
In Assignment five - What is reality? 

Introduction 

• A summary of the difficulties of the question 
• some thoughts on how you’ ll go about the work 
• issues 

Difficulties 

• ‘real’ and ‘reality’ is aare massive catch all terms - meaningless as 
such and needs breaking down in a more sophisticated way 

Method: 

• I’ll discussDisscussion of some examples of contemporary visual 
texts- within the context of real/virtual. 

• Produce Production of a table using words which are sometimes used to 
convey the idea of real and virtual in visual texts (eg- 3-D drawings are 
‘real’). (see Table: ‘Real and Virtual’ in appendix) 

• If an obvious ‘paradigmatic’ dyad exists I’ll include it will be 
included(eg. Authentic v fake) 

• This is a deductive process- I’ll use my findings will be used 
to characterise characteristics of real and virtual and the 
borderlines, and draw conclusions. 

• I’ll It will start with some definitions though (this is ‘inductive’). 
• I It begins with no preconceptions about what ‘real’ and ‘virtual’ mean 

other than the definitions. 
• In some ways real and virtual are what’swhat is in the table under 

‘real’ and ‘virtual’ 

issues 

• real and imaginary are complex, continuous, not binary, 
• What are the good and bad things about real/virtual? 
• When is it good, when is it bad? 
• Give examples Examples will be give of when we are at the borderline of 

the two extremes 
• Borderline essentially means aspects of both, so a media text which has 

attributes in both the real and virtual column is borderline. 
• What characteristics does the borderline have? 

 
1. Definitions (bold text indicates my emphasis) 

Comment [H1]: Just ditch this bit and 
leave what follows 

Comment [H2]: You could try this as 
bullet points if you go to something more 
like the woring I suggest  

Comment [H3]: I won’t carry on with 
the changes; I think you get the idea 



 

-Virtual (Merriam-Webster, 2017 a.) 
 

• ‘being such in essence or effect though not formally recognized….’ 
(eg. a postcard or any reproduction of a work of art) (fig.1 ) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 Reproduction of Queen Isabelle de Bourbon riding a horse on a duvet cover (Diego velasquez), 
Fineartamerica (2017) 

 

• ‘..simulated on a computer….’ (eg…. A conversation via Facebook 
messenger) 

 
• ‘relating to, or being a hypothetical particle whose existence is inferred 

from indirect evidence’. (eg. Freud’s ideas about castration.) 

-Real (Merriam-Webster, 2017 b.) 

 Actually existing as a thing or occurring in fact; not imagined or 
supposed: (eg. A picture of a glamorous woman in an advert for 
perfume) 

 
 (of a thing) not imitation or artificial; genuine: (eg.an original artwork) 

(fig. 2) 



 
 

Fig.  2 The Portrait of Giovann Arnolfini and his Wife Giovanna Cenami 
 
 
 
2. Development of civilisations. 

 

Fig. 3 Smart Meetings (2016)  Picture of New York Bill Boards 
 
 

• Baudrillard : ‘… reality is nothing more than the never knowable sum of 
all appearances’ (Hebidge, 1999: 105). 

 
• Baudrillard : ‘Nor does the I exist ie. ourselves. We are just what exists at 

that point, ‘The subject simply ceases’ (Hebidge, 1999: 110). 

 
Reality is everything 

 
Reality is just the basics, the virtual is more sophisticated. 



Does reality expand as civilisation develops. The implication is that nothing 
is virtual? 

 
Is reality simply what is sensible- visible, audible, or only that which we can 
sense (What about multi-modality of senses?) 

 
3. Ideology 

 
 
 
 

 
Fig.4 UK Love chicken website. 

 
 
 

• Ideology is ‘a ‘‘representation’’ of the imaginary relationship of 
individuals to their existence’ (Althusser,1993:317). 

 
• But ‘Ideology has a material existence’ (Althusser,1993:317). 

