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THINK TANK NOTES 
CRITICAL THEORY Break-Out Group 
May 23-24 
University of Georgia 

Facilitator: Jim Elniski 
Recorder Katherine McGuire  

 
A Brief Summary of the Discussions from Think Tank II 

 
First Session: The Importance of Critical Theory in Foundations 
 
 The teaching of Critical Theory has been ceded to Art History within arts 
programs. The possible shortcomings of this arrangement can lead to a superficial 
understanding of the tenets of Critical Theory. In the studio classroom this often 
leads to the ideas of Critical Theory being used as empty rhetoric or jargon. 
 However, Critical Theory is important in the studio because it is a 
necessary apparatus to providing a contextual framework in dealing with and 
creating contemporary art. Critical Theory should help provide a systematic way 
of organizing discourse. This grounding will help alleviate confusion in teaching 
students how to parse and object or idea promoting new avenues toward meaning. 
 With this understanding, Critical Theory can serve as a bridge: anchoring 
the past, illuminating possibilities in the present and fostering relevant 
“transferable” thinking or “connective inquiry.” This path of thought reflects what 
seems to naturally occur with artists, divergent, not convergent, thinking. 
However, in encouraging rigorous inquiry and incorporating Critical Theory in 
beginning classes it is necessary to find a comfortable position for the students 
and not strangle the joy out of the act of making by over-intellectualizing the 
process. 
 
Second Session: What is Critical Theory? How do we get it in the 
Classroom? 

Critical Theory 
What it is and what it is not: 

 Connectivity      Opinion based 
 Context      Isolated 
 Collaborative      Singular 
 Mediation      Immediate 
 Inquiry       Finite 
 Dialectical      Dogmatic      
 Egalitarian      Elitist 
 Dialogical      Monological 
 Historical      Fantasy/Fabricated 
 Synthetic (synthesis)     Fragmentary 
 Complexity      Simplistic 
 Interdisciplinary     Compartmentalized 
 Symbiotic      Parasitic 
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 The criticality of art is essential. A student must understand that art 
making is a critical act/moment and produces a critical object. With this in mind 
the connectivity/contextualization that is important in Critical Theory can help 
ground a students art practice by recognizing an historical synthetic.  
 A simple introduction to said connectivity can be most readily found in 
thematic approaches. How does the idea of landscape change in art from Bruegel 
to Mel Chin? Tracing such shifts in visual form help give rise to an understanding 
of shifts in paradigms of thought, i.e.: Cultural Construction and its manifestations 
in art. Such bridges and examinations of historical, political, social and physical 
contexts lead to discussions rich in the ideas of Critical Theory. Process 
notebooks, visual journals and research will help students navigate a semiotic 
engagement with the visual world. 
  
 
Third Session: The Practicalities of Teaching Critical Theory in Foundations 
Courses 
 
 In discussing the incorporation of Critical Theory into Foundations 
curriculums, it is essential to first address who is teaching these courses. For the 
most part, graduate students in Studio teach Foundations level classes. While 
some Universities follow models such as Florida State University, that highly 
monitor the progress and methods of GAs including mandatory Pedagogy 
courses, many do not have such a framework in place. Institutions vary greatly, as 
does the intellectual capacity of their student bodies (both graduate and 
undergraduate). With this in mind a framework for readings and information that 
are pertinent must be established. GAs must have an understanding of Critical 
Theory sufficient for dissemination. 
 A basic Critical Theory “primer” (or list of readings) should be 
established. This will not give a complete overview of Critical Theory, which is a 
vast and rigorous field of study in and of itself. But should help establish basic 
understandings that can be disseminated to students and aid in the inquiry 
teaching should foster. The GA should closely examine “Connective inquiry”. 
This form of inquiry consistently pushes the artist to ask questions and 
contextualize work. It is imperative for the GA to have a solid understanding of 
his/her own aesthetic values and creative process. To teach a system of 
“connective inquiry” he/she must be able to recognize it in his/her own studio 
practice. 
 In designing actual assignments, Critical Theory can take the form of 
theme, narrative or interdisciplinary exploration.  Learning outcomes should be 
explicit. With this in mind, promoting thinking that furthers inquiry and does not 
arrive at solid conclusions can be difficult. GAs need to understand they do not 
have to have all the answers but should in fact be involved with pushing the 
students to constantly question and contextualize their work. The introduction of 
texts on Critical Theory to the undergraduates might overwhelm them. Instead, 
the ideas of Critical Theory should be applied to the methodologies of teaching. 
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CRITCAL THEORY  
DAY ONE      5/23/07 
 
Break Out One: 
 
Critical Theory should serve as one of the issues students are introduced to but not the 
basis of the curriculum. 
 
