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The aim of this paper is to explore aspects of iBat notion of the
“sacred” from a sociological perspective. An inhethg paradoxical task, since, as
we know, Bataille is unparalleled as the thinkef “non-knowledge”, of
“formlessness”, “the impossible” — everything tleaiceedsdiscipline”, “science”
and rationality. His writings — whether or not wapose on them denominations
such as theory, critique or fiction — are infusathydriven by, and bear witness to
an at times electrifying tension between “commuticd and “meaning”. To the
extent that we must from the start acknowledgertbeitablefailure of any attempt
to re-integrate these two terms, Bataille’s thoughtis he himself indicated many
times, “abysmal”. Nevertheless, it is preciselystimeightened tension between
meaning and communication that, for me, continwesender the urgency and
utility of Bataille’s work as a sociologicaksource My deployment of the words
“utility” and “resource” is intended to be provoset. We need of course to be

vigilant to the extent to which Bataille’s thougb¢eks tirelessly to undermine



every notion of utility. InLa valeur d’usage de D.A.F. de Sadeataille appealed
over the heads of his current “camarades” to a rgéine of individual readers,
that, in all likelihood “n’existent pas encore” -edause, he says, to receive his
message they must be “comparativement décomposeésnas amorphes et méme
expulsés avec violence hors de toute foin&he extent to which we might even
now today meet these criteria remains debatable.

| will focus here on two review articles Bataillerdributed to the post-war
journal Critique. These articles illustrate Bataille’s indebtednessand continued
critical engagement with, the thought of Emile Chelm, long regarded as one of
the “founding fathers” of sociological thought. Biéyond this they also clearly
articulate Bataille’s own position regarding of teacred-profane distinction, and
pose the problem of the inaccessibility of the sdcto scientific investigation.
Following a discussion of these articles, | woule Ito try and animate certain
connectivities and resonances between Bataillets/qmations and sociological
work on Classification | will refer to the text by Durkheim and Mauss which
Bataille apparently drew directly, before turning & much more recent study,
Sorting Things Ouby Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Sta#n exploration of
the activity of classification, in both science aneryday life, is pertinent, | would
argue, towards establishing a sharper insight thto nature of the challenge
Bataille’s work continues to pose for us, in a wlonhcreasingly conceived as
characterised by chaos and complexity. Finally, ill wffer a couple of brief
illustrations where the contemporary relevance ataBle’s elaboration of the
dimensions of the sacred/profane distinction maywdent. My first example is
drawn from recent political discourse regarding tpborification of terror”; the
second from my own special area of interest, mergalth policy and practice. In
each case Bataille’s re-conceptualisation of th&eshprofane dynamic may be
induced to operate as a sort of scalpel to cututfitoclassificatory attempts to

impose and maintain closed systems and to exposertéducible messiness
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complexity and “heterology” of the reality lying meath. Might it still also be
capable of beingnobilisedin an attempt to reach beyond understanding ohoaet
towards that sovereign summit of ecstatic commuiticaBataille so frequently

invokes?

The Critique Articles

The first Critique review, “Le sens moral de la sociolodigappeared in
June 1946. Nominally concerned with a book by JMesnerot,Les faits sociaux
ne sont pas des chosetsbegins with a gloss on the pre-war trajectofyFrench
intellectual life within which Bataille himself hagdlayed a decisive role: one
involving a certainshift in recognitionfrom the individual to the social as the
source for affirmation and creativity. Inextricabiyplicated with Marxist critique
of the existing social order, those caught up is thovement also drew inspiration
from the sociological and ethnographic traditiosasated with Durkheim and
Mauss.

“L'intérét pour les mythes”, Bataille writes, “eied diverses activités
religieuses des peuples exotiques attira I'attensior la précellence de la création
collective sur l'individuelle, par la sur la soagjie et I'ethnographié€’ Moreover,
Bataille notes, this orientation barely masked m@merent conflict — between “la
fievre poétique” of early surrealism, and what ladiscthe “le besoin de rigeur et
I'nonnéteté intellectuellé’demanded by science.

