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/Abstract 

This thesis represents a reading, existential at its base, of the protean space of 

contemporary labour, under the lens of French philosopher Georges Bataille 

(1897–1962). 

A historical overview of the understanding of labour reveals the contemporary 

moment as positioned on the threshold of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

and the Anthropocene. A moment, which in the context of this thesis, is best 

described in eschatological terms and is defined by the notion of permeability. 

The fading boundaries between labour, life, employment or unemployment, 

the distinction between product and producer, the empirical real and the 

virtual, all these ideas seem to merge into what can be described as the 

overloading of the Cartesian body/mind divide, introducing a host of 

unexplored ontologies and subjectivities. 

The thesis traces the movement towards a paradoxical post-work society, 

where nothing is classed as pure work and yet everything is a form of labour. 

This is labour that is immaterial, affective, and most importantly, post-human. 

The contemporary labourer—an embodied osmosis between the human and 

the machine—navigates through a ‘life-productive’, subordinated to the wage 
relations, opaquely managed by the spectral machine that is the algorithm.  

The work of Bataille, strongly engaged with historical concepts of work, 

sovereignty and existentialism, offers a rich commentary whose absence has 

been detrimental in regard to labour theory. An oversight whose importance 

becomes evident when juxtaposing the modern consideration of the human, 

the citizen, and the worker as interchangeable, with Bataille’s designation of 
work as the origin of the human animal. 

This thesis picks up the thread that the late Mark Fisher first unravelled 

regarding the omnipresence of capitalism and the lack of any alternative 

suggestion. The concept of necrolabour results from an interdisciplinary 

approach that goes beyond relating Bataille to a particular philosophical 

tradition, in favour of an applied reading of Bataille’s thought.  

Utilising a Postqualitative methodology, this thesis argues for an Acéphalic (in 

reference to the secret society of Acéphale Bataille founded), approach to 

labour and extends Achille Mbembe’s concept of Necropolitics from the 
purely political to the sphere of work. Acéphalic thought offers a radical yet 

pragmatic way to confront contemporary existence. Proposing a ‘within and 
against’ mode, our working lives—and by extension, the existential framing of 

ourselves—are to be encountered. 
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///Linguistic Conventions: 

I have used single quotation marks to indicate expressions often used in 

everyday language, or to signal at the surplus meaning some words carry: i.e. 

‘the Good’, ‘I’, ‘fit for work’, ‘workfare’ etc. 

It has been extremely difficult to select which words to use in relation to 

certain concepts. This difficulty made itself particularly evident when dealing 

with ‘the real’. With Bataille, it is important to hold the distinction between 
the concrete real; the real which we can navigate by reason; the real on which 

our everyday life unfolds—what Bataille refers to as the plane of things—and 

its unabstracted version: A real that includes more, that includes a supra-

sensible element. A reality that cannot be reasoned, but also, one we are 

intimately familiar with. The problematic intensifies as Bataille frequently 

oscillates between abstraction and full reality. To avoid this ambiguity, I will 

use the capitalised True when I refer to this unabstracted real. True: The real 

revealed to us in all its aspects; a real which cannot be known but, as Bataille 

argues, can be unknown and lived. I drew inspiration from Heidegger’s use of 
the Greek term aletheia [truth] as an un-concealment (see Heidegger, 1962, p. 

57). The term was also used by H. P. Lovecraft, albeit followed by the epithet 

“phrikodes” (Lovecraft, 1952, p. 43); a truth which revolts, which induces 

horror. As much of the thesis hinges on the tension between the comfort of 

illusion and a desire so great, that leads us to take the leap towards a reality 

that makes us tremble, the word True as aletheia is fitting. 

I frequently capitalise the Idea, following the capitalisation employed in 

writing God. In my culture, and, as later demonstrated herein, apparently in 

Bataille, the two are interchangeable notions. 

I frequently use the adjective Acéphalic regarding the particular mode of 

Bataille’s thought, owing to the use of the Acéphale symbol by Bataille, the 
name of his journal, and the name of the secret society. 

I shall use the term Anthropos, as to facilitate the important distinction 

between the fully conscious human shaped by the social and the non-

conscious human as animal. 

Also, I frequently use the term cosmos, instead of world or universe, as to 

show the affinity between the Sovereign subject and the whole, indicated by 

the Bataillean totality of being. Cosmos is a concept which refers to the system 

that underpins the workings of the world. Reading from Guthrie, we can 

detect in the concept of the cosmos a conceptual bridge, between religion and 

philosophy, as to know the cosmos is to be the cosmos: “Like is known by 
like” (1962, pp. 206–207). 
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The below is work that I published during my engagement with this thesis. The 

core ideas animating the publications I produced, and the conference talks I 

gave, all originate in Bataille. How goals and hierarchy obscure the process of 

knowledge discovery. How what we will herein encounter as the logic of work 

draws a line joining the culture of colonisation, labour, and the loss of 

sovereignty. When attempting to add the link to Bataille in that work, it was 

promptly dismissed—either within the review process or in conference circles. 

Bataille was deemed outside the scope, or sometimes too confusing. Bataille 

requires space that the wordcount does not grace. I hope that through this thesis, 

I will successfully trace those ideas back to their source. Also, a considerable 

portion of the literature I present in terms of the self and labour in the digital era 

is based on the book reviews listed below. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This work, critically engages with the ideas developed by French thinker 

Georges Bataille (1897-1962), and applies them to concepts of contemporary 

labour. At first glance, the endeavour seems straightforward. Even the briefest 

review of the literature reveals that Bataille does not valorise work, but advocates 

the pointless spending of resources, not their creation. Yet, the position of this 

thesis is different. The thesis argues, that to apply Bataille’s consumptive thought 
to the protean field of contemporary labour, reveals his thought as not only 

infinitely more nuanced, but as introducing a mode of being that answers to the 

very uncertain turns the world of work is taking. This is an application that is 

both novel but also much needed, as it provides an original ontology with which 

to encounter contemporary labour. 

In 2014, a collectively written journal article (The Institute for Precarious 

Consciousness, 2014) along with a closely positioned manifesto-esque essay 

(Plan C, 2014), historically trace the working self, in terms of feeling. The 

working self is described as crossing from misery (industrial revolution), to 

boredom (Fordism), and arriving to the anxiety-laden precarious now. This is a 

now, in which systemic failure is passed off as personal, and where the 

perception of the self, the understanding of one’s own being, is not only fluid—
in constant flux and assessment—but isolated. What this thesis will later 

encounter as the self under neoliberal affective governmentality, describes a 

digitally connected, yet in immense loneliness, quantified self, inhabiting what 

Plan C refer to as the social factory—the organisation of society like a 

workplace—in which precarity expands labour to the whole of existence. 

Subjectivity is not only denied, but becomes an impossibility, as any 

communication happens only via the work interface. There are no more free 

zones, there is no outside the digital panopticon we happily pose for, whilst our 
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performance is always measured (see Invisible Committee, 2009, pp. 24, 31; The 

Institute for Precarious Consciousness, 2014, p. 274). 

“Precarity is a type of insecurity which treats people as disposable so as to 

impose control. Precarity differs from misery in that the necessities of life are 

not simply absent. They are available, but withheld conditionally. Precarity 

leads to generalised hopelessness; a constant bodily excitation without 

release” (Plan C, 2014).  

From Greece, where this thesis is written, these ideas are reiterated—the themes 

of loneliness, self-blame, and lack of communication—in another manifesto 

(Doutsiou, 2017), which pins the failure and lack of emancipatory movements, 

along the axes of established reality and the appropriation of desire. A reality that 

manipulates individual desire, bringing it in alignment with what is offered—
one cannot dream outside the made posed as given. Doutsiou, bringing emphasis 

to the limitless, the undefined and uncontrolled, writes: 

“The path from controlled to uncontrolled desires is the situation where the 

people can experience their passions at their Zenith. … The I, the self, is 

already designed to function inside a specific social organization. This social 

structure reproduces itself through the internalization of the order that 

created the structure. Situations where the passions expand and revolt against 

the establishment are also bound themselves to the existing order. … Only a 

passionate human being can be revolutionary” (Doutsiou, 2017). 

This is a salvational scheme, which Doutsiou (2020) repeats in relation to the 

more recent pandemic-induced calls for a ‘return to normality’, questioning the 

desirability of what we ask to be returned to. Similarly, the last essay of the late 

David Graeber (2021), which reads both the pandemic and the 2008 crisis, as 

opportunities to question the reality divide. What is the True? What is that 

which we value and desire? 

This framing of the now in terms of anxiety, desire and its limitation, in terms of 

loneliness and in terms of our consciousness of reality—the True—are the central 

underlying concepts of this thesis, and are precisely why Bataille becomes 

relevant in the now. He himself framed his work as an answer to the problems 

posed by anxiety. An answer—“the removal of this anxiety” (AS1, p. 14)—which 
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would be understood beyond the times that he wrote: “the language I’m using 
can’t be complete until my death” (GLT, p. 7). This is an answer which 

advocates not a survival via the limitation of desire, but a life of “concrete 
freedom”, lived in opposition to “all forms of constraint” (LSNUn, p. 51). 

And these are the central themes we will begin unpacking throughout this 

thesis, as to arrive at the particular Acéphalic ontology which drives what this 

thesis defines as Necrolabour: the perfect purpose or end for which production 

exists. The telos of work, if considered under Bataille’s General Economy. And 

should one think beyond the academic constraints of this thesis, the True as the 

desired telos of life. 

Thesis structure 

Part one introduces the methodological ground, summarises Bataille’s core 
theories, and provides a literature review on Bataille. Part two focuses on 

presenting an overview of the concepts of labour. Part three firstly situates the 

thesis. It then aims to establish a conceptual rapport between author and reader; 

the theory—or even better, the Idea—the thesis is to be read under. It also 

introduces the concept of necrolabour. Part four weaves everything together 

through the categories introduced by H. P. Lovecraft. The fifth and final part 

introduces the different in Bataille, the ontology which we will refer to as being-

beyond-death. 
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§1 PART ONE 
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§1.1. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This thesis pursues the forging of a direct link between contemporary labour 

and Bataille’s thought; on Bataille’s terms. Thus, the methodological approach this 

thesis will follow is aligned to the core principles of its subject, Georges Bataille, 

and falls under the body of thought that has been identified as the post-

Qualitative Research paradigm (PQR). 

CRITICAL CONTEXT OF THE POST-QUALITATIVE RESEARCH PARADIGM 

The foundational core of PQR is the centrality of the researcher and the 

production of texts free from the constraints of goal and judgment. Each PQR 

project assembles a unique methodological path—of a descriptive and not 

proscriptive nature—from the data as encountered and read by the researcher. A 

researcher who in turn is inseparable from the data, is an active part of the study. 

The methodology is thus formed, in and by, the very ‘interior’ of the project. By 
the word interior, I indicate that the thesis draws, defines, and understands, 

based on ontologies, methods, and epistemologies that are created from—or are 

aligned to—its own data, its own experience, and its own theory. There is no 

externality, and no adoption of techniques alien to the project. This is a practice 

that permits for the direct experience of knowledge at the level of the self.  

It is this openness, this discipline agnostic approach encouraged by PQR, which 

grounds its affinity with Georges Bataille. A thinker whose writing not only 

spans a multitude of fields but also tends to the transdisciplinarity needed to 

approach labour. Labour, which constitutes a theme that is not exclusive to 

Sociology, Philosophy, Political Theory, Economics, or even the History of 

Ideas, but their amalgamation. With the freedom to cut across fields afforded 

through PQR, this thesis hopes to approach its subject in a way that would not 

be possible within the confines of an individual disciplinary area. 

PQR was introduced by Elizabeth St. Pierre (2011) as a reaction to the loss of 

autonomy and limiting of scope, that comes with the adoption of pre-set 
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research questions. Questions that point to a specific goal and follow, the 

standardised by methodology, research steps. Methodology as such, then 

imprisons research in the pre-set way of how to answer the questions, how to 

reach the goal. PQR, in contrast, has no goals. PQR is an exploratory leap, 

spurred by curiosity. In PQR, one begins “with a concrete encounter with the 
real, not with a research question” (2019, p. 12). 

Therefore, PQR privileges the random find over the planned. St. Pierre (1997, p. 

406) traces the theoretical roots of this dissolution of intent in the dialectic 

between Deleuze and Foucault.1  

Deleuze writes that method “is a means by which we avoid going to a particular 
place, or by which we maintain the option of escaping from it (the thread of the 

labyrinth)” (Deleuze, 1983, p. 110), and calls for the assumption of a certain 

mode of thought, a culture of openness rather than the exclusions a method 

implies. 

PQR is a textual method. Writing in PQR is a method of enquiry (Richardson 

and St. Pierre, 2018). This is a method that removes the expected result, but 

answers to curiosity. This is the very curiosity that finds its satisfaction in the 

very text produced. As Richardson states: “I write in order to learn something 
that I didn’t know before I wrote it” (Richardson, 1994, p. 517). In PQR one 

produces a text with no audience that “goes someplace the author did not know 

existed ahead of time” (St. Pierre, 1997, p. 414). St. Pierre calls these free texts of 

no intent, ‘asides’, and notes that she eventually came to realise that “[t]he aside 
is the field” (St. Pierre, 2018, p. 605). 

This valorisation of the ‘aside’ is what introduces the most unusual aspect of 
PQR. The field of research is not the data observed, but the ‘aside’ text 

produced. It is in those texts which evade strict categorisation, the judgment of 

 

1 Particular focus is given to Deleuze’s ethical principles, as outlined by Foucault in the preface to 
Anti-Oedipus (see Foucault in Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, pp. xi–xiv). For the de-linking of thought 

from intent in Deleuzian ethics, St. Pierre reads from Sean Hand (1988, p. xliv). 
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an audience, and purpose, that the True unfolds.2 How to then communicate 

what the asides reveal, through the academic format of a thesis, is where the 

challenge rests. 

 Why a PQR Typology? 

The methodology is to be encountered as descriptive and particular to this 

project. It was not found and applied, but co-discovered, alongside the work.  

One might ask, why is it that, since I introduce an essentially Deleuzian method 

and claim that method and thesis are one—co-discovered—I then turn to 

Bataille? Why was the phenomenon of labour not analysed through a Deleuzian 

register? I have argued elsewhere (Kerasovitis, 2020a), that PQR has addressed 

certain limitations in standard qualitative methodology, but has in turn erected 

its own scaffoldings and its own measures of truth. PQR was created based on an 

ontology tending to open, non-pre-configured ways to pursue knowledge. As 

PQR sought academic validation, it had to define this openness. Academic texts 

that offer an academic framing of PQR were indeed produced. There is now a 

body of work that one may turn to, and support the use of PQR as a 

methodology.3 St. Pierre, addressing those who encounter resistance towards 

commencing PQR research projects, refers to this growing body of work by 

saying: “I and many others here today can give you that permission” (St. Pierre, 

2021, p. 7).  

And yet, this body of work introduces limits, binds PQR exclusively to Deleuze, 

within the bounds of an “ontology of immanence”, and a “transcendental 

empiricism” (St. Pierre, 2019, p. 4). Ontology comes ready-made, not from the 

 
2 There is a definite link between the PQR ‘aside’ and Walter Benjamin’s 1934 short address The 

Author as a Producer (1996), which draws attention to the observation that if one writes for an 

intended audience one removes autonomy, one excludes what would make the text unpopular. For 

further details see Kerasovitis (2020a). 

3 Indicative publications include the recent special issue of Qualitative Enquiry (Carlson, 2021), a 

dedicated book published by Bloomsbury (Thomas and Bellingham, 2020), or the chapters dedicated 

to PQR which appear onward from the fourth edition of The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 

Research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 
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interiority of the project, but as defined under the methodological readings of 

Deleuze. The main claim to innovation PQR makes is negated, as theory takes 

precedence over the direct experiences of the self. Deleuzian ontology may be 

defined as antihierarchical and fluid (see St. Pierre, 2019, p. 5) yet in this form it 

constitutes a hierarchy. It brings to a halt any movement outside or beyond it: 

leadership rears its head.  

A useful example is the growing antagonism between PQR and the wider 

traditional qualitative field, as criticised in one of the most recent texts on PQR 

(Monforte and Smith, 2021). Monforte and Smith describe research as a 

philosophy of inquiry, replacing method with concept, pointed towards the 

contemporary posthuman condition. They argue PQR is a shift from 

epistemology to ontology. This is a shift which should not be a pure negation of 

traditional qualitative inquiry. Rather, it should overlap the two. Monforte and 

Smith describe PQR as simultaneously inside and in opposition to the wider 

qualitative paradigm. They extend this to the self: “[c]ompeting versions of 
qualitative research coexist in my person” (Monforte and Smith, 2021, p. 250). 

The reader is asked to consider the political dimensions of academic inquiry as a 

value-laden activity (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998). To consider research as 

something that matters not only on the conceptual level, but as a political act 

(see Denzin and Lincoln, 2013, p. 5) that causes tangible change. To be within 

and against, was the failed aspiration of 1970s Italian operaismo. Operaismo: a 

movement which entwined labour and politics and strived for “a human way of 
operating within [the world]” (Tronti, 2012, p. 127). 

In a way similar to how PQR sits within and against the wider field of 

Qualitative Studies, “within and against the imperatives of neoliberalism” 
(Denzin and Giardina, 2017, p. 6), a resistance “within the Western academy” 
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2008, p. 6), this thesis is situated within and against PQR. 

To claim a new and novel method would signal an unnecessary addition to the 

already rich taxonomy encountered in the qualitative field. This thesis aims to 

articulate the method Bataille (2001) intuited, and to resolve his own indecisive 

onomatology pursuit, pondering on whether names like “intellectual scatology” 
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(VXS, p. 99) or the if name of “agiology” (VXS, p. 102), would adequately 

describe a method which tends to the study of the excluded part, of what is left 

outside normative discourse.4 This is a resolution which comes not by defining a 

new strand of methodology, a new difference, a new separation, but by 

connecting, and in turn expanding, what is already there. 

PQR is a method that perfectly describes how this thesis was conducted. I do not 

view the methodology I have followed as outside PQR. It is a form of PQR 

that—as PQR purports—has found its own supports from its own text, and in 

return it may be incorporated in PQR, as an answer to the problematic of 

ontological closure I have indicated above. PQR opened beyond Deleuze to 

Bataille, ergo by definition leaderless, anchored on the direct experience of the 

self. As Bataille rather poetically words it, critical writing should be with one’s 
own blood (see LSNUn, p. 50). For Bataille one can only write from lived 

experience, and he himself has no answers, no truths we are to measure against: 

“I have not meant to express my thought but to help you clarify what you 

yourself think” (REL, p. 113). 

Bataille clarifies that the various examples of what he deems as sovereign 

behaviour, he used as illustrative of a certain principle. They are never presented 

as prescriptive. Bataille does not suggest the replication of practices performed at 

a different time and by a different social—the cruelties of past “savages” (LSNUn, 

p. 61). He outlines the unchanged need for a human life that is autonomous, but 

within the social, and leaves the path to this life open. It is on this point that we 

may view Bataille as providing a ground that is generalisable, cross-cultural 

and—most importantly—always in-synch to the now time.  

In summary, what this thesis seeks to interrogate is work through Bataille. The 

findings apply to work, which by definition is inclusive of research work. The 

ontology the thesis eventually assembles will thus ultimately lead to a 

corresponding Bataillean ground, for each Deleuzian move PQR makes. Hence 

 
4 The word agiology indicates both the soiled and the sacred. 
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my claim that this thesis is written following a PQR typology5, not the PQR 

methodology. 

This constitutes one challenge of this approach. The fact that the findings of the 

thesis also point to the creation of its methodology, and how to describe this 

methodology before the findings. It becomes necessary to offer a provisional 

description of the research steps that this thesis will follow, as the PQR typology 

names them, so that I may provide the reader with some stable ground. 

Ultimately, the steps taken are not any different to what literature describes as 

PQR. It is the ontology that changes, but regarding how research was 

conducted, PQR and Bataille are in perfect harmony.  

This becomes clear in how this thesis is placed. Not a final reading but an 

account, a reflection aligned to Bataille’s observation that “[m]ethod isn’t 
communicated in writing. Writing shows you the road taken. Other roads are 

still possible.” (GLT, p. 29). I have elsewhere (Kerasovitis, 2020a) mentioned the 

affinity between PQR and Roland Barthes’ 1967 Death of the Author (1987), 

which argues that, since original creation is an impossibility, there is only re-

discovery. One assembles a patchwork of what is already there, and the reader 

ultimately inscribes meaning. Under this elevation of the reader to the final 

destination of the work, what the thesis communicates opens up beyond its 

author. 

In Deleuzian terms, this thesis functions as a chaoid. Taken from Franco 

Berardi’s observations on the Deleuzian figuration, a chaoid acts as a snapshot of 
the True. The thesis is a representation of thoughts frozen in time; pulled down 

from the constant flux that is thinking or feeling. Chaoids slow down the flux, 

compose it into a concrete singularity so that we may comprehend it (see 

Berardi, 2009, p. 126,129). 

Thus, the success of a PQR endeavour does not so much rest with its findings, 

but with the affectivity it extends to its readers (see Richardson and St. Pierre, 

 
5 I have chosen the word typology against taxonomy as typology indicates a classification according to 

kinds, to things of like essence. 
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2018, p. 823). Does it generate new questions and understandings? Does it 

engage its reader? Is it an account of the True? A True that in PQR terms is not 

to be accurately described but approached, with care (see Fusco, 2008, p. 163). 

PQR focuses on destabilising knowledge production, turning it into “creation 
from chaos—not as a final arrival” (Jackson and Mazzei, 2013, p. 263), and so 

removes the authority of both theory and author, as it does the anxiety over 

producing results. 

METHODOLOGY 

This thesis turns to Bataille’s body of ideas as the main area for my subsequent 

interrogation of labour. In order to apply these ideas in this way, I take critical 

inspiration from Deleuze and the PQR methodology, and this is done through 

several key critical approaches to thinking about and writing about its key 

concepts. 

In this section, I will outline these key critical approaches. However, rather than 

just applying a series of ideas to the development of a research methodology, 

these ideas have determined how the critical writing of this thesis was 

undertaken. Therefore, the methodology applies to the very act of the assembly 

of this thesis. 

PQR utilises a number of Deleuzian figurations that describe the research 

process. The primary figurations used herein are the acts Deleuze refers to as 

mapping and tracing. 

Mapping is “entirely oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the 
real” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013, p. 12). Tracing is to rely on a “ready-made” 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 2013, p. 11) supporting structure. The two notions are 

not opposed; they only reside in different planes. Tracing resides in the plane of 

communication and mapping in the plane of discovery. Deleuze and Guattari 

commented on their interrelationship: “Is not the essence of the map to be 
traceable?” (2013, p. 13). We map so that we may trace. 
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In practice, I have produced two bodies of critical writing. These functioned in 

the way that Deleuze and Guattari identified as ‘maps’. One body of writing 
reads labour theory and the other Bataille’s texts. Then, following Deleuze and 
Guattari’s conception, these two texts were traced against one another. Labour 

theory became the supporting structure onto which Bataille was traced. The 

resultant body of writing was then thematically divided, as to conform to the 

academic format.  

The production of these two originary texts was guided by an assortment of 

‘asides’. Texts which touched on my own experiences of work, my admittedly 

crude hypothesis, and even my observation as a spectator of life.6 As St. Pierre 

writes, concerning this inclusion of personal experience and observation into a 

nominally objective form of critical writing: “[w]e think about our topics with 
all we can muster … all the things and objects in our lives” (St. Pierre, 2011, p. 

471).  

In PQR terms this is known as the process of “plugging in” (Jackson and Mazzei, 

2013) one text into another and “thinking with theory” (Jackson and Mazzei, 

2018)—the use of theory not as limit but as generative of new approaches to 

thinking. This also justifies the engagement of the thesis with miscellaneous 

cultural artefacts, many of which appear under the name Data Encounters in the 

appendix. This is an engagement not only concurrent with a tradition much 

utilised by contemporary theorist Slavoj Žižek, but also pivotal with the PQR 
‘plugging in’ theme as framed by Deleuze and Guattari in the beginning of A 

Thousand Plateaus: 

“We have been criticized for overquoting literary authors. But when one 

writes, the only question is which other machine the literary machine can be 

plugged into, must be plugged into in order to work” (Deleuze and Guattari, 

2013, p. 3). 

The involvement of cultural artefacts holds the advantage of visualising difficult 

concepts and making them understandable and also helps me recede—stay in the 

 
6 See Manifesto against a Lustless Master in §7.2 
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‘aside’—as the author. This allows the thesis to engage with its subject as not 

something specific to me, but as something that others have also felt; something 

that constitutes a shared experience.  

It is in this way that the thesis attempts to go beyond the specific experience and 

target the concept, the Idea that caused these experiences. What Heraclitus—one 

of the classics Bataille frequently turned to—referred to when he defined 

knowledge not as learning, but as the possession of the one Idea “which by itself 

will govern everything on every occasion” (Heraclitus in Laertius, 1853, p. 376).  

The ontology we pursue introduces a reversal in knowledge discovery. This is 

not the academic trope of generalisability, which demands that we begin from 

the specific, and then we are to stretch to the horizon of the wider. With 

Bataill7e, it is the general; the transcendental we are to begin with, and then see 

it manifest in the specific. It is the concept that matters. It is the Idea which 

commands how we understand the action that unfolds before us. If the concept 

is known to us, it explains any actions it animates, however variable.  

This is why PQR was chosen over other research methods and autoethnography 

in particular.8 To assume an autoethnographic approach would mean that I 

would write not as thesis, but as an individual. An individual who is also 

enmeshed in power structures, an individual which is not my originary self, but 

a self aiming to produce. Ultimately, I too am a neoliberal subject, performing a 

function for the state, that of the employment consultant. For with much 

bravado, ‘I’ as thesis point to the systemic nature which forms the 
unemployment condition, but for ‘I’ as subject, these fineries are lost to me. I 
recall that when behind my desk I do not confront people, I do not 

acknowledge any likeness of being between myself and those desperately 

pushing against my workstation. All I see falls under what Bataille refers to as the 

 
7 Indicatively see Mays and Pope (1995), for an overview of the concepts that underpin academic 

rigour and validity. 

8 Given my active professional engagement as an employment consultant, autoethnography would be 

an approach that would raise no objections. 
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principle of insufficiency: “On his own, each man imagines others to be 
incapable or unworthy of ‘being’” (IE, p. 81). This is why it is important not to 

write as that self, for that self is not True. 

PQR considers the centrality of the researcher and how this researcher is an 

intrinsic part of the research world. Yet, the researcher is not a singular entity. 

Bataille encounters Anthropos as a being internally divided, otherness is residing 

within. It thus becomes clear that it is to the private self that I must turn. To the 

self that is not subjugated to labour.9 And yet again, will this not push the private 

into the public? Will this not perform what we will later in the thesis refer to as 

the reversal of liminality, and make it useful/productive? 

Therefore, the core part of the thesis takes Bataille through miscellaneous 

cultural artifacts (i.e. the texts of H. P. Lovecraft occupy most of §4). It is not an 

analysis of these artifacts that I aim at, but how to understand the dialectic 

between Bataille and the experience of labour, through the categories these 

creators introduce.10 The common cultural thread weaved by these artifacts and 

the concepts they express affords a public experience of the thoughts of my 

private, without compromising it. 

In PQR terms, this creates a fold where all the points overlap. This is where 

Bataille, labour theory, and the experience of the world meet and generate this 

thesis. The “points of structuration” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013, p. 13) where 

the “tripartite division” (2013, p. 24), between world (reality), work 

(dissertation), and subjectivity (author), is undone into unity. 

Deleuze (2006) developed the fold figuration to approach the notion of the 

individual. The fold at its basis challenges borders that divide the outside from 

the inside—one might say, for example, the soul from the corporeal. In this 

thesis, this divide is between the researcher and that which is researched. The 

inside is, therefore, but a fold of the outside. To create a fold is to force the 

 
9 This point will be further expanded in §3.1. 

10 A method also employed by Pierre Klossowski in the fourth issue of Bataille’s Acéphale journal (see 

ACEPH, p. 122). 
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appearance of a point, a singularity, without breaking continuity. The fold is 

thus both creator and created. As Deleuze noted: 

“[the fold] is an envelope of inherence or of unilateral ‘inhesion': inclusion or 

inherence is the final cause of the fold, such that we move indiscernibly from 

the latter to the former. Between the two, a gap is opened which makes the 

envelope the reason for the fold: what is folded is the included, the inherent” 

(Deleuze, 2006, p. 24). 

This fold as thesis, will allow us to peer at the crux between Bataille and labour. 

To witness how Acéphale reveals the concept of labour, whilst is simultaneously 

revealed through labour. The fold allows for the methodology to be created 

alongside the work, allows us to contextualise the term Necrolabour as it is 

discovered, and allows for the potential to read Bataille directly, not through the 

lens of other theorists. The fold allows for direct experiences and the findings 

they drive, to extend outside myself, to the general, to a world inhabited by—as 

Bataille calls us—like beings.  

CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE 

The thesis seeks to advance knowledge alongside a vector that affects areas that 

are normally perceived as distinct. The thesis primarily hopes to enrich 

Bataillean scholarship, owing to the original reading and formulation of 

concepts as they emerge from the applied reading of Bataille against labour. 

Second, it attempts an opening to under-explored lines of thought in relation to 

labour in itself, through the engagement with the negative that Bataille 

represents. Last, as intuited by the post-Deleuzian approach under which the 

methodology is presented above, the thesis also hopes to extend the field of 

methodology. 

The key term in this endeavour is the term post-Deleuzian. Through the 

reading given in this thesis, Bataille’s texts are situated in a post-Deleuzian 

framing, I utilise them to develop a post-Deleuzian consideration of labour and 
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knowledge creation. This thesis is thus unsurprisingly situated as a post-

Deleuzian work. 

As an academic text, the thesis seeks to position its approach alongside a recent 

wave of thinkers, who point to the loss of negativity in Deleuzian scholarship as 

one of the problems of analysis today. Not so long ago, immense hostility would 

be directed at even the slightest hint of an association between Deleuze and a 

“dark ontology … a negative or diabolical underside” (Kaufman, 2012, p. 4), 

even more so if this underside was not dismissed like in Kauffman, but glorified. 

The recent years bear witness to emergent arguments framing the dark 

Deleuzian underbelly as emancipatory. Arguments which follow the reasoning 

that the past treatment of Deleuze’s work has misread him, ultimately aligning 

Deleuze towards what he sought to oppose: towards further subjugation to the 

capitalist machine. 

Carstens calls for the need for an anti-anthropocentric pedagogy that evokes 

negative abilities, harmonious with the dark haecceity (2018, p. 344) traced in 

the Anthropocene era: A rejection of the humanities tradition and a nudge 

towards the posthuman conception of the subject. Melville (2018) turns to 

digital connectivity—a rhizomatic phenomenon—and argues that capitalism has 

appropriated and weaponised that connectivity. An appropriation made possible 

by the dependance of connectivity on the server-side, on the other. It is the 

negative dissolution of the subject afforded by the digital that will break this 

loop of subjugation.11 There are evocations for a destructive dark desire, which 

gives voice to the long-suppressed inhuman in us (Hietanen, Andéhn and 

Wickström, 2020). Andrew Culp—one of the first to write alongside the dark 

Deleuze register—turns away from the Deleuzian canon of joy, arguing that 

“[w]hat is called for today is the Death of this World, and to do so requires 
cultivating a hatred for it” (2016, p. 13). 

Unlike the above thinkers, who seek to invigorate Deleuze by exploring the 

darker negative nooks of his texts, this thesis advances on the assumption that 

 
11 Data Encounter 1 on page 286. 
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affirmationism, duration, the evasion of the final death, is ingrained, constituent 

and inseparable from Deleuzian thought. As this thesis will argue, it is the same 

abhorrence of death which forms the cornerstone of neoliberal thought. The 

same clinging on to this undead mode that we mistake for life, and what Bataille 

will later in this text, urge us to understand as the logic of work. 

Although I acknowledge the possible oversights of not considering the finer 

nuances to be found in the broader posthuman field, the limitations in both 

scope and wordcount of this thesis have led me to cautiously consider the field as 

one. Posthumanism as the contemporary expression of Deleuzian thought. For if 

we consider the strand that sees the human as hindering the machine, originally 

expressed by Nick Land’s Accelerationism (or toned down by its progeny as 

outlined in §4.3 below), we find Deleuze.12 Accelerationism—christened by 

Bataillean scholar Benjamin Noys and synopsised as “the worse the better” 
(Noys, 2010, p. 5)—was born as the answer to a question posed in Anti-Oedipus: 

“But which is the revolutionary path? Is there one?-To withdraw from the 

world market, … ? Or might it be to go in the opposite direction? … Not to 

withdraw from the process , but to go further , to ‘accelerate the process ,’” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, pp. 239–240). 

And if we turn to the posthuman strand expressed by Braidotti and Harraway, 

the one that—later discussed in §2.5—sees the machine as embedded in the 

human, we again find Deleuze.13 A posing of the Deleuzian being as assemblage, 

as multiplicity, which counters the neoliberal individuality.  

 
12 For Land markets and production are indistinguishable from each other—production is exclusively 

in the capitalist form—and as the current machine-enmeshed framework, surpasses and outperforms 

everything one can conjure (see Land, 2012, pp. 623–625), the machine has come to occupy the place 

of the transcendental. Humanity is an un-important parochial obstacle to progress (see Land, 2012, p. 

293). Therefore, there is no interest in a human emancipatory politics, as there is no interest in the 

human at all. Capitalism for Land should be cleansed of humanity (see Land, 1995, pp. 200–201; 

Blincoe, 2017). 

13 Haraway negates Deleuze as a patriarchal cover for the women thinkers she draws from: “My 

Deleuze is Rosi Braidotti’s feminist trans-mutant” (Haraway in Gane, 2006, p. 156). Braidotti on the 

other hand is not shy to admit that her work takes a “Deleuzian trajectory” (Braidotti and Regan, 
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In the beginning of the thesis, I also marked the methodology that I use as 

within and against the PQR—in itself an application of Deleuze in the 

methodological field—paradigm. I stressed I would use the typology, the same 

moves that PQR takes, but under an ontology informed by Bataille, as this 

ontology will emerge in the remainder of this thesis. 

Accursed Rhizome 

Posthuman thought expresses a perseverance in the made cosmos, and this is, I 

argue, the fault line at the core conceptual foundation of Rhizome. What does 

not allow Rhizome to go beyond a description of neoliberalism, particularly as 

this is expressed through the algorithmically mediated contemporary labour: as 

the refusal to let go of usefulness in the real. 

In The Simulacrum and Ancient Philosophy, when confronting Plato, Deleuze 

(1990, pp. 253–266), does not give precedence to the True—named as 

“nonbeing” (footnote 5 in: Deleuze, 1990, p. 361)—over the copy. Deleuzian 

ontology essentially stops before the total breakdown, before the point where 

Bataille begins. For Rhizome, things have to maintain some sort of function in 

the real. Taken from Guattari’s 1981 lecture on the four types of unconscious, 

we read:  

“If I ever take your picture, and then spread your eyebrows too far, maybe 

this will no longer function? There are certain thresholds. It’s fine, it’ll still 

work. I'll be able to change the grain of the photo and then it'll be even better; 

and then, at some point, it won’t work at all. At some point, there will be a 

black hole phenomenon and the territoriality will collapse” (Guattari, 2020). 

We also read regarding the Body without Organs: “you have to keep enough of 

the organism for each to reform each dawn” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2013, p. 

186). Moving on to Proposition VII of the Treatise on Nomadology, we see the 

 

2017, p. 172), repeatedly (Braidotti, 2005, 2019a, 2019b). In a less anecdotal vein one may turn to 

Glazier (2018) or the recent anthology linking Deleuze and posthumanism by Daigle and McDonald 

(2022). 
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distinction between tools and weapons, defined “on the basis of their usage” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 2013, p. 400). Technology is perceived as neutral, 

thereby any fault lies with its user—a notion later explored herein in more depth. 

Weapons destroy, tools produce, and expanding this distinction on the level of 

autonomy: tools are subordinate to work, weapons are autonomous. Thus, affect 

can be weaponised for liberation, but a liberation that is always on the plane of 

the real, of the order of things. In contrast, Acéphale views any form of growth 

as driving more loss, even greater excesses: “acquisition is the only means of 

losing more” (AS2-3, p. 139). 

This is the differentiating kernel between Acéphale and Rhizome. Rhizome does 

not aspire for the absolute down below, absolute death, the only thing 

unassimilated by capitalism, the only prohibition left. Death—the core of the 

logic of work—is still an abhorrence for Rhizome and not a non-even.14  

“[D]efinitive death has the sense of a strange victory. It bathes me with its 

glow, it opens in me an infinitely joyous laughter: that of disappearance!” (TE, 

p. 68). 

This insistence on valorising an intangible vested with the qualities of matter, 

with the ultimate goal of making matter persevere—in the real and against 

death—in some productive form, is to also introduce another ‘I’ as the sacred 

commanding the form of the intangible.15 St. Pierre, in her writings on PQR 

methodology, turns to the Deleuzian “transcendental empiricism” (2019, p. 4). It 

is the transcendental made immanent—experienced—but in the real. Deleuze 

asks and answers in the affirmative: 

“[I]n order that the virtual can be incarnated or effectuated, is something 

needed other than this actualization in the soul? Is a realization in matter also 

 
14 Death as a non-event is discussed in §5.1. 

15 This point will be clarified in §2.5. 
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required, because the folds of this matter might happen to reduplicate the 

folds in the soul?” (Deleuze, 2006, pp. 28–29) 

To actualise the soul in matter, as Deleuze suggests, differs greatly from what we 

will herein encounter as the movement performed by Bataille, which involves 

the immanent, the real, cleansed of the made, and brought to transcendence as 

the True. Bataille frames matter—the flesh—as of the soul. Essentially, the two 

lines of thought strive for the opposite telos. If we are to borrow from the 

language of religion, this is the difference between God made flesh, and the flesh 

restored to divinity, as of and as, God. 

With Deleuze, we are still within the limits drawn by De Sade, which implies an 

‘I’ situated outside, above and independent from both social and humanity. The 

philosopher as “[c]onsidering but himself alone, only to himself does he account 
for everything, and prevails by his own strength” (Sade, 1964, pp. 98–99). A 

point this thesis later frames in a modern context in what Kreps deems “systemic 
individualism” (2018, p. 55). The eclipse of a distinct ‘I’ that happens in 
Rhizome, the overbearing incessant communication seen in the obligatory 

formation of assemblages, only replaces the sadistic philosopher for an entity. A 

transcendental beyond, which, like in the later discussed computational logic of 

the algorithm, pre-defines the goal and the course being might take. 

I cautiously suggest that this ontological privileging towards the pre-figured, 

ultimately, is the defining substrate of Deleuze’s thought. Rhizome—
notwithstanding the focus on flow, change, and constant becoming—emerges as 

a philosophy of stasis. An assumption which the thesis, encouraged by other 

thinkers (see Kaufman, 2012; Assis, 2017), grounds in Deleuze’s précurseur 

sombre: The obscure precursor. 

A young Deleuze first spoke of the obscure precursor in a 1967 lecture which he 

gave at the Sorbonne, centred on the discovery of the Idea which pre-defines 

communication. 

“A lightning bolt flashes between different intensities, but it is preceded by an 

obscure precursor, invisible, imperceptible, which determines in advance the 
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inverted path as in negative relief, because this path is first the agent of 

communication between series of differences.” (Deleuze, 2004, p. 97) 

In Deleuze, the obscure precursor determines communication. The obscure 

precursor pre-determines the nature of the Deleuzian figurations, which we 

now encounter not as neutral but as “already constituted” (Assis, 2017, p. 10). 

Deleuze saw that there was an origin, an origin he chose not to engage with—
for fear of alienating his reception in the critical field if we follow on Kaufman 

(2012)—but one that nevertheless corrodes the ground and thus determines the 

flow of being.16 To consider Deleuze under the obscure precursor, is to 

understand the series of ontological fiats that the posthuman field makes: the 

consideration of the made as the given.17 

Why Bataille? 

Deleuze and the contemporary rhizomatic strands of thought accurately describe 

the now—the “Deleuzian” (Foucault, 1977, p. 165) century—and have been 

employed to provide answers to questions that we encounter through the 

introduction of automation in labour. But these questions are not exclusive to 

the field of labour alone. They seem to be more directly asked, mostly in the 

fields that seek to interrogate a philosophy of technology. 

A special issue of Philosophy Today introduces the question of how we may base 

philosophy after automation, as that which today grounds our thought seems to 

be invalid in the digital. This is a question that is also posed in a piece by Jean-

Luc Nancy, conceding that our current mode of thought is not equipped for “an 
auto that would be self-producing, … that would not necessarily be preceded by 

 
16 It is interesting to note the brief mention of Bataille in relation to Deleuze made by Kaufman. If sex 

constitutes a transgression for Bataille, in Deleuze it is ultimately bound up with authority, rendering 

it “erudite, or even boring.” (Kaufman, 2012, p. 62). 

17 Discussed in §2.5. 
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an archi-originary alteration, an auto that would … be without final 
assumption” (Nancy, 2021, p. 238).18 

And indeed we read elsewhere (Hoły-Łuczaj and Blok, 2019), that Anthropos 

has been destructive, that we need a third ontology between the natural and the 

technical, which will now point to the empirically real. We read that we lack the 

ontology to produce innovation. For as innovation is ontogenesis, we must 

allow for technology to birth its own—not centred on humanity—ontology 

(Blok, 2021, 2022).19 

In this thesis, I argue that Bataille provides an ontology that never abandons the 

category Anthropos, but seeks to re-instate it, as part of the True order. As part 

of the originary mode, which, as Bataille argues, signals a continuity of being, 

rests outside production as ultimate value. An emancipatory mode beyond the 

now, which post-Deleuzian thought fails to produce. 

Deleuze himself understood that his texts eventually became useful, 

appropriated. We turn to Berardi (2009, pp. 127–133) who points to the twilight 

days of Deleuze and Guattari and their realisation that their chaoids no longer 

work. Capitalism has assimilated everything, including them. This appropriation 

for Berardi is founded upon the Deleuzian centrality of desire, and the 

subsequent production of desire by capitalism in itself.20 Desire now is “a 
contaminating field of battle” (Berardi, 2009, p. 138). Desire—like subjectivity—
is moulded, made, not given. 

 
18 Jean-Luc Nancy is a thinker deeply influenced by Bataille, particularly in relation to the concept of 

community via mortality (Nancy, 1991). 

19 This ontology will be discussed under the concept of cosmotechnics and the substitution of the 

originary sacred for a made technical deity on page 176, and also in terms of eschatology on page 190. 

20 Félix Guattari has touched upon this subject, as he places desire as the primary human motive and 

holds a clear differentiation between desire and calculative interest: “down below, there are desires, 
investments of desire that cannot be confused with the investments of interest” (Guattari, 2009, p. 36). 

Deleuze building on this argument turns our attention to the productive nature of desire. To desire 

“is not to be lacking something, and desire does not refer to any law; desire produces” (Gilles Deleuze 

in: Guattari, 2009, p. 54). 
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The rhizomatic move ultimately takes the real order, the needy order of things, 

and seeks to mould Anthropos within it. Anthropos made to facilitate the 

continuation of order under a different pretext.21 Rhizome is maybe against the 

capitalist order, but not against order. Chaos is the enemy, and Rhizome only 

shares a temporary affinity with it: “the struggle against chaos does not take 
place without an affinity with the enemy” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1994, p. 203). 

This thesis claims that Bataille allows us to attempt the advance into new areas, 

go beyond this logic, formulate an ontology that directly encounters 

contemporary labour. This encounter is not of an antagonistic kind, but 

represents a parasitic—even maybe resentful—symbiosis. It is not a mere against 

labour. A mere against labour would foster us towards an elusive utopia, centred 

on the assumption that technological progress alone will eventually reduce work. 

This is the utopia whose arrival the first century AD poem The First Machine 

(Antiparos, 1915) hailed in the watermill's invention. Humanity will now enjoy 

and leave the nymphs to toil. The same—just within our reach but never 

delivered—techno-utopia that Bastani (2019) points to in the Fully Automated 

Luxury Communism manifesto. Rather, as this thesis will suggest, the problem of 

work is not of a technological nature, but hinges on conscience. On the 

ontology, under which we define being. Under the currently dominant 

ontology, the watermill and its progeny have drafted both nymphs and 

humanity to shoulder even heavier burdens. Anthropos alienated from leisure, 

relegated to toiling in the factory or its contemporary incarnation as the digital 

platform. A being fashioning the stone, as Rainer Maria Rilke phrased it in 1922: 

“Long will machinery menace the whole of our treasure, while it, unmindful of 

us, dares to a mind of its own” (Rilke, 1949, p. 107). 

Bataille encounters being at the very pragmatic—working but not self-defined as 

worker—level and invites us to transgress labour. Bataille upholds the distinction 

that the human is not the being that works, but the being that plays. Bataille 

acknowledges that work represents not dignity but constitutes the very fall.  

 
21 A move we will later discuss as that of the revolutionary. 
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Post-Deleuzian thought, in the register of the negative hates. Does violence, 

turns inhuman. Bataille was not a stranger to violence. A man who describes De 

Sade’s work as boring and repetitive (see Bataille, 2012b, p. 98), who sees ecstasy 

in a mangled body cut to 1000 pieces (see TE, p. 206), is not shy of violence. 

Yet this violence in Bataille always takes on the meaning of intense love, of 

restoring what was once sacred and has now fallen to a thing, of achieving 

continuity amongst humanity. It is the ontology that changes; the movements 

remain the same. 

IN CONTEXT 

In this section, I have introduced the reasoning behind the methodology of this 

thesis, both in its theoretical steps, but most importantly in the thought that 

underpins them. The focal point that emerges is how PQR as a method aspires 

not to abstract. PQR aspires to include what is usually filtered out by method. 

PQR is a method in which the experience of the self, as this is expressed in text, 

becomes the data which will then be transcribed—folded and traced—to thesis. I 

have also suggested a departure from standardised PQR. I have situated the 

strand of PQR employed in this thesis, under the ‘within and against’ motto. 

This is a framing not dissimilar to the way PQR in itself is situated within and 

against the wider qualitative field. This departure, signalled by my suggested 

exchanging of ontological grounds through the substitution of Rhizome with 

Acéphale, brings with it a host of changes to how certain concepts are 

understood. As evidenced in §2 below Deleuze offers an unparalleled 

understanding of the contemporary working condition. Yet, the argument that 

this thesis makes is that Deleuze, unwillingly presented more than an 

understanding. Rhizome is the conceptual blueprint that birthed precarity, 

working poverty, and the reduction of Anthropos to a toiling productive 

machine. 

The perceptual change Bataille graces us with begins with the notion of origin. 

Where do we begin? Where does the human begin, and where does Anthropos 

begin? These two terms, as we will see in the remainder of this thesis, are not 
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synonymous. As mentioned in relation to Deleuze’s obscure precursor, in 
Rhizome, we do not start with the absolute origin. We have a made being—the 

human—which can thus be regarded post-human with no ontological clash. 

This is the basis of the critical reading of posthumanism that occurs in §4. As 

revealed in the following section, Acéphale considers the absolute origin. 

Bataille considers and addresses Anthropos. It is in this differentiation that the 

strongest link between Bataille and labour appears. The human works and is 

differentiated alongside productive value. Anthropos simply is. To consider 

Anthropos is to consider a sovereign being that is in continuity with creation. 

Acéphale introduces an ontology of being, in which the category other, has 

faded. This different perception of where the origin is placed bears heavily on 

notions of leadership and sovereignty, on the notion of death as the limit of the 

human, and subsequently on the notion of time. Time, which as we will shortly 

encounter, is particularly related to labour and the concept of the goal. We work 

towards an end result that is already present in our mind. The next section 

begins exploring this ontology, first by introducing the basic building blocks of 

Bataille’s thought. 
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§1.2. FOUNDATIONS OF ACÉPHALIC THOUGHT 

THE GENERAL ECONOMY 

The core concept, which differentiates Acéphalic from normative thought, is the 

all-encompassing theoretical frame of the General Economy, outlined in the 

1949 first volume of The Accursed Share (AS1), which considers existence on a 

cosmic scale and as one. 

The Acéphalic cosmos is a Heliocentric system, spatially limited to the 

biosphere.22 As Bataille regards the sum of life as constant, it then follows that 

the disappearance of one or more individuals does not diminish the quantity of 

life on the planet.  

Space may be considered as finite, but energy is superabundant. The Sun is 

posed as a transcendental globe which indefinitely emits infinite energy 

“without any return” (AS1, p. 28). Economic activity is the movement of this 

inexhaustible energy on the cosmic cornucopia that is the earth. 

Material life in this privileged environment effortlessly satisfies what needs it has 

for mere existence and deploys the surplus energy for growth. Life grows to the 

maximum allowed by spatial limits. A normative point of view would describe 

these limits as the space occupied by the other, but looking from the cosmic 

scale, the limit is the biosphere. This leads Bataille to consider life similarly to a 

non-Newtonian fluid: It “occupies all the available space” (AS1, p. 30). 

Bataille argues that the more growth there is within this spatially limited 

environment, the more pressure increases, the more life contracts; hardens to a 

higher density. Pressure is countered by expansion, and when this is no longer 

possible, when growth becomes problematic on the quality of life, then energy 

 
22 Bataille (see AS1, p. 192) notes that he drew upon the 1920s work of Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky, 

who considered the earth a biosphere shaped by the effects of life: “a region of transformers that 
convert cosmic radiations into active energy” (Vernadsky, 1998, p. 45). 
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must be wasted. The problem for Bataille is not how to struggle against scarcity, 

but how to consume all this wealth, how to prevent the reinvestment of energy 

by means of consumption. The Acéphalic total system of existence is at its heart 

the question of energy management, by a fixed quantity of life, within the 

bounds of a confined space. 

Through the General Economy, Bataille urges us to consider the move from the 

plentiful environment given to Anthropos, to the made cosmos of scarcity 

humanity dwells in.23 The primitive societies of plenty, under a certain logic—
installed by the state, work or religion—which promoted the postponement of 

enjoyment to a future time, eventually brought Anthropos into a subjective 

existence in scarcity; an existence where work is a necessity. 

The real is for Bataille an abstraction, a lie. It perceives energy as finite, only 

because it perceives goals, only because it defines ‘the Good’ and directs energy 
to its immediate fulfilment, only because it considers energy as useful. When 

energy is bound to a particular end, it becomes exhausted at that very point. 

Bataille writes on the sheer inability of Anthropos to affect the useless play of 

energy at a cosmic level: “[Humanity] assigns to the forces it employs an end 

which they cannot have” (AS1, p. 21). The efforts to alter the telos of energy 

reveal Anthropos as insufficient. Life mocks Anthropos, it moves on “beyond the 
demands of individuals” (AS1, p. 74). 

In the spatially closed system of the biosphere, consumption is inevitable. When 

growth has reached its ultimate limit, when there is no more space and no 

further contraction is possible, then the “real excess begins” (AS1, p. 29). One 

finds death, the fatal dissipation of energy. Death diminishes pressure, opens up 

space. This is the function of war. The great wars were the “greatest orgies of 
wealth—and of human beings—that history has recorded.” (AS1, p. 37). The 

more industrious humanity becomes, the bloodier the war that follows the 

 
23 The historic movement from abundance to scarcity, the thesis discusses later herein via the 

degrowth paradigm. 
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impossibility of perpetual growth (also see AS1, p. 25). Growth for Bataille is a 

transitory state, it cannot be sustained indefinitely.24 Loss inevitably occurs. 

From lived privilege to perceived primacy 

Bataille places originary Anthropos on the summit of existence, brought into 

sovereign being through the inherent ability to consume beyond base needs. 

Anthropos through assuming goals, disavows the privilege of deploying energy 

not for further growth, but towards “that glorious operation, to useless 
consumption” (AS1, p. 23), towards pleasure. 

In the logic of growth, consumption gives way to the reinvestment of energy. 

The given privilege slides into a struggle for primacy. Anthropos in assuming 

the role of master, renounces the self as given, and comes up against an 

existential unimportance on a cosmic level.  

Bataille helps us see that, under the logic of growth, we perceive the fall as an 

elevation. In framing human privilege as human primacy, to be “the head of, or 

the reason for, the universe” (VXS, p. 180), is to accept servitude by assuming 

the role of master, who is doubly enslaved. By the role in-itself and by the 

necessity it implies. A necessity, which elevates growth to ungraspable telos.25 

Humanity fails to “recognize the splendor that is proper to it” (AS1, p. 131), and 

postpones the already given privilege to a future time. The self is subordinated to 

the goal, being “loses its autonomy” (AS1, p. 190), and emerges not only as 

lacking, but insufficient. 

 
24 Bataille (AS1, p. 28) gives the example of human intervention on calf breeding. In regarding the calf 

as a commodity, economic reason constantly directs it to increase. The calf consumes food and 

naturally increases in mass. By limiting the space it moves in and the actions it would normally spend 

the energy on, the only outlet is extra growth. When it reaches sexual maturity, the absorption of 

energy is directed to sexuality and not growth. This is countered by castrating the ox. Matter grows at 

the expense of a lived life. The bovine dies anyway. 

25 A good example given by Bataille, is his consideration of Baron Gilles de Rais, as potential model 

sovereign being. Bataille points out that even as a member of the privileged class, de Rais was not able 

to step outside the social norms or the bureaucratic structures that slowly came to define his role. De 

Rais “no longer suited the spirit of new necessities” (Bataille, 1991c, p. 40). 
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Life as function 

It is the mis-designation of the ideal, posed upon “continual growth” (Bataille, 

1991c, p. 44) rather than aimless squander, that forms the basis of a rational 

economy and an un-natural way of life. Bataille argues that, in modern societies, 

there are only three modes of being. Being is either through art, science, or 

politics. Nothing can exist if it does not fall under one of the three categories, 

and even within them, nothing can exceed the limits set by those who lead 

them. As all three modes are caught up in production and servility. Existence 

effectively tends to utility; it must be useful. The subordinate ‘subject’ is only 
defined through the assumed function towards an externally set goal. If 

considered from a cosmic standpoint, life, from being “a play of energy that no 
particular end limits: the play of living matter in general” (AS1, p. 23, emphasis in 

original), is reduced; limited to the very goal. The self is fragmented, becomes 

“nothing more than a function of human society” (SaCON, p. 291). 

