — that due to the dizcrepancies between itz own structure and the structural critiqgues i
pronounces [ie. the lack of simplicity of the ariging, Against Architecture does not have a plausible,
rational explanation forthe cause ofitz claim (Bataile wrote againstthe architecture of his very firg
text). Although, | find this Tack' seducing rather than disturbing, | must acknowledge that Against
Architecture barely manages to defend what iz, too often by convertion, understood as itz thesiz
but alzo failz 1o zustain itz translsted title (Bataille's writing undoes the dizcourze's architecture, ie.
‘against architecture”). If | may summarize briefly, that Bataille wrote against the agency and order
of dizcourze iz certain, but that he, az early az 1313 (Nodre Dame de Rhelms) or even 1926 (when
he “wrote' The Stony of the Eve, which iz conzidered by Hollier az the first ulterance of hiz “weriting',
perceived the dizcourze's 'structure’ and order az bound to the architectural, could not be maore
couktful. Thus, it iz extremely rizsky, from an architectural perspective, to conzider Bataille's textz
as =imply 'against architecture' and conzequently to adopt his numerous subversive notions and
operationz as potertial devices which 'zalve’ the problem inherert in architecture's totalitarian
hegemony (as claimed by Hollier).

Hollier's aggressive stubbornnessz towards  architecture iz probably linked to what
constitutes, in my viewe the true aim of Against Architecture a rejection of structuralizm. Indeed, az
I mentioned above, Hollier's reference to Hubert Damizch'z reflections, in hiz introduction o
L'grehitecture raisonnée on Violet-le-Duc's Dictionnalre de I architecture frangalse and his radical
criticizm towards Erwin Panofzsky's Gothle Architecture and Scholasticlsm, betray an obvious
cortempt for the movement of thought which was insttutionalized when Against Architecture was
first publizhed in French, under the title of La Prise de La Concarde structuralizm. Hollier's Bataille
being against archiecture's metaphorical agency on dizcourse, against the way architecture
‘organizes’ dizcourzes, his oeuvre iz zeen as indirectly working against the attempts of a cedain
structuralizm ordered by architectural patternz (in Hollier's post-structuralist view, and which
pretends 1o understand the 'structurstion’ behind mere appearances or to dizcover the hyper-
structure of the real and itz ohjectz, but which actually organizes itz subject matter according to itz
own ideological biaz, With Against Architecture, Hollier constructzs a peculiar Bataille;, & Bataille
who should be a post-structralist avaet fa leftre, a critic through hiz own weiting (ecriture) of the
agencies of architectural conceptz, vocabulary and metaphors with which structuralizm (in Haollier's
view] iz compromized. Repeating what | alkeady mentioned:. while playing /s Bataille against
architecture, Hallier actually plays him against structuralizm. Architecture is rather the sparring
partner, and finally perhaps the wvictim, of Against Architecture in itz assault on structuralism.
Hence, once again, but thiz time not with regard to tz written-form or structure, bt from the
perspective of itz ultimaste aim, Against Architecture doez not appear az simply orierted against
architecture.

My lazt words on thiz padicular aspect of the zubject, concern the cortert, or rather the
zcope of materialz dizcuzzed withinthe pages of Against Architecture. &z | have already explained,
Deniz Hollier's critigue of architecture in the Architectural Metaphor' iz not baszed on & cloze
reading of Bataile's aricles and textz on the subject. Rather it is constructed on several textz
borrowved from the realm of architectural theory and philozophy. Hollier gquaotes, first Johannes
Fepler in order to demonstrate that the world iz conceived on an architectural model, then
Cuatremere de Quincy in order to claim that architecture iz itz own model, and finally “itruvius on
the archetvpal statuz of architecture. The one and only, among the numerous of Bataille's texts
and articles on architecture that Hollier critically azzesszes during the (reldefinition of hiz thesis',
apart from Notre Dame de Rhelms and 'The Labyrinth' (which iz dizcuzzed from the perspective i
opens on 'Language' and the nature of 'Being', and thuz not for itz critical potential with regard to
architecture], iz the aticle entitled 'Architecture'. Moreover, Haollier dizcuzzes thiz aicle &t the end
of 'The Architectural Metaphor' immedistely after hiz own critique of architecture as been stated.
The atticle 'Architecture’ is thus read from the perspective of Haolliet's critique, seriously influencing
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the reading of Bataile's criigue. The other textz on architecture, zuch az Factory Chimney',
"Space', "Slaughter Houze', 'WMuzeum' to name but & few, are simply silenced or briefly touched on,
without their content being carefully discussed.* Furthermore, this restriction in the range of texts
studied in Against Architecture, iz not limited to thoze having architecture as their subject. Indeed,
a= Hollier himzelf acknowledges, the time frame of Against Architecture spans the last days of the
First Wiorld War (with the publication of Motre dame de Rbeims)to the first days of what was to be
the Second Warld War (with the first ines of Bataille's book Gaihd.* Thus, Bataille's texts written
and publizhed during and after, the Second World War, are simply omitted or just named without
being dizcuzzed. Hence, Bataile's major ‘theoretical' trilogy on 'excesszs' and the means of
‘expenditure’ related to i, publizhed (for the first volume: Cornsdmedion in 19439, under the title The
Accirsed Share, iz totally ignored in Haollier's reflections. Thiz omizzion constitutes in my view, the
‘Achilles’ heel' of Against Architecture. Indeed, thiz trilogy on 'excess’ and 'expenditure’ az a
thearization, as a dizcourse onthe 'excess', forms the major counterpart to Bataille's weiting as the
writing wwhich exceeds meaning, the writing ofthe 'excess'. Thus, taking into conszideration those
omitted texts might lead to & completely other interpretation of Bataille's waork, and by extension to
a new understanding of Bataille's wview on architecture, and finally, of the 'haze' relevance of
Bataille's oeuvre to architectural theory and criticizm.

My lazt zet of remarks refers directly to Against Architecture’s relevance 1o architectural criticizm
and theory. Bataille, above all, wasz a writer, and the numerousz zcholarly works on the subject of
Bataille, in the field of lterary studies, focus mainly on hiz weiting (ecriture), and | hope 1o have
shown that Deniz Holier's Against Architectire iz not foreign 1o such endeavourz. Those
endeavours might be qualified as linguistic or [ferary studies and # iz, in my view, precizely the
literary or linguistic nature of those studies that limit their perinence to architectural criticizsm. To
apply literally their critiguez and their subszequent outcomes (the unwveiled patternz) to the
architectural field demands the restriction, in my view, of one's understanding of architecture to,
zimply, a language. In other words the transposition of, linguistic or even lterary criticizm to
architecture might end up narrowing the dizcuzzion of architecture through the linguistic analogy.
Of courze, | am well avware of the fradition' of the Tanguage analogy' in architecture. & language
analogy which started az early as the mid- eighteerth certury with, for example, the theoretical
work of Francesco Milizia Principi &' architettura civife in taly or the Livre oArchitecture of Germain
Boffrand and the Cowrs d'Architecture of JF. Blondel in France, which appeared alzo during the
nineteenth century in the work of such well known architects as Guatremere de Guincy, JML.
Durand, John Ruskin, Claude Micolaz Ledoux, Gottfried Semper or William Morriz, finally extending
irto the zecond part of the twentieth certury with the work of Yenturi, Christopher &lexander,
Fozszi, or Peter Eizenman.** Howewer, in omy wiesy, the proklem of the 'language analogy' in
architecture residez in the restrictions & impozesz on architecture and by extenszion onto
architectural criticizm and the way thiz 'analogy' diztorts the reception of theoretical zources. fis
one thing to perceive that architecture contains & certain complexity within itz expressions and
articulations in & way that iz zimilar to the proper complexity of language, b, iz another thing to
conclude from thiz observation, that architecture fs a language, or perhaps worse, that it can be
studied (and worked out) ke language, ie. through a semantic, semictic ar linguistic process. My
viewy iz best summarized in the waords of the lste British critic Robin Evans, who, with the most
dizarming irony and clarity, haz exprezzed the problem of the Tanguage analogy' for architecture:

T8 few more words might be spent on lanoguage, more particiiarly, onthe common
ghtllooy that wold have architecture be ke langlage but also independent of ;B ANthings

a Here, it ic Bnportant to hotice that the Fdrodaction writter for the Bhglich prablication of La Prase de la Corarords
i 1989, erititled “Bloody Smdae”, Hollier dicousces bapo Bataille tedts which wrere silerwced within La Prase. Those
are the articles “Miucenn’snd © Slagkderhonce” . Their disoiecion inthis near droduction seene sorveatt
adtnarard, due tothe fact that Hollier is forced there to disoues the notione of expendibme and excess a0 well 4
Bataille s theorization of thein while he reframed to access it i the original body of text of Da Prose. See, Denis
Hollier dpmrst drclotechre: the wrthngs of Georges Sahalle 1. Betey Wing, Lovvdor: MIT press, 1989, p. i,

45 geethe Backcower of Lo Frse de La Covcorde, Paris: Gallimard, Teprivg, 1993

M For 2 more comriplete acconmit onthe ‘Langnage snalogy® moarchitechme | see Shdrian Fortyr, Words an Baildigs
London: Thates avd Foadson, 2000, pp. 62-85.



3%

with a conceptnal dimension are Nke flanguage, as alf grey things are ke elephants. A great
deal in architecture may be lanonage-like without being lanaguage’ %

Although Evanzs' critique iz directed at the paradoxical understanding of architecture achieved by
zome zcholars championing the language analogy' for defending a certain architectural autonomy
(who perceive architecture az a language bt =till autonomous from 'The' language), and not
zimply &t the language analogy' in architecture, | must mention that, in my wview, within the
particular frame of a study on Bataille's texts that refer to architecture, the language analogy!
would not only restrict the zcope of what iz understood asz the architectural, bt alzo betray
Bataille's radical dizcussion of architecture az bound to the socio-poltical realm. To consider
architecture only az a language i per ze to avoid discuszing its socio-poltical function. Thus to
read Bataile's textz from thiz analogizm or perspective, az might be the only choice far the reader
of Against Architecture, means alzo to lterally  amputate Bataille's textz on architecture from their
radical dimenzion. In other words, 10 conzsider that, az Bataille might have written against the
architecture of the dizcourze from within thiz dizcourze, one could write zome architectural
language against architecture tzelf, iz, apart from violertly limiting the zcope of the architectural to
a formal realm, alzo to restrict, by analogy, Bataile's criticizm to & zimple dizcusszion on
architectural form.*® Paraphrasing Evans, I'd like to say that for sure, not all grey things are like
elephantz, more especially ivory hurters wearing grey jackets. Hence, as impressive and brilliant
a= Hollier's study might be, to simply construct & critique of architecture or to develop a theoretical
attitucde bazed on #, i.e. to dizcuss the 'form' of architecture and the potertial transgression that
Bataille's weiting might reprezent for i, would be, in my view, to radically mizz Bataille's perception
of architecture's zocio-poltical function and conzequertly to limit, to restrict and to hias ts
relevance to architectural criticizm and theory.

.2. Bernard Tschumi's early writings

Perhaps the first noticeahle evidence of the influence exerted by Bataille's ceuvre on architectural
theory and criticizm iz 1o be found in the early writings of the voung French-Swizz architect Bernard
Tachumi. In 1975, Tachumi publizhed hiz zeminal 'Advertizements for Architecture' in AR Forum
and hiz ezzay 'GQuestions of Space: The Pyramid and the labyrinth or the Architectural Paradox' in
Stucio international ¥ A few months later during the swinter 1976, another extremely important text
with regard to the definition of Tschumi's theoretical position, appeared in Oppositions 7, itz title:
‘Architecture and Transgression'.*® In these texts Bernard Tschumi criticizes modernism for its
purizm and functionalizm for itz dogmatic approach towards form, hoping to establizh an atternative
to thoze by defining a 'critical', 'erdticized' and franzgressive' architecture. &z Renata Hejduk
brilliartly demonstrated in her doctoral thesiz entitled, Models of the Ming: A Theoritical Framework
for the continental Radical AvankGarde in Architecture around 1965% Tschumi's critique of
Modernizm and hiz sympathy  for transgression and the rupture of limits, boundaries and

= Eobin Errane |, © Trane lation frorn drasring to Building” , i Traneslations oo Drearingg to Buaildivng ad other Escgpee,
Londor: 40 Doonterds 1.2, 1997, p. 154,

9 Firthenmore , the problan of analogy, transhe of transposition, was identified by Bataille himeel, fnthe last essay he
publiched @ the reviear, Dovomerets, © The blodem Spirit and the Ploe of Traepositions”. Thic eccaric s
cobderrnation of at 4 nothing et another Loer of trareposition,, a albasion, which throagh an shalogy pretends to
wleach “haceness "t achaally evds up i ite sublimation. Shkoogh Bataille does rotase here the word “analogye” i
ie clear, v wiear, that  beyrord corderrmirgs rodem art s fnpoterce e wiches to dicoedit s foom of analogy
bebmeety the reabn of practice and the ove of the timal at | bebaredty cocialbye aibmereioe operatione aud therwinl
repreceritatior. Thowe 3 is v rick to state that Bataille wonld hane been heoorified byrthe traneposition of his wetng
wito av architechmal language evrer for the sabie of e tranegrescion for the souple reacom that aach an erde o
wold simply tranctonm the trahegrescion Taging within wrhng Tto s aiblination i srchitechmal foot, See,
Creorzes Bataille, “L Esprit moderre e 1e jen des Transpositions”, o O O wol. 1, Pardes; Callimard, 1976, pp. 271-74.

7 Bemard Teckomni, © Chaestiones of Space: The Pyramnid and the laberidh or the Srchitechmral Parado” o Shadio
Boerruationadl, Sepit- Oct, 1975

2 Bemard Techomni, *Srchitechare and Tranegression® i Spposimons 7, Wikter, 1976, pp. 55-63.

¥ Renata Hejuli , Jdindels qf thee Mdivad: 4 TReemifical Framework for e covtinergal Badical dvnd- Govde in
Arciotechre arowsd 1068 Srm Srber: TR Precs 2001,
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hierarchies iz not wery surprizing given the context of hiz intellectual formation az an architect at
the Parizian Beaux Artz zchool during the eventz of May 1963, and hiz subsequent acguaintance
with the Stuationiztzs' writings and the work of Henri Lefebyre. However, | dizagree with Hejduk's
2007 aricle for The Jonrnal of Architectire in which she states, after having pointed 1o Bataille's
influence on Tschumi's understanding of notions such az transgression, violence and eroticism,
that 'Tschumi has lesrned his lessons of violence wel' ® Indeed, my claim here iz that actually,
Tzchumi didnt read Bataille properly, and my thesiz would be that he probably did not read Bataille
at all, bt rather Deniz Hollier's Against Architecture. Moreover, | hope 1o demonstrate that his
reading of Hollier constiutes, unfortunstely, & misreading which leads to & zerious betraval of
Bataille's textual practice. In order 1o do =0, | will imit my argument 1o thoze of Techumi's eszavs
which guote Bataille's work, or &t least refer to him directly: 'The Architectural Paradox' and
‘Architecture and Transgression'. Thus, | wont dizcuzzs here thoze ezzavs of Tachumi which
perhaps dizcuss notions, terms and concepts familiar to all Bataille's readers bt wwhich do not
explicitly show a connection to Bataille's wark: 'The Eleasure of Architecture', 'The “iolence of
architecture' and 'Architecture and the Limits [ 1, I’ To do the opposite — ie. to suppose the
influence of Bataille on these (as Hejduk did in her Jousrnal of Architecturds aricle) — on the one
hand would mean to dizplay a relative incapacty for clearing out the entanglement of Tzchumi's
influences (Barthes, Athuzzer, Foucault, Lefebwre and the Situstionizt) and consequently to draw
academically inappropriste concluzions, and on the other hand, doing 20 could appear 1o be &
zubterfuge, uzed to facitste my claim's demonstration of Tzchumi's misreading of Hollier and non-
reading of Bataille.

1.2.1. The Architectural Paradox

"The Architectural Paradox' was first publizhed in the Stadio internationalz izzue of September-
October 1975, |t was then reedited in & different form for the 1994 releaze of Bernard Tzchumi's
ezzays compilation Architecture and Disjunction | will dizcuzzin what followes thiz last version, that
iz, the twenty one zegmertz in which Tzchumi poirtz 1o the irreducibly dichotomous stustion in
which &rchitecture, inthe 1970z, found tzelftrapped —withthe aim 10 subzequently propoze a way
out ar even & 'salution’ ta this izzue that he alzo names 'The Architectural Paradox'.

Within the twao first zegments, Tachumi announces his claim and problem statement, that iz,
none of the utopian ideals of the twentieth certury have succeeded, and, indeed, a splt between
zocial realty and the 'modern’ project hasz appeared. Moreover, in Techumi'zs view, thoze failures
led to two equally problemstic conzequences. First, they induced the need to reformulate the very
concept of architecture, and then, bound to thiz, they led to the materialization of & pew 'spit' or
dichotomy around thizs eszertial element for architecture; 'Space’.

T architecture has entered an Unavoldable paradox that Is movre presentin space than
ahywhere else the Impossibiity of questioning the nature of space and at the same time
experiencing @ spatial praxis' =

T=chumi, thus conziders that the new 'split' which appears in the early 1970z, concerns these twao
oppozite stances developed around the notion of space and their impozsible reconcilistion: to
conceive of space does not allow uz to experience . Hiz aim, in thiz ezzay, iz first of all to unwveil
the differert componerts of thiz 'paradox’, and then to proposze & 'solution’, & way 1o go hevond
this self-contradiction’ (his owen words). ™

. Rerata Hejdal:, “Dreath becornes Her: travegreceioz, decayr, ad o0 Ticiamn i Bemvard Techonni®s esrhy itz aud
projects” in T Sl of drclotecture wol 120, 4, Boutladge, 2007, pp. 393-404,

. “The pleanme of Architechme” wras first prablished i drefoteciueal Desigr, wol 47 003, 1977, pp. 214-218; “The
Wioletce of Architechme” wras first prablished i dreiforoes wol 20 001, Sept. 1981, pp. 44-47; and “Architechms aad
Limite I, IT, IT" vwras fivst publiched o degforems wol. 19 & 20 004 & 1, Dec. 1980 & Mlach, Sept 19831, pp. 36,45,
arud 40, Al those essges and also “Architechme and Tranegression® ad © The Srchitechmal Pavados:® hamee heery
reedited i Bemard Teckanni, drefotechere oad Disieahon, Canbridge: MIT Press, 1994,

:: Bemard Teclonni, © The Srchitechiral Paradozx’, i drclotecture @ad Dhisueachon, Canbridge: MIT Preczz, 1994 p 23,

. Thid.

3l



T Wil exgmine firstthose trepds that consider architectire as 2 thing of the mind, 853
demateriglized ar conceptnal disciaiine, With its ingistic ar maorahaiogical variations (the
Pyramid]; secand, the empirical vesearchithat concentrates an the senses, an the experiehce
of space aswell 25 on the relationship between space and praxis (the Labyrinth) and thivd,
the contradictony nature of these bwo terms and the difference between the means of
escaping the paradox by shiting the actual nature of the debate, as for example, throlgh
politics, andthe means that alterthe paradox altogether fthe Pyeraraid and the labyrinthy =

Tzachumi, before dizcuzzing hiz problematic, introduces i in historical terms with the third, fourth,
fifth and zixth segment=. He presents a dizcrepancy between a philozophical understanding of the
act of 'defining space' that would be 1o 'state the precize nature of space’ and an architectural
definition, that iz, To make space distinct'. Here, in passing we should notice that, athough in the
first zegment Tzchumi stated that the ‘paradox’ wasz a 'new' condition, within zegments three and
four, he traces itz origin to the zeverteenth certury philozophical dizcourze with Descartes’
conception of abzolute 'space’ and in the early modern architectural heritage with the notion, taken
from German aesthetics, of 'Raumempfindung'. Within the zpace of two pages the 'new!' paradox
becomes historically grounded. Tzachumi alzo dizcards within thoze introductory zegmentsz, a
poltico-philozophico-historico-marxist attempt to bridge the gap between 'ideal zpace’ and 'real
zpace' and andther opposite attempt, while somehow potentially connectable, to set architecture
back, far from realty. Tschumi rejects the first attempt, which he does not clearly name (Tafuriy)
for the zimple reazon that, as the outcome of zuch an attempt, space is 'reduced' to one of the
'numerous socio-economic products that perpetuate s poltical status quo'™ He also opposes the
zecond attempt, which he gualifies az the zearch for architectural autonomy' (Eizenman?) for the
understanding of the architectural — az having nothing to do with zome ‘purpozseful exterior need' —
that it proposes.™

The zegmentz zeven il ten are grouped under the sub-header: 'The Pyramid Stating the
Mature of Space (or the Dematerialization of Architecture). They dizcuzs the first polarity of the
‘maradox” the Pyramid' i.e. the ideal conception of zpace. Tachumi begins by mapping the attempt
to 'dematerialize architecture into the realms of concepts'. According to him, traces of this
endeavour can be found in past architectural writings on architecture as for example, with Boullee's
defence of the primacy of conception over production, of the superiority of the 'scientific part of
architecture' over the art of building'. Such interestz, in roaming over the realm of concepts are, in
Tzchumi'zs viewy, alzo visible in the 'architectural aftitude' that El Lizsitzky and the Yesznin brothers
proposed in the early twentieth certury, but alzo in the 1970z antithetical ideological stances of
radical architecture' and 'rational architecture'. Finally, Tzchumi links the Tanguage analogy' o
dear 1o zome architectural circles to thiz attempt to 'dematerialize architecture into the realms of
concepts'. He notices that among the great variety of Tanguage analogy!', two figure prominertly.
The first one, that followes & concern for the Hegelian supplement’ i.e. everything within & building
that i= not simply an act of construction but rather iz constitutive of ‘architecture’, proposes that this
"zupplemert' is immediately taken in a movemenrt of semartic expanzion that obliges i 1o be less
an architectural festure than the reprezentation of an exterior entity. Here, in pazszing, two things
zhould be noted: firstly zuch an account would be very cloze to Hollier's reading of Bataille's article
‘Architecture’ and, zecondly Tzchumi, actually, opposzes zuch a reading or understanding of
architecture, for ‘architecture would then be nothing bt the linguistic product of zocial
determinants'. ™ The second 'Language analogy', that Tschumi discredits, is the one concerned
with an understanding of architecture az a language that refers to meanings within tzelf — as for
example in the work of Aldo Rossi. He concludes then, with the dangers that face architecture if
theze 'language analogy' theories weere to become the generative matrices of today's wark!,
Tachumi zimply summarizes the stustion inthese terms:

T A the architect Is once again “the persoh who concelvesthe form of the bliding withowt
manipiiating materials imself” He cohcelvesthe pyramid, this uitimate mode! of reason.

M hid. pp.28-29
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Architecture becomes g cosd nentale and the forms concelved by the architect enstire the
damination of the idea aver matter ™

Having dizcussed the first polarity of the 'paradox’, Tschumi then turns to the second term: 'The
Labyrinth: Making Space Distinct (or The Experience of Space) to which the eleventh, twelfth,
thiteenth and fourteenth segments are dedicated. Tachumi here begins by pointing to the limits of
theoretical prescription on space az showed by experiential and zenzory approaches. He
cortendz, in & digreszszion on the work of the dancers Trizha Broven and Simone Forti, that, through
the emphasziz given to dance's movemert for defining and aticulating zpace, the relationship
between theory and practice, reazon and perception had 1o change: the concept of theoretical
practice could not be simply indicative'. He thus zeems to oppozse the idea that, as the analogy
between art and language could be demonstrated, there could be a simple analogy between
zpatial practice and the dizcourze on space:

IF St conld be argued that the disconrse abontartwas art and thus colld be exhibited as
stch, the thearetical discourse about space certainlywas pat space’ ™

Howewer, Tzchumi alzo pointz out that zensorial perception iz not totally independert  from
reazon’. Indeed, with the famousz example of the cube and itz zix faces, he demonstrates that the
perception of only partz of the cube iz insufficient for conceiving the cube az & whole, Thuz reazon
iz alzo part of the process of global perception. Yet, Tachumi dizcuzzes how, in hiz view,
conceptual artistz have mirrored or inverted before finally disintegrating #, this process of
perception that followes the equation of sensory perception + rational conceptualization= global
perception. Thus, he discuzzes, very briefly, the woark of artists such as Bruce Mauman, Doug
Wheeler, Robert Iwin or Michael Azher who, by restricting in their installstions zensory perception
to itz minimum, turn the expected experience of zpace into zomething ‘atogether differert’. The
viewvers or users of their installations are literally thrown back orto themzelves. Az Tachumi states:
By a zeriez of exclusions that become significant only in oppostion to the remote exterior space
and social cortext, the subjects only experience their own experience’. ™ What interests Techumiin
zuch works, iz their 'double cortert the way they define space physically iz only & means to
guestion the nature of space itself, & 'nature of space’ that could only be zubjective and that
remains unsaid. Thus Techumi concludes, that, in opposition to the pyramid of reason;

T the dark corners of experience are not Uniike 8 labyrinth where all sensations, all
fealings are enhanced, but where nho overslew 1spresent to provide g8 clue about how to get
ot

With hiz metaphorical labyrindh of zenzory perception, Tzchumi wizhes to oppoze Hegel's
dialectical distinction between the momert of perception and the momert of experience (when
one's consciousness makes a new ohject ot of & perceived one). The perception within the
labeerinth iz immediste, experiential and subjective.

The final part of the essay, entitled 'The Pyramid and the Labyrinth: The Paradox of
Architecture' farms a rather peculiar conclusion. | spans the zeven last seqments from the fifteenth
to the twenty-first one. Before proposing & soluion to the 'paradox’ that he hasz just exposzed,
Tzchumi, in what might be an ambiguous attempt to prevent uz from expecting too much of his
'zolution', dizcuzzes the 'uzefulnesz' of architecture from a zocio-poltical poirt of wiew. For
Tzchumi architecture or rather the architects are taken in another paradoxical stustion with regard
to the function of archiecture on the poltical chess-hoard. On the one hand the izolation of
architecture in the zearch for autonomy, and thuz itz independence from idealogical and econamic
powers, actually only leads to its integration az a commodity, within the art's compartment of
capitalist ideclogy . On the other hand, if architecture refuzes this status as an art for art's sake, it
alzo accepts, in Techumi's wview, the mechanizms of society, and thus basically reproduces the
zocio-economic postion in which i lies. However, he dizturbingly and laconically concludes that

* hid.p.3%.
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the only way for architecture to survive is to negate the form' that society expects of it. Thus
architecture's radicalizm liez in itz uzelezzness:

T would therefore sugoest that there has never been any reason to doubt the necessity of
architecture, forthe necessity of architecture Is ts norn-necessity. s seless, butradically
s0. s radicalisr constitute s s very strenoth In 2 society where profit is prevaient &

Hence, az architecture's non-necessity throws & back on dzelf, & zeems logical, az Tzchumi
cortends, that the true challenge which architecture has to face, iz itz zelf-definition, & definition
that oscillstes between the two polarities of the paradox: Ontological discourse on space (the
Pyramid)l and the zenzual experience of space (the Labyrinth). Tschumi, then, restates his point,
ie. architecture iz made up of two terms that are interdependert but mutually exclusive, by
referencing another of hiz numerous influences, Baruch Spinoza:

T architecture constitute s the reality of experience while this reality gets In the way of the
averalivision. Architecture constitite s the abstraction of absolute trath, while this veny truth
gets inthe way of feeling. We cannot both experience and think that we expetience, "The
concept of dog does not bark™: the cancept of space Is not space' ™

Here Tzchumi arrives at  the conzequences of the 'paradox’ defined by its guestioning,
architecture iz always the expression of a lack, & shortcoming or & non-completion. Architecture
alvwavys mizzes zomething, either the realty of experience or the abstraction of reazon. The only
alternative to the paradox zeems to be 'zilence’. the ultimate ‘punch-line' of architectural history, itz
zelf-annihilstion. “et, Tachumi wartzto believe in & way of accepting the paradox while refuting the
zilence i impozes. Hiz zoldion iz rather simple: & iz to be found in the experience of the
metaphorical labyrinth of zenzory perception. For Tzchumi, thiz experience bridges zensory
pleazure and reazon. Howewer, zsuch an experience, which should franzscend' the paradox
(Tachumi's words), iz not independert of the mind az itz main vector would be ‘imagination'.
Hence:

T the sofntion of the paradox Isthe Imaginany Blending ofthe architecture vule and the
gxperience of pleasure’ ™

Having dizcuzzed the claimsz, problematic, thesiz and structure of 'The Architectural Paradox!, |
should turn now 1o Techumi's uze of Bataile's notions and itz purposze. Within the body of the texd,
Tachumi twice refers directly to Bataille, the first while dizcuzzsing the inezcapahilty of the Labyrinth
in the fourteerth zegmert, and the zecond, in the twentieth zegmert, while zearching for the
zolution 1o the 'Paradox’ in an experience similar (according to Tachumil to Bataille's 'Inner
Experience’. Furthermore, the sub headers used to structure the whole essay, can alzo be zeen az
an obvious attempt to mark the influence of Bataille's terms (the Labyrinth and the Pyramid).

Just before dizcuszzing Tzchumi's references to Bataille, | should zay that | find extremely
awkward hiz omission of Bataille's article entitled 'Space'™ Indeed, sz Tschumi's main
problematic circulstes around the notion of space and itz 'definition', and if Bataile iz to be &
zeminal influence in the elaboration of the ezzay, shouldnt & be neceszary, logical and relevant to
include thiz short article within the reflection and to clearly refer to it az, &t the very least, a zource?
Thiz omizzion might be zeen az a simple lack of knowledge concerning Bataille's work. However,
thiz observation led me to admit the hypothesiz that, perhaps Tzchumi didnt read Bataile bot
rather went through =ome other sources on Bataille. Mevertheless, thiz omiszion appears alzo as
zomehovy ironic under the light of Tschumi's questioning on 'space’ in zeqment eleven:

"Thall grchitecture perform at the service of ITusonyfunctions and balldvidtual spaces? My
vovage Intothe abstract realn of langlage, Into the dematerialized world of concepts, meant

5 Thid.p.46.
5 Thid.p.4%.
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the remaval of architecture fromm its intricate and convalated element: space’ ™

To respond to Tachumi, | owould zay that, | dont knoww if hiz wovage' led him to 'remowve
architecture' from 'space’, but for sure it seems that his “wovage' didn't lead him far enough to
encounter Bataille's "Space’.

fdy feeling that Tschumi didn't read Bataile is reinforced or even made a certainty by his
natve acknowledgement of hiz source and reference. Indeed, when Tzchumi mertions the name of
Bataille for the first time in the fourteenth zegment that iz the last one of the zecond part of the text
which bears the zub-header 'The Labyrinth: Making Space Distinct (or The Experience of Space]’,
for deszcribing the Labyrinth' az a space withouwt any way in or out, he directly mentions Deniz
Hollier's study on Bataille:

‘Denis Holller, in his book ah Georges Bataiife, points aut that from Bacon to Lelbrniz the
Lapyrinthwas linkedwith the desire to get ont, and science was seeh 3s the means to fing
ah exit. Refecting shch an interpretation, Bataiiie sugoested that its anly effect was to
transform the labyrinth into g banal prison’ ™

A footnote (footnote 3) to thiz paragraph elucidstes with the grestest clarty the guestion of
Techumi's real zources:

‘Denls Holller, La Prise de La Concorde (Paris: Gallimard 1974) the reading of which
suggested the opposition between the labyrinth and the pyramic ™

Thus, bevond providing the content necessary for sustaining the reflection presented in 'The
Architectural Paradox!, Deniz Hollier's Against Architecture alzo impozes itz structure. Hollier's
ezzay  'The Labwrinth, the Pyramid, and the Labyrinth' iz the structural model for Techumi's eszay.
Thuz, the zub-headers which are uzed to structure the whole ezzay, are perhaps a reference to
Bataile's terms (the Labyrinth and the Pyramid), but indirect and hiazed.

Furthermore, most of Tachumi's texd, or &t least the partz which dizcuzs the Labyrinth', the
Pyramid' or architecture in more philozophical terms, appear az unashamed paraphrasing (or
worse & simple plagiary), of Hollier's book. For example, this passage in the nirth segment of 'The
Architectural Paradox' in which Tachumi writes:

T A the Hegellan "supplement” added to the simple buliding and constitutive of architecture,
Isimmedigtely struck by some semantic expansion that would force this architectural
sdpptement to be less g plece of arohitecture than the representation of something else.
Architecture Isthen nothing but the space of representation. As soon as it s distingushed
frorn the simple bUllding, ;represents something other than Rself the social structure, the
power of the king, the idea of God, and soon' ™

A passage which iz put into & very interesting perspective, with regard to Techumi's ‘authorship', if
read in parallel with this:

T s sortof artistic supplement that, by its additionto g simple bullding, constitutes
architecture, finds tself caught from the beginhing in g process of semantic expahnsion that
forces what Is called architecture to be only the generallocls o framework of representation,
its grodnd, Architecture represents g religionh Rbrings alive, g political power that Rmanifests,
ah event that #ocommemaorates, ete. Architecture, before ahy other qualification, Is identical
to the space of representation: talays represents something other than Rselffrom the
mament that it becomes distinguished fram mere building' ™

U Femard Teckomni, © The Architecbaral Paradox®, idrcfotechure ad Disexhon, Canbridge: MIT Press, 1924 ¢ 40,
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To reinforce my claim, | should give ancther example of Tachumi's paraphraszing. In segmernt
nineteen, when Tzchumi restates the impossibilty of leaving the 'Labyrintkh', be writes:

‘DOhe can participate In and share the fundamentals of the Labyrinth, butone’s perceptionis
anly part of the Labyrinth as R manifests tself. One can hever see it Intotality, nor one cah
express it One Is condemped to tand cannot 9o outside and see the whole, But rememmber:
logris flew away, toward the sun. Do after all does the way out of the Labyrinth e Inthe
making of the Pyrarid, through g projection of the subjecttoward some transcendental
abjectiaity? Unfortunatelr not. The Labyrinth cannot be dominated. The tog of the Pyramid Is
ah Imaginghy place, ahd Jeards felf dawn: the nature of the Labyrinth is suchithat Rentertains
dreams that Inclode the drearm of the Pyramia’ "

Thiz pazzage iz obviously only by accidert fairly zimilar to Hollier's concluzion of 'The Labwrinth,
the Pyramid, andthe Labyrinth"

The st (st s the locys of the Imagingty. loarls flies away, but he falls down agaln.
Ope of the labyrinth's most sublle (treacherons) detolrs leads one to belleve Rispossible to
get olt, even making ohe deslre to do s, Sublimationis g false exit that Is an Integralpart of

its ?gcunum_l.-f. The pyrarmic Isanly @ praduct of the labyrinth itself andthorolghly belongsto
it

Hence, it zeems rather clear that Tzchumi's zources are not Bataille's textsz, but rather Deniz
Hollier's study on Bataille, Against Architecture, and more particularily, in the caze of 'The
Architectural Paradox!, Hollier's ezzay 'The Labyrinth, the Pyramid, and the Labyrinth'. Bataille's
influence on Tzchumi, and thusz the earliest evidence of Bataille's work reception in the realm of
architectural theory and criticizm appears az limted andfor biazed, limted by the narrow range of
Bataile's notion dizcuzzed by Tachumi (indeed, Tzchumi's never refers to Bataile's textz on
architecture) and hiazed, per ze, due to itz interpretation through Hollier's studies and itz own bias.

But, perhaps it iz even worze than thiz. | believe the evidence shows that Tachumi didn't
read Bataille. Fair enough. But does this mean he read Hollier fairly™ If not, does Tschumi's un-
direct, and thus hiased, reading, betray significantly Bataile's thought? In my vieww, Tschumi's
mizreading of Hollier and hiz betraval of Bataille's thought iz clearly wvizikle, if one looks, first, at
Tzchumi'z will to provide & "zolution' 1o the 'paradox’, and then, at the actual nature of the 'solution'.

Indeed, athough Tzchumi states the inescapahbilty from thiz predicament that the 'Paradox’
conztitutes, he neverthelezz permanertly searches for an escape, for a 'zoldion'. What | find
problematic in Tachumi's will to find & "solution’, with regard to his reference (that iz, here, Haollier's
ezzay) iz that it appears, tzelf, az a pyramidal moment or, &z Hollier names i, as the symptom of &
‘myramidal reading' of the tension between the labyrinth' and the ‘pyramid'. Tzchumi'zs believes,
that he can solve the problem, that he can escape the labyrinth (ke lcarus), and this attempt to
ezcape the labyrinth iz nothing more than the attempt to construct the pyramid. Somehows
Tzchumi'z ezzay — az it wizhes to find a reazonable zolution to the 'paradox’ — appears az one the
‘molarties’ of the 'paradox’ t reads a 'pyramid. For Hollier the permanent oscillstion within
language between a labyrinthine' reading and a 'pyramidal' one iz unavoidable, and # iz exactly
why Hollier doez not pretend to have unveiled any truth' about Bataille. | iz why he does not
pretend to have found the 'key' to Bataile's 'abyrinth', why he does not propoze a ‘pyramidal’
reading of Bataile. Rather Haollier writes through Bataille's Tabyrintk'. Conzeguently, if Tachumi had
propetly read Hollier the guestions raized by 'The Architectural Paradox' should lead to the
opening of a labyrinth; to the guestioning of the means and supports of architectural theory not to a
zimple solution in the defintion of architectural space, but to the transgresszion of that pyramid
which iz architectural theory . Hence, it zeems to me, that Tzchumi mizreads Hollier.

Then, what | alzo find problemstic, in Tzchumi'z attempt, iz the nature of the zoldion he
provides. Tachumi writez: 7.0 the solution of the paradox Is the Imagingry blending of the
grohitectre rule and the experience of pleasure’™ Thus, it iz clesr that the 'solution’, as it

" Bemard Teckonmi, * The Srchitecharal Paradosx® , ihodrcfotecure oad Dhiswahion, Carnbridze: MIT Presz, 1994 p 49,
:: . Demic Hollier dgrmnst drcfotechre: tiw withngs of Georges Baha e tr. Betey Wi, Lotudor: MIT press, 19289 p 73,
. Ihid. p.52.



45

demands the padicipation of the imaginary’, iz provided through the mind and with recourze to the
idea’. Thiz 'zoluion' iz conzeguertly not provided through a material practice bt through an
abztract, one can zay idealist, thinking. | cant Jmagine that Bataile — ohzeszzed by & radical
matetializm, as he was — could have simply imagined anything other than a material practice as a
zolution (if he ever had conzidered the possihiity of finding one) to the tension between the
'myramid and the 'labyrinth'.”* Hence besides not reading Bataile's texts, Tschumi also misread
Hollier's ezzay, finally betraving Bataille's textual 'practice’.

1.2.2. Architecture and Transgression

‘Architecture and Tranzsgresszion', an eszzay publizhed for the first time during the wirter of 1976 in
Oppositions 7.7° alzo displays some obvious references to Bataille's work, consequently atfirming
Bataile's influence on the young Tschumi. Bringing same nuances to what | have demonstrated
ahove, | zhould zay that in 'Architecture and Transgression' Tschumi seems to uze direct
references to Bataile's work. Thus he zeems to have read Bataille, or at least he seems to have
read Bataille's Eroticism. Howewer, az Hollier's influence cannot be denied from one text to
another, and az the first part of 'Architecture and Transgreszzion' iz actually & summary of 'The
Architectural Paradox!, & iz clear that Tzchumi'z reading of Bataille iz =il & hiszed one.
Furthermore, az zignz of Tachumi's plagiarizm of Hollier's study are =il obvious, and az zeveral
dizcrepancies between Hollier's understanding of Bataille's notion of 'erdticizm’ and Tzchumi's use
of that term are vizible, | till mairtain that Tschumi continues to misread hiz source.

‘Architecture and Transgresszion' opens on & guote from Bataille's Ercticizm. Akhough,
Tachumi zhould get s=ome credit for that, t is important 1o notice that the quote is not properly
referenced, i.e. the edition, date, place and transzlation, az well as the page are not mentioned.
Thuz, it iz =il pozszible to doubt of Tachumi's direct reading of Bataille. The guote iz az follow:

"Transgression opensthe door Into what les bevond the lmits Qalally observed buat
maintains these imits Justthe same. Transgression s complementany to the profane workd,
exceeding its lmits but not destroyving it

Fearges Bataille, Eraticism' ™

Building on this gquaote withowt referencing it, Techumi, in hiz short introduction, states that athough
within society, crimes and tranzgressions of the law are a little more than sporadic, architectural
theory and criticizm remain too often in their complacent attitude tainted of puritanizm. Hiz aim, az
he states it, iz not to criticize the rules or to propoze an atternative 1o these; rather he wizhes to
demaonstrate: ‘that transgression iz a whole, of which architectural rules are merely one part'.™

The first part of the ezzay, entitled 'Part One: The paradox’ iz a simple rehearzal of the
argumentz contained in 'The Architectural Paradox'. Tachumi, there, simply restates, first, hiz claim,
i.e. the impossibiity of simutaneously guestioning the nature of zpace and, &t the zame time,
making or experiencing & real space'.™® Then, he describes the only potentisl outcome of this
'Paradox Was the only atternative to the paradox silence, a final nikilistic statement (... 777 Finally
he supposzes the existence of 'a way around thiz paradox’ and thus the possikiity of refusing the
zilence it implies. The reader at this point, is left alone in front of those statements, hoping that
what folloves will describes the 'zolution’, atthough he iz warned that thiz atternative may ‘prove

M B Tl dsmonstrate i, I corderd (for the tore bemng), that for Bataille sochitechme is deed takien i a paradoc: (ite
fimction” i paradozdcal), yet this “paradoz™hac not co roach i corvmmer with, Teckonmi’s ore . Purthenmore, T aleo
covterid that Blataille e ither percemmed 4 cohttiozto the “paradoz™hor accepted cilerws” ac 4 frality, Dot tht be
rather dermarided that orwe faces the ‘parados®; that orwe lmees it That icto caeto covfrore. 3 odread | sngnaich bagt alea
BCtacy,
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intalerakle’ =

The 'Part Twwo: eROTicizm' propozes to explore the 'paradox’ through two correspondences,
the first one being the analogy with ercticism. Tachumi cortends here that the 'paradox’ shares
more than simple similarties with what he conziders to be 'erdlicizm’. For him, the rezoluion of the
‘maradox’ may find itz model in the practice of 'ercticizm’. He defines 'ercticizm' not as the excess
of pleazure but as the 'pleasure of excess', thiz 'pleasure of excessz' iz zeen as reguiring
‘conzciouzsness az well az voluptuouzneszs'. Techumi thus states:

Wust aserolticism means 8 dolble pleasiive that Involves both mental constracts and
sensnality the resofution of the architectiral paradox calis for architectural concepts and, at
the sarme Instant the Immediate experience of space’

The zecond correspondence, (which iz a correszpondence or analogy only with regard to the
junction between the opposite polarities t forces), az Tzchumi acknowledges #, iz immenszely
general'. b conzistz of the analogy between the 'paradox’ and the discritical coupling of 'life and
death'. Techumi states that society expects architecture to reflect itz idealz and 1o domesticate itz
deepest fears. And among those fears, according to Tachumi, the fear of death and the horror of itz
zignz (putrefaction and decay) have zome primacy. The architecture of the Modernzs should be
zeen az the best example of the attempt to repudiate death and = conzequences. Tachumi
demands that we believe that the fascination of the grest master for the white ruins of anciert
Greece iz not a fazcination for death or decay, but the acceptance of a certain death only: a clean,
white death. Az the white bones of a cleaned zkeleton might be more acceptable than the
putrefving flesh, the architectz of the modern movement privileged white wallz over a decaving
structure. The campaign in favour of the renovation of the then derelict Villa Savoye, in 1965, iz, in
Tzchumi's viewy, another clear example of society's and architectural circles' preferences for the
cleanlinesz of life az opposed to the decay of death. However, Tachumi states that, in hiz opinion,

the Yila Savove was never zo moving az when plaster fell off iz concrete blocks'. Hence, he
claims:

T tis my captention that the mament of architectyre s that maoment when architecture Is
e and degth at the same time, when the expariehce of space becames its awn cohcent. In
the paradox of architecture, the contradiction between architecturalconcept and sensial
expetience of space resolves tselfat one point of tangency: the rolten point, the very point
that taboos and culture have aways rejected. This metaphorical rot Iswhere architecture
es, Rat bridoes sensory pleasare and reasan' ™

'Part Three: The Transgression', should normally lead the reader to understand in what conzsists
precizely thizs tranzgression of the paradox, thiz 'erdtic' architecture or thiz architecture at the
'rotten point'. Unfortunately Tachumi does not give any padicular examples, he simply underlines
four implications' to which the two correspondences lead. First, the two correspondences are
azpectz of the zame phenomenon, i.e. they happen in a prozcribed space, which iz at the junction
of ideal and real spaces.® Second, this ‘place' may possess the marks and traces of everyday
experiences, the zignz that the paszzage of time might have left grafted onto the built form. Third,
thiz 'prozcribed meeting place’ iz a threst to the autonomy of, and 1o the digtinction between,
conceptz and spatial practices. And  fourth, thiz 'meeting place' iz by extension, ultimately
architecture. Finally, all thoze implications’ just allows him to simply re-state that architecture only
exizts at the junction of real space and ideal space:

Wihether throngh teral ar phenamenal transoression, architecture Is seen here 3s the

2 Thid.p.70.

Bl Mhid.p.71.

B hid.p.76

85 Teckommivwrites: *(... the b comespondences—that of Tot and that of life and death—are the sume acpects of the
sarre phenorteron”. This sonmeds nather svdoarand. T il voesr the baro commespotudetwes where the one with ‘etotician”
arud the other with “life and death”; the digression ob Tot vras part of the snalogy writh “death and life”, T an ooy to
cay that T dontheeee an explanation to propose i ford of this obwrions copdradiction, See, Benard Teckonmi,
“drchitechme and Tranegpesciom’, i drefotectire mad Thisfeachion, Covbridge: BT Press, 1994 p 76,



47

marmertary and sacritegions convergence of real space and ideal space’ ™

Tzachumi refers to Bataile twice in ‘Architecture and Transgresszion', first through the opening
guote, then in the zecond part where he attemptzs to define 'erdlicism’, thusz, it might zeem that
wehile wwriting this essay, Tschumi had truly read Bataille. However, az the first part of 'Architecture
and Transgression' iz just a rehearzal of 'The Architectural Paradox', and az | hope to have
demonzstrated how much thiz text iz deeply influenced by Deniz Hollier's Against Architecture iz
clear that Tachumi's reading of Bataille iz not completely direct, but, &t least a partially biazed one.

Furthermore, atthough Tzchumi made zome progress in the cover up of the paraphrasing of
hiz zources, zome obwious evidences remainz. For example, in the zecond part, while trying to
express the modern architects’ aversion for decay and putrefaction, Tachumi states:

Death istolerated anly when the Hbones are white: If architects cannot sicoeed In their quest
O they can at least be camfortabie infrant of the white ruins of the Parthenan, Young ife
ahd decent death, suchwas the architecturalarder. (.. .) Life was seen 25 a hegation of
degth (...)a negation that went bevond the Ideg of death Rtselfand extended to the rot of the
putrefieing fesh. The anoglish about death, however, only related to the phase of
decormposition, for white bones did not possessithe Intolerable aspect of corrupted flesh,
Architecture reflectedthese deep feelings: putrefiving bBLllding s were seeh 85 Uhacceptable,
bt cne white rains afforded decency and respectability (. ) Were the rationalists orthe "New
York Five” Unconsclotshy striving for respect throuogh the white and timeless skeletons they
proposed?

Thiz statement should be mirrored with a passage from Holier's book, more precisely with thizs
excerpt taken from the paragraph in which Hollier analvzes the zecond part of Bataille's aricle
‘Architecture’,

‘Classical goaderdc painting, dnder the control of architecture, Is imitedto masking 8
skeleton, Painting concegls it butthe skeletonls s trath, In many primitive socleties the
skeleton marksthe moment of the secohd degth—a death that Is completed clean, and
praperiy Immatable: that which syadives patrefaction and decompasition. The skeleton, 85
grohitectural isthe perfect example of an articuiated whale, Modern painting rediscovers
cdeath inits firstguise of the human's figure’s decompasition, an incamplete death, 3 martal
woukd o form, 3 rolting corpse ratherthan a skeleton. Rotten painting ™

ot of those paralleled obzervations, it becomes clear that Tachumi iz 2till reading Hollier and not

Bataille directly. But, iz he now reading Hollier properly? Unfortunstely, # iz =il my opinion that he
iz not. &And the following excerpt, in which Bataille i mertioned, should prove it

In Bs studies of erolicism, Feorges Batallle, Le Corbusier scontemparany, polnted out that

the fupdamental profhibitions of mankind were ceptred ap two radically opposed domains:

cdeath and s obverse, sexpal reproduction. As a resiitany disconrse ghowt iite, death, and

patrefaction Jrmaiic ity contained 3 discolrse an sex. Bataiite claimed that at the Key mament

wheh Iife moved toward death, there could no longer be reproduction but only sex. Since

eroticisin Implied sex without reproduction, the movement from Iife to death was erobic;
“eroticiar Is assenting to e up o the point of death” wrote Bataiile’ ™

First of all, Bataile's quaote iz not referenced, and athough he doubtlezs wrote that 'ercticism iz
azzenting to life up to the point of death', thiz zertence did not simply mean that due to the
impossikilty of reproduction when 'life moved toward death' there could be 'only zex', and
conseguertly this does not lead to thiz 'movemert' being erctic. Techumi takes the words out of
their cortext (withowt properly referencing them) in arder to focus on an estranged meaning.

A Thid. p.78.

25 " Toid.p.72
Dﬂus Hollier At drcfotecture the wrihings of Geovees Batenile . Betey Wing, Lovudon; BT press, 1989 p 52,
¥ Bemard Teckonmi, “Architechare ad Transgresciom® mﬁﬂh!ﬂmmﬁﬂmmﬁ:m Canbridze: MIT Presz, 1994
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Seriously, did he mean that elderly people and their deaths are erctic? Tschumi zeems either to
consciously betray Bataille's terms or to simply misread hiz source. Indeed, his source, Deniz
Hollier, defines ‘ercticizm' and elucidates s relationship with life and death in the clearest way:

T we must make g distinction here between eroticisim and sexiality (... Ervoticism s the
presence Ih sexyalreproduction (insofar as it produces traces) of its other, scissinarity
(ihsofaras it impliesthe ghsence of, here, the obliteration ofthe trace). Life Is goproved eveh
I degth, Obliteration ofthe trace orlosswithin the trace comes down to the samething. Rt ls
hot 8 question of regressive retiirn to sclssiparty, but rather a return of sclssipariv—its retim
Into the midst of complex belngs, sexdalorganisms, whereds sirmpie sclssharity hapoens In
simple beings—singie cell organisms ™

Scizziparty iz the process through which zingle cellz organizms reproduce themselves: a single
cell zplt irto two, and az zuch, in tzelf, dizappears without leaving behind any trace. The death of
the parent iz the hirth of the children. However, scizsparity iz not 'erotic’, due to the total absence
of zex in the process. There could be, for Bataille, no erdticizm withouwt zex. Yet, reproduction iz
not zimply erotic ether. Bataille states & “what differentistes erclicizm from zimple zexual activity
being & psychological guest independert of the natural end provided by reproduction and &
concern for children' ® Reproduction becomes 'eratic' when scissiparity returns' in its process,
which leads to the non-production of children (and thus to the non-reproduction), to the
dizappearance of the expected traces. Under this light, t iz obvious that Techumi misread Haollier
again. The derelict Villa Savove, in 1965, could not be 'erctic' becausze it wasz simply falling apart,
or hecauze it was heading tovwards itz collapse (and death). Ercticizm, in Bataille's view, iz bound
to the erasure of fraces' not to their appearance. ronically # iz rather Tzchumi's text, in itz
incapacty to deliver meaning, in tz aborted attempt to find & zoldion to the 'paradox’ that he has
formulated (and irtuited az zolvable), in itz inabity to reproduce’ the standard of architectural
theory, in itz incapacity to ensure itz visihity az & frace' (by betraving or erazing itz sources),
which iz deeply erotic. However, | am zure that thizs 'erotic' zide of "Architecture and Transgression'
remainz unknowen to its author.

Az | wway to conclude this dizcussion on Tachumi's essays, | would like to quaote extensively
a passage from Deniz Hollier's introduction to the American edition of Against Architectire from
1939, entitled 'Bloody Sundays', in which he shows zignz of the great esteem he has for Bernard
Tzchumi and hiz writings:

Is the prisonthen the genetic hame desighating all architectural production? Is
architecture Ina position to repleto poststrocturalist acclsations that reveal and denolince 8
pEsoh Ih every mondiinent o bUlding? Is it possible to concelve of an architectire that would
hat ipspive, a5 i Bataiie, good  social behaviour, orwoid hot prodice, 85 1 Folcalit' s
discipiinghy factory, madness or criminality in indiidnais? Architectural devices, accarding to
Foncaddt, produce shbjects, they individualize parsonalidentities. But why wanid they ot
Wark In reverse, legding against the grain to some space before the constitution of the
subject, before the Institutionalization of subjectivity? An architecture that, instead of
localzing madness, wolld open Up 8 space anterior to the division between madness and
regson, Father than performing the subject Bwolld perforin spacing. 8 space from before the
sibject from before meaning, the astbjective, gsemantic space of ah Uhedifising
architecture, an architecture that would not allow space for the time needed to become 8
shbject.

A current Impartant profectfor plbiic spaces in Paris has been presented In terms of
Justsnchan architecture, an architecture that Derrida has described a5 “spaced ot far
“spgcoy”). Batallle’s 1323 article Interpretedthe storming of the Bastille as the revolt of the
mob against the monuments. The Parc de la Willelte wolld realize g paradoxical storming of
architecture—by tself. A Bastille In no way different from s storming. "Architecture against
Rself” Bernard Tschiml the park’s architect, labels it architecture againstarchitectire Asif
g donjuahesqie architectire wolld escape finally from the stiff punitive order of the

%2 Dierds Hollier Apmrust dvcfotechme: e wrthngs gf Geovrges Bahalle tr. Betoy Wing, Lovdor: DT press, 1929 p 69,
¥ Georges Bataille, I'@rcfisme, m 0.0, 30 Gallimard: Paris, 1984 p.17.
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Cotmmehdatore. B wounld enter Into games ahd beginto dance, “The program cah challenge
the very ideclogy it Implied " Such 8 project calls Upon g loss of meaning, to give it g
cliomysiac dimension: texplicithctakes lsste withwhat Tschumidescribes asan essential
prermise of architecture, “the Idea of meaning immanent in architectoral strocture ', the park,
g postmodern “assauiton meaning®, clalms as s main purpase to “dismantie meaning
Ifoniad Dedaing e haooy at losing the meaning of the Jabyrinth he constrocted? hat
Is hiding Under this uncanny park that somehow claimsito be the official park ofthe
Uncahhy? O regily, what would g labyrinth be without 8 Minotaur: g labyrinthwithout blood?
And, since thisis alltaking place In Feal space, Ih 8 realcity, since this performative

loosening of space takes place In g precise spot oh the map of Paris, hamely La illelte, T am
00

going to take 8 short detodr to the butcher's’.

" Doerds Hollier Aprmrst drcfotechime: e wrthngs gf Geovges Bavalle tr. Betoy Wing, Lovidon: BT press, 1929 pp.
X
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Chapter Il. Variations on the ‘Formless’ uselessness: how to put in form, at work,
or in movement, an non-stahle, unemployed and ungraspahle negatnity?

More than twenty vears after itz intial reception into architectural culture — az we have zeenin the
witings of Bernard Tachumi — Bataille's ceuvre became again the focus of some thearization: first
in the field of modern art, then in architectural criticizm and theory. To start with, in the lste nineties,
one of Bataile's terms, the formless' (informe) became the locus of zome conceptual dizcussions
or even dizzenzionz within the dizcipline of art criticizm. In wvery brief terms, thoze zcholarly
dizzenzionz are bult on two differert readings of the Yormleszzs' and on two opposite
understandingz of Bataille's position regarding the Hegelian' dialectics.

The first reading of the 'formless' as exemplified by the work of Georges Didi-Hukberman
places more emphasziz on itz metaphorical and morphological aspectz. | considers the Yormless'
az a thematic', az t conflates t with the concept of 'deformation’. With regard to the dialectic, i
proposes an interpretation of the formless' as 'dialectically' transgreszing form' in order 1o present
another, transgreszed form' or 'symptom', a form that he names in French Yo ressembliabce
informe or 'formless rezemblance’. (Howewer, az we will 2ee, Didi-Huberman's exposé is rather
ambiguous regarding hiz 'dialectic of form” Iz thiz dialectic leading to the azszumption of a third
term or does it remain unable to superzede itz ontological groupings? Iz the "symptom’ & third term
or & simple negativity, ungraspable vet productive?). The zecond reading, defined by two others
eminent schalars from the field of art theory, Rosalind E. Krauss and Ywes-Alsin Bois ® considers
the performative aspectz of the formless'. f theorizes the formlezs' az what lowers the status
which iz granted to Yorm', in the rather old conception of Modern &1 as defined by Clement
Greenberg, thus, the formless' iz here zeen as aggressive towards the structure sustaining form’
rather than what dialectically opposes itz marphologic dimension. The formless is discussed as a
process [operation) wwhich has not much to do with resemblance or reference, or with the will to
form or even re-form, and subsequently with the Hegelian dialectic. (However, az we should alzo
note, Krauzz and Boiz are at pains to demonstrate that their 'deploymenrt’ of the formlezs' leads to
anvthing other than a structural reorganization of the 'MWodernizm cards', autonomously from any
poltico-zocial cortext, and as such, t severely betrays Bataille's formless radicalizm).

The theoretical zchizm between thosze two interpretations iz actually bound up with the
answers to two zeminal guestions, the first being, iz Bataille a dialectician? Ohviously, &z | hope to
showy, Didi-Huberman would answer ves, while Krauss and Boiz would say no. Second: 1s the
formless' an autonomous operation or iz it bound to socio-cultural taboo, to zome distinguishakle
thematic, to some references exterior to the narrowe field in which scholars aim to apply' £7 Again, |
hope to zhow that the different protagonists on this precize gquestion also dizagree: Krauss and
Boiz wizh to restrict 'dizciplinarily' the impact of the Yormlezs' to a problematic inherent to art theory
(and &z zuch they ohlterate itz zocio-cultural aspectz), while Didi-Huberman's work, atthough i
perceives the formless' ties to zocio-poltical izzues, merely restrictz thematically' itz impact by
reading the 'formleszs' metaphorically (rezemblance) and by dizcuzzing & az a concept-theme
syvnonym of 'deformation’ (and thus he mizzes the truly operative value of the Yormless"). Out of
thoze studies appear two different ways of 'understanding' Bataille's ariculation of the formless" in
relation to =society, to cuture, to art, 1o the image, and finally to form' — bath of which postulate a
rather different comprehenzion of Bataille's ties 1o the Hegelian dialectic. These differences, inmy
viewy, find their genesis in the answers to three other guestions. Iz there zuch a thing as an
unemploved negativity? In which way can it stay unemploved: autonomy or poltical radicalizm?
Can it betheorized?

Indeed, and athough | believe that theze zeminal guestionsz lie at the basiz of these
differences, both studies, bevond their proper limitstions, zeem, in my view, 1o really mizz the
point; that iz, by propozsing & mere aperative interpretation of the Yormless' imited to the field of art
and itz proper izzues or by dizcussing, theoretically, the formlezss' morsbhological effects without
daring to experience itz performance, they somehow either 'put it in form' ar ‘ot it to work' and, as
zuch, they both function az a doubkle betrayal (although Krauss and Bois acknowledge that they

h Croorge: Didi-Fhobennar, La rpessemdbiaae Hgfmame ou Le g saveny viswel selemy Geovges Bana e, Paris; hlanala,
1995,
¥ Rosalind E. Ernss and Wees- Alain Boic, Fonnless: 8TTcer’s Caaide , M-V Zore books | 1997,
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cdon't followe Bataille all dowwn the line) of Bataile's oeuvre. First they both betray, by eitber
circumscribing (stakilizing, formalizing, thematizing, dizcussing, 'putting it in form') ts materiality o
employving it=s negativity Cputting it to work”, the formless' which wwas perhaps the most significant
example of the zubject matter of Bataille's life-long zearch, a dizruptive (for thought) and
ungraspable (for economy] unemploved negstivity, Second, by opposing each other and each
mairtaining their interpretation of Bataile's work as correct, they alzo betray Bataille's radicalizm
(wehile paradoxically giving him the upper hand), which resides, in my opinion, in the non-rezsolvahble
tenzion between reference and process, between metaphor and operation, between writing on and
writing of, between theorization and practice.

A feww wvears after the publication of these divergent and problematic studies, Andrew
Benjamin released Architectural Phiiosophy, a book which az | will showe, is undoubtedly influenced
by itz predecessorz. Indeed, inthose chapters of his book Architectaral Phifasopiywhich dizcuss
Bataille's formless', Andrewy Benjamin actually acknowledges the influence of the opposite stances
of Georges Didi-Huberman, Krauszz and Boiz on the zubject. While the book's definite aim and
azzumed tazk iz zomehow larger than the mere investigation of & Yormless' architecture, i
neverthelezz significantly contributes 1o the reception of Bataille's ceuvre within the architectural
dizcipline. Benjamin propozes a paricular interpretation of the formlezs' az distanced from social
grounds and az what might Yorm'. | iz through theze theorizations that he attempts to define the
formless' relevance to the architectural discipline, subsequently defending & conception of the
irreducibly architectural' as autonomous . However, as | hope to show, Benjamin's study alzo brings
to the fore several izzues, paradoxes and problems. Cettain of these pertain to the method used,
otherz are linked to the nature of the material conzsidered, while zome are the simple conzeguence
of the book's aimz. In brief termsz, | will demonstrate how, in my view, Benjamin betravs Bataille's
thought, by rejecting hiz textz on architecture, thusz reducing itz relevance to the dizcipline, by
conflating Bataille's thinking with the approach of 'Proceszsz Philozophy', by uzing thiz notion of
formleszs' for restating the autonomy of architecture, and finally for restoring Peter Eizenman's
criticaliy.

I.1. Georges Didi-Huberman's
[ a ressambiance inforrne ol Le gal savolr visuel sefon Georges Bataille

Georges Didi-Huberman in La ressemblance Informe ol Le gal savolr visiel seloh Feotges
Bataille publizhed in 1335 and unfortunastely to date, sl not translsted from the French, attempts
to present and thus to understand the peculiar articulation between images and 'nations' which
Bataille dizplayved and dizcuszzed in his review Docyments, during the yvears 1929-1930. The aim of
thiz enterprize is thus to face up to Bataile's thinking of the image’, the relationship of the image to
the text, that, according to Didi-Huberman, the art historians did not always dare 1o tackle' and az
such gave up the possibilty of understanding what "symptom”, “form” or “image” mean',? (1 should
add to that list, the formless' or mforme).

1.1, & ‘Formless’ Resemblance

Didi-Huberman wizhes to understand what he perceives az Bataille's theoretical project,
and in order to do zo, propozes a paricular reading of the Yormleszs'. He reads Bataille's short
article not as the enuncistion of a process or operation which brings along its uiterance, a
taxonomic or structural dizorder bt rather as a metaphorical allusion to, or & poetic definition of
what iz the Yformlezs'. Indeed, he zimply reads Bataile's zentence, 'affirming that the univerze
rezembles nothing and iz only "formless" amourts to zaving that the univerze iz zomething like a
zpider or a spit',* through the rezemblance that iz indicated: the metaphorical ‘zomething like'. And
it iz thiz metaphor which leads him 1o formulate the oxymoron 'ressemblance Informe or formless
rezemblance' (a3 in the title of the book). Thus, hiz dizcuzsion of the “working' of the Yormless' is
merely emphasizing itz metaphorical aspectz and itz morphological effectz. The Yormless" would be

3 Croorge: Didi-Fhobennar, La rpessemdbiaae Hgfmame ou Le g saveny viswel selemy Geovges Bana e, Paris; hlanala,
1095 379,

4 Creorge: Bataille  “Bdomme i Dovomserdt T Dec. 1929 p 382 Reprivded i Q2L p. 217, Trane . i Alan Stoek] fed.),
Mt of Facess, p. 31,
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thiz 'zomething like' which iz opposing the human figure and tz co-opting of the foreign form
through 'rezemblance'. The movemert of the Yormleszs' appears, 'once the human face iz
decomposed and resemblances shriek'® hence, Didi-Huberman considers the formless' as a
zynonym of 'human defarmation’. The formless' specifies:

un certain pogvaly gu'ont les formes de se deformer eh permanehce, e passer rapidement
oy semblable gy dissemblable, et plos précisément— car il et suffit de paviey de déformation
pouy hommer tout cela— o ataquer iz forme humaine dans uh procédd oy fa forme s'ouvee,
s réfute, et se révéle en méme temps'?

g certaln power that forms have to deform themseles constanthy to pass quickly from the
ke to the unlike, ahd move preclsely=for it had sufficedto say deformation to coverall of
that — to engaae the human form inthis process In which form apens Rself, “refute s tself,
ahd reveals iteeif gt the same time .17

Through thiz irterpretative frame, the whole project of Documents becomes zome "anthropology of
resemblances and cruety'.” From this perspective, the aim of the review is not to abolish form' but
to transgress' . Thiz tranzgression iz zeen az an 'anthropologicalo-religious' term az the form'
which should be transgressed is the object of & taboo'.® Here, Didi-Huberman joins, rightly in my
viewy, the formless' o a zocio-cultural and even, perhaps, poltical problemstic; the Yormless!'
engage with & 'good' form, which iz zocially zacralized (s tranzsgression being & social taboa).

Howeewver, and atthough | agree with Didi-Huberman's connecting of the 'formless' to socio-
cultural izzues, | must poirt to what | consider a major problem in his study, 2z an overall
perception, the formless' appears az nothing more than & theme-concept (deformation), and as
zuch Didi-Huberman's study strips the Yormleszs' of most of itz radicalizm. More specifically the
operative zide of the formless' in Bataille's aticle, az what impactz the structure of thought, asz
what operates a loss of meaning, az what lowers the status of concepts, iz totally removed from
Didi-Huberman's reflexion.” Didi-Huberman innocerntly gives to the 'formless' the status of a theme-
concept, or worse, an idea.

I.1.2. The ‘Dialectics of Forms’

Beyond thiz problem of the conceptualization of the 'formless’, anather izsue appears within
Didi-Huberman's study: he zeems to hesitate with regard to the kind of "structure’ at work within
Documents. In other words, hiz interpretation of the nature of the ‘process’ &t the core of Bataille's
thinking of the image' iz more than ambiguous. Didi-Huberman, withouwt & doubt zeesz Bataille az a
dialectician, an idea he dewvelops merely from the fact that the term 'dialectic' makesz a dizcrest
appearance in oke single text written by Bataille for Documents 'The Deviations of Mature'. But
right through the hook, he zeems to alternate irrationally, between two differert bt zeminal
understandings of Bataille's dialectics. &t zome poirtz in the text he appears to view Bataille az a
dialectician in the pure wvein of Hegelian thought, while st others he appears to conziders the
process operating within Docymentsas zome sort of 'dialectics of forms' but wwithout super-zession.

For example, in the first pages of the book, Didi-Huberman considers Bataille's formless not
az the processz which in itzelf, iz at the heart of Documents, but az merely a part or a half of it; the
process in guestion being one of form's transgression'. | iz precizely thiz process of transgression
which iz strangely gualified, later in the book, az being 'dialectical', in the zenze that the form' must
be zustained or preserved in order to be tfouched' by the 'matter’ (formleszz) which iz isz
inzeparable contradiction’.™ Thus, 'form' transgressed but not annibilsted by its own internal

s, Creorge: Didi-Fhibenvar, Lo pessembloace Dgfmae ou Le g saveny viswel selema eewges Baten e Parie: hlanala,
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heterogeneity (formless matter), openz up to other forms" its tfransgressive forms' (which
constitutes the 'ressembiances informe’ or formless resemblances’). This movement of tension,
which iz sustained without any super-zession, (in Didi-Huberman's viewe at thiz point of the text],
between termsz which are bound by their cortradictory natures, iz coined az the dialectics of
forms'.

Didi-Huberman's ambitious and rizky project iz thus to show that the image funcltions for
Bataile according to a 'double dialectical regime', the one of the Yorm' and the other of the
formless', a formless whose negativity weould be productive without, neverthelezz and perhaps
paradoxically, abandoning itz negativity. There should be no azsumption of & third & term. However,
he announces hiz thesis in these terms:

Transgresserles formes pe velt [ ] pasdive sedellerdes formes [ Revendigquer
Finforme ne veut pas dive revendigquer des non-formes, mals plutot s’'engagerdans un travall
des formes equivalent g ce gque serait un travall o accouchement ol Fagonie .. .Jun
prOcessls dechirant meltant quelgue chose 8 mort et, dans celte hegativite meme, Inventant
quelque chose o' absalument nent, mettant quelaue chose au jowr [ 1.1

To transgressformsdoes pot [ ] mean to dnbind one from the forms [ ] To claimfor
“formiess” does pot mean to claimfor non-farms, bt ratherto engage aneself In 8 wark oh
forms equivalent to what colld be the labonr of bith-deiiveny or siow death: [ ] a borsting
processthrowing something In its death throes and, within this neaativity, creating something
ghbsolutelys new oiving birthito something I F.

Limiting & reading to thiz passage only, & would zeem obvious that for Didi-Huberman, and
cortrary 1o what he might state somewhere elze in hiz book, the negativity iz simply put to work in
order 1o replace one form by another bt zimilar one, or worze iz uzed in order 1o replace an
‘original' form by a more developed one, according to & typically Hegelian dialectical process. The
formless would paticipste in zome zort of sufhebuang. B, az Didi-Huberman knows the
incompatibility of Bataile's oeuvre with the Hegelian enterprize, he tries, in the following lines, to

diminizh the extert to which should be carried the super-zession he has just described. The
aforemertioned ‘hirth' is:

T e Jolr Fune crugute au travall dans lesformes et dans les rapoorts entre formes —Uhe
crialte dans les resemblances. Dive que les formes Travalllent a lelr propre transgression,
clestdive quiun tel travallfall se ruerlesformes contre dautresformes]. ] Formescohtres
formes et matieres contre formes, matieres touchant et quelgquefols, mangeant desformes.
Et ce qui giraitfallt Ferjeu [ Jofun tel confitfecond p'etait Flen of autre qu’une nolvelle facon
de penser Jes formes, processis contre resultats, relations labiies contre termes fixes' =

T ] the pirth af @ cruelhy at work within the forms ahd in the relationships between the forms
—g ctielly inthe resemblances. To saythat the forms "work™ gt thelr own transgressionsisito
say that such g work pushes the forms to crashinto other forms]. . ] forms aoainst forms and
matters againstforms, matters todching and, sometimes eating forms. Whatwould have
been gt stake . ] in sucha prolific conflictwas nothing lessthan g hew way to think the
forms, process agaihst restits, moblle relations against fixedterms’

Thus, Didi-Huberman sustaing his claim that the 'dislectics of forms' he perceives in Docaments, iz
not a 'pure’ Hegelian dialectic, i.e. this articulation between form and formless does not lead to new
superseded 'form’, vet, the 'prolific conflict' is by definition productive. This production, Georges
Didi-Huberman would like to prezent it az a simple 'new' way 1o think the forms'. But iz the 'new
way 1o think the forms' not a form in tzelf? Doeznt Didi-Huberman here read Bataille's work, within
Documents, az paradoxically, simply Hegelian®?

Furthermore, other examples show the ambiguties unleashed by Didi-Huberman's
irterpretation of Bataille az a dialectician. | am not dizcuzzing here the validity of Didi-Huberman's
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irterpretation of Bataille az a dialectician, Hegelian or not. [ just wish to show how Didi-Huberman's
conception of Bataile's dialectical skilz, shiftz constartly from a ‘pure dialectic' to a 'dialectic
without third term' and vice verza. In the third zection of the book, Didi-Huberman demonstrates
what could be a dialectical reading of Bataille. Yet, this time, Bataille iz convicted of emploving a
third term' and thus of presenting signs of a will to 'super-zession’. Reading the adicle 'Bouche'
(mouth] from the Docwmernts "Critical Dictionary", Didi-Huberman distinguishes three conzecutive
momerts: moment &, or the ‘thesis', where Bataille postions the mouth as the prow of animals’,
momert B, or the ‘antithesiz', concerning the mouth of 'civilized men';, and momert C, the third
term, the outcome of the super-zession (gufhebung), which Didi-Huberman names the "Symptom’,
that iz the development (the main poirt of Bataile's ezzay) of the mouth's bestialty 'on important
occaszions' of human life. Thus, Didi-Huberman actz here, az if Bataille posits, on the one hand, the
animal mouth, and on the other, the human mouth, and finally, tz synthesiz, the animal-human-
mouth. ™ However, a few pages further in the book, Didi-Huberman spesks of the 'symptom' as a
zimple artithesis, a denial, the return of the represzed’, confirming az such, that contrary to what
he just wrote, there is no third term 1

Hence, Didi-Huberman, az in thiz example (hut there are zeveral otherz) continually makes
the thinking of the Yormless' into & dislectic —a dialectic aiming, sometimes at the azsumption of &
third term with the Hegelian zynthesiz renamed 'symptom’, and at otherz, &t a simple ozcillstion
between form and formless, between thesiz and antthesiz, withowt synthesiz (dhe 'symptom’
becoming the antthesiz).

II.1.3. Putting in Formthe ‘Formless’

Finally, hevond noticing this simple dizcrepancy, | would like to admit the hypothesis that
thiz 'hesitation' iz actually —uszing Didi-Huberman's term — the 'symptom’ of a certain will: the will to
"ot in form' through a dizcursive technigue’, the will to thematize, or &t least to render 'meaningful’
within art theory and criticizm, Bataille's notion of formless'. | iz, in my view, through thiz will that
Didi-Huberman  betravz  Bataile's oeuvre. Indeed, by proposzing an understanding of the
relationship between the images and the text dizplaved within Docaments, Didi-Huberman, unlike
Deniz Hollier, did not wwonder 1o which extent hiz erterprize was not & reduction of Bataille's notion.
A nation which in i=self, iz not only & metaphor bt alzo a performative. | refers, not only to
zomething exterior to itself, bt in tzelf brings things down, it lowers the status (and thus the
meaningl of the referent to which it is juxtaposed.’ Hence, as to write quietly on something is
zomehowy 1o exposze, dizcuss and explain itz structure and meaning, to write on the Yormless' iz,
conzeguently, to stabiize tz meaning and az zuch to disrupt itz radicalizm, to limit itz performance
1o the extent that & will loze all impact’. &nd in my view, Didi-Huberman's enterprize finds tzelf
locked up in zuch a predicament. Hiz desire to thematize' the formlezs' az what forms within what
he names the dialectic of form', leads him to zuch hestancy. On the one hand the dialectic of
form' in order to be meaningful and thus explicakble, should lead to the azsumption of & third term
the formless reszemblance’, whie on the other hand, the Yormlezs' in order to preserve itz
radicalizm (in order to avoid itz super-zession) should remain intact; the 'symptom' must stay a
mere artthesis. Thiz iz what vou risk if yvou attempt merely to conceptualize, and thus to dizcipline
and stahilize this process which iz the formless" it might zeem that t transgrezszes' (and it doesnt
matter if human or not) form', vet t does not mean # iz stable enough to be 'put in the form' of
tranzgresszion. The formless' might deform all formal aims, t might mutilste the form of the project,
but it can never be formed' az a project (athough it might just take on itz appearance).

II.2. Rosalind E. Krauss and Yves-Alain Bois' Formmfess: A Ufser’s uide

Formiess: A User's Guide was publizhed az the catalogue of an exhibition organized by Rozalind
E. Krauzz and Yvesz-Alain Boiz and held at the Pompidou Certre in Pariz during the summer of
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1996, But beyvond being simply a catalogue, thiz book alzo appears as a theoretical-historical
monograph and a manifesto. The curstors, who are both well-knowwn zcholars in the field of art and
who wwere well-establizhed professors in universities such as Columbia and Harvard at the time of
the exhibition, sttempt with thiz book to redefine the inner maotivations of 'art’ Modernizm or &t least
to prezent a 'mew’' interpretation of @ — going against the mainstream. In thiz enterprize Bataille's
formlezs' (informe) iz rendered instrumental (operative), literally, inthe words of the authors 'put to
use', in order to shake up the art world and as such to 'redeal modernism's card'.™ At the
difference of Didi-Huberman (bt there are zome otherz), they do not wizh to understand Bataille's
thinking of the image', ie. they do not conzsider Bataille's Dociments and formlezs' az the site of &
hiztarical inzpection, but assume that the review with itz central notion (formless" can provide a
zet of tools for re-interpreting art. The nature of this re-interpretation (ie. a simple internal
paradigmatic shift, & mere structural rearrangement of a potertial reformulation of theoretical
methods leading to new points of cortact between art and poltics), constitutes in my view (and az |
hope to show), the major izzue of the book.

I.2.1. Bataille Versus Greenberg

Faor the authorz the 'mainstream' interpretation of modern art iz, naturally, the rather ald
fashioned, and thuz, in my viewe, inoffensive 'Modernism' of Clement Greenberg which, on the base
of a dialectical opposition between abstract and figurative art, defines the purpoze of modern art as
primatily the search for itz own eszence'. Thiz enterprize iz disgualified by Krauss and Bois az
being 'ortological' and az promoting a 'myth' baszed on four founding postulstes. First art iz, or
zhould be, ‘purely vizual' the tactie or material 'does not exist [...] except az in-formed, made over
irto form', zecond, temporalty iz completely removed from #, 'pictures reveal themszelves in an
inztart and are addrezzed only 1o the eve of the viewer', third, heing purely vizual, art iz addreszed
1o the zubject az an erect being, far from the horizontal axis that governs the life of animalz [...]. &1
according to thiz (mainstream modernizt) view, iz a sublimatory (dhus repressive) activity that
zeparates the perceiver from hiz or her body. [... ] t gathers the perceiver together around the core
of itz ideal unity', and finally, art iz defined by itz formal plentude — a work of at must have a
beginning and an end, 'all apparent dizorder iz necessarily reabsorbed in the very fact of being
bounded'. '

Bataille's formless' (informe] iz 'put 1o uze' against thiz background, in order to dizmantle i.
For the authorz, iz a third term that stands outzide the opposition of form wersus contert' on
which Greenbergian Modernizm restz, and whose operative function iz to 'bring things down in the
world' [declazzer], to tear dowen hierarchies and svstems az well az structures and forms. Hence,
kKrausz and Bois declare their aim in such terms:

T with regard to the Infarme, &t iz g matter [ Jof locating certain aperations that brush
madernisim against the grain, ahd of doing sowithout couptering madernism’s formal
certainties by means of the more reassiiring and hahve certainties of meaning. On the
contrany these operations spiit off from modernlsi, InsUiting the very opposition of form and
-:-:-ntegt— Which Is Rselfformall arlsing as itdoes from 8 binaty logic — declaring it hill and
ol

The authorz do not zimply base their understanding of Bataille's notion on the mere reading of the
article defining i, (az it was publizhed in Docaments), rather they produce an interpretation of it as
‘operative’ through a reflection on Bataille's dizcussion of Edouard Manet's Ohyrpia. Bataille did
not conzsider this work to be the 'first' modernist painting, (as most art-history books tend to do with
Le Dejeuner sur Fherbe), but az the first masterpiece befare which the crowed fairly l1ost all contral
of tzelf' thiz lozs of composure being symptomatic of the zcandalous nature of the pairting, and
thus conferring on it the status of a radical break.™ Bois and Krauss states that it Olympia caused
a zcandal, it was, according to Bataile, becausze by means of & Manet refuzed the wvarious
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idenlogical and formal codes regulating the depiction of the nude, whether erotic, mythological, or
even realistic' ™ They paraphrase Bataile: 'Manet's subject is not located anywhere' For Bataille,
Manet's zubject iz without roots or uprooted, not allowing for & convertional reading: & subject that
zlips out of the hands (or rather here the mind) of the ifterpreter. This slippage (glizsement) is, for
Bataille, Manet's secret: 'The true goal of his art is to dissppoint expectation' ' And it is precisely
thiz 'slippage’ or 'dizappointment' that the authors, follovwing Bataille, consider not as & theme but
az performance, an operation. Such an operation dizplaces both Yorm' and 'cortert’ prezent on the
canvas, and az zuch renders limitative if not impozsible, ether an iconographic (post-modern) or &
modern [(Greenberd) reading of the pairting. Finally thiz 'operation’ of ‘slippage’ iz zeen az 'a
version of what Bataile calls the nforme (formless) =

After thiz short excurazuz on Bataille's Maret, the authorz are &t liberty to read in the aricle
formless' what constitutes itz operative potential: 'Formless iz pot opdean adiective having a given
meaning, but a term that serves to brings things down (declasser) in the world' @ They
consequently state, without noticing Bataille's nuance ('not only':

Tormless)is not so much a stable motifto which we can refer, 8 syimbolizable theme, 8
aiven quality as it is g term allowing one to operate g declassification, Inthe double sense of
lowering and, of taxonoric disorder. Nothing In and of Rself the formless has only an
aperational existence: t Is g performative, ke obscene words, the viclence of which detives
lessfrom the semanticsthan from the very act of thelr delivene I, The Formlessisan
aperation’ ™

Boiz and Krauss, subsequently, 'put 1o use' the formless' operative potential for bringing down' the
four founding myths of Greenbergian Modernizm. They wish to unseal the 'coberence' of
modernizm's interpretative grid'. Thus here, the formless' iz uzed for Tocating' certain art practices
or pieces of art that have been omitted by the 'mainstream’ modernist reading, to focus attention
once again, on what had been represzzed' by Modernizm. Contradicting tem for tem, the four
modernizt claims, the authorz propose in the name of the Yormless' four 'operations' that alzo
conztitute the four partz or categories of the book. Each of them reprezents a zet of strategies
through wwhich form, meaning, the subject, language, structure, the project and, more than
anything, sublimatory at can be knocked off their pedestalz and brought doven to earth =0 that
what hazs been repressed can 'return. 'Baze Materializm' must challenge and undermine
modernizm's obsession with opticality (the return of matter); 'Horizortality' has to disrupt and bring
down itz privileging of the verical (the return of the animall; while 'Pulze’ refuzes the instartaneous
Gestalt of the painted space and itz aesthetic effect (the return of temporal), and ‘Entropy’ should
dizorganize the propensity to order that iz zeen az Iving at the heart of the modernist project (the
return of chaos). =

I.2.2. Opposing Thematic and Dialectical Readings of Bataille

Boiz and Krauss, with Formdess: A User's Gaide, attempt to demonzstrate that what matters
in modernizt art, iz not =0 much, as 'mainstream’ modernism maintaing, the reduction of all aspects
of the arts to some rarefied, purified ezzence, but =omething much more challenging, the lowering
of man'z zights from the clear sky of idealizm to the mud down below, az well az the lozs of
meaning, hierarchy, structure and form thiz entailz. But thiz iz an izsue fraught with difficuties
becauze there are two very different wavs to approach such a lozs, such a descent: from the
viesvpoird of what iz above, az a tragic loss, in an economy that demands redemption, restitution,
explanation, thematic; or from the viewpoirt of what iz below, az liberation, az a true return of the
reprezzed, in an economy of excess, rebellion, unreason.

Therefare the authors szeem 1o be fighting a battle on twa fronts: first, as | mentioned above,
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against the old-fazhioned and inoffensive Greenberdian Modernizm, a sort of structural and
idealized modernizm, and second, against the more recent, and probably more threatening wview of
a postmodernism which wwould rather thematize the return of the repressed, than actively engage
with, truly allowing itz return.

Hence, the authors, bevond opposing Greenberg's view, are alzo opposing other zcholars
irterezted in Bataile's terms and their articulation with modern art productions, who would rather
thematize the formless than to operate #. f iz from the perzpective of thiz hidden' agenda, that
Krauss and Boiz come across Georges Didi-Huberman and hiz La ressemblance Informe ol Le gal
savolr vishel selon Feorges Batallle, | dizcuzzed above. They dedicate to the critigue of his
intention, and hypothesis, two sub-chapters: 'Dialectic' and Figure' ™

With 'Figure', Boiz and HKrauss opposze Didi-Huberman's reading of Bataile's aticle
formless' and hiz subsequert understanding of the formless' as a metaphor, the 'something like'
that | already mentioned. They dizcard hiz oxymoron formless rezemblance' for i reintroduces
“wholezale, everything the concept of feforme, such as we understand it, wants to get rid of'. = In
other wordzs they zimply perceive Didi-Huberman's accourt of the Yormleszs' az an other post-
modern resvorking, not &z welcoming the return of the represzed’, bt paradoxically az allowing the
return of the concept, theme, figure, morphology and meaning, all of which are precizely the
operative targetz of the Yormless' as they understand i, Dizcuzzing the paszage of the aricle
formless' that | guoted before: ‘affirming that the universe rezembles nu:nthingaand iz only
"formless", amourts to saying that the universe iz something like a spider ar a spit', = and noticing
first the =zemblance of a contradiction 'on the one hand there iz the equation "resembles
nothing=informe" on the ather, a vague resemblance is indicated: "something like...' = they finally
ztate their owen interpretation:

The Informe Iswhat must be crushed for spat olt), because thas no Fight Inany sense,
becglse Rdoes not make any sense, ahd becabse that In Rselfis unbearable to regson(...).
To sayv that the anlverse lsinforme Isto say that t makes ho sense ahd thas that it should be
crshed ke 8 splder or expectorated ke mucons. Bataille’s double proposition Is this hot
contradictony the “something Tke” nat referring to g resemblance butto an operation; the soit
aF the crushed spider are hot themes (sic). Metaphor, figure, therme, morphalagy meahing —
everdhing that resembles something, evendhing that Is pathered Joto the wnity of 3 concept —
that is what the informe operation crushes (. r™

Although, | agree completely with their will to lay strezs on the operative zide of the formless', | can
only dizagree with their refusal to perceive the metaphoric and symbolic dimenszion of that notion.
To cut it short, &z | will 20on go back 1o thiz izsue, in their refusal to "accept’ Bataille's contradiction
lies their mizconception: Bataille's radicalizm iz to be found in the tenszion between irreconcilable
opposites, i.e. Bataile's cortradiction within the very definttion of the notion formless' is what gives
it =uch an ecdge.

