
Overwhelming Imagination:
Achieving and Undermining Contradictions 

Overwhelming Imagination:
Achieving and Undermining Contradictions 

1. WHAT IS THE PLACE OF IMAGINATION TODAY?

Among the questions related to the state of  the arts within neoliberal capitalism, this one doesn’t seem to be among the most urgent ones 

and yet, it constitutes a fertile point of  departure to reflect on art production today, especially if  we linger on the idea of  an “overwhelm-

ing” imagination.

Could imagination overwhelm itself  and provide a working concept that might contrast today’s Capitalist Realism? The latter emerges, 

according to Mark Fisher, as “a pervasive atmosphere” influencing the way we produce and depict our reality, easily turning into an ideol-

ogy that privileges efficiency and feasibility, excluding whatever cannot be measured by labelling it as utopian or useless, and reducing our 

perception of  what is possible.1

In the sphere of  art, this ideology is embodied on different levels: from the art institutions, whose work is increasingly judged and funded 

according to the numbers to which their value is reduced; to art production at large, where the notions of  creativity and innovation mo-

nopolised discourses and practices. On a more abstract level, capitalism uses the ideology of  realism in order to present itself  as a system 

devoid of  fiction or, in other words, as natural: by explicitly dismissing the non measurable, the overwhelming, the obscure, capitalism ne-

gates the power of  fiction in order to weave its own fiction, the narrative that sets it as the most desirable, if  not the only possible, system. 

Here, Fisher refers to the analysis by Alain Badiou, according to whom, this narrative is based on a specific claim, the one that capitalism 

freed the Western world from the dangerous ideologies of  the past and today acts as a shield against the danger of  belief, embodied in 

terror or totalitarianism. In this way, capitalism produces a contradiction in which “a brutal state of  affairs, profoundly inegalitarian–where 

all existence is evaluated in terms of  money alone–is presented to us as ideal.”2

One of  the most relevant aspects for the arts is that this particular form of  realism could be operating by discarding the Real, which is, ac-

cording to Jacques Lacan, “unrepresentable” and because of  this, it constitutes what reality needs to erase in order to affirm and represent 

itself  as such.3

1. Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (John Hunt Publishing, 2009).
2. Ibid., 5.
3. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of  Psyco-Analysis, vol. 11 (WW Northon & Company, 1998).
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In a similar way, imagination is prevented from being the place of  

the unrepresentable–from being overwhelming, in a way–and it is 

confined within very clear borders; placed in a category opposed to 

reality. Within capitalist realism, imagination doesn’t belong to the 

world we live in, rather it’s the place to escape from it, from a reality 

depicted as the only possible one.

In this context, the function of  art is easily confused with that of  

entertainment. and at the same time, the pressure on art to take 

on responsibilities traditionally ascribed to the sphere of  politics is 

increasing, as exemplified by the return of  political art and the rise 

of  social art practices. 

Today, the question of  art’s role within society fuels two opposite 

approaches to theory and practice: on the one hand, a plea to 

underline again the political value of  an art detached from reality; 

on the other, a strong claim for the urgency of  an activist art with a 

clear impact on society.

Notwithstanding the cry for political change that regards also the 

art worlds, both these perspectives reflect and corroborate the 

borders between the fictional and the real and, by doing so, might 

defuse the transformative potential of  art. 

The idea of  art production these perspectives entail stems from an 

imagination that, far from being overwhelming, produces works and 

narratives that only apparently disrupt the status quo and end up 

corroborating it; an imagination remaining in a space of  entertain-

ment or escapism, provided in a world that is perceived as impossi-

ble to change.

Yet, as Pascal Gielen writes, “art still cherishes what can always be 

otherwise imagined”4 and today, an overwhelming imagination re-

gards the possibility of  shifting the borders between what is consid-

ered “possible” and “impossible.” In other words, thinking around 

an overwhelming imagination in the arts is about rethinking the 

production of  the new, where the latter cannot be imagined as the 

modernist new, bound to become tradition5 nor the postmodernist 

new that is reduced to a label for marketing a form of  production 

that is actually only reproduction.6

4. Pascal Gielen, “Institutional Imagination: Instituting Contemporary Art Minus the 
Contemporary”, Institutional Attitudes: Instituting Art in a Flat World, ed. Pascal Gielen 
(Valiz, 2013).
5. Harold Rosenberg, The Tradition of  the New (McGraw- Hill, 1959). 
6. See among others: David Harvey, The Condition of  Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1989).

