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where are we? Mapping the 

field of community arts

The current landscape of community arts stretches wide, making the range of 
creative practices evoked by the term ‘community arts’ quite difficult to pin 
down (Cleveland 2002; Goldbard 2006). Alternately referred to as ‘community 
cultural development’ (Adams and Goldbard 2001), ‘arts-based community 
development’ (Cleveland 2002), ‘public pedagogy’ (Chappell 2010) and ‘social 
justice art education’ (Dewhurst 2010), the field of community arts seems to 
elude easy definitions. Operating ‘at the crossroads of three things we normally 
think of separately: art, learning and social change’ (Knight and Schwarzman 
2006: xii) community arts practices cut across multiple media – from murals 
to dance performances, multiple contexts – from schools to detention centres, 
and multiple purposes – from health equity to economic injustice. While this 
diversity can be exciting, the nebulous nature of this field presents a challenge 
to educators and scholars eager to analyse and advocate for a cohesive set 
of theories and strategies of community arts.  Despite thoughtful and well-
articulated efforts to coalesce the field around specific definitions and defining 
features, community arts remains a slippery territory of ever-expanding inno-
vation and creativity. 

In his (1968) article on the nature of art, educator Nelson Goodman chal-
lenged conventional views of art by asking readers to consider not just what 
is art, but when is it. This analytic turn instigated a conversation about the 
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ways in which art is shaped by the context in which it is made, the purposes 
behind it, and the audience who engages with it.  Although a seemingly small 
semantic shift, the move to question the ‘when’ of art, rather than the ‘what’ 
of art allowed educators and scholars alike to revisit their practice with fresh 
eyes.  Given the ever-expanding descriptions of community arts in the current 
literature, a similar set of provocative questions might lead both research-
ers and practitioners to a better understanding of the shape of this impor-
tant arena of learning and teaching. Following Goodman’s example, this 
visual essay proposes a set of generative and analytical questions to be used 
as different lenses through which we might better map the field of community 
arts. Perhaps, with the right set of questions, we can come to a clearer under-
standing of the theories and practices of community arts.

Through a series of artistic ‘maps’ that highlight defining features of 
community arts, this set of visual images seeks to promote focused conversa-
tion about the terrain of the field. Each map is framed by questions such as 
‘who is the artist?’ and ‘what is it about?’ that encourage readers to reflect 
on the current tensions and possibilities of this field. Additionally, each map 
includes a series of critical questions that can be applied to community arts 
projects of various size, medium, context and purpose as tools for research-
ers and practitioners to discuss, plan, analyse, evaluate and expand commu-
nity arts offerings. While there is certainly much to celebrate in the field of 
community arts, without a more rigorous interrogation of the shape and scope 
of this work, we run the risk of romanticizing the profound creative work that 
emerges from community arts. Answers to the questions posed in this visual 
essay will encourage us to debate and name the fundamental characteristics, 
challenges and successes of community arts so we might better describe the 
educational significance of this field. 
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