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This paper examines the notion of "accurate" and "authentic" representations of culture in multi- 
cultural art education discourses. Drawing on feminism and neo-Marxist analyses of culture, I call 
into question the taken for granted view that replacing biased and stereotypic representations 
with purported accurate and authentic representations will fix misunderstandings regarding non- 
white people and their cultures. The analysis focuses specifically on the ways authentic and accu- 
rate representations are constructed in rwo discursive sites in multiculturalism: museums and aes- 
thetics. Based on my understanding of representation's role in shaping our understanding of 
other cultures and its direct connection to issues of power and dominance, I call for an inclusion 
of a politics of location and positionality in relation to multiculturalism. Implications for teaching 
multicultural art education are briefly outlined. 

One of the primary concerns of multicultural art education is to provide 
accurate and authentic representations of the art of racially and ethnically 
marginalized groups in the United States and of subordinate cultures 
around the world. This corrective measure is a move to dismantle domi- 
nant stereotypic representations of race, ethnicity, and culture. Although 
an important move, given the institutional ideology of "monocultural- 
ism" (Goldberg, 1994) in the United States, I believe that these notions -
of "authentic" and "accurate" need to be examined as they are predicated 
on certain universal claims which carry particular assumptions regarding 
ways of knowing. Postcolonial and recent anthropological discussions on 
culture have questioned the notion of authenticity and brought attention 
to the political construction of claims to authenticity. These discussions 
draw attention to how authenticity is reinvented and fought over in each 
historical moment or what neo-Gramscians refer to as "historical con-
juncture." In this article, I interrogate the ways the notion of authentic 
representations are constructed in multicultural art education discourses. I 
have chosen to focus this interrogation on two discursive sites of struggle 
in multicultural art education: museums and aesthetics. 

I take issue with the way the notion of authentic representation is 
shaped in multiculturalism because it overlooks the politics of location 
and positionality (Abu-Lughod, 199 1 ; Alcoff, 199 1 ; Frankenberg & 
Mani, 1996; Mani, 1990) and thereby reduces and essentializes cultures. 
It is apparent that representation as a meaning-producing process is a site 
of struggle for different racial and cultural groups. This struggle is about 
how their social, cultural, historical events and experiences are shaped in 
various institutions, particularly education. Although all representations 
are "partial truths" (Clifford, 1986), they are always "positional truths" 
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(Abu-Lughod, 1991) which are linked to history, power, and dominance 
within a global context mediated by economic, political, ideological, and 
cultural processes. Drawing on current research in the humanities, the 
reconstructive move in multicultural art education (Freedman, 1996; 
Garber, 1995; Hicks, 1994; Stuhr, Krug & Scott, 1995) acknowledges 
the partiality of all forms of representation, and thus highlights the ways 
knowledge about culture is shaped in historically and culturally specific 
terms. This move suggests that we should ask not: how can we accurately 
or authentically represent another culture? A more appropriate question 
would be, what can we know about another culture? T o  ask the latter 
question requires an awareness about the political nature of how we 
choose to describe and represent another culture in art classes. 

Basing my analysis of multicultural art education discourses on a criti- 
cal reading of journals, magazines, and curriculum material written for 
both academics and classroom art teachers, I call for the inclusion of a 
politics of location and positionality when teaching about cultures other 
than one's own. This approach draws on current feminist practices (par- 
ticularly those articulated by women of color) and neo-Gramscian cultural 
analysis. What is significant about this approach is that any analysis of 
cultural practices, such as art, and the ways these cultural practices are 
represented, is firmly grounded within "matrices of domination and sub- 
ordination" (Frankenberg & Mani, 1996, p. 290). 

Cultural Representation and the Politics of Voice 
First, it is necessary to make clear what I mean by the term representa- 

tion. Representation, for purposes of this discussion, is understood as a 
historically determined construction that is mediated by social, ideologi- 
cal, and cultural processes and not as a reflection of reality. Although 
many forms of representations, including the visual, are presented as fact 
or reality, they are based on selective processes that define, order, classify, 
and name social reality. T h e  process of representation involves 
"re-presenting" (Ellsworth, 1997) an event or experience. For instance, 
despite people's common sense understanding that documentary films or 
realist paintings simply reflect reality, the filmmaker or painter alters what 
they are presenting in the process of creating the final product. The act of 
representation does not simply reflect a prior reality. Ellsworth (1997) 
explains, "[rlepresentation presents its subject again, in ways that have 
mediated it through language, ideology, culture, power, convention, 
desire" (p.76). In other words, representations shape our understanding 
of reality and therefore "set the terms of culture" (Ellsworth, 1997, p. 76). 
Representation from this perspective involves producing meaning. No 
representations, whether visual, textual, or verbal, are neutral. Rather, 
they all involve some act of violence or decontextualization to the subject 
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being represented (Said, cited in Mariani & Crary, 1990). The  act of 
representing the other tends to reduce the other to some partial character- 
istics. Inherent in multiculturalism as a pedagogical approach is the 
requirement that teachers represent a culture other than their own. This 
raises the question: What acts of violence does multicultural art education 
enact? 