THE LOGIC OF WORK 

What we have been referring to as the goal-oriented mode, the logic of growth, 

for Bataille, is nothing more than the logic of work. At its core, work is the 

future event26. A life within time, to do something in anticipation of a future 

benefit, contrasting the life that exists in the absolute now, with no regard for 

the future. Bataille writes: 

“Only through working stone did man make an absolute break with the 

animal. What caused the scission was the exclusively human thinking work 

demands. Work anticipates, presupposes this object which does not yet really 

exist, which is presently being made, and which is, simply, the reason the 

work is being done. Two sorts of objects immediately come to exist in the 

worker's mind: actually present objects, and objects later to come.” (LSX, p. 

28). 

 
26 The influence of Karl Marx (see Marx, 2010, p. 188) on this point being less than subtle. 
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The logic of work thus inserts temporality into existence, duration: the 

simultaneous birth of time and goal. And it is through those elements that 

Bataille reasons work to be the primordial origin of fallen Anthropos. This 

acquired trait of Anthropos to expect something, to look to the future, founds 

the separation from the animal—from nature. Humanity does not live in the 

now, but for the projected future. Something which simultaneously signals 

lack—one has to work towards something missing—but also introduces a 

separation between beings. Beings, who at their originary level, Bataille 

perceives as continuous. 

The Fall: From intimacy to separation 

For Bataille, the human animal lived an intimate—in immanence—existence 

amongst like beings. There was no experience of lack, no external distress. This 

was an existence of immense interiority (see LSX, p. 23). Everything that the 

creature needed was intimate to its being. 

Bataille argues that, for living creatures, this intimate existence is not immediate, 

but it appears after they have met their base needs. The fed animal rests 

immanently amongst nature, whilst the animal subject to hunger will first need 

to negate hunger, before establishing “relations of immanence” (REL, p. 19) 

with those around it. 

Bataille lucidly defines this movement from being amongst other beings, to 

being amongst “fellow” (REL, p. 17, emphasis in original) creatures, as 

happening at a very specific moment. The moment one animal sinks its teeth 

into its prey’s flesh. In that moment, the differences between the two animals are 
of a quantitative nature only—the eater is strongest—but they are both like beings, 

intimate beings. In intimacy, there is no master-slave, nor subject-object relations; 

no separation: “every animal is in the world like water in water” (REL, p. 19). 

In the logic of work, through the permanent need to be met in the future, this 

possibility of immanent resting, of creaturely fellowship, is abolished. Anthropos, 

thus emerges through work as lacking. As the former human animal “who is 
changed in his essence by work” (TE, p. 61). Bataille (see TE, p. 42) argues that 

it is work that made the separation from nature final, and it is work that 
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subjugated all desire and activity towards a made and not given end. He writes 

that “from the outset, I must give first place to work. … Work, beyond all 

doubt, is the foundation of the human being as such” (TE, p. 39). 

The tool 

The negation of intimacy is made possible by the introduction of the tool. The 

tool represents the first positing of being as an object, the first rift of continuity. 

Bataille refers to the tool as “the nascent form of the non-I” (REL, p. 27), 

signalling the birth of an ‘I’ that has consciousness of otherness and exteriority 
(LSX, pp. 11, 130). 

The tool is made to serve a master towards an end goal. The telos of a tool is 

never direct, as it is permanently bound to the order of things, and as such, is 

only defined in terms of utility. The tool has no meaning outside utility, and 

most importantly, no intrinsic value other than that which use bestows upon it. 

The wood is formed into an axe, to cut down a tree, to provide fire, which in 

turn will cook food, which will sustain the worker, which will use the axe to cut 

down more trees and so on: An endless deferral of immediate consumption.  

The manufactured object, much like humanity, through being defined by 

purpose, from the perspective of the intimate order, is “alien to the reality that 
constitutes it” (REL, p. 41), and is thus considered a subject-object. Which 

becomes real, falls into thinghood—an object—on the condition that it is used, as 

then purpose defines and separates it from intimacy. Anthropos, in creating the 

manufactured object, introduced the subject / object division, a break in 

intimacy. Put more simply, there is conscience of an ‘I’, but it is only when the 
tool is put to use, that the other emerges as the non-I. Anthropos cognises—
develops the conscience of a distinct ‘I’—the self, by the use of others, as things.27  

 
27 It is on this level that Bataille voiced an objection to the work of de Sade, as excluding any 

possibility of being restored to intimacy with the other, by considering “the others as being external to 
us” (AS2-3, p. 252), and thereby things. 
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THREE LEVELS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

At this point, we turn to the way Bataille delineates three different levels of 

consciousness. Before the separation of nature, as already discussed, we confront 

a non-conscience. There was no perception of a distinct self, there was a 

continuity amongst beings. This early creature Bataille (LSX, pp. 17–18) 

describes as intelligent, able to communicate via speech, and knowledgeable of 

death, but does not yet class it as Anthropos. 

It is in the cave paintings of Lascaux, where “[r]esolutely, decisively, man 
wrenched himself out of the animal's condition” (LSX, p. 9) and made the leap 

“from animal to man, from twilight to conscious life” (LSX, p. 31). A leap 

announced via the production of art (see LSX, 1989a, pp. 34–54). Before 

Lascaux, the work of art—in essence a communication—was completely alien, 

even in terms of desire alone.  

Art is at its core free communication between individuals, between distinct 

selves. Art requires othered numbers of ‘I’. This needed distinctiveness of self, as 
earlier indicated, was facilitated by the tool. Conscience at this stage can reflect 

on another but not on the self, it is still “beclouded” (REL, p. 45). Thus, 

Anthropos can still feel a hazy relation to the manufactured object. Bataille 

attests that “[i]n the mind of the creator the created object can be perceived as 

not a distinct other entity, but as a fellow creature” (REL, p. 33). There is still 

some fleeting reminiscence of the true intimate order, an admission of a foggy 

continuity. On this level of beclouded conscience—where the lines separating 

beings are not clear—is where sovereignty within the order of things is to be 

found. It is in this vein that Bataille refers to the Lascaux artists as of “our sort” 
(LSX, p. 11)—as sovereign human beings. 

The final level of conscience, the one that Anthropos the fallen—humanity—
possesses, is of the clear kind. It begins when Anthropos moves into the 

transcendental in relation to the rest of creation. When one completely severs 

the continuity of being by assuming the role of master. Bataille writes: “humans 
see themselves as transcendent in relation to animals. For a human being, there is 
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a discontinuity, a fundamental difference between an animal and himself” 
(Bataille, 2005, p. 45). 

Initially, Anthropos approaches the made tool as a creator: fully knowledgeable 

of its nature and able to reproduce it. Then Anthropos comes up against a limit, 

an inadequacy. One might know the tool, but one does not know the self. One 

then seeks to define the self, in order to reproduce the self and the world (see 

REL, p. 30). One assumes the clarity of definition that science offers. A clarity 

which is inherently exclusionary of what it cannot describe, of what falls beyond 

the bounds of the “inferior reality” (REL, p. 22) that constitutes the order of 

things.  

It is at this point that the full alienation, not only from the totality of creation 

but from the very self, begins. Bataille points out that the self is simultaneously 

subjected to alienation and reduction. The clear reflection on the self is only 

possible when being does not coincide with itself. When being reflects on the 

self “from the outside as another” (REL, p. 30). Yet, if this reflection is to be valid 

in the order of things; if the self is to be rendered cognisable, the self must be 

reduced to a thing. 

Reason, as argued by Bataille, has a complete inability to accept anything that 

stands above it. This need for a top-bottom approach means that in order to 

consider a thing, reason must first abstract it to a level below it. Reason can thus 

deal only with subordinate abstractions and never the totality. Bataille also 

argues that the abstractions handled by reason are always bound to purpose and 

causality. He writes: 

“Nowhere do we find a totality that is an end in itself, that is meaningful as 

such, that doesn't need to justify itself by pleading its usefulness for some 

other thing” (AS2-3, p. 112). 

Reason thereby is opposed to autonomy. It cannot accept that a thing derives 

meaning from itself, and not from the utility it may claim. 
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Vantage points: Sacred and Profane 

The reduction of the cosmos under the vantage point of the clear consciousness, 

to only the cognisable, to only what can be quantified, cloaks the True in the 

shadows of an empirical nothingness.28 The True exists insofar as it is not subject 

to the human cognising gaze. A gaze Bataille refers to as “an empty stare … that 

sees useful things” (Bataille, 2005, p. 75). 

This is the introduction of the sacred/profane divide, what Bataille (REL, pp. 

30–38) considers as a de-sacralisation, a profanation, a reduction to thinghood, 

of beings that have in them creative power. The creative power of beings is 

forcefully and by fiat relegated to the sphere of the divine. A split occurs 

between that which is understood as an object, and the transcendental 

unknown—the not real in the world of things, that which evades both language 

and cognition.  

The creator is defined as being transcendental to the created. The taxonomy of 

the divine sphere—the sphere outside matter—thus follows a hierarchy based on 

the level of autonomy from the flesh. The less connected to the flesh a spirit is, 

the highest spheres of divinity it occupies. It is this reasoning that progressively 

positioned a completely autonomous from matter being as supreme, and thereby 

relegated to a complete beyond. 

In this fashion, when Anthropos turns the gaze on the self, there is a reduction to 

thinghood; a split between body and spirit, with the body deemed as profane 

thing—therefore usable—and the spirit posited to transcendental sphere. 

EVIL AS PRIMORDIAL SACRED AND THE FIRST INVERSION 

This division introduced morality, an inverted framing of ‘the Good’ under the 
logic of work. Initially, the divide of the sacred sphere was in terms of purity—

 
28 A position also critically noted by Heidegger and one that forms the basis of posthumanism, both 

discussed later.  
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the pure was divine and the unclean profane. The sacred was no longer one, but 

two opposing spheres. The transcendental category becomes necessary for the 

existence of the profane order, but it at all times is to be kept distinct. Acéphale 

best phrased this through Roger Caillois in the 1939 Man and the Sacred:29 

“[W]atertight compartments separate the sacred from the profane. Any 

contact between them is fatal. … [T]hey are both necessary for the evolution 

of life—one, as the environment within which life unfolds; the other, as the 

inexhaustible source that creates, sustains, and renews it” (Caillois, 2001a, p. 

22). 

This threatening nature of the sacred, thus initially affects a shift towards 

malevolence. The benevolent part of the divine, “less sacred in comparison with 

the dark deities” (REL, p. 70), is the one which plays a mediating part, the one 

who is closer to Anthropos. The dawn of morality finds the dominant 

transcendental sacred to be aligned to evil. 

If the first flicker of morality placed the sacred on the side of evil, it grew into a 

flame by the inversion of this relation. The logic of work requires ‘the Good’ to 
be defined as the productive. It needs the sanctions of the divine, so that it may 

appear as the natural—given—ideal. In effect, evil was banished from the sacred 

and onto matter, whilst the sacred became subordinated to the concrete-real 

“provided that the real order conforms, precisely in morality, to the universal 

order of reason” (REL, p. 71). 

Within this logic, Anthropos represents a contradiction, occupying the 

ambivalent position of being both spirit and matter. The body is now in itself 

base. Bound to be only valorised as “the substratum of a spirit … [yet] … the 
body never ceases to be haunted” (REL, p. 40). Insofar as the body is haunted, it 

can never be fully relegated to the order of things. Therefore, Bataille considers 

the corpse as an affirmation of the spirit. The devoid of spirit dead matter lapses 

into full thinghood, and the living spirit ascends to the sacred sphere, thus 

 
29 Caillois reluctantly claimed authorship for this work, noting it was a product of an “intellectual 
osmosis” (2001a, p. 15) between Georges Bataille and himself. 
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revealing death as ontologically impotent. This is the key to the Acéphalic 

salvational scheme, and the way Bataille goes beyond the Cartesian body/mind 

divide by advancing a position of unity, of a deified corporeality. Bataille writes: 

“The spirit that is not subordinated to the reality of a mortal body is a god, is 

purely divine (sacred). Insofar as he is himself a spirit, man is divine (sacred), 

but he is not supremely so, since he is real” (REL, p. 37). 

THE PROHIBITION 

The logic of work is also the origin of all heteronomous prohibitions, which lie 

in the foundation of Acéphalic thought.30 As Bataille (REL, pp. 70–74) argues, 

the clarity of consciousness—reasoned thought—grounds morality which dictates 

“universally obligatory relations” (REL, p. 70). These are relations, which in 

their core ensure the reproduction of the order of things, by privileging 

duration—the future event—and utility. 

The primary prohibition is the prohibition of death. Work—in essence the 

anticipated future result—ontologically demands duration. Death threatens to 

cancel the duration needed between action and goal. Bataille thus defined work 

as “the source of the disgusts and prohibitions” (AS2-3, p. 83). Prohibitions forge 

being, they produce cultured Anthropos. They are “the cornerstone of 
humanized patterns of behavior” (LSX, p. 31). 

Origin repulsion 

This inversion of morality, the taboo placed on death, is mirrored in the 

inversion of what constitutes the object of horror between Anthropos and 

Anthropos the fallen. 

What Anthropos first communicated through Lascaux was distress. The birth of 

an ‘I’, the consciousness of a distinct self, individuality, all painfully tore 

 
30 I have used the term heteronomous, to stress the distinction between prohibitions found in the 

intimate order—given—and those which are externally set—made. 
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Anthropos away from the intimate plane. Bataille notes that although Anthropos 

was technically competent to depict the human countenance, all its 

representations are deliberately effaced, consistently covered by an animal mask. 

An effort “to clothe a nascent marvel with the animal grace they-had lost” (LSX, 

p. 115). The face marks one an individual, and it is the human face that archaic 

humanity sought to conceal.31  

What Bataille reads into this act of effacement is awareness. Anthropos 

recognised that the self is no longer human, no longer intimate to creation, no 

longer part of the sacred. This awareness of Anthropos as a made technical 

being—an artifice in a reality that is non-natural—and not as a given originary 

creature, echoes in Bataille’s observation: “when wishing to designate himself he 
had instantly to put on the mask of another” (LSX, p. 115). 

Bataille, by posing the very story of Anthropos as the narrative of a fall, helps us 

read that if Anthropos came into being with the need to communicate as 

constituent element, then Anthropos the fallen, was made into a being whose 

very essence is defined by work. Lascaux art expressed the Ideal, not only as 

communication, but as active constitution, as the modification of reality “in 
response to the desire for the extraordinary, … a desire implicit in the human 

being's very essence” (LSX, p. 34). 

If Anthropos communicated the horror of separation, Anthropos the fallen is 

now ashamed of the human animal, and is defined by an origin repulsion. 

Bataille writes of not only the shame humanity feels towards its origin but also 

of the creation of a space, of a “humanized world” (AS2-3, p. 62), where this 

animal origin is excised, prohibited. Characteristically Bataille notes that as 

 
31 We may consider the animal mask under the context of mask wearing in classical theatre, as a 

technology of transformation. We read from Vovolis (2009, pp. 31–32), that the very word used for 

face—prosopon—indicates an opposition with an other, a dialectical relation between distinct entities. 

I orientate myself towards the other being. The mask in the theatrical context, was denoted by the 

same word and in classical thought did not carry the notion of concealment but metamorphosis. The 

mask and the face are one and the same. Archaic man thus applied technology in an effort to return to 

a pre-fallen state. 
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children—much like the ‘beclouded’ Anthropos—we could distinguish between 

the True and the concrete-real, but “out of habit” (Bataille, 1993), out of a life 

lived in the social, we not only forget, but we develop an aversion towards the 

True. The metamorphosis from child to Anthropos is the involuntary artificial 

deformation of an animal to a being that has internalised the prohibitions (see 

AS2-3, pp. 63, 65): a being that is now disgusted by its very core essence. 

FRAGMENTATION / OTHERNESS WITHIN 

But placing something under a prohibition does not signal its demise. Bataille 

reminds us that the superior sacred is evil. One does not—cannot—extirpate 

evil/animality/filth, but driven by horror, by an aversion, rather consigns them 

to the margins. Filth is a secret enclosed in the private “where looks cannot 
reach” (AS2-3, p. 62). Life is thus partitioned both conceptually and spatially: 

“[w]hat is permitted in one place is criminal in another” (AS2-3, p. 29).32 

For Bataille, this segregation extends to the very self, and forms the unique 

understanding of otherness that Acéphale puts forward. Under Bataille’s General 

Theory, what happens to the whole corresponds to what happens to the part. 

What has happened to the whole is a series of fractures. There is no longer an 

intimate totality, but opposing parts: good and Evil, inside-outside, present-past-

future, ‘I’ and ‘non-I’. The fallen self displays the same internal division. Both 

world and being are split into “sealed compartments” (AS2-3, p. 133). There is a 

firm separation within the same being. The self is a shell containing 

contradicting spheres, which command different but consistent behaviours in 

accordance to the situation at hand. Bataille (AS2-3, pp. 21–22) strictly frames 

otherness as internal: We are not others between us, but within us, within our 

very selves. This represents a complete overturning of normative thought. It 

firmly points to an undivided humanity—the species—as opposed to a 

conglomeration of others, an overloading of diversity forged together via some 

 
32 Data Encounter 2 on page 287. 
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form of affirmative hegemony. In normative thought, otherness is all there is. A 

point, for example illustrated, in Ricoeur’s thesis on otherness: Humans 

ultimately are “other amongst others” (Ricoeur cited in Karp and Kratz, 2000, p. 

221). Under this worldview, one does not strive to deny otherness or diversity, 

but instead makes it frictionless. Bataille argues that the price to pay for this 

society of harmonious otherness is the reduction of “each thing to its poor 
common measure in order that everything may coincide and fall into place” 
(Bataille, 2000, p. 90). For Bataille, communication—and thereby the social—is 

through violence, “through shocks that frighten, rend, and overwhelm” (Bataille, 

2000, p. 90). Ricoeur himself concedes to a weakness in his formulation, as, on 

the one hand, it forms a society, but this society cannot achieve absolute 

singularity. It is antithetical to the formation of “any hypostasis of society into an 

absolute being” (Ricoeur, 1967, p. 136). Elsewhere (Kerasovitis, 2022), I have 

pointed to the work of C. S. Lewis and the pitfalls of self-definition drawn 

exclusively against an ‘other’. I have argued that this summons a third actor in 

the form of the space through which communication occurs. An externality 

which potentially taints the direct communication between the two beings. 

Bataille assumes a completely different stance. The other is referred to as an “I 
am” (AS2-3, p. 138). The other is acknowledged—as a like being—but is not 

required for self-definition. To require others is to require subject-object 

relations in which our fellow being “is not a person either, but always a subject” 
(AS2-3, p. 138). 

THE PRIVATE SELF 

This brings the focus to another cornerstone of Acéphalic thought, the notion of 

the private space. Insofar as Anthropos has not internalised the prohibition, the 

private represents the unregulated space of transgression. Bataille never thinks 

outside the social, but introduces a sharp division between a public of 
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prohibition and a private of transgression, where “an existence outside the rule 
connected with right” (AS2-3, p. 125) is possible.33  

Bataille (Bataille, 1995a, p. 60) vividly describes that transgression—“certain 
deviant states”—starts a transformation from cultured Anthropos to an 

“imprisoned, like a galley slave” by the prohibition, animal.34 In a 1955 lecture, 

Bataille similarly accentuates this private aspect of eroticism and its relation to 

secrecy, as “cut off from the normal communication of emotions” (ER, p. 252). 

One cannot talk or write about the private without violating its nature. 

Bataille strongly relates privacy to the death of selfhood, the death of the 

individualism that was born out of the tool: “[t]he man falls dead, and the beast 

acts as a beast” (Bataille, 1995a, p. 60). This particularly surfaces in the erotic, 

where all dignity and reason are shed. The death of personality represents a 

regression to a life as being-bare, beyond the humanising prohibition. Bataille 

writes: 

“[I]ts death gives the bitch full scope, and she takes advantage of the silence, 

of the absence of the dead woman. The bitch wallows-wallows noisily-in that 

silence and that absence. The return of the personality would … put an end to 

the sensual delight she has abandoned herself to” (ER, p. 106)  

LABYRINTH: COMMUNITY OF TRANSGRESSIVE BEINGS 

It is in this sense that Bataille framed the figuration of the Labyrinth as a space of 

transgression. A filth encroached private liminal space insulated by the 

prohibitions, and leading to a sense of community, through a tearing down of 

 
33 It is as such that Bataille (see SaCON, p. 180) berates Roger Caillois’ calling for Acéphale to become 
a real community by announcing itself to the world. This would negate the element of privacy. 

Becoming-Acéphale signals a withdrawal from the social order. As Acéphale comes together it does so 

in isolation, in the domain of the private. 

34 We notice that Bataille here inverts the transformation from child to subject. 
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the internal divisions. Beings at the point of transgression are internally like; 

they are no longer fragmented.  

Within the Labyrinth, the rules-proper are inverted. Death, the great negator of 

the logic of work, is not contemplated in fear but with a “violent joy” (SaCON, 

p. 181). 

Bataille fully understood the mystic connotations of the Labyrinth as a metaphor 

for life35. Entering the Labyrinth signals an encounter with the monster—the 

Minotaur—that lays in its core. The clew given to the hero—Ariadne’s thread—is 

woven by the fates. It represents guidance outside the liminal space of the 

Labyrinth and back into the world of prohibitions. To exit is the fated telos. 

In the clew we may read heteronomy, introducing purpose, posing a fated end 

goal. The ideal end rests in the Labyrinth's destruction. The hero enters, kills the 

monster and exits. This is the point that Bataille resists: “There are hours when 

Ariadne's thread is broken” (IE, p. 33). To exit the Labyrinth is to enter the 

concrete-real again, to fall anew, to be reduced to a function. 

Upon entering the Labyrinth, the hero demonstrates the impetus to act by 

entering the walled space of isolation. This is a movement towards autonomy: 

an “avid and powerful will to be” (SaCON, p. 301). The action of leaving the 

concrete-real for the space of the Labyrinth is to make the world “resemble the 
dream. ‘Act’: this word resounds in our ears like the trumpet-blasts before the 

walls of Jericho” (SaCON, p. 295). Sovereign being is expressed as this very 

movement, by the will to transgress, textually emphasised by Bataille when 

writing in block capitals: One enters the Labyrinth “TO BE” (SaCON, p. 181, 

capitalised in original). By refusing to exit, Bataille affirms the Labyrinth, affirms 

the True order over the made. To slay the monster means to become the 

monster, to be at the summit of existence, relegated to the consumption of 

sacrificial flesh provided by the subordinate real, to exist in effortless abundance. 

 
35 For the origins of the Labyrinth myth see MacGillivray (2004). 
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Bataille’s reading defines the sovereign telos in being-as-monster and not as the 

exit to the real world of illusionary purpose. Bataille writes regarding the 

encounter with Acéphale: 

“Man has escaped from his head just as the condemned man has escaped from 

his prison. He has found beyond himself not God, who is the prohibition 

against crime, but a being who is unaware of prohibition. Beyond what I am, I 

meet a being who makes me laugh because he is headless; this fills me with 

dread because he is made of innocence and crime; he holds a steel weapon in 

his left hand, flames like those of a Sacred Heart in his right. He reunites in 

the same eruption Birth and Death. He is not a man. He is not a god either. 

He is not me but he is more than me: his stomach is the labyrinth in which he 

has lost himself, loses me with him, and in which I discover myself as him, in 

other words as a monster” (VXS, p. 181). 

Reversal of liminality 

The way Bataille considers the being-as-monster as sovereign telos urges us to 

point to the fact that Bataille thinks alongside a reverse notion of liminality. 

The True dwells in the labyrinth and one exits—falls back into the concrete-

real—only to regroup, as to harness more time inside the True: “[O]ne only 

recoils in order to leap better” (Bataille in Heimonet, 1990, p. 235). Bataille 

regards the concrete-real as a negative liminal space. A space where rules 

external to Anthropos are imposed. The surrogate illusion to the plane of 

intimacy—the True—where Anthropos belongs. 

The necessary element for Bataille is not the eradication of prohibition, but the 

existence of liminality. Acéphale, besides the will, also needs the space to be 

against. The space that holds the Labyrinth. The Labyrinth is a liminal private 

space within the Polis.36 It—like in the myth—consumes the best the Polis breeds. 

 
36 We will further discuss this on Bataille’s distinction that the potential for sovereignty, rests with the 
classes within the social. Class division limits, but does not obliterate sovereignty. The classes that can 

engage in warfare are sovereign (outlined in §4.1), or the communist worker being defined as the 

prima materia of revolution (see VXS, p. 8), or in early Marxism as a not yet “domesticated” (VXS, p. 

32), political mode. 
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Sovereign Anthropos is never an isolated individual, but is always within a social 

configuration. As Bataille words this: “Being is always a group of particles whose 

relative autonomies are maintained” (IE, p. 85). Acéphale places the self as fully 

autonomous, but never outside the social. Ergo the way Bataille referred to the 

Lascaux artists as “our sort” (LSX, p. 11), or to those in the college of sociology 

as in “this perishable existence that is our lot” (SaCON, p. 443), or to his readers 

“I am and you are … your life would be that of the great majority; it would be 
deprived of the marvellous … this human life which is our lot” (IE, p. 95). 

Bataille always thinks as an autonomous together. 

The Labyrinth forms the intestines of Acéphale. Everything is rooted in the 

principle of consumption in an overabundant environment. The concept of 

sacrifice and the concept of potlatch are essentially different manifestations of 

this very drive for the True, of a disregard of wealth as defined in the concrete-

real—wealth as re-investible currency. An outline of the two concepts follows in 

the section below. 

THE ROOT CONCEPTS  

Sacrifice  

What Bataille essentially describes in the dweller of the Labyrinth is the 

sovereign being as sacrificer. The concept of sacrifice, for Bataille, is a form of 

destructive return to intimacy. The sacrificed is destroyed in the world of things, 

in the world of utility, and restored to the sacred sphere (see AS1, p. 55). 

What is central to the concept is not so much the position of the sacrificial 

victim, but that of the sacrificer, as the destroyer of profanity. Bataille writes: 

“sacrifice is nothing other than the production of sacred things” (VXS, p. 119). 

The role of the sacrificer assumes a complete negation of the real order and its 

prohibitions. The sacrificer occupies a position in between. A mediator, who 

identifies with the intimate order—the sacred: “I belong to the sovereign world 
of the gods and myths, to the world of violent and uncalculated generosity” 
(REL, p. 44), but who possesses a total gaze that can see through both sacred and 
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profane. Sacrifice represents a “crack” (Bataille, 1993) in the world. The blade 

comes down, proclaiming the restoration of the victim from a fallen state 

“foreign to your intimate nature. I call you back to the intimacy of the divine 
world, of the profound immanence of all that is” (REL, p. 44). 

Bataille drew his reading of sacrifice from the Aztecs. Bataille (AS1, p. 46), turns 

to the lavish expenditures of constructing pyramids, whose only purpose was to 

serve as sacrificial mounts, and sees a culture which exemplified the valorisation 

of consumption—of the useless feat—over working towards growth. 

War for the Aztecs, provided a steady inflow of sacrificial material, “people 

whose hearts and blood could be taken so that the sun might eat” (AS1, p. 49). 

Aztec warfare was linked not to expansion via conquest, but was firmly 

grounded in Bataille’s General Economy principles: in consumption and 

expenditure. 

The slaves captured for sacrifice entered a liminal space of utter lavishness and 

honour. Festivals were held in their honour, maidens raised especially for this 

purpose were given to them as wives, intimate bonds between captors and 

victims were developed. Bataille encounters the Aztec society as not a military, 

but as a deeply religious society. On this level, there is no possibility of failure. 

Death on the battlefield or victory resulting in prisoners all serve the same 

purpose: blood for the Sun, expenditure (see AS1, p. 54). 

In a modern context, the essence of sacrifice for Bataille is the removal of utility. 

Sacrifice opposes the capitalist redeployment of surplus for growth. Bataille 

brings up miscellaneous examples of the different forms of sacrifice: Tibet, by 

nature constrained in spatial terms, developed into a fully parasitic religious 

community in which idle monks effectively absorbed all surplus (see AS1, p. 

105). Arabs, before the advances of Islam and their transformation to a militant 

society, were completely disinterested in expansion and strikingly sacrificed their 

female newborn to avoid growth (see AS1, p. 85). The early Vatican also 

represented sacrifice via immediate use (see AS1, p. 122). Useless and glorious 

cathedrals, idle clergy, the splendour of ceremonies, all forbade capital from 

productive reinvestment. 
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To destroy something is to remove the potential of redeployment for more 

growth: “Sacrifice is the antithesis of production” (REL, p. 49). 

Potlatch 

This principle is most clear in Bataille’s consideration of potlatch, the tribal 
economy of gift exchange, as first described in 1925 by Marcel Mauss (2002).  

Similar to pure sacrifice, but being a more graspable negation of usefulness, 

potlatch represents Anthropos the fallen, at the most sovereign. If sacrifice 

restores a fallen Anthropos, potlatch is performed by a being that navigates the 

concrete-real but gazes sovereignly—“beyond utility” (AS2-3, p. 198)—at the 

True. Stares at what the real considers as a useful thing, and regards a luxury (see 

AS1, p. 193). Bataille writes: “In general, sacrifice withdraws useful products 

from profane circulation; in principle the gifts of potlatch liberate objects that 

are useless from the start” (AS1, p. 76). The luxurious object is something that 

has already been restored—sacrificed (see REL, p. 50). 

For it is in the sense of the useless that we are to regard luxury. A luxurious 

lifestyle, a luxurious object, all have already destroyed the labour that went into 

their production and are also inutile in themselves. Their value is not in their 

utility, but in the prestige they transfer to the one who possesses and destroys 

them (see AS2-3, p. 42).37 

This is where Bataille (AS1, p. 75) implicitly links sovereignty with nobility. 

The more rank one amasses, the more destruction one can, and should, 

command.  

Bataille (see AS1, pp. 70, 72), does not consider the gift as a crude object—as a 

mere thing—but as symbolic of glory. Value goes beyond the material and 

towards the sacred, as potlatch creates sacred currency in the form of status. To 

 
37 Data Encounter 3 on page 287. 
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receive a gift is to be humiliated: An obligation to respond appears, triggering a 

prestige war in which victory is not by force, but by a display of superiority. 

Besides gift exchange, potlatch also includes the destruction of material riches, 

which, as Bataille notes, essentially turn violence inwards—one puts one’s whole 

being at stake. A spiral of negation and glory culminating with the squanderer 

elevated to the status of divinity. Rank, in this sense, becomes synonymous with 

the capacity for a destruction that is fatally bound to occur, brought to the level 

of, and taken up by, Anthropos. Bataille writes: 

“One might even say that potlatch is the specific manifestation, the 

meaningful form of luxury. Beyond the archaic forms, luxury has actually 

retained the functional value of potlatch, creative of rank. Luxury still 

determines the rank of the one who displays it, and there is no exalted rank 

that does not require a display.”. (AS1, p. 76) 

IN CONTEXT 

The above section outlines the principal concepts of Bataille’s thought, aiming 
to provide the reader with both the ground on which the thesis will encounter 

the concept of labour, but also with the necessary vocabulary. At the core of 

Acéphalic thought rests the consideration that the cosmos given to Anthropos is 

one of superabundance. The given telos of Anthropos is near to that of a 

privileged parasite. One has to consume, pleasurably but most importantly, 

fatally. Death is thus regarded as the inevitable peak of consumption. A peculiar 

characteristic that Bataille illuminates is the notion of the continuity of being at 

this stage. For Bataille, there is only life, only living beings which are like. 

Bataille reasons that a certain logic—the logic of work—has caused the fall to the 

working human. This logic valorises a different telos; a different set of values: 

growth against expenditure. The logic of work introduces goals and also the 

notion of time; the duration needed to achieve the projected outcome. Yet, for 

this thesis, the most important things that appear are the indirect concepts that 
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growth introduces. Firstly, the notion of otherness, which followed the notion 

of the tool. For working humanity as Bataille reasons, there is no longer a 

continuity but a progressive collapse of everything to functional otherness. 

Being is surrounded with other things that it may use, and progressively the 

very self becomes an other; a tool to be used towards some purpose alien to the 

self. The thesis will later discuss this alongside the technological register. 

The collapse of continuity is also found in the way humanity now sets a divide 

between the sacred and the profane. No longer one with creation, humanity 

aligns itself to the profane and aspires to a sacred it itself has authored. This made 

sacred, naturally sets ‘the Good’ alongside the logic of growth and prohibits 
waste. Profane humanity now aspires towards that goal, internalises the various 

prohibitions against waste, and consequently we have the appearance of an 

entity. The entity of the leader, the author of ‘the Good’, the setter of the goal. It 

is at this point where authority, political, religious—or if we write from a labour 

perspective—managerial, emerges a singular focal point.38  

Finally, this section has also briefly intuited the conceptual window that Bataille 

sets our emancipation in. It is based on a very simple principle. What was made 

by humanity, what was not given, is vastly inferior. The made cosmos, the 

concrete-real, is not existentially viable. The concrete-real is merely a deception 

we have internalised, and the unabstracted-real has not vanished, but has been 

placed under the prohibition, in the private spaces. It is in these prohibited 

spaces—spatial or conceptual—where one may again be as Anthropos. Where 

one may becloud the clear conscience of a distinct self, and as Bataille words it, 

“enter a sacred world, a world of holy things” (ER, p. 84). The reader is asked to 

recall the within and against the thesis introduced in the methodology section, 

and note that later in the thesis we will see how Bataille doesn’t suggest an 
outrageous existence outside the social and its taboos, but rather acknowledges 

the contemporary mode of being—we are human—and sees the prohibitions as 

salvatory beacons, marking the spaces where in transgression, we form 

 
38 This will be, later in the thesis discussed, in terms of autonomy/sovereignty. 
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communities of like beings. Beings who are not defined against an other, and 

who are the possible authors of their own glorious demise. A demise, which 

ultimately is an elevation. 

The following section situates and gives an overview of Bataille within academic 

literature, followed by a historical overview of how the world of labour has 

indeed moved alongside the lines that Bataille thought in §2. A return to the 

above and a more concise analysis occurs from §3 onwards. 
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§1.3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Bataille was a thinker that cut through numerous fields. Many labels were 

attached to him, but all of them describe only aspects of his work, never its sum 

(see Delmonico, 1989, p. 142). Brennan (2016, pp. 49–87), also noting that 

Bataille's oeuvre is not confined to one cultural space, alerts us to the fact that the 

much-delayed translations of his core philosophical writings meant that 

Anglophone academia was late in its engagement with Bataille. Nevertheless, a 

wealth of scholarship—and critical debate—on Bataille has been produced. 

Bataille attracted a tiny but vastly influential readership. Similar was the case for 

the Francophone readers during his lifetime. In the 1940s France, only Sartre, 

Blanchot and Klossowski mentioned him. An under-popularity that Maurice 

Nadeau attributes to “the difficulties that accompany the attempt to follow this 
type of thought” (cited in Brennan, 2016, p. 53). Brennan describes the early 

reception of Bataille's work in the Anglophone world as completely removed 

from academia. In the US of the 1950s, he was introduced as an intellectual 

pornographer, and his publisher was targeting US navy sailors, circulating cheap 

450 print runs of Bataille’s erotica. In the 1960s and 1970s, Bataille became 

known as a poet amongst the counterculture. It is only after the late 1980s 

translation of the first part of his three volume—18 years in the making—
magnum opus, the Accursed Share (AS1), that a place for Bataillean scholarship 

was carved. 

A FEEL FOR THE BIBLIOGRAPHICAL DATA 

An indicative look at the data contained in the bibliographical databases 

regarding the academic output on Bataille is supportive of the above. I 

(Kerasovitis, 2021), collected the publications in three major databases, (Google 

Scholar, Scopus and Crossref), covering the period between 1922 and 2021, 
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selected on a keyword or title basis.39 The results, although not claiming to 

represent a definite collection of all the publications on Bataille, are revealing 

indicators of size: Prior to 1980, literature appears sparse, and the first appearance 

of Bataille in an academic context is as a passing mention in work on Nietzsche 

(de Rougemont, 1937). 

Turning to only Anglophone literature, the databases contain just 1384 papers, 

out of which only 36% engage directly with Bataille and out those even less 

treat him as a stand-alone theorist, but situate him by comparison. 

 

Figure 1: Anglophone Publications 1957-2021 grouped according to relativity. 

In Anglophone academia, the first appearance is a 1957 review of Bataille’s work 
on Lascaux (Levine, 1957), and the first stand-alone journal article is by Michèle 

R. Pollock (1973), which is focused on indicating that Bataille’s General Theory, 

introduces a complexity of thought that commands attention, and that to 

condemn Bataille to obscurity as a “librarian pornographer” (1973, p. 49), is 

unjust. It is not until 1980 when Allan Stoekl (1980) defended his PhD thesis on 

Bataille and went to publish numerous works that made Bataille’s work available 
in English that academic interest was sparked.40 

 
39 The final dataset was compiled on September 2021, and registered under DOI: 

10.17605/OSF.IO/4D2BH. Note that the drop in 2021 publications is due to the fact that 2021 is not 

represented as a full year. 

40 Most pivotal was his editing of miscellaneous texts by Bataille collected in Visions of Excess (VXS). 
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Figure 2: Anglophone Publications 1957-2021. 

The first dedicated book to engage explicitly with Bataille’s theories as self-
contained, without resorting to the crutches of a relational reading, did not 

happen until the 1992 Thirst for Annihilation by Nick Land (2002). Concerning 

the directions this thesis is taking, an engagement with labour theory or 

methodology does not appear, and the—easily notable in the above chart—recent 

flourishing of academic interest indicates the relevance of Bataille in the now. 

Apropos the just published re-translation and assemblage of Bataille’s 1936–1939 

Acéphale journal (ACEPH) in its intended format. 

OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Notable scholarship that gives a general overview of Bataille is to be found with 

Hegarty (2000), and an emphasis on the Accursed Share. Noys (2000), 

Gemerchak (2003) or Ffrench (2017), centre around community. The framing 

of Bataille’s emphasis on myth, as equally rigorous and in relation to the 

established canons of Schelling, Freud and Hegel, is undertaken by Gasché 

(2012). Hollier (1993) takes the notion of architecture as archē seeking “to 
control and shape the entire social arena” (Hollier, 1993, p. 51) and interprets 

this expansive tendency found in systematised knowledge under Bataille. 

Botting and Wilson (1997), perform the feat of conveying the essence of 

Bataille’s oeuvre through Hamlet, (Pow, Pow, Pow) by post-punk band The 

Birthday Party: The subject is reduced to a thing, and yet in spite of everything, 

the subject acts, sovereignly, towards an irreversible death. 
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Surya (2002) is the primary biographical source, despite the fact that his work 

has received criticism for inconsistencies (Hill, 2018), with the work of Kendall 

(2007) functioning correctively in that respect. 

Rabaté (2016) provides us with striking examples on the valorisation of the 

centrality of the self and of first-hand experience in Bataille. Firstly, in noting 

Bataille's admiration for the novel way, author Michelet overcame his writer's 

block by frequenting public urinals.41 Also noted is Roland Barthes’ engagement 
with Bataille. Barthes, who at some point was engaged in writing a lexicon on 

Bataillean terminology, asks regarding Bataille’s essay The Big Toe: "What is the 

big toe? What is this text? Who is Bataille? … What is the big toe for me, 

Bataille?" (Barthes in Rabaté, 2016, p. 28). The audience, the self, is the 

destination of the work. From the perspective of the author, the centrality of 

lived experience has led Bataille to be classed as an autobiographical philosopher 

(Evangelou, 2017), but under the peculiarity that the self does not necessarily 

imply a single identity. Evangelou, turns to the use of pseudonyms by Bataille 

and the practice of mask-wearing, to hone on this multifaceted version of 

selfhood. The very recent collection Acéphale & Autobiographical Philosophy in 

the 21st Century, edited by Connole and Shipley (2021), shines in this respect by 

including scholarly work that shows a plurality of readings on the same 

concepts, and also offering a space where academia and prose can coexist. 

Geroulanos (2006) based on his translation of a discarded text by Bataille (2006), 

reads into the relationship between Bataille and Heidegger and in his opinion, 

this text is the only occasion where Bataille openly condemns by association 

both Nazism and Heidegger. The reading we are given points to the sparse 

mentions of Heidegger coming from Bataille—himself often labelled as 

promoting an “antifascist fascism” (Geroulanos, 2006, p. 5). The common thread 

between the two thinkers being the relation between death and transcendence, 

whilst their difference, hinges on the ‘I’: Independent, formless and against both 
world and the social—other beings and the whole they form—in Bataille, only 

 
41 The actual immersion "in putrid stink" (Rabaté, 2016, p. 24) helped Michelet write about his 

object—filth. 
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against the social in Heidegger. A position which carries along the annulment of 

Heidegger’s salvation via anxiety, and the consideration of being as finite. 

Comay (1990), also turns to the unlikely—separated by a “geo-cultural abyss” 
(1990, p. 68)—relation between Bataille and Heidegger, on the concept of the 

pure gift.42 For both thinkers, even though their solution diverged, diagnosed a 

common starting point: Everything is quantified on terms of utility, whilst 

direct experience is bypassed. Productive labour determines action, and the 

sacred is replaced “by an otherworldly deity” (1990, p. 69), whilst time becomes 

fragmented and still. 

Finding in Bataille a sociological approach that tends to the essence of religion—
which overflows to the political and the philosophical—Bagge Laustsen and 

Wæver (2000), map the Bataillean homogenous/heterogenous distinction onto 

the transcendence/immanence divide. 

Themi (2019), traces the coincidence between the pursuits of happiness and evil, 

in examining Bataille’s relation to literature and poetry. Themi argues that, for 
Bataille, transgressive art represents the beyond of need, what comes after the 

base needs of a being are satisfied. Poetry forms a liminal space, in which what is 

usually excluded is welcome to dwell. Bataille, for Themi, was concerned with 

bridging the domain of need and production with that of passions. 

Sørensen (2012), links the General Economy to a political economy, and finds it 

as illuminating. Particularly regarding the distinction Bataille held between need 

and desire. A more wholesome—than the homo economicus model—framing of 

Anthropos, as a being whose economic activity is a search for what is 

existentially lacking. Bataille’s society of excess poses a strong contestation to the 
idleness of unemployment produced by our current mode. But this society is 

 
42 In reference to the academic consensus on the chasm separating Bataille and Heidegger, expressed 

by Comay as a reluctance on Bataille’s part to perceive Heidegger as “a fellow traveller” (1990, p. 71), 

I am compelled to raise objections. In the 1946 Method of Meditation, Bataille very cautiously states 

that the parallels are “incontestable” (Bataille, 2001, p. 284). The paths taken were certainly different, 

but a convergence of results, an intellectual likeness, is many times acknowledged (LSNuN, p. 100, 

ER, p. 259, AS2-3, p. 437, 2001, pp. 162, 179, 237). 
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also unworkable, burdened with aporias, which can be summarised in the fact 

that his proposal does not take into account justice, and is seen as substantiating 

neoliberalism in its framing of desire as uncontrollable. Bataille poses more of an 

ontological question rather than a political, which if answered under the lines 

drawn by Bataille signifies "the end, if not of life as such, then at least of the 

human way of living. … [A] final loss in the tepidness of the universe" (2012, p. 

191). 

Böhme (2003), also focuses on the desire/need distinction and the framing of 

capital as “luxury expenditure” (2003, p. 75), and finds Bataille as having 

perfectly theorised the present aesthetic economy. Albeit, this is a theory not on 

the basis of emancipation, but as the usurping of desire towards obligation. 

Bataille’s concept of a consumption based General Economy, leading to an 

inclusively extravagant society (Romano, 2014, p. 172), is framed as urgently 

called for. As the contemporary consumption of surplus is not on a societal level, 

but has been relegated to a lesser—on an individual basis—insignificant excesses. 

Similarly, the Bataillean concept of unemployed negativity, with which Lütticken 

(2015) engages on the horizon of modern art as a creative industry. As the 

human potential for negation has been harnessed by capital as productive, 

Lütticken frames the question in terms of posthuman ontology as radical 

practice, and sees Bataille’s appetite for destruction as conducive to posthuman 

subjects rather than objects. We are trapped in an already wired pre-history, 

which posthumanism must undo and kickstart history. 

Bataille’s position on sacrifice has received criticism on the grounds of being 

nefarious and unworkable, leading to a totalitarian state which sacrifices the 

unwanted elements for aesthetic pleasure (see Kallis, 2018, pp. 192–196). Also 

noted, in the designation of capitalism as the “theology of chance” (Goux, 

Ascheim and Garelick, 1990, p. 213), is the fact that capitalism, beyond the times 

that Bataille wrote, has proven both a bastion of unhinged consumerism but also 

the very embodiment of the random, irrational act, which Bataille so much 

valorised.  



52 

 

Stoekl (2007) points to the urgent relevance of the change of perception that 

Bataille suggests, as the answer to the contemporary problematic civilisation of 

austerity. Stoekl suggests that Bataille’s expenditure, in the light of the current 
resource crisis, is key. As one resource run outs, another one is revealed. Stoekl 

suggests that we currently waste but not consume, and suggests a consumption 

of a different kind, a consumption based on the corporeal: “that of the walker, 
dancer, or cyclist in the city; the flaneur, the voyeur, the exhibitionist” (2007, p. 

185). 

Similar is the critique of Baudrillard who indirectly concedes that the move from 

production as described in his 1968 The System of Objects (1996), to the 

immateriality of communication, represents the closure of the “sacrificial logic of 

consumption gift, expenditure … , potlatch, and the accursed portion” (1983, p. 

126). Baudrillard, in discussing Bataille’s work, does credit Bataille with 
assaulting capital on the metaphysical level, but is critical of the fact that there is 

no revolutionary potential in Bataille’s formulation. Anthropos may aspire to but 
cannot consume totally, “is powerless against the shifting mirror … of structural 

value” (Baudrillard, 1991, p. 137). The affinity and difference between 

Baudrillard and Bataille is the object of a large portion of literature. Both were 

readers of sociologist Marcell Mauss, whose observations, in turn, were pivotal 

for Bataille's college of Sociology. The college’s overarching goal, being the 

instigation of a sacred sociology in opposition to utilitarian values (Richman, 

2003).43  

William Pawlett both in his doctoral thesis (1999), and a book (2013), explores 

this relation, emphasising on crimes of irrational violence and how capitalism, 

after extracting the ability of the social to engage in acts of sacred transgression, 

steps up and commits violence of a planetary magnitude. Boldt-Irons (2001a) 

traces their difference around the concepts of potlatch and sacrifice. Concepts 

which Bataille regards as a pure expenditure—a gift—but Baudrillard sees as a 

 
43 This is although the dialogue between Bataille and Mauss was one between deaf men (Marcel, 

2003). Marcel points to the irritation Mauss expressed towards Bataille’s setting of community as only 
possible via “wounds” (VXS, p. 251). 
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constant challenging which demands reciprocation. Christodoulou (2017), looks 

at Baudrillard from a labour perspective and sees him as purporting a reverse 

mode of Necropolitics. It is not the administration of death that is the mark of 

the master, but the deferral of death via a life in labour. Bataille’s notion of 
eroticism is seen as a major influence on Baudrillard in this respect, as it informs 

the ground on which Baudrillard erects his philosophy of death—death as an 

anomaly, a non-event. 

York (2003), situates Bataille’s thought as informed by the Gnostic tradition, 
albeit with the nuance of the valorisation of an active creative quality found in 

matter. Bataille viewed humanity as burdened with self-conscience, but not 

limited to it. A view also upheld by Benjamin Noys (1998) in his reading of 

Bataille’s base materialism—anything elevated depends on some form of 

baseness—and also by Hollier, who frames Gnosis as the opposition of “God and 

Matter” (1990, p. 127), and frames Bataille’s dualist materialism, as a beyond 
good and evil against morality. 

Pawlett (1997a), after noting the need for sociology to account for Bataille, and 

the overt scholarly interest on Bataille in artistic or literary terms only, extends a 

link towards contemporary sociology (Pawlett, 2016) and hones in on Bataille’s 
framing of the sacred—outside organised religion, and like in Baudrillard not 

considered as distinct from the political or economic (Pawlett, 2018)—in 

revolutionary terms and puts emphasis on Bataille’s critique of capitalism as 
resting with its failure to form communities. Pawlett explores what he reads as 

two poles of the sacred as “dual and internally antagonistic” (2016, p. 21) and 

points to how modern sexual liberation annuls the taboo/transgression duality, 

which in effect cancels the emancipatory potential Bataille read in eroticism.  

Preparata (2007) relates the impotence of the modern Left to the postmodern 

ideology, which is seen as pertinent to the structures of power and oppression, 

and then roots the entire postmodern canon in the thought of Bataille. The core 

of the book deals with Foucault, who is presented as a blatant plagiariser of 

Bataille’s concepts. A plagiarism which—considering the former’s influence on 

thinkers such as Hardt and Negri or Lyotard—has resulted in largely fulfilling 

Bataille’s goal in modern times: The contemporary era as a neo-Gnostic orgy of 
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brutal oppression. Aligned to this view is de Leeuw, who might place eroticism 

as a momentary experience in which the “self luxuriates in its own death” (de 

Leeuw, 2020, p. 215), but also sees it as emanating from within systemic 

patriarchical capitalism. Bennet (2010) points to the exclusion of libidinal 

economy from the language of economics and the utility of Bataille in this 

respect, but under the nuance that the libidinal has become entirely integrated to 

the neoliberal apparatus of value extraction. Bataille’s setting of the prostitute as 

the transgressive nexus of consumption-pure, has been annulled. In the wider 

social, "the ‘streetwalker’ … [is] indistinguishable from the average woman-in-

the-street" (Bennett, 2010, p. 114). The term sex worker has lost its root 

meaning as an opposition to work and has turned sexual-intercourse into 

productive taxable labour. Neoliberalism has caused a move from homo 

economicus—consumption in relation to utility—to homo desiderans: under a 

constant, created by the other, desire for consumption. Neoliberalism has fully 

embraced Bataille. 

On the other hand, Goldhammer (2006) diagnoses that Bataille saw the fatigue 

of the left in the early thirties, and frames the Bataillean sacrificial logic as what 

is needed to invigorate it. A push towards the peculiar breed of anguish fuelled 

anarchic community Bataille proposed. Noys (2011) also notes the exhaustion of 

postmodernity, but takes a middle ground, seeing potential in Bataillean anti-

vitalism, but also noting its compatibility with neoliberalism. Related to the 

above is Bataille's enthusiastic reception of the Marshall plan under his 

conception of a General Economy. The Marshall plan for Bataille was an 

attempt to go beyond restricted economics, the West/East block antagonism and 

towards the global scale, not on the basis of credit but through gift. Fèvre (2019) 

thus argues that Bataille anticipated a moment where capitalism would reach the 

limits of growth and would begin a circle of consumption, for the principle of 

production for Bataille is destruction. 

A reading of Bataille through a horror studies register (Merritt, 2010), also 

argues that Bataille asserted that violence is innate in humanity, hence the 

attractive qualities of the taboo. A taboo which paradoxically is there to both 

repel violence but also to invite its transgression. Eroticism and sacrifice are one 
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and the same thing and the taboo only exists to heighten pleasure (Bujalka, 

2013). Aura-Elena Schussler (2013), in a Bataillean register, also confirms the 

coincidence between the Law and its transgression, and in examining modern 

prostitution finds it more aligned with sex work rather than pure libidinal 

labour. The ‘client’, makes it slide, from the Bataillean eroticism as inner 

experience, to the sphere of the obscene. Schussler traces two steps: The 

separation from the animal world and the creation of culture via the “labour for 
an Other” (2013, p. 859)—a culture Schussler seems to valorise on grounds that it 

facilitates inner experience—and then, the dissolution of this culture by the 

externalisation of the private as “an outer pornographic experience” (2013, p. 

859). An experience which carries value and is defined by capital. 

Caygill (2002), turns to the divergent readings of cave art between Bataille and 

Leroi-Gourhan, and assigns modern digitally mediated aesthetics to a task first 

outlined by Kant: Uniting perception and affect, a singular ekphrasis, which 

Kant intuited would be brought about in a future time via a technology—as 

method—of critique. Bataille for Caygill placed the origins of humanity with art, 

which involved a dual movement of setting both the Law and its transgression, 

whilst for Leroi-Gourhan, it involved the magical use of technology in shaping 

the exterior world. For Caygill, modern digital technology in art, functioning 

under the magical frame of control and organisation, makes Bataille’s 
law/transgression duality workable by means of passing “the human into a future 
of technological animality” (2002, p. 24). 

Foxmann (2014), applies Bataille's view of expenditure—not under the promise 

of profit, but glory—to the user-generated content extracted under the guise of 

gamification, by internet site Foursquare. For its users, foursquare is ever-

present, permanently overlayed on the world, and the labour that goes into user-

generated content is similarly not an investment of time for dry capitalist profit, 

but status in the foursquare cosmos.  

Yang (2000), notes the concept of the General economy as a more accurate 

reflection of reality, as it includes the ritualistic aspects of economy—non 

productive expenditure—that are usually left unaccounted for. Yang also voices 

the opinion that on the surface, it may seem as neoliberal consumption centric 
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modes may look aligned to Bataille, but upon closer inspection, they appear as 

forms of productive of growth consumption, hence not consumption. She thus 

describes modern rural China as a hybrid economy, where the destruction based 

rituals of old are held in check by the “restraining hand of the state” (2000, p. 

