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THE GENERATIONAL BREAK AND ITS PECULIARITIES

Abstract:

While ‘the post-communist condition’ is linked to a generation that grew up
cast of the Iron Curtain, the younger generation, born in the 1980s, is confronted
with an increasingly fading memory of the socialist past and with socialism as a
devalued political philosophy across Europe. The crucial experience of this group
of people is not socialism; it is the post-socialist transition, the post-Cold War era
which has left a deep mark in their lives. Analyzing time and language as two
peculiar motives in post-socialist discourses and artistic practices, this paper traces
the gradual suspension of ‘the post-communist condition’ in favor of a less biased
and ‘vertical’ reading of contemporary post-socialist art.

Reywords:

the post-communist condition, generation, language, time, post-socialism,
transition, post-memory, (metaphysical) homelessness

239



Ulrike Gerhardt

“The post-communist condition’ can be defined as a particular circumstance,
a vision and description of the world. Philosopher Boris Groys considers this
condition as a chance to investigate this “historical event” of the fall of communism
and proposes to make an inventory of the “traces of communism.”! Perceiving the
entire world as being involved in ‘the post-communist condition’, he assumes that
all countries are confronted with the dissolution of communism, with its existence
as something which has vanished after the end of the Cold War. Groys explains this
perspective with communism’s irritating reputation as a past, alien-like intrusion:

“[...] communism’s advent is encountered within any national
historical narrative at best as a destructive influence from the outside,
as the work of the ‘Other’, of an alien force, as an invasion by spectral
powers from the extra-historical non-space of u-topia.””

According to Groys, it is because of this conception of communism that it
is mainly thought of as an “interruption, interval or delay” in the course of history.®
After a long period of having been viewed as a “promise”, “utopia” or a “vision”,
in the post-communist present communism appears as a past event and a political
project in general. Thus, Groys believes it is the double nature of communism
which rendered it impossible to differentiate between the two and gave way for the
idea of an “interruption” which still dominates the discourse about post-socialism
and thus inhibits an unbiased engagement with “Non-Western” artistic practices.

Although Groys’ thesis of communism haunting the present like a
spectre seems very plausible at first sight, one can argue that such a mystification
can be classified as increasingly inadequate to understand today’s challenge for
contemporary art history: it is not only the dissolution of socialism as a political
alternative and the lack of knowledge about the fundamental ideas of socialism but
also the fading of memory of the socialist past and the growing importance of the
transition which constitute our contemporaneity and demand new standarts for art
history.” The younger, post-Cold War generation sets the stage for a different reading
of artistic practices from a post-socialist context, a new grasp of ‘the post-communist
condition” beyond geopolitical and stereotypical lenses.® For an understanding of
this recent generational shift in Europe, I will discuss notable societal habits after
the transition and two constituting aspects of post-socialist artistic practices — time
and language — before finally providing an outlook on future challenges.

Societal Habits after the Transition

The transition has deeply influenced societal habits and lives. From art
historian Piotr Piotrowski’s perspective, “the impact of the historic memory of the
former political system” that is located in “habits of thoughts and behavior” also
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shapes the major types of analysis in studies on post-Wall Europe.” In what follows,
I will give some examples of these societal habits to create an understanding of
how post-socialist art is usually framed. In the introduction of his book Art and
Democracy in Post-Communist Europe from 2012, he draws attention to societal habits
and attitudes that still radiate vestiges of the communist past by claiming that the
“traces” of the communist system are often very indirect:

“[...] they appear in behaviours, in the ways of thinking, in customs
and so on. Often they affect only part of the society; sometimes,
however, they can be observed in the functioning of the institutions,
in the habits of their officials, in the societal expectations concerning
order and discipline, in lack of tolerance and so forth.”

For Piotrowski, an understanding of the debate surrounding ‘the post-
communist condition’ would require the creation of an extensive monograph.
Reminding his readers of the necessity of a global contextualisation of the fall of
communism and problematizing the universality of the term ‘the post-communist
condition,” Piotrowski acknowledges that he prefers to shift the focus towards
the concept of a post-communist Europe which, according to him, “brings with it
[a] certain neutrality,” a neutrality which the discourse on ‘the post-communist
condition’ obviously lacks. This shows that ‘the post-communist condition” does not
respond to artistic practices from across Europe, but that it has emerged rather from
a more narrow observation of post-socialist lives only.

Philosopher Susan Buck-Morss also notices particular “symptoms” after the
transition, namely particular sensations which are strongly affected by the inevitable
presence of the absence:

“The transformation is presently sensed on the skin and in the small shifts
in the routines and habits of daily life. We describe it only in symptoms,
perceived like a faint shifting of tectonic plates that is slow, indeterminate,
and so profound that it transforms the meaning of its terms.”""

