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Considering social justice to be founded on human rights, which, in turn, are grounded in freedom of
thought, expression, and assembly, this essay reviews efforts by art educators to engage with public
space as a form of social justice pedagogy. Public space, whether actual or virtual, is understood
to be inherently devoted to contestation in the pursuit and protection of human rights. However,
today we face a serious contraction of public space. Due to the relentless logic of consumer markets
and the visceral fear of physical attack, some have asserted that public space is now dead. In this
article, the author points to pedagogies employed to take back physical public space, identified
on a continuum that include learning about, learning from, acting within, and acting upon public
space. These pedagogies involve: critiquing private, corporate space; engaging in public community
and environmental art; and engaging in activist and protest art, including a critique of the public
space itself. Additionally, different positions are identified, including descriptive, prescriptive, and
proscriptive positions, as well as alternative and oppositional positions. The author then explores the
possibilities for taking hold of virtual space and concludes by conceptualizing each of these strategies
in terms of residual, dominant, and emergent culture, as well as providing consideration of challenges
and possibilities for further activity.

This article examines efforts of art educators who engage in public pedagogy within public
spaces with the intention of addressing issues of social justice. The significance of this endeavor
lies in the pervasive sense that public space has been seriously eroded, and in dealing with visual
forms that constitute struggle over meaning, art classes offer an opportunity to explore issues of
public as well as private concern. Some art educators effectively create an intersection between
the space of public educational institutions, despite their limitations, and public spaces beyond
school grounds and university campuses. Their pedagogy leaks from the classroom to the streets
and town square. In brief, this essay highlights pedagogic possibilities that some art educators
have utilized to take back and to hold public space with a progressive social agenda.

I assume in this article that social justice is based on the value of human rights, a concept with a
long history (Rawls, 1971), but perhaps one most fully articulated by the 30 articles of the United
Nations Declaration of Human Rights. These rights include the right to: equality; life, liberty,
and personal security; freedom of opinion and information; freedom from torture and degrading
treatment; and the right to education. Additional to these and other no less important rights are
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others without which no rights are likely to be freely expressed. These include: freedom from
interference by the state and persons in the exercise of rights; the right to peaceful assembly and
association; and the right to participate in the cultural life of community. This essay is especially
concerned with these latter rights, for they are the means by which in any society with competing
interests and the corrupting nature of unchallenged authority, the exercise of the former rights
and freedoms are pursued and protected. According to Rawls (2005), social justice is a social
contract agreed upon by the people who are subject to it. As such, for social justice to prevail, it
is essential that spaces exist to converse and contest whenever the contract is threatened or when
the contract needs to be extended.

I consider public space, both actual and virtual, as a place of conversation and contestation in
pursuit of social justice issues. This definition contrasts with a frequent use of the term to mean a
space that we all share, one that is used for ordinary, daily activity, a civic space such as a beach
or a railway platform but not normally employed for conversation, let alone contestation, about
public matters. This is what Hénaff and Strong (2001) refer to as “common space” (p. 4). My use
of the term public space also contrasts with another frequent use, where, in the words of Hénaff
and Strong (2001), “human beings encounter each other with the intention of determining how
their lives in common shall be lived” (p. 1). This is what Warner (cited in Giroux, 2002) values
as a space for the circulation and exchange of ideas, a place of discourse mostly among strangers
about the issues of the day, and what Habermas (1989) values as a sphere in which private citizens
converse about public issues.1

Here, I am more narrowly focused upon public spaces as sites appropriated for the purpose of
holding a conversation that extends to contestation. The focus involves pedagogic interventions
that are informed by a social justice agenda.

IS DEMOCRATIC PUBLIC SPACE DEAD?

There is today a widespread view that public spaces as sites of political contestation have been
circumscribed by the increasing penetration of consumerism (Giroux, 2002; Langman, 2003) and
the dominance of neoliberal market-driven policies. Some have even declared this type of public
space to be dead (Boggs, cited in Giroux, 2002). Where people once gathered in public spaces
to engage in protest, discussion, and debate about the socio-political issues of the day, they now
gather in malls where, in privately owned hands and in pursuit of purely commercial purposes,
social controversy is forbidden. As Barber (2001) says, public space has been malled/mauled.
So pervasive has commercial culture become that while advertising is allowed to proliferate in
both common and public spaces, civil authorities attempt to eradicate graffiti—a visual voice of
people without other public venues to contest—from the very same spaces (Norton, 2001).

