THE NEXUS AS CAMERA OBSCURA:

WHY WHAT IS AN "OPIUM FOR THE MASSES" IN BELGRADE, BECOMES SUBALTERN AND EMANCIPATORY IN LJUBLJANA?* 

Nikola Janović and Rastko Močnik
One of the most important, and eventually productive, theoretical moves in the CitySpaces research project, has been the introduction of the concept of nexus at the place previously occupied by notions like "minority, diaspora, ethnic community". This move changes the theoretical horizon and the problématique. In this paper, we test the force of the new concept against a paradox produced by one of the most controversial cultural phenomena of the past decade in the Balkans.

Our reflection has started from an intuitive observation that, in certain cases, the nexus works as an operator of inversion. Certain cultural genres, and quite dramatically the "turbo folk" music
, seem to change their social "character" when moving from the country of their "origin" to "other" countries. The very use of an expression like "origin" in this connection indicates a theoretical insufficiency. Even more alarming is to note that the more inclusive genre to which turbo folk, in a sense still to be defined, belongs, the "newly composed folk music", seems to confirm that there is something relevant to the idea of a "cultural identity". For if one hates the "newly composed folk", then one hates one's own such music. As it may be expected, this music and the culture that develops around it, have the status of a "low" culture in opposition to the "high" culture. More surprisingly, and also more relevantly, the “newly composed folk music” and its presumed sub-category the “turbo folk”, are, in their “home countries” regularly an object of strong negative emotional reactions by the amateurs of certain (“alternative”) other genres of the "low", or "mass" or "industrial", cultural forms.
 When displaced, though, the "newly composed music", while firmly asserting its grip upon its standard audience, recruits, in addition, new fans from the very groups whose socio-cultural parameters (class and “taste”) would classify them among its opponents in the "home" countries.

This phenomenon of "inversion" can be expressed in purely musical terms: while, in the "home" country, "newly composed folk" is incompatible with the "alternative" musical genres, this is not the case when it operates under the "nexus" conditions. We should immediately add two caveats. On one side, we should dispense with the terms like “home”, “native” and the like; in the sequel, we will try to develop a frame which could explain the “native”-effect. – On the other side, we should be wary not to ascribe any automatic consequences to the nexus situation. We will assume that the nexus context only offers a possibility which, to be actualised, needs the intervention of some other factor still to be defined.

Two further field observations seem to indicate where to look for the supplementary condition. One is the popularity of the "Balkan" music at the alternative locations or, more generally, within the context of socio-politically oriented or committed art/culture. The other is the observation that phenomena of multiculturalism, syncretism, etc. most often emerge (or, in Slovenia, even exclusively happen) within the so-called "low" cultures.

Since the two oppositions – "high vs. low" and "arts-oriented vs. socio-politically committed" – do not really coincide, we need to enrich our scheme. The needed complication of the scheme seems to be provided by a further observation that has imposed itself during our field research: it is the "socially committed" or, for the lack of a better word, "civic"
 cultural practices and the "commercial" cultural production that practice and promote "trans-" or "multi-culturality". Although opposed in many ways, "civic" (or "socially committed") and "commercial" cultural practices fall together under the most relevant aspect of our study. To account for this analogy in the socio-cultural impact of the two otherwise opposed cultures, we will first collate the two oppositions “high/low” and “civic/commercial”, by classifying "civic" and "commercial" together under the "low" culture. As a second step in schematising, we will connect the two opposed levels of “high” and “low” cultures by conceiving the "commercial" "low" culture as a projection of the "arts-oriented" "high" cultural practices upon the "lower" level. And, in fact, "commercial" mass-production can be regarded as “doubly articulated”: on one side, it is a "low" version of the dominant "high" culture – while, on the other side, as a type of the "low" production, it is opposed as "populist" to the "civic-committed-politicised" popular production.
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Under the domination of the "canonical" or "normative" aesthetics, practices that enact it and products that embody it are considered to be "artistic". Consequently, arts-oriented cultural production is considered to be "high", and is opposed to the "low" types of production. While the "high" culture is (to a certain degree still) intimately linked to the nation-state, and acts as its agent in the "civil society" through various ideological state-apparatuses, both commercial and "civic" cultural productions are firmly situated within the "civil society": they are free productions/consumptions of concrete individuals caught within concrete and heterogeneous "real" social relations. Within the "low" cultures of the "civil society", a class-struggle is being fought between the dominant (mainstream) cultural production represented by the "commercial" sphere, and the subaltern practices of the "civic", socially committed and politicised cultures.

