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CURE4031: Arts, Propaganda, and Social Action (Spring, 2023) 
 
By Prof. Xuenan Cao 
Wednesdays: 10:30 am – 12:15 pm, LSK 304 (Lee Shau Kee Building) 
Tutorials: 12:30 pm – 01:15 pm, LSK 304 or LSK 212 
 

 
 
Course Description: 
What is the relationship between art and propaganda? At the inception around early 20th 
Century, the two terms were akin to each other – “propaganda” described how art and politics 
cohere in social actions. However, after the two world wars, the two terms became antithetical – 
“art” came to denote freedom and resistance, while “propaganda” was associated with fascist 
instrumentalization. Then, in the more recent terminologies of “cultural industries,” boundaries 
between propaganda and art again became fluid, because both uses persuasive techniques to 
mask the real conditions under capitalism.   
 
After the first half of this course, you will have learned several concepts and the major 
movements in art and propaganda. The second half of the semester is where you will learn to 
work with these concepts through cases from contemporary China.  
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Course Objectives: 
The learning experiences in this course will enable students to: 

• Name key art movements throughout the 20th Century.  
• Identify the characteristics of propaganda with references to the terminologies and 

concepts from socialist, fascist, capitalist approaches.  
• Restate political, social, and cultural issues in artistic representations of politics. 
• Critically assess the contributing social, political, and historical conditions of art-

making. 
 

 
Grading: 
 

Attendance and Participation       30% 
Presentation         30% 
Final Essay/Final Project       40% 
Total       100% 
 

 
 
Course Assignments and Grading: 
 
Attendance and Participation—30% 
Attendance and contribution to the in-class activities are critical components of the course and 
of your grade. It is essential that students complete all of the required readings before each class 
and be ready to participate in activities. Efforts to engage with peers will also be taken into 
consideration when calculating the participation grade.  
 
Presentation—30% (2-3 people per group, on 9 pre-assigned topics, during tutorials from week 
3 – week 12, see schedule below)  
In this group presentation, students with similar interests will come together to explore a topic. 
The effectiveness of collective research will be evaluated based on a group presentation in class. 
See tutorial scheduling down below in the weekly agenda. In the presentation, students will 
demonstrate their understanding of the required readings. During the presentation, students 
need to raise questions, explain how the analytical perspectives can help understand a specific 
issue, and lead a class discussion on that issue. A lack of critical discussion (such as simply 
presenting information as unexamined ‘facts’) will result in significant point reduction.  
 
Final Essay, or Digital Campaign —40% Choose only one! 
Essay: 5-7 pages, double-space, 12 fonts 
Digital Campaign: Design a digital propaganda campaign for a policy, an underrepresented 
cultural belief or a group of people, etc. This can take shape in YouTube video, Photo posts 
(photo-exhibition on instagram, or whatever else you can think of. 
 
You can choose to do either a digital campaign, or an essay. In either form, you will use 
materials you have collected (written notes or photos) explore a few related topics of their 
choosing. Each student needs to refer to at least two topics discussed during the course. This 
project will be evaluated based on the principle of clarity, concreteness, and appeal (i.e. how the 
students get their readers interested in the topic).  
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Weekly Agenda: 
 
Week 1 
Introduction 

• Course introduction 
 
What is the relationship between art 
and propaganda? 
 
Activity: “word cloud” on 
Persuasion, or Manipulation? 

Watch Video: 
 
You are being manipulated and you don’t 
even know it 
 
https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=oKMTVRu5Guk 
 

 
1st half of the semester: 
Key Themes 
Defining Art and Propaganda through Social Actions 
 
Week 2 • Key historical movements in 

art and propaganda 
 
-Socialist Art/Propaganda 
 
-Fascist Propaganda vs. Avant-Garde 
Art 
 
-The Public Sphere vs Advertisement 
as Propaganda 
 
-Mass Media: The Propaganda 
Multiplier 
 
These concepts will be reviewed 
every week, and debated in Week 7.  
 

 
Advertisement: 
 
All iPhone Commercials 
 
 
*concepts introduced in week 2 will 
recur throughout the semester with 
examples. You will learn to work 
with these big concepts of cultural 
theories in studying cultural objects.  

