Reply to Jean-Paul Sartre

Georges Bataille

The disconcerting element in my writing style lies in the fact that its seriousness is not what it seems. The seriousness isn’t intentionally deceptive, but what could keep extreme seriousness from turning into laughter? Unambiguously expressed, excessive mobility of concept and feeling (states of mind) obstructs the slower reader's capacity for grasping (getting a steady hold). 

Sartre said about me: "...submerged in non-knowing he rejects every concept that permits the designation and classification of what he then reaches: 'If I said decisively, "I saw God," what I see would change. Instead of the inconceivable unknown -- wildly free before me and leaving me wild and free before it -- there would be the dead object, the object of the theologian.' However, all is not so clear, and here is what he now writes: 'My experience of the divine is so demented "you'd laugh if I told you,"' and further on: 'to me, a fool, God speaks mouth to mouth'... Finally, as he begins a curious chapter containing an entire theology, he again explains his refusal to speak the name of God, though in a rather different way: 'What basically deprives humanity of any possibility of speaking of God is the fact that in human thought God necessarily conforms to humanity insofar as humanity is tired and yearning for sleep and peace.' Here you will not find the scruples of the agnostic who, between atheism and faith, understands how to stay in suspense. This is the true mystic speaking, the mystic who, having seen God, rejects the all-too-human language of those who have not seen him. In the gap separating these two passages, you will find all of Mr. Bataille's bad faith..." 

Sartre's opposition here helps me emphasize the essentials. My idea is that the particular human experience called the God experience is altered by naming it. In this respect, a simple representation of the object suffices, since the need for precautions doesn't change the situation. On the contrary, should the name be avoided, the theology dissolves and after that is just a memory -- consigning this experience to despair. 

Sartre, basing himself on my book, aptly describes the workings of my mind, underscoring the foolishness of its workings better from the outside than I could from the inside (I was moved). He accurately analyses my mental state and, as I should point out, objectively and clearly dissects this state so as to bring out (appropriate) comic effects: 

"The torment he [the 'he' being me] cannot escape," says Sartre, "is the same one he cannot bear. What if this torment is all that exists? If that is the case, it is precisely this torment he will attempt to falsify. The author himself admits it: 'I teach the art of turning anguish into delight.' And here is the trick involved: 'I know absolutely nothing.' Fine. This signifies that my knowledge stops -- it goes no further. Beyond this is nothing, since nothing is the only thing I know. But what if I reify my ignorance? What if I transform it into the night of non-knowing? Suddenly it becomes positive: I can touch it, I can melt into it. 'When non-knowing is reached, absolute knowing becomes only "one knowing among others." Better: I can feel very comfortable with it. There was light feebly illuminating this night, but for the present I have withdrawn into the night and it is from the viewpoint of night that I am considering the light. Non-knowing is a process of stripping bare. That proposition is a summit, but has to be understood in this way: stripped bare, therefore I see what knowing kept hidden till this point. But if I see, I know. I know indeed, but what I have known is again stripped bare by non-knowledge. If non-meaning is meaning, the meaning that is non-meaning is lost and becomes non-meaning again (without any end to the process).' We won’t catch our author napping. If he reifies non-knowing, it is with a certain wariness: in the manner of a movement, not a thing. And despite all, he pulls the trick off: the non-knowing that previously had not been anything is always becoming the beyond of knowing. Throwing himself forward, Mr. Bataille suddenly discovers himself on the path to transcendence. He has escaped. The disgust, shame, and nausea have remained behind with the knowing. Afterward there is little reason for his telling us, ‘Nothing is revealed either in the fall or in the abyss.’ For the essential is revealed, which is that my abjection is a non-meaning and that there is a non-meaning to this non-meaning (which does not in any way revert to the original meaning). One of Mr. Blanchot's texts that Mr. Bataille quotes will reveal the deceit for us: ‘The night soon seemed darker to him and more terrible than any other night, as if in fact it was coming from some wound, out of some thinking that had stopped being thinking, out of thinking understood ironically as something other than thinking.’ Though, to be sure, Mr. Bataille refuses to see that non-knowing remains immanently in thinking. Thinking that thinks that it is not knowing remains thinking. It reveals the limitations of innerness but all the same does not give a general view. The equivalent would be to make nothing into something under the pretext of giving it a name. However, our author goes on to do just that. It is hardly that difficult for him. You and I, we might write ‘I know nothing’s quite sincerely. But let us assume that I enclose this nothing in quotation marks. Let us assume, like Mr. Bataille, I write: 'And above all it is "nothing," it is "nothing" that I know.' Here is a nothing that begins to look rather odd: it is detached and isolated, not far from having an existence on its own. For the present it will be enough to call it the unknown and the result will be attained. Nothing is what does not exist at all, and the unknown is what does not exist for me in any way. By naming nothing as the unknown, I turn it into an existence whose essence is to escape my knowing; and if I add that I know nothing, that signifies that I communicate with this existence in some other way than by knowing. Here again Mr. Blanchot's text, referred to by our author, can be seen to shed some light for us: by means of this emptiness therefore 'the looking and the object of this looking blended together. Not only did the eye which saw nothing grasp something, but it grasped "the cause of its vision. " It saw as an object that which caused it not to see. " This, then, is the wild and free unknown to which Mr. Bataille sometimes gives and sometimes withholds the name of God. He has hypostasised pure nothingness. With a last effort of his, we will be dissolved ourselves in this night that till now has only protected us. Knowledge is what creates an object as over against a subject. Non-knowledge is 'a cancellation of subject and object, the only means of not ending up in a possession of an object by means of a subject.' There remains 'communication.' Which is to say, night absorbs everything. Now, Mr. Bataille forgets that with his own hands he has constructed a universal object – Night. So that it is time to apply to our author what Hegel said of Schelling's absolute, that at night all cows are black. It appears that to give oneself to the night is rapturous. I wouldn't doubt it. It is a certain way of dissolving oneself into nothing. But Mr. Bataille -- as he did just a moment ago -- satisfies his wish 'to be nothing' in a roundabout way. With the phrases 'nothing,' 'night,' and 'a nonknowing that lays bare' he has simply presented us with a fine little pantheistic ecstasy. I call to mind what Poincare said of Riemanian geometry: replace the definition of the Riemanian plane with that of the Euclidian sphere, and you have Euclidian geometry. Indeed. And in similar fashion, Spinoza's system is pantheism of the right-handed type, while that of Mr. Bataille is the left-handed variety." 

