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wage to the worker without waiting. The worker turns the 
bolt in order to obtain this wage. In principle, the wage will 
enable him to meet his needs. Thus, in no way does he es-
cape the circle of constraint. He works in order to eat, and 
he eats in order to work.2

For Bataille, the final purpose of all work is pleasure rather than 
wealth or utility. It’s just that the servile end up with a very small 
portion of the pleasure.

Notice how Bataille locates the car’s pleasure in its driver, in 
“contemplative drives” without purpose. Such drives are an especially 
American Dream, for our daily reality involves cars used for utility, 
transportation between home and work. However, our abiding my-
thology of cars from Kerouac to David Foster Wallace focuses on 
the road trip—the romance of scenic highways stretching across the 
plain toward the horizon, where dim shadows of mountains mate-
rialize from the haze, the final destination being in some vague fu-
ture, inevitably either a disappointment or waypoint before the next 
friend’s couch, the next seedy motel further down the road. American 
road trips constitute a time out of time, out of utility, where the driver 
is king of the road.

It is, in Bataille’s words, a life of “sovereignty,” in which “The 
sovereign individual consumes and doesn’t labor,” but “truly enjoys 
the products of this world—beyond his needs. His sovereignty re-
sides in this. Let us say the sovereign (or the sovereign life) begins 
when, with the necessities ensured, the possibility of life opens up 
without limit.”3 As a consequence of the sovereign’s limitless possi-
bilities, his relationship to time couldn’t be more different from the 
servile: “nothing counts but the moment itself. What is sovereign in 
fact is to enjoy the present time without having anything else in view 
but this present.”4 That is why the sovereign drives without destina-
tion and burns his gasoline strictly without purpose.

But it goes without saying that America is also a land of con-
sumption. For all our productivity, we feast upon energy and com-
modities and services out of proportion with the rest of the world. 

Even Bataille, speaking of mid-twentieth-century France, 
2 Ibid., pp. 198-199.
3 Idem. 
4 Idem.
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Americans work harder than anyone else in the world, we like 
to believe, having enshrined the idea within our national identity. It 
is a fact that we work more hours and are given fewer paid vacations 
than any industrialized nation, and Americans cash out precious few 
of the vacation hours they do have. Georges Bataille would call this 
a life of “servility,” or life defined by production, in which what we 
make defines who we are. However, in the 21st century, the measure 
of work is no longer the output of production but the hours spent 
behind a desk, so that servility is now defined by the time given up 
to our “career.” Either way, we are stuck inside a utilitarian system 
hostile to all consumption that might serve only ourselves. We are 
welcome to eat in the break room, for half an hour, and perhaps to 
take a couple coffee breaks, but only to fortify us to get back to work. 
We cannot take vacation time because the boss will realize our es-
sential lack of utility—that he doesn’t need us, that the system can 
function without us.

The most extreme form of this servility is the slave: “the [peo-
ple] without means [who] labor and reduce their consumption to the 
necessities, to the products without which they could neither subsist 
nor labor.”1 The life of servility devotes itself to the future, where the 
product of its labor will be enjoyed—almost never by the laborer. In 
the present moment, the servile absorb themselves into their work: 

it is servile to consider duration first, to employ the present 
time for the sake of the future, which is what we do when 
we work. The worker produces the machine bolt with a view 
to the moment when this bolt will itself be used to assem-
ble the automobile, which another will enjoy in a sovereign 
fashion, in contemplative drives. The worker does not per-
sonally have in view the sovereign pleasure of the future car 
owner, but this pleasure will justify the payment that the 
factory owner anticipates, which authorizes him to give a 

1 Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share, volumes II and III (New York: Zone Books, 1993), 
p. 198.
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observed that “the worker’s wage enables him to drink a glass of 
wine: he may do so, as he says, to give him strength, but he really 
drinks in the hope of escaping the necessity that is the principle of 
labor”.5 The true purpose of the wine, as always, is pleasure: “into the 
wine he swallows there enters a miraculous element of savor, which 
is precisely the essence of sovereignty. It’s not much, but at least the 
glass of wine gives him, for a brief moment, the miraculous sensation of 
having the world at his disposal”.6 Intoxication is indeed miraculous. 
In the years before prohibition, each American famously consumed 
beer and liquor by gallons; later, however, advertising and consum-
erism groomed Americans toward different intoxications of orgiastic 
buying and the thrill of acquisition and, of course, the pleasures of 
the dinner table. And most recently, our intoxications are rooted in 
the massive reserves of pornography and violence deliverable at all 
moments for free. 

