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Epitaph for Sacrifice, Epitaph for the Left

No Misery

The most significant trait of the times we live through : no one is willing to die for whatsoever. Their emblem : the delirious Gulf war, having as main objective to avoid casualties in the first place, a war, carried out to demonstrate that "all is under control" and thus negate death and loss.

"All that is not given is lost", says an Indian proverb ; but in our contemporary world nothing is ever given and all seems lost. Unhappiness itself has been deprived of its Christian attraction : being poor and ill today provokes but repulsion, mixed with a 19th century styled philanthropic attempt to buy oneself out, to have no longer misery before one's eyes. Unhappiness frightens to death modern man, who, in plunging into a world of boundless positivity, has been left without defense against evil. Suffering does no longer make sense, therefore suffering is unbearable.

The name for it decadence. Samuel Butler's witty anti-utopia "Erewhon" (=nowhere) was an introduction to the decadence of the last century. In his imaginary land people are despised, sentenced or even punished as criminals for the bare fact of being unhappy. Society has placed itself entirely on the side of fortune and order, and all of a sudden misery has become a much greater menace than crime : it has to be banned. The Malta talks can be seen as an introduction to the 20th fin-de-siècle : evil was suddenly ordered out of the world. In this way, an essentially tragic vision of duel between two superpowers the outcome of which tended to apocalypse, was replaced by the comic one of a world where minor villains menace peace and happiness, but the centralized forces of good quickly teach them a lesson without really risking anything. Thus suffering — hardships, endurance, victims… —  is, from now on, denied legitimate right to exist ; it is but a complication, a peripety before the burst of laughter. The miracle of fraternization is everywhere - East and West, then Jews and Arabs, who'll be the next ? What's the use to fight, to defend interests, to try and return universal tendencies ; the world is what it is, there are the rich countries and the poor ones, experience has shown that it is better for the poor to let themselves guide by the rich. Every problem can be resolved by peaceful means under the new pax americana. Opposing, confronting, politicizing - these are remnants of a delirious sado-masochist past, when man thought he was concerned with power. Today power seems to disappear behind technicians, journalists, opinion-polls and currency-rates and man seek his identity at home. 

In such a tender decadent world, the Iraq occupation of Kowait or the Serbian aggression are but dead-ends of history wherefrom nothing could follow : there are to be simply skipped (Kant defined the comic as an intensive expectation that dissolves suddenly into nothing). All local suffering, denied access to history, becomes an act of terrorism ; instead of being defeated, it is to be punished. In the good old times of duel between good and evil, you sympathized with one party taking — if he had the courage to do so — the risk to engage oneself on its side. In the times when good is a sort of police for evil, one no longer fights evil or wishes to do so, he/she simply wants to do away with the center of infection, as wars and conflicts terrorize with the very fact they exist. No one wishes to knows who is to blame for the horrors in Somalia or Bosna, first comes "stop the war", and only after that "may the just cause win, if possible". The West has, so to say, assumed the role of a parent for the rest of the world. In between small local terrorists-children have quickly learnt to cheat on the police of good : they knowing perfectly well that they will never be defeated, as they are but the shadow of New World Order, i.e. they are not fighting, but producing signs of evil that block the system of centralized good (as any signs these can be bargained at a profit). 

In Erewhon, as in the New World (Dis)Order, the negative is no full-right enemy, defying the positive in dubious battle. If negative exists at all, it is but a lack of self-confidence, a neurotic tic of the positive. Suffering, violence and death are no longer a necessary element in the development of society, as the forces of good and reason have things under control ; Mephisto is discharged. But if we are already there, then progress itself is no longer real ; if it can be effectuated in a reasonable way, the forces of reason themselves  should have attained the ideal and wouldn't be supposed to develop any longer. No need for the future to extract itself from the present in tragic labour ; in is the sweet memories of past happiness, that have replaced the vision of a better future. What comes can only frighten in its irrationality and absurdity. The future terrorizes exactly like the Somalian skeletons, the Yugoslav concentration camps or the German burnt Turcs. What will happen? Why should anything happen at all? What, if not final catastrophe and death, could bring us the future?… The police of good and reason tries to keep, here as well, things under hand, to make believe that nothing will happen, or, as this is somewhat difficult a task, at least to play the Malta trick and turn tragedy into comedy, affirming that whatever happens will be of no importance. All great notions are back out of the cupboard, all eternal values, all fashions, all nostalgias to assure us magically that the world has always been the same, nothing ever changes, nothing really important is at stake.

