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As | demonstrate, for example, in the analysis of the national fantasy of Russian neo-
fascists in Chapter Four, the issue to (ir)rationality is prominently featured in their tragic
narrative. The whole psycho-rhetorical narrative of Russian neo-fascists is permeated with the
theme of the grotesque contradiction. Besides, Russian neo-fascists also claim to defend both the
supposed rationality of the neo-fascist argument and the purported power of their ideological
views, which are meant to invoke the strongest emotional reaction, rather than invite thoughtful
consideration. Such claims apparently do not preclude Russian neo-fascists from believing in a
supposedly coherent national story.

“[N]ourished in the imaginative dimension,” the tragic attitude (just as any other national
fantasy for that matter) does not even need to be evaluated either in terms of narrative coherence

or factual fidelity.'®® «

[Forging] ahead into the storm-clouds...toward [the] mirage” of “this so
precious completeness,” the national subject narrates a story that, even if coherent and rational, is
not, contra Walter Fisher, any more ethical.'®* Factual accuracy of tragic claims about crimes of
the national other does not render them just from a Lacanian-Burkean point of view: “even if
most of the Nazi claims about the Jews were true...their anti-Semitism would still be (and was)
[problematic] - because it represses the true reason the Nazis needed anti-Semitism in order to
sustain their ideological position.”*®® This truth that the tragic national subject rejects is the truth
of its founding negativity.

Considering that the primal narcissism as an aggressive impulse to coincide with itself in

a literal, obscene way underpins the national subject, it is fair to conclude that, as noted above,

the national subject is susceptible to tragedy. A far greater restraint is required to resist “the

183 |_acan, Seminar, Book XX 14.
1841 acan, Seminar, Book | 185; Fisher, “Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm” 9.
185 Zizek, “Jacques Lacan’s Four Discourses” n.p.
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186
d.

egoism of happiness” and to build oneself comically instea While the tropological

mechanism of subjectivation functions to translate lack into loss, it also leaves the subject with
an opportunity to lay bare the subject’s lack.'®’

Whereas tragedy (that subsumes Burke’s tragedy and Lacan’s comedy) is “the triumph of
life,” comedy (that comprises Burke’s comedy and Lacan’s tragedy) is the triumph of death,
more precisely “a triumph of being-for-death.”**® In contrast to tragedy, the ultimate attitude of
“humane enlightenment,” as Burke calls comedy, translates transgressions from the category of
mourning, or “the positivization of a void or lack,” into the category of the melancholic lack, the
ultimate negativity.'® To stir away from tragic mourning, one must view mistakes made by
oneself or others (e.g., problems with, or “mistakes” of, labor laws to which some would
attribute an influx of illegal immigrants in Russia) not as something that could be expelled from
the social order or ignored, but as an uneasy reminder that the national subject is always
imperfect or lacking. This is an attitude of comic melancholy. Following it, an influx of illegal
immigrants, for example, must be regarded as problematic not due to the presence of immigrants,
which runs against the law, disrupts the established order, inaugurating the feeling of loss, but

because they are an easy target, an obvious scapegoat in a society, or, in other words, a repressed

embodiment of the permanent identity lack.

186 | acan, Ecrits 663

187 Although enmeshed in constellations of signifiers particular to a certain culture, the subject is free since
he is not essentially destined to take on these or those signifiers.

188 |_acan, Seminar, Book V11 314, 313. Burke, in fact, distinguishes between factional tragedy and
universal tragedy. The former is what | referred to as tragic mourning: a melodramatic, exclusive, and partisan
fantasy/attitude. In universal tragedy, however, “the stylistically dignified scapegoat represents everyman,” who
“takes upon himself the guilt of all, and his punishment is mankind’s chastening.” Defined as such, universal
tragedy emphasizes categorical guilt qua lack, rather than specific guilt or crime ascribed to the national other
retroactively. Burke’s universal tragedy shares with comedy an attitude of sincere humility. Burke, Attitudes toward
History, 188.

189 Burke, Attitudes toward History 41; Zizek, “Melancholy and the Act” 660.
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According to Burke, comedy is inherently humane and self-reflective, as it reinvents the
evil villain as the mistaken fool and reminds us that being mistaken is a necessary human
condition. Despite Burke’s disclaimer that the comic is not a passive or ambivalent attitude, for
quite a few scholars comedy is radically relative, uncertain and indifferent, and thus morally

199 \When the nation constitutes the national other and the national self comically, treating

suspect.
everybody as equals, in their humane blindness comedy supposedly leads to “the paralysis of
indecision or self-doubt,” “[disarms] the self when confronting genuine threat and wrongdoing,”
or, as Zizek puts it, results in a decaffeinated fantasy with “the Other deprived of its
Otherness.”**

To deal with the supposed blind spot of comic ethics, Celeste Condit, Herbert Simons,
Gregory Desilet and Edward Appel stress the need for Burke’s theory of the comic to become an
adequate tool for ideological rhetorical criticism, when one is able to express his/her warrantable
outrage. Condit introduces a tragicomic attitude, which “transcends Burke’s preference for the
comedic, by a adopting a realistic attitude, rather than a farcical or merely ironic one.”% In her
attempts to solve the problem of the alleged passivity of the comic, Condit reads the comic as
humorous against the explicit distinction drawn by Burke between high comedy and humor: the
former takes “the gravity of life” seriously, while the latter is often childish and happy in its
stupidity.'®
Similarly to Condit, Desilet and Appel suggest one should “adopt rhetorically tragic

structurings of conflict [with its protagonist and antagonist]...while nevertheless [maintaining] an

199 For more on the problem of the radical relativity of the comic, see Bonnstetter; Brummett; Cheney:;
Desilet and Appel; Henderson; Lentricchia; Simons; Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real! (especially 11);
Zupancic¢, “Ethics and Tragedy and Lacan.”

91 Desilet and Appel 345; Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real! 11.

92 Condit 354.

193 Burke, Attitudes toward History, 43. See also Gring-Pemble and Watson; Waisanen.
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underlying attitude broadly consistent with the comic frame.”*** Calling for a more ideologically
appropriate attitude, the scholars end up reducing their proposed tragicomic frame to an issue of
argumentative practice, by differentiating between “blustering and dehumanizing name-calling”
as a property of tragedy and “evidence and explanation” as a feature of the comic.'* Another
attempt to improve on Burke’s concept of comic self-reflection belongs to Simons, who advised
the rhetorical critic “to proceed intellectually from righteous indignation, through comedic self-
examination, to warrantable outrage.” In other words, the scholar proposes starting with
tragedy, moving through comedy until one finally reaches the level of ideology critique. This
solution is somewhat akin to Desilet and Appel’s call for unbridled yet mature judgment
tempered by a comic attitude, which implies an ability to both stand up for what is right and
preserve the human essence of the perceived foe.

While most scholars who read Burke advertise the need for some tragedy in Burke’s
comedy, Camille Lewis insists that Burke’s notion of the comic, complemented with Chantal
Mouffe’s idea of the essential agonism of the political, acknowledges the very necessity of the
constitutive outside and a healthy distance between the self and its adversarial other (this view is
reminiscent of Desilet and Appel’s warrantable outrage).*®’ This agonistic approach to reality
presents the rhetorical critic with, as Burke would say, a well-rounded apparatus: one does not
have to ignore or silence others, but maintain a productive tension with adversaries instead.

As Burke urges us to “to be observers of [one]selves, while acting...by noting [our] own

foibles,” Lacan’s ethical ideal seems to be more extreme.*® It culminates in the maxim ne pas

194 Desilet and Appel 356.

1% Desilet and Appel 357 (note 8).

1% Simons, n.p. (original emphasis).

97 For more on the role of the constitutive other/outside, in addition to Burke and Mouffe, see Butler;
Cloud, “Foiling the Intellectuals”; Davis; Henderson, “Postmodern Burke”; Laclau; Murray; Gunn and Treat; Zizek,
Enjoy Your Symptom!.

1% Burke, Attitudes toward History 171.
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ceder sur son désir (“do not give way on your desire”), or what Alenka Zupan¢ic¢ calls the
“heroism of the lack.”**® Subsumed by the insatiable urge to enjoy the presumed fullness of the
self, the national subject must not compromise its desire by entertaining any fantasy of the united
national self. As Simon Critchley fairly points out, formulated as such, Lacan’s ethical maxim is
“too Catharistic, too pure, too decanted, too clean, too heroic.”®°

Indeed, Lacan’s ethics has one téhog (“‘goal”): it aims at “the purgation of the tieOnpazta,
the emotions of fear [of one’s own misfortune] and pity” for the misery of a fellow human

201 <

being.”~ “[T]he bourgeois dream” of happiness, as Lacan insists, is political and unethical:
the service of good or the shift of the demand for happiness onto the political

stage has its consequences. The movement that the world we live in is caught up
in, of wanting to establish the universal spread of the service of good as far as
conceivably possible, implies an amputation, sacrifices, indeed a kind of
puritanism in the relationship to desire. ...?%

The tragic pursuit of desire runs against the good and happiness, but the end result is death (as
noted above, the death of the body and/or the death of being) when we “pay the [highest] price
for access to desire.”?*® While Lacan does not spend much time elucidating it clearly, he
acknowledges that the radical fidelity to lack is an ideal to aspire for, but not to reach. Life must

run away from happy complicity in loss toward “the [grave] sense of life,” rather than drive the

subject to his/her grave.?* This is why Lacan calls tragicomedy the place “where the experience

199 Zupangi¢, Ethics of the Real 170.

2 Critchley, Ethics, Politics, Subjectivity 229.

2011 acan, Seminar, Book V11 247.

202 acan, Seminar, Book V11 303.

203 | acan, Seminar, Book VII 321.

204 | acan, Seminar, Book VII 313. To be precise, Lacan says “the tragic sense of life.”



82

of human action resides”: a politically progressive way to enjoy national fantasy/attitude is to
maintain an attitude on the edge of death, falling short of it.?

For both Lacan and Burke a truly ethical stance in life is much more than mere
acceptance of the burden of earthly life, more than a belief in unspeakable desire. One must not
only reveal the truth about desire, or the ultimate lack of being, but rather, without taking a
cynical position, embrace an attitude of “a very old yvw6t cavtov” (“know thyself”), or what
Burke refers to as “maximum consciousness,” thus affirming the very productivity of mourning
lack.?® In this particular sense Lacan’s knowledge and Burke’s consciousness are not conscious
méconnaissance or unconscious savoir, but the subject’s moral philosophy or posture of humility
and shame. Just like Burke, who contraposes humility to self-glorification, Lacan talks about
“true humility” as welcoming of the subject’s incompleteness, as “an act in which he cannot help
but become a being of flesh and...a slave to pleasure.”®®” As a result of this act, Lacan adds, the
subject experiences “an outlandish shame of living”; he/she is “dying of shame” for
compromising his/her desire with fantasies.?*® Speaking of the national subject, to accomplish
this “humility” it must, first, recognize occasions when the national subject constitutes itself at

the expense of the national other and, second, to assume responsibility for such an operation of

national fantasy/attitude. Since national narratives are always fantasmatic (due to “desire’s

205 | acan, Seminar, Book VII 314. Critchley accentuates that the comic is a truly ethical stance as it returns
the subject to its materiality, to its laughably inauthentic, but extraordinarily ordinary life. Zupanci¢, however, does
not readily endorse comedy as a banal, joyful, unproblematic finitude. Instead, she redefines comedy as “a finitude
with a leak in it.” Zupanc¢i¢, The Odd One 52.

26| acan, Seminar, Book VII 312; Burke, Attitudes toward History 171. To know oneself or to have
maximum consciousness in this case is not to take oneself for who one is not — a certain, complete subject. Lacan’s
and Burke’s ethical knowledge is a critical awareness of one’s misrecognition. While a cynic is aware of the
distance between his/her name and his/her being (being-in-the-Real), he/she still resorts to a tragic action. As |
explain later in the chapter by referring to the Discourse of the Hysteric in its obsessive form, such choice is still
tragic.

27| acan, Ecrits 652.

2% acan, Seminar, Book XVII 182, 180.
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incompatibility with speech”), the task of the critic is to evaluate as to how fully they articulate
the truth about desire.®

To reiterate, the blended Lacanian-Burkean ethical system as described above leans on
two pillars: tragic mourning and comic melancholy. A fantasy/attitude of loss can be viewed as
a typical feature of extreme ethnic/cultural nationalist rhetoric, while a fantasy/attitude of lack
can be regarded as characteristic of civic nationalist discourse. Between these two modes of
enjoyment of national unity the former is the most hazardous, since it functions by (often violent)
expulsion of the national other.? As two radically opposite attitudes toward the national other
and thereby the national self, tragic mourning and comic melancholy create the tragicomic
continuum along which exists a whole range of particular forms of national fantasies/attitudes. In
addition to tragedy and comedy, these forms include epic, elegiac, satiric, burlesque, and
grotesque frames.

The epic frame, as Burke puts it, “‘[a]dvertis[es]’ courage and individual sacrifice for
group advantage.”?! In its tragic variant, epic depicts the world in primitive terms — as a standoff
with the national enemy, and therefore promotes “the rigors of war ([as] the basis of the
[nation’s] success) by magnifying the role of warlike hero.”*? For example, such is the position
of Russian neo-fascists who consider war to be necessary and even desirable. It is in war that the
national subject can purportedly see itself as deific, or complete. Conversely, if “humility and
self-glorification work together,” the national subject is likely to be a hero of the comic epic.?

The comic national hero possesses “the sense of one’s limitations (in comparison with the

29| acan, Ecrits 535.

219 For more on the distinction between ethnic/cultural and civic nationalism see Bruner, Strategies,
especially 17, 83.

211 Burke, Attitudes toward History 35-36.

212 Byrke, Attitudes toward History 35.

3 Burke, Attitudes toward History 36.
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mighty figure of the legend)..., while his vicarious kinship with the figure gives him the
distinction necessary for the needs of self-justification.””** Just like Achilles, who has a
vulnerable spot, as Burke stresses, so does the humble, comic hero have foibles that he/she cares
to admit in a self-reflective, enlightened manner: “This sense of a flaw serves happily to promote
an openness to a realistic admonition — the invitation to seek the flaw in oneself promotes in the
end the attitude of resignation, which, when backed by a well-rounded symbolic structure, is
nothing other than the inventory of one’s personal limits.”*"

Elegy is of particular importance in the Lacanian-Burkean study of national identity
negotiation, since, as either a mournful or melancholic lament, that is, in a tragic or comic form,
the elegiac frame demonstrates the very structure of the subject’s fantasy — the subject’s pursuit
for the part of itself that is perceived as temporarily lost or recognized as permanently lacking.
“[O]nce a man has perfected a technique of complaint, he is more at home with sorrow than he
would be without it,” because the life of the speaking subject is the very expression of grief or
sadness that the forced choice of castration imposed on the human being.?*® When discussed in a
more specific context, that is, in terms of the Imaginary, the comic plaint is galvanized by the
spirit of “ironic humility” or the awareness of one’s own incomplete, or flawed, nature.”*’ In the
tragic elegy the subject’s misfortune is interpreted as necessarily unfair and misplaced.

The satiric frame highlights another aspect of the affective organization of the speaking
subject — desire for identity fullness, or, in Burke’s terms, the “entelechial” principle. Unlike the
tragedy, tragically inspired epic and elegy, all of which pursue maximum coherence, or unity, of

the national self by either expelling or conquering the foreign other, satire functions as a ridicule

214 Burke, Attitudes toward History 36.
21> Byrke, Attitudes toward History 37.
216 Byrke, Attitudes toward History 44.
27 Burke, Attitudes toward History 48.
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of the very perfectionist aspirations. Satire ironically leads to the least desired results within the
tragic worldview — the proliferation of mistakes and the amplification of flaws, thus further
exposing the lacking, deficient nature of the human being: “[t]he satirist can set up a situation
whereby his text can ironically advocate the very ills that are depressing us—nay more, he can
‘perfect’ his presentation by a fantastic rationale that calls for still more of the maladjustments
now besetting us.”**® While striving for perfection, or Utopia - an ideal, absolute, yet nonexistent
place, or, in Burke’s terms, No-Place - the human being can only arrive at Utopia-in-reverse: “It
is thus that satire can embody the entelechial principle. But it does so perversely, by tracking
down possibilities or implications to the point where the result is a kind of Utopia-in-reverse.”?'®
Depending on whether the Lacanian-Burkean ethical principle of not giving up on desire is taken
into account, one can speak either about the sympathetic mockery or the contemptuous attack on
others through irony and ridicule.

While tragedy banks on the perceived coherence of national narrative, satire relies on “an
excess of consistency” as an ironic attempt at perfection. In this vein, Burke further discusses the
burlesque and the grotesque in such terms as absurdity and incongruity. The burlesque functions
as a funny caricature and the grotesque is a “gargoyle-thinking,” “incongruity without the
laughter.”?® To make the distinction between the burlesque and the grotesque clearer, Burke
adds that “[t]he grotesque is not funny unless you are out of sympathy with it (whereby it serves
as unintentional burlesque).”?*

As we shall see, against Burke’s admonition that one should not “select [the tragic

burlesque] as the piece de résistance for a steady diet,” both Russian neo-fascists and Kremlin-

218 Byrke, On Human Nature 133.

219 Byrke, On Human Nature 74.

20 Burke, On Human Nature 77; Burke, Attitudes toward History 58. It is noteworthy that laughter and
humor are not indicators of an attitude of comic melancholy.

221 Burke, Attitudes toward History 58.
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backed ““anti-fascists” consistently gratify themselves with a heartless caricature of Russia’s
supposed enemies.””? On the other hand, the comic burlesque as the ultimate perspective by
incongruity, can function, for example, to counter oppressive power.??® As the comically-moved
burlesque verges toward what Lacan calls la bétise, or the stupidity of the signifier, attempts are
made to render privileged signifiers unintelligible or stupid, thus allowing chains of signifiers to
unpredictably unfold and mutate, which, in its turn, invites a wide range of unexpected
interpretations and reactions. ?** The burlesque, however, often risks being too obscure to
produce the desired effect. Among such burlesque performances are the mock demonstrations
that take place in Russia almost every year on May 1. Dressed in odd costumes and carrying
posters with apolitical and absurd slogans, participants in these monstrations playfully challenge
the absence of space for civic action in the country.

The grotesque too has a comic potential to “[suspend] the subject’s certainties” nourished
in coherent tragic narratives.””® This potential, however, is not realized in the tragic grotesque of
Russian neo-fascists, Putin and pro-Putin “anti-fascists,” who, only having rejected the
legitimacy of nationalist aspirations in former Soviet republics, view them with “brotherly”
affection. In the comic grotesque one accepts contradictions, rather than trying to resolve them.
For example, in efforts to build sincerely intimate ties with neighboring countries, Russian
national subjects have to aknowledge the desire of former Soviet republics for independence

from Russia.

222 Burke, Attitudes toward History 54.

228 On the humourless state and carnivalesque forms of public protest, see Bruner, “Carnivalesque Protest
and the Humorless State.”

224 See Lacan, Seminar, Book XX 11-13, 20-21. As Burke stresses, “[none] of these poetic categories can be
isolated in its chemical purity.” Burke, Attitudes toward History, 57. They may certainly overlap, giving an impetus
for new categories to appear.

225 | acan, Ecrits 209.
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2.8 The Imaginary and the Symbolic Levels of a Psycho-Rhetorical Analysis of the

Nation

As Lacan’s and Burke’s ontological, epistemological and ethical considerations
complement and counterbalance each other, both theories provide the rhetorical critic with tools
conducive for a psycho-rhetorical reading of national fantasy/attitude. A concept of the ultimate
motive people live by, or desire they follow, is a focal point of the present Lacanian-Burkean
ideological criticism. Desire, or motive, is not something tangible or positive. Born in the tension
between the non-discursive and the discursive, desire is neither a property of the Real nor is it
purely Symbolic; it can be said to reside in the dimension of the symbolic Real.?*® Desire rises
from the real of the body, but only in the Symbolic, “only once it is formulated, named in the
presence of the other, that desire, whatever it is, is recognised in the full sense of the term”; only
then desire is “authentically integrated on the symbolic plane.”**" Formulated as such, desire
presents the subject with the opportunity to live, which is the same thing as to live
fantasmatically and ideologically.??® As the locus of desire, the subject lives in the split between
unconscious and conscious knowledge and thus is constituted in a multitude of partisan social,
political and cultural ways.

Since the poetic or tropological function of language provides the subject’s desire with its

mechanism or structure (discussed above as the objet a), desire as an effect of the tension

226 Similar to libido and desire, Burke’s ultimate motive, as Barbara Biesecker stresses, does not belong to
the Real, the Imaginary or the Symbolic, but appears in the gap between motion and action. Burke’s ultimate motive
also parallels Lacan’s desire in the way it brings about “a sense in which the sheer exercising of the symbol-using
faculty... gratif[ies] a symbol-using animal... (and not just to the ends of ‘survival,” but first of all because such are
the ways whereby [people]...can most fully ‘be themselves’).” Burke, “Poetic Motive,” 55. See Biesecker,
Addressing Postmodernity.

221" acan, Seminar, Book | 183.

228 Lacan’s fantasy is a wider term than the notion of ideology. As I discuss it in Chapter Four, ideology is
fantasmatic, while fantasy, as, for example, that of the pervert, is not always ideological.
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between the non-discursive and the discursive cannot be manifested in language fully. Desire is
always misrecognized or repressed from the conscious, from speech. Nevertheless, speech is
where criticism begins: analytic experience, says Lacan, “has but one medium - the [subject’s]
speech.”?®® Conceived as such, the proposed Lacanian-Burkean analysis of nationalisms is
ultimately a close textural reading of competing national narratives. As Lacan warns, however, a
reading of the Imaginary, “far from representing the core of analytic experience, give us nothing
of any consistency unless [images] are related to the symbolic chain that binds and orients
them.”?*® In short, ideological criticism must proceed from an analysis of imaginary appearances
of the ultimate motive to an exploration of symbolic structures of desire.

Although an extensive theoretical base that Lacan builds in his seminars presents the
critic with a multitude of methodological options for an ideological reading of the subject as split
between conscious knowledge and the unconscious, they are not equal in analytic strength
relative to certain research agendas. Considering the question of nationhood, close attention to
Burke’s theory of motives allows recognizing a couple of Lacan’s concepts essential for a
rigorous ideological critic of national identity negotiation: symptom and the objet a. James
Jasinski, following Gerard Hauser, notes that Burke conceptualizes motive in an inconsistent
manner: as a psychological concept and a linguistic notion.?*" In the first case, motives are
“synonymous with the structural way in which [the subject] puts events and values together,”
which he/she is not conscious of doing.?*? In the second instance, the linguistic concept of

motive (which derivates from the psychological one) stands for people’s vocabularies as cultural

229 |_acan, Ecrits 206.

230 | acan, Ecrits 6.

231 See Hauser; Jasinski.

232 Burke, The Philosophy of Literary Form 20. The whole quote is as follows: “The motivation out of
which he writes is synonymous with the structural way in which [the subject] puts events and values together when
he writes; and however consciously he may go about such work, there is a kind of generalization about these
interrelations that he could not have been conscious of, since the generalization could be made by the kind of
inspection that is possible only after the completion of the work.”
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principles and values which orient people in particular situations. Motive as “a vocabulary
concept can be observed,” while motive as “a psychological concept...must be inferred” from the
former.?*

There is, however, nothing “elusive” in Burke’s theory of motives.?** Psychological and
linguistic motives are the two dimensions of the ultimate motive qua desire: the Symbolic and
the Imaginary. Psychological motive stands for the structure of the unconscious dynamics of
desire, while linguistic motive is a context-specific manifestation of the workings of the structure
of the ultimate motive in speech. Psychological motive and linguistic motive are made of the
same cloth: the former cannot be located anywhere else but in language, while the latter is an
effect of the former. Understood as such, Burke’s linguistic motive functions as Lacan’s
symptom, while Burke’s psychological motive draws attention to the objet a.

To put the above considerations of fantasy, motives, symptom, and the objet a in
methodological terms, the object of the present ideological criticism is national ideology,
presented by national fantasies of Putin, Nashi, Antifa, and neo-fascists, which | approach first
symptomatically and then by focusing on the position of the national subject in relation to the
objet a. Since in my reading of competing national fantasies | attend to rhetorical and
psychological motives, | refer to the proposed method of analysis as psycho-rhetorical.

Just as psychoanalysis starts by listening to the analysand’s empty speech, or the “here and now”
of the subject’s desire to coincide with an ideal image of the self, and aims to eventually inspire
the analysand to speak truthfully about his/her lack, so does the proposed Lacanian-Burkean
ethical critique of nationalisms begin with a symptomatic reading and searches for a moment

when full speech of the national subject emerges:

23 Hauser 129.
234 Jasinski 372.
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full speech...realises the truth of the subject, empty speech [is]...what he has to
do hic et nunc with his analyst, in which the subject loses himself in the
machinations of the system of language, in the labyrinth of referential systems
made available to him by the state of cultural affairs to which he is a more or less
interested party. Between these two extremes, a whole gamut of modes of
realisation of speech is deployed.?*
To reach this moment the critic engages in a symptomatic reading of Burke’s frames, which
momentarily “fix attitudes” of lack and loss, thus making the ultimate motive vicariously

readable within a cultural and sociopolitical context.?*

One may say that, being at the joint of the
Imaginary and the Symbolic, frame permits the critic to make preliminary judgments about
national attitude as it takes various forms on a scale from most ethically animated to most

ethically exhausted.?®’

2.8.1 The Imaginary: A Symptom as a Linguistic Motive

By zooming in on Burke’s frames I read national symptoms as “the [product] of
repression itself,” that is, manifestations of the repressed and thus unconscious desire to cover
lack.?®® An interpretation of symptoms as “imaginary impregnations (Pragung) in the

partializations of the symbolic alternative” shows how exactly each national subject visualizes its

2% | acan, Seminar, Book 1 50.

2% Burke, Attitudes toward History 20.

37 Unlike Burke’s frame, Bormann’s fantasy, as pointed out in Chapter One, limits the critic to a reading of
empty speech.

2% |acan, Seminar, Book 1 195.
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national other and the national self: as a comic hero, a tragic villain, an object of the tragic
burlesque and so on.?*® As such, symptoms are nothing but oblique traces of the truth of lack.

The psychoanalytic symptom differs from medical symptoms in a sense that the latter
appear intermittently and can be rid of upon recovery. The psychoanalytic symptom is not a
pathology, but “language from which speech must be delivered.”?** What the subject consciously
knows and says about him/herself (the ego) and others (the specular other/ideal ego) is
symptomatic of the ultimate truth of his/her being. In this sense, symptom, understood as “the
constitutive condition” of the subject’s reality, cannot disappear completely: after all, “if this
void [in the place of the objet a] becomes visible as such, reality [of the subject]
disintegrates.”?**

Nevertheless, psychoanalysis involves “interpretation of meaning” of symptoms - an
enterprise rather distinct in its operation and goal from “interpretation of resistances” in ego-
psychology and ego-psychoanalysis: “If, then, the analyst gave the subject the solution [mot] to
his symptom, but the symptom persisted, it was because the subject resisted recognizing its
meaning: analysis thus concluded that it was this resistance that must, above all, be analyzed.””**?
According to Lacan, by focusing on the ego’s resistance or the question of why the subject
resists resolving his/her symptom, ego-psychology and ego-psychoanalysis aims at
“psychological normalization [that] implies what might be called rationalizing moralization,”
and thus endorses “the bourgeois dream” of happiness.?** Burke too believes that an analysis of

resistances of the ego provides the subject with just another misconception or méconnaissance of

the self: an emphasis on the ego “would tend to accuse a man of self-deceptive rationalization...,

239 | acan, Ecrits 6.