The danger of not grounding Critical Theory in the education of an individual is that it 
leads to superficial understandings. Art History should present the academics of Critical 
Theory to form a solid base. 
 
• Incorporating CT should help provide a systematic way of organizing you discourse. 

This grounding will help alleviate the problem of parsing an object and an idea crating 
new avenues toward meaning in a post-studio world. 

• CT is a necessary apparatus to provide a contextual frame in dealing with/creating 
contemporary work. 

• It can serve as bridge, anchoring the past, illuminating opportunities in the present and 
creating relevant “transferable” thinking. It can also foster a sense of connectedness that 
improves levels of service and teaching. CT helps create inspirational members of 
society by pushing to the forefront: 

theory ----- practice 
meaning making 

service based art practice 
systemic context 

parsing idea ------  object 
dynamics of popular culture 

historical dimensions 
 
• Issues to be examined:  Who are the critical theorists?  

How does their work apply art historically and in visual culture?  
How does critical pedagogy and critical theory relate to contemporary practice? 
How does it work to devise a vocabulary for art practice? 
How deep (academically) do you need to go? 

• With movement away from the Bauhaus, pedagogy is left behind. Retreat from a 
concept that art can be taught. 

• Legacy of CT needs to be understood and emphasized including correcting a lack of 
historical and political education. 

• CT needs to be approached not just from the socio-scientific trajectory but also as a 
practical methodology, or knowledge base, for communication. However, the tendency 
towards its use as “art speak” and its jargonistic qualities should be curtailed and 
profitable and intelligent communication emphasized. 

• The first year is the best place to illuminate that art is a construction. From there, it can 
be “confused” and deconstructed. 
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• While this has been ceded to Art History academically (the deconstruction/analysis of 
art work), the ideas of CT have infiltrated popular culture. Many students use Lacanian 
modes of thinking without ever having read Lacan1. How to utilize this? 

• Art at the college level is a discipline (very different from K-12 educational 
experiences) that must examine its own social, economic and personal/psychological 
functions. So too the separation of artist and educator and differences between social 
and studio practice should be addressed. 

• The definitions of art are changing all the time and are socially constituted and thus 
inter-dependent. Therefore, there is a need to connect historical precedents with 
contemporary art and community. Critique helps reflect this and helps define self and 
other. 

• The Bauhaus was based on a productive aesthetic that incorporated social change. 
However, it provided an answer to a question. Art today is about asking questions not 
answering them.  

• Have art schools have created a product (the students) without a market? In dealing 
with the commodification of art,  have these schools not, however, created individuals 
with transferable skills? Even if a school  produced a “bad painter, “ that individual can 
think and communicate clearly and be of benefit to the society in which he/she is 
embedded. 

• Skillful and meaningful need not be separate. CT can act as connective tissue between 
these two ends. Too much emphasis on technique can lead to a de-emphasize of 
meaning and vice versa. The skill cannot be the ultimate goal. 

• Barrett’s formula: form + media + content + context2 
• Are “skill” and “meaning” interchangeable? 
• Form and content present a dichotomy within CT. 
• Can a value study come to be seen not just as a technical exercise but help illuminate to 

the student our varying articulations of the way reality is perceived and act as a 
visible/describable experience of this reality? 

•The tendency of artists to continually question encourages divergent, not convergent, 
thinking. 

• It is important to not strangle the joy out of the aesthetic experience of art making by 
introducing too much theory too soon in the students career. So how does one keep it 
embodied? How does the notion of process fit in and does it fit in a CT model? 

• How do we engage theory in the context of the studio? Not just make art but also, truly 
incorporate CT into the experience of making art. 

 
                                            
1 “Whereas Freud could still be said to work within an empirical, humanist tradition that 

still believes in a stable self's ability to access the "truth," Lacan is properly post-
structuralist, which is to say that Lacan questions any simple notion of either 
"self" or "truth," exploring instead how knowledge is constructed by way of 
linguistic and ideological structures that organize not only our conscious but also 
our unconscious lives.” 
(http://www.cla.purdue.edu/English/theory/psychoanalysis/lacandevelop.html) 

2 Barrett, T. M. (2003). Interpreting art : Reflecting, wondering, and responding. Boston: 
McGraw-Hill.  
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BREAK OUT 2.  
 
