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 The impact of modernism and postmodernism on contemporary pedagogy is 
broad and deep. Kant’s philosophy provides the framework for a reality based on 
rationalization of facts and emotions while Nietzsche’s influence reduces human behavior 
to the search for authenticity and power. 
  
 Contemporary art inspired by these thinkers has influenced the secondary art 
classroom by providing a historical foundation built on aesthetic, emotional expression, 
fact-based scientistic reasoning, personal identity, and cultural provocation.  
  
 Unfortunately, the promise to increase the development of critical thinking and 
creativity has gone largely unkept, hindered by the inherent theoretical implications 
associated with the pursuit of facts, feelings, power, and empathy. At best, modernism 
and postmodernism promote the exploration of individually-created realities which 
renders morality and thought relative and thus empty. At worst, it justifies arrogant socio-
cultural themes via a provocative pursuit of identity based on assertions of authenticity 
and power. !
 Proposed is a reimagining of modern pedagogy in the secondary art education 
classroom. Central to that task is the work of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, curator of the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, whose work remains vitally important to the field of art 
and art history. Coomaraswamy’s scholarship advocates that for art to be educational, 
study must include an exploration of the theories behind the artist’s work “in order to 
understand the things they made by art.” Additionally, students must be free to critically 
analyze those theories to determine their validity, a necessary component of 
Coomaraswamy’s overarching theory that the education of art must challenge a student’s 
worldview in order to determine whether different views of reality may be, in fact, truer 
than their own. !!!! !
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Introduction 

!
 Of concern to educational administrators, teachers, reformers, supporters, and 

critics alike is a single buzz-term for the twentieth-first century: critical thinking. The 

importance of critical thinking in education cannot be overemphasized. For example, 

among its many goals, the authors of the Common Core educational standards emphasize 

the importance of thinking critically and questioning viewpoints. Specifically, the 

Common Core documents being college and career-ready, a staple phrase in the 

development of the curriculum, thusly: “Students are engaged and open-minded—but 

discerning—readers and listeners. They work diligently to understand precisely what an 

author or speaker is saying, but they also question an author’s or speaker’s assumptions 

and premises and assess the veracity of claims and the soundness of reasoning” (NGA, 

2010). 

 Further, Scriven & Paul (1987) offer this definition: 

Critical thinking is the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully 

conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information 

gathered from, or generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or 

communication, as a guide to belief and action. In its exemplary form, it is based 

on universal intellectual values that transcend subject matter divisions: clarity, 
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accuracy, precision, consistency, relevance, sound evidence, good reasons, depth, 

breadth, and fairness (par. 3). 

 Noteworthy is the degree to which these definitions rely on a person’s ability to 

synthesize information for the purposes of personal belief. Critical thinking is, therefore, 

the development of an individual’s personal philosophy and worldview. This is not to be 

taken lightly. Further, both definitions place a great deal of responsibility on the educator 

to provide clear, accurate, fair, and deep instructional sources from which to develop this 

philosophy. 

 This paper seeks to persuade the reader through the exposure and rectification of 

problems within contemporary art curricula that inhibit students and educators alike in 

meeting these rigorous demands. Specifically, contemporary art curricula too often 

approaches art from a modernist or postmodernist perspective that focuses on emotion, 

opinion, identity, authenticity, globalization, or social activism. While relevant to the 

discussion of contemporary art, curriculum built this way has the effect of limiting 

opportunities for critical thought.  

 Modernist education in the arts is built on a foundation of relativism (Pontynen 

2006; Singer, 2001). Advances in intellectual thought by philosophers such as 

Baumgarten and Kant elevated style, taste, and rationalization from subjective and 

meaningless to objective and true. In the process, the ability to critically analyze a piece 

of art became a mere matter of opinion. Opinions effectively deny critical thinking by 
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denying access to “good reasons, depth, breadth and fairness” (Scriven & Paul, 1987, par. 

3) noted above as prerequisites for critical thought.  

 Additionally, pragmatists like John Dewey seek to immerse Western students in 

non-Western art, music, and writing under the impression that in so doing students will 

develop an understanding of cultures far removed from their own (Festenstein, 2009). 

This insistence on immersion elevates cultural ideas equally across the board offering the 

impression that all ideas and understandings of reality are correct. 

 Rationalization further limits critical thinking in a modernist art classroom. For 

example, in an effort to “develop critical thinking skills; engender empathy; increase 

tolerance for ambiguity…and consider multiple perspectives” students enrolled at the 

Ohio State University College of Medicine are asked to view artwork at the Columbus 

Museum of Art and respond to specific written prompts (Jaques et al., 2012). Students are 

faced with the following: “What does compassion/empathy look like? Find the best 

illustration of compassion you can find in the galleries and argue why this artwork 

depicts it” (p. 6). Armed with this prompt, students are to use their critical thinking skills 

to identify compassion/empathy in a work of art and argue, through observation, how the 

work depicts it. 

 This might very well assist future medical practitioners in the treatment and care 

of patients, indeed Jaques et al. lists a number of studies proving this so (2012). However, 

this illustrates how inadequate rationalization is as a critical thinking skill. Not only does 
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this practice ignore the specific purpose or theory of an art work (and their artists) but it 

presents a vision of critical thinking as an emotive individualized process of arranging 

stimuli according to a willful subjectivity alone. If one can rationalize through visual 

analysis that Eduard Manet’s Olympia (1863) [Figure 5] is an example of compassion/

empathy (it is not) then one can rationalize virtually anything. The ability to simply bend 

reality to one’s will is not critical thinking as previously defined and, further, lacks 

intellectual merit. 

 Although this example stems from higher education, there is no shortage of 

similar lessons at the secondary level. For example, the Incredible Art Department 

(Sheek, n.d.), an online collection of lesson plans designed by teachers across all grade 

levels, offers a lesson encouraging students to research various ethnic tribes in order to 

glean specific stylistic details from their dress, jewelry, and customs. Students then render 

themselves as though they were members of this tribe in what are known as Cultural Self 

Portraits (Sheek, n.d.). In addition to assessing standard criteria like craftsmanship and a 

student’s ability to render value, students are graded on their application of “authentic 

adornments,” as in, tribal ornamentation they’ve lifted from photographs and applied to 

themselves.  

 Lessons like this assume that through mere interaction with photographs of non-

Western people, Western students will gain a better cultural understanding and 

worldview. The opposite is true. Students will gain no cultural perspective. In fact, they 



!5

are merely presented with a definition of culture that reduces tribal custom and 

ornamentation to fashion and relativistic aesthetic that effectively eliminates the 

possibility of true cultural understanding. The result is merely trivializing. 

 Postmodern education in the arts distances itself from the relativism and 

rationalization of modernism by seeking power and recognition, rather than mere 

awareness, in an effort to topple traditional social structures and oppressive regimes 

(Pontynen, 2006; Tanner, 1994). In this way, critical thinking is clouded, even biased, by 

the emotional plight of those whose worldview requires an us vs. them mindset. Simply 

identifying oppressors, whether they be political, social, emotional, or otherwise, takes 

the place of critical thinking while empathy for the oppressed becomes the central focus 

of an art work. 

 Most grievous though is when students are not offered an education in modernism 

and postmodernism that clarifies such details. Instead, students are often taught from 

within a modern or postmodern worldview in which an educator applies these theories 

retroactively to works designed and executed with entirely different ends in mind. A 

modernist classroom might analyze a work like Raphael’s School of Athens (1509) [Fig. 

1] for its contributions to renaissance culture. It might analyze the overall style of the 

work, use its use of perspective as an educational tool, discuss classical era dress and 

fashion, or study its use of classical greek architecture and ornamentation. A postmodern 

classroom might study Michelangelo’s David (1501-1504) [Fig. 2] for its emotional 
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Figure 1. Raphael. The School of Athens, (1509). 

Figure 2. Michelangelo. David, (1501-1504). 
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triumph of will over oppression or attempt to empathize with David as he prepares 

himself for battle. In all likelihood though neither the modernist classroom nor the 

postmodern classroom would address how each work attempts to clarify and even 

reconcile Christian theology with classical philosophy (Little, 2001; Paoletti & Radke, 

2004; Vasari, 1550). Neither classroom would offer students the proper historical context 

from which to approach and observe these pieces. As such, neither classroom can claim 

to offer students the opportunity to critically think and analyze these works without 

agenda or bias. 

 There are alternatives, however, to the modernist and the postmodernist 

worldviews. Dr. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy (1956), curator of the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston, and a major contributor to the intellectual discussion of how and why the fine 

arts ought to be studied, notes, “we shall teach our public to demand above all things 

lucidity in works of art” (p. 21). Setting aside for the moment the question of just what 

exactly is meant by lucidity, let us consider first: to what end is this demand made? He 

answers, “if the exhibition of works of art, like the reading of books, is to have a cultural 

value...it is to the understanding and not to fine feelings that an appeal must be 

made” [Emphasis added] (p. 21). If Coomaraswamy is right, then lessons like those 

described above fail to accomplish that which the exhibition of art is designed to attain. 

Specifically, by rationalizing artistic intent, ignoring the context of other civilizations, 
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and confusing ornamentation for aesthetic style an educator is failing to instill actual 

cultural understanding in his classroom.  

 Lucidity, referenced earlier, refers to a clarity of Purpose in the scope and vision 

of a work of art. Purpose, according to Aristotle, denotes the Final Cause or final effect 

of a piece of art. The Final Cause seeks ontological reason. Without lucidity—without 

the clarity of ontological Purpose—rationalization and interpretation render art objects 

meaningless. This desire to interpret meaning through rationalization and logical 

fabrication is further expanded to historical works, allowing students the freedom to re-

interpret, indeed re-invent, the messages of works created centuries ago (as the previously 

mentioned example from the medical school did). Critical thinking, when isolated from 

lucidity, is reduced to the ability to analyze works arbitrarily or to creatively fabricate 

meaning from the experiences of the spectator. This ability to invent meaning from 

stimuli is not inherent to art history. Indeed it is not necessarily inherent to art. It was 

crafted, over centuries, from the intellectual minds of Enlightenment and Post-

Enlightenment thinkers in order to better understand reality free of the obligations of 

ideology. To demand lucidity is to demand the re-establishment of critical thinking as a 

judgement of value. Adds Coomaraswamy (1956), “nothing will have been accomplished 

unless men’s lives are affected and their values changed by what we have to show” (p. 

21). No longer can we be content to see critical thinking as simple fabrication of taste and 

experience. 
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 As a secondary art educator I approach this subject with great interest. I wish to 

instill in my students an interest in lucidity. I wish for them to understand the Final Cause 

of their work and to seek that Final Cause in the work that they study. As a Westerner, I 

must introduce my students to the accomplishments and ideas of non-Western artists but 

must be cautious not to push my students to judge people or cultures per se. However, I 

hope they will learn to analyze and offer judgement of ideas and principles throughout 

history and throughout the world as they construct for themselves a belief system and 

over arching worldview—the very goals of critical thinking as previously defined. 

 What I seek in developing this paper, more than anything, is to open students to 

the broad range of theories and methods that drove art for millennia before modernism 

and postmodernism so that when they attempt to critically analyze artwork, or anything 

else for that matter, they are doing so with a broad historical perspective. As 

Coomaraswamy (1956) notes, in order for art to be educational, “we must examine [an 

artist’s] theory of art, first of all in order to understand the things that they made by art, 

and secondly in order to ask whether their view of art, if it is found to differ from ours, 

may not have been a truer one” (p. 9). 

!
!
!
!
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Modernism 

!
The Foundations of Aesthetics  

 Modernism, not to be confused with that which is simply modern or 

contemporary, is actually composed of a variety of avant-garde (experimental) 

movements developed for the purposes of rejecting traditional artistic theory. Stephen 

Little (2004) states plainly, “although different modern-isms were often incompatible 

(and occasionally antagonistic) they all rejected the dominance of Naturalism and 

Academicism in favor of experimental art” (p. 98). Charles Harrison (2003) notes that 

modernism developed naturally from eighteenth and nineteenth century paradigm shifts 

in technology, industrialization, and urbanization. He notes, “in this form modernism is 

regarded both as a condition consequent upon certain broad economic, technological, and 

political tendencies and as a set of attitudes towards those tendencies” (p. 189). In this 

sense, modernism is both a rejection of traditional academicism and a reaction to the 

modernization of eighteenth century European society. 

 In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, the term beaux-arts 

developed in Northern Europe as a response to centuries of Italian domination in the arts 

since the rise of  the Renaissance. The term began simply enough but was soon expanded 

into a prevailing theory of art that remains mostly unhindered to this day. J.B. Dubos, the 

secretary of the French Academy, developed the idea that art should not seek to imitate 
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nature but that spectators should be moved by the imagery nonetheless (McMahon, 

1945). Further, they envisioned a paradigm shift in art theory that sought no longer to 

explain reality, as had been the custom, but to develop works that paid tribute to tradition, 

nostalgia, and the emotional drama therein. It was determined by Dubos, and later 

Batteux and others across Northern Europe including England, that art should seek an 

alternative to nature, not simply an imitation of it, and in so doing provide a greater 

emotional experience than nature alone is capable. This elevation of art above nature 

came to be called beaux-arts or, translated into English, fine art. 

 This is the first significant distinction between art and fine art effectively 

relegating art to the world of craft, hobby, and labor. Fine art, that which employs drama, 

feeling, and sublimity, improves on the experience of nature by moving the viewer with 

imagery the way music does with sound and poetry and literature do with words.  To 

beaux-arts contemporaries, the goal was to establish that “the Idea of beauty is the 

essence of art” (McMahon, 1945, p. 26). 

 It will be expanded upon in greater detail later in this thesis, but prior to the 

establishment of beaux-arts, there was no significant distinction between art and fine art 

since art was not a final product, necessarily, but a process of completion. Objects were 

made by art rather than simply being art. Therefore, anything made by art—from temples 

and cathedrals to furniture and crafts—existed on an equal plane differentiated only by 
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the craft-person’s ability to achieve the purpose the creation of the object was intended to 

serve. 

 The rise of beaux-arts has had a variety of significant implications. The first 

relates to the nature of fine art as better than art raising the question,  “who determines 

what is fine art and what is not?” The second implication is that fine art, in improving on 

nature, opens the door to a new rationalism in the arts that renders man capable of 

building the world around him free of the confines of any universal order or Truth. Thus 

begins the age of rationalism and aesthetic. 

 In 1750 Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten published Aesthetica, a 600 page treatise 

on the science of knowing and understanding. The title Aesthetica, “the first notable 

appearance of the term aesthetics approximating the modern sense, […] was coined to 

denote a special cognitive domain, that of [sensory] thinking, which he argued was 

distinct from rational or logical thought” (Preziosi, 2009, p. 63). Aesthetics, the science of 

appearance and perception, was for Baumgarten an acknowledgement that what the 

senses perceive is a separate cognitive function from logic, or “an analogue of reason: in 

short, a unique mode of reasoning in its own right” (Preziosi, 2009, p. 63). 

 The term aesthetics itself was not new. Classicists had used the term centuries 

earlier to denote the appearance of objects. Inspiration for modernist aesthetics, a 

redefinition based on reason and rationalization, is taken from an oversimplification of 

Aristotelian aesthetic theory which sought perfection through ontological form. That 
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perfection, a combination of artistic form (the Formal Cause), material, (the Material 

Cause), and purpose—referred to as the Final Cause. Modernists believe that Aristotle’s 

inability to connect aesthetics to moral judgement has the effect of relativizing objects— 

a perfect barn is no better or worse than a perfect cathedral (Pontynen, 2006). What 

modernists fail to take into account is that Aristotle believed the universe was purposeful 

and that the search for Truth offered its own moral standard. Truth, denoted here with a 

capital T, refers to a universal and objective reality—Truth is reality as it is, rather than as 

it is perceived. Aristotle believed that Truth was objective (not accountable to mere 

human perception) and universal (applying to all, not simply those who follow) and 

suggested that scholarship in the arts and sciences ought to be connected to seeking an 

understanding of it. The Final Cause connects an object’s purpose with the search for 

Truth. Aristotelian aesthetics sans Final Cause reduces beauty to taste. Aesthetics, now 

associated with rationalization under modernism, is used to combine taste with logic in 

order to complete Baumgarten’s idea that aesthetics offer a separate faculty of reason 

unto itself.  That synthesis of taste—essentially perception—with reason and logic would 

be developed more thoroughly in the late 1700’s by Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

 Kant’s Critique of Judgement, published in 1790, continued and expanded upon 

Baumgarten’s work by providing the framework for the synthesis of taste and logic. A 

life-long bachelor who famously never traveled further than 40km from his hometown of 

Königsberg (known today as Kaliningrad), Kant’s interest in the mind’s ability to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%B6nigsberg
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perceive and rationalize reality would serve to inspire artists, thinkers, teachers, and 

intellectuals for centuries to come (Scruton, 2001). 

 Reason, argued Kant, was not to be instilled in man by a supreme being or 

authority, but developed by man and rendered from his intellect alone. Where Aristotle 

saw reality as objective and ontological, Kant sees it as subjective and deontological, that 

is, not grounded in reality as such but synthesized in the mind (Scruton, 2001). From this 

simple adherence to reason, Kant developed a philosophy that expanded upon the 

framework begun by Baumgarten. By analyzing the ability of the senses to perceive 

information, then arranging that information rationally, Kant developed the intellectual 

foundation for the rest of the modernist movement. 

 “[Kant] concluded that our mind is no merely passive receiver of information 

obtained by our […] senses. Knowledge is only possible because our mind plays an 

active role, organizing and systematizing what we experience” (Singer, 2001, p. 4). Pure 

Reason, notes Kant, is knowledge of reality in-itself free from human perception. 

Interestingly, he ultimately believed that Pure Reason was beyond man’s ability to fully 

comprehend (Singer, 2001; Scruton, 2001). The closest man could come to Pure Reason 

was through what he called the Categorical Imperative (Kant, 1998). 

