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It might even be argued that the most crucial of all human rights includes the 
right to make your mark, model your most valued experiences, and map out 
your affinities, aspirations, beliefs, and counter-stories. Without the liberty 
to tag oneself as a person that matters, to transmit one’s personal and social 
experience to others without censorship, and to make special one’s place in the 
world without assault, prohibition or diminishment, human agency is curtailed.

   (Rolling, 2016) 
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in this short article, I attempt 
to respond generally to the following 
provocative question in Amelia 
Kraehe’s and Joni Acuff ’s (2013) article, 

“Theoretical Considerations for Art 
Education Research With and About 
‘Underserved Populations.’” The authors 
ask, “What barriers exist for recruiting and 
admitting students of color and low-income 
students into the art teaching profession?”1 
(p. 298). In addition, I examine barriers 
to the arts in general, such as education 
in public schools, higher education, and 
places where the arts are enjoyed in life, 
such as in the art museum/gallery, all 
prominent locations in which people of 
color have limited access. These notions 
have been well-articulated recently by two 
authors of color: New York Times journalist 
Nikole Hannah-Jones (2016) and British 
Outreach Development officer David Osa 
Amadasun (2013). I will center this article 
on their experiences as parents who seek to 
redress the inequalities their children face in 
education and cultural institutions, in order 
to respond to Kraehe’s and Acuff ’s question.

Segregation, Hannah-Jones (2016) 
writes, might seem like a problem that was 
solved by the Supreme Court in 1954 with 
Brown v. Board of Education. Yet she points 
out what most of us know as educators; 
segregation is maintained by other means, 
while intentional integration rarely occurs 
unless it benefits White students. In New 

York, one of the most diverse cities in the world, children are 
segregated by both race and class.2 I conjecture that the “carefully 
curated segregation” (p. 37) in education and housing, and the 
concomitant inequity of cultural privileges, are the primary causes 
of racism in America. “Legally and culturally, we’ve come to accept 
segregation once again. Today, across the country, black children 
are more segregated than they have been at any point in nearly half 
a century” (p. 50). When her daughter Naija was ready to enter 
pre-K, Hanna-Jones’s middle-class family confronted the social and 
cultural order of public education in New York.

Art is one of the so-called cultural privileges that is made 
available to well-resourced, predominantly White, middle-class 
schools. Children in these schools (the ones with high test scores) 
deserve to enjoy the arts and “everything that makes school 
joyous” (p. 38). Schools with low test scores, which are invariably 
segregated with Black and Latinx3 children, must forgo these 
pleasures in order to improve test scores, or face punishing effects 
and even school closure. It can be argued that low test scores, in 
fact, perpetuate systemic segregation, as it serves as “code” for 
Black and poor, and therefore causing “White flight” from these 
schools. The subtle message is that the arts are not for young 
people of color to enjoy, let alone envision as a future career.4

In the following paragraphs, I turn to Amadasun’s confrontation 
with disproportionate social and cultural capital, the inevitable 
effect of segregation. Amadasun highlights not only his own 
personal journey, but also the barriers of race and class embedded 
in White hegemonic cultural institutions, and how they are passed 
down to the next generation. 

U.N.C.L.E.: Unite in Nurturing our Children’s  
Life Experiences

As a young man, Amadasun found in the work of Pierre 
Bourdieu a practical way to disrupt the effects of unequal cultural 
and social resources. Bourdieu theorized how the stratification of 
class is reproduced through the internalization of rules, values, 
dispositions, and taste. Each social situation presents a “game 
of social power” (Amadasun, 2013, para. 2) requiring its own 
cultural capital, such as how we dress and hold ourselves in 
space, so that we might feel as if “a fish in water.” In other words, 
write Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), the fish “does not feel the 
weight of the water, and it takes the world about itself for granted” 
(p. 127). If this taken-for-grantedness is the luxury of racial 
invisibility and privilege that White people enjoy, then Amadasun 
(2013) wondered if the reclamation of cultural capital might 
affect the future of a marginalized people. “For example, might 
engaging in certain types of social and cultural activities help a 
child’s (or adult’s) social, cultural and educational development 
and progress?” (para. 3). He hypothesized that, as a parent, his 
own cultural orientations would affect the cultural capital of his 
children.

These thoughts led to an experimental campaign, Unite in 
Nurturing our Children’s Life Experiences (U.N.C.L.E.), which 
was meant “to investigate but also to try to dismantle the cultural 
barriers experienced within working class communities of colour” 
(para. 4). Amadasun therefore researched the cultural activities 
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and institutions frequented by middle-class parents and their 
children. The “divisive” White middle-class gallery space became 
the locus of his study: why didn’t working-class people of color 
use such spaces? His experimental visit to the Hayward Gallery in 
London (Figure 1) with friends and family was evidence of how 
“the exclusions of cultural value are deep-seated and felt in the 
body” (para. 6). 