Contemporary theory in feminism, anthropology, literary criticism, 
and media studies has demonstrated the complex ways in which control 
over images has been central to maintaining domination across social -
class, race, sexuality and gender lines. All forms of representations, includ- 
ing the visual, play a vital role in the way we understand ourselves and our 
world, and, consequently, in the way we understand our role in changing 
the circumstances that shape our world. It is no surprise then, that racially 
and culturally marginalized groups are deeply concerned about the 
meanings being produced regarding their history, cultural events, and 
experiences. They have actively engaged in criticizing dominant modes 
of representation which produce and perpetuate stereotypes. The power 
of representation according to filmmaker Pratibha Parmar, is that -

images play a crucial role in defining and controlling the political 
and social power to which both individuals and marginalized groups 
have access. The deeply ideological nature of imagery determines 
not only how other people think about us but how we think about 
ourselves. (quoted in hooks, 1992, p. 5) 
The crucial issue I want to underscore is the power of dominant forms 

of representation to make marginalized groups see themselves as the 
"other." The trauma of colonization, as Stuart Hall (1996) explains, is 
not simply that a group of people are positioned as the "other," but the 
subtle ways in which those positioned as the other accept and internalize 
that knowledge. It goes without saying, that the majority are encouraged 
to see marginalized groups as the "other." Colonization's violations are 
manifested at the level of the psyche, thus constructing particular subject 
positions. By highlighting the formative role of regimes of representation 
in shaping social relations at the conscious and subconscious levels, it is 
apparent that multiculturalism as a pedagogical practice needs to address 
the complex relationship between subjectivity and power in relation to 
culture. 

The  paradigmatic shift in our understanding of the formative as 
opposed to the expressive role of representation has heralded what some 
call a "crisis in representation." This crisis is connected to the discursive 
practices of speaking for or about others; an issue that requires some dis- 
cussion as it relates to multiculturalism. One of the critiques of multicul- 
turalism is that it often speaks for entire groups of subordinate people and 
thereby positions them in relation to the dominant group. Linda Alcoff 
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(1991) cogently explains the relationship between representation and 
speaking for others: 

In both the practice of speaking for as well as the practice of speaking 
about others, I am engaging in the act of representing the others' 
needs, goals, situation, and in fact, who they are. I am representing 
them as such and such, or in post-structuralist terms, I am partici- 
pating in the construction of their subject-~ositions. This act of 
representation cannot be understood as founded on the act of 
discovery wherein I discover their true selves and then simply relate 
my discovery. I will take it as a given that such representations are in 
every case mediated and the product of interpretation (which is con- 
nected to the claim that a speaker's location has epistemic salience). 
And, it is precisely because of the mediated character of representation 
that some persons have rejected on political as well as epistemic 
grounds the legitimacy of speaking for others. (p. 9) 
The act of speaking is political. We always speak from a specific histor- 

ical and social location in relation to others, which is mediated by 
unequal power relations. 

Let me locate and position myself in this discussion in order to illus- 
trate the mediated character of representation. The political economy of 
publishing is structured by unequal power relationships between the West 
and non-West. I therefore have to be aware of the fact that as a resident of 
the United States, I have the privilege as an East Indian woman over 
other academics in the non-Western world to enter the global arena of 
publishing. This locational privilege positions me in particularly unequal 
social relations with other academics in India. Therefore, I am acutely 
conscious of the ways in which my speaking as an Indian woman keeps 
many voices of both men and women in India out of the discussion. This 
exclusion shapes our understanding of India and our representations of 
Indian culture in the West. All representations in multiculturalism are 
positioned in relation to unequal power dynamics. Even though I speak as 
an East Indian woman about my culture, given my location in the United 
States, I partake in structures of inequality in relation to global capitalism. 
Moreover, since we all speak from a particular mediated location and 
position, it is impossible to represent a culture authentically. 