 The Categorical Imperative is a function of the mind that allows a person to 

glimpse Pure Reason through the complete denial of desire. Peter Singer (2001) writes, 

“when we take away all particular desires, even the most basic ones, we are left with the 
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bare, formal element of rationality [which constitutes] the universal form of the moral 

law itself” (p. 39). Reason, independent of desire, constitutes pure rationality (Kant, 

1998). From this place of elemental rationality emerges beauty, a term stripped of its 

objectivity and redefined as aesthetic taste, itself only possible when independent of 

desire (Kant, 1998). This renders beauty (taste) a construct of the mind as well, a quality 

not inherent to an object so much as rationalized according to the synthesis of perception 

and intellect. In its pure form, beauty ought to be universal. 

  In describing Kant’s theory of art and beauty, and judgements of taste, Scruton 

(2001) notes, “we see in objects the formal unity that we see in ourselves. This is the 

origin of our pleasure, and the basis of our ‘common sense’ of beauty. And it is ‘only 

under the presupposition...of such a common sense that we are able to lay down a 

judgement of taste” (p. 107). The “common sense” described by Scruton above refers not 

to common knowledge or instinct, but a “disposition that is at once based in experience, 

and common to all rational beings” (p. 106). This is the basis of the notion of objective 

taste to Kant: that all rational beings, given equal degrees of experience and intellect, 

ought to agree on matters of taste. This is the same logic used in judgements of beauty—

that all matters being equal, determinations of beauty will be equal in all rational beings 

because beauty exists contrary to desire. Should individuals, even rational ones, allow 

desire to influence their determination of beauty, that determination will be considered 
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void. Like matters of pure reason, beauty is only possible when earthly desire is 

suppressed. 

 The implications of Kant’s theories of judgement remain influential today. By 

reframing the debate about how beauty is determined, he provided the modernists 

leverage against the establishment that validated much of what the avant-garde hoped to 

accomplish. 

 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, the Prussian philosopher whose works greatly 

inspired the avant-garde and later postmodern movement, sought to challenge Kant’s 

most fundamental premises. Hegel, to some degree, bridged the gap between modernism 

and postmodernism by developing a philosophy that not only expands on the construction 

of information and knowledge developed by Kant, but develops the intellectual 

framework for what will become the power struggle between individuals and cultures. 

 As stated, Kant believed that the absolute knowledge of reality, that is, reality in-

itself, separate from man’s perception and experience with it, was ultimately unattainable 

by man (Kant, 1998). Hegel objected to this on the grounds that it arbitrarily limited 

man’s rationality (Singer, 2001). 

 In contrast, Hegel developed a philosophy that renders the mind responsible for 

not merely interpreting signals and classifying information, but in developing and 

determining information itself. Notes Paul Redding (2012), “The world is not 

‘represented’ in thought by a type of ‘proxy’ standing for it, but rather is presented, 
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exhibited, or made manifest for the mind in thought” (sec. 3.2, par. 6). Faithfully 

summarizing how this happens is nearly impossible. Hegel himself requires 750 pages of 

grueling near-indecipherable prose. It would suffice to say that the entire history of 

mankind represents an evolution from a un-consciousness to consciousness to self-

consciousness that results, at some un-determinate time in the present or future, in the 

mind realizing that when it sought to understand reality in-itself, what it was actually 

seeking was to understand the mind in-itself (Singer, 2001). Instead of the mind seeking 

to understand a reality separate from perception, the foundation of metaphysics, the mind 

actually seeks to understand itself as it attempts to construct reality from will (Singer, 

2001). “Only when mind awakens to the fact that reality is its own creation can it give up 

this reaching after the ‘beyond’ [reality in-itself]” (Singer, 2001, p. 92). 

 There are two profoundly important implications to Hegel’s philosophy as they 

relate to postmodern art and society. The first is that it represents mankind’s freedom to 

create its own reality, an implication born from Kant but nurtured by Hegel to render in 

man a power previously only attributable to a divine creator such as God, Truth, or reality 

in-itself. This freedom to invent reality releases mankind from the moral objectivity 

inherent in the belief of some great beyond.  

 The second significant implication is that the entirety of human history represents 

a linear evolution of consciousness. By evolving from a state of un-conscious awareness 

of reality to a conscious and active participant in its creation, Hegel develops a 
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framework for the fabrication of reality not just in the present a la Kant, but for the 

entirety of known history and into the future. 

 Contemporaries of Hegel, notably Karl Marx, would use Hegel’s linear 

evolutionary historicism to develop philosophical histories of mankind that reduce history 

to social and economic structures— notably socioeconomic class or “class warfare” in the 

case of Marx. Essentially, contemporaries would begin with Hegel’s framework then 

substitute the evolutionary search for consciousness with whatever ideological or political 

end they sought to advance. The results reduce history to whatever structure advances an 

agenda or, more to the point, reduces history to mere propaganda. 

 The first significant implication of Hegel’s philosophy is that it represents 

mankind’s freedom to create its own reality in order to render in man a power previously 

only attributable to a divine creator such as God, Truth, or reality in-itself. This freedom 

to invent reality releases mankind from the moral objectivity inherent in the belief of 

some great beyond. What develops from this realization in man would shape not just 

postmodern art, but indeed all of postmodern society. 

 Some controversy exists today as to whether or not Hegel believed the evolution 

of consciousness concluded in his own time or whether it concludes in some distant 

future. His Phenomenology of the Spirit actually suggests, at its apex, that the evolution 

of consciousness ends in himself discovering the very concept of evolutionary 

consciousness (Hegel, 1976). Others contend that he was influenced by the oppressive 
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Prussian government to proclaim it the evolutionary conclusion or risk punishment under 

its authoritative regime (Singer, 2001). In any case, his influence remains relevant to the 

modern/postmodern art scene, as will be discussed in great detail moving forward. 

!
Rejection of Norms  

 The concept of modernist art is varied and difficult to summarize adequately. In 

the span of just two hundred years or so, as many changes would develop in the world of 

art as had occurred in the previous two thousand. Further, the artists that began the 

movement would have little or nothing in common with those that ended it. Indeed, 

artists working at the movement’s close would strive to reject the very modernists that 

began the movement. What binds them all as modernists, however, is that their interests 

were constructivist. They were interested in the mind’s ability to intellectually and 

experientially design reality in their image. 

 The redefinition of beauty presented by Kant validated the modernists rejection of 

antiquity. By this time, the enlightenment had effectively weakened Christianity’s 

influence on society causing philosophy and art to seek new avenues to fill theology’s 

receding place. Romanticism offered the possibility that emotion could replace the search 

for Truth. However, as Baumgarten’s philosophy of aesthetic spread, and as Kant’s 

philosophy of judgement and taste expanded in influence, emotion would be trumped by 

the search for rationalized facts and competing realities. 
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 Early modernist pieces focused heavily on the changing political landscape in 

Europe as a result of the French Revolution. Central to Kant’s overarching philosophy is 

a sense of duty (Scruton, 2001). Given man’s freedom to synthesize facts and perceptions 

into reality, the search for Truth was all but abandoned by Enlightenment thinkers and 

replaced with other endeavors. Law, according to Kant, “has the same metaphysical basis 

as morality, and is therefore [inherently] grounded…in the idea of transcendental freedom 

(Scruton, 2001, p. 118). Humanity, therefore has a duty to the law for the sake of morality 

justice. This sense of duty gives rise to works like Jacques Louis David’s The Oath of the 

Horatii (1784) [Fig. 3]. 

Figure 3. Jacques Louis David. The Oath of the Horatii, (1784). 
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 Summarizing the content of the piece, Dr. Arthur Pontynen (2006) offers the 

following: 

The painting refers to an event in ancient Roman history, where duty called and 

was responded to at great cost. The Horatii and Curiatii were two sets of brothers 

born on the same day of mothers who were twin sisters. One set of brothers was 

of Rome, the other of Alba Longa. It was agreed that combat between the two sets 

of brothers would resolve a war between the two cities. The result was that two of 

the Horatii were soon slain, but the third, hunted down by the Curiatii, managed 

to nonetheless kill them one by one. He then entered Rome triumphant, wearing 

the robe of a Curiatii that he killed. But that Curiatii was the beloved of his sister, 

who cursed him. He then killed his sister, and was condemned to death for the act. 

But he appealed to the people to be pardoned and his life was spared (p. 242-243). 

 This painting represents duty, on the part of the combatting sons to their 

respective fathers and kingdoms, rather than the “moral struggle between goodness and 

evil” (Pontynen, 2006, p. 242) that it ought to have exemplified. Pontynen goes on to 

state that the surviving Horatii son’s pardon exemplifies the notion that “the will of the 

people can condone even the murder of family members” (p.243). 

 It is through this lens that Kant’s influence comes to fruition. The synthesis of 

facts and sensory perceptions led to a new moral standard based on duty rather than 
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objectivity. Artists and thinkers were now free to define morality according to individual 

will alone. 

 The synthesis of facts, information, and perceptions would continue throughout 

the modernist period. Much of the movement remained very political as artists and 

thinkers attempted to make sense of the Enlightenment’s denial of objective Truth and 

Reason. As communities and civilizations freed themselves from the requirements of the 

ancient traditions, new patterns began to emerge. 

 Like the natural sciences, in increased focus on the classification and 

categorization of the arts was developing. Historians had long grouped art by artist, 

region, and content. However, as artistic focus drifted from content to form and material 

in the waning years of the modernist movement, new forms of taxonomy emerged as 

well. 

 Heinrich Wolfflin, the noted art historian and once chair of the art department at 

the University of Basel, Switzerland, expanded on the categorization of art by classifying 

formal applications of style. His Principles of Art History provided for a variety of 

distinct stylistic genus, within which artists’ styles are compared with that of their 

regional neighbors in order to determine regional genus’ which can be compared across 

timelines and history (1950). The following excerpt from Wolfflin (1950) provides a 

simple overview of how this classification data related to a real-world understanding of 

style and art history: 
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The course of development of art…cannot simply be reduced to a series of 

separate points. Individuals fall into larger groups. Botticelli and Lorenzo 

di Credi, for all their differences, have still, as Florentines, a certain 

resemblance when compared with any Venetian, and Hobbema, and 

Ruysdael, however divergent they may be, are immediately homogenous 

as soon as to them, as Dutchmen, a Fleming like Rubens is opposed. That 

is to say: to the personal style must be added the style of the school, the 

country, the race (p. 6). 

 By using very specific criteria to systematize the appearance of artworks, 

Wolfflin was able to catalog, like naturalists and scientists before him, the evolution of 

style. This categorization led him to develop a variety of theories regarding style and 

classification, noting, like in the example above, that an artist’s personal style is 

associated with that artist’s education, experience, birthplace, even racial identity, 

allowing him to distinguish cultural styles based on the stylistic differences of any given 

region. Wolfflin, in effect, theorized stylistically what Hegel and Friedrich Nietzsche had 

theorized intellectually and psychologically, respectively. This is to be explored with 

more depth shortly. 

!
Globalization and Cultural Relativism 
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 Having established the foundation of the modernist movement, and then some 

prominent art movements and theories that developed as a result of it, it is now relevant 

to discuss additional ways modernist philosophy has influenced thinkers and artists over 

the past century. Globalization, a well-meaning term designed to denote a global world-

view, is a prominent influence on education today. Designed to distance the twentieth 

century from colonialism, globalization attempts to raise awareness in Western society of 

minorities and non-Western cultures by providing them a seat at the table, so to speak—to 

recognize their accomplishments rather than pursue assimilation, as had been the custom. 

 The work of John Dewey, the noted pragmatist and educational theorist, continues 

to inspire pedagogical methods a half-century after his death. Inspired by Aristotle two 

thousand years earlier, Dewey re-established the sense of utility in the arts by placing 

value in that which completes a given task. “Values, Dewey suggested, can be viewed as 

constructs to solve practical problems” (Festenstein, 2009, Sec. 3, Par. 1). Much of his 

work focused on the application of cause and effect in the classroom, a theory based on 

his aesthetic theory that moral goodness is determined by utility—specifically to Dewey 

the maintenance of a liberal democracy. 

 A proponent of the multicultural movement (and co-founder of the NAACP), 

Dewey believed that by immersing oneself (and one’s students) in the experiences of 

others, a person will develop a broad and well-rounded worldview to assist in the solving 
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of practical problems (Festenstein, 2009). This, more than anything, would influence 

secondary and university classrooms for decades. 

 To solve the problem of colonialism, or perhaps simply to engage students in a 

variety of viewpoints, Dewey supported efforts to immerse Western students in non-

Western customs (Seltzer-Kelly et al, 2010). In many ways, this practice guided the 

globalization movement which sought to promote inclusion and acceptance rather than 

assimilation. Representing the relativist wing of the multicultural movement, many 

articles, books, and journals advancing globalization aim to bring those cultures that 

Western students and audiences might consider under-represented into new focus. 

 Per globalization, “art is not set apart from human experience and culture, but 

rather reflects the dynamic life experiences of people living in complex and largely 

incomprehensible circumstances” (Bailey & Desai, 2005, p. 39). In other words, an 

education in the arts is believed to offer not just an education of, but an empathy towards, 

the cultures and people who made it. This education, according to Dewey, is “vital to 

collective life, and particularly essential for educational growth and democratic 

development” (cited in Seltzer-Kelly et al, 2010, p. 442). Indeed the globalization of art 

has opened doors to political, social, and cultural discourse left unopened for centuries. 

Desai notes, “[i]t can be argued that postmodern consciousness is the only space in art 

education that is fundamentally concerned with the politics of difference” (2005, p. 294). 
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 Too many globalization efforts, however, reduce art to a mere commodity to be 

bought, sold, and traded in a global economy. The utility that Dewey speaks of, in this 

regard, is capital. Art is good if it sells. For purchase is not any degree of cultural 

understanding of course since that would require one to choose sides. Instead, art 

commodity is determined by perceived economic value. 

 Perceived cultural value in a globalized market economy runs the risk of 

rehashing the very same mistakes made by the 19th century orientalists. Then, interest by 

Westerners in non-Western peoples wasn’t for the search for wisdom or a greater 

understanding of reality but for the personal pleasure associated with new curiosities and 

the status that goes with owning something only available across the world (Little, 2004). 

 Department stores like Pier 1 and World Market bring these curiosities to the 

average consumer by offering non-Western aesthetics at low sale prices. Globalization 

encourages such trade by believing that such immersion in the customs of foreign peoples 

expands our worldview and broadens our cultural horizons. Ignored is any degree of 

actual understanding of the people or culture that (originally) made the pieces, thereby 

trivializing them and rendering them meaningless. 

 What must be understood is that aesthetics offers little in the way of actual 

cultural education. For example, Israeli professor Ilan Gur-Ze’ev argues that 

multiculturalism fails simply because of its own Western origin (Seltzer-Kelly et al., 

2010). This view is paraphrased as such, “the moderate version of multiculturalism, even 
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as it is supposed to do justice to non-Western and marginalized voices, ultimately 

perpetuates the hegemonic structures of Western culture, since it is still a creation of the 

West” (Seltzer-Kelly et al., 2010, p. 451). In this way, globalization comes dangerously 

close to perpetuating colonialism and imperialism by “affirming the validity of all 

cultural perspectives one the one hand, while simultaneously defending the priority of 

one’s particular “multicultural” perspective” on the other  (Seltzer-Kelly et al., 2010, p. 

451). In other words, non-Western cultures don’t necessarily need a lesson in 

appreciating non-Western cultures because, quite simply, they are one. So the results of 

the globalization experiment actually reaffirm the prowess of Western educators (and the 

education system they represent) by allowing them to appear world-conscious while 

maintaining strictly a Western worldview.  

 In another argument, Dewey’s immersion theory has been exposed as promoting 

cultural relativism by giving equal weight to all possible viewpoints in the name of 

“incit[ing] imagination” (Seltzer-Kelly at al., 2010). Bailin & Battersby (2009), even after 

proclaiming not to support this practice, contend that, “if we view different cultures’ 

beliefs and practices as alternative responses to understanding the world and alternative 

solutions to human problems, then this provides a reason for taking them into 

consideration as possible sources of knowledge” (p. 191). What is not considered though 

is any objective measure of how another culture’s solutions to human problems are to be 
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considered valid. In true Deweyan-pragmatic fashion, any solution that solves the 

problem, whatever that problem may be, is considered good. 

 Seltzer-Kelly et al. (2010) conclude exactly this when they note, “there is no 

objective way to assess the aesthetic value of a work of art, and no formula for artistic 

legitimation; all we can know is whether a specific artistic motif was able to fulfill the 

task we gave it” (p. 449). Aesthetics, now, is seen not as a great global equalizer but a 

rationalized construct designed to fulfill our needs for validation and curiosity. 

 Pontynen (2006) makes no subtle assertion on this very conclusion: “In the name 

of freedom and creativity, we are condemned to a rationalistic willfulness in an 

aestheticized reality lacking purpose” (p. 259). Additionally, he notes, “[b]eyond the 

rationalizations of race, economic class, gender, or individual preference, there is an 

existential void. It is a void where self-expression and self-realization are celebrated as 

meaningless yet beautiful” (p. 261). 

 The result of the inability of aesthetics to instill in our society a global mindset 

has led many, including Seltzer-Kelly et al., to turn to post-colonialism instead (2010). 

However, where globalization fails due to Kant’s (and Hegel’s and Dewey’s) inability to 

raise human rationalization above subjective task completion, post-colonialism fails due 

to Friedrich Nietzsche’s inability to meaningfully differentiate the suffering of one 

individual from the suffering of another. 

!
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Postmodernism 

!
On Pity and Social Acknowledgement 

 If modernism is the rejection of 19th century academicism, postmodernism is the 

rejection of the 20th century academicism that inevitably developed in its place. 

Postmodernism, though, is not viewed so much as a rejection of modernism so much as a 

reaction to and a continuation of it. Gary Ayelsworth (2013) writes, “postmodernism is 

[not] an attack upon modernity [nor] a complete departure from it. Rather, its differences 

lie within modernity itself, and postmodernism is a continuation of modern thinking in 

another mode” (sec. 1 par. 2).  

