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Review of Dennis Atkinson’s Art, disobedience and ethics, the adventure of 

pedagogy (Published 2018 by Palgrave MacMillan) 

Jeff Adams 

 

In this his latest book, Atkinson raises fundamental issues of learning and pedagogy. 

His questioning of the way in which we understand basic educational processes has 

been a feature of his work for many years now, and I welcome his latest intervention 

at this difficult time for the arts in education. The relentless drive of neoliberal 

economics has infiltrated the domain of education to such an extent that it is now 

mainstream to think of education primarily in terms of competition, performance and 

individualism, effacing the formerly common and progressive notions of education as 

the exploration of knowledge, collaboration and emancipation. Atkinson, though, is 

less concerned with dealing directly with these historical and political issues, and 

focuses instead on what it means to learn, or more correctly, how it means to learn. 

Although he is not overt in his critique of the politics of current education orthodoxies, 

Atkinson’s elucidation of disobedience directly confronts neoliberal regulatory 

regimes that insist upon conformity and acquiescence, and which currently dominate 

educational thinking in many countries around the world. 

 

Some of the themes that Atkinson develops are continuations from his previous 

books, such as the notion of learning as an event or as a rupture, a process of 

'becoming', rather than the more orthodox idea of learning as knowledge 

transmission from teacher to learner. The concept of learning as event works well 

with the dominant concept of the book, to create an allegory in which acts of real 

learning are conceived as disobedience, and where teachers’ pedagogies are 

amenable to the singularity of learning and learners, and consequently able to 

accommodate disobedience. As he explains, disobedience should not be thought of 

as 'being awkward or rebellious simply for the sake of it, but in terms of an event of 

non-compliance that opens up new ways of thinking and acting.' 

 

Atkinson’s method is to explicate an existing philosophy, often one that is not directly 

concerned with education, and then apply it to art and educational practices in order 

to refresh our thinking about what we might otherwise think of as commonplace. He 

also applies this method in order to highlight a feature of pedagogical practice that 

might otherwise go unnoticed, like reciprocity between teacher and learner. To do 

this he explores themes such as epistemology, and subjectivity, drawing from 
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selected theories of Spinoza, Whitehead, Barad, Ranciere and Deleuze amongst 

many others.  

 

He refutes pedagogical practices (or ‘pedagogical work' as he refers to it) that purport 

to prioritise packaged knowledge that is to be transmitted, and yet ignore the 

experiences and subjectivity of the learner and the relational nature of learning; in 

this respect the book is very much in alignment with preceding theories of Dewey, 

Freire and Ranciere. One significant contribution Atkinson adds to these is the notion 

of 'mattering', and how learning and understanding derives from the learner ‘caring 

about’ it, in the sense of incorporating the learning encounter into their singular, 

subjective world. In conjunction with this Atkinson develops Whitehead’s idea of 

teachers 'having a care’, whereby respect and attention is given to the learner’s 

thinking even where it deviates from anticipated patterns. Understanding what 

matters to the learner, caring about and valuing it, and refusing 'the subordination of 

learning to teaching’, is a key theme of the book. As Atkinson explains:  

 

I introduced a pedagogical reversal through which a key question is how 

does a learning encounter matter for a learner and how does a teacher 

respond effectively to this (p. 30, my emphasis)  

 

He recognises and argues cogently for pedagogical processes where the principal 

task is to 'understand the learning practices of students and their intentions’. 

 

Applying these ideas to the concept of assessment, Atkinson discusses Spinoza’s 

idea that ‘we cannot know what our bodies are capable of’. Thought of in this way, 

assessment is always problematic, being the arbitrary imposition of cultural norms 

and expectations, which can therefore only recognise new thinking by chance. Many 

practitioners in the field of education will recognise this paradox: how often have we 

strictly applied assessment criteria to performances or works of art, only to discover 

that sometimes the most interesting and innovative work doesn’t fit, and criteria has 

to be either modified or ignored. Following Ranciere, Atkinson implies that  the 

application of pre-existing assessment structures to works of art can only ever 

identify degrees of conformity to existing cultural ideals, and whilst this is probably 

necessary in terms of equitability, this process cannot de facto identify or recognise 

new learning or new thinking, even where this is may be the work’s most important 
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attribute. Exposing such contradictions and paradoxes in educational practices is one 

of the main features of the work and for me and one of its strengths. It continually 

asks searching questions about our educational 'common sense' and the conceptual 

basis of our understanding of educational customs. 

