
A Preface to Transgression z 

We like to believe that sexuality has regained, in contemporary 
experience, its full truth as a process of nature, a truth which has 
long been lingering in the shadows and hiding under various 
disguises-until now, that is, when our positive awareness allows 
us to decipher it so that it may at last emerge in the clear light 
of language. Yet, never did sexuality enjoy a more immediately 
natural understanding and never did it know a greater "felicity 
of expression" than in the Christian world of fallen bodies and 
of sin, The proof is its whole tradition of mysticism and spir- 
ituality which was incapable of dividing the continuous forms 
of desire, of rapture, of penetration, of ecstasy, of that out- 
pouring which leaves us spent: a11 of these experiences seemed to 
lead, without interruption or limit, right to the heart of a divine 
love of which they were both the outpouring and the source 
returning upon itself.= What characterizes modern sexuality 
from Sade to Freud is not its having found the language of its 
logic or of its natural process, but rather, through the violence 
done by such languages, its having been "denatured"-cast into 
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(Paris: Gallimard, 1973); and has been a frequent contributor and 
editorial consultant to Critique, a journal founded by Bataille. (All 
notes in this essay are supplied by the editor.) 
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an empty zone where it achieves whatever meager form is be- 
stowed upon it by the establishment of its limits. Sexuality 
points to nothing beyond itself, no prolongation, except in a 
frenzy which disrupts its2 We have not in the least liberated 
sexuality, though we have, to be exact, carried it to its limits: 
the limit of consciousness, because it ultimately dictates the only 
possible reading of our unconscious; the limit of the law, since 
it seems the sole substance of universal taboos; the limit of 
Ianguage, since it traces that line of foam showing just how far 
speech may advance upon the sands of silence. Thus, it is not 
through sexuality that we communicate with the orderly and 
pleasingly profane world of animals; rather, sexuality is a fis- 
sure3-not one which surrounds us as the basis of our isolation or 
individuality, but one which marks the limit within us and 
designates us as a limit. 

Perhaps we could say that it has become the only division 
possible in a world now emptied of objects, beings, and spaces 
to desecrate. Not that it proffers any new content for our age-old 
acts; rather, it permits a profanation without object, a profana- 
tion that is empty and turned inward upon itself and whose in- 
struments are brought to bear on nothing but each other. Pro- 
fanation in a world which no longer recognizes any positive 
meaning in the sacred-is this not more or less what we may call 
transgression? In that zone which our culture affords for our 
gestures and speech, transgression prescribes not only the sole 
manner of discovering the sacred in its unmediated substance, 
but also a way of recomposing its empty form, its absence, 
through which it becomes all the more scintillating. A rigorous 
language, as it arises from sexuality, will not reveal the secret of 
man's natural being, nor will it express the serenity of anthropo- 
logical truths, but rather, it will say that he exists without God; 
the speech given to sexuality is contemporaneous, both in time 
and in structure, with that through which we announced to our- 

2. See below in this essay, p. 50, for a discussion of the non- 
representational nature of the language of sexuality. 

3. See The Order of Things, p. 314. 

selves that God is dead. From the moment that Sade delivered its 
first words and marked out, in a single discourse, the boundaries 
of what suddenly became its kingdom, the language of sexuality 
has lifted us into the night where God is absent, and where all 
of our actions are addressed to this absence in a profanation 
which at once identifies it, dissipates it, exhausts itself in it, and 
restores it to the empty purity of its transgre~sion.~ 

There indeed exists a modern form of sexuality: it is that which 
offers itself in the superficial discourse of a solid and natural 
animality, while obscurely addressing itself to Absence, to this 
high region where Bataille placed, in a night not soon to be 
ended, the characters of Eponine: 

In this strained stillness, through the haze of my intoxication, I :ieemed 
to sense that the wind was dying down; a long silence fiowed from the 
immensity of the sky. The priest knelt down softly. He began to sing 
in a despondent key, slowly as if at someone's death: Miserere mei 
Dew, secondurn misericmdiarn rnagnarn tuarn. The way he nnoaned 
this sensuous melody was highly suspicious. He was strangelly con- 
fessing his anguish before the delights of the flesh. A priest should 
conquer us by his denials but his efforts to humble himself only made 
him stand out more insistently; the loveliness of his chant, set against 
the silent sky, enveloped him in a solitude of morose pleasures. My 
reverie was shattered by a felicitous acclamation, an infinite acclama- 
tion already on the edge of oblivion. Seeing the priest as she emerged 
from the dream which still visibly dazed her senses, Eponine began 
to laugh and with such intensity that she was completeIy shaken; 
she turned her body and, leaning against the railing, trembledl like a 
child. She was laughing with her head in her hands and the priest, 
barely stifling a clucking noise, raised his head, his arms uplifted, 
only to see a naked behind: the wind had lifted her coat and:, made 
defenseIess by the laughter, she had been unable to close it.6 

Perhaps the importance of sexuality in our culture, the fact 
that since Sade it has persistently been linked to the most pro- 
found decisions of our language, derives from nothing else than 
this correspondence which connects it to the death of GotZ. Not 
that this death should be understood as the end of his historical 

4. See Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 108. 
5. Oeuwes, 111, 203-5264. 
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reign or as the finally delivered judgment of his nonexistence, 
but as the now constant space of our experience. By denying us 
the limit of the Limitless, the death of God leads to an experience 
in which nothing may again announce the exteriority of being, 
and consequently to an experience which is interior and sovereign. 
But such an experience, for which the death of God is an ex- 
plosive reality, discloses as its own secret and clarification, its 
intrinsic finitude, the limitless reign of the Limit, and the empti- 
ness of those excesses in which it spends itself and where it is 
found wanting. In this sense, the inner experience is through- 
out an experience of the impossible (the impossible being both 
that which we experience and that which constitutes the ex- 
perience). The death of God is not merely an "event" that gave 
shape to contemporary experience as we now know it: it con- 
tinues tracing indefinitely its great skeletal outline. 