As "commercial" and "civic" are extrinsic categories, we will reformulate the opposition within the "low" cultural sphere in intrinsic terms. Since our material is music, the distinctive criteria should be purely musical. One of the features of the "low" cultures in general is their capacity to incorporate, or maybe even their propensity to import, patterns from other genres, types, formulations. The selection of the imported elements can accordingly indicate where to locate a particular musical practice. Certain practices will import elements from the dominant aesthetic canon, e.g., from the bel canto tradition: in this case, the result is pop-music in the manner of a Severina
. Others will prefer to incorporate elements from the globally dominant musical industries, e.g., the disco or the techno: the result will be turbo folk à la Jelena Karleuša
. In both those cases, the operation would be the projection of a dominant aesthetics onto the sphere of subaltern cultural production. Alternatively, a "low" or subaltern production can import elements from the jazz tradition, as Šaban Bajramović
 now does: since jazz can be styled as itself originating in cultural practices of resistance, such an import would situate the subaltern practice on the "socially responsible" or "civic" or "alternative" side of the "low" culture.
 

A direct transfer of a dominant pattern upon the level of the "low" culture thus yields a "commercial" or "populist" product (sweet pop or turbo-folk). On the other hand, transactions among subaltern, resistant etc. formulations result in popular or "socially responsible" music. The opposition between the two poles of "low" cultures arises from their opposed relations to the "high" culture. In other words: "low" cultural practices are the scene of cultural class-struggle between the dominant canon and other types of aesthetics, under the domination of the dominant types of aesthetics.

The two "populist" formulations, pop and turbo, relate to two different kinds of dominant aesthetics: pop is parasitic upon the "traditional high" (or should we say "bourgeois"?) aesthetics, while turbo draws on aesthetic resources of contemporary global music industry. The two aesthetic ideologies belong to two different types of domination: the traditional one is secured by the ideological apparatuses of the nation-state – while the contemporary one results from electronic technologies as articulated within the structures of neo-liberal global domination. It follows that the turbo, as a fusion of global electronic serial stereotypes and of repetitive formulas of the local musical craftsmanship, is the authentic aesthetics of peripheral globalisation.

As aesthetisation, turbo is a form of reconciliation: it reconciles or "totalises", in an aesthetic whole, what, by itself, is contradiction itself: the relation of domination/subjection, a relation which cannot have the same aspect if looked upon from the side of domination or from the side of subjection. And yet, turbo not only offers a unified vision of this relation - it produces this reconciled unity and wholeness in a process of constructive fusion of the dominating pattern and the dominated ones. To the produced aesthetic whole, the dominated elements bring authenticity, the dominating one productive competence: the heart and the machine fuse in one and the same effusion.

It seems utterly impossible that such an aesthetic could in any way be turned towards a "subversive" efficacy. And yet, one can see in Ljubljana and elsewhere, that the Balkan music in general, and also specifically its turbo variant, do work in an emancipatory mode.

To begin with, Balkan music in Ljubljana is a part of the “non-official” cultural scene and hence can be understood as a sort of “rebel” culture, besides the reggae and similar kinds of “politically incorrect” music. But this is only an indication, and not yet an explanation. Since the same music seems to function in exactly the opposite way in, say, Belgrade, one should be careful not to mechanically ascribe its capacity to assume an emancipatory character to its “intrinsic” properties. On the other hand, though, it seems impossible to reflect upon the turbo in total abstraction from its immanent features. It even seems that the turbo depends upon its immanence in some strong sense of the expression. For, with turbo, it is not the syncretism that is specific – this is quite a general feature in contemporary musical production. What is specific of turbo is that here, syncretism has produced a new genre.

A commonsensical explanation would assume that this is the result of a strong folk-core around which crystallize the imported elements. This, indeed, is the way its critics classify turbo music: as a perverted sub-genre of the degenerate “newly composed folk music”. This may actually be how its split audiences, critics and amateurs, in Belgrade hear it: unaware that they are listening to a genre of its own right. However, this complicity between the critics and the admirers may direct us towards an eventual structural trap operating in the situation where turbo functions as the “opium for the people”.