At this point, however, I am the one who should elucidate Sartre, instead of the other way around. He should have me say that it "would be a left-handed pantheism," if this infinite turbulence of mine had already ruled out even a possibility of stopping. Still, I can accept seeing myself from a standpoint that charges me with slowness of thought. Naturally in one form or another, I've myself observed these inextricable difficulties to which Sartre refers: my thinking and its workings took these very difficulties as their starting point, though this was like a landscape glimpsed from a speeding train -- what could be seen was always simply their dissolution into movement. I'd see them reborn in other shapes, accelerating at catastrophic speeds. So my principal impulse under these conditions was a disturbing awareness of giddiness. Peering into the very limits of existence, my headlong path forward, as it formed and reformed (opened and closed), never excluded awareness of the emptiness and foolishness of my thinking. But the pinnacle was the moment my intoxicating emptiness gave thinking a full consistency, a time in which, through the intoxication itself that it gave me, my non-meaning took on the rights of meaning. If it intoxicates me, non-meaning indeed has this meaning -- it intoxicates me. And in that rapture it's correct to have loss of meaning, so it's the meaning of the fact of the loss of meaning. No sooner did the new meaning appear than it appeared as inconsistency -- and non-meaning again emptied me. But the return of non-meaning was the departure of accumulated intoxication. While Sartre, never fazed and never intoxicated with any impulsiveness, judging my suffering and intoxication from the outside, without experiencing them, concludes this article of his by stressing the emptiness: "If the joys to which Mr. Bataille invites us," he says, "refer to themselves alone and are not integrated into a framework of new endeavors and don't contribute to forming a new humankind superseding itself toward new goals, they are equivalent to the pleasure of drinking a glass of spirits or feeling the sun's warmth at the beach." That is true, although I insist: specifically from the fact that that is what they are, specifically because I am left empty, they continue on within me as anguish. What I tried to describe in Inner Experience is a movement that as it loses any possibility of coming to a halt, falls easily under the attack of a criticism that thinks it can effect a halt from the outside, since this criticism itself isn’t caught in that movement. My giddy fall and the difference it introduces into the mind can be grasped only by those experiencing it for themselves. Hence the possibility of reproaching me, as Sartre has done, first with leading readers to God and then with leading them to the void! These contradictory reproaches support my own assertion: I don't lead anywhere. 

This is why criticism of my thought is difficult. Whatever might be said, my reply is given in advance, and for me significant criticism will only be a new means to anguish, with intoxication remaining the starting point. In the press of that headlong rush forward, comic as it was in so many ways, I never drew back: And Sartre has allowed me to start in again... There's no end to it. 

But the following obvious weakness comes from the ease of that attitude: 

"Life," I said, "is bound to be lost in death, as a river loses itself in the sea, the known in the unknown" (Inner Experience). And death is the end life easily reaches (as water does sea level). So why would I wish to turn my desire to be persuasive into a worry? I dissolve into myself like the sea -- and I know the roaring waters of the torrent head straight at me! Whatever a judicious understanding sometimes seems to hide, an immense folly connected with it (understanding is only an infinitesimal part of that folly), doesn't hesitate to give back. The certainty of incoherence in reading, the inevitable crumbling of the soundest constructions, is the deep truth of books. Since appearance constitutes a limit, what truly exists is a dissolution into common opacity rather than a development of lucid thinking. The apparent unchangingness of books is deceptive: each book is also the sum of the misunderstandings it occasions. 