The problem of speaking for and about has recently been raised by 
racially marginalized groups, as they struggle to break "hegemonic modes 
of seeing, thinking, and being". These modes as bell hooks (1992) states, 
block the capacity of marginalized groups to envision themselves opposi- 
tionally, and "to imagine, describe, and invent [themselves] in ways that 
are liberatory" (p. 2). It is therefore important to critically reflect on how 
a particular culture is represented and on are the consequences for those 
who are represented. 
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The steady institutionalization of multiculturalism has led to what 
Chandra Mohanty (1989190) rightly refers to as the "race industry," 
which employs the power of representation to " produce, codify, and even 
rewrite histories of race and colonialism in the name of difference" 
(p. 184). This rewriting produces meanings regarding non-European 
cultures constructed within specific historical contexts of unequal socio- 
economic and political relationships. These complexities necessitate a 
critical examination of both the production of dominant stereotypic 
images in multiculturalism and also the representation of supposedly 
"authentic" images of those who are different from us. Multiculturalism 
per se is not the problem. It is the ways in which multiculturalism has 
become institutionalized that needs to be analyzed and critiqued. It is 
only then that multiculturalism can be re-shaped as an insurgent practice 
which re-articulates meanings of race, ethnicity, and identity in society 
in relation to power. In the following sections, I undertake such an 
analysis of multiculturalism. I focus on the ways the notion of authentic 
representation is shaped in two discursive sites (which are not mutually 
exclusive): museums and aesthetics. 

Manufacturing Authenticity 
Multiculturalism has included art labeled folk, craft, and outsider, 

thereby challenging the predominance of "fine art" in school curricula. 
However, the cultural forms that are selected for study are legitimized by 
major museums (whether fine art, craft or folk art) and not "tribal" or 
"minority" museums (Clifford, 1991, p. 225). All the commercial cur- 
riculum resource packets (Multicultural Art Prints Series from the Getty 
Center for Education Museum, published by Crystal Productions; World 
Folk Art, published by Crystal Productions; Contemporary Multicultural 
Images and Tribal Design, published by Crizmac) that I have looked at 
proudly advertise that the works included are solely from major museum 
collections. Gilbert Clark's (1985, p.4) introduction to launch the 
instructional resources format in Art Education similarly specifies that the 
images used are exclusively from major museums in the United States. 
The endorsements by major museums, such as the Asian Art Museum in 
Los Angeles, Denver Art Museum, Toledo Museum of Art, and Walker 
Art Museum, establish in their curriculum packets the authenticity of the 
objects as "art" and thereby legitimize their study. 

I draw on Clifford's (1991) distinction between major museums and 
tribal or minority museums because it points to the strategically different 
ways cultures are re-presented by institutions. This distinction, further- 
more, calls into question the notion of authenticity. Major museums, as 
Clifford (1991), Duncan (1991), Root (1996), and others suggest, articu- 
late a humanist perspective of art, culture, and science which is instru- 
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mental in the construction of a national identity. As a number of cultural 
critics have argued, what major museums exhibit as the history, values, 
beliefs, and identities of the community are in fact representations of cer- 
tain powerful groups in society. All major art museums collect objects 
that represent the "best" art, which is authentic, unique, and is claimed as 
representative of culture. Further, museums own collections which are 
not only national treasures but are considered treasures of humanity. 

Major museums are in the business of displaying objects from their 
collection or on loan from other museums. One of the assumptions 
underlying the display of objects in these museums is that of authenticity 
and originality. The authentic art object is revered in high culture for the 
kind of aesthetic experience it provides, in ways that could not be 
achieved by a reproduction. Authenticity, whether cultural or aesthetic, is 
a notion that serves political interests. It has been used in the 20th century 
with increasing frequency due to the commodification of difference. 
Cultural diversity has been packaged and sold by cultural institutions 
(museums) and corporations. The growth of the tourist industry to "exotic" 
places, the upsurge in ethnic cuisine, and the marketing of clothes on the 
idea of difference (from rastafarian headbands and hats to Benetton ) are 
just a few examples of "corporate multiculturalism" (Chicago Cultural 
Studies Group, 1992, p.532). As Rutherford (1990) indicates, "[dliffer- 
ence ceases to threaten or signify power relations. Otherness is sought 
after for its exchange value, its exoticism and the pleasure, thrills and 
adventures it can offer" (p. 11.). Authenticity then becomes "the currency 
at play in the marketplace of cultural difference" (Root, 1996, p. 78). 
Root goes on to explain how authenticity has to be constructed as an ideal 
in order to be able to sell difference. She states,"no culture is or ever has 
been totally authentic, fully and seamlessly inserted into a social context 
in such a way that permits the experience of perfect presence" (p. 78). 
The Northwest Coast and the Southwest region in North America are 
one geographical region where cultural and aesthetic authenticity is 
aggressively marketed by various cultural institutions and continually 
reinvented to attract tourists and art collectors. 

