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witnesses suffering. Millenials have been dubbed the ‘hyperempathetic 
generation’, by New York Times journalist Jazmine Hughes in her discussion 
of the new, newly politicized, Teen Vogue (Hughes, 2017), and adopted by 
young journalist and political commentator Charlie Brinkhurst-Cuff, in 
opposition to the ‘special snowflake’ label often assigned to millenials by 
‘miserable, greying baby boomers and sometimes, ironically, the alt-right’. 
Brinkhurst-Cuff compares her generation’s capacity for hyperempathy to VR-
induced empathy experiences (Brinkhurst-Cuff, 2017). 
	 This paper will perform close readings of artist interviews to lay the 
groundwork for thinking how artists repurpose social media, and what that 
actually does for online identity politics activism. It will examine the ways 
in which the artists instrumentalise empathy to build online communities 
of care based around vulnerability and mental health, control, collective 
catharsis, and safe spaces. It will examine psychological distress in narratives of 
identity produced and enacted through translocal groups, and compare these 
with an IRL [In Real Life] example. It will consider what might be problems 
with empathy generated through emotive identifications in the context of 
translocalised, asynchronous and temporarily immersive environments of 
social media.
         The paper will draw comparisons between what these artists say themselves 
about their practices, and then consider these emerging tropes in relation to 
comparable IRL social situations and tactics. It will then consider the affective 
impacts of online structures to ask, (1) how the medium structures the content 
and viewers’ responses, or how platforms affect the stated intention of the 
work (whether the platform repurposes the artwork as much as the artwork 
repurposes the platform); (2) whether, or how, repurposing a platform can 
reveal or alter its effects; and (3) whether online and mixed reality actions 
produce different effects to the same actions performed in real life.
    This paper suggests that identity politics online may intensify what 
Bubandt and Willerslev call tactical empathy: the potential of empathy for 
radicalisation of otherness rather than sympathetic identification, when 
power relations between the agents concerned are unequal and / or grounded 
in opposing interests (Bubandt and Willerslev, 2015). The paper will consider 
the conflicting interests of political activism and commercial platforms, and 
question whether it is possible to repurpose social media for activism in the 
already compromised commodified context of flattened hierarchies where, 
for example, self-care easily transitions from radical political thought and 
practice, to political slogan, to a way to sell a shampoo.

Narrating Collective Empathy Online.

Stephanie Moran

This paper examines a trend in current online artistic subculture, which I am 
going to call cyberempathy. It is an identity politics twist on post-internet 
art, by the millenial generation. These identity politics practices – that 
operate around intersections of race, genderfluidity, neurodiversity, disability 
activism, and often environmental justice, tend to be described as ‘woke’ 
– aware, sensitive, and consciousness-raising. They speak about generating 
identification through empathy (Clements, 2017), in conjunction with 
the contemporary mantra of ‘self-care’: meaning care for themselves both 
individually and collectively as identity-based marginal groups, as a political 
act. They follow black lesbian writer and civil rights activist Audre Lorde’s 
much-quoted sentence: ‘Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-
preservation, and that is an act of political warfare’ (Lorde, 1988). There is 
also a generally unconscious reference to Michel Foucault’s ‘care of the self ’, 
which could be productively explored in this context to think critically about 
individuals, responsibility and ethics in activist practice (for example, Myers, 
2008; Wong, 2013), however this paper will focus more narrowly on care and 
self-care in relation to the use of empathy. Cyberempathetic practices move 
between real life and online spaces, often repurposing social media for mixed 
reality practices; as artist May Waver says, ‘we have to think beyond the 
IRL-URL binary.’ They also tend to refuse gender binaries. They constitute 
a disparate, international group, some of whom are connected personally, 
and most of whom are connected virtually. The artists discussed below have 
been selected as emblematic of the millenial generation’s ‘hyperempathetic’ 
capacities and translocal networks. The term hyperempathy was first coined 
by black science fiction writer Octavia Butler in her Earthseed books, about 
a young woman who cannot help acutely feeling the pain of anyone she 
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are vulnerability and trust.’ (Waver, 2015)

Similarly, Clare Price, Elizabeth Mputu, Paul Kindersley and Ayesha Tan 
Jones all make themselves vulnerable through online self-representation that 
invades private spaces. They publicly perform acts online that usually only 
take place in the safe, closed or relatively closed, spaces of solitary creative 
practice or devotion, or collective ritual: the artists’ studio, the altar or shrine, 
the art gallery, the queer performance space, the sacred spaces of religious 
practice.

Control and Collective Catharsis 
The artists speak about the cathartic effect of their practice. ‘Everything that 
I’ve ever made has always come from a cathartic place’, says May Waver, while 
Jennifer Tamayo speaks of the feeling of safety and solidarity during the prep 
time for her performance in Kate Durbin’s Hello Selfie (Tamayo, 2014). Clare 
Price talks about trauma and taking control, and the feeling of power that 
generates, which is the case for most of these artists:

‘It’s been a way of uncontaining myself, things about myself that 
have previously only existed in the paintings. And also, in a personal 
way, I was in a situation in my life where I was very controlled and 
contained by another person, and I’m not any more. So it’s been a 
way of saying ‘this is who I am’.’

Clare Price also sees it as an identity politics in relation to the market, 
and at the same time a way of taking back some kind of control from the 
market. As a painter, she realizes she cannot compete with the young white 
male as investment: 

‘I’m 46, I’ve been painting since I was 18, I’ve been showing for the 
last however long - and I realised no matter however fucking good 
my paintings are, in the market I am a certain thing.’ (Price, 2017) 

Molly Soda says, 

‘The moment I post something and make it public, it becomes 
less of a big deal. All of a sudden I’m in control,’ (Soda, 2015) and 
Price finds that the self-subjectification ‘feels like taking the power 
back’ – even if they have to also deal with antagonistic and personal 
criticism, which can be draining. (Soda, 2015)

Vulnerability and Mental Health
Group psychotherapy practices, outside of medical institutions, have been 
used by many post-60s marginal and activist groups. For example, Carl Rogers’ 
encounter technique, with its use of psychodrama to act out remembered or 
imagined situations and interactions, was popular with counter-cultural and 
therapeutic groups and communities in the 70s (see Rogers, 1970; Yablonsky, 
1965; Berner, 2013). It was viewed as a way of facilitating intensive 
uninhibited and honest group interaction. Rogers’ original encounter group 
methodology was developed in a therapeutic setting, but has also been used for 
pedagogical and community-living purposes. Many of the cyberempathetic 
artists appropriate language and methods of psychotherapy. They often share 
very personal, intimate thoughts and experiences, treating social media as if 
it were a group therapeutic platform to speak about traumatic experiences. 
They deliberately make themselves vulnerable through their work. Although 
some of the online communities are set up as closed or private groups, many 
are public.
         Artist Molly Soda describes her most recent series Should I send this? 
as ‘a collection of text and images I would be too scared to show you.’ It is 
available both as an e-zine and a physical publication of her collection of 
selfies, many of them nude, and sexts.

‘The project explores what it means to be vulnerable in the digital 
age, and the ways we censor and edit our own intimate output… This 
piece isn’t about me,’ Soda says, ‘it’s about everyone who has ever tried 
to achieve validation/intimacy via sending a text message, a nude ... 
anything vulnerable using digital communication.’
‘Other women’s responses have really encouraged me. I have a lot 
of girls messaging me about how my stomach hair makes them feel 
better/less self-conscious about theirs. That’s what I care about –- not 
about whether or not men find it attractive.’ (Soda, 2015)

May Waver utilises intimacy and vulnerability as both form and content, in 
a practice of strategic fragility:

‘Choosing to embody certain feminine traits is often seen as a 
weakness… Yet, I think the frivolity that’s associated with femininity 
can be both self-indulgent and subversive; femininity is performed, 
and one can use artificial elements to confuse or obscure it… I try to 
distinguish between things that feel intimate and the actual intimacy 
that you might have with another person. My criteria for intimacy 
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‘I feel it gave all of us a look into how we could queer the platform 
of Facebook (many people created their own versions of the group 
thereafter) and through everyone’s participation, introduced me to 
the idea of Unapologetic Self-Love—self-love and self care being at 
the forefront of my practice now.’ While their next Facebook group, 
TeachMeTeaseMe, was a sex-positive discussion forum that:

‘came into fruition while I was in a mutually abusive relationship 
and dating someone who was very challenged by my sexuality 
whether it be how I identified or how I expressed it. I came out to 
someone in an anonymous chat group when I was in second grade 
and always appreciated how an online forum could comfort people 
when their IRL environment didn’t offer the same compassion. In 
this space people could bring up whatever topics they wanted related 
to sex, sexuality, the taboo, body positivity, gender identity, etc. and 
make dialogue with one another.’ (Mputu and Abreu, 2016)

These artists speak about ‘safe spaces’ in ambivalent terms. Molly Soda’s 
exhibition Comfort Zone (at Annka Kultys gallery, London, 2016) 
challenges the idea that safe spaces exist at all in the global computational 
always-online permanent mixed reality contemporary moment. Mixed 
reality designates events that occur for online and IRL audiences online 
simultaneously, such as a live-streamed event; or, generally, online events 
that have an IRL component; it is also used to refer to the state of being 
semi-immersed in virtual spaces, such as when flicking between online 
groups on social media, and interacting IRL. Kate Durbin’s Hello Selfie 
explicitly sets up a jarring safe-space-within-an-unsafe-space, revealing 
the cognitive dissonance of this mixed reality. Rather than broadcasting a 
personal act from a private space, she sets up groups of female-identifying 
artists acting out a genre of hyper-girlified online performance in public 
spaces, on the streets. Writer Jennifer Tamayo describes the experience of 
taking part in Kate Durbin’s Hello Selfie: 

‘Performance instructions outlined cryptic guidelines like “You 
are a cat but you are also a girl” and “You have no mouth so 
you do not speak.” Our rehearsals included trying on the bob-
style platinum blonde wigs, looking sad, acting like cats and… 
practicing taking selfies in various poses that read teen girl… We 
talked briefly of what to do in case of harassment’. 