494), and are directed towards consumerism. 

Schnuer (2013) in an examination of addiction, finds Bataille’s articulation of 
sovereign overwhelming pleasure—ecstasy—to offer a model that combines 

excess and pleasure in a way that is not problematic, and thus useful in 

examining modern drug addiction. Schnuer, points to the utter lack of 

scholarship on Bataille in the field of pleasure studies, besides the fact that 

pleasure is a core concept for Bataille. This is attributed to the “cryptic and 
inaccessible” (2013, p. 262), nature of Bataille’s prose. The sheer level of 
incoherence and chaos allow for a free personal interpretation of Bataille’s work, 

a fact which is not valorised in academia.  

Schnuer via Bataille introduces a dichotomy between overwhelming and 

purposive pleasure. One is classed as an addict only when the drug habit assumes 

a purpose. Under neoliberalism, “everyone is a consumer and no one is entirely 

autonomous” (2013, p. 259), ergo the question is juxtaposed on the type of 

consumption—either destructive or productive. This movement carries along the 

control/desire bipole, from the desires are bad and need to be controlled, to the 

very nature of those desires. Schnuer demonstrates the strained relation between 

sovereignty as complete freedom, against autonomy as self-constrained freedom. 

Bataille traces complete freedom, not as against something, but as the complete 

obliteration of anything external to the self. Such a position is sadly difficult to 

follow in discourse, as it is by definition incommunicative; it lacks the discursive 

elements of need, motive, and function, but it has the merits of constituting a 

theoretical opening by considering Anthropos as innately transgressive. 

Very similar in its theoretical standpoints is the work of Chabbert (2015), with 

respect to the practice of human sacrifice. Chabbert points that, for Bataille, 

humanity occupies a unique position in creation, by the fact that it—unlike 

animals—can transverse between the realms of profane utility and the sacred. 

Sacrifice is the means of this crossing, and as such, it is inherent in human 
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nature. Most scholarship understands sacrifice on a functional basis: a bond 

forming with the sacred, a form of strategic investment. These are the effects of 

sacrifice, the why remains unanswered. Bataille, in his framing of Sacrifice as a 

non-productive sovereign act, diverges by offering an answer that is 

incompatible with science, yet an answer nevertheless. Chabbert focuses on the 

distinction Bataille holds between the effect and the function of an act, and links 

this to the transcendence/immanence division. Bataillean sacrifice, for Chabbert, 

introduces immanent meaning to the transcendental. It is human to sacrifice, 

and it also happens to be useful. An observation to be read side by side in the 

Bataillean framing of genocide as community building (Stone, 2004). 

Arppe (2009), similarly sees sacrifice as affective violence, as a shared experience 

linked to community building, and Bataille as providing its conceptual 

grounding in terms of desire. As this Bataillean grounding is not done through a 

mechanism which can be used with some form of empirical data analysis, all that 

sociology can keep is an opening beyond the functional regard of sacrifice. 

Shilling and Mellor (2013) move along similar lines: Sociology places 

significance with the notion of the sacred but is unable to commend on its 

production, on the act of sacrifice. Bataille’s consideration of sacrifice, as innate 
to Anthropos, can open up research avenues for sociology to peer into the 

creation of the sacred in societies with different value systems.  

Biles (2011), stays with the concept of sacrifice, and sees Bataille as linking 

duration to the realm of the profane. God is the desire for duration and the 

sacrifice of God opens up to death and the sacred. The symbol of the Acéphale is 

read as symbolising both the death of self and the Death of God. A dual being, as 

both “man and God rendered headless” (2011, p. 128). Sacrifice is an act in 

antithesis to work, an infinite open counter-operation. 

Minkkinen (2005), after noting the recognition of Bataille’s importance to 
academic discourse, but also the simultaneous relegation of his work to “footnote 
curiosities” (2005, p. 247), attempts to clarify what Bataille meant by 

sovereignty. Minkkinned turns to Foucault’s reading of Bataille, which places 

critical thought as contestation leading to the limits. Knowledge at its limits 

must include the totality of being, the parts that scientific discourse excludes. At 
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the same time, knowledge at its limit emerges as non-knowledge, as revelation 

without reason or form, and therefore sovereign. The capitalised NOTHING 

that Bataille uses to indicate the relegation of the ultimate truth to the beyond.  

Landa (2015) describes Bataille's texts as if written by two different people, often 

lapsing into contradictions, as the Bataillean project at its core is an effort to 

reconcile diametrically opposed views. At the level of the political, Bataille 

emerges in the position of a radical attached to capitalism. On the philosophical 

as balancing on an eschatological end history tightrope, secured at the 

extremities of Hegel/Marx and Nietzsche/Heidegger. Standing between 

universal freedom in a community on the left and the emptiness of meaning 

such a community implies on the right. For Landa Bataille failed, the two 

extremes cannot be reconciled. Yet, Bataille’s thought comes with fascinating 

implications. Valorising a society where Anthropos can sovereignty consume 

and enjoy, beyond the needs for capital, in the master/slave dialectic, Bataille 

sides with the master. The master is the sovereign destined to consume what the 

masses toil to produce. Yet there are fleeting moments where he sides with the 

slave. Where he views a society beyond capital, where all of humanity is a 

master. For Landa, Bataille ultimately was affixed “to capitalism even as he 
imagined that he was fiercely rebelling against it” (2015, p. 1094). 

Painter-Morland (2017) from a business management perspective, points to 

Bataille as painting a more accurate description of Anthropos as a fundamentally 

relational being, thus describing an ontology that will allow management 

scholars to go beyond “what can only be measured” (2017, p. 150), and expand 

to the management of the immeasurable. Similarly, Nodoushani (1999), sees the 

General Economy as a potential basis for postmodern management in the face of 

the changing consumer value system. For Nodoushani, Bataille reintroduced the 

long forgotten pastoral aspect of economics as oikonomia, the management of the 

flock, as a much called for economics of eco sustainability.  

McGoey (2012), uses the concept of non-knowledge to instrumentalise 

ignorance into what she deems a strategic unknown. Not knowing becomes a 

productive resource “for those in a position of power and those subject to it” 
(2012, p. 1). Whilst Gammon and Wigan (2015), argue for the usefulness of 
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Bataille as a means of factoring-in affect and irrational actors when examining 

financial innovation. The General Economy can be instrumentalised to describe 

the neoliberal affective economy. 

Bernard Stiegler (2018), writing under the Anthropocene as hinging on the 

concept of entropy—formulated by Stiegler as the Negathropocene—links big 

data and the digital to a form of consumerism. A consumerism that transforms 

knowledge into a closed system. Automation—unlike manual work—does not 

produce knowledge, but reduces it. What automation produces is entropy. 

Consumption in these closed systems is empty. Stiegler points to the General 

Economy as a libidinal economy founded on loss. The production of negative 

entropy—negentropy—is the answer to making life sustainable on the planet. 

The birth of art—the drawings on the walls of Lascaux as discussed by Bataille—
for Stiegler also initiates a process of grammatization, which spills over to the 

written word. Grammatization as pharmakon, both cure and poison. On one 

hand, making noesis concrete in the produced artifact, but on the other hand 

dismantling it via standardisation and repeatability.44 

Bataille’s theory of non-utilitarian expenditure is framed as conducive to what 

Ronjon Paul Datta (2016) calls zombie capitalism. The relegation of resources to 

keep failed entities alive: bank bailouts. On the consumer side of the spectrum, if 

a neoliberal understanding of sovereignty is the ability to consume, then we 

encounter sovereignty as “reflexive” (Datta and MacDonald, 2011, p. 87), 

borrowing as to appear sovereign. The resulting debt accumulation ultimately 

releases the future to the control of another. A society in debt. Contemporary 

workers, exactly like the zombie, exist in a temporal contradiction. Capitalist 

time is always there and always moving towards an imposed future. Bataille, in 

his notion of sacred time, gives an answer. If neoliberalism has directed the 

notion of sovereignty towards spending, and if life outside capital is impossible, 

 
44 Noesis as cognition applied, “as process of exteriorization, expression, invention and realization of 
works in all their forms” (Stiegler, 2018, p. 229). 
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then spending represents class struggle, one can buy back what was lost in 

labour. A zombie apocalypse in the form of debt write-off should be embraced. 

Peter Tracey Connor (2000), offers remarkable insights on the strong link 

between Bataille and mysticism, focusing particularly on the linguistic. Connor 

outlines how Bataille’s ‘difficult’ textual style functions as a point where two 
opposites—the life of discourse and the draped in silence mystic life—become 

one. Bataille’s texts for Connor are not to be read, but experienced. One can 

know without the irksome abstractions that understanding demands. The “moral 
awareness” (Connor, 2000, p. 137), the framing of the sacred as “a subversive 

force” (Connor, 2000, p. 115), and ultimately the political stand that Connor 

traces in Bataille, are very close to how this thesis has read Bataille.45  

Hollywood (2002) also analyses the relation between Bataille and the mystical. 

An analysis which includes a strong commentary on his somewhat problematic 

position in terms of gender. For Bataille, the female sex is a wound, used in the 

communion with the sacred, and the ideal role of women is that of sacred 

prostitutes. Sovereignty is equated with male virility. 

ACADEMIA, BATAILLE AND LABOUR 

The scope of existing critical work is mostly focused on a discipline-specific 

aspect of Bataille’s work, never on an all-encompassing interdisciplinary level 

which would allow for a direct application of his ideas. Bataille’s ideas, as this 
thesis will argue, have been very influential to labour theory, but at the same 

time, his contribution remains obscured, uncredited. His name is rarely directly 

related to the work that evolved from his ideas. 

Such key examples of Bataille-influenced thought regarding labour theory, that 

this thesis will allude to, follow. 

 
45 I am indebted to the examiners of this thesis for suggesting Connor’s work. It has greatly helped me 
frame the rationale behind §3, in a way that communicates its essence best to the reader. 
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Accelerationism, a term in itself given by Bataillean scholar Benjamin Noys 

(2010), is a school of thought that developed in Nick Land's Cybernetic Culture 

Research Unit (CCRU), and whose reverberations formed the theoretical base of 

platform labour as understood by Nick Srnicek (2017a). William Stronge (2017), 

the editor of a collection of work on Bataille, founded the autonomyUK think-

tank, substantiating the case for a four-day working week.46 A 2020 first time 

translation of a Giorgio Agamben text reveals Bataille as one of Agamben’s key 
influences. Yet, at the same time we read from the translator’s introduction that 
Bataille’s name was “simply omitted”, “excised” (Krimper in Agamben, 2020, p. 

247) from Agamben’s follow-up work; the pivotal Homo Sacer (Agamben, 1998). 

‘Necrolabour’, the very title of this thesis, is an extension of Achille Mbembe’s 
foundational Necropolitics essay (2003), which in turn was advanced on the 

insights given by Bataille regarding death and political sovereignty. Mbembe 

(2019) later extended the concept of Necropolitics in a same-titled book, but 

Bataille receives only a passing mention. The concepts are there, bubbling under 

the surface, yet the direct link is gone. 

Marvell (2014) also adds to the uncredited list of ideas originating in Bataille as 

he makes the link between the absolute as represented in the Acéphale—the 

symbol drawn by Andre Masson following Bataille’s description—and the 1933 

Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia of Roger Caillois (1984), and the way this 

idea seeped in Lacan’s work. Caillois—a close collaborator to Bataille—examines 

the problem of distinction between states, between reality and imagination, and 

frames the absolute as the point where difference no longer occurs, where all is 

one. Caillois closes his essay by emphasising that, at the limit, “we are allowed to 
know, as we should, that nature is everywhere the same” (1984, p. 32). This 

identification between different states is what Lacan adapted to his ‘mirror stage’ 

 
46 The autonomyUK website may be reached at https://autonomy.work .Their analysis and proposed 

strategy regarding a post-Covid four day working week, commissioned by the Valencia regional 

government, received mainstream press coverage (see Stone, 2020).Even more recently they 

concluded a four year pilot with Iceland’s civil sector; “by all measures an overwhelming success” 
(Stronge quoted in Villegas and Knowles, 2021). 

https://autonomy.work/
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theory, explicitly mentioning Caillois but sans Acéphale. Lacan, who married 

Bataille’s ex wife Sylvia Maklès, only ever mentioned Bataille in a footnote (see 

Ryder, 2010, p. 1), in reference to the Freudian analysis of Schreber. Lacan 

placed psychosis and Bataille’s Inner Experience on exactly the same level, and 
thus reduced the filthy-sacred to a pathology. Yet, Bataille’s influence on what 
constitutes the True for Lacan is unquestionable. Lacan mirrors the Bataillean 

valorisation of unproductiveness when writing: “The real is the difference 
between what works and what does not. What works is the world. The real is 

what does not.” (Lacan, 2013, p. 61). 

Slavoj Žižek, after also noting that Lacan merely restated Bataille’s urge to go to 
limit; at the point where opposites coincide, finds Bataille’s thought as limited 

and constrained by a need for the prohibition, an “unworkable pragmatic 
paradox” (Žižek, 2003, p. 56) which collapses, as late capitalism commands us to 

do the exact thing that Bataille frames as emancipatory; enjoy! Yet, in other 

work, Žižek borrows from that very unworkable paradox, as he examines the 

production of ideology through a form of non-knowledge, a “constructed 
ignorance” (Žižek, 2014, p. 209). The definition of the True, as the ‘obscene’ 
shadow of what we perceive as the real (see Žižek, 1994, p. 55, 2003, p. 66; 
Slavoj Žižek and the Reality of the Virtual [DVD], 2004), may be framed as 

‘Lacanese’, but definitely draws from the Bataillean shadow dwelling impure. 
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§2 PART TWO 

IN CONTEXT 

In the previous section, Bataille directly entrenched labour on the matter of 

consciousness. On how the clear conscience of reason, in the form of the logic 

of work, inherently introduces a deficiency in the subject. We work because we 

must. We work because we are encumbered by a lack of things necessary to us. 

We work against scarcity. This section will pursue the lineage of this concept as 

it extends beyond the material and into the existential. We labour, because what 

we regard as necessary in our self-perception of being, we recognise as lacking. 
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§2.1. ORIGIN: CONSCIENCE OF SCARCITY 

The link between individual conscience and scarcity emerged in the question-

and-answer session of a talk on the shape of our future world by Shaviro, Frase, 

and Kallis (2017).47 The perception of scarcity was argued to depend not so 

much on the quantity of wealth, but on its unequal distribution. 

Scarcity is differentiated by whether we experience it collectively or on an 

individual level. In the first case, if a population shares equally, even from limited 

resources, then it does not experience scarcity. On the other hand, an abundance 

of unequally distributed resources drives those that receive the bad end of the 

deal to experience scarcity. 

This understanding of scarcity as a construct is substantiated in one of the 

canonical studies on the experience of unemployment: The early 1930s—but still 

relevant (Fryer, 1992)—Marienthal study (Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and Zersel, 1974). 

The Marienthal was a textile factory supplying most of the employment in 

Gramatneusiedl, south of Vienna. Following its closure, the whole area was 

struck with extreme unemployment, and the study was funded (Marcus, 2010) 

in order to determine whether prolonged unemployment led to the 

radicalisation of the affected population. 

The peculiarity of the findings—pointing to a state of apolitical idleness—rests in 

the fact that it was not desperation that befell the Marienthal community, but a 

positive resignation. A return to being-bare, being almost with nothing other 

than the self, under “an overall feeling of relative wellbeing” (Jahoda, Lazarsfeld 

and Zersel, 1974, p. 53). The central theme that captures the mood of Marienthal 

is the utter lack of expectations, grounded in the complete lack of long-term 

goals. A life lived in the absolute now, with no regard for the future and thus 

free from anguish. A life which appears in scarcity only to those outside the 

 
47 Data Encounter 4 on page 288. 
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community. Within the community, through the collective encounter with 

poverty, there is no perception of lack. 

These findings are consistent with more recent studies on rural populations 

(Fellman, 2006; Cooke et al., 2015), in which identity and self-worth are not so 

strongly defined on the basis of work. Delinking the value of life from 

employment has been found to vest one with agency, a sense of community, 

satisfaction with what is at hand.  

Degrowth 

Scarcity, framed as a problem of consciousness, is delineated by Kallis (2018) and 

the academics that operate under the degrowth paradigm, alongside the 

production/consumption/accumulation equilibrium.48 The problematic for 

degrowth rests with the fact that increased production efficiency, coupled with 

accumulation of the excess produce, reduces cost and thus fuels even more 

unnecessary growth. Under capitalism, surplus is accumulated, privatised, and 

invested in production efficiency, thus driving a vicious circle. On one hand, 

introducing scarcity by appropriating the commons as surplus, and on the other 

trying to resolve scarcity by the means it has been created: by more growth. 

This introduces the paradox that the growth imperative introduced by capitalism 

is also what reproduces and legitimises capitalism in itself (see Kallis, 2019a, p. 

273). Less growth means more natural surplus, and equal distribution of this 

surplus is what degrowth puts forward.49 

 
48 Degrowth is defined as “a socially sustainable and equitable reduction (and eventually stabilisation) 
of society's throughput. Throughput refers to the materials and energy a society extracts, processes, 

transports and distributes, to consume and return back to the environment as waste” (Kallis, 2011, p. 

874). 

49 The problematic of wealth redistribution is a common thesis against the neoliberal narrative. 

Neoliberalism which Harvey theorises as an “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 2003, p. 137). 
Harvey ultimately reads neoliberalism as repurposing and expanding the state, as apparatus of value 

capture for the privilege of corporate growth. The 2020 pandemic proved Harvey’s analysis to be 

current. The common experience of the divide between public health and economy, as well as the 

mantra of personal responsibility directed towards the citizens, do not merit further discussion. The 

first book on the pandemic was by Žižek (2020) and similarly discusses the likeness of the pandemic 
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Limits and desire 

In more recent work, Kallis (2019b) conceptually anchors degrowth on the 

notion of limits. The starting point is sustainability—there is enough for all—and 

what Kallis debunks, are the 18th-century theories of Thomas Robert Malthus, 

which view the human being as one of infinite desires. Malthus suggested 

infinite desires lead to infinite population growth. Food production is not 

adequate to sustain the population, hence vice and misery follows. On this basis, 

economic capacity should grow to accommodate the desires of the populace (see 

Malthus, 1841, p. 408). Desires, which nevertheless, should be kept in check. 

Malthus (1966) suggests that redistribution of wealth without an increase in 

produce is not only useless, but leads the poor into the arms of vice. He 

suggested a reformation of the English poor law, linking poverty relief to 

population capping. Poverty relief given to the poor helps them have families, 

multiply, and thus “spread the general evil over a much larger surface” (Malthus, 

1966, p. 74). 

Kallis voices his disagreement with considering unbound desire as an actual 

human trait. He argues that the very human nature is defined by our volition 

over our desire. For Kallis, it is economics—seen as the very cause of scarcity—
which are insatiable and not human desire. 

The central concept is that limits are not natural, but derive from desire. By 

having growth imposed as the telos of life, as the mandatory goal in the struggle 

against the construct of scarcity, desire assumes an unlimited nature. Kallis 

writes: “A limit presupposes a goal … a limit resides in the subject and the 

intention, not in nature … and it is our intentions that should be limited” (Kallis, 

2019b, pp. 58–59). 

 

with the 1840 Irish famine, in which the state kept exporting food whilst the citizens were driven to 

death or emigration. Ultimately, for Žižek too, the root problem is unequal wealth distribution. 
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‘The Good’ as defined outside the self. 

André Leroi-Gourhan in the seminal 1964 Gesture and Speech (1993), tracing the 

move from hunter-gatherer societies to the introduction of farming and animal 

husbandry, puts emphasis on the fact that we encounter humanity as biologically 

stable—as having the same material needs. Leroi-Gourhan argues that the 

measure of what is considered as existence-proper—‘the Good’—is determined by 

the societal organisation around a given economic system. A system, which in 

turn is created as the answer to technological progress: The social mediates the 

biological towards what technology makes possible.50 An argument which 

recent research confirms, by regarding the technical experience of homo faber as 

being constitutive of the social structure: “the community is continuously 
brought into being through technical practice” (Walls, 2019, p. 277). 

Technology constitutes self-conscience via the social it makes possible. A point 

which is discussed alongside the neoliberal political register on similar terms by 

Clarke (1990). 

Cave art consistently represented an identical concept: The perception of the 

sacred, the Idea that shapes a society (see Leroi-Gourhan, 1986, pp. 15–16). 

What Leroi-Gourhan notes—alongside Sahlins’ (2006) framing of hunter-

gatherer societies as affluent—is a move from a society in which what humanity 

needed was at hand, towards an existence in perceived scarcity.51 

Leroi-Gourhan argues (see 1993, p. 235), that in the animal kingdom, the 

species adapts from within. Anthropos, in contrast, has placed what commands 

the perception of humanity—'the Good’—outside both the self and the species. 

The ability to vest ideas with immortality—via oral tradition or the written 

 
50 Deleuze and Guattari largely based the concepts of becoming and deterritorialization on Gourhan’s 
work. 

51 Leroi-Gourhan links this move to organised production, which introduced roles other than that of 

the direct producer. A split between workers of limited consumption, and non-productive classes as 

the primary consumers of wealth. I will return to these points later in the thesis, read under the lens 
of Graeber and Wengrow (2021). 
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word—has created a social organism, external to Anthropos, which perpetually 

recreates the species in its image. 

This externality has caused a fractured ordering of humanity for the purposes of 

dominating the natural world. An ordering in which it is no longer the species 

that is dominant, but the techno-socially stratified tribal groups which 

eventually evolve to the state. The state, which we are to perceive as an “artificial 
sociotechnical organism” (Leroi-Gourhan, 1993, p. 180), a “new techno-

economic device” (Cauvin, 2000, p. 53), which emulates the properties of a 

living organism. 
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§2.2. THE FACTORY AS HETERONOMOUS COMMONPLACE 

If cave art directly expressed the sacred, Dmitri Shostakovich in his 1927 

composition Symphony No. 2 in B major incorporates a blast from a factory 

whistle, as if signalling the entry of work into the domain of art. The blast 

comes just before the choral arrangement. Work now announces Anthropos as 

the chorus, as a working collective. Work precedes and commands the 

definition of humanity. The factory introduced a different mode of being, a 

mode hinging on division and heteronomous control. The factory becomes the 

topos one needs to be counted as human,52 and the human-being is equated with 

the worker-being. The sacred no longer points to homo faber, but to homo 

laboris. Anthropos not perceived as creator but as worker.  

This notion first attained catholic adoption in the industrial revolution, which 

has had an overwhelming influence on how our society is organised. Landes 

(1997) documents the main changes that occurred as the substitution of 

landowners/nobility by capital, the creation of the proletariat, but most 

importantly the demand for factory discipline, for “docility and punctuality” 

(Mokyr, 2005, p. 1161). 

Within the now divided by class working social, the arrival of the factory above 

all signalled the disappearance of the only class that was able to place itself as 

autonomous, the artisans. Artisans make up for an important part of the social 

composition of Medieval Europe, as they are the closest thing to today’s free 

citizens. Being independent from land and solely relying on skill and reputation, 

they occupied a space in-between the land-bound serfs, and the triarchy of 

priesthood, merchants, and nobility (Hilton, 1978). The artisan even though 

 
52 I have used the term topos (see entry in Hornblower and Spawforth, 1999), to take advantage of its 

dual meaning, indicating both place—the actual factory—but also a conceptual commonplace. The 

Latin locus communis, an unconscious archetype, the naturalised assumption that the place of 

Anthropos is in the factory. Anthropos is defined in and by the factory. 
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constrained by guild regulations, essentially was an autonomous productive unit, 

viewed by Marx (see 1963, p. 408) as existing outside the sphere of capitalist 

production, since the means of production embodied in the form of skill, were 

intrinsic to Anthropos. 

The industrial revolution, an era of transition from hand production methods to 

machine-assisted ones, consequently heralded mass production. The gradual 

introduction of intricate technology meant that production was no longer 

constrained by the natural limits of Anthropos, but also launched the 

inaccessibility of the means of production. The artisan now needed the machine 

that was owned by the other. Marx has eloquently summarised this move from 

agarian servitude to wage-labour, as a constrained freedom. A term signifying 

the emancipation from the landowner and the guild, but also the fall into the 

new shackles of the factory: 

“[T]hese new freedmen became sellers of themselves only after they had been 

robbed of all their own means of production, and of all the guarantees of 

existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements” (Marx, 2010, p. 706). 

The workers, regardless of the colour of their collar, now have their career 

aspirations, always limited within the confines of the factory. The worker can be 

foreman, the white-collar higher management, but always within the factory 

(Degen, 2011). A career path that ended with ownership of the means of 

production, and thereby autonomous, was the burial cloth the 19th-century 

artisan was draped in.53 The factory represents an entry point of heteronomy at a 

total societal level. The struggle against scarcity now necessitates means owned 

 
53 Characteristic is research on medieval identity formation (Paul, 2018) which notes that the artisanal 

class formed their identities in the space outside work, and brought this identity to the workplace, not 

consciously, but in the form of the self. The factory completely isolates and removes what is formed 

outside it. 
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by the other. An other which assumes the position of Lawmaker, the setter of 

rules defining ‘the Good’. 

THE IDEA OF THE FACTORY 

The core idea of the factory is that of human reductionism. An idea best 

expressed through the practices of Fordism and Taylorism. Taylorism—also 

known as scientific management—divided the workforce between management 

and shop floor. A split between mental and physical labour, both subjected to a 

standardised ‘best practices’ regime. The division of labour broke down tasks to 

their absolute minimal and standardised the most efficient way of performing 

them. 

Fordism supplemented the mind/physical divide introduced by Taylor with mass 

production. The standardised parts which require mere assembly eliminate the 

need for any skill, bar the ability to perform repetitive actions. Workers became 

like their produce: generic and replaceable (Degen, 2011). 

The worker is not to take decisions. One is not to think but to follow 

instructions, thus ensuring the uniformity of the produce (Crowley et al., 2010; 

Au, 2011). In a sense, one had to leave the self at the factory gates and become a 

tool—unconscious and asocial (Womack, Jones and Roos, 1990)—for the 

duration of the shift. 

UNCONSCIOUS WORKING MACHINE 

The reductionism of personality and creativity, namely the loss of conscience 

and the valorisation of machine efficiency, leads us to the work of Ivan 

Petrovich Pavlov. Pavlov’s ideas are pivotal in providing the theoretical ground 

of being-as-worker: being as both manageable and malleable. 
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Bolsheviks wanted to create a new type of pliable Anthropos. Figes (1998) notes 

that both Lenin and Pavlov paid homage to the work of physiologist Ivan 

Sechenov, whose 1836 The Reflexes of the Brain (1965) depicted the human brain 

as a machine. A device which responds to inputs always in the same manner. 

Something that can be directed towards a desired result. Leon Trotsky 

characteristically views Anthropos as a faulted “semi-manufactured product” 
(cited in Figes, 1998, p. 734), which needs to be worked on, perfected. 

Pavlov positioned his work as a continuation of the Cartesian assumption that 

Anthropos is an animal that reacts to external stimuli exactly like a machine (see 

Pavlov, 2010, p. 137). Behind this idea—popularised as behaviourism—rests the 

negation of what cannot be scientifically observed, the negation of 

consciousness.54 

Consciousness as impeding, was an idea first introduced in 1747 by Julien 

Offray de La Mettrie (1943), who extended the Cartesian soulless animal—the 

bête machine—to include the human animal.55 All is sentient matter, an extremely 

complex automaton, a machine. For Mettrie, knowledge is strictly empirical, 

reality is either tangibly verified, or it is prejudice: Virtue is thus manufacturable. 

The proposition which is advanced can be summarised as the existence of a rigid 

natural law—a pattern of operation—in a fixed social environment to which we 

must submit, but without trying to comprehend. Conscience is a painful 

illusion, and happiness is attained by assuming “an invincible ignorance” 
(Mettrie, 1943, p. 147). 

Returning to Pavlov, we are presented with a definition of the True by fiat. The 

made is naturalised, posed as given. In the effort to instil a state-sanctioned 

version of culture that would eventually take the people out of “planless drift” 

 
54 Characteristically one may turn to classical behaviourists like John B. Watson who calls for the 

discard consciousness as “neither a definable nor a usable concept” (1913, p. 163), or B.F. Skinner, who 

proclaimed his preference for theoretical positions “in which the existence of subjective entities is 
denied” (quoted in Baars, 2003, p. 24). 

55 The bête machine refers to the brute animal as a machine lacking soul, whose behaviour is fully 

independent of sensory consciousness, or reason.  
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(Joravski, 1985, p. 94), Pavlov’s work became established canon by virtue of state 

decree: beyond any criticism or objections pointing to its poor scientific 

grounding. Pavlov repelled all doubting voices on grounds of personal 

infallibility: “No; no one has the right to say that” (Pavlov, 1932, p. 101).56 This 

conception of Anthropos-as-machine, broke through the East/West divide 

resulting in a wider, cross generational (see Baars, 2003, pp. 20, 37) ostracisation 

of volition from scientific discourse, which only abated in the late 1960s. 

Rabotat 

If this concept of the man-machine, as tool, was the implied but never fully 

confessed underbelly of the Western factory, in its Eastern version—as expressed 

in the figure of worker-poet Alexei Gastev—it reached an even higher pitch.57 It 

is not for the duration of the shift that one is required to be-as-worker, to be as a 

tool. The very desire of being is to work, to be in the factory almost as its 

organic part. Gastev writes: 

“Hands are burning, they cannot stand idleness, they cannot be without a 

hammer, without work. … To the machines! We are their lever, we are their 

breathing, their impulse” (cited in Johansson, 1983, p. 76). 

Gastev, under Lenin’s support, founded in 1920 the Central Institute of Labour 

(CIT), also known by the more telling name “the Institute of the Scientific 
Organization of Work and the Mechanization of Man” (Smirnov, 2013, p. 99). 

Gastev’s goal was the production of what he called type three workers. Those 

workers that simply follow a set of routine instructions without any creative 

input. The type three would allow for what Gastev saw as the ultimate efficient 

mode of management: A machine managing human parts. An idea Gastev 

envisaged as expanding to a social, which would collectively operate as a 

nameless machine unit. Gastev expressed his vision as such: 

“Machines from being managed will become managers. … The 

manifestations of this mechanized collectivism are so foreign to personality, 

 
56 Data Encounter 5 on page 288. 

57 Data Encounter 6 on page 289. 
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so anonymous, that the movement of these collective complexes is similar to 

the movement of things, in which there is no longer any individual face but 

only regular, uniform steps and faces devoid of expression, of a soul, of 

lyricism, of emotion, measured not by a shout or a smile but by a pressure 

gauge or a speed gauge” (Gastev cited in Bailes, 1977, p. 378, emphasis in 

original). 

This ‘mechanisation’ of Anthropos, performed by the factory, has been 
consistently critiqued alongside similar lines by many theorists. Written between 

1929 and 1935, the observations of Antonio Gramsci (1999, pp. 597–601), point 

to how this removal of personality inside the factory reduces the worker from a 

Platonic demiurge to a replicator.58  

Gramsci also turns to discussing the expansion of factory control to leisure, in an 

early articulation of Foucault’s 1970s Biopower. The factory communicates a 
logic of omnipresence. The space outside work is the space one needs to devote 

to prepare for work, not the space for the self, not the space for the spending of 

resources.59 This logic needs to be internalised. It is not to be imposed from the 

outside but proposed by the workers themselves: “proposed by a new form of 
society” (Gramsci, 1999, p. 599). A puritanical society that does not valorise 

excess, the spending of the self, but productivity, work. 

In the 1955 Eros and Civilization Herbert Marcuse (1974) repeats Gramsci’s 
thoughts regarding the valorisation of productivity over pleasure “by the 
agencies of society”. (Marcuse, 1974, p. 47). A society which sets economic 

performance as the measure of being. As such, Marcuse notes that life becomes a 

needful existence in a world of scarcity: “in a world too poor for the satisfaction 
of human needs … whatever satisfaction is possible necessitates work” (Marcuse, 

1974, pp. 35–36). 

 
58 By the term demiurge Gramsci refers to the ability of the creator to imprint the self on the work. 

59 One may turn to Jay (2012) for the fractured relationship between hedonism and capitalism, but also 

to Max Weber who argues that the modern West valorises production only and anathematises 

expenditure. A rational existence which leads to a “disenchantment of the world and its 
transformation into a causal mechanism” (Weber, 1946, p. 350). 
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The 1972 advancement of Marxist thought by François Guéry and Didier 

Deleule (2014), again follows this line of thought. Guéry and Deleule consider 

the relation between the body and the machine, labouring inside the Fordist 

factory.60 A place in which Anthropos as a conscious being appears inadequate: 

Conscious thought slows down reaction time. This mechanism of inadequacy is 

the means by which the machine realises its telos. A telos which entails brute 

domination over nature. A nature which is inclusive of humanity. 

Guéry and Deleule write on how capital extracts the labourers’ own powers and 
uses them to form a machinistic body. A body that is alien and in opposition to 

the worker. The idea that is moved forward, is that it is not only the directly 

productive properties of the body that are appropriated but also what Guéry and 

Deleule call the “remainder” (2014, p. 85 emphasis in original). What organises 

the body is now replaced by capital and, furthermore, this elimination of 

individual volition is naturalised. Life in the service of this alien power is 

perceived as autonomy (see Guéry and Deleule, 2014, p. 124). 

“[capital] moves toward the place of the master … .Insofar as the productive 

body emerges into its individuality, it becomes the body of capital, it furnishes 

the master with his body, his subjugated organic element, his organism.” 

(Guéry and Deleule, 2014, pp. 90–91). 

The naturalised will of the master as ‘the Good’ extends to the social. Science 
negates the messy human consciousness, so that the “living machine” (Guéry and 

Deleule, 2014, p. 118) may frictionlessly power the social machine. 

 
60 Their work was noted by Foucault (1995, p. 221) in discussing production apparatus as 

technological disciplinary mechanisms for the working class. Guéry (2018) in his keynote talk for the 

Body Productive Conference, anecdotally reminisced being greeted by Foucault with: “I should have 
gotten there first”. 
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PRESENT TENSE: THE WORLD AS FACTORY 

“Destroy King Steam, the Moloch wild, You toiling thousands all! Bind him 

his hand, or else our land [w]ill over night down fall” (King Steam poem by 

Anon. Luddite circa 1811-18 in Black and Parfrey, 1989, p. 35). 

The relationship between Anthropos and machine, particularly in the field of 

labour, has always been ambiguous. The move, from hand operated tools to the 

factory of machine production, was met with violent reaction by the 19th-

century Luddite movement. A movement which—as documented in Lord 

Byron’s first speech in the house of Lords—the state curbed with extreme 

violence. Byron spoke against the framing of poverty as a capital crime, and 

pleaded for leniency towards the workers who were rapidly finding themselves 

“sacrificed to improvements in mechanism” (Byron, 1836, p. 278). Workers, 

now marked not only jobless, but “unworthy” (Byron, 1836, p. 278). 

Human inadequacy was born of the factory. Anthropos alone is no longer 

enough; the machine is needed. The closer we get to the now, the more this 

notion intensifies. The de-skilled Fordist worker can no longer operate the 

complex new machines. The balancing act achieved in terms of job quantity by 

capitalism’s creative destruction remains consistent with the qualitative deficit it 

was defined under in 1942 by political economist Joseph Schumpeter (1994, pp. 

81–86). Jobs are indeed created, but not of the same calibre (Cahuc and 

Zylberberg, 2017). Modern labour seems polarised, between few well 

renumerated high-tech jobs, and a sharp rise in low paying, service type jobs 

(Goos, Konings and Rademakers, 2016).61 

What raised concern amongst workers in Byron’s time has changed little: The 
weaving loom will render human workers obsolete, the machines will take our 

jobs. The measure of what is kept within the bounds of strictly human labour is 

still based on a 1966 observation made by Michael Polanyi regarding tacit 

knowledge: “we know more than we can tell.” (Polanyi, 2009, p. 4). Tasks that 

 
61 The increase in the latter attributed to the enhanced spending ability of the former. 
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require “adaptability and responsiveness to unscripted interactions” (Acemoglu 

and Autor, 2011, p. 1077), are those that cannot be replicated (Autor, 2015a).62 

Human labour, in the era of post-Fordism, increasingly contracts into what is 

known as immaterial—later affective—labour: “the labor that produces the 
informational and cultural content of the commodity” (Lazzarato, 1996, p. 133). 

A commodity that in turn “creates the ‘ideological’ and cultural environment of 
the consumer” (Lazzarato, 1996, p. 138). Areas such as emotions, 

communication, creativity, passion and sensuality (Halligan, 2017; Penz et al., 

2017), are contracted into the wage relation.63 Affect, an area that was deemed as 

the unsellable makeup of a person, as what the Fordist worker had to leave 

outside the workplace, is now contracted to production. 

Immaterial labour transubstantiates the plane of ideas—the sacred—into capital. 

Under Marxist terms, the communion with the sacred now becomes productive; 

“labour which is directly transformed into capital” (Marx, 1963, p. 393), and falls 

under the wage relation; “manifests itself in commodities, that is, in use-values” 
(Marx, 1963, p. 400), and by association heteronomy. A prostitution of the 

divine, which we may regard alongside the lines feminist discourse, has gazed 

upon the “invisible work” (Daniels, 1987, p. 403) of women’s labour at home. 
Labour, that is essential to both productive and social institutions, but also 

unpaid, framed as moral responsibility. Capital, consistently has sought to only 

renumerate the time of labour inside the factory, but regulate the time outside it 

so as to facilitate production. Marx understood the trickery of naturalising the 

capitalist forms of production as “eternal” (Marx, 1963, p. 393), in noting the 

difference between what is productive in the True and what is productive for 

capital, and thus offers us the ground on which to view the parasitic nature of 

 
62 Do note that as the digital affects the whole employment chain, literature sees the man-machine 

symbiosis as inevitable. Not replaced by automation does not mean not augmented (Autor, 2015b; 

Arntz, Gregory and Zierahn, 2016; Frey and Osborne, 2017). 

63 One for example might turn to the transformation of the banking sector from accounting to 

“relationship banking” (Autor, 2015b, p. 7). 
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capitalism.64 Capital adapts—profanes—what has formed outside it (see Lazzarato, 

1996, pp. 138–9). One tears the means of production out from the very own self, 

offers them for capital appropriation, and then proceeds to work with them, as if 

they were the tools that capital provided. 

It is Nina Power (2009) who gives us the link to the modern world of work, 

where the life-work balance has faded by the expansion of what we deem as 

work, through her observations on the neoliberal “feminization” of labour, and 
“laborization” (Power, 2009, p. 20) of women. As post-Fordist labour has widely 

shifted towards the fields of communication, empathy and affect, there is an 

appropriation of the non-remunerated ‘feminine’ skills, for the purposes of 
capitalist production. Power argues that there is a double movement taking 

place. On one hand, women are laborised. 65They are ushered into the world of 

wage labour, whilst at the same time outsourcing the traditional forms of 

invisible—now considered visible, quantifiable and remunerated—labour. 

The novelty rests in the fact that the desirable being-as-worker, is firmly 

gendered as female, and it is under these qualities—and salary—that workers of 

all genders are typecast: “All work has become women’s work, even that of 
men.” (Power, 2009, p. 22). 

It is not the actual employment condition, but as Power astutely frames it, the 

constant selling of the self, inherent in the precarious condition, that has become 

awkward. The notion ofessential but non renumerated labourbeing-as-worker 

 
64 A trickery which some strands of thought (i.e. Fortunati, 2007) are oblivious to, in considering that 

the utility of what was not classed as work will lead to recognition and empowerment. In reference to 

the points earlier raised herein, to frame affect as work, is not very far removed from the earlier 

described transformation of philanthropy to welfare. 

65The term laborised is drawn from the work of Cristina Morini (2007) on precarity in Italy. Morini 

emphasised the simultaneous increase of women in the workforce and subsequent wage drop. 

Women were emancipated from patriarchy via work, which was revealed to be as, or even more, 

exploitative as the home was. 



79 

 

to the primary definition of the self.66 A self, which, as we have already discussed 

in describing unemployment as the enterprise of selling the self, has become 

fluid; a chameleon assuming the form the job opening describes. 

The problematic rests with this position being internalised. The self is not 

autonomously shaped and then sold in labour. The self is shaped for labour, thus, 

when the self is left unsold, then the individual assumes the identity of a flawed 

product.67 What Marx (1992, p. 329) considered as worker alienation—when one 

sells what one created, one is estranged from a part of the self—now takes a 

catholic character. It is not a part that is exchanged, but the whole self. 

Compartment body as Capital 

This also extends to the corporeal. The body, under the mind, which in turn is 

under capital, becomes fragmented. The body is now a collection of affective 

assets, an “auto objectification” (Power, 2009, p. 25). A collection of parts, which 

are autonomous from, and external to, the self. A view which was focal in the 

ethnographical accounts on the practice of professional bodybuilding, given in 

the 2018 Bodyworks conference: Body building from a transgressive act has 

been reduced to competition spectacle (Fontbona, 2018), where the body as an 

assembly of product-parts (Steele, 2018b), comes under scrutiny. Steele writes: 

“To gain results, you must not only fragment or separate yourself; you must also 

dislocate or break apart your body” (Steele, 2018a, p. 56). 

This is but the natural evolution of what Bourdieu (2002) in the 1986 The Forms 

of Capital, defined as the embodied non-monetary forms capital can take. The 

worked-on body, the body that has had capital invested into and is paraded as a 

signifier of status, as an expression of the empirically tangible value of a person 

(Goldenberg, 2010; Kay Hoang, 2011; Kane, LaVoi and Fink, 2013).68 

 
66 A characteristic example is workers on the platform economy and in particular Uber drivers who 

depend on their ranking. Labelled as “an engine of anxiety” (Chan, 2019, p. 183), performance ranking 

by customers emerges as a tool of self-discipline and behaviour modification. 

67 Soon described as the Limbo of precarity. 

68 Data Encounter 8 on page 290. 
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The transhumanist era's articulation of this concept is as biocultural capital (Miah, 

2013). One that regards consumerism as the display of agency towards self-

definition.69 One can buy the self, the body parts needed, the attributes sought. 

Yet this is not personal agency on what one perceives as “a good life” (Brock, 

1998, p. 55), but a Foucauldian ‘technology of the self’ gone wrong. Whose goal 
is the attainment of “happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” 
(Foucault, 1988b, p. 18), but under the distortion of what these terms mean. 

One perceives ‘the Good’ as what performs in the workplace and shapes the self 

accordingly. 

Under this stratagem, the leap from the strictly corporeal to the 

cognitive/affective is not so great, and is already defined by Bourdieu as cultural 

capital.70 Understood as a “work on oneself” (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 283), it becomes 

highly problematic for the cognitive precariatii, in the fact that cultural capital is 

all that they have, and that this is appropriated not by the self, but under the 

wage relation. 

IN CONTEXT 

So far, in this part of the thesis, the following conceptual chain has emerged: a 

chain whose first link is that of scarcity. Scarcity, which not only makes work a 

necessity, but it vests it with a moral character: We work not only because we 

must, but because it is the value we aspire towards: Work and its related notions 

 
69 Diderot (2016) in 1772 published the essay Regrets on Parting with My Old Dressing Gown that 

gives a different reading of consumerism as self-determination, (the assumption that we purchase 

goods as to signal our identity). In Diderot’s essay, the purchase of a new sleeping gown came to 

define him. Seemingly the gown was wearing Diderot and not the other way around. A point which 

relates to Bourdieu’s classing of cultural capital as a “hereditary transmission of capital” (Bourdieu, 

2002, p. 284), and thus subject to class position. 

70 An illustrative example is the increased use of cognition enhancing drugs dubbed ‘nootropics’, 
which is directly linked to work performance stress (Savulich et al., 2017), and also normalised 

(Reisinger, Rutledge and Conklin, 2016). Ultimately, the difference between body and mind 

enhancement is null (Chatterjee, 2004). 
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thus appear as ‘the Good’, as a direct expression of the sacred, as the telos of 

Anthropos. What the reader must recall is the fact that this whole edifice is 

erected on the basis of a belief. Scarcity, as was argued in the beginning of this 

chapter, is directly related to how we perceive being; Scarcity is a doxa; the 

concrete-real we currently navigate is made. As Graeber and Wengrow note, it 

is the “culture area” (2021, p. 175), the topos, which forges our perception of 

being, and as such, the political is necessarily drafted into the fold. What follows 

will examine how theory has interrogated this internalisation of work as the 

ultimate value, the political frame, and lastly, it will turn to the digital now. 

What labour under the algorithm reveals is that the core ideas of centuries past 

have not changed much, but intensified. They have expanded from the body 

onto and into the mind, onto and into the spirit. The key term remains the word 

doxa—the made. 
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§2.3. INTERNALISATION: FALSE IDOLS / FALSE MEANING  

The setting of being as worker, can be seen as an application of Foucault’s 
notion of governmentality: The way of governing that turns people into willing 

subjects, the “contact between the technologies of domination of others and 
those of the self” (Foucault, 1988b, p. 19) and necessitates the setting of work as 

ultimate value—the concept of meaningful work. A construct referring to the 

experience of work as providing identity and a sense of purpose (Chalofsky, 

2003; Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; Rosso, Dekas and Wrzesniewski, 2010). 

This elevation of work presupposes that it answers to a goal that goes beyond 

the self, towards “the greater good” (Bailey and Madden, 2017, p. 4) in either 

socioeconomic or spiritual terms. Work is thus vested with a sense of martyrdom 

which purifies repetitive (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001), or even “dirty” jobs 
(Kreiner, Ashforth and Sluss, 2006). Work as such becomes a spiritual elevation 

above the class divide—the lower the nature of the work, the more dignity it 

bestows (Stacey, 2005). Work extends to time through what Marie Jahoda 

(1982) posited as Deprivation Theory. The most important aspect of wage labour 

is that it provides a time structure that makes people useful towards the perceived 

greater good. It is predominately this loss, which causes the unemployed to 

undergo psychological strain (Creed and Macintyre, 2001). 

Lips-Wiersma, Wright and Dik (2016), bring to our attention that vesting work 

with meaning is correlated to retaining the autonomy to align one’s work with 
one’s individual ethical core.71 Yet, what is also noted is that financial 

independence plays a negative role in making waged work appear meaningful. 

Those with the most obligations, those in need, are those that find meaning in 

wage labour (Sallaz, 2016). 

 
71 Unrelated from any social consensus on the nature of the job. Jobs often viewed as meaningful 

(Behson, Eddy and Lorenzet, 2000) can be experienced as meaningless, and vice versa (Isaksen, 2000; 

Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Kreiner, Ashforth and Sluss, 2006). 
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The above is consistent with research on self-employment, described as “an end 
in itself and an inherently enjoyable activity” (Dellot, 2014, p. 10), where lesser 

earnings are countered by greater freedom, meaning and control. Something 

which offers us a link to what was earlier discussed through the relation between 

scarcity and perception. The non-internalisation of the valorisation of work as 

the measure of worth is directly correlated to the perception of scarcity. Under 

what particular sacred a society is organised around, under what a society 

considers as wealth, and how this wealth is distributed. 

Namely, the difference in life satisfaction between those with or without work 

appears directly related to the perception of the self as worker. Unhappiness 

strongly correlates to the work ethic and norm conformity in the surrounding 

social (Clark, 2003; Gielen and Ours, 2014). When work is not perceived as the 

social expectation par excellence, like in retirement ages (Kunze and Suppa, 

2016), or when there are alternative ways one defines the self; through urban 

subcultures (Schöb, 2013) or via traditional gender roles (Waters and Moore, 

2002a; Han et al., 2017), the overall feeling of personal wellbeing remains 

unchanged. 

When examining Europe overall, policies based on generous income 

supplementation, framing support as right, moderate the negative effects on life 

satisfaction “to a surprisingly large extent” (Wulfgramm, 2014, p. 270). This 

sharply contrasts with countries characterised by a strong Protestant work ethic 

and thus an inability to define the self outside work. Income supplementation 

does not alleviate psychological damage, but schemes like the German one euro 

jobs—work for no remuneration—do (Winkelmann, 2014). 

This grounding of identity, for and through work, is the subject of The Ax 

(2005). This is a film, depicting the life of middle-aged white-collar worker 

Bruno Davert, after redundancy. Davert loses his job due to company 

outsourcing, and after two years of unsuccessful job interviews, he creates and 

secures a job opening, by eliminating the competition via murder. What is 

strikingly revealed in The Ax is the middle class, posed as a societal control 

mechanism. A class whose identity hinges on work, and is thus easy to control. 

A self-made, cut out from the social. This is also what Spyridakis (2017), 
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drawing from ethnographies in the banking, tobacco, and shipbuilding sector, 

describes. Workers as trapped into labouring under deregulation and the threat 

of dismissal. An environment which has a corrosive effect on their social makeup 

and character. Solidarity, autonomy, and common struggle are only 

euphemisms, as workers struggle to maintain their work identities, and assume 

actions that are largely both irrational and atomised. Much like for the 

protagonist of The Ax, work becomes the end justifying any means. 

Unemployment is thus not experienced as a financial loss, but as a loss of 

identity: “one's job defines and shapes a human being” (Costa Gavras in 

Crowdus, 2013, p. 43). An observation that research by Waters and Moore 

(2002b) further substantiates, by reporting the most striking features of 

unemployment, as being the loss of personal identity coupled with loneliness. A 

withdrawal from social leisure which relates to the concept of psychological 

scarcity (Mullainathan and Shafir, 2013). The subjective belief that people have 

less than what is needed, which in turn leads them to think that they are less 

than what they should be. As one links self-worth to work, one is commodified 

as a ‘thing’ measured by work value. Needs become those of work 
performance.72 

This alien made self, is consistent with critiques of neoliberalism. For example, 

Dardot and Laval (2013) discuss the construction of a subjectivity that regards 

the reality of the market as natural.73 Neoliberalism “create[s] a world in its own 
image through its power to integrate all dimensions of human existence” 
(Dardot and Laval, 2013, p. 3), and then proceeds to alter reality towards the 

model it has created. Neoliberalism is named by Clarke (2005) as the theology of 

capitalism. A theology which holds the individual accountable for systemic 

failures. The individual is in hell because of some personal failing. The members 

of the working class suffer because of their failure to “enhance their own human 

 
72 A notion also discussed in 1776 by Adam Smith on how the possession of something trivial like a 

linen shirt has become integral to been perceived as “a creditable day-labourer ” (Smith, 2007, p. 676). 

73 Dardot and Laval form the basis of—the later outlined herein –Mark Fisher’s setting of capitalism as 
engulfing everything.  
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capital through education, the acquisition of a protestant work ethic, and 

submission to work discipline and flexibility” (Harvey, 2007, p. 34). The 

neoliberal subject is free. Free to autonomously conform to the norms set by 

neoliberalism (see Dardot and Laval, 2013, p. 5). Norms that are not chosen, but 

imposed as mandates of survival (see Clarke, 2005, pp. 54–55). Going back to 

the starting point of this section, these ideas were front-loaded by Foucault 

himself, when he noted that governmentality disregards origin by fiat, and 

examines only effect. A power system not concerned with rights but results, and 

as such, one whose values are by design skewed towards considering the benefit 

of the market as “a law of nature” (Foucault, 2008, p. 16). 

Limbo of Precarity 

The blurring of the divide between work and non-work is further intensified 

with the recent surge in non-standard precarious employment.74 This describes 

employment under unpredictable and insecure terms, largely under the umbrella 

terms ‘platform’ or ‘gig’ work. A phenomenon whose global rise is well 

documented, with job creation being increasingly of a part-time nature (ILO, 

2017), or evidenced in the escalating involuntary move of workers into covert 

wage-dependant labour masked as self-employment (Dellot, 2014). 

Gig work wears the facade of a flexible spare time activity, but actually forms the 

main source of income for ever-increasing numbers of workers (Berg, 2016). 

Some literature sees the long periods outside standard waged work as 

emancipatory. As allowing for the formation of “alternative work selves” 
(Daskalaki and Simosi, 2018, p. 1155), conducive to the creation of 

unconstrained by formal work structure ways to produce (Michailidou and 

Kostala, 2016). Yet, the unstable nature of these arrangements has led me to 

elsewhere read this informal survivalism, as a forced push outside the community 

and “into a shadow economy; in a neoliberally imposed façade of communal 

 
74 Largely theorised by Guy Standing (2013, 2014, 2016) as describing a new class, with objections (see 

Seymour, 2012; Breman, 2013), pointing to the pitfalls of pigeonholing a new class definition, rather 

than conceptualising the precariat as a new form the proletariat is being shaped into.  
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existence” (Kerasovitis, 2018, p. 1868).75 A reading consistent with reports that 

see the precariat—even if self-defined as workers—discover that their citizenship 

wields barren fruits.  

Precarity denies even the work-based identity formation. The constant flux of 

jobs leaves one devoid of any clear cut occupational identity—a “failed 
occupationality” (Bryceston, 2010, p. 7). As employment is rarely on par with 

educational levels, the precariat often faces a “status discord” (Standing, 2013, p. 

5). The concept of a doctor surviving as a taxi driver is not alien to a precariat 

that transverses class as rapidly as it alternates between jobs. The precariat is 

burdened with non-remunerated “work-for-labour” (Standing, 2016, p. 189), 

which consumes all leisure in preparation for future work. Non-wage work 

benefits such as pension or paid holidays are non-existent, as are state benefits. 

Wage and job satisfaction diminishes, exhaustion from the need to take up 

multiple employments, the impossibility of a work/life balance, and the 

realisation that flexibility, has proven conducive to meeting the requirements of 

the employer, rather than the needs of the workers (Prassl and Adams, 2018; 

Smith and McBride, 2021). 