 There is an inherent difficulty in mapping postmodernism. By all accounts the 

movement is still going strong today four decades after the term itself was coined, and a 

full century since the first works of art suggested it. Even as it is being described (by one 

author or another) it is undergoing change. Offered here, though, is not an attempt to gain 

complete and thorough understanding of its many nuances, but merely an attempt to 

understand its beginnings and immediate philosophical implications as they relate to 

modern education and society.  

 Much postmodern theory rests in the understanding that thousands of years of art 

history and theory has resulted in the serial re-appropriation of materials and ideas free of 

the original context in which appropriated materials were created in the first place. 
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Ayelsworth (2013) refers to this as “ritual without myth” (sec. 8 par. 3) suggesting that 

forms and materials of the past remain long after the purpose of their creation is lost. 

 This suggests that, overall, postmodernism is the awareness of lost ideas and 

historical context. The postmodernist is tasked, therefore, with re-developing older 

materials and forms in order to merge the past (and potentially the future) with the 

present (Ayelsworth, 2013). Many artists and postmodern thinkers consider this aspect of 

postmodernism the greatest source of individual and cultural freedom. 

 This freedom was expressed in a number of ways. On the social/political end of 

things, postmodernists sought to right apparent wrongs in society by subverting 

traditional power structures and seeking validation from the people. There is an inherent 

attitude in the postmodern. Homi K. Bhabha states in an essay on postmodernism and 

post-colonialism, “postmodernism in the metropolitan centers of the West had a punchy, 

anti-elitist, ‘if-it-can-happen-on-the-street-or-in-the-’hood-it-can-happen-to-anyone-

anywhere’ kind of naive and hopeful populism about it” (Bhaba, 2003, p. 435). If this 

sounds mildly insulting, consider the following summary only a sentence later: 

“Postmodernism…was largely an attempt to herald a form of individualist pluralism in a 

period of conservative ascendancy…that was busy celebrating the triumphal March of 

free-market mechanisms over the failing, and flailing, socialist economies of the Second 

and Third Worlds” (p. 435-436). In this context, postmodernist artists sought to right 

political wrongs through the individualistic protest of social norms. Norms, in this case, 
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were anything from social and political injustices to the nature of creativity in the arts to 

the influence of fame and media in an increasingly technologically savvy society. Indeed 

it was media, more than anything, that postmodern artists embraced in their critiques of 

changing societal norms. Their critiques, emotional and impassioned as they would 

become, dominated their theoretical framework for a half century and led to a bold new 

direction in art, beauty, and truth. 

 Hegel, it was previously established, provides a bridge between the modernist and 

postmodernist movements. He rejected the notion that reality in-itself was altogether 

separate from man’s perception of it. Instead, Hegel determined that the mind constructs 

reality through a consciousness of self. This is to be explained shortly but it will suffice to 

say that objectivity and morality is a great deal more complicated when an individual’s 

mind is solely responsible for reality. Therefore, worth exploring is how Hegel manages 

to define morality at all. 

 Recall that according to Hegel, the history of human-kind represents the evolution 

from un-consciousness to consciousness to self-consciousness. These terms are Hegel’s 

and require a brief explanation. Singer (2001) notes that Hegel is not using self-

consciousness to denote embarrassment or humiliation as it references today, but more 

accurately a sense of “self-knowledge” (p. 90) or understanding of the self. Further, 

Singer (2001) writes, “Hegel described himself as an ‘Absolute Idealist’ … [meaning] 

that the ultimate reality is mind, not matter” (p. 91). Thinking and reason, in this case, is 
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not about seeking objective Truth. Rather, it is about obtaining an understanding of 

ultimate reality, or reality in-itself, through the mind’s understanding of itself. Singer 

(2001) adds, “ absolute knowledge is reached when mind realizes that what is seeks to 

know is itself” (p. 92). However, to learn self-consciousness the mind must seek self-

consciousness in others. Social situations, conversations, confrontations, and romance all 

serve to teach the mind to recognize self-consciousness in others which serves as a model 

for one’s own self-consciousness. Singer offers that those who develop to maturity in 

isolation from self-conscious beings fail to develop self-consciousness themselves 

because they have no concept of what it looks like (2001). 

 Social interaction provides more than mere modeling of self-consciousness, 

however. A central component of Hegelian theory is that of validation for one’s self-

consciousness from others. “Hegel suggests that [the mind seeks] acknowledgement or 

recognition” (Singer, 2001, p. 77-78) from others. Acknowledgement and recognition, in 

this case, are not merely superficial and observational. To be acknowledged by a self-

conscious being is have ones own self-consciousness validated by an equal. Conversely, 

the denial of one’s acknowledgment or recognition is equal to the denial of one’s 

humanity. The denial of acknowledgment is, then, a great form of oppression. Psychiatrist 

R.D. Laing, summarized by Singer (2001), elaborates as such, “If the worth of one person 

is systematically denied recognition by those on whom he or she depends—that person’s 
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sense of identity can be utterly destroyed. (The result of this lack of acknowledgement, 

according to Laing, is schizophrenia.)” (Singer, p. 78). 

 Morality, then, takes the form of mutual acknowledgment between two self-

conscious minds. Acts that fail to recognize the self-consciousness or, perhaps put another 

way, the identity, of another could be deemed immoral. Conversely, acts that recognize 

another’s identity could be considered morally sound.  

 While fundamentally different, central aspects of Hegel’s reasoning emerge again 

in the work of German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. A philosophical wunderkind, 

Nietzsche chaired the philosophy department at the University of Basel, Switzerland, at 

just 24 years old. His work in psychoanalysis and emotion provide a theoretical 

foundation for much of the postmodern movement. His focus was not metaphysical, 

however, as he found the pursuit of the beyond to be inauthentic. Of Nietzsche, Michael 

Tanner (1994) writes, “[his] fundamental concern throughout his life was to plot the 

relationship between suffering and culture” (p. 30). His pursuit of this relationship lead 

him to question traditional moralistic tendencies and heretofore objective truths. He 

wrote,  

In spite of all the value which may belong to the true, the positive, and the 

unselfish, it might be possible that a higher and more fundamental value 

for life generally should be assigned to pretence, to the will to delusion, to 

selfishness, and cupidity. It might even be possible that what constitutes 
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the value of those good and respected things, consists precisely in their 

being insidiously related, knotted, and crocheted to these evil and 

apparently opposed things—perhaps even in being essentially identical 

with them (Nietzsche, 2010, p. 4). 

 Which is to say that what is traditionally considered good may in fact be so 

closely intertwined with that which is bad simply determining one from another becomes 

impossible. Nonetheless, Nietzsche arrives, through the psychological observation of 

emotion, struggle, and identity, at a conclusion in line with that of Hegel in regards to the 

development of morals through social interaction—that morality, or at least decency 

between peoples—derives from the struggle for mutual acknowledgement. Nietzsche 

takes this further and specifically forms his philosophy around the Will to Power which, 

to continue to use Hegel’s terminology, urges those suffering from an apparent lack of 

recognition to pursue it or risk remaining un-acknowledged and, therefore, oppressed. 

 For the sake of congruence between subjects perhaps too much has been offered 

here by way of comparison between Hegel and Nietzsche. This is not necessarily so. 

Hegel develops a framework for identifying the unacknowledged and unrecognized. 

Nietzsche takes this further by suggesting that those who passively remain 

unacknowledged do so pitifully. That pity, a suffering according to Nietzsche, represents 

a weakness that must be overcome. In describing how, he inadvertently develops what 

might be the most optimistic prose of his career. 
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He who knows how to regard the history of man in its entirety as his own 

history, feels in the immense generalization all the grief of the invalid who 

thinks of health, of the old man who thinks of the dream of his youth, of 

the lover who is robbed of his beloved, of the martyr whose ideal is 

destroyed…But to bear this immense sum of grief of all kinds…To take all 

this upon his soul, the oldest, the newest, the losses, hopes, conquests, and 

victories of mankind: to have all this at last in one soul, and to comprise it 

in one feeling - this would necessarily furnish a happiness which man has 

not hitherto known - a God's happiness, full of power and love, full of 

tears and laughter, a happiness which, like the sun in the evening, 

continually gives of its inexhaustible riches and empties into the sea - and 

like the sun, too, feels itself richest when even the poorest fisherman rows 

with golden oars! This divine feeling might then be called-humanity! 

(Nietzsche, 1974, p. 267-268) 

 Nietzsche speaks of feeling, power, and the happiness of a god providing an 

individual with a divine feeling that is to be called humanity! Truth, if it exists at all, 

exists in the supreme feelings of power and joy and immense glory associated with gladly 

bearing the burdens of the world. Nietzsche therefore separates himself from Hegel by 

pursuing a psychological and emotional route to the ultimate understanding of reality 

rather than a cerebral and metaphysical one. 
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 Further, Nietzsche concerns himself less with the evolution of consciousness than 

the contrast between the opposing forces of authority and independence inherent in one’s 

acquisition of recognition from others (Wicks, 2013). Relating to the Greeks, Nietzsche 

references the Gods Apollo and Dionysus in contrasting the whole of human history. 

According to Nietzsche, Apollonian societies depend on a rigid and structural authority. 

This manifests most often in history as religion but concerns limits placed on man 

himself as well (like law, morals, etc.). Apollonian art, music, and culture adheres to these 

hierarchical structures and advances them as objective and universal. In contrast, 

Dionysian societies take free liberties with emotion, power, individualism, and 

independence. Wick states, “[Nietzsche] expresses his hope that Dionysus, the god of 

life's exuberance, would replace Jesus, the god of the heavenly otherworld, as the premier 

cultural standard for future millennia” (Wicks, 2013). Dionysian art, music, and culture, 

therefore, promotes individual emotional pleasure, independence from social structures, 

and the advancement of one’s own identity. Pontynen comments that Nietzsche actually 

sees Apollo as Dionysus in disguise suggesting that objective reason is just a mask for 

pleasure or power (2006). In this way, traditional social structures like politics and 

religion are designed and orchestrated by those in power as a means of preventing others 

from obtaining power themselves.  

 Consider Nietzsche’s duality of artistic inspiration in the context of the theories 

advanced by Wilhelm Worringer, who, like Nietzsche, found fame early in his intellectual 
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career when at just 25 his doctoral dissertation found an audience. Worringer advances 

Nietzsche’s thoughts about Apollo and Dionysus while using distinctly different terms: 

abstraction and empathy. Empathy, argues Worringer, is Apollonian as it represents an 

attempt to control the feelings and urges of man through naturalistic imagery and belief 

structure. Abstract, on the other hand, is Dionysian in its attempt to free itself from the 

confines of a rigid cosmos and develop an appreciation of life’s spontaneity and 

intellectual/emotional freedom (Worringer, 1997, p. 14-15). 

 Nietzsche’s focus on emotion and authentic human potential is a far cry from the 

idealists heretofore discussed but brings one, largely, up to date with contemporary 

philosophy. Given Nietzsche’s insistence on “rising up” against oppression for the sake of 

acknowledgement and recognition it’s hard not to conjure an image of a contemporary art 

scene composed of works designed to force awareness in search of social and emotional 

power. Indeed, much of the work developed over the past couple of decades seeks to raise 

the status of individuals or cultures against those who oppress them. Nothing written thus 

far is intended to diminish those efforts, of course. Merely, the philosophical evolution 

from idealism and metaphysics to authenticity and identity offers a timeline of man’s 

understanding of art, reality, and culture. Offered next is how this new understanding of 

reality influences the art and culture of the contemporary era. 

  

!
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Appropriation and Kitsch 

 Marcel Duchamp, the dadaist and avant-garde provocateur who once attempted to 

display a purchased urinal at an exhibition in New York, inadvertently jumpstarted the 

postmodern scene through the development of what he called ready-mades (Fineberg, 

2010). Ready-mades are pieces that need little or no alteration before completion and 

display. These pieces are displayed not for what they are, but for what they represent. 

Specifically, Duchamp believed that he as an artist was more inclined to determine what 

is and is not art than critics, curators, or members of the public. 

 Appropriation, the preferred term of critics for Duchamp’s ready-mades, describes 

the imitation of artists, designers, poets, or authors by artists for new representational 

purposes. Plato established a criticism of contemporary art (c. 300 bc) very early when he 

argued that visual art was only capable of merely imitating reality (which is itself an 

imitation of how reality ought to be) (Plato, 2005). Clement Greenberg however, in his 

1939 essay on aesthetics, fights back. “That avant-garde culture is the imitation of 

imitating - the fact itself - calls for neither approval nor disapproval” (p. 37), noting that 

imitation is itself an inherent trait of an artist, not a quality to be assessed. Indeed, 

thousands of years of art history has left the well of creativity rather dry causing 

postmodern (and late modernist) artists to seek new avenues for creative expression. 

Consider Lichtenstein’s use of comic book aesthetics. Or Rauschenberg’s collages of 

print media, visual art, and text. Each are an appropriation of prior art for new artistic 
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endeavors. This collage of artistic ideas has defined the postmodern movement from a 

technical and methodical viewpoint since its inception. 

 There are criticisms of appropriation even within the postmodern canon. Much of 

that criticism is dependent simply on a viewer or critic’s own theory of art, their historical 

or personal connection with the item being appropriated, and the context in which it finds 

new purpose. Other criticism reaches further, as evidenced by the controversy 

surrounding Duchamp’s appropriation of Leonardo’s Mona Lisa.  

Figure 4. Marcel Duchamp, L.H.O.O.Q. (1919).
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 When Duchamp appropriated a cheap postcard reproduction of the Mona Lisa in 

his 1919 piece L.H.O.O.Q. [Figure 4], he “violently altered [the original Mona Lisa] in a 

variety of ways” (Pontynen, 2006, p. 307). First, Duchamp penciled a mustache and 

goatee on Mona Lisa’s face, then wrote the letters L,H,O,O,Q beneath it. It must be noted 

first that the letters L-H-O-O-Q, when spoken phonetically in French conveys a 

significantly more vulgar version of the phrase “she has a hot bottom” (Pontynen, 2006, 

p. 307). This play on words (and decency) provides only an introduction to Duchamp’s 

supposed insolence. 

 Duchamp presented this piece under the pseudonym Rrose Sélavy, or, viewed 

another way, “Eros, c'est la vie" which, when translated into English from French means 

Eros, such is life. This actually develops a second layer of appropriation within this piece. 

Eros, in this context, is a reference to Plato’s work on the concept of eroticism. “Plato 

associates the erotic with the pursuit of truth; both...seek completion...that does not 

deconstruct the object of desire” (Pontynen, 2006, p. 307). Put another way, eroticism, to 

Plato, pursues meaningful completion in an objective universe. The self-conscious 

subject seeks another self-conscious subject for the purposes of that completion. 

However, Duchamp’s application of the mustache and goatee, combined with the 

distinctly female pseudonym he ascribed himself, attribute to the piece a sort of gender 

androgyny that, when combined with the phrase described earlier, present a sort of 

masturbatorial self-love or, from a theoretical perspective, narcissism. Pontynen writes, 
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“In place of a beatific union of lovers [as the term Eros would suggest] there is an 

objectified self-enjoyment” (p. 308). 

 According to Pontynen and Kuspit, these attributes of Duchamp’s work serve to 

destroy, whether by design or not, whatever Leonardo Da Vinci and Plato sought to 

convey in their original works. 

 Roland Barthes disagrees on the destructive nature of appropriation. Richard S. 

Nelson (2003) paraphrases Barthes as such: “appropriation...is a distortion, not a 

negation, of the prior semiotic assemblage” (as cited in Nelson, 2003, p. 164). In this 

way, Barthes argues, appropriation develops a new contextual narration without fully 

destroying the original. Leonardo’s work is thus able to maintain its original theoretical 

context even after Duchamp’s androgynous influences distorted it for modern purposes.  

 Regardless of one’s views on the impact of appropriation, L.H.O.O.Q. is 

representative of the postmodern appropriationists immature attempts to validate 

themselves through provocation. It’s not because of the worship of great art that 

Duchamp fails, it is because art that seeks simply to exploit controversy has little to offer 

beyond egotism and narcissism. And though Duchamp’s appropriation of Mona Lisa may 

be as famous today as the Mona Lisa itself, it is as a novelty only, a mere remnant and 

misinterpretation of whatever meaning Duchamp may have sought. 

 With changing times comes changing methods. Inherent to the postmodern 

movement is the arrival of technology and media. Thanks to advances in print 
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technology, image replication is made easier than ever. As the role of advertising 

increased based on the influence of this new technology, repetition and appropriation 

became inherent qualities of visual media, as described above by Greenberg. It was only 

a matter of time before artists began exploring and exploiting this tech in new ways. 

Andy Warhol famously exploited this technology in his works that repeat images of pop 

culture and celebrity ad nauseum. 

 This use of repetition and appropriation led to a new artistic term: kitsch. Kitsch, 

like mannerism before it, derives its name from a pejorative—in this case the yiddish 

term for trash. Kitsch is a wide-ranging term applied to objects by critics of works that 

seek mass appeal. Artists who develop work specifically based on consumer interest 

could be labeled kitsch. Additionally, artists that conform to stylistic or conceptual trends, 

even without sales specifically in mind, could also be labeled kitsch. 

 Critics of kitsch contend that it lacks substance and exists for the wrong reasons. 

Clement Greenberg (1939), himself a staunch modernist and formalist, offers the 

following: 

Kitsch is mechanical and operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicarious 

experience and faked sensations. Kitsch changes according to style, but 

remains always the same. Kitsch is the epitome of all that is spurious in 

the life of our times. Kitsch pretends to demand nothing of its customers 

except their money -- not even their time (p. 40). 
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 Walter Benjamin, whose contributions to the conversation on kitsch in 

contemporary art are considerably warmer than Greenberg’s, suggests that kitsch might 

have actual cultural and political significance (2009). 

 Fascist and communist regimes famously used kitsch in the development of 

political propaganda. As outlined previously, Nietzsche saw authoritative structures as 

inherently oppressive. Leaders of oppressive regimes use art, specifically kitsch art in that 

it is designed to appeal to the masses to maintain power. Benjamin addresses this from 

the perspective of those seeking to encourage cultural shifts against oppression. Benjamin 

suggests specifically that the reproducibility of art, thanks to emerging technological 

processes, has the power to upset traditional value systems that often lead to oppression. 