 
• It’s both real and virtual 

 
• The Agriculture ideology (Fig. 4): meat and dairy products are essential 

to good health and diet (this ideology is closely linked to those of Health 
providers, governments, and ‘Big Pharma’) 

Comment [H4]: It could be a good idea 
to use some sort of visual convention to 
separate your thoughts from quotations 
from others.  Perhaps their words in italics 
and yours straight? 

Comment [H5]: Either one or both with 
a capital I think makes the point stronger 



• Eating animal produce actually makes us unhealthy, is bad for the Planet, 
and has animal welfare implications (ref) 

 
All ideology is borderline due to its having real and imaginary elements 
(Examples: Religion, adverts, war ) 

 
We act out rituals (such as buying meat) which is good for the ideological state 
apparatus 

 
This is a coercion by the bourgeoisie to control the proletariat 

 
 
 
 
 

4. History 
 
 
 

 

Fig.5 A confederate statue is picketed in the US. 



 

 The ideologies of Colonialism and Imperialism are still visible today. 
Some are less visible now, eg. Slavery 

 
 The removal of statues of figures such as US Confederate generals in 

contemporary news (fig 5) 
 
• ‘I've lived through some terrible things in my life, some of which actually 

happened.”  Mark Ttwain (ref) 
 
 We often worry about the past or future 

 

 Thinking about both can make our bodies react (indexically) so there is a 
relationship between now and then 

 
Is the past or future reality? 

 
Does removing a statue alter history? 

 
Getting rid of a statue erases a real thing, and sets up a ‘virtual’ history ie. 
Not what really happened, but a more ‘sanitised’ version. 

 
It may be good to reduce the exposure of the crime, or it may be bad (it may 
encourage ‘slavery deniers’). 

 
If we remove the statue everything in the past is actually identical, but 
anything onwards can be different. 

 
Again we have elements of both real and virtual 

 
5. Size and sensibility 

 

Fig.   6  Miniature sculptures by Willard Wigan (2015) 

Comment [H6]: Don’t think it 
matters…I can’t find the reference either! 



• ‘Our experience of the everyday world does not prepare us to grasp the 
concept of an infinite universe’ (PBS.org, 2000) 

 
 Both the very large and very small are in some ways less knowable and 

real eg. The universe (mega), or a subatomic particle (nano) 

 
We cannot see it all, or touch or smell, or taste, or hear it, or understand it- is it 
real? 

 
Multisensory perception. We do not have just 5 senses (ref- mirzoeff article), but 
the usual 5 are most real to us. 

 
That which is sensible is real? 

 
6. The development of Psychology 

 

 
Fig.   7. Night Creatures 
Neal Scanlan (seated), creative supervisor of the Star Wars creature shop, and guests at the Canto Bight 
casino.Photograph by Annie Leibovitz 

 

 
Fig. 8 Driver’sSeat,Daisy Ridley as Rey, at the helm of the Millennium Falcon, with JoonasSuotamo as co-pilot 
Chewbacca.Photograph by Annie Leibovitz. 

Comment [H7]: As I said before, if you 
can sort out a consistent format this might 
work. 



 
 

• Sigmund Freud, a psycho-analyst developed theories about the 
development of the human in terms of conscious and subconscious, 
Dreams v Awake, the Id v the Ego, castration, the Oedipus complex and 
the ‘Scopophilic look’ (refs) 

• These have also been used extensively to analyse visual media like ‘Star 
Wars’ films (Fig 7 and 8) which recall dreams, weird creatures, and 
include heroic figures, attractive people, relationships to parents, power 
relationships…. 

 Freud was criticised for lack of Evidence, and a Phallocentricity 
 

• The photograph introduced us to ‘unconscious optics as does 
psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses….’ (Benjamin, 1999: 78). 

 
• We cannot see the mind (with the naked eye) it’s chemical and 

anatomical structure exist though 
 

 Art has also embraced the psychological (fig. 9 and 10). 
 
 

 
Fig.9 This image was originally submitted to the brain -art competition 2014 organized by The 
NeuroBureau. http://www.neurobureau.org/blog/2016/01/15/2382/ 

http://www.neurobureau.org/blog/2016/01/15/2382/


 
 

Fig.10 Sleepcycles (2016) 
 

Is there any evidence or truth to Freud’s theories, or are they supposition?? 