Such physical contraction is paralleled by a psychic withdrawal in which cynicism about
the political process breeds indifference, where instead of taking up social causes in public
arenas, people retreat into their private lives for a sense of agency and satisfaction (Brown,
2003; Giroux, 2005; Langman, 2008). Values underpinning citizen participation, the public
good, and political obligation are undermined and made to seem anachronistic in the face of
the narcissistic hedonism of a consumer economy. As neoliberal governments hollow out their
previous commitments to education, health, and other social welfare programs, people more
and more turn to the satisfactions of media spectacle and engage a seemingly insatiable drive
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for consumption (Denizen, 2010; Garoian & Gaudelius, 2008). Langman (2003) argues that
consumer capitalism erases public engagement through the “pursuit of one’s personal pleasures
in realization of a self defined through consumption” (p. 183). The good life is said to have
become the goods life and freedom has been reduced to making consumer choices.

Equally, public engagement may seem quaintly nostalgic at a time when security has become
the top priority of governments and consumption is promoted as patriotism. Feeling anxious in
the face of physical attack, citizens find consumption to be a form of comfort, but it is in a way
that forecloses public participation (Giroux, 2002, 2005; Sturken, 2007).

PUBLIC SPACE AS PROBLEMATIC

Even the public space that remains is problematic because the people who continue to be motivated
to employ it must negotiate with both commercial and governmental controls and surveillance.
Actual public space, such as parks and roads, are overseen by governmental instrumentalities that
have the legal right to enact and enforce criteria for admission. These are open spaces but ones
nevertheless controlled, which makes the legitimacy of what can be said and done within public
spaces always subject to negotiation (Hénaff & Strong, 2001). Public schools are no exception.
Pinar (2010) describes the encroachment of neoliberal policies on schools as “school deform”
(p. xv).

Additionally, many public spaces, even those never appropriated for public contestation, are
subject to surveillance by video cameras. Dataveillance is increasingly pervasive (Sweeny, 2005).
Any public demonstration is now recorded and available to the very authorities with whom people
are in conflict (Lyon, 2007).

Similar negotiations, though often less obvious, apply to virtual public space. Social network-
ing sites like YouTube, Facebook, and My Space, offer user-generated material a global audience,
yet, owned as they are by global corporations, they are used to target users as consumers. From
an economic perspective, user-generated content is employed for the traditional marketing strate-
gies of extending reach and grasping attention (Burgess & Green, 2009). Furthermore, while
open-source software like Copyleft, Creative Commons, and Sharelike, allows users to express
themselves, including through socially engaged art, without the limitations of commercialism,
Internet use is always potentially subject to surveillance by both governments and commercial
interests. As a result, public space, whether virtual or actual, means that citizen participation
invariably involves the need to navigate with governmental and/or commercial interests.

ENGAGING ACTUAL PUBLIC SPACE

Notwithstanding these challenges, some art educators have attempted to play a role in modeling
how to engage with public sites to address issues of social justice. Working with the limits of
public space and refusing, on the one hand, the shinny baubles of hedonistic consumption, and,
on the other hand, defying the temptation to be driven inward by fear of physical attack, some art
educators have offered a range of classroom pedagogies whereby they have effectively sought to
take back both actual public space and virtual public space.
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In what follows I suggest that art educators have adopted a variety of pedagogies: descriptive,
proscriptive, prescriptive, as well as alternative, and oppositional. Some pedagogies describe
social reality with only an implicit agenda; others more clearly argue against existing social
realities; while still others attempt to prescribe other possibilities. Further, some art educators ask
students to learn from and about public spaces, while others ask students to act within or upon
them. Conceived as a continuum of intervention in the cause of social justice, these pedagogies
range from social critique to social action.

Critiquing Private, Corporate Spaces

Some art educators have subjected private, corporate spaces to critique. Their agenda is primarily
motivated by concern for power relationships and a commitment to equity (e.g., Duncum, 2003a;
Freedman, 2003). Inherent in this approach is the view that cultural sites inherently involve
ideological struggle. In a hierarchical society, or wherever hegemony operates between nations,
cultural products are viewed as a means either to dominate or to contest. Cultural products of
whatever kind are viewed not so much as expressions of a way of life (or even multiple ways of
life) but as modes of struggle.