Christopher Steiner (1994) discusses the constructed nature of authen- 
ticity in Africa. The primary concern of West African art collectors, he 
claims, is whether the objects have been used for ceremonial purposes. 
This concern with ceremonial authenticity has lead to elaborate defini- 
tions and redefinitions of authenticity which are freely circulated in this 
art market and are used by merchants and traders for their own purposes. 
In fact, the prosperous art trade of these supposedly authentic objects has 
created specialist consultants who advertise their expertise in art journals 
that concentrate on the art of racially and culturally marginalized groups, 
such as Native Artists, American Indian Art Magazine, or African Arts. 
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This system of authentication is created by major museums who rely 
heavily on donated gifts from wealthy art collectors to build their 
collections. 

In contrast, "tribal" or "minoritys museums, according to Clifford 
(1991), such as the Kwagiulth Museum and Cultural Centre in Quadral 
Island on the American Northwest coast focus on the local culture. Here 
stories regarding their ethnicity, kinship, and local history are foreground- 
ed. Tribal or minority museums have a different set of objectives than 
major museums. The exhibits in these museums reflect the current strug- 
gles of Northwest Coast Indians in relation to their colonial past. Their 
individual stories as Northwest Coast Indians are about their excluded 
experiences and their particular kinship history at specific historical con- 
junctures. The importance of local histories in turn challenges the notion 
of a unified history of the nation and therefore the collections do not 
articulate a national identity. Rather, they are "inscribed within different 
traditions and practices, free of national, and cosmopolitan patrimonies" 
(Clifford, 1991, p. 226). By focusing on their particular location and 
positionality within structures of dominance in the U.S., these exhibits 
challenge the idea of cultural authenticity. 

Clifford is careful not to simplify the distinction between major and 
minor museums. He indicates that tribal and minority museums and 
artists do participate in the dominant art-culture system, which regulates 
and determines the ways both artistic and cultural artifacts get classified 
and positioned as authentic and accurate in North America and Europe 
(Clifford, 1988). However, the participation of minority museums in this 
art-culture system is different because they question the conventional . -
ways of displaying objects and imparting information in museums, by 
"historicizing and politicizing positions of viewing" (Clifford, 199 1, 
p. 226). Racially marginalized groups have increasingly challenged the 
dominant art-culture system. They have done so by initiating debates 
over who controls the means of representation, who controls cultural 
artifacts, and who controls the methods of displaying and exhibiting these 
artifacts in cultural institutions. These debates on representation and cul- 
tural appropriation are largely about the articulation of cultural identity, 
which is historically specific and connected to unequal power relations in 
society. Undoubtedly, the ongoing debates about cultural representation 
have spurred some of the major museums to reflect on and change their 
own processes of shaping knowledge about race, culture, and history of 
marginalized groups.  O n e  example is the  Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University. In 199 1 it installed an 
exhibition titled Worlds in Miniature, W o r k  Apart, which deconstructed 
the ways museum techniques were used throughout the 20th century to 
represent native cultures. 
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Multicultural art education is acutely aware of the decontextualization 
of objects in art museums and actively works towards redressing this 
problem by emphasizing the cultural contexts of art production and con- 
sumption when studying art from other cultures. Nevertheless, multicul- 
turalism tends to remain largely uncritical of the museum objects which it 
relies on for the study of non-Western art practices, particularly in the 
context of a global political economy of art that has troubled the notion 
of authenticity. Drawing on the work of James Clifford, Blandy and 
Congdon (1991) are among some of the critical voices in art education 
regarding the use of museum objects in classroom practices. They stress 
the underlying politics of collections by highlighting the conscious and 
unconscious racism, sexism, and colonialism underscoring a number of 
art collections in the west. Since art educators make choices regarding art- 
works to be used in class on a daily basis, Blandy and Congdon indicate 
that an uncritical acceptance of these artworks is problematic. 

