
Translator's Introduction 

The Wanderer and His Shadow 

Always stay masked: the more a man is on a high wire, the more he 
has need of being incognito. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power 

We have to grant Nietzsche a place that belongs to no one else. 

Georges Bataille, letter to Maurice Nadeau, 19 April 1958 

With Nietzsche, everything is mask. 

Gilles Deleuze, Pure Immanence 

Georges Bataille wrote Sur Nietszche-rendered here as On Nietzsche-from 
January to October 1 944 during the final nine months of the Nazi occupa
tion of France. The bulk of the work consists of a detailed diary of those 
months, thus inevitably a record of life during wartime: of waiting for news 
of the imminent invasion, of troops rushing through the streets, of fighter 
planes tearing through the skies overhead, of bombers striking trains and 
arms depots, smoke billowing in the sky, artillery and machine-gun fire in 
the near distance. 

For the first few months of this period, Bataille lived in the Paris studio 
of the painter Balthus, the younger brother of his friend Pierre Klossowski. 
Then, in April 1 944, still suffering from the resurgent tuberculosis that had 
been diagnosed two years previously, Bataille moved to Samois-sur-Seine, a 
small village seventy kilometers south of the city. Bataille's lover-and future 
wife-Diana (known as Diane) Kotchoubey de Beauharnois had recently 
taken up residence nearby in Bois-le-Roi. In October 1 944, at the end of 
this period, two months after the liberation of Paris, Bataille returned to 
the city for the duration of the winter and spring before moving to Vezelay 
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with Diane in June. On Nietzsche emerges as an unexpected chronicle of 
contrasts and tensions, of urban and rural streets and forests, of community 
and isolation, dislocation and stasis, convalescence and vigor, fevered 
excitement and suffocating boredom: of world historical events grinding 
against everyday minutia. 

But the book is not only a chronicle: it begins with a preface that 
situates the work as one of ethical and political philosophy, or rather, 
more pointedly, as an antifascist work written under conditions of enemy 
occupation, which is to say as a book written as a covert act of war. A 
band wrapped around the first edition read ''At the antipodes of Fascism." 
The brief first part of the book presents Nietzsche's life and work primarily 
through quotations, cursorily enough to feel like an afterthought: the section 
begins with a quote from the preface to Nietzsche's Gay Science: "But let 
us leave Mr. Nietzsche . . .  " The second part consists of a revised version 
of a lecture on sin that Bataille delivered in March 1 944 to an audience of 
writers, philosophers, and theologians, about which we will have more to 
say below. Part three, the diary, is loosely divided into thematically organized 
chronological units and takes up two-thirds of the book. It is followed 
by a series of appendices, which develop topics and themes raised in the 
main text. My point here is to remark upon the startling heterogeneity of 
the book, for which the word assemblage might, as is often the case in 
Bataille's work, be more appropriate. Page by page, sometimes paragraph 
by paragraph, the text shifts style, tone, and register when not also shifting 
between genres: essay, lecture, diary, with occasional bursts of poetry, amid 
pages and pages of direct quotation.  The book is by turns philosophical, 
theological, and literary; it is political and personal; topical though in many 
ways persistently untimely. 

Yet, for all that, On Nietzsche is arguably a more orderly book than 
either of its predecessors in Bataille's oeuvre, Inner Experience ( 1 943) and 
Guilty ( 1 944), each of which all but falls to pieces in a readers' hands. In 
those books, the texts coil around and interrupt one another; thoughts and 
developments break off in fragments: the composition of portions of Inner 
Experience precedes Guilty, though the text as a whole was assembled as an 
unremarked interruption in the notebooks from which Guilty derives. On 
Nietzsche, by contrast, though thematically and stylistically similar to these 
books, is more self-contained and precise. For a book subtitled "The Will to 
Chance," On Nietzsche is, I think, a work of surprising confidence and clarity. 

This is all the more surprising given the company these pages kept 
in Bataille's notebooks at the time. Several works of poetry and fiction 
were slowly gestating-Le Mort (The Dead Man) , L'Orestie (The Oresteia) , 
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L'Archangelique (Archangelic) , La Maison Burlie (The Burning House)
alongside Bataille's most persistent-or perhaps resistant-long-term project, 
Le Part Maudite (The Accursed Share) . Archangelic would be published 
in April 1 944; lhe Oresteia completed in September and published the 
following year. lhe Burning House, a screenplay, written in January 1 944, 
would be rewritten in the fall but ultimately abandoned. In the meantime, 
in the spring and summer of 1 944, while writing On Nietzsche, Bataille also 
wrote L'Alleluiah: Catechisme de Dianus (Alleluia: The Catechism of Dianus) , 
based on letters sent to Diane the previous year, as well as an abortive 
novel titled Julie. Alleluia: lhe Catechism of Dianus would be published in 
1 947 and, later, appended to the second edition of Guilty ( 1 9 6 1 ) .  The fall 
of 1 944 also saw Bataille working on notes for a novel titled Costume d'un 
Cure Mort, of which his short text Scissiparity ( 1 949) is possibly a fragment, 
as well as another abandoned text, Le Tombe de Louis XXX (The Tomb of 
Louis XXX). Intermixed with all of these fictions and poetic fragments and 
alongside the diaries of On Nietzsche are, again,  notes and drafts for the 
early version of lhe Accursed Share. 1 

By including the notes and drafts for On Nietzsche in this edition, the 
reader can follow Bataille's thought through the main text but also perceive 
the gaps and omissions, the shifts and elisions, traced in his notebooks, 
where these other works insert or assert themselves, where diary gives way to 
fiction and fiction to theoretical general economy and vice versa. Particularly 
in passages from the first part of the diary, on the relationship between 
a lover and a beloved, the proximity of the text of On Nietzsche to both 
Alleluia: lhe Catechism of Dianus and Julie profoundly challenges the laws 
of genre. 2 When, for example, he writes, in On Nietzsche "I can imagine 
lovers voluntarily maintaining difficult conditions," we should remember 
both that he was then living in those very difficult conditions and that the 
sentence could just as easily, though with different effect, have appeared in 
either Alleluia or Julie. 

In the notes for this volume, Bataille mentions, in passing, "the rules to 
which I hold myself if I write." These rules remain merely suggestive, though 
they undoubtedly determine and delimit the specific nature-style, genre, 
etc.-and the related content of his writing. As should be clear, Bataille's 
notebooks from the period push multidiscursivity to the limits of discursive 
heterogeneity without for all that being utterly haphazard. Formlessness is 
an effect of the disruption of form. Bataille's discursive registers, styles, and 
tropes simultaneously echo, reinforce, and rupture one another, overflowing 
semantic bounds, as he shuffles words and ideas in a discursive gambling 
spree, a literary will to chance. 
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Of course, much of what Bataille wrote during this period-and 
indeed throughout his life-remained unpublished until after his death. 
On Nietzsche gathers several threads of the moment that seem intentionally 
destined for publication.  The fate of the other writings was less certain. 
The Oresteia gestated in notes and drafts for more than two years before 
its initial publication. The Accursed Share would be entirely rewritten before 
publication in 1 949. Julie, The Dead Man, and The Tomb of Louis XXX were 
abandoned. One can only speculate on the reasons that may have motivated 
this withholding. Did the texts not meet some standard of perfectionism? 
Were they simply unfinished? Was it ultimately easier to walk away from 
them to start something new? Given the deeply personal nature of some 
of these writings-derived from experiences and thoughts chronicled in the 
diaries-we can nevertheless wonder whether the materials were simply too 
intimate for public consumption. There is a deep irony here, however, if that 
is the case; if, in other words, a diary of events-however reticent-could 
somehow be more acceptable for public consumption than a fictionalization 
of those same motifs. 