Such critiques by art educators typically include references to the ideologies that are enacted
to fuel consumption—nationalism, sexism, and classism—as well as consumption itself (Dun-
cum, 2007). In appealing to the hedonist impulses of people as individuals, consumerism is
understood to undermine, or at best to complicate, the sense of collective responsibility inherent
in citizenship (Duncum, 2003b). In being proscriptive, that is, in arguing against consumption
and its employment of reactionary ideologies, these critiques tend to be oppositional. Examples
of such critique include those of the Euro Disney theme park (Stanley, 2002), shopping malls
(Stockrocki, 2002), and tourist sites (Webb, 2002). They argue that the insidious, ever-present
pedagogy of media messages that embody the values of corporate capital must be counted by
critique. For example, Lee (2008) examined the Build-A-Bear Workshop, an international chain
in which children create their own soft toys, stuffing them, giving their toy a name, choosing a
voice, and buying clothes for them—all at individualized prices. Lee examined the site for its
reliance on the highly seductive, multi-sensory aesthetic employed and its use of the damaging
ideology of childhood innocence.

I mention these critiques, which are similar in tone to those presented by other cultural ob-
servers, especially from Cultural Studies (e.g., Bérubé, 2005; Sturken, 2007) because, while
offered by university professors, either explicitly or implicitly, they are given as models for teach-
ers to follow in their classrooms. In the literature of art education, they are also far more common
than reports of general classroom practice. However, whether these critiques should be regarded
as interventionary is questionable since they do not engage directly in the public sphere but remain
confined to the halls of academe. If intervention on behalf of a social justice agenda implies some
degree of risk to those making the intervention, the element of risk here is all on the teachers’
side. K-12 teachers are perhaps more likely to meet resistance and face sanction, not academics.

This timidity on behalf of academics is compounded by the fact that it is frequently unclear
what is meant by the term critical critique when it is applied to the classroom by teachers (Duncum,
2007). For example, Wightman (2006) took his preservice art teachers on site to the mid-budget
department store Kmart. They examined the graphic associations made by the packaging between
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products and lifestyle as well as various display strategies employed by the store. Drawing on
Harris’ (2000) categories of consumer aesthetics, they described products and packaging in such
terms as naturalness, zaniness, cuteness, and coolness. In this case students appear primarily
to have been engaged in becoming aware of a variety of aesthetic appeals used as manipulative
strategies. Students’ discussions do not appear to have extended to a consideration of ideologies or
of consumerism as a problematic social and economic practice. Wightman’s pedagogy appears to
have been descriptive of merchandizing techniques rather than either prescriptive or proscriptive
of a social agenda.

By contrast, Tavin’s (Tavin, Lovelace, Stabler, & Maxam, 2004) pedagogy appears explicitly
oppositional or what Garoian and Gaudelius (2008) advocate as critical spectacle pedagogy.
Tavin’s class of preservice teachers engaged directly with the narratives of consumerism and
the ideologies it draws upon. Students read texts on critical pedagogy and cultural studies and
engaged in a dialogic seminar, discussing and debating, before visiting several commercial sites.
In Chicago’s Hard Rock Café and Rock N Roll McDonald’s, both sites crowded with nostalgic
American icons and images from the 1950s and 1960s, Tavin’s students considered how the
artifacts on the walls constructed a corporate narrative of cultural memories that ignored contro-
versies over the Vietnam war and race relations. They asked, for example, “How does McDonald’s
link patriotism and so-called family values to consumption? What do the representations teach us
about our history, gender roles, diversity, and innocence?” and “What are the working conditions
and labor practices of McDonald’s in the United States and abroad?” (p. 63). In a Nicketown
store, Tavin’s students interpreted the selective representations of athletes in terms of gender,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and nationality, and they examined labels for country of origin.
In an American Girl store, class members examined a display of dolls in historical costumes,
focusing on how they ignored the deep conflicts of American history in favor of living a simple,
wholesome, innocent, and privileged life. Students asked questions, such as, do the dolls “provide
the opportunity to name the experience of oppression and then identity structures of dominance
that function to cause oppression?” Do the dolls “erase American’s shameful character?” and
how does the store “employ diversity as a marketing strategy?” (p. 66).

