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a historical approach which ironi 
cally led to an asocia l argument and 
an interior examination of the 
produc tion and experiencing of art. 
While Greenberg argued that there 
is a dialectic between the history 
of art and any particular work of 
art, he omitted considerations of 
the relation of production to socia l 
context. Greenberg assumed. for 
example, that Rosenberg had arbi 
trarily connected abstract expres 
si onism with the existentialism that 
perv aded intellectual thought at the 
time. He accused Rosenberg of 
construct; ng an i nteracti on between 
the philosophy and the art merely 
because both were newsworthy (Green
berg, 1962 ) . 

Rosenberg. in terested in the 
subjective life of the individual as 
a representation of human struggle , 
was ahistorical. He did not attend 
to the historical construction of 
social life by various groups, or 
the multiple subjectivities, which 
became legacies that make possible 
and shape contemporary subjectivity. 
Rosenberg defined the process of 
pa inting as the restoration of the 
metaphysi cal to art which resolved 
individua l crisis without ideologi 
ca l mediation. 

While both critics denied 
ideological qua liti es in art and in 
their criticism , the art community, 
i ncl udi ng Greenberg and Rosenberg, 
responded to social and political 
conditions. These critics helped to 
shape pub 1 i c understand; ng of 
abstract expressionism in relation 
to concerns about alienation and the 
definition and purposes of culture 
in industria l society. Paradoxes in 
their theories about abstract 
expressionism reflected the social 
confl i ct. The emergence of the 
style became possible in and was 
part of a milieu wh ich focused upon 
democratic freedom, but also upon 
ex i stentia l isolation; an idiosyn 
cratic production process was valued 
as wel l as a common material i sm. It 
was due i n part to the political 
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cli mate, and in par t to the denia l 
of id eo l ogical qualities in their 
theories and in abstra ct express ion
ism, that Greenberg's formalism and 
Rosenberg's notion of self- expres 
sionism were easi l y techn;c;zed ;n 
curriculum. 

The 
I r.l.st..i... t.'U.t.ior.l.a..li 

za..t.ion of a.. 
:Mo"'V'ernen.t.:::: 

C'U.r:r.ic:::'U.l~ ar:l.o 
t.he A.."'V'a.n.t.-Ga.:rd.e 

The introduct ion of abstract 
exp ressionism into curriculum was 
part of a movement in genera l 
education which developed in the 
1950's and promoted cur r icula based 
on profess ion al knowledge of sc hool 
subjects (Barkan , 1955). The 
reforms resulted in new r equirements 
for art teachers' studio train i ng 
and an increased use of art t heory 
to justify school practices . Future 
art teachers had course requirements 
simi lar to those training to be 
pro fessional artists. Through this 
education (and t he popul ar press ) 
art teachers became part i cu l ar ly 
influenced by abstract expressi onism 
(Logan, 1975). 

Greenberg' s and Ro senberg's 
expl anations of abstract express ion 
ism r epresented and became part of a 
general climate of opinion which 
helped to shape teachers' under 
standing of modern art. As the art 
and theories of formalism and 
expression became part of educat ion, 
the social and politica l foundat i ons 
of abstract expressionism \·Iere 
i gnored. The social context that 
shaped and gave meaning and i mport
ance to the ideas, images and 
processes of the sty l e were lost . 

In school , art was transformed 
into displays of emotion and prob 
lems to be solved, eliminating 
conflict and changing the cultura l 
purposes of the avan t -garde. In 
higher educati on art was interpreted 
as a tra i ning of "craft plus inspira-
t i on" (Rosenberg, 1972, p.4 7) . 
Simi l arly. in pub lic school, there 



was a bel ief that a combination of 
fam il iarity l'iith media and free 
self-expression would yield creative 
art from chlldren (D'Amico, 1953). 

A school art style emerged which 
emphasi zed certa; n techni ca 1 and 
formal qualities . While Greenberg's 
formalism had concerned a vitality 
of medium and the control by form of 
aesthetic experience, the use of 
media in education was a process of 
physical manipulation for young 
children and the development of 
skill in using particular media for 
older students . Rather than the 
contemplation of artistic tradi 
tions, school practice focused upon 
an arbitrary concern with physical 
qualities such as paint, drips, and 
splashes. Knowledge was to emerge 
through an institutionalized form of 
play instead of through the histori 
ca l study of media, form, and 
function. 

Curriculum also contained a 
reduction of Rosenberg's expressive 
process to qualities which were 
assumed to represent the individual 
expression of "the child". Expres
s i on in school was shap'ed by def; n i 
tions of what was considered natural 
and normal in children. II/hile 
Rosenberg's notion of expression was 
an idiosyncratic process, school art 
involved a conception of psychologi 
cal norms. Expression was reinter
preted from a statement of alienated 
discomfort to a procedure which 
provided an il l usion of personal 
well - being. 

