
 

Either/Or... , a polemic 

i. Imagination or fantasy 

It’s a game of either/or, and the question is: imagination or fantasy? The answer, 

imagination wins hands down. It offers something universally appealing and 

attractive. There is romanticism in the human power of imagination. Although 

not always a good, at its best the imaginary holds vitality and develops the 

potential to unlock and find unknown solutions, nonsenses or ways of being, 

even commonalities. The freedom to imagine thrives in tandem with energy and 

confidence. Imagination opens, whereas fantasy is enclosed and limited. The 

hope with fantasy is that at its best it elucidates imagination. 

We live intensely fantastic lives, and experience collective order and control 

through contemporary systems of learning, leisure and entertainment, systems 

which offer the fantasy of imaginative potential. Popular online entertainment 

and communications systems imply imaginary freedoms which can be 

problematic. Many commercial systems – Bebo, MySpace, Facebook – have used 

discourses of empowerment or freedom to engage and populate worlds, 

emerging as covert in their desire for power and control. These technologies are 

designed and re-designed to enclose our imaginative scope within their 

architecture.  

Central to critical discourses of such apparatuses are issues of control and the 

erosion of boundaries between the public and private self. These technical 

architectures appeal to us as places to share and communicate, to engage with 

leisure, gossip and creative activities. Even relatively benign technologies have 

been programmed to be presumptive of our desires, compound fantasy rather 

than imagination. Our engagement supports directional apparatuses within 

these technologies designed to engrain and attribute us with habits. We are 

stereotyped through the analysis of our activities. Think here of that old 

American chestnut, the story of a straight man who is incorrectly outed by his 

TiVo1 presuming him to be queer because his TV viewing habits indicated that he 

liked travel, house and garden, and antiques shows. We sublimate our 

knowledge that engagement with such things is filtered by highly invasive 

commercial drives. 

At its extreme, fantasy works from the realm of introversion. Iris Murdoch refers 

to fantasy as a consolation of the private self, a reference she makes when 

discussing the pivots between the realms of art and philosophy. Being a 
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considerable practitioner of both, Murdoch names philosophy’s role as one of 

clarification and art’s as one of mystification. Murdoch understands the role of 

art as being to create illusion, and the work of philosophy as an attempt to dispel 

it; to liberate our minds from illusion. She considers that in the liberation from 

illusion we defeat the formlessness of the world and that in the making of art we 

are creating consolations for it. Much of contemporary art-making – and 

particularly several of the projects that emerged out of InContext 3 – attempted 

to offer solutions to the illusory nature of our lives, or at least to offer some 

suggestion for alternative navigation. This polarisation is perhaps a little old-

fashioned when addressing the complexity some of contemporary practices. 

There is little doubt that literal approaches in art-making veer into production, 

and that dispelling illusion can remove dimension, making art flat.  

Drawing on Murdoch’s discourse, the truth is that our worlds are compounding 

in formlessness, fluidity and uncertainty, and that, as she said in an interview 

with Bryan Magee, ‘it is from this rubble that one is always trying to make 

forms’2.  It from this perspective, that of sense-making, which the artist Jackie 

Sumell works, describing A=AGHT as follows: 

A=AGHT is a semi-utopic virtual space/town whose rules, population and 

culture are generated by a facilitated exchange between youth from New 

Orleans and Tallaght. Adult artists and cultural workers from both cities 

developed projects that encourage youth participants to explore historic 

moments, social grievances, ethnic and racial disparities in order to invent a 

place of creative resolve, the project was developed through creative 

workshops for youth in both Tallaght and New Orleans, facilitated by 

artists. 3 

A critique of some contemporary art-making is that it has become excessively 

participatory and residential. I would argue that these are works that embody 

principles akin to popular technologies, in that the terms of engagement are 

applied to participants who are often unclear as to the deeper rationales and 

drives for participatory engagement. Many participatory projects are fronted by 

a call for an expression of wide imaginative impulse, collective processes which 

seem to override a deeper critical review. Artists often make niches for 

participants within their work by devising methods which challenge or illustrate 

participants’ perceptions. This type of investigation underpins the overarching 

interests of the artist. In A=AGHT participants were involved through a process of 

questioning which was pedagogically driven, described by the artist as a form of 

tutoring. Participants engaged with a sphere of work that was orchestrated for 

them: workshops, classes and tours created by associated artists, who worked 

under the direction of Sumell. Open creative resolution was not embedded 
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3 Texts supplied by the artist to South Dublin County Council. 



