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Lars Koch, Tobias Nanz, and Johannes Pause
Disruption in the Arts: Prologue

The essay collection “Disruption in the Arts” examines, from a comparative per-
spective, the phenomenon of aesthetic disruption within the various arts in con-
temporary culture. It assumes that the political potential of contemporary art is
not derived — at least not solely — from presenting its audiences and recipients
with openly political content. It rather derives from using formal means to create
a specific space of perception and interaction: a space that makes hegemonic
structures of action and communication observable, thus problematizing their
self-evidence and ultimately rendering them selectively inoperative. The contri-
butions in this volume conceptualize various historical and contemporary poli-
tics of form in the media, which aim to be more than mere shock strategies, and
which are concerned not just with the “narcissistic” exhibition of art as art, but
also, and above all, with the creation of a new “common horizon of experience”
(Stegemann 2015: 156). In doing so, they combine the analysis of paradigmatic
works, procedures and actions ranging from E.T.A. Hoffmann to Steve McQueen,
with reference to central theoretical debates in the fields of literature, media,
and art of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. By applying the concept of
disruption from media and communication studies (Shannon and Weaver
1949) to configurations and constellations in the aesthetic domain, they show
on the basis of concrete examples how, within a conflict-bound social frame
of reference, textual, visual, auditive or performative strategies disclose their
own ways of functioning, intervene in automated processes of reception, and
thus work directly or indirectly to stimulate a sense of political possibilities.
Thus, if in what follows “disruption” is to be distinguished as a meta-cate-
gory for the critical and artistic analysis of our times, the first thing that needs to
be emphasized is the productive character of disruptions. Disruption designates
interruptions — thus, not the definitive collapse or the destruction of habitual
practices of reception and/or decoding. In the mode of disruption, the latter
are not only rendered temporally dysfunctional but also rendered visible in
the same stroke; to paraphrase a thought of Martin Heidegger, they exit the
mode of a self-evident ready-to-hand (Zuhandenheit) and move into the problem-
atizing mode of present-at-hand (Vorhandenheit) (Heidegger 2006: 73-75; see
also Rautzenberg 2009: 165-175). Analogous to the “mediality of media,”
which becomes palpable in the course of disruptions (Kiimmel and Schiittpelz

Translated from the German by Gregory Sims.
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2003: 10), artistic disruptions set in motion a dynamic of self-reflexivity, such
that the constitutive conditions of art themselves become the implicit or explicit
object of the works in question. In the aesthetic domain, disruptions can occur
as the result of intentional strategies, that is, as “artistic means” (Gansel and
Achtler 2013: 8), as effects of the medium-bound conditions of a work of art,
or as the effects of interference between different logics of the media. Disrup-
tions additionally possess the character of an event, since, due to their relational
nature, they are bound to the handed-down forms of representation and recep-
tion, which can only be challenged situatively.

A disruption becomes political when - following Jacques Ranciére’s theses —
it is bound up with a “dissensus” concerning different possible perspectives on
reality, such as when the contingency of a particular aesthetic regime is laid
bare, and at the same time other “distributions of sensory experience and
space” (Ranciére 2010; trans. modified) are identified as possible. For this rea-
son, works of art must always first reproduce the hierarchical, representative
forms of representation that they want to disrupt, so that by means of aesthetic
strategies of destabilization these forms can then be rendered fragile: political
art “occurs” precisely where “a sense of order and ordered meaning [geordneter
Sinn] comes into contact with chaotic sensuality” (Sonderegger 2010: 32) - that
is, into contact with the noise [Rauschen] that constitutes the disruption, where
contingency turns into aesthetic experience. This simultaneous “process of enter-
ing into and revoking power relations” is articulated in the aesthetics of disrup-
tion as a “break with one’s own (pre)-suppositions, whether they are technical-
modern determinants or aesthetic-romantic ideas” — which is why the “gesture
of breaking with one’s (pre-)suppositions” can be considered the feature that
is common to most of the works examined in this volume (Robnik 2010: 26).

As a bi-stable (reversible) figure situated between order and disorder, aes-
thetic disruption produces a reflexivity that can be grasped methodically only
if it is brought into relation with other aesthetic concepts such as “performance,”
“space,” “presence,” “body” or “affect.” In the contributions assembled here,
“disruption” is therefore a theoretical starting point that allows the most diverse
aspects of the aesthetic to be comprehended: the particular logics of perform-
ance practices and physicality that resist representation, the different aesthetic,
temporal and spatial effects of textual, visual or audiovisual media, the interven-
tion of new techniques — such as digital techniques — in aesthetic traditions, the
perturbation of the mechanisms and expectations of reception aesthetics. Such
strategies do not necessarily have to produce subversive effects in a traditionally
“leftist,” politically progressive sense — the need for a differentiated view of
forms of aesthetic disruption is made clear by the adaptation of classical con-
cepts of disruptive guerrilla communication (Schélzel 2013) by the right-wing
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“Identitdre Bewegung” (Kokgiran and Nottbohm 2014), as well as the perfect fit
between the “new spirit of capitalism” and the forms of “artistic critique,” and
thereby certain aesthetics of disruption (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). Pertinent
to them all is a negative realism that critically addresses the contextual condi-
tions in which worldmaking becomes possible. In the first place, however, and
practically speaking, maneuvers of aesthetic disruption are a technique of com-
municative de-automation, whose attention-gaining potential can be capitalized
on for quite different purposes.

The focus of the essay collection is accordingly on works and aesthetics of
the present day which, through disruption, develop the perspective of a sec-
ond-order critical observer on the “age of media immanence” (Hagener 2011),
in this way demonstrating the potential of art to carry out a diagnosis of the con-
temporary world. Political aesthetics results from a virtualization of current or-
ders of the sayable and the visible, which breaks through the surface of self-evi-
dentness and brings to light latent social and aesthetic alternatives. These
contributions are supplemented by the perspectivization of historical disruptive
maneuvers that serve as a template for, or even anticipate, the poetics and aes-
thetics of the present. The overarching thesis of the volume is that experimental
systems of aesthetic disruption harbor an epistemological potential that can
prove seminal in observing and critiquing the political-cultural constitutive con-
ditions of acts of referring to the world in the media. Disruptions in the arts, such
as new forms of writing, new techniques of processing and montage in digital
film, or unexpected performances in a conventionalized theater, always prove
to be a political effort designed to perturb or introduce radical change into cer-
tain social arrangements. Scandals may, within a very short time, point to such
breaches of norms and attract a great deal of attention. However, while some dis-
ruptions may be perceptible initially only on the micro-political level, and do not
yet provoke a radical cultural break, they can nevertheless have an impact on the
members of a society. For, in a second phase, through the accumulation of nu-
merous disruptive processes, a certain agitational potential can be exceeded,
whereby previously subversive disruptions then trigger larger controversies,
whose aim is then the re-negotiation of power relations.

Media provoke disruptions and serve to trigger micropolitics that concen-
trate directly on the body of members of a society. They thus set in motion a proc-
ess of subjectivization, which can also provoke new social formations and there-
by realign power relations. Accordingly, the contributions in this volume are
subdivided into the sections media, body, and power, without us wanting to as-
sert clear lines of separation. Rather, the individual elements can be seen as mu-
tually generative, as intersignificant, building a relationship of power. As
Foucault put it: “The phenomenon of the social body is the effect [...] of the ma-
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teriality of power operating on the very bodies of individuals” (Foucault 1980:
55). For the program of disruption in the arts, one can add that the media and
their correlated politics of form cause individual bodies and the social body to
stumble, and bring to light micropolitics as well as power relations.

The volume begins with conceptually-oriented contributions designed to
open up access to the phenomenon of disruption in the arts from a theoretical
as well as a cultural-historical perspective. Each article discusses a concept
that is complementary to disruption, dealing respectively with experiments,
scandals, miracles, and the imagination.

The article on “Aesthetic Experiments” by Lars Koch and Tobias Nanz sys-
tematically establishes the principle of disruption as a productive phenomenon,
as well as a point of departure for social self-descriptions and self-assurance. In
keeping with this perspective, which provides the theoretical basis for the other
contributions in the volume, the arts can be understood as an experimental sys-
tem that shapes the perception of the past, present, and future. Moritz Mutters’s
contribution, “Scandalous Expectations,” examines scandals from the perspec-
tive of the social sciences as communicative forms of processing disruptions
that expose the norms of modern societies and, in the interplay of de-normaliza-
tion and re-normalization, give the lie to the alleged absence of moral principles.
In his article on “The Miracle as Disruption,” Mario Grizelj devotes his attention
to miracles, which he sees as disruptions that serve as crossover points between
anarchy and order — for miracles can demarcate, move, and overstep bounda-
ries, and thus question concepts of the world and order. With the concluding
contribution, “Imagined Scenarios of Disruption,” the editors propose a model
that analyzes imaginary scenarios of disruption with regard to their function
for security policies and differentiates them analytically concerning their disrup-
tive potential. In addition, they outline a typology of disruption that emerges
from the history of security-policy apparatuses (dispositifs) and is derived from
the relationship between imagined (i.e., artistic) and real disruptive events.

The section on media brings together essays that examine the operations of
the individual arts and ask to what extent the idiosyncrasies of the media them-
selves, or an idiosyncratic approach to the media, can produce disruptions that
in turn call for new practices of interpreting and viewing. The three contribu-
tions, therefore, deal with literary disruptions and demonstrate, on the basis
of specific examples, that beginnning around 1800 and continuing into the liter-
ature of the present day increased competition from other media led and leads to
experimentation with alternative modes of writing.

In her contribution on selected works by E. T. A. Hoffmann, Tanja Prokic de-
velops a notion of “Disruptive storytelling,” which triggers a process of differ-
ence and repetition, thus anticipating an aesthetic procedure that only came
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into its prime much later, in the twentieth century. Christoph Kleinschmidst, in his
essay “Perturbing the Reader,” deals with Adorno’s proclaimed concept of art as
a riddle or enigma, and inquires into the function of this concept in contempo-
rary literature, taking as examples works by Rainald Goetz and Christian Kracht.
Johannes Pause’s contribution, “Expansions of the Instant,” is devoted to fantas-
tic deformations of time in novels by Thomas Lehr, Helmut Krausser, and Daniel
Kehlmann, among others, which point to a collision between models of time in
technical and textual media. Two further contributions then go more deeply into
the relationship between visuality and disruption. In her essay “Disruption, Pho-
tography, and the Idea of Aesthetic Resistance,” Marie-Sophie Himmerich uses
the example of Sophie Ristelhuber’s photographs of the Gulf War to show that
disruptive interference can be a productive phenomenon in the artistic produc-
tion process. Lastly, Johannes Binotto’s contribution, “Closed Circuits,” deals
with film and examines the disruptive potential and the limits of the electronic
image, using Michael Mann’s cinema as his main example.

The section on the body looks into the ways that the subject and the body
are shaped or even fundamentally transformed through dependence on techni-
cal media. The body is thereby understood as a target object of (political) tech-
niques of power, in that disciplines are trained into it; at the same time, the body
is a source of disruptive potential which can influence techniques of the media
and culture, and lead to a readjustment of power relations.

This is clearly illustrated in Anna Schiirmer’s article, “Interferences,” which
deals with the scandals and debates prompted by the introduction of electronic
music in Germany in the 1950s, and which investigates the relationship between
humans and technology, thereby also contributing to the debate concerning
post-humanism. In “The Dis/rupture of Film as Skin,” Daniel Eschkotter presents
an analysis of Claire Denis’s horror film, Trouble Every Day (2001). Dwelling on
the French word pellicule, which can designate both film and skin, Eschkétter’s
analysis links the filmic operations with the form of the medium itself, thereby
sounding out disruptions that generate perturbations on both levels. In her essay
“They starve to death, but who dares ask why?,” Tanja Nusser analyzes Steve
McQueen’s IRA drama Hunger (2008), where the focus is on the hunger strike
as a self-destructive practice, a form of protest against the prevailing political
order, but which as a “vanishing sign” is itself threatened with being extinguish-
ed. Finally, in “Writing Aphasia,” Elisabeth Heyne deals with a disruption of
physical health, namely a brain tumor which, due to the symptoms caused by
the illness, inscribes itself into the texts of Wolfgang Herrndorf and thus docu-
ments itself.

The section on power presents reflections on disruption that help to describe
political power relations and at the same time they discuss the extent to which
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disruptions are able to alter existing power relations. Tobias Nanz’s article “The
Red Telephone” goes back to the Cold War, in which crises were induced discur-
sively and socio-technically, and were counteracted by media-technical means,
such as the fictional apparatus of the “red telephone” line between Washington
and Moscow. Lars Koch’s essay discusses “Christoph Schlingensief’s Image Dis-
ruption Machine,” which in the course of Schlingensief’s talk shows and per-
formances, was designed to disrupt media routines and hegemonic discourse,
and thus initiate change in social realities. Katrin M. Kampf’s and Christina
Rogers’s contribution “Citizen n-1” concludes the section on power with an inves-
tigation of Laura Poitras’s documentary film, Citizenfour (2014), which links a
portrait of the paradigmatic troublemaker Edward Snowden with an analysis
of the current security regime, examining the logics of paranoia as well as the
possibilities of reflecting on an open future.

Following the research papers is an archive section, where in each case an
artistic and an academic text on disruption is made available and commented
upon. Thus, “Notes on Secondary Drama” by the Austrian writer, Elfriede Jelinek,
is presented here for the first time in an English translation. Jelinek’s essay can
be considered paradigmatic when it comes to the question of the aesthetics of
disruption, in that it explores the disruptive potential of her new “genre” for
the conventional theater. Teresa Kovacs’ commentary on Jelinek, “Disturbance
in the Intermediate,” examines the conception and procedures of secondary
drama, whose disruptive function has parasitic features attributed to it.

The second contribution in the archive section comes from the media and
literary scholar Friedrich Kittler, and deals with “Signal-to-Noise Ratio” in math-
ematical information theory, which refers to the ratio between background noise
and signal in the course of a communication. The essay is a classical contribu-
tion in German-language media studies, since it addresses the materiality of
communication as well as the disruptive function of the media, and at the
same time aims to challenge the subjectivity that results from the advent of
new media. Moreover, in his subsequent commentary “Disrupted Arts and Margi-
nalized Humans,” Tobias Nanz sees it as doubtful whether it is possible to iden-
tify a human source and referent for the arts, once the latter can be fabricated by
technology.

The editors would like to thank Julie Mrosla and Benjamin Wolf for helping copy
edit the contributions.
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Lars Koch and Tobias Nanz
Aesthetic Experiments

On the Event-Like Character and the Function of Disruptions in
the Arts

“Disruption” can be seen as a new meta-category in cultural studies dealing with
the socio-political, epistemic, and medial conditions of the constitution of im-
ages of reality and society. The study of disruption combines individual perspec-
tives from literary and media studies, sociology, the history of knowledge and is
intended as a contribution to the deconstruction of certain still-powerful catego-
ries, such as the distinction between high culture and popular culture. Our goal
is to demonstrate that disruption — as an object of scenarios that shift between
factuality and fictionality, as well as an instrument of an aesthetics of uncertain-
ty — plays an important role in quite different cultural fields; as an organizing
principle of reflexive experimental spaces, disruption makes a significant contri-
bution to the generation of socially relevant knowledge.

1 Cultural work on societal self-descriptions

The cultural processing of disruptions constitutes a major challenge for all self-
descriptions of society. These would include the capacity for preventive anticipa-
tion or the classificatory evaluation and retroactive re-normalization of de-nor-
malizing events. As agencies of complexity reduction, which create “imaginary
constructions of the unity of the system,” and thus make it possible “not to com-
municate in society with the society, but about society” (Luhmann 2013: 167),
competing self-images have the function of making a particular version of reality
appear self-evident; over time they also suggest that the notorious problem of the
identity of complex societies is a problem that can actually be solved, after all
(Luhmann 2013: 314-323). In their quest for hegemony, the conflicting descrip-
tions of the “reality” of society — in the fraught domain of freedom and security,
for example — are at pains to conceal their own contingency (i.e., their construct-
ed character) by endeavouring to suppress the discursive and symbolic condi-
tions of their own “world-making” (Goodman 1978), so as to keep them below
the perceptual and discursive threshold of social communication. In addition

Originally published in German (Koch and Nanz 2014) and translated into English by Gregory
Sims.
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to the competition for argumentative plausibility there is thus also constant com-
petition in the management of perceptions, a kind of “poetics” of society which
takes the form of affective and aesthetic activation or distraction and thus regu-
lates the fields of what can be said and seen, thereby ensuring that “we don’t see
that we don’t see what we don’t see” (Luhmann 2013: 323).