Has Freud made our reality more virtual or the virtual more real? (a chiasmus) 

In a sense, he has simply expanded our knowledge.. 
 
Is it development per se that becomes virtual ? 

The universal truth is that knowledge accumulates, whether it’s real or virtual. 

7. Methodologies 
 

Fig. 11 Modernism and architecture Modern architecture at Canary Wharfe London, 



 

1) Modernism: 
• An early 20th C movement –basis is the ideas of Freud and Marx, and the 

belief in the possibility of the development / improvement of the human, 
in mind and body. 

• Mind and body- both are both real and virtual wrt to senses-we cant see 
thoughts, but we can’t see pain either- unless translated. 

• Modernism also encompasses change, and the experience of the urban 
society (fig. 11 ) 

 
2. Structuralism: 

 
• the meaning of anything was in the object’s structure, and includes the 

study of semiotics , where meanings are distilled from objects. 
 

3. Post-structuralism: This took the search for meaning outside of the given 
object. 

 
4. Post-Modernism: This idea was that the meaning of an object was to be 

found outside of the object not within eg the viewer, their relationships, 
and the society in which they live. 

(Haveland, 2009) 

• ‘Structuralism holds that all human activity and its products, even 
perception and thought itself, are constructed and not natural, and in 
particular that everything has meaning because of the language system in 
which we operate’(Philosophybasics) 

 
• language is arbitrary- this increases the virtual aspect (eg. English is not the 

truth, other languages are available. Even within a language a ‘dog’ does not 
exist-it could be called something else. 

Post-structuralists 

‘In the Post-Structuralist approach to textual analysis, the reader replaces the 
author as the primary subject of inquiry and, without a central fixation on the 
author, Post-Structuralists examine other sources for meaning (e.g., readers, 
cultural norms, other literature, etc), which are are therefore never 
authoritative, and promise no consistency’ (Philosophybasics) 

Deconstructivism: is the reverse of constructivism and of symbology. 

Comment [H8]: ? 

Comment [H9]: This seems to be 
repetitive  



 
Is consistency reality? Life, light, dark …………. 

Is the non-consistent virtual? 

Looking within V looking without, perhaps without is more virtual? Less 
perceivable? Less consistent 

Deconstruction attempts to balance the ‘truth’ whether it’s real/virtual 
 
 

7 .Contemporary politics: Donald Trump 
 

Fig.12 In December 2015, Donald Trump called for a ‘total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United 
States’. Photograph: Randall Hill/Reuters 

 

• ‘In Donald Trump’s fantasy world, hints of reality are dawning’ 
He’s finding that – ‘reality cannot be shaped by mere caprice’. (The 
Guardian, 2017) 

 
Donald Trump (fig.12) is 

 
• a populist (reaching out to the masses), uses social media extensively 

(he even TWEETs important statements), no political experience, TV 
show and business back ground 

• anti ‘status quo’ - many staff replacements, hot headed decisions, 
TWEETs important statements, no political experience. 



• The rise of far right parties across Europe is a chilling echo of the 1930s 
.(The Guardian, 2013) 

 
 
Is reality is to some extent the status quo politically? 

Is reality a populism, appealing to the masses 

If so Trump is both Real and Virtual ! a borderline- this is due to the 
inadequacy of the words real and virtual…… 

 
Why Is right wing extremism increasing? The economic crash, recessions, 
immigration etc… are changing the status quo of post WW2 Europe…….ie. 
becoming virtual 

 
7. Elite v masses 

 

Fig. 13Koons, J. Double Hulk Elvis Origin Train Swish (2008) 

 
 Lawrence Alloway fought against the idea of artistic elites. He believed 

that rapid changes in popular culture and popular art forms were better 
descriptions of life than the more conservative and academic artistic 
elite. 

 
• He directly criticised Clement Greenberg over his use of the word 

Kitsch to describe ‘a mass art which was destined for ‘those who are 
insensible to the values of genuine culture.’ (Alloway. 2003: 715). 

