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Abstract 

 
Propaganda artwork created during the Chinese Cultural Revolution has been a 

widely studied topic since the decline of Mao Tse-Tung’s leadership. Less often 

discussed is how Maoist inspired visual arts transformed from government-sanctioned 

propaganda into pop culture iconography. This thesis will discuss the artistic evolution 

that took place through examining the methods used by Chinese propagandists to saturate 

foreign audiences with Maoist iconography, and how the appropriation of those symbols 

transformed the works from propaganda to pop art.  

While lacking meaningful diplomatic relationships abroad, the Chinese 

Communist Party undertook an international propaganda campaign with a goal of 

promoting Mao as the symbolic leader of the global proletariat. With no influential 

alliances, Chinese propagandists circumvented traditional diplomatic channels and 

saturated audiences around the world with propaganda in the forms of radio broadcasts, 

magazines, pamphlets, paintings, books of Mao’s quotations, and more. China’s blind 

distribution of Maoist propaganda was so extensive that the imagery became globally 

significant. Additionally, the appropriation of Maoist symbols by foreign groups led to an 

artistic transformation specific to the causes of international leftist groups. Eventually, 

the propaganda reached a critical point of global recognition and penetrated into the 

realm of pop culture iconography. Coinciding with the liberalization of China, this 

ushered in a new era where Maoist propaganda symbols became commodities on the 

global art market. Artists from around the world have capitalized on Maoist icons, which 

regularly feature at auction and in high profile museums exhibitions around the world.
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Can government sanctioned propaganda be appreciated for its artistic merits? 

When considering the Chinese propaganda created under Mao Tse-Tung’s leadership, the 

answer is almost certainly, yes. During the decade of the Cultural Revolution, a vast 

amount of propaganda art was produced and disseminated by the Chinese Communist 

Party that was intended for both domestic and international audiences. While the 

domestic efforts to indoctrinate citizens with Mao’s ideology were profound, a parallel 

international strategy was also carried out with an extensive impact. Efforts to portray 

Mao as the symbolic leader of all global revolutionaries fighting against Western 

imperialism drove a massive propaganda operation that reached Asia, Africa, South 

America, and much of the Western world. More interesting still is how this art continued 

to evolve and thrive after the decline of the Cultural Revolution and the death of Mao. 

From its inception as government propaganda, much of the imagery originally intended 

to promote the revolutionary interests of Mao have now become commodities on the 

international art market. How does art that is intended as propaganda make such a radical 

transition? Similarly, why has this art resonated with such a wide audience, especially 

given damages of the Cultural Revolution? Of particular note in piecing together this 

story are the elements of pre-existing popular art in China, foreign influence, pop culture 

adaptation, and eventually nostalgia. By tracing these themes through the decades, a 
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narrative emerges showing how symbols from a controversial time in Chinese history 

have taken on new life and continue to hold artistic relevance.  

This thesis will investigate how the transition from propaganda to pop culture 

took place by focusing on the idea that China’s lack of diplomatic influence, while 

simultaneously flooding foreign markets with Maoist propaganda, led to this 

transformation as a direct side effect. Where I will diverge from other scholarly work on 

this topic will be in the focus on the international audience of the propaganda with a 

specific spotlight on visual arts rather than news style publications or radio broadcasts.1 

This research has found that much of what is discussed regarding the international 

reception of CCP propaganda is based around analysis of sources like radio broadcasts, 

which are more direct in their message. As a result, visual arts are often treated as 

secondary in importance. Because of this, it is worth exploring how and why Cultural 

Revolution era propaganda artwork evolved over the decades. 

  Before continuing, it is crucial to outline the elements that create an impactful pop 

culture symbol. In the United States, pop culture symbols often come in the form of 

commercial advertising such as the logos for corporations like Nike or Coca-Cola. Not 

only are these brands recognizable, but they also represent more than the goods they sell. 

Symbols like these have become so deeply rooted within American culture through high 

visibility that they can symbolize the idealistic values of the society as a whole. While 

consumer goods are common symbols, they are by no means the only example. 

Celebrities, songs, and sports teams can also be considered pop culture symbols when 

widely recognized as connected to a particular social identity. Whatever the icons may 

                                                 
1 Cagdas Ungor, “Reaching the Distant Comrade: Chinese Communist Propaganda Abroad (1949-

1976),” (PhD diss., Binghamton University, State University New York, 2009), 16.  
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be, they are often tied to themes of patriotism, freedom, happiness, and family to create 

powerful emotional connections with their audience. While these elements broadly 

describe the framework of pop culture iconography, another aspect is that pop culture 

symbols generally lack an element of political motivation. Large brands tend to shy away 

from political association for fear of alienating segments of the population that would 

otherwise consume their products. As such, it is interesting to track how the evolution of 

Maoist propaganda blended political association into non-political artwork that became 

popular purely as art rather than a statement of ideology. In my view, a successful pop 

culture symbol acts as a common thread connecting people from a similar culture by 

evoking a sense of understanding for a shared way of life.  

 When this definition is applied to CCP propaganda, it can be seen that the portrait 

of Mao became such a common sight that it was impossible to separate the leader from 

Chinese culture as a whole, specifically his glorified version. Tethered to this image were 

the equally unmistakable tenets of Mao’s communist ideology, which were meant to 

serve as a guide for a proper life in socialist society. In an effort to emphatically promote 

his message, propagandists essentially turned Mao’s image into unintentional pop art 

before it became internationally recognized as such. In this way, the CCP did to Mao’s 

image what mega-advertisers succeed in doing with consumer products in Western 

capitalism. The leader’s image was so firmly attached to the society he wished to mold 

that his portrait represented not only the face of leadership but of all the underlying 

values of idealized Chinese culture.2 Of specific note during the discussion of the 

international groups targeted by the CCP is how these images became ingrained in 

                                                 
2 Daniel Leese, Mao Cult, Rhetoric and Ritual in China’s Cultural Revolution (Cambridge 

University Press, August 22, 2013), 5. 
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foreign cultures just as they did in China. This thesis will argue that through propaganda 

campaigns, Mao’s image and Cultural Revolution era artwork in general became a 

similar common thread that connected many ethnic groups and embedded itself firmly 

within an overarching global culture. No matter if the viewer was Asian, African, South 

American, or European, Chinese propaganda had become so pervasive during the 

Cultural Revolution that Mao had effectively made himself the most famous person in the 

world, and thus the ultimate global pop culture symbol. Across many seemingly unrelated 

groups, CCP propaganda came to stand for leadership against imperialist oppression. 

Furthermore, with no true diplomatic link to China, many of these foreign audiences 

adopted the iconography for their own use. In essence, I contend that the emergence of 

Chinese propaganda as pop art stemmed from the images becoming the popular link that 

connected many international communities as a result of little else in the form of CCP 

diplomacy at the time. 

 To understand how Chinese propaganda reached this status, and to outline the 

lack of international influence from the CCP, this work will explore the mechanisms 

within the government responsible for propaganda distribution. During the Cultural 

Revolution, China was in a state of governmental chaos. Rival factions within the CCP 

battled for control of existing bureaucracies and both domestic and international policies 

suffered as a result.3 What follows will discuss the inner workings of the Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs on a basic level with the intention of highlighting the discord 

within the agency that hindered China’s ability to exert true influence. For example, from 

1966 through the early 1970s, China’s international diplomatic presence lessened to an 

                                                 
3 Ungor, “Distant Comrade,” 17. 
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extent that left many of its embassies devoid of ambassadors for extended periods.4 All 

the while, the propaganda departments within the CCP continued to distribute Maoist 

imagery all over the world. The combination of the distribution of propaganda with the 

lack of a Chinese presence within any of the targeted countries led to a situation in which 

the artwork was one of very few means of contact with foreign audiences.5 This “hands-

off” approach to international policy fostered a “Myth of Mao” among many groups 

around the world. This myth revolved around the idea that China had achieved the status 

of socialist utopia at the hands of Mao’s leadership.6 In many ways, this myth succeeded 

in fostering exactly the image that Mao meant to exude, and in other ways, it laid the 

groundwork for CCP propaganda to eventually transition into global pop art. 

Additionally, the relationship between China and its closest allies will be examined to 

reflect how the exporting of Cultural Revolution policy was viewed around the region. 

In tracing the transformation that Cultural Revolution propaganda made from 

state-media to high-art commodity, I will also explore an account of the different steps in 

its history. This thesis will analyze the foundations of art within Mao’s ideology and 

analyze what the Chairman believed cultural iconography was meant to represent. Mao’s 

1942 speeches at the Yan’an forum in China unambiguously outline these views and 

provide a basis for the emergence of the CCP propaganda campaign. While the CCP 

engaged in propagandistic practices from its inception in 1921, for the purpose of this 

                                                 
4 Michael B. Yahuda, “Chinese Foreign Policy after 1963: The Maoist Phases,” China Quarterly 

36 (October-December 1968): 109. 

5 John K. Cooley, East Wind over Africa; Red China’s African Offensive (New York: Walker, 
1965), 212. 

6 Megan M. Ferry, “China as Utopia: Visions of the Chinese Cultural Revolution in Latin 
America,” Modern Chinese Literature and Culture 12, no. 2 (Fall 2000): 251. 
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work Mao’s 1942 speeches will lay the groundwork for understanding the imagery as 

well as the audience for whom it was intended. Mao’s words clarify how important he 

believed propaganda was to his cause and why it arguably became China’s primary 

export during the Cultural Revolution. In conjunction, it is essential to include the 

influence of the Soviet Union on Chinese culture with emphasis on how Soviet arts 

played a major role in the development of Maoist iconography. Of equal importance will 

be the exploration of the Sino-Soviet split, and the huge role it played in China’s 

international diplomatic strategy. Here, the chaos within the Chinese government 

following its newfound independence on the international stage will be highlighted to 

again underscore how internal unrest hindered China’s influence and led to the “hands-

off” diplomatic approach. Though much has been written about the inner workings of the 

CCP during the Cultural Revolution, of greater interest to this work is how China’s 

“propaganda diplomacy” was received by foreign audiences.  

Following the establishment of these background fundamentals, the interaction of 

different cultures around the world with CCP propaganda art will be considered. At the 

hands of China’s targeted audience, the artwork that began as state propaganda was 

consumed and sometimes even morphed into something new. Examples of how CCP 

propaganda transformed can be seen from Asia, to South and North America, and 

represent more stepping stones toward its position as global pop art. Specifically, Maoist 

political groups in South America and Europe as well as counter culture groups in the 

United States, like the Black Panthers, all appropriated this propaganda to suit their own 

causes. It is this broad distribution of the imagery that eventually permeated deeply 

enough into so many different cultures that Chinese propaganda, and especially the image 
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of Mao, became the perfect subject for absorption into pop art. These images were so 

widely known that they became symbols not just of Mao’s ideology, but a shared icon of 

a global culture as a whole.  

By the early 1970s, CCP propaganda had reached a critical point of saturation and 

became some of the most widely recognized imagery in the world. Perhaps most notably, 

the portraits of Mao propelled his international fame to the forefront of global celebrity. It 

was also at this point that Chinese propaganda exploded into the Western mainstream 

through the work of the American artist Andy Warhol in 1972. In spreading the “myth of 

Mao” the Chinese government’s efforts to make their leader the symbol of global 

revolution found success in a very different way. Warhol’s choice of Mao’s image for his 

works involving celebrity portraits was extraordinarily timely and marked not only a 

transition in the iconography’s renown, but also coincidentally in US/China relations. 

Chinese propagandists had succeeded in elevating Mao to the status of global political-

culture icon, but Warhol’s works were the first to strip Mao of his larger than life stature 

and use the Chairman’s portrait for a strictly artistic purpose. In manipulating Mao’s 

image, Warhol effectively removed the power that the propaganda was intended to 

convey. Over the next several years, this idea of taking power back through art took hold 

within China as Mao’s government crumbled and artists once trained in producing 

propaganda began to express more critical views with their own voices. While Warhol 

should not be credited with inventing the idea of criticizing Mao, his paintings were the 

first to disrupt the narrative of the leader’s untouchable, omnipresent status, and elevate 

Mao’s image among the mainstream Western public.  
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In this vein, I argue that the Chinese artwork created post-Cultural Revolution has 

solidified Maoist inspired imagery within the global art market. Of additional note is how 

the art that was originally created as propaganda is now looked back upon with nostalgia 

and appreciated for its artistic quality. For this reason, the propaganda of the Cultural 

Revolution has remained a popular part of Chinese and international art where normally 

the work of a totalitarian regime would likely fall out of favor. Several additional factors 

were at play that helped the propaganda art retain a level of mainstream acceptance. First, 

even after Mao’s policies came under scrutiny following his death, the official Chinese 

government position maintained that he was mostly correct in his social theories although 

the implementation of his policies was flawed.7 Next, the artists themselves who created 

the art still felt a sense of pride in what they had made, even though they did not agree 

with the underlying political message.8 The art that was created was not simply mass-

produced but was done with the intention of being considered fine art. At the time, 

China’s most talented artists were put to work to create art in the name of the state and it 

remains an important time in the country’s artistic history. Finally, older generations 

sentimentalize the past regardless of the accuracy of the memory or the historical 

realities. A sense of dissatisfaction with contemporary leadership can have the effect of 

evoking a longing for what some view as a more egalitarian time. Some citizens from the 

lowest classes of Chinese society look back on the Cultural Revolution when they were 

provided experiences that their social strata would not normally have been afforded. 

                                                 
7 Barbara Mittler, “Popular Propaganda? Arts and Culture in Revolutionary China,” Proceedings 

of the American Philosophical Society 152, no. 4 (December 2008): 481. 
 
