RECOGNIZING SOCIAL ISSUES IN THE ART CURRICULUM
Daniel Nadaner

Simon Fraser University

Ahstract

It 1is a conventional assumption in art education that all experience
with art contributes to the student's educational growth. Yet recent art
and media criticism suggests that the arts can also function as ideologies
that restrict or mystify our views of the world, thus inhibiting growth.
This problem suggests the need for curriculum designers, teachers, and
students to recognize the social meaning in art. This paper identifies
and critically discusses two kinds of social meanings: meanings inherent
in the work of art (e.g., political statements in film); and meanings created
by the design of the art curriculum (e.g., a monocultural or high-technology
emphasis). By directing their critical attention to these social meanings,
art educators may more effectively counter miseducational ideologies, and
realize the potential of the arts for authentic expression and communication.

It is a conventional assumption in art education that all experience
in making and looking at works of art helps people to express themselves
and lead fuller, better lives. There can be little doubt that this assump-
tion retains a strong influence on the actual practice of art teaching.
Art curricula continue to promote creative experiences in whatever media
can be afforded, and appreciation of everything from Renaissance painting
to the urban environment, with complete confidence that educational needs
are thereby being served. Yet recent art and media criticism suggests that
the arts are not an indisputable source of educational value, Film critics
in particular, and painting critics as well, have documented the function
of art as ideology, a construction of reality that is specific and interest-
based, yet is presented as self-evident to its audience (Nichols, 19763
Guilbaut, in press). The ideological function has become particularly ap-
parent in the art of film. Films like The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Now,
for example, function as ideology when they resurrect the myth that Americans
were the victims of "savage" Asians in the Vietnamese war. They promote
this myth not by confronting us with an overt argument, but by letting back-
ground details, characterizations, and seemingly incidental events pass
before our consciousness, in a way that only nondiscursive forms can do.
We as audience members may very likely question the logic of the main
characters' fates, but we are less likely to question whether a minor
character such as a crazed, blood-thirsty captor on a river boat, is really
representative of Vietnamese soldiers. Instead, we incorporate this depic-
tion into our construction of the overall reality of that historical period;
and, perhaps, we add this depiction further to our mental picture of the
character of Asians in general. Even as the film may open our eyes visually
with its imaginative form and structure, it also promotes a distortion of
history that serves racist and militaristic interests. In this way art
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can act as a miseducational ideology, and
play a direct rol
ment of stultifying, mystifying view; of the world. i s

In an age of centralized wealth and mass communication, the ideo-
logical function of art must be considered more seriously than it has been
Films and museum shows enter the experience of millions, yet represent the'
interests of very small sectors of the population. When these highly visi-
ble ar;s celebrate attitudes and values that do not serve the social inter-
;ﬁ:: goethz la;ger co?munity, then their educational value must be debated

s one learn, for example, when omne visits a seri i ;
es of m
shows such as "Treasures of Dresden", "Scythian Gold", and TreaZiEZsmgieum
zz;agigaﬂgnaﬁleIi ongdis an art historian, an anthropolegist, or an artist,
o add new insights to a personal bod
y of knowledge that
is airead{ well-established. But if one approaches the exhibitioﬁs as cul-
dzgi novices —— as children must —- then the exhibitions communicate a
commﬁ;igztzeiszge. As cuﬁtural artifacts in themselves, these exhibitions
message that the value of art is essentiall
value. Art is to be admired for its m s
onetary value and gazed upon with
envy and reverence. The exhibition, as .
vere one selection of theme d j
from among infinite possible ’ j i e«
themes and objects, celebrat i
values that are consonant with the * perdymia s o
values of the influential gr hich
supports it. While we might have learned g
tranquility, receptivit 1trui
or social concern from the e i i ; “ Sy
xperience of artists, art is used here to r
e—
inforce a view of the world that places material display in supreme position.

