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COURSE NUMBER: ART 390/PSC 300 
COURSE TITLE: Art and Politics  
CREDITS: (3:2:3) 
PREREQUISITES: None 
FOR WHOM PLANNED:  This course is designed for students who are interested in learning about 
historical and contemporary issues related to art and politics. 
 
INSTRUCTOR INFORMATION:  Professors: 
     Sheryl Oring 
     Department of Art  
     Email: saoring@uncg.edu 
      
     David Holian 
     Department of Political Science  
     Email: dbholian@uncg.edu 
 
CATALOG DESCRIPTION: 
Art and Politics is an intermediate class that will combine a broad historical analysis of the relationship 
between art and politics with an intensive look at contemporary art practice.  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
This course examines the links between politics, culture and contemporary art practice to provide 
students with a critical framework that will prove useful for those intending to document or create art as 
well as those seeking to broaden their overall knowledge of contemporary culture, history, and politics. 
We begin by examining public funding in the arts in the U.S. and the New Deal-era Works Progress 
Administration, then look at the work of filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl, hired by Adolf Hitler to create films 
that promoted the Nazi party. Later we turn to the opportunities for artistic expression presented by major 
American social movements, such as the fight for civil rights, which continue to have far-reaching cultural 
and political influence.  As the class progresses, we turn our attention to more contemporary issues and, 
through readings and lectures, study artists and projects that work on the boundary of art and politics. 
From the Yes Men, whose polished public relation stunts gain them top media play on issues such as 
climate change, to Jon Rubin’s Conflict Kitchen, a take-out restaurant in Pittsburgh that only serves 
cuisine from countries that the United States is in conflict with, the contemporary works we will study are 
among the most cutting edge in the field. The course is designed broadly for students in the humanities 
and social sciences.  Therefore, it is not necessary for students to have an extensive background in either 
art or politics to take the course.  
 
STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES:  
Upon successful completion of this course a student will be capable of: 
1. Understanding and discussing complex relationships between artists, politicians and political agencies 
2. Thinking and writing critically about these relationships 
3. Making public presentations based on course material and individual research 
4. Critically analyzing contemporary artwork within a historical framework 
5. Thinking critically about the role of artists in our society 
6. Describing global differences in relations between artists and politics  
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 

1. Attend lectures. 
2. Participate in class discussions. 
3. Read required readings 
4. Make one class presentation based on research assignment. 
5. Write a mid-term paper that serves as a proposal for the final project or paper. 
6. Write one paper on a topic to be discussed and approved by instructors or complete one art 

project on a topic to be discussed and approved by instructors. 
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REQUIRED TEXTS: 
All readings will be available on Blackboard.  
 
ATTENDANCE POLICY: 
Attendance is mandatory and extremely important. Keep in mind that a steady stream of absences, even 
if excused, may affect the quality of your work, and can therefore have a negative impact on your final 
grade.  
 
GRADING: 
Grades will be determined as follows:  
 Research/Presentation   100 points    
 Mid-term paper    100 points 
 Final project    200 points 
 Participation    100 points 
  

Total possible    500 points 
 
A  = 460 and above 
A-  =  450-459 
B+  =  440-449 
B  =  410-439 
B-  =  400-409 
C+  =  390-399 
C  = 360-389 
C-  =  350-359 
D+  =  340-349 
D  =  310-339 
D-  = 300-309 
F  =   299 and below 
 
Late work will be docked one letter grade for each class period it is late. 
 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY POLICY: 
Students are expected to abide by the UNCG Academic Integrity Policy for this class. (All out of class 
assignments are to be completed individually by the student unless otherwise directed by the instructor.)    
 
ADA: 
UNCG seeks to comply fully with the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA.) Students requesting 
accommodations based on disability must be registered with the Office of Disability Service located at 
208 Elliot University Center. 336-334-5440 v/tty.   
 
DIGITAL ETIQUETTE: 
Cell phones are not permitted in class. Internet surfing is allowable only if course related. Please do not 
waste your time or mine in class. 
 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE: 
 
NOTE:  The schedule may be adjusted throughout the semester at the discretion of the instructors. 
 
