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The Sacred and Transgression

Chin Ken Pa, Chung Yuan Christian University, Taiwan

Since the rise of rationalism from the Age of Enlightenment, any
discourses on holiness would be inevitably be understood as the opposite of
reason. The subject of discussion is then treated as the “unspeakable” .
Actually, the fact that reason cannot give a definition to holiness indicates
that there is a “boundary”, and holiness refers to the Being beyond the
boundary. Since any object denied by Enlightenment is considered
“outside” of the epistemological activity, “holiness” has gradually become
a “modern heresy” .

Admittedly, we cannot talk about “holiness” . All our talks are about
how it has been “delimited” . Therefore, the key is to identify the action
of “delimiting” . Only by understanding the “delimiting” can we find what
is beyond the “boundary” or “outside” yet is still in effect. Analogously
speaking, this is a more radical approach than traditional negative
theology. “Negation” is no longer the way to “affirmation”, but is
examined itself. A “boundary” is given to what is called “negative
theology” ; the “outside” is no longer a means but functioning itself. This
is the problem of transgression .

French thinkers from Maurice Blanchot, Georges Bataille to Michel
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Foucault have all apprehended the limit of reason, and pointed out how
“holiness” as the “extra-territorial” takes on “otherness” and becomes the
Other. Moreover, this otherness presents itself as a possibility by means of
“transgression” . Holiness reenters our life-world by breaking the boundary

of reason. This is a “dark night of holiness” .

1.

Throughout his life, Foucault had been dealing with “boundary” . If
The Thought from Outside ( La Pensée du Dehors), The Order of Things
(Les Mots et les Choses) are footnotes that are attempts to reach the
“outside” ( dehors) , then History of Madness is the corpus carrying his
major thought. In The Thought from Outside , Foucault tries to transform
negative theology. The approach of negative theology was an incessant
negation to expose the powerlessness of speaking. However, Foucault
asserts that “negative theology” remains a discourse itself, “it finds itself
in the end, though it is silent” . © Foucault puts his focus on reading the
works of Maurice Blanchot. By emptying and filling the reflexive
language, words can carry on their endless expansion to the pure
“outside” . The infinite reflexivity of language makes it possible to reach
an opening and go beyond the boundary. By means of transgression,
Foucault “approaches” what negative theology negates. In his early years,
Foucault would admit that language is the key to break the boundary and

open up the outside. But later he discovers that one cannot cancel the

@ Foucault, Maurice Blanchot: The Thought from Outside , in F It/ Blanchot , trans.
Jeffrey Mehlman and Brian Massumi (New York: Zone Books, 1989), 19.




boundary by talking about it, or through the use of language. Reason has
taken hold of “madness” with the rational discourse.®

If reason can take hold of “madness” by discourse, then reason has
already absorbed “madness”. How can we identify “madness” or even
“holiness”? In the preface of the first edition of History of Madness,
Foucault says, “An effort is to be made in history to trace the starting
point of the history of insanity. Back then, it was an undifferentiated
experience, an experience of self-differentiation that has not yet been
differentiated . ”® We can see Foucault’s framework from this statement.
In order to expound whether the history or origin of the boundary line is
possible, he has come up with several themes: history ( histoire) , origin,
experience, and classification. Foucault believes that the concept of
cultural history itself is a product of the classification. He gives his
answer: “Only when we are in the action of differentiating and starting
with differentiation can we construct them as un-disintegrated dust.”®

That is to say, in History of Madness, what Foucault aims to do is
not to hear the voice of the mad ( fou) thoughout history. On the
contrary, it is an archeological criticism of reason carried out by reason

itself, in order to discover how reason would apprehend the history of

madness. The history of madness being apprehended is the very history of

@ Bradley Arthur, Negative Theology and Modern French Philosophy (London and New
York: Routledge, 2003) ; Bernauer, James W, Michel Foucault’ s Force of Flight: Towards an
Ethics for Thought (London: Humanities, 1990) .

® Foucault, “Preface”, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of
Reason , trans. Richard Howard(London: Routledge, 1997), xi-xii.