Price speaks of the effect of being part of a much younger scene (she is 
in her 40s), their openness about mental health, and how she has felt 
permission to acknowledge her own personal traumas and the impact 
on her mental health. ‘I feel like my work is more relevant to that online 
community.’ There is a sense of a community of support, both online and 
in real life. As Ayesha Tan Jones says: 

‘You can find a community online that you might not find 
elsewhere… Before I lived in London, my escape was internet 
art spaces — I needed to find my people.’ (Tan Jones and 
Hovve, 2018)

Mixed Reality and Safe Space
The mix of online and IRL community is important for all of these artists. 
Tan Jones runs an IRL group called Shadow Sistxrs Fight Club. They say, 

‘When I talk about collective healing I am relating it to Shadow 
Sistxrs Fight Club. We do jujitsu and herbalism and meditate.’ (Tan 
Jones and Walden, 2018) 

It is:

‘a meta-physical and physical self defence class! It was borne out of 
the idea to create a safe space for women, non binary people and 
QTPOC [Queer, Trans, People of Colour] to learn skills to enable 
them to better protect themselves and their community.’ (Tan Jones, 
2017)

Ayesha Tan Jones’ practice encompasses art and witchcraft. They use gender 
neutral pronouns (they/them) and describe their avatar, YaYa Bones, as an 
extension of themself, and a ‘genderless cyborg operatic witch,’
‘For me [a witch is] someone who fully takes responsibility for their actions 
and understands that what they give out they receive back. So, a witch 
is someone who gives to the community and uses their power, whether 
that’s magic or music or community organising to help their society and 
community to grow, flourish and learn. So it’s healing through your power.’ 
(Tan Jones and Ubuntu, 2018)
	 Artist Elizabeth Mputu created the popular Facebook selfie group 
inb4, begun out of their US DIY-scene:
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participants can access publics from the privacy of their own bedrooms also 
means that personal bedrooms are spaces that the public and commercial 
interests have access to, virtually. 
        Clare Price says of her Instagram work:

‘it’s made me quite manic, and I think that’s because I was so contained, 
by family as well. So there has been an uncontaining and it has been 
real. I don’t see it as therapeutic, it’s probably something you would 
need therapy to recover from.’ (Price, 2017)

When Price uses ‘contained’ and ‘uncontaining’, she explains, she is partly 
referring to Gilles Deleuze speaking about containment that heightens the 
forces within; it is also an analogy between painting’s containment within 
a frame and the breaking out of that frame in her Instagram work, and her 
own personal breaking away or release from her past, from the oppressive 
sense of confinement her family imposed on her. Instagram has been a 
public outlet and channel for that breaking out, which has been supported 
by therapy rather than used as therapeutic in itself. She has also learned to 
carefully construct and control her online output, carefully considering how 
she presents herself. Similarly, Elizabeth Mputu switched from producing 
images of herself (concerned with issues of representation and visibility 
of queer black artists online) to making work about her spirituality and 
engaging with therapeutic practices when she realized that ‘the notoriety 
that came from this work just ended up labeling me as a cool, hot, token 
black person.’ Both Price and Mputu limit their followers, in ‘private’ 
groups, and Mputu has recently started to charge for access to her online 
videos. 
         Cyberempathetic artworks might often appear cheesy, teenage, 
aesthetically unsubtle, or objectifying, in a similar way to earlier identity 
politics artworks such as second wave feminist artwork that reclaimed 
womens’ images of themselves: they share a desire to reclaim self-
representation, on their own terms. However, these contemporary mixed 
reality artworks using social media are much more aesthetically polished and 
beautiful; they tend to be styled, consciously cool, and the artists are very 
savvy about the medium. For example, May Waver is part of a collective 
who have coined the term “cybertwee” to describe their practices. This 
coolness operates as an aesthetic distance, or line of defence, and the overall 
/ surface aesthetic is perhaps misleading. She says:

She describes her anxiety over the performance, and about her body: 

‘The loneliest part: the acknowledgement that my fellow kitties in 
this performance were probably having these same concerns and the 
realization that solidarity in these thoughts didn’t make a difference to 
me.’ (Tamayo, 2014)

Extracted from the online context of this genre, the performance reveals how 
translocal practices set up antagonistic relationships, and the psychological 
effects of that. For Paul Kindersley: 

‘It’s the great combination of an intimate connection and the exact 
opposite. It’s like someone writing a diary and saying it’s super secret, 
but secretly hoping that in 20 years time someone will publish it 
and think it’s really great. Which is why I think lots of people use 
the internet: you can be completely personal, but at the same time 
completely public. Also, I feel that through that strangely intimate 
and immediate interaction you can actually tackle the bigger issues 
better than if you were a politician…’(Kindersley and Silverton, 
2015) 

This combination of the feeling of intimate connection and its exact opposite 
is produced by the structure of online spaces: the fact that they are usually 
accessed individually and from private spaces, and that respondents are 
unseen but in direct contact, gives a false sense of security, closeness and 
confidentiality, while in fact taking place in public virtual spaces. Platforms 
such as Facebook are explicitly structured for openly sharing personal 
information such as private photographs and conversations. As with group 
therapy and psychodrama, there is a group-constructed narrative of openness, 
but usually without the safety of a closed group. Online it is often not clear 
how many people or who is present, and on most platforms there is a lack 
of access to audio and gestural responses; although posts and replies usually 
appear spontaneous, the remote and asynchronous nature of social media 
allows for participants to craft text in their own time, making it easier to fake 
reactions. Of course, these public spaces that encourage immersive intimacy 
generate huge quantities of valuable personal data, some of which is used 
to pay for these ‘free’ platforms in the form of personalised advertising. As 
Molly Soda’s Comfort Zone exhibition also aims to reveal, the spaces of social 
media can enable intimate connection across huge distances; but the fact that 
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‘In many ways, I had wanted to submit to the performance. Be 
a girl. Be a cat. Be “present” Marina A. style. I wanted to “feel 
free to cry” as the guidelines instructed, but I felt fundamentally, 
even existentially, unsafe. I felt unsafe from myself and others…. 
The intensity of the experience was obliterating. I did feel like 
a sad girl—but mostly because I felt lonely and outside of the 
performance, even antagonistic toward the other performers… I 
began selfie-ing and what came out was the gaze of a hideous man… 
The most important work we could do for each other was not be 
there—to render ourselves invisible. Free from the realities of gazes 
that are never, or fundamentally, our own.’ (Tamayo, 2015)

A woman watching said, ‘I thought this performance was going to be better. 
Like, more interesting,’ – but perhaps the point lies in the participation 
rather than spectating. Clare Price says, 

‘I’ve had rows. I had an argument with a male gallerist about it. 
I’ve had an argument with a friend about it. They definitely elicit a 
response.’  (Price, 2017) 

Mputu has also faced criticism for her work that combines race politics and 
spiritual practice, such as meditation and spells. She has monetized much 
of the content on her Cyberserenity website, but offers content free to POC 
(People of Colour) users. Like most of these artists, views it as part of an 
activist struggle: 

‘I think I’ve faced some backlash for making my spirituality so 
apparent, like being labeled as hoetep or a “black racist.” But, I think 
if you really pay attention to the sort of dismantling that I and others 
of the POC Excellence Digital Resurgence movement are trying to 
get accomplished here then that aspect of the work comes off more 
nuanced and natural. I’m also not worried about people’s inability 
to resonate with the work. It reaches who it is meant to reach…’ 
(Mputu and Abreu, 2016)

These artists might position themselves as authentic and anti-memetic, 
while being extremely cognizant of how to function online and of the 
aesthetics they are very deliberately using; in many ways they’re super 
digitally-literate having started online very young. The way cyberempathetic 
works may appear to general viewers and the way they operate for 
participants and their identity groups seem to do very different things, 

‘For me, sincerity means accepting that you’re constantly creating 
and negotiating [the self ] in all these different contexts and 
environments, with different people. Realizing that was freeing for 
me. It’s all a weird charade, especially with our online personas. 