The mass media are the central forum in which the acceptance of societal
self-descriptions is negotiated. It is here that the coherence-creating narratives
of normality are produced, in an exchange of symbolic, discursive, and affective
elements that are in constant, and at the same time situation-specific, circula-
tion between various specialized discourses (politics, economics, law, etc.) and
different social constituencies. In medial scenarios of danger and threat, these
narratives undergo a repercussive proliferation and then in turn feed back into
negotiations between specialized discourses. Understood as an event- or proc-
ess-based perturbation of orders of meaning and visibility that “disrupts the or-
dinary course of history” (Derrida 2007: 446), disruption is significant in two re-
spects with regard to the dynamics of production of cultural schemata: first, it
confirms the formulated order of things as the object of a first-order observation,
the stability of the latter being based precisely on the exclusion of its respective
other. This is exactly the way a multitude of strongly repercussive narratives of
danger and disaster function: they portray an isolated intrusion of the other,
but in fact narratively perpetuate the status quo of the supposed normalcy by
deploying figures of exclusion such as the assassin, the rampage killer and
the hacker. This discursivization transforms the complexity of the world into
its own form of complexity, thus ensuring an opening to the future.

On the other hand, as the object and mode of a second-order observation,
disruption develops its own reflexive potential that can be fruitful in a cultur-
al-analytical sense. If one considers that disruption does not exist as an auto-
nomous entity, but only in a perspectival relation, so that the determination of
the disruption “depends on where we sit” (Bateson 2000: 413), then it can be
used as an epistemological event. In this sense, the moment of disruption be-
comes a knowledge operator, which makes it possible to observe precisely
those socio-political and technical-medial framings within which an event is reg-
istered as a disruption. This occurs either in the mass media format itself, which
thus situates itself in relation to other instances of the medial processing of dis-
ruption,® or it occurs in the cultural-analytical observation of narratives of dis-
ruption and the various practices intended to counteract disruption that are de-

1 A good example here is Michael Haneke’s film Time of the Wolves, which is seen as a trouble-
some case within the genre of disaster film. See Koch (2010).
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ployed in these narratives. A connection can be made here with media-theoret-
ical conceptualisations of disruption — for instance the communication models
of Claude Shannon and Niklas Luhmann — which assume that disruption dis-
plays a high degree of systematicity; that, as noise or “unmarked space” (Spenc-
er-Brown 1979), disruption constitutes a communicative a-priori, that it is always
already a component and a medium of all communicative forms. Drawing on the
thesis from media and cultural studies (Vogl 2001: 122) that, when a disruption
occcurs, the focus of attention is placed on the conditions, otherwise hidden,
that are a prerequisite for communication, Ludwig Jager suggests that disruption
makes the mediality of the medium observable:

Disruption can be defined as that moment in the course of a communication which causes
a medium to lose its (operational) transparency and to be perceived in its materiality, where
transparency is defined as that state in which the communication remains free of disrup-
tion, thus the focus of attention is not on the medium as a medium, in the sense in which
Luhmann assumes that, in the interdependent relationship between medium and form, the
form is visible and the medium remains invisible. (Jager 2012: 30)

Especially when, with regard to a cultural way of worldmaking (Niinning et
al. 2010), the question is raised concerning the strategies of evidence that
apply societal self-descriptions in order to achieve a high degree of general val-
idity and bindingness, focusing attention on disruptions is of great benefit, since
the latter make “the medial relativity of the real visible, and the system of sym-
bolic representation itself as a mode of world-making” (Jager 2012: 31). It is pre-
cisely here that aesthetic functionalizations of disruption arise, by implementing
moments of interference and interruption in their experimental settings, either
on the level of content or form, thereby reflexively exposing attitudinal expect-
ations, conventions of attentiveness, and behavioural routines. Aesthetic-exper-
imental spaces of disruption construct “hypothetically, a possible form of knowl-
edge [..] which can then be evaluated in terms of its aptitude for reality”
(Gamper 2010: 13).

2 Aesthetic-experimental spaces of disruption

The central feature of contemporary art is to multiply conceptions of reality. Aes-
thetic action increases our sensitivity to perceptual processes, reminds us of the
wealth of discursive and medial conditions of every cultural reference to the
world, and makes breaking points and blind spots of normal everyday life visi-
ble. Understood this way, art constitutively binds together aesthetics and episte-
mology. The aesthetic opens up a space of possibility in which, unlike the largely
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planned (working) day, the unexpected can or may occur, or is even meant to
occur:

What art aspires to could be described as [...] a reactivation of deactivated possibilities. Its
function is to allow the world to appear in the world, to depict the unity of the whole,
whether in an improved form or (as currently preferable) a worsened form. (Luhmann
2010: 210)

Like the epistemological situation that prevails in the laboratory (Borck 2011), in
art it becomes possible to test self-descriptions of society taken to be self-evident
in the form of (fictional) scenarios and (participatory) experimental arrange-
ments for latent alternatives, response reactions and/or underlying processual
interrelationships. Pointedly formulated, one could thus describe aesthetic proc-
esses of disruption as a kind of experimental drilling in the discursive substrata
of reality.

As Hans-Jorg Rheinberger writes, an experiment is a “system for the gener-
ation of differences” (Rheinberger 2006: 280). The emphasis on the productive
nature of experiments allows us to understand differently the intrinsic logic of
experimental knowledge generation, compared to the established theory of
knowledge and classical scientific experimental practice. Whereas in 1917
Ernst Mach, following the teachings of nineteenth-century experimental science,
was still able to define “the planned methodically-conducted quantitative ex-
periment” (Mach 1976: 292) as an “operation designed to evaluate and confirm”
(Mach 1976: 195) what had previously been “hypothetical conjecture, supposition
or postulation” (Mach 1976: 214), in current scientific and laboratory research the
prevailing view is rather that truly interesting results often arise in the mode of
deviation from the planned/anticipated course of events. Surprising innovation
occurs especially when, in the course of an experiment with its own internal dy-
namic, a disruption of the anticipated experimental operating procedure occurs
that makes a difference, thus provoking a subsequent re-conceptualization:

In science, novelty emerges only with difficulty, manifested by resistance, against a back-
ground provided by expectation [...]| The awareness of anomaly opens up a period in which
conceptual categories are adjusted, until the initially anomalous has become the anticipat-
ed. (Kuhn 2012: 64)

In this quote Thomas S. Kuhn highlights in an instructive way the function of dis-
ruption, which, in the context of science as well as in connection with politics or
aesthetics, sets in motion a permanent process of de- and renormalization. In
this process is expressed a complex interplay of different temporal planes of ref-
erence of retrospection, anticipation, and presentness, in which the status of dis-
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ruption is re-negotiated in each instance until the initial confusion stabilizes in
the contours of a new “epistemic thing” (Rheinberger 2006: 27). The difference
between aesthetic experiments and those in the natural sciences consists princi-
pally in the fact that, in the former, the future is always conceived as an open
horizon in which singular events can occur, while in the latter case the unplann-
ability of the future tends to come to light only when an experiment fails, mean-
ing that the hypothesis-based production of measurement data is unrepeatable.

The theory of the laboratory has changed significantly thanks to the ethno-
methodological work of Hans-Jorg Rheinberger, Bruno Latour, and Karin Knorr-
Cetina. Here, too, the creative production of knowledge, as compared to the mere
causal and logical reproduction of results, is coming increasingly to the fore.
Thus, Michael Gamper’s definition of the experiment as a process that “produces
knowledge through a fusion of performative and representative methods, knowl-
edge that owes its existence to a particular provoked experience” (Gamper 2010:
11), has met with broad acceptance. The reference to the generation of a provo-
cation is important to the extent that it allows the character of disruption in the
experimental spaces of art to be determined with greater precision. Aesthetics of
disruption are aimed at creating situations in which normal processes undergo a
crisis-like intensification, accompanied by moments of de-differentiation, dis-
adaptation, and the release of critical potentials.

Disruption as an experimental experience of crisis can take quite different
forms. For example, the narrative evocation and communication of fictional
events of disruption, a common literary process since the genre of the novella
and novel established themselves widely in the nineteenth century, is still aes-
thetically effective today in countless variations in narrative media formats
such as the feature film or the TV series. Fiction thereby becomes a semiotic
space in which social, technical, or psychological instances of disruption can
be presented in specific constellations and played out in various forms of reac-
tion and process. In this sense, writes Evan Horn, fictions process:

something narratively, in the mode of a hypothetical situation [...], something that struc-
tures our reality intensively. Provided fictions are not limited to the field of literary inven-
tion, and scientific thought experiments or philosophical hypotheses are also viewed as fic-
tions, the latter are modes of exploring the domain of the possible in the midst of our social
reality. (Horn 2010: 105)

Another form of aesthetic disruption is to be found in the post-dramatic theatre
and in performance art. Their radical break with the classical idealist aesthetics
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of the nineteenth century” seems particularly interesting for an inquiry into the
“principle of disruption” because here, far more so than in fiction films, the dis-
turbance shifts from the level of the represented to the level of representation.
Experimenting with spectator participation — a central modus operandi of the
avant-garde since Brecht’s epic theatre — aims at an aesthetic experience in
which, through the uncertainty surrounding the roles of actor and addressee,
the “experience itself becomes a theme” (Gehlen 1986: 219), where the “open
work of art,” in the experimental production of an indistinguishability between
noise and signal,® attains an “experience of experience” (Menke 2013: 85).

At the same time, for the underlying question here concerning the cultural-
analytical potential of disruption as a category, it is important that, wherever dis-
ruptions appear, opportunities for observation exist that are linked with resour-
ces for the description and critique of references to reality and societal self-de-
scriptions. Moreover, an obvious hypothesis is that moments of disruption —
that is, moments of active, planned incitement of disturbance and interpretative
uncertainty — are precisely designed to generate social knowledge, in a way that
combines Jean-Francois Lyotard’s pointed formulation “hiding (and) showing,
that is theatricality” (Lyotard 1979: 282) with Ludwig Fleck’s insight that
“every empirical discovery [...] can be construed as a supplement, a development
or transformation of a mode of thinking” (Fleck 2016: 125).

3 Disruptive fictions

Just as in the history of science in recent years it has been shown that human
and non-human actors working inside a network are jointly involved in the pro-
duction of scientific knowledge, so has it been demonstrated that, at the inter-
face of literary and historical sciences, poetic texts or fictions produce know-
ledge to the same degree as supposedly objective scientific publications. Thus,
not only are a variety of agents involved in the production of knowledge, but,
in addition, knowledge takes on different aesthetic forms. Hayden White has

2 Which does not mean that, in the nineteenth century, aesthetic disruptions were not already
being theorized; the work of Friedrich Theodor Vischer is one example. In his aesthetics, Vischer
points out that “disruptive accidents” clash with the paradigm of the beautiful (Vischer 1846:
149).

3 See the corresponding deliberations in Umberto Eco’s The Open Work (Eco 1989: 44— 83). The
fate that befell Joseph Beuys’s social sculptures, “Badewanne” (Bathtub) and “Fettecke” (Fat
Corner) shows that an aesthetic intentionality of static and (signal) noise (“des Rauschens”)
can be readily overlooked.
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pointed out that historiographical narratives are “verbal fictions” (White 1978:
82), the readers of which become familiar with past events through the careful
composition of sequences of events and plot structures. In fictions as “a way
of telling stories” (Ranciére 2004), empirical data and reports are assigned sig-
nificance, and events that are passed over in silence, along with unexceptional
events, are also assigned a meaning. Using the example of William Shake-
speare’s work, Stephen Greenblatt has shown that the comedies and tragedies
of the English poet — often in conjunction with another genre, namely historical
documents — generate a literary world that is firmly integrated in the discursive
network of its time and is thus extremely well suited to producing knowledge of
the period (Greenblatt 1988). Here we are dealing with positions in poetics and
the history of knowledge that, while not denying it, prefer to bypass the distinc-
tion between fact and fiction and focus instead on the different aesthetic organ-
ization and representation of historical events (Vogl 1999: 14). “Science and po-
etry are in equal measure forms of knowledge” (Deleuze 2006: 20), Gilles
Deleuze once remarked, referring to the discourse analysis of Michel Foucault,
that it is less important to determine whether a particular statement is true
than to ask under what conditions of possibility a statement has come about
and is held to be true. Poetry can point to the fundamental order of knowledge
and a system of thought, when, for instance, poetic texts comment on the rules
of discourse and thus limit what may or may not be said — or when, as an alter-
native literary form, such texts express the most secret and the unsayable, there-
by disrupting the accepted conventions of the sayable and the visible (Vogl 1999:
15). Literally, and in the original Greek sense of the word (poiésis), poetry creates
a world that is a central part of our everyday reality.

As crazy as it may seem, a fiction always stems from a discursive network
that has made it possible and on which it also in turn has a reciprocal effect.
That may be the reason why, within a particular system of thought, many fictions
are held to be credible, why they seem plausible and are not immediately reject-
ed. Thus, for example, an apocalyptic vision that pictures the end of the world
brought on by nuclear war falls on especially fertile soil where heavily-armed nu-
clear powers are engaged in a face-off, where civil defense films on TV constantly
present warnings of a first strike, and scientists compute chain reactions and are
continually constructing ever more effective nuclear weapons. The knots that
bind fiction and fact, literature and science are difficult to unravel. The develop-
ment of the atomic bomb is an example that demonstrates the constant ex-
change between literature and scientific thinking, and in which the researchers
were even spurred on by fiction. For instance, in his 1914 novel, The World Set
Free, H.G. Wells already imagined a weapon like the atomic bomb, thus a
good number of years before scientists and readers of Wells such as Le6 Szilard



10 —— Llars Koch and Tobias Nanz

developed the atomic bomb in Los Alamos in the U.S. during the Second World
War, and the U.S. military eventually deployed it in Japan. In this case, the con-
nection between “science” and “fiction” is such that the atomic bomb was first
invented by literature; the bomb thus existed in discourses before the scientific
discovery of nuclear fission, before science exercized its apocalyptic power in the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Dotzler 2004; Brandstetter 2010), which
later gave rise to new literary and filmic fictions.

The fictional scenario of “nuclear war” may have been one of the most rel-
evant stories of the second half of the twentieth century. As a “non-event”, as a
“fable, pure invention” (Derrida 1984: 23), this fiction shaped the reality of life
during the Cold War in a fundamental way — even though the nuclear war did
not take place — in that politics, culture and institutions were guided by the vec-
tor of the nuclear arms race, the potential destructive power and deterrence. “For
the ‘reality’ of the nuclear age and the fable of nuclear war are perhaps distinct,
but they are not two separate things,” as Jacques Derrida described the node of
fiction and reality (Derrida 1984: 23). The fictions of literature and film, but also
the simulations of nuclear war and the thought experiments concerning life after
a nuclear strike shaped the reality of life in the two power blocs during the Cold
War.

Subverting the boundary between poetry and science, and between fiction
and facts, leads to three considerations that we can relate to the function of dis-
ruption in artistic fictions and to the question of societal self-descriptions. First,
historiography in general proves to be susceptible to disruption, and disinte-
grates into many possible stories. Fictions that perturb academic historiography
by seeking out the sites of historical events, interviewing long-deceased witness-
es or ordering the events differently, explore and construct through these meth-
ods a historical space of possibility that suggests other compossible stories (Vogl
2007: 126 —127). However likely or unlikely they may be, such alternatives break
open “the fiction of the more probable story” (Vogl 2011: 124) and thus enter into
productive competition with monolithic histories and the vehemence of their
narrative world production. They explore a “sense of possibility” that under-
mines the self-evidence of a hegemonic historiography, form hypotheses, and
test them in the context of a literary “experiment” or “experimental design”.*
They make a case for a disruptive, discontinuous historiography that dissolves
political, social, and cultural truths.

Secondly, in disruptive fictions precisely, psychological deliberations come
into view that couple mental disorders with fantasies and fiction. Thus, as he

4 Albrecht Schone referring to Robert Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften (Schone 2010: 200).
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was beginning to formulate his psychoanalytic theory, Sigmund Freud states in a
letter to Wilhelm Fliess that there are no “indications of reality” in the uncon-
scious, “so that one cannot distinguish between truth and fiction that has
been cathected with affect” (Masson 1985: 264). The place where the drives
and the repressed contents are “stored” and to which the therapist seeks to
gain access as part of a psychoanalysis makes no distinction between imaginary
and real experiences and, as Freud later writes, unconscious processes pay “little
heed to reality,” since the unconscious is subjected solely to the pleasure prin-
ciple (Freud 2001: 188). In his Interpretation of Dreams, Freud states that a “psy-
chic reality” is not to be confused with “material reality” and wonders whether
“unconscious impulses [...] don’t have the importance of real forces in mental
life?” (Freud 1978: 781). In the talking cure, the psychoanalyst, like the informa-
tion technologist, has to distinguish between the message and noise: do the pa-
tient’s words and phrases emit a generalized noise — such as the noise of the un-
conscious — or do they constitute a message that offers the key to neurotic
disorder? (Foucault 2001: 557) Mental disorders, according to what we know
from psychoanalysis, can also arise from the imaginary or at least stem from
that part of the psychic apparatus that does not draw a boundary between fiction
and reality.

