
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=usae20

Download by: [Ariana Stokas] Date: 22 August 2016, At: 06:54

Studies in Art Education
A Journal of Issues and Research

ISSN: 0039-3541 (Print) 2325-8039 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/usae20

Letting All Lives Speak: Inequality in Art Education
and Baumgarten’s Felix Aestheticus

Ariana Gonzalez Stokas

To cite this article: Ariana Gonzalez Stokas (2016) Letting All Lives Speak: Inequality in Art
Education and Baumgarten’s Felix Aestheticus, Studies in Art Education, 57:2, 139-148

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194

Published online: 10 Mar 2016.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 22

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=usae20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/usae20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=usae20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=usae20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-03-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00393541.2016.1133194&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2016-03-10


Letting All Lives Speak: Inequality in Art
Education and Baumgarten’s Felix
Aestheticus
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The article takes as its starting point the 2012 National Center for
Education Statistics report that showed a clear statistical equity
divide in access to art education. The article offers a philosophical
examination of Alexander Baumgarten’s concept of the felix aesthe-
ticus. Using the theories of Jacques Ranciére, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, and Johann von Goethe for support, it offers a theoretical
frame to the aspect of the self that is lost when art education is
removed as compulsory for all children. The article seeks to con-
tribute to the theories that art educators and policy makers might
draw on when making justifications for providing arts programming
to low-income children. Finally, this article seeks to begin to offer
the art educator practical insight into the kind of knowing that
cultivating the felix aestheticus may yield for the child and makes
recommendations for policy approaches.
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“Baumgarten
defines the felix
aestheticus as the
individual who
has developed

sensitivity to the
creative

possibilities
present in the
materiality of
experience.”



In 2012, the National Center for
Education Statistics published the
most recent comprehensive look at

arts education availability in American
schools (Parsad & Spiegelman, 2012).
Most troubling, yet known anecdotally
by many educators, was the clearly
reported statistical equity-divide in
access to the arts. The report showed
that the higher the percentage of stu-
dents receiving free and reduced lunch,
the lower the percentage of students
receiving arts instruction. In the 2008–
2009 academic year, 96% of students
attending schools that had a free and
reduced lunch rate between 0% and
25% received instruction in music. In
contrast, only 81% of students attend-
ing schools that had a free and reduced
lunch rate of 76% or more received
instruction in music. Therefore, nearly
20% of the lowest income children in
the United States receive no education
in music. This trend is consistent across
all the data on visual arts, dance, and
theater compiled by the 2012 report,
showing an indisputable correlation
between socioeconomic status and
access to education in the arts.

While it is clear that there is a statistical
disparity in arts education predicated on socio-
economics, my inquiry examines the normative
dimensions of such an inequity and its poten-
tial impact on the student as creator. I give a
philosophical argument that arts education is
essential to student development because of
its potential to educate the self to become

what Alexander Baumgarten (1750/2013)
described as a felix aestheticus. Baumgarten
defined the felix aestheticus as the individual
who has developed sensitivity to the creative
possibilities present in the materiality of
experience. The fully realized felix aestheticus
perceives how one’s experience of the sensory
world may develop into a unique artistic
vision. Simplified, the felix aestheticus is the
varied capacity to feel experience and commu-
nicate a distinct expression through a variety
of materiality; this common capacity may flour-
ish or be unrealized. The phrase “common
capacity” is used for the purposes of this arti-
cle, predicated on a definition of perception
that is inclusive of neurodiversity. Throughout
the article, reference to the term “perception”
should be understood to point toward embo-
died approaches, namely ones that, because of
the appeal of the arts to multisensory experi-
ence, have the potential to liberate the expres-
sions of a neurodiversity of people. I posit that
the lack of education in the arts for groups of
students based on socioeconomics creates an
equity gap of human expression. Ultimately, I
seek to level a defense for equity in arts educa-
tion predicated on understanding it as a
method of cultivating sensitive cognition or
the kind of knowing that enables individual
potential as creators.