Introduction & Public Funding of the Arts 
Jan. 14  Course overview/introductions 
 
Readings: 
-Lederach 
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Jan. 16 & 23 Public Funding of the Arts 
 
Readings:  
-Smith 1 & 2 
-Buchwalter 1 & 2 
 
Jan 21  MLK Holiday – No Class 
 
Jan. 28  The New Deal & the WPA 
 
Readings: 
-Kennedy 
-“What’s the Deal about New Deal Art?” 
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/Whats-the-Deal-about-New-Deal-Art-
.html?onsite_source=relatedarticles&onsite_medium=internallink&onsite_campaign=SmithMag&onsite_c
ontent=What%E2%80%99s%20the%20Deal%20about%20New%20Deal%20Art? 
-“1934: The Art of the New Deal” 
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/1934-Picturing-Hard-Times.html 
-“Claiming Citizenship” 
https://sites.google.com/site/claimingcitizenship/home 
 
Ethical Questions in Art and Politics 
Jan. 30  Case Study: Leni Riefenstahl 
  Watch Ray Müller’s The Wonderful/Horrible Life of Leni Riefenstahl.   

 
Readings: 
-“Leni Riefenstahl, 101, Dies; Film Innovator Tied to Hitler” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/09/10/movies/leni-riefenstahl-101-dies-film-innovator-tied-to-
Hitler.html?ref=leniriefenstahl 
-“Admire Her Art? (Her Camera Adored Swastikas)” 
http://www.nytimes.com/1997/08/21/world/admire-her-art-her-camera-adored-
swastikas.html?ref=leniriefenstahl 
 
 
Feb. 2 & 4 Discussion 
 
Readings:  
-Petropolous 
-Pages 
-Mirroring Evil 
-Flash Points: The Ethics of Art (Read this blog entry and come to class prepared to discuss the ethical 
issues faced by at least one of the artists mentioned in the report) 
http://blog.art21.org/2010/02/05/flash-points-the-ethics-of-art/ 
 
 
McCarthyism and Brecht…CIA and Abstract Expressionism 
Feb. 11  Discussion 
 
Readings: 
-“Modern Art Was a CIA ‘Weapon’” 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/modern-art-was-cia-weapon-1578808.html 
-Bertolt Brecht Testifying Before the House Un-American Activities Committee 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GkiqGxD4CZ8 
In Exiles + Emigres: The Flight of European Artists from Hitler: 
-Barron 
-Bernstein 
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-Weschler 
 
Additional reading: 
-“A Marxist Among Capitalists” 
http://www.nytimes.com/1981/01/11/books/a-marxist-among-the-capitalists.html?pagewanted=all 
 
Resource for those interested in researching German exiles in the United States, among them 
many writers and artists: 
http://www.usc.edu/libraries/archives/arc/libraries/feuchtwanger/index.html 
 
 
Feb. 13  No class: FOIA Research Assignment 
 
Assignment: Research an artist who has an FBI file that has been made public through the Freedom of 
Information Act and make a short report to the class about your findings. You will be expected to write a 
one-page summary of your research and make a short (no more than 5 minute) presentation to the class.  
 
A good place to start your research is here: 
http://vault.fbi.gov/popular-culture 
 
Or here: 
http://vault.fbi.gov/reading-room-index 
 
 
Feb. 18  Individual meetings about midterm paper 
 
Feb. 20  Students present their research assignments 
 
Social Movements in the Arts 
Feb. 25 & 27 Discussion   

 
Readings:  
-Reed 1 
-Reed 2 
-Wark 
-Smith 
-Savala 
-Adrian Piper 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKPtKrKvXyo 
-Lacy 
-Labowitz 
-Lacy & Lippard 
-“How Art Propels Occupy Wall Street” 
http://www.cnn.com/2011/11/01/opinion/elam-occupy-art/index.html 
-“After OWS: Social Practic Art, Abstraction, and the Limits of the Social” 
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/after-ows-social-practice-art-abstraction-and-the-limits-of-the-social/ 
-“Top 10 Memes of Occupy Wall Street” 
http://blog.art21.org/2011/12/29/top-10-memes-of-occupy-wall-street/ 
 
