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Culture – Psychological dimension in historical and cultural change
Psychological functions of culture in totalitarian and post-totalitarian societies
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Culture in totalitarianism as a subject of analysis

Totalitarian and post-totalitarian societies have their peculiarities in manifestations in different spheres, not only in the state and political. As one of the spheres of people’s life culture also has its specificity in these societies.

Recently culture in the Soviet Union, especially literature, became a subject of detailed study and comprehension in various aspects: socio-communicative (Hans Gunther, 1984), historic-typological (Vladimir Paperny, 1985), historic-successive (Boris Groys, 1988), cognitive (Regine Robin, 1986), psycho-semantic and psycho-poetic (Igor Smirnov, 1994).

While studying both production and consumption of culture functioning in the society, one can distinguish different kinds of it. They may be the culture that is common to all mankind, super-culture that is transmitted from one generation to another in each particular society, subcultures that are typical for one or another community, etc. Classification of culture for official, unofficial and underground culture is substantial for our narration. 

Official culture conveys an ideology that dominates in the society, and it is intended for consumption by all people in the society. Unofficial culture has been produced beyond tough ideological frames by people (often even not by professionals) in their everyday life and communication. Its extreme forms are in conflict with the culture and ideology dominating in the society. Underground culture is in conflict with the culture dominating in the society.

In the society of any type each of these kinds of culture seems to acquire some peculiarities and specific features. The same can be said about the totalitarian ones. In this article I will examine a totalitarian society on the example of the former Soviet Union.

Before outright analysis of these kinds of culture and their psychological functions in the Soviet society, it is necessary to dwell on one more concept which will be used in my analysis. It is a concept of public and private spheres.

A concept of public and private spheres

A concept of a public sphere was introduced into scientific discourse by J.Habermas (1989). He was interested in forming bourgeois public sphere in the 18th century first of all. Then this concept has been associated with class position, roles performed in the society and finally an opposition between a public sphere connected with a man and his outer and social activity (the world of politics, social life and socially significant work) and a private sphere connected with a woman and restricted to the frames of home and family (T.Eagleton, 1984). However, a division of public and private spheres can be done in another way. 

Thus, Russian sociologist Oleg Vite suggested to divide them according to the spheres of activity of the written and everyday law (1996). A public sphere corresponds to the sphere of law and written rules, and the everyday law is connected with a private sphere. There were very strict rules of permitted and being taboo in the public sphere in the Soviet Union, and the topics of public discussions were very limited unlike private. A real people’s life could not be discussed in public sphere at all. Everyday life which was discussed in public discourse looked like a virtual reality that was far away from a reality and all those problems people had to decide. In the newspapers there were optimistic headings saying that the USSR is rapidly reaching communism, leaving behind the USA but at the same time in order to purchase basic essential (for example, butter, sausage, toilet paper, etc.) one had to stand in a long line of people in the shop. Private sphere gave a possibility to discuss those things that were in fact connected with real life. 

So there were not only two different parts of life – public and private, with quite different ways of behavior, but also two different ways of thinking corresponding to these spheres. Soviet people considered such a dissociation of their personality into two parts to be quite normal. 

One personality existed and acted according to the rules of official public sphere, the other one – according to the rules of private sphere. And a person did not confuse which of his/her subpersonalities lived in which space. A person constructed even his/her identity in a different way for these two spheres. Thus, social schizophrenia was a standard of life. For example, in the book of selected stories about the Soviet life B.Sarnov recollects a story about a person who edited a selection of short stories devoted to workers. This person complained that there are only few good stories about workers in this selection as if people did not understand that the labor of a worker is the most important and honorable one. But when he was asked how he was doing, and he answered: “Very bad. My son has got out of hands, he stopped attending high school and we won’t be able to set him up into the university, so he would be just a worker.” And this person did not even realize that his public and private identities are in the unsolvable contradiction.

Victor Voronkov and Elena Chickadze (1997) introduced a division of private sphere into a private sphere in a pure sense of the word and a private-public sphere. This division seems to be specific just for the Soviet Union and to be interesting and promising.

A private sphere is understood in the Western sense (as a sphere of home, family, intimate feelings, sex, etc.). Further it will be written in more details about the relativity of the privacy in the former Soviet Union. At any time a private sphere could lose its privacy and could be transformed into public.

