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Abst r act

This peper is an examration of visud cltueinits histaicd cotedt adin
rdaiontoat educaion, indudng an exqdaaion of visud cutue at educa-
tions conceptual roots in psychd ogy, the socia sciences, and art educati on,
and concludng wth an articulation of foundational prenises and a structure
for teaching and | earning i n VGAE.

1This paper is condensed version of Gapter 3, of At for Life, an art educati on texxtbook by
Tom Anderson and Mdl ody Ml brandt, to be published in 2004 by MGawHI1, New York, New
Yak
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W have becone the organic self wthin a cocoon of artifact. (Susan
Josephson)

Visuad Gilture

Rther than in nture, we nowlive nost of our lives in the constructed envi -
ronnent. W\ sel domsee the noon, experience the rain wthout protection, or
neet ocher annmAsinthar ntud habitats. Weliveinacostructed, dinate
cotrdled verld ket cosistetly ad atifiddly pdessat, in atifidd ligt
that greatly extends owr days. Qr very sense of space is nediated by our
constructed milieu: eight feet high a hone, ten or nore a work, and a nast
avays squared off except inthe case of the car: a cocoon that protects us in
the outside world wen we nove fromplace to place. W overwhel mngly
construct our vaking, sleeping, breathing, growng, living, and dying vorld
Gt off fromnature, our omwn constructi ons becone our vorl d.

Juice Stand: Seaside, Florida. Our
human constructions become almost
the only world we know.

Gonstant and ubiquitous in this constructed world are the el ectronic
epheneral i zati ons and vi cari ous experience brought to us especidly on tele-
vision ad on the Inernet. Nnety-eight percent of North Anerican house-
holds have a TV. That TV is on an average seven and half hours a day. Ad
wen it snat on peogde ae a ther copuers. The staistics are simlar in
nany other countries around the world. Increasingly, television ad the
Internet tell us wat s real beyond our inmediate erviromnent. These € ec-
tronically generated environnents are becoming undifferentiated fromour
omn personal experiences in nenory and in the construction of our sensibili -
ties. Anericans, in fact, nay know nore about Hlen DeGeneres or Vanna
Wite than the neighbor next door. They nay be nore famliar wth Ayers

INJAE 1.3 © NTAEC 2003



Rock fromwat ching The D scovery Ghannel, than wth the other side of their
own tom. Likewse, Austraians or Tai wanese nmay know as nuch about Ben
Afleck as they knowabout their own fanly.

Inthis visud |y comstyructed varld, |anguage and its linear/logcd thought
aare giving vay to entertaining visual inages having vweb-like, divergent
thought connections. Besides affecting our sense of relationship wth peopl e
and place, the eectronic nedia aso affect our sense of tine and history.
Shi ppets, cutavays, sound bites, and instant replays that keep us frombore-
domare nore appealing and entertaining than real tine but a so and | essen
our ability and propensity for sustai ned i n-depth engagenent .

The nevs, for exanple, comes to us pre-packaged in a predictably con-
trdled fornat, a news show comsisting of theater bits preseted by perfectly
quaffed talking heads in 30 second segnents broken up into sound and
inage bites. The apparent order and contro presented over the chaos of the
content (nurder, poiticad upheaval, budget approvals, scandds, sparts, ad
the weather) are superficia and predeternmined by commercia pressures that
dictate fornat. Hections are won on looks fostered on TV, nat on the sub-
stance of ideas. As MlLuhan (1964) predicted long ago, we are now at the
point where the nediumis truly the nessage.

That nediumis visual. Bven the nusic videos on MV rely on slick and
suggestive visuals to nake frequently questionabl e nusical talent nore
appeaing. Ad there are visual learning sections in bookstores. Rws and
ross of books line the conputer sections wth titles like Msud Basics for
Dumm es, chock-ful of instruction and advice on techniques faor visud com
nuni cation for selling yourself through Wb peges, for advertising, and for
busi ness presentati ons.