within the project’s contract of engagement. A criticism here might be that 

individual imaginative power is obfuscated. But the questions are framed by the 

artist and her understanding of the participants’ world sphere. Claire Bishop 

writes critically of similar practices  as ‘a platonic regime where art is valued for 

its truthfulness and educational efficacy – not for inviting us to confront the 

more complicated considerations of our predicament.’4  

ii. Obliqueness or visibility 

Kierkegaard’s great book Either/Or asks that Aristotelian question, how we 

should live? Either/Or is an artwork which explores two fundamentally different 

ways of being in the world. Kierkegaard makes his philosophical explorations at 

a remove by answering questions obliquely and pseudonymously; presenting his 

investigation through the work of the protagonist/editor, Victor Eremita, who 

finds the writings of two characters, A and B. These writings Eremita edits, re-

orders and publishes. Taking the train of argument through the aesthetic, 

represented by A, and the ethical, represented by B, he positions them as 

antithetical. This approach is a form of indirect communication or a self-

conscious attempt to describe a position as author.  

Kierkegaard has distanced himself from the responsibility of the direct voice of 

authorship, but instead he develops the form of his argument through the work 

of his characters. He invokes the two individuals and applies experiences and 

realities which create a context for his questions.  

A way of regarding Sumell’s processes is that she too investigates through her 

participants. She is not so interested in the individual response as in a cast of 

characters who offer her material to shape and develop her authorial position, 

out of which she develops art.  

So the creation of a utopic world is the work of A=AGHT but it is also a 

performance of the democratic conventions of world-making, which is worked 

out through questioning and seeking responses. A singular imagination, centred 

on Sumell’s leadership, is mining the fantasies of others to create a utopia. Many 

of the questions posed to participants are made public; the answers are not, until 

they are further extruded, edited or developed by the artist or other artists 

supporting the project. This becomes apparent in how the responses are later 

represented in a gallery context.  
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As ideas develop into art objects the visual language of the project shifts to that 

of Sumell and her associated artists. What emerges are highly resolved, attractive 

and intricate works of sculpture with an aesthetic like that of architectural 

models. The models are set on plinths, made of archival quality packing cases, 

denoting the preciousness of these worlds, and conforming to the conventions of 

an artworld. The creation of these objects was tightly directed and produced by 

professional makers. The artwork is a representation the participants’ answers, 

addressing the pseudonymous concerns of the artist.  

These objects address this world, and make solutions for it, from a middle 

ground, and are hybrids of the existing conventions of city and civic life; for 

example, one model is fusion of a School and a Zoo. These are hyper-bred 

structures; slightly surreal, engaging and intriguing in their intimacy, and very 

beautifully made. As objects addressing the scope of world-making they express 

little of the tension of youth.  

iii. Tension or consensus 

The unfurling of the future through a dream is a definition of apocalypse. The 

surrealist Georges Bataillle sees tension as crucial to the success of art. He 

considered art was interesting if it addressed anguish, that anguish frees art 

from being boring; that the embedded anguish within an art project should be 

based on questioning beyond the scope of the permissive. It is at this extreme 

point that we are enabled to imagine future worlds as balanced between 

dystopic and utopic. By our nature, we understand the symmetry of polarisation 

and division as a binary approach or explanation. As if through extremes we find 

ways to explain universality. We rationalise through allocation.  

The potential for tension, dissent and democratic engagement was integral to the 

project of A=AHGT, but was quelled as the apparatuses and sub-structures of it 

were covert. Sumell’s project of utopia is an exercise in indirect storytelling. I 

think very much relates to art which is an exercise in ‘truth seeking’. So perhaps 

in condemning art for being fantastical is in many ways condemning art for being 

untrue.  Problematic issues arise where processes are too closely mimetic, as this 

aspect of making somehow expresses the limits of its own world context. The 

removal of the artist-self as the key protagonist of the artwork and the 

development of a community of communication and exchange was the genuine 

motivation for the work in A=AGHT. What is missing is creative dissent, or an 

expression of tension. This might have been expected to emerge as participants 

evolved their utopias, rejecting or challenging a status quo. So what emerged 

within the project, is a focus on work-making and collecting, an activity which 

reflects the technologies of the world familiar to the participants.  



The online aspects of the project work from a familiar private space. The forum 

is private and highly mediated; it mimics but does not critique similar 

commercial spaces which are also socially motivated, and doesn’t challenge such 

platforms even in the form of satire. The artist has been the initiator of a private 

fantasy world, which collects opinions about how they (the young people) might 

live in the actual world. The method is akin to that of the controllers of 

commercial networks and their content. In observing the nuances of the artist’s 

direction, the form and ambition of the overall project, what is interesting and 

remains open is her ultimate question, of how to be in the world. 
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