But the imaginary also plays a further role. Whereas the psychoanalyst de-
votes himself to the “instinctual-unconscious,” the movie camera processes
the “optical unconscious” (Benjamin 2008: 37—-38). For film can provide new
forms of perception and experience using techniques of montage, close-ups
and slow motion, which, in combination with psycho-technical processes,
such as aptitude tests, allow people to be trained and groomed. In his essay
on The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Walter Benjamin per-
ceives the cinema as the place where the spectator can come to terms with the
shocking experiences from the battlefields of the First World War, and at the
same time be prepared for life in technologised modernity (Kaes 2011). For,
while an auratic painting, exhibited in a museum, invites the viewer to contem-
plation and to form associations, film, due to its rapid sequence of images, is in-
capable of this. Film works against the disruptions of the technologized world,
accustoms its audience to the perceptual demands of modernity, and distracts
its spectators, but leaves them no time for the necessary contemplation and re-
flection on what they see. To a certain extent, going to the cinema provides a set
of tools, serves as a “training device” for dealing with the changing human en-
vironment, and in this way seeks to countervail human mental disorders.

5 Benjamin uses the term “Ubungsinstrument” (translator’s note).
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Through such a pure aestheticization of political life — here Benjamin is thinking
of fascism — film can be deployed as a kind of instruction manual for neutraliz-
ing the masses and the necessary social as well as individual self-reflection,
(Benjamin 2008: 41-42) with the consequence that the disruptive counter-ver-
sion of history ends up being eradicated.

Thirdly, the question arises concerning the function that can be assigned to
fictional disruptions. On the one hand, disruptive fictions contribute to the
sphere of entertainment, by interrupting the normal course of life and by cater-
ing to a specific pleasurable fear (“Angstlust”); for instance, by providing stories
about the dangers of a (bio-)technological absolute-worst-case scenario, or about
a cyborg uprising (Sontag 1965). On the other hand, their function is to confront
society with what is possible and to present it with the virtual forms that the fu-
ture may take. Understood in this way, disruptive fictions constitute a major com-
ponent of a “heuristics of fear” (Jonas 1984: 26), which plays out the implicit
threat potential of current social and technological situations, thereby (at least
in the context of a modernity that is open to the future) providing resources
for reflection on, and the management of, situations that may arise. In the re-
search on disasters and worst-case scenarios, however, it has been noted that
the absolute worst cases that may arise largely depend on the standpoint of
the observer. Disasters, says Lee Clarke, are part of normal life. The evaluation
of a disaster depends on those that have already occurred and on the calamaties
considered possible in the future, within a framework of the conceivable. While
the tsunami that struck Thailand just after Christmas in 2004 was perceived as a
worst case, from a certain perspective the tsunami in Japan in 2011, in combina-
tion with the nuclear catastrophe in Fukushima, may be considered an even
worse disaster (leaving aside the fate of specific individuals, of course). What
would be the new worst case? How can catastrophic scenarios of a “radically un-
known future” (Opitz and Tellmann 2010: 29) be planned, in a way that does not
exhaust itself in the extrapolation of past events? “To construct prospective
worst cases [...] ,” says Clarke, “we must somehow imagine the unimaginable”
(Clarke 2006: 22). Imagination thus becomes the benchmark for the assessment
of disasters and shapes the awareness and the (self-)perception of society with
its individuals, institutions and policies. Worst case scenarios as they are played
out and simulated in the sphere of politics or in the military turn out to be the
doubles of what is imagined in literature and film. They refer to each other, ex-
change ideas, and draw inspiration from each other. So it is no coincidence that
in Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler’s Cold War novel Fail-Safe, published in
1964, the head of a think-tank prepares a report for the military and political
leaders in the Pentagon on the benefits of a first strike against the Soviet
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Union and develops scenarios for the war as well as life afterwards, complete
with precise calculations.

Such fictions prove to be an experimental space in which possible futures or
alternative pasts are tried out. Thus, literary research on the Apocalypse has es-
tablished that fictions thematizing the end of the world not only play out differ-
ent disaster scenarios, but also deliberate on the behaviors of individuals and
entire societies that are coupled with the visions of doom. Bio-political questions
about the selection of “human capital” in the face of an impending disaster —
who is allowed to survive? who has to die? — can be worked through in fictions
in an exemplary way and presented for discussion in the framework of an ethics
of allocation. Putting such tragic decisions to the test gives “an eminently polit-
ical thrust” (Horn 2010: 118) to the corresponding thought experiments. In this
perspective, the cultural analysis of real or imagined threats or instances of dis-
ruption provide information on “how societies define themselves and provide se-
curity for themselves against the horizon of ongoing terror threats” (Engell et
al. 2009: 5). Future actions and decisions are placed against the horizon of pos-
sible and imaginary calamities and provide a template for forms of social and
individual behavior.

These three aspects — disruptive historiography and a sense of possibility,
mental disorder and fiction, and disruption in the experimental space of fiction —
may exemplify the possible themes of a specific sub-field of cultural studies that
deals with the category of narrative disruption. Fictions of disruption are a spe-
cific and fundamental form of world-making, which opens up a vantage point for
the problematization of forms of social self-evidence and helps to expose the
“discursive relation to the world” (Legendre 2001: 15) on which forms of the so-
cial and the political are based. All knowledge is constantly exposed to the dan-
ger of disruption, thus to the danger of “counter-knowledge”, which creates a
multiplicity of stories and brings about change. This provides us with a descrip-
tion of the faltering of a foundation believed to be solid, a faltering that can also
be found at work in the subject, whose unconscious tells a “counter-story” to
that of the superego, and whose atavistic insistence can be discerned in mental
disorders. Ultimately, disruptive fictions prove to be spaces of experimentation
where stories of the possible are written, serving as a grid for future decisions
and actions. These fictions in turn have an effect on the psyche of the people
who read and view them; they can impose a direction on societies or make a de-
cision to go in a certain direction appear necessary, make it seem as if a discur-
sive problematization has been resolved. For what unites these three sets of re-
flections on the proliferation of stories, the psyche, and the possible courses that
the future might take, is not just that they all media-based, but that they also
involve a political dimension: who exactly is this great “Other” who writes
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and who directs a society, and which versions of the past and the future do we
have at our disposal?

4 The performance of disruption

As outlined above, disruption constitutes an essential principle of contemporary
theatre and performance art. The space of the theatre serves as a “laboratory of
social fantasies” (Miiller 1975: 126), a “laboratory with spectators” (Primavesi
2012: 132) who are placed in a “crisis mode” and are confronted with the “inten-
sification of extreme situations, with borderline and threshold experiences” (Pri-
mavesi 2012: 147). As a cultural practice that amalgamates religious, political and
social elements, the theatre has always been a medium for the observation of,
and reflection on, social relations of and to the self. In Brecht’s epic theatre, “in-
terrupting processes” (Benjamin 1998: 18) are deliberately used to create disrup-
tions, an alienation effect that is intended to highlight and challenge social con-
ditions. It was with this in mind that Benjamin pointed out that “interruption is
one of the fundamental methods of all form-giving (“Formgebung”), [which]
reaches far beyond the domain of art” (Benjamin 1998: 19), extending into po-
litics and society. What has continued to change in the transformation from
the dramatic to the post-dramatic theatre is a novel form of addressing the au-
dience: while the classical drama was largely built on the organizational and
structuring principles of the proscenium stage, on the observation of “the way
people behave in closed situations, under readily comprehensible conditions,
where the dramatic storyline manipulates these conditions in an easily intelligi-
ble way” (Primavesi 2012: 135), the post-dramatic theatre takes the radical step of
doing away with the fourth wall that separated the space of the drama from the
space of the spectators. This constituted the interim high-point of an aesthetic
tendency towards an experimental opening-up, a tendency instigated by the var-
ious avant-gardes (Mersch 2002: 245), subsequently reinforced in the 1960s by
the Fluxus movement (Stegemann 2012), and by the theatrical practice of the Si-
tuationists (Perniola 2011: 107—110), who extended the theatre into public spaces.
For German post-dramatic artists such as René Pollesch or Christoph Schlingen-
sief, this tendency became a kind of source-code for artistic endeavors. This is
especially true of Schlingensief, who always viewed the theatre as meta-
drama, where the aim is to produce a calculated uncertainty in the audience re-
garding the status and boundaries of fiction and reality, breaking open the cor-
don sanitaire of the dramatic frame.

While the director’s theatre of the 1970s still sought to accumulate the re-
sources of attention-getting and disturbance mainly by staging traditional mate-
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rials in unorthodox ways, by recontextualizing them and bringing them up to
date, in the post-dramatic theatre these purely content-related aspects recede
into the background in favour of an emphasis on form and experimentation
with perception. Heiner Miiller’s trenchant phrase “theatres that are no longer
able to provoke the question ‘WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON HERE?’ rightly
end up being closed down!” (Miiller 1996) expresses what can be seen as an in-
trinsic focal point of contemporary theatre: provoking audience reactions
through aesthetic experiences, which — by blurring the distinctness of categories
such as “authorship,” “director,” “staging,” and “audience” — shake up political,
social, and cultural certitudes and self-evidence, and thus generate disruptions
that give rise to a quasi-ecological reflection on the otherwise unreflected, im-
plicit political and economic conditions of the relations to one’s social environ-
ment. It is precisely this cultural function of aesthetic disruption that Carl He-
gemann (the longtime dramaturgical colleague of Christoph Schlingensief) has
in mind when he reflects on Joseph Beuys’s concept of social sculpture:

Unlike in works of fine art or technical machines [...], in social sculpture perfection is not
the goal. Achieving perfection would be identical with the end of social life, since social
organisms function only as dysfunctional entities and they necessarily need a quantum
of dilettantism; if all goes well, the fear of death spreads. (Hegemann 1998: 160)

The insistent attempts at activation are motivated by the thesis that the audience
in the mass media apparatus of a “society of the spectacle” (Debord 1994) is
placed in an attitude of uninvolved ignorance, and drilled in accepting the status
quo of the distribution of power in society as an ineluctable fact. A critique of
this passive aesthetic pleasure has much in common with the work of Stanley
Cavell, who reflects on the ways the theatricality of classical drama results in
forms of objectification that reify the characters on the stage in the detachment
of being observed (Cavell 1969). Samuel Weber addresses the indifference of this
form of spectatorship, and the cynicism associated with it, which he sees as a
political effect of the dominance of television, the principal medium of contem-
porary culture:

If we remain spectators/viewers, if we stay where we are — in front of the television — the
catastrophes will always stay outside, will always be ‘objects’ for a ‘subject’ — this is the
implicit promise of the medium. But this comforting promise coincides with an equally
clear, if unspoken threat: Stay where you are! If you move, there may be an intervention,
whether humanitarian or not. (qtd. in Lehmann 2006: 184)

Drawing on Aristotelian aesthetics, Cavell calls for an immersion of the spectator
in the performance, with the hope of getting as close as possible to the represent-
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ed world and thus experiencing an existential separation from the fates of the
characters, which, in a reflexive turnaround, is then supposed to lead to a feeling
of compassion (Rebentisch 2012: 25-38). By contrast, the post-dramatic theatre
begins precisely with the form of the representation. Here, the goal is to prevent
immersion, create incoherence, and provoke uncertainty in the spectators con-
cerning the possible ways of understanding what they are presented with:

When the staging practice forces the spectators to wonder whether they should react to the
events on stage as fiction (i.e., aesthetically) or as reality (for example, morally), theatre’s
treading of the borderline of the real unsettles this crucial predisposition of the spectators,
namely the unreflective certainty and security in which being a spectator is experienced as
unproblematic social behaviour. (Lehmann 2006: 104)

The attempt to overturn the emotional security of spectators by drawing them
into affectively charged situations of self-questioning does not necessarily have
to lead to a crude, forced activism, of the kind exercized by Tino Sehgal
when, at the Venice Biennale in 2005, with the help of paid cultural animators,
he got visitors in empty exhibition rooms involved in a discussion about capita-
lism; nor does the releasing of the “safety catch” have to be as gratingly carried
out as Santiago Sierra did in Cologne in 2006, when he transformed a synagogue
into a gas chamber and required visitors to wear a respirator mask and to be es-
corted around by a fireman. Other artists, such as Cuqui Jerez, the group “Forced
Entertainment” or the activists of “Gob Squad” begin at an even more funda-
mental level: their performances are such that the experience of being a specta-
tor requires taking an active stance, since seeing itself is an act (Ranciére 2009b).
Here we are dealing with a principled endeavor to reverse the modern subject-
object framework of aesthetics and to make the audience feel what it is like to
be exposed to the gaze of others.

Advanced methods of viewpoint reversal are motivated by the realization
that conventional theatre aesthetics, even when seeking to convey politically
subversive content, collaborate with the dominant conditions, because, as Pol-
lesch observes, in conventional performance practice the relationship between
sender and receiver, between actor and observer, is simply reproduced:

This is my problem. Outside democracy exists as some kind of template, but the actual
processes that one encounters out there are not democratic. They are sexist, they are racist,
they are characterized by hierarchies. This is exactly what the rehearsal processes are based
on. For that reason I consider representation to be unsuited for dealing with our problems.
(Hegemann and Pollesch 2005: 50 —51)
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It is precisely here that the identity politics-oriented counter-program of the Turk-
ish-German activist group “Kanak Attak”® sets to work: in their performances,
members of the so-called “culture of dominance” are filmed and induced in a
provocatively ironic way to articulate subcutaneous prejudices and racisms.”
In the group’s manifesto, this programmatic strategy of disrupting images is de-
scribed as follows:

Kanak TV intervenes where racial hierarchies are held to be the norm. We emphatically re-
ject any attempt to gawk at migrants, to measure them and to squeeze them into categories.
Instead, we turn our gaze on the Alemanns, who think it is perfectly natural to examine and
to question others, to belittle them. As a watchful companion of everyday life, Kanak TV
disrupts customary viewpoints and cherished patterns of reception. Kanak TV spreads un-
easiness among the self-righteous. Kanak TV offers neither liberating laughter nor feelings
of compassionate solidarity. Despite everything, Kanak TV does make people laugh, how-
ever. And the more German and the more smug the audience, the deeper the laughter sticks
in their throats. Kanak TV reverses the racist gaze. But we don’t just want to expose racist
views and fixed notions. Our focus is also on how images and notions are created, mani-
pulated and used. Kanak TV exposes the media gaze as power, by in turn using the same
power gaze. The power relationship is thus called into question, rejected and counteracted.
(Kanak TV: 2016a)

There is, of course, an ever-present danger that the disruption-oriented and open-
ended series of experiments, as carried out by “Kanak Attak”, Schlingensief and
others, can simply be consumed as scandalous happenings. The post-dramatic
theatre endeavours to counter this danger by creating situations in which the
stream of experience is interrupted; habits of perception are disrupted so that sen-
sory experience is divided up in a new way, which, as Jacques Ranciére sees it, is
paired with special political potentials. The “emancipation” of the spectator is not
brought about by means of didactic education or by confronting him with “revolt-
ing things” (Ranciére 2010: 135), but rather by creating “dissensus” (Ranciére
1999). This keyword of Ranciére’s political-aesthetic theory is used to designate
the creation of ruptures and differences, the effects of which have not been pre-
channeled through the authority or messages of the artist (Ranciére 2009a). Ac-
cordingly, political art today can be realized only as a politics of form, which, in

6 The name of the group “Kanak Attak” is derived from the German pejorative expression
“Kanak” which refers to people from the Mediterranean. When Germany started recruiting
guest workers in the 1960s, “Kanak” was coined as an offensive collective term for people
from Italy, Spain, and Greece. In German contemporary culture the expression is used mostly
for people with Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Kurdish roots or, more generally, for immigrants
from the South and South East of Europe.