Visual Qul ture Educati on

This increasingy visua world, constructed by hunan beings, is the focus of
vistld cudtuestudes. It isinportant for success in cotenporary cuture thet
people be able to read the constructed environnent and interpret and use
the vistd sigs wthinit. Inthe at far life curicdum then in adtion to
teechngthe tradtiond highadfine ats, it isinportat toind ude the broed-
e caegry of visud cdtue
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VMsud cuture casists of visud artifacts and perfornances of dl kinds, as
vell as new and energi ng technol ogies, inside and outside the art nuseum
ad the beiefs, vdues ad attitudes inbued in those artifacts and perform
ances by the people that nake, present, and use them It is a socialy
grounded approach that recogni zes context of naking and viewng as being
as inportant as the artifacts and perfornances thensel ves. 9 nce the soci a
and ritual neanings of visual forns depend on peopl € s enbeddedness in
cuture for their understandng, visud cuture studes prinarily take the con-
suner s rather than the producer s (artist s, architect s designer s, cine-
natographer s) point of view The prinary point is to understand artworks
and other visual artifacts, perfornances, and erviroments for what they do,
say, and nean in their athentic contexts rather than to create, atan, o
understand the hei ghtened aesthetic experience that centers fine-arts based
at education. My have likened this type of educational pursuit to visud
anthropol ogy. In nuch the sane way anthropol ogists set out to understand
societies (their on and athers) through understandng their art farns, visud
culture critics seek to understand contenporary culture through examni ng
or omvisud atifects.

Performer in a Caribbean Festival in
Tallahassee, Florida. In much the same
way anthropologists set out to understand
societies (their own and others) through
understanding their art forms, visual cul-

A .': ture critics seek to understand contempo-
rary culture through examining our own
visual artifacts.

Visud cuture studes are wsudly interdsciginay in naue In cdleges
ad uiversities thisinedsdpinary progamusud |y resides in cuturd stud-
ies, at hstay, graphic design, or conmunications prograns. It is aso a
wderanging fiedd pditicaly and nay enconpass traditiona art historica
inguiry and traditional graphic design a one end of the spectrum and popu-
lar cutue tdevisionadcinena dgtd techndogy, and visual conmuni ca-
tion through nass nedia at the other. Qitivdy, visud cuture studes
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ranges fromtraditiona concerns wth howand what we percei ve to post nod-
encitiqe

It is the schdas interested in the contenporary, popular nedia and cul -
ture wo usual |y enpl oy postnedern critique. Frequently, these critics have a
reconstructionist goal. That is, they critique inages and perfornances to
uderstand the socid foundations and ramfications of visua cuture ad to
suggest sol utions to the problens they find Their strategy is to exanne
i nages, perfornances, and aspects of the constructed envi ronnent to reved
their intent, neanings, and inplications; to determne their philosophica
premses; to uncover who has what stake in a given expression and wy; and
findly to uderstand wet the inpect of dl of thisis onindviduds ad socie-
ty. Their concerns frequently are wth gender, socid categries, adther con-
struction (how we see oursel ves and others as nen, vonen, gays, |eshians
peod e of cdar, peogple wth nental and physical chal | enges, and so on), wo
has power and who doesnt and how that s portrayed. Because so nuch of
the visual stinulus we are exposed to on a daily basis cones fromcomer -
cid inerests, aninportat aspect of visud cuture studes is the exanretion
of advertisingindudngits philosophy, goals, purposes, and strateg es.

The examnation of inagery fromthe perspective of visua cuture stud es,
then is nat for the sske of aesthetic goreciaion, bu for the sske of under -
standng ad being ade to take intdligent action in the vrld In shot, ve
study visud cuture for neani ng.

Visua Qulture Art Educati on

This examnation of visual cutue for neaning centers visua cutue art edu-
caion (M. The prinary strategy used by visud cuture art educators for
ascertainng neaning is critique. Gitique nornally takes the receiver s per -
spective but can al so be acconplished through naki ng visual inages and
creating visua perfornances. The point of critique is not to understand aes-
thetic response for its om sake, but toincorporate or aesthetic response as
part of an enotional/intellectual understanding of the visual envi ronnent
around us, and to inteligently construct visual neaning of our ow. In wat
folows | exdore sone of the roats of this quest for neaning and then present
ny current understandi ng of VCAE.
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Sone Roots of Visua Qulture Axt Educati on

Two kinds of understandings have contributed to our current cognitive con-
ception of aestheticdly franed visuad artifacts and perfornances, setting the
foundational understandings for MOAE. Those understandings are personal
(rocted prinarily inthe dsciplines of bhidogy ad cogntive psychd ogy) ad
socid (rooted inthe socid sciences, such as socidogy and anthropd ogy). In
the personal red mve attend to the act of seeing itsef: nandly, how we see
and therefore vhat we see. Second, in the social readm we attend to nean-
ings attached to seeing. nanely, the socidly enedded natwre of visual cu -
ture rising fromquestions about what visua artifacts and perfornances do
and nean in soci ety.