A private-public sphere had a wide (even unlimited) range of questions to be discussed. These questions could be both from private and public life. But in private-public space (famous Soviet “kitchens”) it was possible to talk not being afraid of repression very much and not using public discourse for the discussion of social problems.

Thus returning to the concept of culture we can suggest that each type of culture has a major space of functioning. Official culture acts in a public space, unofficial and underground culture – in private and private-public, each type having its specific discourse.

Characteristic features of official, unofficial and underground culture in the former Soviet Union

Now I will give a short description of these kinds of culture in the former Soviet Union. 

Official culture

All forms of ideology, science and art directed to the strengthening of Soviet and Communist ideology and approved by it belonged to official culture. Official culture had its language and expressive means; ideologically consistent texts notable for the clarity of content and simplicity of form were created with their help. At the same time official culture was counted on all possible layers of the society – from a street-cleaner till an academician. It was produced for the consumption in a public sphere and it was one of the reasons why everything even slightly connected with an intimate sphere either was expelled from the official literature and culture or was displaced to its edge occupying a marginal second-rate position. Thus, it can be mentioned that official culture was planned for public space with its public discourse.

Undoubtedly the most important function of official culture was integration of the society near the idea of a new “sovetsky chelovek” (Soviet man) and the “radiant future” creation. At the same time official culture in its educational function pressed towards ideologically correspondent picture of the past which practically put a barrier to the culture of the pre-revolutionary society. Lacunas and blank spots began to be formed in social memory. (Though a distinct division between collective and social memory does not exist, if to follow the consideration of P.Connerton, social memory can be defined as “images of the past commonly legitimate a present social order” (p.3)). Many events were simply swept away from it, others obtained another shapes and interpretations. 

Past has been reconstructed from the point of view of the present. Not without reason a following joke became so popular: “In the Soviet Union there is nothing more unpredictable than its past.” 

Unofficial culture

It consists of family stories and legends, different results of collective creative work – folklore, rumors, anecdotes, etc. Unofficial culture either totally ignored the ideology or was ironical, mocking or sarcastic toward it. But, as Olga Freidenberg wrote, it is possible to parody only those things that are “alive and sacred”. In comparison with official culture unofficial culture used another linguistic means, and was absolutely useless for functioning in public space. The field of unofficial culture with a set of various discourses was a private sphere.

To some extent unofficial culture supplemented social memory keeping the events which were not mentioned in official culture (for example: removal of “disagreeable nations”, repression, Jews persecution, artificially created famine and so on. This list can be continued for a long time.) but were kept in collective memory. 

There is no doubt that unofficial culture differed in different layers of the society. Somebody merely told jokes using foul language and somebody read “samizdat” (underground literature) and poetry of the Silver Age (though they could also tell such jokes). So in this respect the function of unofficial culture is more likely to be differentiating rather than integrating. Even intelligentsia was heterogeneous depending on its involvement in one or another layer of unofficial culture.

Underground culture

It was composed of those forms of the culture which opposed the existing ideology and/or approved formal standards of art creation fully open, enough transparent and well comprehensive for people from this society. Those who belonged to underground culture expressed by their works and views the position of recusancy in the society. In the Soviet Union together with literature, music and painting that belonged to official culture there existed other literature, music (both avant-garde classic and rock music) and painting that belonged to underground culture.

It was anxious for tearing itself away from its frames or to broaden them and to enter a public space with its counter-discourse.

Attitude of the society toward different kinds of culture.

How does the totalitarian society and its power practices in particular relate to these forms of culture and corresponding discourses?

Public discourse is created by them, it is reckoned on general consumption and is spread as wide as possible. It aims if not to absorb a private sphere totally, then in any case to penetrate as deep as possible into it and to saturate it with itself. 

In 20-30s years a border between public and private spheres was rather conditional and it was constantly destroying under the influence of total penetration of ideology. Soviet society was afflicted with the idea of social and collective. Individualism was condemned as a heavy sin, collectivism was announced as the highest moral principle. A new Soviet person had to become a conscious and industrious screw of a gigantic collective device. So according to the ideological standards of that time Soviet people had nothing to conceal. All private topics and issues could be a subject of a public discussion. We can remember broad scale discussions of free life, sex, collective raising children, etc. of those times. On the other hand, those phenomena of a private sphere which do not correspond to predominant ideology should be extracted from it and given publicity, that is to become a property of a public sphere. Here I would like to mention a famous for former Soviet people phenomenon of Pavlik Morozov, a boy who denounced his father from good intentions. 