7 See for instance the video clip “Weifles Ghetto” (Kanak Attak: 2016b).
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the performative mode of “liveness” and feedback loops (Fischer-Lichte 2008: 67),
facilitates an active participation of the audience in the temporal metamorphosis
of social structures, and creates politically effective constellations of “dissonant
resonance” requiring subsequent reflection on the audience’s part. The “non-co-
herence” that this produces, writes Dirk Rustemeyer,

is not meaningless or flawed, it is neither a gap nor a desideratum, but rather a generator of
meaning. Because it blocks routinized conclusions derived from formal differences, but
also furthers the creation of new differences and at the same time serves as the basis for
a pre-reflective correspondence between different semiotic forms, it remains a crucial factor
in the dynamics of cultures. (Rustemeyer 2009: 13)

In concrete terms, aesthetically disruptive strategies, in addition to the already-
mentioned suspension of the fourth wall, work with reception-overload that re-
sults from the seriality and simultaneity of moments of action, with forms of in-
terruption of the temporal continuum of representation or with discontinuous
arrrangements of representation, which result in a disruption of the distance be-
tween the internal perspective of the characters and the spectators. As Hans-
Thies Lehmann notes in his work on post-dramatic theatre, the latter is strongly
influenced by elements of an “afformativity”. Thus, a post-dramatic aesthetics of
disruption permeates “all representation with the uncertainty as to whether
something is represented; every act with the uncertainty of whether it was
one; every thesis, every position, every work, every meaning with a wavering
and potential cancellation” (Lehmann 2006: 180). As a result, these perturba-
tions produce moments of unconsumable opacity; using Heidegger’s terminolo-
gy, one could speak in terms of the loss of the taken-for-grantedness of reference,
which renders perceptible the “conspicuousness, obtrusiveness and obstinacy”
(Heidegger 2008: 69) of signifying materials. In such opacity, the register of per-
ception changes from a mode of a “looking through” into a mode of “looking at”.
As a consequence, the discursive-medial, perception-configuring, enabling con-
text of any worldview can be seen as a constitutive factor. By evoking disruption,
performance art accordingly thematizes the conditions of possibility for some-
thing to be perceived as something: “Whereas we can normally only communi-
cate about perception, art communicates through perception” (Rebentisch
2012: 90). The general provision that the medium of art “is present in every
work of art, yet it is invisible, since it operates only on the other side — the
one not indicated — as a kind of attractor for further observations” (Luhmann
2000, 118-119) has to be modified for the program of aesthetic disruptions.
When Luhmann writes that art provokes “a staying-focused-on-the-work in a se-
quence of observations that attempt to decipher it” (Luhmann 2000: 126), then
the disruption-induced uncertainty concerning the status of the representation



Aesthetic Experiments = 19

forces an enactment of understanding, “that at every moment of its own forma-
tions of form, that is, its own production of context on or in the artwork, always
refers back to the medium, the unmarked space of the infinite possibilities of cre-
ating such a connection or forming such a form” (Rebentisch 2012: 93).

If from this vantage point one returns to the question of the reflexive capa-
bilities of societal self-descriptions, it becomes clear that contemporary art has a
major political role to play in the performance of disruption. As Lehmann points
out, following on from Adorno’s concept of form as an essential component of
art (Adorno 2004: 180 —214), theatre is no longer political by virtue of its political
content, “but rather by virtue of the implicit substance of its mode of represen-
tation” (Lehmann 2006: 178). Theatre is a “practice in and with signifying mate-
rial which does not create orders of power, but rather introduces chaos and no-
velty into orderly, ordering perception” (Lehmann 2006: 179), producing a social
disposition in which the political as a “critique of world making” (Goodman
1978: 94) can take place first and foremost, precisely because the continual pro-
cess of a power-induced identification of identities, roles, and system boundaries
is situationally interrupted. The indecision that is opened up by disruption
brings about a “politics of the theatre” as an experimental “politics of percep-
tion” (Lehmann 2006: 185):

Politics consists in an activity that redraws the sensory framework within which common
objects are determined. It breaks with the sensory self-evidence of the “natural” order that
destines specific individuals and groups to occupy positions of ruling or being ruled, as-
signing them to private or public lives, pinning them down to a certain time and space,
to specific “bodies,” that is, to specific ways of being, seeing and speaking. (Ranciére
2010: 139)

5 Disruption as narrative and event

In a series of essays and plays, the Austrian writer Kathrin Réggla has presented
a literary reflection on the exchange between between fiction and reality, the mo-
mentum of which is maintained by the irruption of disruption. In her work,
Roggla focuses on society’s fear-laden approach to dealing with crises and dis-
asters, describing the consequences of drastic disruptions of normal social proc-
esses, which as a result of constant, insistent breaking news has engendered a
general state of social alarm (Koch 2013: 247-248). In her texts, Roggla diagnoses
a “commanding presence of the disaster narrative” (Roggla 2013: 23), which has
overrun the mass media, and, in its plot structures, organizes the knowledge of
the world that is constantly updated in the news. Disaster films “dig deeper into
real processes” and, by offering collective-individualistic opportunities for iden-
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tification, they “determine our everyday life, our politics, our media” (Roggla
2013: 23). Roggla understands the mainstream cinema of spectacle on a first-
order level of reception as a site of “distraction”, which, by generating a desire
for ever-new disaster stories, hinders reflection on the political dimensions of
what is being seen. The catastrophic imaginary thus creates a situation that is
“fantastically real, in complete contrast to the distressing unreality of our
daily lives” (Roggla 2013: 27). By being constantly brought up to date in the
media, “collective fears and paranoia plots” (Réggla 2013: 31) are inscribed in in-
dividuals, resulting in a de-politicization that hardly perturbs anyone because,
paradoxically, it generates effects of unburdening, of relief, in the viewers.
Thus, for many viewers, it is “better” to be connected to the (fictionally-induced)
“hysteria out there, than to be exposed to the hysteria in here, to the feelings of
panic that beset you, the origin of which can no longer be located.” (R6ggla 2013:
27)

A way out of the feedback loop of anxiety, prevention, further anxiety and
the conservative model of being rescued can, however, be provided by those
films, novels, and theatrical productions (or hybrid forms) that break through
the disaster stories and their “hermetically-sealed images of rescue” (Roggla
2013: 37). They have to be disruptive, by producing dissonances, by being disin-
tegrative, thus putting paid to the “classic narrative matrix” (Réggla 2013: 36) of
the disaster spectacle.

What such a disruption of the medial infusion of fear might look like can be
gleaned from the doomsday films of Michael Haneke (Time of the Wolf, 2003)
and Abel Ferrara (4:44 — Last Day on Earth, 2011). In his play, Rosebud, dating
from 2001, which thematizes the reactions to the attacks of September 11, Schlin-
gensief also presents a disruption of the semantics of disaster: by confronting the
spectator with myriad cognitive dissonances that render impossible any form of
empathy or absorption in the actions on stage, the play enacts a “rhythm [of] de-
railment” (Kohse 2001), which, along with a flood of signs, references and plot
elements, seeks to create a constant overload effect.® The “delay in meaning
[that is thus generated] opens the text to a different approach to reception” (Nis-
sen-Rizvani 2011: 178), which is meant to provoke spectators into reflecting on
their own reactions to 9/11 and the ensuing politics of emotion. For her part, Ka-
thrin Roggla goes a different way, in a formal sense, but which is still compara-
ble in its critical thrust. Her collection of stories, die alarmbereiten (2010), which
is based on her theatrical texts, is written almost entirely in the conjunctive

8 On Schlingensief’s Bilderstorungsmaschine (image-disruption machine), see the article of Lars
Koch in this volume.
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mood, using the distancing mechanism of a reported interior monologue; the as-
sembled texts thus stress the reality and perception-shaping function of lan-
guage, they illuminate different scenarios of fear and threat and illustrate how
much the media, first and foremost Hollywood, influence the kinds of fear
that are promulgated and the grounds for fear in the West. Fear, according to
Ernst Bloch’s central thesis (Bloch 1995: 300 —301), is an effect of expectation;
it is directed at what is coming and can therefore be exploited politically and
economically to justify measures designed to prevent a threatening future from
becoming a future threat. The scenarios within which potential dangers are im-
agined come from the stories told by cinema and literature, which serve as
scripts for emotional and cultural fears. Whoever wants to find out and under-
stand - this is the quintessence of Roggla’s analysis — how present-day alarmism
works, with its mixture of fear and desire, must take heed of the rhetoric of sud-
denness in the media and the worst-case scenarios of Hollywood films.

This would provide a description of certain features that seem central to the
principle of disruption with respect to the social formation and societal self-de-
scription: disruptions facilitate a societal self-examination by bringing to light
knowledge of the respective discourses, systems of thought, and their constitu-
tive conditions. Whether literary, filmic or performance-based, fictions are exper-
imental spaces in which to explore a society’s possibilities and options, and so-
cial conditions are codified through ever-the-same plots and matrices.
Disruption is the factor within the cultural work on societal self-descriptions
that opens up this experimental space, that breaks up plots, thus potentially in-
ducing a change. Disruption can produce “counter-stories” that unsettle uniform
narratives, shake up and wake up somnambulistic audiences through new forms
of staging, and show that individual anomalies can be traced back to social pro-
cesses. In the most radical manifestations of disruption, it is a question of creat-
ing an open future, rather than a “defuturization” (Luhmann 1982: 278 - 279) of
the future, or a closing off of future options through narrations or stochastic
processes that anticipate possible events and bind them to the present.

However, it seems impossible for the media to grasp a disruptive event that
cannot be assimilated into a pre-existing series by means of projections of the
past or the present. For Jacques Derrida, “the event as event, as absolute sur-
prise, has to fall on me” (2007: 451). Otherwise, the event would be predictable,
divested of its radicalism. Each and every processing of disasters by the mass
media, every fictional prognosis of a potential accident thematizes disruptive
events that fit into the framework of a familiar system of thought and are thus
perfectly foreseeable. Yet the absolute event, according to Derrida, cannot be cal-
culated, predicted or theorized, since there is no horizon for such an irruptive
disruption. Such an absolute disruption and disaster, such a major, irruptive
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event defies discourse, just as in Roggla’s play, die unvermeidlichen (2010), the
interpreters at a large political conference reflect on their actions as representa-
tives of the media and on the political rituals they are witnessing, yet they are
unable to penetrate to the core of the political event (if one is actually taking
place, that is). Such a fundamental disruption defies appropriation by the
media, and thereby also defies politics and societal self-description. If such a
disruption were ever to irrupt, society would have to be re-thought.
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Moritz Mutter
Scandalous Expectations

Second Order Scandals in Modern Society

1 Art in modern society

Modern society is accustomed to art. In systems theoretical terms, art is one of
the functional systems of modern society (Luhmann 2000). Art certainly is not
everywhere (or maybe it is, but the capacity for acknowledging it still remains
finite), but there is an institutionalized acceptance of its existence. No one can
reasonably be surprised by the fact that artists produce art, art galleries sell
it, and consumers consume it. If this is true, how can art be a disruption?
How can there still be scandals? The bases for this question are not factual as-
sumptions about norms, which are difficult to make, but a public discourse: all
boundaries, moral, political, or aesthetic, seem to have been crossed at least
once or twice. Scandals have become improbable. Yet scandals occur, be it in
an aesthetical or in a moral form. The question, then, is: if modern society is ac-
customed to art and its scandals, how can there still even be scandals? (Wagner-
Egelhaaf 2014: 28)

For a theorist of society, it seems to be quite easy to find and define the
codes under which different functional systems of society operate: payment/
no payment in the economy, government/opposition in politics, true/false in sci-
ence, legal/illegal in the legal system, etc. These codes and media have been de-
scribed by systems theorists Talcott Parsons and Niklas Luhmann (among oth-
ers) in some depth, and most of the analyses seem to have come rather easy
to them. The codes of the economic, political, scientific system seem to be decid-
able as well as to their form as to the respective side of the form. E. g., whether an
action is legal or illegal is a clear and distinct question with a clear and distinct
answer — within the framework of the legal system. There is a general frame (the
functional system), as well as specific organizations like courts that have but one
task: to label actions, if being called upon, as legal or as illegal. The same can be
said of the economic system: it is based on the assumption that it is an observ-
able fact if someone has paid for a product or not. And whether a political party
is in government, or not, also is, under “normal” circumstances, not a question
that takes too long to answer. For these questions to decide, functional systems
develop programs that guide the attribution of the code values. This is the socio-
logical framework for a theory of functional differentiation as laid out by sys-
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tems theorist Niklas Luhmann (in general, see for this Luhmann 2013). Almost all
of modern society’s functional systems work in this manner.

Yet there is one functional system of modern society that does not fit those
schematics, a system that poses the question of its code in the language of its
code and thus complicates things wildly. It is the system of art: while all func-
tional systems use media, the art system, sociologist Armin Nassehi writes,
“makes media themselves visible”* (Nassehi 2006: 183). Not only is there no
clear-cut program for deciding whether a piece of art is beautiful or not; there
is also no institutionalizing mechanism for producing a consensus on a piece
of art; what’s more, the evolution of modern art has made the distinction of beau-
ty vs. ugliness itself doubtful. Performance Theatre, ready-mades, and modern
art in general have made the boundaries of art quite unclear. There is a perma-
nent double indeterminacy in the system of art, concerning the code itself and its
programs, which is quite unusual. While the evolution of modern society in all its
functional subsystems led to institutions for the production of decidability, mod-
ern art counteracts this by systematically producing ambivalence. This is what
makes the system of art so unusual in modern society. In Luhmann’s Art as a
social system, the function of art is defined as follows: “Art radicalizes the differ-
ence between the real and the merely possible in order to show through works of
its own that even in the realm of possibility there is order after all.” (Luhmann
2000: 146) To abstract from the order of reality only to construct an order of the
possible — that does not seem critical at all, much less radical or disruptive. To
project an ordering function even into art seems to be a typically sociological
bias, all the more when Luhmann compares art to a logical calculus (Luhmann
2000: 148). However, this is not as uncommon as one might think (see e.g. Poin-
caré 1910: 105). Once more, sociology presents itself not only as a “science of
order”? (Negt 1974), but as a firm defender of modern society. For the logic of al-
ternative orders is exactly that logic that was given birth to by modern, function-
ally differentiated society (Luhmann 1992: 48). Functional systems are character-
ized by a compulsion for self-substitution; they contain and produce their own
alternatives.

1 “macht Medien selbst sichtbar.”
2 “Ordnungswissenschaft.”
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2 The unobservable world

The production of order in the realm of possibility serves as a special mode “to
make the world appear within the world”: “a work of art is capable of symbol-
izing the reentry of the world into the world because it appears — just like the
world — incapable of emendation.” (Luhmann 2000: 149) But why should the
world be “incapable of emendation,” that is, perfect — while it clearly is not?

For Luhmann, as for Husserl, the world is, in the broadest sense, a horizon.
It is that which in every intentional act remains as that which is not focused on.
Luhmann, trying to avoid the subjectivist view of Husserl, reformulates this ap-
proach in the terms of George Spencer Brown’s calculus of form (Spencer-Brown
1997). Basically, it then reads: the world is the observation itself. Observation, for
Luhmann, consists of two elements: a distinction that “hurts” the world by part-
ing it, and an indication of one side of the distinction. This leaves a twofold
world, divided by the respective difference. The paradox of every binary differ-
ence, however, is the fact that the observation is actually not a twofold but a
threefold scheme. For there to be an observation, there has to be an observer.
As the reference point for Luhmann always is a social system that consists of
communications that, in the moment they emerge, already disappear again,
the observer cannot at the same time observe herself and something else. Ob-
serving herself is always another observation, one that takes place later, even
if it is only slightly. Put in more concrete terms, this means that the observer
is blind towards herself. She has to ignore her own contingency, the contingency
of her distinction. And that in turn means that she ignores that there are other
distinctions that as well as hers divide the world. In the moment of operation,
the observation must consider itself the only possible one. This is, for Luhmann,
not a question of arrogance or blindness or ideology, but of time.

The world, then, re-introduces the possibility of other distinctions by being
an imagined state without distinctions — this unhurt state, of course, could
not be observed because observing implies hurting the world. That is why it
can be said that the observation actually is the world. As it is the distinction
that divides the world, only it, which is not integrated in the twofold distinction
because it is the act of distinguishing itself, can represent the world as that
which must be presupposed for a distinction to be possible, but can never be ob-
served.

More generally speaking, the “world” in Luhmann is the unity of a differ-
ence?, that is, a distinction viewed as one. Like the observation, which can

3 “Einheit einer Differenz.”
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never observe itself, the world is a paradox. It is in-different while it can only be
defined via difference. This can mean a couple of things: first, the “world” can be
the unity of a code, for example, the unity of the difference between power vs.
powerless in the functional system of politics. Second, it can be the unity of
the difference of system and environment. This is, so to speak, the “world” of
systems theory. The world is that which must be presupposed for the distinction
of system and environment to be possible. Thus, even though functional social
subsystems work in an “autopoietic” manner — they have no contact with the
world and reproduce their basic elements themselves — and perceive the world
in very different ways that cannot even be compared to each other, the world
is supposed to be the same for all systems. But even though it is pre-supposed,
it is the distinction that creates it in the first place, that makes it observable by
making it unobservable. So if the world is in fact “incapable of emendation,” it is
only because it is unobservable.