It is irresponsible of art educators to present artworks to students with- 
out preparing them to also understand the context from which they come 
and the rationale for their selection. The inclusion of such information 
will enrich student discourse about artwork and encourage their apprecia- 
tion of the social, cultural, economic and political environments in which 
art is situated. (Blandy & Congdon, 199 1, p. 37) 

The historical context of colonialism, raised by Blandy and Congdon 
(1991), which was responsible for the desecration, plunder, and trans- 
portation of cultural property to the West, cannot be overlooked in 
multiculturalism. Nor, as they suggest, can teachers disregard the traces 
of these colonialist attitudes today that are intertwined with racism and 
sexism. 

An equally important part of Blandy and Congdon's analysis is the 
complex ways in which the political economy of the international art 
market mediates cultural practices of subordinate cultures in today's post- 
colonial period. This mediation has raised questions about the notions of 
authenticity, authorship, and creativity in relation to objects and cultural 
practices that are appropriated and labeled "art." Art advisors and govern- 
ment agencies have directly influenced the practices of many culturally 
subordinate groups in the world with the introduction of new art materi- 
als and iconography as part of their marketing strategies. Multicultural art 
education largely overlooks this understanding of the political economy of 
art. Here, I provide an example of the ways market forces have intervened 
to create a new art practice. The continual transformation of the practice 
of art raises questions about the Western notion of authenticity. 

The work of the Madhubani painters in India has changed radically in 
recent years from solely a ritual art form to one that accommodates secular 
and personal iconography, due to the intervention of government 
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cooperatives and the introduction of paper. The introduction of paper by 
government art advisors freed the painters from the traditional practice of 
painting religious iconography on the walls of houses during ceremonial 
occasions, such as weddings, towards a more secular iconography. 
Moreover, the influence of patrons of the arts, such as Mrs. Pupul Jayakar 
on the secular iconography of Ganga Devi, a notable Madhubani artist, is 
important. "It was suggested to her [Ganga Devi], I think by Mrs. 
Jayakar, that she make a painting on the cycle of life-on how she was 
born and brought up in Mithila and the different samskaras" (Jain, 1994, 
p.10). With the publicity that Ganga Devi has received through influen- 
tial art patrons in India, her work commands more value both artistically 
and financially than the other Madhubani painters. The idea of author- 
ship that signifies market value is clearly invented in this case. In the ritu- 
al art form, authorship was never an issue. The  Madhubani women 
painters did not sign their names on the wall painting. With the conven- 
tions of authorship and authenticity established for the Madhubani art 
form, some of these artworks are now part of the dominant art-culture 
system. The transformation of this art from ritual to secular purposes rais- . . 

es some important questions. Who defines what is authentic? For whom? 
And, for what purposes? Is the ritual art form which still exists more 
authentic that the recent secular themes on paper? 

These mediated art practices of subordinate cultures are inserted into 
the dominant art-culture system and form part of the collections of many 
major museums in the U.S. and Europe, for whom criteria of authenticity 
are still primary. The supposedly accurate and appropriate contextual dis- 
cussions in multicultural art education, relying as they do on examples 
from major museums and private collections, fail to address the complexi- 
ties of art practices in today's global economy; that is, the way art is medi- 
ated by art consultants, curators, state governments, and individual and 
corporate art patrons in many non-European cultures. 

Aesthetics or the Way the Cultural Form Looks 
The second site of struggle that I discuss is aesthetics, or the way the 

cultural form looks. The central tenet in multicultural art education is 
acknowledging "the global diversity of the cultural contexts and environ- 
ments in which art is produced, displayed and viewed" (Hart, 139211993, 
p. 5). The discussions in multicultural art education thus emphasize the 
ways the arts of various cultures differ as they are tied to specific social 
and cultural contexts. Many proponents of multiculturalism rightly argue 
that Western aesthetic standards cannot be used to understand non- 
Western art forms. Based on research in India, Hart (1991) suggests that 
the general characteristics of Western aesthetics-individuality, originality, 
permanence, and form that distinguishes "high" art from "low" or popular 
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art-cannot be applied to non-Western art systems. Rather, teachers and 
students have to acknowledge that different aesthetic principles exist in 
the world. According to Hart (1991), "pluralist aesthetics, without claim- 
ing a single universal set of standards, requires that the investigator 
acknowledge and delineate the specific standards upon which the art form 
in question is based" (p. 154). 