8 Emily Parker, “The Cultural Revolution: Artists Revisit Their Past,” Wall Street Journal, 

September 16, 2008, http://search.proquest.com.ezpprod1.hul.harvard.edu/docview/ 
399040467?accountid=11311 
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People learned to read, write, paint, dance, and play music all in the name of promoting 

Mao’s ideology of proletariat revolution. While these efforts were carried out to create 

propaganda, they still allowed many people to experience aspects of culture that they 

would have otherwise been left out of. It is important to list these reasons because it is 

partly the domestic approval of the art that allows for it to thrive internationally. If there 

was widespread condemnation within China for the artwork of the Cultural Revolution, it 

would likely be viewed as taboo for foreigners to obtain and profit from its distribution.  

While many sources have proven essential to the production of this thesis, several 

stand out as the most valuable to the comprehension of this narrative. First, Mao Tse-

Tung’s speeches on Art and Literature from 1942 are foundational to understanding the 

importance of propaganda artwork to the leader’s unique communist ideology. Translated 

into English and published by the Chinese Foreign Language Press in 1960, these 

speeches are central to this thesis because they are a direct source of Mao’s ideas from 

the leader himself, and they are canonical in their explanation of how artists were to 

follow Mao’s prescriptions. While these speeches were made in the early 1940s their 

relevance to the propaganda movement of the 1960s must be connected to fully 

understand the history of the campaign. 

 Next, a 2009 doctoral dissertations titled “Reaching the Distant Comrade: Chinese 

Communist Propaganda Abroad” by Cagdas Ungor proved deeply insightful in gaining a 

greater understanding of China’s international propaganda outreach. In her work, Ungor 

outlines many aspects of China’s propaganda system starting in 1949 and explores how 

foreign audiences were contacted. While there are parallels between Ungor’s work and 

this thesis, “Reaching the Distant Comrade” ultimately helped to highlight the fact that 
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much of what has been written about China’s Cultural Revolution era propaganda efforts 

tends to focus on direct contact sources like radio broadcasts and not on visual arts as will 

be done here.  

 In focusing this work on “secondary propaganda” like posters and paintings, the 

work of German sinologist Barbara Mittler has been explored to grasp the different types 

of propaganda that were created and how its popularity has evolved over time. Mittler’s 

scholarship on “Popular Propaganda? Arts and Culture in Revolutionary China,” 

published Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society in 2009 helped to provide a 

foundation for unpacking the complicated relationship between art as propaganda as a 

part of cultural identity. In joining Mittler’s works with such primary sources as the 

Peking Review, China Pictorial as well as examining paintings from online databases, a 

detailed chronicle of China’s visual art propaganda will be presented. 

 In transitioning to the international arena and investigating how Chinese 

propaganda images were received abroad, another group of sources has been equally 

noteworthy. To appreciate how the Cultural Revolution propaganda campaign unfolded, I 

utilized Michael B. Yahuda’s 1968 work “Chinese Foreign Policy after 1963” published 

in the China Quarterly. While this piece was not specific to CCP propaganda, it provides 

valuable insight into the chaotic inner works of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during the 

Cultural Revolution. This was an important aspect to explore since China’s lack of 

foreign policy was a fundamental reason that international propaganda evolved as it did. 

In this vein, Megan M. Ferry’s article “China as Utopia: Visions of the Chinese Cultural 

Revolution in Latin America,” from a fall 2000 issue of Modern Chinese Literature and 

Culture helps to connect the issues of China’s foreign policy with how the propaganda 
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campaign was received abroad, specifically in South America. Similarly, John K. 

Cooley’s book East Wind over Africa: Red China’s African Offensive (1968) provided 

similar insight from the perspective of the African audiences. In connecting a North 

American audience to this narrative, a 1999 work titled “Black like Mao: Red China and 

Black Revolution” by Robin D. G. Kelley and Betsy Esch was explored to highlight how 

Maoist iconography was also absorbed by counter-culture movements in the United 

States. Together, these works exemplify how China’s international propaganda during the 

Cultural Revolution reached a global audience and developed into something different 

from its original intent and are crucial pieces to the argument of this thesis.  

 While other are cited throughout, the scholarly works highlighted in the previous 

paragraphs stand out in their importance to the underlying assertions central to this thesis. 

It should also be noted that there were limitations that prevented even more extensive 

research on this topic. Chief among the restraints on this work were the language barriers 

reached when accessing various primary source material. A great deal of what would 

likely have been valuable primary source material was not available in English translation 

from original Chinese sources or from the Latin American, Asian, and African languages 

in which they were created. For this reason, the work that follows has focused on 

secondary sources like those listed previously as well as primary sources such as 

publications, translated speeches, and examples of propaganda art.    

 Through these examples, this thesis will show that during the decade of the 

Cultural Revolution, China distributed global propaganda while at the same time having 

very little international presence among other nations. China’s lack of international 

influence fostered a situation for the myth of China as a socialist utopia to grow among 
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disaffected groups who felt overlooked by the major powers. China's lack of interest in 

imposing itself in an imperialist manner and inability to truly function internationally left 

foreign audiences free to insert their own political realities and look to China as a 

symbolic leader rather than a colonial ruler. This may have been a false reality but it 

spoke to many groups looking for an example of leadership in rebellion against the 

United States and Soviet Union. From this void came a form of art that while originally 

intended to serve as propaganda supporting the ideology of Mao, transformed into, 

among other things, an elite symbol of capitalist wealth.    
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Chapter 2  

Foundations of Chinese Propaganda 

 

In framing a discussion about Chinese propaganda, I believe it is first appropriate 

to outline the differences between how propaganda is viewed from the perspective of 

contrasting cultures. In the United States, for example, propaganda is often viewed as a 

dishonest form of political advertising intended to perpetuate falsehoods that promote 

misleading ideology. Propaganda often carries a negative connotation as a weapon used 

for the purpose of controlling a citizenry.9 Additionally, while Westerners may be 

passively aware of propaganda in the form of commercial advertising, it is not overtly 

discussed by local governments and distributed to international audiences. By contrast, 

the word propaganda has a much more benign meaning in China and is better aligned 

with the more neutral term “publicity.” As will be seen with further examination of 

Mao’s speeches, the word is not shied away from and is openly used as a method of 

promoting political philosophy. As a result, Mao’s domestic audience would not have 

viewed government propaganda as an obvious attempt at dishonesty, but simply as self-

promotion.10 It is partly because of this less threatening perspective within China that the 

artwork created as propaganda was able to survive and remain popular. Although 

                                                 
9 Randal Marlin, Propaganda and the Ethics of Persuasion (Toronto: Broadview Press, October 

2013), 27.  

10 David Shambaugh, “China’s Propaganda System: Institutions, Processes and Efficiency,” China 
Journal, no. 57 (January 2007): 29.  
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Cultural Revolution era artwork was initially condemned following the downfall of 

Mao’s leadership, the iconography maintained a level of social visibility and began to 

regain popularity in subsequent decades. This resurgence was likely because much of the 

art was often well liked and remained symbolic of a specific period of creativity in 

China’s art history. With these different perspectives established, I will turn to Mao’s 

speeches outlining the importance of propaganda and discuss the frameworks within the 

Chinese government that were in charge of producing art during the Cultural Revolution. 

In conjunction with examining the governmental agencies, this research will look at what 

types of propaganda publications were produced and how they were distributed to 

international audiences. To understand the foundation of these elements, a brief 

background of the time leading up to Cultural Revolution era policies will first be 

explored.  

Following their violent expulsion by the Nationalist Party in an episode known as 

the Shanghai Massacre of 1927, the CCP was purged from urban areas and established 

itself in the rural countryside. While traditionally influenced by the USSR, it was during 

this time that the CCP made its starkest shift away from the Soviet form of 

Marxism/Leninism and evolved to what became Maoism. This shift entailed building a 

base from the peasant class rather than focusing on workers within urban centers. Rural 

themes would not only become the cornerstone of Mao’s revolutionary ideology but also 

deeply influence the desired imagery that was produced during the Cultural Revolution.11 

The adoption of the rural populace provided Mao with an audience that made up the 

majority of the Chinese population and would also prove to resonate globally for similar 

                                                 
11 Ungor, “Distant Comrade,” 35. 
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reasons. Much of this change can be traced back 1942 to 1944 when the CCP engaged in 

what is known as the Yan’an Reflection Movement, so named because of the party’s base 

of operations in the remote region of Yan’an, China. Characterized as a period of 

intellectual development, it was here that Mao took a leading role within the party.12 

Additionally, the establishment of organizations within the growing CCP such as the 

External Propaganda Small Group, a sub-group of the newly formed International 

Propaganda Bureau, were charged with translating the work of Mao into foreign 

languages and marked the first attempts at reaching and influencing foreign audiences.13 

This period has been highlighted to represent the ties between government propaganda 

and the connection to the Chinese people. As will be shown later in this work, the 

propaganda created during the Cultural Revolution was often quite popular and 

understanding its origins is an important factor in explaining the transition into pop 

culture.  

To begin with, seven years before the CCP gained full control of the government, 

Mao delivered two speeches describing how art should portray Chinese culture and what 

important themes should be reflected. The 1942 speeches at a forum in Yan’an have 

come to be known as “Mao Tse-Tung’s Talks on Art and Literature.” Mao spoke at 

length about how the liberation of the Chinese people would be reliant on both military 

and cultural victory.14 Dependence on military strategy was of course key, but the 

influence of cultural iconography could not be underestimated. In keeping with his views 

                                                 
12 Ungor, “Distant Comrade,” 38. 

13 Ungor, “Distant Comrade,” 40. 

14 Mao Tse-Tung, Talks on Art and Literature (Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1960), 1. 
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that the power of the collective society rested with the workers, he stressed that images 

depicting the life of the peasant class should be the foundation of Chinese art. Mao 

believed that weakening the grip of the existing social structure was necessary in 

defeating imperialism. His views stemmed from the idea that contemporary art of his 

time was only reflective of the materialistic bourgeois and landlord classes and did not 

speak to life of “real China,” which in Mao’s view was the lower working class.15 Over 

the course of the Yan’an forum, Mao outlined his ideas for the need for government run 

propaganda. Mao explained, “The express purpose of our meeting today is to make art 

and literature a component part of the whole revolutionary machine, to make them a 

powerful weapon for uniting and educating the people and for attacking and destroying 

the enemy, and to help the people to fight with one heart and one mind.”16 

From reading his speeches, it can be seen that his belief in what art should depict 

rested on three main pillars. The first role of art and literature was to expose the 

imperialist enemy. In this case, Mao spoke specifically of Japan with whom China was in 

conflict at the time. Next, art was to be supportive of helpful allies and similarly critical 

of those not doing enough to promote proletariat revolution. Finally, Mao believed that 

art should be approachable for all members of society and reflect the struggle of those 

who work to promote his ideology.17 One of the most emphasized points was the need for 

an understanding of struggle. Mao insisted that art was not credible unless the artist had 

lived through the struggle to truly understand Marxism. Without an ability to view 

                                                 
15 Mao, Talks, 2.  

16 Mao, Talks, 2. 

17 Mao, Talks, 6. 
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society through this lens, artists could not fully rid themselves of materialistic influence 

and “remold” themselves to create art for the betterment of the Party.18 Additionally, Mao 

stated that art should serve “millions and millions” of people and ideally would be 

intended for “workers, peasants, soldiers and the urban petty bourgeois.”19 Through this 

declaration, Mao appeared to be inclusive of the non-proletariat classes that he was so 

critical of and indicated that through “relearning priorities” they too could be brought into 

the fold. Despite this appearance of inclusion, Mao’s eventual policies would prove to 

have devastating impacts on much of the more privileged population. Mao’s deeply held 

view that the peasant class was the key to his movement’s success can be seen when he 

describes their portrayal in art by saying “only by making the workers, peasants and 

soldiers our point of departure can we have a correct understanding of elevation and 

popularization and find the proper relation between the two.”20 Of additional note was 

Mao’s belief in the value of educating the working classes to appreciate painting, music, 

and literature. Mao understood that if art was going to simultaneously represent the 

working class and be accessible to them they must have a basic appreciation as well as 

the ability to read and create for themselves.21 Mao proposed a “campaign of 

enlightenment,” foreshadowing the Cultural Revolution, in which high levels of art 

would be created from the social bottom up, rather than the top down. The emphasis on 

prioritizing work that celebrated peasants and soldiers was meant to galvanize the 

majority of Chinese society and reinforce the idea that the people as a whole were of 
                                                 

18 Mao, Talks, 9. 

19 Mao, Talks, 15. 

20 Mao, Talks, 21. 

21 Mao, Talks, 24. 
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greater importance than any single individual. With the founding of the CCP in 1949, 

Party artists were able to put these beliefs into practice through the use of propaganda in 

painting, symphony, opera, ballet, and many other mediums. The importance of 

proletariat-centric art as a fundamental element of Mao’s vision is the first step in 

appreciating the evolution of CCP propaganda into pop culture iconography. 



