
UHON 207:04: Fine Art As Global Perspective:  
Social Transformation through Art 
The University of New Mexico, Honors College, 3 credits, Spring 2016  

• Meeting Time/Location: Location:   TBD 
• Professor: Associate Professor Megan Jacobs, MFA 
•  Email: mejacobs@unm.edu 
• Phone: 277.3662 
• Office:  Honors Center Room 17c 
• Office Hours: TBD   

The course schedule: visit www.unmhonorsart.wordpress.com and then navigate 
to Social Transformation through Art  
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Art can reflect and can alter the historical, social and political framework in which 
it was created.  We will investigate how art has been used as a tool to transform 
cultural perspectives, alter policies, and prompt social change from the 1900s to 
today.  The Industrial Revolution, Great Depression, Civil Rights movement and 
Women’s Liberation movements have had a direct impact on seminal artists and 
their methods of expression and artists have resisted, protested, and supported 
shifts.  Social photographers such as Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine who advocated 
for child labor rights critiqued industrialization.  Dorothea Lange and Walker 
Evans were part of the photography group in the Farm Security Administration 
(FSA) and who documented the lives of American farmers.  These images 
educated Americans and led to policy changes: aid for farmers during the Great 
Depression.  The Civil Rights and Women’s Liberation movements called into 
question the “body” and artists created entirely new methods of expression, such 
as performance art, to explore and support this new idea.   
 
In addition to looking at social art works we will explore the line between 
traditional methods of protest and social art.  What makes a performance “action” 
different from a demonstration?  In some instances art has tested public values 
and the challenges to the social expectations of a work of art have lead to 
censorship.  We will investigate artworks that have been censored due to their 
content and how they challenged the status quo of their time.  Further, we will 
investigate readings that argue for and against the need for artists to make work 
that politically challenges their society.  
  
We will also explore a range of contemporary artists whose methodologies, 
materials and approach challenge cultural norms. JR, Ai Wei Wei, Vik Muniz, 
Yolanda Dominguez, Alfredo Jaar, and Krzysztof Wodiczko use mixed-media, 
installation, photography, and performance to confront economic systems, media 
representations, sexism, and censorship.  Students will evaluate these 



contemporary artists use of materials and media to further their concepts.   Once 
a foundation of knowledge has been laid we will turn our attention to the creative 
process through an investigation of materials and practices—performance, mixed 
media, and photography. Students will research their communities and develop a 
series of solo and collective creative projects that promote social transformation 
in their communities!  
  
LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
A student who successfully completes this course will be able to: 

1. Analyze and interpret art works that seek social transformation. 
2. Employ critical thinking when identifying a work of art and evaluating its 

merit.  
3. Analyze seminal art historical and philosophical texts that challenge the 

role and importance of political art.  
4. Demonstrate effective written communication through written papers, 

written observations and an artist’s statement. 
5. Demonstrate effective oral communication in formal assignments 

(critiques, oral presentations) as well as class participation. 
6. Effectively communicate and collaborate on the formation and creation of 

a work of art.    
7. Use the creative process, art making, to evaluate their social 

responsibilities in their own communities.   
      
REQUIRED READINGS + FILMS 
Excerpts of readings from the following sources will be made available digitally 
on the course website.  
  
Berger, John.  Ways of Seeing.  
 
Brand, Peggy Zeglin -“Disinterestedness and Political Art”  
 
Freeland, Cynthia. But, Is it Art? 
 
Mesch, Claudia.  Art and Politics: A Small History of Art for Social Change Since 
1945 (I. B. Tauris, 2013) ISBN-13: 978-1848851108  
 
Thompson, Nato. Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, (The 
MIT Press, 2012). ISBN-10: 0262017342 
 
Thompson, Nato and JR. Can Art Change the World? 
 
Rushdie, Salman, “Outside the Whale,” in Imaginary Homelands (London: Granta 
Books, 1991) p. 87-106.  
 