In the sub-chapter 'Dialectic’, the authors again tackle Didi-Huberman, but thiz time the
main target of their attack iz not hiz conceptualization of the Yormless', bt hiz belief in the
presence of & 'dialectic of form' at work within Docaments, and hiz subseqguent understanding of
Bataile as a Dislectician. For Krauss and Boiz, the discritical terms™ often present swithin Bataille's
ceuvre, such az for example, 'homogeneous' versusz heterogeneous’ have nothing to do with zome
dialectical enterprize aiming at the super-zeszzion of itz ontological polarities indo & third term.
Rather, the prezence of opposites within Bataile's theoretical proze should be interpreted az an
example of the process governing Bataille's thought as a whole: sissiparity or zcizsion. They clarify
their interpretation inthese terms:

‘One must not confuse diglectics with scission fthe division of eventhing into two, each
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having its Mogh ahd itslow part). The respective engines of these wo operations might rn oh
the same fuel — towlt, negativity — butthe diglectic Is geared towards g final reconciliation,
toward the concord of absolute knowledge, while sclssion, oh the contrang alays tries, by
means of & fow Hiow that altacks reason tself to make the assimiiation ofthe two opposites
Impassible, Scission Is the basis of heteralogy 25 "the sclence ofthe wholly ather”. The
ciglectic, for its par, aims anly at reinforcing homalogy: homaology §s simuitaneal sy its
foundation, its point of departure, and its paint of arvivalr =

Krauzz and Boiz subsequertly refute the idea of Bataille az a dialectician andfior Hegelian. For
them termz and notions zuch az informe’, 'hasze materializm’, heterology' and 'divizion into twa',
which often appear here and there in Bataille's woark, all imply the excluzion of & third term. They
form evidences of & thought functioning on & dualist mode and which, most importartly, refuses to
resalve contradictions. Precizely this mode of thought 'setz a movement of asymmetrical division to
wark, separating high from low and through its asymmetry, implving a fall from high to low' = They
finally conclude their demonstration of Bataille's dualism or Manichaeizm by affirming what is of
importance in such thought, itz ahbility to think matter non-dialectically.

‘For Batallle, there Is no thivd terr, but rather an “alternating rindher” of homaology and
heterology of gporoptiation and excretion. Each time that the homogeneols ralses s head
ghd recohstittes Rself (which it never stops doing since soclely coberes only by means of its
cemment) the Jobof the Informe, base materialisin, and sclssionlsto decapitate it Whatls at
stake iz the very possibility of 3 non-diglectical materializm. Matter is heterageneals, it s
what cannot be tamed by any concept’ ™

I.2.3. *Structural Replacement’ and *Art’s Autonomy”’

Before going back 1o the izzue of the mizconception of the Yormlezs' that | mentioned above, I'd
like to poirt out two other zeminal problems that | notice in Krauss and Boiz's book: first the izzsue
of the 'structural replacement’ they operate, and zecond, athough bound to &, the peculiar problem
of the autonomy of art they induce, in other words, in my view, the authors have committed twao
zevere faults which are, atthoudgh independertly remarkable, nevertheless linked. By limiting their
reading of the formless' operativeness to a criigue of High' Modernizm they merely consider
Bataile's work, and more specifically the 'formless' as some "structuralizt’ activity and term, and azs
a consequence of i, by refusing all form of external references to which iz bound the operation of
formless', they strip out Bataille's oeuvre and hiz notion from their zocio-poltical fold. Thus they
restrict their relevance to their own field and seriously limit the potertial impact of modern art and
theory on zociety.

A2z | already mentioned, there are two different wavs 1o approach Bataille's work and the
formlezs" as the site of a historical inspection, from the wviewpoirt of what iz above, az an
idertification of the lozz that these enterprize and notion causze in & stabiizing economy — &
achalarly accepted dizcourse — that demands a thematic explanstion. This iz an interpretation,
which iz probably necessary in arder 1o unveil the peculiar mechanizm and articulation &t work
within thiz 'material’. Or, #t iz possikle to approach them as a zet of toolz alowing a new
irterpretation of culture, art and the =zocial, and az devices which operate a dizruption of the
standard methods of rezearch, from the viewpoirt of what iz below, az liberation, az the return of
the reprezzed, in an operative economy of excess, rebellion, unreason. Krauss and Boiz zeemto
chooze the zecond option: Bataille's formless' &t the zervice of a new interpretation of modern art,
dizruptive of the "old' (Greenbergian) one. However, in my view Bataille's radicalizm or &t least the
mechanizm at work within hiz work iz not totally acknowledged by the authorz. &n interviews the
authors gave, publizhed in an izsue of Arforam &t the time of the exhibition in Pariz, might provide
an explanation. There they innocently acknowvledoge the dizcrepancy visible between Bataille's
intertion and their own interpretation of it 'Our position iz not neceszarily Bataille's position. We're
aligned with Bataile when t pleases us to he =o, and not aligned when it doesnt'. ™ Hence,
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Formless: A User's Gide proposes, in my viewy, an encourter between Bataille's formless' and
modern art, where paradoxically, the true disruptive potertial of the formless', as a whole, iz
zomehowvy 'contained' by tresting t asz a structuralist activity, by simply producing & structural
replacement of the "old' Greenbergian, let's call it formed', interpretation of modern art, by a 'new’,
let'z call it for the zake of structural zymmetry, 're-formed' one.

Indeed, athough the authors claim that their project resists the lure of totalization', one of
the main festures of 'mainstream’ Modernizm, & would appear 1o be a simple re-working of the
material of =z predecesszor, while providing those interested in art with an array of viewpoints,
allowing an understanding and practice of art in & certain authorized way (a3 & uzer's guide). This
results in an approach to modern ant corresponding symmetrically with the project of Greenberdian
Modernizm. The authors' erterprize ends up looking like a reformed' modernism, where itz alleged
attack on Greenbergian modernizm produces not an undoing of this tradition but a re-doing. To be
fair, thiz iz not only and zimply my critiqgue. &z a matter of fact it iz exactly the one the well-known
theoretician and historian Hal Foster outlined during & converzation recorded for the art-theory
journal October, a few morths before the exhibition opened:

T hate to sav i bat( . ) vou have collaborated on g stony that feels almost as claustrophobic,
a5 hetimetic, 25 the old narrative. Oy now rather thah 8 herolc bistony of forre-givers, we
have g herole histony of farm=dndoers, great debasers of form. But how changed are the
hames, the Oedipgl strocture, the mimetic rivaing the vaine system? Yves-Aigin dsesthe
word ‘depase’, butin the strocturalist reading of Bataiiie, Pollock, Twombly and aiithe rest,
the r;aas'ten'a.ﬁf}; the bodiliness, the historicity ofthe informe, the base of the base, all but drop
out.

The critigue of Foster iz radical bt alzo double: it suggests that on the one hand Boiz and Krauss
retain the very structure and structuring conditions of the 'canon’, of the old frame of interpretation,
and on the other hand that they empty the formless from itz 'hase', ie. from itz low zocio-poltical
azpectz. While | will go back 1o Foster's criticism zecond fold, # iz important to linger, here, on the
first zection of hiz critique: that iz, the authors are simply proposing an aternative to Greenberdian
Modernizm which preserves itz structure. This iz clearly vizible in the way their project reworks the
main characteristice of Modernizm withowt disturbing its structuring function: the formless' iz splt
irto four operations which should bring down modernizm's central tenetz, but are actually just four
functionally  similar, though semantically inimical, categoriez. They reverze the axioms of
modernizm but the function and cortert of the modernizt canon are totally preserved, az many of
the ariztz and much of the works dizcuzzed, are alzo familiar 1o the Greenbergian enterprize.
Furthermoare, the mairtenance of a structural svstem iz clearly enacted by the form of the book. &t
the end of each entry or article, the reader iz orierted towards other partz of the book for reference.
Thiz creates a form of circularity within & system governed by structural relations.

But, before Foster's criticisim, iz Bataille's himself within hiz article formless' who intuited a
wearning that the authors should not have missed:

In fact foracaderic men to be hapoy the universe wolld have to take shape. Allof
philosophy has no other goall is g matter of giving a frock coat to what there Is, 8
mathematical over cogt. On the other hand affirming that the universe resembles nothing and
is anly formiess amounts to saving that the universe is something ke a spider ar sgit ™

Although Bois and Krauss guote this passage within the first pages of Formdess: A User's Goide,
they =seem to have been unable to perceive in thizs short adicle the very critique of their own
enterprize. They are the academics (zcholars) who wizh to give 'shape to the universe', their
‘structuralizt’ rearrangement or replacement iz nothing elze than the 'mathematical over-cost’ that
Bataile oppozes.

anrrner 1996, p. 131,

B Srag- Alain Biois et al., “The Politics of the Signifier I & Corerersation of the Bdomme and the Sbject”, Qufodee 67,
“Wirter 1994 p. 12,

o Crorges Bataille, “Tdomme® i Dvvaegerdt 7, Dec. 1920 p 322, Feprinted i O I p. 217, Toame. o Sdan Stoeld, fed. ),
Hisiemws of Bacess, p. 31, qaoted i Bosalind E. Ermcs and Weee- 8am Bois  Foorless: 8 Tzer’ Goide | H-% Zore
biooks, 1997 p 5.
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Going back to Foster's criticizm zecond fold, which iz zimilar to my criticizm of the
autonomy of art that Boiz and Kraussz induces, it iz precizely by zefting frock costzs' against
zguashed spiders and gobs of spit that Bataille intutz & connection between the Yormless' and
zome socio-poltical, thus external to the art field, lowe matter. Bataille mertions the 'frock coats' in
order to refer to thoze who wear them, the male bourgeciz intellectual who offer a rationalist
explanation of the world, And in his short prose, the squashed spiders and spits represent the
ohiectz of the phobiaz that the rationalist explanstion attempts to reject. Bataille requests that we
acknowwledge the chaotic and lovw condition of the world, but he alzo offers a practice that leads to
the 'de-frocking' of rational explanstions through the privileging of socio-poltically taboo material
(zpider and zpitz). Conversely, Boiz and Krauss wizsh simply 1o undo (not 1o de-frock) & nowadays,
relatively inoffensive historicaltheoretical art paradigm, by invoking art-woarks, which are taboo only
in relation to thiz paradigm and not to any zocio-poltical good will. The reason for such & drawhack
iz rather zimple: the authors merely wizh to gently and structurally rearrange Greenberg
Modernisim in order to defend Modern Art against cedain criticisms and practices that would
thematically refer 1o socio-political material which are by definition exterior to it. Bois and Krauss
are actually the grestest defenders of art's autonomey.

II.2.4. Putting at Work the ‘Formless’

In concluding this dizcussion of Farmdess: A User's Guide, I'd like to go back to the issue of
Krauss and Bois's mizconception of the formless', that | mentioned above. This mizconception of
the formless' as only an operation iz, as | hope to have shown, bound to their own agendsa.
Indeed, due to their official and officious aimsz (a critigue of Greenbergian Modernizm, and a
preservation of adt's autonomy, they must refute ewvervthing that marks the formlezz az a
metaphor, az referring to some exterior socio-poltical taboo, howewer thiz limitstion iz not
inconzseguential, t entailz & cetain predicamert. By refusing to accept Bataille's formless
metaphorical aspectz, they deeply wound itz critical potential: they zeparate t from one of itz fold.
In doing =0, they betray, in & way that iz opposite in tz intertions and effects bt similar in itz
conzeguences to Didi-Huberman's study, the radicalizm of Bataille's work, radicalizm which lies,
(az | already mentioned it), in the non-rezolvable tenzion betvween reference and process, between
metaphior and operation, between writing op and writing of between theorization and practice.
They further betray Bataile's oeuvre, through their desire to to put & to work’ or using their
expression to 'put it to uze'. Indeed, in their desire to 'put to work! the Yormless', not for what i
doesz on itz own, but for what it could do according to their proper aim, they operate against the
very baze of the Yormless!, that iz to be a dizruptive and ungraspable, unemploved negativity for
economic and productive work.. Here t iz not & matter of guestioning the realty of the uzelezzness
ar the uzefulness of the Yormless' vou can abways argue for or against the uzefulness or
uzelezzness of anvthing. Rather what iz &t stake iz the realty or possibity of operating the
formless'. The question iz not whether it iz useful, but rather, to whom iz it useful? Certainly not to
the wearers of frock coats', obviously not to the academics wishing to give 'form' to what there iz
for pratecting their rationalist interpretations and good taste, and thus not to Krauss and Boiz. In
my view the unemploved negativity iz uzeless bt radically zo, that iz, from the poirt of view of the
cortroling thinking) subject. | might zeems to work to undo, that iz perhaps to be uzeful, vet it
doez not mean that  can be uzeful to zome carefully determined aims or even that # iz zervie
enough 1o be 't to work' for simply undoing. The Yformlesz' iz & radical form of unemploved
negativity in the zensze that & works bt cannot be rendered instrumental. Thiz unemployed
negativity might operate against the productive aim, agasinst the project, bt & can never bhe
‘employed’ by or “work' forfwith it (atthough i might just seem to do =0, in appearance only].

I.3. Andrew Benjamin’s ‘hecoming’ of the Tormless’ (Architectiyal Phifosophy)

RFeleazed a few vears after the publication of Formdess: 4 User's Guide and La ressemblance
Informe ol Le gal savalr vishel selon Gearges Bataille, Andrew Benjamin's Architectiral
Philosaphy iz, without doukt, deeply influenced (az itz author references them bt alzo joins
paradoxically, in my view, twio of their arguments) by those two books. | propozes a paricular
irterpretation of the Yormlezs' az what might form' and az such attempts to define itz relevance to
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the architectural dizcipline, subzequently defending a conception of the 'irreducibly architectural' az
autonomous. YWhile the book's definite aim and azzumed tazk iz somehow larger than the mere
investigation of a Yormless' architecture, it nevertheless significantly contributes to the reception of
Bataile's oeuvre within the dizcipline.

In opposition to zome attitudes which claim to speak from a position 'on the margins' of the
architectural dizcipline, and from there attempt to render the boundaries of the dizcipline az the site
of theoretical and critical inzpections, thus dizcuzsing the adiculation of the dizcipline to itz context
and azzerting architecture's lack of independence (az Bernard Tzchumi might have wizhed 1o dol,
Andrevw Benjamin's Architectural Phllosophy inguires what might constitute, in the view of itz
author, the peculiarity of the architectural discipline, itz core, that iz and what constiutes the
dizcipline from wvithin. it is precizely in thiz perspective that the book defends what appears as the
vectar of & kind of autonamy: the ‘irreducibly architectural’.

Architectural Philosophy does not exactly state that architecture iz a dizcipline pozzeszsing a
‘hounded' zenze of identity, but rather understands the dizcipline az a particular 'operation’ that i
dezcribes az thiz ‘irreducibly architectural'. In other words, for Benjamin, if the ezzence of the
architectural can be defined, thiz should not be done by zefting up zome 'spatial boundaries!
framing & certain heing' but rather by unveiling a particular architectural proceszz of hecoming'.
Benjamin does not ask “what iz architecture, “where t ends' or “where t startz’ bt how the
architectural operstes' or "what is the thinking of architecture’ = which means he is interested in
what constitutes architecture's particularity but alzo how thiz paricularity works in ather domains,
zuch as philosophy for example.

While thiz endeavour iz tzelf problematic az most of the attemptz of thiz kind often end-up
in zome zort of zolipsizm, € iz alzo from the onzet paradoxical. Indeed, it iz rather paradoxical to
refer to Bataile's ceuvre and notions, which are more often than not perceived az being 'on the
marging', for unveiling what constiutes architecture from “within', for defining what iz the 'ezzence’
of the architectural, or (uzing Benjamin's termz) the ‘irreducibly architectural'. Furthermore, az |
hope to show, Benjamin's study brings 1o the fore zeveral other izzues, paradoxes and problems.
Certain of them pertain to the method uzed, otherz are linked to the nature of the material
considered, while zome are the simple consequences of the book's aims. For reasons which
pertain to the nature of Benjamin's study, thoze problems are better named through the use of
couples signifying what they operate: first, there iz the intrinsic problem of 'Re-peating and Re-
jecting', then the paradoxical extractionz from Bataille's oeuwre az well az from Benjamin's
influences that | perceive zimply az Be-ducing and Re-hearzing', and finally the izzue of
architecture's autonomy and the problem of operative criticizm that | gqualify az 'Re-stating and Re-
ztoring'.

Yet, az my aim iz not to dizcredit az & whole Benjamin's understanding of the architectural,
but to dizcuzs the way he uzes Bataile's formlezs' and subsequently the reception of thiz notion
within architectural theary, | will only, in what followes, briefly explain some parts of Architectural
Philosopiys contert—parts which seem of interest for the purpose of thizs chapter — and then | il
dizcuss the problems (mentioned abowve) that thoze parts bring to the fore. In order to showe whist
Bataille termsz emplovment from such a perszpective means for the dizcipline, az well az what i
does to the notion tzelf — to the formless' — | will proceed through three steps. [ will begin by giving
an accourt of Architectural Philosophdz aims and claims. Then, | will focus on Benjamin's first
chapter 'Time, Function and &kerity in Architecture' which dizcuzzes the formless" | will address
Benjamin's understanding of the ‘irreducibly architectural', expound what he conzsider 1o be 'in'
architecture, explain hiz dizmizzal of Plato's 'Whord', investigate how Benjamin develops an
inztrumental concern for Bataille's formless', and finally, unveil his idertification of the formless'in'
architecture. Subzequently, | will conclude on the three problematic consequences and effects
which | mentioned above) that Benjamin's endeavour has on the ‘architectural’, on Bataille's wark
and on itz reception within architectural culture.

I.3.1. Architectural Philosophy

Architectural Phllosophyconziztzs of nine different ezzavsichapters which had been already
publizhed in various architectural and philozophical magazines and journalz such as 448 Flles,

2 dndrewr Benjanim drcfotechieal Piolosopip, London awd Hear Bomenarick: Shlope Precs 2000 p. wiii.
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ANY Architectural Design, The Jowrnal of Philosophy and the Wisaal ARs, during the decade
previous to itz releasze in 2000. | iz, according to iz author, an attempt to guestion the relationship
between architecture and philozophy in & way that does not reduce the padicularity of the
architectural to nothingnessz, ie. in a fashion that mairtains the presence of the ‘irreducibly
architectural' while opposing the employmert of the architectural as & mere example of
‘ohilozophical thinking'.™ (One may alzo wonder, beyond itz simple desire not to conzsider the
architectural az a mere illustration of theoretical accomplizhmertz, to which extent this
‘whilozophical task' [which appears within language, through the words of & philozopher] that iz to
think' the ‘irreducibly architectural', that iz to understand what i terms the thinking of architecture’,
iz not hiazed, or worze, impozzible, from the very onzet due to itz, precizely, 'philozophical’ nature].
Az thiz philozophical task's primary aim iz not to dizcuzs if there iz zuch athing as the ‘irreducibly
architectural' but rather to state what i iz, Architectaral Philosophytakes for granted the preszence
of the ‘irreducibly architectural' in all form of true' architecture — as what is repeated. Conzequently,
the book investigates what iz given 'in' architecture to be repeated asz ‘irreducibly architectural’.
From thiz perspective, it iz not surprizing that what is given to be repeated with architecture iz
neither itz lack of autonomy nor itz zocio-poltical effects (for perceiving it one should focus 'on the
margin of the dizcipline' but the author refuzes to do z0). Instead, it appears, (a2 Benjamin focuses
on the constitutive 'operations' of architecture) that what iz given to be repested in architecture
conziztz of form' and "function' and the nature of their relationship. Yet, for Benjamin thiz does not
lead to & rehearsal of the somewhat outdated form-function' paradiom*® but, to s thearetical
engagement with form, function, their repetition and the nature of their relationship az irreducibly
architectural' concernz. &ccording to him, his reflection on the impozsibility to escape from those
'concerns' iz not the =ign of the wish 1o define the discipline's idertity and to achieve itz stakilty
(autonomy), but an attempt to think' the relation that experimentation (that he links to alterity and
criticalty in architecture) might have with thoze aforementioned 'concerns’, and itz effectz on the
constitution of architectural design's operations.

The reflection on thoze 'concerns' takes place all over the book through various dizcuzsions
and encourters different topics: from the cortemporary architectural practices of Eizenman az well
az Reizer and Umemoto (Part 10, to the figuration of spatiotheortical problems in the work of
philozophers zuch as Bataille (Part 11, Blanchaot, Kant, Leibniz, (Part 17 and Descartes (Part (I, or
the gquestion of the diagram in currert architectural dizcourze (Part 1, the filmic represertation of
architecture, and the poltice of memory and the memorial (Part . However, as | already
mentioned, | will limit my dizcussion of Benjamin's boak to itz first part, entitled "Complex Spacing'
and more precizely to itz first chapter, 'Time, Function and Afterity in Architecture’ which iz without
a doubt zeminal for Benjamin's claim but which alzo matters within the zcope of thiz dizzertation az
it attempts to meditste on Bataile's formless'

Part one's overall claim, iz that the ‘'space' of the criical, (which iz bound fo
experimentation) iz unavoidably inked to the crestion of other pozsihilties within and for function.
In Benjamin's own swords:

T Jelaimisthat the possibiify for aiterity and criticalfy within architecture, depends Qoan

retaining particnigrity, asthe site of activity, Particiiarity in architecture 1s Indissolnbiy

conpected to function *?

Function, for Benjamin should be understood through a complex structure of repetition. That iz,
function iz given "within, and asz, forms of repetition’. Thiz repetition of function iz what allows
aterty, and thuz criticizm (or even a critical architecture) to appear. Becausze thiz azsumption of
the critical as what rizes through repetition might zeem awkward, (indeed, how could the repetition
of zomething stable, dus to itz reiterstion, as function be arvthing less than conservative?),
Benjamin explains himzelf in this way:

"Rather than aliowing for a prescriptive or didactic conception of criticiam, the primardality of
repetition means that aiterity has to foure within the possibiity of 8 repetition that takes again

' Thid. p. wid.
U hid.pp.10-11.
U hid.p.2.
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for the firsttime. The paradoxical nature of this formaiation is the consequence of holding to
the necessitythat the architectural be defined in terms of function, even though the farmal
presepce of that function apd thus the way formal presence effects function are themseles
nat determined In gevance’ ®

Thuz, athough the paradox which iz here prezented iz zimply the conzeguence of the will to define
the ‘irreducibly architectural' in relation to function and repetition, Benjamin zustainz hiz claim; the
critical within architecture iz interdependent withfon the repetition of function. Hence the critical
move (criticizm), which iz bound with repetition, on the one hand allowws the retention of function,
while on the other hand t maintains in a state of unpredictabilty, the formal appearance of that
function az well az itz effect on function tzelf.

Thiz claim and itz paradoxical conseguences, which are urtil now purely philozophical (one
might zay purely abstract and not particular), request, in Benjamin's view, the development of two
differert formulstionz’. The first involves showing that, the aforementioned unpredictabiliy
necezstates that certain practices demand an understanding of the architectural, and of the
generation of form', in terms of a relstionship hetween the material and the immaterial’.*? This
actually entailz an excurzusz, on Plato's Khora and Bataille's formless!, which iz the purpoze of the
firat chapter. The zecond Yormulation', which iz, according to itz author, & theoretical argument’
considers the co-presence of continuity and dizcontinuity' within repetition.** Such formulation'
means, | guess, that, before the necessity of conszidering the constraint of function's presence
while not allowing thiz constraint to determine ether form or the particular way that function iz
understood, one doesz not have any choice, other than to understand the 'space’ of the critical az
the locusz of the conjunction of two irreducible terms (in thiz casze, the abstractz 'continuity and
‘dizcortinuity'. In less abstract termsz, thiz means, | suppose, that any architectural object in order
1o be critically relevant 1o the history of architecture, in Benjamin's views, must be such that t forms
‘a part' of the history of architecture, while & must be alzo 'apart’ from the forms of finalty
demanded by the zimple repettion of function (1 should add that thiz "apart’ repetition should be
original: an ohject repesating for the zecond time the dizcrepancy between finalty and expectation
wolld thus merely be a conzervative repetition of an ariginal one, # would merely be 'a part' from
what was 'apart’).** The co-presence, within architectural practices, of those twa relations or logics
— being 'a part' while being alzo ‘'apart from' — and the conmjunction of thosze two terms ‘a
part'fapart’, forms the zubject of the dizcuszszion at the heart of the zecond and third chapters. For
Benjamin the value of thoze logics resides in that they allow the architectural to be zustained within
itz owen 'zpacing'; that they always permit the repetition of what iz given in architecture, but always
with the desire to create a distance from what thiz repetition might imply about the fixing of stable
meanings. In other words, thoze logics of 'apartfa part’ define the space of the critical az internal to
the waork of the architectural ohject. Judgement in architecture occurs then upon the nature of the
relationship betwween repetition and the particular conditions of the architectural experimentation st
hand. That iz, nat by juddging ‘how far one has moved avway' in this architectural experimentation,
but rather by assessing hovw a space has been established for criticality as a part of architecture.
Conzequently, thiz entailz that criticizm and judgement in architecture are internal to the dizcipline
and not buit on exterior criteria. Thusz, az any appraizal within the dizcipline iz autonomous from
zocio-poltical concerns, t iz obvious that, for Benjamin, the dizcipline iz, in tzelf, autonomous. But
iz thiz not aninstance of zolipsizm?

I.3.2. Time, Function and Alerity in Architecture

In the first chapter of the hook, 'Time, Function and alkerity in Architecture' Benjamin dizcusses

:: hid. p 3.
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form and function in' architecture in the context of their relation with the philozophical categories of
time, repetition and alterity. Categories which appear — according to Benjamin —az 'in' architecture
and which are alzo interconnected or, rather, share interdependent definitions.

He begins by asking: What is time in architecture?* But, as this question is, in his view,
not =0 much about the relationship between time and architecture az abouwt the comprehension of
the 'in', he first considers what it is that constitutes the architecture from the inzidey What i the 'in'
or what iz there, in thiz in' architecture? What iz worthy of conzsideration in' architecture? What
takesz place 'in' architecture, gives to it an architectural statusz, and thusz tzelf appears az the
irreducibly architectural? The first aspect to be conzidered az in' architecture iz therefore, for
Benjamin, time. He claimz that time iz inzcribed in architecture' from the beginning. # iz not only
that the building has a certain temporalty by itz being prezent within the complex movement of
hiztorical time, bt alzo that the architectural ohject hasz a temporalty of itz own, that cerain
tempaoral determinations are involved within the architectural. A= he puts it

T the Inscription of function and the particniar determinations af function engender a
serles of expectations and possibiities that position the architecturalexperience Interms of
the vaning forms of gecordthat these demands enw’sgge. What Is epvisaged, and the
gocords sugoested Involves temporal determinations’.

Time 'in' architecture iz, for Benjamin, alzo related, or interdependent with other festures or
categories (which are alzo in' architecture). For example, atterity in' architecture, which can only
appear in relation to a 'critical engagement' with repetition (of function), is bound up with time.
Indeed, az for Benjamin, aterity iz not the intruszion of an external 'other' but the interruption of the
repetition (of function), obwviously linked to time or at least to a padicular temporality. Thus, time 'in'
architecture iz interconnected per ze, with aterity (and thus criticality), function and repetition: The
complex temporalities of ohjectz and their history comprize the different poszsibilties for
repetition’. =

The zecond aspect that Benjamin dizcuzzes az in' architecture, atthough he haz already
mertioned alterity and repetition in their interdependency with time, iz function (and itz repetition).
Az already stated, function, for Benjamin should be understood through & complex structure of
repetition: function iz given “within, and as, forms of repetition'. Yet, the analysiz of function iz
always constrained by specificity. For function iz always dizcussed 'in' the paricular setting of itz
application. Thus, an accourt of the presence of function must always be given in 'the terms of itz
detail’, which means that the interconnection of the architectural ohject with function hasz to he
investigated, not in general termsz, but in termsz of 'a paricular relationship to the prezence of that
which iz given through repetition’.*® In ather words, | guess this measns that, for Benjamin, the
interdependence of function and repetition does not conzsist in & Reral repetition of function but iz
rather a relationship in which function iz preserved while zomehow alzo disrupted. Benjamin
conziders that thiz 'opening up' of function leads to the pozsibilty of atterity in' architecture, that iz
what Benjamin refers to as the 'wet-to-he' which might surface within function &t the prezent, that iz
in' architecture:

The apening s af function and thus the possibiify of ts displaced retention becomes .. .)
the Inscription ofthe future Into the present. The future taken on the quality of the velto-be
and therefore its having this quaiity Fids architecture of the didactic hold of the utopian. This
takesplace by demanding of the object that it work In terms of the Inscribed possibity of the
futaral — always Uhderstood as the vello-be— Into ahd as part of the buailding presence atthe
present. Opening Lo temporal complexity allows for the Intrusion of alterity Into architecture
becagise it both distances the hold of dominance while allowing for the retention of
function’ ™

6 Thid.p. 6.
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Hence, thiz 'vet-to-be' iz the mark of alterity (that iz the critical), the space in which experimentation
[criticizm) in architecture — and not outzide of #, given, for Benjamin the ‘irreducibly architectural’
guestions of form and function — can explore the very constitution of and relationship between farm
and function. However, the co-prezence of the 'prezent’ (that iz the prezent form) and the wet-o-
be!, for Benjamin, does not generate or even has a form' of tzelf, for he simply states that this
'architectural possibility' could not have an equivalent ‘form' = In arder to repest, (as the reader wil
become aware, repetition and rehearzal are zeminal 1o and for Benjamin's argument) for Benjamin,
the problem on hand can be prezented az guestioning the nature of the zeries of interconnections
in' architecture, that constitute it the prezence of architecture invalves a concern with time; time iz
bound in the architectural with repetition; time in architecture while working with the complexities of
repetition iz to be related to the presence of function as t might 'open it up' (alterity) to the “yet-to-
be', and function (already opened up) 'openz up' in its turn, the guestion of the nature of itz
relationship with form.

Having idertified what constitutes, in hiz view, the in' architecture, and having thus created
a certain complexity at work in the irterconnections of festures and categories which constitute this
in' architecture, Benjamin proposes to 're-conzider' the poszszibity of temporal complexity in'
architecture which meanz zimply 1o 'rehearze’ the relation between time and function in the terms
they =set'™ and from there to 'repest' his conception of a link hetween complexity and the
theaoretical question of the generation of form'. Alkthough | don't wizh to repest myself, bt as it
zeems to be extremely important for Benjamin to do sa, | will continue to fallow his rehearzals and
repetitions in the subsequent paragraphs.

il Architecture’. After re-addrezzing the guestion of time in' architecture, and after repeating
that architecture works along a logic of repetition, which means for itz author, thiz time, that
architecture holdz zocial and cultural oppostions in place by repesting them, Benjamin provides a
definition of what iz a 'real critique’ of, or rather in' architecture.™ 'Real critigue’ and with t & critical
architecture (az critigue should be 'in' architecture) should not guestion the oppostions themselves
but rather the architecture. That iz, criticizm must operate &t the level of what permitz the material
reproduction of zuch oppositions (the question still remains, in my viewe, az whether or not
architecture maintainzs and reproduces on itz ovwn such oppostions withowt the intervertion of any
exterior wectar [zocial, poltical or cultural]l. Hence, criticism's space iz within the complex
interconnections, which constitute the in' architecture, where the oppositions are retained, though
with the pozszibilty that what had been precluded may be zanctioned [zic] and that the hierarchies
that were to be expected are challenged' ®* This possibilty appears through what Benjamin again
callz an 'opening' within the retention (repetition) of function. Here, Benjamin simply rehearzes
what he haz already stated, that criticalty's pozsihilty appears thus, through the 'opening’ towards
the already preszent futurity of the 'wetdo-be'. Thiz has zome interesting conseguences for
architecture, as Benjamin acknowledges that t appears 'ubiguitous'. Architecture is the zite that
retains oppositions, while it iz alzo the place of their critique, where they are challenged.

Thiz claim, in Benjamin's view, leads to two athers concerning two further aspects of the
architectural, which must be in their turn, understood az fundamental. However, both are just
repettions: the first rehearzes what he hasz already declared concerning the relstionship between
architecture and repetition: 'Architecture works to allow for the repetition of the already given'.
Then, the zecond concerns the inevitahilty of the adiculstion of architecture with function: Thiz
poird needs 1o be understood asz claiming that architecture iz inevitahly inter-adiculated with
function or with programmatic considerations'.™ Furthermore — though the reader has already
encourtered this statement under a different form — ubiguity, repetition and function stage specific
relations with time 'in' architecture. Thosze relationships through their pluralty, complexity and
interconnections, demonstrate, according to Benjamin, that time iz not singular. The lack of pure
temporal singularity in itz turn allowws a concern for interconnectedness, relativity and aterity, which
iz the locus of criticality. Hence time and alterity are, obwiously, 're-connected'.
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The guestion of form iz re-'opened' by Benjamin in hiz re-guestioning of itz relstionship to
function. In itz relationship to function, form iz not defined in zuch & fashion that form should fallow
function or function should follow form. Yet according to Benjamin both terms are related. For him,
form functions', that iz to say it must be understood 'as the enacted presence of a specific function
in & given location' ®® Alterity's interconnection with time having been just re-stated, Benjamin adds
to this claim by repeating that aterity iz alzo bound up with function. Yet, as already mentioned thiz
alterity zhould not be undersztood az an intruzion of othernessz in function, but az that other
temporal pozsibiity emerging from within function in' architecture. Aterity zplts the singular,
unzettles the determinations of tradition, while nonethelezz permitting another zettlement. | allows
the critical to find & home. Finally thiz alterity iz alzo interconnected with form, az form and function
should be interrelated. Afterity's relationship to form iz defined, by Benjamin az, the disruption of
the homological relstionship between form and function'.™ This atterity does not have a ness farm,
it qenerates farm aneswy.

Khora. In order to addrezz the gquestions of the generation of form in architecture, of the
relationzship between form and function, and of itz nature, Benjamin propozes a digression on two
philozophical texts, Plato's dislogue Timaeus and Bataille's article LUinforme', which should reveal
howy it iz pozszible to mairtain that which figures within the co-prezence of work and the vet-to-he
as a possihiity within architectural practice’® In other words he wishes to find out which
philozophical terms (dhat are exterior 1o the architectural dizcipline, by the way) might allow an
understanding of how alterity (i.e. new form's generation) could be prezent within the repetition of
the already dgiven (i.e. form-function homology] in' architecture.

The dizcuszsion of the first text, Plato's Timaews, which dealzs with 'khora', iz supplemented
with an investigation of Derrida's engagement with it, entitled Khoras. The necessity of these first
readings zeemsz zomehow doubtful az they are done only to allow Benjamin to conclude that
Plato's conception of khora' adds little 10 an understanding of architecture once the latter iz
defined as the relationship between function and the generation of form' =

Benjamin beginz by expozing Timgeds account of khora'. Plato's Timgeus outlines what iz
often conzidered to be the first written account of the whole univerze and tz hinary structure.
Indeed, Plato divides # into two partz: the intelligible and the zenzible. The former defines the woarld
of ideaz, those that are governed and grasped by reazon, while the 'senzible’ reprezents the
material and changeable world that iz generated and only apprehended by the senzes. Plato
believes that the world of ideas contains the original templates of all 'matter’. The 'senszible’ or
material state iz therefore an inferior copy of the ‘intelligible. But, Plato alzo finds that there iz,
within hiz accourt of all that there iz’ the necessity for a third term, a third 'space’ from which the
whole iz created; the place from which the guestion of “what iz all that there i’ iz tzelf generated.
Thiz iz a place standing outzide the opposition by defintion. Thiz place, az well az tz relstionship
1o the whole and itz proper regulations, becomes per ze problemstic az t eszcapes the zcope and
conseguently the status of what t founds. In other words, Platos' account of the totality of "all that
there iz' generatez a necesszary complexity. There iz zomething outzide of ‘all that there is',
zomething that generates, defines and states #, as 'all that there is', while &t the same momernt
works to undo wwhat it just founded the 'all that there is' and itz constitutive opposition], by being
outside of it. Generation undoes itself from the outzide. Thiz place Plato names khora' — Greek for
'zpace’, 'zite' or 'place’ — while he alzo defines it within the dialogue az 'ever existing place’. The
logic' of the 'khora' iz thus two fold: first # has a generative or productive dimension. Second, the
khora' cant be postioned within that which & posttions, generates, produces or founds.
Furthermore, khora' iz alzo defined az a receptacle of all becoming', that iz a space where ideas
might become materialized (formalized). “et thiz' space’ must have no form, it iz rather a process:
the place of generation.

Benjamin acknowledoges the paradoxical condition of 'khora' as he notes the subsequent
problem: &z 'khora' works in s differentistion from that which it founds, and as it stustes itself
outzside the problem of relstion (opposition), 'howe iz thiz outzide to be understood when it is the
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very outside that generates the opposition between inside and outside’ ® However, his aim, here,
iz not to answer thiz guestion, but rather to investigate the relevance of 'khora' to the ‘architectural”
the gquestion iz the extent to which 'khora' as the neceszzarily unlike — for Plato a “third kind" —
figures within architecture'.®' Atthough the reader might be able to understand on its own what the
anzwer iz, Benjamin claims that & short digreszion on Derrida's ezzay entitled Khorg iz needed at
thiis: point. =

Derrida locates the khora' almost &t the center of Plato's dialogue, Timaeus. 'Whora' iz here
alzo interpreted az a 'chasm' or an 'abyss' (or even an 'abyzzal momert). Yet, Derrida alzo
idertifies within the text, not simply within the 'conterd’ of the texd, but rather within itz presentation,
itz formal presence, a doubling of the chasm or abyss. The diglogue while acknowledging the
necessity of 'khora' alzo pretends, at itz bedginning as well az ts end, to have covered the 'all that
there i’ 1o have presented t &z a whole. Thus, the movement of the dialogue zeems to hide what
it just had identified, the 'khora'. t defends a certain conception of an all inclusive totalty or
completion. Hence, for Derrida, the concluzion and beginning of the Timaeus are not only covering
up or hiding the abyss, the khora' — identified &t the center of the book — that lies between all
oppostions, bt alzo Tthe abyzzs] between all theze couples and another which would not even be
their other'™ This means that this 'another' that sweould not even be ‘their other', which can be
zafely mentioned as the 'khora' of the Timaeds itzelf, iz simply standing outzide the book (erazed
or hidden or fargotten).

Benjamin deduces from Plato's accourt of 'khora' as well as from Derrida's engagement
with the dislogue thst there iz & pervasive sense of incompleteness'.® He considers that in the
caze of Derrida'zs identification of the doubling of the "abwss!, which iz a zort of 'mize-en-abyme'
within the dialogue (the relationship between khora' and the oppositions prefigures the relationzhip
between khora' and the account of the “whole"), the idertification of incompletion iz only possible
due to the 'desire for & type of philozsophical clozure'. Thiz means, for Benjamin, that # iz the desire
for philozophical closure' which generates tz own incompletion. In the case of khora' within the
dialogue, Benjamin conziders that az sz limitz hecome the limitz of the outzide and thus of &
conception of complexity genersted by relation',® the productive potertial of ‘khora' was
conzeguertly always outside. Thus, what was generated was always 'complete’. The idertification
of the incomplete, that is, | guess, the acceptation of the necessity of 'khora' does not affect the
form of the completed.

Benjamin conzsiders that ‘alterity' must appears in' architecture, ie. the incomplete’ or 'wet
to be-come' must be incorporated in' the architectural ohject: 1...] allowing for the incomplete in
architecture necessitates the inscription of the incomplete as part of the object's formal presence' .
Thiz means, for Benjamin, that khora' az an otherness (atterity) standing outzide the complete,
addz little to "an understanding of architecture once the latter iz defined as the relationship between
function and the generation of form' ™ ie. khora' iz of little help for understanding what could be
zuch a productive and generative atterity operating 'in' the architectural and on itz formal presence.
Whora' iz thus dizcarded.

Although, a ot might be said about Benjamin's rough trestment of Plato's dislogue and of
Derrida’ engagement with i, az well az about Benjamin's rather brief, awkward and poorly argued
final claim, | think & iz more importart to wonder why Benjamin decided to investigate the potential
of 'khora' az a means of coming to terms with the problem at thiz point in the book. Indeed, the
guestion could be formulated az to why it should be conzsidered neceszary 1o dizcuzs the khora',
when there had been no request to do 2o and when there waszs no obvious link, between the
problem dizcuzzed and thiz "abyss!, for finally dizcarding itz relevance to the matter concerned? Iz
there not in this passage of Architectural Philosaphy, zomething hidden, here in the middle,
zomething not mentioned that might constitute the 'khora' or ‘abyssal moment' of the book t=zelf? 1z
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thiz not already perceptible az a certain 'mize-en-abyme' and thuz, what would be the significance
of zuch a mize-en-abyme?

Even though | do not wizh 1o zubmit to hypothetical concluzions, the conzsideration of the
facts that the theoretical excursus of chapter one should lead the reader to an investigation of
Peter Eizenman's work, and that this architect had inthe 19580s a direct collaboration with Jacques
Derrida — bearing on the design for a garden in La Yilette park in Pariz — that out of this
collaboration a book was publizhed in 1997, bearing the title of Chors L Waorks (a title which
ohviouzly references the centrality of Plato's dialogue within their exchange), and that Benjamin iz
himzelf one thosze 'expertz from down under' (the other would be Mark Wigley) on Derrida and
deconstruction ® make it difficult not to reach the conclusion that & secret | long buried frustration,
continues to remain hidden.

Chora L Waorks conzists of Derrida and Eizenman's dizcussion transcripts, drawings, letters
exchanged and ezzays produced while they worked on their concept for the garden; it even
includes an unfinizhed draft of Derrida's interrupted eszay, at the time of the collaboration, on
'chora’, which later became "Khara" in On the NMame, Derrida and Eizenman had chosen together
'‘chora' az a theme for the garden, the reazon being, that Eizenman  believed that the in-bhetween
zstate of 'chora' would tie in well with hiz own attempts to challenge the dominance of 'prezence’in
architecture. At the time, he wasz already interested in cresting szpaces in which prezence and
abzence would work together in a balanced fashion, against & traditional hierarchy that equates
‘mrezence' with zolidity and ‘absence' with woid. Somehow, hiz wizh wasz to materialize the
prezence of abzence (or to uze Benjamin's description, to inscribe the incomplete az part of the
ochiect's formal prezence). Thus 'Chora' and itz logic as what statez bt alzo refutes the hinary
conception seemed to be an ideal theme for the collaboration of twwo men wwho attempt to disrupt
western philosophical and architectural traditions. Yet, as the story goes, due to budget izzues, the
garden never materialized.

The book itzelf alzo ends up being quite a deception, if not simply funny, as it often notes a
failure of understanding between the two collaborstors. For example, st one point in the book,
Eizenman =zavys of Derrida 'He wantz architecture to stand =il and be what he azzumes #
appropristely should be in order that philozophy can be free to move and speculate (... he zaid
things to me that filled me with horror: "Howe can i be & garden withouwt plantz”, "“Where are the
trees", "Where are the benches for people to =it on" Thiz iz what philosophers want, they want to
knowe where the henches are'® Too often, Eisenman is again and sgain amazed by Derrida's
‘architectural conzervatizm'. For Eizenman the material iz zomething that can be shifted in relation
1o theory, while Derrida zeems to understand materialty az a fixed form around which ideas could
move. The distinction between Eizenman's and Derrida's positions becomes clear when Derrida iz
azked to dezign a monumert for the garden, without referert. Derrida draws a zieve (one of the
metaphorz that Plato uzes to deszcribe 'Whora') much 1o the distrezz of Eizenman who was hoping
for a less iteral reprezentation. The funniest partz of the book are without doubt the pazzage when
Eizenman propozes to build & guarry from swhich vistors swill pick up rocks and carry them to
another part of the site. Derrida questions whether it would be poszible to force people to do this;
he iz concerned that the project might come to rezemble & miniature golf course; and wwhen Derrida
azk= if Eizenman iz being 'concrete’ (az opposed 1o speaking abstractly), Eizenman answers, es,
concrete’, in the belief that Derrida iz asking what material he will uze to build the garden. Derrida,
who had become aware of the problem and increasingly embarrazzed at the thought of their
dizcuzzions being publizhed, even zaid at one poirt thumorously or not), 'Peter, | would suggest
zomething. In thiz associstion, & iz as if you were the dreamer and | was the architect, the
technician. o wou are the theoretician and | am thinking all the time of the practical
consequences' "0

Against thiz background, or hidden 'chasm', t zeems to me that Benjamin's engagement
with 'khora', has little to do with the problem on hand. Rather | perceive his rejection of 'khora' as a
critique of Dertida, or rather az a critique of Derrida's understanding of architecture, and more
precizely of the 'in' architecture. After all Derrida proposed his unfinizhed ezzay on 'khora' as a
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zstarting point for their dizcussion with Eizenman. Thus, t zeems to me that Chore L Works iz
Architectiral phifosopiy's Whora', that iz the 'in-between' Benjamin and Eizenman, an 'in between'
that must not be mertioned because t somehow shows that there iz something that impacts the
architectural that will abwvavz be bevond itz zcope, ie. the poszsibity for an atterity not in'
architecture (the garden wasz perhaps not realized due to the impozszibilty to formalize the 'Whora',
thuz it might have a true impact [while being outzide of t] on the complete [the architectural] by
rendering i incomplete [inexiztert]). In other words, if az Benjamin states, the desire for
philozophical closure' generates itz own incompletion, one might alzo wonder if the desire for
incompletion  within completion doez not generate the closure (erasure) of a paricular
philosophey. ™

*L'Informe’. Having dizcarded the 'khora', Benjamin turns to what this chapter iz mostly interested
in, i.e. the reading of a zecond philozophical text, Bataile's formless', with the aim to expound
what could be zuch a productive and generative alterity operating 'in' the architectural and on itz
formal presence.

Benjamin beginz hiz dizcuzszion of formless' by stating that Bataille's writings on poetry (in
their form az well az in their contert) stage 'an encourter with architecture that works to undo his
own famous entry on architecture in the "Dictionnaire critique” [of Documents] ™ While this claim
wolld necessitate, in my wiewe, an immediate demonstration, Benjamin moves on to state some
other thingz, which are equally disturking:

Wehile postny may gopear to be distanced from the reality of architecture, Rremains the case
that within Bataille’s digression fon poetnyd the two touch, because hisconcernwith posthy
becoines d concerh wWith the presence of form, tholgh more significanthy with the generation
of form Isic] This s the regson that texts ostensibly on arohitectiire — ahd here this includes
both the text Wrchitecture’ gswell as Uabélisque’, e Labyrinthe' ang Wusée' — need to be
distanced from 8 concerh with the architecturallsic] once the architecturalls Understood as
the problem of the peneration of farm’.™

Thus, Benjamin beginz his theoretical excursus on 'formless' with three statemerts which are all, in
my wiewy, awkward: the first one declares that there iz some unnoticed dizcrepancy in the
relationzship between Bataille's poetry and architecture and what Bataille mertionsz in hiz famous'
atticle about architecture. The zecond attempts to explain howe Bataille's poetry might be connected
to architecture: Bataille's poetry and Benjamin's architectural are both mainly concerned with the
izzue of the generation of form. Finally, with the last statement the reader iz told to simply azzume
that most of Bataille's writings on architecture are not concerned with Benjamin's definition of the
‘architectural’, thoze textz should conzeguertly be dizmizzed by every attempt to think the
‘architectural'. While those statements are in my view falze, they nevertheless speak some truth:
they showe clearly that Benjamin's aim iz not to comprehend Bataile's own conception of the
architectural, but rather to extract from Bataille's oceuwvre something that might serves hiz own
definition of . In other words Benjamin iznt interested in Bataille's 'critique’ of architecture, but in
‘outting to uze' Bataille's corpus — or &t least partz of  —in order to reinforce hiz definition of the
architectural az mere generation of form.

In thosze introductory lines, probably the most striking of Benjamin's disturbing statements,
iz the one which azzumes that out of the analvziz of Bataille's textz on architecture emerges an
understanding of the architectural az ‘having a symbolic dimenszion and # iz thiz symbalic
dimension that determines the building's meaning'.™ Athough | definitively oppose the naivety and
zimplicity of this statement, (indeed asz | will showe, in the next chapters of this dizsedation, Bataille
ohviously perceives that architecture hasz a symbolic-poltical dimension but alzo an economic-
cultural one, and thesze dimenzionz do not determine the building's meaning, but itz zocial
function], | conzider more importart, here, within the zcope of thiz prologue, 1o note how Benjamin
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argues for hiz claim. Instead of engaging with Bataille's textz on architecture, Benjamin dizcuzzes
an excerpt from Stony of the eve (one of the first novels which Bataille publizhed, & text onfwithin
poetry and not about architecture). Benjamin notices that within the 'epizode’ of the 'zacriege’
achieved by the heroin of Stone of the eye, Simone — that iz the zcene when she masturbates
within the confeszional of & church —the architecture's form (of the church, of the confeszionall iz
left 'urtouched'. Furthermore, Benjamin's points out that swithin the narrative, form is only the locus
of 'zymbolic re-workings'. For example, in Benjamin'z view, the formulation of one of the male
protagonists of Stowy of the eve concerning the elementz of the Eucharizt simply holds form in
place'™ ‘the wafers [...] are nothing other than the sperm of Christ in the form of & small white
cake' ™ Somehow forms are only re-invested by a different symbolic value. This lesds Benjamin to
conclude that within Bataile's text, az form iz nether touched nor #z generation iz ewven
conzidered, there iz no 'real confrortation with the architectural bt only with the symbalic
dimension of the building and thus with its meaning',”™ and consequently that ‘architecture comes
to be abandoned az a concern in the texts that take archiecture as the ostensible ohject of
analysis' @

However, az | mentioned above, Stony of the eve iz definitely not one of Bataille's textz on
‘architecture'. That architecture iz prezert and mentioned in # iz one thing but that the primordial
concern of the text iz architectural iz guite another. Thusz, surprizingly, Benjamin attempts o
demonzstrate hiz claim (i.e. Bataile's texts on architecture are not concerned with the architectural),
by analvzing & text, which iz obviously not concerned with the architectural (t iz rather concerned
with the circulation of an egg-shape az Roland Barthes brilliantly demonstrated). If | summarize this
rather fuzzy beginning: first, wiling to show how Bataille's 'formless' padicipates as a productive
and generative alterity operating 'in' the architectural and on itz formal presence, Benjamin bedins
by praizing Bataille's writings and their 'digressions' on 'poetry’ for having an 'obvious' concern with
the generation of form', while he dizcards Bataille's textz on architecture for the zimple reazon that
they are merely interested in the symbolic dimenzionz of buildings and their meaning. Then, in
order to demonstrate thiz claim he does not dizcuszs one or more of thoze texts on architecture, but
an excerpt from one novel that iz in fact & 'digrezzion' on poetry. Finally, t appears in conclusion,
that the text analyzed (which iz, | repeat, an excerpt from a novel, thuz a 'piece’ of 'poetry’) hasz no
concern with the architectural az Benjamin perceives i, the 'generation of form'. Here, a careful
look at Benjamin's argument proves to undermine it. & wwould seem that even Bataille's poetry, in
thiz case the poetry grouped under the header Stowy of the eyve, contrary to what Benjamin stated
earlier, has nothing to do with the '‘generation’ of architectural form. Hence, if Bataille's texts on
architecture are foreign to Benjamin'z defintion of the architectural, and if, az Benjamin zeems —
againzt hiz own interest — 10 have unfortunately demonstrated, Bataille's poetry, too, hasz (ittle to do
with zuch a definition, then t would zeem logical, az & conclusion, to acknowledge that Bataille's
oeuvre, a3 a whole, has nothing in common with Benjamin's enterprize.

Perhaps unable to acknowledge the result of hiz own demonstration, Benjamin il
perzeveres in hiz desire to demonstrate the connection between Bataille's poetry and the
architectural. Conzequertly, he simply moves on to dizcuzs another of Bataille's digressions on
poetry az it appeared in The fhper Experience, hoping to bind Bataille's account of poetry to his
owen understanding of the irreducibly ‘architectural', through an analogy. 23 | have already alluded
to Bataille's denunciation of 'analogy’ earlier, | don't think # i= necessary to repeat it. Yet, | must
reaffirm that in consequence, Benjamin'z methodology here iz in complete contradiction to
Bataile's enterprize. Benjamin constructz hiz reflection on Bataille's defintion of poetry az the
move from the knowen to the unknowen, az a sacrifice of knowledge, zcience and meaning, a2 loss.
However, for Bataille, sacrifice and thus poetry do not operate outzide the realm they target. &z
Benjamin rightfully gquotes:

The piah of the moralisthe plan of the project. The cantrany to praject Is sacrifice. Sacrifice
takes on the forms of project butin appearance anly' ™
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Benjamin concludes from thiz excerpt, that Bataile's poetry (as a zacrificing practice) not only
operates from wwithin the boundaries t wishes to transgress, but alzo demands to be maintained
within the form of the vetdo-be transgreszed, that & must be prezent within the project's
appearance while alzo prezenting itz owen form in order for it to be “work full’ (that iz to transgress].
Here, Benjamin, in my view, shiftz the perspective through which one should look st Bataille's
ceuvre, Az | have already mentioned while dizcuzzing Georges Didi-Hubermann, Ywes-Alain Boiz
and Rozalnd Krauzs's understanding of the Yormless', there are two ways 1o ook st Bataille's
chalenging thought and the ozs' it practices. One can ook &t # from above in an economy which
demands redemption, or from below az liberation, as the return of what was repressed. Benjamin
ohviously chooses the former. From being the place of ecstatic loss, Bataille's poetry becomes the
locus of form's redemption; Benjamin doeznt look at sacrifice and poetry as signs of the 'return' of
the represzed, dizcarded, the unknown, the zocially low' but az the appearance of a 'productive
negativity', az some operations altering form' which must have an appearance (form) in order 1o
participate in the generation of form'. Hence, Benjamin zees poetry az the locus of & complex of
irterconnections  between the project, form of the project, materialty of words, their own
immaterialty and appearances. iz obviously by chance that thiz 'porrat’ of poetry mirrorz his
previous defintion of the architectural and #z irreducihiity 'marked by & complex zeriez of
interconnections’ hetween form, function, repetition, time, aterity and generation. Poetry'z
negativity must sustain its own negation, as the repetition of function in' architecture must allow itz
owen alteration for there being a 'critical’ architecture'. Consequerntly poetry and the architectural
zeem to share a rather zignificant festure, az both 'may zustain the productive prezence of a
negativity resisting negstion' ™ In this perspective, and athough it betrays Bataile's oeuvre and
Bataille's own wview on ‘analogy', t iz poszzible to perceive an analogy between Bataille's poetry
(zacrifice) and architecture; Benjamin states i inthese terms: ... ] what iz ezzential to architecture
iz that which will abways allow for the divide that iz st work within Bataille's construal of the
distinction between poetry and project' ®'

Having thuz mertioned & poszsible analogy between Bataile's poetry and architecture,
Benjamin finally rizks himself (one brief paragraph of fifteen lines or =00 in an analysiz of one of
Bataile's textz on architecture that he had previously rejected: the aricle ‘architecture'. However,
Benjamin's analysiz does not demonstrate anything, but zimply refterates what he had already
zstated, i.e. Bataile's textz on architecture are mainly involved with the 'symbolic dimenszion' of the
building=. Yet, it iz importart to notice how Benjamin proceeds to re-claim thiz. After briefly guaoting
a pazzage from Bataile's article ('t iz in the form of cathedralz and palaces that the state
addresses itzelf to and imposes silence on the multitudes"™ Benjamin concludes withthese words:

Wehat Is fundamental to thisformiation Is the role altributed to the symbolic presence of
Bilding s and thus to thelr presence as maonnments rather than as the astensibhy architecturar
Isick Farmanly acclrs inthis presentation in terms of praviding the symbalisic] Vhatthis
estabiishes is a distinction between a conception of form that Is symbolic andthls works as

g mondment, and form emerging and this demanding to be understood In terms of that
Which generated RIsic] In sim, B isasthough form s held within g distinction between
BUliding and the monument on ohe side and architecture on the other Isicl 1. JOnce it
becommespossible to open Up 8 consideration of form as that which Is produced rather than
Unking architecture to monimentalite ] Ritheh becomes hecessahylo link that moverment to
Bataille’s own conception of 8 productive negativity lsiclt ™

Several assumptions within thiz quaote, (if not the guate in itz entirety), are in my vieww disturbing.
First, there iz the definition of the monument &z 'non-architectural' withowt further argumentation.
Zecond, there iz the affirmation that form, here, only occurs az what sustains the 'zymbaolic’, while,
if | read Bataile's quote correctly, form iz alzo what impactz the crowed: what impozes zilence' on
the nation, thus form, in Bataile's texd, iz not simply reprezenting but alzo functioning. Third, | do
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not zee where, within the gquoted paszszage, Bataille establizhes a digtinction between a zo-called
‘zymbolic-form' and a form emerging', between a concern for monumertal formalizm and an
intereszt in form's generation. If there iz the poszsibiity for such distinction # iz not to be found in
Bataille's quote but rather within Benjamin's position. Fourth, Benjamin restates his opposition to
the monument and architecture as if Bataille's quotes induced thiz;, vet, | alzo do not =ee in
Bataille's quote a distinction between the monument and architecture. Finally, and perhaps most
importartly, with hiz last claim Benjamin zimply azsumes, withowt demonstrating & (or even
mertioning the wish to do z0) that Bataile conceived of 'a productive negstivity'. Thiz claim has
huge consequences, for it allowes Benjamin to conzsider Bataille's formless' as precizely, productive.
However, az | propose 1o argue in the following chapters, Bataille's formlessz' iz probably the most
radical example of an ‘unemploved negativity' & negativity refusing to be ‘oot to woark!, refusing
super-zezzion and thus taking part in zome form's generation' and rather bringing dowen' all forms.
Hence, t zeems to me that Benjamin uszes rather non-academic paths for arriving his destination.
Meverthelezs, after such a painful odyssey, he finally comes to the core of his dizcussion: formless'
as 'a productive negativity”.

A2z | just mentioned, Benjamin does not understand Bataille's Yormless' (informe) as what
zimply undoes or opposes form, rather he wizhes to zee t az what can re-form, az what iz
‘wroductive'. Thiz means that instead of zeeing t az a radical unemploved negativity, which dizrupts
all formal pretenszions, Benjamin nestly posits the formlezs' az padicipating in the 'generation of
form'. In order to do 20, he proceeds to & detailed reading of the aticle formless' and demands
that the ontological definition of Yorm' and formless' be shifted from an ortology of being towards
an ontology of becoming.

Hence, Benjamin bedins hiz somewhat awkward demonstration by attempting to quote
precizely Bataille's short text. However, as he puts the original in French and it=s Englizh wersion
zide by zide, the reader can perceive a slight problem with Benjamin's translation:

T...J & term working to undofdisturiyrearrange, demanding generally that each thing has its
forrythe form properto 1.

T...] un terme servant @ déclasser, exigeant généralement que chagque chose ait satorme’ ™

It iz important to notice that from the onzet, Benjamin is &t pains to propose a proper translation of
Bataille's text. Thiz iz rather difficut to understand as numerous tranzlations of that short adicle
have already been publizhed. Instead of referring to a collection of Bataille's tranzlated texts, such
az, for example Alan Soekl's Wsions of Excess, Benjamin prefers to express what the formless'
does in Englizh by giving three different terms o undo', 1o disturk', 1o rearrange’ az a translation
forthe verb 'déclasser; atranszlation which leaves the reader with an impression of vagueness with
regards 1o what the 'formleszs' does. Thiz obvious lack of scholarly rigour, actually allowes him to
irtuit that the formless' iz not only dizruptive, bt productive, as the verb 1o rearrange’ signifies.
Howvewver, the verb 'Déclaszer' means in French without any doubt o undo' or o disturk', (1 aeould
prefer to zay that this verb signifies a loss of status, or of class), but it doesnt mean to rearrange’.
That after such an 'undoing' ("déclaszement’), a rearrangement might occur is just & possible
consequence. & conseguence of wwhich the formless' would only be responsible as what undoes,
rather than re-do. To state that the formless' which operates such an 'undoing' (‘déclassement”) is
alzo performing thiz rearrangement iz, in my view, a simple mizconstruction. If | may uze a
metaphor, & sunny afternoon might be followed by a few showers, bt thoze showers arent
responsible for the return of the zun. Thuz, t zeems that Benjamin consciously misreads Bataille
from the premize of his demonstration.

Willing to maintain hiz claim against all factual evidence, Benjamin again guotes Bataille's
metaphorical autlining of the formless' '[...] affirming that the universze resembles nathing and iz
only formless comes back to saying thet the universe i= something like a spider or a spit' &
Howwewer, thiz time Benjamin does not simply (consciously or not) misread or mistranslste Bataille,
rather he conzsiders that Bataille himszelf 'mizreprezents’ the formless:

M Creorge: Bataille, Bgfovme’, o OO I, Parie: Crallimard, 1976, p. 217, quoted and trane lated i Sndresr Beganin,
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The Jast point iz inthe end the maost revealing, it comprises the mament at which, Roonid be
groned, that, Bataille comesito misrepresentthe infome’ by seeking to represent . Or rather
in Fepresenting R— in literalizing it— its stractoring force Is betrayed’ ™

Setting azide tz arrogant tone, one must acknowledge that thiz guote iz extremely informative: on
the one hand it shows that Benjamin iz unable to conceive of & genealogy for the formlezz' and on
the other hand # clarifiez Benjamin's assumption concerning the guestion of how the Yormless'
should operate. First, Benjamin zeems unable to understand that for Bataille, the formless' iz not &
zimple abstraction operating against form', but rather a process deeply grounded within & socio-
culiural taboo. The reference 1o 'spiders’ and gobs of 'spit’ iz here not a dangerous literalizing, bot
the mark of a thought that iz zocially grounded. Spiders and gobs of spit are formless because they
are zocially lowy and thus tranzgressive for a certain high form' (a reference to the form desired by
academic men). Bataille's paradoxical philozophy iz not an abstract autonomousz one but rather a
radical materializm. Second, Benjamin alzo perceives for the Yormlesszs' a 'structuring' potential.
Here, ke simply seems to he lost in translation again. Indeed, az | mentioned hefore, 'déclazzer!
does not mean 1o rearrange’ or 1o structure'. The aim of this mistranslation stats to be clearer:
Benjamin needs the Yormless' to operate productively or structurally, athough the text tells the
reverse, in order for it to paricipate inthe 'generation of form'.

Having, in hiz wievw, demonstrated that the aim of the formless' is to be productive, to re-
arrange, Benjamin moves on 1o tackle hiz second problem, the opposition of form' and formless'.
Benjamin refuzes to understand the formlezs' az a mere opposite to form. He consider that the
way the 'formlezs' operates, that iz (again, in hiz vieww and only in hiz view) t 're-arranges’ form
after having lead it to loze itz status, means # iz impozsible to consider both terms as mutually
exclusive;

T...J when Batallle stgoests that one of the funcltion’s of the Pinforme’lsto bring about g
chahge In reglster ahd this reposition the exlgency linked to form, then part of that process
Wil B the distapcing of the appasition between Ia forme’ andt "Finfarme’ Wnderstand as
mutnaily exclinding eitherar ™

In my wiew, Benjamin has zome difficulties understanding Bataille here. He iz right to notice that
form and the formlezz' are not excluding each other. Indeed the formless might operate from within
form. Yet, thiz does not mean that the Yormless' does not opposze form or worst that & might re-
form. The 'formless', paradoxical az ¢ may zeem, undoes form, by opposing & from swithin, Thus,
form and formlezss' are not mutually excluzive in terms of 'geography’ dhey proceed within the
zame space: the locus of form), vet they are opposite in their operative function (Mformless’ undoes
forml. The whole article on formless' should not be zeen as a zimple definition of what the
formless' iz, but az itz material presentation (the article content reaches beyond itz own limits as
an article, beyvond tz own form') as well as a good example of the paradoxical nature of Bataille's
thought. If | summarize thus, the paradoxical nature of the formless' iz present within the article on
formless'.

At zome poirt Benjamin zeems to understand thiz (atthough the term ‘analogy' iz
problematicl, ss he states that “what re-emerges at this precise paoint is the analogy with poetry' =
Indeed poetry for Bataille, as already mentioned, appears within language while @ oppozes the
main function of language that iz to deliver meaning, & operates from within the boundaries i
wizhes 1o transgress. Yet, Benjamin recalls thiz 'analogy' not for showing the coherence of
Bataile's ceuvre (a coherence visible in the fact that the Yormless' and Bataille's poetry share the
zame operative mode), but for hinding hiz understanding of the 'farmless', as that which forms', to
hiz conception of the architectural. For Benjamin, the formlezs' and poetry (in itz move from the
knowen 1o the unknowen) bring both into play a staging of the incomplete and allow for 'a positioning
of the architectural in relation to time' = In other words, as 'in' the architectural Benjamin perceives

::. Ayudrear Bergjanin, drefotectural Prolosopip, Londor, and Hewr Booeearick ; Shdore Press, 2000,p. 29,
. Thid.

% Thid.

¥ hid.p.30.



T

the complex relation of the complete (the physical prezence of the building) with the incomplete
(the vetto-he of criticalty), he simply states that the formlezs' (as what by analogy with poetry
moves from the known to the unknown) should be prezent or operatez in' &, Hence, he
demonstrate the relationship between the 'formlezss' and the architectural in these terms:

‘Cormplexily in architectore therefore has to be g consequence of the wark of Finforme' "?

However, Benjamin, perhaps aware of the conzeqguence of zuch statement, conzsiders that # iz
neceszary to return to the aricle on formless' for demonstrating #. He subsequertly guotes a
zlightly longer part of that text:

A dictionany begins from the moment when Rno longer gives the meaning bt the tasks of
word 1] & term working to undofdistorivrearrange, demanding generally that each thing has
its formithe form proper to i#01

Benjamin notices the contrast here prezented between the meaning (e zens") and the taszk' (la
bezogne') of the words . However, he interpretz the word tazk' az a synonym for waork'. The French
expression'la besogne' while difficult to translate from the French, iz in my view clozer to the words
ok or taszk', if & connotation of drudgery iz understood to attach to the words, than the more
convertional “work'. Furthermore, az Bataille often oppozed the servilty of “work' in hiz zearch for
sovereignty, ™ | would like to sdmit the hypothesis that Bataile employed the term s besogne'
precizely in order to mark itz difference from “work' (travail). Thus, while Benjamin perceives the
zhift Bataille operates within hiz 'dictionary' from 'meaning' towwards more operative notions, he
does not fully grasp the signification of such move; a move towards disruption and not towards
compostion. iz not that the formlezs' has zimply no 'meaning’ and that t works to re-form, rather
the formlezs' undoes 'meaning’, t has a Wy job 1o do against form. Thiz lack of understanding iz
visible within Benjamin's statement that the detail of the term “wark' is not central ™ Against this
claim | weould poirt out that i iz precizely, beside itz 'genealogy’ (that iz the fact that the formlezsz' iz
zocially grounded), the term's operative mode, which iz central to & comprehenszion of the
formlezs'. Hence Benjamin, refusing to perceive the subtleties of Bataile's proze, moves on o
claim that what is important within the article formless' iz the shift from an interest inthe definition
of 'farm’, toweards a concern with the 'generation of form".

T... ] #isvitalto note that an Important shifttakesplace within [the article]. There ls g move
from what Is— Le. the giveness of g form — to what becomes or to what Is generated. Thisls
the consegquence of the move from meaning to work. Finitude vields Rsplace to 8 specific

madality of becarming, However [ ] finftuce and becoming are not mutually excivsive’ "

The last words of thiz statemert ground the Yormless' within & certain complexity; & complexity
linked to the co-prezence of ortological registers (fintude and becoming), which are irreducible.
Thiz complexity idertified az occurting within the ardicle means, for Benjamin, that the formless'
demands to be thought of, not in terms of its 'being', that iz within the perspective of 'conventional’
philozophy, bt within a conception of the ontological ‘in whickh the productive presence of a
complexity has to be taken as the point of departure’.™ In other words, the problem of farm and the
formlezs' should not be thought of az being within the tradition of 'convertional metaphysics’, but
through the zieve of 'Process Philozophy' that iz, through & way of thinking that iz focused on
hecoming', and the complexty of the origin from wwhich & unfolds. | iz precizely from this
‘nerzpective’, that Benjamin defines the formless' as what:

T J ubdoes the presymed relation that form hasto "that which is® arthe farm taken by “that
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Which is" — in ather words it Undoes the logic of the it — then its presehce within the
Ihevitablity of farm mast have 3 transformative effecton what there is. lhat emerges asa
real passibiity therefore is that "Finfarme’ forms [sic] Alawing for its continnity Is to haoid to
the co-presence of form and Finforme’and as suchio maintain the power of the negative
Isicl Whatever Finforme’ marks out, 1t Is hot that which always Is negated, of hecessily by
the presence of form [sic) "8

With thiz statement Benjamin attemptz to demonstrate the relevance of the Yormlezz' to the
architectural. The 'formlezs', in & way similar to a 'critical architecture' (following Benjamin's
definition], iz what undoes the form given through repetition, while t zustains tzelf in order to farm
(to dive a new formal possikility). Athough | might agree with the first zentence as quaoted above, |
oppose the three other statements that followe i, . As | hope to have already intuited bt alzo as |
will argue:  the formleszs' does not form' becausze i iz not an instance of 'productive negativity', but
an 'unemploved' one. The 'power' of the negative does not reside in tzelf being mairtained within
any philozophical system (‘convertional metaphyszics' or 'process philozophy', but rather itz power
resides in itz capacty to remainz outzide all forms of super-zessions, and whatever the formleszs'
marks out, t iz alvways under the threat of being 'crushed' (1o uze Bataille's terms) by form' or the
will to form', (wwhich iz probably what Benjamin's does).

‘L'informe’ in Architecture. After he has defined, in rather abstract terms, what is formless' or
rather what it does, that is: 't works. | works to undo a paricular given formal determination; not to
end up with simple formlessness but with another formal possibility', ™ Benjamin proposes to
identify what could be the formlezs' in architecture.

Meedlezz to zay, Benjamin guickly findz an answer to hiz guestion in the formal productions
of an architect, well-known for being the defender of & problematic "architectural autonomy’ az well
az the ultimate opponent of architectural funcltionalizm: Peter Eizenman. Benjamin wantz the
reader to helieve that the choice of Eizenman for clarifying wwhat might be the Yormlessz' in
architecture iz the rezult of a logical reflection and not the symptom of & mere operative criticizm.
He states that to consider:

T ] Eizenman aifows for an apening inwhich an Impartant connection can be drawn
between aiterity and sustaining the presence of Tinforme’. FHis architecture Is almost
Invarigbly cohcerhed With the complex Interplay of production and disruption. And In bs
architecturalpractice there Is the affivmed retention of the velto-be, where the retention and

with Jtthe inscribed foturity are determined by an enaagerment with function'

Although the well-informed reader might notice the subterfuge, iz important to zay that thiz iz not
the first time that Benjamin and Eizenman crozzs paths. Indeed, Benjamin has already written
numerous articles on the American architect before publishing the present opus; articles of which
the most famous iz probably 'Peter Eizenman and the Housing of Tradition' publizhed for the first
time inthe Oxford Jowrnalof Artin 1939,

Hence, Benjamin 'chooszes' Eizenman or rather needs Eizenman for claiming that his
conception of the architectural iz alzo acknowledged by architectz operating within the dizcipline.
More zpecifically Benjamin iz interested in Eizenman's texts for a notion which appeared in his
proze at the turn of the millennivm: & notion that he pompously names, the interstitial’.

The 'interstitial' iz what Eizenman perceives in the project of Bramante for 3. Peterzs, az the
transformation, and itz effectz, of an inert mass between forms, a '‘pochd, into 'something' valatile
and highly mokile. Hence, the ‘intersttial' becomes for Benjamin, an ‘'element' which iz bath
process and effect, something which might 'generate forms'

Attempting 1o define the modusz operandi of the interstitial’, Benjamin dizcuszes briefly two
projectz of Eizenman's, the United Mation's project in Geneva and the Aronoff Certre, az well az
the textz the architect wrote az a uszer's guide for thosze buildings. The 'interstitial’ detailed in
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Benjamin's perzpective, appears as something which does not undo the prezence of ether the
structure or the function of the buildings, bt rather the homological relation between form and
function. The transformation it conzsistz of, does not provoke & move from form to Yormless', rather
it reirtroduces:

T Jintathe presence of form an indeterminate guality which alters the perception and
practice of the bullding while at the same Ume allowing for programmatic possibinties that
had pot been determined in advance’ ™™

Hence, the 'interstitial’ appears to confer on the building t fransforms’, all the characteriztics which
define a 'critical architecture' az Benjamin theorizes . The 'interstitial’ iz not simply & space ‘in-
between', a left over, an effect, bt alzo a process that dizruptz and produces inoa way similar to
Bataille's formless’, or rather similar 1o Benjaminzs' understanding of Bataille's formless'. Finally,
Benjamin concludes:

The value of the work of the Interstitial deploved In Elsenman’s sense, oF Batallle’s
conception of Finforme’, Is that they allow for the development of alterity In architecture
becglse they maintain the primordality of relation and therefore can be interpreted as

positioning architectire within the complex fieid of repetition’. ™!

Thuz according to Benjamin, the formless' or the interstitial’ are of walue' within an architectural
zetting zimply because his interpretation of them, gently fitz into his conception of architecture as
the space of a 'complex field of repetition'. Somehow the “walue' of the formless' is the cause of
architectural aterity while alzo itz consequence. The formless' allows for alterity and thiz aterity
cauzes the formlezs to be what i iz, Iz not all thiz 'process philozophy' becoming zome kind of
tautology?

I.3.3. Re-peating, Re-jecting, Re-ducing, Re-hearsing, Re-stating and
Re-storing

Although Benjamin's study might be interesting 1o certain interested parties, t nevertheless, in my
viewy, results in several issues, paradoxes and problems. Some of those pertain to the method
uzed, or rather the peculiar take on the 'philozophy’ it propozes ('Process Philosophy's repetitions
and Plato metaphyszics' rejection). Otherz are linked to the nature of the material conzsidered
(Bataille's wviews on architecture's reduction az well az Krauzz, Boiz and Didi-Huberman's
argumentz’ paradoxical rehearzall, while zome are the zimple conzeguences of the book's aims
(architectural autonomy's restatement and Peter Eizenman criticalty's restoring). Thoze izzues and
problemsz have, obwiously, in their turn, importart conzeguences. First they affect how the
relevance of Bataille's oeuvre to the architectural dizcipline might be perceived, then they have
conseguences on the dizcipline tzelf, due to the rather restrictive understanding of the architectural
they provide. Hence, in the last segment of thiz prologue, athough | have already stated certain
critiques above, | wish to point to what | conzider 1o be Architectural Phifasoohys three
fundamertal izsues and alzo totheir geneszis and consequences. For the sake of clarity | would like
to name these izzues according to how they operate or, signifyving my respect for Benjamin,
according to how they becorme, according to what iz their process: first 'Re-pesting and Re-jecting',
then 'Re-ducing and Re-hearzing', and finally 'Re-stating and Re-ztoring'.

Re-peating and Re-jecting.First of all, there iz the izzue of the peculiar methodology Benjamin
putz to work within hizs book or what could be identified az hiz paticular take on philozophy. Indeed,
a= | hope to have shown, Benjamin's aim iz not to define architecture's being (that is to unveil the
‘noundaries' of the dizcipline), but rather to dizplay what 'operates’ within the dizcipline; what is,
within it, az 'irreducibly architectural'. Benjamin iz interested in 'howy the architectural operates' or

“what iz the thinking of architecture' "™ in other words, Benjamin is interested in architecture's
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‘mrocess’, not in itz 'being' but in itz ‘hecoming'. Moreower, it appears that, from a reading of his
prozse, thiz aim cannot be fulfiled within the frame of a conventional methodology, wwhich would
zimply attempt to define what architecture is. Thuz, the necessary method should not He bt rather
become it must possess the precize nature of a 'process’. Thiz aim (to prezent architecture az a
process: the firreducibly architectural), tz adjunct methodology (& processz in tzelf) and the
zubzeguert vocabulary uszed to give an accourt of the study on hand (hecoming, process,
operation etc... ), all intuit that there iz, here, at work within that book, a rather peculiar
philozophical mode, Athough iz never clearly stated, Architectural Philosophyiz not any kind of
philozophy: it deploys tzelf according to the rule and aims of & mode of thought zelf-proclaimed as
'Procesz Philosophy' or 'Ontology of Becoming'.

'Process Philozophy' iz a genre of metaphysics, a peculiar approach to its aim. k= concern,
zimilar to 'conventional metaphysics' or 'ontology of being', is to dizcuss realty (what exists inthe
worldl and the terms of reference through which thiz reality can be understood, exprezzed and
explained. However, it differs to 'convertional metaphyszics', in that thiz approach claims that the
real iz best comprehended in terms of processzes rather than in defining things. In other words,
Processz Philozophy' iz not interested in 'Being' but in 'Becoming', and thusz, not in fixing idertties
but in acknowledging operationz. Conzequently, t oppozes the old tradition of philozophy, that runs
from the Pre-Socratic, through Plato and Aristotle, till Hegel, which denies proceszes or radically
downgrades them in the ‘order' of being, by subordinating them to substantial things, Conversely,
Process Philoszophy defendsz a wvision of the real and of all existences t encompasses as
processual. '™ Process philosophy' thus marks the rift between 'ontology of heing' and 'ortology of
becoming'. Athough the guestion of the origin of zuch a 'philozophy' (az well az of itz expression)
remainz problematic for intrinsic reazonsz, t iz often considered that @ began with the Greek
philozopher Heracltus of Ephesusz and hiz "Op Naturs’ which zaw realty not az a svstem of things
and 'being' but as & network of processes and 'hecoming'. '™ However, during the twentieth century
'Processz Philosophy' was the name given to the philozophy of Leibniz, Bergzon, and lster, the
banner under which the thoughts of Alfred Morth Whitehead and hizs followers were grouped, while
even Giles Deleuze's work was at times also considered as such. '™ Interestingly, the fact iz, that
'Procesz  Philozophy' must id=self proceed and it doesz =0 around five basic propostions
(propostions of which the processual character can still be argued in my view). First, time' and
'change' are the categories around which a metaphysical understanding iz possible. Second,
‘mroceszs' iz the principal category of ontological study. Third, ‘process’ iz more ‘importart’ than
things' for ontological theory., Fourth, all of the major elemertz of an ontological study (God,
nature, perzons, matter) are best comprehended through a processzual wvocabulary. Finally,
cortingency, emergence, novelty, and crestivity are among the termsz and categories fundamental
to thiz patticular metaphyszical understanding ie. the 'ontology of becoming'. Hence 'Process
Philozophy' dwellz within & wocabulary and & zet of factors zuch as temporalty, transformation,
change, alterity, passage, and emergence, perceiving everything az the product of processes,
leading thus process to have primacy over product ontologically az well as epistemologically.
Processzes are paradoxically the causes, the wehicles and the effects (conszequences) of some
irrelevant (proceszz-philozophically zpeaking) things.

Through the frame of 'Process Philozophy" that iz through the philozophical approach to
which Benjamin submitz hiz study, a new zignification of the rejection of Plato's Khora appears.
Although | =il maintzin, a2 | mentioned in the preceding text, that Benjamin might have rejected
Plato's Whora' az a way of coming to terms with zome undizclozed, long buried frustration with
Derrida's work (or perhaps more simply az a way 1o zolve hiz Oedipal complex with this
philozopher), it becomes rather clear now that it s alzo Benjamin's paricular philosophical
approach which necessitates the rejection of Plato's thought. Indeed, Plato's thought is without any
coukt deeply oppozed to 'Process Philozophy' az one of the earliest philosophies padicipating in
some ‘ontology of being'. Beyond his critigue of Heraclitus' conceptions in Crateins, '™ it is the
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whole Platonic understanding of the real, tz binary structure and itz neceszary outzide, 'Whora', az
enounced in Tmaeds, which are contrary to Benjamin's approach. Actually i iz not 20 much
Whora' which iz disturbing for 'Process Philozophy' rather than itz externalty, indeed, 'Whora'
appears asthe place werethe "“whaole iz genersted’, as the place of process, to the point where it iz
in itzelf nothing less than & process. Rather, what is disturbing for 'Process Philosophy! is the
articulation of the two categories of 'heing' that 'Hhora' permits: the intelligible’ and the 'sensikble”
the ideal 'heing' and the material one. &z for 'Process Philozophy', everything iz 'process’ nothing
can be external to "process'. Thus, 'Whora's externality, which iz alzo the externalty (from the
proceszs] of the 'intelligible' and the 'zensible’, and the subsequert articulstion between thosze
termz, are imposszible to conceive according to Benjamin'z approach. Hence, 'Whora' iz not
dizcarded after a convertional demonstration of itz lack of viahilty for the architectural dizcipline
(indeed, az mentioned, Benjamin's final dizmizzal of Khora's relevance to the architectural iz rather
brief, awkward and poorly argued] but rather because Benjamin's conception of the ‘irreducibly
architectural' bound to the dogmatic-processual approach of 'Process Philosophy' can't conceive of
zuch externality. & philosophical feature ('Khara'l which iz deeply bound to the Platonic conception
of the univerze, iz rejected not becausze of itz incapacity to define the architectural, but becausze of
itz incapacty to fit within Benjamin'zs 'Process Philozophy's defintion of the architectural. One
would like to azk Benjamin . what about thiz process' of rejection? lznt t bazed on an inadeguacy
between two things, between two statemertz, between two defintions of the 'architectural’,
between two 'heings"? Thusz, in which way iz it & process, if tz origin lies in zuch a material and
substantial opposition?

foreawver, as seen from the perspective of 'Process Philozophy', Benjamin's permanent
recourse to repetitions (as already mentioned) all over hiz text alzo appears to be significant. £
wolld appear that those repetitions are not a simple lack of literary =kill but rather an essential
festure, a tactic, of Process Philozophy's methodology. Indeed, az 'Process Philozophy' attempts
1o define the entirety of the real az a process, it must tzelf submit to zuch a predicament i.e. it must
be a process in tzelf. Thus, with the aim of demonstrating that what 'operates’ in the "architectural’
conziztz of & complex network of repetition, what could be a better way 1o 'proceed’ than o
constartly repest thiz 'statemert' through & complex network of intertwined claims? &z zuch the
irreducibly  architectural' would be mirrored by the ‘architecturally philozophically irreducible’
through their shared territory: repetition. Somehowe the 'beauty' of Architectoral Phifasanhy iz that
while it defends the attempt to break the homology between form and function, it neverthelesz
expreszes this through ts own homology of form and contert. Hence, the cortinuous repetitions of
Benjamin'zs claim are, to paraphrasze him, 'apart’ of hiz argument (az a way o demonstrate i) while
alzo 'a part' of it (as they embody thiz claim). Athough the reader might perceive these rhetorical
repettions' az a kind of helpful reminder allowing him 1o stay focuszed on thiz zelf-demanding text, |
am zorry to zay that | zee such repetitions' az an annoving dizplay of almost 'esoteric’ incantations,
a device used zimply in order to convince the reader. In other words thoze repetitions appear to me
@z no more than a Coudizm or a Coug's method, & trick to optimistically affirm  weithout
demonstration, Benjamin's claims.

Furthermore, beyvond the pretentious rejection of 'Khora' it entailz, the unnecessary
complexity, fuzziness, and rhetorical repetitions it annovingly sustains, Benjamin'z Process
Fhilozophy appearz alzo problematic with regard to itz treastment of Bataille's thought, more
precizely in itz wil to confer on thiz thought, a proceszual frock cost'. In other words, Benjamin's
Procezz Philozophy izzue of 'rejecting and repesting', leads in my wview 1o a processzual
mizconstruction of the 'formless'. While zuch an accourt of philozophy (ontology of becoming)
might need a particular check of itz own — a task which iz however bevond the aim of thiz
dizzertation — | claim that Benjamin'zs methodology and aim when applied to Bataile's oeuvre and
more particularly 1o hiz notion of Yormless', significantly betray hiz thought. Indeed, athough
'Procesz Philozophy' dismizzes the conventional metaphyzical definition of ‘heing', (that iz, the
‘ontology of being'l, as Bataille might zeem to have done, it nevertheless wishes to take over the
entire realm occupied by metaphysics. In ather words 'Process Philozophy' proposes that the
ertire environmert can be rendered intelligible, rational, logical and meaningful, by inguiring, not
irto the 'ezzence of being' but the 'ezzence of becoming'. R iz becausze of thiz final aim that
Bataille's thought iz zeminally differert from the 'ontology of becoming'. In my vieww (and az | will

Claczical Library, Canbridge : Haward Tiivrersity Precs, 1926,
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demonstrate in the chapterz subseguent to thiz prologue), Bataille never wished to replace
'metaphyzics' by another system of rationalization of the world but rather to simply transgress it by
showing itz 'proper’ limits. Hence, to dizcuss Bataile's oeuvre through the frame of 'Process
Philozophy' and to conflate their concernz, methods and aims appears to me az nothing less than
a mizconstruction (conscious or not) of Bataille's ceuvre and a limitation of itz relevance to criticizm
az awhole.

Re-ducing and Re-hearsing. The zecond problem that | perceive az emerging out of Architectaral
Philosophy concerns vel again, the way Bataille's oeuvre iz trested and the subzequent betraval of
hiz thought by the aforemenrtioned book. This time howewver, it is not the camouflage of Bataille's
thought under the frock cost' of 'Process Philozophy' that | would like to deal with, but rather the
zevere reduction of Bataille's view on architecture which iz proposed in Architectural Philosophy,
Indeed, az we have zeen, in order for hiz claim to match with reality, (that iz in order to show that
Bataile's formlesz' iz at the core of the processz allowing for atterity 'in' the ‘irreducibly
architectural”l, Benjamin must per force reduce Bataille's texts on architecture (which obviously do
not match hiz defintion of the Srreducibly architecturall az irrelevant to 'architectural concerns’, az
only interested in the szymbolic dimenzionz, az well az their potential reworking, of buildings. |
should here again present the way he proceeds: first, he states that out of the analysiz of Bataille's
texts on architecture, emerges an understanding of the architectural as ‘'having a zymbolic
dimension, and it is this symbolic dimension that determines the buiding's meaning'.'™ Then, he
contends that the ‘irreducibly architectural', if such a thing existz, iz only concerned with ‘the
problem of form's generation'. He conzequertly reduces hiz demonstration to zome specific texts
of Bataille which dizcuszsz, in hiz view, the problem of the generation of form' paradoxically only
thoze textz of Bataille which are not on architecture are relevant to the architectural. Guating him
again;

"This ls the regson that texts ostensibly on architectire — and here this includes both the texi
Architectre’as well g5 Uobélisgue’, Te Labyrinthe’ and ‘Musée’ — need to be distanced from
g cohcerh with the arohitectorallsiclonce the architecturalis Wnderstood as the problerm of
the generation of form’ ™

Hence, Benjamin zimply wizshes to extract a notion (formlezz from itz context, in order to
demonzstrate the walidity of hiz definition of the 'architectural'. He rejectz Bataille's textz on
architecture for the zimple reazon that they do not 'mirror' his conception of the architectural. This
trick' has two zeminal conzeguences, first # reduces, az mentioned, the relevance of Bataille's
oeuvre to the architectural dizcipling, by refusing to trest Bataille's textz on architecture and thus
hiz oeuvre az a whole (Indeed, there iz here another paradox: wouldnt it be the task of 'Process
Philozophy', normally, to proceed from within Bataille's osuvre as a whole, az itzelf a process, in
order to define the modus operandi of the formless', in order to present it becoming?). Then, i
alzo influences the reception of this oceuvre in a significant way, by intuiting that Bataille's reflection
on architectural matterz iz limited 1o a concern with the generation of form', henceforth prezenting
the formlezs' az nothing more than the paicipart of & formal game. Conzeguently | state that
Benjamin's reading of Bataille cannot be conzidered az an adeguate zcholarly study of Bataille's
thinking on architecture to our dizcipline, for two reazons: first thiz reading iz an extraction (i
reduces Bataille work's relevance to the dizcipline), thus it does not cover Bataille's oeuvre az a
whole. Second, t mizreprezerts the formlezs' as “what forms' due to itz own hiazes and agendas.