Bataille was perfectly conscious of the possibilities of thought 
that could be released by this death, and of the impossibilities 
in which it entangled thought. What, indeed, is the meaning of 
the death of God, if not a strange solidarity between the stun- 
ning realization of his nonexistence and the act that kills him? 
But what does it mean to kill God if he does not exist, to kill God 
who has neuer existed? Perhaps it means to kill God both because 
he does not exist and to guarantee he will not exist-certainly a 
cause for laughter: to kill God to liberate life from this ex- 
istence that limits it, but also to bring it back to those limits that 
are annulled by this limitless existence--as a sacrifice; to kill God 
to return him to this nothingness he is and to manifest his ex- 
istence at the center of a light that blazes like a presencsfor 
the ecstasy; to kill God in order to lose language in a deafening 
night and because this wound must make him bleed until there 
springs forth "an immense alleluia lost in the interminable 
silen~e"~--and this is communication. The death of God does 
not restore us to a limited and positivistic world, but to a world 
exposed by the experience of its limits, made and unmade by that 
excess which transgresses it. 

6. Eroticisnt, p. 271. 
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Undoubtedly it is excess that discovers that sexuality and the 
death of God are bound to the same experience; or that again 
shows us, as if in "the most incongruous book of all," that "God 
is a ~ h o r e . " ~  And from this perspective the thought that relates 
to God and the thought that relates to sexuality are linked in a 
common form, since Sade to be sure, but never in our day with 
as much insistence and difficulty as in Bataille. And if it were 
necessary to give, in opposition to sexuality, a precise definition of 
eroticism, it would have to be the following: an experience of 
sexuality which links, for its own ends, an overcoming of limits to 
the death of God. "Eroticism can say what mysticism never could 
(its strength failed when it tried) : God is nothing if not the sur- 
passing of God in every sense of vulgar being, in that of horror 
or impurity; and ultimately in the sense of n~thing."~ 

Thus, at the root of sexuality, of the movement that nothing 
can ever limit (because it is, from its birth and in its totality, 
constantly involved with the limit), and at the root of this dis- 
course on God which Western culture has maintained for so 
long-without any sense of the impropriety of "thoughtlessly 
adding to language a word which surpasses all words"9 or any 
dear sense that it places us at the limits of all possible languages- 
a singular experience is shaped: that of transgression. Perhaps 
one day it will seem as decisive for our culture, as much a part 
of its soil, as the experience of contradiction was at an earlier 
time for dialectical thought. But in spite of so many scattered 
signs, the language in which transgression will find its space and 
the illumination of its being lies almost entirely in the future. 

It is surely possible, however, to find in Bataille its calcinated 
roots, its promising ashes. 

Transgression is an action which involves the limit, that nar- 
row zone of a line where it displays the flash of its passage, but 

7. fbid., p. 269; and on excess, pp. 168-173. 
8. Ibid. 
9. Ibid. 
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perhaps also its entire trajectory, even its origin; it is likely that 
transgression has its entire space in the line it crosses. The play 
of limits and transgression seems to be regulated by a simple 
obstinacy: transgression incessantly crosses and recrosses a line 
which closes up behind it in a wave of extremely short duration, 
and thus it is made to return once more right to the horizon of 
the uncrossable. But this relationship is considerably more 
complex: these elements are situated in an uncertain context, in 
certainties which are immediately upset so that thought is in- 
effectual as soon as it attempts to seize them. 

The limit and transgression depend on each other for 
whatever density of being they possess: a limit could not exist 
if it were absolutely uncrossable and, reciprocally, transgression 
would be pointless if it merely crossed a limit composed of illu- 
sions and shadows. But can the limit have a life of its own out- 
side of the act that gloriously passes through it and negates it? 
What becomes of it after this act and what might it have been 
before? For its part, does transgression not exhaust its nature 
when it crosses the limit, knowing no other life beyond this point 
in time? And this point, this curious intersection of beings that 
have no other life beyond this moment where they totally exchange 
their beings, is it not also everything which overflows from it on 
all sides? It serves as a glorification of the nature it excludes: the 
limit opens violently onto the limitless, finds itself suddenly 
carried away by the content it had rejected and fulfilled by this 
alien plenitude which invades it to the core of its being. Trans- 
gression carries the limit right to the limit of its being; transgres- 
sion forces the limit to face the fact of its imminent disappearance, 
to find itself in what it excludes (perhaps, to be more exact, to 
recognize itself for the first time), to experience its positive truth 
in its downward fall?'* And yet, toward what is transgression un- 

10. This can serve as a description of Foucault's technique in 
Madness and Civilization and also as the basis, in The Order of Things, 
of his statement that "modern thought is advancing towards that 
region where man's Other must become the same as himself' (p. 328). 
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leashed in its movement of pure violence, if not that which im- 
prisons it, toward tha limit and those elements it contains? 
What bears the brunt of its aggression and to what void does it 
owe the unrestrained fullness of its being, if not that which it 
crosses in its violent act and which, as its destiny, it crosses out 
in the fine it effaces? 