el ng:eziwzzzmﬁiiieizzg?ztratioizit et?eriences with art promote varied —-
e ructi i
person?l attitudes covertly but effectivg?i.OfWEZil;;Z; :E?Eizicgoc;ii %
of art's social impact mean for education? I believe that a soci§§ r:r:l:-1
Eig:e dgz:h2:t Eegate traditional assumptions of art's educational poten-
o tﬂe Selectiont sggges?s that new cri?ical categories must be applied
AFtenEUeL o £ B EEALTEG, At MECHEtay have Hiays Heén SelSLL Itk
. i ities have always been selected with
gsome critical categories in mind. We argue, for example, that b
is expressive, art promotes the educational’value of gei,- g
c;itical category of expressivity allows us to focus on sztzgziziozérk:he
of art, even to the point that we ignore less emotive works for educational
gurposes. By broadening our critical categories to include the social
imension, we can improve the fit between artistic accomplishment and edu-

cational goals. We can encoutrage e
xperiences i
sonal and social meaning. ; ahat et deilinial i o

There are two kinds of social meanin
gs in the art curriculum that
iziizvingziegiiiicz; atteition. The first are social and political state-
n the work of art. Politics is deepl i
ply bound up with th
gizzrifozvzrz iEi:if' as both are concerned with the wvaluing agd diacusf
nts matter in our lives This i
. point is too often ignored;
;anfteg treat art as if it were no more than a purely formal accomggi;ﬁ—’
poori Et while the foFmal differences between Star Wars and a dull
tweenycg ?tographed movie may be obvious, the political differences ﬁe-
cu amin?ln% Home and The Deer Hunter, or The Grand Illusion and Private
conient ;fa 80 have profound aesthetic significance. Both the form and
art help shape the mental images through which we define our
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view of the world. The art educator needs to encourage the student to
become aware of the several ways that art builds these mental imges:

not only how art colors, textures, and composes the world, but also how
it recognizes certain subjects as significant and develops a point of
view towards those subjects. This broadened sensitivity to social con-
tent contributes both to the deepened appreciation of authentic works of
art, and to thoughtful resistance to the world views of the mass media.

With this awareness it may be more possible to create an art that authen-
tically represents social reality.

The second kind of social issue deserving attention is created by
the design of the art curriculum. As the discussion of museum shows il-
lustrates, the selection of objects and themes for our attention is
infused with social meaning. As art educators, we communicate powerful
values and attitudes through our selection of exemplary art works and
activities. In many curricula, for example, a strong reinforcement of
dominant culture values is communicated through the omission of multi-
cultural art forms. Art is too often defined with reference to European
arts, with other cultures tacked on as a special topic later in the course.
How different our conceptions of art might be if we were introduced to
art by looking at a Mexican tree of life, a Taoist brush painting, or a
contemporary feminist work. This strategy would both have aesthetic
validity and be instrumental to the broader educational goal of valuing
the experiences of all peoples.

An equally important issue that must be recognized is the curriculum's
approach to participation in a technological society. Traditionally, art
education has fostered participation through expressive and creative exper-
iences. The technology of the art class - whether brushes, looms, or
mallets - has served as a bridge between personal aspirations and social
possibilities for action. It is tempting today to extend this model of
encouraging participation by making use of new technologies: computer
graphics, holography, the speclal effects of science fiction movies. But
in doing so we need to consider the broader social implications of these
technological innovations. Can the individual participate, be creative, and
actualize himself as well through these forms as through traditional art
forms? And how many people can afford access to these new technologies?
Through a computer or Star Wars art, the danger exists of becoming surrounded
by a culture that dazzles us, but that we have no active role in creating.
Critical awareness of the social values implicit in these experiences is
needed so that the educational phenomenon of participation is not replaced by
the miseducational phenomenon of aliemation.

Further social implications of the art curriculum can be mentioned:
for example, the conflict between individual and group experience, or between
competition and cooperation. If art educators could recognize and act upon
these several kinds of social meanings in the art curriculum, the educational
role of the arts could be more effectively developed. By looking at the
arts with a broadened set of educational criteria, we may better realize
the potential of the arts to interpret social reality, value other cultures,
and set a lifelong foundation for social participation rather than alienation.
Motivated by the need to counter miseducational ideologies, the critical

recognition of social issues in art leads ultimately to a stronger role for
the arts in education.
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