 
 

 19 

 

Chapter 3 

Origins of a New Art Form 

 

Prior to the implementation of “Red Guard diplomacy,” a term used to describe 

extremist attempts at advocating for Maoist ideology as the guiding force behind Chinese 

politics, China’s international presence was greatly colored by the influence of the Soviet 

Union.22 From well before the founding of the CCP as China’s ruling party in 1949 until 

the Sino-Soviet split in 1963, the two communist nations were closely allied in the global 

fight to spread Marxism in opposition to Western domination. From its founding in 1921, 

the CCP engaged in creating propaganda to promote its communist ideology and was 

initially guided by advisors from the Soviet Union.23 During the early twentieth century, 

China’s relationship with the USSR exposed much of the country’s population to Soviet 

culture in the forms of traveling Russian dance and musical groups. The ballet and other 

state sanctioned works of symphony and opera encompassed what came to be known as 

the eight model dramas and included pieces like The Red Detachment of Women, and The 

White Haired Girl, which were pillars of Chinese entertainment.24 Given that none of 

these art forms were native to China, Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, took it upon herself to 

                                                 
22 Thomas P. Bernstein and Hua-Yu Li, “The Complexities of Learning from the Soviet Union,” 

China Learns from the Soviet Union, 1949-Present (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), 1.   
 
23 Mareike Svea Ohlberg, “Creating a Favorable International Public Opinion Environment: 

External Propaganda (Duiwai Xuanchuan) as a Global Concept with Chinese Characteristics” (PhD diss., 
University of Heidelberg, March 6, 2013), 139. 

 
24 Marina Harss, “National Ballet of China Conveys Its History at Lincoln Center Festival,” New 

York Times, July 2, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/05/arts/dance/national-ballet-of-china-
conveys-its-history-at-lincoln-center-festival.html?_r=1. 
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reshape their traditional arrangements to be more reflective of Chinese culture. Western 

themes were replaced with those more in line with Mao’s teachings and even classical 

Western instruments were removed from musical performances in favor of those more 

closely associated with China.25 Most importantly was the incorporation of themes such 

as proletariat heroes, bourgeois villains, victory over imperialism, and promotion of 

Mao’s teachings on Marxism. Together, these works all served as domestic propaganda 

to reinforce Mao’s views on what the arts should reflect and how they should be used to 

serve the population.  

 While the implementation of this propaganda played a valuable role in the genre 

of performing arts, the Soviet influence of painting had the greatest impact on Chinese 

propaganda imagery. Imposed by Stalin as the official genre of the Soviet state in 1934, 

socialist realism was developed for the purpose of featuring ideological elements of 

Marxism within Russian society through high art. Adopted by Mao following the 

establishment of the CCP, the genre also became the vessel for advancing Mao’s vision 

of communist China.26 Characterized by a modern realistic style that incorporated bright 

colors, revolutionary themes, and only positive depictions of communist life, socialist 

realism came to dominate the Chinese art landscape and evolved into a part of Chinese 

society that would become closely associated with Mao. Where Stalin had insisted on 

imagery promoting the honor of the urban proletariat working class of Russian cities, 

Chinese artists reworked the style to incorporate Mao’s political base, which consisted of 

                                                 
25 Sheila Melvin, and Jindong Cai, “Why This Nostalgia for the Fruits of Chaos?,” New York 

Times, pdf, October 29, 2000. 
 
26 Liu Ding and Carol Yinghua Lu, “From the Issue of Art to the Issue of Position: The Echoes of 

Socialist Realism,” Truth of Art - e-flux Journal, no. 55, May 2014, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/55/ 
60315/from-the-issue-of-art-to-the-issue-of-position-the-echoes-of-socialist-realism-part-i/. 
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the Chinese peasantry. It should be noted that while for the purposes of this thesis 

socialist realism will refer primarily to painting, it was actually a style that was applied to 

art forms across many mediums such as music, theater, literature, and more.   

Figures 1 and 2 below provide an interesting side-by-side comparison of how 

propaganda artists in Mao’s China imitated the Soviet style for their own purposes. While 

figure 1 illustrates a portrait of Vladimir Lenin, figure 2 shows Mao in a very similar 

vein.27 Both men feature prominently in the foreground of the image and maintain strong 

poses of authority. Their renderings are both clearly realistic and unmistakable for any 

other individual. Additionally, their surroundings help to highlight a theme of patriotism 

with Lenin riding high above a sea of Soviet flags in an urban setting, and Mao standing 

proudly in front of distinct Chinese architecture while the sun shines down upon him. 

Through their precise symbolism, these paintings intend to evoke a sense of national 

pride in the viewer as well as bolster the idea of strong leadership associated with their 

respective heads of state. To further demonstrate how the Soviet style influenced Chinese 

paintings, several additional examples have been included below. Figures 3 and 4 

represent strong models of how the style was implemented in the Soviet Union. In Figure 

3, a group of workers labor together over the heat of a blast furnace. This scene 

undoubtedly takes place in an urban setting and illustrates the workers as the focal point 

of the painting. In this way, the artist indicates that these urban proletariats are engaged in 

dignified work worth recognizing. 

 

                                                 
27 Figure 1, Georgevich Sergeev, “Lenin at the Tribune,” 1929-1930, http://www.artnet.com/ 

artists/victor-georgevich-sergeev/lenin-at-the-tribune-ipBW1OXyg2tRON172NtjHA2. Figure 2: “A Long 
Life to Chairman Mao,” 1967,  http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/bb5052414d. 

 
 



 
 

 22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 
 

 

      

 

 

Additionally, the group together symbolizes the importance of the collective over the 

individual, a central tenet of communist philosophy. Similarly, figure 4 portrays the 

famous World War II battle of Sebastopol in which the Soviet Union suffered a brutal 

defeat by the Axis powers and endured massive casualties. This painting again 

symbolizes the honor of defending Soviet ideals with emphasis on sacrifice for the 

betterment of the greater good. Both figures 3 and 4 embody the Soviet socialist style 

Figure 2. “A Long Life to Chairman 
Mao” (1967) 

Figure 1: “Lenin at the Tribune” (1929–
1930) Victor Georgevich Sergeev 

Figure 1: “Lenin at the Tribune” Victor 
Georgevich Sergeev (1929–1930) 
 

Figure 2. “A Long Life to Chairman 
Mao” (1967) 
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through modern realism and the use of active scenes, bright colors, and placing focus on 

central beliefs of Soviet ideology. 

 
 

Figure 3: “Young Steel Workers” (1961) Ivan Bevzenko28 
 

 
 

Figure 4: “Defense of Sebastopol” (1942) Alexander Deineka29 

 

                                                 
28 Figure 3, Ivan Bevzenko, “Young Steel Workers,” 1961, https://www.marxists.org/subject/art/ 

visual_arts/painting/exhibits/socialist-realism.htm. 
 
29 Figure 4, Alexander Deineka, “Defense of Sevastopol,” 1942, http://en.rusmuseum.ru/ 

collections/painting-of-the-second-half-of-the-xix-century-beginning-of-xxi-century/artworks/a-defence-of-
sebastopol/. 
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Where Maoist Marxism differed from Russia’s was perhaps also its greatest 

strength. By pivoting away from urban life, endorsing images of the peasant class 

rebelling against landowners and depicting them as victors against imperialism, Mao was 

able to build a power base from a class that was eager for social change. Much like the 

images presented on the previous page, figures 5 and 6 depict scenes meant to galvanize 

groups toward a common cause. These Chinese representations of socialist realism again 

embody the foundational elements of bright colors and party ideology but clearly target a 

different audience. In contrast to the urban focal point of the soviet paintings, figures 5 

and 6 highlight the peasant class who are identifiable by their clothes and tools. Many are 

dressed as farmers and hold shovels, buckets of water, and pitchforks. Others wear 

traditional CCP uniforms and hold Mao’s little red book high above their heads in a 

gesture of reverence. In figure 6, while many of the people featured hold weapons, few 

look to be dedicated soldiers. This may have symbolized that a revolutionary fighter can 

come from anywhere, and the proletariat class should view themselves through such a 

lens. In this way, both images reflect the importance of strength in numbers with the 

impression of a large group marching forward against imperialism in support of Mao’s 

revolutionary ideology. 

The propaganda that the CCP put forth served not only to mobilize the Chinese 

peasant class but also to transform Mao into a global symbol for proletariat revolution 

against imperialist oppression across the world. In the years preceding the Cultural 

Revolution, the CCP began to position itself as an ideal emblem for successful revolution 

against Western powers.  
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Figure 5: “Advance bravely along the bright road shown by Chairman Mao’s May 7th 

Instruction” (1971)30 
 

 

 
Figure 6: “Long Live the Victory of the People’s War,” (1966)31 

 
                                                 

30 Figure 5, “Advance bravely along the bright road shown by Chairman Mao’s May 7th 
Instruction,” 1971, http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/bb11615959 

 
31 Figure 6, “Long Live the Victory of the People’s War,” 1966, http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/ 

bb9933005n 
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The Chinese government exerted considerable effort training young artists and retraining 

established painters to execute work in the vein of the state’s preferred imagery.32 Mao’s 

ambition of educating the peasant class to appreciate and create art exposed an entire 

generation to the arts that may not have otherwise participated. Artists were expected to 

portray Mao and proletariat revolution through the optics of “hong, guang, liang” – 

bright, red, shining.33 Numerous symbols became cliché including images of the 

peasantry, revolution, education through reading Mao’s little red book, anti- imperialism, 

and the Chairman’s own image radiating over his followers, much of which was shown in 

the prior figures. The CCP’s propaganda efforts utilized these symbols to impressive 

effect as they championed one of the most far-reaching propaganda campaigns of the 

twentieth century.  

 

                                                 
32 Parker, “Painters Revisit Their Past.” 
 
33 Parker, “Painters Revisit Their Past.” 
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Chapter 4  

Independence on the International Stage 

 

In spite of an initially harmonious friendship, China and the USSR drifted apart as 

the Soviets sought to ease tensions with the west and began intrusively exerting their will 

upon Chinese affairs. Two points of contention that led to a breaking point between the 

nations came over nuclear weapons and China’s disputes with Taiwan.34 In the midst of 

the cold war, as the Soviets and the United States amplified their arms race, the USSR 

placed a partial nuclear testing ban on China and impeded their ability to develop 

weapons. Additionally, China took issue with the Soviet Union’s refusal to involve itself 

in land disputes with Taiwan, which China viewed as part of its national territory. 

Coupled with what the CCP viewed as an unacceptable outreach to soften relations with 

Western nations including the United States, China severed its relationship with the 

Soviet Union and began a campaign of accusing its former communist ally of engaging in 

revisionism and not adhering to the true tenets of Marxism/Leninism.35 

Beginning in 1963 for the first time in the history of the CCP, China was fully 

independent from the USSR and in need of staking its own claim on the world stage. In 

doing so however, China positioned itself as an adversary between the world’s two 

                                                 
34 T.V. Sathyamurthy, “Role of China in International Relations,” Economic and Political Weekly 

13, no. 45 (November 11, 1978): 7.  

35 Yahuda, “Chinese Foreign,” 93. 
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largest nuclear powers without having a deterrent of its own.36 As a result, what was 

intended as a step toward the world of international diplomatic influence left China more 

isolated than ever. In spite of their compromised state, China’s new independence laid the 

groundwork for what it would put forward as its version of international diplomacy in an 

effort to export its revolutionary ideology. Over the coming years, CCP propaganda 

would prove to be the country’s primary weapon in the battle against imperialism, as well 

as its chief export to the global masses engaged in revolutions of their own. The need for 

greater international visibility led to China unleashing a new wave of propaganda 

intended to be inclusive of all nations undertaking revolutionary causes. As will be 

discussed in this section, China’s lack of diplomatic relationships led to a strategy 

sometimes called “people’s diplomacy.” This approach was defined by the distribution of 

propaganda directly to populations of other countries in attempts to court a following for 

Maoist ideology.37 These mass propaganda campaigns saturated foreign communities 

with imagery and familiarized a global audience with Maoism. In this way, the CCP was 

able to remain opposed to imperialism but still reach out to a broad audience through 

bypassing traditional governmental channels. Images of proletariat soldiers of every 

ethnicity began to appear in Chinese propaganda, and the effect of Mao’s efforts began to 

take hold. Figures 7-9 have been included here to provide examples of how Mao solicited 

a foreign following. In contrast to the paintings presented previously, these images 

expressly show many non-Chinese people as the focus of Maoist revolution. African and 

Latin American figures along with Asian and Middle Eastern people became common 

                                                 
36 Yahuda, “Chinese Foreign Policy,” 96. 
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icons in an attempt to unite different groups all struggling against colonialist oppression 

under the umbrella of Mao’s revolution. 

 
Figure 7: “Chairman Mao is the red sun in the hearts of people of the world” (1967)38 

 

 
Figure 8: 

 
                                                 

38 Figure 7, “Chairman Mao is the red sun in the hearts of people of the world,” 1967, 
http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/bb9557574s. 
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“Resolutely support the anti-imperialist struggles of the people of Asia, Africa and Latin 
America” (1967)39  

 

 
 

Figure 9: “All demons will be completely destroyed” (1968)40 
 

The same traditional symbols found throughout CCP propaganda now extended to the 

global proletariat with the goal of promoting Mao as the symbolic leader of all struggling 

people.  

While the split from Russia forced China onto the international stage, the 

country’s internal struggles molded its policy development and propelled the strategy of 

“people’s diplomacy.” Perhaps nothing highlights China’s hands off international 

relations approach more than the discord that festered within the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs during the mid-1960s. At the time, moderate and extremist wings within the 

                                                 
39 Figure 8, “Resolutely support the anti-imperialist struggles of the people of Asia, Africa and 

Latin America,” 1967,  http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/bb7680427f. 
 
40 Figure 9, “All demons will be completely destroyed,” 1968, http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/. 

bb7646295v. 



