French thinker Georges Bataille (1897-1962) was
the author of a number of novels, philosophical
essays, and poetry on the themes of excess, excre-
ment, heterogeneity, transgression, sacrifice, and
eroticism. T'rained as a medicvalist librarian,
Bataille was variously associated with the French
surrealists and for a shert time with the Com-
maunist Party; as founder of the journal Acéphale
and as one of the founders of the Coallege af
Sociology, a short-lived (1937-9) avant-garde
group of intellectuals and social scientists, Batailie
conspired to rekindle the antthumanistic power of
myth and experiences of the sacred in contempor-
ary society, The Nictzschean themes of the death

of God and the transvaluation of values are appar-
ent in Bataille’s work, as is a fascination with the
conflation of eroticism, sacnifice, and suffering
netorious in the writings of the Marquis de Sade.
1n ecach case, Bataille’s work operates on and at a
limit, whether a limit of the physical bady, the
social body, the limit between literature and philo-
saphy, or the limit between mortality and
divinity. As the following sclecdons from the
essay The Use Value of D. A. F. de Sade (written
1929-30, first published 1970} illustrate, Bataille’s
limit-philosophy concerns itself with remains,
with excess, the unassimilable, and the heterogen-
e0Us.

Appropriation and Excretion

1 The division of social facts into religious facts
(prohibitions, obligations, and -the realization of

From “TFhe Use Valuc of D. A, F. dc Sade,” in Fisions of
Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, edited by Allan
Stoek! (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1956), pp. 94-102. English translaion copyright {9
1985 by the University of Minnesota. Reprinted by per-
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sacred action) on the one hand and profane facts
{civil, political, juridical, industrial, and commer-
cial organization) on the other, even though it is not
casily applicd to primitive socicties and lends itself
in general to a certain number of confusions, can
nevertheless serve as the basis for the determina-
tion of two polarized human impulses: EXCRE-
TION and APPROPRIATION. In other words,
during a period in which the religious organization
of a2 given country #s developing, this organization



Georges Bataille

represents the freest opening for excremental col- .

lective impulses {orgiastic impulses) established in
opposition to political, juridical, and economic
institutions.

2 Sexual activity, whether perverted or not; the
behavior of one sex before the other; defecation;
urination; death and the cult of cadavers (above all,
insofar as it invelves the stinking decomposition of
bodies); the different taboos; ritual cannibalism;
the savrifice of animal-gods; omophagia; the laugh-
ter of exclusion; sobbing (which in general has
death as its object); religious ecstasy; the identical
attitude toward shit, gods, and cadavers; the terror
that so often accompanies involuntary defecation;
the custom of making women both brilliant and
lubricious with makeup, gems, and gleaming jew-
els; gambling; heedless expenditure and certain
fanciful uses of money, etc. together present a
common character in that the object of the activity
(excrement, shameful parts, cadavers, etc.) is found
each time treated as a foreign body (dur ganz
Andere); in other words, it can just as well be
expelled following a brutal rupture as reabsorbed
through the desire to put one’s body and mind
entirely in a more or less violent state of expulsion
{or projection). The notion of the (heterogeneous)
Soreign body permits one to note the elementary
subjective identity between types of excrement
(sperm, menstrual blood, urine, fecal martter) and
everything that can be scen as sacred, divine, or
marvelous: a half-decomposed cadaver fleeing
through the night in a luminous shroud can be
seen as characteristic of this unity.!

3 The process of simple appropriation is nor-
mally presented within the process of composite
cxcretion, insofar as it is necessary for the produc-
tion of an alternating shythm, for example, in the
following passage from Sade:

Verneuil makes someone shit, he eats the turd,
and then he demands that sumeone eat his. The
one who eats his shit vomits; he devours her
puke.

The clementary form of appropriation is oral
consumption, considered as communion (part-
icipation, identification, incorporation, or assim-
ilation). Consumption is either sacramental
{sacrificial) or not depending on whether the het-
erogeneous character of food is heightened or con-
vendonally destroyed. In the latter case, the

. identification takes place first in the preparation

of foods, which must be given an appearance of
striking homogeneity, based on strict conventions.
FEating as such then intervenes in the process as a
complex phenomenen in that the very fact of swal-
lowing presents itself as a partial rupture of physi-
cal equilibrium and is accompanied by, among
other things, a sudden liberation of great quantities
of saliva. Nevertheless, the element of appropria-
tiun, in moderate and rational form, in fact dom-
inates, because cases In which eating’s principal
goal is physiological turnult (gluttony or drunken-
ness followed by vomiting) are no doubt unusual.
The process of appropriation is thus character-
ized by a homogeneiry (static equilibriam} of the