He acknowledges the role art plays in oppressive regimes in undermining cultural and 

hierarchical mobility. He then goes on to state, however, that those same artistic processes 

“lead to a massive upheaval in the domain of objects handed down from the past—a 

shattering of tradition which is the reverse side of the present crisis and the renewal of 

humanity” (Benjamin, 2009, p. 436). In other words, the same processes used by 

oppressors to keep the people down can be employed by the people as a means to rise 

above. 

 Both Greenberg and Benjamin agree that mechanization and style destroy 

substance. However, where Greenberg decries that loss, Benjamin sees the destruction of 

tradition as a way to begin anew. If postmodernism aims to reexamine cultural norms free 
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from the context of their creation as Ayelsworth (2013) suggests, then postmodern art is 

right to use a variety of techniques, kitsch included, to subvert traditional and oppressive 

social structures in an attempt to rise above pity and lack of acknowledgement. Certainly 

political dissonance would fall into this category. Andreas Huyssen, in closing his essay 

on postmodernism, notes: 

The point [of postmodernism] is not to eliminate the productive tension 

between the political and the aesthetic, between history and the text, 

between engagement and the mission of art. The point is to heighten that 

tension...and to bring it back into focus in the arts… No matter how 

troubling it may be, the landscape of the postmodern surrounds us. It 

simultaneously delimits and opens our horizons. It’s our problem and our 

hope (Huyssen, 1998, p. 337).  

 Like Nietzsche, Huyssen seeks to inspire those who suffer to take a stand against 

the oppression they encounter. By confronting the problems that plague society, 

postmodernists believe, people will discover in themselves the freedom they’ve long 

allowed suppressed. When this need to shed suffering and seek acknowledgement and 

validation matured beyond the cultural relativism of the globalization movement 

postcolonialism was born. 

!
Postcolonialism and Cultural Identity 
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 Where globalization fails to instill in others a requisite level of cultural empathy, 

postcolonialism serves to remind viewers that the emotional plight for recognition and 

acknowledgement is universal and therefore valid. 

 Richard Rorty, the noted American pragmatist, praised art’s “imaginative ability 

to see strange people as fellow sufferers” (cited in Seltzer-Kelly et al., 2010, p. 442), a 

perfect artistic definition of postmodern empathy if ever there was one. But the real aim 

of postcolonialism is to shed the shackles of colonialism that sought to “white-wash” 

individuals in the interest of global standardization; the result of which allows one  to 

assert individuality and rise above the oppression experienced by elitist colonial 

intellectuals (Harris, 2013). 

 Postcolonialism seeks to realize Nietzsche’s vision of pursuing authenticity and 

power by exposing the inherent cultural damage of colonialism and seeking new 

validation in individualism. Identity, specifically group identity or cultural identity, 

comments Escobar for the Third Text journal, is “a community… specifically identified 

by certain given traits which produce in its members an awareness of uniqueness” (2002, 

p. 146). Garcia continues, “[a]t [the] subconscious level [culture] determines the behavior 

and attitudes that are defined as good or bad, acceptable or unacceptable, worthy or 

unworthy. These values are manifest in, and reinforced by the rituals, folkways, and other 

[shared customs]” (1998. P. 22). Culture is therefore responsible for not only a person’s 

sense of individuality but his moral compass and, like Wolfflin noted previously, his 
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regionally specific artistic style (ironically combining the individual self with the group 

self). 

 Hegel noted that identity is dependent on the receipt of acknowledgement from 

other individuals (Singer, 2001). Again, acknowledgment, in this context, refers to the 

validation of one’s humanity in the eyes of another. This Nietzschean pursuit of 

acknowledgement and validity provides the basis for much postcolonial art. What 

Nietzsche called the Will to Power, or strength to overcome, postcolonialists might call 

the breaking of borders by seeking to define the “difference[s]...deployed across societies 

and cultures to mark distinctions of power” (Singh & Schmidt, 2000, p. Vii). At issue 

then is the identification of power figures and the will to resist oppression and suffering. 

 Michael Foucault picks up the mantle from Nietzsche and carries it bravely into 

contemporary society. Notes Habermas on Foucault, “[t]he only thing that lasts is power, 

which appears with ever new masks in the change of anonymous processes of 

overpowering” (cited in Tanner, 1994, p. 61). Foucault bases his views on the 

inevitability of power. Power will not cease but will use guises (Apollo disguised as 

Dionysus, for example) to remain in power even if that guise be a temporary loss of 

power. Foucault believes that seeking, having, and maintaining power ought be the goal 

of all individuals. 

 Returning to John Dewey, postcolonialism aims to provide a voice to the 

voiceless by offering opportunities to resist oppression. Notes Seltzer-Kelly et al., “[f]or 
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Dewey the value of embracing the popular contemporary arts is for their vitality and 

potential...even works that might be considered immoral must be allowed into the public 

sphere since ‘one of the functions of art is precisely to sap...moralistic timidity” (2010, p. 

451). This leads to a central argument in the conversation about postcolonial and 

postmodern art—that for art to be effective in overthrowing power-figures it must be 

provocative, controversial, and even obscene. It is the discomfort caused by provocative 

imagery that causes the powerful to take notice. Bailey and Desai (2005) add, “[w]e 

believe that it is exactly this kind of discomfort that is critical to the process of making 

sense of and being responsive to the diversity of human culture (p. 39) They go on to add, 

“we believe that this form of contemporary art can ‘have a wide ranging transformative 

impact’…[because] the visceral nature of the arts can create a state of discomfort through 

which we are compelled to respond” (p. 40). 

 The obvious argument against postcolonialism ought to be dispatched first and 

that is to acknowledge that disenfranchised groups who seek recognition through 

provocation and discomfort may very well get their way and find themselves 

overthrowing the power-figures that held them down for so long. Those disenfranchised 

would then find themselves in the position of oppressing their former oppressors 

beginning again a new struggle for power. The reward of power will always be temporary 

and the cycle of oppression, once begun, can never be satisfactorily ended. 
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 For example, the American colonists were right to overthrow the oppressive 

British regime in the war for independence. However, they were wrong to exert their 

newfound power and influence by waging war against the natives whose claim to the land 

was as valid as any American. Nietzsche’s Will to Power offers only an endless cycle of 

violence. 

 Postcolonialists would likely scoff at this argument but only because they believe 

their cause worthy of greater recognition that this argument can offer. Unfortunately, too 

few examples of positive social and political change exist to justify the continued interest 

in postcolonialism. Yet its popularity remains. Perhaps this is due to Nietzsche’s theory 

that taking in and accepting the suffering of the world heals ones own emotional 

suffering. Merely the emotional elation that comes from exposing oppressors and starting 

dialogues is enough satisfaction for those seeking emotional and personal validation; for 

when overcoming oppressors is impossible, overcoming the emotional suffering caused 

by those oppressors will suffice.  

 An example of this lies in the works of Ai Weiwei, Chinese artist and political 

dissonant, that seek to expose social and political injustices in modern day China. A 

variety of his works focus on an earthquake in the Sichuan province of China that felled 

hundreds of buildings and killed thousands of people, many of them children, 

(Greenfield, 2012). Ai asserts that shoddy building practices in the rural and 

impoverished region led to these deaths, which would have been avoided had the 
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government required stricter adherence to building and material standards. Works 

referencing the student deaths, some even featuring materials scavenged from the rubble, 

seek to raise awareness of this issue and illicit social and political change. The powerful 

and provocative imagery seeks to inspire action but only succeeds in inspiring 

introspection, remorse, and empathy. 

 The more important argument against postcolonialism lies in the simple insistence 

on seeking recognition, acceptance, even validity from power-figures. It was previously 

established by Hegel (then expanded upon by Nietzsche and Foucault) that a person’s 

identity is determined by the acceptance of others and that failure to find acceptance can 

actually lead to schizophrenia. A postmodernist reality seeks either acceptance from 

power-figures or to become a power-figure oneself with the risk of mental instability in 

the balance. This, it would seem, is a losing battle given the nature of the cycle of 

oppression discussed earlier. But more importantly, the freedom postmodernism claims to 

offer is lost in the unwavering pursuit of acceptance from others. This reliance on others 

seems to promote conformity rather than creativity and complacency rather than 

revolution. 

  

Rewriting History 

 Postcolonialism reduces critical thinking to discovering the creative and 

provocative new ways one oppressed social group can confront another. Identification of 
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oppressed groups, as seen before in the discussion of globalization, is not critical thinking 

because it limits its scope to modern analysis of historical culture and theory. It does this 

by rewriting history according to the power struggle and empathy associated with modern 

artists and thinkers today. This is a direct result of Hegel’s structuralist views considered 

earlier. 

 Hegel observed history through the lens of a structure—specifically the evolution 

of self-awareness (self-consciousness), which narrows history to a timeline of 

rationalized will (Singer, 2001). Recall that according to Hegel man has, since the dawn 

of human civilization, evolved from an unconscious will, one unable to accept the brevity 

of his own intellectual merit, to a conscious will, or one that recognizes his intellectual 

capacity for abstract rationalization. Put another way, man evolves from a passive 

observer of reality to an active interpreter, contributor, modeler, and architect of reality. 

By rationalizing history, Hegel has effectively warped and manipulated it to conform to 

his will. 

 Following Hegel’s lead, Karl Marx advanced Hegel in new directions by altering 

the evolution of human reason to an evolution of social injustice and class warfare by 

viewing history through a lens of socioeconomic power and oppression (Singer, 2000). 

While Marx’s work has receded to small pockets of modern influence his ability to 

rationalize history remains alive, though altered when necessary, in postmodernism today. 

This delimitation and rationalization of history rejects or manipulates those ideas or 
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instances that defy it, disguising them as masks for power and effectively eliminating 

nuance and depth of understanding from history. The purpose of this manipulation of 

history is simple enough and often based on political need and propaganda. 

 If critical thinking is the development of ones belief structure and worldview 

based on unbiased and uninterrupted scholarship, as suggested Scriven and Paul (2001), 

then critical thinking in the arts relies on the honest and unflinching exploration of 

cultural theory and historical context. Kantian and Deweyan relativism denies critical 

thinking by reducing it to rationalized will or by simply providing equal weight to all 

artist’s and culture’s ideas for the sake of expanding viewpoints. Put another way, critical 

thinking is reduced to ones ability to perceive value from works of decorative arts and to 

question why, given the success of this culture, has that culture gone un-noticed. We’ve 

also seen how the pursuit of Hegelian and Nietzschian identity reduces critical thinking to 

the identification of oppressors and the creative and provocative ways artists seek 

acknowledgement from them. Additionally, Hegelian, Nietzschian, and Marxist pursuits 

of power lead to a narrowing of the historical depth-of-field, denying the postmodern 

student the ability to faithfully analyze historical themes and cultures, replacing that 

analysis with fabrication and manipulation. 

 If critical thinking is to remain an integral part of education (and modern 

educators and educational reformers are certain it will) then change must be made in 

defining exactly what critical thinking is. The following seeks to assist in this effort by 
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looking back on what critical thinking, creativity, and culture meant before modernism-

postmodernism warped and redefined these terms, seemingly irrevocably 
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A New Philosophy of Art Education 

!
 At the very core of this research and persuasive thesis is the fundamental assertion 

that critical thinking in a modernist-postmodernist society is reduced to meaningless 

rationalization of personal taste, the identification of oppressor/oppressed cultural 

relationships, and historical manipulation and fabrication. Additionally, creativity is 

reduced to a person’s free expression of that rationale, power, or empathy. Ironically this 

form of expression, though limited by one’s capacity to rationalize the world, is 

considered a purer form of creative freedom than the restrictions of any moral adherence. 

 Harvey Siegel offers a modernist understanding of critical thinking when he 

suggests, “[t]he critical thinker must be autonomous—that is, free to act and judge 

independently of external constraint, on the basis on her own reasoned appraisal of the 

matter at hand” (cited in Cuypers, 2004, p. 79). Stephen Cuypers provides some 

additional analysis offering that “[m]an is a rational animal and in exercising his 

intellectual powers he realizes his own essence, that is, his autonomy and 

authenticity” (2004, p. 79). Authenticity, which is to say living authentically, is 

understood to mean living according to one’s identity or in truth to oneself. Here, being 

true to oneself means exercising one’s intellectual capacity to rationalize. Therefore, 

critical thinking is the free and unencumbered rationalization of the world around us. This 
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of course is the rationalist perspective. Put another way, critical thinking is the ability to 

fabricate reason based on personal perception and taste. 

 Recall, from the introduction to this thesis, the account of the Ohio State 

University Medical School using art to teach critical thinking and empathy skills to 

medical students. Critical thinking, in this case, referred to students’ ability to rationalize 

meaning and emotion based on the appearance and content of the artwork. The concern 

here is not that the students were receiving a subpar education in art history; that is 

beyond question. The concern is that critical thinking was reduced to the creative 

assemblage of rationalized emotional information. This is a subpar education in critical 

thinking as well. This is in line with modernist goals in which understanding itself is 

achieved through rationalization. 

 Postmodernism offers little help. Understanding, to the postmodern mind, is 

achieved through authentic experience. The inherent power struggle between oppressors 

and the oppressed limits critical thinking to the identification of ways individuals seek 

power or empathy. Additionally, as a result of Hegel’s redefinition of history as an 

evolution of human freedom (and Marx’s subsequent redefinition based on class warfare), 

reason itself is reduced to the ability to persuade others through structuralized historical 

analysis. 

 Value judgements are a central component of critical thinking for without them 

one cannot objectively discern one idea from another, much less declare one idea better 
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than another. If the goal of art education is to determine whether or not the vision of 

reality offered by one particular artist (or theorist, or author) is in fact better than one’s 

own, as is the central foundation of this research, a system for determining value must be 

determined. 

 The following chapters outline an attempt to meet this challenge by focusing on 

the philosophical efforts of those who see reality as a constant and objective universal 

entity. Though an individual, culture, or civilization may seek to understand reality in 

different ways, what they aim to understand is in fact the reality, not merely the 

establishment of multiple realities in competition with one another. 

 By acknowledging reality as universal and objective, and therefore purposeful, 

one can begin to form value judgements of ideas that might conflict with that claim. For 

example, as observed previously, Kantian utilitarianism is based on Aristotelian 

utilitarianism in all but one central concept—Aristotle believed that the universe was 

purposeful. Therefore value was determined by an act or objects ability to connect 

purpose with meaning in reality. For Kant, and later Dewey, purpose was determined 

utility defined by the will. For Kant that utility was duty while Dewey sought solutions to 

practical problems. Both define purpose according to will and both risk reducing value to 

opinion. Opinion will not suffice in the development of critical thinking because the 

subjective nature of opinion actually trivializes critical thinking by reducing belief based 
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on scholarship to belief based on feeling. Offered instead is scholarship built on 

judgements of value levied against a universal and meaningful understanding of reality. 

!
Coomaraswamy 

 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy was an Indian born historian, curator, geologist, 

botanist, theologian and writer. The number of languages he knew were measured in the 

tens while the number of publications he completed measure in the thousands. Though 

it’s been suggested that he never developed anything original, Coomaraswamy’s strengths 

were in the neat summaries of ancient positions and the ability to connect positions across 

theological and cultural boundaries (Coomaraswamy, 2004). Thus, he was able to make 

comparisons and enunciate theoretical and theological philosophies outside the 

boundaries of a strict sectarianism. He was extremely well versed in classical greek 

philosophy, ancient eastern orthodoxy, and medieval christian theology and was able to 

highlight their inherent similarities in their search for Truth and purpose in reality. This 

was not necessarily a new concept, as highlighted by Coomaraswamy himself, since St. 

Augustine had accomplished much of this same work while comparing ancient classicist 

works of Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero with contemporary christian theology in the 13th 

century. Dante, for his part, accomplished much the same thing with The Divine Comedy 

in the 12th. What sets Coomaraswamy apart, besides the influence of Hinduism and a 
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variety of other oriental theologies, is that his work coincided with the rise of modernist 

aesthetic and he found himself on the losing side of a cultural war. 

 Previously, in regard to beaux-arts, a pair of implications to the fine arts 

movement were referenced. The first, who decides what is fine art and what is not? and 

the second, relating to the ability of man to improve, through rationalization, his 

experience with nature. Much of this thesis has regarded these implications, specifically 

the problem with rationalization, but little has been done to resolve them. Offered next is 

the traditional orthodox alternative to rationalization, power, and empathy. 

 Modernist aesthetic is predicated on the idea that it takes a genius, an artist, a 

member of a certain elite, to make fine art. Art is a hobby, a craft, or a simple labor. Fine 

art, however, has the capacity to move people (McMahon, 1945). Differentiating between 

the two also takes a genius, a person capable of distinguishing between imitation of 

nature and an emotionally dramatic visual and visceral improvement. Aestheticists vary 

in their determination of genius and whether it is an inherent quality or one learned 

through study and experience. What unites all modern aesthetic theory, however, is the 

identification of fine art itself over lesser crafts. 

 This view did not emerge from a vacuum. Plato also insisted that there lies a 

difference between fine art and art. The difference, however, lies not in the emotional and 

visceral experience of the viewer but in the art work’s ability to seek Truth. Truth, to 

Plato, was that highest echelon of spiritual order that represents reality as it ought to be, 
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rather than reality as it merely is. Only works that present order, morality, and objective 

goodness could be called fine art. 

 Coomaraswamy, like Aristotle and Augustine before him, believed in the idea that 

art was not so much an object in itself, but a method for achieving or constructing an 

object. All workers who approach their craft with a mind to create perfection is an artist 

and no work created by art can stand above another. This is a direct alternative to 

believing that fine art is somehow better than art by virtue of status or rationale. 

