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Structures of the Modern Age

One of the main problems of modernity, according to the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung, is the inability to tolerate paradox. Jung sought to overcome the binary oppositions of the Christian tradition (e.g. good vs. evil, black vs. white), which he thought were detrimental to psychic health. He found the esoteric symbols of the Renaissance alchemists and read them as symbols of psychic transformation. The coniunctio oppositorum (the conjunction of opposites) could be taken as a symbol of Jung’s entire psychoanalytical theory. It represents the idea of integrating rather than suppressing the unwanted “other”, the “shadow”. The process of individuation, of growing towards wholeness and personal integrity, requires the conscious re-integration of that which civilization has forced us to deny and bury in the unconscious, including those archaic remnants which are confined to the deeper recesses of the soul, where they may lead a dangerous and unacknowledged life of their own. Jung ridiculed modernity’s “duodecimal mindset” (“Duodezverstand”),
 and saw the Church Father Tertullian as intellectually superior to the moderns thanks to his appreciation of absurdity and paradox regarding questions of faith. 

The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor has arrived at similar conclusions in his structural analysis of modern societies. His concept of “the single omnipotent code” refers to an ideology that defines the basic structures of modern societies, both in their totalitarian and democratic variants.
 It connotes the belief in one linear narrative, in a clean, singular solution: in order without disorder, in structure without anti-structure. The social organisation of all official modernities relied and still relies on the exclusion of chaos, anarchic and dirty elements. There is only the Yang, but the Yin is repressed and not acknowledged. In this way, these societies create a considerable “shadow” which individuals are left to deal with on their own. In contrast, in traditional societies, chaos is embedded in the structures of social life, for instance in collective rites celebrating chaos and disorder. The institution of carnival represents a legal temporary suspension of law and order, and tolerates the reign of the Anti-Christ: sacred hymns are parodied, the mass is spoken backwards, and the excessive consumption of drink and food allows for gluttony, which would normally be considered a deadly sin. Disorder, nonsense, anarchy, excrement, sexually transgressive behaviour and bodily fluids whose occurrence in ordinary life are usually sanctioned may thus be temporarily confronted. Such rituals seem to help to lessen the “shadow”. In contemporary society, popular counter-cultures serve as a substitute for such rituals, although structurally they are not integrated. They remain the shadow of “high culture” and official truths. Both Jung and Taylor see the Protestant Reformation as a crucial factor to the loss of an integral approach to human life. Jung holds Protestantism responsible for the ongoing iconoclasm that destroys the symbols of European culture without generating new ones, thus depriving the human soul of the symbols of the imagination, which it requires for the sake of its own mental health. The Protestant demonization of images and the imagination has been absolute at times. In his Treatise of the Human Imagination, the Calvinist minister William Perkins elaborated with the certainty of a prophet of God and with reference to Genesis 5: “all the imaginations of every natural man are evil, & that continually”.
 Jung’s psychoanalysis counters the detrimental effects of negative anthropologies of this kind with the concept of the “active imagination”, which he developed when faced with his own crisis. The active production of and attention to visions, dreams (including nightmares), images, and symbols, helped him to get in touch with repressed aspects of his psyche. It felt like getting back in touch with his soul. Jung was harassed by the spirit from below (“der Geist der Tiefe”) until he could no longer ignore it. It was a voice incessantly calling from the depths of his unconscious. It urged him to confront his own demons, which were sabotaging his smooth functioning in the daily life (“das tägliche Leben”) of clean and orderly (Protestant) Switzerland.
 We may suspect that this environment was not entirely innocent in the cultivation of the sharp-toothed monster lurking in the depth of Jung’s unconscious, which he had to deal with during his crisis.

Taylor looks at Protestantism as an ideology that shaped Western modernity much more than is usually acknowledged. This goes especially for the Anglo-American Puritan model, which has been conquering the globe for a few centuries now and is gaining ever more ground. The Indian government in Mumbai, for instance, is paying slum residents large amounts of money for moving into condominiums of concrete. In Delhi, there are currently attempts to remove the flower market from the city centre into the enclosed space of a mall. Predominant theories do not offer much vocabulary to address the aesthetic and hence psychological consequences of “clearances” of this kind. They are generally accepted as legally imposed actions to establish order and improve human living conditions even though in most cases it is not even a secret that the real purpose is to make space for economically more “profitable” projects (perhaps not incidentally, the term was frequently used by Puritans). In our appraisal of modernity, we tend to forget that the idea of modern living conditions promotes the subjection of human life to normative concepts of reality, despite the official emphasis on individualism and self-realisation. Such projects rely on structural violence, and are strongly reminiscent of the Puritan-Calvinist project of sweeping Europe with the broom of religious doctrine so as “to combat a disorder which continuously stinks in God’s nostrils.”