I first briefly1 lay the conceptual foundation
for the aesthetic philosophy that undergirds
the kind of art education I am championing:
an education that extends and develops
Alexander Gottleib Baumgarten’s (1974/2013)
idea of aesthetics as the cultivation of the
felix aestheticus or the self as creator and devel-
oper of one’s world. This is not to argue
against current versions of art education but,
rather, to give a different conceptual frame to
those activities, one rooted in the foundation
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of Western aesthetics. Then, I attempt to eluci-
date sensitive cognition, which Baumgarten
suggested is cultivated through attunement
to the aesthetic dimensions of experience.
Aesthetics is understood in this inquiry as
knowledge that is derived from the experience
of our senses. I connect this notion of aes-
thetics with Jacques Ranciére’s (2013) idea of
the equality of materiality in order to illumi-
nate how arts education, understood as the
cultivation of the felix aestheticus, is deeply
significant to human experience. In an effort
to connect this philosophical foundation to
potentials for policy and practice, I examine
the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1964)
and Johann von Goethe (1810/1971) in an
effort to exemplify the functioning of the felix
aestheticus. Finally, I engage in brief recom-
mendations for how the policy community
might find, in this philosophical analysis, useful
conceptual tools for thinking through potential
qualitative research that examines the impact
of the arts on the perceptions that students
hold of themselves as creators.

The Felix Aestheticus
While there is not recent substantial discus-

sion on Alexander Baumgarten’s work in the
field of art education, there has been interest
in reviving and clarifying his role in the devel-
opment of aesthetics, most recently in the
work of Kai Hammermeister (2002). Due to
the limited number of English translations of
Baumgarten’s Aisthesis, I rely on Stefan W.
Gross’s The Neglected Programme of Aesthetics
(2002), as an illuminating exegesis of
Baumgarten’s theory to supplement my own
readings of his work. The image of
Baumgarten’s felix aestheticus (FA) that Gross
(2002) presented is key to this argument
because it reveals aesthetics as an “approach
to human knowledge, experience and percep-
tion” (p. 404). Aesthetics, in other words, is a
way of approaching how people may know the
world. Gross identified two major ideas from
Baumgarten that, I believe, are helpful in the

argument for art education as an essential dis-
cipline to cultivating knowledge of the self as a
creator.

The first idea Gross (2002) illuminated is
Baumgarten’s conception of the human as a
FA. This vision of humanity cannot be reduced
to either a purely rational or purely sensual
being. The FA is the full capacity of a human
negotiating conflicting aims, faculties, and
poetic powers. Gross explained that
Baumgarten put forth an image of the human
being that places the creation and develop-
ment of human culture at the center of exis-
tence. The developed FA possesses the ability
to fuse her sensory experience with existent
forms and ideas (Chaplin, 2005), potentially
generating new insights or ways of being.
She is able to reconcile what she feels and
experiences of phenomena, whether ideas or
objects, with what is presented as rules, exist-
ing methods, or concepts. The faculty unique
to the felix aestheticus, that allows for the
negotiation of aims, faculties, and poetic
powers, is what Baumgarten called the cognitio
sensitiva or sensitive cognition (Gross, 2002). I
argue that the development of this aspect of
cognition is critical to developing a self that
may understand existence as a progressive
opportunity to use the material of experience
to envision, express, and create.

According to Baumgarten (1974/2013), sen-
sitive cognition is what enables an individual
to feel the aliveness of existence. The FA aims
for developing and deepening of sensitivity to
the vibrant potentiality of the sensual material
world, that it is moving, growing, and speak-
ing. Sensitive cognition is what enables us to
sense the varied aesthetic qualities of materi-
ality, to perceive how experience of weight,
texture, or sound may connect to a larger
web of intellectual significance and to under-
stand how this experience may translate into
artistic expressions.

Without delving into the vast literature on
cognition2 and how this significant field of
research relates to art education and
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aesthetics, Baumgarten’s work has provided a
foundation for understanding aesthetics as an
embodied epistemological system that culti-
vates the sensory, perceptual attunement of
the self. However, because Baumgarten failed
to connect sense perception to the experience
of the body, his work, according to Adrienne
Chaplin (2005), failed to develop a vision of
embodied aesthetics, one that acknowledged
that sensitive cognition was intertwined with
the experience of the body. The works of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1964) and Johann
von Goethe (1810/1971) provide a helpful con-
ceptual bridge to Baumgartean aesthetics and
illuminate for us the embodied nature of sen-
sitive cognition.

For Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1964) the
interplay and intertwining of the self with
the aesthetic nature of the world was what
opens us to further creation and further pos-
sibilities of knowing. He argued that the con-
dition of the body as the chiasm or “crossing
over” is what permits the ongoing interplay
between the sensual experience of the self
and existing phenomena, which permits the
experience of depth. I show here that depth
is the inexhaustible and alive character of
phenomena, what allows the world to blos-
som for individual contribution. I posit that
the experience of depth as articulated by
Merleau-Ponty is an example of the workings
of a Baumgartean sensitive cognition, mean-
ing that sensitive cognition is what permits
us to experience the world as depth fraught
with material potentiality and understand the
self as an FA. It is how I understand that my
hand reaching out to swat a mosquito or my
ability to attune to the bird singing instead
of the truck rushing by is an expression of
my capacity to make and alter the world. It is
through perceiving my particular capacity to
alter and shape things that I begin to under-
stand the creative potential of myself.
Through linking the concepts of depth and
sensitive cognition, I aim to further illuminate
this vision of aesthetic education as essential

to the development of the individual as a
felix aestheticus.

In “The Intertwining-The Chiasm” (1968),
the last and incomplete chapter from The
Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty sought
to illuminate how we come to know things
through perception, how we come to express
the encounter of phenomena as ideas or
objects from our sensual experience of them.
Merleau-Ponty understood perception as a
faculty that moves beyond visual data, a sensi-
tive acknowledgment of the correspondence
of the self to phenomena that is dependent
on an embodied, live intertwining with the
world. In order to understand this further, let
us begin with the classical epistemological
example of how we come to know red.

Merleau-Ponty (1968) worked with red as a
means of communicating how the perception
of it is not merely a concept devoid of context
and layers of sedimentary experiences, but
something that is thick and deep; something
that, if perceived sensitively, presents itself as
alive. A meaning of red may be developed
through habitation: living through the thing
as an aspect of the materiality of existence.
Merleau-Ponty (1964) wrote,
We must first understand that this red
under my eyes is not, as is always said, a
quale, a pellicle of being without
thickness, a message at the same time
indecipherable and evident, which one
has or has not received, but of which, if
one has received it, one knows all there is
to know, and of which in the end there is
nothing to say. It requires a focusing,
however brief; it emerges from a less
precise, more general redness, in which
my gaze was caught, into which it sank,
before-as we put it so aptly-fixing it.
(p. 394)

Red, for Merleau-Ponty in this instance, is
not considered apart from its effects on beha-
vior or from the physical experience that has
developed a sensibility of red. This sensibility is
understood as inclusive of a neurodiverse
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world; color participates in our experience
beyond the visual sense. Someone who is
blind may come to know red, for example, as
heat, embarrassment, anger, the feeling of
love, or the word as articulated in Braille or
verbal description. We do not simply “see”
red and know all there is to know about red
without delving into its participations and
these participations come to us through a vari-
ety of experiences, capacities, and cultures.
Our meaning develops from what experiences
red stands in relation to. It does not discount
red as an abstract category but believes that it
is alive for us insofar as it is considered thickly,
as having a depth that is accessed through an
attunement to its relations and variations. Red
has a latent thickness that is knowable through
a certain manner of participation with it, which
arises from how my particular self, as realized
through my distinct bodily capacity, comes to
know it. The red of a shawl or the taste of an
apple does not exist for me as a general red
thing. It may connect to a general redness but
is, Merleau-Ponty believes, presented to us
thickly and we may, because of this thick char-
acter, delve into it more deeply with each
subsequent encounter of red. My horizon of
knowing around redness may grow wider and
deeper; so may my understanding that a spe-
cific phenomenon, such as red, is laden with
possibility for further knowing and further
expression.

My general understanding of red (or other
concepts) is returned to with each encounter
of a red thing; my understanding is potentially
enlarged, re-particularized, and deepened
through how sensitive I become toward it.
Subsequent reds are not the same as the first
red that I came to perceive but, rather, a link
between exterior and interior horizons (1964).
Red, the concept, becomes the connective tis-
sue, how the body intertwines with the world
to create meaning. Red is progressive, it
reveals its live character with each subsequent
encounter, its stellate shape expanding and
contracting. Red expresses the equality of its

materiality in this manner; it is open for con-
tribution and transformation by the participa-
tion of individuals. Merleau-Ponty wrote,
This red is what it is only by connecting
up from its place with other reds about it,
with which it forms a constellation, or
with other colors it dominates or that
dominate it, that it attracts or that attract
it, that it repels or that repel it. In short it
is a certain node on the woof of the
simultaneous and successive… and its red
is literally not the same as it appears in
one constellation or in the other, as the
pure essence of the Revolution of 1917
precipitates in it. (p. 394)