240 acan, Ecrits 223.

21| acan, Ecrits 373; Zizek, “Melancholy and the Act” 662.
222 acan, Ecrits 278, 277.

283 ) acan, Seminar, Book VII 302-303; Lacan, Ecrits 652.
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whereas any set of [symptoms] is but part of a larger implicit or explicit rationalization regarding
human purpose as a whole.”?**

As the upcoming analysis of the four competing national narratives reveals, national
fantasies of Putin, Nashi, and neo-fascists tend toward the pole of tragic mourning, while Antifa
predominantly maintains an attitude of comic melancholy. What is more peculiar, however, that
notwithstanding what kind of frames — any from tragic to comic frames — each national subject
adopts, it embraces Russia’s anti-fascist past as foundational of its present national self (and anti-
fascism as radical opposition to exclusivity fits a comic frame).?*

The interplay of the narratives about the past and the present is in the heart of Homi
Bhabha’s theory of the nation as the double time. Influenced by Lacan’s theory of the split
subject between the Imaginary and the Symbolic (among many other theories), Bhabha models
his nation as divided between the pedagogical and the performative: he talks about “the people”
as the “double-writing or dissemi-nation.”**® On the one hand, he claims, there is the pedagogical
- “the historical ‘objects’ of a nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority that is
based on the pre-given or constituted historical origin in the past.”**" On the other hand, the
performative includes “the prodigious, living principles of the people as contemporaneity: as that
sign of the present through which national life is redeemed and iterated as a reproductive
process.”?*® As Bhabha explains, the pedagogical is a “discourse of irrationality,” whereas the

performative is a language of “progress and modernity.”?*® Conceived as such, the pedagogical

and the performative are two distinct — roughly speaking, rational and irrational — narratives that

4 Burke, Permanence and Change 26.
245 Bhabha 145.

246 Bhabha 145.

27 1hid.

28 bid.

249 Bhabha 142.
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provide the national subject with a complete idea of the national self: “the subject of cultural
discourse - the agency of a people - is split in the discursive ambivalence that emerges in the
contest of narrative authority between the pedagogical and the performative.”*°

Guided by Bhabha’s theory of the nation understood as a competition between the
purportedly irrational, or mythical, past of the nation and the supposedly rational justification of
the nation’s present actions, it is, however, hard to explain how, for example, Nashi uses a comic
memory of Russia’s past to justify its tragic image of modern Russia. This is the case, in part,
due to the theoretical latitude of Bhabha’s interpretation of the Imaginary and the Symbolic.
Bhabha’s pedagogical, which, for instance, points to memories of Russia’s past, Bhabha’s
performative, which can be viewed as images of Russia’s present, as well as, more generally
speaking, Bhabha’s agency of a people, exemplified in the idea of Russianness, all comprise the
Imaginary.

Contra Bhabha, the pedagogical is unable to challenge the performative in its narrative
authority since the former is always a product of the latter. As the pedagogical, national images
of the past and the present (as well as the future) can and do only conceal their constitutive
dependence on the Symbolic mechanism of affective signification. Since Bhabha’s idiosyncratic
application of Lacan’s concepts of the Imaginary and the Symbolic does not prove helpful in
resolving the aforementioned contradictions apparent in the national fantasies in question, | take
another close look at Lacan’s Symbolic and his theory of the Four Discourses. Lacan’s
discourses of the Master, the University, the Hysteric and the Analyst, | argue, allow us to see
how the simultaneous appeal to the comic history and the tragic presence of the nation can be

rhetorically rewarding and affectively satisfying for a national subject.

20 Bhabha 148.
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2.8.2 The Symbolic: The Objet a as the Ultimate Motive and the Four Discourses

As Lacan warns, an analysis must necessarily descend to the symbolic level to reveal the
truth of the subject qua lack: “A signifier has meaning only through its relation to another
signifier. The truth of symptoms resides in this articulation” fueled by the objet a qua lack.”* A
further push toward full speech by distinguishing among four discursive positions, from which
the national subject performs its frames, is a must:

Look at the paradox of the analyst’s position from that moment on. It’s just at the

moment when the speech of the subject is at its fullest that I, the analyst, can

intervene. But | would be intervening in what? - in his discourse. Now, the more

intimate the discourse is for the subject, the more | focus on this discourse. But

the inverse is equally true. The emptier his discourse is, the more | too am led to

catch hold of the other, that is to say, led into doing what one does all the time, in

this famous analysis of the resistances, led into seeking out the beyond of his

discourse - a beyond, you’ll be careful to note, which is nowhere, the beyond that

the subject has to realise, but which he hasn’t, and that’s the point, realised, and

which is in consequence made up of my own projection, on the level on which the

subject is realising it at that moment.??

An inquiry into affective economies of Putin, Nashi, Antifa, and neo-fascists helps to see how
each national subject performs the meaning of Russianness juggling various and often logically

or ethically contradictory frames, one of which is necessarily a comic background of Russia’s

anti-fascist past. With this task in mind, I discuss the nation not simply as a product of a

21 acan, Ecrits 194-195. See also Lacan, Ecrits 278.
22 acan, Seminar, Book I 50.
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differential movement of signifiers, but also a question of strategic performance of national
enjoyment, or discourse, in relation to the national other as another enjoying subject.

Consideration of the notion of discourse draws attention to the function of separation.
Lacan claims that the subject truly becomes the subject only as he/she passes the symbolic stages
of alienation from the self and separation from his/her jouissance.”® First and foremost, the
subject is constituted differentially — vis-a-vis the unary signifier that marks another: “The
subject is nothing other than what slides in a chain of signifiers, whether he/she knows which
signifier he/she is the effect of or not. That effect — the subject - is the intermediary effect
between what characterizes a signifier and another signifier, namely, the fact that each of them,
each of them is an element.””* For Lacan, however, the subject is not simply “dialectized” or
alienated from himself; it is also separated from himself. >° In other words, the subject renounces
his/her unruly and unlimited jouissance (which always chases him down into the abyss of
madness or death) for the sake of a safer alternative granted by the unconscious mechanism of
the objet a.

While the concept of alienation underscores the tropological, figurative nature of
subjectivity, the notion of separation emphasizes an affective element of the process of
subjectivity production. As separated from his/her jouissance, the subject is a “dialectized
[product of signification] in the relation of the desire of the Other....” **® Understood as such, the
subject is not just marked by the unary signifier in opposition to another unary signifier, but
presented (by the unary signifier) as a subject within a network of signifiers that mark many

other desiring subjects, each meaning being another limit to what and how the subject desires: “it

23 The relationship between alienation and separation is of logical rather than temporal succession.
% |_acan, Seminar, Book XX 50.

255 | acan, Seminar, Book X| 252.

% bid.
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IS untrue to say that the signifier in the unconscious is open to all meanings. It constitutes the
subject in his freedom in relation to all meanings, but this does not mean that it is not determined
in it....”?’

Precision with regard to the compound structure of the Symbolic allows focusing on
separation as the locus of the properly performative strength of the Symbolic. Leaning on J. L.
Austin’s concept of performative utterance, Lacan accentuates that, unlike the Imaginary, the
Symbolic performs; and to perform is “to act as” authority, “to give proof.”**® From this point of
view, the Symbolic acts on the Imaginary, while the Imaginary refers to the authority of the
Symbolic. To explore how the Symbolic structures the Imaginary | start by locating
psychological motive, or the objet a, in discourse, since motive is “a...reduced action, an
inhibited action, an incipient action, a little model of action.”?*® Although in Chapter Four and
Chapter Five, where | analyze the linguistic and psychological motives of competing national
narratives of Russian neo-fascists, Nashi, Antifa, and Putin, | will be able to offer a more
substantive explication of the performative function of discourse as it manifests itself in the

strategic employment of the four discourses, here | must provide a brief theoretical review of

Lacan’s discourses of the Master, the University, the Hysteric, and the Analyst.

7 |_acan, Seminar, Book XI 252, note 1. To understand the methodological utility of the tools employed in
the analysis (symptom and frame, the objet a and discourse), one may think of a psychoanalytically driven rhetorical
criticism in the following manner. First, there is an analysis of the ego, or an interpretation of symptoms as
resistances, that Lacan urges against. We may conceive of it as a study of a (social) symptom in isolation. In this
case the critic examines the (socio-political) content and context that supposedly give rise to the symptom in order to
illuminate why this concrete symptom persists and how to dissolve it. Alternatively, rhetorical (or rather psycho-
rhetorical) criticism can begin with an interpretation of symptoms as oblique manifestations of desire. By analyzing
a symptom against another symptom in the context of the originary lack of the subject, the critic is capable of
making judgments about the subject’s ethical choices. Frames explicate a variety of choices the subject has along the
tragicomic continuum. Moreover, the critic may need to move past a strictly formal, structuralist approach to the
productive force of the Symbolic and attend to the affective component of subjectivity production. This is precisely
the direction | follow, when | switch attention from reading symptom to exploring the work of the objet a in
separation.

%8 |_acan, Seminar, Book | 107.

%9 | acan, Seminar, Book XV 12.
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The Four Discourses are four alternative strategies for “man’s life in political
communities.”?®® Each discourse places the national subject in a specific position toward its objet
a, or the place of lack from which desire for certainty emerges. Said differently, the national
subject negotiates its meaning (e.g., Russianness) not only by calling the national other an enemy
or by identifying with the national other (or both, as it is explicated by the satiric frame), but also
by appealing to the national other as the Other that desires:

when [the fomenting ego is] reflected in the mirror, it not only gives us a’, the

standard of exchange, the currency with which the other’s desire enters the circuit

of the ideal ego’s transitivisms. It is also restored to the field of the Other, serving

the function of desire’s exponent in the Other....In order for the subject to accede

to this point beyond the reduction of the ideals of the person, it is as desire’s

object a, as what he was to the Other in his erection as a living being, as wanted

or unwanted when he came into the world, that he is called to be reborn in order

to know if he wants what he desires.?

As a glyph of arcane language, Lacan’s prose is in need of additional translating. The national
subject cannot merely imagine the national other and thereby the national self as it pleases (e.g.,
“evil,” “fascist,” “terrorist,” “oppressor,” “hero,” “anti-fascist,” “savior”) since “the question of
identification is never...a self-fulfilling prophecy.”?®? Instead, the national subject speaks from a
position of the Other’s desire: both in the context of the Other and as an object of the Other’s

desire: “Enjoying (jouir) has the fundamental property that it is, ultimately, one person’s body

20 Byrke, Attitudes toward History i. To reiterate, frame is a content-specific iteration of national
fantasy/attitude, and discourse is its structural permutation. As particular instances of national fantasy/attitude both
frame and discourse can be viewed through the prism of Lacanian-Burkan tragicomedy. As noted above, particular
frames comprise the pedagogical and the four Discourses exemplify the performative dimension of nationhood.

20L) acan, Ecrits 571-572.

%2 Bhabha 45. An interpretation of symptoms that are embedded in frames is not a description of the self-
fulfilling prophesy of the Imaginary, or a reading of an empty speech; it is an analysis of full speech as it starts to
spawn.
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that enjoys a part of the Other’s body. But that part also enjoys - the Other likes it more or less,
but it is a fact that the Other cannot remain indifferent to it.”?%

For instance, Nashi negotiates the meaning of Russianness in terms of Western
democracy and in relation to primarily the U.S., or the Other that sets those terms and that enjoys
the fantasy of Western democracy, as it seems, to the fullest. By visualizing the U.S. as
sympathizing with fascism (among other things), Nashi places supposedly anti-fascist Russia in
the center of the Other’s desire as that which the West supposedly needs in order to sustain itself
as democratic. Although Nashi, Russian neo-fascists and Putin fight for what it means to be
Russian in the terms of political liberalism, Antifa speaks to the West in the language of
economic liberalism or, more specifically, neo-liberalism. Having conceived of the U.S. as an
oppressive and dividing force, Antifa calls for a principally new mode of enjoyment of the
national self in relation to, rather than at expense of, the national other. These are extremely
general and brief explications of various discursive positions that the national subject
strategically occupies in relation to the national Other: Nashi acts as the Hysteric and Antifa
performs the role of the Analyst. What follows is a fairly brief and simplified account of Lacan’s

theory of the four discourses, which I will be able to illustrate by historic examples in Chapter

Three and flesh out in the analysis in Chapter Four and Chapter Five.

S1

The Four Discourses are based on Lacan’s formula of the subject 5

> %2 . Although the

formula and its terms have been discussed above, the elements of the “quadripodes” obtain
additional, although related, meanings.?®* S1 is the unary or master signifier. As a part of

quadripode the master signifier stands for “the signifier function, that the essence of the master

283 ) acan, Seminar, Book XX 23.
264 acan, Seminar, Book XX 92.
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relics upon.”?® This function is of the mark that names the subject, makes the subject
meaningful, provided that S2 as the other signifier is in vicinity. And the other signifier is always
there.?®® The other signifier S2 stands for “the battery of signifiers,” the unconscious knowledge
(savoir), the Other: “This other signifier is not alone. The stomach of the Other, the big Other, is
full of them. This stomach is like some monstrous Trojan horse that provides the foundations for
the fantasy of a totality-knowledge™ (connaissance).?’ In sociopolitical terms, S2 represents a
social order, or a network of signifiers particular to a specific community, local or global.

As the master signifier intervenes in the network of other signifiers as a force that “comes
and strikes [the Trojan horse of the Other] from without,” as Lacan poetically relates, Troy gets
taken and the subject $ gets produced.?®® The subject, however, comes out as divided, or lacking
autonomy and certainty. As split between the self and the other, the subject can only
momentarily experience itself as whole: sooner rather than later the subject experiences
harrowing disappointment. At this moment the subject is closest to his/her lack, to the objet a as
a place from which desire for unity seeks to break loose:

It was not for nothing that last year | called “surplus jouissance” this same object

that | had moreover described as the one, that the entire dialectic of frustration in

analysis is organized around. This means that the loss of the object is also the gap,

a hole opened up to something, and we don’t know whether or not this something

is the representation of the lack in jouissance, which is situated by means of the

265 | acan, Seminar, Book XVII 21.

288 Which signifier — the master signifier or the other signifier — arrives first is a matter or logical, rather
than temporal, primacy: “I am talking about those signifiers that are already there[S2], whereas at the point of origin
at which we place ourselves in order to establish what discourse is about,...S1 is the one to be seen as intervening. It
intervenes in a signifying battery that we have no right, ever, to take as dispersed, as not already forming a network
of what is called knowledge [savoir].” Lacan, Seminar, Book XVII 13.

%7 | acan, Seminar, Book XV11 33.

%% Ipid.
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knowledge process, insofar as it appears in a completely different light as a result

of being, from that point on, knowledge [tamed] by the signifier.?*®
This unaccounted jouissance, this gap, this hole, this place of lack is, ironically, the most
essential part of the subject as a social and political being.?”® Before the subject finds him/herself
an agent of either of the four discourses, he/she is first and foremost a subject of, or rather
subject to, “the discourse of jouissance.”?"* The four Discourses are four distinct modes of

subjective enjoyment, of which the objet a is a primary element.

Notwithstanding the fact of which the quadrupedal schema (Master’s % > %2,

University’s :—i > % Hysteric’s z > 2—; or Analyst’s % > %) is in question, the left top corner is
occupied by the agent, the left bottom corner is a place of truth, the right top corner is taken by
the other and, finally, the right bottom part is where an effect is produced. Following Lacan’s
notion of extimacy, the left half of the schema can be said to be the province of the subject,
whereas the right half is the domain of the Other as a relic of another desiring subject that
governs the subject. Depending on the position of the objet a in schemas, in other words, the
subject’s relationship with the place of lack from which will to jouissance bursts forth forcefully,
“jouissance is questioned (s ‘interpelle), evoked, tracked, and elaborated.”?2

The discourse of the Master is a discourse of the subject $ who truly believes that he/she
is his/her mark S1, he/she is the master who arouses his/her own and everyone’s desire to be.

The Master violently imposes its will on others, which is the same to say that the first signifier

%69 acan, Seminar, Book XVII 19.

2% | ike the Real, a direct access to which the subject lacks, the objet a as a place of lack is almost
inexplicable: “this object is not nameable. If | try to call it surplus jouissance, this is only a device of
nomenclature....We know nothing about this object, except that it is the cause of desire, that is to say that strictly
speaking it manifests itself as want-to-be. There is therefore no being that is thereby determined.” Lacan, Seminar,
Book XVII 151.

2™ | acan, Seminar, Book XV 78.

22 |_acan, Seminar, Book XX 20.
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imposes itself on the Other: “a pact [between S1 and S2] always precedes violence before
perpetuating it, and what I call the symbolic dominates the imaginary, allowing us to wonder
whether or not murder really is the absolute Master.”?”® The Master aspires to be the perfect,
“pure’ or ‘absolute’ person,” “Absolute Being,” something like a ““purified’ body in heaven.”?"*
The Master’s discourse is also a discourse of tragically literal, obscene power. There is nothing
but the signifier that would authorize the command of the Master, since the authority of the
Master is purely tautological: he/she is a master because he/she is the master. Following Zizek, it
may be possible, at a pinch, to discuss the Master’s discourse in terms of absolute monarchy:
“the ‘Sun King’ Louis XIV with his L etat, ¢ est moi...is the master par excellence.”?"

In her treatment of the discourse of the Master, Zupanci¢ fairly notes that this discourse
involves a leap of faith, a blind belief that a Master is the Master. As she continues:

We know that in the context of new (democratic) masters, it is precisely this leap

that is under the imperative of disintegrating into something linear and, above all,

accountable (counting the votes, knowledge, skill, wealth), as well as being filled

in with the question of merit, substituted for the chain of reasons. The modern

form of the social bond is largely determined by the imperative (call it

unattainable ideal) of commensurability between the (master) signifier and the

subject.?’®

273 |_acan, Ecrits 686. Violence here is violence of the death drive: “Primal masochism should be located
around this initial negativation, around this original murder of the thing.” Lacan, Seminar, Book | 174.

2% Burke, Grammar of Motives 35; Burke, On Symbols and Society 270; Burke, Rhetoric of Religion 131.

2% 7izek, “Objet a” 110. It would be fair to say that the monarch performs the discursive function of the
Master if the monarch is not conceived as an embodiment of God’s will. In case he is supposedly a representative of
the divine, the monarch functions as knowledge of the University’s discourse.

278 Zupantic, “When Surplus Enjoyment Meets Surplus Value” 160.
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Stated otherwise, in democracies the question of equivalence of S1 with $ is accounted for and
thus justified. Such rationalization — a seemingly objective and universal warrant — of the
Master’s authority, I contend, is a feature of the University’s discourse.

As monarchies started to crumble in late eighteenth-century Europe, “the classical
master’s discourse” made way to “[the discourses] of the modern master,” that is, the Discourse
of the University operative in republics and democracies.?”” In the age of globalization, elected
leaders more than ever vouch to represent the interests of their entire constituencies fairly.
Regardless whether such claims are more or less genuine, the Discourse of the University is
always “a discourse of the perverted master.”%’® Said otherwise, the agent of the University
appeals to “the [supposed] neutrality of...human knowledge,” to universal knowledge, while
exercising the symbolic violence of the Master.?™

Any presumption of objectivity, rationality and universality, as Lacan argues, is an effect
of primal, or primary, repression: “This lack of truth about truth — necessitating as it does all the
traps that metalanguage, as sham and logic, falls into — is the rightful place of Urverdrangung,
that is, of primal repression which draws toward itself all the other repressions — not to mention
other rhetorical effects.”?*° In other words, claims to objectivity and universality cannot be
ultimately sustained since meaning is a product of the differential play of signifiers, where each
signifier refers back to another signifier and ultimately the movement gets interrupted by the

non-reciprocity of the unary signifier. The knowledge of such an operation, or rather the

21T acan, Seminar, Book XVII 31.

28 |_acan, Seminar, Book VII 182. Here perverted mastery is understood as contorted or deformed, rather
than pathological, since the Discourse of the University is the structure of the neurotic and not the pervert.

29| acan, Seminar, Book 111 177.

%0 | acan, Ecrits 737.
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knowledge of lack exhibited by the unary signifier as the very first, isolated and therefore non-
sensical signifier, is registered in the psyche, thus shaping what comes to be the unconscious.?

Similar to the primary role of the unary signifier S1, which sets the whole linguistic
operation in motion, on the level of secondary psychic processes certain privileged, or master,
signifiers (also marked as S1) function as nodal points by pinning down, albeit only temporarily,
the meaning of symbolic networks that they float across. As floating, or, rather, as Ernesto
Laclau has it, empty signifiers, they also acquire distinct value depending on a specific discourse
they get to structure. For example, as the close textual reading of dominant Russian national
narratives reveals, master signifiers that today animate most contemporary Russian fantasies, the
proponents of which insist on the just and objective nature of those narratives, are the nodal
points of democracy and fascism. The latter, in their turn, get to have specific meanings
depending on signification networks they organize.

The empty signifier, however, is neither equivocal nor ambiguous. Instead, similar to
Lacan’s unary signifier, Laclau’s empty signifier is the signifier that “points...to the discursive

presence of its own limits,” to lack.?®?

As Laclau notes, “there can be empty signifiers within the
field of signification because any system of signification is structured around an empty place
resulting from the impossibility of producing an object which, none the less, is required by the
systematicity of the system.”?®® Laclau’s notion of the empty signifier then further helps to

unpack the logic of the University’s Discourse. Although in Chapter Five I discuss the

mechanism of the “unstable compromise between equivalence and difference” operational in

%81 This primal forgetting — the forgetting of something that never reaches the conscious level — is, however,
instrumental for the speaking being: “To use language properly, you must know how to discount language. (That is:
You must know when something is not quite what language, taken literally, states to be).” Burke, Language as
Symbolic Action 461.

%82 | aclau, “Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?” 36.

%3 |_aclau, “Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?” 40.
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hegemonic constructs, such as, for instance, national identity, now it is enough to point out
where the master signifier can empty itself from its signified to the point when this master
signifier as a particularity can assume the role of “an incommensurable universal
signification.”?* Put otherwise, a certain privileged signifier (S1) that functions as empty can
represent the whole hegemonic field of knowledge (S2), which is often argued to be universal
and objective.?®

From the prism of the ethics of Lacanian psychoanalysis, the fact that purportedly
disinterested knowledge is the “truth” spoken by the Master is certainly problematic.?®® In a way,
on the most general level, one can say that the agent of the University’s Discourse is a hypocrite,
who feigns to possess to a neutral, universal knowledge, while in reality this knowledge is
nothing other than a product of a particular subjective interest. At the same time, it would be
incorrect to argue that narratives structured like the Discourse of the University (or, for that
matter, like any other Discourse) do not differ from each other in terms of their fidelity to the
Lacanian-Burkean ethical ideal. The Discourse of the University, for instance, has at least four
distinct ethically-driven variants: the comic discourse of liberal democracy as a narrative of
universal rights and freedoms; the tragic discourse of democratic tyranny, which highlights
tensions between popular sovereignty and individual liberties; the comic discourse of
bureaucracy as a narrative of law that operates in and sustains an open society; and the tragic

discourse of bureaucracy as a narrative of administrative law divorced from ethical

84 |_aclau, “Why Do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?” 39; Laclau, On Populist Reason 70.

8 | aclau, On Populist Reason 70.

%8 In line with Lacan’s insistence that any knowledge is fantasmatic, logic, as well as the reasonable or
practical wisdom (which Aristotle, for instance defines as “a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard to
human goods”), is also ethically suspect. A Lacanian inspired definition of phronesis could be a true state of
capacity to act with regard to lack. Aristotle n.pag.
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considerations and the idea of the equal protection of rights and freedoms of various social,
religious and political groups.

Contrary to the argument laid out by Russian neo-fascists and Nashi that the West favors
the politics of the double standard by promoting their motives under the guise of appeals to
universal freedom and equality, in a liberal democratic society the knowledge that partisan
interests stand behind appeals to the universal is not concealed, but welcomed in order to counter
the uneven concentration of power among various political interests. In this respect one cannot
justifiably claim that Western liberal democracy is an inherently deceitful and immoral project.
Instead, in the discourse of bureaucracy political interests and moral considerations are often
considered to be irrelevant for administrative purposes, which is hypocritical, since bureaucracy
largely helps the existing political regime function more efficiently and as such benefits the
Master.?®’

In its most obscene form the discourse of bureaucracy is the rhetoric of an oppressive,
often totalitarian society, a society of Michel Foucault’s “well-disciplined body,” Theodor
Adorno’s “administrative reason,” Hannah Arendt’s “faceless bureaucrat of death,” as well as the
Soviet “configuration of workers-peasants” mentioned by Lacan.?®® These tragic discourses
presuppose that the dummy as a malleable body is disciplined into and observed on its path to
being: “you have only one thing to do, which is to weave yourselves into it along with those who

work, that is with those who teach you, under the banner of the means of production and,

87 \While the Discourse of the University can be considered as structurally hypocritical and the discourse of
bureaucracy as a type of the University’s Discourse is also associated with a substantially hypocritical rhetoric, the
agent of the Discourse of the Hysteric, both formally and in substance, can be also said to be a hypocrite too. In
other words, hypocrisy, whether it is conscious or structural, is not an exclusive feature of the Discourse of the
University and its forms.

“88 Foucault 153; Adorno 118; Elon xiii; Lacan, Seminar, Book XVII 206. Lacan’s full quote of the Soviet
discourse of the University goes as follows: “The configuration of workers-peasants has nevertheless led to a form
of society, in which it is precisely the university that occupies the driving seat. For what reigns in what is commonly
called the Soviet Union of Socialist Republics is the university.”
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consequently, of surplus value.”?®® Generally speaking, the discourse of bureaucracy in its tragic
form embraces obedience to authority, observance of rules, and the pursuit of efficiency, while
simultaneously refusing critical judgments and ethical consideration.

This deliberate or spontaneous refusal, or this inability to see an issue from unexpected or
incongruous angle, is what Burke describes as “[the] state of affairs whereby one’s very abilities
can function as blindness,” and, following Thorstein Veblen, calls “trained incapacity.”**
Similarly, Burke draws on John Dewey’s concept of “occupational psychosis” and pushes both
Dewey’s and Veblen’s terms, employed interchangeably, even further to apply them to the
condition of the speaking subject, who, by seeing the world from a particular perspective,
through “some particular nomenclature, some one terministic screen,” is bound to miss
something: “A way of seeing is also a way of not seeing — a focus upon object A involves a
neglect of object B.”?%*

The fantasy of the ordinary Nazi bureaucrat, described as a fairly average person, in the
sense of being “no exception within the Nazi regime,” who was “neither feeble-minded nor
indoctrinated nor cynical,” in the works of Hannah Arendt and Zygmunt Bauman, which |
discuss briefly in Chapter Four, has been so far the most well-known historic example of the

tragic discourse of bureaucracy.?** As Arendt stresses, what characterizes “the modern

bureaucratic mode of rationalization” is “a quite extraordinary confusion over elementary

289 Lacan, Seminar, Book XVI1 203-204.

2% Byrke, Permanence and Change 7. To interpret something from a new perspective is to adopt what
Burke calls “perspective by incongruity.” On “trained incapacity” and “perspective of incongruity, see Burke,
Permanence and Change; Wais, Veblen.