• Daniel Pink, A Whole New Mind3 
 
How do you arrange critiques that involve CT? 
How do you assign topics that incorporate CT? 
 
• Group Critique: defining critique as a noun and a verb. Active participation and 

constructive criticism are necessary to making students aware of critical thinking skills 
while critiquing. 

• Is teaching phenomenon similar to teaching theory and then practice? 
• The criticality of Art is essential. The critical moment, the critical object, the critical 

act…. 
• If CT involves questioning what set of questions must be used? 
• What is the difference between the academic critical theorists and CT as applies in art? 
• What is Critical Theory in the classroom and beyond??? 

 
Emancipation and empowerment??? 

  
OR 

 
CRITICAL THEORY: 

What it is and what it is not??? 
Connectivity      Opinion based 
Context      Isolated/Singular 
Collaborative 
Mediation      Immediate 
Inquiry      Finite 
Dialectical      Dogmatic     (????) 
Egalitarian 
Dialogical      Monological 
Historical      Fantasy/Fabricated 
Synthetic (synthesis)     Fragmentary 
Complexity      Simplistic 
Interdisciplinary     Compartmentalized 
Symbiotic      Parasitic 
 
• CT allows us to recognize an historical synthetic that reveals a complexity. 
• WHAT is it within a curriculum??? 
• How to teach CT without becoming didactic?!? 
• Connectivity: It would allow for a simple introduction and be readily applicable. 
 
                                            
3
 Pink, D. H. (2005). A whole new mind : Moving from the information age to the conceptual age. 

New York: Riverhead Books.   
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• Vehicle for thematic approach-  landscape (art historical application) 
• Interdisciplinary:  Mapping- e.g. site atlas 
   generating inquiry 
• Context:  Historical 
   Political  
   Social 
   Place 
•  Context as a horizon, not a ground 
• Should identity be a separate category? 
• Subjectivity 
 
THE HOW: 

• Part of it is relational. Can’t assume that students arrive with prior knowledge. 
• Skill based with content… How to do it with a still life? 
• Does it have to be through critique? No. Can be applied through theme, mark-
making, etc. 

 
• Process: new/expanded objectives for observational drawing 
 
• Delineating approaches to creating an assignment/ Ways to incorporate 
these ideas 
 
 STILL  LIFE 
  Process 
  Creating the subject 
  Personal objects as a group (“Identity Still Life”) 
  Drawing as a narrative/ building an argument 
 

Contour ----  schematic -----  rendered 
  Thematic 
  Collaborative 

 
• An exploration of frames of reference: introduce the concepts of CT from day 

one 
• Trying to resolve problems: want to move from word to image 
• CT: semiotic engagement of the visual world 
• How?  An exploration of thematic elements 

Relationship and specifics shouldn’t get lost 
Difficulty in defining subject so move onto as process 

• Trying to nudge the system, not traumatize it 
•How? Approaching a drawing assignment 

• As subject 
o Thematic element 
o Narratives 

• Frames of reference 
• As Process 
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• Collaborative 
• Visual journals 
• Process books 
• Research 
• As Object 
• Material 
• Artifact 
• Referent to place/location/identity 
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CRITCAL THEORY  
DAY TWO 

 
Third Break Out Session 

• It is crucial to identify how we relate to teachers and prepare them for the 
classroom and critical theory. 

• Different institutions are in very different situations… FSU has a good model 
• for training GAs. 
• What are the incentives for GAs, adjuncts and senior faculty teaching Foundations 

classes to incorporate Critical Theory? 
• There will never be a one size fits all model; universities and their constituencies 

vary. 
• o begin one should create a menu of what is necessary and unnecessary; recognize 

the spectrum of needs. 
 
How to deal with Critical Theory in relation to the training of the graduate student? 

• Who is going to teach it? 
• The syllabus will always changes with the student constituency. 
• What are the needs of the students? Teacher must be able to evaluate it and create 

a baseline of content comprehension.  
• We want teachers who are thinkers: Should GAs have a mandatory Pedagogy 

class and Theory class? 
• A commonality of language needs to be established, and a simple one at that. 
• Can a basic list of readings that would help students approach these ideas be 

created? 
• Pragmatics? What can work? 
• Once a framework has been established now HOW to do it??? 
• How to apply CT ideas to how teachers are trained? Recognizing 

expertise/Identifying strengths and weaknesses  
• The importance of having students look at contemporary art must be emphasized. 