Week 3 
 
Socialist 
Propaganda 

 
• Bolshevik Film 

 
Chapter II in Leo Tolstoy, What is 
Art?  
 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/ 
64908/64908-h/64908-
h.htm#chap02 
 
 

Film excerpts: 
 
Battleship Potemkin 

Week 3 tutorial on Jacques Ellul, “Preface” to Propaganda and 陳雲 <宣傳>2010 年 6 月 11
日信報  

 

https://www.youtube.com/
https://www.youtube.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/
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Week 4 
 
Fascist 
Propaganda 
and social 
resistance  
 

 
• “Fascinating Fascism” 

 
• Repression and Resistance: 

German Expressionism 
 

Film excerpts: 
 
Triumph of the Will 

Week 4 tutorial on Tolstoy, excerpts on What is Art? and Mao’s 在延安文艺座谈会上的讲
话 
Week 5  
 
Socialist 
Propaganda  

 
• The Cultural Revolution 

 
Second in-class writing exercise on 
the documentary. 
 
 

Documentary: 
 
Morning Sun 

Week 5 tutorial on Susan Sontag, “Fascinating Fascism.”  
 
Week 6 
 
Advertisement 
and mass media 

 
• Manufacturing Consent 

 
Advertisement, 
Audience commodities 
 
“when market does what the state 
fails to do” 
 
First in-class writing exercise on the 
debate topic: 
 
The writing exercise is a fun 
improvisation on a specific given 
topic, conducted in class. You are not 
supposed to write a lot, but you 
should respond to a specific prompt 
given in the class.  
 

In class-debate: 
Can advertisement and the public 
sphere work together? 
 
Yes: they both utilize art to 
mobilize the public. 
 
No: advertiser’s preference for 
entertainment erode the public 
sphere under system of commercial 
media. 

Week 6 tutorial on Fredric Jameson, ‘Hans Haacke amd the Cultural Logic of 
Postmodernism’, Haacke: Unfinished Business>, P.238-51, MIT Press, 1987 

 
Week 7  
 

Mid-term review 
 
Briefing on photo project/final 
essay. 
 

 
Mock-documentary clips: 
 
Exit through Gift Shop 
 
 

Week 7 Tutorial on Cockcroft, Eva. “Abstract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold 
War.” Artforum 15 (June 1974): 39–41 and book review of How New York Stole the Idea of Modern 
Art.  
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2nd half of the semester: 
Art and Propaganda in Contemporary China 
 
Week 8 
 
Art, 
Propaganda, 
and social 
action in China 

 
1949-1976: the budding period 
 
The class question: 
What class does an artist belong to? 

 
 

Week 8 Tutorial on 1949-1976, corresponding chapters in The Art of Modern China 
 
Week 9 
 
Art and 
Propaganda in 
China 
 

 
1977-1984: Opening-up 
1984-1989: Avant-Garde in China and HK 

Week 9 Tutorial on 1976-1989, corresponding chapters in The Art of Modern China 
 
Week 10 
 
*No tutorial 
this week!* 
 

**Field trip to Asian Art Archive 
 
 You will be given a worksheet on what to do in the archive.  

Week 11  
1990s: From Avant-Garde to 
the Commercial Turn 

 
Fiction excerpts: 
The Q of Hearts 
 

Week 11 Tutorial on 1989-1999, corresponding chapters in The Art of Modern China 
 
Week 12  

2000s: Media, Art, Social Action 
 

Week 12 Tutorial on 2000-, corresponding chapters in The Art of Modern China 
 
Week 13  

Review of all concepts 
 

 
Week 13 Tutorial: Final paper ideas – this is a workshop 
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Class Policies: 
 
Late Attendance: Attendance is mandatory and is part of the requirement for passing the 
course. Late attendance will result in loss of attendance and participation points.  
 
Absence: Please communicate with the professor about absences. Absences must be 
accompanied with a formal explanation in accordance with university guidelines. Each absence 
will incur the loss of one attendance point. More than 25% absence (i.e., missing more than 3 
weeks out of a 13-week module) will result in the lowering of one grade level (e.g. A- to B-).  
 
Late Work: No work will be accepted after the deadline.  
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is a serious academic offense and will not be tolerated under any 
circumstances. Work for which plagiarism is proved will be awarded a grade of zero and relevant 
disciplinary procedures will be followed with the institution. 
 
Email Notice: All students must check their emails for last minute changes, useful information 
and class announcements. 
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