Psychol ogi cal Roots: How and Wat W See

Addressi ng the personal real mfirst, froma cognitive psychd ogi ca perspec-
tive, art education in general and MG¥E in particuar is indebted to a nunter
of researchers who have considered how and what we see. Anong them
Jean Piaget (1976), Rudolf Arnheim (1986, 1989), and Howard Gardner
(1994, 2000) have examined the roots of seeing froma bi osoci al perspecti ve,
naking the case thet visudizing is a cogitive activity, afamd indligace
a faomo thinking This position has wde suppart in art education (Eland,
2002, Hsner, 1994, Parsons, 1999).

Froma cognitive perspective, sensory input is nuch nore than nere
reception, seeing, hearing, snelling, touching, and tasting are the roats of
thinking. According to Arnheim(1989), the sensory systemthat is the prinary
source of o cogitive liferequres ardering, invertion, inag metion, pettern
naki ng, and so on for sensory input to nake sense. The hunan eye, our wn-
dowon the world, has nore than 200 nil lion receptors. As evidenced by the
chaotic, indecipherable, and overwhel ning visions of fornerly blind peope
vwho can suddenly see, naking sense of the huge ammoung of infornation
delivered by these recptors requires an ordering process: an eye-brain con-
nection

Beginning wth this prenise, nany art educators have exanined how and
vhat we see. June MFee (1961), for exanple, explored how our concepts
(vord structures) infarmour percepts (visual structures) and vice versa. Se
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also articu ated howwveord structures (concepts) ater wat we see. For exam
pe we nay see atabe as round even dthough visually it isnt, because of
the (verbal) conceptual constancy provided by the word, round. In the
sane vein the conceptud idea of ascribing mturd o redistic qaities a a
rendering can be argued to be a tataly false idea, since wat we see is so
strongly influenced by what we know. |Is Japanese Sim-e o BEngish |and-
scape painting, for exanple, nore natural ? It depends onwo is seeingit.

Mking neaning in and of visual conpositions and sturtures, accordng
to Anheim is a crucia and foundational too not only for understand ng
inages but for naking sense of the larger enviromnent. The initia purpose of
this serse naking is, of corse, suviva. Is tha a nean dog o friendy dog
approaching? I's that truck on cdlision corse wth ne or nat? Fromthi s func-
tiodist position, wen ve are deding wth art and aesthetic visud inages, in
addition to purely aesthetic concerns, we vant to know the neaning of the
vwork ad its practica effects onus and onthe vorld we inhabit.

Thisis the psychdogcd root of cotexudist aesthetics, ad it is this
ideal of contedudismthat nost infarng vistd cutue art education A roat
it, foo cotedtudists ad by exesion vistd cuture at educaas, is seeing
and recognizing faomin both its physicad and its expressive (comotative)
aspects for the purposes of understanding and acting on life, beyond the
fomitsef; they vant to knowhowthe visud artifact can informthemabout
the beyond art, about the world. From Arnhei mand others they have drawn
uoon the nation that seeingis anact of ineligence that petterns have nean-
i ngs beyond thensel ves that inpact or potentialy inpact the vorld.

Qlture s Rleinthe Gnstruction of Seeing

Anheimand athers established the fact that seeingis thinking Haget estab-
lished the fact that there vays of seeing thet are quelitoativdy differet then
each other, which he described as being intrinsic to stages of seei ng-as-
thinking related to our hunan devel opnent. Trying to understand the quaities
and patterns of hunan devel opnent in seei ng-as-thi nking has becone a
nai nstay of art education research. Through the efforts of cognitive
researchers in and out of art education, devel opnental theory has evd ved
consi derably since Faget, and we now understand that children do not
devel op in contextl ess universal stages as he clained Rather, they devel op
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adindfferet vays add a dfferent tines becasse of the influence of that
specific ad particd ar cotexts. The enviroment children grovup in heavily
i nfl uences devel opnent. That environnment consists nost profound y of
hunan cul ture, which franes everything fromattitudes to the shape of
school r oons.

I ntersubjectivity and Hinan Devel opnent

Knder s (1998, 1999) research, for exanple, has shown that when children
begin to draw they attach nonrvisua neanings to the act as wdl as visud
ones. They al so engage gesture, imtative noises, and language in a haistic
neani ng-naki ng quest. This inplies that even at the earliest stages children
are engaged in the act of naking neaning through their work and estadl i sh-
es nark naki ng as conmuni cati on: froma visual culture perspective, sone-
thing to be read and understood. It becones an aspect of dial ogue that
changes bath parties in the conversation: the naker and the rece ver.

This franes hunan devel opnent as intersubjective rather than ind vidual
and universal. That is, hunan understanding is achieved over tine, through
the senses, in a socia context. Rather than Haget’s buzzing and booning
vorld of interesting but neaningl ess cdors and forns, Buner (1986, 1996)
says the vorld of theinfant is aready one of directed and sustai ned neani ng
naking. The child wants to nake sense of things, even before s/he can
speak. Ad it is in attenpts to conmuni cate with others, through cul tura
activity such as art naking, that neaning naking is forned and refined.