Whether you have an intentional persona or brand that you’re trying 
to project or if you just post on Facebook, your public self is still 
curated or mediated.’ (Waver, 2015)

May Waver describes her work as an antidote to ‘toxic masculinity’, she: 

‘advocate[s] for tenderness, to advocate for softness as a legitimate 
and powerful alternative to hardening... It’s self-indulgent, but for 
me it’s also an important political practice - listening to people when 
they’re voicing their burdens, being compassionate toward others.’  
(Waver and Hellyer, 2015)

While Ayesha Tan Jones has;

‘a spiritual practice that seeks to fuse activism and art to present 
an alternative, queer, optimistic dystopia. They… approach 
activism through art, creating diverse, eco-conscious narratives 
that aim to connect, enthral and induce audiences to think more 
sustainably and ethnically.’ (Tan Jones, 2018)

These artists reveal intimate things about themselves; what they reveal also 
enacts a minoritarian identity politics – whether around race, sexuality or 
gender. Both of these operations leave them open to abuse, something they 
have all experienced.  Paul Kindersley, whose online persona constitutes a 
messy, grungy, sloppily-and-heavily-made-up drag, says: 

‘there is this insane thing of being a woman on the internet — 
constant shaming’s. And shame is something I’m really obsessed 
with.’(Kindersley and Silverton, 2015). 

Molly Soda’s Should I Send This? has attracted much criticism, from men 
and women, calling it ‘not art’ and ‘not feminist’, narcissistic, pretentious 
and juvenile, as well as personal abuse. Similarly, in Jennifer Tamayo’s 
account, the Hello Selfie performers received verbal and physical abuse from 
audiences both male and female:
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emerged from the capacity to match another’s emotional state, a 
capacity that enabled the kind of emotional contagion that is the 
basis for sociality. (Bubandt and Willerslev, 2015)

The artists discussed here use IRL and online participation and mimicry 
to manifest collective identities; they are very open, they use shared 
experiences - mystical, traumatic, therapeutic and spiritual in order to 
open up collective compassion within the online and IRL communities 
or subcultures, as a call to join them, and to visibly establish their group 
identity to others:

‘There’s a phrase that was widely used in the Zapatistas 
movement of the early 90s in Mexico that goes, “they buried 
us but they didn’t know we were seeds.” That’s how I like to 
think about marginalized bodies in this digital landscape. 
“They erased us, but they didn’t know we were seeding.” 
Even if it’s not my work that awakens someone to stand for 
everything they are, there are others out there like me doing 
the same work and these messages will get passed down to 
our beloveds who will take it upon themselves to make their 
identities known and demand the means necessary to not just 
survive in this world but to thrive and to be great by their own 
definition.’ (Mputu and Abreu, 2016) 

However, Bubandt & Willerslev suggest  ‘the possibility that the alterity 
of the other is not minimized, but rather sometimes radicalized through 
empathy’. (Bubandt and Willerslev, op. cit.) They discuss the relationship 
between empathy and deception (tactical empathy) as used in hunting 
(interspecies empathy) and black ops (mimicry and demonization in politics 
and espionage). This tactical empathy may be heightened in the context 
of online platforms, because of the way identities are dislocated from their 
physical context, as well as because of the way they are structured. As Jaron 
Lanier points out, the structure of the internet is around monetisable 
content, due to the way it is funded - online platforms are reliant on 
advertising for revenue. He says: 

the algorithms have to maximize value from all the data that’s coming 
in. So they test use that data. And it just turns out as a matter of 
course, that the same data that is a positive, constructive process for 
the people who generated it — Black Lives Matter, or the Arab Spring 
— can be used to irritate other groups. (Lanier, 2018)

but why is that and what are the effects for participants? They function as 
a means of communication, a call to identify and join in - they are about 
visibility, a politics of identity. 
	 Cyberempathetic artists perform actions that maybe primarily 
aren’t so much about looking but more about participation, for themselves 
and whoever they connect with, and, in some way, a relationship to mental 
health. This paper suggests they employ ideoplastic methods to form 
translocal groups and communities. Transtechnology Research has defined 
ideoplasticity as the somatic effects of mental ideas, which has appeared, 
and continues to appear, in art history, medicine, fringe science and 
spiritualism. Ideoplasticity is used here in relation to group manifestation 
through affectively generated, empathetic, identification, in the virtual 
forms of online communities. 
        What are the translocal effects of ideoplasticity and empathy for 
identity politics and collectivity in these mixed reality practices? How do 
they operate differently from purely IRL groups? What is the potential of 
mixed reality for intensifying empathy, and what does that do? Is empathy 
always altruistic? 

Tactical Empathy
Definitions of empathy: 

1: the action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, 
and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience 
of another of either the past or present without having the feelings, 
thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an objectively 
explicit manner; also : the capacity for this. 2 : the imaginative 
projection of a subjective state into an object so that the object 
appears to be infused with it. (Merriam Webster online dictionary, 
2018) 

The ability to understand and share the feelings of another. Early 
20th century: from Greek empatheia (from em- ‘in’ + pathos 
‘feeling’) translating German Einfühlung. (OED online, 2018)

Empathy affectively deploys projection or transference. As anthropologists 
Nils Bubandt & Rane Willerslev say, empathy performs a temporary 
substitution of self for other. Empathy is important for identification with 
others. Bubandt and Willerslev suggest empathy is pre-linguistic and; 
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The guardian spirit ceremonial of the Coast Salish Indians combines 
the spirit quest of the Plateau tribes with the rich ceremonial 
life of Northwest Coast cultures… These procedures compare 
favorably with Western medical management of psychophysiological 
conditions. (Jilek, 1982)

These practices are comparable to the online translocally-produced 
production of identity by cyberempathetic artists, which engenders a similar 
sense of ‘relative deprivation’ in relation to local social norms. The artists’ 
trauma is sublimated, re-enacted, invoked or created through performative 
narratives as they enact psychodramatic scenarios. These appear to produce 
collective suggestion and cathartic abreactions that connect across real 
life gatherings and, asynchronously, online. They also share a cultural 
separatism. In the online groups this may be temporary and mutable, while 
for the indigenous clans it is permanent and historical; it is for both groups 
political, and rituals are deployed socio-politically as well as therapeutically. 
The effects of online translocality combined with group ‘collective 
suggestion’ through ‘psychodrama’ and ‘cathartic abreaction’ [liberation 
from emotional tension through affectively charged act of remembering and 
reliving a situation] often appears to generate antagonistic conflict which 
may produce and deepen traumatic experiences, while simultaneously 
producing a sense of group healing, in a cyclical process which functions to 
deepen the group identity and identity-based bonding. 

Conclusion
This is what we would like to see from affect theory – a turn from 
the necessary philosophical labour of understanding experience 
beyond subjectivity toward the forging and unleashing of a plurality 
of highly particular and individually tailored concepts that explicate 
the complexities of experience threaded through contemporary 
socio-cultural settings. (Brown & Tucker, op cit.)

Where empathy is affectively instrumentalised to form online communities 
on the basis of identification, there is an inherent problem with empathy’s 
use of projection of self onto other. It always projects an I, which doesn’t 
admit the alienness of the other or the impossibility of access to others’ 
lifeworlds. This effect appears to be amplified by social media and online 
platforms.
	 Artworks that seem to more successfully repurpose social media 

Mouffe and Laclau famously theorised the necessity of antagonism for social 
progressiveness, and the cycles of cultural separatist activism whose values 
are then taken up and absorbed by societies (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). But 
when this antagonism is generated through empathetic identification, does 
it really function as intended, or in the way it has historically? As Rebecca 
Wanzo says about the use of empathy in American novels:

Sentimental texts in the U. S. uncritically treat the representation 
of suffering bodies as a means for accomplishing political and social 
change. Identification with “pain” is thus an organizing principle 
of citizenship in such texts; empathy and sympathy are treated as 
central to the concept of universal humanity. However, the power 
relations between those who have the power to sympathize and 
those who are perpetually the object of the sympathetic gaze are 
rarely truly threatened by treating sympathy as key to social justice. 
(Wanzo, 2005).

She explains that Octavia Butler’s character’s use of hyperempathy for 
political change, in the Earthseed science fiction series, is ineffective for 
progress, and the heroine realizes she must abandon that approach. She 
ultimately ‘develops a liberation theology that revolves around ‘change’ 
instead of empathy or feeling.’ (Wanzo, ibid.)