« aurhor of the appropriation, and of objects as final

result, whereas excretion presents itself as the
result of a heterogeneity, and can move in the
direction of an ever greater heterogeneity, liberat-
ing impulses whose ambivalence is more and more
pronounced. The latter case 1s represented by, for
example, sacrificial consumption in the elementary
form of the orgy, which has no other goal than the
incorporation in the person of irreducibly hetero-
geneaus clements, insofar as such elements risk
provoking an increase of force (or more exactly an
increase of mana).

4 Man does not only appropriate his food, but
also the different products of his activity: clothes,
furniture, dwellings, and instruments of produc-
tion. Finally, he appropriates land divided into
parcels. Such appropriations take place by means
of a more or less conventional homogeneity (iden-
tity} established between the possessor and the
abject pussessed. It involves sometimes a personal
homugeneity that in primitive times could only be
solemnly destroyed with the aid of an excretory
rite, and sometimes a general homogeneity, such
as that established by the architect between a city
and its inhabitants.

In this respect, production can be seen as the
excretory phase of a process of appropriation, and
the same is true of selling.

5 The homogeneity of the kind realized in cities
between men and that which surrounds them is
only a subsidiary form of a much more consistent
homogeneity, which man has established through-
out the external world by everywhere replacing &
priari mconceivable objects with classified series of
conceptions or ideas. The identification of all the
elements of which the world is composed has been



pursued with a constant obstinacy, so that scientific
conceptions, as well as the popular conceptions of
the world, seem to have voluntarily led to a repre-
sentation as different from what could have been
imagined 2 priors as the public square of a capital is
from a region of high mountains.

This last appropriation — the work of philosephy
as well as of science or common sense -- has
included phases of revelt and scandal, but it has
always had as its poal the establishment of the
homogeneity of the world, and it will only be able
to lead to a terminal phase in the sense of excretion
when the irreducible waste products of the opera-
tion are determined.

Philosophy, Religion, and Poctry in
Relation to Heterology

6  The interest of philosophy resides in the fact
that, in opposition to science or comiion sense, it
must positively envisage the waste products of
intellectual appropriation. Nevertheless, it most
often envisages these waste products only in
abstract forms of totality (nothingness, infinity,
the absolute), to which it itself cannot give a posit-
ive contenr; it can thus freely proceed in specula-
tions that more or less have as a goal, all things
considered, the sufficient identification of an end-
less world with a finite world, an unknowahle
(noumenal) world with the known {phenomenal)
world.

Only an intellectual elaboration in a religious
form can, in its periods of autonomous develop-
ment, put forward the waste products of appropriat-
ive thought as the definitively heterogeneous
{sacred) ohject of speculation. But in general one
must take into account the fact that religions bring
about a profound separation within the sacred
domain, dividing it into a superior woarld (celestial
and divine) and an inferior world {demoniacal, a
world of decomposition); now such a division
necessarily leads to a progressive homogeneity of
the entire supcrior domain (only the inferior
domain resists all efforts at appropriation). God
rapidly and almost entirely loses his terrifying fea-
tures, his appearance as a decomposing cadaver, in
order to hecome, at the final stage of degradation,
the simple (paternal) sign of universal homogeneity.

7 In practice, onc must understand by religion
not really that which answers the need for the
untimited projection (expulsion or excretion) of
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human nature, but the totality of prohibitions,
obligations, and partial freedom that socially chan-
ne! and regularize this prajection. Religion thus
differs from a practical and theoretical Aeterslogy’
{even though both are equally concerned with
sacred nr excremental facts), not only in that the
former excludes the scientific rigor proper to the
latter (which generally appears as different from
religion as chemistry is from alchemy), but alse in
that, under normal conditions, it betrays the needs
that it was not only supposed to regulate, but
satisfy.