We arrived at the Southbank Centre, parked underneath 
the gallery and walked up the stairs towards it. Shaniah [his 
daughter] glared at me as we neared the Hayward. Before  
I could say anything, she froze and said that she wasn’t going 
into the gallery. “It’s not me dad, it’s not me.” (para. 6)

For that brief moment he felt powerless as a parent in the 
recognition of “the mundane violence of cultural value” (para. 
6). The title of Amadasun’s (2013) article, “Black People Don’t Go 
to Galleries,” is a direct quote from a friend during the gallery 
visit. This statement, says the author, is an admission of a visceral 
experience of the gallery’s silent articulation. 

Concluding Thoughts
“What if the right to signify self, to model one’s life experience, 

and to contest prevailing norms, hierarchies and centralities 
through our creative acts were understood as basic human rights?” 
James Rolling, Jr. asked this question at the Higher Education 
seminar, “Leading Toward Social Justice” at the 2016 NAEA 
National Convention. These rights imply 
access and the right “to congregate in social 
networks” (Rolling, 2016). Yet, Hannah-
Jones and Amadasun describe the invisible 
and not so invisible ways access and rights 
are forfeited. If creative activity is a social 
behavior, as Rolling argues, then carefully, 
or unconsciously, designed segregation 
disrupts the social flow and interchange 
of ideas, which he calls the best of human 
productivity and agency, one’s individual and 
collective ability to change the world. 

Obstructions to access can be visible in 
the physical infrastructure of institutions, 
such as the intimidating grand staircases at 
the entrances of major museums; or it can 
be so deeply embedded that limited access 
and equity are obscured by cultural habits of 
exclusion, such as in classrooms described by 
Hannah-Jones. Strategies might be borrowed 
from the disability rights community. For 
example, Radical accessibility is an open 
source platform that assists communities in 
grassroots investigation of the accessibility 

of public spaces. Conceived by Social Practice artist Carmen 
Papalia (2017), it uses a comprehensive template for considerations 
of “power, oppression, strategy, agency, mutuality, solidarity, 
collaboration, creative practice and justice” (p. 6). Papalia designs 
experiences that expand both the physical accessibility and 
perceptual mobility of participants in art institutions (Figure 2). As 
a blind artist, he challenges sighted participants to experiment with 
their non-visual senses, thus producing new sources of accessibility 
(Papalia, 2017). 

The cultural capital and tastes of the White middle class, 
intentionally or unintentionally, become divisive spaces in the 
gallery, museum, or in zoned middle-class classrooms. How 
might the Black working-class public enter these spaces with 
ease, which Amadasun (2013) identifies as a self-efficacy issue. 
He demonstrates how people of color will unconsciously avoid 
situations where marginalization might occur, and therefore 
perpetuate injustice. He suggests that Black children need to see 
themselves reflected in the mainstream and, equally important, 
that White children see themselves as having color, thus 
un-naturalizing and de-normalizing “the seamless part of the wall-
to-wall whiteness” of the surrounding exhibition [or classroom]” 
(para. 15). Amadasun’s method of de-orienting the Whiteness of 
art institutions is similar to Papalia’s method of de-orienting the 

Figure 2. “For Erik Ferguson,” site-specific 
artwork by Carmen Papalia, 2015.  

Model Museum, Sligo, Ireland, 2015. 
Photo courtesy of the artist.



January 2018 23

sightedness of art institutions. By making visible the taken-for-
granted White space, art and museum educators can make possible 
an equitable interchange of ideas, the best of human productivity 
and agency.  ■
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1  Th e President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities in 2011 presented 
evidence that low-income and minority students had the fewest opportunities 
in arts education, which is what Kraehe and Acuff  (2013) call the “negative 
eff ects that curriculum and budget compression have on arts education” 
(p. 295).

2  Hannah-Jones (2016), as well as other scholars, argue that race and class are 
inseparable. Hannah-Jones says that housing discrimination was legal until 
1968, which meant that it was almost impossible for Black Americans to secure 
home loans. “Th e typical white person has 13 times the wealth of a typical 
black person” as a result of discriminatory housing policies (p. 52).

3  Latinx is the preferred, more inclusive, gender-neutral term to refer to Latin 
American people.

4  See Th e Century Foundation Report’s “How Racially Diverse Schools and 
Classrooms Can Benefi t All Students.” Wells, Fox, and Cordova-Cobo (2016) 
write that since the unsuccessful forced integration of the 1970s, schools in the 
United States have become more segregated. Yet they believe we are at a critical 
junction in which integration can prevent future racial division and unrest.
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