 
• Fig. 13 references the famous Warhol image ‘Double Elvis’ Koons has 

updated the image, using a comic character. The use of a comic hero is 
populist, and lacking bourgoise sophistication. 



 
 

• Koons uses ‘popular’ and ‘advertising’ objects like puppies, flowers in his 
work. 

 
-Is ‘mass’ art more real than ‘elite art’? 

 
Is popular and proletariat more real, bourgoise abstract and sophisticated 
more virtual? 

 
8.  A photo v a painting 

 

 Photography versus Painting. By Osip Brik (1888-1945). 
• The ‘indexical nature’ of the photograph (Evans, 1993:13) makes it more 

real than a painting, 
 But photos are not real either (they push tonal values towards the two 

extremes of light and dark, and overemphasise blue and red (Albers, 
2013:13-14) 

• The media, including social media, Facebook, and at it’s centre the 
photograph, was fundamental to this process, both allowing both 
supressed people and the outside world to see the reality of the 
situation, through media broadcasting. This fulfils Briks wish for 
photography to be used as a vehicle of revolution (ref) 

 
• the ‘’Arab Spring’’ of 2011 comprised a wave of revolutions against 

dictatorships in Africa and the Middle East (fig. 14) 

•  

Fig. 14 YouTube’s fingerprints on the Arab Spring  2011,   Egyptian soldiers beat a protester 
in Tahrir 311 (R). (photocredit:REUTERS/Stringer) 

Comment [H10]: Perhaps you could 
phrase these questions so that they more 
strongly imply your answer.  Otherwise you 
will have to answer them 



• reproduction both ‘detaches the reproduced object from the 
domain of tradition’, and also reactivates each copy, 
completely  ‘shattering’ tradition (Benjamin, 1999:74). 

 
• Benjamin believes that the masses are becoming more important in 

life and are adjusting their reality (both their thinking and 
perception) in a potentially limitless way (Benjamin, 1999:75). 

 
 
 magic, and religion no longer dominate our world, 

 
 As the masses become more important in life the Exhibition element 

should be dominant to the ritual element (which is associated with elites- 
including artistic elites). 

 
 technical reproduction has the potential (there will be a small loss of aura) 

for a massive increase in  democratisation and political power. 
 
 This is reproduction as exhibition not ritual (or magic) 

 
• photography is thought of as true because of the social uses it has had- 

which themselves are thought real and true (Bourdieu, 1999;162). Ie. If 
it’s use is for mass social consumption its real 

 
 Bourdieu believes that as primitive peoples used only those artistic 

techniques necessary for their society, so working-classes may recognise 
only those art objects which are necessary within their society (Bourdieu, 
1999;165). 

 
 That the limits of photography are defined by a social function is the 

opposite of a pure aesthetic (Bourdieu, 1999;166). This is mass art as real 
and the opposite of PURE (aesthetic/bourgeoisie, abstract,) 

 
 The reproduced image  has become ubiquitous in contemporary society 

 
 Computers have been the greatest revolution, and can be thought of as an 

extension of the reproducibility of images (diorama- through film- to 
computers) 

Comment [H11]: I think it was 
Matthew Collings (the art critic) who said 
that art takes over when magic no longer 
exists (or words to that effect) 

Comment [H12]: Also because of the 
process itself, with a camera the thing 
depicted on the negative at least must be in 
front of the lens when the exposure is 
made…waht happens after that of course is 
another matter! 



Bourdieu’s idea of the limits of photography are a bit old-fashioned now- 
we have expanded the genre of photography… This is an expansion or 
development of traditional norms of a genre…….just like reality is 
expanded… 

 
anytime we define what reality is, it may be tautological, for everything 
which happens to us in our lives is to some extent reality….. 

One big issue is that WORDS are not powerful enough to exclude 
paradoxes, because they can have more than one meaning (eg. Virtual= 
BOURGOISIE =AESTHETIC= Pure = mass = proletariat = real.. WHICH 
is a Paradox.) 