My meaning of red develops because of its
connection to other reds of my experience and
what I notice about its varied experience in the
cultural fabric of society. The red of the revolu-
tion is not the same as the red of a Chanel
lipstick or of the feeling of love; attunement to
this character of variation and its possibility as
open material for interpretation, expression,
and engagement is the work of sensitive cog-
nition. The creation of a new variation of red is
the work of the felix aestheticus. Coming to
perceive these variations may give one a
sense of the depth present in all phenomena,
something that the scientific work of Johann
von Goethe (1810/1971) also exemplifies.

Although known primarily as a great artist,
Goethe (1810/1971) created a considerable
body of work on science. His approach to
science did not, during his time, receive the
same degree of recognition as his literature. An
examination of Goethe’s work on science offers
this inquiry another way to understand sensi-
tive cognition, the capacity important to the
development of the felix aestheticus, or what
Goethe described as “delicate empiricism”
(p. 307).

Goethe (1810/1971) openly stated that he
created Theory of Colours as an alternative to
Newton’s theory of the spectrum. Newton’s
famous experiment with a prism showed that
light was responsible for the color spectrum:
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that the light was, in a sense, color. Goethe’s
work on color does not dispute Newton’s find-
ings but, rather, seeks to offer a different
approach to experimentation and theorizing
in the sciences, an approach that relies on
individual sensitivity to the encounter of
color. Approaching phenomena in this manner
requires the body to act as an attuned instru-
ment, sensing the presence of color as it com-
municates through individual experience.
Fredrick Armine (1998) wrote,
It was partly for this reason that Goethe
was so adamantly opposed to Newton’s
experimentum crucius, arguing that a
single experiment proves nothing. Equally
important was his fundamentally different
notion of scientific experimentation. For
Goethe, the experiment is not like a single
practical syllogism but rather like artistic
practice directed towards the refinement
of one’s perception over time. (p. 42)

Goethe’s (1810/1971) method thus relied
on the progressive development of percep-
tion through the experiential relationship
between the inquirer and the subject matter.
He pointed toward a method of knowing
color that asks the individual to continue
sensing, to know that there is more to
know because of temporality and the parti-
cularity of one’s existence. Coming to know
color as it exists as a live thing within our
experience is distinct from knowing color as
an abstracted singular definition. Goethe did
not deny that color is the result of wave-
lengths of light bending and refracting.
Rather, he sought to show that there is
another way of coming to know what color
is, a way of coming to know that is depen-
dent on a diversity of sensitive attunements
to its character over time and a neurodiverse
world that is significant to the full flowering
of how we come to know anything. Meaning
that, without varied and distinct experiences
of red, we do not, according to Merleau-
Ponty (1964) and Goethe (1810/1971), have
a full sense of its possibilities. Coming to

know color as a live progressive entity in
relation to its life as a scientific principle or
formula permits us to begin to sense that
color is open to further contribution, to
expressions of the experience of it that
remain unknown to us.

Goethe’s (1810/1971) method did not seek
to make Newton’s method or findings irrele-
vant. Rather, Goethe aimed to show that the
fact of color, as experienced by an individual, is
also a valid epistemology for coming to under-
stand color. As previously described, Merleau-
Ponty (1964) believed that the body encoun-
ters concepts as phenomena and, through
attentiveness to the character of that interac-
tion, the materiality of the world becomes the
site of expressiveness. Goethe (1810/1971)
described this attentiveness, this individual
refinement of perception that he sought to
exemplify in Theory of Color (1971) and
Metamorphosis of Plants (2009), as delicate
empiricism.

Goethe’s delicate empiricism shares a kin-
ship with Baumgarten’s sensitive cognition.
The similarities are not simply the result of
historical coincidence but, rather, evidence of
a continuing philosophical conversation
around the nature of aesthetic knowing that
Goethe directly built out of Baumgarten’s
work. David Seamon (1998) described
Goethe’s delicate empiricism as, “the effort to
understand a thing’s meaning through pro-
longed empathetic ‘looking’ and seeing
grounded in direct experience” (p. 2).
Perception, the engagement with phenomena
through sense experience, is what makes deli-
cate empiricism possible. Encountering the
world through our various sense capacities is
primary to all human endeavors. Delicate
empiricism and sensitive cognition are differ-
entiated from this biological foundation
because they are characterized by a refine-
ment or heightened meta-awareness of the
qualities of phenomena as they correspond to
corporeal experience. This meta-awareness
attends to the singular phenomenon I
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encounter, such as the red lipstick, but also to
an increasing, widening web of significance
that, because of its variability, I may contribute
to and create with.