Transgression, then, is not related to the limit as black to 
white, the prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside, or 
as the open area of a building to its enclosed spaces. Rather, their 
relationship takes the form of a spiral which no simple infraction 
can exhaust. Perhaps it is like a flash of lightning in the night 
which, from the beginning of time, gives a dense and black in- 
tensity to the night it denies, which lights up the night from the 
inside, from top to bottom, and yet owes to the dark the stark 
clarity of its manifestation, its harrowing and poised singularity; 
the flash loses itself in this space it marks with its sovereignty 
and becomes silent now that it has given a name to obscurity. 

Since this existence is both so pure and so complicated, it 
must be detached from its questionable association to ethics if 
we want to understand it and to begin thinking from it and in 
the space it denotes; it must be liberated from the scandalous or 
subversive, that is, from anything aroused by negative associa- 
tions.ll Transgression does not seek to oppose one thing to 
another, nor does it achieve its purpose through mockery or by 
upsetting the solidity of foundations; it does not transform the 
other side of the mirror, beyond an invisible and uncrossable line, 
into a glittering expanse. Transgression is neither violence in a 
divided world (in an ethical world) nor a victory over limits (in 
a dialectical or revolutionary world); and exactly for this reason, 
its role is to measure the excessive distance that it opens at the 
heart of the limit and to trace the flashing line that causes the 
limit to arise. Transgression contains nothing negative, but 
affirms limited being-affirms the limitlessness into which it 
leaps as it opens this zone to existence for the first time. But 

11. The Order of Things, pp. 327-328. 
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correspondingly, this affirmation contains nothing positive: no 
content can bind it, since, by definition, no limit can possibly 
restrict it. Perhaps it is simply an aifirmation of division; but only 
insofar as division is not understood to mean a cutting gesture, 
or the establishment of a separation or the measuring of a dis- 
tance, only retaining that in it which may designate the existence 
of difference.12 

Perhaps when contemporary philosophy discovered the pos- 
sibility of nonpositive affirmation, it began a process of reorienta- 
tion whose only equivalent is the shift instituted by Kant when 
he distinguished the nihil negativum and the nihil privatiurn-a 
distinction known to have opened the way for the advance of 
critical thought. This philosophy of nonpositive affirmation is, I 
believe, what Blanchot was defining through his principle of 
"contestation."13 Contestation does not imply a generalized nega- 
tion, 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 
a11 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.14 

Thus, contestation shapes an experience that Bataille wanted 
to circumscribe through every detour and repetition of his work, 

12. See The Archaeology of Knowledge, pp. 130-131; and below, 
"Theatrum Philosophicum," pp. 181-187. See also Mark Seems, "Lib- 
eration of Difference: Toward a Theory of Antiliterature," NLH,  5 
(1973); 121-134. 

13. For a discussion of this term, see BataiUe's L'Expkience 
inth'ez~re, in Oeuures, V, 24, 143, 221; and Foucault's study of 
Blanchot, "La Penske du clehors," Critique, No. 229 (1966): "We 
must transform reflexive language. It should not point to an inner 
confirmation, a central certainty where it is impossible to dislodge it, 
but to the extreme where it is always contested" (p. 528). 

14. Thus Spoke Zarathzrstra, Part Four, "The Awakening." 

an experience that has the power "to implicate (and to question) 
everything without possible respite"15 and to indicate, in the 
place where it occurs and in its most essential form, "the im- 
ediacy of being."lG Nothing is more alien to this experience 
than the demonic character who, true to his nature, "denies 
everything." Transgression opens onto a scintillating and con- 
stantly affirmed world, a world without shadow or twilight, with- 
out that serpentine "no" that bites into fruits and lodges their 
contradictions at their core. I t  is the solar inversion of satanic 
denial. It was originally linked to the divine, or rather, from this 
limit marked by the sacred it opens the space where the divine 
functions. The discovery of such a category by a philosophy 
which questions itself upon the existence of the limit is evidently 
one of the countless signs that our path is circular and that, with 
each day, we are becoming more Greek." Yet, this motion should 
not be understood as the promised return to a homeland or the 
recovery of an original soil which produced and which will 
naturally resolve every opposition. In reintroducing the experience 
of the divine at the center of thought, philosophy has been well 
aware since Nietzsche (or it should undoubtedly know by now) 
&at it questions an origin without positivity and an opening in- 
different to the patience of the negative.18 No form of dialectical 
movement, no analysis of constitutions and of their transcendental 
ground can serve as support for thinking about such an experi- 
ence or even as access to this experience. In our day, would not 
the instantaneous play of the limit and of transgression be the 
essential test for a thought which centers on the "origin," for that 

15. L'Expbrience intbrieure, in Oeuwes, V, 16, and also 347. 
16. Ibid., p. 60: "A project is not only a mode of existence implied 

by action, necessary to action; it is rather existence within a para- 
doxical form of tirne-the postponement of life to a later of time. 
. . . The inner experience denounces this intermission; it is being 
without delay." 

17. Cf. The Order of Things, p. 342. 
18. For an extended discussion of the "origin," see below "Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, History"; and on contradiction, see The Archaeology of 
Knowledge, pp. 151-155. 



form of thought to which Nietzsche dedicated us from the begin- 
ning of his works and one which would be, absolutely and in the 
same motion, a Critique and an Ontology, an understanding that 
comprehends both finitude and being? 