Furthermore, it seems that Architectural Philasophy's izsue with 'reducing' is alzo tied to the
one of 'rehearsing' = influences. | cortend here, that bevond its proper biases and agendas the
reazons for Architectural Phifosophy’'s neceszary reduction and mizrepresentation of Bataille's
ceuvre and notions might be found alzo in the paradoxical 'rehearzing' of itz influences. But what
are thoze influences? In an attempt to intuit the relevance of Bataille's formless' to the architectural
dizcipline, Benjamin, statez &t the beginning of the chapter 'Time, Funcltion and Aterity in
Architecture’ that:

:::. Andrear Benjani decfotectural Piolosopip, London avd Hear Bnmeoaric: Sthlope Precs 2000, pp. 22-23,
JIhid. p 22,
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T...J the term — Finforme — often translated as Tormless’, has had g pervasive Influehce In
bath architecture and art criticism’ ™

In a footnote to thiz passage, Benjamin argues for this claim, not by mentioning woarks that trest
Bataile's ceuvre from an architectural perzpective (i.e. that dizcuss Bataille's texts on architecture],
but rather (and paradoxically) the two studies (Didi-Huberman's and KrauzBois's] that | have
already dizcuzzed, which pertain to the field of art criticizm; Benjamin in thiz way acknowledges the
influences of thoze authors and studies through hiz own reflection:

The most Important work here Is by Rosalind Kralss and Yes Alain-Bols, While the term
ahdd s effects have beeh deploved within thelrwritings at ditferent ime s, they have produced
& jointwork that provides 8 more ststained version. See thelr Formless, MIT Press, Boston,
1937, Fora diferent, and in the end, more persiasive wse of thisterm see Georges Didl
Huberman, La resemblance informe, Macuia, paris, 1945 1%

After zuch a statement # iz easy to understand that the two works mentioned, have obviously
influenced Benjamin. Yet, in what way have thoze influences been absorbed? Or rather what did
Benjamin extract from them?

A2z we have zeen, Georges Didi-Huberman's study and Rozalind Krauzz and Ywves Alain
Boiz' catalogue, atthough they share the zame zubject matter, have significant divergences. They
can be circumscribed around two centrez of oppostions: one will concentrate on the realty of
Bataille's dialecticizm (Krauzz and Boiz refusze to see Bataile az a Dialectician, while Didi-
Huberman's pritmary aim is 1o demonstrate he wasz), the other will focus on the modus operandi of
the formleszs' (Krauss and Boiz perceive the formless as an operation autonomous from the socio-
poltical domain, while Didi-Huberman conceives t az a transgressive term socially grounded, for
the form it tranzgresszes iz socially taboo). Hence, there are, indeed, zome zeminal differences
between the two studies and their reprezentation of Bataille's enterprize and the formless'.

However, Benjamin, interestingly enough, does not followe zimply one book or the other .
Father t zeemz that he operates zome zort of random 'shopping'. Indeed, # iz possible to zee
Benjamin's take on Bataille and the Yormless', az a simple rehearzal of itz influences’ arguments,
vet this rehearsal iz paradoxical. While Benjamin proposes a reading of the formless', fairly similar,
at least with regard to the way the formless' operatesz, to Didi-Huberman's, (that iz, for Didi-
Huberman, the formless' iz what deforms and forms, as what iz &t the core of a 'dialectics of
forms'; and if | uze Benjamin's words, the formless' iz what undoes the form' taken by that which
iz' and finally 'formsz' new pozsibities), he alzo consziderz the Yormleszzs' az an operation,
independerd of culture and =zociety, that allows alterity to appear within the firreducibly
architectural'. That iz, the Yormless', az in Boiz and Krauss's book, iz merely perceived az a
‘ztructural' operation internal 1o the dizcipling, thiz time not in the realm of Modern &0, bt weithin
the 'architectural' one. Furthermoare, the Yormless' for Benjamin iz not bound in any way o some
zocio-cultural taboo (the form to be tranzsgrezzed should be zocially taboo, for Didi-Huberman, not
zimply & model within a dizcipline), rather it is undoing a dizciplinary dogma: the homalogy of farm
and function (autonomously from social matters).

Benjamin's recaverz from Didi-Huberman the 'engine' of hiz interpretation of the 'formless!
that iz the 'dialectic of form' (form should be mairtained to be superzeded) while he abzorbs
Krauzz and Boiz'zs understanding of the Yormlezzs' az an internal, izolsted from the outzide,
operation defining the ‘irreducibly architectural'. Thesze rehearzal-extractions (or random shopping)
which form a paradox, are alzo, inomy view, responzible, az much az the proper hiazes and
agendas of Architectural Philosophy for the reduction of Bataille's work: on the one hand the
formlezs' iz reduced to & mere agent of & formal game, autonomous from all zocio-poltical
contextz, and on the dther hand the formless' iz alzo reduced, (athough there are important
differences between typical Hegelian Dialectice and 'Process Philozophy', between the diverse
ontology of 'being’ and 'becoming”) as & term absorbed within a dialectical super-zession tovwards a
third term, or at least rendered productive of a 'new’ possibility for form.

Athough the idea of confrorting the study of Krauzz and Boiz with the one of Didi-
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Huberman iz far from being uninteresting, | claim that Benjamin allowwed himself to be wrongly
influenced. Instead of joining Didi-Huberman's reductive perception of the farmless' as what forms
with Krauss and Boiz's reduction of the 'formless' as an autonomous device, | must state that to
link the formless' az a zocially grounded device, to a particular way of operating from within form
but against #, independerntly of dialectical means, and withouwt aiming st & 're-forming', swould
presert & picture of the formless', in my view, much clozer to Bataille's.

But unfortunately, here, Bataille's thought iz zimply ot to oweork! (in Krauzs and Boiz's
fashion) in order to defend a certain conception of the 'architectural' totally foreign to itz own
concluzion (independert from zocial matterz), while the formlezs' iz alzo 'put in forms' (in & way
zimilar to Didi-Huberman's], rendered through some obscure theoretical construction as a process
which re-forms. Hence, Benjamin's reduction of Bataille's work and itz misrepresentation appears
alzo as the conseguence of the paradoxical rehearzal of itz influences.

Re-stating and Re-storing. My last zet of remarks regarding the izzues, problems and paradoxes
that Benjamin's study presentz, concerns more specifically the disturbing condition of the
architectural that t defines and the equally disturbing operative criticizm  indulges in. &z we have
zeen, Benjamin's employment of 'Process Philozophy' and 'z subsequent betraval of Bataille's
thought are deeply oppozed to what concerns thiz dizzertation. Moreover, they alzo lead to the
conzeguertial izsue of the 'autonomy of the dizcipline's re-statement.

Benjamin'zs Architectural Philosophy attempts to think the 'architectural' according to the
rules of 'Process Philozophy'. Although this endesvour might be interesting if & considers the wide
range of proceszual impactz that the zo called 'architectural' might hawve, and if, in parallel, i
investigates the wide range of processzes influencing i, howewver, | must state that the way
Benjamin refuzes to enlarge hiz frame of inguiry, that iz, the way he states, from the onzet, the
exiztence of a zelf-consistert ‘irreducibly architectural' precinct, renders, in my view, hiz whole
'Processz Philosophy' rather limited or worst irrelevant. Indeed, while zeeking what defines the
‘architectural' from within, Benjamin simply propozes not & zelf-conzsistent definition of the heing' of
architecture, bt a zelf-conzistert definition of the architectural az 'hecoming'. Out of zuch a
methodology two consequences result. One concerns the possikilties alowed to architecture, the
other concerns it definition: first, Benjamin's endeawvour, itz definition of aterity in' architecture az
a disruption of the homology between form and function, and the subsequert possibilty for new:
forms' to emerge, clearly reduces, the dizcipline of architecture to merely a formal game. Second
az the ‘irreducibly architectural' and conzequently the pozsibilty for atterity are zeparated from all
culiural, zocial and poltical concerns, architecture iz defined az an autonomous 'becoming'. Thus,
Benjamin'zs theoretical excurzusz appears in the end, az just another re-statement’ of architecture's
autonomey.

Bevond the zsimple izzuethat thiz 'conception' of the architectural az autonomous betravs in
many wways Bataille's thought on architecture, which iz, withinthat project, meant to support it, the
true questions concern the reality ofthiz architectural 'essence’ of 'becoming' (as i i= defined by
thiz understanding of the dizcipline asa paricular zelf-conzistent process), and howe it can have the
capacity 1o sustain tzelf autonomously.

Furthermore, hesidez  re-stating  architecture's  autonomy, Benjamin's  Architectural
Phifozophy alzo leads to another wery disturbing, in my views, outcome: the re-storing of Peter
Eizenman' criticalty through an unashamed operative criticizm of hiz work. Onthe one hand thiz iz
not surprizing, but on the other hand i iz extremely disturbing. Thiz not surprizing if one considers
that the main task that Benjamin gave to himself was to re-state the autonomous statuz of
architecture through a redefinition of the 'irreducibly architectural', of atterity (as the disruption of
the functionalist homology) and thus of criticalty as purely internal to the dizcipline. Thus, there
could not be a better case study for illustrating (although Benjamin contends he does not 200 howy
thiz zpecific 'condtion' of architecture comes to be materialized, than to investigate how it iz
presert in the work of an architect, world famous for hiz opposition to architectural functionalizm,
and itz defence of certain ‘architectural autonomy', that iz, Peter Eizenman himszelf.

However, the whole dizcusszion of Eizenman's work appears, in my view, az simply a caze
of 'operative criticizm'. Indeed, # iz rather difficult to avoid the feeling, when faced with the number
of izzues, problems, paradoxes, poorly argued claims etc..which form the body of the text of
Architectiral Philasophy that the whole aim and object of Benjamin's project, has been none ather
than to provide a theoretical frame for critically praising the waork of the &merican architect. But
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what | find most disturbing in thiz unashamed movement iz, bevond the zimple and absurd
conflation of Bataille's formless' and Eizenman's interstitial' # proposzes (nothing iz more foreign to
Bataile's thought than the idea of architecture's autonomy, &z | will show in the following chapters],
the re-storing of Eizenman's brand new critical aura. After the wide range of philosopher's names,
zuch az Chomsky, Jameson, Dertida and Deleuze, which have been inwvoked for pompously
gualifying Eizenman's numerous and ephemeral theoretical 'cover-ups', it iz Bataile's formless'
and itz radicalizm that Benjamin attemptz to integrate within Eizenman's economey.

Concluding thiz =zection on Andrew Benjamin's Architectural Philosophy, | should
summarize howy, in my view, Benjamin'z study betravs Bataille's ceuvre and az szuch cannot be
conzidered a acholarly work, relevant to the dizcipline of architectural theory and criticizm. First,
Benjamin betravs Bataille's particular thinking by trving to absork t within the approach of 'Process
Philozophy'. Secondly, Benjamin reduces his frame of investigation 1o Bataille's texts, which do not
develop an architectural concern. &z Bataille's view on architecture displavs a wvision of the
architectural radically different from that of Benjamin, & iz simply omitted. Thirdly, Benjamin's
extractionz from hiz influences and the zubzequent rehashing of their mizreprezentations of the
formlezs', unfortunately lead him alzo 1o a zevere reductive-rehearszing of what the formless' is.
Fourthly, Benjamin's use of Bataille's formless' for re-stating the 'autonomy of architecture' cant he
zustained after a cloze inspection of Bataille's textz on architecture. Fifthly, Benjamin's unashamed
operative criticizm of Eizenman, through a misreprezentation of the Yormless', constibutes, in my
viewy, not zimply & betraval of Bataile's thought bt an insult to the inteligence of the reader.
Finally, the owverall proklem that one can see within Benjamin's book, concerns, as with Didi-
Huberman's, Krauszs and Boiz' books, the will to render instrumerntal the formless'. While Krauss
and Boiz attempted to 'put to work' the Yormlezs' and Didi-Huberman tried to 'pt it in form', i
zeems that Benjamin unsuccessfully wizhes 1o 'put it in movement'. Indeed, the whole process of
hiz philozophical approach conzistz of identifving all things as Ylowing', az in movemert, az in
process. However, and atthough it iz right to perceive the formless az a process, it iz, nevertheless,
alzo a zubstance, that iz, an ohject. & phyzical negativity that remains disruptive for the mind,
unproductive for economy, and unemploved by work. This process iz indeed proceszing bat in &
way that might be conzidered truly radical # iz proceszsing bt # does not mean & can be
proceszed. The formless' actually proceeds against all form of totalizing'. Thiz means that it is alzo
proceeding againzt 'Process Philosophy' and itz wil to give an account of the entirety of the real az
'mrocess" it can never be proceeded, or put in movemert, by the 'Process Philozophet', it actually
ezcapes from, or reaches bevond, hiz proceedings.
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Chapter lll. Bataille's Formation, Influences, Groups, Polemics and Legacies

The ebulition that ! consider, which animates the planet, Is also that which animates me.
The abjectof my research cannat be distinguished fram the subject at its balling point'’

Bataille's “writing' (ecriture] offon the excess, hiz 'paradoxical philozophy', iz a critigue,
among others, of Phenomenology and itz inability to constivte an unmediated account of
experience; what is commonly named the phenomenological ‘hracketing' of experience. * For
Bataille the true nature of experience escapes 'dizcourze’. That iz, experience cannot be
‘wrezented' by any kind of philozophy without becoming & mere controlled, stabilized, and thus,
denatured, hypertrophied reprezentation’ of tzelf.

In cortrazt to thiz claim, and az the guote above suggestz, Bataile attemptz with his
“weriting' (or here 'research'), to not distance himself from the 'experience’, which this ‘practice’ (his
Seriting”) unveils. The use of the term 'experience' iz layered three fold: there iz the 'experience’
which the novelization or reflection addresses (the object of discuszion), the 'experience’ of the
author (personall and the experience of wwiting the practice). But, these three forms of
‘experiences’ are not differentisted o easily: the experience which lies at the heart of Bataille's
textz, az the ohject of the novelization or reflection, iz more often than not, Iiterally, that of itz author,
or at least definitively bound up with it, while this bond deter mines the perinence of the 'experience
of writing'. In short, the 'experience of writing' merges with the “wwiting of experience' tzelf
conflated with the 'experience’ of the one practicing thiz Swriting'. experience, writing, author,
character, narrator and cortext all zeemto be irremediably entangled.

From there, it becomes obvious that before understanding Bataille's “weriting' aims or
contert, and, a fortiori, before comprehending itz relevance to architectural criticizm, this
dizzertation must shed some light, first of all, upon what might be called the 'cortext’ of thiz “writing'
and the 'experience’ of itz author.

Thusz, thiz chapter situates Bataille's thought in the wider frame of the tewventieth certury's
irtellectual history through a dizcuszion of Bataile's perzonal experiences, pracltices, reviews,
groupings, polemics, influences and legacy. | attempts to show howe Bataille's wwriting' (ecriture)
offon the excess emerges through these encounters, dizputes and readings. In other words, i
reveals how intertwined iz this "writing' with = 'context' and = author's habits.

Hence, thiz chapter expozes Bataille's own experience of the limit and itz bevond, the
excessz, by dizcussing certain eventz and aspects of hiz life, which appear seminal to the
development of hiz ‘writing' onfof the excess. | alzo conziders the manner in which Bataille
dizcovers, relates 1o, and somehowy vertures further than Bergson, Hegel, Sade, RNietzzche and
Mauzz. [t dizcuzzes how Bataille develops hiz position from within certain reviesws and groups,
towvards theirz marginz, and at times bevond them. | further evokes the way he positz himszelf
outzide hiz cortemporary 'Svart-Guard’, that iz to zay, in excessz of Surrealizm and lster
Exiztertializm, by launching intense debates with two of the most notorious figures of his time:
Sartre and Breton. Finally thiz chapter addresses what 'exceeds' Bataile: his legacy. it thus
zuggests the relevance of hiz Swriting' to & whole generation of thinkers from the zecond half of the
twwentieth century: Foucault, Derrida, Baudrillard, Lacan, and the Tel Quels group.

lil.1. Bataille's early yvears: predestined for the excess

“So pdch horeor predestines vou'

Uzually the pedinence of the oceuvre of a writer, an architect or a philozopher iz judged, from the
stand-poirt of objectivity. That iz, a st of concepts iz assessed according to its impotance for the
hiztory of the discipline to which it belongs, with the neceszszary distance that demands the putting
azide, during the azzezzmert, all zort of hiographical matters, biazes and influences. The problem
with Bataille iz, az the introductory gquote 1o thiz chapter announces, that all hiz life, he refuszed to

g Creorges Bataille, Fo Pt ddmaedite o 00 VI Pards, Gallimard, 1974, p 20,
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allowy far the sciertific 'distance' between the thinking subject and its ohject of reflexion. Hence, this
makesz it difficult to comprehend his “weriting' without acknovleddging hiz peculiar life. Conseguertly,
although my aim iz not to write Bataille's hiography, az thiz iz beyond the scope of thiz dizsertation
(bhut alzo, az thiz has been brilliartly achieved by Michel Suryva with Georges Batallle, Ja mort a8
Foewire *1, | muzt here begin by recalling & number of chronological facts and aspects of Bataille's
lifewhich zeemto be extremely important for the development of his “writing'. In other words [ wizsh
to argue that, Bataille's “writing' ondof the excess — a writing' az & textual' practice of the excess
within dizcourse and a dizcussion of thiz excess's function within the 'physical’ realm — is also
deeply influenced by, or totally irtertwined with Bataille's ‘'non-textual’ physical practices,
dizcoveries and encounters of the excess. (Not to say that, iF there 15 some rth about Bataiile
(Which Is st doubui), it is to be foand through & sort of biographical or paychological anaiitcal
ehguiny. No, rather I alm to show that any altempt at seeking the truth’ about Batallle and Ws
‘melvre” (an enterprize doomed from the beginning) mast take into account the disturbing reaiity of
s expetience’,

lll.1.1. Being in excess, frombirth

Georges Bataille was born on 10 September 1837 in Billom, & amall town nearby the administrative
centre of Auvergne, Clermort-Ferrand. While sworking on the manuscript of On Migtzsche during
the year 1944, he would write abowt hiz 'conception' in a way which allowed him to underline the
‘mrecariousness’ of 'being';

Considering my “conception” — the loss from which §exist (Texist which does not simply
meah that iy being exists, butthat it is clearly distinct) T perceive the precariotshess ofthe
belng within me. Not that classical precariplishessfolnded In the necessity of dving, buta
hew ahd more profound one, founded oh the few possibiifes L had of existing (that there was
anly my own being born and not some other) *

For Bataille, man or itz being iz not simply living in a state of ‘precariouzness’ becausze of s
(perhaps imminert ¥ unavoidable morality. But, rather az he writez i, being's precariouzness iz
linked to the 'good fortune' of being existert. Indeed, az he learned from the works of Jean
Fosztand, Les Chromosomes, the being that he iz, (Bataille), iz only one combination among 225
trillion other potertial onesz. Thus, man, being and consequertly Bataille (a3 the man and the being
he waz), are all not only mortal but alzo unlikely when congideration i given to the almost infinite
number of potertial results that the erctic conjoining of their progenitors’ gametes could have
provided. it iz within thiz unlikeliness that being's precariouzness must be found.

Hence, looking back to his conception and bittkh, Bataille does not recall joyful memaories of
hiz childhood ar develop a certain nostalgia for that period. Rather, Bataille draves ot of it some
kind of anguizh, not anguizshed by the mere logical fact that he will die, but rather by the potertiality
that he could, alzo, not have been or that he could have been another 'combination' pulled out of
the whole zum of probabilties. Somehow, the whole zum of potertial combinstions forms an
undifferentisted mass out of which his being ezcaped and became no more 'probable’ bt & realty
(a precarious one, vet still & realty). But, how 1o zurvive such anguish when it strikes, the anguizh
of the potertiality of not having been? What could be a better anawer to thiz anguizh than to affirm
(houdly] the capdition of this being which burst out of this undifferertisted mass of potertialities asz
an excess?

For Bataille, from itz origin, a being must assume iz precariousness, not the
precariouszness due to decay and itz conclusionz (the inevitabiity desth) bt the one due to iz
unlikelinezz (the chance of being thiz being) and he must face thiz conzequence: the condition of
being in excesz, (of being & dizcontinuous being) from the undifferentisted whole of potertial (and
cortinuous) beings that it could have been. For Bataille, from hirth, being iz in excess.

9 Before gomgfmther, I most sress hover mooach, Tan mdebied to Rliche] Suanea®s precice biograpber of Bataille , for
allooarivgz e to get 4 aabtle sndronanced pichme of Bataille®s 1ife. See, Georpes Batalle lomot al'oewvee, Paris,
Crallimard 1992 trane ., Geowges Aahmlle dn irgellechual Rograpip, Lovndor, Wersa, 2002
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1.2, The first experience of the limif'stransgression and the excess beyond it:
madness, reversal of value, abandonment, and death

Bataille spert his entire childhood and adolescence in a rather dramatic, it not a tragic setting. He
was fathered by Jozeph-Aristide Bataille, & syphiltic and blind man, wwho at the time of hiz zon's
hirth, began to suffer from general paralysiz.® Nevertheless, this sick, paralysed, blind and soon
inzane, father had fifteen more yvears to live, fifteen vears during wwhich hiz agony became alzo the
mattyrdom of hiz wife and of hiz two infantz, Martial (horn in 13900 and Georges. In Stosy of the
Eyve ['Coincidencesz") and Le Peti, Bataille shares with the reader, in a rather shamelezz way,
zome of hiz memaries of that period, memaoaries of the long and painful agony swhich, despite his
avyn effort &t helping him, his beloved father swent through:

That upset me aven mare, Was seaing, ny father's shit such a great nimber of times). 1}t
Was very hard for bim to get out of bed (Twonid help him) and settie on g chamberpat, in his
hghtshirt ahd, dsually, g cotton nightcgp (he had g pointed grey beard, 1ITkempt, 2 Iarge
egdgle hose, ghd mmehse hollow eves staring into space). At Hmes, "lightning sharp pains”
WOl ?mslﬁre e how! like 8 beast, sticking olt Bz bent feg, which he futiely hugoed in his
arms’,

Thuz, during hiz entire childhood and the major part of hiz adolezcence, George Bataille only knew
hiz father az a cripple. Through all those vears, thiz strange figure of authority was at best silent
and calm, &t worst inzane and howding under the pain caused by the complications of his syphilis.
Indeed, when the syphilis develops into tz tediary stage, the most important symptom consists of
lezions located at the rear rootz and cords of the marrow and iz associsted, most of the time, with
vigorous pains leading to demertia. In 1911, when Bataille vwas nearly foudeen, t zeems that his
fathet's dizeasze was just reaching thiz inevitahle and final stage: Joseph-Aristide Bataille had
defintively gone inzane.

Ohe Might we were awakehed, iy mother and I by vehement words that the syohilitic was
iiterally howiing in his room: be had suddeniy gone mad?

Then, Bataille's mother zert the woung Georges to zearch for a doctor. Mewverthelezsz, the
practitionet's help was az uzeless az his diagnosiz vwas dreadful. Bataille's father was beyond help.
But, through the dramatic experience of witnessing hiz father becoming truly mad, Bataille alzo
faced an improbahle reverzal of values which came with the (zelftranzgression of the usual figure
of authorty: the figure, precizely, of the father. While the physician was explaining the state of her
huzhand to hiz mather in the room next to his, Jozeph-Ariztide Bataille in an inzane burst of
laughter, and in frort of the young Georges who had stayved there for watching over him, shouted
from his sick-bed; 'Hey, Doctar, let me know when you are done fucking my wifel'® This inexplicakle,
odious, ingane and zexually connoted affirmation had a tremendous influence on the young
Bataille. Years later he =il recalled:

For me, that ulterance, which In g blink of an eve anpihiiatedthe demoralizing effects of 8
stricteducation, left me with something ke g steady obligation, Unconscionshy syffered il
how ahd Qawilled: the necessity of continuoushe finding an equivalent to that sentence, Inany
situation | hapeen to find myself P9

Mo one can confirm that the mad accusation of his father propelled the young Georges Bataille into
aduthood, bt t zeems ohvious that it neverthelessz opened up for him, a realm bevond the limit
which iz represented in the mind of & child by parents and adults; bevond the limit constituted by
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. Georges Bataille, Fistaire de el in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970,p.75.

. Ceorges Bataille, je Perit, in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1971, p.60.

. eorges Bataille, Bisteire de el in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1570,p.76.

', Georges Btaille, Bstotre de Loeal, in OC T, Gallimard, Paris, 1970,p.77.
. Thid.

= 01 =-a



54

parental authority. Indeed the sudden reversal of the authority figure into the figure of madness,
inzanty and vulgarity had a tremendouszs effect on the voung man. Suddenly all that was not
alloweed by the agert of a 'strict education’, was unleazhed by thiz very zame character, insults,
violence and sexuality . Al that was forbidden by authority, all that was concealed, erupted from this
very zame authority. Somehowy, authorty became tz own transgression, and thiz spectacle was
not zimply traumatic but rather horrifvingly pleasart, as what was revealed wasz annihilating =ome
‘demoralizing effects’. The tranzsgreszion of the limit (authority) opened through & burst of laughter)
a realm of pleasure and freedom, a realm of excess in which a depreszing and traumatic life could
find an alternative to itz fate. The forhidden behaviour and words, this form of 'excess', was
actually profoundly liberating. o liberating, that @ obliged consciertiously ar not, the teenager to
zeek from then on, for the zame experience of the limit and itz transgression any time he could.
Hence, az Bataille wrote, following thiz moment, hiz lone commitmert would be to find an
eguivalert of that 'excesz' in 'any situstion’, throughowt hiz whole life. Everything that had been
previously held on high (az authority], would have to be brought 0w (a2 a base element), and that
which weas lowe would be raized on high (in & parodic, transgreszive and ephemeral way). This
tranzgressive reversal would characterize all of hiz 'projectz’. He would zubmit himself for hiz entire
life, to & similar experience of the limit, rupture of authority and s inversion: a perpetual oscillation
along the limit, a ceaseless crossing and re-crozsing of boundaries; an endlesz repetition of the
zame and only rule. That is, rules are there to be transgreszed, they conceal the utimate realm of
pleazure, and transgression opens this realm: the realm ofthe excess

But the unveiling of tranzgression, through reverzal, and of the excess it unleashed was not
zimply 'enjovakle’ az Bataille's gquote might insinuate. He had alzoto dizcover what happens to the
'excess after it iz releazed, or in thizs precize caze what happens to the figure that represented,
then, thiz excess, hiz father. Thiz alzo had & zeminal influence on him and indeed, Bataille's
‘maradoxical philozophy' iz not zimply interested in the excess, how it erupts and what # does, bt
alzo, and perhaps even more, iz ohseszed by what becomes of thiz excess, how zociety and
‘neings' handle it, what iz its fate' or destiny.

When Bataille wwas almost zeventeen, in August 1914, the war kroke out. The city of
Fheims, the capital of Champaagne, (vwhere Joseph-~Aristide Bataille had moved his whole family a
fewy wearz after the bith of hiz zon Georges), zoon came under ziege. Bataille fwho had just
converted to Catholicizsm earlier that zummer) and hiz mother, fled away from town just before the
heavy bombardmerts began. Hiz father, too zick to be remowved, waz left behind with the
houzekeeper. The refugees found & home &t Bataille's maternal grandparents, back in &Auvergne,
in the tiny mourtain village of Riom-&z-Mortagnes, & few kilometres south of Clermont-Ferrand.
They staved there urtil the end of the vear 1914 and most of the next one. But zoon, his mother
had fallen into a state of suicidal deprezszion. | lasted for morths and she was haunted by thoughts
of damnation for having abandoned her blind, syphiltic and paralyzed hushand to an almost
certain death, in & city now ravaged by war ' Inthe meantime Bataille developed a rather swhkward
relationship with her. He tried to help her, the best he could, az he did with hiz father, but she
remained obzezzed with zelf-destruction. One night she tried to droven herzelf ina small creek, bt
the water was not deep enough. He recalled finding her 'drenched up to her belt, her zkint pizsing
creek water'? Exhausted by such hehaviour, Bataille resorted to violence and sttempted to get
her back 1o her zenzes by corfronting her physically, bt & only resulted in an increase of his
anguizh. &t that time, he started to fear that she might attempt to kill him in his sleep, so0 he
remaved & pair of heawvy candlesticks that could have been used az blunt instruments, from his
bedroom. ™ Her 'condition' persisted until the early days of the autumn 1915, when, due to a
treatmert administrated by the local doctor, she finally regained her senses. Howwever, newws
coming from Rheims brought mother and zon into conflict again, Jozeph-Ariztide Bataille was near
death, and while Georges deeply desired 1o go back 1o hiz father in order 1o zee him for, probably
the last time, hiz mother refuzed. When finally she accepted what her zon reguested, t was too

W Ivill showr i arnere substaritial weay huoar experience of the lonit, twanegressior, rewereal and oscillaioe alorg
honmdaries are eccerdiale acpects of Bataille s writinge ofion the esxcess | inthe folloaring chapter.
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late, Jozeph-4riztide Bataille died in Bheimz on 6 Movember 1915, alone and refuzing to zee the
priest, as the singular atheizst he had been for all of his life.

For Bataille, Jozeph-Ariztide did not zimply die alone. He died abandoned by his wife and
zon: '[...] | abandoned my father, alone, biind, paralytic, mad, screaming and teitching with pain,
transficed in & worn-out armchair'.'® Bataille had already abandoned him twice before; when he left
him in Bheims to ezcape the German armies' advance, but alzo when he converted to Catholicizm
inthe early days of the summer of 1914, Indeed, az hiz father was an atheist, to convert to a God
hiz father did not believe in, was alzo zomehovy to betray and abandon him. Thiz appeared to
Bataille, to be the fate of hiz father and lster the fate of the excess, 1o be rejected and to die alone
without having & chance of redemption andfor election, completely abandoned, by everyone: 'Mo
one on earth, or in the heavens, was concerned with the anguish of my dying father'. ™ The excess
(or the one in excess) iz condemned to & tragic, lonely, merciess and atrocious death (later,
Bataille will zay to be squandered without purpoze). This, in the eves of an adolescent or & young
man, is, without doubt, a terrible fate to embrace, and it explains why Bataille kept believing in the
God his father did not believe in (and from wwho, thus, ke couldn't expect mercy) for a few yeas
after hiz father's death. | was awaytoescape a fate similar 1o the one of hiz father:

My piety was only an altempted evasion: By any means, Twished to eiude my fate, |
abandaned my father. ™

However, toverty vears later (a long time after Bataille had lost his fath around 19200,
Bataille, perhaps torn apart by guilt and regrets, through again & sort of reversal, ' decided to
praize thiz mad father, this figure of excess and his fate. Hiz father did not appear merely as the
figure of the excess, which transgrezzes the '‘parental' authority, but more impotartly as the
excess tranzgressing the 'supreme' authority, God. Hiz father tranzgreszed the limit with which
God zcares the Christianz, the fear of death that impozes on one to believe in order to be
pardoned of zins committed and thus reprieved of punizhmert. Hiz father faced up to fear with his
blind gaze, and withowt succumbing to i, till the end. Thiz did not mean, for Bataille, that God did
not exist or that he was 'dead', but that there iz zomething stronger than God, zomething that can
go beyond i, zomething that can transgress itz limit, and zee the excess, that lies behind. | was
the mad Jozeph Aristide Bataille, who, athough blind, could see what God conceals. Bataille's
acknowvledgement of his father's akilty (within itz dizakility), iz obvious ina paszage he wrote as a
preliminary version of The nner Experience | have seen [...] what dead eves discern' ' az wel as
hiz embrace of hiz father's fate (the fate of the figure of the exceszz) iz clearly vizible in thiz extract
from that zame book definitive wersion:

T.. 0 s pecessaty, in the end, to see evendhing with lifeless eves, to become God,
atherwise we would not know what it isto sink, to no longer know angdhing' =

ll.1.3. From deep religious pietytothe dark conjoining of opposites:
pleasure and unease

After hiz father's death, Bataille staved in Riom where he spert most of hiz time studying,
wandering on hiz bicycle in the beautiful Auvergne landzscape and praving. Hiz studies concerned
hiz zecond Baccalaureate in Philozophy, wwhich he pazzed in June 1915 (he passed his first onthe
eve of First World War) while hiz praver s were the zign of the deeply religious life he had chozen in

order to escape his fate'. ™
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In January 1916, he was drafted for zervice in the 1534 kinfantry regiment, but he soon
cortracted a pulmonary illnezz and spert most of hiz time languishing on & hoszpital zickbed. He
never made i to the front, and, after one vear of convalezcence, he waz dizcharged in January
1917, due ta his fragile condition. He subzequently returned to a life of piety in Riom-&z-Montagnes.
Hiz faith led him to write hiz first essay, MNotre Dame de Rhelms, at the end of 1917, a patriotic
pamphlet printed and publizhed in Sairt-Flowr, Cantal, and dedicated to the youth of Haute-
Auvergne' ZBut, ahove all, Bataille was longing for a religious vocation. Rather than become a
priest, he wizshed to experience the cloizter's life, i.e. to become a monk. It seems he dizmizzed the
idea of becoming a priest, because it iz still a public life, a life inthe community of the church, while
the life of & monk, in & monastery, is one of soltude, izalation, escape, perhaps even abandonment.
It iz thus rather paradoxical that while he atte mged 1o ezcape hiz father's fate, he was =il wizhing
to zurrender himzelf to the zame abandonment.

Thusz, faith waz what moved him, more than anything, during thiz period | and after receiving
hiz confirmation in 1917, he tried to abandon himself, totally, to God az he ertered the seminary st
the hizhopric of Saint Flour in the autumn of 1317, Before one vear was gone, in the summer of
1918 he would have given up thiz aim, more precizely after he had zpent, in June, on the advice of
the Bishop of Saint Flour, & week devoted to Christian meditation in La Barde, a Jesuit monastery
in Dardogne. In a letter to a friend he [ster reported, 'l lived five hurried, overhested, violent days st
La Barde. | left with the conviction that there iz no vocation for me and with real peace'. ® This was
perhaps the end of hiz longing for & religious wvocation but not wet the moment when he would
completely renounce his faith. Rather, Bataille took the opportunity to redirect the movemert of his
faith toweards other aims.

He decided to dedicate himzelf to the study of the development of the Church in the era of
itz greatest dominance, the Middle Ages. In Movember 1918, (by ministerial decree) he was
allowwed to enter the Ecoles des Chartes in Pariz, where he would stay for three vears, in order to
became a specializt in medieval matters and a librarian. In October 1320 his rezearch took him to
Londan. While an hiz way, he stayved in another monastery, GQuarr Abbey onthe Izle of Wight and,
it was there, if Bataile's testimony is to be believed, during those three days at Quarr Ahbey, that
he definitively lost hiz faith. What happened exactly? In the autobiographical note he prepared for
hiz publizherz in the late 1950z he just claimed that he 'brusguely lost his faith' after his visit to
Quart Abbey. ™ He finally defended his final thesiz, an edition of L'Ordre de Chevalerie, an
anonymous thifeenth-century didactic poem on the proper conduct of Christian knightszhun the a0
January 1922, and on February 10, he wasz awarded thetitle of palaeographic archivist.

Because, he finished his third year at the Ecole des Chartes as the second best student,
Bataille was alowed to further his rezearch &t L'Ecole des Hautez Btudes Hizpanigues (which
would become the Casa Yelazquez) in Madrid, a centre for advanced scientific and culkural
research in Spain. He spent zix months there (from February till August 19220, which, literally,
tranzformed him. According to the correzpondence he mairtained with one of hiz fellow students,
Colette Renie, he experienced, 'a Spain full of wviolence and splendour, a wery pleazant
presertiment'.® The violence of Spain he sensed, certainly refers, among other aspects of Spanish
life, to bullfights, Gevhich became a lifelong and abiding passion for him);, or more precizely 1o a very
zpecific one. On 17 May 1922, Manolo Granero, & 20 vear old bullfighter widely regarded az the
best of hiz generation, was thrown against the sweall of the ring and struck three times by a bull. The
third blowy tore through his right eyve, directly into his skull. Bataille was stunned by the vision of
Granero's eve dangling from itz socket az his body was carried away from the field. This mutilation
fascinated him to the point that this scene appears as central to hiz Story of Eye which he wrote
five vears later. The zcene caused him feelings similar to the ones he experienced at the sight of
hiz father going mad. Yet thiz time, more than a pattern of tranzgresszion and reverszal, t was the
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conjoining of opposites that appeared to him as revealing, a superpostion of desth (horror) and
light (pleasure], of gualty and intolerability. &z he described it 20 vears later:

Tofidn't Know at what mament, Inthe arena, when the vast crowd got to theirifeet, a stunned
slence fell: this theatricalentrance of -::f-5~=."té’z:i gt the festival's helght, 1o sunlight, had an
evident, expectad and Intalerable quality’.

The enucleation of Granero's eye, became another decizive event in the formation of hiz “writing'
(az t appears in Stony of the Eve) bt alzo in the developmert of hiz 'paradoxical philosophy', the
irtolerable beauty of death bursting out under the heavy Madrid zun, &t the feria's' climax, allowed
him to touch' & very paradoxical form of joy and 'to understand that uneasze iz often the zecret of
the grestest pleasures' =

&, fey days later, in June 1922 the Bibliothégue MNationale de France offered him a jobin its
departmert of printed materialz, a work offer that the young Bataille could not refuse. Hence,
Bataille's Spanizh zojourn wasz cut short, but he came back to Pariz with a pronounced taste for the
kind of excessive and overwhelming experience he had had in Madrid's arena.

lil.1.4. Meeting Leiris, Masson, Aragon, Breton; expenencing psycho-analysis
andthe release of the ‘writing’ of the excess.

The years 1924-25 are important marks within Bataille's developmernt. | is through the friendships
he made during that period that he infitrated the Parisian intellectual circles of that time, and from
there that he managed to ‘release' hiz singular “writing' (with the help of a rather unorthodox
pzycho-analysiz).

Bataille met Michel Leiris™ for the first time in October 1924 &t the café Marigny, near the
Elyzée Palace, through the intermediary of Jacgues Lavaud, & colleague from the Biblicthegue
Mationale. The friendzhip developed into & long lasting one and it zeems that Leiriz immediately
understood Bataille's zingular habiz and passion for krothels (probably the best proof of the
profound taste for excessive experiences that Bataille brought back from Spain), as he later
declared:

When | met Georges Bataille, he was already iving the most dissalute ife. He was
debguched, 8 -:g.?'nﬁrer and g gambler. FHe plaved In select clrcles andwas often cleaned out,

apeaiiinghy 5o,

The three of them (including Lavaud) soon spoke of founding & new lterary movement and s
magazine, which would cortrast with the 'Mo-zaving' childizhnesz of Dada, which they zaw a2z a
mere provocative negation guickly to be appropristed by the establishmert. Bataille wanted to
found a "Yes' movement, requiring a 'perpetual acquiescence to everything'. = Dada was somehowy,
not 'stupid enough’, it did not go far enough as i failed to transcend itself into & larger vision of
life. ™ The magazine and the movement would have used as their headguarters, a charmingly
zordid and decrepit brothel, near the Porte Zaint-Deniz, where the three could dizcuss their ideas,
and of course, the gifls would contribute ® Athough nothing came out of those discussions in the
form of & movement, the pattern of thought dizcuzzed at that momert, the ™esz" would make tzelf
felt all through Bataille's life, showing, if it needed to be, that Bataille wasz never a 'nikilist'.
Furthermore, the zcepticizm that Bataille displaved tovwards Dada might alzo explain hiz early
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dizdain of Surrealizm, which from very early on, he believed to be just 'a boisterous fraud'. In
conzeguence, thiz alzo shed zome light on the way Bataille feft slightly betraved by, and alzo a bit
wittied about, hiz new friend Leiriz when he joined (or rather converted to) the Surrealist group
zhortly after they met, in October 1924, just after André Breton publizhed the first Sworvealist
manitesta,

Athough Bataille refuzed to join az a fathful member of the Surrealistz, Leiriz, who was the
initisted one', F introduced him as & guest, to certain Surrealist circles or 'chapels'. He took Bataille
to meet & heterodox group of Surrealiztz generally labelled as the the rue Blomet's group'. This
group crystalized around the figure of the pairter André Mazson, and found ts home, az itz name
indicates it, at hiz studio, 45, rue Blomet. There, Max Jacob, Raland Tual, Joan WMiro, Georges
Limbour, Jean Dubuffet and Artonin Artaud gathered to dizcuss Dostoevsky, Mietzache, Tolstoy, in
order to enjoy opium, alcohol and a free sexualty (Mazzonwas already an erctic painter), all things
that were forbidden or dizliked bythe 'pope’ of Surrealizm, Andre Breton.

Indeed, it iz important to strezs that athough Andre Mazzon was practicing & kind of
automatic painting which was certral to the Surrealist aesthetic (st that time), the rue Blomet's
group was not the central tendency within the Surrealist intistive. At most it was a 'chapel of =00n
to become dizzidents' and thus, t iz equally important to state that Bataille did not surrender to the
Surrealizt's hegemony by spending some time at the 'rue Blomet'. Bather, it appears that he took
up a postion against Surrealizm, from one of ts mardging, as an apostate. If the rue Blomet was a
'chapel of =0on to become dizzidents', the 'cathedral' ar the “atican' was to be found &t the 'rue
Fortaine' where André Breton lived, and where he gathered another group of writers and artists
around him: Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, Philippe Soupault, Benjamin Péret, René Crewvel, Max
Ernzt and later Salvador Dali. The rue Fontaine wasthe original and true home of Surrealizm.

During the summer of 1925, Michel Leiriz finally managed to directly introduce Bataille to
Andre Breton. Leiriz requested, in Breton's name, a tranzslation from OId French of the Fatrasies
zome thiteenth certury poems lacking any kind of meaning. The transcription was to have been
publizhied inthe October 1925 issue of Lg Révoiution Soréeaiiste. & meeting was organized on the
terrace of the Cyrano, & café on the Place Blanche, which was the regular meeting place of the
Surrealiztz. Bataille delivered the translations in time, and conzequently he met Paul Eluard, Gala,
Louiz Aragon and Breton himself. Howewer Breton publizhed the poems only the following vear, in
March 1926, he disliked Bataille and rejected him immedistely and irtenszely. The feeling was
mutual, Breton was rigid and moralizing, above the fray, Bataille was unstable and debauched,
caught in the midst of life. Breton found Bataille chsessive, Bataille found Breton heaswsy'. ™ Ui
noeey, Bataille was sceptical of the Surrealist's writings, az he found the Fist Manifesto
unreadable', ™ but following their meeting, he became more and moare aware of the dangerous
perzonalty of the leaders of the Surrealist movement. 'They threstened [...] 1o reduce me to a
povverlessness that would literally suffocate me'. ™ The nature of this first encounter anticipstes the
virulence ofthe polemic that will oppoze them a fewe vears later. (1 shall return to that =0on).

it iz rather difficult to =ay on what grounds Breton dizmizzed Bataille and gualified him as
being an 'ohsessive’. Tt could not have been on the basiz of Bataile's prose, as Breton had not
read anvthing Bataille was writing, but if he had, no doubt hiz moral judgement wouldnt have
changed. Indeed, at the time of their first encourter Bataile wasz already attempting to “write'. He
drafted a novel entitled 14 S, which was 'in violert oppostion to any form of dignity',**=so violent in
fact, that he claimed later he had burned the manuscript.* According to Michel Leiris, parts of this
novel were preserved, and that the introduction to Le Biey du clefactually constitutes the beginning
of WG, ar & version of 224 friend of Leiris and an acouaintance of the different Surrealist's
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groups, Dr Camille Dausse, was 20 disturbed by the Virulent obzezzive' nature of the writing in
MG and undoubtedly by Bataille's perzonal habitzthizs drinking, gambling and sexual habits), that
he zuggested to the author that he undergoes a peychoanalysiz with Dr Adrien Borel, one of the
founders, that year, of the 'Société psychanalytique de Paris'.

Accaording to Bataille, the analysiz he folloveed around 1926-27 was not very orthodox, but i
was effective, transforming him from zomeone who wswas 'unhealtthy' into zomeone who was
'relatively viahle'. He spake of it interms of & 'deliverance’, * and he cortended in 1955, that [...] t
put an end [...] 10 & zeries of dreary mizhaps and failures in which he had been floundering, but not
to the state of intellectual violence, which still persizts' ** Hence, bevond helping the man, the
analyziz waz alzo important for hiz thought's development. Indeed, during their dizcusszions, Dr
Borel gave Bataille a picture that would ohseszs him az much as it would be & source of inspiration
for hiz whole oeuvre. Furthermore, the analvziz, becauze of the rather unorthodox process #
followwed, alzo allowwed him to find' hiz “writing': that is, to releasze the excess that was concealed
weithin him. From then on, the “weriting' of the excess was unleashed.

The picture that Dr Borel gave to Bataille, was a photograph of a Chinese man being cut
into pieces. k dated from 1905, and was brought back by Borel from a trip to China where he had
witnezzed the execution of the murderer of the Prince A0 Han Ouan: Fou Tchou Li. This last one
waz zentenced 1o be burned alive for hiz crime, but the Emperor conzsidering that thiz method of
execution vwas not & sufficient responze to the crime committed, ordered that the slaughterer be
zubjected to the Leng Tob'e that he be cut into one hundred pieces. Whether to numb or to
prolong the pain, Fou Tchouw Li was given opium and  suspended by hiz arms amid & croeed of
onlookers, hiz shoulders undouktedly broken by the weight of his body. Strips of flesh were cut
from hiz chest, hiz zex waz removed, hiz body dizmembered piece by piece. This image would
play an ezzential and lasting role in Bataille's oeuvre to the extent that it would be reproduced in
the last book Bataille publizhed before hiz death: The Tears of Eros. There he wrote, 'Thiz picture
had a decizive role in my life. | continued 1o be obzezzed by thiz image of pain, at the s=ame time
ecstatic and intalerable’. * by was such a picture =0 essertial to Bataille? Perhaps because it
preserts within one frame, the two seminal experiences of the excess that he had knowven until then.
In the photo Borel gave to Bataille, Fou Tchouw li's eves appear to have rolled back irto hiz head
while & mixed expresszion of joviul ecstasy and horrible pain emerges on his face (perhaps the
effect of the opium™?). Samehowe the eyves of the martyr echo the tortured eves of his blind and mad
father, who showed him the path towwards transgression, offering again, the strange conjoining of
horrar and pleasure:; "wWhat | suddenly saw [ ] was the idertity of these perfect contraries, divine
ecstasy and ts opposte, extreme harrar' S

Bataille's analyziz wasz not an orthodox one, perhaps due to Bataille himself, but more
probably becauze of the peculiar personalty and method of the analyst, Dr Borel. He was a
zpecializt in drug addiction, & conzultant &t Sairte Anne's hospital in Pariz, and a friend of the
Surrealizts, who it zeems, deeply valued hiz expettize. However, Dr. Borel waz, before anything &
‘heterodox' Freudian, taking great liberies with the dogma, even if t was the words of the founder.
Hiz treatment, if one may call t zuch, was in general adaptive, not very rigorous and not ritualized
Cevhich matched well with Bataile's anti-dogmatic atttude) For ‘creative' people such as the
Surrealiztz (it seems Borel had several of them, including Leiris, in analysis) thiz was a bonus, as
he allowed his ‘artistic' patients to struggle with the violence of their creativity and unconscious.
Bataille's analyziz conzsisted it zeems,| in writing chapter after chapter of a novel that would become
Stovy of the Eve. 1t iz weorthy of mention that &t this time Bataille alzo wraote other pieces, which
probably benefited from the analyziz and the 'releaze' or liberation of hiz ‘writing'. The Solar
Ars* printed only four years later in 193 and which would he the earliest text Bataille published
under hiz owen name and cortinued to recognize throughout his lite; ™ and, also The Jésave S and
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The Pineal Fye ™ hoth unpublizhed during his lifetime but which are, indisputably, connected with
Story of the Eyve.

Borel, for hiz part, simply read what Bataille produced, and dizcuzzed these different
fragmerts with him in order to find zome 'anabdical keys' 'kevys' which in their turn, under the
encouragement of Borel, led Bataille to expand on them, before finally carrving the novel to itz
concluzion. Thus, Borel's cortribution iz extremely important 1o the 'releaze’ of Bataille's writing.
Without him and hiz method of analvzsiz, Bataile might have found & impozsible to write' Stony of
the Eye or probably anything elze:

T was able to write [Stony of the Evel anly wheh psychoanalysed, ves, a5/t came ot of it
And 1 gen'eue Famableto say that #isonly by being Nberated Inthis way that Twas able to
WTte”.

Bataille's analyziz allowed him to dizcern twvo processzes that would become zeminal festures of his
ceuvre, First, how far hiz own experience of the excess influenced his texts: to which extert the
excess had an impact on hizs proze. &nd then, how thiz impact iz dizplayved: how the excess iz not
zimply reprezented withinthe text but alzo 'releazed’ under a different, vet bound, form.

The epizode of the testicles of the Bull' which iz central to Story of the Eve and Dr Borel's
contribution to the comprehenszion of itz significance, clarfies fairly well howe Bataille's avareness
was raized. Bataille had, in an early version of the text, imagined the testicles az bright red like the
animal's erect peniz'. Borel corrected the anatomical mistake, the testicles of a bull have an ovoid
form and the appearance of an ocular globe (they are white). Hence, the word testicle’, beyond is
primary sense, could be azzociated through itz materiality with an eve. In other words, at the centre
of Stony of the Eve, appears a certain chain of associstions, which weasz till nowe unknowen to itz
author. The testicles due to their proper form and colour could refer to the dead eve of the priest
slaughtered at the end of the novel, which iz introduced inthe cunt of the leading female character
Simone, but alzo to the eye of Marcelle, anather character on which Simone urinates, or to the
dangling eye of Granero, the dead bullfighter, and finally and perhaps most importantly, to the
tortured eves of Bataille's syphilitic father. Here it becomes clear, how far Bataille's own experience
of the exceszz influenced hiz proze. If allthoze incidentz of excesszive behaviour are dizcuszed and
azzociated within the body of the text, t iz because they all recall Bataille's early experience of the
excess the white dead eves of hiz inzane father.

However, the analyzsiz equally contributed 1o raising Bataille's awareness of how hiz own
experience of the excess (hiz dizcovery of the excessz through the madneszz of hiz father, the
paradoxical form of pleasure he experienced in Madrid's arena and hiz own debauchery: his sexual,
drinking and gambling exceszes)was not simply represented’ through the different sequences of
words that can be linked or azzociated, but that alzo anather form of excess waz 'released’ through
these words and thoze associations, the excess bevond the meaning of the words. Indeed, through
theze azzocigtions, Stony of the Eyve alzo unleashes a certain form of excess at a lexical level. In
Story of the Eye the waord 'eve’ not only refers to itz definition (that iz the organ of vizion) but alzo
within thiz context (the context of the novel and the one of Bataile's experience) and through the
materiality of the ohject it attempts to define (the physical form of an eve, similar 1o an egy or to &
testicle], 1o zomething exterior 1o thiz defintion, zomething in exceszsz of £, Hence, the word 'eve’
within the novel alzo takes on the function of the word 'egy’, or of the word testicle' etc.. 1o the
point at which 'eve’ might dizappear behind' or might be replaced by itz ‘alternatives’, 'eqq’,
testicle' etc.. all of which take on, in their turn, the function of the 'eve’. Furthermore, thiz excess
offheyond meaning iz also wisibly' projected onto the products of the 'eve’, the tears. Thoze refer to,
or hecome zubstiuted for, the product of the egg Cevhite) or of the testicles (zperm). Hence, the
excess that the novel unveils — the exceszive zexual behaviour of the characters dizplaved within
the story fwvhich iz definitively fuelled by Bataille's own experience) — iz reinforced by, fwhile it also
influences) Bataile's writing. The physical experience of the excess iz not zimply 'represerted’, the
wiords do not zimply mean what they are meant 1o mean, through their uterance something is
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releazed in excess of their defintion, paradoxically the primary meaning of the words iz
tranzgreszed due to their appearance. The excess, in Stony of the Eve appears thus as dual a
narrated physical excess (the behaviour of the characterzs) and bound to i, & lexical excess (fwhat
exceeds the primary meaning of the words), is released. Following Stowy of the Eve, the whaole of
Bataille's oceuvre would essertially focus on thiz dualty of the excess, an excess beyvond profane
existence fwhat be would lster call the 'zacred'), and an excess beyond the simple meaning of the
wiords fehiat he would [ster name their job' or impact”. Athough he continuously wrote about the
excess Mwhat | call, the “writing' orthe excess), the peculiar analysis of Dr Borel released, through
the developmert of Stony of the Eve, hiz "writing' ofthe excess,

lil.2. Bataille's influences

Bataille wasz not educated az a philozopher. Conzeqguerntly, he did not conzsider himzelf az such and
hiz oeuvres are not regiztered in & particular 'strain’ of thought or philozophy . Meverthelesz, zeveral
philozophers, sociologists, thinkers and their 'oewvres' plaved an importart role in his 'intelectual’
development, among them, Henri Bergzson, Marcel Mauss, Friedrich Mietzzche, Donatien de Sade
and Georg Wihelm Friedrich Hegel. Rather than dizcovering hiz major intellectual influences and
references through the usual scholarly processz, that is, through the study of philosophy |, he was
introduced to these differert ideas most of the time, by getting to know what friends and mentors
had to say about them. Bataille learned the basiz of his philozophical conceptions through obvious
medistionz. K iz perhaps onthe account of thiz singular philozophical training', but alzo, and more
probably, due to hiz fascination for the excessz, that hiz 'paradoxical philozophy' does not follow
along the zame lines of one of hiz influences nor it does reiterate them, nor, more simply pot, does
rezpect’ them. Indeed, Bataille's 'paradoxical philozophy' can be zeen a an attempt to write
through, exceeding, reversing or even transgressing itz own influences.

lIl.2.1.Exceeding Bergson’s Laughter

Az | already mentioned, in October 1920 Bataille went to London for rezearch purposes, and it was
during that trip according to hiz own account, that he staved for a few nights in Guarr Abbey, a
monastery onthe Izle of Wight, where he 'definitively' 1ozt his faith. While zojourning in London he
met the then wel-known French philozopher Henri Bergzon. At that time, Bataille — az he
acknowledged later — had barely read any philozophy, and even less Bergson's. Hence, in
preparation for the meeting, he read in haste the only piece by Bergzon that he could find in the
bookshops, it happened to be the rather short, Le Rlive (Laughter).

Bataille would later express hiz dizappoirtment with the meeting, the man and alzo his book.
For hitm the subject merited a different treatment and as a way to acknowledge his inakility to pay
respect to Bergson, but alzo as way to show how his own embryonic thought extended beyvond the
philozopher's conceptions, he admitted or affirmed (depending on the way one looks &t it), that he
already had ‘an autrageous mind' .

For Bergzon, laughter iz the answer to the comic. |k preciudes emational involyement that i
empathy for the one laughed at. |t iz a kind of corrective or punishment for those who fail to be
flexible' and appear 'mechanical’ in the eves of the one who laughs &t them. It thus presupposzes
the exiztence of & community of shared opinion and behaviour for which life i — as Bergson
defines t— a perpetual movement, characterized by flexikilty and agility. Laughter is & means of
zocial cohesion. The punitive agent of & 'moral”

T...J especiallythe sense Inwhich Iaughter “chastises morality”. It makes us limmediately by
to make clearwhat we showid be, what fingily no dolbt we willone day traly be’

Bataille's ideas however, were guite contrary. He zaw nothing comical about laughter,
rather he understood it as grave, a sort of trepidation or anguish. Further more, for him, laughter
irterrupts commonality, shatters the rational indifference of the mind, and brings irto play the
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senzes and the body . Laughter iz always 'intermingled with a pleasant sensuality'. ¥ wWhile Bergson
laughter iz a light hearted but moral comedy, Bataille's iz a convulzive and overehelming descent
into the abzence of the moral. Bergzon's laughter enzures zocial cohesion, while Bataille's laughter
dizruptz it. In short, while Bergzon's laughter frames, Bataile's laughter exceeds that frame.

Hence, if Bataille was dizappoirted in both Bergson and the ezzay, it iz alzo becauze he
found in laughter zomething eszertial. | iz not because of Bergzon that he found i, but rather in
zpite of the French philozopher. He had a revelation: laughter iz eszential (he even said, athough
thiz iz problematic, that 'laughter' is the foundstion. It does not dizpose one to think or to use
reason, but it can bring one 'much further than thought'.** Laughter led him to abandon his faith; 'In
the beginning, | laughed, my life had dizsolved, emerging from a long Christian piety, with & spring
like bad faith, in laughter',® and to finally free himself: Laughing at the universe liberated my life' =
it would become, if hiz statement were to be taken 'a fz leltre’, the 'core' of hiz ‘paradoxical
philozophy'. Az he wrote in 'Mon-knowledge, Laughter and Tears', a lecture given in 1953 'Inzofar
az | am doing philozophical work, my philozophy iz & philozophy of laughter [ ] | iz & philozophy
that etz down the problems other than those that have been given to me in thiz precize
experience'. ™

lil.2.2. Reversing (and potlatching) Maussthrough Métraux

Bataille met Alfred Métraux one autumn afternoon inthe year 1921, &t the Ecole des Chartes prior
to hiz gradustion. While Bataille was then looking foresard to his upcoming trip to Spain, Métraux
had just registered az a first vear student. Due to an uncanny physical rezemblance and a
convergence of interests — Metraux just returned from Andaluzia — they gquickly formed a lasting
friendship. Forty years later, remembering their intial conversation, Métraux explained what had
been the true motivations behind Bataille's upcoming trip. | zeems that the vovage's achoalarly
purposes were secondary to Bataile's interest in the Moorish influence on Spain and in bulifights 5!

Upon Bataille's return to Pariz during the summer of 1922, he renesved his friendzhip with
Métrau. But by then, Métrawx: had guit the 'Ecole’ to pursue studies in ethnology under Marcel
Mauzz. These studiez would lead him to become a wel-known ethnographer and to publizh
zeveral much-celebrated works on Latin American cultures: the Inca, Easter lzland, the religious
practices of indigenous populstions and Haitian voodoo (the latter in which he became not only an
expert, but alzo an initiste). Thiz renewed friendship, allowed Bataille 1o stay in touch with the latest
developments of anthropology and ethnography, for the rest of his life. &z proof of hiz debt 1o his
friend, Bataille credited Métraux:, in the preface to Evoticism published in 1957, with introducing him
to the fields of anthropology and the history of religions, saying Métraux's ‘uncontested acthority
permitted me to feel zecure — firmly assured — when | spoke onthe decizive gquestion of taboo and
transgression'. = Az another testimony of their lasting friendship and of his dekt, Bataille included in
hiz last book, The Tears of Eros, photos from Métraux's essay on Hatian woodoo, Haibi fa terve,
les humrges et les dieyx, and gqualified t az a 'beautiful book' by 'one of the finest ethnographers of
our time'.

When Métraux began follewing his lectures, Mauss weas studying archaic structures of
exchange, the material that would become The G Forms ahd Funchons of Exchange In Archalc
Sipcleties. Hiz weritings on sacrifice, magic and primitive clazsification, vwere already classics in a
field fundamentally dominated by the work of Mauzs' uncle and teacher, Emile Durkheim and his
The Elementary Forms of Religlons Life. Métraux and Bataille spent hours talking about Mauss'
teaching but alzo [ferature (Gide and Dostoewvszky)), and paychoanalyziz (Freud), all of which were
very recent dizcoveries for Bataille. | iz thusz interesting to note that, az t was the caze with hiz
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dizcovery of Laughter, Bataille did not acguire hiz fundamental understanding of the
anthropological thought of Marcel Mauss, in guiet independert or collegial study, bot, (and as
wolld be the caze with his introduction to the philozophy of Mietzsche through & mertor, Leon
Shestov)in conversation with & friend in this caze, Alfred Metrau:.

Hence, Métraux: introduced Bataile to anthropology and to the history of religion by
dizcussing with him the work of Marcel Mauss 5*Mauss's influence on Bataille's thought e gquals that
of Hegel, and Sade, though none were az influertial 3z Mietzzche. Mauszz's influence iz perceptible
behind most of Bataille's thought on zocial organizstion, on the structurez of exchange,
communication, transgression and sacrifice. Howewver, and atthough Bataille owes a ot to Mauss,
he did not zimply reproduce his thought, or through extension the one of Durkheim | rather t seems
that he attempted to exceed hiz influence, or better zaid, in thiz precize caze, to reverse i,

The fundamertal book of Marcel Mauss iz, according to Bataille, (bt alzo for many
anthropologists, ethnologists and sociclogists), his already mentioned 'masterly study', ™= The it
Forms apd Functions of Exchange Jp Axchak Socleties. Thiz book dizcusses a peculiar form of
'exchange' that takes place beteveen tribes in Polvnesia, Australia and even Morth-wWwest America:
the pollgtch. Thiz custom consistz of a confrontation bebween b groups or individualz who
'exchange' presents, riches, tribe members and zometimes destruction or slaughter with the aim of
winning prestige over their opponert. This last one, must, in order to regain the upper hand,
zguander more riches or ohjects with a greater value. Mauzz names thiz processz, the institution' of
the 'Give-receive-reciprocate’.® The opponents must reciprocate the gift (gift and courter gift) in
order to not loze their rank and power. Through gift-giving & zocial bond iz created, however, this
one is preserved only through the return of the gitt. Thus, the patlstch is at the centre of social
cohesion. MNevertheless, what sfrikes one most abowt the potlstch iz its intensity, which can
zometimes lead to the complete ruin of the tribes confronting each ather.

For Mauszsz, thiz exchange or mutual zgquandering iz alzo linked 1o a religious practice, the
gift to other men, is actually & gift to the gods. The potlatch is thus a form of 'sacrifice’ ™ a sacrifice
which permitz & communication between the towvo realms' that Mauzss borrowwed from Durkheim's
ceuvre: the profane and the zacred world. Hence, beyond zocial cohesion, the gift-giving exchange,
enzures the stahilty of the relationship between the community and the religious. Furthermore, for
Mauzz, thiz potlatch az a religious zacrifice can be zeen az a total zocial fact', which means i is
part of an ensemble of practices or phenomena, which reveal the essence of society ™ Thus,
Mauszs conzsiders the potlatch as a 'rational’, real and unified (the gift should be reciprocated, and
itz non-reciprocation iz seen as irrational and cortradictory with the essence of the potlatch) farm
of exchange, the study of which permitz uz to comprehend the 'zocial' in itz entirety—asz an
understanding of zociety can only be achieved through the study of what iz 'concrete, which iz of
the order of the complete'. = In other words, within the potlatch, society may find ts own
‘condenzed' represertation, which allows a rational understanding of it (the sacrifice, athough i
zeems to be in contradiction with the economic laws of zociety, actually permit the maintaining of
the zocial ties and the zacred-profane relationship's stahilty, which constitute & zociety). Hence, for
Mauzz the potlatch, az a total zocial fact', az & 'rational', real and unified element, which zustains
the =ocial ties, iz an essential topic of study for an objective sociology . A positive sociology whose
aim iz to comprehend what binds the differert elements of a society (a2 a collective or group)
together; what are itz 'collectives representations’;, a positive sociology which aims, then, 1o provide
a framework of rational knowledge for zociety from which the latter can learn and progress toward
more just and equitable ideals.

Bataille retains from Mauszzs' study of the potlstch, two things: first, 2 frenzy or put
differently, the pozzihility that the potlstch might get out of control. One of the potertial outcomes of
the potlatch dhrough the zguandering of goods, riches and lives) can be the complete ruin of both
opponentz. Bataille iz interested in this potential outcome because he zees in this expenditure in
pure losz, a definitive dismizzal of the guiding principle of classical poltical economy (scarcity and
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accumulation], that 'flat and unbearable conception of existence' ™ Then, Bataille is slso fascinated
by zomething that Mauzz acknowledged az pozsible, but that he dizmizzed az in contradiction with
the ezzence of the potlatch, the pozsibity of the nonseciprocty of the gift. Bataille zees in the
gttitude of the one who gives without having the certainty of getting back zomething material in
return, & will to (zelf-) transgresszion. Hence, Bataille borrowes from Mauzss' study on the potlstch
only those elemerts which demonstrate & 1o be an irrational, anti-economic and transgresszive
practice. Already, simply through his borrowings, Bataile iz at odds with Mauss' interests and
intertions.

Furthermore, Bataille's understanding of some other tenetz of Mauss' framework, while
theze are zeminal tothe development of his thought, differs considerably from Durkheim's nephiew
conception.

Firzt, Bataille doesz not interpret the potlstch-zacrifice a2 a simple means of communication
betwveen the zacred and the profane, az being a simple in-between. For him the zacrifice (as
mertioned above) iz alzo a (zel-) transgresszion, that iz, at the level of zociety, & transgression of
the homogeneous bourgeoiz economic order and laws (the profane), visible in the sguandering of
richez oppozed to accumulstion, and &t the level of the individual, & transgression of the
homogeneous being (the profane being), vizible in the auto-mutilstion of being, az in the example
of Wincert “an Gogh's slashed ear. Tranzgression leads to the releaze ar rejection of what was
appropristed, ™! and this rejection is what corstitutes the sacred. Hence, the foundstion of religion
(3= the zacred) iz not =0 much the taboo, but rather transgression (of which i iz not the negation
but the necessary complement).™ This makes sense if one looks at how Christianity was founded,
through the zguandering of the Christ's body and life. Of courze religion, which for Bataille iz an
example of the 'high' zacred, reinforces o creastes new taboos for the profane world. But thosze
nesy taboos are just & demand for tranzgression and the emergence of nevy forms of 'sacred'. The
potlstch-zacrifice-tranzsogression zomehowy allowes & form of communication between the zacred and
the profane, vet it iz not an in-between but rather & disruption, & wound that arizes from within the
profane.

floreawver, Bataille does not think that the principle of the sacrifice (the desire for
transgression], is only the foundation of religion, but more importantly the foundation of social ties.
Indeed, the principle which has command over the sacrifice-potlatch iz, for Bataile, a principle
inzcribed in human nature: Life iz in iz ezzence an excess [L..] Withouwt any limit, t sguanders itz
forces and resources; without limit it annikilates what t has crested" . ™ Men, atthough they wish
consciously to appropriste goods and riches, must sguander the excesszs, And thiz iz precizely the
function of the potlatch for Bataille: & collective zacrifice, during which men can expend in pure lozss,
their perzonal (individual) excess.

Then, az for Maussz, the potlatch-sacrifice iz for Bataille & fotal social fact'. But this 'fact' o
rather itz principle iz in total contradiction to Mauss' understanding and use of the nation. While
Mauszs zees in the Total social fact' of the potlatch-zacrifice, a rational, unified, real yet condensed
representation of zociety, Bataile perceivez in t an irrational will to zelfdransgresszion, a
zguandering and annihilation of the excesz. They are interested inthe zame 'fact', the potlatch, wet
Mauzz studies it from above, from the poirt of view of the 'collective' az a reprezentation of i, while
Bataille (athough he iz alzo interested in deter mining what the 'collective’ being is) looks &t it from
underneath, from the poirt of view of the deep, mystic, unconscious and irrational instinct (of
tranzgression), that governs the mind of being. Both ook &t the zame element bt in reverse
directions.

Finally, the last dizcrepancy between Mauss and Bataille's thought concerns the role of
'zociology' in relation to its object of study, the 'social'. Bataille's understanding of the gift, the
potlstch-zacrifice, az atransgression and as an irrational total social fact' does not obviously, lead
to a postive zociology showing the way of progress to & society demanding more justice and
equity, like the one Mauzz was praizing. Instead, Bataille's zacred zociology (hiz sociology of the
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zacredl iz a revoldionary attempt 1o take down the hypocrital bourgeoiz order. | proposzes 1o give
back to the expenditure of riches in pure loss, the position it truly deserves withinthe social order.™

In & way Bataile borrows from Métraux's professor only in order to attack the bourgeois
productive economic order, bt in =0 doing, he alzo reverzes the positive sociology of Marcel
Mauszs and Emile Durkheim: while Durkheim and Mauss attempt to comprehend cortemporary
zociety and to think the social, by looking at their 'collective represertations', in order to improve
the bourgeoiz order — that iz zociology iz for them a means of enlightened development — Bataille
with hiz 'sacred zociology' sttempts to reveal the irrationality st the heart of being (the will to
tranzgression) and affirms the 'necessity' of the return to the archaic forms of expenditure in pure
Iozz, in order 1o rupture (one can say 10 sguander) the bourgeoiz order and society—that is,
zociology iz for him not even & means to revolution but it is an end in tzelf: sociology a3 revolution.
In hiz borrowings, in hiz interpretations and their directions, and in the shifting function (from
means to end) he gives to 'hiz' sociology, Bataille's approach is a radical reversing (and thus
transgression) of Mauss'.™®

lil.2.3. Beyond/belowHietzsche after Shestou

In 1922, besides the thinking of Maussz, Bataille alzo encourtered an cewvre, which became,
without any doubt, hiz most importart influence: the philozophy of Friedrich Mietzzche. Back from
Spain, in august 1922, Bataille borrowed Untimely Meditations and Beyvohd Food ahd Evilfrom the
Bibliothégue Mationale. These books, or more precizely the ideas of Mietzsche az & whole had a
decizive effect on the intellectual development of Bataille. Yet, according to Michel Surya, Bataille
had naot 'ertered’ and 'comprehended’ Mietzsche's world alone. A= with Mauss, Bataille's dizcovery
af Mietzzche was mediated, this time, by an eminent schalar in the field: the Russian émigré, Ley
Shestow.™

Lev ZShestov (born in Kiev, az Lev [zaakovic Schwwatzmann) was a prominert Russian
irtellectual who had to flee the Soviet Union after the Bolshevik resolution of 1917, due to his
upper-class background and his refusal to conform to Marxist theory. At the time Bataille met
Shestoy in 1922 the Ruzsian émigré had settled in Pariz and was a well-publizhed philosophical
ezzavist, already well known for his writing about Dostoevsky or Mietzache. Bataille then began a
friendly relationship with Shestoy that would last till 1925, a friendship eszertially based on
philozophical conversation, during wwhich he became familiar with the thoughts of Dostoevsky and
Mietzzche of courze, but alzo Tolstoy and Pascal. Shestov's thought is, in & way similar to
Mietzzche's, one of tragedy and death, de ath being the compelling fact of life. Idealistic thought, in
which Shestov includes and equates sciertific rationalizm and religious moral systems, iz only a
deceptive and incoherent attempt st eluding that fact, man must confront his tragedy, that iz, his
death. Hence the philozopher's tazk iz not to propose 'ideal' solution or proceszes, opening the
path toweard salvation, but rather to destroy all 'idealistic ilusions'.™

ot of thiz very brief accourt of Lev Shestov's thought, one can understand why he
developed a strong affinity for Mietzache's thought. Howewer, hiz reading of the German
philozopher was profoundly biazed and zelective. Indeed, Shestov's understanding was depending
a= much on Paszcals, Tertullian, Heracltus and Plotinus' thought as it was on Mietzsche's
oeuvres 'S Motwithstanding the biss through which his philosophical knowledoe, in general, and of
Mietzzche in paricular, came to him, Bataille, in a later homage to Shestov, stated:
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Towe fo [Shestow] the fonndation of my philosophical Kpowledoe which, withaut having the
qualifications Ris conventionalto expect under that name, In the lohg run nonetheless,
became g realone. I Jwhat he Knew to sayito me gbout Plato was what | needed to hear

[LE

But bevond simply educating (philosophically) Bataille, it appears that Shestoy alzo helped Bataille
to 'shape' hiz thought. And, as that thought iz definitively entangled with hiz life's experience,
Shestov zeems alzoto have zoftened (&t least in appearance), Bataille's personality. Indeed | while
Bataille zaid that around this time a fundamental violence' affected him —a violence which allowed
him to express himself only within & kind of 'sad delirium'® | Shestov helped Bataille to contain his
violence by releaszing it within hiz thinking. According to Bataille, himzelf, he learned from Shestow
that ‘the wviolence of human thought is nothing if it is not its fulflment'.® As another proof of
Bataille's debt and admiration for Shestow, # iz worthy 1o mention that in 1924, Bataille co-
tranzlated Shestov's book The Food in the Teaching of Tolstoy and Nietzsche with the author's
daughter, Teresa Berezovski-Shestoy, and articipated weriting & study of Shestov's works = The
translation was published by Editions du Siécle in 1925, but the proposed study was abandoned =
In a posthumously published note, written thidy vears after the fact, Bataille claimed that he drifted
avvay from Shestov's influence when he 'had to turn toweards Marxism 2

Hence, Bataille, entered 'philozophy’ and more paricularily the thought of Mietzzche
through the medistion of Leon Shestov. But how does Mietzzche's thought exactly influence
Bataille's? The depth and zcope of the impact Mietzzche's thinking had on Bataille appears clearly
in Bataille's ovwen testimony of this ceuvre's importance: "Why cortinue to think, why ervizion sweriting,
since my thought, all of my thought, has been so deeply, so admirably expressed?™ Howeever
respectiul thiz azzertion may be, it might alzo be read as quite ambiguous if not paradoxical. s
Mietzzche's oeuvre simply & thought anterior to Bataille's, a thought, which had already expreszed
all that Bataille had to say? Or worze, iz it that Bataille's thinking iz simply a rehearsal of
Mietzsche'sY Alkhough to anzwer thoze questions demands mare 'zpace' than | have here, the
embryo of an answer might be found somewhere elze in Bataille's oeuvre. More precisely in Gy,
where Bataille admits:

To me, hothing Is movre allen than a personal mode of thought 1.1 T Being into play, when |
dtter @ word, the thought of other peaple, hazardously gleghed frorm himan substance
sarraunding me' ™

Bataille thus acknowledges here, that his thought i (if we accept hiz claim) nothing more than a
rehearsal (of Mietzzche, of Mauss, of Berg=son, and alzo, as we shall zee of Hegel and Zade). But,
the question then iz to what extent a rehearsal or a copy, are identical to the 'original'. Ohviously
and tautologically & copy and a rehearzal do not share with the original a very eszertial feature, itz
condition of originaliy. Hence, one can contend that athough Bataille's thought might be
‘conceived' az a rehearzal, it iz nevertheless highly valuable for the very reazon that # iz fevilling v
not idertical to itz influences. Bataille reliez on the thoughtz of hiz 'authorities’, bt he does not
zimply repest them, rather he writes through them, chalenges them and carries them irdo
unexpected territories, to unexpected uzes and concluzions. He writes from within, through and
beyond, while being at the zame time respectful and subverzive of hiz influences. In ather waordszs,
Bataille's weriting (ecriture) exceeds itz acknowledged influences.

If | return to Nietzzche, for example, one can obviously perceive hiz influence in the trilogy
that forms Bataille's Summa Atheologica. Indeed, the title of the last opusz of the triogy On
Nietz sche states thizs clearly. Howewer, the 'Ox' should nat be understood as meaning only "about’.
Indeed, after a preface of 14 pages, Bataille just dedicates a fewy pages to 'Mr. MNietzsche'. Then,
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the rest of the book (about 160 pages) conziztz of & diary, or &t least what zeems 1o be a diary,
recording Bataile's thoughts and anguish during the dark vesrs of the Second World YWar & Thus,
the title of On Nietzscheappears already quite ironic.

Bezides, Bataille's relationship with the figure of Mietzsche has been guite ambiguous —one
might say MNietzschean — all through hiz life. Indeed, Bataille dedicated to Mistzzche, bezsides hiz
book Op Mietzsche, intatal 11 adicles. In some of them he attempted to recuperate Mietzache's
thought fram the reductive sppropristion made by Mazi ideologists. = vwhile in athers, he expressed
hiz zerious doubtz concerning Mietzzche's thought, for example, in his lstel 9202 pamphlet against
Surrealizm: 'The "Old Mole" and the Prefix "Sur” [overfon] in the Words "Surhomme" [Super man]
and Surrealizt'. In thiz, short vet imprezzive ezzay, Bataille criticizes Surrealizm and Mietzzche for,
among other things, being the clearest example of an 'lcarian’ thought |, & thought which forgets the
muddy base an which it iz grounded. ™ Henceforth, Bataille's use of the 'on' ('sur") prefix (in the title
of O Mietzache], whether one translates it here az 'on', "about' or 'over', iz doubly ironical . Bataille
does not write a book on or abowt Mietzzche, nor attempt to be simply over MNietzsche (as this
means to simply reproduce the 'Icarian’ tendency he dismizzed). Rather this 'on' expreszes the will
of the author to exceed Mietzzche's thought by becoming more Mietzzchean than Mietzzche
himzelf. | iz the zign of Bataille's attempt to think from within Mietzzche, and to focus on the
elementz, which are abandoned, befow the German philozopher's thought, for finally exceeding
him. The movement followed by the transgreszion iz tzelf a transgression, the 'on' leads helow'.
The method for exceeding Mietzzche demands that one goes underneath’ him in order to be 'on’
hitm.

Furthermore, the sub-header of the book, On Metzzche, 'The Will 1o Chance', zeems 1o
naively echo Mietzzche's, The Wil to Power', but it actually announces thiz movemenrt, which
exceeds Mietzsche's thought. Indeed in On Mgtz sche, Bataille's notion of 'Chance' reaches beyand
Mietzzche's 'Power', for Bataille, the uprodting of moral walues and their induced hierarchical
pozitioning (zuperior and inferior) sought by Mietzzche's Wil to powver' iz not implemented.
Unfortunately, the Mietzzchean Wil to Power' only reaffirms the 'powsr’ &t the summit of the
hierarchy. 'Power’, az a gualty or condtion of the ‘superior, becomes an immobile and
tranzcendental value: the ideal ohject of the "will'. Thus 'power' iz just an idea analogous 1o the will
of God. Hence, the uprooting & nd reversal of moral values ends up reinforcing what it pretended to
take dowen. Aware of that fact, Bataille's Wil to Chance' propozes to accomplish what The Will to
Poweer' failed to achieve, the collapse of the opposite moral values that is not their negation, but
their impozszible conjoining. The summit of the experience of 'chance’, for Bataile, is the place
where occurs 'a rare equilibrium between inteligence and non-reasonable lite'. ™00 ather words, it
iz: 'the impossible conjoining of movements, which sre mutually destructive’ * et this equilibrium
gt the pinnacle of experience of the il 1o chance' iz not static bt corzists of an cecillstion, =
constart hesitation betwveen reazon (inteligence, meaning) and non-reazon (non-knowledge, non-
meaning). Thus, thiz equilibrium iz not stabilized bt rather precarious, not unified. Conzeguently,
it cant become the 'new' value, which takes over the otherz and az such establizhes tzelf &t the
summit of & new hierarchy. B has no more value than the simple act of play o laughter. Reason's
and meaning's supremacies are plaved out, where the will to power' iz still producing (or
preserving) useful values, Bataille's "will to chance' iz a non-useful consumption of all moral and
uzeful values. Bataille writesthrough Mietzzche's matrix in order to go beyond, that is, below him.

lil.2.4. Releasing de Sade’s use-value among the Surrealists

Az | have already mertioned |, Bataille became acqguainted with the surrealizts of the rue Blomet's'
group, through the mediation of Michel Leiriz, and he guickly became a regular &t Andre Mazzon's
and Joan Miro's studios (hoth of whichwere located at the 45 rue Blomet wwhich thus gave itz name
to the group). There, Bataille met ather members, including Georges Limbour, Roland Tual, Jean
Dubuffet, Max Jacob and Artonin Adaud. The surrealists of the 'rue Blomet' loved Dostoevsky and
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Mietzsche, opium and alcohol, free sexualty and debauchery, all of which were forhidden or
dizmizzed by Andre Breton, the 'pope’ of the rue Fortaine. Thus, Bataille felt at home with them.
Moreover, thiz surrealist group, at the time Bataille ertered it, was dizcovering the, then only
recertly publizhed, works of the Marguis de Sade | works that would have an influence on Bataille,
every bit as powerful az that of Mietzzche, Mauzz and Hegel. Hence, the surrealists of the rue
Blomet (Like Métraux did it with Mauzs, and Shestov did t with Mietzsche) medisted Bataille's
introduction to the writings of the Marquizs de Sade ™

Sade appears and reappears at differert moments during Bataille's career, in hiz theoretical
works in paricular Eroticism, The Accivsed Shave and The Tears of Eros, as an argument
zustaining his claims, bt alzo the influence shoves in his novellas, his more Yictional' wwork (if one
dares to call t suchlin paricular Stony of the Eve, Madame Edwarda, or The Biue of Noon, sharing
the zame obzezzion for deviant behaviours . Indeed inthoze literary works there iz, azin de Sade's,
zeveral encourters with proceszes and practices that are situsted at the limit of decency, a great
deal of zcatology, zex scenes in churches, blasphemy, humilistion, rape, torture, and necrophilia.
Furthermore, in terms of theoretical commonality, t seems that Bataile and De Sade share some
conceptz or notions, for example, sexualty and ercticizm, or the idea of freedom and sovereignty,
or the developmert of an anti-ethic az the way to ransogress a religiols ethic (God's moral).
Bataille found in De Sade a kindred zoul who affirmed his belief, that civilization and morals have
softened man.™ Yet, their target is probably not the same 'civilization', for while Batsille attacks the
flattening' of life induced by the bourgeois order, Sade targets the ancient regime’s rules and ethic.
Bataille alzo states, in Erolticism, that Sade took the mentality of the aristocracy to itz limit under
the pretence of criticizing it.®* Thiz somehow echoes Bataile's vision of his writing practice as a
tranzgression from within a2 & means of critique. But while for Bataille, the existence of the limit is
a necessity (for it allows transgression 1o take place), Sade's aim iz to disrupt and then to
annihilate all limits. Sade and Bataille are both radical, but swhile the former iz a kind of complete
nihilizt ofthe law (who denies death), the lstter iz a positivist ofthe excess (who affirms death).

Thoze dizcrepancies of thought between De Sade and Bataille make it necessary to
guestion the exact nature of Sade's influence on Bataille. Az a result of hiz own bias, did Bataille,
'construct' a version of De Sade, distant, if not completely remote from the reality of De Sade's text,
while much clozer to Bataile's own agenda. Thiz guestion does matter, az several important
thinkerz azzume that there iz a natural intellectual affinity, and perhaps even strong similarities
betwveen De Sade's work and that of Bataille, for example, Michel Foucault.™ | do nat have the
space here, to discuss at lencgth whether or not Bstaile misread de Sade.™ However important this
misreading could be, t shouldnt be forgotten that & might be an example of Bataille's stitude
towvard hiz influences (az | have shown zo far with Bergzon, Mauss, and MNistzache), an attempt &t
writing through them, in arder 1o exceed, transgress or reverze their thought. Howeewver, rather than
dizcuss thiz matter, | consider it to be more interesting to dizcuss, what Bataille perceived, az being
in excessz, within De Sade's work, of the surrealizts’ reading of it, as t was produced at the turn of
the 1920z and 1930z,

In hiz ezzay The Uze-Value of DA F. De Sade (An open letter to my current comrades)’,
probably written in 1930, Bataille dizcuszes (besides introducing hiz zcience of the 'sacred, which
he names 'heterology") what, for him, iz De Sade's frue' uze-value, that iz, he hasz none, t has no
‘convertional' (Marxist) use-value, itz uze value resides accurately in it having no uzefulness (for
uzeful purpose), and alzo no walue (a3 being belovy value). Consequertly, Bataille denounces all
the attemptzs to see in De Sade saome kind of uzeful, spirtual, exchange or conceptual value
(including Andre Breton's interpretation), as well az all the attitudes which reject De Sade for hiz
lack of walue. Thiz seems paradoxical, and it iz Bataile's point, nevertheless it demands some
explanation.

In hiz ezzay, Bataille's dizcuszes first the way De Sade iz 'read’ according to a dualist mode
of rejectionfexcretion and appropristion; then he shows the movemerts of irruption and limitstion
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that he himself reads in De Sade; finally he attempts to join (17 paradox) De Sade's revolutionary
uze-value (that iz, he haz nonel, with the neceszary uzefulness (in the 13302) of & Marxist
revvolution. (I brief De Sade's use-value, would find its momentum, after the 'end of history' [2™
paradox], when a zocialist society would have prevailed].

Bataille conziders that there are usually two readings of De Sade: one which rejects him
and hiz oeuvre as the work of a mad man; and ancother by those who admire him and asttempt to
appropriste hiz thought. For Bataille the zecond reading iz the grestest threat. 25 vears later in
Eraticismhe even stated:

Those people who Ysed to rate De Sade a5 g scoundrel responded belterto Ms intention
thah his godmirers do In oty owh day: De Sade callsfor g revolted Indighation ahd protest,
and without that, the paradox of pleasure wonld be nothing bata poetic fancy *”

Hence, thoze who reject De Sade are not betraying or misconstruing him Ghey simply refuse him],
while hiz admirers because they render De Zade acceptable are actually truly betraving him. They
mizconstrue De Sade by refusing to acknovledge and thus, to practice, hiz uze-value. They do not
affirm the peculiar impact that De Sade must have on the way we think and behave within the
wearld, but simply consider his text as 2 thoroughly literary enterprise’ ™

Thuz, the surrealistz, or more precizely the surrealistz of the rue Fortaine, the closest circle
of &Andre Breton, according to Bataille, because they misunderstand Sade, “weorship' him in the
manner of 'primitive subjects in relation to their king, whom they adore and loathe, and whom they
cover with honours and narrowly confine'. ™ This means that when Breton and his circle praized De
Sade a3z one of their precursors (with Lautréamont), they were not only establizhing & fraudulent
genealogy for their avant-garde, but by ‘appropristing' him, they alzo framed his work as mere
ltersture, az zomething above realty: they zoftened De ZSade's radicalizm by not truly’
acknowledging itz peculiar 'uze-value' forthe 'real'.