The solution to this unsolvable temporal problem lies in time. The world be-
comes observable only through the use of time. One can try to observe the world of
an observer by distinguishing that world from something else. But that still leaves
one with the problem of one’s own world, which still is the unit of one’s own dis-
tinction, and that can only be observed if another observation distinguishes it, just
like one did with the one before. Second-order observation, the observation of ob-
servations, can solve any number of such problems, but never an infinite number,
which is why every solution of the problem also reproduces it.

Art, this is its secret in Luhmann’s theory, stops this process. A work of art is
“incapable of emendation” because it stops this process of making distinctions
at a certain point: no stroke, no color, no word, no note can be added without
destroying it. In this perspective, art is in fact concerned with order. This is, as
I will show further on, also true on a societal scale.

3 The functionless function of art — Luhmann
and Adorno

In Luhmann, the “world” cannot be observed. To deal with the paradox of ob-
serving the unobhservable world is the function of art. The art system does so
by producing works of art that, like the world itself, seem “incapable of emen-
dation” (Luhmann 2000: 149). It has been noted that this function appears to
be rather useless for society and that it may be more realistic to merge the func-
tion of art with the function of entertainment, that is, the consumption of leisure
time. Niels Werber proposes that art simply absorbs the growing quantities of lei-
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sure time since the nineteenth century (Werber 1996). The function of art, then, is
the absorption of functionless time, meaning time that is not claimed by func-
tional systems like the economy, politics, or religion.

Even though Werber’s definition of the function of art differs from Luh-
mann’s, it is conspicuous that both definitions refer to a notion of dysfunction-
ality (Nassehi 2006: 171, 188); Werber criticizes Luhmann’s concept of the func-
tion of art as functionless, just to introduce his own notion, which is exactly
the absorption of a growing amount of dysfunctional time. Could it be that
there still exists a link between the two definitions? The notion that the function
of art has an intimate relationship to its dysfunctionality is quite traditional. In
Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, it reads: “the necessity of art [...] is its nonnecessity”
(Adorno 2002: 251); “Insofar as a social function can be predicated for artworks,
it is their functionlessness.” (Adorno 2002: 227)

The necessity of art cannot, in Adorno’s opinion, be deduced from a societal
function. This is also the foundational lie the art system tells itself. Its function
cannot tolerate any outside, not even in the subliminal form of a function: “The
necessity of art cannot be propounded more scientifico but rather only insofar as
a work, by the power of its internal unity, gives evidence of being thus-and-only-
thus, as if it absolutely must exist and cannot possibly be thought away.” (Ador-
no 2002: 77) This, once again, reminds us of Luhmann’s notion that works of art
are “incapable of emendation”.

Functional systems, in Luhmann, are “functional” because they solve a gen-
eral problem of society, e.g. the problem of the allocation of goods in the eco-
nomic system or the production of collectively binding decisions in the political
system. But what is the societal problem that such a function of art would ad-
dress? If combined, Werber, Luhmann, and Adorno give a complete description.
Firstly, it serves to absorb leisure time, as Werber suggests, while keeping latent
that it does so, as Adorno describes; for leisure time has to be functionless by its
own definition and self-description; it is that portion of time that is not used up
by functional systems like religion, economy, science, or politics. Adding to its
primary problem, art has to solve a problem concerning its problem. This
meta-problem of the art system, then, is how it might be possible for a functional
system to disguise that it serves a function. As spectators of art, we do not want
to visit a museum knowing that we are just passing time; we tell ourselves we are
doing something deeper. We see, all the time, that art is being bought and sold
on the art market and used for speculation; still, we would never ascribe to art
the function of being sold. We even exclude the artist herself; a work of art, we
think, can never be explained purely out of the intentions of its creator. In these
semantics, we isolate art from all functions beside its self-importance.
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Secondly, according to Luhmann, art would fill this type of dysfunctional
time with a certain sense of order that would otherwise be missing exactly be-
cause of its functionlessness. The closure of a work of art, its pretension to be
perfect, “incapable of emendation,” a world in its own right, is what allows it
to seal itself from the “real” world. In modern society, function is at the core
of social order; the principal order of modern society is the order of functional
differentiation. Art compensates its functionlessness with its compulsion for
order. Abstractly speaking: the function of art is the implementation of function-
less order in the functionless space of leisure time.

4 Scandal as meta-disruption

The art system is a system that produces change to a large extent. “Originality” is
its key value. If change is at the core of art, and everybody knows it, how can
scandals occur in such an environment? How can such scandals be defined in
systems theoretical terms? My suggestion is to define modern scandals as
meta-disruptions. “Disruption” seems to be, on a rudimentary level, a stark dis-
appointment of normative expectations. Expectations are, in a systems theoret-
ical vocabulary, the basis of societal order. Norms are expectations that are
not changed even if they are disappointed. (The counterpart to these are cogni-
tive expectations, which are changed when not met.) The system of art builds up
order, and thus expectations, in two ways: in its works of art, and in its evolution
as a system. These expectations are disappointed all the time — works of art fail,
existing styles are changed, new ones appear — otherwise there would be no evo-
lution, no innovation. But what is it that transforms a variation not into innova-
tion but into a scandal?

For modern society, this question can only be answered by switching to sec-
ond-order observation, that is, by observing observers. Modern society produces
a second, paradox form of expectation: the expectation of disappointment.
Change and innovation are the rule, not the exception. Change is expected to
occur. Taboos are expected to be broken. This expectation creates the illusion
that in fact, no breaking of a taboo could be a scandal. In this way, the art system
and society in general lull themselves. It provides an order that has always al-
ready dealt with its disruptions. This makes it hard to produce scandals, on
the one hand. On the other hand, it seems to enlarge the scale of scandals if
they occur. A modern scandal is a second-order scandal: the real scandal is
that scandals can still occur, even though all boundaries seemed to have been
crossed already, all taboos broken, every transgression made. Much more than
just systems testing their own norms, as Sighard Neckel proposed (Neckel
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1989: 251), in scandals, modern society surprises itself with the mere existence of
a residual normative order. The contents of this order are secondary; its exis-
tence, however, cannot be presupposed in a society that has, in all its subsys-
tems, made the transition to permanent change. Scandals are epistemic events
that make explicit that this order still exists. In this way, scandals are disruptions
that reveal order.

For sociology, engaging is not an option; sociology requires us to remain
calm, to observe what it means when people (e.g. artists) call themselves “en-
gaged,” why they do it and what preconditions and effects it has. This attitude
requires a certain distance that may seem “cold” to the sociologist herself and
to her observers. But it pays; in the case of scandals, it can make us see what
society cannot see.

It makes us see that the claim that scandals are no longer possible, because
all boundaries have already been crossed, is exactly the precondition for the per-
sistence of the scandalous. The assumption that scandals can no longer occur is
exactly what drives the (post-?)modern economy of scandals. In other words:
modern art shows the possibility of an order that the theorist of modern society
cannot presuppose for modern society any more. Society and art mutually reas-
sure each other of a residual form of order.

5 Conclusion

And yet Jean Baudrillard has suggested that the norms that are “defended” in scan-
dals actually do not exist (Baudrillard 1978: 28); the function of scandal would,
then, be a simulation of norms rather than the proof of their existence. My sugges-
tion in this article is that it is both; or, rather, that it does not make that much of a
difference. I will base this idea on the theory of “pluralistic ignorance”.

The theory of pluralistic ignorance (Katz and Allport 1931), which is also
used in systems theory, is the notion that norms that are believed to be shared
can be as powerful as norms that are shared. The concept is simple: “Pluralistic
ignorance is a psychological state characterized by the belief that one’s private
attitudes and judgments are different from those of others, even though one’s
public behavior is identical.” (Prentice and Miller 1993: 244) This produces
norms that are being followed, even though they are not, internally, shared. Peo-
ple who act according to pluralistic ignorance believe that their “own behavior
may be driven by social pressure, but they assume that other people’s identical
behavior is an accurate reflection of their true feelings.” (Prentice and Miller
1993: 244)
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In the field of scandal, this leads to the following hypothesis. Even if the dense
process of scandal with its tendency of personalization is not effective in producing
norms, it might still be one of the most effective ways of producing pluralistic ig-
norance on norms. Scandals do not, this means, actually repair damaged norms
of society; instead, they reinforce the belief that such norms exist. Scandals sup-
press the fact that the norms in question are not actually shared by the individuals
involved. Pluralistic ignorance is one of the mechanisms that manage the differ-
ence of norms and knowledge, like the rule of law. Normally, these are opposed.
Normative expectations are exactly those expectations that are kept even when
people do not act according to them. The rule of law transforms normative ques-
tions into cognitive ones: the question, “Is it right to do s0?,” is transformed into
the question, “What consequences will it entail?,” which is something one can ob-
jectively know. Pluralistic ignorance, on the other hand, transforms knowledge
about norms into norm-oriented behavior.

In his critique of the functional theory of scandals (Kepplinger 2009), that is,
the conception that scandals per se have a sanitizing function in society, Hans
Mathias Kepplinger has claimed that most scandals never even get scandalized
by the media. Most of them are ignored. In the case of Germany, Kepplinger cur-
rently counts 250 potential scandals per annum, which clearly shows that scan-
dals are not, as Wolfgang Weigel called it, “the Externality Case” (Weigel 1999).
Scandals are common. Scandalization is not. Only 25 of these 250 scandals make
it into the national media and thus actually become mediatized scandals. The
public, this means, remains ignorant of 90% of all scandalizable events and
facts. This fact not only confirms the notion that scandalization is in fact improb-
able, but also the thesis of pluralistic ignorance.

To conclude, I will sum up my argument:

1. Modern society is one of permanent change. This produces the notion that
most norms have vanished.

2. Scandalization is unlikely. This is what makes scandals even more potent
whenever they do occur.

3. Scandals show that the notion in (1) is not completely accurate. Some norms
still exist. Scandals reveal these norms. These norms are deeply embedded
in the function of modern society. They are norms that protect the different
functional systems from each other.

4. Scandals do not reinforce these norms. They have normative effects, but
these do not lie in the repair of norms.

5. Instead, they reinforce the pluralistic ignorance of the non-existence of
norms. After a scandal, people will resume to believing in the abandonment
of all morals.

6. The whole process can be iterated: return to (1).
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Mario Grizelj
Ekstasis and Paradoxa

The Miracle as Disruption

“And they were astonished with a great astonishment.” (Mark 5.42)

The following line of reasoning is really quite straightforward: miracles can be
regarded as moments of disruption and, precisely as such moments of disrup-
tion, they possess the positive quality of initiating redemption, recognition,
truth, epiphany, exaltation, or a being-seized (Ergriffenheit). In the form of a
miracle, disruption is not only a disruption, mistake, or rush but a category of
knowledge; in the form of a disruption, a miracle is not merely a category of
knowledge, but a problem that simultaneously also marks its own solution to
a problem.

Reflecting on miracles almost inevitably places one in the position of having
to argue in theological terms or least of having to consider theological discourse.
After all, a miracle (whatever its ontological and epistemological status) is a re-
ligious event.! In what follows, this theological aspect will by no means be de-
nied; however, this chapter focuses in formal logical terms on the miracle as a
“terminus technicus fiir eine Form der Irritation” [terminus technicus for a form
of irritation] (Tyradellis 2011: 17). Miracles will be understood as a specific
form of disruption to the expected order, as moments that make the disruption
itself part of a religious event. Miracles do not function as miracles in spite of the
fact that they disrupt, but because of and by means of that very disrupting.

1 Anarchy and order

Miracles are questionable and uncertain extraordinary events. They astonish,
fascinate, or frighten. They can be described as astonishing intrusions of the im-

Translation from the German by Jason Blake.

1 In Latin and English, in stark contrast to German, one can easily differentiate between mira-
bilia (natural wonders, profane, relative) and miracula (transcendental miracles, sacred, abso-
lute), and between wonder (an unusual event) and miracle (an unusual, religious event in refer-
ence to a transcendent God or some sort of transcendent power). In German no similar difference
between “wonder” and “miracle” asserts itself. For a Thomistic viewpoint on this matter, see Ma-
tuschek (1991: 70).

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110580082-004
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possible and of the unexpected that (mostly) suggest the transcendental. Be-
cause their epistemological and ontological status is uncertain, they are very
much in need of explanation. For the modern observer, miracles generally indi-
cate marginal phenomena that are written off as the mere superstitions of an an-
tiquated, anti-modern religiosity, or as illusions. According to the secularization
thesis, and in line with the “linear decline of religion in the form of an increasing
secularization, a privatization of religious attitudes and of a rationalization of re-
ligious worldviews” (Geppert and Kossler 2011: 18),> miracles should no longer
play a structure-forming role; at best, they might function as historical labels
for describing bygone eras. But if we examine the secularization thesis more
closely, we see that though modernity may have “effectively disenchanted or
at least diminished the attractiveness of many traditional worlds of wonder,”
it also established its own, modernized worlds of wonder as well as a variety
of mutually competing modes for observing those wonders (Geppert and Kossler
2011: 15).2 If we accept this, a research path opens that allows us “to overcome
the research-limiting opposition of the terms disenchantment and re-enchant-
ment,” because it brings to light the “changing interaction between miraculous
events and miraculous acts within both the religious and the secular thought
and knowledge systems” of modernity (Geppert and Kssler 2011: 15).* By observ-
ing miracles and the questions connected to them — questions such as which so-
cial and discourse formations render miracles plausible or implausible, which
orders of knowledge assume an ontology of the miracle and which attribute
them to superstition, which narrative, rhetorical, performative, pragmatic, insti-
tutional and political means make plausible the ontology of miracles and belief
in miracles — we can challenge the simple replacement model according to
which enlightened modern times used rationality to supplant miracles and belief
in miracles. Miracles, thus, are both the object of observation and the moment of
observing, since miracles are employed as a medium that makes it possible to
describe models of reality, knowledge, and society.

2 “linearen Religionsverfalls in Form einer zunehmenden Entkirchlichung, Privatisierung reli-
gidser Einstellungen sowie einer Rationalisierung religioser Weltbilder.”

3 “viele iiberkommene Wunderwelten effektiv entzauberte oder zumindest deren Attraktivitat
minderte”; “forschungshemmenden Begriffsgegensatz von Ent- und Wiederverzauberung zu
tiberwinden.”

4 “wandelnde Umgang mit wunderhaften Begebenheiten und wundersamen Handeln inner-
halb der zugleich religiosen und sdkularen Denk- und Wissenssysteme” Also Gess contests
the dichotomy of “Fortschritt versus Entzauberung” [progress versus disenchantment] (2013:

129).
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To put it more pointedly, we can say that it is only through the observation of
miracles that the specific modernity of modern times — that is, the simultaneous
existence of religious and secular orders, the simultaneous existence of enchant-
ment and disenchantment, and the afterlife of the religious (Treml and Weidner
2007) in modern literature, art and culture — is made visible. This is because
modern considerations of the extraordinary can thematize, problematize, and
historicize the ordering structures of modern society, “its social constitution, as-
sumptions of normality and the limits of knowledge” (Geppert and Kossler 2011:
15).% 1t is precisely the marginal and the unusual, the inexplicable and the exor-
bitant, the disrupting and the disturbing, that sharpen the eye for what is “cen-
tral” and “normal,” for what is self-understood and usual within a society. It
comes down to describing modernity and its literature and culture in terms of
its disruptive moments, of its ambivalences and incommensurabilities — not
for the sake of the disruptions themselves, but in order to use these disruptions
to help us understand the ordering patterns of modernity. As Alexander Geppert
and Till Kossler phrase it:

By studying miracles, one can concentrate and connect manifold debates about the limits
of perception, cognition and knowledge in the 20" century. Miracles stood in a highly am-
bivalent relationship to Western, supposedly enlightened societies. As sudden and unex-
pected intrusions of the inexplicable into existing orders they formed a counterpoint to
the established social conceptions which, on the one hand, were characterized precisely
by trust in the present and the future calculability and configurability [of nature and the
environment], and, on the other hand, by the readability and controllability of nature
and the environment. As extreme cases of inexplicable interruptions of normality, as unex-
pected and awe-inducing transcendences, as “fleeting errors in the system,” they represent-
ed challenges for contemporary orders of thinking, pondering and believing that lay be-
yond the question of whether miracles in fact existed. In the raging debates,
fundamental assumptions about reality and epistemology were always open for discussion
and always negotiated anew. (2011: 15)°

5 “ihre soziale Konstituierung, Normalitdtsannahmen und Wissensgrenzen.”