 
10. Money and Finance 

 
 

 

fig 15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Wolf_of_Wall_Street_(2013_film) 



 
 

fig 16 The Housing Crash 
 

Fig 17  Easy credit 
 

Marx: 
 the social relationship of man to the commodity is made physical within 

the commodity itself- a fetishism, and these relationships are equalised 
via the value of a commodity to be equalised. 

• social relations and value is defined only by exchange (trading) 

(Marx’s Das Kapital (1867).) 

Finance and credit 
 

 The value of the commodities made by workers is greater than that 
needed to pay the workers (=capital) 

 Improve production requires ever greater capital investment -more than 
any one capitalist can provide, so we have a system whereby money is 

Comment [H13]: Marx called it ‘excess 
value’  



borrowed from 1. the credit and banking system, 2. joint-stock or 
shareholding companies. 

 The providers of money own a right to interest or shares, and this can be 
bought and sold- the financial market 

• ‘the shares and bonds are what Marx called "imaginary" capital, or 
fictitious capital. They are, in the final analysis, titles to income, to a 
share of the surplus value extracted by productive capital’ (ref) 
(https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2008/12/lect-d20.html 

• this is not real money (that used to buy labour, it’s imaginary- it’s a right 
to a dividend/interest) 

 
The market and housing crash : 

 
 Money can be made by selling/buying these assets- but its fictitious 

(virtual). (fig 15). The fictitious money is larger than the real (eg. the 
GDP- this is called large leverage) 

 
• ‘’ In 2004, large investment banks had an asset to equity ratio (a measure 

of the extent of debt leveraging) of 23. By 2007 this had risen to 30.’’ ( 
Beams, 2008) 

 The key to the financial process is increasing asset values- making 
income from the imaginary money. 

 house prices increased fuelled by cheap money (low interest) 
 The crisis occurred because...... 

‘‘the claims of capital have vastly outgrown the available mass of surplus 
value’. Capital must seek to overcome the imbalance. Through 
intensifying the exploitation of the working class in order to expand the 
mass of surplus value and, above all, by bankrupting and eliminating 
whole sections of capital, thereby wiping out their claims to the available 
surplus value,’’ (Beams) 

• Selling mortgages is selling credit, and people could not pay it back!!! – 
crash/housing crash......(Fig 16) 

 
Issues 

 
The real value of work is fetishized in imaginary money 

 
The system of capitalism and financial markets is inherently flawed (more 
‘imaginary’ debt than actual money exists). Someone has to lose, but it’s not 
transparent. 

https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2008/12/lect-d20.html


In 2008 the proletariat lost when the banks were bailed out by taxpayers. 

Some made millions, off the back of the masses- Undemocratic and dishonest. 

This is a borderline- because the imaginary aspect is so invisible- we think its 
all real! 

 
The sheer size of this injustice arguably makes it more important than other 
borderlines. 

 
NB money is not contemporary, but the scale of commodification is peculiar to 
contemporary society 

 
Art- artistic elements like 3D/Flat 

 
• ‘Thus by the middle of the 19th C all ambitious tendencies in painting 

were converging .....in an anti-sculptural direction’. (Greenberg) 
 Modern art is compared to older masters, which used illusion, and were 

therefore less pure than modern artists (Greenberg) 
• Most of the winners of “2016 John Moore’s painting prize were quite 

FLAT paintings 
 -Flatness is cited as the most characteristic, and pure factor in painting, 

using examples of other characteristics shared by other disciplines. 
(Greenberg) P8 

 
Is Pure real? 

 
Alternatively flatness is less real in some sense than 3-D 

 
This is a borderline due to 2 different uses of the word pure....... 



 
 

Fig. 18 ‘Squint (19)’ Michael Simpson, 2015 

 
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker/johnmoores/jm2016/prize 
winners/simpson.aspx 

 
Conclusions 

What is reality 

 See table- very complex! 
 Not binary 
• Indicative of the discourse of binary opposites… 
 Word not powerful enough to distinguish all its aspects 
• Contemporary situations are complex mixtures of both….. 

