Bataille’s ideals are inhumane, outdated, and unethical, and the AFF condones this. 
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For all his emphasis on consumption, Bataille flatly rejected capitalist modernity, which is after all the historical class system which has ushered in considerable mass – as distinct from solely elite – consumption. Bataille did not mean to contradict Marx; he was after all a self-avowed ‘communist’. Yet his position on consumption was nonetheless fundamentally at odds with that expounded by Marx. For the latter, capitalism signified a marked improvement when adjudged historically, compared to former modes of production. It entailed a favorable, if flawed and limited, democratization of politics and culture. ‘This progression,’ Marx ascertained (1993: 589–590), ‘belongs [to] and is exploited by capital. All earlier forms of property condemn the greater part of humanity, the slaves, to be pure instruments of labour. Historical development, political development, art, science, etc. take place in higher circles over their heads. But only capital has subjugated historical progress to the service of wealth.’ Bataille’s ideal of consumption, by contrast, was ensconced in the remote past. For examples of formidable expenditure he needed to retreat as far back as the Middle Ages or the Aztec rites of human sacrifice. He affirmed the consumption of the rich aristocrat of yore, whose acts of squandering were interpreted as signs of prodigality, actes gratuites, opposed to the puny bourgeois emphasis on production. Consumption he recognized in the first stages of the historical dialectic, in the sovereign activity of the master. He drew a distinction between modern ‘productive consumption’, which is merely a leftover of production, and ancientcum-medieval ‘unproductive expenditure’ which includes ‘luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity (i.e. deflected from genital finality).’ These are all activities, Bataille asserted (1985: 118), ‘which, at least in primitive circumstances have no end beyond themselves. Now it is necessary to reserve the use of the word expenditure for the designation of these unproductive forms, and not for the designation of all the modes of consumption that serve as a means to the end of production.’ Marx, once again, strongly disagrees. In revealing passages he attacked such propositions as Bataille’s on both quantitative grounds – underlining the great increase in consumption brought about by capitalism – and qualitative grounds – dismissing the extravagant consumption of the ancient elite as hollow and, in a sense, an optical illusion. Marx agrees with Ricardo, that under capitalism ‘the great majority of producers remains more or less excluded from the consumption of wealth.’ But he stresses that their exclusion was more hermetic in former times: This was indeed also the case, and to an even higher degree, in the ancient modes of production which depended on slavery … The wealth which they produced for private consumption was therefore relatively small and only appears great because it was amassed in the hands of a few persons, who, incidentally, did not know what to do with it. Although, therefore, there was no over-production among the ancients, there was over-consumption by the rich, which in the final periods of Rome and Greece turned into mad extravagance. (Marx, 2000: 528) But, of course, it is precisely consumption as ‘mad extravagance’ that Bataille sought to reanimate. Bataille conceived of consumption in such a ‘grandiose’ way, as to exclude, ignore, or dismiss the mundane understanding of the term. Common, ‘small’, everyday acts of consumption simply cannot expect to meet such a standard. To start with, they were associated with what is natural and affords straightforward, plentiful, instinctual enjoyment. In the early Marx we find a vindication of this sunny aspect of human nature in the characterization of a protagonist of a novel by Eugène Sue: surroundings. She is good because the sun and the flowers reveal to her her own sunny and blossoming nature. She is good because she is still young, full of hope and vitality. Her situation is not good, because it puts an unnatural constraint on her, because it is not the expression of her human impulses, not the fulfillment of her human desires; because it is full of torment and without joy. (Marx and Engels, 1975: 200, emphases in original) For Bataille, however, human desire rather thrives on torment, not joy. He exalted acts of consumption which tend to be destructive and negative. Such acts were purposefully defined as destructive, their negativity becoming their mark of honor. Far from shunning the causing of ‘suffering to anyone’, the inflicting of pain, on oneself as well as others, was considered a major source of pleasure and humanity, perhaps their very mainspring. Hence Bataille’s notorious fascination with rites of sacrifice, mutilation, necrophilia, and so on and so forth. Sexuality for him was closely linked with death, which explains why the medieval mass killer and pedophile, the aristocrat Gilles de Rais, formed a subject of his admiration. 
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