2. WHAT’S THE TIME OF IMAGINATION TODAY?

Modern time tends “to become disembodied and neutral in order 

to provide a scheme for organizing action” within a specific frame 

that privileges the here and now, “composing a continuity of  new 

beginnings”7 that, given capitalism’s ability to profit from the artistic 

lifestyle’s peculiar temporality, is mirrored in the arts. Bojana Kunst 

describes this as “the project horizon,” where we have always to begin 

again at an increasingly faster pace, “but the new start is not about dif-

ference but about another promise for the future [...] Paradoxically, the 

more creative people are preoccupied with creating proposals for the 

future, the more our time is deeply characterised by the impossibility 

of  imagining other modes of  political and economic life.”8

Unfolding between the temporality of  work and the images of  the fu-

ture, the link between art and capitalism corroborates, operating in the 

material condition of  production to occupy the realm of  imagination. 

Thinking of  an overwhelming imagination would mean to go beyond 

the conceptions of  time that reduce it to either a singular or binary 

mode9 and a possibility in this direction could regard the dimension of  

“the meantime.”

“The meantime” has the privileged, contradictory feature of  being 

“the intervening time” until something happens and ‘at the same time’ 

of  something else happening: it’s simultaneous to the present and/or 

separating us from the future. 

Within neoliberal capitalism, the meantime might easily become the 

moment still usable to contribute to the system’s production and re-

production. Yet, while being not really considered time at our disposal, 

it is the only time we have. Our time is always a meantime as we live 

within a collectivity and its modes of  production; it can be the time 

of  autonomy, as an autonomous production is always unimaginable 

and this peculiar temporality might open up a space for difference and 

imagination. 

7. Aleida Assmann, “Shapes of  Time. Transformations of  the Modern Time Regime” 
(paper presented in the frame of  Thinking Together–Politics of  Time, curated by Berno 
Odo Polzer, Berlin, Berliner Festispiele, March 2015).
8. Bojana Kunst, “The Project Horizon: On the Temporality of  Making,” Manifesta Journal 
16 (2012): 112.
9. Sarah Sharma, In the Meantime: Temporality and Cultural Politics (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2014). 
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It seems time on our hands, in between the moments dedicated 

to a specific purpose, and appearing as lost time, might act as a 

masked interruption of  the linear trajectory. In this way, the mean-

time becomes a shelter for an overwhelming imagination, a suspen-

sion open to (im)possibilities and passionate about the utility of  

the useless; a present time becoming again inhabitable.

Re-appropriating the meantime would mean to think of  it as a 

suspension in disguise, where we could ground an autonomous 

and liberated art production in the meantime of  general rhythms. 

Not by chance, the repetition at the core of  the production of  dif-

ference in Deleuze is a repetition in disguise “that disguises itself  

in constituting itself  and constitutes itself  only by disguising itself  

with and within the variations.”10

In “the Meantime,” “Performance remains,” writes Rebecca 

Schneider as “a syncopated doubleness which (re)occurs; travels 

and returns.”11  In this repetition, performance is hosted in, and 

creates a meantime, entangling reality and fiction, materiality and 

speculation. As a shelter for an overwhelming imagination, the 

meantime might be the time of  the new, where art could unfold its 

transformative potential not as much in terms of  impact on society 

but as a carrier of  the impossible possibilities within reality. 

3.

This form of  artistic and political imagination might start from a 

reconceptualisation of  the new outside the framework of  innova-

tion, which narrows down the multiple and conflicting aspects of  

novelty into one single meaning, simplifying the contradictions and 

differences that constitute the experience of  the new.

