The aff’s emphasis on sacrifice replicates Bataille’s logic that feminine qualities like the weak, the easily trapped and pursued should be sacrificed
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The Sexuality of Sacrifice Literary illustrations of this process can be found throughout Bataille’s narrative fiction. The female characters provide the transgressive portal to eroticism, death, and the sacred that the solitary man, “lacking the lack” of a woman, conquers and loses. Bataille’s feminine characters and characterization of the feminine initially offer privileged access to this otherworldly space where subjectivity is lost and the sacred is found in self-sacrifice. The figures of presence and absence as a result mark gendered difference in Bataille; whereas men are present, women are frequently absent, if not absence itself figured in the form of death. Male characters approach the feminine as they approach death, a death that seems to fulfill their prior “human” fate while also apparently feminizing their male character. In Madame Edwarda, for example, a nameless and impotent male narrator enters a brothel in Paris in search of a prostitute and finds the mysterious Edwarda, whom he approaches with ambivalent feelings of fear and wonder, as she is God. These sentiments are no less equivocal than Edwarda herself, who, he explains, constantly disappears and is yet always “sensibly absent.” Though he desirously follows her through the night, he cannot broach her without sensing his own absence and self-loss, which he morbidly describes as a “shattering” (se briser), “sickness” (être malade) and “decomposition” (décomposer). Edwarda is essentially constituted, or de-constituted, as the night itself; she becomes a vortex, an absence, a black hole, one the male narrator cannot fill. “Edwarda, something alien,” the narrator says, a statement juxtaposed against the image in the next sentence: “above our heads, a starry sky, mad and void” (Edwarda 152). Epitomizing the distinction between masculine presence and feminine absence in Bataille’s story is the scene at La Porte Saint-Denis. This arch, located in the former red-light district of North Paris, embodies a threshold analogous to that Edwarda herself, who crosses the realms of life and death. On the far side of the archway, the narrator explains, is the “deathly darkness” (l’obscurité de mort), “absence,” and even “emptiness itself.” With a seductive back-step, Edwarda traverses threshold, disappearing into what the narrator calls “the nothingness of the arch” (Edwarda 153). Though he follows her in frenzy, eager to embrace the “season of agony” and “suffering” by passing into the emptiness; he wants to “go farther, as far as the ‘emptiness’ itself.” Yet he is anxious and apprehensive, remaining “overwhelmed” or “condemned” (accablé) before the portal and “sinking into despair.” While he hesitates before the absence that would consume him and render him lost, Edwarda crosses the arch and “loses herself” (se perdre), only to be found later by the narrator on an empty terrace. As if woken from sleep, she turns to the narrator and asks him, in a “lifeless” voice, “Where am I?” (154). Whereas the narrator finds Edwarda, Edwarda herself is “lifeless,” absent, lost in the night. As this example illustrates, the difference between male and female characters in Bataille is less one of kind than of degree; Edwarda can “go further” than the narrator. She goes there where the narrator cannot; she is lost where he is found. Analogously, while the narrator continually describes the presentiment of absence, death, and loss, Edwarda actually achieves this absence; indeed, she is this absence. She is “less than a phantom, less than a lingering mist” (153–54). Yet the distinction between masculine presence and feminine absence becomes less clear in moments of erotic encounter. The absence and ecstasy Edwarda personifies infects the male narrator, who cannot desire or possess her without a commensurate experience of sacrificial self-loss. When Edwarda first commands the narrator to kiss her, for example, he hesitates out of embarrassment but then proceeds, provoking an uncanny feeling of absence and vacuity: I was shaking; I looked at her: motionless, she smiled back so sweetly that I shook. At last, reeling, I sank down on my knees and feverishly pressed my lips to that running, teeming wound [plaie vive]. Her bare thigh caressingly nudged my ear, I thought I heard a sound of roaring seasurge [bruit de houle], it is the same sound you hear when you put your ear to a large conch shell. In the brothel’s boisterous chaos and in the atmosphere of corroding absurdity I was breathing (it seemed to me I was choking, I was flushed, I was sweating). I hung strangely suspended, quite as though at that same point we, Edwarda and I, were losing ourselves in a wind-freighted night, on the edge of the ocean. (Edwarda 150) As the narrative suggests, it becomes progressively ambiguous who is solid and who is hollow, who is present and who is absent. While the narrator trembles, Edwarda remains static, imperious. When he kneels before her, however, to kiss her “teeming wound” (plaie vive), he senses her emptiness as if hearing the sea inside of a conch shell. Yet this emptiness does not solely belong to Edwarda; the narrator too poses his “lips” to her “wound”—i.e., her “lips”—and the sound of her thigh, that of a conch shell, fills his ear. With his mouth to her wound, her shell to his ear, it would seem that orifice meets orifice, emptiness meets emptiness, creating a greater “queer absence” between them both that, in the confusion of the bordello, becomes even more vacuous in the “wind-freighted night on the edge of the ocean” where they are both “losing themselves.” Edwarda’s absence and vacuity becomes indistinguishable from the narrator’s own, with his morbid feeling of self-loss, suspension, and suffocation in the bordello. The figures of the seasurge and conch shell further metonymically link Edwarda, with her “wound,” to the abyssal sea, if not also to the vacuity of the narrator’s mouth and the figure of night as well. And this his shared loss, experienced between the twin abysses of night and sea, mouth and wound, echoes the lesson eroticism teaches in the Preface, and in turn Edwarda’s assertion that she is God: “God is nothing if He is not, in every sense, the surpassing of God . . . in the sense of dread . . . and, finally, in the sense of nothing” (Edwarda 142). As this passage illustrates, in the erotic and sacrificial space of self-loss, the difference between the narrator and Edwarda, the masculine and feminine, becomes evermore “lost,” rendered into a queer space of nothingness where gendered identity is not. Similarly, in his “Prostitution” chapter of Erotism, Bataille offers one of his more controversial and well-known sexist claims. He asserts that prostitution is the logical result of what he calls the “feminine attitude.” I repeat the example given above: “Not every woman is a potential prostitute, but prostitution is the logical consequence of the feminine attitude. In so far as she is attractive, a woman is prey to men’s desire” (Erotism 131). In other words, while women typically withhold, men typically pursue, and the classic amorous project for men therefore becomes the discovery of the conditions under which the woman will surrender herself to the man. Yet, for Bataille, by restraining eroticism to a restricted commercial exchange, modern prostitution represents a degraded form of what was formerly a religious matter in the practice of hierogamy. This latter form constitutes “true” or “sacred prostitution” for Bataille because its purpose is religious rather than economic. Indeed, such prostitution represented a form of sacrifice. Religious prostitution disrupts the profane world of commodity exchange and instead approximates sacrifice as a divine self-giving: “With prostitution, the prostitute was dedicated to a life of transgression. The sacred or forbidden aspect of sexual activity remained apparent in her, for her whole life was dedicated to violating the taboo” (Erotism 133). Given the dis-identificatory, self-differential practice of sacrifice elaborated above, there is an implicit challenge made to the heterosexist logic that undergirds his account of prostitution here, however.
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