1 Burke, Language as Symbolic Action 47; Burke, Permanence and Change 49. As Burke notes,
“Professor Dewey does not use the word ‘psychosis’ in the psychiatric sense; it applies to a pronounced character of
the mind.” Burke, Permanence and Change 40. As Robert Wess points out, another “implication of trained
incapacity is that history is open-ended, moving from orientation to orientation with no final orientation. There is no
place of truth in which to rest. It’s a history without a telos, change without permanence.” Wess 68.

292 Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem 26.
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questions of morality.”?*®> Among the most recent examples of such bureaucratic discourse is also
the inclination of Russian neo-fascists to treat any issue that involves non-ethnic Russian
minorities as an administrative rather than political matter, which again I briefly discuss in
Chapter Four. Less obviously tragic national narratives in contemporary Russia are too often
structured as the discourse of bureaucracy. As | demonstrate in Chapter Five, Nashi and Putin
emphasize the role of law and the majority’s opinion at the expense of a critical and moral
judgment. More specifically, both Putin and pro-Putin “anti-fascists” advocate for a “true” kind
of democracy and civil society — a regime that is arguably supported by all Russians and
reflected in a set of laws that take into considerations Russia’s aspirations toward efficiency,
economic and technological progress, rather than progressive political attitudes such as an
unconditional respect for human rights and civil liberties.

Unlike the agent of the tragic discourse of bureaucracy, which is a voiceless and inert
apparatus irreconcilable with the tenets of liberal democracy, the comic bureaucrat is one who
carries out their administrative duties in order to serve as a guardian of the principle of universal
equality and the one who, if a situation demands, engages in the practice of active bureaucratic
resistance to the tragic encroachment of, for example, the power of a president.?®* Russian neo-
fascists, however, not only refuse to acknowledge the existence of comic forms of socio-political
discourses, they are also comfortable defining the national democracy they aspire to as a regime

that prioritizes the rights of the ethnic Russian majority, or “the tyranny of the [Russian]

2% Bauman 15; Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem 295.

2% Compared to what has been a tragically inspired political regime in Russia for years, examples of
participatory American bureaucracy are widely known. See Eilperin, Rein and Fisher; Kamisar; Moffitt; Riley;
Yates. On Russian bureaucracy, see Dresen, “Bureaucrats and Russian Transition”; Elder, “The Hell of Russian
Bureaucracy”; Lincoln; Ozernoy and Samsonova; Ryavec; Sytin.
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majority,” and point out that liberal democracy is nothing other, than “the worldview of [tragic]
bureaucracy,” or a discourse that is divorced from any political or ethical considerations.*”
Having been depicted as bureaucratic, Western liberal democracy is also arguably formal.
Speaking of the ideological and ethical emptiness that Russian neo-fascists and Nashi wrongly
attribute to the discourse of liberal democracy, one can indeed notice that the University’s
Discourse, compared with the other three Discourses, displays best what Ernesto Laclau
theorized as populism: the logic of the political manifested in the relationship between the
particular and the universal. Taking into consideration the idea that empty master signifiers stand

behind (or, rather, lie beneath, as it is demonstrated in the formula of the Discourse of the
University z—j > %) any supposedly objective or universal system of knowledge (S2) and as such

are foundational of this knowledge, it is then important to raise an objection to the claim of
Russian neo-fascists and Nashi that Western liberal democracy is an abstract framework depleted
of any particular ideological content and as such is adaptable to any system of values. While the
discourse of liberal democracy, just like any political discourse, indeed possesses the structure of
universality, which is set in motion by the empty signifier, it is not merely a placeholder. Despite
Nashi’s conviction that it is possible to successfully “connect universal principles of...[liberal]
democracy with Russia’s reality,” liberal democracy is an embrace of a wide variety of particular
comic interests, and is incommensurable with Russia’s political scene, which is dominated by
tragic demands.?®® Neither have Russian neo-fascists and pro-Kremlin “anti-fascists” been fair to
insist that the discourse of liberal democracy is also a discourse of cynical bureaucracy. Instead, I
argue that it is tragic Russian national actors who do not move past bureaucratic blindness and

cynical pragmatism, which structurally are not the same discourses. The discourses of liberal

25 Tocqueville 180; Savelyev, “To Shape™ n.pag.
2% «Manifesto” n.pag.
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democracy and bureaucracy are structured along the lines of the University’s Discourse, but the
cynic’s fantasy is tragically inspired and organized as the discourse of the obsessive, which I
discuss below.

While the subjects of the Discourse of the Master and the Discourse of the University are
relatively satisfied with the status quo, the hysteric and the obsessive subjects of the Discourse of
the Hysteric revel in division as “symptomatic tearing apart.”*®’ The Discourse of the Hysteric,
which subsumes the position of the hysteric and its dialect, the obsessive position, is a discourse
of resistance toward, protest against, and complaint of the master signifier that lacks its power to
be the true Master. Whereas the hysteric wants to be the sole object of the Other’s desire, he/she,
just like the neurotic in general, does not want the Other to experience wholeness at the
hysteric’s expense;s that is, the hysteric does not want to serve as the source of the Other’s

enjoyment.?®

Therefore a peculiar dynamic between the hysteric and the Other is established:
“She wants the other to be a master,...but at the same time she doesn’t want him to know so
much that he does not believe she is the supreme price of all his knowledge. In other words, she
wants a master she can reign over. She reigns, and he does not govern.”?*° Divided between the
self and the Other, or “split...between jouissance and the henceforth mortified body,” the
hysteric then enjoys his/her power as a promise of certainty that he/she installs in the Other.3®
The Other’s desire, however, remains forever unsatisfied, just as the hysteric’s, because “there is

something else that [the hysteric] prefers to her desire; she prefers that her desire should be

unsatisfied so that the Other should hold the key to her mystery. It is the only thing that is

27 acan, Seminar, Book XVI11 175.

%8 See Sharpe; Zizek, “Objet a”; As Stavrakakis argues, the Discourse of the Hysteric is the foundation of
the capitalist culture of consumption and advertising. Stavrakakis, “On the Critique of Advertising Discourse.”

299 | acan, Seminar, Book XVI1 129.

%00 | acan, Seminar, Book XVI1 177.
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important to her and this is the reason why...she strives to reanimate this Other, to reassure him,
to complete him, to restore him.”*"

Whereas the hysteric desires for an unsatisfied desire by seizing an opportunity to present
him/herself as an enigma, or something that the Other desires but never gets, the obsessive
makes an effort to protect him/herself from ravaging jouissance by setting up the Other’s and
thus his/her own desire as impossible: “It is in a way in the measure that the object of his desire
has become an impossible object that it becomes for [the obsessive] once again the object of his
desire.”®*? Although the impossibility of jouissance is at the foundation of subjectivity, Lacan
underscores that “[w]hat characterizes the [obsessional] neurotic in particular is that he
emphasizes the confrontation with this impossibility.”%

Undergoing castration, which is read by the obsessive as the forced surrender of
jouissance to the Other, the obsessive readily accepts his/her position as the Slave and plunges
into work for the sake of the Master. Similar to any other neurotic, the obsessive then becomes
alienated from the product of his/her labor. What emerges as the obsessive’s idiosyncratic
feature, however, is that “the subject’s recognition of his own essence in his creation, in which
this labor finds its justification, eludes him no less, for he himself ‘is not in it’.”*** Put
differently, the obsessive does not procure enjoyment for him/herself from work - from tirelessly
wondering what the Master’s desire is, but rather from pretending to be loyal to the Master, from

keeping up the ritualized charade of power, or authenticity, of the Other, to whom the obsessive

“[demonstrates] his good intentions through hard work™: “‘Everything for the other’ says the

301 acan, Seminar, Book VII1 213.

%02 | acan, Seminar, Book VI 22.04.59 (18) 234.

%03 | _acan, “Desire and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet” 36
%04 |_acan, Ecrits 259.
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obsessional and this indeed is what he does.”*® While the hysteric searches for the impotent
Master to govern, the obsessive “need[s] to be the Other’s guarantor,” to assume the role of a
witness of the Other’s supposed Mastery.*%°

The answer as to why “[the obsessive] devalues himself, in so far as he puts outside
himself the whole game of the erotic dialectic [of the Master and the Slave], that he pretends, as
someone has said, to be its organizer,” is that the obsessive neurotic is better off professing that
the Other is the true Master, rather than risking to impinge on his/her own lack.>*” While the
obsessive refuses to openly acknowledge the Master’s lacking nature and in effect denies the
ultimate impossibility of his/her own wholeness, “being in the perpetual vertigo of the
destruction of the Other, [the obsessive] can never do enough to allow the other to maintain
himself in existence.”

Although the obsessive enjoys the status of the Slave - being separated from his/her
jouissance by what he/she thinks to be the will of the Master, “whose death he awaits,” the
obsessive, however, is terrified by the revelation of the ultimate impossibility of being: “the
obsessional when all is said and done dreads nothing more than that to which he imagines he
aspires, the liberty of his acts and his deeds,” obtained with the death of the Master.**® As Lacan
teaches us, the subject is never free from language, which gives the subject its name, or from the
intriguing question of his/her fellow human being’s desire, which keeps the subject wanting and
enjoying only as much as the speaking being possibly can. It is either freedom from the question

of the Other, from language, or meaningful life as the speaking, desiring subject; but it is never

both. The obsessive then is rightfully terrified, since “[b]eyond the death of the master, [the

395 | acan, Ecrits 259; Lacan, Seminar, Book VIII 175

3% ) acan, Ecrits 698.

%7 |_acan, Seminar, Book VIII 177.
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obsesive] really will be obliged to confront death, as every fully realised being has to, and to
assume, in the Heideggerian sense, his being-for-death.”*'° To approach the ultimate
impossibility of being requires the grit and ethical conviction of the subject that eagerly sees the
self and the world in light of comic melancholy. Yet “the obsessional does not assume his being-
for-death, he has been reprieved.”®"* That is why the obsessive goes for tragic mourning rather
than comic melancholy: he/she finds pleasure in wallowing in sorrow for a part of the self that
has dissipated into nothingness, or vanished in “the hole in the real...[which] sets the signifier in
motion.”%!2

The obsessive’s fantasy is not only tragic, but also cynical. As Zizek has it, “[c]ynical
distance is just one way — one of many ways — to blind ourselves to the structuring power of
ideological fantasy: even if we do not take things seriously, even if we keep an ironical distance,
we are still doing them.”®" Lacan notes, this action can be viewed as a quasi-religious ritual that
the obsessive neurotic performs in order to secure the certainty of his/her identity. This, | argue,
does not make the cynic any less of a believer, or an ideological product. The obsessive trusts
that one day he/she will liberate him/herself from the master that he/she does not believe in and
he/she will be able to become his/her own master, to find what he/she was supposedly deprived
of. But before such day comes, he/she continues to operate in an already customary manner,
because the Master, even as a fraud, remains to be the sole source of the promise of identity
fullness by, ironically, taking on the function, as the obsessive fantasizes, of the usurper of the

obsessive’s jouissance.

3101 acan, Seminar, Book | 287.

3111 acan, Seminar, Book | 287.

312 As Lacan further clarifies, “[t]he work of mourning is first of all performed to satisfy the disorder that is
produced by the inadequacy of signifying elements to cope with the hole that has been created in existence, for it is
the system of signifiers in their totality which is impeached by the least instance of mourning.” Lacan, “Desire and
the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet” 38

313 Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 33.
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With regard to the process of Russian identity negotiation, Russians function as the
obsessive in, for example, Nashi’s national fantasy. Traumatized by the “loss” of the authentic
sense of the national self, brought about by the dissolution of the USSR and the failure of
democratic reforms of the 1990s, Russians persistently aspire for what they see as their forfeited
greatness, the hope of which return they discern in the figure of a strong leader. They do not
really believe this Master, who, as they acknowledge routinely, is corrupted just like all
politicians, but whom nevertheless they slavishly support to keep the promise of their wholeness
alive. In this sense, the Russian subject is not exactly a captive of its authoritarian Master; rather,
as the obsessive structure of the Russian subject’s fantasy reveals, the one who chooses, in a
manipulative manner, “to injure themselves, defeat themselves, humiliate themselves, or
sacrifice themselves.”**

Despite masochistic and subservient impulses that animate the fantasy of the obsessive,
Lacan sees a revolutionary potential in the Discourse of the Hysteric — a capacity of the
Discourse to situate the subject in propitious proximity to his/her lack: “The subject’s division is
without doubt nothing other than the radical ambiguity that attaches itself to the very term,
‘truth.””*! Yet, it is not subversive or hystericized enough: in the end the hysteric gets engulfed
by the Master’s discourse and structured knowledge of his/her own making: “the hysteric’s
discourse reveals the master’s discourse’s jouissance, in the sense that in it knowledge occupies
the place of jouissance.”%°
Whereas the hysteric places confidence in him/herself as the objet a - a secret and

promise of fullness, the analyst identifies with the place of lack that the objet a stands for.

Unlike the hysteric who enjoys his/her divided nature, the analyst does not obsess over his/her

314 Rancour-Laferriere 7.
315 | acan, Seminar, Book XVII 177.
316 ) acan, Seminar, Book XVI11 94.
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lack. Instead, the analyst attempts to explicate his/her acts in accordance with the recognized lack
so to “emerge [as] another style of master signifier” - produce less exclusive and oppressive.*!’
Although symptomatic reading permits to read beyond appearances, or what the subject says
about the other and the self, an analysis of frames may leave the critic wondering in cases when
the subject employs ethically contradictory frames. An attention to the subject’s symbolic
positions, or discourses, then would attune the critic to “the unsaid that dwells in the holes in

discourse,” thereby enabling the critic to attend to the full speech of the subject’s lack.®'®

2.9 The Critical Vigor of a Lacanian-Burkean Theory of National Identity Construction

In concluding this chapter and transitioning to the next chapter, which addresses the
larger historical context of Russian identity negotiation, 1 would like to emphasize the role of the
material in the blended Lacanian-Burkean theory and how such account of the material
encourages a robust ideological critique of nationalisms within specific socio-political and
historical contexts. The material in its relation to the rhetorical can be understood twofold. First,
both Burke and Lacan support the thesis of the materiality of discourse. To speak of rhetoric as
material is the same as to argue for linguistic or rhetorical realism, which Robert Lawrence
Heath and Robert Wess respectively employ in their conversations about Burke’s theory of
motives. Following Frederic Jameson, Wess points out the paradox of Burke’s notion of the

symbolic act, which “insists on the real while subscribing to the constructionist thesis” — an idea

317 acan, Seminar, Book XVII 176.
318 ) acan, Ecrits 253.
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that the symbolic act produces the subject and his/her reality, rather than stemming from
something external to it, that is, something objective or transcendental.**?

Such an understanding of the symbolic act disregards the material role of the Real as the
non-discursive. In addition to acknowledging that human reality is discursively mediated and
effectual, both Lacan and Burke stress the momentous role of the Real in human life.
Responding to the irresistible lure of certainty (an epitome of which the Real is, since the Real
“is always and every case in its place”) with insecurity, the subject thereby carves out a space for
himself.*?° In this space, or in the discourse of jouissance, the subject as true/intersubjective,
knowing/speaking and (un)ethical begins.*** An account of the originating tension between the
non-discursive and the discursive thus permits a psychoanalytically inflected rhetorical theory
and criticism of ideology to avoid the traps of idealism and moral relativism.

An emphasis on both the non-discursive and the discursive, however, does not suffice,
according to Dews, to recover Lacan’s psychoanalysis from “a historical and political
vacuum.”3?? Similarly M. Lane Bruner questions the utility of Lacan’s theory (at least in its
highly abstract form) for ideological criticism as an analysis of distance between the non-
discursive and the discursive.*?® Indeed, it is not readily obvious how Lacan’s theory that refuses
the subject’s access to the Real as immutable and objective is capable of accounting for social
and historical conditions. | believe, however, that a focused attention on the ethical category of

lack as a product of the incompatibility between the Real and language redeems Lacan’s

psychoanalysis for the purposes of ideological criticism.

319 \Wess 109. What Wess takes to be “the real” here is not Lacan’s Real of unadulterated nature. See also
Jameson, The Political Unconscious.
%20 | acan, Ecrits 17.
%! The true subject is the subject that passes both the mirror and Oedipal phases successfully.
322
Dews 108.
%23 See Bruner, Repressive Regimes.
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The conflict between nature and human reality (which, contra Dews, is foundational of
Lacan’s psychoanalysis) allows the subject to act or to perform him/herself (ethically),
simultaneously making this process knowable and contestable by other subjects. A consideration
of the Real as the sensible and the impossible provides the critic with an opportunity to read the
performed reality of a particular social subject, or a particular socio-political fantasy/attitude,
through the prism of its distance to the truth of irrecoverable lack, rather than a supposed truth of
each reality. Both Burke and Lacan refuse that a metalanguage or “a genuinely neutral
vocabulary” can be spoken, or that we can speak of situations in a way that is truly objective.?**
An analysis of society or history from this point of view is an analysis of competing reality
definitions, or, in Wess” words, “an agonistic process in which cultural orthodoxies displace one
another,” with regard to the fixed material (and impenetrable) wall of the Real.*** Neither Burke
nor Lacan deny material facts of, for instance, a violent revolt or death, but they underscore that
those facts exist in human reality burdened with subjective meaning.®*® In human reality facts are
always acted upon:

in mediating between the social realm [or the Imaginary] and the realm of non-

verbal nature [or the Real], words communicate to things the spirit that the society

imposes on the words which have come to be the ‘names’ for them. The things are

in effect the visible tangible material embodiments of the spirit that infuses them

through the medium of words. The things of nature...become a vast pageantry of

%24 Burke, Rhetoric of Motives 96. On metalanguage see Lacan, Ecrits 688; Lacan, Seminar, Book XX 119.
325
Wess 84.
) %28 In note 72 | briefly discussed the question of materiality of death. On materiality of historical events see
Lacan, Ecrits 216-217. All those material facts that are not incepted into human reality still exist as raw elements of
the Real.
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social-verbal masques and costumes and guild-like mysteries, not just a world of
sheer natural objects, but a parade of spirits.*’

In this respect, a study of a supposedly factual context without addressing its actual value is a
reading of a conscious, imaginary dimension of fantasy/attitude under the pretense of having an
access to metalanguage. Such study is ineffectual and possibly dangerous since it passes an
(ethical) act off as a fact.

Rather than lulling the subject into a dream of happiness qua certainty by the “mere talk”
of the Imaginary, a blended Lacanian-Burkean theory incites in the subject an uncompromising
human capacity to act ethically, that is, with regard to lack and with no regard for one’s own
good or the good of the Other: “the access to desire necessitates crossing not only all fear but all
pity, because the voice of the hero trembles before nothing, and especially not before the good of
the other.”*?® An awareness of lack perpetuated by the ethical stance of comic melancholy is,
perhaps, the only possible meta-knowledge (as knowledge about the impossibility of knowledge
or certainty in the uncertain). Without being dogmatic or, on the contrary, too permissive, a
Lacanian-Burkean ethics leaves it to the national subject to decide how exactly one performs
itself tragicomically — located between the polar opposites of tragic mourning and comic
melancholy.

Ideological rhetorical criticism conducted within the Burkean-Lacanian theoretical
framework attempts to explicate how the subject attempts to overcome the limit of the
unspeakable in pursuit of certainty.*? In this respect the present study could be said to be an

extension of Bruner’s limit work. While Bruner’s limit work is an analysis of particular

discursive limits, that is, what cannot be said in a specific socio-political and cultural context,

%7 Burke, “What Are the Signs of What?” 6-7.
%28 |_acan, Seminar, Book VII 323.
%29 The subject never succeeds; therefore, the process of identity construction is always a failed attempt.
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limit work that is driven by the blended Burkean-Lacanian theory attends to the limit imposed on
the discursive by the Real, or what cannot be said as such. Although pointing out specific
discursive limits and the general limit to the discursive respectively, Bruner’s limit work and a
psychoanalytically inflected rhetorical criticism of ideology similarly focus attention on how
particular visions of reality sustain and/or “undermine the fragile coherence [and thus certainty]
of preferred [imaginary] characterizations.”**°

Understood against the background of the truth of the Real, national identity is a process
of testing the limit imposed by the Real by acting in response to specific events and real people.
Said otherwise, the national subject finds itself in a fantasmatically negotiated space between the
traumas of the Real as the impossible and the Real as the sensible. Mindful of continuous and
extensive analytic accretions, which molded Lacan’s psychoanalysis and Burke’s theory of
human motives into labyrinthine networks of ontological, epistemological and ethical concepts
and principles, a Lacanian-Burkean theory of national ideology, | argue, presents the critic with

the means to carry out a politically responsive, ethically viable, and suggestively liberating

analysis of national identity negotiation.

330 Bruner, “Rhetorical Criticism” 282.
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3 THEHISTORY OF THE NATIONAL SUBJECT: THE RUSSIANS AND THE

RUSSIAN IDEA

3.1 The Rewriting of History as an Ethical Enterprise

To think of the national subject as a product of discursive negotiation within the limits of
the Real as the sensible and the Real as the impossible may help resist the charge that a
Lacanian-Burkean theory is out of touch with the material, but still may not be enough to counter
claims that Lacan’s psychoanalysis is socially indifferent and completely ahistorical. Luce
Irigaray, for example, is adamant in her argument that Lacan’s theory has nothing to contribute

»1 More

to cultural studies, as “[i]ts theory and practice rest upon historical nothingness.
specifically, she argues that Lacan’s psychoanalysis presents a complete, rigid system of
knowledge, that is, “psychoanalytic ‘science’,” where each particular case is merely an
illustration of a universal law, rather than a means to uncover something new about the analyzed
phenomenon.? Indeed, if a critic interested in national identity negotiation asks a question of why
a specific national subject invests affectively in a specific mode of identification, the most
general answer to that question is that the national subject attempts to maximize its enjoyment.
Similarly critical of psychoanalysis, Judith Butler doubts the ability of Lacanian psychoanalysis
to “respond to the pressure to theorize the historical specificity of trauma, to provide texture for
the specific exclusions, annihilations, and unthinkable losses that structure the social

phenomena” like Nazism, Stalinism etcetera.®> According to Butler, the problem of an “over-

rapid universalization” characteristic of Lacanian theory consists in the fact that psychoanalysis

! Irigaray 48.
? Irigaray 83.
® Butler, Bodies That Matter 202.
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does not differentiate among various traumas which arguably prompt distinct, historically
embedded social formations.”

In return, quite a few of Lacanian scholars responded vocally to the accusations made
against Lacan’s psychoanalysis. In History after Lacan, Teresa Brennan proposes to look at the
human psyche as changing over time. She tells “the story of a social psychosis” by examining
“an ego’s era.” The age of the Imaginary that arguably begins in the seventeenth century,
according to Brennan, obliterates historical consciousness, or a critical understanding of society.
Although Dylan Evans disassociates himself from Brennan’s historical account of the psyche, he
too discusses the ego as a modern phenomenon, which, according to Evans, dates back to the end
of the fifteenth century and the beginning of the sixteenth century.® He defends the historical
sensitivity of Lacan’s psychoanalysis by discussing the Oedipus complex as a psychic structure
relative to a certain social and historical context. Although laudable, these solutions to the
alleged lacuna in Lacan’s theory may not suffice in properly defending the place of the historical
in psychoanalysis.’

In the book Read My Desire, Copjec approaches the debate on the presumed (a)historicity
of Lacan’s work from a more successful angle. She does not search for traces of historical value
in separate psychoanalytic concepts, but maintains that the concept of the “objectively

indeterminate” subject paradoxically keeps Lacan’s theory open for textually palpable social and

* Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology 50. Butler comments on ZiZek’s theorization of the traumatic
kernel of the Real in The Sublime Object of Ideology, as well as his discussion of both the dangers of over-rapid
universalization and over-rapid historicization. According to Zizek, the extremes of over-rapid universalization and
over-rapid historicization are blind to the importance of the socio-historical and the universal respectively.

® Brennan, History after Lacan 3. On the problem of waning historical consciousness, see also Brennan,
Exhausting Modernity.

® See Evans, “Historicism and Lacanian theory.”

"It is worth mentioning that Brennan’s and Evans’ accounts of the historical in Lacan’s theory are quite
problematic. Brennan explicates many of Lacan’s concepts in a peculiar way. For example, Brennan never cites
Lacan when she mentions the idea of the ego’s era; also she draws on Max Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of
Enlightenment among others, rather than Lacan’s body of works when she speaks of the degeneration of historical
consciousness. Evans in his turn makes problematic connections between Lacan’s claims and relies on anecdotal
evidence from one of Lacan’s earliest works. See Lacan, “Les complexes familiaux dans la formation de 1’individu.”
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historical specificity.? I argue that an emphasis on Lacan’s ethics allows distancing Lacan’s
psychoanalysis from the ahistorical prejudice even further. An ethically inflected Lacanian-
Burkean ideological criticism of national identity negotiation invites the critic to ask how, more
specifically, judging on a scale from comic melancholy to tragic mourning, national subjects
enjoy their identities, and why some modes of enjoyment are more appealing than others in light
of their socio-political consequences.

To answer these questions, the critic does not turn, as Butler suggests, to an analysis of
the determinate - the realm of the Real (and traumas are reminders of the encounter with the
Real) - but to an indeterminate dimension opened up by the traumatic tension between the non-
discursive and the discursive, which allows conceiving of a Lacanian-Burkean criticism as
mindful of social and historical particularities.” Although it is fair to say that the national subject
is produced in its defensive and thus fantasmatic reaction to traumas inflicted in the process of
the subject’s encounter with the Real (the reminder of which is the real lack and the second lack),
the emphasis in Lacan’s psychoanalysis is not placed on trauma: “For to say of psychoanalysis
and of history that, qua sciences, they are both sciences of the particular, does not mean that the
facts they deal with are purely accidental or even factitious, or that their ultimate value comes
down to the brute aspect of trauma.”*° Instead, the key is to pay special attention to the ethically
driven choices of a fantasmatic response to the traumatic effect of the Real. To study the national
subject then is to learn the history of its faltering between the poles of tragic mourning and comic

melancholy.

® Copjec, Read My Desire 147.

® Trauma signals the subject’s collision with the Real: “The function of the tuché, of the real as encounter—
the encounter in so far as it may be missed, in so far as it is essentially the missed encounter—first presented itself in
the history of psycho-analysis in a form that was in itself already enough to arouse our attention, that of the trauma.”
Lacan, Seminar, Book XI 55.