AB deeply personal as many of these pages are, they are also , as noted 
above, profoundly political , though in a paradoxical way. In the preface, 
Bataille tells us: "I wrote hoping my book would appear, if possible, on 
the occasion of the centenary of Nietzsche's birth ( 1 5  October 1 844) . I 
wrote from February to August, hoping that the German retreat would 
make publication possible." Five years previously, Bataille had published 
the final issue of the journal Aciphale, of which he was the sole author, 
in commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of Nietzsche's descent into 
madness. 3  Six years later, he would propose reissuing On Nietzsche for 
the fiftieth anniversary of Nietzsche's death on August 25, 1 900.4 Birth, 
madness, death, key moments in Nietzsche's experience, become points of 
rumination and celebration for Bataille. 

To write about Nietzsche-under the sign of Nietzsche-in Nazi
occupied France without writing as if Nietzsche were a fascist philosopher; 
intentionally, in fact, as Bataille says here in the Appendix, so that he might 
"be cleansed of the stain of Nazism" -this was in its way an act of war 
quite distinct from writing, for example, antiwar or anti-Nazi propaganda. 
Nevertheless, On Nietzsche was written expressly as forbidden literature, and 
it would be to miss an essential element of the book if one did not read it 
in that light, or rather, shifting metaphors, under that weight-the weight 
of wartime, of occupation, and of those symbols of apotheosis of the Nazi 
regime, the concentration and death camps. 
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Bataille had of course been wntmg about or under the influence 
of Nietzsche for many years, though not always as explicitly as might be 
expected. 5  His first encounter with Nietzsche's work, most likely excerpts 
from Thus Spoke Zarathustra included in a textbook for the baccalaureat 
in philosophy he completed in 1 9 1 7, had come when Bataille was still 
a believer. Years later, he looked back on the era: "I was struck and I 
resisted. But when I read Beyond Good and Evil in 1 922, I had changed 
so much that I believed I read what I might have been able to say-if at 
least . . .  I wasn't very vain :  I simply thought I no longer had a reason 
to write. What I had thought (in my way, certainly very vague) was said, 
it was withering. "6 Another time he would simply say the encounter was 
"decisive''? or laconically claim: "it gave me the impression that there was 
nothing else to say."8 In short, after Nietzsche, why write? (Maurice Blanchot 
would reflect similar sentiments in writing after the death of Bataille himself: 
"The very forceful expressions that Georges Bataille is allowed to employ 
belong to him, and under his authority they retain their measure; but 
should we happen to speak after him of despair, of horror, of ecstasy, of 
transport, we can only experience our own awkwardness-even more, our 
lies and falsification."9) 

As it happens, Bataille's first publication following his encounter with 
Nietzsche was not a volume of his own writing but a translation, or rather a 
co-translation, of a book about Nietzsche by the Russian emigre philosopher 
Lev Shestov, L1dee de bien chez To!stoi" et Nietzsche (The Idea of the Good 
in Tolstoy and Nietzsche) . 1 0  A generation older than Bataille and already 
internationally known, Shestov had become something of a mentor to the 
younger man, encouraging if not directing readings in philosophy and 
literature-Plato, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky as well as 
Nietzsche. Shestov's anti-idealist interpretation of Nietzsche-imbued with 
tragedy and moral concerns-would deeply shape the direction of Bataille's 
own thought. However, the difference in their bearings and temperaments 
at that time discouraged the continuation of the relationship. "Twenty or 
more years ago," Bataille would remember in the notes to this volume, "I 
often visited an old, Russian philosopher, Lev Shestov. He disconcerted me 
with his humorlessness . I was joyful, provocative, and consequently, failed 
to conceive of the profound seriousness that benefits from insolence and 
laughter." 1 1  

Thereafter, though Nietzsche would remain a crucial reference 
for Bataille's thought and conversation, notably in his friendships with 
Andre Masson and the group of Surrealists who congregated around his 
studio on the rue Biomet, Nietzsche would recede as a direct referent in 
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Bataille's writing through the late 1 920s and early 1 930s, the periods of 
both Documents and La Critique Sociale. As an exception to this absence, 
written around 1 930, Bataille's article "The 'Old Mole' and the Prefix Sur 
in the Words Surhomme [superman or overman] and Surrealist" contrasts 
a Nietzschean mode of cultural critique, a view from above-the sur in 
surhomme meaning "on" or "over" in French; as he would later say, a view 
from the summit-and the idealist mode of Andre Breton's faction in the 
Surrealist group; both with his own thoughts on base materialism. The 
piece is thus not uncritically or unabashedly Nietzschean, and, in any case, 
it ultimately went unpublished during his lifetime. 1 2  

Bataille's record of borrowings from the Bibliotheque Nationale 
confirms the relative distance from Nietzsche's thought during this period: he 
borrowed a number of books,  including some in German during the period 
from 1 922 to 1 924, but only one book about Nietzsche between 1 924 and 
1 933 .  This pattern changed profoundly in May 1 936, when he turned to 
a deep engagement with Nietzsche's works, borrowing sixteen books by or 
about Nietzsche from May to the end of that year alone. 13 This renewed 
interest can be linked directly to the inception of Acephale, the foundational 
document of which-Bataille's essay "The Sacred Conspiracy"-is dated 
from Masso n's house in Tassa, Spain, April 29,  1 9  36. 1 4 

Stepping back slightly, we can say that in some ways the Nazi 
appropriation of Nietzsche-betrayal is not too strong a word; Blanchot 
put it even more forcefully: "Nietzsche had been delivered over to lies" 1 5-
brought his influence out of the shadows in Bataille's thought and writing. 
Bataille's overt militancy against fascism in general and Nazi fascism in 
particular went public in 1 933 ,  coincident with Hitler's rise to power, when 
his article "The Psychological Structure of Fascism" appeared in the pages 
of La Critique Sociale, the journal of the Democratic Communist Circle. 16 
Thereafter, over the next two years, following the collapse of the Circle and 
La Critique Sociale, Bataille reassembled some members of the group with, 
surprisingly, some of the Surrealists into an unstable new union, Contre
Attaque (Counter Attack) , which was, as he, Jean Dautry, and Pierre Kaan 
wrote on an invitational card, "radically opposed to fascist aggression, hostile 
without reserve to Bourgeois domination, [and] unable to have confidence in 
communism any longer." 1 7  But Counter Attack was too volatile an ensemble 
to last beyond the publication of a single issue of its proposed series of 
Cahiers, the publication of which was greeted by a denunciatory note to 
the press, penned by several of the Surrealists who had collaborated on the 
project, which claimed, among other things, that the group "manifested 
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tendencies said to be 'sur-fascist,' whose purely fascist nature has shown 
itself to be more and more flagrant." 1 8  

The precise origin and intended meaning of the term "surfascism" 
remain in dispute. Henri Dubief attributes it to Jean Dautry as wordplay 
modeled on "Surrealism." Pierre Andler has also claimed responsibility for 
it, and we encounter the term in a note on fascism he wrote in April 1 936: 
"Just as fascism is only a definitive surmarxism, a Marxism put back on 
its feet, similarly the power that will reduce it can only be a surfascism. 
Fascism does not refer to itself as surmarxism, since it is called fascism. 
Similarly, surfascism will not refer to itself as surfascism. It is not forbidden 
to seek the name that surfascism will bear· tomorrow." 1 9  Henri Pastoureau, 
for his part, claimed in a letter to scholar Marina Galletti that "the word 
surfascism had been invented by the Surrealists. It can designate both a 
surpassed fascism (positive) or an exacerbated fascism (negative) ."20 As a 
charge leveled against Counter Attack by the Surrealist group, the term 
is clearly intended negatively, as an assertion that Bataille and his other 
collaborators-including Georges Ambrosino and Pierre Klossowski, among 
others-were "more fascist than the fascists." There was more than a little 
truth to the accusation, and intentionally so. In a letter to Pierre Kaan 
written in February 1 934, during the planning stages of Counter Attack, 
Bataille had said explicitly: "I have not doubt as to the level on which we 
must place ourselves : it can only be that of fascism itself, which is to say 
on the mythological level ."2 1  