What possibilities generated this thought from which every- 
thing, up until our time, has seemingly diverted us, but as if to 
lead us to the point of its returning? From what impossibilities 
does it derive its hold on us? Undoubtedly, it can be said that it 
comes to us through that opening made by Kant in Western 
philosophy when he articulated, in a manner which is still 
enigmatic, metaphysical discourse and his reflection on the limits 
of reason. However, Kant ended by closing this opening when he 
ultimately relegated all critical investigations to an anthropo- 
logical question; and undoubtedly, we have subsequently in- 
terpreted Kant's action as the granting of an indefinite respite to 
metaphysics, because dialectics substituted for the questioning 
of being and limits the play of contradiction and totality.*@ To 
awaken us from the confused sleep of dialectics and of anthro- 
pology, we required the Nietzschean figures of tragedy, of 
Dionysus, of the death of God, of the philosopher's hammer, of 
the Superman approaching with the steps of a dove, of the 
Return. But why, in our day, is discursive language so in- 
effectual when asked to maintain the presence of these figures 
and to maintain itself through them? Why is it so nearly silent 
before them, as if it were forced to yield its voice so that they 
may continue to find their words, to yield to these extreme forms 
of language in which Bataille, Blanchot, and Klossowski have 
made their home, which they have made the summits of 
thought?20 

The sovereignty of these experiences must surely be recognized 

19. For Bataille's analysis of Hegel, see Oeuvres, I, 177-190. Cf. 
Karl l'oppcr's "What Is Dialcetics," in Con jcctures and Refutations 
(London : Routlcdgc & Kegall Paul, 1975), pp. 312-335. 

20. In connection with this passage, see "La Pensde du dehors," 
p, 594; and also Foucault's essay on Klossowski: "La Prose d'Actbon," 
Nouvcllc Rcvue Fran~aise, No. 135 ( 1964). 
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some day, and we must try to assimilate them: not to reveal 
their truth-a ridiculous pretension with respect to words that 
form our limits-but to serve as the basis for finally liberating 
our language. But our task for today is to direct our attention to 
this nondiscursive language, this language which, for almost two 
centuries, has stubbornly maintained its disruptive existence in 
our culture; it will be enough to examine its nature, to explore 
the source of this language that is neither complete nor fully in 
control of itself, even though it is sovereign for us and hangs 
above us, this language that is sometimes immobilized in scenes 
we customarily call "erotic" and suddenly volatized in a philo- 
sophical turbulence, when it seems to lose its very basis. 

The parcelling out of philosophical discourse and descriptive 
scenes in Sade's books is undoubtedly the product of complex 
architectural laws. It is quite probable that the simple rules of 
alternation, of continuity, or of thematic contrast are inadequate 
for defining a linguistic space where descriptions and demonstra- 
tions are articulated, where a rational order is linked to an order 
of pleasures, and where, especially, subjects are located both in 
the movement of various discourses and in a constellation of 
bodies. Let us simply say that this space is completely covered by 
a language that is discursive (even when it involves a narrative), 
explicit (even when it denotes nothing), and continuous 
(especially at the moment that the thread passes from one char- 
acter to another): a language that nevertheless does not have 
an absolute subject, that never discovers the one who ultimately 
speaks and incessantly maintains its hold on speech from the 
announcement of the "triumph of philosophy" in Justine's first 
adventure to Juliette's corpseless disappearance into eternity.ll 
Bataille's language, on the other hand, continually breaks down 
at the center of its space, exposing in his nakedness, in the inertia 
of ecstasy, a visible and insistent subject who had tried to keep 
language at arms length, but who now h d s  himself thrown by it, 
exhausted, upon the sands of that which he can no longer say. 

21. See Eroticism, pp. 185-196. 
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How is it possible to discover, under all these different figures, 
that form of thought we carelessly call "the philosophy of 
eroticism," but in which it is important to recognize ( a  less 
ambitious goal, but also more central to our understanding) an 
essential experience for our culture since Kant and Sad-the 
experience of finitude and being, of the h i t  and transgression? 
What natural space can this form of thought possess and what 
language can it adopt? Undoubtedly, no form of reflection yet 
developed, no established discourse, can supply its model, its 
foundation, or even the riches of its vocabulary. Would it be of 
help, in any case, to argue by analogy that we must find a 
language for the transgressive which would be what dialectics 
was, in an earlier time, for contradiction? Our efforts are un- 
doubtedly better spent in trying to speak of this experience and 
in making it speak from the depths where its language fails, from 
precisely the place where words escape it, where the subject who 
speaks has just vanished, where the spectacle topples over before 
an upturned eye-from where Bataille's death has recently 
placed his language. We can only hope, now that his death has 
sent us to the pure transgression of his texts, that they will protect 
those who seek a language for the thought of the limit, that they 
will serve as a dwelling place for what may already be a ruined 
project. 

% 
In effect, do we not grasp the possibility of such thought in a 

language which necessarily strips it of any semblance of thought 
and leads it to the very impossibility of language? Right to this 
limit where the existence of language becomes problematic? The 
reason is that philosophical language is linked beyond all memory 
(or nearly so) to dialectics; and the dialectic was able to become 
the form and interior movement of philosophy from the time of 
Kant only through a redoubling of the millenary space from 
which philosophy had always spoken. We know full well that 
reference to Kant has invariably addressed us to the most foma- 