Indian Healing
Smail’s position on mental health is that it is essentially not a medical 
matter. Psychological distress is produced by the social conditions that 
emerge from the confluence of economic and political power. (Brown 
and Tucker, 2009)

What effect does this online antagonistic intensification of power dynamics 
have on cyberempathetic artists and artist participants? There is a leap here 
to suggest a parallel between the cultural identity and coping strategies 
and effects of the translocally produced online groups and indigenous 
Northwest Pacific resurgence movements. 
	 Wolfgang Jilek is a psychiatrist, he was Clinical Professor at UBC 
(University of British Columbia). In his book Indian Healing, he discusses 
the effects of relative deprivation on indigenous people in Canada, and how 
they adapt traditional ritual to relieve this, from endurance and survival-
based initiation rituals to ceremonial dances. 
Jilek observes:
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This paper explores taking ‘medication’ in the form of fiction or imagination 
and in doing so relates to the field of narrative medicine. This year’s 
underlying theme for the Transtechnology Research seminar series of 
ideoplasticity is thus interpreted as a possible healing through mental ideas.1 

This paper is divided in four parts in which various elements are 
assembled: a brief discussion of my early lectures on fact and fiction in 
relation to The Matrix; two reviews of recent literature in connection to the 
Anthropocene; a discussion of the publication Fiction as Method (2017), 
and finally a conclusion that makes use of a video featuring the unlikely 
combination of Stephen Hawking, Keanu Reeves and Paul Rudd in a 
comedic fiction about probability.

Although the quote from The Matrix in relation to taking a 
translucent, blue vitamin D pill is the immediate reason for this paper, I will 
not dwell too much on the further contents of the film. The most important 
fact in relation to this paper is that of taking a pill, or drug/medication, in 
order to change the future. That healing can be interpreted depending on 
ideology is demonstrated by the fact that this notion has in the mean time 
unfortunately also been recognised by the so-called alt-right movement. The 
following citation from the RationalWiki-site sums it up:

Red pill
Taking the red pill is synonymous with converting to alt-
right views. A red pill is something — news, text, meme — that 
justifies alt-right views. A red-piller is someone who has converted 
to alt-right views or someone who converts others to alt-right 
views. Red-pilling or dropping red pills is the act of recruiting 
people to the alt-right cause. Someone who has taken the red pill 
is based. Someone who has not taken the red pill is bluepilled or 
preferrably cucked. A hard red pill is an argument they think is 
really convincing.

The term is a reference to The Matrix, in which taking the red 
pill means learning the truth about society to which most others 

1	  In its discussion of the entangled relation between fact and fiction this 
paper is a further development of my paper ‘Mobile Absolutes or Absolute Mobiles’ 
(2017) that promised ‘to be continued’ as well as the seminar Narrative medicine: 
Pathos and the inframince membrane (2017) and in general my PhD-research Laugh-
ter, inframince and cybernetics – Exploring the Curatorial as Creative Act (2017).

The Blue One or the Red One.
Towards a Creative Vision for the Future.

Edith Doove

You take the blue pill, the story ends. You wake up in your bed and 
believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, you stay 
in Wonderland, and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes.
- Morpheus, to Neo, The Matrix (1999), 27’40

This paper continues to research the idea of narrative medicine and affect 
in relation to environmental care from a science fiction perspective, and 
the use of the inframince as operational tool. It takes the seductive beauty 
of a translucent blue vitamin D pill as a motive to reflect on the act of 
taking medication for a greater good. From this a connection is first made 
with the famous scene from The Matrix movie in which Neo is given the 
choice between a blue pill and a red pill with far reaching consequences. 
In both cases the act is highly future-orientated as the blue vitamin D pill 
will lead to better health, whereas the red pill in The Matrix equally leads to 
an improved state of being. Using the premises of narrative medicine, the 
possible connection with environmental writing is developed, discussing 
recent trans- and cross- disciplinary literature about the Anthropocene. The 
paper argues that where narrative medicine so far mainly has been used for 
personal care, it can be applied to a wider field, specifically within current 
discussions surrounding the entangled relationship between the human and 
nonhuman, in which a creative vision for the future is developed through 
‘productive crossings’ (Tsing, A. et al., 2017). For this the paper builds 
strongly on the recent publication Fiction as Method (2018) in which it 
finds a lot of resonance with personal research.
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Early lectures on fiction and fact
In 2003 I gave two lectures called ‘About Fact and Fiction – between Sophie 
Calle and Paul McCarthy’ in my then role as director-curator of Museum 
Dhondt-Dhaenens in Belgium. At the time, the box set of The Matrix had 
just been released and in the museum we ran the traveling exhibition ‘(In 
Search of ) The Perfect Lover’ in collaboration with the Hauser & Wirth 
Collections and work of, amongst others, Louise Bourgeois and Paul 
McCarthy. Alongside this exhibition I curated two installations by the 
Dutch artist duo L.A. Raeven and the Belgian artist Koen Theys.

The notes for these lectures, that I found while preparing the 
seminar that lies at the basis of this paper, confirmed to me my long-
standing interest in the relationship between fact and fiction and especially 
its interchangeability. They start with the following questions: “How do we 
deal with the everyday? Do we give in to it? Do we approach it critically? 
Do we play with it? Is the everyday, that which happens to us, the reality? 
Or do we orchestrate it and make it into fiction that in turn becomes 
reality? Is that where we can be subversive? Do we have the freedom to be 
subversive?” 

My choice for Sophie Calle as a starting point for these lectures was 
because in her work she fictionalises reality, taking multiple aspects of her 
own biography as a starting point for her art work, including her personal 
love life. She collaborated with, amongst others, the writer Paul Auster 
who included her work in one of his novels. Auster equally frequently 
fictionalises his own persona.5 Paul McCarthy at the same time realised 
the overly absurd installation ‘Piccadilly Circus’ in a former bank close 
to Piccadilly Circus in London. Where Calle uses a hardly visible divide 
between fictionality and reality, McCarthy’s antagonists are literally larger-
than-life carnivalesque parodies, featuring amongst others the Queen Mum, 
and President Bush.6

Koen Theys and L.A. Raeven equally interlink fact and fiction in 
their work. Theys, himself part of an identical twin, denied at the time that 
this fact had any influence on his work. He however orchestrated the life 
performance ‘Meeting William Wilson’ in the museum with 80 identically 
dressed identical twins. The video of this performance was later integrated 

5	  See for the work of Sophie Calle https://www.perrotin.com/artists/So-
phie_Calle/1#biography
6	  See https://www.hauserwirth.com/hauser-wirth-exhibi-
tions/2937-paul-mccarthy-piccadilly-circus

remain happily oblivious, while taking the blue pill means 
remaining part of the sheeple and believing that nothing is wrong. 
Alt-righters use this terminology as a means of advocating for 
(ironically enough) a more traditional way of life; in most cases, this 
requires the belief that progressiveness and social equality are the 
oppressive status quo and that the authoritarian bigotry upheld by 
the alt-right is subversive and revolutionary. That way, you can act 
like a fascist and still feel like you’re speaking truth to power.

For humor: the term references a black man enlightening you about 
the flaws in the system in a movie made by two transgender women. 
Or: alt-righters can’t even watch The Matrix right.2

Within the context of this paper taking a blue (translucent vitamin D) pill 
has taken the place of the original red pill, indicating the interchangeability 
of fact and fiction.

In the emerging field of narrative medicine, initiated by Dr. 
Rita Charon and further developed through the work of Ria Felski at the 
University of Southern Denmark as Niels Bohr Professor at the Department 
for the Study of Culture3, narration and thus fiction are seen as healing 
elements. Dr. Rita Charon, a general internist and narratologist, founded 
the Program of Narrative Medicine at Columbia University in 2000. In 
its “recognition that experiencing and treating sickness are language-using 
events” narrative medicine tries to “[retrieve] things from formlessness with 
words” (Charon and DasGupta, 2011, p. vii). In doing so it “gives power to 
the viewer and to the representer to approach and perhaps to comprehend 
or at least to face the real, that which happens, that which matters despite 
all the forces that collude to keep them invisible” (Charon and DasGupta, 
2011, p. vii). Charon proposes to use “[a] metaphor of the activated 
cellular membrane … as a figure for the effective clinician/patient contact” 
(Charon, 2012. p. 342). These notions give a direct link to the concept of 
the inframince that draws attention to minimal differences. (Doove, 2017, 
p. 150).4 

2	  https://rationalwiki.org/wiki/Alt-right_glossary#Red_pill, accessed 
16.09.2018
3	  http://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/institutter_centre/c_uol/rita+felski
4	  The inframince is originally a concept by Marcel Duchamp that registers 
small differences and possibilities in everyday life and that was developed by me 
into an operational tool within the context of my PhD-research.
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I recently reviewed for Leonardo Reviews. I will here partly ‘collage’ these 
reviews in the following as they connect well to my overall argument.

The publication Textures of the Anthropocene – Grain, Vapor, Ray 
(2015) is a real intellectual candy store, consisting of four volumes that 
each gain their identity through a different use of paper. Where the three 
main volumes all have a white cover, the ‘manual’ is bright yellow and 
relatively thin compared to the others. Thus, while reading one not only 
has an intellectual but also a sensual experience that is quite important 
to understand the main idea behind this publication. Being in the 
Anthropocene is amongst others realizing and respecting the agency of the 
nonhuman. Different qualities of paper, from grainy and light to glossy and 
heavy, thus add to the information that is communicated.