8 Poetry at first glance seems to remain valuable
as a method of mental projection (in that it permits
one to accede to an entirely heterogeneous world).
But it is only too easy to sce that it is hardly less
debased than religion. It has almost always becn at
the mercy of the great historical systems of appro-
priation. And insofar as it can be developed auto-
nomously, this autonomy leads it onto the path of 2
total peetic conception of the world, which ends at
any onc of a number of aesthetic homogeneities.
The practical unreality of the heterogeneous ele-
ments it sets in motion is, in fact, an indispensable
condition for the confinuation of heterogeneity:
starting from the moment when this unreality
immediately constitutes itself as a superior rcality,
whose mission is to eliminate {or degrade) inferior
vulgar reality, puetry is reduced to playing the role
of the standard of things, and, in oppositicn, the
worst vulgarity takes on an ever stronger excre-
mental value,

The Heterological Theory of Knowledge

9 When one says that heterology scientifically
considers questions of heterogeneity, one does not
mean that heterology is, in the usual sense of such a
formula, the science of the heterogeneous. The
heterogencous is even resolutely placed outside
the reach of scientific knowledge, which by defini-
tion is only applicable to homogeneous elements.
Abaove all, heterology is opposed to any homogen-
eous representation of the world, in other words,
to any philosophical system. The goal of such
representations is always the deprivation of our
ummverse’s sources of excitation and the develop-
ment of a servile human species, fit only for the
fabrication, rational consumption, and conserva-
tian of products. But the mtellectual process auto-
matically limits itself by producing of its own
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accord its own waste products, thus liberating in a
disordered way the heterogeneous excremental ele-
ment. Heterology is restricted to taking up again,
consciously and resclutely, this terminal process
which up until now has been seen as the abortion
and the shame of human thought.

In that way it [heterology] leads to the complete
reversal of the plnlosaphical process, which ceases tn be
the instrument of appropriation, and now serves excre-
tom; it introduces the demand for the violent gratifica-
tions implied by social life.

10 Only, on the one hand, the process of limita-
tion and, on the other, the study of the violently
alternating reactions of antagonism {expulsion} and
love {reabsorption) obtained by positing the het-
erogencous clement, lie within the province of
heterology as science. This element itself remains
indefinable and can only be determined through
negation. The specific character of fecal matter or
of the specter, as well as of unlimited time or space,
can only be the object of a series of negations, such
as the absence of any possible common denomina-
tor, irrationality, etc. It must even be added that
there is no way of placing such elements in the
immediate objective human domain, in the sense
that the pure and simple objectification of their
specific character would lead to their incorporation
in a homogeneous intellectual system, in other
words, to a hypacritical cancellation of their excre-
mental character.

The objectivity of heterogeneous elements thus
is of only purely theoretical interest, since one can
enly attain it on the condition that one envisage
waste products in the total form of the infinite
obtained by negation (in other words, objective
heterogeneity’s shortcoming is that it can only be
envisaged in an abstract form, whereas the subject-
ive heterogeneity of particular clements is, in prac-
tice, alone concrete).

11 Secicnrific data — in other words, the result of
appropriation — alone retains an immediate and
appreciable objective character, since immediate
objectivity is defined by the possibilities of intel-
lectual appropriation. If one defines real exterior
objects it is necessary to introduce at-the same time
the possibility of a relation of scientific appropria-
tion. And if such a relation is impossible, the ele-
ment envisaged remains in practice unreal, and can
“only abstractly be made objective, All questiens
posed heyond this represent the persistence of a
dominant need for apprapriation, the sickly obstin-

acy of a will sceking to represent, in spite of
everything, and through simple cowardice, a
homogeneous and servile world.

12 Tt is useless to try to deny that onc finds there
— much more thzn in the difficulty (less embarras-
sing than facility) met with in the analysis of the
process of excredon and appropriation — the weak
point (in practice) of these conceptions, for one
must generally take into account the unconscicus
obstinacy furnished by defections and compla-
cency. It would be toe easy to find in objective
nature a large number of phenomena that in a
crude way correspond to the human model of
excretion and appropriation, in order to attain
once again the notion of the unity of being, for
example, in a dialectical form. One can attain it
more generally through animals, plants, matter,
nature, and being, without meeting really consist-
ent obstacles. Nevertheless, it can already be indi-
cated that 25 one moves away from man, the
oppuosition loses its importance to the point where
it is only a superimposed form that one obviously
could not have discovered in the facts considered if
it had not been borrowed from 2 different order of
facts. The only way to resist this dilution lies in the
practical part of heterology, which lcads to an
action that resolutely goes against this regression
to hemogeneous nature,

As soon as the effore at rational comprehension ends
in contradiciion, the practice of inelfeciual scatology
requires the excretion of unassimilable elements, which
is another way of stating vulgarly that a burst of
laughter is the only imaginable and definitively
terminal result — and not the means — of philo-
sophical speculation. And then one must indicate
that a reaction as susignificant as a burst of laughter
derives {rom the extremely vague and distant char-
acter of the intellectual domain, and that it suffices
to go from a speculation resting on abstract facts to
a practice whose mechanism is not different, but
which immcdiately reaches concrete heterogeneity,
in arder tn arrive at ecstatic trances and orgasm.