 Coomaraswamy wrote, “the only test of excellence in a work of art is the measure 

of the artist’s actual success in making what was intended” (1956, p. 28). Always one to 

confront criticism head on, Coomaraswamy duly notes that this theory prevents one from 

discerning a perfect barn from a perfect cathedral since its beauty lies in its ability to 

accomplish what was intended by its creation. He notes, though, that it is not the duty of 

the artist or the object created by art to determine status (one would likely determine a 

cathedral to be better than a barn) rather it is the duty of man to accomplish all tasks to 

the very best of his ability and in service to the natural powers that granted him the skill 

to accomplish his work in the first place. 

 He goes on to discuss that one of the implications of this theory is that beauty in 

art is objective, “residing in the artifact and not in the spectator, who may or may not be 

qualified to recognize it” (Coomaraswamy, 1956, p. 28). An artist is one who can realize 

beauty through art. Taste, he affirms, is subject to the affinities of the spectator but 
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Beauty, belonging to the realm of Truth, is objective. “Beauty,” he wrote, “is the 

attractive power of perfection” (Coomaraswamy, 1956, p. 28), which is in turn subject to 

the power of Truth. This is in direct contrast with Kant’s belief that beauty is altogether 

separate from the object and in fact resides in the suppression of a person’s desire for it. 

 So, if the duty of the artist is to accomplish his task “artfully,” what determines 

what is made by art and what is not? The traditional answer lies in the purpose of an 

object’s creation. Objects made by art are elevated intellectually by their depiction of 

reality. Art objects are expected to convey reality as though visually representing 

philosophy itself. Art objects are made in service to culture, to theology, to philosophy, to 

a people’s understanding of their existence. In doing so, an object is judged as art by its 

ability to accomplish this task. 

 It was noted earlier that Deweyan pragmatism was founded on a misinterpretation 

of Aristotlean ethics and aesthetics. More specifically, both Aristotle and Dewey believed 

that art was created in service to a specific task. Aristotle, however, believed that the 

causes artists were in service to were specific and inherent to the art making process. 

Specifically, the first cause was idea, or the actual concept and content of the art work. 

The second cause was form, or the actual shape and structure of the object. The final 

cause was Truth, denoting the art work’s ability to reconcile reality with the Ideal. 

Pragmatism denies the Final Cause as the ultimate purpose of the art object substituting 

instead whatever cause the artist chooses to serve. It is this denial of the Final Cause that 
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reduces Deweyan pragmatism to a relativistic pursuit of individual will and 

rationalization. Reality is assumed purposeless and existential, therefore spreading 

globalization, multiculturalism, and tolerance become principle tasks for art to complete. 

Or helping medical students to empathize. Or helping cancer patients and schizophrenics 

to rehabilitate and cope with reality. Or helping disenfranchised individuals to seek 

recognition through provocation. Or any number of other means that art can serve aside 

from the pursuit of a meaningful understanding of reality. 

 Coomaraswamy ultimately channels Aristotle in defining art objects as 

responsible for achieving the final cause. Both Aristotle and Coomaraswamy assume a 

meaningful and objective reality and, as such, rely on the arts to carry that message. The 

following section will help clarify exactly what that message is and how it varies between 

civilizations and specific eras of history. 

!
Defining Culture 

 Much has been said thus far on the topic of culture but little has been offered by 

way of historical clarification. 

  Consider the following definition of culture offered previously in discussion of 

cultural identity. Culture is “a community… specifically identified by certain given traits 

which produce in its members an awareness of uniqueness” (Escobar, 2002, p. 146). And 

another—“[a]t [the] subconscious level [culture] determines the behavior and attitudes 
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that are defined as good or bad, acceptable or unacceptable, worthy or unworthy. These 

values are manifest in, and reinforced by the rituals, folkways, and other [shared 

customs]” (Garcia, 1998. p. 22). These definitions represent the modern sociological 

application of the term culture, that of the distinct social customs and traits that identify, 

even classify, a given civilization. 

 What these definitions have in common is that they present a concept of culture 

distinct from the actual peoples that identify with them. These definitions argue that 

culture is an entity in itself—something that individual people adhere to or develop from. 

Culture is, therefore, responsible for the development of individuals. 

 Postmodernism has advanced the view that people are products of their cultural 

background. They are, therefore, limited by the degree of recognition that background 

affords them as they seek power meaning that those who seek individual recognition are 

stymied by the recognition their culture receives from other cultures. 

 Likewise, since the above definitions of culture are both sociological and 

anthropological, they are also relativistic since, if a person is the product of a cultural 

background, that person’s behavior and custom cannot be challenged. Globalization’s 

efforts to elevate awareness of non-Western societies universally prevents us from 

making judgements of value regarding the ideas, behavior, or customs of the people we 

encounter. 



!62

 Contrast this with Jacob Burckhardt’s definition of culture, written at the height 

of, and in response to, Kantian influence: “Culture is…that millionfold process by which 

the spontaneous, unthinking activity of a race is transformed into considered action, or 

indeed, at its last and highest stage, in science and especially philosophy, into pure 

thought” (1979, p. 93). Which is to say that culture is a product of the people, rather than 

the postmodern alternative that people are the product of culture. 

 Burckhardt was an author, educator, and department chair at the University of 

Basel, Switzerland. Basel, one might have noticed, provides the setting for a number of 

the authors and thinkers referenced in this thesis. Heinrich Wolfflin, noted above for 

developing a taxonomical record of artistic style, was a student of Burckhardt and 

succeeded him upon his retirement. Additionally, Friedrich Nietzsche took a position in 

the philosophy department in the waning years of Burckhardt’s tenure. The two became 

unlikely allies against modernism and often sought each other’s company for late night 

discussions over wine (Burckhardt, 2001). Burckhardt, even as his health and wits failed 

him, continued to receive manuscripts from Nietzsche who sought notes from his old 

friend. 

 Burckhardt, a cultural art historian, regards the art world according to the inherent 

struggle that occurs between the opposing forces of culture, religion, and the state. 

Different societies have, throughout history, developed in part based on which of these 

three poles carries the most influence over the others. Recalling the quoted definition of 
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culture above, Burckhardt believed that culture represented the “considered action” of the 

people and was the hierarchical highest of these three poles. Further, he believed that the 

greatest societies were those in which religion and the state were under the influence of 

the cultural needs of the people (Burckhardt, 1979, p. 93). 

 Once it is established culture is of the people, rather than the other way around, it 

must now be established how one culture’s ideas and understanding of reality can 

compare with another and how to determine the validity of those ideas throughout 

history, as such is the basis for critical thinking. By simply applying Burckhardt’s 

theories—that any society born from culture is inherently good, while societies born from 

the state or religion are bad, scholarship falls prey to the same relativism heretofore 

prevented. This is where discussion turns to universality in determining moral goodness. 

 “[T]he traditional understanding of culture presumes the freedom and 

responsibility to make qualitative choices” (Pontynen & Miller, 2011, p. 42). Qualitative, 

in this context, refers to Being (Truth) as opposed to Becoming (Will) representing the 

connection between Culture and the pursuit of Truth in a meaningful reality. Pontynen 

argues, in other words, that culture occurs when people are free to act morally, or 

virtuously, without interference from those that would seek to influence immorally. Adds 

Stankov, Culture is “the development of the human spirit through the formation of certain 

mental abilities, intellectual properties and moral virtues” (1993, ch. 9, par. 1). 
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 Put another way, or perhaps more appropriately the original way, culture is the 

cultivation of a soul that rejects vice in favor of virtue. Notes Cicero (2007), “philosophy 

is the culture of the soul. It draws out vices by the root, prepares the mind to receive seed, 

and commits to it, and, so to speak, sows in it what, when grown, may bear the most 

abundant fruit” (book 2, sec. 5, par. 2). Further iterations of the concept of culture would 

expand upon Cicero’s use of philosophy to include science, ethics and fine arts. Societies’ 

attempts to eliminate vice through the development of virtuous art forms, fabrics, 

traditions, and customs (in the cultivation of soul) is reduced by modernist-postmodernist 

thinkers to the meaningless character traits of “primitive” peoples. These traits are then 

exploited by modern art classrooms that wrap a cultural aesthetic around a modern and 

western art subject, thus reducing the culture, the soul of a society, to mere visual 

inspiration. 

 Culture—denoted here with a capitol C for its adherence to universal Truth—is 

not just the physical and empirical traits of a society, or specifically those traits that 

differentiate them from one another, but a society’s customs, ethics, arts, and theories that 

represent an ascent above barbarism. In order for students of the arts to learn about the 

peoples that made the art, as is the charge by Coomaraswamy, students must learn what is 

considered virtuous by those artists and how that virtue is displayed in their work. 

Further, though, students must be able to critically examine that society’s ideas of virtue 

and declare them good or bad. Doing so requires a universal standard of goodness and 
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badness for, without it, deciding which culture supports virtue and which supports vice is 

merely a matter of taste and therefore, again, contrary to the overall theme and aim of this 

paper. 

 Following Cicero’s example students are led to the conclusion that Culture is the 

cultivation of Soul. Soul is cultivated not through mere aesthetic, opinion, power, or 

empathy but through an adherence to a meaningful and purposeful vision of reality that 

awards virtue. 

 Thus it is established that for culture, that is—Culture, to exist, reality cannot 

simply conform to power, rationale, or emotion. Reality must exist a priori (inherently or 

in-itself) with objective meaning and purpose. Critical thinking, now, is not just the 

ability to discern one culture from another but to discern the merit of that culture’s ideas, 

in accordance with its values, in order to determine whether the theories it presents are 

truer than one’s own. 

!
Value Judgement 

 Established is the concept that any education in the arts that purports to increase 

critical thinking and creativity skills must consider not the rationalistic mind of the 

spectator but the content and inherent qualities of the work itself. This, as 

Coomaraswamy noted, requires educators to teach the theories behind the works so as to 

allow students to analyze the theory and decide for themselves whether it is valid in 
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comparison to their own. Analysis of theory requires more than mere opinion or taste, as 

established earlier in critiquing modernism. How, then, are students to compare the merits 

of a philosophy, theology, or theory itself without the prejudice of rationalization or taste? 

 Necessary at this stage is a reclassification of the scope of this research. It is not 

the intention of the author to proclaim modernist-postmodernist art bad, per se. Though 

that may very well be the case, indeed the author is inclined to believe so, the scope of 

this thesis is the direct impact of a modernist-postmodernist focus on the education of art. 

Since modernism-postmodernism lacks the necessary components, as described 

previously, of a well-rounded education rich in critical thinking, another focus is 

necessary. 

 Proposed is an education built on the foundations developed by Jacob Burckhardt 

and Ananda K. Coomaraswamy that establish art as an advancement of culture. Culture, 

they note, is not merely what is created by art. Rather, art is the result of an adherence to 

that which will elevate society above barbarism. When art is defined as such, and 

achieved, Culture results. 

 The litmus test, then, for the determination of value for any particular piece of 

artwork, civilization, or idea is such: Does it elevate society? 

 The elevation of society requires a reliance on a universal moral standard. This 

alone may be the single most difficult factor in making the change from a rationalization 

based education to one built on Culture and Truth. Indeed students and educators (and 
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artists, politicians, community leaders, business elite, etc.) have grown accustomed to the 

enlightenment movement’s moral freedom. Rationalization of moral structures allows for 

the justification of many terrible ideas (ideas like relativism, narcissism, and hedonism 

come to mind). If, however, focus can be brought back to that of Culture, many of these 

self serving and inherently vulgar and violent ideas would be quelled before their effects 

are allowed to devalue society. 

 Consider once again Aristotle’s Causes. These causes serve to describe the 

various  effects of an object’s creation. Its material cause, that of the media used (clay, 

wood), leads to the formal cause, that of the shape it takes. The efficient cause describes 

the artist or craftsperson who developed and formed the materials, and the final cause, 

that of purpose, describes the object’s final use. The use or purpose of art, according to 

Coomaraswamy, is to explain reality. If art explains reality, and reality is meaningless, 

then art is also meaningless. If, however, reality is meaningful or purposeful, then art has 

the responsibility of visualizing and highlighting reality’s meaningful purpose. 

 By helping students to understand this hugely important role art plays in the 

history of humanity, students can better understand their role as artists, even student 

artists, as meaningful and inherently purposeful. 

 Most importantly, it sets a standard of value that students can compare throughout 

history. An object is not considered good unless it is made by art to achieve the purpose 
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of elevating society in service to a meaningful reality. Meaning is not relative, neither is 

purpose, art, or good. Instead, these are carefully defined terms in service to Truth. 

 Only by understanding the role art plays, its overarching purpose, can students 

form intelligent judgements of value. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Building a Better Curriculum 

!
 The practical classroom application of sound historical theory has been, since its 

inception, the overarching purpose of this thesis. The author makes no claim to be a 

theoretician, a philosopher, or a great thinker it must be admitted. Rather, this author is 

merely an educator not content with blithely assigning meaningless technical assignments 

or pretending that teaching students how to make tribally modified self-portraits or 

Egyptian coptic jars will somehow expand their worldview. The following offers a 

collection of lessons used in secondary art education courses that were specifically 

designed to highlight the theories behind historical artwork for the purposes of teaching 

that theory while maintaining an adherence with national, state, and local educational 

standards and benchmarks. These lessons are offered freely as examples of how an 

education rich in context and nuance is possible at the secondary level. 

 Before being criticized for falsely attributing to students a level of comprehension 

they simply are not mentally capable of delivering, it should be noted that what has 

preceded and that which is to follow assumes a certain degree of maturity, intelligence, 

and mental faculty. For this reason, higher level theoretical lessons are reserved for 

eleventh and twelfth grade secondary art students who have worked through previous 

foundational and intermediate courses to develop a technical knowledge base suitable to 

their grade level. Actual technical ability, however, is not necessary and many students in 
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the International Baccalaureate program, for example, come from other high-level 

academic disciplines. Indeed many of my highest level students have not stepped foot in 

an art room since elementary school. 

 Foundational courses, as part of a curriculum developed within input from 

colleagues and administrators, focuses on technical skill mastery and offers very little in 

conceptual thinking. Here, students are expected to develop the skills necessary to 

succeed at higher level courses. Intermediate courses are specific to a particular artistic 

discipline, ceramics for example or drawing. These classes provide instruction in 

advanced skills and techniques and offer a bit more conceptual freedom. Above these 

levels sit advanced level courses, those designed around the assumption of very small 

class sizes for more advanced technical instruction. Students in advanced studio level 

courses have conceptual freedom within a technical structure suitable to an advanced 

technique course. Finally, at the highest level, Advanced Placement and International 

Baccalaureate, students focus on both portfolio development and higher-level conceptual 

thinking. These are the courses for which these curriculum materials are designed. 

 It is important as an educator to develop technical lessons around sound 

conceptual inspirations. While there is certainly a market for foundational lessons that 

teach historical theory without belittling it (as globalization, for example, does), but that 

is not the intended focus of this research. 
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 The order in which the following lessons are outlined is not meant to be concrete. 

Rather, each lesson represents a different historical concept and the order can be tailored 

to meet the needs of students. It has been observed that some students prefer to bounce 

according to concept rather than any concrete historical timeline. Further, since the 

lessons focus greater on concepts altogether separate from their own studio works 

themselves, keeping students interested and engaged should trump the need to remain in 

historical order. 

!
Aristotelian Classicism 

 Beginning the year on a solid foundation is essential, as is opening the course 

with a lesson designed to introduce and exemplify the style and function of the course 

going forward. For this reason, as was done here, focus is on the work of Ananda K. 

Coomaraswamy in developing an introductory lesson. Students begin by reading a one 

page excerpt from his Christian and Oriental Philosophy of Art [Appendix A] which 

focuses on his overarching theories regarding the teaching of art. Specifically, 

Coomaraswamy (1956) asserts that if the viewing of art is to offer any degree of 

education, “we must examine [an artist’s] theory of art, first of all in order to understand 

the things that they made by art, and secondly in order to ask whether their view of art, if 

it is found to differ from ours, may not have been a truer one” (p. 9). 



!72

 As a group, through open discussion facilitated by the instructor, students develop 

an understanding of Coomaraswamy’s theory of art, history, patronage, and exhibition. 

Since Coomaraswamy believed that only art that is educational, thereby serving to 

educate the public of the vision of reality it projects, is considered worthy of exhibition, 

students should not expect to simply create what he calls “curiosities” while enrolled in 

this course. Students should always expect to create work that projects philosophies, 

ideas, and visions of reality. Anything less is mere curiosity. 

 Students then write a journal entry based on the reading that requires them to 

think critically about what they have read and how it applies to them. For this particular 

lesson, students observe the preconceived notions and prejudices they have about art 

based on their background in (or outside of) the arts. Students often view art as a form of 

self-expression, emotional catharsis and therapy, or simple decoration. It is not the role of 

the instructor to convince them that they are wrong, necessarily, just that their views are 

historically very new. Contemporary and modern art certainly are those things. The 

purpose of this lesson is to instill in them the historical perspective that this was not 

always so. 

 Students use class time thereafter to develop a website through a free website 

construction and hosting service that will serve as their public exhibition space. Here, 

they post their journal entries as blog posts as well as photos of their finished studio 

works and pages from the sketchbooks highlighting the process of the studio works 
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creation. This is an essential part of the course as it forces students to develop their 

portfolios while at the same time presenting their work to the public. 

 This lesson, and all that follow, was developed with Wisconsin State Visual Arts 

Education Standards [Appendix H] in mind. The standards emphasize the importance of 

personal investigation, introspection, and development of studio technique. Specifically, 

this lesson was designed to address standard I.12.5: “Understand and recognize that art 

reflects the history and culture in which it was created” (Fortier, Grady, & Royal, 2000). 

This standard provides a starting point for the entire course and acts as a spring board for 

everything that is to follow. 

 Further, this lesson was designed to meet criteria in the instruction of visual arts in 

the International Baccalaureate (IB) program. In fact, it is for this program and its 

adherence to cultural and historical investigation and research that this entire curriculum 

has been developed (IBO, 2014, p. 6). Students actually complete many of the 

requirements for their IB portfolio during the course of this curriculum (as well as the 

time allotted for personal work and investigation upon completion of the included 

lessons). 