Unlike Wightman’s (2006) students, Tavin et al.’s (2003) were then asked to make artworks
that responded to these questions, which allowed students to prescribe alternatives. Encouraged
to talk back to power, they addressed what Savage (2010) warns of as the “enveloping nega-
tivism” (p. 109) of some versions of public pedagogy. If the deconstruction of media messages is
disempowering, it is necessary to take action to feel empowered. In making art, the students were
encouraged to move from what Greene (2010) calls a “pedagogy of thoughtfulness to a pedagogy
of imagination” (p. 30), a pedagogy that entertains new possibilities for the future.

Subjecting private, corporate sites to critical examination, however conceived, appears primar-
ily concerned with raising consciousness rather than taking action intended to influence anyone
beyond the classroom. The examination of stores by both Wightman’s (2006) and Tavin et al.’s
(2003) students constituted a field trip. Wightman’s students retreated to their classroom to make
their critiques, and the display of artworks by Tavin’s students appears to have gone no further
than their classroom. In both cases students went out into private, commercial spaces but retired
to the safety of the public space of their classrooms to make a response, and thus intervention
into the public arena beyond the classroom was unrealized.

In this approach, students primarily learn from and about physical sites. In the following two
approaches students also learn to act within them. With the following pedagogies, students are
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asked to take some degree of social action by positioning themselves in public space. Here,
students learn through the push and pull of social praxis. Such efforts have been called “social
action curriculum projects” (Schultz, Baricovich, & McSurley, 2010, p. 368).

Engaging in Community and Environmental Art

Some art educators have taken their cue from community and environmental artists, and elicited
participation from students to create public art. Most have done so with the goal of facilitating a
sense of community (e.g., Alexenberg & Benjamin, 2004; Geiger Stephens, 2006; Harris Lawton,
2010) and creating a better physical environment. Creating a garden (Graham, 2007), community
murals (Inwood, 2010), or making ice sculptures on school grounds (Jokela, 2007) are examples.
Others have sought to preserve and highlight the value of the natural environment (Keifer-Boyd,
2002) in which “students make art in school yards, outdoor installations, playground designs, and
environmental artworks in forests and parks” (Jokela & Huhmarniemi, 2008, p. 200). For example,
Hutzel and Cerulean (2003) engaged students in an environmentally aware community parade.
They write, “Utilizing a model of community based art education, the location of art education
pedagogy moves from the classroom to the streets of the community” (p. 36). Graham (2009)
promotes such projects as “critical, place-based art education,” arguing that “the isolation of
schooling from the local human and economical communities diminishes the public, democratic
responsibilities of schools. . . . But the character of schools changes when local communities and
places become the focus of education” (p. 1).

In a climate where a sense of community is problematic and where environmental concerns
have been ignored, making public art, whether in a rural or urban setting, is to stake out a claim,
a physical declaration of both resistance and a forwarding of a different vision. Such public art
offers a prescriptive model for the future, an assertion of how people want to live for others as
well as themselves. Albeit obliquely, by implication rather then direct address, community and
environmental art challenges the instruments of global capitalism that simultaneously erode com-
munities and degrade the environment. While the pedagogy these art educators adopt primarily
involves offering an alternative prescription, the following approach is more directly oppositional.

Engaging in Activist Art

Other art educators have taken their cue from activist art, involving their students in challenging
public engagements. Russell (2004) characterizes activist public art as “collaborate and create
(p. 22). It involves direct interaction with the public about topical and local community issues, and
is, thereby, decidedly different from previous forms of public art, such as the “man on a horse”
(Raven, 1989, p. 1) statues, which express officially authorized narratives about heroic deeds.
Activist public art is equally different from public art that is primarily concerned with formal
compositional considerations and the individual artist’s expression that has been appropriated as
a corporate style. The latter has been called public art as “parachute art” (Desai, Bui, & DiFilippo,
2003, p. 125) because it is dropped in without regard for the particularities of a community. By
contrast, activist art is based on relationships with its audience and political intervention; it is
deliberately designed as a forum for public dialogue (Kester, 1998). This art challenges power
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and seeks to encourage people to take action, or, at least, to “change the conversation” (Desai
et al., 2003, p. 127).