So why exhaust myself with efforts toward consciousness? I can only make fun of myself as I write. (Why write even a phrase if laughter doesn't immediately join me?) It goes without saying that, for the task, I bring to bear whatever rigor I have within me. But the crumbling nature of thinking's awareness of itself and especially the certainty of thinking reaching its end only in failing, hinder any repose and prevent the relaxed state that facilitates a rigorous disposition of things. Committed to the casual stance -- I think and express myself in the free play of hazard. 

Obviously, everyone in some way admits the importance of hazard. But this recognition is as minimal and unconscious as possible. Going my way unconstrained, unhampered, I develop my thoughts, make choices with regard to expression -- but I don't have the control over myself that I want. And the actual dynamic of my intelligence is equally uncontrollable. So that I owe to other dynamics -- to lucky chance and to fleeting moments of relaxation -- the minimal order and relative learning that I do have. And the rest of the time... Thus, as I see it my thought proceeds in harmony with its object, an object that it attains more and perfectly the greater the state of its own ruin. Though it isn't necessarily conscious of this. At one and the same time my thinking must reach plenary illumination and dissolution... In the same individual, thought must construct and destroy itself. 

And even that isn't quite right. Even the most rigorous thinkers yield to chance. In addition, the demands inherent in the exercise of thought often take me far from where I started. One of the great difficulties encountered by understanding is to put order into thought's interrelations in time. In a given moment, my thought reaches considerable rigor. But how to link it with yesterday's thinking? Yesterday, in a sense, I was another person, responding to other worries. Adapting one to the other remains possible, but... 

This insufficiency bothers me no more than the insufficiency relating to the many woes of the human condition generally. Humanness is related in us to nonsatisfaction, a nonsatisfaction to which we yield without accepting it, though; we distance ourselves from humanness when we regard ourselves as satisfied or when we give up searching for satisfaction. Sartre is right in relation to me to recall the myth of Sisyphus, though "in relation to me" here equates to "in relation to humanity," I suppose. What can be expected of us is to go as far as possible and not to stop. What by contrast, humanly speaking, can be criticized are endeavors whose only meaning is some relation to moments of completion. Is it possible for me to go further? I won't wait to coordinate my efforts in that case -- I'll go further. I'll take the risk. And the reader, free not to venture after me, will often take advantage of that same freedom! The critics are right to scent danger here! But let me in turn point out a greater danger, one that comes from methods that, adequate only to an outcome of knowledge, confer on individuals whom they limit a sheerly fragmentary existence -- an existence that is mutilated with respect to the whole that remains inaccessible. 

Having recognized this, I'll defend my position. 

I've spoken of inner experience: my intention was to make known an object. But by proposing this vague title, I didn't want to confine myself sheerly to inner facts of that experience. It's an arbitrary procedure to reduce knowledge to what we get from our intuitions as subjects. This is something only a newborn can do. And we ourselves (who write) can only know something about this newborn by observing it from outside (the child is only our object). A separation experience, related to a vital continuum (our conception and our birth) and to a return to that continuum (in our first sexual feelings and our first laughter), leaves us without any clear recollections, and only in objective operations do we reach the core of the being we are. A phenomenology of the developed mind assumes a coincidence of subjective and objective aspects and at the same time a fusion of subject and object.* This means an isolated operation is admissible only because of fatigue (so, the explanation I gave of laughter, because I was unable to develop a whole movement in tandem with a conjugation of the modalities of laughter would be left suspended -- since every theory of laughter is integrally a philosophy and, similarly, every integral philosophy is a theory of laughter...). But that is the point -- though I set forth these principles, at the same time I must renounce following them. Thought is produced in me as uncoordinated flashes, withdrawing endlessly from a term to which its movement pushes it. I can't tell if I'm expressing human helplessness this way, or my own... I don't know, though I'm not hopeful of even some outwardly satisfying outcome. Isn't there an advantage in creating philosophy as I do? A flash in the night -- a language belonging to a brief moment... Perhaps in this respect this latest moment contains a simple truth. 

In order to will knowledge, by an indirect expedient I tend to become the whole universe. But in this movement I can't be a whole human being, since I submit to a particular goal, becoming the whole. Granted, if I could become it, I would thus be a whole human being. But in my effort, don't I distance myself from exactly that? And how can I become the whole without becoming a whole human being? I can't be this whole human being except when I let go. I can't be this through willpower: my will necessarily has to will outcomes! But if misfortune (or chance) wills me to let go, then I know I am an integral, whole humanness, subordinate to nothing. 

In other words, the moment of revolt inherent in willing a knowledge beyond practical ends can't be indefinitely continued. And in order to be the whole universe, humankind has to let go and abandon its principle, accepting as the sole criterion of what it is the tendency to go beyond what it is. This existence that I am is a revolt against existence and is indefinite desire. For this existence God was simply a stage -- and now here he is, looming large, grown from unfathomable experience, comically perched on the stake used for impalement. 

* This is the fundamental requirement of Hegel's phenomenology. Clearly, instead of responding to it, modern phenomenology, while replying to changing human thought, is only one moment among others: a sandcastle, a mirage of sorts. 

PAGE  
4