Devel opnent takes place through this process of naking neani ng.
Atenpts to conmuni cate through the use of visual synbols are what bring a
childs mnd to focus and frane the ways of seeing and thinking the child
constructs: wat s/he ends up caling redity. In their deve oonent, a child
relies on the knowedge of those dready inthe cuture to gve themthe feed-
back they need to understand thensel ves and the world around them
According to Bruner, through intersugective interaction, a child gadud ly
cones nat oy tofindhis o her om feet and to build an inner sense of self -
ichtity, but to understand others, wat they are up to, what can be dore in
the varl d, and howit operates.

The Qyj ectification of Subjectivity

INJAE 1.3 © NTAEC 2003



Another inportant piece for understanding visual conmunication was con-
tributed by Srzanne Langer (1980). Langer described art as the practice of
creating perceptible syniolic forns expressive of hunan feeling in a way
unreachabl e by discursive (verbal) language. Atistic synbds, she argued,
ae "presentatiod " raher than logcad and "dscursive', preseting the sub-
jedive dfetive fedingd reeue d life Franz Mrc s B ue Hrses or a G ndy
Seman filmstill, fo exaple havethe dility to dyectify sujective redities,
feedings, and affects, by giving themconcrete form naki ng them conceiv-
ad e and understandabl e enational |y as vell as intelectualy. The forns and
conposi tion carry the content of the work in a sul ective, expressive vay that
nakes thema source of insight, belief, resson, ax even spritud inspiraion
sowe ganinsigt ino those aspects of our om and athers |ives.

Langer nade the case that the dynanic pattern of hunan feeling best
finds its eqressioninthe ats ad that the arts ve live wth actud |y do nach
tont oly to reflect, but actudly to fomouwr enative experience. This is a
very inportant understanding for visud cutue art education

Street Art, Barcelona, Spain. Suzanne
Langer made the argument that artistic
symbol are present the subjective,
affective, feelingful nature of life. Visual
§ culture art education takes as a primary
task the "reading" of these images.

B ocul tural Devel opnent as the Foundation of Synbol ic Gonmuni cation
inAt

Extending ideas formil ated by Langer and by Nel son Goodnan, Girdner
(1994) argued that visual conmonication (includng art) is actudly a lan-
guage that relies on intersubjective understandi ngs between nakers and
receivers of the synds used and their relationships to each other and to
their referents inthe varld In naking this case, Grdner begins by describ-
ing pre-verbal infants as having a world whose communi cation and percep-
tion center on what he calls nodes and vectors. Mdes and vectors are
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body-centered, active vays of understandng. Anade is an affective state of
being, a stance tovard the world, rising fromand understood fromour body
sense, our sense of ourselves as living, breathing, eating, coughing, defecat -
ing, feding organisns. Mdes such as bei ng open, closed, feding restricted,
at df, pessive retetive, o shut dowm dl rise fronou sese o o om
bodes. Avectar is, essatidly, howthe nade is carried It gves faomto ad
nodi fies the node. Vectars give boundedness, directionality, spetid cofigu-
ration, speed, demsity, force, and so on to the node. Pursed lips, slouching,
bounci ng, and a furrowed brow are exanpl es of vectors.

Infants nodda -vectoral activity is often and ogous or minncry ori ented.
They copy. Thisis sigificat for hunan and particu arly artistic deve oment
because it is the essence of engaging inthe quality of sonething for exam
pl e sadness, depth, or blueness. Athough node and vector functioning
begins as pre-syndic activity, it leads to sydic ativity, patiadaly the
kind of synolic activity that centers expressive visual conmunication.
Ssitivity togenerd quitative properties is essatid to artistic eqression

As achild develops s’he wil cotinue to fed and respond fedingfuly
both to direct experience and as an integrd part of synhdic expression. The
transition to syndic activity hgopens as aresut o the child assimlating in
his or her omn body, through initation, the physica behaviars of another, in
the process gradually coming to understand himor herself as a subject,
i ndependent and separate of the other and of the world of objects and
events beyond himor her. As the childs sese of sdf govs through imnta-
tion, his o her sense of the ather grovs through a sense of consci ousness of
the ather as simlar tohma her sdf. Bretudly this leads the child to under -
stand aspects of the other in the abstract; the voice, the face, the shoes
come to stand for nana and daddy or sister. This new skill/understand ng
then can be prgected on stuffed aninals, a favorite blanket, and so on. The
fedings of relaionship gained through nodal -vectora imntation then devel op
intothe first synolic steps in conmuni cative enpat hy.