 
 

 31 

Chinese government were at odds with one another over how to implement the principles 

of the Cultural Revolution. Factions of the Red Guard began to infiltrate existing 

bureaucracies and were met with resistance from moderate leadership that was already in 

place.41 Red Guard leaders advocated a more hard line approach as necessary to fully 

realize Mao’s vision, while the existing administration looked to maintain a middle 

ground and secure their positions of authority.42 The leading official who found himself 

at the core of this clash was Ch’en Yi, Vice Premier and Minister of Foreign Affairs from 

1958-1972. As the tug of war between Ch’en and the Red Guard persisted, the infighting 

over control of the international narrative became more prominent than actually carrying 

out impactful foreign affairs work.43  

Although Ch’en was continually under attack for his moderate stance, he 

maintained the party line of support for revolution against imperialism and rationalized 

any international shortcomings as minor setbacks and exposures of false supporters of 

Mao’s cause.44 One example of this can be seen from a speech Ch’en gave to the Military 

Institute in Peking, in which he declared, 

The Vietnam War situation is very good, the anti-imperialist struggle of 
the Asian, African and Latin American peoples has new developments, the  
international communist movement has developed a step further, with a 
new anti-imperialism, anti-revisionism forming.45 
 

                                                 
41 Melvin Gurtov, “The Foreign Ministry and Foreign Affairs During the Cultural Revolution,” 

China Quarterly 40 (October - December 1969): 68. 

42 Gurtov, “The Foreign Ministry,” 69. 

43 Phillip Bridgham, “Mao’s Cultural Revolution in 1967: The Struggle to Seize Power,” China 
Quarterly 34 (April-June 1968): 26. 

44 The Advance of the Revolutionary Movement of the World's People is the Main Current of the 
Present Situation," Shih-chieh chih-shih, Peking, no. 2-3 (February 10, 1966): 7. 

45 Gurtov, “The Foreign Ministry,” 71. 
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 This brief description of the turmoil within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is offered to 

illustrate some of the reasons why the CCP was unable to impose any kind of true 

international influence during the Cultural Revolution. By 1966, nearly all of China’s 

diplomats had been recalled to Beijing for “re-education,” effectively undercutting 

Ch’en’s efforts to keep foreign affairs separate from the Red Guard.46 Despite this 

discord within the Ministry, the governmental propaganda departments managed to stay 

intact and functional. This was likely because of the value the propaganda represented at 

a time when China had very few actual diplomatic partners.47 That fact that these 

agencies remained functional also emphasizes the importance of “people’s diplomacy” 

over governmental relations. Of note, a 1967 issue of Peking Review cited that from July 

1966 to May 1967, 840 million portraits of Mao had been printed to the demand for 

revolutionary people all over the world.48 During this time, China became yet more 

isolated and saw steep drops in efforts to maintain an influential presence abroad. Less 

external news entered the country; foreign arrivals declined, and perhaps most 

significantly of all the government stopped sending Chinese delegations abroad.49 

Despite this turmoil, China continued to brand itself as the model of socialist utopia and 

maintained the narrative of Mao as the symbolic leader of the global proletariat. 

Regardless of their true ineptitude in forging meaningful diplomatic relationships, China 

continued to distribute propaganda internationally to reinforce this image. An important 

                                                 
46 Bridgham, “The Struggle to Seize Power,” 16. 
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reason behind this “hands off” approach stems from the lack of stable leadership and 

resources that handcuffed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. While much has been written 

about this internal chaos, it is important to understand how the propaganda system 

functioned during this time to reinforce the idea that propaganda was blindly distributed 

to around the world.  

 During this time, the main outlets responsible for creating and distributing 

propaganda were the Foreign Language Press (FLP), and Peking Radio. While the FLP 

had a far-reaching impact and was charged with the creation and distribution of 

publications, Radio Peking was arguably the most potent weapon in the CCP propaganda 

arsenal. Radio broadcasts promoting Maoist ideology were created in a multitude of 

foreign languages to reach not only English and Spanish speakers but also accommodated 

much of Europe, the Middle East, and even tribal languages throughout the African 

continent. Because of the direct impact of these broadcasts, a great deal of scholarly work 

on the propaganda of the Cultural Revolution tends to focus on the Radio Peking and 

devote less attention to the visual arts.50 Radio broadcasts have provided scholars with a 

relatively clear image of the reception from international audiences because of its more 

straightforward model of outreach. Evidence of the impact of radio broadcasts exists in 

the form of listener letters sent to China from audiences all around the world.51 These 

letters allowed propagandists to gauge the scope of their efforts, and act as documentation 

for contemporary scholars to understand the international impact of China’s propaganda 

operations. Because there is no equivalently direct way to track the influence of 
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publications, visual based propaganda has often been treated as less important than its 

radio based counterpart. Although Radio Peking is certainly a crucial element in 

discussing Chinese propaganda, for the purposes of this thesis I will be focusing 

primarily on publications involving images and artwork that fell under the control of the 

Foreign Language Press.  

The evolution of the communist party during the Yan’an period saw the creation 

of several foreign language publications intended to spread Maoist ideology 

internationally. These became powerful tools as the propaganda campaign grew.52 The 

earliest example that came to be the standard-bearer for “mass-line journalism” is the 

newspaper Liberation Daily.53 Along with Peking Review and China Pictorial, these 

publications were tailored to the interest of their foreign audience and discussed the 

accomplishments of China’s battle against imperialism and the virtue of Mao’s 

revolutionary ideas. In addition to referencing these publications, other secondary 

propaganda such as calendars, posters, postcards, and badges will also be considered. 

These souvenirs were mainly distributed by China’s International Bookstore, a sub-group 

of the Foreign Language Press, whose main goal was to create relationships with foreign 

bookstores and local subscribers.54 Through these publications, posters, Mao’s little red 

book, and countless badges and pins, CCP propaganda became the most dominant form 

of Chinese foreign policy and reached a global audience through aggressive promotion.55 
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In doing so, I argue that the saturation of Chinese propaganda among many different 

cultures laid the groundwork for these images to evolve into global pop culture symbols. 

In order to help the reader visualize the descriptions of the publications that were 

distributed, the following paragraphs will be a brief overview of typical issues of Peking 

Review and China Pictorial. While both publications acted as international propaganda 

tools for the distribution of Maoist ideology, they also served slightly different purposes.  

Published weekly and usually around 50 pages in length, Peking Review was 

based around short articles hailing the triumphs of China, the injustices of imperialism, 

and the unification of the world’s revolutionary people. The magazine often opened with 

several quotations from Mao followed by full-page images of the leader often waving to 

excited crowds or surrounded by supporters. Bold headlines throughout each issue 

include examples such as “The People’s Army is All Conquering,”56 “Call For Resolute 

Fight to Defeat U.S. Aggressor Bandits and Overthrow Puppet Regimes,”57 and “Mao 

Tse-Tung’s Though Classes Solve Many Problems.”58 Audacious statements like these 

peppered each page of Peking Review and served to advertise the idea that Mao’s policies 

provided a high standard of living while successfully fighting against imperialist 

overreach. Not only did Peking Review promote Mao’s ideology and domestic 

achievements, it also publicized a great deal of news from other parts of the world. The 

publication often spoke of struggles in Latin America and Africa as well as highlighted 

any growing Maoist movements in Europe. In this way, Chinese propagandists sought to 
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unite all revolutionary people under the symbolic leadership of Mao in their own 

struggles against oppression. Translated into dozens of languages, Peking Review was no 

doubt one of the CCP’s most far-reaching and widely viewed propaganda publications. 

The collection of photos in figure 10 serve as an example of a typical issue of Peking 

Review and helps to represent how China used the weekly magazine as outreach to 

foreign audiences. 

While similar, China Pictorial was primarily an image-focused publication and 

served as the CCP’s primary outlet for distributing visual propaganda. Often brightly 

colored, these images highlighted the proletariat workforce and celebrated Mao through 

displays of his image and group discussions of his quotations. A selection of images from 

a 1970 issue of China Pictorial that represent how this publication bolstered China’s 

image with international audiences has been included in figure 11. In these images, 

photographs of large crop yields symbolize abundance and success of Maoist policies. 

Citizen military groups are highlighted as cornerstones of the proletariat movement, and 

groups studying Mao’s little red book emphasize the use of the Chairman’s philosophy 

for benefit in everyday life. Additionally, figure 12 shows a delegation of dignitaries 

from Zaire as guests for a state meeting with Mao himself. Such images were common in 

the pages of China Pictorial and served to represent China as a leader among developing 

nations in spite of diplomatic deficiencies in reality. While the examples presented here 

are mostly photographic in nature, they were chosen to highlight the emphasis on the 

study of Mao’s philosophies through reading his quotations as well as illustrate how CCP 

propagandists portrayed the government as friendly with developing nations. Further 

examples from these publications will be discussed in later sections. 
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Figure 10: Selection of pages from Peking Review, Vol. 11, No. 2, January 12, 196859
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Figure 11: A selection of pages taken from a 1970 issue of China Pictorial60 

 
Figure 12: “Welcome Zaire VIP” China Pictorial, Issue 4, 1973.61 

 

 
                                                 

60 Figure 11, China Pictorial, Issue 9, 1970, http://www.mzdbl.cn/rmhb/index.html. 
 
61 Figure 12, China Pictorial, Issue 4, 1973, http://www.mzdbl.cn/rmhb/index.html. 
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Chapter 5 

China’s Foreign Audience 

 

This section will begin to focus on the international audiences targeted by China’s 

propaganda campaign and demonstrate how the large volume and broad reach of Maoist 

iconography penetrated foreign communities. To start, one of the most famous items in 

China’s visual propaganda arsenal were badges and pins with portraits of Mao as their 

prominent image. As will be shown, these items became ubiquitous examples of Maoist 

imagery and even developed into a source of tension among China’s few local allies. 

Some of China’s closest neighbors such as Burma (Myanmar), Nepal, and Ceylon (Sri 

Lanka) took issue with the distribution of these pins as an overreach by China into their 

own nations.62 China’s increasingly poor relationship with its allies during this period 

stands as an illustration of how its internal struggles resulted in an anemic diplomatic 

presence.  

In figure 13, photos of Mao pins have been included to show their purpose as 

propaganda pieces. Photo “A” shows a small example of the diversity of these and items. 

While the portrait of Mao is the common theme, small differences in each highlight 

aspects of Chinese life that symbolize strength, ingenuity, and a proud history. For 

example, in addition to Mao’s portrait, photo “B” shows a mango on a platter with a book 

of the Chairman’s quotations in the background. At the time, Mao sometimes presented 

mangoes as gifts despite their rarity in China. As a result, the fruit was worshipped as part 

of the cult of Mao and the pin was meant to continue its association with the god-like 
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stature of the leader.63 By contrast, in photo “C,” Mao’s portrait floats over an image of 

the Great Wall of China as a reminder of the deep history and engineering marvels 

achieved by the Chinese people. Other pins show infrastructure projects or have words 

inscribed below Mao’s image, all intended to underscore the most successful elements of 

Chinese society. It is believed that during the decade of the Cultural Revolution, over five 

billion badges like these were created in thousands of different styles, many of them 

distributed internationally.64   

 
  Figure 13: Examples of Mao Badges65 

Next, a brief analysis of the Burma/China relationship will underscore the impact 

of these pins on China’s allied foreign relations. From the Sino-Soviet split until 1967, 

Burma was arguably China’s most meaningful diplomatic partner. In spite of an initially 

                                                 
63 “China’s Curious Cult of the Mango,” BBC News, BBC, February 11, 2016, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35461265. 
 
64 “Icons of Revolution: Mao Badges Then and Now,” British Museum, April – September 2008, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/news_and_press/press_releases/2008/icons_of_revolution.aspx.  
 
65 Figure 13, Mao Badges from the private collection of Haiyan Hua, Boston, MA, USA, photo by 

Andrew O’Keeffe, December 2018. 



 
 

 42 

warm relationship, Burma grew uneasy with the expanding reach of CCP propaganda 

efforts.66 At the onset of the Cultural Revolution, many Chinese students and teachers 

within Burma promoted Mao’s teachings through the distribution of propaganda like the 

little red book and by wearing Mao badges on their clothing. As this movement grew, the 

government of Burma saw this encroachment of ideology as a threat to their leadership. 

Interestingly, Burma was China’s only non-communist ally and provided the country 

with an outlet to the Western world through Burma’s own traditional diplomatic 

connections.67 Despite this relationship, China still promoted the opposition communist 

movements within Burma and strained the already fragile relationship. This was 

emphasized in a 1967 issue of Peking Review under the headline “Burmese People’s 

Army Struggle – a Red Flag for the People’s Revolution.”68 The article goes on to 

express the exaggerated tones often found within the publication, lauding the growing 

Maoist movement and calling for the exile of revisionists and imperialists. Because of 

these efforts, the dissemination of Chinese propaganda, including the wearing of Moa 

badges, was outlawed. Comparable issues played out in Nepal where the local 

government became concerned with CCP propaganda and eventually banned its 

promotion and distribution in public spaces.69 These instances reflect how even among 

allies, China’s main outlet for international connection was through propaganda 

distribution, which subverted governmental channels by directly targeting the populace. 
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To continue this argument, I will pivot toward the continent of Africa and show how this 

practice was carried out more broadly and led to the saturation of Maoist imagery among 

very different audiences.  

During the Cultural Revolution, China’s campaign in Africa could perhaps be 

considered one of the largest propaganda efforts ever undertaken, “second only to the 

Soviet Union’s efforts in Eastern Europe after the second World War.”70 In his 1966 

book “East Wind Over Africa,” author John K. Cooley gave insight into how Chinese 

propaganda was able to reach remote areas of Africa so successfully. In reporting on how 

Chinese propaganda penetrated Africa, Cooley explains the process of distributing 

Peking Review by saying: 

Peking Review reaches individual subscribers and distribution centers  
in Africa in English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese by air mail direct  
from Peking. Giving each week’s Chinese and world events through Peking’s  
eye, Peking Review is given away in some areas and sold at subscription rates 
...in others. Local Chinese emissaries regularly compile address lists of key  
persons, who then receive introductory copies. An African subscriber who buys 
an additional subscription for himself or someone else receives a color calendar.  
A second extra subscription brings a Chinese scroll, and a third a desk diary.71 

 
It is clear that books and publications sent from China to Africa were sometimes the only 

materials available for use in schools, often making propaganda an educational tool. 