The ILO perhaps best summarises the above in finding non-standard 

employment as lacking in all the aspects that make up the definition of “decent” 
work: 

“work that is productive and delivers a fair income, with a safe workplace and 

social protection, better prospects for personal development and social 

integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organize and 

participate in the decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity 

and treatment for all women and men” (ILO, 2016, p. 3). 

Fontefrancesco (2016) in a social study of the declining jewellery making sector 

in Italy, is consistent with the erasure of existence outside work that we have so 

far traced: The usurpation of being by the working self. Like the non-worker 

 
75 Do note the recent ruling by The Supreme Court of the United Kingdom (2021) regarding Uber 

drivers as workers and not contractors, and thereby opening up the possibility of work related benefit 

claims. 
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suffers an identity death and the removal from social and political life (non-

citizenship), the unemployed as precarious workers-in-waiting, emerge as 

ensnared in Limbo: “neither employed nor unemployed” (Coutts, 2009, p. 19). 

Limbo is a word incorporated into the English language following the 1802 

translation of Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy: A state of damnation, not to 

physical torment but to eternal suspension. Nor cursed, nor saved, nor 

belonging. 

“The heavens expelled them, not to be less fair; Nor them the nevermore 

abyss receives” (Inferno Canto III: Dante Alighieri, 2006, p. 23). 

“Lost are we and are only so far punished, That without hope we live on in 

desire” (Inferno Canto IV: Dante Alighieri, 2006, p. 29). 

Limbo as a place of no time, where the damned keep confronting their past, 

whilst desiring a future that will never come, perfectly encapsulates 

Fontefrancesco’s findings. The former goldsmiths have fully traded their 
authentic self for the working self, which is now obsolete and whose failure is 

perceived as a personal fault. There is a constant longing for a return to the past 

glory—their job—whose loss they constantly perceive as a “fall” (Fontefrancesco, 

2016, p. 531). This internalisation of work as constitutive of humanity—
Anthropos as worker-being—appears in numerous reports. It surfaces in the 

work of Jan Breman (2019), considering precarious labour in India. Colonial 

slavery and precarious wage-labour emerge as one: As bondage. Particularly 

regarding the state, for which the citizen “was dealt with and also codified as a 
workman who had been free but chose to contract himself in bondage” (2019, p. 
71). For Breman the precariat—a “footloose army of labour” (2019, p. 226)—is 

the contemporary form of the primitive hunter-gatherer, whose loot is not 

resources but wages. It also appears in the reports of jobseekers being in 

agreement with linking support to active job searching, as consenting to “earn 
the gift” (Boland, 2015a, p. 165) of support. Likewise, in research on Dutch 

migrant workers (Kremer, 2016), who themselves reject support or citizenship 

on any grounds other than work. 
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Liminality in Glitch 

Fontefrancesco also urges the notion of liminality to our considerations. 

Liminality was conceived as a theory by Arnold van Gennep (1960) and later 

popularised by Victor Turner through his book The Forest of Symbols (1967). It 

centres around rituals found in pre-industrial societies and refers to the state in-

between the transition of social identities. There are three phases to liminality: 

an initial separation from the social and the role the individual had. Then the 

liminal stage, in which the very blankness of roles sees the emergence of what 

Turner calls communitas, an impersonal, unstructured yet very strong bond 

between the initiates, and finally a stage of reintegration within the social in a 

new role. Precarity vests the liminal stage with permanence—unemployment is 

boundless—and also perverts its nature. From being a free from rules space, one 

voluntarily enters and exits, to being a strictly regulated space one is forced into. 

This temporal perversion has been extensively discussed by Foucault (2008, pp. 

139–145, 206–207) on Biopolitical terms, grounded in the metamorphosis of 

society to a market, which regards the unemployed as “worker[s] in transit” 
(2008, p. 139). What Foucault anticipated in 1978-79 was the creation of the 

social group we now call precariat, phasing in and out of social support, but 

never supported fully enough so that they may break the loop. A pool of possible 

workers constituted by need: 

“a kind of infra- and supra-liminal floating population, … which can be drawn 

on if need be, but which can also be returned to its assisted status if necessary” 

(Foucault, 2008, p. 206). 

If we may apply a metaphor for the introduction of precarity to the experience 

of unemployment, we may view it akin to a step from purgatory to limbo. From 

the outside border, to the first inner circle of Hell as described by Dante. 

Purgatory, directly relates to time, and by extension to work as of quantifiable 

value.76 Every sin carries a negative value which the sinner can, by means of 

 
76 An approach labelled as “legalistic” (Clendenin, 1994, p. 367), in the fact that it implies value set by 

the Lawgiver—the church. 
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time consumption in the purging flames, negate. “[T]his fire is undergone for a 
time and the souls delivered once purified” (Ombres, 1984, p. 3). Sinners can 

‘work’ their way to Heaven in purgatory, an option that is closed to the dwellers 
of limbo. 

CONTROL SOCIETY 

In the turning of primitive man to organised production, I pointed to the 

importance of the sacred. To what Anthropos deems ‘the Good’, and to how 
technology, only makes possible different social organisations towards that good. 

By association, this redefines what is considered as human. How introducing 

scarcity has led to the equation of the self with the working/productive self. A 

definition of the sacred which has come from the externality of Anthropos—by 

some form of rule or leadership—and not from within. 

The posing of rule in terms of the sacred, which inherently carries the 

internalisation of rule and its values—Gramsci’s new form of society—has been 

theorised by Deleuze (1992) as the move from the Foucauldian societies of 

discipline, towards the societies of control. Deleuze perfectly describes the 

metamorphosis of the Fordist labourer to the contemporary 

immaterial/cognitive precarious worker.77  

The movement traced by Foucault was from sovereign to disciplinary societies. 

The late medieval artisans produced independently and were then taxed: 

Sovereignty had control over death. In contrast, for the de-skilled Fordist 

worker, capital had already fully organised production. Life was under the 

power of discipline. Disciplinary societies thus moulded the individual into a 

group. Societies of control still address individuals. But they do so as units that 

are nevertheless joined on the metaphysical level, by inhabiting a social factory.78 

 
77 I urge the reader to recall the earlier classing of neoliberalism as the theology of capitalism. 

78 Linking back to what was earlier discussed: If the arrival of factory discipline exchanged the artisanal 

class who modelled work on the self, for the Fordist labourer who assumed a working self for the 
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“[I]n a society of control, the corporation has replaced the factory, and the 

corporation is a spirit” (Deleuze, 1992, p. 4); the corporation is vested with a 

soul. By going to the metaphysical, Deleuze sees control expanding outside the 

factory walls, to the social. The subject is not controlled, but modulated. 

Nothing is ever finished in controlled societies. 

Individuals do not come together in a body, but are always posed as distinct 

isolated “dividuals” (Deleuze, 1992, p. 5), in direct competition to each other. 

Deleuze’s dividual perfectly describes the contemporary neoliberal subject. A 

subject which differs from its capitalist predecessor, not only in that the former 

are competitive and the latter productive, but in the very nature of neoliberal 

production. This is a production whose telos is the very manufacture of 

competitive subjects. The subject, through its very antagonistic nature, is thus 

permanently cast as lacking, in need of constant retraining, personal betterment 

and reconfiguration.79 A constant work in progress applied to the very self. A 

movement from subject to project (Han, 2017b), signalling the relinquishment 

of every notion of sovereignty—self-definition—effected by the combination of 

new technologies of communication under the neoliberal logic. 

What Deleuze explicitly notes is the enthusiastic internalisation of this modality. 

It constitutes the openly displayed public desire. Control societies are denoted by 

the snake, coiling in plain sight, contra the secretive Marxist mole. Deleuze 

writes: “The coils of a serpent are even more complex than the burrows of a 

molehill” (Deleuze, 1992, p. 7). Deleuze, in the control societies, removed the 

need of a heteronomous disciplinary social, for an ‘I’ that has internalised the 
heteronomous values and prohibitions. 

This is a definitive point for autonomous thought, which places subjugating 

power with the control of the symbolic order; of the meaning things and actions 

 

duration of the shift. Then, in the societies of control, we have the precarious class who models the 

whole self after work. 

79 This neoliberal modulation is further discussed in reference to the constant retraining the precarious 

workers go through in §2.4. 
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carry with them (see Guattari, 1984, p. 162; Castoriadis, 1992, p. 280; Hardt and 

Negri, 2000, p. 15). Authority thus draws its power from defining ‘the Good’. A 
definition which is taken by subjects to be the True, thus internalised: forging 

an illusion of autonomy, thus driving existence under a reality made by the 

other.80 

It is on Deleuze’s point concerning the social factory and the metaphysical turn 

it introduces, that the thesis will briefly pause, and turn to examine the 

relationship between the state and unemployment. The following section indeed 

finds the contemporary social state to be a social factory.  

 
80 I have elsewhere (Kerasovitis, 2022) produced a direct consideration of labour on creativity terms, 

under an authority that manifests as the state, but is ultimately—the outside social control—capital. I 

have used the colonial figure of the zombie to mirror the labourer as functional flesh with no 

subjectivity, and through a Castoriadian lens noted that as existence under heteronomy signals that 

the definition of ‘the Good’ has already occurred. As it signals an unsurmountable “closure of 
meaning” (Castoriadis, 1997, p. 4); whereby different iterations of the same essence in different form, 

are infinitely reproduced: The zombie from the perspective of the labour, only creates more zombies. 

Production becomes repetition, and society a self-reproducing zombie colony. 
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§2.4. THE OBLIGATION TO WORK 

The re-definition of the species as worker, we also encounter deeply ingrained 

in the contemporary constitution of the European Union. From a legal 

standpoint, labour rights are framed as equivalent to—or even as replacing—
human rights.81 The EU guarantees the right to full employment, but does not 

assume the responsibility for its provision. The responsibility of exercising that 

right rests with the individual (see article 1.1 in The European Parliament, The 

European Commission, and The European Council, 2012).82 

The conception of Anthropos as worker becomes more apparent if we turn to 

those that experience scarcity more, those perceived as needful, who—if we 

follow on the above definition—are those who lack work. The movement 

performed is the same. Those outside the factory are—like the ones inside it—
denied self-definition, and are pointed to the worker-being. A being moulded 

towards a purpose given externally, set by an other. With the other this time 

being not the factory, but the state. 

The notion of a supportive society is old. Titmuss (1970) traces the origins of the 

modern welfare state back to the tribal gift exchange, to the redistribution of 

wealth from those of surplus to those of need. Similarly, Constantelos (1968) 

traces its evolution from ancient Greece on to the late Christian Roman empire 

as falling under the concept of philantropia—the love for humanity. In ancient 

Greece, it was expressed as solidarity amongst those that held citizenship, with a 

system of means-testing in place. In Roman times and particularly with the 

arrival of Christianity, support for those in need took on a more quasi-religious 

character which extended beyond citizenship to a more catholic—faithful to be—
base. Fourth Century AD Roman emperor Julian, frames welfare as a spiritual 

status contest when saying: “It is disgraceful that … the impious Galilaeans 

 
81 Data Encounter 7 on page 289. 

82 The same notion is also found in the United Nations social rights covenant (Secretary-General of the 

United Nations, 1966). 
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support not only their own poor but ours as well” (cited in Constantelos, 1968, 

p. 16). 

This religious character was maintained throughout most of the early Western 

conception of welfare. The first sign of the state being actively involved, was the 

1601 British Poor Law. A law which aimed to resolve the ill effects of 19th-

century industrialisation. The decisive turn which marked support as a civic 

affair—the welfare state—materialised after the Second World War (Chow, 1987; 

Stearns, 2021). The involvement of the state introduced the complete abolition 

of the abstract notion of philanthropy from the public, and made it into a private 

affair (Dickinson, 1970; Robbins, 2006). The state offers welfare support, 

eligibility for which rests not on need, but with a particular status: that of the 

worker. 

Considering the early organisation of medieval artisans into guilds, the notion of 

work was never absent from support. Swanson (1988), brings to our attention 

the fact that in 16th century London, citizenship depended on being a member of 

a livery company. The guilds had two very distinct functions; that of the 

fraternity which regulated the social aspect, and that of the guild itself, which 

regulated work. In the fraternity, we can detect the emergence of a proto-social 

state. Support was given so that one would not lose the status of worker: “lest the 
individual should fall below the level of respectability needed to obtain work or 

advancement in the future” (Rosser, 1997, p. 10). 

The work-related arm of the guild took up a monitoring function. Put in place 

as to control and regulate workers and the nature of work, on behalf of the civic 

authorities. One might turn to the profession of the searcher who had the 

authority to “enter the house of any artisan and examine goods in the course of 
manufacture” (Swanson, 1988, p. 43), but also to the artificial separation between 

ability and legality, contained in the one mystery per person axiom.83 In short, 

citizenship hinged on guild membership, and guild membership hinged on 

working under the rule of another. No work equals no support. 

 
83 One may only engage exclusively in a singular registered profession. 
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This is what leads Fraser and Gordon (1992) to frame the welfare state under the 

contract/charity bipole. A formulation which does not address the human being 

(see Fraser and Gordon, 1992, p. 53), but the worker. Those that do not enter 

into a contract with the state, effectively disappear. The citizen must be 

productive. The non-worker is not a citizen as far as social rights are concerned. 

This notion of fusing citizenship to one’s work represents a profound schism 

from all its previous conceptions. Citizenship in itself is an exclusionary right, 

but it does not suppose any form of effort; it is “acquired arbitrarily” (Turner, 

2009, p. 66). Yet our modern conception of citizenship increasingly links it to 

being earned via our contributions. Somers expresses this turn under the term 

“economisation of citizenship” (2017, p. 78). A process entrenched in 

technicality, by which all citizenship rights and especially social security, 

become morally condemned. Class inequalities emerge as accurate indicators of 

class productivity. 

The Unemployed as Jobseekers 

What Fraser and Gordon speculated would evolve to an unequal transaction 

between the state and a party which “lacks the barest means of subsistence” 
(1992, p. 64), has materialised: Work or starve. The self must be made into a 

working citizen under threat of utter dispossession. Something that becomes 

apparent in the institutional definitions of unemployment. Definitions, which 

are carefully worded, as to be later instrumentalised in the provision of state 

support. 

The definition given by The International Labour Organisation (ILO) regards 

persons as unemployed and thus eligible for support, only those that actively seek 

work. Those that “had taken specific steps in a specified recent period to seek 

paid employment or self-employment” (ILO, 1982, paragraph 10). Similar 

definitions focusing on the active search for employment are incorporated in EU 

regulation 1897/2000 (European Commission, 2000) and also given by 

EUROSTAT (1999). 

The strong link in the above definitions between unemployment and the desire 

to work, under terms not defined by the self, makes unemployment seem not as 
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a social problem, but as an individual failing (see Grint, 2005, p. 39). This spills 

over to the language used. Regarding benefit payments, the term ‘claim’ rather 
than ‘entitlement’ is consistently used, and the word unemployed, indicating the 

reality of someone who is without employment, is replaced by the word 

jobseeker; someone who has an occupation, that of seeking a job. In the UK, 

this is evident in the 1996 replacement of Unemployment Benefit with 

Jobseeker’s Allowance: The ‘nanny state’ gives a little something to the infantile 

citizen as long as the errand of job seeking is performed. There is an expansion 

of the category work to encompass its lack. 

Thus, unemployment arises not as a condition that befalls an individual, but as a 

condition one willingly enters. This is an agreed reality, which implies a full 

acceptance of the terms and conditions laid out by the state as far as what 

constitutes the unemployment experience, and, by extension, the unemployed 

self. Something which Griffin (2015) discusses under the Foucauldian term 

“problematisation” (Foucault, 1988a, p. 257): the formation of a consensus of 

what it means to be unemployed. The UP1 form that the Irish unemployed have 

to fill out, not only determines support legibility, but it systematically defines, 

and then proceeds to converse, only with subjects that fit that definition (Griffin, 

2015, p. 109). Forms (Lipsky, 1971) or the use of caseworkers and profiling tools 

(Hooley, 2014), constitute a mechanism used to steer the unemployed 

individuals’ direction, purpose and training, away from the complexities that 

make up their personality, towards a generic self, manageable by and within the, 

constraints of the state apparatus. A state, which now emerges as an employer. 

The generic worker of the Fordist factory is mirrored in the generic form the 

unemployed self assumes. 

For the unemployed-self, identity creation or the tasks usually reserved for the 

world of labour, have been replaced by the hidden labour one is obliged to 

perform: signing of forms, queuing, interviews, time management. Job seeking 

has become “a matter of self transformation; one must make oneself into the sort 

of person the labour market requires” (Boland, 2015b, p. 143). It is not about 

finding a job matching your skills, but aligning the self to the jobs on offer. The 

production of subjectivity is what takes precedence, something that Foucault 
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already had expanded to the world of labour in general when designating work 

as “dressage” (Foucault, 1980, p. 161), or in the framing of work by Kathy 

Weeks, as a “social convention and disciplinary apparatus rather than an 

economic necessity” (Weeks, 2011, pp. 7–8). 

The self becomes a product to be sold to the potential employer, making 

unemployment the enterprise of selling the self, as this self is defined by the 

other. 

The State as Factory: Conditionality 

Akin to the blurring of the divide between worker and unemployed, there is also 

a blurring of the divide between state and business. This is most evident in the 

gradual transformation of the state, from regulator of business, to a business in 

itself, by the adoption of the New Public Management (NPM) model (Hood, 

1991). The subsequent operation of the public sector as a business inherently 

carries the notions of accountability, measured performance, and competition 

(Kernaghan, 2000). The services of the state can now be outsourced to the 

private. 

This is indicative of the wider transformation occurring in the nature of the 

social state. A transformation felt more intensely in the move from passive to 

active labour market policies (PLMPs and ALMPs, respectively). From income 

support that does not depend on conditions, to policies that provide support 

paired with incentives and sanctions (Pissarides, 2011). What is referred to as 

welfare conditionality, effectively positioning the state as provisor of “public 
support for private responsibility” (Gilbert, 2015, p. 3). 

Welfare conditionality repeats the regard of the world by fiat we earlier 

encountered in the factory, in the fact that besides the numerous reports (Gielen 

and Ours, 2014; ESRC, 2018; Dwyer et al., 2020) pointing to its utter 

ineffectiveness; more actively seeking a job does not make any difference in a 
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market that has no work to offer. Conditionality consistently considers 

unemployment as an individual failing and not a structural phenomenon.85 

The end goal of conditionality seems to be the instalment of a relationship of 

subordination between citizen and state, not unlike those between employer and 

employee, master and slave. The worker-citizen is responsible for adhering to the 

standards of the other. 

Support as a right is not on the agenda. A fact which has had a corrosive effect 

on the very nature of the job of those who are called to enforce conditionality 

within the state social services: the employment consultants. The very people 

that form the point of contact between state and unemployed citizen. 

Consultants are not called upon to act as aides, as the human face of a “feeling 
state” (Cooper, 2011, p. 3), but now emerge as punishers (see Penz et al., 2017). 

As managers in the state-factory, they too are workers, and are threatened with 

sanctions. There is a quantitative demand for measurable efficiency, which makes 

their work goal “the fulfilment of the performance indicators” (vice managing 

Director of Vienna’s unemployment services quoted in Penz et al., 2017, p. 550), 

and not the provision of support. 

Wacquant (2009) argues for the strong affinity between conditionality and the 

penal correction system. Both are seen as working in unison, representing a 

philosophy of punishment-based behaviourism, aimed at turning marginal 

populations to useful deskilled precarious workers, or “to warehouse them out of 
reach” (2009, p. 12) in the interconnected urban slums and prisons; in the places 

which are devoid of beauty (see O’Brien, 2015, p. 69). Reeves and Loopstra 

(2017) further argue that class ordering already marks one for exclusion, as 

vulnerable groups are less able to meet the imposed conditions. Whilst Fletcher 

 
85 Of particular interest is the research of Wang et al (2020) which turns to examine ALMPs in terms of 

imitating the time structure and social integration that employment offers, reports mixed results, but 

paradoxically concludes that—given the pandemic induced economic recession—ALMPs are “crucial” 
(2020, p. 17) to policy. Similarly Gilbert consigns passive income support to a 19th century 
phenomenon, because “workers paid into the system until they reached the age of retirement at 65, 

while life expectancy was only 45 years of age” (Gilbert, 2015, p. 2). 
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and Wright (2018) report the increased failure to meet the employment goals set 

by the social state, as extending into the wider working class. 

The panopticon, the all-seeing eye as introduced in the 1787 prison designs of 

Jeremy Bentham (1995), and theorised by Foucault (1980, p. 156) as a control 

mechanism that takes the power away from individuals and places it with a 

machine, is the concept with which Nagy (2016), describes the contemporary 

social state as a Ban-opticon.86 A mechanism of segregation: not only seeing but 

actively excluding, sorting out the desirable citizens from those expelled from 

the system. 

IN CONTEXT  

In the previous pages, the thesis discussed the setting of Anthropos as a worker-

being. A being who has internalised this condition as natural—something 

concurrent with the neoliberal naturalisation of the market. The thesis has 

pointed to how precarity has introduced a perversion into the concept of 

liminality. There is no intermission on the time one has to be as worker; even in 

between jobs, one works towards the future job. The state has entered the 

discussion. This is a state, instrumental in advancing the above position, via the 

linking of citizenship to work. Deleuze’s analysis of the control society helps us 
see the state, not only in the place of manager in the social factory, but at an 

even deeper level. The state emerges as the hierophant in the religion of 

neoliberalism. The 1974 thesis of Pierre Clastres (1989) is illuminating.87 For 

Clastres, the West perceives the state as the “destiny of every society” (Clastres, 
1989, p. 189) and the Western civilisation is supported by two axioms: One 

must be under a state and one must work.  

 
86 The term was first introduced by Bigo and points to a power which “excludes certain groups in the 
name of their future potential behaviour” (2006, p. 35) whilst constraining the subjectivity of the non-

excluded.  

87 Clastres is a thinker adjacent to Deleuze. 
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The state is thus framed under the concept of the Urstaat (Deleuze and Guattari, 

1983, pp. 217–222). The state as something primordial, something always there, 

as the latent archetype and telos of society. A “death which keeps rising from 
within” (Clastres in Guattari, 2009, p. 86). Everything created must be marked, 

must have the latent inclination to facilitate the recurring manifestation of the 

state, of “the cold monster” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p. 222). In short, all 

production must produce the state. The technical machine, for Deleuze and 

Guattari, is exactly the same thing as the modern state. An artifice, that becomes 

concrete by serving not only as the transcendental Idea in itself, but as a 

facilitator of the tangible expression of the heteronomously defined 

transcendental Idea into the concrete-real. This is where Bataille diverges on a 

small but very important detail: on the subject of origin. As Deleuze describes—
critically, maybe—Anthropos as originating in citizenship, the state takes 

primacy. One has to work because one has to be a citizen. For Bataille, as 

mentioned in §1.2 above what gestates Anthropos is the logic of work. One 

becomes a citizen because one is a worker, because one is subordinate to the 

future goal. This conceptual displacement of origin that Bataille introduces 

brings about the question of how are we to understand citizenship? The state as 

community, or as a collection of managed worker units? Should we follow the 

second definition, then we only pave the way for the dehumanisation of the 

origin. The state, as an entity of human origin, can thus easily sever its link to its 

origin, remove the human. This is the logical advancement of Deleuze’s 
thought, which the thesis will detail in §2.5 below, when encountering labour 

in the algorithmically managed workplace. A workplace theoretically grounded 

in the posthuman regard of the cosmos. A regard, which sprung from the 

concepts Deleuze introduced.  
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§2.5. ALGORITHMUS 

As we move into the now, we find the very fabric of work becomes interwoven 

with the digital. A world which happens instantly, shaped by the diminishing 

distance and speed afforded by technology. The domain of Paul Virilio’s 1977 
dromology (2006).88 The mode where existence, as shaped by the digital, needs to 

go beyond human speed (Virilio and Armitage, 1999, 2000). 

In this domain, the tangible as locus of empirical signification is negated, there is 

no dromos to transverse—the ultimate stasis—everything is present 

simultaneously at one singular point: “the world has been reduced to nothing” 
(Virilio and Armitage, 1999, p. 39). If the world is a point, it must have equal 

properties. Skill and legislation are harmonised (see World Economic Forum, 

2011), so that Anthropos, now typecast as a global labourer, can seamlessly work 

across the globe. 

This represents a move from the mere trade of both mind and unconscious 

affectivity of the workforce, which only involved their regulation, to their 

alteration via the culture of algorithmic labour quantification. In posing affect as 

a productive tool, just as the work-motions of the Fordist labourer where strictly 

defined, it too is shaped to the required specifications, resulting in workers that 

have internalised the logic of their labour and are thus able to exercise 

“responsible autonomy” (Avis, 1996, p. 72). The real-time afforded by the 

machine becomes pernicious as it moves mediation from the human onto the 

machine, thus removing human reflexivity (see Virilio and Armitage, 2000, pp. 

5, 51). The human gaze becomes “sightless vision” (Virilio and Armitage, 1999, 

p. 48), to look but not to see. Everything is trapped in the cognitive, there is no 

physical presence, no embodied experience, the virtual dominates an always 

techno-mediated actual, thus consciousness is forged not by direct experience, 

but by machine fed abstraction and interpretation (see Virilio, 1991, p. 42). A 

move that has been theorised under the terms “cognitive capitalism” (Moulier 

 
88 Dromology, rooted in the Greek word dromos, meaning path or course. 



102 

 

Boutang and Emery, 2011), or “embodied capitalism” (Tsianos and 

Papadopoulos, 2006). 

The extension of cybernetic control towards the experiential, and affective 

knowledge of the workforce (Briken, 2020) found in today’s factory—dubbed 

Industry 4.0—essentially removes the bulwark of tacit knowledge, by 

considering it undesired, inaccurate, error-prone. What the body speaks of is 

disregarded. Something that Danielle Knafo, investigating the emergence of 

intimacy between humans and artifices, theorised as the “disavowal of the 
human” (2015, p. 499). The mechanistic less is the desired norm: “It becomes 
what we want” (Turkle, 2011, p. 17).89 

Moore (2020) notes this value reversal. The goal is not for the machine to 

emulate the human, but for the human to emulate the machine. Quantification 

equals capitalism, and the quantification of everyday life through the osmosis of 

work and non-work, means that the sway of capitalism is to be found in every 

aspect of life. 

Platform as Terra Infirma 

The topos of contemporary Anthropos is now not the factory of walls, but the 

intangible platform. The entire spectrum of production is brought under the 

facilitation of the platform. What Srnicek (2017a) has theorised as the conducive 

to the rise of gig work and precarity, platform capitalism. The very centrality of 

data, and the positioning of the platform as a nexus where any interaction 

occurs, marks the platform’s core function as that of convergence: overflowing 

towards social, political, and financial power (Srnicek, 2017b). 

Platform work further intensifies the material internalisation of the means of 

production in the worker, as it assigns the productive infrastructure, the 

responsibility for social security expenses, and the necessary but unpaid labour of 

self-branding with the worker. Risk is individualised, creating an ambivalent 

 
89 For Turkle a machine will always outperform us but will also always lack authenticity as it will 

never be able to draw from the pool of human experience. Loss, death, and empathy are out of the 

machines reach. 
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class of self-employed contractors under the total algorithmic control of the 

platform. A control that dictates all aspects of pay, working conditions and 

intellectual property, conducive to the class isolation of the worker and the 

obliteration of the work-life divide.(Schmid-Drüner, 2016; Webster and Randle, 

2016). If anything, the loneliness of the labourer is the most prevailing 

characteristic of platform work, as the system strives for isolation. Management 

is an all monitoring opaque digital (Jamil, 2020), and communication between 

co-workers is always through the platform, thus limited to work-related tasks 

(Warin, 2017; Moore, 2018). The dwellers of the platform find themselves as 

competing lonely units. The cultural normalisation of platform labour—the 

platform is omnipresent and the logic of work internalised—has led to the term 

“sticky labour” (Sun, Yujie Chen and Rani, 2021): Work is everywhere, it ‘sticks’ 
to one’s very being. 

The apparatus of value extraction may be moving towards the immaterial—“it is 

the master of data who creates (and captures) value” (Degryse, 2016, p. 12)—but 

this does not signal a complete break with the tangible, but rather its 

restructuring as to replicate the digital: “The platform is designed to sell living 

labour as if it were machinic labour” (Altenried, 2020, p. 147). 

The factory is now organised as the stack which is defined as “six interdependent 
layers: Earth, Cloud, City, Address, Interface, [and not necessarily human] User” 
(Bratton, 2015, p. 30).90 Within the stack, everything is turned into data, 

workers are manageable assets (Mengay, 2020). As above, so below. 

 
90 Data Encounter 9 on page 290. 



104 

 

 

Figure 4: The most recent iteration of the German Reference Architectural Model Industrie (RAMI) 4.0 standard 
(Standardization Council INDUSTRIE 4.0, 2020, p. 20). We read: “The interaction and communication between 
the factories and their machines, however, goes beyond the boundaries of the factory and company” (Standardization 
Council INDUSTRIE 4.0, 2020, p. 3). 

Phoebe Moore (2018) documenting the transformation of the self to a list of 

data, warns that as machines are given authority to measure us, they increasingly 

become toolbearers, and we the tools. Moore frames the process of 

reconfiguring the body/mind, manual/mental labour divide, via the unhinged 

expansion of algorithmic mediation, as a corporate colonisation of emotional 

labour. The affective labour task, as carried out by the machine/human hybrid, 

represents a qualitative abstraction. Moore argues that quantification, on the one 

hand, measures affectivity so it can replicate it, on the other it denies it, so that it 

evades remunerating it. In short, it is not the affectivity-pure of the labourer that 

is directly put to work, but the affectivity as moulded by the machine. 

Creativity, in the grinder of algorithmic measurement, is limited to remixing of 

what is there (Pfeiffer, Wühr and Schütt, 2016; Surugiu, 2016), towards an 

already set goal. The algorithm as co-creator determines the output. Algorithms 

as tools are not value-neutral (Introna, 2011; Kreps, 2018), they carry with them 

agency—certain design decisions were made—and we are offered a limited 

choice between those decisions. Something intuited by Jean Baudrillard in The 

Ecstasy of Communication (1983). Anything outside the already set is promptly 

invalidated. There is constant control, not of the object, but by the object. The 

car tells the driver how it needs to be driven, there is no space for “a drunken 
demiurge of power” (Baudrillard, 1983, p. 127), as all is already pre-configured—
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“data simply affirms the order it has already prefabricated” (Moore, 2018, p. 111). 

A system who always points at a singular pre-set ‘correct’ answer, whose ill 
effects are particularly detrimental as it increasingly becomes part of children’s 
everyday learning experience (Kucirkova, 2021). 

The digital thus becomes not only a mediator, but a constituent part of 

Anthropos (Beer, 2009). Something which Franco Berardi describes as cognitive 

automation: The trading of self-design with a “hetero-design of the self” (2018, 

p. 330): The application of power towards the reduction of the complex human 

subjectivity, to predictable, data-friendly models.  

It is not only in production that this manifests, but throughout life, via the 

production of a “systemic individualism” (Kreps, 2018, p. 55)—Anthropos as unit 

cut off from the social, aspiring to ‘the Good’ as defined by the machine. The 
throne of power is no longer occupied by a human—individual or institution—
actor, nor is it the empty bureaucratic topos David Graeber (2015) described, but 

enthroned is the impenetrable agency of the algorithm (Bissell, 2018; Beer, 

2019). An ascension made possible by the doxa of algorithmic infallibility, and 

the invalidation of the full human experience; of what rests beyond the 

algorithmic spectrum (Broussard, 2018).91 

Something which is best expressed in David Beer’s Metric Power (2016), which 

turns to Heidegger: “Calculation refuses to let anything appear except what is 
countable” (Heidegger, 1998a, p. 235). In more recent work, Beer (2019) has 

written on the opaqueness of the algorithm. The combined effect of what Beer 

labels data imaginary—the make-believe omnipotence of data—and data 

rationality, which limits thought within the bounds of data. Effectively, the 

digital is presented in terms reminiscent of the divine. As wielder of the ultimate 

truth, one which we cannot afford to be without. Humanity comes to rely on 

 
91 The ills of this deterministic view of technology, were marked in the very first acquaintance 

between the English-speaking world and the invention of Charles Babbage—the Analytical Engine—
on the 666th page of Taylor’s Scientific Memoirs by Ada Lovelace ( in Menabrea, 1843). 
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the real-time decisions the digital affords and the fact that these decisions are 

non-neutral subjective abstractions remains occluded.  

The above is but a replication of the critiques raised by those working in first 

wave cybernetics. Norbert Wiener (1985), inventor of the term cybernetics—the 

art of governance—in 1948, framed the death of personhood as their 

precondition. Algorithmic models need reproducible action, thus treat time as 

purely reversible—akin to a pre-recording. The desired end condition is set, and 

we fatally arrive there by always the same actions. Or Joseph Weizenbaum, the 

creator of the first chatbot, ELIZA, who argued that the algorithm makes for 

machines whose “internal realities” (Weizenbaum, 1976, p. 9) are inaccessible. 

The True is abstracted within the bounds of a limited conscience according to 

what an affirmative, naturalised “instrumental reason” (Weizenbaum, 1976, p. 

251) dictates. 

A notion whose social implications Pasquale (2015) theorised as a black box 

society—not simply beyond our grasp in terms of ability, but by design and on a 

societal level.92 A complex, beyond our vocabulary and intent, instantiation of 

“the machine as the state” (Bratton, 2015, p. 26). 

As far as the social state is concerned, the introduction of the platform is the 

move which naturally follows the adoption of business models of operation by 

the state, meaning the platform gradually expands to the social welfare system 

(Buhr, 2017).  

The arrival of what is dubbed Digital Era Governance (DEG): “[A] transition to 
fully digital modes of operating for many government sector agencies” 
(Dunleavy, 2005, p. 478), which inherently implies, if not the full removal of 

 
92 One of the earliest definitions of the black box—a configuration whose outputs and inputs are 

known but not its inner workings—was articulated by cyberneticist and author Stanislaw Lem, in the 

1964 Summa Technologiae (2013). Lem suggested that the rudimentary technology of the hammer 

was understood by its user, the more complex technology of the factory was understood not at an 

individual but at a societal level, but cybernetics introduces complexity that rests completely beyond 

comprehension. It is via this very inaccessibility that cybernetic systems emulate humans. Both are 

examples of “a device that can be used without knowing its algorithm” (Lem, 2013, p. 98). 



107 

 

human reflexivity from state processes, at least its considerable limitation and 

constraint (Margetts and Dunleavy, 2013; Todolí-Signes, 2019; Weiskopf and 

Hansen, 2022). The algorithm emerges as the nameless ‘decision maker’ we 
earlier encountered in the social welfare system. A characterised as “urgent” 
(World Economic Forum, 2015, p. 31) redefinition of the paradigm under 

which state and citizen relate. Government to governance (Jessop, 1996; 

Fishenden and Thompson, 2013), which as we have discussed, involves a 

worker-being, salaried in citizenship by the state as employer. 

Growth before profit 

One of the major shifts is that profit-centred models have been abandoned, in 

favour of the “growth before profit” (Srnicek, 2017a, p. 75) maxim, as strategic 

position (see Flanagan, 2019, p. 64). When neo-capitalism has grown to 

encompass everything; when the platform becomes a monopoly, it doubles up 

and starts consuming—extracting labour—in ways that are “brutal” (Briken and 

Taylor, 2018, p. 438) and symbiotic with the state (Zhang, 2020). When there is 

no other alternative but the platform, one is bound to in-work poverty. The 

precariat as modern day wage hunter-gatherers have seamlessly migrated to the 

platform economy. Jones (2021) argues that ultimately what automation has 

introduced is not only the job substitution we earlier described, but we confront 

a hybrid—haunted—form of automation. A further proletarisation of the white-

collar job, where tedious repetitive tasks emerge as microwork and are handled 

largely by workers—now rentable “humans as a service” (Jeff Bezos in Jones, 

2021, p. 55)—in the slums and refugee camps of the global south. Workers who 

are invisible, and who operate in the completely unregulated environment of the 

platform. Like their flesh and blood counterparts, platform microworkers invest 

larger portions of their time hunting for the work-task rather than on its 

completion. 

Resistance within platform precarity 

Schumpeter (1994) described capitalism as an organic process, unfolding from 

within and only approachable through eschatological time, thus foresaw the 
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merging of everything under the capitalist superstructure.93 Eighty years fast 

forward, these are the exact terms that Jonathan Beller (2021) describes today’s 
algorithmic governance. The culmination of a process which had begun with 

commodification and wage labour, based on the internalisation of perceiving 

quality as this is abstracted in quantity. 

Algorithmic eschatology entails the full expansion of the platform, and the full 

internalisation of its logic, as the source of reality. Worker resistance—as it 

emerges from research looking into the 2017 Milan Deliveroo strikes (Briziarelli 

and Armano, 2020)—hinges on this very fact: The acknowledgement of the 

True contra the spectral and fictitious nature of reality as described by the 

platform. The case of the Deliveroo riders reveals the city as an algorithmically 

mediated digital abstract space. Not a lived space, but metamorphosed by the 

overlaying google map to a space of work-pure: A series of workstations, to be 

navigated in the most efficient, algorithmically determined way. The riders 

resisted by simply refusing to validate the machine’s reality. By feeding false data 

back into the algorithm, they rendered it impotent. The adversarial role 

delegated by the platform to the riders became solidarity—the swarm—the 

synchronised failure of all connections. Workers employed social media to 

recompose themselves not as information relays, but as bodies. The site of 

resistance always falls back to the corporeal, the True. Yet is it the very lack of 

ownership of the means of communication, and the isolationism, the lack of 

physical space which the digital inherently carries, that makes such small 

victories the exception (Jones, 2021). 

When we encounter the full removal of the body, when the swarm is fully 

digital, there can be no political praxis. The digital facilitates gatherings but not 

assemblies, the digital gaze is that of the voyeur not of the actor (Han, 2017a). 

Solidarity is replaced by a collective unfeeling amongst platform workers, a 

worker anaesthesia: “a reduction in capacity to be affected” (Bissell, 2022, p. 87). 

 
93 Similarly to what has earlier been outlined in relation to the move from species, to tribe and 

eventually the state. The state, as a living organism poised on domination over nature. 
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At the root level, we find need. Anthropos always falls short of the ever-

expanding demands placed on the neoliberal productive subject/project. The 

now demands the beyond-human: “one’s highest potential demands that one be 
unfettered by their own biological limitations.” (Cakic, 2009, p. 611). 

The inevitability of a ‘new’ hybrid Anthropos, is posed in unison by the 
posthuman field, in the redefinition of “what counts as human” (Haraway, 1994, 

p. 64; Hayles, 2003, p. 135; Braidotti, 2017, p. 7), and in the pronounced 

naturalisation of the technical combined with the insufficiency of Anthropos-

pure in this context. Human primacy is directly challenged (see Hayles, 2006a, 

p. 157; Braidotti, 2017, p. 10; Bratton, 2017; Braidotti, 2019b, pp. 13–37), and 

Anthropos is not only relegated to a secondary role, but emerges as faulted. 

Human consciousness is bound to fault inducing emotions. Conscience demands 

coherency, which is paid for by the loss of accuracy.94 An accuracy which is 

restored by placing Anthropos as an embodied form of machinistic cognition 

(see Hayles, 2006b, pp. 160–161, 2006a, p. 157,139, 2014, p. 214), and thus 

considered as something one can routinely modify (Rose, 2003). 

Hayles (2014, pp. 201–202, 216) defines the cognitive nonconscious. A broader 

category than thinking which evades retrospection. The soft machine can access 

the unconscious, whilst the cognitive nonconscious operates from below, 

thereby it does not require a distinct self.95 What Braidotti (2019b, p. 44) frames 

as the posthuman convergence—a zoe-geo-techno assemblage—and salvatory 

condition for our, situated between the “Fourth Industrial Revolution and the 
Sixth Extinction” (Braidotti, 2019b, p. 2), eschatological epoch. Posthumanism is 

placed as the sustainable answer (Cielemęcka and Daigle, 2019) to the 

destructive desires of Anthropos. 

 
94 A position similar to the one voiced by Haraway via the rejection of “anti-science metaphysics” 
(Haraway, 1987, p. 37). 

95 The term soft machine is used in reference to the work of W. S. Burroughs, who in similar terms 

described language—set meaning—as a technology of control, reality as constructed and the 

corporeal as a system (see Watters, 1996).  
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The cosmos is considered as the cognisphere, “emblem and instantiation of 
dynamic cognitive flows between human, animal and machine” (Hayles, 2006b, 

p. 165). A cosmos, which, above all, is utile. There is an overt drive for the 

posthuman to appear as a theory of the margins, as an emancipatory condition 

unappropriated by capital.96 Yet, this is done by reterritorialising the margins in 

productive terms. Braidotti turns to what Deleuze labels as minor sciences and 

considers them as what will invigorate capital. The outside is “double capital” 
(2019b, p. 149). Hayles talks about “configurations of value” (2006b, p. 160). 

Haraway salutes the neoliberal responsible ethic: One is the author not only of 

one’s deeds, but is also individually responsible for the social structure under 
which these deeds are performed and judged. In the posthuman relativity 

structure, we are “responsible for machines; they do not dominate or threaten us. 

We are responsible for boundaries; we are they” (Haraway, 1987, p. 36). A 

notion which Haraway is quick to expand to other species, as the non-human is 

drafted to the fold in the form of the responsible worker: "Work, use, and 

instrumentality are intrinsic to bodily webbed mortal earthly being and 

becoming” (Haraway, 2008, p. 71). 

The posthuman paradigm carries along with it a total objectification of the 

cosmos. The lakes are legal entities, the mountains ore mines, the rivers 

hydroelectric plants. Posthuman convergence is not about considering them not 

as such, but appropriatingtheir value towards an abstract ‘Good’, “affirmative 
ethics” (Braidotti, 2017, p. 46), based on the uncoded potentiality brought about 

by the endless reconfiguration of the system.97 To be permanently cast as ‘fluid 

other’ is equated to salvation (see Haraway, 1987, p. 15, 1992, p. 299). 

 
96 Yet posthumanism is fully integrated. Haraway’s cyborg was the basis of the 2018 Gucci show in 
Milan (Friedman, 2018). Braidotti in turn (see Braidotti and Regan, 2017, p. 174) delivers lectures at 

Yale. 

97 The reader can turn to a critique towards Haraway’s ill-defined non-salvational scheme, which 

hinges on little more than an articulation of abstract potency in Csicsery-Ronay (1998), or Campbell 

(2001). The same reliance on potency with no ground, the consideration that variation equals un-

assimilation I have elsewhere pointed out in relation to Braidotti (see Kerasovitis, 2020b, p. 1390). 
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In short, there is no antinomy between the subjugation to productive labour and 

the cyborg, nor its progeny. The notion of need is overbearing. A 

convergence—the posthuman ‘we’—not as product of autonomous will, but as 

mandate for survival. An act of calculation, concurrent with the structures that it 

pertains to replace. It is not free Anthropos that conjures the artifice that is 

Leviathan, but Anthropos afraid. The Marxist wage-labourer is denuded of any 

possession, becomes needful before entering the world of capitalist labour. 

Anthropos is asked to retire the self on an existential basis, on grounds of an 

insufficiency within the complex world created by technology. 

Eternal 

Bataille, as I pointed out in the beginning of the thesis, framed work as based 

not only on the non-I but also on death as a limit. This is a limit whose 

prohibition guards against the negation of the future goal ingrained in the 

essence of work. It is on these two points that posthumanism emerges as in 

complete antithesis to Bataille. 

The contrast becomes pronounced in the root of posthuman thought, which 

gives emphasis to the made over the given. The True is denied by fiat, a rather 

abrupt consideration of self-constitution—"autopoiesis” (Haraway in Gane, 

2006, p. 141). There is no origin, only a throbbing subjectivity, a nuanced 

convergence in various configurations.  

The argument is thus transposed not on the separation from nature—the fall—
but on its very erasure from consideration. In essence, posthuman thought 

refuses to consider origin or re-ascension. In considering the subject as always in 

the making negates the need for definition against an-other, by constantly being 

other, in flux, in a non-state.98 Yet, what is destroyed is not otherness, but self-

definition, the self as distinct. Haraway writes: “to be other is to be multiple, 
without clear boundary, frayed, insubstantial. One is too few, but two are too 

many” (1987, p. 33). 

 
98 If one considers a desired state, one admits to a present condition of lack, which inherently 

necessitates the other. 
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The limit of death is not negated nor defied, but made ontologically irrelevant. 

Anthropos is stuck down here below. Existence in the limbo of a world 

summoned by fiat: “[T]he essence of all living matter is the ontological 
positivity of entities that long to persevere in their existence” (Braidotti, 2019a, 

p. 467). 

Complete freedom from the naturally given, inclusive of death. This freedom is 

not through a beyond, an against, or even via a substitution of morality (see 

Haraway, 1987, p. 11, 1992, p. 327), but rather through the reconfiguration of 

transgression as an impossibility by design: “Thou shalt not make killable” 
(Haraway, 2008, p. 80). Death is negated because nothing is allowed to escape 

the real. Nothing begins or ends, it just forms different multiplicities, coalitions 

of like ‘non-I’ pluralities (see Haraway, 1987, pp. 3–4, 8–9). The “not of woman 
born” (Haraway, 1987, p. 32) being needs no salvational scheme, nor are we to 

consider it as strictly human. 

The Pavlovian movement which had begun in the Fordist factory, thus reaches 

its highest pitch. This movement can be summarised as vesting the immaterial—
be it named the soul, conscience, the remainder of Guéry and Deleule—with the 

properties of matter, and as matter, make it persevere in the different forms of an 

eternal worker. 

Related to the scope of this thesis, this becomes apparent in the domain of 

immaterial labour, and is akin to the transgression of Pygmalionism.99 A sin 

reserved for those able to paint or describe a celestial being and then proceed to 

evoke and carnally consume it. This is not a crime against a living tangible 

thing, but a soiling of the sacred. It constitutes “an enormity” (Huysmans, 2004, 
p. 265) of sin. 

Similarly, under Acéphale, immaterial labour represents the turning of what is 

founded in the sacred order and of sacred essence—the immaterial—to a “usable 
thing” (AS1, p. 73). An expansion of capital appropriation to beyond the 

tangible, which we can read as a reversal of sacrifice. If in Bataillean sacrifice the 

 
99 Defined in 1891 by Joris-Karl Huysmans (2004). 
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profane was rendered useless and sacred, then what is performed by immaterial 

labour is a profaning of the sacred. Casting the sacred as useful in the word of 

things, casting the plane of Ideas as a utile affective commodity. As earlier 

discussed herein via Caillois’ Man and the Sacred, for the sacred to come into 

contact with the profane ensues a destructive tainting.100 The True is 

reconstituted on the plane of things, authored as known, and thus ascribes to 

things an essence that is not originary but made: The profane presents itself as 

sacred. 

 
100 This is exactly the central—later outlined herein —idea, under which Bataille discussed the 

degradation of potlatch, in the use of rank for growth and not destruction. 
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§3 PART THREE 

The previous sections introduced the core principles of Bataillean thought and 

presented an outline of the progress of labour in time. It is from this point on 

that the thesis begins their entanglement on a conceptual level. Tracing labour 

into the algorithmically mediated now, we encounter the same underlying 

principles: 

A forged conscience, leading to the perception of existence in scarcity. The 

introduction of need, which leads to Anthropos, only accounted for when as 

worker—a logic of fragmentation and exclusion. Those that do not work do not 

exist. Existence is entrenched in obligations and assumes a contractual character. 

A heteronomous modality that is internalised under a definition of ‘the Good’, 
coming from outside the self, which poses growth as telos. A goal orientated 

mode of existence under a transcendental—removed from direct contact and 

approached only through mediation (i.e. the unemployment benefits ‘decision 
maker’)—authority as sacred. This can be summarised as the definition of desire 

by the other, and the simultaneous internalisation of heteronomy, as being of the 

self. The needs of work become the desires of the self, now defined exclusively 

on the basis of work. A fluid self, trapped in loneliness and constant anxiety. A 

self which cannot perform the tasks that perpetual growth demands, which 

cannot keep up with the machine. This part acts as the post-Qualitative thinking 

with theory, and outlines strands of thought adjacent to Bataille that will guide 

our understanding. 
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§3.1. VOLO 

If the thesis is to follow PQR rigorously, there alas needs to be some space for its 

author: What is the topos from where I write? How do I understand? 

In the methodology section, I rejected autoethnography: The ‘I’ that exists in the 

world is subordinate, whilst the ‘I’ that writes has the opportunity to 

sovereignty. This leaves me with the problematic on how to reveal the self. A 

question that this thesis has helped me approach an answer to. On what grounds 

did I feel this sense of intimacy, this familiarity with what Bataille wrote? And 

how am I to make this point universal? On one level, I believe that Bataille 

wrote under a profound sense of loss, and this is the core of §5 below. Loss is the 

lot of humankind, it is a universal point. Loss can drive a conclusion, but it is not 

enough to sustain an analysis, and a thesis—unlike Bataille—demands that things 

be known. 

It is on this point that I return to the literature review on Bataille, and 

particularly towards the strong bond between mysticism and language. Bataille 

wrote “in the line of mystics of all times” (AS1, p. 197), but the mysticism he 

subscribes to is not generic. This is a mysticism particularly ebbed in the 

Neoplatonic school of thought (see Connor, 2000, p. 11). Bataille’s mentorship 
under Lee Shestov reveals “another Plato” (Connor, 2000, p. 28), and a line of 

thought that necessities embodied experience: Thought is transfigured into 

experience (see Connor, 2000, p. 29). It may be the influence of Shestov, that 

colours Bataille texts as Christian in the Eastern version of the creed. A tint that 

is also implied by Hussey (2000, pp. 2–4), when noting the strong Eastern 

influences in Bataille, thus framing him as “analogous to Christian negative 

theology.” (Hussey, 2000, p. 42). 

Tempting as this may be, I shall not anchor the self on creed, but language.101 In 

doing so, I may commit the sin of subordinating the self to 

 
101 A discussion on creed would demand its own space, in a different study. Yet one should consider 

that what is inscribed in creed and language has little difference: “when the time came to give 
Christianity an intellectual content, it was from Greek that its technical terms and phrases were drawn 
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language—”Language speaks us” (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 205)—but I 

find myself in the position where the inner and outer voice of the self, do not 

coincide. I seem to understand in the Greek language what I think and express 

in the English language. Yet, I do not see this as a weakness, but rather as a 

strength. Both sides have to give a bit, become a bit bruised. Is this not how 

Bataille defined communication? As a cut, “a laceration” (Bataille, 2015, p. 65) in 

the integrity of separate things? 

But then, how to cut a common point between ‘I’ and reader? I draw inspiration 

from Peter Tracey Connor, and the mystic practice of the volo [I will]. The volo 

which begins the discourse of the mystic, implies an agreement. It is a discourse 

between those ‘who know’: “the volo effectively excludes difference and 

otherness from the reading experience” (Connor, 2000, p. 63). It is this 

agreement that I wish to establish by clarifying the meaning of words. I 

understand in a language that is very descriptive. If the name of a thing is 

known to me, I need no experience of it to know it. If the experience of a thing 

does not coincide with its name, then I am using a wrong name. This has 

proven particularly difficult in this thesis when regarding the concept of 

subjectivity. This word feels not proper. It does not describe what I understand 

as subjectivity.102 I will instead turn to the term hypokeimenon.  

This is the reason Martin Heidegger becomes important on the pages that 

follow. Heidegger’s oeuvre primarily advances on a very simple principle: The 

meaning of the old words, how to prevent time from rendering concepts 

unintelligible, how “to preserve the force of the most elemental words” (Heidegger, 

1962, p. 262 emphasis in original). from this perspective, Heidegger provides the 

reader with the explanation of what is already inscribed in me by language. 

 

and it was in Greek, of course, that the new thought, replete with Greek ideas, was expressed.” 
(Charanis, 1972, p. 108). Otherwise viewed, the non-linearity of time evident in the Eastern creed, 

allows it to recognise an affinity with the pagan world—in both its myths and philosophies. It “selects 

and adopts … all that was ‘Christian before Christ’” (Ouspensky, 1978, p. 107)  

102 One may also turn to Seuren (1999) who indicates the semantic gap introduced by the word subject 

and the ongoing since 1840 linguistic debate. 
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I bring to the reader’s recollection that this ontology of the artificial that the 
now seeks to define (see §1 above), positions itself against the Western 

conception of the cosmos, and that position, it equates with Heidegger. Also, his 

insights regarding technology, which I will soon present, are in perfect harmony 

with Bataille’s view of slavery. It is also in this sense that I earlier claimed that 

Bataille speaks from within the Western tradition. 

DAWN/ORIGINS 

Here, it is important to allude to a recent work which deals with origins: that of 

Graeber and Wengrow (2021). Graeber and Wengrow primarily turn to the 

Americas and its indigenous populations, and challenge our preconception that 

human history has advanced on a single path. The path we are now on. A path 

which equates the contemporary Western norms with ‘the Good’. A modality, 
which is perceived as the sole carrier of "freedom, equality and democracy" 

(Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 17), and which necessarily demands 

leadership, the state, religion, or some other arbitrating power which fatally 

introduces oppression and unfreedom. 

Similarly to what the thesis has raised, Graeber and Wengrow note that Western 

thought has always considered the origin of Anthropos as urban, in civitas, 

under the market, never in a state of nature. They too blend the political with 

the theological, and they note the disposition of our contemporary systems to 

"convert wealth into power over others" (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 52). 

As Graeber and Wengrow—likewise to Bataille—note, our theories deal with a 

reduced version of the True so that they might work (see Graeber and 

Wengrow, 2021, p. 21). This particularly comes into play in the substrate of our 

political concepts: the subjective dichotomy between good and evil and the 

consideration of Anthropos as evil by nature. This, as the two thinkers reason, 

makes the entire Western contemporary political organisation of society—which 

as earlier intuited herein differs little from its productive organisation—oscillate 

between either Thomas Hobbes (1998) and the 1651 Leviathan, or Jean-Jacques 
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Rousseau (2016) and the 1762 social contract.103 There is no room for autonomy. 