What is the borderline? 

– when aspects of real and virtual coincide 
– texts include 
– 

• Money and finance…antidemocratic, massive economic importance, 
coercive (adverts etc….) the poor suffer 

• Contemporary art- it’s a word problem eg the paradox of pure =mass and 
pure = aesthetic/modern/flat…………….. this is of ‘academic 
importance’ only 

• Ideologies…… interplay of real and imaginary, coercive, so many 
ideologies exist………massive importance 

• Donald Trump………..maybe of academic importance? But maybe more 
as he may rock the boat so much (anti status quo) that war with eg N 
Korea, Mexico, Europe/NATO allies etc,… is more likely!!!!! 

 Photographs and by extension social media 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker/johnmoores/jm2016/prize


 



 Real Virtual 
1.  definitions Recognised Not recognised 

 authentic reproduction 
 real simulated 
Text used Proxy for REAL Proxy for Virtual 
text real hypothetical 
1.definition essence  

 recognized unrecognized 
  simulated 
  hypothetical 
  inferred 
 Direct indirect 
 existing Not exisiting 
 fact fiction 
 Not imagined Imagined 
 genuine Not genuine 
2. development everything nothing 

 object subject 
 basic Not basic 
 sensible insensible 
3.ideology Material immaterial 

  imaginary 
4.History indexical  

 now then 
 indexical symbolic 
 unchangeable changeable 
5. Senses/size macro Mega and nano 

 finite infinite 
 everyday infrequent 
 uncomprehensible incomprehensible 
 sensible insensible 
6 Development of 
Psychology. 

practice theory 

 conscious Sub/un/conscious 
 awake Asleep/dreaming 
 id ego 
 evidence No evidence 
 seen invisible 
 Scopophilic 

(urge) 
Scopophilic 
(identify) 

 body mind 
 physical chemical 



   
7.methodologies  constructed 

 natural  
 specific arbitrary 
 authoratative  
 consistent  
 consistent inconsistent 

7. contemporary 
politics 

populist  

 experienced inexperienced 
 political business 
 Status quo change 
 calm Hot-headed 
  crash 
  recession 
8. Elite v masses mass elite 

 Working class Upper class 
  Conservative 
  academic 
 kitsch  
  bourgoise 
9. photograph v 
painting 

photo drawing 

 democracy dictatorship 
 original reproduction 
 tradition  
 important unimportant 
  religion 
  magic 
 exhibition ritual 
 ritual exhibition 
 true false 
 mass Pure 
 functional aesthetic 
10. Money and 
finance 

 fetish 

  infer 
 Social economy Capitalist 

economy 
  Credit 
  Finance 
 democracy  



 honest dishonest 
11.ART flat sculptural 

 pure  
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Fig.10 Sleepcycles (2016) [installation]. Online at: 
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Fig. 11 Modernism and architecture 

Modern architecture at Canary Wharfe London, 
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=canary+wharf&hl=en&source=lnms&tbm= 
isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjhpJGev  VAhUiLcAKHVwmD2EQ_AUIDCgD 
&biw=1920&bih=985#imgrc=ZLagEJeyWXgLbM:&spf=1504114527643 

fig.12 In December 2015, Donald Trump called for a ‘total and complete 
shutdown of Muslims entering the United States’. Photograph: Randall 
Hill/Reuters 

 
Fig. 13Koons, J. Double Hulk Elvis Origin Train Swish (2008) [screen 
print]http://uk.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2015/june/09/6-artists-who- 
influenced-the-new-jeff-koons-show/_(accessed on 27th November 2016) 

 
Fig. 14 YouTube’s fingerprints on the Arab Spring  2011,   Egyptian soldiers beat a protester 
in Tahrir 311 (R). (photocredit:REUTERS/Stringer) 
http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Op-Ed-Contributors/YouTubes- 
fingerprints-on-the-Arab-Spring 
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Fig. 18 ‘Squint (19)’ Michael Simpson, 2015 
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