10| acan, Ecrits 216.
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As | briefly mentioned above, the history of the national subject is an ethically significant
symbolic action, rather than an unfolding of the supposedly objective account of past events.
While Lacan does not deny the Realness of historic events, the history of the national subject “is
less a matter of remembering than of rewriting history.”™* First, a real fact of something that
occurred becomes a historical event when the former gets marked by a signifier. Further, for a
real fact to become meaningful for the subject the primary function of historicization must be
necessarily complemented by the secondary historicization: “The signifier is...primitively given,
but it remains nothing as long as the subject doesn’t cause it to enter into his history.”*? Thus
national history is not a factual account of a remembered past, but a partisan account of factual
events - both as they have been directly experienced and rewritten by the national subject - that
are perceptible and significant enough to become a part of the national fantasy/attitude: “the
history presents itself as something memorable and memorized in the Freudian sense, namely,
something that is registered in the signifying chain and dependent on its existence.” To study
national history is then to study how national fantasies shift, rather than evolve over time.

Clearly, Lacan’s psychoanalysis is at odds with a study of “the general march of

1% The subject’s history is the “futural past.”* Lacan insists that “what is realized in [the

history.
subject’s] history is neither the past definite as what was...nor even the perfect as what has been
in what | am, but the future anterior as what | will have been, given what | am in the process of

becoming.”® An emphasis on the future dimension of the subject’s history stems from the idea

that subjectivization never results in a permanent, fixed idea of the self (thus the self does not

11 acan, Seminar, Book | 14.

12 |_acan, Seminar, Book 111 156.

13 LLacan, Seminar, Book V11 212.

4 Lacan, Ecrits 216.

1 Silverman, World Spectators 59-67.
18 Lacan, Ecrits 247.
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correspond to the grammatical past or perfect tense or, much less, to the noun). The subject is
then an anticipation of becoming the whole, ideal self and his/her history is the history of the
affective economy behind this anticipation. In other words, meaning is being constantly rewritten
in the affectively driven movement of signifiers. Every time the national subject reflects on its
past, it historicizes its present in relation to the future, it enacts a certain vision of the past as an
attempt to secure a sought-after ideal, or, complete idea of the national self. Knowledge about the
past is not recollected, but reconstituted: signifiers that mark the past experience of the nation are
rearranged in light of its present attempts at certainty. For example, as | demonstrate in Chapter
Four and Chapter Five, the signifiers of “war,” “victory,” “freedom,” “fascism,” and so on are
endowed with various meanings by contemporary national subjects, which make up for distinct
and at times ethically conflicting national historical narratives and, more broadly speaking,
national fantasies.

To reiterate, the history of the national subject is not a dominant narrative about past
events, which presents history as a coherent and often epic story of the nation, and as such is
comparable to what Nietzsche called monumental history: “Monumental history is the cloak
under which [citizens’] hatred of present power and greatness masquerades as an extreme
admiration of the past.”*” A monumental story of the national past is nothing more than a
petrified national image or misrecognition (méconnaissance) of the national self as complete.
The national history is neither to be found in the supposedly objective account of the national
subject’s traumatic experience of the Real, which could be said to roughly parallel Nietzsche’s

antiquarian history: the latter “assigns to the things of the past no difference in value and

7 Nietzsche, The Use and Abuse of History 17. In Ian Johnstone’s translation, “cloak” is “theatrical
costume”: “Monumental history is the theatrical costume...[of] a fulfilling admiration for the strong and the great of
past times.” Nietzsche, “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” n. pag. Indeed, if viewed from a
Lacanian point of view, any monumental history is first of all a (theatrical) performance of a narrative that looks like
a supposedly immutable, true story of past events.
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proportion which would distinguish things from each other fairly.”*® To chart an antiquarian
account of the national subject’s history is a misguided or cynical enterprise, since “[t0]
articulate what is past does not mean to recognize ‘how it really was.” It means to take control of
a memory.”

Both monumental and antiquarian histories are told by appealing to certainty, which
illustrates a possible uncritical, tragic impulse in the mechanism of national identity construction,
or, to say otherwise, national history making. While monumental history as a hegemonic
narrative of the victor can be said to correspond to the discourse of the Master, while an
antiquarian, or purportedly objective, account of historical events is the discourse of the
University, Nietzsche’s third method for history — critical history — has the form of Lacan’s
discourse of the Analyst. Just like the Analyst’s discourse, a critical study of the nation’s history
starts by acknowledging lack in the center of national identity and continues by “tracing the
master signifiers of [the subject’s] life.”? By revealing how the national subject symbolically
performs its desire, an ideological, critical reading of national identity negotiation allows us to
explicate the “truth” of the national subject - national savoir, rather than exposing a dominant or
supposedly objective meaning of historical events: “in psychoanalytic anamnesis, what is at

stake is not reality, but truth, because the effect of full speech is to reorder past contingencies by

conferring on them the sense of necessities to come, such as they are constituted by the scant

'8 Nietzsche, “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” n. pag.

19 Just as Lacan claims that “[t]there’s no such thing as a metalanguage,” thus renouncing a possibility to
evaluate any situation from without, Hans-Georg Gadamer insists on the idea that a totally objective study of history
is impossible: “historical objectivism resembles statistics, which are such excellent means of propaganda because
they let the ‘facts’ speak and hence simulate an objectivity that in reality depends on the legitimacy of the questions
asked.... [W]e should ... recognize that in all understanding, whether we are expressly aware of it or not, the
efficacy of history is at work. When a naive faith in scientific method denies the existence of effective history, there
can be an actual deformation of knowledge.” On the other hand, it is useful to study antiquarian accounts of past
events from a critical perspective, unmasking the effects of power in the process of writing antiquarian history.
Benjamin, “Theses on History” n.pag.; Lacan, Seminar XX 118; Gadamer, Truth and Method 312.

20 |_acan, Ecrits 249.
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freedom through which the subject makes them present.”?* This statement once again
emphasizes that psycho-rhetorical criticism must treat traumas not merely as accidental elements
of the Real, but also as “historical ‘turning points”” which necessitate ethical choices.? The latter
express themselves in social and cultural particularity of national identity negotiation.

In contemporary Russia, just as in any other nation that finds certainty by seeing itself as
a part of the globalized world, the process of national identity negotiation occurs within the
particular symbolic limits of Western liberal democracy. The privileged, master signifier of
Western democracy, which functions as a “word that concentrates around it the greatest number
of threads in the mycelium that you know it is the hidden centre of gravity of the desire in
question,” organizes a multitude of signifier-to-signifier connections into a hegemonic network
of meanings.?® Thus, as Putin claims, Russia “subscribes to universal democratic principles” and
can boast of a purportedly “healthy and civilized” legal system.?*

Even before Russia had to accede, at least in appearance, to a relatively comic attitude
promoted by the Other of Western democracy, that is, at the time when the language of
international affairs was a language of brutal military force, the West already was Russia’s
privileged national other, absolute Other, in conversations with which the Russians were able to
feel themselves most Russian: “Absolute, that is to say that [it] is recognized but that [it] isn’t

known.... It’s essentially this unknown in the otherness of the Other that characterizes the

2 |Lacan, Ecrits 213. Lacan emphasizes that the national subject must carry responsibility for those
unconscious choices or strategies for living, despite the fact the subject’s freedom is limitied in a sense that he/she
“is manufactured by a certain number of articulations that have taken place, and falls from the signifying chain in
the way that ripe fruit falls....” Lacan, My Teaching 44.

22| acan, Ecrits 217.

%% Lacan, My Teaching 28.

2 pytin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly” 2012 n. pag.; “Direct Line with Vladimir Putin” n.

pag.
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[national subject’s] relation. ..to the other.”? Put differently, the West has been perceived as
enjoying itself as ideal or certain, but the secret of the Other’s enjoyment has always been
inaccessible and thus alluring to Russia. Hence, Russian national narratives have been saturated
with both fascination with and suspicion of (and even hatred for) the West’s enjoyment
purportedly possible only at the expense of Russia’s aspired greatness.?®

As the reading of most Russian national narratives in this project reveals, Russian
“democracy” presumes Russia’s right to live the life it chooses, and this choice is almost always
tragic (an exception is Antifa, which sees the national self in a largely comic way). The question
then is how predominantly tragic national subjects (Putin, pro-Putin Nashi and Russian neo-
fascists), as well as the only comically driven national subject (Antifa), speak to the Western
Other in their attempts to renegotiate Russianness. As | show in the following chapters, it is
accomplished by appealing to Russia’s past, more specifically the USSR’s fight with fascism:
Nashi, neo-fascists and Putin validate Russia’s unreflective, tragic aspirations for certainty
(disguised under the veil of Russian “democracy”) with a purportedly democratic tradition of
nationhood, the epitome of which is ascribed to the country’s anti-fascist resistance. The memory
of the Soviet victory over fascism also invigorates Antifa’s negotiation of Russianness, which
according to independent anti-fascists must be discussed not in terms of ethnic nationalism but

class struggle.

% |acan, Seminar, Book 11 38. While preference for political freedom falls into a category of comic action,
Western democracy in its current form is also closely associated with economic liberties, which most often muzzle
various political expressions. On the matter of the incompatibility between political and economic liberties, see
Bruner, Democracy’s Debt.

% As | demonstrate in Chapter Four, in addition to the West, the Eastern national other, represented largely
by people from the Caucasus and Central Asia, is perceived by Russian neo-fascists as another privileged Other,
whose desire intrigues and frustrates. Russian neo-fascists are fascinated with the extraordinaty ability of
immigrants from the East to preserve their traditions and strong national spirit, even when the latter find themselves
beyond their native regions. At the same time, Russian neo-fascists question whether such certitude of the national
other is achieved to the disadvantage of the national self.
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Considering the fact that for the competing national subjects, as it is largely the case in
any attempts to negotiate national identity, the past is perceived as a reservoir of memories which
have been monumental in the national subject’s attempts at certainty, attention to articulatory
histories of Russianness is decisive. In other words, since Nashi, neo-fascists, Putin and Antifa
make claims to Russia’s purportedly democratic tradition, it is paramount to take into
consideration how the idea of Russianness in its monumental form developed over time. With
this in mind | provide a brief review of major national ideas that have been shaping a sense of
Russian distinctiveness for centuries. Among them are preference for autocracy, Russian
Orthodoxy, military chauvinism, xenophobia and racism. I must note that this chapter does not
necessarily engage in a critical history of the national subjects in question (this task is
accomplished in Chapter Four and Chapter Five); rather, it considers how the dominant Russian
national narrative has been repunctuated in response to significant events in Russia’s national
experience.”” Thus | provide a discounted account of antiquarian and monumental histories of
the Russian idea in order to situate contextually the upcoming critical reading of the history of

the four contemporary national subjects: Nashi, neo-fascists, Putin and Antifa.?

2" Although the subject can never know with all certainty what he/she is, he/she does enjoy, albeit having
deceived him/herself, moments of perceived subjective completeness. At these moments, or “nodal points [noeuds],”
metonymic movement of signifiers momentarily stops and meaning is metaphorically produced. Punctuation as a
function of nodal points for Lacan then is meaning producing: “It is a fact, which can be plainly seen in the study of
manuscripts of symbolic writings, whether the Bible or the Chinese canonical texts, that the absence of punctuation
in them is a source of ambiguity. Punctuation, once inserted establishes the meaning; changing the punctuation
renews or upsets it; and incorrect punctuation distorts it.” Speaking diachronically, the role of nodal punctuation is
both anticipatory and retroactive: “a sentence closes its signification only with its last term, each term being
anticipated in the construction constituted by the other terms and, inversely, sealing their meaning by its retroactive
effect.” Lacan, Ecrits 223, 258, 682.

%8 The review of antiquarian and monumental histories of the Russian national subject, put in Burke’s
terms, is discounted, since | do not make claims to the objectivity and truthfulness of historical narratives that were
dominant at one or another point of time.
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3.2 The Russian ldea

Academic conversations about Russian national identity usually focus on the concept of
the Russia idea (russkaia ideia), which is more than just a set of beliefs about Russia and the
Russians, but “an interweaving of social practices, ideological interpretations of these social
practices, and transformative activity with respect to these practices based partly on the ideas that
they helped generate.”?® The very notion of the Russian idea is most commonly attributed to the
famous Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky and the Russian philosopher and literary critic
Vladimir Solovyov, while some scholars suggest that the Russian idea, which appeared in
Dostoyevsky’s and Solovyov’s works in 1856 and in 1889 respectively, stems from the notion of
the Russian view developed by the Slavophile thinker and writer Konstantin Aksakov in 1856.%
Aksakov defines the Russian idea as “a national point of view held by the people independently,
as the only condition to reach the universal human truth.”*! As the analysis of the competing
national narratives shows, it is precisely from the position of the universal human truth that each
of the four competing national subjects conceive of the national self.

During the Soviet era, ideas of a specific Russian path of development were given up in
favor of world revolution and word socialism, which changed in the mid 1920s with the
introduction of the theory of socialism in one country by Stalin.*? While the term “Russian idea”
was eliminated from the Soviet discourse, it returned with more power than ever after the break-
up of the USSR. It is peculiar that post-Soviet Communists - those who in the Soviet times were

dedicated to the idea of stripping Russia of its national identity - now call “[to restore] the

? McDaniel 31.

% Dushenko 158; McDaniel 24; Scanlan, Dostoyevsky the Thinker 198. See also Solovyov, National
Question in Russia; Aksakov; Kostalevsky.

3 Aksakov 324.

% See Chaurasia; Sakwa.
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Russian idea in all its historical greatness and spiritual power...[in order to] reunite our
dismembered historical Fatherland, cure its illnesses, mend its fractures, and heal the ulcers of
national self-awareness.”* Nearly as profound as the primal trauma, a post-Soviet crisis of
national identity is vividly enacted in this image of the defragmented national body.
Preoccupation with the Russian idea has been overwhelming in the post-Soviet official
discourse: after the victorious Presidential elections in 1996 Boris Yeltsin instructed his
administration to swiftly develop a national idea.** In contrast to Yeltsin, former President
Dmitry Medvedev, however, expressed his skepticism about the national idea being “born on
request from politicians...cultivated in a tube and offered to society.”* Instead, for Medvedev the
national idea is comprised of “the principles that are...in the air”” and “consistent with the epoch
we live in.”* At the beginning of his presidential career, Putin too felt it necessary to stress that
he “[opposed] the reinstatement of any state, official ideology in Russia,” expecting the public’s
suspicion that the Kremlin would attempt to impose another state ideology (Yeltsin’s search for
the national idea fueled such rumors in 1996). 3" Yet more than a decade later, during his third
term as President, Putin conceded that “[it] was an illusion that a new national ideology...would
simply appear by itself.”* Putin clarified that “[p]ractice has shown that a new national idea does
not simply appear, nor does it develop according to market rules. The withdrawal of the state and
5939

society does not work, and neither does the automatic copying of other countries’ experiences.

By that moment the Kremlin had already been aggressively promoting the country’s national

% For post-Soviet Communists, the Russian idea is utterly socialist and communist. See “Gennady
Zyuganov on Russia-1 Channel”; Zyuganov, “Before Dawn”; Zyuganov, “Gennady Zyuganov”; Zyuganov, My
Russia; “V.S.Nikitin.”

% See “It Is Clear What Should Not Be the Russian Idea”; Nazarov; Sokolov; Zolotov.

* Medvedev, On The National Idea n. pag.

% Ibid.

%7 pytin, “Russia at the Turn of the Millenium” n. pag.

% «“Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club,” 2013, n. pag.

% «“Meeting of the Valdai International Discussion Club,” 2013, n. pag.
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ideology both at home and abroad. While the specifics of the Russian idea favored by the
Kremlin, as well as Russian neo-fascists, Nashi and Antifa, are discussed in Chapter Four and
Five, here I am concerned with Russian history as the process of incessant rewriting of the
dominant national idea in response to various traumatic, historic events.

Whereas studies of the Russian idea generally focus on the period of Russian history
beginning with the introduction of Christianity in Russia, and the assumption by Moscow of the
religious role of Constantinople, or the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century debate
between Slavophiles and Westernizes, it is necessary to address even earlier historical events that
contributed to how the Russians have seen themselves and their role in the world.*® Going back
to the prehistory of Russia, the Slavic people appeared in the European historical records in the
sixth century and were said originally to occupy the area between the Bug, the Pripiat and the
Dnieper Rivers.** According to a major source of information about Slavic prehistory, the
twelfth century chronicles “The Story of Olden Time” (Povest vremennykh let), or better known
in Western scholarship as “The Primary Chronicles,” various Slavic tribes carried their own
traditions, led distinct ways of life and were governed independently from each other.*? All of
them, however, lacked necessary military organization and strength to resist foreign invaders
imposing tributes on Slavic tribes: the Khazars in the south and the Scandinavian Vikings in the

north.*

%0 See Richard Sakwa, “Nation and Nationalism in Russia™; Wanner; Sherlock; Ravetto-Biagioli; Shubin.

*! See Hosking, Russia and the Russians. For a more detailed discussion of the proto-Slavs, see P.M.
Barford.

“2 The Poliane, “the people of the field,” lived long in the middle of the Dnieper River and founded Kiev;
the Drevliane, “the people of the forest,” populated the territories to the northwest of Kiev and south of the Pripiat
River; and the Dregovichi lived along the Berezina and Pripiat Rivers. The Polochane settled along the Polota River,
Western Dvina’s tributary; the Ilmen or Novgorod Slavs lived in the vicinity of Lake llmen and under the guidance
of the Scandinavian Vikings (the Varangians) founded Novgorod; and there were other tribes. See Waldman and
Mason; “The Primary Chronicles”; for “Chronicles” in English, go to
<http://www.utoronto.ca/elul/English/218/PVL-selections.pdf>.

*% See Hosking, Russia and the Russians; Martin, “The First East Slavic State”; Parmele.
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When in the second half of the ninth century the tribes suffering the Scandinavian tribute
had managed to “[drive] the Varangians back beyond the sea...and [had] set out to govern
themselves,” internal feuds left them no choice but to turn to the Varangian Rus people for help:
“Our land is great and rich, but there is no order in it. Come to rule and reign over us.”** The
Rus, who sought to control the trade route “from the Varangians to the Greeks” passing in part
through the territory populated by the Slavic tribes, accepted the invitation.* The Norseman
Rurik - one of the three brothers who agreed to “look after” the Slavs - held the throne of
Novgorod, which after his death in approximately 880 passed to one of Rurik’s relatives (most
likely his brother-in-law Oleg), who was also entrusted with the guardianship of Rurik’s son
Igor. In a couple of years, Oleg took over Kiev (by killing Rurik’s military commanders Askold
and Dir, who ruled the city) and subsequently made it the capital of a new state - Kievan Rus
(882-1240).%°

The coming of the Rus people to reign over the land of the Eastern Slavs and the role of
the Varangians in the formation of the first Russian state became a central issue of an important
scholarly debate, known as the Normanist controversy, in the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries.*’
The proponents of the “Normanist theory,” the most radical of which (primarily historians of
Germanic origin) considered the Slavic tribes as “a backwater of ignorance and savagery,”
attributed the role of Russian state builder to the Scandinavian Rus.*® While these claims were
met by a wave of indignation among many Russian intellectuals, the theory, or at least its

modification, was supported by Western-minded thinkers.

* «The Primary Chronicles” n. pag.
45 (i
Ibid.
*® See Riasanovsky, Russian Identities.
*" See Hosking, Russia and the Russians; Maiorova; Parmele; Martin, “The First East Slavic State”;
Milner-Gulland.
“® Maiorova 84, 54, 56.
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Most advocates of the “Normanist” view in Russia sought to emphasize an enduring bond
between the people and their ruler. The theory of summoning of a foreign ruler, depicted as the
calculated submission (“amicable bargain”) of the Slavs and thus as an expression of their
wisdom, served to evince the submissive nature of the Russians and their need for an autocratic
state. Unsurprisingly, this perspective - presented by the nineteenth century Russian historian
Mikhail Pogodin - earned enthusiastic approval from the tsarist state. Moreover, the Normanist
view was used to amplify the supposedly long-established affinity between Russia with the
Western world. At the same time, the fact that Russia was arguably established as a result of the
“amicable bargain” distinguishes it and its purportedly peaceful and enlightened path of creation
from Europe that, according to Pogodin, passed through a violent and bloody formative
process.*

This interpretation was challenged by anti-Normanists, who saw their opponents’ view as
an attempt to humiliate Russians and asserted instead that the East Slavic tribes should be
credited for their independent contribution to the process of early state formation. While some
“pativists” questioned the ethnic belonging of the Rus people, defending their Slavic roots, and
thus the native origin of Russian monarchy, others used the legend to find the origins of Russia
as a multi-ethnic state and thereby establish support for an “imperial” theory of Russian state-
building.® Already by the mid-sixteenth century Russia was a home to non-Christian and non-
Slavic people.® The military expansion agenda of the Russian Empire had to coexist, in an

uneasy and often contradictory manner, with Orthodox and Slavic practices in Russia.

*% See Maiorova 157.

% Mikhail Katkov, a nineteenth century Russian journalist, offered an “imperial” theory of Russian state-
building. He claimed that the Estonians and the Latvians were naturally drawn to the Russian people from time
immemorial, and together with the latter they invited the Varangians, demonstrating their subordination not only to
the foreign prince but also to the Russian nation. See Maiorova 87-91.

> Hosking, Russia and the Russians 149; Hosking, “The State and Identity Formation in Russia” 21-34.
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Unlike Russian Normanists, “nativists” argued for the voluntary summoning of the
Scandinavian princes by the Russian people (versus the conquest of the latter by the former): the
Varangians were invited to save the Russians from internal feuds and the need to use violence.>
The original relationship between the people and the rulers was also conceived as the
relationship of protection and noninterference. The rulers were not supposed to impose on “the
inner fabric of national life,” or a traditional Russian institute of the village commune (obshchina
or mir). The people in their turn were arguably disinterested in politics as a result of their “inborn
revulsion at wielding power,” and thus willingly submitted their political will and freedom to the
autocrat.>® This view on the state and the people also portrays the Russians as a nation strong
enough to absorb a foreign dynasty.

While it is not possible to talk about the Russian nation at the time of the summoning
(there were only tribes at that time), the “Normanist theory” became one of the most prominent
attempts to retroactively formulate the “essence” of Russianness. Both Normanist and anti-
Normanist views emphasized the least progressive elements which have comprised the Russian
idea ever since: surrender to a strong ruler, apathy for political life, and the presumed
prominence of the Russians and Russian culture among other ethnic groups and cultures. Besides
emphasizing specific characteristics of Russianness, the Normanist controversy exemplifies,
generally speaking, the very nature of the national subject — its constitutive dependence on the
national other and, more specifically, the ambivalent or, speaking in Lacan’s terms, primitively
paranoid relationship with the West that has been defining Russian national identity for

centuries.

°2 For a detailed account of the motif of suffering in Russian culture, see Rancour-Laferriere; Hosking,
Russia and the Russians; Maiorova; Billington, The Icon and the Axe.
%% Maiorova 60.
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As Tim McDaniel argues, Russian national identity was built defensively or in fear and
suspicion of the West. This could be explained by the fact that, according to McDaniel,
Russianness “was more ideology than ‘culture’.” ** Ancient Rus did not have an organized
archive of knowledge, traditions and national ways of life as it was a network of culturally
distinct Slavic tribes. What eventually united them was the common faith. The Russian nation
then is not an outcome of an incremental ethnogenesis, however fantasmatic this process is.
Instead, the Russian nation emerged as a result of a swift and calculated move guided by the
tasks of “theology, state-building, and community-building.”®® And it is later, during the times of
Russian Empire, when a fully fledged idea of the Russian nation formed on the basis of the
religious and autocratic peculiarities of Russia.

Since the early days in Russia, religion and politics marched in lockstep. The very
Christianization of Kievan Rus occurred as a step toward state-building. Grand Prince of Kiev
Vladimir the Great (978-1015) made a conscious decision to convert Russia from paganism to
Orthodox Christianity: his objective was to unite otherwise loosely affiliated fortified cities in
one state (besides, adoption of Orthodox Christianity promised to establish and sustain
advantageous military and trade connections with Byzantium). To give the somewhat arbitrary
choice of state religion a more profound significance, Vladimir’s son Yaroslav set a process of
history making in motion. Although, as mentioned above, historic memory is a retroactive effect
of largely unconscious rewriting of the perceived experience of the past, in Kievan Rus monks
were commissioned to give Russia a sense of historical and cultural distinctiveness. According to

Geoffrey Hosking, a story of the newly established Christian people went as far back as the sons

> McDaniel 28.
% Hosking, Russia and the Russians 42.
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of Noah and the apostle Andrew who arguably prophesized that “[o]n these hills the grace of
God will shine forth, there will be a great city, and God will erect there many churches.”®

An almost similar attempt at historicizing the spiritual origins of the nation can be
observed, for example, in the rhetoric of the modern Russian state. Speaking with regard to
Russia’s military involvement into the annexation of Ukraine’s Crimean peninsula in 2014 Putin
emphasized that:

In addition to ethnic similarity, a common language, common elements of their

material culture, a common territory, even though its borders were not marked

then, and a nascent common economy and government, Christianity was a

powerful spiritual unifying force that helped involve various tribes and tribal

unions of the vast Eastern Slavic world in the creation of a Russian nation and

Russian state. It was thanks to this spiritual unity that our forefathers for the first

time and forevermore saw themselves as a united nation. All of this allows us to

say that Crimea, the ancient Korsun or Chersonesus, and Sevastopol have

invaluable civilisational and even sacral importance for Russia.... And this is how

we will consider it from now on.’
Since the moment Russia adopted Orthodox Christianity, its religion and history have served to
endow the Russians with a sense of wholeness and purpose.

Prior to the conversion it was geography, or more specifically the adverse geographic
conditions of the East European plain, that precipitated thinking of the early Russians: “Harsh
seasonal cycles, a few, distant rivers, and sparse patterns of rainfall and soil fertility controlled

the lives of the ordinary peasant; and the ebb and flow of nomadic conquerors often seemed little

% Zenkovsky 47.
% putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly” 2014, n.pag. (modified translation).
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more than the senseless movement of surface objects on an unchanging and unfriendly sea.”® As
Billington argues, the assumption of Christianity allowed the Russians looking back on the
circumstances of their life with confidence and meaning, which, in its turn, explains “the
extraordinary sense of history,” or “desire to see a spiritual truth in the tangible,” which was a
defining feature of early Russian culture and is characteristic of modern Russian politics.>® As
Billington adds, “Orthodox Christianity offered a particularly close identification of charismatic
power with historical tradition: an unbroken succession of patriarchs, prophets, and apostles that
stretched from creation and on to final judgment.”® A mystic sense of Russia’s divine destiny, as
a function of the very mythical objet a, has guided the process of cultural and national identity
construction for centuries. Every experience and event of the Russians has been diligently
monumentalized as a proof of Russia’s movement toward its preordained future.

Vladimir the Great’s choice of religion for Russia, as some argue, became one of the
greatest tragedies in Russia’s history:

The goals most sought by the Russian government in the twentieth century have

been material progress and power. From that perspective, the Russians would

have been vastly more fortunate in 988 to have chosen the elixir of future

dynamism, that is, the religion of Rome. From the perspective of the Russian

Orthodox believer, the rationalism and materialism of Western liberal capitalism

and the rationalism and materialism of Soviet Marxist socialism are Tweedledum

and Tweedledee, and one of them is as close to Antichrist as the other. %

%8 Billington, The Icon and the Axe 11.
> Billington, The Icon and the Axe 9.
* Ibid.