Meverthelezz, for Bataille the two gestures of rejection and appropriation, despite the fact

that they appear as oppostes, are vet zimilar in their effects. Whether de Sade iz rejected or
admired, he iz finally treated inthe zame way: he and hiz true' uze-value are expelled.
When one rejectz De Sade, he iz immedistely expelled, while when he iz appropristed, he iz first
azsimilated and then expelled. The surrealistz do not think that De Sade's wok has a place
anywehere other than in fiction', t iz 'above the real' and thus they amputate De Sade's
operativeness from his social, 'real', fold. They finally expel the true' De Zade, hence the result iz
the zame in both cazes. Both proceszes trest De Sade az a foreign Body', which must be expelled
to mairtain a sort of purity. "™ However, Bstaile cortends that those gestures, either
appropristionfingestion or rejectionfexcretion can never completely come to terms with that 'foreign
body'. There iz alvways zomething of thizs excess that remains within, after rejection, and outzide,
after appropristion. The two gestures attempt 1o excrete De Sade, bt he offers a body of work
which iz &t home within the excrement. Besidezs defending the originalty of De Sade and
lambasting the zurrealizts, Bataille alzo, here, opens the way 1o his vision of the heterogeneous,
hiz =science of what are 'non-assimilakble elemerts', which can nether be totally rejected or
completely appropristed: 'heteralacy. '™

After dizcussing the dualism of the reception of De Sade's text, Bataille moves on to
dizcuzz the dualizm at the heart of thizs tex. Indeed, for Bataille, De Sade's text unfolds according
to & dual mode: first an 'irruption of excremental forces' and then 'a corresponding limitation'. '™
Theze two modes are obviously in conflict: the excremental forces are challenging the limitations
that arize from their eruption. Finally, Bataille adds a very important subtlety 1o hiz account of the
uze value of De Sade. Within the dualist mode of de Sade's texd, it iz the lirruption’ that prevailz, as
the tranzgression of all the limitations. Hence, Bataille's poirt iz rather clear: as the dual mode
within De Sade's text iz alzo zomehowy vizible inthe dualist reading of it (De Sade's writings can be
zeen as an eruption, and their reception, or readings, can alzo be viewed as the limitation rejecting
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or confining this eruption), one needs to release the excess of De Zade's thought, to make it erupt
again, thiz time against the surrealizt's (Breton) limitative reading of it. It iz precizely thiz 'task' that
Bataille gives to hiz ezzay, to releaze De Sade's uze value (a uze value which iz just an excess
without uze and without value) among the surrealists.

Hence, De Sade iz defintively an influence of Bataille, bt he does not exceed it, (az i is
the caze with Mietzzche) or reverze it (a2 he does with Mauzz's), rather he releazes it, he makes it
erupt &z an ungraspable excess.

I.2.5. Following Koyré and Kojéve for being in excess of Hegel

In 1931-32, Bataille with hiz friend Raymond Guengau tewhom hie met among the surrealists) began
attending Alexandre Koyré's lecture at the Boole Pratigoe des Hautes etides on the 'coinciding of
contradictions and the learned ignorance' in the thought of Micholas De Cuse. I 1932-33, Koyré
alzo taught another zeminar in which he then dizcuszed the religious' philozophy of Hegel, which
led Bataille and Gueneau to write their, 'Critique of the Foundations of the Hegelisn Dialectic', '™
Among the other members in the audience, at that time, three would have a direct influence
(material or intellectual) on Bataille's production, Henri Corkbin, Charles-Henri Puech and the most
knowen, &lexandre Kojgve. In 1933, Woyré, Corhin and Puech founded the review Recherhes
FPhilosapbigues, inwhich they allowed Bataille to publish, in 1936, one of hiz major pieces, 'The
laberinth'. "™ Alexandre Kojgve's influence would be more intellectual, yet without doubt much more
zeminal. The same year that Koyré founded his reviesy, he reguested Hu:ujfave [who attended the
zeminar on De Cuse in 1932-33), to take over his lectures on Hegel at the Ecofe Pratique, from the
opening of the 1934 seminar on. '™ Bataille subsequertly followeed the seminar of Kaojgve in which
he read The Phenomenaiogy of Spirt t iz thus, through Kojgve's fundamerntal but also peculiar
reading of Hegel, that Bataile ariculated his thought withthe one of Hegel.

Alexandre Kojgve was born, Kojevnikoy, in Mozcowe in 1902, Athough he came from a
bourgeoiz family, he fet a strong sympathy for the Bolshevik revoldtion, and remained a
communizt until the Second World War. Nevertheless, he was imprizoned by the socialist state for
zeling goods on the black market in 1915, He then fled the Zoviet Union, not az a consequence of
thiz detertion but becausze hiz zocial origing preverted him from gaining access to the university.
He zubzequertly zettled in Germany st Heidelberg University, where he studied philozophy under
Karl Jasperz, (hence dizmizzing Huzzerl's courze) and taught himzelf several oriertal languages:
Chinese, Sanskrit and Tiketan. In 1928 he moved again, to Pariz where he took the French
nationalty and changed hizs name to Kojéve. He hegan follovwing the cowrse of Kowé in 1932 and
became friends with his fellow Russian exile. '™

In preparation for his lecture Kojgve reread Hegel's Phenomenclogy of Spirit Besides the
perszonalty of the lecturer, and the focus of the lecture on this precize book (&t the time not
translated in French), it is the context, intellectual as well as poltical, of this reading which waould
lead to thiz singular vet highly influertial explanation of Hegel's philozophy.

Indeed, Kojéve's Hegel iz born out of the light that shed on the Phenorme polooy of Spiet,
the naot vet tranzlated, ‘philozophy of desth' of Martin Heidegoer. For Hojéve, Heidegoer's thought,
and more specifically hiz analysiz of 'death’, per mitz the possibility of going beyond Hegel's closed
aystem. Heidegger's philosophy brought, for Kojéve, a kind of intellectual renewal. In Kojéve's view
the first wolume of Heidegger's Sefir Gnd Zelt iz a 'correction' of the phenomenological
anthropology of The Phepamenaiogy of Spivit—it attempts to render @ more 'existential' — while the
zecond volume propozed an ontology replacing the fraudulert one of Hegel's Logik. Hence Kojéve,
due to the recent release of Heidegger's thought, read' and lectured on, an 'existentializt’ Hegel,
oppozed to the 'zystematic’ and immokile' Hegel, an Hegel anti-Hegelian.

The political context of the 19302 alzo played an important role in Kojéve's interpretation of
The Phepomenoiogy of Spiet Indeed, Kojéve's Hegel iz, from the beginning of his seminar, the
Hegel of the 'end of history': that iz, a Hegel who had recognized the moment when thought and
action hawve exhausted their pozzihilties and all that remains iz repetition. At that moment, (1934)
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Kojeve approved Hegel's dating of this 'end of History', the man on the horse, the synthesiz of the
wiorld or zpirt of the world which appears at the end of history is none other than Mapoleon, thus
the end of history iz in the past: around 1306, B, rereading The Phehomenalogy of Spietin the
mid-1930z, while Stalin conzolidated hiz power and the Mazis tightened their grip on Germany, and
while the rest of the world stood watching impaternt Iy, overewhelmed him. The true spirit of the world,
the man who swould 'close’ history was not Mapaoleon, but by the end of Kojéve's seminar, Stalin.
In more practical terms, Kojéve's lectures on the Phepomenology of Spintaere held every week of
the academic vear. They conzisted, az the Phepomenciogy of Seart was not vet available in
French, (the first translation by Jean Hyppolte, would appear, independently of Kojéwe, only
around 1939) of Kojéve's translation of a part of it, which he then explained, without notes, to its
audience. i iz alzo important to remark the signification of these Ylectures’ inthe cortext of French
intellectualizm. Kojéve's words were absorbed by & bunch of knowen and less knovwn, at the time,
French imtellectualz who weould, for the most part, become leading figures after the war, for
example, Jacques Lacan, Eaymond Aron, Roger Caillois, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Eric Weil and
occasionally André Breton. Howewver, Kojéwve never published his lectures himself, as he never
edited them. If we came to know their cortert, it iz due to Raymond Queneau who kept zuch
assiduous notes that they could be publizhed in 1947 under Kojéve's name. '™

But what did Bataille do with all thiz? How did he articulate his thoughts in conjunction with
Hegel in general, and Kojéve's Hegel in paricular? First, simply spesking of the lectures
themszelves, Bataille claimed, that Kojgve's reading waz 'equal to the book', and that he was
suffocated, transfixed by it 'Wojgve's course exhausted me, crushed me, killed me tentimes'. "®In
viewy of thiz claim, it is rather ironic that Gueneau for hiz part, said that Bataille sometimes fell
asleep during class. '™

Howvewer, Mojéve's lectures were in fact decisive for Bataille, athough the lectures of Kaoyré,
which preceded them, were equally importart, a fact that iz quite often forgotten. Indeed, t was
around the time of Kovré's lectures that Bataile wrote with Queneau, 'The Critigue of the
Foundstions of the Hegelian Dialectic'. In this critigque, which they gualify az being 'a positive one’,
they attempt to undermine what they conzider to be the willto totalty and closure' of the Hegelian
zvztem, by dizcussing itz foundation: the realty of the material ground of dialectical materializm.
They obhzerve that the process at the centre of Hegel's dialectic does not apply to nature, (&
problem with which Engels strugdled for vears, as the preface to hiz AnttOuhnng reveals). Thus,
the idea of the dialectic as a natural process is & fraud. Furthermare az Marxizm iz alzo fuelled by
the Hegelian dialectic, it needed to find another ground for sustaining its historical materializm. For
the authorz the zoldion was to apply a dialectical processz only 1o the zocial struggle, which iz
zymbolized within Hegel's philozophy by the contest for recognition of the master and the slave.
Bevond challenging Hegelian and Marxist thoughtz and proceszes, thiz aficle announces what will
be Bataille's problem with Hegel, there being zomething (here, the realm of nature) in excess of
Hegel's total' thought, 10

Thus Kojgve's lectures, and the more ‘exiztentialist' Hegel they constructed, thiz 'Hegel,
zecretly anti-Hegelian', probably led Bataille to adopt & more tolerant attitude towards Hegel's
thought. Meverthelesz, the conclusion of Kojgwve's zeminar, on the 'end of history', and his
affirmation of the absence of value for a negativity finding tself unemployved at that moment of
hiztory, and thus of its neceszary dizappearance, was rather disturbing for Bataille. In a ‘lefter to X,
lecturer on Hegel', written after Wojéve presented Hegel's thinking to the College of Sociology (&
lecture during which Kojéve stated again the 'end of hiztory' and affirmed that itz figure was Stalim)
Bataille confrorted Kojéve's definition and function of the unemployed negativity. ' For Bataille,
the guestion of whether an unemploved negativity should dizappear with the end of history or if i
zhould be able to sustain tzelf without being simply superzeded in the dialectical process, became
zeminal 'If action ("doing") iz —as Hegel zavys — negativity, the guestion arizes asz to whether the
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negativity of one who has "nothing more to do" dizappears or remains in a state of "unemployed
negativity™. =

For Kaojéwe, (avhio affirma thiz while speaking in the name of Hegel) at the end of hiztory, the
irtellectual iz an 'unemploved negstivity', he has no other choice, than &) to impoze hiz beliefz, in
order to have them recognized (and thus 1o become a mere citizen: Mapoleon-Staling — that iz, to
become an 'ohjectified', superzeded negativity, or B) 1o simply 'express’ hiz convictions withowut
fighting with anyone (hy recresting & world for himself, in which he iz acknowledged by a fews
which means, alzo, that ke iz not recognized by the grestest number, that iz, his expression iz
nothing more than a lie, in which he will dizappear and diel — that is, the negativity of the
intellectual (unemploved) must, in this case, vanish.

To thiz, Bataille first, oppozed the pozszibilty for thiz unemploved negativity to sustain tzelf
by being recognized az simply unemploved, thus, not to be ohjectified, but rather to cortinue to be
in excesz of Hegel's clozed svystem, az a negativity whose task iz to have none, which iz a
contradiction of Hegel's principle negation=action. Later, it zeems he changed hiz mind, and then
the only possibity for thiz unemploved negativity, to sustain s negativity withowt being
superzeded, was precizely to refuse to be recognized, to avaoid the recognition' which renders i
moztive.! In being acknowledged the unemploved negstivity betravs tzelf. The desire for
recognition of the negation being an eszential part of Hegel's system (Kojeve's Hegell, all negative
being recognized enters thiz zystem. Hence an unemploved negativity, at the end of histn:nrﬁé
preserves its radicalism by staving unemployed and not demanding or workingto be recognized. !

Hence, it iz through the medistion of Kojéve and Koyré that Bataille dizcovered Hegel's
thought. “ery disturbed by thiz system, which propozed itzelf az a homogeneous and absolute
reading of the world, Bataille propozed that he was the living negation of that thought, a2 a being
heterogeneous to . While Hegel's philozophy iz uzeful, meaningful, & zerious work, which
superzedes all forms of negativity, Bataille's work is & useless play, an ungraspable unemployed
negativity, in excess of the Hegelian svstem. | recognizes thiz svstem (Bataille's thought plays
through Hegel's system, and thus a few are satisfied to conzsider hitm &z a Hegelian], wwhile it does
not demand to be recognized in turn (the qift iz not reciprocated); # iz thus Truly' in excess of i,
Bataille; 'Hegel did not knowe to which extent he was right'.'1*

lil.3. Bataille's Groups and Reviews
3. Documenits

In the late1920s Bataille lived a doukle life. While he worked during the day az a librarian in the
Cahinet des Médailles at the Bibliothégue Mationale, he was alzo witing hiz erctic novellas and
‘heterological' pieces at night, 'The Solar Anus' | the Pineal Eve' and the Stony of the Eye.
Meverthelezz, circumstances zoon provided him with the pozsibilty to conjoin these two lives’, first
in an article written on the occaszion of & major Parizian exhibiion, then in & review, Docaments.
Twio of hiz colleagues and supetiors &t the Bibliothégue Mationale, Pierre D'Espezel and
Jean Babelon were the editors of Aréthuse, a journal of art and archaeology published three times
a vear, and in 1926 they invited their vounger colleague to contribute reviewws and adicles in his
current field of professional specialization, numizmatics. Two yvears later, in 1925, D'Espezel who
was alzo directing the Cabiers de fg républigue des leltres, des sciences et des arts again made a
call on Bataile's zkillz for an article 1o be publizshed az a contribution 1o the review's izzue
dedicated to the first major European exhibition of pre-Columbian artefacts: 'Extinct America’.
Bataille's friend Alfred Métraux, by then a specialist in ethnography of Latin & merica,
contributed to the Cahiers de iz répubilique des fettres, des sclences of des antd special izsue as
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he waz alzo participating in the organization of the show tzelf. &ccording to him, the scientific
perzpective of Bataile's aricle (in which he propozed to study the pre-Columbian cultures in
guestion, on the basiz of their hierarchiez of zocial walues), far from being inconzsistert was a
farerunner of ethnographic development. '™ Bataille did not seek to introduce new facts rather he
brought accepted factz into play, in order to deliver new interpretations which exceeded the
‘convertional' ones.

Atthough it iz a rather zerious piece, 'Extinct America’ alloweed Bataile to demonstrate his
zingular vizion. The aicle cortrasts the flatness of the bureaucratic Inca state with the monstrous
exceszes of the Aztecs. Bataile of course, zeems to side with the bloody madness of the Aztecs,
againzst the boredom of Inca society, a3 he compares them to one of hiz influences the Marguiz De
Sade:

‘Contipual crimes comimitted In broad davlioht salely for the satisfaction of deified
hightmares, terrifving phaptasms! The priest' s cannibal meals, the corpse cergmonies
flowing with Hiood, mare than an historical event, evake the blinding debanchery described
By the Tifnstrions Marquis De Sade’ s

After Aréthuse ceaszed publication in 1929, Pierre D'Espezel (confidert of the setiousness of
Bataille in the writing of articles for the review and the exhibition), managed to convince Georges
Wildenztein, the publizher of the prestigious Gazette des Beau=-Arts, 1o finance a new publication
in which Bataille would hawve a greater editorial role; a publication, he saw a3z an extension of his
farmer reviews . Bataille proposed a title, very simple but also gquite vague, Documents 0 order to
define itz contert in a slightly less looze way, a subtitle wasz added, 'Doctrines, Archaeology, Fine
Artz, Ethnography'. At the beginning of the zecond year of publication, an additional heading
appeared, "“Varietiez' (Mizcellanea andfior llustrated magazine), an indication of the direction the
reviesy waz taking, under the influence of Bataille. Indeed, athough Bataille's title was 'general
zecretary of publication’, and the art historian Carl Einstein was itz 'editor in chief', it was Bataile
whoimposed his vizion —leading to obvious tensions with Einstein.

Howewer, tenszion wasz not only visible between Bataile and Einstein.  The original
contributors to Docoments included experts from the fields t discussed, such as (‘Doctrines,
Archaeology, Fine Ars, Bhnography'l — Jean Babelon and Fierre D'Espezel, Georges Henri-
Riviére (whiowas by then assistant director of the Trocadero Bthnographic Museum, in Paris), Paul
Rivet, Marcel Grigule, André Schaeffner and alzo (inone izsue, writing under the pzeudonym of G
Monnet), the young Claude Léwi Strauss. However, Bataille gradually opened the pages of
Documents (in an sttempt to bind together the two zide of hiz personalty) to another group of
writerz and photographers who were alzo hiz friends, the diszident surrealistz who had been
excluded and attacked inthe Second Surrealist Manifesto of 1929, But, while Pierre D'Ezpezel and
Jean Babelon were hiz colleagues by day, the others were his fellow night birds, his companions in
debauchery from André Mazson's rue Blomet studio, Michel Leiris, Jacgues André Boiffard,
Georges Limbour, Roger Yitract, Robert Desnoz. Hence, the contributors of Docoments brought
together the irremediably opposite worlds of Bataile's davs and nights, an impossikble conjoining
which could only lead to zevere dizputes concerning the contert of the review.

With zuch a disparate zet of contributors, the cortert of the journal ranged even more
widely than itz warious subdtles promized. exercizes in art history from the pairted caves to the
presert, methodological meditstions in ethnography and art history;, foravs into wet critically
unexplored territory, like jazz music; az well az the increazingly unclassifiahle pieces for which the
journal iz famous. While the more "professional' side of the cast wizhed to find & soldtion to the
criziz of methodology and legitimacy that the different fields of interestz in the review were
undergoing in the late 1920z, the ather zide, which included Bataille, simply aimed at challenging
the fine artz tradiion with ethnography, and ethnography swith art history, which only zerved to
increaze the criziz.

Among the differert unclazzifiable pieces publizhed in Documents, one particularly marked
itzelf out from the others: the 'Critical Dictionary'. Intisted in Documents zecond izzue, this
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dictionary was written by various confributors, though primarily by Bataille and Michel Leiriz. Leiris
had already undertaken a zimilar project, publizhing 'Glozzary: My Glozzes' Ozzuary', in the first
izzue of Lg Aévointion Surréaliste, in 1925 roughly put, it consisted of Leiris's perzonal and poetic
interpretations of severty-five words. " Bataille intuted in his definition for the word formless what
Dociaments '"Critical Dictionary' was about: 'a dictionary weould start when & no longer gives the
meaning of the words, but their o The 'Critical Dictionary', then, is an inguiry into the meaning
of words, in order to show howy there iz within them a "'materiality’ that exceeds their defintion. In
thiz dictionary, some ardicles dizcuss what is usually excluded by a dictionary, what iz formless,
thuz extending the zcope of a 'conventional' dictionary. While zome other aticles and the whaole
form given to thiz peculiar dictionary are alzo a kind of practice releasing thiz formless', the
dictionary, did not appear in alphabetic order nor did t appear with any regularity, and, as is the
caze with the article 'formlezs' fwhich defines what a dictionary should be), the definition given
does not correspond to the term announced (the link between signifier and meaning iz dizrupted).
Hence, the dictionary attemptz to transgress the wery idea and funcltion of a dictionary. | iz
dizcurzively poirting st what iz in excess of the words while # practices thiz excess. t exemplifies
the dualizm of Bataile's writing offonthe excess.

Furthermoare, the aims and means of thiz dictionary appear as the founding  principle (if
one can use such a wiord) emploved in Bataille's contributions to Docoments. Indeed, his
contributions, whether in or outzide the frame of the dictionary, coalesce around what appear to be
hiz two primary aims; first, & defence of radical materializm against the surrealist and Marxist
(dialectical materializm) appropristion of the term; and, bound 1o thiz first aim, a radical critique of
idealizm and reazon. Matter for Bataille ezcapes reazon and iz & threst to idealizm. 'The universe,
he says, 'resembles nothing and is only formless'. P Thus matter:

T Jcan ohly be defined as the non-logical difference that represents inrelation to the
goonary of the universe what crime represents In relation to the law’ ™'

Such a take on matter culminates for Bataille, in a field of study that he calls Heterology.
Heteralogy, as the science of heterogeneous materials, desires, 'jobs of the word' and behaviours,
haz nothing to do with & '‘convertional’ zcience, in the zenzethat t does not seek to recuperate or
ohjectify the ohjectz of itz study. Rather t studies their effectz and # followes their courzes through
the univerze without pretending to have come to terms with them. Heterology iz thus az opposed to
the clozure of philozophical zvstems az # iz to the closure of acience. | precizely focuszes on and
practizes what science and philosophy discard, dismiss and reject; the excess '™

Al of thiz zeems to have been too much for the more conzervative minds of the cast (the
different professionals in Bhnography, Archaeology and Fine Az, Scheduled to appear ten times
per year, Docaments did not [ast for more than a year and half. After only fifteen izsues, in January
1931, Pierre D'Espezel exazperated by Bataille's vision and instrumentalizm within the review,
demanded, in the name of hiz other 'collaborators’, that Georges Wildenstzein stop his financial
zupport, which zignalled the death of Documents. Thuz, Bataille managed to push hiz very first
reviesy 1o the limit, and hiz excurzion irto the realm of the excess provoked withouwt any doubt itz
definttive lozs. ™=

liL.3.2. The Democratic Communist Circle, and £La Grithguwe Sociak
In October 1931, Bataille reviewwed Krafft-Ebing's book, Psychopatia sexunalis for the bi-monthly

journal of books and ideas La Crtigue Sociaie, a journal that would become his main publizhing
venue forthe next three vears.
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Edited by Boriz Souvarine, La Cribgue Soclale was affilisted to the Democratic Communist
Circle, & group for the dizcussion of Marxist theory and poltics. While to be a member of the group
did not require or imply any padicipation in the journal (and vice-verzsa) Bataile joined the Circle
along wwith Raymond Gueneau, Michel Leiris, and Dr Dauszze, (who had analyzed Bataille). In this
group he became acquainted with zeveral members who would form the core of his later
collaborators in Coktre Aftague and Acéphale Colette Peignot, Pierre Kaan, Patrick Waldberg,
Georges Ambrosing.

The certral figure of both the Democratic Communizt Circle and La Critigue sociale, Boriz
Souvarine, was a Ruszsian Communist refugees who had been a member of zeveral 'committess’
within the Soviet Cominternin the early 1920z, &2 he had supported Trotsky &t the 1924 Bolshevik
party's Congress, he was excommunicated and had to flee Moscow for Pariz. La Critigue Sociale
was for Souvarine a vehicle for anti-Stalinist criticizm, though without adhering exactly to Trotsky's
doctrine. Souvarine's adherence waszs to Marxist philosophy rather than to one o another of the
contemporary embodiments of that philozophy. Hiz ambition was to rejuvenate Marxist thought and
poltical action, by simutaneously returning to the classical texts, and supplementing Marxism with
inzightz derived from French szociology, psychoanalysiz, contemporary economic theory and
hiztorical studiez. & project, which due to itz unorthodox nature, was forbidden by Stalinist dogma.

The cortent of Lz Criigue Socigle included long essavs, archival materialzs and a3
zubstartial number of reviews of booksz and other journalz. B had much in common with
Dociments zeveral shared contributors, & wilingness to rethink the very basiz of any given field
and to take all zciences, factz, documentz and modes of thought zeriously. Where Doclments
allowwed ethnography and the aesthetic to encourter one ancther, La Critigue Socigie zet about
revitalizing Marxism through very similar encourters, adding to the list of topics and ‘sciences’,
zociology and psychoanalysiz.

Bataille uzed La Critigue Sociale for publizhing zeveral remarkable ezzavs which showe howy
he became more politically inclined and how hiz ideas developed in relation to Marxizm, Hegelian
thought, economic izzues and Fascizm. From the vear 1932 1ill 1934, La Critigue Sociale opened
itz pages to 'The Critique of the Foundstions of the Hegelian Dialectic', ™* 'The Motion of
E:-:pend'rture',{a 'The Proklem of the State','™ and 'The Psychological Structure of Fascism'.™

However, the poltical context in France at that time, as well as the nature and ambiguous
poltical stance of Bataile's ezzays, led to important tenzions within the Circle. In 1934 intense
poltical turmaoil was spreading through the wwhole of Europe. In Germany, Hitler had been
Chancellor for a yvear and he had alkeady statted the cleansing of the 'nation’. Inthe Soviet Union,
Stalin increazed the purging of 'undesirables' after Trotzky had left the courtry in 1933 and
wiorlchvide the rezultz of the economic crash of 1929 were being felt at their peak. & climate of
revolution was spreading in Europe, including France, where the morth of February 1934 was one
of rictz launched by the ultra-right (the leagues, and strikes, organized by the extreme left. |
zeems that Bataile paricipated in the riotz on the zide of the left, with Michel Leiriz and Roland
Tual. & fact which proves, that despite certain accusations he did not zuddenly become a fascist &t
that time.

Meverthelezz, the eszay Bataille publizhed in Le Crtigue Socigle 'The Pzychological
Structure of Fascizm' in Movember 1333, increaszed the tensions and difficulties that were already
present between the different members of The Democratic Communizst Circle. In his adicle Bataille
states guite clearly hiz pessimistic doubtz about the idea of a proletarian resolution. Bataille did not
think that the working clazs was | inthoze dark vears, attracted by a potertial Marxist resolution, bt
that Fazcizm's zeductive power was much more appealing 1o the lowest elements of zociety.
Bataille understood and explained clearly, the fazcination that fascizm exerted on the mass.
Howewver, he did it =0 clearly, or with 20 much erthusziasm, that a few members of the Circle
mizunderstood him and thought he was embracing . Thiz misunderstanding appears in a letter of
Simone Weil, whowas, atthattime, =till & member of the Circle:

The revolution is for [Bataiiie] the trinmoh of the Trrational, for me of the rational; for him a
catastrophe, forme g methodical action Inwhich one must strive to lmit damage, for himithe
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Nheration ofthe instincts, and notabiy those that are generally considered pathaological, far
me g syperior morality. What isthere Incommon? ... ] Fow s it possible to coexistin the
same revolutionany organisation when one side and the other one Understand to mean
revalution two such contrany things? 1=

However, in the last izzue of La Cribigue Socligle, in March 1934, Bataille managed to publish the
zecond part of 'The Psychological Structure of Fascism'. But, the continuation of the political
turmail in France, and the dizzension within the Circle around the guestion of the attitude to adopt
in front of Fascism, led to itz break-up and La Crligue Sociafe ceased publication. Bataille, again,
had been part of a group and a review, whose rationale were pushed to their limitz by hiz aricles.
The guestionz he raized with The Pzychological Structure of Fazcizm' were bevond the scope of
the Communizt Democratic Circle. Thiz group dizhanded certainly not due to the zole influence of
Bataille (the poltical cortext was probably much more zeminal), but alzo because he demonstrated
that there are certain izsues which arein excess ofthe Marxist frame.

3.3, Contre-Attaqueand fas Cafiors de Conrtre Attague

In April 1935, Bataille =ent & card to various friends and comrades which asked simply:
"What to do? f About Fascismd Given the insufficiency of Communism'. ™™ The card proposed an
intial meeting a few days later, in the same café where the Democratic Cormmunist Circle held its
meetings. Cortre Attague gresw out of thiz inttial invitation of Bataille and it can, therefore be viewed
az a direct continuation of Bataille's irtentions within the Circle. But in many respectz, Contre
Attagque waz very different from the Circle, az it gathered, ex-memberz from among thoze who had,
for the most part, publizhed in La Critigue Sociale, bt alzo, and surprizingly, nesws members from
the zurrealizt movement. Indeed, t seems that by that time, or at least for & while, Bataille and
André Breton had settled their dispute. However Breton, wwho by then bad become critical of
"Stalinist orthodoxy', probakbly joined the group alzo becausze it offered the surrealists a platform for
poltical action that was revolutionary and on the left, yet critical of Communizm (in all tz forms:
zoviet or dizsident). | iz in thiz zecond aspect of Cortre Attague, thiz distance from communizm as
a whaole, in which liez itz grestest difference from The Communist Democratic Circle. Contre
Attagque's programme, written by Bataille, begins as such:

Wialenthy hostile to alltendencies, whatever form they take, voking the Revolution to the
benefit of nationalistic or pattimonial idea s, we address otrselvesto aifof those wha, by
eVvery meghs ahd Withowt resenve, are Fesolved to tear dawn the capitalist anthoriy and its
poitical institutions @

Contre Attagque was thus an anti-capitalist, arti-parliamentarian, anti-democratic, but alzo an anti-
clerical and arti-communizt movemert hoping to structure tzeff az a dam against fascizm. |
wizhed 1o take the zide of the workerz and their violent instinctz instead of compromizing tzelf with
the bourgeoizie or the Communizt, and the pzeudo-revoludionary intelligertzia. Bataille werote:

We mast contribute to the pop)iar masses’ awarehess of strength, we are convinced that
force resiits fess from strategy than fram collective exaltation and exaitation can ohly came
from words that do not tolch reason but ratherthe passions ofthe masses’

Az Bataille showed, in hiz "The Pzychological Structure of Fascizm', the exdreme right was able to
put to uze men's primary and violent instincts, as well as their fanaticizm to the benefit of one man:
the fazcizt leader. Hence, Cortre Attague would sttempt to divert thiz flowe of wiolence and
exaltation, and put it to the service of the 'universal interest of men'. @ Contre Attagque was =till &
poltical movement bt a peculiar one. While till now poltical activity was synonymous with a
reflexion on the infrastructure, Contre Attagque learned from fascism that the battle field had been
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tranzpozed to the supra-structural plane. The revolution had to be, from the onset, not social, bt
firat 'moral' or even 'mystic'’ and then social. Marx was thus abandoned as the =ocial
consciouzness underlying the revoludionary endeavour and was replaced (in & strange return
concerning Bataille) by Mietzsche for his wilingness to liguidate all maoral servitude'. ™ Cortre
Attaque's greatest achievement, resides in itz acknowledgement of the necessity to move the
poltical topography . This Bataille had already revealed (and thus, he can be zeen as the major
precurzoe of the understanding of Fascizm's peychological aspectz) in hiz aicles for La Critigue
Sociale the sforementioned, 'Peychological Structure of Fascizm' but alzo 'The Problem of the
State' and 'The Motion of expendiure'. Hence, if Cortre Attague can still be zeen az a political
movemert, t iz because one agrees with the fact that the poltical chesshoard iz not only a matter
of parties and dogmas but alzo & matter of morals, religions, instincts and exaltations.

However, the front against totalitarian regimes didnt hold for long. While severe tensions
and conflicts were already threatening to tear the group apart during the Contre Attagque's meeting
of the Autumn 1935 and January 1936, the publication in March 1936, of a tract written by Jean
Dautry (and signed by the majority of itz members, including Bataille) led to the group's implosion.
The text, "Sous le feu des canong Francaiz..' claimed that the members of Costre Attague
preferred Hitler's stvle of "anti-diplomatic brutalty" to the "drooling agitation of diplomsts and
polticians™, & statement that was a step too far for Breton and his church. By May 1936 when
the first and only izsue of the Cakiers de Condre Altague finally appeared, the movemert had
dizzolved. The Surrealiztz dizavowed the group and Les Cablers de Contre-ARlaque, and in a
colective note to the press, which accused Cortre Atague of 'over-fascist tendencies', Bataille
was described as 'Sur-fascist'. ™ Perhaps Bataille truly did behave as such at that moment.
Howwewer, it iz clear that for the surrealizts Bataille went again too far; far beyond the limit of what
they could handle.

l.3.4. Acéphale and Acépfaloe

One morth after the publication of Dautry's tract, Bataille drafted a "program' note (it is dated from
dth of April 19367, which was probably destined to be publizhed in Les Cablers de Condre Altaque.
Thiz note iz an outline of what would become Acéphale. Indeed, while tensions started to surface
inthe rowvs of Contre Attagque, Bataille had already begun to envision & new group's form. A group
that would have more the sense of a community than of a poltical party, a movement not simply
oriented by classical poltical motives (zocialist, communizst, Marxist, fascist, liberal, conzervator
etc.) but rather devoted to religious, mystic and 'moral' concernzs. In Bataille's ‘program’, the word,
Acéphale, appears &2 an adiective for the universe: an acephalic universe iz characterized by rizk
and chance rather than rezponzibilty and rationality — everything that can be opposzed to the word
'state' (he it poltical, physical, or scientific). ™

Bataille zoon resigned from hiz postion az General Secretary of Cordre Altague and wrote
a piece for hiz new journal, eponym to hiz new group Acéphale. The piece in guestion, which was
ertitled , 'The Sacred Conspiracy’, was discussed at great lenoth by Bataille, with André Mazson.
Fezsulting from his dizcussion with Bataille, Masszon then sketched a figure, a headless man, with a
human zkull in place of a sex, a labyrinth in kis belly, stars on his chest, a knife inone hand, a
flaming hieart inthe other. This wasto become the sacred and monstrous figure of Acéphale.

‘Bevohd what Tam, Fmeet 8 belng who makes me laugh becalse he 1s headless, he fllls me
With dregd becalse he Is made of Innocence and crime, he holds g steelweapon In hs left
hand, flames ke those of 3 Sacred Heart In bis Fight. He reunites in the same eruption bith
ahod degth. He lsnot 8@ man. He ls not 8 god either. He s hot e bat he ls move than me, Bs
belhyis the labyrinth inwhich he has lost himsell loses me with B, and Inwhich !

find myself belng him, this isto say monster, ™
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Bataille publizhed 'The Zacred Conspiracy' in June 1936, as the inaugural ezzay of the journal
Acéphale the piece was, of courze, accompanied by Mazson's drawing and by another short
ezzay by Pierre Klozzowski on Sade. 'The zacred conspiracy’ ilustrated what the mystic, exalted
and 'fiercely' religious community, Bataile had imagined, could become. Yet, he demanded the
reader to believe that this vizion was not coming from hiz zole imagination: What | have thought or
represented, | have not thought or represented alone'. ™=

Bataille held the first meeting of the nascent Acéphaie’s group (the group around the journal)
in July 1936, That first meeting was organized around plans for a second issue of the journal, an
izzue devoted to the reclamation of Mietzzche from the Maziz. When i appeared six months later,
the izsue included esszays by Bataille, Klossoweski, Jean Rolling, Jean Wahl and RMistzzche (on
Heracltuz), az well az new drawings by Mazzon. The third izzue of the Journal, on Dionyzus and
publizhed a vear after the first, in June 1937, included contributions by Roger Cailloiz and Jules
Monnerat who wers alzo the founders with Bataille of his 'side' project, Le Coliége de Sociolagie.

Acéphale the journal, athough t bears the same name az Acéphale, the zecret society,
weas almost unrelated to i, Indeed, as Acéphale was corceived az a secret society, it would have
heen difficult for it to clearly expoze ts functioning and intertions. Acéphgie, the journal, thus,
stood apart, az a collection of textz and images which were perhaps an influence for the group
though not authored by its members. Cther than Bataille, only Pierre Klossowski and Georges
Ambrozino contributed to Acéphaie and paricipat ed in the group . André Masson, who was by then
living in Spain, did not participate inthe group meetings. Roger Cailloiz laughed st Bataille's project
of creating a wirdlert and destructive creative myth (Acéphale, the secret society), he only
cortributed to the journal and not to the group, and Bataile's old friend, Michel Leiriz, like Caillois,
was hardly in favour of an exercizein crestive mythology.

Acéphale (the zecret society) met every morth at the time of the full moon in the Marly
forest, beyond Saint-Germain en Lave. Members were instructed by short notes, when and how 1o
arrive, which trains to take, and at what times. "™ They all arrived in silence, while the new initistes,
were guided in silence by Georges Ambrosing. The meeting took place inthe middle of the forest
beszide a tree struck by lightning. Bataille then played, of course, the role of the priest, in front of the
oak as in front of an atar (a horses's skull adorned the tree). The swearing of blood oaths was a
common festure of each meeting. Then, the ‘adepts’ were not allowed to zpeak of what they had
zeen, felt, done or submitted to, with each other and with anyvone.

In the Marly forest, Bataille (in hiz role of the priest) often dizzerted on the notion of oy
before death', ™ and on the possikility of finding andior rediscovering the totality of heing'. '
Acéphale thus sttempt ed to create a new sort of community compozed of total' beings: beings who
would ‘refuse horedom and live only for what is fascinating', ' beings who would celebrate life in
itz totalty, life until death az the expresszion Yjoy before desth' announced it. For Bataille this was
extremely zerious; the 'practice of joy before death' was the 'only intellectually honest route in the
search for ecstasy'. '

Bataille pushed thiz intellectual route az far az he could, and in October 1933, =till in the
Marly forest, during what should have beenthe final meeting of Acéphale, Bataille asked the three
members in attendance to take hiz life. Thiz wilful zacrifice would be the culmination of hiz practice
of joy before death'. |t would zeal the myth of Acéphale and zerve as the original and sacred crime
allowing the zecret group to erect a frue religion'. Ironically, the other adepts refuzed to camy out
hizwizhes. & few days later, he wrote to the differert members, telling them he had dizbanded the
secret society . Acéphale ceased to exist. ™

liI.3.5. Le Collége de Sociologie
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Acéphale and the eponymous journal, wes not the only occupstion of Bataille during the yvears
1937-39. He also took part in the founding of tavo ather work groups: Le Colfége de Soclafogle and
La Soclete de Pavchologie Coliective,

The Society for Collective Psychology was an organization independent from the College
and Acéphale, and athough Bataile was vice-president, t seems he did not conszider it to be as
importart as the College. The Society was establizhed, in April 1937, and stated as itz primary
aims the study of the role, in zocial evertz, of paychological factors, particularly of the unconzscious
kind, and to bring together research undertaken until now inizolation within diverse disciplines'. "
The theme of the first vear's lectures of The Society for Collective Paychology was ‘Aftitudes
towvard Death'. Bataille delivered the introductory lecture, in January 1933, Then, other lectures
follovwved on & monthly basiz, bt the zociety finally dizperzed tzelf after a single zeaszon. The only
memhbers of the Society who took part in the College (hesides Bataille) were Michel Leiriz and
Georges Duthuit. With regard to Acephale the zecret group), Bataille was itz zole representative
withinthe Society.

The other group Le Cobiége de Sociodogie occupied a much more impottant place in
Batsille's agenda. Indeed, Bataille considered it as the ‘external activity' of Acéphale. ™ The
colege should not be understood az an instiute delivering to itz paricipantz 3 degree or diploma,
or in which zcholars were developing university-like research. Rather, t conzsisted of a two vear
long zeries of lectures, wherein & group of intellectuals interested in sociology gathered in order to
exchange ideas on particular topics. Through those topics, the ties of the college with Acéphale are
vizible. During the tewo vears of itz existence, differert speakerz lectured on the 'zacred', the
importance of myths, tragedy, shamanizm, the structure of the army, fascism, the means and ends
of attraction and repulzion etc. Overall, it appears clearly that the main concern of the College was
with whiat Bataille called 'sacred sociology' and tz primary aim wwas, f not to define that 'concept’,
gt least to explore it.

The firzt meeting of the College was held in March 1937, but the lecture zeries properly
speaking did not begin until Movember. ™ &t the origingl lecture on the 20 Movember 1937, Roger
Cailloiz outlined the bazic methodological azsumptions of the French zchool of sociology, while
Bataille explained hiz vizion of zociety az a 'composite being', and sttempted to illustrate his notion
of 'sacred sociology'. " On the 19 December 1937 Caillois spoke on animal societies, and Michel
Leiriz wwaz invited to speak in front of the College (only on the 8§ January 1938) on 'The zacred in
everyday life'. Thoze two lectures when compared with the introductory one given by Bataille fwith
Caillois] show, already, the difference of understanding that the three main figures of the College
(Bataille, Leiriz, Cailloiz) had of the notion of 'szacred'. Thiz difference would prove to be zeminal in
the dizhanding of the College. For Cailloiz, the 'zacred', az what appears through zacrifice and
expenditure in pure loss iz also present within animal societies. " Far Leitis the 'sacred' iz what
zeparates individualz, what makes them ‘izolated' beings, thiz 'sacred' dizappeared or iz
dizappearing from (his) cortemporary society. ™ While for Bataille the 'sacred' iz principally what
diztinguizh the human realm from the animal's one, most importartly # iz bevond the individual az
what crestes the community in swwhich the ‘perzon' (differert from the individual) is negated.
Furthermore, for Bataille, the 'zacred' iz still present, athough hidden, within modern society.

Although thoze differences wwere to lead to some impottant dizsention, the College carried
on itz activities for teo yvears until the summer 1339, But, due to the poor health of Roger Caillois,
Bataille had to azzume responsibility for most of the first vear's lectures: He gave in total zeven of
the eleven lectures planned for the first year. The others, besides the one of Cailloiz on 'Animal
zocieties!, were given by Kojeve (on Hegell, by Leiriz (az mentioned, on 'The zacred in everyday
life"1, and by Pierre Elozzowsky (the final lecture of the first vear, on tragedy and Hierkegaard). The
zecond vear's lecture zeries started in Movember 1935, The College, by then, had benefited from a
wider range of speakers, for example, Jean Paulhan, Hans Mavyer and Denis de Rougemort gave
zpeeches while itz value alzo began to be increasingly acknowledged, as a few well-knowen guests,
zuch as Water Benjamin, began to attend itz meetings. Due to the context of the yvears 1933-39
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(the criziz of the Sudetes, the dawn of the Second World War) the cortent of the lectures became
more and more palitical. The topics were, then, (for example} the appeal of Fazcizsm or the aims
and ends of the individual exattation withina social revalution. ™

In Jume 1939, Bataille spoke at the Collége onthe notion of 'Joy Before Death'. This lecture
proved to be too much for some of the members of the Collége and most importantly for itz co-
founder, Cailloiz. Cailloiz and Leiriz should have lectured, with Bataille, at the meeting concluding
the zecond vear of existence of the College, & meeting during which Bataille wished to make quite
clear their differences and to affirm that the 'originality' of the Callege, and itz 'Sacred zociology!
wereto be found in this conjoining of irreducible positions.

However, az Cailloiz profoundly disagreed with Bataille's last lecture and with what he
perceived az Bataille's mysticizm, he did not give hiz scheduled lecture in July, and left Europe for
Argerting where he awaited the outhreak of War. it can be zaid that Cailloiz shared with Bataille
hiz interests but not his approach and perspective. For Caillois the goal of 'sacred sociology' is, S0
to zpeak, what iz kept zecret by zocieties, & zociology of the zacred, while for Bataille, zecretz are
1o he preserved, and hiz 'zacred zociology' iz more & means to access the sacred. Michel Leiris,
one of Bataille's oldest friends alzo abandoned him at the zame time. He wrote a typed letter to
Bataille (Leiriz never typed the [etter he uzsually addressed to Bataille) in an attempt to explain his
reasons for refusing to spesk at what would hecome the last meeting of the Collége. ™ Briefly
Leiriz explained that he wasz worried that the College had moved to far away from the methods of
the French school of sociology | to which it pretended to adhere. Furthermare, for him the focus on
the 'zacred' and thuz on 'zacred zociology' was oppozed to the basiz of zociology which was the
study of zociety a2 a total phenomenon' [Durkheim, Mauss), withouwt privieging one elemert (the
'zacred") over any other.

Bataille became qguite angry with Leiriz and felt zomehow betraved by hiz old friend. He
believed onthe one hand that i was now necesszary to give a more defenzive lecture the following
day, in order to address the corflicts that had arizen within the group, and on the other hand that
thoze conflicts illustrated fairly well his position on the 'sacred' and 'sacred sociology'. For him the
College, zad it might appear 1o be, became a true community through these conflicts, that is, on
the werge of itz dizhanding. Community for Bataille iz born in communication, bt this
communication has nothing peaceful in it. For him, communication only happens in & rupturing of
the unity of the individual:

Tin cormmarication], o belngs are lost In g convilsion that binds them together, but they
corndnicate anly by losing 8 potionh of themseles, Communication bindsthem anly
through wounds where their unit, thelr Inteqeity disperses in fever ™

Through their dizagreemenrt the figures of the College found what was heterogeneous to their
(divergert) commitmert, that iz, what was 'sacred’ to them. The 'zacred zociology' of the College,
gt least in the way Bataille understood i, had succeeded, the College had acceszed itz 'sacred
and the community of the College truly' emerged through, paradoxically, itz own dizhanding. Once
again, Bataille found himszelf on the marging of the group he had generated, az in excessz of the
principle, which zeemed to enzure itz cohesion, by pushing thiz principle to s wery limit, and thus
(zuccessfilly) leading that group to implode.

li.3.6. The Birth of Critigue

on the 1z0f September 1939, war broke ot and two davys later Britain and France joined the
struggle. Bataille had to go through another war. He zpent the next five vears wandering through
France, ozcillsting between the free (dill 19420 and occupied zones. He did not take part in oany
significant grouping or movemert during those years. "™ Yet his 'intellectual fever' did not abandon
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him. He dedicated most of hiz time to his “weriting', and published zeveral books ether deriving from
hiz diariez’ notez or written for the purpoze in hand. The work includes Madame Edwards,
published in 1941 " La fimite de Putite Sweritten hetoeen 1939 and 1945 but only published in
1949 as The dccursed Share, '™ The Inner Fxperience, publizhed in 1943 as the first volume of La
Somme Atheologioue B e Petit publizhed also in 1943, ™ Guity, published in 1944, ' On
Mietzsche, publizhed in 1945, asthe last volume of La Somme. '™

Shortly after Bataille publizhed On Mietrsche, he wasz introduced to Maurice Girodiaz, the
head of Editions Du Chéne. Girodiaz, impreszed by Bataille's oeuvre 2o far and interested in his
previous revieswes guickly agreed to fund a new journal of which Bataille would have full editorizl
contral, Critigue was born."™ The form of the journal was inspired by the seventeenth century
Jodrnal des Savants and aimed, in accordance with thiz 'model’, &t becoming an internationsal
reviesy of publications across artz and lefters, the zocial zciences bt alzo the hard zciences.
CHitigue, due to the range of fields it pretended to cover and the diversity of its contributors, editors
and advizors, iz also reminiscent ofthe heterogeneity of Docoments 'S

From the onzet Critigue took a polemical stance. In its first izsue, which appeared in July
1946, it stoutly defended the recently translated writings of Henry Miller fwhich were publizhed by
Girodias), and which had been banned in France. Mevertheless, a polemical tone was not enough
in order to be conzidered a major irtellectual journal, az Cribigue had entered an arena already
crowded with competitors and dominsted by another ‘intellectual’ and 'leftist’ publication, Jean-Paul
Sartre'zs Les Temps Modernes Publizhed by Gallimard, from October 1945 on, with an editorial
board compozsed of Raymond Aron, Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice Merleau-FPonty, Albert Qllivier,
Jean Paulhan and Michel Leiriz, Les Termws Modernes was the Journal of the intellectual left
during the post-war vears. Unable to compete within thiz context, Criigue had to struggle with
heawy financial difficutties. Subzequently, it lost 2 funding in September 1949, but, Bataille did not
give up. He waz by then a librarian in the city of Carpertrazs, in South France, and az hiz location
made it difficult for himto find a publizher himzelf, he entrusted Jean Piel, in December 1943, with
the tazk of finding financing for Cotigue. Piel approached a number of publizhers not only in Pariz
but alzo abroad. Finally, in March 1950, Editions de Minuit, through the intervention of one of their
board members, Jerome Lindon, assumed the responsibility for the publication. Bataille again
enjoved final editorial cortrol and during the next ten vears he was careful to make sure that
CHitigue mairtained tz ties to the university system, while alzo keeping in touch with the last hypes.
Bataille brought in new writerz, like Roland Barthes and later Michel Foucault, but also new topics,
like the NMowveaw Roman, asthey appeared.

Bataille died on the 9 July 1962, Mowadays Cribigue =till existz, and athough itz ediors
have changed, t purzues the zame aim. b attemptz to bring to focus attention on the latest
zcholarly development az well az the more 'current’ publications. | iz, perhaps ronic (or even
tautaulogic), bt in my view guite significant, that the only reviews or group which Bataille co-
founded, and which he did not carry bevond gz limit to tz dishanding, iz the only one which
survived him.

liL.4. Bataille's polemics: in excess of Surrealism and Existentialism

experietce and nor-lacealedze. Bataille s aim with the goongp wras to eldborate 'coordinated propositions' leading to
mer experience, to the possibiline of grasping its nabme; weeceing the methods ore might ce to dtai i, aed the
conditione ploreical, social, and political that conld suppert i, Hoveregrer rothing came oo, s least poablickye (pablication,
revienar ete. ) of this “College”. See, Ceorges Bataille, Je Colldge Somrahique faradechion, i OC W, Gallinard | Parie,
1073 pp . 270-91.
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Within the frame of Avant-guards groups, iz usual for members to oppose each other through
dizpute, debates, manifestos or polemics. Howewver, in the caze of Bataille's polemics, # iz difficult
1o understand the debates launched az away of gain power, &t least with regard to the aim of
Bataille's contribution. Rather Bataile's padicipation can be zeen asz the way to constantly posit
him outzide or bevond all zvstems of thought, &z & means of appearing in excess of contempoarary
avant-guard movements. In order to further cortextualize Bataille, in what follow, | will dizscuss
Bataille's polemic with André Breton after the publication of The Second Surrealist Manifesto and
hiz late debate with Sartre around the publication of feper Experience. These polemics | suggest,
constitute a significant strategy, allowing Bataille to stuate himszelf in the marging, or zomehow in

excess of cortemporary homogeneous movements of thought such az Surrealizm and
Existentializm.

lil.4.1. The disputewithBreton: Bataille, the excremental philosopher

The differences hetween Bataille and André Breton were not purely idealistic, for both protagonists
there waz a more personal agenda involved. The dispute permitted Breton to attack, through
Bataille, the rebel Zurrealistz who had abandoned him, and to cast a light on the movement's
affiliztion to the Communist party on the grounds of a dialectical materialism. For Bataille, the
polemic allowed him to engage with the main hegemonic irtellectual figure of his time, in order to
become the embodimert of the notion of excess that he zought in hiz writing, in other words, with
the aim of becoming the figure in excess ofthe surrealist movement.

_In 13239, &t the time of the publication of the Second Surrealist Manistesta ™ Andre Breton,
Paul Eluard and Louiz Aragon were no longer zeen az a the leaders of & newly born Avant-guard,
due to the strong reputations they had secured through their diverze publications. Mevertheless,
the whole movemert had entered a criziz a year earlier when thosze leaders attempted to join the
communizt party. Indeed, several members who refused to follow their leaders were simply
dizmizzed andfor publicly ostracized. Among thoze who were zoon to become dizzidents were
Deznoz, Ernst, Artaud and Miro. The Second Surrealist Manifestowasz nothing more than a means
of redirecting the movement towards Communist poltics, but astonizhingly, among the various
perzonal attacks that constibde the Manifesto, the most violent, was directed against an almost
unknowen fellowy, who furthermore, had never been a member of the surrealist's group or ever
irtended to do =0, Georges Bataille. Motwithstanding, Breton clozes hiz Manifesto with an
infamousz portrait of Bataille, of his thought, and of hiz early work.

Although this might ook surprizing, # iz alzo not completely illogical. Indeed, thiz attack,
bezides dizplaying & singular aversion to Bataille, had actually two strategic aims. First, because
Breton noticed that by then (late 19291, zeveral former memberz of the Surrealist group were
wiorking with Bataille on Documents, in targeting Bataille, he could alzo attack the dizsidertzs he
had dizmizzed previously, Leiriz, Mazzon, Limbowr and Desnos. Breton zomehosw imagined that
Bataille took the lead of & splinter growp, and by striking the leader, he could actually reach his
lievtenantz. Then, az Breton's attack focuszed on Bataille's 'fithy' materializm, it vwas alzo a means
of showing the devotion of the surrealist movement to the Communist party, and to itz doctrine of
dialectical matetializm.

Accarding to Breton, Bataille's materializm did not followe the rational principle of the
Hegelian dialectic: Bataille opposed ideal and material realms but then refuzed the synthesis
leading to the ideal negating the negstion of the material. Breton's ambiguous attitude toward
idealizm was already perceptible in the First Surrealist Manisfesto. There, he zeems to complain
ahout the fact thet we 'are still living under the reign of logic',"™ suggesting instead, that the
rationalizm of abstraction principle, needed to be chalenged by the rather non-logic principle of the
dreams and the unconscious. Mevertheless, inan awkward tedzt, he finally propozes using 'reason’
for capturing and contralling these illogical forces.

159 trdré Ereton, Secord Mzgfeste du Sievealisme, i Mpgfestes du Suerdalisme, T-T. Paret, Paris | 1969,
'6%  frdré Ereton, Prewier Mogfeste du Swvealisme, i Mogfestes du Swvdalisme, 1-T. Pazrert, Paris, 1969 p .22
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T i the depths of our minds are receptive to strange forces capabie of adgmenting those
of the surace, or of Tghting victorionsly against them, iz in evervope's interestto captore
thern, first in arder to submittherm, later, if necessary, to the contralof our reason’ '™

The zame ambiguous postioning towards idealizm iz prezent inthe Second Surrealist Manisfesto.
Indeed, there, while Breton maintains that it is necessary to 'do away with idealizm per e’ ™ and

that Surrealisin takes as its point of departure, the colossal abortion of the Hegelian system', "= he
alzo defines Surrealizm's aim as the determination of an 'ideal point”;

Evendhing wold Jegd one to believe that there exists g certainpaint in the mind where lite
ahd degth, the real and the imaginaty, the past and the futive, the cormmunicabie andthe
Ihcaommunicable, the high apd the fow cegse to be perceived as contradictony, Now it wonid

be uaJ'{mEtu seek in Surrealist activity a motivation other than the hope of determining this
point,

For Bataille, the focus on thiz ‘ideasl poirt' and s defintion iz indicative of the Surrealist
movement's tendency towards idealizm, and that # iz thus precizely on thiz 'point' that Bataille
wiolld oppose Breton. Bataille zae thiz point as & blind spat’ o mare accurately, a 'hlinding' spat.
In cortradiction to Breton's vision and will &t determining thiz poirt, as the ohserver, safely resting
bezide ar outzide of i, might be able to do, Bataille contended — much [stter, in foper Experiehce —
that one had to experience violently thiz point or spot, as a being torn by the chaos it brings along:

To shmmmon gilof man's tendencies into 8 point, gilof the possibles’ ofwhich he consists,
to draw fror them at the one and the same Ume the harmonies and violent oppositions, ho
fonger to leave outside the Iqughter tearing apart the fabric of which man is made, o the
cobtraty to know oneselfto be gssiured of Insignificance aslong as thought Is not Rselfthis
profound bearing of the fabric and its object— being fself— the fabric torn' 10

While Breton thus imagines and cortemplates the culmination of being into that ‘ideal' point,
Bataille demands that one goes through the radical experience of beings tearing through this 'blindg'
zhat. But the polemic between the two men wasz alzo fuelled by many other dizagreements. It really
took off after Bataile published his essay, 'The Language of Flowers'. "' in this text, Bataille
reminds the reader that:

T Jeven the most bealtiful flowers are spoiled inthelr centres by halny sexlal organs.
Thias the Interiorof 8 Fose does not at all corvespondito s exterior beaity, if ohe tears off
alif of the corolia’s petals, aiithat remains Is g rather sordidtuft. [ ] But even more than the
fIith of its organs, the flower /s betraved by the Fragiihy of its coralfa: thus, far from
ahswering the demands of human Ideas, it 1sthe sighof theirfailure. in fact after a very
short period of glory the maneliols corolia rots indecently in the sun, thus becaming, for
the plant, a parish withering ™=

With 'The language of Flowers' Bataille attemptz to decry the tendency o idealize an ohject by
ignoring itz basze elements, while ohviously Breton inclines towards the tranzscendence of the ideal,
dezpite itz abstraction from the baze and the specific. Bataille's text which ends (originally) with a
portrait of the Marguiz de Zade plucking petals from a rose and throwing them into a ditch filled
with excrement, opened the way for Ancké Breton to attack him; an attack that the 'Pope’ of
zurrealizm launched at the end of the Secornd Marisfesto with thesze offenzive commerts: ‘he
[Bataille] must surely nat be well [for] the rose, deprived of its petals, remains e rose’ ™ Bataille's
wirk iz conzidered asz 'philozophically vague', 'postically empty’, characterized by a 'delirious
ahuze of adiectives' and alzo ohzeszed by fith and decay. B, t zeems that most shocking o
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Breton, was Bataille's interbwining of an indulgence in the radically heterogeneous with the
pretence to the uze of reazon. &z if the attempt 1o think what iz unthinkable or unreazonable, was
juzt pathological:

M. Batallle’s misforttne Isto regson: admitedly, he regsons ke someone who “has a fiy
ah Bis hose”, which allles him more closely with the dead than with the Iving, but he does
regsoh. He lsthedng, with the help of the oy mechanisin In W which Is not completely out
of arder, to share his obsessiohs: thisvery fact proves that he canpat claim, ho matter what

he may say, to be opposed fo any system, like an unthinking brute” ™™

And indeed, az if t were just a matter for medical inguiry (and thus cure), Breton even had a
‘diagnosiz' for Bataille, the 'excremental philozopher' ohzeszed by the ohzcene: thiz man was the
victim of 'a state of consciouzness deficiency, in & form tending to become generalized, the doctors
would say'. & dizesse Breton precisely qualifies as ‘psychasthenia'. 7™

The wway Bataille responded to Breton was clinical but alzo gradual. In the short term
Bataille responded with a few very sharp and polemical ezzays and a pamphlet, while in the long
run, he steadily and continuously wrote abowt and against surrealist's publications. Andre Breton
wiolld remain (afthough a momentary truce would be achieved, az during the Contre-Attague's
period) Bataile's privieged enemy, only to be joined by Sartre after the Second World War.

In order to rapidly answer Breton's azsault, Bataille came up with & pamphlet denouncing
the zurrealizt leader, ‘& Corpze’. Thiz pamphlet iz a parody on the piece the Surrealiztzs had written
at the time of the death of Anstole France in 1924, Bataille solicited the contributions of several
friends and surrealist dizsidents. Jacques André Boiffard prepared & photo montage of Breton with
a crown of thorns while Michel Leiriz, Georges Ribemont-Dezzaignes, Roger Yirac, Jacgues
Prévert, Max Morizse, Georges Limbour, Raymond Gueneau and Robert Desnosz, wrote several
pieces castigating Breton. Bataille's contribution qualified Breton az a 'castrated lion', an 'ox', an
'old aesthete and falze revaolutionary withthe head of the Christ', a 'priest.'™

In the middle term, Bataille alzo responded to the attack with aticlez and eszavs which
were perhaps lezs direct but not lezs polemic: 'The "O0d Maole" and the Prefix Surin the Words
Surhomme [Superman) and Surrealist’, ™ 'The Use Yalue of DA F. De Sade', "'The Critigue of the
Foundstions of the Hegelian Dialectic', ™ and 'The Lugubrious Game'. '™ Bataille uses the
opportunity to open the debate with Surrealizm to other references, dizcourze and authors,
Mietzzche, Sade and Hegel. For example, it iz within 'The "Old Mole" and the Prefix Sey[on] in the
Words Surhomme (Superman) and Surrealist’, that Bataille qualifies Surrealizm as 'a childhood
dizeaze of basze materializsm'. "™ For Bataille, Surrealizm is only fired with passion by lterature,
poetic language withowt impact. The Surrealistz are thuz standing above the fray refusing to
embrace the muddy realty of the waorld. Bataille, in 'The "0ld Mole™, conflates, paradoxically — if
one considers the fascinstion he had for Mietzzche just a few vears earlier, at the time of hiz
Mietzzchean education with Shestov — the Icarian posture of the surrealistz with the one of
Mietzzche. If Mietzzche iz here criticized, while Bataille would most of the time praize and defend
him, it iz probably due to Breton's hatred of the German philozopher. By conflating Breton's and
Mietzzche's position, Bataille threw back inthe face of the surrealiztzs’ leader hiz own pretentions.

Meverthelezs, Bataile's dispute with Breton, even though it develops on some common
ground, should not be zeen az just another redundant argument between two avant-garde figures,
battling to earn territorial dominance. This epizode proved to be of more importance to Bataille than
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the wounds incured in an intellectual dizpute. The polemic with Breton permitted him to occupy a
specific position in the field of art and ltersture. &z instead of being recuperated by the Surrealist
movemert, or simply forgotten by i, the tension with Breton allowed Bataille to remain connected
with it wwhile still heterogeneous to it. Bataille, through the sustained polemic, began to embody the
notion &t the core of his writing: the excess.

liL.4.2. The polemic with Sartre: "A new Mystic'

Following the publication of the heer Experience by Gallimard in 1943, Bataille became embroiled
in a debate with Jean Paul Zartre, the leader of the brand new intellectual group st the centre of
the Parizian lterary circle, Existertializm. Thiz polemic allowed Bataille to stuste himself once
again on the margin, in excess, ofthe renewed 'avant-garde'.

Jean Paul Sartre criticized the book in & three-part reviewy entitled, 'Un nouveau mystique’
and publizhed in Cahers au Sud from October 1o December 1943, Sartre was then in the ascent,
the acknowledged author of Being and Notbingness and the Ales, and from this position of
zstrength he felt free to uze against Bataille, a very acid, dizmizsive and ironic tone. The two men
had vet to meet, bt Sartre, like Breton before him, felt free to offer a diagnosizs of the author under
review: he needed paycho-analysis.

Bevond, the stvle and the few insulting zertences of 'Un Mouveau Mystigue', one notices
that Sartre organizes hiz critigue around tewo izzues. In the first place, he zeems to blame Bataille
for hiz 'nostalgia’, indeed, while he praizes the proze of Bataille's book and the radical critique of
Christian theology he sees &t s heart, he find it extremely disturbing that Bataille exprezzes some
regrets concerning the 'Death of God'. For Sarre, it is & paradox to celebrate on the one hand
what Bataille calls the the ecstasies of inner experience’, while an the other hand feeling sorry for
the dizappearance of the moral which forbad for 20 long zuch ecstazies and experiences. For
Sartre the humanist-exiztertializt, the 'Death of God' opens the way for man's azcent, irrational
Chriztian fath gives way to human rationality, wwhich in itz turn permits man to foresee the freedom
of hiz will, and the mandstory responsibilty of hiz actz. In contrast 1o this, for Bataille, ecstasy, as
the experience of transgression, iz totally bound with the limit and value embodied by the figure of
God: without limit no transgression; and withowt God, az a value, no ecstasy.

Secondly, and most impottartly, Sardre alzo accuszes Bataile of presenting & totaltarian
thought', one that iz redundant or even tautological, one that refuses progresszion, linearity and
development. As he writes:

In contrastto the anahdic processes of philosophers, one might say that Batailie’s book
presents Rself as the result of g totalitarian thought, that] does not construct tself,

does hot progressively entich Rself, bat, Indivisible and almost ineffable, s levelled with
the surface of each aphorisin, suchithat each one of themn presents us with the same
commplex and formidable meaning seen frarm a particular lght 1=

Hence, Zartre congsiders that Bataille's thought does not have a rationale, that it does not elaborate
a svystem ewvolving from founding principles. He zeems to dizagree with the 'form' of Bataille's
thought becausze it refuzes to be 'progresszive’. Hovwever, these critiques are not actually pointing to
alack, a miztake or a fault that Bataille was unable to zolve or correct, but to & deliberate strategy
of the Inner Experience’s author. Indeed, the 'movement' cortained in the fnner Experience
conziztz principally of & written asttempt to exceed the wery notion of project, ts linearity,
progression, construction, systematization and foundations.

Lezlie Anne Boldt-lrons, in her introduction to her compilation of ezsay entitled On Bataile,
has showen guite convincingly — in my vieww — howee Bataille's foner Experience already answers o
Sartre's main critiques. " Indeed, to Sarre's argument pointing st the lack of systemstisation and
foundations of Bataille's thought, one can oppoze the passages of inper Experiencewhichtarget
Dezcartes philozophy's final aim: 1o establizh & ground or foundstion for knowledge. Pages in
which Bataille notes that Descartes' project begins perhaps with & will to 'cortestation' bt this last
one soften rapidly under the azsurance of the knowledoge accumulated in order to support that
project:

'8 Temry-Panl Sartre, T Monreean Bystique', Sitwatioess F, Paris: Crallimard, 1947, p. 1489,
182 Gae Leslie fon Boldt-Fons, “htroduction’, On Sataile, Alha © SUHY, 1995, 0p. 4-5.
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Wethout activity inkedto project, Descartes wolld not have been ableto maintain a deep
gasurance, which is lost 25 soon s one §s po longer under the speli of profect' ™

Dezcartes, according to Bataille, does not tarry within the negative. The negative is simply ‘oot to
work'in order 1o 'ground' & system of thought, Descartes’ project.

It is henceforth less g question of the well or poarly founded nature of aocepted propositions
than af deciding, once the best understood prapositions are estabiished, ifthe infinite nead
for knowledae implied inthe initial intuition of Descartes could be satisfied,

For Bataille, 'contestation’ could not be a means to another end, it i an end in tzelf or an aim
which does not go bevond itzelf. Hence, such cortestation iz inno way a foundstion, and does not
aim &t being zuch, for any project. Then, Sarre iz probably right wwhen he poirtz 1o the lack of
progrezzion of Bataile's thought, when he negatively describes it as, a thought which does not
'construct itzelf o 'enrich tzef', bt that of course iz essentially Bataille's point. the 'inner
expetience’ is 'sovereign'.

Ihher expetience hot being able to have principles eitherin g dogma (8 moral attitude) orin
sclence (Khowledoge can be nelither its gogl nor s orlgin), or In 8 searchfor entiching states
fan experimental desthetic attitude), it cannot have any other cohcern hor goalthan itself ™

Furthermore, concerning Sartre's affirmation that Bataille's thought iz thus simply totalitarian', one
must truly wonder 1o what extent a Wwriting', as a form of playful tranzgression and expenditure of
itz cwvn meaning, can be seen as totaltarian. Az a proof of Bataille's will to play (or chance), hizs
statemenrt taken from hiz Discussion on the Sin —a lecture he gave as a response, in Sadre's
presence — appears guite sufficient: 'l zet out with notionz which were in the habit of clozing off
certain beings around me, and | played about with them'. "™ Caonversely, in my view, it is Sartre's
dezire to define thought a2 only & linear, constructed, enriched, and foundsational system that might
look totalitarian.

Finally, Sartre 'z criticizm of Bataille, iz alzo born out of the necessity for the existentialist
‘gurd' to defend hiz own 'concepts ! and more precizely his 'notion' of project. While Bataille
azzerted that the inner experience’ iz the 'opposte’ of project, Sarre in hiz U Existentialisme est Un
humanisme, dave to thiz nation of project a primordial role . Indeed, there, Sadre contends that
'man' iz like a project, which arizes from project:

T...0 man Isfirstof alithat which throws Rselftoward g future and which Is consclods of

projecting Rself into the future. Man isfirst of alf g project that Is eed subjectively [ T hothing
exists priorto this projectl.. ] man will be first of aliwhat he will have projectedto be' ™

Thiz fragmert should he thus cortrasted with what | mertioned above, ie. Bataille's state mert
from Imhet Expetiehces

T arrive gt this position: inper experiehce Is the apposite of action. Nothing mare. Action ls
Literiy dependent ypan prajectl ] Profectis ot anly the mode of existence imalied by
gction, necessany to action, t 1s 8 paradoxicalway of belngin time: Risthe palting off of
existence to 2 iater point ™™

Hence in contrast with Bataille, for whom the ‘principle of inner experience [iz] to ezcape through
project from the realm of Project', ™ Sartre viewss project as constitutive of subjectivity, & condition
from wwhich one cannot escape even by means of project.
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Although it zeems that Bataille, had already provided an answer 1o these critigques in the
hook Sartre was reviewing, be was undoubtedly wounded by the existertializt's remarks (fevhich
could genuinely be perceived as a hypocritical reading) and inthe long run, Sadre swould become a
newy version of 'Breton', in Bataille's mind. After thiz initial polemic, Bataille reviewwed each new
publication of Sarre, with the constant aim of noting what it was that divided himself and the
'‘existentialist’.

In the zhort term, Bataille's first responze to Sartre's attack was very direct. He asked a
friend, Marcel Maré, who, during the war, was inthe habit of organizing gatheringz st his home, to
arganize such an evert, a meeting between Sartre and Bataille and to include friends and followers
of hoth. Hence, an impreszive zample of the Parizian intellectual scene was convened and
included, Blanchot, Paulhan, Klossowski, Leiris but alzo Sartre, CamusfsSimDne de Beauvair and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the date was set for the Snof March 1944, ™ Surprisingly, Bstaille did
not talk about his latest published book Gaity, ar return to the defence of the ideas which were the
cauze of the cortroversy and to be found in ‘mper Experience. Instead of this expected
prezentation, Bataille delivered hiz Oiscussion on the Sin, material that would be used in the
zecond part of hiz next hook Op Nistzsche, Bataille spoke of sin &z a means of communication
between beings, az a violstion of normalty, & transgression, which could open beings to others,
and which constiutes what binds society together .

In the middle term, Bataille responded to Sarre's criticizm in two other wavs, both in O
MNietzsche, First, in the diary that constitutes the main part of Op Mistzsche, Bataille gives anironic
accourt of & party held at Michel Leiris' apartment, during which he and Sartre got drunk and
danced together in a potlatch of absurdity' ™ He then included as an appendix, & direct response
in which he admitted that he understood Sardre's criticism. Bataille believed that Sartre pointed to
the 'naivety' of his thought only from the 'outside’, which meant that =artre had failed to understand
the direction of Bataille's thought, a direction towards the excesz, that Bataille, through the polemic
with Zarre, az with the dizpute with Breton, wwasz not only “weriting' but alzo continuously
etmbodied . =2

lil.4.3. Post-war positioningbeyond Surrealism and Existentialism

After the Second YWorld War, the old hegemaony of Surrealizm was challenged by Existertializm
and other new intellectual trendsthat appeared during the conflict. In these post war vears Bataille
zituated himszelf on the margins of every debate as a courterpoint, positioning his thought as
permanently in excess of any hegemonic doctrine or avant-garde. Mether totally in favour of the
zurrealiztz nor completely against the Existertialistz, Bataille's position beyond movements led him
to become mare and more conzidered. In a letter to Bataille, René Char wrote that even hiz old
enemy Breton, happened to consider him nowe | with respect:

Ak entive and Impotant region of himan e today depends oh voll. Yesterday Tsald this to
André Breton who shared my apinfan. In 8 time in which treasures fail ] it seems gimost
miraculons to me that vou showid exist 1=

During the ascendancy of Existentializm Bataille had often situated himself alongside his old
enemy André Breton, sz writing in defence of the Surrealists wes & way for Bataille to oppoze the
Exiztertialistz. Meverthelezz he kept up hiz critical stance towards hiz ex-opponents, and while he
praized Surrealizm as far s saving in terms of mankind's interrogation of tzelf, there iz
Surresglizm and nothing' ™, ke alzo described himself as Surrealism's 'old enemy from swithin', ==
and qualified his thought as 'beyond but alongside Surrealism'. ™ Furthermoare, as Bataille was stil
suffering from Sarre's negstive revieww of Inner Experience, he continued to oppose the
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Existertializt Guru. Hiz pritmary criticizm of Zartre concerned his interpretation of human freedaom
az bound with reazon. Where Zartre affirmed the necessity of reazon, Bataille cortinuously
propozed the “will to chance' az what exceedsz reazon.

LS. Beyond Bataille: his legacy

A couple of months or vears after Bataille's death (onthe 9 July 19627, a few journals dedicated a
zpecial izzue to Bataille and hiz oeuvre in order to defend and praize hiz thought. Through these
izzues, old friends az well az a whole new generation of thinkerz acknowledged the profound
influence of hiz writing on their own endeavours.,

In 1963, Bataille's own reviews, CHtigue, waz the first to propose a homage dedicating itz
summer izzue to itz founder. Thiz one included several pertinert eszavys by friends and colleagues
of Bataille, Pierre Klossowszki, Michel Leiriz, &lfred Metraux, Raymond GQueneau, Andre Masson
and Maurice Blanchot, as well as contributions from a new generation of intellectualz, Michel
Foucault, Roland Barthes and Philippe Solers. "™ Four vears later, the revue D4, driven by the
zame goal, dewoted an izzue to Bataille's influence on contemporary thought, and included
Jacgues Derrida's zeminal ezzay on Bataile's intellectual relationzhip with Hegel, 'From Restricted
to General Economy: & Hegelianism without Reseryve' ™=

Hence, following Bataille's death, beside hiz old friends, a whole new generation of thinkers
acknowledged the radical impact of hiz work on their ceen. Futhermore, thiz influence iz vizible in
the written work of these woung supporters who were about to form & branch of lterary,
philozophical and social criticism, ‘post-structuralizm' or 'post-modernism’. Michel Foucaul,
Jacques Derrida, Jean Baudrillard, Jacgues Lacan, and of course the members of the Tef Quers
group. & vizible influence aon the thought of those intellectuals, they may not completely accept, the
tautological definition of Bataille az an exponert of ‘post-structuralizm before his time', but at least
perceive him az a figure influencing thiz paradigm.

Of courze, one could alzo dizcuss, how those thinkers, in their turn, 'excesd' Bataille. In
other words, one could wonder in what way these intellectualz pay tribute 1o hiz Swriting'. &re they
zimply praizing t (and thus negatively 'stakilizing' ) or by moving bevond i, are they really
‘exceeding' it (and thus positively betraving 17 In other words, has Bataille become the victim of
hiz admirers’ reading, in & way fairly similar to the trestment the Surrealiztz meted ot to De Sade?
Such a dizcussion, athough extremely interesting, iz beyond the scope of this dizsertation and this
chapter. However, in this sub-part, even i briefly, 1 would like to showe howe Bataille has influenced
the development of intellectual thinking inthe second part ofthe twertieth certury.

5.1, Foucault

Perhaps the most significart acknowledgemert, made by Michel Foucault, of the importance of
Bataille's work to his own, (besides his preface to Bataille's Oeavres Completes first volume) ™
can be found in hiz homage to Bataille, and hiz praize of Bataille's fransgresszion’, which was
publizhed in the aforementioned special izsue of Crtique,in 1963, There Foucault proclaims:

Ferhaps ohe day, (transoression) Will seern as decisive for ouy cuiture, as mach a part aof
s s0if asthe experience of contradiction was at an earliertime for diglecticalthouoht. Bt
I spdte of 50 many scattered signs, the language Inwhich transgressionwillfing s space
ghd the Iumination of ts being, les gimost entively Inthe future. s surely possible,
hawever, to find in Bataille its calcingted roots, its promising ashes' ™!

In hiz article, Foucault demonstrates qguite convincingly, how transgression reveals the limit of
language, that iz, how the literary transgresszion cant be a discourse. How it iz actually the
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tranzgression of dizcourze tzelf. How i 'consumes' what iz conventionally expected az a product
of dizcourse, meaning. Indeed, Bataille, with Mistzache, alowed Foucault to find 'an exit from
philozophy', that iz from a dizcursive, dialectical, Hegelian philozophy, an exit or furn' that seould
prove seminal far hiz own work,

Thiz influence of Bataille on Foucault iz obvious if one compares what Foucault zavs in his
eUlogy to Bataille, ‘A Preface to Transgression', with some fragments he wrote afterwards. Indeed,
Foucault zeems to appropriste Bataille's practice of historical dizcontinuity for lterally transgressing
convertional chistorical) mode of inguiry. Furthermore, he alzo acknowledges Bataille's unveiling of
the fizzuring of dizcursivethought, enacted by the 'unknowing' st the heart of experience.

Bataille's uze of anthropological studies and references in & diachronic way for evoking
profound cultural differences, (a peculiar use of the other's work which enables in its turn Bataille's
Sweriting' o fold back on itz own suppositions), iz alzo a peculiar feature of Foucault's work . Indeed,
followving Bataille's ‘method’, Foucault, already, in 'A Preface to Transgresszion', compares the
modes of ecstasy, Jowssance and enjoyment from the Christian mystics to Zade and Freud. And,
zubsequertly, he notes that never has sexualty been expressed and understood with =0 much
accuracy than:

T... ] inthe Christianworid of fallen bodies and of sin. The proof Is Rswhole tradition of
(Chtistian) mysticisin and spirituality whichwas Incapable of dividing the continyons forms
of destre, of rapture, of penetration, of ecstasy, of that outpolring which leaves Us spent all
of these expetiehces seemed to lead, without Interruption or lmit, Fightto the heart of 8
divine love of which they were both the outpouring and the source returning upon itseif =°

For Foucault, theze 'mystic' experiences of Jowssance are 'outzide’ of dizcourze, they cannat be
recuperated by itz form without being denstured. They are at itz limit . He conzeqguertly poirts st
the zignificant transformations that the relationship between language and itz ‘outside’ undergoes
during 'modernity’. That iz, how a modern dizcourze on thoze extreme experiences ends up
categorizing them and forming & hierarchy of them az mere dizcursive ohiectz gathered under the
rubric sexuality:

What characterizes modern sexnaiityfraom Sade to Fread Is hot its having fadnd the
language of its jogic arof its natural process, but rather, through the violence daone by such
lanoguages, s having been dengtured — castinto ah emply zohe where it achieves
whatever meagre form Is bestowsd ypoh by the establishment of s mits. Sexaaiity
paints to nothing bevond itself no profongation, except in a frenzy which disrupts i¥ =0

Thiz critique of the inability of dizcourze to assess sexualty without densturing i, athough
originating in Bataille's writing (&t least for its method), constitutes the true premize of Foucault late
masterpiece, The History of Sexnality, the 1A o K nowiedoe T

Another borrowdng of Foucaut from Bataille, connected to the first, resides in his
acknowledgement of it being impossible for dizcursive thought to handle the 'unknowing' at the
heart of experience, without betraving t or finding tzelf ruptured. Becausze extreme zexual
experiences which lead to ecstasy are bevond meaning, they cannot be dizsected without being
misreprezented, they exceed dizcoursze, they reveal the 'unknown' at the heart of experience,
which marks the limit of rational thought and discourse ™ Hence, 'unknowing', crestes for Foucaul
a fizzure', that iz, an absence or a 'hole’ within dizcourse, an opening orto an 'outside’, the realm
of true' or 'irreducible’ Se:-:ualg;; which became, congeguently, the problematic area for a whole
range of medico-psychological™ and poltico-juridical™ discourses:

We have not in the least Nberated sexiality, thoughwe have, to beexact carvied itilo its
lmits: the it of consclodshess, becalse jt uitimately dictates the only possible reading of
oMF Uhcohsclols the Nmit of the law, since it seems the sole substance of universallaboos,
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the imit of language, since ttraces that line of fogm showing just how far speech may
govance oh the sahds of sllence. Thus, Ris not throuogh sexiality that we communicate with
the orderly and pleasingly profane workd of anlmals, rather, sexialityis g issure— not one
Which surrolnds us asthe basisof olr Isolation or Individuaiity, but one which marksthe
Nt within us and designates us as g limit =0

.52, Derrida

Jacgues Derrida'zs work, too, iz deeply indebted to Bataille's oceuvre: athough he argues against a
certain '"Metaphyzic of prezence’ mainly through a reading of Martin Heidegger's critical zet up,
Bataille's text iz alzo central to the developmert of hiz thought . Indeed it iz alzo through & long
digrezzion withinthe work of Bataille, that Derrida finds himself able to de-constructthe notion of
‘wrezence' that zustain the order of western metaphysic. Derrida perceivesin Bataille's reading of
Hegel, two different modes of “writing' one with & dizcursive form, producer of meaning, which
must be ‘acknowledged', and another whichtranzgresses it and conzisztz in a consumption of the
octher's meaning:

‘Bataile’s writing thus relates all semanthemes, that Is phllosophemes, to the sovereion
aoperation, to the consummation, without return, of meaning. it draws ypon, horder to
exhaust B the resolrce of meaning. With minute audacity, it will acknowledge the rule
which constitutes that which it efficaciously, ecanamically, must decaonstitute’ ™

Bataile's influence on Derrida is also obvious in his notion of 'Différance’. Indeed, in his essay
‘Différance’, published in Margin of Philosapiy, Derrida refers directly to hiz 'From Restricted to
General Econamy: A Hegelianizm without Reserve", while attempting 1o 'explain' his notion
'Différance’, he uses Bataille's vocabulary taken from khis theory of 'general economy'. The ‘&' in
'Différance' induces a deferral of value and meaning, and thus enactz an expenditure in pure loss
[of meaning). Mevertheless, as sucha 'definition’ would be too 'stable’, thiz does not lead to one,
bt twvo 'Différances intertwined , vet never conflated:

Here we gre touching booh the polnt of greatest obscurily, on the very enlging of
‘Wifferance’, on precisely that which divides its very concept by megns of g strange cleavage
.. J How gre we to think simuitaneonsiy, an the one hand, différance asthe economic
cetonr Which, in the element of the same, alwavs aims at coming back to the piegsire ar
the presence that have beapdeferred by (consciols oF Wpcohscions) calciation, and, an
the ather hand, différance 25 the relation to an impossible presence, 35 expenditure without
resetve, asthe Irreparable loss of presence, the Irreversible Usage of energy, that Is, the
degth Instinct, ahd 25 the entively other relationship that apparently Interrupts every
ecohaiy?. § am spegking of g relationship between g diférance that can make a profiton
its investment and 8 diférance that misses its profit, the investiture of @ presence that s
puve and without loss here being carniused with absolte loss, with death' 20

.53, Baudrillard

Bataille's influence zeems alzo to suface in Jean Baudrillard's zeminal critigque of Marxizm and
zocializm's complicity with capital. Indeed, Baudrilard's 'symbolic exchange' finds itz origin in
Bataile's reading of Marcel Mauzz' notion of potlatch and zacrifice.

Beginning with For 8 Coltigue of the Poltical Econory of the Sign, from 18972 and
continuing with The Mirsar of Proguction, from 1973, Baudrillard attempts to think ‘political
economy’ with the tools of sociology and semiology. This leads him to compare the sign and the
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commodity and to affirm their equivalence, az the signifier (in capitalist zociety) endlezzly defers
the meaning t should zignify, the exchange-value of the commodity endlezzsly defers the uze-value
it promizes to represent. From there, Baudrillard zuggests that production iz sustained, within
capitalizm, by this promize of a use value, a process, he found alzo to be at the core of Marxist
production system. Hence, he provocatively claims that Marxism iz just a mirror of Bourgeois
society.

In order to transgress thiz 'poltical economy of the sign', Baudrillard proposes 'symbolic
exchange’ an exchange where value iz not imagined to be inherert in an object, or establizhed in
relation to an abstract svystem of exchangeable differences, but iz purely 'symbolic', in the zenze
that "“value [is] inseparable from the concrete relation in which it is exchanged'. =" Bataille's
influence on Baudrillard iz clearly vizible there, az hiz examples of exchange (aymbolic) are the gift,
the potlatch, and the courter-gift, and, az hiz outline of & dual zociety organized on two antagonists
zystems, (a system of exchange-value and one of symbolic exchange), appears clearly as a
reswvarking of Bataile's 'general economy'. Furthermore, Baudrillard acknowledges Bataille's
importance to his strugale against poltical economy (capitalizt and Marxist) in his essay, When
Bataile Attacked the Metaphyzical Principle of Economy!', wherehe statesthat it is:

Tthel sphere of sacrificialexpenditure, ofwealth and death [that] generalizes economy that]
refutes alithe axioms of econormy 85 Ris Qsdally Understood fan economy which, In
geheralizing Rself, overrins its boundaries and traly passes bevond political economy,
sommething that the latter, and alt Mar=istthought, Is powerlessito oo In gocordance with the

internal logic of valwe ) 2

In Symbolic Exchange ahd Degth from 1976, Baudrillard attemptz 1o think the “walue' of the
zymbolic exchange within our cortemporaneity. He propozes the fatal strategies of symbolic
exchange az a general model for the wulnerability of modern systems to sudden rewverszals,
cataztrophe and collapze. He statesthat

T Jhevond the topologies and ecohorics, both Nbiding! and political, gravitating arolnd 8
materialist or desiring pradguction ap the stage of valie, an oltiine of socialreiatiohs
emerges, basedon the extermination of valne' =4

Thiz process of 'exterminstion’ has significance, according to Baudrillard, bevond the zimple
zemiologic plane. In our era of Globalization, all systems, due precizely to their near invulnerability,
appear, paradoxically, to be exremely wulnerable: 'BEvery svstem that approaches perfect
operstiveness simutaneously approaches s downfall . *"™ The more a system seeks completion
and homoge neity, the more it becomes hyper-ztable, the more it becomes susceptible to complete
collapse in a sudden reversal:

Thisis the fataiity of every systerm camemitted by its own Jogic to total perfection and
therefore to g total defectiveness, to absolute fallibinty andtherefore lrrevocable bregkdows
the alim of aif bolnd enerales isto their own degth' =

Baudrillard's analysiz of zociety through Bataille's frame, showing the pertinence of Bataile's
notion of non-productive expenditure and pure lozs, llustrates the catastophic state (o absurd
potlatch) of our cortemparary system.