Most importantly, the “folk-core” in the turbo is a myth. Elements that function as “folkloristic” are themselves both syncretic and imported. One can easily notice a progressive tendency towards “self-exotisation” with “orientalist” elements mostly taken from the Turkish mass music industry which, in turn, is exploiting Middle-Eastern and North-African “Arab” sources. But this process in the turbo is simultaneous to the opposite process of the increasing import from the global mainstream music industry. The pivotal axis around which the turbo is structuring itself seems to be the opposition “global vs. local”, where “global” is the dominating mainstream entertainment industry, and “local” is conceived in a wide meaning covering the East and the South of Mediterranean. Given the powerful presence of North African, i.e., South Mediterranean, music in France and, actually, elsewhere in Europe, it does not make much sense to speak exclusively in geographical terms. We should adduce social criteria. One could then say that the turbo belongs to a musical genre of the oppressed and exploited classes of the three continents surrounding the Mediterranean basin.
 Hence its utter ambivalence.

We can now abandon our initial supposition that it must be the reception that makes the Balkan music rebellious.
 Reception can make it either way – and its structure (as par excellence epitomised by the turbo) is such as to lend itself to contradictory appropriations.

The decisive element seems to be the “reception context”. Individuals typically listen to different types of music, and different such “choice-packages” define different types of audiences. The “package” is a category of “taste”, i.e., of culture, while the audience is a social category: together, they contribute to the making of a socio-cultural map. If a certain type of music tends to be embedded in a certain type of “choice-package”, then it will sooner or later establish a privileged link to a certain type of audience, the one defined by the “package”, i.e., by the scope of its preferred types of music. The more bi-univocal this link will be, the stronger will be the social connotation of the musical type in question, and the more it will effectively contribute, as a cultural practice, to the reproduction of its audience as a social group.

This seems to be the “trap” that makes for the specific interpretation of the Balkan music in “Belgrade”: its audience has a narrow and rigid scope of “cultural choice”, mostly satisfying themselves with the “newly composed folk”. Correlatively, this audience is strongly defined as a social group by other, social, parameters, independent from their cultural profile as such: low income, labour-intensive employment in branches in crisis, settled in smaller towns and cities or in satellite conglomerations of big urban agglomerates. Being segregated from the “high” culture in many ways (low education, economic, symbolic and even physical obstacles to participation), this audience is confined to their narrow and rigid cultural “choices” – which, in turn, increases its social isolation as a “group”. We notice the familiar pattern of a self-enhancing socio-cultural vicious circle.

It is this specific reception context, oppressively reproduced by social pressures, listeners are necessarily deaf for most of the play of syncretisms, and spontaneously naturalise what they hear. They anchor their perception by what sounds familiar – i.e., by the elements belonging to their scanty choice-package. The local subaltern aesthetics, or what is perceived as such, starts operating as a “native” dimension, since it serves as a "mediator" to digest the global sound of electronic aesthetics, and to learn how to enjoy it. The result is a joyful voluntary servitude.

In a nexus situation, groups with the same social characteristics are subjected to different types of social and cultural pressures. Even if their choice-package remains literally the same (i.e. has the same contents and is equally narrow), it is de-territorialised and, as a consequence, de-naturalised. Even if the folk-audience clings to their “original”, “identitary” choice-package, this package is forcefully contextualised. Even if they actively reject the new context (which actually is not frequent), negative contextualisation still remains, and operates as, contextualisation.

Although the majority population usually perceives “immigrant” groups as “isolated”, their isolation needs strong qualification.
 To the very extent they are an object of segregation and discrimination, they are forced to form supplementary social links, and most often to reach beyond the group of their immediate fellows by kin, region of emigration, or “ethnicity”. With time, and certainly with the second generation, these networks which, originally, may have just been a forced supplementation to a withdrawn sociality, become a surplus of social capital. By the same process, different “choice-packages” are drawn into contact, and formation of idiosyncratic cultural isolates is not at all possible.

Conversely, even to hypothesize the existence of an audience with an exclusively “MTV choice-package”, the nexus situation would affect them so as to open a possibility for them to appreciate the emancipatory potential of “folk” music. (Whether this possibility is actualised is a matter of a further – political? – choice.) For such an audience, the mainstream pop and electronic sound would be familiar and normalised, and could serve as a guide towards the unfamiliar folk-sound. It is via the global aesthetic that such a nexus audience learns to appreciate a distant local pattern. The result is that the distant local sound forces its way through the barrier of the oppressive global tumult of domination. The effect is one of solidarity with a distant resisting humanity.

-- In both limit-cases, the nexus works as an operator of ideological inversion, and of aesthetic transformation. If the ideological inversion is symmetrical and somewhat flat, this is not the case of the aesthetic dimension proper. In the case of the “MTV audience”, the nexus inversion challenges the normalised sound, and eventually makes it "strange", performing a genuine Verfremdungseffekt: in this way, it introduces an internal distance within the ideology of domination. In the case of the “folk-audience”, the “native” aesthetics can no more function in a naïve, falsely authenticist way in a nexus situation: it can only function as what undermines the normality of domination, i.e., as something not-close, not-familiar, as something "strange". Between the two kinds of estrangement, the specific emancipatory effect of the de-territorialised turbo occurs: a genuine artistic effect, if anything of the sort is still possible nowadays.