%1 Ragsdale 10. Also see Pipes 223.
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While the West embraced ascetic-ethical types of religion (first Catholicism and later also
Protestantism), Russia entrusted itself into the ascetic-mystical Christian Orthodoxy. Following
Max Weber, Hugh Ragsdale explains that the “inner-worldly ascetism” of the West was
conducive of rational action.®? Those following the ascetic-ethical model search for salvation in
this life by transforming the world in accordance with religious tenets, where the world is
perceived to be a creation of god and is the only medium where one can prove his/her
worthiness. When the ascetic as “a rational reformer or revolutionary,” for example, achieves
success or gains profit, this is perceived to be god’s reward for the ascetic’s labor.®

In contrast, the “world-rejecting ascetism” of Russian Orthodoxy favors withdrawal from,
or rather resistance to, the world which is supposedly full of temptation and utilitarian, mundane
and thus ungodly activities. Within this view the ascetic passively waits for salvation possible in
the afterlife. While the inner-worldly ascetism welcomes participation in the life of society, the
world-rejecting religious paradigm presents matters of society, including civil society, as
dangerous since they purportedly promote individual, selfish interests rather than the common
good as the ultimate purpose of salvation. Instead, the world-rejecting attitude relies on an idea
of sobornost. The term sobornost (which originates from the word sobor, or “council,” “church”)
was first used by Slavophile Ivan Kireevsky and further developed by Alexei Khomiakov to
indicate a supposedly authentic element of Russianness - “the choral principle in Russian life,” a
religiously inspired innate harmony among Russian people.®*

To emphasize an important difference between society as an aggregate of individual
interests and sobornost as an organic, undivided unity of people, | must point out that the West

and Russia rely on two distinct dialectics of the public and the private. The West functions in line

%2 Weber 166.
* Ibid.
% Semion Frank, gtq. in Billington, Russia in Search of Itself 146.
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with the liberal-economistic model, while Russia is entrenched in the collective domestic view of
the private as theorized by Philippe Ariés.®> According to the liberal-economistic theory of the
public/private, the private is a sphere of individual interests which lead to the common good. The
private realms of market economy and civil society often oppose the encroaching public — the
authority of the state. If understood from a perspective of the domestic or familial model, the
private is a sphere of people as an organic whole, as symphonic unity that provides “a refuge
against the self-interested individualism and impersonality of civil society.” ® Conducive of
individual action, the Western ascetic-ethical religious model was certainly more compatible
with the intellectual spirit of Enlightenment and thus a development of an active civil society,
whereas Russia’s mystic religious attitude precluded critical thought and civic engagement.

The notion of sobornost was introduced by the Slavophiles precisely to counter such
Western values as a preference given to individual freedom supposedly at the expense of
communal unity. At the same time the Slavophiles also set the Russian principle of sobornost
against the Catholic tradition of the uniformity of the language of the Catholic Church and
ecclesial authoritarianism. Being antithetical to individual interests and choices, as well as far
from static servitude, sobornost instead is based on a Russian Orthodox understanding of the
organic harmony between freedom and community: it is “the free unity of the members of the
Church in their common understanding of truth and finding salvation together — a unity based
upon their unanimous love for Christ and Divine righteousness.”®’ While sobornost promotes the
type of community that in a conciliatory spirit becomes a place for both freedom and obedience,
most of the Russian national experience, however, has been far more propitious toward the latter.

Within the Russian Orthodox tradition of the assuaging “unity in plurality” or diversity, one can

6 See Weintraub.
% \Weintraub 18.
87 Lossky 35.
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choose freely only as long as he/she makes the only possible “right” choice, and in this action the
subject is not really emancipated.®

Generally speaking, lack of freedom lies at the very foundation of the human subject: as
the subject assumes his/her unary mark, he/she is precluded from enjoying his/her (mythical)
unity fully. He/she is forced by the alienating function of language to choose between the
freedom of ultimate enjoyment and life as a meaningful subject in the favor of the latter.
Moreover, by entering language the subject becomes a part of a particular socio-political and
cultural order which guides his/her attempts at certainty. As mentioned before, the absence of the
fundamental freedom of jouissance, that is, the ultimate impossibility to be what one desires to
be, opens up a space for ethical decisions. Sobornost as an expression of the supposedly innate
Russian aspiration for freedom amounts to what Zizek calls “an empty symbolic gesture”:
“freedom of choice effectively often functions as a mere formal gesture of consent
to...oppression and exploitation.”®® Whether the one who extends the empty gesture truly
believes in freedom to make a choice or acts cynically, such action exemplifies a tragic attitude.
In other words, sobornost can be seen as a tragic national aspiration toward the illusory
complementarity of individuals, united by their love of God, “carried consistently to the end and
actualized in full...in the one, complete, integral truth of Divine humanity.”™

Although formulated as a debate between Normanists and nativists, the Normanist
controversy presents no more than two slightly different versions of the Russian Orthodox

mystic ascetic. The themes of renunciation of violence, implied obedience to and suffering

inflicted by authorities, featured in the Normanist theory, have religious roots and can be traced

% Khomiakov 139.

8 7izek, Violence 137, 125. On Lacan’s consideration of the ultimate forced choice, see Lacan, Seminar,
Book XI 212. For more on Zizek’s concept of the empty gesture, see Zizek, The Plague of Fantasies 27-30.

"0 Solovyov 24. On sobornost, see also Beck 425; Knox; Moyse, Kirkland, and McDowell; Rancour-
Laferriere 227-230; Wallace.
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to discussions of important historical events and political figures, such as a story about Boris and
Gleb. Princes Boris and Gleb, the youngest sons of Vladimir the Great, refused to defend their
dynastic rights for the Kievan throne by force and were murdered presumably by their sibling
Sviatopolk. Having suffered violent deaths, which imitated Christ’s willingness to bear
crucifixion, Boris and Gleb were beatified as strastoterptsy (“passion-bearers”).”

Another historical figure associated with piety is Alexander Nevsky, who governed
Novgorod during the most painful time of Kievan Rus’ history - the early years of the Tatars
invasion. At that time Russia faced an uneasy choice: either to resist the Tatar-Mongol invasion
and perish (the Tatars’ army was the strongest in the world at that time) or to humbly accept the
yoke as arguably a part of God’s plan for Russia. The latter option appealed to Alexander
Nevsky, who supposedly was unburdened by his personal ambitions, but concerned with the
safety of his people. He surrendered himself and his state to the lordship of the Tatar-Mongols
and agreed to pay a tribute to the invaders. Alexander Nevsky, as Nicolas Zernov argues,
“[taught] the Russians two lessons which they were loath to learn”: to strategically submit to the
rule of a stronger opponent and to obey unconditionally their own rulers.”* With the end of the
Tatar-Mongol yoke in Russia and inspired by the following rise of the Russian Empire, the
Russians erased the memory of Russia’s surrender to the invaders from the East, replacing it with
an unbridled suspicion of and hatred toward everything foreign, while at the same time
remaining loyal to their rulers.

A supposed virtue of pious submission to the authority of the state and the church and
thereby the will of God gravely curtailed the development of Russian civil society.” Obviously

encouraged by the state and the church, withdrawal from matters of political significance since

™ «passion-bearer” is the lowest holy rank in the Russian Orthodox Church. See Garrard and Garrard 118.
72

Zernov 24.
" On the history of Russian civil society, see Evans Henry, and Sundstrom.
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then have been often discussed in fatalistic terms: “Fashioned, moulded, created by our rulers
and our climate, we have become a great nation only by dint of submission....Scan our chronicles
from beginning to end: on each page you will find the profound effect of authority, the ceaseless
action of the soil, and hardly ever that of the public will.”"* In renouncing their individual
political freedoms and distancing themselves from politics, the Russians arguably find freedom
to lead a satisfying spiritual and moral life in a familial community. This is what Daniel
Rancour-Laferriere calls “a masochist’s idea of freedom”- a peculiar idea that servitude
precipitates freedom.” Nikolai Fedorov, a nineteenth century Russian philosopher, for instance,
saw a more sophisticated and keen understanding of freedom in Russian meekness.’® As Pyotr
Chaadaev, another Russian philosopher of the same period, adds, “in abdicating its power in
favor of its masters, in yielding to its native psychical climate, the Russian nation gave evidence
of profound wisdom.”"’

Although it may be fair to say that a tragically inflected attitude of obedience to the
authority of the state has been cultivated throughout Russia’s history and presented as an
idiosyncratic feature of Russian national spirit, it would be wrong to claim the Russians are
psychically predisposed to volunteer resignation of their will. Contrary to Johann Gottfried von
Herder’s theory of Volksgeist, national identity is not a pre-political, inborn, God-given
mentality, character or soul of a people, but a product (or rather a product-in-making) of the

national subject’s politically and ethically significant reactions to contingencies of its being.78

™ Chaadaev 178.

"> Rancour-Laferriere 41.

®Young 139.

" Chaadaev 178.

"8 On concepts of Herder’s Volksgeist and Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu’s general
national spirit (which I discuss later) from a psychoanalytic angle, see Kristeva, Nations without Nationalism. On
Herder’s Volksgeist, see Berger; Lonnie Johnson. On Montesquieu’s general national spirit, see Dunning; Hunter;
Montesquieu; Sebastiani.
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The above holds true even taking into account that from the perspective of Lacanian
psychoanalysis any subject is fundamentally enslaved by language:

Regarding this slavery that inaugurates the roads to freedom...I can point here to

what it hides....The struggle that gives rise to this slavery is rightly called a

struggle of pure prestige, and what is at stake—life itself—is well suited to echo

the danger of the generic prematurity of birth, which Hegel was unaware of, and

which | have situated as the dynamic mainspring of specular capture. But death—

precisely because it is dragged into the stakes...—simultaneously shows what is

elided by a preliminary rule as well as by the final settlement. For, in the final

analysis, the loser must not perish if he is to become a slave. In other words, a

pact always precedes violence [of the Master] before perpetuating it, and what |

call the symbolic dominates the imaginary, allowing us to wonder whether or not

murder really is the absolute master.”
Lacan employs a metaphor of the master and the slave to argue that any human being upon
entering language and society submits to language, thus becoming a slave to the master signifier
that gives meaning to his/her life. Only by refusing the ultimate freedom of jouissance that leads,
as mentioned in Chapter Two, to the symbolic death of the subject, or annihilation of
subjectivity, is the subject able to become somebody, or to mean something to somebody, and
“[t]here can be no more obvious lure than this, politically or psychologically.” *° In this newly
found, albeit fleeting, certainty the subject then obtains the sought-after enjoyment. This

circuitous path to jouissance is a path of both suffering and pleasure - gloom of alienation and

™ Lacan, Ecrits 686.
8 |bid.
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happiness of promised unity: “the path toward death - this is what is at issue, it’s a discourse
about masochism - the path toward death is nothing other than what is called jouissance.”®

The Russian ascetic takes the primary masochistic or alienating injunction to relinquish
jouissance and submit to the law of language by the letter: he/she does not only tragically believe
in the certainty of his/her being, but as the obsessional neurotic he/she makes this belief
conditional on certainty or rather an appearance of certainty, or the empty gesture of his/her
master.®? Therefore, the Russian ascetic slavishly surrenders to the will of his/her autocratic ruler
and this defensive operation supposedly precludes the aspired unity of the self from
disintegrating into meaninglessness. Just as the obsessional believes that he/she cannot enjoy
fully out of fear that it compromises the apparent certainty of his/her master and thereby his/her
own certainty, the Russian ascetic refuses his/her freedom to think for him/herself and act by
his/her own volition. It is peculiar that the Russian ascetic does not even need to believe that the
autocratic leader is the true master; the relationship between the Russian obsessional ascetic and
the master is that of the amicable bargain.®® The master merely carries out a function of mastery,
or a despotic force that is vital, as the Russian obsessional ascetic believes, for preserving the
national spirit.

The role that the Other executes for the obsessive neurotic approximates considerably

what Habermas dubs as the “publicity of representation.”® Habermas discusses the character of

feudal authority by pointing out that the feudal lord does not represent his/her people and their

8 |_acan, Seminar, Book XVII 18.

8 According to Lacan, the fundamental slavery and masochism is the subject’s submission to language - an
operation which splits the subject between what the subject knows about himself and what he really is: “The
masochistic outcome...we cannot understand it without the dimension of the symbolic. It is located at the juncture
between the imaginary and the symbolic. What, in its structurating form, is generally called primary masochism is
located at this juncture. That is also where one must locate what is usually called the death instinct, which is
constitutive of the fundamental position of the human subject.” And “the primary alienation...[is] that by which man
enters into the way of slavery.” Lacan, Seminar, Book | 172; Lacan, Seminar, Book X1 212.

& As pointed out above, on a fundamental level, language is a pact between the subject and the other.

8 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 7.
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interests, but is merely a tragic demonstration of his/her supposedly god-given power before the
people: “[feudal publicity] imitates the kind of aura proper to the personal prestige and
supernatural authority once bestowed by the kind of publicity involved in representation.”®
What underlies the publicity of both the obsessive’s Other and the feudal lord is an emphasis on
a mere appearance or theatricality of mastery. The obsessive ascetic’s conscious or unconscious
awareness of the ultimate (importance and) impotence of the Other’s mastery, however, does not
bear any comically significant implications: the Russian ascetic tragically welcomes his/her
suffering to be able to reclaim the certainty of the national self.

The Russians saw every traumatic moment of their history that endangered the integrity
of Russia’s territory and culture as a proof that political and intellectual freedom is antithetical to
Russian national experience. That was the lesson of Kievan Rus: “No state afflicted with the
geography of Russia - open frontiers and a northern European agricultural economy - could
afford the luxuries of freedom and anarchy that had condemned Kiev.”® Kievan Rus was
composed of city-states, or principalities, which coincided roughly with the territories originally
inhabited by various Slavic tribes and now are Ukraine, Belarus and the north-western part of
Russia.®” Each city-state, although self-governed and headed by its own prince of the Rurikid

dynasty, recognized the authority of and paid tribute to the Grand Prince of Kiev.®® The history

of Kievan Rus, as Geoffrey Hosking notes, was a tale of constant effort to build a strong

% Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 95.

% Ragsdale 20.

8 See Vernadsky.

® In most city-states in Kievan Rus (with the exception of Novgorod), the power of princes eventually
increased and limited the authority of city governments. At the beginning of the twelfth century the Republic of
Novgorod secured its independence from Kiev and established an elected office of the prince of Novgorod (selected
from the Rurikid dynasty). The supreme power belonged to the city assembly (veche), while the role of the prince in
Novgorod was mainly that of a mediator or magistrate. See Parmele; Milner-Gulland; Kamenskii and Griffiths.
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centralized sovereign state, which was only a moderate success by the end of Vladimir I’s reign
(978-1015).%

With the death of Grand Prince Yaroslav (1019-1054), who divided the lands of Kievan
Rus among his sons and left his throne of Grand Prince to his eldest son Isiaslav (1054-1068,
1069-1073, 1076-1078), Old Russia plunged into a whirlpool of interprincely rivalry. Based on a
rota (or ladder) system of succession, a genealogically senior Rurikid inherited the throne of
Kiev, while remaining principalities were redistributed among other princes in accordance with
their dynastic status. However, due to an increasing number of Rurikid and the split of the
dynasty into single families, guided by interests of their own clan, this princely succession
system could not accommodate claims of numerous members of the Rurik house to the throne.*
The violent dynastic struggle inaugurated the appanage period in the history of medieval Russia:
the first Russian state transformed into a loosely connected federation of principalities or,
according to some theories, dissolved into separate states.* The internecine feuds weakened
Kievan Rus and left it defenseless in the face of the Mongol conquest of Russia.

An execution of the politics of openness (or freedom of speech) and change - glasnost
and perestroika - in the second half of the 1980s once again stimulated the break-up of the state
which has been a successor to the Russian Empire. The latter in its turn came to be only by the
imposition of the absolutist power that flourished in the Grand Duchy of Moscow and the
Tsardom of Russia: “The irony of this situation in Russia was that it made the strength of the

nation depend more and more exclusively on the strength of the state, or it weakened society

% See Martin, Medieval Russia.

% See Vernadsky; Martin, “The First East Slavic State”; Parmele; Chew; Riasanovsky, Russian Identities:
A Historical Survey; Ricci; Ziegler.

°! See Martin, “The First East Slavic State”; Vernadsky; Milner-Gulland.
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progressively.”®® The odds of the Grand Duchy of Moscow surpassing or even reclaiming the
former might and glory of the Kievan state seemed miserably low. However, despite political
disintegration, the Mongol conquest of Russia from the middle of the thirteenth to the second
half of the fifteenth century, a military threat from the Teutonic and Livonian knights, and undue
“attention” from the Polish and Lithuanian territorial contenders, the idea of the Russian land
united by faith and fighting against culturally distinct invaders warranted the continuity of the
Russian people over the turbulent centuries of medieval Russia.

The end of the appanage period and the beginning of “the true Muscovite Russia” is
commonly associated with Ivan 11, also known as Ivan the Great (1462-1505), who completed
the centralization of the Russian state by subordinating most major principalities of former
Kievan Rus to Moscow, one of the more affluent of which was Novgorod. Later Ivan’s son,
Vasilii 111 (1505-1533), “gathered” the few remaining Russian cities.”® As scholars of Russia
observe, “the epochal rise of Muscovy from little or nothing to the status of a powerful East
European tsardom, and eventually of that of the Russian Empire and even the Union of the
Soviet Socialist Republics” is paradoxical.**

There was nothing in the desolate northern city that could suggest Muscovy’s future
greatness: while other principalities, for instance, Novgorod and Tver, could boast of their
economic might and relations with the West, Moscow did not even appear in the chronicles of
the middle of the twelfth century. Nonetheless a few factors - Moscow’s geographic location and
subsequent economic opportunities, the organizational abilities of Moscow’s prince and the
religious significance of the principality - helped to turn an initially unfavorable situation around.

The location of Moscow at the crossing of important waterways contributed to its economic

% Ragsdale 31.
% See Riasanovsky, Russian Identities; Borrero.
% Riasanovsky, Russian Identities 35.
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development, which enabled the principality to pay tribute imposed by the Mongols promptly
and in full. Favored by the Golden Horde, Muscovy’s grand prince Ivan Kalita, also known as
Ivan the Wallet (1328-1341), secured yarlyk (a “charter of privileges” granted by the Mongol
khan) and with it a commission-based responsibility to collect tribute payments from other
Russian princes, as well as the right to coin money and negotiate. In addition, the transfer of the
Metropolitan seat from Vladimir to Moscow in the early fourteenth century elevated the political
significance of Moscow comparatively to other principalities.”

The absolutist rule of Ivan 111, Grand Prince of Moscow, both helped preserve what soon
would emerge as the Russian nation and permitted Muscovy to expand dramatically. Ragsdale
notes that the late medieval and early modern history of Russia instilled in the Russian state and
the Russian people two distinctly different value systems:

The great fault line in Russian culture opposes these two outlooks to each other in

a schizoid fashion. The tradition of the Russian state has been to believe in a

conventionally familiar fashion that this world was comprehensible and

controllable....The tradition of the Russian people finds such an attitude to be

nonsense — pride, arrogance, hubris.*

This “schizoid fissure” between belligerent interventionism on the international arena and
voluntary subservience to the state, however, is no more than tenuous.”” As James Billington
points out, passive kenoticism and active militarism are two sides of the same coin: “Soldiers
followed images of the saints into combat, while dedicated figures at home followed the image

of Christ into the battle with sin.”*® Moreover, the two seemingly contradictory outlooks, as |

% See Magnus; Bury; Tomasi¢; Riasanovsky, Russian Identities.
% Ragsdale 48.

7 Ihid.

% Billington, The Icon and the Axe 66.
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show below, originate from the same psychic structure that underwrites the idea of sobornost -
coerced “freedom.”

The historical image of Alexander Nevsky exemplifies well the duality of Russian
national identity: an attitude of passive suffering and active sacrifice for the sake of the nation.
Nevsky has not only become an embodiment of religious devotion, self-abnegation and humility,
but is also associated with one of the Russia’s greatest victories over foreign invaders. Nevsky
demonstrated himself as a brave and successful military commander who defeated the crusaders
from the West twice: first the Swedes on the Neva River (hence the moniker Nevsky), and later
the Teutonic Knights at the frozen lake of Peipus (hence the event is popularly known as the
Battle on the Ice). For his faith in God’s will, as well as his tactical cooperation with the Mongol-
Tatars, which allowed the Russian Orthodox Church to prosper even under the yoke, Nevsky was
canonized in 1547. Owing to his military victories, which were also viewed through the prism of
religion, his military order — the Order of Alexander Nevsky — was established in 1725, which
later during the Second World War was reinvented in its secular version (Nevsky received the
title of the National Hero and Protector of the Fatherland).

In modern Russia such religiously inspired dualism has translated, first, into willing
acceptance of the authority of the state: “[Russian Orthodox] people do not go protesting [against
the state], you can’t hear their voices, instead they pray in the silence of monasteries, in carrells,
at home....”*® Patriarch Kirill also trusts that “God can enlighten and strengthen our people on
their way to spiritual and moral growth, development of national identity and basic values in the
life of our multi-ethnic country.”'®* At the same time, the Russian Orthodox Church supports

passionate opposition to anyone who challenges the state and thereby the Russians. Speaking in

% See Hartog.
100 «Statement of His Holiness” n. pag.
" Ibid.
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the aftermath of the Pussy Riot’s infamous punk performance in the Cathedral of the Christ the
Savior in February 2013, a leading Church official VVsevolod Chaplin openly called for a violent
punishment of the feminist “extremists,” reminding everyone that “when others encroach upon
your relatives, Motherland, country, sacred things, you must defend them from this aggression
by any means possible. Remember how in earlier days the Church called for arms....To respond
to this blasphemy...the state must apply force. If it does not apply force, the people must do
it.,,102

Domineering and subservient motifs that permeate Russian national narratives are not
antithetical: they exemplify discursive positions of the hysteric and the obsessional neuraotic,
which are both dialects of the discourse of radical uncertainty — the discourse of the Hysteric.
The identities of the hysteric and the obsessional neurotic similarly depend on the Other, whose
mastery, or certainty, is questioned by the subject. The difference is in the precise mechanism of
the subject’s relation to the Other. The obsessive national subject perceives the Other of the state
as a necessary evil that prevents the national self from disintegrating into meaninglessness. The
national subject also emerges in its hysteric role when facing any foreign, non-Russian, non-
Orthodox Other, whose enjoyment threatens to compromise the supposed order and stability and
thereby the certainty of the national self. As it transpires in analyses of the national
fantasy/attitude of neo-fascists, Nashi and Putin, the reactionary/revolutionary structure of the
obsessive/hysteric manifests itself in the tragically marked elegiac and epic frames. The frames
together contribute to a messianic apocalyptic understanding of Russia’s_destiny, a radically
obscene view of Russianness as the transcendental truth supposedly jeopardized by the indecent

enjoyment of the foreign Other.

102 «Exclusive Interview of Vsevolod Chaplin” n. pag.
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To return to a discussion of the Mongol-Tatar invasion and the changes that followed, it
is worth mentioning that whereas the degrading political practices of the Golden Horde
significantly reduced the authority of most Russian princes, religious tolerance exercised by the
invaders favorably positioned the Russian Orthodox Church as the master required by the
Russian obsessive ascetic to preserve Russian national identity and restore the political unity of
the Russian land.*® Ironically, flourishing under the rule of the Golden Horde, the Orthodox
Church of Muscovy served as a consolidating force against infidel Mongol and later Turkish
intruders by expressing the messianic aspirations of Orthodox Slavdom.*® Following the
Council of Florence in 1437-1439, when the Russian Church repudiated the arguably treacherous
union of the Byzantine Church with the Catholic Church, the fall of Constantinople to the
Ottoman Turks in 1453 was viewed as a “prophetic confirmation” of the role of Russian
Orthodoxy as the last remaining bastion of true Christianity.®

In addition to successfully “gathering the Russian land” and strengthening the single rule
of Moscow, Ivan 111 went down in history as the Russian sovereign who refused to pay tribute
and disavowed his loyalty to the Golden Horde, thus ending two centuries of Mongol rule in
Russia.'®® Encouraged by his political and military achievements, lvan the Great saw Moscow as

the rightful successor to Kiev, and himself as the sovereign of all Russian lands - “Grand Prince

of all Rus.”*®" He was also the first to assume the title of Tsar, meaning “Caesar,” borrowing the

103 See Halperin. For more on the relationship of the Mongols with Rus and the historical controversies that
surround this topic see Ostrowski; Kamenskii and Griffiths.

104 Aleksandr Kamenskii and David Mark Griffiths note that without the Tatar-Mongol Yoke, which placed
the Orthodox Church in the center of Russian nationhood, Russia might not have become a stronghold of Christian
Orthodoxy, but might have been catholicized as some parts of southwestern Rus.

1% Billington, The Icon and the Axe 56-57. Also see Kamenskii and Griffiths; Duncan.

1% Borrero 13.

197 Borrero 13. Since Kievan Rus has traditionally been considered to be the cradle of Russia - the
predecessor of the Muscovite state, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and finally modern Russia - the origins of
Ukraine and its relationship with present-day Russia have always been a sensitive issue in Russian and Ukrainian
historiography and politics. According to the Russian perspective, Ukraine has not had a history other than the
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Byzantine symbol of the two-headed eagle for his family crest after his arranged marriage to
Sophia Paleologue, the niece of the last Byzantine emperor. By creating an ever strong bond with
the Byzantine Empire, lvan the Great claimed the legacy of both the Roman Empire and the
Christian Church, promoting the messianic ideas of Moscow as the Third Rome and the Second
Jerusalem.® The motifs of religions messianism translated into a geopolitical argument for Pan-
Slavism in the second half of the nineteenth century.'® In the view of pan-Slavists, the Russians
were marked by God to carry out a special mission of uniting all Slavs with an innate Russian
spirit of organic community and social justice, as well as “deep-rooted popular confidence in the
tsar.”10

One of the most notable proponents of pan-Slavism, Dostoyevsky saw the Russian people
as a humble nation that welcomes its redemptive suffering. Nurtured by misfortunes, the
Russians arguably developed a special ability to empathize with the suffering of other Orthodox
nations, and thus it is Russia’s responsibility and even political right to unite all of Slavdom
under Russia’s uncontestable patronage:

our nature is infinitely higher than the European. And generally all our

conceptions are more moral, and our Russian aims are higher than those of the

European world. We have a more direct and noble belief in goodness, goodness as

Christianity, and not as a bourgeois solution of the problem of comfort. A great

renewal is about to descend on the whole world, through Russian thought (which,

you are quite right, is solidly welded with Orthodoxy), and this will be achieved

history of Russia and is an integral part of Russia, while from the Ukrainian point of view, the origins of the
Ukrainians as a distinct people can be traced back to medieval Kievan Rus, or even earlier. See Magocsi; Malfliet.