5.4, Lacan

In hiz impressive biography of Bataille, Michel Surva, in the final bibliography, gives the list of the
zecondary ltersture devoted to Bataille. Surya cortends that there are references to Bataille in:

M Tean Bandrillard | For o Critique of the Folitical Feovomy of the Sgn, Telos Press, 5t Louis, 1981 ,p .64,
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Political and Sovial Thecen, 115, 1991, 63
::: Tean Bandrillard, Seedolic Facfimee aud Death, Sage, London, 1993 ,p.1.
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Jacques Lacan, Livee XX Fncore, éditions du Seuil, 1975 . #"9Elizabeth Roudinesco in her Lz
Bataille de cent ans, alzo mentions this zeminar:

This semingr s stupefying. It reveals the finalreturn to the French scene of the great
barogque Lacan, of hs Romah mattrity and falledvisitto the pope, But tisalsoan act of
homage to the Bataille of Madame Edwarda, to the figure of absolute hatred and love of
o' 27

Meverthelezzs, inthiz =eminar, Encare, there is actually no direct merntion or reference to Bataille or
o Madame Edwarda. Rather, Bataille's reflection on the heterogeneity of the female's Jowlssance
az it manifests tzelf crucially in the mystic experience, iz visibly evoked, during the courze of the
zeminar. Indeed, during the zeminar of the wear 19721973, Lacan, dewveloping one of his
monologues, makes very evocative references, athough indirect, 1o two of Bataille's books which
ztage the encounter of the divine, withthe orgazmic pleasure: Madame Edwardas and Eroticism:

AN van have to o lsto goto Rome apd fook at the Berninls statue to understand
Immediately, that she Jsin g sexnalecstasy, Saint Theresa, no donbt gbont it And what 1s
Bt she is peing ravished by? it s piain that the essentialtestimaony of the mystics Is, precisels
to say that they experience i, Dot know hothing gbhout it 1 AR 75 sholdnt we Interpret
ohe face of the Other, God's face a5 sustained by female orgasmy’

Thuz, although Lacan does not refer to Bataille or hiz ceuvre, directly, in one of hiz texts, we might
alzo zee, az Michel Surya and Elizabeth Roudinezco both notice, a continuum within the field of
paychoanalyziz (and through & different focus than the one of Foucault, Derrida, or Baudrillard), of
Bataile's reflection and writing =™

lL.5.5. The Tef Qual'sgroup

The Terl Quelsreviewy founded in 1960 (hence, two vears before Bataile's death) proclaimed in itz
original 'Declaration’, the 'sovereignty' of ltersture and its opposition to itz co-option by moral and
poltical propaganda, thus paving tribute to Bataille's post war position on [terasture, which he
formulsted in his book Literature and Evit™® After Bataile's death, the group which consisted of the
various writers and philozophers, publizhing within the reviesy, (including, Philippe Sollers, Julia
krizteva, Jean-Jozeph Goux, Roland Barthes and perhaps most importantly Deniz Hollier),
attempted to resurrect interest in Bataille's waork, 20 that he might , after his death be awarded the
recognition which he had never been granted during his lifetime.

The group certainly appears as the most important achievement on a theoretical as well as
practical level, of a lterary experience of the limit, az Bataille understood it. Indeed, hesides the
weork of Artaud, Joyvoe or Lautréamont, the members of the group read Bataille's wweriting', from a
materializt and revolutionary perszpective, for the transformations #t operates within the realm of
knowledge and practice. The interest that Tef Querdtook in Bataille, culminated in the colloguium,
held at Cérisy la Salle in July 1972, and entitled 'Towards a Cuttural Revolution: ArntaudBataille’.
Az zuggested in the title, the aim of the conference was to dizcuss the relevance of Bataile (and
subsegquently Artaud) with regardtio the launching of & Maoist 'Cutural Revoldion' in the west.
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Moving from the general level of the group to the padicularities of the interestz of iz
memhbers, one can zee a lineage between Bataille's work and zome aspectz of the different texts’
ofthe Tel guelsprotagonists.

Philippe Sollers who met Bataille in the early 1960z, never hid his complete admiration for
the author of the fener Experience, for the damned writer of an experience that reaches beyvond the
convertional summit of thought and dizcourse. In his text the Roof. Ezzay in Systematic Reading',
Sollerz proposzes, in parallel with Bataille's experience of the limit, a roof', that does not constitute
an authoritarian limit a2 a ceiling above thought, but an appealing limit, an inctemernt to transgress
thiz limit. He praizes an experience of and bevond the limit through the pleasure of
transgression. ™"

Sollers's companion, Julia Kristeva, alzo fell under the influence of Bataille in her attempt to
adapt & paychoanalvtical approach to this form of societal and linguistic criticiz m 2o00n to be called
post-structuralizm. In her ezzay submitted to the symposium organized by Tel Quel mentioned
above, 'Bataille, Experience, Practice’, Kristeva opposes Hegel's desire for unity with Bataille's
desire for itz self-consummation, its annihilation. She propozes to replace, in her pledge for a
radical poltical practice, the unified being of Hegel by Bataille's 'zovereign' subject, that iz, for her,
a zubject 'in-processdrial', and, in & strange fazhion, she links Bataille's notion of 'inner experience’
to Mao Tze Tung's immediste experience’, attempting thus, to give to Bataille's work a renewed
revolutionary tone =

Among the other members of the Tef Quelgroup, Deniz Haollier iz perhaps the one who did
most to reinstate or more accurately, establizh Bataille, az one of the most important pre and post-
war thinkers., The different eszsays he wrote az part of the homage paid to Bataille by wvarious
publications, or for Tef Quel | 'The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille', “and 'From Beyond
Hegel to Mietzsche's Abzence' =*constitutes a careful reflection on the movemert and impact of
Bataille's thought. Furthermore, | must acknowledge (afthough | have already expressed my
doubtz concerning itz appropristion by the architectural community) that hiz zeminal ariculation of
Bataille's writing on the relationship between architecture and the architectural metaphor presert
within dizcourze, ertitled La Prise de fg Concorde, and translated az Against Architectire, iz, 1o
thiz date, still, the major reference in what might he named 'Bstailan studies' ™

Of courze beyvond theze famous authors and thinkers, who might be zeen as constitutive of
the first generation of Bataille's followwers, and who were ezzentially responsible for diszeminating
Bataille's work, ather, less renowned scholars and their perhaps less pioneering bt nonetheless
explorative and reflexive wixks, have alzo contributed through specific studies, special journal's
izzues and edited critical readerz, to making knowven Bataille's thought pertinence and relevance. In
an Englizh zpeaking context | should name: Michele Richman, Aeading Feorges Batalle, (Johns
Hopkinzg Univ. Press, 193827 Alan Stoekl's zeminal compilation of Bataille's tranzlated texts, Wsions
Of Excess: Selected Wiitings, 1927-1333, (Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1984), hiz edition of the Yale
French Studies, n. 73 "On Bataille' (19907, and hiz maore recent and thus pedinert, Bataille’s Peak:
Enetgy, Religion, and Post-sustainagbiity, (Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2007, which affirms the
relevance of Bataille's thinking in our time of energy criziz; the special izsues of Colober p.36;
Feorges Bataile — lvitnos on Langhter, Sackifice, Netrsche, Un-Knowing (19361 edied by
Fozalind Krauss, and also of Stapford French review, wol 12 (19538 Leslie Anne Boldt-lrons'
edition, O» Bataille Cribcal Essays, (SUMY Preszsz, 1994 Carolyn Bailey Gill'z edition of texts
dizcuzzing Bataille's 'zacred' Bataile: Meing the Sacred, (Routledge, 19947 Michael Richardzon's
study on Bataille's life and work, Georges Bataile (Routledge, 1994) Fred Botting and Scott
Wilzon's Bataille 4 Cribcal Reader, (Blackwel publizhers, 1993 Paul Hegarty, Feorges Bataille:
Covre ciltwal Theorist, (Sage, 20007 Benjamin Movs, Georges Bataile: A Cutcal Introduction
(Fluto Presz 20007 Peter Tracey Connor, Georges Bataille and the Mysbcism of Sin, (Johnz

" Dhilippe Sollers,' The Foof: Essgy i Systerhatic Reading', i Wiiting and the Experience of the Limite | Cobonbia

Press, MY, 1983, pp. 103-34.
M halia Bricteva, ‘Bataille, Experience, Fractice' in Leslie & Boldt-Frons, On Bataille Critical essays, S Press,
Aharey, 1995, pp. 237-64.

"3 Tiemic Hollier,' The Intalist Materialisnn of Creorges Eataille', in Fale Prech Studies 1078, 1990, 0p. 124-39,

¥ ces Denis Hollier, 'From Beyond Hegel to Histzsche's Sbserce’, in On Fatalle, Critical Fssqps,ed. Leslis &, Bold:
Tromwe |, Sy Precs, ATharne, 1995 p. 61,

Y7 Temis Hollier, deamst drcitecture: The W9itings of Geovees Fataille, MIT press, London, 1989
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Hopkins Univ. Press, 20007, Dawn &des and Simon Baker's reproduction of texts and iconography
from Documents, Undercover Surrealisi: Georges Batalle and Documents (MIT Press, 20067
Patrick Ffrench's recent explorastion of Bataille's compulzive attempt to communicate bevond
communication, After Batallle: Sacrifice, Expostire, Cormmmuanily, (Legenda, 2007 Shannon
Winnubzst, Reading Bataille Now (indiana university Press 2007 and finally, Andreswy Mitchell and
Jazon Kemp Winfree's collection of eszay diszerting on Bataille's communication and community,
The Obsessions of Feorges Bataile: Comemanity ahd Coramandcabion (SUNY Press, 2009). Then,
in a French speaking context, it iz alzo worthy to mention: Franciz Marmande, Gearges Bataiile
politicoe, (PUL, 19357 Michel Surya's biography of Bataille, Georges Batailie, La mart 8 Tosivre,
[(Gallitmard, 19927, hiz compilation of Bataille's correspondence, Choix de Leftres, 13717-1962,
(Galimard, 1997, and the special izzue of hiz own review Lignes 17, Nowvelles Lectures de
Feorges Batalle, (Lignes et Manifestes, 2005); Georges Didi-Huberman's study of Bataille's texts
in relation to the iconography displaved in Documents, La resemblance Informe ol le gal savoly
Visual selon Georges Batalle, (Macula, 19957 and Maring Galetti's edition of Bataille's textz and
letters from the first davs of hiz paricipation to La Crtigue Socigle till the collapze of 'Acephale’,
L'Aparentl Sorcler: textes, leltres, docurments, 1932-12332, (Editionz de la Difference, 1999).

But hezides thoze books, studies, journalz and compilations of critical ezzavs which praize
(most of them) or &t least positively review Bataille's “writing', a few other scholars and thinkers
have alzo opposed, sometimes violertly, hiz thought', itz impact and its legacy. For example
Jurgen Habermas, in his The French Path to Postmodernity: Bataille between Erdlicizm and
General Economicz' (in Mew German Critique n.33, 1934), gives a rather reductive vizsion of
Bataille's thought and itz aims while he somehow alzo reduces 'French Postmodernity' to & single
path: zomething which might zound funny to aryvone interested in ‘postmodernity' as a multiplicity;
and, in & more violent or radical way (bt finally of much less conzequence), Guido Giacomo
Preparata with hiz The Meology of Terahhy: Bataille, Fodcatt, and the Postmodern Corrdeotion of
Politezal Dissent (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) that sttempts to demonstrate in what wway Bataile and
hiz followers are responsible for the paralysis of what he calls the 'critical'.

Meverthelezs, however strongly hiased, violent or ecstatic, these critiques might be, they
only demonstrate, in my wview, the fundamertal contemporary relevance and pertinence of
Bataile's challenging  “writing' onsof the excess.
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CHAPTER IV

Bataille's "Writing’ on/of the excess
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Chapter /. Bataille's Writing’ onjof the exXcess

A study of Bataille's experience, influences, groups, journalz, polemics and legacy, permits o grasp
the cortext of hiz developmert, and the impact & had on the development of ezzential intellectusal
figures after the Second World War, However, in order to fully comprehend his thought, & careful
reading of Bataille's oeuvre iz necesszary. In contrast with the reductive reading (in the field of
architectural criticizm) of hiz woark, which iz bazed on a few articles (mainly formless' and
‘architecture”, and consegquenrtly construes it as being merely against architecture or form — a
reading which furthermore misrepreserts, from the onset, Bataille's strain in a dialectical opposition
to any kind of zvystem (either philozophical, economic or zocial)l and conzequertly, atthough
unconsciously, intuitz a potertial zuperzeszzion of Bataile's 'paradoxical philozophy' — thiz chapter
dizcuzzes Bataille's writing' [ecriture) az a dualizm: a theorizing of the excess, the different modes
of expenditure ghd alzo a practice of these, which unfolds from within [erary and philozophical
avatems.

Thiz chapter argues that Bataile's oeuvre contends that there iz always zomething in
excess of al homogeneous systems (profane society, restricted economy, and idealist'
philozophy). This heterogeneity is linked to thoze closed and rational structures, as it iz ether
rejected &z foreign (in order to be dizmissed as insignificant and thus inoffensive) or re-
appropristed (i.e. homogenized) by them. However, according to Bataille thiz excess iz truly' other,
and the failure of thoze different svstems 1o acknowledge itz impozsible’ heterogeneous nature
and to grart it the space it deserves can lead to their apocalvptic fall. In other words, the
appropristionhomogenization process iz never fully completed and the rejection’dizmizzal iz never
totally zucceszful there remains abways a form of excess which iz un-appropriable and which
prezerves tz radical load'. Taking & distance from thoze peszszimistic predictions, this chapter
demonstrates, that, Bataille's writing osnthe excess (his dizcourse on this heterogeneity] intuits that
there iz no system (not a cultural, a zocial, an economic or even an individual one) which iz self-
contained, =self-regulating, clozed, stable and rational. &l zvystems have something in excess of
them, which doez not zubmit 1o their rules and which iz a threat to their integrity or coherence.
Hence, for Bataille, Man's univerze can be charted az a dualizm: the strange conjoining (& kind of
aborted superzeszzion) of a falzely stable, productive, formal and homogeneous realm with itz own
truly ungraspable, unemploved, formless and heterogeneous negativity.

Howewver Bataille's “weriting' iz not only disturbing in what & claims (tz content or
‘concluzions", but alzo in the way it unfolds (the way it operates). Indeed thiz writing' iz &z much a
writing o the excess, as it iz a writing ofthe excess: paradoxically t practices against 'dizcourse’,
[yet from within i) the excess (heterogeneous], while it alzo theatizes, this excess, asifit was a
dizcourze (homogeneous]. Hence the strange conjoining that Bataille chadts as organizing Man's
univerze, iz alzo, significantly, the movemert of hiz writing'.

The first zegment of thiz chapter addrezzes the problem of writing or Bataille. Then from
the zecond till the eleverth zection, Bataille's “writing' ondof the excessz (ie., the notions taken from
hiz oeuvre which theorizez — the writing on — andfor releaze — the writing of —the exceszz) iz
dizcuzzed. The aim, there, iz to demonstrate the centralty of the exceszsz and the modesz of
expendiure withinthat oeuvre, but alzo to show that Bataille's writing conzsistzs of & theaorizing of the
excess and the modes of expenditure az well az a practice of those.

VA, Writing® {ecHiire)

‘e day this tving warkd will puliniate In my dead mouth’’!
To write on Bataille brings to the fore, at least, two major problems. Problems wwhich can be bath
put into the form of two guestions: How to “write' on Bataile's “writing™s and, Where to begin

writing? In other words: How iz one supposed to produce a dizcourze on an oeuvre and thought
which attempted, maore than anything else, to transgress discourse teelf?® and, On what one

L Creorge: Bataille , Dfostaire o Uepoisme, o OC W, Callimard, Paris, 1976,p. 70,
E I hoaronar, here | the tenn “diccomrse "froen Wliche]l Foacanlt s e Svdee of Tomes ad e decfaeology of Bramwledee.
¥ Iy amranariee , dicconmrse ic a cornposed of spsterne of thonghts thaneelres composed of ideas processes | heliefe
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should found thiz dizcourze, knowing that more often than not, Bataile's prose lead to the
wreckage of all foundations on which rests each dizcourze?

Why iz it problematic to write about Bataille? Deniz Hollier cortends, in hiz study on Bataille
[already dizcuzzed], that to write or zomething, is:

T...J almost always overseelng ohe’'s propetly golng around asthe masterwho controls "his’
subject simuitaneansiy sealing it off and deliberately shirting around it'”

Furthermore, Hallier notes that Bataille had declared as early as 1930, in 'The "Old Mole" and the
Prefix "On" [Sur] in the word "Superman” [Surbomme] and “surrealism™* the ilusoriness of such
dizcourze and itz azsurance. Thus, it would appear that to write apany subject iz definitively not an
innocent gesture, but why, 1o write on Bataille, iz even more problematic?

The zimplest explanstion, resides in the fact that Bataile not only acknowledged the
authioritarian gesture of the dizcourze an, but Wwrote' against it Indeed, Bataille's weriting' ([ écriture),
iz not simply a dizcourze op, iz alzo a textual practice (a 'Text") that tranzsgrezzes the control
exercized by the dizcourze o, by, among other technigues, eluding the categories zettled by
dizcourse;

T ] the Textdoes not stop at (good) Literature; it cannaot be contained Ina hierarchy, even Ih
g siraie division of genves. Mhat canstittes the Text iz, on the contrary for precisely), its
subversive force In respect of the old classifications. How do vou classify 2 weiter ke
Feorges Bataille? Novelist, poet, essavist, economist phllosophet mystic? The answer Is 50
difficuit thatthe terany manials generally prefer to forget about Bataille who, In fact, wrote
texts, perhaps contintonsly one single Text' S

However, thiz "writing', athough i appears 1o be against dizcourze, does not emerge from the
outzide of dizcourze. Indeed, while Bataille's “writing' contestz and tranzsgreszes the boundaries,
rules and styles of the dizcourse of zeveral dizciplines, it alzo addresses, with rigour and
consistency, the concepts and notions at the heart of these: Bataille's “writing' i= unleashed from
within dizcourse. In defence of this writing' which seems to be simply irrelevant and dizordered,
Jean Baudrillard cortended that Bataille's work might be, atthough it attemptz to go bevond
knowledge's systems, 'a single mythic thought'S Denis Hallier chitn agsin) maintained that Bataile's
“weriting' mairtaing fack, that t produces 'a hole where totalty becomes incomplete’. Hence for him,
Bataille's writing is

the gopegrahce Ih discolrse forrn, of that In-completion that form dsed to refect the
Indestructible but always repressed bond of desive and of “its” dissatisfaction. Perhains
Batailie’s work gets Jts greatest strenoth in this refusal of the temptation of form’ |

Conzequently for Hollier, to write or Bataille iz an attempt to betray him, an authoritarian act, the
gttempt to fill in the hole, to complete the in-completion, to 'cortain' or simply to categorize this
matter that Roland Barthes called text'.

Meverthelezz, Bataile, besidez being, perhaps, a 'difficult’ author, iz alzo, and more
ezzentially, & difficult ohject of study, for the very simple reazon that hiz work eludes studies,
categorizations or normalizations. Jean-Luc Mancy stated that thiz writing 'excribes’ commentary,

arvd practices that opetermaticalbyy constoact the athjects and their brwearable ermarorarerd. Focanl traced mthose books

henar disconree is 4 yredhon theoyzh which ponaeer relatione and todh, i differsrt periods | are ampported. Hevce | and

wforbmatele, 4 good exarple of 4 feahme of “dicconmrse” fatit Foucanl raved o Cctatertiert Vparonnld be this quote

itcelf, ac it abermpts to clarify, to state, and thoos to cordrol what “discourse might et

3 Diemic Hollier, devorast drciotecture: The Wahnes of Georges Batalle, MIT precs , Lorudor, 1989, p. 23,

1 Crecrzes Bataille, “La Vieille Taape et 1o préfive sur dane Surhoerene et Smméalisme®, m 0C IO, Callimard , Paris, 1970,
L3109,

E?Ruldearﬂms, “Fromn weords to text”, i Seage Jdeste B, Fordara, London, 1977 ,p. 157,

U Jemn Bandrillard, et Bataille Stacked the Bletaplorsical Principle of Ecorwernye”, i e Caryadion Supraad of

Folitical ad Sodal Theory n'ls, 1991 pp. 63-66.

? Demis Hollier, dgvmrst dvcfotechre: Te Wahnes of Georges Bahmlle MIT press , Loxdor, 1989 p 24,
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that i=, it does nat lend itzelf 20 easily to be recuperated by a dizcourse ox

T ) what matters, what thinks fat the wveny Nt of thonaht if hecessany) is what does nat jend
Rselfwhoily to univocal meaning and throws R off balance. Batallle hever stops exposing this,
Alongside alfthe themes he deals with, through allthe questions and debates, ‘Bataillle’ s
nothing bat 2 protest against the signification of Wis own discourse. K it isto be read IF
regding rebels stralght away againstthe commentany which Rt 1s, ahd against the
dhderstanding which Rought to be, we have to read Inevery line the work of the plav of
writing against meaning' "

Bataille's “writing' unleazshes an excess which rebelz against itz own meszzage, an un-emploved
negativity rendering inefficiert the production of meaning. Thiz iz a movemert not of dialectical
opposition (there iz no aufhebung) but as Maurice Blanchat qualifies i, of contestation® This
writing iz & strugale and ironically the name of Bataille (Bataille means battle in French) illustrates
guite well the war raging within . Jacgues Derrida identified zomething similar 1o thiz struggle in
hiz ezzay, From a restricted and general economy: & Hegelianizm withowt reserve’. For him
Bataille's "writing' iz dual, on the one hand # iz & "signifyving dizcourse’, producer of meaning and on
the ather hand it iz & 'sovereign expenditure' consuming meaning:

‘Bataille’s writing thus relates all semanthemes, that Is, phllosophemes, to the soveraigh
aperation, to the consummation, without return, of meaning. It draws Upon, Ihorder to
exhaust & the resolrce of meaning. With minute audacity R will acknowledge the rale which
constitutes that which it efficacionsly econarmicaliy must deconstitute’ ™

There iz zomething in Bataille's “writing' that exceeds what appears az meaningful, something that
iz in exceszz of itz dizcursive form. Thiz excess iz a threat of tranzgresszion for dizcourze, as it
conziztertly dizsrupts itz exchange of meaning. Indeed, the primary aim of dizcourze iz to define
meaning and thus to allow that the lstter be exchanged without lozz. Bataille's writing' unleashes
an excess that cant be returned. In a way similar 1o the 'general economy’ about which Bataille
wrote within the pages of The Accursed Share, (a book which epitomizes a “writing' that | call hiz
“weriting' of the excess), Bataile's “writing' alzo turns out 1o be & “writing' ofthe excess, in that i
opens orto a 'general economy’ within dizcourze: a patlatch of meaning, meaning is squandered in
pure loss.

In viewy of the above, it iz obviously difficult to speak of the waoark, or ceuvre, of Georges
Bataille, one should rather talk of the transgression ar 'un-working' or 'consumption in pure loss'
performed by hiz “writing' within and against all dizcourzes: it iz not an 'oeuvre’ az a dizcourze on,
but, paraphrasing Jean Luc Mancy, & 'désoegvre’ of discourse. " In conclusion, | must reiterste,
that if to write ok, iz to prezent & dizcourze op Bataille, iz alzo to cancel the tranzsgression that iz
Bataille's "writing'. &z Deniz Hollier himself wrote 'To write or Bataille iz thus 1o betray him. &t the
same time to miss him. To write o Bataile is not to weite on Bataille'.

In conzequence, it should be clear for the reader, that any attempt to write & dizzertation on
Bataille, will face a strange paradox, a singular and ambiguous stuation that probably Bataille
wolld have termed not an impossikilty bt the impossible’ to explain Bataille's ceuvre, 1o write a
dizcourze on Bataille, while knowing the irrelevance of such a sterile, authoritarian act. However,
azs wHiting iz a practice that takes place against, but alzo within dizcourze, perhaps the dizcourze
ab will be a dizcourse in appearance only. In Bataille's words:

The plan of morallsthe plan of the project. The contrany to projectis sacrifice. Sactitice

% Team-Luc Hancy, ‘Exeaiption’, Fale Freach Shadies 1m0 T8, 1990, p 62,

¥ Mamice Blauchot, “Mffmmation snd Hegatioe Thoaght”, o The Bdindte Cormrersation, Ui, birmesota press,
blirwespolic, 1993 pp.202-11.

" Jacques Dermida, 'Frosnrestricted to geteral econoetry: 3 Hegelianiam withondt Teceryre' | I g aad ifferance,
(ebiook) Fonatledze , Loxdon, 2005 p.341

W @soeunmre muight meane | it Frerch, the destoaction of st oeure, ac well ac, writhonst poopose or idle, See, Jear, L
Marwey, Lo Commipyudd Ddsomnpde, Chrictisn Bomrgoeis , Paris | 1986,

'¥ Dvemds Hollier, dgvorst decfotectiee: T Withngs of Georges Baha e MIT press, Loxndon, 1989 p 25,
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takeson the forms of praject, butin appearance oniy. ™

The second problem (newvertheless bound up with the first), mentioned above, concerns the
foundations' of Bataille's “writing', itz origin, and begs the guestion, with what 1o start dizcuszsing
Bataille's "writing'. Deniz Hollier showed with accuracy the importance of the origin for the Hegelian
system, in his critique of Hegel's Aesthetics* But, as | have suggested, Haollier himself did not
avoid ezpouzing the zame dependency on the origin in hiz study of Bataille. Indeed, | hope 1o have
shown howy important i iz for Hollier's thesis to have Bataille's praize of a certain architecture az
the foundation of hiz negative thought: for Bataille, according to Haollier, wrote "against architecture’,
against hiz very first text praizing a cathedral, Motre Dame de Reimz, and what it symbolizes: the
vast ideological svstem symbolized and maintained by architecture' '

Howeewer, in my wiew, Bataille's writing iz not "against architecture’. His thought does not
oppoze of 2ay ‘o' to anvthing. Rather his “writing' iz a large wes'to evervthing bevond reaszon.
Furthermore, Bataille zeems 1o have carefully hidden and zometimes erazed all the indices that
might allovwy an easy mapping of the geneslogy of his thought.™ Bataile's thought appesrs as
multipolar, indeed, hiz interestz are plural (he waz not only interested in {erary matters, az for him
there were no concerns which were zimply [erary), bt alzo, and thiz iz probably due 1o his
“weriting' of the excess, without 'constructive' meaning (az & zguanderzs itz own meaningful
dizcursive form), withowt frue' and perzonal foundations Che often zaid that he put to play the
thoughts of otherz), without foundations' or 'key words' or 'key notions' at all (as his “writing' often
wrecks the foundations and key' nations of athers' thoughts].

it iz alzo interesting to notice that Deniz Hollier was very aware of the problem. &z he wrote
[dizmizzing the idea of Bataille's 'Labyrinth' az the zeminal notion within hiz wweriting':

T the labyrinthis not merely @ word, s especiaily hotthe "key” word (the one that would
let Bsin on Bataille, or to pat & another way, one that letsusget to the end of this). Risnot g
theme either. It cannat be Jsalgted”.’”

It iz thuz fazcinating, and perhaps ironic, to see that athough Hollier perceived zo precisely what iz
at the heart of Bataille's “writing', that iz, that 'notions' cannot be izolsted, he dared to izolate’ one,
architecture, against all the other (Bataile's writing as a whole). Bataile's notions are often so
explozive, 20 non-compromized, that one can imagine them az soltary conceptz, which could be
carefully obhzerved, dizzerted and explained. Thoze notions however, cant be izolated'.

Hence, the problem remains where to start and which origin should one give to thiz wweriting',
without producing a reading betraving 7 Perhaps, against thiz background, and az such izzues or
problems might appear to the reader az simply ironic or laughable, iz wize to begin by dizcussing
the precize meaning of the term laughter an extreme state of being which iz grasped with
difficulty by thought (2= unreazonakle) | if not simply dismizzed by dizcourse (as irrelevant), and
which, athough Bataille conzidered t az essertial, canpot be conzidered either as the foundation'
or the 'key' or 'key word' of his writing.

2. Laughter

7.0 WFyou faugh itis because you are afralid’ ™

Whiat iz laughter' for Bataille? &z | have already explained inthe last chapter, Bataille came acrozs
Taughter' through hiz meeting with the French philozopher Henri Bergzon, during & study trip 1o
London in 1920, In preparation for thiz meeting he had read Bergzon's short ezzay on Taughter’,
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Le Rire. Although Bataile wwas very dizappointed by the philozopher and his book, ‘laughter!
became, (according to Bataille, in a note probakly written in 1958, thus almost 40 yvears after the
event], "without doubt, the foundation'™ (this is problematic but it is also precizely the point). At
leazt in my wview, it became ezzential (with a few other experiences) for the developmert of
Bataille's "writing' and indeed, hiz interest in 'Laughter' lasted for hiz whole life. More than twenty
vears after thiz meeting Bataille was =il dizcuzzing Taughter': in the 'preface’ to Madame Edwards
(publizhed in 19413, in relation to Mietzsche in The laugbter of Mietzsche (publizhed in 1942, % in
Faithy (published in 1944, in which he dedicated to it a whole chapter; 'The divinity of Laughter') =
and finﬂally in one of hiz most perinent conference 'Mon-knowledge, Laughter and Tears' (given in
1953).

But what precizely iz laughter’, for Batailley The different philozophical strains which discuss
laughter’ appear 1o Bataille az unable to truly 'knowe' what laughter iz, They either focus on how to
stimulate laughter, or on one zingle azpect of the realm of laughter (az with Bergzon's comical). But
laughter' itzelf remainzs unknown. Then, Bataille, in zome kind of twist, reverzes the problem by
cortending that, if laughter’ remains unknown, it iz because it iz the ‘unknowable'

Laughter colld simpdy be the unknowable, In other words, the feature remalning Unknown
Within latighter wolld not be gocidental but essential We wollld be lalghing, hot for 8 regsoh
that we cowld nat manage to know due to g fack of Infarmation arta a lack of insight, but
because the unknown makes one lauph' =

For Bataille the world and being itzelf are not completely in the range of knowledge. They cant bhe
totally grasped by thought and zcience. There iz zomething, which remainz in excess of our
understanding of being and itz world:

There Is, within bs and Inthe world, something which emerges that knowledge oid not give
ns, ahe which Is uniguely sitnated as unable to be regched by knowledoge' =

Laughter occurs (we laugh), when wwe move from the realm of the knowen to the unknowen, & move,
which can alzo be fet as a loss. Thus, laughter iz not an izolated reaction 1o this transfer: the
'zudden invasion of the unknown' might also have other efects besides laughter, perhaps tears,
cries etc... Laughter iz only one effect among many others which may result from the appearance
of the unknowen. Consequertly # iz impozzible’ to addrezs laughter through a study frame that
would have az itz object only laughter: one can speak of laughter only “within the frame of a
philozophy that goes bevond the zole laughter'. Thiz one haz a name for Bataille: 'non-
knioseledge' ™

However, thiz philozophy, which focuzes on 'non-knowledge’, does not abandon itz effects.
Although Bataille demands that ‘non-knowledge' goes bevond the =sole laughter' iz not an
abstract thought, # iz deeply grounded, as its study i=nt independert from the one of itz effects.
While thoze effects are studied together', they are not izolated, and furthermore, non-knowledge iz
not irterested in the notion or concept of laughter' but in itz experience: 't iz never independently
from this experience that my philosophical reflexion iz carried on' ™ Hence, Bataille states: “what |
call non-knowledge, is principally an experience’ ® One does not laugh at the fact he knows
nothing, laughter iz not & reaction 1o not knowing, # iz the effect of perceiving suddenly that what
one did know can actually be dizrupted or sguandered, by zomething exceeding thiz knowledge',
by the unknowyn. ™ Mon-knowledge's laugh is directed st knowledge.

1 Creorge: Bataille Mtes sue les congfemapane JO90- 7053 i OO, W Galloward , Parde, 1976, p 562,
0 Georges Bataille, “Preface” to Madmwe Fdwarda, i OC, I, Crallimard, Paris, 1971, pp. 9-14.
Y Georges Bataille, fe Rive e Metmsche, i OC. VL Gallimard | Paris, 1973, pp. 307-14.
¥ eorzes Bataille, Fe couprabie, in 00, W Gallimard  Paric, 1975, pp. 33 1-66.
::. Creorzes Bataille Mwesavere pire af kasmes o 00, VIO allimard, Pards, 1976, pp. 214-33.
.Thid.p. 216.
2 DAL
.Thid.p. 21%.
::.Il:-id.p.ﬂﬂ.
.Thid. p. 223,
¥ hid.p. 226.
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To summarize, laughter far Bataille is thus the effect of the unknowen, of what is in excess of
the known, non-knowwledge. But his ‘philozoplhy’ should not be understood as being simply aver
laughter, hiz "writing' iz nat only onthiz effect of the excess that is laughter, t iz alzo a philozophy
of Laughter, philozophy as 'non-knowledge'. a 'writing' ofthe excessz and itz effect. iz not only &
writing or, an experience (whether it iz the experience of laughter or elze), bt & writing az an
experience. Bataille iz gquite clear about i

Thasofar s farm doing philosophical work, rmy philosophy 1s 8 philosophy of lauoghter. tisa
philosophy folnded on the experience of laughter, and which pretends to hot even oo fivther.
s g philosophy that lets down the prablems ather than those that have been given to me In
this precise experience’ ™

Yet, when one reads the above guote, paradoxical az it might zeem Taughter' iz not the key naotion’
or 'key word' or foundsation, for thiz philozophy. Az Bataille writes zomewhere elze;

Tinsistinthe sensethat].. ] what Isimportant to me, Isthe complete absence of
presypposition. Fdlike to see the phllosophy I bring to the fore as absolutely deprived of

presuppasiion

And further:

‘Wo, there Is ho foundation, asfor instance, there Is no possible presipposition, there Is only
g possible experience’ ™

Hence, laughter' cannot be the key word' of Bataille's philozophy or worze itz foundstion, az it has
iz no foundation, no presupposition. Yet, reading thoze ines, one wonders why such guote should
be believed and another one shouldnt. One could simply conclude that Bataille contradicts himself,
but in my view he does not. Indeed the words dizsplayved above are already part of this wweriting' of
the exceszsz, of laughter'. YWhat the reader encourters, through those quotes (hut it might be better
for kit to go through the text’ as a wholel is the emergence or eruption of non-knowledge . Within
thoze three quates the “writing' ofthe excess iz dizplayed. The laughter' that might erupt in front of
the pzeudo-contradiction iz the effect of non-knowledge. Bataille's “writing' dizcuzzes the excess
here, through addrezzing laughter' (an effect of the excess, non-knowledge), it iz & writing on. But
it iz alzo a "writing' of the excess; laughter, non-knowledge and thus exceszs are all experienced
through it.

. 3. Heterology and the Sacred

What non-knowledge iz to knowledge, 'heterology' iz 1o zcience. Bataille's 'definition’ of what might
be 'heterology' iz given in an ezzay, unpublizhed during his lifetime and not precizely dated, bt
without doubt weritten at the time of hiz polemic with Andre Breton in 1929-30; 'The Uze Yalue of
0.4 F. De Sade'. ™ Heterology is thus:

The sclence of what Iswholly other. The termm agiology wolld perhans be more precise, bt
ahe would have to catch the donble meaning of agios fanalogons to the donbie meaning of
sacer), solled aswell a5 haly But itis gabove alii the term scatology (the sclehce of
excrament) that retains in the present circymstances (the specialization of the sacred) an
incontestable expressive vaiye asthe doubiet of an abstractierm such as heteralogy’ ™

For Bataille the divizion of zocial factz between religious factz (prohibitions, obligstions and
realization of zacred activities) and profane ones (civic, poltical, juridical, industrial and commercial

::T' Creorzes Bataille, Covglererce Mmrsaveny: pive gt kpwes i 00 W, Callimard, Parde, 1976, p. 220,
cIbid. p.23d.
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organization) allovws us to zee that human actions are alzo divided between two impulses,
excretion and approprigtion. Within the movement of excretion, what iz rejected iz a "foreign body",
the okject of cerain practices, attitudes, terrors and tabooz (perverse sexuality, attitude in front of
death, zimilarity of attitudes in fromt of shit and god, anthropophagy, laughter, tears, religious
ecztazy, women's make up, gambling, expenditure in pure lozz, shilting one's pantz etc...], all of
which (athough zome might appear at first sight, 1o be opposzed to each other), Bataille groups
under the banner of the 'heterogeneous’,

The notion of Cheterogeneols) forelgh body permmits one to hote the elementary sibjective
Identity between types of excrement (sperm, menstrnal biood, wrine, faecal matter) and
everything that can be seen as sacred, divine, or manelions' ™

The heterogeneous iz thus a realm in which the most ‘holy' (god etc...) co-existz with the most
‘zoiled' (zhit etc..). Hence Bataille's uze of the term 'zacred’, iz not idealiztic in tzelf; the divine iz
az much zacred az shit. Bataille's zacred iz not & superior entity, reachable only by being elevated,
it iz evoked by something excreted and rejected, in excess. ™

Bataille alzo contends that the zecond human impulze, (e, appropristion, iz first taken
within & compozed process of excretion (that iz appropristion iz only & means to excretion]; then,
the elemertary form of approprigtion iz consumption — whether physiological consumption as in
eating, or a cammercial one az in buying lands or goods; and finally, while excretion is the result of
the presence of heterogeneity, the process of appropristion leads to homogeneity. ™

Furthermore, according to Bataille, besidez thoze non-abstract consumptionz  and
homogenizations, there exiztz another, very abstract one, an intellectual appropristion, which iz the
result of philozophy and zcience. Philozophy and zcience rationalize the ohject of their study,
dizcarding the fact that zome everts, substances and things remain bevond tz zcope. Hence, the
heterogeneous iz ohjectlified, that iz, homogenized by zcience and philozophy (the fact that they
dizmizz it az irrelevant, iz alzo an attempt to ohjectifty it the heterogeneous becomes a category,
the irrelevant).

only an intellectual reflection in its religious form can pay respect to the peculiar nature of
the heterogeneous and the sacred withowt appropriating (objectifying) them. However, religions:

‘operate within the realm of the sacred g profound separation, dviding it between 8 "high’
World (oelestialand divine) and 8 Tow” workd fdemaonlac, world of the rotl buat sucha divide
legd necessarilto the progressive homaogenelty of the superior vealtn (the sole Inferior Fealtn
resisting alf efforts of apprapriation)’ ™

Hence, due to religions there iz a 'celestial' zacred and infamous’ zacred. But the 'celestial' zacred
guickly becomes the figure that insures the 'moral’ order of the profane and homogeneous warld,
a=z the figure of God might exemplify it (a mere dead and thus heterogeneous body, which

¥ hid.p. 59
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becames the =sign of respect, of maral and the law, reinfarcing, if necessary the homogeneity of the
profane], or the figure of the Fascist leader (rizing from the undifferentisted heterogeneous mass
for oppressing certain elemerts heterogeneous to the homogeneous realm) =

it iz in thiz zenze that religion differs considerably from ‘heterology’, az it does not "answer
to the need of human nature for unlimited projection (excretion or expulzion)’, but iz the whole of
prohibitions, of ohligstions, of parial alowance which canalize and regulate zocially  this
projection’.*® Religious irtellectual reflection, only partially pays respect to the heterogeneous, it
glzo endz up homogenizing & part of & for controlling & &z whole, in & more productive, ie.
homogeneous way. Moreover, heterology (athough Bataille defined t az a science), iz alzo guite
different from science tzelf:

Then we say that heteralogy sclentifically adaresses the gquestions relative to heterageneity
we do hot want to say that heterology Is, In the ysual sehse of such g formila, the sclehce of
the heterogeneols. The heterogeneols Is even resolutely situated bevond the reach of

sclentific knowiedoe, which, by definition, can anly be gpplied to homogeneons elements' ¥

Heterology iz oppozed to the convertional representation of the world az homogeneous, That iz, i
iz oppozed to zcience and philozophy, both of which are always attempling to appropriste the
excess to rationalize it and homogenize it. However, it iz precizely thosze ‘intellectual' processes
(=cience and philozophy], swhich limit themselves in producing their owen excess and in freeing it in
a dizordered way az heterogeneous totheir profane realmn. Hence, the task' of heteralogy (if it can
be zaid to operate along zuch a ‘productive’ line), iz 1o 'consciously and rezolutely continue this
terminal process which had been, till now, zeen az the aborion and the zhame of human
thought'. * Hence, heteralogy:

T...J reverses completely the philosophical processwhich, from the aporoprigtion’s
Instriimentthat twas, how sehves the excretion principle and introdices the clalm of violent
satistactions induced by sacial existence’ ™

What iz important for Bataille, is that heterology iz a 'real’ science, more practical than abstract, —
a= a 'real' science iz. t affirms the dead end in which science iz, and, from there it attempts to
increaze the releaze of the heterogeneous. | must thus, first, identify the limitz of zcience,
philozophy and thought, then reveal what iz rejected bevond them (the heterogeneous-zacred),
and finally not objectify bt prezerve the heterogeneous' radicalizm; that iz, & must become
heterogeneous to science tzelf.

Bataille's heterology asz the 'zcience' of the zacred, iz & dualizm, on the one hand # iz
interezted in idertifving the different aspectzs of the heterogeneous, the zacred and the excess f
zeems to thearize them and, on the cther hand, it practizes them against science itzelf. Heteralogy
ilustrates how the excess (zacred-heterogeneous) appears and in which mode it performs, in as
much az it appears t=zelf az sacred and performs. i thus constantly ozcillates between a theary of
the exceszsz and itz rupture, itz practize. In other words, Bataille's heterology iz the theorizing of the
excess that excesds zcience, knowledge and idealizm, but alzo the zcience that exceeds tzelf, the
zcience of the excess which iz in excess of zcience.

Thiz practical tendency iz wvizsible within Bataille's textz of the zame period, ie. the
Dacuments texts (indeed, articles such as 'The Language of Flowers', ** 'Dust',* 'The Big Toe',*®
and 'Maouth', ¥ all have the same goal, that is, to focus on heterogeneous elemerts rejected by
zcience and philozophy as objects of study, elements for reversing and transgressing those

** Bataille explaine 4t levgath those processes i 'La smachmre peychologiqae dofaeciane’. See Ceorges Bataills 'La
struchire peychologiqie dn ficiane', w OC I, Callimaerd | Parie 1970, pp. 339-71.
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dizciplinesz. Heterology does not make zense — as science doez — it shows the world as
meaningless for Man. Thiz tendency iz visible az well a2 in the form' of the reviewe itself.
Documents appears itzelf heterogeneous to conventional scientific or aesthetic reviewws, as it
gathered a wholerange of topics, coming across different fields of inguiry almost all heterogeneous
to each other: anthropology, archaeology, fine artz, ethnography and the most weird' mizcellanes.
Finally thiz tendency appears alzo in earlier ezzavs, for example, in the zet of texts, which
remained unpublizhed during Bataille's lifetime, (thiz detail iz of importance) and which have az
their subject the ‘pitutary gland' and as title 'The Fineal eve' ®or 'The Jesuve'.*

What iz a 'pineal eve'? | will here gquaote extensively from Deniz Haollier, who gave a brief bt
complete and precize summary of its peculiar, nature, function and history:

The pineal — ar pituitany— giand — areve — Jsa reglon of the brainthat, ever since Descattes
gave itthe heavy responsiblify of uniting soll and body has hever stopped presenting
anatomists with problems of identifications. A mysterions, enigmatic excrescence, sclehce
has often projected on Rfantasiesthat owe very Iiltle to sclentific procedures themseles. A
rvsteny Is how Descartes spoke of the undon of body and soulthat this gland was supposed
to Mexplain® Towhich Is added the mysteny Inherent In anything that, Inah entity organized
ke the himan body where evety element correspondsito g finality Insctibed more of less
abvionshy In its stractire, does not have g speciflc function connectedto i the mystery of the
han-fupctiohal appendane, the Nseless organ, into this pictire et a thivd element must be
gofdded, the mystery of the vanishing abject, becalse the pineal giand wowld pot Jor aimost
nhot) suneive the union of souf and body that it guaranteed. It 1s, therefore, observable ohlyin
the moments Immediately following death, Fone beginstolook too late s already gone.
I...J] These days anatormy distinguishes between the pinegigland (or eplphysis) proper gho
the pinegl eve, Which Is only encolntered amaong the lower reptiles, Rdoes, Indeed, seem
that this eve constitutes g vestigial organ, bat s connectionto the ocllar system, suggested
by the hame given b remains for many extremely ity Nonetheless, not long aoo Rwas
commanly seen as the trace of 8 “third” eve, ifnot 3san argan of the “sixty sense’ ™

Hence, &t the time of Bataille, to put it more roughly than Holier, science (for which it was a
uzeless organ) and philosophy (for which it was the mysterious sit of the union of body and =oul’)
knew zhit' about the pineal eve.

iz precizely becauze zcience and philozophy cant explain the pineal eve, becausze it iz
bevond their reach, becausze it iz heterogeneous, that Bataille takes #t az the topic of hiz different
ezzays 'The pineal eve' (there are five ezzavs in total, four of which bear the title of 'The pineal eyve’
and the last one 'The jesuve’ ).

But in what exactly conzistz thiz ezzay on the pineal eve'? | will pazs on the scatological,
eratic and perverze detailz of thiz fartasy or tale and focus instead on the movement it intuits
(athough thiz procedure iz i=zelf problematic as it discards the heterogeneous elements for
zomehovy homogenizing the text). 'The pineal eve' iz a fartasy or parody of man's evolution: the
differert ezzavys describe the erection of man az linked to an erclic force proceeding from a
defecating ape's anusz to & man's skull. The process which leads (in the ezzay) to an ape,
convulzively shitting towards the sky, iz shared with human's evoldion; as the process of this
evoldion leads tovward the standing posture of man, and conzeqguertly toward the superior position
of hiz head, az the member of hiz body, clozest to the sky. Then, Bataile makes a supposition
concerning the pineal eye: the true' outcome of human erection, &t least in thiz parody of
evolution, iz the blast through the top of Man's skull, of a final and deadly erection: the 'Pineal Eye'.
The third eye, which iz lethal for man, throws tzelf outside of his head in the direction of the sky.
But thiz 'organ' appears only to immediately vanizh, it looks at the burning sun, and conzeguerntly
blinds tzelf. Thus, thiz heterogeneous ohject hasz zuddenly acguired a function, but thiz function
makes no zenze for Man or for science (as for tzelf, itz only process iz one of dying).

With 'The pineal eve' Bataille gave an explozive example of what iz heterology (& focus on
the heterogeneous elemertz  which affirms  their meaninglezznezz bt paradoxically  their

48 Crorges Bataille, ‘L7 Oeil Pirwal®, i OC IO, Crallimard, Pags, 1270, pp. 21-47.
" Creorges Bataille, ‘Le Jeamee®  in OO IO, Gallimard , Paris, 1970, pp. 13-20.
U Doexis Hollier, dgorst dvcfotectiee: The Withngs gf Georges Bahalle BT prezs , Lovdon, 1929 pp. 115-16.
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importance, in a meaningless worldl and how  proceeds. First, t focuses on a heterogeneous
elemernt (heterogeneous to science, reason, and philosophy), then t pushes the 'logic' of science,
reazon andfor philozophy as far as it can go and finally, thiz leads 1o a meaningless and laughakle
outcome. Hence, when using parody, science, reazon and philozophy are pushed to the extreme:
in & parodying way, the world iz shown to be what it iz, meaningleszs.

My account iz obviously very reductive. Why? Becausze it dizzertz on 'heterology' and the
pineal eve', thus t homogenizes, renderz rational what Bataille wrote. From this perspective, the
detail | mertioned above becomes extremely pertinent; the fact that Bataille wrote five ezzavs on
the 'pineal eve' bt publizhed none. Furthermore, the 'Usze Yalue of DA F. De Sade' was alzo not
publizhed during hiz lifetime. In my view, thiz shows, in an exemplary way, how Bataile was
conscious of his enterprize and itz difficutties and also in what conzists this erterprize. | contend
that he did not publizh these pieces for the simple reason, that athough they are about radically
heterogeneous elementz, by writing op them, he homogenized them, ohjectified them. Hence
thoze pieces were =il not the most radical heterogeneous pieces inthemszelves. Bataille was thus,
in 1930, (and athough within the pages of Stony of the Eve [1928], one can, in my view, already
experience i) =il striving for & “writing' or the excess that wont 'stabiize' & & “writing' of the
excess, (Iz it 207 Or am | just homogenizing the whole thing 7.

4. Formless

Thuz, the problem zeems to be about the 'appearance’, which the writing ofthe excess should
have. Or, iz it rather about the 'process' or 'operation' at the 'core' of the “writing'? The aticle in
which the term formless' (informe) iz dizcuzszed, sheds zome light on this izsue.

Bataille coins the term Yormlezz' in the "Critical Dictionary' publizhed from 1929 1o 1330 in
Documents. More precizely, the article formless' appears in the severth izsue of the first vear of
publication of Docurentsin December 1929 5 The text of the article is rather short:

Formless: A dictionanywould start from the moment Inwhich it ho lohger gives the meaning
butthe Impact of the words, thelrjob. Formless s thus not merely an adiective having a8
aiven meaning but g termm for lowering status with its Implled requivement that evenihing has
g form. Whatever t designates lacks entitlement in every senseand Is crushed on the spot,
ke g splder oF ah egithworrn, For geaderics to be content, the universe wolld have to
gasiine g form. All of philosophy has ho other goal: s g matter of fiting what Isthere into g
formal coat, @ mathematicalovercoat. On the ather hand to assertthat the nniverse
resembles hothing else and Is only formless comes dawn o stating that the universe is
something like a spiderora spit ™=

Hence, Bataile preserts the Yormlezz' az having not just & meaning (that iz being' withouwt form),
but alzo az a term which brings indo play zomething in excessz of thiz meaning: & operates or
proceeds. Thiz process iz ‘precizely’ to lower the statusz' of the ohject t gqualifies: t operates a loss
of classification [déclaszer], or hierarchy. | iz not best grasped through itz definition but rather
through the reactions it provokes: “what it designates [..] gets squashed everywhere'. On the ane
hand, it permitz that one idertifies, rationally [even dizcursivelyl what iz low, foreign and
heterogeneous to the categories set in place, on the other hand, it iz not as neutral as a concept or
a theme or a gualty might be: t performs. | intistezs a reaction of attraction or repulzion for the
ohiect it iz associated with, in other words, thiz term Yormless' unveilz and releazes what iz
formlezs'. Due to the reaction which accompanies i, t would zeem that what iz formless' shares
zome fair similarties with the heterogeneous componerts which are prezent, but concealed within
or rejected outzide stable constructs (philozophy, science, discourse, etc... ).

But how to addrezs zuch a 'notiondfoperation’ withowt ohjectifving or stahilizing i, that iz
without rendering t homogeneous? The article formless' does not appear anywhere in Doclments,
it iz 'releazed' in itz 'critical dictionary’, the 'definttion' of which iz specifically given in the article on
formless'. Bataille demands that the dictionary does not give the meaning, but the Yjolb' (or impact)
ofthe words, that which exceeds their 'zenzes’. In other words, while a dictionary uzsually regulates

:; Creorges Bataille, “hfonme, in OC I, Gallinard, Paris, 1970, p. 217.
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the lexicon of languadge and discourse by framing wwhat words mean, Bataile expects it to
transgress itz primary task. The 'critical dictionary' should be a transgression of all dictionary: i
should focus on what exceeds meaning, as in the case of the term 'formless’ which operates,
bezides having a certain meaning.

Should the job' of the words be simply gualifled as being formless' (that iz formless' would
be a simple adjective of the job"1? Perhaps. But one hasz to acknowledge that by doing =0, one
defines and thus stahiizes the Yormlessz' bt alzo the job' of the words, | iz "wizer' to state, az
‘dictionary' and 'formlezsz' are alzo not 'defined' within the zame zpace in pure coincidence, that the
k' (impact) of the words opergtes or proceeds az formless' —that iz Yormless' [informe’] iz &
paradoxical substiute for the 'job' — and this jok' iz, thus, heterogeneous to the homogeneous
realtn of meaning.

The ‘dictionary' performs thus through two different but linked modes: it attempts to reveal
the 'job' or, perhaps, materiglty of the words (that iz, it operates Yormlezz") and in the zame
movemert, it alzo maps, without alphabetical order (indeed, the dictionary had none) the terms
which are not sublimsted, which are heterogeneous to 'academic' dizcursive practices; in other
wordsz, which present lterally their materialty, which are formlezs' ke for example the term 'spit'. £
homogenizes az much az t unleashes the heterogeneous.

In concluzion, it appears that the aricle formless', short & may be, iz a radical example of
the “writing' ofion the excess. Within these fewy lines, Bataile defines the 'formless' and his
‘dictionary' as well az he traces their tazks, while he alzo zomehowy performs them. The formless'
iz practized. the dictionary lozes its status (it does nat rule dizcourze anymore), while thiz same
‘dictionary' tranzgresszing tzelf, exceeding itz primary tasks alzo 'defines' the 'jokb' of the words,
what operates formless' from within them. Thiz might zeem paradoxical to the rational mind, but i
iz precizely the poirt of the “writing' offon the excess,

5. Base Materialism

| have mairtained that Bataile's critical dictionary attempts to reveal and to releaze the materiality
of the words. But what precizely iz thiz materiality or, in other words, what kind of materializm does
Bataille defend?

Through several articles written for Docwments, (aricles such as 'Materialism' ™ and 'Base
materislizm'™*) or during the same period (the unpublished, due to & socio-economic censure, 'The
"Cid Maole" and the Prefix "On" [Sur] in the word "Superman” [Surhomme] and "surrealism™®, as
well a3 one written later for La Critigue Socigle, ('The notion of expenditure’l ®® Bataille indicated
what he wizshed to release az a radical materializm against the homogenizing understanding (the
ontological materializm of Feuwerbach, the dialectical-historical materialism of Engelz, and the
idealizt’ materializm ofthe zurrealiztz)that was constructed on it. Of courze, az we should zee, thiz
'‘materializm' iz not simply limited to & linguistic or a lexical field az the formless' article might intuit.
Bataille's 'materializm' partakes of a radical socio-poltical critigue of fascizm, idealizm and, thus, of
all zort= of totaltarianism.

In 'Materializm' Bataille criticizes clazzical materializtz for having been unable to consider
‘dead' matter in any other way than through & simple hierarchical categorization:

‘Maost materiaiists, despite wanting to eliminate all spiritnal entities, epded Do describing an
arder of things whose hlerarchicalrelations mark it a5 specifically idealist, They have situated
dead matter at the summit of 8 conventiohal higrarchy of diverse types of facts, without
realizing that in thisway they have submittedito an obsessionwith an Ideal form of matter,

with & form which approdches closerthan any other to that which matter should be' 5

For Bataille, 'clazsical' materializtz are guilty of idealizm: the abstraction through which thought and

*5 Georges Eataille, Materialiavne’ in OC I, Gallimard, Paric, 1970, pp. 179-80.

*1 Georges Bataille, ‘Lebas materialiane e la gnose’, i OC I, Callimard,, Paris , 1970, pp.220-26.

¥ lecrzes Bataills, ‘Lawieille tadpe ot le prifie o dane sirheorrans et amméaliaone’ in OC I, Gallinard , Paris, 1970,
Pp.23-109, This escar had beer writter, for the teviesr B, Baat this last oe lost it fimding before its paahlication.
Sndre Bretor qualified this reviear as a trash-bin,

0 ecrges Bataille, “Lanotion de depense’, in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970, p. 302-20.

*? Georges Bataille, “Materialiave’ i OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970,p. 179..
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cateqorized matter iz the most singular example of the primacy, for those materialists, of the idea
over matter. Matter, for Bataille, does not only demand that one addresses i, it alzo requests (in
order to avoid being 'reduced' to an abstract concept, to what it 'should be', or zaid atherwize, in
order 1o avoid having itz most heterogeneous feastures rejected asz foreign and thuz dizmizzed az
irrelevant) that one wonders how to address it how to write opit. One should address 'materializm’
directly by gquestioning socio- psychological facts:

‘Materiglismwill be seen 35 8 sehlle Ideglisinito the extent that it Is not Immediately basedoh
paychaological ar sacialfacts, instead of on artificiall Isolgted physical phenamena’ ™

Fuhermore, in 'Baze Materializm and Gnosticizm' Bataille alzo argues against the 'dislectical
materializm', of Engels (his famous historical materialism), contending that athough it pretends to
avoid the uzual ontological "abstraction’, it iz =il grounded within an idealist endeavour:

It Iz hevertheless remarkable that the only Kind of materiglismthat up to now In its
development has escaped systematic abstraction, hamely diglectical materialism, had as its
starting point, gt leastas much as ontological matetialisin, absolute Idealisim in ts Hegelian
farm’ ™

Finally, Bataille alzo undermines, through his critigue of materializm, the surrealist's erterprize.
More specifically, at the beginning of his essay 'The "Old Male" and the Prefix "On" [Sur] in the
word "Superman” [Surhomme] and "surrealizm™, Bataille states:

I we were to Identify Under the heading of materialisim, 8 crude lberation of human Ife from
the Imprisohinent ahd masked pathology of ethics, an appeal to gl that Is offehsive,
Indestroctible, ahd even despicable, to alithat overthrows, perverts, ahd Fidiciles spirk, we
cottcd gt the same tme Identify sirrealisim 85 8 childhood disegse of this base materialism: it
Isthrotgh this later Identification that the current prerequisites for 8 conslstent development
may he specified forcefily and In sucha manner asto preciude any retlirn to pretentions
idealistic aberrations ™

According Bataille, Breton and hiz followers are interested in matter only in an idealist (above
reality) perzpective. They conzsider matter's walue in order 1o have # replace bourgeoiz values.
Thuz, they wizh to determine what iz above the current order. The revoldion and, here, the
recourze to matter, iz only the means of achieving a new authoritarian order. Matter for Bataille
should be an end in itzelf.

But how doez Bataille specifically define thiz matter and hiz 'materializm’ that he alzo
named & 'basze materializsm' and what would be the function and walue (if t has some) of such an
anti-idealizt, not dialectical, and not ortological materialism?

The time has come, wheh emploving the word materialism, to assignto Rtthe meaning of 8
direct interpretation, excluding all idealism, of ¥aw phehomend, ahd hot of 2 system fouhded
ah the fragmentary elements of an ideological analysis elaborated under the sign of religiols

bies B

Bataile's materializm iz interested in a baze matter —a matter that iz basze, "a raw phenomenon' —
that resiztz thinking, and itz subseguent 'putting to form' (the homogenizationsformalization of
dizcourze). As thiz type of baze matter demands that one should 'exclude all idealizm’, it iz what
we have no idea of. what makes no zense. Thiz matter iz, (athough | homogenize t as such)
literally zhit or laughter or an obzcene word or madnessz. & zeductive waste, t iz whatever iz in
excezz of the order of idealizt materializm; what does not lend tzelf to be 'conceptualized' or
rendered abstract. But how to give an example of what one can have no idea of ¥ How to represent

58 o .
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itY Or =said differertly, where to find, perhaps not a model or an example of it, but, at least
zomething as cloze as possible to &7 Where to find & base on which to 'construct' such a
materializm, 'a materialism not implying an ontology, not implying that matter iz the thing in itself
[ic]?™ Howe to find & support which will teach' ane howe to submit one's being and one's reason 'to
what is lovwer, to what can never serve in any case to ape a given authority' =

The Gnostics' dualist philozophy, the Manichaean divizion of evervthing into two linked
polarities, one high and the other low, provided Bataille with the 'support’ that he zought. For
Bataille, the Gnostics have a rather paricular conception of matter:

‘g5 ah active principle having s own eternal autonomaons existence as darkpess (which
worlid pot simaly be the absence af light, but the maonstrols archantes reveaied by this
abhsence) and a5 evil fwhich would not be the absence of good, buta creative action) ™

In Bataille's view, thiz matter iz thus nether immanert (preszert) nor tranzcendent (abzert), nether
good nor evil: # cannot be thought of with reference to the category zet in place by moral and
reazon. Rather it iz zomething 'monstrous’ (inthe zenze of totally other), in excess of thesze rational
oppostions, bevond their stable dichotomy. Baze matter doez not simply find itz 'eszzence’ in
relative opposition to & high and praized matter; & iz not tz rational and logic negstion; # is
zomething as postive as thiz one but aiso wholly cther: it is positively evil. Bataille's base
materializm iz not & new order for matter, but wwhat appears when one has noticed the absence of
order. Hence, it iz a very real threst (az it is impossible 1o homogenize it) to all materialist and
idealizt zvstems (az they appear hopelezsz in front of zuch 'other':

T base matter Is external and forelgn o Ideal himan asplrations, ahd 1t refusesto allow
tselfto be reduced to the great ontological machines resiiting from these aspirations, But
the paychological process brought to lght by Grosticism hadthe same Impact twas g
question of disconcerting the himan spirit and idealisim before something base, to the extent
that ane recognisedthe helplessness of superior principes' 2

Az for giving an example, or rather, something az close az possible to this base matter, a figure for
thiz 'baze materializm', Bataille invokes the Ghostics 'monstrous’ gods the archontes) which he
zstudied at the Bibliothegue Mationale, in Pariz, at the office for medalz and coing where he wasz a
librarian: Gods who were half man and half zomething elze (they ether had a duck-head, or no
head &t all, or even az inthe precize example he mertions, a donkey's head:

The severed 355°s head of the acephalic personification of the sunh Undolbltedly represents,
even iFimperfectly ane of materialism’s mastvirdlent manitestations' ™

t might appear to be quite funny, even laughable, that, &t the summit of the idealists' aspirations
concerning 'matter’ and materialism, there would only be an ugly and headless donkey whose
cortribution to any philozophical dizcuzszions would consist of braving. But thiz iz precizely
Bataille's point, heterology releazes a baze materializm that opens the realm of non-knowledge,
one cannat zee thiz opening but, paradoxically, one can hear i through one's own laughter. Hence,
there iz no ideal-materializt zummit, just an absence; and in front of thiz absence, just & good (vet
tragic) laugh.

Baze materializm hasz thuz an impact bevond the mere lexical or linguistic field. But # iz alzo
more than a philozophical problem az it iz equally radical, for Bataille, from a political perspective.
Indeed, in 'The "Old Male" and the Prefix "On" [Sur] in the word "Superman” [Surhomme] and
"zurrealizm™, Bataille exposes what impact an irreducible baze matter might bave inthe context of
poltical resalution.

According 1o Bataille, revolutionaries subwvert the existing noble or bourgeoiz values and
orderz only with the aim to zettle new, higher' values. However, the subverzion iz only temporary, it

is Creorzes Bataille, “Lebas materialicme et la gruose®, i O0C I, Callimard , Parde, 1970, p. 225,
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cannat be a means in itself (which lasts), bt only & means to end, & new order. Revolution, from
thiz perspective, demands an authorty (the idea) which excuses the unleashing of violence and
baze elements that it brings along. Idealizm iz what founds, supports and alzo legitimizes all
systems (fascist, utopian socialist, surrealizm, and even Migtzsche's thought)™ This idealist-
revolutionary tendency iz only the zign of an 'lcarian’ revolt, an enterprize doomed from hirth. In
opposition to thiz lcarian’ posture, Bataille who places himzelf 'undetr' the authority of Karl Marx
and hiz "2Id Mole' (az the title of the eszay indicates; a detail which shows Bataille's obwvious
Marxizt' orientation during that period), demands, az Marx did in the Commanist Manifesto, that
revolution commences 'in the bowels of the earth, as in the materialist bowels of the proletarians' | =
and furthermore, that it stays there, within the base:

"By excavating the feticf ditch of bonrgeals colture, perhans we wili see apeh W in the depths
of the earth Immense and eveh sinister caves where force and human Nberywillestablishes
themseles, sheltered from the callto order of 8 heaven that today demands the mostidiotic
glevation of any mar's spirt ®

Four years later, in hiz 'The notion of expenditure’,"? Bataille would show to which extert his 'base
materializm' and hiz defence of a 'hasze' matter were radical. Indeed, thiz ezzay publizhed in &
refarmizt’ vet highly Marxist review, La Critigue Sociaie, iz nothing but a critique of the productive
perspective of the Marxist dogma.™ In shart, here, Bataile cortends that the excess (of which base
matter iz a radical example] and the means of itz expenditure in pure loss, are much more seminal
1o the human community than the hypocritical means of production and the fear of zcarcity which
conceal them within bourgeoiz capitalizt, az well az zocial-Marxist zocietiez. Baze matter and baze
materializm were too evil for the Marxist edifice and itz productivity tenet. Meverthelezz, in 1933 az
much az in 1929-30, baze matter =il ezcapes and iz a zerious threat to idealizm, reazon and
philosophy. 'The universe' more than ever 'resembles nothing and is only formless'.™ Hence
'matter

‘cah aply be defined a5 the pon-fogical difference that represents inrelation ta the econamy
of the universe, what crime represents in relationto the Jaw' ™

6. Un-employed Megativty

If matter, or Bataille's 'bhase matter', iz a 'non-logical difference’, it might have zome rather peculiar
conseguences for the Hegelian dialectic, if one understand it as a logical process leading to the
zynthesziz of differences, az a means of appropristion and homogenizing. Bataille had a rather
complex but ot artithetical sttitude toward Hegel's thought. Bataille's notions (and & fortiori his
writing onfof the excess) appear az foreign to the homogeneous Hegelian system. But, his weriting'
and theze notionz are not simply opposing thiz zystem hiz would zimply 22t up a new dialectical
process), rather they are unfolding from within the Hegelian philozophy in order to dizrupt £, They
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push the logic of that system to itz wery limi, till it implodes and shows the irrationality of itz
conclusions and the paradoxical nature of its 'real’ outcome.

Al this might seem rather confusing, =0 explanations are neceszary. As | argued in the
previous chapter, Bataille acguired a deeper knowledge of Hegel's philozophy through his
gttendance, first at the zeminar of Alexandre Kovyre (in 1931-33), then at Alexandre Kojeve's (in
1934-39] lectures on Hegel's Phenomenalogy of Spiet. Out of thesze, Bataille developed a complex
or one might zay ambiguous attitude towards the thought of the German philozopher, zometimes
violertly critical of &, and st zome other periods converzely imprezzed by itz achievements. Indeed,
in articles such as 'The Critigue of the Foundstions of the Hegelian Dislectic' ™ which Bataile
wrote with Raymond Gueneau for Lg Crtigue Sockiale in 1932, hiz will to undermine the Hegelian
‘edifice’ by targeting itz foundations iz obvious; while he alzo left among his notes a fevw but clear
statements which show howe impressed he wasz by thiz philozophy: Wojgve's course [on Hegel]
exhausted me, crushed me, kiled me ten times'."™

Two textz, both written by Bataille a few wearz before hiz death, Hegel Death and
Sactifice’|™® (1955 publizhed in Deucafion) and 'Hegel, Man and History', ™™ (1956 published in
Monde podvegi=Pard) permit uz to understand howe Bataille's “weriting' postions tzelf with reference
1o Hegel. &though thesze texts might appear as coming after the fact dhusz with zome hiaz impozed
by the chronological distance), they constiute, in my view, the best clarification of that izsue, as
they alzo elucidate, besides explaining Bataille's postion wis 2 wis Hegel, Bataille's position ws g
vis Kojeve, and thus, they bear witneszs to the influence of the Ruszszian born philosopher on
Bataille's grasp of Hegel's dialectic of 'spirit".

According to Bataille, the 'central and final idea of Hegel's philozophy', or more accurately,
of Kojeve's reading of Hegel's philozophy iz

Tthe Ideg that the foundation and the origin of objective reality (WWIFEIChRket) and of hliman's
ernpltical existence (Dasein) are Nothinghess which manifests Rself as creative or negative
Action, free and cansclous of itaelf ™

Furthermore, far Kojeve, the dialectical or anthropological philosophy of Hegel iz in its last resort a
‘nhilozophy of desth’, that iz, for this philozophy the privileged manifestation of negativity iz death.
Death iz what negates human beings, what annihilates them. Yet, it iz alzo in death (n facing up to
thiz negativity) that Man constitutes himzelf az Man, az Human. Man iz 'self-conzcious’ of hiz own
deasth, and conzsequertly of hiz difference from the animal's condition. Man negstes 'nature’, the
animal within himself (the animal part within the human-animal) in order to become 'purely’ human:
the 'pure and personal .7 But this negation of 'nature’ is not only emerging swithin an ahstract, and
by definition irteriorized, conzciouzness, t expreszes tzelf alzo out there, in the world: Man's
negativity truly changes 'nature’. Man fights, works and struggles in order to transform the given:
Mature. He creates by destroving 'nature’, a certain wworld, which wwould not exist without Man's
negation. Hence, on the one hand Man's negativity is 'Action' (Man iz central 1o the creation of the
'reall and on the other hand, Man is ‘Death living & human life' the consciouzness of being ‘truly'
different from Mothingnesz only for a while, to hawve 1o return to Mothingness very zoon). On the
one hand Hegel's philozophy iz 'a philozophy of desth' and on the other hand & iz a philozophy of
'class fight and wark' =

Before explaining the zecond polarity of Hegel's philozophy, (or once again of Kojeve's
reading of Hegel's thought), that iz, t2 concern for 'class fight and work!, it iz important to note the
paradox Bataille perceives within itz first pole: the 'philozophy of desth', and the concluzion he
drawes from it.

Bataille remarks that for Hegel, it is necessary for Man, in order to reach authertic “wisdom'
or ‘absolute' knowledge, to face the 'negative’ (death) and to tarry or linger within it. He quotes
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Hegel at lendgth:

Death — Fwe wish to hame that worealily — isthe maost terrible thing there Js and to pabald
the work of death Is the task which demands the greatest strength. Impotent beauty hates
this awarehess, becalse Understanding makes this demand of beauly g requirement which
beguty cannot FEE Now the Iife of SpiritIs not that Ife which s friohtened of death, ahd
spares tself destraction, butthat Ife which assumes death and Ilves with . Spirit altains its
truth oy by finding Rself absolutely 'shattered [Tn absolute dismemberment]. t 1s not that
(erodicions) power by belng the Positive that tirns away from the Negative, as wheh we say
of something: thizis nothing oF (this is)false apd, having (this) disposed of it pass fram
there to something else; ho, Spirtisthat power anly to the degree v which it coptempiates
the Negative face to face fand) dwelis with it This profonged sofonrn is the magical force

which transposes the negative into the giver-being' o’

But, howe can one face up to thiz 'Megsative'? How does Hegel do 207 Bataille cortends that Hegel
agttempts 1o do 2o through the medistion of knowledge, understanding, language and dizcourse.
Man understands the ‘totalty' (the weorld, nature) within swhich he iz immerzed, and this
understanding conzizsts in precizely separating the elements constitutive of this totalty', (language,
understanding, knowledge and discourse, in their turn alzo constitute themselves on the model of
thiz 'separation’; they are self-founded on defined and separated entities: words, concepts, ideas).
Of courze, Man appears, (az he is the subject who actz out thiz separstion), as the' elemert
zeparated from the whole, from nature, hence, Man negates 'nature’ but alzo, az he cannot exists
outzide of thiz one (he iz first of all an animal), negates himszelf az the human-animal. Man's
negativity iz itz own negstivity. Bataille subsequently notes the paradox: man the human-animal)
dizappears when Man (absolute spirit) appears Cwhen he separstes and forms himself).® This is
not in itself, & paradox. & becomes one, if we conzsider that in order to be 'conzcious' of his
Megativity', Man must kill' the animal-human in him b, if he killz thiz animal within himself, that is
the support of Man, Man cesses also to be. 'The revelation of Man to himself never happens'.Zin
order to be revealed to himzelf man should be dead while he iz living and the only way out of the
paradox for Bataille, iz a subterfuge, a comedy. This comedy, Hegel did not address # in those
terms, according to Bataille, due to his lack of humour, ar 1o the fact that humour is a difficult topic
for seriousness and (serious) woark. ®*

Bataille perceives thiz 'comedy' in the sacrifice, which answers to the necessity of the
zpectacle or representation withouwt which men would remain ignorant of the negativity of death. In
zacrifice, for Bataille, the zacrificer identifies himszelf with the zacrificed, the animal which dies, and,
through thiz reprezentation Man dies while looking to himself' dving. By comparing Hegel's thought
to zacrifice, Bataille does not want to undermine i, rather he wizhes to show that Hegel's attitude
towards death is not an isolated, “whimszical' one, but the fundamental human reaction. | iz not the
zole fact of Hegel, but of the whole of humanity to attempt, through a representation or digression,
to grasp what desth at the zame time gave and took toffrom itself.™ (Indeed, for Bataile ‘the'
guesztion iz “why humanity has generally sacrificed?")

However, Bataille contends, that there iz a profound difference between the human who
faces death within the zacrifice, and Hegel who faces death through hiz 'conzcious' understanding.
The zacrificer does not address with hiz understanding and rationalty the negativity which surfaces
in the zacrifice, he has only a 'zenzible’ experience of i, while Hegel stustes the negative, with
lucidity and conzciouzneszs, &t a certain poirt within hiz 'coherent dizcourse’ which reveals # (o
it=elf1.%® Hence, it appears, that while Hegel's attitude towards the negativity of death is mediated
by dizcourze, reazon and knowledge, the naive humanity has in zacrifice a rather “wwholly' and
direct encourter with it.

Yet, Bataille zustains that thiz narve 'aftitude’ iz powerlezs 1o 'mairtain’ tzelf without having
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recourse to dizcourse ™ Indeed, who would kpow wnderstand and comprebend sacrifice in those
terms (an attitude for facing up to desth-negativity), it no one was dizcursively addresszing it, for
giving it & 'meaning’. Sacrifice for Bataille iz 'sovereign' if # zerves no purpose, if it iz only & form of
expenditure (of life] in pure lozs only as such, can zacrifice be thiz negativity of death (un-useful,
unproductive], that man must face for becoming . But dizcourze, knowledge and reazon give
zenze, and thuz uzefulness, to the zacrifice, they betray . From being an end, zacrifice becomes a
meanz. Bataille iz clear; "Sacrifice iz only & way of being sovereign, autonomous, only 1o the extent
that it iz uninformed by meaningful dizcourze', ™ (which iz zomehow what Bataille does by giving an
account of sacrifice)

Meither iz Hegel's afttude more sovereign. But, it iz not simply due to the fact that Hegel's
proze iz a dizcourze, which, concealz or annihilates the sovereign momert (through useful
mediation). Rather, Hegel's dizcourse reveals what sovereignty is. Yet, it iz not = final destination
(itz final aim), but an unwilled dead end. What Hegel's dizcourze wizhes to reveal, finally, iz the
abzolute zpirt of Man (hiz wizdom) conscious of hiz negativity as death, an abzolute zpirt, which
should be reprezented by and revealed in Hegel, the figure and the revelstion (through his
dizcourze) of the wize man. Only absolute wizdom can be zovereign (for Hegel). But sovereignty,
for Bataile can be nether & means nor an aim towards certain ends, az & should be revealed in
itzelf az an end (or &t least az & means without further endzs). Thus the project to zeek an abaolute
and sovereign spirt (wisdom), cannot lead to sovereignty nor be sovereign tzelf as it ether takes
zovereignty &= an aim, or is tzelf usefulto other ends.

But Bataille, t seems paradoxically, still contends that there iz a zovereign 'moment’ in
Hegel's dizcourze. Indeed, Hegel wrote that: "Spirit attains itz truth only by finding tzelf absolutely
'zhattered'  [in  abszolute dizmembermert]’. Hegel, & =zeemsz, truly  findz thiz  ‘abzolute
dizmembermert'. But thiz 'absolute dizmembermert’ does not lead to the expected truth, “wizdom',
az no one can find # (az & will demand 1o be a living-dead: 1o face thiz negativity of death till one
given-being become thiz negativity). Rather, thiz 'dizmemberment' marks the 'accidental' encounter
of another negativity that no one can grasp, understand, face or know: an ungraspable,
unknoweakle, non-understandakle, un-re-approprisble (by the dislectics) negativity. ™ This negativity
iz truly zovereign, in that it iz non-useful and non-mediated. | does not serve reason or “wisdom'.
Hence, Bataile does not (he iz not wiling to) really dizcuss it (as | do¥). This negativity only
appears in the shadow of the failure of Hegel. & failure for which Hegel should not be condemned
but highly praized (and thiz shows quite clearly how far Bataille's aftitude towards Hegel iz
ambiguous;

Do intend to minimire Hegel's gititude? But the contranylstrue! Twant to show the
Ihcomparable scope of Msaoporoach. To that end Foannot vell the vehy minimaliand eveh
inevitatie) part of failnre’ 1P

Hegel attempted to know howe man becomes truly Man, what it meant for the world surrounding
him, and how to reach the absolute spirt. However, this attempt, according to Bataille, did not lead
1o a facing up to the negstivity of death, then to become thiz negstivity and finally to reach the
zummit of "“wizdom'. There iz nothing bevond the stage of 'abzolute dizmembermert', at least
nothing that reason, dizcourze and knowledge can grasp. Hegel preferred to The] the Positive that
turnz away from the Megsative, az when we zay of zomething: thiz iz nothing or (thiz iz) falze and,
having (thuz) dizpozed of i, pass from there to zomething elze [...]. He mystically believed in the
negativity of Man az a means towards abzolute wizdom or zpirt. Somehow he contended
involurtarily that swhat is said was true: 'Death [... ] iz the most terrible thing there is and to uphold
the waork of death iz the task which demands the grestest strength', a strencth that even he
himzelf, the “wize Man', did not have. Mevertheless, as Bataille said, in what might be zeen (in a
tvpical Bataillan fashion) az the most extreme irreverence or the greatest homage:

‘Hegel did not know to which extent he was right??

5 Thid.p. 342
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The second polarity of Hegel's philozophy, (of Kojeve's reading of Hegel's thought), that is, itz
concern for 'class fight and work', is also discussed by Bstaile in 'Hegel, Man and History'
There, he more or lesz accepts Kojeve's prophecy, vet he shows a rather different, from the
Fuzzian philozopher, understanding, not of what thiz zo-called 'end of history' iz, but of which
‘hiztory' thiz 'end’ iz, and of what & means for Man (humanity) and itz Megstivity (the death that
Man should be).

For Kojeve, the negation of nature, iz not only given within the 'conzciouzness' of death (of
itz negativity), but it iz alzo exteriorized:  changes what iz given (nature) through work. Man actz in
the waorld and transforms thiz one, by fightingMworking against nature. Hence the negativity of death
(interiarized) is bound with the negativity of work [exteriorized). ™

‘Action’ appears, in first instance, in the struggle of the Master' for recognition (a purely
prestigious struggle). Hiz struggle iz a fight until death without any uzeful purpoze. The master, az
he accepts the rizk of death without any hiological' reazons (without having to fight for survival), iz
alzo zovereign. Hiz fight aims at being recognized asz the zovereign master, in front of which the
other men are brought to their kneesz. B, within the struggle, recognition iz the most important
part: if the master were 10 kil hiz opponert, he would have no one 1o recognize him az master.
Hence, he must reduce the ather men to slavery ®*

The slave, for Kojeve's Hegel, is the one who preferred life to death, whereas the Master
preferred death to slavery. | iz its 'free choice'. Slaves recognize the Master as the Master and
work for him. The Master consumes withowt purpose the goods produced by the slaves. But in
working, the Slave dizcovers itz own negativity, he works against nature, he transforms i for the
Mazter. The Slave becomes, az such, the Master of Mature and thus through hiz work frees himself
from hiz 'natural' status (he iz no more bound to the zervie nature that he mastered) and
consequently frees himself from the Master.™

The freedom of the Slaves would coincide with the end of history'. That iz, Man having
freed himself of all Masters hiz Action-negation dizappears and himself with &. Man, az a living
negation, dizappears and with him philozophy (Hegelian dizcourze tzelf). Mothing news swould
happen, nothing truly new. Only play, art and love would [ast, as ineffective altitudes (ineffective in
the perspective of historical developmenrt, as history iz dead). Against this background Bataille's
position (in 19581 is rather clear:

‘Despite the prevallingway of thinking, I assime from now o, the end of Mistory as an
averane trath, as an estabiished trutt '

Hence, Bataille agrees with the end of history, but thiz does not mean he agrees on the ‘history!
itzelf and itz conzequences for the Megative, for what iz Man. Indeed, for Bataille, # iz not simply &
hizstory of recognition and struggle for prestige, bt the history of this history taken in the larger
'econamy’ (& general economy) of production and consumption, of accumulation and expenditure,
of greed and squandering.

The end of history, for Bataille, az he perceives it in 1956, means the paszzage from a
zociety of differences, of heterogeneous clazzes and afttudes, 1o a homogeneous society, within
which differences are flattened ™ | iz for Man 'a reverzal of the movement which carried him until
now' 8 Each man can see in himself Man, as he is now defined by his similarity to everyone else,
whereas before, Man was defined by hiz difference to evervone elze. Man returns to the animal he
was, an animal who refuzes to be different from itz kind, who refuzes to be the Hegelian Man, bt
wehio will dominate nature without negating it, as he will be completely integrated within i.

Howewver, the history as described by Kojewve's Hegel, iz somehowe not dizmizsed bt
reframed by a larger historical construction. This iz a historical frame, within wwhich Man works and
actz, negating nature or hiz kind, but more importantly, producing, through hiz work, alvways more
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than iz necessary for hiz subsistence, (zomehow there iz a surplus of Negativity: Megstivity is not
completely exhausted in biological subsistence).™ For Bataille the central festure of history is not a
strugale for recognition, but an oscillstion around the outcome of production between growth
(accumulation and reinvestmert) on the one hand and on the other hand expenditure in pure lozs
oF CONSpicuous consumption:

T...J] what malters economically isto maintain an oscillation between growth and consplclols
consurmption which hasno praportionated growth as effect’. ™

Hence, the Master not only chooses unproductive consumption through his struggle for prestige,
there iz 'a double movement','™ the Master commands the slaves, thus the actions of the slaves
are those, indirectly, of the Master, thus, the Master hypocritically produces. In the same way, the
zlave not only choozes 1o the accumulative production and slavery, he iz alzo involved in the
double movement: becoming hiz own master, he would alzo conzume unproductively. The ex-zlave
who becomes bourgeoiz, inturn sguanders a part of the production under the form of unproductive
activity, zuch az expenzive cars, jevwelz etc...

What happenz now (in 19567, &t the 'end of history', iz the transformation of this
zguandering, of the excess of production (the surpluz, unproductive) from a visible an unegual
[heterogeneous] one, to & homogeneous (and hypocritical) one, allowing an increase in the level of
the comfort of the workers: 'Luxury iz suppressed and sublimsted under the form of the
commodity', '™

The desire for recognition, which animated the master az well az probably Hegel, iz far
bevond uz. However, for Bataille there iz nothing to regret, rather, one should be aware of the
critical phasze which iz unfolding. Bataille zeems to push the Hegelian dialectical process to itz limi,
by reverzing itz central eqgustion (Death iz negstivity, man becomes Man when he becomes
Megativity that iz when he becomes Death). If hiztory iz dead (or dving) Man must alzo be dead, (or
dving). Hence, he might (Man) look, finally, &t thiz negativity (of death) in the eves, he might tarey
within the negative (as Hegel wizhed) in order to feel truly what he iz thiz strength of negativity. &
negativity that is not recuperated (or addressed), negativity for tself, zomething absurd (laughakle)
to Hegelian reason (dialectics):

‘Man Isperhaps, nowadays, gt the point of being abandoned by the movement which brought
b to the fore, perhaps he Isalready abandoned And Risfor this precise regsoh that he
TMan] colldfeel as he never felt ;t before, what it Is to be Man: this strength of Negativihy
sdspending for @ moment the course of the world, reflecting i, becauseforan instant he
stspends it bt reflecting only s Impiissance to shspend K R appeared to Wim that he
trly stspends it he would reflect only an iusion, becalse he does hot suspehd ;. Man In
trth does reflectthe workd only in being strack by death. At this mament he 1s soversion, but
this saverelonty escapes bitn the aisa knows that, IF he would maintain i, twolld cease to
bewhat tis ) Ae savs, what the world 1s, bot Als words cannot disturb the silence, which
spregd alfover. And he knows nothing only to the extent that the meaning of the knowledge
he has, escapes him' o

Thiz strencgth of negativity, which iz Man', iz what Bataille zought all hiz life, bt he was 'strong’
enough to accept that he, az a simple man, could never find #, but could merely reflect’ i through
hiz writing onfof the excess. Hence, he did not oppoze Hegel, az the 'Slave’ should have done, by
working toweards becoming & productive negativity (a negativity suzpending the courze of the
worldl, Bataille, az hiz critigue and praize of Hegel indicates, worked from within the Hegelian
zystem, pushing it to it= limit, by praising postively (and ironically) itz failure. Bataile demonstrated
thuz, how at the summit of the dialectical process there iz no wize Man, no abzolute knowledge or
zpirit, but only an unreachable, uzelezz and without purpoze, zovereignty; a sovereignty one can
only glimpze momertarily in 'abzolute dizmembermert’. Doing 20, he alzo contended that the 'end

" Thid.p. 365,
00 i, p. 366,
0 hid. p. 367
0% Phid. p.369.
102 Thid. p. 369.



15%

of history' iz not the end of Man and negativity, just the end of purpoze of the Hegelian Megativity
[negativity-action) and the end of Man's pretention (absolute zpirit), which is, neverthelezs, in some
azpects, truly the end of history (history in Hegel's vision: the struggle of the negative towveards the
abzolute zpirt). A negativity survives the 'end of history', a negativity which iz truly what Man iz, a
negativity one can perceive in Man's urge to sguander, to destruction and to expend in pure lozs.
Thiz negativity in excessz of the Hegelian zvystem, heterogeneous to the dialectical process,
Bataile named, just at the dawwn of the Second World War, in & critical letter addrezzed to Kojeve
(19377 'unemploved negativity'.

I action Mdoing®) Is, 85 Hegel says, hegativity the question arises asito whether the
hegativity of onpe who has “nothing maore to do® disgopears oF remaihsin g stgte of
“unermpioved negativip, ™

Bataille's writing iz nothing more than an attempt through a dizcourze onthe negative (az what iz in
excess) to get a glimpse ofthiz 'unemploved negativity'. Bataille writing ondof the excess dizcuzzes
what negativity iz, while it releazes itz ungraspable aspect: thiz 'unemploved negativity'.

7. Acephalic Community and Sacred Sociology

In the vears leading up to the Second World War, Bataille furthered hiz interest in the guestions
raized by the unemploved negstivity, the excess, the heterogeneous and the zacred mainly
through two differert, not directly linked, vet adiculated organs (or groups) Acéphale and Le
Collége de Sociologie. The two groups were not directly linked in the sense that the members of
Acéphale did not take part in the College's Lectures (apart from Bataile only Pierre Klozsowski
dic. %et, both groups shared similar concerns: first, for finding a path for action outside zcience,
art, conventional poltics and philosophy, then for certain topics of reflection, the excess, the sacred
and the heterogeneous.

