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Abstract 

The classroom of today is tied directly to the society of tomorrow. Therefore, social studies 

teachers should implement critical pedagogical practices that engage students in social critique 

and challenge them to craft the very worlds they wish to inherit. By applying remix practices to 

historical images, students may leverage their understanding of society’s past shortcomings to 

interrogate current forms of oppression and injustice—all the while creating literal visions of a 

brighter social future.  
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Envisioning our Brightest Social Future: 

 

The Remixed Gallery of American History 

 

Remixing is an integral part of American culture. Our perennial Hollywood blockbusters 

are, on some level, remixes of the world’s oldest story archetypes (Campbell, 2008), and no 

musical genre we enjoy is truly brand new, as each artist borrows some portion of their sound 

from what first inspired them. According to Lankshear and Knobel (2011), “Remixing involves 

taking cultural artifacts and combining and manipulating them into new kinds of creative blends 

and products” (p. 95). These “blends and products” range from the purely entertaining to the 

completely life-altering. In any case, they possess a unique power to influence culture.   

The musical forms of rap and hip-hop have masterfully utilized remixing as their medium 

for expression—and more forcefully as a means of social criticism. During the dawn of the 

genre, Bronx DJ Grandmaster Flash remixed the dance-punk, post-disco track “Caverns” to relay 

a strong message concerning his community’s accelerating drug epidemic. With lyrics like 

“Either up your nose or through your vein / With nothing to gain except killing your brain” and 

“Twice as sweet as sugar, twice as bitter as salt / And if you get hooked, baby, it’s nobody else’s 

fault,” “White Lines (Don’t Do It)” (Robinson & Robinson, 1983) provided a cautionary tale 

about cocaine use, laid over a dark-riff dance track. By detailing the destructive underbelly of the 

practice, the hard words and mellow sounds combined to shatter the shiny allure of getting high.  

 In speaking out against oppressive drug culture, artists like Grandmaster Flash actualized 

critical theory’s goal of “illuminat[ing] hidden sources of repression and neglected 

transformative possibilities” (Bronner, 2011, p. 100). As a cultural practice, drug use may have 

provided temporary feelings of euphoria or escape, and perhaps a sense of belonging amongst 

other users. Yet these views blocked many from realizing the oppressive individual and 
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communal effects of addiction. Witnessing these harrowing effects, and possessing a unique 

musical ability to create culture, Flash utilized remixing to challenge his society’s notions of 

drug use.  

 This method of engaging artistic practices to stimulate cultural uplift closely aligns with 

the educational aims of critical pedagogy. Paulo Freire (2017) asserts that curriculum and 

instructional practices should function to develop a “critical consciousness” within students (p. 

15). This mindset can lead people to understand their place within the dynamics of society, and 

so encourage them towards critiquing and dismantling the oppressive forces of their unique 

contexts.  

The concepts of social critique and cultural construction are intricate and highly academic 

in their origins—making their actual praxis seem daunting. However, constructive criticism can 

be taught at any level, given that the instructional method is developmentally appropriate. In an 

interview with Kathy Hall (2005), critical literacy scholar Barbara Comber suggests that the 

critical mindset can be developed alongside children’s literacy practices. When reading any sort 

of printed or visual text, the teacher may ask his/her students, “Who is missing from this story 

(or picture)?” If viewing a stock picture of a playground, young critical thinkers may offer that 

there are no children or color shown, or perhaps that there are no children in wheelchairs. In this 

simple act, they demonstrate the ability to interrogate the realities provided to them and offer 

improved, alternative realties. And if they were to create their own stories or pictures showcasing 

the world they envision, these small cultural artifacts might serve as precious seeds for long-

lasting cultural change.   
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The following high school classroom experience seeks to convey the transformative 

power of critical pedagogy expressed through artistic remix practices. It flows according to the 

following lesson procedure:  

1) Establishing a functional definition of remix;  

2) Connecting images and remixes to social realities;  

3) Analyzing images using a visual analysis protocol; 

4) Remixing images; 

5) Discussing students’ remixes. 

As a social studies teacher, my goal is to prepare students for active citizenship in our 

evolving democracy. Subscribing to the work of many citizenship education scholars (Engle & 

Ochoa, 1988; Vinson, 2014; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004), I include a concern for social justice 

in my practice. To achieve this goal, I have to ensure that our discussions of history intersect 

with and inform our present experiences (Barton and Levstik, 2007). But how can the problems 

of the past address the challenges of today? One answer may be found in creating The Remixed 

Gallery of American History. 

Establishing a Functional Definition of Remix  

To engage my students in the remixing process, I begin class with only the word itself. 