1% gee Billington, The Icon and the Axe; Borrero; Duncan; Franklin. More on the relationship of Rus with
Byzantium, see Majeska.

199 See Milojkovi¢-Djuri¢; Petrovich.

19 Danilevskii, Russia and Europe 1869, qtd. in Hosking, Russia and the Russians 314.
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in less than a hundred years, - this is my passionate belief. But in order that this
great object may be achieved, it is essential that the political right and supremacy
of the Great-Russian race over the whole Slav world should be definitively and
incontestably consummated. (And our little Liberals preach the division of Russia
into federal states!).**

Unsurprisingly these xenophobic and racist impulses dominated attitudes of the Russians’ toward
the rest of Europe and the world. Dostoevsky, for instance, hoped “to see political railroads
(Smolensk, Kievan) erected most quickly,... and that there also are new arms very soon.”**? Pan-
Slavists and proponents of both religious and secular Russian messianism saw their moral and
political duty to force the “truth” and “freedom” on others: “Russian democracy with its tongues
of fire, will...light up all Europe in a bloody glow!”***

Today, the messianic apocalyptic idea of Russia’s path, which has been historically
promoted by the Russian state and the church, has extended to what Archpriest Chaplin calls
“Christian patriotism”: “Russia is the third Rome. Russia is the only unenslaved civilization
capable of flourishing as Christian. That is why our patriotism is not chauvinism, not the call of
blood, not unreasonable emotional attachment to the native territory, but primarily an
understanding of the unique Christian mission that...guides our people.”** Russia and the
Russian people purportedly never diverged from their national purpose, even during the years of

the Soviet anti-religious politics:

11 Murry n.pag. For the original in Russian, see Dostoyevsky, Collected Writings 350. On Dostoyevsky’s
ideal of suffering see Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment. On Dostoyevsky’s Russian idea, see Hudspith;
Mochulsky.

12 Dostoyevsky, qtq. in Mochulsky 331. For the original in Russian, see Dostoyevsky, Collected Writings
357.

3 Mikhail Bakunin, gtg. in Kelly 131.

114 «\/sevolod Chaplin” n.pag.
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our Motherlands even in the Soviet period in some miraculous way strived to

maintain an independent, free, truly Christian civilization. If Hitler or any

Western leader, who could have replaced him, enslaved Russia, we would never

be free. The Soviet soldier and the will of the Soviet leadership defended our

freedom and opportunity for authentic Christian revival.'*®
As | demonstrate in the upcoming analyses, such apocalyptic rewriting of the anti-fascist past of
Russia is a distinguishing feature of national fantasy of Russian neo-fascists.

The messianic idea of the Third Rome became a part of Russia’s imperialist ideology and
later Soviet ambitions to spread communism globally. With the end of Mongol rule, Russia
found itself at a crossroads: whether to sustain the role of the protector of the Orthodox faith, to
become an Eastern-Slavic nation-state, or to follow the path of the Golden Horde and transform
into a multi-ethnic empire and a great power. The first two options did not seem feasible, since
already by the mid-sixteenth century, during the reign of lvan 1V (1533-1584), better known as
Ivan the Terrible, Russia annexed the Tatar cities of Kazan and Astrakhan in 1552-1556, thus
bringing an influx of non-Christian and non-Slavic population into the country. Since a fully-
fledged idea of Russian national identity had not existed before Russia acquired its imperial
meaning, the two visions - the imperial and ethno-religious perceptions of Russianness - blurred,
causing significant tensions that have run throughout Russian history. The uneasiness of national
identity construction was in part an outcome of an unresolved question about whether Russia
belonged to the West or the East.**® Anxious to become a great European power, although on a
special mission that is inspired by the legacy of the Byzantine East, Russians saw a serious threat

in the progressive countries of Western Europe.

" Ibid.
116 See Shlapentokh; Laruelle; Geraci.
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Billington provides an exceptional account of how Russia had been rediscovering the
West from the fifteenth through the early seventeenth century and how it influenced Russia’s
search for identity. The intense encounters with the economically advanced and culturally
sophisticated West in the early modern period were extremely disturbing: they instilled in the
Russians both a feeling of fascination with the culture and achievements of the West, and a sense
of inferiority and fear."*” “The Muscovite reaction of irritability and self-assertion,” as Billington
artfully puts it,” was in many ways that of a typical adolescent; the Western attitude of
patronizing contempt, that of the unsympathetic adult.”**®

Russia’s “awkward, compulsive search for identity in an essentially European world”
began with the political and cultural standoff between Muscovy and Novgorod, Russia’s
prominent contact with the West. The political subjugation of a Westernized Novgorod by an
Eastward-looking Muscovy in the second half of the fifteenth century became the first, but
certainly not the last confrontation between Western and Eastern ideas in Russia. Novgorod itself
was an epitome of the ideological split between republic and autocracy, cosmopolitanism and
xenophobia: the city could boast of “the purest republican government” and, at the same time, it
had “the wealthiest ecclesiastical establishment in Eastern Slavdom.”"*® Having secured its
authority over its former rival city, Muscovy set to destroy three characteristic Western traditions
established in Novgorod: commercial cosmopolitanism, representative government, and
philosophic rationalism.

The death of the last of the Russian Rurikids, Ivan the Great’s son Fyodor I, at the very
end of the sixteenth century marked the exceptionally catastrophic and painful fifteen years of

Russian history known as the Time of Troubles (Smutnoe Vremia).The end of the Muscovite

17 See Hosking, “The State and Identity Formation in Russia™; Billington, The Icon and the Axe.
118 Billington, The Icon and the Axe 78.
19 Billington, The Icon and the Axe 81; Duffy and Ricci 97-101; Hosking, Russia and the Russians 61-65.



155

dynasty delivered a powerful blow to the Russian mentality since, as noted above, the Russian
autocrat was traditionally perceived as the Other of the Russian state - an order that holds
together the Russian land and the Russian mind. A chain of economic, social and military
disasters followed the dynastic crisis. Distraught by the absence of an heir to the Muscovite
throne, weakened by a disastrous famine that slashed the country’s population by a third, shaken
by the growth of peasant unrest and Cossack rebellions, Russia presented an attractive
geopolitical opportunity for its neighbors from the West: Poland and Sweden.*?

A major stumbling rock in Russia-Poland relations has been the matter of religion.**
Ever since Christianity split into two branches - Roman Catholicism and Greek Orthodox - in
1054, faith-based conflict has marked the relationship between the countries. In 2000, for
example, during his official visit to the Vatican, former President Putin did not return a formal
invitation to the Pope to visit Russia, which goes against international diplomatic decorum: the
Russian government would not welcome the head of the Vatican until “the dispute between the
Roman Catholic and Russian Orthodox Churches is resolved.”*? A year later, to protest against
the Pope’s visit to Ukraine, the Ukrainian Orthodox clergy rallied under slogans such as “We
will defend the Saint Rus from Catholicism,” and “Orthodox Christians’ tears and blood are on
the Pope’s hands.”*?

The chaotic interregnum was certainly to Poland’s advantage, since it created an
opportunity to bring Russia into the fold of the Catholic Church, as well as to exert political
power over the Muscovite land.*** The Time of Troubles was a period of exceptional patriotic

upsurge among the Russians, who initially failed to liberate Moscow from the Poles, but later

120 See Gordon; Longworth; Witzenrath.

121 See Skinner.
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123 Chernikov n. pag.; Volkhonskii and Korobov n. pag.
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defeated Poland and Sweden.'?® Driven by the rebellious hysteric’s enmity against the West
(particularly the Poles) and, just as in the earlier times of the appanage and the Tatar Mongol
Yoke, united in a subservient obsessive fashion behind the Orthodox Church, the Russians
managed to restore order and to end the interregnum.

For about four decades following the Time of Troubles, the Church moved to the tsar as
close as ever: distressed by the prior events - social disturbances and foreign invasions - the
churchmen and aristocracy supported Tsar Mikhail | (1613-1645) zealously. Moreover,
Mikhail’s father, Filaret, was appointed as Patriarch of the Orthodox Church and given the title
of Great Sovereign. Though the Time of Troubles left the Church extremely conservative and the
Russians suspicious of the West, Russia soon renewed its interest in the West (as well as the
East) to pursue its imperial ambitions. With an exception of a short spell in the early 1990s,
when Russians were briefly inspired by the prospects of becoming a liberal democracy, the
distrust toward the West and contempt for the supposedly immoral Western way of life, along
with the insistent desire to catch up with and even dominate the West politically, economically,
and technologically, became a major element in the process of Russian national identity
construction for centuries to come. The spirit of the national triumph over the enemies from the
West that the Time of Troubles ended with is now commemorated every year on National Unity
Day (November 4), which celebrates Russia’s victory over the Polish invaders in 1612.
However, as mentioned earlier, this holiday is better known for so-called Russian Marches -
demonstrations organized by neo-fascist, ultra-nationalist and anti-immigrant activists in major
cities in Russia on this day each year since 2005.

The calamities of the Time of Troubles were read by many Russians as God’s revenge for

losing the true faith: most of the clergy, supported by many laypeople, attempted to bring back

125 See Trepanier.
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pristine Russian Orthodoxy through acetic practices, such as strict fasting, increased discipline,
regular confessions, restriction of entertainment and so on.*® Assuming responsibility to provide
the whole Christian Orthodox world with authentic Orthodoxy, reformers close to Aleksei |
(1645-1676), known as Zealots of Piety (revniteli blagochestiia), or Lovers of God (bogolubtsy)
insisted on bringing Russian Orthodox practice - rituals, liturgies, scriptures - in line with the
rites of other Orthodox Churches, particularly with the Greeks. The clash between the reformers
and those who resisted modernization and unification of the Russian Church, aptly named Old
Believers (starovery or staroobriadtsy), was more than a split between the modernizers and the
conservatives in the monastic realm: the ecclesiastic division exposed momentous tendencies in
seventeenth century Muscovy that were to have far-reaching consequences in the history of
Russia. As Billington notes, the implications of the Great Church Schism of 1667 can be
compared with those of the Russian Revolution of 1917, since both events became “a point of no
return in Russian history.”?’

The division in the Russian Church in the second half of the seventeenth century was
described in chronicles with the Russian words khistrost’ (guile, deception, shrewdness) and
blagochestie (vehement dedication, fervid faith) - the former was used in association with
Western knowledge and skills, while the latter stood for “ardent loyalty” to the Church, the
sacred past and the God-like figure of the monarch.'?® It is unfortunate that since the time of the
standoff between Muscovy and Novgorod education and knowledge had been conceived as
dangerous and even sinful. Such an inherently tragic worldview, for example, elucidates the

origins of a famous proverb “opinion is the mother to all suffering, opinion is the second fall,” as

126 See Kizenko.
127 Billington, The Icon and the Axe 121. See also West.
128 Billington, The Icon and the Axe 122.
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well as the meaning of the phrase “to go into books” - “to go out one’s mind.” ** Just as the
rationalistic critical thinking of Novgorod was crushed by obsessively religious Muscovy under
Ivan 111, so a few centuries later any element of modernization - commerce, technology, science -
was perceived to be a deceit of an honest Russian muzhik by the heretic West. It was a peculiar
mixture of conservatism, spiritualism, xenophobia, as well as an anti-Jewish attitude, that
precluded Russia from adopting whatever positive the West had to offer, however, without
having to dismiss modernization completely.'*

When ecclesiastic reformers, including some Russian autocrats (most notably, Peter the
Great), began their attack on Russian religious and cultural traditions for the sake of progress,
foreign practices and thinking were still perceived by the Russians as something alien.***
“Dualism and the absence of a neutral axiological zone” (a fundamental feature of Russian
mentality), along with a weak sense of nationhood prior to Russia’s interaction with the West,
prevented the Russians from forming a balanced view of the West, particularly its cultural,
political and economic achievements.** The response to increased interaction with the West was
“almost schizophrenic:” the split between pro-Western and anti-Western mindset - what in the
nineteenth century came to be known as the controversy between the Westernizers and
Slavophiles - has survived till the present.**®

While from the mid-fifteenth to the mid-sixteenth century, the fear in official Muscovy
was primarily that of the Catholic “Latins,” a stronger xenophobic reaction against the Protestant

“Germans” swept across Russia during the late years of Ivan IV’s reign.*** More than ever
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before, the Muscovy of Ivan the Terrible found itself in absolute “political uncertainty and
ideological confusion.”*> An “ostensibly xenophobic and traditionalist” ruler, a devoted
advocate of total autocracy and a self-professed enemy of the Protestant West, Ivan IV, in a
ironic turn of events, opened the country for large-scale Westernization and summoned a
representative assembly (zemskii sobor).**® Eventually disturbed by the changes brought about
through the process of Westernization, that is, encompassing practices that steered the country
away from its “sacred past and the internal solidarity between the sovereign, church, and family,
on which Muscovite civilization was based,” Ivan immersed Russia in terror with the help of
Russia’s first secret police: the oprichniki.™’

The early eighteenth century modernizing reforms, carried out by Peter I, or Peter the
Great (1682-1725), resulted in even greater shock for the Russians: the growth of Russia as a
modern, multi-ethnic secular state was detrimental to the old Russian view of themselves as a
pious Christian Orthodox nation loyal to its divine tsar."*® The need to build and sustain Russia
as a European great power, which it was already by the end of the seventeenth century, required
steady technological progress, significant military achievements, and, at least, an appearance of
cultural and religious tolerance.**® Russian culture was marked by Polish (yet not Catholic)
influences, while Swedish, German and Dutch (but not Protestant) influences were apparent in
the country’s administrative and military spheres. Invited foreign specialists formed the new

service nobility, known as dvorianstvo, or “men of the court,” and replaced the old traditional
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landowning aristocracy.**° In addition to his innovations and transformations, Peter | started
calling himself an emperor and moved the capital from conservative Moscow - a bastion of Old
Russia - to cosmopolitan Saint Petersburg - a symbol of the new, enlightened Russian Empire.

Having subdued a rival for state authority, the Russian Orthodox Church, Peter the Great
substituted the religious messianic idea of the Third Rome with a new form of messianism — a
zealous dedication to education and progress.'** A similar preoccupation with economic and
technical growth determined the politics of the USSR and is a defining feature of modern
Russia’s objective to “be competitive in everything.”**? Inspired by the European Enlightenment,
Peter the Great’s reforms could have potentially opened the Russians to a comic national self-
awareness. This, however, did not happen in Peter’s Russia and would not either happen later in
the Soviet Union and Putin’s Russia. Just as other Europeans monarchs in the seventeenth
century, Peter the Great relied on enlightened despotism, where knowledge and progress were
merely used as instruments of boosting the power of the state both at home and abroad.

Since the idea of active learning and mastering new skills in attempts to bring out a
profound change (which for Russia virtually always involved Westernization of its economy,
politics and culture) was antithetical to the conservative and resigned mind of the Russian
ascetic, it is only owing to the insistence of the Russian autocrat, as Ragsdale argues, that a
process of modernization in Russia was made possible. While this argument holds true with
regard to modernization processes of Petrine Russia and late imperial Russia, which largely
involved industrialization, expansion of commerce and dissemination of education, which were

rejected by the masses and intellectuals defending a purportedly true Russian way of life, in the

0 Billington suggests that the term men of the court indicated an increasing interdependence between the
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Soviet Union and in modern Russia the state’s aspirations for economic advancement and social
improvement were widely welcomed and actually boosted the authority of state power.

The Russian people, for example, enthusiastically responded to the call of Soviet leaders
“to catch up with and surpass” the West (more specifically, the U.S.).** The state rhetoric of
post-Soviet Russia has also been saturated with sentiments of economic and technological
advancement. Acknowledging the pressing need for Russia to integrate into the global economy,
Putin reiterates that “only those who fully utilize new [technological and economic]
opportunities win.”*** This can be explained by the fact that the passive, obsessive quality of the
Russian ascetic mind approximates in its tragic impulse the nation’s active pursuit of economic
and technological success, provided the latter is instrumental in the nation’s confrontation with
the national other.

Nevertheless, considering the dramatically distinct socio-political and economic
circumstances in early modern Russia, including the fact that the Russian clergy was threatened
by the reforms, and given the overwhelming illiteracy of the majority of the population, the
strength with which the Petrine reforms were rejected among conservative and religious Russians
is not surprising.** The ideology of the new secular multi-national empire was met by two
intense forces - Old Believer communalism and Cossack inspired peasant insurrectionism.

Different, yet mutually reinforcing, these two forces not only shaped the historical
dispute between Old and New Russia, but also defined all the oppositional forces under the
Romanovs, including those that led to the Russian Revolution of 1917. Both the products of the

religious awakening of the Time of Trouble, the traditions of Old Believers and peasant
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insurrectionists morphed into distinctive, yet loosely organized movements, in particular, as a
hostile reaction to Peter I’s modernizing attempts. While the merchants, who made up the core of
the Old Believer movement, protested against the growth of the central government and the
restrictions it imposed on the old urban communities, Cossack-led peasant rebels challenged
lifetime peasant servitude and the twenty-five-year military service obligation. Moreover, the
movements were aboil with indignation over the luxurious life of the Westernized court and
disturbed by women monarchs who almost continually ruled Russia till the end of the eighteenth
century.

From the middle of the seventeenth century the Russians suffered, in Billington’s words,
from an “eschatological psychosis”: the Church Schism followed by Russia’s painful
transformation into a multi-national empire incited apocalyptic fears in many Russians.**°
Although not exactly psychotic, the Russians experienced a profound national trauma. If by
tradition Russian monarchs were regarded as God’s representatives, “messianic deliverer[s],” or,

in other words, the Other, Peter the Great was proclaimed the Antichrist.**’

Amidst anxiety over
the impending end of the world, associated with the exposed lack of the Other of the state, the
Old Believers, as well as representatives of the monastic revival (another, yet less prominent
religious movement), in accordance with a religious belief in the redemptive power of suffering,
withdrew from the political and intellectual life of the country. Since neither the official Church
nor the tsar (or emperor) was no longer the guarantor of “true” Russianness, they moved closer

to the common folk: pious, uncorrupt Russians, bearers of true faith. Later the idea of redemptive

salvation by leading a simple, ascetic life was extended over the secular realm to give rise to
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Russian Freemasonry in the second half of the eighteenth century and, a century later, to Russian
populism (khozhdenie v narod, pilgrimage to the people).

Disgusted by the licentious, extravagant life of Catherine II’s Francomanic court, rather
than by their own privileged status, the conflicted and self-hating Russian aristocracy renounced
their foreign ways and found the source of spiritual rejuvenation in Freemasonry. It is worth
mentioning briefly that Russian Freemasonry acquired two distinct yet interrelated forms: the
first-phase Masonic order was a practically-oriented philanthropic St. Petersburg based
organization, while the second-phase Masonic order was a mystical, contemplative Moscow-
based Lodge.'*® St. Petersburg’s Lodge did not distinguish itself much from the superficial life of
the court. In contrast, the latter was largely concerned with the issues of religious and national
self-consciousness: the second-phase Masonry was “leading men’s gaze back to the idealized
rural and religious culture of Muscovy.”** First, engaged primarily in education and
philanthropy, and later guided by a broader “seductive belief in the realizability of heaven on
earth through the concentrated efforts of consecrated thinkers,” Russian Freemasonry shaped a
new intelligentnoe soslovie - a class of intellectuals between the traditional aristocracy and the
peasantry, as well as separate from the state.™ The role of Freemasonry in Russian social
thought is very difficult to overestimate: the secret society was a sign of burgeoning, albeit
fragile, tradition of critical thought in Russia. Freemasonry “had charged the air with expectation
and created a sense of solidarity among those searching for truth...Most important, ideas were

creating a thirst for action.”*!

18 The split between rational and mystic forms of Russian Freemasonry was the precursor of the
momentous division between the Westernizers and the Slavophiles in the nineteenth century.
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From the 1840s to the early 1880s Russia saw an unprecedented preoccupation with
obshchestvennaia mysl (“social thought™). This, according to Billington, was both a delayed
response to revolutionary events that occurred in France between 1830 and 1848 and an
expression of Russian intellectuals’ desire of a better life for the masses. Unlike similar
aspirations in Western Europe, longing for transformation carried social rather than political
significance: many expected the monarch to become a source of reforms, the most significant of
which was considered to be the emancipation of the serfs. Following the familial model of the
public/private, Russian intellectuals saw an opportunity for Russia’s advancement not in a robust
civil society, but in a simple communal life of people distant from politics.'>

The two most important intellectual currents of the early nineteenth century, as noted
earlier, were the Westernizers and the Slavophiles.’*® According to the latter, while the Western
way of life “had been devoured by the cancer of rationalism,” Russia had a brighter future.*
The supposedly perverse nature of Western democracy, characterized by hostility, violence and
slavery, they argued, was inferior to authentic Russian rule, founded on the principles of
spirituality, truth and freedom (expressed in the tradition of sobornost). Unlike liberal democrats
who purportedly promoted a new kind of despotism — “a liberal ‘aristocracy of wealth’,”
authentic democrats were conceived by the Slavophiles as egalitarian socialists, and purportedly
true democracy was recognized as an intrinsic component of the Russian way of life: “We shall
always remain democrats, standing for purely human ideals and blessing every tribe to live and
develop in peace in its own way.”*>> While, unlike the Slavophiles, the Westernizers discarded

the traditional Russian practices, including “the social and moral-psychological tradition of
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serfdom and the ancient communality of the ‘mir’” as backward, and advocated for Russia to
follow the European trajectory of development, both the Slavophiles and the Westernizers as two
nationalist philosophies advocated a unique path for Russia’s development as an ever-growing
empire. ™

Over the last decades of the nineteenth century, Slavophilism grew into imperial
chauvinism and Pan-Slavism: those new forms of Russian nationalism were based on pride (lack
of humility) and insensitivy to reason. Orthodox messianism of the first generation of the
Slavophiles was substituted with geopolitical thinking in the second phase of Slavophilism: the
supposed spiritual decay of the West, as well as Russia’s national interests, became a moral basis
for Russia’s imperial expansionist politics. At the turn of the twentieth century, the third
generation of Slavophilism turned to “unbridled anti-Semitism.”*’

Although an anti-Jewish attitude was part of the Russian national outlook as early as the
sixteenth century, it became especially prominent in tsarist Russia.**® Imported from the West,
this tragic attitude struck the chords of the Russians for several reasons. The Jews were perceived
as a religious foe and later as an ethnic enemy of the “Slavic” or “Aryan Russian” race. Being a
product of classical peasant animosity toward the commercial and intellectual life of the city,

anti-Semitic attitudes in Russia were amplified in Slavophilism. As Alexander Orbach points out,

the philosophy of Slavophiles was inimical to Western practices and ideals of individualism,
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capitalism and political liberalism, which in its turn did not leave the Jews any chance to become
a part of Russian culture.*

The revolutionary potential of progressive ideas, which resulted in the decline of absolute
rule of monarchs and the Church in Western Europe, as well as an increasing idealization of
peasant life as a bastion of national purity, caused by the principal preoccupation of the state
with modernization along Western standards, made Russian autocrats take a step back, as they
feared for their thrones.'®® By the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth
centuries the Russian state plunged into conservative nationalism, which since then almost
continually fostered a sense of cultural superiority and Russian (primarily religious and pan-
Slavic, though later also social and political) messianism.

The reign of Alexander | (1801-1825) can be fairly characterized as an interlude of neo-
Enlightenment, as it followed the despotic last years of Catherine I, the tyrannical regime of
Paul I (1796-1801), and preceded the even more reactionary regime of Nicholas | (1825-1855):
“the new ruler stood as the very embodiment of the humanness, progressiveness, affirmation of
human dignity, and freedom that educated Russians fervently desired.”*®! The beginning of the
nineteenth century in Russia was full of hopes for major political and social reforms, yet
Alexander | was not decisive enough to go through with them: to limit autocracy and abolish
serfdom.

The year of 1812, when Russia defeated Napoleon, started the second, mostly reactionary
period of Alexander’s reign. The victory over Napoleon encouraged the monarch to view himself

not just as savior of Russia but of all Europe: Alexander | “felt he had a special mission.”®?
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Following his participation in the Congress of Vienna in 1815, and full of determination to
preserve peace in Europe and prevent atheism and revolutionary impulses from spreading, the
monarch joined the Holy Synod with the Ministry of Education to create the Ministry of Spiritual
Affairs and Popular Enlightenment: the “ministry of religious-utopian propaganda.”*®® This new
institutional hybrid was charged with reforming Russians into “ecumenically minded Christians
in whom better education, Bibles in the vernacular...and participation in organized philanthropy
would instill benevolence, self-discipline, a sense of social responsibility and a heightened civic
consciousness.”*®* Alexander’s aspiration, as Dominic Lieven asserts, was to build a “cohesive,
authoritarian, mildly progressive polity,” rested on the traditions of mutual respect between the
state and the people.*®

Alexander’s version of a great European state clashed violently against the realities of
early nineteenth century imperial Russia: debilitating serfdom, strong authoritarian rule, religious
and cultural assimilation of the non-Christian, non-Russian population. The Decembrists
(Russian army officers, members of a secret society - the Union of Salvation, later renamed as
the Union of Welfare) were infused with determination to transform Russian autocracy into a
constitutional monarchy, institute the rule of law and reform serfdom. Yet, the hopes of the
Decembrists “to prod [the] nation into political and moral greatness commensurable with the
military greatness assured by [the Russian military heroes] Suvorov and Kutuzov” were quashed
by Alexander’s brother, Nicholas I (1825-1855).1°° As a result, no significant relaxation of

monarchical rule happened until the beginning of the twentieth century. On the contrary,
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Nicholas I, who came to be known as Europe’s gendarme, immersed the country in conservatism
and extreme nationalism.

Convinced by his Minister of Education, Sergey Uvarov, that Russia was in dire need of
a coherent national idea, Nicholas I introduced the theory of Official Nationality, founded on the
notions of autocracy (samoderzhavie), Orthodoxy (pravoslavie), and nationality, or better said,
national outlook (narodnost). Russia no longer aspired to be a secular multi-ethnic Enlightened
European state of the Petrine design. Now, warned by the French Revolution and the Decembrist
revolt, buttressed by a “contempt for [Napoleon] and uncompromising love for the Mother
Russia that he attacked,” the state adopted an ideology of national absolutism.*®’

The messianic and imperial ambitions of Russia in the mid-nineteenth century were
dramatically halted by its defeat in the Crimean war of 1853-1856.® The defeat not only
shattered Russia’s reputation as a European great power, but also was detrimental to the political
stability and security of monarchy within the country. As Hosking notes, the precarious position
of Russia in the international arena gave rise to political movements aiming to topple the
monarchy. Thus even the most conservative statesmen saw the dire need to return to the policy
of Westernization, which was equated with the economic and technological advancement of the
country. At the same time the problem with modernization in a Western fashion, as the history of
Western Europe demonstrated, was that it necessarily incited profound political changes which
challenged the very existence of monarchy and empire.