This emphasis on symptoms and on slowness are characteristics which can
be found in many texts about the structure of the post-communist or post-Soviet
condition. Whether Charity Scribner speaks about melancholia, Svetlana Boym
about nostalgia or Piotrowski, like in the quote above, reflects on the “faint shifting
of tectonic plates,” it always seems obvious that there is a fundamental absence
marking ‘the post-communist condition.” Theorist and conceptual artist Misko
Suvakovi¢ describes this presence of the absence as follows:

“The era of late socialism and post-socialism is one of postmodern art
and culture: the signifier exists without the signified.”"
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One can assume that the younger generation has witnessed how the
signified has gone lost since the beginning of the transformation. This experience
is essential for thinking about the implications of the generational break and for
studying post-socialist video and performance art for which time and language play
a significant role. It is only through the reflection of these two key tools that the
generational change and its consequences for a ‘pOst-Western’'? history and theory
of art become more transparent.

The Generational Break

By considering generations as historical agents, the temporal and universal
notion of ‘the post-communist condition’ gets challenged. If one regards a
generation as an experiental agent of historical change," rather static concepts like
‘the post-communist condition’ are set into movement. But what is meant by the
generational break here?

In the catalogue of the Ostalgia exhibition at the New Museum in New
York in 2011, art historian Ekaterina Degot proclaims a generational break in
contemporary art from East- Central Europe. Positioning a generational difference
between those who grew up in the USSR and those who were socialized in the time
of transition, she writes:

“The younger, twenty-something generation in Russia [...] has an even
stronger commitment towards the Communist past, although in their
case it might be more imagined than real.”"*

Thus, there is a remarkable peculiarity: although the younger generation
from the former ‘East’ mostly remembers nothing, or solely mundane events like
the collective pottery sessions or the obligatory glass of milk or kefir every afternoon
in the Soviet kindergarten', they nevertheless feel attracted to the socialist past.'
According to art historian Harry Weeks, their memories turned from “hot or living
memory” to “cold memory” which is characterized by a progressing disconnection
with the socialist past.'” But this is not the main characteristic of the younger
generations’ memory. Journalist Agata Pyzik paraphrases her experience as follows:

“I was born 1983 and I never really lived through the problems within
communism that older generations had to. No crossing of the Wall, no
scary officers, no parents interned by communists. Still, I observed the
dramatic changes in the social fabric after ’89 [...].”"*

Pyzik describes what the cultural historian Tanja Biirgel also observes in her
analysis of the children of the Berlin Wall, the “Mauerkinder:” the huge influence
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of the transition. What Pyzik experienced is the growing gap and estrangement
between the working class and the elite, which — in her private school-related
example — mostly consists of the former democratic opposition in Poland. Moreover,
what Biirgel addresses are the hasty societal transformations, the orientational crises
of parents and teachers, the structural chaos of modification in schools and the
collapse of protecting social networks; serious changes, which were experienced by
this group of the “Mauerkinder” during their teenage years.' As a consequence of
this, children who experienced adults starting from scratch after *89 or, respectively,
1991, and who observed their struggle with new and unfamiliar structures, have
developed a condition which makes them feel as being outside of society: a condition
called “metaphysical homelessness.”” Those children are allegedly very influenced
by their parental generations’ lack of orientation during the transition, by feelings
of instability and precarity — here addressed as a transferred, self-experienced
“metaphysical homelessness.” Therefore, this feeling of rooflessness is a status
which describes a growing distance from society’s value systems and institutions,
as the members of this generation are searching for “world- and self-orientations
outside of established value systems and cultural patterns,” says Biirgel.?’ Another
example for a similar self-definition can be found in the catalogue of the 2011 art
exhibition Spaceship Yugoslavia in Berlin, in which young artists and theorists from
former Yugoslavia formulate their thoughts about post-socialism:

“We ask ourselves — a generation whose childhood memories are
anchored in a socialist Yugoslavia — if it 1s indeed possible to latch into
a critical nexus from which we may have constructive experiences. We
did not grow up in an orderly system, causing our experiences to be
irrevocably linked with a transition process.”*

Furthermore, they describe their “common inheritance” as a “spaceship
named Yugoslavia,” which again refers back to the phenomenon of homelessness.
Their former home is now conglomerated into an imaginary spaceship outside of
their bodies, located in outer space. The group of editors associates the idea of
homelessness with a feeling of high mobility, but instable gravity: “We walk this
earth in different countries, but have no fixed ground under our feet.”*

