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Assignment five - What is reality? 

Introduction 

In this essay I shall discuss several visual and social texts in the context of what 

is real. Each text will be used to populate a table with words which are 

correlates of real or virtual placed in the context of current scholarship. 

Additionally the borderlines of the two will be examined and characterised. 

Reality is used as a massive ‘catch-all’ term and will need  to be analysed and 

broken down in a more sophisticated way. It is a complex and continuous 

concept, not binary. 

Definitions  

 Real:  

‘Actually existing as a thing or occurring in fact; not imagined or supposed.’ 

‘..(of a thing) not imitation or artificial; genuine.’ 

(Merriam-Webster, 2017 a.) 

 

Virtual:  

‘being such in essence or effect though not formally recognized….’  

‘..simulated on a computer….’  

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

indirect evidence’  

(Merriam-Webster, 2017 b.) 

Real might therefore include an original/genuine artwork (fig.1), virtual 

includes imitations (reproductions) of original works of art (fig.2), an artificial   

‘conversation’ via Facebook messenger, or Sigmund Freud’s inferred psycho-

analytical theories about dreams (fig.3) 
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Fig.  1 Van Eyck. The Portrait of Giovanni Arnolfini and his Wife Giovanna Cenami (1434). 

 

  

 

Fig. 2  SAA,  Loqi Reuseable Eco Bags (2018)  

 

Fig 3  Harris Scrooge And Freud Cartoons and Comics (2011) 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiTsoD5--HYAhWCIMAKHap-By0QjRwIBw&url=https://www.saa.co.uk/gift-ideas/gifts/gifts-with-a-difference/loqi-reuseable-eco-bags-y4tkxu&psig=AOvVaw2CmUp96iYTaFfGf26r_5F1&ust=1516380555770494
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwivrcb8-eHYAhWnBsAKHRBOAW8QjRwIBw&url=https://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/s/scrooge_and_freud.asp&psig=AOvVaw3LCwmQKxXuOZVjkC-cdL5F&ust=1516380027379841
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 Art and artistic elements  

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

converging .....in an anti-sculptural direction’ 

(Greenberg, 2003: 776) 

In his famous essay on modern art Clement Greenberg compared the work of 

older masters to modern artists, concluding that art giving the illusion of reality 

was less pure than flatter, less imitative or realistic modern art. Examination of 

the winners of the 2016 John Moore’s painting prize revealed that most were 

rather flat (fig.4). 

 

Fig. 4 Simpson,  Squint (19) (2015) 

  

Photography and painting  

The ‘indexical nature’ of the photograph (Evans, 1999:13) makes it more real 

than a painting (fig 5 and 6). Photography is also thought of as true because of 

the social uses it has had (Bourdieu, 1999;162). It is considered less 

sophisticated than fine art and easier to grasp by ordinary people. However- that 

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

‘pure’ aesthetic (Bourdieu, 1999;166).   

                          

Fig. 5  Welsh. Leo Tolstoy (1915)       Fig 6.  Repin. Lev Tolstoy (1887) 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker/johnmoores/jm2016/prizewinners/simpson.aspx
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Popular and Elite culture  

The critic Lawrence Alloway believed that rapid changes in popular culture and 

art were better descriptions of real life than the more conservative and academic 

artistic elite, criticising 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. 7 shows an artwork by Jeff Koons 

who uses popular objects and advertising images to appeal to mass audiences 

lacking artistic sophistication.   

 

Fig. 7 Koons,  Double Hulk Elvis Origin Train Swish (2008)  

Size and sensibility 

Both the very large (eg. the universe) and the very small (eg. a miniature 

sculpture (fig. 8)), are somehow less knowable and real. This may be because 

we cannot completely make sense of them using sight, sound, touch, smell or 

taste. However the senses are complex and may work differently for each 

person. For example, synesthetes like the composers Scriabin and Rimsky-

Korsakov are thought to have seen real colour in sound whereas most people 

cannot. 

 

Fig.   8  Wigan. Miniature sculptures (2015)  
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Development of civilisations. 

As civilisations developed man moved from ‘real’ life as a hunter-gatherer, to 

more complex contemporary ‘virtual’ urban lifestyles.  These changes constitute 

a journey from the fulfilment of natural basic needs to more complex ones, 

fulfilled in rural and urbanised environments respectively (fig. 9). 

Baudrillard considers the modern capitalist world exhibits a hyper-reality where 

production and society –no longer basic human needs- drive consumption 

(Mendoza, 2010).  However this hyper-reality might alternatively be considered 

as everything experienced in our (real) lives ie. that  ‘… reality is nothing more 

than the never knowable sum of all appearances’ (Hebidge, 1999: 105), with the 

implication that nothing is virtual from a certain point of view.   

Civilisations have also developed from a reliance on the existence of an 

unknowable God (through religion), to one dominated by science and 

knowledge, typified by the Enlightenment. 