 Overall, this brief lesson, provides ample introduction to the sorts of concepts 

students will explore moving forward. Further, it sets up the infrastructure of the course, 

that of the website, the journal entries, and the studio work (in this case simply the 

website) that will make up their final grade for this lesson. They are not, at this time, 
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presented with alternative viewpoints to compare and discuss but such material will form 

the basis of their study going forward. Students will have ample opportunity to debate the 

validity of this material. However, by this time students are ready to begin actual studio 

work so the following lesson offers both a fascinating conceptual base and an engaging 

studio activity to correspond with and enhance the overarching theoretical foundation. 

!
Platonist Classicism 

 Classicism, scholasticism, medieval Christian theology, and the Italian 

Renaissance are occasionally overlooked in secondary art programs. This is likely due to 

a number of potential reasons—the sheer level of skill required to replicate classic 

techniques, the focus on religious themes in secular public settings, and the deep 

contextual meanings that are often difficult to inculcate in such a short time.  

 Realism, according to Plato, is an attempt to become one with that which is truly 

real, the cosmic realm that humanity ought to live up to, not necessarily the reality that 

humanity actually lives (Pontynen, 2006). To Plato, Love, as represented by Venus, is the 

desire to possess Beauty. Beauty is the splendor of Wisdom. Wisdom is the knowledge, 

insight, and enlightenment gained through a search for Truth. Truth is the highest echelon 

of the cosmic realm, the search for which demonstrates a general meaning to life and the 

universe. In this way, Love bears a close relationship with Truth, demonstrating that Love 

is a physical manifestation of meaning and purpose to the Universe. Venus de Milo (c.
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Figure 5. Attributed to Alexandros of Antioch, Venus de Milo (c. 100bc).
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100bc) [Figure 5], represents this path, that Love is associated with Truth and therefore 

transcendent. 

 Giorgione, Titian, and Manet each developed versions of Venus over the 

subsequent centuries. Together, they represent a slow movement away from Plato's 

 thinking. Giorgione, in Sleeping Venus (1510), provides a sexualized version of 

Venus. This is echoed in Titian's treatment, Venus of Urbino (1538). Both of these pieces 

attempt to reconcile the Devine nature of Love (as manifested by Venus herself) with the 

changing attitudes of the Renaissance. Manet, however, in Olympia (1863) [Figure 6], 

disassembles the traditional association of Venus with Love, replacing it with sexual 

desire and experience. Symbols in the piece ranging from the lily in her hair, the cat on 

the bed, and the pearl earrings she wears point to her profession as a prostitute. Equating 

Love with prostitution is a bold maneuver, indeed. 

Figure 6. Edouard Manet, Olympia (1863).
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 Interestingly, Manet, like Plato, was also considered a realist. As history unfolded 

and viewpoints changed like those described throughout this paper, the meaning of 

realism shifted from transcendence to authenticity, or raw human experience. 

 What we are left with then is two pieces of artwork that depict the same subject, 

but offer radically different views on the meaning of that subject. Students are now asked 

to consider the messages of the pieces in regard to their own lives. Students are not yet 

asked to decide which painting they like more, rather, which message of love is most 

relatable to their experience and belief on the subject. This requires students to spend 

time thinking about love itself. Is love transcendent and evidence of the divine? Or is love 

an emotional and physical experience? 

 Many might conclude that high schoolers eager to please their teacher would all 

choose Venus over Olympia but experience proves this is not so. Journal entries related to 

this lesson ask students to outline their specific views on love based on what they know 

and many develop an idea that falls somewhere between Venus and Olympia by 

combining their favorite elements of both. High school juniors and seniors have an acute 

idea of how the world works and this project is not designed to challenge that so much as 

to present them with an analysis of classical art that has nothing to do with formal 

technique, the talent of the artist, or a historical mysticism that surrounds ancient works. 

 This lesson also solidifies the focus of the course on the theories behind the works 

of art rather than on the works themselves. By this point, any students who may have 
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been on the fence about whether to continue this course will have decided and made their 

way to their counselor as necessary. Wisconsin state visual arts standards consulted in the 

design of this lesson include G.12.4: “Create works of art that have complex meanings,” 

J.12.5: “Understand their own ideas about the purposes and meanings of art,” and J.12.8: 

“Know concepts of beauty in different cultures” (Fortier, Grady, & Royal, 2000). 

 This lesson, and all hereafter, includes a studio component. In this particular 

lesson that studio component requires students to study the four cardinal virtues and 

develop a sculptural allegory of one of them based on their own experience and the 

research they conduct. A student’s understanding of love will be inherently similar to 

their understanding of prudence, for example, so students use this opportunity to develop 

a visual language for their thoughts and ideas. The cardinal virtues are chosen because 

they are theologically neutral and inherent to all meaningful belief systems. This allows 

students to understand “meaningful reality” without venturing too deeply into theological 

waters. 

!
Cultural Art History 

 This lesson is designed to impose on students the views of Cicero and Jacob 

Burckhardt discussed earlier. In brief, culture is not merely those traits that separate a 

society or civilization from their neighbors but the actual artifacts and customs of those 

people that separate them from barbarism. In other words, culture is the fruit bore from 
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the force that drives humanity to be better. When culture seeks purpose and completion in 

a meaningful universe, the result is Culture. Further, this lesson was designed to address 

(and to some extent challenge) Wisconsin state visual art standard B.12.5: “Understand 

how their choices in art are shaped by their own culture and society” (Fortier, Grady, & 

Royal, 2000). Certainly an artist’s choices are shaped by their experiences, but more 

interestingly, students are encouraged to discuss exactly how much, and the specific 

relationship between cultural and individual achievement. 

 By analyzing the idea of “culture defines people” vs. “people define culture” 

students are encouraged to develop an understanding of culture as an individualist 

endeavor. They are to learn that as humans, armed with intellect, reason, and a penchant 

for objective reality, culture is built as a testament to greatness. 

 An excerpt from Jacob Burckhardt’s Reflections on History [Appendix B] is 

assigned as a reading which leads to class and online discussions, a journal entry, and 

further discussion. Students do not complete a studio project for this lesson per se, since 

cultural art history is more of a theoretical framework for the viewing of history than a 

specific artistic movement. However, given that students are not likely to have 

encountered Burckhardt’s thoughts on culture before, there is plenty of room for 

introspection in regard to his views. 

 Each student is responsible for developing a presentation to the class outlining 

their own cultural history. Presentations can take the form of slides, posters, drawings, 
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sculpture, etc. During the course of this presentation students must consider what aspects 

of their own cultural history have been determined for them by their cultural affiliation 

and which aspects are purely their own. It is not important for students to think like 

Burckhardt or believe everything he has to say on the topic. Rather, the focus of this 

lesson is for students to begin to think about their place in their respective cultures, how 

that culture has influenced them, and more importantly, how their actions going forward 

will influence culture. 

 Questions, debates, rebuttals, and other forms of feedback from the audience are 

encouraged during these presentations in order for students’ views to be adequately 

challenged. Class discussion with historical examples will follow the presentations as 

students reflect on what they have seen and heard about culture. Hopefully, with open and 

honest dialogue, students gain an appreciation for their place in the universe and an 

understanding of their ability to shape and influence that place throughout their lives. 

!
Stylistic Formalism 

 This lesson follows the example set by Heinrich Wolfflin in his Principles of Art 

History (1950). Students begin by reading an excerpt from the Principles [Appendix C] 

which includes a brief summary of each of the five specific criteria he uses to analyze the 

style and technique of a work of art. 
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 Wolfflin is presented to students like a Darwinian explorer, carefully cataloging 

and classifying data taxonomically. He breaks down minute stylistic details in order to 

organize them by line weight, color density, lighting, and use of plane, among others. His 

approach is topical for modern students because the internet, with its vast expanses of 

data and material, has reemployed taxonomic concepts in order to catalog and analyze 

material like music and art. This taxonomical process forms the second part of this 

lesson. 

 Students are instructed to create an account with the online platform Artsy.net 

(Cleveland, n.d.). Artsy treats images like DNA, carefully organizing and analyzing based 

on stylistic genomes. Works are grouped and cataloged according to hundreds of ultra-

specific details. The purpose of this website is to connect art buyers with art works by 

allowing them to browse based on specific stylistic interests. Essentially, if a person 

enjoys a specific work or specific artist the service will suggest other works based on 

complimentary stylistic criteria. 

 Since the service is designed to sell works, it leans heavily on contemporary and 

modern art. What few offerings it has from the classical, medieval, and renaissance 

worlds are available merely for posterity. A person who enjoys the work of Bernini, for 

example, or Ghiberti, will be connected with contemporary sculptors who employ similar 

stylistic techniques. 
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 Users can “star” favorite works or artists. This creates a custom “playlist” of 

artwork relating to that originally starred piece. Students, after setting up an account, are 

encouraged to browse the site “starring” their favorites. They are encouraged to simply 

choose without regard for the actual content or message of the work (which is not well 

cataloged by Artsy or, for that matter, Wolfflin anyway). As they browse and star their 

favorite items they are required to maintain a journal of which works they land on and 

note what exactly the pieces have in common. The overarching goal of this activity is to 

find out what specific criteria the service is using in guiding students from one work to 

the next. 

 Sometimes it is color. As students star one piece, others will show up with similar 

color schemes. Others relate to specific imagery: flowers, trees, or ballerinas for example. 

In the end, students should have in their sketchbooks a visual map that explains how the 

service went from one work to another, to another, to another. Students then answer, 

“what connects these pieces?” 

 Other journal prompts ask students to document what their stylistic interests are as 

determined by this activity. Finally, and most importantly, students are asked, “What is 

the purpose of art history for Wolfflin or Artsy?” 

 How Artsy.net and Heinrich Wolfflin view art history is the central concern of this 

lesson. Clearly, Wolfflin is not interested in the actual content or message of the work. He 

is not interested in validating or analyzing philosophical, theological, or intellectual 



!83

theory which is, as suggested Coomaraswamy, the traditional purpose of studying art 

history. 

 The answer lies in how Wolfflin and Artsy use the taxonomical data they develop. 

Wolfflin uses his criteria to determine the stylistic differences between cultures, regions, 

and time periods in order to establish an evolution of stylistic techniques and concepts. 

His ultimate goal is to be able to view a piece of artwork and identify, by the work alone, 

where and when it was made. 

 Artsy, as previously stated, seeks to connect buyers with artists and dealers. Its 

service sees art history as the potential for capital. Someone interested in ancient art is not 

likely to find any for sale on Artsy, but other modern or contemporary pieces that share 

stylistic criteria might exist that would suffice for that buyer. 

 Both fail to provide an education in the theory and message behind the art. Both 

fail to educate about works of art beyond mere decoration. Further, both present the 

modernist view of art as that created by artists, or geniuses. Art on Artsy is not connected 

with Coomaraswamy’s (and Aristotle’s and Augustine’s) view that art is a criteria of 

process, rather than product. This serves to introduce students to the concepts of 

modernist rationalism and the elevation of fine art above mere art. 

 Finally, and most importantly to this lesson, Wolfflin and Artsy serve as exemplars 

of modernist relativism. Works of art throughout history are not analyzed by Wolfflin or 

Artsy as good or bad, true or false, or right or wrong, but merely as historical (and 
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contemporary) objects that exhibit certain traits. Their analysis represents a “flattening” 

or “leveling” of the artistic playing field. Taxonomical analysis represents societal and 

cultural indifference. 

 The studio component of this lesson is always well received by students. A still-

life is set up in the middle of the room. Students take part on the construction of the still-

life by bringing in random objects from home and, combining them with random 

materials in the room, develop a large assorted pile. The students then use their 

experience on Artsy or otherwise to choose an artist, historical movement, or specific 

style to emulate. No style is off limits but students must refrain from considering any 

theoretical content associated with the style. Common choices include cubism, abstract 

expressionism, Dali-esque surrealism, or Van Gough-esque expressionism. Students then 

analyze work associated with the style, develop a list of specific stylistic criteria, and then 

render the still life in paint, pastel, or pencil/charcoal according to their chosen style. 

 The pieces themselves are all connected by the still life imagery but are vastly 

different from each other, often unrecognizably so, because of the specific style each 

piece is rendered. The result is a collage of stylistic imagery unconnected from its 

content. 

 The lesson itself is remarkably biased and purposefully so. Students are 

encouraged to understand as a result of this lesson that merely focusing on the style and 

technique of a work of art renders it meaningless decoration. Even Wolfflin himself was 
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unable to make his system work into the modernist age. The evolutionary aspect of his 

theory could not account for artists choosing to revisit styles from the past.  

 Wisconsin state standards addressed by this lesson include H.12.3: “Use careful 

observation to draw, paint, and sculpt from life” and H.12.6: “Be critical viewers and 

producers of mass-media images” (Fortier, Grady, & Royal, 2000). Special focus is 

placed on the second standard, that of being critical viewers and producers of art, because 

students should always be encouraged to think very carefully about where their ides come 

from and how those ideas can be translated visually. This lesson proves that throughout 

history, views about the translation of ideas in art work change according to fashion and 

often new theories distort meaning in service to, for example, categorization. The best an 

artist can do in the face of chaining artistic trends is focus on the message of their work 

through clear imagery and a lucid translation of ideas. 

!!
Aestheticism 

 This lesson focuses first on the beaux-arts, wherein students develop an 

understanding of the foundations of the aesthetic movement. Namely, students learn 

about the fundamental shift that occurred as the concept of art changed from that of a 

process (a craftsman makes something by art), to a product (an artist makes art). This 

shift elevated the status of art, and that of the artist, in such a way that beaux-art, or fine 
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art, would signify that which was culturally significant in comparison to art which 

constituted a mere craft. 

 This, of course, leads to the largest question in all of modern art: who decides 

what is culturally significant? This is already explained above, but in the context of the 

secondary art classroom this question leads students to understand the power held by 

those institutions or individuals tasked with determining cultural significance. It also 

leads them to the broader question about how cultural significance is determined in a 

society that values rationalization and relativism over judgements of objective value. 

 Beginning with an excerpt from Donald Preziosi’s introduction to the aesthetic 

chapter of his anthology, The Art of Art History [Appendix D], then through lecture, 

discussion, classroom participation, and debate, students learn about how Alexander 

Baumgarten and Immanuel Kant successfully inculcated generations of artists and 

thinkers with their concept of perception and reality. Students learn about the Categorical 

Imperative and the suppression of desire in matters of Pure Reason. Further, they learn 

that the pursuit of freedom (freedom from the bounds of reality, more specifically) led to 

the downfall of Truth. 

 This week-long inquiry into the modernist movement leads to the overall question 

guiding this lesson: What is the role of the artist? Previously in history, the role of the 

artist was the elevation of society in the pursuit of objective meaning. Freed from this 
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requirement, what new roles did artists accept in the waning years of the 19th century and 

through the twentieth? 

 Students are provided, through lecture and small group discussion, a second 

excerpt, now by Clement Greenberg on the topic of kitsch [Appendix E], as well as a 

variety of images and descriptions of various pieces of modern art. These include 

Seurat’s Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte (1884-1886), 

Duchamp’s Fountain (1917), Hofmann’s Landscape (1941), Barnett Newman’s Vir 

Heroicus Sublimis (1950), David Smith’s Cubi IV (1963), and Donald Judd’s Untitled 

(1966-1968). Each piece answers the question what is the role of the artist? differently. 

 What students are led to understand about the work of these artists is that their 

focus was not on content but rather on material and form. Relevant Wisconsin state 

standards for the visual arts include C.12.8: “Use the natural characteristics of materials 

and their possibilities and limitations to create works of art” and D.12.5: “Know common 

language in art, such as abstraction, representation, impressionism, reproduction, 

serigraphy, sculpture, graphic design, construction, and aesthetics” (Fortier, Grady, & 

Royal, 2000). These two standards focus on material and language, both prominent 

aspects of modernist art that seeks form and material over content. 

 As a studio lesson, students are tasked with developing a form, in this case a 

simple geometric shape of their choice (cube, sphere, pyramid, or box), and are allowed 

to choose a medium that will form this shape. Examples of mediums include colored mat 
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board, cardboard, plywood, wire, and string. The goal is use the materials to develop the 

shape from the inside out, as though the shape were composed of an internal skeletal 

structure rather than just an outset defining skin. 

 In constructing these simple shapes, students are encouraged to develop a concept 

of form and structure in the manner of Greenberg who believed that the value of art was 

in its truth to media. They believed that artists who sought to say something with their 

work were being dishonest. After all, a painting is just paint on a surface. A sculpture just 

an arrangement of material. An artist a constructor. Reality a construct. 

!
Postmodernism 

 Among the most prominent art lessons in any secondary art classroom, and indeed 

again at the undergraduate level, is the self portrait. Besides offering students a live 

model available anytime and free of charge, the self portrait allows students the 

opportunity to depict themselves as they see themselves. It allows students to create their 

true self. 

 The concept of identity was covered earlier in discussing the postmodern crisis of 

culture and postcolonialism.Wilhelm Worringer, also mentioned earlier, provides some 

additional context to the postmodern understanding of self. Investigation into the topic of 

postmodernism begins with an excerpt from Worringer’s Abstraction & Empathy 
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[Appendix F], which leads to a journal entry, a quiz, a a variety of discussions and 

debates on the themes exposed him. 

 Abstraction and empathy, remarks Worringer, are the poles on which the artistic 

psyche revolves (1997, p 14). The first, abstraction, describes the inclination to equate the 

anxiety of the great unknown cosmos with the absence of recognizable symbols and 

figures. After all, if no one knows what God looks like then efforts to depict Him as 

human, and His realm as earth-like, are dishonest. Rather, it is more authentic to equate 

the unknown cosmos with unknown and undefined abstract forms. 