This seems to be the real end to two millennia of Christian civilization. Because, paradoxically, the laic fight for a better future, from the French revolution to the fight against fascism or against the Vietnam war, was the final crescendo of this civilization. In fact, the deepest motive force of the European left movements has neither been the striving for the public (at the expense of the private), nor for equality (at the expense of liberty), but the readiness to assume the tragic break between present and future, that is the willingness to scarifice. It may be objected that many other political currents call on selflessness as well (in "Mein Kampf", for instance, the Aryan is presented as superior to the Jew, in that he is able to sacrifice himself, the latter being condemned to die like a beast). However, there is a world of difference between the self-affirming sacrifice on the right, through which the "master" (in Hegel's terms) imposes his name, his will, his passions, his race, his masculinity, and the radical sacrifice on the left, experienced in the name of the oppressed as self-effacement of an anonymous, if not androgynous comrade in the "class", the "cause", the "historical necessity". (Or, if you wish, between phallus and castration.) 

This explains why communism never won in the West : the East offers a better milieu for self-effacement. To take away private property or to erase the differences of class, knowledge or sex is in its essence a sacrificial act, for he who does fight for such erasement, in expropriating the "phallus" of the ruling class, cancels the very possibility to acquire it himself, that is to be male, master, proprietor etc. Envy destructs not only the other but oneself, as it undermines the very ideal of the ego (the "good object" of M. Klein). Nazism, if it had survived, would have ended up in liquidating all others ; communism, after destroying all the ideal projections of the I (ancestors, tradition, identity, truth, dignity, law, wealth, science, party members themselves) went as far as destroying itself in the supreme gesture of the perestroika. The ultimate sacrifice of communism was the sacrificing of communism itself. (Is then communism dead or does it still live : here you are an aporia similar to the one of the liar saying "I am a liar").

Communism's Guilt-Machine 

It is not by chance that the fall of the Berlin wall brought about such unaccountable despair, at that, on both sides. It seems that the communist  bloc played a greater role than people inside and outside it would be willing to admit. Today we could argue that the whole thing was a tasteless combination of Schlaraffenland and Gulag. And yet, in another perspective, the essential was not what communists were ready to die and kill for, but that they were ready to do so in a world of positivity, that had no defense against death : it was they who assumed to be the agent of the destruction of the old and the birth of the new, to be the ecstasy of rupture itself — as scapegoats and hangmen at the same time.

The notion of sacrifice has been banalized by Stalinist propaganda, as well as by the anti-communist folklore, but this should not mislead us. We simply have to get rid of its positive connotation : sacrificial exchange was but a type of social relation. In fact, being transformed into a state policy, manipulated, perverted, it became a terrible burden for the "liberated" populations. This side of communism is rarely analyzed ; normally one is tempted to see the utilitarian side of the thing - the regime confiscates, the envious populations rob the individual of rights and property. But in fact the interaction had a deeper symbolic dimension. To make of the "proletarian" — by definition being deprived of property, power, knowledge, sex
 — the basis of society means to incriminate all "phallic" attributes of man (power, property…) and to impose symbolic castration as moral (and even a juridical) norm : any form of existence above the imaginary zero-point called "proletarian" was branded with guilt. This has certainly been the utmost radicalization of Christian culture. 

According to the official doctrine of the Stalin-era, the present generation had to be sacrificed for the one to come (this seems to be a "cosmisation" of the convictions in the Slav-orthodox family that parents should "sacrifice" themselves for their children). Agriculture had to be sacrificed to industry, consumer-good production — to the production of means of production. We could analyze the whole (pseudo-)Marxist economic theology in terms of what is due to what. Besides, children had to sacrifice their parents (Pavlik Morosov), party officials, accused by mistake had to sacrifice their honour for the honour of the Party etc.