These textures can also be seen to allude to geographical layers 
which are further enhanced by the angles of approach of each of the 
volumes.10 Grain, Vapor and Ray talk respectively about the particulate, 
the volatile, and the radiant. The set-up is to bring various texts from 
throughout history and from different disciplines into conversation with 
contemporary comments. This results in a thoroughly and much needed 
transdisciplinary undertaking. Although the volumes are accompanied 
and not so much introduced by a ‘Manual’, the full publication as such 
is certainly not one, or at least not in any traditional sense. It does not 
intend to offer clear instructions of how to tackle the consequences of the 
Anthropocene. What the manual text by Klingan, Rosol and Sepahvand in 
the yellow volume makes beautifully clear is the importance of imagination 
and storytelling if we want to find solutions or a way out. Narratives are 
world making. Klingan, Rosol and Sepahvand refer to various authors to 
make their point, from Hannah Arendt to Walter Benjamin, Henri Bergson 
to John Dewey, but especially Michel Serres. Where Bergson already 
pointed to the fact that “all division of matter into independent bodies 
with absolutely determined outlines is an artificial division” (Manual, 2015, 
p.11), Serres introduced the angel of flux (Manual, 2015, p.16), connecting 
to the inherent viscosity of Earth. Serres also states: 

Indeed, it is worth telling the (his)tory of a small, local, 
singular element, that of an atom, a grain of sand, a thin layer of 
fluid somewhere in the middle of this violent zone where various 
flows intermingle (Manual, 2015, p.24). 

10	  References to the different volumes are in the following made through 
their respective titles Manual, Grain, Vapor and Ray.

in the show.7 Theys is in his work in general very interested in doubling 
and subverting manners of seeing and being seen. The psychic confusion 
that occurs as soon as we are confronted with such a doubling is developed 
in the installations ‘William Wilson was here’ in which park objects such 
as street lights, benches and dustbins are exactly copied and so become 
objects worthy of observation, whereas they normally exist in the periphery 
of a park exhibition. In the performance and video installation Meeting 
William Wilson, that Theys showed for the first time in the MDD, the 
themes of the presentation of the audience as object worthy of observation, 
and the doubling, meet. The title refers to a short story by Edgar Allen 
Poe, in which a young man is suddenly confronted with his doppelganger 
who has the same name (William Wilson) and is born on the same day. 
The presence of this doppelganger brings him into a total schizophrenic 
confusion and eventually a dramatic unfolding of the plot occurs whereby 
both protagonists die.

L.A.Raeven, the Dutch twin sisters Liesbeth and Angelique Raeven, 
have a physical condition that makes them appear to be anorexic. In their 
work they frequently make allusion to eating disorders and appearance. In a 
recent work they created a robotic third twin sister Annelies that explicitly 
is an ‘ugly robot’ to stress the questions the twins pose with flawless 
reproduction and enhancement of live.8

Today, the relation between fact and fiction is overall discussed in 
light of fake news, something that seems real, but isn’t. Dr. Phil Smith uses 
the terminology ‘thinness’ to describe the thin line between the real and the 
other. For this is evident in stories of folk horror, which lead him to almost 
automatically ‘fictionalise’ the landscape he is studying.9 This ‘thinness’ for 
me connects to what I would call an inframince quality that can amongst 
others be applied in the context of the Anthropocene and the way we deal 
with today’s landscape.

Fiction to heal the Anthropocene – two reviews
Imagination, or fiction, as a way of thinking our way out of the rut we 
created ourselves called the Anthropocene, is central in two publications 

7	  See http://www.koentheys.org/video_folder/home_v_12.html 
8	  See https://www.ed.nl/video/production/robot-love-artificial-intelli-
gence-in-eindhoven~vp49983 (in Dutch).
9	  See https://www.ed.nl/video/production/robot-love-artificial-intelli-
gence-in-eindhoven~vp49983 (in Dutch).
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Textures of the Anthropocene literally played with textures through the choice 
of paper and font for each of its four volumes, Arts of Living exists out of 
two parts within one volume that are printed in opposite directions. One 
half is dedicated to the key theme Monsters and the other to Ghosts but not 
necessarily in this order. Both halves are interchangeable, entwined and 
entangled, they refer to one another and thus one finds oneself regularly 
turning the book upside down to switch between one or the other part, 
with page numbers either starting with M or G. Each part has its own 
insightful introduction and coda, that however refer to each other and thus 
form yet another form of entwinement. Arts of Living is in this way not 
only able to engage the reader intellectually, but also physically and tacitly, 
making it clear that intellect and body are equally entwined and entangled. 

The editors Anna Tsing, Heather Swanson, Elaine Gan and Nils 
Bubandt are all in one way or another connected to the Anthropology 
department of Aarhus University, but the contributions to their book 
come from a wide range of exciting authors of various backgrounds, most 
combining several fields of knowledge. With essays by Ursula K. Le Guin, 
Karen Barad and Donna Haraway as the more obvious highlights, those 
by the other, possibly lesser known authors are certainly of equal interest. 
Arts of Living is an explicitly trans- or cross-disciplinary book, confirming 
that we need the intertwining of disciplines to find solutions for the rut 
we got ourselves into. As stated in the introduction of the Ghosts part “to 
survive, we need to relearn multiple forms of curiosity. Curiosity is an 
attunement to multispecies entanglement, complexity, and the shimmer 
all around us.” (G11). For the curious there is plenty to learn – from 
mysterious mud volcanoes to the entanglement of horseshoe crabs and red 
knots birds, lichens, or new ways of evolutionary thinking, spanning from 
the tiny to the universal. Where the Ghosts part discusses various spectres 
from the past that haunt our present in unexpected ways, the Monsters part 
illustrates that any I is in fact a We as all of life exists out of interdependent 
entities. In his book, Humankind: Solidarity with Non-Human People 
(2017) Timothy Morton phrases how every human being consists of a 
considerable nonhuman amount and is thus a collective in itself. Scott F. 
Gilbert, eminent in the field of developmental genetics and embryology, 
uses the phrase holobiont in his contribution to Arts of Living to show 
how all creatures are symbioses of one sort or another. In the last essay of 
the Monsters section, professor of ecology and evolutionary biology Ingrid 
M. Parker shows that it is urgent to deal with our amnesia and blindness 

Klingan, Rosol and Sepahvand connect these ideas with the mutability and 
transformation of a history of imagination. 

We used our imagination to get into the situation11 that we can call 
the Anthropocene, we can also use our imagination to potentially get out of 
it or find another way of dealing with it, even though we are at a point of 
no return. As we finally have become human by recognizing the unhuman 
in ourselves and in the world, this is the most important and creative 
insight we can have. Interestingly Klingan, Rosol and Sepahvand bring play 
into the equation, probably the last thing the average person would think 
about when considering the Anthropocene. But referring to Huizinga’s 
Homo Ludens the authors realise that “(p)lay is fundamental. … Things 
change, because people play, tinkering toying, recomposing the rules” 
(Manual, 2015 p. 38). Textures of the Anthropocene is very importantly about 
reading and rereading, discovering and rediscovering, to keep our subversive 
imagination and creativity flowing in dire times.12

Fiction as part of Living on a Damaged Planet
The publication Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet (2017) does not use 
fiction per se, but real life stories that are so otherworldly that they seem to 
become fictions, from mysterious mud volcanoes to the entanglement of 
horseshoe crabs and red knots birds, lichens or new ways of evolutionary 
thinking, spanning from the tiny to the universal. 
Where the 20th century created, and sustained the fiction of individuality, 
the 21st century shows that a (renewed) awareness of the entanglement 
between the human and nonhuman is unavoidable if we want to survive 
the damaging effects of our self-inflicted Anthropocene. Individuality 
understood as consisting of single, independent entities, whether human or 
nonhuman, might not have to be thrown completely out of our frame of 
understanding as long as it is understood that it can only exist in relation 
to the other. Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet, the fascinating outcome 
of the conference of the same name that took place at UC Santa Cruz in 
2014, makes this very clear. As a publication, it can be ranked alongside 
Textures of the Anthropocene – Grain, Vapor, Ray (2015) in the way it raises 
our attention not only via its content, but also through its design. Where 

11	  See for the choice for this word in reference to John Dewey’s distinguish-
ing between ‘context’ and ‘situation’ Manual, p.18 and note 28).
12	  A more extended version of this review was published in Leonardo Reviews 
January 2018.