For example, Darts (2006) took his Canadian high school students to the streets, not as part
of a community celebration but as an activist provocation. The students began by examining
socially engaged and activist artworks and discussing the social issues that most concerned the
students. These included war, media concentration, sweetshop labor, body image, and cyber
technology. They then made 3D collages—effectively sculptures—that expressed their views.
Employing mannequin heads and other found objects, they experimented with juxtaposing and
altering images and texts to create multi-layered messages. The students then decided to use
their sculptures to make a public art intervention. They chose as their site the wide pavement in
front of the Vancouver Art Museum, which is a site often used for rallies and demonstrations, as
well as a busy commercial area filled with shoppers. Darts elected not to seek a permit and the
students walked from their school to the site, which itself attracted attention. After reaching their
site, the students installed their display so as to partially interrupt the normal flow of passers-by.
Some students stood by to engage members of the public, while other students sat at a distance
documenting the event with their cameras.

Recently, Darts and fellow art educator, Jack Richardson, taught a graduate class on public
art (Contemporary Art Practices, 2010). Students read about culture jamming, including Dery’s
(2004) blog posting, “Culture Jamming: Hacking, Slashing and Snipping in the Empire of Signs,”
and they studied public art in both real and virtual spaces. Students considered transgressive
traditions of art, including the Situationalists of the 1950s and 1960s and the current movements
of culture jammers as practiced most famously by Adbusters (Lasn, 2000). Adbusters Media
Foundation is a not-for-profit, international anti-consumerist organization that promotes itself as
“a global network of artists, activists, writers, pranksters, students, educators and entrepreneurs
who want to advance the new social activist movement of the information age. . . . to topple existing
power structures and forge a major shift in the way we live in the 21st century” (Adbusters, 2011).
Like the Situationalists before them, Adbusters’ goal is serious but its tactics are playful. Adbusters
revises billboards and subverts multi-million dollar advertising campaigns by altering a corporate
logo or text message to radically change its meaning. Alternatively, Adbusters spoofs corporate
and political campaign literature by reproducing their layouts and photographs on billboards, but
offering a very different message. By what Klein appropriately calls “semiotic Robin Hoodism”
(cited in Darts, 2004, p. 321), Adbusters draws attention to unfair trade practices, inequitable
labor relations, or unhealthy products.

Having studied such strategies, Darts’ and Richardson’s students produced their own public
art intervention either on or off campus. This process of studying public, activist art and then
producing their own was presented as a model for curriculum design and pedagogy in K-12
schools.

A further example of oppositional activism, and one that is equally playful, is offered by
Pistolesi (2007). A few years into the U.S. occupation of Iraq, Pistolesi worked with preservice
teachers to create a “peace project.” They began by transforming “little green plastic military
toys” into “non-lethal, magical peaceful creatures” (p. 22) by changing their weapons into non-
weapons—stop signs, for example (see Figure 1).

“Army Guys” were transformed into civilians or fantasy creatures, some of whom sported
wings. Pistolesi went further, suggesting that students who were willing could directly confront
the military on their campus. Once students were convinced that such a confrontation was directed
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FIGURE 1 Transformed plastic “Army Guys” (to view enlargement of photo, go to http://blogs.umass.edu/equity).

at the war rather than at the soldiers fighting the war, many decided to opt in. With the aid of
their transformed plastic figures, they created a small environmental installation directly outside
a military establishment and stood by to discuss it with passersby, including many of the cadets
(see Figures 2 & 3). Using a variety of found materials, including feathers, pot plants, twigs,
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FIGURE 2 Environmental installation directed at the war in Iraq (to view color photo, go to http://blogs.umass.edu/
equity).

pebbles and dirt, the students created a miniature environment for their fantasy figures. The
installation drew hostility from the military commander, garnered press coverage, and attracted
both community and institutional attention. In short, while not determining for the students what
their reaction was to be, Pistolesi turned the students who opted to participate into activists for
peace.

Critiquing Public Space

While any intervention into public space can be interpreted as a critique of its contraction and
control, some activist artists take these qualities as their topic. They act within public space
by acting upon it. Many artists have directly intervened in public space to critique the control
exercised through electronic surveillance (MacPhee & Reuland, 2007; MacPhee & Rodriguez,
2008). For example, Males (2008) takes to the streets with his “Racial Targeting System,” which
consists of a portable real-time image-processing platform that automatically finds and follows
faces and then analyzes and stores their race data.