Az | already mentioned in the precededing chapter, Bataille declared in hiz 'MNotice
autohiographic’ (which he wrote in the 1950z) that he conzsidered the College az the 'external
activity' of Acéphale.'"™ Considering this quate, one might consider the hypothesis that Bataille's
dualist and paradoxical thought, hiz dizcourze op the exceszsz and hiz practice ofthe excess
materialized in the pre-war yvears (1936-1939) through those adiculated vet oppozed groups: the
College with hiz 'seriouz’ name could be taken for the more academic and theoretical zetting in
wehich Bataile reflected and wrote on the excess (sacredheterogeneous), while Acéphale with his
pretension of conspiracy, and Bataille's “weird' instructions for arriving at its secret meetings in the
Marly Forest, '™ could be seen as the most singular example of an excessive collective hehaviour,
the zign of an interior experience’. a means through which Bataille practised the excess (outzide of
writing, of courze). Thiz hypothesiz iz zeductive, vet #t iz incomplete. Probably, az Bataile
acknowvledged i, Acéphale and the College were articulated, vet it iz perhaps not az zimple az it
might =eem. Acéphale had ts own journal, Acéphale, which, atthough its contributors were in the
grest majorty not members of the group, dizcussed topics related to their practices and influenced
them. Acéphale (the journal) produced a discourse ok the excess, which intelectually fed the
members of Acéphale (the group) interested in the gpractice of thiz excess. The College (athough
it= name might lead one to believe it] was not an academic institute. For Bataille the College was
busy with what he named, a 'Sacred Sociology'. Obviously, the sacred and the heterogeneous
were dizcussed there, Yet, sociology was not, within the College's weall, put to use (st least by
Bataille) az a convertional zciertific method or perzpective allowing him to 'dizzert’ on thoze topics.
For Bataille, the aim of the College was not simply to define what thiz methodology might have
been, that iz to define thiz notion of 'Sacred Sociology!', but to 'practize’ t, "Sacred Sociology' not as
an aim, but az an end. In the following zegment | hope to show that Bataille's writing ondof the
excess, the dualizm at the core of his thought, did not materialize simply through Acéphale
(practice) againzst the College (dizcourze), but iz, paradoxically, dizplayed within both enterprizes.
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Bataille wrote in April 1936, a note entiled 'Programme’, in which he outlines what
Acéphale, the group and its aims, should be Acéphale had to be a community (in tself)
establizhing certtain values wwhich should in their turn create a social cohesion. However the values
in guestion have nothing to do with the usual wvaluez of a homogeneous community: Bataille
demands that 'Man' affirms the function of destruction and decomposition but like an achievement
and not like & negation of being'. " Thus, certain heterogeneous practices | habits in excess of the
profane world, such az crime and perverzion should not be excluded but taken az integral parts of
Man's' condtion. an' can only reach the totalty of being by becoming conscious of hiz true
nature and condition az & whole. Then, &z zocial cohesion iz not achieved through the suppression
of heterogeneous behaviour, but paradoxically, through their affirmstion, it will not be sustained by
reazon and the lawe. 'Man' will finally perceive the univerze as it truly iz ‘acephalic, play and not
state or obligation'."™ Consequently and obviously, this 'scephalic and universal community', of the
zelf-conzcious 'Man', would lead 1o the decomposzsition and excluszion of any other community such
az 'nationalists, socialists, and communists communities or churches', ™

Hence, Bataille propozes within hiz 'Programme’ 1o embrace the excess in order to form a
community that would decompoze all existing communities (hourgeoiz, nationalizt, capitalizt and
Marxizt-zocializt) bt weould allowe Man', first, to become fully conscious of hiz nature and,
subzeguently, to free him, or better zaid, to releaze him az & total being'. Thiz was the plan, b,
howe to achieve it7 Although Bataille already states in his 'Programme’ what Man should do or whist
he should became conzscious of in arder to establizh this 'acephalic and univerzal community?, the
guestion remained az to how this 'community', made up of heterogeneous elements, could awvaid
zimply becoming a fascist state (az Bataille forezaw, in hiz 'Paychological structure of Fascizm'?

Bataille gives the beginning of an answer to thiz problem in the piece he wrote, in June
1936, for the first issue of Acéphale (the journal; 'The Sacred Conspiracy'.’ Bstaille, there
explainz that hiz take on the excessz and the zacred should not lead to poltical activity, even lezz o
the formation of & poltical party or doctrine, but to the bringing forth, if not of & religion, &t least of &
religious, mystic and aggressive movement:

s pecessanyto produce and to eat; many things are hecessanythat are st nothing, and
so tiswith poitical agitation. [ ] pathing cap be found bevand political activity, hurman
avicdity will meet nothing but g void, WEARE FERQCIOUSZLY RELIGIOUS and, to the extent
that oy existence Isthe condemnation of ever]..-'tm'n;g that Is recogrireditoday an inhet
exigency demands that we be equaily imperions’ '

The realm of poltical debates and strugagle iz still & uzeful realm. | iz just &z necesszary' as waork,
production and azszimilstion. Furthermoare, az work and production are always dependent on their
ends (what iz produced), for Bataille they are zervile. Poltics too, az they are a means to a cedain
end, as they are uzeful and necessary, are servile. But, az Bataille demands that 'Man' free himself
from all zervitude, if there iz a path toweards that freedom, it must tzelf be non-zervile: it must stand
az an activity bevond all uzefulnezz and neceszzity: it must be in exceszs (heterogeneous) of the
profane world (homogeneous) of work, production and poltical action and debate. Hence, to follow
thiz 'path' demandz an abandonment of convertional politics'. But what was thiz 'path’, exactly?

i appears that Bataille claimed that he and hiz companions were ferociously religious'. Thiz
would reazonably lead the reader to understand, that in conzequence, the acephalic universal
community, that Bataile zought to instigate, being nether a poltical party nor & revaoludionary
group, was simply & 'mystic' community. But in what swway could this 'mystic' or religious community
avoid becoming alzo a kind of totaltarian movement? Said differently, what iz the difference
between a fascist state and an extremizt religious regime?

Bataille contends that MWan', within the profane world, iz zervile becausze 'He' iz neceszary
1o the profane wvizion of the univerze. 'Man' iz the reazon and the 'head' commandinglgiving zense
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to the universe (understood in & profane perspective).’ God, who is made according to ts own
image, iz just a prior substitute to thiz enlightened 'Man’ (a reasonhead for the universe prior to
enlightenment theory). Hence, 'Man' would become free if 'He' truly abandons his role az the ane
who keeps the rest of things from being absurd'. "™ The free 'Man' will escape his position as the
‘headreazon' of the universe, which would alzo mean that 'He"

T...J hasescaped from s head Justas the condemned man has escapedfrom s prison.
He has found bevond Mmself not Fod, who problbits crime, but g belngwho 1s Unaware of
probibition. Bevond what Tam, meet 8 belng who makes e latioh becalse he Is headless;
he filis e with dread because he 1s made of ihpacehce aind crime; he holds g steefweapon
In hisjeft hand, figmes ke those of @ Sacred RHeart In his right. He reunites inthe same
ertation birth and death. He s not @ man. He Jsnot 3 god either, He is not me Hut he is more
than me, his belly s the labyrinth Inwhich he has lost limself, loses me with him, and In
which I find myself being hir, this is to say manster ™

Thuz, when Bataille writes that he iz ferociously religious’, he does not mean that he wizhes to go
back, lterally, 1o the Catholicizm of hiz youth. Hiz religion iz other. Catholicizm iz uzeful, az i
promizes a life after death to the believer who lives outzide of zin. What 'Wan' would find after his
death iz an eternal and immutable God, an ideal human, promizing khim saleation, bot wehst
Bataille's religion or mysticizm propozes to 'Man' iz not the insurance of life after death, (of
zabeation). What Man' will find 'beyond himself' iz not God bt the figure of Acephale: a being
without & head. Bataille's religion iz a feverizh movement towards death; a death in which nether
God, & head and reazon will be found, nor nothing, but rather zomething prezent which marks the
abzence of thoze (a-cephale).

Bataille's acephalic univerzal community iz thuz constibuted of acephalic beings: beings
who ezcapedtheir heads while they are paradoxically heading jovfully towards their deaths. Beings
for whom religion and mysticizm iz 1o be found in knowing (or attempting to know, what cant be
knower: the abzence of headfreaszon in the univerze, the abzence of God. Hence, thizs religious or
mystic community does not lead to & fascist state or an extremist clerical regime bt to a
community attempting to constantly slaughter any summitheadieason which tries to control it, that
iz to homogenize it a community of playful and ungraspakble exceszes. But, must not & religion,
even the religion marking the abzence of God, have, if not an aim (uzefull and a doctrine, &t least
zome way to proceed (towards non-useful endsz)?

In the fifth and last izzue of dcéphale (the journal), Bataile wrote (anonymously) an essay,
'The practice of jov before death', which can be read az an attempt to unveil howe 'Wan' could be
thiz 'acephalic being', henceforth forming thiz religious or mystic community withowt & head. The
ezzay iz interesting in many ways: first, becauze it pretends, &t first sight (as itz title indicated) to
dizzert on thiz 'practice’ (of the joy before death); zecondly, because it does not really do zo; finally,
because it expresses fairly well the tension within Bataille's writing ondof the excess.

The essay iz composzed of a three pages introduction and of =ix following segments which
are zpread on the zame number of pages. The zegments are a collection of aphorizms, such az
ahandon myself to peace, to the paint of annikilation', | myself am war' | which seems to refer to
what might be thiz 'Practice of jov before desth'. Thoze zegmentz taken away from their
irtroduction might be zeen as Bataille's method of religious practice, az hiz method of meditation;
hence for a discodrse ol how to reach a certain religious ecstasy (the joy before death), how to be
the acephalic being, therefore how to form the religious community of Acephale. Yet, thiz iz not the
casze. Bataile's introduction warns the reader:

"The texts that faifow canpat alone constittte ap Initigtion into the exercise of a mysticism of
“loy before degth”. While admitting that 8 method of Initiation might exist they do not
represent even g partof ;. Since oralinitigtion Is Reelf difficult, tis impossible to give In 3 few
pages more than a vague representation of that which by nature cannot be grasped. Oh the
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whale, these writings represent, hot exercises strictly speaking, mare simple descriptions of 2

contempliative state or of an ecstatic contermplation’ ' ®

For Bataille, the aphorizms are just descriptions, written after the fact, of what iz thiz jov before
desth'. They cannot constitute a real 'intistion’ into &, Thiz zeems logical, a2 no one would find thizs
oy by simply reading thoze aphorizms outzide of their context. But what Bataille tries to write iz
alzo more complex. The 'practice of Joy before death' iz what allowes Man 1o 'ezcape hiz head', that
iz to ezcape reazon, logic and thus dizcourze. Hence, the problem iz (againd how o write on, how
to produce & dizcourze or what ezcapes dizcourze? There iz zomething in excess of reason,
dizcourze, logic and thought that could free Man. But, as thiz excess iz by definition ungraspable
by those, a discourze cant be written onit. This excess can only be experienced (in a textual farm)
through hiz own writing of the writing ofthe excess, which can (perhaps paradoxically) only be
releazed, withinthrough the writing ok, The practice of oy bhefore death' iz not really
cortrolledidizcuszed by the eponvmous ezzay, rather, it iz releazed az excess, in which the zelf
might be lost, through thiz ezzay. The ezzay pretends to produce a dizcourzefmethod on the
‘wractice of jovy before desth', bt & cant, az thiz one ezcapes dizcourze. Yet, it releazes thiz
excess by failing to live up to itz own pretenszions. The abzence of a 'real' method for the 'practice’
leads the reader 1o be overwhelmed by a feeling (perhaps laughter) fairly similar to the paradoxical
iy (nat simple happiness but alzo dread) in front of the absence of the reality of death and God:
the '‘practice of joy before death'. (= it 207 Or did | mizs the point by dizserting on it

Thus, when one regards 'Scéphale' as an enterprize in its wholeness — if one conziders
Acéphale, the group and Adcéghale, the journal, as different (due to their constitutive members) yvet
bound [due to their interestz) organs — it appears that the tenszion of Bataille's writing ondof the
excess materialized clearly within it. Between Acéphale (the group) — the acephalic society
agttempting 1o form a mystic-religious community of beings affirming & communal practice of the
excess — and Acéphale (the journall — in which Bataille theorized a dizcourze on the excess, by
writing ezzays directly concerned with the nature and moduz operandi of the acephalic community
(zuch az 'The Sacred Conspiracy") or dizcuszzsing the work of Mietzzche az a major precursar
i('Mietzsche and the fascists'," 'Mietzschean Chronicle','"® and 'Mietzsche's madness'"™ — the
duality of the excess' practice and theorization at the heart of Bataile's thought manifests itself
physically. But, it iz alzo more than that az the practice of the excess was not limited to the habitz
of the Acéphale group the meetings in the Marly forest). With the 'Practice of joy before desth' (the
ezzay), Bataile gave uz a singular example of hiz writing ondfof the excess in that the eszay
gttempts to theorize what ezcapes hiz dizcursive form. Conzeguently, the ezzay, through the failure
of the dizcourze on, that iz, through hiz failure az a dizcursive form, releazes thiz excess: the
writing ofthe excess took the form of the writing o, in appearance only.

Bezides Bataile's claim —which appears in hiz autobiographical note (written in 1925) — that
Acéphale and the College were somehow ariculated, an esssy written in 1937, clearly indicated
howy far hoth enterprizes were interbwined: 'The Sorcerer's Apprentice’, ™=

In thiz ezzay, Bataille cortends that zcience, poltics and art (fiction) cannat permit 1o Man
1o accessz the plentude of hiz full existence (and thusz the totalty of being). The three are
zubordinasted means to particular ends. They lead the individual taking part in them to he
zubordinated to thoze ends too, and thus not free: he iz not able 1o live hiz full life through them
becauze he precizely lives t through them toward their ends. The only way which remains
available to Man to reach hiz full or total existence iz, Wyth'

Mith remainsg at the dispasalof one who cannat be satisfied by art, sclence, arpolitics. ...}
For myth Is hot aply the divine figure of desting and the world where this figure moves, it
canhot be sepagrated from the community to which it belongs and which Fituaily assumes its
dorinion. wolld befiction Fthe accordthat people manifest In the agitation of festivals oid
not make ;b a vital hman reality Midh Iz perhaopsfable, but thisfable s placed In apposition
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to fiction If one Jooks gt the peaple who dance it who act it, and for whom tisiivingteath 1]
A il this cannot be assimilated to the scattered fragments of @ dissociated grodn. it s
solidaribe with total existence, of which itis the tangible expression’ =

Thiz eszay shows clearly how far Acéphale and the College of Sociology were intertwined. First it
iz publizhed in a supplement to the July 19338 izzue of the Nowvelle Revue Francalse (MREF)
erttled 'FOR & COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY! which cortains only texts written by Bataille, Cailloiz,
and Leiriz, the three main protagonists of the College, " then, & footnote on the first page, referring
directly to the title, makes it very clear that thiz ezzay propozes a very specific take on zociology as
a 'zcience'. The footnote reads:

Thistext does not exactly constitute g socioiagical study, butthe definition af g point of view
throloh which the resiits of sociology can aopear 85 responsesito the most virklle concerns,
and not to 8 specialized sclentifc preaccupation. Socliology Rselfinfact, has dificunty
avolding 8 critigque of pure sclence to the extent that it Is g phenomenon of dissociation. Fthe
socialfact represents by Rselfthe totality of existence, and i sclence isonly g fragmentaty
gotivity then the sclence that envisages the sociglfact cannot altain s object Fthat object to
the extent that itis attained, becomes the negation of sclence’s princiles’ ™

Thiz quote announces what iz, for Bataille, the problem of zcience and sociology and conzeguerntly
intuits the peculiar nature of hiz "=acred =sociology'. Finally, a last proof of the ties between the
College and Acéphale can be found in the last seament of the text. There Bataille ariculates a zet
of terms proper to Acéphale — 'secret zociety', Wik’ — with the central object of 'study' of the
'zociology' of the College — the 'sacred'

The requirements of mdhological Invention are anly more Flgorols, They do hot refer—as 8
Fdimentany conception wolld have it — to obscire faciities of collective Invention. But they
would refuseto see ahy value Infigireswhose share of willed arrangemnent has not been set
guart with the rigarproper to 'sacred'feeling. [ ] Secrecy In the damain where [the
sarcerar' s guarentice] advances, §s ho less hecessansto Als stranoe procedures [ The
secret sociely is preciselvthe name of the social reality constituted by these procedure s,
Myth Is born in Fltual acts Widden from the static viigarity of disinteqrated soclely but the
vinlent dénamistn that belonnsto t has ho other objectthan the return to iosttotainy ™=

For Bataille, az 'mvth’ iz deeply intertwined with the 'sacred’, tz 'rebirth' zhould be 'zacred’ tzelf. &z
the 'zacred' iz heterogeneous to the homogeneous and profane realm, the 'sorcerer's apprentice’
(and itz 'acephalic’ zociety) on hiz way to re-create & 'myth’ must act with an obscure zecrecy. That
iz, he must act in a way heterogeneous to the clarity (and fragmentation) of science, art and
poltical action. Thiz alzo helps to explain the nature of the 'Sacred Sociology' of the College (or
rather of Bataille) perhaps a science, in appearance, but one with & zecret agenda (to
unveilfimplemert a zacred 'myth' az the fundamental core of all communities and zocieties]);, hence
& ZCience in appearance only.

In & note publizhed in the third izsue of Acéphale (the journal), and entitled 'Mote on the foundation
of & College of Sociology' Bataille prezentz hiz new enterprize, itz ohject but alzo, and perhaps
most importantly the problem i wizshes to tackle, what might be called itz "aim'.

The 'College of Sociology', az mentioned in the preceding chapter, was not an institute
avearding it=s studerts degrees and diplomas, nor was t a research institute for university level
zchalars, rather it offered the facility of a two year lectures-series through which a group of
intellectualz irterested in zociology could gather to exchange ideasz around a particular topic. This
topic, the ohject of the College, Batsile named 'sacred sociology'.™ The college was, at least for
Bataille, a 'moral community' differert from the one which usually unites zcholarz due to the
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virulence of itz ohject of inguiry as well as the conseqguences of its finding. For the 'sacred
sociology' (according to Batsille) was not really the ohject of & 'scientific study' but of an activity, ™=
Bataile cortends that the then recent zciertific dizcoveries in the studies of zocial structures were
promizing but alzo incomplete —due 1o their epistemological limitation (French zociology focused, at
that time, ezzentially on past and primitive societies, not on modern onesl—and rather 'shy' — az
those resultsidizcoveries have not profoundly changed the 'postulstes and spirt of research'.™
Why was it =0, &t least in 19377 According to Bataille, the findings (resultz) of & sociology
interested in contemporary societies would ke 'necessarily' cortagious and 'active' "= leading, to &
certain colective conzciouzneszsz and, perhaps, to zome zocietal changes. Hence, Bataile
proposed that from itz hith, the College should not simply study itz 'object’ bt that & should
renders it 'active', sociology being from the outzet, not simply perceived as a quiet and reflexive
zcience but as a disturkbing and radical 'activity'. The college, athough a semi-public group, shared
with Acéphale an obvious radicalizm, but what precizely was this 'sacred sociology'?

In the inaugural lecture of the College, Bataille gave a brief definttion of 'zacred sociology”: it
should not be confounded with & 'religious zociology' (& sociology only studving the religious
functionz), and it waz not & sub-part of the zociological zcience. | perhaps studied different
inztitutions and their impact on zociety (zuch az the religious ones), vet, t focuzed more specifically
on zomething in excess of the partzinstitutions of zociety; what Bataille called the ' movement of
communion' of society, that which 'creates unity' within society:

Sacred socioiogyis hot for 0s simaly @ paitof sociology as, for exarmmple, religiols socialogy
Isl.. ] Sacred sociology cah be cohsldered as the stu?ajjl,f not only of the religions Institutions,
but of the entive movement of communion of soclely”.

Thiz 'movement of communion' in excess of society (az the simple zum of iz part) iz, for Bataile,
'zacred' as much as everything within human existence, which is relative to communion.™ But
Bataile alzo cortends that before attempting to fully grasp the meaning of thiz 'sacred sociology!,
one should do certain groundwork; one should first answer the following guestion: what iz society?

Society, for Bataille, iz more than simply the sum of its part.™ &t can be considered as a
being in t=zelf, or more precizely a 'composed being'. { iz different from the 'maszs' of 'organisms’,
which it contains. Thiz difference conzists precizely in itz presentation of something in excess of
thiz mazz, a movement of communion between itz parts. Furthermore between the individual and
zociety there should be, according to Bataille, an irtermediste entity alzo founded on & movement
of communion, the community. However, there can be two forms of community: the traditional one
(to which, ipzo-facto evervone belongs, and in which the 'communal movement' iz dizappearing or
weakening) and other ones which Bataille names the 'elective communities' (which are recently
born ot of a renewed movemert of communion, and which are challenging the traditional
community”) as for example with secret societies (here, obviously, one can think of Acephale), ™
Thiz movement of communion wwhich forms a community, this 'something' which leads a community
[or society) to be more than the simple sum of s padt (as a composed being), actually appears
through what Bataille callz 'communication’.

During the last mesting of the College, Bataille delivered a lecture which clarifies what thizs
communication iz, and which expounds on itz importance for communityfzociety, az well az for the
College of Sociology (az tzelf & community or society). Thiz last meeting should have heen the
occaszion for the organizers (Bataille, Cailloiz and Leiriz) of the College, to dizcuzs itz development,
to reformulate itz aim, and perhaps, to azzess sz findings or, &t least, 1o debate the divergences
among itz different speakers. However, as mentioned in the preceding chapter, due to  profound
(athough diverse) dizagreements with him, both Cailloiz and Leiriz abandoned Bataille, leaving
him alone in front of the audience to conclude the szecond vear of activity of the College, & secaond
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vear wwhich would als=o become, due to the Second World War, the a3t one. Instead of silencing the
'criziz' the College was undergoing the crizis between him, Cailloiz and Leiriz), Bataille took it az
the point of departure for hiz last lecture:

This I have every reason to Introduce today, as one of the expressions of g state of crisls,
an effort at elucidation. Twill therefore thy to show how the development of the College of
Soclology cartled within tselfthe necessity of the present crisls, onlyitoo hapoy to have gohe
to the .bag;es aof iy thought, not In the calm of solitany refiection but in the disorder of

clispte’.

Then, Bataille goes on to explain the path 'his' position or thought has taken. His stading point iz
'being's absence of unity'.™* Being is tself composed of other beings. For example an individual is
compozed of organs and cellz, but alzo, what he iz truly, hiz being, iz compozed through his
relation with other individualz. In the zame way a community iz compozed of a certain number of
individualz bt # iz alzo a movement of compostion with other communities, in order to creste a
grester community, zociety. Thusz, 'Being' cannot be grasped without the dizmemberment of
another being, hence a wound. Said differently, the defence of an idertity (of being), iz contrary 1o
the bringing forth of unity: # iz the rupture or dizequilibrium of & larger or smaller entity (tzelf
ungraspakle without dizmemberment); being, paradoxically, is the transgression of being.

Building on 'his' examples of erdticizsm and the collective sacrifice (as in ceremoany or
carnival)l, Bataille arrives at the following conclusion:

T propose to admit, as 2 law that human beings are only united with each other through
dismemberinents orwodnds, this notion has, In tself, a8 certaln logicalforce. felements are
gt together to form a whole, thiscan easil happen when each one loses, through a Fipin its
inteqrite @ part of its own being, which goes to benefitthe cormmunal being' =°

Tweo individualz unite, for example, at the peak of ercticizm: through an orgasm. They become one,
but they alzo lose, &t this moment and thus ephemerally, their integrity, as the expression the 'litle
death’ illustrates #. In collective sacrifices and fests, a group of individuals sguander their goods
(3= in a potlatch), or even their values and idertities (as in carnival where the one who vwears a
maszk lozes a part of itz identity and allowes himszelf to take part in practices contrary 1o hiz moralz or
ethics, which iz the ezzence of thiz masguerade].

Furthermore, thiz lozz of integriy, of & part of itz own being, iz for Bataile not simply &
wound, but & wound through swhich & zum of forces' or 'energies’, in excess, iz releazed. These
constitute the 'zacred' az much asz the practices through which they are releazed are 'sacred'.
Hence, Bataile states:

Thus, Foan say that the "sacred” is communication between beings, and thereby the

formation of beings'

If the communication, (as & wound in the integrity of being) which leads 1o the foundstion of &
‘movement of communion', tzelf neceszary to the formation of zociety az a 'composzed being' (&
being which iz more than the zum of itz partz), iz 'zacred’, then, t makes perfect zenze, that the
zociology in charge of, perhaps, studying thiz zociety, bt more ezzentially, of unveiling, that iz of
‘communicating' on i, has to be 'sacred' tzelf: 'zacred sociology'.

fdoreawer, it a community iz only formed by human beings Wwhich are only anited with each
ather thralgh dismemberments oF woukds', then, it could be said, that the 'College’ as tzelf a
‘community' of individuals dizcussing the excess, the heterogeneous and the sacred, newver
appeared more unified than at the moment of itz dizhanding. Indeed, if one followws Bataille, the
College of Sociology only ‘hecame' truly a 'community' reaching itz ohject of ‘activity' (the
zocietyicommunity  animated by the zacred) at the wvery momert where the individualz having
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formed it (Bataille, Cailoiz and Leitiz) had to loze, padially the integrity of their being, of their
beliefs on sociology, the sacred, community and society.

The problem seemsz to hawve been again how to write the excess? How to write what
exceeds (among other things) writing az a dizcourze op, or written through the terms | just
dizcuzzed, how to communicate on such a 'communication'? Can an expenditure or a release of
energy, & wound in the ephemeral unity of being, be written or ultered az anything other than an
‘active' wound? Perhaps the College zucceeded in zolving thoze guestions? Or iz it Bataille who
zucceeded in i, alone? Thizs last gquestion does matter, az # iz linked to what Bataille called the
final gquestion of man, and further az the final guestion of being'. That iz

T.. . tisdifficnitto know to what extent the community 1s but the favaurable accasion for a festival
ahd a sactifice, artowhat extent the festival and the sackifice bearwithess tothe love Individuals
dive ta the cormuniy ™

To thiz last' gquestion, which Bataille never definitively answered, but with which he, with strength
and modesty, permanertly attempted to grapple, | of courze, dont have an anzwer. Rather, against
what has preceded, | wizh to note what appears to be obvious, that the College wasz not zimply (st
least in Bataille's mind) attempting to formulate a dizcourze on the 'zacred! heterogeneous! excess’
through the lens of the then recent dizcoveriez of the French branch of zociology. Within the
different lectures Bataille wrote for the College, one can perceive an evident writing anthe excess
(3= the zacred iz dizcussed) but alzo, and most importantly, conjoined with this dizcourse, a writing
of the exceszsz (az the 'zacred szociology' of Bataile led to the formation of & community of
intellectualz through the releaze of the 'zacred' az the “iolence' of itz 'communication'. Did |
communicate too much, or not enough on 7 Do vou feel wounded? Do we share zomething? Are
wee lost?y

V8. Inner EXperience

Hence, two (or iz it the zame one?) fundamertal and paradoxical guestions emerge clearly from
Bataille's thought=. First (iz 7, the ethicaltheoretical one: iz the excess or releaze of excess
(zquander, zacrifice, eroticizm, word-play, drunkenness, gambling, unemploved negativity etc..) a
means 1o the stahility of a system (zociety, being, science, philozophy etc..)Y Or are those
zystems simple frames in which 'Man's' orgiastic need to exceed and expend finds an adequate
playground: a means for the individual practice of the excess? Then, the second guestion would be
the ethical-practical one: hovy iz one to write about what per se escapes, exceeds or iz in excess of
writing itzelf? (If | repeat myzelf. how one should write a dizcourze onthe excess without betraving
the ohject of thiz dizcourze?). And, howe could one write thiz excess, (perhaps through a writing of
the excessz, awriting releaszing and not concealing thiz excess), but without zimply izolsting oneself
in & pure word-formal-play?

& notion, which iz alzo the title of & very important book for Bataille, if not answering or
taking zides in thoze guestionz/debates, &t least renders them not zimply 'zeminal and ezzential’
but rather 'final and useless’ the ‘Inner Experience’. The hher Experience iz a book of which
Bataille wrote the 'eszential' part during the Zecond “World War and compozed the 'rest' with
fragments pubklished andior written before. s first part consists of & 'Sketch of an Introduction to
Inner Experience’ in which Bataille attempts to zeparate thiz 'experience’ from otherz, whether
mystical, dogmatic or religious. Part two, 'The Torment' prezents tzelf az a kind of journal recording
the emergence of a peculiar way of thinking'. Part three consistz of collected ezzavs and texts
written before the war (zome already publizhed), while part four offers further philozophical
excurzus on the nature of the experience recourted in the Tormert'. Finally, the last part consists
of five pages of short poetries. The book az & whole was meant to be a 'part’ within & greater
[compozed) whale;, & trilogy of books (with Sy and On Nietzsche) entitled, in a parody of Saint
Thomas Aquinas' Summa, The Athealogic Sum.

The 'inner expetience', the notion that this book, The inner Experience, would logically
dizcuzz, iz nether an experience az an 'event’ through which the subject went: a past 'experience’
of which itz origin can be recalled, itz unfolding simply described and thus recordedhomogenized
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a= such; nor it is an experience as an 'experimentation’ toweards cettain aims: the 'inner experience’
iz its own authority as 'conteststion’, ™ it has no productive goal or end outside of itzelf, ™ nor it is
concerned with giving an account of the 'interior’ condition of the self (the subject or being) going
through an experience (az the term ‘inner’ might lead one to think). If thiz experience hasz an
irterior’ or iz inner’ t iz because, having no other end than tzelf, t conzequertly has no reference
or ohject 'outzide’ itzelf (nether knowledge, nor God, nor the relaxed state of the voga-addict); but
alzo hecausze thoze terms (inner’ and 'interior) indicate the coordinates from where thiz peculiar
'experience' iz unleashed:

Thher experience responds to the necessiy In which §find myself— human existence with me
— of challenging evendhing (o question)withont permissibie rest [ ] 1 say at once that it
fegdsto no harbolr (hutto g place of bewllderment, of hansense) Fwanted pop-khowiedge
to be Rsprinciple ] But this experience born of hon-knowledge remains there decidedhy it
Is hot bevond expression ohe does hot betray it [Fone speaksof ’t, bt 1t steals from the
rdndd the answers it st hadto the questions of knowledge. Experiehce reveals hothing and
cahhot found belief nor set out from & Experience s, Infever and angiish, the pulting into
question fto the test) of that which a man knows of being' ™™

Thiz 'inner experience' iz a practice, which actually attempts, restlessly, to unveil the limits of
experience itzelf, and consequently what lies bevond: what iz in excess of t. But, as for Bataille,
experience iz what 'Man' goes through, bt alzo what dizcloses what 'Man' iz truly (& being in
‘mrocess' without purpoze] — Man's being can only appear, az what i iz, through 'experience'—the
play at the limitz of 'experience’ iz alzo the play at the limitz of heing’, unveiling what exceeds it.
Hence, the 'inner experience' critical 'moment’ iz when a certain continuityunity — which iz what
renderz 'being' unified, b, alzo what, interestingly enough, supportz the narration of an
'experience'—hreaks and thus finds itz "proper’ imit or 'end' and what lies bevond. Bataille:

Y calf experience avovage to the end of mar',

Hence, the wery finality' of the 'inner experience’ —which iz not outside of tself as it unwveilz 'Man's'
being — iz to guestion this 'being' (tz limits). Moreover, az Bataile contends that 'being' appears
noswwhere, ' (there is no unitary being, anly swhat might, with precaution, be called a ‘relstional
being) the 'experience’ leads, actually, to the zguandering of 'being' az a philozophically defined
unity; But alzo, az i iz the test of that which man knowes of being', t leads to the contestation, and
finally, zguandering (or &t least nedralization) of knowledge tzelf. Convertional 'heing' iz
zguandered but no new 'heing' can be found, az knowledge — what allows one to knows what being
iz, that iz to define itz limitz — iz rendered uzelezs, az it defines only & 'restricted’ (izolated) being.
The individual, abandoning tzelf to the inner experience’, iz taken in a cedain "anguiskh' or ‘dread’
toweard non-knowvledge, as itz own 'being', or at least his rational', bound to knowledge, beliet in hiz
unified ‘'heiny' appears az 'impossible’. Then, his guest, ‘defining' him, that is thiz inner
experience’, appears az a uzeless jump into ‘non-knowledge”;

T...] the sole trath of man, alimpsed at iast isto be 3 suppiication without respanse’ ™

Thuz, for Bataille at the 'summit’ of subjectivity, &t the momert when Man, interrogating Ghrough
the 'inner experience himself (being), dizcoverzs his truth (heing iz nowhere), he perceives in
dread what he somehow has just accomplished. But, thiz is alzo more complex. | is not just that
the 'summit' of subjectivity Js it= own absence or that it /s not present. But, when one reaches the
‘zummit' of zubjectivity there Js zomething instead of the prezence or abzence of being: actually
there iz nothing at the 'zummit’, but there was zomething all along the way leading to the summit —
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the experience of an individual taken by dread — something wwhich escapes discourse and
knoweledge but alzo 'being' (az unifiedlimited), something in excess of them, something which iz
the (non-1 truth of ‘heing', that i= not nothing, i.e. more than simply absent or present, something
ather which means that there iz no more limited existence'.™* But iz this ‘practice’ or path towards
the zummit of subjectivity, thiz contestation  lonely one?

Az Bataille cortends that 'being iz nowhere' and a limited existence' iz impozsible through
the 'inner experience’, t zeems logical that the 'zelf' cant 'live' thiz experience alone. Indeed, az
being iz ost', how can & he going 'alone' through that experience? For Bataille the ‘inner
experience’ opens 'being' orto & greater 'heing', the community which, iz in tzelf unbound by limits.
Contestation Cwhich iz nothing more than 'inner experience’) opens orto a kind of communication,
which forms the community. But communication and community should not (as was the caze with
Bataile's understanding of the terms at the time of the Collegesdcephale), be understood as what
we uzualy cal communication and community. Communication iz not like an exchange of
information, rather, for Bataille, t iz a flow!' that animates the world outzide of the falzely unified
zelf. Thuz, communication iz not what 'supports’ the zelf, but & flow!' in which, heing' lozes tzelf or
‘drovwwns’. In Bataille's communication, 'heing' releazes himzelf from hiz falze unity and opens onto
a community (thiz world animated by the flowe of communication), tzelf not imted (the flow reaches
beyond its proper boundaries), ™

Hence, The Inper Experience zomehowy Clarifies (athough it iz paradoxical to say that about
zuch a bhook), the guestion of whether zacrifice, expenditure and practice of the excess are the
means to achieve stahilty for a community, or the community the simple frame of the individual
practice of the exceszz. Bataille does not answer 1o thiz guestion with that book, but rather reaffirms
it in & non-irterrogative, vet paradoxical, way. The inner experience’ iz an individual practice of the
excess, a contestation withouwt purpose for the 'collective’ (at first sight), & perzonal jump into non-
knowledge, b, a/sothe way 1o ensure temporarily, the emergence of a community, dedl it tzelf
opens orto an inner experience’ guestioning tz very heing'. There iz no choice to be made. There
iz only an ozcillation betweentwoirreducible proceszes, which cannaot be dialectically resalved. But
howe did Bataille himself communicate this?

Bataille zpecifies that 'inner experience’ iz 'contestation', perhaps for = own sake, but most
importantly of ‘the law of language'™® and which, a little earlier in the text he referred to as
‘dizcourze’. Indeed, inner experience’ as it alzo releases 'being' from itz discursive (philosophey,
zcience) defintionz, appearz obviously az an attempt 1o transgressz the limitz impozed by
‘dizcourze’. But 'az a matter of fact, contestation would remain powerless within us if # limited tzelf
to dizcourse [..]. " Hence, cortestation should, in itzelf depatt from discourse: but how?

The zecond guestion with which introduced thiz zection on 'Inner experience’, re-surfaces
here: how iz one to write in & dizcursive form about zomething that ezcapes dizcourze, without
homogenizingdbetraving &7 Bataille doez not give a method (or & dizcourze on & method) bt
rather the example of a word, which, athough # iz alzo defined, somehow escapes its definition; a
word which is 'slippery the word sience. " This word is not outside of dizcourse, yet it is not
completely 'undetr' dizcourse's control. Indeed, the consciouszness that one hasz of the experience
of it (the experience of zilence), iz never completely mirrored within the word's definition. There iz
zomething of the 'experience’ of zilence that remains outzide, az in excess of dizcourze. The
utterance of such a word, az it breaks the stabilty, limitz and control of dizcourze, iz a means for
the 'cortestation' to proceed.

Hence, what Bataille (following Blanchaot), callz 'contestation' iz very similar to what | call the
writing of the excesz a writing which unfolds tzelf within & dizcursive form bt which alzo
tranzgresses dizcourze, by releasing something in excess of . Within the pages of The inper
Experience, thiz 'slippery' contestation iz not only vizible in Bataille's example of 'zilence’, indeed,
although | attempted (did 177 1o dizcursively define what the ‘inner experience’ iz, the expression in
itzelf (inner experience’) brings a ot of confuszions: # iz alzo a 'slippery word'. Furthermore, the
book az a whole iz 'slippery'. One can only give a very precarious defintion of . Iz t & journal, a
theoretical ezzay, a philozophical study, a long introduction to a few pages of poetry™  The Inner
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Experience, az a book, attempts to dizsert on an 'experience’ leading towards an excess, bevyond
knoweledge, science, philosophy, being and 'experience’ tzelf. All of thiz in a dizcursive form which
does not allow tzelf to keep itz arip on what exceeds #. If | homogenize, and thus betray the
'‘zilence' of thiz hook — or there would alwavys be a piece of ‘zilence', which remainz
heterogeneous? — | would zay that The meer Experience, the book, Js Bataille's writing ondof the
EXCESS,

9. Eroticism

A lot of Bataile's books and textz —to name but a few, Madame Edwarda, The stony of the Eve,
The Pineal Eve or The Blue of Noop — are convertionally zeen as examples of an 'erdtic’ or even
‘mornographic' literary genre. However, if one looks to what Bataille callz 'ercticizm’ and, in parallel,
carefully investigate the way he writez about i, t becomes clear that if Bataille's oceuvre iz 'erotic' it
iz defintively not 2o in any convertional zense. Of courze, az | just zaid, zome of hiz writings
dezcribe certain 'erotic' encourters while zome others theoretically dizcuszs 'erdticizm’, but there iz
more. The oceuvre in itzelf iz part of an erotic endeavour, Bataille's proze, Cwhat might be called, for
the =sake of homogeneous clarity, ts content, itz form, and most importantly, their conjoining), is a
means of leading towards an'erctic'  experience. In ather words, Bataille's writing oniof the excess
izin itzelf 'erotic’.

Bataille publizhed & book in 1957 entitled Erodicise in which he attempted to theorize hiz
take on thiz subject. Thiz book iz, actually, & reworked verzion of hiz unpublizhed (during hiz life
time) zecond wolume of The Accursed Share The Histony of Eroticise from 1950-51, & volume
already rewwritten, at the time of hiz Soversighly (which should have been the third volume of The
Accirsed Share), in 1953-54. Moreover, according to the editors of hiz Oedvres Completesthe first
trace of thiz 'asttempt' can be found az early az the late 1930= and iz marked by his draft for an
unfinizhed Frobtic Phenamenalogy (19397 1%

Bataille never truly' defines what 'ercticizm' iz or can be. Rather he proposes a formula,
which gives the 'zenze’ of it. He writes:

‘OF eroticisk it is possible to say that it 15 assenting to Iife up to the point of death’ ™

Thiz iz obviously very ohzcure, and of courze it demands zome further explanation. For Bataille,
ercticizm iz not & simple, separate problem, athough zcience, philozophy or reazon would like to
treat t az =such. To treat ercticism asz if t were a proklem, is, in & way, 1o consider MMan' az
zomething other than an animal;

'Eroticismis the problem of problems. In that he Is an erolic animal, man Is g problem for
hirself Eraticism isthe problematic part of ourseles ™

Ercticizm iz a peculiar form of zexual activity. But animalz too have a zexual activity. However, it
zeemsz, only human beings have a zexual activity, which can be erolic. Erdlicizm iz what
diztinguizhes man from other animalz becausze it demands from the one who practizes it a certain
consciouzness of what he does as, if not oppozed, at least 'independent' of reproduction as an
end:

T ) what diferentiates eraticisim fram simple sexnaf activity 1s its belng g pavchological
quest, Independent of the natural end provided by reproduction and g concerh for
children =

Thiz "peychological guest', which iz independert’ of the 'natural end provided by reproduction’ (and
although eratic activity is first of all an 'exuberance of life" is not foreign to desth'. "™ Furthermore,

W% cas notes to I Fgstanre de 'évotisme, i Ueorges Bataille, OC VI, Gallimard Paric, 1976, pp. 523-4.
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although Bataille contends that ‘erclic joy' iz independent of 'reproduction as an end', he
nonetheless sees the fundamental meaning of reproduction as the 'key to ercticism'. '

For Bataille, reproduction puts at play distinct individualzs. Individuals wwho attempt to
reproduce are distinct from each other, and the product of their reproduction iz alzo distinct from
themszelves. Between two beings there iz at least a spatial void and even if thoze beings somehow
unite' (temporarily) in order to reproduce, their offspring will alzo be distinct from them. From this
poird of wiew, individualz are conzeguertly distinct beings or in Bataille's words 'dizcontinuous’
beings."™ But there is moare, at the very moment swwhen two discontinuous being unit in sexual
reproduction, just hefore a new dizcortinuous being iz 'generated', there iz an instant of
‘continuity’. Thiz instant is alzo the moment at which the two beings who are united, die. Of course
the parertz do naot die (at least among complex beings zuch as mammals), but their gametes (a
spermatozoid and an owvulel merge and consequently wanishidie. In reproduction, there iz a
pazzage from dizcontinuity towards a momert of continuity, which iz alzo the instart when the
dizcontinuousz beings encourter death, and from there, a return to dizcontinuity (the newly born
distinct individuall.™ Hence, the 'fundamental meaning of reproduction’, wwhich is the 'key to
ercticizm', for Bataille, clearly appears to fail reproduction’ iz & failure, an egoistic attempt to reach
an ungrazpable continuity, which only leads to the return of the dizcontinuous. Bataille:

e are discontinlons beings, Indiidlals wha perish in isolation in the midst of an
incomprehensible adventure, but we vearn for our fostcontinaiy =

From thiz perzpective, ercticizm iz thuz zimply an attempt to avoid the return of the dizcontinuous
heing', or, at least, an attempt 1o substitute for being's dizcortinuity, a feeling of profound
continuity'. "= But in what way does this 'eraticism’ proceed, and in what way is it acquainted with
death’y

Bataille contends that erclicizm iz characterized by a wviolation bordering on death or even
murder. | iz the dizzoldion of the integrity of two (dizcontinuous) individualz in zexual games.
Although both partners are attaining the zame degree of dizzoludion and thuz cease together' to be
‘dizcontinuous’, Bataille cortends, that one has an active role (usually the male) and the other a
passive one (the femalel. Mevertheless, both physically violate each other's individualty in their
very need for cortinuity. Hence, ercticizm proceeds as such:

"The whole business oferoticisim has as its principle the destruction of belng’s sefcontained
structire, @ being who Is pormally 2 partner at play' =

More practically, the dizzolution of the zelf beging with the appearance of the naked body, the flesh.
Makednezz iz a 'state of communication,' which reveals the 'gquest' for & pozsible continuity beyaond
the simple zelf. In showing off histher body, the individual, according to Bataille, joyfully indulges in
ohzcenity, and it iz thiz obscenity which shakes off the individual's composure, through which hizs
individualty and thus discortinuity, iz affirmed. Bataile alzo notes that in ancient civilizations, the
ztate of nakedneszsz was azzociated with death, az 'a simulacra or &t least an equivalent, without
prejudice, of the putting to desth'.™® However, this does not mean, that for Bataile, the violent
desth of the 'erctic partner', hiz total dizzoldion, iz & means of reaching the final plentude of
ercticizm: total' and finte continuity. Indeed, here Bataille dizagrees with De Sade:

What Is gt stake Inerolticism s always 8 dissolution of the forms constituted. T repeat it of
those forms of reguiar social e, which found the discontinions arder of the defined
Inciididnaliity that we are. But In eraticism, even lessthan In repraduction, in spite of De Sade,
discoptinions it is not capdemned to disgopear; it 1s anly guestioned. It must be
disorlented, disturbeditothe maximim. There Is g research of continuity but only in princinle,
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i continiiby which anly the death of discontinnons beings wolld definitively establish, does
haot win over. it isa matter of .tnn'ngm? Within g waorks faunded an discontinnity alf the
contingity such a workd can sustain’ 5

Hence, ercticizm iz not & total condemnation of the dizcontinuous. Absolute continuity iz not the
gim of ercticizm, only an ephemeral continuity, or & simulacra of &, or the possibity of temporarily
perceiving the nature of thiz ungrazpable continuty. Thus, Bataile's erclicizm iz not simply an
ecztatic deszcent into obsceniy, which would find itz climax in & murderous perversion (as De
Sade's might be), rather # iz 'azzenting to life up to the poirt of desth’: the rezearch of continuity, of
life, beyond the simple individual, the zimple distinct being, in a movement towards death, through
a simulacra leading to the dizzolution of the sealed off, dizcontinuous, being, but not Jp death, just
to the paoint ofdesth, wntii this very limitthat is death. Bataille clearly affirms thiz when, rejecting De
Zade'z aberrant extremizm, he links eroticizm, excess and death:

T...J for the general vun of hormal men, TDe Sade’s gberrant and] lrvevocable acts only
Ihdicate the extremes of practices, In the first stages within which everyone mmbst to some
extent Indiloe, The stirving within 4s has s own fearfil excess, this excess sheds some Noht
ah the direction towards which this moverment wolld take Us. But [this excesslisonlyan
girocions sign, which remings 0s constanticthat death, the raptire of the discontinions
inclividuaiite to which we cleave In terror, stands there before ns more real than iife itseif, =

In ercticizm liez the poszszibity of reaching the 'climax’ of horror, that iz murder; the erdlic
movemert shows already to which kind of excess it might lead. But, if we believe Bataille, normally
constituted men do not go that far. Rather, thiz excess iz perceived by them az a metaphor, and
alzo a remainder, of thiz anguizhing limi to their own being's dizcortinuous life, a limit which opens
orto an unknowen realm of continuity: thiz limit iz their own death. Hence, being's continuity iz
affirmed —Bataile says that it iz manifested in death — by the death of the discontinuous being. ™
In dving the =zelf joinz the community of the dead, returning to & non-differentisted continuous
matter. Bevond the limit of death, there lies the domain of the cortinuous, but, and atthough 'Man'
iz "wearning for hiz lost continuity', thiz limit, as # iz also the lethal rupture of the discontinuous
being, frightens him. 'Man' conziderzs death far more real than life it=self. Death appears as a
challenge to 'MWan'.

Bataille's erclicizm doez not propoze a zoldion to thiz challenge bt rather a counter-
chalenge or a reverzed challenge. If death challenges 'MWan's' life, then one has to challenge death
with(ind life'. What Bataille's ercticizm propozes, iz not the poszzihity of life after death, az the
hypothesis of this lite after death always concerns the discontinuous heing, the individual . "®* Rather
it iz the opposite, the poszsibility of desth before life's end, of grasping for & moment the continuity
that desth opens but this time during one's life, before t ends, and thus ‘azzenting to life' until
death. Finding 'cortinuous existence' — which iz logically beyond desth — metaphorically through a
zimulacra, already hefore one dies — before death:

Aasenting to Ife even In death Is g challenge to degth [L..] a8 challenge, throuogh Indifference
to degth. Life Isthe way to access belng' Teontinuons existence]: Iife might be doomed but
belng's contingity Is not, The hearhess of this continuiby the heady quality of this continuity
prevalls over the thought of death [ ] power Is given to bs to look death Inthe face and to
percele In it finglly the apening towards Incomprehensible ahd Unknowable contintiibv—an
apening which isthe secretof erobicism andwhich erobicism alone can reveal’. ™

Ercticizim attermpts to open up the =self to the realm of the unknown, of what Bataile already termed
‘mon-knowledge” a realm in excess of homogeneous life. Erclicizm iz a means to itz own end,
which neverthelezz carries the 'zelf' into an inner experience’. an experience of the limit of the zelf
(dizcontinuous) in which it attempts to grasp their' bevond (of the zelf and experience], that iz an
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ungraspable excess (continuity).

Hence, Bataile's theoretical books on ‘ercticism’ [ Eroticism bt also The Accursed Share I
The Ristony of Eraticisin appear clearly az a discourse on 'eroticism’, an attempt &t disserting on a
movemert or direction leading towards the excesz, but alzo allowing us to briefly grasp what t iz a
writing onthe excess. But, what about the part of hiz oeuvre for which Bataille iz most famous?
Whiat about the zo-called 'erctic' fictions [ Madame Edwarda, The story of the Eve, The Pineal Eve
or The Blue of Noor?

Deniz Hollier propozes a very interesting hypothesiz, to which | must acknowledge | totally
zsubscribe:

‘Bataiiie’ s lerotic] harratives mu st be considered as abscene Inscriptions fobacene hy being
Ihscriations). Fromthe antset they are obscene pecanse they dao pat respectthe riesaof
distribution. They Juxtapose fiction and theoty In g way that destroys the basis ofthe system
of sublimation: the separation of knowledge and sexual pleasire’ ™

If Bataille's proze appears az 'erotic’, or tied to 'ercticizm’, t iz not becausze & simply dizcuzzes or
dezcribes zome ohscene zcenes or events. Mo, itz 'erotic' gualty comes not from what i tellz bt
from what t does, that iz, to juxtapose’, 1o link, to tie, to attempt to render 'continuous’, genres,
which are by definition distinct and thus 'discontinuous'. &z Hollier wwrote, theory (knowvledge) is no
more separated from ecstatic practice (zexual pleasure), both are conjoined, rendered almost
continuous, a movement wwhich iz concordant with Bataille's comprehension of the movement of
ercticizm, a movemert which opens dizcontinuous beings to a bevond, in excess of the
homogeneous realm; the continuous existence.

Actually, Bataille himszelf, in the 'project’ of a preface to Madame Edwarda, unveils the ties
between hiz more theoretical' and 'erotic-fictional' writings:

Twrote this slimvolime In September and October 1947, just before "Le Supplice" ["The
Torment"], which makes dp the second part of "L'Experience Intérieure”. To wy ming the two
texts are closely inter-dependant and ane cannot be understood without the ather. 1. ]
cowid not have written"Le Supplice” i1 had not first provided jts iewd key' &

Of courze az Hollier notes #, iz difficult to consider the Tormert' az an average theoretical text,
az it iz the zecond and central part of The Inper Experience, tzelf a rather peculiar theoretical book
(a2 | hope to have shown). Meverthelezz, # iz & text within & book, which, athough he doesz zo
unconvertionally, attemptz 1o dizcuss the peculiar nature of an experience:; the inner experience’.
Hence, it iz & theoretical text (composed of aphorizsms) central to a dizcourse op'inner experience’;
but it iz alzo & dizcourze which never comes to grips with itz subject and which never manages to
achieve a comprehenszive understanding of this subject through a (its) dizcursive form.

Bataile cortends that his so-called ‘erctic' writings are 'interrelated' wwith his more
theoretical pieces. Furthermore, the perception of Bataile's oeuwvre as perhaps complex and
diverze, vet 'cortinuous' iz reinforced if we ook at the way he constantly edited and re-edited hiz
books, trilogies and colectionz az well az the way he publizhed bitz of textz within other books
which might at first zight appear to belong to other genres or orderz. Indeed, besides Madame
Edwarda and The Inper Experlence, numerous examples of continuty can be noticed within
Bataile books, continuity from one piece of writing to another bt alzo from pieces of writing
toweards 'real' life (and vice verza). For example, The stony of the BEve and The Pineal Eyve were
produced during Bataile's analysiz with Dr Borel, as a kind of 'cure’; This analysiz began due to
the ‘obzcene' character of Bataille's very first novel YC, which was subzequerntly destroved, but of
which a part was preserved and finally publizhed as 'Didy' in The Blue of Mook, This latter nowvel
bearing the title of a sub-part of The Inner Experience a subpart printed just after (within the book)
'The Labyrinth'; itzelf, a slightly reviewed verzion of an essay from 1936, originally publizhed in the
review Recherches Philosophigques,

Bataille's oeuvre zeems to operate a continuity between the two dizcontinuous genres of
theory and practice, of reflexion and fiction. | opens thoze genres and their limitz orto & continuity

V58 Trewic Hollier, devmmst drciotecture: e writings of Geovges Batalle, MIT press, London, 1989, p. 150.
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which iz wery disturbing in gzelf. How come that the key to seriouz problems (theory) might be
found in obscene and low matters (pornographic novellas)? The opening of this realm beyond the
stahilty enzured by the dizcontinuity of genres leads Bataille's ceuwvre to 'be’, not simply erotic, but
to followe an erctic 'movement’, which opens towards the continuity of non-knowledge in excess of
knowwledge.

Conzeguertly, with regard to thiz 'notion' of erclicizm, Bataille's ceuvre (az a whole)
appears nether az simply narrating erotic evertz, nor az a simple dizcourse on erdticizm, bt az
the 'imposzsible' conjoining of hoth, in an erotic movement (from Bataille's perzpective), opening
them to & cortinuity in excesz of the convention and limitz of dizcourzelz) and narrations).
Bataille's writing op a topic (which iz nevertheleszs not a simple topic — erdticizm) opens the way
towards zomething in excess — this constitutes the writing on the excess — but his oeuvre iz alzo
the writing of thiz excess (opening orto this excess, releasing it as, in itself, # proceeds according
tothe means it unwveils.

. 10. General Economy, Expenditure and Consumption

What Bataille's erdlicizm is to reproduction and zexual activity, Bataile's notion of expenditure in
pure loss iz to productive consumption and 'conventional' economic theories. Bataile's eroticism iz
a movemert which opens the sphere of zexual activity limited to the production of dizcontinuity
toweard & realm of cortinuity; then, Bataille's notion of expenditure in pure o2z iz alzo & movement
which opens the realm of economy as restricted by the need for accumulstion and the fear of
zcarcty on an individual level, towards a 'general economy’ focusing on orgiastic sguandering on &
universal scale.

Bataille's 'general economy' iz distinct from the 'restricted' dimension of most economic
thearies, in a few important ways: first, the scale of the 'economic fact' it wishes to study. Bataille
criticizes the usual and traditional economic theories for considering the means of production and
consumption as isolsted from their broader context:

T..J] the economy taken 258 whole s sty studled as T it were g matter of an Isolatable
system of operations. Production ahd consdmption are lnkedtogether butconsidered jointhy
it does not seerm difficait to sty themm as ohe might study an elementary aperation relatively
Ihdependent of that which tis not. This method s legitimate, and sclence hever proceeds
differenhthy Howeve! econommlc sclence does hot pive resilts of the same orderas physics,
stucding, first, @ precise phenomenan, then aii studied phenomena a5 8 coordingted whale,
Ecabamic phepamena are hot easy to Isolate, and thelr peneral coordinagtion is not easy to
estabiish. Do itispossibie to ralse this question concerning therm: Showldn't productive
gotivity s g whole be considered interms of the modifications ‘trecelves from its
SHFFOURGTNGS OF BrInGs ghout In s shrroundings? In other words, Isp'tthere g need to study
the systern of human production and cohsumetion within 2 much larger framewark ' &

In contrast with the 'usual' zcale of economic inguiries, Bataille proposzes, through hiz critigue, 1o
enlarge the study-frame of the economic fact to & general and even cosmic dimension: in itz
totalty'. Hence, in hiz conzideration of the distribution and consumption of energy — that is, his
stucy of & 'general economy’ — he is not interested in some peculiar economic facts from which he
could extrapolate and define a 'general economic theory'. Rather, he wizshes to reveal the
movement, which animates the “whaole', the Yfotality'. Thus, in The Accursed Share, hiz study
covers a broad spectrum of topics from the movemerts and transformation of energies within the
bhiozphere, to the relstionship that differert zocieties (The Aztec'z, the Tingit's) religions
(Protestartizm, Izlam, Lamaizm) and ideological systems (Salinist Marxizm, Bourgeoiz Capitalizm,
American Imperializm) throughowt history, have maintained with energy, goods and luxury, az well
az their modes of production and consumption.

But, the 'general economy' differs from the restricted one, in & more Yundamental' aspect.
The 'enlargement' of the study frame iz not =0 much a change of scale as it iz a decentring of the
place from which (and for who) the study is carried out. Instead of proposing & restricted econaomy’
in which the univerze iz seen only within the cortext of itz uzefulness to 'Man', (if the universe iz

V52 Guorges Bataille, Lo Pt mawdite: la covsimnation, i OC VI, Gallimard, Paris, 1976, pp. 27-23.
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coherert or rendered economically coherent # iz in the last resort for 'MWan', a non-coherert
universe iz never non-coherent in itzelf, it iz =0 according 1o 'Man's reasoning'), Bataille's 'general
economy’ attempts to think' the economic facts &t the 'scale' of the universe, not for Man' but for
the 'univerze' itzelf (to which, obviously, 'Man' belongzs). Thiz leads, conzeqguertly to a 'general’
revizion of perspective, and furthermore of perception, of the energetic and economic problem(s]:

As for the present Kstorical situation, s characterized by the factthat Judgements
cohcerhing the general situation proceed from a particilar point of view: As g rile, particilar
existence ahways Hisks stoctimbing, throtoh lack of resotrces. foontrasts with g general
existence Whose Fesoirces are I excess ahd for which death has ho meaning. From this
particuiar point of view praoblems are posed in the firstinstance by a deficiency of Fesolrces,
They gre posed in the firstinstance by an excess of resources, Kone starts from the peneral
paint of view' ™

Hence, Bataille's 'general economy' besides broadening the study frame of the economic fact, and
bevond 'decentring' the origin and finalty of the 'study’, reverzes the conventional principles of
economy. it does not focus on the scarcty of rezources bt on their, paradoxical, abundance or
even excess. Batalle expands on the bhasiz for hiz theory in & sub-part of the theoretical
introduction to The Accursed Share, 'The Sense of General Econarmy’;

Tl beginwith @ basic fact the Wving arganism, In a situation determined by the play af
eheroy oh the sirface of the globe, ordingtily Fecelves more eneroy than Is necessansfor
maintaining Iffe: the excess energy (wealth) can be Used for the growth of g systemfe.g., an
arganisiml ¥ the systerm can ho longer grow, of Fthe excess cahhot be completely absorbed
I aits growth, tmnst necessan’.% be lostwithout profit, @ mast be spent, willingly or not,
clorianshy ar catastrophicaing.’

For Bataille, becauze the zun iz in state of superfluity, there iz always an abundance of (zalar)
energy on earth. Systems and organizsms appropriate this enerdgy, and use it for growth, 1o a cedain
extent, that iz, til they reach their owen limits. Then, energy iz still abundant but appears az a 'left
over' and as this energy cannot be appropristed by the system or organism which left it as a
'zurpluz', it iz, thus, non-useful and non-ordered.

But, az thiz energy-matter remainz, az an excess, it guickly becomes more than a potential
fuel for dewvelopmertigrowth. 4z svystems or organizms find their coherence on appropristion
(theorization or ingestion), zomething in excess of appropristion iz by defintion zomething that
ezcapes coherency and iz thus a real threat to them. Hence, thiz excess (of energy) which iz
nether zervile nor productive nor appropriahble and which zomehowy might result inthe destruction
of the systems andfor arganizms, becomes the 'cursed' share of energy: the part which must be
squandered out of any productive, rational or developmental purposes.

Thus, Bataile's The Accursed Share, zudggestz that there are no individual, cutural or

economic systems andfior organisms, which are zelf-contained, clozed, and zelf-regulating. Al
zvstems wishing to state their limitz have by definition, something, which iz in excess of them.
While productive activity, whether zocial, cultural or economic, might attempt to appropriste most of
thiz available, vetleft over energy, thiz excess energy will alwaysz, for Bataille, remain unproductive,
ungraspable, useless: it is heterogeneous to the stable and homogeneous society. '
For example, in the zocial domain, societies aurvive by excluding the uzeless, destructive 'anti-
zocial' elements (while sometimes attempting to eradicate them) az much az by the utilitarian
production and aszzimilation of accepted bodies and goods . Similarly, within the realm of thought'
and 'reazon’, systems followy rules and principles which allowy them to comprehend and dizcard, to
azzimilates and reject, in short, to homogenize and to ‘heterogenize'.

The problem that Bataille's book dizcuzzes then, iz the following: what to do with this
excess? Of courze, t may be sgquandered: but how? Does one do that consciously, for whom and
for which purpose? The Accursed Share, iz not only problematizing thiz izsue, t iz alzo a rather
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zerious historical inguiry into the way different cultures, religions, societies or even civilizations
have sguandered thiz excesz. Indeed, through the course of the book, Bataille goes onto dizcuss
the sacrifices and insane sguandering of the ancient Mexicans (Aztecs), '™ the gift of rivalry or
Potlstch (which he borrowves from Marcel Mauzz) of the Morthern &merica's Indians as way 1o
dilapidate the excess '™ the irnTpu:nr'tann:e of war for lzlamic zocieties az means to reinvest the
excess into miltary expansion,'™* or in opposition to this, the Tiketan peaceful devation of & huge
amount of wealth and energy to some useless activity (in terms of productiond, 7 the hypocritical
use of excessive wealth by Protestantism ™™ and the bourgeoisie, "™ and finally the ‘present data'
i(a=s of 1949) the situation in Stalin's Soviet Union '™ and in the rest of the western world with the
hypothetical outcome of the Marshal Plan ™.

What appears clear at the end of thiz book, iz that Bataille's thinking on economics — as
paradoxical it may seem for a theory' praising the recklezs squandering of riches and the ewvil
expenditure of values, instead of their morally correct accumulations and preservations — actually
involves a profoundly (and challenging), ethical theory.

Indeed, in the last part of The Accursed Share, Bataile warnz the reader that the
reinvestment of the, then [(1949), excesz wealth of American and Soviet super-powers into &
military build-up might lead 1o thiz excess' return with lethal conzequence for 'Man' the re-
approprigtion of the wealth or energy in excess, instead of 2 sguandering in pure lozs, might lead
to & nuclear holocaust (in 194979

Hence, the excesz must be squandered but in a particular way (the military build-up leading
to a civilization's holocaust might also be =een az a =ort of squandering: a squandering of wealth —
through a stupid accumulation — and finally the zguandering of humanity). There iz an ethical way
1o zguander and a non-ethical way. There iz the expenditure In pure loss of goods, riches and
values (including the zelf, being), and the hypocritical productive’ consumetion, which conzsumes
goods in order to consciously increase production and to enlarge ether the zpan of the
homogeneous zociety (without acknowledging itz limits, hence withowt perceiving the imminent
apocalypse) or the power and aura of the zelf (heing). Suddenly, Bataille's anti-rational, even anti-
humanizt (az # propozes a decentring of 'Man’) 'perzpective’ on the excess, becomes,
invalurtarily’, the one that iz able to zave humanity. But in order to function' Bataille's ethic must
be 5 'non-ethic' in the sense that it remains 'unknown' to the subject following it. =

Bataille's book The Accursed Share (hut this is alzo the casze with hiz previous drafts: 'The
Limit of Uzefulnesz' and 'The notion of Expenditure") iz a careful, scientific, and almost academic
study (Bataille hoped i would win him the Mobel prize for ltersture) or the excessz. | maps,
unveilz, and produces a dizcourze op the excessz. At first zight, within the core of the text the
“weriting of the excessz' zeems 1o be abzent. B, the writing or the excessz doesz only lead 1o the
perception of & universe in which the expenditure in pure lozz of energies, riches and values iz the
zole way to "prezerve’ an economic zvystem bazed on accumulation and profit (for the zelf). The
Accursed Share argues the existence of a universe in which, paradoxically, what negates itz
principles actually sustains it (and them through i) & meaningleszs or &t least a paradoxical
universe, in excess of reason and thus of 'discourse’. In other waords the discourse anthe excess
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releases itz own excess: within The Accwrsed Share the dizcourse onthe excess iz a dizcourse,
making zense, in appearance only.

Y11, Sovereignty

The Acclrsed Share was meant to be the title of & book in three wvolumes. & paradoxical trilogy
forming & rather coherent whole — in that it propozsed a dizcourse on the excess and the different
means of iz expenditure in pure loss — while revealing the lack of a 'rational' coherence of the
enzemble —n that t alzo releazed (as a writing of the excess) tzelf as an excess (reason and
rationality leading zmoothly 1o the dizcovery of the meaninglezzness of the world). Unfortunately
Bataille only publizhed the first volume, subditled, 'consumation' [Burn off], during his lifetime. And
it iz tothiz volume that, most of the time, commentators refer when they dizcuss The Accursed
Shave, Mevertheless, The Accursed Share iz alzo composzed of & zecond wolume dizcussing, as
already mentioned, 'ercticiam’ The Histony of Erolicisrs and of a final wolume, publizhed after
Bataile's death, in which he attemptz 1o illustrate an aftitude, or an ungraspable 'state’ that could
be found to be, hypothetically, the fulfiment of the practice of an expenditure in pure loss of riches
and goods (the subject-matter of the first wolume of the trilogy) and of a restless experience of
‘eroticizm’ (the subject of the zecond volume), Soversionty

At the beginning of thiz final volume of The Accursed Share Bataille contends that his
'zovereigrty' iz different from itz uzage in the poltical realm where it describes the zovereignty of
states. Rather, he meansz by sovereignty 'an aspect that iz oppozed, within human existence, to the
servile or subordinate aspect'.'™ Hence, the 'sovereign' for Batsile iz, by extension also opposed
to work. The zovereign iz the one who conzumes in pure ozs the excess of production (under
certain forms), withouwt wworking in order to produce what he conzsumes. Sovereignty iz thiz realm
which offers itzelf to the sovereign; a life beyond the limit of uzefulness, servilty and work | within a
realm in excess of these:

Wehat distinguishes sovereionty Is the consumetion of wealth, as againstwork and senitide,
Which produce wealth without consiming it The soverelgn Individual consiimes and doesn't
Work, whereas at the antipodes of soverelgnly, the slave and the mah witholt means, work
ghdd redtuce thelr consdmptionto the necessities, to the products without which they could
helther shbsistsnorwork, In theony 8 man compelled to work cohsiimes the products without
wWhich prodiction wolld hot be possible, while the soverelioh cohsiines the sarolus of
pracuction ). . JLet s say that the sovereion for soversion Iife), begins when, with the
hecessitles ensured, the possibilty of ife apens do withoot mit, Copversely we may call
soveraigh the epjovment of possibiifiesthat ntiiity doesn'tinstify (utiiity being that whose end
Is productive activity). Bevond Lty there Is the domaln of sovereignty

According to Bataille thiz distinction between a 'sovereign' existence and a productiveszervile one
iz not only zpatial (sovereignty iz bevord Wility) bt alzo temporal. | iz, in Bataille's view, zervile to
conzider duration first. That iz, to uze the prezent time for the zake of the future, and, 1 iz precizely
what one does when one works: one consumes time, nov, &z an investment for the future, in order
to get a zalary, and thus to continue simply surviving. There iz no sovereignty within this life, 'spert’
for it's alvways deferred (potertiall sovereignty, az thiz life iz never 'zovereign' within the present:

Wihat is sovergign In fact isto enjay the present Hime without having angthing else in vigw
Bt this present time

Bataille alzo tiez thiz 'sovereignty', through thiz reflexion on itz temporalty', to knowledge.
Knowledge iz never zovereign a2 i iz alzo a form of work. | demands that & certain amount of time
be zpert tovwards an end situsted in the future. Knowledge iz never only inthe instart, only in the
present:

182 rreorges Bataille, fa Pt mawdite I o Souveraieté, in 00 VI, Gallimard, Paris, 1976,p. 247,
182 Thid.p.245.
1% hid.
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Th Kpow Is alwavs to steive, to work, iE1s always g senvile aperation, indefinitely resimed,
Inclefinitely repeated. Knawiedge 15 pewver soveraigh: to He soversion wonid have to accly
In g marnent. But the maomeant Femains oitside, shortof or beyvond, all knowledge. [ 1A%
know nothing absolutely of the moment. In short we know nothing aboutwhat aitimately
CORCErns NS, what Isimportantto Usas sovereign. The operation of knowledge stops 85 soon
a8 soverelonhy is its oblect °

But, howe 1o knowy (how 1o be conscious) of the zovereign moment when & appears? Should we he
aware of 7 Can we be? For Bataille, az knowledge iz alvways "slipping-away' from the instant, as i
wizhes to dizcusz the instart a=s an object with a duration, the only way to 'know! the instant or
momert of 'sovereignty' (which is independert or, in ather words, totally ather fromAo duration)
wolld have to be zovereign tzelf. That iz, the 'method' for knowing should be sovereign, it should
neutralize' all operations of knowledge: Bataille names thiz attemptinethod ‘non-knovledge',

‘Consclolshess ofthe moment Is not BFOly such, 1s hot sovereigh, except In hor-knowledge.
Oy by canceling, oF at legst neatralizing, each operation of knowledoe within olrselvesis it
possible to bein the moment, without fleeing B This Is possible inthe grip of emaotions that
shut off interruptor override the flow of thought, ™™

Further, Bataile gives a few examples of these emdtions, which 'can override' the operations of
knoweledge: when we cry, sob or laugh till we gazp. it iz not the burst of laughter or the tears, which
ztop the operations of knowledge, but their object. Thiz ohject creates a wacuum' within knowledge
or thought, and the fact that our mind cant explain rationally what thiz wacuum' iz about, leads one
to laugh or cry about it. At thiz instart’, knowledge cant resolve anvthing: # iz truly neutralized.
Through thiz newtralization the one who laughs or cries getz rid of hiz zervilty; he iz no longer
bound to the useful activity of knowledge.

Hence, sovereignty and the zovereign instart are wery difficult for the mind to grasp as
ohiectz, becausze, if they were ohjectz, they could only exist az a vacuum in the mind, the moment
at wwhich thought 'dissolves itself as thought'. "= But they are also difficult to 'expect’ as an end.
What truly counts az a 'sowvereign instant' for Bataille, is when one expects knowledge and reason
to give a result, but that 'nothing' actually resutts from it Thought has to be non-thought, and
knowledge non-knowledge, in order not to grasp, but 1o reach 'zovereignty’; 1o the extent that true
zovereignty J7s only in 'non-knowledge'. Sovereigrty iz pot oukthers in the world waiting to be
found, kor 7s & not existing az pure chimeric vizion, rather it iz the other of thought, the other of
knowledge, what is in excess of them: 'only non-knowledge is sovereign'. '™

Moreover, Bataille alzo recallz that, through the curze of history, individualz in their striving
for 'zsovereigrty' (the zovereignty of the zubject) have mistakenly acknowledged (recognized or
identified) their potertial, vet not graspable, sovereignty, in the 'perzon' (an ohject which became
subject] of the sovereign: the king."™ Hence, the 'sovereign' as most of us would understand it
(that iz the monarch or king) iz simply for Bataille, a 'parody’ of the intimate sovereignty of the
zubject. Thiz zovereignty granted by the zubject (or the maszs composzed of subjects vearning for
zovereignty] to their 'master’, leads, paradoxically, to their oppreszion. But Bataille notes a further
paradox: the revolt of the oppreszzed (or revoluion) does not give back to the zubject itz proper
‘zovereigrty' (which he lent 1o the king'): hiz revolt iz directed against his (lent) 'zovereignty’, thus
to the true 'zelf’ which paradoxically exprezzes himself in 'revoll’. Revolt iz the negation of revaol,
ias De Sade might have discovered i, according to Bataille).™ For Bstaile, sovereignty cant be
found in an object, or in a thing, or in an individual who temporarily misreprezents i, thus, it cant
be oppozed. Furthermore, the 'past' (or 'history) which represents 'sovereigrty' as a thing', iz
Iving. However, thoze lies are significant as somehow they mark a kind of truth'. The only truth,

125 Thid. p.253.
126 Phid. p.2s4.
57 Thid.

122 Thid. p.261.
1% hid. p.2sg.
"0 Thid. p. 283-95
! hid. p.296-93.
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which courts' in Bataile's eves: 'sovereignty iz NOTHNG [ 1. And any attempt to speak for the
'zovereign' in order to change the wworld, paradoxically alienates sovereignty 1o the servility of the
profane. Sovereignty would become & means to an end. But as sovereignty iz not a thing, hence
not & means, it iz ungraspable by thought and knovwledge, something radically in excess. ™

With The Accursed Share NI Soversignty Bataille dizcuszzes, that iz, he writez on, an
ungraspable state or attitude which iz in exceszsz of thought, knowledge and, one can say by
extenzion, of dizcourze. Yet, he doesz not zay what thiz zovereignty iz in 'realty". Bataille unveils itz
movemert and the realm within which & might unfold (he realm of uzelezz expenditure and
ercticizm) but does not gualify, an 'ohject’, az sovereign. He does not zay what thiz sovereignty is,
because he cant zay it. And he can't zay it because it escapes dizcourze. The best way to help the
reader grasp what iz this 'sovereignty' would be to declare it as NOTHING' — az what escapes
categories, NOTHIMNG iz actually more than the nothingness of homogeneous dizscourse, it is in
excezz of t — and then, in releasing within the text thiz MOTHING, that iz thiz sovereignty:
zomething not abzent but ungraspable. Bataille's writing ofthe excess, releazes sovereignty as an
excess: tothe point that Bataille's writing ofthe excess iz 'zovereign'.

"% Phid. p. 300.
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Chapter V. Bataille's take on ‘Architecture’

Introduction

Bataille's writing onfof the excess addresses several terms as topics of investigation. Some of
them appear to be of minor importance others ezzential to the movement of hiz ceuvre. However,
az | argued in the fourth chapter of thiz dissertation none of them should be considered the 'key'
one. Hence, 'architecture’ zhould not be considered the central term through one can 'enter’
Bataille's labyrinth. Yet, az thiz dizzertation iz primarily interested in "architecture’, | shall turn now
to what could appear to be Bataille's dizcourze on architecture, atthough i will be more accurate to
call it Bataille's take' onthe subject.

In conzequence, thiz chapter focuzes on Bataille's take' on "architecture’, more accurately i
addrezzes the different articles he izzued, which are related to the buit environment. Thiz chapter
thus demonstrates that there iz indeed within hiz oeuvre an assessment of the architectural, but
that this 'assessment' is different (or wholy aother) from the restricted understanding reached by
‘architectural readers' (HaysiLeach), architects ([ Techumil and architectural theoretician (Benjamin].

Firzst of all, thiz chapter demonstrates that Bataille's discourse op architecture (if one may
call t zuch) iz not primarily interested in a naive criticizm of architecture's form bt in the
azzeszment of itz zocietal (or even poltical) function. Architecture for Bataille iz & means of
exchange or communication, between what he revealz to be the homogeneous and
heterogeneous realmsz. Then, | contend that, az Bataille's heterogeneous realm iz formed on the
baze of a dualizm, architecture can alzo operate on a dual mode: ether imperative az a means of
implemertation of the authority of the ‘high' heterogeneous, or impure, as a means of release of
the disruptive 'low' heterogeneous. Moreowver, in this chapter | alzo show howe, for Bataille,
architecture, from thiz simple status of a 'means’, becomes, 1o a certain extent, what it expresses:
from being a means of expreszion, hence an index of the exceszs, it becomes precizely thiz excess,
a leakage of the 'high' heterogeneous back into the homogeneous realm.

Furthermore, thiz chapter alzo expozes how Bataille affirms that architecture's very function
— if not hypocritically emploved — leads & to being, merely an expenditure in pure lozs;, and
subzequertly it explainzg the rather peculiar economic function — intuited by Bataille — of the
architectural (if not homogenized) for an homogenesous society.

Finally, thiz chapter briefly concludes on the subsequent walue' and ‘impact' of this take' on
architecture, of the corallary 'assessment' of the architectural it brings to the fore, and of the
function # conferz on the architectural 'asseszor’, with regard to the dizcipline. There, | contend,
that the re-affirmation of such “writing' — without betraying it — could only be a parody of “weriting',
which would ecstatically embrace the fall it revealz. Mot a framework ready 1o be emploved to ather
ends or agendas but, a parody of "writing' az the radical fall of all other agendas. Hence, a parody
of “writing' having the zole function of & non-hypocritical zelf-expenditure of architectural criticizm
and theory.

In order to attempt to achieve all of theze aims, aicles, references, and reflections on
‘architecture’, unravelled from Bataille's labyrinthine written corpuz are appropristely dizcuzzed in
what follows. Az architecture iz often considered as — &t least — being able to materialize a space,
Bataille's 'grasp' of that word will provide us with a convenient beginning; i.e. | shall start with the
article "Space'.

V1. ‘Space’

Bataille's article 'Space' appeared originally in the first izzue of Docoments second year of
publication (19301, more specifically within the '"Critical Dictionary'. | iz, actually, the first' part
(hearing the heading 'Cuestions of eigquettes of a collective article (on space), the second part of
which, was written by Arnaud Dandieu (a piece entitled 'The foundstions of the duality of space’,
and wasz releazed inthe zame Documents’ izzue. Bataile's part iz rather zhort and beginz az such:

SRACE =1, Questions of Bligquette. — & /s not surprising that the mere Ulterance of
the word space sholld Introduce philosophical protocal, Philosophers, belng the masters of
ceremahy of the abstract universe, have polnted ot how space sholld behave Under all
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clrcamstances’’

Space, or rather the definition of what it iz, of itz identity, iz the task of the professor-philosophers.
But, according to Bataille, thoze do not simply reveal what space iz, rather they poirt out how
zpace should behave' they impoze their view on space, they idealize what space iz, If | refer to
what Bataille conzidered, at that moment (19307, to be the primary aim of zcience and philozophy,
az for example in hiz unpublizhed ezzay 'The Usze Yalue of DAF. de Sade', | can zay that for
Bataile, phiosophers 'homogenize' space, by sppropristing it

Thiz iz of importance, becausze Bataille, within thoze first lines, does not zay precizely what
kind of 'hehaviour' the philozophers expect from space. Hence, it appears that Bataille does not
wizsh to tackle =0 much the corntent of the philozophers' theory, more their attitude: philozophers
knowe better. That iz, there iz nothing that lies beyond or beside or underneath the ‘idealist’,
'‘clazzsical, infinite and homogenized space, and certainly not some other zpace. However, and thiz
iz precizely the problem for Bataille, concrete space — space taken az a non-abstract realty — does
not, actually, 'behave' correctly.

Unfortunately space coptiniesto be g troublemaker and Ris dificuitto enlimerate
what tengenders. Risdiscontintons inthe same way 85 ohe Is g scobhdre! to the great
despair of its philosopher-daddy ?

Here, Bataille doesz not vet affirm howe the philozophers want space to behave, but at least, he tellz
uz in what way space truly 'behaves', and that, 1o the great despair of itz philozopher-daddy’. it iz
‘heypocritically' (az a 'scoundrel) dizcontinuous. Mow, at that poirt of the aticle, we can deduct,
eazily, what the philozophers 'expect' from space: they wizh it to be 'continuous'. Indeed, asz
cortinuity or the avoidance of physical breaks can be zeen az a form of homogeneity, & makes
zenze that philozophers do not zimply homogenize space by appropristing (defining) &, but alzo by
impozing i as 'homogeneous' (in the zenze of continuous). Yet, space does not fulfil 'daddy's’
expectationz and zomehow remains & rogue’ 1o uze again Bataile's terminology, 'space’ appears
a= 'heterogeneous’ to his ‘homogeneous' philozophic-idealist definition. Hence, it appears, very
early in thiz aricle, that Bataille's theory' on space iz based on a dualizm: there iz the concept of
the space of the philosopher, which would ideally render space homogeneous-continuous, and the
heterogeneous-dizcontinuous concrete space.

Obwviously, at thiz point, we might wizh to get, not only zome precize idea of the nature of
the relationzhip that these dual polarities espousze, bt alzo how thizs relstionship materializes. In
other words what happens, and how does t happen, between thoze Ywo' spaces?

In arder to clarify these guestions, and before going further with thiz short aicle, iz worth
paving attertion to evidence within thoze first lines: the uze of & not very academic vocabulary for
gualifying thiz concrete-dizcontinuousz-heterogeneous space. Bataille writes, that zpace iz
dizcontinuous in the =ame way as one iz a scoundrel'. Thiz use of a rather irreverent vocabulary
fitz wery well within the overall tone of the aficle and of the reviewe in which it iz publizhed (az
Documents wasz an attempt 1o tear down convertional, poltically correct, values). Yet, bevond itz
pzeudo-trivialty the vocabulary expozes 'concrete zpace' az it iz in relation to the philozophers!'
idealizt concept of space: due to the terms which gualify i, 'concrete zpace’ iz a kind of Tumpen’
space, a 'lower' space, non-idealized. If € iz dizcontinuous # iz 20 in & radical way. iz not simply
the rational opposte of the continuous space of the 'philozopher-daddy’ # iz not the logically
differert zpace formed, for example, by a zum of compartmenrt-like (zealed off from each other)

: I}enrges Bataille, “Ecpace”, n OC I, Grallimard , Parde 1970, p. 227,
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I}enrges Bataille, “Ecpace”, n OC I, Grallimard , Parde 1970, p. 227,
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cavities, that would stand bezide the ‘homogeneous-continuous' space. In the zame way as the
criminal or the burglar is not zimply the opposite of the law, but the one who transgreszes i, the
'concrete dizcontinuous space', of Bataile, iz the one which the idealist dizcourse of the
philozopher cannot homogenize, the one which only (and temporarily) reveals tzelf through a
tranzgresszion. Thiz iz precizely what Bataille claims while alzo wizhing to introduce a few examples
of how 'concrete space' might befs 'subversive”,

Moreover, wolld be anogty at kvself IF Twere not to refresh the memory of personswho
Interest themseles, professionally orfor the want of something belterito do, out of conflsion
aoF for @ Iaugh, in the behaviolr of that Incorriaibse mistit, at odds with sum’eg;: for instance,
how npder onr decently averted eves, space disruptsthe raling continiiy

If Bataille's concrete, dizcortinuous and heterogeneous space transgreszes anvthing, t iz not 2o
much the concept of 'continuous Chomogeneous) space’, but rather continuity (homogenety) az a
rule. That iz, the means through which philozophers impoze the idea of space as continuous:
cortinuity iz the law of the philozophic-idealizt dizcourze (an objective and zerene thought) which
tries to impoze abstract-ideas over phyzical realty (zubjective perception) az & way to homogenize
it, to render it continuous;, & dizcourze which attempts to limit and thus to control what space iz
truly. Space iz the final bastion that idealist discourse must overcome, as it wizhes to intellectually
master the ertire universe, it must imposze, finally, ts cortinuity on that of which the universe
principally consistz: space.

Hence, concrete space transgreszes the philozopher's dizcourze (which iz in tzelf an
abztract space). Furthermore, | must add that it iz only in thiz respect that Bataille's concrete space
iz truly' dizcontinuous: iz transgressive' and heterogeneous, only 1o the extent that & 'performs’
thiz dizcontinuity. Where & appears, t 'dizrupts' the continuity of the idealist dizcourze of the
‘whilozopher-papa’. But how does this transgression proceed precizely?

Firat of all, thiz tranzgression-dizruption, which iz the transgression of the philozophic-
idealist affirmation of space az continuous (but before anything, of continuity in general), does not,
paradoxically, congist in the segmentationfpartition of the 2o called 'continuous space’, ie. it does
not lead 1o the formation of limits, to the creation of a multitude of fragmentary spaces. Rather, i
conziztz in the rupture of the limit that the philozophic-idealizt demand for spatial continuity and
homogenization constiutez. In itz homogenizing of the entire univerze, the idealist dizcourze
rejectz  certain  evertz, phenomena, situstions and  activitiez az  improper, ‘incongruous’,
‘dizappoirting’ or incredible for & rational, zeriousz, ohjective, zerene, honourable and rigorous
irtellectual appropristionteflection. &nd, & iz precizely by pointing &t those ridiculous everts,
phenomena, situations and activities, as ohjectz of study, that Bataille propozes to transgress the
zeriouzness, dignity and rigour of the classical-idealist dizcourse on space and by the zame token
to disrupt 'its' continuity.

By proposing 'silly' or incongruous 'documents’ as the ohjects of a reflection on space,
Bataile hopes that the reader will briefly grasp the idea of thiz concrete, dizcontinuous and
heterogeneous space az i really iz laughable (in the Bataillan zensze), dizappointing, incongruous,
without dignity, but alzo impossibly controllable. The three examples, with which Bataille propozes
1o remind the reader of the hehaviour of that incorrigible misfit, st odds with zociety’, testify clearly
o this:

Without being able to say why Rdoesn't seem that an ape dressedas a wamahn Is ha
mare thah g division of space. In reaiity the dignity of space Is sowell estabiished and
gasociated with that of the starsthat it Is Incopgraols to aitivm that space might become g
flsh swallowing another. Space will be still more disgpoointing when one will say that ttakes
the form of an ignable inftiation ritual practiced by same hegroes, desperately absird, ete. . F

Concrete, dizcontinuous, and heterogeneous zpace dizrupts the ruling continuity’, wwhich wizhed to
eztablizh itz 'dignity', to render it "homogeneous-continuousz". Indeed, Bataille attempts 1o 'perform’

 Thid.
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thiz (in order to allove the reader to briefly grasp how space i a 'scoundrel by dgiving examples
which are not precizely philozophic or scientific: a chimpanzee wearing some traditional woman's
clothes, a fish, in & bowl, attempting to 'swallow' another, and finally & tribe from central Tanganyika
in the middle of an ‘ignoble’ intiation ritual S Those examples are trivial it one considers the
guestion at stake (what iz zpace?), and thiz trivialty might induce a burst of laughter from the
reader. But, it iz precizely within thiz laughter that the reader might find the 'other' of knowledge,
mon-knowledge' (a2 | dizcuzzed in the previous chapter) and subzequently graszp the 'other' of the
idealizt zpace of the philosopher. Bataille's 'scoundrel' zpace (or in other words, borrowed from
Bataile's terminology, the concrete-dizcortinuous- beterogeneals space].

Bataile's 'scoundrel' or heterogeneous space cannot be dizcursively explained, cannat be
contralled, mapped or charted. it remains beyvond the scope of thought and dizcourse, vet, it can
be, and it iz, experienced every day. However, thiz experience does not lead thiz space to become
autonomous either.

Bataille's 'scoundrel' space, hiz dizcortinuousz-heterogeneous space being the 'other' of the
homogeneous-continuous dizcourse on space, the space which, through itz eruption, tranzsgreszes
the limit of the idealizt dizcourze — itz zpace and itz 'ruling continuity' — only surfaces at the moment
it opens the limit of thiz continuous 'other'. Hence, thiz heterogeneous space does not materialize
outzide of the transgression it performs. Most importantly, it iz not graspable without the conscious
acknowwledogement of its homogeneous 'other' and itz limit.