137136 Edith Doove

resonates with my ongoing research in more than one way. It fi rst drew my 
attention due to the participation of Dora Garcia who I had asked to join 
me as one of the co-curators of the project deDonderdagen (theTh ursdays) 
at theatre deSingel in Antwerpen (2006). During this project Garcia staged 
one of her Proxy-performances, Real or Fake (Drunk), in which two guys 
in the bar of the theatre would seemingly be drinking a bottle of vodka 
each. One of them however would drink water and play to get very drunk, 
while the other actually drank proper vodka and really became very drunk. 
Th e diff erence, between fact or fi ction, was extremely hard if not at all to 
fathom. (See illustration).16 Garcia throughout her work has used this idea 
of the interchangeability of fact and fi ction. In this volume she looks into 
how fi ction completely fuses with reality “To protect us from the truth” 
(Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 163-184). O’Sullivan on the other 
hand continues his research into non-philosophy and specifi cally addresses 
fi ction as method. Th e latter is seen as “the mapping out of a speculative 
and synthetic practice of thought”, with non-philosophy being defi ned as 
“a form of thought that proceeds from the real, or, at a pinch, alongside 
it: rather than the real (...).” (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 272 and 
274).
16  https://desingel.be/en/programme/dedonderdagen/dedonderdagen-11

towards things happening in the far or nearer past. In that sense, it is 
interesting that the concept of ghosts and monsters was quite present in a 
not too distant past that we seemingly have forgotten, namely that of the 
19th century. Where the “vampires, mummies, doppelgangers, ghosts, and 
zombies as well as Frankenstein’s monster, the Jabberwock, Helen Vaughan, 
and the Invisible Man” (Internationalgothic.group.shef.ac.uk, 2017) 
haunted literature as threatening aliens, the ghosts, and monsters of Arts of 
Living however turn out to be very real and everyday threats. Th ey occur 
mostly in what we overlook, as in the meadow of Ingrid M. Parker but 
also in the borderland between the U.S. and Mexico as described by Lesley 
Stern who writes “in the interstices between cultural studies, memoir, and 
environmental history.”

Th e ecosystem of our planet does not particularly need us humans 
to survive and would probably be better off  without us. As shown in the 
past it will no doubt generate other life forms. If we want to stay part of 
the equation we will have to come down from our high horse and start 
paying attention to what we form part of. Arts of Living gives an excellent 
indication of where to start with. Th e Ghosts and Monsters part meet in the 
middle of the book where they state “Arts of Living are necessary because 
of threats to our survival. On a Damaged Planet monsters and ghosts are 
fi gures hiding in plain sight.”13

Fictitious Islands as Remedy
Another recent publication that could be seen as a potential manual for 
the use of fi ction as remedy, is Fiction as method (2018), based on the 
conference of the same name that took place in 2015 at Goldsmith College, 
London. Th e announcement for the conference aptly uses an intriguing 
quote by Ursula LeGuin: “I am an artist, and therefore a liar. Distrust 
everything I say. I am telling the truth.” as well as one by August Strindberg: 
“it seems to me that I am walking about in my sleep, as though fi ction and 
life were blended.”14

Th is extremely rich volume, which brings together texts by authors 
from various backgrounds, such as Dora Garcia and Simon O’Sullivan15, 

13  Th is review was published in Leonardo Reviews, March 2018.
14  See https://www.gold.ac.uk/calendar/?id=8977
15  Many thanks to Simon O’Sullivan who was so kind to provide me with a 
PDF of the publication when it was hard to come by in time for my seminar. In the 
meantime it has gone in re-print, but I am still keen to buy it as a book, promise.
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Editors Jon K. Shaw and Theo Reeves-Evison have called their 
introductory chapter tellingly after the so-called Null Island where fact and 
fiction meet in an extra-ordinary way:

At the center of the world there is a fiction; a fictional piece of land 
a meter wide by a meter long. (…) It is called Null Island, and you 
cannot travel there. … It is where the equator meets the meridian 
(Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 7)

This piece of fiction lies of the coast of Africa, maybe not as accidental 
as it might seem as Africa has played obviously an important role in the 
construction of various fictions.17

The point where the lines meet, 0 degrees North, 0 degrees East, 
baffles the machines. Computers need a piece of land there on which 
to ground their calculations. So we feed them a fiction, throw an 
island out into the ocean, tell the machines a story about the land at 
the origin of the world; and in return they run the numbers for our 
GPS, guiding us home safely at night, leading us to shoals of fish to 
eat. From this unreal center, the machines can tag our photos to map 
our memories and images onto the material world, can align our 
satelites to coordinate and connect us across the Planet. Whenever 
we perform one of these actions, we pass through this fiction. We are 
transported home via this fictional island (…).

Through the stories and numbers of Null Island (…) we see a 
fiction deployed as a method. The objectively untrue is brought into 
operation within the everyday. (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 
6-7)

This observation especially struck a chord with me as it connects directly 
to my essay ‘Exploring the Curatorial as Creative Act Part II: The Artist 
as Found System (2012)’18 which was intended as a thought experiment 
around the idea of the artist as found system, open-ended and in constant 
becoming, as an alternative and more flexible solution for the usual art 
historic conceptualizing of artists. Inspired by Daumal’s Mount Analogue 
and the island of Benoît Mandelbrot it makes use of a pataphysical, 
pragmatist approach, exploring the realm between fiction and reality, 
and tries to already apply Duchamp’s inframince in order to develop a 

17	  See for instance Raymond Roussel’s Impressions of Africa (2010).
18	  In M. Punt and M. Blassnigg, ed., Transtechnology Research Reader 2012-
13, 1st ed. Plymouth: Transtechnology Research.

Fiction as method states at its back flap

Fiction – it’s not just for storytelling any more. This book takes 
readers on a whirlwind tour through a range of perspectives from 
the arts and the humanities in order to reveal fiction’s prevalence and 
functionality in the objects and processes that we are convinced are 
completely real. More significantly, however, it describes the myriad 
ways in which the elements that comprise this greater universe of 
fiction have been discovered, produced, harnessed, and/or used for 
purposes that stretch from the malevolent to the compassionate. 
Steve Kurtz

And

Fictions, by definition, are works that present us with unreal stories 
and situations. And yet, these fictions – novels, songs, pictures, 
theories, and so on – are themselves actual things in the world. They 
are processes, performances, and objects. They portray unrealities, 
but they themselves are real. Steven Shaviro

Fiction as Method address[es] the role fictions have in our everyday 
lives, [showing] how fictions can be used as means of revealing the 
hidden workings of a state of affairs, and even of establishing a 
certain agency within it. (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 7). 
In doing so it (r)ecognizes two strands that are often inseparable – 
those that reveal structures and gain agency in the construction of 
the everyday, and those deployed as holes to let in the ‘future’ or 
‘abstract-outside’. (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 8).  

Shaw and Reeves-Evison discuss various aspects of fictionalizing, 
both in and outside the art world. Inside they observe the 
proliferation of fictitious art institutions as a form of institutional 
critique. Outside there are the “fictional commodities” of Karl 
Polanyi which can broadly be related to the fictions at the basis of 
our banking methods since the collapse of the gold standard and our 
reliance on belief systems (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 14 
and 19-20). The main observation that also chimes with my ongoing 
research, is however “the operative effect of something, irrespective of 
its objective existence” (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 16) and 
the fact that with this volume they “[make] the idea tangible that 
truth and fiction are dynamic concepts that are both produced and 
productive. (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 27).
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Daumal’s instructions in Mount Analogue on how to find the island 
in his book, missing the Sandy Island might obviously have been due 
to not approaching it in the right angle.21 

Entanglement is key
Within the current context of fiction as method a Post-truth discussion is 
inevitable, which Shaw and Reeves-Evison put in contrast with the rise of 
fictionality in the 18th century (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 24-25). 
Not surprisingly however, in relation to my own research into laughter, 
Shaw and Reeves-Evison’s discussion of so-called Laughter yoga which “[a]
lthough at first a simulated fiction, … soon becomes contagious” and is 
“predicated on the notion that the human body cannot tell the difference 
between fake and genuine laughter!” takes more of my interest (Shaw and 
Reeves-Evison, 2018, pp. 30-31). Of even more importance in relation 
is their observation that fiction can send “semiotic ripples” in multiple 
directions at the same time creating a “meshwork” (Shaw and Reeves-
Evison, 2018, p. 32), the simultaneity of which relates to Serres’s work 
on the non-linearity of time which I relate to the use of the inframince as 
operational tool (Doove, 2017, pp. 29 and 148). And finally there is Shaw 
and Reeves-Evison’s view on collaboration, seen as a “non-hierarchical 
productive sociality ... – with human and nonhuman others – [in which] 
possibilities emerge for different relations to the Planet. Far from “mere” 
escapism, then, the stakes of thinking of fiction as method are, again, the 
highest. (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 48).

‘Null Island’ in its discussion of fact, fiction and post-truth finishes 
with a reference to ‘quantum fiction’ a term introduced by Charles Platt, 
former graphic designer and editor of the seminal New Wave sf magazine 
New Worlds. Platt advocated “collage aesthetics such as Burrough’s cut-ups” 
and especially “call[ed] for texts to acknowledge the reader as an “active 
participant” (just as the observer of a quantum event has a determinant, 
though by no means necessarily intentional, effect)”. (Shaw and Reeves-
Evison, 2018, p. 48).