 

 

Fig. 9 Smart Meetings Picture of New York Bill Boards (2016)   

 

Mechanical reproduction of images 

In the 20
th
 C the ability to easily and copiously mechanically reproduce images 

expanded rapidly, through photography and film, and subsequently ad infinitum 

through computer technology. Walter Benjamin believed that this reproduction 

both ‘detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition’, making it 

less real, but also reactivates each copy, increasing the exhibition element and 

decreasing the tradition, ritual, magical, and original characteristics of an image 

(Benjamin, 1999:74).  However, contemporary social media like Facebook have 

the photograph at its core, and was fundamental to the Arab Spring revolutions 

(fig.10). Photos became reactivated through Facebook, allowing supressed 

peoples and the outside world to clearly see dreadful realities and powerfully 

facilitating real revolution.  
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Fig. 9 YouTube. Egyptian soldiers beat a protester in Tahrir (2011)  

The development of Psychology  

Sigmund Freud developed theories about human psychology relating to the 

concepts of conscious- subconscious, dreams-awake and Id-ego. These theories 

are used in psycho-analysis, but also to analyse visual texts like the ‘Star Wars’ 

films which often include dreams, strange creatures, and child-parent 

relationships (fig 11). Medical opinions on Freud are ambivalent. He extended 

the study of  health and development to include less tangible theories of the 

mind, but has also been criticised for a lack of real evidence.  

However, the human mind does have an increasing evidence base in reality, 

through sophisticated visualisation of brain anatomy and activity. Fine Art has 

also embraced the psychological (fig. 12). Perhaps the real is expanded to 

include the once virtual, through a process of both evidence and social 

acceptance.  

                

Fig.   11  Vanity fair . Night Creatures (2017)                      Fig.12 Haill. Sleepcycles  (2016)  
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Ideology 

Louis Althusser described ideology as ‘a ‘‘representation’’ of the imaginary 

relationship of individuals to their existence’, but having ‘.. a material 

existence’ (Althusser,1993: 317).  Therefore all ideology is both real and 

virtual.   

Ideologies are everywhere. The agriculture ideology for example, claims that 

meat and dairy products are essential to a good diet and health (and is closely 

linked to those ideologies of health providers, governments, ‘Big Pharma’, and 

agricultural stakeholders (fig.13)). This reality is a false consciousness and in 

reality eating animal produce can arguably make us unhealthy, and is bad for 

the planet, and animal welfare.  

 

Fig.13 GreatbritishChicken. The Love chicken website (2018). 

Money and finance 

  

Fig. 14  Wikipaedia The_Wolf_of_Wall_Street_(2013) 

In Das Kapital, Marx argued that the social relationship of man to a commodity 

is made real and physical within the commodity itself, and that these 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:WallStreet2013poster.jpg
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relationships are equalised via exchange. Money has replaced direct exchange, 

and has no real use-value (that based on real human needs), but the real value of 

work is fetishized within it, making it both real and imaginary. 

In the contemporary capitalist society improved production requires huge 

capital investment, borrowed from both  credit and banking systems and/or 

joint-stock or shareholding companies (fig 14).  Investors own a right to interest 

or shares which are ‘…in the final analysis, titles to income, to a share of the 

surplus value extracted by productive capital’ (Beams, 2008). These can be 

bought and sold in the financial market. If money is partly virtual, greater still is 

the imaginary quality of finance. 

This imaginary quality was made obvious during the financial markets and 

housing crash in 2008. Large profits were made through buying and selling 

financial assets, and house prices increased through a supply of cheap low 

interest money. Unfortunately this imaginary money exceeded the total of real 

available money many times. In fact in 2007 ‘ large investment banks had an 

asset to equity ratio of  30.’’ (Beams, 2008). The crisis occurred because these 

imaginary claims to capital outgrew the ability of real capital  to redeem them.  

 This financial system is inherently flawed, undemocratic and dishonest, and in 

2008 the ordinary people suffered when the banks were bailed out by taxpayers 

and the financial bosses made off with millions. The imaginary aspect of the 

capitalist ideology is hidden (and appears real) by its dominance in society and 

government-real normal citizens have no choice but to take part. 

The past,  present and future   

 

Fig.15 A confederate statue is picketed in the US.  

We exist physically only in the present, but we often worry about the less 

tangible past or future, causing our bodies to react in real (indexical) ways such 

as increased heart rates. Therefore there is some relationship between the real 

now and imaginary then.  CBT therapy is a cornerstone of therapy for poor 
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mental health, so characteristic of today’s society. It aims to diminish the link 

between a thought (about the past, or future) and a feeling now (usually a 

negative, unhealthy one). 

The ideologies of the past are still visible today, highlighted in news stories 

discussing removal of statues of US Confederate generals from the environment 

(fig. 15). Removal reduces exposure to the evidence of racism, but does not 

alter historical injustice, and may set up a confusing, sanitised, ‘virtual’ history. 

This may encourage ‘slavery deniers’. Rationally, removal of a statue leaves the 

events of the past identical, but may alter the future.  

Contemporary politics 

 

Fig.16 Randall Hill/Reuters  Donald Trump (2017)  

‘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.16) is a US president who appeals to the ordinary blue collar 

workers (the masses). He uses modern social media extensively, increasing his 

profile with ordinary people, using twitter to make important policy statements. 