Or take the example of the communist party, this strange structure that was supposed to govern the Soviet-styled countries and that according to Stalinist norms covered up to 14% of the population. The Party was based neither on property, nor on birth, nor even on some special function or knowledge (the 14 percent pierced through all levels of society). What united its members, motivated by the normal human wish for social success, was the readiness to sacrifice themselves and feel guilty for what they would not sacrifice. A party member was supposed to work more than the rest ; I do not say that he/she in fact did work, what matters is that they were expected to both by official discourse of propaganda, and by private grumble. He/she had to be at the disposal of the Party, because the Party had given them everything (work, house, life…) had thus infinitely indebted them : the member had to be ready, in return, at any moment to organize, to put into practice, to rouse enthusiasm, to be the avant-garde model for the rest. What observers rarely notice is that other stranger "moral" expectations were attached to those : for instance the party member was supposed not only to be modest in his/her private life (initially : poor, of "proletarian background"), but also sociable, that is a "collectivist", transparent. There was this typical story of the party secretary, who lived with no curtains. Privacy and selfishness was supposed to be sacrificed : the first step upwards in the social hierarchy (Komsomol, Party) implied an amount of self-denial or at least its simulacrum (the latter was obviously more often the case). But even then, imagine the identity of him/her, who is constantly torn between pretention and intention, imagine the lack of freedom he/she would have to live with. What is more, the sacrifice/guilt pattern was linked to a monstrous apparatus of secrecy. Vague rumors of crimes, tortures and murders, racist and imperialist phantasms  behind closed doors, secret, seemi-criminal advantages and benefits  — the is what made the strange conspirational organization in power stick together. It makes no sense to compare the privileges of the elites of "real socialism" with those in the developed countries or in Africa ; the essential problem is that everything these elites possessed was outlawed and nevertheless tolerated, if not secretly encouraged ; that the overall incrimination of social differences , opposed to the practice of such differences, created a situation of general indebtedness. One should not be astonished that ex-communist parties do not dissolve after the fall of the regimes : they are more than a political structure.

Power reposes on symbolic exchange, in order to rule you have to give. And yet, there seems to be no other example in history of such a systematic culpabilization of a ruling group
. One is may think of early Islam, a culture imposing severe self-restrictions of those in power and equally tending towards military and ideological expansion, atyhough, Islamic culture guaranteed at least to men the superiority over women, providing thus the "natural" basis on which a minimum of power could be built up. Under communism all power had to be re-conquered again and again by acts of sacrifice, as it had been deprived of "substance" (property, blood, sex…). On the top of the pyramid there was the image of the sacrifice as such : Staline, in his plain "stalinka", who didn't sleep at night, thinking so much of the well-being of the people and who even sacrificed his only son ("I don't exchange a soldier for a general"…). He represented the model I, the sublime effacement of individuality, melting into the anonymous masses. If we know today that despite his outward modesty and impersonality there was the perverse eroticism (or paranoia) of unlimited power, symbolic exchange remains the same : Staline sacrifices his personal life to the people, the people ought to return the gift, in offering their freedom.

Thus communism, as designed by the Staline era, transformed the purest essence of human nature — that is the faculty of giving, sacrificing, owing — into a monstrous technology of domination. The guilt-machine it engendered seems perfect today, none the less it was the result of a chaotic mixture of traditional Russian cultural structures, revolutionary ideas imported from the West and concurrence of circumstances. In fact, it was not giving, but taking away that came first historically : the Party had confiscated the whole of social reality, and thus everything, even life itself, became a gift and the object of symbolic exchange. Such relations with power were obviously an anachronism in the 20th century, for gift is the exact opposite of rights. For instance if travelling abroad were a right, you wouldn't have to feel grateful for being "let" abroad or guilty for having "fled". If there were public procedures of applying for a post and legal guarantees against being thrown out at any moment, the employee would not be indebted to the Party and could act as a free person according to his moral conscience. If you could buy all you need on the market using your own money, you would not be indebted to the seller etc. Rights break the links and liberate the individual, symbolic exchange binds them to produce community.