tive elements of Greek thought: not to recapture a lost experi- 
ence, but to bring us closer to the possibility of a nondialectical 
language. This age of commentary in which we live, this his- 
torical redoubling from which there seems no escape, does not 
indicate the velocity of our language in a field now devoid of 
new philosophical objects, which must be constantly recrossed 
in a forgetful and always rejuvenated glance. But far more to 
the point, it indicates the inadequacy, the profound silence, of a 
philosophical language that has been chased from its natural ele- 
ment, from its original dialectics, by the novelties found in its 
domain. If philosophy is now experienced as a multiple desert, 
it is not because it has lost its proper object or the freshness of 
its experience, but because it has been suddenly divested of that 
language which is historically "natural" to it. We do not experi- 
ence the end of philosophy, but a philosophy which regains its 
speech and finds itself again only in the marginal region which 
borders its limits: that is, which finds itself either in a purified 
metalanguage or in the thickness of words enclosed by their 
darkness, by their blind truth. The prodigious distance that 
separates these alternatives and that manifests our philosophical 
dispersion marks, more than a disarray, a profound coherence. 
This separation and real incompatibility is the actual distance 
from whose depths philosophy addresses us. It is here that we 
must focus our attention. 

But what language can arise from such an absence? And above 
all, who is the philosopher who will now begin to speak? 'What 
of us when, having become sobered, we learn what we are? Lost 
among idlers in the night, where we can only hate the semblance 
of light coming from their small talk."22 In a language stripped 
of dialectics, at the heart of what it says but also at the root of 
its possibilities, the philosopher is aware that "we are not every- 
thing;" he learns as well that even the philosopher does not in- 
habit the whole of his language like a secret and perfectly fluent 

22. This passage is  take^ from the Preface to L'Expb~ience in- 
tbieilre, in Oeuvres, V, 10, 



god. Next to himself, he discovers the existence of another lan- 
guage that also speaks and that he is unable to dominate, one 
that strives, fails, and falls silent and that he cannot manipulate, 
the language he spoke at one time and that has now separated 
itself from him, now gravitating in a space increasingly silent. 
Most of all, he discovers that he is not always lodged in his 
language in the same fashion and that in the location from which 
a subject had traditionally spoken in philosophy--one whose 
obvious and garrulous identity has remained unexarnined from 
Plato to Nietzsche-a void has been hollowed out in which a 
multiplicity of speaking subjects are joined and severed, com- 
bined and excluded.23 From the lessons on Homer to the cries 
of a madman in the streets of Turin,"" who can be said to have 
spoken this continuous language, so obstinately the same? Was 
it the Wanderer or his shadow? The philosopher or the first of 
the nonphilosophers? Zarathustra, his monkey, or already the 
Supeman? Dionysus, Christ, their reconciled figures, or finally 
this man right here? The breakdown of philosophical subjectivity 
and its dispersion in a language that dispossesses it while 
multiplying it within the space created by its absence is probably 
one of the fundamental structures of contemporary thought. 
Again, this is not the end of philosophy, but rather, the end of 
the philosopher as the sovereign and primary form of philo- 
sophical language. And perhaps to all those who strive above all 
to maintain the unity of the philosopher's grammatical function- 
at the price of the coherence, even of the existence of philo- 
sophical language-we could oppose Bataille's exemplary enter- 
prise: his desperate and relentless attack on the preeminence of 
the philosophical subject as it confronted him in his own work, 
in his experience and his language which became his private 
torment, in the first reflected torture of that which speaks in 
philosophical language-in the dispersion of stars that encircle 

23. Cf. E r o t i c h ,  pp. 274-276. 
24. The reference is, of course, to the beginning of Nietzsche's 

madness in Turin in the late fall of 1888, 
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a median night, allowing voiceless words to be born. "Like a 
flock chased by an infinite shepherd, we, the bleating wave, 
would flee, endlessly flee from the horror of reducing being to 
totality,"25 

It is not only the juxtaposition of reflective texts and novels 
in the language of thought that makes us aware of the shattering 
of the philosophical subject. The works of Bataille define the 
situation in far greater detail: in the constant movement to 
different levels of speech and a systematic disengagement from 
the "I" who has begun to speak and is already on the verge of 
deploying his language and installing himself in it: temporal 
disengagements ("I was writing this," or similarly "in retrospect, 
if I return to this matter"), shifts in the distance separating a 
speaker from his words (in a diary, notebooks, poems, stories, 
meditations, or discourses intended for demonstration), an inner 
detachment from the assumed sovereignty of thought or writing 
(through books, anonymous texts, prefaces to his books, foot- 
notes). And it is at the center of the subject's disappearance that 
philosophical language proceeds as if through a labyrinth, not 
to recapture him, but to test (and through language itself) the 
extremity of its loss. That is, it proceeds to the limit and to this 
opening where its being surges forth, but where it is already 
completely lost, completely overflowing itself, emptied of itself 
to the point where it becomes an absolute void-an opening which 
is communication: "at this point there is no need to elaborate; 
as my rapture escapes me, I immediately reenter the night of a 
lost child, anguished in his desire to prolong his ravishment, with 
no other end than exhaustion, no way of stopping short of fainting. 
It is such excruciating 

This experience forms the exact reversal of the movement 
which has sustained the wisdom of the West at least since the 
time of Socrates, that is, the wisdom to which philosophical lan- 
guage promised the serene unity of a subjectivity which would 

25. L'Exphience intbrkure, in Oeuvres, V, 48. 
26. Ibid., p. 68. 



44 LANGUAGE 

triumph in it, having been fully constituted by it and through 
it. But if the language of philosophy is one in which the philo- 
sopher's torments are tirelessly repeated and his subjectivity 
is discarded, then not only is wisdom meaningless as the philo- 
sopher's form of composition and reward, but in the expiration of 
philosophical language a possibility inevitably arises (that upon 
which it falls-the face of the die; and the place into which it 
falls-the void into which the die is cast) : the possibility of the 
mad philosopher. In short, the experience of the philosopher who 
finds, not outside his language (the result of an external accident 
or imaginary excercise), but at the inner core of its possibilities, 
the transgression of his philosophical being; and thus, the non- 
dialectical language of the limit which only arises in transgressing 
the one who speaks. This play of transgression and being is 
fundamental for the constitution of philosophical language, which 
reproduces and undoubtedly produces it. 