As they file in, students can easily see it on the board in gigantic all caps: REMIX!!! As soon as 

the bell rings and all are in their places, I invite students to brainstorm and discuss their 

experiences with the word. As they begin to write, I glide through the room making observations 

for class discussion, all the while offering more questions to fuel the storm:  

“What is a remix?”  

“Where in your life do YOU experience remixes?”  
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“Why is it called a RE-MIX? 

“Come on, is remix only found in music? Keep exploring and discussing; think deeper!”  

“What is the purpose of a remix?”  

As some groups begin to slow down and others begin to fill their pages, I cull all of the small 

group discussions into one class-wide conversation. In most cases, my students’ experiences with 

remix are rich enough that I am relegated to the position of facilitator and scribe. Distilling the 

discussion into its essentials, I make sure we arrive at the common understanding that remixing 

is:   

 Interpreting an idea or argument that may be presented in a variety of forms: musical, 

printed, visual, etc.;  

 Changing parts of the original idea or argument to create new meaning for new 

purposes. 

Connecting Images and Remixes to Social Realities 

 To quickly and clearly connect our discussion of remix to our study of history, I tell the 

class that we are going to create a Remixed Gallery of American History using some of the 

famous images we have studied throughout the year.   

 Before diving into our specific purpose, I generate energy towards the project by asking 

students to recall the more shocking and iconic images we have encountered. Though unsure of 

the exact title, Diego (all names in this article are pseudonyms) is the first to speak. “Manifest 

Destiny?” he offers.   

 “Manifest Destiny was the concept we were studying, but the actual painting is called 

American Progress,” I explain, “But help us remember everything you’re thinking of” (Figure 

1).  
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Figure 1. John Gast (1873), American Progress. 

 “Well, the painting had to do with Westward Expansion, and it had a lady moving from 

east to west, and I remember we talked about the smallest figures in the painting and how they 

were the people being crowded out.”  

 “Crowded out by what?” I ask.  

 “American Progress!”  

 While Diego’s suggestion is one I have forgotten to include, I pull up my image arsenal 

before calling on Faramola. She offers a vastly different image—more simplistic in detail, but 

not subject matter.  

 “What about the photograph of the slave that was found by the Union Army?”  

 In its time, this image was widely circulated by abolitionists under the title, The Scourged 

Back (Figure 2). Today it is commonly found in many American history textbooks and readers—

or by simply Googling “slave’s back.”  
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Figure 2. McPherson & Oliver (1863), The Scourged Back. 

Faramola explains how it is a portrait of one person, while also being a portrait of a 

whole nation: “It details the human scars created by violence, but can also represent the scars 

America would receive by allowing slavery to go unchallenged for so long.”  

 At this point, nearly every student has a hand raised with an image in mind. This is my 

signal that all are engaged and ready to be challenged, so I raise the question, “What would it 

mean for us to remix the images we’re all thinking of? What greater purpose could that serve?”  

 Silence ensues, but this is normal. My students are used to me asking highly nebulous 

questions that only make sense in my own mind.  
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 Adjusting to the moment, I apologize and clarify, “Sorry, that didn’t make much sense. 

What I mean is...the images we studied were all created to address certain ideas and problems in 

specific situations. American Progress portrayed, and perhaps critiqued, the idea of Manifest 

Destiny. The slave’s portrait was used to magnify one of the grotesque physical consequences of 

slavery. Think about remixing, and think about our society today. How could we remix these 

images and speak to today’s issues?”  

 The silence persists, so I begin scrolling to find my own example of a historical, visual 

remix. Before I click to reveal it, Faramola shatters the silence.  

 “You could put President Obama’s face in the slave’s portrait,” she exclaims.  

I assumed someone would think to change the face of the figure, but I expected the 

suggestions to include names like Michael Brown or Trayvon Martin—slain African American 

youths considered by many to be victims of current racist attitudes and structures (Lewis, 2014). 

Faramola continues, “By placing President Obama’s face on the body, you send the message that 

even the most successful Black figures may have scars caused by racism.”    

 Seeking to capitalize on the instructional potential of this moment, I ask, “Are there any 

words you might add to make your message clearer? As it is, the original image is pretty 

simple.”  

 Without hesitation, I get my answer, “Scars Included.”  

Analyzing Images Using a Visual Analysis Protocol 

 Before prepping the next stage of our activity, I pull up an image from earlier in the 

semester. Taken in 1937, The American Way (Figure 3) provides an ironic snapshot of 

segregated society during the Depression Era. While the African Americans shown are not 

completely destitute, they are clearly portrayed as being “beneath” the White family on the 
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billboard. They are afoot while the family rides in luxury. The Whites smile while they stand 

somberly. The text of the image celebrates the “World’s Highest Standard of Living,” but the 

visuals lead us to ask, “For whom?”  