This beginning of synolic behavior and understandi ng, based on body
consci ousness, is a fundanental prerequisite of artistic understanding. In
expressive visud conmonication, it is afectivey inbued synfids that carry
the nessage, and ve learn the essentia affective quality of that a a body
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levd. W& carry that through to the synidic level wvhen we separate oursel ves
fromothers and fromthe world and recogni ze that a synfdl a picture of a
dogis not the dog itself. Inthis, the essetid aesthetic denert is enmethy
for the afective qelities eniedded inthe synd. It isnat just adog it's a
friendy dog, a nice dog, a dog we nay want to pet. How do we know this?
It’s enedded nodd -vectora ly inthe picture

It is precisdy this (cdtudly ataned) adility to nanpdae afectivdy
i niued synid s that is the heart and sou of artistic perfornance and whi ch
ve nost uderstand to interpret the expressive quities o visud cutue

This understanding of the early and profound influence of culture on
hunan devel opnent al so supports the idea that creating and understandi ng
visud artifacts and perfornances can be taught and learned. Ater ve reach
the synbol i c stage (at ages three to seven dependi ng on the source), grovth
in expressive visual conmonication is cutua. It requires exposure to pic-
tures, tranng in perception and naking, education in affective respose to
inages, and guidance as to how these activities comnect wth the cuture's
code. Gardner s (2000) research shows that tutelage in these areas
enhances children’'s discrimnatory powers, enhancing the way they nake
inages ad their ability to pay attertion to sensory and qual itative aspects of
at. Froma visua cutuwe art educati on perspective the dovious inplicationis
that children need to be taught to nake di scrimnations about wiat they are
seeing inthe neda ad in popdar cdture as well as in the fine arts. Suxch
discrimnations dont cone neturaly, they nust be taught.

Inportant to understanding that wat we see can and shoul d be taught,
Berger (1972) established the idea that what we see is deternined by what
ve believe, and even nore profoundy, thet visanis redpocd. The isif ve
see we can aso be seen. S seeingis reflexive. It nakes us wio we are. Ad
the inages ve nake are an extersion of this reflexivity. Brery inage, every
photograph, every painting, every advertisenent, enodies a way of seeing.
There is no such athing as a neutral inage. Bvery inage enbodi es the point
of viewand values of its naker. Futher, every inage-naker is cuturally
enedded. Brvery artist and designer lives in and is influenced by sone cul -
tue(s). SO wether o nat s/he vants it to, the naker s vaues, nares, and
cutud sesibilities wll be reflected in the inage s/he nakes. At and design
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aecdtud atifacts ad perfarnance they are visud cuture, and they refl ect
the society o their naki ng

Some G her Perceptions of At-as-Qilture

Two socid scientists who have contributed greatly to the socialy based focus
in art education are Rchard Anderson and Hlen 0O ssanayake. Anderson
(1990), inhis book Glliope s Ssters, exanined ten cutures aesthetic sensi -
bilities and rationd es ad uses for art and foud that though the inpu se to
nake art is universa, the forng it takes are locdly specific and cutudly
franed. Aderson s definition of art as cutuadly significat neaning encod-
ed in an affecti ng sensuous nedium (p. 233) nakes it inmediately clear that
a neani ngful systemof syntol i c conmuni cation is defined, structured, and
understood in the group context. Synbol i c neani ngs as Saussure (1966) first
deted us, arenat ntura o gven but assigned through sociad agreenent .

D ssanayake (1988, 1995) approaches visual culture froman etid ogical
perspective (the study of first causes). Hr sinple and profound driving
qestionis, wy is at foud eveeywhere, indl cutures? Hr awsver is that it
isnarethean just nice it is necessary. It is ahuan surviva straegy. Insm
ple terns, the case she nakes is that we are a successful species because
ve cooperate in groups. That requires that we share nores and val ues and
vays of doing things. VW bond with each ather, and formand reinforce these
val ues through ritual behaviar (cerenonies, festivals, intiaions, reigous
services and the like), and that is were art cones in. Through aesthetic
neans (nasks, dances, posters, stained glass wndows, advertisenents) art
causes Us to pay attention to values, nores, and ways of being pronoted
through the ritua s we engage in. D ssanayake recently stated that the socid
purpose of art is the creation of mtuality, the passage fromfeding into
shared neani ng.