Additionally, low literacy rates in Africa meant radio transitions and pictorial 

publications were important methods of propaganda distribution.72 Chinese embassies in 

Africa distributed pamphlets, press releases, and magazines, such as China Pictorial, that 

served as the main vehicle for the circulation of imagery. Cooley explains, “Beautifully 
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printed, and always well illustrated, present Chinese art, landscape letters and of course 

Chinese Communist society in gay, vivid color.”73 While magazines and pictorials served 

as some of the most visible forms of propaganda, the CCP also undertook campaigns to 

infiltrate aspects of daily life on even deeper levels. As illustration, the Chinese postal 

ministry issued a series of stamps to commemorate African Freedom Day, which 

included Chinese and African people linking arms to represent “Sino-African 

friendship.”74 Through operations such as this, the CCP ensured that its imagery would 

become a common sight and thus deeply infiltrate the daily lives of local populations. 

Examples of China’s inclusion of African people in Cultural Revolution era propaganda 

can be seen in figures 14 and 15. In these images, comradery and unity between the 

Chinese and Africa people are the outstanding themes, as well as Mao’s role as the leader 

of the global proletariat. Figure 14 represents China’s commitment to equal partnership 

through providing medical aid to the needy. Moreover, Figure 15 depicts young African 

revolutionary fighters joyfully reading from a book of Mao’s teachings. Each of these 

pieces shows individuals cheerfully engaging in the help of China through both physical 

contact and consumption of published works. Of additional interest is the function each 

gender plays in the images. Both depict very traditional roles in that women are caring for 

children while the young men hold weapons to be associated as revolutionary fighters. 

These posters are classic examples of China’s propaganda diplomacy and are ideal in 

expressing how Chinese outreach imbedded Maoist symbolism around the globe.   
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Figure 14: “The feelings of friendship between the peoples of China and Africa are deep” 75 

 

Figure 15: “Chairman Mao is the great liberator of the world's revolutionary people”76 
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The Chinese government furthermore took interest in a number of revolutions in 

Africa and attempted to influence conflicts notably in Algeria, Ghana, and Tanzania.77 

Interestingly, while China looked to bolster relationships in Africa, much of what 

concerned Mao was rooted in the idea of revolution against colonialism. As the leader of 

an anti-imperialist movement, Mao had little interest in being viewed as a colonialist in 

Africa or South America but rather focused on creating like-minded revolutionary 

alliances.78 According to Chinese scholar George T. Yu, Mao’s objectives in Africa were 

based on “anti-imperialism, anti-revisionism, and Asian-African unity.”79 These ideas 

were often featured in Peking Review among the many articles acclaiming the virtues of 

Maoism abroad. In a 1965 edition, a headline reads “In Support of the People of the 

Congo (Leopoldville) Against U.S. Aggression.”80 The article states that China stands in 

solidarity with the people of the Congo following an unjust intervention by the United 

States and Belgium. It goes on to quote a statement made by Mao in which he declares,  

People of the whole world, unite and defeat U.S. aggressors and all         
their running dogs! People all over the world, be courageous, dare to       
fight, defy difficulties and advance wave upon wave. Then the whole      
world will belong to the people. Monsters of all kinds shall be destroyed.81 

 

Around the same time, the revolutionaries of the Congo were also featured within the 

pages of China Pictorial. Shown in figure 16, this page from China Pictorial stands as a 
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powerful example of how far reaching Maoist iconography became during the Cultural 

Revolution. Depicted here, young Congolese men are shown waving rifles and showing 

off a large poster of Mao. Clearly aligned with his message, these men are ideal 

representation of what Chinese propagandist hoped to achieve through their international 

campaign. Similarly, other images on this page show how Mao’s philosophy infiltrated 

African communities through the study of his quotations within “Selected Works of Mao 

Tse-Tung.”  

 

Figure 16: Page from China Pictorial82 

Perhaps the most notable relationship China fostered in Africa during the 1960s 

was with Kwame Nkrumah, the president of Ghana. After leading Ghana to independence 

from Britain in 1957, Nkrumah perfectly fit the mold for an ally to China. As a follower 
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of socialist ideology he represented the kind of revolutionary victor over colonialism that 

Mao wished to promote. Ghana and China reached close enough relations that Zhou 

Enlai, the first Premier of the CCP, was received by Nkrumah at a state dinner in Ghana 

in 1964.83 While China supported revolutions by supplying weapons, funds, medicine, 

and food, many of the alliances have been overlooked given the lack of international 

influence of African nations at the time. Although China supported revolutionary causes 

by these means, the CCP held the position that it must be the people of the revolutionary 

nation who bear the struggle. In doing so, China was able to escape becoming overly 

involved in other nation’s conflicts, avoid being viewed as colonialist, and display that 

the role of socialist nations was moral and material support.84 Additionally, Zhou Enlai’s 

outreach efforts were often met with skepticism over China’s true reasons for fostering 

relationships in Africa. As Author Michael B. Yahuda wrote in 1968:  

“The general role that the CPR hoped the African countries would play  
…was that befitting “the revolutionary intermediate zone”; namely, a 
bastion against imperialism, uniting the people of Africa with those of 
Asia and Latin-America in the “common struggle”, practicing “self-
reliance” (supplemented by genuinely disinterested aid – i.e., non-
American and Russian only with extreme reservations) as the key to 
solving economic backwardness and poverty.”85  
 

It should be noted that since Yahuda’s work was published in the midst of the Cultural 

Revolution, Western bias might have played a role its viewpoint. Nevertheless, the author 

explains that China’s intentions in forming diplomatic bonds in Africa were grounded in 

the idea of blocking American and Russian influence rather than primarily aiding the 
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development of the African nations. Likewise, the Chinese government hoped for these 

nations to adopt the Maoist ideology of revolution in an effort to create a global anti-

imperialism alliance in opposition to the influence of the United Stated and Russia.  

While many groups did find Mao’s message of revolution appealing they had 

differing aspirations for what the outcomes of the revolution might bring. Rather than 

creating a greater worker’s class as Mao’s ideology dictated, many African revolutions 

were fought simply to improve the social standing of those facing government repression 

and corruption.86 Where Mao would have advocated for the creation of a socialist state, 

others battled to improve their place in their community. In this way, many African 

nations may have adopted Mao’s ideology of revolution against corruption, but they did 

not fully adopt his end goal of a socialist worker state.87  

These examples represent how the distribution of propaganda coupled with a lack 

of true diplomatic leadership left China isolated, and their imagery open to interpretation. 

With nearly every embassy lacking an ambassador, the propaganda that was distributed 

globally by outlets like the International Bookstore, Radio Peking, and the FLP were the 

only interaction that people of developing nations had with China.88 This campaign of 

propaganda had its intended effect of exposing a broad range of sympathetic groups to 

Mao’s brand of communist thought. Within the diplomatic leadership vacuum, a “myth of 

Mao” grew from the seeds planted by the propaganda itself. The results of this operation 
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begin to clarify how these propaganda images transformed into something greater than 

their original intended purpose.  

 In continuing to underscore the broad reach of this propaganda work, several 

other seemingly unrelated groups who were all touched by the art in different ways have 

been chosen for discussion. To bolster the central argument, the next section will explore 

Maoist political movements in France, South America, counter culture groups in the 

United States, and the adoption of Mao’s image into the mainstream art world. Despite 

their ostensible dissimilarities, the open-ended nature of China’s propaganda campaign 

created common ground for each of these groups to appropriate what they found most 

attractive. This will help advance the idea that these symbols became so globally 

recognizable that they transcended their initial intent to become global pop culture 

symbols. 
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Chapter 6 

Saturation and Appropriation 

 

In the following section, this thesis will discuss examples from France, Latin 

America, and the United States to illustrate how saturation and appropriation drove 

Maoist propaganda in a new direction. These ideas are crucial elements because they 

directly link the transformation from propaganda into global-pop art. Here, I argue the 

sheer volume of international propaganda made the images so widely visible that they 

became globally recognized. In addition, its blind distribution by China meant the works 

sometimes transformed at the hands of their audience in a form of appropriation that 

suited causes specific to foreigners. This will be demonstrated by investigating examples 

of Maoist imagery from several foreign cultures to show how broadly distributed Chinese 

propaganda was in order to reinforce the idea that these visuals deeply penetrated many 

international populations. Because of this saturation, Maoist propaganda images became 

near-universally recognizable and thus elevated to a level of global pop culture 

iconography.  

Coupled with saturation, the next step from pop-icon to pop art was the 

appropriation of the images for use by groups outside of China. This will be shown 

through comparing the images created by Chinese propagandists, and the images of 

international groups who utilized similar iconography for their own purposes. This step in 

the narrative is important because it expanded the distribution of the existing propaganda, 
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allowing for an even broader distribution of Maoist-influenced images. It should be noted 

that throughout the era of the Cultural Revolution, it was not only the Chinese 

government who distributed propaganda. International leftist groups who sympathized 

with Mao’s message often created their own brand of propaganda and thus acted as 

unintentional extensions of the Chinese propaganda department.  

As an opening example, the French Communist Party (PCF) of the early 1960s is 

an interesting model of how CCP style publications influenced a Maoist movement 

within Europe. While embassies in Scandinavia and Switzerland were important outlets 

for CCP propaganda in the west, the PCF had the largest and most visible following of 

Maoists in Europe.89 As the most receptive Western political party to Mao’s message, a 

faction within the PCF shifted toward China’s symbolic leadership after growing 

disenfranchised with USSR policies during the Sino-Soviet split.90 In fact, the founding 

of the separate Maoist based party was highlighted in a January 1968 issue of Peking 

Review under the headline “Marxist-Leninist Communist Party of France Founded – 

Basing its actions on Marxism-Leninism, Mao Tse-Tung’s Thought.” The article 

applauds the new party for “exposing the revisionists in the French Communist Party” 

and affirms the action based on “the thought of Comrade Mao Tse-Tung, the great 

teacher of world revolution.”91 Additionally, in the often-hyperbolic tone of Peking 

Review, the article goes on to say attempts to “undermine and sabotage the congress” 
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were met with “ignominious failure,” reinforcing the idea that the Maoist movement was 

gaining ground and powerful enough to counter any opposition.92  

Many French student groups as well as intellectual leaders gravitated toward 

Maoism for its emphasis on “investigations” in exploring solutions for political issues. 

Within works such as Mao’s little red book, the idea of investigating truth through group 

discussions was an attractive message within France.93 As a country already receptive to 

socialist ideas, Mao’s directive of workers rebelling against the ruling class in a struggle 

for egalitarianism was also a popular concept during the turbulent 1960s.94 

As a method of distributing these ideas among the French public, a publication 

called La Cause de Peuple, or The Cause of the People, was printed between 1968 and 

1972. Seen in figure 17, this magazine shared much in common with its Chinese 

counterpart, Peking Review. The example image below from the cover of a December 

1969 issue shows how it was not simply the ideas of Maoism that penetrated the French 

Communist Party, but the imagery as well. Not only does the cover of the magazine 

include a portrait of Mao to indicate his symbolic leadership, but also illustrates 

protesting citizens in a direct influence of CCP style propaganda visuals. Marching under 

a large banner that translates to “We Are The New Supporters,” four individuals with 

outstretched fists stand with authority over two small, quivering characters who have 

dropped signs that read “patrons,” or “bosses” in English. The artistic style mimicking 

the black and white lines of woodblock printing is a clear reflection of similar techniques 
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used in many Chinese publications. Furthermore, the background imagery of additional 

protesters holding hammers, wrenches, and pitchforks mirrors the emphasis of the 

working class population so often portrayed in Maoist propaganda. Overall, the large 

group demonstrating against two figures depicted as the “bosses” represents the 

foundational communist idea of the collective over the individual. For comparison, a 

1967 Chinese painting has been included in figure 18 to represent the similarities in black 

line style as well as the proletariat heroes represented as giant and dominating in contrast 

to their diminutive, subdued adversaries.95 

Several pages later, another image connects French and Chinese Maoism even 

more closely. Seen in figure 19, a distinctly Asian figure angrily grasps a cartoonish 

French character with the words “We are Right to Isolate the Bosses.”96 In the 

background, three figures stand in solidarity waving a red flag meant to symbolize their 

affiliation with communism. 
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Figure 17: Cover of La Cause du Peuple, December 10, 1969.97 
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 In this way, the message can be read as a loyalty to party over country and underscores 

the far reach of Maoist philosophy. While the popularity of Maoism in France declined 

along with China’s policies of rapprochement with the west, La Cause du Peuple stands 

as an excellent example of how third party leftist groups transformed and distributed 

Maoist propaganda apart from the control of the Chinese government.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

A quarter of the way around the world, countries like Uruguay also became 

propaganda hubs, which dispersed publications around their region despite having no true 

Figure 18: “Overthrow Peng Dehuai, Luo Ruiqing, Chen Zaidao, 
Liao Laotan!” China, 1967. 