 Empathy, alternatively, describes exactly that inclination to depict religion and the 

cosmos according to how they are understood here on Earth. He contends that artists 

throughout history who have depicted Biblical scenes with life-like settings, fashions, 

and, visually, spatial congruence, do so through an emotional inclination to present 

religion based on the naturalistic environments in which they are most comfortable. In 

describing the empathetic artist or viewer’s appreciation of a concept, Worringer (1997) 

suggests that “it holds its beauty only through our own vital feeling, which, in some 

mysterious manner, we project into it” (p. 14). In other words, artists’ understanding of a 

concept, be it religion, cosmos, beauty, or virtually anything, is based on their own ability 

to emotionally project themselves into it. Worringer further argues that doing so has the 

effect of reducing those concepts to mere human constructs. It is more honest to depict 

the cosmos, and the anxiety caused by its vastness, in abstract terms than figurative ones. 
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 Nietzsche provides the connection between Worringer and the concept of the self-

portrait. Noted previously, his analysis of Apollonian societies versus Dionysian societies 

offers an analogue to Worringer’s abstraction and empathy. Each thinker offers a 

comparison between those who cling to tradition and those who seek self-fulfillment. 

 As outlined previously, the key to Nietzschian philosophy is the Will to Power, 

that emotional and psychological drive to seek recognition (or, acknowledgement of one’s 

humanity from another), and power. Key to gaining acknowledgement is an honest 

evaluation of the self. 

 The studio portion of this lesson, the self portrait, begins with an examination of 

similar works including those of Frieda Kahlo. Kahlo used her art to profess her true 

feelings and to depict her true self. Designed to provoke an emotional response from 

viewers, her images are intensely emotional, violent, vulgar, spiritual, and raw. They are 

unabashed self-portraits that extend beyond likeness of the subject to the very soul of the 

individual depicted. Students are not limited by any media and should specifically seek to  

analyze themselves, their values, interests, and artistic inclinations honestly and 

thoroughly. 

 This lesson is a counterpoint to the earlier lesson on culture. Having previously 

questioned their place among their respective cultural backgrounds it is now time to 

confront that influence and analyze its specific role in their lives. Since identity and 

authenticity are a focal point of this lesson, the Wisconsin state standards in visual arts 
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most notable include I.12.6: “Create art that expresses deep feelings,” L.12.1: Use their 

knowledge, intuition, and experiences to develop ideas for artwork,” and L.12.5: 

“Develop a personal style in art and design that reflects who they are” (Fortier, Grady, & 

Royal, 2000). The next lesson will expand on the cultural identity students have focused 

on in regard to postmodernism while expanding on it to include not just individual but 

societal and cultural difficulties. They will see how postmodernism seeks to expand from 

mere individuals expressing the desire to better themselves, to members of a community 

seeking to better each other. 

!
Postcolonialism 

 Postcolonialism, as discussed previously, seeks to elevate cultures and societies 

that remain burdened or oppressed by power figures that either purposely keep them 

down or simply ignore them altogether. The development of postcolonialism is 

remarkably simple. Colonialism sought to influence the behaviors, customs, and attitudes 

of minorities for centuries both home and abroad. As Nietzschian postmodern philosophy 

spread, complacency towards colonial power figures waned. Postcolonialism seeks to 

strike back at those power figures by exposing colonial injustice and appealing to the 

empathetic and political psychologies of the viewers and patrons of contemporary art. 

 Witnessed anecdotally, students accept the visual arts’ role as a provocateur and 

social activist as inherent. They often understand immediately that art has the power to 
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appeal to the masses and influence change. Indeed many students appreciate this above 

all other qualities and traits the visual arts might have. 

 Students engaged in this lesson are encouraged to develop an understanding of the 

postcolonial movement and environment by reading an excerpt from Andreas Huyssen’s 

Mapping the Postmodern [Appendix G], then through discussion, lecture, debate, a quiz, 

and an introspective journal entry. They learn first that, from a postmodern perspective, 

the better an artist can appeal to viewers emotionally, the better their art is received. 

 Further, they learn that postcolonialism in the arts relies on the artist’s virtually 

endless creative freedom of material and message. Students are introduced to the work of 

Ai Weiwei, referenced previously as a Chinese artist, writer, activist, and political gadfly 

who uses the appropriation and alteration of ancient pieces to convey his message of 

dissatisfaction with modern Chinese politics and culture. Materially unhindered, he uses 

everything from photographs, marble sculptures, found objects, bronze casts, constructed 

wood pieces, and even Olympic stadiums to convey his anger, confusion, and sadness 

towards political power structures. 

 Students learn specifically about Straight (2008-2012), a large undulating wave 

comprised of carefully straightened steel rebar rods acquired from the rubble of Chinese 

schools that collapsed during the 2008 earthquake in the Sichuan province (Greenfield, 

2012). It is argued, by Ai and others, that schools in this impoverished region were built 

cheaply with little adherence to building standards (Wong, 2008). Nearby buildings 
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suffered little damage in comparison, lending credence to the theory. Ai asserts that had 

the schools been built to established standards, the thousands of children who lost their 

lives in this tragedy would have been spared. 

 The piece itself, an installation comprised of 38 tons of steel rebar arranged 

purposefully across the floor, features a split between the lateral halves (Greenfield, 

2012). This literal fault represents both the fault in the earth and that of the government 

for its sub-standard workmanship. The piece is emotional, political, and authentic. It 

seeks recognition for victims and reform for building practices by influencing social and 

societal change. 

 The studio component of this lesson is based on Ai’s use of repetitive materials 

and imagery to convey a social or political message. Students choose a material they have  

bulk access to; ideally the actual quantity will number in the thousands (paper clips and 

other simple and cheap materials work very well). They then develop a composition and 

message designed to affect social change. The meaning of the piece must reflect 

injustices observed by students and a paragraph or so describing the piece may be 

necessary. 

 This lesson and its focus on cultural dissonance and activism highlights a number 

of Wisconsin’s standards in the visual arts. Notably B.12.1: “Demonstrate how artists and 

cultures throughout history have used art to communicate ideas and to develop functions, 

structures, and designs,” B.12.4: “Know how artists, designers, and cultures influence 
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art,” and, once again, B.12.5: “Understand how their choices in art are shaped by their 

own culture and society” (Fortier, Grady, & Royal, 2000). 

!
  

Artist’s Statement 

 After a year long exploration of historical art theory and philosophy students are 

now tasked with developing their own voice. The studio component of this lesson is a 

one-page single-spaced artist’s statement that carefully and clearly explains the students’ 

philosophy of art and intentions as an artist. 

 Students are given access to a variety of resources on the construction of an 

artist’s statement and will draw upon the lessons outlined previously to craft a coherent 

personal artistic philosophy. This statement is no mere assignment but a guiding 

manifesto for the remainder of their work as a student artist. They are instructed to keep it 

updated and to refer to it often when developing new work. 

 This is arguably the most important lesson of them all as it forces students to not 

simply consider various views about art and reality throughout time and around the 

world, but to actually declare their views on reality and consider how those views shape 

their art work. This statement will guide students and direct their choices for the 

remainder of the course and, indeed, their artistic career. Wisconsin state standards in the 

visual arts related to this lesson include those related to speaking and writing about art, 

for example: A.12.2: “Know advanced vocabulary related to their study of art,” and in a 
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more general sense A.12.6: “Use art as a basic way of thinking and communicating about 

the world” (Fortier, Grady, & Royal, 2000). 

 This serves to complete a students secondary education survey in the arts, history, 

and philosophy in order to guide their work in the future. Hopefully, upon completion of 

this curriculum, students will be better able to communicate their ideas and interpret them 

visually, all the while maintaining a high degree of contextual background knowledge to 

inform and guide those ideas to completion. 

!!
!
!

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Conclusion 

!
 The previous chapters contain lessons carefully designed to offer students an 

education in the arts that resists a modernist and postmodernist inspirational foundation. 

This curriculum is built on the idea that art should seek to advance society positively and 

in resistance to barbarism. It is further built on the idea that rationalization, opinion, 

emotion, and provocation fail to do so. As such, the previous lessons were designed to 

enhance critical thinking skills in secondary art students by establishing Culture and 

Goodness as objective concepts allowing students to examine works in relation to them. 

 Students are continually encouraged to develop an understanding that modernist 

and postmodernist thought is not inherent to art throughout history. Further, these lessons 

were designed to instill in students the idea that the vast history of art cannot be observed 

through lenses that warp and modify the meaning and substance of the artifacts studied. 

History must be evaluated on its own terms, not through carefully theorized structures 

that render it false. 

 Finally, these lessons were designed to provide students the freedom to develop 

their creative voice only after an education in the myriad art historical philosophies and 

theories that have come before. It is believed by this author that these lessons meet the 

criteria developed by Ananda K. Coomaraswamy and Jacob Burckhardt to instill in 

students a sense of purpose and lucidity in arts education. 
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 Modernist and postmodernist educational theories are pervasive and wrong. Their 

focus on aesthetic opinion, relativism, emotional provocation, and false historicism 

render any opportunity for critical thinking entirely moot. This paper seeks to offer an 

alternative based on honest investigations of historical thought and a commitment to 

depth, nuance, and objectivity. Any faults herein are entirely those of the author’s. 

 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy believed that as students, teachers, exhibitors, and 

viewers of art we must seek lucidity above all else. According to Kant, lucidity is merely 

a matter of conceptual comprehension—a clarity of thought. To Coomaraswamy, and 

indeed to Plato, Aristotle, and Burckhardt before him, Lucidity is a matter of ontological 

reason—a clarity of Purpose. As for this author only a final suggestion is offered: seek 

Lucidity. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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APPENDIX A 

Excerpt from Ananda K. Coomaraswamy’s Christian and Oriental Philosophy of Art. 

1956. p. 7-9. 

!
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What is an Art Museum for? As the word “Curator” implies, the first and 
most essential function of such a Museum is to take care of ancient or 
unique works of art which are no longer in their original places or no longer 
used as was originally intended, and are therefore in danger of destruction by 
neglect or otherwise. This care of works of art does not necessarily involve 
their exhibition. !
If we ask, “why should the protected works of art be exhibited and made 
accessible and explained to the public?,” the answer will be made, “that this 
is to be done with an educational purpose.” But before we proceed to a 
consideration of this purpose, before we ask, “Education in or for what?” A 
distinction must be made between the exhibition of the works of living 
artists and that of ancient or relatively ancient or exotic works of art. It is 
unnecessary for Museums to exhibit the works of living artists, which are 
not in imminent danger of destruction; or at least, if such works are 
exhibited, it should be clearly understood that the Museum is really 
advertising the artist and acting on behalf of the art dealer or middleman 
whose business it is to find a market for the artist; the only difference being 
that while the Museum does the same sort of work as the dealer, it makes no 
profit. On the other hand, that a living artist should wish to be “hung” or 
“shown” in a Museum can only be due to his need for vanity.  !
For things are made normally for certain purposes and certain places to 
which they are appropriate and not simply for “exhibition”; and because 
whatever is thus custom-made, i.e., made by an artist for a consumer, is 
controlled by certain requirements and kept in order. Whereas, as Mr. 
Steinfels has recently remarked, “Art which is only intended to be hung on 
the walls of a Museum is one kind of art that need not consider its 
relationship to its ultimate surroundings. The artist can paint anything he 
wishes, any way he wishes, and if the curators and trustees like it well 
enough they will line it up on the wall with all of the other curiosities.” !
We are left with the real problem, “Why exhibit?” As it applies to the 
relatively ancient or foreign works of art which, because of their fragility 
and because they no longer correspond to any needs of our own of which we 
are actively conscious, are preserved in our Museums, where they form the 
bulk if the collections. If we are to exhibit these objects for educational 
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reasons, and not as mere curios, it is evident that we are proposing to make 
such use of them as is possible without an actual handling. It will be 
imaginatively and not actually that we must use the mediaeval reliquary, or 
lie on the Egyptian bed, or make offering to some ancient deity. The 
educational ends that an exhibition can serve demand, accordingly, the 
services not of a Curator only, who prepares the exhibition, but of a Docent 
who explains the original patron’s needs to the original artists’ methods; for 
it is because of what these patrons and artists were that the works before us 
are what they are.  !
If the exhibition is to be anything more than an exhibition of curiosities and 
an entertaining spectacle it will not suffice to be satisfied with our own 
reactions to the objects; to know why they are what they are we must know 
the men that made them. It will not be “educational” to interpret such objects 
by our likes or dislikes, or to assume that these men thought of art in our 
fashion, or that they had aesthetic motives, or were “expressing themselves.” 
We must examine their theory of art, first of all in order to understand the 
things that they made by art, and secondly in order to ask whether their view 
of art, if it is found to differ from ours, may not have been a truer one.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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APPENDIX B !

Excerpt from Jacob Burckhardt’s Reflections on History. Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund Inc. 1979. p. 93 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Culture. Culture may be defined as the sum total of those mental 
developments which take place spontaneously and lay no claim to universal 
or compulsive authority. !
Its action on the two constants [referring to the State and Religion] is one of 
perpetual modification and disintegration, and is limited only by the extent 
to which they have pressed it into their service and included it within their 
arms. !
[...] !
Culture is, further, that millionfold process by which the spontaneous, 
unthinking activity of a race is transformed into considered action, or indeed, 
at its last and highest stage, in science and especially philosophy, into pure 
thought. !
Its total external form, however, as distinguished from the state and religion, 
is society in its broadest sense. !
The sciences are the spiritual aspect of practical necessities and the 
systematic aspect of the of the infinite multiplicity of things; that is, they 
collect and classify what already exists without their aid; on the other hand 
they forge ahead and discover it, whether as concrete fact or as law. Finally, 
philosophy sets out to fathom the supreme laws of all being, but again as that 
which has existed from all time, without and before itself. !
The arts are quite different; they have nothing to do with what exists without 
them, nor have they any laws to discover (just because they are not 
sciences); they have to body forth a higher life which would not exist 
without them. !
They arise from mysterious vibrations communicated to the soul. What is 
released by those vibrations has ceased to be individual and temporal and 
has become symbolically different and immortal. !!!
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APPENDIX C !

Excerpt from Heinrich Wolfflin Principles of Art History. 1950. New York: 
Dover. p. 1-2,6 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Ludwig Richter relates in his reminiscences how once, when he was in 
Tivoli as a young man, he and three friends set out to paint part of the 
landscape, all four firmly resolved not to deviate from nature by a hair’s 
breadth; and although the subject was the same, and each quite credibly 
reproduced what his eyes had seen, the result was four totally different 
pictures, as different from each other as the personalities of the four painters. 
Whence the narrator drew the conclusion that there is no such thing as 
objective vision, and that form and colour are always apprehended 
differently according to temperament. !
For the art historian, there is nothing surprising in this observation. It has 
long been realized that every painter paints “with his blood.” All the 
distinction between individual masters and their “hand” is ultimately based 
on the fact that we recognize such types of individual creation. With taste set 
in the same direction (we should probably find the four Tivoli landscapes 
rather similar, of a Preraphaelite type), the line will be in one case more 
angular, in another rounder, its movement here rather halting and slow, now 
to the broad, so the modeling of the human body appeals to the one 
something rather full and fleshy, while the same curves and hollows will be 
seen by another with more reticence, with much more economy. It is the 
same with light and colour. The sincerest intention to observe accurately 
cannot prevent a colour from looking now warmer, now cooler, a shadow 
now softer, now harder, a light now more languid, now more vivid and 
glancing. !
If we are no longer bound by a common subject from nature, these 
individual styles become, of course, much more distinct. Bottiicelli and 
Lorenzo di Credi are two painters related by epoch and race, both 
Florentines of the later Quattrocento. But when Botticelli draws a female 
body, its stature and shape is perceived in a way peculiar to him, and as 
radically and unmistakably different from any nude of Lorenzo’s as an oak 
from a lime. !
… !
The course of development of art, however, cannot simply be reduced to a 
series of separate points. Individuals fall into larger groups. Botticelli and 
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Lorenzo di Credi, for all their differences, have still, as Florentines, a certain 
resemblance when compared with any Venetian, and Hobbema, and 
Ruysdael, however divergent they may be, are immediately homogenous as 
soon as to them, as Dutchmen, a Fleming like Rubens is opposed. That is to 
say: to the personal style must be added the style of the school, the country, 
the race. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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APPENDIX D !

Excerpt from Donald Preziosi The Art of Art History. (1998). New York: 
Oxford University Press. p. 63-69 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The first notable appearance of the term aesthetics in its modern sense was 
as the title of a 600-page book written in Latin and published in 1750 by 
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, the Aesthetica. It was coined to denote a 
special cognitive domain, that of sensual thinking, which he argues was 
distinct from rational or logical thought. Baumgarten’s new ‘science of 
sensible knowledge’ would deal as fully with truth as did logic, but truth in 
so far as it is known through the senses. For Baumgarten, sensible 
knowledge wa a faculty of the mind that he termed an analogon rationis- 
an analogue of reason: in short, a unique mode of reasoning in its own right. !
… !
To perceive beauty, in Baumgarten’s terms, was to perceive perfection both 
in things and in people (the latter constituting moral perfection). We perceive 
of this beauty not rationally but by taste – by which was meant extremely 
clear sense perception. In these terms, the fine arts were analogous to fine 
sciences: their aim was not to ‘imitate’ nature (even in its most perfect 
examples) but rather to create perfect wholes out of indistinct images made 
extremely clear; in short, to create sensory knowledge. !
One of the results of these innovations was the idea that sense perception 
could be perfected without turning it into logical or rational thought. The 
idea that sensual knowlege could have its own perfection- and further, that 
an aesthetic judgment about beauty or beautiful objects could have a validity 
for persons other than the individual making it – became the cornerstone of 
aesthetic philosophy as it was to develop in the latter half of the eighteenth 
century, and provided the foundation and immediate background for 
the Critique of Judgment by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), published in 
1790. !
… !
In the ‘Aesthetic Judgement’ [Part one of the Critique of Judgment], Kant 
addressed the following problem. In using the term ‘beautiful’ in speaking of 
natural or human objects, it is commonly assumed that beauty is a property 
or characteristic of the thing itself – and that, by extension, others should be 
able to confirm our judgment. What, then, is the nature of the perception of 
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such things? Are such aesthetic pleasures purely subjective or are they 
intersubjective, or even universal. !
Kant argued that the judgment of taste – that is, the ability to make 
judgments of taste – was universal, in contrast to judgments about what is 
merely agreed upon by individuals: ‘gathering votes and asking other people 
what kind of sensation they are having’, he argued, cannon account for the 
fact that judgments of taste are universal. !
In trying to understand why judgments of taste should be universal, Kant 
argued roughly as follows. The feelings involved in all judgments of taste 
are connected to two things: theoretical knowledge, knowledge of how 
things are, and morality, knowledge of how things ought to be. Nature had a 
final cause or purposiveness which can be discerned through the faculty of 
aesthetic thinking, which goes beyond all (rational) concepts by creating 
intuitions about nature that transcend what is immediately perceptible. As 
with nature, so with art: judging works of art, Kant argued, is equivalent to 
judging the purposiveness of nature; in both cases, we judge in terms of 
beauty, whether natural or artistic. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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APPENDIX E !