Two and a half years later, following the dissolution of Counter 
Attack and the accusation of sur-fascism, the headless figure of Acephale 
would be born, first as a notional figure in a drawing by Andre Masson 
and in Bataille's essay "The Sacred Conspiracy," then, later that summer, 
as a guiding emblem of the journal bearing that title-with the subtitle 
"Religion, Sociology, Philosophy"-and as a "moral community" in the form 
of a secret society under that name.22 Published in January 1 937, the second 
issue of Acephale took as its topic "Nietzsche and the Fascists: A Reparation." 
The third issue, "Dionysus," published in July 1 937, was devoted to the 
Nietzschean god. The final issue, published two years later, on the eve of 
war, began, as noted above, with a text memorializing Nietzsche's descent 
into madness and ended with Bataille's "Heraclitean Meditation." 

The accusation of surfascism, in the very thick of his militancy against 
fascism, seems to have been just the provocation that would push Bataille 
not only to manifest his Nietzscheanism overtly but also to give it a central 
place in his political program moving forward. As he wrote to Roger Caillois 
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weeks before the war began: "My insistence on claiming Nietzsche for myself 
alone indicates the direction I 'm going."23 The nature and continuity of this 
concern is my point here. Despite the chaos of the era and the apparent 
chaos of the texts, from the accusation of sur-fascism in 1 936  to the writing 
of Sur Nietzsche in 1 944, Bataille's thought betrays a profound, though 
not seamless, continuity. In the appendix to On Nietzsche, he even reprints 
portions of the Acephale issue on Nietzsche and the Fascists. 

Bataille's Promethean push, in both Acephale and On Nietzsche, would 
be to steal some fire from the Nazis-to steal Nietzsche back from them 
by demonstrating that he was neither bourgeois nor nationalist nor an 
anti-Semite. In the preface to On Nietzsche, Bataille would understate the 
point: "Today it seems that I must say: those who read or admire Nietzsche 
ridicule him (he knew it, he said it) ." The remark echoes one made in the 
novel Blue of Noon (written in 1 935) about people who claim to admire 
the Marquis de Sade: "People who admire Sade are con artists, do you 
hear? Con artists! "24 In the novel, the accusation is made explicit: How 
many of Sade's admirers were willing to follow his dictates with their lives? 
"Do any of them eat shit? Yes or no?"25 In the novel, Sade's admirers go 
unnamed but the remarks seem all but certainly directed at the Surrealists, 
not least because they-Andre Breton in particular-had been the butt of 
a previous (unpublished) assault bent by Bataille across the corpus of the 
Divine Marquis, "The Use Value of D .A.F. de Sade."26 

In On Nietzsche, though, the target of the attack is obviously readers 
and admirers of Nietzsche among the Nazis, rather than any other individual 
or group of Nietzsche's readers. And indeed it must be remembered that 
Nietzsche was not without other admirers in France. Andre Gide evidenced 
his influence a generation earlier with his novel The Immoralist ( 1 902) . 
Albert Camus and Rene Char were each profoundly marked by Nietzsche's 
work. And of course, while Nietzsche was crucial to Bataille, he became a 
shared, even communal, reference for Bataille and his closest collaborators in 
Acephale and beyond, Klossowski and later Blanchot undoubtedly foremost 
among them.27 

Nietzsche himself voiced a paradoxical concern for the problems of 
recognition and understanding in the legacy of his thought. In Ecce Homo, 
he lamented: "I only need to speak with one of the 'educated' who came to 
the Upper Engadine for the summer and I am convinced that I do not live. 
Under these circumstances I have a duty against which my habits, even more 
the pride of my instincts, revolt at bottom-namely, to say: Hear me! For I 
am such and such a person. Above all, do not mistake me for someone else."28 
Thus the paradoxical concern that his work be known among the educated 
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classes, combined with the reluctance to write in such a straightforward way 
that it might be. In Beyond Good and Evil, he observed: "Every profound 
thinker is more afraid of being understood than of being misunderstood."29 
To claim to fully understand a writer is to betray that writer; it is to set limits 
on the multiple meanings dormant in the works. Nietzsche's observation-"! 
do not live"-can itself be understood is multiple ways: as a claim that 
his work is simply unknown or, conversely, as a claim that his work is 
known but known only in one way (as the work of the philosopher of the 
death of God, for example) . For the work to be living it must live as a 
multiplicity, as the proliferation of multiple meanings, some of which will 
undoubtedly be inaccurate. In a response to Jean-Paul Sartre's review of Inner 
Experience that Bataille included in On Nietzsche among the appendices, he 
echoed Nietzsche's thought on this point: "each book is also the sum of the 
misunderstandings that it occasions." 

All of this is to say that Bataille's political purpose in On Nietzsche 
is a curious one, both obvious and obtuse. The work clearly and directly 
continues his prewar antifascist activism but by decidedly different means. 
Bataille summarized the shift in his life and thought reticently in Inner 
Experience: "The war put an end to my 'activity' and my life became all the 
less separated from the object of its search."30 Rather than foregrounding 
his direct attack on the Nazi reading of Nietzsche in On Nietzsche, Bataille 
relegated it to a short text in the appendix. The bulk of the text would 
pursue a completely different path. That path, however, was not at all 
inappropriate to its ostensible subject. From a draft for an article titled 
"Is Nietzsche Fascist?" (included here in notes to the appendix) , Bataille 
observes on the subject of Nietzsche's political views: "The truth is that 
Nietzsche's area of thought is situated beyond the necessary and common 
concerns that decide politics. The questions that he posed touch on tragedy, 
laughter, suffering, and the enjoyment of suffering, wealth and the freedom 
of the mind: in general the extreme states the human mind can reach." 
In the preface, he is still more precise: "Above all he [Nietzsche] had no 
political position:  he refused, when asked, to choose one party or another; 
irritated to be identified with either the right or the left. He was horrified 
by the idea of subordinating his thought to a cause." Nietzsche's politics, in 
other words, were neither right nor left, neither conservative nor progressive; 
they were, if anything, characterized by a refusal of subordination to any 
institution or cause, whether of blood, class, civil code, or religion. This 
is a politics of no politics, a move to transcend the political sphere. Later, 
Bataille would use a striking phrase to describe such a negative community: 
"the community of those who have no community."3 1 
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In Acephale, Bataille quoted Kierkegaard with apparent approval: 
"What looks like politics, and imagines itself to be political, will one day 
unmask itself as a religious movement."32 Acephale itself had been, as Bataille 
noted later, an attempt "if not to found a religion, at least to direct [himself] 
toward that goal . . .  The beginning of the war made decidedly tangible 
the insignificance of the attempt in question."33 On Nietzsche, then, is 
directly political in its attempt to reclaim Nietzsche from the Nazis and 
yet simultaneously all but apolitical in its attempt to relocate the discussion 
of Nietzsche outside that of politics and alongside that of life. Indeed, at 
every turn, the book confronts its own ideas, whether those of Nietzsche, 
Bataille himself, or from some other source, with the test of life itself. In 
the preface, Bataille made this plain: "I began with a theoretical statement of 
the problem (this is Part Two) ,  but this short presentation is fundamentally 
only a narrative of a lived experience: of an experience lived for twenty 
years, charged throughout with fear." 