 

Throughout the book Atkinson discusses subjectivity and subjectivication, a topic to 

which he frequently returns. For example, he explains that in the learning situation no 

person is preformed to 'seize the moment', but that this can only occur as a result of 

myriad relations and forces acting upon us as subjects, and through which we are 

created as subjects. Therefore moments of real learning are fundamentally relational, 

dependent upon these complexities of contingency, and are consequently difficult to 

predict or even recognise as learning, and therefore 'disobedient'. As a result, 

imposing predetermined outcomes upon the learner is anathema to real learning:  

'the pedagogical task in relation to such disobedience is to negotiate how a 

learning encounter matters for a learner, how it is felt, conceived and 

enfolded without imposing ready-made conceptions of what is happening so 

that this mattering for the learner becomes something else. The adventure of 

pedagogy therefore is to expand our comprehension of what art teaching 

and learning can become.’ (p.206) 

Atkinson goes on to explain that a learning encounter is a practical problem, in which 

the object is not necessary to achieve common ground between teacher and learner, 

but instead 'a kind of reciprocity-in-difference’ whereby teacher and learner, 

respectful of each other, take their respective understandings and meanings from the 

encounter. 

 

Atkinson's tendency to delve into the detail of others’ philosophical thinking is at its 

best when directly applied to his, or his conjectured experiences and understandings 

of arts and educational practice. At times his explications can seem obscure and a 

little tedious, and there were moments when I wished for a more succinct focus on 

the issue at hand, but he compensates for this by frequently surprising the reader 

with his novel and ingenious interpretations, prompted by his transference of a theory 

new to the field of arts in education. In terms of technical or practical guidance the 

book is very limited, but then that is not its intended function, being more of a 

philosophical work which establishes principles. However, it is inevitable that 

readers, particularly practitioners, will desire to understand how Atkinson's thinking 
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might be applied to practice. I would have preferred to see more emphasis on 

practical agency in the field, envisaging how these complex ideas might be manifest 

in schools and classrooms. This may be a rather trite question to ask of what is 

essentially a work of educational philosophy, but many of the readers of this work will 

be faced with the Realpolitik of classrooms and children on a daily basis, and be 

curious about how they might modify and adapt their teaching and policies to create 

the conditions whereby the ‘real’ learning which Atkinson advocates might occur, or 

at least be recognised when it happens. Overall the work offers few examples, but 

where it does these are most helpful, not only in envisioning the kind of learning 

events and situations that Atkinson elucidates, but also to better facilitate our 

understanding of his philosophy. I would also question Atkinson’s tendency to readily 

utilise sophisticated theoretical language to discuss his ideas, as for me these 

occasionally congest his prose.  

 

 These minor complaints, however, should be taken in the context of my overall 

respect and recommendation for this work, which I think is one of the most important 

books I’ve read on art and education in recent years. For me its major contribution, 

and therefore its chief value, lies in its skilful and scholarly arguments for the 

profoundly disruptive power and potential of real learning, whilst yet insisting upon its 

highly unpredictable and contingent nature. This is timely, and by way of conclusion I 

will finish with Atkinson’s comment on our understanding of education in the current 

global context: 

In our current epoch, there is a pressing need to invent new ways through 

which humans can relate to their environments. The proliferation war, of 

human catastrophes and cruelties suggest we need urgently to develop new 

ways of living together. The world of educational practices in schools may 

also be confronting a time that calls for new ways of conceiving the purpose 

of education and the nature of learning' (p.88) 

 