Multicultural art education, by acknowledging and respecting aesthetic 
pluralism, actively criticizes and dismantles the dominant distinctions of 
high art (including crafts) and popular culture. Art educators (Duncum, 
1990; Hamblen, 1990) are among many cultural critics (Bourdieu, 1984; 
Williams, 1958; Wolff, 198 1) who have demonstrated the ways culture is 
categorized into a hierarchy based on social classes, gender, and race. 
Notions of authenticity and cultural excellence inform this categorization, 
placing high art or fine art above popular culture. The recognition that, in 
a multicultural society, ~ e o p l e  deal in complex ways with popular culture 
for their own ends finds resonance in the aesthetic ~ lura l i s t  position in 
multiculturalism. 

Multicultural art education by endorsing pluralist art, aesthetics, and 
criticism, challenges and resists reproduction of high culture categories in 
the United States. Paradoxically, however, it tends to maintain this 
Western stratification of cultural form into high art and popular culture, 
in its treatment of non-Western cultures. I argue that most multicultural 
art education discussions regarding art of non-Western cultures center on 
these subordinate cultures' high art (painting, sculpture, drawing) or 
crafts, and ignore their popular culture. Daniel Nadaner (1981), for 
instance, advocates the use of what I call "art fi1ms"because they provide a 
way of understanding the thoughts and feelings of people from different 
cultures. He does not address the value of popular films in multicultural 
art education. 

The distinction between high art and popular culture is embedded in 
Western aesthetics, which tends to dichotomize all cultural forms. In rela- 
tion to contemporary India, and possibly some other non-Western coun- 
tries, the distinction between popular and high art does not exist in the 
same form as in the West. Substituting the term public culture for popular 
culture allows us to think about the complexities of cultural forms, partic- 
ularly in contemporary cosmopolitan, non-Western societies. Public 
culture is defined as a "zone of contestation" wherein "private and state 
interests, low and high cultural media and different classes and groups 
formulate, represent, and debate what culture is (and should be)" 
(Appadurai & Breckenridge, 1992, p. 38). As a contested terrain, public 
culture is characterized "as an arena where other types, forms and domains 
of culture are encountering, interrogating, and contesting each other in 
new and unexpected ways" (Appadurai & Breckenridge, 1988, p.6). 
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The artworks selected from certain countries-for example, India, 
Japan, and China-tend to display formalistic qualities and to possess 
iconic content (represented abstractly; a person, animal, bird, fish or nat- 
ural forms) that can be recognized as "art" by the Western eye. In short, 
they clearly display a "high art aesthetic." This aesthetic extends to the 
crafts of these countries and is not restricted to the high art forms of 
painting, drawing and sculpture. This high art aesthetic as argued earlier, 
relies on the notion of authenticity to claim value. The selective process in 
multicultural art education, excludes public culture in these countries, 
including film billboards, calendar art, advertising, film, and videos. 
Here, in order to illustrate my point, I concentrate on art practices from 
India, where I was born and lived until adulthood. 

The artworks from India are mainly those found in major museums, 
whether art, craft, or folk, for whom iconic significance articulates a high 
art aesthetic. In the sculptures of god and goddesses from India, iconic 
significance is the primary criterion for discussion, albeit couched in con- 
textual terms, as evidenced in the following selection from the -
Instructional Resources section in Art Education: 

This image of Shiva Nataraja, a Hindu god, is still being made in 
India today, in variety of sizes, to adorn temples and shrines in 
people's homes. Everyone recognizes Shiva, whether made of plastic, 
wood, stone or gold; the form, the composition, and the symbols 
have remained the same for centuries. The symbols reveal Hindu 
values and describe the Hindu world view. Learning about Shiva 
will help students enjoy other Hindu Sculpture. (Prabhu, 1987, 
p. 40, my emphasis) 
The text continues to describe the symbols in great detail and how they 

relate to Hindu values, in order that the Shiva image can be read "appro- 
priately" and "correctly." 

The problem with this and similar re-presentations of Shiva in multi- 
cultural art education is the view that it can be read "appropriately" and 
that there is an authentic understanding of this image, which is universal. 
Different Hindu communities revere Shiva and manifestations of Shiva in 
very different and distinct ways that are tied to their historically grounded 
experiences. Shiva does have the same meaning for all Hindu communi- 
ties in India. Furthermore, the Shiva image manifests itself in a range of 
different contexts in the daily life of India: temples, Bollywood billboards, 
and political propaganda posters and films, to name just a few. In each of 
these contexts Shiva articulates a range of meanings. The recent Hindu 
fundamentalist movement in India, for instance, uses the Shiva image 
strategically to incite nationalist fervor and deepen divisions between 
Hindus and Muslims. Harkening back to a constructed romantic past 
where Hindu religious values were the cornerstone of Indian society, the 
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Hindu fundamentalist discourse, as Anand Patwardhan's documentary 
film Father, Son and Holy War (1994) shows, blames secularism, the pri- 
mary tenet of Indian independence, as unfairly favoring Muslims. Blame 
is also placed on feminism, which is understood as a Western idea, for the 
emasculation of Indian men today. Shiva in this documentary stands as a 
symbol of vigor, national identity and masculinity. 