But this commonness of a new type was a simulation of it. Because in reality the ties and connections between people were destroyed quickly, and by the middle of 30s even near relations could trust not everything to each other. In the 30s not rare were the examples of a spouse denouncing the other.

Thus, official culture was one of the repressive social practices of the power.

Those that was a tragedy in 30s (public sphere attack of a private one and its practical leveling) turned into a farce in the 60-70s, when problems of a private sphere were transmitted into a public space, and wives tried to solve their private problems with husbands with a help of the Communist Party bureau!

In 20-30s, years of the aggressive activity of totalitarian regime, a private sphere was very narrow and under the threat and pressure of a public sphere and power. In fact a person could not feel alone anywhere. To keep a right just for a particle of private life, one had to disguise it covering in public discourses and clothes. This covering of a private sphere in public clothing performed a defensive role and made a private sphere pseudo-public. 

The thaw of the 60s in the Soviet Union spread not only on public, but also on private sphere. It began to acquire more exact borders and work out its discourses. The Khruschev times are also remarkable for mass removal of people from communal flats to separate apartments. 

Thus a material border of a private space has been formed. And in the borders of this closed, secluded quite material space people did not need to disguise in public on purpose. Here one could ignore a public discourse, as if    forgetting about it (as a rejection of reality – one of the mechanisms of psychological defense), and thus defending own private space.

An implacable discrepancy of personal and social as one of the forms of schizoidness (schizophrenia) is characteristic, as Tzvetan Todorov mentions, to not just totalitarianism but ”dissidence passive”, that means a behavior demanding from a person a knowledge of using two languages (private and public) not connected with each other. In a certain sense “my house” became “my fortress” not only for a person and his/her family but for their friends as well, especially among intelligentsia. Nevertheless the authorities tried to enter that private world which they considered to be dangerous in some cases. They sent out supergrasses, eavesdropping devices, etc., trying to make this world permeable and under control for them. 

At the same time in Brezhnev times private sphere could not be subjected to a total control as it was in Stalin times. Expansion of tape-recorders as specific mediators between the originators of some kinds of underground culture and the audience made their products accessible to the general public.

The layer of people producing unofficial and underground culture was not homogeneous. But it is possible to see two main streams in it: one stream was directed into politics, the other one – in the art. The dissidents appeared from the first stream, representatives of underground art form the second. Both of them produced and tried to spread counter-public discourse in politics and art, and the authorities actively fought with each of them. 

As Tchouikina S. in her study of dissidents mentions, “one of the borders between the dissidents and these spheres ran through the attitude to professional self-realization and public work”. The dissidents adjoined the so called “otherwise minded intelligentsia”. It differed as for the extent of public activity and closeness to dissidents circles. Among them there were more active people producing new forms of unofficial and underground culture and different ways of dissent, and more passive, who found their refuge in culture.

Using M. Olson’s term people who do not have direct contacts with dissidents can be called free-riders. In sociology of public movements the notion of free-riders denotes people who without taking part in the collective process of creating common values still use the results of collective efforts. Having estimated the costs and profits of the participation in the risky actions of protest, an average rationally thinking person considers that it would be cheaper to keep oneself from participation, moreover if in the case of success everyone could enjoy the results (E.Zdravomislova, 1993).

Rather similar but not identical to the notion of free-riders is the notion of internal emigrants – people who do not share the ideas of official ideology, do not accept it and who make private-public sphere major in their life. Some specific features of internal emigrants were examined in J.Wertsch and my article being prepared for publication. If the dissidents made a profession from their opposition and it was the sphere of their self-realization, the internal emigrants could realize themselves in professional or private life, being more or less oriented to professional career.

Somehow or other but the circle of people connected with underground culture was in opposition to the authorities, disposed aggressively to them. In passive resistance aggression was shown in indirect forms, in active resistance it was direct and not veiled. The authorities answered by open repression toward dissent in any sphere.