Even as he sets up this opposition between ratsmahce and the affective
lure of the sacred Bataille, however, characteadiif proceeds to problematise it.
He asserts that the heterogeneous meta-categotigeobacred is unlike other
sociological terminology in that it is not ultimfteassimilable under scientific
rubric or method. It is not “principalement détenée du dehors (ainsi par un

observation de I'ethnologue semblable a celle dlobiste guettant I'insecte) mais
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de facon générale du dedans et du dehors, quaagit de réactions que nous-
mémes vivons” In other words there is aslfppagé from the homogenous,
objective classifiable world of science to the siaslable and subversive element
of the sacred in lived experience.

Bataille goes on to play on and extend Monnerassrtttion, itself derived
from Tonnies, between two fundamental types of camtres marked respectively
by the concepts of “appartenanceGgmeinschaft and “société contractuelle”
(Gesellschajt Whilst the latter refers to the ubiquity of eacige, to the universal
tendency of developed societies to reduce thensdlvea homogeneity where
“chague chose et chaque étre ont recu leur méesute¢ former, although
originally founded by “ce qui est de nature sacrésvitably corrodes or dissolves
to mere fact. For instance, one is born Frenchneris born a Catholic, and in this
sense has no choice in the matter. But this doésximaust the possibility of
community. To belonging of fact Bataille opposeg tldea of a rejuvenated,
effervescent and spontaneous “communauté secoltie’uses the example of
Nietzsche’s notion of a community of “grands indws [...] chassés de toutes les
patries, de tous les pays des peres et des dieutxd transcend institutionalised
boundaries and limits.

Bataille takes Monnerot to task for not followingpraugh the main
implications of Durkheim’s theory of religion. Ifosiety, he argues, is (i)
something different than the sum of its parts anddunded on an affective bond
associated with religion and the sacred — therettigety of the play of forces —
repulsive as well as attractive — that constituteiad unity must be taken into
account. This is the difference between society abole and the crowd formed on
the basis of inter-attraction alone. “ll se peué d@ conscience de cette différence
radicale [...] introduise dans [I'histoire une pod#idi neuve®. Incidentally, |

believe it is feasible to make a link here withtaar aspects of complexity theory,
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and notions of “order out of chaos”, unforeseenBataille, but since his time
widely imported from the natural into the socialesces. Bataille implies that the
consciousness of which he speaks is precisely \gbatology, being, as he
understands the term, a science, is unable to \sghk@ecause it is continually
obliged to deny or exclude the affective elememtantying its own procedure.

This becomes clearer when we turn to the secomcleartLa guerre et la
philosophie du sacrg’a 1951 review of 'nomme et le sacrby Bataille’s former
collaborator in the College de Sociologie, Rogell@a. Caillois’ work — as cited
by Bataille — had emphasised that what is sacretésa quoi chacun voue le
meilleur de lui-méme, ce qu'il vénére, ce a quaatrifierait au besoin sa vie'ln
fact Bataille opens his review by deftly encapsotathe tension underlying the

deployment osociologicalmethod in an attempt to access suahie-ladertruths:

Ce que nous dénommorsacré ne peut étre réservé aux sociologues et
pourtant, dans notre monde civilisé, désormaisest devenu discutable
d’employer le mot, si nous ne renvoyons pas adokmie?

Science, Bataille continues, proceedsabgtractionandseparation but the sacred
Is the exact opposite of any abstracted objecéférs rather to the total "monde de
communication ou de contagion, ou rien n'est sémargustement l'effort est
nécessaire pour s’opposer a la fusion indéffnighe sacred cannot be engaged
with at a distanceBataille illustrates this with the image of thargse of a child on

a dissecting table — for the scientist “c’est unjebbanatomique, offert a
I'observation savante”; for the child’'s mother, ‘gei est en cause est la totalité de
I'étre”.