® Foucault, “Preface to the Second Edition,” Madness and Civilization: A History of
Insanity in the Age of Reason , trans. Richard Howard, xiv.
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the falling of “holiness” . Therefore, Foucault finds out that talking about
madness is not to identify what madness is or to negate reason by
reasoning. Like negative theology, it has pre-supposed something
affirmative . Foucault believes that the discourse on madness has to be a
description of the experience ( expérience) of madness. That is to say, it
is a re-presentation of the experience in which “experience” describes
itself; i.e. how it comes to be “madness” .

However, is there a kind of pure “madness”? Foucault maintains
that a pure madness is impossible. Talking about “madness” is not to
negate reason. Foucault has realized that a full negation of reason is self-
contradictory, the same as finding the origin of madness. That is why he
says, ‘In our civilization, there can be no reason if there is no madness.
The necessity of madness all through the Western history is linked with
this decision.” PReason cannot get rid of the specter of what it tries to
talk about. Reason has been continuously trying to talk about madness and
separate itself from madness. However, it is useless in .Foucault’ s eyes;
for all recognition of “madness” has shown that reason itself includes the
cognitive construction of madness. “Reason recognizes in the irrational
being the negativity of a madman, while recognizing itself in all the
rational contents of madness.” ®In the same way, since we cannot speak
of “madness”, how can we speak of “holiness”, especially when holiness

is as unspeakable as madness? How can we avoid the trap of another

@®  Foucault, “Preface to the First Edition,” in Histoire de la Folie a L' Age Classique (Paris
: Gallimard, 1961), 7.

@  Foucault, Madness and Civilization : A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans.
Richard Howard, 19.




classification?

2

In the Middle Ages, madness of the Cross has subdued all reason.
Man has given himself up to madness. However, by the 17" century,
everything has changed. This is what Foucault calls the “starting point of
the critical consciousness of madness”. We have noticed that to John
Calvin, madness is the opposite of reason. The content of madness is
rational yet is still hidden. In the numerous cases of holy madness, man
finds traces of wisdom. Madness of the Cross is the very apex of God s
intellectual design. Once the critical consciousness of madness
overwhelms, praising the wisdom of God becomes the most important
activity, and the wisdom itself becomes content of madness. To F oucault,
Calvin’ s arguments have originated from a kind of Christian self-
classification, “Now it is the Christians themselves who are excluding the
irrational from the edge of reason.”® What Calvinistic theology reveals is
the birth of Christian rationalism, with its targets on the irrational
elements of Christianity. Gradually, Christian rationalism finds the glory
of a God who dies on a Cross a scandal. The will and grace of God
requires to be understood by reason, thus the “Christian doctrines” came
into being. Isn’ t Weber’ s “protestant ethics” a product of such
“rationalization” ?

Foucault is pointing out to us that Christianity should not forget that

@ Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans.
Richard Howard, 19.
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in his entire life, Christ is filled with “insane” powers. He forgives sins,
lives a poor life, dies a scandalous death in Golgotha. God has become a
public shame, a disgrace among the gentiles. Can God be called God at
all, if he dies in shame? This death is not a heroic and glorious death,
but a shameful death with criminals and robbers. He does not proceed in
silent and seclusion, but suffers public insult. He does not embark on a
glorious journey, but wears a crown of thorns, his naked body raw from
the lashes. Stumbling his way from Jerusalem to Golgotha, he has become
a public exhibition of shame. Therefore, these cannot be understood by
reason, nor should they be viewed as sheer madness. The event of the
Cross should be viewed as a holy event. Or more correctly, the experience

of divine madness is linked with the scandal of the Cross .

3.

All in all, in the ages when “madness” is suppressed by reason,
“holiness” is unavoidably classified by reason as “madness”. In other
words, it has become something to be apprehended and spoken of by
reason. This agrees with Foucault’s idea: “madness” has been classified
by reason. That is why “holiness” seems to be suppressed along with
“madness” . ©In Foucault’ s History of Madness, we can find experiences
of “holiness” in the experiences of “madness” . From this we can see the

affinity of “madness” and “holiness”, as well as how they have both been

@ SeeJ. D. Caputo, “On not knowing who we are: madness, hermeneutics and the night
of truth in Foucault,” in Michel Foucault and theology : the politics of religious experience , ed.
James Bernauer and Jeremy Carrette ( Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004) .