The society aggressively attacking and people aggressively resisting might be one of the sources of the lack of tolerance in post-totalitarian societies.

Russia has a long tradition of endowing culture (which was mainly verbal) with ideological function. It is a well-known saying that “in Russia a poet is more than a poet”. And for those who produced and who consumed culture it became a definite niche, performing a function of a refuge. Culture common to all mankind, unofficial and creating underground culture were the zones of emigration from social pressure. At the same time pursuing the power and ideology influence official culture became an object of distrust, mocking, a stage of performance “according to the rules”.

Russian philosopher Michael Riklin considers that a specific characteristic of culture in Stalin times lies in its main orientation to a word, literature, verbal discourse. A tendency to total verbalization of culture means an expansion of verbal principles to the sphere of consciousness, it conducts a desire of the authorities to total consciousness. It is evident that conscious can be controlled and regulated easier. Unconscious has no place in this culture. As Igor Smirnov writes, “literature functioned in a communicative net of totalitarian regime as a specific super-discourse occupying in the world of discourses the same place that belonged to the highest arbitrator (Stalin) in the social reality” (p.275).

Soviet culture had one more important function that influenced those who produced and consumed culture. Soviet culture has developed taking the course of de-individualization and averaging out. On the one hand, it eliminated illiteracy and educated people, and it made possible the existence of mass culture; on the other hand, it brought down elite culture towards the level of the mass one.

Culture in post-totalitarian society

In the period of “glastnost” private-public sphere began to disappear. All social, political, economical problems, everything belonging to this sphere could be examined and discussed in it. Only things related to a private life left in a private sphere. A squall of different publications appeared. Even those pieces that had been written “in the drawer” were published. The main “samizdat” works of art and publicism that had been published earlier in the West were issued in the Soviet Union. Underground culture in its verbal and audio-verbal forms came into the open.

Several years ago the usage of the term “postmodern” to Russia caused doubts and perplexity because it is considered that postmodernism appears only on a highly technological postindustrial society. Nevertheless, as Michael Epstein writes (2000) it is possible to find out some similarities between Western postmodernism and contemporary Russian post-totalitarian culture. I should add that the sources of it one can find in unofficial and underground culture of the Soviet times.

During the period of glastnost’ the integrative function of culture and its function as social memory began to be manifested rather vividly. Filling the so called the blank spots of history has begun. This process can be defined in terms of social and collective memory combination. The attempts to restore the continuity of culture (involving those issues that are reproduced from one generation to another) which was torn by the revolution of 1917 and the following years of totalitarianism have been made. That time pluralism of opinions and views and the dialogue between them appeared in the society. 

Returning back to the idea of postmodernism we should say that one of its major features is total pluralism, dictates of minorities and values of differences. And postmodernism itself comes out as a all-embracing system legitimating this plurality.

With the appearance of newly independent states from the republics of the former Soviet Union the situation began to change gradually. Rather quickly almost all post-Soviet states started to create a new ideology with a national idea occupying the central place. Post-Soviet culture fills this past with national or even nationalistic content. This is reflected in official culture, and in many cases unofficial culture as well. An impetuous process of the new reconstructing of the past has begun. It is directed to the creation of a new national idea and constructing a new national identity.

In full measure culture implements its educational function, educating children and students not in the spirit of “homo soveticus” but in the spirit of one or another national idea. Elite culture has disappeared practically, being dissolved in the stream of mass culture. (This is one more specific feature of postmodernism – deletion of opposition between elite and mass culture.)

It seems that culture should integrate the society even more actively. But this does not happen always and everywhere. In reality newly created narratives about the past especially national often contradict both traditional Soviet history and unofficial culture, and they are seized actively by many people from different layers of population.

The situation with a language as one of the culture elements is rather complicated. National states are anxious for turning the state language into a means of everyday communication. It is apprehended enthusiastically or calmly in those states where the native language for the majority of population was not Russian (Lithuania, Georgia, etc.). At the same time historically in some states or regions a means of everyday communication is the Russian language, not only for Russian minorities in the places in question, but even for those people who belong to native ethnic group (in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, for example). The Ukrainian language as a language of everyday communication is actively not accepted in many regions of Ukraine. 