The West either needs a sovereign, a contract, or a combination of the two (see 

Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, pp. 6–9). Political authority thus emerges exactly 

as it was defined in 1924 by Friedrich Meinecke (1997): As that moral higher 

power, able to erect boundaries that will stop the inherently evil beast that is 

Anthropos. Essentially, this is the introduction of the ruling Entity, of the non-

human acquiring sovereignty over Anthropos. A naturalised artifice occupying 

the place of the transcendental sacred, the made regarded as given. This is what 

the now seeks to ontologically define, as noted in §1.1, and an ontological 

alternative against this definition, is what this thesis strives to contribute to. 

Graeber and Wengrow turn to all the cases that our modern doxa dismisses as 

“atypical” (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 154), and offer concrete evidence 
that there were historical periods and cultures in which Anthropos was 

otherwise. That going beyond the band level and organising in larger societies 

does not necessarily imply the introduction of a higher power, that top-down 

authority is not the only option (see Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 319). That 

societies which set “individual autonomy and freedom of action as consummate 

values” (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 61) did exist. And moreover, such 
societies did not just happen, but were the product of elaborate political thought. 

I shall not tire the reader with listing all the parallels, but I will pause on four 

points which are central to the position of this thesis.104 These points are the 

 
103 To this the thesis only adds the 1835 observations of Alexis de Tocqueville (2000), which contain 

the seeds of what later became the neoliberal political frame. The valorisation of a flattened form of 

individualism. Individual thought is something that needs to be sapped, exactly like the creative input 

of the Fordist labourer. Tocqueville considers citizens as inadequate to autonomously define ‘the 

Good’. Everybody is an individual, but everybody uniformly aspires to an ideal coming from the 
outside. 

104 In general Graeber and Wengrow offer a remarkable trove of archaeological data that reads closely 

to the narrative this thesis embarked on in §1. Affluent societies did exist, and in large numbers. 

Anthropos chose the easy way to obtain resources, besides having the technology to produce more 

(see Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 500). Anthropos lived in resource rich areas where the need to 

work was less. We encounter notions such as ‘play farming’ which require minimum organisation and 

“prevent cultivation from becoming a matter of life and death” (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 260). 
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notions of the sacred, otherness, the concept of slavery, and the privileging of 

the mind; of a doxa over embodied experience—what I refer to as the life of the 

mind-pure. It is also on these categories that Bataille thought differently, 

thought otherwise. 

What this section of the thesis claims, is that to understand subject as 

hypokeimenon, reveals a point at the origins of the Western tradition which—as 

far as autonomy is concerned—has much in common with the indigenous 

populations Graeber and Wengrow primarily turn to. And this forms the 

universal point of the thesis.  

And it is around these categories that in the following pages I will apply the 

understanding of hypokeimenon on Bataille and then proceed to introduce the 

concept of necrolabour. 

 

We find readings on potlatch close to Bataille, but we also see instances of the practice amongst 

populations with a labour intense ethos and as such entirely different. In the latter wealth was rather 

redistributed than destroyed, (see Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 204). 
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§3.2. THE TRUE UNDER THE IDEA 

The notion of the sacred emerges as all important when Graeber and Wengrow 

(2021, pp. 158–161) note that even in the most antihierarchical societies, when 

the sacred came into the fore—in the periods of the festival or in the seasonal 

rites—that hierarchies did arise, orders where obeyed, sacred objects became 

precious and well-guarded property. The problematic, as Graeber and 

Wengrow lead us to think, occurs when the character of these hierarchies was 

transposed and lost its seasonal character. When, from a recognition of the 

superiority of the divine and a consequent organisation of the world of 

Anthropos beneath it, it became permanently entwined into the manmade 

hierarchies themselves. It became the “paradigm for all human rights and 

freedoms.” (emphasis in original Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 159). 

Human history has progressed on the concept of schismogenesis (Graeber and 

Wengrow, 2021, pp. 56–57). A concept which sees societies—or the self—
defined against the other, and thus progressively arrive at extremities: We 

become other on the superlative.  

Also of importance is the separation between embodied experience and doxa 

Graeber and Wengrow note. Belief is what grounds large urban societies: 

“Cities begin in the mind” (2021, p. 276). One does not directly experience life 

within a large social unit, but one thinks as part of that unit. A life which occurs 

in the mind and persists in this imaginary dimension even after the formation of 

mass societies. The time of the Sacred, the time of the festival, being the only 

time these imaginary groups materialise (see Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, pp. 

281–285). 

Intrinsically linked to the sacred is ownership, and thus progressively the notion 

of slavery. We find a very important distinction between what ownership 

signalled then and now. For the indigenous Americans, ownership was highly 

associated with care, for the Latin West ownership means dominion by brute 

force. What is fundamentally caring labour, thus degenerates into oppression. 

Graeber and Wengrow attribute this to the roman roots of the notion of the 
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Law. A conception of the cosmos under which res [matter] takes precedence, a 

conception under which people can easily turn to things (see Graeber and 

Wengrow, 2021, pp. 508–9). It is on this fine point between care and violence, 

where Bataille situates this thesis and leads us to think otherwise. Let us recall 

how, in §2.4 above the contemporary welfare state stands removed from the 

notion of care and assumes the role of manager. Let us also consider that care 

implies casting others as needful. The reader is also asked to recollect that at the 

end of §2.5, we encountered the posthuman regard of the cosmos—in-itself an 

articulation of Deleuze’s thought in the now—introducing essentially the 

sacralisation of the Latin res. For posthumanism, there is no origin, no death, 

only permanent otherness and production. This is the position of Donatien 

Alphonse François de Sade, in which Anthropos and worm carry the same value: 

“For the power of destroying matter is not granted to man: the most he can 

do is but vary its forms. And since every form is equal in the eyes of nature 

nothing is lost in changing them. (Sade, 1964, p. 56) 

State/Polis 

This full slide from government to governance enacted by neoliberalism, has 

always been latent in the way the West has perceived democracy as a political 

system of rule, rather than the societal system that would, through the temporary 

ideal ruler—the unwilling philosopher-King as described by Plato—arrive to an 

autonomous society. A society in which the law is of the self, but this self 

coexists in harmony, as the ideal—even if approached individually—is one.105 

Citizenship as the honouring of a contract which sets the ideal, introduces a 

higher power other than the self, is present from the very birth of the modern 

conception of the state. A state which emerges as heteronomous by design. A 

 
105 At this point it is appropriate to point the Castoriadian designation of modern democracy as an 

“abject carcass of pseudodemocratic oligarchy” (Rockhill in Castoriadis, 2011, p. xvii), a position very 

aligned with both Plato and Aristotle who framed the ideal Polis as anarchos, the citizens do not need 

the rule of law as they embody it (Keyt, 1993). Victor Hugo shortly before his death in 1855 framed 

his vision of a united Europe on very similar lines. A Europe united, not under force of law but under 

intellectual illumination, would not need a system of government: The Law would not be imposed 

but revealed (see Hugo, 2015, pp. 41–43). 
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collection of needful, faulted individuals, bound together under a sovereign 

force that defines them. 

The focus is on the autonomously set ideal. On the gaze that autonomously 

interprets the empirical, and the possibility that is open to the autonomist. The 

possibility that the self becomes the very transcendental Idea. Not the 

transcendental made immanent, but the earthly elevated to the transcendental in 

its entirety. This is how Heidegger (1998b, pp. 176–180) discussed—the much 

misread primary treatise on reality for Western thought—Plato’s allegory of the 
cave. A text which introduces the missing link between conscience and the 

True. 

As Heidegger argues, Plato did not move the transcendental to the complete 

outside, but left a bridge between transcendence and immanence. Empirical 

understanding is not false by design. Heidegger quotes from Plato referring to 

the Idea: 

“[S]he herself is mistress in that she bestows unhiddenness (on what shows 

itself) and at the same time imparts apprehension (of what is unhidden)” 

(Plato in Heidegger, 1998b, p. 176). 

The Idea of a thing—its essence—commands that which we perceive as form. It 

dictates the things’ un-concealment, the truth of a thing. What the intellect 

perceives is what is to us the real. What we perceive as ‘the Good’ dictates our 
reality. Heidegger writes: 

“[T]he highest in the region of the suprasensuous is that idea which, as the 

idea of all ideas, remains the cause of the subsistence and the appearing of all 

beings. Because this ‘idea’ is thereby the cause of everything, it is also ‘the 

idea’ that is called ‘the good’” (Heidegger, 1998b, p. 180). 

What is lost in heteronomy is the very freedom to define ‘the Good’. It is made 

and already provided. In the context of what we have earlier discussed and framed 

in turns of consciousness, this can be articulated as the difference between what 

we perceive—what appears to our senses—as shaped by a directly and 

autonomously experienced, of the self, substrate, or as the substrate being shaped 

under what Bataille calls the reductive, empirically quantifiable, clear conscience. 
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This is exactly the logic animating citizenship in relation to work, and it most 

surfaces in the difference between the citizen of the state and the citizen of the 

autonomous Polis. 

Autonomous Hypokeimenon or Subject Citizen 

A difference which becomes clearer if traced on linguistic terms. The former is a 

subject, the latter a hypokeimenon. The subject—a relatively modern term of 

Cartesian origin—operates under heteronomy; one is subjected to some form of 

rule. 

The pre-Cartesian word employed was hypokeimenon—that which lies beneath—
and is closer to the notion of the substrate. Hypokeimenon implies a passive 

harmonious condition. It is the make-up of an entity, the topos on which it 

stands. The autonomous citizen is a hypokeimenon to the autonomous society, 

defines and is defined by institutions whose power and origin refer back to the 

autonomous subject, to the very self. There is no friction between the two.  

Hypokeimenon, as described in the writings of Aristotle, implies a universality, 

intuits an underlying unchanged common core that is inseparable from being. 

Aristotle writes: 

“[M]an is not found in a [hypokeimenon]. By ‘in,’ … I do not mean present or 

found as its parts are contained in a whole; I mean that it cannot exist as apart 

from the [hypokeimenon] referred to” (Aristotle, 1938, p. 14). 

Heidegger is a thinker that very well understood the difference between the 

two, when noting that with hypokeimenon: “[o]ne speaks, then, of the core of the 

thing. … This core of the thing was its ground and was always there” 
(Heidegger, 2002, p. 5). For Heidegger, this conceptual drift has had a 

tremendous impact on how we gestate subjectivity. He precisely pins the 

“rootlessness of Western thinking” (Heidegger, 2002, p. 6), on this move from 

hypokeimenon to the Latin subject, the move from autonomy to the 

heteronomous society of Law and prohibition.106 

 
106 The Law as power over things by Wengrove and Graeber, earlier outlined herein. 
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To build on Heidegger’s remark, to be a hypokeimenon in a group means that 

one pre-exists the group, and enters into a formation with like beings, a 

formation of like essence. To be a subject, inverts this relation. It signifies a 

form, an essence that pre-exists, and one is shaped to conform to the given 

subjectivity. If we concede that one is born free, then one is made a subject, 

moulded as to conform to the group. The Polis belongs to the citizen, and the 

two express the same essence. The Polis has no meaning without the citizen. A 

subject belongs to the state, which can be defined without the subject. The state 

pre-exists its subjects, who willingly and under calculation or force, enter into a 

contract with the state and form its body.  

This formulation allows us to frame the autonomous Polis as the Bataillean 

Labyrinth, whose dwellers are like beings—fellow creatures—of coincident will: 

Of the same innate will to transgress.107 Salvation is for a community “of those 
who live it” (IE, p. 24) but not through the community that defines what the 

True is. 

This ephemeral communion in likeness mirrors the way Bataille (IE, pp. 84–86) 

puts forward a form of social organisation as movement, fiercely maintaining 

both the individual and the social.108 Existence is organised paradoxically as an 

always variable, individualised yet social, function. Anthropos is akin to a 

particle “INSERTED IN UNSTABLE AND TANGLED GROUPS” (IE, p. 84, 
capitalised in original). 

As far as hypokeimenae recognise themselves in their fellow creatures, they form 

an autonomous society. When this creaturely fellowship withdraws, so does 

being revert to the individual and constitutes new groups. There is no 

Leviathan, contract, or higher moral power that holds Acéphale together, only 

 
107 See the earlier reference to the Labyrinth in §1.2. 

108 With individuality we take to mean the ability of a unit to exist without exchange—without 

communication—a closed being belonging to the pre-fallen intimate order. Bataille’s primary origin is 
communication which he sees as constitutive of Anthropos with a view to Sovereignty and not later 

added (see ER, p. 24). 
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“a coincidence of wills” (SaCON, p. 301). It is the very instability of these 

groups, which allows for both an autonomous individuality and a social.109 

The self for Bataille is part of a fluid community of like beings. This can be 

described as an unstable conglomeration of beings that share of the same essence. 

The singular self as distinct only emerges in a fleeting moment. 

Bataille frames this fleeting moment as the “uncertain opposition of autonomy to 
transcendence” (IE, p. 85). The self seeks full autonomy—sovereignty—which, 

simultaneously and antithetically, implies a continuity with the transcendental. 

Stated differently, the self wants to become its own origin, which at the same 

time is not a point, but a limitless whole. This position is a paradoxical one, as to 

become origin/God/infinity, it needs to renounce autonomy, to submit to the 

sacred. A renouncement that occurs only “temporarily: the will for autonomy is 
only abated for a time and quickly, in a single movement in which balance is 

achieved, being devotes itself to the whole and at the same time devotes the 

whole to itself” (IE, p. 85). This point, this particular instant that Bataille refers 

to, will be further discussed in §4.4. 

Things and Technology  

The simultaneous accessibility and prominence of the Idea that Heidegger 

recognised carries along on how Heidegger conceived technology, and in turn, 

on how he considered things. 

Things for Heidegger fall into two categories, which he delineated in the 1926 

Being and Time (1962): As ready-to-hand and present-at-hand. The ready-to-hand 

mode implies the essence of an object residing in a black box, and the object 

 
109 Also linking back to the world of work this point emerges in the concept of sacred leadership 

introduced by Grint (2010). Grint regards management in the place of the sacred and the workers as 

subjects/flock. The workers emerge as completely homogenous—having given up their autonomy 

under the wage relation—and reliant on the other; on the heterogenous sacred manager. This for 

Grint introduces a problematic uniformity in the workforce which bears heavily on their creativity. 

The Bataillean modality of being in the Labyrinth, by introducing an instability between subject and 

object, a reconciliation between an autonomous ‘I’ and the formation of a social space, paradoxically 
resolves the aporia introduced by Grint. 



127 

 

appears to us via the use we put it into. The relationship is thus subordinate to 

the logic of purpose, the “in order to” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 98). Objects become 

ontologically valid only if they are used. The same principle extends to nature. 

With the ready-to-hand object, the question is transposed on the user. On 

religious terms, does one use an object towards its original telos? 

In the mode of the present-at-hand, the object’s essence is announced to us 

(Heidegger, 1962, p. 52), is made present and primary over the user. The form 

of the object—not via use but by contemplation—communicates its true essence, 

which, as we have discussed in reference to the Platonic cave, can turn the 

announcement into a revelation. 

These ideas animate the concepts that Heidegger introduced to our 

understanding of technology. Technology is seen as either a revealing or as a 

challenging. Heidegger, in the 1954 essay The Question Concerning Technology 

(Heidegger, 2008), argued for a difference between high and low technology, 

between the hammer and the factory. Technology that does not alter the essence 

of a thing causes it to reveal its truth to us, an unveiling. The technology of the 

factory, in contrast, challenges the essence of a thing. The hydroelectric factory 

turns the river to a battery. Turns it to a standing reserve, meaning that without 

the factory, the battery does not exist, it only exists when used. The standing 

reserve introduces heteronomy and purpose.110 

This un-autonomy, this need for the other in order to exist, is reminiscent of the 

way Aristotle defined the slave-by-nature, as a thing, as “living tool” (Aristotle, 

2009, p. 157), which we will now turn too.111 

 
110 The parallels between the earlier notions of the citizen of the state or the posthuman productive 

made—the mountain as mine—are glaring.  

111 Data Encounter  on page 291. 
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MASTER AND SLAVE 

Aristotle (1998, pp. 6–7) begins by holding the distinction between property and 

the common tool. Common tools are linked to production, and their use results 

in some form of produce. In contrast, the use of property results in no direct 

tangible produce. Aristotle reasons that tools are posed as distinct entities, whilst 

property, completely and in its entirety, is absorbed within the master, is “a sort of 
living but separate part of his body” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 11).112 

This is extended to the difference between the two types of slavery. The slave-

by-nature is regarded as property, whilst the slave-by-law—one forced into 

slavery but who has not internalised this condition—as a tool. Aristotle, thus 

lucidly defines the slave-by-nature: 

“For he who can belong to someone else (and that is why he actually does 

belong to someone else), and he who shares in reason to the extent of 

understanding it, but does not have it himself (for the other animals obey not 

reason but feelings), is a natural slave.” (Aristotle, 1998, p. 9) 

We see two vectors delineated. The first puts emphasis on the master’s non-

force—that would make for a slave-by-law—and on becoming property, because 

one can be property teleologically, much like a natural resource. The second is the 

ontological status. The natural slave is nor animal, neither fully human. Reason—
logic—is not an inherent trait. The slave is not autonomously logical, thereby 

lacks agency. If considered, under the lens of the time it was written, this 

framing indicates an inability to engage in dialectics—“when the eye of the soul 
is really buried in a sort of barbaric bog, dialectic gently pulls it out and leads it 

upward.” (Plato, 2004, p. 228)—which in turn indicates the incapacity to discern 

the True, the sacred, and therefore to be classed as a thing.113 As such, servitude 

 

112 We may also read this in relation to how— as earlier outlined herein—Bataille delineated the 

beclouded conscience of early Anthropos as being one with the made objects.  

113 This is a fine point which has eluded the modern understanding of the Aristotelian slave-by-nature 

and has vested it with controversy. The confusion is resolved by acknowledging that Aristotle 

acknowledged the slave-by-law as an unjust and tyrannical state, whilst the slave-by-nature not so. In 
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is posed as beneficial (see Aristotle, 1998, pp. 8, 194). The slave-by-nature, 

likened to a domesticated animal, is given safety, and is rescued from an 

inhuman life. 

We can relate the slave-by-nature to contemporary concepts of the wage 

labourer, as Aristotle’s definition is exactly replicated in the terms under which 

Guy Debord discussed the modern working class. Expendable, under an 

imposed up-rootedness and mobility to where work is. Debord describes how 

human beings degenerate to things via the removal of self-determination. Slaves, 

which “work overtime in the service of emptiness, and emptiness rewards them 

with coinage in its own image” (In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni, 1978, 

00:11:43-00:12:45). Similarly to Aristotle and Heidegger, for Debord, this 

condition is brought about by the inability of workers to discern the True via 

dialectics. Communication is impossible as the working class, not only is divided 

into competitive units, but lacks the language necessary to engage in dialogue. It 

is through the destruction of dialectics that workers are kept as slaves in the 

“cesspit” (1978, 01:31:02-01:31:39) of the made. 

Naturalisation of Slavery 

Bataille employs different language but follows Aristotle to the letter. The slave 

is a thing, property to be moulded to the master’s liking and integrally linked to 

the worker: “The farmer is not a man: he is the plow of the one who eats the 
bread” (REL, p. 42). 

We most clearly see this concept traced through Bataille’s example of the 
domesticated animal. When Anthropos first broke animals to useful workers, the 

concept of slavery entered the world, the animal lost its sacrality (see ER, p. 81). 

The serving animal has no distinct desires from the master (see SaCON, p. 139). 

 

short Aristotle deemed those that accept and internalise their slavery as not human. A designation 

which connects to the ability of Anthropos to transcend, to infer the original ontological purpose of 

things. Anthropos thus emerges as master over things but not over fellow human beings. To be a 

master of a slave-by-law is both un-natural and unjust, on the respective grounds of the law being a 

human construct, and the involvement of force (see Aristotle, 1998, p. 6). All human slavery is firmly 

classed as “against nature” (1998, p. 7). 
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It is a thing, and the relegation to thinghood has been conducted from the very 

inception of being. Like the slave, there was never a time that the domesticated 

animal was not posited as a thing, and it is this very thinghood that allows for it 

to assume malleability. Bataille (see REL, p. 39) gives the example of preparing 

food. The eaten animal has to be seasoned, cooked, boiled to the master’s 
liking.114 Much like the moulding of Anthropos to worker, the setting in both 

cases must be as property, as a thing, as slave-by-nature, never as by-law. 

Subjugation thus depends on acceptance. As far as there remains the trace of a 

will to resist, slavery is not possible. This is a reversible condition—the slave-by-

law exists in a temporary state as tool—not absolute; this is not the True. Bataille 

gives the example of a shoeshine polishing the shoes of the master: 

“I earn my daily bread, but I never get to enjoy, as does the passerby, any 

useless luster. This luster does not serve, has no meaning outside itself, but it 

bespeaks the sovereignty of the passerby as well as my degradation” (AS2-3, p. 

135). 

The problematic that opens-up before us is double-edged. In the first instance, 

the shoeshine is permanently degraded; unable to think against this condition—
the sacred-made is taken as given, and so is the designated place in the social. 

Bataille expands this lack of counter-thought to consider the danger of a society 

reduced to a utile function, and also having internalised this condition as natural. 

The shoeshine admires the lustre of sovereignty, but also concedes that it is 

reserved for the other. The shoeshine thus becomes a slave, and the master, as a 

usurper of the divine, emits the lustre reserved for the Sun.  

Kenneth Anger’s Hollywood Babylon (1986), gives ample testament to the above, 

in portraying a champagne bathing, drug fuelled, sexually divergent upper 

 
114 I have elsewhere pointed the link between colonial slavery and the self-imposed alteration of the 

slave/worker, in reference to the feelings of inferiority before the master. The slave must be “made 
palatable” (Kerasovitis, 2022, p. 140), must accommodate the tastes of the master. 
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class.115 The life of the ‘New Gods’, whose tales of excess are consumed by a 
working class unable and unwilling to re-enact them. 

This is but another facet of the neoliberal disavowal of the citizens' ability to 

judge—as encountered through Tocqueville—in full neoliberal swing; expressed 

as the citizens’ self-exclusion from a full life. The analysis of Eco (1972), on the 

superhero phenomenon in pop culture, is also still both current and helpful. The 

individual considers the self powerless. It is beyond one’s ability to act past a 
certain point. But what can one do? ‘This is a job for superman’, not Anthropos. 
Ultimately for Bataille, the slave (by nature) cannot really consume, cannot 

perform sacrifice, as there is an inherent lack of a direct link to the divine. Nor 

can the slave be posed as a victim of sacrifice, as there is nothing of sacred 

essence to restore. 

Awareness of slavery as precondition for Emancipation 

Emancipation for Bataille therefore rests with the slaves-by-law. Those who do 

not accept their condition, those who do not internalise the concrete-real, the 

logic of work. Those who see work not as telos, but as imposed by need. Bataille 

writes: 

“I would have to work; the world no longer offered its divinity to my whims, 

and, in order to eat, I had to submit to its laws” (Bataille, 2012a, p. 3). 

Bataille’s entry for wild animals in the Encyclopaedia Acephalica is also most 

helpful. The caged zoo animal is not a slave, but soars in dignity above the 

human spectators. It’s detainment, the fact that this is a being whose freedom is 
illegal, bears testament to its sovereignty. When compared to the animal, the 

façade of Anthropos as superior cracks: “[t]here remain the office, the identity 
card, an existence of bitter servitude” (Bataille, 1995a, p. 60). Lascaux Man, as we 

have discussed, could make this distinction, did feel shame. With modern man, 

this is not the case; labour carries dignity. 

 
115 Read in the Acéphalic register this is related to the—earlier outlined—measure of nobility being the 

engagement in constant squandering and destruction. 
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Role Switch 

The second, and maybe more profound, aspect that Acéphale opens up to our 

gaze, is the futility of an emancipation which entails purely role-switching 

within the given framework, but leaves the framework itself intact. 

Should the shoeshine aspire to accede to master, desire to have his/ her shoes 

shined, one may not be fully reduced to the function performed, but assuming 

Bataille’s general vista, this is in vain. There is still a master and there is still a 
slave. The placeholders are there to be filled. This does not represent a historic 

event, but a slide on a loop. 

Coleman (2003) provides us with an example in his discussion of Black slavery. 

Coleman frames the problematic on similar grounds: Subjugation hinges on the 

denial of agency, the predominant trait of the master is as lawgiver. Coleman 

examines ‘pimping’, as an emancipated pocket—“from wimps to pimps” (2003, 

p. 69)—inside the white-led economy. 

Through pimping, the former slaves, did become lawgivers, they did “exploit 
exploitation” (2003, p. 80), but this was through the reproduction of the same 

system. Only the actors changed. The play remained intact. This is what 

Wacquant later describes as a “hyperghetto” (2008, p. 51). The relegation of 

unwanted populations to the margins initially produced a strong supportive 

communitas. A communitas, which in time crumbled due to the replication of the 

same capitalist logic that caused their ostracism. Any sense of unity was undone, 

in a systemic folding which turned the margins—the heterogenous—into “an 
environment of high morbidity” (2008, p. 57). 

New Order is still Order / Formless Rebellion 

The above surfaces in the distinction Bataille holds between the rebel and the 

revolutionary. The latter is still in the grip of utility. The revolutionary bows to 

reason, tries to fix what is broken by installing a new order (see AS2-3, p. 407). 

There is no sovereignty to be found through revolutionaries, as they keep the 

framework intact. 
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The rebel on the other hand, represents disorder-pure, an amoral violence 

beyond reason. It is not that order or limits are unacknowledged, but that they 

are determinately transgressed—within and against. 

It is this being-for-transgression-pure—“I have refused to submit, therefore I 

am” (AS2-3, p. 252)—that brings the rebel towards the sovereign. Not craving 

order—harmony, as Bataille would phrase it in Inner Experience (IE)—but utter 

disorder.116 Bataille (see ER, p. 136, AS2-3, pp. 76–77) essentially equates 

sovereign Anthropos, with the archetype rebel: Satan, expressing a hopeless 

being-against.117 The Satanic non serviam is a “desire to accede to authentic 
being” (AS2-3, p. 134), to escape definition via use: to self-refer, to not define 

the ‘I’ in relation to the other. 

Ontological slide 

What matters for Bataille is that work, by introducing division in the species—
either seen as between employer/employee, or as in the master/slave dialectic—
introduces dehumanisation. For as we have discussed, slavery exists only when 

we are confronted with slaves, things as property. An ontology that was not 

present now appears. This does not dehumanise only the labourer, but the 

master is also alienated from humanity. The master is liable to fall into 

thinghood: “even if he is still a man for others, he is now in a world where a 
man can be merely a thing” (AS1, p. 56). 

The naturalisation of slavery profoundly changes the ontological question that 

Anthropos asks: Who am I? What is my purpose? Anthropos in a sense steps 

outside of the self, and falsely regards the self on the same terms that a thing is 

regarded: In terms of use value. Not asking ‘what am I?’, but ‘what do I do? 
What is my function in the world?’. Anthropos is now part or the world of 

things. Transcendental to the objects created and transcended by God. ‘What 
did God make me for?’ is the ultimate form the question takes, thus forming a 

 
116 Data Encounter 11 on page 291. 

117 I have used the word hopeless as fulfilment of desire is not pivotal to Bataille. The rebel does not 

rebel in the knowledge of success. This point is later covered in more detail. 
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subordinate existence measured in functional purpose. In the 1936 The Labyrinth, 

Bataille (VXS, pp. 171–2) explicitly writes that the division into master and 

slave, is but the prelude of the existential fall into being defined as function, and 

linking this to the separation between being and knowledge, frames it as a 

mutilation. In the Theory of Religion, he also writes: 

“The grain of wheat is a unit of agricultural production; the cow is a head of 

livestock, and the one who cultivates the wheat is a farmer; the one who 

raises the steer is a stock raiser” (REL, p. 41) 

This bespeaks of a great instability when regarding the supposed human 

primacy. Under a framework that includes slavery or work, there is the 

introduction of dependence. Bataille discussed that mastery over nature moves 

Anthropos outside nature, but also “ties man to subjugated nature” (REL, p. 41). 

IDEOLOGY OF DEATH 

Much has been said herein about working as an existential obligation under fear 

of death, working as the mandatory struggle against scarcity. In the 1959 The 

Ideology of Death, Marcuse (2011) ponders on considering death as the telos of 

human life. To consider death, not a biological only limit, but an ontological 

necessity, opens existence to the sacred. There is something more to Anthropos 

the fallen. True life lies beyond empirical life, the transcendental can be reached 

via “the supreme sacrifice—death” (2011, p. 123). 

Marcuse argues that it is not this idea of death-pure as the ontological necessity 

of Anthropos that has permeated Western thought, but the comprehensible 

empirical notion of death. Death is seen as a historic sequence of facts that can be 

manipulated. Aligned to what we have encountered in the posthuman position, 

the negation of death becomes a question of technology. This points to the 

peculiarity of what is empirically understood, being ontologically presented. At 

the ontological level, death cannot be negated but can only be defined. This 

poses death in the paradoxical position of being simultaneously certain and 

manipulable. Anthropos is thus ontologically denied the negation of death. 
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Sovereignty is thus limited to the autonomous definition of one’s own death. In 

short, one lives under fear of death, and sovereignty is relegated to the point of 

death and beyond. Yet in being a citizen, one assumes a certain morality, a duty 

towards the state. To define one’s own death, which in turn would allow for an 
autonomous life, is not compatible with existence as defined by the state. Such a 

modality of being implicitly introduces the transcendental Other, as lawgiver, as 

master (see Marcuse, 2011, p. 130). One gives the state power over life, and 

power over death. Sovereignty rests not with the citizen, but the state, and even 

at the point of death, this is denied. 

Bataille similarly writes regarding the state:  

“Insofar as he participates in the state, man leaves both animality and 

individuality behind him: He is no longer separate from universal reality. 

Every isolable part of the world refers to the totality, but the supreme 

authority of the world state can only refer to itself” (AS1, p. 152). 

If, as Bataille suggests, the subjects have formed the body (a totality) onto which 

the state exercises sovereign right, and those subjects are defined in reference to 

that totality, whereas the ability to self-refer is exclusive to the state, then the 

rebel and the hypokeimenon share of the same essence and occupy the same space, 

that of the Bataillean labyrinth. The labyrinth where being does not need the 

other to define the self, where one may announce being as non-servile. 

Marcuse also points to the willing deferral of real life via the institutionalisation 

of religion. A deferral which necessarily places life, after the death on the cross.118  

Under the postponement of real life to the beyond, the will to live morphs to a 

will to die. Social reproduction is the primary value, not life initself. Marcuse 

writes: “[w]ith death as the existential category, life becomes earning a living 

rather than living, a means which is an end in itself” (Marcuse, 2011, p. 129). 

One thus positions becoming sacrificial material for the master, the institution, 

the sovereign, as the telos of human life. Any protest is rendered impotent, as it is 

 
118 Bataille similarly regards religion as the prime setter of the prohibitions (see TE, p. 70). 
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not aimed at the autonomous self-definition of one’s life and death, but 
constitutes an admission of weakness (see Marcuse, 2011, p. 131): One requests 

permission to die, yet this permission is never granted. 
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§3.3. NECROPOLITICS 

The slave, as posed by Aristotle and the ideological positioning of death as 

understood in Marcuse’s thesis, ground our reading of Achille Mbembe’s 
necropolitics. The manifestation of “contemporary forms of subjugation of life 
to the power of death” (Mbembe, 2003, p. 39). Mbembe refers to the 

Castoriadian Polis in which sovereignty is defined as “a twofold process of self-
institution and self-limitation” (Mbembe, 2003, p. 13, emphasis in original), and 

places necropolitics as its polar opposite—the law of the strong. Institution and 

limitation happening without the self, and are sourced from the outside of the 

self. 

Sovereignty rests not with the autonomous subjects, but with whom has the 

power to kill, thereby life is split between those who hold necropower—the ones 

with weapons—and those who are instrumentalised under mortal threat. 

Mbembe rivets necropolitics on the corporeal: The flesh torn by the master’s 
whip. 

The colony condition is expanded on terms of global territory. Just like 

humanity bifurcates in master and slave, borders are drawn between the nation 

that colonises and the nation—emphasis on the singular—that is colonised. The 

state is a war machine (Mbembe, 2003, p. 32), meaning it unites military, 

political, and financial force, to extract resources. This last attribute, is acutely 

shifted onto corporate accumulation by Banerjee (2008), and more directly 

named as necrocapitalism.119 Not nation but entity, not land but sphere of 

corporate influence. Neoliberalism, as argued by Banerjee, if not directly 

engaging in murder, is creating the conditions where death is the most likely 

 
119 Banerjee notes that Mbembe’s work, in considering the colony condition, has bridged the gap 
between Foucauldian biopolitics and Agamben’s state of exception. The colony is permanently in a 

state of exception and as such death in the colony is the death of the animal or violence is placed as 

civilising. A feature already present in Aristotle’s setting of the slave. 
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possibility, and this happens with state and capital working/killing in unison 

(Power, 2018).120 

The populations under necropower—whether defined as “living dead” in 
Mbembe (2003, p. 40), or left to die out of sheer destitution by Banerjee—if read 

under Acéphale, are not so much dehumanised but de-sacralized. Both Mbembe 

and Banerjee have looked to Giorgio Agamben and his nod to the Roman homo 

sacer for an existential frame. The one who is so devoid of value that may “be 
killed and yet not sacrificed” (Agamben, 1998, p. 73). As Acéphalic sacrifice is 

framed, one may not be restored to the continuity of being. Homo sacer and the 

slave-by-nature emerge as the same person. 

Necrolabour 

It is upon this theoretical structure that we are to consider the concept of 

Necrolabour. The term has appeared in a doctorate on private militia 

(Hendershot, 2015), and in relation to drug cartels in Futurability by Franco 

Berardi (2017). The concept is outlined on the basis of upholding the work of 

death, and like its political substrate, focuses on what Anthropos has fallen to: 

working killable meat. Bataille, if nothing else, will provide an ontology that 

escapes the Cartesian bifurcation. It is not the life of the spirit pure—cognition—
nor the life of the beast—need with no desire—that is the place reserved for 

Anthropos in an Acéphalic modality. The brief outline of the world of work 

presented herein demonstrates the need to frame this ontology in terms of work, 

as work directly provides the needed substrate for the move towards the paradox 

that is modern labour. Labour that is simultaneously, both affective and 

quantifiable. In short, it is not on the corporeal aspect of death that our attention 

will ultimately turn to, but the death in life of the soulless animated corpse that is 

the wage labourer.  

 
120 A point reminiscent of how we have framed labour in the preceding pages. The morbid 

hyperghetto where those that resist definition as workers, the death of selfhood that this definition 

entails, and the obligatory persistence in existing as spiritual dead yet immortal matter, the fate of the 

platform labourer. 
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The reader may have already marked the parallels in the points covered in the 

previous pages. The corporeal as both site of resistance but also as point of 

inflection through the tacit knowledge it carries. The slave, as tool, as sharing 

the properties/desires of the master—a point raised in unison by Bataille, 

Heidegger, and Aristotle—perfectly represents the contemporary worker. A 

worker managed by a machine as tool-wielder, as found in both Gastev and 

quantification. Bataille’s excluded part, what posthumanism negates, the aside of 
PQR, all are points that align. Bataille who directly discussed the now in labour, 

expecting that the unsustainability of industrial growth (see AS1, pp. 191–192), 

would eventually favour the growth of services “that make life smoother” (AS1, 

p. 17). An instrumentalised version of consumption that Bataille nevertheless 

characterised inadequate. 

It is these points above that aided by H. P. Lovecraft, the thesis will now 

advance. Thus, the following section turns to the internalisation of the logic of 

work contra what the thesis deems as Necrolabour, or if the reader prefers, 

contra the eroticism of labour. 
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§4 PART FOUR 

CTHULU IN CONTEXT: 

This section links the work of pioneering 1930s fiction writer Howard Phillips 

Lovecraft and Acéphale, under the rubric of algorithmically managed labour. 

Lovecraft, writing on the axis of “weird realism” (Harman, 2008, p. 335), 

introduces a philosophy that answers to the complex ontological nuances of 

precarious labour, brought about by the introduction of the algorithm. A 

spectral machine that represents the culmination of a becoming that begun in 

the Fordist factory: A machine that manages. 

To briefly repeat the historic encounter with labour up to the digital era, brings 

one against a consistent line of thought running through the 1920s industrial 

revolution and the consideration of Anthropos as an unconscious working 

machine to the algorithmic now. A now encapsulated in the posthuman regard 

of Anthropos, as a being that has “always been posthuman” (Hayles, 1999, p. 

279). 

Katherine Hayles drew the much quoted above passage, from the idea that “we 
were never human” (Halberstam and Livingston, 1995, p. 8). A line of thought 

which considers human nature as inherently faulted, in need of regulation. A 

line of thought familiar to the reader, already encountered both in the context of 

the state and in Gastev’s factory. 

Anthropos, thus regarded as pliable, can be directed via technology to a certain 

mediated version of reality, in which the self is changed in its most intimate, 

consciousness is reduced to the quantifiable as to be compatible to the machine, 

as to become—like the machine—error free. 

The change effected by constant technological mediation represents both 

reduction and enhancement. Reduction, when regarding the removal of any 

irrational elements—the link to the sacred—which are viewed as error prone, and 

enhancement in terms of what is deemed productive labour in terms of growth. 
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The algorithm, in its ethereal, intangible, black box modus-operandi, emerges as 

an autonomous chaotic entity. An entity whose workings fall outside our 

cognitive grasp. One of the Lovecraftian Old Ones: “undimensioned and to us 
unseen” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 645). The algorithm, as sovereign expression of a 

surrogate sacred, subjecting human labour to an encounter with its own 

unimportance. 
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inversion of the values that Bataille ascribes to. Lovecraft posits Anthropos not as 

potentially privileged, but as important. 

Plato’s allegory of the cave takes on a nightmarish hue, as indeed what we 
perceive is not reality, but it is a kind darkness that cloaks the True. The chains 

are for our own protection. It is paramount that we do not leave the cave. 

Outside the cave, aware of the True, Anthropos is no longer conceived as 

master, outside and over nature. If Bataille’s passions were to be met, if the 
illusionary appearance of the world shattered, that would reveal the ruinous fact 

that on a cosmic level, Anthropos is no more valid than a rock (see Lovecraft, 

1965a, p. 24; Burleson, 1991, p. 137; Ralickas, 2008, p. 298). 

The scientific fragmentation of knowledge—a conscience only engaged with the 

rational cosmos—is for Lovecraft, the salvational tool that supports the doxa of 

the order of things against the invasion of the True. Lovecraft completely shuns 

the full empirical—what cannot be rationally explained—and reduces existence 

to the concrete-real. 

MECHANISTIC MATERIALISM: ENGINEERING THE SOCIAL 

The core concept that animates Lovecraft’s thought, identified as “mechanistic 
materialism” (Joshi in Lovecraft, 2010, p. xviii), ascribes to the belief that the 

universe is only matter which operates as a mechanism. There is no human 

volition (see Lovecraft, 1965a, p. 132); everything is certain; pre-programmed. 

This stern denial of the spirit carries with it a stern denial of transcendence. The 

usually insulated domains of the sacred and profane lose their distinctiveness, 

they become a matter of consciousness. Horror is no longer pushed to the 

beyond—transcendental—but becomes immanent. It is not a threatening beyond 

that Lovecraft writes about, but the very tangible material world. Humans in this 

context “cease to be master[s] in their own house” (Harman, 2008, p. 343). The 

threatening entities Lovecraft named the Old Ones are “strictly material … their 
absolute origin within the known space-time continuum” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 
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776). The Old Ones carry a horror that is phenomenal, and remaining 

unconscious of the True, means remaining important from a cosmic perspective. 

As perception is mechanical, Lovecraft tampers with this mechanism to create 

the concrete-real. Instead of following nature’s amoral way of functioning, 
Lovecraft turns to the political to instil a morality—a force—that will sustain the 

existence of Anthropos in the concrete-real as the primary species.123 For 

Lovecraft, morality dictates how matter adjusts to the environment, how the soft 

machine that is Anthropos, reacts to the “forces and conditions with which he is 

surrounded” (Lovecraft, 2010, p. 18). 

The social thus installs prohibitions that preserve what Burleson refers to as a 

“merciful ignorance” (1991, p. 136). Morality must and can be engineered, the 

taboo must be introduced, the Ιdeal manufactured contra the True. Thus, for 

Lovecraft, focus moves on how the social is organised, as it is on this 

organisation that the direction of our perception hinges. A point reminiscent of 

Heidegger’s analysis of the cave allegory, which links the nature of our reality 

with perception, conscience. A notion we earlier encountered in §2.4 in the 

designation of work as ‘dressage’ by Foucault: Labour as geared not only towards 

the production of goods but mostly in the construction of subjectivity. 

BASE MATERIALISM 

In opposition to Lovecraft’s idea of the universe as a mechanism, Bataille 

suggests his ‘base materialism’ (see VXS, pp. 45–52). This is a concept which 

hinges on the primacy of the excluded part (the base/ugly/vile), which 

effectively annuls any distinctions between good and evil, high and low. This 

idea surfaces numerous times in his texts. It is again put forward in the 1929 

essay The Big Toe, suggesting that Anthropos has always relied on the part that is 

most in contact with the dirt, on the big toe—“the most human part of the 
human body” (VXS, p. 20). For Bataille, the Idea always depends on base matter, 

 
123 Data Encounter 12 on page 292. 
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which is in itself autonomous, irreducible to calculative goals (see Noys, 1998, p. 

500). Being emerges as continuous, with baseness being the substrate of all 

elevation.124 

Unlike Lovecraft’s mechanistic matter, baseness cannot be tampered. It 

represents a complete beyond, almost interchangeable with the notion of the 

sacred. Severing the link to this murky substrate reduces the sacred to the 

domain of work, makes it utile. The sacred is profaned, fallen, abstracted towards 

a goal.125 

Bataille provides an example of this fall in his discussion of the reduction of the 

warrior class to the working class. The warrior class initially shared the 

characteristics of the sacred. Like the sacred, it embodied an entwined polarity: 

the glory of nobility and the “filthy purulence” (Bataille, 2000, p. 85) of the 

troops. Something “altogether other … a foreign body” (Bataille, 2000, p. 85) to 

society. As warfare morphed to a purposeful growth directed activity, rather 

than meaningless, destructive play, this character was lost. The warrior classes 

were integrated within the social as useful.126 This is the same substrate that also 

informs Bataille’s economic outlook, in which the notions of utility and 

destructive excess are “linked yet contrasting” (Pawlett, 1997b, p. 92). 

Similarly, and within the context of the social, Bataille (VXS, pp. 137–146) 

delineates two poles, the heterogeneous and the homogeneous. The latter is 

what we have characterised as the useful, servile, the fallen order of being. The 

former—the heterogenous—the pool from where sovereignty is to be drawn, 

represents the excluded part, the non-utile. Bataille, in the early 1930s treatise 

 
124 Data Encounter 13 on page 292. 

125 Bataille’s earlier discussed series of inversions and fragmentations inflicted on the nature of the 

sacred. 

126 Warfare as a growth related activity for Bataille (TE, pp. 57–59), is an acquired characteristic, 

something which carries along with the theme of class division. Who can engage in warfare becomes 

pivotal, as war moves from being play open to all, to marker of class position. 
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Definition of Heterology (2018) stresses that exclusion is not from the social as a 

whole, but from the homogenous social. Heterology is the study of: 

“class struggle as a series of polarizing phenomena occurring within its own 

domain, heterogeneous with respect to the practical and technical 

organization of society” (Bataille, 2018, p. 31). 

The heterogenous emerges as the necessary, perpetually unassimilated, only source 

of affectivity (VXS, pp. 140, 142). 

It is these both affective and un-assimilable qualities of the heterogenous, that 

occupy the 1930 text The use value of D. A. F. De Sade (VXS, pp. 91–102), in 

which Bataille quotes from the divine Marquis: 

“Verneuil makes someone shit, he eats the turd, and then he demands that 

someone eat his. The one who eats his shit vomits; he devours her puke” 

(VXS, p. 95). 

Dejecta never gets assimilated, it constantly creates more dejecta. Bataille traces a 

one-way relationship of dependence between the two poles. The homogenous is 

needful of what it excludes, it needs the heterogenous (VXS, p. 146).127 

THE TRANSGRESSIVE BODY AS HOLY FLESH 

To summarise, Bataille’s version of materialism elevates base matter to the 
domain of the sacred. If Lovecraft completely shuns the sacred and replaces it 

with a mechanistic logic, for Bataille and as considered from the standpoint of 

the order of things; matter, baseness, transgression, the heterogenous, are but 

what we have discussed in Heidegger’s reading of the Platonic cave: The 

unmediated Idea-pure manifest in form.  

 
127 Likewise, with the subject needing the social structure contra the hypokeimenon existing without 

need for a social structure, as earlier discussed. This in relation to modern labour has particularly 

surfaced on affective labour, deemed as a profanation of the divine. 
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This is perfectly aligned to the canonical definitions suggested by Rudolf Otto 

in the 1917 The Idea of the Holy (1931), which discusses the sacred as something 

in defiance of the logic grounding the concrete-real. The sacred as a “wholly 
other” (1931, p. 25), so removed from mental comprehension that even the 

possibility of enquiry is excluded. The designation of the sacred to repulsive is 

concurrent with that which Otto named the numinous experience; a terror 

beyond anything the real order can summon, but a terror which is also 

fascinating (see Otto, 1931, p. 19,31). 

Turning to Mircea Eliade and the 1957 The Sacred and the Profane (1987), one 

finds the argument which helps us situate morality. Eliade suggests that for those 

that navigate the world valorising the sacred, there is a different set of priorities, 

in contradiction to profane morality.128 

The profane world is acknowledged as an un-True mode of existence. 

Everything that is encountered within the real order is encountered on the 

grounds of its sacred nature (see Eliade, 1987, pp. 116–117). What is deemed 

transgressive for the profane order, is simply a re-enactment of the sacred. To 

transgress, to exist in the space outside morality, essentially represents an 

undoing of profane time and its substitution with the non-time that “floweth 
not” (Eliade, 1987, p. 87); the time that is not historic. 

Reading Bataille through Eliade, the contrast to Lovecraft emerges as the 

contrast between Bataille’s fierce spirituality against Lovecraft’s complete 
negation of the Spirit which relegates the corporeal—as matter—to working, 

under a mechanistic form of logic. Where Lovecraft valorises the life of the 

mind-pure, thus completely shuns the corporeal and binds the spirit in morality, 

Bataille deifies the lived corporeal by refusing to acknowledge a bifurcation 

between body and spirit, but placing them in synergy—as one.129 

 
128 Bataille (see REL, p. 119) credits Eliade with helping him situate divinity. Both Eliade and Otto are 

further discussed alongside Acéphale in §4.4. 

129 Data Encounter 1 on page 296. 
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Bataille considers the mind, usually the hegemonic agent of reason, as an agent 

of unknowing. It functions as the conduit of the soul, which, in turn, is open to 

the affectivity originating in the body. We see this synergy expressed in the 

distinction Acéphale holds between the purely physical, which “has in any case a 
heavy, sinister quality” (ER, p. 19), and emotional eroticism. The second kind 

stands not removed from the physical, but amplifies it in a way that would be 

impossible if the starting point was posed on the former. Bataille comments on 

how the earthly union between the Lovers: 

“persists on the spiritual plane because of the passion they feel, or else this 

passion is the prelude to physical fusion. For the man in love, however, the 

fervour of love may be felt more violently than physical desire is” (ER, p. 19). 

For Bataille, the transgressive/erotic body—considered as the whole being, not 

just flesh—represents a hierophany of the sacred. Something wholly other 

manifesting “in objects that are an integral part of our natural ‘profane’ world” 
(Eliade, 1987, p. 11). This comes in complete antithesis to the way Lovecraft 

drove the Cartesian concept of the body into overdrive, by suggesting a life of 

the mind-pure. The body is completely subjugated to the mind. A mind which 

is conceived as a mechanism exclusively reliant on reason. This represents the 

complete excision of the soul. A soul, which for Lovecraft poses a threat to the 

artificial construct of the goal orientated reality of human primacy. 

Ghost in the machine 

Turning to early Cybernetics, Lovecraft’s life of the mind-pure, is but the 

concept of the ‘ghost in the machine’, introduced in 1949 by Gilbert Ryle, as 
descriptive of the “para-mechanical” (Ryle, 2009, p. 9) way the dominant 

Cartesian body/mind divide doctrine frames Anthropos as a machine—the 

body—governed by the mind—another “spectral” (Ryle, 2009, p. 9) machine—
whose workings are those of a mechanism inaccessible to us. Ryle stood 

critically against this fragmented consideration of the human being, which fails 

to consider the body and the mind as different categories of the same existence, 

fails to consider Anthropos as a distinct being. 
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Ryle based his argument on the fact that in nature, one does not know what 

course of action one will ultimately perform until past the event. In Ryle’s 
thought progression, importance falls in the difference between the how and the 

that, an act is executed (see Ryle, 2009, p. 18). For Ryle the how becomes 

secondary, thus lowering the importance of bothvolition (see Ryle, 2009, p. 51) 

and disposition (see Ryle, 2009, p. 31). It is not necessary that every act is 

representative of reflection. Like for cyberneticist Wiener, and in complete 

antithesis to the valorisation of cognition found in Hayles (as earlier discussed on 

page 106 and on page 110 respectively above), intelligent action is argued to be 

always connected to experience. Ryle writes: “one performance is modified by 
its predecessors” (2009, p. 30). The human actor does not act on causality, but on 

an amalgamation of habit and capacity. To act towards an irrevocable end goal 

is characteristic of a human-made machine. 

Reduction to being-pure 

This emphasis on the act which does not require a specific knowledge or a 

mechanism behind it, the irrational/inexplicable act, is the basis on which 

Bataille erected his construct of knowledge as a reductive process, as non-

knowledge attained through unknowing (see AS2-3, p. 208). Bataille attributes 

his conception of non-knowledge, to his contact with the work of Henri 

Bergson on laughter, from which he emerged with the question: “But can we 
say that because we know how to provoke laughter we really know what causes 

laughter?” (LSNUn, p. 89). For Bataille to act, or to be, are things that simply 

happen. To fully cognise them is un-necessary. A thesis similar to how we 

earlier drew the line separating the machinistic from the exclusively human task 

alongside tacit knowledge: the task one performs without cognition.130 

Sidenote on Kant 

This denial of the spiritual dimension that characterises Lovecraft is rooted in 

pushing the Enlightenment idea, concerning the mind body divide, one step 

further, essentially completely denying the notion of the soul. Kant, in the 1781 

 
130 Data Encounter 14 on page 293. 
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Critique of Pure Reason (1998), classifies things on the basis of their perceptual 

origin as either phenomena or noumena. The same object as it appears to the 

senses is a phenomenon, whilst it assumes the place of noumenon when 

perceived by the intellect. As cognition is finite, within an empirical frame, 

partial perception and not full knowledge of a thing is the only possibility open 

to Anthropos. In short, we reasonably apprehend a thing as it appears but never as 

it is (see Kant, 1998, pp. 338, 346, 347). 

Kant maintained the existence of a pure a-priori form of knowledge, not coming 

from experience—as it cannot be experienced—but pre-existing in being. For 

Kant this acts as the substratum of all true understanding, it allows for an insight 

beyond the sensibly experienced and affords the ability to “make assertions 
contain true universality and strict necessity, the likes of which merely empirical 

cognition can never afford” (1998, p. 128). In Lovecraft’s cosmos, to remove 

access to the Kantian pure a-priori knowledge will keep us secure. In this respect, 

what Bataille performs through the adoption of non-knowledge, is a going 

beyond the phenomenon and the noumenon, and directly accessing pure a-

priori knowledge. This pure a-priori knowledge is nothing more than the total 

gaze that Bataille’s beclouded conscience accesses, or as Heidegger’s reading of 
the Platonic cave reveals, the Platonic Ideal takes up an accessible form, without 

losing its transcendental nature. Bataille eliminates what gives form to the 

formless, what gives definitions and purpose, what inserts a rift in the continuity 

amongst beings. 

FORMLESS / BEYOND PURPOSE OR UTILITY / NON-KNOWLEDGE 

The dethronement of purpose, of the known end goal, situates Bataille as 

privileging being as an end in itself—a sovereign mode—over being-towards 

something.131 This is particularly linked to definition, to specificity. We turn to 

 
131 The reader is reminded that for Bataille, the future goal is the substrate grounding the logic of 

work. Indeed, purpose has emerged as central in the overview of the world of labour. Scientific 

management in the factory was an effort to instil a culture that would take the people out of a life in 
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the Encyclopaedia Acephalica and Bataille’s entry regarding the formless, which 

advances this point by linking purpose to knowledge: 

“A dictionary would begin as of the moment when it no longer provided the 

meanings of words but their tasks. In this way formless is not only an 

adjective having such and such a meaning, but a term serving to declassify, 

requiring in general that everything should have a form” (Bataille, 1995a, p. 

51). 