It is perhaps not enough to observe that Laibach celebrate ambivalence and paradox, and were shocking and provocative in the 1980s. If provocation had been their primary value, they would no longer speak to us today. As my excursion on Jung and Taylor was meant to show, the ambivalence and aesthetic paradoxes of Laibach’s performances represent a serious analysis of and attack on modern core beliefs and modes of thought. Laibach are neither fascist nor communist nor postmodern. If anything, they are meta-fascist, meta-nationalist, meta-popular culture, and meta-art, and their entire project is a radical comment on the European politics of the modern age. This meta-quality is perhaps their most post-modern element. Apart from that, Laibach’s post-modern quality has probably been exaggerated. Their janus-headedness and diabolic laughter is not post-modern because it does not end on a morally indifferent note. Laibach do care, precisely in their most demonic and confusing appearances. By appropriating the aesthetics of the most extreme forms of modern political utopia, Laibach exhibit their core essence. Laibach only appear to be confusing and ambivalent, because it is uncomfortable and impossible to think that the political structures they expose should have a common origin. Our indignation about this confusion of seemingly mutually exclusive concepts owes to the very structures of thought that have supported totalitarian structures. These systems sought to impose order onto the world by excluding much of life’s inherent oppositions, paradoxes and anarchic elements. It is uncomfortable to think that the modern American capitalist variant obsessed with hygiene and law and order might be indebted to the same tradition as Muslim fundamentalism, Hindu nationalism and Zionism (all of these being the product of modernity and not of the religions they pretend to represent). Seeing the criminal and demonic totalitarianisms of modernity as principally related to present democratic systems is unthinkable and unspeakable in the modern West, which is still convinced of its moral superiority. Non-Western cultures can see from a distance with a more critical eye what Westerners can only see if they observe the world from below, from the perspective of the monster with sharp teeth lurking in the depth of the repressed unconscious. 

Tea or Coffin?

The cup bearing a swastika on the exhibition poster refers both, to the past and the present. It recalls an actual painting of 1982, which is lost but was restored for the current exhibition. It is also reminiscent of the black and white poster to accompany an early Laibach Kunst exhibition in Ljubljana in 1983. A citation of the popular painting “Kofetarica / Coffee drinker” (1888) by Slovenian painter Ivana Kobilca, the poster shows a friendly old lady toasting to the viewer with her coffee cup.

Nobody is touching this cup on the poster today, and it does not seem to have an owner. Perhaps the Nazis left it behind after invading Slovenia, and Maribor (Marburg) in particular, where Adolf Hitler is said to have proclaimed in a historical speech from the town-hall’s balcony: “Machen Sie mir dieses Land wieder deutsch!” (Make this land German for me again!).

Perhaps it can still be found in a second hand furniture shop, or someone might secretly store it in a cupboard in his basement. What if it belonged to the artist-turned-politician himself, whose corpse was never found but can be seen here lying in a coffin like that of a Nosferatu, now turned into an art object. Apart from releasing other uncomfortable emotions, this installation reminds us that some things are difficult to bury.

If the past lives on in the present, the cup is not just a relic of Europe’s dark history. Sam Mendes’ film American Beauty (1999) illustrates how repressive structures and mentalities survive today, killing love and poetry and life itself. The protagonist’s success-driven hysterical wife impersonates the tragic, self-destructive side of the materialistic American way of life. She has a love-affair with the handsome “king” of real estate agents, who teaches her the basic rules of business: “In order to be successful, one must project an image of success at all times” and, when stressed or frustrated with the job it can be helpful to fire a gun, “because nothing makes you feel more powerful.” Her husband breaks out of these suffocating structures by quitting his job and refusing to “walk through life like a prisoner” any longer. The hidden “fascist” attitudes in the business world appear generally accepted by society (“let’s just sell our souls and work for Satan because it’s more convenient that way”). They are complemented by the more outspoken fascism of the repressed homosexual neighbour, colonel of the US marine corps, who tyrannises both his wife and his artistically inclined son with urine tests and an obsessive-compulsive insistence on “structure and discipline”. His hair is kept short, his car is impeccably clean, and, needless to say, next to the guns in his cupboard there is a plate with a stamp on its reverse, revealing it to be official state china of the Third Reich. The son, who deals a special kind of dope genetically engineered by the US government, informs us that “there is a whole sub-culture of people who collect this Nazi shit”. 

The cup on the poster looks like an attempt to renew the initial shock, which the use of the name “Laibach” caused in the early 1980s (referencing the German past and traumatic Nazi occupation of the city of Ljubljana). At the same time, it resonates with spatially distant yet related structures in the present. Let us hope that the two super-powers, which in the recent past have been busy boasting their virility by sending weapons and tanks around the globe, are not using old cups to settle their new love affair at those notorious Tea Parties. 

In all those serious political and structural analyses of Laibach’s operating principles and aesthetic strategies, we tend to forget that Laibach make us laugh, too. Their performances are the true carnival of totalitarian systems and of the modern age. They invert the single omnipotent code and strike up a flourish to the spirit from below. They invoke and flirt with the demonic so that we can spit at it: they let the waterfall run backwards, improve successful pop hits, go shopping in Nazi uniforms, invent the first fully operational meta-webshop, rewrite the world’s national anthems, and have exorcist rituals announced as “operettas”. 

Yet, Laibach’s travesties and mock-satanic gestures are not the product of a free, light-hearted sense of humour. The modern age has been a dark age in its own peculiar, terrible way. Laibach have responded to it with a “laughter at the heart of darkness”
. 
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