A well known linguist Anna Wierzbicka writes about “cultural scripts”. She defines them as short sentences or sequences of them with the help of which one can make an attempt to catch secret standards of culture of a community from the point of view of their bearer (A. Wierzbicka, 1994). The ways of thinking, feeling, desiring, acting according to the desire, communicating are expressed in these “cultural scripts”. Wierzbicka considers that they are specific for each culture and can be formulated by means of correspondent language. So she connects the ways of acting in a broad sense with the language. In this perspective it becomes evident that people fighting for the language of their everyday life are at the same time fighting for their “cultural scripts” which are much more deeper than a system of signs they use for speaking.

I have a suggestion that “cultural scripts” are peculiar not only for different cultures but also they can differ within the same culture. “Cultural scripts” of the so called “new Russians” (wealthy people who appeared after “perestroika”) differ from “cultural scripts” of those who are engaged in commerce in the market and so on. Thus, “cultural scripts” also put a watershed within the society.

This is the evidence of the fact that nowadays culture and language as one of its major elements carry out not a function of integration but differentiation, splitting the society into parts with hostility to each other. 

Besides, the authorities and commanding practices by their aggressive regulations strengthen these processes and encourage the reviving of private-public sphere and “dissidence passive”. 

Memory about them, the standards of such a behavior and its “cultural scripts” are still strongly alive in the society. It can be seen that in many aspects post-totalitarian society comes to those things which it seems to leave in the past. And thus it comes back to the times of modernity with its one truth and social schizophrenia. It will be good if not open totalitarianism again. 
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Abstract

A subject of the analysis in the article is culture in totalitarianism and its psychological functions. Three types of culture (official, unofficial and underground culture) that are characteristic for totalitarian societies and mainly for the former Soviet Union are described and singled out. Official culture conveys an ideology that dominates in the society, and it is intended for consumption by all people in the society. Unofficial culture has been produced beyond tough ideological frames by people (often even not by professionals) in their everyday life and communication. Underground culture is in conflict with the culture and ideology dominating in the society. These types of culture are examined with respect to different spheres of people’s life, public and private in particular. 

A concept of public and private spheres and their peculiar features are given regarding the social life in the former Soviet Union. A specific phenomenon of public-private sphere introduced by Russian sociologists are also considered in the article. It is analyzed how the totalitarian society and its power practices in particular relates to these forms of culture and corresponding discourses. Soviet society was afflicted with the idea of social and collective. All private topics and issues could be a subject of a public discussion. During the first years of the existence of the Soviet state a border between public and private spheres was rather conditional, it was constantly destroying under the influence of total penetration of ideology and official culture was one of the repressive social practices of the power. In 20-30s, years of the aggressive activity of totalitarian regime, a private sphere was very narrow and under the threat and pressure of a public sphere and power. To keep a right just for a particle of private life, one had to disguise it covering in public discourses and clothes. This covering of a private sphere in public clothing performed a defensive role and made a private sphere pseudo-public. 

The thaw of the 60s in the Soviet Union spread not only on public, but also on private sphere. It began to acquire more exact borders and work out its discourses. People connected with underground culture were in opposition to the authorities, disposed aggressively to them. In passive resistance aggression was shown in indirect forms, in active resistance it was direct and not veiled. The authorities answered by open repression toward dissent in any sphere. For those who produced and who consumed different forms of unofficial and underground culture it became a definite niche, performing a function of a refuge, a zone of emigration from social pressure. At the same time official culture became for them an object of distrust, mocking, a stage of performance “according to the rules”. Soviet culture had one more important function that influenced those who produced and consumed culture. It has developed taking the course of de-individualization and averaging out. On the one hand, it eliminated illiteracy and educated people, and it made possible the existence of mass culture; on the other hand, it brought down elite culture towards the level of the mass one.

Post-Soviet culture fills this past with national or even nationalistic content. This is reflected in official culture, and in many cases unofficial culture as well. An impetuous process of the new reconstructing of the past has begun. It is directed to the creation of a new national idea and constructing a new national identity. Elite culture has disappeared practically, being dissolved in the stream of mass culture. In many aspects post-totalitarian society comes again to those things which it seems to leave in the past. 