6 “Durch die Untersuchung von Wundern lassen sich die vielfdltigen Debatten um die Grenzen
von Wahrnehmung, Erkenntnis und Wissen im 20. Jahrhundert biindeln und aufeinander bezie-
hen. Wunder standen in einer héchst ambivalenten Beziehung zu den westlichen, vermeintlich
aufgeklarten Gesellschaften. Als plotzliche und unerwartete Einbriiche des Unerklarbaren in ge-
gebene Ordnungen bildeten sie einen Gegenpol zu den etablierten Gesellschaftsvorstellungen,
welche gerade von Vertrauen in Plan- und Gestaltbarkeit von Gegenwart und Zukunft einerseits,
in Les- und Kontrollierbarkeit von Natur und Umwelt andererseits geprdagt waren. Als Extrem-
falle unerklarlicher Unterbrechungen von Normalitdt, als unerwartete und Staunen hervorru-
fende Transzendierungen, als ‘Fliichtige Fehler im System’, stellten sie jenseits der Frage nach
ihrer faktischen Existenz Herausforderungen fiir zeitgentssische Wissens-, Denk- und Glauben-
sordnungen dar. Immer standen in den schnell aufbrandenden Debatten grundlegende Annah-
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The very claim that an event is inexplicable or impossible is a fundamental epis-
temological statement, which depends on historical, socio-structural, cultural,
and epistemological variables. In the Middle Ages the possibility or impossibility
of miracles differed from in modernity because the conceptions of reality were
not the same. That these conceptions of reality varied, and how they varied,
can be read succinctly in the concept of the miracle. In the Middle Ages laws
of nature were not yet as binding as they would come to be, so there was
more room for the impossible than in modernity, since in the Middle Ages and
into the Baroque “the order of nature appeared fundamentally violable” (Blu-
menberg 2009: 19).” Thus, the extraordinary could, fundamentally, always pen-
etrate into an uncertain, unknown, and uncontrollable nature (albeit still as
an exception), because miracles always stood above nature as evidence of the
transcendent or the omnipotence of God. Moreover, because the Reformation,
with its desire to explain miracles rationally, had not yet taken place, the Middle
Ages were more receptive to the inexplicable, and miracles (albeit still as excep-
tions) were the order of the day. Only after the Middle Ages does this change,
when the “idea of a nature that follows immanent laws” appears (Offen 2011:
25).% Nature then becomes more and more transparent, and discursively and
technically controllable (at least according to the scheme of a discursively-nego-
tiated world, which starts in the Renaissance and is consummated in the Enlight-
enment).® With that change, modernity’s historical upheavals of basic epistemo-
logical assumptions become more pronounced. The inexplicable and the
impossible are used as labels to help zoom in on the historical, socio-structural,
epistemological, and culturally-conditioned delineations of the normal and the
exceptional, of the discursive and the monstrous, of language and the world,
of perception and the world, of the sensible and the intelligible, of nature and
spirit (Daston and Park 1998). The idea is that the “miraculous” in particular
can be used to observe and explain assumptions about reality and about social
formations.*®

men {iber Realitdat und Epistemologie zur Disposition und wurden stets wieder aufs Neue ver-
handelt.”

7 “Naturordnung grundsitzlich als durchbrechbar erschien.”

8 “Idee einer immanenten Gesetzen folgenden Natur.”

9 On the transition from a dangerous, through a manageable, to an enjoyable nature, see Bege-
mann (1987); on the transition to a scientific world view, see Frye (2011: 36—37).

10 Though the difference between “miracle” and “wonder” is more pronounced in English than
in German, I nevertheless emphasize that in this paper “miraculous” designates something that
is closely linked to a religiously coded miracle, rather than a merely “wonderful” or “fantastic”
occurrence.
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In a roundabout way, the miraculous reveals that social, epistemic, pragmat-
ic, and institutional models of reality, which have become routine, are in fact dis-
ruptable and thus negotiable and even fragile constructs. Reading miracles as
figures of uncertain existence, as figures of disruption, serves to undermine so-
cial and epistemic orders, but it also serves to reorganize them. The miracle:

is capable [...] of offering phantasmatic “explanations” and “justifications” and precisely
therein of assuming cultural orientation functions. But it is also capable of creating confu-
sion in habits of thought and in what is supposedly self-understood, or of rendering visible
the culturally contradictory. (Begemann, Herrmann and Neumeyer 2008: 9—10)"

This perspective can be correlated to a contemporary definition of miracles:

Believed to be impossible, miracles are transgressions of existing knowledge and thought
limits which, for that reason, give rise to awe-inducing alternative concepts of order, and
which are often interpreted as manifestations of the transcendent. (Geppert and Kossler
2011: 38)*2

Hence, social and epistemic orders are not established in opposition to question-
able figures, but in explicit confrontation with them. That which is questionable
and ambiguous about miracles is not merely ordered away, and furthermore
order does not come into being merely in spite of the miracle’s uncertainty
but because of it. It is on the ambiguous, phantasmatic, and transgressive as-
pects of the miracle — those moments that constitute its disruptive potential —
that the stability of an order can be tested and subverted, engendering new or-

11 “vermag es, [...] phantasmatische ‘Erklarungen’ und ‘Begriindungen’ zu bieten und gerade
darin kulturelle Orientierungsleistungen zu tibernehmen. Er vermag es aber auch, Verwirrung
in Denkgewohnheiten und vermeintlichen Selbstverstdandlichkeiten zu stiften oder kulturell Wi-
derspriichliches sichtbar zu machen.” — The authors ascribe this ability to order and to confuse
at one and the same time to the figure of the vampire. However, in my view this function can
also be ascribed to the miraculous. Vampires and miracles are figures of questionable existence
which, in spite of their many specific differences, are formally and syntactically analogous at a
higher level of abstraction. Moreover, Begemann’s essay “Die Metaphysik der Vampire” very con-
vincingly shows that there are extremely close relationships of equivalence and correspondence
between vampires and Christian religious codes.

12 “Wunder sind fiir unmdglich gehaltene und daher Staunen erregende Transgressionen exist-
ierender Wissens- und Denkgrenzen, die alternative Ordnungsentwiirfe aufscheinen lassen und
héufig als Manifestationen von Transzendenz gedeutet werden.”
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ders that encourage another way of dealing with the ambiguous, the impossible,
and the phantasmatic.”

Daniel Weidner shows, referring specifically to the Enlightenment, that “not
only is the miraculous central for Enlightenment knowledge, it is no less impor-
tant for knowledge about the Enlightenment” (Weidner 2010: 123)." In other
words, miracles allow us not only to observe especially keenly a society’s as-
sumptions of normality, and thus also of alterity, but they also illuminate the
shifts, transgressions, and structural uncertainties of social, epistemic, and sym-
bolic orders, as well as the limits of their knowledge and discourse.” Alexander
Geppert and Till Kossler speak of a “potenziell anarchischen Qualitit” [potential-
ly anarchic quality] of miracles on which new orders, new forms of knowledge,
can be established, which hold out the prospect of more possibilities (2011: 38).%¢
But in the confrontation with this anarchy old patterns can also be confirmed, for
just as miracles can destabilize (discontinuity), so, too, can they stabilize or even
“contribute to the restoration or restoring of a world that has come out of joint”
(continuity) (Geppert and Kossler 2011: 38)."

2 €kotaoig and mopado&a

But what can be designated a “miracle”? A major initial problem can be ob-
served if we go back to the history of the Greek terms. In the Greek of the
New Testament there is no superordinate term for a miracle. In terms of form
and genre theory — and in contrast, for example, to the homogeneous use of

13 Orsi is entirely in line with my perspective when he speaks of miracles and the sacred as
being of a fundamental ambivalence: “The ‘sacred’ [...] is the space of activity, engagement, am-
bivalence, and doubleness” (1997: 12).

14 “Wunder [...] nicht nur zentral fiir das Wissen der Aufkldrung, sondern nicht weniger wichtig
fiir das Wissen von der Aufklarung.” Weidner shows that in miracles not only knowledge and an
amorphous non-knowledge are condensed, but that various forms of non-knowledge can be
identified (2010: 123). Thus, miracles serve to produce order in that which lies beyond order.
15 Tyradellis speaks analogously of the miracle as a “Wunde” [wound], as an “Offnung in der
Welt” [opening in the world] which, in exceeding the expected, “Mehr an Mdglichkeiten ver-
spricht” [promises more possibilities]; the metaphor of the wound is well-chosen, since it (espe-
cially in a religious framework) is always doubly encoded: as a wound that irritates and hurts,
and as a wound that serves as a medium for finding salvation (as in stigmata or the Passion of
Christ) (2011: 13).

16 The authors are referring to Orsi’s “Everyday Miracles.” See also Kahl’s instructive essay
“Neutestamentliche Wunder als Verfahren des In-Ordnung-Bringens.”

17 “zur Restauration oder Erneuerung einer gefihrdeten oder aus den Fugen geratenen Welt
beitragen.”



Ekstasis and Paradoxa =— 43

the term parable (parabole) — “miracle” is used inconsistently and heterogene-
ously. Instead of a single term we find different semantic fields. First, there is
the Greek 10 Tépag (to téras; ta Tépata [ta térata]l = miracle, sign, token)
which, in combination with onpelov (sémeion), became the catchphrase “signs
and wonders” (onpeia kal Tépata; sémeia kai terata), but this combination ap-
pears only sixteen times in the New Testament.’® Of primary significance is
that ta térata indicates a moment of amplificatio, it is a matter of exaggeration,
of something sensational that, precisely for that reason, points to the extraordi-
nary and the exorbitant; and yet the use of amplificatio does not seem particu-
larly well suited for characterizing an act of Jesus, since these acts surpass the
sensational and the exorbitant.’ Jesus’s miracles may indeed be sensational,
which is why the people are beside themselves, astonished beyond measure
(see below), but precisely because such events surpass the sensational, no lex-
ical label is homogenously and consistently used to designate them. Further-
more, things become lexically problematic when ta térata and ta sémeia are
used to designate false wonders.?® The Synoptic tradition invariably uses the
combination onueia kai Tépata when referring, critically, to “false Christs and
false prophets” (e.g. Mk 13.22). In the Gospel according to John, however, the
compound is divided, and “miracle” (ta sémeia) (without ta térata) now refers
to the miracles of Jesus (see, for example, Jn 2.11, 4.54, 6.2, 6.14, 9, 16, 11.47,

18 See Zimmermann (2011: 98; 2013: 19 -20). See also the entry “Semeion” at Bible Study Tool
<http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/semeion.html>; for an analysis of terms in
the primary sources, see Weif3 (1995). Weif3 shows that the pair forms a “terminus technicus der
Missionssprache” [terminus technicus of mission language] and points to the “Funktionstréger,
nicht aber auf konkrete Handlungen wie Heilungen” [the function holders, but not to concrete
acts such as healing] (Weif3 1995: 144 —145). (Zimmermann 2013: 20); on this mission thesis,
see Weif}’s exhaustive argument in Zeichen und Wunder (1995: 94—115).

19 This is why the term ta térata appears so infrequently and why Jesus’s acts are not designat-
ed as “tépatéiau (terateiai)” (Zimmermann 2013: 20). On the especially drastic aspect of miracles
in the Gospel of John, see Welck (1994: 61-62). — Unless otherwise stated, the Greek bible pas-
sages and are taken from the Novum Testamentum Graece (Nestle-Aland 2013). The correspond-
ing quotations in English are from the King James Version, the German from the Einheitsiiber-
setzung and the Luther Bible.

20 An example: “For there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great
signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect” (Mt
24.24; my emphasis); “EyepBnoovtal yap Pevdoyplotol kai PevSompogiital, ki Swoovowy
onueia peyéha kol Tépata Oote Thavijoat, el Suvatov, kai ToUG EkAektovg” (my emphasis). Pos-
itive use of the compound “signs and wonders” is, in contrast, found primarily in Paul (see Weif3
1995: 41-72); on “signs and lying wonders” (2 Thes 2.9), see Weif3 (1995: 139 —-141).
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12.37 and 20.30).** Thus, in John we can speak of a reasonably uniform use of the
term ta sémeia for referring to the miracles of Jesus.?

Since in the New Testament miracles are usually aimed at expressing the
power of God, the terms &pyov (ergon; works, e.g. Jn 10.25-38) and Svvauig (dy-
namis; mighty works, e.g. Mk 6.2, Lk 10.13, 19.37) appear. In referring to the ter-
minological vagueness and doubt about the status of Jesus’s acts, one can speak
of a “contentiousness that is inherent to the phenomenon of miracles” (Zimmer-
mann 2011: 100).?® Crucial here is that this conceptual inconsistency in referring
to miracles is redirected to the level of observation. As Ruben Zimmermann
notes,

Instead of a fixed terminus technicus and an accompanying text type we more frequently
encounter verbal constructions that describe the reaction of people to the acts of Jesus
with the verb thaumazein: they “wonder” (see Lk 11.14) and “are amazed.” (Zimmermann
2011: 99)*

Evidently the contentiousness of the miracle phenomenon is difficult to clarify at
the object level. The terms used make it clear that the key question is not “What
is a miracle?” but “What effect do the miracles of Jesus have on the observers?”
Accordingly, as Zimmermann determines, the Greek noun designating a miracle
“to Baduaocav (pl. ta Bavudowa ta thaumasia) [...] is used not at all, [while] the
nominalized adjective Oavudotov (thaumasion) is encountered only once (Mt
21.15)” (2013: 22).% In contrast, the verb “Oavulw (thaumazo - to be amazed, as-

21 In John 4.48, meanwhile, the composition is used again, though with a negative tinge. Jesus
criticizes the people for their lack of belief: “Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not be-
lieve.” Zimmermann points out that in the Synoptics, in stark contrast to John, “onpeiov niemals
auf Handlungen bezogen wird, die der irdische Jesu vollbracht hat. Stattdessen werden damit
kiinftige Zeichen (Mk 13,4; 16,17—20; Mt 26,48) benannt oder von Jesus erwartete Zeichen.” [on-
pelov never refers to acts that the earthly Jesus has completed. Rather, it designates future signs
(Mk 13.4, 16.17- 20, Mt 26.48) or signs expected from Jesus] (2013: 21).

22 On the systematic use of the term onueiov in the Gospel of John, see Welck (1994:
esp. 49-58).

23 “Umstrittenheit, die dem Wunderphdnomen selbst anhaftet.”

24 “Statt eines festen Terminus technicus und einer dazugehorigen Textsorte treffen wir hdufiger
verbale Konstruktionen an, die die Reaktion von Menschen auf das Wirken Jesu mit dem Verb
thaumazein beschreiben: sie ‘staunen’ und ‘wundern sich’ (see Lk 11,14).” Lk 11.14 reads “And
he was casting out a devil, and it was dumb. And it came to pass, when the devil was gone
out, the dumb spake; and the people wondered.”

25 “to Bavpaocav (pl. ta Bavpdoia ta thaumasia) |...] [ist] kein einziges Mal verwendet, [und] das
substantivierte Adjektiv favudotov (thaumasion) begegnet nur einmal (Mt 21,15).” Zimmer-
mann’s claim should be qualified however, since “ta favudowa ta thaumasia” does indeed ap-
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tonished) [appears] 43 times, 31 times in the Gospels, and the adjective
Oavpaotog (thaumastos) is encountered a further 6 times” (Zimmermann 2013:
22).%° Here, miracles are described as a phenomenon of effect. One observes
the miraculous by observing the people experiencing or witnessing the unusual
event. With that, the focus is shifted because, although miracles are acts testify-
ing to Jesus being the Son of God, they primarily serve to illustrate the perform-
ative and rhetorical impact of the divine. Underlining the astonishment — that is,
emphasizing the observing and not the observed — makes it evident that a mira-
cle’s decisive aspect lies not its ontological status but in the sensory recognition
that arises from being seized by awe. The point is to experience Jesus as the Son
of God through sensory recognition. Because the people are entirely seized in
their physical being, the miracles of Jesus are an entirely corporeal, polysensory,
and multimedial experience: Jesus speaks (Jn 11.42: “And when he thus had spo-
ken, he cried with a loud voice, Lazarus, come forth”) or Jesus touches someone
and applies bodily fluids (Mk 7.33: “And he took [the deaf-mute] aside from the
multitude, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spit, and touched his
tongue.” Mk 8.23: “And he took the blind man by the hand [...] and when he
had spit on his eyes, and put his hands upon him, he asked him if he saw
ought”*). In terms of religious history this of course is a matter of “Kraftiibertra-
gung” (Ueberschaer 2013: 326), the transfer of power through healing gestures
and touching, but it also presents the “Ganzkdrperlichkeit” of Jesus, the fact
this it is a total-body experience — one which includes words and gesture but
also bodily contact, and one which finds its counterpart in the fact that the ob-
servers are entirely seized. After the passage in which Jesus cures the deaf-dumb,

pear in the Bible, namely, in the Gospel according to Matthew: “i86vteg 8¢ ol Gpylepeis kai ol
YPOUHOTETG TG Bavpdoia & émoinoev kol ToLG TATSOG TOUG KpAlovTag &V 1) lepd kal Aéyovtag,
Qooavvd 1@ vie Aavid, fyavaktnoav.” “And when the chief priests and scribes saw the wonder-
ful things that he did, and the children crying in the temple, and saying, Hosanna to the Son of
David; they were sore displeased” (Mt 21.15). Not the nominalized adjective but avpdota (= neu-
tral plural of the adjective Bavpaatog, ov) is used.