So it could be that America drifts somewhere between the two 
antipodes Bataille describes, servility and sovereignty. In truth, how-
ever, we leap back and forth, seeking refuge in one while dwelling 
inside the cage of the other. We work harder than anyone else and 
then, as our reward, consume more. Even our definition of freedom 
is, essentially, the freedom to buy--to have a burger our way, to build 
the teddy bear any way we like (as long as the bill has been paid). 
But there is always a limiting factor to our consumption that negates 
sovereignty. Everyone knows how quickly intoxication produced 
through consumerism evaporates, leaving only the addict’s need to 
buy more in order to achieve the same effect--and then it is back to 
the work that earns the money to buy, along with whatever sacrifices 
are necessary to preserve that job, including the sacrifice of vacation 
time. Our consumption is ultimately servile.

The young, who historically have begun adult life in despair of 
finding a job, today struggle against entering this cycle. In the mean-
time, they seek sovereignty in the thrills of video games or social 
media or pornography, where time is utterly wasted as the player’s 
consciousness absorbs into the moment of nonproductive action. 
Meanwhile, psychiatrists stand in the background worrying about 
“internet addiction” because in America, every truly sovereign plea-
sure is pathologized, a dangerous risk to be enjoyed cautiously if at 
5 Idem.
6 Idem.

all. We always worry that, if we go on a genuine road trip, we may 
never find our way back.

Servility has won, the pole to which we are inevitably pulled 
back. Every recent trend confirms this. Education obsesses about 
“outcomes” in order to focus upon the future, the ends rather than 
the moment in which learning actually occurs. The madness to “assess 
outcomes” is really a desire to prove that the time spent by professors 
and students was productive of utility, neither self-serving nor sover-
eign. To take a drive, by this way of thinking, means only to proceed 
toward a destination, never the contemplation behind the wheel nor 
the pleasures afforded by solitude or distance or the mountains that 
broke the earth for no reason but their own.

And then we declare that our submission to utility is actually 
freedom.

The Illusion of Freedom

According to Slavoj Zîzêk, “what distinguishes humans from 
animals is their ability to pretend as opposed to simply getting caught 
up in an illusion: I pretend that something is x while knowing full 
well it is not x. Pretending (faire-sembant) is to be distinguished from 
direct attempts to create an illusion”.7 It is impossible to exist in a 
location of freedom, of sovereignty, when our individual perspectives 
are always already mediated by the illusions of consumer neutrality. 
This chimera of neutrality, that we are as individuals able to choose 
our path through the capitalist techno-wonderland, is the false truth 
that confuses quantity for quality, ends for means, results for experi-
ence, facts for wonder. We cling to the delusion that the production 
of more consumer choices is evidence of increased freedom, due in 
part to America’s long and documented history of equating freedom 
with capitalism.

In quasi-religious terms, we believe that American exception-
alism is tantamount to the manifest destiny of an emancipatory ef-
ficacy of consumer products; nonetheless, our Puritan ethos actively 
enforces a living disavowal of self-serving consumption. This schizo-
phrenic view of consumption requires an economy of pleasure that 
allows sovereign wastefulness only in moments. It is symptomatic 
7 Slavoj Žižek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism (New 
York: Verso, 2013), p. 44.
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of this contradiction that while the individual negotiates the global 
capitalist fork in the road between individual sovereignty and servile 
utility, he/she must seek putative release from servility through the 
temporary escapism of consumerism itself. Moreover, this escapism 
is always under the strict surveillance of an enforced false reconcilia-
tion through the mechanism of guilt, the guilt of wastefulness, which 
acts at all times as the moderating limit that true sovereignty would 
disregard. Green capitalism offers itself as a redemptive force to al-
leviate this guilt. Nonetheless, global hedonism is required to fuel 
the market, which functions as the altar upon which we sacrifice our 
sovereignty for servility, telling ourselves all along that we have a 
choice--but one that must always be deferred for the primacy of the 
practical. As Zîzêk puts it,“[f ]reedom is thus not freedom from a 
Master, but the replacement of one Master with another: the external 
Master is replaced with an internal one”.8

