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TRAUM WEITER

Plato was not only a ‘broad-shouldered’
aristocrat, as his philosophical foster father
called him, but a fighter who flexed his muscles
at the Isthmian show wrestling. In his dialogue
Laws, he praised the advantages of wrestling to
young people. After all: this would nurture
character through physical virtues, courage,
and endurance, and in ethical competition
harbours a true promise of autonomy in
democracy. Trdum weiter.

That the corporal-based dialectic of wrestling as
a complexity-reduced construction of meaning is
essentially "only" an exaggerated simulation of
basic mythical patterns is something we have
recently learned again at the Volkstheater: ‘In
1938, newspapers in North America stopped
reporting on wrestling events because it was
discovered that the whole thing was a fake -
and that the outcome of the competitions was
predetermined’. While that melodramatic
display of competition, rivalry, and animosity -
the so-called kayfabe - still amounts to a life
support for reality as ‘real’ and ‘true’ today, the
audience surrenders to the power of ‘the
perfection of iconography’ as if in a ‘suburban
cinema’ - the Moliére-esque pain of a rundown
Mickey Rourke. This martyr to capitalist cruelty
and the cosmic sins of an immoral world climbs
to the top rope of the ring to deliver his
signature  finishing move, the Ram-Jam
headbutt, to the crowd. Crowd-pleasing as it
lives and breathes. Unlike boxing, the audience
doesn't crave the authentic knockout. No, it
doesn't demand the passion itself, but rather its
representation as cheap showmanship.

Instead, the masses cling to the immanent justice
of a longed-for strike by the hero against the
unstable character of the villain, the so-called
‘bastard’. The bastard takes ‘refuge behind the
law when he considers that it is in his favour,
and breaks it when he finds it useful to do so’

(Roland Barthes). It is not the betrayal of the law
that offends the audience, but when the visible
‘rigorous reckoning of compensations’ is
disturbed, when the deserved punishment of the
villain fails to materialise in the semiotics of the
show ring. What the audience - the (once
Athenian) citizens - represent here outside the
ring is not the inevitable pressure, the
shamefulness, or the dichotomy of a lie. It is the
willingness to be guided by ignorance, opinion
(rather than fact) and a susceptibility to images.
Plato's lived ring philosophy sketches a utopian
form of government that favours justice over
truth and tolerates ‘noble lies’ - lies that are
meant to support the shaky pillars of common
life (the polis). Tréum weiter.

Plato's intellectual adversary, Hannah Arendt,
saw in that a perverse love for deception and
lies, an instance of absolute truth reserved only
for the few, in other words Plato's ‘philosopher
kings’. Such a conception of truth no longer
allows for any plurality of opinions in the
political sphere or indeed in a democracy of
debates. In and outside this ring, both producers
and recipients find consensus in the fact that
throwing sand into the eyes (of the other person
as well as into one's own) is not to be doubted:
When what is said in public is a lie, the world
becomes mendacious, and when it is an absurd
lie, it becomes absurd (Hannah Arendt).

Arendt (here with a non-artificial smile) rarely
speaks only of the truth. For the sake of
precision, she prefers to use adjectives to
describe exactly which one she means
(Samantha Rose Hill): be it hidden truth,
historical truth, rational truth, trivial truth,
impotent truth, mathematical truth, factual truth,
paradoxical truth or even halftruth. But what
happens when truth in all its forms becomes
powerless, when it has little or no value in the
alchemy of everyday (political) life?
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Arendt recognised the difference between lying
as a capacity to imagine another reality (Tréum
weiter!) and a pretence of false facts. In her
analysis of the infamous Pentagon Papers of
1971, in which the forerunner of all leaks and
whistleblowing, Daniel Ellsberg, exposed U.S.
strategy in the Vietnam War, Arendt summed up
the role of deception and self-deception: the
psychology of defactualisation, the
manipulation of facts and opinions, and crowd-
pleasing are symptomatic of an organised lie
whose consummate example is ultimately
rooted in the totalitarian regimen. The question
remains, how does an audience develop an
aversion to facts that do not please them? Why

does it surrender to the foreign-controlled
kayfabe?

The fact that the aesthetics of the popular, the
normative constraints of WrestleMania were
already rumbling in the ‘aftitudes’ of the
performing arts of the Gilded Age proves that
our understanding of the ideological mode of
action of their forms of representation is still
rather blind. The Delsarte system, a method of
teaching acting and dance based on Alexandre
Delsarte's expressive physical exercises, was
intended to promote ‘natural behaviour’ not
only on the stages of the 19th century, but also
in communal living. In a similar way, the mute
Pierrot of the pantomime theatre, behind his
tragic mask, was probably able to redeem
himself as a martyr of his profession from social
dancing in a caged corset, from the poses and
rules of declamation in favour of a vision of truth
and freedom. New occasions teach new duties.
That the allegorical motto as the lubricant of the
rattling engine of the melodramatic reality ages
well, indeed is almost immortal, is just as evident
as that the umbilical cord to the placenta of
Western political thought tradition of antiquity is
far from severed. As Arendt noted, the end of
tradition does not necessarily mean that
traditional concepts have lost their power over
people's minds.
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After all, wrestling with theory is also like
wrestling with the angels of history, Stuart Hall
once quipped: ‘The only theory worth having is
the one you have to fight off, not the one you
speak with great fluency’.

It may be worthwhile to not quite yet try to
dismiss melodrama as a failure and to unleash
allegory from the yoke of its interpretive habits,
indeed from the smog of its semantic pollution.
This would be an attempt to seduce satisfaction
beyond the ring, where opponents no longer try
to knock each other out and an audience may
eventually stop longing for the ‘real in the fake'.
Trdum weiter ...

Elisa R. Linn
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