Excerpt from Clement Greenberg. Avant-Garde and Kitsch. 1939 Partisan 
Review. 6 p. 34-49. !

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!
A society, as it becomes less and less able, in the course of its development, 
to justify the inevitability of its particular forms, breaks up the accepted 
notions upon which artists and writers must depend in large part for 
communication with their audiences. It becomes difficult to assume 
anything. All the verities involved by religion, authority, tradition, style, are 
thrown into question, and the writer or artist is no longer able to estimate the 
response of his audience to the symbols and references with which he works. 
In the past such a state of affairs has usually resolved itself into a motionless 
Alexandrianism, an academicism in which the really important issues are left 
untouched because they involve controversy, and in which creative activity 
dwindles to virtuosity in the small details of form, all larger questions being 
decided by the precedent of the old masters. The same themes are 
mechanically varied in a hundred different works, and yet nothing new is 
produced: Statius, mandarin verse, Roman sculpture, Beaux-Arts painting, 
neo-republican architecture. !
It is among the hopeful signs in the midst of the decay of our present society 
that we -- some of us -- have been unwilling to accept this last phase for our 
own culture. In seeking to go beyond Alexandrianism, a part of Western 
bourgeois society has produced something unheard of heretofore: -- avant-
garde culture. A superior consciousness of history -- more precisely, the 
appearance of a new kind of criticism of society, an historical criticism -- 
made this possible. This criticism has not confronted our present society 
with timeless utopias, but has soberly examined in the terms of history and 
of cause and effect the antecedents, justifications and functions of the forms 
that lie at the heart of every society. Thus our present bourgeois social order 
was shown to be, not an eternal, "natural" condition of life, but simply the 
latest term in a succession of social orders. New perspectives of this kind, 
becoming a part of the advanced intellectual conscience of the fifth and sixth 
decades of the nineteenth century, soon were absorbed by artists and poets, 
even if unconsciously for the most part. It was no accident, therefore, that 
the birth of the avant-garde coincided chronologically -- and geographically, 
too -- with the first bold development of scientific revolutionary thought in 
Europe. !
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It has been in search of the absolute that the avant-garde has arrived at 
"abstract" or "nonobjective" art -- and poetry, too. The avant-garde poet or 
artist tries in effect to imitate God by creating something valid solely on its 
own terms, in the way nature itself is valid, in the way a landscape -- not its 
picture -- is aesthetically valid; something given, increate, independent of 
meanings, similars or originals. Content is to be dissolved so completely into 
form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in part 
to anything not itself. !
But the absolute is absolute, and the poet or artist, being what he is, 
cherishes certain relative values more than others. The very values in the 
name of which he invokes the absolute are relative values, the values of 
aesthetics. And so he turns out to be imitating, not God -- and here I use 
"imitate" in its Aristotelian sense -- but the disciplines and processes of art 
and literature themselves. This is the genesis of the "abstract." In turning his 
attention away from subject matter of common experience, the poet or artist 
turns it in upon the medium of his own craft. The nonrepresentational or 
"abstract," if it is to have aesthetic validity, cannot be arbitrary and 
accidental, but must stem from obedience to some worthy constraint or 
original. This constraint, once the world of common, extroverted experience 
has been renounced, can only be found in the very processes or disciplines 
by which art and literature have already imitated the former. These 
themselves become the subject matter of art and literature. If, to continue 
with Aristotle, all art and literature are imitation, then what we have here is 
the imitation of imitating.  !
Picasso, Braque, Mondrian, Miro, Kandinsky, Brancusi, even Klee, Matisse 
and Cézanne derive their chief inspiration from the medium they work 
in. The excitement of their art seems to lie most of all in its pure 
preoccupation with the invention and arrangement of spaces, surfaces, 
shapes, colors, etc., to the exclusion of whatever is not necessarily 
implicated in these factors. !!!!!
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APPENDIX F !

Excerpt from Wilhelm Worringer. Abstraction and empathy. 1997. Chicago: 
Ivan R. Dee, Inc. p. 14-15 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The need for empathy can be looked upon as a pre-supposition of artistic 
volition only where this artistic volition inclines toward the truths of organic 
life, that is toward naturalism in the higher sense. The sensation of happiness 
that is released in us by the reproduction of organically beautiful vitality, 
what modern man designates beauty, is a gratification of that inner need for 
self-activation in which Lipps [author referenced previously whose writing 
inspired much of Worringer’s concepts of empathy] sees the pre-supposition 
of the process of empathy. In the forms of the work of art we enjoy 
ourselves. Aesthetic enjoyment is objectified self-enjoyment. The value of a 
line, of a form consists for us in the value of the life that it holds for us. It 
holds its beauty only through our own vital feeling, which, in some 
mysterious manner, we project into it. !
Recollection of the lifeless form of a pyramid or of the suppression of life 
that is manifested, for instance, in the Byzantine mosaics tells us at once that 
here the need for empathy, which for obvious reasons always tends toward 
the organic, cannot possibly have determined artistic volition. Indeed, the 
idea forces itself upon us that here we have an impulse directly opposed to 
the empathy impulse, which seeks to suppress precisely that in which the 
need for empathy finds satisfaction. !
The counter-pole to the need for empathy appears to us to be the urge to 
abstraction. !
[…] !
Now what are the psychic presuppositions for the urge to abstraction? We 
must seek them in these peoples’ [early cultures prone to ‘abstract’ thinking] 
feeling about the world, in their psychic attitude towards the cosmos. 
Whereas the precondition for the urge to empathy is a happy pantheistic 
[nature-worship] relationship of confidence between man and the 
phenomena of the external world, the urge to abstraction is the outcome of a 
great inner unrest insopired in man by the phenomena of the ouside world; in 
a religious respect it corresponds to a strongly transcendental tinge to all 
notions. We might describe this state as an immense dread of space. When 
Tiullus says: primum in mundo fecit dues timor, [Google translate: The fear 
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of God is the first in the world did] this same sensation of fear may also be 
assumed the root of artistic creation. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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APPENDIX G !

Excerpt from Andreas Huyssen. Mapping the Postmodern  In Donald 
Preziosi The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology Oxford, UK: Univ. of 

Oxford Press. p. 335-337 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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In political terms, the erosion of the triple dogma modernism/modernity/
avantgardism can be contextually related to the emergence of the 
problematic ‘otherness,’ which has asserted itself in the socio-political 
sphere as much as in the cultural sphere. I cannot discuss here the various 
and multiple forms of otherness as they emerge from differences in 
subjectivity, gender and sexuality, race and class, 
temporal Ungleichzeitigkeiten [disjunctions] and spatial geographic 
locations and dislocations. But I want to mention at least four recent 
phenomena which, in my mind, are and will remain constitutive of 
postmodern culture for some time to come. !
Despite all its noble aspirations and achievements, we have come to 
recognize that the culture of enlightened modernity has also always (though 
by no means exclusively) been a culture of inner and outer imperialism[.] 
Such imperialism, which works inside and outside, on the micro and macro 
levels, no longer goes unchallenged either politically, economically, or 
culturally. Whether these challenges will usher in a more habitable, less 
violent and more democratic world remains to be seen, and it is easy to be 
skeptical. But enlightened cynicism is as insufficient an answer as blue-eyed 
enthusiasm for peace and nature. !
The women’s movement has led to some significant changes in social 
structure and cultural attitudes which must be sustained even in the face of 
the recent grotesque revival of American machismo. Directly, and indirectly, 
the women’s movement has nourished the emergence of women as a self-
confident and creative force in the arts, in literature, film and criticism. The 
ways in which we now raise questions of gender and sexuality reading and 
writing, subjectivity and enunciation, voice and performance are unthinkable 
without the impact of feminism, even though many of these activities may 
take place on the margin or even outside the movement proper. Feminist 
critics have also contributed substantially to revisions of the history of 
modernism, not just by unearthing forgotten artists, but also by approaching 
the male modernists in novel ways. This is true also of the ‘new French 
feminists’ and their theorization of the feminine in modernist writing, even 
though they often insist on maintaining a polemical distance from an 
American type of feminism. !



!117

During the 1970’s questions of ecology and environment have deepened 
from single-issue politics to a broad critique of modernity and 
modernization, a trend which is politically and culturally much stronger in 
West Germany than the U.S. A new ecological sensibility manifests itself not 
only in political and regional subcultures, in alternative life-styles and the 
new social movements in Europe, but it also affects art and literature in a 
variety of ways: the work of Joseph Beuys, certain land art projects, 
Christo’s California Running Fence, the new poetry, the return to local 
traditions, dialects, and so on. It was especially due to the growing 
ecological sensibility that the link between certain forms of modernism and 
technological modernization has come under critical scrutiny. !
[...] !
In conclusion, it is easy to see that a postmodernist culture emerging from 
these political, social and cultural constellations will have to be a 
postmodernism of resistance, including resistance to that easy 
postmodernism of the ‘anything goes’ variety. Resistance will always have 
to be specific and contingent upon the cultural field within which it operates. 
It cannot be defined simply in terms of negativity or non-identity a la 
Adorno, nor will the litanies of a totalizing, collective project suffice. At the 
same time, the very notion of resistance may itself be problematic in its 
simple opposition to affirmation. After all, there are affirmative forms of 
resistance and resisting forms of affirmations. But this may be more a 
semantic problem than a problem of practice. And it should not keep us from 
making judgments. How such resistance can be articulated in art works in 
ways that would satisfy the needs of the political and those of the aesthetic, 
of the producers and of the recipients, cannot be prescribed, and it will 
remain open to trial, error, and debate. But it is time to abandon that dead-
end dichotomy of politics and aesthetics which for too long has dominated 
accounts of modernism, including the aetheticist trend within 
poststructuralism. The point is not to eliminate the productive tension 
between the political and the aesthetic, between history and the text, between 
engagement and the mission of art. The point is to heighten that tension, 
even to rediscover it and to bring it back into focus in the arts as well as in 
criticism. No matter how troubling it may be, the landscape of the 
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postmodern surrounds us. It simultaneously delimits and opens our horizons. 
It’s our problem and our hope. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
APPENDIX H !

Wisconsin State Standards in the Visual Arts !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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A: Visual Memory and Knowledge 
A.12.1 Possess a mental storehouse of images 
A.12.2 Know advanced vocabulary related to their study of art 
A.12.3 Know and recognize styles of art from their own and other parts of the world 
A.12.4 Know and recognize many styles of art from various times 
A.12.5 Explain that art is one of the greatest achievements of human beings 
A.12.6 Use art as a basic way of thinking and communicating about the world !
B: Art and Design History, Citizenship, and Environment 
B.12.1 Demonstrate how artists and cultures throughout history have used art to 
communicate ideas and to develop functions, structures, and designs 
B.12.2 Show ways that form, function, meaning, and expressive qualities of art and 
design change from culture to culture and artist to artist 
B.12.3 Relate works of art and designed objects to specific cultures, times, and places 
B.12.4 Know how artists, designers, and cultures influence art 
B.12.5 Understand how their choices in art are shaped by their own culture and society 
B.12.6 Describe, analyze, interpret, and judge art images and objects from various 
cultures, artists, and designers 
B.12.7 Understand and apply environmental and aesthetic issues to concepts related to 
the design of packaging, industrial products, and cities 
B.12.8 Know the contributions of art historians, cultural anthropologists, and 
philosophers of art to our understanding of art and design !
C: Visual Design and Production 
C.12.1 Use the elements and principles of design in sophisticated ways 
C.12.2 Understand the procedures of developing quality design 
C.12.3 Use design to create artworks that have different meanings 
C.12.4 Use advanced design techniques to improve and/or change artwork 
C.12.5 Analyze the complexities of nature and use challenging artistic images and ideas 
as visual resources 
C.12.6 Experiment visually with sketches for complex solutions involving concepts and 
symbols 
C.12.7 Apply advanced craft and skills to consistently produce quality art 
C.12.8 Use the natural characteristics of materials and their possibilities and limitations to 
create works of art 
C.12.9 Use ongoing reflective strategies to assess and better understand one's work and 
that of others during the creative process 
C.12.10 Assume personal responsibility for their learning and the creative process !
D: Practical Applications 
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D.12.1 Know about the history, public art, and unique architecture of their cultural 
community 
D.12.2 Know about artists and designers, such as architects, furniture designers, critics, 
preservationists, museum curators, and gallery owners, in their community 
D.12.3 Explain how the environment influences the look and use of art, architecture, and 
design 
D.12.4 Use basic concepts in art, such as “form follows function,” “destruction of the 
box,” “less is more,” balance, symmetry, integrity, authenticity, and originality 
D.12.5 Know common language in art, such as abstraction, representation, 
impressionism, reproduction, serigraphy, sculpture, graphic design, construction, and 
aesthetics 
D.12.6 Apply problem-solving strategies that promote fluency, flexibility, elaboration, 
and Originality !
E: Visual Communication and Expression 
E.12.1 Communicate ideas by producing sophisticated studio art forms, such as drawings, 
paintings, prints, sculpture, jewelry, fibers, and ceramics 
E.12.2 Communicate ideas by producing advanced design art forms, such as graphic 
design, product design, architecture, landscape, and media arts, such as film, 
photography, and multimedia 
E.12.3 Communicate ideas by producing popular images and objects, such as folk art, 
traditional arts and crafts, popular arts, mass media, and consumer products 
E.12.4 Communicate ideas by producing advanced visual communication forms useful in 
everyday life, such as sketches, diagrams, graphs, plans, and models 
E.12.5 Continue to use the visual arts to express ideas that can't be expressed by words 
alone !
F: Visual Media and Technology 
F.12.1 Make informed judgments about mass media, such as magazines, television, 
computers, and films 
F.12.2 Understand visual techniques used in mass media 
F.12.3 Interpret visual messages in advertisements, news, and entertainment programs 
F.12.4 Recognize stereotyping in visual media 
F.12.5 Understand the effects of production techniques on viewers' perceptions 
F.12.6 Use a range of media techniques to create art 
F.12.7 Apply a working knowledge of media production systems 
F.12.8 Revise media productions based on personal reflection and audience response !
G: Art and Design Criticism 
G.12.1 Use visual images as tools for thinking and communicating 
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G.12.2 Know how to find the meanings in artwork 
G.12.3 Interpret more complex meanings in challenging works of art, including media 
arts 
G.12.4 Create works of art that have complex meanings !
H: Visual Thinking 
H.12.1. Interpret complex patterns and forms by drawing them 
H.12.2 Know how human eyes work to see subtle changes in light, color, textures, and 
surfaces 
H.12.3 Use careful observation to draw, paint, and sculpt from life 
H.12.4 Create two-dimensional plans to make three-dimensional models 
H.12.5 Make and interpret maps, charts, and plans 
H.12.6 Be critical viewers and producers of mass-media images !
I: Personal and Social Development 
I.12.1 Use art to understand their own and others' emotions 
I.12.2 Make art that explores a variety of emotions 
I.12.3 Compare and contrast feelings in a work of art 
I.12.4 Look at art and compare their feelings with those of the artist and others 
I.12.5 Understand and recognize that art reflects the history and culture in which it was 
created 
I.12.6 Create art that expresses deep feelings 
I.12.7 Work independently, collaboratively, and with deep concentration when creating 
works of art !
J: Cultural and Aesthetic Understanding 
J.12.1 Understand the purposes and functions of art 
J.12.2 Choose materials and techniques to influence the expressive quality of art 
J.12.3 Identify ways different cultures think about art 
J.12.4 Identify ways philosophers think about art 
J.12.5 Understand their own ideas about the purposes and meanings of art 
J.12.6 Know the value of art as a basic part of being human 
J.12.7 Understand and apply art criticism and aesthetic knowledge in art and design 
J.12.8 Know concepts of beauty in different cultures 
J.12.9 Identify the differences between original artworks, reproductions, and copies 
J.12.10 Reflect and talk about works of art !
K: Making Connections 
K.12.1 Connect their knowledge and skills in art to other areas, such as the humanities, 
sciences, social studies, and technology 
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K.12.2 Invent new artistic forms to communicate ideas and solutions to problems 
K.12.3 Apply what they know about the nature of life, nature, the physical world, and the 
human condition to their understanding and creation of art 
K.12.4 Continue to use a variety of tools, such as more sophisticated application of 
words, numbers, sounds, movements, images, objects, emotions, technology, and spaces, 
to help understand and communicate about the visual world 
K.12.5 Know about a range of art activities, such as museum curation, historic 
preservation, collecting, and writing about art and design 
K.12.6 Know the similarities and differences of world cultures by studying their fine arts: 
music, dance, theatre, literature, and architecture !
L: Visual Imagination 
L.12.1 Use their knowledge, intuition, and experiences to develop ideas for artwork 
L.12.2 Continue to develop a base of knowledge and skills from which to create new 
ideas 
L.12.3 Use personal traits, such as independent thinking, courage, integrity, insight, and 
dedication, in creating quality art and design 
L.12.4 Use the knowledge of nature and works of art as sources for new ideas 
L.12.5 Develop a personal style in art and design that reflects who they are 
L.12.6 Understand that art is created by people with different world views, expresses 
diverse ideas, and changes over time 
L.12.7 Imagine complex situations from a variety of challenging points of view !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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