21	  “It was on one of those days that Sogol explained to us why we had to try 
and approach the invisible continent from the west at sunset, and not from the east 
at sunrise. It was because at that moment, just as in Benjamin Franklin’s experiment 
of the heated chamber, a current of cold sea air must rush towards the overheated 
lower levels of the atmosphere of Mount Analogue. Thus we would be sucked to-
ward the interior; whereas at dawn, from the east, we would be violently repulsed.” 
Daumal, 70.

system(atic) thinking about the artist(ic). In other words, fiction as method. 
	 The following paragraphs reprise part of this essay:

Mandelbrot quite early on in the development of his fractal 
landscapes made the somewhat surprising connection of these with 
the science-fiction world of H.G. Well’s The Island of Dr. Moreau, 
thus alluding to a connection between the fictitious and the real. 
As Nina Samuel points out in her book about Mandelbrot “(t)he 
fictional Dr. Moreau had tried to create a new world with man-
animal hybrids, and it was for similar purposes that Dr. Mandelbrot 
was using those mathematical hybrids from the nineteenth century” 
(Samuel, 2012, p. 24).19 With the help of his fractals Mandelbrot 
was indeed capable of creating completely plausible islands, just as 
‘monstrous’ as the 19th century mathematician and philosopher of 
science Jules Henri Poincaré had indicated the new mathematical 
functions to be (Samuel, 2012, p. 24). This was mainly due to 
the fact that an island is so to speak a fairly simple system as I will 
describe in the following.

As described by René Daumal in his pataphysical, unfinished 
novel Mount Analogue and its account of a voyage to an imaginary 
island, “For a mountain to play the role of Mount Analogue, its 
summit must be inaccessible, but its base accessible to human 
beings as nature made them. It must be unique and it must exist 
geographically. The gateway to the invisible must be visible.” 
(Daumal, 1952:2010, p. 32) In Wells’s book the island is clearly 
host to the invisible, or preferably not to be seen, monstrous. And 
possibly that was also one of the factors that Mandelbrot alluded to 
as his fractals were/are both visible and invisible.

As with many islands that harbour some unfathomable secret, 
Wells’s island, just like Daumal’s, is somewhere situated in the Pacific 
and thus exists geographically, be it fictitious. As for Daumal’s island 
this seems to have entered reality from the fictional and back again 
with the recent find and subsequent ‘undiscovery’ of the so-called 
Google’s Phantom Island, a non-existent island that somehow 
slipped into Google maps, images of which have more than a close 
resemblance to some of Mandelbrot’s constructions. The origins of 
this Phantom Island are said to lie in the 19th century. According 
to librarian Shaun Higgins of the Auckland Museum who looked 
into the matter, Sandy Island was discovered by the ‘Velocity’ in 
1876 and showing up in an admiralty chart from 1908.20Following 

19	  See my review of The Islands of Benoît Mandelbrot in Leonardo Reviews, 
January 2013.
20	  View: http://blog.aucklandmuseum.com/2012/11/the-mystery-of-an-is-
land-that-isnt-there/ and http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/nov/22/sandy-is-
land-missing-google-earth
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penetrates us. It binds the galaxy together”. The way the video entangles fact 
and fiction in a truly magnificent way through its various references to films 
both Reeves and Rudd played in (with Rudd calling Hawking at one point 
Redmayne after the actor that played him in a recent biopic), and science 
in a humorous way, demonstrates how playfulness can lead to ingenious 
solutions.

For me this is a clear, but maybe somewhat different demonstration 
of what Fiction as Method intends to do, “constantly looping into and 
out of, and stacking up, manifold registers of criticality, credulity, and 
“entertaining belief ” in the text (Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 51) and 
where “[f ]ictioning appears … as a means for encountering others in all 
their irreducibility, and for re-chanting reality with the buzz of possibility.” 
(Shaw and Reeves-Evison, 2018, p. 52). It is there in my opinion that the 
true power of narrative medicine can be found.

Quite probably, to be continued, in one form or another.

This leads me to make a connection with Stephen Hawkings’s Reith 
lecture on black holes (2016), in which he remarked “It is sometimes said 
that fact is stranger than fiction”. The origin of that saying apparently goes 
back to Lord Byron from his epic satirical poem ‘Don Juan’ (1832):

Tis strange—but true; for truth is always strange, Stranger than 
fiction: if it could be told, How much would novels gain by the 
exchange! How differently the world would men behold!

More well-known is the version of Mark Twain who in 1897 published a 
travelogue titled ‘Following the Equator: A Journey Around the World’. In 
the 15th chapter he included an epigraph:

Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because Fiction is obliged 
to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t. —Pudd’nhead Wilson’s New 
Calendar.
[The Gutenberg version adds: Truth is stranger than fiction—to 
some people, but I am measurably familiar with it.]

Pudd’nhead Wilson was by the way a fictional character from a novel by 
Twain with the same title from 189422 and creates through its name a 
relation with Koen Theys’ work on döppelgangers, William Wilson.

What is shown here is the entanglement of fact and fiction alluded 
to in Ingold’s ‘meshwork’ that seems to be absolutely engrained in our way 
of being. Just because it is so engrained in our being, I see fiction (and art 
in general) as our best way out. To illustrate this in a pataphysical way, both 
tongue-in-cheek and deadly serious, I like to connect back to The Matrix by 
way of a short, in my view both hilarious and to the point video published 
in 2016 by IQIM, The Institute for Quantum Information and Matter 
at CalTech. It seems to be the perfect combination of fact and fiction, 
laughter and collaboration. In ‘Stephen Hawking faces Paul Rudd in epic 
chess match (feat. Keanu Reeves)’ actor Paul Rudd is summoned by ‘future 
Keanu’ to save the future of the world. This is eventually done by Rudd 
challenging Hawking to a play of quantum chess in which figures amongst 
others ‘Schrödinger’s King’ on his way to victory. Rudd manages to win 
the game by remembering Keanu’s advice that “entanglement is key”. In 
cracking open “the universe of possibilities” Rudd in his final statement 
confirms Keanu’s advice, declaring that entanglement “surrounds us and 

22	  https://quoteinvestigator.com/2015/07/15/truth-stranger/
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	 “This is the Land of Making Invisible Things” he explained. 
“Originally we had in mind what you might call an imaginary beauty, a 
process of emptiness with just a few things arising in it. What we had there 
in mind was not so much ours (but we thought it was) as it was something 
like those Japanese gardens with a few stones in them. And then when we 
actually set to work, a kind of avalanche came about which corresponded 
not at all with that beauty which had seemed to appear to us as an 
objective.”3

	 “You must be John Cage” said Connie, recognising the 
words from Where are we going? and What are we doing? “What is that 
music I can’t hear?” she asked, “Can you not hear it too? I don’t think 
we should listen to this, it’s not real music. I think we should not 
listen to it.”
	 Then they stood together, for quite some time, listening and not 
listening. Their thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a paintbrush on 
canvas. 
They walked around a corner and found Kazimir Malevich, painting a black 

3	  John Cage from ‘Where are we Going? And What are we doing?, 1961 
Here he suggests invisible and non-existent art’s purpose of making space and tran-
quillity - a more peaceful world.

The Land of Making Invisible Things.

Lucinda Guy

She was nearly at the top of the tree. She thought it would be fun to climb 
up to the top, and look down on the forest. What a long way she would 
see! She climbed upwards. She came to the top of the tree -- and to her 
great astonishment the last branch of all touched the clouds! Yes -- it went 
straight up into a vast white cloud that hung, floating, over the top of the 
Tree. 
	 “Queer,” said Connie, looking up into the purple hole made by 
the tree-branch in the cloud. “Shall I go up there -- into the cloud? Yes -- I 
will.” She went up the last branch -- and to her still greater amazement 
there was a little ladder leading through the thickness of the cloud from 
the branch. A ladder! Connie was full of great curiosity. She could hardly 
bear to wait to see what was at the top of the ladder. She climbed it -- and 
suddenly her head poked right through the cloud, and into a new and 
different Land altogether! 
	 “Well!” said Connie in surprise. “So the children told the truth. 
There is a Land at the top of the Faraway Tree -- and can I really be 
dreaming?” She climbed up into the Land. It was queer. There was a curious 
humming noise in the air.1 Silence, like music, is non-existent. There always 
are sounds. That is to say if one is alive to hear them.2

	 “Excuse me,” asked Connie of a man who was gathering the pretty, 
speckled mushrooms that grew out of the mist, “what Land is this?”

1	  From The Folk of the Faraway Tree by Enid Blyton, from the Enchanted 
Wood series, written between 1939 and 1951, where fantasy and wonder blend 
with horror and menace. The lands that rotate at the top of the tree invite us to en-
counter otherworldly ideas.
2	  John Cage, 45’ For a Speaker, 1954
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lived and worked and in the reality of which I had believed.” 6

	 “There is too much there. There is not enough of nothing in it.”7 
said John Cage, and he and Connie walked onwards, past all the artists who 
were industriously creating absence. A witch was cursing a sphere of air8, 
and Roger Hargreaves was trying and failing, and trying and failing again to 
draw Mr Nobody9. 
	 Suddenly they all looked up and began to shout angrily;  
	 “An imposter! Stop him! Stop him!” The artists turned on a man 
who had been building an elaborate military cloaking device. 