As I move through subsequent encounters,
I understand that red may also signify an
apple, a warning signal, and the color a writer
uses to express embarrassment. The word
RED on this page projects an image to my
reader that may be somewhat abstracted (a
red blob for instance) or incite a memory or a
feeling. A person who has developed sensitive
cognition, the capacity to perceive as a felix
aestheticus, understands red as variable and
full of expressive potentialities; red is, as all
other phenomena, an indication of the equal-
ity present in all materiality. Let us now turn
to Jacques Ranciere’s work on equality of
materiality in order to further understand the
nature of inequality in art education under
discussion.

Ranciére: The Equality of Materiality
Jacques Ranciére’s (2013) concept of the

equality of materiality is useful to understand-
ing that the arts education I have described is
founded on recognition of the commonality
we all hold in our capacities as sensing beings;
that potential to see, feel, touch, hear, and
express experiences through a variety of lan-
guages, materials, abilities, and diversity of cul-
tural lenses. Human beings hold the ability to
apprehend material existence and create from
it. In other words, all individuals hold, in our
bodies, potential to utter experience through a
variety of forms from music or applications to
scientific experiments and advertising cam-
paigns. Therefore, the cultivation of sensitive
cognition, the ability to apprehend the depth
present in phenomena and its use in expres-
sive action, is present, albeit distinctly, within
all of us. This capacity may be stultified, how-
ever, by deliberate cultural procedures, such as
policy decisions that result in the statistical
inequities cited at the beginning of this article.

According to Ranciére (2006), the primacy
of material equality breaks down because of
cultural stultification procedures or what is also
described as the “distribution of the sensible”
(p. 7). The “distribution of the sensible reveals
who can have a share in what is common to
the community based on what they do and on
the time and space in which this activity is
performed” (p. 12). Meaning, the equality of
materiality is made unequal through the selec-
tion, ordering, and shaping of the aesthetic
qualities of experience. Tyson Lewis (2013)
explained,
There is an aesthetic organization at the
heart of social life—an aesthetics that
defines the spaces, places, and modalities
of visibility, audibility, and so forth. This
partitioning of the sensible means that
certain voices are heard as expressing
viable political disagreements while
others are heard as mere noise, and some
bodies are seen as subjects while others
are seen as objects. (p. 51)

In order to understand this manner of
inequality, the organization of a particular
environment is needed. In other words, how
a district or government decides to allocate art
education resources communicates beliefs
about who ought to be allowed to perceive
and communicate the aesthetic qualities of
existence from sensitive participation in the
material world. The cultural procedure that is
under examination here, to be clear, is the
deliberate decision to exclude low-income chil-
dren from access to school based arts educa-
tion. The act of leaving out arts education or
diminishing its presence in particular schools
creates a social partition where some are edu-
cated in this aspect of being and permitted the
time to communicate it and some are not.
Eliminating the opportunity for exposure to
the arts and to the ability of the self to express
aesthetically stultifies the inherent equality of
materiality promised to children through their
existence as embodied subjects. So, it is not
only that literacy about art objects and their
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making is denied through a lack of arts educa-
tion; this choice also suggests that not all indi-
viduals ought to be given the opportunity to
perceive the sensory experience of the self as
material for creation and communication to
the broader society.

In other words, to the extent that quality
arts education nurtures the ability to know the
self as an agent for creative constructive or
destructive action, current policy leaves this
as under acknowledged for low-income chil-
dren. This is, of course, not as simple as dis-
tributing ample financial resources for arts
education; this would underestimate the
importance of pedagogy and teacher educa-
tion in the flourishing of the kind of arts edu-
cation that works toward eliminating the kind
of inequality I describe. It is not only access to
understanding art objects that we must be
most concerned about, but also how the
child learns that making a mark, uttering
words into a poem, and moving the limbs to
express pathos are all indications of varied and
differentiated expressive capacities. Granting
space for students to learn that they might
contribute a unique idea from their sensible
experiences is something all children ought
to have. Developing the ability to attend to
the sensual distinctness of a variety of material
and transform it into a product that commu-
nicates an innovative vision is considered an
essential skill of the 21st century.