The greatest discovery of the system was the combining of the gift-and-sacrifice mode with bureaucratic anonymity. The unprecedented centralization of all that touched to representation aimed, primarily, at dissociating man from his/her body. The physical, sexuated, passionate subject, who in the traditional societies exchanged gifts and acts of generosity, was now replaced by an abstract bureaucratic file ; man was reduced to a point in the topography of nomenclatura. It was not the glorious chief X who was endebted to the notorious warrior Y, but an abstract bureaucratic position, defined in abstract terms (did he/she own a cow before the revolution? join the Komsomol? celebrate Lenin's anniversary?). Imagine that the glorious chief is not a desiring body, but a construction, a collage : some clerk registers a great victory he won, another sticks to him the glorious phallus, yet another makes the inventory of his ancestors. The file completed, he can be situated on nomenclatura level "chief" and effectuate a great, generous potlatch. Then some clerk (for some quite personal reason) inserts into the file the observation that the chief was telling political jokes, offending another chief : he is immediately placed into another level, and becomes, say, "foreigner" or "woman".

For the West, modernization implied the destruction of the symbolic exchange between social positions and persons, in introducing rights, mediators, neutral [Wertfreie - Weber] spheres of transaction and thought where the subject doesn't oblige and isn't obliged to no one. Marx — one of the most radical thinkers of western modernity — as well as Nietzsche and Freud, concentrated their fire in the first place on the symbolic debt that mystified the relations between man and power. They were obviously working in the right direction ; by the end of modernization, not only the notion of morals and guilt, but the overall system of giving and sacrificing was eliminated from culture Thus loss, misery and death loosing thus all their sense and becoming an object of dumb horror for the individual. 

The East, and Slav orthodoxy in particular, lived the shock of modernization in quite another way : it radicalized and globalized the sacrifice/guilt pattern, extending it to cosmic, eschatological dimensions. No single spot of reality was left untouched by owing-and-being-owed, no indifferent nature or rational, pragmatic interaction sphere outside the splitting into friends and enemies, progressive and reactionary, good and evil. The heroic movement forwards to industrialization seemed to be but the ideological facade for its opposite — the radicalization of the symbolic exchange pattern ; and it is rather Dostoievsky than Marx who can explain us this universe, attempting to jump over modernity : "Everyone is guilty before everyone for everything and this is paradise"
. 

Seduction International

The symbolic exchange had its international dimension. On one side you had countries that kept their habits, brands of whiskey, names of the streets, on the other, the five-year-period is the maximum that reality can hold out. Apart of the heroic side of suffering, representing the great socialist experiment as the guiding star humanity, in everyday life the East developed a strange discursive masochism, a morbid delight to dwell in misery under the look of the prosperous West, horrified by unhappiness. It was as if division of labour was effectuated throughout Christian civilization : one half had undertaken to be happy and enjoy itself, the other — to sacrifice and suffer. (As far as the facts it was the contrary,  for it was the West that worked harder, but I am considering images, not economy) There exists an ancient archetype : some renounce to life — i.e. to pleasures, sex, freedom, power, success, wealth…— and submit of their own free will to discipline and privations, in going to a monastery/convent. Monasteries are mini-words, situated by the side of the real one, they have social structures, culture, laws, power-relations and even economic production of their own — only life is supposed to be harder than outside. They are worlds of permanent sacrifice, especially concerning the sexuated side of the human being
, worlds that take onto themselves suffering in order to liberate from it the "real" one.

We can see the communist bloc as a planet-scale monastery, where suffering and misery is assumed as to liberate the rest of the world from the anxiety before it. Symbolic exchange was globalized through the mediatic unification of the world. Note the strange fight carried out of communist and Stalinist ideology against all that might be pleasant : fashion, dancing, chewing-gum, entertainment, "art for art's sake", infidelity and all hints of eroticism. How does this fit into a "materialist" ideology? In a strange way the phantasms as Slav (Russian) soul, communist martyrdom, and post-communist "miserabilism" merge. One somehow expects suffering to take place in this part of the world, i.e. voluntary suffering (and this is why the third world can hardly play the role of monastery). It seems — or seemed for some time — quite natural that whole post-communist populations bombard the West with victimary discourses, saying that everything of the life "before" was awful, absurd, ugly, terrible, every single minute of it. 