Here we have an example of what Lyotard called the différend.9 
Although it is impossible to fully reconcile the sovereign individu-
al with the servile machine of productive outputs, we cling to the 
different and contradictory claims of both sides: “we obfuscate the 
fact that the world into which we intervene with our free acts is the 
very world of phenomenal reality in which we struggle for our freedom”.10 
An example of this différend is the technofetishizing singularity of 
cyber capitalism: the dream that cyberspace can create a “friction-
less capitalism” where ubiquitous consumption will emancipate the 
entire planet, where in fact it arguably perpetuates the illusion of 
freedom. What is important to realize is that America’s love affair 
with technology is not simply the contemporary instance of Ameri-
can consumerist ethos, but more importantly, it is precisely the equa-
tion of consumer choice plus freedom that drives today’s salaciously 
utopian techno-capitalist dreams. America has always given free-
dom a geopolitical dimension with a particular American definition. 
This is not the commonplace notion of geopolitics. America’s brand 
8 Ibid., p. 196.
9 For Lyotard, this term designates a discord, a difference of opinion, a dispute, but also 
the putative subtleties of difference that are exposed with critique as great contradictions. 
When we understand the deep reality of the contradiction(s) within a state of affairs, we 
“open an abyss between parts ….their différend; this act is marked by the camera obscura 
of that complex feeling Burke called ‘delight’”. Jean-François Lyotard, “Judiciousness in 
Dispute, or Kant after Marx,” The Lyotard Reader, Andrew Benjamin, ed. (Oxford: Black-
well, 1989), p 326.
10 Žižek, Less Than Nothing, p. 163 (emphasis in original).

of geopolitics is simply the equation of geographic conquest with 
power. America has always seen itself as a conquering force, moving 
throughout and onto the west as a movement of manifest destiny; 
a kind of territorialization through movement. Americans consume 
through moving and conquering, from the first settlers, through the 
covered wagon, railroads and the automobile. Americans take to the 
road and consume. The automobile has always been synonymous with 
consumerism: we drive to buy something, to consume. We extend 
American-type power through movement and are thus kings of the 
road, knights of the crusade of American expansion. We now can do 
this through cyberspace. Freedom, thus, is the freedom to go wherev-
er we please; no expenditure is too much because freedom is at stake. 
(Yet the freedom of cyberspace is an illusion because colonization of 
cyberspace seeks utility, to put the web to use, whereas a truly sover-
eign expansion into cyberspace would seek no such utility.)

Self-reliance, pragmatism, and freedom are key American val-
ues that are celebrated through the freedom of geo-expenditure. The 
différend is located in the unique manner in which Americans have 
seemingly lived in a space of simultaneous servility and sovereignty. 
Bataille identified a similar antipathy in modern man’s wish to fic-
tionalize a higher structure and order for himself while simultane-
ously claiming freedom. But, Bataille says, you can’t eat the cake of 
freedom while having the architecture of order:

Abused by a system that threatens to crush or domesticate 
them, individuals have put themselves, in practical terms, 
at the mercy of what appears to them, through blinding 
flashes and disheartening attacks of empty verbiage, to be 
above all the pitiful condition of their human existence.11

Is this not similar to what modern Americans (and the American-
ized horde of globalized neoliberal capitalism) are told to embrace?: 
that consumerism/consumption (i.e., freedom) will liberate them 
from their own humanness, and that in the very near future through 
technological advancement, our very mortal and decaying humanity 
will be bracketed off, genetically altered and deleted for a better (and 
11 Bataille, “The ‘Old Mole’ and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme [Superman] and 
Surrealist,” Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, Allan Stoekl, ed. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1985), p. 32.
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freer) digital existence? Just as the Enlightenment promised a future 
liberated from the chains of superstition and servitude, today we are 
given a litany of  “empty verbiage” that pledges nothing less than 
sovereign limitlessness by way of the usurpation of nature itself.12

The Road of American Sovereign Freedom

Bataille argued that modern culture, as well as modern politics, 
shared the “essential contradiction of the high and the low”.13 To il-
lustrate this point he marshalled the symbols of the eagle and the 
mole. It is necessary to quote the full passage:

From the point of view of appearance and brilliance, 
the eagle is obviously the more virile conception of the two. 
Not only does it rise in radiant zones of the solar sky, but it 
resides there with uncontested glamour. The eagle’s hooked 
beak, which cuts all that enters into competition with it 
and cannot be cut, suggests its sovereign virility. Thus the 
eagle has formed an alliance with the sun, which castrates 
all that enters into conflict with it (Icarus, Prometheus, the 
Mithraic bull). Politically the eagle is identified with impe-
rialism, that is, with the unconstrained development of in-
dividual authoritarian power, triumphant over all obstacles. 
And metaphysically the eagle is identified with the idea, 
young and aggressive, it has not reached a state of pure ab-
straction, when it is still only the unbounded development 
of concrete fact disguised as divine necessity.