The new economic reforms aimed at fostering prosperity among the poverty-stricken
masses, who could not be exploited any further, as well as Russia’s industrialization, brought

about the long-awaited emancipation of the serfs in 1861 and significant changes in Russia’s

157 Snyder 284.
1% On the Crimean War, see Curtiss; Figes; Seaton.



169

education system. In the 1860s universities opened their doors for newly emancipated peasants.
To pursue higher education was considered as advancement on a social ladder for anybody
except students from noble and wealthy families. While the emancipation terms financially
crippled the peasantry, sending peasants “into a deepening spiral of indebtedness and poverty,”
the education reform proved to be more progressive and therefore put the security of autocratic
power in jeopardy.'®® Fostering a new generation of experts qualified to carry out tasks of
modernization inadvertently led to the proliferation of independent critical thought. At last, a
critical public sphere, or obschestvennost, emerged in Russia. It is peculiar that while modern
Russian thought was indebted greatly to Western ideas, it failed to fully retain their progressive
comic significance. Superimposed on inherently tragic notions of sobornost and Russian
messianism, which manifested themselves in a traditional disregard for the political freedom of
both Russian people and other nations, a philosophical doctrine of socialism, became, oddly, “a
defense against the West...and a superior form of the West against an outmoded form of the
West.”"®Among the most influential appropriations of socialism were the ideologies of the
Socialist Revolutionaries and the Marxists.

Before the socialist revolutionaries emerged as an organized political force, they initially
emerged as the Russian populist movement of khozhdenie v narod. This “grassroots movement”
was also known as narodnichestvo, and those who participated in it were called narodniks.
Narodniks were predominately university students who came from families of merchants,
artisans, artists, doctors, teachers, and so on; in other words, from meschanstvo, the Russian
equivalent of the modern middle class. Russian populists criticized the state for newly introduced

economic and fiscal policies that arguably contradicted what was perceived to be the true

199 Hosking, Russia and the Russians 358.
170 Ragsdale 181.
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Russian spirit. In line with Charles-Louis de Secondat Baron de Montesquieu’s concept of
national character, with which they were likely familiar, narodniks considered the Russians to be
“naturally” predisposed to a communal type of life.

According to Montesquieu, a general spirit of the nation is shaped by a variety of static
elements and dynamic factors: “climate, religion, laws, the maxims of the government, examples
of past things, mores, and manners....”*"* Depending on which of “these causes acts more
forcefully” each nation acquires certain immutable features. Speaking on the role of climate,
Montesquieu, for example, asserts that it conditions some nations into cherishing freedom and
impels other nations to readily dispense of it. Besides, Montesquieu argues that the state’s laws
and form of government must correspond to the nation’s native temperament. Although Lacan’s
psychoanalysis too takes into consideration the role of the Real as sensible, the national subject’s
defensive reaction to it cannot be viewed as something objective and determinate. National
identity is not in a direct causal relationship with external circumstances, but an indeterminate
process of negotiation of the fundamental tension between how people perceive themselves and
others.

The Russian populist movement was conceived around a rather naive faith in the peasant
commune as the last source of the supposedly true Russian mentality and an unadulterated
familial way of life, and so members of the movement advocated for socio-economic equality
and political liberty, which would amount to a peculiar form of Russian socialism. While it has
its roots in Western Europe, the doctrine of socialism acquired a specific Russian cultural
meaning: “[i]t elevated to an ideal the egalitarian, self-contained, and participatory peasant land

commune and workers’ artel.”*’? Although many proponents of Russian socialism were atheists,

1 Montesquieu 310
172 Hosking, Russia and the Russians 306.
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the old religious idea of sobornost, or the pristine spirit of human solidarity, as well as the
messianic aspirations of “Holy Rus,” inspired Russian radical intellectuals of the nineteenth
century to see the Russian peasant commune as the only source of salvation — salvation from the
tyranny of the tsar and aristocracy at home and the soulless rationality and individualism of the
West.

It turned out that Russian peasants, however, were as hostile to narodniks - who
attempted to relieve peasants from oppression - as the latter were to their landlords - those who
were directly responsible for the peasants’ plight. Meanwhile, Russian peasants remained loyal
to the tsar who in their eyes always remained, with the exception of Peter the Great, the “true
tsar,” “tsar-batiushka” (“tsar and the good father”), divine savior, or the Master of the obsessive
Russian muzhik.'”® While neither the Pan-Slav program nor Russian populism were able to
mobilize the masses, a strong sense of hostility felt toward the Jewish population of Russia
moved peasants to action. Pogroms, or anti-Jewish riots, broke out in Russia at the end of the
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century: “There outbreaks of destructive frenzy
were products of rapid economic growth and population movement, and then of radical political
change, all of which reawakened old popular resentments against a people who seemed to have
done well out of disrupting a traditional [Russian] way of life.”"

What tragically brought together the Russian state, the Russian intellectuals and the
common Russian people was an idea of the national enemy who must be overpowered by all
means possible. Nicholas Il (1894-1917) took advantage of a surge in popular anti-Semitism to

unite the masses, the clergy and the aristocracy around ideas of Russian national absolutism: he

173 As their peaceful measures of propaganda did not bring the desired effect, narodniks - who by the late
1890s transformed in the Socialist Revolutionary Party - turned to violence against the regime.

174 Hosking, Russia and the Russians 343. On pogroms, see Sam Johnson; Klier; Klie and Lambroza;
Weinberg.
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extended moral and financial patronage to armed squads (also known as black hundreds) of
people who “became enraged by the insolence and audacity of the revolutionaries and
socialists...nine-tenth of [whom] are Yids.”*" Black hundreds, which were organized around the
Union of Russian People (SRN), became “a halfway house between the old-fashioned
reactionary movements of the nineteenth century and the right-wing populist (fascist) parties of
the twentieth.”*"®

Without denying the role of racist and religious motifs that moved Russian anti-
Semitism, the state employed the black hundreds mostly pragmatically or cynically — to counter
each and every force that threatened the autocratic rule of the tsar in any way. Both in the USSR
and later in modern Russia the part of the menacing national other from outside was most often
assigned to the West, while the national enemy within, or in Putin’s words, “a fifth column” and
“pational traitors,” was the Jews, other “unreliable” ethnic groups, and Russia’s liberal
opposition.’”” The SRN and black hundreds in a sense became a precursor of state-sponsored
hatred and violence, which is discussed in Chapter Five.

The Soviet ideology appropriated a few pre-Revolutionary discourses of exeptionalism,
the most powerful of which was Slavophilism. More precisely, Soviet Communism was “a
strange amalgam” and “odd jumble” of Marxism as a legacy of German idealism and English
economic history, the Slavophiles-inspired Russian idea and the Petrine zeal for modernization
and progress, to which Slavophilism was paradoxically unsympathetic.*’® One of the major
principles structuring the vision of Russia in the twentieth century was Soviet internationalism.

Lenin believed that nationalities had to be dissolved on the way to a supranational world of

17> «perepiska Nikolaia Il i Marii Fedorovny,” qtq in Hosking, Russia and the Russians 343.
78| aqueur, Black Hundred 16.

Y7 pytin, “Address by President of the Russian Federation,” 2014, n. pag.

1’8 McDaniel 83, 89.
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socialism. Nation-centered ideas once prominent in Slavophilism and pan-Slavism were
superseded by the rhetoric of internationalism and “the friendship of nations,” however, only in
appearance.'” In reality, the ideological proximity of the Bolsheviks and the supporters of the
Russian idea led to the emergence of “a new red-white, or later even red-white-brown, ideology
called national bolshevism.”*%°

On the surface, Soviet leaders, including Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin and Mikhail
Gorbachev, welcomed ethnic diversity and even defended nations’ “right to arrange their affairs
as they please;...a right to preserve any of their national institutions, whether beneficial or
harmful — nobody can (nobody has a right to!) forcibly interfere in the life of a nation.”*** By
promising to respect the right of nationalities for self-determination, Lenin solicited great support
for the October Revolution. In the same spirit, Gorbachev acknowledged that “interference in
those internal processes with the aim of altering them according to someone else’s prescription
would be all the more destructive for the emergence of a peaceful order.”*®? Furthermore, in his
essay “Marxism and the National Question” Stalin insisted that “the complete democratization of
the country is the basis and condition for the solution of the national question.”®® As Stalin
argued, a decision to “permit [a minority] to use its native language,” to “possess [their] own
schools” and to “enjoy liberty of conscience (religious liberty), liberty of movement, etc.” would
have resolved ethnic tensions and consequently would have rendered ethnic differences obsolete,
thus leaving “the workers of all nationalities of Russia [united] into single, integral collective

bodies” and as such focused on the common task. Unlike Stalin, who never truly entertained

19 The Soviet state was less repressive toward non-Russians living in the USSR than under the tsarist rule:
cultural diversity and tolerance were taught in school and propagated in Soviet society. Yet, as Walter Laqueur
notes, the word “anti-Sovietism” was often interpreted as “Russophobia.” See Laqueur, Black Hundred.

180

Parland 32.

'8 Stalin n. pag.

182 Gorbachev 17.

183 Stalin n. pag.
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even an idea of granting a Soviet republic equal political rights, Gorbachev believed, perhaps
sincerely, that although “[i]n the past, [national] differences often served as a factor in pulling
away from one another...[n]Jow they are being given the opportunity to be a factor in mutual
enrichment and attraction.”*®* This comic guarantee of freedom, however, turned out to be no
more than an empty gesture.

The formal nature of the gesture was obvious even before attempts to secede from the
Soviet Union were decisively suppressed: from the Soviet communist view freedom of self-
determination was modeled on sobornost, or a tragic understanding of truth and choice. By
insisting on the primacy or the ultimate truth of the proletariat’s interests, Stalin emphasized the
need:

to influence the will of nations so that the nations may arrange their affairs in the

way that will best correspond to the interests of the proletariat. For this reason

Social-Democracy, while fighting for the right of nations to self-determination,

will at the same time agitate, for instance, against the secession of the Tatars, or

against cultural-national autonomy for the Caucasian nations; for both, while not

contradicting the rights of these nations, do contradict “the precise meaning” of

the [Russian Marxists’] programme, i.e., the interests of the Caucasian

proletariat.'®®
In other words, ethnic diversity of the Soviet Union was tolerated and even celebrated as long as
it was perceived as inconsequential and a matter of “cosmetic” ethnic variations. When ethnic

peculiarities became vocal and politically menacing to the unity of the Soviet state, the

18 Gorbachev 17. See also Grachev.
185 Stalin n. pag.
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Communist Party fought those anti-Communist “nationalist deviations” with fervor.® Stalin, for
example, wrestled local nationalisms by deporting supposedly dangerous and disloyal ethnic
groups to Siberia and other regions aiming to inhibit the growth of national resistance and in
effect to guarantee the security and integrity of the USSR. In solidarity with the Soviet Union’s
disregard for the political will of other states and nations, Putin, when invited to comment on
historical significance of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, stated that “this pact did make sense in
terms of guaranteeing the Soviet Union’s security.”*®’

Although nationalism was condemned as “a bourgeois struggle,” Russian ethnocentricity
became a useful tool in the hands of the Bolshevik Party.'®® Under the theatrical cloak of
internationalism and “the friendship of the peoples,” the Soviet ideology was in fact imbued with
ideas of Russian imperial messianism and “superior Russian ways.”** Popular and often
simplified Russian sentiments about the developed and dynamic West, on the one hand, and the
stagnant and superstitious East, on the other, contributed to the country’s eagerness to prove its
place in the world and “help” Asian ethnic minorities - supposedly backward and dangerous
peoples of the Caucasus and Central Asia - to transform their “primitive” ways of life.!*

The spirit of nationalism under the guise of Soviet patriotism was spread by celebrating

the country’s history (to be more precise, Russian history), by cultivating a sense of pride and

love for the country. In the introduction to “the best” textbook on the history of the USSR, for

18 Gitelman 466.

187 «Press Statement and Replies to Journalists’ Questions” n.pag. According to Nikita Petrov, a senior
researcher at the Memorial Foundation, which explores the Great Purge of Stalinist Russia, Putin’s positive
evaluation of the pact is “really a reflection of today’s politics. These days in Russia, we are seeing a return to the
methods of division into spheres of influence, secret deals. That’s why - especially this year - we are seeing all these
calls for a second Yalta, a second Helsinki. They are the product of this harmful idea that the world can be divided,
carved up, and that such an agreement can be secretly reached by the same principles that were used by totalitarian
Germany and the Soviet Union.” Coalson n. pag.

'8 Stalin n. pag.

189 Snyder 307.

190 see Jahn.
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example, the image of the USSR as an exceptional (“only one Socialist country in the world”),
rich (“our country is the richest in the world,” “more prosperous all the time”), successful (“our
country was a backward country now it has become the most advanced and mighty country in the
world”), multicultural (“in no other country in the world is there such friendship among the
various peoples as in the USSR”), just (“all the peoples of the USSR work for the common
good,” “all of us work for ourselves, and not for parasites”), and resistant (“the people of the
USSR fought their oppressors and enemies™) country was constructed.™*

By the time the USSR realized the immediacy of the threat posed by the tragically
obscene Other of Hitler’s Germany (and the consequences of having signed the Ribbentrop-
Molotov Pact), tragic national sentiments had forged Communist ideology. The very pact
demonstrated that what counted was strength and power, rather than political liberties and
international laws. Rethinking the legacy of the Soviet Union’s fight with fascism, Antifa
members, for instance, point out that “in the Soviet Union we were not told...why one had to be
an anti-fascist; we were only told that Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union, and therefore it
was an enemy. There were no discussions about what was going on in the Soviet Union.. i
Although the Soviet people demonstrated truly selfless, comic heroism when confronted with the
horrifying Realness of the war, the state never fought fascism from a legitimately comic position
— by defending political liberties and freedom as such.

Shaped by distinctly conservative and tragic political ideas and social practices, such as
dominance of the state and the church in the socio-political life of the country, as well as popular

support of military chauvinism, xenophobia and racism, the Russian idea has so far manifested

itself as an aggressive hysterical posture complemented with obsessive resignation from freedom

191 Snyder 301.
192 «Activists Discussed” n. pag.



177

to make politically consequential choices. Ravaged by the radical ambiguity of the national self,
acutely experienced in Russia’s everlasting pursuit of statehood, the Russian national subject
seeks solace in the purportedly apolitical, determinate space of spiritual communal life, which it
is ready to defend with its life.

Taking into account that at present Russia cannot afford to be perceived as an aggressive
tragic national subject and thus to be isolated from the West, competing national narratives often
invoke Russia’s national democratic tradition — “the rule of the Russians with their own
traditions of national self-government without standards imposed on us from outside” — to justify

198 As the above

the country’s pursuit of political, economic and/or military stability and strength
brief overview of the articulatory history of the Russian idea reveals, Russia’s attempts at

democracy, however, have been comic only on the surface; at bottom they comprise the least

ethically consuming and the most forceful solutions to the national subject’s radical ambiguity.

193 pytin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly” 2012, n. pag.



178

4 THE TRAGIC NARRATIVE OF THE RUSSIAN NEO-FASCIST MASTER

As extreme nationalist attitudes have been gradually intensifying during Putin’s
presidency, more journalists, scholars and politicians started drawing parallels between post-
Soviet Russia and late Weimar Germany, voicing their concerns about the arguably ascendant
fascist trend in the country (some went so far as to compare Putin to Hitler).! There are, however,
those who have cautioned against such comparisons, deeming them either unjustified or outright
provocative.? The disagreement about whether fascist ideas have permeated the mainstream
national vision or have been a merely marginal and thus inconsequential element of Russian
politics hinges on, first, how fascism is defined and, second, whether political actors that
promote fascist views are to be approached as mad and irrational.

Since the present study is centered on the employment of the word fascism in competing
national narratives, and this chapter in particular is dedicated to a psycho-rhetorical reading of
national ideas promoted by representatives of the Russian extreme right, I must, first, address the
question of what counts as fascism, considering both the circumstances of contemporary Russia
and a long history of Russian conservative thought. Second, I discuss whether fascist beliefs,
including contemporary Russian fascist attitudes, should be viewed in terms of pathology (more
specifically, psychosis and perversion) and irrationality from a Lacanian point of view. Finally, |
briefly mention major events that contributed to the shaping of the national fantasy of Russian
neo-fascists and examine the psycho-rhetorical narrative of the latter both on the Imaginary and

Symbolic levels.

! See Chotiner; Goble; Garver; lampolski; Johnson; Motyl; “Putin’s Fascist Russia”; Rucker; “Russia Has
Turned into a Fascist Empire”; Traynor; Viktor Vasiliyev; Yaffa; Zubov.
2 Jones; Laqueur, The Black Hundred; Mitchell.
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4.1 The Reciprocity of Russian Neo-Fascism and the Russian lIdea

The question of what counts as fascism has been widely discussed and resolved in a
number of ways. It is true that we are able to recognize modern versions of fascism in the
images of a crowd with arms stretched out in a salute or carrying banners with swastikas. Yet the
issue of defining fascism in modern Russia, especially considering the popular memory of the
country’s anti-fascist struggle, is more than an issue of fascist aesthetics or, for that matter, a
mere borrowing of fascist ideas that cropped up in Western Europe in the twentieth century.*

Most often fascism is characterized as an extreme ethnic or a broader cultural nationalist
idea that is characteristically xenophobic and anti-Semitic, favors authoritarian and totalitarian
forms of government, suppression of civil liberties, in a military chauvinistic fashion advocates
for the unity of the nation beyond the borders of its original state, promotes the nation’s imperial
and even global ambitions as the nation’s supposedly special historical destiny, and is reinforced
by means of propaganda and conspiracy theories. These features, however, do not uniquely
separate fascism from other forms of the extreme right.> A key element of fascism, according to

Roger Griffin, is its revolutionary aspect vocalized in the myth of national rebirth.

® Allardyce argues that fascism cannot be used as a generic concept, since fascism did not exist beyond
Italy. This definition, however, is extremely exclusive. In this dissertation, like other scholars who support a wider
notion of fascism, | use this term more generally and do not refer only to the fascism of the interwar period. See
Allardyce; Carter; Ebata; Gentile, “Fascism, Totalitarianism and Political Religion”; Griffin, The Nature of Fascism;
Griffin, “Staging the Nation’s Rebirth”; Griffin and Feldman; Kallis; Shenfield; Laqueur, Fascism; Lyons.

* At the same time, the aesthetic component of historical fascism is not to be underestimated. As Gentile
points out, fascism “expresses itself aesthetically, more than theoretically, through a new political style and through
the myths, rituals and symbols of a lay religion created for the cultural socialisation and integration of the masses,
toward faith in the creation of a ‘new man’.” Gentile, The Origins of Fascist Ideology 380. See also Gentile, Politics
as Religion.

> The term extreme right, which neo-fascism is a species of, can be defined in a number of ways. According
to Cas Mudde, scholars have identified about fifty-eight different features of extreme right-wing ideology, which
combined produce twenty-six different definitions. The most common way to define an extreme right movement or
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As Shenfield insists, Griffin’s definition of fascism as “a palingenetic form of populist
ultra-nationalism,” however, fails to emphasize the premodern element of the national myth.® For
the former, fascism is rather “an authoritarian populist movement that seeks to preserve and
restore premodern patriarchal values within a new order based on communities of nation, race, or
faith.”’ This definition, however, does not differ dramatically from Griffin’s more elaborate
explication of fascism as

[an] essentially palingenetic, and hence anti-conservative, thrust toward a new

type of society...that... builds rhetorically on the cultural achievements attributed

to former, more ‘glorious’ or healthy eras in national history only to invoke the

regenerative ethos which is a prerequisite for national rebirth, and not to suggest

socio-political models to be duplicated in a literal-minded restoration of the past.®
While placing emphasis on the reactionary and the revolutionary aspects respectively, Shenfield
and Griffin both characterize fascism as an ideology that simultaneously struggles to preserve
premodern, “authentic” values and to create a radically new society under modern conditions.®
Keeping in mind Lacan’s thesis that any attempt to recollect the past, let alone to reanimate it,
necessarily involves its revision, “the literal-minded restoration of the past” then, one can

conclude, always ends in a production of something new.

organization is to provide a maximum definition - the fullest collection of features - and a minimum definition - the
smallest amount of core features that constitute extreme right-wing ideology. Whereas the minimum of required
core features varies from scholar to scholar (some of them identify up to ten core elements), the most frequently
used characteristics of extreme right-wing ideology include ethnic nationalism, racism, xenophobia, anti-democracy,
and the strong state. See Mudde, The Ideology of Extreme Right; Mudde, “Right-Wing Extremism.”

® Griffin, The Nature of Fascism 26. In his attempts to underscore the anti-conservative, revolutionary
character of fascism, Griffin insists — in a kind of coyly essentialist manner — that those who “[are] drawn to fascism
for non-revolutionary motives™ are conservative “fellow travelers rather than ‘true’ fascists.” Griffin, “Da Capo,
Con Meno Brio” 264. For more on the anti-modernizing feature of fascism see Kitchen; Turner.

’ Shenfield 17.

8 Griffin, The Nature of Fascism 47.

® Appealing both to tradition and modernity, fascism is often discussed in the terms such as “conservative
revolution,” “reactionary modernism,” “revolutionary reaction,” See Griffin, Roger. The Nature of Fascism 47-48;
Neocleous, Fascism; Neocleous, “Revolution?”” For more on the debate about the conservative and revolutionary
aspects of fascism see Griffin, Loh, and Umland.
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It is not only from the above consideration that | argue against a clear-cut separation of
Russian conservative ultranationalists as an arguably reactive force from undisguised neo-fascist
revolutionaries (which, if supported, would dilute the gravity of the problem of radically tragic
attitudes in Russia), and analyze psycho-rhetorical narratives of the Christian Orthodox and
monarchist Russian Imperial Movement (RID) and two neo-fascist organizations — the Slavic
Union (SS) and Movement against Illegal Immigration (DPNI), as a consolidated national
fantasy. A close reading of the rhetoric of the aforementioned groups points to a significant
ideological convergence among them, as well as an idiosyncratic character of Russian neo-
fascism. Similar to Russian neo-fascists who swear their “[fidelity] to the Blood and the Land,
for [their] Race is in [their] Blood, and the ashes of [their] Ancestors are in [their] Land,” the
formally imperialist and monarchist RID proclaims the Russians as a superior race, more
specifically, a remarkably “spiritual,” or “divine” race.™

A fragile contraposition of tradition and modernity, reaction and revolution, for example,
lies behind Andreas Umland’s observation that unlike traditional ultraconservatists (one of
whom is arguably Putin), Vladimir Zhirinovsky, who is dissatisfied with the old, i.e. tsarist and
Soviet, imperial models, and thus pushes for a new, revolutionary kind of Russian empire (the
one that includes Afghanistan, Turkey and Iran), can be qualified as fascist.** Contra Umland, |
assert that the expansionist views of the Impertsy are as radical as the views of Russian neo-
fascists: they both promote a thesis of Lebensraum — an understanding that territories of empires
must grow in order to provide “the state-forming peoples of those empires [with]...a [much

needed] place under the sun.”*? In addition, one of the founding beliefs of Russian national-

10 «The Oath” n.pag.; Sadovnikov-Fedotov, “Genetics” n.pag.

1 See Ragozin, “Andreas Umland.” Others, however, are less reserved in pointing out Putin’s Eurasianist
and even global agenda. See Coyer; Schindler.

12 sadovnikov-Fedotov, “The Essence of the Empire” n.pag.
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monarchist national fantasy - the principle of “Russia is where Russians live” - is so unabashedly
reminiscent of Nazi Germany’s aspirations to unite with Germans living outside of its borders,
that is reveals modern Russia’s rather bellicose intentions to expand quite possibly beyond the
bounds of Russian Empire and the Soviet Union.*?

Russian neo-fascists — be they the self-proclaimed national-socialist SS, the self-
described national-democratic DPNI, as well as the formally national-imperialist/national-
monarchist RID, all promote a vision of a new Russian state where an elevated status of ethnic
Russians (including Ukrainians and Belarusians who are purportedly ethnically Russian),
compared to other non-ethnically-Russian citizens of the country, is guaranteed by the
Constitution. In addition, the SS, for example, calls to “lawfully” limit liberties and freedoms of
“inferior races,” or non-ethnic Russians, to deport illegal labor immigrants, to deprive such
federal subjects as republics of their national status and excessive funding from the federal
budget, to conduct forced Russification, and to limit movement of some non-Russian ethnic
groups outside their respective republics.** Although somewnhat reminiscent of the Nazi policy
toward the Jews and other ethnic groups considered Untermenschen, which eventually
culminated in Hitler’s plans to exterminate and enslave “inferior” people, Russian neo-fascist
national fantasy, as | demonstrate in more detail later, is not that of the Nazi kind, but possesses a
distinct Russian character.™

To explain the Russian specificity of neo-fascism it is important to take into account the
fact that Russians have been shaped by the memory of the Great Patriotic War and the continued
experience of living in a multinational state. This is not to say, however, that Russians are

somehow immune from tragic national fantasies. On the contrary, increasingly tragic images of

13 See Pykhtin n. pag.
Y «The Oath” n.pag. See also “Belov”; “Frequently Asked Questions™; Sablin.
1> On the Nazi national policies, see Browning.



183

the nation capture the eye of more and more Russians. Thus, for instance, according to the 2015
Levada polls, 39 percent of Russian citizens expressed their approval for Stalin’s leadership,
while about 30 percent remain indifferent to the figure of the Soviet dictator. As Roman
Dobrokhotov, a leader of the Russian youth democratic movement My (“We”) asserts, “Russians
lack the genetic memory that Europeans and people of former Soviet republics as those who
[fought totalitarian regimes] have: Russians never took a truly comic stance and fought the
totalitarian regime of Nazi Germany or the USSR as just another national enemy.*® Although
generations of Russians have been brought up within the anti-fascist and multinational narrative,
it left them with nothing more than a mere argument that is now used superficially to defend the
supposed moral superiority and spiritual strength of the Russian nation. The lesson of the
country’s fight with fascism, sadly, did not inspire Russians to adopt a habit of treating
representatives of other cultures and ethnicities with genuine respect.

The rhetoric of Russian neo-fascists may not be flagrantly hateful also due to the
Kremlin’s increasing pressure on anybody critical of Putin’s regime.'” While in the late 1990s to
mid-2000s Dmitry Demushkin, the SS leader, spoke from a position of a neo-fascist, openly
drawing on the German theory of National Socialism (which, as he notes, “did not belong to
Germans, but the whole white mankind™), by 2015 he unequivocally defined himself as a
moderate or “traditional nationalist.”*® As Demushkin further explains:

It is important to understand that in 1999, when the Slavic Union was created, the

political situation was completely different. There was no Article 282, there were

10 «gtalinization of Russia” n.pag.

17 Since neo-fascists or any other real or supposed extremists cannot be directly brought up on charges for
their anti-Putin position, they are usually prosecuted for hate crimes in accordance with Article 282 “Incitement of
National, Racial, or Religious Enmity.”

18 «“Frequently Asked Questions™ n.pag.
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lots of [neo-Nazis] in the organization, but now they do not exist at all [in Russia].

The situation changed, and nationalism evolved too.*

What transformed, however, is not the sweepingly tragic national vision held by Russian neo-
fascists, but the way the national fantasy is negotiated when exposed to close attention from the
state, which attempts to keep radically neo-fascist expressions at bay (especially considering
Russia’s vocal accusations of Estonia and Ukraine as exemplars of state fascism).?® In other
words, Russian neo-fascists had to learn to relay their ideas dubiously and guardedly.