Art educators have also been concerned with the surveillance of public spaces (Darts, Tavin,
Sweeny, & Derby, 2008: Sweeny, 2006). For example, Sweeny (2005) took his students into
the public space of an art museum and with hand-held digital cameras, the students filmed the
surveillance cameras surveying them and then each other filming the surveillance cameras. In a
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FIGURE 3 Students installing the environmental installation protesting the war in Iraq (to view color photo, go to
http://blogs.umass.edu/equity).
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place specifically designed for patrons to employ an aesthetic gaze but now also turning a surveil-
lance gaze upon patrons, the students exposed the electronic institutional museum gaze to the
museum patrons. Another example was initiated when Kerry Thomas (personal communication,
September 10, 2010) took her preservice art teachers to Central Station in Sydney, Australia
with the innocuous intention of using the site to develop K-12 curriculum. When students began
photographing the area, security guards quickly marched them to the station master to explain.
Although no signs existed to warn against photographing the area, this common space had be-
come out of bounds for photographic documentation. Intrigued by their transgression, students
then included the curtailment of the right to photograph this common space in their development
of place-based curriculum.

ENGAGING VIRTUAL SPACE

Keifer-Boyd’s (2009) pedagogy is similar to the examples offered above that use activist public
art, except that she and her students operate in virtual space. She celebrates the idea that cyberNet
activist art “facilitates critical participatory democracy” (p. 126), and she draws upon “cyberNet
art pedagogy” (p. 132) to inform her teaching of preservice art teachers.

I prepare art teachers to become producers of a socially just world by being critical public pedagogues
in Internet extensions of classroom teaching. . . . Students use . . . animations, blogs, wikis, motion
sensors, audio and visual recording and reminiscing, among other strategies to create a layered matrix
of sensibility in cyberspace. (p. 127)

Students are introduced to numerous activist cyberNet artists. For example, students study
Kay Pin Yee’s (2005) website, Regender.com, which reverses gender pronouns and other gender
terms on any website that one enters in the search engine. It produces high-speed revisionist texts
of publications like The New York Times and the Book of Genesis. Students also study a mock
e-shopping site for purchasing high tech body enhancements that engages viewers through a blog
that critiques consumerism, and they examine the website of the art group, YesMen, who in order
to disrupt gender stereotypes, purchased Barbie and Ken dolls, changed their voice boxes, and
returned them to the store. The students then create their own website in which, through photos,
video, and a blog, participants are encouraged to explore human relations to physical space.

Keifer-Boyd (2009) argues that for most young people, cyberspace has become so integrated
into their everyday lives that it changes human relations to both place and time. Further, she argues
that notwithstanding the limits of virtual public space, net art can bypass influential gatekeepers
of physical public space—that it is visually shaped by anyone who seeks to participate in debate
and that its influence extends into the material world as a driver of social change, impacting
“offline public spheres” (p. 132). For example, she mentions the loose knit art collective, “The
Department of Space and Land Reclamation,” who plan weekend campaigns to reclaim public
spaces in major U.S. cities.

Keifer-Boyd’s (2009) fine art exemplars and student responses, appear closest to that of Darts
and Richardson, discussed earlier, but on a continuum from critique to social action, her pedagogy
appears closest to Tavin’s (Tavin et al., 2003). Like Tavin’s, Keifer-Boyd’s pedagogy involves
talking back to power, but it does not appear to engage the kind of praxis that characterizes Darts’
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and Richardson’s pedagogy. To do so would require more than posting on-line; it would require
interacting with the public on-line.

CONCEPTUALIZING PUBLIC INTERVENTION AS ART EDUCATION

Engaging with contemporary issues of social justice by taking back or holding public space
represents a rupture for much of art educational practice, which has long been preoccupied
almost exclusively with what Williams (1977) called residual culture; that is, what is left over
from the past. This is the canon of great works. Over the past decade or so, many art educators
have turned their attention to consider what Williams called dominant culture, popular visual
culture, which is closely tied to dominant economic interests and tends to embody its values and
beliefs. Seeing corporate, commercial spaces as ubiquitous contributors to identity, art educators
like Tavin ask their students to critique such spaces and, by doing so, acquire critical habits of
mind that make visible the invisible cultural strategies of economic and political power. At the
same time these art educators believe that to feel any sense of empowerment, students must turn
their critique into some form of creative production and answer back to power. While concerned
that their students learn about the limits of free speech in commercial, privatized spaces, these art
educators use their classrooms as spaces for exploring alternatives.