The "theoretical statement of the problem" is the text of a lecture on 
morality that Bataille delivered at his friend Marcel More's house on March 
5, 1 944. Published later and in a different form as a "Discussion on Sin," the 
event was part of a series of lectures hosted by More during the war years. 34 
Bataille and More began planning the event during the fall of 1 943. The other 
participants included an astonishing array of significant writers, philosophers, 
and theologians, among them Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert 
Camus, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean Hyppolite, Maurice de Gandillac, 
Jean Paulhan, Pierre Prevost, Gabriel Marcel, Arthur Adamov, Michel Leiris, 
Maurice Blanchot, and Reverend Fathers Henri Dubarle, Augustin Maydieu, 
and Jean Danielou, the last of whom responded to Bataille's lecture with a 
prepared piece. Pierre Klossowski facilitated the publication of his notes on 
the lecture and a transcript of the discussion that followed in the Catholic 
journal of philosophical theology, Dieu Vivant, in 1 945 . 

The lecture took place only months after the publication of Jean
Paul Sartre's extended, caustic review of Inner Experience and only weeks 
after the publication of Bataille's book Guilty, but Bataille did not directly 
reference the book or respond directly to Sartre. Instead, he sketched con
trasting views of two types of morality: a morality of the summit, which 
is to say of ecstatic, peak experiences; and a morality of decline, essentially 
encompassing all other types of experiences . He envisioned summit moral
ity as sovereign, unencumbered, and free, and the morality of decline as 
opposed to it, not only as an active force of resistance but also as an 
inevitable outcome of the failure, exhaustion, or collapse of sovereignty. 
Sovereignty requires energy and is its release.35 
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For my purposes here, it is significant to note that even in the 
discussion following his lecture, Bataille's audience made repeated note of 
the relationship between his thought and his life, as well as between his 
ideas and his mode of expressing them. Maurice de Gandillac, for example, 
remarked: "I wouldn't want to ask you an indiscreet question, but I feel 
more at ease with you now, because we've all been convinced by your tone. 
As [Arthur] Adamov was saying, if there were those among us who might 
occasionally doubt the profoundly authentic character of your experience 
and of your whole book, this suspicion has absolutely been dispelled by 
the tone even of our conversation."36 Jean Hyppolite noted Bataille's "inner 
sincerity."37 Arthur Adamov observed: "It is very rare, in our day, to simply 
hear a man speak with an intonation that is truly his own, that conveys a 
personal message."38 Skeptical before his thought, Bataille's listeners were 
convinced by his intonation, his sincerity, his way of being in the world. 
Writing On Nietzsche in the months following the lecture, Bataille would 
take these observations on as a strategy and a style, as rules for writing: 
"I could only write with my life this book projected to be on Nietzsche, 
in which I wanted to propose, if I could, to resolve the intimate problem 
of morality." 

By proposing to write with his life a book on Nietzsche, Bataille is 
proposing a profound and alluring paradox. The paradox begs us to question 
the relationship not only between two individuals, between their lives and 
bodies of thought, but also between thought and life, more generally. How 
is it possible to write about someone else's experience? In more explicitly 
Nietzschean terms, how can one share the perspective of another? How 
might one take on the words of another as his or her own? In notes for On 
Nietzsche, Bataille asks: "What do I know about Mr. Nietzsche? . . . What 
do we still have in common?" Throughout the book, Bataille simultaneously 
proclaims his community with Nietzsche and notes the profound gulf that 
separates them. This acknowledgement is an acknowledgement that derives 
from basic biological difference, fundamental distinction: you are not I .  
Despite profound bonds of friendship and understanding, there are limits to 
what we can know about one another, and limits to the nature and form of 
communication.  The exploration of these limits is the purpose of Bataille's 
writing, as it was, among other things, for Nietzsche. In Beyond Good and 
Evil, Nietzsche wondered, in words that could very well be Bataille's: "What, 
in the end, is common? . . .  To understand one another it is not enough 
that one use the same words; one also has to use the same words for the 
same species of inner experiences; in the end one has to have one's experience 
in common."39 
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On Nietzsche is on Nietzsche precisely because Nietzsche has opened 
and occupies this space of friendship and commonality. As Bataille says, 
"Nietzsche alone offers me his solidarity-saying we. If community doesn't 
exist, Mr. Nietzsche is a philosopher." His book is predicated on the 
possibility of friendship, the possibility of community that Nietzsche's 
work embodies. The possibility is predicated on a reading that does 
not limit Nietzsche to any one mode of interpretation or discourse of 
understanding, including the discourse of philosophy. In another short 
essay on Nietzsche, an introduction to an edition of Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
published by the Club du Meilleur Livre, Bataille is explicit about his views 
on the relationship between Zarathustra in particular and the discourse of 
philosophy: "Zarathustra is not a book of philosophy and moreover there 
can be no other philosophy in it but one of play . . . .  In fact, Zarathustra 
puts in question everything that founds the human order and the system 
of our thoughts ."40 Zarathustra, in other words, cannot be subordinated to 
any one discourse of understanding, philosophical or otherwise. 

Consistent with this view, and in extension of it, Bataille does not read 
Nietzsche in order to extract and apply his concepts .  Indeed, he brushes those 
concepts aside. In On Nietzsche, he goes so far as to claim that Nietzsche's 
core doctrines cannot be followed, that they don't lead to anything. Bataille 
dismisses the Overman, the Eternal Return, and Will to Power (which he 
reads as a political concept) . Bataille writes about Nietzsche with his life, and 
his principle interest is in Nietzsche's own life, rather than his thought, not 
merely as a body of unique biographical facts, but as an organization of and 
search for experiences. If anything, Bataille sees Nietzsche's thought as caught 
in an impasse without an outlet. Taking his cue from Zarathustra's suggestion 
that the disciple must learn to renounce his master, Bataille outlines a goal for 
himself that will surpass Nietzsche's limitations. On Nietzsche is an attempt 
to surpass the politicized Nazi betrayal of Nietzsche, but beyond that it is 
also in some ways an attempt to surpass Nietzsche himself, an attempt to 
develop the core of Nietzsche's work beyond Nietzsche's own development 
of it: On Nietzsche then attempts to move over Nietzsche or beyond him, 
an attempt to be more Nietzschean than Nietzsche. 

Toward this end, perhaps ironically, but with inevitability, Bataille 
reads Nietzsche selectively, a selection that becomes literal in Memorandum, 
which is simply an assemblage of quotations. Which Nietzsche did 
Bataille read? In On Nietzsche and Memorandum, he quotes from The Gay 
Science, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, On the Genealogy 
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of Morals, Ecce Homo, and The Will to Power. Almost one-third of the 
quotations in Memorandum derive from The Will to Power. The section 
tides in Memorandum, Essential Features, Morality, Politics ,  and Mystical 
States, give us another sense of Bataille's selective interest in Nietzsche. The 
Nietzsche that emerges is a collection of metaphors and a way of writing-a 
stylized relationship between writing and life, of writing for life and as life. 
This in mind, it is undoubtedly significant that Bataille-intentionally or 
unintentionally-commingles many of Nietzsche's styles. The fabulist of 
Zarathustra appears alongside the aphorist of The Gay Science and Beyond 
Good and Evil. Aphorisms are occasionally culled from the essays of On 
the Genealogy of Morals and the autobiographical Ecce Homo. Notes and 
unfinished pieces from The Will to Power are intermixed throughout. 