He has a media/ business background but little experience in politics. His 

concentration on protectionist policies seems to mirror ‘the rise of far right 

parties across Europe’ (The Guardian, 2013). Regardless of whether his new 

style of politics is good or bad, he is certainly different to previous US 

presidents. 

Although a populist, the reality of US politics has been challenged with 

Trump’s extraordinary difference to other presidents and his ‘fantasy world’ 

(above). In some senses then Trump is both Real and Virtual, a borderline.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/mar/20/trump-fantasy-reality-travel-ban-nato-funding
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Methodologies 

 

Fig. 17 Google.  Modern architecture at Canary Wharfe London (n. d)  

Various methodologies may inform our  point of view and distinctions between 

real and imaginary. Modernism was an early 20th C movement based on the 

new ideas of  Freud and Marx, and the development and improvement of the 

human, in mind, body, and environment (fig. 17)- extending our view of reality 

towards the unknown. Structuralism holds that the meaning of anything was to 

be found in the object’s structure, and that  meaning is a function of the 

language system used (Philosophybasic,2008 a.).  

Both movements were followed by attempts to search for meaning outside of 

the given object, within the viewer, their relationships, and the society in which 

they live. For example, in their search for meaning post-structuralists   examine 

‘….readers, cultural norms, other literature….. which are therefore never 

authoritative, and promise no consistency’(Philosophybasics,2008 b.).  

Structuralist meaning defined by language implies that anything without is 

virtual. This is confirmed by the apparent arbitrariness of language  (eg. many 

words exist which mean (English) ‘dog’).  Perhaps consistency is correlated 

with reality and that looking within a system is more consistent and less virtual 

than looking without. 

Conclusions 

The large number of correlates of English words for real and virtual (see 

appendix) suggests the complexity of the terms. Most of the terms might be 

considered opposites, a reflection of the dominance of dialectic argument 

throughout recent civilisations.  However very few are binary in practice, 

instead being continuous and subject to many shades of meaning.  

The correlates also suggest that the word real is too weak to carry many subtle 

meanings, and at the extreme this produces paradoxical situations where real 

and virtual are correlated with the same term, such as mass, which has elements 

of both real (mass culture) and imaginary (mass production). Of course this will 

often reduce to semantics (mass refers to different nouns here).  

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjE_deov__VAhXGbRQKHUfKCgoQjRwIBw&url=https://www.timeout.com/london/blog/in-pictures-the-winter-lights-festival-at-canary-wharf-011717&psig=AFQjCNHeemrVvJFw0Nau8sLGfNxdMsKzHw&ust=1504200928316149
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Borderline cases are common, and may be explained in several ways. For 

example the continuous nature of the word real cannot easily capture the  

indexical (real) nature of the photograph, which nevertheless alters the scene it 

captures (most noticeably by flattening and reducing it). Borderlines are also 

found  due to the complexity of the human being, such as when a composer sees 

a real colour in a sound, but another may not.  

How we look at the concept of reality is important. For example it is equally as 

valid to consider one situation as real, and another virtual as it is to combine the 

two- as Baudrillard does with his all-encompassing hyper-reality. Similarly a 

structuralist might consider an author’s lifestyle and social environment 

unimportant and imaginary with frespect to the meaning in his writings, but a 

post-structuralist would not. 

Things are real in different ways, and have different levels of material existence. 

The human body is more physically obvious than a human thought, but  the 

latter becomes more knowable, physical and acceptable as real over time and 

human development. 

In our unequal society the real and imaginary are often fused together in 

ideologies. Finance and markets show clearly that assumed realities may have  

hidden truth involving  coercion and inequity. Some distinctions between real 

and imaginary may seem trivial and academic, such as whether a Leanardo is 

more real than a de Kooning. Others are vastly more important, such as the 

inequity of the worldwide economic crash, or the populist inexperienced style  

of Donald Trump which may make war with foreign states like North Korea 

more likely. 

 

Appendix-table of correlates  

 

Text Real Imaginary/virtual 

1.Definitions Genuine Artificial 

 Fact Imitation 

 Recognised simulated 

2. Art and artistic elements sculptural flat 

  Pure 

3. Photography and painting indexical sophisticated 
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 Social pure 

 useful  

 easy  

4. Popular and Elite culture popular conservative 

 kitsch Academic 

 mass elite 

  sophisticated 

  cultured 

5. Size and sensibility knowable  

 sensible  

6.Development of civilisations Natural complex 

 basic  

 rural urban 

  Hyper-reality 

 science God 

 knowledge religion 

 Enlightenment  

7. Mechanical Reproduction of images tradition reproduction 

  reactivated 

  copy 

  mass 

8. The development of Psychology conscious subconscious 

 awake dreaming 

 id ego 

  strange 

 tangible  

 evidence  
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 accepted  

9. Ideology material representation 

  false 

10. Money and Finance Use value Exchange value 

  fetish 

  finance 

 Ordinary Bosses 

  Hidden 

 Dominant  

11. Past present and future evidence denied 

 now Past 

  future 

12. Contemporary politics populist different 

 ordinary fantasy 

 Blue collar  

13. Methodologies. constructed modernism 

 authoritative development 

 consistent deconstructed 

 within  
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