The intention and discussion in contemp art is strongly influenced by CT. Leaders 
of the contemporary art scene are working with CT and critics disseminate it. 

• Start in the studio. Use the work of the grad to pull that out 
• Student-centeredness as a teaching approach: Students don’t want it. They want 

knowledge imparted to them. 
• CT will not be worth anything in terms of art if we don’t accept that the act of art, 

the practice, is in fact a critical act. 
• Encourage instructors to look for opportunities to infuse CT in their practice and 

teaching. 
• Critical thinking is higher level thinking separate than creative thinking and not 

just analytical. 
• Infusing CT into curriculum would help create more sophisticated work that 

should not be expressed in words (visual language). 
 
CT is GENERATIVE 

• • Solve one problem to find another (connective inquiry). 
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• •Start with examining a work of art. This examination should not be a 
regurgitation of information but an aid in learning to see the form where it begins 
in a non-opinion-based discussion. This should include: 

• Establish visual evidence (formal), objective and observational. 
 (Though this can be argued to be interpretive). 

• Aside from Feldman’s model the “what do you see?” model leads to 
 discussion of content from physical evidence. 

• How can CT be introduced at the get go of a critique process?  
 Remember that: 

o Observations are not objective and CT enforces that. 
o There is no universal vision.  
o The word “good” should not be used in discussions of work.  
o Guidelines for rhetoric and a self-reflexive discussion of rhetoric should 

occur early in the course. 
o A helpful pedagological strategy:  Start with an essentialist argument and  

 that generally leads directly into CT thinking 
o CT is not the end all be all. 

• CT needs to be woven into the curriculum: 
o If one leads students in with simplified with Object/subject discussions 

this  generally leads into a discussion of context (cultural construction).  
o Such a  direction makes work like Bueys accessible 

• Students need to have a knowledge base (How do they get it?) 
• CT is not a closed system. A curriculum incorporating it should not create a closed 
system. 
• There has to be a reason for the faculty to want to discuss it. Proponents of its 
incorporation must create value for CT. 
• To avoid opposition to the inclusion of CT, build a model that essentially is infused 
with incessant questioning. Bring CT in the back door. 
• Old guard/ New guard: Formalism and its limitations in content discussion 
• It is necessary to address the critical juncture between form and content (especially in 
light of contemporary art that eludes analysis of some formal qualities). 
 
What do grad students need to know to teach these concepts? 
About CT:   
   Possible texts: 

Seeing is Believing   
   The Postmodern Condition4 

Interpreting Art, Terry Barrett5 
Arthur Danto6 

                                            
4Lyotard, J. F. (1984). The postmodern condition: A report on knowledge. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press.   
5
 Barrett, T. M. (2003). Interpreting art : Reflecting, wondering, and responding. Boston: 

McGraw-Hill.  
6
 Danto, A. C. (1997). After the end of art: Contemporary art and the pale of history. Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press.   
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Why Art Cannot be Taught?7 
Releasing the Imagination8 
 

• GAs need to: 
o Establish a firm understanding of their own aesthetic values, and creative 

 process to be able to contextualize their own work. 
o Create strategies for reflection to help establish an understanding of 

 personal values that influence teaching so as to not create a model for 
 teaching that promotes mimicry. 

o Understand Humility. 
o Set up the idea that they will not be an omnipotent leader. 
o Be willing to encourage inquiry but understand they are not required to 

 know all the answers. 
o Know how to help students form collaborative groups and facilitate 

 interdisciplinary inquiry. 
o Know how to incorporate thematic elements, narratives, and process 

 journals. 
 
Methodologies 

• Strategies for framing questions and formulating questions. 
• Strategies for contextualization 
• Strategies for facilitating learning/student achievement as opposed to dictating 
 knowledge 
•Need to identify learning outcomes and be able to recognize and evaluate them 
• How to balance being a teacher and being an artist? 

 
How long to train? 

Ongoing 
Albers: “There’s no distinction between teaching and learning.” 

 
What would that training look like? 

Peer review 

                                            
7 Elkins, J. (2001). Why art cannot be taught: A handbook for art students. Urbana, IL: 

University of Illinois Press.   
8
 Greene, M. (1995). Releasing the imagination: Essays on education, the arts, and social change. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.   

 