Leave aside the question whether it was really that awful and if it could have been much better without communism. Just imagine, say, a well-bread healthy engineer, head of a family, coming up to you and saying : "I was a slave, all my life they humiliated me, you cannot understand…". What noble ideals of personal freedom he must have, if he feels like this… Even if the man had really been a slave during the whole of his life, why should he tell it with so much excitement? Why should he draw an almost masochistic pleasure in the idea of his real or imaginary sufferings? Moreover, the real martyrs of the regime, e.g. survivors from the camps, are much more reluctant to complain, trying to save their dignity in some way or another. Miserabilism is the cultural norm, a sort of perverted identity and you should not be surprised to hear the victimary discourse even from high-rank communist officials. Living under the conditions of chronic indebtedness has evoked chronic self-hatred .

The self-hatred discourse became a genre of communication long before the fall of communism, and in some of the countries long before its establishing : standing in queues or having a dull time in an office, people amused each other with facts or jokes showing "how normal is everything abroad and how absurd it is at home". Here is a real one : a Japanese literary scholar was said to have expressed astonishment at the bold imagination of a Bulgarian poet, having written :  "if suddenly there were a power cut…". Whereas to the Japanese the image of electricity being cut off all of a sudden is a metaphor, similar to the one of the sun being extinguished, no Bulgarian will ever suspect it to be a figure of speech… In fact metaphor was the chief strategy of the genre, i.e. the comic jump from "here" onto "there" : everything "here" is a metaphor of the original "there". And if propaganda projected this original onto the communist future, whereas everyday-life discourse — onto the consumer paradise, it boils down to the same (in fact by the end of the '70s  this difference began to disappear, as the regimes looked more and more westwards). What persists is self-hatred.

Here is one more sample of the genre, this time a fiction. A Russian specialist falls among man-eaters, who capture him and prepare the cauldron. "Comrades - he addresses them, - Have you ever heard  of the Great Socialist October Revolution?" "No" - the tribe answers. "Do you know what in means to built socialism?" "No." "Have you ever celebrated the centenary of the great Lenin?" "No." "Then why have you become man-eaters?"… The joke obviously attacks the communist thing, note however the masochist axis on which it has been built : the "we" is degraded to savagery. This is not the irony that every "normal" (non-monastic) nation has for its shortcomings. Pretending to boast that the USSR is the best (the sacrificial avant-garde of humanity), it effectuates an about-turn in order to present them as being the worst (cannibals). Curiously, however, the two extremes  merge, because to confess you are bad, sacrificing your pride and identity, means that you become even better then those who have lead a normal virtuous life. (This paradox used to be the kernel of Christianity : you cannot be virtuous, affirm it, remain it without committing the "sin of pride" ; you have to sin and repent.) The "we-are-the-worst" genre is running higher and higher these days ; the whole of life "before", that is economy, politics, art…, is not only rejected, but bluntly destructed, sacrificed before the fascinated eye of the West. (What noble ideals of economy and social life they must have to act like this…)

Certainly there has much to be changed, and certainly it has to be done quickly. There is however something suspect in the readiness and euphoria with which whole populations engage, for the second time in less than a century, in the making tabula rasa of the past, sacrificing the totality of social reality before altar of modernity.  It is this belief in miracle, more typical  of the countries of orthodox culture, and particularly of Russia, combines in a strange way with the armchair theories now of Marx, now of the Monetary Fund. The economic miracle, as any other one, is to be paid by suffering ; although, unlike the individual everyday sacrifice, required by the "protestant ethic" (M.Weber), the orthodox ethic exalts unrealistic hope, cataclysm, fusion in the community, Easter. 

No one has the right to judge a whole culture ; the problem consists in the fact that today this (as any other) culture is no longer  isolated, being involved in the world-wide seduction-game with the West. In destructing itself, the East tries to capture, once more, the love of the West, to impose an obligation on it. In fact the two central figures in the transition period-discourse are the debt of the respective country towards the West (no one ever bothers to specify who the creditors are and whether the western countries themselves are not even more indebted) and the duty of the West towards the East (you have let us suffer in signing the Yalta agreement, in not declaring us (!) war…). The West has, so to say, given credit to the communist fathers, then endebted them, now it ought to give new credit to the sons. The fathers won over the West by sacrificing themselves in the fight against fascism ; the sons have to win their heart by equal selflessness in fighting communism. All around the ex-soviet bloc there is the rumor of a new Marshall plan which the West is somehow obliged to launch and this makes one think of the Bolsheviks, who awaited the general proletarian revolution as help, reward and recognition. What will happen when the "masochist" peoples realize that misery is banned and that the wealthy democracies are not involved in symbolic exchange with them, but just sell images?