Within the framework of  innovation, the new is equated with the 

unknown. This association was made also by Joseph Schumpeter 

in his description of  creative destruction12 and still informs the 

concept of  innovation in economics as a progressive path through 

which the “unknown” becomes “known” and thus is automatically 

10. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. P. Patton (Bloomsbury Academics, 
1994): 19. 
11. Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of  Theatrical Reenactment 
(Taylor & Francis, 2011), 94.
12. Joseph Schumpeter, The Theory of  Economic Development: An inquiry into Profits, Capi-
tal, Credit, Interest, and the Business Cycle, vol. 55 (Transaction Publishers, 1934).

attached to positive values.13 It is a process in which by holding a 

clear view on that which exists, it is possible to embrace the new as 

a step forward in a vision of  the world, which is partially rein-

forced by the idea of  innovation itself. The mechanism is that of  

creative destruction, which attaches to the new a peculiar temporal-

ity and, through substitutability, attaches to innovation a purpose, 

which has to do more with the reproduction of  capitalism than 

with general progress.14

Notwithstanding the critiques to innovation in different fields–cri-

tiques that were recently extended to the notion of  creativity–these 

premises influence also the field of  Sociology of  Art, where the 

new can hardly result in radical change: it is either bound to hap-

pen only as “partial revolutions”15 or to become a systemic form 

of  continuous renewal in a paradigm so flexible that it might never 

bring about a revolution.16

The possibility of  thinking about the new outside this framework 

emerges in the Humanities as an intriguing exercise for the arts. At 

the conceptual level, the new differs from the notion of  innovation 

because of  the impossibility to establish a relationship with it. 

The new is about the impossibility of  telling the difference and yet, 

it is the difference that lies at its core. According to Kierkegaard, 

it is a difference that cannot be recognised as such. Being new is 

conceptually distinct from being different and no difference can be 

new, because if  it were, it could not be recognised as a difference. 

Applying Kierkegaard’s concept to contemporary art, Groys 

maintains that the new is to be found not in what is different but in 

what is, or actually seems, “the same.”17 This is a difference in time, 

imperceptible in representation–as the difference between the lim-

ited life expectancy of  mere things and the infinity of  the ordinary 

object’s life inside the museum– and can be produced exclusively 

by ordinary objects, like the readymades, in Groys’ example. In this 

sense, innovation may look like the new but is not, while the new 

may look like the ordinary but it is not. 

13. See Giovanni Dosi, “The Nature of  the Innovative Process,” Technical Change and 
Economic Theory (London: Francis Pinter, 1998), 221-228; Michael Hutter et al., Cultural 
Sources of  Newness (Discussion Paper SP III 2010-405. Berlin).
14. David Harvey, The Condition of  Postmodernity, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989).
15. Pierre Bourdieu, “The production of  Belief: Contribution to an Economy of  
Symbolic Goods”, Media Culture Society 2 (1980): 269.
16. Niklas Luhmann, Art as a Social System (Stanford University Press, 2000). 
17. Boris Groys, “On the New,” Art Power (The MIT Press, 2008).
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In the words of  the theatre dramaturg and director Witkiewicz: 

“on leaving the theatre, one must have the impression of  waking 

form a strange sort of  sleep in which even the most ordinary things 

had the strange impenetrable character of  a dream and cannot be 

compared to anything else.”18

By mantling what is ordinary or old with obscurity, the new in art 

instils the virus of  doubt on the world as we know it, enabling us to 

imagine it otherwise. The political potential entailed here is widened 

by the idea of  production that this concept of  the new implies. 

It is a production emerging as a cultivation of  differences, allowing 

the new to function outside of  the category of  representation, not 

as a next step towards a progressive clarification of  the obscure, 

but rather as a cultivation of  this unrepresentable obscurity. It is in 

this sense that the new is first and foremost overwhelming, as that 

which it’s impossible to establish a relationship with. This impossi-

bility is produced by the coexistence of  radically different elements 

in one object or idea that yet remains open: the new is ephemeral 

and eternal at the same time, it is ordinary and overwhelming, it is 

entire and incomplete.19

If  the act of  remembering marks the distance between the ‘new’ 

and the “different,” at the same time, the “truly new” is to be found 

in the past, according to Walter Benjamin, and can be produced 

through remembrance, which is typified by the interplay between 

remembering and forgetting. Remembrance looks at past as a 

“yet-unrealised-possibilities”20 and by making what is old once again 

incomplete, offers the opportunity to open up the future. Here, the 

old is freed from its duplication and creative destruction becomes a 

step towards the incomplete.