The transformation of abstract 
expressionism in art education was 
not arbitrary. Art education has 
historically responded to the 
socialization and labor training 
functions of public schooling 
(Freedman, 1987a; Freedman & Popke 
witz, in press). In the 1950's, 
curriculum supported and legitimated 
post-World War II institutional 
priorities of socialization and 
professional training through a 
focus upon nationalistic priorities. 
For examp l e, as in the press, 
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abstract expressionist artists were 
depicted as heroic f i gures who 
represented nati ona 1 va l ues and 
polic i es of cultura l authority. 
Educators defined the avant-garde as 
signifying the cultura l supremacy of 
the United States. 

Three important SOcl ali zi ng 
mechan; sms interacted I"i th i n art 
education, and i n some ways, l egiti 
mated a curricu l um already in place. 
First, individualism l'ias to deve l op 
in chi l dren a conf i dence in the 
correctness and independence of 
their actions and beliefs. Curr i cu 
lum maintained that producing art 
was an act of autonomous expression 
without social or institutional 
mediation . Through this lens of 
individual ism, the history of art 
was a culmination of indi vidual acts 
of self- expression. 

A second mechanism of socializa
tion was the achievement of a 
certain conception of mental hea l th 
through art activHies. Art was to 
be therapeutical l y self -expressive 
in order to mainta i n a society 
without anti - democratic el ements 
which \'iere considered pathological. 
Art became an aid to develop a 
democratic, and therefore, hea l thy, 
persona l ity in children ( Freedman, 
1987b) . 

However, rather than provide the 
rigorous analysis of a particular 
person's past experiences which 
occurred in psychotherapy, the 
school art style became a subtle 
form of social control. The style 
was not persona 1 . Groups of school 
children were given the same assign 
ments but were to make something 
expressing the individual and 
personal . Students are expected to 
express themselves through a generic 
freeing of mundane emotion for 
display in school. A manipulation 
of medium and certain formal deve 
lopments were to denote expressi on 
and were assumed to represent the 
psychology of a child. Through the 
use of technical devices, such as 
bright colors and painterly brush -
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strokes, school art supported the 
humanist i c rhe t oric of public 
education (Efiand, 1976). 

Interacting with the f4rst two 
mechanisms was a third : the deve 
lopment of a faith in profe ssi onal 
and sc i entif ic expert ise. As a 
resu l t of the war, there was a fear 
of the devel opment of an author i 
tarian personality in children (e.g . 
Adorno, Frenkel - Brun swick, Levinson 
& Sanford , 1950 ) . Direction from 
professiona l psycho logi sts was to 
prevent t his from occu rr i ng {e.g . 
Lowenfeld. 1947}. Th e strain 
between a reverence for scientific 
structu re and certitude and fears of 
dehumanizati on by science and 
technology provided support for the 
therapeu t ic perspective of sc hool 
art during this period. 

The t ransfo r mati on of t he forma l 
and expressive conce rns of the art 
commun i t y he l ped to faci lita te 
schoo 1 pract i ces. Art was repre-
sent ed as both objective (in rela 
tion to profess iona l scient ifi c 
interpreta t ion and jUdgment ) and 
subjective (ch aracterized by the 
inner self of a mythological gener ic 
Chil d). The shape of curri culum 
dete rm i ned the mean; ngs of the 
know 1 edge tha t supposed 1 y made up 
i ts conten t. 

Cc)rl.cl-u.siC)rl.. 
Th e phenomenon of art edu cation 

can be understood in the context of 
educat ion. As schoo l subjects are 
reconstructed for school i n9 , the 
communal r e l ations of a field are 
fi l tered and redefined by the 
priorities of schooling. Historical 
analyses of vari ous aspects of 
education i ndicate shifts i n be li efs 
and va lues a s theory and practice 
rein terpret and recontextualize each 

other (i .e. Franklin, 1976; Klie 
bard, 1979; Popkew itz , 1987). 

The l egacies of abstract expres 
sionism rema in important in school 
but are practiced outside of their 
historical contex t. Political and 
socia l str uctures of the pe riod 
discussed, y,hile s till influential, 
have dramat ic a lly chang ed. The 
current reform effo rt to draw art 
education closer to the art communi 
t y reflects some of these la rge r 
changes. 

As we develop a new relationship 
between adult art and schoo l ar t , 
the qua li ty of that r e l at io nShip 
must be attended to in a way that 
has no t previously been refl e cted in 
art education. Too often, a rt has 
been decontextua l ized in school. It 
has been reduced in ways that 
respond to in stitutiona l agendas but 
which are contrary to the cul tu ra l 
impor tance of art making and under
standi ng. \·Ihile seem ing in nocuo us 
or heal thf ul, nationa lis tic beliefs 
about individual autonomy, profes 
si ana 1 expe r t i se and the commod if i -
cat ion of a rt have been focused upon 
a t t he expense of other vita l issues 
and have become rei fi ed through 
curriculum. Art educat ion shou ld 
include a representat ion of t he 
comp l ex histori ca l and socia l 
dynamics which prov ided the po ss ibi 
lities for art rather than allowing 
the current sh i ft to merely 1 ead us 
away frem a subtle, but manipulative 
fa i th in psychology , toward a more 
crystalli zed representation of 
expertise as the stan dard for 
aesthet i c judgment. Rather, the 
continual flux and debate of artis 
tic production shou ld be reta ined in 
s choo 1. 
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