26 “Oavulw (thaumazd - sich wundern, staunen) 43 mal, davon in den Evangelien 31-mal auf,
das Adjektiv avpaotog (thaumastos) begegnet noch 6-mal.” Also mentioned at BibleStudyTool
is that thaumazo appears 46 times and thaumastos 7 times (<http://www.
biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/kjv/thaumazo.html>; <http://www.biblestudytools.com/lex
icons/greek/kjv/thaumastos.html>). — A suitable example: “And he departed, and began to pub-
lish in Decapolis how great things Jesus had done for him: and all men did marvel.” (Mk 5.20)
“Da ging der Mann weg und verkiindete in der ganzen Dekapolis, was Jesus fiir ihn getan hatte,
und alle staunten” (Einheitsiibersetzung); in Luther: “und jedermann verwunderte sich.”

27 1t is for good reason that Ueberschaer’s essay is entitled ““Mit allen Sinnen leben!” (zur Hei-
lung des Taubstummen in Mk 7,31-37).” She writes of the dominance of “Gesten und Beriihrun-
gen” [gestures and touching] (2013: 324).
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for example, one reads: “And [they] were beyond measure astonished, saying,
He hath done all things well: he maketh both the deaf to hear, and the dumb
to speak” (Mk 7.37). The observers are astonished “beyond measure,”*® which im-
plies not only an astonishment of thought but a polysensoral apprehension. For
this purpose the word éknAnoow (ekpléssé) is used: to strike out, to be utterly
amazed, dumbfounded, to be left at a loss from witnessing the incredible, but
also astonishment (see also Lk 9.43).? However, it must be emphasized that
only in Mk 7.37 and Luke 9.43 does ekplésso refer to the miracles of Jesus,
since otherwise the people are amazed and astonished at Jesus’s words as he
proclaims his doctrine (e.g. Mt 7.28, 13.54, 19.25, 22.33, Mk 1.22, 11.18, Lk
4.32).3° This, however, implies that Jesus’s words are not only understood and
interpreted but also, above all, experienced and ingested in sensory terms.
Jesus’s words are therefore more than words; they always also entail a seizing
and grabbing hold of the entire, sensory and intelligible individual. They are di-
rected not only at the body and the mind, but also at initiating understanding of
the message qua and through the body.

The decisive element in the miraculous is not the existence of the miracle
but the experiencing of the miracle through the observers. Indeed, an existential
transformation occurs in them: “at the end of 7.37 Mark wants to show that the
encounter with Jesus existentially changes and fills the people with astonish-
ment and wonder. They proclaim Jesus to be the one who gives life a new qual-
ity” (Ueberschaer 2013: 329).3 Interesting for our purposes is not the theological
dimension of salvation but the media-theory argument that miracles address all
the senses and that the key to interpreting miracles lies not in the ontology of
miracles but in this: the miracle is a total-body experience that seizes the observ-
er multimedially. In terms of media theory, here the salvation history functions
not as a proclamation of God’s word but as an “Epiphanie gottlicher Kraft” [ep-
iphany of divine power] (Weif3 1995: 117). In such a way, miracles are not to be

28 Luther’s translation is in harmony with the King James Version: “Und sie wunderten sich
iiber die MafSen”.

29 English, of course, allows also the sonorous translation: “to strike one out of self-posses-
sion” (<http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/ekplesso.html>).

30 Further terms radically expressing the astounding, gripping, shocking, or estranging effects
of Jesus’s miracles and words are é0apfndnoav (ethambéthésan, to be amazed and astonished;
Mk 1.27, 10.24, 10.32) or, even stronger, épopnodnoav (ephobéthésan, to be horrified, shocked,
afraid (Mk 5.15, Lk 8.35, Lk 5.26) and @6Bw (phobo) or @6Bov (phobou), see also Zimmermann
(2013: 14-15).

31 “Mit dem Chorschluss in 7,37 mochte Markus zeigen, dass die Begegnung mit Jesus existen-
ziell verandert und den Menschen in Erstaunen und Verwunderung versetzt. Sie verkiindigen
Jesus als denjenigen, der dem Leben eine neue Qualitdt schenkt.”
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interpreted, but lived and experienced. That said, the experience should not rest
at the level of being seized and astonished. Rather, by being seized and enchant-
ed people should gain insight into the truth of the kerygma (Weif3 1995). Epiph-
any, being seized, being astonished, and being enchanted do not stand in oppo-
sition to insight and understanding, since the former gives rise to the latter. This
emphasis on sensory knowledge makes miracles (also) aesthetic phenomena be-
cause, firstly, it is not a matter of observing the object, but of the sensory rela-
tionship to this object. And, since sensory knowledge can never be immediate,
it is, second, a matter of medial employment and the media-induced potential
of miracles to effect action. It therefore comes as no surprise when categories
come into play that smack of aesthetics, for example, when one reads that ulti-
mately “not the action [object level] but the appearance [effect and observer
level] of divine dynamis [...] is raised to the decisive criterion” (Weif3 1995:
119).3> And neither is it surprising when miracle discussion is replete with meta-
phors evoking theatre:

The religious miracle is, in addition to its existential function as emergency aid, a “show-
piece” made for the senses, a divine rhetorical device for arousing attention and amaze-
ment, a brilliant proof of his omnipotence and it leads via amazement to conversion of
the doubters. (Schierz 2007: 13)*

With this shift to the rhetorical and the aesthetic, however, ambivalence also
necessarily comes into play. Wolfgang Weif3 points out that with the emphasis
on the “phenomenon” it is not the message that legitimizes the miracle, but
the miracle that legitimizes the message (Weif3 1995: 119, note 293).

Christian Welck, meanwhile, shows that the Gospel according to John has
formal and narratological ruptures and inconsistencies precisely when it
comes to miracles. The narration of miracles (histoire) is reflected in the mode
of narration (discours), and through “insertions, accentuations and additions [...]
the representation of the miracles is compromised in its linearity, it [...] negatively
affects the miracle in its linearity, negating its single-stranded nature” (Welck

32 “nicht die Tat [Objektebene], sondern die Erscheinung [Wirk- und Beobachterebene] gottlich-
er Dynamis [...] zum entscheidenden Kriterium erhoben wird.”

33 “Das religiose Wunder ist, neben seiner existentiellen Funktion als Nothilfe, ein ‘Schaus-
tlick’, fiir die Sinne gemacht, ist rhetorisches Mittel Gottes zur Erregung von Aufmerksamkeit
und Staunen, ist glanzvoller Ausweis seiner Allmacht und fiihrt iiber das Staunen zur Bekeh-
rung der Zweifler.” In connection with this, Schierz speaks further of a “menschlichen Bediirfnis
der Verifikation durch sinnliche Erfahrung” [human need for verification through sensory expe-
rience] (2007: 13).
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1994: 62— 63).>* The ambiguity of a miracle forces an ambiguous narrating of the
same. Further, Christian Welck speaks of the broken nature of the narrative struc-
ture and especially of the fact that this brokenness is to be interpreted as having
a calculated effect on the reader (1994: 250 —254). For Welck this ambivalence,
disruption and brokenness is theologically productive. The reader who is repeat-
edly disturbed by the fractured narrative structure becomes a more careful, a
more accurate reader,

which enables him to identify the disruptive as an element of an innovative, peculiar liter-
ary context beyond the expected, through which a new, peculiar divine bearing towards
people is made evident. From the narratively surprising factors, the reader can and should
arrive at what is for him a surprising insight into the universality and thus also the current
relevance of what has been represented. (Welck 1994: 253)*

Once again it is not the theological argument itself that is of interest, but the lit-
erary-theoretical and media-theoretical figure of argumentation: first, these per-
meate through the moments of ambivalence, uncertainty, disruption and frac-
ture, and, second, these moments permeate the polysensory and multimedial-
rhetorical sense of being seized. And it becomes apparent that the miraculous
is not observable through rationalization and discourse, but through enduring
its astonishing ambiguity.

To sharpen the argument, we can turn our attention to a much-discussed
Bible passage — much-discussed because in this passage, more than anywhere
else, the object level and the observer level correlate so closely, and because
the observers are amazed and gripped to the point of fear. This is an amplificatio
that concentrates and distills the previous considerations of miracles. In Luke
5.17—-26 Jesus heals a paralytic and one reads:

And they were all amazed, and they glorified God, and were filled with f e a r, saying, We
have seen strange things to day. (LK 5.26; my emphasis).

Kai &kotaoig ENaBev &rmavtag kai £80Ealov TOV B0V, kal EMAodnoav ¢ 6 B o U Aéyovteg Ot
EiSopev mapadota oripepov.®®

34 “Einschiibe, Akzentuierungen und Nachtrige wird [...] die Darstellung des Wunders in seiner
Geradlinigkeit beeintrdchtigt, die Einstrangigkeit aufgehoben.”

35 “das es ihm erlaubt, das Storende als Element eines neuartigen, eigentiimlichen literari-
schen Zusammenhangs jenseits des erwarteten zu erkennen, durch welchen ihm ein neuartiges,
eigentiimliches Handeln Gottes gegeniiber den Menschen vor Augen gefiihrt wird. An erzdhler-
isch {iberraschenden Ziigen kann und soll der Leser zu der fiir ihn {iberraschenden Einsicht in
die Universalitit und so auch Aktualitiit des Dargestellten kommen.”

36 “Da gerieten alle aufSer sich; sie priesen Gott und sagten voller F u r ¢ h t: Heute haben wir
etwas Unglaubliches gesehen.” (LK 5.26).
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Significant here is, first of all, that we have a new term at the observer level,
namely: €kotoolg (ekstasis, ecstasy, to be beyond oneself, be utterly amazed,
or even in a “trance”). This term appears in the Greek New Testament seven
times and marks a significant increase over favulw (thaumazo), £0oppndnoav
(ethambéthésan) and also over ékmAnoow (ekpléssd). Ekstasis is used, in addition
to Luke 5.26, once again, this time with the striking translation “And they were
astonished with a great astonishment” (MKk 5.42).>” And yet, there is still greater
amplificatio, as (ekstasis) is later increased to @opov (phobou, fear). At the ob-
server level, thus, there is a complete, exorbitantly increased wonder, which is
particularly emphasized through the doubling of the observer reaction. In
Luke, the central position of being seized is a condition for the topic of forgive-
ness of sins, one that is so crucial for this story (Roose 2013: 563 —564). Only in
this extreme state and through this extreme state can the message of forgiveness
of sins be conveyed.

Striking in Luke 5.26, however, is the emergence of the concept t6 napadoov
(to paradoxon; pl. t& mapddo&a [ta paradoxal). This does not mark the observers’
reaction but that to which they are reacting. We find ourselves at the object level;
this is something that is “unerwartet bis ‘unglaubwiirdig, unverniinftig, para-
dox’” [unexpected, implausible, irrational, paradoxical] (Nanko 2001: 386).
Karl-Heinrich Bieritz translates parddoxa with “Wunderdinge” [marvels] and
Zimmermann opts for “Wundertaten” [miracles] (Bieritz 2007: 290; Zimmermann
2013: 19). In the King James Version it is “strange things,” in the Einheitsiiberset-
zung it is “etwas Unglaubliches” [something incredible] in Luther “seltsame
Dinge” [unusual things], and in the Elberfelder Bibel “auferordentliche
Dinge” [extraordinary things].’® As with the use of the word t& mapadoéa in
the New Testament, this forced merging of the observer and object levels is
unique, appearing but once, namely, in the above description of healing the pa-
ralytic (Lk 5.26).

The lexical ambiguity of the miracle concept described here should not be
read as a mere history of terms and definitions. Rather, this ambiguity makes

37 This is from the miracle story about Jairus’s daughter and the bleeding woman. At Bible
Study Tool there is, for ékotaotg, also the lovely translation “a throwing of the mind out of
its normal state, alienation of mind.” (<http://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/ek
stasis.html>). — In the Acts of the Apostles, meanwhile, ekstasis is translated three times as
“trance” (10.10, 11.5, 22.17); in both the Einheitsiibersetzung and in Luther it is translated as
“Verziickung”).

38 In addition to the “strange things” of the King James Version, other English translations of t&
niopadoda are things that are “remarkable,” “unimaginable,” “extraordinary,” “wonderful,”
“marvellous,” “i amazing” and “unusual.”
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it evident how unusual events call for discourse, how unusual events give rise to
religious and epistemological upheavals, and how, all told, the always precari-
ous theoretical relationship between the observer and the object level is negotia-
ble. The difficulty of placing the concept of the miracle into a clear category
points to epistemological, theological, and disciplinary fault lines. We must
also consider whether this difficulty is not linked with the fact that here we
have to discuss the fundamental problem of which theoretical and discursive
means are available to us when we are faced with phenomena that, because
of their exceptionality, seem to undermine theory and discourse alike. The prob-
lems that the concept of the miracle imposes on balancing the observer and ob-
ject levels go together in such a way that the concept of the miraculous funda-
mentally deconstructs the distinction between the object and observer levels,
and thus also calls into question the distinctions between discourse and that
which is beyond discourse.

3 Non-explanations of the non-explainable

For a long time the theology of miracles, which here primarily means the Protes-
tant direction that was stamped by the enlightened rationalist eighteenth centu-
1y, was an explanatory theology. The inexplicable, the supernatural, and the mi-
raculous were collectively explained away through reason, examples being
“accommodation theory” (Johann Salomo Semler [1725-91]), demythologizing
(Johann Gottfried Eichhorn [1753-1827], Johann Philipp Gabler [1753-1826],
David Friedrich Strauss [1808 —1874] or Rudolf Bultmann [1884 —1976]), form-crit-
ical analysis (Gerd Theisse [*1943]), or the redaction criticism approach (Udo
Schnelle [*1952]).° All of these approaches have one thing in common: they ex-
plain away the inexplicable of that which cannot be explained; they use reason
to domesticate the exceptionality and the impossibility of miracles. Referring to
such miracle text exegeses, Zimmermann speaks pointedly of an “Ent-Wunder-
ung,” a doing away with the miraculous (Zimmermann 2013: 12). Especially in
the past two decades, however, there has been a growing trend to once again
take miracles seriously as miracles, and to regard the rhetorically and narratively
staged inexplicable in miracle texts as a category of knowledge. It is to this trend
that I now turn my attention.

39 See Zimmermann (2011) and Alkier’s: “Jenseits von Enthmythologisierung und Rehistorisier-
ung” (1998).
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As we have seen in the story about Jesus healing the paralytic, the witnesses
to the miracle are beyond themselves with fear and astonishment. They marvel,
because they have been utterly surprised by the unexpected event. This gives rise
to moments of fascination and moments of terror, fear, or of an anxiety without
directionality. There is, in the face of the miraculous a sense of “Schauder,” of
shuddering awe (Geppert and Kdssler 2011: 62). As the Catholic priest and theo-
logian Romano Guardini writes, “A miracle is a process that draws attention to
the unusual. This unusualness, however, [is] meant in a radical sense: as some-
thing that stands out from everything that is of this world, something other than
all that is earthly and natural” (1959: 12).“° The miracle arouses terror because it
is “completely different,” and its occurrence is something “that we cannot even
begin to understand” (Englisch 2006: 44).* For Rudolf Otto, miracles are an “‘in-
direktes Ausdrucksmittel’ und Bestandteil des Numinosen” [“indirect modes”
and “elements of the numinous”] (Geppert and Kossler 2011: 16, note 15),*
and the numinous, as a shapeless divine presence, is severed from any connec-
tion to language, reality, and human sense. It can neither be proven nor dispro-
ven. Only in the mode of Mysterium tremendum (awe, fear) or of Mysterium fas-
cinosum (attraction) can the miraculous be experienced, can it be lived. As Otto
writes, the miracle gives rise to this experiencing because:

Nothing can be found in all the world of “natural” feelings bearing so immediate an anal-
ogy [..] to the religious consciousness of ineffable, unutterable mystery, the “absolute
other,” as the incomprehensible, unwonted, enigmatic thing, in whatever place or guise
it may confront us. (Otto 1958: 63)*

As a result, the individual is transcended by means of the overwhelming form-
less divine that is not understood. Crucial is that the numinous, being an incom-

40 “Wunder ist ein Vorgang, der auf Ungewdhnliches aufmerksam macht. Diese Ungewd&hnlich-
keit aber [ist] in einem radikalen Sinn gemeint: als etwas, das sich aus allem Welthaften her-
aushebt; anders ist, als alles Irdisch-Natiirliche.” In Guardini this “completely other” is God,
who is independent of the world (i.e. “der Welt gegeniiber unabhingig[] Gott[]”) (1959: 12). Ex-
periencing a miracle leads one to a “liberweltliche Wirklichkeit” [transcendent reality] (Guardini
1959: 17).