 
Feb. 27  Midterm paper due 
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The Culture Wars  
March 4 & 6 
 
Readings: 
-Lippard 
-Culture Wars, pp. xv-26 
-Culture Wars, pp. 58-63 
-Culture Wars, pp. 100-101 
-Culture Wars, pp. 156-157 
-Culture Wars, p. 306 
-Fusco 
 
March 11 & 13 spring break/no classes 
 
Censorship in the United States 
March 18 Visiting lecturer: Svetlana Mintcheva, co-editor, Censoring Culture: Contemporary  
  Threats to Free Expression 
 
Readings: 
-Atkins 
-Mintcheva 1 
-Mintcheva 2 
-Rubin, et al. 
-“The Disturbing Photography of Sally Mann” 
http://www.nytimes.com/1992/09/27/magazine/the-disturbing-photography-of-sally-
mann.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm 
-“Art or Abuse: A Lament for Lost Innocence”  
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/art-or-abuse-a-lament-for-lost-innocence-
2078397.html 
-“David Wojnarowicz: Against His Vanishing (an interview with Steven Dubin)” 
http://artjournal.collegeart.org/?p=1360 
-Watch “Sally Mann in “Place” 
http://www.pbs.org/art21/watch-now/segment-sally-mann-in-place 
 
  
March 20 
Discussion 
 
Resources:  
Banned Books Week: http://www.bannedbooksweek.org 
The National Coalition Against Censorship:  http://ncac.org 
Free Expression Network: http://www.freeexpression.org 
 
Contemporary Strategies in the U.S. and Abroad 
March 25 & 27 Discussions 
 
Readings:  
-“Political Activism and Art: A Consideration of the Implications of New Developments in Practice” 
http://www.artandeducation.net/paper/political-activism-and-art-a-consideration-of-the-implications-of-
new-developments-in-practice/ 
-Helguera  
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Contemporary Strategies (continued) 
April 1   Discussion 
 
Readings:  
-Hicks 
-Interventionists 1 
-Interventionists 2 
-Interventionists 3 
 
April 3  Visiting Artist: Susan Harbage Page (to be confirmed) 
 
April 8  Individual meetings about final projects 
 
Other recommended readings: 
Conversation Pieces: Conversation and Community in Modern Art by Grant Kester 
The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context by Grant Kester 
Participation by Claire Bishop.  
Visual Shock: A History of Art Controversies in America’s Culture by Michael G. Kammen.  
What We Want Is Free: Generosity and Exchange in Recent Art by Ted Purves.  
 
Strategies at the National Level 
April 10 & 15 
     Mel Chin: Fundred Project (http://www.fundred.org/) 

This project invites participants to design their own $100 bill.  The goal is to collect 3 
million such works of art in order to total 300 million “Fundred Dollars.”  300 million actual 
dollars is the amount necessary to clean-up all New Orleans properties that are 
contaminated with lead and thus keep area children safe from learning disabilities and 
behavioral problems associated with lead-contaminated soil. 

 
The Yes Men (http://theyesmen.org/) 
The Yes Men are performance artists who impersonate those in the business world who, 
the group believes, obstruct the greater good.  At a recent Yes Men performance, a 
group member impersonated a U.S. Chamber of Commerce spokesperson and, at an 
event at the National Press Club, announced the Chamber’s reversal of its stance against 
any public policy designed to alleviate the effects of global warming.  Confusion reigned 
when the actual Chamber spokesperson arrived.  The Yes Men’s goal is to generate 
publicity in order to expose to public view the corporate world’s self-serving and allegedly 
harmful objectives. 

 
Strategies at the state and regional level 
April 17 & 22 

Appalshop (http://appalshop.org/) 
Appalshop focuses on giving citizens the tools to document life in Appalachia in ways that 
are ignored by traditional media.  Appalshop provides training in basic journalistic and 
technical skills in the hopes that its students will produce original films, videos, theater 
productions, music, photography, books, and multimedia ventures that tell the story of the 
region from the perspective of its residents. 