Essentially the product of fissures, abrupt descents, and broken 
contours, this misshapen and craglike language describes a 
circle; it refers to itself and is folded back on a questioning of 
its limits-as if it were nothing more than a small night lamp 
that flashes with a strange light, signalling the void from which it 
arises and to which it addresses everything it illuminates and 
touches. Perhaps, it is this curious configuration which explains 
why Bataille attributed such obstinate prestige to the Eye.lT 
Throughout his career (from his first novel to h m s  d'Eros), 
the eye was to keep its value as a figure of inner experience: 
'When at the height of anguish, I gently solicit a strange ab- 
surdity, an eye opens at the summit, in the middle of my 
This is because the eye, a small white globe that encloses its 
darkness, traces a limiting circle that only sight can cross. And 

27. Cf. Roland Barthes, "La Mktaphor de l'oeil," Essais Critique 
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1964), pp. 238-244. 

28. L'Expbrience intkrieure, in Oeuvres, V ,  92. 
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the darkness within, the somber core of the eye, pours out into 
the world like a fountain which sees, that is, which lights up the 
world; but the eye also gathers up all the light of the world in 
the iris, that mall black spot, where it is transformed into the 
bright night of an image. The eye is mirror and lamp: it dis- 
charges its light into the world around it, while in a movement 
that is not necessarily contradictory, it precipitates this same light 
into the transparency of its well. Its globe has the expansive 
quality of a marvellous seed-like an egg imploding towards the 
center of night and extreme light, which it is and which it has 
just ceased to be. It is the figure of being in the act of transgres- 
sing its own limit. 

The eye, in a philosophy of reflection, derives from its capacity 
to observe the power of becoming always more interior to it- 
self, Lying behind each eye that sees, there exists a more tenuous 
one, an eye so discreet and yet so agile that its all-powerful glance 
can be said to eat away at the flesh of its white globe; behind 
this particular eye, there exists another and, then, still others, 
each progressively more subtle until we arrive at an eye whose 
entire substance is nothing but the transparency of its vision. 
This inner movement is finally resolved in a nonmaterial center 
where the intangible forrns of truth are created and combined, 
in this heart of things which is the sovereign subject,29 Bataille 
reverses this entire direction: sight, crossing the globular limit 
of the eye, constitutes the eye in its instantaneous being; sight 
carries it away in this luminous stream (an outpouring fountain, 
streaming tears and, shortly, blood), hurls the eye outside of it- 
self, conducts it to the limit where it bursts out in the immediately 
extinguished Bash of its being. Only a small white ball, veined 
with blood, is left behind, only an exorbitated eye to which all 
sight is now denied. And in the place from which sight had once 
passed, only a cranial cavity remains, only this black globe which 
the uprooted eye has made to close upon its sphere, depriving it 
of vision, but offering to this absence the spectacle of that in- 

29. Cf. 7% Birth of the Clinic, pp. 107-108. 



destructible core which now imprisons the dead glance. In the 
distance created by this violence and uprooting, the eye is seen 
absolutely, but denied any possibility of sight: the philosophizing 
subject has been dispossessed and pursued to its limit; and the 
sovereignty of philosophical language can now be heard from 
the distance, in the measureless void left behind by the exorbi- 
tated subject. 

But perhaps the eye accomplishes the most essential aspect of 
its play when, forced from its ordinary position, it is made to 
turn upwards in a movement that leads it back to the nocturnal 
and starred interior of the skull and it is made to show us its 
usually concealed surface, white and unseeing: it shuts out the 
day in a movement that manifests its own whiteness (whiteness 
being undoubtedly the image of clarity, its surface reflection, 
but for this very reason, it cannot communicate with it, nor com- 
municate it); and the circular night of the iris is made to address 
the central absence which it illuminates with a flash, revealing 
it as night. The upturned orb suggests both the most open and 
the most impenetrable eye: causing its sphere to pivot, while 
remaining exactly the same and in the same place, it overturns 
day and night, crosses their limit, but only to find it again on the 
same line and from the other side; and the white hemisphere 
that appears momentarily at the place where the pupil once 
opened is like the being of the eye as it crosses the limit of its 
vision-when it transgresses this opening to the light of day 
which defined the transgression of every sight. "If man did not 
imperiously close his eyes, he would finally be unable to see the 
things worth seeing."30 

But what we need to see does not involve any interior secret 
or the discovery of a more nocturnal world. Torn from its 
ordinary position and made to turn inwards in its orbit, the eye 
now only pours its light into a bony cavern. This turning up of 