Other art educators are embracing what Williams (1977) called emergent culture, new forms
of cultural expression that are struggling to articulate what is, as yet, commonly unseen or unrec-
ognized. Art educators, like Hutzel, Cerulean, and Graham, who take their cue from community
and environmental artists, offer an alternative, prescriptive model of society. Art educators who
take their cue from activist artists offer an oppositional, proscriptive model. Some, like Darts,
Richardson, and Pistolesi, use physical space as their vehicle; others, like Keifer-Boyd, use virtual
space. In turning their attention to the nature of public space itself, Sweeny and Thomas’ pedagogy
describes the status quo while implying both prescription and proscription. Darts (2004) calls
this kind of art education one of “creative resistance” (p. 313). Whether their stance to power
is alternative, oppositional, or both, art educators start with the question: What will motivate
students to make a difference beyond their own consciousness, that is, to make an impact upon
real circumstances?

In each case discussed above, though in different ways and on a continuum from in-class
analysis to public confrontation, each of these pedagogies is intended to create a more equitable
future. Whether focused upon learning about, from, acting within, or acting upon public spaces,
the classroom is understood as a site where art is not only reproduced but produced, not only a
site of simulation but creation. However, going forward, especially in a politically conservative,
even reactionary, environment, will not be easy.

GOING FORWARD

Going forward with an art education engaged with social justice involves the challenge of taking
on social justice issues within institutions, especially in K-12 schools. The examples of pedagogy
described here remain the exception to the rule. The products of most art education remain
within the classroom or the hallway display cabinets, and for which there are powerful reasons,
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including the expectations of parents, fellow teachers, and school administrators, as well as the
students themselves, that art is an innocuous subject without a social agenda. It is noteworthy
that many of the examples I found in the art education literature and used above in this paper are
not from K-12 schools but from art teacher preparation courses conducted at universities where
freedom of expression is usually less problematic. In K-12 public schools, negotiating the views
of students, administrators, and parents, whose responses to issues of social justice can vary from
acceptance to apathy to hostility, requires that teachers have established credibility within their
schools, savvy, and determination (Duncum, 2007, 2009c).

Furthermore, critiquing consumerism is highly problematic at both the level of students’
willingness to forgo the pleasures of consumption and at the level of a socioeconomic structure
that is reliant upon consumption. Critical critiques have often been framed by teachers in ways
that either ignore or condemn student pleasures, the consequence of which is that students
either openly or covertly reject the critique (Duncum, 2009a). Too often an engagement with
social issues has been approached in a top-down, authoritarian manner that has disempowered
and alienated students (Buckingham, 2003; Duncum, 2009b; Ellsworth, 1997). Also, since a
consumer economy relies on consumerism for its very survival, a wholesale condemnation
of consumption ignores social reality. It is, therefore, inappropriate to condemn consumerism
wholesale. Particular narratives and stereotypes used to activate consumption, exploit material
conditions of production, and foucs on the excessive reliance on consumption for identify are
each legitimate targets of critique.

Notwithstanding these challenges and quite apart from the inherent value of social justice,
there are good arguments for social justice pedagogies that engage public space. First, the use of
a public site is also a sight. It is inherently visual. Just as authorities stage displays of power, so
answering back to power in any public arena is intrinsically theatrical (Hénaff & Strong, 2001);
public space is, therefore, inherently suited to visual arts education.

Secondly, many artists, including activist artists, build in as an inherent part of their art their
negotiations with civil authorities and their collaboration with commercial interests (Moore,
1991). Thus, activist, social interventions by artists provide models for students to learn about
how artists variously address issues of social justice despite the necessary negotiations, exploit
the opportunities afforded, employ strategies of subversion, and compromise when they have no
choice.