As I was going up the stair
I met a man who wasn’t there!
He wasn’t there again today,
Oh how I wish he’d go away!10

Chanted the artists. 
	 “O dear, what can the matter be?” asked Connie. 
	 “This is the Land of Making Invisible Things” explained John Cage, 
“but he belongs in the Land of Making Things Invisible.”
	 In the middle of all the explanations, Connie went off very quietly 
without being seen, and climbed a little way up the hillside to where she 
had noticed Mrs. Hidden’s door… She stood in the doorway and peeped 
inside… She found herself looking into a very curious room. It was small, 
and yet it looked very, very big because when Connie looked at the corners 
they faded away and weren’t there… It gave her an uncomfortable feeling, 
as if she was in a dream… she could hear Mrs. Hidden, whoever she was, 
speaking in a low, deep voice. But she couldn’t see her! Connie felt sure she 
was standing not far off, but as soon as she looked at her she wasn’t there.11

On a small table close by she could see a folded paper with the words ‘the 

6	  Malevich, Suprematism, 1927.
7	  Cage, Lecture on Nothing, 1959
8	  Untitled, A Curse, Tom Friedman, 1992 “An 11inch sphere of space 
floating 11inch above the top of a pedestal cursed by a witch” https://www.saatchi-
gallery.com/artists/artpages/tom_friedman_8.htm
9	  Mr Nobody, is drawn as an outline and otherwise transparent 
10	  Antigonish, William Hughes Mearns, 1899
11	  This passage, again from the Faraway Tree, takes place in the Land of 
Secrets. In that story, Mrs Hidden goes on to punish Connie’s eavesdropping by 
silencing her voice.

square onto a white canvas. Beyond him stretched a busy marketplace, with 
a great number of people, merrily creating all kinds of things. Some were 
covering canvasses with white paint, others with black. Some were taking 
photographs with the lens cap on or filming with the aperture closed, and 
others writing out pages of music with each bar a 4-beat rest. 
	 “Are you making invisible things too?” asked Connie. 
	 “We can’t decide” replied one of the artists nearby. “Which is more 
invisible? A black painting or a white painting?” 
	 “Well I think they are all perfectly horrid” said Connie, prudishly. 
“They should not be seen.” 
	 Malevich looked up from his work, and called out to them, 
cheerily;
	 “I have transformed myself in the zero of form and have fished 
myself out of the rubbishy slough of academic art. I have destroyed the ring 
of the horizon and got out of the circle of objects, the horizon ring that 
has imprisoned the artist and the forms of nature. This accursed ring, by 
continually revealing novelty after novelty, leads the artist away from the 
aim of destruction…. Objects have vanished like smoke; to attain the new 
artistic culture, art advances toward creation as an end in itself and toward 
domination over the forms of nature.”4

	 “There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time” 
replied John Cage, “Left to myself, I would be perfectly content with black 
pictures, providing Rauschenburg had painted them.”5

Malevich chose not to hear that comment, and continued;
	 “When, in the year 1913, in my desperate attempt to free art from 
the ballast of objectivity, I took refuge in the square form and exhibited a 
picture which consisted of nothing more than a black square on a white 
field, the critics and, along with them, the public sighed, 'Everything which 
we loved is lost. We are in a desert... Before us is nothing but a black square 
on a white background!' Then I was gripped by a kind of timidity bordering 
on fear when it came to leaving “the world of will and idea,” in which I had 

4	  Malevich, From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism: The New Paint-
erly Realism, 1915. An opposing view to Cage’s - art as destruction. Later, on the 
map of these worlds, we suggest that the black canvas is closer to everything than 
nothing, and can sit opposite rather than beside peace, silence or a white canvas.
5	  From ‘On Robert Rauschenberg, Artist and his work’, Cage, 1961. Is 
Cage suggesting here that he wants his monochrome paintings from a joyful, 50s 
and 60s tradition, rather than stark early modernism? 
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 “Oh, bother said Connie. It looks like we will have to pass through 
the void and cease to exist in order to reach the Land of Making Th ings 
Invisible.”
 “Look again” said John Cage. 
 Connie looked. He was pointing to the one thing that was in both 
worlds – radio13. And then suddenly, it was obvious. Th e only way the 
Land of Making Invisible Th ings could reach the Land of Making Th ings 
Invisible would be by radio. Just then, a door to a studio opened, and 
Hildegard Westerkamp beckoned them all inside to form a Co-operative 
Radio.
 At fi rst, members of the newly formed Co-operative Radio 
were challenged by the vast silence of the airwaves that accompanied the 
license to broadcast. We knew how fragile silence was and that it could 
be enhanced or destroyed by sound. In some ways, making radio is like 
composing music. Th e same care for form and content has to be taken in 
creating radio as in creating a piece of music. Th e same questions arise: 
when to have sound and when to have silence; what sense of time to create; 
what sounds to select; what to say and how to say it; how to retain the 
dimensions of silence under a stream of sound; how to attract and keep a 
listenership.14

 Connie stepped up to the microphone. She felt excited and 
wondering and happy. She felt as if there was magic about – although 
she didn’t believe in magic! It was a simply lovely feeling.15 For wireless 
rules out a certain range of sense in a most startling way. It seems much 
more sensorially defective and incomplete than the other arts -- because it 
excludes the most important sense, that of sight.16

 No longer visible and frameable the stage becomes universal and 
cosmic… An art without time or space, without yesterday or tomorrow.17

 John Cage hastily scribbled a script for her:
I am here and there is nothing to say. If among you are those who wish to 
get somewhere, let them leave at any moment. What we require is silence. 
13  Would radio be the only thing? Radio artists talk about the invisibility of 
their work, and radio as a means to put complex and ambitious work in the public 
sphere, without disrupting the appearance of the space it occupies, subverting ra-
dio’s popular use as a commercial or military tool.
14  Hildegard Westerkamp, Th e Soundscape on Radio, 
15  Faraway Tree
16  Rudolf Arnheim Radio p.135
17  From Futurist radio manifesto, La Radia

map of Everything and Nothing’12 just showing. Connie looked up again at 
Mrs. Hidden. 
 “Well, if I can’t see her, she can’t see me” she reasoned. She grabbed 
the map, and ran back down the hillside to where the artists were furiously 
fl icking black and white paint all over the military cloaking device.

She spread the map out on a swirling 
cloud and everyone gathered around it. 

12  Th e map was drawn to help organise the concepts in this story. Th e verti-
cal axis takes us between everything and nothing, the horizontal axis between good 
and evil. Any cultural product or idea can be placed somewhere on this.
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Faraway Tree itself was breathing. In a corner of the room, the imposter 
waved in and out of being, as the Land of Making Things Invisible called 
him home. The world was moving on.
	 “No-one is allowed to stay up here for the night. It’s too magic. 
Come on, we must go!” Rather sadly they went to the hole in the clouds, 
with a crowd of other visitors… Connie said good-bye. “I’m going home 
tomorrow,” she said, “but I have had a wonderful time, really I have.”24

24	  Connie says this towards the end of the Folk of the Faraway Tree as they 
leave the Land of Treats, which concludes a series of unpleasant and humiliating 
experiences.  

But what silence requires is that I go on talking.18

	 Behind her the artists were tuning in radio receivers to intercept 
military communications from the Land of Making Things Invisible. Many 
voices, silences and noises began to sound at once, forming an imaginary 
landscape19. They had bound the imposter up with invisible chords20, and 
silenced his voice. He wriggled, agitated as a signal came through from his 
own Land.
	 “The human being can be likened, in a way, to a radio 
receiver which picks up and converts a whole series of different waves 
of feeling, the sum-total of which determines the above-mentioned 
view of life.” Jeered Kazimir Malevich.21

	 Everyone stood and held their breath – and they heard queer 
muffled noises coming from the depths of the earth. Boom, boom, boom! 
Boom, boom, boom!... “Ha ha, ho, ho!” suddenly came the distant sound 
of laughter.22

	 Hildegard Westerkamp stepped up to Connie’s side, and whispered 
into her ear;
	 “Imagine radio that, instead of numbing us to sounds, strengthens 
our imagination and creativity; instead of manipulating us into faster work 
and more purchasing, it inspires us to invent; instead of overloading us with 
irrelevant information and fatiguing us, it refreshes our acoustic sensitivity; 
instead of moving us to ignore thoughts and surroundings, it stimulates 
listening; instead of broadcasting the same things over and over again, it 
does not repeat; instead of silencing us, it encourages us to sing or to speak, 
to make radio ourselves; instead of merely broadcasting at us, we listen 
through it.”23

	 Connie closed her eyed. Around her she felt the transmissions 
between the worlds rise up to form a sea of white noise, oscillating with 
a new kind of silence, everything - nothing - everything - nothing: the 

18	  Cage, Lecture on Nothing
19	  Cage composed several Imaginary Landscapes, for various instruments 
and devices. In Imaginary Landscape no. 4, 1951, performers play 12 radios, vary-
ing the tuning and volume according to a score and conductor.
20	  Musical chords that also serve as cords.
21	  Malevich, Suprematism, 1927
22	  In this extract from The Folk of the Faraway Tree the children hear mining 
below the ground which is causing root damage and threatening to kill the tree.
23	  The social and political implications of an artist’s/composer’s approach to 
radio
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