To sum up, the generational shift is caused by a group of people which grew
up during the transition and which developed a unique mentality marked by a high
attraction towards the socialist past and towards socialism as a political philosophy.
The characteristic feeling of “metaphysical homelessness” is a phenomenon which
could equally be related to the inheritance of “postmemory” — to the transmittance
of “stories, images, and behaviors among which they grew up,”** but which can no
longer be connected to the state of the present. That is why the younger generation
can be presumed to carry a large amount of “postmemories” from the previous
generation. Although “[n]o crossing of the Wall, no scary officers [...]” shape
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Pyzik’s image of the socialist past, she can feel her parents’ significant experiences
with socialism like memories of her own. Hence, time is an important factor for
the prevalence of (inter-)subjective and (extra-)biographical experiences, and post-
socialism seems to be deeply influenced by conflicting temporal assumptions. What
does this intergenerational transmission of memory mean for ‘the post-communist
condition’ and its conception of time and language?

The Aspect of Time

The phenomenon of ‘the post-communist condition’ per se is something
temporal because it is treated as a temporarily limited condition shared by societies.
At the beginning of this section, I want to take a look at Buck-Morss’ definition of
‘the post-Soviet condition’ and her specific perception of the aspect of time which,
in her words, is leading backwards:

“If T speak of ‘the post-Soviet condition’, it i3 to say that ‘post-Soviet’
refers to an ontology of time, not an ontology of the collective. Post-Soviet
is a half-~way condition, where we have recognized the inadequacies of
modernity, but are still too insecure to leave them behind.””

In her account she stresses that ‘the post-Soviet condition’ is a “universal
historical condition” which can be understood as a shared temporal, historic
moment.” Thus, the aspect of time has a special relation to the discourse of ‘the
post-communist condition’ because this condition is seen as something utterly
temporal-—something which passes by, and which is related to the deficiencies of
modernity. But when will ‘the post-communist condition’ have met its expiration
date? Even Piotrowski reminds us of the temporal character of ‘the post-communist
condition’ by stating that

“[...] it does not have a spatial, but rather a temporal character and
therefore describes a historic moment in which we are still situated.
In other words, the post-communist condition describes a historic and

universal condition of contemporaneity.”?’

Another prominent example for the relevance of time in this context would
be Groys’ evocative idea of the post-communist subject and post-communist life
in general moving backwards, from the future into the past: “returning from the
post-historical, post-apocalyptic time towards the historical time.””® What we have
learned 1s that this fascination for the past comes from a feeling of “homelessness”
or tentativeness that is nevertheless deeply contemporary and futurist, as philosopher
Ozren Pupovac remarks. He indeed characterizes the post-socialist situation as also
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being a futurist one: “The historical essence of the post-socialist situation seems
to run ahead of the eye’s gaze.”” Occupied with trying to capture post-socialism
as a “state of anticipation” and not just as a “desintegrated history”®!, many
contemporary artists like The Bureau of Melodramatic Research (a duo, founded
2009 in Bucharest) or the collective ZemAt (founded 2006 in Zeimiai) prove that
the younger, transitional generation turns towards the historical time to imagine the

past and the future.
The Role of Language

It is an established fact that language plays an important role for politics,
especially for communism, and that political change often causes a societal search
for new perspectives and new languages. Whereas Groys’ earlier elaborations on ‘the
post-communist condition’ from 2003 are mostly associated with the aspect of time,
his book 7The Communist Postscript, written in 2010, focuses on the “linguistification of
society” and points out that a realization of communism without linguistic means
would have been, and would still be, impossible.”” The power of the ‘authoritarian
discourse’ during communism, the urban semantic effacement since the 1990s,
and the revival of language within contemporary culture are developments which
are directly linked to the post-communist transition.”® Another example for the
importance of language in the context of the post-socialist transformation are
the strategies of effacement which have not only been concentrated on urban
transformations, on renovations and reconstructions, but have also gone deeper. Art
historian Suzana Milevska recapitulates how — after the state of Yugoslavia broke
apart — the “renaming apparatus” radically cleared and overwrote most traces
from the Tito era. Her project The Renaming Machine concentrates on the legacies
of the “renaming apparatuses” which radically wiped out names of institutions,
individuals, ethnicities, languages and even political states.”* She and the project
participants emphasize how this effacement of names did not only affect language,
but also people’s daily lives, their way of thinking and memorial capacity.