Notably in The Gay Science, Nietzsche himself sets a precedent for this 
kind of discursive heterogeneity: the book commingles aphoristic sentences 
with short essays, some of which take the form of parables, as in the case 
of § 1 25 ,  "The Madman." The last section of book four is the beginning 
of Zarathustra. And the second edition of the book includes a prelude of 
rhymes and an appendix of songs .  The book spills open, points beyond itself 

Nevertheless, the practice of reading Nietzsche without apparent dis
crimination, without attention to the discursive forms and modes of his 
writings, remains both challenging and common. It need hardly be remarked 
that distinct discursive forms and registers serve distinct purposes. Fictions, 
fables, essays, lectures, diaries, poems, and notes all function in epistemologi
cally distinct ways . Each genre places different demands upon its readers' 
assumptions and reading practices. 

This is perhaps most challenging when encountered in the notes and 
drafts left by a writer, as in Nietzsche's Will to Power and Bataille's notes and 
drafts collected in the notes to this volume. Some of these notes may have 
been written toward truth or fiction, in accordance with the etymological 
meaning of the word essay, which is to say as attempts to capture a thought 
or provoke an experience in the reader. The writer is not always the best 
judge of .his or her own work, and some of these attempts might be closer 
to the mark for some readers than are the published versions of the thoughts. 
Other notes and drafts function in different ways entirely, presenting other 
forms of interest. As a general rule, however, reading such materials begs 
the immediate question, suggested above: Why didn't the writer publish 
the text in question? Was it too awkward? Too false, a failed attempt to 
capture something that remained elusive? Or possibly, as is often the case 
in Bataille's notes to these writings, too direct, too true? 
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Already in Inner Experience Bataille had begun to incorporate extended 
quotations from Nietzsche's work in his own, sometimes as more or less 
traditional quotations, but often in a dramatic mode of overt identification.41 
Following an epigram from Zarathustra, the text begins with a claim: "How 
I would like to say of my book the same thing that Nietzsche did of The 
Gay Science . . .  "42 By the end of the book, however, Bataille writes, in 
delirious overidentification:  "If I have known how to create the silence of 
others within myself, I am, myself, Dionysus, I am the crucified."43 Denis 
Hollier aptly summarized Bataille's approach in the text: "Bataille speaks of 
Hegel; he becomes Nietzsche's madman."44 

Though less fevered, On Nietzsche begins with this impossible 
identification as its first premise. Bataille observes: "The difficulties that 
Nietzsche encountered-letting go of God and the good, yet nevertheless 
burning with the ardor of those who died for God or the good-I have 
encountered them in my turn. The discouraging solitude that he described 
exhausts me. But breaking with moral entities gives the air I breathe a truth 
so great that I 'd rather live as a cripple or die than fall back into servitude." 
When Bataille quotes Daniel Halevy's life of Nietzsche in part 1 of On 
Nietzsche, the quotations are pertinent not only to Nietzsche's life but also to 
Bataille's own. Very occasionally, Bataille's language and syntax leave distinct 
doubt as to the identity of the individual in question in a given sentence. 
At one point, Bataille observes, following a quotation from Nietzsche, "It's a 
dazzled man who speaks," but the dazzled man might be Nietzsche speaking 
in the quotation or himself, Bataille, dazzled by the quotation. 

At the surface level of his language, Bataille borrows a body of words 
and metaphors, including topographic ones, from Nietzsche. The terrain 
of his thought is Nietzsche's : a realm of summits and peaks, of ascent and 
decline. Decline, for Bataille, is proximate to falling and to the fall, whether 
through simple exhaustion or sin. Decline is also proximate to descent, to 
going down or going under, to the untergehen of Zarathustra. For Bataille, 
as for Nietzsche, every word is a mask, a hideout. To write is both to reveal 
and to revel in this phenomenon, to raise questions about language itself, to 
open language as a space of reference and suspension-a theater of the word 
that is a tragic theater, wherein the meaning of words is at stake, the victim 
of a sacrifice. Bataille backs language into a corner, splits words, playing 
with their roots and affiliations, denotations and connotations . He multiplies 
the referents for his words, resulting in a tragic suspension of certitude 
through doubling and duplicity. He effects this laceration of language in 
the words themselves-through puns and wordplays, double meanings, at 
once overdetermined and ambiguous language, tragic doublespeak-and 
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through textual assemblage, the accelerated juxtaposition of genres, tones, 
and registers. 

Key terms in Bataille's lexicon proliferate in adjacent and cognate 
terms. He has many words for chance, randomness, and the unexpected
chance, hazard, alea-and many ways of using these words. He pushes 
the meaning of words to limits-jeu-in particular is often at once play, 
gambling, and risk. Wounds are plaies and blessures. Vide is void, by turns 
noun, verb, and adjective: to void the void void. But vide is also emptiness: 
to empty the most empty emptiness . Emptiness recalls the Buddhist texts 
that Bataille was reading while writing portions of this book, while void 
remains arguably closer to its Catholic progenitor, Pascal. There are also 
nuances in these proximities, as in the case of words like abyss and void: 
abime, vide; l'abime le plus vide-the emptiest abyss. Bataille writes with a 
hammer of descriptive insistence. 

Occasionally these issues open directly onto problems of translation. 
Ciel references the sky but also, for Christians, heaven; sky as a material 
reality, heaven as a spiritual one. Though Catholicism profoundly marked 
Bataille's thought, I have consistently rendered ciel materially. When Bataille 
writes, as he does here: "My passion for love opens on death like a window 
on a courtyard," his passion for love or loving-aimer-almost certainly 
refers to a passion for making love, for physical love, and eroticism, though 
the term can be cast toward more chaste cases. At the other end of the 
emotional spectrum, angoisse here can be anguish but also anxiety and, 
following French translations of Kierkegaard back into English, as dread. 
As is obvious from these examples, this syntactical and semantic complexity 
poses challenges to translation. I 've tried to respect the poetic and literary 
quality of the text, as well as the philosophical and religious origins of its 
vocabulary, at the occasional expense of strict consistency. Translation itself 
describes a tragic encounter with texts: meaning is inevitably lost, sense and 
syntax betrayed. The translator's hope is that the translated text, the double, 
will be at least as real as the original, while fearing-indeed knowing-that 
it is its shadow. 

Bataille's strategy, in sum, is dramatic and explicitly fictional. He stages 
his encounter with Nietzsche by borrowing forms and figures, specific words 
and metaphors, as well as effects . As he says in On Nietzsche, "making use 
of fictions, I dramatize being: I lacerate solitude and in the laceration, I 
communicate." Bataille recounts stories from his life as if they were fictional 
and in such a style as to cast them into a fictional frame, to imbue them 
with tragic uncertainty. "In the first part of this diary, I tried to describe this 
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state, which conceals itself as much as possible from aesthetic description." 
"Conceal" here is se derobe-to elude or slip away, but also to conceal, as 
in the concealment of a face or a secret. "Everything with a manifest face 
also possesses a hidden one," he wrote during these same months in Alleluia: 
The Catechism of Dian us. 45 

When he was a young man, Bataille wanted to write a novel in the 
style of Proust. Portions of Inner Experience, Guilty and On Nietzsche all but 
fulfill that ambition, containing passages written, like Nietzsche's works, as 
if posthumously; extracting and amplifying experiences from daily life that 
become supersaturated with meaning and haunted by its absence. These 
works are Bataille's In Search of Lost Time, as well as his Phenomenology 
of Mind and Zarathustra rolled into one. They are also his Season in Hell. 
But the key to Bataille's engagement with Nietzsche is fiction, falsehood, 
the view of truth as an army of metaphors. Bataille's " identification" of 
Nietzsche with the madman and with Dionysus, as well as his conflation 
of Nietzsche's strategies of writing-philosophy, poetry, parables, notes-is 
predicated not on a "true" misrecognition, but on the absence of truth, of 
truth in the service of experience. 