Within Bataille's dualist theory on space, the homogeneous and heterogeneous spaces are
thuz definitively interrelated: first, becausze the heterogeneous zpace only reveals tzelf through a
tranzgresszion of the homogeneous one, and zecondly, becausze the homogeneous' primary
function iz not to directly reject itz 'other' bt first to attempt to reduce # to itz homogeneity. | must
zucceed in itz task in order 1o prevail. Hence, it zeems that the homogenization of 'space’ demands
the padicipstion of a 'zervie' heterogeneous space;, a space with & zenze of 'duty' a
heterogeneous space accepting rationally, to be homogenized. Bataille writes:

Of course Rwonid be far belter, for Space, to do itz duty and to fabricate the
philosophical idea within the professors’ apartments'”

But the homogeneous newver manages 1o render space completely zervile and reazonable.
Concrete space still remains heterogeneous to all form of 'duty’, 1o reazon and the mind. Bataille's
lazt zertence iz guite significant with regard to the way concrete-heterogeneous space might be
grasped (briefly) and how thiz process remains foreign 1o reazon's site, the head”

Dbviotsh i wolld hever enter anybody's head to lock the professors Up In prisonto
teach them whatit iz that space (the day when, for examalie, the wails wollld caligpse infrant
of their cells’ bars)'?

The experience of the concreteness and heterogeneity of space iz perhaps incongruous, improper,
dizordered but ezzertially & violert one. | iz & matter, not for the mind or reazon, az it would never

U Each expatple vwras ilhasrated o the original pablicatiosoarith 4 pichme whose captioz wras divecthy tabien foorm
Bataille’s text. For a reprivd, trare laed i Englich, of the orizinal test with ilbastration, see Soviopedia deapfulica,
Dlactair Brotchie Ed. , &tlas Press , London, 1995, pp. 75-T7.

) Creorges Bataille, “Erpace” in OC I, Callimard | Pariz, 1970, p. 227,

Aranark hpaceing: here it sestne Bataille dboite that hic " tabe "on space ievotbaced on 4 cinple doalion. Bdeed , if
hic “cpace” hic diaal it ic s comrplest vy, ac there ic the ©Space " which ic 4 coomdre] (e heterogeeonis ot ad
which sheonld better “do #e dutye” Todt aleo the philosophical idea, moother words the concept of hotrogsteons space | the
“fabrication’ of which is precicely the dubyr of the foomer, and fnalbe the “cpace ahere 41l this chould happen: the
‘philosophers apartrherts”, Herce , ore might perceiyre here , that there is root taro Tt thoee cpace: the corumets
heterozeteonis space, the copceptual cordiroions space (that is the ideal space’), ahd the space of the “philosophers®
which does xot share the feabmes  of the other, or at least does not share a1l thesn, This, vy e, acunmces , beprorud
the dualiamn of hornogereois and heterogereots , the doaligrosithin the heterogemeois Teabn (high and loar) that
Bataille disoussed already @ * The DA F. de Sade”in 1930, and later on 1934 @ © The popchological stichome of
Facciam’,
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enter anvhody's head', but for the one who attempts to escape its head: an Acephale being?
V2. ‘Dust’

The article 'Dust', atthough not exactly aboudt zpace nor precizely about architecture, already
dizplays, ( wasz publizhed in Documents a few month before "Space’ —in the fifth izzue of the
review's first vear of publication, in October 1929 to be precize), the zame strategic pattern that
Bataille uzed in the article "Space’, to reveal — against the philosophers' discourze and all of sort of
idealizm and abstraction — the realty, bazenesz andior concreteness of space (and by extension
the function of architecturel.n 'Space’, Bataille attempts to reveal the heterogeneity of space in
fromt of the homogenizing of the philozophers' dizcourze on space (space az continuous-
homogeneousz] by performing i, here, in the 'Dust' article Bataille brings within the ideal the basze,
within the haly, the fithy, within the fairy tale, the nightmare, within the pure, the dirt (or in thiz caze
the "dust":

NOUST =The stondellers have not Imagined that the Sleeping Beallty wolld have awoken
cavered Ih g thick laver of dust hor have they envisaged the sinister splder’ swebs thatthe
first movement af her red haly wonid have torn apart. Meanwhile gioomy sheets of dust
constantly invade earthly habitations and unitarmhy defiie therm, as it were a matter of
setting up attics and ofd bedrooms forthe Jmminent entrance of the obsessive fear,
phantoms, lange that the rolten odonr of old dust nourishes and intoxicates”

A fairy tale iz uzually narrated az progressing from an uncomfortable stustion towards a happy
ending. In other words itz narration iz an ascent. In the casze of the 'Sleeping Beauty' the happy
ending conziztz precizely in the awakening of the 'beauty' in guestion, an awakening that put an
end to & zort of zemi-death. The 'Sleeping Beauty' was not completely dead az she awakens. But
alzo, she was not dead becauze she awakens without any stigmata of her 'past’ death. She iz
pure, clean, fresh still, in & word, a beauty. Dust, on the contrary, iz a marker of death. i iz
constituted of lost hairs, skin appendages and ather dead bits of arganizms (insects etc... ). Hence,
itz presence pointz out that death iz proceszing or has proceszed: iz, at least, an index of decay.

Death, az what dizruptz and stands bevond life — az what stands radically beyvond what one
may know — iz what exceeds knowledge, what iz in excess of . The tazk of the fairy tale iz to play
with the fear of death —the fear of not knowing what there iz after death — in order perhaps to
entertain, but alzo to overcome thiz fear. Death &t the end iz nether the end nor i iz postponed bt
zimply superzeded. Thus, there iz no need to fear; death iz only & passing incidert, & momentary
death. In hiz sleep or through imaginstion, one can dream or think of him as dead, but when he
wakes up or gets back to reality he knowes he iz not, and his fears and warties — of not knowing —
vanish with what was just & fiction or & dream.

Bataille introduces 'dust' in the fairy tale in order 1o zoil . That iz in order to bring i back to
the real. Dust brings back the decay within the story. Dust reminds the reader, that death iz no fairy
tale. That there iz no way 1o ezcape it one should face . One should not imagine or believe in a
life after death or even, in thiz case, in a life within death, but rather one should live thiz desth —as
Bataille would state much later about ercticism; 'assenting to e up to the paint of deaty”. ™ Inthe
zame way a3 dust conguers spaces (habitations', 'attics’, hedroomz") and zailz them in order to
make them suitably (un-) tidy for receiving fear, ghost and worms' — all of which indulge in itz smell
— Bataille makes dust invade the realm of the fairy tale. With dust, it i an irreducible, non-
zuperseded death (with its fear, the ghosts etc.. ) which reappears, the fairy tale's task is short-
circuited, it can never fulfil itz 'duty'. The reader iz brought back in frort of death. Becausze Perrault,
the Grimm's brotherz or Baszile (whoever iz truly at the origin of the 'Sleeping Beauty' tale) have
imagined' their story, Bataile unleashes within the zpace of imagination and fiction the realty of
death through what reveals tz action: dust. Hence, the zpace of the marvellous, the fairy tale, the
fiction, the imagination iz dizrupted by what it should have superzeded.

In 'zpace’, the philozophers' idealizm and their will to homogenization was transgressed by
the eruption of the heterogeneous-dizcontinuous space; here, i iz the storvellers' oversight of

¥ leorges Bataille, “Ponsciere’ in OO I, Gallimard, Paris, 1670 p. 197.
' Georges Bataille, I @wetisme, in OC 3, Callimard, Paris, 1987.p.17.
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dust and of what it marks, their attempt 1o get away withthe fear of death and to forget dust, which
opens the door for Bataile's disruption of their' space. For Bataille, scientific abstraction and
philozophical idealizm shares with imagination and fiction, & will and atask: to depurate the real, to
render it zafe, without fear, breaks, disruptionz and transgresszion — in & word, marvellously
homogeneous. In the next paragraph, Bataille ties both sttitudes more precizely:

WMhen the chubby oirls “maids of aliwork” arim themseles, each morhing, with a8
Iarge fegther-duster, or even with an electric vacllrm-cleanet, they are pethaps hot
ghsoltel Unaware that they are contribiting as mich asthe most positivist sclentiss to
chase away the evil phantorms, that cleaniiness and logic disgust.

Here, the =zcientiztz are accused of 'chasing away', all the elements which abhor reazon and
depurated zpace. Before, t was the storvtellers who were accuzed of forgetting 'dust’, of not
‘having imagined' the dirt (zpider websz etc...], that would have concealed the 'Sleeping Beauty'.
Mowy, Bataille claims their equivalence, or at least the similarity of their function, by comparing them
with the 'chubby' maids who relertlezzly, on a daily baziz, attempt 1o 'clean’ the dust'. For Bataille,
thought, ether zcientific or philozophic, has one and only one aim, 1o homogenize, that iz to purify
the real. Phiozophers tell 'how zpace should behave' in order to avoid disruptions, scientists
'chaze away phantoms' from that space to keep it homogeneous, and story-tellers have not
imagined' howw one of thoze 'phantoms’ would persist and point out the irreducibilty of death.
FPhilozophic idealizm, postive =scientizm and storyteling are just a snobbizh way 1o do the
houzework, 1o dust away the dirt. They must endleszly attempt 1o homogenize or constantly
exclude what exceeds reazon, logic and the marvellous. But their fight iz lost in advance:

Dhe day oF ghother, Bistroe, dust, given B persists, will probably beginto gain the
dpper hand over the malds, Invading the Innense rubble of abandoned Dldings or
deserted dockyards, and, at that distant epoch, there will vermain nothing to dismiss night-
terrars, for lack of which we have becarme suchgreat accountants. =

The maids (philozophers, scientists, story tellers), will be overwhelmed by the dust, the dit and
octher indexes of decay. Then, if we helieve Bataile there will be no hope: 'night-terrors’ will be
back. One wil have no other choice than to face the realty of death. There will be no way to
ezcape. Death will remainz an impossibity', vet evervone will be, if not rationally conscious, at
least ecstatically aware of itz nature. The 'nightmares’, no doubt guite real thiz time, will impoze
themszelves on everyone. However, Bataile's tone intimates that he somehowy welcomes them:
men will be forced to abandon their homogenizing/cleaning/cortralling practices. They will have to
learn howe to love the ignorance that touches upon the future'.™ They will have to stop being 'great
accourtarts' (no more calculated rizsks, no more plans). Perhaps they will become grest
expenderzsidizrupters without purpoze?

V.3. “Architecture’

Scientistz, philozophers and even storviellers, attempt to clean 'space’, to render it homogeneous,
or to exclude from itz core the fears, dit and spectres that would dizrupt its continuity. For Bataille
thiz 'attitude’ is the zign of a wizh: to supersede thiz 'impozzible’ (1o knowe, to rationalize) and final
(there iz nothing beyond, or at least nothing one can know) rupture-discontinuity-heterogeneity,
which iz death. The radical excess iz either re-appropristed (homogenized) or rejected az an
inzignificant surplusz —a no more threstening excess.

What about architecture in all thiz? | iz common to zay that architecture, az a construct,
materializes a space; but what kind of zpace? Iz architecture making common cause with the

:; Creorges Bataille, ‘Pentssiere’  in OC I, Gallimard Parie, 1970, pp. 197,
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It iz widerestivng to rotice the “tactile " tonch that Bataille gawee to his trane latior, T lowe the ignorawe copceming the
fiabare* is travelated ac T lowee the izpworatce that toackes upor the fobare®, S oo getto Gobauwearlowe what the
igporarce of the fithre might be arae the “job® of the body—and thos v weaye the tack of the mind.



187

homogeneous space of the philosophers? Iz there such an architecture, of which the architect
wolld be nothing more than & 'chubby girl — maid of all swork'? In opposition to this, is architecture
ahle to reveal the concrete-heterogensous space, that Bataile, sttempted to make erupt in his
atticle "Zpace'? Iz there an architecture welcoming dust, spiders, phartoms and dirty ohzeszszion, an
architecture that wont attempt to superzede any radical exceszs (and thus desth)? Perhaps it iz
taking part in both erterprizes — and thuz claims for tzelf & dual and ambiguous function? Bataille's
article on architecture provides the reader with the beginning of an answer 1o all thoze guestions.

Bataille's article "Architecture was first publizhed in the '"Critical Dictionary' ofthe zecond
izzue of Docments first vear of publication (19297 or more specifically, within the "Critical
Dictionary'. The aticle iz composzed of only three brief paragraphs and starts with a very affirmative
tone:

ARCHITECTURE. — Architecture Is the expression ofthe true being of socleties, 85 human
physiognory 1sthe expression of the belng of Individuals, However, Risespeciallyito the
physiognomy of officials (prelates, magistrates, admivals) that this comparison pertains. In
fact anly soclely's idegl being, the one that commmands and problbits with authority
expresses tselfin architecturalcompositions propetly speaking. Thus great moniments Flse
Heg ke dams, appasing aifdistirbing elements, with 2 fagic of majesty and authoriby it isin
the farm of cathedrals and palaces that Church and State address and Impoase sllehce ool
the masses It isobyions, indeed, that monuments Inspire social wisdom and aften even
gentine fegr. The storming of the Bastille Is siymbolic of this state of things: s difficuitto
explainthis mass movement, otherwise than by the people’s animosity towards the
mandments which are thelrveritable masters’ ™

Within thiz first paragraph, Bataille confiderdly states a few ideas worth repesting: first, architecture
communicates (‘expreszes", not what zociety really iz (tz true being'), bt only what iz t's ideal
being'. Thiz 'ideal being' is the one who 'commands and prohibits with authority’; in other words it iz
the paoltical leadership who hasz power over society. Hence, the precizion that Bataille highlights:
hiz comparizon 'pertains' more specifically, (it must be related above all, to the 'officials’ [ the
heads of a zocietal order — ether religious inthe caze of the 'prelates’, or judicial in the caze of the
'‘magiztrates’, or finally mitary az with the ‘admiralz who constiute the poltical power.
Furthermore, az architecture 'exprezzes’ only a part of zociety —the ideal and authoritarian part — it
oppozes (due to what t expreszzes a logic of majesty", thoze zegments of zociety, which are a
threat to the good zocial “wizdom'. Thusz, the masszes, which are by no means 'ideal’, are
oppreszsed andfor zilenced to the extent that their only way out resides in the 'storming' of the
architectures which they conzider az what really overwhelm them (their weritable masters. To
SUmMmarize, architectire appears, here, as the target of the ‘masses’ becalse it s a8 means of
camnmunication thraugh which the Tideal” part of sociely appresses its Unry colnternarts, which
are precisely those masses’.

Mowye, what are zociety and communication for Bataille? Athough | have alreadymentioned,
in the preceding chapter, Bataille's peculiar grasp of community, communication and society, [think
it iz necezzary here to recall .

At the time of the College of Sociology (thusz, a few vears after Documents), Bataile
claimed that 'society' is more than simply the sum of itz parts." According to him, it is & 'composed
being', different from the 'mass' of 'organizms' which it cortains. Thizs difference residing precisely
in the presence within society of something in excess of this mass a movement of communion
between itz parts. Thiz movement of communion which forms communities and then, society —this
‘zomething' which leads zociety to be more than the zimple zum of itz pars, in other words a
compozed being — exposzes itzelf in different practices (festival, ritual intistionz etc...) which
Bataile considers to be ‘moments of loss and communication'.™ Hence, communication is what
unites' a compozed being. Bt az thiz communication iz alzo & 'moment of lozs', iz nether

I}enrges Bataille, “Srchitechme” it OC I, Galliinard , P:ans 1970, pp. 171-2.
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neutral nor even a smoath process:

T ] Beings are anly Qnited with each ather thrangh dismemberments orwonnds, 1.1
elements are put together to form awhole, [ ] when egch one loses, throlgh g Fipin its

intenrity 3 part of its own being, which goes to the benefit of the communal being’.

Communication iz thusz, in Bataille's view, a “wound', a violent way 1o creste a (demporary and
illu=ory) unity within society (or within & community), & destruction of the integrity of the singular
beings who 'communicate' (either the ones who ulter & word or the ones who hear £, Mow, we
knowy wwhat communication does to society — or rather, to the parts which constitute society — but
what about these parts?

Between the period of the College and the one of Documents, Bataille, mare specifically in
hiz 'The Pzychological Sructure of Fascizm', identified the different ‘parts’ or heings’, which form
'zociety'. ™ In thiz essay Bataile claims that society iz formed on a dualizm: on the one hand there
iz the homogeneous part (he defines 'homogenety' az the commenszsurabilty of elementz and the
awareness of this commensurakility™ and, on the other hand, there iz, what this homogeneous
part excludesz: the differert heterogeneous elementz which ‘have an existence walid in
themselves' ™

Homogeneous society is thus:

T a productive socliety namely nseful sociely Eveny nsaless element Is exciided,
not from soclely 258 whole, but from its homogeneous part. In this par, each element must
be bseful to another without the homogeneols activity ever being able to altain the form of
gotivity valid In tself A Dsefil activity has always 8 cormmaoh denomingtor with another ysefill
gotivity but not with activity for s own sake, [ ] thus, In the present order things, the
homoogeheolts pait of soclely is made yp of those men who owh the means of production or
the mohey destined for thelr maintenance of parchase. ®isinthe so-called capitalist or
bodrgels class, exactly inthe middle segment of this class, that the reduction of htimah
character into ap abstract and Interchangeabie entity takes place, a reflection of the
homogeneons objects possessed B

Thuz, the homogeneous part of zociety iz constituted of the bourgeoiz, theirz habitz and their
propetties (the means of production). But what about the workerz who are at the heart of the
production's system? Bataille clarifies their position az such:

T .0 the Industrial proletariat rernains for the most part Irreducible. The position tocctioles
With regardito the homogeheols aothvity Is dolble: the lalter exciudes it hot from work, but
fromm arafit. As agents of praduction, the waorkers faliwithin the framewark of the social
arganization, butthe homageneans reduction affects in principle aply thelr wage-related
gotivity; they are inteqrated Into the psycholagical hormagenelty with reqard to thelr
professional behaviolr 8sworkers, not generaily as men. Qutside of the factons and even
bevond Rstechnicaloperations, to 8 homogehedls persoh (patron, burealcrat, etc.. éa
Worker Is, 8 stranget, @ man of another nature, of 8 nor-reduced, nor-senvile nature’.

¥ Thid.
g Obmrionae by, orwe cary oppose bere the corpection I propose | ac thic eccay and those lechmes e writen cortie years
after the privt within Docoeserss of the article “architechme® (e years later for * The Papchological Stoachare of
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The worker iz thuz only a segment of the homogeneous part of society as long as ke produces.
From the momert he stadts to simply be 'alive’, to simply be a 'man’, he iz excluded, he enters the
heterogeneous part of society:

T...J heterogeneols existence can be represehted when compared with evernyday life
Thomogeneols pait] s something Wholly other, as Incomimensirate, by chargingthese
wards With the positive value they have inan effective lived experience’ =

The homogeneous part of zociety 'crestes' the heterogeneouzs one by not being ahle to
homogenize it — # remains incommensurate’. But, this leads the homogeneous society to be a
rather 'precarious form'. Indeed, all the heterogeneous elements which are rejected outzide of itz
realtn, and which are not profiting from its productive processes can form & real threat to itz
exiztence. Hence, Bataille notes;

T...J the sunivalof the homogeheols soclely les in its recolrse to Imperative elements that
are capable of abiiterating ar reducing the varions unraly forces' ™

Thoze imperative elementz are themszelves outzide of the homogeneous' realm. They are thus
heterogeneous but different in kind andfior function from the unruly elements, workers (when they
don't wwork) and the 'massesz’ which threaten the homogeneous order, as they strugagle against
them. Hence, what appears clearly is that, for Bataile, not only society is founded on a dualizm but
alzo one of itz part the heterogeneous one — appears az formed on the baze of a dualizm: there
are ‘high' and ‘imperative’ heterogeneousz elementz which defend the homogeneous realm's
stahilty by reducing' to 'nothingneszs' the Tow!', impure’ or 'mizerable’ heterogeneous zegments.
Bataille states thizs in rather transparent terms:

T. . there ls, Ina certaln sehse, ah Ideqhtity of opposites bebween glory and defection,
between elevated and Imperative (hghet) forms and Impoverished (lower) forms. This
appasition splits the whole of the heterageneans world and Joins the alveady defined
characteristicsof heteragenelly as a fundamental element' =

one of thoze figures of the ‘high' and ‘imperative’ heterogeneous, iz, according to Bataille, the
zovereign king, and indeed, the king haz an exiztence which iz valid in tzelf (which means # iz
purely uzelezsz within a productive-commenszurate realm), he iz above the rest of zociety, and in
many ways he opprezzes the 'mazzes’ through hiz singular behaviour (hiz existence iz valid in
itzelf, bt it iz through thiz 'zovereign' existence, az he conzsumes withowt producing, that he
opprezszes the 'maszzes’. And i iz precizely the outcome of thizs behaviour that the homogeneous
elemerts, bourgeoiz or aristocrats, 'need' in order to ensure their survivall. Hence, thiz form of
'zovereignty”;

T...J s the Idealof soclely and the course of things. [.. ] At the same time 1t1s strict
guthoriy Situated above homogeheols soclely 35 well 25 ghove the Impoverished popliace
aoF the atistocratic Merarchy that emanates from & 1t requires the Dloody repressioh of what s
contrary to B2

To zummarize, Bataille's Paychological Structure of Fascizm' claims that zociety iz a based on the
dualizm of itz homogeneous (productive-commensurate] part and tz heterogeneous (rreducible-
valid in tzelf) segment. & heterogeneous part, which is tzelf formed on a dualizm: there iz a high
and imperative heterogeneous and a low and impure one. The high kheterogeneous forces
(imperative) genuinely enzure the stahbility of the homogeneous world's order (of which they are the
"ideal through the violent repressionfextermination of the lowy (impure) heterogeneous elements.
Thiz zaid, t zomehow sheds zome interesting light on the first paragraph of Bataille's article

Y hid.p. 343
H hid.p. 342
¥ hid.p. 350.
¥ hid.p. 355.
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on ‘Architecture’. Hence, | argue that within thoze first lines Bataile does not naively oppose
architecture as & whole nor does he negstively criticize its (classical) form'. T Rather, what Bataile
does iz more complex. He azsesses the poltical function of architecture inthe process of society's
formation: architecture iz a meanz of communication (violert by definition) through which the
ideal', the higher, imperative, and authoritarian form of heterogenety — indeed the prelates,
madgiztrates and admiralz are all above zociety, impoze a rule or & law, and find the validity of their
exiztence within themselves — controlz, oppreszes and zilences the 'mazzes’ — the lower, impure,
mizerable form of heterogenety — in order 10 enzure the survival and thus the existence of zociety,
or &t least of what zeems in appearance itz most fundamental zection: itz homogeneous part (the
bourgeoiz).

With thiz first paragraph, Bataille states, what iz, in his view, the paltical function of architecture: itz
role in the protection of the homogeneous part of zociety, what it does in thiz processz. But, undtil
novw he did not dizcusz any other pozsibilties for the Tow' and impure’ heterogeneous elements to
ezcape architecture's operationz, than to 'storm' &, The zecond and third paragraph of the
‘architecture's' article helps to clarify this. Here iz the zecond one;

‘Henhce, whenever architectural composition Vs found other than In montiments, whether it
b in physioghomy diess, mAsic, oF paihting, can we Infer g prevaiiing taste far hman ar
cdiving authority. The famons compasitions of certain painters express the wiil to constrain the
sparitwithin an aificialideal. The disappearance of acadermic constractions i painting is,
conversely an open path to the expression fandthereby the exaltation) of psychological
processesthe mostincompatible with social stabilty This explains inlarge pai, the strohg
regctions provoked for over half g century, by the progressive transformation of painting, until
then characterised by a sort of dissimuliated architectural skeleton' =

Here, Bataile cortends that 'architecture' can operate bevond itz conventional realm. Architecture
iz a means (of communication) through which the ‘high' heterogeneous elements of zociety (its
ideall oppress the 'low' heterogeneous elemertz, not only within the 'buit’ environment, bt in
octher domains. Bataille mertions four examples bt focuszes only on ane of them, painting.
Architecture, or at least one of itz festures, ts 'composition' infitrates classical painting as a way to
express with authority, or simply 1o impoze (Bataille zpeaks of 'a will to constrain the spirt"), within
thiz 'art' the 'official ideal', the elected taste of the 'higher' heterogeneous zegments of zociety.
Conversely, Bataille affirms that, within thiz 'art' or thiz realm' of pairting, the suppresszion of this
architectural compostion (or construct), might lead 1o the communication (with an azsumed
violencel or uzing Bataille words, the 'expression and thereby exaltation' of actions (‘proceszes")
which might be a threat 1o 'social stahilty'. If pairting iz not structured anymore by the architectural
composiion, ie. if it does not 'express’ the ideal of society, the higher heterogeneous elements
might loze their grip on it, thus a way will be open, through painting, for the low' heterogeneous
elemerts to releasze their 'bad' (as opposzed to the 'good' ideal) tastes and obzessions against the
‘high' heterogeneous and homogeneous part of zociety. Thiz way or 'path’, in Bataille's view — at
the time he wrotethiz article ("Architecturelin Lpril 1929 —was cleared, over half a certury before:
a period which iz usually conzidered by art historianz az the one during which 'modern’ painting
was horn. ™ Hence, it appears, that for Bataille (in 2pril 19297 'modern’ painting (and itz subsequent
tranzformation) iz an aternative way (other than the storming of ‘architectures") for the 'mazzes’
and their ‘impure’ heterogeneous ohzeszzions to ezcape the 'architectural' oppression of the ‘ideal’
zections of society. Mow, atthough it zeems we know an alternative to architecture's 'storming’, it iz
ztill unclear what thiz aternative does precisely, or how it operates. The last paragraph attempts an

w.hdeed,duet-:-BatajJJg’s reritic, already it thiz fivst parazraph, of the foom of cathedrale and palaces” | often
Teaders (fraimby Tterected i architechare and #e foom) who foous ondy orthis arbicle adrrwore specifically or this
excerpt, copnprebend i ac a aitiqae of foon,

. Creorges Bataille, “Orchitechme” i OC I, Callitward, Paris, 1970.pp. 171-2.

. For Bataille  like for the most of st historiane modem pairdihg ic bom writh hlaet. Vet for Bataille the firct
‘oderm patd g is not Le dgewrer s I ferle fropn 1962 gt Obepma fooen, 1963 (exposed 186570, K the footer
paititing aeated a scandal, the later abwost lamoched rots . Asign of the vimalence of the papchwlozical processes”
expressed ot aleo of the violad reaction the higher heterogereoms elanerits might bagre when thelr “good  taste i
coiled by i rpoare ad loar “had *tacte.
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ansEWer

"Furthermare it s obvions, that mathematical arder Impased Joan stone 1s hape ather than
the cultmingtion of the evolution of earthly forms, whose divection Is given, within the
blological ordet by the passage from the simianto the human form, the lalter alveady
displaving il the elements of architecture. Men represent apparenthy within the
morphological process, merely an Intermediary stage beltween monkeys and great edifices.
Fotrms have becomme nore and maore static, maore and more dormdnant. Thus, from the very
ahset the hman order Is solidanywith the architectural order which Is ohly its development,
In cansequence, fone altacks architecture, whose mannmental productions are by how the
veritabie master aver the whole earth, grodoing the sersie maltitude s Under thelr shadaw
demanding admiratioh and astonishment, arder and constraint, ope Is, In 8 certain way
gitacking Man. At the present moment, an entive earthly activity and Qndonbtediy the most
autstanding within the Intellectual genve, tends In this divection, through the denunclation of
huarman dorihance: this, however strange this may seem wheh g creature aselegant asthe
hamman belng ls involed, 8 path opens Up — traced by painters— towards a bestial
manstrosily a5 i there was no other chance to escape the architectural prison' ™

The argument iz rather clear: at the summit of the ewvolutionary path one finds architecture
('mathematical aorder imposzed upon stone”, as the final developmert of the human figure. The
latter already poszesses most of the 'slements of architecture', architecture is just 'more static' and,
through thiz stahbility, 'more dominart’. Architecture iz thus, for that reazon (itz being at the summit
of the evolutionary path of 'earthly forms", the most perfected figure that humans must become or
rezemble, & zort of '‘prizon' or obligstion. Here, Bataille pointz out to zomething zeminal for
understanding how architecture, under the agency of the imperative elemerts of society, operates:
it communicates the ideal of zociety 1o such an extent, that # becomes what t expreszes. Indeed,
Bataile states that human and architectural orderz are zo intertwined (zolidary”) that zomehow
they conflate. &lready, in the first paragraph, t was mentioned that the 'mazzes took "architecture’,
and not directly the ideal zections of zociety (high heterogeneous), as their real masters'. The
reification iz here total: the ideal 'Man' and architecture — asz the 'culminstion of the ewvoluion of
earthly forms' — have became one.

Hence, Bataille concludes, any actions that would appear az an azzault on thiz prizon which
iz architecture, iz a way to 'sttack Man', the ideal, high, pure heterogeneous Man. By trashing
architecture, the impure and low 'mazzes’ would first releaze themselves from their 'prizon’, then
take down the 'expression’ of the ideal, and finally thresten the stabilty of zociety which wasz until
novy preszerved by itz dominion. Az an example of what might be a plan for escaping this
architectural prizon, Bataille ends hiz aicle by repesting hiz praize of 'modern’ pairting az t tends
actually in this direction”. it does not expressicommunicate the ‘higher' heterogeneous, the 'ideal’
being of zociety, but rather confronts #, with the 'bestial monstrosity' of the 'masses'. The direction
of the evoldtionary path is reverted, itz 'hierarchy' implodes under the performance of ‘modern’
painterz (the culmination of human development iz then a fall back imto the Tow", and the ‘high'
heterogeneous iz taking the 'hit', zoto speak.

Thiz zaid, t appears that within the aicle "architecture’ there iz no 'architectural atternative’
1o the oppreszzion of the 'maszzes’ (of the Tow' heterogeneous). There iz only & “way opened up by
painters', hence through the art of painting. ¥ This seems quite logical: the masses perceiving

0 (reorges Bataille, “Sxchitechme’,in OC I, Gallimard, Parde, 1970, pp. 171-2. There translate “chionmme architechmal®
by “architechmrs] pricon®. Ofter, Bataille s tranelators ke 1ced the tenn “architechms] strattjacket”. © Chiomie " ic 4
syhorg for Tbagre® cthe fold rune of the ‘pendtertisre colovgs”. Hovradayes o Frevwch the exprescion “zarde
chiomwe” [ prisoroararder] i sl ose.

. Fimthenmore , Bataille gaure 1p, 4 S mordhe sfter e arote thic “architechme® article , his belief i the possibiliny of
the macces " ermarcipation throagh pictorial means . Tudeed, the lact piece he wroote for Dovaegerds (hefore  the retdog lost
its fnmdivgz) © The Modem Spirit aved the Plor of 'I‘Ibampn:usiﬂm ic a corifidert deromucistion of Dloder, art (and spirit) as
st 3 “wancposition” of the deepest lannan mhotisratione aud obsessione , of s “hestial monestrosity”, a transpositioz
withonat arey Tadical fmpact which rather leads to the horsogenization u:-fﬂus ‘bestisl moretrosiye . This is of inportance
for the thesis that this dissertatiopmrishes to denonstrate ndt alsowrith regard to an artisticirchitechmal arploprnerd of
Bataille s thoagbd . Budeed, i art, 4 4 whole, is dignicced by Bataille e past another dodsre e raeposition; what
ghonat thewodks of avgy archdtect or artist wio aroald like to Sranepose” Bataille writirge's thenes | wotiors s operations
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architectures as their true masters, Bataille who did not think of himself as anvthing ather than one
of the lowwest elements of society, could not here claim for architecture any other fate Z1f he had,
within thiz article, proposed an ‘architectural aternative’, he would not have been able to affirm that
hiz reflection was 'hasze' or embedded deep, within the real.

However, instead of the potertialty of an architectural atternative, what matters now, iz
whiat thiz conflation of 'Man' with "architecture' means for architecture, bevond itz statusz of target: if
‘architecture' and Man' are conflated, t makes zenzes that they share their festures. Man' the
ideal, imperative, high heterogeneous element, who opprezzes the low heterogeneous masszes
and zsupports the homogeneous part of society, has, most importartly, an existence valid in itzelf:
he iz thuz, per se, in excess of a commensurate society. Hence, if 'Man' is reified as ‘architecture’,
the latter iz nothing other, than an excess.

The atticle 'architecture’ (read in light of, 'The Pzychological Structure of Fascizm', and Bataille's
lecture on community, society and communication), addrezzes the poltical function, inthe process
of zociety's formation and defence, of the art of building in & rather radical way: architecture iz
merely a means of communication — & violent one certainly — through which the 'ideal’, the higher,
imperative, and authoritarian form of heterogenety, controlz and oppreszes the 'maszes’ (the
lovwver, impure, mizerable form of heterogenety) in order to ensure the existence of the
homogeneous society (hourgeois, patrons, bureaucrats etc..). But, from thiz zimple status of a
means, t becomes, to a certain extert, what t expressed: from being an index of the excess, it
becames thiz excess; aleakage of the 'high' heterogeneous back into the homogeneous realm.
But, one may aszk, are theze means of communication and thiz leakage, limited to be the proper
toolz of the zole ‘high' heterogeneous, or can they alzo be the un-proper device of the impure form
of heterogeneity?

V4. ‘Museum’

In the second paragraph of the adicle ‘architecture’, it iz mentioned that ‘architecture' operates
bevond the 'built environment'. Bataille took the example of academic pairting, in which could be
read a certain 'architectural composition', & composition operating az architecture does, that iz, az
a means [of communication) through which the high' heterogeneous elements of zociety (s ideal)
zupport the homogenizing of the profane part of zociety (the homogeneouz-commensurable part of
zociety), with the difference that thiz homogenizing iz exercized not simply within the huitt’
environmert bt in the pictorial dizcipline. In other words, & was intuited that architecture,
metaphorically, permits the homogenizing of the profane by the ideal and the most 'high' alzo in the
‘cuttural' realm.

The atticle 'Museum’, publizhed in the fitth izsue of Documents’ second year of publication
(1393071, confirms thiz once again, but in a different way: it shows that Bataille does not consider that
‘architecture' operatez in the cultural realm only through one of itz metaphorz or festures
(architectural composition). Indeed, in thiz brief article (which was part of the dictionary) Bataille
shows that architecture, here under the form of the 'muzeum’, ensurez a zort of 'cultural
hegemony, whose primary function iz to sustain zocial stabity (homogenety). Thiz has two
conseguences for architecture: first, € shows that architecture can (not only through one of itz
metaphorz or festures) have a direct impact in & field ather than the political (here, the 'cuttural'l,

to a phoeical practices (patrding, decigp, srchitechmws etc... ). B v wiear there can® be o Bataillan srchitechme | or 4
Buataillan art_ ac prowch ac there can’tbe (nactered by an artict or anoarchitect) o foomless? art or 4 “fonmless” architechre
writhungt 4 travepos itios, herw e withonat snhoshogerizstion of Bataille s theooght, Mevertheless | 4 Bataillan aitiqae of
architechars | or better c4id 4 Bataillan “copdestatioe’ of the political fimtion of scchitechmre ic tvee wisepossible, See,
Crecrges Bataille, “Lecprit rruodeme et 1e jen des tranepositione *, m OC I, Gallimard, Pards, 1970, pp. 271-4.

o Cbrricnas Ty orue warayt to escape this fate | ic ‘opered by certain scholars i wiches to stress the mportance , writhin
this last paragraph of the “architechme” article, of theword foon’; and, edeed, that word sppears foar tire . Theyr often
cotwhade, or at least it theat the aitique, expressed here, does hot poind to 2 political or social one Qked to the
fimuction of architechme’) it sivply to 4 foohal dsaae (0T evet to 4 problean with Bataille’s “Gamative lnnitatioe ™).
Herce, gzamst o “fomnal® architechare, they raice the possibilin of 4 “foomdess® oxe Geet, mactered b the apchitect), See,
for examnple, the case of Srdresr Benjanin that T disoasced mothe prologue of this discertation, Sxudresr Bergjami,
Arciotechiral Fiolosopip, London and Hewr Bomearick: Sthlore Press , 2000,
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then, thiz alzo means that architecture can be employved az a means of oppression, and not anly
through itz appearance or presence. Architecture appears as a 'straightforward' means of
homogenizing, wwhen it expresses the dominant poltical power (the ideall, as the ‘architecture’
atticle cortends, but it alzo prezerves itz funcltion—without lozing any efficiency—avhen i simply
hoztz proceszes of homogenizing' which pertain to domains that would zeem foreign, but which
are, actually, deeply intertwined with the poltical (here, again, the ‘cutural”).

TWUSEUM, —Accarding to the Grande Epcyclopédie, the first museum inthe moderh sense
af the word (that Isto say the first pablic collection)wolld seem to have beeh founded oh the
27 1793, i France, by the copvention. The ariginaf the modern musedm wold this be
Inkedio the development of the guiiotine. Hawever the Ashmaolean Musenr In Oxfard,
founded at the end of the 177 century was already g public collection belonaing to the
Liniversihy *

Bataille begins thiz aicle in a pattern wvery similar to the one he uzes in 'Dust' or 'Space’, a pattern
which iz vizible in most of the aticle of the Docamentsd dictionary. He beginz by exposzing what
zcience, philosophy, or more precizely, the 'Encyclopédie — all of which are agertz of
homogenization (or &t least of an intellectual one), — have to zay about the topic he wizhes o
acddress. He then points out, how their take on the subject, or their concluzions, are, indeed, a
matter for dizcussion. According to the source, which has authority (the ' Encyciopédie’], the first
muzeum should have been founded under the ‘conwvention' (the poltical regime of post-
revolutionary France) in 1793, but, Bataille mentions that in Oxford, one certury earlier, at the
Univerzity, the Ashmolean Muzeum had already the zame function. Hence, academic sources are
dizmizzed when it comes to deciding exactly what a muzeum iz. Thiz iz the first transgression, the
tranzgreszion of the academic authority which guaranteesidefines what & muzeum iz the
tranzgresszion cauzes t to fall from iz statuz of confident superiority, 1o & postion where itz
judgemert might be questioned.

Then, Bataille alzo tranzsgreszes the definition tzelf. Thiz iz the moment when what was
defined lozes itz newtralty and iz attracted towards the lov, the violert, the terror, If the Museum iz
founded at the time of (or just after] the French revaoldtion, one might be tempted to relate it to the
guillctine, the symbol of the bloody madness that occurred under the terror'. Suddenly, the
muzeum —the place where 'cuture’, 'art’ and knowledge' (concerning them) are prezerved and are
zafeguarded from the azzault of paszing time — iz tied to & certain violence, or at least to & very
strong zymbol of . The guilotine was the means, by which 2o many ozt their heads, in France,
until recertly.® Here, it is the pattern grasped in 'Architecture' which surfaces: architecture seemed
to be the expression of the very being of zociety, but iz finally and only the expression of itz ideal,
an ideal which, uzing architecture az a means, violertly impozes tzelf onto the impure’ and unrualy
elemertz. In bath cases, a certain wviolence is revealed by Bataille, az being bound up with the
architectural. But, without Bataille, thiz violence would be concealed, architecture would just
express the very being of zociety ( restrictive az it may be) and the 'museum’ would be az far from
the wiolence of the guilotine, az where itz 'developmert' would lead . The origin should be in
accordance with the development:

The development of miselims has obviolsly siitpassed the hopes — even the most
aptirdstic — of the founders. Not only does the totality of the world’ s muselms today
represent 8 colossal aociimiiation of Fiches, bat above all, the great nlimber of visitors,
withant any donbt represents the mast grandiose spectacie, of 3 humanily freed from
material cares and dedicatedto contemplation’ ™

Accumulation, for Bataille, iz the aim and conzequence of a homogeneous zociety (the profane
worldl, itz zecured goal and only authorized outcome. Within the homogeneous part of zociety, the
commensurabiity of people and goods, az wel az the awareneszz and defence of this

35 eorges Bataille, “Masee’,in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970, pp. 239-40 .
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commensurabilty, excludes all elements, which refuse to be simply appropristed. Those elements
are silenced as they represent a form of loss. Commensurahbility does not allow & pure lozs to exist,
only productivity and expansion are accepted, and expenditures are never realized as pure losses
but az neceszzary re-investments.

The muzeum, a3 a 'colozzal accumulstion' of goods and valuable tems (in the zensze that
they have a commensurable value) throws back at the homogeneous society the images it wishes
1o zee. &z the muszeum collects the images, which fit the vizion that the profane would like to have
of tzelf, t becomes one of the most perfect images of & homogeneous society, oheeszed by
accumulation. The museum does not guestion, nether through itz cortert nor through itz function,
the homogeneous zociety and itz means of coheszion. t does not reveal what iz to be found at the
fringes or beyond the scope of the homogeneous: the excluded low heterogeneous elements and
their disruptive 'bestial monstrosity'. Mor does #, in conseguence, rupture the ruling homogeneity.
Father, the muzeum 'freesz’ the homogeneous elemerts from thoze izzues (the problemstic actions,
behaviour and ohzesszions, which might reduce, perhaps until depletion, what iz accumulated). The
unruly elemerts who might dizturb the zocial comfort (homogenety) are erazed (st least from the
precinct of the muzeum), and, with them, the material concerns dizappear.

The homogeneous elements of zociety, that iz, the bourgeoiz or thoze elemertz of the
'mazzes’ who agree to be homogenized, careleszsly indulge in the images offered them by the
muzeum, to such an extert, that they are 'dedicated to contemplation'. But, cortemplation is as
much a careful ohzervation az it iz a religious posture. Religious cortemplation, feverish prayer, or
anguished repertance should lead one, according to the hook', towards salvation; and indeed, for
Bataille, the muzeum might be a sort of confessional;

W must take into account the fact that palleries and objects of art are no more than
g containet, the contents of which are cregted bythe visitors: tisthe contents which
distingiish g mbselin from 8 private collection. A masedrm Is Tke the lung of 8 great city:
every Suhday the crowd flows Into the muselrm, ke Blood, and leaves it fresh and plritled,
The plottires are only dead sirfaces ahd s within the crowd that the play the flashes, the
shirmmaring of Nabt, technically described by the gatharized critics takes place. On Sunday at
five o'clock, atthe exit goar of the Lowvre, 1t is interesting to admive the torvent of visitors
visitiy animated with a desive to be totally simiiarto the celestial apparitions with which thelr
eyes are stilf ravished

The metaphor iz eloguert: like the lung purifies the body's blood, the muszeum purifies the grest
city's crowd. | preszerves the zocial homogeneity: the elementz, which could be tempted to
dizazzociste themselves from thiz homogeneity, are, after a visit to the muzeum, cured. But, the
muzeum and the ohjectz dizplaved within itz precinctz are only 'containers’ or zome 'dead
zurfaces'. Hence, their responzikilty, in this process of zelf-homogenizing or purification is gquite
minar. Indeed, Bataile claims that it iz “within the crowd' that the effect of the ‘authorized' art
expert's dizcourse are realized. The museum and the pairtings just do their 'duty'. They dive back
to the homogeneous folks what they came for: a ravishmert, a ravishmert due to zeeing the
image of what i iz that they are aiming at, to perceiving what they deszire to be, what they wizh to
become, that iz, what iz above them: their ideal (the 'celestial apparitionz") to which they azpire.
The muzeum, which should be linked to the guilloting, instead of chopping off zomeone's
head, helps 1o raize a 'head' (az what iz above the homogeneous), when needed. Mevertheless,
the muzeum iz =il & zte of wiclence', but whereas the guillatine's violence was the violence of the
lowy 'mmazses’, directed against the ‘high' head (the king, or wwhoewver elze came to occupy itz
dizstinctive and influential position after him: Robespierre, Danton, Saint-Just etc... ], here it is the
head az the 'ideal, residing above the homogeneous society which acts wiolently, vet invisibly
[nothing iz more violent than to zilence zomeone's exiztence) against the 'mazzes’ monstrosity.
But, thiz head, in a post-revoluionary zociety (after 1793) iz not God, but & parody of God,
the 'ideal' Man (cortained in, &t least itz image, and reinforced, &t least in itz authority, by the
muzeum]. Hence, the muzeum perhaps purifies the 'crowed’, bt # iz & parody of & church or of &
confessional. Thiz iz not to zay that Bataille zuddenly became dizappoirted by religions' lozs of grip
on society, rather, in my view, here, he guestions what happened after the death of God. What has

3 Thid.
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come to replace God, and iz, per se, az vain and empty (athough perhaps logically necessary), as
what preceded ity The next paragraph exposes it clearly:

‘FFanaville has schematised the relations between the container and the containedin
mUsems by exggogerating (Ih appearance at the very least)the bonds that are temporarily
established between the visited and the visitors. Inthe same way, when a native of the ory
Cogst places polished stone gxesof the Neolithic period ing container filled with water,
bathes in the containet, and sacrifices chickens towhat he bellevesito be the thunder stones
(fallen from heaven In thunderclan) he Isdolng ho more than prefiglring the aititude of
ehthusigsm and profound commanion with obfjects which characterisesthe visitorto g
madern musedmn ™

Major religions (and thiz obviously includes Christianity), often reduce the beliefz of the natives
when they are conguered, to the mere zum of pagan ritualz. Here, it iz the religions, which are
reduced to mere pagan ritualz, ritualz that lead (prefiguring the attitude' to the behaviour of the
homogeneous croved in front of the museum's contert. The museum iz the zite of & parody of
religion; & return to a pagan ritual in which the iconz reprezenting God, the thunder stones fallen
from heaven', or other stuff that would poirt to zome superior entity, are replaced by simple art
ohiects expressing the ideal 'Man'. One more difference: it iz not the body of the Christ, (az an act
of love meant to unify the mas=ses) or zomething similar to &, & bunch of chickens (as a means of
showing devotion to the gods of thunder) which are zacrificed, bt the low, impure and
heterogeneous elemerts of zociety which are erazed az an act of zocial cohesion. Mevertheless,
thiz parody of religion iz well done, and the 'enthusziazm’ and 'communion’, it allows, are ‘profound'
and efficient:

The miselin ls g colossalmirrat, Inwhich man finally contermplates himself In all s
gapects, Thds mself Iterally admirable and abandons Mmselfto the ecstasy expressedin
ait art journals' ™

The muzeum, an architectural ohject, az it accumulates what are the artistic standards of society,
appears az a means through which & cedain cutural hegemony iz zecured (the one of society
‘officialz’ az Bataille wrote in hiz article "architecture"). Thiz cultural hegemony's primary concern
and function iz not to simply exhibit what zociety, and the individualz of which # iz composzed,
conzizt, but rather to enforce on thiz zociety what itz homogeneous part wilfully elected az itz ideal.
Az the ideal iz not an inoffensive aesthetic but what guarantees the zocial cohesion (homogeneity?,
thiz cultural hegemony iz obviously not innocent of poltical agencies. Hence, the museum, as i
zecures the cultural hegemony and 'reflects’ the 'ideal' of homogeneous zociety, iz, first and
foremost, & means of social homogenizing.

With this article, 'Muzeum', Bataille showes, that for him, ‘architecture’ still expreszzes, or here
reflects, what the ideal, ‘admirable' man iz the ‘high' heterogeneous whose function is to preserve
the homogeneity of zociety. Yet, thiz time, it iz nether zimply through itz form' nor itz 'maszs’ nor the
‘dignity' of itz monumentaliy that it does zo, but through what it hostz and through the function that
thiz contert conferz on i (accumulation of riches). Thuz, Bataille's azzezasment of architecture iz
not uniguely concerned with itz form' but rather — and thiz in & much more zeminal way —with itz
function, the functions it hostz, and how they all proceed or, how they are proceeded.

W5, ‘Extinct America’

The aricles, which | have just dizcuszed, when put into context, would zeem to imply that Bataille's
take on architecture iz a rather offenzive one. Architecture, apparently being nothing maore than a
tool through which the ideal of homogeneous zociety, itz 'zacralized' high heterogeneous,
oppresszes the ‘low' heterogeneous elements, either by attempting to homogenize them ar by
zimply rejecting and erasing them. Architecture's function would be nothing other than to express,
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or to allowy zome room far expression of what iz not homogenized, but which neverthelezs ensure
and impoze, precizely becausze of itz status of 'exception’ (az the 'high' heterogeneous], society's
stahilty and order. Iz architecture condemned 1o be a simple means? 1z this predicament in which
architecture zeemsz to be embedded — architecture az the oppreszszive hand of the dominant
zegmert of zociety — truly inescapable? |z, architecture, for Bataille, particularly with regard to
thoze matters, everywhere the zame, and, through history, never acting in any way other than out
of 'duty'y?

An article, 'Exdinct &merica’, publizhed just a few months before Bataille's Docuaments first
izzue was releazed — an thus before Bataille wrote any piece concerned, clozely or not, with
architecture — if not answering completely thosze questionz, at least gives the reader zome hintz
about what Bataille's answers might have been.

‘Extinct America' [LAmérigue disparue', alzo translated as “anished America’], was
publizhied in the special izsue of the Caklers de la républigue des lettres, des sciehces et des ants
which wasz dedicated to Pre-Columbian art, America before Chriztopher Columbusz,' and which
zerved az the catalogue of the 1929 first major European exhibition of pre-Columbian artefactz. Az
| mertioned in the third chapter of thiz dizzertation, thiz review's special izzue wasz edited by Pierre
d'Ezpezel, & colleague of Bataile, at the Bibliothégue Mationale, who was alzo the editor (with
Jean Bakelon another of Bataille's colleagues) of Aréthuse, a journal of art and archaesology. This
article iz important, regarding the development of Bataille's thought, for two reazons: First, because
it dizcuzzes (athough briefly) peculiar architectures before any of the Dacuments aricles were
written. Thus, in thiz text, one can =ee the original framework from wehich Bataille's later
azzezzment of architecture derived. Then, thiz article iz alzo ezzential regarding the elaboration of
Bataile's thought becausze # iz due to itz acknowledged qualty (az well az the zeriouzness
dizplayed through the Aréthuse'z aricles), that Bataille obtained zome financing for hiz, by then,
first "fully' controlled reviews: Documents (in which most of hiz aficles dizcuzzing architecture were
publizhed, and on which, nowadays, most of the academicz focus when they wizh to dizcuszs
Bataille's thought).

With 'Extinct &merica’ Bataille prezentz a guite brief survey of the different civilizations the
Spanizh Conguistadors came across when they dizcovered America. But, with thizs article Bataille
does not zimply document the different atefacts that thosze civilizations and their people left.
Father, he dizcuzzes those remains in relation to what he calls their 'bloody eccentricity'. An
eccentricity that Bataille alzo perceived in one of hiz major influences, the Marguiz de Sade, az he
wrote it in these introductory lines:

The Iife of the civilised peaple of pre-Columblan Ameticg seemsito Us not only prodigiols
cie to the fact of thely discovery ahd thelr Instantanecls disgppearahce, bit also becglse
wWithowt any dolbt hever has greater bloody eccentriciy been conceled by himan Thsahity:
cantinnal crimes comimitted In broad daylioht salely for the satisfaction of deified
Nightmares, terrifving phantasmsl The cannibal mealis conslmed by the priests, the corpse
ceremanles flawing with Hiood, mare than any historical event, evake the Hiinding
debaucheny described by the illustrions Marguis De Sade =

Hence, Bataile zeems 10 be interested in the pre-Columbian civilization of the Americas for their
violence. But, he shorly specifies thet such an interest 'pertains above all to Mexico'.*® Often,
commertators have stated that 'Extinct America' iz primarily concerned with contrasting the Inca
civilization with the Mexican one, with examining & dichotomy of atttudes towards violence amaong
the pre-Columbian nations. Indeed, az we shall zee, thiz adicle cortrasts the flatness of the
bureaucratic Inca state with the monstrous exceszes of the Mexicans and, of course, Bataille,
wolld seem to side with the bloody madness of the Mexicans against the boredom of Inca society.
But, if there iz a dichotomy or bi-polarity, t iz in no way a simple one. Thiz 'complex’ bi-polarity iz
rather a triad: the Incasz are oppozed 1o the Mexican civilization, but within the latter there appears,
according to Bataille, another opposition between the Mavasz and the Aztecs. Then, what matterz iz
the way Bataile inzertz architecture into hiz survey. &z a way 10 expoze thoze contrastz, he
zignificartly deszcribes how architecture within thoze different civilizations operates; what it does,

:: Ceorges Bataille, °L° Senerique Dispanae’, in OC I, Callinard, Paris, 1970.p. 152,
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howe it iz uzed and what kind of impact t has on itz surroundings.

Concerning the Incaz' empire, Bataille claims that contrary to the 'clichés' concerning the
old Peruvian civilization, wwhich would have it az 'a singular mirage, an incandescence of salar
gold', *' factual evidences unveil t as 'the most ardered and administrative state that men had ever
constituted' . * In this empire:

T...J an entive peaple submitedto the order of functionaries asito the orderof militany
officers, Work was dispatched, and marriages performed by the functionaries, The grodnd
ahod the harvest were the properly of the state. The festivals were the religiols feasts ofthe
state. Fvendhing was planned Inan existence where there was no air'™

Then, for Bataile, the architecture of thiz suffocating society — the Inca's architecture — can be
characterized by itz homogeneity, tz zadness, massiveness, heavineszs, half-zordidness or, more
zimply, by itz starkness:

The capitalof the Incad's emplre, Cuzcal.. Jwas characterized by g massive and ponderols
arandely. Tall hotses bait of huge stone Blocks, with no outside widows, without ornament
ahod thatched roofs, gave the streets an aspect haltsordid and sad. The termples ovetlooking
the raofs were of an equally stark architecture .. ] nothing managed to dispeithe Impression
of mediocre brotaiiy and above ali of stupeiving uniformiss ™

Mothing stands out, according to Bataille, in thiz civilization, not even itz architecture (temples],
which perhaps sl dominated physically the urban tizzue bt which was neverthelezsz in every
azpect zimilar 1o the mere domestic buildings (houszes) it overlooked: even what should be above
uniformity iz uniformed or homogenized. Furthermore, Inca's architecture (or tz lack) iz not only
uniform or homogeneous, & alzo permitz the preszervation of thiz homogenety: the human
zacrifices which were perpetrated az the ritualz grounding thiz szociety, and which were
undoubtedly the expression of a rupture within the courze of thiz uniformed life (st least for the
ones wwho were sacrificed), were simply hidden by architecture. Even the disruption that represents
the sacrificial death iz homogenizedszilenced through architecture (or what replaces it). Bataille:

'Regarding those conditions, one wiil not be astonished bythe factihat there are relatively
few brillignttraits to report aboutthe Incad’s civilization. Even horvors are not much striking in
Cuzco. Laces were Used for strangling some Frare victims within itstemples, as for example
the temple of the Sun [ %

The Inca's empire, athough iz territory was large, neverthelezz remained bazed within the
boundariez of South America. Central America was the restricted domain of the two other
civilizationz in which Bataille was interested. the Mayasz (or Maya-Qu'itche) from the Yucatan
peninzula and the Aztecs from central Mexico.

Bataille claimz that often the Mavaszs' civilization iz perceived az the 'most brilliart and
irteresting of extinct America'. Thiz perception iz due to itz 'productions’ which are the clozest to
what archasologiztz usually conzider to be remarkable. Mava's art iz

T .0 certainly more hman than any other InAmerica. The Mava's low-rellefs represent gods
With & himan figure, I Jvery stylised above allvery anliform. One cah cohsiderthem as
very decorative. They were, Ihdeed, displaved an quite prestigions architectural ensembies
wWhich ariginaliy permitted a comparizon between American chvilizations and the great
classicalones. in Chicher-itza, InLxmal, in Pajepgie, ape cohtintesto discaverthe
Fermpahts of imposing and sometimes lavishly crafted, temples and paigees ™

. Thid.
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Although, he acknowledges such qualties in the Mayvas' artwork and architectural objectz, Bataille,
neverthelezs concludes his azzessment of their productions with those rather negative words:

T...J thelrart bears nevertheless something of g st born appearance, fatly hideous, despite

the perfection and the Fichress of those works' %

Mava's art and architecture are perhaps perfect, reflecting the image of an ideal’ human bt # iz
precizely becausze of thoze 'gqualties' that Bataille dizmizzes them. They are zomehowy too good 1o
be true. Something iz mizzing. The non-dizzsimulsted violence of the Axtecs:

If ane wants airand vinlepce, postiy and hurmadd ane would only find therm with the peaple
of central Mextica . ] the Aztec nation [Isithe maost alive, the mast seductive, even with its
insane violence, throuah its somparmbilistic attitude’ * ..

The Aztec' civilization reprezents for Bataille & society which doesz not zilence, eraze or oppress the
dizturbing violence of the elements, oheeszzions and ritualz which constibute . The &Aztecs' ideal’
appears az a reverzed image of the Mavas' # iz not a perfected human figure bt rather (Bataille
guotes the monk Torguemada) a monstrous and evil figure:

“The physiognarmies of their gods [ T were similarto the one of thelr sonis, due to the sinfyf
iife they induioed inwithoot end®

Here, of courze, a passage from the aricle 'architecture’ comes to mind. While, within the modern
zociety of Bataille, ‘architecture' exprezzes the 'ideal zoul' of zociety (az a way to oppress the
'masses’ and their unruly behaviour), with the Aztecs, i iz thoze lowest afttudes, behaviours and
ohzezzionsz, which come to be exprezzed within the figure of their gods. The 'hestial monstrosity' of
the 'maszzez’ (the impure, low heterogeneous) iz not rejected or oppreszed by the ‘high'
heterogeneous (through architecture) bt i iz rather celebrated, brought 1o the pinnacle —in &
ztrange reversal — of society, to the extent that  overtakes the pure, the 'high'. Then, Bataille alzo
exposes how, to those evil and monstrous gods, the Axtecs offered the lives of human victims
through sacrifices:

The prlest kept 8 man suspended With bs belly inthe alx, Ws back bentover a Kind of big
aitar and opened Ms chest by striking himviclenthy with g Knife made out of 8 brilliant stone.
The boneswere ot 85 such, the heart was firmly grasped by hands throdugh the apening
Innetrsed In Blood and viclenthy pilled ot with sbch skl and speed that this bloody mass
cohtinted to organlcally palnitate for 8 few seconds, before the refected cadaver heavily
tumbied down the stairs' ™

Those stairs are the ones of the temples that stood in the middle of the city (Mexico), and on top of
which, thoze zacrifices were conducted. Bataille would, much later, in The Accursed Share (1949],
in & zection dedicated to the Aztecs, recall the function of the Aztecs' architecture:

The Artecs, abott whor Twill spegk first, are poles gpart from us moraily I Thelr sclehce
af arch!tgcture ehabledthem to constract pyramids on tog of which they Immaolated hlman
belngs’

Hence, noting the difference between civilizations, which hide the death on which they are
grounded (the Incas", which propose a perfected art and an architecture at the image of their ideal
(the Mavasz"l or which implement a uniformed zocial cortext (the Incas' again), the Aztecs proudly
exhibit, with the help of their architecture, the violence on which their zociety iz constituted. Their
architecture iz certainly & meansz, but not for the oppresszion of the low' and heterogeneous

o Tid.
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elemerts, which dizrupt homogeneity and uniformity, but rather a means of expressiontelease of
theze elements. They don't contemplate a high and imperative 'ideal’ but praize some kind of lowe
and impure parody of divinties made according to the image of their "sinful zouls'. Their religious
ritualz are not directed toward an abstract ideal’ entity flving above zociety, but are, inthemszselves,
a concrete 'abyzzal' movement attracting zociety towards the bottom: they do not believe in a fake
erected god but in & true evil 'fall' which mirrors sincerely the courze of their "hestial monstrosity'.

Taking & bit of distance from the hloody madneszs that zeems 1o be praized in thiz fazcinating
ezzay, | think i iz importart to underline what thiz text tellz us about Bataille's take on architecture,
not only what architecture iz, according to him, but alzo how it operates, and where t must be
zituated in order to be properly grasped.

First, Bataille dizcuzzes the architecture of the Incas, the Mavyas and the Aztecs, nat in an
abztract way, but by situating them within a context. Thiz context would zeem to be urban, az
indeed, Bataille mertions the morphology of the city of Cuzco, and compares Mexico to Venice ™
But, az thiz 'urban' context iz only mertioned in order to truly portray & society, | would prefer to call
it, their 'zocial' context. Thizs shows, if # wasz needed, that Bataille's azzezazment of architecture iz
not & mere critigue of itz form, but rather an aszzessment of the poltical function of architecture
within zociety. Architecture, for Bataille has an importance, not zimply because of the way i looks,
but because of itz poltical implications (how it bas an impact on society, and what kind of impact).

foreawver, in thiz article, 'Exinct &merica', @ appears that to each civilization belong
particular architectural expreszzions or forms which function according to their proper values. The
Incaz' architecture functionz az a meansz of homogenizing (1o the extent that tzelf appearz az
homogeneous or 'uniformed”) and thus corresponds 1o the uniformity of that zociety. The Mavas'
architecture iz a 'perfection’, which makes it conform to the 'perception’ of thiz civilization az the
most briliant'. Then, the Aztecs' edifices allow them to shamelezzly exhibi the violence at the core
of their zociety. Meverthelezz, thiz violence iz alzo prezent at the heart of the Incasz' zociety, vet it iz
hidden through architectural means. Thus, Bataille does not zimply contrast the prezence or lack of
violence within different civilizations bt rather the way thiz violence iz represzed or exhibited
through architectural meansz. Hence, t can be concluded that, for Bataile, architecture in tzelf iz
neither oppressive nor guity: both Inca's and Axtec's civilizations had a sacrificing practice related
to their architecture. What differs iz the funcltion he oppression of disruption or itz ecstatic
expression), that iz granted to architecture by a given zociety. Architecture iz zimply a meansz of
expression [communication), perhaps violert in tzelf, but neverthelezs not zolely responsible for
the hegemony of an oppressive system =

Furthermore, by unveiling the differences between thoze three archaic civilizations of the
Incasz, the Mavas and the Aztecsz, Bataile alzo elaboratez a framework which sharez zome
irteresting zimilarties with hiz theoretical accourt of the constibution of zociety (and itz different
parts] that he would bring to the fare, a fewe years later (1933-4), in 'The Psychological Sructure of
Fazcizm'. Indeed, hevyond the zimple evidence, that Bataile perceives bath the Pre-Columbian's
American civilizations and Modern societies, as being formed on the pattern of the triad, one iz
struck by the correspondence of each of thosze civilizationz with one of the partz of Modern
zocieties (az Bataile conceived them). Thiz iz to zay that apparently, here we have more than a
zimple structural zimilarity, & functional rezemblance. For instance, the Incas’ world, az it iz shown
by Bataille to be uniform and 'flat' — & world from which disturbing elementz are zilenced or hidden
in order to preserve itz uniformity— appears &z zome kind of precursor, of & homogeneous society —
or of the homogeneous part of t —which fears the Tow!' impure heterogeneous elements and which
conzeguertly seeks to eraze them. Then, the Mavyas' civilization, conzsidered az 'the most brilliart'
and the most 'human' with itz ‘perfected’ forms of art and architecture which leads archaeologistz
to compare it with the 'model’ of European civilizations — the classical model — shares more than a
rezemblance with the figure that occupies a dominart position above the homogeneous zociety but
which alzo insures itz preservation: the high' heterogeneous which actz as the ideal’ authority and
model of the homogeneous realm. Finally, and obwviously, the Aztecs' world and their bloody
madnezz exhibited withowt remorse through their architecture, illustrates fairly well what iz, for
Bataille, the zubversive realm of the Tow' heterogeneous, itz violence, and the threst t reprezents,

= See  Ceorges Bataille, *L"Smerique Dicpame”, m 0C I, Gallimard , Parde 1970, p. 157,
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for the homogeneous wwarld's stakilty. Hence, atthough | do not pretend that Bataille claimed this
straightforwardly, the three civilizations of 'Extinct America' appear as the precursors or as
ilustrative antecedents of what will become in Bataille's thinking the different realms ar parts, which
conzstitute Modern zocieties.

In conzequence, as with 'Extinct America’, Bataille expozes how architecture's poltical
function, differz from one social cortext to another — ie. the function which iz granted to
architecture, by the zociety in which t stands — bt alzo that this function may vary from the
oppression of homogeneity's dizruptions 1o the ecstatic heterogeneous expreszszion of the zame,
and az an obvious functional correspondence can be drawn between the three archaic civilizations
that this essay surveys, and the different partz constitutive of Modern societies (which Bataille
dizcuszes in "The Paychological Sructure of Fascizm', one may logically foresee the potentiality
for architecture, in a 'Modern' setting, to nat only conceal or to oppress the Towest', impure and
heterogeneous elemerts but, in contrast —asz a means of 'expreszzion and thereby exalttation' — 1o
releaze them. Thiz means, in other words, that an architecture could radically expoze, and thus not
hide, what constiutes the ground on which zociety iz formed (death, az with the &ztecs, or the
'maszes’ and their 'bestial monstrosity");, an architecture az a means of communication of the most
non-avovvable proceszzes and obszesszionsz, an architecture permitting & leakage back into the
profanehomogeneous world, not of the ‘high' idealized heterogeneous but of itz radical 'other', the
Ioeet and impure form of heterogeneity.

V6. ‘Slaughterhouse’

Bataille thus proposzes, with hiz aicle 'Extinct &merica’, the possihilty for architecture not only to
zerve the interestz of the high' heterogeneous but alzo to permit the releaze of itz 'low' counterpart.
In other words, architecture appears, for Bataille — and that before he wrote any of the Documents
articles — a= able to operate on a dual mode: on the one hand it could be 'imperative’, enforcing the
hegemony of the 'ideal' elements [ high zacred) of zociety owver the body of the homogeneous
(profane) world, in order to prezerve itz commensurability and stabilty and on the other hand i
could be impure’ zupporting the 'expression’ and thereby the 'exalttation’ of the 'hestial monstrosity!
of the 'mazzes’, disturbing az zuch the homogeneity of the profane, henceforth bringing dowven the
high heterogeneous from itz elected position. Howeser, Bataille, in thiz aricle (Exinct &merica’)
does not give a precize example nor does he even point to & place that could illustrate within
"Modern zocieties!, what such an ‘impure’ architecture could be. But a short text publizhed in the
zivih izzue of Docymepts (first year) in Movember 1929, circumvents thiz lack: the adicle
"Slaughterhouse'.

The aticle 'Slaughterhousze’ beginz, az often with Bataille's Documents aticles, with a
provocation. The slaughterhousze iz not just a zpot on the map of the food chain of our zocieties —
the place where domesticated animalz are butchered — rather t must be related to religion(z):

SLAUGHTERHOUSE, — The slaughterhouse Islinked to religion in so far 8s some temples
af ahclent davs (hot to mention those of the Hindus in oy owh day) had 2 dodble dse,
sendng at the same time as g place of prayer and massacre, it resuited from this, withaut any
dontt fane can gppreciate this in the chaotic aspect of the present day slanghterhonses)a
shattering convergehce batween mithological mysteries and the JNoUbrions grandeyr which
characterises those places Inwhich blood fiows' =

The zlaughterhousze iz indeed a place where zome blood iz shed. But, uzually, temples and
churches are not perceived az 'places in which blood flowes'. If Bataille's remark makes zome
zenze it iz hecauze he contends that 'zome temples’ in ancient times and probably of ancient
beliefz have been the locus of violert and bloody zacrificial religious practices. Ohviously, here,
Bataille makes a clear reference ta the human sacrifices which the Aztecs conducted at the summit
of their architectural temples and which he briefly dizcuszed in 'Extinct America’.

But beyvond the obvious reference to the historical factz Bataille commerted in 'Extinct
America’, hiz contertion is alzo sustained — and in consequence rendered even mare provocative

. Georges Bataille, ‘&hattoir”, in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970.p. 205.
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— by hiz comprehenzion of the term 'sacrifice'. For Bataile, 'sacrifice' should be grasped
etymologically. '=sacrifice’ comes from the Latin 'sacrficivm or sacer facere’ 1o produce or render
zomething as 'sacred'. Hence, s=een from this angle, (and it iz indeed the 'effect’ Bataille zeeks)
slaughterhouzes can be connected not only with archaic faths (or distart ones, az with the
Hinduz") but alzo with the temples (or churches) of cortemporary religions: the slaughterhouze iz a
place in which, animalz are slaughtered — az in & 'zacrifice’ — while the church iz, nowadays, an
architectural edifice in which the 'sacred' (Godz) — az what iz produced through 'sacrifice'— or at
least the feverizh contemplation of &, iz (relproduced.

Meverthelezz, it iz clear that while the zacrifice enacted at the top of &ztecs’ pyramids were
bloody and dedicated to zome — although evil — wet sacred gods, nether the modern
slaughterhouzes nor the contemporary temples seem to possess both this gualty and thet
function. Mo slaughterhouse zeems to be dedicated to a God and no church seems to be the locus
of a real zacrifice (vet, zometimes they are the locusz of a kind of zacrificial parody, the Eucharizt].
The zlaughterhouze mizzes the 'zacred' while the church mizzes the hlood'.

Thiz lack’ of blood iz precizely what Bataille pointz &t within the following paragraph of this
atticle:

Tt iscltions that In America an abliding regret Is expressed: WA Seabrook, abserving that
the argiastic Ife has suraived, bt that the sacrificial bload Is not part of the cocktall mix, finds
the present attitudes insipia 5

William Buehler Zeabrook, wasz an American journalist and writer, of the zo called ozt generation’,
who became famous for the accourtz of hiz practices of occultizm (mainly Haitian “oodoo and
Satanizm) az well az cannibalizm which were publizhed in hiz books Jusgle Wavs and The Magic
Isiand thiz last being the one Bataille refers 1o in thiz paszage. Seabrook's cannibal experience iz
what alloves him to regret the ‘insipidity' of the zocialtes’ lives.

one can read Bataile's guotes of Seabrook's book az an attempt o link once again, this
article to 'BExtinct America'. Indeed, Bataille underlines that Seabrook's regret iz ultered in
‘America’. Hence, with this reference Bataile makes it clear for the reader that he iz well aware of
the dizappearance of his 'bloody' Pre-Columbian America: the Axtecs's violert eccentricity has truly
vanishied from the land on which it was once dizsplayed. But, more than just showing the coherence
of Bataille's thought process, thiz reference introduces the problem of how, in Bataille's 'Modern'
zocieties the 'zacrifice' hasz to be cleaned of the blood, howy the orgiastic rituals are mere parodies;
and how # iz not only the church which mizzes the hlood' but the entire homogeneous society
which cant handle even the zight of . Some "orgiastic' riualz —no doubt zome erzatz religious, or
pagan ceremonies — might take place in cortemporary zociety, but the 'sacrificial blood', which
would confer on them the statuz of 'sacred ritualz’, iz nowhere to be found. The homogeneous
zociety can't face the reality of sacrifice (and the blood & sheds) on which it is, or was once,
grounded. Conseguently, it rejects or hides the places, such as the slaughterhouse, in which thiz
'zacrificial blood' seems to uncontrallably reappear:

‘Meanwhile, In ol day the slaughterholse Is cursed and quarantined ke g plagle-ridden
ship, However, the victims ofthis curse are neltherthe butchers northe anlmals, butthe
decent folks, themseles, who are by how only able to handle thelr own Lgliness, ah Ugliness
appasing to, Indeed, the pathological need of cleanliness, testy meanness, and boredorm: the
cirse (Which terrifles only those who utter ) leads them to vegetate as faras possible from
the sigughterhonse, to exiie themseles ot of poiteness o 8 Fabby workd, Jnwhich nothing
harribie remaings gand In which, sibiected to the indelibie obsession of disgrace, they are
reduced to eating cheese’ ™

In Pariz, under the first Empire of Louiz Mapoleon Bonaparte, t was decided that five large
slaughterhouzes would be built st (by then) the edges of the city and they were completed in 1313,
Howvever, due to the urban growth of Paris during the 19" century, Mapoleon the third ithe nephese
of the former), decided in 1337, 1o further dizplace thoze edifices and funcltions by grouping them
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all, again outside the city, on the territory of the newly annexed commune of La Yilette., One
century later, in 1374, the '"General Slaughterhouzes of la Vilette' were dizmantled and shortly
after, in 1952, Bernard Tschumi won the architectural competition for the design of the park, which
novwadays occupies the area. b was on thiz architectural design that Deniz Hollier commented, in
hiz newy introduction to the American translationfedition (1989) of La prise de fa Concorde as
Apainst Architecture.

Thuz, it zeems that — &t least in the caze of Pariz but there are many otherz examples —the
slaughterhouze iz a rather recent invention (post French revaoldion), which iz indeed, az Bataille
cortendsz, if not 'curzed' &t least 'gquarantined'. Each poltical regime, which took the decizion to
construct slaughterhouses — and thus acknowledged their 'urban' necessity — alzo found i
necessary to keep thoze edifices and their function, well outzide the urban region. Of course, there
were valid reasons for doing =0, Perhaps the guickest one to come to mind is that, mowving it away
from the urban centre, wasiz =il the best measzure 1o take in order to avoid public hygiene and
health izzuesz. Howewer, Bataille iz not interested in thiz curze for itz 'postive’, bt rather itz
negative connotations: if the slaughterhousze iz guarantined # iz becausze the 'decent folks' of
zociety — no doubt they constiute itz homogeneous part — cannot cope with what the
slaughterhouze exprezzes. They cant handle the image that the slaughterhousze throws back at
them, an imperzonal 'ugliness'. Indeed, Bataille states that the victims of the guarantine are not the
guarartined (butchers ar animalzs), but those who run away from the horrars  containg and who
are condemned to live in a flabby world', & homogeneous realm, in which only their own ‘uglines:s'
can be supported.

A2z | have zhown, in the eponvm aricle, Bataille conziders the Muzeum' az the zite of a
parody of religion; a return 1o a pagan ritual (or itz conzequent developmert) in which the icons
reprezenting God are replaced by zimple art obhjectz expressing the ideal 'Man'. Athough # iz
irtimated rather than clearly stated, in thiz aticle, a zacrifice takes place within the precinctz of the
muzedm; a sacrifice in the zenze that zome zacred ‘high' elemertz —which Bataille callz the
'‘celestial appartions' — are worshiped (hence produced az zacred). However, az | maintained, i iz
not the ohjects on which a zacred 'statuz' iz conferred which are actually zacrificed, but rather the
'mazzes’ bestial monstrosity' — the lowve, impure and heterogeneous elements of society — which are
erazed to such an extent that even their exclusion iz silenced: the sacrifice, as the bringing forth of
the sacred, iz misuszed (or mizconstrued) and leads, actually to the 'erasure' of the latter. The
zacrifice practized in the museum iz thuz a hypocritical zacrifice, a parody of zacrifice for a
hypocritical religion: zomething iz zacrificed but thoze practicing the zacrifice refuse to grant and
acknowledge itz statuz az 'zacred'.

For Bataille, the slaughterhousze appearzs to be the opposte of the muzeum. &t the
slaughterhouze, zacrifices take place and zacred low!' elements are not erazed or zilenced bt are
indeed produced and revealed. Meverthelezz, t iz now, not the Tow!' zacred which iz erazed but the
place of zacrifice tzelf, the slaughterhousze, which iz rejected, and kept as far as possible from the
centre of the homogeneous part of society. While the muszeum (like a church) iz the place of a
parody of sacrifice, producing a khypocritical ‘high' sacred, for zome 'decent' believers, the
slaughterhouze iz the locus of & true' zacrifice, producing and revealing & truly low' zacred without
follovwvers. Thiz lack of followers iz precizely due to the lowness of thiz 'zacred’, the 'hestial
monstrozty of the masses' (if | refer to Bataille's "Architecture' article) and by extenszion the finitude
of the animal-man in general. In the slaughterhousze's zacrifices, during which blood iz shed, # iz
not the "admirable’ beauty of the high heterogeneous ideal which iz revealed az 'szacred' (unlike in &
muzeum] but the 'ugliness' of animal life's finalty (death) which iz finally expozed in the harsh light
of truth: 'man' iz nothing more than & potentially slaughtered animal;, 'man’ — for paraphrasing
Bataille himself parodying Hegel — is just 'death living a buman life'. The slaughterhouse iz thus the
place where, indeed, a 'low' zacred iz revealed: not a superior entity or even an object of cult
poirting tovards it but rather a 'sacred' truth, which the homogeneous part of zociety cannaot cope
with and which 'decent folk' refuse to worship. Man iz an animal sperhaps a peculiar one az he iz
conzcious of the inevitabilty of hiz death, but neverthelezz an animal — whoze path does not lead
him to become, &t best the ideal heterogeneous element or &t worst, a commensurate part of &
homogeneous zociety but to embrace the low zacred and dizruptive (for the homogeneous realm)
truth of itz irremediable fall into death.

Hence, the slaughterhouse iz, in a 'Modern' setting, the dezcendert of the Axtecs' temple: a
place through wwhich the most low', impure, sacred and heterogeneous elements are not
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concealed or oppressed but are released and produced. k iz & means of expression and
communication (in the zense that Bataille gave to this word) of man's bestial monstrosity. | permits
the releaze, through sacrifices, of tz radical bazeness (man i animal), and most importantly, the
slaughterhouze 'spitz’ &t the face of the homogeneous zubject and itz heterogeneous ideal, the
zacred truth that the zacrifices t hostz unleash. The truth of man iz not to be found in the stability
and commensurability of the homogeneous life nor in the cortemplation of an heterogeneous ideal
but in itz inevitable fall, itz desth (man will die az an animal), man iz nothing more than an
expenditure in pure loss,

V7. Architecture as expenditure (*The NHotion of Expenditure’)

The articles dizcuszzed =zo far, make obvious, certain characteriztics of Bataille's take' on
architecture, and they are worth repeating, before | go any further.

First of all, in hiz dizcourze on architecture (if one may call it that), Bataille iz not primarily
interezted in & naive criticism of architecture's form but in the azzezament of itz poltical function
(the article ‘Architecture”). Architecture for Bataille, iz the means of & wviolert communication
through which the ‘high', ‘ideal', imperative, and authoritarian form of heterogeneity controls and
oppresses the 'maszszes' — az a 'low', 'hasze', impure, and irrational form of heterogeneity — in arder
to ensure or to preserve the existence of the homogeneous part of society — the bourgeois,
patronz, bureaucrats who own the means of production — and of which i iz in excess (dueto itz
statuz of ‘high' heterogeneousz). From thiz simple status of & 'means’, architecture becomes, to a
cettain extert, what it exprezzes and from being & means of expression, hence an index of the
excess, t hecomes precizely thiz excess, a leakage of the ‘high' heterogeneous back into the
homogeneous realm (the adicle 'Architecture' read under the light, of 'The Paychological Structure
of Faszcizm', and Bataille's lecture on community, society and communication).  Moreowver,
architecture, far Bataille, cettainly exprezzes the ideal 'high' heterogeneous of society, vet it does
=0 neither zimply through itz form' nor  it=s 'mass’ nor the 'dignity' of iz monumentality, but through
what it hosts and through the function that thiz contert confers on it. Bataille's asseszzment of
architecture iz concerned — more than with itz form' — with itz function, the functionz i hostz, and
howy they are proceszed (the article WMuzeum”).

Furthermore, Bataille alzo irtimates, the poszsibilty that architecture not only expreszes and
enforces the dominion of the ‘high' heterogeneous bt alzo permitz the releaze of sz low!
courterpart, the impure form of heterogenety (‘Extinct America’). Architecture could be impure in
itz function, supporting the 'expresszion’ and thereby the 'exaltation’ of the hestial monstrosty' of
the 'maszzes’, disturhing as such the homogeneous part of society — hence targeting the high
heterogeneous and itz authority — to such an extent that the places where thiz architecture stands
wolld be 'cursed' and kept as far as possible, away from the centre of the 'homogeneous’ life; as in
excess from it ('Slaughterhouse).

Thusz, architecture, according to Bataille's take' on the zubject, appears to operate in a dual
mode, either az an imperative or an impure excess. B, thiz dualizm iz more than a mere
conceptual dichotomy and becomes truly problemsatic when confronted with one of the principles
on which the homogeneous part of society iz grounded, the principle of Wilty or uzefulness. There
iz no doubt that Bataille perceives architecture az having zome impact on zociety  (the
homogeneous]l. However, it iz precizely because of the tenzion arising between that impact and the
status (az in excess) Bataile unwveiled for hiz object of study that architecture's function iz
preserted as paradoxical.

Indeed, if architecture iz an excess (whether it expreszzes the high or low heterogeneous, it
iz in exceszz of the 'profane’ world) it dizrupts the law of commensurabilty (each device or ohject iz
a means to an end exterior to tzelf or iz &t least rationally relsted to another object) on which
homogenety and t's principle of wWilty rest. Thus, architecture's uzefulness (from the point of view
of the 'profane’ world) must be null.

Howewver, in the caze of an architecture operating as the expresszion of the high' and ideal
heterogeneous of the profane society, itz heterogenety appears as corrupted by itz Giltarian
function: indeed, in such a zetting, architecture zupports and defends the homogeneous realn.
Architecture iz a means to an end exterior to tzelf and in thiz case, architecture would be, at best,
a mere commensurate and useful means. Architecture could thus be considered hypocritical,
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expressing the incommensurakility of the 'ideal’ while actually supporting the commensurate as itz
ideal.

Conversely, an architecture operating as the expresszion of the 'low' and impure
heterogeneous  elemertz of the ‘profane' society, could, paradoxically, only mairtain itz
heterogeneous statuz, az long as  remainz in excess az a non-useful means. In other words, an
impure architecture would not betray tzelf, az long az it could avoid making successful, the radical
elemerts, t expresses and releazes — in their revoldionary task — and, thuz, hegemonic. In order
1o remain heterogeneous and uzelessz, architecture must not only express the most Tow!', t must
alzo (and paradoxicaly) remain a failure as a 'useful' expression of it.

Hence, &t first sight, Bataille's assessment of architecture as in excess, as a means of
expression or communication of the heterogeneous, either ‘low ar ‘high', appears, from a rational
point of viewe, rather, unproductive, or non-useful, a8z beyond the principle of wWilty. But is # truly so7?
What would be the most effective way 1o radically azzault the homogeneous realm of the profane
while dizcuzzing architecture? Should one rationally show the uzefulness of zuch an endeavour
and thuz, zomehow, involurtarily, support the principle of what one wizhes to take dowven? Should
one be taken involurtarily in thiz paradox, or rather consciously (athough in reverse), embrace g7
Iz it that Bataille's azzezzment of architecture 'adopts’, not the form', bt the paradoxical function
of the device it dizcuzzes, in order to radically target the wery principle on which rests the
homogeneous realm — wtilty — and thus 1o point to the irremediable fall of this part of society?

In the ezzay, publizhed in 1933 in La Crtigue Sociagle, entitled 'The Motion of Expenditure’, Bataille
addrezzes thiz izzue in the most radical way. Indeed, while he attemptz to demonstrate that the
'encd' of all forms of economic exchange iz not the accumulation of richnessz, the re-investment in
the zyvstem of production nor mere Wiltarian (az a way 1o insure the fulfiment of zome elemertary
needs) conzumption but the expenditure in pure lozz of all kind of excess, he alzo contends that
the principle of uilty as # iz understood within 'MWodern' zocieties iz insufficient. Interestingly
enough, thiz brilliart ezzay allows him to come back to the 'architectural problematic' (and by
extenszion to itz assessmert), in relation to the diltarian principle and indeed, to expose
architecture as an unproductive expenditure (or exchange] in pure loss.

The 'Mation of Expenditure’ bedgins with a statement. when a dizcuszion arrives at any kind
of conclusion due to the utterance of the notion of wilty (or uzefulnessz], it iz in fact, warped', az it
avoids the fundamental guestion to which there iz no 'positive’ answer :

In factgiven the more of less divergent collection of present Ideas, there Is nothing that

permits one to define what is usefalto man' ¥

According to Bataille, the simple fact that one hasz often recourse to principles beyond the ‘useful' —
zuch az God, the Zpirit, the honour and the duty — within an argument, showves fairly well the
veracity of his statement. Howeever, in day to davy activities, one does not gquestion so easily the
reality of thiz notion of “utilty', and what iz uzeful iz always gualified az zuch from a 'materialist’
poird of wview: materially uszeful proceszes are limited to acguiring, producing, and conserving
goods, bt alzo, to the reproduction and conzervation of human life. From thiz perspective,
pleazure, especially in tz most ‘pathological' forms, iz zeen az a 'concession [...] whosze role iz
zubzidiary'. Hence, Bataille obzerves that the most enjovable azpect of existence, pleasure, iz thus
reduced as a mere 'regreftable condition' of the productive social activity. ™ But, accaording to him,
any normal person may natice this proper urge to squander and destroy goodszs, as well az his own
persan, withowt any reasonable explanation. Man:

T...J Isincapable of 8 stiitarian justification for Wis actions, and he cannot Imagine that g
huaman soclely might have, Justas he does, an interestin considerable losses, In
catastrophes that, while conforming to welldefined needs, provoke tmURNoUNSs depressions,
crises of dread, and inthe final analysis, @ certain argiastic state’ ™

" (orges Bataille, “Lanotion de depense’, n 0C I, Callimard, Paris, 1970, p. 302
* hid.p. 303
* Thid.
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Men allowe themselves the right to acquire, to conserve ar to consume rationally bt refuse —at least
in principle — all forms of unproductive expenditure. Mevertheless, Bataille alzo observes, this
excluzion iz purely formal as human kind, practically speaking, indulges tzelf in the satizfaction of
itz most wild needs' and 't seems able to subsist only at the limits of horroe'. =

In conzequence, Bataille states, that human activity iz not entirely reducible to proceszes of
production and conzervation. Moreover, conzumption should be divided irto two distinct sttitudes:
the first one conzizting of the uze of the minimum neceszary for the conzervation of life and the
continuation of individuals' productive activity in & given society' ™ This form of consumption is just
the fundamental condition of the productive process. The second ane,

T Jis represented by so-called wnarodiuctive expenditure; Tuxung motrning, wak clits, the
construction of sumetuany monuments, games, spectacles, aits, perverse sexyalactivity (that
Isto say deflected from genitalfinality) — all of these represent activities which, at leastin
pEEtves clrcimstances, have ho end bevond themselies Now it s hecessahy o reserve
the dse of the word expenditure for the designation of these unproductive forms, excluding
as such allthe made of consurmption which serve 353 means to the end of praductian’ ™

Although they are quite different in kind, all of thoze truly unproductive attitudes, those
unproductive expenditures, share at least one criterion: they are all oriented towards a 'lozs' which
must be az large az possible in order for that activity to take on itz true sense'. This principle of
lozs' which thuz opposzes the convertional, and zole rational, economic principle of ‘halanced
accourtz’ can be perceived in a great variety of examples, which Bataille coherertly chartzs: the
immense economic walue zguandered in the acquiremert of, rationally speaking, 'uselezs' jewels;
the religious cultz which demand various zacrifices — az the production of the 'zacred' — ether of
men or animalz and which are best exemplified by the central importance of the crucifixion of the
zon of God within Chriztendom; the diverze competitive games, such az for example the horze-
racing betz by which means, within the time needed for & donkey to run & few meters, huge
fortunes are squandered;, the ars too, especially, thestre, literature and poetry, in which an
unproductive  expenditure might be symbolized bt which can alzo have, in their less
intellectualized forms', an impact on the life of the one who ‘assumes' this function of
representation (that iz to zay, the poet's life iz engaged in the process of lozs that hiz writing
revesls).