Multicultural art education discourses affirm the position that iconog- 
raphy, if situated contextually, can be understood and appreciated by all 
people. The ritual, performative, or theatrical art practices that find a 
place in the multicultural art education also tend to possess iconic signifi- 
cance. Hart (1 99 1) elaborates on the significance of Hindu iconography 
and mythology in the ritual art of South Asian women from the region of 
Kumaon in India: 

The cultural and religious events for which Kumaoni ritual art is 
produced usually involve the presence of divine beings, which in 
turn requires images and symbols in the form of drawings and 
paintings. Specific images are produced for specific occasions, 
including geometric symbols that constitute the deity's seat during a 
ceremony, abstract patterns and semifigurative symbols for life-cycle 
ceremonies, and figurative images that represent the deity and illus- 
trate narratives of divine adventures. (p. 147) 
Iconography still "remains an unstated and even repressed criterion for 

the identification of what counts as art" (Errington, 1994, p. 208) for -
non-Western art forms, despite the dismantling of high art and craft in 
Western art. Many utilitarian objects in India that are viewed as art 
objects by Indians, such as nutcrackers, spoons, quilts, and mirrors are 
elaborately decorated but do so without any iconic significance. These 
objects are not visible in the multicultural art education discourses. The 
point I want to emphasize is that iconography is the primary criterion for 
what gets included in multicultural art lessons. In so doing, the high art 
aesthetic is maintained for non-Western objects. 

Today in India, the contradictory influence and significance of a rapidly 
changing public culture on high art practices and the aesthetics of viewing 
cannot be overestimated. Public cultural forms, such as films, serve as 
venues for the transmission and popularization of high art forms. 
Appadurai & Breckenridge ( 1988) write, 

[c]ommercial culture (especially in the cinema, television and audio 
industries) seeks to popularize classical forms as can be seen in the 
growing popularity of the ghazal, an Islamic musical form performed 
in public. Mass cultural forms seek to co-opt folk idioms as in the 
use of religious and historical motifs in the Hindi cinema. (p. 6) 
As Srivatsan (1991) argues, hand painted film "hoardingss or bill- 

boards are an integral part of the urban Indian landscape and hnction as 
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contemporary h ~ g h  art 

(or the avant-garde in the 
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for a long time and is 
an active art practice. 
However, even this 

contemporary Indian 
high art does not find a 
place in multicultural art 

education. One possible 
reason is that this art has 
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the international art 
market and consequently 
is not visible in art educa- 
tion. If the recent trend 

of exhibitions on Indian 
conremporary art in New 
York is an indication of 

the art market's ferocious 
appetite for something 

new to sell (which has 
been fueled by multicul-

turalism), the past 
invisibility of Indian 
contemporary high art 
may change. 
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"icon builders." In contrast to the significance of iconography with 
respect to high art forms, which require formal education to appreciate 
them, the term "icon builder" suggests the mass appeal of these visual 
images to all social groups in India. Viewers on the street do not need to 
acquire formal education to appreciate and interact with these hoardings. 
In fact, urban audiences interact with these hoardings in complex ways. 
This artistic medium, like other icon-building mediums (calendar art), is 
mediated by the social, cultural, and economic processes and constructs a 
particular gendered, classed, "caste" and religious subjectivity. Its appeal 
to the everyday viewer is the promise of pleasure, desire and choice that it 
offers in non-discursive ways outside the context of formal education 
(Srivatsan, 1991). Public culture is an important site for the production 
of cultural identity. Film and video are the dominant media through 
which Indian audiences (a large majority of the population) develop a 
shared identity and learn about their cultural heritage. Public culture as a 
locus for the construction of cultural identity, in countries like India, is 
completely overlooked in multicultural art education with its emphasis 
only on the "high art" forms.2 -

Given that most of the examples of art forms from non-Western coun- 
tries are based on the collections of major museums, it is not surprising 
that non-Western forms of public culture are not visible. However, the 
contradictions in multiculturalism arise from its attempt to dismantle cul- 
tural divisions between high and popular art in the United States, while 
simultaneously maintaining this hierarchical divisions in other non- 
Western countries. Multicultural art education, therefore, polarizes the 
distinction between social groups in the West (including racially margin- 
alized groups) and non-Western cultures and in so doing, maintains 
Western cultural hegemony. Clearly, a range of artistic practices exists in 
all cultures, and therefore, discussions in multicultrualism need to move 
beyond this West/ non-West binary which keeps in place the dominant 
art-culture system's notion of authenticity and originality. 