Bataille goes on to elaborate the extent to whitlaeknowledgment of the
ubiquitous and intimatpower of the sacred necessarily undermines the absteacti
effort of any science that attemptstézkleit. The sacred “ne peut étre seulement
ce dont il est question comme d’un objet, auquelgeserais moins étranger qu’a

ces lames de parquet, si indifférentes”. Rather,
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Le sacré[...] est donné comme un objet qui toujours impoaie sujet
intimement : I'objet et le sujet [...] sont toujourdonnés comme se
compénétrant, ou s’excluant (dans la résistancegmmd danger de la
compénétration), mais toujours, dans I'associatiom I'opposition, se
complétant. Et sans nul doute je ne puis me rgbieesonnellement, tirer mon
épingle du jed.

The kind of disinterestedybjective neutrality to which — for Bataille at least —
science, including sociology, lays claim, itselfv&s, in his words, “altérer le sens
de ce guelle révele”. The potency of the sacredastralised. “Si, pour avoir
objectivement défini lesacré nous ne pouvons plus, désormais, passer de cette
connaissance de dehors a I'expérience intime”this way we sacrifice “la proie
pour 'ombre”, experience for a form of nostalgia.

The intellectual trajectory followed by Cailloisnhself is exemplary of this
process.L’Homme et le sacréBataille affirms, “c’est d’abord le travail d'un
sociologue® and is thus limited because its relation to olbjégt Insofar as his
former collaborator “réserva [...] la part de la tiéd*, this derives from his past
involvement in Surrealism and projects such as @uodlége indeed Bataille
contrasts the sociological Caillois with the write¢thom he dubs Caillois
“moralisté, the author of works such &abelandLe rocher de Sisyphe

| have tried to emphasise thus far not only thatrehis an essential and
fundamentalincompatibility, for Bataille, between the sacred as lived expege
and the attempts of science to grasp that experjdng that also one of the most
lasting contributions of his thought is to sugg#sit at the same time that the
sacredexceedshe limits of science it exposes those limits ifiesas science has
pretensions to be a rational or systematic endenvindeed the reverberation of
this thought may be tracked throughout much ofrl&ench social theory. Two
instances of this are the “thought of the outsith&t so fascinated Michel Foucault,

and the notion of “différance” in the work of JaeguDerrida. As Derrida states in
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his seminal essay “From Restricted to General Eaiio in relation to Bataille’s

notions of “general expenditure” or “sovereignty”

“science” submits to a radical alteration withaegihg any of its proper norms,
it is made to tremble.

Classification 1: Durkheim and Mauss

For Emile Durkheim, in an often-citedspage near the beginninglL&fs
Formes élémentaires de la vie religielysthe sacred-profane division is the
fundamental, universal and originary articulatioh difference and distinction.

Durkheim writes:

Il n’existe pas dans I'histoire de la pensée humain autre exemple de deux
catégories de choses aussi profondément différesici@ussi radicalement
opposés l'une a l'autre [...] le sacré et le profané toujours et partout été
congus par I'esprit humaine comme des genres spaoéhme deux mondes
entre lesquels il n’y a rien de commtn.

Durkheim also emphasises that no individual ensitynmovablyfixed within one
side of this division: it may pass from one “world’ the “other” and back again.
The sacred-profane divide moreover is the basis‘religion”, “un systéme
solidaire de croyances et de pratiqdes’the foundational and ultimate collective
force, that which binds a community together andesat greater than the sum of
its parts.

Neither does Durkheim, ihes Formes élémentairaseglect the notions of
negativity, violence, contagion and transgressiotha heart of religious practice.
In speaking of the *“effervescence” that characterisaboriginal ceremonial
assemblies, he lays stress on their lack of restemd on what he called “une
violente surexcitation de toute la vie physiquementale®. Later he emphasises
that religion demonstrates every possible aspeateaf society, even the most

vulgar or repugnant ones. Such elements in Durkkestody feed in, of course, to

5Writing and differencetrans. A. Bass, Chicago, University of Chicagesr 1978 p. 268.
‘E. Durkheim/es formes élémentaires de la vie religielaris, PUF, 1968.
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Bataille’s obsessional exploration of horror andcess, the debased and the
excremental.

| can only allude here in passing to the variougssa which Durkheim’s
hypothesis of the primacy of the sacred-profaneedsion in social life, has been
contested and disputed, not least by his nephewd&eple, Marcel Mauss. | also
have no room to reflect on the changes in the whgsterm “science” has been
conceived, whether by scientists or others, sinoeklieim’s time or that matter
that of Bataille. | have wanted merely to undersdre continued potency of this
hypothesis as a register whereby the avowedly aegrét experientiallynon
rational dimensions of thesocial might be interrogated. Here a re-readingrof
earlier essay, “De quelques formes primitives dessification”, co-written by
Durkheim and Mauss, and first published in 1908sems to me particularly
helpful.