Without entering into a deeper discussion about her video works and her
interest in collective mourning processes, I would like to shortly draw attention to
artist Yael Bartana, who usually works on Jewish history and on Israel-Palestine
relations. In her trilogy Mary Roszmary (Nightmares) (2007), Mur i wieza (Wall and
Tower) (2009) and Zamach (Assassination) (2011), three speculative and imaginative
films addressing the Jewish-Polish history and Poland’s communist past, she uses
language in a radical manner by appropriating authoritarian ways of speaking
and by mixing the histories of the Holocaust, the Second World War, communist
Poland, Zionism, nationalism and militarism:

“Bartana invokes language laden with rhetoric and reminiscent in
character of leader’s speeches in totalitarian regimes, to rearrange words
and language in order to create new concepts and highlight ideas.””
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Although Bartana places the Jewish history and the Polish national
schizophrenia at the center, she works with authoritarian language and symbolic
gestures in a non-hierarchical way, explicitly not differentiating between past,
present and the future. This linguistic and temporal ‘liberation’ is a symbolic
experiment which integrates disregarded and neglected narratives of the past with
the help of language and the “otherness of time and place.”*® Although Bartana,
born 1970 in Kfar Yehezkel in Israel, is a slightly atypical example for post-socialist
art, her work nonetheless influences many of todays post-socialist practices. As
art historian Susanne Leeb suggests, Bartana is engaged in identifying mythical
narratives as a legitimizing basis for contemporary politics.”” Identifying the origins
and structuredness of mythical narratives by the means of language and time, her
work is a brilliant example for the “mutual reframings of art discourse and practice
across supposed borders,”*® for the vivid influences that shape artistic production
across Europe.

At this point I want to make clear that the group of people I address does
by no means only encompass children of the Berlin Wall or; more general, children
who lived east of the Iron Curtain. Rather, with consideration of local art histories
and historico-political differences, this programmatic shift does also affect people
who have experienced the end of the Cold War, and the political decline and
subjugation of socialist ideals in the former ‘West.’

Outlook

In closing, I once more want to question the concept of ‘the post-communist
condition,” a concept that is in fact very much in line with the so called “universal”
premises of ‘Western’ art history, which are highly problematic.” Scholars like
Susan Buck-Morss and Piotr Piotrowski call attention to the lack of geographic
awareness in art history and spotlight examples like Art since 1900. Modernism,
Antimodernism, Postmodernism, a renowned volume in which, as Piotrowski argues, there
exists no awareness for the geographic bias of art history in general, and neither
for ‘Western’ nor ‘Eastern’ constructions in particular.* Thus, an illumination of
‘the post-communist condition’ from a critical art historical perspective does not
function without questioning “art geography.” Buck-Morss as well encourages her
readers not to give up analyzing the constructedness of the historical narrative of
the “era of Western hegemony.”*' Turning the focus away from art history towards
contemporary critical theory, she is convinced that the intellectual governance of
‘Western’ art métropoles and centers must come to an end, clearly identifying this
cultural and (geo-)political imbalance as critical theory’s major problem.* However,
Buck-Morss nevertheless sticks to the term ‘post-Soviet condition’, although this
definition reinforces precisely those ‘vertical” power relations.

For integrating and valuing local contexts, traditions and canons, it is
important to recognize and study societal habits because they form the basis for
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culture’s reflections of major historical transformations like the fall of the Iron Curtain.
“The post-communist condition’ has become less and less appropriate to analyze
the younger generations’ artistic practices and to understand their heterogeneous
conceptions of time, language and locality. The concept of ‘the post-communist
condition’ does not only ignore the influential phase of the transition which is an
identity-building experience of the younger generation; it also prepared the ground
for the manifestation of geopolitical blindspots as well as ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’
stereotyping. As the liberation from a psychologizing and backwardness-instantiating
discourse gains more and more importance for the future, it will be necessary to set
new disciplinary and ‘horizontal’ standards for a less prejudiced analysis of the art
practices arising from the experience of the ‘pOst-Western’ transition.
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SUSPENZIJA POSTKOMUNIS TICKOG S TANJA:
GENERACIJSKA SMENA I NJENE OSOBENOSTI

Apstrak:

Dok je postkomunisticko stanje vezano za generaciju koja je odrasla isto¢no od
»gvozene zavese™, mlada generacija rodena osamdesetih godina dvadesetog veka
se suoCava sa rastucom pojavom brisanja se¢anja na socijalisticku proslost, ali 1 sa
degradacijom politicke filozofije socijalizma $irom Evrope. Kljucno iskustvo ove
grupe ljudi nije socjjalizam, ve¢ postsocyjalisticka tranzicija 1 post-hladnoratovska
era koja je ostavila dubok trag u njihovim zivotima. Analiziraju¢i vreme 1 jezik
kao dva osobena motiva postsocijalistickog diskursa 1 umetnickih praksi, ovaj rad
prikazuje postepenu suspenziju posthomunistickog stanja u susret manje polarizovanom,
vertikalnom Citanju savremene postsocijalisticke umetnosti.

Klucne rect:
postkomunisticko stanje, generacija, jezik, vreme, postsocijalizam,
tranzicija, post-se¢anje
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