This relates to absolute knowledge. To the fact that everything must be defined, 

fixed. Bataille (LSNUn, p. 81, IE, p. 108) challenges both the existence and 

necessity of the known. In plain words, only beyond the answers of logic and 

knowledge, one is ready to open towards the totality of experience. Bataille 

asserted that the operation of trying to subjugate the ungraspable 

transcendental—"that we vainly call the poetry, the depth or the intimacy of 

passion” (AS1, p. 74)—always results in an abstraction, a destruction of the 

sacred. Bataille thus writes: 

“We could not reach the final object of knowledge without the dissolution of 

knowledge, which aims to reduce its object to the condition of subordinated 

and managed things.” (AS1, p. 74) 

The abstraction to definition has a direct impact on self-determination. It denies 

the right to be without form. Thus, in a world governed by the logic of work, 

where task takes the place of meaning, the only acceptable form becomes the 

worker form. True emancipation for Acéphale entails the desire to simply be, 

not as worker but as sovereign Anthropos.132 In essence, as animal, or more 

correctly phrased, as God: formless, beyond definition, unknowable “not on 
account of the insufficiency of reason, but by its nature” (ER, p. 109). 

 

planless drift. When one is either in or out of employment, one must meet goals, or in citizenship as 

earned. 

132 This has been earlier encountered herein, as the otherness within, the reduction of the self that 

occurs in the social.  
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TIME 

For Lovecraft, and in stark contrast to Bataille, science and technology—
reason—act as useful limiters. They create a false world for us to inhabit by 

suspending the order of nature. Lovecraft, installs existence alongside a forked 

version of time; a time that is autonomous from nature (see Noys, 2016, p. 30). 

The observations of Luciano Floridi (2021), regarding the effects of the digital 

on the experience of time, offer crucial insights towards understanding the 

coincidence of Lovecraft’s forked time and time as conceived by the digital. 
Digital time is an ‘unreal-time’, delinked from material space, and linked to the 

spectral. Time is no longer an indication of distance covered, but of latency. 

Time is the gap between act, effect, and its perception. Zero latency is perceived 

as omnipresence, and outside a certain range, existence appears negated. The too 

slow or the too fast become the unperceived.133 The too fast of the digital presents 

an always mediated version of time, falsely called the real-time, and as such we 

are always interacting with a mediated event, a tampered version of the True. 

Lovecraftian horror is a cautionary tale against the undoing of this unreal-time 

(see Lovecraft, 1937, p. 8). Characteristically, Lovecraft quotes Arthur Machen: 

“It is possible that man may sometimes return on the track of evolution” 
(Machen in Lovecraft, 2008, p. 314). Lovecraft introduces stasis as the necessary 

existential illusion. He writes: “change is the enemy of everything really worth 
cherishing” (Lovecraft, 1965b, p. 50). In the topos of Lovecraftian being, time is 

a loop that is falsely perceived as forward moving. 

Similar to the Bataillean originary state of continuity, being for Lovecraft is one. 

An archetype, whose different forms we experience according to our perception. 

All singular beings are dimensional projections “of that same archetypal and 

eternal being” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 906); snapshots imprinted through the lens of 

our limited consciousness. Lovecraft writes: “All that was, and is, and is to be, 
exists simultaneously” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 905). Bataille upholds the same point, 

 
133 Following the earlier outlined concept of dromology. 
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and moves emphasis to definition, as being the primary cause of separation: “All 
defined beings are only one undefined being” (Bataille, 2015, p. 304). As the 

Bataillean sacred is formless, when something becomes defined—in terms of 

function—it is separated from the state of continuity, it falls. 

 

Figure 7: The Lovecraftian time loop. Diagram by author. 
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DURATION OF THE MADE AS LOVECRAFTIAN SALVATION 

What Lovecraft essentially writes against, is the atavism to lesser—read Marxist—
cultures and is very much linked to the white-supremacist political position he 

held.134 

The undiluted cultural and racial purity (see Lovecraft, 1976, p. 248) of the 

‘Nordic type’, vested with the Protestant work ethic and removed from 

spirituality, makes it able to erect a “strong, permanent, & orderly” (Lovecraft, 

1976, p. 253) world. Give it the “pseudopurpose” (Lovecraft, 1976, p. 280) and 

complexity that the mind demands, and hold back the True. Lovecraft writes: 

“because the cosmos is meaningless … we must preserve the proximate and 

arbitrary background which makes things around us seem as if they did mean 

something” (Lovecraft, 1971, p. 208, emphasis in original). 

The Sanctity of Labour and the Church of the platform 

The perseverance of the made illusion afforded by the Protestant work ethic—
Lovecraft’s time loop—urges us towards the terms under which Bataille (AS1, 

pp. 115–136) framed economics in religion, by tracing the roots of capitalism in 

Lutheranism and the subsequent moral elevation of the market, which Calvinism 

introduced. 

For Bataille, the reformation meant the movement from the divine sanctioned, 

naturalised as given but static, economy of the Middle Ages, to the modern 

economy of growth. Prior to the reformation, all surplus was destroyed through 

religious activity—the glory of the firmaments absorbed the excess. Society 

formed a body whose head—clergy and aristocracy—consumed what the 

working body produced. The workers exchanged their produce—and in the 

 
134 For the concept of Lovecraftian atavism see Reinert (2015, p. 266) and the references of Lovecraft 

to the “evil instincts of primal man”, the “fall of man before the new race”, or the “unheard-of rites of 

swarming beggars”. The monsters populating his fiction, are metaphors for the racially impure, or 

those in the lower strata of society—preferably dispatched by “a kindly gust of cyanogen” (Lovecraft, 

1965a, p. 181). Hitler is admirable (see Lovecraft, 1976, p. 257), and the Great War is an unfortunate 

civil war between the heirs of the Nordic culture. 
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process, their political and moral autonomy—for safety and access to the divine, 

the former stemming from nobility and the latter from clergy. 

The arrival of the Protestant work ethic pushed the sacred to full inaccessible 

transcendence. Simply stated, there was nothing of value in the works of 

Anthropos to be traded for salvation. Wealth was stripped of any connection to 

the sacred and thus became only linked to useful production. The meaning that 

Calvin gave to works was not as means of glorifying the sacred, but as proof of 

its glory. Ergo, the works cannot be destroyed; but can only increase. The works 

became external to Anthropos. Idleness and charity—still admissible by Luther—
were condemned by Calvin. Work became a sacred obligation. 

The way out, even via work, is rejected, but that does not mean a rejection of 

work in itself, but a rejection of an outside from work.135 Work is not something 

that one can optionally do if need be, but assumes a permanent character. If 

one’s work is not up to par to the glory of the sacred—to the impossible limit—
then one is forever damned. 

This is the earth-inferno of today’s precarious workers. An inferno created 

through the permanence of the precarious condition, and solidified in the 

perceived failure of the self against the standards of the machine. The precariatii 

occupy a world in which production is completely removed from poēsis—
original ex nihilo creation—by being limited “to useful works, … to the 
desacralization of human life” (AS1, p. 124). 

We recall the characteristics of the precariatii as outlined in §2: Lonely, 

transient, in perpetual insufficiency and competition. We also turn to the notion 

of management as the sacred and in the inability of the precariatii to form 

communities or communicate outside the mediation of the platform, much like 

the Platonic slaves and their loss of dialectics, both outlined in §3.2. It is us such 

 
135 Looking back into the earlier discussed herein notion of purgatory as a liminal space, where one 

can work—consume time—towards salvation, we read in Calvin’s own words: “For what means this 
purgatory of theirs but that satisfaction for sins is paid by the souls of the dead after their death?” 

(Calvin, 1960, p. 676). 
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we may consider the intangible topos of the platform to be Marc Augé’s “non-

place” (1995, p. 78) manifest as church.136 A church ministered by the non-

human, where the precariatii assemble as apolitical voyeurs in infinite slavery. 

The precariatii: spectators of life in the worship of labour.  

SINNING THE WAY TO HEAVEN 

If the experience of the True is key to Bataille, and if it is through conscious 

transgression that it is afforded, then the internalisation of the doxa of the real-

made, and the banishment, the placing of whatever might evoke the True under 

the prohibition, is what paints Lovecraft as Bataille’s negative twin. As we have 

discussed, for Lovecraft, the taboo is primarily placed on whatever might reveal 

the poverty of the mechanism that animates his made cosmos, whatever might 

evoke the sacred. In other words, the state where one feels the sublime.137 

This explains Lovecraft’s position towards art, which—similarly to Bataille—is 

considered as a communication of the True; “gathered and preserved for other 
people to see” (Lovecraft, 1968, p. 300), glimpsed by the few frequently classed 

as mad. Those that have “penetrate[d] the common veil of obvious empiricism" 

(The Tomb, in Lovecraft, 2008, p. 14). A way to peer into the unknowable True 

which normally evades our senses. Art grants access to prohibited knowledge. A 

gaze beyond the human limit, and towards the “absolute nature” (Lovecraft, 

 
136 The non-place is a transient space whose essence is loneliness. A space, summoned by fiat and then 

forced in social memory, In the non-place communication with the higher power—the sacred—and 

an always solitary individual, takes places exclusively via non-human mediation (see Augé, 1995, pp. 

118–120). What is striking about non-places, is that their production is limited to capital only. One 

may consider the amusement parks for tourists poised as towns (i.e. Benidorm or Ayia Napa) as 

examples. Not places for living, but stages for a performance directed by the other. 

137 The focus on conscious transgression, the certainty that one performs evil, will be further analysed 

in reference to the platform in sections §4.3 and §4.4. The platform as an enclosed disembodied space 

of total homogeneity, and by association a space where transgression, reliant on the notion of 

otherness—heterogenous—is impossible. 



157 

 

2008, p. 116) of being. A plunge into the threatening True—A transgression if 

we assume the Acéphalic vista. 

This threatening nature of art, as noted by Ralickas (2008), finds the 

Lovecraftian subject ultimately deprived of access to the sublime.138 A subject 

aesthetically disengaged, for whom fetishism occupies the place of beauty. The 

Lovecraftian consideration of artworks sees them as carrying agency: not only 

describing but actively urging towards the True. Art for Lovecraft carries a 

pornographic allure: “as would a whore who, by exposing herself, entices a man 
to sexual abandon” (Ralickas, 2008, p. 311).  

Lacy and Zani (2007) also turn to the peculiar definition of the Lovecraftian—
stripped of spirituality—sublime. If mystical experience is an awe-inspiring 

connection with the sublime—a unity that erases individuality—then Lovecraft 

purports a “negative mysticism” (Lacy and Zani, 2007, p. 76). A horrifying 

expansion of cognition that allows for the apprehension—always in a 

mechanistic sense—of the universal True. This lurking but not perceived True is 

evidenced in the textual non-descriptions Lovecraft uses. The horrors in his 

stories are indescribable, as what cannot be contained in empirical representation 

(Jackson, 1998; Kneale, 2006). An inverted “pure language” (Lacy and Zani, 

2007, p. 77), language that instead of describing the Platonic Idea points to its 

absence. If horror is an unspeakable beyond language, then the use of non-sense 

or non-fully descriptive language acts as a placeholder.139 Thingless names point 

to nothing specific, so they point to everything, making Lovecraftian fear 

omnipresent.140 

 
138 In an earlier work, Ralickas (2007) has argued that access to the experience of the sublime is 

dependent on three factors: Distance from the sublime, a free subject able to make aesthetic 

judgement, and human primacy, all of which are aspects that Lovecraftian characters lack.  

139 Lovecraft paints what is cognised, the representation expected, as failing to describe reality, which 

is “something altogether different”, the “thing that should not be”, which can only be expressed 
through “its nearest comprehensible analogue” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 802). A good example of non-

sense language is: “Ph'nglui mglw'nafh Cthulhu R'lyeh wgah'nagl fhtagn” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 363). 

140 See Harms (2012) for a compendium of Mythos entities, and their linguistic approximations. 
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The horror of signification that Lovecraft resists is similarly repelled by Bataille 

through his definition of the sacred as formless, but in a very different vein from 

Lovecraft. Bataille gains access to the sacred via the very plunge into the 

turbulence of non-sense, regarding the meaningless not as restrictive, but as 

expanding to the beyond sense (see LSNUn, p. 55).141 

Bataille thus elevates the excluded part, what falls under the taboo, what is 

usually cast aside as of no importance or purpose, as frivolous, useless, or even 

repulsive, to the Sun we are to gaze at. Knowledge of the True is made possible 

through what Lovecraft prohibits: non-knowledge. 

THE OUTSIDER: CONSCIENCE OF THE SELF AS OTHER 

Lovecraft in the 1921 The Outsider (Lovecraft, 2008, pp. 164–169), worded a 

cautionary tale which meticulously paints the framing Bataille gave to time, 

non-knowledge, and driving reason through the corporeal senses, as horror. 

The Outsider is a being that lives outside the social—thus bereft of 

communication, and lacking in memories—thus outside time, unable to draw 

from lived experience and modulate action accordingly. A being that lives in 

ignorance of what the self really is. Reality is constructed in the mind. What is 

reasoned forms the concrete-real. A space that the Outsider naturalises and exists 

in. This is the life of the mind-pure.142 

The Outsider is one of the few stories in which Lovecraft turns the gaze on the 

self. The being lives as human, but outside the rest of humanity. The lack of 

empirical self-reflection is accentuated by the lack of mirrors in the material 

space the being calls home. Upon contact with conscience of the true self—the 

being is able to reflect on the self via a mirror, to perform the Bataillean gaze at 

 
141 Bataille’s translator notes that the word sens is used under a dual meaning, not only sense but also 

direction (see Michelson in: LSNuN, p. 54). This point was also argued herein in reference to Kant. 

142 This is to be read whilst holding the distinction earlier made herein, that human behaviour is 

shaped by experience and environment, whilst mechanistic behaviour by dry reason. 
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the self from the outside—the True is no longer “a fearsome latent memory” 
(Lovecraft, 2008, p. 167), but invades the Outsider’s word and causes collapse. 

The self now occupies the True as an offence to time, “not of this world—or no 

longer of this world” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 168). The memory of true being 

resurfaces as a contradiction to the perceived image of self. The very self is 

revealed as other—a monster. Perceived humanity was but a construct, and the 

only way out of the True is to lose the true self again, to lose conscience of self. 

Forgetfulness—“nepenthe” (Lovecraft, 2008, p. 168)—is the merciful exit given 

to the Outsider. An act which aligns with how Plato regarded knowledge as 

anamnesis [recollection] (see Plato, 2017, p. 35). What is important is to 

remember the True, not to learn: Knowledge-True as non-knowledge is a 

reductive process to pure-being. 

Thereby for Lovecraft, consciousness needs to be stabilised—limited—to the 

wider now that supports civilisation. Time needs to be a loop. There must be no 

real historic event that would make the fragile loop break and bring about a 

regression to the originary state of uncultured Anthropos. Therefore, a feeling 

empirical understanding of the cosmos—unmediated conscience—spells ruin. 

We have already discussed Bataille’s position regarding otherness as residing 
within, and it is this unveiling of ourselves as the Other that Lovecraft abhors. 

Conscience must not grasp the illusionary nature of time, as to do so would 

reveal the self-True as monster. 
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§4.2. POLITICS IN ANTEDELUVIAN TIMES 

“The masses have no ‘right’ to fair and humane treatment until they are 

physically able to demand and secure it”(Lovecraft, 2006, p. 105). 

The previous section has explored quite a few themes that are central to 

Acéphale. The notion of the defined end goal, the theme of time, and, most 

importantly, the theme of continuity amongst beings. The core idea is expressed 

under what we may conceptualise as the very nature of the suprasensible, the 

sacred, the Idea inside Bataille’s haunted corporeal, or Ryle’s ghost in the 
machine. Through the shunning of the spirit, which both Lovecraft and 

posthumanism engage in, the ghost in the machine now has a mechanical 

nature. This following section examines how this core idea extends to the theme 

of social organisation—the political. 

The philosophical nuances between Lovecraft and Bataille become glaring on 

the point where the two thinkers are most—but not completely—aligned: the 

political. The period when they both wrote, situated after the first Great War 

and its aftermath, the Great Depression (1919–1939), was an era marked by 

great instability, particularly if considered from the perspective of the working 

class. We will trace a dialectic between the two writers based on their—both 

written in 1933—respective essays: Lovecraft’s A Layman looks at the Government 

(Lovecraft, 2006), and Bataille’s The Psychological Structure of Fascism (VXS, pp. 

137–160). 

SUNKEN POLIS 

Almost argument by argument, Lovecraft replicates the earlier described train of 

thought, which necessarily considers governance as the limited space from 

Hobbes to Rousseau and onto Tocqueville, and concludes in the need for a 

higher authority to provide direction for the brute masses.143 The only 

 
143 See §3.1. 
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divergence is the nature of that higher authority. Lovecraft writes: “I believe that 

the only key to civilisation’s survival is the social control of resources, 
administered by a fascistic dictatorial government of highly trained men” (2006, 

p. 109).144 

Lovecraftian thought is laden with crude Darwinism, as evidenced in his 

consideration of the historical overview of the social. A narrative whose starting 

point is with the fittest securing property, which by the ensuing instalment of a 

social system was turned into right—sacralised—and made hereditary, eternal. 

This, for Lovecraft, was the pinnacle of humanity, the point where culture and 

values were erected. A peak reached by means that were not just, not inclusive 

of humanity as a whole, but given Lovecraft’s designation of nature as the 
ultimate expression of viciousness, nevertheless necessary. Lovecraft writes: 

“If some people had not been allowed to rise on the bent backs and corpses of 

slaves and famine-victims, the race as a whole would never have gone far 

from the primitive state”(2006, p. 104). 

It is at this point where the free market capitalist system, in providing the 

illusion of upward mobility—a path to the sacred—became accepted by all but at 

the same time, led the aristocracy to decay. Reducing un-calculative refinement 

to a “feverish mechanics of acquiring” (Lovecraft, 2006, p. 106). That which was 

meant as a snare for the lower classes also trapped the elites.  

Lovecraft feared that the status of aristocracy would soon be questioned. For the 

completely impoverished masses (now including the intelligentsia), “revolution 
became their only hope of survival” (Lovecraft, 2006, p. 107).145 The world of 

 
144 At this point I return to Graeber and Wengrow who find the origins of Western statecraft in China, 

and provide a similar definition: "every government should properly preside over a population of 

largely uniform language and culture, run by a bureaucratic officialdom trained in the liberal arts 

whose members had succeeded in passing competitive exams." (Graeber and Wengrow, 2021, p. 30). 

145 Here the reader might refer to an 1848 speech by Alexis de Tocqueville in which the—identical to 

Lovecraft’s—argument is raised. The masses, perceiving wealth distribution as unjust are beginning to 

question the very structure of society “until it totters upon the foundations on which it rests today” 
(Tocqueville, 1954, p. 455). 
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strong individuals that Lovecraft valorised would be overrun by Marxism, “a 
totally false concept of society as a biological organism in which the individual is 

merely a negligible cell” (Lovecraft, 2006, p. 109). 

Mass industrialisation produces a wealth of resources, the problem lays in the fact 

that they are not redistributed. Looking to Soviet Russia, wealth redistribution 

had proven to be a workable solution that did not lead to civil collapse. The 

problem was how to redistribute wealth but not adopt the mentality of the 

Soviets.146 For Lovecraft, the ideal solution was a means-tested proto-Universal 

Basic Income, and the reinstitution of aristocracy in the form of a technocratic 

fascism.147 Under this context, Lovecraft was a zealous devotee of Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, as it provided the necessary reduction of inequality that would deter 

a revolutionary slide towards communism. 

Neoliberal Soviet 

Framing Lovecraft’s above position under what we have encountered in the 
outline of labour, we see nothing more than a very astute description of 

precarity and the active labour market policies. Being given just enough, but 

never above a certain level, so as to be kept under the neoliberally ordained all 

existence as work, axiom.148 Precarity emerges as a perfect fit for the description 

 
146 The domain of economics was for Lovecraft an isolated domain, which has little or no bearing on 

the cultural. To posit the economic system towards securing “every inhabitant a decent living in 
exchange for a reasonable amount of his labour” (Lovecraft, 2006, p. 98), would not affect the cultural 

continuity of the people. In short work is addressed by Lovecraft as but a part of life. This the very 

mode of thought in which as Bataille(see AS1, p. 20) critically noted, existence as a whole takes the 

form of an abstraction. Like the divided labour of the Fordist worker, engagement with life is not 

encountered on the cosmic level of totality—the interdependence of all existence—but on fragmented 

parts. Areas of life are treated as isolated closed systems, regarded as having no impression on the 

whole.  

147 Redistribution for Lovecraft did not mean complete equality as it does for degrowth, but “simply 
an effort to see that no one’s resources get below a certain level” (Lovecraft, 2006, p. 102 emphasis in 

original). 

148 As best voiced by Foucault on page 88 above. 
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Bataille gave to the Stalinist Soviet, as “a world in which the only possibility is 
labor” (AS1, p. 160). 

We already have discussed the similarities between East and West in the context 

of the industrial revolution, and those were similarities that Bataille noted as well 

in quoting Lenin’s “[w]e are falling further and further behind” (Lenin cited in 

AS1, p. 155) aspiration for a Western type productivity. 

The Marxist perspective does not so much focus on exactly sharing wealth, but 

on the appropriation of the means of production so that the workers may 

independently produce. There is no immediate distance from the notion of 

work, but emphasis falls on removing the appropriation of the produce by 

capital.149 

We encounter this notion in respect to 1970s Operaismo, which was grounded 

on the argument that the worker is the true capitalist, as capital is directly 

generated from the labour of the worker. What subsumes and alienates the 

worker is a “civilisation of labour” (Tronti, 1980, p. 30, emphasis in original), 

which gives prominence to the both illusionary and parasitic nature of 

capitalism. An illusionary nature which is best discussed in Situationist terms, as 

the technological feat of exiling transcendence to the outside of Anthropos. The 

triumph of appearance—the spectacle—over reality. An eradication of 

individuality by the equation of being with owning, and the gradual 

virtualisation of ownership (Debord, 1970, paras 17, 20). 

An alienation from reality, that was expressed in Greece from where I write, by 

semi-autonomous post WWII guerrilla leader Aris Velouchiotis, who focused 

on alerting the labourers to the fact that the fruits of their labour are directly 

 
149 The intervention of Jean Baudrillard through The Mirror of Production (Baudrillard, 1975, pp. 87–
91), is also illuminating in pointing out the fact that Marxism evokes an against capitalism, but not 

production, not labour. For Baudrillard Marxism replicates the abstraction performed by “the so-

called exact sciences” (Baudrillard, 1975, p. 87) and excludes the unknown, the magical realm onto 

which archaic non-productive societies were founded. In short modern societies can be reduced to 

production, archaic societies not. This point has been discussed herein, in relation to the technical in 

the Deleuzian Urstaad. 
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theirs, thus their direct consumption cannot be illegal (see Part III in the 1945 

Last Speech, Velouchiotis, 2011, para. 4). 

Noteworthy is the post WWII UK Labour Party election policy, which after 

defining the needs of the people as “food, work and homes” (Executive 

Committee of the Labour Party UK, 1945, p. 3), does acknowledge the need for 

a holistic open to all citizens social support, but links it to the willingness of the 

nation to work: ‘jobs for all’ and ‘full employment’ combined with bringing the 
means of production under state control thus become the focal points. Focal 

points which remain relevant today, as the parliamentary left seems to need the 

valorisation of work—the dignity of labour—and leans towards ‘job guarantee’ 
over post-work, policies (Frayne, 2021). 

It is perhaps Pyotr Alexeyevich Kropotkin, who best condensed the above in the 

1892 Conquest of Bread (1995), asking for three things: equal opportunity at 

becoming usefully productive, freedom to produce and direct ownership of the 

product. 

For Bataille, Western capitalism represented calculative investment towards a 

future gain, whilst for the early Soviets work was a necessity that bore the 

characteristics of an impulsive sacrifice.150 Soviets were forced “to renounce life 
in order to make life possible” (AS1, p. 156), all resources were sacrificed towards 

 
150 I have specifically pointed that Bataille refers to the early Soviet (see AS1, p. 157), prior to the 

metamorphosis to a structured revolutionary order, which in essence duplicated the Western society 

it was supposed to oppose by assuming the same ideal: organised production. This is exemplified in 

the early revolutionary concept of running the factory “by efficient proletarian gestures and grunts” 
(Joravski, 1985, p. 95), which soon gave way to scientific management; a practice enjoying an 

uncontested common consensus in both capitalism and communism: “a weapon from the iron arsenal 
of materialism” (Bukharin in Joravski, 1985, p. 109). 

In the early phases of the 1917 revolution, there was a pronounced focus on life in the absolute now. 

This collective need for immediate—as it is—life, was perhaps best expressed in the opening lines of 

the first revolutionary play, Mayakovsky’s 1918 Mystery Buffe: 

“We are fed up with heavenly sweets—Give us a loaf of rye-bread! We are fed up with 

cardboard passions—Let us live with a real wife!” (Mayakovsky in: Gratchev and 

Evdokimova, 2019, p. 70) 
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the advancement of infrastructure. Bataille observes that this violence toward the 

self was equally undertaken by workers and leaders alike, something indicative 

of the vast difference in motive and consciousness between the cold war 

East/West. 

The Marshall plan as Potlatch 

Lovecraft approached the New Deal, under this calculative attitude, as a tool, 

that if applied globally—as it did post-Lovecraft’s death in the form of the 
Marshall plan—would offer a way to strengthen other nations against Marxism. 

Bataille had a completely different reading. The Marshall plan was wealth 

redistribution-proper, a gift, an expenditure “that would not be compensated by 
any hope of capitalist profit” (AS1, p. 172). A modern day application of the 

concept potlatch, which moved the competition on terms of status and not 

growth, which changed armed warfare to a prestige war A going outside 

capitalism from within capitalism.151 The Marshall plan, regardless of its success, 

was for Bataille, a sovereign in principle free distribution of wealth according to 

need—communism—extending outside the confines of one state to the global. 

The similarities between the time that Bataille wrote and the present are sadly 

great. The Marshall plan was met with opposition by the same actors that 

opposed free from returns aid, during the 2008 economic crisis: “The 
inadequacy of the International Bank and the Monetary Fund presented a 

negative version of the Marshall Plan's positive initiative.” (AS1, p. 177). 
Furthermore, the Marshall plan, as an example of economics assuming the 

principles of the General Economy, represents an exception even for today. The 

comments of Varoufakis (2020) on economics creating imaginary, growth-based 

closed microsystems, which treat the destructive phases of the whole as external 

exceptions, reveal the relevance of the Acéphalic stance today. The default is 

growth for an individual outside the whole. Bataille formulated precisely the 

same. Classical economy is “unconnected with any general interest whatever; 

 
151 “[C]onsciously or not, the plan couldn’t target another goal [but the] ... elementary formula of 
communism” (Bataille in Fèvre, 2019, pp. 17–18). 
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thus, political ends and group interests are not taken into account” (AS1, p. 
176).152 

AGAINST CHARITY 

In the 1957 Blue on Noon, Bataille’s character “insisted on paying for Xenie, as 
though wanting to stake out a claim on her” (Bataille, 1988a, p. 51). The 

framing of wealth redistribution as a gift, loaded with obligations, is something 

that both Lovecraft—as evidenced in his position on the Marshall plan—and the 

social state share. 

Counter to this mode of obligation, which essentially represents an obligation to 

work, to be productive, Acéphale provides the ground proper, a third way 

towards a social organisation based on universal rights, rather than loaded with 

obligations or burdened by need. A need, which irrevocably results in the 

framing of the ‘I’ as lacking and dependant. 

The Acéphalic social organisation and the Self 

This introduces a rather unlikely likeness between Bataille and Christianity on 

the level of autonomy: One must will Salvation.153 As the political organisation 

of Anthropos as subject, or the social organisation as worker outlined above, 

require the voluntary surrender of autonomy, similarly Bataille holds up a mirror 

and expects the voluntary move from heteronomy to autonomy to be the 

product of individual will. For Bataille, this move must follow heteronomy—a 

second step—but must not be provoked, as this would void the autonomous 

nature of the salvatory transgressive act.154 

 
152 Also see (AS1, p. 180). 

153 One might read from G. K. Chesterton on this point: “Love desires personality; therefore love 
desires division. ... [T]he divine centre of Christianity actually threw man out of it in order that he 

might love it” (1909, p. 243). 

154 See §4.1 above. 
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This resolves the point which Noys labels as a “double-blind” (2000, p. 129) 

with respect to reading Bataille. Noys (2000, pp. 128–130) examines the 

instruction of Bataille not to be read. The best reader of Bataille is the one who 

has not read him—to read is to evade lived experience. I argue that to consider 

autonomy casts reading Bataille as a post-event. The words of Acéphale not as 

Law, but much like the cave drawings on the walls of Lascaux, as the markings 

of a fellow creature. A fellow creature which seeks a cure for the loneliness of 

being through communication. Bataille thus addresses his reader as his intimate 

fellow being: 

“The one for whom I write-(whom I address familiarly), he will have to weep 

out of compassion for what he has just read; then he will laugh, for he has 

recognized himself” (IE, p. 199). 

This is consistent with the headless—as lack of leadership (further outlined 

below)—symbolism of Acéphale, and this is where Bataille most strongly 

diverges from normative thought. Solidarity through charity is in-admissible by 

Bataille. It constitutes what Marcel Mauss labelled a “wounding” (2002, p. 83); it 

casts the beneficiary as inferior. 

The Fascism of Charity 

Plato’s allegory of the cave, is not centred on the philosopher exiting the 
subterranean darkness and acquiring knowledge of the True, but its focal point 

is concerned with the philosophers’ return to the cave and the effort to enlighten 
the other slaves on the false nature of their reality. Plato describes the slaves as 

lacking, as “uneducated people who have no experience of true reality” (2004, p. 

213). 

Plato here offers an opening for the slaves by Law, but at the same time 

introduces inequality. A helping hand for those who were forced into slavery, 

not by brute force but by being denied the cultivation of logic. Those socially 

constructed into slaves in accord to the heteronomous hegemonic societal 

institutions, if we are to employ Castoriadian terminology (see Kerasovitis, 2022, 

pp. 149–150). As Bataille substitutes logic for the sacred, and defines the sacred 

as formless, then salvation, through the reductive process that is non-knowledge, 
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via the crucifixion and solely aspires for the same will for non-being, for being 

in excess of any limit.155  

WITHIN AND AGAINST 

Bataille (see AS1, p. 179) valorised capitalism as the societal structuring which 

generates surplus beyond what it can absorb. Surplus, that this autonomous 

community that wills consumption within the capitalist social, will luxuriously 

spend. Bataille thus fully expressed the modality of being we describe as within 

and against. 

For Bataille, in principle, nothing opposed brute squandering in early capitalism 

(see AS1, p. 158, AS2-3, p. 296). A firm division between work time and non-

work time, coupled with boredom—the repetitive Fordist task—encourages 

consumption. There is wealth to destroy and the inclination to do so. One can 

escape the productive and find space for consumption—within and against. 

For Bataille, the object of desire commands that we spend our resources in 

attaining it, and sometimes our resources simply come to an end. This is the 

point of desire’s failure. One needs a resource surplus to sustain sovereignty. 

Bataille expressed this by writing: “[S]ocialism does not just require the power of 
the people, but wealth as well” (AS1, p. 170). 

Yet, those privileged with enough resources can sustain the losses their desires 

demands. Bataille writes: “whoever has the strength and of course the means for 
it, indulges in continual spending and repeatedly exposes himself to danger.” 
(AS2-3, p. 105). Bataille does not scorn wealth, but the inclination to preserve 

and increase it. This is why reasoned calculation, by its opposition to squander, 

leads not to the experience of desire’s failure, but to the worst fate of framing the 

object of desire as unattainable; leads to an utter enslavement: a stasis in failure. 

 
155 The peculiar mode of being as a being-beyond-death is the subject of section 0. 
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Bataille does not think outside capitalism, in the same way that Bataille frames as 

irrelevant what the dominant mode is, under one condition. That the 

subjectivity of being-against, is not annulled, that rule is not internalised, that 

the will to form the Labyrinth inside the Polis exists. 

TIME SWIMMING AGAINST THE FLOW 

Thus, for Bataille, humanity is as a constant being-against, in negation, 

existence as a negative forward flow. No sooner is one state attained than it is 

negated. This surfaces in Bataille’s designation of the ceaseless spiral of life as a 
“swimming through time’s waters” (GLT, p. 92): a constant movement against. 

Bataille equates stasis with the full loss of sovereignty, the rest state represents the 

logic of work. He writes: “the object at rest generally signifies duration, and 

motion signifies life in the moment” (AS2-3, p. 144). 

For Bataille, the ‘I’ goes through life as two entwined loops, and the difference 

between the two alternating states, rests with their respective origins. One loop 

is indicative of need and begins with concern coming from the outside. The 

other loop begins with anguish rooted in the internality of being—in the failure 

of desire. 
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Figure 9: Diagram by author based on the text in (GLT, p. 92) 

What is important for Bataille is the actual full movement that is life, the 

avoidance of stasis. The acceptance of a flow, which includes not only rest but 

both concern and anguish. There lies the very essence and false doxa of 

neoliberal betterment. The belief in the never delivered but always promised, 

possibility of a life without anguish and concern: an affirmative abstraction of 

life, a “veneer” (GLT, p. 92) of success. 

Acéphale reads the loops for us. In the first loop, ‘I’ has some concern and 
engages in some form of productive action, after which comes a period of rest. 

This loop repeats forever, as nothing has fundamentally changed. Soon, rest 

gives way to some other concern the newly instated order produces, and the 

process repeats itself. 

Thinking this loop alongside a modern context, we see it aligned with the 

neoliberal ‘mindfulness’. The abstraction of anguish to mere concern, followed 
by the temporary negation of concern. The limbo of the concern loop, where 
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action—the being-against—is that of the revolutionary, it keeps the structure 

intact. The destructive acts are appropriated and made useful within the societal 

structure.156 The neoliberal subject is in constant flux, but only within the 

concern loop.157 

This limbo of concern is the needed complexity of the false world that Lovecraft 

spoke of. Concerns are the diversions that Peter Zapffe—supplementing 

Lovecraft with the ardour of misanthropy—noted as useful veils of the True. 

Zapffe, in the 1933 Last Messiah (1993) argues that human consciousness can 

perceive existence for what it is: dying matter. As follows, existence becomes 

only bearable by limiting consciousness. All modern life is an organisation of 

defence mechanisms, of diversions from the self, so as to defer existential dread, 

so as to keep us in the delusion of human primacy. 

The second loop corresponds to the rebel. It represents the share of sovereignty 

afforded to Anthropos in life. The subject in this loop goes beyond concern into 

anguish. Anguish brings about action that goes beyond purpose—meaningless 

violence—a quality that Bataille associated with children. It is this childish action 

as play, which makes for the innocent destruction that characterises the 

sovereign found in both Gilles de Rais—“monstrosity is childlike” proclaims 
Bataille (1991c, p. 29)—and Dirty, the lead character in the 1935 Blue of Noon, 

which Bataille modelled after his lover Colette Peignot: Debauched, yet with the 

“forsaken candor of a child” (Bataille, 1988a, p. 17). 

For Bataille, sovereignty is “a state of perpetual childishness” (Bataille, 1988a, p. 

44), but a state which is nevertheless unsustainable. Bataille (Bataille, 2015, pp. 

50–51, 100) refers to sovereignty as the inaccessible summit, something that is as 

 
156 Akin to the earlier outlined herein, capitalism’s creative destruction. 

157 We have encountered this neoliberal subject in flux in reference to the constant retraining, agility, 

and fluidity of self in modern labour. For the relation between mindfulness, neoliberalism and self-

blame also see (Arthington, 2016; Walsh, 2016; Purser, 2018). I have elsewhere directly linked 

mindfulness with the loss of the option to destroy (Kerasovitis, 2022). If to possess means to have the 

option to destroy open then mindfulness is equated with a loss of belonging. The life of the stranger, 

as we will soon encounter it herein. 
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long as it is not defined and attempted, as long as it does not become a goal. It is 

in that sense that action signals the negation of anguish (see GLT, p. 91). ‘I’ 
enters a temporary state of destruction, which again is followed by rest. The 

loop continues, being is still within time. 

This is the life of Anthropos the fallen, either in permanent subordination or 

only afforded moments of sovereignty. The moments one acts driven by 

anguish. Yet these moments for Bataille are enough. One must recall that for 

Bataille, there is no end goal in sight. 

A well-suited example that Bataille uses is that of an old car trying to overtake a 

much faster one (see Bataille, 2012a, p. 44). The old car will never succeed. The 

whole endeavour is futile. Yet, there is a moment where the two cars are side by 

side, and the old car seems as if it might win. It is in that moment of suspension 

that true happiness rests. 

Elsewhere, Bataille similarly discusses the wage labourer pointlessly squandering 

the day’s wages on drinking a glass of wine. Bataille notes that as the wine slides 

down the larynx, the labourer has escaped need. This is the essence of 

sovereignty on the scale of Anthropos: “It's not much, but at least the glass of 
wine gives him, for a brief moment, the miraculous sensation of having the 

world at his disposal” (AS2-3, p. 199). 

Sovereignty for Anthropos the fallen rests in the vertigo at the edge of the 

abyss.158 

INCLUSIVE FASCISM 

The organisation of Anthropos in societies—the political—as discussed by 

Bataille in 1933’s The Psychological Structure of Fascism (VXS, pp. 137–160), is a 

subject always uncomfortable to approach. In the text, Bataille formulates a 

political framing of capitalism. If capitalism is the productive organisation of 

 
158 Also see (AS1, p. 191, AS2-3, pp. 108–110). 
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contemporary society, then fascism is its political expression. What makes for an 

uncomfortable read is that for Bataille, this does not necessarily mean a lack of 

sovereign values. He writes: “Heterogeneous fascist action belongs to the entire 

set of higher forms” (VXS, p. 145). 

Bataille’s argument essentially pivots on the fact that as ‘democracy’, is pertinent 
to the homogenous order (see VXS, p. 143), it is only natural that the fascist 

leaders represent an attractor, a refuge for those below (see VXS, p. 158). They 

are effectively the affective heterogenous other. Fascism is a psychological and 

not an economic phenomenon (see VXS, p. 157). 

To juxtapose Lovecraft and Bataille, their difference rests with where they 

diagnosed threat. For Lovecraft, the threat was Marxism, and the triumph of the 

master race—Hitlerism—was glorified. For Bataille, the real threat is the 

introduction of discontinuity amongst humanity, and this forms the basis of 

Bataille’s rejection of Nazism. For Bataille, the whole, the undivided humanity, 

continuity, is the cornerstone upon which any political system is to be erected. 

Nazism for Bataille is inferior in respect to its non-inclusive character.159 The 

Soviet Union represented a framework open to all, Nazism is closed to one 

nation—“a part that has cut itself off from the human totality” (Bataille, 2015, p. 

284). The two systems pose for Bataille the difference between imperial and 

national socialism. 

Empire for Bataille signals a totality in terms of human social organisation: “a 

universal state that would put an end to the economic and military anarchy of 

the present age” (AS1, p. 151). But if Nazism was rejected on grounds of being 

closed, Soviet structure—similarly to what Lovecraft pointed out—signalled a 

complete loss of individualism: “man is not an individual but the state” (AS1, p. 

 
159 The insistence on openness is also found in Bataille’s commentary on Nietzsche regarding the 
latter’s discontent with Wagnerian antisemitism—Wagner’s man as total artwork, is very close to 

Acéphale—but also when highlighting the political appropriation of Nietzsche’s ideas in Germany by 
quoting: “It is part of my ambition to be considered a despiser of the Germans par excellence” 

(Nietzsche in LSNUn, p. 49). 
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151). Sovereignty thus closes for Anthropos but opens up to the Empire entity—
the Lovecraftian Old Ones. 

In Lovecraft’s fascism, there is a distinct line dividing leaders and flock. For 

Bataille, the aspect of fascism which was most commended—the most sovereign 

out of all the fascist aspects of the heterogenous domain, but not the 

heterogenous in its entirety—was the face of the fascist leader as worn by Benito 

Mussolini.160 Mussolini firmly occupied the domain of myth, turning politics to 

pure ritual:161 A Sun God and his followers, as one (see VXS, p. 143), in a society 

beyond class. Fascism as a cult was open to all, and unlike the imperial blending 

with an entity, it had a human face.  

HEADLESS AUTONOMY: THE VOID SITS ON THE THRONE 

Yet, as much awe fascism as a cult inspired in Bataille, this was not the ideal he 

valorised. He writes: “The ‘monster’ we must defeat has three heads, three hostile 
heads: Christianity, Socialism and Fascism” (SaCON, p. 368). 

For Bataille, the very presence of leadership indicates fascism. Therefore, if we 

are to acknowledge existence as social beings, within a framework of exchange, 

as parts of a group, we necessarily fall under a form of fascism; either religious, 

imperial, or focused on the leader persona. Bataille, points to the fact that we are 

to seek the sovereign body politic as decapitated, leaderless, and in the 

programme of the Acéphale society, he calls for the one headless group that 

 
160 Shortly after the publication of The Psychological Structure of Fascism Bataille will visit the fascist 

exhibition in Italy. In the exhibition Bataille first—“I didn’t know this history” (Bataille in Fogu, 2004, 

p. 67)—linked Mussolini’s fascism with the attractive affectivity of death (see SaCON, p. 95). It should 

be noted that Bataille signed a petition against France going to war against Germany: "a war declared 

by Western capitalism” (SaCON, p. 105). 

161 An overview of Mussolinianism not as a political faction but as cult is given by Melograni (1976). 
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would annihilate all communities, states or religions (see point 7 in SaCON, p. 

134).162 

This is the defining difference between Bataille and Lovecraft, or normative 

thought in general. Bataille does not admit to an ideal set externally from the 

self; a leader, a morality mediating experience towards the illusion that is the 

real. It is when we are at the most unmediated that we are closer to the True.163 

For Lovecraft, the poppy-crowned Hypnos is a vicious deity, the nightmares 

reveal the True more than life in the concrete-real does (see Lovecraft, 2010, p. 

16).164 Sleep is representative of the void, the space outside Leviathan’s gaze and 
constitutes anathema for both Lovecraft and governance.165 In contrast, for 

Bataille, sleep signals the absence of formed personhood, an opening to 

continuity of being: “the affinity of a person to that which he is not … night 

dispatches hope and apprehension.” (Bataille, 2012a, p. 14).166 

SURROGATE SACRALITY 

As Lovecraft denies/prohibits the sacred, there appears a void in his cosmology. 

There is nothing to give meaning to the cosmos. As we have discussed, for 

Bataille, meaning is not an ontological necessity, but for Lovecraft and those that 

need definition and reason, the void of the sacred calls for the introduction of a 

 
162 Approaching community from a Freudian perspective Ffrench arrives at a similar point “On 
Bataille’s terms, all groups with a leader would thus be fascist” (Ffrench, 2017, p. 45). 

163 Data Encounter 15 on page 293. 

164 Stories that resonate strongly with this theme are the 1922 Hypnos and the 1919 Beyond the Wall 

of Sleep (see respectively Lovecraft, 2008, pp. 206–211, 37–45) 

165 One may turn to the reading given by Latour (1993, pp. 13–48) on the 17th century feud, between 

the inventor of the vacuum tube Robert Boyle and the author of Leviathan Thomas Hobbes. 

Technology through the vacuum tube—the non-human—has created a space not of Leviathan, from 

which Anthropos may address God without mediation. 

166 This focus on absence preloads the concept of the void, considered in terms of production. A 

concept interrogated in §5.2. 
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made suprasensible element that explains the manufactured cosmos, the virtual. If 

in Lovecraft this needed complexity was covered by the Nordic race and the 

fascist order, in a modern context, it is the same need—approached from a 

techno-philosophical angle—that the concept of cosmotechnics (Hui, 2020, 2021), 

seeks to address.167  

For Hui, the Western—equated with Heidegger and discussed herein on §3.1—
mode of understanding must be retired, as it can only naturalise the made under 

the essence/form vectors. Anthropos, ensnared in the capitalist value, as creator 

of a made yet naturalised cosmos, replicates these values. Anthropos creates eternal 

life in a boundless market.168 

As technology has allowed for the manufacturable sacred, Hui argues that we are 

not to naturalise the technical object but acknowledge it, and by design include 

an unknown element, re-introduce the beyond reason.169 An unknown which 

has been observed and described as an overflowing, a surpassing of design intent, 

a transcendental surplus which effectively produces our reality (Smith, 2018; 

Gaboury, 2021). In this line of thought, technology liberates Anthropos from 

Leviathan, but also introduces another master: the made as sacred. 

This idea of substituting the originary sacred is the core of Nick Land’s 
Lovecraft inspired concept of hyperstition: “fictions that make themselves real” 
(Land, 2012, p. 554). If reality is a modulated state, and we have removed the 

originary Idea, then the kernel of the Idea is waiting to be claimed and defined. 

Like posthuman thought considered the cyborg as origin by fiat, Land argued 

 
167 Cosmotechnics defined as “the unification of the moral order and cosmic order through technical 

activities ” (Hui, 2020 para. 28). 

168 Akin to the posthuman position. 

169 This is achieved through a consideration of the technical object as real by merit of being open to 

interaction. Essence is substituted for relativity, and form is defined by appearance, whilst 

transcendence is cancelled out by ephemerality (see Hui, 2012, p. 394). Hui places emphasis with the 

topos, the “digital milieu” (Hui, 2012, p. 390). Meaning now does not depend on the cognising subject, 

but on the network. The platform—like in Accelerationism—emerges as topos. 
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that as concrete-reality is fiction and thereby manufacturable; a viral idea can 

infect culture towards its realisation.170 

This mechanism of substitution we encounter contextualised in aesthetic-

political terms by Halligan (2004), in reference to the sublime in the films of Luis 

Buñuel. Similarly to what we have encountered in Bataille, the excluded part of 

society constitutes “a necessity” (2004, p. 239) in Buñuel. The excluded become 

the salvatory mechanism for a society whose core True is replaced by the made, 

the virtual—“a 'real simulation', the fetishisation of the sublime which 

overwhelms the empirical-phenomenological 'truth'” (2004, p. 242). In that 

sense, if meaning is re-assembled via the re-introduction of a made suprasensible 

idea in the void of the originary sacred, then the unconforming/repulsive 

excluded part reveals the false nature of the substitute sublime. 

The sacralisation of the made, as expressed by the algorithm/platform, signals the 

coincidence of machinistic and concrete-real. There is no need for any 

mediation—the human is firmly out of the loop. With the algorithm 

representing the unintelligible beyond as a moral standard, this fulfils what 

Bataille deemed “the reign of autonomous things” (REL, p. 90). This is a time 
where the profane and sacred share the same values: those of useful 

production.171 

 
170 Notably the Sixth Extinction, a term used by Braidotti to describe our probable demise, was 

popularised by Kolbert (2015), and is linked to this very notion. The escape from natural evolution via 

the ability to code the natural world into symbols, so that future generations may expand on this 

symbolism and have agency over the world. As species outside time and not as individuals bound to 

mortality. 

171 As earlier discussed in the sacrality of useful production. 
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§4.3. THE ALGORITHM AS AN OLD ONE / KUBERPUNK 

The tracing of Acéphalic thought against Lovecraft in the preceding section 

reveals a certain overlap. An overlap which becomes pronounced in the 

nostalgia for the fallen sovereign aristocracy. The reorganisation of the social 

towards wealth redistribution, thus allowing for a return of the modus vivendi 

represented by Middle age feudalism, are points on which the two thinkers are 

aligned. But there are also vast differences between them, and it is around the 

way the introduction of the Algorithm as an autonomous machine has made 

Lovecraft’s work overtake him. If both thinkers—Bataille in the face of Mussolini 

and Lovecraft in his fascist government—pointed to a sovereign expression of 

Anthropos, then the arrival of the algorithm disrupts Lovecraft’s arguments. 

Lovecraft set up an illusionary cosmos of reason, believing it would sustain the 

human as a primary species. The conditions conceptually summoned by 

Lovecraft ultimately have set up a world whose mechanism takes precedence 

over the user: The non-human sets the ideal. Cthulu is no longer Anthropos 

outside the time loop, but the autonomous machine.172 A point earlier raised by 

Foucault when discussing the manifestation of a society shaped as the expression 

of a power outside human agency. 

This conceptual defeat that Lovecraftian human primacy suffered by the very 

concepts it birthed, is the best discussed as the passage from the weird to the 

eerie in the context and language that the late Mark Fisher (2016) has provided 

us with. 

FROM THE WEIRD TOWARDS THE EERIE 

Mark Fisher (1968-2017), a cultural theorist who used cultural artefacts to 

interrogate life under digital capitalism, has described the passage from capitalist 

 
172 Data Encounter 16 on page 294. 
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oppression to a space where thought is devoid of any other alternative. A space 

where voluntary—thus natural—slavery is the only option.173  

The weird and the eerie attract us. They represent the beyond, the outside of 

what we usually structure our existence around. If Freud’s uncanny denotes the 

inside looking out, then the weird/eerie take the opposite course: They describe 

the outside looking in. 

The domain of the weird is marked by a wrong presence, ultimately revealing 

reality—the inside—and the concepts that guide our understandings, invalid (see 

Fisher, 2016, pp. 10, 13). This is what we have encountered in The Outsider and 

the life of the mind-pure. There was no inside after all. We are the wrong; we 

are the outside; we have made ourselves strangers to the True.174 

The movement enacted from the discipline of the factory, to the algorithmic 

control of the contemporary workplace society, is a movement made possible by 

the internalisation of the doxa of work—what this thesis refers to as the surrogate 

sacred. This movement is the very passage from the weird onto the eerie. To 

cognise the algorithm as the surrogate sacred, overlaps exactly with how Fisher 

(2016, pp. 61–63) theorised the category of the eerie. The eerie appears when 

we are unable to fully perceive being, the something more/added, the agency 

that rests beyond our grasp. The eerie is always a transcendental outside. 

Something that “at every level … conjured out of nothing, [it] exerts more 
influence that any allegedly substantial entity” (Fisher, 2016, p. 11). Should we 

remove its logic, then the material remainder of the concrete-real would be 

meaningless (see Fisher, 2016, p. 60). Should the opposite happen; should 

 
173 Fisher’s path began in the wellspring of accelerationism; Warwick’s Cybernetic Culture Research 
Unit (CCRU), but instead of following the cold antihumanism of Nick Land, and maybe owing to his 

own personal battle with depression, Fisher instead conveyed the utter sadness of contemporary 

existence. Equally important is Fisher’s preference for the blogging medium over the—restrictive by 

definition—traditional academic publishing. This approach accommodated for thought-free “think 
pieces” (see Simon Reynolds’s foreword in Fisher, 2018), and much aligns with the post-Qualitative 

paradigm of this thesis. 

174 This estrangement from the self in the adoption of the worker identity, is something we have 

referred to in §2, particularly in the formation of the unemployed self.  
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humanity fully understand itself as a functional part of an autonomous 

algorithmic machine, then it is humanity that effectively disappears. Anthropos 

is in absence, reduced to a communication relay—“invisible connectors between 
automated systems” (Fisher, 2016, p. 76). Eeriness: the lack of an actively 

inhabited social space. 

Understanding Loss 

Fisher cites from Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man, in reference to the existence 

of an order of being opposed to work. Marcuse indicates a dual temporal 

modality that this order existed in. A simultaneously pre/post-technological 

mode, where being was/is not “organized as things and instrumentalities” 
(Marcuse, 2013, p. 62). 

Fisher locates this opposing order—the “freaks” (2018, p. 755)—in the 

counterculture of the sixties and seventies. He pessimistically notes that this 

modality is now not only absorbed inside the neoliberal structure, but is its most 

prolific producer. In Lou Reed’s Take A Walk On The Wild Side, the outside in 

the form of transvestite Candy is no longer the excluded part, but very much 

represents an instrument of financialising the outside; as do all the other misfit 

characters that run through Reed’s lyrics: “[S]he never lost her head even when 

she was giving head … Everybody had to pay and pay” (1972).  

Fisher (see 2018, p. 760), argues that to accept the narrative that frames 

neoliberalism as what ultimately makes free individualism possible, and thus 

acknowledge it as necessary, is to deny the existence of a modality that drew 

value outside wage labour.175 

Fisher strongly focused on the individual/communal interplay, as this takes place 

on the particular time/space of the psychedelic experience. An experience in 

 
175 It is at this point where Fisher complements Graeber and Wengrow (see §3), who consistently 

point to the blindness of modern theory towards a well evidenced different mode of life that our 

ancestors lived. Ultimately life without leadership and beyond the capitalist set of values, bring 

Fisher’s hippies and Graeber and Wengrow’s ‘primitives’ to manifest the same concept, the same 
culture. 
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which time—the commodity in upmost scarcity—does not flow, and is thus 

overabundant. The “psychedelic shack” (Fisher, 2018, p. 763) represents an open 

to all space, for communal individuals, for true communication. Communication 

that takes place between non-antagonistic multiplicities, and that is for the first 

time unshackled from authority. The similarities to Bataille become apparent if 

we understand this community as forming what Beltran (2020) deems the 

mythological body of the social. Beltran points out that as myth is formless 

desire, it rests beyond governance. This body, then, is an emancipated version of 

the body social, which determines “the very appearance of the real” (Beltran, 
2020, p. 1) from the inside. 

Fisher left us with two unanswered questions in the closing lines of his prose. 

Firstly, how are we to understand what instrumentalised the anti-work 

consciousness inherent in the sixties-seventies counterculture? And secondly, 

how are we to reverse this loss? How are we to arrive at a point where the 

possibility of the new is again an option? 

Following Fisher’s second question, with the insights offered by Bataille’s 
definition of the sovereign social in a leadership-free, open to all that have the 

will to enter, Labyrinth, gives us a mode of thought that provides an indicative 

answer. For what else is the Labyrinth than another expression of the 

psychedelic shack? A space of being-against, where Acéphalic individuals—
unlike Lou Reed’s characters—have chosen to resolutely lose their head. A loss, 

which if considering the dual nature of Bataillean decapitation, signifies the 

negation of reason—the calculative goal orientated act—but also the freedom 

from leadership. We will return to these thoughts in §5, but below, the thesis 

will ultimately gravitate towards the subject of the corporeal consciousness of 

reality. How banishing the body prevents consciousness of the antinomy 

between the made world of the virtual—the Lovecraftian life of the mind-pure—
and the True. This will grant us a better understanding of the first question that 

Mark Fisher posed. 
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DESIRE FOR WORK 

Fisher again turns to Marcuse (1974), and the argument that the omnipotence of 

capitalism relies on the exorcism of the mere dreaming beyond it.176 What Fisher 

voiced through his Capitalist Realism (2009), is that the core of capitalism is not 

material production, but the obliteration of alternatives, even at speculation 

level. It is not only that capitalism is the most efficient politico-economic 

system, but that one can no longer even imagine beyond it. Fisher writes: 

“Capitalism seamlessly occupies the horizons of the thinkable” (2009, p. 8). All 
conceivable choices are variations of the very system they seek to replace. 