Thinking the new as a step towards the incomplete liberates its pro-

duction from a clear purpose and might bring about a new that is 

not determined to be substitute, or to become tradition, but rather 

can be a trigger of  another new, which is substantially different 

from itself.  In Deleuzian terms, the production of  this new emerg-

es through repetition, in the space and time in between, and char-

acterises the new as something not replaceable, altogether different 

18. Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre (Routledge, 2006), 65.
19. Livia Andrea Piazza, The New: Framing Production and Value in Contemporary Performing 
Arts (PhD diss., Leuphana Universität Lüneburg, 2015).
20. Adrian Wilding, The Concept of  Remembrance in Walter Benjamin (PhD diss.m University 
of  Warwick, 1996). 

and constituted by the co-presence of  conflicting elements.21

As such, while innovation emerges as a reassuring process of  

controlling novelty and as an instrument to confirm and repro-

duce reality, the production of  the new is a process of  making 

things more obscure and admits radical change by putting reality 

in question. 

4.

Then, thinking of  an overwhelming imagination in the context 

of  neoliberal capitalism and its ideology of  realism could mean 

to engage in a cultivation of  differences, in nurturing a form of  

obscurity that in its multiple constituencies shelters that which is 

unrepresentable; the real, in its overwhelming ordinariness; and 

the fictional at the core of  our reality.

Still, as Lehmann writes with reference to postdramatic theatre, 

the point is not the assertion of  the real as such, but the produc-

tion of  the “unsettling doubt that occurs through the indecid-

ability whether one is dealing with reality or fiction.”22 In this 

blurring border between reality and fiction, art might create an 

obscurity where reality appears as always also shaped by fiction, 

historically contingent and thus, subject to change.

For this to happen, the direction to take cannot regard a battle 

between different representations of  reality or alternative fic-

tions. Rather, art could find a room for action in nurturing and 

sustaining imagination as something not separated from reality 

but in profound relationship to it, engaging in what could be 

defined as a methodological speculation on reality.

The way of  negotiating between reality and fiction differs pro-

foundly in the sphere of  art and in that of  neoliberal capital-

ism. The latter occupies the word “reality” with the meaning it 

favours, building a complete, organised and clear fiction so that 

a coherent narrative can be composed on the exclusion of  all 

other possible meanings.

21. Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. P. Patton (Bloomsbury Academics, 
1994).
22. Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre (Routledge, 2006): 101.
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Art could operate through an opposite movement emptying 

the word “reality” of  its meaning, forgetting for an instant its 

content and opening it up to all its possible meanings: engaging 

in a systematic blurring of  reality and fiction so to create a gap 

in representation, where imagination can entangle with reality, 

unsettle it, disorganise it.

Borrowing an idea from Walter Benjamin, art might make reality 

once again incomplete. It is only in the incomplete that the unset-

tling doubt on the world we know could rise, nurturing a form of  

imagination that has consequences on reality; just like Benjamin’s 

remembrance, art “can make the incomplete (happiness) into 

something finished and that which is finished (suffering) into 

something incomplete.”23

With this happiness, art blurs the boundaries between reality 

and fiction and can empty reality out of  its immutable content 

and fiction of  its escapist function so that they could always be 

otherwise imagined. 

In this way, art might overcome both some forms of  short-sight-

ed activism and the delusional cynicism of  a complete detach-

ment from reality. It could engage in this movement, that regards 

an undoing more than a doing and at the same time, involves a 

form of  production that unfolds in the interruption of  reality’s 

representation.  Most importantly, what is left is not a void: art 

fills with potentiality the gaps it creates and gathers a collectivity 

around an incomplete real, to experiment with an overwhelming 

imagination and its consequences.

23. Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. R. Tiedemann (Harvard University Press, 
1999), 471.
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