Hence, for Bataille, the unproductive expenditure in pure lozs should not be zeen az a
conceszion made by the realm of uzefulness to zome perverze needs, or &t best & 'condition' (&
mere regrettable bt subsidiary 0zs) bt rather az the ezzential function' of zocial life. Moreover,
from thiz perspective, production and acguisition are not zeen az eszzential functions anymoaore bt
become mere means subordinated to the expenditure (in pure loss) ™

In order to demonstrate this, Bataile cortends that the secondary 'character' of production
and acguisition in relation to expenditure iz most vizible in primitive economic institutions inowhich
the exchange takes the form of a 'sumptuary lozz of ceded ohjects'. Thus, thiz exchange iz, at itz
‘haze', a procezs of expendiure from which, later on, & process of acguistion will parastically
emerge. An example of thiz form of archaic exchange can be found, according to Bataille, in the
Potlatch' of the Morth western American Indians; an example which he borrovws —as | have shu:nwn
in chapter three — from the work of the French zociologist Marcel Mauzzs. The 'Potlatch’, then, for

B hid.p. 304.
:L.Il:-id.p.EEIS.
. Ihid.
us Ihid. p. 308. Here, 1 ic Drportant to takie note that Bataille publishes hic “eccap™ i Lo Criique Somale. O jomnal
which s, althonigh divected by hlaract diccidert (Boris Sowmearine), still deferding 4 hlarnct corceptioz of the
Teal avd ite aitique. Hervce ,wher Bataille lovars dovarthe stabis of oamerchip snd prodaction or the ladder of social
atabreis  and althunagh he still acannes their vabie @oorder tomderstand the ewrobation of historical processes  he
obrionshy disriicces the abilihy of Mazdan and the dialectical aitique of ideology to lead the masces toarards 4
social erhancipation. B is here baited that Mardst aiticiamn isnot & Tadical” means faithond asefalborgeois ends)
ot rather a somple means o aweny corarerdional erd; the presereation of corenmaption and cwmership, as cerdral
topics of anabyreic, leads to the pre-aniverce of the principle of usefiihness —herce, to the ookl of the
homogeheonis-honrgeois cociety (and of conrse of #e ideology) avahich # is gronpeded.
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Bataile, consists of:

T... ] a considerable it of Fiche s, affered apenly and with the goal of hamiliating, defging, and
abliogting g Fival. The exchange valle of the gift results from the fact that the recipient, In
arder to efface the humiiation and take up the challenge, must satisficthe obligation Inclrred
by Birn gt the time of acceptance, to respond later with 2 more valuable it In other words, to
return with interest' ™

For Bataille, the ‘potlatch’ getz itz 'significant walue' from the fact that # expreszes the ‘positive
property of the loss'® Out of this loss' honowr, nokility and rank spring and are thus conferred on
the 'donor'. The ideal would be for the donor (Bataille quotes Mauzz) to give a potlatch and not
have it returned'. In thiz case, the ‘potlatch’ wouldn't lead to an acquisition with its return and
interezt and the rank and nobility of the 'donor’ would be prezerved. But, of courze, during thiz
process, the recipiert, for a brief momert (urtil he returnz the git with interest), acguires
irveolurtarily an amourt of riches, a certain wealth which, according to Bataille, iz an unwanted,
temporary and contradictory conzeguence:

1.0 since the ‘benefits’ of the potlatch are In some ways pledoed in gdvance Ina hew
patiatch, the archalc princiaie of wealth Is dispigved with pone of the altennations which
restitirom the avarice deveioped at later stages: wealth appears as an aoquisition to the
extent that power s goquired by the man wha JsFich, bot itis entirely divected towards fassin
the sense that this power Is characterised as power to Jose. Rt s only through loss that glovy
and honour are linked to wealth ™

The 'potlstch’ iz & zort of game in total contradiction to the principle of conzervation. During itz
process, fortunes could and must be wilingly sgquandered. Hence, the proceszzes, which permit the
accumulation of fortunes or immense wealth — zuch az production, coherent conzsumption, which
allowes productive activity to continue, and acquistion — 'appear as of relstive wilty'™ They are
only useful in the making of a fortune, which tzelf iz doomed to be non-usefully squandered. Thus,
indeed, production and acquisition are just subordinated to the unproductive expenditure in pure
lnzs.

The problem, then, was, for Bataille, in the 1930z, that with the rize of the bourgeoizie —as
the wealthy clazz — the sumptuary expenditure in pure lozz or, &t least, itz expression have
tranzformed or have simply vanizhed. According to Bataille, thiz iz due to number of causes: First,
the economic exchange iz no more immedistely subordinsted to tz human end — the need o
zguander: in an economy where the focus iz placed on production (and not zguander) the goods
are, at least temporarily, taken away from the principle of lozs. Conseguently, the proceszes of
exchange have 'an acquisitive sensze'. t iz only after fortunes have been accumulated and
ztahilized — hence after their survival iz ensured even against considerable lozzes —that they can
be submitted to the 'regime of unproductive expendiure’ ® Furthermore, expendiure is stil a
means 1o acguire or mairtain rank, but in principle the aim iz no longer 1o cause another 1o loze
thiz ‘'statusz'. Rather the goal iz to zustain the current state of things, the cleavage between
antagonistic zocial clazzes. Finally, the development of & perziztent shame with regard to wealth,
haz led 1o & certain mean hypocrisy concerning unproductive expenditure;

As the classwhichpossesses thewealth, having receledwith wealth the obligation of
functional expenditure, the modern bolrgenisie Is characterized by the refusal In princiole of
this abiigation. it has distinguished tselffromthe aristocracy thronghthe fact that it has
consapted anly to spend far tself, and within itself In other words, By hiding its expenditure
a5 mmdch a8spossible from the eves of the other classes. Thisparticilarformwas originally
due to the development of Rswealth In the shadow of 8 more powerl noble class. Tothese
harailiating conceptions of restrained expenditure, have responded the rationalist

.Thid. p. 308.
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conceptions— developed bythe bonrgealsie fram the seventeenth centuny oh — Which have
ha other meaning than to be a strictiv econamic representation of the world, econarmic inthe
viigar sense, the borgenis sense of the word. The hatred of expenditive Jsthe ‘ralzan
a'Etre’ of and the justification for the borgeoizie: it is at the same time the principle of jits
harrifsing bypocrisy' ™

Againzst, thiz bourgeoiz, rationalizt and homogeneous exiztence and in oppostion to tz hypocritical
economic modes of exchange, Bataille cortends that the maszes, in order 1o maintain & regime of
unproductive expenditure — and itz radicalizm — must reaffirm &, not simply in the economic field
but rather in the relsted arena of the 'zocial' field. In other words, the 'class struggle' becomes the
lazst realm in which a true regime of sumptuary and unproductive sguandering might  be
experienced.

If Bataille states thiz, t iz not becausze he iz then writing in an overtly Marxist review, but
becausze he actually findz in the clazs struggle a pattern, very similar to the pattern of the ‘potlstch’
tranzaction. Indeed, in the potlstch, the wealthy uze the goods that are provided by other mizerable
or impoverizhed men, in an attempt to rize above a rival who iz rich like him. But, ultimately his
‘elevation' has no other goal than to further hiz zeparation from thosze 'mizerable’ men. Hence,
Bataile obzerves, the potlatch's expenditure, athough i iz & "social function' leads to an agonistic
act of zeparation, an act apparently anti-zocial. The wealthy consumes the lozz of the
impoverizhed man and in return only offers him abject degradation, a way towards slavery.

it would appear to be obvious then, that within contemporary society the proletarian class
haz inherited from the status of thiz category:

"The end of the workers’ activity Is to produce Inorder to Ive, butthe bosses’ activity Is to
produce inorder to condermn the working producers to an awil degradatian’. ™

Of courze, Bataille alzo acknowledges the numerous effortz made by the bourgeoizie to ameliorate
the waorkers' conditions. However, he contends that zuch behaviours and their attempts are simply
a =ign of the bourgeoizie inakility to carry out — that i=, until it meets =z own end of sgquandering in
pure lozz itz object — without recoiling in anguish, the sumptuary process of expenditure. Wby
wolld the bourgeoizie be afraid of bringing this process to an end’? Bataille states that once he has
enzured the potertial lozz of the impoverizhed man, the wealtthy man findz himszelf 'empty and
neutralized' and becomes the wvictim of a zort of apathy. | iz precizely, according to Bataile,
becauze the wealthy wizh to preserve their enjovable and neutral apathetic state — despite the
appearance of certain feelngs which might be dizturbing, szuch az zadism or pity — that he
conzents to compenzate for & part of the expenditure which engendered the degradation of the
proletariat, with & new expenditure which attenustes itz resultz. Meverthelezs, Bataille contends,
that this 'mean’ expendiure iz only a subterfuge, which does nat modify the fundamental division
between wealthy, apathetic homogeneous men and the mizerably impoverished. Futhermore thizs
kind of attenuation of the radicalizm of the expenditure, expounds in the clearest way, according to
Elataill:a, the general astrophy of the anciert zumptuary proceszzes that characterizes the Modern
era’.

Thusz, even among the attitudes prezent within the clazs struggle, the principle of a radical
expendiure in pure lozz — a3 a zocial funcltion of a 'free' zociety — zeems o bhe, again,
hypocritically betraved by one class, the bourgeoizie. Thus, the only clazs able to return tzelf to —
thiz end for 'man' —the expenditure in pure lozs, withouwt betraving i, appears as thiz part of the
proletarist, of the working class, of the mazses which would be ready for a social wprising:

The ciass struoore, I becaomes the grandest form of socialexpenditure when it istaken up
again and developed, thistime on the part of the workers, and on sucha scalethat it
threatens the very existence of the masters’ ™

" Thid.p. 313-14.
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The lowwest impure social class might truly expend in pure lozs their objects, they might let go their
‘nestial monstrosity' inthe slaughtering of their ‘bourgeois' masters (in order to have same fun).

Howeewver, it iz essential to take into account that Bataille iz not interested in the outcome of
the revolt or squandering but in the expenditure that a non-hypocritical revaolution must be in ‘tzelf!
(& zort of non-revolution which does not lead one back to the coordinstes from which he departed —
az, etymologically speaking, the word 'revolution' means). In other words, Bataille iz not joyvfully
welcoming & proletarian dictatorship az a new 'frame' for 'man'. For him, the clazs struggle iz not &
means to a 'rationally postive' end, bt merely the appropriste zefting — az an oppostion of
clazzes —in which 'zociety' iz constrained:

To weethe excinsion of ohe class by gnother to realize a mode of expenditire astragic and
a5 free as possible, and at the same time to introdiice sacred forms so human that the

traditional forms became relatively contemptibie ™

The explozion of an unproductive expenditure in pure lozs which iz an end in and of tzelf,
responds 1o 'man’ grestest need: the need for the 'zacred'. However, according to Bataille thizs
explozion of expenditure wont "deliver’ or bring 1o the forefront' the zacred az an ohject, but they
will be the 'zacred' in themzelves. Men are vearning for the zacred — as the insubordinste, radical
and heterogeneous existence which iz valid in tzelf — and the principle of expenditure in pure loss
iz not simply opening the way towards it, t is thiz way a3z a 'sacred form' of insubordination.
Concluding that eszzential eszay and while repeating his early hypothesziz on the insufficiency of the
principle of utility, Bataille states:

‘Men ensire thelrown subsistence oF avold suffering, not because these functions
themseles legd to g sufficient result, butin order to accede to the Insubordingte function of
free expenditure’.™

What about architecture in all thiz? In the zecond part of thiz ezzay, a part entitled 'The principle of
lozs', Bataille — as | mentioned — lists a few singular examples through which thiz principle of 'loss'
— az appozed to the conventional and rational economic principle of halanced accounts’ — can be
demonstrated as operating within 'modern’ societies. The last of these examples, of idertifiakle
expenditure in pure lozz, includes, the "artz’ in general, and more specifically poetry, lterature and
drama. Al of theze are conzidered az being part of a 'zecond category' of expenditure, the
'zymbolic' expenditure. &z for the first category — which Bataille gqualifies az real' expenditure — it
appears that t encompaszzes, interestingly enough, "architecture’. Bataille:

Fromn the polntof view of expenditure, artistic productions mast be divided Into bwo main
categaries, the first canstituted by architectiral construction, music and dance. This category
Is comprised of real expenditure. Nevertheless, scipture and painting, hot ta mention the
Nse of sites for ceremanies and spectacles, Intraduce, even Into architecture, the princiaie of
the second categong that of symbolic expenditure. Forthelr pait, music and dance caneasily

be charged with external significations" ™

Bataile's statemert, which gualifies architecture az an expenditure in pure ozz ether real or
symbolic — when 'ceremonies’ introduce in i the 'principle of the zecond category' — does make
zome zense if read from the perspective that he revealed in 'Extinct &America’. Indeed, as
preserted by Bataille in thiz essay, the Aztecs' temples can be zeen asz, in themselves, an
expenditure in pure loss. They had no useful purpose from the point of view of an homogeneous —
bazed on commensurabilty — society az they were simply used to exhibit, bloody madness of
zacrifices — themszelves an expenditure in pure lozz of bodies — which formed the ezzential zocial
function of the central Mexican civilization. Moreowver, thoze zacrifices, az 'ceremonies’ in which
radical zguandering occurred, do, in fact, introduce’ within the architectural, the 'zecond category!
of unproductive expenditure, 'symbolic' expenditure. The modern 'slaughterhousze’ (& uzelezs and

" hid.p. 313
™ hid.p. 320
¥ hid.p.307.
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thuz rejected place within which a 'symbolic expenditure’ iz carried out) might be seen in the same
ligghit .

In addtion, thiz statement alzo elucidates on — without newtralizing its radicalizm — the
functional paradox, in which Bataille's architecture zeems 1o be taken — a paradox that | noted
eatlier. Architecture's function appears paradoxical, not 2o much due to what it does — atthough this
dualizm of itz operative modes conferz on i the peculiar gqualties of a neutral tool availakble to
multiple agencies (which lead & 1o be wvery zimilar, indeed, to what Michel Foucault named a
technigque"l — but, most importantly, in the contradiction between itz nature or status (in excess,
thuz az an end in tzelf) and itz uzeful impact (hence posting t &z & means to other ends) which i
zeems to have in ardicles zuch az 'Architecture’, 'Muzeum' | but alzo in some respects,
"Slaughterhouse',

Indeed, in the case of an ‘imperative’ architecture operating as the expression of the high!'
and ideal heterogeneous of the ‘homogeneous' society, there, architecture zupportzs and defends
the homogeneous realm. Architecture iz thuz a means to an end exterior to tzelf. iz in obvious
cortradiction with itz excessive 'nature’ of expenditure in pure lozz and in excess of the principle of
utility — az Bataille explains it (excessz) in the ‘Architecture' adicle and affirms t (expenditure) in hiz
ezzay 'The notion of expenditure'. Earlier, | wrote, wizhing then to gualify thiz predicament, that
architecture appeared to be hypocritical, exprezzing the incommensurakilty of the ‘ideal’ while
actually supporting the commensurate &z one endorses an ideal. However, Bataille's affirmation of
architecture as an unproductive expenditure and his explanation of itz historical transformation
linked to the rize of the bourgeodisie az the wealthy class which 'expends', clarify thiz izsue of
hypocrizy. Bataile's statement determines who iz responsible for the hypocrizy and evidertly, the
bourgeoiz clazz appearz az the one which betravs the true 'nature’ of architecture az an
expendiure in pure ozs. The bourgeoizie does expend itz wealth through the construction of
monumertal architecture, but t does zo hypocritically', for and within tzelf, architecture becomes a
means to oppress (‘Architecture”) and 1o 'zilence' ('Muzeum') the lowest elements of zociety, but itz
final end iz to support the homogeneous part of zociety — that iz the bourgeoiz part. Hence, i iz
becausze architecture iz truly a radical expenditure in pure lozs, which targets the bourgeois order,
as it iz the transgression of the principle of wility on which thiz order iz grounded, that the
bourgeoizie attempts to hypocritically 'corrupt’ thiz expenditure.

Then, from the perzpective of the other 'impure’ mode through swhich architecture might
operate, the paradox of architecture having to remain a non-uzeful means and thusz a failure az a
uzeful' expreszszion of the low' and 'impure’ heterogeneous elemerts of the 'profane’ society iz
elucidsted on by Bataille, who views architecture az an expenditure in pure lozz and itz
coextenzive affirmation, that i iz within thiz radical unproductive expenditure that the mazzes may
find the responze to their greastest urge. & radical architecture az a true expenditure expressing the
hestial monstrosty of the mazzes has no end exterior to tzelf: iz an example of the 'zacred’ forms
the lowvest elements of a society are yvearning for — as a 'means’ which insubordinately functions as
a 'free’ and "walid in tself' expendiure. Such an architecture is thus, by definition, not leading
beyvond tzelf to a new world order in which the hegemony of the masses has to replace the
bourgeoiz order (consequertly betraving the heterogeneous statuz of architecture az a uzeless
means). Society must free tzelf within a radical, non-hypocritical expenditure of tzelf, and indeed,
az an, obviously involurtary, aftereffect, the bourgeoizie —az the clazz unable to ezcape itz
perverze urge towards zelf-zustainabiity and thus unable to lavishly expend — might be totally
eradicated.

Hence, the guestion of the paradoxical function of Bataile's architecture zeems o he
elucidated on in thiz essay 'The notion of expenditure'. Architecture iz a means of 'exchange’ —
either az a communication or az expenditure — between the heterogeneous and the homogeneous
realtn, howvwever, t might operate on & dual mode, either an imperative one — in which the 'high'
heterogeneous uzes ‘hypocritically' a corrupted architecture az an uzeful (and thus denstured)
expenditure for itz own end — or an impure one — in which the low' heterogeneous elements are
truly unleashed through a radical architecture az an expenditure in pure lozs which has no further
end than tzelf. Bataile does not reject the paradox bt embraces #, he reverzes itz perspective —
architecture iz bevond the principle of wWilty, az valid in tzelf, and that iz tz zole 'purposze’.

However, if Bataille contends that the paradox he unveiled &t the heart of architecture's
function iz not a hindrance but the =sign of its radicalizm, then it would seem that this paradoxical
'mature’ does not limit tself to this device and itz function, but alzo cortaminates Bataille's
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azzeszment.

Indeed, if Bataille's dizcourze on architecture iz the one | intended to exposze, then —
beyond the few paradoxical izsues rizing from what wrongly appeared as a dizcrepancy between
architecture's statuz and effectzthat | have clarified above — the uzefulnessz of zuch an architecture
for the 'homogeneous' zociety =il remains unclear, to zay the least. By extension, through this
persiztert uzelezzness of architecture, az an expenditure in pure lozz, it iz Bataile's azzezament of
architecture az a whole, which might appear az uzelezsz to the ‘profane’, az mere unproductive
expenditure. But after all, perhaps that iz Bataile's poird™?

| contend that Bataille's dizcourze on architecture (if one can call @ & dizcourze) iz in tzelf,
expenditure in pure loss. Hiz assessment of architecture, actually, 'adopts’ not the form' but the
paradoxical function of the device it dizcusses in order to radically target the wvery principle on
which rests the homogeneous realn — wtilty — hence to padicipate in the irremediable fall of thiz
part of zociety. Le Corbuzier famously entitled one of hiz books ‘Architecture or Revolution' and
opted, of courze, for architecture. But Bataille does not chooze one or the other, az he conflates
both: architecture iz revolution (and nothing bevond) —a purely uzelessz, but for that reazon radical,
sguandering.

Thiz being zaid, conseqguences for the architectural dizcipline are raized. Indeed, from thiz
poirt of view, it iz obvious that Bataille's critique (for lack of & better word) of architecture —contrary
to what theoreticians (Benjamin, Krauss and Boiz) or architects (Tschumi) expect from it — does not
offer a conceptual arsenal (as a blue print ready to be rendered operative) to architects, and even
lezs some =ort of structural method of analysis to architectural critics, historians and theoreticians,
from whence they could complete their hidden dizciplinary agenda. Mo, Bataille's azzezzment of
architecture iz in tzelf inzubordinate, in tzelf expenditure in pure lozz. The only agenda it permits iz
not = re-enactment but itz parody. The re-affirmation, az a parody, of architecture az expenditure
in pure loss, which (interestingly enough) swould induce, logically, the radical fall of all other
agendfﬁ and, by extenzion, the non-hypocritical zelf-expenditure of architectural criticizm and
theoary.

Thoze rather disturbing concluzions — and with them the ezzential gquestion of the position
and function of the architectural historian, critic and theoretician taken in such a predicament — are
further addressed and detailed in two other texts by Bataille — which obviously zhare a concern for
architecture — publizhed at an interval of almost ten vears: Factory Chimney' and 'The Obelizk'.

V8. ‘Factory Chimney

The aticle 'Factory Chimney' was publizhed in the sixth izsue of Documents first vear of
publication (in Movember 19297 — the zame izzue in which the adicle 'Slaughterhouse’ was first
releazed. Bataile beginz thiz text in a fashion unuzual for an aicle publizhed in Documents. He
doez not begin with a summarizing statement, rehearzing how convertionally or rationally itz
'zubject matter' iz 'defined' (by zcience philozophy or common zense), then followed by a direct
and provocative claim undermining thoze pre-conceptions — for instance az with 'Dust' and
Museumn' — nar in the usual trivial tone that most of the Docoments aticles exhibit — as for
example in '"Space’. Rather, he beginz by recaling what zeems to be one of hiz perzonal
Mmemories:

FACTORY CHIVMNEY, - i take into gaccount my own memaories, it seemsthat, ont of the
World' s varions abjects, giimosed during early chlidhood, far olr generation, the most
frightening architecturalforms were hot 50 much the chirches, even the most monstrous of
ther, butthe large factony chimneys, trle chanhels of commanication between the s!m;s?t?en}f

Iy SRy ahd the muddy stinking earth of the texitlle and dve factorie s’ nelghbolrhoods’,

" Herwe, Eataille’ take o architectire does not stand oateide of the dualiom —that Tirmeiled i chapter targ —at the
core of his Sariting”: the Sariting’ orviofthe excess, Bataille s accecamert of architechre exposes apchitechme as
expendibme Tpnme loss ot it is also @ it radicalian anomprodactive experdibme. This peoiliac “discourse "raneil
thiat thee tnae fimuction of society, men and here stchitechme s beypored the reabn of ability, oezcess of it the Tesponse
tothe wrze to squander. Srd, bepord “disomsmrely e iling this state of things , Bataille s texd becoanes this excess:
it ic 4 meaningless experdinme,

" (reorgzes Bataille, © Chemines dasie” o OC I, Gallimard , Paris, 1970, p. 206,
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Twwo things are striking is thiz shot paragraph; Bataille's alluzion to the 'churches' of hizs childhood
and then the expresszion he uzes for gualifying the 'factory chimneys'.

First of all, something which might appear as a point of detail but which iz actually guite
telling: Bataille, here, dizmizzes the idea that the churches of hiz childhood were the 'most
frightening architectural forms'. Thiz makes zome zenze if one recallz the very first publizhed text
of Bataille, Notre Dame de Ahelms, in which he feverizhly praizes that cathedral. The 'church' in
1918 weaz worshipped bt in 1929 # iz no longer 2o, Yet, athough thiz doesz not mean one should
not fear i, t iz, for Bataille, sotthe 'most frightening architectural form. Thiz zaid, t zomehow hasz
conseguences for Denizs Hollier's whole argument, or &t least for itz point of departure.

out of hiz reading of Nobre Dame de Rheims, Deniz Hollier contends that Bataille's “writing'
was unleaszhed ‘against architecture'. That is to zay, perhaps not simply against the architecture of
the cathedral of Rheims but against the greater structure — which was, for instance, praized and
alzo operating within Notre dame e Rhelms, the ezzav— and which the architecture of the
cathedral symbolized. In other words, for Hollier, Bataille's writing appeared az a reaction against
an hegemonic architectural 'edifice’ which spread through itz metaphors, over the whole body of
the cultural domain — including the [Rerary 'dizcourze' —and by extension, against tz reification, the
Cathedral of Rheimz, a rather large 'church'.

Az | hope 1o have expounded upon, in the above, and in contrast with Hollier's thesis,
Bataile's take on the =subject, when read from “within' hiz oeuvre (and thus not as & means of
'entering irto' the latter), appears to be not simply 'against architecture', rather, it conzsists of an
azsessment of architecture's =social function. Hence, | felt that Hollier's hypothesis — athough
extremely atiractive — appearz to be wvery reductive. Furthermore, here, with the aticle 'Factory
Chimney', it iz the wery foundationzs' of thiz hypothesiz, which appear to be made uncertain.
Indeed, Bataille's recalling of the memories of hiz youth — &t & time, if we followe Hollier, hiz peculiar
“weriting' weould have been already releazed (19291 — doez not oppoze any 'cathedralz' or
‘churches', in fact, the most frightening "architectural forms' are the 'large factory chimneys'. In
conseguence, and athough zome architectural forms sl appear to be threstening, the very point
of departure of Hollier's boak, its 'origin' (or at lesst the second onel™ s weakened.

Beyond the fact that Hollier's thesis iz not left unharmed by its contert, this first paragraph iz also
interesting from the perspective of the thesis | have defended =so far. Indeed, at the end of thiz
irtroductory paragraph, Bataille cortends that Yfactory chimneys' are zomehow true channelz of
communication between the sinisterly dirty sky and the muddy, stinking earth of the texdile and dyve
factories' neighbourhood'.

Thuz, in accordance with what the aticles ‘Architecture’, Muzeum', 'Extinct &America’ and
"Slaughterhousze' reveal, Bataille, here in the clearest way pozszsible, states that architecture iz a
means of expresszion o '‘communication'. However, t zeems that here thiz communication iz not
taking place between one of the heterogeneous’ realms and the homogeneousfprofane one but
directly between them. Indeed, in the light of what | have contended =o far, the sinisterly dity sky
and the muddy, stinking earth' appear obviously to be dizguized metaphorzs for the opposites
(imperative-ideal-high and impure-baze-low) forms of heterogeneity or the zacred. Yet, thiz brings
to the fore the guestion of what happened, in thiz aticle, and from the perzspective that Bataille zet
in hiz other contemporaneous textz, to the homogeneous realm as well az to the relstionship
between thiz zegment of zociety and the heterogeneous one, a relationship which wasz undil nos,
materialized through architecture az a means of exchange. The next paragraph of the aricle
'Factory Chimney' eluicidates on thiz dizappearance:

Taday when really miserablie gesthetes, seeking to show thelr fascination with fran, have
cantemptibly invented the “beauly” of the factaries, the folbrions fith of those enormals
tentacles gopears to me allthe more disgusting, the rainpuddies gt thelrfeet, In the emply
lots, the black smoke hal-begten down by the wing, the plles of scorige and clinker are truly
the sole possible aitribote s of those gods of 8 sewer Olvmpus, and Twas not hallucinating
Wheh Twas g child and my fear made me discernin iy glant scarecrows, which both
gitracted me to the point of anguish bat also made me run away, the presence of g fearfil!
ghoet, ah ahger which, cotid Fdoubt it wolld later become iy owh, giving meahing to

"8 The first orwe heing Hegel®s dicconmse or the arte snd anchitechme.
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everdhing that was getting solledwithin my head, and at the same time to aiithat which, In
chnifised states, fooms Yo ke the ralting carcass in g nightmare. No donibt § am not Whaware
that maost peapie, wheh they percelve factony chimneys, see In it maraly the sion of
manking’ s laboly, and never the atrociols projection ofthe nightmare which develons
abscUrely WitRIn mankindg ke g cancer: Indeed, 1t Is obviolsthat In principle, ohe does hot
cohsider that which appears as the revelation of a state of violence Inwhich one takes part,
Thischildishor Unspolledway of seeing, has been replaced by g knowing vision which
allows one to take g factory chimney for 8 stone constructionforming a pipe for the
evaciation of simoke hgh into the aly, which Isto say for ah abstraction. Now the only
passibie gim farthe present dictionary Is preciselyto show the mistake of that sortof
definition’.™

For Bataille, the 'mizerable aesthetes' — that iz, without any doubt, the architectural historians,
criticz, theoreticianz or at least commentators — who 'cortemptibly’, have imagined the beauty of
factories' are the ideclogues of the homogeneous part of society. In idealizing' the beauty of the
factories, they hijack thiz 'channel of communication' that iz the "Chimney'. They divert itz direction
and thuz function. While the factory chimney iz just — according to Bataille — & means of exchange
through which the high and low heterogeneous, inconclusively and, obwviously, unproductively
compete, the 'mizerable aesthetes' corrupt the lack of purpoze and end of thiz architectural device
and give to it the mere qualty of being a productive meanz of exchange between the profane-
homogeneous realm and the 'high' sacred-heterogeneous. The factories are ‘idealized as
beautiful, thuz they can be recorded az having an "aesthetic value' which poirtz towards the high'
idealized heterogeneous. What had a double orientation — towards the high az much as towards
the low — iz reduced to & one-way device and, from here, the proceszes that Bataille revealedin
arfticles such az 'Architecture’ may derive. Thiz architectural device becomes merely a means of
communication between the high heterogeneous and the homogeneous partz of zociety, t permitz
a leakage of the 'high' back into the profane and finally can be conflated with what # permits the
releaze of (the ‘high'). In other words, the factoriez and their chimneys become the zervile
materialization of an ideal, preserving the stakilty and homogeneity of the profane. Hence, from
thiz perspective — the one of the mizerable aesthetes —the factory chimney iz nothing more than a
commensurate and productive means of sustainability of the homogeneous. This operation of
idealization’ iz thus — atthough # iz paradoxical — nothing more than a ‘homogenization'.

Of courze, Bataille oppozes thiz 'homogenization', and strezzes the importance — for him —
and the signification of the other direction towards which the factory chimneys are poirting (when
not homogenized). The factories are 'dizgusting', their chimneys are just zome lugubriously fithy
tertacles’, surrounded by ‘puddles of rain' and 'empty otz wrapped in hlack amoke' and
colonized by 'clinkers' and 'scoriae’, all attributes which, according to Bataille, confer on factories
the statuz of 'gods’. But those 'gods' are the one of very Tow' sky: & 'zewwer Olympus'. For Bataille
the 'Factory Chimney' iz alzo a means by which, the 'low' heterogeneous might erupt inthe middle
of the profane realm. Hence, it would zeem that here, in 'Factory Chimney', like in 'Extinct America’
architecture could operate on a 'dual' mode. But there iz more, az Bataille cortends that, while
recalling that the 'giart zcarecrowes' (the chimneys) of hiz childhood, inspired in him ambivalent
feelings (‘attraction’ and 'fear'), thoze factories and their chimneys alzo allowed him to grasp the
‘mrezence of & fearful anger'. iz precizely thiz anger — az an attractive vet alzo frightening need to
dizrupt and to storm, az an urge to erupt and zguander which does not go bevond tzelf — which
would lster became hiz own, that gives itz signification to 'everything' that erupts within one's head
(here for instance Bataile's) or disrupts Clooms up') 'civilized states' — ie. homogenized behaviour
and attitudes. In other wards, the dizgusting realty of the factory and itz chimneys iz not ‘preferred
by Bataille becausze he indulges in the 'zoiled' — and not because he wizhes to replace a set of high
values by a bunch of low non-values — but becauze it exprezzes the true nature of the proceszes
which are functionz of thiz world. Each time a state of homogeneous flatness zeems 1o be ensured
by the election of idealized 'high' walues and bodies, the low', the impure form of heterogeneity
returns' az a 'fearful anger' storming the profane, the homogeneous and thus the civilized. Hence,
the factory chimneys should not be idealized az heaudiful' bt should remain 'grasped’ az merely
an unproductive means of communication between the high and the low heterogeneous: as mere

™ leorges Bataille, Cheminee dsine’ in 0C I, Gallimard, Paris | 1970, pp. 206-7.
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devices open to the sovereign use —as an end inthemselves — of what is hypocritically supporting
the profane and equally to what is violertly squandering it.

Furthermore, Bataille contends that the ‘mizerable aesthetes' are quite successful in their
tazk. Indeed, for the majority of 'people’ the factory chimneys, perhaps, do not carry a breathless
heauty', vet they are the mere index of Man's labouw', thuz a commensurate product, but
unfortunately not the expresszion (‘projection’) of the disturbing movement, which inhabitz human
kind. In conzequence, Bataille propozes 1o enter into the "struggle’ and opens the way for another
kind of azzezzmert, one which will not conceal the paradoxical 'nature’ of the factory chimney, and
by extenszion of architecture. &n azzezament during which the 'childizh' and 'unspoiled' or non-
civiized grasp of architecture that Bataile recallz won't be substituted by the flat and abstract
understanding of t — az it actually wishes to expend it. The schalarly distancing of the 'mizerakle
aesthetes' into the realm of abstraction iz — for Bataile — & profound mistake that the Docwments
dictionary should have revealed:

Tt sholld be stressed for example, that 2 chimney Is ohly very temporarily belongingito 8
mechanicalorder, Hardhy has Rrisentowards the first covering cloud, hardly has the smoke
colled round within itsthrogt, than thas already become the oracle of the most violent events
I ol present-day workd: as much, Ristrue, as each grimace of the pavement's mad or of
the hnman face, as each partof an immense agitation whose arder isthat of @ drearn, or as
the haing ahd inexplicabke shomtof e dog. That Iswhy iz maore fagical when placing itin g
cdictionang to calidpah the iitle boywhom itterrifies, at the moment wheh he seesthe Hirh,
In g concreteway of that Image of the Immense and sinister conviisions, Inwhich his whole
iffe will unfaldd, ratherthan the techriciah, wha Is hecessatily bilng

Bevond itz aim, in thiz last paragraph, Bataile intimates, of what thiz 'architectural azzezzment’
might conzizt. Meverthelezz, az thiz azzessment wont be a means to other ends bt an end in
itzelf, t can only be what it poirts to, the return of time'. Bataille states it very precizely: a 'chimney
iz only wvery temporarily belonging to & mechanical order' — that iz to & homogeneous realm of
commensurate objects. At the precize moment when the factory chimney has reached —wvithin the
homogeneous perspective of the 'mizerable aesthetes' — itz status of archetypal beauty of the
mechanical order, & can only fal back from there, asszauted, through time, by the ‘low’
heterogeneous elemerts which zomehow always come back to disturb, in the long term, the whole
idealized 'picture'. Then, the factory chimney would exprezs again itz zole and paradoxical
function' — az much az would the formlezz' mud on the paving, the deformations of human face, or
the 'snout' of & dog. | iz st times' the materialization of the imperative while iz alzo 'most of the
time', the place of the eruption of the impure: in thizs dual, ambivalert and paradoxical function lies
— for Bataille — the zale truth of 'our present day world'. To paraphraze Bataille's pompous answer
to Breton (which dates from the same period as thiz adicle 'Factary Chimney"), 'The earth iz base,
the world or is warld &' Or simply here: 'an immense agitstion whose order is that of s dream'.
Hence, it iz indeed quite 'logical' to demand the help of someone wwho iz not wet
homogenized — thus not vet blind' — when one has to azzeszs the architectural: here we have a
child avware of itz paradoxical function —as attractive az it iz repulzive, az imperative az it is impure.

V9. ‘The Obelisk’ (and ‘The Labyrinth’)

Publizhed nine years after Factory Chimney' another of Bataile's texts — perhaps the most difficutt
but alzo the most teling concerning hiz take' on architecture — addrezzes thoze guestions of the
pozition and function of the architectural 'azzeszzor’ — az well az of hiz azzezzment — within the
homogeneous realm: 'The Ohelizk'.

'The Ohelizk’ wasz first publizhed in the fourth volume's zecond izzue of the review Mesures
on the 15 &pril 1933, | conzistz of twelve partz in which Bataille traces through history the
importance and function of thiz architectural ohject — the ohelizk —in general, and maore specifically
of the one that =il stands nowadays &t the centre of the Concorde zguare in Pariz: The Ohelizk of

. hid.p. 207.
1 Deorges Bataille,  Cheminee d™sine”, in O I, Gallinerd, Paris, 1970, p. 102,
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Luzxor.

Bataille bedins hiz essay with three zections, attempting to settle the problematic within
which be will discuss the 'obelizk 'The Mystery of the Death of God', 'The prophecy of Mietzsche'
and 'The Mystery and the Public Sguare'. Thoze titles, obwviously intimate that a cerain
Mietzzchean perspective would prevail az, at least, a poirt of departure in dizcuzszing the 'obelizk's'
function. The cortert of thoze introductory paragraphs indeed zetz up a kind of Mietzzchean frame
of reflection:

The first contends that & 'mystery’ cannot be posted 'in the empty region of spirt, where
only words foreign to life subsist'® For Bataile this 'empty region of spirt' is the site of reason
where only ‘abstractions' are allowwed. In other words, Bataille intuits that a 'mystery' iz not
understandable through the usze of reason, and that it remains foreign or 'obscure’ — one might say
heterogeneous — to the latter. Hence, a 'mystery' can't be posited st all — if one comprehends the
act of positing as bound 10 reazon — but rather it posits tzelf with the help of a 'madman’ and itz
‘dream lartern’.

The obscitity of 8 mysteny” comesfrorm Images that @ Kind of lucid dream borrows from the
regln of the crowd, sometimes bringing to Nght what the guity consclence haspushed back
Into the shadows, sometimes ghving 8 serminal sense to figures that are roltinely lgnored.
From Lotis X1 s gailiotine to the obeiisk, g spatial arrangement isfarmed an the PUBLIC
SPHERE, that isto say an allthe pubilc squares ofthe “civillised warid" whose historical
charm and maonnmental appegrance prevaliover the others. For it is howhere bt THERE
that 8 man, In some ways bewitched, In some ways overtaken by frenIy expresshy presents
himself as "Nietzsche’smadmar” and llumingte s with his dregm-lantern the mystery of the
DEATH OF oo ®

In order to show in the clearest way, 1o what he iz referring, Bataille then gquotes the aphorizm 125
of Mietzzche's The Fay Sclence third bhook — ie. the aphorizm entitled 'The Madman' — in which
Mietzzche recourts the story of an inzane being who [{ hiz lartern &t noon and asked while
running, 1 am looking for God, | am looking for God'. & way of exposing the essential claim (for
Migtzzche) of 'The Death of God', but alzo to point to the problematic and uncomfortable situation
thiz 'death' brought along — especially regarding the persiztence of moral and absolute values or
truthz: if human kind does not believe or recognize as valid the corner stone of the cosmic order, it
muzst, logically, reject all the truths and values that thiz order zustained. Then, the mystery, for
Mietzzche, can be put under the form of two guestions: howe did e’ (human kind) achieve that
(The Death of God) and howe are we going to fill in the gap (... 1o become gods). But for Bataille,
the mystery or problem iz not thiz one. Somehow Bataile attemptz here to "Out-Mietzzche
Mietzzche'. The mystery for him iz rather: how can we pot become Gods? How can we avoid re-
enacting the election of superior entities or values?

With the following section from 'The Obelisk' — 'The Mystery and the Public Square' —
Bataille does not immediately propose a responze to thiz izsue. But, he apparently means that, in
order to do 20, one should start by wondering why human beings needed 1o believe in zomething
which makes zensze of their existences and alzo why they lost their faith in thiz 'zacred' object:
zimply put he azks what iz human existence'.

Wehle the existence of himan belngs may have ah Importance within thelrown lives and
Within the limits of thelr personal destinies, t has none Inthe eves of others. Beyond these
Nits—where humah meaning begins— thelr existence matters to the extent that they are
gitractive and, apart from this altraction, they are lessthan particies of dust. And the
gitraction of an isolated human being is tself nothing bota shadow a pitifn) feeting
guearition. He Is but the temporary Incarnation of WHATIZ ONLY FUMAN LIFE which has
ha hamme and which the aoitation of countless muititudes obscurely demands and constructs,
In spite of gppearances to the contrans who knows what of aorid and of sacredthat this
goitation exhales ahd which Is horvod, vicdence, hatred, sob, ctime, disgust, laughter, and
hamman love giltogether. Each Indiiidualls but one particle of dust that gravitates around this

:: Georges Bataille, ‘Lohelisque”, i OC I, Gallimard, Parie, 1970, p.501.
. Tbid.
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gorid existence’ ™

Hence, according to Bataille, beings are circulating around an 'acrid' existence, and, against the
more 'humanist' vizion that would like to have thoze beings az paticular examples of what 'human
exiztence' iz, Bataille contends that only thiz 'acrid' existence iz truly 'human life' i.e. what gives
zensze 1o 'our' collective existence. But what iz precizely thiz 'acrid' existence? In order 1o grasp
what Bataille means —and before going any further with thiz complex text which iz 'The Ohelizk' — it
iz neceszarytogo back to another eszay, published two vears before 'The Obelizk', which anzwers
that question, 'The Labyrinth'

'The Labyrinth' was published in the fith volume of Recherches Philosophigues in 19567 ¢
conziztz of five partz and maintainz that men are the prizoners of a labyrinthine' existence: they
are vearning to reach their condition of 'heing’, vet all of their attemptz are doomed, in advance.

According to Bataille, &t the baziz of human life there iz a principle of insufficiency. Athough
a man can conzider himself az a 'being', he refuzes to grant to another thiz dignity of 'heing’, that
other appears as insufficiert, as lacking the very difference that constitutes thiz man, in hiz own
viewy, &5 himzelf ® Consequently, unakle to share his 'being' with others, 'man' finds himself alone
in an absurd and 'empty night' — the labyrinth,' which is truly his existence. However, there iz
zomething within 'man,' which demands that there iz some "being” in the waorld, =ome "heing" and
not only the manifest insufficiency of human ar non-human nsture' ¥ Then, the desired, to the point
of vital necessity, sufficiency of 'being', iz projected through szpace, by men, into the divine or
‘zuperior one:

‘Belng Ihithe world Is so Uncertainthat I can project it where Twant — oltside of e, Risa
clinsy nah, st incapable of avolding the Intrigles of hatre, who locks belng inthe e’
Belng Infact Is NOWHERE to be folnd, and twas ah egdsy gaine for g sickhvmalice to
discaver it to e divine, at the summitaf 8 pyramid formed by the moititade of belngs oot of
the Immensity of the simplest matter ™

Thuz, Bataille uzes the metaphor of the ‘pyramid' to gualify the form that takes the aggregste of
human lives. At the top of that pyramid, stands the 'divine being' or the high and ideal
heterogeneous sacred. But, even thiz 'being' does not permanently fulfil men's desire:

By degrees, 8 more ahd more cokulex moverment of composition of ensembles ralsesitothe
podnt of bnhversality himan Kind, bt it seems that dniversaliby at the summit catises aif
existence to expiode ahd decompases B with violence., The Universal od destroys rather
thah supports the hman aggregates that ralse his ghost. He imseifis only death, whether
rthicaldelivingm sets him up to be adored as a cadaver covered With wounds, or whether
theolgh Risvery Universaiity he becomes, more than any other, Incapable of stopoing the
ioss of belng with the cracked envelope of lnseihy' ™

Bataille characterizes thiz unreachable condiion of 'being' az ipzety’ — that iz the festures and
azpectz or gualties that differentiste an entity az paricular, stable and incommenszurate, az tzelf,
az 'ipse’. But, the 'univerzal God' iz no more a relevant projection of 'heing', than the average
'man" and for two reasons &t least. First God iz 'only death' that iz, for the believers, he iz God
precizely because he sacrificed his 'heing' thuz he cant be a sufficient projection of an existing
'neing' — a 'heing' who truly exists. Then, for the non-believers, per definition, he does not exist az
a 'being'. Finally, and thiz time from the perzpective of zimple logic, if God iz 'univerzal', he iz no
more ‘particular’ and if God iz relating' to evervthing, he iz no more incommensurate but rather
supra-comimensurate. Due 1o thoze 'reazons', the univerzal God's ipzety' iz, at best, fizsured, and

24

2. hid.pp. 502-3

. Brevrorkied wersion of this text is aleo published in the thind part of TP Srar Eperiene (1943 mder the heading
of “Le LabyTirdhe (ou la composition des &res)”
%6 e, Ceorges Bataille,*Le Labyrirgh®,in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970, pp. 434-5
:: Toid. p. 435.
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most probably through time completely wrecked or annihilated. In conclusion, the very summit of
the pyramid, formed by men yearning for 'being’, iz, as time goes on, collapsing or falling back into
the 'labyrinth of existence' and with him it is the whole of human kind (forming the pyramid) swhich
findz tzelf again wandering into the abzurd and "'empty night' which iz truly itz existence.

Hence, 'Man', according to Bataille, in 'The Labyrinth', iz condemned to thiz Tabyrinthine
exiztence', to gravitating around thiz 'being' in hiz zearch for . &t times, he will believe in the
construction of a pyramid on top of which he will install & higher form of heterogenety —az a
temporary projection of 'heing'. But then, thiz very fake, fizzured or dead 'being' at the top will fall
back — hringing 'Man' down with him — into the ‘immensity of the zimplest matter’, the Tow!
heterogeneous — that iz, the labyrinth. Man's yearning for 'heing', hiz labyrinthine existence, is the
‘actid existence' that Bataile cannot 'name’ in 'The Cbelisk'*

Back with 'The Ohelizk!, Bataille claims, in what zeems to be the central zegment of hiz ezzay, a
paragraph entitled The Ohelizk!, that there iz a need to repeat the 'Death of God' — az Mietzzche
announced it — but thiz time inthe middle of Pariz, on the place de la Concorde:

The Place de lg Concorde Isthe space where the death of God must be announced and
shotted gbolt, precisely becatlse the obelisk Is its calmest negation. Asfar as the eye can
see, @ moving apd emety human dust gravitates aronnd it BOt nathing answers so
gootratelsthe apparentiy disordered asplrations of this crowd as the measared and trangill
spaces canmanded by its geametric simplicity

The Obelisk Iswithout 3 doubtthe purest image of the head and of the heavens. The
Eovelians saw it as g sigh of militany power and glony and Just asthey saw the ravs of the
setting sun in thelrfuneral pyrarmids, sotoo they recognizedthe brillance ofthe morning sun
I the angles of thelr splendid monoliths: the obelisk wasto the armed sovereignty of the
pharach what the pyramid was to s driectolt corpse. R was the surest and most durable
abstacle to the driting away of allthings. BEven today wherever s Figid image stands ot
aoainst the sky 1 seems that soverelgn perimanence Is maintained aoross the anfortunate
vicissitudes of civilizations.

The aid obelisk of Ramses il is thus, gt the centralpoint fram which the avenles
rFaciate, both a simeler and maore Tmporant apparition than any ather; 1s it not worthy of
renewed astonishment that, from remote reglons of the earth and from the dawn of the ages,
m{'g Egﬁ”“:? Inmage of the IMPERIZHABLE, this petrifled sunbeam, arvives at the centre of
drban Iife’.

The ohelizk iz thus, for Bataille, similar, in 2z functioning, to & pyramid. | iz & means of expression
of the 'head', the 'heavenz' and thuz of the High' imperative heterogeneous. Through i the ‘ideal’
iz reprezented here in the world and consequently supports the stahility of the homogeneous part
of it —az it iz the 'surest and most durable obstacle to the drifting sway of all things', i.e. the most
perfected dam against the deleterious fall brought by the passage of time' it maintains the
permanency of the order within the profane against all form of heterogeneous disturbances (the
“Wicizzitudes of civilizationz"). Az Bataille puts & (while talking about the Mil's pyramids): T...] they
tranzcend the intolerable woid that time opens up under men's feet [ ] IT SEEMS THAT THEY

" The fart that Bataille nanes aid exposes i * The Laberidh ™ what this ‘a0id” exdsterce is and rot o The Obelisk®
catn be ebacidated b o bodef pacsage of © The Laboridh “that Idid not rertioz. Budeed, dthe second segrierd of this
eccay, Bataille cordendes that “Being® ic medisted thromyzgh Sarords * ard thoas b langnage . Thos, i Bataille s viear, if
orwe wiches toirmreilwhat hic el ic | one can oidy Tepreseart hicowhole experience thooagh the uee of words.
Hetwee , “heiryz ™ ic renrer “an aatotwttonis e’ —abich is what et are yeaminge for according to Bataille —hart
ahargprs “a Telatfuee being®. Firthentors a0 lawmaze ot leact throngh e sypitactic fimotion, i aleo 4 sort of Labrivdh,
this corres to say that ,the “labprirdhine exdcterce ® of man ic doubled by (and pethaps 4 corweqaence of) the
‘labnrmdhine stiachme of langaze”. B corchasion, aoid o labyrivdhire , man s exdetetce, or Sahat i onbykontan
life” carmuot hamre 4 pennarert nashe: to copdend the opposite wonald mears to “coretouct® s pyTanid ad to beliere
the ‘heing™that stard ontop of it Herce, ficen oze text — © The labgprivdh’ —to arwther — “The Obelick® | Bataille does
nthutte i oargrrore forn a “prTatidal’ cordfidert affimnation of the “laberirdhine exdsterce” of e, the frpossible
seanch for heingzfell badk to 4 “laberirdhiie Twagie alhision of its ‘gravitation aoomd anoaoid exdstence . See
hid. pp . 436-7

" (reorzes Bataille, “L7obelisque®, i OC I, Callimard | Pariz | 1970, p.503-4.
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MAIMTAIN WHAT ESCAPES FROM THE DING MAK' 5

Mowwadays too, (st least at the time Bataile wrate this eszay) a mass of 'padicles of dust' —
a= described in 'The Labyrinth' — did indeed 'gravitate' around the obhelizk of Luxor on the place de
la Concorde, az if it still were a pyramid, on top of which a mighty "God-being' could be found, a
true 'projection’ of the zacred 'being' for which man vearns. Thus, the ohelizk zeems to give
permizzion, to the 'padicles’ circulsting around i in frenzy, to find, here in the world, the prezence —
az projected — of the impossible aim at the core of their zearch: a demporary) materialization (and
thuz a betravall of what constartly eludes the agitation of their "acrid existence’. |t fulfilz the desire
of thoze paricles, of thoze men, to find heing' here in the world — and to make # last bevond the
death of their simple bodiez. But t conzequently betrays this 'being' as the latter only resides,
accarding to Bataille, in its own search and its impossible fulfiment: 'Wan's' being is its fall.

Hence, it would seem that Bataille demands that the prophecy of Mietzache's Madman, bhe
repested, here on the Place de la Concorde in order 1o induce the fall' of the ohelizk — az the
'negation of the death of God', az the tranguil' dam against the deleterious paszzage of time, az
enzuring the exiztence of 'being' here in the world, In other words, with the aim of allowing all the
‘marticles'to perceive the vacuity at the heart of their existence, again.

However, things are not 2o zimple. Indeed, Bataille alzo contends that zomehow in the late
1930z, a change of perzpective occurred. The rize of zecularizm within western civilization has
perhaps freed men from the domination of their old 'high' and ideal heterogeneous figures (Gods or
Pharaohsz or Kingz) which were reprezented within the profane realm through certain architecture
but, doing =0, it alzo erased the threstening signification which was carried by those markers: if
there iz nothing to praize there iz alzo, t zeems, nothing to fear anvmore — and especially not what
the ‘high' heterogeneous was meant to protect us from, the deleterious paszzage of time (Bataille
zpeaks of the 'zenzation of time' here). Men have been 20 zucceszszful in the construction of their
"yramids' that they zomehowy forgot for wwhom they built them, and they are thuz no longer afraid of
the threstening courze of time' 'The earth haz been zo perfectly emptied of evervthing that made
night terrifying [...]'"= Az opposed to what was =til preoccupying men st the time of the July
Monarchy — during which the Concorde's obelizk was erected — or when Mietzzche contended the
necessity to claim the 'Death of God', nowadays (19381 men seem to vearn, not for a stable and
calm projection of 'heing' — az a way 1o contain the wreckage that time' brings along — but rather,
for webiat might deliver them from the 'establizhed tranguillitsy';

‘Evendhing happens a5 F ;R was Impossible for man to Ive without the "sensation of ime” that
apened thisworld ke g movement of bregth-taking speed— butwhat he ived inthe pastas

fear he can anly live it by now as price and glans

Meverthelezz, the obelizk iz =il standing in the middle of the zguare, and the dust paricles are still
continuously circulating around it. Thus, the obelizk =till emerges above the horizon of the one whio
wizhes 1o live thiz 'sensation of time', and it iz precizely when 'he’ will meet thiz obelizk that the
finality of hiz attitude will be revealed to himself: 'he' his only 'heing’ in his yearning for hiz own fall.
Howy would the obelizk 'communicate’ such an unbearable truth?

Bataille states that architectural edifices — which have the zame function az the ohelizk —
have become logicaly emptied of their signification asz the 'signified' vanizhed within & zecular
zociety, But, t iz precizely becausze they appear az irrelevanrt, az uzelezs that they expoze their real
'meaning’ and the final truth of the being' they were meant, in the past, to betray. Bataille:

Fram the very fact that [the architectures such as the obelisk] had become, far the massof
tranquilized ves, increasingly Nseless, emoby and fraqiie shadows, they remain standing
ahly to be ready to colfanse and thus to reveal as sich, far mare tharolghly than in the
fegil obsessions ofthe past, the despalving fall of Nves. They gre ho lohger obstaclesto the
absessive “sensation of ime” which vanished, but are instead the high places from which the
breghkneck speed of the fall Is possible: andthe high places themselves collapse, to ensire 8
total revelation. The planets stray away from thelr sun and the horizon Is annihiiated. And

" Thid.p. 505.
" hid.p. 506.
™ hid.
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how Fising befaore the man who carries within himselfthe palve Yoraar of conguest of the
“death of Fod” the veny stone that earlier had solght to i the Nmits of the storms Is pathing
mare than a milestone marking the immehsity of an Wnstoppable catastrophe. A feeling af
explosion ahd 8 vertiginous welghtlesshess arise In front of an Imperiols and heavy
abelisk ®f

What Bataille contends, here, iz, in my view, ezzential. The obelizk whoze function wasz to allow &
leakage of the 'high' and imperative heterogeneous into the profane as the way to protect t from
the azzault of the deleterious passzage of time — the Tow' impure form of heterogenety — reverzses
it= function within a 'secular' society. From & means of communication or expression of the
imperativeness of the 'high zacred' sustaining, az an aftereffect, the homogeneous part of society,
by preserving it stabilty and protecting it from itz fears, finally permits the release, within thiz
homogeneous realm, of the low zacred' — the 'explozion’ of time and the irremediable fall of heing'
az the zole truth of the imposzszible attempt &t reaching i the obelizk no longer conceals the woid
that time opensz at the feet of 'Man' but rather reveals i.

Further, Bataille makes clear why he recalled the prophecy of Mietzzche's MWadman' and
thuz intuitz the function of hiz peculiar azzeszsment of the architectural within an homogeneous
zociety. &z within & secular society:

T ) total sovergignly and the guiliotine-blade that pt an end to it o fonger acclpled any
place in the minds of men, The "high' places respond in this deceitfur and vagle fashian to
the Insiognificant lves that gravitate around therm as far asthe eve can see; and the spectacle
changes, only when the lanternof 8 madman projects ts absurd light on the stone.

At that moment, the obelisk ceasesito belong to the present and emply workd, and it is
projectedto the end of Hme. &t Flses, Immatable - there — dominating tme’'s desperate flight,
But even while Ris blinded by this dormination, madness, which fits about ts angles Inthe
manhhet of an insectfascingted by g lame, recoghlzes onlyehdless time escaping in the
holse of stocessive explosions Andthere Is ho longer an Image before & bt it hearsithls
holse of siccessie expiasions Tathe extent that the abelisk Is naw with aiithis dead
grandeny, recaonired, itno longer faciitates the fight of consclonshess Rfocuses the
aftention an the guiliating’ 1

The place de la Concorde was the open area where Louiz the XN —the last reprezentative of &
'Godly Head' for the French — was beheaded on the 217" of January 1793, Hence the obelisk
function was zomehow, historically speaking, to conceal the death of God (or of {2 reprezentative)
by standing &t the very zpot where the guilotine vwas once in action.

Then, Bataile — az himself the parody of Mietzzche's Madman', as the architectural
assessor — by projecting hiz absurd light on the obelisk, by rehearzing the 'Death of God' — and
indeed Bataile with the Acephale group were gathering each 217 of January to commemarste the
beheading of Lauiz XV — opens the eves or rather, here, the ears of the 'Madness' (i.e. the 'dust
particles") which gravitates around the monumernt. He forces them to recognize the 'dead grandeur’
of the obhelizk az the most radical signifier of their immanert 'fall', the fall which iz their 'being'. The
homogensous  individual findz himzelf unable to zimply recoil in hiz flat and commensurate
exiztence. Somehow, the guillotine looms up from underneath the ohelizk's pedestal; & pushes up
the ohelizk and forces i to fall' with itz summit nowe poirding 'doversevard”, indicating the direction of
heing's' fall. Hence, Bataile — thiz time not the 'child' bt the 'mad' architectural azzessor —
parodying Mietzsche, seems to say 'mind your head' but he actually urges us to — consciously and
thus in dread — 'embrace your fall'. =

** hid.p. 506-7.
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" Herwe, Eataille’s adwocacy of the need to clafin obice again the “Death of God” - his parodying rehearsal of
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Thiz =aid, it somehove endorzes the consequences, for the architectural discipline, that | unveiled st
the end of the sewventh part of this chapter (Archiecture as expenditure”. Indeed, az already
ztated, Bataille's take on architecture, hiz “works' which concertrate on the architectural ohject, itz
festures and itz societal function — cortrary to what theoreticians (Benjamin, Krauss and Bois) or
architectz (Tzchumi) expect from it — obviously does not offer & conceptual arzenal (az a blue print
ready 1o be rendered operative) to architectz and even lezz, zome zort of structural method of
analyziz 1o architectural criticz, historianz and theoreticians from which they could complete their
hidden dizciplinary agendas. | defended thiz claim bazed on & reading of Bataille's 'The Maotion of
Expenditure', in which he induces that hiz assezzment of architecture iz in tzelf insubordinate, in
itzelf expenditure in pure lozz. Hence, the only "agenda’ it could permit — without having it betray itz
radicalizm — would be not iz re-enactment but itz parody: a re-affirmation, as a parody, of
architecture az a radical expenditure.

Mowy, having dizcuzzed Factory Chimney' and 'The Ohelizk!, an aticle and an ezzay which
expoze the postion and function of the architectural azzeszzor and itz aszzessment — from a
Batailean perzpective — | can only re-affirm that thiz “weriting', which sweould allow the subjectz of &
homogeneous zociety 1o 'recognize’ architecture az the marker or az revelatory of the irremediable
fall of 'MWan' (az itz true' function) —a “writing' zuch as the lartern of the 'Madman' which dizcuzzes
what exceeds and escapes from 'Man', but also zomehow releases it — would ecstatically embrace
— az an affirmation — the fall it reveals: t must 'he' itz own 'fall'.

Hence, | argue that the re-affirmation of thiz architectural assessment, of thiz peculiar
architectural “writing', would lead to the radical fall of all other agendasz and, by extension, it would
induce the non-hypocritical zelf-expenditure of architectural criticizm and theory. & “writing' that I'd
like to name (parodying Maurice Blanchot's characterization) — az one buildz an obelizk just to
inevitably experience the quick zands of time — architectural contestation.

Bataille hitn, detratnde thet ore rehearses —ac 4 parody — the “Death of Cod® whet v ote beliewres i 3 sboetrires
(0T =001, I order to exposes the fmemedisble and fnal fall of allwahies and toathe . Snd this | oberhioic by, Tchades the
Tall " vwhich is being” and aloo, imeversrd by, the a1l of the mothoahdch the “BEremal Febmn® stbernpted tobe  and ), of
the wrahaes which foomed aronmed the Sarillto poveer®: i there ic 4 Tebamn i i not the Tebam of the cane oot the rebm
of the fall, of the deletericnis tine . By wiear, Bataille fbaite clearhy that he aabarerts Histoodhe = “Febm” i this
passage: W shate of g™ s Kus iy Bated fo e feeling of an eradless fall s e taat g fall was alreacddy a
et of Fugnam ecshasy om whigch it eovferved the rtosdcahion of et winch gproamates Ve e of Rme — g
Hug fall was the ovlgineal fall af maey, wiwveas e fall of the “reternr™ is FOGEL Thid. pp.S10-11.
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Conclusion. The Practice of Architectural Contestation before Death

‘He alone is happy who, having experienced vertigo to the point of trembling in his bones, to
the point of being incapable of measuring the extent of his fall, suddenly finds the unhoped-
for strength to turn his agony into a joy capable of freezing and transfiguring those who meet
it’.!

This doctoral research started from the observation, that the architectural debate on the pertinence
of criticism and theory which came to the forefront of the architectural scene at the dawn of the
millennium, was not characterized by radically heterogeneous or antithetical positions, with regard
to their function. The two strains, which gave form to this debate, were perhaps pretending to
oppose each other, but were nevertheless both typified by a concomitant belief in the ideology of
‘project’. At closer inspection, the debate at the turn of the millennium, although appearing to offer
a confrontational arena between converse stances focusing on the aspects and aim or function of
architectural criticism, ended up constituting a mere salon for a very flat or even homogeneous
‘theory pageant’. Moreover, the debate seemed to be characterized by the obvious inability of the
different actors who staged it, to acknowledge this ‘shared territory’ of ‘project’, thus, to perceive, in
shame, the straw figure like appearance of their opposite stances, hence, the necessity to seek
some other kind of architectural theory and criticism in which the notion of ‘project’ as a means to
other ends would be simply absent, or at least, present in appearance only. Indeed, ‘The
Projective’ as much as ‘The Critical’ seemed both to unfold along the lines of a disturbing belief in a
‘productive apparatus’ which was either considered as permitting a form of ‘resistance’ to ‘culture’ —
without questioning the culturally fuelled idea of ‘project’ as such — or affirmed as a means to
performance — without obviously evaluating the outcome of this performativity or even proposing a
frame for its assessment. Furthermore, it became clear that both stances did not acknowledge the
similarity of their assumed ‘function’, nor were they able to conceive any kind of radicalism and
effect outside of the realm of project.

Faced with this disturbing background, | turned to the oeuvre of a writer who had attempted,
already in the 1930s, to elaborate a radical ‘criticism’ — as a subversion in and of itself — of culture
and society: Georges Bataille and his ‘take’ on architecture. In the work of Georges Bataille, |
perceived an attempt at escaping through a ‘project’ — a peculiar writing [ecriture] — the realm of
project. My hypothesis was that Bataille’s ‘project’ seemed not to be based on the chimeric belief in
the necessity of production, meaning or efficiency. On the contrary, as his book The Inner
Experience exemplified it, Bataille’s ‘project consisted rather of an attempt to escape the very
notion of ‘project’ and its productive aim: its function seemed to be not a means towards
accumulation (of knowledge and performances) but rather appeared to be a means towards an
unproductive end — an expenditure in and for itself (of meaning and goals). The intention of this
doctoral research was to investigate my hypothesis concerning the ‘radicalism’ of the Bataillan
‘project’ and the way it unfolds, but also — most importantly — to study its relevance to the
architectural discipline — in other words, in what precisely consists this ‘take’ on architecture — and
then to unveil its peculiar ‘function’ with regard to architectural criticism and theory — that is, the
consequences of such an approach for the discipline.

Several results emerged from the preceding chapters. First, it can be said that this research
has ‘re-released’, Bataille’s ‘use value’. Indeed, this dissertation, in revealing how Bataille’s ‘writing’
proceeds (as much a ‘writing’ [ecriture] on than of the excess), and, in bringing to notice this
author’s contention that architecture is in itself in excess, a means of exchange, communication
and/or expenditure either productive or in pure loss, has yielded Bataille’s radicalism and intuited
its pertinence to the architectural discipline — or more accurately to architectural criticism and
theory.

The writing on/of the excess

In terms of what can appear to be a contextual re-framing of the work of Georges Bataille, this
dissertation demonstrates that his ‘take’ on architecture is inextricably entangled with the
contentions of his oeuvre and the movement of his thought. But before that, my investigation has
elucidated on how those contentions and this movement are, in their turn, deeply involved in an

L Georges Bataille, ‘La pratique de la joie devant la mort’, in OC I, Gallimard, Paris, 1970. p. 553.
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intricate relation with his personal experience. Throughout this dissertation | have made clear, that
Bataille consistently tried with his ‘writing’ — considered as a ‘practice’ — not to distance himself
from the ‘experience’ that this ‘practice’ brought to light, re-presented or engendered. Bataille’s
experience was largely shaped by several radical encounters with the excess, the limit and its
beyond, which not only altered his personality, but probably also how he perceived things for the
rest of his life. | have tried to demonstrate that certain aspects and events in Bataille’s life, his
discovery of a few major thinkers and their influences on him, his contentious positing in the
margins of groups and review's editorial board — in which he participated — and on the fringe of
contemporary ‘avant-garde movements’ — with which he refused to be conflated — created a very
specific intellectual frame which had a major impact on the development of his thought and thus on
his ‘writing’. Looking at Bataille’s oeuvre from this perspective has shed light on the ‘centrality’ of
the ‘excess’ within this one. That is, this angle of investigation offered the possibility of withdrawing
concepts and notions, such as heterology, formless, base materialism, unemployed negativity,
eroticism, general economy and expenditure, out of the limited and purely operative context of
architectural theory and criticism — which consciously or not misconstrued them as useful — and to
repeat, as a parody, them, from within the Ilabyrinthine oeuvre to which they belong.

Subsequently, my investigation of the connection between the work of Bataille and the
notion of ‘excess’ has unveiled Bataille’s prose as a ‘writing’ on the excess. It has shown that this
writing on the excess (Bataille’s discourse on the heterogeneous as what remains beyond the
scope of the homogeneous) induces that there is no system (neither a cultural nor a social nor an
economic one nor even an individual), which is self-contained, self-regulating, closed, stable and
rational. All systems have something in excess of them, which do not submit to their rules and
which is a threat to their integrity or coherence. Hence, | have tried to show that for Bataille, Man’s
universe can be charted as a dualism: the strange conjoining (a kind of aborted supersession) of a
falsely stable, productive, formal and homogeneous realm with its own truly ungraspable,
unemployed, formless and heterogeneous negativity.

Furthermore, my research, and its ‘scholarly’ angle, have also demonstrated that Bataille’s
‘writing’ is not only disturbing in what it claims (its content or ‘conclusions’) but also in the way it
proceeds (the way it operates). Indeed, this dissertation has shown that this ‘writing’ is as much a
writing on the excess as it is a writing of the excess: paradoxically it practices against ‘discourse’,
(yet from within it) the excess (heterogeneous), while it also theorizes, this excess, as if it was a
discourse (homogeneous). Hence, the strange conjoining, that Bataille charts as organizing Man’s
universe, is also, significantly, the movement of his ‘writing’

In consequence, my investigation led me to contend that Bataille's oeuvre is dual: on the
one hand it consists of a scientific theorizing (a discourse) of the excess and the modes of
expenditure (i.e. the implementation of a ‘writing’ on the excess), while on the other hand it
appears to be a playful release of this excess (a practice as an expenditure) through literary and
philosophical discourses (i.e. the outburst of a writing of the excess).

Architecture as expenditure

Beyond unveiling how Bataille’s ‘writing’ is deeply taken in an intricate relationship with the excess
— either understood as what it releases or as its object of study — this dissertation has re-
embedded Bataille’s ‘take’ on architecture in this ‘dual’ work, which shows itself to be as much a
theorizing of the excess, as a practice of the excess. The previous chapters have shown the
importance of considering Bataille's oeuvre in its entirety — although this ensemble is disruptive and
disrupted — in order to reveal its relevance and pertinence to the architectural discipline. With this
in mind, | have attempted to demonstrate that Bataille's ‘assessment’ of architecture cannot be
grasped outside of the scope of his 'paradoxical philosophy' or dualist thought. From this
perspective, Bataille's texts on architecture, have been ‘released’ not as a mere critique of the
architectural ‘form’ but as a discussion of the political, social and economic function of architecture.
I have illustrated how, for Bataille, architecture is a means of 'exchange' or ‘communication’
between what he considers to be the heterogeneous and homogeneous realms. | have shown that,
in Bataille's view, architecture allows a leaking of the sacred back into the profane. Within that
frame, architecture appears as expenditure — either real or symbolic, and either productive or in
pure loss — whose ‘function’ is dual. On the one hand architecture, as expenditure, can be
perceived as ‘imperative’: unfolding according to this mode, it serves the hegemony of the 'high'
heterogeneous elements while it structures and preserves the homogeneous realm and its order.
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On the other hand, | have contended that, according to Bataille, this expenditure can also be
‘impure’, its ‘function’, then being, to allow a leaking of the 'low' impure heterogeneous elements
back into the profane (homogeneous realm) — and thus to radically disturb its order.

With reference to the debate between ‘The Critical’ and ‘The Projective’ which | discussed
in the introduction of this dissertation, this peculiar ‘take’ on the architectural, proposes a radical
hermeneutic shift. This shift encompasses two displacements. First of all, Bataille’s ‘take’ on the
architectural implies that the frame of interpretation of the architectural artefact be reversed from a
means exclusively assessing how architecture is productive — of solutions, of pragmatic results,
and of positive ‘performances’, or, conversely, of autonomy, of resistance, and of critical distance —
towards a frame of interpretation that unveils and affirms how architecture is expenditure. This
other frame of interpretation coincides with a different way of comprehending and then confronting
the ‘notion’ of ‘project’. For Bataille, ‘project’ is seen as a servile attempt to fulfil ‘planned’ ends.
From this perspective, ‘project’ can’t be an act of ‘resistance’ or ‘emancipation’. Because it remains
oriented towards exterior aims or is simply pragmatic, it is, according to Bataille, a ‘prison’. Thus,
individuals, activities and devices taken within a ‘project’ are condemned to preserve their servility.
Consequently, Bataille did not attempt to oppose the servility of the ‘project’ with another ‘project’.
But rather to subvert it from within: his attempt to ‘escape with a project from the realm of project’.
Bataille practiced his ‘project’, not as a means to an end exterior to itself, nor exactly as an end in
itself, but rather as a means without further ends, thus as an unproductive squandering. Secondly,
beyond an obvious displacement regarding the ‘frame’ of interpretation of the architectural object,
the ‘hermeneutic’ shift encompasses also a subsequent change in the criteria available within this
new ‘frame’ of architectural assessment. Architecture is obviously, due to its very ‘function’, not
considered productive, yet it demands to be assessed according to its faithfulness to its function as
expenditure. In other words, Bataille’s ‘take’ on architecture proposes a new ethic for architecture
(although a rather disturbing one, a non-ethic): architecture is either a ‘hypocritical’ (because
‘productive’) expenditure — that is, it serves against its very ‘function’ as a non-direct yet efficient
means of production and accumulation as it is re-incorporated within the system of production — or
it is a radical, insubordinate means of expenditure in pure loss in and of itself. In my opinion both
displacements are, to an extent that remains to be fully analysed nowadays, decisive for
attempting to comprehend (although this might remain logically impossible) our contemporary
architectural condition.

Moreover, the pertinence of those two displacements should be confronted with one of the
most distinct and radical traditions, which has assessed the architectural environment. Since the
mid-1960s, several ‘critical’ accounts, which nevertheless — and perhaps involuntarily — remained
ineffective with regard to, if not their acknowledged aims, at least their implied hopes, have been
voiced over the body of contemporary architectural productions. The most famous example is,
without any doubt, the impressive scholarship of the Italian Marxist historian Manfredo Tafuri: a
‘critical’ approach which has fiercely argued the impossibility of a ‘class architecture’ within the
present phase of economic development and thus dismissed the eventuality of a social
emancipation through architectural means.? A critique grounded in a peculiar form of historical
materialism, which mutated from a radical ‘criticism’ of (architectural) projects towards a not less
radical attempt to ‘define’ the project of criticism by constantly checking the accuracy and thus
validity of its available ‘critical’ tools. In my view, the radical historiography of Tafuri, with regard to
the primary function of the architectural assessment and its methodology, appears never to have
renounced this seminal maxim (which is a simple paraphrasing of Walter Benjamin’s remarks from
‘The Author as Producer’: ‘Rather than ask, “What is the attitude of a work to the relations of
production of its time” | should like to ask, “What is its position in them”?"), that is:

‘The very same questions that criticism puts to architecture it must also put to itself: that is, in
what way does criticism enter into the process of production? How does it conceive its own
role within that process?’?

2 As | understand it, Tafuri’s position consisted in constantly renewing his ‘projection’ of an unsolvable crisis, hoping as
such to catalyse an escalation leading to, or perhaps more simply while awaiting for, the advent of a social uprising.
Tafuri seemed to indulge within the ‘negative’ not because the “historical moment’ is behind us, but rather because he
believes it has not yet taken place.

%, Manfredo Tafuri, ‘L’ Architecture dans le Boudoir : The Language of Criticism and the Criticism of language’, in K.
Michael Hays (ed.), Architectural Theory Since 1968, MIT Press, London, 2000, p.167.
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Against this background, | contend that Bataille’'s ‘take’ on architecture does not stand in the
shadow of Tafuri's historiography, but rather that it overshadows it. Bataille’s assessment of the
architectural, while it shares with Tafuri, a certain form of radicalism , turns out to be, not only a
total subversion of the ltalian historian’s methodology but also of its findings and of its
achievements (or perhaps lack of). Indeed, although Tafuri's work attempted to illustrate a sort of
fall or loss (the loss of the Classical Ordo) he did not see this fall as the very ‘function’ of the
subject he investigated (architectural language) but rather as a deplorable event. Hence, his
scholarship, although deeply indebted to some ‘negativity’, appears to be in deep contrast to
Bataille’s ‘take’ on architecture.

Furthermore, beyond the mere divergences of attitude before the outcome of their
respective investigations, these two ‘assessments’ of the architectural, appear to be radically
heterogeneous in their ‘writing’ form. Indeed, although Tafuri’'s authorship is more than often
elusive, his ‘writing’ never abandons its acknowledged aim. That is, to reveal the deeper meaning
of architectural techniques, hidden behind ideological screens. In other words, Tafuri’s ‘critical’
writing — although it appears sometimes time deficient — epitomizes a productive negativity.

Hence, to summarize the subversion that Bataille’s ‘take’ operates, | must state that if Tafuri
had requested that criticism should question in what way it ‘enters the process of production’,
Bataille did not, but simply ‘affirmed’ that the architectural ‘assessment’ and assessor must, in any
(im)possible and non-hypocritical way, participate in the ‘process of expenditure’.

Architectural Contestation
From all the previous, the relevance and pertinence of Bataille’s work to the architectural discipline
resides at an operative or ‘functional’ level. That is, this oeuvre and its specific ‘take’ on
architecture emerges not simply as a peculiar ‘way’ or ‘style’ of writing about architecture nor as
just another hermeneutic approach to the architectural environment, but as an attempt to release a
‘writing’ which ‘proceeds’ according to the ‘function’ its unveils for the architectural. The relevance
and pertinence of Bataille’s ‘text’ to the discipline resides in the erotic conjoining of a discourse on
architecture as expenditure (an hermeneutic approach), and of the transgression (as a pushing to
its very limit) of this discourse’s meaning (an expenditure in itself). | propose to refer to this
conjoining, as an Architectural Contestation.

Contestation is a term that Maurice Blanchot employed for qualifying the movement at the
heart of Bataille's ‘inner experience’ that he (Blanchot) also coined as the ‘limit-experience’:

‘The limit-experience is the response that man encounters when he has decided to put
himself radically in question. This decision [...] expresses the impossibility of ever stopping,
whether at some consolation or some truth, at the interests or the results of an action, or with
the certitudes of knowledge and belief. It is a movement of contestation [...]".*

Furthermore, Blanchot also contended that this ‘will to contestation’ (my formulation), this right or
need to put himself permanently in question is the sign of a ‘lack’; a lack, which belongs to Man (a
lack which, as Bataille wrote, defines him: ‘Man is what he lacks’), of completion while all is
completed, a lack of satisfaction of he who is ‘wholly’ satisfied, a desire that remains within the one
who has no more desires. In other words, what triggers the ‘movement’ of contestation is then the
fact that:

‘[...] man is the being that does not exhaust his negativity in action. Thus, when all is
finished, when the ‘doing’ (by which man also makes himself) is done — when therefore, man
has nothing to do — he must, as Georges Bataille expresses it with the most simple
profundity, exist in a state of ‘negativity without employ’ [sic]. The interior experience is the
manner in which this radical negation, a negation that has nothing more to negate, is
affirmed’.®

4 Maurice Blanchot, ‘Affirmation and Negative Thought’, in The Infinite Conversation, Univ. Minnesota press,
Minneapolis, 1993, pp.202-3.
®. Ibid. p. 204.
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Michel Foucault in his famous eulogy on Bataille, ‘A preface to Transgression’, has also attempted
(perhaps in more easily understood terms), to shed light on this contestation at the heart of
Bataille's writing:

‘Contestation does not imply a generalized negation, but an affirmation that affirms nothing, a
radical break of transitivity. Rather than being a process of thought for denying existences or
values, contestation is the act which carries them all to their limits and, from there, to the
Limit where an ontological decision achieves its end; to contest is to proceed until one
reaches the empty core where being achieves its limit and where the limit defines being.
There at the transgressed limit, the ‘yes’ of contestation reverberates, leaving without echo
the hee-haw of Nietzsche’s braying ass’.’

In the work of Bataille, this movement of ‘contestation’ can be seen at three different levels. First, it
appears within the very materiality of the ‘writing’. On this level, contestation appears as the
excess, that Bataille's ‘writing’ unleashes, and which rebels against its own message: the release
or affirmation of an un-employed negativity not negating but rendering — as an after-effect — for a
moment inefficient the discursive production of meaning. In the second place, the ‘act’ of
‘contestation’ is visible within the bits of signification, which manage to temporarily survive the
transgression at the heart of the ‘writing’. With regard to the built environment, this movement of
contestation points to the disturbing fact that architecture is not a means of production, of meaning
or order, nor an accumulation of values taking the form of an investment, but rather that it must
affirm its final function (at the Limit) as expenditure in pure loss. In the third place, the movement of
‘contestation’ appears also as what simply engulfed if not erased Bataille’s own authorship and its
adjunct, fame. From the multiple use of pseudonyms to the assumed impossibility of exposing his
thought didactically as ‘his’, one should not simply read, in my view, Bataille’s attempt to avoid
legal issues or his wish to remain obscure, but rather the voluntary acceptance that such a
‘contestation’ does not leave aside the ‘Ego’ or the ‘I’ in its movement. The ‘I’ and the ‘authorship’
are also brought to the ‘Limit’ in which they vanish (and paradoxically reappear as impossibilities):
the assessor does not escape the ‘contestation’ he unleashes. In short, contestation within
Bataille's work and with regard to its relevance to the architectural discipline, appears as the
affirmation of the unemployed negativity of the architectural object, of the ‘writing’ that take the
appearance of its assessment and of its so-perceived assessor: a radical architectural
contestation.

This architectural contestation as a ‘movement’ or ‘act’ introduces a different ‘function’ for
the architectural assessment. It assumes that the aim of the assessment is thus not beyond itself,
hence not linked to deferred or expected ends, goals and results. Rather it forwards a way to
operate the architectural assessment as a means towards no further acknowledged or hidden
ends. Furthermore, | contend that such architectural contestation does not simply offer itself as an
alternative to performance related or operative or Marxist architectural criticism and theory, but
rather by constantly re-affirming itself (as an unemployed negation which negates nothing) through
the very affirmation of the unemployed negativity of the architectural object, its assessment and its
assessor, it induces the radical squandering of those conventional forms of criticism and theory.

Finally, the reader might have noticed several times, while going through the body of this
dissertation, certain irremediable contradictions and unpardonable faults, or he might just consider
the whole enterprise a mere failure or shame. Facing this, | must state that it is not my intention to
contest these comments or observations, nor do | demand clemency with regard to those issues.
Rather, | wish to draw the attention of the reader to the fact that within these ‘fraudulent’ spaces or
problematic interstices, | argue, he might have unknowingly experienced (as much as the author of
these lines) the affirmation of a negativity which is unemployed: a sort of writing on and of the
excess as a radical contestation. Hence, the title of this dissertation’s conclusion — a parody of
Bataille essay’s title which attempted to discuss, ‘The Practice of Joy Before Death’ but perhaps
released this ecstatic ‘joy’ involuntarily — The Practice of Architectural Contestation Before Death.

® Michel Foucault, ‘Préface a la transgression’, in Critique, Hommage & Georges Bataille, no. 195-196, summer 1963,
p. 756
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Architectural Contestation

George Bataille behoorde tot de invloedrijkste en radicaalste denkers van de 20e eeuw. En
inderdaad, zijn gedachtegoed en zijn oeuvre wordt gezien als van grote invloed op de werken van
een omvangrijke groep bekende post-stucturalistische en post-moderne intellectuelen zoals Michel
Foucault, Jacques Derrida en Jean Baudrillard, om slechts enkelen te noemen. Binnen de
architectonische disciplines met name de architectuurkritiek/theorie wordt zijn standpunt
overwegend bediscussieerd en gezien door een specifieke bril - men kan zeggen door het uit zijn
oeuvre te extraheren - van de twee artikelen die eind twintiger jaren gepubliceerd werden in het
tijdschrift Documents: ‘Architecture’ en ‘Informe’. Een dergelijk benadering, echter laat in essentie
de rest van zijn (filosofische) inzet of van zijn ‘paradoxale’ filosofie van het exces en de
gerelateerde wijzen van verspilling, buiten beschouwing. Bovendien gaat het voorbij aan de brede
waaier van onderwerpen die zijn onderzoek behelst, van individuele ervaring naar collectieve - of
zoals Bataille het zegt de ‘algemene’ -economie. Tot slot, schuift deze houding de dubbelzinnige
maar radicale functie die ‘het schrijven’ van deze auteur als doel verondersteld terzijde.

Een ‘schrijven’ (in het Frans ‘écriture’), die inderdaad twijfelachtig heen en weer beweegt
tussen de praktijk van het verspillen (van betekenis) en een meer wetenschappelijke studie van het
exces. Zijn bibliografie bevat bijna twintig boeken en tientallen artikelen, romans en essays (zijn
Oeuvres Complétes bevat circa 6000 pagina’s) over onderwerpen die gaan van filosofie tot
kunstkritiek, architectuur en economie. Slechts weinig geleerden hebben een ‘echte’ poging
gedaan het gehele werk van Bataille te onderzoeken en ondervragen op relevantie voor de
discipline.

Deze dissertatie richt zich op zowel de beperkende en bepalende lezing en de daaruit
volgende fundamentele onjuiste interpretatie van Bataille's werk die de velden van
architectuurkritiek/theorie doordringt (in ieder geval in de Engelstalige context). Een lezing die neigt
de fundamentele verbindingen in zijn werk opzij te schuiven (door zich uitsluitend te beperken tot
de artikelen ‘Architecture’ en ‘Informe’). Anderzijds is dit een te beperkte interpretatie die leidt tot
een simpele kritiek van klassieke architectonische vormen — of tot louter ontkenning van alle
vormen van architectuur. Tegen deze ‘toe-eigening’, d.w.z. deze reductie welke een verkeerde
interpretatie tot gevolg heeft, die op gewelddadige wijze tekort doet aan de relevantie van Bataille’s
werk voor de architectuurkritiek/theorie (die op de dezelfde wijze een erg zwakke definitie van
architectuur verraadt, nl. het voornamelijk bezig zijn met de ontwikkeling van vormen).

Deze dissertatie betoogt dat Bataille’s oeuvre een ‘geheel’ of ‘totaliteit’ vormt die, alhoewel
ontwrichtend en verstoord, beschouwd zou moeten worden in zijn geheel om de bijzondere functie
van verspilling, contestatie die architectuur en architectuurkritieck gemeen hebben, aan het licht te
kunnen brengen — mits niet hypocriet geinterpreteerd. Beginnend met een grondige analyse van
de verschillende pogingen om Bataille’s denken binnen de discipline toe te eigenen, zoekt deze
analyse omgekeerd Bataille’s ‘gebruikswaarde’ los te laten, door argumenten aan te voeren voor
een oproerig begrip van architectuur en een radicale vaststelling van zijn correlatieve inschatting
als niet hypocriete verspillingen die Bataille’s kijk op het onderwerp doordringen.

Met bovenstaande doelen, plaatst deze analyse Bataille’s oeuvre in een bredere context
van de voor- en naoorlogse intellectuele geschiedenis, door de invloeden, groepen, tijdschriften,
polemieken en erfenis van de auteur te bediscussiéren. Het beschouwt de wijze waarop Batalille,
bekendheid geeft aan zijn persoonlijke ervaring van het exces, blijk geeft van zijn lezing van Hegel,
Nietzsche en de Sade, een bewuste verbinding zoekt met opmerkelijke intellectuele tijdgenoten
zoals André Breton en Jean Paul Sartre, en bekende naoorlogse denkers beinvioedt. Terwijl het
probeert de relatie met deze filosofen en intellectuelen terug te winnen, kijkt deze dissertatie ook
naar zijn gepubliceerde en ongepubliceerde boeken, romans en artikelen om grip te krijgen op hoe
zijn 'schrijven’ op een paradoxale wijze een theoretisering van de verspilling is als ook gezien
wordt als een praktijk van het exces (een verspilling in zichzelf). Bijgevolg, stelt het voor om
Bataille’s opvatting van architectuur te lezen binnen de context van zijn ‘paradoxale filosofie’.
Vanuit dit gedegen wetenschappelijk gezichtspunt onderzoekt het en laat het zien dat Bataille’s
teksten over architectuur niet alleen een kritiek blijken te zijn op architectonische vormen, maar
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veeleer een controversiéle opheldering van de politieke, sociale en economische functie van
architectuur: een middel van ‘uitwisseling’ of ‘communicatie’ tussen wat Bataille schetst als de
heterogene en homogene gebieden. Om het anders te zeggen, Bataille, zoals de dissertatie
onthult, ziet architectuur als een list of een uitvinding die toestaat dat het sacrale teruglekt in het
profane.

Met deze bevindingen — in het vervolg Bataille als leidraad nemend - komt deze dissertatie
na voren met een these van architectuur als een verspilling — werkelijk of symbolisch, ofwel
productief of in zuiver verlies — werkend vanuit een duale modus. Aan de ene kant, is architectuur
gebiedend: het dient de hegemonie van de ‘hoge’ heterogene elementen, terwijl het de orde van
het homogene rijk structureert en in stand houdt. Aan de andere kant is het ‘onzuiver’: staat het
een teruglekken toe van de ‘lage’ onzuivere heterogene elementen in het profane (homogene rijk),
en verstoort als zodanig zijn orde. Deze functie van verspilling, concludeert de dissertatie, lijkt niet
beperkt te zijn tot het architectonische object. Inderdaad, zoals Bataille het suggereert, schijnt de
ware functie van de architectonische vaststelling/inschatting ook een verspilling te zijn. Een
‘project’ dat geen verdere doelen/bedoelingen heeft dan een radicale verkwisting in en van
zichzelf. Bataille’s ‘opvatting’ van architectuur is niet enkel een vernieuwing van de
architectuurkritiek maar een radicale architectural contestation.
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