The Bridge fromQntextual i st Roots to Msual Qilture At Education

Following fromthe biocultural foundati ons di scussed above, the prinary
focus of cotextudist art educatars has been to nine artworks and visual arti -
facts for neaning, rather than to experience and understand aesthetic
response for its omn sake. Sone of the art educators who have engaged art
cotextud |y have been content to nerely describe it. Qhers have taken it a
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step further intothe red maof socid recomstructionism That is, they have used
their critiqes o hovvisuid cdtue reflects sodid redities as a dafamto
suggest what s wong in society and howthat can and shoul d be changed.
Qe o the first and nost influentiad of the contenporary reconstructionists
was June King MFee (1961, MFee & Degge, 1977). My of MFee s stu-
dents, including Kristin Gngdon, Doug Bandy, and Gaham (hal ners are
still influetid today incarying onthet tradtion, egegng perticdaly in du-
rdisticad niticutua aporoaches to art education, arts admnistration, ad
at thergy.

Another art educator who engaged the anthropol ogi cal nethod was
Edmund Burke Feldnan (1970). In his book, Becoming Hunan through At,
Fel dnan explored the anthropologcal, socid, cutwa, and historica d nen-
sios of at in sone dgpth as a foundation for teaching and learning in art.
Another art educator to be nentioned is Laura Chapnan (1978), who has
produced an enornous body of work both for preservice art educators and
fa K-12 art students, which always has a strong conponent addressed to
uderstand ng the rde of art in contenporary soci ety. My aher curent art
educators aso are exploring socially constituted approaches to visual com
nuni cation including Bent Wlson Parida Sur, Don Kug, and Tery Brrett,
anong others. Influenced strongly by this cotextualist and socialy recon-
structionist novenent a nunbber of art educators are now focused particu ar -
Iy on visual culture. Notable anong them are Doug Boughton, Kerry
Freednan, and Paul Duncum

Contenporary Visua Qilture At Education

The point of visud cuture art education (M) is to read and grasp the
neani ngs of expressive visual artifacts and perfornances, for personal and
social success in the arena of life. As Duncum (20013, 2001b, 2002) points
o, the socid caegaries that separate at fromather things in society have
colapsed, leaving art not as a specia, privileged donain but as a vay of
conmuni cating that is as comon as talking or witing and just as nuch a
pat o the besic fadric o evrydey life Visld cdtueindudks dl visld ati -
facts and perfornances fromtraditional high art to thene parks and shop-
png nalls and dso the popu ar ats. Inthe V\OE literature there is a specid
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enphasi s on nedi a and consuner cul ture.

The author and Julia Roberts. The
ephemera of the media sometimes are
more real to us than our three dimensional
reality, so visual culture art education tries
to understand the social, economic, and
political embeddedness of artifacts and
performances reflecting and constituting
social mores, values, ways of being and
doing, as well as the values and beliefs
about that which is symbolized.

The foous of MOEis onthe artifact wthinthe cotext o the cuture thet it
is nade and used. The dbject or perfornance is thought of as representing
the society fromwich it enanates. S visud cutue deds inthe socid, eco-
nonc, and politica enbeddedness of artifacts and perfornances. In this
understanding, artworks both reflect and constitute socia nores, val ues,
vays of being and doing. the socid and pditicad order. O paticda ineet,
according to Duncum is second-order syntolization, which beyond reflect -
ing nere infornation reflects values and beliefs about that wich is synid -
ized a sematic search for the neaning of signs. Exanples of this woul d be
reflecting on wiet the derestary constructed far the rdler coester inthe Nl
of Anerica represents or signifies, or trying to determne wat va ues are
enedded in latest ad for the Gp.

VCAE s Pont of Mew

VCGAE sees aesthetic experience as informing one s response to visua cul -
ture, helping us to understand its not al ways positive seductiveness and
i mredi acy. Bit the heart of inquiry is not to attain heightened aesthetic
response; rather it is to achieve neaning through the examnation of al forns
of visud cutue The point of uderstandng is to achieve a perspective that
helps us live nore successfuly, and ided |y in a nore denacratic vay. VCAE
takes the stance thet neanings lienat oy inthe qeities o the visud dject
it"df , nor predy inthe doserver s respose, but dsointherdaioship of the
dject advienr intheir athetic socid cotext. Invisud cutue terns, this
iscdled tetudity (uncum 20018). Tedwdity is the cohiretion of the aili -
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ty of the synbolized perfornance or object to convey neaning and the
capacity of the doserver to recelve and understand it in a ntual context. S
the (social) conditions in which neanings occur are of as nuch concern as
the condtions of the dgect and receiver.

