
Darlene E. Clover,

University of Victoria, British Columbia



Structure 
 My antecedents

 Rio 1992 Earth Summit

 Political and pedagogical challenges 

 Environmental adult education – the “P”s

 Art, creative practice and the radical imagination

 Quilting in public: The Positive Energy Quilts

 The Ecological Museum Hack



Points of Departure
• A feminist adult educator with a history of and commitment 

to the critical social, ecological, and cultural purposes of 
education, learning and research as means to promote 
justice, equity, diversity, and an active and engaged citizenry 
who can imagine a fairer and more healthy and sustainable 
world

• Coined the term environmental adult education (for the field 
of adult education)

• Teach, use, create and investigate arts-based and creative 
practices

• Interested in cultural pedagogies and practices in community 
and museums



Organised the  

“Environmental 

Education” tent in 

1992 – Rio de 

Janeiro UN “Earth 

Summit”

• Speakers were Paulo 
Freire and Vandana 
Shiva (almost 
Wangari Matthais)

• ‘Adult’ education 
space – highlighted 
the ‘politics’ of 
environmental 
problems and 
focussed on ‘non-
formal’ and informal 
learning



Politico-Ideological Divides
 Centre of Rio versus outskirts; marquees versus 

conference centre; environment as a human right versus 

commodity; change versus entrenched power and 

privilege

 ‘Development’ divide – global south wanted more for their 

citizens

 Few governments interested in the environment (no 

language and imaginary)

 Indigenous people’s knowledge ignored



Pedagogical Challenges

 Emphasis on children and schools

 Change as a personal responsibility

 Attitude and behaviour ‘modification’

 Generalizations and stereotypes

 Certainty of science and rationality

 Dismissal of people’s knowledge – lacked knowledge

 “A-political” - no gender, race and class analyses

 Overt, moralizing didactics

 “Discourse of doom” 



Environmental Adult 

Education

A series of inter-weaving 

‘P’s’



Progressive and Provocative
 Promote collective learning and change

 Be intentionally political  (and subversive)

 Weave in class, race and gender – recognise difference and inter-connection 

to environmental issues

 Based in ‘knowledge democracy’  - draw upon and respect diverse ways of 

knowing

 Ask difficult and uncomfortable questions (challenge assumptions –

educators and learners)

 Be comfortable with ambiguity – with not ‘knowing’



Penetrating
 Crisis of the ‘seen’ (Nixon, 2011)

 Power - “sight is considered evidence, truth and factual, as sight establishes 

a particular relation to the reality in which a visual is considered” (Caron 

& Pajaczkowska, 2001, p. 1)

 “Complex relation between the seen and the unseen…former acts as a 

façade for the latter, to conceal an underlying system of meaning” (Carson 

et al, 2001, p. 1)

Once you get used to not seeing something, then slowly, its no longer 

possible to see it. Arundhati Roy

 Critical visual literacy

 Decode visuals and language (Holloway, 2012)

 Interrogate seen and unseen ‘truth’ claims (that which hides in plain 

sight)



Power and Patriarchy

 Centrality of relations of power - how they characterise, maintain, 

perpetuate social and ecological problems 

 Educator “authority of knowledge not ‘knowledge authority’ (Freire, 

2007)

 Patriarchy as an ‘epistemology of mastery’ – a discourse of 

dominance, privilege, superiority (e.g Bergsdottir, 2016; Code, 2009; 

hooks, 2001; Machin, 2008)

 Promote ‘act of resistance’ and new ways to understand power 

(Foucault, 1982)



Performative 

 Art-making and creative practice as 

‘practices of resistance’, hope and 

possibility 

 Eye-catching, embodied and disruptive

 Tell our own stories, “different from the 

ones we are being brainwashed to believe” 

(Arundhati Roy)

 Be playfully subversive and irreverent 

“Creative challenges to power never go 

unheeded…the greatest enemy to 

authority is contempt, and the surest way 

to undermine it is laughter” (Arendt, 1970, 

p. 40).



Pedagogy of Possibility 
 That which is yet to be imagined – but can “become thinkable and 

actionable once prevailing relations of power become visible” (Manicom & 

Walters, 2012, p. 4)

 The imagination is the most subversive thing the public can have 

(Mohanty, 2012, p. vii)

 Radical imagination – the capacity to think critically, reflexively and 

innovatively about the world

 Courage and intelligence to recognise the world needs to be changed

 Sparked when we encounter the unexpected, the new

“Without the radical imagination, we are left only with the residual 

dreams of the powerful” (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014, p. 3)



Art and Creative Practice

Through their creative work people have changed 

the world, and the history of forms of human 

imaginative expression is the the history of 

humanity itself.

Williamson, 1997, p. 29

Some of the most radical, courageous and 

attention grabbing environmental adult education 

activities have been based on, in, around and 

through the arts 



Quilting in Public: The 

Positive Energy Quilts

Imaginative responses are humanity’s 

greatest glory, and it is the height of 

self-delusion to believe that the human 

spirit can be subordinated to a tidy 

social vision.