 

Figure 3. Bourke-White (1937), The American Way. 

 I ask my students to remain silent for a moment, examining the image and recalling its 

major elements and message. Then I pull up the remixed version I have created, entitled 

Islamophobia (Figure 4). Utilizing one of our common classroom protocols (Dingler, 2017), I 

begin by asking, “What do you see?” My students know how literal this question is, so they offer 

the following observations.  

“Two ladies wearing hijabs.” 

“The word Islamophobia.”  
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“Scribbles.” 

“More text: Known Globally.” 

 

Figure 4. Islamophobia remix. 

 Following a few more observations, I pose the second question in our protocol, “What 

does it mean?” The class knows this is the cue to start offering their interpretations of the 

image’s specific elements.  

 Jake is quick to dive in: “World’s Highest Standard of Living has been changed to read 

World’s Highest Exclusion of Living. Combined with the two different types of people being 

shown, this makes us think that one group is being denied something that the other group is 

getting.”  
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 Eli interprets how the more graphic elements have changed: “While the original Black 

figures are still there, they’ve been covered so that it looks like the line contains Muslim people. 

So I guess this goes with what Jake was saying; it tells us who the excluded people are.”  

 Before we move into our last step, Faramola comments on the addition of the phrase, 

“Known Globally.” She adds, “Known Globally is the largest text on the entire image. And it 

almost seems like the flag pole for the American flag in the background. I think we are supposed 

to consider whether or not THIS is the ‘American Way’ we want known throughout the world.”  

 At this point, my students have described the image and analyzed its specific parts. Our 

last step is to bring it all together and discuss the main message of the piece.  

“So, what does it ALL mean?” I ask.  

Quanah weighs in first, suggesting that this piece is meant to warn us: “Whether America 

is Islamophobic or not, it needs to consider that it might be heading in that direction. When we 

think about how the original was about racism, this could be a message about religious 

intolerance. Could that be the new racism? I think that’s what we’re supposed to consider.”  

I chime in, “Quanah is bringing in a good point about remixing. There was an original 

purpose, and that still factors into the new purpose. What other thoughts do we have?”  

“Yeah, it seems to be a sort of ‘reminder remix.’ Knowing what we know about the 

original, we remember America’s previous struggles with racism,” says Eli, “by keeping some of 

the original, but adding the Muslims. We’re being asked to think about our old and new 

mistakes.”  

 This kind of class discussion allows us to conduct a step-by-step, verbal-visual 

walkthrough of the remix design process. Through open dialogue, the students are able to 

conceptualize how to go from an original design to a more personal, remixed design. Such 
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discussion also encourages the deep interaction needed in a tolerant, democratic society (Freire, 

1970/2004; 2017). All too often we are plagued by shallow, “right vs. wrong” conceptions of 

issues and people—a mindset that creates more walls than windows. As my students begin to 

notice how the same image can result in several “correct” interpretations, they become more 

comfortable with the notion that the ideas and identities of others can exist alongside their own—

that mutual exclusion is rarer than we think. We each see things differently based upon our 

different life experiences. Hearing this through exchanges about art in the classroom can lead to 

living this out in the community at large.  

Remixing Images 

 One essential aspect of our remix process is its constraints. Once we start creating, I only 

offer my students access to the following: original images, scrap magazines and newspapers, 

scissors, markers, and art paste. Simplicity breeds creativity.  

 I designate certain areas of the classroom to serve as our three separate resource stations. 

In the first area, students choose the historical image they want to remix. The second area 

contains all of the old newspapers and magazines I have been storing away, as well as visual-rich 

publications from my own collection. The last area contains our remixing tools: scissors, 

markers, and so on. 

 Before we commence remixing and the bull rush begins for the originals table, I make the 

suggestion, “In choosing your original image: think about which one resonated with you 

personally, which one might be semi-related to a current problem in your community or in our 

nation, which one has strong visual or textual elements that are begging to be remixed?” With 

that, the rush ensues.  
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 Emily takes her time—repeatedly scanning, picking up and putting down until she sees a 

fierce, yet dolled-up, lady flexing against a bright yellow background. Her choice of We Can Do 

It! has an interesting past (Figure 5). Commonly misidentified as Rosie the Riveter, it was 

actually not associated with the Normal Rockwell character most of us call to mind. Instead, the 

piece adorned the walls of Westinghouse factories for a brief span during the WWII era. Its 

original purpose was simply to bolster worker morale. It was never used as war propaganda per 

se, even though today we commonly assign it this purpose (Kimble & Olson, 2006).  