Figure 19: La Cause du Peuple, no. 14, December 10, 1969, 4. 
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diplomatic ties to the CCP.98 Much like in Africa, the FLP and International Bookstore 

would establish distribution centers with the goal of infiltrating local communities. As 

China’s efforts to elevate Mao as the emblem of global proletariat revolution expanded, 

so too did the myth of the leader that went hand in hand. Since many of these countries 

had little actual contact with China, Mao’s vision of revolution took on an idealistic tone 

as China exemplified a utopian society that embodied successful revolt.99 To this end, 

China’s propaganda effort was quite successful. In the absence of true experience with 

the realities of life in China, revolutionary sympathizers filled the void with a glorified 

representation that came directly from their interaction with the propaganda. As noted, 

Chinese propaganda was widely distributed through newsletters, pamphlets, posters, and 

publications such as the China Pictorial and Peking Review. These outlets sought to 

empathize with the plight of the common people of developing nations and expose them 

to the teachings of Mao.100 Illustrating China as the gold standard of successful 

revolution, Peking Review served to disseminate much of Mao’s propaganda to 

developing nations eager to follow his model of proletariat revolution.  

 As with the coverage of the French Maoist movement, the politics of countries 

like Colombia, Panama, Venezuela, and Peru were common topics within Peking Review. 

As a way of targeting Latin American audiences, the publications often carried articles 

with headlines such as “Latin American Revolutionary Forces Grow Under Illumination 

                                                 
98 Ferry, “China as Utopia” 243. 
 
99 Ferry, “China as Utopia” 251.  
  
100 Peking Review, January 19, 1968, 20. 
 



 
 

 58 

of Mao Tse-Tung’s Thought.”101 Quotes from articles of supportive Latin American 

comrades include “A revolutionary organization in Brazil pointed out: ‘Mao Tse-Tung is 

the truest representative of Marxism-Leninism of our times’; ’Mao Tse-Tung has pointed 

out the sure way for the people to fight for national liberation.”102 Articles such as these 

were extremely common within issues of Peking Review and are loaded with boastful text 

intended to inspire revolutionary solidarity under Mao’s leadership. Another quote from a 

January 1966 issue states:  

Anti-U.S., anti-dictatorial armed struggle was going on in about          
half of Latin American countries. Despite U.S.-directed suppressive        
campaigns, armed struggle continued in Colombia, Venezuela,  
Guatemala and other countries.103  

 
Included within the same article is a cartoon by artist Jack Chen illustrating a 

revolutionary fighter, meant to embody all of Latin America, slaying a snake figure 

doubled as an American dollar symbol.  
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Figure 20: Cartoon by Jack Chen from 
Peking Review, No. 5, January 28, 1966, 
p. 15. 
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Seen in figure 20,104 the cartoon represents an artistic rendering of the connection 

between Latin American revolution and Maoism. Its creation by a Chinese artist and 

publication in Peking Review for consumption by South American sympathizers 

emphasized this relationship. Another visual example of the influence of Maoist 

propaganda in the region is seen in figure 21, 

which shows the image of a Mao portrait badge 

created by “Colombian revolutionary youth” 

from the city of Bogota. Surrounded by text 

that translates to “Long Live the Chinese 

Proletariat Revolution” this badge represents 

yet another example of Maoist ideological 

imagery embedding itself within a foreign 

culture. For a more in depth look at the impact 

of Chinese propaganda in Latin America, this 

section will now explore the effect that took 

hold in Peru during the 1960s.             

Figure 21: Mao Badge made by Columbian Youth, 1968.105 

One of the reasons that Chinese propaganda was so well received in Latin 

America was because of how it differed from the Soviet message. China had little 

monetary investment in South America, outside of visual propaganda, and was for the 

most part blind to the audience it was reaching.106 As a result, much of the interpretation 
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105 Figure 21, Peking Review, February 23, 1968, 27. 
 
106 Ferry, “China as Utopia,” 264. 
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by the local culture was open ended and able to fit into their existing social structures. 

China was not imposing its own institutions on foreign nations but rather creating a sense 

of comradery through a shared history of inequality.107 Many revolutionary groups in 

developing countries felt overlooked by larger powers like the United States and Russia 

and embraced China’s outreach. Just as Mao mobilized the peasant class of China so too 

did he succeed in gaining a following among a similar group in Peru and elsewhere.  

 Through this infiltration of South America, political parties soon adopted Maoism 

as their platform and brought to life the vision that China’s propagandists had set out to 

achieve. During the 1960s, four major Maoist political groups formed in Peru and each 

interpreted Mao’s message in their own way. With no formal guidance from the Chinese 

state, some groups chose peaceful forms of revolution while others embarked on more 

violent routes. The most prominent of these parties was known as The Shining Path, led 

by Abimael Guzman, AKA Chairman Gonzalo. The Shining Path adopted not only 

Maoist ideology but also appropriated the style of Chinese propaganda and inserted 

symbolism relevant to the lives of Peruvians.108 Party flyers emulated those of the 

original Chinese propaganda and similarly played on a desire for the elevation of the 

peasant class and for proletariat revolution. As can be seen in the following figures, The 

Shining Path party not only created propaganda art similar to that of China’s but also 

portrayed Guzman himself very much in the same heroic vein as Mao.109 In figures 22 
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and 23, Peruvian peasants are shown in revolt against the ruling party. These political 

posters clearly adopted the Chinese idea of proletariat revolution and the local artists 

have substituted Chinese citizens for their own people. While the intention of the Chinese 

propaganda campaign was to relate with other revolutionary groups, these images show 

how the lack of contact between China and its audience sometimes led to the 

transformation of their symbolism. Likewise, figures 24 and 25 illustrate a direct link to 

the way Peruvian leadership copied the Chinese propaganda style for their own purposes. 

In these comparisons, it is clear that Maoist iconography had a profound impact on the 

preferred public identity of the Peruvian Communist Party. These images again 

underscore the far-reaching impact of CCP propaganda and exemplify the permeation of 

Maoist symbolism to foreign cultures. As has been stated, this global iconographic 

saturation embodies a primary reason of why Cultural Revolution era symbols 

established themselves as belonging to pop culture on a global scale. One additional 

question in this example is why the influence of Maoism in Latin America stretched into 

the decades after the Cultural Revolution ended. One possible explanation is the United 

States engagement in South American conflicts during the 1980s and 90s maintained an 

opening for Maoist ideology to flourish. Along with American involvement may have 

come a sustained dissatisfaction with imperialist overreach thus propelling Maoism to 

remain popular as a model for rebellion.  

Although Maoism eventually faded from the mainstream politics of South 

America, China’s expansive propaganda campaign left a lasting mark. Mao’s writings 

still sell fairly well in the antique markets of Brazil, Mexico, Chile and Peru, and hold a 
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certain sense of nostalgia for those who lived at the height of their popularity.110 These 

images again stand examples of how China’s far reaching efforts to distribute its 

propaganda transformed in the hands of foreigners.  

   

 

Figure 22: “Prisoners of War in the Shining Trench of Battle at Luriganchao”, Lima 
(1984)111 

                                                 
110 Ferry, “China as Utopia,” 261. 
 
111 Figure 22, House paint on cardboard, Peru, 1984, http://www.maoism.org/graphics/ 

peru.action.jpg. 
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Figure 23: “Power Grows out of the Barrel of a Gun”, Lima (1984)112 

 
 

 
Figure 24: "Campaign to Celebrate the 30th       Figure 25: “Fifth Anniversary of President 
Anniversary of the Great Proletarian Cultural   Gonzalo's Speech from the Peru People's 
Revolution," (1996)113                      Movement ” (1997) 114 

                                                 
112 Figure 23, House paint on cardboard, Peru, 1984, http://www.maoism.org/graphics/ 

peru.action.jpg. 
 
113 Figure 24, Color poster, 1996, http://www.maoism.org/graphics/ posters Cult_rev_en.jpg. 
 
114 Figure 25, Color poster, 1997, http:// www.maoism.org/graphics/posters/ Sept97.jpg. 
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While Maoist propaganda found a broad audience among the revolutionary groups 

of developing nations, counter culture movements within the United States also found it 

attractive. The next example to be analyzed is the Black Panther Party who adopted 

Mao’s teachings and imagery into their own ideology during the 1960s. Through China, 

the Black Panthers found a national symbol of egalitarianism and support for people of 

color in the face of repression from white Europeans. Discovering Maoist ideology 

through the United States’ high profile relationship with Cuba, founding members of the 

Black Panthers began to view China as a global leader for people of color. People reading 

Mao’s little red book became a common sight in New York City’s Harlem neighborhood 

during the 1960s, and his philosophy served as a political foundation for the Panthers 

anti-colonialist movement.115  

 Mao himself issued statements condemning the United States treatment of African 

Americans and further endeared his philosophy to their movement. After returning from a 

visit to China in 1971, Black Panther Party founder Huey Newton proclaimed China to be 

the true land of freedom and believed Mao stood as the leader for developing nations 

across the world.116 

Likely, the biggest reason that black radical movements gravitated towards Mao 

was purely an issue of race. Even though the leader of the Soviet Union stood in 

opposition to much of American ideology they were still viewed as white oppressors. In 

Mao, the Black Panthers and other organizations saw solidarity against a common enemy 
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and thus adopted much of China’s message and imagery. While there were clear 

differences between the Chinese and African Americans, they were removed enough 

from white European imperialists for a symbolic alliance to form.117 

Because of the adoption of “Mao Thought,” much of the classic Chinese 

propagandist imagery also found its way into Black Panther publications. Themes of 

revolution similar to those used by China, provided convenient iconography and Black 

Panther members were inserted into images where the Chinese proletariat might normally 

be seen. One of the most prominent places these images were showcased was in the 

Oakland, California based newsletter titled “The Black Panther.” Printed between 1967 

and 1980 and selling 300,000 copies weekly at its height, this newsletter often featured 

imagery clearly appropriated from Maoist style propaganda.118 As can be seen in 

comparing the images in figures 26 and 27, Mao’s beliefs permeated both the Panthers’ 

political thought and desired self-image. Much like in Peru and France, Maoist symbols 

are adopted to fit the framework of a totally different culture. The broad, radiant 

background sun often used in Chinese paintings is copied on the Black Panther version as 

well as the pose of the revolutionary fighters who both embody a battle against white, 

European oppression. Even the text on the cover which reads “1969: Year of the 

Panther,” is a reference to the Chinese zodiac that traditionally associates calendar years 

with different animals. Additionally, one of the most galvanizing political stances uniting 

China with American counter cultural movements was opposition to the Vietnam War. 
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Figure 26:      Figure 27: 

“Defeat American Imperialism defeat Soviet       Cover of “The Black Panther” (1969)119 
Revisionism” (1967)120 

 

Mao’s China was able to utilize the strong opposition to the war, not only among 

members of the Black Panther Party, but across the general population to create imagery 

of unification among all people who stood against the United States’ efforts in Asia. For 

example, figure 28 depicts a very multicultural group dressed in what appears to be 

Western style clothes who angrily march with signs opposing the United States 

involvement in Vietnam. This poster is of particular interest because it shows how 

                                                 
119 Figure 26, The Black Panther 22, no. 19 (1969): cover. 
 

 120 Figure 27, “Defeat American Imperialism defeat Soviet Revisionism,” 1967, 
http://jochemgrin.tumblr.com/post/48032347220/defeat-american-imperialism-defeat-soviet. 
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China’s strategy of “people’s diplomacy” was used even among its greatest Western 

adversaries. In this way, China’s anti-imperialist message was able to reach even the 

American population despite no governmental relations. These images again illustrate 

how the targeting of broad audiences resulted in Chinese imagery becoming extensively 

 

 
Figure 28: 

"Firmly support U.S. people against U.S. imperialism invading Vietnam." (1966)121  
 

recognizable as it grew into familiar symbolism opportune for exploitation as pop culture 

art. The open-ended nature of China’s propaganda campaign allowed for symbols to be 

molded to the needs of different groups who supported Mao’s message. As has been 

shown, this freedom to transform what China had originally created as propaganda 

                                                 
121 Figure 28, “Firmly support U.S. people against U.S. imperialism invading Vietnam,” 1966, 

http://www.npr.org/sections/pictureshow/2012/11/16/164785930/the-art-of-chinese-propaganda, Courtesy 
of the Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Center.  
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morphed from traditional imagery into new art forms that would continue to evolve with 

time.  

The next example presented has been chosen to illustrate the tipping point from 

propaganda to pop culture. Resulting from nearly a decade of international outreach 

through a relentless and wide ranging propaganda campaign, Cultural Revolution 

symbolism, especially the image of Mao, reached a critical mass and burst forth into 

mainstream Western culture. Coinciding with President Richard Nixon’s historic 1972 

visit to China, American artist Andy Warhol produced his first prints of Mao. These 

prints eventually became some of his most famous works and as this thesis will argue, 

marked a transformative moment in the story of Cultural Revolution propaganda. The 

fact that Warhol’s decision to create images of Mao paralleled Nixon’s visit to China may 

be a matter of coincidence, but the impact of both events on the Western perspective of 

China signaled a shift in diplomatic and cultural norms. 

As an exercise in exploring celebrity, Warhol embarked on creating a series of 

prints based on the image of the Chairman widely known from his little red book. This 

fact is significant to the argument of this thesis because it illustrates the level of global 

recognition Mao had achieved in spite of having such little traditional international 

influence. The CCP propaganda campaign over the course of the Cultural Revolution had 

succeeded in a form of guerilla marketing that elevated Mao, as Warhol believed, to the 

status of the most famous person in the world.122 An interesting aside, Mao is also 

credited with conceiving the ideas of guerilla warfare that took hold among the armies of 
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the developing world, which focused on principles of individualism and decentralization 

of combat.  