Principles of Practical Heterology

13 FExcretion is not simply a middle term
between two appropriations, just as decay is not
simply a middie term between the grain and the ear
of wheat. The inability to consider in this latter
case decay as an end in itself is the result not
precisely of the human viewpoint but of the speci-



fically intellectual viewpoint (to the extent that this
viewpoint is in practice subordinate to a process of
appropriation). The human viewpoint, indepen-
dent of official declarations, in other words as it
results from, among other things, the analysis of
dreams, on the contrary represents appropriation
as a means of excretion. In the final analysis it is
clear that a worker works in order to obtain the
violent pleasures of coitus {in other words, he
accumulates in order to spend). On the other
hand, the conception according to which the
worker must have coitus in order to provide for
the future necessitics of work is linked to the
unconscious identfication of the worker with the
slave. In fact, to the extent that the various func-
tions are distributed among the various social cat-
egories, appropriation in its most overwhelming
form historically devolves on slaves: thus in the
past serfs had to accumulate products for knighis
and clerks, who barely took part in the labor of
appropriation, and then only through the cstablish-
ment of a morality that regularized for their own
profit the circulation of goods. But as soon as one
attacks the accursed exploitation of man by man, it
becomes time to leave to the exploiters this abom-
inable appropriative morality, which for such a
long time has permitted their own orgies of wealth.
To the extent that man no longer thinks of crush-
ing his comrades under the yoke of morality, he
acquires the capacity to link overtly not only his
intellect and his virme but his raison d'étre 1o the
viclence and incongruity of his excretory organs, as
well as to his ability to become excited and
entranced by heterogencous elements, commonly
starting in debauchery.

14 The need — before being able to go on to
radical demands and to the violent practice of a
rigorous moral liberty — to abolish all exploitation
of man hy man is not the only motive that links the
practical development of heterology to the over-
turning of the established order.

In thar they are manifested in a social milieu, the
urges that heterology identifies in practice with the
raison d 'étre of man can be seen n a certain sense as
antisovial (to the same degree that sexual corrup-
tion or even pleasure is seen by certain individuals
as 2 waste of strength, like, for example, the grear
ritual deseructions of goods in British Columbia,
or, among civilized peoples, the pleasurc of crowds
warching great fires at night). Nevertheless, the
impulscs that go against the interests of a society
in a state of stagnation {during a phase of appro-
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priation) have, on the contrary, secial revolution
(the phasc of excretion} as their end: thus they can
find, through the historical movements by means
of which humanity spends its own strength freely
and limitlessly, both total gratification and use in
the very sense of gencral conscious benefit,
Besides, whatever the reality of this ulterior benefit
might be, it 1s no less true that if one considers che
submerged masses, doomed to an obscure and
impotent life, the revolution by which these masses
liberate force with a long-restrained violence is as
much the practical rasson 4'étre of societics as it is
their means of development.

15 Of course the term excretion applied to the
Revolution must first be understood in the strictly
mechanical — and moreover etymological — sense of
the word. The first phase of a revolution is separa-
tign, in other words, a process leading to the posi-
tion of two groups of forces, each one characterized
by the necessity of excluding the other. The second
phase is the violent expulsion of the group that has
possessed power by the revolutionary group.

But one also nates that each of the groups, by its
very constitution, gives the opposing group an
almost exclusively negative excremental character,
and it is only because of this negativity that the
sacrificial character of a revolution remains pro-
foundly unconscious, The revolutionary impulse
af the proletarian masses is, moreover, sometimes
implicitly and sometimes openly treated as sacred,
and that is why it is possible to use the word
Revolution entirely stripped of its utilitarizn mean-
ing without, however, giving it an idealist meaning.

16 Pagriicipation — in the purely psychological
sense as well as in the active sense of the word —
does not only commit revolutionaries to a particular
politics, for example, to the establishment of soci-
alism throughout the world. It is also — and neces-
sarily — presented as moral participation:
immediate participation in the destructive action
of the revolution (expulsion realized through the
total shattering of the equilibrium of the sacial
edifice), indirect participation in all equivalent
destructive action. It is the very character of the
revolutionary will to link such actions - not, as in
the Christian apocalypse, to punishment - but to
the enjoyment or the utility of human beings, and it
is obvious that all destruction that is neither usctul
nor inevitable can only be the achievement of an
exploiter and, consequently, of meorality as the
principle of ail exploitation.® But then it is easy to
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ascertain that the reality of such participation is ar
the very basis of the separation of the socialist
partics, divided into reformists and revolutionaries.