“De quelques formes primitives de classificatio®gms by postulating that
the hierarchy of concepts at the basis of all lalgand scientific thought is not a
given, that the human mind developed from a statendistinction, where “La
conscience n'est alors qu'un flot continu de repr@gions qui se perdent les unes
dans les autre&"From out of this primordial indeterminacya“classification des
choses reproduit cette classification des honifadisus all scientific knowledge in
the widest sense of the term is ultimately derifrech the basic structures of social
relations. “Ce sont donc des états de I'ame colkecfui ont donné naissance a ces
groupements, et, de plus, ces états sont manifesteaffectifs®. They continue:
“Car pour que des notions puissent ainsi se dispegsématiquement pour des

raisons de sentiment, il faut qu’elles ne soierst ges idées pures, mais qu’elles

' E. Durkheim et M. Mauss, « De guelques formes itiKies de classification >xEuvres de
Marcel Maussyol. 2, introduced by V. Karady, Paris, Minuit,69 p. 13-89.
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describes in the latter texDC V, p. 191-228) as "l'impénétrable simplicité de qui estet, le
fond des mondes ouvert, ce que je vois et quagen&aplus de sens, plus de bornes" (p. 227).
“Ibid. , p. 20.

* Ibid., p. 86.



soient elles-mémes oeuvre de sentimenthe class or category is itself at root an
affective and — in a broad sense relggious notion.

The Conclusion of "De quelques formes primitives cthssifications" goes
even further. It emphasises that emotions in génaral collective emotions in
particular, are something essentially fluid andomsistent. Not only does this
contrast to the notions of class and concept asdfdeterminationsof things,
whose limits may be precisely marked; it also fekothat the boundaries
established by categories and concepts are alwesadg undermined, permeated
and ultimately erased by affectivity. Moreover,asrkheim and Mauss remark, it
is in the nature of collective emotion that it @sficritical and rational examination,
and any individual judgment is constrained by theolip”, that is, society. It is
impossible for any one investigator to precisebckrthe changes that constantly
occur within classifications and other scientifthema. We are returned — it seems

113

to me — to the reading of Bataille by Derrida meméid earlier. “Science’, we

b1}

recall, “submits to a radical alteration [...] itnsade to tremble” “Simply”, Derrida

adds, “by being placed in relation to an absoluenowledge®.

Classification 2: Bowker and Star

To move abruptly from the work of Durkheim and Msu$o the
contemporary sociology of science is a risky plajnevitably involves a reductive
dismissal of the vicissitudes and mutations sogwldias experienced in the
interim. Nevertheless | would like to suggest tllag re-introduction of the
dynamic of the sacred, as elaborated by Durkheidhexiploited by Bataille, might
serve to animate, and at the same time transfoonfemporary sociological
approaches. Much in the same way as in the lat®sl8ataille and the other
Collegians appropriated, re-animated and simultasigosubverted the work of

Durkheim and Mauss.
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In Sorting Things OuBowker and Star outline three key aspects of thekw
performed by classification systems within modegrnithese aspects, which in
practice often blur and overlap, may be summaribed: (i) Over time, categories
can be and are “made and kept invisiblefe-realised as well as brought into
being, by classification systems. Classificatiomesnes and infrastructures are
inevitably bound up with practices of “selectivedetting”, whereby an essentially
indeterminate past is continually reinvented. Gertespects are privileged, others
silenced. Thinking “outside” the scheme becomeslproatic if not impossible.
(i) Classification systems and standards are para wider “built information
environment? and as such, relate and relay the ideology thaisgiise to them.
Classification and coding “software” may in this yde seen as “frozen
organisational and policy discourse”, simultanepusflecting and contributing to
dominant paradigms of thought. (iii) Classificatiechemes profoundly reflect, and
resonate with, moral, ethical and political agendagery category, Bowker and
Star suggest, imescapably‘an ethical choice [...] and as such dangeréughey
demonstrate this through case studies wherein wiegt call the torquing’ of
classificatory and biographical trajectories suigsi$he image evoked here is of
the torque as a necklace, or choker, consistingnefor more interlacing strands.
Individually or collectively, we become what we arassified as, and existence
becomes a constant inter-negotiation between tgychmd raw experience.