Needless to say, readers expecting a carefully reasoned, tightly argued, 
exegetical book about Nietzsche will be disappointed. And in any case, 
if Nietzsche is correct, and all truths are only interpretations, provisional 
perspectives on experience, then it is undoubtedly foolish to read Nietzsche 
for his truths, foolish to analyze and interpret his writing for the truths it 
contains, foolish to attempt to extract from his writing ideas and arguments 
that might be applied elsewhere, in other contexts, or, at least, foolish to 
take those ideas and arguments more seriously than Nietzsche himself did, 
which is to say to become committed to them. 

Bataille's engagement with Nietzsche is fundamentally theatrical, a play 
of masks; doubles doubling one another down a hall of mirrors; a case of 
mistaken identities: it would be comic were it not also possibly one of life 
squandered, life spent wandering between identities, indeed among all the 
names of the world. This is also to say that Bataille's Nietzsche is not a 
philosopher of will in the sense of self-preservation or, worse, the egotistical 
domination of others, but rather of will as expenditure, of will as loss. If 
Bataille mimics or repeats an experience from Nietzsche, it is the experience 
of delirious and ecstatic self-loss. He reads Nietzsche selectively but explicitly 
for this experience. Nietzsche, for Bataille, is the furthest thing from the 
egoist or the individualist he is often taken to be. For Nietzsche, man is 
something to be overcome; humanity is something to be overcome, a form 
worthy of transcendence; our very humanity is a habit worth breaking, the 
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fears bred into us through the evolutionary history of our species, the habits 
beaten into us by our families and social structures: these are the things to 
let go. In short, Nietzsche's corpus is not a hymn to himself but a hymn 
to self-transcendence, self-loss . But let us leave Mr. Nietzsche. 

This strategy of heterogeneous textual assemblage as dramatic 
meditation reaches a high point in Memorandum, wherein Bataille all but 
entirely disappears behind the mask of quotations. "I propose this book 
for long, slow meditations," it begins. The project has its origins in the 
secret society Acephale, in which members-Henri Dussat and Bataille in 
particular-generated a series of "meditations," culminating in those of 
Bataille's "The Practice of Joy before Death."46 Nietzsche's writings provided 
themes and texts for these meditations as well. At a meeting of the group 
in July 1 937, Bataille proposed assembling a collection of selected texts by 
Nietzsche under the title Memorandum. 47 

Memorandum also has precedents in edited selections, collections, and 
anthologies of many kinds. The Wiirzbach edition of The Will to Power 
itself is easily recognizable as a selected and heavily edited assemblage of 
Nietzsche's notes and drafts. Judging by the number of quotations from that 
work in Memorandum-particularly volume 2, first published in France in 
1 93748-Bataille clearly was undeterred by the potential problems of editing 
and assembling writings by someone else, in both cases Nietzsche, toward 
particular ends. Indeed to the contrary, whereas Nietzsche's sister and other 
editors-to the later pleasure of his Nazi interpreters-collated notes and 
drafts under the tide The Will to Power to assemble a "complete" philosophy, 
a "book" in the classical sense of apparent clarity, orderly organization, 
progression, and closure: Bataille did the precise opposite. Memorandum 
undoes The Will to Power without dismissing it, reorients the materials 
toward new purposes that are themselves indistinct from purposelessness, 
which is to say as meditations. 

Though the residue of this project can clearly be seen in "The Practice 
of Joy before Death" and the abortive Manuel de !'Anti-Chretien (Anti
Christian Handbook) , no Memorandum from Acephale has survived.49 
However, seven years later, in 1 944, as Bataille prepared On Nietzsche 
for publication, he invited Michel Leiris to a small gathering-Maurice 
Blanchot, Raymond Queneau, Leiris, a few others-at his apartment in 
Paris at which he planned to read a short text related to the text that 
would be published as Memorandum in honor of Nietzsche's centenary. 
"The only question (in any case for me) ," he wrote to Leiris , "is to know 
if a non-Christian spiritual life is possible and what it might be."50 This 
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sentiment directly echoed one of the foundational concerns of Acephale, 
proposed by Georges Ambrosino and Bataille as a question to Pierre Andler, 
and undoubtedly others, in 1 938 :  "What does religious experience mean to 
you? Is it what you want for yourself? To what degree? And in what way?" 5 1 

Gathered alongside and in the wake of writing On Nietzsche, and 
sharing a number of the same quotations, Memorandum proposes a kind 
of Nietzschean meditation that might lead to the life chronicled in On 
Nietzsche. The two texts thus form a kind of diptych, at once distinct and 
closely related, parallel even. Though published by Gallimard in April 1 945 ,  
two months after On Nietzsche, in its origins, Memorandum precedes the 
other book both logically and chronologically. As a book of meditations, 
though, Memorandum is also closely related to the text Bataille wrote 
immediately after assembling it, Method of Meditation. 

Why did Bataille stop writing the type of intimate, diaristic prose that 
characterizes so much of Inner Experience, Guilty, and On Nietzsche? A first 
answer is that he didn't, at least not immediately. After On Nietzsche, Bataille 
continued to write journals, but they were cast explicitly as fictional. Histoire 
de Rats (The Story of Rats) and Dianus in L1mpossible (The Impossible) are 
fictions in this form, and at the heart of his novel L'Abbe C. is "The Diary 
of Chianine," the purported diary of its protagonist. 

At the same time, already here in the notes to the appendix, Bataille 
will admit that he would prefer to write in a more straightforward manner: 
"One day I will show, precisely when I come out of this vagueness, this 
incoherence, that I can proceed otherwise." In the drafts for the "Philosophical 
Epilogue," one can witness Bataille struggling to put his thoughts into a more 
sustained and coherent, persuasively argumentative order. He seems to have 
written-or rather attempted to write, then abandoned-the "Philosophical 
Epilogue" during the early fall of 1 944. The text includes themes, motifs, 
and even passages that will resurface in Method of Meditation, written from 
April 1 945 through early 1 946, published by Editions Fontaines in 1 947 
and reprinted as an appendix to the second edition of Inner Experience 
in 1 954. 52 Method of Meditation, then, can be read as a direct extension 
or perhaps distillate of both On Nietzsche and, as a book of meditations, 
Memorandum. But the abandoned epilogue also includes themes central 
to fictional writings from the period and later-notably the theme of the 
double or twin, explored in Scissiparity and L'Abbe C., among other works
and, beyond that, the problem of the continuum as it relates to that of the 
sacred and the profane, a theme explored most fully in condensed expository 
prose in Theory of Religion, written in 1 948. 
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All in all, the years immediately following the publication of On 
Nietzsche witness Bataille's gradual abandonment of this style and strategy 
of writing. In that sense, Inner Experience, Guilty, and On Nietzsche, and the 
texts directly related to them, do stand decidedly apart in Bataille's oeuvre 
as being of a piece, however heterogeneous and disorienting that place 
may be. The combination of theoretical speculation and dense metaphor 
found in Bataille's early writing, delirious and highly combustible as it 
was, would give way, across the tragic prose of these three volumes, to a 
more straightforward, if no less intellectually challenging, style. Perhaps the 
definitive turn was an ironic one, when in 1 950  Bataille proposed that these 
books be reissued as part of a multivolume assemblage. The mere fact that 
he might have to reissue and thereby reexamine the works suggests that 
they were in some sense no longer current. 