Towards Ecophilanthropy

Today it seems that Soviet communism, in making perverse usage of sacrifice and generosity, compromised the very possibility of left-wing ethics. But then why did the Brejnev universe itself decay in introducing hereditary principles of power, open privileges, security, cynicism?

Demographers would tell us that along the 70s the massive processes of migration were stabilized, the flux of rural populations to the industrial zones diminished parallel with with the slowing down of extensive growth of production. All desired liberations were if not fulfilled, at least accepted by public discourse. In fact the Fourierist revolution of '68, based not on sacrifice and misery, but on sex and happiness was a sort of suicide for the European left and it was not by chance that the aging communist parties were instinctively against it. Pleasure was enthroned, nothing in principle was any longer opposed to desire : it remained just to device technologies to fulfill it. Somehow the world needed no longer change. Even the scientific euphoria seemed over, after the man had marched on the Moon : a dream had come true and… what of it? If television had not existed, this epoch would have invented it. Wasn't it in fact TV that killed the left, as well as real socialism? Its pan-aesthetic mode of life was a perfect shield against sacrifice and generosity. Even the fall of communism turned out to be but a mediatic scoop, implying neither risk, nor engagement. There is nothing to take or give to the picture-world ; being situated outside it you cannot even answer by a picture of yours, as this, unlike using normal language, is technically impossible. The only thing you are supposed to do is contemplate it motionless in the dark.

Trying to do without the ordeal of change, a happiness-bound world replaces the tragic figure of revolutionary by the comic one of the philanthropist. Neither left-wing nor right-wing, he is a protagonist of decadence. In the imaginary of the 19th century, he never risks his life, nor even damages seriously his wealth ; he gives without really loosing resolving thus miraculously the fundamental problem of human existence. If today the good-natured uncle with the top-hat has been replaced by televised humanitarian missions, the desire they express is still the same. So to say, the "master" — the former colonialist, the post-industrial capitalist… — has suspended the give-and-take exchange with the "slave", he will give although, seemingly, not in order to bind and subject the latter to his will, but to get rid of him ! The gift draws lines of demarcation : we rich are here, you poor stay there. Its ideology is racist, cultural and other ecology, aiming at preserving everything as it is and rejecting change and loss : the indusyrialized West pays ransom in order to get rid of the suffering streaming in from all over the world. 

According to psychoanalysis, the repressed does never disappear, at a time or another it reemerges in an irrational form ; similarly, repressed misery and suffering shall certainly be back one day, the whole problem is under what a monstruous shape they  will manifest themself. I wonder whether the western TV-watcher realizes what humiliating, degrading effect this sort of "ecological" aid has on the populations, denied forever access to the community of their benefactirs? And that what the wretches on the far side of TV really need is someone to fight shoulder to shoulder with them, moved by the project of unified for mankind.

The world seems never to get wiser. If you want to know about today, look back at post-Fourierist 19th century decadence — with its horror of death and future, with its obsession with beauty and well-being. If you want to know about tomorrow, think of what followed. 

�In the "Manifesto" capitalist machine production is accused of effacing the differences between men and women, which was, in fact, another culpabilizing phantasm (if so, why should spinning factories be reserved for women?).


�The communist party was obviously not a ruling class : not all members had power, though all in power had to be members. It was a virtual identity, a promise of power, provoking shared crime and shared guilt.


�This is the sublime revelation of the future sage Zossima after having renounced the idea of duel, i.e. of personal masculine honour ("The Karamazov Brothers").


�Note the equation that Freud establishes between the fear of death and the fear of castration. Assuming castration would equal assuming death. Note the puritan obsession of soviet-style communisme after the 20s.