We have encountered this articulation before, in Bataille’s critique of the 
Master/Slave relation. It is not important who is master or who is slave, but the 

fact that the slavery framework exists. That there is an established web of 

hierarchy, and actors can only occupy different spaces in that given web. This 

order is only reproduced, never compromised. A cancellation of the future 

through the uprooting of any desire for divergence from what is already present. 

In Bataillean terminology, this is the stasis of the rest state: being stops being-

against.  

And this stasis appears uniform. Societies are differentiated within them, in direct 

correlation to the levels of scarcity they experience, and not between them.177 

Anthropos is conscious of the self not on the basis of humanity, but class (see 

Žižek, 2016, pp. 147–148). Class which under the lens of neoliberal labour has 

followed a movement from fragmentation to consolidation (Moody, 2018). In 

short, there are only nuances between the one working class: Class division 

signals varying degrees of the semblance of freedom, but never absolute 

freedom. We can no longer desire outside the made. There is no opposition to 

 
176 Illustrative is the account given by web developer Rob Lucas, regarding his experiences with the 

seeping of work into life to such a point that his dreaming took place “inside the logic” (Lucas, 2010, 

p. 125) of his work.  

177 Very characteristic of this is the research by Nettle (2015) focusing on the wider area of Tyneside 

UK, which finds cultural differences not to be country specific but resting on deprivation levels. 
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what is presented as ‘the Good’. The goal is to partake, not to negate. Illustrative 

of this point is the short docudrama Inventur by Želimir Žilnik (1975), where 

spontaneous interviews on the hopes and dreams of Germany’s gastarbeiter 

revolve on two things: work and money.178  

This is the answer to the question posed by Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-

Oedipus: “Why do men fight for their servitude as stubbornly as though it were 
their salvation?” (1983, p. 38). For Deleuze and Guattari, libidinal energy pre-

exists and is not identical to, but formed into, a desire. Under the light of 

Acéphale, we might formulate this as such: One is born a free human but 

formed into a citizen, a worker. One desires the civilization of labour. Work is 

the Sacred.  

This emergence of an artificial desire, of an inauthentic being, of an inauthentic 

topos is the core of Jean-François Lyotard’s 1974 commentary on the working 
class (see Lyotard, 1993, p. 149).179 A working class, adopting a form of 

masochism, subjugated to wage labour by a desire for jouissance. A desire 

formed and defined outside the self, by the other. There is pleasure in the 

martyrdom of “hanging on in the mines, in the foundries, in the factories, in 
hell” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 111). 

In the 6th chapter of Capital (Marx, 2010, pp. 177–186), the owner of labour-

power, stripped of anything but that very labour-power, freely enters the market 

and bargains a price with capital, before entering the “hidden abode of 

production” (Marx, 2010, p. 186). It is essential for Marx that labour-power be 

 
178 Data Encounter 17 on page 295. 

179 This heavily featured in the last lectures Fisher (2020) gave. The failure to distinguish between 

what Bataille referred to as the given and the made—the artificial—is exactly the same point which 

signals a break between the otherwise harmonious thought (as earlier noted in the literature review), 

between Heidegger and Bataille. There is a common consensus (Mayné, 1993; Biles, 2007), in the 

suggestion that the two thinkers diverge on Heidegger’s indifference towards holding a distinction 
between for authentic/inauthentic being. Heidegger writes: “the inauthenticity of Dasein does not 
signify any 'less' Being or any 'lower' degree of Being.” (1962, p. 68). This for Bataille is ontologically 

fatal. Thus in Heidegger (1962, p. 307) we have a vested with potentiality being-towards-death, but 

not Bataille’s being-beyond-death (as later outlined herein on 0). 
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sold for a duration of time, and not permanently, as to sell labour-power once 

and for all would mean slavery.  

In contemporary society, there is no need for capital to lure the owner of 

labour-power in some unseen abode. The whole world is that abode, and it’s lit 
brightly. An attractor graced with the seduction of a flame to a moth. Guy 

Debord’s (1978) final thesis, In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni [We turn in 

the night and are consumed by fire], speaks of this fatal attraction that has 

inflicted the working class. Having linked their jouissance to the ideal of work, 

to the surrogate sacred, the owners of labour-power have now sold all of their 

time, once and for all, thus affirming the slavery condition set by Marx.180 

This sacred value labour has assumed, is, I argue, what Hardt and Negri (2000) 

have not accounted for in their Empire. The “control that extends throughout 
the depths of the consciousnesses and bodies of the population” (Hardt and 
Negri, 2000, p. 24), is for Hard and Negri to be opposed by the inability of 

capital to control the complex flows that Anthropos as multitude brings. Over 

twenty years since Empire was published, and the multitude has not yet 

contested capital. We read from Paolo Virno (2004, pp. 21–45), that the very 

flux in which the multitude exists results in the only shared communal 

understanding, being that of placelessness. The precarious multitude live the 

Aristotelean vios xenikos [life of the stranger]. 

As Virno argues, in such a modality, communication ultimately becomes 

homogenous and generic: “everywhere, and in every situation, we speak/think 

in the same way” (Virno, 2004, p. 36). An observation which Schaupp (2021) 

empirically verifies in the way algorithmic management facilitates migrant 

integration in the workplace beyond language barriers: The language of work is 

common. 

 
180 This substitution of the sacred, as already discussed, can only happen within a moral framework, in 

which the formless character of the Bataillean sacred is abstracted—becomes limited to the future 

goal. The very plane that Bataille frames the linking of work with the ideal in §1.2. 
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This homogeneity ultimately results in the multitude living life not only as 

strangers; but also a life that is completely public. There is no outside: The 

thought is one, shared by all, perpetual and everywhere (see Virno, 2004, p. 40). 

This signals the obliteration of Bataille’s private: The snake, coiling in plain 

view, is the animal of Deleuze’s control societies.  

The core desire—the desire for work—is no longer unfulfilled. Anthropos is a 

worker, even when unemployed. In a sense, desire has become secondary to 

fear. For the precariat, the ultimate object of horror—death—has morphed to 

being left defenceless against scarcity, to being left jobless. Scarcity is death, the 

outside from work is death. “[W]ageless life” (Denning, 2010, p. 80) does not 
signal freedom from work, but death. The evasion of death through labour, 

becomes an ontological prerogative, thus setting up the world according to the 

earlier outlined Marcusse’s ideology of death. Whatever salvatory qualities 

Bataille found in early capitalism, are for the contemporary precariat gone. The 

Fordist labourer, even if branding white around the neck, could only have a 

working life inside the factory, but there still was a life outside the factory. What 

the digital, in unison with the sacralisation of the work ethic—the internalisation 

of the logic of work—have brought about, is the confusion between the 

working life, with life in itself. Anthropos is now ontologically defined along 

the chromatic hues of the work collar, but never without the collar. 

Anthropos thus emerges as a perpetual labourer, working towards an end goal 

that is transcendental, always outside one’s ability. We can understand this 

particular to platform neoliberalism mode of being, by following Bataille’s 
distinction between socialism and communism. Reward respectively correlates 

with output or need, but the common demand in both systems was “from each 
according to his ability” (AS2-3, p. 447). The algorithmic stage of neoliberalism 

essentially disrupts the limits of ability: The expected output is set as always 

never enough. A consideration of Anthropos as a being obliged to exist in a 

world of labour, whose produce is never good enough. An observation which 

replicates Bataille’s earlier outlined commentary on the Protestant work ethic, 

thus bringing algorithmically driven neoliberalism and Calvinism into full 

coincidence. 
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For the subjects of the digital disembodied now, the variation between them is 

epidermal. We are all different; we are all distinct individuals. But we all bow to 

the same sacred: the logic of work, the fear of death. Beneath the variation in 

form—others between us—it is the same Idea that guides our perception. If we 

are conscious of the world, under the same externally defined ideal, we are led to 

a world of individual—the same within us—homogeneity. 

Here, it is important to note the observations of Bernard (2019) tackling the 

formation of the self in the digital. Bernard reveals the linage of the technologies 

we now use to assemble the self. Technologies that are rooted in the disciplinary 

apparatus of law enforcement in terms of application, and—as far as ontology is 

concerned—in the reductive view of Anthropos as a machine.181 The link to the 

world of labour is made through Bernard’s observation that contemporary 

deviance is exclusively aesthetic. One may, on the aesthetic level, project any 

imaginable extreme, just as long as the core values one acts on regard 

maintaining the biological ability to work, and consider the office as one’s 
destination. 

This homogeneity, combined with the loneliness of the precariat and their lack 

of unmediated communication (outlined in §2), is the articulation that Bataille 

reserved for the colony “whose elements are cemented together-but they don't 

form societies” (IE, p. 83). A colony of individuals that do not communicate, 

that do not experience desire or loss, are for Bataille not classed as alive, as they 

do not have the capacity to be social.182 

Paradise of Ethereal Consumption 

Pivotal to all this is the fact that in the digital, the corporeal body is eclipsed. 

Considering the ever-increasing magnitude of platform labour, and the platform 

as a space where the inputs from the corporeal are secondary to the inputs 

provided by the digital—we are reminded that successful worker resistance is 

based on the reversal of this hierarchy—then Bataille’s mind/body/spirit unity 

 
181 The self is deciphered based on readings. 

182 . Bataille (REL, p. 19) brings up the example of an atom of nitrogen or a molecule of water. 
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(outlined on page 148 above), comes to the fore, when regarding the conscience 

of reality.  

The effects of cancelling materiality become evident through the work of John 

Armitage (2020), in which he defines the concept of luxury in the digital now. 

A now in which the gaze occupies the void left by corporeality. What Armitage 

suggests is that the virtual space is occupied by gazes geared only towards 

consumption. Existence is equated with consumption. 

The core point Armitage drives is a description of the emerging luxurious self in 

the virtual, which nearly overlaps with Bataille’s sovereign. There is the concept 
of life in the now: the speed of the digital makes everything happen instantly. 

Armitage uses the concept of luster in the place of Bataille’s solar radiance. Each 
gaze is distinct, each self gives a distinct, but always luxurious, definition to the 

world. This act carries along to the concept of morality. There are as many 

moral definitions as there are gazes. The high-low culture divide has completely 

faded. There are luxurious choices both in the palace and in the brothel. Luxury 

thus emerges as noumenon: Not tangible, but immaterial, visual and not tactile, 

as the sign over the signified. 

These observations reverberate in unison with the critique scholarship has 

directed towards Bataille (see §1.3 above), in suggesting that as neoliberalism 

essentially is a permissive framework where consumption is encouraged, then 

Bataille’s ideas foregrounded, rather than opposed, today’s modus vivendi. Yet 
this criticism fails to consider the nature of today’s consumerism. A point 
repeatedly related by Slavoj Žižek to the very process of commodification in the 
virtual as a cleansing process.183 A process after which the product denied of all 

that is negative in its essence can be released for safe unlimited consumption. 

Bataille’s act of consumption is total. It includes a form of consumption that is 
totally cut off from any sense of addition, gain, production. I have hinted 

towards this total mode of consumption in reference to Bataille’s remarks on 

 
183 “Everything is permitted, you can enjoy everything, but deprived of its substance, which makes it 

dangerous” (Žižek, 2003, p. 96). 
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Aztec warfare and the negative—sacrificial—value it represented: One is 

consumed as one consumes. 

This non-destructive consumption is omnipresent in the virtual. Any likeness to 

Bataillean sovereignty is epidermal, as the contemporary platform drives the 

absolute loss of both tangibility/corporeality and the notion of the topos. The 

tangible is reduced to the uniformity that is the non-place, as earlier described 

by Augé. All luxurious locations are the same and the act as empty containers for 

the gaze to interpret: Placelessness, the life of the stranger. The private has 

moved to a digital bubble made by another, which, in turn, is completely 

pierced, as it seeks affirmation by other gazes. Everything shifts so rapidly (see 

Armitage, 2020, p. 4), that the only stable point of reference in all the vertigo is 

the brand. The brand is the throbbing, shifting, formless sacred of the virtual. 

What causes anxiety in this cosmos is this very endless navigation through 

endless choices—“pleasure dysphoria” (Armitage, 2020, p. 123). There is no 
ownership. No sooner is something made than it is appropriated and 

reinterpreted.184 After repeating the frequently encountered herein insufficiency 

of Anthropos to keep up, and the overall detachment from others, the central 

concept that Armitage directs our thought to, is the eradication of the human 

from the sacred. The brand no longer has any master, but has acquired an 

autonomous existence.185 

It is in this movement where one may trace the transposition of sovereignty 

away from the human and onto a made entity. When Bataille equated fascism 

with capitalism and gave it a human face in Mussolini, there were paths open for 

Anthropos to fuse with the sacred: either as the fascist leader or as against—the 

rebel. When the human face of Mussolini—detestable as it may be—has been 

taken up by the autonomous non-human, and when the corporeal as 

constitutive of the real is eclipsed, those paths stand closed.  

 
184 Akin to Fisher’s observation that the established order is not fixed, “is infinitely plastic” (Fisher, 

2009, p. 54), it pulses, and with it so does the notion of the sacred. 

185 The posthuman autopoiesis in §2.5. 
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§4.4. ALPHAOMEGA 

In the previous section, focus fell on the notion of the sacred, and by association 

time. Lovecraft conjured a temporal loop that would hold humanity governed 

by an ultra-technicality, shielded from the True. This governing mechanism 

has—against Lovecraft’s intentions—been vested with metaphysical qualities.  

Puppet Strings 

Very informative in this respect is the 1810 essay On the Marionette Theatre, by 

Heinrich von Kleist (1972). Kleist tackles the technological in relation to 

conscience. This is through an example we have already encountered utilised 

203 years later, in our earlier discussion on biocultural capital: Amputee dancers 

perform with the aid of crafted mechanical legs. Although the performance 

cannot be as complete due to the limited span of movement, the fragment of 

dance that is performed is nevertheless beyond accomplished: optimised 

performance at the cost of limited range. 

Von Kleist considers expanding this feat of technicality to the whole living 

dancer, in the form of the puppet that performs in a marionette theatre. As Von 

Kleist argues, there are two advantages to be gained. The living dancer as soulful 

creature is conscious, and thus prone to affectation. The movements demanded 

by the dance are thus not always the centre of the dancer’s being. The puppet—
being fully under the control of the puppeteer—is never prone to such mistakes: 

“the spirit cannot err where it does not exist. … consciousness creates disorder in 
the natural harmony of men” (von Kleist, 1972, p. 24). Secondly, the puppet, by 

virtue of its strings, can perform feats that are beyond the ability of the human. 

The human has needs, the puppet needs nothings but the strings. Von Kleist 

concludes that perfection can be attained either in the complete loss of 

conscience or in the attainment of infinite consciousness: “in the mechanical 
puppet, or in the God” (von Kleist, 1972, p. 26). 

Accelerationism. (see Srnicek and Williams, 2015, p. 79) by equating 

emancipation with power, and defining power as the ability to affectate—to 

manipulate desire—suggests that the puppet can pull its own strings. The subject 
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of consciousness is bypassed, the reduction of being that takes place on the 

platform—one can create only what the platform supports—is what fuels most of 

the criticism towards it. 

Indicative is the position of Antonio Negri, framing Accelerationism as a return 

to operaismo—within and against. As a potentiality of pitting “biopolitics against 
biopower” (Negri, 2017, p. 366), without regarding subjectivity construction or 

seeking to antagonise the productive/industrial mode. Negri (2017, pp. 365, 

377) ultimately notes the failure of Accelerationism to invent forms of value 

other than the capitalist value form.186 Taking a corporeal perspective, Berardi 

(2013) seconds the notion that Accelerationism completely annihilates 

autonomy, subjugates the subconscious to the machine, represents a liberation of 

tendencies that are latent not in Anthropos, but in capitalism. 

We are thus trapped inside a Lovecraftian temporal loop, circling around a 

sacred of our own making—the algorithm. The posthuman eternal where the 

eschaton as revelation—apokalypsis [unveiling]—of the True never arrives.  

Accelerationism ultimately is not antithetical to capitalism, but essentially 

sacralises the machine as setter of ‘the Good’, the telos. A machine which gives 

meaning to the concrete-real: A false doxa; the mêtic cunning and trickery—
“deception and opportunism to overcome and manipulate” (Srnicek and 
Williams, 2014, p. 493)—directly adopted by Accelerationism.187  

This concrete-real, whose meaning is drawn from outside of Anthropos—
Fisher’s eerie—is a permissive topos. There is essentially only one prohibition, the 

prohibition against death. A prohibition which, as we have discussed, extends to 

being conscious of being-not-as-worker.188 This section will expand on these 

entwined concepts. Beginning with time, and its consideration as never ending 

 
186 See the definition of Maurizio Lazzarato (2012) in which capital money is only geared towards re-

investment, growth. 

187 In this respect one has to give credit to Nick Land for not applying a humanitarian glossing over the 

concept of accelerationism in an effort to reconcile concept and academic tenure. 

188 The reader is asked to remember that doxa was the key term in the end of §2.2. 
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by Lovecraft’s progeny through the discourse around the biblical concept of the 
katechon [that which restrains, which holds back].189 A concept which Heidegger 

directly related to conscience: “one must take the Antichrist for Antichrist” 
(2010, p. 78). How it is imperative to be conscious of the True, and not be 

deceived by the made. 

KATECHON: THE POSSESSOR DETERRING THE ESCHATON 

“Let no one deceive you in any way; for that day will not come unless the 

rebellion comes first and the lawless one is revealed, the one destined for 

destruction. He opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or 

object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, declaring 

himself to be God. … And you know what is now restraining him, so that he 

may be revealed when his time comes. For the mystery of lawlessness is 

already at work, but only until the one who now restrains it is removed. And 

then the lawless one will be revealed, … . The coming of the lawless one is 

apparent in the working of Satan, who uses all power, signs, lying wonders, 

and every kind of wicked deception for those who are perishing, because they 

refused to love the truth and so be saved.” (Thessalonians 2: 3-12 in Coogan et 

al., 2010, p. 2082, emphasis added). 

The katechon has entered academic discourse under the 1922 considerations of 

Carl Schmitt (2005), which fundamentally place sovereignty with a latent fascist 

leader within the core of the state. When under threat, democracy regresses to 

this rule of one. One, who is beyond judgement and is granted unrestricted 

power (see Schmitt, 2005, p. 5): The state must be eternal, must persevere at all 

costs. In later work, the 1950 the Nomos of the Earth, Schmitt (2006) placed the 

Western sovereign state as that which deters evil, thus foregrounding the recent 

position of the president of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen 

towards “upholding the rule of law” for the protection of the “European way of 

 
189 . In Acid Communism, capitalism is similarly encountered by Fisher—as was earlier in the concept 

of degrowth—as obstructing access to wealth that is common. Wealth that in Bataille’s General 

Theory, is overabundant. 
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life” (Leyen, 2019, p. 14). Schmitt—much like Lovecraft—saw the non-Western 

mode of life as a regression, which must be pushed back. The West as katechon, 

as “a power that withholds”, which must enforce cultural continuity, must 

“restrain the appearance of the Antichrist and the end of the present eon” 
(Schmitt, 2006, pp. 59–60). For Schmitt, the eschaton must not arrive.190 

Schmitt’s conception of the katechon points to time as a loop. To the 

perseverance of this eon, a clinging to order as it is: stasis against the creation of 

the new. It is in the reading of Benjamin Noys that the katechon is seen as 

facilitating a return.191 Noys proceeds on the assumption of a prior era where the 

state apparatus served and not managed the population. Noys argues that the 

primary problematic is to consider capital as the “untranscendable horizon” 
(Noys, 2010, p. 171): capital as the natural state of the world. Noys goes beyond 

the neoliberal fetishization of ‘the Good’—and argues that the negative not only 

destroys but can also the preserve. The negative allows for unassimilated ground, 

allows for resistance, expresses an against the flux of growth that capitalism 

needs. In the katechon as posed by Noys, there is still no outside of capital, but 

negative pockets contesting capital from within (2010, p. 166). This position 

hinges primarily on the state, and the assumption that state and capital are 

distinct, with the British National Health Service (NHS) serving as an 

example.192 

Noys has given a reading close to Bataille—a within and against—but has also 

introduced a goal-oriented mode, time as a return to previous hypothetically 

freer epoch. 

It is in Paolo Virno (2008, pp. 58–61, 2018, pp. 20–21), that the katechon 

emerges closer to Bataille; as simultaneously deferring both the Antichrist and 

 
190 Further reading regarding the problematic in Schmitt’s theological angle on the political without 
granting time a theological dimension—time as sacred, not flowing—can be found in Ostovich (2007, 

p. 54). 

191 Noys (2000) is one of the key theorists on Bataille. 

192 An example which mirrors Kreps (2018), and the islands of green computing in a sea of technology 

for profit. 
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Salvation. It forms a negative point, an against. Virno (2018, p. 190), argues that 

this negation of negation is a goal free apophatic act. It reveals the meaning of 

what is not desired. It utters a desire for the undefined otherwise, and thus a desire 

unlimited by any particular alternative. This action of chaotic violence with no 

concrete goal, this pure against reminiscent of the Bataillean rebel, emerges for 

Virno (2018, p. 21) as the katechon.193 Yet as we have discussed, the framework 

remains intact, action cancels concern, victory is only temporary. 

Giorgio Agamben, in an extraordinary analysis of the Pauline passage 

(Agamben, 2005, pp. 88–112), almost fully aligns to Bataille, by arguing that the 

katechon and the lawless one are the same entity in different phases. It is not until 

the apostasy is complete, and the dominion of the lawless one is established, until 

there is no need for secrecy—mystery—no private, that the end times will begin. 

Agamben (2005, pp. 93–95) notes that Paul marks a duality in the nature of the 

law. Paul designates himself as coming forth as lawless under the law of everyday 

life—the law of works—but inside the law of the end times—the law of faith. 

As Agamben reads this duality, the end times are where the law of works 

becomes suspended—inoperative—and the law of faith active. The end times is 

the state of exception, where the private, the hidden, collapses and what was 

contained in it overflows in the real. Agamben writes: 

“Profane power … is the semblance that covers up the substantial lawlessness 

[anomia] of messianic time. In solving the ‘mystery,’ semblance is cast out, 

and power assumes the figure of the anomos, of that which is the absolute 

outlaw” (Agamben, 2005, p. 111). 

Agamben thus steers our thought towards Bataille and again towards the subject 

of conscience and transgression. The essence of religion is subversive (see TE, p. 

72). The law is set so that it may be transgressed. Illustrative of this is the way 

 
193  Noys stands critically against Virno’s position on account of this very abstractness, this “lack of 
specificity” (Noys, 2010, p. 173). The position of Frederic Jameson—the failure of social democracy 

will lead to a “genuine Left” (Noys, 2010, p. 170)—is rejected on similar grounds. 
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Bataille framed marriage or the custom of sacrifice. Both “transgressions that 
comply with the transgressed law.” (AS2-3, p. 124).  

CHRONOS 

The thesis has thus veered towards time, and particularly towards eschatological 

time. Towards how the end times entwine with transgression and ultimately the 

sacred. This is where the thesis, will turn to what Bataille himself read in the 

period he published the Acéphale journal. The first issue marks the Acéphalic 

path: An attempt to retrieve the “lost worlds” (ACEPH, p. 4). The second issue is 

dedicated to reclaiming Nietzsche from fascism, and nested within it is a eulogy 

on Heraclitus (ACEPH, pp. 40–43). The third issue speaks of Dionysus, and in 

its pages we find extensive passages from Walter Friedrich Otto’s Dionysus 

(Otto, 1965) reprinted in verbatim. Whilst the fourth and fifth issues, largely 

repeat the foray into Nietzsche, but crucially set salvation, not in the past, nor in 

the future, but in the now (see ACEPH, p. 103): “Acéphale is now. Welcome to 
eternity.” (Some Anarchists in ACEPH, p. xx) 

Perhaps it is in the commentary of Acephale’s nameless translators cited above 

that we come to understand that Acéphale is Dionysus, is Nietzsche, is the 

overman, is Georges Bataille, is the reader.194 

What brings all these personas, concepts and texts together is a particular point. 

A point where everything is at a maximum. A point where, as Heraclitus the 

obscure understood, the opposites coincide, become one. Where the beginning, 

the Alpha, is the Omega, the end. This point we call the AlphaOmega. The 

 
194 Particularly well placed is their commentary that classical Greek thought, which this thesis has used 

mainly through the concept of the hypokeimenon in §3 to achieve rapport between reader and thesis, 

is not exclusively Greek. This thought is what is left to us of concepts that hark back much earlier in 

time. And it is that “truly ancient philosophy” (Some Anarchists in ACEPH, p. x), that Bataille 

expresses. 
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point where, in Agamben’s reading of the katechon above, absolute lawlessness 

becomes the Law. 

This duality is what Dionysus expresses: “[T]he god of the most blessed ecstasy 

and the most enraptured love[, but also] the persecuted god, the suffering and 

dying god” (Otto, 1965, p. 49). A god whose realm is death and yet he is “‘the 
joyful one’” and the “‘giver of riches’” (Otto, 1965, p. 103). The cosmos of 

Dionysus is what the Lovecraftian loop was erected again. Against a “mercifully 
hidden” (Otto, 1965, p. 140) reality of “absolute terror” (Otto, 1965, p. 106), a 

terror which is not particular, but can take up many forms (see Otto, 1965, p. 

110). This is the elemental “monstrous horror of eternal darkness” (Otto, 1965, 

p. 65). And yet Anthropos, gripped by a “horrible desire” (Otto, 1965, p. 113), 

seeks Dionysus. For life at the bring of all this horror, at the bring of all this 

death, is when Anthropos is most fully alive (see Otto, 1931, p. 143). For the 

devout of Dionysus knows that death has been made into a threatening event, and 

knows that life and death are the same element (respectively see Otto, 1965, pp. 

140, 189). 

This Dionysian reality does not take place in some future time, in a purely 

spiritual plane.195 Dionysus does not reside in Olympus, but walks the mortal 

world. Away from the Polis and the market—in the Bataillean prohibited 

spaces—Anthropos can be as Dionysus in life, without negating humanity. 

Anthropos can be both God and human, the flesh can perfectly reflect the divine 

(see Otto, 1965, pp. 129, 182, 202–210). The reader is asked to understand 

Acéphale as Dionysus. A god who affirms the headless condition by both resting 

beyond reason—“A god who is mad” (Otto, 1931, p. 136)—but also by being a 

deity approached directly by a community (see Otto, 1931, p. 126). 

This brings us to the AlphaOmega, the point where opposites coincide where 

“the most remote is near, the past is present, all ages are mirrored in the moment 
of the now” (Otto, 1931, p. 141). We will understand this now, by 

 
195 See the critique and the linking of work to Protestantism in §4.1. 
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understanding time—like we earlier did the primacy of the sacred—through 

Mircea Eliade. 

Eliade noted the impossibility of salvation, which occurs when the search for the 

divine origin—the arche—is considered unimportant. When the imagined future 

takes precedence over the origin: the “demythicization” (Eliade, 1963, p. 111) of 
the cosmos.196 Eliade marks the Gnostic view of being-in-the-world whilst 

remembering that one is not-of-this-world, and the animosity towards matter 

(see Eliade, 1963, p. 132) such a modality contains. An animosity, contested by 

Platonic thought (Eliade, 1963, pp. 119, 124) which reads matter, as facilitating a 

communion with the divine. A thought, advanced earlier herein, which sees the 

flesh as a possible placeholder of the sacred. 

Similarly to the distinction between the activities which are profane and those 

orientated towards the sacred, Eliade reads two different modes of time. What 

we refer to as historic time, the profane time of everyday activity, and the illo 

tempore, the sacred time. These two simultaneous, yet distinct timelines, do not 

signal a fragmented, nor a static subject. Anthropos dwells in both, but considers 

only one as important; considers that being-True unfolds in only one of the two 

timelines (see Eliade, 1963, p. 12). The nature of these timelines is different. 

Historic time is an irreversible forward-pointing quantifiable vector. Illo tempore is 

a point. Not a point which belongs to a continuity, but the point to which any 

continuity belongs to. The originary point one can return to at any given 

historic moment by means of re-enacting the acts and gestures that occurred at 

this point. 

Historic time from the perspective of the True, thus emerges as utterly non-

existent, pointless. It only courses so that it may fatally be negated, compelled to 

return to the origin (see Eliade, 1959, p. 35, 1963, pp. 16, 18, 34). For whatever 

 
196 A notion aligned to this thesis and synonymous to the logic of work and earlier related to 

posthumanism. A Christian reading of this is found in Ecclesiastes 12:1-8 and the importance of 

retaining the memory of the “days of youth”, an epoch before the irksome now. What is important is 

that this memory be recalled within profane time, before ‘desire fails’, before “the silver cord” is 
severed, before “the breath returns to God who gave it”; before the end of life-concrete. 
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persists in profane time, is subject to decay: “Whatever endures wastes away, 
degenerates, and finally perishes.” (Eliade, 1963, p. 51). Ekpyrosis—the Fire of the 

Cosmic Conflagration—happens periodically. The world will be destroyed again 

and again.197 The archaic cosmos was represented with the ouroboros, the serpent 

eating its tail—an eternal loop. 

The line of profane time, as we understand it, is bent into a circle, with the 

AlphaOmega resting on its circumference. We have a multitude of different 

worlds, stemming from and concluding to this singular point. For contemporary 

secular Western societies, this repetition is substituted for the final and 

irrevocable death. The alpha becomes distinct from the omega. There was an 

origin, there is a historic time, but the end will be final, there will be no renewal, 

no re-creation of the cosmos (see Eliade, 1963, p. 72). The eschaton must be 

deterred, the katechon mut stay in place, time must stand still. The omega is 

constantly negated. Adding the complete disregard for the origin describes the 

posthuman dimension of profane time.Judaeo-Christianity negated both the 

persistence of profane time, but also the repetition of the archaic sacred time: 

The world was created once, the world will end once, there is only one profane 

time to destroy (see Eliade, 1963, pp. 64–65). The AlphaOmega is no longer a 

point generating meaningless multiplicities to be again and again destroyed, but 

becomes the desired eschaton (see Eliade, 1963, pp. 68, 72), the end of life-

profane and the beginning of the sacred timeline. The end of time is followed 

by an unquantifiable line. 

But what about Bataille’s conception of time? We can best understand time for 

Bataille, if we return to the time swimming passage, and notice that Bataille’s 
time loops closely resemble the ouroboros (see Figure 10). Bataille—fiercely 

Dionysian—maintains the repetition of archaic societies and maps the life of 

Anthropos the fallen on it. And yet still—from within profane time—Bataille also 

keeps the Christian view of an exit from historic time and the beginning of 

 
197 One should note that Eliade marks that in the Indian doctrines, this periodic destruction was 

something unwanted. Anthropos desires to break the circle; the “goal is escape” (Eliade, 1963, p. 63). 
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sacred time. The following section will focus on the former, whilst the latter, the 

exit point based on the figure of Beloved, is the subject of §5.1. 

 

Figure 10: A simplified graph of the different conceptions of time. Diagram by author. 

Acéphalic time 

For Bataille, the movement is always seemingly forward. There is no past golden 

era to return to. He writes: “When a situation is transcended there is no going 
back to the starting point” (ER, p. 128). There cannot be a return to nature, to a 
past Eden. Anthropos for Bataille was a constituent element of nature. The 
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separation from nature, the fall, signals the destruction of nature as it was, and its 

transfiguration to “[s]omething unfamiliar and disconcerting … the sacred” 
(AS2-3, p. 92). 

Thus for Bataille, what was, has now become “deified” (AS2-3, p. 131) and what 

is, commodified—fallen into the order of things. There is value to be gained and 

re-invested. Duration is a necessity. Bataille thinks consistently in terms of time 

as sacred, and does not displace salvation to some future time, but perceives the 

present time—the now—as the end time. The reunion with totality lies not in 

the regression to nature-past, but the ascension to the amoral undivided sacred 

non-time. Bataillean time is eschatological. The now moment aspires to be the 

final moment of extreme intensity, the eschaton. One can say that for Bataille the 

alpha, possibly—the reader is asked to recall the paradoxical cancelling of concern 

by action—rests in the now as omega. 

 

 

Figure 11:  Diagram of the Bataillean exit from time. By author 

Not the Past 

Acéphale, for all the references to practices of old, also firmly accepts their 

eventual fall into utility. In their modern context, sacrifice, the festival, or the 

practice of potlatch, are behaviours sovereign in appearance only. 
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The initial posting of sacrifice as pure expenditure with no gain, commanded 

the culmination of the act with the death of the Aztec king. In later times, the 

logic of work creeps in, the master/slave relation appears in the assumption of 

sacrificial substitutions. The king no longer perishes in sacrifice, but a slave takes 

his place. 

This, for Bataille indicates a “softening” (AS1, p. 55), a “lack of rigour” (AS1, p. 

61). In sovereign sacrifice, the violence is directed inwards, as much as it is 

directed outwards. Victor and victim occupied the same place of abandon to 

unreasonable consumption. The wealth coming from the outside was destroyed, 

and this destruction was equally matched by the destruction of inner wealth. To 

exert violence only on the outside is the mentality of work, resulting in some 

form of internal gain, growth. This is the principle of reciprocity, gainful 

exchange:198 the turning of play into work.199 

 
198 Bataille similarly regards the festival. The rules are reversed, but only momentary and within 

certain limits (see AS2-3, p. 90). Bataille’s criticism also extends to the concept of potlatch—by the use 

of glory for growth, the prohibition of incest, or the general exchange of women. One gives up a 

woman, gifts a most prised possession, so that an even more precious wife may be given to him (AS2-

3, pp. 41–43). 

199 This is much related to the concept of liminality and its reverse fragmentation that we have briefly 

encountered in using purgatory/limbo as metaphors for unemployment/precarity. is very central to 

understanding the modern working condition. In particular if—urged by Bataille (LSX, pp. 27, 35) 

himself—we consider sovereign Anthropos under Johan Huizinga (1949, pp. 20, 77) homo ludens. The 

liminal space emerges as a play-space, and in turn as sacred-space; inside a magic circle, insulated from 

the purposes and activities of concrete reality, insulated from the logic of work (also see Turner, 1979, 

pp. 235–236). Acéphale, via Roger Caillois and the 1958 Man, Play and Games (2001b), also regarded 

this perversion of play into work and its transformation from a source of pleasure, to a source of 

anguish. 

Liminality has no purpose. It is productive of the different, precisely because it purposelessly rests 

outside the made. A deification of Anthropos—the ability at poēsis—through abandonment to the 

caprices of play. The way neoliberalism has altered the liminal condition of unemployment, to the 

permanence of precarity, presents us with the paradox of drafting the liminal under the rules of the 

made as useful. Instead of a space for autonomy-pure, unemployment now represents the collapse to 

full heteronomy: The definition of the very self by the other, as a potential worker under the logic of 

work. 
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Thus, these formerly sovereign practices now draw their meaning strictly from 

within the logic of work, and they can only represent the return of an uprooted 

Anthropos, to the now empty hole in the natural continuum. A return to one’s 
own vomit as Bataille (AS2-3, p. 77,90) words it. For Bataille, sacrifice, 

consumption, or sovereignty include a different set of values. They represent a 

headlong rush towards the end, towards the sacred. 

Bataille writes: “A genuine luxury requires the complete contempt for riches” 
(AS1, p. 77) and defines sovereign play as an aimless squander of resources, a 

ruination of the self. Wealth cannot be owned, it can only be destroyed. Wealth 

regarded as commodity only signals extreme poverty. Bataille’s consumption 

ultimately is directed inwards: “to burn and consume oneself to the point of 

suicide” (VXS, p. 231). 

Bataille equates human destiny with death, and notes that once a human being is 

free from the necessary servitude to the base needs of existence, it begins to 

really be alive only via risk, only outside utility. A sovereign consumption, 

which marks a life lived beyond the human limits, but yet “somehow bring our 
going-beyond back within our limits” (AS1, p. 69). For Bataille, the omega rests 

on the historic timeline. It is present at the very point that transgression occurs. 

It is thus that Anthropos, in the flesh, can occupy the sacred. At the peak of 

transgression, when consciousness is beclouded (see §1.2). 

Very illuminating towards this point is the reading of Hubert and Mauss on the 

practice of sacrifice. Sacrifice emerges as accruing some benefit, either for the 

social or the sacrifier. In Hubert and Mauss, the divine is brought down to the 

profane for purposes of use. There is, however, one exception—“one case from 
which all selfish calculation is absent … the sacrifice of the god … possible only 
for mythical, that is, ideal beings” (Hubert and Mauss, 1964, p. 101). It is a such 
that Bataille conceives sacrifice. An act whose benefit accrues predominately on 

the victim—restoration to the sacred—and one in which the executioner gives 

irrevocably. For the “desire of the executioner to be the victim of torture 
himself” (Bataille, 2012b, p. 98) is denied for the benefit of the victim. 
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This degradation of acts once sovereign, considered in terms of time, again can 

be mapped on the stasis of the Lovecraftian loop. An established order stifles the 

future, by enforcing a continuity of human nature, under the definition it itself 

has designated to that nature. The past, when brought into the present, exerts 

violence (LSNUn, pp. 17–21). Bataille looks at a wedding photo. The 

newlyweds are flanked by old relatives ensuring the reproduction of their order, 

their ways, “total complicity with all that has gone before” (LSNUn, p. 17). The 
gaze of the elders—authority—leaves no private space for the new to flourish. 

Sidenote on poēsis 

This repetitiveness is also encountered in Eliade, in relation to the detached from 

the irrationality of the divine, humanity. One becomes akin to what Eliade calls 

a lesser god, a reproducer. The notion of the new, original creation as poēsis, is 
absent. There is only repetition: “a circle forever turning on itself, repeating 
itself to infinity” (Eliade, 1987, p. 107).200 

For Bataille, poēsis necessitates the void. The completely original can only 

happen ex nihilo, out of nothing. Bataille finds original creation in the cave 

paintings of Lascaux: There was nothing there, no established way of 

performing actions, no prohibitions, no leadership to set them. Lascaux art was 

true innovation, a new essence to be embodied in the made. Bataille writes: “out 
of nothing, they created the world they figure” (LSX, p. 130).201 

In Lascaux, Bataille saw the flowering of a conscience-pure of a being about to 

fall into the logic of work. The logic under whose prohibitions—internalised in 

the form of morality and thus considered as of the self—the creative virtue of 

 
200 The reader is invited to consider the affinity to what we have described as the computational logic 

earlier encountered in cybernetics which is largely based on the concept of repetition. One is expected 

to follow the same moves towards the same end goal. 

201 In this respect, Bataille closely aligns to autonomist thought. When autonomy regards creativity, it 

does so in the lack of leadership. We encounter this when Antonio Negri frames the multitude’s 
creative potential as expanding inside the gaps left by capitalism and writes: “the power to create 
being where there is only the void” (2013, p. 238).  
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Lascaux artists “has ceased to be necessary” (LSX, p. 11). As the end goal is 
given, original ex nihilo creation becomes an impossibility.  

Haunted Now 

The notion of the new, the original, is also a significant part of Fisher’s thought. 
Fisher also did not think of emancipation as the restoration to some past golden 

age, as a return to a pre-technological ‘natural’ state. What is perceived as natural 
is a deception not extrinsic to capitalism, but capitalism’s very own product. 
Fisher writes: “We can only play at being inner primitives” (Fisher, 2017, p. 

339), and argues (see Fisher, 2009, p. 3) that the uncontested throne of tradition 

is one of the primary obstacles to emancipation. It is what keeps us looping 

around the same spot. The concept of hauntology: “the way in which the past has 
a way of using us to repeat itself” (Fisher, 2012, p. 19).202 

These are the core ideas which animate the 2013 Manifesto for Accelerationist 

Politics (Williams and Srnicek, 2017) and the ensuing considerations of a post-

work mode of life (Srnicek and Williams, 2015). A critique on the impotence of 

politics, towards the collapse experienced in contemporary life. 

Almost identical to the posthuman position minus the merger with nature, 

Accelerationism argues that as nothing exists outside the neoliberal frame, one 

should adopt neoliberal politics and steer them towards emancipation. Current 

forms of class struggle—deemed folk politics—are human centric, thus obsolete 

(see Srnicek and Williams, 2015, p. 10). Accelerationist politics see techno-

reality in the affirmative. Aspire to repurpose the machines of capitalism from 

within the current system (see Williams and Srnicek, 2017, p. 354). For 

Accelerationism (see Terranova, 2017, pp. 386, 396; Williams and Srnicek, 2017, 

p. 361), algorithmic technology has affordances which both morally bound 

humanism-pure and capitalism suppress. 

“If complexity presently outstrips humanity’s capacities to think and control, 

there are two options: one is to reduce complexity down to a human scale; 

 
202 Data Encounter 18 on page 296. 
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the other is to expand humanity’s capacities. We endorse the latter position” 

(Srnicek and Williams, 2015, p. 16).  

The Accelerationist conceptual chain regards the state and capital as independent 

from each other, and seeks to replace the neoliberal state—as setter/extractor of 

value—for the algorithmic state (see Srnicek and Williams, 2015, p. 53). 

Accelerationism wants to keep the platform and the algorithmic mediation, and 

hopes to control/liberate what is built on top of it (see Williams and Srnicek, 

2017, pp. 355–356), via a “sociotechnical hegemony” (Williams, 2013, p. 8). The 

stack is transformed, from apparatus of labour extraction, to the emancipatory 

“Red Stack” (Terranova, 2017, p. 390): a convergence of virtual money, social 

networks, and bio-hypermedia. Accelerationism puts forward a form of 

proactive synthetic freedom, resting on the substitution of Cartesian reason for a 

“rigorously inhuman” (Williams, 2013, p. 6) artifice. The introduction of the 

earlier discussed surrogate sacred, is explicitly named as the end goal: “The entity 

capable of transforming the 'transcendental' that organizes a world” (Srnicek and 

Williams, 2014, pp. 489–490), and on the very terms Lovecraft defined his ideal 

government: “an artificial order of rational, rule governed imperatives” 
(Williams, 2013, p. 6), which would deter a lapse into animality. 

Whilst on the surface these arguments seem to follow Bataille’s heed to “use for 
the liberation of the exploited those weapons that were forged for their greater 

enslavement” (LSNUn, p. 38), one is led to question the very nature of being 

supported by the platform as topos. When the platform has substituted the Polis, 

what conscience do the subjects that inhabit it possess? On what sacred does 

consciousness centre? The formless originary sacred-pure which can directly be 

approached, or the sacred-made: An artificial well-defined Sun, which under the 

neoliberal cult of affirmation provides only warmth, but a warmth as defined by 

the other, in turn making the other the necessary intermediate for salvation.203 

 
203 A conceptual move which I have discussed alongside Heidegger’s commentary on the unabstracted 

gaze towards the True, and the fact that in the made cosmos that is the platform, one can only be a 

subject, never a hypokeimenon. 
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As Acéphale considers a totality of the sacred, inclusive of the prohibited, and as 

this prohibited is normally not eliminated but designated to the shadows—to the 

private (see TE, p. 66)—then the bereft of a shadow-space transparency of the 

digital, essentially signals the loss of any possibility for sovereignty: There is no 

place to hold the Labyrinth in the bowels of the digital. 

Does the will to be against, to form the Labyrinth, persist on the same grounds 

inside the digital, as it does inside the Polis? Can one now transgress? 

THE INSTANT: TWO POLES AS ONE SACRED 

There is yet another element we need to consider: the instant. The particular 

instant where the AlphaOmega resides on the timeline of life. It is at this instant 

where Anthropos of the fallen realm, as a transgressive whole, beyond the body 

mind divide, becomes a hierophany of the sacred; becomes the sacred in life.204  

This is the peak of transgression, this is the AlphaOmega. This instant, which—
as described in the instantaneous ephemeral nature of Bataille’s transgressive 
societies in §3.2 above—paradoxically emerges when Anthropos most fully 

recognises the superiority of the sacred, and thus, for a moment, renounces 

autonomy. 

This allows us to discuss the continuity of the sacred from Bataille’s point of 
view. As briefly touched upon, in the text of the Phycological Structure of Fascism, 

Bataille (VXS, pp. 144–146) has explicitly posed two strands of the 

heterogenous, the glorious master and the vile outsider: The beggar and the 

king are both un-assimilable heterogenous affective elements (see AS2-3, p. 

197). If the heterogenous is the redeemed part of humanity, then the 

 
204 It is on this plane of the sacred manifesting in form, that we are to read Bataille’s Madame Edwarda 

(Bataille, 1995b). Madame Edwarda, a prostitute as God, the wounds of Christ mirrored in her 

menstrua, demanding public acknowledgement, a public confession of faith, a confession riddled with 

shame: “‘I'm GOD.’ … ‘Come here.’ ‘Do you mean,’ I protested, ‘in front of all these people?’ ‘Sure,’ 
she said, ‘why not?’” (Bataille, 1995b, p. 44). 
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homogenous has some latent possibility of sovereignty via the attraction the 

prohibited exerts. This is an attraction that is only possible if the prohibition is 

not internalised, if one is able to discern values other than those made.  

For Bataille, when something enters the sphere of the prohibited, it attains 

meaning and sovereign value. This value for Bataille is different from the use 

value set out by calculation, as it has an immediate nature. It is not useful, it 

cannot be redeployed for growth—“a value independent from any effect beyond 
the instant itself” (TE, p. 70). One has to be able to be attracted to the repulsive, 

one has to recognise the primacy of “a boundless suffering that is joy, or a joy 
that is infinite suffering” (Bataille, 1991a, p. 510). Bataille’s attraction is always a 
repulsion to the superlative—the opposites coincide: “Let us lift, in the instant, a 
form of life to the level of the worst.” (Bataille, 1991a, p. 511). 

As the thesis has earlier noted, the contemporary world is a permissive world. 

The only prohibition is not to acknowledge its sacred, not to acknowledge the 

algorithm as source of reality. There is no evil on the platform. What is left in 

this realm can only be utile, a “normalized transgression” (Irving, 2008, p. 38).205 

It is a such this thesis will not discuss the sacred in terms of a left pole and a right 

pole, as split. It will not discuss how the left pole attracts and pollutes the right 

pole, nor how the right pole assimilates parts of the left pole into utility. The 

reader may read from Pawlett (2018) for an insightful discussion on these, 

alongside the argument that even in profanation, the sacred—the absolutely 

impure sacred—thrives. Yet from the perspective of labour, the contemporary 

platform represents a profanation of extreme magnitude: There are no kings, 

only beggars, no enchantresses, only base prostitutes. On the platform 

everybody is a labourer. Thus the thesis will discuss the sacred from the 

perspective of the AlphaOmega, at its purest, in its originary unity, before the 

introduction of an unnatural morality, before the divergence between good and 

 
205 Telling is research on transgender call centre employment in Philippines (David, 2015), which 

observes that neoliberal inclusivity presents workers with more mainstream employment options, but 

in doing so recasts their ‘queerness’ as value producing; it strictly both defines and limits it within the 
class/worker hierarchy. 
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evil as distinct and opposing poles, before the split of the sacred into religion and 

mysticism.  

Bataille thinks of the sacred as one. It is in that line of thought that Bataille 

located the sacred nature of Christianity and Satanism in the same node. The 

katechon, as earlier read by Agamben: the antichrist and the Saviour are different 

modes of the same being.206 What Bataille deemed “hypermorality” (2012b, p. 
3), a morality which encompasses evil, thus pointing to a total communication. 

This is communication as a completely unproductive exchange—“a value 
independent of utility” (Bataille, 2015, p. 304). The Bataillean eroticism,,which, 
at its core, invites the total negation of the self. 

This originary unity is most clearly found in the coincidence of the religious and 

the erotic act: “My true church is a whorehouse” (GLT, p. 12). To consider an 

unclean category, and its excision from what is perceived as sacred in the 

everyday realm, then both religion and erotic become entrenched in utility (see 

TE, pp. 73–74). The logic of work, in which pleasure is the absolute value, but it 

is never immediate, never truly enjoyed in the now. Reminiscent of Bataille’s 
earlier discussed commentary on the sanctity of labour that was introduced by 

Calvin: pleasure has to be earned as “the outcome of labour” (TE, p. 79). This 

negation of the now by association lends to eroticism—the exemplary 

transgression for Bataille—an individualistic character. It casts eroticism not as 

transgressive, but as utile. Eroticism no longer falls under the taboo but becomes 

embedded in the everyday world—the public—not as destructive Eros but as 

encountered via the permissive neoliberal mode: As productive lust: No longer 

part of, but in opposition to, the sacred. 

Eroticism thus becomes exclusive to the low—utile—forms of prostitution, and is 

plunged into the made world of hierarchies (see TE, p. 60). Unlike the sacred 

forms of prostitution which were the domain of the “have-nots, sometimes even 

slaves” (TE, p. 64), eroticism in the fallen realm is no longer based on 

 
206 Data Encounter 20 on page 298. 
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Anthropos, it is not open to all, but becomes exclusive to class/privilege: The 

introduction of scarcity in the concept of salvation.207 

As salvatory paths, both religion and eroticism no longer enjoy the freedom of 

randomness but now answer to goals. Thus they respectively became illusive 

products of either the Protestant laborious effort or cunning. Cunning which is 

best expressed through Accelerationism’s Promethean “rigorously inhuman” 
(Williams, 2013, p. 6) tactics.208 Bataille, in contrast, writes that to deploy “ruse 
and strategy” (TE, p. 80) substitutes the very essence of eroticism—which, as we 

will soon discover, is salvation via the unproductive loss of self—for blank 

trickery. 

TRANSGRESSION 

As we have seen in the concept of Bataille’s time, there is a space where being, as 

part of this world, courses sovereignly. This is the time of transgression. This 

section will clarify the concept of transgression. Bataille, following Baudelaire’s 
“in evil lies all bliss” (1919, p. 213) considered transgression as conscious—in the 

knowledge of doing evil. Characteristic of this is Bataille’s discussion on the 
figure of the base prostitute; a figure for which the possibility of salvation lies 

barred. 

Bataille regarded the lowest forms of prostitution in terms of their conscious 

estrangement from the prohibition. As beings deprived of the ability to frame 

their existence as transgressive, as a violation, as being-against. As Bataille writes, 

“the infringement takes place in spite of the taboo, in full consciousness of the 

 
207 Marchland (1933) traces the exact same move in the period following the 1848 French February 

Revolution. Transgression from privilege of the upper class became open to all. Upon the re-

instalment of order, inequality emerged even stronger than before. The common people took up the 

role of spectators to the transgressions reserved for those of higher means. Like we have herein 

discussed in Umberto Eco or Kenneth Anger. 

208 As earlier discussed under the concept of the katechon.  
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taboo. Shame only disappears entirely in the lowest form of prostitution” (ER, p. 

134). The base prostitute has no consciousness of the prohibition. The 

transgressive act is performed, but this is a performance that brings no 

wounding to the transgressor. It is an infringement without consciousness, 

without shame. 

The figure of the base prostitute represents a fall below the level of the animal—a 

being without knowledge of the prohibition—to a self-exclusion from 

humanity. Bataille relates this to the Marxist lumpen-proletariat; to acknowledge 

that others observe the prohibition, but to nevertheless consciously, and out of 

“extreme hopelessness” (ER, p. 135), frame the self as other from humanity, as a 

not-like being. The prohibition is thus not transgressed, but is seen as irrelevant. 

A self-imposed sub-animality, which for Bataille is “indefensible” (ER, p. 136), 

and is reminiscent of Lyotard’s earlier observation on the masochistic pleasure 

drawn by wage-work:209 The pleasure-ridden denial of being-human, for 

being-as-wage-labourer, which mirrors that of the base prostitute. Bataille 

writes:  

“Prostitutes fall as low as they do because they acquiesce in their own sordid 

condition. … Human life is the Good, and so the acceptance of degradation is 

a way of spitting upon the good, a way of spitting upon human dignity” (ER, 

p. 138). 

To be estranged from the prohibition is to be a stranger to anguish, is to 

recognise the self as human, but at the same time to consciously sever all ties to a 

human life:210 an autonomous confinement to a limbo outside the social. This is 

the desolate sphere of the irrevocable fall-proper. This is also encountered in 

Bataille’s remarks on the orgy, a concept mired by homogeneity. The orgy does 

not posit a distinct self. It constitutes a formless mass, with no distinct meaningful 

 
209 Note that this is very different from being unaware of the prohibition due to cultural differences. In 

this case one is a part of humanity; an even more sovereign humanity, as the prohibitions observed 

are the one’s closer to the fundamental prohibitions. See the example Bataille gives of the disgust 

stirred by one “naively” (AS2-3, p. 68) sipping the spilt coffee out of the saucer. 

210 We have encountered this notion before in the shoeshine example. 
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object of desire “[whose] nature opposes it to all others” (AS2-3, p. 137), and no 

transgressive consciousness: “a relative indifference to indecency” (AS2-3, p. 

131). There is no salvation for the self, no escape from the loop. Bataille writes: 

“In the orgy continuity cannot be laid hold of; individuals lose themselves at the 

climax, but in mingled confusion” (ER, p. 129). 

