Glorifying expenditure is fascistic.
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Pound rather than Bataille advocates reforming the economic system to make ‘“good use” of the social’. Where Pound wants to organise a messy and manic situation masquerading as orderly and rational, Bataille denies the virtue in rationalising monetary exchange, pushing instead for a physical and desire-driven model of primitive economy based on the acceptance of chaotic and uncontrolled excess. If Pound’s enemies are usury and utilitarianism, Bataille’s, according to Baudrillard, ‘is utility, in its root. Rather than an apparently positive principle of capital: accumulation, investment, deprecation, etc. … [utility] is, on Bataille’s account, a principle of powerlessness, an utter inability to expend’ (192). In the light of Pound’s profound political and social opposition to Marxism, however, these economic differences are less significant than their similarities. Pound consistently espouses elitist, explicitly anti-socialist ideas throughout his literary, political and economic writings. Indeed, central to his philosophy was the belief in the sanctity of a number of men – active chiefly in the arts – with the intelligence to counteract the veniality of ‘the mob’ or ‘the bullet headed many’ and move culture forward (Pound, 1954b: 297). Alongside friends and literary collaborators Wyndham Lewis, T.E. Hulme and other so-called ‘men of 1914’, Pound opposed liberal but also socialist values with a radically conservative set of directives. Yet – in keeping with the ‘use-value’ foundation discussed earlier – Pound’s fundamental aim to solve what Douglas (1935: 30) characterised as ‘the paradox between poverty and distress on the one hand and potential plenty on the other’ coincides with Marx’s. In a reversal of the same dialectic, the attraction to excess that differentiates Bataille from orthodox Marxist economists also led him to flirt with his avowed enemies on the right. Despite his position as co-founder of Critique, the Parisian leftist magazine aimed at countering fascism, various of his essays demonstrate an interest in Hitler and Mussolini that was in many ways as emotionally charged as Pound’s. With a group of like-minded thinkers including Maurice Blanchot and Pierre Provost, Bataille envisioned Critique as a corrective to Action française, Pierre LaSerre’s radical rightist group that grew out of 1894’s Dreyfus Affair, and was inspired by Italian and German fascism. Unpardonably, to the Nietzschean Bataille, Action française also followed the Italian and German examples in appropriating Nietzsche to justify its totalitarian stance. And yet, in a 1933 essay entitled ‘The Psychological Structure of Fascism’, Bataille explains fascism’s mass appeal in terms of the heterogeneous truth discussed earlier. ‘The fascist leaders,’ he writes, ‘are incontestably part of heterogeneous existence. Opposed to democratic politicians, who represent in different countries the platitude inherent to homogeneous society, Mussolini and Hitler immediately stand out as something other’ (Bataille, 1985b: 143, emphasis in original). Looking beyond his objections to their politics, Bataille assigns value to these figureheads because they symbolise and facilitate unproductive expenditure. The strong man at the heart of a populist movement such as fascism, he says, is a conduit through which the ‘excessive energies’ accumulated by ‘the common consciousness’ can be channeled and released: The affective low that unites him with his followers – which takes the form of moral identification of the latter with the one they follow … is a function of the common consciousness of increasingly violent and excessive energies and powers that accumulate in the person of the leader and through him become widely available. (Bataille, 1933: 143–4, emphasis in original) Bataille is interested in Hitler and Mussolini as symptoms of the powerful natural human desire to transcend rational, political thought and discourse. While he acknowledges the dangers inherent in such a process – a form of mass ‘hypnosis’, as he later calls it (Bataille, 1985: 143) – he also celebrates its potential for psychological liberation. Quoting from the same essay, Habermas notes that Bataille was himself seduced by these leaders’ rupture with a ‘boring’ homogeneous reality: Into this rationalised world irrupt the fascist Fuhrer and this entranced masses. It is not without admiration that Bataille speaks of their heterogeneous existence … He is fascinated by the violence ‘that raises them [Hitler and Mussolini] above the people, the parties, and even the laws, a violence that penetrates the normal course of affairs, the peaceful but boring homogeneity that is impotent when it comes to maintaining itself by its own force.’ (Habermas, 1985: 218) Surprisingly, Pound’s promotion of Mussolini is based on something more prosaic – namely, the Italian’s ability to convert political ideology into action. In his 1933 tract Jefferson And/ Or Mussolini, Pound reveals himself to have been – to all intents and purposes – one of Bataille’s hypnotised masses, in thrall to what he calls Mussolini’s ‘straight stare’. The personal admiration, however, had its origins in a genuine belief that Italian fascism dealt in ‘fact’ rather than ‘merely theory’ (1935a: 103–4). Affirming a lineage between Mussolini’s dictatorship and the paternal agrarian politics of eighteenth-century American president Thomas Jefferson, he posits the Italian as the long-awaited answer to the question troubling ‘[modern] democracy: namely whether its alleged system, its de jure system, can still be handled by the men of good will; whether real issues as distinct from red herrings CAN be forced into the legislatures (House and Senate)’ (110, emphasis in original). Where Ramsay MacDonald and Franklin Roosevelt have ‘merely talked’, he writes, Mussolini has done ‘something, constructive or otherwise’ to challenge the status quo (110, emphasis in original). Both sympathetic towards the popular distaste for the unserviceable ‘platitudes’ of democratic governments, Pound’s and Bataille’s respective interests in control and excess led one to identify with fascism on practical and the other on spiritual and metaphysical terms. Conclusion What we see in Pound’s inter-war polemics and Bataille’s The Accursed Share are two writers who looked to the radical politics of the early twentieth century to validate and inform their unorthodox economic positions, but who also picked and chose from very different elements within those politics and, as a result, arrived at conclusions that contradicted their stated aims. As such, they indicate the seductive versatility of ideological positions that rejected the standard hermeneutics of socialism, liberalism, even conservatism. Roger Griffin (2007: 215) calls this ‘fascism’s multivalent, multifaceted nature as a utopian project of historical change that allowed any number of rival political visions to be projected onto it’. Just as Pound was able to ignore the violence so heavily implied by the ‘mass ecstasy and authority’ underpinning Mussolini’s rule, Bataille could look past its authoritarian nature and find evidence of the heterogeneous truth that orthodox economics was unable to accommodate. In both cases, fascism’s newness and otherness provided unusually fertile ground on which to experiment with alternative systems that might mirror patterns of energy in the natural world. Of course, in many quarters the horrors resulting from fascist ideology have de-validated the connections Pound made between economics and nature, and – in particular – economics and sexuality. It remains important to question the efficacy of a theory that promoted an ultra-repressive, eventually genocidal government as the key to fixing the world economy. More pressingly, Pound’s predication of his economic ideas on the racist belief in a Jewish moneylending conspiracy necessitates scrutiny of their logical and ethical validity. Although neither a conspiracy theorist nor a programmatic anti-Semite, the fact that Bataille savoured Aztec violence and was fascinated by fascist leaders carries its own impediment perhaps to a serious appreciation and certainly to the practical application of his economic ideas. From a historical but also cautiously theoretical perspective, however, these radical positions are revealing and instructive. On their most basic level, they are symptomatic of the wider correlation Michael Tratner identifies between sexuality and economics after World War One: theirs is the language of consumption and they proffer expenditure as a source of growth. As Tratner rightly points out, 60 years on from the first wave of Keynesian economics, Bataille’s ideas of an economy based on the perverse productivity of useless expenditure might actually appear more relevant than when they were first published: The strange sequence … of persons stepping outside of the logic of exchange and participating in acts of loss and useless behavior, and then finding that the economic system makes use of them, is not so very strange. It is the new logic of exchange itself in the twentieth century, the logic of deficits as a way to create growth. (Tratner, 2001: 49) But while Tratner’s analysis works up to a point, it glosses over the historical precedent for twentieth-century anxieties about expenditure, in the process applying an artificial order to the complex relationship between sexuality and economics after 1920. Indeed, what is intriguing about the conflation of sexual and economic language of the early to mid-twentieth century is its complicated and paradoxical embodiment of politically contradictory impulses, inconsistencies that are often ironed out in attempts to identify moments of major political and economic sea change. Bataille’s and Pound’s contributions to the economic debate between 1920 and 1960 – and to similar debates in the twenty-first century – are interesting exactly because of their resistance to such stable historical and political interpretation. By co-opting related language for apparently opposite ends, and by ending up in strange and unfamiliar political territory, they expose the perversely depoliticising effect of interpreting the economy according to metaphysical ‘truths’. Looked at from a certain angle, Bataille’s celebration of ‘useless expenditure’ conjures as violent a vision for the future as anything imagined by Hitler or Mussolini. Likewise, Pound’s attempt to reorganise the economy along rational ‘use-value’ lines is in many ways as progressive and utopian as Marx’s. Apart from shedding light on the special conditions of the period in history in which they were writing, their experiments serve as valuable warnings against the dangerous appeal and morally, politically distortionary effect of attempting to naturalise and, indeed, sexualise the economy.
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