The multivolume series Bataille proposed to Gallimard in 1 950  took 
the collective title La Somme atheologique (The Atheological Summa or Sum
ma Atheologica) , and On Nietzsche had a prominent place in the project as 
the principal text in a larger textual assemblage with a new title, Le Monde 
nietzscheen d'Hiroshima (The Nietzschean World of Hiroshima) . The book 
would be the second volume in the series, following a new edition of Inner 
Experience and preceding a volume titled L'Amitie (Friendship) ,  wherein 
Guilty was to be the central text. 

The proposed volume was to include On Nietzsche, Memorandum, 
and a new text on Nietzsche and Hiroshima providing the title for the 
volume as a whole. Bataille claimed to be "in the process of finishing" that 
text, though no manuscript under that specific title was found among his 
papers at the time of his death. 5 3  Undoubtedly the text would have had 
some relationship to the topics presented in Bataille's article, "A propos des 
recits des habitants d'Hiroshima."54 

Another early outline for La Somme proposed including On Nietzsche 
in a volume titled La Mort de Nietzsche (Nietzsche's Death) composed 
of four parts : Comment Nietzsche est-il Mort (How Nietzsche Died) , On 
Nietzsche, La Saintete du Mal (The Sanctity of Evil), and Memorandum. As 
with The Nietzschean World of Hiroshima, no manuscript exists for either 
How Nietzsche Died or The Sanctity of Evil. Outlines for the second of these 
titles do however exist, proposing a collection of essays on writers-Sade, 
Camus, Michelet, Baudelaire, and Simone Weil, among others-not unlike 
the volume Bataille later published as Literature and Evil. 55 Other outlines 
proposed The Sanctity of Evil as a volume devoted to the "necessity of an 
atheological community,"56 affiliating the project with notes for a book on 
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Nietzsche and communism; Sade, Camus, and Nietzsche; and, ultimately, 
the notion of sovereignty. That volume became affiliated in Bataille's plans 
with outlines for his other great multivolume series, The Accursed Share. 
A draft version of volume 3 was published after his death under the title 
Sovereignty: it is substantially a text developing his thoughts on Nietzsche.57 
Reflections on Nietzsche thus occupy two distinct volumes in Bataille's two 
major series of books, the volumes of La Somme Atheologique and those of 
The Accursed Share. 

As plans and outlines for the La Somme developed throughout the 
1 950s, On Nietzsche remained central to the project. When a second edi
tion of Inner Experience was finally published in 1 954, a paratextual note 
listed On Nietzsche as the third of five volumes in La Somme Atheologique. 
The other listed volumes were Inner Experience, Guilty, and two additional 
books, Le Pur Bonheur (Pure Happiness) and Le Systeme inacheve du non
savoir (The Unfinished System of Nonknowledge) . Bataille published an 
essay in Botteghe Oscure XVII in 1 95 8  under the title Pure Happiness,58 and 
a second edition of Guilty appeared in 1 96 1 ,  but the second edition of On 
Nietzsche had not appeared by the time of his death in 1 962.  

Judging by the changes Bataille worked into the second editions of 
Inner Experience and Guilty, one might anticipate that the second edition 
of On Nietzsche would have involved a number of small editorial adjust
ments-minor changes of phrasing, spacing, and occasionally pace-as well 
as the addition of appended texts. A second edition of Memorandum was 
indicated along with the suggestion that Bataille would "reorganize . . .  the 
personal parts" of that work.59 But no more specific details of these potential 
editorial suggestions have surfaced. The inclusion of Memorandum in this 
edition of On Nietzsche finds its justification in Bataille's editorial plans for 
the volume. The texts translated herein follow those published in Bataille's 
Oeuvres Completes. 

In 1 9  3 5 ,  in the sole issue of the Cahiers de Contre-Attaque, Bataille's 
friends and collaborators Georges Ambrosino and Georges Gilet proposed 
that " [t] he world that will be born tomorrow will be the world announced 
by Nietzsche, the world that will liquidate all moral servitude."60 Nearly a 
decade later, echoing this sentiment, Bataille believed he was writing at the 
"dawn of a new world," as he describes it in the notes for Memorandum, 
at a turning point in moral history, and perhaps he was, but the changes 
he and others anticipated seem to have been far more grand and sweeping 
than those that came to pass. Seventy years later, life and thought remain 
profoundly fragmented. Rather than being overcome through the creative 
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play of identities and identifications, affiliations to class, nation, and 
religion-among other limiting forms of personal identification-have 
become all but hopelessly reified by the politics of our social institutions. 
Nietzsche meanwhile has become for many readers what Bataille feared: a 
philosopher, a writer sequestered in one part of the library. Bataille wrote 
On Nietzsche in part as at attempt to end that isolation, to drag Nietzsche 
into the street. And yet, toward the end of On Nietzsche, Bataille admits 
that it is sometimes painful to speak: "I love and it is my torture not to 
be figured out, to have to pronounce words-still sticky with lies, with the 
dregs of the times . . .  So little am I addressing hostile readers that I require 
others to figure me out." Bataille does not write to convince or persuade; he 
does not present arguments to be followed. He writes for the reader who 
will approach him as a friend in search of the singularity hidden behind 
his most common mask. 
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On Nietzsche 

The Will to Chance 



Enter Giovanni with a heart at the end of his dagger: 

Giovanni: Be not amaz'd; if your misgiving hearts 
Shrink at the idle sight, what bloodless fear 
Of coward passion would have seized your senses, 
Had you beheld the rape of life and beauty 
Which I have acted!-My sister, oh my sister! 

Florio: Ha! What of her? 

Giovanni: The glory of my deed 
Dark' ned the mid-day sun, made noon as night 

Ford, 'Tis Pity She's a Whore 



Preface 

1 

You would like to warm yourself 
against me? I advise you not to come 
too close: you might burn your hands. 
For look, I burn too much. I only 
just barely prevent my flame from 
bursting from my body. 

1881-18861 

What compels me to write-I think-is the fear of going mad. 
I suffer from a burning, painful longing that endures in me like an 

unsatisfied desire. 
In one sense, my tension resembles a mad urge to laugh, hardly 

different from the passions from which Sade's heroes burned and yet close 
to those of martyrs or saints . . . 

I have no doubt: this delirium draws out human qualities in me. 
But, it must be said, it leads to disequilibrium and deprives me, painfully, 
of rest. I burn and am disoriented and remain empty in the end. I can 
propose to myself grand and necessary actions, but none of them answers 
to my fever. I am speaking of moral concerns, of the search for an object 
whose value sweeps all others away! 

Compared to the moral ends that are normally proposed, this object 
is incommensurable, in my eyes: these ends seem dull and deceptive. But 
it is precisely these moral ends that can be translated into actions (are they 
not determined as a demand for definite acts?) . 

3 
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It's true: concern for a limited end sometimes leads to the summit 
toward which I strive.  But by a detour. The moral end is then distinct 
from the excess it occasions. Glorious states, sacred moments-which reveal 
the incommensurable-exceed intended results . Common morality places 
these results on the same level as the goals of sacrifice. A sacrifice explores 
the depth of worlds, and the destruction that ensures it thereby reveals the 
laceration. But sacrifice is celebrated for a banal reason .  A morality always 
has some good for individual beings in sight. 

(Things apparently changed the day that God was represented 
as a veritable, unique end. I don't doubt that some will say that the 
incommensurable of which I speak is, in short, only God's transcendence. 
However, God's transcendence is, for me, flight from my object. Nothing 
really changes if we think of human satisfaction in place of that of the 
celestial Being! God's person displaces and does not suppress the problem. 
It only introduces confusion :  at will, when necessary, the being, as a kind 
of God, gives itself an incommensurable essence. No matter: serving God, 
acting on his behalf. God is reducible to the ordinary ends of action. If God 
were situated beyond, we couldn't do anything for him.) 

