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Activist art is profoundly involved in politics and social reform (Weibel, 2015). Artistic
practice can help increase people's awareness of critical social issues (Adams, 2001), and
motivate them to respond and alter their perspectives and perceptions of the environment
(Ryan, 2015). The development of digital technologies also provides new opportunities
for digital arts. Utilizing technologies as humanizing tools harnesses creation, expression,
and interaction (Blikstein, 2008). A core principle of the museum as a public educational
institution in a democratic society is to achieve greater inclusion and represent the nation's
diversity (Moorhouse et al., 2019). However, museums as cultural institutions have long
been silent on their origins (Edwards et al., 2006) and complicity (Ng et al., 2017) in
establishing imperialist, colonialist, and oppressive principles. Furthermore, a digital
divide (Bower et al., 2014) is exhibited in disparities in access to and proficiency in creative
uses of digital technologies. Thus, there is an existing racial and socioeconomic gap in
(digital) art, activism education, and museum curation. While museums and heritage sites
have adopted the use of augmented reality (AR) for educational and exhibitionary
purposes by offering immersive learning opportunities for school children (Moorhouse et
al., 2019; Srikanth, 2021), none of this previous work directly addresses honing criticality
in student voices and creation in the white cube setting using digital technologies in an
explicit manner. Whose stories are told in museum collections, and whose are not? We
believe that in fostering students’ digital creation process as well as their questioning of
dominant narratives, youth can be equipped to externalize dissent and reclaim
institutional spaces for their communities.
As such, we raise the question: How can youth be empowered by digital technology as a
channel of art activism to address issues pertinent to them and their communities that are
not historically addressed in museum spaces?
In response to this question, we introduce The ARt of Inequality, a proposed 15-week long
curriculum for high-school-aged youth from minoritized backgrounds that combines
social justice and art-activism via the development of digital AR pieces. We drew
inspiration from the teen education programs at the Noguchi Museum in New York City,
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in which local high school students participate in workshops on digital platforms,
collaborative creation, and community outreach. This particular museum’s efforts to
make local student voices heard challenged us to think about ways to connect resources
made available by cultural institutions throughout the United States to the youth in their
surrounding communities.
We draw heavily from Paulo Freire’s seminal work Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the
development of our proposed curriculum to encourage and challenge students to view
education as a practice of freedom and to actively participate in the world not as a static
reality, but one that is constantly shifting alongside their sense of place and identity
(Freire, 2005; Thanapornsangsuth & Holbert, 2020). We specifically integrate AR as a
storytelling instrument through which students are empowered to implement their
transformation of self and surroundings by way of making (Blikstein, 2008; Papert, 1988;
Srikanth, 2021). We consider AR creation to align with Papert’s theory of constructionism
states that learners develop their understanding of the world by creating an artifact
outside of themselves (Papert, 1988). Through AR construction, students are purposely
positioned as critical designers (Bower et al., 2014; Holbert et al., 2020) who bring their
own ideas, beliefs, and critiques of the world into reality through the use of technology.
In line with Freire’s notion of generative themes (Freire, 2005), our proposed curriculum
takes students through researching social justice issues based on their lived experiences
and ultimately creating their AR interventions through construction and media-making
as a means of critique.
Our proposed curriculum (see Figure 1), broken down into four units, would effectively
guide students through the aforementioned digital creation process while also supporting
them as they simultaneously challenge oppressive narratives and reclaim institutional
spaces, namely museums, for themselves and their communities. Unit 1 aims to provide
students with an introduction to and a foundational understanding of the role that art
plays in activism. Students learn to contextualize the impact and role that art can have on
social justice movements that resonate or are personally relevant to them via a
combination of activities, including lectures, digital media-making assignments, and a
speaker series that invites local artists and activists to provide insights and additional
mentorship to students. Unit 2 invites students to think about the history and purpose of
museums critically. In Unit 3, students integrate their critical analysis of museum
narratives and incorporate poignant generative themes (Blikstein, 2008; Freire, 2005) they
have identified for themselves into a final digital AR piece. In Unit 4, students showcase
their work at a designated partner museum and exhibition site. Throughout the
curriculum, mentors guide students based in their communities as they establish their
own understanding of the partnering museum’s existing works, how the space functions
and for whom. Upon completing the program, students can exit with the knowledge and
skills to further engage in forms of digital art activism moving forward, thus enabling
them to continue designing their own interventions and assert previously unseen
narratives.
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Figure 1
Curriculum Overview

To illustrate the potential of the curriculum for empowering youth, we developed a
prototype of a student project (see Figures 3 and 4) that incorporates an artwork titled
Home, Sweet Home (1931) by American painter Charles Sheeler (see Figure 2). This
painting, along with others by the artist collectively known as the American Interiors series,
showcases a collection of what are considered American artifacts or Americana inside the
artist's home (Wilson, 2011). A high school student living in Detroit, Michigan (where the
painting is part of a museum collection) who identifies as a child of immigrants might
incorporate this artwork into their final project as a way to critique what is/has been
depicted as American by overlaying on top of the painting a video clip featuring the sights
and sounds of fireworks as well as photos of objects from their own home connected to
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their cultural background that might be perceived as ‘other’. When the painting is viewed
using the AR tool, viewers would revisit the definition of Americana through the lens of
a first-generation American youth. In this example, this student would have the
opportunity to present a non-dominant narrative in the form of critique of American life
in a space traditionally preserved for dominant cultures, thereby reclaiming an
institutional space.
Figure 2
Home, Sweet Home (1931) by Charles Sheeler

Note. From File:Charles Sheeler - Home, Sweet Home - 45.455 - Detroit Institute of Arts.jpg Wikimedia Commons, n.d. (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Charles_Sheeler__Home,_Sweet_Home_-_45.455_-_Detroit_Institute_of_Arts.jpg). In the public domain.
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Figure 3
Prototype of Student Project - Artwork with AR Overlay #1
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Figure 4
Prototype of Student Project - Artwork with AR Overlay #2
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In this essay, we asserted that youth can be empowered to interrogate and critique their
world through the use of digital technology and artifact construction and showcased the
ARt of Inequality curriculum as an illustrative example. Specifically, the purpose of our
curriculum is to bridge the racial and socioeconomic gap in digital art, activism education
and museum curation. Students would not only gain a deeper understanding of existing
social justice issues, but they would also learn to address them in creative and meaningful
ways. We recognize that our proposed curriculum is just one of many possible approaches
to achieving these aims, and invite readers to consider how learning experiences that
occur in other educational settings or incorporate digital technologies with different
affordances for creative expression might support youth empowerment. Through the
creation and museum exhibition of personally relevant digital artifacts that address social
justice issues, youth can utilize technology to question dominant narratives and
experience using art as a vehicle for social change within their communities.
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