 
You are required to have read weekly readings by the first class period for which 
they are listed.  Some of these readings are quite dense and may need to be 
read multiple times.  Please plan ahead and start reading early.  Please be 
prepared to share your findings with the class.  
 
FILMS 
Poses by Yolanda Dominguez  
Inside Out: The People’s Art Project by Alastair Siddons  
     
EVALUATION      
Course requirements will earn up to 100 points distributed as follows: 
          
Participation         10 pts max 
1 Argument Paper (5-7 pages)      15 pts max 
Oral Presentation               10 pts max  
Written observations        10 pts max 
Group Midterm (Photographic Social Action)   20 pts max 
Solo “Poses” Action/Performance     15 pts max 
Collective Action        20 pts max  
   
STUDENT REQUIREMENTS 
It takes time and dedication to build a foundation of knowledge regarding seminal 
art works and theories as well as to integrate that knowledge into your creative 
work.  At minimum, you will be expected to spend 7+ hours a week outside of 
class for this course. Each assignment will be introduced in the form of a lecture.  
I will give you a one-page overview of the objectives and what is expected 
creatively, technically, and conceptually on the day the assignment is presented.  
Assignments are due at the beginning of class on the date listed on the schedule. 
Work that is turned in late (without an excuse) will be docked 20% per day.  
 
An Honors student can earn one of three possible grades—"A", “Credit”, or “No 
Credit”.  The departmental policy encourages students to take demanding 
coursework without harm to one's grade point average.  The overall grade you 
earn, will be an evaluation of the merit of the following: 
 
  Grading scale: A = 90-100 points    
  Absolutely no doubt of superior performance, effort, teamwork and  
  accomplishment. Clear evidence of talent, imagination and  
  commitment. 
 
  CR = 70-89 points   
  Good work with consistent effort and participation. 
 



  NC = 0-69 points 
  Poor work and/or effort.   
 
HOW ARE YOU DOING? 
Feel free at any time to stop by during my office hours to discuss your 
performance in the class.  You will receive written evaluations on each graded 
project.  
 
ABSENCES 
Since this course, requires active engagement and hands on project your 
attendance is crucial to your success.  Attendance requires that you be at class 
on time, are prepared to work and contribute to discussions—anything else is not 
considered full participation!  If you know you must miss a class please contact 
me beforehand or show evidence afterwards (doctor’s notes, etc).  Unexcused 
absences will significantly affect your final grade.  Students with more than three 
unexcused absences will have 10 points subtracted from their overall grade, 
effectively dropping their highest possible grade from an “A” to a “CR”.   
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY POLICY  
Because academic dishonesty in any form compromises the university’s 
reputation and thus devalues the UNM degree, it will not be tolerated.  Academic 
dishonesty means any behavior that misrepresents or falsifies the student’s 
knowledge, skills or ability and includes cheating, plagiarism and falsification of 
records.  Students who engage in academic dishonesty will be subject to 
disciplinary action as defined in the UNM Student Handbook. 
 
ACCOMMODATIONS FOR DISABILITIES 
Students with special needs are encouraged to contact me as early as possible 
to discuss accommodations. If you believe that you have a physical, learning, or 
psychological disability that requires an academic accommodation, more 
information can be found at the Accessibility Resource Center.   
 
CIVILITY 
All students are expected to communicate in a civil respectful manner in all 
academic interactions. Comments or actions that discriminate or single out 
someone based on race, gender, religious beliefs, disability or sexual orientation 
are illegal and will not be tolerated. Any such actions may result in disciplinary 
actions as described in the Student Handbook. 
 
Agreement With Syllabus Content, Course Requirements and Expectations 
This syllabus is a contact between the professor and student to respectively 
provide and complete a worthy learning experience.  By remaining a registered 
student in this course, the student has identified their understanding of the 
obligations set-forth in this syllabus for satisfactory completion of the course. 