Positioning Multicultural Art Education: 

Some Concluding Thoughts 


In the discussion thus far, I have examined the discourse of multicul- 
turalism by raising questions regarding the notion of authenticity. 
Paradoxically, multiculturalism has shaped our understanding of art from 
cultures other than our own in stereotypic ways. It has reduced non- 
Western cultures to some constructed ideas of their essential characteris- 
tics that supposedly can be represented authentically. Another significant 
and problematic issue regarding the authentic representation of cultures 
in multicultural art education is that cultures outside the United States 
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are also included in this discourse. Multiculturalism does not distinguish -
between the representations of racially subordinate groups in the United 
States and culturally subordinate groups throughout the world. By not 
distinguishing between racially subordinate groups in the United States 
and cultures outside it, multiculturalism falsely re-presents them as equal, 
despite significantly different historical and political relationships of 
power. 

I want to return to the question raised in the beginning of this article: 
What can we know about another culture? This question asks us to 
acknowledge our own social position within matrices of domination and 
subordination in relation to the culture we intend to represent. In this 
approach, which emphasizes location and positionality, domination is not 
understood as a single axis. Rather, domination is multiple, contradictory, 
and always situational. The logic of representation can only be under- 
stood in relation to the multiple intersections of domination and subordi- 
nation at a articular historical conjuncture. As Grossberg (1989) 
explains, "[a] conjunctural theory of power is not claiming.. .that all such 
relations of power are equal, equally determining, or equally livable; these 
are questions that depend on the analysis of specific, concrete conjunc- 
ture" (p.138). The relationship between representation and power needs 
to be analyzed in terms of historical moments, articular locales, and 
subject positions that arise out of the complex network of domination 
and subordination. 

This approach to multiculturalism, which is grounded in a politics of 
location and positionality, requires a thoughtful self-consciousness about 
the politics of who speaks, how, and to whom. We art educators have to 
reflect on and present the political agendas that shape our teachings about 
other cultures. We need to vigilantly ask ourselves why we choose to intro- 
duce a specific culture at this particular historical conjuncture (keeping in 
mind its relation to the past), to this particular student body in this partic- 
ular geographical area. Having chosen a culture to represent in our art 
class, it is our responsibility to position that culture in relation to our own 
in terms of matrices of domination and subordination. Furthermore, it is 
important to understand that representations of cultures are received by 
different audiences in different contexts and in specific ways. Therefore, 
we need to be open to the idea that different groups of students will 
receive our representations of culture from their specific historical and 
social location and with different and perhaps contradictory readings. 

The aforementioned question also points to our vulnerability in terms 
of understanding the art of another culture. It signals the possibility of 
not knowing, that is, the incommensurability, in understanding art from 
another culture. Since the discourse of multiculturalism is largely predi- 
cated on the humanist ideology of cultural pluralism, which stresses 
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understanding the unique contribution of each racial and cultural group, 
the notion of incommensurability raises problematic issues for multicultur- 
alism. It suggests an inability for both students and teachers to understand 
all aspects of a different culture, despite accurate and authentic represen- 
tations of the culture. The anthropologist Eric Michaels (1994) indicates 
that even after years of living and working with Yuendumu communities 
in Western Australia, he could not claim to understand all the meanings 
and beliefs of that culture and its art. This is because of his own historic;, 
social location and position in relation to them. It is important for us to 
discuss the issue of incommensurability with our students. This does not 
mean we cannot learn to work across our differences. Rather, it requires 
us to discuss how our social position and the location from which we 
speak are connected to the way we choose to represent a culture within 
structures of domination and subordination. 

In conclusion, it is only by continually emphasizing the relationship 
between power and representation in multiculturalism that we art educators 
can begin to reduce the epistemic violence to the "other." This direction is 
particularly crucial now that multiculturalism has become institutionalized 
and many states mandate including diversity in their art curricula. 
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