30. An aphorism (from Rent5 Char) used at the beginning of 
M&hode de me'ditation, in Oeuvres, V, 192. 
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its globe may seem a betrayal of 'la petite m o ~ t , " ~ ~  but more 
exactly, it simply indicates the death that it experiences in its 
natural location, in this springing up in place which causes the 
eye to rotate. Death, for the eye, is not the always elevated line 
of the horizon, but the limit it ceaselessly transgresses in its 
natural location, in the hollow where every vision originates, 
and where this limit is elevated into an absolute limit by an 
ecstatic movement which allows the eye to spring up from the 
other side. The upturned eye discovers the bond that links lan- 
guage and death at the moment that it acts out this relationship 
of the limit and being; and it is perhaps from this that it derives 
its prestige, in permitting the possibility of a language for this 
play. Thus, the great scenes that interrupt Bataille's stories in- 
variably concern the spectacle of erotic deaths, where upturned 
eyes display their white limits and rotate inwards in gigantic 
and empty orbits. BZeu du &el gives a singularly precise outline 
of this movement: early in November, when the earth of a Ger- 
man cemetery is alive with the twinkling light of candles and 
candle stubs, the narrator is lying with Dorothy among the 
tombstones; making love among the dead, the earth around him 
appears like the sky on a bright night. And the sky above forms 
a great hollow orbit, a death mask, in which he recognizes his 
inevitable end at the moment that pleasure overturns the four 
globes of flesh, causing the revolution of his sight. "The e 
under Dorothy's body was open like a tomb, her belly opened 
itself to me like a fresh grave. We were struck with stupor, making 
love on a starred cemetery. Each light marked a skeleton in a 
grave and formed a wavering sky as perturbed as our mingled 
bodies. I unfastened Dorothy's dress, I dirtied her clothes and 
her breast with the fresh earth which was stuck to my fingers. 
Our bodies trembled like two rows of clattering teeth."32 

31. Eroticism, p. 170: "Pleasure is so close to ruinous waste that we 
refer to the moment of climax as a little death.' " 

32. Oe~rwes, 1x1, 481, 



But what might this mean at the heart of a system of thought? 
What significance has this insistent eye which appears to en- 
compass what Bataille successively designated the inner experi- 
ence, the extreme possibility, the comic process, or simply 
meditation?33 It is certainly no more metaphoric than Descartes' 
phrasing of the "clear perception of sight" or this sharp point of 
the mind which he called acks rnentt~.~* In point of fact, the 
upturned eye has no meaning in Bataille's language, can have 
no meaning since it marks its limit. It indicates the moment 
when language, arriving at its confines, overleaps itself, explodes 
and radically challenges itself in laughter, tears, the overturned 
eyes of ecstasy, the mute and exorbitated horror of sacrifice, and 
where it remains fixed in this way at the limit of its void, speaking 
of itself in a second language in which the absence of a sovereign 
subject outlines its essential emptiness and incessantly fractures 
the unity of its discourse. The enucleated or upturned eye 
marks the zone of Bataille's philosophical language, the void 
into which it pours and loses itself, but in which it never stops 
talking-somewhat like the interior, diaphanous, and illuminated 
eye of mystics and spiritualists that marks the point at which the 
secret language of prayer is embedded and choked by a marvel- 
lous communication which silences it. Similarly, but in an in- 
verted manner, the eye in Bataille delineates the zone shared by 
language and death, the place where language discovers its being 
in the crossing of its limits: the nondialectical form of philo- 
sophical language. 

This eye, as the fundamental figure of the place from which 
Bataille speaks and in which his broken language finds its un- 
interrupted domain, establishes the connection, prior to any 
form of discourse, that exists between the death of God ( a  sun 

33. These concepts are opposed to HegeI's philosophy of work and 
encourage "non-discursive existence, laughter, ecstasy" (Oeuvres, V, 
96). 

34. With respect to this reference to Descartes' "Third Meditation," 
see Qeuwes, V, 123-1265, 

that rotates and the great eyelid that closes upon the world), 
the experience of finitude (springing up in death, twisting the 
light which is extinguished as it discovers that the interior is an 
empty skull, a central absence), and the turning back of lan- 
guage upon itself at the moment that it fails-a conjunction which 
undoubtedly has no other equivalent than the association, well 
known in other philosophies, of sight to truth or of contempla- 
tion to the absolute. Revealed to this eye, which in its pivoting 
conceals itself for all time, is the being of the limit: "I will never 
forget the violent and marvellous experience that comes from 
the will to open one's eyes, facing what exists, what happens."35 

Perhaps in the movement which carries it to a total night, the 
experience of transgression brings to light this relationship of 
finitude to being, this moment of the b i t  which anthropological 
thought, since Kant, could only designate from the distance and 
from the exterior through the language of dialectics. 

The twentieth century will undoubtedly have discovered the 
related categories of exhaustion, excess, the limit, and trans- 
gression-the strange and unyielding form of these irrevocable 
movements which consume and consummate us. In a form of 
thought that considers man as worker and producer-that of 
European culture since the end of the eighteenth century-con- 
sumption was based entirely on need, and need based itself 
exclusively on the model of hunger. When this element was 
introduced into an investigation of profit (the appetite of those 
who have satisfied their hunger), it inserted man into a dialectic 
of production which had a simple anthropological meaning: if 
man was alienated from his real nature and immediate needs 
through his labor and the production of objects with his hands, 
it was nevertheless through its agency that he recaptured his es- 
sence and achieved the indefinite gratification of his needs. But 
it would undoubtedly be misguided to conceive of hunger as 



that irreducible anthropological factor in the definition of work, 
production, and profit; and shilarly, need has an altogether 
different status, or it responds at the very least to a code whose 
laws cannot be confined to a dialectic of production. The dis- 
covery of sexuality-the discovery of that firmament of indefinite 
unreality where Sade placed it from the beginning, the discovery 
of those systematic forms of prohibition which we now know 
imprison it, the discovery of the universal nature of transgression 
in which it is both object and instrument-indicates in a suf- 
ficiently forceful way the impossibility of attributing the mil- 
lenary language of dialectics to the major experience that sexuality 
forms for 