To continue, like the portrait of Marilyn Monroe, or the iconic Campbell’s soup 

cans, Warhol believed that Mao’s image had reached such a widespread and recognizable 

status that it perfectly suited his concept.123 As previously discussed when defining pop 

culture symbolism, these images of Mao had become a common thread that tied together 

many groups through a shared understanding. CCP propaganda was no longer simply 

emblematic of China but was a communal iconography recognized by a global audience. 

Seen in figure 29, Warhol’s purpose was to choose an image so well known that the 

works would be seen more for their colors and techniques than for the portrait itself. Most 

people observing the prints would immediately identify Mao Tse-Tung and quickly move 

beyond the portrait to reflect on the piece as a whole.124 This fact alone speaks volumes 

about the stature Mao’s image had achieved. Almost uniquely on the influence of a 

propaganda campaign, the CCP had created one of the most recognized portraits on the 

planet. By exploiting this iconicity, Warhol sought to separate the image of the man from 

the near supernatural status Mao had reached. In this moment, Mao’s image was 

absorbed into the ether of pop culture iconography to be consumed by the exact 

demographic he preached revolution against. Warhol created hundreds of Mao prints in 

an entire spectrum of colors and sizes throughout the 1970s. Although he claimed no 

political message, Warhol succeeded in being the first high profile artist to challenge the 
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mythical status of Mao through art.125 Following the end of the Cultural Revolution, the 

diminishing of Mao’s status would become a theme regularly explored by many Chinese 

artists finally able to express broader artistic freedom.  

 

 

Figure 29: “Mao” (1972) Andy Warhol126 

                                                 
125 Christies, “Lot Essay.”   
 
126 Figure 29, Andy Warhol, “Mao,” 1972,  http://revolverwarholgallery.com/portfolio/mao-full-

suite/. 
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      Chapter 7 

Propaganda Symbols in the Post-Mao Era 

 

Although it has been shown that Warhol’s work was a pivotal moment in the 

journey of propaganda into pop art, it is by no means the end of the story. To fully grasp 

the lasting power of this imagery an 

understanding of the post-Mao era must also be 

explored. The post-Cultural Revolution shift in 

China is an important aspect to this thesis for a 

number of reasons. First, the groundwork laid 

by Mao’s propaganda campaign had succeeded 

in influencing a global audience and did not 

simply fade away. The circulation of 

propaganda had stretched beyond the control of 

any ensuing Chinese government and continued 

to embed itself within the art market for decades 

to come. Furthermore, as China began to open 

Figure 30: “Mao” (1972) Andy Warhol127 to the rest of the world, there was curiosity 

about the once aloof nation that evoked additional elements of wonder surrounding a time 

that was so mysterious to many foreigners.128 Interest in what was once forbidden created 
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a new layer of curiosity in the artwork of Mao’s regime and thus laid a platform for 

newly liberated Chinese artists to exhibit their work. Next, the fact that the propaganda 

was eventually accepted domestically allowed it to continue to flourish internationally. 

Many of the works were appreciated as high quality, and remained popular following the 

death of Mao. Had these images been comprehensively denounced, it would likely have 

had a profound impact on the distribution and mainstream collectability of the art.   

This section will also discuss the economic significance of highly valuable 

Cultural Revolution propaganda in addition to the contemporary art influenced by Maoist 

symbolism. International auctions and museum exhibitions highlight how this 

iconography still grips the interest of audiences and collectors around the world. As will 

be shown, auction houses routinely sell Maoist themed art for millions of dollars and 

galleries across the globe exhibit both original CCP propaganda and modern works 

inspired by the symbolism of Mao’s time as leader. This contemporary visibility speaks 

to how much transformation these works have undergone from their inception as tools in 

Mao’s ideological revolution. From mass propaganda to museum galleries and private 

collections, Maoist iconography has risen to a level of renown often reserved for only the 

most notable works of art history. Furthermore, as an ironic twist, the extreme prices for 

much of these works are often only within reach to a minority of the wealthy elite; a 

group that Mao himself would likely have labeled as the oppressive bourgeoisie.  

To start, as the decade long Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, Chinese artists 

once employed as government propaganda painters began to probe new artistic domains. 

A fresh brand of art that was critical of the Chinese government grew in popularity as 

freedom of expression increased. Where public criticism of Mao was forbidden during 
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his leadership, the Chinese government’s shift away from Mao’s policies after his death, 

and the condemnation of the Gang of Four allowed for greater social expression through 

less strict oversight. Perhaps one of the biggest reasons these propaganda images 

remained relevant is because Mao never received full condemnation by the Chinese 

government.  Officially, the government's stance on Mao is that he was 70% correct and 

30% wrong. In fact, Mao's wife, Jiang Qing, and the rest of the Gang of Four took the 

majority of the blame for the negative impacts of the policies and spared Mao relegation 

to history as a failed leader. Perhaps if Mao had been officially denounced these images 

would be looked at differently and would not have been adopted by so many groups as 

symbols of their own beliefs. As it stands however, CCP propaganda from the Cultural 

Revolution has succeeded in being some of the most culturally pervasive imagery in the 

modern world. Additionally, it can be argued that allowing critics speak out against Mao 

may have shifted focus away from any potential criticism of the county’s subsequent 

leader, Deng Xiaoping.   

Exposure and influence of Western art began to infiltrate Chinese culture and 

individuals who had come of age during the Cultural Revolution reflected on their 

experiences from a new perspective. While a huge number of Chinese citizens were 

negatively impacted by Mao’s initiatives, others who had been indoctrinated by his 

propaganda and idolized their leader found themselves grappling with a paradigm shift. 

Often likening their awakening to the realities of Mao’s policies with losing a deep 

religious faith, many artists began to embark on creative journeys that explored the myth 

of Mao and the reality of his shortcomings as a leader.129 In the wake of the Cultural 
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Revolution came a time of liberalization known as the Beijing Spring. Starting in the late 

1970s, this period propelled Chinese art in a completely new direction. With the artistic 

style and propaganda symbols of the Cultural Revolution still deeply ingrained in the 

minds of the public, artists blended international influences with domestic iconography to 

create new contributions to the global art community. This artistic awakening also brings 

the story of Chinese propaganda art full circle as artists who learned their crafts under the 

direction of CCP leadership discovered new paths of self-expression. In doing so, many 

also took the opportunity to reshape the omnipresent image of Mao and take back power 

from the former leader.  

 One such artist is Shen Jiawei who began his career as a propaganda poster 

painter and member of Mao’s Red Guard. Born in 1948, Shen is well known for his 

painting “Standing Guard for Our Great Motherland,” seen in Figure 31, which was 

singled out by government officials for national distribution.130 Painted in 1974, this 

piece stands as an excellent example of Chinese socialist realism near the end of the 

Cultural Revolution. Although the artist no longer believes in what he was promoting at 

the time, Shen still looks back with pride at what he created.131 
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131 Parker, “Painters Revisit.” 



 
 

 75 

 
Figure 31: 

  
“Standing Guard for Our Great Motherland” (1974) Shen Jiawei132 

 

Like much of the propaganda art produced under Mao, Shen’s paintings are objectively 

beautiful works that can be appreciated for their technical achievements separate from the 

political message. In a 2008 interview with The Wall Street Journal, Shen described how 

during the Cultural Revolution many artists found freedom through their work in spite of 

the government message. Shen and his contemporaries take pride in their skill and quality 

of work from that time but now direct their talents toward more modern ideas.133  

                                                 
132 Figure 31, Shen Jiawei, “Standing Guard for our Great Motherland,” 1974, 

https://www.juilliard.edu/journal/portraying-chinese-revolution-propaganda-or-art. 
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While Shen’s art is not strictly politically motivated, some of his more recent 

works focus on individuality opposed to Cultural Revolution era themes of the collective 

society. When contrasting his contemporary work with his propaganda paintings it is 

clear that Shen feels a responsibility to expose the officials culpable for the suffering of 

the Cultural Revolution. Paintings such as “The Third World” (2006) and “Brothers and 

Sisters” (2010-2012) are meant to engage the viewer with ideas about the intricacies of 

world historical events by combining so many influential figures into single works. 

Shown in figures 32 and 33, these paintings stand in opposition to the government-

sanctioned style of Shen's youth and attempt to place context around the heroes and 

villains of global politics.134 “The Third World” depicts over ninety highly influential 

world leaders of both positive and negative renown together as if characters in a theatrical 

portrayal of global affairs. Central in this painting is Mao alongside Che Guevara, Pol 

Pot, Idi Amin, Nelson Mandela, Mother Theresa, and Gandhi. Mao's manufactured 

imagery of China as a socialist utopia stands in stark contrast to how this group posing 

together symbolizes the reality of modern international politics. Similarly, with “Brothers 

and Sisters,” Shen puts a face to the individuals in charge of bringing the CCP into power 

following the Long March of the late 1930s.135 In doing so, the artist is able to elevate the 

profiles of those who helped transform the CCP from a marginalized group into the ruling 

party of China. 
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Figure 32: “The Third World” (2002) Shen Jiawei136 

 

Again, the artist’s style of realistic group painting brings together a number of individuals 

to highlight the complexity of historical events.137 Australian art critic John McDonald 

describes this work by saying, 

Shen is trying to convey the subjective, fallible nature of historical           
discourse. Even when the standard account of an incident is not infected       
with propaganda it is largely a matter of consensus, with no guarantee of       
truth. He falls back on the idea that history is writ large on the faces of       
those who played leading roles, inviting us to seek insights in their features         
and attitudes.138 
 

 Shen currently resides in Australia. His work is regularly exhibited internationally and 

stands as a powerful example of how Cultural Revolution era propaganda has influenced 

the work of contemporary Chinese art.  
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Figure 33: “Brothers and Sisters” (2010-2012), Shen Jiawei139 

Another example and perhaps the most well known among Chinese pop artists is 

Wang Guangyi. Born in 1957 and about ten years younger than Shen, Wang's experience 

with Cultural Revolution propaganda began as a young child and led to his idolization of 

Mao. Wang began painting portraits of the Chairman in 1970 and similarly contributed to 

the abundance of Chinese propaganda posters. In spite of his indoctrination, Wang's 

personal image of Mao greatly shifted during his formal art education during the Beijing 

Spring.140 With exposure to European art and newly found interest in Western religious 

imagery, Wang set off to challenge Mao's near god-like status and created some of the 

first Chinese-grown art directly critical of the former leader. Wang viewed the 1980s as 

an era of cultural awakening in China much like the Renaissance period had been in 

Europe.141 Drawing on this parallel, Wang created images of Mao that stripped him of his 
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iconic status and attempted to re-imagine the Chairman as man and not a myth. Much like 

Warhol before him, Wang's work attempts to neutralize the worship of Mao and 

challenge the rules of socialist realism.142 In his 1988 work “Mao Zedong AO,” seen in 

Figure 34, Wang deviated sharply from the government's former edict of bright colors by 

presenting Mao in black and white with a two dimensional grid in the foreground. As a 

statement that would be recognizable to many Chinese viewers, the grid is meant to 

represent the jiu gong ge box which is used as a calligraphy guide for scaling Chinese 

characters to different sizes. By applying this grid to a portrait of Mao, Wang is 

suggesting that the viewer scale down Mao to a normal stature rather than a larger than 

life mythical figure.143  

 

Figure 34: “Mao Zedong AO” (1988) Wang Guangyi144 

Wang's later works from the 1990s and 2000s utilized his training as a 

propaganda poster painter to make critiques not just on Chinese propaganda but also 
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Western style advertising. Over the years, Wang has showcased a series called “The 

Great Criticism” which combines Cultural Revolution era proletariat iconography with 

Western product logos. A selection of images from this series can be seen in figures 35-

37. These images are important to the contemporary criticism of CCP propaganda 

because they tie together the communist and capitalist ideas of how propaganda is 

viewed. As mentioned at the beginning of this thesis, the Chinese word for propaganda 

translates more closely to “publicity” in English. In this way, Wang’s “Great Criticism” 

works blend the CCP symbols of proletariat revolution with Western style propaganda in 

the form of corporate advertising. Additionally, it can be argued that these works are 

highly influenced by Warhol’s work, most notably the Campbell’s Soup cans. Much like 

the American artist’s paintings, Wang highlights universally recognizable iconography as 

his foundation, but insert a more political message to make a statement about consumer 

culture vs. government propaganda, asking the viewer to debate the difference. Because 

of the widespread recognition of these symbols, Wang’s work not only speaks to 

domestic China, but also can be appreciated by a global audience and represents the 

evolution of Cultural Revolution era artwork into the modern world. As evidence to the 

international interest in his work, Wang’s art has been showcased in high profile 

contemporary exhibitions in Venice, Italy; Brisbane, Australia; Paris, France; Sao Paulo, 

Brazil; Tokyo, Japan; and London, England among many more.145 The popularity of 

Wang’s work speaks not only to his skill as an artist but also to the attraction of his 

subject matter.  

Much like Shen and Wang, many contemporary Chinese artists are still impacted 

by lost beliefs in Mao's ideology. Although he is able to view the Chairman rationally as 
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an adult, Wang still equates his changed view to that of a Christian who no longer 

believes in Christ.146 The artist concedes that Mao retains a mystical quality in his 

psyche, and he continues to hold meaning as an impactful figure in his life. Additionally, 

another interesting aspect to consider here is whether Wang actually continues to create 

propaganda with his contemporary works. No matter the message he is intending to 

convey, the brand logos featured in his works are benefitting from the advertising 

platform that he is providing through the international visibility of his work. As such, it 

can be argued that these works persist in the tradition of the propaganda style and even 

carry on the ideology of Maoism through the use of symbolism associated with Cultural 

Revolution era artwork. While no longer aggressively political, they still carry 

significance which links present day art with Maoist philosophy, even if only on a 

superficial level.  