 

Figure 5. Miller (1943), We Can Do It! 

 After everyone has begun sifting through scrap images, I begin making my rounds. As I 

stop to talk to Emily, I find that she is sticking with the worker theme. While retaining most of 

the original image, she has attached it to white construction paper, allowing for more text to be 

added (Figure 6).  
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Figure 6. Emily’s remix. 

 “I remember us discussing how this was originally more about war-time factory 

production than it was about women in the workforce,” she says. “However, WWII was a time 

when women entered the factories—only to get kicked out when all of the men returned! Today, 

women are still battling for equality in the work force.”  

 Down and to the right of the title, Emily has chosen to insert text reading “For 20 [cents] 

less than HIM,” followed by “Do dreams come true?” She tells me that even if a woman gets the 

same job as a man, to be paid less is insulting. In American society, we most often measure 

something’s value in terms of dollars. Looking at Emily’s remix, we should wonder when the 

dream of gender equality will finally be reached.   

Discussing Students’ Remixes 

 Creating meaningful, high-quality remixes takes time, so I reserve several class periods 

for the process itself. No matter how many days we spend remixing, I make sure our gallery-

walk and discussion receive their very own class period. In preparation for the walk, I ask my 
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students to write a small journal response to the words of philosopher and critical theorist 

Herbert Marcuse (1978): “The truth of art lies in its power to break the monopoly of established 

reality to define what is real” (as cited in Giroux, 1983/2017, p. 42). In the context of our 

remixing, his words embody critical pedagogy praxis. Remixing is, in essence, re-envisioning. 

When students create art addressing issues of grave importance, they are making arguments for 

the way things should, and can, be. In artistically crafting their own version of reality, they 

become empowered to stand up to authorities that would tell them, “That’s just how the world is 

and you’ll just have to deal with it.”  

 After journaling, I invite everyone to experience the gallery. While they are viewing the 

art, I take the time to view them. For me, this is a glimpse into the future. Each remix represents 

an injustice being challenged, our society being reimagined. Our schools and classrooms can be 

sites of cultural reproduction, or they can be sites of cultural change (Giroux, 1983/2017). The 

beautiful work of my students embodies the latter.  

 Moving into our culminating discussion, I have countless questions in mind. With each 

piece, I want to know the motivations behind their design choices. For many, I am wondering 

which particular issue they were seeking to address. But these are things I can get in a wrap-up 

writing, or through passing conversations in the coming days. What I want most is for my 

students to see the collective power of the works they have produced. So I ask them, “Thinking 

about the quote from Marcuse, as well as the original purpose of the images you used, why do 

you think we created this Remixed Gallery of American History?”  

 Eli is the first to remark, sharing, “Most of the originals were created to make a point 

about the bad things going on at the time. They were definitely about change. Remix is also 

about change. That’s why we called it a ‘remixed’ gallery.”  
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 “So the gallery contains remixed photos and paintings, is it also about remixing society?” 

I ask.  

 Eli responds, “That’s exactly it. The gallery is about changing the way things are in 

America.”  

 Wanting to get deeper into the quote, I raise another question: “Marcuse talks about how 

art can help break established realities. How does our gallery do this?”  

 Faramola brings it all home. “Art is created out of ideas,” she says. “Like, most of it is 

not exactly how things are. Instead, it’s an idea of how things are, or maybe could be. I think the 

purpose of making a remix gallery was to think about how could things could be—how they 

could be better in the future.”  

Reflection 

 As I think about the remix gallery, about Marcuse’s words, about Faramola’s words, and 

about our shifting American culture, I am both heavily concerned and mightily hopeful. Our 

media displays a rather bleak picture of social oppression and devastation. Meanwhile, much of 

our nation’s leadership seems to lack the critical awareness, or perhaps worse, the social empathy 

to respond. Our often steadfast culture is in utter tumult, with its future being called into 

question.  

 Who are we as a nation right now? What will become of us? How will this happen? The 

answer to the first two questions are anybody’s guess, but the answer to the last one is far more 

certain. Our future will be shaped through the competition of cultural ideologies, beliefs and 

values. At this moment in time, cultures are clashing. But every time our students critically think, 

speak, write, and create with concern for justice and peace, they strike a severe blow to a future 

characterized by domination and violence. This makes the classroom a hallowed space where the 
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American identity is being reformed, and a clear vantage point for envisioning our brightest 

social future.   
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