41 “die wir nicht einmal im Ansatz verstehen kénnen.”

42 The English translation is taken from John W. Harvey’s translation of Otto’s Das Heilige: Uber
das Irrationale in der Idee des Géttlichen und sein Verhdltnis zum Rationalen.

43 “Denn Nichts kann im natiirlichen Bereiche der Gefiihle gefunden werden was zu dem reli-
giosen Gefiihle des Unsagbaren Unaussprechlichen schlechthin Andern Geheimnisvollen eine
so unmittelbare [...] Entsprechung hat wie das Unverstandene Ungewohnte Ritselhafte, wo
und wie es uns immer aufstoflen mag.” (Otto 2004: 83).
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mensurably completely other, constitutively poses the question of discourse in
recognizing and theorizing the numinous. That is why the theologian Karl-Hein-
rich Bieritz binds the matter of miracles to the distinction sense/nonsense or
meaning/non-meaning. For him, incommensurable events, precisely because
they are designated as miracles, become a part of the interpreted world, since
otherwise they would be beyond perception. As Bieritz writes, “no miracle, how-
ever strange, however powerful it may be, can truly save, can truly heal, can truly
redeem. Miracles are signs that point to the mysterious. They are not the myste-
rious itself” (Bieritz 2007: 299).** By understanding the miracle as the semiotiza-
tion of something that fundamentally cannot be semiotized, Bieritz adds yet an-
other level to those of object and observer. With that, however, the miracle is not
rendered impotent by being made into a sign, a visible referential moment. Rath-
er, visible in the referential power of the miracle is not only the reference but also
that which is invisible, the mysteriousness to which the miracle can, by defini-
tion, only inadequately refer. That is why Bieritz understands miracles as phe-
nomena of power. One experiences their completely strange power (in spite of
the semiotization) and, in the mode of the inexplicable, permanently careens —
without being able to opt for either side — between sense and non-sense, be-
tween meaning and non-meaning. Miracles are therefore “border phenomena”:
“Their location is neither in this or that world, but, as it were, on the border it-
self, a border that they both mark and cross” (2007: 291).*> Ulrich Nanko puts
forth a very similar argument when he writes, “the high information value of
the ‘unexpected’ makes [the miracle] a convenient signifier for various types
of signifieds, thus, an ideal ‘sign’” (Nanko 2001: 386).“¢ Crucial in this context
is that the signifier will never cover the signified and that the miracle will always
live by constitutively perpetuating the difference between the signifier and the
signified. In this sense, a miracle could be read as a permanent deferral because
the power behind it — the numinous, God, the Holy Spirit — can be marked as the

44 “Kein Wunder, und sei es noch so fremd, noch so gewaltig, kann wirklich erretten, kann wir-
klich heilen, kann wirklich erlésen. Wunder sind Zeichen, die auf das Geheimnis weisen. Das
Geheimnis selbst sind sie nicht.” The very language Bieritz employs points to the difference be-
tween “miracle” as a term or designation and miracle as a “ganz und gar fremden Welt” [an ut-
terly strange world], that is, as ununamable concept (2007: 294).

45 “Thren Ort haben sie nicht in dieser oder jener Welt, sondern gleichsam auf der Grenze
selbst, einer Grenze, die sie zugleich markieren wie iiberschreiten.” Consequently, miracles
have metaleptic characteristics. See also Bieritz (2007: 301).

46 “Der hohe Informationswert des ‘Unerwarteten’ macht es [das Wunder] zum geeigneten Be-
deutungstrager fiir Signifikate verschiedenster Art, also zum idealen ‘Zeichen.””
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difference between meaning and non-meaning, and can never be reduced to ei-
ther a specific strange message or to kerygmatic message.

The distinction between meaning and non-meaning, however, is not so easy
to contain. Indeed, one can, in the manner of Niklas Luhmann, apprehend this
distinction by arguing that non-meaning must always be meaningful. As Urs
Staheli writes in a commentary on Luhmann, “The negation of meaning can
only be, in turn, a sensible operation and it thus reproduces the meaning it neg-
ates” (2000: 69).*” Luhmann himself states, “Any attempt to negate meaning on
the whole would presuppose meaning. [...] A muddle of objects is never mean-
ingless. A pile of rubble, for example, is immediately recognizable as such
[...]” (1995: 62).“¢ Rather than deconstructing meaning, the sensible negation
of meaning increases the complexity of systems, thereby increasing the complex-
ity of meaning (Stdheli 2000: 73). Although Luhmann also observes moments of
non-meaning, these moments are always overarched by meaning or quickly ex-
tinguished:

But everything that can be perceived and processed in the world of meaning systems must
assume the form of meaning; otherwise, it remains a momentary impulse, an obscure
mood, or even a crude shock without connectivity, communicability, or effect within the
system. (Luhmann 1995: 63)*

Stdheli, in contrast, attempts in his deconstructive reading of systems theory to
comprehend seriously the “crude shock” as a moment of non-meaning in theo-
retical terms, while also saving it as a moment of the incomprehensible. He con-
ceives of non-meaning as a “transgression that has freed itself from the dialectic
sublation and does not keep or potentialize the exceeded, but removes and dis-
places the meaning” (Stdheli 2000: 76).°° However, this in no way entails a “neg-

47 “Die Negation von Sinn kann nur eine wiederum sinnvolle Operation sein und reproduziert
so den von ihr negierten Sinn.”

48 Translated by John Bednarz, Jr. and Dirk Baecker. The original reads: “Jeder Anlauf zur Neg-
ation von Sinn iiberhaupt wiirde also Sinn wieder voraussetzen. [...] Ein Durcheinanderbringen
von Objekten ist niemals sinnlos, ein Triimmerhaufen zum Beispiel ist sofort als solcher erkenn-
bar.” (Luhmann 1984: 96 - 97).

49 “Aber alles, was in der Welt der Sinnsysteme rezipiert und bearbeitet werden kann, mufl
diese Form von Sinn annehmen; sonst bleibt es momenthafter Impuls, dunkle Stimmung oder
auch greller Schreck ohne Verkniipfbarkeit, ohne Kommunikabilitdt, ohne Effekt im System.”
(Luhmann 1984: 98) See also Luhmann (2013: 1-35) for a conceptual consideration that is spe-
cifically connected to religion.

50 “Transgression [zu denken], die sich von der dialektischen Aufhebung befreit hat und das
Uberschrittene nicht beibehélt oder potentialisiert, sondern den Sinn entriickt und verriickt.”
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ativer Essentialismus des Nicht-Sinns” [a negative essentialism of non-meaning]
and there is no location of non-meaning, no form of non-meaning, no substance
of non-meaning; rather, moments of non-meaning surface whenever they are
“(mis)understood” in their own “impossibility” (Stdaheli 2000: 74).°* The relation-
ship between meaning and non-meaning can only be detected through a mis-
reading and therefore, in Derrida’s phrasing, the “nonmeaning [...] keeps itself
beyond the opposition of the positive and the negative” (Derrida 2001: 345).

I would now like to read miracles — which can also be interpreted with a
“crude shock,” as a crude disruption and as sudden interruptions of the impos-
sible into systems of knowledge and meaning — as paradigmatic moments for ne-
gotiating meaning and non-meaning. I approach this in a strictly formal-syntac-
tic sense, since miracles assume this paradigmatic function regardless of whether
one believes in them or not, whether one sees them as an evocation of the numi-
nous (miracula), whether one considers them as a natural wonder (mirabilia), or
whether one argues along Catholic or Protestant lines. Because miracles, as am-
biguous moments, radically arouse wonder and astonishment, because they rad-
ically confuse, put forth disrupting and inexplicable events, they transgress ex-
isting orders. Their “anarchic quality” radically confuses the well-honed
relations between meaning and non-meaning, between the object level and
the metalevel, between event and discourse, between experience and language.
As anarchic moments they are border phenomena that have no antonym but, in-
stead, mark, move, and cross the very border. Also, as anarchic moments, they
can undermine orders in the service of laying bare structural conditions, while
also bringing about new orders. I read miracles as paradigmatic moments that
epitomize the break (the non-meaning) and the ordering and merging (the mean-
ing).

It is mainly thanks to Ruben Zimmermann that the miraculous in wonders
and marvels can again receive its due. In his works he emphasizes that “we
may once again wonder,” that it is not the explicability of the miraculous but
the potential for wonder, those moments of being astonished beyond measure,
and the inexplicable that should be the focus of the miraculous.”® Zimmermann
provides no ontological arguments in this regard, for he is not concerned with
the issue of whether or not miracles are possible. Instead, as surprising as it
may be for a theologian, he adopts what he explicitly calls a literary studies po-
sition. In a philological reading it becomes evident that the early Christian mira-

51 “Sinn muss in Beziehung zu seiner eigenen Unméglichkeit (mif3-)verstanden werden warden
[...]” (Stdheli 2000: 74).

52 See especially Zimmermann (2012, 2013: 12—18 and 30 - 49) In the following section I argue
along the lines of Zimmerman and I do not cite every single argument inspired by his work.
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cle stories linguistically and performatively correlate extraordinary events (the
acts of Jesus) with astonishment, being seized, terror, and the sensory. There is
a staging, a putting on display of the immense and moving effect the miracles
have on the observers. This especially intensive experiential effect, which is ex-
perienced also physically, is the focal point of the texts. The point of these texts
is not to accommodate Jesus’s miracles to the daily reality and the world view of
the observers, and neither is it to use logos to bring them closer to the doctrine of
Jesus or to present the miracle worker Jesus with the help of unusual events; the
point is to place the observers in an extreme state, to evoke an intense experi-
ence that then, precisely on account of its intensity, can be the basis for the heal-
ing power of miracles, and at least hold out the prospect of an existential expe-
rience. The mode of radical sensory intensity (£kotaolg), which is increased to
the point of dread (@oPov), receives another amplificatio in the foregrounding
of “touching.” Touching correlates to the intensive sensory aspects of astonish-
ment and terror, and this correlation marks the nucleus of the New Testament
miracle stories: “According to this thesis, the text should be understood as a
miracle text insofar as it represents an action or an event as perceivable through
the senses and concrete, while emphasizing the breaching of normality and of
the expectable. (Zimmermann 2013: 12— 13)* The textual intention of the miracle
story is, thus, not mediation but disruption or disturbance. The “abnormal”
events astonish the observers beyond measure, and it is here that the textually
intentional vanishing point lies. Zimmermann’s examples are Mark 2.12 (“We
never saw it on this fashion”) and Matthew 9.33 (“and the multitudes marvelled,
saying, It was never so seen in Israel”). Luke 5.26, as we have seen, has them
“amazed” by things previously unseen (“strange things”; mop&8o&a). By converg-
ing extreme, hopeless situations (being sick, possessed, dead) with exorbitant
reactions (“beyond measure” or “beside oneself”) and incredible acts (healing,
etc.), the texts reinforce the miraculous, notes Zimmermann. Amplification of ef-
fect is the goal of these narrative elements:

Considered narratologically, this involves retarding elements that, though they deliberately
slow down and even disrupt the course of action, are nevertheless effective: readers should
grasp that something is being told that breaches normality. Clearly, these texts should have
“hair-raisingly miraculous” and “sensational” effects. (Zimmermann 2013: 13)**

53 “Der Text mochte, so die These, als Wundertext insofern verstanden werden, als er eine
Handlung bzw. ein Ereignis als sinnlich wahrnehmbar und konkret darstellt und dabei das
Durchbrechen der Normalitdt und des Erwartbaren betont.”

54 “Narratologisch betrachtet geht es hierbei um retardierende Elemente, die ganz bewusst den
Handlungsablauf verzogern und sogar Stéren, aber damit ihre Wirkung nicht verfehlen: Die
Leser und Leserinnen sollen begreifen, dass hier etwas erzédhlt wird, das die Normalitdt durch-
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The miracle texts, therefore, fundamentally concern themselves with effects and
act out the various possibilities of sensational-sensory experience. The divine
message is, so to speak, so exorbitant that it cannot simply be explained, an-
nounced or reported, which is why an exceptional bodily and intellectual state
must be created so that God’s exorbitance and Christ’s holiness can, rather
than being understood, be experienced in a moment of intensity. It is also for
this reason that in some stories there is even an amplification of the miraculous
(from amazement, to astonishment “beyond measure,” to fear). Nevertheless, as-
tonishment and fear do not lead to a blinded staring, for, rather than being a
simple arresting of sense and understanding, here astonishment, being beside
oneself and fear combine to serve as a juncture for combining sensory aspects
and sense; the meaning of miracles lies in the sensory aspect of experiencing
them. When the sensory is involved, it is not only a matter of divine presence
but also a paradoxical situation: the divine message should nevertheless be,
for all the astonishment and awe, “understood” through this disruption. Here,
sense and sensory aspects, meaning and presence, do not stand in opposition;
rather, the adequate mode for relating revelatory knowledge is through the
senses.” This paradoxical aspect is not always necessary — after all, the vast ma-
jority of the New Testament does not consist of miracle stories — and yet, again
and again, it becomes necessary. In this sense I follow Vanessa Offen in inter-
preting the miraculous as a junction of two “theologies.” On the one hand
there is the idea of grounding faith in logos (and here Offen refers to Benedict
XVI’s exegeses of John and Paul); on the other, Offen brings Alain Badiou into
play, who reads Paul completely differently, namely, through the lens of experi-
ence as “pure event” (Otten 2011: 28): “One has to start from the event as such,
which is acosmic and illegal, refusing integration into any totality and signaling
nothing.”*® And if we, additionally, address this referring to logos and “nothing”

bricht. Offenbar sollen diese Texte gerade ‘haarstraubend mirakulds’ und ‘sensationell’ [...] wirk-
en.”

55 Similarly, Matuschek: “The goal is not to overcome the initial amazement, for then one
would know how it conducts itself; rather [the goal is] to increase astonishment as devotion
to human reason before the inexplicable. The intensity of the admiration becomes a measure
for recognition in so far as it measures how much of God’s greatness one is able to see.”
(“Das Ziel ist nicht die Uberwindung anfinglicher Verwunderung, weil man dann wiifite, wie
es sich verhdlt, sondern die Steigerung des Staunens als Devotion der menschlichen Vernunft
vor dem Unerklérlichen. Die Intensitdt der admiratio wird zum Maf3 der Erkenntnis, insofern
sich diese dadurch bemif3t, wieviel von der Grofe Gottes man zu sehen fihig ist.) (Matuschek
1991: 64).

56 This is Ray Brassier’s translation (Badiou 2003: 42) of the sentence Offen quotes. We will re-
call that Ulrich Nanko explained the miraculous on the basis of the “high information value of
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in miracle stories, miracle texts, miracles, and literature, then we are always con-
cerned with the media-induced presentation of “pure events” which, in their pre-
sentation, become moments that must also be interpreted exactly because they
have been read and seen.

Precisely in this respect, too, is it important to take Zimmermann’s philolo-
gically observations seriously. It is significant that the narrative strategy — since
his is a narratological argument — proceeds not through sober reporting. Rather,
“the narrated amazement at the story-level in the act of reading jumps over to
the reader” (Zimmermann 2013: 14).>” Fear beyond measure, astonishment and
terror are made double, histoire and discours are so closely related to each
other that also those reading can marvel utterly; thereby the extraordinary, in
its enigmatic essence, is presented as something inescapably miraculous and
thus an inexplicable event. Readers cannot assume discursive distance, for
they too are drawn into the miraculous occurrence.

This constellation is dependent on the parameters of narrating and not on
the ontological question of whether or not miracles can exist. Miracle stories
tell, they do not lay out an argument, and the sensory knowledge miracles kindle
is therefore conditioned by the textual constellations of the narration. It has no
text-independent, and thus also no media-independent, no immediate, “being”
in the world. As Zimmermann summarizes:

What is narrated here should not be accommodated, made rationally plausible or palpably
relativized in terms of history of religion. It should trigger fear and terror, give rise to irri-
tations and questions also in the reader [...]. It should call into question precisely the
known, the rational and the plausible. This uncertainty and fear must in no way be down-
played or rendered exegetically docile. But neither is this a fear that lames or makes one
doubt. It is productive and effective and ultimately leads to knowledge. It calls for a “heu-
ristics of fear” (Zimmermann 2013: 15)°*®

And a few pages later:

the ‘unexpected’”, meaning that a miracle becomes a “convenient signifier for various types of
signifieds, thus, an ideal ‘sign” — now as a “sign of nothing,” now as a “sign of everything.”
57 “die erzahlte Verwunderung von der Ebene der story im Akt des Lesens auf den Lesenden
tiberspring[en].”

5