Without a profound complicity with natural
forces such as violent death, gushing bleod, sudden
catastrophes and the horrible cries of pain that
accompany them, terrifying ruptures of what had
seemed to be immutable, the fall into stinking filth
of what had been elevated — without a sadistic
understanding of an incontestably thundering and
torrential nature, there could be no revelutionarics,
there could only be a revolting utopian scnti-
mentality,

17 'The participation in cverything that, among
men, is horrible and allegediy sacred can take
place in a limited and unconscious form, but this
limitation and this unconsciousness abviously have
only a provisicnal vatue, and nothing can stop the
movement that leads human beings toward an ever
more sharmeless awareness of the erotic bond that
links them to death, to cadavers, and 10 horrible
physical pain. It is high time that human nature
cease being subjected to the amecrat’s vile repres-
sion and to the morality that authorizes exploita-
tion. Since it is true that one of a man’s attributces is
the derivation of pleasure from the suffering of
others, and that crotic pleasure is not only the
negation of an agony that takes place at the same
mstant, but also a lubricious participation in that
agony, it is time to choose between the conduct of
cowards afraid of their own joyful excesses, and
the conduct of those who judge that any given
man need not cower like a hunted animal, but
instead can see all the moralistic buffoens as so
many dogs.

18  Asaresult of these elementary considerations,
it is necessary from now on to envisage two distinet
phases in human emancipation, as undertaken suc-
cessively hy the different revolutionary surges,
from Jacobinism to bolshevism,

During the revoluticnary phase, the current
phase that will only end with the world triumph
of socialism, only the social Revolution can serve as
an ovutlet for collective impulses, and no other
activity can be envisaged in practice.

Notes

1 The identical nature, fram the psychological point of
view, of God and excrement should not shock the

But the postrevolutionary phase implies the
necessity of a division between the econcmic and
political organization of society on one hand, and
on the other, an antireligious and asocial organiza-
tion having as its goal orgiastic participation in
different forms of destruction, in ether words, the
eollective sarisfaction of needs that correspond to
the necessity of provoking the violent excitation
that results from the expulsion of heterogeneous
clements.

Such an vrganization can have no other concep-
tion of morality than the one scandalously affirmed
for the first time by the Marguis de Sade.

19  When it is a question of the means of realizing
this orgiastic participation, [such] an organization
will find irself as close to religions anterior 2o the
Sformations of autocratic states as it is distant from
religions such as Christianity or Buddhism.

Ome rmust broadly take into account, in such a
forecast, the probable intervention of blacks in the
general culture. Lo the extent that blacks particip-
ate in revolutionary emancipation, the attainment
of socialism will bring them the possibility of all
kinds of exchanges with white people, but in con-
ditions radically different from those currently
experienced by the civilized blacks of America.
Now black communities, once liberated from all
superstition as from all oppression, represent in
relation to heterology not only the possibility but
the necessity of an adequate organization. All organ-
izations thar have ecstasy and frenzy as their goal
(the spectacular death of animals, partial tortures,
urgiastic dances, cic.) will have no reason to dis-
appear when a heterclogical conception of human
life is substituted for the primitive conceptien; they
can only transform themselves while they spread,
under the vielent impetus of a moral doctrine of
white origin, taught to blacks by all these whites
who have become aware of the abominable inhibi-
tinns paralyzing their race’s communities. It is only
starting from this collusion of Eurupean scientific
theory with black practice that institutions can
develop which will serve as the final outlets (with
a0 other limitations than those of human strength)
for the urges that today require worldwide society’s
fiery and bloody Revolution.

intellect of anyone familiar with the problems posed
by the history of religions. The cadaver is not much



more repugnant than shit, and the specter that pro-
jects its horror is sacred even in the eyes of modern
thentogians, The following passage from Frazer very
nearly sums up the basic historical aspect of the ques-
tion: ... Thesc different categories of people differ,
in our eyes, by virtuc of their character and their
condition: we should say that one group is sacred,
the other filthy or impure. This is nat the case for
the savage, for his mind is much tao crude to under-
stand clearly what a sacred being is, and what an
impure being is.”
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