It is also necessary to acknowledge the unprecedented scale and speed of globalization
processes, which strongly affect how the idea of the Russian nation is being negotiated. From
this angle, it is not totally surprising that Russian neo-fascists consider the efforts of, for
example, the Jews of Israel to build and sustain their nation-state exemplary: “best
representatives of the Jewish nation heroically fight in the next Golan Heights, standing up for
their right to exist, and little by little reclaim land from the desert cultivating it.”?* Even more so,
for Russian neo-fascists, Israel “is the outpost of the European civilization [‘the Civilization of
the White Race’] in the Middle East....a civilization that is sick, weak, in need of a cure, but our
civilization!”? If not for such a spirit of nationalism, Russian neo-fascists warn, Europe would
be overrun by people that “aggressively spread completely different and even opposite values.”?®
All the above and other factors at a greater or lesser degree have contributed to the sound of the

neo-fascist national voice with a distinctively Russian accent.

9 Azar, “We Will Become” n.pag.

0 See “Estonia Keeps Anti-Fascists Away from SS Veterans’ Meeting”; “Estonia: Nazi Safe Haven”;
“Moscow Outraged by Estonia’s ‘Glorification of Fascists’”; “Result of Maidan”; “‘Ukrainian Neo-Nazis Switch
from Theory to Practice’”;

21 Demushkin n.pag.

22 Demushkin n.pag.

% Demushkin n.pag.
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The budding fascist-like tendencies in modern Russia are more than simply a disturbing
inheritance of the interwar fascist regimes in Europe.”* While Russian conservatism (historically
represented, for example, by the semi-fascist state-sponsored Black Hundred active at the
beginning of the twentieth century in tsarist Russia) and fascism in Europe share the same anti-
Enlightenment sentiments (e.g., suspicion of liberal individualism, rationalism, and materialism),
the tradition of extreme Russian nationalism and later neo-fascism has its roots in the Russian
idea, discussed in the previous chapter as a persistent preference for autocracy, Russian
Orthodoxy, military chauvinism, xenophobia and racism at almost any particular moment in
history. It is not surprising then that contemporary Russian neo-fascists support Mikhail Grott, a
prominent ideologue of Russian émigré fascism of the first half of the twentieth century, in
arguing that Russian fascism is a continuation of Russian History:

Russian History, the whole national way of life of the Russian people, its reach

and peculiar historical and state traditions, its ecclesiastic-religious way, special

way, profoundly devoted and self-sacrificing, - all these features have composed a

powerful ideological foundation for the Russian Fascist Movement, and thus there

has not been any need to borrow and imitate.?

The long tragic tradition of Russian national identity negotiation, especially as it was shaped
around Christian Orthodoxy, thus provides fascist ideologues with an opportunity to define the
nation in fatalist, messianic or, as I explain more below, apocalyptic terms, and to defend a

supposedly authentic Russian way of seeing the national self and the national other.

2 Although fascist ideology did not directly influence Russian conservative thought, it has certainly
become a source of ideological and aesthetic inspiration for right-wing organizations in the country. See Ebata;
Laqueur, Fascism.

% Grott n. pag.
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The emphasis on the arguably native “fascist ideas and attitudes, which are religiously
significant, historically meaningful and politically necessary for the New Russia,” also allows
Russian neo-fascists to disassociate themselves from painful memories of the Nazi invasion in
the USSR, which begot in Russians a somewhat automatic, yet admittedly superficial, aversion
to anything or anybody referred to as fascist.?® Fighting to preserve the purity of the white race
and the Russian nation, neo-fascists — contemporary supporters of the ideas of ethnic and
religious exclusivity and superiority of the Russians — refuse to be branded as “fascists” and
consider all such accusations to be a provocation on the part of their perceived enemies.”’

Moreover, distancing themselves from German fascism, Russian neo-fascists
occasionally manage to capitalize on the Russian memory of the Great Patriotic War and
paradoxically portray themselves as anti-fascists. For instance, as Russia had been preparing to
celebrate the 70th anniversary of the end of the Great Patriotic War, the International Russian
Conservative Forum was held in St. Petersburg.?® Although the forum gathered many European
and Russian ultranationalists, including neo-Nazis, Hitler apologists and Holocaust deniers, some
of them referred to forum participants as “anti-fascist” and “Russia’s friends who support

Putin.”” In light of the Soviet Union’s fight with Nazi Germany and modern Russia’s opposition

%6 Grott n. pag.

27 Among those few who explicitly characterize themselves as fascists are Eduard Limonov, the leader of
the National Bolshevik Party, Maksim Kalashnikov, the blogger and political activist, and Maksim Martsinkevich,
aka Tesak, a former skinhead and the leader of the far right group Format 18. See Limonov; Ponomarev; Shusharin.

%8 On the International Russian Conservative Forum, see Azar, “Europe’s Far Right”; Cullison; Packer;
Ragozin, “Is Russia Against Fascism”; Shekhovtsov, “What Does the Fascist Conference.” Also see the forum’s
official website at <http://realpatriot.ru>.

29 Shekhovtsov, “What Does the Fascist Conference” n. pag.; ““We Gathered not Fascist’ n. pag. For
example, while at the forum, Alexei Zhuravlev, the deputy of the Russian State Duma, head of the Rodina party and
a member of the pro-Putin United Russia parliamentary group posted on Twitter his photograph with Udo Voigt, a
high-ranking member of the right-wing National Democratic Party of Germany, with a caption: “Udo Voigt is also
an antifascist!” (Shortly, however, Zhuravlev deleted the tweet). Another Rodina member, Fedor Biryukov praised
the forum as “the first stone laid in the foundation of the new world order we are destined to build. St. Petersburg is
becoming the city of a new revolution — a revolution of national interest against the conspiracy of the world’s 100
wealthiest families, who have turned the planet into their own plantation.” Biryukov also referred to foreign forum
participants as “people of good will” and “not fascists, but friends of Russia who support Putin” and called on them
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to the West, anti-fascism is conceived as an intrinsic feature of Russian patriotism. As the
perceived threat to Russia had been steadily growing during Putin’s presidency, Russians once
again saw themselves in a battle with malevolent forces, which allowed anyone who supposedly
fights to defend the country’s interests at home and abroad (but only as they are formulated by
the Kremlin) is to be considered a Russian patriot and thus an anti-fascist.** Apparently, the word
“fascism” has become an unspeakable term, while fascist-like behaviors, as we shall see in this
and following chapter, under various names, including “anti-fascism,” unashamedly proliferate.

As explicated above, neo-fascism can be viewed as both a conservative or (reactionary
and restorative) and revolutionary force, as an aspiration “to create a completely new order
which, despite all its newness, is rooted in the fundamental force of the past.”* As such, the
fascist idea is nothing other than an apocalyptic myth of national tragedy.** While the invocation
of the ideas of national decadence and national rejuvenation in fascist narratives sounds quite
nostalgic, an apocalyptic account of fascism does not create a backward-looking, romanticized
image of the nation, but rather draws an image of a renewed nation — a nation that is both free of
enemies and thus able to be rebuilt on “eternal” values into something new.

An apocalyptic quality of the fascist myth also emphasizes the dramatic, tragic opposition

between the national subject as good and the national other as evil, which begins at the moment

to create their own conservative international organizations as alternatives to the “pro-fascist UN and OSCE.” In
addition, participants of the forum reportedly engaged in lively discussions of a Kremlin-sponsored brochure
dedicated to “anti-extremist” and “anti-fascist” measures needed to counter the pro-Western Ukrainian government
formed in the aftermath of the 2014 protests in Kiev. “Fascists Turn Out to Be” n. pag.; Azar, “Europe’s Far Right”
n. pag.; ““We Gathered not Fascist’” n. pag.; Ovsiannikov, n. pag.

%0 In modern Russia the worlds “patriot,” “Putin’s supporter” and “anti-fascist” are often used
interchangeably by the majority of Russians, as well as neo-fascists that support the politics of the Kremlin. Russian
neo-fascists that are critical of the state, however, rarely resort to calling themselves “anti-fascist,” since the
dominant “anti-fascist” discourse has become a sole prerogative of the Kremlin. As | note further in this chapter, the
Russian neo-fascist camp has always included Putin’s opponents and supporters, who, however, started to rapidly
drift apart with the beginning of Russia’s active interference in the internal politics of Ukraine in 2014.

31 «\/olunteering” n. pag.

%2 In the national fantasy of Russian neo-fascists, the generally apocalyptic narrative is founded on a
number of conspiracy arguments.
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the latter infringes on the well-being of the former. This must only result in the victory of the
former and the eradication of everything incompatible with or corrupting the national character.
In addition to tragedy proper, tragically inspired elegy and epic also contain the qualities of an
apocalyptic myth. Russia, for instance, has traditionally viewed itself as being on a mission to
fight its enemies and so to revive the “true” Russian spirit and follow the higher purpose of the
Russian nation. Such tasks are given an eschatological meaning: a failure to fulfill the nation’s
destiny necessarily leads to its demise. Only by redemption through a tragic rage, epitomized in
the Russian paranoid hate for the national other, can the Russian nation and even the whole
world be purportedly saved.

It is noteworthy that Russian neo-fascists’ embrace of both tradition and modernity in a
way reflects the long-standing ambiguity of Russia’s vision of itself as a part of the Eastern or
Western civilization, which | briefly mentioned in Chapter Three.* Such an intersection of
history and geography in the national fantasy of Russian neo-fascists echoes Lacan’s argument
that historical development is not a straightforward unfolding of a continuous narrative in time,
but is a matter of constant repunctuation of metonymically organized signifying chains. As |
demonstrate in this chapter, negotiation of national identity by Russian neo-fascists is precisely a
symbolic rearrangement of Russia’s position vis-a-vis the West and the East, which in
appearance is understood as a search of Russia’s “essence” in time.

For the DPNI, for example, Russian extreme nationalism, similar to modern European
ultranationalism, is nothing other than “a [response] of postindustrial society to the invasion of
archaic elements,” such as the flow of labor immigrants from the former Soviet republics in the
North Caucasus and Central Asia: “There is hardly anyone who wants his cozy neighborhood in

Moscow to turn into a mountain village where strange dark-skinned people will be yelling

% See also Shlapentokh, Russia between East and West.
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gutturally back and forth in a foreign language.”®* As Russian neo-fascists express their racist
and xenophobic contempt for the supposedly uncivilized, primitive life of peoples to the East,
they seek to conceive of Russia as a part of Western civilization. Russia’s identification with the
West, however, has to be understood solely in terms of economic development, scientific
progress and technological modernization, rather than proliferation of liberal democratic values
and practices. Propping up Russia’s status of a major nuclear and space power, economic and
technological advances, as Russian neo-fascists stress, is able to “[mobilize] national sentiment”
and “[save the country] from total fragmentation, from absolute enslavement.”*

At the same time, the SS and the RID insist that only by relying on Russian tradition,
“[the] religious, spiritual and....mystical” vision of Russia, can it become “a counterbalance to
the modern rational-material world order of progress” and thus “[preserve] the spirit, uniqueness,
mentality and culture of the nation.”*® While seeking to match the West in economic and
technological spheres, Russia (both in the psycho-rhetorical narrative of Russian neo-fascists and
the philosophical tradition of Slavophilism with which the former is often consonant)
nevertheless opposes the “materialism” of the West that arguably declares profit its supreme
value. In doing so, Russia does not derive inspiration from the predominantly Muslim culture
and the tribal past of its neighbors to the East, but from its historic and religious closeness with
the Eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire. As | already pointed out in Chapter Three, it is in the
long-lived opposition between the Latin West and the Greek East that Russia found its mission to
bring “the morally disturbed Europe, this race of degenerates” “to a new and more (morally and

intellectually) lofty civilization” with Christian Orthodoxy and traditional Russian ways at its

* Benediktov “The Nation’s Ghost™ n.pag.
% Yeliseyev, “Stalin” n. pag.
% «Mystic National Socialism” n. pag. See also Yeliseyev, “Stalin.”



190

core.’” As Russian neo-fascists see Russia clashing with the “soulless” and “blasphemous™ West,
the messianic idea of Moscow as the Third Rome also challenges the Muslim East as a historic
enemy of Christianity and all of “white Aryan Christian Europe.”®

Having discerned the sinister omen in the arguably decaying morals of an “insensitive,
thoughtless and spineless” Europe and the “waves of Muslim migrants, [who] like the
apocalyptic locust invade Europe,” Russian neo-fascists warn that Russia as “the post-Byzantine
geopolitical leader of the Orthodox world” is on the brink of “the Great and Last religious-racial
mystic war.”*® The Russian nation has arguably been caught between the two equally threatening
forces: European blasphemy and Islamic fanatism. On the one hand, there is “the Christ fighting
Judeo-Masonic” world government, which “for a long time already [has] been governing
[Europe] behind the curtain” and attempts to “establish the New World Order, or ‘Democratic
Civilization,’...the Kingdom of the Antichrist.”*® On the other, “the expansion of [Muslim]
barbarians [into Europe]” can only end with the creation of “the New World Muslim
Caliphate.”*! The course of globalization, which promotes “the Judeo-Masonic ideology of racial
Anglo-Saxon superiority,” and Islamization as a process of “[bringing] everybody into
‘submission to Allah’” and installing a “Sharia-based sense of justice,” arguably strips the world

of its humanity, perverts or negates the idea of faith and freedom, and destroy nation-states.*?

Only the “imperial future of Russia as the Middle Eurasian state” founded on the tradition of

%7 Sevast’yanov n. pag.; Mamleev, “Russia” 3, gtd. in Marsh 511. See also Mamleev, Russia Eternal.

% Turik n. pag.; Simonovich-Nikshich n. pag. As noted in Chapter Three, Russia claims the spiritual
legacy of Constantinople, or “Second Rome,” which fell to the Ottoman Turks in the fifteenth century: “No other
Christian Orthodox nation, but the Russians, saw itself as this rightful heir; nobody, but the Russians, dared to
proclaim their capital ‘Third Rome’...; nobody, but the Russians,...during the First World War set a major task to
reerect the cross on St. Sofia in Constantinople.” (Before 1453 St. Sophia, or Hagia Sophia was a Christian
cathedral; in 1453 it became a mosque and in 1935 it was turned into a museum). Akunov n. pag.

% Turik n. pag.; Simonovich-Nikshich n. pag.; Smolin n. pag.

“ Turik n. pag.

*! Simonovich-Nikshich n. pag.

*2 Turik n. pag.; Savvin, “The Challenge of Islamization” n.pag.
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“Christian Orthodoxy as [its] geopolitical force” is capable of defending Europe from “the
anarchy [spread by Western liberalism] and barbarism [of the Islamic world]” and to save the

world “from any kind of unipolarity and dictatorship.”*?

4.2 Fascism, Pathology, Irrationality, and Ethics

As briefly mentioned above and in the next chapter, Russian neo-fascists, as well as the
mainstream conservative Russian public, in other words, those who support an authoritarian
regime founded on an aggressively manifested ethnic national idea, readily call themselves anti-
fascists. Although this “anti-fascist” rhetoric of Russian neo-fascists, entwisted with memories of
the Soviet people’s actual fight with fascism, is in part fueled by immediately opportunistic,
speculative motives to discredit political opponents, it owes greatly to conflicting beliefs and
feelings that have been shaping the Russian idea for centuries. As explored in Chapter Three,
most popular or privileged national visions have come about in the vacillation between
seemingly incompatible experiences (as they have been throughout Russia’s history): an attitude
of passive suffering and active sacrifice; an idea of Russia as a part of the West and the East;
fascination with the Western economic, technological and cultural progress and a sense of deep
hatred toward the West; an understanding of Russia as a nation-state and a multicultural,
multiethnic, and multiconfessional empire. Perceived ideational inconsistency of the Russian
idea prompted some scholars to discuss it in terms of “eschatological psychosis” and “schizoid
mentality.”** Escalating ethnic nationalist attitudes in contemporary Russia too encouraged many

journalists and scholars to talk about Russia’s nationalist “paranoia” and racist “mass psychosis,”

** Smolin n. pag.
* Billington, The Icon and the Axe 139; Ragsdale 61,181.
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and, furthermore, to draw parallels between Russian national visions in their historic and modern
forms with fascism.*®

Possessing “the most counterposed contents,” fascism is indeed most often explained as a
kind of pathology, manifested in a culmination of the irrational, or put in psychoanalytically
inflected language, as a maddening irruption of the unconscious that is expressed in highly
irrational, inexplicably evil and aggressive behavior.*® In other words, in line with Freud’s
opposition of aggressive human nature with cultured human culture, pathological, irrational and
unconscious are used as synonyms used to describe fascism.*’ Others, on the contrary, believe
that fascism is what it is due to the cold and calculated logic foundational of its ideology and
practices. In this chapter | take a moment to argue that from a Lacanian point of view ideological
articulation of national identity cannot be discussed in terms of (ir)rationality and pathology,
including psychosis and perversion (as it is often the case both in scholarly and popular debates
on the nature of fascism), but should be viewed as a matter of ethics, with fascist ideology being
an instance of tragic national fantasy. In other words, the arguably irrational and pathological
nature of fascism or, on the contrary, the supposed mathematic-like logic of fascism, cannot
exclusively define fascist attitudes.

Fascist fantasy embraces both the irrational and the rational. As | demonstrate in this
chapter, Russian neo-fascists call for “pragmatic militarism and thoughtful patriotism”; their
judgments are arguably not irrational and their actions do not supposedly stem from blind

xenophobia and “narrow-minded revenge,” while at the same time emotions and irrationality, as

*® Service, n. pag.; Shunkhuttaren, n. pag. On growing ethnic nationalist tendencies in contemporary
Russia, see Adomanis; Ponasenkov; Shekhovtsov, “What Does the Fascist Conference”; Umland, “Russia’s
Creeping Fascism”; Umland, Russian Nationalism; Verkhovsky; Verlin; Zarakhovich, “In Russia”; Zarakhovich,
“Inside Russia’s Racism Problem.”

*® Ortega y Gasset in Laclau, “Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory” 81. Inconsistency of both the
Russian idea and historical fascism alone does not warrant the likeness of the two phenomena.

*" Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents; Freud, The Future of an Illusion; Freud, The Resistances to
Psycho-Analysis.
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Russian neo-fascists insist, comprise the core of ethnic mythology and, surprisingly, prove that
the national subject has a sensible appreciation of its national essence.*® Such curious
inconsistency does not point to madness (which actually can be employed rationally and
strategically) or cynicism of fascism as an ideology, but reveals the overall tragic grotesque
incongruity of fascist fantasy, in part associated with the conspiratorial character of its narrative.
As | already noted in Chapter Two, conspiracy is only a seemingly coherent, yet logically and
factually questionable, narrative that nevertheless is intensely appealing to a non-critical
audience.

One may argue that neo-fascist national fantasy as a radically conspiratorial narrative is
not pathological, because “‘political’ paranoia [is not] an easily identified and pathologized
ailment”:

by uncritically labeling certain claims “paranoid” and dangerous to society (in

general), such theories miss the most important meaning of conspiracy theory:

that it develops from the refusal to accept someone else’s definition of a universal

social good or an officially sanctioned truth. This is not to say that we must open

our arms to all manner of conspiracy theories. It is merely to assert that diagnoses

of political paranoia are themselves political statements reflecting particular

interests. Until we discover some magically unmediated access to reality,

conspiracy theory cannot simply be pathologized in one sweeping gesture.*®
While true, this argument emphasizes the ethical and political consequences of labeling

conspiratorial and by extension fascist narratives as pathological. Alternatively, an explanation

“® Savelyev, “Russian Truth” n. pag.; “Volunteering” n.pag.; Savelyev, “To Shape” n.pag.
* Melley 13-14.
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of fascism through the prism of Lacan’s psychoanalysis focuses on the question why fascist
national fantasy cannot, rather than should not, be viewed as pathological.*

Taking into consideration the fact that a large number of scholars and journalists regard
fascist and neo-fascist tendencies as manifestations of mental illness, such as psychosis and
perversion, and therefore alarming, it is important to explain how — on the most fundamental,
structural level — fascist narratives interpellate people susceptible to conspiratorial arguments,
rather than, for example, clinical psychotics or perverts.>! Moreover, a Lacanian account of the
fascist national subject, which is structured as the neurotic, provides the critic with analytical
tools — the Four Discourses — needed to resolve the apparent grotesque inconsistency of a fascist
narrative.

In Lacan’s psychoanalysis, neurosis (and its four permutations or discursive practices),
perversion (including fetishism, sadism and masochism) and psychosis (including paranoia,
schizophrenia and manic depression) are distinct affective mechanism of dealing with lack or
division inherent to subjectivity. While neurosis is considered to be a normal way of organizing
the sense of the self and others around lack, perversion and psychosis are viewed as pathological
structures of the psyche. As explained in the previous chapter, the subject is precluded from the
enjoyment, or jouissance, of the united self, that is, from the Absolute Being or the Thing, by
virtue of being a speaking subject. By passing through “the double stage of alienation and
separation,” the neurotic is able to sublimate jouissance with desire, sustained in relation to the

objet a in fantasy: “desire is merely a vain detour with the aim of catching the jouissance of the

*® From a Lacanian point of view the argument against the possibility to regard fascist fantasy as
pathological always involves an ethical aspect. A fascist narrative cannot be seen in terms of perversion or
psychosis, but it can be evaluated on the scale between tragic mourning and comic melancholy. As such, it is always
a matter of ethics.

%! For both Lacan and Burke, rationalization is not an objective narrative, which is impossible, but a
narrative that contains partisan motives, or specific symptoms.
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other.”® The psychotic fails to go through the phase of symbolic alienation as he/she does not
incorporate the signifier of the Other, or the Name-of-the-Father, while the pervert gets
represented and thus alienated in language, but yet he/she does not advance further. Only by
passing through the stage of separation successfully, that is, by paradoxically becoming
subjected to recognition by another speaking being, the subject is able to secure a relatively
autonomous subjective position for him/herself. Below, I explicate the peculiarity of
subjectivization in psychosis and perversion in order to demonstrate that collective identity
cannot be discussed in terms of pathology (which is understood in a strictly Lacanian sense).

In contrast to the neurotic subject who complies with the alienating “No!” of the Father,
the knowledge of which is, however, pushed into the unconscious, in psychosis the law that is
laid down by the fundamental signifier, or the impossibility of the absolute jouissance, is
“[rejected] into the outer shadows” of the subject’s psyche.”® As an effect of “a primordial
process of exclusion of an original within, which is not a bodily within but that of an initial body
of signifiers,” the psychotic subject suffers the ambiguity and even disintegration of his/her
relationship with the self and others.>* As Lacan succinctly describes the problem with the
psychotic, “the ego in its function of relating to the external world...breaks down.” With the
fundamental signifier missing, the psychotic struggles to find his/her place in the Other as a
symbolic network of social connections with many particular others. Instead, the psychotic’s
identity is given its form by the Imaginary, in the rivalrous and paranoid relationship with the

other within the self - “this imaginary other, this strange god who understands nothing,...who

%2 | acan, Seminar, Book X1 222; Lacan, Seminar, Book XI 183.
%3 LLacan, Seminar, Book 111 150.
% |Lacan, Seminar, Book 111 150.
% |acan, Seminar, Book 111 144.



196

deceives the subject.”®

The psychotic’s inability to subdue this overwhelming libidinal force in a
safe and productive, that is, Symbolic, manner results in the invasion of jouissance in the form of
hallucinations and delusions.”” In short, the psychotic does not stand a chance to get engaged by
socially reproduced meanings since for him they do not cohere in any sort of congruent network,
while messages that the psychotic receives in the form of hallucinations and delusions are always
considered by him as obviously meaningful and strictly personal.

Just as with the psychotic, the function of the pervert’s Symbolic is impaired (albeit in a
different fashion), which speaks to the pervert’s inability to participate in a “proper” ideological
construction of the self. The pervert acknowledges castration, but immediately disavows it:
he/she simultaneously cedes his/her raw jouissance as a culmination of uninhibited enjoyment of
oneness and refuses to accept in return anything less - the symbolically managed “will to
jouissance,” which sprouts from lack and leaves the neurotic subject to answer to the question of
his/her being over and over again, by affectively investing in a continuous stream of part-objects,
the value of which is contingent on the Other’s desire (that is, on what particular others are
assumed to long for, but can never have since the human being is ridden with lack).*® To put it
otherwise, the pervert neither allows the absolute jouissance to overrun him/herself, which is the
case with the psychotic, nor succumbs to desire as a restricted, but safe way to enjoy oneself,

which is the neurotic’s tactic. Instead, the pervert attempts to get the raw jouissance bound to a

particular sensory experience without supposedly sacrificing the absolute enjoyment in the

% Lacan, Seminar, Book 111 162.

> As Lacan puts it, “whatever is refused in the symbolic order, in the sense of Verwerfung, reappears in the
real.” Lacan, Seminar, Book 111 13.

%8 Lacan’s explication of subjectivity production is based on the contrast between jouissance and desire as
the will to jouissance. While jouissance is the experience of extreme enjoyment that is often more painful and
intolerable, rather than pleasurable, desire is a movement toward or anticipation of jouissance, which always falls
short of its goal and thus escapes its own extinction.
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slightest, thus “creating an alternative. ..order in which jouissance holds pride of place.”® The
aspiration for “the right to jouissance” is, however, futile, since it goes again the principle of
castration, according to which “jouissance is forbidden [interdite] to whoever speaks.”® Said
differently, faced with the forced choice between the freedom of jouissance and life as a
meaningful subject, the pervert necessarily embraces the latter, but thinks of him/herself as “the
brute subject of pleasure,” as that who supposedly has access to the most enjoyment.®* Unlike the
psychotic and similar to the neurotic, the pervert’s affective economy as such is thoroughly
fantasmatic, where “the order of fantasy...props up the utopia of desire” to be complete.®?

Although the neurotic’s and the pervert’s fantasies are both attempts at mastery of
themselves, the pervert’s fantasy operates in a fairly distinct fashion. Perversion, as Lacan
argues, is “an inverted effect of the phantasy” of the neurotic, expressed in the formula a0$.%
Rather than being the split, alienated subject that attempts to fill in the constitutive void with an
objet a, which is seen as the property of the subject’s counterpart, the pervert is “reconstituted
through alienation at the cost of being nothing but the instrument of jouissance,” that is, by
positioning him/herself as an object in which of the jouissance of the Other is petrified, or
becoming the idol, “the black fetish, [wherein]...[the pervert’s partner or victim] can adore the
god.”®

As Lacan explains, the pervert sustains him/herself an imaginary relationship to his/her

counterpart, whose image functions as a reflection of the pervert’s own lacking self. The pervert,

*° Nobus 44.

® | acan, Ecrits 649, 696.

®! | acan, Ecrits 654.

%2 |_acan, Ecrits 653. As Lacan insists, “no matter how strange, how bizarre the phantasy of perverse desire
may be in appearance, desire is always in some fashion involved in it. Involved in a relationship which is always
linked to the pathetic, to the pain of existing as such, of purely existing, or of existing as a sexual term.” Lacan,
Seminar, Book VI 218.

%% |acan, Seminar, Book X| 183.

& Lacan, Ecrits 652, 654.