The Partnership for Twenty First Century
Skills (P21)’s (2015) vision for student success
in the new global economy has placed innova-
tion skills, such as creativity, as an essential
outcome for learning. P21’s website has
noted that the ability to use creation techni-
ques to develop their own distinct ideas is
central to developing students who are com-
petitive in the global economy. The develop-
ment of such capacities is, I posit, connected to
an environment that permits the play and
exploration of the relationship between mate-
riality and expression—something arts educa-
tion is uniquely positioned to accomplish. A

student, in order to innovate, must perceive
that the way she experiences phenomena
and communicates this through material
choices is the locus of innovative thinking,
the kind of knowing I have attempted to
show is central to sensitive cognition. All stu-
dents, as the statistics reveal, are not granted
this space and time equally. Arts education
designates a space and place for the sensitive
capacity of the self to be clarified, encoun-
tered, reflected on, and articulated. Its pre-
sence, as a distinct discipline, is what permits
the blossoming of sensitive cognition and the
realization of the self as a felix aestheticus. This
is the manner of art education that I am
defending, one predicated on the designation
of space to experiment with materiality. To
play, to explore, to test, and understand phe-
nomena as possible material for expression
and to see that your red is not my red, but
that either red may, through connection to
broader horizons of experience, become a
blossoming constellation that clears a space
for a new articulation, a description of red as
yet unknown. When this manner of knowing is
stunted in students because of socioeconomic
status, society colludes to silence the innova-
tions of individuals who may be most able to
generate creative solutions for their
communities.

There is work to be done to illuminate
the self-perception of low-income students
who do not receive robust arts education.
Perhaps a first step in attempting to reveal
this inequality as an injustice would be to
conduct a simple comparative study that
examined sensitive cognition, understood
as the ability to perceive possibility in the
personal experience of material, between
students in well-resourced schools with
robust arts education and those from
under-resourced schools who receive none.
How much or how little students perceive
themselves as creators and contributors, as
a felix aestheticus, might complement philo-
sophical arguments such as this with the
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data that policy makers often need to make
strong legislation. Ameliorating cultural
inequality matters—in order to ensure that
we have a society that values an equality of
expression not only in word but also in the
designation of resources. Being able to
explain the nature of expressive inequality
and its connection to the desired aims of
developing the kind of innovative thinkers
valued by projects such as The Partnership
for 21st Century Skills would be an impor-
tant project, one that to my knowledge has
not been undertaken.

Conclusion
As discussed, knowing the self as a felix

aestheticus is something that all children pos-
sess a potential to realize and something arts
education is uniquely suited for developing.
This equality, founded in the body and its inter-
twining with the sensible environment, can be
stunted by social decisions regarding the dis-
pensability of arts education for all people. One
would hope, if arts education were understood
as essential to every child knowing and devel-
oping this capacity of the self, that its omission
based on socioeconomics would be viewed as a
social injustice not simply a vicissitude of eco-
nomics. By examining the normative dimen-
sions behind policy decisions (what beliefs
govern the decision to allocate resources in
particular ways to particular students), we may

better understand the impacts of economic
inequality in arts education: how it develops,
persists, and how we might help policy makers
understand what is denied when art education
is left out or deemed unimportant.

The claim is often made that there is simply
not enough time or resources to give to teach-
ing the arts, yet the most elite secondary
schools in the country place them as essential
to developing children. The Sidwell Friends
School, the institution where President
Obama and President Clinton sent their chil-
dren, stated:
We offer these students a rich and
rigorous interdisciplinary curriculum
designed to stimulate creative inquiry,
intellectual achievement and independent
thinking in a world increasingly without
borders. We encourage these students to
test themselves in athletic competition
and to give expression to their artistic
abilities… above all, we seek to be a
school that nurtures a genuine love of
learning and teaches students to let their
lives speak.3

The arts, when taught to liberate the capa-
city of the felix aestheticus, enables us to, in the
spirit of Maxine Greene (2001) change human
beings who might change the world. Should
not all children, regardless of socioeconomics,
be educated to let their lives speak in order to
change the world?
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