Revolutionary idealism tends to make of the rev-
olution an eagle above eagles, a supereagle striking down 
authoritarian imperialism, an idea as radiant as an adoles-
cent eloquently seizing power for the benefit of utopian 
enlightenment. This detour naturally leads to the failure of 

12  The literature claiming that such transformative change is just around the digital corner 
are difficult to keep up with. The most grandiose include Luciano Floridi, The 4th Revo-
lution: How the Infosphere is Reshaping Human Reality (Oxford, 2014); Michael Chorost, 
World Wide Mind: The Coming Integration of Humanity, Machines, and the Internet (Free 
Press, NY, 2010); Ray Kurzweil, The Age of Spiritual Machines (Penguin 1999), The Singu-
larity is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology (Penguin, 2005), and How To Create a Mind: 
The Secret of Human Consciousness Revealed (Penguin, 2012). 
13 Bataille, "The ‘Old Mole’," pp. 34-35. 

the revolution and, with the help of military fascism, the 
satisfaction of the elevated need for idealism. The Napo-
leonic epic represents its least ridiculous development: the 
castration of an Icarian revolution, shameless imperialism 
exploiting the revolutionary urge.

Meanwhile, brought back to the subterranean action 
of economic facts, the “old mole” revolution hollows out 
chambers in a decomposed soil repugnant to the delicate 
nose of the utopians. “Old mole,” Marx’s resounding ex-
pression for the complete satisfaction of the revolutionary 
outburst of the masses, must be understood in relation to 
the notion of a geological uprising as expressed in the Com-
munist Manifesto. Marx’s point of departure has nothing 
to do with the heavens, prefered station of the imperialist 
eagle as of Christian or revolutionary utopias. He begins 
in the bowels of the earth, as in the materialist bowels of 
proletarians.14

We have here a brilliantly prescient description of American 
neoconservative machismo on through Donald Trump’s  “Make 
America Great Again” nativist demagoguery. Bataille called it uto-
pian idealism; today we call it American exceptionalism. Meanwhile, 
today Marx’s “old mole” might be the equally utopian, unabashed 
“socialism” of the Bernie Sanders “revolution.” The mole burrowed 
into the repugnant soil of the proletariat just as today it grows out of 
“grass roots” working-class (the 99%) economic sewage. 

But arguably, today nobody is really riding the mole instead of 
ascending with the eagle. The American eagle is of course synony-
mous with freedom, and nobody is willing to get down with the dirt 
of the animals or the people. Bataille called this the antinomy of the 
high and the low, an antinomy that goes back to our paleolithic hubris 
when we could look down at those below. We privilege the high over 
the low (and base); we never condone a “road to the bottom” but take 
the “road to the top”; better a “road to nowhere”15 than a meaningless, 
meandering road. Better a “sovereign” eagle than a servile mole. But 

14 Idem.
15 This would be the infamous project in the Izembek National Wildlife Refuge in Alas-
ka. See http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-babbitt-road-to-nowhere-alaska-
20140311-story.html.
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of course, Bataille’s irony is that the “old mole” is the sovereign one, 
not only free to scavenge and free to see the not-so-hazy world under 
its nose but also free from the delusion of sovereignty itself. The mole 
takes not the high road but the low road, literally, like Jack Kerouac, 
down and inside the bowels of America:

HERE DOWN ON DARK EARTH
 before we all go to Heaven
VISIONS OF AMERICA
All that hitchhikin
All that railroadin
All that comin back
  to America
Via Mexican & Canadian borders…
Less begin with the sight of me with collar huddled up 

close to neck and tied around with a handkerchief to keep it 
tight and snug, as I go trudging across the bleak, dark ware-
house lots of the ever lovin San Pedro waterfront, the oil 
refineries smelling in the damp foggish night of Christmas 
1951 just like burning rubber and the brought-up mysteries 
of the Sea Hag Pacific, where just off to my left as I trudge 
you can see oily skeel of old bay waters marching up to hug 
the scummy posts and out on over the flatiron waters are 
the lights ululating in the moving tide and also lights of 
ships and bum boats themselves moving and closing in and 
leaving this last lip of American land--16

Here, “DOWN ON DARK EARTH,” the eagle is not to be seen. 
Nothing to buy; nothing to sell. Dirt proves to be limitless: dirt mak-
ing the foundations of low, base America; dirt holding up the lone-
some highways where sovereigns wander; dirt where a Sartrean mole 
exists without the endless obligations of the servile life. 

16 Jack Kerouac, Lonesome Traveler (New York: Grove Press, 1960), pp. 1-2. 
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