From an economic perspective, these works also reflect the popularity of Maoist 

symbolism in the art world. Wang’s “Ferrari” panting from the Great Criticism series 

sold for over $1 Million at auction in May of 2008 and smaller prints from the same 

series regularly sell for several thousand.147 Similarly, in addition to the critical acclaim 

of his more recent works, Shen Jiawei’s Mao era paintings continue to attract great 

interest. As an example, “Standing Guard for the Great Motherland” sold in 2009 for 

$1.16 million USD, demonstrating the willingness for art collectors to continually pay 
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large sums for Maoist era artwork.148 Unsurprisingly, the Mao themed works of Andy 

Warhol commands the largest sums of all. As some of his most well-known pieces, and 

as an acknowledgement of the continued popularity of this iconography through the 

decades, it comes as little surprise that they still command exorbitant sums. In 2006 a 

Mao print was sold for over $17 million USD,149 and in 2015 a rare 82x57 inch silkscreen 

print, shown in figure 30, was sold by Sotheby’s for a record $47.5 million USD.150 More 

recently in 2017, a Warhol print of Mao sold for 12.7 million at a Hong Kong auction to a 

wealthy buyer in Mainland China. This sale underscores the fact that in spite of Mao’s 

complicated and often problematic history as a leader, his image remains an ingrained 

part of China’s popular culture iconography. In this way, these portraits often serve as 

ultimate status symbols for wealthy collectors in the art world.  Even Mao’s hand written 

notes command high sums in modern times. In 2017, notes written by Mao in 1975 sold 

at auction by Sotheby’s for £704,750, about $910,000 USD.151 One aspect of what makes 

any art popular among collectors is the intangible element of trendiness. It can be 

difficult to pin down exactly why certain styles become top commodities but it is clear 

that Maoist influenced artwork has benefited from a “trendiness boost.” Trends in any 

form often stem from an association with, or promotion by, an influential individual to 

elevate desirability among a mainstream audience. In my view, Andy Warhol’s adoption 

                                                 
148 Sothebys, http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/lot.39.html/2015/beijing-modern-

contemporary-chinese-art-cn0020. 
 
149 Christies, “Lot Essay”  
 
150 Katya Kazakina, “Cohen's Warhol ‘Mao’ Portrait Fetches $47.5 Million at Sotheby’s,” 

Bloomberg Online, November 11, 2015, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-11-12/cohen-s-
warhol-mao-portrait-fetches-47-5-million-at-sotheby-s. 

   
151 “Mao Zedong Literary Notes Sold at Auction,” BBC News, BBC, July 11, 2017, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-40568609. 
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of Mao’s portrait for his celebrity series provided the spark that propelled Maoist 

symbolism from an interesting historical niche to a full-blown mainstream art trend. In 

doing so, even art that is not associated personally with Warhol still carries the indirect 

benefit of being in the same category of symbolism as his famous works. Evidence of this 

is seen in the continued interest in Warhol’s works as well as those of more contemporary 

artists through museum exhibitions, gallery shows, and high-level auctions. 

On a more approachable level, institutions such as the British Museum are some 

of the most mainstream and high profile ways that the public interacts with art from 

around the word. That fact that Maoist era works have risen to the level of inclusion in 

such spaces again speaks to how this propaganda transcended its original purpose to join 

the ranks of global pop art. An exhibition titled “Icons of Revolution: Mao badges then 

and now” ran from April through September in 2008 and displayed a selection of badges, 

posters, books, and currency from Mao’s time as China’s leader. This highlighted the 

lingering curiosity, and continued interest in the artwork created during the Cultural 

Revolution. Within the British Museum’s own press release, they refer to the transformed 

nature of the artwork by saying,  

Much of the visual imagery of the Cultural Revolution has been defused 
of its original earnestness, and has been appropriated, adopted and adapted  
to suit new purposes. It now features in contemporary Chinese art and  
design, as well as in international advertising, often with an ironic twist.152 
 

Even though this exhibition only ran for a limited time, some of these propaganda pieces 

are still included among the museum’s permanent collection of Chinese art.153 

                                                 
152 Press Release, “Icons of Revolution: Mao Badges Then and Now,” British Museum Exhibition, 

April-September 2008. 
 
153 British Museum Website, https://www.britishmuseum.org/the_museum/museum_in_london/ 

london_exhibition_archive/archive_icons.aspx. 
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Furthermore, as of the writing of this thesis, a traveling exhibition is planned to open at 

London’s William Morris Gallery, which will showcase the propaganda posters and 

artwork of the Cultural Revolution from February through May 2019.  

 

 
Figure 35: “Ferrari - Great Criticism Series” (2004), Wang Guangyi154 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
154 Figure 35, Wang Guangyi, “Ferrari,” 2004, http://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/wang-

guangyi-chinese-b-1957-great-criticism-5959142-details.aspx. 
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Figure 36: “Coca-Cola - Great Criticism Series” (1994), Wang Guangyi155 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37: “Chanel - Great Criticism Series” (2007) Wang Guangyi156 

                                                 
155 Figure 36, Wang Guangyi, “Coca-Cola,” 1994, http://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/p/political-

pop. 

156 Figure 37, Wang Guangyi, “Chanel,” 2007, http://www.artnet.com/artists/wang-guangyi/great-
criticism-series-chanel-4zuPGuwDocOzQxKLNU5_2Q2. 
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As this era has faded into history, the power of nostalgia has played its own role 

in maintaining the imagery's relevance. With government leadership changing hands over 

time there are always people longing for a return to the ways of the past. Whether that 

past was ever genuine is of little consequence to anybody sentimental of a more 

egalitarian time - real or imagined.  Although many were hurt by Mao's policies many 

others look back positively at a time when they were given the opportunity to learn how 

to read, write, play music, and create art.157 Just as an older generation of Americans may 

listen to Elvis Presley as a reminder of their youth, so too can many Chinese find comfort 

in these pieces. From the model dramas to the poster paintings, there is certainly still an 

audience for what was created under Mao's leadership. Even citizens who look back on 

the Cultural Revolution with negative memories often concede that when the political 

message is removed many of these works can, and should, be appreciated as high quality 

pieces of art, music, and performance. Although the government of China largely ignores 

any discussion of this era, the Cultural Revolution undoubtedly stands as an important 

period in the story of Chinese art history.   

 Today, propaganda posters are often showcased in art shows both domestically in 

China and across the world. As a glimpse into China’s recent past, many propaganda 

posters can be found in art galleries, auction houses, and museums. In fact, in an effort to 

preserve many of these works as links to the past, the Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art 

Center was opened in 2002 and was given official government recognition in 2012.158 

Now a popular tourist attraction, this museum sheds light on the past and reflects China’s 

                                                 
157 Mittler, “Popular Propaganda,” 475. 
 
158 Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Center, http://www.shanghaipropagandaart.com/about.asp. 
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moderately more tolerant attitude toward expression than had been experienced under 

Mao. 
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Chapter 8  

Conclusion 

 

This thesis has attempted to demonstrate that Cultural Revolution era propaganda 

transformed into a form of global pop art as a direct result of China’s international 

outreach strategy. With no true diplomatic relationships, the country’s oblique approach 

to diplomacy relied on an extensive propaganda campaign that permeated a broad 

audience and influenced political philosophy around the world. Because of the sheer 

volume of imagery distributed by CCP propagandists, Maoist visual art became widely 

recognized and elevated to a position of global pop culture iconography. Much like 

Western style advertising, Cultural Revolution era propaganda became symbolic of more 

than its intent at face value. Images such as the portrait of Mao were so ubiquitous among 

revolutionary groups around the world that they morphed into part of a global social 

identity. As a result, the imagery often transformed at the hands of foreign supporters. 

This led to even wider distribution with the help of non-Chinese leftist groups who 

manipulated Maoist symbolism to fit their own causes. This topic deserves examination 

because much of the scholarly work surrounding the subject focuses on direct forms of 

propaganda such as newspapers and radio broadcasts. By contrast, this work has centered 

its attention on the visual arts that evolved beyond the bounds of the Cultural Revolution 

and retained value domestically and internationally in the decades that followed.  
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This work has demonstrated the journey from propaganda to pop culture was 

based around several pivotal moments in the history of the CCP that facilitated an artistic 

evolution. First, the broad Soviet influence dating back to the founding of the CCP had a 

profound impact on the visual style that defined Mao era’s visual propaganda. Examples 

of this were explored in Mao’s speeches from the Yan’an forum, which provided a 

foundation for understanding why propaganda was viewed as an important aspect to 

Maoist policy. Furthermore, these speeches foreshadowed the strategy that took shape 

during the 1960s and 70s. Next, the eventual split from friendly relations with the Soviets 

thrust the Chinese government into a position of independence on the global stage. While 

technically isolated from influential diplomatic relations, this independence fostered the 

use of propaganda as an outreach strategy. At the same time, hard-line factions of the Red 

Guard struggled for control of government agencies in attempts to implement the 

philosophies of the Cultural Revolution as they saw fit. Clashes between Red Guard 

extremists and moderate government leaders severely hindered the effectiveness of 

departments like the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and left China unable to carry out more 

traditional international relations work. In spite of this infighting, propaganda 

departments remained functional and outlets such as the Foreign Language Press 

undertook a propaganda campaign that reached nearly every corner of the world.  

Without substantial diplomatic relationships, the CCP sought to promote Mao as 

the symbolic leader of the global proletariat through a method of people’s diplomacy. By 

circumventing conventional governmental channels, China reached populations of even 

adversarial countries to garner favor with left-wing groups. Likewise, in regions sensitive 

to a history of colonialism, China advertised its politics without intervention that 
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bordered on appearing invasive. This strategy of people’s diplomacy was rooted in 

China’s ability to use what little international presence it had as distribution hubs for its 

propaganda. Circulated through embassies and local bookstores, the CCP propaganda 

campaign succeeded in reaching a massive audience with publications such as Peking 

Review and China Pictorial as well as with posters, paintings, and millions of Mao 

themed badges. By including imagery of foreign people and articles sympathetic to 

regional struggles, Chinese propagandists aligned themselves with revolutionary groups 

and lifted Maoist imagery to a level of global recognition. Without a true window into 

life in China, foreign groups fostered a mythical version of China that centered on the 

country as a socialist utopia, just as the propaganda intended. This myth helped to propel 

the popularity of Maoism among revolutionary groups who gravitated toward China’s 

message in opposition to the imperialist United States and the Soviet Union. 

 As illustrated by the imagery presented throughout this thesis, Maoist 

iconography was influential around the world and sought to promote a sense of 

camaraderie in the struggle of all oppressed people. As was shown, the saturation of 

Maoist iconography led to the appropriation and transformation of this art by different 

groups. French communists created their own analog to Peking Review, and the South 

American Maoists adopted the iconography for use by their own political leaders. In the 

United States, counter culture movements like the Black Panthers used CCP imagery and 

embraced Mao as a leader of non-white people against racial oppression. Because of this 

global amalgamation, Maoist imagery was perfectly positioned to transcend its role as 

political propaganda and enter the realm of pop art.  
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With the adoption of Mao’s portrait into the work of Andy Warhol around the 

same time as a strengthening of relations between China and the west, CCP propaganda 

symbolism became mainstream iconography. Warhol’s work was the first to strip the 

leader of his near divine status and transform propaganda imagery in non-political art. 

This exercise would become common following the decline of Mao’s leadership as 

former Chinese propaganda painters began to express their own voices through art. 

Following the death of Mao and the decline of Cultural Revolution policies, the artwork 

retained a level of appreciation domestically for the quality of its production and became 

a topic of fascination with art collectors and museumgoers alike. In addition, it is 

noteworthy to highlight that the domestic reception of Maoist imagery is likely a large 

contributing factor as to why this art remains popular internationally. A great deal of 

artwork from the Cultural Revolution is considered high quality and appreciated for it’s 

aesthetic. As a result, it has retained a level of popularity in spite of the many negative 

associations with Mao’s policies. Likewise, factors of nostalgia connect the artwork with 

a time that certain classes viewed as more egalitarian than their current situation. 

Together, these elements have allowed Maoist symbolism to avoid domestic denunciation 

and thus allowed for international collectability to thrive.  

In exploring why this art has resonated so broadly, this thesis has traced the many 

forms the iconography took over the decades. From domestic propaganda, growing to 

include international figures, adoption by foreign groups, and finally reclamation by 

Chinese artists all represent the ubiquitous and evolutionary nature of this art. In this way, 

it is as if a “perfect storm” of factors helped to bring Chinese propaganda art to where it 

is today. At a time when the CCP was withdrawing diplomatically from the international 
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stage, CCP propagandists were simultaneously engaging in a massive effort to advertise 

Maoism around the world. While the Chinese government put a tremendous effort into 

the distribution of propaganda, their overall transition inward left much of what was 

distributed open to interpretation and susceptible to change at the hands of its audience. 

This passive approach is perhaps the most significant aspect of why and how Maoist 

propaganda resonated with so many groups. By accepting Mao’s message of socialist 

utopia at face value and manipulating the imagery as necessary to fit their unique 

cultures, the art reached an incredibly wide audience. While the Cultural Revolution is 

remembered as a tumultuous time in Chinese history, the story of its propaganda proves 

to be one of international significance with an important and lasting impact on the history 

of global art. From its origins in Soviet Russia to its adoption into pop art, Maoist 

propaganda has experienced a journey that parallels China’s own evolution from an 

emerging power to a major player on the world stage.  
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