My noderni sts argued that a visua inage should be able to speak for
itdf, thet if it edtobee@danadit ves afalue Grraytothe view, nost
contenporary artists and scholars hod the viewthat visua and verba com
nuni cation are increasingy interdependent, that howwve label a visud inage
verba |y nakes al the difference inthe vorld Manings are cuturd |y enred-
ded and deternined. The Neo-Nazi s swastika is a very different, for exam
ple, than the Hndu s swastika in neaning and socia significance, even
though the two nay | ook very much alike. A key understanding of MGRE is
that wile forns thensel ves nay be universal, the neanings that inhere in
themare cuturaly deternined and | ocal |y specific.

Underlying this understanding is another one, even nore basic, that we
see what we know and we know what we see. Perhaps you ve heard the
adnonition to be careful wiat you seek, because that s wiat you Il find This
homly illustrates the idea that rather than seeng beng neturd ad neurd,
our concepts and percepts, as Berger suggested, join wth our purposes for
loding to determing, literdly, wet ve see If we are lodking for seashd s a
the beach we |l praobably miss seeing the clouds. Ad a the conceptua |eve
if verelokingfaor literd neenng for exaple in Seran s Ass Qrist o ina
Del | conputer ad, we |1 probably niss the connotative neani ngs.

The point is that seeng is cdtwa ad nuch of wat ve see is in fact
inplied beneath the surface, invisible to those wo dont have the cutua
coe MsH cdtueimuiry tries to get tothe hert o this. Inthis vay, VCAE
cotinues the contextud ist tradition in art education, examning the contexts
of visud artifacts and perfornances production, reception, and functions, as
vel | as the technical and conposi tional aspects of the work.

Qitigue for Qitical Unhderstanding

To unearth the neanings fromvisual artifacts and perfornances, the post -
nodern strategy of critigue is the prinary teaching and learning tod for visudl
cuture art education. Qitique nay take both verbal and visua form The
pant o citigeistonkethehddnadinisideinthevark viside thet is,
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to understand how aesthetically franed inages and perfornances convey
neanings as well as to understand the neani ngs conveyed. Mking and
visud ly critiqung artifacts and perfornances go hand inhand in this.

This criticad understanding for the purpose of enpovernent is visua cu -
ture art education s prinary goal . Enpowernent neans students expl ore
their omn neanings rather than passively taking on neanings delivered by a
book or the teacher. The startingpant for thisis studets om cdtud expe-
rience. S visuad and verba critique shou d cone fromexamnation of critica
questions rel evart to the students own lives, in and beyond schod .

Because MOE examines inages in their social, pditicd, and historical
cotexts, it isasoinherently cross-cutura. VO exannes howd fferent cu -
tures create identity through visual culture and how they respond to the
increasingy universal corporate inagery. Inthisvay it franes aesthetics as a
socid issue It broadens the notion of wet is to be examned aesthetica ly
beyord high at to the likes o T-shirts, corporate |ogos, nedia canpa gns,
shoppi ng nal | s and thene parks, and tel evision.

Afrequent end godl of these critiques of visud cdture is socid recon-
struction Thet is, the critigues examne the gven, socidly centered concept
that hdds the position of socia power; deconstructs the assunptions, val -
ues, and nores that lie a the heart of these privileged constructions in a
quest to find their contradi ctions, dsjunctions, and dysfunctions; and thereby
noves themout of their positions of power, centraizing instead va ues,
nores and i nstitutions thet vere previously peripherdized

M exanple of socidly reconstructionist critique was engaged by artists
Quillermo Conmez-Pena and Coco Fusco (Fusco, 1995) in their
installation perfornance piece Two Lhdi scovered Anerindi ans. They dressed
thensel ves in feathers, grass skirt and breechcl oth, chest plates, beaded
neckl aces, and dark gl asses, and put thensel ves in a gol den cage, presernt -
ing thensel ves as Awrind ans froman islad in the GIf of Mxico that had
sonehow been overl ooked by Europeans for 500 years. In the cage, they
perforned traditional tasks such as sawng voodoo dolls in half, liftirg
wei ghts while watching TV, and working on a |aptop conputer. A donation
box vas put ot front by the description of their habitat, indcating Fusco
vwoul d dance to rap nusic for a snall fee and Gonez- Pena woul d tell authen-

INJAE 1.3 © NTAEC 2003



tic Anerindian stories (wiich he did in a nonsensical |anguage). Zoo
guards were on hand to speak to the visitors on beha f of the prinitives
since the perforners couldnt understand them and to take Fusco and
Conez- Pena to the bathroomon leashes. In addition, a peek a authentic
Getinau nale genitas coldbe hed for five ddlars.