If each of these three themes is juxtaposed wittaiBzis discussion of the
sacred, we are able, it seems to me, to begine&h fbut in a striking way the
relations between the restricted economy institutegd science and the
heterogeneity that, for Bataille as for Durkheind &vlauss, ultimately informs it —
and yet escapesand evadesus the very moment we comeja science, to
interrogate it. Firstly, the unceasingly constraetdestructive activity of
classification, of scientific abstraction, dailyrfsems the acts of separation that

renders the sacred invisible and inaccessibleerally by calling the profane into

! Sorting Things OytLondon, MIT Press, 1999, p. 258.
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existence. Secondly, this aspect of scientificvagtiinevitably contributes to a
production to a structure or a work, more or less lastingictv stands at the very
opposite pole to that prodigious expenditud@densg unworking or “potlatch
without return” — invoked by Bataille in the namietloe general economy. In other
words we are reduced or impoverished by such ¢ieasson. Thirdly, the
individual is caught up in the homogeneity implieg the torque, unless, like the
madman or the poet, or Bataille’s “third categoryf elective, Nietzschean
communitarian, s/he can throw off the shackles wof external anda priori

classification implied by the conventional notidnacsocial bond.

Applications

What is the import of all this for those of us wiotlow in the footsteps of
Monnerot and Caillois in attempting the “périllet’sseroute of sociological

investigation? Well, Bataille’s self-reflexivity ifLa Guerre et la philosophie du

‘|l

sacré” is instructive:

parlant dusacré je dois m'apercevoir, le faisant, que je suisoeaadu cété
profane Je voudrais en sortir, c'est vrai, je contestdrtit de parler disacré
comme les sociologues le font, exclusivement corsiihétait le premier venu
des objets de science. Condamné a I'équivoque famteen sortir néanmoiris.

Having alerted us to this ambiguity, Bataille comgs against one of those
impasse®f thought that are characteristic of his writimgdeed an inevitable part

of his thinking at and against the limit.

A ce moment, je saisis a quel point il m’est diféiade le faire. Si je parle en
effet dusacrécomme tel, autant que faire se peut, évitant atpiiser, de le
transformer d’abord eprofane je tombe sous le coup d’un interdit plus grave.
Je ne puis l'ignorer. Mais j'en viens au momentatapre.

This citation underlines what | meant when at tegibning of my talk | suggested
that to read Bataille and to take him seriouslyanably leads sooner rather than
later to an abyss. The hollowness of any attempatds objectivity yawns before
us. Yet, within the rhetorical space in which heergpes, Bataille always offers

himself, and us, a partial holding place — a pliecar bivouac, if you like, on the

' oC Xll, p. 54.
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edge of the pit. Just as he writes apropos of @sitjua sociologist of the sacred
that “le résultat [that is the teXt,Homme et le Sactést peut-étre le meilleur que
I'on aurait pu espéret to confront face on the impossibility of captugrithe
essence of the sacred may offer ourselves the-bestat leastJeast worst —
opportunity for reflexive description.