  
Strategies at the local level 
April 24 & 29 

Jon Rubin, Conflict Kitchen (http://www.conflictkitchen.org/) 
Conflict Kitchen is a take-out restaurant in Pittsburgh that only serves cuisine from 
countries that the United States is in conflict with. The food is served out of a take-out 
style storefront that is redesigned every four months to highlight another country.  Each 
Conflict Kitchen iteration includes events, performances, and discussion about the 
culture, politics, and issues at stake with each focus country. 
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Suzanne Lacy, The Oakland Projects (http://suzannelacy.com/) 
The Oakland Projects brought together at-risk teenagers, educators, and artists to 
produce public performance and multimedia installation art.  The project’s goal was to 
use art to expose inner-city youth to the public policies and governing institutions that 
directly affect their lives, and thereby use art to influence social change in policy areas 
such as health and education.   

 
Rick Lowe: Project Row Houses (http://projectrowhouses.org/about/) 
Project Row Houses reclaimed a 1½ block area of row houses that had fallen into 
disrepair in a historic African-American neighborhood in Houston.  The goal of the project 
is to engage the community in revitalizing the row houses and turn them into community 
centers that celebrate the neighborhood’s rich cultural and artistic heritage. 

 
May 6  Final presentations of papers/projects 

 
 

Web resources - Centers, Organizations, Networks and Archives 
 
ABC No Rio, http://abcnorio.org A community center for art and activism 
 
Arts and Revolution, http://www.artandrevolution.org/ A guerrilla direct-action art group  
 
But is it Politics?, http://www.lot.at/politics/frameset.htm A project at Banff Center, Alberta Canada  
 
Center for Arts Policy, Columbia College Chicago, http://www.artspolicy.com/ The center supports a 
democratic vision of American arts and cultural life through programs and research  
 
Center for Public Intellectuals, http://www.publicintellectuals.org A Chicago-based organization created to 
increase public participation in vital intellectual issues and examine how, why, and under what conditions 
public intellectuals can help transform society  
 
Cleansurface, http://www.cleansurface.org/ A living archive or public troublemaking and street creativity  
 
Cultural Policy Center, University of Chicago, http://culturalpolicy.uchicago.edu/links.html The Center 
initiates and supports research and programs dealing with issues of cultural policy  
 
Groups and Spaces, http://www.groupsandspaces.net/ This site collects and provides information on and 
for people working in or running independent, alternative, anti/non-commercial, not for profit, artist-run 
and other groups and/or spaces.  
 
Indymedia, http://www.indymedia.org A collective of independent media organizations and journalists  
 
Institute for Applied Autonomy, http://www.appliedautonomy.com/ The Institute is dedicated to 
researching the emerging market of cultural insurrection and to developing technologies that best serve 
its activist needs  
 
Institute for Social Ecology, http://www.social-ecology.org/programs/summer/art- activism.html Site for the 
Institute’s summer 2002 “Arts, Media, Activism, & Social Change” program  
 
InterActivist Info Exchange, http://slash.autonomedia.org Resource site and network for activists  
 
Las Agencias, http://www.lasagencias.net/ A network of autonomous groups that work towards 
“biopolitical antagonism”  
 
Nettime, http://www.nettime.org Mailing lists for networked cultures, politics, and tactics  
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Project Row Houses, Houston, http://www.projectrowhouses.org/ A public art project involving artists in 
issues of neighborhood revitalization, historic preservation, community service, and youth education  
 
The Community Arts Network, http://www.communityarts.net/ A site dedicated to disseminating 
information on arts-based community development  
 
The Kitchen, http://www.thekitchen.org/collection.html Link to The Kitchen’s vast video collection of 
performances and video projects  
 
The Madhousers, http://madhousers.photobooks.com/index.shtml An Atlanta-based non-profit corporation 
engaged in charitable work, research and education focused on finding creative solutions to the problem 
of providing housing and shelter for the homeless and for low income people  
 
Version>02 DigitalArts Conversion, http://www.versionfest.org Site for a digital arts and technology event 
series presented April 18-20 by Select Media, OVT Visuals and the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago. The site has links to a number of sites by multimedia producers, artists, musicians, filmmakers, 
digital activists and others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