Acéphalic redemption rests with the conscious transgression as within the 

human species. A going to the outside that is vested with gravity. This is what 

makes Bataille’s texts earthly. There is never a complete negation of humanity, 

of its laws and customs. Shame is the link to the mortal world, the world of 

production. Anthropos is fallen, and as fallen Anthropos is defined by the 

prohibition. This is also what makes Bataille’s texts impervious to the corrosion 
of time. All that Bataille needs is a prohibition, regardless of what it prohibits. 

Transgression is fluid; it shifts following the prohibition.  

This permits Acéphalic thought to address the now. Boldt-Irons (2001b), aptly 

indicates that Bataille, through his solar references, introduces the Sun not as a 

fixed point of transcendental truth, but as a mobile-centre. Bataille himself 

words this as “I have tried to express a mobile thought, without seeking its 

definitive state” (REL, p. 11). To again frame this within the context of time, the 

AlphaOmega is mobile, “the ‘origin’ is ‘movable” (Eliade, 1963, p. 52). 

The way Bataille formulates his ontology (see AS2-3, pp. 23–24), is that the 

prohibition is not denounced, but at the same time it is never recognised as of 

the self. Never internalised. In this way, Anthropos places hegemony as external 

to one’s essence, and simultaneously elevates transgression to the sovereign 
essence of Anthropos. Transgression ultimately restores Anthropos from 

humanity-fallen to humanity-proper. Particularly for the erotic Bataille directly 

frames it in Christian soteriology: “in order to renounce my erotic habits, I 
would have to invent a new way of crucifying myself” (Bataille in Peignot, 

1995, p. 257). 

Transgression is thus but a technology of revealing, taking a person outside the 

heteronomously constructed social context: the bridge to the True. Bataille, 

instead of bringing the transcendental, the sacred, down to the plane of 
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immanence, down to the earthly, elevates the earthly, the base, via transgression, 

to the plane of the transcendental.211 Filth—the excluded part—is the sacred 

embodied in the flesh, and not a distinct part of it. Bataille poses 

eroticism/transgression as the empirically lived—immanent—sacred. In the 

Bataillean domain of continuous beings, there is no separation between being 

and the sacred.  

If the logic of work defines death as limit of the human, and if it requires 

mortality for a salvation which it simultaneously postpones and authors, then 

Bataille conducts an autonomous deification of Anthropos via the immanently 

sacred “funereal sense” (TE, p. 34) of eroticism. Eroticism which is attached to 

an immediate extreme emotion (see TE, p. 66), and thus cancels out 

anticipation, goal, purpose and calculative reason. 

The transgressive act thus becomes the salvatory act, and the prohibition takes 

upon the function of a marker. The logic is simple: Whatever is prohibited is 

what must—in shame and in fear—be performed. A salvatory node, which is 

open/accessible to all, and into which eroticism, death and the sacred are the 

same thing (see TE, pp. 23–25, 64–65): All three, expressing salvation in the 

form of the disappearance of a distinct self. Bataille writes: 

“Erotic activity, by dissolving the separate beings that participate in it, reveals 

their fundamental continuity, like the waves of a stormy sea” (ER, p. 22). 

As we have discussed, for the contemporary precariat on the platform, the 

prohibitions have not faded. The prohibitions have shifted and melded into one: 

To not be outside the workplace—a fate equated with death—to not be able to 

think outside the logic of work, to deny Mark Fisher’s painting of capital as the 
un-transcendable limit. This is what is now prohibited. This is what must now 

be transgressed. 

But how can one desire the only prohibition left on the platform? How can one 

desire the ostracisation from the social that worklessness implies? How can one, 

 
211 Noteworthy is Foucault’s remark on Bataillean language as performing a “transubstantiation 
ritualized in reverse” (Foucault in Klossowski, 1988, p. xxxvi). 
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nevertheless hurl the self towards death? What form of desire can thrust us 

“toward the fulfilling leap … [toward] the nullification of all possible illusion” 
(VXS, p. 238)? 

Opposed to the contemporary artificial sun. Opposed to this dead and always 

safe light that illuminates the platform is the “infernal”, “diabolical” flame of 
eroticism (TE, pp. 23, 25) to which Bataille commands our gaze. A light which 

attracts us like moths to their death, which heaves being towards the True. 

Bataille writes: “In relation to the simplified reality that is a limit for mankind as 
a whole, eroticism is a ghastly maze where the lost ones must tremble” (TE, p. 
69). This light burns at its brightest at one singular point. A point which we 

seldomly associate with transgression, but more often with purity. Decoupled 

from base flesh and linked to the ethereal: The figure of the Beloved. Through 

Bataille, we will come to understand that the halo that crowns this purity is but 

the incandescence of transgression at its extreme.212  

“All the better to be ripped and torn by prostitutes ripping and tearing me. 

The more I’d experience fear, and the more divine was the message of shame 

I learned from a prostitute’s body. At last, rear ends of whores appeared 

surrounded by a halo of spectral light—and I lived in that light. In order to 

seek out extremes of possibility in a slit, I was conscious of ruining myself, of 

going beyond my strength. Anguish is the same as desire” (GLT, p. 159). 

 
212 Again, Acéphale follows on Dionysus. The suffering God, surrounded by ignominy and horror, a 

vortex of soiling emanates from his very person. Yet the God and his disciples stand aloof in the midst 

of all the earthly transgressions, and scorn at their ephemeral nature (see Otto, 1965, p. 177). Dionysus 

looks to Ariadne, for Ariadne causes “the wildest excitement, as a form of asceticism” and throws 
being to “the horrible darkness which is ready to devour all of the shining brilliance in the realm of 
Dionysus” (Otto, 1965, p. 179). 



214 

 

§5 PART FIVE 

IN CONTEXT 

In the preceding chapter, we first mapped the logic of contemporary 

algorithmic labour onto the ontology of H. P. Lovecraft and understood it 

through the comparison with Acéphale. The reader was asked in §2.2 to keep in 

mind that the key term, when regarding the world of work, is doxa—a belief. It 

is in this chapter that the antagonism between the belief in a cosmos that is a 

construct, a made world that requires Anthropos to be a labourer, and the True, 

most clearly surfaced.  

In §4 the thesis also discussed the concept of time, which the reader is to 

consider in terms of duration. How this doxa of the made—like work—needs 

duration; needs to endure, whilst the True, in its sacred nature, has no need for 

it. Non-duration signals eternity: the instant is forever. Transgression for 

Acéphale reveals the True, and yet, as we recall from the time swimming 

passage, any transgression is liminal, temporary. The Labyrinth is ephemeral. 

The following—and closing—chapter introduces the Acéphalic salvational 

scheme. A scheme which negates ephemerality, which points to the eternal. 

Central to this is a figure which is pivotal to understanding Bataille’s mode of 
thought: The Beloved. This part in Bataille’s life was mostly taken up by Colette 
‘Laure’ Peignot, who succumbed to tuberculosis in 1934 at the age of 35. 

Peignot was perhaps the most influential person in the development of 

Acéphalic thought.213 Her posthumously published texts (Peignot, 1995) are 

heavily laced with Bataille’s contribution, (including many of her handwritten 
notes copied by his hand). Peignot’s life, and her brief unformed texts, essentially 
posed and answered the basic questions Bataille turned to. They serve as a 

 
213 Bataille admitted to the alignment between himself and Peignot, and his surprise at reading his 

thoughts perfectly rendered in text by Peignot (see Bataille in Peignot, 1995, pp. 238, 253). 
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glimpse into the embryonic form of Acéphale, and the core idea that Peignot 

helped gestate in Bataille. An idea which serves as the foundation of nearly all his 

texts: Salvation via the “death of not dying” (ER, p. 240). 





217 

 

“between the foul and the sublime” (Peignot, 1995, p. 11).214 Peignot thus 

essentially restates the elusive modality of always being-against-from-within 

Bataille described through the time swimming passage. 

BEING-BEYOND-DEATH: THE CONTINUOUS MODE OF BEING 

We turn to a note dated 14 September 1939, in which a mourning Bataille 

recollects a visit to Peignot’s grave. A space described as “the only absolutely 
black expanse” (Bataille in Peignot, 1995, p. 248), and in which Bataille appears 

to arrive at a loss of selfhood. Bataille suggests at momentarily being behind the 

veil of mortality and the separation it brings. In that moment, Bataille is 

overcome with fear. Fear at the return of a selfhood which now causes shameful 

aversion in Bataille, as it inherently signals the return to being at need. A horror 

similar to the one the dwellers of Lascaux felt upon uttering ‘I’; when they 

perceived their being as lonely, as torn away from the originary intimacy of 

being.215 Bataille thus poses personhood—the self—as threatening, recognises the 

inferiority of the concrete-real, and sees duration on this plane as anguish, and 

non-being—nothingness—as salvation. 

Bataille emerges from the event proclaiming that “the experience of lost beings, 

when detached from the usual objects of activity, is in no sense limited” (Bataille 

in Peignot, 1995, p. 248), and assumes apocalyptic language. Death emerges as 

the path to the True, yet what is important is that death is now considered as a 

non-event. Bataille suggests that sovereignty is a form of deification: “one must 
be a god in order to die” (IE, p. 71). 

 
214 The link between the problematic time-stasis the drug addict exists in as described by W.S. 

Burroughs (1957, pp. 125–126), and the Deleuzian control societies as earlier outlined is extensively 

discussed by the academic collective Obsolete Capitalism (2018), on terms that replicate the unstable 

Acéphalic Labyrinth. Emancipation comes “by gathering in communities made of unassimilable 
singularities” (Obsolete Capitalism, 2018, p. 11) and control depends on time, duration. 

215 As outlined in §1.2 
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It is as such, that death for Acéphale takes upon the meaning of a negation of the 

self, but without the loneliness or alienation, this move signifies in the real order. 

Death rather restores the ‘I’ to the lost continuity of being. This is very much 

related to the way eroticism is understood as a communication beyond the self, 

thus making moments of being as the sacred possible. A notion whose perfect 

definition Bataille credits Peignot with, and words it as such: 

“[M]oments in which the isolation of life in the individual sphere is suddenly 

broken, moments of communication not only between men but between 

men and the universe in which they are ordinarily foreigners: communication 

should be understood here in the sense of a fusion, of a loss of oneself, the 

integrity of which is achieved only in death and of which erotic fusion is an 

image.” (Bataille in Peignot, 1995, p. 87). 

What is introduced here is the loss of the self, but not as an assimilation within 

the profane hegemonic structure, but a loss which fuses the self with the sacred. 

This is the thesis of 1957’s Erotism: “for us as discontinuous beings death implies 

the continuity of being” (ER, p. 82). Death is conceptualised as substantiative of 

continuous existence (see ER, p. 21), or reasoned that if an orientation towards 

the sacred is upheld, then death loses its repulsive aspect as limit of being (see 

REL, p. 45). Being-beyond-death signals more life, or as worded by Peignot: 

“loving death” has the meaning of “loving life without restriction” (Peignot, 1995, 

p. 89 emphasis in original). 

Violence turned Inwards  

This is key to understanding the “something else” (GLT, p. 92) that Bataille 

hints at in the time swimming passage. As Bataille discussed, the loops of time 

can, by abandonment to luck; through the childish random act, be traversed in 

their whole. But still, the loops are the life of Anthropos the fallen. They offer 

the illusion of salvation but no path to sovereign sacrality, to a complete outside 

the logic of work. The contemporary prohibition is against the death of the 

useful subject, against the ability to render oneself as non-utile. 

This perseverance of life-utile is the core of the demand for gainful exchange, 

that Bataille marked as the corruption of sacrifice. A corruption that binds being 
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to reproduction and duration.216 Any form of action, any violence, is directed 

exclusively towards the externality of being, but never on the self, never 

inwards. The ‘I’ appears consigned to duration in the concrete real. One enters 

the Labyrinth only to exit—by force or by will—again, to be productive again. 

For Bataille, the manifestation of being in the True involves the assumption of 

the being-beyond-death modality. This surfaces in the quite pragmatic manner 

several members of the Acéphale society, would take to the woods in Good 

Friday 1937, and attempt at human sacrifice in front of a thunderstruck oak tree 

(see Alastair Brotchie describing the event in: SaCON, pp. 51–61). Bataille 

prepared the Acéphale adepts for this encounter with the True, by writing: 

“The desire to seek out and encounter a presence that infuses our lives with 

purpose is what gives our proceedings a meaning that sets them apart from 

those undertaken by others. This ENCOUNTER which is attempted in the 

forest will take place in reality only when death manifests itself there. To 

anticipate that presence is to seek to cast off the vestments that veil our own 

death” (SaCON, p. 179, capitalised in original). 

Acéphale considers existence pragmatically. Fallen Anthropos is not sovereign 

but bears the possibility of sovereignty. Bataille acknowledges that this is no easy 

task. Once fallen, once a self, death—symbolic of loss—becomes a tangible 

reality, something undesired which causes anguish (see GLT, p. 92). Some form 

of exchange must make loss seem appealing. Violence directed towards the 

inside—loss—thereby is only possible when a mechanism of reciprocity is 

installed: A lure. This is where Bataille urges our attention towards the Beloved 

as instigating a drive for pure loss, independent of any form of gainful exchange. 

DESIRING LOSS: THE BELOVED  

The capitalised by Bataille BELOVED is “the only power that has retained the 
ability to return us to the warmth of life” (SaCON, p. 297) and in the 1938 The 

 
216 See §4.3. 
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Sorcerer’s Apprentice, the Beloved emerges as “the face whose absence brings 

pain” (SaCON, p. 297). 

Anguish is transposed from being towards death, to a life without the full 

possession of the Beloved, thus inverting the equation of death with being 

outside the capitalist/virtual sphere we encountered in the platform. If one fails, 

if one falls back to the concern/anguish loop, faces pure horror; “there is no 
torture like it” (ER, p. 270). As the real order poses an intolerable existential 

separateness. then the promise the beloved holds is not carnal—carnality is a 

mechanism—but is to be no longer alone. Bataille sets suffering as the unit in 

which the Beloved is measured, and writes: “If only you possessed the beloved 
one, your soul sick with loneliness would be one with the soul of the beloved” 
(ER, p. 20). 

The Beloved thus acts as a redemptional trap. It introduces both anguish and 

joy, at a scale far greater than the real order can posit (see AS1, pp. 164–165), 

and thus drives Anthropos to the dissolution of the real. The Beloved triggers a 

negation of the negation. Sovereign Anthropos is lured by the beloved to now 

seek what the prohibition marks out, what causes loss. This is the opening to the 

sovereign life that eroticism affords, the “positive object” (AS2-3, p. 82) of 

sexuality, the turning of the repulsion towards loss, to a desire. 

In the context of the time swimming loops we have earlier spoken, not only 

does the Beloved cause conscious anguish, thus turning the ‘I’ loop into the 
formless action loop, but it drives the subject to respond to such extreme 

anguish, by taking action to its limit. Action in that sense does not negate 

anguish, but bears the possibility of a loss so great, that being breaks outside the 

loops of time. The Beloved triggers a wave of ruination that is directed inwards, 

towards the self; a ruination that happens in joy. Bataille writes that “if good 

luck favours us” (ER, p. 86), our destruction will be through what we most 

desire.217 

 
217 Also see (AS2-3, p. 104). 
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One thus spends without reserve all the available resources, in the attainment of 

the Beloved, but what is most important, this attainment in itself signals the 

destruction of the very self, the loss of ‘I’. The Beloved places the loss of self—an 

image of death—as a return to intimacy (see LSNUn, pp. 19–20, GLT, p. 86), as 

telos. Death is no longer the source of anguish, but emerges as the culmination 

of a sovereign life lived in the “excessive” (see AS2-3, p. 103) joy towards a 

sacred that is finally accessible. As Bataille writes: “I teach the art of turning 

anguish to delight” (IE, p. 35).218 

Non-Other: From the illusion of the Beloved to the deified self 

Through the Beloved, the self finds at the same time dissolution and continuity. 

It merges with the whole—restoration to intimate existence as part of the 

sacred—but yet paradoxically retains a transfigured sense of self. It is not to an 

other that the self submits, but to the originary form of the very self, as it was 

before the fall into the concrete real. 

We may understand this paradox if we account for the illusionary nature Bataille 

attributes to the Beloved. The Beloved for Bataille belongs to the domain of 

fiction. Yet, this is a fiction that can manifest the True within the real on the 

plane of the erotic (see SaCON, p. 299), on the private transgressive space. 

Life in itself opposes the Beloved. Life is a needful place. To eat, drink, or 

engage in any form of daily activity is incompatible with the divine being. 

Bataille notes the strangeness, the peculiarity of how a being plunged into 

everyday utility—"the one who prepared meals, washed herself, or bought small 

articles” (AS2-3, p. 115)—can at the same time be “the vastness of the universe” 
(AS2-3, p. 116). 

This illusionary nature extends to the fact that, for Acéphale, from the very 

beginning, the Beloved is not posed as a separate being. The other-as-Beloved is 

but a placeholder for the True pre-existing form, which, as the notion of the 

 
218 Earlier also outlined as Bataille’s reversal of liminality. 
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Beloved rests outside time, is the self-as-Beloved-as-archetype-non-self. In short, 

we encounter our originary—as it was given—‘I’ projected by the Beloved, thus 

signalling the return to the intimate continuous multiplicity that is the originary 

totality of being. 

“The separation of beings is limited to the real order. It is only if I remain 

attached to the order of things that the separation is real. It is in fact real, but 

what is real is external. ‘Intimately, all men are one.’” (AS1, p. 192). 

Acéphale most clearly puts this across via Hans Bellmer and his discussion on the 

deification of the Beloved.219 The self is recomposed in the image of the deified 

Beloved and proceeds by “sodomizing the self in the Other” (Bellmer, 2004, p. 
29).220 In simple words, the other is never acknowledged as such, but the very 

self is revealed as artificially othered. Given in a rather poetic register, this is the 

subject of the 1927 Solar Anus (VXS, pp. 5–9), in which Bataille refers to the 

“mental darkness” that obscures the illusion behind our separateness of being, a 
forgetfulness of the True—"he himself is the girl who forgets his presence while 

shuddering in his arms” (VXS, p. 6). 

What Bellmer unfolds for us is the very collapse of the made cosmos—virtuality—
which was erected during the fall. The Bataillean ascension to nature deified: 

beyond otherness, and beyond gainful intent. 

The Uncanny: From the past we summon Thee 

This framing of the Beloved as the self-True, as the pre-fallen Anthropos, 

becomes clearer if read through the 1919 Freudian concept of the uncanny. Freud 

 
219 Bellmer illustrated Bataille’s 1947 Story of the Eye (1987), and the two men had a shared (see Biles, 

2007) philosophical understanding. In the passage discussed, Bellmer uses one of Bataille’s dreams as 
the starting point of his investigation. 

220 Bellmer designates sodomy, as it not only does it introduce gender ambiguity—God is beyond 

gender—but sodomy completely severs any ties between the erotic and the productive—anal 

intercourse between heterosexual partners is strongly linked to contraception (McBride and 

Fortenberry, 2010)—There is no growth to come out of this union. On a similar tone is the frequent 

substitution of ejaculation by urination prevalent on Bataille’s Story of the eye(Bataille, 1987). Useless 

jouissance, which results in no product is what lies outside capitalist appropriation.  
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(2003) defined the uncanny as an exact double of the archetype self. Following 

the appearance of a distinct conscience and the ability of the subject to author 

the ‘I’, this archetype is repelled, becomes a hidden memory (see Freud, 2003, p. 

133). Something long familiar, yet now a hostile stranger to the authored ‘I’ 
(Freud, 2003, pp. 124, 142). 

The analogies to the Bataillean filth residing in the private as a concealed secret, 

or to evil as the originary sacred which is not completely eradicated but taken 

out of public view, are glaring. The hostility with which the self regards its 

archetype is found in what Bataille calls the “reversal of alliances” (AS2-3, p. 77) 

that occurred during the fall. Anthropos now rejects the True, thus, as Bataille 

argues, forfeits autonomy. Anthropos is reduced. In service to, and under the 

prohibitions of, a made artificial order. An order which is naturalised, perceived 

as pre-existing, as the given cosmos (AS1, pp. 52, 118). A subjugation of the True 

to the safe forms that the clear conscious—the logic of work—gives it. 

Fundamental to this manoeuvre is—the earlier outlined—Bataille’s instability of 

the distinct ‘I’. At the fleeting moment the subject proclaims ‘I’—just before the 

annihilation of that ‘I’—it emerges as an autonomous deity. It creates and gives 

meaning to the cosmos. Replicating the restorative function of the sacrifice, it 

denies the subordinate subjectivity of the beloved—“[t]oo often the beloved is 
reduced under our eyes to that which she imagines herself to be” (AS2-3, p. 

168)—and follows Freud in asserting the collapse of the made world. A world 

which is the product of the mind-pure, of the “‘omnipotence of thoughts” 
(Freud, 2003, p. 147); the concrete-real, in which belief gloriously emerges, 

contra what reasoned knowledge asserts. As Freud writes: “we are faced with the 
reality of something that we have until now considered imaginary, when a 

symbol takes on the full function and significance of what it symbolizes” (Freud, 

2003, p. 150). 

Lured to Sovereignty: Erotic life as Copula 

This movement Bataille describes is based on a fundamental trickery, and only 

made possible by the inadequacy of fallen Anthropos. What Bataille writes can 

easily be confused with the anti-human nihilistic path Nick Land and his 
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progeny took. Nick Land in quoting Bataille’s observation that “at the summit 
the unlimited negation of otherness is the negation of self” (Bataille in Land, 

2002, p. 137) and noting that Bataillean violence is ultimately exclusively 

directed towards what separates beings—“against everything which stands 
against communion” (Land, 2002, p. 137)—has understood the Acéphalic move 

in the too superlative. Land saw existence in the world as the divider of beings, 

and thus framed erotic love as an against-existence. In the Landian mode, there 

is no being-in-the world, but only the exit. A crude glorification of death which 

overlooks the fact that Bataille stressed the negation of death not as an unhinged 

death-drive, but as life unlimited by the fear of death. Dying for Bataille is an 

active behaviour “that sets at nought the cautiousness inculcated by the fear of 
death” (ER, p. 233). Eroticism bears the “fragrance of death” (AS2-3, p. 100). It 

constitutes being-beyond-death, contra the Heideggerian being-towards-death, or 

the neoliberal being-against-death. This disregard of death, is further exemplified 

in Bataille’s references to Saint Theresa of Avila; again, what is sought is not 

death, but the edge: 

“to live to the limits of the possible and the impossible with ever-increasing 

intensity. It is the desire to live while ceasing to live, or to die without ceasing 

to live” (ER, p. 239). 

An edge which is accessible to all, as Bataille marks the sovereign figure as a 

placeholder. He writes: 

“The sovereign is he who is, as if death were not. Indeed, he is the one who 

doesn't die, for he dies only to be reborn. He is not a man in the individual 

sense of the word, but rather a god; he is essentially the embodiment of the 

one he is but is not. He is the same as the one he replaces; the one who 

replaces him is the same as he. He has no more regard for the limits of 

identity than he does for limits of death, or rather, these limits are the same; 

he is the transgression of all such limits. In the midst of all the others, he is not 

work that is performed but rather play” (AS2-3, p. 221). 

Death, the Beloved, loss, all are coinciding points and framed as telos, but it is in 

the course towards this telos—“in the anguish of desire” (ER, p. 19)—and not in 

its attainment, that Bataille’s continuity of being becomes apprehended, 
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empirically grasped within the real order. Bataille, in the 1949 Schizogenesis 

characteristically writes: “Today, when I make love the feeling that my pleasure 

must inevitably come to an end—that I will die without having been satisfied—
doesn't rob me of it” (2012c, p. 127).221 

We can best phrase this as such: Whilst the Beloved is an end point which we 

cannot frame in time—similar and identical to the sacred, its tangible aspect, the 

one which can be grasped from within the profane order, the one that can be 

situated in historical time, is the movement Acéphale deems eroticism. As 

Bataille lucidly writes: “I fix on a point before me and I apprehend this point as 
the geometric locus of all existence and all unity … I refuse to be alive for any 
other reason than for what is there” (ACEPH, p. 160). Eroticism is thus the 

vantage point to the True. It is what vests the True with duration within the real 

order, whilst it represents a movement outside it. 

Bataille admits to the difficulty of putting this into words, but likens it to a two-

stage movement, similar to that of the ebb and flow. One that “does not even 
involve distinct phases. … an integral ensemble” (AS2-3, p. 78). Under threat of 

damaging conceptual integrity, we might phrase this as such: The transgressor, 

while in transgression, is transported to the intimate/sacred realm, but can be 

observed from the profane world. The transgressor is the sacred in lived form, 

the transcendental made tangible.222 

This is how we might understand the Beloved as nexus to the sacred in relation 

to how Bataille earlier herein spoke of salvation not as a return to the already 

rejected nature past, but to a “nature transfigured by the curse” (AS2-3, p. 78), as 

a forward move. 

As nature has been transfigured to the sacred, the path of eroticism is not a 

return to animality which Anthropos has rejected, but a conscious negation of 

 
221 This replicates Bataille’s—earlier encountered herein—example of the old car. 

222 This consistently repeats the points made by Bataille on the sacrificer having access to both realms 

of being, in the concept of the total gaze, and the observation we earlier made on Bataille’s reversed 
transubstantiation, and the deification of the lived flesh. 
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the self as a useful subject, and consequently a negation of the real. Eroticism 

thus emerges as the path towards the double negation that is the Beloved. This is 

not a regression, it does not negate the negation of nature, but transgresses the 

prohibitions that were installed during the fall. Eroticism is a human trait. It is 

not animal sex, for the animal lacks the knowledge of death. A knowledge 

which is essential if eroticism is to assume the hues of transgression (TE, pp. 31, 

33–34). Eroticism, thus, is the modality of life that negates the logic of work, not 

as a return to the natural, but as a falling-upward to the sacred. Effectively 

eroticism provides the answer to the question earlier posed by Fisher. How to 

move forward when capital has engulfed everything, how to create the new, 

without resulting to the past. 

Bataille thus frames eroticism as a consistent being-against-growth, as the fullest 

expression of unproductive activity. It is not only limited to what Noys (2000, p. 

11), or Sollers (1984, p. 116), very correctly view as a matter of transgression 

extending beyond the erotic, but the erotic as transgressive, permeating the 

whole of life:223 From the life useful to the life erotic. Focus is not on 

transgression per se, but negation, loss, ruination in the fallen order and 

elevation to the sacred. The difference between the earlier discussed neoliberal 

eternal postponement of gratification, through which being is constantly failing 

to meet the set goal, and the Acéphalic mode, where achievement is found in the 

very movement, becomes glaring. A glorification of being, where success rests 

with the very refusal to be less: an existence in luxury.224 

 
223 Sollers (1984, pp. 104, 116) in particular credits Bataille with being the first to offer a coherent 

articulation of non-abstracted study on existence. The opening to Bataillean continuity—non-

abstraction/totality—is directly and specifically through the corporeal. 

224 A point which mirrors the earlier introduced herein different conception of Anthropos as master 

over nature or as privileged consumer. 
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§5.2. THE EROTICISM OF LABOUR 

EROTICISM AS APPROPRIATION OF THE ENEMY 

“Love is the desire of prostitution. There is not even one noble pleasure 

which cannot be reduced to prostitution” (Baudelaire, 1919, p. 211). 

Charles Baudelaire in the mid-19th century grappled with cosmetics and the 

notion that natural purity is but a euphemism for evil. Humanity is by nature 

evil, virtue and beauty are not aligned to nature. For Baudelaire, ‘the Good’ is the 
artificial product of human effort. Baudelaire argues that once Anthropos is 

raised outside the grip of need, then “we see that Nature can counsel nothing 

but crime” (Baudelaire, 1964, p. 32). 

Thus, one should be compelled to improve on nature with all that progress has 

to offer. The blemishes of the skin concealed, the form moulded; the fallen 

creature can rise above the fragility of the flesh and appear divine. Technology 

can produce an illusion that is “supernatural and excessive” (Baudelaire, 1964, p. 
34), that goes beyond nature, surpasses and deifies the natural. 

Baudelaire’s efforts, at surpassing the self-given towards a self-made, are distinct 

from the examples previously employed herein, where the self-made is the self-

made-productive.225 Baudelaire’s surpassing of nature, is in essence erotic; rooted 

not in growth, but in loss, in the spending of the self. The value is negative, the 

applied technology of the self results in an attractor of loss. This is exactly how 

Bataille regards eroticism as an appropriation of the enemy. He writes on the 

Beloved: 

“[E]roticism's enrichment demanded this reducing of women to an object of 

possession. … If women had not become objects to be possessed, they could 

not have become, as they did, the objects of erotic desire. … [T]he object of 

 
225 See for instance the chameleon-self the unemployed assume, or the notion of biocultural capital, as 

earlier outlined herein. 
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desire adorns herself with the greatest care and offers a motionless figure to 

the temptation of a possessor” (AS2-3, p. 139). 

In short, and as much political incorrectness as this might carry for us, for 

Acéphale desire casts its objects as possessions, as things.226 Yet this reduction to 

thinghood is very different from the reduction that happens universally under 

the logic of work.227 The erotic object has a value entirely dissimilar to that “of a 
brick or a piece of furniture” (AS2-3, p. 140), but constitutes a luxurious, already 

destroyed, already divine, unreal thing. The erotic object appears as a sacred 

loss-attractor, whose posing is similar to how the beclouded conscience of early 

Anthropos considered the made object, before it was instrumentalised as a tool 

by purpose and utility: As a part of the self. 

This much relates to the complete negation of otherness in Acéphale. Bataille 

maintains an intimacy and not otherness between humanity. The act of sacrifice 

marks the victim as a like being. Bataille writes: 

“There is only one means in his power to escape from these various 

limitations –the destruction of a being similar to ourselves. In this destruction 

the limitations of our fellow human beings are denied; we cannot destroy an 

inert object: it changes but does not disappear: only a being similar to 

ourselves disappears, in death” (Bataille, 2012b, p. 103). 

Ergo the use of eroticism by Bataille as a mode which restores the continuity of 

being lost by the introduction of goal. He writes: “a non-predetermined sum of 

physical energy, expendable in several directions, always enters into sexual 

activity” (ER, p. 239). 

The word of Lovers acts as the pivot point where all the Acéphalic constructs 

come together, under the idiosyncratic way Bataille (AS2-3, pp. 111–119) 

 
226 Linguistically Agapē bears exactly this meaning. A conjunction of the words ἄγαν [agan], which 

links to the too much, the very, the excessively too much, and πάομαι [paome]—to possess, to make 

something my own. Hence to love is to over-possess someone. What in modern times we would see 

as a pathological condition, and maybe the rationale for the designation of Bataille as a “rapist-
patriarch” (Wilbur, 1994, p. 23). 

227 See the earlier outlined feminisation of labour. 
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defined desire. We are now in a position to utter this as such: In the obscure 

liminal space that the world of Lovers constitutes; we have the meeting of two 

distinct beings under the coincidence of their desire, a singular desire. A hunger 

for the loss of self, for the NOTHINGness that represents the levelling of 

object/subject relations, and the obliteration of the distinctiveness between the 

two beings. Bataille writes: “the object of desire is the universe, in the form of 
she who in the embrace is its mirror, where we ourselves are reflected.” (AS2-3, 

p. 116) 

I define the world of Lovers as obscure, because like the—or as the—Labyrinth, it 

forms a place where profanation, the world of work, the logic of reason, have 

not reduced to utilitarian purposes. As Bataille words this: 

“[A] very different world where objects are on the same plane as the subject, 

where they form, together with the subject, a sovereign totality which is not 

divided by any abstraction and is commensurate with the entire universe.” 

(AS2-3, p. 112). 

The essence of desire—which is for the totality of being—can thus fully stand as 

formless, without being abstracted. Something we fully know, yet at the same 

time we cannot grasp, we lack the vocabulary or the ability to fully describe.228 

A knowledge which “speaks to passion but has nothing to say to the intellect” 
(AS2-3, p. 111). This is not because the intellect is unable to approach totality. 

This perceptual weakness only manifests when the intellect is reduced to reason. 

A reduction the thesis has earlier highlighted in the posthuman cognitive non-

conscious, or through what Bataille described as the reductive clear conscience 

of reason. 

This is related to one of the core points raised by the PQR methodology utilised 

herein. Bataille describes Acéphalic totality as including “at the same time 
objective reality and the subject who perceives the objective reality” (AS2-3, p. 

116). PQR, in unison, criticises the hegemonic framing of the researcher as 

 
228 Akin to the Lovecraftian nonsensical language. 
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distinct from the research, as a “methodological arbitrator of right and wrong” 
(Kerasovitis, 2020a, p. 59). 

To consider the above in the political register, this is the introduction of the 

discontinuity of being from the perspective of politics. Transcendence means 

separation. The autonomous individual, the hypokeimenon of the Castoriadian 

Polis, is immanent to the sacred/the Ideal/the desired. In this, we might perceive 

the significance of the move that Bataille introduces by considering death as a 

non-event. Under autonomy, death is not a necessity, there is not a beyond 

where knowledge and freedom have been pushed. One needs not the escape to 

the transcendental-beyond to valorise life, one is already in the True, 

autonomous life in the now is True. 

Disappear Here: The World of Lovers as a Vanishing 

“Death is a disappearance. It’s a suppression so perfect that at the pinnacle 

utter silence is its truth. Words can’t describe it” (GLT, p. 7). 

Bataille thus holds a fundamental distinction between the notions of destruction 

and disappearance. Death, from the perspective of the True, is but a 

disappearance from the profane: not an obliteration of being, but an elevation, 

the acknowledgement of a higher form of existence.229 It is the very need for 

duration that is thus lifted. To be as Acéphale essentially resolves the problematic 

of being under the ontological necessity of empirical death as earlier introduced 

by Marcuse. Death has no power. Mbembe’s necropolitics cannot touch 
Acéphale, as they need death, and they need the slavery (by nature) condition. 

Sovereign salvation is ultimately constituted in the negation of the self, in the 

turning of violence inwards. Being in the True through non-being in the real. 

A repetition of the earlier introduced conception of the sacred as existing in 

absence, and what allows Bataille to enter a time that is eschatological. 

 
229 This is related to what was earlier discussed on a slave unable to perform sacrifice, nor Agamben’s 
homo sacer be sacrificed.  
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It is in this vein that Bataille (2012b, pp. 87–110) positively commends on De 

Sade’s last will, and extends the notion of disappearance to the works of 
Anthropos. Bataille argues that De Sade, in writing the 120 Days in Sodom, 

reached a peak. A peak which took on an exclusive individual character, by the 

loss of the manuscript amidst the 1789 burning of Bastille. The 120 Days in 

Sodom became an unread book. Bataille argues that this loss was staged by De 

Sade and pauses on a peculiar demand in his last will. De Sade dictated that both 

he and his works be completely erased from human memory. In that will-to-

nothingness, Bataille read the completion of the sacrificial move that begun in 

the fires of Bastille. A sacrifice that, in the Acéphalic register, liberates the works 

from the degrading appropriation of the social.230 

De Sade expresses a denial to be cast as useful, a negation of the decline after the 

summit—“nothing else is worthy of him” (Bataille, 2012b, p. 93). This is the 

culmination of violence turning to the self, the King immolated in sacrifice, the 

collapse of subject-object divide, or in Bataille’s terms, the desire to turn the 

blade towards the self (see §4.4), realised. 

Likewise, this is one of the core concepts animating the 1950 L'Abbé C (Bataille, 

2012a), in which Bataille narrates the account of an editor assembling a book 

from the aberrant notes of its dead author. A book which enters circulation as 

already destroyed, as absent from a real in which death is equated with inutility, 

but whose essence persists in the True. Bataille writes: “The only way to atone 
for the sin of writing is to annihilate what is written. … [D]estruction leaves 
that which is essential intact” (Bataille, 2012a, p. 108). 

Transgressive Creativity 

It is on this point that we can cognise the implications of such a modality in 

terms of creativity. If we again turn to Eliade, and read Bataille through him, 

 
230 De Sade died in 1814 believing the 120 Days in Sodom lost. The manuscript was found and 

posthumously published in 1904. In the opening chapter, I referred to a dialectic I have elsewhere 

(Kerasovitis, 2020a) pursued, between Walter Benjamin’s The Author as a Producer (1996), Roland 

Barthes Death of the Author (1987), and research methodology. A dialectic in the context of an 

audience which commands that a work be utile, thus annulling its autonomy. 
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what we see performed by eroticism—in essence, a sacrificial act—is but the act 

of the first creation. We read from Eliade: 

“A sacrifice, … not only exactly reproduces the initial sacrifice revealed by a 

god ab origine, at the beginning of time, it also takes place at that same 

primordial mythical moment.” (Eliade, 1959, p. 35) 

What Bataille essentially thus performs, is a re-creation of the void, a return to 

the times of Lascaux, and by the very insistence on non-definition, a re-

introduction of what was lost: The possibility of the original new, the first 

creative act. 

ACÉPHALIC PRODUCTION/NECROLABOUR 

This is how we may understand Acéphalic production. Production as affect, 

weaponised in the negative. Bataille writes: 

“Everything that qualifies as an increase in knowledge therefore becomes a 

weapon we can use in the fight, and not weapons made of metal but of words 

we must sharpen, … sharp-edged words that propagate by themselves. We 

can only do battle as an infection, in other words we must engage in combat 

on the monster's own ground” (SaCON, p. 369). 

It is as such that a philosophy of expenditure becomes paradoxically related to 

the productive field of creation that is labour. Work produces, it is an act of 

increase, rather than consumption. Bataille (see AS1, p. 11) ponders on this exact 

paradox in the preface of the first volume of The Accursed Share. How is 

consistency to be maintained between the production of a book advocating 

consumption, whilst the very act of writing ultimately grows human 

knowledge? Following the tenets of the book would mean that it would never 

be written. Bataille answers cryptically: The work is held together in the 

knowledge that “the sexual act is in time what the tiger is in space” (AS1, p. 12). 

We are now in a position to understand this passage. The tiger is an apex 

predator. It kills large herbivore animals, signalling not only the destruction of 

the killed animal, but all the plant life the animal has already consumed. The 
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mere presence of a tiger instils a “landscape of fear” (Ordiz, Bischof and 

Swenson, 2013, p. 128) in the area, driving all nearby life to hesitancy; animals 

eat and reproduce less, they grow less. 

Just as the tiger consumes the excess in spatial terms, so does the eroticism of 

labour negates duration—time in the real—for the eschatological non-time of the 

True. The answer Bataille gives is that he is to fulfil the expectations of his work, 

without making any concessions towards rigour, by supplementing his 

economic/political analysis with the notion that salvation, is not to be found 

against necessity, but by indulgence to luxury. The work is erotic; it has a 

negative affectivity towards dissolution. Like the Beloved attracts loss, so does 

necrolabour produces a drive to consumption.  

This is eroticism of Labour, a negatively positive framing of work as 

necrolabour. An understanding of labour as related to the notion of the erotic as 

read by Bataille. Labour not as upholding the work of death but that of a far 

crueller yet much desired mistress—Agapē.231 One that produces sacred value—
negative in the real order—luxurious produce that is already destroyed, that 

cannot be redeployed for growth, but can only induce pleasure. 

 
231 The link between Bataille and early Christianity again strong, in the similar positioning of Agapē as 

death drive, as salvatory mechanism, in the latter (see Lau, 2019).  
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§5.3. CONCLUSION 

Prolegomena 

The kind reader will have to forgive me if in these last pages I fail to provide the 

expected closure. A closure that demands that I direct the reader’s gaze to the 
possible achievements of this thesis. Should I have held little regard for 

consistency, this would have been the part where I would claim a bringing to 

light of the under-researched course that Bataille carved through labour. That 

the thesis has tried to demonstrate how the century old ideas that Acéphale 

thought, answer the questions of the now. I would point to how the promises 

made in the opening pages were not abandoned. Acéphale brings us the 

modality Fisher searched for, the one that allows us to again innovate, to go 

beyond the loop that traps us in repetition. I would note that Bataille utters an 

against work, but also an against idleness. If anything, the productive mode that 

Bataille suggests, one that is without goal and guidance, tends to the creativity 

demanded in the contemporary workplace. When the produce of this workplace 

becomes knowledge, I would again point to how in this thesis the PQR 

paradigm has been advanced, but also I would in retrospect point to the 

limitations that this advancement brings. Limitations, which seem to be 

coinciding regardless the field of production. Bataille’s concepts may be fluid, 
may adapt in form, but demand a likeness of being, demand that they be applied 

within a context of ontological harmony. As such, they can coexist with the 

dominant contemporary mode, but they cannot answer the questions its 

ontologies demand. Bataille tends to the production of the unexpected, and the 

unexpected—often an utter failure if something specific is expected—is not 

tolerated. Bataille can help us understand, but cannot provide concrete answers 

against some established rule of right. The Acéphale can see, verify the True, but 

is oblivious to how. Maybe if we betray Bataille—a betrayal I am guilty of by 

producing these pages in this format—we can appropriate him. My suggestion 

that PQR limits itself by comparing its findings for fidelity to Deleuze, and 

thereby providing concrete answers, is a concession that I too would have to 

make had I explicitly desired to produce an accurate account of labour under the 
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categories of Acéphale. But then again, if I were to do so, I would not have read 

Bataille the way I did. I would not understand him as I do now, there would be 

no Beloved, no being-beyond-death, no understanding of what constitutes the 

failure of desire, there would be no awareness of the religious terms we have to 

look at labour if we are to comprehend it. I would be oblivious to how all these 

relate to the historic progression of thought. 

Besides labour, this thesis has also strived to test the PQR paradigm under 

Bataille. So, in retrospect, is this text a purely Acéphalic PQR work? The answer 

can only be ambiguous: yes and no. This text, as all the texts that strive to fall 

under the category doctoral thesis, is the result of a text that has been refined, 

pointed to specifics following the advice of its examiners.232 Admittingly, it is 

now more focused and clear in comparison to its former self, but does this focus 

take away from openness? Will its subsequent readers find points that will urge 

them to seek clarity in some idea or concept that this text has not included? If so, 

then this is an Acéphalic PQR thesis, and testament to the fact that an Acéphalic 

PQR thesis can exist. This is what Bataille brings to PQR in the stead of 

Deleuze. A text that is not afraid of failure, of the final death—to keep in line 

with the terminology earlier employed. If I am to formulate this in a statement, 

there will always be amendments to an Acéphalic work, but these amendments 

will be of a joyful nature. It is with joy that I received the suggestions of my 

examiners, because the concepts they asked me to include were already present. I 

simply—to use PQR terminology—traced a different part of the map. The 

destination, the concluding chapter, or what ultimately the thesis has to say, has 

remained unaltered.233 It is only the delivery route that has changed. This would 

not have been possible with Deleuze. Bataille does not offer any theoretical 

supports to sustain the thesis, to give it duration. There is no rhizomatic 

framework from which I may defend my choices, and so, like Bataille’s favourite 

 
232 See Post-Viva Feedback Report in §7.2. 

233 It is important to note, that to my surprise this thesis has almost written itself backwards. The core 

of the closing chapters comprises of texts written very early in the PhD journey, whilst the opening 

chapters were written at the very end. 
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Don Giovanni (AS2-3, pp. 404–405), I must be prepared for all the choices a 

like-being might make. 

Maybe I should acknowledge that the very title of this final section marks it as 

awkward within the context of this thesis. To again refer to methodology, is not 

a paradigm based on shared beliefs rather than set rules (Kuhn, 1970)? The word 

conclusion marks an ending, some form of authoritative final reasoning over 

something, whilst this thesis frames itself as an opening. 

[IN]CONCLUSION 

Within the bounds of academic goals, this endeavour has attempted to frame 

Bataille along a tradition of thought that refuses to associate humanity with toil, 

labour, or the need of the species to endure in this fallen real, in service to the 

goals of the other. Bataille’s consistent pointing to the privileged position 

Anthropos holds in the True, forms the very kernel of a frequently misread 

Western canon. A canon which prior to its corruption to the Protestant work 

ethic, painted Anthropos as part of the sacred, not as needful of it. A canon 

which read the immanence/transcendence divide as permeable. 

A permeability that as utilised by Bataille, advances this canon in ways that are 

much different from the way that contemporary thought, and in particular–
returning to how I framed the thesis in the first pages—the thought that draws 

from Deleuze, can only aspire to trap a constructed, technical transcendental, 

within the bounds of the productive concrete-real. 

Bataille, in contrast, helps us see that it is all the added bits, the aspirations 

coming from outside that not only frame existence as lacking, but divide it, 

introduce lines that separate and limits that are not to be crossed. Acéphale, by 

transgressing those lines, aspires to break towards transcendence pure. By 

removing all that is added, humanity emerges as internally like, or to use 

Bataille’s words, as continuous. The Acéphalic modality describes an 

autonomous life measured in intensity, not in duration. By considering 

intensity, Acéphale completely bypasses all notions of Anthropos not being 
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enough, all need for heteronomy. Anthropos, measured by intensity and 

unhinged from the fear of death, is the privileged species—the apex predator—a 

black hole that will devour the cosmos into a universe. The “wild beast is at the 
summit” (AS1, p. 34). The end point—death—is irrelevant as it is not perceived 

as an end, but as a return to totality. 

In terms of labour, and on a surface level, the thesis may seem to conclude on 

the predictable point of wealth and labour redistribution. A concluding point, 

whose unoriginality was admitted by Bataille himself: “I am reduced to 
repeating what every rational man already knows” (AS2-3, p. 188). A point 

whose most organised expression has been the 1970s Operaismo position: work 

less-earn more. Yet, it is not to the endpoint that our gaze needs to de directed, 

but at the whole course towards it. The end point is artificial anyway. The 

whole course I believe has revealed the Acéphalic ontology—the being-beyond-

death—to provide a way for humanity to exist within the current neoliberal 

framework, in the guise of—to allude to one of Bataille’s examples I have 
presented herein—the caged animal which is essentially free. A humanity that 

has knowledge of its nature as divine and recognises the lesser status it assumes 

by all that is added to it, that recognises what is external to originary being. We 

return to the ethnographic studies of primitive peoples, who lucidly summarise a 

position much called for in contemporary times: “we are not dancing; but we 
work that we may dance” (Eliade, 1987, p. 103), and we remind ourselves that 

the slave-by-law is never a slave. 

In this thesis, as far as the technologically enmeshed now is concerned, Acéphale 

does not emerge as a crude neo-luddite against the machine, but an against the 

ontology under which the machine is perceived. An ontology which ultimately 

rests with the human. It is not the superiority of the machine that is problematic. 

The fact that the speed of the digital contracts time and space to a point—a point 

on which Anthropos is insufficient—but the fact that we mistake this point as the 

place where Anthropos needs to occupy. A doxa which places the machine as 

manager of our labours and as producer of our reality. Reality—the True—if 

nothing else, this is what we must keep from Bataille. Let the machine produce 
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in the concrete-real. This is not our domain. We are the privileged parasites of 

the True. 

Herein, I have often indicated Bataille’s texts as eschatological. As texts written 

within a logic of things, concepts, or ontologies, at their end, their peak, their 

maximum. The now can be characterised as already in—or just before—that 

maximum. Capitalism and its logic are everywhere, its machines are everywhere, 

and they seem to autonomously propagate this logic. At the beginning of the 

thesis—I remind the reader—I noted that Bataille pointed to this time of 

maximum: the time where all the available space is occupied, as marking an 

implosion. The point where the fatal excessive consumption begins. The thesis 

points that attention should be drawn towards where this consumption will 

ultimately be directed. Will Anthropos consume the excess, or will we again be 

subjected to the consumption that only war affords? 

In more pragmatic terms, admitting to this position helps us think alongside 

current debates like the concept of the Universal Basic Income (UBI). In labour 

literature, we have seen that it is not a matter of limited funds that stops us 

from—freely and without any obligation—provide a life for our fellow creatures. 

But we limit what we can provide, so that we may include the obligation, so 

that no one may stop pulling on the oars of the imaginary galley that must keep 

moving.234 The pandemic and the limited periods where we stopped paddling, 

unfortunately, did not make us any wiser towards this point. We still valorise the 

made over the True. We affirm the inversion of morality that took place after 

Lascaux. We affirm the fear of death, the logic of work. 

In terms of Bataille’s input towards knowledge production, this text, written 

under the PQR methodology, aspires to demonstrate that should that 

methodology be decapitated, should we refrain from concluding in terms of 

concurrence with our wise elders, the canonical texts, but give those texts space 

to live in the now, by pointing to what they say to us in the now, but leaving 

 
234 Cahuc and Zylberberg (2017), give an illuminating overview of how monetary levels of state 

support are calculated. 
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the choice, the final reading up to individual reality, I believe cleaves openings 

rather than closures. 

I will not inscribe a final solution to any of the problems that labour poses, but I 

believe the reader will find suggested possibilities. I like to think that if the 

reader thinks from the very core level of being, these possibilities will be similar. 

After all, at the core level we are all like beings. If I revert to the Deleuzian 

terminology I earlier introduced, this thesis is a trace of a much larger map. The 

word-count available to me demands it to be such, but then again, this is the 

only way for production in the concrete-real. I can only hope to return to my 

map, enlarge it and produce more traces from it. Maybe others will produce 

their own maps and traces based on something that this text sparked in them. 

After all, the success of a PQR endeavour is not in its results, but in how a 

reflexive text contributes to understanding, how it invites its readers to respond, 

how it urges them to further pursuits (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2018). 

Within the bounds of a research thesis, this approach is indeed risky. It meant 

that the bulk of the work took place without the compass of a goal: a hypothesis 

or the finite research questions. As reflected in the title changes of the thesis (see 

Appendices §7.2 on page 304), the notion of the self is the overarching concept 

in what began as a design-centred project. Bataille, as the core theorist behind 

this text, emerged randomly from an ‘aside’ grappling with the notion of the 

zombie as an image of the precarious working self (Kerasovitis, 2022). I found 

his texts impenetrable in the beginning, but in Bataille I recognised a human 

being faced with lack, trying to make sense of living with the emptiness that 

claws at ourself, if we remove all the distractions amply provided by the logic of 

work. A self I had tried to make sense before the research project begun, as 

existing under the imaginary force of a lustless master (see §7.2 on page 299), a 

machinistic logic that tries to make me forget what really makes me an utterly 

fulfilled human being. Something that I can now articulate. I may not have a 

way to recapture this completeness, but I remember it and recognise it as the 

True. I recognise that I exist in obligation. I persevere in obligation to things 

outside myself, to my work, my loved ones, to my needs. Yet I know that all 

these things are external to my being. I have no way to offer an outside to these 
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obligations, nor can I assume the excessive modality that Bataille suggests, or 

even find it agreeable. But I know what the True is, and I know that I live in the 

made.  

“We know nothing and we are in the depths of darkness. But at least we can 

see what it is deceives us, what it is that hinders us from knowing our own 

distress” (ER, p. 267). 
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§7 APPENDICES 
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§7.1. DATA ENCOUNTERS: 

Data Encounter 1 

 

Data Encounter 1: Pictured above left publicity material harvested from the urbit site and right the urbit client set 
up and ready to launch at my machine. 

Here it is important to point out that circles associated with Nick Land have begun to answer this 
problematic by the creation of URBIT, which may be described as digital real estate, turf, where the 
server is hosted on the end users’ machine. A completely decentralised, posed as anonymous, way of 
bringing the network under user control. The project is still in its infancy but may be visited at 
https://urbit.org/. 

https://urbit.org/
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Data Encounter 6 

 

Data Encounter 6: Photo taken by author from an exhibit at the People's History Museum in Manchester, 
December 2017. 

The similarities between the East and West, as far as production and the political are concerned did 
not go unnoticed by the working class.  

Data Encounter 7 

 

Data Encounter 7: Labour Right as Human Rights 
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Data Encounter 19 

Data Encounter 19: Picture above taken by author in December 2017. 

The mannequin observing a life it is unable to live from the distance of the balcony, above the life that 
takes place in the streets below it, I find works as a metaphor for the theme of being as a spectator of 
life, of the precariat being as voyeurs, unable to raise a political voice. 
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§7.2. MISCELLANEA

MANIFESTO AGAINST A LUSTLESS MASTER 

{IN LIEU OF A HYPOTHESIS} 

The struggle between political systems can only be pyrrhic one as the dominion 

of politics is empty. One may be crowned king to a dead kingdom. Power has 

moved; the rule of the state has become the rule of an ideology with involves the 

removal of the flawed human element and the rise of the mechanistic cold 

reason vested with the guise of humanity. There is no desire, no lust in this new 

machine of rule, only calculation towards self-perpetuation. I call the machine a 

lustless master, for it has no desire.  

The machine has no other power, but to wear the guise of power. The machine 

does not really exist. It is a mere projection that represents itself. And that is 

where its dominion lies, and that is why the machine, under the ideology it has 

installed is the only true sovereign. Only a non-existent entity can be placed on 

the summit. 

True power is not a representation, it is simply there, a condition that one has, 

brute force. Intellect as power only signals representations of power: deceit. To 

announce power is to be weak. Power is exercised not announced. Recognition 

of this deceit is the victory condition. Recognition that empirical desire is 

unbound, destructive and directed towards the self. The most efficient way to 

portray the monstrous dimension of the desire is through an image of a zombie 

that has consumed all there is to consume and has turned to its own flesh. The 

rattling sound of a set of disembodied undead teeth gnawing at despair for not 

been able to consume themselves. 

Perfect pleasure is one that we might call a moment of completeness or 

happiness. The characteristic of that moment of happiness is its very temporality. 

It is a moment we cannot freeze in time. Yet the effects of that moment are so 

deep that one can say that it is the memory of that moment and the desire to 
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recapture it is our ultimate driver. It is what sustains us throughout the misery of 

existence. Because so great is the fullness of that moment that to experience it 

again one will endure anything even to entertain the possibility of being in that 

moment again. 

Happiness is not quantifiable. It is this very fact that makes the wretchedness of 

existence bearable. Time is disrobed its corrosive force when we acknowledge 

that a moment of happiness, regardless of its location on the axis of time, always 

outweighs suffering. 
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