As | was preparing this paper for presentation,léiest Terrorism Bill was
proceeding somewhat stormily through the BritistrliB@ent. In an effort to
deliver on a manifesto commitment, the UK governttenaciously persisted in its
intention to make it a criminal offence, in the dsrof the draft legislation, to
publish a statement that “glorifies the commissiorpreparation” of terrorist acts.
Now | do not wish here to contribute directly todsrthe extensive and
impassioned debate the legislation has arousedpdityt is straightforward and
briefly put. The very deployment of the vocabulaof “glorifying” and
“glorification” evokes the register of the sacred deployed by Bataille and
Durkheim, and reminds us of its inheremidecidability

The introduction of the “glorification clause” anffs and intensifies the
fact that what is attempted at being grasped bgycaof classification — in this case
by a legal codification — is a mode of thought einlg, a “totality of being” as
Bataille might have it, that inevitablyexceedsand ultimately evades all
classification. In any precise, rational or scintsense, the act or intention of
glorification isunknowable this alone would seem to justify the contentibnse
critics of the clause who maintain it is unworkal: the other hand, when Tony
Blair declared in Parliament that “it [glorificatipis a word that members of the
public readily know and understand and that juwesild understand”, he was, In
another way, but still strictly speaking, intuitiyecorrect. It occurs to me that this
is one area of contemporary life where Batailleidion of the rupture between
sacred and profane might usefully be called in&y pl

In the field of mental health care, my own part@curea of interest, various

more or less programmatic classificatory systemssologies and diagnostic

! Ibid., p. 54-55.



schema have multiplied and proliferated over ceesurThey continue to shape
complex, highly contested, and often noxious preegsesulting in the production
of a multiplicity of objective and subjective patbgies. Here too, the notion of the
sacred-profane distinction and Bataille’s evocatidrthe sacred as “le monde de
communication ou du contagion” [see above] profdyrdisturbs and undercuts
any attempt at maintaining a systemic objectiver@ggh.

For instance, “colonies for the mad” scattered adodcurope are well
documented, where what might be called a precurswgel of community care
was in place for decades and — in the case ofaive bf Geel in Belgium — for
centuries before the widespread introduction ofices of deinstutionalisation.
Persons viewed as suffering from chronic mentabrdisr, and otherwise liable to
be shut up in an asylum, were literally farmed toufioster-families, who in return,
for a State allowance, gave them board and lodgmgnore or less permanent
“boarders” or “guests”. An interesting finding dfase who have researched these
communitie$ was the striking persistence of beliefs and pcastiassociating
madness with pollution and contagion. For exampien in the 1970s, in the
French colony at Ainay-le-Chateau, hosts routireetd rigorously maintained the
practice of avoiding any use of the eating and weashitensils used by guests.
These were washed and stored separately — withssilsee meticulous, and, we
might readily add, “religious” care and attentidn. both Ainay-le-Chateau and
Geel any hint of sexual liaison between hosts aradders was regarded as perilous
in the extreme and potentially catastrophic. Pestias should not surprise us. To
the present day in the UK as elsewhere, the pemsist however disguised, of
narratives of contamination and contagion with rdga the essential “otherness”
of madness continues to be discernible in mediao#mer popular representations.

My current research focuses on the recourse mademéntal health
professionaldo a wide range of ontologies — including folk dotpes — of mental

illness. | have not meant to imply thdtey necessarily consciously or directly

2 See, for example, D. Jodelttadness and Social Representatianans. T. Pownall, University
of Notre Dame Press, Berkeley, 1991; E. Rooséwental Patients in Town Lifetrans.
H. Shapiro, Sage, Beverley Hills, 1979.



adhere to the archaic notions of contagion or gmaé to which | have just alluded.
What | do want to emphasise however is that heesenaBataille’s work offers a
frame whereby the affective and — thus ultimasa&ygred— grounding of rational or
quasi-rational behaviour and beliefs might be egdds view.

In this paper, following Bataille, | have attemptéal suggest that our
attempts to effectively confront, describe, or setyugrasp the sacred dimension,
are, to the extent thate ourselvesemain inextricably and inevitably within the
profane register, fatally doomed to incompletioq, impossibility; as Bataille
remarks, to a form of rupture. Because when weebwgs attempt to explain the
inexplicable, we dangle over the abyss, simultaslyoattracted and repelled. On
the brink of, yet not submitting to, an ecstaticd anseless collapse, where
explanatory power takes second place to “commupitat and “method” to
fascinated participation.