Third, many forms of community, environmental, and activist art are playful. They play with
ideas; often in a transgressive way, they entertain possibilities. This is a perfect fit with the kind
of playful pedagogy that language teachers (Ellsworth, 1997), media educators (Buckingham,
2003), and art educators (Duncum, 2009a, 2009b) now advocate for dealing with social issues
that are controversial. Buckingham (2003) argues for “playful forms of pedagogy that engage
directly with young people’s emotional investments . . . and with their sense of agency” (p. 314).
In short, critique of social justice issues needs to be leavened with the pleasure of play, including
the tendency among adolescents to adopt a transgressive posture toward authority. By contrast to
a critical pedagogy, a playful pedagogy engages students’ own values and beliefs, exposes them
to the critique of their peers, and through the process of making art also provides a means for
them to further work out their understandings in a way that has the potential to be empowering.
Employing a playful pedagogy is to understand art education as a means for students to take charge
of the world they are in the process of inheriting in a way that acknowledges the challenges of
working toward social justice within educational institutions.
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NOTE

1. Some art educators have adopted this model of public space for their classrooms (e.g., Carpenter, 2003;
Waxman, 2003). They have sought to develop a democratically orientated pedagogy based on dialogue
between students and students, and students and teacher. Theirs is a celebration of plurality in which many
voices are encouraged. Carpenter uses his local barbershop as a model of the classroom and Waxman uses
a locally owned coffee shop as her classroom model. Each describes its site as a place of discussion, where
the issues of the day are thrashed out from any number of perspectives.
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Norton, A. (2001). Writing property and power. In M. Hénaff & T. B. Strong (Eds.), Public space and democracy

(pp. 189–200). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
Pinar, W. F. (2010). Forward. In J. A. Sandlin, B. D. Schultz, & J. Burdick (Eds.), Handbook of public pedagogy

(pp. vx–xix). New York, NY: Routledge.



ART EDUCATION PEDAGOGIES FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 363

Pistolesi, E. (2007). Art education in the age of Guantanamo. Art Education, 60(5), 20–24.
Raven, A. (1989). Introduction. In A. Raven (Ed.), Art in the public interest (pp. 1–28). Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research

Press.
Rawls, J. (1971). Theory of justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Rawls, J. (2005). Political liberalism (2nd ed). New York, NY: Columbia University Press.
Russell, R. (2004). A beginner’s guide to public art. Art Education, 57(4), 19–24.
Savage, G. C. (2010). Problematizing “public pedagogy” in educational research. In J. A. Sandlin, B. D. Schultz, & J.

Burdick (Eds.), Handbook of public pedagogy (pp. 103–115). New York, NY: Routledge.
Schultz, B. D., Baricovich, J. E., & McSurley, J. L. (2010). Beyond these tired walls: Social action curriculum induction

as public pedagogy. In J. A. Sandlin, B. D. Schultz, & J. Burdick (Eds.), Handbook of public pedagogy (pp. 368–380).
New York, NY: Routledge.

Stanley, N. (2002). Can art education become reflective praxis? Reflections on theme park experience. Visual Arts
Research, 28(2), 94–101.

Stokrocki, M. (2002). Shopping malls from preteen and teenage perspectives. Visual Arts Research, 28(2), 77–85.
Sturken, M. (2007). Tourists of history: Memory, kitsch, and consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero. Durham,

NC: Duke University Press.
Sweeny, R. W. (2005). Para-sights: Multiplied perspectives on surveillance research in art educational spaces. Surveillance

& Society, 3(2/3), 240–250.
Sweeny, R. W. (2006). Visual culture of control. Studies in Art Education, 47(4), 294–307.
Tavin, K., Lovelace, L., Stabler, A., & Maxam, J. (2003). From Bucktown to Niketown: Doing visual culture studies

(Chicago style). Journal of Social Theory in Art Education, (23), 60–88.
Waxman, L. (2003). Place experiences: The built environment as social capital. Journal of Cultural Research in Art

Education, 21, 19–26.
Webb, N. (2002). Tourist sites. Visual Arts Research, 28(2), 64–76.
Wightman, W. (2006). Making the familiar “unfamiliar”: Kmart, consumer aesthetics, and art education. In P. Duncum

(Ed.), Visual culture in the art class: Case studies (pp. 126–134). Reston, VA: National Art Education Association.
Williams, R. (1977). Marxism and literature. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Yee, K-P. (2005). Regender. Retrieved from http://regender.com/index.html

Paul Duncum is a professor in the School of Art and Design, University of Illinois, Urbana
Champaign. Informed by the critical position of Cultural Studies, his research interests include
children’s picture making, adult images of children, art education curriculum, and popular visual
culture.



Copyright of Equity & Excellence in Education is the property of Routledge and its content may not be copied

or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written permission.

However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.