Wyman, 2004, p.15



At that time…



B.C. Hydro, the 

province’s energy 

provider, was 

planning 

construction of a 

gas-fired power 

plant to generate 

electricity  

on the outskirts of 

Nanaimo, near 

Gabriola Island.



The quilts were made to 

protest the construction of a 

gas-fired power plant on 

Vancouver Island, at Duke 

Point near Nanaimo, B.C.



The quilters joined many others in protesting, and 

quilted in front of a café, an art gallery and then, 

outside a BC Hydro Hearing



Quilting in Public

That was the first 

time the police noticed 

us!



Many people highlighted sustainable energy sources



“I sewed on a real 

leaf. But the leaf 

got all crumpled 

and started falling 

apart, and that 

became part 

of the message.”

B

Be Careful of Nature.        

“



Connections 

between 

economics and 

environment
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BC Hydro’s involvement with its U.S. partners.



What happened?

BC Hydro pulled the deal 

off the table

The lights are still on and 

it has never been 

necessary to re-visit



Museums
 Ubiquitous; More people visit than “any time in the past” 

(Conn, 2010, p. 1)

 Most trusted knowledge-creating  institutions in society -

- factual, objective, impartial and agenda free (Knell, 

2012; Janes, 2015)

 Bring human and non-human worlds together in ‘unique’ 

ways (stories and dioramas)

 Intentionally educate, create knowledge about world and 

ourselves 



Representation 
 Not only sites but practices of representation - how and what we 

see, are able, allowed or made to see, and the unseen therein

 Practices of representation include displays, exhibitions, 

artworks, dioramas, objects, labelling

 Representation as a visualising technology - “an expression and a 

play of forces...an ideal medium for influencing the public” 

(Steeds, 2014, p. 29; Whitehead, 2009). 

 Never neutral; socially and carefully constructed textual and 

visual narratives that show and tell us what the world was, is or 

should be (Hall, Evans & Nixon, 2013)



Ecological Museum Hack
 Analytical, pedagogical and interventionist

 Scripto-visual analysis – decode and deconstruct (and re-

construct) language and images and their inter-connected 

messages and assumptions 

 Explore how museum images and narratives teach/represent 

human-earth relations; how they shape ‘natural’ and material 

knowledge; visualise (dis)connections between culture and nature; 

 Implications of seeing beyond the institution 

 Use art and creative practice to perform analysis and disrupt the 

‘narrative’



Intentionality of Questioning

What are museum practices of representation teaching us about ‘nature’ 

and ‘culture’?

1) How does the museum illustrate the relationship between natural specimens and 

material culture?

2) How are we asked to understand ‘the natural’?

3) How is history framed and connected to the present? 

4) Whose history counts?

5) How is language used to describe ‘the natural’, the ‘cultural’? How does it 

construct and position (stagecraft) these categories?

6) How does the museum ‘teach’ current environmental issues? 

7) What are the connections between language and images, galleries, dioramas, 

etc.

8) Does the institutions challenge and/or celebrate nationalism, colonialism, 

industrialism, sexism, etc.? 



The Practice
 In pairs, move about the 

galleries

(embodied)

 Write comments, questions, 

suggestions on post-it notes 

placed beside displays, artworks

 Create poems, collages or skits

 Debriefing – implications (as 

educators/seeing)

 Report to the institution 



Pedagogical push and pull

Taking up truths 

and myths

Using past to talk 

about the present

Inter-active for 

children



And for Adults?
 Extremely didactic 

 Full of ‘writing’ – “relentless –

a room full of panels”

 Inevitability

 “Video was a rant about all 

that is wrong. I was left 

thinking, well, that’s that then. 

You cannot stop a train.”

 Observed a few beginning to 

read and then just walked 

away (how effective?)



Solutions?
 Get Prepared and Taking Action

 Solutions apolitical, based on 

notion that it is an ‘individual 

problem’ (recycle at home, 

prepare for extreme weather 

events)

 Post its: How about…

 protesting ‘big oil? 

 a sit in?

 challenging corporate 

exploitation of people and 

resources?

 You change your exhibits?



Many degrees of separation



Separation



Contradictions
 “Douglas Fir are 

‘disappearing’ at an 

alarming rate”

 Juxtaposition of 

logging and print 

presses

 Celebration of 

‘resource’ past



Discourses of Heroism

‘Lone wolf’ saving 

the world

‘Heroes’ in ‘rugged’ 

nature

No mention of 

women’s, collective 

or Indigenous 

actions



Privatisation versus the 

commons





Final Words/Thoughts

Tell me, Mayor, how can one make the best of one’s 

life?...By converting a wide range of experience as possible 

into conscious thought.

 Malraux, Days of Hope

Those who do not have the power of the story that 

dominates their lives – power to re-tell it, rethink it, 

deconstruct it, joke about it, and change it…truly are 

powerless because they cannot think new thoughts.

 Salman Rushdie