Inthis reverse ethnography piece the perforners observed the observers
observing them Their perfornance was intended to be about fetishizing so
called primtive peoples and decontextual izing and destroyi ng indi genous
cuture through renoving its authenticity by neans of odgectification of the
et hnographi ¢ gaze and the attendant doninating influence of BEiuro Anerican
cuture It vas intended to sensitize people to the d stancing and dy ectifica-
tion that alows people to coomt genocide against others, to enslave them
adsezether lads inthe nane of the king o Jesus, o nationd security.

A Srategic Qrerviewof the Pedagogy of VCAE

In a Ntional At Education Association Advisory fromSoring, 2002, author
Dpug Boughton outli nes a pedagogi cal position for MCAE agreed to at a con-
ference on that topic. The pedagogy he autlined is as fd | ovs:

1 Focus of curricuumcotent that is conceptud ly besed, interds-
adirry, ad socidly relevant through creating and respondng to
inages, artifacts ands perfornances.

2 Hourage students to take responsibility for their learning under
the guidance of ateacher wo initiates experiences wthaful range
d visd adtue

3. Expand avareness and use of newer visual nedia and alterna-
tive sites o teeching ad learn ng

4. Bgage the perspectives of artists wo creste a variety of fans
o visud cutue to broaden students inagnations and infarmecri -

ti ques.

5 Brxorage learners toreflect ontherdaioship o visud cdtue
to the castruction o idetity, the richness o godmd cutues, ad
the integrity of natura and hunannade envi ronnents.
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6. Assess student work using long-termreflective nethods and cri -
teria devel oped and refine by ongoi ng debat e anong st akehol ders
(including students, teachers, and comnmunity neners) to deter -
mne the nature of know edge acqui sition and application.

Gontent for VCAE

The content of MOE is the broad range of visual cuture we are al exposed
to every day. Srce the tradtiod fire ats day aly asmall rdeinar lives
today, the prinary focus is on the popu ar arts and cuture that drive cotem
porary society. CGaried increasingy by newer nedia, we are surrounded by
popd ar art, design art (incdudng the bult enviromant), ad advertising art,
whi ch exert ever nore influence over or values and decisions. The ngjority
of created inagery is nade for conmercial purposes and broadcast on com
nercial nass nedia S it isincreasingy in the nass nedia and the popul ar
ats that ve need to l ook for the causes of our val ues and deci si os.

The culturally constructed envi ronnent projects and construes neani ngs,
inetiona and unintertional, sincere and nanipu ative, that constantly com
nuni cat e sonet hing to sonebody. Living successfuly in this environnent
requires that we understand what is being conmuni cated. W record our
lives and our nedia interests wth digita o video caneras and replay them
over and over for ourselves and others until the inages becone entedded
inthe cdlective psyche the gdanes hitting the Wrrld Trade Towers, the box-
cas ful of people in Shinder s List, Hner Snpson s sefish and bl under -
ing inegptitude. Wiich of these are rea ? Hbwcan we tell? ket does red
nean? These are the concerns of VCAE.

Gulliver's Playground, Valencia, Spain.
The culturally constructed environment
projects and construes meanings, inten-
tional and unintentional, sincere and
manipulative, that constantly communi-
cate something to somebody. Living suc-
cessfully in this environment requires
that we understand what is being com-
municated.
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Concl usi on

Pad o Freire (1973) said that perhaps the greatest tragedy of contenporary
society is people s domnation by the nyths and nani pul ations by nodern
i ded ogica and conmercia advertising If cacuated nanipdations of cutur -
aly constructed synibol s by ideol ogical and pecuniary forces go unchecked
it wil resut intheloosenng o the assodiaive structure o sociey. Snhd S
di sassoci ation fromshared traditiona neanings woul d be cultural schizo-
prena Likewse Srtags (1980 criticd adysis of fascist at as having a
predi sposition to contra a popul ace through enational |y nani pul ative neans
and through a self -conscious repud ation of the intelect wth the end goal o
afecting behavior sounds darmngy like the najor charecteristics of adver -
tisrgat.

Inthis cotext, it is vitd tha studets ae gven tads ad the degpth o
sesibility to nake inforned decisions about their chaices in life ad ther
choices insociety. If therde of at edeationis to hdp students deve ap the
critica ability to go beyond accepting the prescriptions and reci pes of estab-
lished instituiond povers, then an uderstandng of visutd cutueis cudd.
Within the vererdd e tradition of cotextudism hult onthe biosocid founda-
tionthat visud comonicaionis acogitive syndic act, the dility for stu-
dents to critically engage the naj or thenes of the tines through VGAEA nay
be cruwcid for nat oy the studerts as indvidids, bu for the sociey as a
wal e.
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QG her Resour ces
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