Perhaps the emergence of sexuality in our culture is an "event" 
of multiple values: it is tied to the death of God and to the 
ontological void which his death fixed at the limit of our thought; 
it is also tied to the still silent and groping apparition of a form of 
thought in which the interrogation of the limit replaces the search 
for totality and the act of transgression replaces the movement of 
contradictions. Finally, it involves the questioning of language 
by language in a circularity which the "scandalous" violence of 
erotic literature, far from ending, displays from its first use of 
words. Sexuality is only decisive for our culture as spoken, and 
to the degree it is spoken: not that it is our language which has 
been eroticized now for nearly two centuries. Rather, since Sade 
and the death of God, the universe of language has absorbed 
our sexuality, denatured it, placed it in a void where it establishes 
its sovereignty and where it incessantly sets up as the Law the 
limits it transgresses. In this sense, the appearance of sexuality 
as a fundamental problem marks the transfonnation of a phi- 
losophy of man as worker to a philosophy based on a being who 
speaks; and insofar as philosophy has traditionally maintained a 
secondary role to knowledge and work, it must be admitted, not 
as a sign of crisis but of essential structure, that it is now second- 
ary to language. Not that philosophy is now fated to a role of 

36. Ibid., pp. 275-276; cf. The Order of Things, pp. 221-226. 

repetition or commentary, but that it experiences itself and its 
limits in language and in this transgression of language which 
carries it, as it did Bataille, to the faltering of the speaking sub- 
ject. On the day that sexuality began to speak and to be spoken, 
language no longer served as a veil for the infinite; and in the 
thickness it acquired on that day, we now experience finitude 
and being. In its dark domain, we now encounter the absence 
of God, our death, limits, and their transgression. But perhaps 
it is also a source of light for those who have liberated their 
thought from all forms of dialectical language, as it became 
for Bataille, on more than one occasion, when he experienced the 
loss of his language in the dead of night. 'What I call night 
differs from the darkness of thoughts: night possesses the violence 
of light. Yes, night: the youth and the intoxication of thinking."37 

Perhaps this "difficulty with words" that now hampers philo- 
sophy, a condition fully explored by Bataille, should not be 
identified with the loss of language that the closure of dialectics 
seemed to indicate. Rather, it follows from the actual penetration 
of philosophical experience in language and the discovery that 
the experience of the limit, and the manner in which philosophy 
must now understand it, is realized in language and in the move- 
ment where it says what cannot be said. 

Perhaps this ccdif£iculty with words" also defines the space 
given over to an experience in which the speaking subject, in- 
stead of expressing himself, is exposed, goes to encounter his 
finitude and, under each of his words, is brought back to the 
reality of his own death: that zone, in short, which transforms 
every work into the sort of cctauromachy'' suggested by Leiris, who 
was thinking of his own action as a writer, but undoubtedly also 
of Bataille.38 In any event, it is on the white beach of an arena 
(a gigantic eye) where Bataille experienced the fact--crucial 

37. Le Coupable, in Oeuures, V, 354; cf. pp. 326-327, 349. 
38. See M. Leiris, Manhood, trans. Richard Howard (London: 

Jonathan Cape, 1968): "The bull's keen horn . . . gives the torero's 
art a human reality, prevents it from becoming no more than the 
vain grace of a ballerina." 



for his thought and characteristic of all his languags-that death 
communicated with communication and that the uprooted eye, 
a white and silent sphere, could become a violent seed in the 
night of the body, that it could give substance to this absence of 
which sexuality has never stopped speaking and from which it 
is made to speak incessantly. When the horn of the bull (a glit- 
tering knife that carries the threat of night, and an exact reversal 
of the image of light that emerges from the night of the eye) 
penetrates the eyeball of the toreador, who is blinded and killed, 
Simone performs an act we have come to expect: she swallows 
a pale and skinless seed arid returns to its original night the 
luminous virility which has just committed murder. The eye is 
returned back to its night, the globe of the arena turns upwards 
and rotates; but it is the moment when being necessarily appears 
in its immediacy and where the act which crosses the limit 
touches absence itself: "Two globes of the same color and con- 
sistency were simultaneuously activated in opposite directions. 
A bull's white testicle had penetrated Simone's black and pink 
flesh; an eye had emerged from the head of the young man. This 
coincidence, linked until death to a sort of urinary liquefaction of 
the sky, gave me Marcelle for a moment. I seemed, in this 
ungraspable instant, to touch her."gg 

Language to Infinity 
/A 

Writing so as not to die, as Blanchot said,' or pe i / 
aps even/ speaking so as not to die is a task undoubtedly as old as the 

word. The most fateful decisions are inevitably susbjended d d  
the course of a story. We know that discourse p(as the pow# to 
arrest the flight of an arrow in a recess: 
proper to it. It is quite likely, as Home 
send disasters to men so that they can 
this possibility speech finds its idni te  fksourcefu/kikss; it is quite 
likely that the approach of death/& sov+gn gesture, its 
prominence within human in the present 
and in existence the void 
But the Odyssey, which affids this g$ of language in death, 
tells the inverted story of returns home: it repeats, 
each time death in! order to ward off its 
dangers, exactly how (b iwhat  d e s  and intrigues) he had suc- 
ceeded in maintainin$ this uyhinence that returns again the 
moment he begins t speak,!& the form of a menacing gesture ./ / 

dehors," C~itiqi~he, No. 229 (1966), pp. 523-546. 