2 

The extreme, unconditional longing of humanity was expressed for 
the first time by Nietzsche independently from a moral goal and from serv
ing a God. 

Nietzsche could not define it precisely but it animated him; he took 
it on thoroughly. To burn without answering to some moral obligation, 
expressed in a dramatic tone, is undoubtedly a paradox. It is impossible, 
from there, to preach or to act. A disconcerting result arises from this . If 
we stop making one burning state the condition of another subsequent 
state, given as a graspable good, the proposed state seems a pure play 
of fulguration, an empty consummation. Lacking a relationship to some 
enrichment, like power or the growth of the state (or of a God, a Church, 
a party) , this consummation is not even intelligible. The positive value of 
loss can apparently only be given in terms of profit. 

Nietzsche was not clearly aware of this difficulty. He had to make note 
of his failure: in the end he knew that his was a voice in the wilderness. 
To suppress obligation, the good, to denounce the emptiness and the lie of 
morality, he destroyed the effective value of language. Fame came late, and 
when it came, he changed the stakes. No one responded to his expectations. 
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Today it seems that I must say: those who read or admire Nietzsche 
ridicule him (he knew it, he said it*) . Except far me? (I am simplifying.) 
But to attempt, as he asked, to follow him is to submit to the same tests, 
to the same wandering as he did. 

This total liberation of human possibility that he defined, this total 
liberation of all possibilities, is undoubtedly the only possibility that has not 
been tried (I repeat: simplifying, except by me ( ?) ) .  At the current point in 
history, I think every conceivable doctrine that has been preached, that the 
teachings have had, to some extent, an effect. Nietzsche, in turn, conceived 
and preached a new doctrine, he gathered disciples, dreamed of founding 
an order: he hated what he received . . .  vulgar praise! 

Today I think it is good to affirm my distress : I attempted to draw 
out of myself the consequences of a lucid doctrine, which attracted me like 
a light: I 've reaped anguish and most often the impression of succumbing. 

3 

Succumbing, I would not in any way abandon the longing about 
which I have spoken. Or rather, this longing would not let go of me: I 
would die, but would not silence myself for all that (at least I don't think 
so) : I would want those I love to endure or to succumb in their turn.2 

There is a violent movement in the essence of a human being, wanting 
autonomy, for the being to be free. Freedom undoubtedly can be understood 
in several ways, but who will be surprised today that people are dying for 
it? The difficulties that Nietzsche encountered-letting go of God and the 
good, yet nevertheless burning with the ardor of those who died for God or 
the good-I have encountered them in my turn. The discouraging solitude 
that he described exhausts me. But breaking with moral entities gives the 
air I breathe a truth so great that I 'd rather live as a cripple or die than 
fall back into servitude. 

4 

In the moment in which I am writing, I admit that a moral search 
locating its object beyond the good first leads one astray. Nothing assures 
me any more that I will pass the test. This admission, founded on a painful 

*See below page 2 1 .  
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experience, authorizes me to laugh at those who, in attacks or exploitations, 
confuse Nietzsche's position with that of Hitler. 

/It what height is my dwelling? Climbing, I have never counted the steps 
leading up to me; where all the steps cease, I have my roof and my dwelling. " 

( 1 882- 1 8 84) 3 
Thus a demand is expressed that does not intend any graspable good 

and yet consumes the one who lives it. 
I'd like to put an end to this crude equivocation. It is frightful to 

see reduced to the level of propaganda a thought that remains comically 
unemployable, open only to those inspired by the void. According to some, 
Nietzsche would have had the greatest influence on his times. It's doubtful: 
no one expected him to mock moral laws. Above all he had no political 
position: he refused, when asked, to choose one party or another; irritated 
to be identified with either the right or the left. He was horrified by the 
idea of subordinating his thought to a cause. 

His decided feelings on politics date from his falling out with Wagner, 
from the disillusion that he experienced the day that Wagner spread out 
before him the German coarseness : Wagner the socialist, Francophobe, anti
Semite . . .  The spirit of the Second Reich, above all in its pre-Hitlerite 
tendencies, the emblem of which is anti-Semitism, is what he despised most. 
Pan-German propaganda nauseated him. 

"I like to make a clean sweep of things. It is part of my ambition 
to be considered a despiser of the Germans par excellence. My mistrust 
of the German character I expressed even when I was twenty-six (in the 
third Untimely section 6)-The Germans seem impossible to me. When I 
imagine a type of man that antagonizes all my instincts, it always turns into 
a German." (Ecce Homo)4 If you want to see clearly, on the political level, 
Nietzsche was the prophet, foretelling the coarse, German fate. He was the 
first to denounce it. He abhorred the closed, heinous, self-satisfied madness 
that seized the German mind after 1 870, that is exhausting itself today in 
Hitlerite fury.5 No deadlier error has ever led a whole people astray, destined it 
more cruelly for the abyss. But he detached himself from this mass, dedicated 
in advance, refusing to participate in the orgy of "self-contentment." His 
strictness had consequences. Germany chose to ignore a genius that did 
not flatter her. Only his foreign notoriety attracted the belated attention of 
his people . . .  I know of no better example of a standoff between a man 
and his country: an entire nation, for fifteen years, remaining deaf to that 
voice, isn't that serious? Today, watching the ruin, we must admire the fact 
that at the moment when Germany took the path leading to the worst, the 
wisest and most passionate of the Germans turned away from her: he was 
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horrified and unable to overcome his feelings. On both sides, in any case, 
in the attempts at evasion no less than in the aberrations, after the fact, the 
absence of escape must be recognized-isn't that disarming? 

Nietzsche and Germany, in their opposition to one another, have 
met the same kind of end: equally aroused by senseless hopes, but in 
vain.  Outside of this tragic, vain agitation, everything between them was 
laceration and hatred. The similarities are insignificant. If not for the habit 
of ridiculing Nietzsche, of doing to him what depressed him most :  quick 
reading, convenient use-without even letting go of positions he opposed-his 
doctrine would be taken for what it is: the most violent of solvents. To 
take him for a supporter of causes he discredits is not only an insult, it is 
to trample him underfoot, to prove the one does not know his work when 
one claims to love it. Whoever would try, as I have, to go to the end of the 
possible that Nietzsche's work calls out, would become, in turn, a field of 
infinite contradictions. To the extent that one might follow this paradoxical 
teaching, he would see that embracing one of the previously mentioned 
causes is no longer possible, that his solitude is complete. 

5 

In this book, written in a rush, I have not developed this point of 
view theoretically. I even think that an effort of this type would be sullied 
by ponderousness. Nietzsche wrote "with his blood: "6 whoever criticizes him 
or, better, experiences him can only do so by bleeding in his turn. 

I wrote hoping my book would appear, if possible, on the occasion 
of the centenary of Nietzsche's birth ( 1 5  October 1 844) . I wrote from 
February to August, hoping that the German retreat would make publication 
possible. I began with a theoretical statement of the problem (this is Part 
Two) ,  but this short presentation is fundamentally only a narrative of a lived 
experience: of an experience lived for twenty years, charged throughout with 
fear. On this subject, I think it useful to dispel an equivocation: Nietzsche 
was the philosopher of the "will to power" ; he presented himself as such; 
he was received as such. I think that he was rather the philosopher of evil. 
It is the attraction, the value of evil that, it seems to me, gave meaning to 
what he wanted to say when speaking of power. If it was not like this, how 
can this passage be explained? 

"Spoiling the Taste-A: You keep spoiling the taste; that is what 
everybody says. B: Certainly. I spoil the taste of his party for everyone
and no party forgives that." ( The Gay Science § 1 72)7 