The funny, and, in its modest way, the fascinating detail is that the little folk of the turbo-culture seems to have been aware of this all the way long, including the situation which we have, maybe abusively, probably imperially, dubbed the "native" situation. Has there not been a hint of self-irony from the very beginning?

* The text was written within the frame of the research project “Changing City Spaces: New Challenges To Cultural Policy in Europe”, financed by the European Community under the contract n. HPSE-CT-2002-00133, and co-ordinated by Prof. Ulrike H. Meinhof, University of Southampton.


� The expression “turbo folk” was first used by the Belgrade alter-rock performer Rambo Amadeus to designate a newly emerging genre within the "newly composed folk music". It immediately entered general use, and is now a technical term. Milica Tomić (a Belgrade visual artist and the author of installation "Alone", where, on one side of the screen, the turbo-star Dragana Marković performs her song "Sama /Alone/", while, on the other side, three men play for money a card game called "preference", smoke and drink) defines "turbo" as follows: "Turbo-folk is a musical genre, a mixture of 'Oriental' and 'Western' influences, similar both to the North African Rai and the modern techno-dance musical scene. This genre is known to exist only in South East Europe, but it is at the same time symptomatic for changes on the global scene. Although at a first glance turbo-folk appears to be a local phenomenon, it is in fact closely linked to globally important regional events and developments during the last decade. Turbo-folk gives space to the culturalisation of politics, which is par excellence a strategy of globalisation. In fact, it is a device through which South-East European societies have represented surrender of their political subjectivation, and define themselves as the chosen space of the clash of civilisations and the last stand of authenticity." Catalogue to the exhibition In den Schluchten des Balkan, Kunsthalle Fridericianum, Kassel, August 30 - November 23, 2003, p. 122.


� Judging by the music one hears in cafes and discos, and by the expressed preferences of the young people, the opposition in Bulgarian youth-culture in September 2003 seemed to be "turbo-folk vs. all the other types of music".


� Contribution of the "high" or "arts-oriented" culture to multiculturalism has been, at least during the recent period (approximately from 1991 on), almost negligible. With the exception of some exchanges of the national and established theatres (in 2002), the celebration of the international Roma day (2003) and some exhibitions supported by various national embassies (2002, 2003), there have been no multicultural activities within the established national culture in Slovenia. 


�”Socially committed” refers to practices and products; "civic" refers to the status of practitioners and locations. "Civic" is opposed to "public" in the institutional sense of "established by the state or local authorities" and "state-financed", and to "commercial" in the sense of "profit-oriented" and "operating on the market".


� A pop singer from Split; combines discrete “Dalmatian” ethno-elements with subjects of acute relevance to “ordinary” people in everyday situations, but with decency and tact. Very popular in Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Slovenia.


� One of the third-generation classics of the turbo-folk; used to be very popular in Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, to a certain extent in Greece.


� Advertised as “the king of the Gipsy music”; widely appreciated in Central and South East Europe. 


�We have only presented clear straight cases to illustrate our point. The field of possibilities is much larger, though, since importation can be qualified or re-shaped by operations of irony, persiflage, "replay", parody, over-identification, etc. etc. 


� This seems a simple and easily conceivable case of over-determination the concept of which Althusser is in such pains to develop: "La surdétermination désigne dans la contradiction la qualité essentielle suivante: la réflexion, dans la contradiction meme, de ses conditions d'existence, c'est-a-dire de sa situation dans la structure à dominante du tout complexe." (Louis Althusser (1965), Pour Marx, Paris: Maspero, p. 215.


� “Local” then just means “peripheral”. How far beyond the Mediterranean this genre expands must remain an open question: it certainly stretches across the whole of the West and North Europe; and may push well into Asia, e.g., into Azerbaidjan. 


� Our initial hypothesis was not completely naïve, though. It was styled after Kant’s appreciation of the world-historical importance of the French revolution in “What is Enlightenment?”: it is not the event as such that counts, but the “enthusiasm with which the humanity has greeted it”.


� What the majority population perceives as “isolation” of the “immigrant groups” is mostly the unrecognized reflection of their own rejection of these individuals. The rest is ordinary class-chauvinism that indiscriminately affects “immigrants” and “non-immigrants”. 
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